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CHAPTER ONE


Streets filled with fear and terror and blood. This wasn’t what our home was supposed to be. No matter how close war had come before, no matter what we’d fought on the streets of Saint Charles, we’d always managed to keep the commoners safe.

The tourists weren’t the only beings in danger here. The military had seen too many Fae, too many things they didn’t understand. Now they were targeting our allies, and in that action, they were targeting their own allies. They’d set their sights on the Fae who stood with the commoners.

I raised my hand in a useless protest, too far away to reach anyone in time.

The tank fired.

Flames and death and smoke screamed from the barrel of that awful weapon. Aeros raised his fists, and a u-shaped wall of stone sprang up between him and the shell. The wall cracked in the following explosion, sending waves of shrapnel and debris into the air. Angus had barely escaped, grabbing two of the kids who had been too close to the line of fire, and launching into the air with them.

One of the kids he’d had to leave behind screamed and went down, clutching his leg. Aeros glanced at the child, then turned back to face the tank. The Old God dropped into the earth, vanishing into a circle of green light. The tank adjusted its aim, centering on the wall.

The next shot might take the wall of stone, but it was going to kill the half dozen people sheltering behind it too. If they thought firing on the wall would hurt Aeros, they were wrong.

“No!” I shouted, sprinting forward. If I could get close enough, raise a shield, do something. I wasn’t that fast. No one was that fast. “Run!”

Angus dove back into the panicked crowd.

A loud thunk sounded from the tank, the same sound I’d heard before the first shot. I wasn’t going to make it to them in time. Where the fuck was Aeros?

He answered with a fury, rising beneath the tank. One stony fist grabbed the barrel and bent it toward the ground before Aeros flipped the tank over and slammed it into the earth. Stone flowed over the armored metal shell, and the tank screeched as Aeros tore it apart.

“They are children!” the Old God roared. “My stone will bear your names for all time, and the world shall call you monsters.”

“Aeros, no!” I shouted.

He paused with his fist raised above the exposed soldiers, his eyes flashing between me and the terrified men below him.

“Don’t kill them,” I said.

“He’s dead!” A voice screamed, cracking and rising into hysteria. I turned to see a child tugging at the arm of an older man. The child’s wails were the endless, undefined cries of a survivor. There are the cries of grief, and then there are the primal chords of loss no person can put into words. These were the hiccupping, terrible sobs of lives broken, and a world that would never be the same.

“Murderers.” Aeros turned away from the soldiers and looked down at me. “They should be held accountable. Would you not slay them if they were Fae or vampire?” He walked back toward the screaming boy.

I stepped up onto the flattened edge of the tank. “Okay, look, that’s a big talking rock who wants to kill you now. Congratulations on pulling that off. You also just murdered someone’s grandfather, so fuck you very much. Now …” I called on the dead things around me, let the decayed ruin of the gravemakers flow up from the earth to coat my arms and chest. “I suggest you get your tanks the fuck out of here before I decide to let my friend flatten you like tin cans.”

The nearest soldier’s hand reached for his sidearm. All he found was a mangled strip of metal.

I let the gravemaker chaff close over my head. “Draw that gun, and I’ll eat your soul.”

The man next to him had a smarter approach. He placed his hand on his companion’s arm, preventing any further attempts to draw his weapon. When the first man tried to protest again, the smart one grew more forceful.

“Stop it. Don’t you see the thing standing in front of us? Do you want to hug your family again, or you want to die here?”

The man with the gun stopped fidgeting. I backed away, letting them climb out of the ruined tank. The wails of the child behind me cut through the silence of the men before me.

“Never forget that sound.” I turned away at that point, not wanting to see what the men would do. Or maybe I just didn’t care anymore. How had it come to this in just five days?


CHAPTER TWO


Five days earlier, the bell had jingled when Sergeant Park pushed his way into Death’s Door. I’d seen him enough lately to know the quick steps that led him to the counter weren’t indicative of a casual pace. I sat up a little straighter.

“Everything okay?” I asked.

Park glanced around the room before setting his palms flat against the countertop. I winced at the creaking squeal of the glass. “Is Frank here?”

I debated for a moment whether to tell him Frank was actually there, wondering if Frank had gotten himself into some kind of trouble. After considering Park’s stride and the anxious flashing of his eyes toward the back room, I decided I’d better get Frank.

“Yeah, sure. Wait here for just a second and I’ll grab him for you.”

Park nodded a little too quickly. I hopped off the stool behind the counter and headed through the saloon-style doors. I passed the grandfather clock and the Formica table before I came to the entrance to the cu siths’ lair.

I paused with my hand on the ornately carved doorway. Foster and Aideen had whittled the once ragged hole into a beautiful array of Celtic knots. I ducked through the entryway, following the sounds of a snoring cu sith.

“Frank,” I whispered, not wanting to wake Bubbles. I made my way farther down the sloping ramp that led into the basement.

Frank had his reading glasses on and was squinting at the runes on the wall. He held a book in one hand and was comparing the drawings inside to the sketches on the wall.

“Frank.”

He jumped, surprised when I said his name so close behind him. Frank spun around, raising the book in his right hand as if he expected to swat an overly large, overly annoying bug. “Damian!”

Frank hadn’t whispered. The cu sith startled awake, sucking her tongue in and flinging her massive furry form against the nearest wall. Unfortunately, I was between her and that wall. I grunted as the bristly fur smashed me into the stone. She bounced away, looked up, and then started snuffling at my shoes.

I gasped, trying to regain the breath Bubbles had smashed out of me.

“You okay?” Frank asked.

I nodded through a grimace and pointed up the ramp.

Bubbles understood just fine and ran right up the ramp to see what was waiting in the shop.

Frank, on the other hand, looked a bit more perplexed. “You need me to cover the shop?”

I took a deep breath and shook my head, my lungs finally recovering. “Park wants to see you. He’s waiting upstairs.” I took another glorious breath and gestured at Frank. “Still researching the runes?”

He glanced down at the book in his hand. “Yeah, with everything Calbach told us about the runes, I thought it might be interesting to see what else I could dig up.” He snapped the book closed. “Haven’t found much.”

“Were you expecting Park?” I asked, leading the way back up the stone ramp.

“No. I mean, he drops by fairly regularly, but I wasn’t expecting him today.”

Bubbles started barking, and Foster cursed above us. The fairy shouted, and I could hear the rattle of his armor. I suspected he was trying to wrestle Bubbles away from Park. I picked up the pace and pushed through the saloon-style doors a moment later.

Bubbles had her paws up on Park’s shoulders, licking and snorting, easily pulling away from Foster each time the fairy managed to free Park.

“Bubbles,” I said in a low voice.

She froze, slowly licked Park one more time, and then padded back to flop on the floor next to me.

“Sorry about that,” I said.

“Oh,” Foster said, turning to Bubbles. “So now you listen to the necromancer and not me? Your ancestors would be ashamed.”

Aideen glided over the swinging doors from the back of the shop and settled onto the cu sith’s ruff.

“Park?” Frank asked. “Are you okay?”

“Yes,” Park said, looking down at the cu sith before returning his gaze to Frank. “I think so.”

Frank eyed him, and the suspicion on Frank’s face was obvious. “Well, what do you need me for?”

“We lost a squad,” Park said. He crossed his arms and blew out a breath.

Frank grimaced. He glanced at me and then back to Park. “Who?”

“You don’t know them.”

Frank frowned slightly. “Okay. Then why are you here?”

“What is it?” Foster asked, clearly not missing Park’s distant stare.

Park hesitated, and then said, “It was a fairy by the old railroad bridge. Foster, when we played back footage from the scene, he looked like you.”

Foster frowned. “What do you mean, exactly? Like he had my face?”

Park shook his head. “No, I mean he had your wings. Huge wings like a moth.”

Foster squeezed the dagger sheathed on his belt.

I was about to interrupt when Aideen did it for me. “One of the queen’s spies?” She sidled up beside Foster, eyeing Park. “What else have you heard?”

Park shrugged. “Not much. Look, you already know some of the commanders in the area are concerned about the intelligence we have. I’ve heard rumors that some of them think it was you.”

“Think I impersonated myself?” Foster frowned at his own words. “Never mind, that was a stupid question. But come on, Damian. This is clearly a setup.”

“I’m not arguing that,” I said. “But what are we going to do about it?”

“Oh, that’s simple,” Foster said. “I’m going to cut pieces off him and feed him the chunks before he dies.”

I couldn’t suppress a small smile. “Sure, but we don’t even know who he is. Which means we don’t know how to find him.”

“You kill enough enemies, you get the right one eventually.” Foster massaged the hilt of his sword, and it was particularly menacing.

Aideen laid a hand on his shoulder. The murderous gleam in his eyes receded, but it didn’t leave entirely.

“This isn’t a time to be brash,” Aideen said.

Foster nodded once. “The patrol was attacked at the bridge below the highway. That’s where we buried Lewis. You think they dug him up?”

I blinked at the fairy, not quite sure where that question had come from. “No, but I wouldn’t be surprised if it was a message. Someone telling us they know where we’ve been. They know where our skeletons are buried.”

“Literally.” Frank put his hand on the countertop and leaned toward Park. “Come on, man. You had to have noticed something. Something different? Something unusual about the scene?”

Park frowned slightly at Frank. “I understand what you’re saying.”

“What about the light?” Foster asked.

“Everything looked green,” Park said. “Like they were bleeding green.”

Foster’s expression turned stony. “Green poison.”

“Poison?” Park asked.

“The queen is back,” Aideen said.

My fingers tightened around the blue obsidian coin on the counter.

Frank rapidly waved his hands, cutting off the conversation. “We need a witness.”

“Were there any survivors?” I asked.

Frank looked to Park, who frowned for a moment and then nodded slowly.

“Casper,” Park said.

I raised an eyebrow. “Is that a ghost joke?”

Park glanced at me, his brow furrowing. It gave me the distinct impression it hadn’t been a ghost joke.

“Casper is a sniper,” Park said, the mild look of confusion still not leaving his face. “She’s in the infirmary, and I’m not sure if she’s conscious.”

“You call her Casper because she’s pale?” Frank asked.

“What?” Park asked. “Why does everyone think that? No, we call her that because she’s a goddamn ghost.”

I raised my other eyebrow.

“No.” Park shook his head rapidly. “Not that kind of ghost. I mean she’s a ghost on the battlefield. No one sees her coming.” Park paused as if contemplating telling us something more. The look passed, but Foster didn’t let it go.

“What is it?” the fairy asked.

“She’s an assassin,” Park said. “Casper is one of our best snipers. She’s a master of camouflage. But the Fae saw her coming.”

“Is she in a military infirmary?” Aideen asked. “Or is she in the hospital a few blocks over?”

Park opened his phone and texted someone. “I’ll find out.” He’d just finished typing when his phone buzzed. “She’s at the hospital.”

“That’s where we need to be,” Frank said.

“She’ll be guarded,” Park said.

I shrugged. “Makes sense.” I exchanged a look with Foster. “I’ll go with Park,” I said. “The last thing we need is for them to see Foster and mistake him for an enemy.”

“I’m coming with you,” Foster said.

“No,” Aideen said, resting her hand on Foster’s wrist. “Damian’s right. It’s too risky. I’ll go. They’re looking for a male fairy, are they not?” She looked to Park.

Park nodded.

“Then you have no argument,” Aideen said.

Foster clearly didn’t like the idea, but he said no more. His hand fell to his side, and he nodded once to Park. He turned to me and said, “Don’t let her kill everyone. Leave some for me.”

“I’m really hoping we don’t have to kill anyone,” I said.

Frank looked at the wide-eyed Park before glancing between me and Foster. Frank barked out a short laugh. “It’s like you don’t even know yourself.”

“Give me a little credit. We usually don’t kill people in a public place.”

“Okay,” Park said. “Okay okay okay. Now I know you’re just screwing with me.”

I smiled at Park. “Well, it’s either that or bury you in the backyard. We prefer not to do that.”

“When did we start burying them in the backyard?” Foster asked.

“Right,” I said. “We just turn them into deadbolts now.”

Park blinked.

“Long story,” I said.

Park narrowed his eyes. “You only intend to talk to Casper, right?”

Aideen sighed. “Of course. We need information, and it appears she’s the only source at our disposal.”

“Right,” Park said. “Let’s un-ass.”

That was apparently all the motivation any of us needed. Aideen glided to my shoulder as I made for the door. Frank followed us out, and Park’s posture relaxed a fraction when he saw Frank coming with us. I suspected the two of them had become closer, or at least more trusting of each other, but this was the first time I’d seen it so clearly on display.

“It’ll be fine,” Frank said.

Park nodded.

“I wouldn’t say it if it weren’t true,” Frank said. “Eventually you’ll learn to trust this bunch as much as I do.”

“They’ve saved your life before,” Park said.

“They’ve saved yours, too,” Frank said.

Park gave one sharp nod, and we started up the block, closing on the hospital in relative silence.


CHAPTER THREE


“Aideen,” Frank said. “Why don’t you stay with me? They’re going to be watching Damian more than anyone. You’ll be less likely to be noticed with me.”

“You are right, Frank,” Aideen said. I felt her pat my neck as if she was consoling a loved pet before leaving him at the kennel. She pushed off and landed on Frank’s shoulder. Not only had Frank been right, but Aideen’s black and white wings almost vanished against the busy pattern of his Hawaiian shirt.

“Oh, Frank,” Aideen said, disgust clear in her voice. “You’re sweating like a Burning Lands troll in a furnace.”

“What does that mean?” Park asked.

“Some things you’re better off not knowing,” I said.

“How did you survive being a criminal if stress makes you sweat?” Aideen asked.

“By getting other people killed,” Frank said, his voice solemn.

“I am sorry,” Aideen said. “I did not mean to bring up bad memories.”

Frank dismissed the thought with a small wave as we followed Park up to the receptionist’s desk.

Park leaned forward, crossing his arms and taking a casual pose. “We’re here to see Lincoln.”

“Sure thing,” the receptionist said. “We had to move Ms. Lincoln. I’m afraid she took a turn for the worse. You’ll find her in the ICU. Keep it brief.”

Park tensed, and only responded with a nod. He led us through the halls of the hospital as though he’d been to the ICU more than once. I suspected, with what he’d told us about the casualties in the past, that was exactly the case.

“If she’s on a ventilator,” Frank said, “she’s not going to be able to talk to us.”

“I know,” Park said. “If she was in that bad of shape, they wouldn’t let us in. We can use a whiteboard if we need to. She still has one good arm. And if we lose her, we don’t have anything to go on.”

If it weren’t for the tremor in Park’s voice, I would’ve thought he was being cold. But he was worried. This was his friend. This wasn’t a nameless soldier, a statistic to be run across the six o’clock news.

I didn’t have to ask whether or not we were getting close to the ICU. I wouldn’t have been able to block out the ghosts if I wanted. At least not without closing down all my other senses. And that seemed like a really stupid thing to do right then. Even without trying to focus, gray and black wisps crept into the edges of my vision. The weight of the dead grew into a crushing presence.

I hated hospitals.

Park turned the corner and nodded to an MP before slipping into the room the soldier guarded. The ICU wasn’t all that different from any other ward in the hospital, other than perhaps having additional space for more machines, and much more strict criteria for visitors. I doubted we’d be waltzing in if Park wasn’t with us. Park lifted the paper chart hanging off the end of the bed, an anachronistic sight in what was otherwise a cutting-edge facility. He cursed and turned his attention to the broken woman on the bed.

“She’s dying,” Aideen said, ignoring the chart. “Close the blinds.”

“I didn’t bring you here for that,” Park said.

“I cannot heal her completely,” Aideen said. “It would kill me to do so. But I may be able to give her a chance.”

Park ran his hand through his hair, cursing under his breath. “Casper hates magic. I can’t do that to her without her permission.”

“Then we’ll do it without yours,” Aideen said. “Damian, restrain him if it comes to that.”

“Aideen,” I said, some part of me thinking that I should be the voice of reason here, and the other part of me thinking that speaking out against Aideen at this point would be the exact opposite of reason.

Frank closed the blinds, sending the room into an eerily lit darkness. Aideen exploded into her full-size form, showering fairy dust across the room, and the suddenness of it sent Park stumbling back a step.

“Oh god,” I said. “Warning next—” I didn’t finish my sentence before a huge sneeze almost gave me whiplash. I blinked tears out of my eyes and fought off another sneeze.

Aideen gently laid her hands on Casper’s upper arm. It was one of the few areas of pale flesh that wasn’t covered in bandages. The fairy moved delicately, careful not to disturb the hoses and wires and God knew what else coming out of Casper’s body.

“Socius Sanation.” Those were Aideen’s only words. The room felt as if it had been lit from inside by a brilliant white sun. Seconds passed. Twenty. Forty. We were closing on a minute when Aideen’s wings started shaking.

“Stop,” I said. “We’re not losing you to save her. You need to stop.”

Still, she continued. A few more seconds, and the sun abruptly went out.

“You don’t understand,” Aideen whispered, slouching against the bed, her head hung low. “She was in so much pain. I couldn’t leave her like that.”

A burned stretch of flesh on Casper’s forehead crinkled and fell away.

“What in the hell?” Park said.

“She’s better,” Frank said. And before he finished talking, Casper clenched her fists.

“Casper?” Park said.

Pale white eyelids fluttered and then opened wide, bright green eyes flashing between me and Park and Frank before finally settling on Aideen. Casper flinched away from the exhausted fairy leaning on her bed.

Aideen struggled to her feet and leaned slightly against my arm.

“Welcome back,” Park said.

“What have you done?” Casper whispered in a hoarse voice.

Park frowned at Casper and followed her gaze back to Aideen. “She means you no harm.” Park gently laid a hand on Casper’s wrapped shin. Casper looked down at her leg, eyeing Park’s hand, and staring at it in something like confusion.

“She means you no harm,” Park said again.

“No devil will take my soul.” Casper stared at Aideen. “You may have taken my brother, but you will not have me.”

Casper’s accent wasn’t thick, but it was there, so Aideen’s next words didn’t strike me as any great surprise. “You are of the old blood.”

“The what?” Casper asked.

“From our homeland,” Aideen said, placing a hand over her heart.

“Casper,” Park said. “Please. You would’ve died.

“Did she tell you that?” Casper asked. “You cannot trust a fairy. All they are is lies.”

Aideen stiffened against my arm.

“You have it all wrong,” Frank said. “Not all fairies are bad. Some of the ones you see on the news, like Nudd and Hern? Oh yeah, they’re bad. But what about the fairies that are fighting them? There are fairies standing against them to protect the humans.”

Frank’s words grew more passionate, more fiery. I wasn’t sure if that was a good thing, or if it was exactly what we didn’t need at that time. “There are things in this world we don’t understand, things people think are just stories. Some of them are more than that.”

“He’s right,” Park said. “She didn’t have to heal you. She could’ve let you die, and I would’ve been none the wiser. She could’ve killed you, for that matter, and I would’ve been none the wiser. These people saved me more than once, Casper. And now they’ve saved you, too.”

“And so they own you now?” Casper said.

“No,” I said. “He’s our friend.”

Casper eyed me for a moment. “I doubt that very much.”

“Your words pain me,” Aideen said. “These things you say, they are exactly why we fight the king and all he stands for. That, and he has killed many in my family.”

“Then tell me,” Casper said. “What do I owe you for this?”

“Information,” Aideen said, with so little hesitation that I flinched. “Tell us what you know about those who attacked you, and I will consider your debt paid in full.” Aideen shook slightly, and I wasn’t sure if it was the healing that she’d performed, or exhaustion of another sort. She leaned on me a little heavier before changing back into her smaller form and fluttering to Frank’s shoulder.

Casper didn’t seem surprised by Aideen’s transformation. I suspected that meant one of two things. She had known Fae earlier in her life and had seen one of them transform before. Or, perhaps more likely, those that attacked her unit had been very much like Aideen.

“You don’t mean to drag me into Faerie?” Casper narrowed her eyes slightly at the fairy, causing more of the burnt skin to fall away and reveal the fresh flesh beneath.

“Should you ever find yourself in Faerie,” Aideen said, “I’ll do no more than give you a tour of my home.”

“I wouldn’t really recommend that,” I said. “Every time I go there, someone tries to kill me.”

“Damian,” Park said, “That’s not helping.”

But a small laugh escaped Casper, and the tiniest hint of a smile played across her scarred lips. She took a deep breath. “I’ll tell you what I know, but there’s much more I don’t.”

“Anything could help,” Aideen said.

Casper nodded. “We were on patrol at the far end of Main Street. It wasn’t Main anymore, though. It was where it merges into that other road and goes down by the old railroad tracks.”

“By the highway?” Frank asked.

Casper started to shake her head and then winced. “No, not that far, but in that area. It was just the five of us. We’d left the Humvee on the other side of the highway, closer to the base.”

I frowned and glanced at Park, not sure what she meant by a base on the north side of the highway.

“It’s not a full-blown base,” Park said. “It’s more of a staging area. Go on.” He nodded to Casper.

“It wasn’t just the one fairy,” she said. “There was something else with them, but I couldn’t get a good look at it. It was too damn fast.” She tilted her head to the side and closed her eyes. When she opened them again, her brow furrowed, causing another scarred patch on her forehead to crack. The bright pink skin already looked healthier from Aideen’s healing. Casper turned her gaze to Aideen. “I swear it had a helmet and huge claws. It was one of yours, wasn’t it?”

“No,” Aideen said, her voice tired. “That was one of the dark-touched vampires. They are agents of those we fight against. You would do well not to lump all supernatural creatures in with them, especially those who would be your allies.”

“So you say,” Casper said.

“Okay, okay, okay,” Frank said. “Talk to me.” He leaned on the foot of the bed. “Talk to me.” He lowered his voice slightly, drawing Casper’s attention away from the fairy on his shoulder. “We want to help you. We have to know what happened.”

Casper glanced at Park, and then kept her focus on Frank, her gaze wandering to Aideen only once or twice. “After the … vampire picked off the back of the squad, there were only three of us left. The fairy made quick work of the lieutenant then. I didn’t see where the vampire went. I was too busy screaming in the fire that suddenly appeared all around me.”

“Fire that the fairy cast?” I asked.

“It looked like it,” Casper said, “but you can’t trust your eyes with fairies about.” Her voice rose slightly, and then trailed off as her exhaustion rivaled Aideen’s. Casper frowned. “There was one thing I noticed that was odd. When the fairy cut the lieutenant, he bled green. Green blood from a human. I figured it was some kind of magic, too.”

“Yes,” Aideen said. “Yes, it was.”

I looked at Aideen, waiting for her to indicate whether we needed more information, or if that was enough for now. She nodded once as Casper closed her eyes.

“We’re good?” Park asked.

“Yeah,” Frank said. “Let’s let her rest.”

Casper was already snoring lightly by the time we all exited the room. Park nodded to the receptionist as we passed, and we started back to the cobblestones of Main Street, Saint Charles.


CHAPTER FOUR


“Zola’s here,” I said, reading a text I must have missed while we were at the hospital. Foster gave me a nod.

“Did Casper help?” Park asked as we entered Death’s Door.

“She did,” Aideen said. “She confirmed what you’d already told us about the green blood. And she told us more; she told us the dark-touched are already here. As are Glenn’s soldiers.”

“Are you sure?” Foster asked as he glided into the room. He tilted slightly, and angled to land on Zola’s shoulder.

“It’s still speculation,” Aideen said. “But the witness we spoke to says a fairy used fire.”

“Many fairies can use fire,” Foster said, crossing his arms.

“This spell was enough to engulf a human,” Aideen said. “It was at a level of the Demon Sword.”

Foster almost growled. “They’re setting us up.”

“That’s no surprise,” Zola said. “We’ll see more consequences from Nudd’s stunt.”

“We’re already seeing more boots on the ground,” Frank said. “Tanks in Saint Charles, for fuck’s sake.”

“Yes,” Zola said. “And now those soldiers have been attacked by a power thought to be wielded only by the Demon Sword.”

“It’s brilliant,” I said. “In one ruse, he’s driven a wedge in to prevent an alliance with the commoners, and now Foster looks like a traitor to his own cause.”

“Gwynn Ap Nudd has seeded doubt,” Zola said. “All he needs to do now is let it grow.”

Park crossed his arms and took a deep breath. “A leader does not rise to power on compassion and understanding, at least not one who is a self-styled dictator.” He looked from Foster to Zola in turn. “I’ve seen warlords use similar tactics. They only need to fill people with fear of the unknown, fear of anything different. And those who the man would hurt worst, rushed to help him first.” Park looked like he wanted to spit.

Bubbles shuffled through the saloon-style doors, sniffing at the air before butting up against Park with her hip. When he didn’t pet her immediately, she bumped him harder until he had to catch himself by throwing his arms out on the counter.

“Persistent,” Park said.

“It is probably in your health’s best interest to pet her,” Aideen said. “She has been known to get … bitey.”

Park scratched the cu sith’s ruff while the rest of us watched in silence. Bubbles arched her back, smooshing Park up against the counter until the sergeant finally had to push her away to keep from being suffocated. Bubbles chuffed at him, and then slowly stalked away into the back room. Park smiled at her grumpy exit.

His smile fell when Bubbles vanished from view. “Why here? Why now?”

“Because this is a war,” Zola said. “Nudd does this to turn the commoners and the military into tools for his arsenal.”

“You’re saying that Nudd fellow … you’re saying he’s orchestrating this?”

“Yes,” Zola said. “That is exactly what Ah’m saying. Son, did you not just say your soldier saw a man bleeding green this morning?”

“Well, yes,” Park said. “But that’s different. I think. I’m not sure.” He frowned and his forehead crinkled as he turned away from the old necromancer.

“You’ve seen enough of Nudd and his people to understand this,” Zola said. “Damian, summon the water witches. You can use the disc to tell Nixie about this, but we need Alexandra or Euphemia here.”

“What do you mean to do?” Park asked.

“I mean to hunt them down,” Foster said slowly while sheathing his dagger, then slamming it back home, “and show them the true power of the Demon Sword.”

It was a rare sight to see Foster use all his powers. My most vivid memory was when we found the child killer’s van years before. Foster had turned it into so much slag inside a supernova of fire.

“So,” I asked. “Did Nudd create a new Demon Sword?” I paused, wondering if that was even the right way to phrase the question. I didn’t know much about how his mantle worked.

“No,” Frank said. “Foster’s still alive, so no one else can be the Demon Sword as long as he lives.”

Aideen nodded. “Frank’s correct. It’s much like the mantle of the Sanatio. While Cara lived …”

“Aideen,” Foster said. “If Nudd has declared a new Sanatio, could he bestow the mantle of the Demon Sword on another fairy?”

Aideen shook her head. “It’s possible he has bestowed some power onto a knight, but no one may take the mantle of the Demon Sword so long as you live.”

“How did you know that?” I said, eyeing Frank.

“It was a story,” Frank said. “One Cara told us. I think we were at the cabin.” He frowned slightly, and then nodded. “Yeah, I’m positive it was at the cabin. Sam was down there with us. You might’ve been elbow deep in a chimichanga.”

“You never did listen to her very well,” Aideen said, giving me a small smile.

“We know the fairy who attacked Park’s men was not Foster,” Zola said, “but Park’s men, they may be harder to convince.”

“Can you come with me, Frank?” Park asked. “You’ve met several of my soldiers. It may help to have you by my side while I’m briefing them.”

Frank glanced between me and the fairies. “If I go now, I won’t be able to help with the hunt.”

“We can handle dark-touched vampires and an idiot fairy,” Foster said.

“Why do you say he’s an idiot?” Park asked. “He did manage to kill off one of my squads.”

“He’s an idiot,” Foster said, “because now I have to kill him.” The savage grin on Foster’s face caused Park to take a step back.

“Oh yeah,” I said, “that look will breed all kinds of trust with the military.”

Foster’s grin widened, sending a chill down my spine.

Aideen raised her hand to cover Foster’s mouth, and it broke the somewhat creepy tension in the air. He tried to bat her hand away, but she held firm, the muscles in her forearm straining against his futile attempts to escape.

“Then it’s settled,” Aideen said. “Frank will go with Park, and the rest of us will go hunting.”

“Should we wait for nightfall?” I asked.

“No,” Zola said. “Contact the water witches. Then we hunt.”

“Zola’s right,” Aideen said. “They’ll be expecting us in the evening or after nightfall.” She let her hand fall away from Foster’s mouth, and he gave her a bemused look. “We’ll have the element of surprise by attacking in the daylight.”

“You’re more likely to be mistaken for the enemy in the daylight,” Park said. “Some of the soldiers out there have only been in the reserves a few months, and a lot of them came in during the enlistment rush after Gettysburg. Many of them are out for vengeance.” Park hesitated. “I don’t want them getting in your way.”

“Then we hunt,” Foster said, “and I will remind this imposter of the true power of the Demon Sword.”
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I took the Wasser-Münzen disc with me to contact Nixie, and headed toward the Missouri River. It wasn’t dinner time yet, so the light crowds on Main Street weren’t that unusual. The tourists had been replaced by media, drawn to the military presence as much as the tourists had been repulsed by it. Our city had become a crippled, zombie-like version of its former self. It limped along, the media acting like some kind of symbiotic parasite.

I crossed the cobblestones and asphalt, finally reaching the riverfront. I hopped down onto the bank so I could set my feet in the river. The water was cold, and the chill reached out for my bones.

I crouched down and set the obsidian disc on the river rocks beneath the water. Almost a minute passed, and I couldn’t help the rising worry in my gut. Nixie was bouncing between Europe and the Obsidian Inn, violence with the queen had been escalating, and now we had evidence of the queen moving against humans. Nixie needed to know. We needed the water witches’ help.

The knot in my stomach loosened just a hair when the disc pulsed with a soft light.

“Damian,” a voice said, rising from the river. “What is it?”

“Alexandra or Euphemia with you?”

“No, they’re on a mission with the Obsidian Inn. Why?”

“We might need reinforcements.”

The water took on the rough shape of Nixie’s face, just enough that I could see her frown. “What’s wrong?” she asked.

“The queen has attacked some of the guardsmen stationed here. One of them was in the hospital, bleeding green poison. Sounds like the queen’s troops were impersonating us, or at least Foster.”

Nixie cursed. “I don’t like this, Damian. The coincidence and the timing are too much.”

“What coincidence?” I asked.

“I can’t say over our connection. This isn’t secure enough. I’ll send someone to you when I can, but for now, use caution.”

I nodded. “I will.”

The light on the disc began to fade, but not before I heard her whisper, “I love you.”

“I love you, too.”
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Frank and Park were gone when I got back to the shop. The bell on the door jingled as it closed behind me.

“Alexandra and Euphemia are both on a mission with the Obsidian Inn,” I said, glancing between Zola and the fairies. “Nixie will send someone when she can, but I don’t know when that will be.”

“Good,” Foster said. “That gives us time.”

I started toward the back room to grab my backpack, filled with beef jerky, bullets, and other things that were essential to any mission. It was only then that I noticed Foster and Aideen were both in their armor, the intricate details of Celtic knot work flowing over their silver cuirasses and down their greaves. Foster held his helmet under his left arm while Aideen left hers resting between her feet on the glass countertop.

I scooped my backpack up off the shelf and patted Bubbles on the head when she stuck her snout out of her lair’s entrance. I thought about bringing the cu sith with us, but the pony-sized dog might attract more attention than we needed. I looked to the corner where I had often kept the demon staff before it tried to kill me. I still couldn’t break the habit of wanting to grab it when things were going sideways.

I pushed my way through the saloon-style doors and adjusted my backpack. “Ready.”

“Stealth,” Aideen said. “This is no time for theatrics.” She stared at Foster as she spoke, but he didn’t shy away from her words.

“Do you think that armor is low-profile enough?” I asked.

“No other fairy wears this armor,” Foster said. “Even if there is an imposter Demon Sword, there are some things he cannot duplicate.”

I wasn’t exactly sure how much I believed that. I’d seen some pretty crazy glamor put on by fairies. They were the kind of illusions human perception couldn’t pierce. But I didn’t think this was the time to pry.

“Are we driving?” I asked. “Let’s take the car.”

“Yes,” Zola said, “because your car is so low profile.”

We followed Zola through the back and out into the parking lot where my ‘32 Ford Victoria waited. Zola and I climbed into the front seat while the fairies took up a post on the dashboard.

“From what Casper told us,” I said, “it sounds like they were attacked right by the comic store.”

“Start there,” Zola said.

I turned the ignition and pulled out of the parking lot, swinging down onto the cobblestones for a moment before the road mercifully changed to asphalt. We followed Main Street until it merged into N. 2nd Street, and the roundabout sent us off to the north. We briefly drove through a residential area before the buildings became strip malls. I turned right into one of the first of them, which held the local comic shop.

Aideen shifted the helmet in her hands. “We should leave these here. If one of Nudd’s court is the imposter, it may make it easier to find us. Or, at the least, see us.”

Foster let his helmet fall to the dashboard, the coif rattling as the metal slithered to a stop.

I stepped out of the car, and the fairies zipped over my shoulder, hovering just above me for a second before settling onto the roof of the car.

“Work toward the bridge,” Zola said. “You hear anything, scream.”

Zola was one of the most reassuring people I had ever known in a fight.

“We’ll be right above you,” Foster said. “If anything kills you, we’ll kill it.”

“If you don’t mind,” I said, “kill it before it kills us.”

Foster shot me a grin before launching himself into the air. Aideen followed.


CHAPTER FIVE


“I thought Park said they were closer to the river,” Zola said.

I glanced up and one of the pale silver dots drifted back down toward us, until I could make out Aideen’s form.

“That’s true,” Aideen said. “But that bridge is steel and iron. Unless they’re very powerful, or very stupid, I suspect they will be quite predictable.”

“What do you mean?” I asked.

“I mean they’ll still be in the area, if they haven’t already retreated to Faerie. No mere soldier will risk contact with a bridge that deadly.”

Aideen flexed her wings and rose into the air, rejoining Foster far above us.

“Smart,” Zola said. “We head for the bridge, follow it to the river, and search the grid.”

I sighed and kicked a stone across the parking lot. It wasn’t a long walk to the bridge, but Zola’s plan meant we were going to be out there for a while, unless something decided to ambush us. I frowned at the thought. “So, you think we’ll get ambushed?”

Zola smiled knowingly. “Bored already, boy?”

I chuckled and adjusted the pepperbox holstered under my arm.

The asphalt of the parking lot gave way to an unruly section of long grass and scrub brush. We reached the bridge a short time later and turned right, heading east toward the river. I remembered running Lewis down not far from here when Philip had kidnapped Zola. It seemed like yesterday, but it had been years. Memory felt heavy, and it took me a moment to realize that the weight wasn’t from the memory at all. The dead were close. Very close.

Gravel and dirt made it hard to walk silently, but the roar of the nearby freeway helped mask any sound we would make. What concerned me was that it would also mask the sound of any attack that might be heading our way.

I glanced up but saw no movement. “You see them?”

Zola nodded. “To the south a bit. Ah believe they’re behind this junkyard, or whatever it is.”

Old rusted-out cars flanked the railroad tracks. The lot looked like it might be a body shop, but some of those cars had been there for decades. We passed the junkyard and made our way down the gradual decline that ended at a line of trees just before the river bank. Zola sighed and glanced back the way we had come. She stared at the river for a short time, and then turned to the south.

“This will take all night,” she said. “You take one side of the building, boy. Ah will take the other.”

“I don’t like splitting up,” I said.

“Neither of us are alone, boy. Foster and Aideen are with us.”

Zola vanished between two buildings on the junkyard property. I waited for a short time before moving, and then when no one screamed, I started forward.

I neared the riverbank first as the trees thinned, hoping to catch a glimpse of whatever water witch had almost killed Casper. The witch who had killed Casper’s teammates. The more I thought about running into an undine on that bank, the more I thought it might be a terrible idea. I didn’t have one of the stone daggers that could kill a water witch. I didn’t even have an arrowhead. Foster and Aideen might, but I’d be helpless outside of my shield if that river surged forward and struck out at me. That was enough to send me wandering off away from the water, down a path on the opposite side of the junkyard.

A shadow moved in the distance, and my heart leaped, calming only when I realized it was Zola’s hooded form. Our paths crossed time and again as we walked the grid across the junkyard, and eventually moved past it.

The attack site was plain to see once we found it. The earth was disturbed, but that was the least obvious sign. The nearby tree line was scorched—parts of it ash and others charred beyond recognition. The sight gave me pause because it certainly looked like the fire had been spherical, and I remembered that searing orb of death Foster had once conjured.

I raised my voice. “Zola. Here.”

She rounded the nearby building, which I suspected was the office for the salvage yard. She paused for a moment, taking in the sight of the torched copse of trees standing between us.

“Ah did not expect it to be this obvious,” Zola said. “This is not the subtle work of the Fae.”

“You think?” I said, my voice flat.

Foster glided into my line of sight for a moment before settling on my shoulder. “Not subtle?” His eyes rolled from the trunk of the tree off into the scorched canopy. “Someone wanted whoever found this to know it was Fae.” Foster cursed. “They want people to think this was me. And if people think I did this, they’ll think it was one of Nixie’s witches that stabbed the soldiers. That they used the poison blades.”

“And imagine how convincing it will be with your armor strewn across the battlefield,” a voice screamed from our right.

We all turned toward it, and that’s when the attack came from the woods behind us.

For a split second, I thought Stump had come to help us. But the face of the Green Man was twisted in rage, and he was far taller than Stump. The fist I thought might be angling for our attacker was actually coming for me.

I raised my arms and shouted, “Impadda!” The shield burst into brilliant life a second before the Green Man’s attack connected and a shower of sparks flew into the air. I stumbled backward, barely staying on my feet as the Green Man struck again.

I didn’t think shooting him with the pepperbox would do any good. Maybe it might if I channeled fire through the gun, but I knew how that could end up. That had been what had sent Leviticus into the darkness during the Civil War. Instead, I reached out to the gravemakers, called the dead to me, and raised the Fist of Anubis. My shield flickered and died as my concentration waned before the protective light snapped out of existence. The nauseating rusted flesh surging out of the earth around me replaced the glow of the shield.

The Green Man was already committed to his attack. There was no way for him to slow. No way for him to avoid the attack. The Fist connected with a satisfying crunch, snapping one of the larger branches from his chest and sending a cascade of leaves and debris off into the woods behind him. He fell to one knee while I let the Fist expand, the Hand of Anubis wrapping around the Green Man’s head and pulling him forward, smashing his face into the earth.

Foster’s bellow drew my attention away from my foe. The Green Man rolled to the side, but he did not attack again.

A sword streaked in blood glistened from the back of Foster’s armor, piercing him. To land the strike, Foster’s opponent had had to open his guard. Foster didn’t miss his chance. He lunged forward, impaling the Fae knight much as the fairy had impaled Foster in turn. Only, when Foster struck, his sword cleaved through his opponent’s cuirass and sank into the tree behind him. The blade pinned the knight in place. The fairy struggled, but could not free himself.

I looked around for Zola but couldn’t find her. “You good, Foster?”

“Yes,” he snarled, his dagger sinking into the other fairy’s shoulder.

I ran past Foster and rounded the corner of the short building. Aideen’s sword clanged off the helmet of a dark-touched vampire. Zola was there too, crouched on the ground, a scorched ruin beneath her left hand. I don’t know what, or who, it had been, but Zola had made sure they were no longer a threat.

Aideen closed on the dark-touched vampire and feinted left. It gave me enough time to line up a shot with the pepperbox. I took it, the boom thundering across the battlefield. It didn’t do any real damage to the vampire, but it caused the creature to pause and look, and that was the last thing it ever did. Aideen slid her sword through the thing’s eye socket. It stiffened, and then fell to the ground.

“Are you hurt?” Zola asked.

Aideen shook her head. “No, where’s Foster?”

“He has the fairy knight pinned to a tree,” I said.

“Alive?” Aideen asked.

I shrugged. “Probably not for long.”

Aideen hurried past me. Zola and I followed.

“Who sent you?” Foster growled.

The fairy tried to speak, but Foster cracked the side of his face with an elbow. “If you try to use that incantation again,” Foster said, “I’ll tear you into 1,000 pieces before you burn to death.”

“The Green Man is awake,” Aideen said. “I thought you would have killed him.”

“I may have gotten a little distracted,” I said, glancing at the prone form that was struggling to rise.

“This is good,” Aideen said. “We have no need of the knight.”

“Then I shall remind him of the true power of the Demon Sword,” Foster snarled.

Evening turned to a bloody sunset as Foster wrapped his hands around the knight’s neck. A hellish incantation of fire whirled to life. The grass and the earth burned away as the roaring cyclone of flame and rage scoured the knight from the earth.


CHAPTER SIX


Foster’s firestorm faded, and our group’s attention slowly turned toward the downed Green Man. He still hadn’t regained his feet, but his emerald eyes were wide, aware and staring, fixated on Foster.

“Noble one,” Aideen said, “why did you attack us? Why did you attack the Demon Sword of the Royal Court, son of the Sanatio of the city?”

The bark-like flesh of the Green Man showed what I could only describe as a frown. Layers of flesh shifted as his mouth slowly opened. “The word of the Demon Sword himself told me there was an imposter here.”

“Clearly I didn’t.” Foster pinched the flat of his blade and ran his fingers down it, clearing the edge of blood and ash. “And you were wrong.”

“You must tell us who sent you,” Aideen said. “Our lives, and those of all who stand against the king, are at risk.”

Aideen certainly hadn’t exaggerated about our lives being in danger. I did wonder if our lives being at risk, or our dying, would affect the lives of all who stood with us. Even if it didn’t, it still put the lives of all humans in front of a homicidal king.

The Green Man considered Aideen’s words. He slowly sat up, bark and broken branches cascading from the left side of his body where I had struck him with the Fist of Anubis. “I did not know. One of Stump’s most trusted advisors, an old friend, an ancient Green Man, told us that the imposter would be here. I do not understand why he is not.”

“The imposter is dead,” Foster said, indicating the pile of ash with his sword.

“Please,” Aideen said, drawing the Green Man’s attention away from Foster. “We need to know who told you this.”

The Green Man hesitated. “He does not have a human name, like Stump does. Many of our people have taken human names.”

I didn’t really consider Stump a human name, but perhaps to an ancient and immortal tree, that was as human as it got.

Zola circled behind the Green Man, her forehead wrinkling as she peered into the woods and back.

The Green Man continued. “He was crowned with flowers, a unique feature I have not often seen in my many years, though Green Men like him were once known to roam the lands around what is now named Kansas City. It is a smaller city, a sub-city.” The Green Man frowned. “I do not believe that is the word used for your sub-cities, and it is not the heart of the city; it is the smaller city around the heart of the city.”

“Your point?” Foster said, impatience showing plainly on his face.

“I do not know the Green Men around Kansas City anymore. Perhaps one of them can tell you more about the imposter Demon Sword.”

Foster splayed his fingers out across his silver chest plate. “I am the Demon Sword.”

The Green Man stared at Foster’s armor for a time before nodding.

“The imposter is dead,” Foster said, pointing again at the charred corpse on the nearby earth.

The Green Man stared at that circle of death for a time before he said, “That is not the armor of the imposter. The imposter is said to wear the brilliant silver of—”

“I think that’s enough of that,” a voice said as a sword exploded through the Green Man’s face. I caught a glimpse of silver armor before the Green Man burst into a hellish, swirling fireball. The Green Man’s scream grated against my ears, drilling his horror into my mind before thunder sounded, the shattering of a tree trunk as if impacted by a cannonball. The Green Man’s flesh charred and popped and exploded, sending tiny splinters to ricochet off Foster’s armor as the fairy backpedaled.

I raised a shield and watched the edges of the fire, waiting for something to circle around. Waiting for something to attack us. I was half blind from the inferno, and it would be almost impossible to see anything until it faded. But the attack didn’t come from around the flames. It came from within it.

Had Foster not been between me and that fireball, and the white-hot sword lancing out, I might have had issues.

Foster roared as he deflected the newcomer’s blade. In one smooth motion, he sent the sword skittering along his own cuirass before ramming the hilt of his sword into the face of the other fairy. The attacker stumbled backward, surprise lit across his now-bloody face.

Zola fired off two bolts of flame as Aideen dove from above, her sword angled to remove the attacker’s head.

The fairy threw himself to the ground, avoiding the bolts of fire and the sword meant for his neck. He sprang back to his feet an instant later.

I drew the pepperbox and leveled it at Foster’s back. “Foster, left.”

The fairy didn’t hesitate. He threw himself to the side. As soon as my line of sight cleared, I fired. The round clipped the attacker’s shoulder, but his armor was powerful enough to deflect the bullet. That showed us in an instant that it was no ordinary armor.

The fairy had barely recoiled, as if someone had merely punched him in the shoulder instead of shot him. He grinned at me. “I think that’s enough of that.”

He shot into the air, bringing his sword up in a backward arc. The motion opened a red wound in reality and the fairy vanished through it.

Foster and Aideen stared up into the sky.

“Did you see it?” Foster asked.

Aideen nodded. “He wears the armor of the Mad King.”

“Who was that?” Zola asked.

Foster took a deep breath, and his nostrils flared. “Drake.”

“Drake died in the Wandering War,” Aideen said, her brow creasing.

Foster’s eyes trailed down from the evening sky and focused on Aideen. “It wouldn’t be the first thing Nudd lied to us about.”

“You gave me a name,” Zola said, “but that doesn’t answer my question.”

Foster wiped off his sword and nodded. The metal rang against the scabbard until the hilt slammed home. “Drake was an owl knight.”

“How did he call that magic if he’s not a Demon Sword?” I asked. Foster had never been overly forthcoming about his abilities as a Demon Sword. I could understand why. The abilities of the Fae court were some of the most closely guarded secrets in their world.

“Drake is said to be descended from dragons,” Aideen said. “It’s an old story, from an older time.”

“Descended from dragons?” Zola said, a hint of amusement in her voice. “I suspect Jasper would have an opinion on that.”

“Drake was fireborn,” Foster said. He glanced from Zola to me and squeezed the hilt of his sword. “You know most Fae cannot use line arts the way a mage can. Our powers are more organic, tied to our natures, and some would say our souls.”

“You have the power to heal,” I said. “I would think that says very good things for your soul.”

“And yet we can die from it,” Aideen said. “Destroyed by the very thing you think to be so pure.”

A memory flashed through my mind. That terrible moment in the Burning Lands when I had failed, failed by accomplishing our goals, springing a trap that Nudd had set in motion. I remembered Cara’s screams, and the last time I’d ever seen her.

“I know,” I said. “And I wish she was here now.”

“So, is Drake Nudd’s assassin?” Zola asked. “It would seem unwise to attack us as a group. Ah would expect more from one of Nudd’s elites.”

“It could’ve been a show,” Aideen said. “It’s clear the Green Man knew something, and Drake needed to silence him.”

“Drake opened a portal,” I said. “Does that tell you anything?”

Aideen nodded. “He’s descended from the court to some degree. No one can simply step into the Warded Ways without a fixed entrance, unless the court’s blood runs in their veins.”

“If I have learned one thing,” Zola said, “it is this: when dealing with the Fae, we cannot assume the answer is one or the other. He may have come here for us. He may have come here for the Green Man. Or he may simply have come here for the soldiers they killed. I suspect the answer lies with all three.”

Foster nodded and blew out a sharp breath. “You’re right. Killing the soldiers and making it look like me breeds hostility, or at least distrust, between us and the military.”

“And because we live inside Damian’s shop,” Aideen said, “the military is far more likely to distrust him. I don’t like to ponder what the situation would be if it was not for Frank’s relationship with Park. I only hope it’s enough.”

“We need to find them,” I said. “Park needs to know what happened here.”

Something slithered through the grass behind me. My heart hammered in my chest. I raised a shield as I turned to face the sound.


CHAPTER SEVEN


“Well now,” a sultry voice said. “Why the long faces? And why are you drawing a soulsword on me?”

I let the blade fade, hardly remembering drawing it in the moments before. As my eyes adjusted to the evening light, I could make out Alexandra’s features and her long black hair.

“Christ,” I muttered. “You about gave us all a heart attack.” I glanced behind me, and noticed that no one else seemed to be having a heart attack at all.

“He’s jumpy,” Zola said.

“And I think I have a right to be,” I said. “Have we already forgotten the fairy knight that tried to kill us, and the dark-touched vampire, and the Green Man?”

“What?” Alexandra asked. “Nixie wasn’t exaggerating. What’s happening?”

“The usual,” Foster said. “Someone that should be dead, isn’t.”

“No,” Zola said, “I doubt very much that anything she said was an exaggeration.”

“Come back to Death’s Door with us,” I said. “We need to find Frank and Park.”

Alexandra opted to take the river back to the store. Foster and Aideen went with her, leaving Zola and me to take a short walk back to the car. We were silent most of the way, walking into the bloody sunset as it scorched the sky.

“How late is it?” Zola asked.

I checked my phone. “Eight o’clock.”

“I’m too old to eat this late.”

“Oh man, why do you have to say that?” I said. We climbed back into my car and headed back to the shop. And, I suspected, dinner.

Sam’s black SUV was parked outside Death’s Door, and I hoped that meant Frank was back too. Although we hadn’t been gone that long, it might have been long enough for him and Park to do whatever they were planning to do.
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“Not dead yet?” the snide little face said from the lower deadbolt at the back of the shop.

“Why haven’t we just killed him yet?” Foster asked. “It’s not like Mom’s still around to torture him. We should just put him out of his misery. And ours.”

Foster glided to the ground and stood before the twisted face. He drew his sword, and the deadbolt laughed.

“Foster,” Aideen said, “stop.”

Foster glanced back over his shoulder, eyeing Aideen. “What is it?”

“He has never taunted us like that. Not once.”

“Actually, that seems to be all he’s ever done,” I said. “But I guess I’m special.”

Foster’s gaze snapped back to the deadbolt. “What have you done?” Foster pulled his sword back, ready to strike.

The deadbolt laughed again. “You think to threaten me with that thing? You think to threaten me with death? When I have been trapped here so many years?”

Foster smiled, and there was nothing friendly in the expression. He lunged forward, his sword piercing the outer edge of the deadbolt’s face.

The eyes in the dark bronze widened, and Foster released his grip on his sword, leaving it embedded in the metal.

“I can’t hear you,” Foster said. “I can see you trying to scream. Can you feel my blade inside your head? Can you feel the power inside that thing? Does the legacy of the Sanatio not run through your veins?”

The deadbolt shook, and fluid leaked from the edges of its eyes.

“Foster,” Aideen said, placing a hand on her husband’s shoulder.

Foster pulled the sword from the deadbolt and slid it gently into its scabbard.

Sound exploded from the bronze face, a shrill cry that had me covering my ears to stop the piercing wail.

“Silence yourself,” Foster said. “Or I will cut you from that door, and let the humans have you. Imagine what they could do with their iron and steel if a mere fairy blade can do that.”

I crouched down and crossed my arms, resting my elbows on my knees. “What do you know?”

“Do what you will. My fate is sealed regardless.”

“Your fate may be sealed,” Zola said, “but the amount of pain you endure meeting that fate is not.”

We stayed there for a time, at a stalemate with the Fae trapped inside the deadbolt.

“He knows something,” Aideen said. “That he’s not willing to tell us likely means it involves someone who’d hurt him far worse than us.”

“I thought you knew us better than that,” Foster said, baring his teeth at the deadbolt.

The face winced.

“It could’ve spoken to the humans,” Aideen said. “A hapless commoner, maybe?”

Still no response.

“Let’s go in,” I said. “See if Frank’s back. It’s not like we don’t know where to find this guy.”

Foster frowned for a time and then nodded. When he stepped to the side, I pulled back and kicked the face right in the nose with a steel-toed boot. The deadbolt popped open.

We filed through the door and slammed it closed. The deadbolt grumbled on the other side.

A stampede sounded above us, and two barks, as deep as hell itself, filled the air.

“Upstairs,” Sam shouted. “Bubbles!”

Bubbles tried to stop on the stairs when Sam called her name, but inertia can be a real bitch. I frowned at the mountain of green bristly fur that had just lost its traction.

“Shit,” I muttered. Foster flashed into his full-size form, grabbing Zola and leaping over the railing, sparing her from the imminent collision.

Bubbles made about one half a rotation before she collided with me. It wasn’t unlike getting hit by a car. More fur, a little less blood. But it still hurt like hell when my tailbone bounced off the hardwood at the bottom of the stairs. Thankfully, my stomach had provided a soft landing spot for Bubbles, and she was just fine. She licked my face with great enthusiasm, and then rocketed back up the stairs to Sam, who was now choking back laughter.

“Ouch.”

“Well,” Sam said, “Alexandra is already upstairs. She said you were attacked.”

“Yeah,” I said, “but they did less damage than the cu sith.”

“Thanks, Foster,” Zola said. “I much preferred to observe that from a distance.”

I grunted and climbed up to my knees, wincing at the pain in my shoulder. My back. My left knee. My right ankle. “Ouch.”

“I can heal that, Damian,” Aideen said.

“That would be great. Let me go flop into a nice soft chair.” I glanced up at Sam. “Is Frank back?”

Sam shook her head.

“Have you heard from him?” I asked, starting up the stairs. Slowly.

“He’s on his way. We’re supposed to go out for a late dinner.”

My stomach rumbled at the mere mention of dinner.

“I thought the corpses you placed in the river would have deterred attacks more thoroughly,” Alexandra said as I crested the stairs.

“You’d think,” I said.

I was still hobbling my way down the hall when Foster glided past me. He swooped down on the coffee table, raising a hand to Sam in greeting as she settled into one of the overstuffed chairs. I glanced over my shoulder to find Zola moving a lot more gracefully than I was. Aideen was hanging onto one of her braids, but I couldn’t make out their conversation.

The bookshelves upstairs were full enough they didn’t give me much room to hold on. I stumbled a bit as my ankle tried to give out, and I began to regret not taking Aideen up on her offer to heal me downstairs.

Zola raised an eyebrow in judgment as Aideen climbed one of the bookshelves beside me.

“Oh, Damian,” Aideen said. She didn’t give me any notice, simply said, “Socius Sanation.”

I winced as the tendons and muscles in my ankle knit back together. It wasn’t until the healing hit my back that I really understood how much damage Bubbles had done. Something cracked and shifted, and my vision went white for a moment before the pain faded.

“Thanks.” I took a few deep breaths and still clung to the bookshelves. The fairies had healed me enough over the years that I knew trying to walk immediately would just result in a quick face plant.

“Try not to be so stubborn,” Aideen said.

Sam flashed me a grin.

“Shut up.” I made my way to the nearest overstuffed chair and settled in with a sigh as Aideen landed beside Foster.

Something crinkled. Like stiff plastic or foil. I glanced around the group and my eyes settled on Alexandra. Her hand vanished into a Ziploc bag, pulling out a huge strip of beef jerky.

“Food,” I said, drawing the word out.

Sam sighed and raised an eyebrow. “Are you not going to survive?”

Alexandra looked down at the bag of beef jerky in her lap. She smiled and leaned forward to hand it to me. “We don’t have anything quite this spicy in Faerie.”

“Not unless it’s being used for torture,” Foster said. “I wonder what would happen if we fed that to the deadbolt.”

I took the bag from Alexandra and winced at the fiery aroma. “I didn’t realize this was Frank’s death jerky.”

“Lord,” Sam muttered. She scooped another bag up off the floor and tossed it to me. “Less spicy.”

I handed the face-melting bag to Zola, who seemed very happy to accept it. She was reaching for her second piece when Bubbles’s tongue shot out and stole it. The cu sith chewed, and then froze. Her head cocked to the side, and she tried her damnedest to spit out the fiery piece of jerky.

Bubbles vanished and thundered down the stairs. I suspected she was heading for her water bowl.

“That’s something I’ve never seen before,” Alexandra said.

I popped a piece of the bland jerky into my mouth. It was a great teriyaki recipe, a fantastic blend of salty and sweet.

“I could get you a piece of old cardboard instead,” Zola said.

“Just because something won’t burn your face off,” I said, “doesn’t mean it isn’t fantastic.”

Alexandra smiled and took a few pieces of inferno jerky from Zola when she offered.

“What’s been happening?” I asked Alexandra. “Nixie said she couldn’t come here herself, and that you and Euphemia were both tied up.”

Alexandra nodded. “Things have gotten worse in the far east of Falias. It isn’t only the queen’s attacks in Europe we must be vigilant for. She’s been striking the military patrols along the coastal waters.”

“Not surprising,” Aideen said. “You told us yourself some of the queen’s soldiers don’t wish to set foot in Saint Charles.”

“Of course not,” Alexandra said. “You’ve lined the rivers with the corpses of their sisters.”

Sam’s fingers froze over her phone. “Well, that sounded creepy.” She resumed texting a moment later, her fingernails beating out a rapid staccato.

“Regardless,” Foster said, “we’re glad you’re here.”

Alexandra nodded. “And I’m happy to come and see you all, but why have you summoned me here? It seems you have everything well in hand, do you not?”

“One of the soldiers bled green poison,” Foster said, dropping any pretext from the conversation.

Alexandra froze. “What?”

“Any idea who could’ve done it?” Sam managed to relay the question without making an accusation. I could say something as simple as “hi” and it sounded accusatory. Sam had much better people skills with some things, but at least I didn’t eat them.

The water witch shook her head. “The flower only grows in Faerie, its roots bound in Magrasnetto ore. The last I heard spoken of it, there were none left alive.”

“There are already weapons out there,” Aideen said. “They don’t lose their power so easily.”

“It will be lost, eventually,” Alexandra said, “but it takes millennia for it to be worked out of the blade. In a mortal’s eyes, the poison would never leave.”

“I don’t believe there can be much doubt who brought those weapons here,” Aideen said.

“No,” Alexandra said. “Even so, the military here has no understanding of the subtleties of the queen of the water witches.”

Aideen frowned.

“I think you understand,” Alexandra said with a nod. “Why would the military believe that a water witch stationed in Europe would attack any of their forces in this country?”

“They’re setting you up?” Sam asked.

Alexandra nodded. “That’s all that makes sense to me. And now you tell me the military here has been attacked with one of our poison blades. There aren’t many witches with access to such a powerful weapon.”

“Are they as rare as the stone daggers?” I asked.

“Not so rare as that,” Alexandra said. “Many believe the stone daggers can still be forged. They are correct. One of the ironborn, or even someone of Calbach’s skills could create another. But the very flowers to make the poison daggers are no more, long since extinct.”

“Only water witches with access to the Queen’s Armory could get their hands on those blades,” Aideen said.

Alexandra gave one shake of her head. “There are a few more, in Nudd’s Armory. There aren’t a great many, but those aren’t the only places to get one of the poison blades. Nixie has at least two that I’m aware of.”

I cursed.

“You understand,” Alexandra said. “It would be an easy thing to frame Nixie for the attack. The military believes that the water witches of the rebellion are to blame. That logic will take a natural course.”

“That would lead them back to us,” Zola said. She squeezed her knobby old cane. “We cannot sit by and wait for this to play out. We must move.”


CHAPTER EIGHT


It wasn’t long before Frank returned to the shop. I hadn’t heard the bell on the front door jingle, but Bubbles’s barking shook the building. It wasn’t the hostile barking that said “Yes, I’m going to eat your face now,” but it was loud enough to wake the dead.

I smelled the pizza Sam had asked Frank to pick up. The smell wafted up the stairs before he crested the top, Bubbles trotting along behind him. “Two pies from Talayna’s and a dinner salad to go.” Frank placed the boxes on the coffee table before slipping into the oversized chair beside Sam. I really thought they would have grown out of the cute stage at some point, but it didn’t seem it was ever going to end. We were all just learning to live with it.

“Park is still tied up,” Frank said. “Casper was better for a while, but she’s not doing so hot now.”

“Who is Casper?” Alexandra asked.

We filled her in about Park’s sniper. It didn’t take long to recite what we knew because, in all honesty, we didn’t know much.

“Drake,” Alexandra said. “A fairy named Drake, wearing the armor of the Mad King?”

“We saw it ourselves,” Zola said. “Ah understand that armor isn’t a familiar sight, yes?”

“That would be an understatement,” Alexandra said.

Aideen nodded. “Casper’s an asset to Park. Would you help me rid her of the remaining poison?”

“That will drain us both,” Alexandra said, rubbing the palm of one hand with her thumb. “I don’t think it would be wise to be in a weakened state under the circumstances.”

“Then we won’t heal her completely,” Aideen said. “We’ll remove the poison from her body. We’ll let her heal the rest on her own.”

Alexandra contemplated that for a moment before nodding. “Understand that I’ll do this to strengthen your alliance with the military.”

“I know,” Aideen said.

I pulled a slice of pizza out of the box and dropped it onto a paper plate. The rest of the group followed suit. We were silent for a time, and I wasn’t sure if everyone else was pondering Alexandra’s words as I was. Initially, they sounded cold, but I understood the logic behind them. We needed a stronger alliance with the military. Or one of Nudd’s gambits, or the queen’s, was going to succeed.

“Oh, wow,” Alexandra said as she finished snarfing down her crust. “Where is that pizza from?”

“Across the street,” Frank said. “It’s not as good as an actual New York pie, but it’s a damn fine substitute. Place called Talayna’s.”

“It’s a wonder you haven’t eaten there,” Zola said. “You’ve known Damian more than five minutes.”

I grinned at Zola.

“I have been to the fudge shop,” Alexandra said.

“That’s all that matters,” Foster said.

“How are we going to get back in to see Casper without Park?” I asked.

The fairies all looked at each other, and a slow smile lifted the corners of Alexandra’s lips. “You’ll wait here.”

“We know where she is, now,” Aideen said. “There’s no need for you to return with us.”

“Foster should stay here, too,” Zola said. “They’re already suspicious of fairies that look like him.”

“I won’t be seen,” Foster said.

“Zola’s right,” Aideen said. “You stay here and help Damian eat that pizza.”

Foster frowned. “I am hungry.” He lopped a piece of pepperoni off with his sword and started munching on it. I winced at the thought of where that sword had been in the last few hours. “I’ll do it,” Foster said. “Though it’s a harsh sacrifice.”

Aideen gave him a knowing smile. “We shouldn’t be gone long. I know where Casper is. I’ll guide Alexandra there.”

I stuffed another bite of pizza into my mouth and nodded.

“Park isn’t there,” Frank said. “Don’t get yourself caught.”

“We’ll be careful,” Alexandra said. “Aideen and I are better about strategizing. We don’t simply stab everyone when we first meet them.”

Foster gave her a flat look.

Alexandra and Aideen made their way to the stairs and were gone a moment later. I turned to Frank, who had just taken such a giant bite of pizza I thought he might choke.

“Where’s Park?” Zola asked.

Frank chewed his pizza for another thirty seconds or so before he swallowed and finally said, “Talking to one of Casper’s squad’s lieutenants.” He frowned and shook his head. “He may actually be talking to the major.”

“Didn’t he say it was the major’s decision to have the tanks sent to the city?” Sam asked.

Frank nodded. “Yeah. He did.”

“That could be very good,” Zola said. “Park is a direct line to the major. He may have influence.”

“Let’s hope so,” I said.

Foster nodded and chewed vigorously on another piece of pepperoni. “And the armor of the Mad King looked a lot like mine. It would be easy for someone to mistake if they weren’t Fae. And it would be easy for a Fae to mislead someone if they wished.”

Zola frowned. “That’s not reassuring.”

“Delicate situation,” Frank said, “any way you cut it.”

“And a good reason to keep Aeros close,” Zola said.

“I would’ve thought the military would be much more trusting of Aeros now,” Sam said. “After he helped stop the harbinger by the Arch.”

“Police force is,” Frank said. “Some of the patrolmen were on the bridge. They saw a lot of what happened.”

“Hopefully it won’t take something so drastic,” Zola said, “to earn the respect of the men with the tanks.”
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Frank and Sam left after we finished the pizza. Foster was wrangling Bubbles downstairs, leaving Zola and I around the heavy coffee table. Zola flipped through the pages of Phillip’s old journal, smiling at something on one before wincing at some unholy nightmare on another.

“You still miss him?” I asked.

Zola nodded slowly. “Ah do, but it’s complicated.”

“He did some pretty bad shit,” I said.

“I did some pretty bad shit, too, Damian,” she said. “The difference is, he never stopped.”

I turned the page of the Book that Bleeds, its blood pooling in the pizza box on the coffee table. As much as it had creeped me out the first time I’d seen the book bleed, now that I knew it wouldn’t leave any stains, it didn’t bother me so much.

“Have you found anything new?” Zola asked.

I shook my head. “There are some sections about the Wandering War.” I rifled back a few pages and turned the book toward Zola. “It’s not as thorough as I’d like, but there is a myth about the Mad King.”

Zola skimmed the page and frowned. “What does it say?”

“You can’t read it?”

“Some of it is clear,” Zola said, squinting at the book, “but some of the lines shimmer. Like the text is hidden behind another spell.”

“That’s how the Black Book used to look. Why this page?”

“It’s perhaps your bloodline. It can be hard to tell with all the magic.”

I spun the book back toward me, flinging a bit of ghostly blood into the air, where it dissipated in an instant.

“We can ask Aideen when they get back,” Zola said.

“Foster might know, too,” I said.

A wry smile wrinkled Zola’s lips. “We want information. We don’t want them to stab the book.”

“He does like to stab things,” I said with a nod.

We studied in silence for a time, interrupted by the occasional bark of the cu sith downstairs, but otherwise left alone among the towering bookcases and musty scent of the old tomes. I hadn’t found many writings on the Wandering War. The fairies didn’t seem to be fond of putting their history down on paper. Perhaps it was harder to skirt the truth that way, which was a skill they prided themselves on.

Nixie had told me there were libraries, more in the past, but some still stood. One of them was in Nudd’s court, a chamber guarded as closely as the king’s life. Now that was a sight I would have liked to have seen. Vik and the vampires had some old books in their archives, but I imagined that the fairies likely had tomes that were much, much older.

A passage in the Book that Bleeds that was hidden from Zola’s eyes and not from mine. It didn’t seem to make sense. And when it came to the Fae, anything that didn’t seem to make sense always earned my attention.

“This entire book reads like modern English,” I said.

“We know enough to know that it shows a language most comfortable to the reader,” Zola said.

“Right,” I said, “I understand that, but then why are some of these passages either in old English or just disjointed gibberish?”

Zola frowned. “It may be as simple as the fact its spell has worn in places. If it’s like Ward’s … well, wards,” she said with a smirk. “The erasure of one small section can wreak havoc on the whole.”

I ran my finger across the thin paper and nodded. That actually made quite a bit of sense. I didn’t know how the magic worked in the book, but if each page had its own ward for its own binding, it made sense that some pages might be jumbled and others would be clear. But why was it the pages on the Fae? Had someone revisited them more than any other pages? It was a mystery, and I’d had more mysteries try to kill me over the past few years than I cared to remember.

“I bet Cara would’ve known.”

“Yes,” Zola said with a sad smile.

Some days I missed my friend a great deal.


CHAPTER NINE


The deadbolt in the back door squawked when someone slammed their foot into it and pushed their way into the shop. A female voice I didn’t recognize was shouting, and a moment later I heard Foster shouting back. Zola and I exchanged a look. She scooped up her knobby old cane, and I regretted having left the pepperbox downstairs. I wasn’t defenseless, but I also didn’t want to accidentally tear the shop down with a badly placed art.

“Foster!” I shouted. “Everything okay?”

“Hospital was attacked,” Alexandra said as she dashed up the stairs. It wasn’t her voice I’d heard at first. Someone else pounded up the stairs behind her.

“Casper?” I asked.

“Pants,” she said. “Foster said you have some pants.”

I blinked and glanced at her charred hospital gown. “Why don’t you have pants? What the hell happened?”

“I was in a bit of a hurry,” Casper said. “Being everything was on fire.”

“Some bloody fairy incinerated the ICU,” Foster said.

“Killed two guards,” Aideen said.

“The imposter was right next to me,” Alexandra said. “I could have mistaken him for Foster.”

“Same here,” Casper said. She turned to face the stairs, in the blind spot of anyone who might happen to come up. She glanced back at me and caught me frowning at the mesh underwear showing through her hospital gown.

“Enjoying the show?” Casper asked.

“No, I have, I mean …”

“What he meant to say,” Zola said, “is that he will get you some pants.”

I nodded quickly, offered Casper an awkward smile, and ran down the stairs.
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We kept an array of extra clothes in the closet on the first floor. At one time, we had several shelves that were always full of miscellaneous junk, which made finding anything half impossible. Thankfully, most of that was behind the door now, and we didn’t have to remember that everything was half impossible to find until we actually opened the door.

“Was that Casper?” Foster asked as he landed on one of the shelves above where I was rooting. “I didn’t recognize her all unwrapped.”

I nodded. “Aideen and Alexandra are with her. Apparently you attacked the hospital.”

Foster cursed. “Drake?”

“It sounds like the entire ICU was burned up.”

Foster cursed at length and then launched himself into the air, gliding to the staircase and rocketing upstairs. I caught sight of Frank and Sam as they returned from whatever post-dinner adventure they’d been on. I turned to the slightly dusty pile of clothes on the bottom two shelves. Casper was a bit shorter than Nixie, but she was solid muscle. Sam’s extra sweatpants might be a little short on her, but I figured that would be better than having something too long getting tangled up in her legs. I snatched the black sweatpants off the shelf, grabbed a black T-shirt, and headed back up the stairs.

“It was a powerful glamor,” Aideen said. “It looked like you, Foster. I mean every detail.”

“Everything except the armor,” Alexandra said. “For some reason, he cannot mask the armor of the Mad King, or chose not to.”

“A tactical decision?” Casper asked, taking the sweatpants from me. “It’s possible he didn’t mask his armor so that his own people wouldn’t kill him.”

“As good a theory as any,” Zola said. “How much damage was done to the hospital?”

“If there was anyone else in the ICU,” Casper said, “they’re dead.”

“Drake burned out most of what we could see,” Aideen said.

“I extinguished what I could,” Alexandra said. “Once the sprinklers went off, it was easy enough to guide that tainted water.”

“I’m so glad you were there,” Aideen said with a shudder. “Who knows how much iron had leeched into that water.”

Alexandra shook her head. “It couldn’t have been much. If it was truly Drake, he isn’t ironborn. That would’ve hurt him just as much as it would hurt you.”

Frank coughed and turned away when Casper nonchalantly dropped her hospital gown and slipped into the T-shirt. “What …” Frank started. “So they’re really trying to kill Casper?”

“I’d say so,” Casper said. “You can turn around now,” she said with a smile.

Sam didn’t say anything, but she gave Frank a small smirk.

“I’m glad everyone has pants now,” Foster said. “Did anyone see you come into the shop? Did anyone follow you?”

“Foster,” Sam said. “Who else could it have been? You think Drake won’t know it was one of us?”

“I guess it’s a good thing we have some defenses here,” I said. “Although we need to put a muzzle on that deadbolt if it’s really been talking to the commoners.”

“You are strange people,” Casper said. “I need to get ahold of Park. He needs to know what happened.”

“You need to stay here,” Zola said. “You’re the only one Park will fully trust. Without you, he may believe Foster capable of attacking the hospital.”

Casper shook her head. “You don’t give him enough credit. He’s talked about Foster and Aideen at length. Even the big rock that camps out by the river sometimes.”

“Mr. Chatty,” I said. “That’s actually his name. If you see him, you should call him Mr. Chatty.”

Zola sighed, clearly exasperated. “Just ignore him.”

“Here,” Frank said, “call Park on this.”

“Thank you,” Casper said, taking the phone from Frank. “Can I get a little privacy? Some of what I have to tell Park is not for everyone’s ears.”

“Yeah, sure,” Frank said. “Just go downstairs anywhere you like. With all the books and carpet up here, we can hardly hear anything that goes on down there.”

Casper nodded. I noticed her bare feet as she started descending the stairs.

“I think there might be some flip-flops in the closet by the table,” I said.

“Thanks.” She vanished around the turn of the stairs.

“We should try to keep her here,” Aideen said. “If it’s only the fairies hunting her, the blood shield is her best chance at staying hidden.”

“She’s the only survivor,” Foster said. “They come for her, it’s going to be fast. It’s what I’d do.”

“What happened?” Sam asked. “They literally attacked the ICU at the hospital? While impersonating Foster?”

Aideen nodded. “And the impersonator …” She shuddered. “Their glamor was inscrutable.”

I started back toward the chairs, settling into the one nearest the shelf on the back wall while the others filtered in.

Sam looked down at the Book that Bleeds and grimaced. “Gross. Did you seriously let that thing fill up the pizza box?”

“But why now?”

“Because he’s gross?” Sam responded.

Alexandra smiled. “That is not what I meant. Why would Drake surface now? A man known as the right hand of the Mad King. He was believed to be dead. No one has seen him in hundreds of years.”

Zola frowned and rested her hand on top of her knobby old cane. “What do you know of the bindings on the Book that Bleeds?” She glanced at me and then turned her gaze back to Alexandra and Aideen.

“With all due respect, my friend,” Alexandra said, “I don’t believe this to be the time to discuss that relic.”

“Perhaps,” Zola said. “But earlier today Damian was reading a passage that remained in the old tongues. A passage about the Mad King.”

“The book is ancient,” Aideen said. “It’s not unusual for those translation spells to wear down. And I believe they were laid on that book long before any preservation runes were added.”

“A coincidence then?” Zola asked. “A coincidence those pages were blurred to my eyes, but clear to Damian?”

“I can’t read it all,” I said. “Some of it’s in a language I don’t understand.”

“But you can read some of what Zola can’t?” Alexandra said, frowning. “If you can read the words on the page, but Zola can’t, then whatever spell is hiding it is still intact. Why wouldn’t it work on you?”

“Could it be his bloodline?” Sam asked.

“I wondered the same thing,” Zola said.

“Perhaps not the bloodline,” Alexandra said, “as much as the legacy of magic that resides in his soul.”

“Well, there’s an easy way to test that,” Frank said.

We all looked at Frank. Alexandra raised what I suspected to be a skeptical eyebrow.

“See if Sam can read the pages. Damian’s soul is in her aura, right?”

“Truly?” Alexandra asked.

“Was that still a secret?” Frank asked. “I thought everyone knew that by now.” He pursed his lips and glanced between Sam and Alexandra.

“Nudd and the courts already want to kill Damian,” Alexandra said. “I don’t think anyone finding out at this point is going to do much damage.”

“That’s reassuring,” I muttered.

“You think it’ll work?” Frank asked.

Alexandra shrugged. “There’s only one way to know.”

“Show us the page,” Aideen said.

I ran my finger along the thick pages where the last ribbon bookmark I’d inserted waited. The paper was almost glassy, and the feel was entirely wrong. It always bothered me about the book, how it felt like modern paper when it should have felt like mold or old parchment. I turned the tome toward Sam, Aideen, and Alexandra.

“Can you read it?” I asked.

“I can see it has words,” Sam said, “but I don’t understand them. It’s not in a language I recognize.”

“Interesting,” Zola said. “But can we be sure Samantha’s aura is the reason she can read it?”

Aideen took up a perch on Alexandra’s shoulder, and they both gazed down at the old text. Foster glided off the bookshelf and perched on Alexandra’s other shoulder.

They studied it for a time before Alexandra finally said, “There is no great secret on this page. I don’t understand why this spell is different.”

“It’s about the Wandering War,” I said, “right?”

Alexandra nodded. “There is mention of the war, and the Mad King, but I don’t see what this … what this …”

Aideen hopped down onto the table, staring wide-eyed at the Book that Bleeds. The blood pooled around her ankles, just skirting the bottom of her wings. “That can’t be. That’s not what happened in the war.”

“Whose account is this?” Foster asked.

Zola flexed her fingers on her cane. “What’s wrong?”

“It has to be a mistake,” Alexandra said.

“There’s one line here,” Aideen said, leaning forward and running her finger along the text. “It states essentially that the Mad King was locked away for all eternity in a prison of his own making. But that’s not what happened.”

“He was slain,” Foster said. “The story of the battle between the Mad King and Gwynn Ap Nudd is one of our oldest tales from the current king’s age.”

“Perhaps Drake’s appearance is not a coincidence,” Alexandra said, her expression sober.

“Nixie said something about the poison blades of the water witches not being a coincidence,” I said. “I meant to ask you about that.”

Alexandra frowned, then glanced between me and the fairies. “Some of the poison daggers were stolen.”

“Who knows about it?” Aideen asked.

“Those of us loyal to Nixie have started another armory. There is more than one location, which we thought would help deter the theft of any of the more dangerous weapons.”

“I take it you were wrong?” Zola asked.

“No,” Alexandra said. “The poison blades are not as closely guarded as the stone daggers. They were in a secondary location, but still heavily guarded, under constant surveillance. The only way the armory could’ve been discovered is if we have spies in our ranks.”

“Is the armory here?” Sam asked. “Someplace close by that they could’ve taken the blades and used them to kill Casper’s squad?”

“No,” Alexandra said. “We have assets at the ready, but none of the poison blades were being stored in this country.”

“I guess that doesn’t really matter, though,” Sam said. “If a Fae took the Warded Ways, they could travel here in an instant.”

“And I’m afraid the attack here,” Alexandra said, “isn’t the first that has happened in this country.”

“Falias?” Frank asked.

“Yes. But why do you ask?” Alexandra frowned slightly at Frank. “Have you heard from someone there?”

“That’s where all the friendly Fae are supposed to live,” Frank said. “If the commoners are getting murdered there, and maybe even the military, it’s going to shake up people’s trust.”

“Yes,” Alexandra said, surprise plain in her voice. “I’m afraid that is exactly what has happened.”

I cursed. “And that’s what has the Obsidian Inn all tied up.”

Alexandra nodded.

“Damian?” Casper’s voice said, echoing up the stairs. “Damian!” Her voice rose in pitch, cutting off the rest of our conversation.

I hopped out of the overstuffed chair and jogged toward the staircase. “Yeah? What is it?”

“Mr. Chatty is squaring off with some Fae out front.”

“What?” Alexandra said, hurrying after me.

Something crashed. A thunderous report like two giant boulders colliding shook the building beneath our feet. I cursed again.

“Aeros,” I said. “She means Aeros is out front.” I started down the stairs, hurtling down to the middle landing before jumping to the bottom.

“Since when is Aeros called Mr. Chatty?” Sam shouted as she appeared beside me, her sudden vampiric appearance scaring about twelve years off my life.

“Bad joke,” I said, following Casper through the saloon-style doors in the front of the shop.

“Christ,” I said as I opened the door. It was plain to see what the thunderclap that had shaken the building was. A bloody smear and an explosion of gore had erupted from Aeros’s rocky hands. He had literally smashed the life out of something. Or someone.

The disembodied scream that echoed around us a moment later told me it had been a fairy. Ley lines sparked to life, siphoning away the Fae’s body. Aeros spread his hands, and the gore-soaked armor within clattered onto the cobblestones.

“That was a clever trick,” the remaining fairy said, calling my attention to the shadows outside a nearby shop. He glanced down at his arm, either checking for damage or checking for the viscera of his ally.

“Drake,” Alexandra said, coming to a stop a half step ahead of me.

The fairy only glanced at the water witch. He kept his focus on Aeros, the cautious gaze betraying his nonchalant stride.

“Alexandra,” Drake said. “I would not have expected you to side with traitors to the throne.”

“Our king is a traitor himself. He had to betray the throne to take it. Regardless of the fact our last king was mad.”

“I found them attempting to pick the lock on the front door,” Aeros said. “They intended to kill the one blessed with the old blood.”

“They keep trying to,” I said. “And they keep dying.” I gave Drake a broad smile.


CHAPTER TEN


“You died,” Alexandra said, narrowing her eyes as she focused on Drake. “Some of our people were there when you fell beside the Mad King.”

The smile that crawled across Drake’s face gave me chills. “Your kind live to be old enough and wise enough to know that what you see is not always what is happening.”

Foster exploded into his full-size form beside me, and Aideen immediately followed. Foster walked off to my left while Aideen circled toward the right. The wider our horseshoe formation grew, the farther away Drake stepped.

“I will kill you where you stand,” Aeros said. His eye lights flicked to me and then back to Drake. I wasn’t sure if he was looking for some cue, or if I had no influence over the situation.

“I’ve seen you strike,” Drake said. “You won’t catch me so easily.”

“Enough talk,” Aideen growled. She lunged with her sword, the attack so unexpected that I thought my eyes might be wider than Drake’s. He barely raised the sheath of his sword high enough to deflect the blade, sending it skittering along his armor to take a small piece out of his forearm. If he’d failed, that blade would have been sinking into his heart. Drake’s eyes flashed toward Foster and he launched himself skyward a mere second before the cobblestones rose to swallow him.

“I already told you, I’m too fast,” Drake said, slashing the air with his sword and slipping into the Warded Ways.

“What were you doing?” Foster asked.

“That strike was meant to kill him,” Aideen said.

“It’s unlikely that you would catch a knight that off guard,” Alexandra said.

Aideen nodded. “Yes, but that attack wasn’t without fruit. Drake, or this fairy who claims to be Drake, was wrapped in a particularly strong glamor. His armor deflected my sword a fraction of an inch sooner than I expected it to. He shouldn’t have been able to deflect that strike.”

“Meaning what?” I asked.

“Meaning the fairy we just saw,” Alexandra said, “was glamored to appear smaller than his true form.”

“Why bother to hide that?”

“Damian,” Frank said. He tapped my arm.

I turned to look at him and cursed. A squad of soldiers was swarming toward us down Main Street, and it wasn’t a casual patrol. The men moved with their rifles raised and trained on us.

“Get behind me,” Casper said.

“Bullets will kill you just as well as they will kill us,” Zola said. “Be wary.”

The squad moved like one long snake, slithering along the shop fronts, one soldier taking up a post inside the entryway of a shop while the rest filed around him. That rolling movement continued until the nearest stood only a dozen feet away.

The soldier in the front used the barrel of his gun to indicate the ground, while the others kept their rifles trained on us. “Weapons on the ground.”

“I don’t feel comfortable doing that at the moment,” I said.

“Weapons on the ground or you’re going on the ground. I don’t care which.”

I exchanged a glance with Sam. She gave a tiny shake of her head, as if she knew what I’d been asking her with my unspoken eyebrow raise. She wouldn’t be fast enough to take them all down before they got a few shots off. And I sure as hell wasn’t going to just flay these men alive.

I lifted the holster over my shoulder slowly, setting the pepperbox on the ground as lightly as I could.

“Then the swords,” the soldier said, training his gun on Foster.

“Right,” Foster said. He and Aideen snapped into their smaller forms and were gone. I suspected they were perched on Frank or Zola’s back, but I wasn’t going to go looking for them now.

“They won’t attack you,” I said. “We’re on your side.” I hesitated at my own words, realizing that I suddenly sounded like a bad 1980s action movie.

“You kidnapped Casper,” the soldier said. “Give her back, in the same condition you found her.”

“The same condition we found her?” Zola asked. “That would require us to injure your friend quite severely.”

Casper stepped out from behind me, and most of the guardsmen lowered their weapons.

“Casper?”

“You look like you’ve seen a ghost,” Casper said. “Where’s Park?”

“We heard you were dying,” the guardsman said. His brow furrowed. “You look … alive.”

“Thanks to them,” Casper said with a nod toward us. “I thought you were going to shoot them just now. And, yes, I’m feeling much better.”

“Where are the fairies?” the nearest soldier asked. “We’re supposed to bring the one that attacked you.”

“You just missed them,” Sam said.

“That’s the vampire,” the bigger, louder soldier said from the back. “Keep an eye on that one.”

Frank slid in front of Sam, staring the guardsman down. Sam cocked an eyebrow at him, but didn’t say anything.

Casper walked out in front of me, and I muttered a curse when I saw Foster clinging to her back. “Not the best idea,” I whispered under my breath.

The fairy shot me a grin. Some of the shit that amused him seemed very strange to me.

“We just saw him,” the soldier said.

“No,” Casper said. “You saw my friend, Foster. His wife saved me. If not for them, I would’ve died.”

The soldier frowned.

“Foster,” Casper said, holding up her hand. “Do not shoot. Keep your weapons down, fingers off the triggers.”

Foster climbed up onto her shoulder and flexed his wings. He hopped over to Casper’s palm and said, “Hi!”

The louder man toward the center of the group raised his rifle and shouted, “There it is! Take it out!”

“Stop!” Casper said.

Two more soldiers raised their rifles. I took half a step forward and managed to summon a shield before the first shot rang out. The cobblestone street erupted an inch in front of Casper. She stumbled backward into me, dropping her hand as Foster launched himself into the air. Bullets whined as they ricocheted off the vertical cobblestones left standing from our encounter with Drake. A booming voice said, “Surrender your arms or die.”

“Aeros, don’t,” I said.

“Kill them,” Alexandra snarled.

“No!” I said. “Everybody put their goddamned guns down. And don’t you get any ideas about drowning people,” I said with an eyebrow raised at Alexandra.

I studied our group and didn’t see any injuries. I also didn’t see Aideen.

“Where’s Aideen?” I asked.

A soldier shouted, and Foster vanished too.

“Drop the wall,” Zola said to Aeros. A cacophony of shouts and screams rose from the other side of the cobblestone wall. Two more gunshots sounded. Metal echoed and rang out as it fell to the earth, and I didn’t need to see it to know that someone had dropped their guns.

“Drop the wall now!” Zola shouted.

Aeros did, the cobblestones returning to their original position, leaving no trace of the wall that had been there a moment before. All the soldiers were still standing, and I was worried that meant Foster or Aideen might have been hurt.

Casper stormed forward. When she reached the larger loudmouthed man from the center of the group, whose uniform proclaimed him Stacy, her elbow flashed out, catching the man in the neck and sending him to the ground.

“What was that?” one of the soldiers shouted.

I jogged after Casper and slowed when I saw what was on the ground. Foster and Aideen had cut the guardsmen’s M16s to ribbons, strewing the barrels and sights across the cobblestones.

“Oh man,” I said, “I hope I don’t have to pay for that.”

“I don’t care if I’m not in uniform,” Casper said. “If I give you an order, follow it.”

“Where the hell is Foster?” The horrible scream of a fairy being sucked back into a ley line was nowhere to be heard, so I knew he was at least alive. And Aideen, too.

“Up here,” a voice shouted.

I glanced up, and found Foster and Aideen perched on top of the Talayna’s Pizza sign. Relief washed over me. I glanced at the angry guardsman squaring off against Casper. I nodded to the fairies and turned my attention back to the confrontation.

“Where’s Park?” Casper asked.

“On his way, sir,” the young private said, coming to attention.

Casper looked back toward Aeros. Her eyes strafed our group. “Frank, come here.”

Frank looked at Sam and then hurried forward. “What is it?”

“This is Park’s most trusted advisor when it comes to the Fae,” Casper said. “You opened fire on a valuable liaison. A known ally. And that doesn’t even begin to approach the topic of the fact that you nearly shot me.”

“Sorry, Casper,” a few of the privates muttered in a ragged chorus. By the downturned eyes of some of the soldiers, I didn’t think this was the first time Casper had words for them.

In that moment, I was very happy not to be one of those guardsmen. I thought Casper’s iron gaze might flay the skin from their faces.

“You’re green,” Casper said, “but if you don’t learn to handle a weapon, you’ll be relieved of it.”

One of the soldiers looked down at the ribbon-like remains of his M16, but was wise enough not to comment.

“Park is here,” a voice said as a shadow turned the corner of the street behind us. My hand went for the pepperbox, which I remembered was still laying on the street. I walked back and scooped up the holster, nodding to Park as he assessed the scene before him.

“Why aren’t you in fatigues?” Park asked, eyeing Casper.

“I apologize, sir,” Casper said, coming to attention. “I was in a bit of a hurry trying not to get dead.”

“As you were,” Park said. I wouldn’t have thought it possible, but his demeanor was stiffer than usual. Though I was fairly certain that had been a very dry joke with Casper, none of the other soldiers reacted.

“And where is the fairy?” Park asked.

One of the guardsmen pointed to the sign, and Park turned to look up at Foster and Aideen.

“Glad to see no one murdered the wrong fairy. I do have a request, Foster. If you and Aideen could be so kind next time, would you please only relieve these weapons of their triggers? They would be much easier to repair.”

“We’ll try to be more precise next time your soldiers decide to shoot at us,” Aideen said.

Park pinched the bridge of his nose.

“Up on the sign,” Stacy croaked out, his throat clearly damaged by Casper’s attack. “Take them out. They’re all murdering pieces of shit.”

Foster placed his hand on his hilt, and Sam creeped up in front of Frank. It was subtle, but it put her close enough to strike if needed.

“Private,” Park snapped, drawing the attention of the newly conscious Stacy.

“They need to be put down,” Stacy said. “They all do. We owe it to Philly.”

Park eyed Stacy for a moment, and then nodded to himself. “Take Private First Class Stacy into custody. Put him in the brig to cool off. The rest of you, return to base. I’ll be reporting this to your unit commander. Dismissed.” Park’s closing words acted like the crack of a whip, and the soldiers scattered, two of them lifting Stacy and helping the injured man walk away.

Park kept his eyes on the retreating soldiers until they reached the next block and vanished up the street. Only then did Foster and Aideen glide down from the sign. Aideen settled on one shoulder, while Foster took up a perch on Park’s other shoulder, like the fairy version of an angel and a devil.

“I’m sorry for that,” Park said, the commanding tones in his voice giving way to exhaustion.

Aeros took a few steps forward, each footfall grinding and scraping on the stone street. “You need not apologize for the actions of soldiers of whom you were not in command.” The Old God crouched down slightly so he was nearly eye to eye with Park.

“They’re my soldiers,” Park said. “Everything they do is my responsibility.”

“It was more mine,” Casper said. “I’m sorry I wasn’t able to do more.”

Park nodded. “Stacy shouldn’t be on patrol in this area anyway.”

“And why is he up for a promotion instead of a big chicken dinner?” Casper said under her breath.

Park frowned. “I’m afraid we both know the answer to that.”

“Would you care to enlighten the rest of us?” Zola asked. “Seems like it may be important to the people he tried to kill.”

I flinched at the venom in Zola’s words. It wasn’t undeserved, but I didn’t want to anger Park when he was one of our only military contacts. But we’d saved Park’s life, and Zola was an artist with guilt.

“He’s from Philadelphia,” Park said. “He lost everyone. Enlisted right after Gettysburg.”

“You shouldn’t have brought him here,” Sam said.

“No,” Park said, his voice solemn. “It wouldn’t have made a difference. Half the battalion has a story just like his.”

“How many other loose cannons do you have?” Frank asked.

“They don’t concern me as much as the officers with the same sentiments.”

“Officers?” Casper asked. “I think you mean the brass.”

“Not all of them.”

“Stacy’s a mess, sir.” Casper crossed her arms and slouched just a hair. I realized she must’ve been exhausted from the healing. And yet she was still on her feet, still had enough energy to put Stacy on the ground.

“I know.” Park’s gaze flicked between Frank and Casper. “Casper, I need you to worry about the boots on the ground. Let me worry about the brass. I’ll do what I can, but five more commoners vanished outside Falias today. The brass is skittish, and looking to act, looking for answers.”

“Casper needs rest,” I said. “That level of healing takes it out of you. It’s like you’ve had the flu for a solid month.”

“Is that what’s wrong with me?” Casper asked. “I was beginning to think some of the poison was still inside me.”

Thunder boomed in the distance, and a strong breeze rustled some junk mail in the gutter, carrying the scent of rain.

“Before we go,” Park said, “I need to tell you something.”

Casper was once again standing at attention. The woman had more stamina than I ever did.

I nodded at Park.

“We’ve done a great deal of surveillance in the area. And I believe we may have found the Fae’s base of operation.” He eyed Casper for a moment, perhaps taking in the small tremor that ran down her left leg as she grew less stable. “It’s not far from here. And I shouldn’t say more about it in the open. You need to be aware there are forces amassing within striking distance. If anything, we think the attack on Casper’s squad was a probe, a test to see how we react.”

“To see if you’d come and kill Foster and Aideen,” Alexandra said, her voice low.

I blinked at the water witch. “Are you okay?”

She frowned at me. “I’m quite okay. I’m also quite familiar with what happens when a military force comes to exterminate an entire people.”

“That won’t happen,” Park said.

“You already said the top brass want us dead,” Alexandra said, taking a step toward Park. “You might not be able to hurt me and the other water witches, but my friends are not so invulnerable. Any of them—”

Frank rushed forward and stepped in front of Alexandra, holding his hands up. “We need Park.”

The serenity I was so used to seeing on Alexandra’s face was gone, replaced by a cold rage that sent ice lancing down my spine. And for a brief moment, I remembered the history of the water witches, their merciless affinity for drowning people. Alexandra took a deep breath and nodded. “I will not stand idly by when the killing begins.”

She fell back, leaving Park behind Frank, and taking up a post beside Aeros at the back of the group. The Old God exchanged a nod with her, which told me all I needed to know about his thoughts on the local military.

“Christ,” Park muttered. “I need all of your help. Casper, I wanted to avoid it, but I need you to take a squad into the base.”

“That’s a suicide run,” Foster said.

“I know,” Park said.

“You sure as hell aren’t doing it without us,” Foster said.

“You’d support Casper and her squad when they infiltrate the Fae’s base?”

“Yes,” I said plainly.

Casper’s tremble grew into a shake, and she stumbled to her left, where Sam caught her and helped her stay upright.

“We should probably take our leave,” Zola said, “or Casper is going to collapse.”

The first drops of rain started as the thunderheads moved across the sky. Park glanced up and sighed. “I’ll contact you again soon. How long will Casper need to recover?”

“Twenty-four hours,” Aideen said. “Perhaps a bit longer. In our experience, a long sleep can help a human’s brain understand that its body has been healed.”

“Thank you,” Park said. “I’ll get her back to our base.”

“We can drive you,” I said.

“I’ll take them,” Sam said, volunteering. I didn’t like the idea of Sam being on the military’s radar, considering how much they already knew about our little group, but I was pretty sure all the vampires were on the military’s radar.

I nodded. “Thanks.”

“Anytime, Demon,” Sam said with a small smile. She scooped Casper up into her arms. At first Casper protested, but she gave up after about ten seconds. Park followed them to Sam’s black SUV. Frank helped open the doors, and they all piled in. No one said anything until the red taillights vanished up the next block.

“Strange day,” Aeros said, tilting his head up to catch the rain as it started to crash down onto us. “I will return to my post, guarding the streets.”

The cobblestones beneath him roiled until they had swallowed him completely.

“Back inside,” Zola said. “You too, Alexandra.”

“Ooo,” Foster said. “Somebody’s in trouble.”

“That’s helpful,” Aideen said, smacking Foster in the back of his head.

Alexandra eyed the old necromancer for a brief time, letting the rain start to soak into our clothes. “I hope you’re prepared.”


CHAPTER ELEVEN


We plopped down into the chairs around the old Formica table, between Bubbles’s lair and the fairies’ grandfather clock. I cracked open a bag of Oreos.

“Are you okay?” Aideen asked, focusing on Alexandra.

The water witch nodded. “I’m sorry. Park reminds me of a soldier we knew a very long time ago. He had good intentions, but he got many of my sisters killed.”

“Atlantis?” Zola asked.

Alexandra nodded. “Yes, only a century before it sank. Perhaps a little more.”

“You’re not invulnerable,” Zola said. “Ah’m not sure you should’ve said that to Park.”

“We’re invulnerable enough,” Alexandra said. “Though I have found it unwise to underestimate the commoners. They’re inventive, and murderous.”

“They consider you pretty murderous, too,” Foster said. “I mean, before you were reformed and everything. You did have a pretty nasty habit of drowning people.”

I shot Foster a grin and my phone buzzed. “It’s Sam. They made it.”

“Good,” Zola said. “The last thing we need is a confrontation with the military.”

“You mean to support Park’s assault,” Alexandra said.

I nodded.

“Then you must understand,” she said, “you’ll be doing it without the assistance of the Obsidian Inn. Ward, the Old Man, Mike—everyone is out of touch. Whatever is happening there has caused them to go underground. None of us can reach them.”

Bubbles flopped her head onto my thigh. She raised her yellow eyes to me, her sad, sad eyes. I slowly chewed an Oreo and glanced down at her as the tip of her pink tongue fluttered in and out of her pouting mouth.

“No dog should be that expressive,” I said. “You give guilt trips as bad as Zola.” I flipped an Oreo up into the air, and Bubbles’s tongue shot out like a chameleon’s, snatching the cookie before it crashed onto the table.

“I swear you two could subsist entirely on junk,” Aideen said.

“Who’s a good dog?” I said in my best baby talk. “Who’s a good dog!”

“Thankfully, she’s not a dog,” Zola said, “or she probably would’ve been dead from Oreos a long time ago.”

Bubbles flopped her furry braided tail back and forth a few times until she finally gave up on me giving her another Oreo. The cu sith trundled off, vanishing down into the shadows of her lair.

“We should go to Falias,” Foster said. “If Nudd is making his move …”

“Or the queen,” Alexandra said.

“Can we reach the Obsidian Inn through the Ways?” Aideen asked.

“No.”

“What do you think it means?” I asked.

“An escalation,” Foster said. “But how much of an escalation is it?”

“We can’t abandon Saint Charles,” Zola said. “What’s happening in Falias may be a design to draw us out. Something to get Aeros away from here. Something to get us to leave our home unguarded.”

“Then why would Drake be here?” Foster asked. “It makes no sense.”

“I agree,” Alexandra said. “It’s Nixie who should be here. I should be in Falias.”

“You believe that?” Zola asked. She crooked a finger at Alexandra. “I don’t believe we should allow our forces to be divided any further. It’s a simple strategy in war—one that has been used for centuries, as you well know—and we should be wary.”

“It’s predictable,” Foster said.

“Just because it’s predictable doesn’t mean it’s not effective.” I blinked and glanced at Zola. That was something she used to say to me during training.

A smile wrinkled her lips. “We stay with Park. I believe he’s the real target here.”

“Just point me at someone to kill,” Alexandra said.

“Are you related to Foster?” I asked. “It really seems like you’re related to Foster. He likes stabbing things.”

“A lot,” Foster said.

“We are related,” Alexandra said.

I frowned slightly. “I thought that was just Nixie?”

Alexandra sighed and crossed her arms. “Nixie is what you would call my second cousin.”

“That’s perhaps a loose interpretation,” Aideen said.

Alexandra shrugged. “It’s good enough.”

I handed Alexandra a cookie. She eyed it with something like disdain. Or maybe disgust. She didn’t seem to have much love for processed food, unless it was deep-fried and Irish.

“So,” I said. “Are you coming with us in the morning?” I frowned for a moment. “Morning is probably relative. I’m pretty sure we’re all sleeping in.”

Alexandra looked around the table. “All of you intend to stay here? To fight alongside this commoner and his soldiers?”

“Yes,” we said as one.

“That was creepy,” Alexandra said. “For now, I’ll stay by your side. As my queen has ordered.”

“Bubbles makes a nice pillow in an emergency,” I said. “You know, if you want to stay here.”

“You’re welcome to come to the Pit with me,” Zola said. “Ah’m sure Vik wouldn’t mind, and he has some excellent guest rooms.”

“I appreciate the offer,” Alexandra said, nodding to Zola. “I believe I’ll stay with my cousins in their home tonight.”

“I might have an air mattress in the closet,” I said.

“That won’t be necessary,” Alexandra said. “Come Aideen, show me around your home.”

Aideen flew toward the grandfather clock, pausing on one of the lower shelves by the swinging pendulum. “It’s a little cramped. And try not to get hit by the counterweight. It’s not healthy for magical beings.”

I stared at Alexandra as she grew translucent and her body pulled in on itself as she stepped toward the clock. By the time she reached the shelf Aideen was standing on, Alexandra was no taller than the fairy.

“What the crap?”

Alexandra frowned at me and put her hands on her hips. “You … didn’t know we can what? Shrink?”

“I thought you could just change and vanish into water.” I held my hands out, grasping for an answer. “No, I didn’t know you could shrink as small as Foster and Aideen.”

“Oh,” Alexandra said with a smirk, “Nixie’s going to have some fun with you.”

And with that, she vanished into the recesses of the old grandfather clock.

“Did you know?” I asked Zola.

She shook her head. “I had no idea. Perhaps nothing is stealthier than water inside of a body of water, but imagine their ability to spy by combining those skills.”

“But Nixie never showed you that?” Foster asked.

“No.”

He grinned. And he kept grinning.

“Are you having a seizure?” I asked.

“Oh no, oh no. It’s nothing.”

“All right, I’m going to do some studying upstairs and sleep on a chair because who needs a bed, anyway?”

“You should probably just move out of your apartment,” Zola said. “It’s like you’re never there anymore.”

I shrugged. “Good night, Foster. Zola.” I stood up and walked toward the stairs.

“Damian,” Foster said. “Next time you see Nixie, ask her to show you. And make sure you’re alone.”

I glanced back at the fairy, and he winked at me.

“Oh,” Zola said. “It’s a sex thing.”

Foster burst into laughter, and I shook my head as I headed upstairs.
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I cursed and flopped onto one of the overstuffed leather chairs. The empty pizza box caught my eye, still filled with translucent blood from the Book that Bleeds. I rubbed my forehead and sighed, turning to the panel in the wall behind me.

The chest was well concealed, both physically and, more importantly, magically. I left it on the floor where I’d slid it from the wall, as it had grown quite heavy with all the various things I’d hidden away inside it. The lid creaked slightly, the wards etched into the top catching the dim light in the little alcove.

Inside was the slot from which I’d pulled the Book that Bleeds, and where I now replaced it, sealing it in a waterproof bag. I used to just toss it in haphazardly, but I must admit that opening the box full of that ghost blood was occasionally unnerving. The hand of glory, Gaia’s hand, sat on top of the box’s contents, wrapped in a black silk cloth. I moved it to the side, remembering the sight of Gaia’s still form resting in the cellars beneath Rivercene. I wondered how much more to the story there was that the innkeeper hadn’t told me, and whether I’d ever really learn the full story.

Beneath that were the extra blue obsidian discs Nixie had gifted me. It would be good for our allies to have one, and I also felt a hell of a lot more secure about possibly losing one. It was the easiest way to communicate with her and outside of a video chat, the easiest way to see her, though I was still known to take an impromptu trip with Gaia’s hand to visit her on the rare occasions we both had a few hours to spare.

The splendorum mortem rested on the next level of miscellany, its deadly blade inside a brown leather sheath. I ran my fingertips along the cold iron and remembered the sickening crack it had made entering Ezekiel’s skull, and the unnerving lack of resistance it’d found.

I frowned at the charred fragments of the shattered demon staff as I shifted the contents around. It was one of the few things I probably didn’t need to conceal inside the trunk; there was really nothing anyone could use it for to harm me or mine. It was a stark reminder of how dangerous these objects could be. Of how close I had come to losing everything.

And perhaps that was most important to remember, regarding what lay beneath.

I lifted the Key of the Dead in my left hand and held Tessrian’s bloodstone in my right. I still intended to return her to the Burning Lands. I’d given her my word, and without her, we might not have been able to release Vicky from her legacy as the Destroyer. For that, I owed Tessrian. Demon or not.

I set the mottled red and green bloodstone on the coffee table, beside the now-empty pizza box. There was no trace of the blood that had been there before; it vanished as soon as I’d lifted the Book that Bleeds and slid it back into its slot inside the chest.

I turned the dagger across my arm. Its blade wasn’t particularly sharp, but I knew what power lived within it. And I had little doubt there was far more for me to learn. What I’d read about the keys of the dead in the Book that Bleeds unnerved me. They could be used to break Seals, the great Seals that separated dimensions. They could be used to rebuild them, or to help forge an entirely new Seal. What the Book that Bleeds had not told me, however, was what powers or incantations one would need to accomplish these things. How dangerous was it in the hands of the seventh son of Anubis?

I ran my thumb in a clockwise circle across the faded runes on the circular ornaments at the base of the hilt. Gwynn Ap Nudd had left the Key of the Dead with me when he could’ve taken it. A trap? After more research in the Book that Bleeds, I didn’t think so. Gwynn Ap Nudd was not ironborn, and the dagger was forged from iron and nickel, diluted with Magrasnetto.

With the Key of the Dead and Gaia’s help, I could step into the bloodstone with Tessrian. And legend said I would be able to step into any bloodstone, holding any demon. I don’t know that Tessrian and I had what most would call a relationship, but I had something she wanted, and that kept us on fairly good terms.

Stepping into a bloodstone with a random demon, on the other hand, would likely be a long walk off a very short plank.

I set the dagger on the table and picked up the bloodstone. I wondered if there was something else I could do with the demons. Some way to manipulate them into helping us in the war against Gwynn Ap Nudd. But they were unpredictable creatures at best. And some of them weren’t demons at all. Regardless of his existence as a fire demon, I could never lump Mike in with those creatures. A memory surfaced, a quick glimpse of Mike’s true form, the long limbs, the twisted horns … but I’d also seen his gentleness. I’d seen the oath that he’d sworn. I’d seen his broken spirit when Sarah died. If he had ever been a demon, he wasn’t one anymore.

I put the dagger and the stone back into the trunk before sliding Gaia’s hand into my backpack. I closed the trunk and placed it gently flush in its nook against the wall, where it vanished. No mortal, nor many Fae, for that matter, would be able to see it. Much less open it.

I’d spent too many hours buried in the Book that Bleeds. I needed something, not necessarily lighter, but something that I could relax while reading. I picked a thin blue tome from the bookshelf on the wall above the chest. And I flipped to the third chapter of Leviticus Aureus and the Fall of Atlantis.


CHAPTER TWELVE


Most nights in the shop, the dead were silent. If anything woke me up, it was usually Bubbles or Peanut streaking into the room like a furry missile before slamming into me on one of the chairs. Tonight was different.

Someone called my name. I was unsure if the voice was there, unsure I’d heard the sound when it first echoed through my consciousness. I grumbled something unintelligible and cracked my eyes open to find a gray form standing nearby. I didn’t think anything of it. I just figured it was Koda, using Ward’s circle to do some research. My eyes flicked to the clock on the wall. When I realized it was the witching hour, a frisson of dread shot through my spine.

I snapped my gaze back to the form inside the ghost circle. It didn’t have Koda’s cloak, or his oversized prayer beads resting around his neck. For that matter, the ghost before me wasn’t fully formed. It shouldn’t have been able to get inside, much less place itself inside the ghost circle, unless it was Koda. That meant it had help, which meant someone else had to be here.

The ghost made no move to approach me. It only held up its hand and stared at the translucent fog that had once been its fingers. When it raised its eyes to me, each was black, struck through with a tiny bit of yellow lightning. “They are coming. They are near.”

My heart rate spiked, amplifying the dread wrapping itself around my spine. “Why? And how did you get in here?”

The ghost was a few feet away from me, and then it wasn’t. It moved toward me, one moment a safe distance, and the next I was staring into gold-tinted eyes mere inches in front of my own. “They are coming.” The ghost vanished.

“What the fuck?” I muttered. I was pretty sure I wouldn’t be getting a lot more sleep that night. I figured I should probably warn the fairies, in case the ghost hadn’t been off his rocker. I tried to remember details about him, what he’d been wearing, where I’d seen the patterns on his uniform before. But he’d had a vague form, as if someone had started pulling him apart. Perhaps it had been the aftereffects of being torn away from whatever battlefield he’d died on. I suspected that’s what had happened, considering the soul that still waited within his eyes.

For a moment, I wondered if the ghost had been from World War I, like the ghost who had helped us near Rivercene. I frowned. I didn’t think so. I was pretty sure his shoulder had an honor braid, and an old one at that. One like they’d used during the Civil War, one that Zola would’ve called chicken guts.

I hopped out of the chair and rubbed the sleep from my eyes, heading toward the stairs. I tried to remember any nearby battles where an officer might have fallen in the Civil War, as I suspected some of the shadowy forms on the ghost had signified his rank. But I couldn’t think of any specific ones.

I paused when I reached the bottom of the stairs. Bubbles stared at the back door.

“You saw it, too.”

Bubbles chuffed.

“Keep watch for me.”

Bubbles settled onto the floor, her head on her paws, staring at the door. I had to admit, cu siths made good guard dogs. Of course, I also suspected she’d be back in her lair about five seconds after I turned my back.

“Foster, Aideen, you awake?” When no one answered, I knocked on the edge of the grandfather clock. Foster had once told me that was about the same as being hit by an earthquake, so I figured they’d wake up sooner rather than later.

It didn’t take long before Foster stumbled out from the back of the clock, stepping onto what had been an empty shelf a moment before, the deep interior of their home hidden by whatever wards had been placed on the old wood.

“What the hell?” Foster muttered.

“There was a ghost.”

Foster raised an eyebrow and stared at me.

“An unusual ghost.”

“And why does that require you to wake us up with a bloody earthquake?”

“It was weird. All the ghost would say was, ‘They are coming. They are near.’”

“Son of a bitch,” Foster said. “Why didn’t you say so? That’s an old fairy warning.” He ran back inside the clock, and I suspected it was to fetch Aideen.
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It wasn’t long before the fairies reappeared on the grandfather clock’s middle shelf, Foster in mid-sentence. “…telling you, it was one of the old warnings. Whatever it was, it told Damian, ‘They are coming. They are near.’”

“No,” Aideen said. “That phrase is long dead. It hasn’t been used in earnest since the time of Atlantis and the fall of the Mad King.”

Alexandra’s minuscule form sprinted out of the grandfather clock, swelling into her full height, translucent one moment, flesh the next. “We must tell Nixie.” She turned her emerald eyes to me. “What did it look like? The ghost, what did it look like?”

“Like a Civil War soldier. Much of his body was ill-defined. I could see honor braids on one shoulder, but it definitely wasn’t the uniform of a modern soldier.”

“I’ll be at the river,” Alexandra said. She hurried toward the saloon-style doors, hitting them at a full run. “Don’t let anyone into the store that you don’t know,” she shouted over her shoulder. “If I haven’t returned in fifteen minutes, assume the worst. And make ready.” She unlocked the deadbolt on the front door and was gone.

“What the hell is going on?” I asked, turning to Foster and Aideen.

“It was the last thing the Mad King’s advisor ever said to him,” Foster said. “Before one of his own knights took his head. So it’s a safe bet that a ghost from the Civil War doesn’t know the phrase. Someone manipulated an older ghost.”

“Get your gun, your focus, and anything else you can kill with. And then we wait to see if Alexandra comes back.”

“Let’s follow her and make sure she comes back,” I said.

“No,” Aideen said. “I understand why you want to, but if this is the beginning of an attack, she has a better chance alone.”

“A better chance than what?” I asked.

“A better chance to escape an army stationed outside your door, than having to worry about the three of us.”

Bubbles picked that moment to trundle out of her lair and chuff as she looked up at Aideen.

“The four of us,” Aideen said, gliding down to settle on the cu sith’s head.

The first few minutes flew by as Foster and Aideen slipped into their armor, and I pulled the holster for the pepperbox over my head before sliding the hilt of the focus into my belt. Once the frantic rush to gather our weapons was over, time barely seemed to be passing at all.
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“Who sent the message in Atlantis?” I asked.

Aideen and Foster exchanged a glance before Aideen said, “It was Nixie and Alexandra’s queen, the last time the throne of the water witches was emptied.”

Even though it was one of the few answers I expected to hear, it wasn’t reassuring. In fact, knowing so many of our allies were out of touch—either on a mission for the Obsidian Inn or fighting a battle of their own near Falias—was downright unsettling.

“We need to warn who we can,” I said, pulling my phone out of my pocket. “You haven’t heard from the Obsidian Inn yet, have you?”

“No,” Foster said. “Whatever is happening, they either don’t need our help, or everyone’s already dead.”

I thought that was probably a little more black-and-white than reality, but it didn’t seem like the time to argue with Foster. I started texting Sam.

Shop might be under attack. Be ready.

She responded a moment later. I’ll gather the others.

Hold off until you hear from me. We don’t know what’s happening yet. It might be a warning. Just waiting for Alexandra’s report.

Keep me posted.

“Sam will have some of the vampires ready, if we need them.”

I thought about reaching out to Alan, as I knew he was back from Kansas City for at least a week to spend more time with his family. But I didn’t want to drag the werewolves into this if I didn’t have to. That should be Hugh’s choice, as alpha of the river pack. They’d sacrificed enough over the years for us, and to Philip’s ruses.

I stared at my phone, a creeping sense of dread crawling up my spine.

“What’s wrong?” Aideen said.

“A ruse. This could be a ruse. Not a warning, not an attack. A ruse to keep us here, on our toes, and away from another target.”

“Casper,” Foster said.

I cursed.

“One of us could go scout the base,” Foster said.

I shook my head. “We’re thinned out enough as it is. We haven’t reached half our allies, and we’ve heard nothing from Alexandra. They could be waiting for her to come back.”

Foster pulled his sword a fraction of an inch from its sheath before slamming it home with a click. “I don’t like this.”

“Of course not,” Aideen said. “You haven’t stabbed a single thing yet today.”

Foster gave her a sideways smile.

Aideen glanced at the clock. “Anytime now. If Alexandra isn’t back before the quarter hour has ended, we must either make a stand or run.”


CHAPTER THIRTEEN


The relief I felt when the bell on the front door jingled and Alexandra reappeared in the shop was no small thing. I blew out a breath before asking her if she’d learned anything.

Alexandra shook her head. “Nixie doesn’t know any more than we do. The queen’s forces haven’t moved. The bulk of them are still stationed near the Royal Courts in Faerie, and many more around Falias.”

“Then what the hell happened tonight?” I asked.

“I would still believe it to be a warning,” Aideen said, “or a distraction.”

“Tell Park,” Foster said. “They don’t need to be caught unaware.”

I was pretty sure Frank was the only one of us with a direct line to Park. I figured Sam had probably woken him up, so I texted him, asking him to tell Park to make sure Casper was secure and guarded. And if they had anything with iron in it, to keep it handy.

Frank confirmed the requests. He asked for more details, but unfortunately, I didn’t really have any.

“I told Frank to let Park know to call us if they saw anything unusual. They see so much as a hint of a fairy near the base, they’ll call us.”

“That’s good,” Aideen said. “Now we must decide. Do we stay here? Or do we head for the base?”

“Honestly, I think anything short of an army of Fae attacking that base would be a suicide run.”

“Not if they’re water witches,” Alexandra said. “The military won’t have the weapons needed to defend against an attack from a water witch.”

“Park should have a weapon,” Aideen said. “A fragment of the stone dagger, or even an arrow.”

“I don’t know if that would be the wisest decision,” Alexandra said. “I understand your need to protect the humans, but there’s a need to protect our own kind as well.”

“If Park falls at the hands of the Fae,” Aideen said, “at the hands of a water witch… The tensions between all Fae and the military could escalate exponentially.”

Alexandra sighed. “And we know how the humans are in war.”

“Scorched earth,” I said. “We don’t need that.”

She nodded. “So be it. We can give him a sliver of a blade,” she said, still showing hesitation in her words. “The effect would not be as instantaneous, or perhaps even as deadly, as one of the stone daggers. Nonetheless, any water witch who sees the humans strike with a weapon that has the properties of a stone dagger will think twice before pursuing them.”

“Do you have the shards?” I asked. “This is something we can get soon?”

“If we could take the Warded Ways,” Alexandra said, “they would be close, indeed. But without knowing what’s happening near the Obsidian Inn, we don’t dare. And the armory that houses them isn’t far from Falias.”

“Is it not in Falias?” Aideen asked.

Alexandra shook her head. “Regardless, we dare not take the Ways.”

“If you can’t take the Ways, then I’ll have Gaia take me there.”

“One cannot just walk into the armory,” Alexandra said, an edge of exasperation in her voice. “The Utukku guarding it would kill you in an instant, shielded or not.”

“I think I can handle the Utukku,” I said.

“Their leader guards our weapons,” Alexandra said. “Many of her people are stationed at the Obsidian Inn, and she’ll kill anyone to protect them.”

“I hate to say this,” Aideen said, “but Damian does have a reputation with the Utukku. And their leader, in particular.”

Alexandra frowned for a moment, and her eyebrows rose. “I had forgotten that you banished the glamor from the leader of the Utukku.”

I nodded, remembering how frightened I’d been when I first arrived at the Royal Courts, only to blast the glamor away from a Fae who was more intimidated by me than I of her. A situation that could have gone very badly.

“You just said we shouldn’t separate,” Foster said. “And now you’re talking about using Gaia to walk through the Abyss to the other side of the freaking country.”

“It’ll be short,” I said. “And if I need to, Gaia can bring me back at a moment’s notice.”

“We can’t communicate through the Warded Ways,” Aideen said. “You’ll be relying on a cell phone signal to reach us. And you know that area has had communications issues since Falias was brought onto this plane.”

I cursed. “What else can we do?”

“We can wait to hear from the Obsidian Inn,” Aideen said. “Though I’m afraid whatever machinations are moving may come to fruition by that time.”

Taking Gaia’s hand and going to the armory meant leaving the others there. Or I could take some of them with me, but I’d leave even fewer people to defend our own. Going alone left fewer people to defend Sam and Vicky, though Vicky had Jasper, which I suspected made her safer than the rest of us. But Saint Charles itself needed us. I cursed again.

“I don’t know what to do,” I said. “We can’t afford fewer allies anywhere. Let me talk to Zola.”

I had little doubt Sam had woken my master about five seconds after I texted her. And considering how fast Zola answered her phone, I knew I was right.

“What is it, boy?”

I gave her the rundown, what I saw as the advantages, disadvantages, and uncertainties about both plans.

“It’s a hard decision,” Zola said. “It’s quite likely you’ll be ambushed if you stay in Saint Charles. It’s also quite likely you will be killed by the lizard people if you walk with Gaia.”

“What do you think?”

“Boy,” Zola said, “I have seen war. Ah’ve seen men bleed each other dry, and as powerful as the Fae are, there is nothing more dangerous than man.”

It didn’t take much to see what she really meant. “We need Park.”

“Yes.”

“Bringing him a weapon he can use to fight the water witches … it would help solidify us as friends, and that would make him an even stronger ally.”

“Ah agree, boy. Regardless, be quick. Tell as few people as you can. From what you tell me of that ghost, it may still be inside the shop. Ah’ve heard of similar things, though Ah’ve not seen them with my own eyes.”

“What is it?”

“It’s much what you thought it was,” Zola said. “A soul that had been trapped on the battlefield, torn away, and brought to some place that isn’t its own. It may have tried to take on the form of another ghost, or a form that was forced upon it by whatever dark mage enslaved it. It’s hard to say.”

“Thank you,” I said. “I’ll let you know what we decide.”

Zola ended the call. I was fairly certain she already knew what my decision was.

“You’re going to Falias?”

I smiled at Alexandra. “Yes.”
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After checking my weapons and securing my backpack, I laced my fingers into the dead flesh of Gaia’s hand and stepped into the Abyss. The cold gray fingers warmed and curled around my own, small motes of golden light floating down and congealing into Gaia’s form. I could better see the things in the darkness as Gaia’s light grew, and I recoiled.

A cluster of peaks large enough to crush a house loomed overhead, flanked by tree-trunk-like tentacles as thick as a redwood.

Slimy gray flesh shifted at a near-frozen pace, and I watched in awful fascination as one giant black eye began its slow rotation toward us.

“Croatoan?”

“It is indeed the one known as Croatoan. I have seen many of his kind lately, and stranger things have made their way into the Abyss.” Gaia offered me a small smile before turning her head up and gazing at the massive beast beside us.

“Where are they coming from?”

“I suspect there is a fracture in one of the Seals,” Gaia said. Her ethereal voice whispered through the darkness. “It is not the time Seal, though I feared it might be after what occurred in the Burning Lands.”

I didn’t have to ask her if she meant what had happened when we destroyed Prosperine. In the events leading up to that, I had become a Timewalker, as had Vicky and my sister. “Where do we travel to today?” Gaia asked.

“I’m not exactly sure,” I said. “Can you tell me where Alexandra has been outside of Falias? To the south? They have an armory there.”

“I am afraid I cannot. I will need more detail than what you have offered.”

I’d been curious if Gaia would be able to tell me more, without giving her the exact destination Alexandra had shown me. Gaia was a Titan of the earth, and she had displayed an uncanny intuition in the past. But I supposed it did have its limits. “It’s near Antietam,” I said. “Where the Irish Brigade gathers, the werewolves led by Caroline.”

Gaia shifted her head as if she was looking into the distance, able to see something halfway across the world. Although distance as I understood it in the Abyss likely meant we had already walked nearly that far.

“Yes,” Gaia said. “I believe I see our destination.” She frowned slightly. “You are walking into a trap, Damian.”

“The Utukku,” I said. “They are the guardians of the armory. I know them well.” Or well enough, I thought.

“You go to a place with ghosts,” Gaia said. “It may be unwise to venture there alone.”

“I don’t have a choice,” I said. “But thank you for the warning.”

“The Abyss will open on a hard corner. It may not be a soft landing, but I believe you will be alone for a brief time.” She turned her golden gaze to me. “Are you ready?”

I nodded, and Gaia released my hand.


CHAPTER FOURTEEN


Exiting the Abyss was far gentler than exiting the Warded Ways, but sometimes it was still a hard landing. I didn’t have any of the awful vertigo I’d grown accustomed to when dropping out of the Warded Ways, but the sudden stop in forward momentum was enough to put my stomach in my throat. The immediate impact that followed didn’t help matters. Gaia hadn’t exaggerated about it being a hard corner.

Even though I’d been expecting something, the room was still black as night. The stony surface beneath my cheek was a wall, or possibly a floor. It took me a moment to realize I was still standing. So it was a wall. Gaia had left me flush against what felt like stone and water and dirt. I blinked my eyes, but still no light came.

Something whispered in the distance as if it had just grown aware of my presence. I tried to listen, and the sound grew louder. What I thought had been a whisper became a hiss. What I thought had been a hiss became the slow scratch of a claw on stone. I was still blind, and I hoped the sound was the Utukku and not something else.

I had a matter of seconds to decide whether I would raise a light, or shout a greeting, or simply wait for them to discover me.

I decided instead on a combination of all three. The incantation came first. “Minas Illuminadda.” The greeting came second, though I didn’t know how effective it would be. “It’s Vesik! Uttuku’s friend from the Royal Court of Faerie. I fought alongside Hess in the ruins of Falias.” The incantation had finished forming a small ball of light by the time I finished speaking. It looked like swirling flame in the darkness, but the pale white of a sliver of moon. The rhythm of the slithers and scratches on the stone didn’t change. Nor did it grow louder. I understood why as my eyes adjusted to the light of the incantation.

A battlefield ghost, with more sentience than it had any right to have, dragged a shattered rifle in his right hand, the bayonet scraping the stones. It shouldn’t have made a sound. Something was wrong. For that matter, it shouldn’t have been underground, and by that point, I was fairly confident we were underground. The ghost swayed back and forth, closing on me. Its eyes never left mine. The crown of its head passed through ghostly roots that had forced their way between the minuscule cracks of the stones overhead.

I could reach out with my necromancy, but if this ghost was a trap, that might well be the end of me. Someone with either more power or more knowledge than I had had sent a ghost not so unlike this one into the shop. My other option was to flee, wrap my fingers into Gaia’s once more, and run screaming into the Abyss. But I knew that wasn’t an option, no matter how much I was tempted to reach into my backpack once more and grab that cold dead flesh. I gritted my teeth and sent my aura rocketing toward the old ghost.

Before my aura touched it, I already knew it wasn’t natural. Its bayonet shouldn’t have been able to spark across the stones. Something else was at play, and as soon as I made contact, it all became clear.

A knowing began, not the life and love and regrets of a soldier fighting for something he believed in, fighting for people he cared for, or even an unlucky bystander from that bloody age; instead, I found the tangled remnants of a werewolf, masked and bound against his will to be what amounted to little more than a diversion.

I didn’t see much into his past, but I felt the sword blade, felt the attacker physically change the clothes he wore and place the old Springfield rifle in his hand. If I hadn’t been nauseated, I would’ve laughed when I realized it had been a modern bayonet duct-taped to the barrel.

Once I knew it was there, the threads of his binding were easy to see; a malignant, red and black miasma, just a tiny darkness behind the golden glow of his soul. I reached out with my aura and burned it away. I didn’t much care which side had bound this werewolf or for what reason. He was in pain, and he needed to move on.

I wasn’t sure exactly how long the process took, as sometimes when my aura was intertwined with something else’s, time vanished. A moment could become an hour or an hour a moment. I heard the ghost’s whispered “Thank you” as the dark magic faded from his soul, and his entire being began to fade in turn. The vision of auras, and incantations, and utter darkness, gave way to the creatures now standing at the other end of the corridor.

[image: *]*     *     *

Only when the mutilated ghost had gone did I feel the horrifying weight of the dead above me. The halberds of the Utukku gleamed in the light of the illuminada incantation. One of them raised a blade with her right arm, pointed at me, and spoke sharply. But I couldn’t hear it.

All I could hear were the stuttering screams of the dying above us, the likes of which I hadn’t felt since Gettysburg. I summoned a shield as the first Utukku charged at me, but the electric blue power short-circuited in an instant, failing me as if it had been struck by a great power.

I frowned as I fell to one knee, the impact jarring my bones as the nearest Utukku threw her halberd to the side. It clanged against the wall. That seemed like a remarkably sloppy attack. My vision dimmed, turning into a tunnel. I wasn’t sure if it was the dying light of my incantation or the rapid onset of a loss of consciousness. Either way, the room went black. The rapid thunderclaps of cannons firing back to back shattered the stillness around me. My mind felt as if it were drifting from my body, lost in the Abyss, while my physical self was gently pulled through a stony corridor. A whisper wound its way through the screams, too real to be my imagination, but too distant to be real.

“What’s wrong with him, Hess?” the voice whispered. “Something’s wrong. That barrier wasn’t supposed to attack our allies.”

“I don’t think it was attacking him,” a familiar voice hissed. “That thing that was in here with him, I don’t know what it was. Take him to Utukku. Get him to the Fae.”

The thunder of gunfire and screams of the dying silenced the whispers once more.

It felt as if I’d been dragged across the rocks for a day. I wasn’t sure if I still had my shoes or my backpack, and panic cut through the pain inside my head as I realized I wasn’t even sure if I had the hand of Gaia.

“He’s waking up,” the first voice said.

I wanted to tell them that I had always been awake. But had I?

“Get him into the light,” that familiar voice said. Hess’s voice. But she was supposed to be in the Obsidian Inn. What would she be doing in Antietam? I tried to ask that very question, but my mouth wouldn’t move.

“By the gods,” a new voice said. “What’s wrong with his hand?”

“It’s the flesh of a gravemaker,” Hess said. “We need to wake him, for this could be bad for everyone here.”

The gentle dragging grew into something more frenetic. My heels bounced off the uneven stone, and it felt as though my shirt had been torn as it was pulled across jagged rocks. The solid darkness around me slowly, painfully, brightened.

“Over the threshold,” Hess shouted. “Clear the way!”

I heard someone bark a protest, but the sharp crack of flesh on skull silenced whoever had spoken. Glorious light stabbed into my eyes. The thunder of cannons and screams and gunfire slowly faded. Not as overwhelming, but still a constant cacophony that felt not so far away.

“Hess?” I managed to cough out in a shaky voice.

“Damian,” Hess said, and I felt a gentle pressure on my left shoulder. “Can you understand me?”

“Yeah,” I said. “Can you tell me how to get to the armory?” I squinted into the light, just barely making out the outline of her reptilian face. “The tour guide said there was an armory around here.”

Hess patted my shoulder. “Yes, yes. Rest now.”


CHAPTER FIFTEEN


I hadn’t meant to fall asleep, and I wasn’t sure how long I had been out, but I startled awake when the sound of claws on stone echoed right beside my head. The Utukku waited patiently for me to stop having a heart attack.

“Damian Vesik,” Utukku said. “Why have you come to this armory?”

“Utukku?” I said. “I’m glad to see you.”

She gave me what amounted to a smile on her lizardlike face: a small curl of a thinly lipped mouth, and the flash of dagger-like teeth inside.

“It is good to see you, too, but you must tell me, why have you come here?”

I sat up and rubbed my forehead. “Alexandra said you had the shards of the stone daggers here, or at least the shards of a weapon with powers like those of a stone dagger?”

“We do,” Hess said, stepping up beside Utukku. “But without one of the fairy blacksmiths, they are quite useless.”

Utukku nodded in agreement. “Hess is correct, but why has Alexandra revealed the location of this armory?”

“We lost contact with the Obsidian Inn,” I said. “Foster and Aideen can’t reach them through the Warded Ways. We weren’t warned about any kind of radio silence, and were worried there was an imminent threat.”

Utukku gave a slow nod. “They are maintaining silence. I am afraid some of the queen’s water witches are laying siege to the Obsidian Inn. Or at least they believe they are,” Utukku said, a knowing smile on her lips. “In truth, they are laying siege to an unguarded outpost.”

“Any communication through the Warded Ways could be intercepted,” Hess said. “And that could reveal our ruse.”

“We were all a bit worried,” I said.

“As were we,” Hess said. “Especially when you began summoning the flesh of a gravemaker in the catacombs.”

“They are not catacombs,” Utukku said.

“The term is still apt,” Hess said, annoyance plain in her voice.

“Where are we?” I asked.

“Beneath Antietam,” Utukku said. “I’m afraid the ghosts that we thought would conceal our activities had ill effects on your well-being.”

“Yeah,” I said. “I guess you could say that.”

“Come with me,” Hess said, helping me to my feet. “I’m quite certain that some of your allies will be anxious to see you.”

I followed Hess after Utukku dismissed herself for an audience with some of her people. We left the light of the larger chamber behind, diving into the darkness of the corridors once more. These were formed of carefully cut, inlaid stone like the catacombs beneath Falias. They reminded me more of the burrow of some great creature, the edges rounded except where they became doorways. Several times, Hess paused before a branch, listening intently at the darkness, before tugging on my sleeve to continue.

It felt like we continued in that pattern for a good fifteen minutes before I once more saw light ahead. Hess had guided me well enough that I’d only landed on my face once, and I was quite grateful for that. The closer we came to the light, the more I realized it was in the shape of a doorway. Just a thin line of luminescence pierced the darkness.

“The armory is hidden here,” Hess said. “We’ll be above the ground again, and I hope the ghosts will not be too much for you.”

“It’s better now.” My subconscious had been hard at work, focusing on the structure of the catacombs, muffling the thunder of gunfire and screams and cannon shots. This place was still alive in a way, like so many of the old battlefields I’d set foot on.

Hess raised the amulet around her neck, placing it at the edge of the door. Something clicked and cycled, followed by another and then another, before our dimly lit corridor echoed with the smack of dozens of opening deadbolts.

The door opened slowly, revealing a broad swath of an old painting. An old battle. As the door opened wider, I realized I’d seen photos of the painting before. It was one of several enormous works done not long after the Civil War, depicting the battle of Antietam. I frowned, not understanding why it was inside the water witches’ armory. It dawned on me a moment later. They’d hidden the armory in plain sight.

Hess stepped through the doorway, and I followed. We were in a relatively small square, surrounded by the very paintings that I knew were on display at Antietam’s museum. Glass cases sat in front of each, holding old swords, guns, and memorabilia from the battle that had happened here so long ago.

At the edge of my hearing, someone whispered, “It’s Hess.”

I turned my head to the left to see who had spoken, and blinked in surprise when I saw a familiar face at the top of the stairs. “Caroline?”

“I told you we were being too loud,” the alpha werewolf said, almost hissing at the man standing beside her.

I couldn’t stop a broad smile when he stepped into the light.

“Hey, Damian.”

“Dell?” I laughed. “You’re about the last person I expected to see here.”

“Me?” Dell said. “So, you only expected Hess and Caroline to be sitting on a pile of fairy weapons in the middle of the Civil War battlefield?”

“Well, when you put it like that,” I muttered.

“Why are you here?” Caroline asked. “I trust you, necromancer, as did the Ghost Pack before me. What has brought you here?”

“We couldn’t reach anyone at the Obsidian Inn. Everyone’s in a communications blackout.”

“And with good reason,” Caroline said. She was far more serious than Dell. She gave me a critical eye as if the person standing before her might be an illusion. And at that moment, I realized that probably wasn’t a bad state of mind to be in.

Caroline gave me the rundown of what had been happening with the Obsidian Inn, and why the werewolves were helping to guard one of the armories. To her, it was all strategy, taking small advantages where she could to keep her pack safe. Safe was maybe not the right word, but to keep as many of them alive as possible. And they’d completely locked down communications, fearing what was being intercepted by unfriendly ears.

“Hess told me much the same about the Obsidian Inn,” I said. “Nixie’s queen has been striking out against the commoners’ military in Saint Charles. They lost nine men, Caroline. A squad of soldiers, killed by undines.”

She was taken aback.

“They would’ve gotten all ten, as the survivor was poisoned by one of the water witches’ blades. Aideen and Alexandra were able to heal her. Shortly after, a fairy calling himself Drake destroyed the hospital ICU where the soldier was being cared for. They barely got her out.”

“Drake?” Hess said. “No Fae has taken that name in millennia.”

Hess’s words made my suspicions about Drake’s identity settle like a lead ball in my gut. “He’s a fire user. Nearly as powerful as the Demon Sword, from what Foster says.”

“So this is why you’ve come?” Caroline asked. “But what do you need from the armory?”

“The broken shards of the stone daggers,” I said. “Alexandra seemed to think this is the only armory that has some.”

“I have only one question, necromancer.” Caroline eyed me. “What was the name of the werewolf in the ghost pack who despised you? Who attacked you in the Burning Lands?”

“Jimmy?” I asked, immediately answering her question before fully contemplating what the consequences of a wrong answer might have been.

Caroline nodded. “It’s him.”

“As we told you,” Hess said.

“And what if I hadn’t answered back quite right?” I asked, wanting to know what awful things could’ve happened to me.

Caroline slowly pulled a gun from behind her back. “Fae bullets. Euphemia seemed quite confident they could pierce the shield of most magic users.”

I was both impressed and happy to be alive.

Caroline nodded, and some of the tension in the room slowly subsided.

“I’ll get the shards,” Hess said. “Wait here. I’ll return shortly.” She didn’t really go anywhere, simply walked across the room to another display case and began touching the base of the podium with her medallion in a series of complicated gestures.

I turned to Dell. “How are you holding up? This place is worse than Gettysburg. Well, not quite that bad.”

“I know what you mean,” Dell said. “I think I put on about five pounds in the last week just from eating chocolate.”

I smiled. Coming in contact with too many ghosts could be incredibly draining for a necromancer. Dell helped compensate with chocolate and sugar, but mostly chocolate. We had trained together with the Old Man down at Zola’s cabin. And I fondly remembered our snacks, which had usually consisted of s’mores.

“They really starting to move on Saint Charles?” Dell asked.

I nodded. “Yeah, and against the military. We have one sergeant and a few privates who are probably on our side. I don’t think the rest of them want to understand. They want us dead.”

“What’s new?” Dell said with a humorless laugh.

“How’s the Old Man?” I asked.

“Good,” Dell said, “killing a lot of things. It’s what he does best.”

“He’s still working with the Obsidian Inn?”

Dell nodded. “Yeah, he’s been tooling around with Ward. Morrigan’s been sending them on special missions.” He made little quote signs with his fingers when he said “special missions.” I wasn’t sure if he was bitter about it or just amused with the idea of the Fae goddess sending his rather infamous master on missions.

“I heard you had a run-in with the Morrigan,” Dell said. “Something about an old city the water witches destroyed? And a harbinger of the dark-touched?”

I let out a humorless laugh. “You heard right. I also found out that old demon staff Gwynn Ap Nudd had gifted me hadn’t been much of a gift after all.”

“Beware the gifts of the Fae and all that jazz,” Dell said. “It makes so much more sense when they just come at you with a sword, instead of playing with you for a year before trying to kill you. That shit drives me nuts.”

“So what are you doing here?” I asked.

“Originally they sent me out here to test the barrier in the corridors they built under the battlefield.” Dell shivered. “I don’t know how you made it through that. They got me about fifteen feet into that thing, and I was done.” He shook his head. “The power of whatever they used inside the corridor knocked me out. Flat on my ass.”

“And you just decided to hang around here after that?”

Dell smirked. “Not exactly.”

Caroline sighed. “He’s here because of me. I asked his master for a favor.”

“You asked the Old Man for a punching bag,” Dell muttered.

“And there is no better punching bag than a disrespectful necromancer,” Caroline snapped. I would have thought she was truly furious with Dell, but for the sly wink she gave me.

I thought I’d try to poke the bear, well wolf, a little bit. “This doesn’t have anything to do with Dell dating someone from your pack, does it?” I turned an innocent wide-eyed stare on Caroline.

“Of course not,” Caroline said, Dell echoing her precisely. Caroline ignored him as if they were siblings.

“Dell’s proven himself to have a reasonable mind for strategy,” Caroline said. “He’s a welcome addition. We have Utukku, werewolves, and Fae guarding this place, but it still leaves us open to some of Nudd’s more sinister powers.”

“Dell is your Defense Against the Dark Arts teacher?”

“Shut up, man,” Dell said, “I don’t want to die today.”

Caroline made a disgusted noise and shook her head. I think deep down she enjoyed our banter.

Echoes of nail on stone sounded behind me, and I glanced back to find Hess with a small leather satchel in her left hand. She held it out to me. “There are many shards here. They should be adequate for forging many weapons for your military allies.”

I took the sack and nodded to Hess. “Thank you.” The satchel was heavier than I’d expected, and I wondered just how many fragments were inside.

It occurred to me then that I hadn’t checked to see if I still had the hand of Gaia. I couldn’t remember if I’d managed to shove it into my backpack or not. My panic must’ve shown.

“What’s wrong?” Caroline asked.

“The hand of glory,” I said as I unzipped the edge of my backpack. “I’m not sure if I dropped it inside the corridors.” Almost before I finished speaking, I felt that slightly pliable, cold dead flesh brush against my fingers.

“You seem really happy about touching dead things,” Dell said nonchalantly. “You touch dead things a lot? And what kind of dead things do you touch?”

“Shut up, Dell,” I said.

“So, is there an easier way out of here?”

“You have a hand of glory,” Dell said. “I’m pretty sure you could walk out of this place whenever you want.”

“If you would like to be cut into a thousand ribbons of stringy flesh,” Hess said “then yes, you can use the hand of glory whenever you would like.”

I frowned at the Utukku. “You could have warned me about that before I actually picked up the hand of glory.”

Hess shrugged and slightly bared her teeth.

Caroline shook her head and eyed Hess. “Sometimes I think they have no sense of humor at all. And other times I think their sense of humor is just as terrible as a necromancer’s.”

I astutely ignored Caroline. “Where should I go to be safe? And please don’t say it’s back to those catacombs.”

“You need not go back that way,” Hess said. “Up the stairs and through the glass doors. You’ll see a small church across the street. I warn you, there are many ghosts here. You need only reach the church on the other side of the street, and you’ll be safe to use the hand of glory.”

“Thank you,” I said. “Can you get word to Mike the Demon?”

“Word has already been sent,” Caroline said.

“Really?”

She nodded.

“Of course,” Hess said. “There aren’t many demon blacksmiths who are allied with Damian Valdis Vesik.”

I thanked the group again and started up the stairs. Caroline caught my sleeve as I passed her. I looked down, meeting her fierce brown eyes. “What is it?”

“Have you seen Alan? Or any of the pack?”

“Hugh is still in Kansas City, and I know Alan has been traveling back and forth since the attack on the coven, to spend time with his family and his pack. I think it’s been hard on him.”

Caroline nodded. “It’s been hard on a lot of people. Carter was a loss to many.”

“He was also a terrible influence,” I said.

“Why?” Caroline asked.

“If it weren’t for him, you probably wouldn’t be stuck here with necromancers for friends.” I flashed her a small smile.

She barked out a short laugh and nodded once. “Tell Alan I said hi. And tell Hugh, if he ever needs me, I’ll be there.”

“You should call him and tell him yourself.”

“I’m telling one of his pack members,” Caroline said, glancing down at the curved half-moon of scars on my forearm. “That’s as good as telling him myself.”

I took my leave of them then. I strode toward the front door, remembering Hess’s warning. If someone warned the necromancer there were many ghosts, it was unlikely to be a pleasant experience. This was no different.


CHAPTER SIXTEEN


I stepped outside, and the presence of the dead wasn’t the only thing that was jarring. I’d left Saint Louis only a matter of minutes ago. It’d been a rainy, saturated mess. But here the sun was out, still morning, but warmer and brighter and on the surface, beautiful to look at.

I knew the smartest thing to do was hurry down the concrete path, to stay focused on the little church across the street that was almost as plain as that old church in Pilot Knob. But something called my attention, tugging on my aura. And even as my feet carried me toward that church, something drew my gaze to the south.

Ghostly cannons stood along the ridge, manned by the dead. The earth didn’t heave and move like that horrible corridor under the ground, but this place was terrible. My steps slowed, and I stared slack-jawed at the sunken road in the distance where, piled one on top of the other, lay the soul-bearing ghosts of countless soldiers. I knew enough from the stories Koda used to tell me that it had to be Bloody Lane.

My presence here drew the attention of darker things, and I could feel the gravemakers surging beneath the battlefield. There were more here than anything I’d experienced since Gettysburg. I didn’t know if it was the mantle of Anubis, or just my own inherent necromancy, or some combination of the two, but I wanted to call to them. I wanted to see how many would rise. And that thought alone was enough to send the terrible bark-like flesh bubbling to the surface of the earth near that cluster of ghosts.

I shook my head and hurried away; I had to get to back Saint Charles. The faster I got back, the faster we could help Park, and hopefully solidify our alliance with the National Guard there. I stepped into the grass between the sidewalk and the asphalt road that cut through the battlefield. It was a mistake. The pavement had provided more of a barrier than I’d realized. My shoulders sagged with the weight of that place. It was no longer the gravemakers my powers wanted to reach out to. It was the countless souls tied to the earth, and tied to death.

I gritted my teeth and focused on the church, on putting one foot in front of the other. I closed my mind off as best I could, so the cries and screams faded until I could focus once more on the feel of the earth beneath each footfall. I wasn’t sure what they expected Dell to truly do in a place like this. Either one of us would be at risk of being overwhelmed by the dead.

I hurried across the asphalt, and a few more steps over the tortured earth took me to the front door of the old church. I didn’t wait. I glanced back, taking in the modern vista of the welcome center, and the ocean of dead behind it. I wrapped my fingers between Gaia’s and stepped into the only place I thought might be darker than Antietam.
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I took a shaky breath as the comforting darkness of the Abyss wrapped its arms around me, and I savored the silence before Gaia had fully formed at my side.

“Are you well?” she asked.

I nodded. “Yes, you were right about that being an uncomfortable trip.” I gave her a half smile. Uncomfortable was a hell of an understatement.

“Do you wish to return to Death’s Door?” Gaia asked.

I didn’t think I’d ever heard her refer to the shop as Death’s Door. I wasn’t sure if I was amused or disturbed. “Yes. Please.”

I watched distant lights in the Abyss shift and move and blink out. I wondered what titanic creatures might be lurking in that vast space, slowed by the strange time here, locked in perpetual frustration, much like Tessrian.

“Can you help me return Tessrian to the Burning Lands?” I asked, trying to take my attention away from the leviathans that seemed to be growing ever-closer.

“It is possible,” she said. “But you would need to travel with the Key of the Dead once more, and that is a dangerous thing to bring into the Abyss. Though I suppose it may be less dangerous than freeing Tessrian on your plane and bringing her here as a free being.”

“I’m pretty sure I may have issues either way,” I said. “Even if I don’t release her here, I’ll have to release her in the Burning Lands. Once she’s out, and in a realm where she has much power, well, things could get interesting.”

“She has no sense of time inside her prison,” Gaia said. “You could leave her there.”

“No,” I said, “that’s the one thing I can’t do. I gave her my word, Gaia. And that has to mean something.”

“The word of men can be coerced. Though I suppose, if you cannot trust your own word, then whose can you trust?”

I wasn’t 100% sure if Gaia was agreeing with me or trying to make a point about people in general, but I was going to go with the former for now. We slowed, and Gaia frowned. “We are here, but there are more bodies within your shop than when you left.”

“Living bodies?” I asked.

“Of course.”

“Well, that’s good. I guess I’ll see you soon.”

“Travel well,” Gaia said, and she released my hand.

She still hadn’t mastered the art of returning me to Death’s Door. I wasn’t sure if it was the wards, or the blood shield, or just the general chaos of magic around the shop, but sometimes I had a smooth landing, and sometimes Gaia sent me flailing into a brick wall.

I cursed when the back door appeared in front of me, and grunted when I smacked into it a moment later. “Ow, that was my nose!”

“Is it broken?” asked the deadbolt from the other side of the door, an edge of unabashed glee in its voice.

“I don’t know,” I said, talking into my cupped hands.

“You okay?” Foster asked as he glided into my vision.

I scrunched up my nose and winced at the pain, but I didn’t think it was enough that it was broken. And honestly, even if it were, I’d be tempted to let it heal on its own. Getting my nose healed by magic was one of the most painful things I’d ever experienced.

“Gaia said there’s an extra body here. Who is it?”

Foster blinked at me. “That old Titan is right. Come see for yourself.”
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To say I was happy to see that the extra body in front of the shop was not only alive, but was Mike the Demon, was a gross understatement. The bulky blacksmith raised a hand in greeting, his thick leather apron stained with recent work.

“Hey, Mike,” I said. “Good to see you again.”

“And you, my friend,” Mike said.

“Where’s Sarah?” I asked, when I realized his figurative and literal shadow was not with him.

“I suppose she has found her independence in little bits,” Mike said, “now that she seems to have been reborn. She’s with our allies at the Obsidian Inn.”

“So everyone’s okay there?” I asked.

“In a matter of speaking,” Mike said. “With a conflict imminent, I don’t know that I would say anyone is okay.”

I nodded.

Foster landed on the countertop beside Aideen, and that’s when I noticed the array of weaponry that had been laid out across the glass. A few clips of modern ammunition next to a dozen or more survival knives, and perhaps most odd, two ancient swords.

“Are you going to fashion a weapon out of all these?” I asked.

“They’re already weapons,” Frank said. He popped his head up from the aisle off to my right, scaring me half to death.

“Christ, Frank,” I said, rubbing my forehead. “I didn’t see you there.”

A large form moved outside the front window, and I blinked at the shadow before I realized it was Aeros strolling by on the cobblestone street.

Mike glanced at the window. “I may have coaxed him out of hiding. I hadn’t spoken to the old rock in quite some time.”

“What about Alexandra?” I asked.

“I came with a message of my home,” Mike said. “She was needed back at the Obsidian Inn. Nixie and Euphemia had asked her to return.”

“Let’s hope we don’t need them here,” I said, wincing as I rubbed my nose.

“Are you well?” Aideen asked.

“Let’s just say I had a rough landing,” I said. “Although I did get to see Caroline, Dell, Utukku, and some of her people. That was an unexpected surprise.”

Aideen frowned. “If Caroline was there, then I know what armory you were at. That would be a trying trip for any necromancer.”

I nodded. “I didn’t think anyone was supposed to know where these things were at?”

“I don’t,” Foster said. “And I don’t want to. The less reason people have to torture me, the better.”

Frank barked out a laugh. “Ain’t that the truth.”

“Oh,” I said, fishing around in my backpack for the leather satchel. I lifted it, and held the aged leather out to Mike. He took it carefully.

“It’s perhaps good that Alexandra isn’t here. These blades can be somewhat unstable when they are shattered. I wouldn’t want to see her come to harm.”

“How dangerous is it?” I asked. “Is this dangerous enough that it could kill her?”

Mike blew out a short laugh. He untied the top of the sack and pulled out a curved sliver, which reminded me more than anything of an underwire from one of Sam’s bras that had once jammed up my parents’ washing machine. “They don’t truly turn to stone.”

“Those water witches they sank into the rivers sure look like stone,” I said.

“So, what is it?” Frank asked. “Like rigor mortis for the Fae?”

Mike frowned and nodded. “An apt description.”

“Rigor mortis is temporary,” I said. “Do they become something else?”

“I usually burn my enemies,” Mike said, “for I rarely had the opportunity to study what happens to them.”

I blinked.

Mike continued as if he hadn’t said anything mildly horrifying. “I’ll need some place to work. I can do it here, but will need to set up an area where we can be sure none of the shards escapes.”

“And if we miss any?” I asked. “Would that be like stepping on a Lego in the middle of the night?”

“A bit worse than that,” Foster said.

“If one of the water witches stepped on it,” Aideen said, “it would turn the base of their foot into what you refer to as stone. It would slow them down, and prevent them from transforming completely into water. It makes them susceptible to attack.

“The blades are forged from Magrasnetto. You need a creature of raw magical power to be able to detect the tiniest shards. Jasper would be able to do it.”

“I don’t want to take him away from Vicky,” I said. “Not unless we absolutely have to.”

“Graybeard, then,” Foster said. “He’s all magic and soul and bone.”

“Is he close?” Mike asked. “I’d prefer not to delay. I need to get back to the Obsidian Inn. Much as you don’t wish to leave Vicky alone without Jasper, I don’t wish to leave Sarah in a dangerous situation.”

I nodded. “All you need to do is turn on the news. He hasn’t exactly kept a low-profile. Although I guess that would be rather hard to do with the skeletal ghost ship flying over the ground where rivers used to be.”

This time it was Mike’s turn to blink. “He’s not in hiding?”

I shook my head. “He’s … well … been spending some time with the researchers at Washington University. He apparently took issue with someone’s reports on his namesake.”

“It gets better,” Foster said. “The ghost panda is down there keeping him in line.” Foster laughed. “So, you have a ghost panda and Graybeard speaking to academics at one of the most prestigious schools in the area?”

I pinched the bridge of my nose and winced. “Yes, well, the important thing is we can get Graybeard here rather quickly. Or we could go to him.”

Mike looked around the front of the shop. “Keep the store closed. I’ll start preparing things. Summon Graybeard.”

I closed my eyes and sent my aura racing toward downtown Saint Louis. It could be difficult to contact Graybeard, but Happy was always easy to find. In the background, I heard Mike ask, “What’s he doing?”

“Summoning Graybeard,” Frank said. “That’s what you wanted.”

The rest of the conversation faded as I made the connection with Happy. The panda raised his head at my contact, cracking it on the desk of a startled-looking research assistant. She probably couldn’t see the panda, but he still had enough energy to move physical objects.

“Graybeard. Bring him to the shop.”

It will be done. Shiawase’s voice boomed inside my head. The thunderous sound reminded me of Aeros, but more ethereal.

When I opened my eyes again, no one remained. It only took me a moment to find them, tipped off by the sharp bark of the cu sith rising above the ambient noise of the old settling building. I walked into the back through the saloon-style doors and crouched down to climb into Bubbles’s lair.

“That’s not going to cut it,” Frank said, looking at the old sheet in Mike’s hand. “It’s all linen. It’ll catch fire like dry hay on the Fourth of July.”

“No,” Mike growled. “I told you it will not. I know the temperatures of my own forge, journeyman. Don’t think to tell me otherwise.”

“I’ll tell you otherwise if you’re going to try to burn the damn shop down.”

I smiled at Frank, the smaller man glaring up at the fire demon. Mike finally exhaled, turning away from Frank. “Fine, what do you suggest?”

“A circle shield,” Frank said. “The sphere will catch it all. If I understand your magic a fraction as well as you think you do, it won’t be cut off by being encased inside a circle shield.”

Mike the Demon frowned.

“It’d be hard not to pick up a few things, being around Damian and Zola.”

Mike glanced at Frank. “You’ve done your research.”

“I think we’ve established that at this point,” I said.

Mike gave me a half smile. “I suppose we have, indeed. And yes, Frank, you are correct.” He looked to Aideen. “What do you think?”

“I believe it should be enough,” Aideen said.

“For outside, as well.” Mike crossed his arms and frowned at the hollowed-out stone that formed the cu siths’ lair. “So be it. This should be deep enough in the earth to at least partially mask my work with the hammer.”

Something sizzled in the air, not unlike bacon slapped down on a hot griddle. I suddenly found myself torn between being hungry and being concerned with what the sound might be.

Happy appeared a moment later, his fluffy butt backing through a portal, dragging a pirate skeleton with a very grumpy parrot on his shoulder. Parrot was perhaps a generous word, considering the bird was half decayed and bore brilliant golden eyes.

“Get off me coat, you daft bear!” Graybeard swatted Happy, but the panda casually moved his snout away, so Graybeard gave him more of a quick rub than a slap. Happy nudged my thigh with his broad nose. I scratched him behind the ears.

“You can go if you want,” I said. “We should only need Graybeard for this.”

The panda chuffed and took two trundling steps back into the portal.

Graybeard glanced up at me, and the parrot glowered. “I was having a perfectly fine conversation, with a perfectly fine lass, before your beast dragged me off.”

“Glad to see you’re adapting to our time of technological wonders, and not being dead.”

I held out my hand to help Graybeard to his feet.

“What is it you be needing?”

“Mike’s forging weapons for our allies,” I said. “To use against the water witches. We need you to tell us if any of the fragments get away.”

“If you need help forging those blades,” Graybeard said, “you likely would’ve been better off talking to the bear.”

“He’s a samurai,” Mike said, “not a sword smith. Not even a blacksmith.”

“Bloody hell,” Graybeard muttered. “Let’s get on with it then. I’d like to get back to helping Miss Marshall with her research.”

“Damian,” Mike said. “Set the circle, and I’ll begin.”


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN


I’d wondered what Mike meant to do about a forge, or if he’d just conjure some magic flame to make the metal more malleable. Instead, he did both. The earth moved beneath our feet as Aeros lowered the floor slightly and forced a stone table up in the center of the room, ever careful not to erase the line I’d drawn on the stone, leaving us ready to begin.

“You need only speak my name when you wish to return this place to its original form,” Aeros said.

“Most recent form?” I asked. “I don’t want this to be some granite plain. And I sure as hell don’t want to go through the cu siths digging out their own lair again.”

Aeros’s eye lights danced with amusement. “You should not worry so much,” the rock said. “It does not suit you.” And with that, the Old God took his leave.

“Worry too much,” I grumbled.

“That cane is nearly as cool as your old staff,” Foster said, eyeing the simple walking cane in my left hand.

“Yeah, but this one shouldn’t kill me. Unless I take the sword out and fall on it like an idiot.”

I set the edge of the cane on the circle and spoke the incantation, “Orbis Tego.” A translucent dome snapped to life over Mike’s head, closing around the stone workbench and the forge Aeros had raised.

“You good?” I asked.

Mike closed his eyes for a moment, and blue fire erupted inside the forge. The demon nodded. “All is well.”

“You could have waited to summon me,” Graybeard said, “at least until the demon finished banging around with his hammer.”

I smiled at the parrot as it danced on the skeleton’s shoulder. “But we have so much to catch up on. You wouldn’t want to miss out on that, now, would you?”

The parrot grumbled, and the skeleton moved its mouth wordlessly, causing its scraggly beard to shift up and down. He leaned against the wall and sank to the floor.

“Where’s your sister, lad?” Graybeard asked. “That lass always had a much more level head on her shoulders than you.”

“You just say that because Jasper didn’t try to bite her hand off. Only her Barbies’ heads.”

The parrot chuckled.

Mike pulled the blade out of the fire. The metal glowed from being in the heat for several minutes. The fire demon didn’t so much as flinch at the white-hot blade as he pinched it between his fingers, and began wrapping the thin spiral of the shattered stone dagger around it. He made it about three quarters of the way down the blade before he had to replace it in the forge. He repeated the process with another, and then another.

Mike worked the white-hot ribbons of metal back and forth between his fingers. I half expected his flesh to boil at the contact with the superheated metal, but Mike’s skin seemed to rejuvenate. The deep scars on his hand faded, as if the forge gave his flesh new life. It was mesmerizing to watch as the blacksmith’s tired, ancient hands grew nimble and filled with purpose.

Mike dropped the first blade into the fire once more. He raised his eyes to me. “I’m going to strike with the hammer,” he said, being sure everyone in the room was listening to them. “It will be loud, and the walls may feel as if they will collapse around you, but believe in this process. Believe in me. And all will be well.”

Mike slid the Smith’s Hammer from his belt, the old wood blackened near the head. It had the appearance of a simple cutler’s hammer, the kind you could find at any forge at any given time throughout history. Only Mike’s hammer was far, far different.

Mike pulled a blade from the forge and laid it on the stone platform. He made small movements, light hammer strikes near the hilt, until he raised the hammer above his head, and a spiral of flame burst to life. The strike was like a thunderclap, amplified a dozen times.

“Again!” Mike said. He struck the blade over and over until I thought my teeth might rattle from my head. Still, I kept the cane on the chalk line. Kept the circle shield raised between the Fallen Smith and the rest of the world.

Someone grabbed my shoulder and shook it. I turned to find Frank with gun muffs over his ears. He leaned closer and shouted between hammer blows. “I’ll be outside. To see how loud it is.”

I nodded, and he left, speeding up the ramp Bubbles and Peanut had carved into the earth.

Mike’s movements took on a rhythm, growing into an intricate dance of steel and power and magic. He made quick work of the second blade, dropping it into the forge beside the first. The third was even faster, and I realized then that his flesh didn’t merely look younger. His veins filled with light, a deep burning inside his being, perhaps the very essence of what he was, and as I watched, it swelled to fill the thick tattoos across his forearms. He said, “Again.”

He raised the hammer, its head expanding with the surrounding fires, and he struck again. The walls boomed as if the harbinger of the dark-touched had stepped into the basement beside us and crushed a barge beneath its mighty foot. Mike raised the dagger, red-hot as it still was, and inspected the edge of the blade. Apparently satisfied, he let the dagger fall into a pool at the far side of the circle, which I hadn’t seen it before. The metal hissed, and steam rose at a furious pace as he quenched the steel.

Daggers came next, and where he’d had the long and thin shards of the stone dagger to work with the swords, it wasn’t so simple with daggers.

“The trick,” Mike said, his voice deeper and louder than usual, “is to make the metal pliable, without destroying the magic within.”

Heat from the forge had turned the air around us into a furnace. I wasn’t sure how much longer I could take it, but the fairies seemed to be fine. In fact, the fairies seemed absolutely enthralled with Mike’s work.

Mike pulled a small cup out of the satchel at his side. What I’d thought to be an old coffee cup at first glance turned out to be a bit more useful. Mike sorted out the shards of the stone dagger, dropping in any that looked to be around a half inch to an inch in length. He slid the crucible into the forge and waited.

“Should just be a few minutes,” Mike said. “Did we scare Frank off?”

“I think Frank just went to make sure the building wasn’t falling down,” Foster said.

“Are you sure you wish to stay so close?” Mike said. “There is a great deal of iron in these blades. I doubt it would be healthy for you to come in contact with a shard, no matter how small.”

Foster laughed. “No shard of iron is getting through the circle shield.”

“I believe Foster’s correct,” Aideen said. “Damian’s shield is more than adequate to stop an iron filing.”

Mike offered me a small smile. “Your friends trust you with their lives. That is a refreshing thing to see, after spending time with the Fae at the Obsidian Inn.”

“They have a right to be paranoid,” Aideen said. “The water witches have decided to stand against the queen, and the rest are taking up arms against their king. If they fail, they’ll die.”

“And they’re sneaky bastards,” Foster said. “No better spy than a Fae. It can be hard to trust someone who never lies but doesn’t always tell you the truth.”

Footsteps sounded in my muffled hearing. I glanced over my right shoulder to see Frank jogging back down into the lair.

“Everything okay out there?” I asked.

Frank nodded. “It’s fine, but the bricks over the door lit up like a Christmas tree. It looked like one of those runes on the wall behind Mike.”

Mike studied the runes that made up the blood shield on the back wall. It was old Norse magic, runic magic that seemed to impress even Calbach. “I would believe this magic to be far too old to have been placed after the front of the building was constructed.”

“How bad was the noise?” I asked. I looked at the gun muffs around Frank’s neck.

“It sounded like there was a little carpentry going on. As soon as I stepped outside the door, I could barely hear it all.”

Mike frowned. “I wouldn’t have expected the sounds of a hammer to be silenced so thoroughly.”

“Foster?” I asked. “You want to go outside with Frank? Make sure there isn’t something you can see, or hear, that a commoner can’t?”

“Not a bad idea,” Aideen said. “Journeyman you may be, some magics may remain undetectable.”

Mike pulled the crucible from the forge with his bare hand and looked inside. “It’s ready. Replace your ear protection, or leave.” Mike gave the others only a moment, and they hurried up the ramp, leaving me and Aideen to watch the Fallen Smith.

“I will move as fast as I can,” Mike said. “But be warned, to do this, you will see my true form for a time.”

“Nothing I haven’t seen before,” I said.

“And something I haven’t seen in a very long time,” Aideen said. The light that had grown so much brighter on Mike’s forearms split open as he dumped the contents of the crucible into his palm. Light gave way to a tortured darkness, the human façade of his flesh curling away and shifting into the blackened ruin of a fire demon. It happened in moments, but time felt slow. A tiny bead of sweat rolled down the nape of my neck as the rising flames peeled back the flesh from Mike’s upper arms. His fingers lengthened, and his fists closed around the super-heated metal in his palm. The hammer grew into the flaming war hammer I’d seen only a handful of times on the field of battle.

The tortured flesh reached his neck, and his forehead elongated, sprouting horns that were as black and scarred as the rest of his body. His eyes increased to twice their normal size, taking on a terrifying blood red hue. But they were still Mike’s eyes. I could still see the strange black flake in his left eye. A flake that Sarah had once told me was a piece of her soul, which Mike would carry with him until the end of all things.

The sweat on the back of my neck vanished, cooling as my shirt absorbed it. Mike reached his left hand into the forge. He followed it with the first of the daggers, sliding it quickly through the molten pool of molten metal in his palm as if he planned to make a blood oath in some godforsaken 1980s action movie. When the dagger escaped his hand and he lifted it from the forge, a thin line of white-hot metal was stuck to the point, tracing down one of the cutting edges. Mike struck the blade across his left horn, sending a shower of sparks across the forge, and earning a satisfied grunt and a nod from the demon’s enormous head. He repeated the process four more times, but before he finished, he dumped the scraps of the remaining stone daggers into the crucible and slid it into the center of the forge.

“He’s … magnificent,” Aideen whispered.

“He also has good hearing,” Mike said, giving Aideen what might have been a smile, but looked more like a snarl.

The first time I’d ever seen Mike’s true form, it had been a terrible instant, a moment I’d spent terrified for my life and for those of my friends. Now that I had time to study him, I was coming to understand that he was not so twisted and scarred as I’d once believed. This was the true face of my friend, buried beneath the façade that he wore to blend in with the commoners.

Mike pulled a satchel out of the leather pouch at his side. I heard the familiar clack of ammunition banging around inside it. And he poured out what had to be over 100 rounds of military ammunition. I thought Frank said it had come from their M16s.

“You know those don’t mix with fire?” I asked.

Mike set the bowl on the ground beside the forge. He raised his head slightly, perhaps acknowledging me, or perhaps thoroughly ignoring me. Mike splayed his fingers over the bowl and the rounds all snapped into a uniform line as a flicker of orange and black flashed out from the demon’s fingernails. The projectiles separated in unison, floating half an inch above the brass casings, while Mike slid his enormous hand beneath them. The gunpowder ignited a moment later, sending a blast of flame and smoke into the air for a brief second. Mike dropped the rounds into the crucible and gave the dozens of projectiles a quick shake before splashing the contents out on top of the forge.

He eyed each in quick succession, tossing those he was satisfied with into the pool of water at the edge of the circle. Angry bursts of steam shot into the air when the projectiles hit. Others he dropped into the crucible once more, giving the contents a quick spin before repeating the process over and over.

The last of the bullets splashed into the water, and he looked up. The black horns on his forehead curled inward, and the nauseating ripple of movement that had borne them reversed. Blackened red flesh dulled, replaced by the hair and scarred skin of a middle-aged blacksmith.

Mike frowned at the work laid out before him. “Not the cleanest, but it is done.”


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN


The war hammer shrank and once more took on the humble form of a blacksmith’s hammer. Mike slid the tool back into a leather belt loop at his waist, at which point I noticed a spark out the corner of my eye. I turned slightly to my right and realized there were dozens of sparks stretching across the glistening dome of the circle shield.

“Mike,” I said, “I think we might have a bit of a mess.”

“What do you mean?” Mike asked.

“Look at the shield.” I gestured with my free hand. “There are tiny shards stuck all across it. I count maybe a dozen at a glance.”

Aideen flashed into her larger size, the strange light that omitted no luminescence engulfing her for a split second. She stepped closer to me, and followed my line of sight. “I see them. There are more than a dozen. Slivers yes, but there are many.”

I looked down at Graybeard, where he sat with his arms crossed and his head resting against the wall. The parrot danced back and forth across his shoulder, squawking.

“See,” I said. “That’s quite a mess we have for you there.”

“And you’ll be wanting me to clean it up?” The parrot cocked its head to the side.

“We don’t need you to clean up,” Aideen said. “We need you to walk the area. Your presence should cause the fragments of stone dagger to light up. It’s attracted to you.”

Graybeard grunted and glanced up at the green and black snout on the ramp above him. “You have some mighty fine pups, lass. Grant me a favor, and we have an accord.”

“What?” I snapped. “How about I don’t feed you to the next harbinger we meet?”

Graybeard harrumphed. “You’ve shown your hand one too many times,” he said. “You have not a sadistic bone in that body.”

“I will consider it a favor you have done for me,” Aideen said. “I’ll not grant you a favor of your choosing, but I will aid you if it is within my power and does not harm me or my allies.”

“Come on,” I said. “He was going to help us anyway.” I frowned down at the bird.

Its golden eyes looked up and it clucked at me. “You can’t blame a dead man for asking a favor. Have some respect for your elders.”

“Oh, Christ,” I muttered. “Now you sound like Zola.”

Mike stalked the perimeter of the circle, stopping before each of the sparking shards embedded in the shield. “These are all iron.” He stopped and frowned at a particularly large shard. “Some of these are iron with flecks of Magrasnetto.”

Aideen looked around the floor and grimaced. “We must be thorough. Graybeard, walk toward the edge of the ramp. We will see if the metal reacts to your presence, or if it needs persuading.”

The parrot grunted as the skeleton raised itself onto its feet. “Last time I needed to persuade someone, used a short plank in some bad water. You know the kind?”

“Sharks? I asked.

“Too fast,” Graybeard said. “Feed them to a Leviathan if you want fast. Drop them into a school of jellyfish? Now that’s a show.” The beard shifted on the skeleton’s face, and I had a little doubt if there had been flesh beneath it, it would have been smiling.
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Thankfully, our cleanup project didn’t require any persuading. Graybeard’s presence within about a foot and a half of the stone dagger shards caused them to glow with a brilliant blue light. Mike followed Graybeard around the room, holding a stone lump over each of the shining spots, while Aideen waited at the top of the ramp. While the shards of stone dagger might not have been an immediate threat, I didn’t want her close to any of the iron.

“So that thing’s like a magnet?” I asked.

Graybeard walked into a new section of the circle, and Mike bent down to pick up another shard.

“That’s an apt description,” Mike said. “The stone was imbued with the power of the ley lines long ago. It attracts many enchanted metals, be they natural, or forged.”

“Oh, wow,” Frank said, poking his head into the lair at the top of the ramp.

Foster stepped in beside him, staying close to Aideen. “The outside of the shop lit up like a fireworks display,” he said. “It didn’t seem to be causing any noticeable output of power, though. At least nothing I could feel.”

“What’s lighting up around the pirate?” Frank asked. “It’s beautiful.”

“My charming personality,” Graybeard muttered.

I smiled at the pirate. I gave Frank and Foster a rundown of what we were doing and chuckled as Foster ushered Aideen a few steps farther back from the entrance to the lair.

That went on for another fifteen minutes or so, Mike following Graybeard around the room. They worked their way up the ramp, and Mike nodded. “I think that should do it for the stone dagger shards.”

“And the iron?” I asked.

“That’s not my specialty,” Mike said, a small smile on his lips. He spoke one word. One name. “Aeros.”

The earth beneath our feet shook and rose until the sunken area around the forge grew flat and level once more. Aeros’s voice filled the room around us. “There is much iron left behind.”

“Would you be so kind as to address that?” Mike asked.

“Remove your weapons from the floor and I will do what was asked.”

Mike did, scooping up the last of the stone-dagger-coated bullets as the pool of water vanished into the stone. He wrapped the swords and daggers in oiled leather cloth, swaddling them carefully, as if they were children to be coddled.

A memory of Mike’s oath bubbled into my conscience. If any of these weapons were used to harm an innocent, Mike would die. It was an oath taken after the horrors he witnessed at the Battle of the Crater in the Civil War. The sight of his only love dying.

“Mike,” I said. “Are you sure about this?”

“A bit late to be asking that,” Mike said. “And don’t worry. Sarah and I had a long discussion about the risks of making weapons.”

“But we watched you summon the fire for the forge. How can you be sure?”

“There’s little in this world that I am sure of, Damian Vesik. The one thing I am sure of is that this world won’t survive if the queen of the water witches prevails.”

“You sure?”

“We’ve made our peace.”

“Let’s be honest,” Foster said. “You could probably kill one of our water witch allies with one of those things, and not be any worse off. What really qualifies as an innocent life in regard to your oath?”

“That is a question that I will not answer.”

“Alright,” I said. “You’re welcome to come with us to deliver these to Park.”

Mike shook his head. “I’m needed at the Obsidian Inn.” He drew one sword and one dagger from the stash before handing me the bundle and the satchel for bullets. “I won’t leave Sarah unarmed against the water witches. I hope that’s acceptable, for I have no intention of debating it.”

I was somewhat taken aback at the finality in Mike’s words. They concerned me, not being able to deliver all the blades to Park, but if the Obsidian Inn was under siege from the water witches, it was conceivable they would need the blades even more.

I nodded to the fire demon.

Mike slid the blades beneath his thick leather belt. “I thank you.” He hesitated for a moment. “Aeros, take care of the iron. I am done with the forge. Thank you, old friend.” A red wound opened in the air before Mike, and he stepped into that hellish vortex of flame.

The floor moved, a stone hand rising from the rocky earth. Aeros’s arm swept around the room, coming up through the ramp, and nearly knocking me off my feet as he returned to the area that had been the forge. The hand hesitated before rising up the wall and vanishing into the stone once more. The wall beside me rippled, and a small iron ball slowly phased out of the stone.

“That’s it?” I said.

“Some people would be thankful for having their house cleared of such debris. And not only cleared but delivered in such a conveniently portable package.”

I grinned at the wall. “Thanks, rock.

“Would you mind discarding that?” Aideen asked. “I am sure Aeros could hide it deep within the earth.”

“I would be happy to assist,” Aeros’s voice boomed.

I held the iron ball against the stone, and it vanished into the solid rock.

“Until next time,” Aeros said.

I hefted the bag of coated shells in my left hand and said, “We need to get these to Park. Now.”

“Park gave permission to give them to Casper,” Frank said. “You need her trust more than his.”

“He outranks her,” Foster said. “I’m pretty sure it’s more important to have him on our side.”

Frank shook his head. “You’re wrong. She’ll have more pull with the troops. They see one of their best marksmen making friends with the likes of us? With the likes of the Fae?” Frank nodded. “That’s more important. She spilled blood with them, had her own blood spilt with them. They trust her like family.”

“Right then,” I said. “Probably shouldn’t walk in with swords and ammunition wrapped in a rag.”

“I’ve got some old gun cases we can use,” Frank said. “They should hold everything but swords. And I don’t really know how much good a sword is going to do anyway, not in the hands of a modern soldier.”

“There’s a great deal of tradition and honor in swords,” Aideen said. “Swords have been used as rewards and symbols of rank for centuries. The tradition repeated in many cultures. Do not underestimate what a simple gesture can accomplish.”

Bubbles surged down the ramp, sniffing the walls and the corner where she and Peanut usually slept. It likely smelled a little different, now that Mike had lit the forge and perhaps felt different since Aeros had turned stones. Of course, I’d seen the cu siths fall asleep in the most uncomfortable of places before, and was sure they would adapt quickly.

Frank unearthed the old gun case, a dented aluminum thing, from one of the overcrowded shelves in the junk cabinet. He was right. We were able to fit everything but the swords.


CHAPTER NINETEEN


“Park’s at the camp,” Frank said. “It’s not far from where we saw Drake.”

I frowned. “I’m glad you were there to see Drake with us. Like a crazy Foster. Which is a lot more terrifying than I’d expected.” I shook my head. “Where is the base exactly?”

Frank dusted off the old gun case while we waited in the back parking lot for Sam. “They set up in one of the fields just past Fast Lane.”

“There aren’t any buildings in those fields,” I said, skirting a particularly sharp looking rock off to the edge of the parking lot.

“Sam’s here,” Foster shouted, gliding down from the top of the building to land on my shoulder. A moment later, the blinding headlights of one of the Pit’s SUVs cut through the darkness.

“Now I’m a deadbolt and I’m blind,” the being trapped in our door shouted.

We all studiously ignored the complaints pouring out of our friendly neighborhood deadbolt.

“Take the front,” I said, nodding to Frank. “These guys know you best.”

I opened the back door and hopped in, expecting to find Zola, but she wasn’t there. Foster took up his standard perch on the dashboard, closer to Sam.

“Where’s Zola?” I asked.

“She’s in the archives with Vik,” Sam said. “They’re still looking for more details on the dark-touched. At least that’s her excuse for asking for help.”

“Man,” Foster said, “If you can’t trust the intentions of an old necromancer, who can you trust?”

Sam held out her hand and gave Foster a tiny high-five while they both laughed, and cast quick glances back at me.

“You mind holding this?” Frank asked as he passed the old scabbard, which didn’t quite fit the sword, into the back seat.

“Not at all.”

I slid the sword part way out of the scabbard as Sam made a sharp turn and bounced us out onto the cobblestone street. As fast as Mike had worked to make the swords, they’d turned out beautifully. The addition of the shards of the stone dagger made the metal look something like Damascus steel—beautiful shades of color and waves of metal grains followed the addition from the tip of the sword to almost the center of the blade. I sheathed the sword and laid it on top of its brother.

The drive took us to the old roundabout—well, actually, the new roundabout—and sent us off past the field where we had faced Drake and the Green Man. This time we crossed under the railroad and the highway until we reached the road with Fast Lane, an antique car dealership. I’d be lying if I said I’d never visited before.

The orange glow of the sunset lit the horizon as we closed on the railroad tracks, cruising beneath the trestle.

“Something’s off,” I said.

The tornado sirens roared to life a moment later.

“It’s barely sprinkling.”

“It’s not for the tornado,” Foster said. “Don’t you remember? They’re using the tornado sirens as warning sirens.”

“Something’s attacking the city,” Sam said.

“Yeah,” Frank said as we crossed under the highway. He pointed toward the glowing ball that had nothing to do with a sunset.

I stared in horrible fascination at what I could now clearly tell was an enormous fire.

“That’s the camp,” Sam said. “Fucking hell, that’s the fucking camp.”

Something flashed in the distance, just on the other side of Fast Lane, revealing an outline of what I suspected had been a tent shortly before. Now it was fire and ruin. Sam floored the accelerator, and we hurtled toward the raging battle.

Soldiers and Fae sliced up from the river, closing on the camp in a half circle. Drake hovered above them, raining fire down on the unsuspecting soldiers. I wondered how many had died before they’d even realized they were under attack.

Beneath Drake, waters raged and boiled. We were a good quarter-mile from the Missouri River. The water shouldn’t have been there.

“The water witches are here,” I said.

Sam jerked the wheel to the left, and the SUV’s tires screamed as we veered toward Fast Lane, cruising past the worst of the carnage on the front line.

“They don’t have a chance,” Foster said. “Let me out. Let me out now.”

“Take one of the swords,” I said. “Just don’t cut yourself with it.”

Foster nodded.

Sam squealed the tires as we darted into the smoking ruin of the base. The burned-out guardhouse wasn’t empty. The charred flesh of its poor occupant dangled out the window. I didn’t need to raise my sight to see the freshly dead aura weaving around the soldier.

Sam slammed on the brakes, bringing us to a halt behind a row of soldiers who were managing to offer some resistance.

“Go,” I said, tossing one of the stone-dagger-forged swords into the air. Foster zipped out the window, bursting into his full-sized form as he wrapped his gauntleted hand around the hilt.

Sam and I pushed out the driver’s side while Frank popped out the passenger side, staying low to the ground as he joined us behind the SUV.

Frank slid one of the daggers out of the case and hooked it into his belt. I gave the other sword to Sam and turned to Frank. “Get the case to Park. Or whoever’s left in charge.” Something huge roared at the edge of the battle, and a glance showed me a Green Man lumbering toward a guardsman who was armed with a flamethrower. “What in the hell are they doing here?”

“It doesn’t matter,” Frank said. “Just help them.” He turned to Sam. “I love you.”

And he was gone. Sam bounced her right hand up and down, and I frowned at the bullets on her palm.

“What the hell are you going to do with those?” I asked. “We don’t have a gun that can fire them, and they’re not even loaded into brass yet.”

“I can throw them.”

I blinked at my sister. She probably could throw them at a fast-enough velocity to do some serious damage to a water witch. I nodded. “Get some of them to Casper!” I shouted as I rushed toward the nearest group of soldiers, incredibly thankful that I had brought both my backpack and the focus on my hip.

“Shit’s about to get a lot worse,” I said to the nearest soldier who wasn’t unloading an insane number of rounds down the field.

“You’re that fucker who knows what the fuck all these fucks are?” He released a string of about fifteen more fucks before I finally got him to shut up.

“Where’s Park? Where’s Casper? Are they still alive?”

“Beats the hell out of me,” he shouted back. He pulled out a grenade, and screamed, “Fire in the hole!”

I expected the detonation to be louder, but the sounds of gunfire and explosive incantations muffled everything around us. The grenade detonated, tearing a nearby fairy’s wings to pieces, and sending the owl knight to the ground.

I saw Frank at the other end of the soldiers, shouting at them about the daggers he was handing them. I caught the last thing he said before he ran off between two of the tents that weren’t on fire. “Save it for the ones you can see through. Stab them with it. It’s the only thing you can stop them with.”

One of the privates Frank had armed stepped in front of another who was frozen at the sight of the battle raging around him. He tossed a survival knife to the ground and slid Frank’s dagger awkwardly into the sheath at his hip before unleashing a hail of gunfire.

I had little doubt that soldier wasn’t as green as the petrified man behind him. If they’d seen action before, it hadn’t been anything like this. For God’s sake, how many commoners did see action like this? I was afraid the answer to that question would be vastly different in the near future.

Two fairies sprinted between a cluster of burning tents, and I didn’t think anyone had seen them coming. They were still small, closing fast when I jumped out in front of the soldiers and shouted, “Impadda!” One fairy dodged to his right, circumventing the shield as he exploded into his full-size form. The other crashed headfirst into the crackling dome of blue energy, crumbling to the ground with a satisfying crunch. He was still moving until the soldier beside me shot a round through his head, obliterating the upper half of the tiny body.

The second already had his sword embedded in a stunned-looking soldier. I shaped the shield on my left arm and backhanded the bastard in the head. His helmet sparked and bounced off the dying soldier as the fairy turned to look at me. The slight hesitation, the curiosity in his eyes at who or what could’ve struck him so forcefully without him noticing was all the delay I needed. My soulsword lit through the hilt as I slashed with my right hand at an upward angle, careful not to catch any of the soldiers around me in the arc of that deadly blade.

The Fae’s left shoulder and neck separated with little effort. The body collapsed to the ground, and both of the fairies’ disembodied screams drowned out the horrors raging across the rest of the battlefield.

I watched as the vibrant aura of the injured private faded from blues and reds before solidifying once more at the screams of one of his comrades. His eyes snapped open.

I stared into the shell-shocked face at his side and wanted to help. These were just kids. These were just kids losing their lives in someone else’s war. “Get ready. It’s not over. Stay behind me, and try your damnedest not to shoot me in the back.”

“Who are you?” someone said behind me.

“I’m just a shopkeeper. A weird shopkeeper. Who’s in charge?”

“He was,” a young female private said, indicating an injured captain on the ground beside her.

The captain tried to speak, and I thought I caught the name Stacy on his tongue before he passed out again.

I cursed under my breath. Perfect. So I could run to Sam, who probably didn’t need nearly as much help as these kids, or I could stay here and fight with them, and possibly get myself killed trying to help them. Super.


CHAPTER TWENTY


“What’s that?” a private shouted, pointing up at a fireball that continued to increase in size. I stared at the conflagration and cursed.

“His name is Drake, and he wants to kill you. Blow him out of the air.”

Terrified though they might have been, the drills and training and repetition had paid off in spades. They raised their rifles nearly in unison, and the woman I suspected was the youngest of them gave the order to fire. I gritted my teeth against the explosion of sound around me. Half a dozen M16s firing at once were anything but quiet.

Electric yellow sparks flared and dissipated all around the whirling ball of fire. A stray thought flickered through my mind—would the Fae’s elemental fire spell be susceptible to a water incantation? Maybe some good did come out of Sam and I spending more than one summer with our asses stuck firmly in front of a million different role-playing games.

With every shot that deflected or vanished into that maelstrom, I figured more and more that I had nothing to lose. I held the soulsword out toward the swirling mass and shouted, “Minas Glaciatto!” A shower of dagger-like ice condensed in front of me, rocketing toward that hellish flame. It hissed and popped, steam exploding all around it. Still, the fires closed on us.

The shouts of the soldiers grew more hysterical. I raised the sword again and screamed, “Magnus Glaciatto!” The very air in my lungs turned frigid, and icy daggers the size of softballs rocketed toward the incoming mass. For a moment, as the steam grew thicker and the momentum of that nightmarish thing slowed, I thought I might have bought us some time.

The fire dissipated, and laughter rose in its place. Drake’s wings looked to be on fire, twice as large as they would have been without the flame, and the sight of that fairy having survived a magnus-level incantation sent a chill into my bones. “Fool,” was all he said before the fires swirled around him again. This time, however, he didn’t see the tiny winged form closing on him from behind.

Foster exploded into his full-size form and released a scream that could have pulled blood from the earth. Drake tried to spin to face the incoming fairy, but Foster’s iron sword found its mark, cutting into Drake’s shoulder, and extinguishing the fires on his wings.

Foster didn’t relent. Drake slammed a gauntleted fist down onto the sword, tearing it out of his own flesh. Foster spun, striking low with his dagger before bringing the sword to bear once more, aiming for Drake’s neck.

“You dare!” Foster screamed raising a knee into Drake’s groin. The dagger found its home in Drake’s side and Foster stabbed once, twice, before Drake could raise his guard. Drake dove toward the earth by the time I remembered to tell the soldiers not to shoot Foster.

Foster chased after the imposter Demon Sword. His body brightened until a sphere of fire erupted like the storm clouds of Jupiter. It made the magic Drake had summoned look like a distant star placed beside a sun.

The fairies vanished into the fires of the flaming tents.

“There,” I said, gesturing with a soulsword. A water witch had slithered into the clearing, and was only then beginning to solidify. “You see one of those, use either of those daggers. That’s the only thing you have that can take them down.

“Won’t the fires hurt them?” one of the privates asked.

I thought of the apprehension of the water witches around Mike the Demon. I knew they were susceptible to some fire magics. Natural fire was no threat. I didn’t think I needed to explain that to the soldiers, though.

Instead, I just said, “No.”

“How do they operate?” the woman asked.

I blinked.

“What’s their SOP?”

“Ambush tactics mostly. But they won’t hesitate to attack in a group either. Watch for water on the ground. It could be a witch.”

“Wait for them to get close enough, and then stab them?”

“More or less,” I said.

“Set a trap,” the soldier said, looking around the area. She slid a dagger into her belt. “I’m the bait.”

There was only one stone building, which looked like it might be cinder block, and I suspected it was either their command center, or a low-budget abandoned office building. “There,” I said, indicating the building. “Fall back to that. I’ll send my allies to meet you. If I can’t make it myself.”

“Don’t worry about us,” the soldier said. “We’ll take down as many as we can before you do.”

The fairies roared, and a water witch at the other end of the clearing dashed into the smoldering tent city. I followed.
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Steel crashed on steel as the fires around me threatened to set my clothes alight. I followed the water witch’s path as she created a narrow trail of moisture. I suspected the narrow band of water kept her attached to the river in the distance. I winced and batted my head as a hot ember settled on my hair, the stench nauseating, but quickly overwhelmed by the burning reek of the tents.

I aimed my hand at the stretch of water on the ground and said, “Minas Ignatto.” The flame created a gap in the water, and that farthest from the river swelled up and stretched to find the end of the stream. So long as the water witch touched the river, she could send word to any other witch connected to the same body of water. There were distances they couldn’t cover, but for that, they had other means of communication.

Cutting the witch off completely might bring more. I didn’t want to do that while I was alone. An arm of fire reached out from a nearby tent, giving me a small heart attack before I realized it was just more shriveling, flaming vinyl.

Something ran past me, crashing through the flaming tents with no regard for its own well-being. At first, I thought it was my imagination, until it happened again. The glint of gray metal helmets and the flash of silver teeth revealed a sight I had not expected. At least two dark-touched vampires had streaked past me. The soldiers didn’t have a chance if we didn’t get back to them.

This was no longer a matter of not alerting the other water witches, this was a matter of regrouping, or they were going to pick us off one by one. I lit a soulsword as I rounded the corner of the last tent and found the water witch with her back toward me. The field in front of her was lit by the fiery glow of Foster and Drake hammering away at each other. I kept one eye on the water witch, and another on Foster.

“It was never your mantle to bear,” Drake snarled, pushing Foster’s sword aside.

“It passed on when the Mad King died,” Foster snarled. “A fate you will soon join.”

Drake laughed and danced away from Foster.

The water witch raised her arm as if to summon an attack, and I had little doubt of who that attack would be focused on. I sliced through her back with the soulsword, sending a gout of steam out through her neck. She writhed on the blade before collapsing onto the ground in front of me. The soulsword wouldn’t be enough to kill her, but it would incapacitate her.

“Foster!” I shouted. “Dark-touched, here!”

Foster almost growled, his eyes glancing to me for a split second before he placed a boot firmly in Drake’s midsection.

“You’re already too late,” Drake said through a labored breath. He used the momentum of his fall to open a portal and escape with a grunt.

Foster’s body still glowed with the power he had summoned as the Demon Sword. “Get Sam,” I said. “You’re hurt, and we’re going to need her help with the dark-touched.”

Foster didn’t say anything. He looked down at his bloodied forearm and frowned. “Take this,” he said, holding out his sword. “I got lucky, Damian. I thought he had me.”

“I’m glad he didn’t,” I said. “Now go.”

Foster snapped into his smaller form and launched himself into the air. He tilted to one side for a moment before a strong stroke of his wings leveled him out. He glided over the rising heat of the fires and vanished into the darkness.

I pulled the sword out of the earth. I was under no illusions about my skills with a blade. The Old Man had taught me a few things, a few essential things, and the rest of the time I relied on the soulsword.

I walked back to the crumbled water witch at the edge of the clearing and rammed the sword through her chest. I’d seen what the stone daggers could do, turning a water witch into stone in a matter of seconds. The blades Mike had forged weren’t so merciful.

Fire blossomed inside her translucent form, lancing out like a poison, creating a webwork of veins, like stone. The witch tried to scream, but her throat was compromised by the pulsing magic. I ripped the sword out of her, and stared in horror as the magic ceased working, and instead left her in a paralyzed agony.

“Fucking hell, Mike.”

I raised the soulsword and cut through her neck. The stone shattered, and her translucent head rolled free. Slowly, the parts of the witch that hadn’t been turned to stone spread. The liquid hissed as it bled into the fires.

The awful weapon in my hand drew my gaze for a moment before I jogged back to the burning tents. Rain fell in earnest, the sky opening up as the tornado sirens echoed around us once more.

A swell of magic tugged at my aura, and I glanced over my shoulder to find a hellish sight. The tornado siren was no longer merely a warning of the attack on the city, but a warning of the enormous water spout that had formed over the Missouri River.

I didn’t think I could focus well enough to summon Happy without coming to a complete stop to send my aura out to find the bear, but I knew someone nearby who might hear me. “Aeros!” I shouted. “God dammit rock, if ever you’re going to listen to me, let it be now.”

Every glance over my shoulder showed me an ever-widening funnel cloud, saturated with water and debris. I had no illusions about the power of the creatures controlling it.

The earth beside me rumbled, throwing my sprint off balance as Aeros’s face rose from the grass and mud. “Oh, dear,” the Titan said.

“Get Graybeard,” I said. “If anyone can fight that thing, it’s him.”

Aeros hesitated, looking like he might say more, but instead he vanished into the earth.

Shadows moved in the field. I couldn’t tell if they were friend or foe, and the incantation fell from my lips without a second thought. “Modus Illuminadda.” A ball of light surged forward, revealing three dark-touched stalking the perimeter of the cinder block building. In the distance, more Fae clashed with gunfire and our other allies that I couldn’t clearly identify. More heads were hunkered down by the cinder block wall than when I’d left. I saw two faces appear in the doorway, and then vanish back inside. I hoped like all hell they’d come up with a plan.

Exhaustion crept into my bones. I’d used too many incantations too fast, and it was beginning to take a toll. I reached down for the arts that had become little more effort than a reflex, and called the dead to my side. I curled my hand into a fist, feeling my aura intertwined with an ocean of the dead. The Hand of Anubis rose before the farthest dark-touched, causing it to run into the wall of dead flesh. All three of the vampires froze and looked around, likely trying to identify the source of the distraction, as the Hand of Anubis snatched up the nearest of them, and dragged it screeching into the ground.

What appeared on the other side of the stone building worried me most—two water witches I didn’t recognize, with no trail behind them feeding to the river. These weren’t scouts. These were members of a raiding party.

The light of the illuminadda spell faded, and I sprinted forward, the roar of the water spout a harrowing thunder behind me.


CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE


A sword flickered through the fiery light at the other side of the field, and a brief glimpse of Sam untied a knot of worry in my gut. She vanished into the smoke and flames a moment later.

A bandaged head peeked out from the cinder block wall before ducking inside once more. Someone bellowed an order to fire, and the clearing lit up with the rapid clatter of M16s.

One of the fairies went down in that hail of bullets, and I realized the soldiers must have had steel-jacketed rounds. A wailing cry echoed up from the earth as the Fae dissolved into the ley lines.

It became readily apparent that I was standing on the wrong side of the field when a round shattered a tree branch by my head and whined as it ricocheted off a stone by my foot. I cursed and summoned a shield, willing to risk tipping off the dark-touched to avoid those bullets.

I almost missed the clawed arm reaching out for me, the gray metal nails swiping through the air, embedding in my shield with an explosion of electric blue lightning.

They might have caught the fairy with their rounds, but the soldiers didn’t understand the dark-touched’s weakness. Round after round pinged off the vampire’s helmet and slammed into its obsidian flesh. Ten, twenty, thirty rounds found their mark, until the creature finally stumbled backward, dark blood pouring from dozens of wounds. But still, the thing came.

I reached down for the Fist of Anubis, thrusting my arm upward and splitting the earth beneath the dark-touched. The impact of that solid mass of dead flesh sent the dark-touched vampire spiraling fifteen feet into the air while the soldiers peppered it with more rounds. We’d caught the attention of the other dark-touched then, and their shadowy forms zipped across the clearing with terrifying speed.

A string of curses fell from my lips as I clumsily deflected the claws of the nearest dark-touched. The creature slowed as another hail of gunfire tore into it a moment before it managed to get its claws into me. The vampire tried to lash out with a foot, tried to slip a hidden attack beneath my shield. But I saw it coming and crushed the shield downward, so the dark-touched tripped and smashed his face into it.

Electric blue lights sparked all around us, and that awful face, dripping black venom from its mouth, inched ever closer. A series of booms echoed behind me, and the roar of the water spout as it tore through the flaming tent city grew louder.

Through it all, I glimpsed the first water witch slipping into the cinder block building.

I ground my teeth, and the muscles in my forearm knotted, trying to aid the shield in fending off the dark-touched. Those horrible, pale white lines that showed the shield fracturing etched their way across the blue dome. I knew it wouldn’t be long before the shield fell. I slid the enchanted blade into my belt and drew the focus. A soulsword snapped to life, lancing out at the first dark-touched, who was now back on his feet and stumbling toward me. The instant the blade made contact I said, “Magnus Ignatto!”

The spell was too strong, and drew power like a starving vampire. The hurricane-force winds of the fiery maelstrom did their job, hurling the dark-touched across the clearing to smack into the flaming ruin of a tent. But it drained too much power. I couldn’t hold my concentration, couldn’t keep my shield lit.

The half dome of power shattered. The screeching clatter behind me was a death knell of gods knew what. I gathered the dead around me once more to raise another Hand of Anubis, but it would be too late. My best bet was that the dark-touched vampire wouldn’t cut through anything vital. But if it was on me for more than a second, I was already done.

At that moment, I remembered the Timewalker Seal. I remembered that my life was tied to Vicky’s. If I died, she died. Sam died. Instead of inspiring me to action, that thought paralyzed me. Despair leeched into my bones. The vampires outmatched me.

Pain brought me back into the moment. “Sam!” I managed to bark out as a dark-touched’s claws bit into my arm.

It was only then I realized what had happened to the third dark-touched. It was battling my sister at the far end of the field. “Goddammit.”

The sword nearly cut my nose off. The skeletal arm that followed confused me. It had no flesh, no muscle to give it life. But its blade bit into the dark-touched’s eye just the same. The vampire squealed and backpedaled, flinging his claws into the night air. That gave me a much-needed split second to raise the soulsword once more.

I found myself standing not beside Graybeard, but beside one of his crew. The old stained bones knocked his teeth together, glanced at me, and then surged toward the reeling dark-touched.

But if that skeleton had come from behind us, and it had come through the water spout … a glance behind me showed the water spout failing. The cyclone broke, and fire rose where there had been water moments before. The entire structure collapsed, sending debris soaring through the air. Water witches fell from that spiraling torrent, more than I would’ve thought possible. The water spout hadn’t been the work of single water witch, but dozens working in tandem.

I cursed as I realized the spout might have been broken, but now we had more enemies on the ground. Two more of Graybeard’s men charged past me. These didn’t carry swords like the first—they carried long narrow spears. These skeletons had fought against the dark-touched in the Burning Lands. They’d honed their weapons and learned how to strike the dark-touched vampires when the odds against them were far worse than what we faced now. I didn’t think the skeletons would be able to overpower the dark-touched vampires, but they didn’t need to.

From six feet out, ten feet out, they struck at the vampires, their spears thrusting, returning, and thrusting again. The strikes glanced off the dark-touched’s armor three times before one found its mark. The vampire collapsed as the spear pierced just the right part of its brain in its long sloping skull. Two of the skeletons were still beside me, but the third had charged-off to help Sam with the remaining dark-touched.

“I think you’re better at this than I am,” I said, earning what I imagined was a chattering laugh from the skeleton. “I’m going to help the others. We have water witches.”

The skeleton nodded at me, a disturbingly human gesture. I didn’t know why that had bothered me more than a reanimated skeleton, but something about it just seemed unnatural.

I glanced back one last time as I closed on the cinder block building. Far in the distance, I saw the ghostly masts of the Bone Sails, and the cannons on Graybeard’s ship roared to life once more.

“Sam,” I shouted. “Right!”

I didn’t alter my stride. I stayed focused on reaching the cinder block building, but I caught a glimpse of Sam’s sword slashing out to her right, catching a surprised water witch. The wounded cry was all I needed to hear to know Sam had found her mark. By the time I reached the edge of building, the skeletons had engaged the last of the dark-touched.

Or, at least, the dark-touched I could see.

I sprinted toward the cinder block wall, sliding on damp grass and slamming into the structure with my shoulder. The stone wall felt gritty beneath my skin. I edged to the corner and peeked around in time to hear a boom from inside the building. I took a half step back as a water witch’s body flickered between translucent fluid and gray stone near the doorway.

She screamed, but the sound cut off intermittently as fragments of whatever had hit her moved through her body. Parts of the witch became stone, and then flesh, only to return to a clear fluid. Her face contorted, creased in agony until a soldier reached out with one of the daggers Mike had enchanted. The dagger embedded in her neck finished the job.

“Take her head off.”

The soldier looked up at me in surprise, and I was glad to see that the youngest of them was still alive.

“Welcome to the party,” she said.

“Get back inside. I’ll finish this.”

The soldier ripped the dagger through the water witch’s neck before raising her M16 and firing point-blank into the wounded undine.

I heard the ricochet of a bullet before someone squawked in pain inside the building.

“You shot me!” a familiar voice shouted.

“Shit,” I muttered. I followed the private into the building. Maps, posters, and documents I couldn’t identify at a glance adorned the walls. Half a dozen workstations were set up with multiple monitors. Frank was in the corner.

“I’m so sorry,” the private said. She reached out to Frank, and he yelled when her fingers reached the wounded arm.

“Isn’t that exactly where the vampire bit you?” I asked, eyeing Frank’s wound.

“Yes!” Frank snapped. “How kind of you to notice.”

I frowned at the table behind Frank, where Casper was working furiously with what appeared to be a reloading die and three cans of gunpowder.

“Two hours?” Park shouted from the far corner opposite Frank. “We’re under attack now! Get those reinforcements out here now, or it’s your ass.” Park angrily smashed his finger against the screen. It just didn’t have the same effect as slamming a receiver down.

I snatched the first aid kit off the wall and tossed it to Frank. “Wrap it for now. The fairies can fix you up later. Just, you know, don’t bleed out or anything.”

“Your compassion knows no bounds,” Frank muttered.

“Today’s lesson,” I said, turning from one private to the next, “Don’t shoot the water witches after they turn to stone. Bullets can ricochet off them as easily as a rock.”

I tucked the focus securely into my belt and crouched down beside Casper. “Did you take that shot?”

“Of course,” she said. “Damian, powder.” I popped the top off the can and slid it to her. She didn’t even look, just kept her eyes on the scale as she tipped a few grains into a small cup. She measured and poured the rest into some brass before sliding the entire assembly into a die, placing one of Mike’s bullets at the tip. A quick throw of the lever and she had a fully functional round for the rifle on the table. “How many of those have you made?”

“Three left in the magazine,” Casper said. “And don’t ask if you can help.”

Casper wasn’t the first person I’d met who was very particular about reloading. She was, however, the first person I’d met who was very particular about reloading while in the middle of a firefight.

“There’s at least one more water witch to the west. The others are closer to the river. Has anyone seen Foster? The fairy I came here with?”

“Not since he was fighting that fireball,” a private said.

“I saw him at the other end of the tents,” Park said. “Before I made it back here to command.”

“Good,” I said. “Oh, and if you see any skeletons running around, they’re on our side.”

Park blinked at me.

A private nestled in the front corner of the building, stuck so deeply in the shadows that I hadn’t seen him, said, “Water witch incoming.”

Casper laid two more rounds on the table. She left them standing on their primers and scooped up the M16. She leveled it at the doorway, and we waited.


CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO


Sometimes it’s easy to forget that an attack doesn’t always come from where you expect it. The front door of the building had been pulled off at some point in the battle, leaving the only other covered entrance the reinforced steel door at the other end. The attack came from neither.

The private stationed just inside the doorway howled as a sword sliced through his guts, penetrating the cinder blocks behind him. Two more blades slid through the opposite wall, narrowly missing Frank’s head. He stumbled toward the center of the room, and crouched down behind Casper.

“Get away from the walls!” Park said.

The wounded private at the front of the building collapsed. I dashed forward, scooping him up from beneath the shoulders and dragging him away from the entrance. It was exactly what the water witches wanted. One of them shot through the doorway, and I was blocking Casper’s view. I tossed the injured private to the side, hoping that the landing on the table wouldn’t do too much damage as he sprawled across it. I dropped to the floor as fast as I could, but the water witch followed me down. “Impadda!”

The shield sprang to life, and I caught the water witch before her dagger found my flesh. Blue sparks flashed and popped in the interior of the command building. I shoved the water witch up as high as I could and shouted, “Fire!”

Casper did.

The round tore through the undine’s head, entering the eye socket and blasting a mixture of stringy viscera and watery stone out the back. It wasn’t like the last witch. This one fell still. She was dead in an instant, and the parts of her that weren’t stone returned to water.

I turned my attention back to the wounded private as swords continued to pierce the building. It didn’t take long to realize they were following a pattern, compromising the supports and cutting their way in.

Frank wrapped the injured man’s wound in a compression dressing as best he could, but the injury looked bad. I wasn’t sure anyone could recover from that. But I knew Foster couldn’t heal it in his wounded state. The man needed a hospital, and he needed one now.

I closed my eyes and pushed out my aura, seeking my sister. It wasn’t hard to find her. The auras of the fast-moving dead surrounded her. I suspected that meant the skeletons were still taking up arms with her and were staying by her side. Graybeard had always liked her better.

“Sam, we’re inside command. We need you. Water witches.”

I got an impression of her turning toward the building, and then our connection cut off.

If Sam was closing on the water witches from the north, I’d surprise them from the doorway. “I’m going out. Anything comes back in that isn’t one of us, shoot it in the head.”

I darted out the doorway to the protests of those inside. I curled around the building to my right and spun on the bloody flattened grass beside a long-dead soldier.

The water witches were no longer attacking the building. They were focused on the vampire who was screaming like a banshee. Sam charged at them, her left hand spread wide as though her fingernails were claws and the sword bared in her right. Graybeard’s crewmen followed behind her.

The first water witch struck, but Sam moved almost faster than my eyes could follow. Her sword cut through the water witch’s arm before slicing up her torso, leaving a screaming, writhing half-stone thing on the ground for the skeletons to demolish. The next water witch hesitated, and by the time she realized that was a mistake, Sam’s sword was already embedded in her head. Sam pushed the witch backward, her sword stuck through the screaming undine’s jaw.

“You shouldn’t have come here,” Sam hissed. She slammed the water witch’s head against the building until the cinder blocks cracked, bits of mortar falling away with the undine’s life. Sam ripped her sword out of her enemy’s head and turned to face me.

“Is Frank okay?” Sam asked, lips in a tight line. Her aura pulsed with a red rage I’d rarely seen.

“He’s okay, but he got clipped. Have you seen Foster?”

Sam shook her head. It wasn’t the answer I was hoping for.

“We need Aideen. The soldiers in there, some of them are injured.”

A rhythmic clacking of bone on bone drew my attention back to the skeletons at Sam’s side. One of them was almost hopping up and down, pointing behind us to a part of the tent city that was no longer a pillar of flame, but a smoldering cloud of toxic fumes.

Massive trees swayed in a wind I didn’t feel. I frowned at the sight, the slow rise of that cloud, unaffected by the winds. “Son of a bitch. There’s one more witch on the other side of the building.”

Two claps of thunder sounded from the far corner of the command center, and my eyes snapped up to see a half-frozen witch collapsing on top of the roof.

Casper appeared at the corner of the building. “No more witches. Go.”

“Come on, Sam,” I said. Before I finished speaking, Sam snatched me up off the ground, and I was suddenly hurtling through space under the arm of a vampire.

She dashed through the burning remnants of the tents, where I would’ve had to go around. She held me high enough to keep the flames away, and moved fast enough I barely had time to register the super-heated air before we cleared the other side.

She sat me down, and I wobbled for a moment on my feet. I cursed and drew the focus from my belt. Clear of the fires, I could see two Green Men squaring off against Foster, while another clashed with Aeros. The creature facing the Old God was an abomination, a titan of bark and magic. I suspected it was at least twice as large as the other two. That put the Green Man close to thirty or forty feet tall. I couldn’t be sure how tall the damn thing was, but the blows it rained down on Aeros were terrifying. The Green Man drove the rock god inches into the earth as if it had the strength of a harbinger and the speed of the Old God.

The sagging branches of the Green Man closest to Foster snapped out like a whip, and Foster’s grunts of pain confirmed the hit.

“Get out of there!” I shouted.

I wasn’t sure if he could hear me. I wasn’t sure how much damage he’d taken, but I could see that the white of his wings was splashed with blood, and only one of his arms was striking back as fairy dust mixed into the red stream.

“Damian,” Sam said. “What are you doing?”

I stared at my sister as the chaff of the gravemaker rose beneath my feet and crawled up my thigh. “You know what to do. If this goes wrong, you know how to stop me.”

I didn’t hear her response as the rusted black and bark closed over my head.

The forest of swords, as I’d come to think of it, wasn’t much harder to conjure than the Hand of Anubis. But conjuring it made it a lot harder for me to remain inside my own head. The power required might not have been much more, but the potential loss of control terrified me. But if these guardsmen all died, and the only witnesses left were us, then Drake’s frame would be a smashing success. And they’d all hunt us down, regardless.

To keep my city safe, my family safe, I had to take the risk.

The presence of that damned flesh around me felt welcoming, but that unnerving fact kept me grounded. It let me feel the shadows crawling across the hairs on my arms and the thousands of souls that had gone into its creation.

“Foster,” I said, my voice twisted into the guttural howl of the gravemaker. I knew when the corroded flesh had pulled away from my eyes because the scene before me turned into a milky-white nightmare. I could see the ley lines running beneath the earth, making their way to the river. The tendrils of blue and green magic wound up into the Green Men, animating them, becoming their life force. But there was something else in that twisted mass of magic, something dark.

Foster stood out against the shadows like a beacon of light, a brilliant sun of bright reds and deep blues. I saw the form twist to look at me before it dove toward the earth, dodging another strike from the radiant Green Men.

“Vesik,” Aeros’s voice boomed through my mind. “Do not lose yourself here.”

I opened my mouth to scream as my fists clenched and pillars of the dead streaked into the night sky. If I hadn’t known what formed those awful things, I might have thought they were stone or metal trees that had rusted in some forgotten art installation. My palms opened with a snap, the elongated fingers of the gravemaker around my own, crackling and crunching as the power surged through them. Dozens of spear-like constructs erupted from the pillars around the Green Men, splitting bark and the softer flesh beneath. By the time the Green Men finished moving, all they had left to do was burn.

All it took was a thought, and fire burst from those pillars of death, racing across their branches until the Green Men ignited in earnest. I felt the flesh along my forearms again, felt the shadows seeking to dig their roots in deeper. I knew what the gravemakers wanted. They wanted me.

But if they had me, they had Vicky. They had Sam. And from there, our allies would unravel. If we lost here, we lost everything.

Something grabbed my shoulders, and my eyes rolled up to find Sam. Screaming. “Stop now!”

Slowly, painfully, I let Zola’s training seep into my mind. The same mantras she’d taught me to close out the voices of the dead when we visited places like Gettysburg. I remembered the peace of the cabin in the middle of the woods. The summer nights spent with no one but the frogs and the lizards and the wildlife to keep me company.

I felt the shadow dig deeper into my arms, but I knew it would find no purchase. Zola had trained me too well, and this was not my time. The flesh began sloughing away. The blackened ruin attached to my right arm gave way first, revealing the red and tortured skin underneath. It looked as though I had laid out in the sun for hours, days. My vision dimmed as the gravemaker flesh covering my head fell away, only to brighten as my eyes returned to normal and I understood fully what I had done.

The two towers of the dead had company. The Green Men, when they had no life running through their flesh, looked instead like displaced trees propped up by failing power lines. The power sparked and faded as the entire scene started collapsing. It gained momentum, until the dead flesh gave way in earnest into an avalanche of ash.

I surveyed the battle around us. Most of the field had fallen still, but bursts of gunfire and screams erupted over the crackling fires. A small circle of soldiers shuffled their wounded into their center, and chased a water witch off with a small dagger and a masterful distraction.

The rest of our enemies started retreating, what few had survived.

I took a deep ragged breath and looked up at Sam from my knees. “Thank you.”

“You’re an idiot,” she snapped. “You got my boyfriend shot and nearly set us on fire.”

She trembled slightly, crossing her arms before turning her attention back to Aeros.

I blinked, trying to understand what I was seeing. It took a few seconds to register the fact it was Foster, with a flamethrower slung over one shoulder, screaming like some possessed warrior god. I didn’t know if that flamethrower would be enough to take down a creature the size of the Green Men, but with Aeros following the fairy, the remaining Green Man had decided it’d had enough. I watched as it slipped through a copse of trees and vanished. The flamethrower cut off, and Foster released a guttural scream.

Sam had helped me back to my feet by the time Foster made it to us. He was walking beside one of the guardsmen, who now had the flamethrower Foster had been using strapped across his own back.

Considering the guardsman only glanced up at Aeros a few times, I thought he was handling the insanity of the battle quite well. The skeletons rattled off a brief staccato, pointed toward the river, and hurried back through the carnage of the burnt tent city.

“What the hell did they say?” I asked.

“They said Graybeard has summoned them,” Aeros said. “It is time for the Bone Sails to dock.”

“Here?” I asked.

Aeros offered me a broad smile. “Yes.”

I shrugged. No energy left for arguing about why it might be uncomfortable for some people to have a ghost ship manned by a literal skeleton crew docked in their town.

“Did you do that?” the guardsman asked as he came to a stop beside me and Sam.

“Yeah,” I said. “Sorry if I scared you. Necromancy isn’t always pretty to watch.”

The man’s uniform told me he wasn’t a guardsman all. He was a Ranger, and I had literally no idea what the hell he was doing here.

“There are wounded in the command center,” I said. “Foster, I don’t think … I don’t think Foster can heal them and survive.”

“Come on,” the Ranger said, “I’m well versed in trauma care.”

Sam scooped the Ranger up and tore across the field.

“I don’t know if that was a good idea,” I said. “In fact, that may have been a very bad idea.” I wobbled on my feet a little.

Foster put his good arm under mine, and we hobbled beside the Old God. A soldier nodded to us as we passed.

“What wasn’t a good idea?” Foster asked. “Me going toe to toe with Drake? Who I’m fairly certain is actually Drake? Or you closing yourself up in that goddamned gravemaker again? Or maybe Aeros trying to take on a tree twice his size?”

Aeros looked down at Foster, and his eye lights narrowed. “Samantha Vesik is much more entertaining than you.”

I flashed the rock a grin. We hobbled around the corner of the command building in time to see the Ranger staring slack-jawed at the brilliant white light that exploded from inside it.

The light faded, and as my vision cleared, I saw Aideen breathing deeply and staring down at the now-healed private. When she stepped to the side, I froze at the presence of Nixie, looking like a silver-clad warrior goddess. Her hair was tied back with a length of silver rope, and her piercing blue-green eyes locked onto mine.

“I’m sorry that I couldn’t be here sooner,” she said quietly. “But you have slain our enemy here, and sent a message stronger than any I hoped we could.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE


Nixie looked down at the injured private and frowned. I realized who the private was in that moment: the same man who had threatened us outside the shop. The same man who had opened fire on us and vowed to kill us all. Stacy.

“Ha,” I said.

“Did you let them touch me?” Private Stacy asked, tentatively pressing his stomach where his wounds had been.

“They saved your life,” Casper said. “Now pull your head out of your ass.”

“You let them touch me with their magic,” he spat. “You damned me to hell.”

“Did the military give you leave to die?” Park snapped. “These people are the only reason any of us are alive right now.”

“You’re wrong,” the private said. “They’re the only reason any of us are here.”

The fact the man had a point irritated me. Part of me knew it was their commanders who had sent them here, so close to the river, but another part of me knew that it was true—they wouldn’t have been there if it wasn’t for us.

Perhaps they would have been there to watch over the ruins of Saint Charles if we hadn’t been there to stop it.

“Park,” I said, “This is Nixie. She’s one of the leaders in the rebellion against the water witch queen and Gwynn Ap Nudd.”

Nixie’s eyes lifted slowly from the man she’d healed and settled on Park. An awkward smile crossed to the sergeant’s face, as if he’d just realized how deadly the water witch standing before him was.

“It’s a pleasure. And I hope I have not wasted my time healing your soldier.”

Park composed himself quickly, and he turned to Aideen. “And thank you. None of my men would have survived if it wasn’t for the intel and weapons you all provided. I’d like to have you brief the troops in a more formal setting. You know infinitely more about our enemies than we do.”

Private Stacy glowered at Park.

Park held the man’s gaze before saying, “Get him outside. The medic will be here soon. Take him to a hospital for evaluation.”

“Gladly,” Casper said. She and one of the other privates dragged the healed man out of the building. Before they were out of earshot, I heard Casper whisper, “Insubordination. He’s a master sergeant, private.”

“I can take him to the hospital,” Aeros’s voice boomed.

Casper shook her head just outside the door. “He’s my responsibility.”

“Very well, friend.”

“I’d be tempted to let Aeros take him,” Park said. “Maybe knock some sense into the idiot.”

“What are you going to do now?” Frank asked, inspecting the bandage on his arm. “This place is wrecked.”

“We have a secondary location,” Park said, “but it’s still too close to the river.”

“You should station your people on Main Street.”

I glanced to Frank and frowned slightly. He didn’t miss the gesture.

“If they’re on Main Street,” Frank said, “and something happens, they can be there in an instant. There’s plenty of space to set up by the art store and on some of the common lots. They’d be close enough together that each unit would act as a scout for another.”

“You’re talking about urban warfare in the middle of a historic city,” Park said, before I could say much the same thing.

“No,” Frank said. “It would keep the battalion far enough away from the river to protect against anything outside of a full-scale attack from the undines. Casper and the other snipers would have their pick of the high ground to fire on strays with the stone bullets. We’ve seen the Fae fight enough times to understand what they’re used to. They tend toward big open fields, like an idiot army marching in a straight line.”

“Hey, now,” Foster said. “We’re mighty fine at killing things, thank you very much.” He winced as Aideen healed the cuts in his wings.

“Just ignore him,” Aideen said. “He’s probably delirious from the pain.”

“You mean the excitement of battle,” Foster said.

Aideen squeezed his arm, releasing a small stream of blood and a high-pitched yelp. “Oh yes,” she said. “The glory of battle.”

“It’ll work,” Frank said. “Put Graybeard out by the old shipwreck. The barge, I mean.”

The mere thought of seeing the Bone Sails docked just off Main Street made me consider Frank’s words. Graybeard knew how to fight the dark-touched. His crew were startlingly efficient, bones though they were. And if the dark-touched ever descended on Saint Charles with a harbinger, Graybeard would know how to fight it. He’d helped us save the Arch not so long ago.

“The idea has some merit,” I said.

“The idea,” Nixie said, “is brilliant. Park, if you station your men here, we’ll provide support on the river.”

Park nodded.

“There are three points in this country we believe she will attack. One is near Falias, or inside its borders. One is here. And the other … is Rivercene.”

I frowned at Nixie. “Rivercene?”

She nodded.

“Are you talking about the bed-and-breakfast out near Columbia?” Park asked.

“Well,” I said. “You go there, get the soufflé.”

Park blinked at me, a blank expression on his face.

“Damian likes to base strategies on food,” Sam said. “You’ll have to forgive him.”

I fought back a smile before I caught sight of Casper’s down-turned face. She was looking at one of her friends, still on the ground outside. I could tell one of the dark-touched had gotten them, based on the claws that had ripped her friend’s back. My good humor died. It was easy to forget that not everyone had seen the horrors we had. It was easy to forget that they might not consider ill-timed humor the best way to relieve tension after a battle.

“Thank you,” Park said. “I’ll make that recommendation when I brief the commanders.”

“If you need us,” I said, “you can find us at the shop.”
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Sam’s mood eased a bit after Aideen healed the bullet wound in Frank’s arm. We asked Park repeatedly if we could help stay and clean up the site, but he declined the offer just as much. He didn’t want us there when his superiors arrived, afraid we would be too unsettling.

I supposed I could understand that. Park and his soldiers had likely never seen battlefield magic before. It could be jarring, and some of the incantations we’d thrown around would be intimidating, even to a seasoned mage.

The water in the shower of my old apartment sputtered, and I yelped when it turned to a freezing temperature for a moment before returning to normal.

“It’s not that cold,” Nixie said with a small laugh. “Now, am I going to have to drag you out of the shower, or are you coming willingly? We only have thirty minutes.”

I turned to face her, the shower hammering on my back. Her face gleamed with the water running off her hair. I ran my fingers through the long strands, taking in the scent of the ocean that followed her everywhere.

“We’ll see our friends soon enough,” she said. “This is our time.” She pressed her lips against mine before pressing a great deal more against me.
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“Why do you still live in this … shit bucket?” she asked.

I grinned at her. “I think you mean shithole.”

She frowned slightly. “Perhaps, but the question stands, regardless.”

I glanced down at the singed berber carpet before raising my feet up onto the old oak coffee table. “I guess it’s still home.”

She sighed and wrapped her arm around my shoulders. “At least the couch is comfortable.”

“And there are chimichangas in the freezer.”

Nixie blew out a breath and shook her head, before releasing a sigh.

“We need to go.”

“I know,” Nixie said. “I was just thinking about what Park said. About his superiors. He’s going to show them some of the footage of that battle, and I’m not sure how they’ll respond.”

“Yeah, but like you said, we have bigger things to worry about right now. Best case scenario, it’ll get some of the soldiers on our side. They know we’re the good guys, and if Graybeard is actually going to dock the ship right in front of Main Street, they need to see you.”

“Things were simpler when we were hidden,” Nixie said. She threw off her blanket and stood up to stretch. She glanced over her shoulder and caught me shamelessly staring at her ass.

“We need to go,” I said.

“What’s five more minutes?”

I hesitated. “I’m sure five more minutes won’t hurt.” I grabbed her around the waist and pulled her back down to the couch into an ungraceful tangle of limbs.


CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR


I’d reluctantly managed to get dressed and ready to go while Nixie slipped back into her armor. I offered to help tie off the metal straps in the back, but she only smiled as power rippled through the armor, tightening the metal ties and locking the silver clasps closed.

“So, you mean you could’ve just popped that off when we got home?” I asked.

“Of course,” Nixie said, “but where’s the fun in that?”

I laughed and shook my head. “Why are you here?” I asked. “Don’t get me wrong, I’m happy you are, but I thought you were stuck in Europe.”

“I had an unexpected ally offer her assistance when she learned of the plot here.”

“Who?”

“Morrigan,” Nixie said. Before I could ask anything more, she continued. “She has served on the courts nearly as long as Nudd himself. She knows what a tyrant he can be, and she understands the damage he has already done.”

“Can you trust her?”

Nixie was silent for a time. “To an extent, I suppose. She has long had a history of doing what will benefit her, but she has also committed selfless acts to strengthen the courts.”

“And you think she sees Nudd as a threat to the strength of the courts?”

Nixie nodded.

I hefted my backpack over my shoulders and frowned. “I sure as hell hope you’re right.”

Nixie led the way out the door and down the old wooden stairs.

“If Morrigan’s in Faerie,” I said, “who’s in Falias? Who else is supporting the Obsidian Inn?”

“Leviticus, for one,” she said, raising her nose to the wind. “You should move somewhere with less industry, someplace more like the cabin. It suits you, and it does not … smell.”

“Hey, now,” I said.

Nixie shot me a cutting grin.

We climbed into my car, and I remembered the first time I’d seen Nixie get into the old ’32 Ford. Her hair had been much longer then, almost to her knees. I’d worried about how tangled up it was in the seatbelts and the doorjamb, but she’d only given it a gentle tug to pull the entire mass of hair safely into the car. Sometimes I missed those days. I’d been able to see her a little more often than I did now. The times had changed. We had changed.

“Have you spoken to the werewolves?” I asked. “They’ve been tied up with some nasty business with the dark-touched over in Kansas City.”

“I’m aware. Camazotz joined them. I imagine the conflict there will end soon.”

“Maybe they can lend their support to Rivercene,” I said. “I worry about the innkeeper being so far from us.”

“She is far from everyone,” Nixie said. “Without the use of the Warded Ways, none of our enemies can reach her at speed.”

“The queen’s undines can,” I said, turning the wheel and pulling back out onto the highway. The car bounced over a small pothole, which felt more like a crater because of my car’s ancient suspension. “The Missouri River practically cuts to Rivercene’s front door.”

“When the queen receives word that I’m here with you,” she said, “I have no doubt she’ll split her forces. She’ll believe the Obsidian Inn to be weakened, when they are anything but. And she’ll aim to strike both of us down in one assault.”

“It’s kind of dangerous to be your boyfriend,” I said with a half smile.

“I believe the word is thrilling,” she said.

A humorless laugh fell from my lips as we rumbled back onto the cobblestones of old Saint Charles.

I turned off Main Street and headed up Adams. I could see Park through the glass in the front door, true to his word, and a bit more punctual than me and Nixie.

“That man has a great respect for Frank,” Nixie said. “I don’t believe he would’ve allowed us to heal that private otherwise.”

“Stacy?” I asked as we bounced in the rear parking lot. “He believed it would kill Aideen. And that if Aideen died, Foster would come for his head.”

I frowned slightly. “He probably has a good point. And Foster wouldn’t just come for his head. He’d come for tiny little pieces.”

“Are you bothered by that?” Nixie asked.

“It would probably be a bit hypocritical of me.” I glanced at her, and she eyed me. “If something ever happened to you, whoever or whatever caused it would have a fairly terrible fate.”

“Such poetry,” Nixie said. “I asked because you tensed. Your knuckles are still white.”

I looked down at the steering wheel and slowly released my death grip. “There’s too much at stake. We can’t afford to lose …” I shook my head.

“It’s a price every civilization has paid. It’s the way of the world.”

She leaned over and kissed me on the cheek. I took a deep breath, and we climbed out of the car.

The deadbolt started up before we even crossed the parking lot. “Disgusting. Mating with a mortal. A necromancer. What would your ancestors think? What do your contemporaries think?”

Before I could even respond, Nixie gave the deadbolt a swift kick to the face, and it snapped open. “Thank you, doorman,” she said in an exuberant voice.

I frowned at the cringing face and wondered if we should have used the front door.

“Peanut! No!”

Peanut? I wondered, knowing that Peanut was still guarding the coven with Ashley. A furry green shadow hit me like a battering ram a moment later, a smaller yet still very pink tongue licking every inch of my face like wet sandpaper. I gasped for breath after I bounced off the wall. Peanut jumped up on his hind legs, still licking me as I fell toward the ground. He was nice enough to hop up and down on top of me while I tried to roll and get away.

“Oh, Damian,” Ashley said as she reached the back room. “Are you alive? Are you drowning in tongue?”

So many opportunities for a terrible joke, but all I could do was try to fend off the pink monstrosity. “Help!” I squawked.

“Peanut,” Ashley said. “Oreos.”

The 200-some-odd-pound cu sith happily jumped up and down in my chest before using me as a launching pad to rocket back over to Ashley.

“Thanks,” I muttered. Bubbles and Peanut bumped their heads together, excitedly waiting for Ashley to gift more Oreos to them. I groaned as Nixie helped me to my feet.

“You need another shower.”

I took a towel from her when she handed me one from the shelf and I wiped my face off. “You’re telling me.”

“What are you doing here?” I asked. “I thought you’d be with the coven, hunkered down with that monster.”

“It’s Beth,” Ashley said with a sad smile.

“Did something happen?” I asked, my heart pounding in my chest.

Ashley took a deep breath, her shoulder-length red hair rising and falling. “No, she’s fine. She left for Rivercene with Cornelius this morning.”

I raised my eyebrows, unable to keep the surprise from my face. “I was under the impression the innkeeper wasn’t a huge fan of blood mages.”

“I know, but Rivercene is a stronghold on a nexus.” Ashley’s voice took on the cadence of someone carefully reciting words that she only recently had to memorize. “Cornelius says that Rivercene is not only a gateway through Gaia, but there’s an intersection with the shadow realm there too.”

I cursed. “The shadow realm? As in where he and Beth summoned those giant freaky beasts?”

Ashley nodded. “It’s why they want to help defend it.”

“Well, shit.”

“Master Sergeant Park is in the front,” Ashley said. “He asked if the coven needed help. I thought that was very nice of him. He didn’t have to ask.”

I gave Ashley a small smile. “Park is good people.”

“The shadow realm?” Nixie muttered under her breath. She was surprised, too. I didn’t know if that made me feel better, or a hell of a lot worse.

“Let’s go see Park,” I said, making for the saloon-style doors.
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We walked into the middle of an arm-waving, foot-stomping discussion between Frank, Sam, and Park.

“That’s fantastic,” Frank said. “I’m telling you, it’s a tactical advantage to place some of the troops along Main Street.”

“Command is considering,” Park said.

“Did they say anything about the giant skeletal warship on the river?” I asked.

Park shot me a smile. “I may have left a few of the details out. We’re grateful to you and your friends. I only wish all of my soldiers were.”

“Soldiers follow orders,” Nixie said, the stone in her voice surprising me. “It’s those in command who forge alliances.”

As much as Nixie’s words bothered me, Park didn’t seem upset by them at all. He nodded, agreeing with her to a degree. “And that’s part of the problem. Some of command thinks your assistance is a ploy to get inside our own defenses. Others want you on the front lines so you and the other supernaturals can take each other out with minimal casualties on our side.”

“We were just talking about how I need a new apartment. Seems relocating would be a bit more humane than murdering everyone.”

Park shook his head. “I don’t think you’re in immediate danger, but some of my superiors suspect you’re in league with Nudd.”

“Do you know how many times that guy has tried to kill me?” I asked jetting my finger at Park before realizing it was a rather rude gesture.

“A lot,” Sam said. “Like, a whole lot. Why aren’t you dead?”

“Thanks, sis.”

“You have to understand,” Park said, “millions were lost in the Gettysburg tragedy. Falias’ arrival signaled the single greatest loss of human life in a single day, in all of history. People are scared.”

“They should be scared,” Frank said. “But they should remember who is responsible, and they should remember who opposed them.”

“I know Frank,” Park said. “I know.”

“How many men did you lose?” Ashley asked.

“Fourteen. The squad stationed closest to the highway was dead before we knew we were under attack. We’d have more dead it wasn’t for Foster and Aideen, and Nixie.”

“Where the hell is Foster?” I asked.

“He’s with Casper and her squad at the hospital,” Park said. “I don’t know who’s more exhausted, him, Aideen, or the troops. But most of them are already sharing war stories.”

“Oh, Lord,” I said. “Foster has a great deal of those to share.”

“I have to get back to command,” Park said.

“You’re welcome to join us,” I said. “Whatever happens next is likely to affect you as much as it does us.”

“I appreciate that, Damian. Please understand, our orders are to protect humans, and our ranks are flooded with recruits who have a vendetta. Be careful. What happened in front of the shop earlier with Private Stacy could’ve been a great deal worse.”

We said our goodbyes and watched Park vanish down the street outside Death’s Door.


CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE


A short time later, we found ourselves on the second floor of the store, huddled in the oversized stuffed leather chairs. Frank and Sam squeezed onto one chair together, while Nixie, still in her armor, sat on the chair closest to me. Ashley pulled out a sleeve of Oreos, and the cu siths watched with forlorn looks on their faces.

“Where’s Zola?” Ashley asked, popping a cookie into her mouth.

“She still at the Pit with Vik,” Sam said, “at least the last I heard.”

“The vampires won’t be able to sit this one out,” Frank said.

“You don’t think so?” Ashley asked.

Frank shook his head. “No way. Vik needs to save face after he only sent a couple enforcers to Greenville. Now the dark-touched are in his own town? Every Pit from the Gulf to Chicago is going to be watching them for weakness.”

“No one came to attack it after Vassili was revealed,” Sam said. “I think you’re being paranoid, Frank.”

“Sometimes being paranoid keeps you alive,” Ashley said. “Sometimes not being paranoid enough gets you killed.”

“I know what you’re saying about the vampires,” I said. “Maybe Vik will join us in force, and maybe he won’t. We need to plan like he won’t.”

“What makes you say that?” Sam asked.

I grimaced and held up my phone. “A text from Zola. She must’ve sent it while my phone was silenced.”

“What does it say?” Frank asked.

“Well, in so many words, it says Vik is undecided.”

“Undecided about what?” Sam asked. “Even if he doesn’t want to help the military, these bastards are in our home. They’re attacking our people.”

“Camazotz is still engaged,” Ashley said. “If Vik won’t help, or can’t help, maybe the others can.”

I took a deep breath. “Fine. We’ll see if Zola, or maybe even Sam, can persuade Vik. But for now, let’s focus on Saint Charles. I’m guessing the deployment here is about to get a lot bigger.”

“You’ll be lucky if they don’t send drones in,” Frank said. “Those things are a lot more terrifying when they aren’t on television.”

I shivered at the thought of deadly force being executed in a populated area with so many commoners. Then again, it wasn’t so different than what I had done.

“You’re not alone in this,” Nixie said, resting her hand on my knee.

I flashed her a small smile. “I know. I’m just worried.”

“You’d be a fool if you weren’t.”

I nodded.

“Ashley,” Nixie said, “is the coven safe? Are they still here in town?”

Ashley crossed her arms.

“It’s why I was bringing Peanut back. They’re off in the woods. I don’t see how anyone could find them without directions.”

Nixie frowned slightly. “They may be safer than they are here, but the Fae do have their ways.”

Not the most reassuring pep talk I’d ever heard, but I wasn’t sure what else she could’ve said. Offered tactical advice on the deep woods of Missouri? Probably not her area of expertise.

“I’ll tell you what I told Park,” Frank said. “I don’t think you should set up another tent city. Sure, there’s a lot of space by that gallery, but think of the common ground by the rotunda. They have a clear view of the river, they’re uphill, and it gives them the advantage of visibility.”

“It puts them too close to the river,” Nixie said. “Water witches can be stealthier than you know.”

“I understand,” Frank said. “We saw some of that this evening. They can place scouts on the roofs, and the second story of several of the buildings have apartments they can commandeer. Most of the commoners who live close to the river have evacuated.”

“Not to mention the fall off in tourists,” I said. “If you weren’t selling so much online for us, it’d be just like the good old days. No money, and ramen noodles.”

“You’re forgetting something,” Ashley said. “Graybeard is going to dock by the old barge. The Bone Sails will be your early warning system.”

“Who has the weapons?” Nixie asked. “The weapons that Mike forged?”

“Park and Casper,” Frank said.

“I still have a few of the rounds,” Sam said, fishing around in her pocket and presenting a handful of the stone-dagger-coated bullets.

“You should hold on to a couple. And I do hope Foster retained at least one of the swords. If this place is overrun with water witches, I don’t want you to be defenseless.”

“I think we have enough shields to take care of the shop,” I said. “Hell, we even have a blood shield. What I’m more worried about is what happens to everyone around us. I don’t know that one sword will make that much of a difference.”

“We should talk to the soldiers,” Nixie said.

“You want to talk to Casper?” Frank asked.

“Yes,” Nixie said. “I assume she’s the leader of those soldiers.”

“Technically, that’s Park,” Frank said.

“So odd,” Nixie said. “Why would any species allow their men to lead their military? So many egos, and unnecessary wars.”

Ashley clapped her hands together. “I knew I liked her.”

I flashed the priestess a grin and turned my attention back to Frank and Nixie’s conversation.

“But what about the coven?” Nixie said, turning her focus to Ashley.

“What do you mean?” Ashley asked.

“Your witches have power,” Nixie said. “It may not be as blatant, or flagrant, as mine or Damian’s. But they have a great deal of power.”

“They’re green witches,” Ashley said, a tiny narrowing of her eyes changing her expression into a scowl. “I will not ask them to fight.”

“I hope that’s a choice they can survive,” Nixie said.

“I’ve made sacrifices so they don’t have to,” Ashley said. “They’ll never need to break their vows. Not for me, not for you, not for anyone.”

Nixie nodded and let the conversation drop. I was happy she did. The coven had been attacked before. We all knew that. Ashley had almost been killed, and when she took up arms and learned the long-forgotten arts, she’d lost something, some small part of herself. But she’d lost part of her coven, too—those who could no longer abide a priestess who would dabble in the dark arts.

“Some truths are best left unspoken,” I said, giving Nixie’s hand a brief squeeze where it rested on the arm chair.

She eyed me for a moment, and then relaxed into her seat. I must admit, I was pretty proud of her terrible posture. It made her look a lot more natural around the mortals.

“I thought about following Beth,” Ashley said. “But I can’t help her and Cornelius. The things they can do, the horrors they can summon.” She closed her eyes for a moment. “I know some of the coven don’t like having her around. But I love her.”

Nixie raised an eyebrow and glanced at me.

“Hey,” I said.

“Oh,” Nixie said, “I can relate.”

“Hey, now,” I said.

“Oh, I think we all can,” Sam said. “I was stuck with him as a brother.”

“That … is horrible,” Ashley said.

I let out an exasperated sigh and sank into my seat.

“He’s not that bad,” Frank said. “Most days, anyway. Then there are those other days.”

Bubbles chuffed from her resting spot beside Ashley.

I scowled at the cu sith. “Don’t you start, too.”

“Are you staying here?” Ashley asked, focusing on Nixie.

Nixie shook her head.

“What?” I said. “I thought you were coming to save all of us foolish mortals from our terrible fate?”

“That magic is beyond me,” Nixie said with a small smile. “Alexandra’s coming. I’ll wait for the queen’s arrival in Falias. If she doesn’t attack us there, it’s likely she’ll come here.”

“So, basically, you’ll come back if we’re all dead?” I asked. “I’d kind of like to see you again before then.”

“And what is death to a necromancer?” Nixie asked. “It’s only the beginning of your path.”

“Yeah, no one actually knows that. I know, I know, we read about immortals in the Book that Bleeds, and dying sends them off to some other realm or some such shit. But have you ever heard from them? No. I didn’t think so. Dead is dead is dead. I don’t want to be dead.”

Nixie flashed me a grin. “It’s certainly more fun to be alive. Stay here.” She raised her eyes to Ashley. “Nudd and the queen have both shown their interest in the city. What I suspect is that it’s to make a statement. If they can take the stronghold of their enemies—the very home of their enemies—it will prove their strength and steal back some of those who joined the rebellion.”

“I’m close to the coven here,” Ashley said. “Close enough.” She rubbed her forehead. “And it’s not so far from Rivercene that I can’t reach them if they need me. That I can’t reach Beth. I have to return to the coven for a time, to ensure they’re prepared for the worst. I’ll be back tomorrow.”

Frank glanced down at his watch. “It’s getting late. We should probably go see Casper and her crew now, if we want to catch them while they’re still awake.”

I nodded.

Nixie turned to me. “Come down to Graybeard’s ship after you’ve visited the soldiers. I would like to say goodbye before we part ways.”

“I will,” I said.

Sam made a retching noise, drawing my attention. As soon as my gaze settled on her, she took one broad lick of Frank’s cheek.

“Eww.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX


We decided to take Sam’s SUV to the hospital—it was a hell of a lot more comfortable if you were trying to shoehorn three people into it. Not to mention the cobblestones were a lot friendlier to the suspension of a modern SUV.

“I wish Ashley would come,” Sam said.

“Me too,” Frank said, “but I think it’s good for her to put things in order with the coven. She’s lost people before. And it’s probably better than spending time with Graybeard.”

Sam made a disgusted sound. “No one needs to spend more time with that old pervert.”

I frowned, trying to remember if Sam was referencing something particular. “Graybeard say something to you?” I asked. “I don’t remember him saying anything to you.”

“You don’t remember?” Sam asked. “Damian, he used to sit on my windowsill and spy on Miss Bromfield when she’d be changing in the morning. And I had to listen to him spewing lascivious crap for half the damn day.”

“I seriously doubt someone was changing their clothes for half the day,” Frank said.

Sam shot him a glare that could’ve skewered him in place as we pulled into a parking spot. “You’d be surprised.”

I chuckled. “I’d forgotten about her. You could say she was a bit of an exhibitionist, Frank.”

“Yeah, you could say that,” Sam muttered.

“She put up one of those privacy fences,” I said. “One of those fences that wasn’t really private. You know the type?”

“Yeah, I know the type,” Frank said. “I staked out more than one place over the years behind high-security fencing.” He made air quotes around “high-security.”

“Miss Bromfield,” I said with a laugh. “We knew some strange people, Sam.”

“I think we still do.”

We made our way through the main entrance, and I paused by the hallway that led to the ICU. Construction workers were already there, cleaning things up and likely getting ready to rebuild. It was a ghastly sight. They hadn’t gotten all the blood off the walls yet, and there was still a metric ton of ash and debris.

“Come on,” Frank said. “The receptionist says they’re in the next wing now.”

We let Frank lead the way, passing rooms where terrible coughs echoed through the hallways accompanied by the rhythmic beat of EKGs. We passed out of the wing, and found two MPs at the front of the next hallway.

“We’re here to see Lincoln,” Frank said as we approached the first man. “Park said it was okay to come in.”

The soldier nodded, and we passed by without incident. Frank was muttering the room number under his breath, but I peeked into the rooms along the hall. Some of them were clearly soldiers, their fatigues either neatly folded beside their beds, or sealed in plastic bags on the floor.

A few of the occupants were wrapped in gauze and whimpering from the pain of burns and heavily damaged limbs. The last, before Casper’s room, was being covered by a sheet. I tried not to look. I didn’t want to know, but it was hard to ignore a new ghost, especially one who didn’t understand what happened, and was now looking down at the body he’d known his entire life.

I fought down a pang of sorrow when the ghost tried to grab the shoulders of the doctor, to speak to her, when he no longer had the ability to speak. As a spirit, he was mute, which gave me some small relief that he would pass on quickly. And not be trapped on the battlefield as some ancient memorial for all time.

“Casper,” Frank said. We entered the room, which pulled me out of the haze of seeing the newly formed ghost.

“Frank,” Casper said, patting the edge of the bed. “Come in, come in. You guys really saved our asses out there.”

Casper squeezed Frank’s arm when he took a seat on the edge of the bed. I nudged Sam with my elbow when Casper’s eyes widened and locked onto my sister.

“Friendly,” I said. “No eating them.”

Sam turned jet black eyes on me, and I gave her a nervous smile. “You look great tonight.”

“Sorry,” she said. “I don’t know what the hell that was.”

“That was jealousy,” a voice said from across the room.

I stepped farther in, and saw the Ranger from earlier sitting on a small desk in the corner. It wasn’t a desk, exactly, but more like one of those rolling tray tables they bring you that wonderful hospital food on.

“That was not jealousy,” Sam said.

“That’s good,” the Ranger said, “because I’m Casper’s boyfriend. And I’d rather not have to shoot Frank.”

“Pretty sure I can handle shooting people myself,” Casper said. “Thank you very much.”

Frank chuckled and patted the edge of the bed, coaxing Sam over to sit next to him. I stayed in the doorway, leaning against the bathroom door.

“How is everyone?” Frank asked.

“Most of the survivors are okay,” Casper said. “A couple didn’t make it.”

“I’m sorry,” I said. “You seen the fairies?” Now I wondered where they were, and how much they had done to help the wounded soldiers back at the hospital. It wasn’t safe for them to expend too much energy healing.

“They did what they could,” Casper said. “And more of us are alive than have any right to be because of them.”

Something shifted on the pillow behind Casper, and I couldn’t stop a grin when Foster popped his head up. “Nudd’s balls, she makes us sound so noble.”

Aideen sat up and yawned, stretching her back before casually slapping Foster across the cheek. “Just ignore him,” she said in a tired voice. Aideen hopped off the pillow, her body weight scarcely denting the sheets as she walked over to Sam and flopped onto my sister’s thigh.

“You are what you are,” the Ranger said, crossing his arms. “There’s no need to fight it.”

“Since when is it the smart ones that carry the guns?” Foster asked. “I’ve gotten so used to it just being Damian.”

Casper fluffed the pillow for him, and he laid back down.

“Don’t get used to that,” Aideen said. “Or they’ll have a reason not to trust us.”

Foster beamed at Aideen, and Casper chuckled.

I wasn’t sure how much Aideen was joking, and where she would draw the line. Fairies could be ruthless, and I’d been lucky to escape with little more than a scratch on more than one occasion.

“Have you seen Park?” Frank asked. “We wanted to check on you guys, but we were hoping to catch Park, too. Nixie had some great ideas about where to station the water witches.”

“He’s … dealing with something.” Casper glanced away, meeting the Ranger’s eyes for a moment.

“Just tell them,” he said. “If they wanted us dead, we’d already be dead.”

“Stacy,” Casper said, “the man who opened fire on Main Street, is being debriefed.”

The Ranger snorted. “Debriefed? Park tore them up one side and down the other. And he made it damn clear who our allies are.”

“Yes,” Casper said, “the man who fired on you has a following of radically minded soldiers, mostly raw recruits, but not all.”

“We can handle ourselves,” Foster said through a huge yawn.

“If I had a flyswatter right now,” the ranger said, “you wouldn’t stand a chance.”

“That’s like a weapon of mass destruction,” Sam said. “Hardly fair.”

“Vampires can be such bitches,” Foster muttered.

The ranger leaned back a bit and cast Sam a small smile. “I thought I recognized you. You’re with the local vampire clan. Damian’s sister.”

“Oh, don’t call her that,” Foster said.

“Why not?” Sam asked. “Some days it seems like I don’t have a name outside of ‘Damian’s sister.’”

“Sorry,” the Ranger said, immediately recognizing the danger. “No disrespect meant. Your hair was different in the photos they showed in our briefing. I wasn’t sure it was you.”

“Failure to recognize a mark,” Casper said. “What would your old sergeant think?”

“It’s a little different here,” the ranger said. “There’s a lot less sand.”

Casper laughed. “That’ll make a great excuse. There was less sand, so I couldn’t recognize anyone.”

The hammering started a moment later. “Wow,” I said. “Somebody’s using some heavy-duty equipment pretty late today. Are they trying to get the ICU fixed tonight or something?”

Sam sprang to her feet a moment before I realized Casper, Frank, and the Ranger had gone stock-still.

“Do you have your gun?” the Ranger asked.

“Do I have my gun?” Casper asked. “They didn’t exactly give me an option to bring an M16 into the hospital.”

Aideen leaped into the air and landed on Sam’s shoulder as Sam bolted to the door.

“Wait here,” Sam said, pausing at the doorway. “I’ll see what’s happening.”

Another hammer blow sounded, and then more. The unmistakable burst of automatic weapons fire. I cursed and followed Sam to the door.

“Aideen, stay here,” I whispered. “You and Foster have done enough. You’re too tired for this.”

The fairy looked conflicted. Her fingers wrapped around the hilt of her sword, only to release it twice in succession. She cursed and glided back to the bed beside Foster. I heard them whisper, but I didn’t wait to see what they decided. Sam zipped out the door and I followed.

A form clad in nothing but a hospital gown moved past one of the fallen MPs, and then ducked into one of the hospital rooms. Another burst of gunfire sounded before a second man stepped out of a room on the other side of the hall. Only it wasn’t a man, it was a newly formed ghost, the color draining from his aura as it became the calm winding flow of the dead.

Sam blurred into motion. She rocketed down the hallway, knocking a whiteboard off the wall before she crashed through the drywall, snapping electrical lines and God knows what else. Gunshots tore through the wall, and the man in the hospital gown backpedaled, firing wildly into the room.

“You took my brothers,” he screamed, all reason gone from his voice. “You’ll never take me. You’ll never take another one of us.”

He chased something around the room with the gun, and I knew he was aiming for Sam. A black blur erupted out the doorway, wrenching the rifle out of the man’s hand and taking him to the ground. Blood dripped from my sister’s forehead, leaving a stain when she’d head-butted the deranged man.

I was so fixated on her that I didn’t see the second gunman walking out of the room across the hall. I didn’t see him until he had raised a handgun the size of Texas and pointed it at my sister’s head.

“No!” I shouted, and my aura surged forward out of sheer reflex. It wrapped itself around that newborn ghost, an MP whose murder had just happened. And in a split second, I understood.

Father, a major. Mother, a sergeant. Brother, a Navy SEAL. A family born in war, who gave everything to their country, followed their commands without fail. Loyal, as loyal as a member to their alpha wolf.

His great-grandfather had given his life in the first of the world wars. And from there, a family tragedy unfolded, decade after decade. When there weren’t wars, they died in black ops. But this soldier was unique, this soldier understood that there were things in the world outside humanity. He’d known about magic for decades. He’d met Green Men and journeyed to the newly risen Falias in hopes of finding an old family legend. A legend that had haunted them longer than they could trace their own history. A legend known as the Morrigan.

A strange creature that had once saved his sister, before visiting him at his father’s grave in Arlington. And a year later at his sister’s grave, when she came home in a box from a war that never should’ve been. A war of blood and sand and merciless gods.

I screamed through the tears, “Stop him!”

The words were garbled to my ears as that horrible domino of life after life lost in war after war burned into my soul. His now-corporeal hand flashed out, knocking the gun away as the murderer pulled the trigger. It blasted a hole in the tile beside Sam’s head. The man reeled backward in shock, but the ghost followed him.

Sam cracked the man’s head on the tile floor an instant later, leaving him unconscious while the ghost watched.

“Go,” I said to the ghost. “Find what peace you can.”

“Thank you,” the ghost said. And then he was gone, the shadow of a crow escorting him into the darkness.

Sam was on her feet again, staring at me. “Damian, look at the size of that hole. Could that have killed me?”

“Maybe,” I said quietly. “I don’t know.”

She wiped the blood away from her chin with a shaky hand. She reached out to me, and I held her tight. I felt the sorrow of that ghost who had lost his sister not so long ago. And it was an easy thing to understand how losing Sam would destroy me in more ways than one.

Park stumbled around the corner, leaning down to check the pulse of the very dead MP.

“He’s gone,” I said.

Park hobbled forward and looked into the first hospital bed before releasing a string of curses that Zola would’ve been proud of. Park made his way toward us, and I saw the blood trickling down his left leg.

“You’re shot,” I said.

“In the job description.”

Sam sniffed and pulled away from the unconscious soldiers. Park flinched at the sight of her blood-covered face.

“He’ll do no harm now,” she said, indicated the first shooter. She pointed at the second man. “I think this one just misunderstood the situation.”

“Come on, let’s get you down to Casper’s room. The fairies might be able to help a bit.”

“I need to assess the situation,” Park said.

“We stopped them in the second room,” Sam said. “They’re both gone.”

Park sagged against me, and Sam hurried into a room before backing out, pushing a wheelchair. We sat Park in it, and Sam rushed him down the hall. I jogged after them.

“I got the call button,” Casper said as Park and Sam made it into her room. “Who was it?”

“Combat stress reaction,” Park muttered. “Sometimes combat breaks a soldier. Usually we catch it, but sometimes …” he shook his head.

Aideen glided to Park’s leg. He winced as she landed, but didn’t protest as the fairy sliced through the thigh of his pants to get a better look at the wound underneath.

“You’re lucky. It’s not fatal. I can stop the bleeding for now, but I don’t have the energy to heal you completely.”

“I’ll manage,” Park said, his face paling.

“Aideen,” I said, “are you—”

I didn’t get to finish the question.

“Socius Sanation,” Aideen whispered. The spell was brief. A flash of light, and then it was over. Aideen took a deep breath and looked at the thin patch of bright pink skin that had closed over Park’s wound. “Come by tomorrow. I’ll see if I can heal the rest.”

“Well, that’s something I’ll never get used to,” the Ranger said. “That was like magic.”

Foster let out a slow laugh. “This one’s dense.”

If the Ranger was offended by Foster’s joke, he sure as hell didn’t show it. He walked over and inspected Park’s leg before shaking his head. “That’s amazing.”

“The work of an amateur,” Aideen said. “There’s only so much we can do in one day.”

“This is fine,” Park mumbled. “I’m going to get some sleep. Leave before the MPs come.” And with that, Park passed out.

Casper cursed. “You should all get out of here. There’s work to be done preparing the city. You don’t need to be holed up in an interrogation room answering questions that shouldn’t have been asked in the first place.”

“What about the soldiers?” Frank asked.

Casper flinched like Frank had struck her. “Christ.” She rubbed that her eyes. “We’ll take care of it. Park will let their families know, and if he’s not up for it, I’ll do it. As for the ones that are still alive, they’ll face the consequences of what they’ve done.”

“We’ll be seeing you,” the Ranger said. I took that as our cue to leave.

“Come on,” I said, holding my hand out to Aideen. She hopped up onto it, and I raised her up to my shoulder. Foster climbed up onto Sam, and we took our leave.

“Well, that was a cluster fuck,” Frank said as we exited through the stairway at the end of the hall, where Casper had told us to go.

“Yeah,” I said, “let’s go see Graybeard.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN


We made it back to the front parking lot without being stopped. By the time we climbed back into Sam’s SUV, military vehicles were squealing to a stop in front of the ER. Six soldiers poured out of the first as the second and third vehicle roared up behind them.

Sam frowned at her rearview mirror, and I glanced back over my shoulder as we pulled away from the hospital.

“That could’ve gone better,” Foster muttered.

“It could have gone a lot worse,” Aideen said. “What if we hadn’t been there? What if Damian and Sam hadn’t been there?”

“More soldiers would’ve died,” Frank said. “It could’ve been worse, but it was still a cluster fuck.”

The smooth asphalt turned into the rapid bumps of the cobblestones, only to return to asphalt as we crossed over Main Street.

“I could use a drink,” Sam said, glancing at the Trailhead Brewery as we passed. “I could really use a drink.”

“You and me both,” Frank said.

Main Street wasn’t as busy as it would’ve normally been on a regular weeknight, but frankly, I was surprised to see anyone out and about. I guess some folks wouldn’t leave their town, no matter what was happening. And I could respect that. Crazy as it might be.

I glanced down the other side of Main Street, catching sight of the Conservatory and an antique shop before we rounded the bend and the Missouri River stretched out in front of us.

“That’s hard to miss,” Sam said.

I leaned over so I could see past her head out the front window, and I cursed. The bony masts of Graybeard’s ship stretched into the evening sky like some horrible Halloween float given life. We slowed at a stop sign before Sam gunned it and steered us toward a small roundabout and the empty parking lot beside it.

Trees flanked us to the north as we stepped out of the black SUV. From there, I could see the skeletons scampering across the sails. The strange flesh in the upturned skull of the harbinger was a bizarre sight before the grounded barge on the riverfront. A floating u-shaped dock led the way out to the old shipwreck. Graybeard lowered a plank of what looked like femurs and shin bones interlaced with thick sinew. The skeletons that surged across the deck wore no flesh. Some wore old and tattered uniforms, while others wore nothing but ancient leather shorts.

The staccato rhythm that the skeletons used to communicate echoed through the night air like a discordant symphony.

“It does send a message,” I said.

Sam didn’t look up from her phone. Her fingers blazed across the keyboard on the screen, before she blew out a breath. “Vik already heard about Graybeard,” she said. “He’s on his way with Zola. Wants to meet with us.”

“Wants to meet with us in a good way?” Frank asked. “Or in a ‘we should probably head for Rivercene’ way?”

“I guess we’ll see,” Sam said, flashing him a humorless smile.

I whispered a curse and pulled out my phone, expecting to see a message from Zola, and hoping she wouldn’t be pissed. It was a message, and if anything, she sounded as if she was in good spirits.

I read the message back. “I heard Vik’s ass pucker from across the room when he learned about Graybeard.”

Some of the tension left Sam’s posture. “At least it doesn’t sound like he’s pissed.”

“Vik’s always been a gentleman,” Frank said. “How many times has he let you down? I mean really? Once? Maybe twice?”

“Still a better record than me,” I said, leading the way onto the wooden dock. My hand slid along the black metal railing. I glanced down at the water and jumped. “Christ. That’ll keep people away.”

Foster glided to the railing and hurried along it beside me. “Oh, he’s got sailors in the water. Smart. They’re more attuned to vibrations than anything else would be.”

“I imagine that’s so they can sense the water witches coming,” Aideen said.

“They certainly sensed you lot,” a voice boomed from the Bone Sails’ deck. “Reckon if they can hear the most dangerous necromancer in two states, they’ll be able to see the water witches coming.”

Nixie stepped up beside Graybeard and rested her arms on the railing. “And it doesn’t hurt that I helped him test that theory,” she said with a small smile. “The crew makes a hell of an early warning system. Although some of them aren’t too happy about it.”

“Aye, some of them find the water a bit too chilly.”

I supposed it made sense, in a strange way. The crew of the Bone Sails were used sailing on an ocean of fire. If they could feel temperatures well enough, the Missouri River would be icy by comparison.

Graybeard started toward the plank, and Nixie followed. They both made it look easy, walking across those rounded bones, but I’d been on the spongy deck of that ship before. I remembered how it gave and flexed, making it even harder to stand on than a regular boat. Except maybe a bass boat on choppy water. I laughed as a random memory surfaced.

“What the hell are you laughing at?” Sam asked.

“I was just remembering the canoe trip Dad took us on.”

Sam groaned.

“What happened?” Frank asked.

“Sam kept trying to stand up,” I said. “Every time she did, she dumped Dad in the river. Funniest damn thing I’d ever seen.”

“Dad didn’t think so,” Sam said. “If I remember, it wasn’t long before he stuck me in your canoe.”

“That was tragic,” I said. “It was a shame how you fell out in those rapids.”

“Fell out?” Sam said, narrowing her eyes. “You had Jasper push me out.”

I grinned.

“Lass,” Graybeard said, “just spend some time on me ship. You’ll have sea legs as sturdy as one of the Green Men.”

“And maybe as sexy as the Green Men,” Foster said.

Sam’s scowl could’ve stripped the bark from the tree. “Watch it, bug.”

Graybeard laughed and crossed his bony arms, the parrot dancing back and forth on his shoulder. “So, you already discovered half the plan for yourself. I have my crew stationed in the waters, and some deep in the mud.”

“Alexandra will be deploying some of the witches here,” Nixie said. “Down close to the old railroad bridge, and more near your coliseum.”

“Our what?” Frank asked.

“Riverport,” I said. “The amphitheater? Whatever they’re calling it these days. Seems like they change the name every week.”

“The queen isn’t a complete fool,” Nixie said. “Don’t let the soldiers drop their guard. Or we could lose far more.”

I crossed my arms and leaned on the railing between Nixie and Graybeard. “There’s something we need to tell you. Something that happened at the hospital.” I relayed the story of the soldiers gone mad; those who didn’t survive regardless of the healings, and those who didn’t survive because their own men gunned them down. “I saw Morrigan carry them from that place. Just a shadow, but I’m sure it was her.”

Nixie’s frown grew deeper as I finished the story.

“There are some things that were far easier when I was just a dead pirate,” Graybeard muttered. The parrot’s eyes flashed yellow. “I believe the vampires have arrived.”

I raised my eyes to the parking lot and watched as one of the Pit’s black SUVs parked beside Sam’s.

“This will probably either go really well,” Sam said, “or really bad.”

“Happy thoughts, sis,” I said. “Happy thoughts.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT


Vik stepped out of the driver’s side as Zola slid from the passenger seat and struck her knobby old cane on the asphalt beneath her feet. They exchanged a few words, and then headed straight for us.

My confidence in Zola’s mood on her text message waned when I saw the hard lines on her face.

“We can’t leave you alone for an hour,” Zola said. She smacked her cane a couple times on the wooden dock. One of the skeletons clapped its forearms together in a rapid staccato. Zola gave him a satisfied smile. “So they do understand Morse code.”

Graybeard’s eye lights narrowed. “Welcome to my ship, Zola Adannaya.”

Zola nodded. I could never tell what those two thought of each other. I remembered Zola taking Graybeard away when I was a teenager, after I’d bound the soul of the old pirate into a dead parrot. But Graybeard had flourished in the Burning Lands, and I wondered if he still resented her, or if he had long since moved past that banishment.

“Samantha,” Vik said, “you must be more cautious when involving yourself in the affairs of Faerie. You are a representative of this Pit, and there are things I must do that I do not wish to in order to uphold appearances.”

“The dark-touched are here,” Sam said. “You mean to ignore them again? It’s what Vassili would’ve done.”

The venom in my sister’s voice made me take a step backward and lean into the railing. I knew that tone. I knew how close she was to exploding. And for a brief moment, I wondered if Sam could take Vik. Or if the old vampire was so far beyond her that she’d never stand a chance. I shook my head, casting out that dark thought of friends battling friends, and stepped in between Sam and Vik.

“Vik, she didn’t mean that.” I held my hand up to the old vampire. “It’s how she talks to family. You should be flattered.”

“Stay out of this,” Sam said. “Those harbingers could’ve destroyed the city last month.” Sam stepped around me. “You can’t stay out of this forever. You can’t stay out of this when they come for our home, our families. When they come for you.”

“Samantha!” Vik snapped, a fury in his voice that I’d rarely heard. “I am not ignoring what is happening in the world around us. I am ensuring that we survive it. Zola has been helping me move some of our most important works from the archive.”

Sam blinked. “What?”

“I have no intention of staying out of this battle. The dark-touched have plagued vampire-kind and humankind for millennia. Their return is an event that must be undone.”

“And they stand with Nudd,” Aideen said. “Which leaves you in a convenient position.”

“Convenient?” Graybeard asked. “It sounds like it leaves him stuck between people who want him dead.”

Vik gave a slight shake of his head. “Aideen is right. The dark-touched are allied with Nudd’s purpose, which makes it an easy task to convince people that he controls them.”

“Doesn’t he?” I asked.

“No one does,” Vik said. “They’re much like a rabid dog. The disease will progress to a point where they will turn on their own master. For now, I can use Vassili’s betrayal as an argument for anyone who would question my motives. Nudd must be overthrown, and his allies must fall with him.”

“I don’t know if I’m more pissed or less pissed at you now,” Sam said. “Why didn’t you just tell me?”

Vik offered her a sad smile. “Because when our enemies see us at odds, they may believe us to be weak. It may encourage them to strike at a moment they believe to be opportune, which is anything but.”

“God damned vampires,” I muttered. “Here I thought you were all just assholes.”

“Now,” Zola said, “tell us of your plan to disgrace a queen and overthrow a king.”

So we did.

Zola and Vik listened attentively, pointing out potential flaws in the idea that Graybeard’s men could detect the water witches. And other issues, like relying on the humans, who could be deceived by a fairy’s glamor.

“Stay close to Park,” Zola said. “He’s your line to the commanders in the area.”

“Casper has the most respect, from what we’ve seen,” Frank said. “I think it’s best if we stick close to her.”

Zola nodded. “Ah agree. Do what you are required to, to maintain their allegiance.”

“No matter how distasteful it may be,” Vik said, giving Sam a meaningful look. I wasn’t sure if that was his way of apologizing for misleading her the past couple weeks, or if it was his way of asking her to keep her temper in check. But I was sure it was the vague musings of a vampire. Which could be really annoying.

“I am confident in the skills of your lieutenants,” Vik said, nodding to Nixie. “Alexandra and Euphemia are both formidable. I am not so certain about Rivercene. Is that our Achilles’ heel?”

“Don’t worry,” Sam said. “They’re quite good with shadow puppets.”

Vik hesitated, waiting for Sam to expand what she’d said. Sam just flashed him a beaming smile.

“She means they’re probably okay,” I said. “Whatever comes their way.”

“I’m sure Angus will be there,” Aideen said. “Boonville is his home.”

“So be it,” Vik said. “And you are sure of the blood mages’ ability?”

“Oh yes,” I said. “What they did to defend the Arch was one of the most unnerving things I’ve ever seen.” I glanced at Graybeard, and the parrot cocked his head to the side.

“Quit while you’re ahead, boy,” Graybeard said.

I smiled at the parrot. He could be unsettling at times, especially with his warship carved from the skull of a harbinger, but those things Beth and Cornelius had summoned… I shook my head. “You saw those things.”

The skeleton nodded, its beard shifting down and then back up with the motion of the bird’s head. Each of their movements was perfectly synchronized. “I’ve seen many things, Damian. I’ve seen things in the Burning Lands, things beneath the Sea of Souls that would pale a normal man. But the shadows …” The parrot shook his head. “I’ve never seen their like.”

“Graybeard has centuries of experience under his belt,” Vik said. “And not only in our realm. I am not sure if I find this reassuring, or unsettling.”

“If you’re smart,” Zola said, “it is a measure of both.”

“Doesn’t anyone know where the Queen’s Army is?” Frank asked. “It seems like we should be hunting them down, instead of making a stand here. There’s too many commoners. Too many innocent bystanders.”

Nixie paced a few steps back and forth. “Nudd has given them full access to the Warded Ways, Frank. Undines are hard enough to track when they can’t vanish into another plain. But with the ability to use the Ways as they please, the task becomes impossible. We’ve found scouts, traces. And at times, victims.”

“Victims?” I asked.

Nixie took a deep breath. “Near Falias. Two Coast Guard cutters were pulled to the bottom of the lake.”

“I have heard nothing of this,” Vik said.

“Neither have we,” I said. “When did that happen?”

Nixie opened a pouch on her armor, and slid a thin, blue obsidian disc out of it, spinning it briefly between her fingers. “Late yesterday, we think. The Fae around Falias haven’t been on the best terms with the commoners. Or the military, for that matter. Two vessels vanished, but no one thought to look at the lakebed. Euphemia found them, and neither was sunk by anything natural.”

Visions of leviathans rose into the back of my mind, those massive titans of gray flesh and beaks and tentacles. A cutter wouldn’t stand a chance. One quick snap, one brush against something that large, that violent, and anything would sink.

“What did they find?” I asked.

“The holes were cut out from beneath,” Nixie said. “It’s an old approach, one that water witches have used for millennia. It was easier when ships were made of wood and tar, but it’s not so difficult if you attack the seams between plates. Attack the natural weak points, or cut away the rivets holding those weak points in place. Once the water gets through, it’s an easy thing to guide it to fill the cabins, to wrap around the crew, and drag them to their fate.”

I shivered at the thought. What that must’ve been like for those crewmen. What kind of horrible final moments were those? The screams of rending metal echoing all around them, the snapping bolts, and shattered rivets, before the water took on a life of its own. And what? Drowned them quickly? I doubted it. The more sadistic water witches had pledged their loyalty to the queen, and a spike of anxiety squeezed my chest as my imagination showed me increasingly horrible fates beneath those lakes.

“Who reported the lost ships?” Zola asked.

I didn’t understand why she was asking. What did that matter? You had ships and a dead crew trapped at the bottom of the calm lake. What else mattered?

“Euphemia did,” Nixie said. “She led a search and rescue team to the ships, and some of our witches helped to raise the remains from the mud. The ships were a loss, but they were at least able to recover their soldiers.”

I cursed and looked out at the river, that dark body of water that seemed so peaceful on the surface. But I’d seen what could happen to water in war. I had visions from the souls I’d touched, from the men I’d raised. I’d seen those tiny peaceful streams become clouded and bloodied with the lifeblood of thousands. Stones River, the wights at McFadden’s Ford. It was little more than a peaceful stream now, but in the distant past, it had been a horror. That battlefield had seen the deaths of thousands. But it still wasn’t the darkest place my boots had tread.

Nixie’s recounting of the events pulled me out of that dark memory. “They raised the ships enough to beach them,” Nixie said. “There wasn’t enough left to do more than that. Some of the crew had been buried in the mud. Euphemia stayed behind to help, making sure they recovered all the bodies.”

“So Euphemia has made contact with the Coast Guard, then?” Zola asked. “She’s on friendly terms with them?”

“As friendly as they can be, I suppose,” Nixie said. “So close to Falias, there’s been a great deal of lives lost. I don’t mean only Gettysburg. The disappearance of commoners has escalated, and I’m not sure if it’s the queen meaning to draw us out, or if it’s simply Nudd’s Unseelie allies’ bloodlust.”

Zola rubbed her thumb on the top of her knobby old cane. “Then we stay the course. I believe our decision to split our forces was the best we could make with the information we have.”

“Agreed,” Vik said. He glanced at Sam. “Keeping the vampires centered here, at least those of our Pit, may benefit the city as much as it benefits our home.”

“This city is our home,” Sam said. “That old house may be where we live, but these people, our families, that’s what makes it our home.”

Vik gave Sam a small smile.

“I don’t think the old fang is arguing with you, lass,” Graybeard said. “The fact is, I think he’s agreeing with you.”

Graybeard’s words tumbled a few of the vampire-related puzzle pieces in my brain. And the realization of Vik’s misdirection made me smile. He hadn’t simply abandoned us to the fight in Greenville, he’d set things in motion back in Saint Louis. To preserve the archive, no matter what occurred. To keep that knowledge on the side of our allies, and summon his Pit back to his side.

“This was your plan all along,” I said, not raising it as a question at all.

“All along?” Vik asked. “I do not believe I would say all along. These are rather new occurrences, Damian. We prefer a long game, of well-planned strategy and assassination in the shadows. The vampires do not yearn for an open war with the humans, or the Fae.”

“A little late for that,” Graybeard said.

Zola snorted a laugh. “The captain is correct.”

“Dominic and Jonathan are preparing the others,” Vik said. “We will cover what we can from here to the Mississippi. If an attack happens east or west of either river, I will not stretch my forces to assist.”

“Ah assume,” Zola said, “that old town behind us is included in your protection. Lord.” She emphasized the title, drawing an uncomfortable twitch from Vik’s eye.

“Of course,” Vik said. “I have little doubt that Sam will be stationed here, regardless of my orders. Which is why Jonathan and a small detachment will be nearby, with Frank as the liaison for the military.”

Sam and Frank exchanged a glance.

“Seems reasonable to me,” Frank said. “Are we just using open phone lines?”

Vik shook his head. “The Fae may not seek to intercept our communications over electronic transmissions, but we cannot be so sure of the military. Or so Dominic tells me.”

Vik held out what looked like a dull gray plastic rectangle. “Dominic calls it a burner phone, and assures me that the military cannot trace it.”

“That’s not entirely true,” Frank said. “With the right—”

Sam jabbed him in the side with her elbow, and Frank’s dissertation on the vulnerabilities of Vik’s electronics came to a sudden end.

“Thank you,” Frank said, taking the phone from Vik.

“What of the one called Drake?” Graybeard asked. “Who is he?”

“We believe he is an old Demon Sword,” Aideen said. “Right hand to the Mad King. His allegiance now lies with Nudd.”

“If he is as mad as Foster,” the parrot squawked, “I would prefer not to cross him.”

Foster barked out a sharp laugh. “His allegiance is to Nudd,” Foster said. “That means as long as Nudd lives, Drake is a threat.”

“It seems like Drake is a threat no matter who’s alive,” Sam muttered. “A bloodthirsty fairy with control over fire?”

“Hey,” Foster said, “I’m a bloodthirsty fairy with control over fire.”

Sam frowned at Foster and shook her head. “You’re not crazy, and that kind of makes a difference.”

Foster gave a dramatic sniff, and wiped the corner of his eye. “That’s the nicest thing you’ve ever said to me.”

Sam reached out to swat Foster. He leaped off the railing and fluttered over to Graybeard’s left shoulder. From there, he flashed Sam a broad smile.

“What do you need us to do?” I asked, glancing between Vik, Zola, and Graybeard.

“Prepare your house,” Graybeard said.

“I agree with the captain,” Vik said. “Prepare as much as you can, even if that means trying to get a decent amount of sleep. We don’t know when they are coming, but they are coming.”

Vik’s words reminded me of the spirit who had appeared in the ghost circle. The spirit who had brought an ancient warning. I wondered if its warning had been about more than Drake.

“I need to check some things in the Book that Bleeds, boy.” Zola rubbed her wrist. “Do you still have an air mattress? I’d like to sleep on something other than one of those damned chairs.”

“Damned?” I placed my hand over my heart. “I think you mean most comfortable chairs in the world.”

“Not for sleeping. I don’t think my old back can take that kind of abuse anymore.”

“I must return to Falias,” Nixie said. “It may take more than an hour, depending on what I must avoid.” She turned and looked upstream and then down at the river. “Be safe, all of you.” I slid my arm around her waist as she leaned back to give me a chaste kiss over her shoulder. And then she was gone, slipping into the water.

“A strange gift,” Graybeard said, looking down at the blue obsidian disc between his bony fingers. “A gift from a sea devil. Has been an odd life. A very odd life.”

I shrugged my shoulders. “You’ve been dead a long time, Graybeard.”

The beard around the skeleton’s teeth lifted, and the parrot cackled.


CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE


“You sure about this?” I asked, unrolling the air bed at the end of the bookshelves on the second floor of Death’s Door.

“Of course,” Zola said. “I’ve spent enough nights at the Pit. They buy those expensive mattresses like they’re some kind of status symbol. But they’re uncomfortable as hell. Put a terrible kink in my back.”

“If you told Vik that, he’d probably just buy you a new one,” I said.

“Ah suspect you’re right, but it would be rather rude to insult those who house me as a guest.”

“You insult me all the time,” I said, chuckling as I threw the switch to inflate the AeroBed.

“That’s different.”

“I’m pretty sure it’s not.”

Zola gave me a grin and a low laugh. “Ah’ll always be a master to you, boy. Even when Ah’m not.”

It was a phrase I hadn’t heard her use in a very long time, and it reminded me of nights around the campfires at the old cabin in Coldwater. The only reprieve from the brutal training she’d put me through.

“Did you know this would happen?”

“Did Ah know if the queen of the water witches and Gwynn Ap Nudd would forge an alliance and rain hell down on this city?”

“Yeah?”

“Absolutely not. Why do you ask?”

“I don’t know. Some of the training we did, the relentless training. Sometimes it just feels like you knew this was going to happen. Like you knew I needed to be ready for it.”

“Things always happen, Damian. And one should always be ready for them. But no, Ah didn’t know where the threat would come from. If anything, Ah thought it would be mages, or witches. It didn’t occur to me that your fate would become so entwined with the Fae.” She patted the end of the AeroBed as the mattress grew taller. “I didn’t think my days would be so tied up with the Fae either, mind you.”

“Me either,” I said, frowning. “Just flip that switch when you’re happy with the firmness.”

Zola nodded, and I headed back toward the overstuffed chairs and the leaning tower of old books stacked on top of the coffee table.

“I still can’t believe Vik let you bring some of these here,” I said. “I thought for sure they’d be locked away in some long-forgotten vaults.” I pulled the first tome closer, a garish oversized thing that reminded me of an illuminated manuscript I’d once seen in New Orleans. “How old are these things?” I opened the decorative leather cover, and read the title. The Diaries of Vassili Kurlenko, 1350 to 1400. I whistled and gently closed the book.

“You need not worry,” Zola said. “Vik only allowed me to bring that which was warded against damage. Ah can’t imagine why.”

“Ward protected these?”

“Some. Ward is not the only master of the old runes. There are others, and some of them are very old.”

“What are we looking for? I don’t see how Vassili’s old journals from the freaking Dark Ages are going to help.”

“They may not help us now,” Zola said, “but you know where Vassili lived during that time?”

“No, why?”

“He journeyed through the Americas at the time of Vikings and werewolves.”

“Did he cross paths with Hugh?”

“Hugh believes it may be possible. We may learn more, but that’s not for today.”

I slid the tome to the side and pulled down another, this one bound in a rich red leather, entirely devoid of text or notation. It was sealed with an ancient lock that had been cut away long ago—even the metal revealed by the cut showed decades of corrosion.

Zola turned off the air mattress before flopping down on top of it. “My back feels better already.”

She joined me in the chairs, opting to study some of the unbound manuscripts Koda had given me long ago. Most of them pertained to line arts and a few to wards. Some were filled with dangerous magics we necromancers shouldn’t have access to. A few of the arts remained out of Zola’s reach, though they responded to my call. Not unlike the growth magics of the Fae, they didn’t respond if called by a normal mage.

With other spells, the difference was minor. Zola could still use some line arts, though legend said no necromancer could. Koda’s manuscripts had revealed that some of what Mike had taught me were bastardized line arts. Zola could summon fire through a line art, but not a gravemaker.

“There’s nothing here.” Zola leaned back in her seat after we had poured over the manuscripts and books for another hour. Bubbles and Peanut had taken up positions like bristly loyal ottomans. I still didn’t like the fact that the coven didn’t have Peanut.

Zola pinched the bridge of her nose. “There’s nothing about other weapons we might use against undines.”

I pulled a thin blue tome off the bookshelf behind us. “What about this?” I held out the story of Leviticus Aureus and the Fall of Atlantis.

“How many times have you read this?” Zola asked.

I frowned. “Two or three?”

“And?”

I grimaced. “I don’t remember anything about other weapons besides the stone daggers, and their poisons.”

Zola rapped her fingers on her arm chair. “Ah suppose poisons might be helpful if given time, or delivered in a powerful enough dose, but that is hardly useful in the midst of a pitched battle.”

Even the poison daggers of the undines didn’t do much more immediate damage than a steel blade. It was what followed, and even then, it took hours at a minimum. Zola was right; that wasn’t helpful.

“It could be something worth asking Ashley about,” Zola said. “She’s skilled with herbs and the art of the apothecary.”

“Next time we see her, then.”

“We should sleep. Ah’m afraid we don’t have a restful week ahead of us.”
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We hadn’t found much we didn’t already know. There was an interesting excerpt from Vassili’s journals, which Zola suspected might refer to the Wandering War. The time that Vassili had spent since, mired in war, with a description of bloodlust so graphic, I was surprised he had the presence of mind to write down anything. But the details were vague, and the most I could make of it was that at one time he knew the Mad King.

The journal spoke as if the War had been a long time ago, even at the time it had been written. I suspected the Wandering War had been far longer in the past than anything I could comprehend in my mortal lifespan. But if it was 1,000 years ago, millennia ago, then how old was Vassili? And how old were some of the Fae we knew who had lived through it? They might not have viewed time in exactly the same fashion as the rest of us, but none of them spoke at length about the Wandering War. It seemed to be more of an age they all longed to forget.

It was not a restful night. I tossed and turned, curled up in one of the leather chairs. Zola snored peacefully on her air mattress, reminding me that sometimes she was far wiser than I. Sleep did eventually come, but it was filled with visions of my dead and dying friends. I startled awake as the whispered voices inside my head grew louder, until a vision of the nightmare that had been Gettysburg crashed into my mind once more.

I shot straight up in the chair, half expecting to see trolls from the Burning Lands storming down the halls of the library toward me. Half expecting Ezekiel to appear, the mantle of Anubis corrupted and fractured over his mad skull. But all that awaited me was the huge furry head of the cu sith, flopped onto the coffee table and panting at me.

I sagged back into the chair and winced at the kink I now had in my neck. “I’m getting too old for this,” I muttered, rubbing the stiff muscles at the base of my skull.

I leaned forward and took two deep breaths.

The door to the rear parking lot slammed closed, the sound muted by the stairs and the books around me, but still unmistakable. I stretched and scratched Bubbles’s ruff before padding down the hallway, and making my way down the stairs.

Foster yawned as he and Aideen slowly made their way toward the Formica table, just returning from some excursion.

“Where have you two been?” I asked. “And where’s the coffee?” I grumbled incoherently.

“I could use that, too,” Aideen said. “We went back to the hospital, to help where we could.”

“To the first question,” Zola’s unholy perky voice said from the other end of the room, “here’s the coffee.” She shuffled around and poured two full-size mugs and put a coffee stirrer in one of them. “Frank spoke to Park, and apparently these two spent much of the night healing what soldiers they could.”

“You weren’t rested enough for that,” I said. “It’s dangerous.”

“It was the least we could do,” Aideen said. “They’re our allies, an uneasy alliance though it may be. We need them healthy, and ready.”

“You’re the best healer around,” I said, focusing on Aideen. “We may need you sooner than we’d like.”

The fairy hesitated. She pondered my words for a moment before she said, “What’s done is done. I cannot rebuild that stamina through magic. We’ll need rest, and must hope healing magic is not needed so quickly.”

“With the help of the water witches?”

Aideen shook her head. “A little, perhaps. We’re still drained, and I won’t leave Foster without a wife, as he has been left without a mother.”

I frowned. “I’d never ask that of you.”

“I know. But you’re not the only one of our allies who may request our aid.”

Bubbles, apparently sensing the tension in the room, trundled over to Foster and immediately slurped him up on her tongue. The fairy vanished into her mouth, and she gave us a wolf-like grin before dashing back to the front of the store.

“Bubbles, no!” Aideen said, taking off after the cu sith. “You spit him out right now!”

Muffled shouting sounded from inside Bubbles’s mouth, and I tried my damnedest not to laugh.

Bubbles rocketed back through the saloon-style doors, and Zola managed to reach out and just catch the edge of her ruff. The cu sith came to a screeching halt, her claws digging in the floor, while she spat Foster out into the air. The fairy cartwheeled and screamed about fifty obscenities before smacking into my shoulder. He hung upside down for a moment, the cu sith’s drool dripping over his face, while he tried to peel his wings off my T-shirt.

He met my eyes and said, “Not. One. Word.”

“I hear they make great guard dogs.”

Foster made an exasperated sound before hopping over to a shelf in the utility closet and drying himself off on a towel.

“So, did you see Frank and Sam over there?” I asked.

“Yeah,” Foster said, running a hand through his hair. He took a deep breath. “It sounds like they’re going to redeploy into the Main Street area this morning. That’s probably what all that rumbling is outside.”

“Did they say what their schedule was?” Zola asked.

“All we heard is that it was supposed to be done this morning,” Aideen said. “Casper’s planning to set up on the second floor of the museum, overlooking the river. Park’s overseeing the construction of command near the arts building.”

“It’s good to know that man can listen to reason,” Zola said. “Ah’ve known worse generals who were far more stubborn.”

“Well, he’s not a general,” I said.

“That wasn’t the point Ah was trying to make,” Zola said. “Drink your coffee. There’s work to be done.”


CHAPTER THIRTY


It turned out Foster and Aideen had at least gotten some decent sleep at the hospital. That made me feel a little better, but I didn’t like the idea of our best healers being out of commission. One thing was for sure, neither one of them were sacrificing themselves to save anyone. After what Cara had done, I didn’t care what the reasons were, I wasn’t letting that happen ever again—a promise I knew I might not be able to keep.

“Ah’d take it all,” Zola said, answering my unspoken question.

I looked down at my backpack, half full of speed loaders for the pepperbox, and the extra rounds in my other hand. I shrugged and dumped the entire mess in my backpack. It was heavy, ridiculously heavy. I now had the pepperbox, the bandolier full of speed loaders, and about a dozen more speed loaders to boot.

It would’ve made more sense to strap the bandolier over my chest, but I didn’t think the police, or the commoners, would appreciate seeing a civilian walking around armed to the teeth. Another section of my backpack had the hand of Gaia and the blue obsidian disc from Nixie. There was a woefully small department dedicated to snacks, which I’d stuffed with Frank’s slightly less insane beef jerky. Zola, on the other hand, had Frank’s completely insane burn your face off jerky stashed in a satchel on her hip. I was pretty sure she’d be able to weaponize it.

“We should probably let the fairies sleep a little longer,” I said, glancing at the old grandfather clock.

“Agreed.”

I led the way to the front door. This would be the second day in a row the shop wasn’t open. I didn’t like that. We needed money from our regular customers, and staying closed was a crappy way to accomplish that; especially with foot traffic so low to begin with.

I was surprised to open the front door and find Aeros at his post on the street beside the parking lot. One of the local kids gestured at the Old God, and I wondered where his parents were. Aeros lightly tapped on the kid’s helmet and said, “Are you sure such a flimsy device can protect your head?”

The kid laughed.

Aeros raised his eyes to us as Zola and I started crossing the street. He turned his attention back to the kid. “I am afraid it is time for me to work.”

“You don’t work,” the kid said. “You’re always out here.”

“I am always out here working.”

The kid shook his head and hopped up onto his bike, wobbling a little bit before his balance was restored on the sidewalk.

Aeros watched him go before returning his gaze to us. “Good morning.”

“What’s he doing down here?” I asked.

“I do not believe some of the commoners understand the severity of the situation. The military has not evacuated them.”

“It should’ve been mandatory,” Zola said.

“To say the least,” I said. “Even with what happened to their base last night?”

“It was not Park’s decision,” Aeros said. “Or so Frank tells me.”

“How late did we sleep in?” I asked. “You’ve already talked to Frank? What about Sam?”

“Samantha was not with them. Frank seemed bothered by that.”

“That’s right,” I said, “she’s probably at the Pit still.”

“Foster and Aideen are resting,” Zola said. “If we do not return in the top of the hour, please awaken them.”

“And try not to knock down the shop,” I added with a smirk.

Aeros narrowed his eyes, his granite flesh crunching with the motion. “I will make every effort.”

Zola patted the Old God’s knee before we turned and headed south on Main Street.

It didn’t take long to see the military wasn’t sticking to Park’s plan. At the first intersection, I turned my gaze down toward the river and cursed. A small cluster of tents had been set up, tents not unlike those that had been torn to pieces and burned to the ground less than a day before. Uniformed men milled about, approaching the river and pointing downstream. I had little doubt they were talking about the Bone Sails. Graybeard’s ship was hard to miss.

“What the hell?” Zola’s grip tightened on her cane, and she cracked it against the ground in one sharp blow. “What the hell are they thinking?”

“Who knows,” I said. “Maybe it’s a ruse? Something not as obvious as standing on the riverfront and getting killed by undines?”

Zola barked out a humorless laugh. “Keep your eyes peeled for anyone we know, boy. Ah’d like to find out more, before one of these fools tangles with a creature they do not understand.”

We continued down Main, and I grew more uncomfortable with every step. The tourism had been light for a couple weeks, but now, outside of a few brave souls who remained behind in their homes on the old historic street, all that was left was military. Most of the restaurants were closed, and some of the gardens and dining areas outside were now swarming with soldiers. The presence of more soldiers than I’d expected made me uneasy.

“It’s like they moved an entire battalion in,” I said, rubbing the back of my neck. “I don’t know if this will deter the queen, or entice her.”

“The queen lost witches,” Zola said. “That fact should at least give her pause. Unless she’s gone as far off her rocker as Nudd.”

We passed one of the bars and one of the few open restaurants. It looked like they were drumming up quite the business. I didn’t think I’d ever seen them serving breakfast, but a clapboard outside had “Omelets & Bacon” written in bold letters.

My eyes trailed back toward the sign, and Zola chuckled.

“Ah’m sure we can find time to stop for food later.”

“I feel like maybe I should’ve had more than a Pop-Tart.” I took a deep breath and blew it out in exasperation. “But bacon, Zola.”

“Oh my God, boy. I just flashed back fifteen years.”

I paused at the next intersection and frowned at the personnel carriers parked along the cobblestone side streets.

“Well, that’s an awful sight.”

“Look to the river,” Zola said.

I followed her gaze and cursed. Some of the wrought iron fence had been torn down or flattened. Two tanks were maneuvering on the neatly trimmed riverfront, one angling its main barrel upriver, and the other downriver.

“What in the hell do they expect to do with those?” I asked. “Don’t they realize those guns, no matter how large, aren’t going to do shit to a water witch?”

Zola slowly nodded her head. “Ah do wonder, though. If one of those tank shells exploded next to a water witch? Would it at least disorient them? Leave an opening, perhaps?”

“You let me know how that goes,” I said. “I’ll be the one in the back with the bacon.”

Zola smiled, the skin around her eyes crinkling in the bright morning light. This was a place that had not seen much in the way of war. Many ghosts lingered, but they were not those unnervingly bound to their souls, rooted to a battlefield for God knows how long. But there were other things here like the werewolves, and other Fae that we saw on occasion. It made me wonder what else lurked behind the walls and stones of some of the older buildings.

We eventually reached a tent city where I suspected we’d find Park. Several tents lined the common area, with more under construction. It was obvious where the command center was, as that tent was at least twice as long and three times as wide as the others.

Zola paused while the sounds of men and women driving stakes into the ground with hammers echoed around us. She put her hand over her heart and watched as one pair repositioned a stake after they hit a large stone in the ground, and then drove it in at another angle.

“You okay?” I asked.

“If these tents were linen, and heavier cloth, you could mistake this for an encampment from the Civil War. It’s … Ah didn’t expect to see that. It caught me off guard.” She shook her head and nodded to herself. “Let’s find Park.”

We wound our way between the tents, and around the third or fourth corner, I realized that they had been placed in a very specific pattern. It would make it hard to for anyone to charge blindly through their base camp. It was defensive, and I suspected a sound strategy, but I didn’t think it would slow the deadly arts of the water witches. It was a much greater distance from the river though, so I supposed they’d learned something.

We reached the command tent a minute later, and the MP stationed outside the door was the first to question our presence.

“What’s your business here?”

Zola gave him her best old woman smile and leaned heavily on her cane. I’d seen her do it before, and it was damned effective at eliciting sympathy. “Ah was told my friend Master Sergeant Park was here. Do you know if that’s true?”

“He’s inside …” The soldier frowned, as if realizing he shouldn’t have given that information away so freely. He studied Zola for a moment and seemed to relax.

I managed to keep my composure.

“Could you give him a message for me?” Zola asked. “Ah don’t want to interrupt if he’s busy. Although it is mighty hot out today. And Ah could use some shade.”

“Let me see if he’s done,” the MP said. “Just wait a moment, and I’ll get you a chair.”

The MP vanished into the tent, and I wondered just how fresh out of boot camp he was. I was afraid Zola might’ve gotten him a good punishment.

“Ah do like him,” Zola said.

“I bet.” I gave her a half smile, and turned my attention back to the opening flap of the tent.

Park appeared a moment later. “I would appreciate it if, in the future, you would refrain from manipulating my MPs.”

“Manipulating?” Zola asked. “Ah have never been accused of such deception.”

Park crossed his arms and raised an eyebrow. Zola flashed a knowing smile.

“It won’t happen again,” she said. “Certainly not today.”

“It’s a little warm out,” I said. “That rain really helped the humidity.”

“That’s all Missouri is sometimes,” Park said. “Trees, hills, and humidity.”

Zola dropped her pretense. “What are the tents and men doing down by the river?”

Park frowned. “Let’s not talk about that here.”

“Why don’t you walk with us for a moment?” Zola asked.

Park hesitated, clearly weighing his options for a moment before nodding.


CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE


“Give me a minute,” Park said. He dipped back into the command tent. Zola and I had barely exchanged a glance when Park reappeared in the entryway.

“Let’s go. I need to check on the troops. Walk with me.”

We followed Park without further question. He walked to the southern edge of the tent, which gave us a straight path back to Main Street. Park moved fast, and I had to push my normal stride to keep up. Zola didn’t have any such problems, and more than one soldier took notice of the lively octogenarian. We turned the corner, and Park marched in silence with us trailing him. His boots stomped on the old brick sidewalk, and it wasn’t until the next intersection, that he looked behind him.

“Finally,” he said with a sigh. “Every time I leave, every time I try to make a call, the major has someone on my ass. I can’t get away.”

“Why are they setting the tents up so close to the river?” Zola asked. “Ah believe yesterday’s events prove what a bad idea that is.”

“FUBAR,” Park said.

“You’ve got tanks down there,” I said. “It’s a convenient box for drowning soldiers.”

“The commanders want to control the point of attack by setting Casper’s unit out as bait,” Park said.

“Bait for what?”

“That’s not clear. The captain who survived the skirmish at our last camp took notice of how you charged in to protect us. He’s close with Stacy.”

“Are you kidding?” I said, unable to keep the shock from my voice. “Those people just went through hell.”

Park remained silent as we passed the storefront of a print shop. Brilliantly colored designs and papers hung in the window, advertising sales that had expired over a week ago. Beside it was Main Street Books, my go-to store for any modern reading. It was a strange multitiered shop. Staircases joined the various parts of it, leading up to landings and even a second story, where display shelves mingled with a small kitchen.

Times like this I, sometimes wished I could vanish into one of those bookstores, and leave everything else behind. But the threat to my friends and my city kept such thoughts in the realm of fantasy.

Park led the way across the street, and we headed for the visitor center that held the old museum. “Casper’s setting up on the second floor,” Park said. “They tried to tell her she couldn’t go to higher ground, but we had it out. Not letting your snipers go to high ground is idiocy.”

The cobblestones on Main Street gave way to the rough flagstone sidewalk in front of the visitor center. Long ago, it had been the capitol building, when Saint Charles had been the capital of Missouri.

Park pushed his way inside, and the humid air vanished in a gloriously air-conditioned entryway. A gift shop waited inside the front door, where stacks of books on the history of Saint Charles lined the shelves to the right. A welcome desk sat on the far side of the room, directly across from the door. I hadn’t visited in a long time, and I felt that I’d been neglecting my study of the city. I suppose I had a decent excuse, as chaotic as the last few years had been.

“Casper,” Park shouted. “You here?”

Casper’s voice came back, “Upstairs.”

Park took a sharp right turn and led us up the old staircase. It leaned slightly, and I wasn’t sure if it was a structural integrity issue, or if the footsteps of centuries had simply worn down one side of the staircase. Either way, it felt sturdy enough, though I was fairly certain buildings like this had to pass inspections to stay open to the public.

The top of the stairs left us in an open loft, where the banister surrounded all four sides of the room except for the entry to the stairs themselves. I glanced around the open area, taking in the plaques and diagrams and maps along the wall. Until my gaze fell on Casper. She’d built a nest of sorts, with a high table, and a series of gun mounts. It was an odd sight, seeing a modern soldier, with a .50 caliber rifle, set up among the old Civil War artifacts. We followed Park in and watched Casper as she sighted down the scope of the rifle and frowned.

“We don’t have ammunition for that,” Park said.

Casper nodded to the side, indicating the M16 in the corner. “Just keeping up pretenses.”

Park crossed his arms. “Outstanding.”

“I’m afraid they aimed two of the tanks at that pirate ship,” Casper said.

“At Graybeard’s ship?” I asked.

Casper blinked. “Was there more than one pirate ship out there?”

Zola chuckled under her breath. “Oh, Ah like her.”

“I’ve seen some of the skeletons running around. What are they?” Casper asked.

“Same as last night,” I said. “Graybeard’s crew can be a little unnerving at first, I know. But they’re all right. Can’t take them to the bar or anything, but they’re all right.”

Zola smacked me in the arm. “Just tune him out.”

“It’s funny you say that,” Casper said. “Aideen said the same thing.”

“What?” I said. “That’s not very nice.”

“People,” Park said. “Let’s focus on the issue at hand. The colonel has ordered troops to the riverfront. It’s hard enough to keep order in the ranks. We have to show a unified front.”

Casper looked out the window. “Maybe our pirate friends can give us a hand by the river.”

“How so?” Park asked.

“Well,” Casper said, “in my experience, if the men get spooked, they’ll move. And even if they don’t get spooked, it might give us quicker access to a warning.”

“They’re putting some of your squad down there,” Park said.

“I know,” Casper said. “They’ll catch on fast.” She gave Park a small smile.

Park stepped up to the window and looked down at the troops milling about on the riverfront. “Worth a shot. If anyone can make it down there without raising suspicion, it’s you.”

“Are you not coming?” Zola asked.

Park shook his head. “I’ll leave it to Casper, and you.” He nodded to Zola.

Zola laughed without humor. “Ah’m not the best one to convince the pirate of anything. You’ll need my student for that.”

Park glanced at me. “If you’re half as good as Frank says you are, then I believe Casper is in good hands.” He hesitated at the door and looked back at Casper. “Take care of yourself.”

And with that Park left.


CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO


Casper gathered up a rucksack in the corner by her M16, and I led the way back out of the visitor center. We cut down the first street, where the cobblestones changed to bricks and eventually asphalt. Once we made it down to the crosswalk, I stopped at the edge of the street and looked behind us. The backs of Main Street’s buildings weren’t so uniform as the front. Decks and balconies protruded at irregular intervals, giving way to a mixture of wood and iron stairs.

At the highest point on more than one building, I could see soldiers making ready. Most of them milled along the balconies, but a few had braved the rooftops. I wasn’t sure if they were taking up posts there. At least one was adjusting what appeared to be a telescope, and I suspected it was a camera, too.

“What are they placing on the roofs?” I asked.

“Cameras,” Casper said.

We continued down the street, and about the time we made it to the entrance to the park where Graybeard was docked, I began to think we should have driven. Saint Charles’s Main Street was not terribly long, but in the heat with the cobblestones, it could wear you out.

We passed the roundabout and had almost reached the docks when Casper paused. “That is somewhat more intimidating up close.” Her gaze climbed the bone masts of Graybeard’s warship, lingering on the ship’s cabin, before sweeping back down toward the skull of the harbinger on the bow.

“Come on,” I said. “You need to meet the parrot.”

“I thought Foster was joking about that,” Casper said.

“Oh no,” I said. “He talks through a parrot. A dead parrot, but I guess it’s an undead parrot. I’m probably not helping this, am I?”

Casper didn’t answer. I looked back, and the look on her face said it all. Her lips were pulled tight, and her eyes narrowed.

“Just don’t shoot him, and I’m sure you’ll get along fine.”

Zola blew out a breath and smacked her forehead, pulling the wrinkles out of her skin as I suspected she tried to control her temper.

“Right then,” I said. “Let’s go meet the captain.”

Casper followed us onto the wooden docks, her boots much quieter than my own clunky footfalls. I wondered if it was the material of her footwear, or if her training was just that good. Casper jumped when a pale bony hand reached out of the water, and one of Graybeard’s crew hurdled the railing, clattering to a stop a few feet in front of us. The skeleton rapped his forearms together, creating that familiar staccato that the crew used to communicate.

“Graybeard will be here soon?” I asked.

The skeleton nodded and dropped into the river once more.

“Was that Morse code?” Casper asked, taking a tentative step to the railing before peering down into the waters. The skeleton rose to the surface and raised a hand in greeting. Casper waved back hesitantly, and the shadowy skull vanished beneath the waters.

“You brought a guest,” Graybeard said, his voice booming from the deck of the ship above us.

“Oh my god,” Casper said.

“Lass,” the parrot said before the skeleton tipped its hat.

“Let’s not feed his ego,” Zola said.

“How does his beard stay on?” Casper asked.

“Ye likely need to ask the two necromancers what stand beside you.”

I grinned at the parrot. “Casper, Graybeard, Graybeard, Casper.”

“I thought Park was leading you. Or did you cut out his heart and take his ship?”

“What? No.” A confused look crossed Casper’s face.

Graybeard sagged against the railing. “The military folk have no humor.”

“Now now,” I said. “Let’s try not to scare off your new best friend.”

The parrot danced on Graybeard shoulder. “A friend, eh?”

“She’s the sniper some of your sailors saved. And she has rounds able to put down a water witch.”

The skeleton straightened out and took a few steps to the plank, before descending that stretch of bone and sinew. “Perhaps I judged ye too quickly.”

Graybeard’s skeleton wasn’t short, and with the hat on top, he cut a rather imposing figure. The parrot knew it, and I shook my head as he stepped ever closer to Casper, leaning over the young sniper.

“Does your crew communicate with Morse code?” Casper asked. If she felt any hesitation in the presence of the old pirate, she hid it completely.

“Why do you be asking?”

“Because I’m fairly certain the fine crewman that we met on the dock summoned you here by calling you a dingy piece of roadkill.”

Graybeard’s ship erupted in a clatter of bones and rhythmic staccato laughter. The teeth of two dozen skulls chattered together, before beating on the railings in an overwhelming tide of Morse code.

Casper grinned up at them. “It’s a pleasure to meet you all.”

“Aye,” Graybeard muttered. “’Tis indeed how they communicate.”

Casper smiled at the bird, and said, “I can tell they have great respect for you. I’ve served with enough units to know, to recognize that kind of respect.”

“Well then, Miss Casper, what mad plan of Park’s do you bring?”

“Not Park’s plan,” she said. “My plan.”

The skeleton ran its bony fingers through its beard, while the parrot cocked its head. Casper ran down the idea, leaving out any extraneous detail, and only giving Graybeard what he needed to know to both understand and execute it, should he choose. I was impressed. She’d taken a rambling conversation with Park, and distilled it down to a few distinct orders. But she didn’t deliver them like orders, and there would be no way for Graybeard to be insulted by it. Although I suspected Graybeard’s crew would allow him to be insulted by it.

“I like your cut, lass. I like your cut.”

Casper beat out a rapid staccato on the railing of the dock, and Graybeard released a haunting laugh.

“What was that?” I asked.

“She says I look good for a dead man.”

“You are nicely feathered,” I said.

The parrot’s glowing eyes shifted to me, and he deadpanned, “It’s more likely me beard.”

“How will you signal us?” Zola asked. “If there’s a sighting of the water witches?”

“If it is but one water witch,” Graybeard said, “I doubt I’ll be signaling you at all. But if we see more, there will be no mistaking the signal.”

Some of the crew chattered up on the deck of the Bone Sails.

“A horn?” Casper asked, looking up at one of the crewmen.

“The boys are right,” Graybeard said. “You’ll hear the horn.”

“A horn?” I asked. “You’re riding on a ship made from a harbinger’s skull, and your early warning system is a horn?”

“Aye.”

I pursed my lips and nodded. “Fair enough.”

“It’s been a pleasure, sir,” Casper said, bringing our introduction to Graybeard to an end. “I have to check on my squad. My superiors have placed them down by the river, and I’m afraid they’re in danger there. Can you help us?”

“I’m afraid they’re in danger everywhere, lass,” Graybeard said. “Should’ve picked a different profession, if they did not wish to be in danger.” Graybeard stared upriver, and the parrot danced on the skeleton’s shoulder. “Reckon I could send another bag of bones your way. Might be helping you stay alert, and give me a better view of things.”

Casper shot him a sideways smile. “Just don’t steal any of my squad away for your crew. If you do that kind of thing.”

“Not for a very long time. A very long time indeed.”

“Thank you.”

We were halfway up the dock when Graybeard shouted after us. “Boy! You might want to be considering cleaning out some dust bunnies.”

I looked back at the parrot and nodded. Jasper had crossed my mind too, but if we were going to recruit the dragon, I had to be sure that Vicky was safe. And right now, I couldn’t be sure. We didn’t know where the water witches were coming from, or if they would strike Saint Charles. We still had Rivercene and Falias as likely targets, and our friends were in danger at both of them.

We made our way back up the dock and up to the little park before we began crossing a wooden bridge over the creek. The trees and branches intertwined overhead, creating a shadowy canopy that hid most of the light from above, but I could still make out a turtle and the ripples of the water.

“Look at the size of that turtle,” I said.

“I’ve seen larger,” Zola said as she leaned on the railing.

“Even here?” I asked.

She frowned for a moment, and then shook her head. “I suppose not.”

Casper tugged on my sleeve. I turned to look at her, and she cocked her head to the side, gesturing for me to walk with her. I did, following her to the edge of the bridge.

“There’s something in the water,” she whispered.

“What do you mean?” I asked, shrugging my shoulders to readjust the excessively heavy backpack hanging off them.

“Look toward the center of the creek, directly in line with the turtle. There’s an impression in the mud that shouldn’t be there.”

I figured Casper was being somewhat paranoid, which was pretty understandable after the events of the previous day. I sidled up beside Zola and glanced into the distance before letting my gaze slowly roll across the creek bottom. If we hadn’t had the rains, and the level of the creek hadn’t been so high, it might have been easier to spot.

Casper had been wrong, but she’d also been right. Water flowed everywhere except for one spot. Before I could turn to say anything to Zola, movement exploded in the water below us, and whatever had been there was gone.

“I suppose my eyes weren’t playing tricks on me,” Zola said.

“No,” Casper said. “It’s gone now.”

“We need to tell Graybeard,” I said.

“Give me a sec,” Casper said. “I’m quite sure they’ll be able to hear this.” She rapped on the railing of the bridge, beating out an organized pattern with a baton she’d pulled from her belt. Graybeard’s crew responded in moments. The hollow clack of bones banging together sounded a moment before the drums on Graybeard’s ship came to life.

“What the hell is that?” Casper asked.

“Creepy ass drums,” I said. “They’re likely creepier when that thing’s floating on a sea of fire, though.”

Casper blinked at me.

“They got the message,” I said. “Let’s get down to your troops. We need to warn Aeros too. Foster and Aideen need to be ready.”

I had my phone out and was texting Sam as we hurried back across the paths, passing a large statue of Lewis and Clark, and finally returning to the part of the Katy Trail that cut through the riverfront.

Something’s here already.

It only took a moment for Sam to respond, but I’d be lying if each passing second didn’t fray my nerves just a little bit. I breathed a sigh of relief at her response, and slid my phone back into my pocket.

“The vampires are coming.”

“Let’s pick up the pace,” Casper said.

“Will Aeros hear us from here?” I asked Zola.

“Ah’m quite sure that Aeros heard the drums,” Zola said. “If Graybeard’s on alert, Aeros will be too.”

Doubt bored into my mind. We were warning these men of the water witches, but what if the attack came from elsewhere? Or came from something else entirely? If the dark-touched descended on these people, it wouldn’t matter what kind of munitions they had. They were all going to die. And there would be very little we could do about it. The dark-touched were brutally, efficiently murderous. It was all we could do to keep ourselves alive, and maybe divert them from the commoners, which would leave a whole lot of people to die.

“We haven’t briefed him about the dark-touched,” I said.

Casper frowned at me. “You mean the vampires you can only kill through the eye?”

“Who told you that?”

“Aideen gave us the rundown. Last night. And Foster told us about the harbingers, and I have to say, hearing about them from the fairy was a hell of a lot scarier than seeing them on film. And knowing that the hull of Graybeard’s ship is carved from a skull, is frankly horrifying.”

“Yeah,” I agreed.

We passed the pavilion close to some old train cars, before Casper broke away from the paved trail, and led us down into the churning mass of national guardsmen. She greeted a few, and avoided some others, while Zola and I drew some strange looks from several of the soldiers. I suspected that meant that these weren’t Casper’s crew because her squad seemed quite familiar with us. And I would’ve thought that whatever company they came from would be familiar with us, too.

“Friendly greetings,” I said.

“You and your friends have a reputation,” Casper said. “Most of these people have probably been briefed about how dangerous you are. The rest have seen you in action. No training can prepare them for that.”

I looked at Zola “We have a reputation.”

“Pay attention to the task at hand, boy.”

“What the hell,” Casper said. “Ranger Rick is here, and he should still be at the hospital.”

I followed her line of sight, and found the Army Ranger closer to the river. “Did you just call him Ranger Rick?”

Casper glanced back at me and said, “No.” Her tone was deadly serious, and I couldn’t detect the lie at all. For some reason, that amused me greatly.


CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE


It took an effort of will, but I managed not to call the Army Ranger, Ranger Rick. “Hey, man.”

He offered me a nod before turning to Casper. “I thought you were setting up the nest?”

“I did,” Casper said, “but the civilians wanted a tour. And there is no greater duty than giving civilians a tour, Rick.” The sarcasm—it almost dripped off her teeth, and that was a glorious thing.

“Is his name actually Rick?” I asked, nudging Zola with my elbow.

“Hush,” she hissed back.

“Civilians,” Rick said. “Are we using that as a story? I’m pretty sure everyone here knows who they are.”

“I don’t know how I put up with you,” Casper said. “Your lack of appreciation for sarcasm is a real turnoff.”

I looked around and recognized some of the wounded from the night before. I knew Foster and Aideen had returned to the hospital to help heal them, but some of them were clearly still in no condition to be on duty.

“What are they doing down here?” I asked.

Casper turned to look, her mouth tightening into a hard line. Her brow drew down, and the furious gaze flashed back to Rick. “What the hell are they doing here? Some of those soldiers were practically dead last night. They should still be in the hospital, or at least the infirmary.”

Rick frowned. “I know. The colonel is trying to make a point.”

“A point about what?” Casper snapped.

“A point about us,” Zola said quietly. I almost missed it, spoken so softly, but Casper turned to look at her.

“Why you?” But her expression changed even as she asked the question. “Because we’re working with the supernaturals.”

“I suspect so,” Zola said.

“You don’t have to suspect it,” Rick said. “They flat-out said it.”

A string of curses exploded from Casper’s mouth, and she stalked toward one of the tents. The closer we came to the river, the more uncomfortable I felt. I didn’t think it was the presence of Graybeard’s crew in the shallows nearby, though they could certainly be unsettling, but something felt off. Something felt wrong. Casper threw open the flap on the tent nearest the river and froze.

Inside was half the squad from the previous night. At least those who had survived.

“Hey, boss,” one of the young female privates said. “Come to join the fun?”

“What the hell are you all doing here?”

“Orders. I don’t think Park even knows. Sergeant Major said if the devils healed us, we should be hellish fighters.”

“I’m going to cut that fucker’s balls off so I can feed them to him before I rip them out through his chest, so I can feed them to him again.” Casper’s rant exploded, cutting through the relative quiet of the air, and bringing those around us into silence.

“Casper,” Rick said. “Down a little.”

Casper turned to Rick, approaching him with a fury that made him take a step backward. “If you have a problem with me being upset about my men being put in harm’s way, you can go straight to hell.”

“That’s not what I meant,” Rick said.

The earth shook.

Zola cursed. “We aren’t ready yet.”

I understood what was wrong then. I understood what had unsettled me. This was a place I’d visited often. A part of the river, flanked by a small copse of trees. Except the copse today was larger, broader, and taller. The earth rumbled when the Green Men moved.
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“Flamethrowers!” Rick shouted.

Someone shouted back, “Not delivered yet!”

A man at the edge of the tents sprinted toward us. “Signal the tanks—” Before he could finish his words, a vine three inches in diameter burst from his chest. He started to look down in horror at the bloody protrusion, but lost consciousness a moment later. It only took me a second to realize what the Green Man was doing as the vines wrapped around the dead man’s arms and it appeared as if he was struggling against his wound.

“It’s baiting us!” I shouted.

“Trap!” Casper echoed.

Some heeded the warning, falling back into the cluster of tents, the flimsy shelters that would offer no protection against the lumbering Green Men. Others charged. A series of vine-like branches erupted from the soil when they closed within a few feet of their fallen comrade.

The vines lanced up, cutting through torsos and skulls alike. Blood fell in waves, and the men never had a chance.

Zola raised her staff, taking aim at the men writhing in their final moments on the spikes of the Green Men. She unleashed a hellish vortex of fire, which ended the men’s suffering in a heartbeat and lit up the nearest Green Man like a dried bale of hay. The creature screamed, trying to draw his vines and branches back into his body, but they sizzled and broke as the unnatural fire climbed his body, consuming the moisture inside it.

The Green Man stumbled and threw himself into the river, extinguishing the fires, but putting himself within easy reach of Graybeard’s crew. They fell upon the tree like piranhas on the flesh of a freshly made corpse.

Casper, while frozen for a moment either in surprise or horror, moved into action with the practiced discipline of a career soldier.

“Get your soldiers out of here,” I said. “Rick, help her.”

“We can help,” he said.

“No,” I said as I dumped the shells out of my pepperbox, and slammed home a speed loader full of Mike’s incendiary rounds. “Until you have those flamethrowers, you have nothing. Stay the hell away from those things. Their reach is a hell of a lot longer than you’d think.”

The Ranger hesitated for a moment, but then he hurried after Casper. “Fall back!” The call for retreat echoed around the tents. It didn’t come soon enough.

The horn on Graybeard’s ship blared into life. I was surprised he’d sounded it for the appearance of the Green Men. As deadly as they were to the commoners, Zola and I could at least fend them off for a time. These were smaller, and appeared to be more flammable, than the ones we’d encountered the night before.

But the horn wasn’t for the Green Men.

Down by the old railroad bridge, the river surged. At first, I thought it was an illusion, until some of the quarry equipment on the far side of the river vanished into the swelling mass. I could scarcely comprehend the sight as the waves roared higher, and I turned to fire two quick bursts of flame into the Green Men.

“Zola,” I said, taking a step closer to her as her latest incantation died away. “Are you seeing that?”

“I see it,” she said.

“Casper! Get out of here now! We can’t stop this! Tell Graybeard to warn Alexandra and Nixie! The Queen’s Army is here.”

One of Graybeard’s crew heard me, and the skeleton ran down the length of the now-still Green Man in the river. The bony figure banged its forearms together, and the rapid Morse code spread down the bank of the river until Graybeard’s horn sounded again. This was not the roar of a single horn, but the stuttering growl of a march. The horn took on a stalking beat as the drums came to life, and the Bone Sails pulled away from the shore.

Casper sprinted out of the tent. “We can’t get them all.”

Her calm fractured, and she stared in plain horror at the monstrous wave bearing down on us. Even though it was moving slower than I had expected, it had split, and two dozen translucent forms burst from the water. They grew cloudy as their deadly forms took to the shoreline, and the thought of how many more resided in that wave made my skin crawl. I doubted we had more than half a minute before it crashed down on top of us.

My brain scrambled, trying to think of some way to buy more time for the soldiers.

Two large gray blurs streaked down from the sky, revealing themselves beside me a moment later to be full-size fairies. Foster barely had time to curse before Aideen said, “We don’t have time to get them out of here. Casper!”

“What?”

“Fire into the wave when it closes!”

Casper dashed back into the tent. I came to the horrifying realization that the wave was far wider than the river, and we were going to be swept up in it.

“Circle shield,” Foster shouted. “Now!”

Zola and I exchanged a glance before we each carved a narrow circle in the grass beneath our feet.

“Get out of here!” I shouted.

Foster drew the enchanted blade from his belt and raised it into the air as he and Aideen each grabbed a soldier and took flight. Casper and the others still hadn’t made it back out of the tent. I glanced to the west and saw some of the soldiers running, trying to beat the wave.

“Orbis Tego,” I said, keeping my toe on the line of the circle. Done right, it was an effective extension. Done wrong, and I would’ve cut my toe off. The glassy dome of energy snapped closed a split second after Zola’s did the same.

The soldiers around us opened fire. I glimpsed Graybeard’s warship slamming into the front of the waves. The ship didn’t rise like it would have in normal water, unable to ride the wave as the witches didn’t have the buoyancy to raise Graybeard and his crew. Instead, the bow cut into the wave, splitting the entire mass in two. The water crashed into us a moment later, and I lost sight of everything as a torrent of murky water tried to choke the life from my lungs. Forms drifted by. Some were clearly water witches, their translucent sneers as they smashed into the circle shield an unnerving sight before they dragged soldiers to the ground. My first instinct was to drop the shield when Casper’s face was crushed up against that translucent dome. Sheer terror pulled her eyes wide as her focus flashed between me and the ground.

The strike wasn’t smooth underwater. It was sluggish and slow, but the water witch didn’t expect Casper’s blade to be tainted with the metal of the stone dagger. The undine recoiled, leaving Casper to launch herself higher into the waters, where I hoped she could catch her breath.

Some of the others were not so lucky. I watched in horror and rage as those waters pulled soldier after soldier into the deep, the lithe translucent forms smothering their faces, watching their lives seep away, and capturing their last breaths. I met Zola’s eyes, two beacons in that pit of water and death. She held up three fingers, keeping her middle tucked securely against her palm as she folded her arms across her chest.

It was a symbol I’d learned long ago. She meant to use a fire incantation. We hadn’t needed to communicate with symbols in a very long time. Her gesture changed, and now she held up three fingers together; her index, her middle, and her ring. The first folded down, and a surge of adrenaline shot through my bones. This was it. She was going to drop a shield and attack from a most unexpected position. She wouldn’t be alone.

Two fingers down.

I switched the pepperbox to my left hand and drew the focus from my belt.

Three fingers down.

Zola’s shield vanished, and in that same instant, a hurricane of fire burst to life, turned on its side, and tore through the river of water witches. Steam and screams breached the muted sounds of the water around me. I could see the forms lifting, turning away from their prey to close on Zola as the weight of the river fell into the void on top of her.

I dropped my own shield and aimed the soulsword. It wasn’t as precise as the demon staff I’d once had—a demon staff that had tried to kill me—but it would have to do. “Magnus Ignatto!” A maelstrom of fire, not so refined as Zola’s, spiraled out into that abyss of murky water. In the back of my mind, I knew if there were any soldiers in front of me, they wouldn’t survive it. But I also knew the chances of them still being alive were virtually nothing.

For a moment, I didn’t understand what I was seeing as the water crashed in around me. I waited for the cold strike of a water witch’s sword, but it didn’t come. Instead, the waters burst to life. Massive streams of bubbles and flame fired downward at a sharp angle. Confusion overwhelmed me until the upturned skull of a long-dead harbinger cut through the waters not far away. Graybeard had brought the Bone Sails ashore.

The tide of water collapsed around me and surged back toward the warship. I coughed and spluttered as the air suddenly returned to my lungs. A handful of clumsy steps brought me to the place Zola had been, but she was gone. I pushed forward, reaching the great gouges in the earth where tent stakes and larger things had been torn away.

What had been the edge of the bank before that wave struck was gone. The land that had been beneath both Casper’s tents and her squad was no more. I didn’t have time to mourn that loss or look for the dead. I turned toward the raging waters, and the soulsword in my hand grew into a blistering light.

The undines along the front line of those engaging Graybeard’s warship were plain to see. I raised the pepperbox and fired into them. The hellish flame of Mike’s rounds was enough to draw their attention. I holstered the gun and palmed a dagger. If they thought we’d been left defenseless, they’d been wrong. The weight of the backpack slowed me down, waterlogged as it now was. But that didn’t matter. It only added to the fury in my bones.

The nearest of the water witches vanished into a pool of water, only to resurface a few feet from me. I lashed out with a soulsword, and she laughed as her arm separated from her body, reforming a moment later. The inertia of her attack was too much for her to correct. All I had to do was raise the dagger in my left hand. The thrust hit her square in the chest, and I didn’t wait to watch her turn to stone. I stepped to the side as she collapsed to the ground, and focused on the next witch.

A bellowing cry sounded from the warship, and I saw a vision of black and white Atlas moth wings diving toward the water, and lashing out with an enchanted sword. The next undine caught an arrow in the back of the head. She didn’t have time to register what had happened before she was dead, the weight of her now-stone head collapsing through the rest of her body as her entire mass became a horrifically disfigured statue. I knew the fletching of Aideen’s arrows when I saw them.

“Where’s Zola?” I shouted.

I didn’t need a response. I just needed her to know that we needed to find her. I didn’t get an answer. Instead, I caught something sharp in the back of my left shoulder. It took everything I had to keep my grip on the dagger as I spun to find another water witch with a gleaming blade covered in my blood. She didn’t gloat. She was silent and moved with a deadly grace.

I barely raised the soulsword in time to ward off another blow. The sword in her hand was imbued with enough magic to resist the power of my enchanted blade. A crackle of electric blue energy exploded between us, and she backpedaled. I scarcely registered the explosion of sound beside me, when the water witch’s head jerked to the side, and a webwork of grey stone worked its way through her head.

I didn’t hesitate. I slashed downwards with a soulsword, shattering the stone inside her, turning her into a lifeless mass of stone and water on the scarred earth.

With a glance, I found Casper staring at me. I raised my gun, aiming directly at her. I pulled the angle to the left, and she didn’t so much as flinch. The explosion of fire tore through the through the undine behind her, sending the witch flailing back into the river.

I turned as quickly as I dared, while still giving myself enough time to study the pools and eddies around me. Anything suspicious was getting stabbed with a stone dagger. Anything that moved was at least getting run through with a soulsword. It might not kill a water witch, but it would certainly slow them down.

“Where’s Rick?” I shouted, glancing back to Casper.

She shook her head and nodded. A rifle came onto her shoulder, and she moved with the compact efficiency of a trained killer.

“Stay beside me,” she said. “Some of the skeletons came into the tent as the water witches hit. We need to get back on that ship.”

“Back on the ship?” I said pointing to a puddle that moved in a suspicious wave, against the current of the rest of the water. Casper unloaded a round into it, and I won’t deny a bit of satisfaction as a webwork of stone formed underneath.

“The crew,” Casper said. “They pulled some of us up on the deck. Some of the injured tried to run. Did you see them?”

“They didn’t make it,” I said as we moved closer to the ship.

Aideen took to the skies ahead as a curl of water lashed out beside her, swinging a sword in an impossibly fast arc. The noonday sun glinted through the translucent water witch. Aideen gave one mighty push of her wings and evaded the blow as she drew an arrow. She let loose and clipped the side of the water witch’s head. Aideen shot forward, smashing into the undine’s solidifying head with her elbow and snatching her arrow from the surface of the river.

The cannons along the starboard side of Graybeard’s ship roared time and time again, lighting up the river and turning it into a boiling hellish mass. I didn’t understand what he was doing at first, until the outlines of the undines became plain to see in that orange glow beneath the waters.

“This is insane,” Casper said. “This is bloody insane.”

I caught a glimpse of a gray cloak, tattered and burned, but it moved with a familiar gait. A flood of relief washed over me as Zola raised her arms at the bow of the ship, and sent another spiraling incantation of fire into the river.

“Shit,” I muttered. Another Green Man surfaced near the Bone Sails, rearing one arm back and thrusting a series of spiked branches through one of the wooden panels on the side of Graybeard’s ship. I drew the pepperbox and leveled it at the Green Man, taking careful aim before moving my finger to the second trigger, an unlikely Fae addition. I pulled the trigger and unleashed the remaining five barrels of hellfire.

A white-orange light filled the air and the scent of brimstone tore at my lungs. The Green Man roared when that beam of fire cut into his back, sending a tower of burning flesh up to its head. Graybeard shouted orders on the deck, as he swept his sword toward the burning Green Man. One of the smaller cannons near the bow swiveled around and took aim. The Green Man reared back again. Another boom thundered across the river, and the Green Man’s head splintered. He fell backward like freshly cut timber, splashing into the diminishing waters.

The water swelled and crashed against the side of Graybeard’s ship, the strange movement revealing the twisted drowned tanks now laying on their sides and upside down in the shallows of the river. Those men had never had a chance, no chance in hell.

Two more Green Men burst from the waters, and I stared in awful fascination as they closed on Graybeard’s ship. They were bigger than the last, their arms looking more like oak trees than the whip-like saplings of the previous arms. The first lunged at the ship, only to be blocked by the sudden appearance of a stone wall. His fist shattered, only to regrow a moment later, with the fresh greens of a new sapling.

Aeros formed from that stone wall, flying out of it with a fury, even as the stones rearranged themselves into his body. The first blow fell on the Green Man’s face before the creature could so much as raise its arms to defend itself. I imagined tons of stone crashing into a tree would have had much the same effect. The face splintered, and sap oozed from an exploded eye.

“Men of peace!” Aeros roared. “This day you have murdered the helpless. And for that, you die.”

Aeros smashed the Green Man into the muddy banks with a two-fisted overhead blow. Graybeard’s cannons fired on the other side of the ship.

And while I wasn’t sure what they’d hit, the enormous wave began to recede. Graybeard wheeled the ship around, careful not to run aground in the shallows. The Bone Sails floated back to us, a bit scarred, a bit bloody, but victorious all the same.

I took in the sights around us, glancing back to see a line of soldiers along the side streets of Main. I couldn’t see their expressions, but it didn’t take much to imagine them. I suspected they didn’t look much different than Casper’s.

“Come on,” I said. “It’s over. For now.”

Casper shook and watched the water recede upriver. What had been a titanic wave was now barely a swell in the retreating waters.


CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR


Graybeard didn’t bother guiding his warship back toward the docks. Of course, from the angle we were at, I couldn’t tell if the docks were still there. Instead, the pirate spun the bone wheel, and the ship glided toward the shore. The edge of the bank had been cut away in the raging waters, forming a natural dock. Graybeard dropped a massive anchor, and the Bone Sails slowed to a stop.

I walked with Casper, still eyeing with suspicion any puddle larger than a cup of water. A few I stabbed with a stone dagger just to be safe. The plank settled onto the bank of the river as we reached the worst of the erosion. Graybeard and Zola waited at the top of the bone ramp.

Casper hesitated, eyeing that plank with some trepidation. A rattling clack echoed out from the Bone Sails, and Casper’s face split into a grin.

“What did they say?” I asked.

“That if I was scared of a little bone, I shouldn’t stand so close to a dick.”

I guffawed. “Are you serious? Did they just call me a dick in Morse code?”

“Pretty sure they did,” Casper said as she took her first step onto the plank, and started up onto the deck. I followed her, feeling the strange give of the bone and sinew beneath my boots. The water had made some parts slick, but our issues with sliding and catching our balance ended when we set foot on the deck of bones.

“Thank you,” I said.

The parrot ruffled its wings before settling down onto the skeleton’s shoulder. “I thought we were here to deter water witches, not to engage an entire army of them.”

“Surprises all around,” I said.

“Lass,” Graybeard said. He gestured toward the far side of the ship. “You’ll find what crew we could rescue waiting for you.”

“Thank you,” Casper said as she hurried past Graybeard. One of the smaller skeletons, clad in leather shorts, gave Casper a slap on the back as she passed. She flashed the skeleton a grin, and I was fairly certain that was probably the skeleton who had called me a dick.

“Foster and Aideen?” I asked.

Graybeard’s skeleton lifted its chin, and I followed the gesture up to the crow’s nest. One of the skeleton crew gestured wildly to the two fairies standing on the edge of the nest.

“We were lucky,” Zola said.

“Lucky?” I said. “Half the damn soldiers down there drowned.”

“And imagine if we hadn’t been there,” Zola said. “In the time it would’ve taken to reach the riverfront from the shop, this engagement would’ve been over.”

I hadn’t thought of our timing as anything remotely like luck—more like our timing was just damn close to getting us killed, and watching our allies drown.

“They targeted you all, they did,” Graybeard said. “You may not have seen the shifting of the waters from down below. But from here, I could see every bend those witches took. They circled around you like a Titan come to swallow you all.”

“Swallow us like a sheet iron cracker that got stuck in their throat,” Zola snapped.

I remembered the waters closing around us, crashing against our shields; the soldiers dragged down to the grasses under the waves while the undines sucked away their last breaths.

“Yeah, maybe we are lucky to be here.”

“The witches thought to neutralize us beneath the waters,” Zola said, raising an eyebrow. “Ah would’ve thought our reputations required a larger attack.”

A mournful, pained cry sounded from the huddle of soldiers across the ship. Casper had her arms wrapped around one of the younger privates, a man who couldn’t have been more than eighteen or nineteen. I didn’t need to hear the conversation to understand what had happened. That pained howl, the uncontrolled sob that told only of the loss of friends or family.

“They did enough damage,” I said.

“Aye,” Graybeard said. “But they could’ve done more.”

I turned to Zola. “And where the hell was Alexandra? Nixie said she was coming back this way with support.”

Zola frowned. “It is unlike Alexandra to be late. Ah wonder if the undines did not merely strike on one front.”

Her words sent a frisson of anxiety tearing through my chest. I cursed and pulled the backpack off my shoulders. “We need to talk to Nixie. We need to talk to Falias.”

“Foster!” Graybeard shouted.

The fairy perked up on the crow’s nest, said something to Aideen, and then swooped down toward us.

“What is it?” Foster asked as he glided onto Zola’s shoulder.

“Have you spoken to Falias?” the parrot asked. “Any of Nixie’s troops?”

He shook his head. “We just got done not dying. Why?”

“Because the water witches could’ve crushed you here,” Graybeard said, “and yet they didn’t.”

Aideen followed Foster down. She landed on Graybeard’s shoulder, opposite the parrot. “The queen is not known for subtleties. She is ruthless and murderous, and blunt though her tactics may be, they are deadly.”

I already had the blue obsidian disc in my hand before Aideen finished speaking. I gave the fairy a nod, and started down the bone ramp, catching myself once when my boots threatened to lose traction. The cry of one of Casper’s soldiers echoed out around me, and rage kindled in my gut.

I didn’t bother to look for a smooth entry into the water; most of the sloping shore had been cut away by the raging river. I hopped down, keeping one arm on the bank, while I sank to my waist in the river. The old discs weren’t the most secure communications we had. We had to be cautious about what went across them, but in an emergency, they were one of the best tools we had for reaching Falias.

The disc pulsed beneath my fingers, and I waited. The water rippled and shivered around me, and I began to question the sanity of hopping into the river when I had just seen a legion of water witches in those same waters. But the ripple did not become a deadly adversary. The ripple became a voice.

“Damian? What is it?”

“They struck Saint Charles.”

“No,” she said, a bald urgency in her voice. “That’s impossible. They struck Rivercene. Ashley and Beth and Cornelius …” She hesitated.

“Are they okay?” I was ready to fish the hand of Gaia out of the backpack and charge to Rivercene.

“They survived. But they only survived because Alexandra and our detachment showed up to help them.”

“How many?” I asked.

She didn’t answer.

I cursed and spat a string of profanity.

Nixie’s voice came back, and whatever calm had been there shattered. “The queen is here!”

The transmission cut off, and the waters around me returned to their natural flow.


CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE


I tried to scramble out of the river, but the bank collapsed beneath my fingernails. It didn’t stop me. I just dug my nails in deeper, and slowly pulled myself out of the mud and muck. I had the hand of Gaia out before I reached the ramp again. “Zola! The queen is in Falias! And the walls of the Obsidian Inn are unguarded!”

“Go with Gaia,” Zola shouted. “We’ll follow with who we can.”

I shook my head. “No, we can’t leave our home undefended.”

“You’re not going out there alone, boy,” Zola said. “You don’t know what’s waiting for you.”

Zola was right, and I knew she was right. Nixie had sent half her army to Rivercene. If she thought the attack was happening there, then what the hell did she think was happening here? What had she thought was coming for the Obsidian Inn?

“Get in touch with the innkeeper, Alexandra, anyone in Rivercene. Find out if they need you first!”

“Damian, no!” Zola shouted.

By the time her words reached my ears, I’d already wrapped my fingers into Gaia’s and stepped into the Abyss. I walked blindly as Gaia formed beside me, the golden motes of light joining together, as the distant stars of the Abyss slowly swam into my vision.

“Falias. I need to get to Falias, and the Obsidian Inn.”

“There is a great deal of power there,” Gaia said, her voice echoing from nowhere and everywhere as her face grew more defined.

“The queen of the water witches has attacked them. I have to get there now.”

“You should not.”

I hesitated at Gaia’s words. But she didn’t understand, this was Nixie. This was Mike and the Old Man and Dell and the werewolves. I couldn’t leave them. I couldn’t abandon them to a wave like what had hit Saint Charles.

“I have to.”

“You should not,” Gaia said, a moment before she doubled over, releasing a thunderous shout as pain tore through her.

“Gaia!” I shouted. “What is it?”

“I have disobeyed,” she said, her voice strained.

“No, you haven’t. We’re just having a conversation.”

“It is not your word I disobeyed. It is the compulsion laid up on my hand. I will not send you to your death,” Gaia snarled. “I do not care what this compulsion costs me.”

“It’s my choice,” I said. “You can’t keep me away. One way or another, I’m getting to Nixie. Put me somewhere close, but away from whatever threat you sense.”

Gaia slowly straightened, the strain leaving her voice. “That would be a reasonable solution.”

I eyed the Titan, horrified at the pain that had wracked her body simply for disagreeing with me, and terrified at what power she might have sensed.

“As close as you can get me, yet still believe me to be safe.”

She narrowed her eyes and stared at the darkness around us. “I do not know if any place I put you will be safe. But I could do my best to keep you away from the largest of the powers.”

“Do it,” I said, “and no need for a soft landing. I need to be there yesterday.”

I began to regret the phrasing of my request when the lights of the Abyss turned into stretched-out lines as Gaia whipped us through nothing. Gaia’s hand started slipping away a moment before our connection severed entirely, and darkness became an explosion of daylight.

I slammed into the grass, rolling a few times before the inertia faded and I crashed to a stop. My backpack dug into my shoulder, and I grunted as I shifted it to redistribute the weight. I crawled up to my knees and tried to figure out where Gaia had dropped me. I pulled my phone from my pocket, before remembering that it had been underwater, more than once. There was no coming back from that.

A sound grew in the distance, an unmistakable crash. The battle cries of an army, charging another force. The earth shook beneath my feet. And the cries grew ever louder.

I turned slowly, orienting myself to the lay of the field Gaia had dropped me in. I tried to understand what I was looking at, and it didn’t take long before dust in the distance told me which way the sound was coming from. The voice that sounded behind me nearly gave me a heart attack.

“You are a fool.”

I rounded on the line of trees behind me. High in the branches of one of the evergreens was a face I hadn’t expected to see here. The face of the fairy called Drake.

I wrapped my fingers around the focus on my belt and freed it. “You come to kill me?”

“What kind of idiot question is that?” Drake said. “My place has been in the shadows for far too long. I tire of my king’s games. But you intrigue me.”

I frowned at the fairy. Something didn’t look right. The branch he was on bobbed up and down, not moving with the wind and the other limbs around him.

“Did you bring a Green Man?” I asked. “That your play? Have me get close enough to get impaled?”

Drake blew a laugh out through his nose. “You are a paranoid one.” He slapped his perch, and I froze. It unwound from the tree, lowering itself into the field not thirty feet away. I’d only seen one before, one that had lived under my bed, a flash of silver teeth in the skull of a great beast.

“Shit.”

“That was a good fight,” Drake said. “You took down the Green Men far more efficiently than I’ve seen anyone do it before. I’d like to spar one day.”

“Like today? While you’re on your dragon? And I’m … screwed?”

Drake shook his head slowly, his eyes never leaving me, as if every moment he was anticipating an attack. For all his bluster, he was cautious. And he knew I posed a threat. That made me feel marginally better, considering the dragon seemed to be ignoring me completely. It nosed the earth beneath its front claws before releasing a mighty sigh and flopping to the field. Drake wobbled on the dragon’s shoulder, but his gaze didn’t waver.

“I guess one of us is bored,” I said.

“As I said,” Drake said. “Had I wished you dead, you would be so. I’ve come to give you a warning.”

“From Nudd?” I asked.

“No,” Drake said. “From me. I have no loyalty to either side of this conflict.”

“Okay? And what does that have to do with me?”

“You’ve stepped into a trap. The battle over the hill is between the same factions. When you enter the fray, they will turn on you. Both sides.”

I blinked at Drake.

“Nudd was right about you,” he said. “You didn’t receive a message from your mistress. That was masked by the Fae.”

“But if my message wasn’t real? Then anyone who uses those discs …”

Drake nodded. “Those communiques are far less secure than you imagine.”

I was about to charge over that hill, smashing into whatever conflict awaited me. But was Drake being honest? Was it just an ambush playing out? Now that I thought about it, Nixie hadn’t shown her face. She almost always showed herself, even if it was just in the ripples of the water. I had no doubt the Fae could imitate her voice, but I didn’t know the limitations of those actual projections. I cursed.

“Travel away from the battle,” Drake said. “Your friends are less than a mile away. Do not use the hand of Gaia. The king will know, and a trap of a different sort will be sprung.”

“That’s how I came here,” I said.

Drake gave a quick shake of his head. “The trap will only activate if you attempt to warp away. Your arrival was planned.”

“Are you the same Drake that the fairies talk about? You served the Mad King?”

Drake placed a hand on his chest, covering the engraved symbols on his armor. “I still do.”

I muttered to myself under my breath and pulled at a side pouch on my backpack. I slid out a bag of Frank’s beef jerky and tore it open.

“What are you doing?” Drake asked.

“Making friends.” I pulled out the largest piece of jerky I could find and tossed it underhand toward the dragon. The dragon’s head snapped up so fast that he threw Drake off his shoulder, and the fairy yelped as he tumbled down the scaly back. The dragon, on the other hand, snapped the beef jerky out of the air with one quick strike. It made two exaggerated chews and then swallowed. Then it trundled forward, sniffing the air, until it was only about six inches away from me.

“Are you mad?” Drake shouted. “That is a dragon.”

I held a handful of jerky out and let the dragon lick it away. It held its head upside down, and I poured the rest of the bag in. It chewed slowly, before finally returning to Drake, who wore an expression of absolute disbelief.

“If I don’t find my friends,” I said. “I’m going to train your dragon to chew your face off.”

Drake climbed back up on his dragon’s back and patted the beast’s neck. “Interesting.” The fairy gave me one nod, and then the dragon launched into the air.

I waited until they were out of sight before I blew out a shaky breath. To say the beef jerky had been a gamble would probably be the understatement of the year. That dragon could just as easily have bitten my head off, and if he was anywhere near as powerful as Jasper, I wouldn’t have had very long to worry about it.

I couldn’t be sure what Drake’s intentions were, but the fact he didn’t attack helped me entertain the idea that all was not as it seemed. The silhouette of the dragon vanished fully behind the tree line before I turned my back on the fairy and his mount.

I pulled the cold gray flesh of Gaia’s hand out of my pocket and studied it. If Drake was right, I wouldn’t be able to use the hand to escape the field. But did I truly believe that? Did I trust the word of a Fae who had so recently killed some of my allies? Killed Casper’s men?

I took a deep breath and tucked Gaia’s hand into my backpack. Running headlong into Nudd’s trap might give me all the evidence I needed, but it also might get me killed a lot faster. The question was, did Drake set his own trap? I glanced behind me one more time before striking out through the long grass and heading into the trees.


CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX


The deeper into the woods I traveled, the louder the whispers grew. The shadows of the canopy wrapped around me while the voices rose ever higher. It was disorienting, and I froze in place more than once to evaluate their source. With enough effort, and help from Zola’s mantra, I could quiet all of them.

It didn’t take long to realize those voices were all in my head. As soon as I stopped trying to tamp them down inside my mind, they rose to the surface over and over, and in more numbers than I could comprehend. If this was Drake’s plan, to lure me closer into an ocean of lost souls, I might be in deep shit.

I didn’t have a chance of traversing the forest floor quietly. Old groundcover, and newly fallen limbs, caused branches to snap under every footfall. Leaves crunched, and animals scurried away.

The forest grew more dense, and the vines of invasive plant species hung down around me like the willow whips of the Green Men.

I clenched my teeth and forged ahead. Ten minutes, twenty more. It was slow going in the denser woods, but I found it less and less likely that I would be seeing my friends on the other side of the shadows. When the forest grew dim enough, and my anxiety grew high enough, I contemplated summoning a ball of light. But if my clumsy path through the woods hadn’t given me away, a floating ball of light sure as hell would.

The voices rose again. This time they shouted warnings, urging me to turn back, to run from that place as fast as I dared.

And as that became overwhelming, the forest finally gave way. I ducked beneath a log that had fallen at a forty-five-degree angle and lay propped on the bough of an ancient oak. When I stepped from the shadows and entered the field that waited beyond the woods, the darkness around me fractured. The voices gave way to silence, and I began to understand what was happening.

The flickers of power, and the sudden rise of the voices, hadn’t been a natural occurrence. I’d crossed a line somewhere. A line of wards meant to misdirect or cause such a horrible sense of unease, they would send almost anyone fleeing from this place.

A hill rose in front of me, and I started up it. It wasn’t steep, but it was enough that the trees beyond the hill were nothing but the peaks of evergreens on the distant slope of an old mountain. I turned away from that blue haze, and glanced back at the forest I’d come through. It looked normal, as welcoming as any I’d ever set foot in. But I shivered at the memory of those voices, and the dread that rose in my bones.

I drew the focus from my belt and held it at the ready. A dozen more steps took me to the crest of the hill, and I had my answer. I looked down into the valley of a river, at an encampment of chaos. But it was not the chaos of a pitched battle, this was an active camp. They were preparing, they were making ready for war. Something clanged in the distance, and it grew until it sounded as though a church bell had been rung inside my head. And by the time it quieted, it sounded again.

“Mike,” I whispered. I’d only heard that sound coming from the Smith’s Hammer. I’d never heard its equal. If this camp was a façade, someone had gone to insane lengths to create it.

I hadn’t made it a quarter of the way down the steep slope before the soldiers below noticed me. Owl knights sounded the alarm. Two massive barn owls hooted at an unnatural volume, until it could have substituted for a tornado siren.

One of the owl knights shouted. “Take aim!”

A man grabbed the fairy’s shoulder, spinning him around so the owl knight was face-to-face with the grizzled flesh and pale white beard of Leviticus Aureus.

“You try to cut that man down,” the Old Man said, “and you’ll be in a world of pain. And not for me, but for Nixie.”

He looked up at me as the wide-eyed owl knight backed away from him. “What the hell are you doing here? You’re supposed to be defending Saint Charles.”

“Saint Charles was already attacked,” I said. “If Graybeard hadn’t been there, we would’ve been in trouble.”

The Old Man cursed and spat. “Come on. You don’t need to tell the story twice, I’ll gather the others.”

He led me through the camp of Fae. Towering Green Men wove their way between beautiful silken tents, while the knights marched and drilled, and voices shouted from inside those gilded tents. The Smith’s Hammer rang out again, louder, and more deafening than ever.

Mike stood silhouetted by the forge as a burst of sparks jumped off his anvil. The Old Man ducked inside one of the larger tents and said, “We have a visitor.”

“Damian?” Nixie asked, surprise plain on her face. “What are you doing here?”

“I thought I was coming to your rescue.”

Nixie stood up, revealing the gilded chair that should have been sitting in the corner. It was golden and studded with aquamarines, and I wondered why in the hell the Fae would’ve brought such a thing into the field.

“So you didn’t get my message?”

“Message?” she asked, pulling a blue obsidian disc from a leather pouch at her waist. “No.”

“Gaia brought me here. But not before I was intercepted by Drake.”

Nixie lowered herself slowly back onto the throne. She was silent for a moment, and she looked to someone in the corner.

It was only then that I took stock of who was in the tent with us. Hess and Utukku stood close to Morrigan. A golden werewolf crouched beside them, a friendly smile on his face, but I knew what a deadly fighter Wahya was. He’d stood with us at Gettysburg, and mourned the loss of the Ghost Pack. More undines filled the tent, and in the far corner sat Euphemia. She nodded to me when I met her gaze, and I returned the gesture.

I told them the story of my encounter with Drake, and what he had said about still serving the Mad King. They seemed to take it all in stride, something which I hadn’t been very good at doing. I told them about the false battle supposedly raging, staged by Nudd.

This drew expressions of surprise and shock from everyone but Morrigan.

“It’s a tactic he has used before,” she said.

“That’s what Drake said.”

I told them of the woods, and the dread.

“That was Ward,” the Old Man said. “Nixie had him lay down a barrier. The fact that Nudd knew we were here is disturbing.”

“Why?” I asked.

Nixie drummed her fingers on the chair’s armrest. “Because this is our forward operating base for the Obsidian Inn.” She sagged back into the chair, propping her chin up on the edge of her hand. “We need to get eyes on that battle. I don’t trust anything Drake says, but I don’t trust Nudd, either.”

“You can trust in who they are,” Morrigan said. “Drake is loyal to the throne. Nudd will always move to return the Fae to power. I will go.”

Morrigan said no more. She strode out of the tent with a purpose. One moment she was an old crone, and the next an enormous raven that launched into the skies.

“What about Rivercene?” I asked. “Are they okay?”

Nixie slid the obsidian disc into a bubbling pool of water beside the throne. “I’ve had no word.” She closed her eyes and the disc pulsed. No one answered.

“It is not beyond Nudd’s power to block those old discs,” Wahya said. “That was established long ago.”

“I know,” Nixie said. “It’s why the discs were abandoned to begin with.”

The crashing of the bells stopped, and the silence was almost deafening as whatever work Mike had been doing in the forge faded. A moment later, the Smith entered our tent, glancing between me and Nixie.

“What are you doing here?” Mike asked.

“Long story.”

He nodded to me before turning back to Nixie. “It is done. It will not kill, but any water witch it falls upon will be imprisoned.”

A cloaked man slid through the entrance to the tent behind Mike. The sleeve of his cloak raised slightly, revealing the intricate tattoos of the man called Ward. He pulled back his hood, and his eyebrows flashed up when he saw me. “What—”

“Long story,” Mike said.

Ward looked up at the demon and then turned to Nixie. “Mike’s right.” He held up a small gray disc. It could have been mistaken for a muddy disc. But it was etched with a hundred different wards. Two rings skirted the edge of the gray disc, encasing a series of runes not unlike those on the Key of the Dead.

“Have you tested it?” Nixie asked.

Ward shook his head. “I wouldn’t do that to your people.”

“Then do it to me,” Nixie said, stepping forward.

“I don’t think that’s a good idea,” Ward said. “This has the power to inflict intense pain.”

“That’s what you designed it for,” Nixie said. “We need to be sure it works. Try it on me, and remove it quickly.”

I stepped forward to protest, but Nixie stopped me with a glance. I didn’t miss the tiny shake of her head, and I realized that there must be more here than I understood.

Ward held out the disc. Nixie turned her back and pulled her hair to the side.

“You sure about this?” Ward asked.

“Do it,” Nixie said.

Ward touched the symbol etched in the center of the disc and then slapped it onto Nixie’s armored back. An explosion of electric blue power shot out and wrapped around her in eight different angles, forming a sphere of power before the beam-like energy snapped closed around her. She stiffened, tried to take a step forward, and fell to the ground. The energy shifted to yellow and red and back to blue. She tried to stand, but all she could do was grunt, until a moment later she shouted against gritted teeth.

“Take it off,” I hissed. “Now.”

Ward reached down and lifted the disc away from Nixie as if it weighed nothing, as if those terrible beams of energy didn’t affect him in the slightest. Nixie’s body sagged with relief as the energy snapped back into the disc.

She took deep gasping breaths as she sat up. “I have not felt the power of a fire demon in a very long time. Well done. It is quite effective. It was a struggle to move at all, and any movement came with a heavy price.”

“I’m glad to hear it,” Ward said. “But I wish you wouldn’t have tested it on yourself.”

Nixie brushed a small tangle of grass off the vambrace on her left arm. “To not know what would happen until we were in the midst of the battle would seem unwise.”

Ward nodded. “As you say.”

Mike harrumphed. “I would still think there is a more subtle way to prove you trust your subjects.” Mike’s words put the entire exchange between Ward and Nixie in another light. She’d allowed herself to be incapacitated around armed Fae. Had she truly done it just to show her trust in them? Or had she done it to draw them out, and expose themselves while so many of our other allies stood beside her? Either way, I sided with Mike. It seemed like there were far less dangerous ways to accomplish that task.

“You planning on running me through with that?” Ward asked. He glanced down at my hand and then back up to my eyes.

I looked down and found a soulsword lit in my right hand. I frowned, and let my death grip on the hilt relax until the blade eventually receded and I could safely stash the focus in my belt once more. “Sorry. Habit.”

Nixie frowned at me. “We generally don’t encourage the killing of our allies.” She turned to Ward before I could respond. “How many have you made?”

Ward handed it to her, careful not to activate the symbol at its center. “A dozen so far. I could likely have a dozen more by morning if I work through the night.”

“If you can manage,” Nixie said.

Ward waited, as if he would not move until she gave the word.

“You may return to the forge. Thank you both.”

Mike gave her a nod before clapping me on the back and exiting the tent.

“Nice chair,” I said.

Nixie glanced back at the ostentatious seat. “It’s an old throne. And it has a great deal of meaning.”

I bit my tongue, remembering where we were and who we were surrounded by. I wanted to ask her, and I hoped she’d say more.

“It’s killing you, isn’t it?” she asked. “Not opening your mouth?”

“Maybe?” I said. “Maybe just a tiny bit.”

She offered me a wicked grin, a break in her formal façade, as she turned back to the throne. “This one sat in the center of Atlantis. The head of a round table.” She didn’t turn back at me to see my raised finger, or my half-open mouth before she said, “Shut up.” I lowered my arm and the Old Man chuckled.

“It was not a round table of equals. The chairs had meaning. The leaders of our separate clans, unified and still obedient to the throne. I would not demand that of my people, not that kind of obedience. Only that they do not drown the innocent of this world. And that they no longer war among themselves.”

The water witches and Fae in the room slammed their closed right fists against their chests. It gave me goosebumps, and I wasn’t sure if it was for appreciation of their loyalty, or the outright creepiness of how synchronized the gesture was.

“So it was raised from the wreckage,” Nixie said. She met my eyes. “As my people will be, too.”

The call of a great raven filled the silence that followed. Morrigan’s winged form swept into the tent before a black vortex obscured her form and the old crone stood before us once more. “The necromancer is right.”

It didn’t really even bother me anymore that Morrigan just called me “the necromancer.” It was a hell of a lot nicer than what some of the other Fae called me. Hell, it was nicer than what Foster called me sometimes.

“There was a battle,” Morrigan said. “I don’t think some of those armies understood that it was all for show. I saw more than one empty suit of armor on the ground. And what I am fairly sure was the helmet of a dark-touched.”

“Would you recommend we strike?” Nixie asked. “We are not fully prepared, and Ward has many more discs to create.”

“Nudd’s deception is foiled,” Morrigan said. “His people are on alert, and their focus is no longer on the battle he chided them into. His plot is foiled, as is the secrecy of this place.”

The thundering alarm of the owl knights erupted a moment later. The drawn-out hoots of the owls echoed around the camp, raising a warning that I suspected I didn’t need to ask about.

“He comes,” Morrigan said.


CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN


Nixie followed Morrigan to the entrance of the tent, and I stepped behind the old crone. On the ridge that led to the woods stood a lone figure, shrouded by the dying sun, but unmistakable in his horned silhouette. Slowly, the negative space around him filled with the Fae and other creatures I could not identify against the darkness of the forest.

The Smith’s Hammer rang like an enormous gong in the nearby forge. Mike had to have heard the alarm, but I wondered if he continued working with Ward simply to make his presence known. Ezekiel had once pulled trolls from the Burning Lands and Unseelie Fae to fight his battles. But he’d lost with help from the Fallen Smith. And Mike was leaving no doubt that he was with Nixie.

“Where is Lewena?” Nixie asked. “I seek only her head.”

Nudd’s antlered helmet tilted slightly to the side. “You are in no position to make demands. I come with an offer of peace. Surrender and I will—”

Surprise at Nixie’s use of the queen’s name gave way to the voices buried in my head. Millions of dead from the Gettysburg cataclysm rose in one calamitous screaming mass. They understood who Nudd was. Their cries overwhelmed me as they crawled their way up into my head, and I had to give them a release, or surrender my sanity.

The souls surged out into the world around me, calling to the mass of gravemakers that had been drawn to Ward’s barrier. I hadn’t felt them before, hidden as they had been by runic charms. But now that I understood, it was the easiest thing in the world to make the Hand of Anubis rise on either side of Nudd and slam down on him and his nearest allies, crushing them into so much mulch.

Nudd took a hesitant step backward from the nearest Hand of Anubis, righting himself and crossing his arms. If I hadn’t been watching him, I might not have seen the trepidation. His voice showed no surprise or concern.

“We are here to establish an accord,” Nudd said as the dead Fae beside him began screaming, their destroyed bodies siphoning away into the nearby ley lines. “I made no such threat.”

“You tried,” Nixie said. “And if you make another, you won’t leave this place alive.”

Nudd laughed.

“You do not understand what you have lost,” Morrigan said, stepping up beside Nixie. “No songs will be sung of the great and fallen king.”

“You go too far, Morrigan,” Nudd said, his laugh dying.

“And yet you still live,” Morrigan said, a sneer edging its way across the old crone’s face.

I adjusted my feet as my boots slipped on the grass at the edge of the tent. I glanced down, surprised to see a pool of water coalescing beside me.

A voice whispered, so quiet it could have been a distant wind. “Say nothing.”

All along the base of the hill, blades of grass moved the wrong way with the coming of the wind.

Nudd raised his right hand, and his army drew their weapons. Or so they tried.

The voice that had been no more than a whisper grew into a cry, and became a voice I recognized. The pained shout of Ward. “It is done!”

I stumbled away from Ward as his cloak caught fire. A brilliant light lanced down into the earth, exploding outward into the shadows of the forest. The Fae on the hill screamed when the light reached them. It froze them in place, and I could hear the sizzle of power cutting into flesh from where I stood.

“This was never your trap,” Nixie snarled. “Attack!”

The field around us turned inside out as water witches rose from a body of water that I couldn’t see. In the blazing light of Ward’s incantation, I could see the shock on Nudd’s face. Whatever he’d expected, this wasn’t it. I stared in stunned awe for a few seconds as Nixie’s army dove into the enemy lines.

I understood the price the undines were paying, then. For as their swords and daggers pierced their enemy, they became a victim of Ward’s trap just as much as the ones they had slain. It drew the attention of Nudd, who slowly lifted a leg from the earth. The power that held it in place cracked and fell away.

“You dare!” He raised his hand as the thick golden bond that had held him a moment before fell away. “You. Dare.”

Nudd raised a mighty sword to strike out at his assailants. A volley of arrows erupted from the camp, sending a dozen Fae into a crumpled heap on the ground. Another volley, another dozen. The screams grew into a roar, and Nudd’s army began to fail.

“I can’t,” Ward huffed. “I can’t hold them.”

I didn’t need to hear more. Ward’s warning jarred me out of my stunned silence, and I raced forward with the Old Man. A shield formed on his left arm, and I mimicked it. But the surge of power called out to the cacophony inside my head, and my shield became something else. The rusted flesh of a gravemaker surged out of the ground, covering my shield with damned darkness.

“Use it!” the Old Man shouted. The flesh along his right arm rippled and split, and the terrible power the Old Man kept bottled up inside rushed to cover his arm. As the nauseating, rolling tide subsided, he was left with a hand as black as onyx, and a sword formed of a gravemaker.

“Drake!” Nudd shouted. “I know this was your doing!”

Nudd snarled at me as I closed. It wasn’t me he should’ve been focused on. The earth beside him spiraled up, and the Fae king doubled over as Nixie’s sword flashed up, finding the seam in his armpit.

Nudd roared. It was not the sound of any Fae I’d ever heard. It was the sound of something primal, with the kind of power no being was ever meant to wield. Nudd reared back to strike at Nixie, and I had little doubt it would be a killing blow.

“Drop it, Ward,” I snarled. My voice twisted as the flesh of the gravemaker crawled over my face. I fought back, keeping my line of sight open. I couldn’t afford to slow down, one wrong move, one wrong move… The king had taken enough.

I reached forward my left arm, and the shield distended, expanding out like some comically large sword. Nudd’s strike sank deep into the gravemaker flesh as Ward dropped the trap. Nixie fell to the ground as my soulsword arced up through the spot she had been standing a moment before. Nudd saw the attack at the last moment and lowered his helmet. The blade erupted as it struck his antlers, a blinding flash of power and souls and death.

“Now,” Nudd began.

The corrupted sword in my left arm fell away to reveal the barrels of the pepperbox leveled at Nudd’s face. His eyes didn’t even widen as six rounds of hellfire detonated across his skull. He fell backward, but I raised the Hand of Anubis to catch him, wrap around him, and lock him into my mercy.

“This ends now!” Nixie snarled. Foot by foot the skirmish died away.

Morrigan stepped up beside Nixie and studied the king trapped inside the Hand of Anubis. “This is not Nudd.”

“Who is it?” Nixie asked.

Morrigan frowned and reached out to remove the helmet. What waited inside horrified me. The dripping snout of a dark-touched vampire loomed inside the shadow.

We’d fought the dark-touched enough that I knew the Hand of Anubis shouldn’t have been enough to trap it. “Why isn’t it breaking free?” I asked.

“It is bound inside the armor,” Morrigan said. “Destroy it. It is still a vessel of the king, and he can likely hear all we’ve said.”

The dark-touched shook. Laughter echoed out of the damned thing’s face, though its lips did not move. “Clever, clever Morrigan. I do not know how you realized what I intended, but I am impressed.”

“If you are done,” Morrigan said, “I will carry your creature off this field.”

Ward hobbled forward, taking several deep breaths. He studied the flickering lights around the dark-touched’s head, which had been hidden behind the helmet. “He cannot merely communicate,” Ward said. “He can feel.”

Nixie struck like lightning. Her dagger slid into the dark-touched’s eye, and Nudd’s voice boomed in agony. She slammed the dagger home until the hilt was flush with the dark-touched’s skull, and the vampire was still and silent.

“Are his people under compulsion?” Nixie asked.

“Not that I can see,” Morrigan said.

“Me either,” Ward said. He finally slid to the ground, and crossed his legs, hanging his head in exhaustion.

Nixie raised her head to the few survivors left on the hill. “Take your wounded, and those who did not brave the forest. Tell them of our mercy, and know that our doors are open. We welcome all who would stand against Nudd.”

“You should not do this,” Morrigan said. “It portrays weakness.”

“Compassion is not weakness,” Nixie said.

Nudd’s Fae didn’t move for a time. They exchanged glances, and flexed their wings, as if waiting for the ax to fall. They trailed off into the woods, leaving the armor of their fallen behind.

“I’ll take the armor,” Mike said. “You might want to change some of the imagery,” he said as he held up and studied a picture of Nudd impaling the Mad King with his antlers. “But the craftsmanship’s solid enough.”

“The queen was not here,” Nixie said.

“Neither was Nudd,” Morrigan said. She turned her gaze to me. “Tell me again what happened with the attack in Saint Charles.”

I told her once more of the wave, and how it swept out and curled around the soldiers.

“It is not like her,” Morrigan said.

“I know,” Nixie said. “She would’ve gone after more civilians, to throw the soldiers off their game.”

I smiled when Nixie used modern slang, until the harsh reality of what she was saying sank in.

“She’d draw us out by killing bystanders?” I asked.

“Of course she would,” Nixie said. “The fact that wave didn’t hit deeper into the city means she wasn’t there. And if she wasn’t there, and she wasn’t here.”

“Rivercene.”

“It will take us hours to get there,” Nixie said.

“I can carry you,” Morrigan said.

I held up a finger, silently asking the Morrigan to give me a moment. The potential consequences of that disrespect hit me a moment later, and I gave her a nervous smile. “Does anybody have a phone?” I asked, turning away from Morrigan and the last of the fairies vanishing into the woods.

“They are forbidden here,” one of the owl knights said, brushing the back of his mount’s head. “They proved too easy to detect.”

“I do,” Ward said. “It’s not as if it matters now.” He held out an old brick of a phone and slid a battery into the back. Until he’d done that, it might as well have been another piece of plastic he’d been carrying in his pocket without a signal for anyone, or anything, to detect.

I punched in Sam’s number and waited. One of the fairies started arguing with Ward about why he’d had the phone. Listening to Ward try to explain that the battery wasn’t in it, and that’s why it didn’t matter, made me want to laugh.

Sam answered. “Demon? What’s going on?” The wind howled in the background, creating a constant buzz of static.

“Are you still in Saint Charles?”

“No, we’re on Graybeard’s ship. We’re headed toward Falias.”

“Have him turn around. This entire thing has been a misdirection. They’re either targeting Rivercene or Saint Charles.”

Sam cursed. Her voice became muffled as she shouted something and I heard the rapid staccato of a crewman replying. “I told them.”

“I’m on my way,” I said, turning to Nixie. “Come through the Abyss. Gaia will help.”

“How many can she take?” Nixie asked.

“If you’re wrong,” Morrigan said. “They die.”

“She’s taken at least two before,” I said. “Come with me. The others can find their way.”

Nixie turned to Euphemia. “I charge you to protect the Obsidian Inn.”

“It shall be done,” Euphemia said. “My queen, it shall be done.”

“Morrigan,” Nixie said. “Please, aid Euphemia. Without Ward’s circle, this place is vulnerable. We cannot lose the front to Nudd’s men while we defend another from the queen.”

Morrigan stood a little straighter. “You can be a fool, undine, but I will do this thing for you. May you ride upon the blood of the slain.”

I pulled the hand of Gaia out of my backpack, not sure exactly what to make of Morrigan’s words. I put one arm around Nixie and laced the other into Gaia’s dead flesh. Both hands tightened around me, and we stepped into the Abyss.


CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT


“Welcome, benevolent queen,” Gaia said.

“Thank you for welcoming me into your realm,” Nixie said, nodding at Gaia as if it were the most normal thing ever.

“What did I miss?” I asked.

“It is an old greeting,” Gaia said. “One that should be reserved for true royalty.”

“We need to get to Saint Charles,” I said.

“And check on Alexandra.” Nixie squeezed my hand.

“We don’t have time,” I said. “You sent her with a full company of water witches. Do you really think there’s anything they can’t handle?”

“A larger force of water witches,” Nixie said.

I grimaced, and hoped she couldn’t see the expression in the dim light of the Abyss.

“I can’t leave her to her fate,” Nixie said.

The thought of delaying a return to Saint Charles tightened the knot in my chest. But not only was Alexandra at Rivercene, so were Ashley and Beth. The words felt dry and wrong. “We need to make it fast.”

“Fine,” Nixie said. “I haven’t heard from her, and I need to know what happened.”

“Has the time of my awakening come?” Gaia asked.

“I rather hope not,” I said. “Get us there fast.”

“I warn you the jump will be unpleasant,” Gaia said. “To walk through the Abyss twice in such a short time will not do you well.”

“It can be a little disorienting,” I said in agreement.

Nixie gasped. I turned my head to find one of the mountainous beaks of the leviathan known as Croatoan.

“It’s maybe not as dead as the Old Man thinks,” I said.

“No shit,” Nixie said.

“I have a safe target for you,” Gaia said. “But I warn you it is over the river.”

“Hold on,” Nixie said, squeezing me tighter.

Gaia gave no other warning. The distant stars of the Abyss streaked around us before spiraling into chaos. We stayed silent when the portal opened on the other side, and the river rushed up to greet us.
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I didn’t understand what had happened at first. I waited for the cold water, the loud splash, or for the landing Gaia had designated as safe to be significantly less than that. When I opened my eyes, I realized we were underwater. Nixie had somehow silenced our splash, and now we were racing through the shallow waters of the Missouri River.

“I can actually talk in this thing?” I said, staring around the bubble Nixie had stuck my head in.

“You don’t have much air. You can tell me all about it later. I promise I’ll act interested.”

I grinned at her translucent face above me as we rose onto the edge of the river bank. “I don’t understand how that could’ve been safe.”

“Agreed. No river is safe when it’s plagued by the queen’s witches.”

We hadn’t yet exited the river when a voice boomed, “Be still your fleshy forms, or be crushed beneath the might of…”

I blinked up at Stump’s imposing silhouette. The Green Man froze, glancing between me and Nixie. “You are not the threat we expected to see here. We have had many unwelcome guests,” Stump said as he reached down into the river.

I cursed as the Green Man plucked me from the waters and set me gently on the bank. He extended an arm to Nixie, and she leveraged herself up beside me.

“Is Alexandra here?” Nixie asked.

“She has left this place to continue her journey elsewhere, and one was must wonder what sights she will encounter. What lies beyond the borders of these rivers and woods, and how I would enjoy the sight of your oceans.”

“Is she okay?” Nixie said. “When she left, was she okay?”

Stump turned slightly, and the fading sunset revealed a pale wound on what constituted the Green Man’s right cheek. “She was well, though most distraught over her inability to commune with her sisters. With you, in fact. Not all undines left this place.”

“Cool scar,” I said.

Stump blinked and slowly raised his right arm to run across the stretch of his cheek where the bark had been stripped away. “Why does your kind compliment our injuries? You are not the first today to do so, as the one called Cornelius said much the same. The sight of one’s lifeblood spilled upon the battlefield does not seem like an event that should earn praise.”

“Who is it?” A voice shouted from just over the rise in the embankment.

“The queen and her necromancer.”

Nixie and I gave each other a bit of a double take before I cracked her a grin. “Come on, Your Majesty,” I said. “Thank you, Stump. We need to talk to the innkeeper.”

Nixie and I hurried over the hill, her muttering something about me being a pain in her ass, and the vista of Rivercene opened before us. My rapid strides stuttered as I took in the scarred landscape, and the sprawling form of one of the dark-touched harbingers.

“What happened here?” Nixie said, her voice raised as we stepped around deep furrows in the earth, and more than one shattered corpse of a water witch.

We jogged to a halt before the steps of Rivercene, the diminutive form of the innkeeper a strange contrast to her heavy presence.

“What are you doing here?” the innkeeper snapped, ignoring Nixie’s question. “Alexandra has made for Saint Charles. And she’s taken her soldiers with her.”

“Did they leave you defenseless?” Nixie asked.

The innkeeper barked out a harsh laugh. “They were not the ones to bring down the harbinger.”

“Ashley? Did she come here with Beth and Cornelius?”

The innkeeper nodded. “Most of your friends escaped. I didn’t much like them torturing people on my front lawn, but they did leave a nice new garden of statues behind. Cornelius is resting upstairs. I will watch over him while you return to your home.”

“Do you need a healer?” Nixie asked.

“We have our own ways,” the innkeeper said. She paused a moment, and then said, “But I appreciate your offer.”

“If you need us…” I said.

“Whatever Nudd has done to block the water witches’ communications has not silenced my telephone.”

I blinked at the innkeeper and suddenly felt rather stupid. A brief smile crossed her face before she snapped, “Now go. Your people need you.”

I held my hand out to Nixie, and she wrapped her hand around my forearm before I laced my fingers between Gaia’s.

“Tell the old Titan hello,” the innkeeper said. “We will see you soon.”

As Rivercene’s broken sidewalk faded from my vision, I understood why the innkeeper said they were not unguarded. The massive willow tree-like creature, which I’d once seen walking down Main Street in Boonville, shifted near the old stump in the front yard. Blood and viscera dripped from the end of its vine-like limbs. And I saw the corpses of the dark-touched at its feet.

The light returned in the Abyss faster than I was accustomed to. Gaia coalesced beside us in an instant.

I fought down nausea, as it felt like my stomach was trying to escape through the top of my skull. “The innkeeper says hello,” I muttered.

“It is always good to hear from an old friend,” Gaia said, a serene smile passing over her face.

“What’s happening?” Nixie said. She looked like she was about to double over.

“Are you okay?” I asked, worry rising in my gut.

“It feels as if the very earth beneath my feet is spinning.”

“She will recover,” Gaia said. “I do not believe the queen has experienced vertigo before.”

Nixie looked up at me in horror. “Is this how you feel when you get dizzy?”

“Kind of,” I said. “It’s usually not quite this bad, though.”

“By the gods,” she said, grimacing. “Why do you continue to live?”

“Brace yourself,” Gaia said. “This will not prove to be pleasant.”

Nixie started to protest, and the Abyss spiraled into chaos around us. I would’ve laughed at the expression on her face if I hadn’t known exactly how she felt.


CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE


I kept my eyes open this time, not bracing for the impact of the river as I had before. Gaia released us from the Abyss not above the Missouri River, but inside it. Nixie once again made the entry into the water smoother than anything I’d experienced before. It was a strange sensation, diving beneath the waves without getting wet; shielded by Nixie’s warmth around me, while the frigid waters rushed by.

We surfaced near the bank where the national guard units had incurred such great loss. Now it was an empty, muddy, and blood-soaked field. The carcass of the Green Man Aeros had slain waited like a fallen log. I blinked, and stared at it, in death unable to discern the difference between the sentient being and the driftwood around it.

Shouts echoed around us, but I couldn’t pinpoint their source. Nixie stumbled beside me before hunching over, hands on her knees.

“This is awful,” she said.

“Look on the bright side,” I said. “We’re still alive enough to know it’s awful.”

She laughed, made a pained noise, and slowly stood upright. “Come, no one is here. I pray we weren’t wrong.”

We struck out toward the scattered gravel and old railroad tracks that led back to the street. The shouting grew louder, and slowly I came to realize that we were hearing more than raised voices. Heavy equipment ground and squealed in the distance.

“Tanks?” I said, frowning as I looked either way on the street. I cursed when I saw the small clusters of tourists. The military might have been regrouping, but the gawkers and ghouls had come out to stare at the carnage.

The boom of a gunshot echoed around us, and Nixie and I exchanged a glance.

“This is bad,” I said.

I ground my teeth as we hurried through the seething masses of soldiers, a level of chaos that spoke of their inexperience.

Aeros’s voice boomed and cut through the noise of the street. “Stand down!”

Commoners screamed and ran away from the mass of rock and rage that formed the Old God. A still form lay at his feet, partway sheltered while Aeros faced down a tank rolling down the hill.

“Damian, we must hurry,” Nixie said, dragging me forward. “We must clear the innocents out of harm’s way.”

“Shit, yes,” I said, hurrying along beside her as fast as I could in the throng of soldiers.

“I don’t know if you fully understand the consequences,” Nixie said, her steps wobbling slightly under the vertigo of the Abyss. “This is a tactic Lewena used against Leviticus in the war for Atlantis. She drowned the innocent in front of the soldiers, drawing them out to die at her convenience.”

I cursed and crashed through a line of soldiers. The commoners stood around us, stunned into silence. Two of them stepped behind me, and I thought I recognized them from the store when I heard the man say, “Stay behind Damian.”

The machine gun mounted on the tank burst to life, cutting a line of chips across Aeros’s chest while the bullets ricocheted in every imaginable direction.

The tourists and more stubborn locals weren’t the only people in danger here. I raised my hand in a useless protest. Nixie held me back, preventing me from doing something stupid.

A flash of black and white wings caught my eye beyond the tank. “Angus!” The fairy looked up.

The tank’s main turret fired.

Flames and death and smoke screamed from the barrel of that awful weapon. Aeros raised his fists, and a u-shaped wall of stone sprang up between him and the shell. The wall cracked in the following explosion, sending waves of shrapnel and debris skyward. Angus had barely escaped, shocking me with his speed as he grabbed two of the kids behind the wall and launched into the air with them.

One of the kids he’d had to leave behind screamed and went down, clutching his leg. Aeros glanced at the child, then turned back to face the tank. The Old God dropped into the earth, vanishing into a circle of green light. The tank adjusted its aim.

The next shot would take what was left of the wall of stone, and kill the half dozen people sheltering behind it. The commoners who had been protesting, the kids who had come to call Aeros a friend.

“No!” I shouted, sprinting forward. If I could get close enough, raise a shield, raise the Hand of Anubis, do something. I wasn’t that fast. No one was that fast. “Run!” Angus dove back into the panicked crowd.

A loud thunk sounded from the tank. I wasn’t going to make it to them in time. Where the fuck was Aeros?

He answered with a fury, rising beneath the tank. One stony fist grabbed the barrel and bent it toward the ground before the Old God flipped the tank over and slammed it against the earth. Stone flowed over the armored metal shell, and the tank squealed as Aeros tore it apart.

“They are children!” the Old God roared. “My stone will bear your names for all time, and the world shall call you murderers.”

“Aeros, no!” I shouted.

He paused with his fist raised above the exposed soldiers, his eyes flashing between me and the terrified men below him.

“Don’t kill them,” I said.

“He’s dead!” A voice screamed, cracking and rising into hysteria. I turned to see a child tugging at the arm of an older man. The endless, undefined wails of a survivor. There were the cries of grief, and then there were the primal chords of loss no person could put into words. The hiccupping, terrible sobs of lives broken, and a world that would never be the same.

“Murderers.” Aeros turned away from the soldiers and looked down at me. “They should be held accountable. Would you not slay them if they were Fae or vampire?” He walked back toward the screaming boy.

I stepped up onto the flattened edge of the tank. “Okay, look, that’s a big talking rock who wants to kill you now. Congratulations on pulling that off. You also just murdered someone’s grandfather, so fuck you very much. The Fae who triggered Gettysburg are still out there, and they still want to kill you. Wise up before you find yourself alone in this fight.”

The nearest soldier’s hand reached for his sidearm. It caught on a mangled strip of metal.

The man next to him had a smarter approach. He placed his hand on his companion’s arm, preventing any further attempts to draw his weapon. When the first man tried to protest again, the man I’d come to think of as the smart one stopped him more forcefully.

“Stop it. Do you want to see your family again? Or you want to die here?”

The man with the gun stopped fidgeting. I backed away, letting them climb out of the ruined tank. The wails of the child behind me cut through the silence of the men before me.

“Never forget that sound.”

I turned away at that point, not wanting to see what the men would do. Or maybe I just didn’t care anymore.

“Can you get them to the hospital, Aeros?”

“It will be done.” He held out his hand, and the sobbing boy climbed onto it.

Nixie held her hand over the wound in the man’s chest. “He’s still alive.” Her hand trembled, and a small orb of water congealed across the wound. “It will stop the bleeding for a short time, but you must be quick.”

“I will be,” Aeros said. The earth beneath the man shifted and surged forward, carrying all three of them past the overturned tank like a ship set upon the stones.

A familiar face caught my eye in the chaos. “Ranger Rick!” He didn’t hear me, just kept walking.

Nixie raised her voice into a shrill, cutting octave. “Rick!”


CHAPTER FORTY


Rick froze, his gaze strafing the crowd around him until he found us. I raised my hand. He wove through the throng of people on the street and slipped past displaced cobblestones.

“Damian, is everyone back?”

“They’re headed this way with Graybeard.”

“How long?” Ranger asked. “Stacy has been preaching some ridiculous bull shit.”

“Is that why your so-called soldiers opened fire and injured commoners?” Nixie asked. “It’s disgraceful.”

“You mean the protesters?” Ranger shook his head. “You have to understand, I think these morons hate the protesters as much as they hate their enemies.”

“What are you saying?” I asked.

“I’m saying they’re not referring to them as civilians anymore, but as the Devil’s prophets or some such shit.”

I clenched my fist and cursed. “And what good will it do bringing the others back here?”

“When they left to help you, the rumor is they were running away from the damage they caused with their own hands.”

“What about Casper and the others? The unit we helped?”

“The soldiers they saved,” Nixie said. She didn’t pull punches, and she didn’t dance around the point. “If Graybeard had not been there, far more would have died. Both the wounded and the defenseless.”

“We can try to sort this out now that it’s over,” Rick said. “I’m due for a debriefing. I have to go.”

“Ridiculous,” one of the soldiers walking behind Rick muttered. “She’s one of those witches that attacked us. Why is she walking around free?”

I didn’t see the rock until it smacked into the side of Nixie’s face. She grunted and held a hand up to the cut above her cheekbone. “Who?”

I found the cluster of men. And I started toward them, Nixie beside me, before Rick held out his hand.

The Ranger stalked over to the men.

“You like that shot, Ranger,” the largest of them said. Rick said nothing, he simply struck the man with blinding speed. The soldier gasped and grabbed his neck before collapsing onto the ground.

“We do not fire on our own allies, be it with bullets or stones, so listen now. This is not over. Pull your shit together and make ready.” Rick spat on this ground beside the man. “If you have a problem with it, you can have a big chicken dinner instead.”

The two remaining hecklers stayed silent. They looked at the man on the ground, still working to breathe normally, as Rick walked away.

“God damn new recruits,” Rick muttered. His eyes widened, and he took a hesitant step backward, and then another. “What in God’s name is that?”

Nixie and I turned to find a shadow looming over the river; the titanic form of a dark-touched harbinger walking beside a towering translucent figure.

“That’s a sentinel formation.” Nixie frowned. “It’s a calling card of the queen.”

“That’s why she cut the earlier attack short,” I hissed. “Now Nixie is here without the force of her people.” I turned to Rick. “Do you still have the daggers? The bullets?”

“I … I don’t know,” Rick said.

“Casper had them before,” I said. “And some of her soldiers. Find her, find Casper’s unit, and get to high ground.”

“Make for the shop,” Nixie said. “Our best hope until Alexandra reaches us is the cu siths.”

“Aye,” Angus said, settling in on Nixie’s shoulder. “I’ve seen a cu sith take down more than one water witch in my day.”

“Run,” Nixie said.

I didn’t question it further. Angus and Nixie knew more about the history of the cu siths and the water witches than I likely ever would. I knew they’d been used in the Wandering War, and I knew they were heavy ground troops in that conflict. But as we dashed down the rough brick sidewalks, and the heads of the harbinger and the sentinel peaked above the rooftops, I worried what any of us could do against that force. I choked the doubt down and focused on my footing. Nixie could sprint for hours, while I didn’t have that luxury.

The harbinger roared, the wailing cry of a dark-touched turned into a basso howl. The few commoners who were still standing on the streets turned and fled. Some dove into storefronts and restaurants. I hoped they were only gathering a few essential items before leaving. I feared what the coming battle could do to my city, and I promised myself I would do anything to keep these people safe.
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I hadn’t even managed to get the front door open before Bubbles shouldered it wide. The cu siths’ fur bristled, and they stared down at the river front. Our enemy was close enough now I could see they stood in the center of the river. That they had such height, beyond the depth of the water, was a terrible sight.

“Why one?” Angus said. “Why one harbinger?”

“They’re territorial creatures,” Nixie said. “It’s not uncommon for them to attack one another. Though I would’ve expected it to attack the sentinel.

I cursed. “Look at the sentinel’s shoulders. Do you see them?”

“Dark-touched,” Nixie said, surprise plain in her voice. “What is this? How is the queen controlling them?”

“There has to be a dozen of them. Bloody hell, how are five of us going to slow that down?”

Nixie splayed her fingers across her breastplate, and said, “Get your armor.”

I dashed into the shop, throwing the closet open and pulling out the vest with “Cub” embroidered across it. Hugh’s gift had saved me more than once, but as I flattened the Velcro straps, I remembered a weapon that might give us far more of an edge than the cu siths.

I ran up the stairs, skipping one with each stride, and hurried to the wall at the end of the library. I slid the trunk out and popped the latch, digging for the thick leather scabbard. I grabbed a black leather sheath as well, and frowned at the Key of the Dead and the splendorum mortem. The dagger I’d once used to kill a god.

I hesitated, and then slid the sheath for both the daggers onto my belt before securing it beside a thick iron buckle.

I hurried back to the front of the shop, and Angus stepped away from me as I exited. “What is that? The power, by the gods, I can feel it rushing off you.”

Nixie frowned and laid her hand on my forearm. “You can’t. You can’t use that on the dark-touched. We don’t know if killing one of those with one of Mike’s weapons will break his oath, and end his life.”

It was a terrible thought, that our most powerful weapon might only be used at the cost of one of our closest friends. I cursed. “If it becomes a matter of saving thousands, or taking that risk, I don’t know that I can say no.”

Nixie’s hand fell away. “I understand. But you must not use that casually. If Nudd realizes you still have it, he will bring his army down on you all at once.”

I looked away for a moment. “Let’s just try not to die today.”

“The power is not just coming from you,” Angus said. “It’s the cu siths. They’re drawing power from the nexus.”

“Will the queen sense it?” I asked.

“I don’t know,” Nixie said. “I don’t have much experience with blood shields. The fact so few people know of the nexus tells me it is effective. But if Angus can sense it now, I don’t know what will happen when the fireballs pull on it in earnest.”

“Shit,” I spat. “Let’s move.”

“Now this is a battle,” Angus shouted, an edge of joy in his voice that made me somewhat concerned for the fairy’s sanity.

“What are you talking about? We have no plan, no allies, no backup, and we’re probably going to die badly.”

Angus launched himself off Nixie’s shoulder, and exploded into his full-size form, sending a rainbow of fairy dust across the ground. “As your people say, ain’t it grand?”

I exchanged a glance with Nixie. “He’s lost his fucking mind.”

“We’re still running headlong into an army. I’m fairly certain we’ve all lost our minds.”

Bubbles chuffed. And then she barked, only the sound didn’t stop. The bark grew into a thunderclap, and the cu siths’ fur began to glow. I hadn’t seen them draw so much power since Stones River, when we’d been victorious over the Destroyer, but we’d paid with Carter and Maggie’s lives.

Peanut’s booming voice joined Bubbles’s bark, and the cu siths grew into a glowing green comet. I couldn’t hope to match their speed, and neither could the fairies. The thunderous howls became the snarling, gnashing teeth of creatures unhinged.

“Nixie,” I huffed, unbuckling the belt at my waist.

She glanced over. “I hardly think this is the time.”

I laughed and pulled the sheath for the splendorum mortem off my belt before re-securing the Key of the Dead.

“If something happens, like what happened to the Old Man? Just take care of it.”

She took the dagger from my hand and frowned before nodding. She hooked the sheath into a heavy latch in the armor on her thigh.

“It won’t come to that.” She stared at me hard, the light from the cu siths becoming a blinding green sun. “I love you.”

“I love you.”

We crashed onto the riverfront about the time Bubbles and Peanut crashed into the harbinger.

“For Cassie!” Angus howled. The fairy shot forward as though he’d been launched from a cannon, his wings tight as a sword lanced out at one of the dark-touched perched on the shoulder of the sentinel.

The sentinel turned to us, the shadow of one hundred eyes flashing throughout its body, as I came to understand what the sentinel was: one massive creature formed from a platoon of water witches. I slid the focus out after I flipped the pepperbox into my left hand.

Light bloomed from the side of the harbinger, and I could just make out the shadowy forms of the cu siths inside that light; tearing, biting, and doing enough damage to draw the thing’s attention. The harbinger’s progress stalled, and it turned to face the ever-growing cu siths attached to its side. It swung one mighty claw, but before it crushed the cu siths against its side, Bubbles and Peanut launched off and latched onto its arm, their claws cutting deep furrows into the harbinger’s flesh as they rocketed toward its shoulder.

Angus circled back to engage another dark-touched, and he wrapped himself around the thing’s neck, stabbing into its eyes over and over. The dark-touched nearest him got a claw in his thigh. The fairy yelped, and then all hell broke loose.

Two rounds from the surviving tanks cut into the sentinel. Fiery explosions lit the inside of the creature before the water witches scattered. We went from having two enemies facing us to hundreds. The water swelled, and I had little doubt of what was to follow. The undines would create the wave, and if what Nixie had said was true, the queen’s attack would not be so precise. She would scour the city from the face of the earth, leaving only the dead in her wake.


CHAPTER FORTY-ONE


The sentinel disintegrated like a glass sculpture, hammered and splintered. Angus slashed and hacked at the wrist of the dark-touched that had hold of him, eventually breaking free and taking to the air as the vampires all fell into the churning waters below.

Two of the dark-touched on the harbinger’s shoulder eyed the hovering fairy. Angus was inspecting the wound on his thigh, and I didn’t think he realized what was coming. I raised the pepperbox and fired two incendiary rounds, drawing the attention of the dark-touched, and, unfortunately, the harbinger. That massive Titan refocused on me and strode forward. My immediate goal was accomplished, as the dark-touched had now shifted their focus as well.

I cursed, watching the waters rise around the harbinger. Two massive green blurs sprinted from one of the harbinger’s shoulders to the other, engaging the dark-touched and hurling them from their mountain-like perch.

The cu siths were fast, but I worried about their ability to engage the vampires. I didn’t have long to worry, as the rising swell of the water closed on the shore. A small whitecap rose higher than it should have, and had I not been keeping half of my focus on the waters, I wouldn’t have seen the sword flashing out of it.

“Impadda!”

The electric blue shield burst into life, redirecting the undine’s strike, and leaving her open to an awkward slash from the soulsword. She howled as the water that formed her body boiled. It wouldn’t do any real damage, but would buy me a few precious seconds.

The next thing I knew, something wet and heavy had slammed into my side. I crashed onto the muddy shore and scrambled to strike back at whatever had hit me. The undine vanished into the water as I realized I’d been hit by the corpse of a soldier we’d lost earlier in the day. Something howled in the water, and one of the water witches flickered, gray lancing through her body like an intricate webwork. Her sword vanished, and she collapsed into the river.

I rolled the soldier over and cursed. His bandages had been washed away, but I recognized him as one of the men Aideen and Foster had saved. One of Casper’s, but if he was one of Casper’s … I dug through his pockets, turning up knives and magazines of ammo that might have been useful against a mortal target, but it wasn’t until I checked inside the Velcro pocket on his left breast that I found what I was looking for. My breath still came in ragged bursts, having been knocked away by the impact.

Another undine lurched out of the water and strode toward me, water dripping from a mass of intricately carved armor. I climbed back up to my hands and knees. I didn’t have an M16 to even try the scavenged rounds with. All I had was a dead man, and a handful of death.

“Sorry, man,” I said, reaching out to the dead soldier’s aura. I touched him, not expecting a huge flash of knowing. But he’d been dead long enough that I got a stark glimpse into the life of the spy in Casper’s ranks.

A good friend of Private Stacy, the man who’d tried to shoot me. I drew back in horror as the visions of what this monster had done came to life. Three sexual assault trials, no convictions, no court-martials, no consequences. Two suspicious deaths close to him, and I didn’t need to see more. But there was no way to stop it. One of Casper’s men had been lost on a training mission. This man … this man had lodged the shiv inside his neck. He was good, damn good, at fitting in, at hiding what he was. But now he was mine, and he had one last mission. A mission he would have recoiled from in life, and that drew a wicked smile from me.

I gathered his aura up into my hands, a technique I’d once used to cripple a demon that had come for my sister. Three undines shot out of the river, joining the one on shore.

“You’ll make a nice statue,” I snarled. I pushed my hands forward, the aura of the traitor stitched into the bullets in my hand. They launched forward, bouncing off the undine’s armor.

“Fool,” she said. “The full power of the queen’s guard has—”

I snapped my hands into a fist, forcing the aura deep inside the metal that Mike had worked. It wasn’t nearly dense enough to handle that kind of power, and instead of a handful of bullets, it became an explosion of shrapnel. The undines flickered and screamed and collapsed to the ground, all except for the leader. She caught enough of the blast for the stone dagger fragments to do their work.

I watched in satisfaction as her face shifted to gray. She would never speak again. A moment later, something with the force of a dump truck plowed into her, sending the rubble of a stony water witch across my field of vision. Bubbles turned and spun in place, looking for her next target. She found the undines on the ground and pounced. If there’d been even a chance the water witches would have survived the blast from the shrapnel, Bubbles made sure they didn’t. Her claws tore into their bodies, separating the long gray stone fragments as she went, and carving up the muddy earth beneath. I wasn’t sure if Bubbles had pulled all the pieces out, or if the witches would recover, but the cu sith pulled at their heads, and whatever she had damaged sent the water witches into oblivion.

The dark-touched followed, surging from the river as the wave from the sentinel reformed to the north. I glanced to the south at the ruined camp where the guard had lost so many. And I frowned at the spy at my boots. If more of them were left, if more of them still had the ammunition, I might be able to use it.

“Fall back!” I shouted. “Fall back!”

Bubbles pounced on one of the dark-touched as it closed on me. She worried at the vampire’s helmet, her massive fangs clanging and screeching at the thing’s head.

I couldn’t find Nixie, and the thought sent a chill into my bones. Even if she fell, I doubted the queen’s attack would relent. She’d want to make a statement, to utterly destroy Nixie’s allies.

Almost at that thought, a fountain of water exploded from the center of the river, and I saw Nixie’s form take shape. She reared back, screaming like a mad god as she plunged a stone dagger into the undine wrapped up in her arms. Her attacker turned gray and hard before Nixie smacked the statue of the undine away to shatter on the shore behind her. Nixie looked up at the harbinger, and then her eyes followed the shoreline.

“Fall back!” I shouted.

She shook her head and pointed upriver with the stone dagger in her hand. At first, I thought she was just indicating the harbinger, as if we couldn’t leave that thing standing there. And while I agreed, I saw the true threat a moment later.
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The tide surged through the river, taller and wider than what had come before. I had no doubt it was scouring buildings from the earth, no doubt that the land where we had fought Drake was being dragged beneath the waves, and the old junkyard, and maybe the bridge itself, had fallen to the queen’s madness. I glanced back at the far bank. We’d never make it in time. The wave would reach us before we could find the stone weapons. And I knew of nothing else that could stop the undines.

I looked down at the spy at my feet. “Looks like you get to be useful more than once today.”

Before Zola had taught me to use the power of auras and the basics of line arts, and coalescing a shield, she’d taught me about the truly dark places necromancy had come from. I pulled the Key of the Dead from my belt. The blade was dull, and that would make my work a hell of a lot harder.

I didn’t have a lot of time, and I knew it was going to be sloppy, but I hoped it would be enough. I smacked the Key of the Dead into the side of the soldier’s head, cutting one sharp line from his earlobe up to the corner of his eye, straight across his eyebrows, and down the other side. It wasn’t perfect, but it didn’t have to be. I needed something to magnify my pull on the dead. I might be able to use the mantle of Anubis to call enough of the gravemakers to me, but it could also get me and everyone else here killed.

“Did you know the eyes are the windows to the soul?” I asked the corpse as I dug my fingers into the lines on his forehead. “What they don’t tell you is they remain the windows to the soul for hours after you’re dead.” I grunted and gave his face one harsh pull. The flesh had been in the water long enough that it tore away without too much effort, leaving his glassy eyes to stare up at me. I groaned and let the face flop down over his mouth.

“Gross, man.” I lined the dull dagger up with the corpse’s head chakra, and slammed it home. The knife might have been dull, but that was only in a physical sense. With the eyes of the dead revealed and the chakra points beneath its tip, it slid into the man’s head like a sheath.

What had been the normal low buzz of Saint Charles’ ghosts and dead became a beacon of power and terror and death. I let the gravemakers rise, closing over the corpse and my hands, circling the Key of the Dead. One thing Zola had always told me about ritual magic was that if I screwed up, it would be a lot more than me that died. I thought back over what I’d done, remembering the lines and patterns, and was fairly certain it was dead on. I hoped.

Communicating with the gravemakers was a strange feeling. I didn’t think they truly understood words any longer, but they would respond to impressions and magic. In my head, I showed them what the stone dagger looked like, what the shards might look like, and the bullets Mike had forged. For the hell of it, I thought of the Damascus-style blades onto which Mike had melded the stone daggers. If they found one of those laying around, I could sure as hell use it.

Nixie streamed out of the river, smashing a dark-touched out of the air before it could sink its claws into Bubbles’s neck. A water witch rose behind Nixie, a long gleaming sword ready to strike. But I couldn’t break the spell. I couldn’t risk what that would unleash.

Peanut roared as his fangs closed over the water witch. They didn’t merely pass through. They cut a section of the witch away, and it did not reform.

“Good boy,” Nixie said as she tossed the dark-touched to Peanut. The cu sith pounced on the vampire, creating a maelstrom of water and mud and fur. Nixie slammed her sword through the injured undine’s head, and the water witch’s body crunched as it solidified.

“Whatever you’re doing,” Nixie said, “you’d better do it fast.”

I knew she was right. The harbinger was only a couple steps away from us, and the massive wave of undines would be on us in seconds. I wanted to tell Nixie to run, but if this didn’t work, we were all dead anyway. I opened the floodgates inside my head and let the souls come screaming out, tearing through the Key of the Dead, and channeling their way down into the gravemakers. If anything good had come of those millions of voices inside my head. It was that they seemed to have agreed on one unifying purpose. The extermination of Nudd.

The visions and flashes of terror that entered my mind as those souls flowed to the gravemakers and wrapped their way around the corpses of the fallen soldiers, destroyed my ability to do anything but fight to stay conscious. My vision dimmed into a soundless gray tunnel. The roar of grief and the dying echoed through my mind. Until one voice cut through. The voice of the child who would have been the Destroyer. The voice of the child who would die if I died.

The scream that came from my mouth was not that of a mortal. It was something else, twisted and burned and tortured. But it was not alone. It came with friends.

Once a powerful-enough magic was summoned, it was as much instinct as it was skill to control it. And if you ever summoned something beyond your skill, good luck. The idea in my head was already formed. I’d done it before. But this was different. The undines were faster. I couldn’t anchor them to one spot and expect them to stand still while I impaled them.

But the idea was the same. Someone grabbed my shoulders, and I realized it was Nixie. Saying goodbye?

“Not. Dead. Yet.”

Pillars of the dead exploded from the river. They tore through the parking lot up on the shore, blasted a hole through Main Street, and one cracked the harbinger hard enough in the chin to send it stumbling backward and crashing down into the wave behind it.

“Now.”

The wave reached the nearby pillars as that terrible webwork of brambles and spikes exploded from the towers. Only it wasn’t the same thing that I’d used in the past. The gravemakers had picked up every bit of the stone dagger material they’d encountered. Now they wielded those fragments with deadly purpose.

With the souls inside, those towers took on a sentience of their own. All I had to do was feed them energy to continue. The waves crashed into the brambles, and the brambles erupted into a cluster of thorns. I yanked the dagger out of the spy’s skull before I wrapped my arms around Nixie and shouted, “Get us out of here!”

She started to run, and I looked back at the crashing wave and the flickering veins of stone and gravemaker inside of it. I was horrified to see it was still attacking the undines even after I had broken my connection with the Key of the Dead. But the undines crashed to the earth, some of them hit by enough of the stone dagger shards that their bodies shattered and were no more.

A series of booming barks sounded behind us, and I stretched my neck to see Bubbles and Peanut charging after us. The pony-sized cu siths looked more like grizzly bears, massive lumbering forms with the speed of a horse. Peanut flipped me and Nixie up into the air. Nixie yelped before we crashed onto Bubbles’s back, one of us clinging to either side while Peanut charged along beside us.

“Stop, girl,” I said, patting Bubbles on the head. “Stop.” We stood on the edge of Main Street and watched the towers begin to collapse.

“It didn’t stop them,” Nixie said.

“I know,” I said. “But it slowed them down.”


CHAPTER FORTY-TWO


I clenched the Key of the Dead in my hand and called out to the souls. They were still there, still talking to me, still crying out for vengeance and blood. “You’ll have it,” I promised. “You’ll have it.”

Far above the carnage in the failing towers floated a lone fairy. Blood ran down his thigh, and one of his wings beat at a slightly odd angle, but Angus screamed at the waters. I couldn’t understand what he was saying, but it sounded joyful. And it made me worry about the fairy’s sanity again.

“Angus!” Nixie shouted. When he looked our way, she gestured for him to follow. The fairy gave one large flap of his wings and glided down toward us.

“What now, lass? That harbinger thing is getting back up. How do you intend to stop it?”

“Stall,” I said. “Graybeard will be back soon.”

“Come on,” I said. “We have to move.”

“The queen will regroup,” Nixie said. “Though I saw a great many of her witches fall, I fear that will only strengthen her resolve.”

“She’s mad,” Angus said, as we set off down Main Street. Some of the soldiers stared at us as we passed, but none of them dared approach. When one came close to us, Angus said, “Stay on high ground boys. And lass,” he said as a female soldier passed by. “Not done yet.”

Angus hurried ahead of us and glanced back. “I’ll be scouting the perimeter. Scream if you need me.” He launched himself into the air, gliding over the nearest roofs.

“I feel like we’ve been a bad influence on him,” I said.

We reached the edge of the tent city before we started back down toward the shore.

“Damian!”

The voice sounded familiar, but it was higher than normal, as if there was some level of panic. “Park?”

“What the hell was that?” Park asked.

“Nixie’s queen is here. Basically, you guys have a shitload of trouble. We need to stall them until Graybeard gets back.”

“What can we do?” Park asked.

“Just make sure your soldiers have whatever weapons will work against the undines. It wouldn’t hurt to be ready for Green Men.” I started to turn away before I turned back to Park, “And maybe a dragon.”

Park blinked and shook his head. “We’ll do what we can. Can the tanks hurt that harbinger?”

Nixie and I exchanged a glance.

“It’s only vulnerable in the back of its head,” Nixie said. “Aim carefully, and stay out of its way.”

I cursed when I saw the surging mound of gravemakers on the shore. I worried they were doing something more than I’d asked, but they slowly trailed away, seeping into the ground and into the waters, revealing a small hill of shattered gray fragments. I was both excited to see the man standing next to them, and terrified that he was standing so close to the waters.

“Edgar!” I shouted, raising my hand in greeting.

Edgar tipped his bowler hat and gave me a small smile. “If I didn’t know better, I’d think you are glad to see me, Vesik.”

“Yeah, well, don’t tell anybody.”

“I assume these are the fragments of the stone daggers?”

“Who told you?”

“Mike did. After I heard what he’d been doing, I thought you might need to expand your weaponry.” Edgar handed me a fat aluminum gun case. I flipped the latch and pulled it open, frowning at the monstrosity within. “Is this a blunderbuss?”

“Technically, it’s four blunderbusses,” Edgar said, patting another gun case. “Should work fine for firing some rather small shards. Anything you stick in the end of that will become a deadly projectile.”

“I don’t think the military is going to know how to use these.”

“I suspect not,” Edgar said. “But I know someone who will.”

A booming horn echoed over the waters, and I stared downriver as the Bone Sails appeared around the bend.
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The sight of Graybeard’s ship was a welcome one. The skeletal masts, their sails stretched in the crosswinds, was an intimidating presence.

“Watch the cases,” Edgar said. Before I could protest, he had leaped from the ground and flown toward Graybeard’s ship.

Foster and Aideen launched themselves from the deck and sped toward me. I could see Sam at the bow, and figured Frank wasn’t far behind.

“Is that a harbinger in the river up there?” Foster asked.

“Yep.”

“And it looks like the Queen’s Army?”

“Yep.”

“And a whole lot of dead stuff?”

“Yep.”

Foster pursed his lips and nodded. “Glad you’re not dead.”

“Me too.”

I reached down to close the case over the blunderbuss as Foster made to grab it. “Don’t touch it. I don’t know what it’s made of. Edgar brought them.”

Foster turned toward Graybeard’s warship as Aideen crouched down to study the gun.

“Graybeard’s crew is coming. A few of them at least,” Foster said.

“A pirate’s weapon for a pirate’s crew,” Aideen said. “Edgar put more thought into this than I would have expected.”

“Really?” I asked. “It seems like all Edgar ever does is put thought into things.”

“Yes, but he’s preoccupied with the survival of the remaining Watchers. It’s clear now that Nudd has placed a heavy price on them. I’m surprised Edgar stepped away to help us at all.”

“What allies would the Watchers have left if they lost us?” The thought sent a shiver down my spine. I cursed and gestured to the pile of gray and black chaff close to the river bank. The first of Graybeard’s crew surfaced and hopped onto the flood-torn grass with an unnatural agility. The skeleton clacked his jaws at me, but I didn’t understand the code they used. I gestured to the boxes on the ground, and the crewman nodded.

His leather shorts stretched awkwardly over his bones as he crouched down and spun the case toward him. The hinges squeaked slightly when he opened it to inspect one of the blunderbusses. He pulled out a few flasks of what I suspected were ammunition, and nodded to me before throwing the others to the skeletons who had just surfaced behind him.

I pointed to the pile of shattered stone daggers and then tapped the end of the blunderbuss. The skeleton cocked his head to the side. I pointed at the water and then drew my finger across my neck and the skeleton slowly tilted his head back and gave two sharp nods.

He clattered and clacked his bones and jaw together, and the crew hurried to the pile. It wasn’t an overwhelmingly large quantity of metal, but I suspected there was enough to fill a few loads for the blunderbuss. One of the skeletons opened a gun case and shoveled as much as he could into it as fast as he could. They ran back to the edge of the river bank, and waited as Graybeard steered his ship closer. No plank extended, but once it was within fifteen feet, the skeletons leaped for it, easily clearing the railing Graybeard had swung open.

“Wow,” Foster said. “They can jump.”

The river surged, and Nixie’s form exploded out of it, sailing past Foster to land between me and Aideen. “They’ve reformed the wave on the opposite bank,” Nixie said. “But we’re not alone.”

“I noticed. Graybeard’s ship isn’t subtle.”

Nixie bared her teeth in a vicious grin. “That’s not what I meant.” She turned to the river and bellowed an order. “Take them!”

The river churned into an ocean of whitecaps, crashing and rising onto either shore.

Graybeard’s warship surged forward on a wave of undines. The pirate glanced at me, his beard lifting in the wind as the parrot stretched its desiccated wings. I raised my right arm and lit a soulsword. Graybeard raised his fist in response, and the battle began anew.

Nixie bounced on the balls of her feet, glancing between the roiling river and me. “We only need to kill the queen. Find her, execute her, and this all ends.”

“As you wish.”

I wasn’t sure if Nixie would catch the reference, but she gave me a sly smile before diving headlong back into the raging waters.

“What the hell do we do now?” I asked Foster and Aideen as the river rose higher.

“This is a battle we should stay on the outskirts of,” Aideen said.

Foster drew the enchanted saber that Mike had modified. He bellowed and then launched himself into the air, soaring for the heart of the battle.

“Idiot,” Aideen said. She gave an exasperated sigh, glanced at me, and followed Foster into the chaos.

That left me on the shore with two very large cu siths. They danced back and forth on their paws, ready to tear something apart with their fangs. “Go on.”

It was all the encouragement they needed. They plunged into the waters as their fur began to glow once more. I slowly straightened my back as the green glow grew brighter and more intense. They moved through the water nearly as fast as they had moved on land, something I hadn’t expected.

The harbinger regained its feet after being knocked over by the wave of its own allies. Edgar landed next to me as I watched the Titan surge toward us.

“I don’t think we can handle that on our own,” Edgar said. “Not unless you want to dive deep into insanity like the Old Man did. Do you?”

I blew out a laugh and shook my head. “No, but I have another idea.”

“You better make it fast,” Edgar said. “The dark-touched are closing on the military set up along Main Street.”

I cursed and bolted for the cobblestone streets of my home.


CHAPTER FORTY-THREE


Before I’d cleared the side streets, I saw the maelstrom of fire that Zola had conjured from the bow of the Bone Sails. She’d help keep Sam safe, but I understood the chaos around us, and I knew that everyone on that ship was in danger.

I hadn’t made it fifteen feet onto the cobblestones before a green rocket appeared at my side. Bubbles slowed to a trot, continually glancing up at me as if asking me to hurry up. “We have to find Park,” I said to the dripping-wet cu sith.

Bubbles chuffed at me.

“You’ve bitten Park before,” I said. “Haven’t you?”

Bubbles chuffed at me again.

“Find Park,” I said. “We need him.” Bubbles rocked into me with her thigh before launching ahead into the sea of soldiers. I watched in concern as a dozen soldiers went down like bowling pins. I sprinted after Bubbles as she led the way into the tent city. “Sorry, sorry. Ooo, you should get that looked that.” I winced when I saw someone holding their bloody foot. I was pretty sure that was Bubbles’s doing, though I doubted the cu sith had done anything like that on purpose.

Bubbles stopped outside one of the smaller tents and released a thunderous bark. Half the soldiers in the area turned to look at us. It wasn’t awkward at all.

There wasn’t anything to knock on outside the tent, so I figured I’d just take my chances and barge in. “Park?” I said as I entered the small tent.

Park sat in a low chair, beside a cot where two soldiers were perched beside him.

“Damian?” he said, jumping out of his chair. “What are you doing here? I thought you’d be down by the river with the others.”

“Do you still have tanks in the area?” I asked, dancing around the question of whether or not he had command over them. I didn’t know who the soldiers inside the tent were, and one of them wasn’t in uniform. It was hard to tell what his rank might be.

“We do,” Park said. “What do you need?”

“For one, Alexandra returned with some of Nixie’s water witches. They’ll be in the river battling the queen’s forces. So, don’t shoot any of them unless the soldiers are damn sure of which side they’re attacking.”

“How the hell are we supposed to tell that?” one of the soldiers on the cot asked.

“They’ll be trying to kill you,” Park said. “We’ve had enough friendly fire incidents, I think.”

“The back of the harbinger’s head is its weak point. Graybeard’s better at fighting these things than anyone else, but he has his hands full with the water witches on the river. And I don’t know if you can take them down alone.”

“Casper’s squad still has some of the ammo you provided. I’ll put them on the rooftops. We’ll help where we can.”

“Good,” I said. “You have dark-touched vampires moving in on the north side of Main. Your only chance is to hit them in the eye, or maybe repel them for a time with the flamethrowers. Either way, keep the harbinger off the street. Get the tanks down by my shop. They’ll have a fairly clear target down to the river. Don’t send anyone who isn’t armed.”

“Why are you listening to him?” the unmarked soldier asked. “He’s one of them.”

Park turned a glare on the man. “That’s what you fail to understand. If they’re killing the things trying to kill you, they aren’t the enemies. And they are very good at killing things.” Park turned back to me. “Tanks will be there. Now get out of here before your dog scares the ever-loving crap out of every soldier in this place.”

I turned and found Bubbles glowing. She looked like a freshly cracked glow stick, and I could see where that might be a little concerning on a pony-sized dog.

“Come on, girl,” I said. “Let’s go eat some vampires.”

Bubbles chuffed happily.

We jogged out of the tent city, the soldiers now giving us a wide berth. I hoped Park could hold up his end of the bargain. The harbinger laying siege to my home was one thing, but I didn’t want to be the cause of that kind of devastation. I didn’t want to summon the armor of the gravemaker and unleash that chaos on my own streets.

We hadn’t made it all the way down to the shop when the first of the dark-touched reached us. One-on-one, the vampires were deadly. Two on one, I doubted I could hold my own for more than a minute or two. And that might have been optimistic.

Thankfully, the bristly green ball of death at my side had other ideas. Bubbles charged at the dark-touched, giving me time to raise a soulsword while she bowled through the slashing, hacking claws of the nearest vampire. I caught glimpses of the riverfront as we passed the side streets. A massive wave had swelled on the opposite shore and was threatening to crash down on top of the Bone Sails. Distant booms echoed out from Graybeard’s cannons, tearing through the air, accompanied by the smaller explosions of what I imagined were the guns Edgar had brought.

The first strike I leveled at the dark-touched slashed through its eye. The creature roared and reared back, and I knew what was coming. I stepped into it with a shield, and the first two strikes glanced off either side. The terrifying power of the dark-touched sent fracture lines through the electric blue dome.

I let it fall as the vampire crashed into it a third time, only to raise a smaller one and bat its left arm away from its intended target, my neck. It brought me in close to the hissing, drooling face that hid behind that marred helmet. Time slowed as I aimed a soulsword at the dark-touched’s eye.

It was one of those moments where I knew the blow would either land true, or Bubbles would be helping me pick up my entrails. It was a stupid move, but it was the only way to get inside the dark-touched’s guard. The only way to put down one more of these demons before it reached the military, or the citizens who still lived there. I heard the hiss of flesh as the soulsword met its target. I felt the give as it pushed through the eye socket and rammed up through the dark-touched’s brain, only to slam into the opposite side of the armor outside the back of the vampire’s skull.

I remembered the sensation well from the battle in Greenville. With a quick twist of my arm, I was sure that the life force of the dark-touched had been extinguished. Its inertia, however, had not. The body crashed into me, flailing claws cutting into my vest—a vest that wasn’t suited to stopping sharp objects, only the brutal impact of a firearm. We fell into a heap, but before the full weight of the dark-touched pinned me to the ground, Bubbles head-butted the vampire away. It took me a moment to understand what I was looking at, as the cu sith had the head of the other dark-touched snared in her mouth.

“Spit that out,” I said. “That’s gross.”

Bubbles reared back and expelled the dark-touched’s head with a surprisingly violent force. It cracked on the cobblestones and bounced up onto the sidewalk.
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I hesitated at the next block when I saw the dark-touched streaking across the rooftops. I wanted to climb up there, or use the Hand of Anubis to pull them down. But to stop now meant leaving the harbinger, and that could do far more damage than one or two rogue dark-touched.

Angus’s voice boomed above us. “He’s mine! Stay your course!”

Bubbles released a booming bark in reply. I held up my hand, exhaustion seeping into my bones so deep that I feared trying to keep up with the cu sith would result in me passing out. And certainly leave me without enough breath to respond to Angus.

The ranks of soldiers vanished almost entirely by the time we reached the shop again. The parking lot was almost even with the harbinger.

I cursed and watched as the massive form reached down and plucked a tank from the riverfront.

Three deep rasping breaths wheezed from my lungs, and then I followed Bubbles on to the side street beside the shop. I skidded to a halt as the massive tank in front of us grated its treads on the brick street, the metal squealing against the wheels. It pulverized the stone as it went, and part of me worried how much it would cost to repair the old road. Probably not a large concern at that point.

The hatch closest to me popped open, and I blinked when Rick’s face appeared before me. “Park said to shoot the thing in the back of the head, right?”

“I thought you were a Ranger,” I said.

“I am,” he said with a grin. “But I wasn’t always.”

I nodded. “Back of the head. Hit it with the main gun, or you’ll just piss it off. And it’s smart about guarding itself. So wait until it’s distracted.”

“What the hell is going to distract it?” Rick asked.

“A boy and his dog,” I said, offering a small smile before I sprinted away with Bubbles. Now I could see the battle clearly, as well as the crashing waves below. If I hadn’t known better, I would’ve thought I was hallucinating.

Waves rose from the old quarry, surging forward and carrying towering equipment toward Graybeard’s ship.

Still the harbinger closed on us, regardless of the undines attacking its shins and knees and climbing up to its eyes.

Still it came.

A massive conveyor belt lifted two dozen feet above Graybeard’s ship, and I saw the skeleton crew raise their muskets. The boom sent an unholy shot of gray through the wave, and I watched the waters collapse in on themselves, leaving the giant conveyor to crash into the side of Graybeard’s ship and bounce off with minimal damage.

The pirate shouted as the waves rose again, and the cannons boomed over the side of the ship. What had been a towering tsunami collapsed in on itself completely, and I understood what had happened. The chaff of the stone daggers that was intended for the handheld weapons that Edgar had gifted us had been loaded into the cannons. It cut undines down like so much paper.

Still the harbinger stalked onto the shore. I could feel its footsteps as it crashed into the rocks and made its way toward Main Street. The road beside the river buckled and snapped beneath the weight of the thing. The Bone Sails lit up again, nearer the opposite shore, and its cannons erupted.

The harbinger’s hand rose to shield the back of its neck, as if it had expected the attack. As if it had known exactly what to listen for. Two of the cannon shots rebounded off its hand. One caught a glancing blow on the back of the harbinger’s skull, but the other sailed long, smashing into a storefront 100 yards in front of us.

Undines spilled from the river, hacking and slashing at the few still clinging to the harbinger that hadn’t been swatted away by those massive hands. Some of them struck killing blows, and some managed to wound the others without killing them. I suspected they were using the poison blades instead of the stone daggers.

“Kill it,” I said, pointing up at the massive harbinger.

Whether Bubbles understood or not, she charged at the lumbering giant. She had a single-minded purpose and kept her eyes locked on the monstrosity before us. I drew the pepperbox and sent some of Mike’s incendiary rounds screaming into any water witch who paid too much attention to the cu sith.

The one who made the mistake of getting in Bubbles’s path ended up with her throat torn out, frantically clawing at the gaping wound. Bubbles streaked up the harbinger’s leg, using claws and teeth to dig into the dark flesh. The harbinger slowed and looked down at the glowing green attack dog.

I tried to judge the angle of the tanks, but I still didn’t think they had a shot. I raised the pepperbox and fired my last two incendiary rounds at the harbinger’s face. Its attention swung from the cu sith back to me. It started to take another step before Bubbles leaped and hooked her fangs into the harbinger’s eye. I cringed and flinched away at the sight of the cu sith clawing and scraping and digging into the harbinger’s head.

The harbinger swung wildly, trying to dislodge Bubbles, but her head was entirely inside the thing’s eye, sending a spray of vitreous fluid down its cheek. Still the harbinger swung and spun until the soft flesh on the back of its head came into view.

“Bubbles!” I shouted. When the first round of the tank fired, I screamed Bubbles’s name even louder. The shell smashed into the back of the harbinger’s head and sent a geyser of gore out the front of its face.

The second round blew clean through the harbinger’s head as the whumph of the nearby tank deafened me to everything else. I couldn’t hear myself scream the cu sith’s name as the harbinger collapsed. There was no sign of her as the body tumbled forward and crashed down onto the edge of the river bank.

I charged the enormous corpse, instinct and rage and fear swirling in one mad thought. That surge of adrenaline was enough to chase the exhaustion from my bones, enough for me to reach out and grab the harbinger’s aura. There was no flash of knowing, no horrible vision of whatever this thing had been. But inside I found no soul, no trace of what animated so much in our world.

What I found instead was power, raw, unfiltered. I used it to pull the head of the harbinger from the waters. The horrible gristly crack of that act froze the water witches in their tracks. The few who had been stalking toward me backpedaled.

They stared instead at the harbinger as its body rolled and roiled and what had been inside became the outside. Its massive skeleton fell away from the flesh as I lifted it. A soft green glow emanated from the left eye socket. I dragged the skull on sheer will alone, bringing it closer until I could reach the cu sith inside. She was panting, curled up in a ball, but I couldn’t tell if she was injured through the splash of gore that permeated her coat. I let the skull come to rest on the parking lot beside me, and I waited for Bubbles to climb out of the blown orbital socket. She sniffed at me, and then shook herself off violently, the wet smack of meaty chunks slapping against me as all the tentativeness in her motions left. Gore coated me from head to foot, and I’d never been so happy to be so disgusting.

One of the tanks pulled up beside us, and I glanced over to see Rick. His face looked hesitant, but his voice was confident. “Where to next, boss?”

“Keep your guns trained on the riverfront. You might not be able to kill them, but blowing them apart will slow them down. And if you see those vampire things with helmets on, just shut yourself up in the tank and wait.”

“You got it.” I heard Rick shout to his men, ordering them to keep line of sight on the riverfront and the north end of Main Street. I hoped they’d pulled back far enough to guard the hospital, when I remembered that the hospital likely had a guardian all its own. Aeros would be there. I had no doubt.

“Come on, Bubbles. Let’s go eat some water witches.”

Bubbles chuffed, shook out her rear leg and dropped a few more bits of gore on the ground. Her giant pink tongue worried at a large chunk of meat lodged between her fangs.

We made it down to the broken street, unopposed by the water witches, who appeared to have fled back into the waters.

A new line had formed upriver, and I could see Alexandra’s black hair as she commanded the soldiers on the riverfront. Nixie’s forces were driving the queen’s water witches back into the Bone Sails. Fire and gunpowder stormed along the rails of the warship. Peanut’s booming barks joined the gunfire as any undine that dared to board was cut down by the cu sith’s fangs, or the flickering swords of Foster and Aideen. Graybeard commanded a nightmare army. Nothing could stand in their way.

The battle pitched and shifted, swaying upriver and back as Graybeard chased down an undine who’d tried to escape. Alexandra cornered her upstream. The sight had me transfixed, which was likely why I didn’t see the pools shift at my feet, didn’t see the translucent arms rising behind me, and didn’t see the armored shape of the undine who pressed her blade into my throat.

“Call off your dog,” the undine hissed in my ear.

“I’d rather have her just eat your face,” I said.

The dagger bit into my neck, and it was done with such careful precision that I knew the witch would have no issues cutting my throat.

Bubbles finally noticed the water witch and barked like a thunderclap. Another water witch formed beside the cu sith, but this one I knew. Euphemia wrapped her arms around Bubbles and whispered to the cu sith, “No.”

“I’m sure she can kill one undine,” I said.

“It’s not one,” Euphemia said. “There are many.”

“Summon your leader,” the undine with the knife said. “Or her mortal dies.”

Euphemia closed her eyes, and something in her breastplate pulsed blue.

“Don’t,” I said. “I’m not—”

“Silence, child,” hissed the undine who had me.

Without seeing her position, I doubted I could summon a Fist of Anubis with enough accuracy to do any good. And by the time I called a suit of gravemakers, I’d be long dead.

Shit.

The fighting in the river drew down. Graybeard’s ship wheeled around, and I wasn’t sure if I felt better or worse with the cannons leveled at me. And blunderbusses weren’t exactly known for their accuracy.

Nixie stood at the bow of the Bone Sails. “You kill him now, and you only seal your fate. I will take your throne regardless.”

I stiffened at her words. I hadn’t been caught by some random water witch—the queen herself had captured me.

“Millennia,” the queen spat, “and you would throw it away for flesh.”

“Lewena,” Nixie said, “your rule is not just. You never should have taken the throne.”

“You handed it to me.” The sneer in the water witch’s voice was plain. A moment passed before I heard a pop come from behind us. Before I felt something sharp cut into my cheek. Before I felt the dagger drag across my shoulder to bounce harmlessly off my vest.

I spun to find Lewena standing behind me, a webwork of stone etching through her like lightning. I backpedaled, getting closer to the shore when another shot rang out. The witch who moved to grab the failing queen went down in a heap, half of her head disintegrated. A third shot. A third undine fell. Nixie held up her hand, and I suspected she was calling for an end to the shooting. I didn’t know if the snipers would heed her call or not.

But I caught movement on the second floor of the welcome center. Casper raised her fist in unity, and perhaps respect. And no more shots came. Nixie leaped off the Bone Sails’ bow, walking slowly forward until she was face-to-face with the failing queen.

I closed on them both, fumbling with a pouch on my hip. Most of the things inside Death’s Door were for the greater good. Or to help, or defend, but some… some were meant to do terrible, terrible things.

Before any more was said, Nixie’s stone dagger struck the heart of the queen.

A moment later, I thrust a fairy bottle into Lewena’s mouth. As her life spasmed away, the witches around us reeled in horror when the vortex inside that bottle roared to life. It sucked away Lewena’s aura, and eventually her immortal soul. I ripped the bottle out of her mouth before slamming the stopper home.

Nixie stared down at the ruin of her queen.


CHAPTER FORTY-FOUR


There is a calm after every great battle, while the boiling passions and unstoppered violence slowly retreat into the darkest places of our hearts. Some of the military might have congratulated us, even celebrated with us briefly, as our mutual enemy fell.

But others looked at us as if we would betray them at any moment; an ally who with one hand offered peace and with the other sold their greatest enemy their most powerful weapons. Park and Casper’s squad were formidable human allies, but I worried about the growing hatred and fear from Stacy and his ilk.

I winced away from Aideen when she pressed around the cut on my neck.

“Stay still. We have to heal this. I can’t be sure that wasn’t a poison dagger.”

I gave Nixie a mournful look. “Can’t you just tell if there’s like bad juju in the wound?”

“Bad … what?”

I let out an exasperated sigh and leaned on the wooden kitchen chair in the back room of Death’s Door. “Fine. Do it.”

The familiar sting of the healing began, like a line of wasps stitching my neck together, before the feeling changed. It burned, and the burning spread far past the wound. That odd sensation told me Aideen had been right.

The queen had sliced me with a poison dagger, which made me wonder where the blade had gone after she’d dropped it, after Casper had taken her with a shot to the head. And I wondered how that moment would be remembered by the water witches. Would they remember a human had brought down one of their strongest? Or would they remember Nixie plunging the dagger into the queen’s heart? Or the horror of the fairy bottle?

The light of the healing, and the sting, slowly faded. “Okay, okay, you were right.” I grunted and rubbed my neck.

“It will leave some trace of a scar,” Aideen said.

“Really? I thought you were good.”

Aideen huffed. “It was at your queen’s request.”

I smiled up at Nixie. “I knew you’d dig the scars.”

“It is a trophy of our victory,” Nixie said.

Frank’s voice grew louder in the front of the room. “And then a freaking skeleton threw me a blunderbuss like an actual pirate. It blew that water witch to pieces!”

“Only because I didn’t let the other one rip out your spine,” Sam said.

“Tearing out spines is really hard,” Foster said. “There is a serious art to it, and I doubt it could be accomplished on a moving ship in the middle of an undine storm.”

I smiled and listened to them chatter about the battle as I stared up at Nixie.

She frowned slightly, and I didn’t think I’d like what she had to say.

“I have to go back.”

“For how long?” I asked.

“Until I prove Lewena is dead.” Her hand cradled the fairy bottle, which hung on a thin chain around her neck. “And the coronation.”

I nodded. “I’ll miss you.”

She put her hand on my cheek and smiled. “I’ll miss you too. But the fight lies in Falias now. I’d ask you to come with me, but I know you can’t leave your place in this war, either. One day it will end, and things will be different.”

“You two are so sappy,” Aideen said, a completely unmasked disgust in her voice.

I grinned at the fairy, and we slowly made our way to the front of Death’s Door, and down to the damaged riverbank by the harbinger’s body. Aeros stood close to its head, pointing out at the river and saying something to the soldier at his side.

The man shifted, and I could see it was Park, with Casper standing beside him. I raised my arm in greeting, and Casper waved back.

“We were just talking about how to clean up this mess,” Park said. “Aeros seems to think he can rebuild the river banks without much of an issue. Although, I was more interested in his ability to rebuild that old road. I don’t think the historical society will be thrilled with this.”

I smiled. “Yeah, tanks and cobblestones do not mix.”

Park rubbed the back of his neck. “I think it’ll be good. If Aeros helps.” He glanced up at the Old God. “After what happened with the tank, I think it’d help a lot in explaining things to my superiors.”

“Your bullet saved the mortal prince of the water witches,” Nixie said, turning to Casper. “I thank you, and am in your debt.”

“The mortal what?” Casper and I echoed the same time.

“It’s only a title,” Nixie said. “I must go. Alexandra’s waiting to escort me.”

“I’ve given the order not to engage any water witches.” Park paused, and then released a chortling laugh. “I’ve never seen a look on the general’s face quite like when you said Damian is not to be fucked with.”

“Yes,” I said. “It was very subtle.”

Nixie smiled. “Most of the water witches have disbanded. Though, should you have trouble with any of them, you need only ask.”

“I thank you,” Park said.

Nixie nodded before she kissed me, long and deep, until I grew a little uncomfortable with the eyes all around us. But that discomfort vanished as I realized I didn’t know how long it might be before I’d see her again. I pulled her close and held her tight, until she finally broke away. She grew translucent, and stepped into the waters that had so recently been boiling with blood.
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Tamales or chimichangas? Is it a plot clue? Foreshadowing? No, I’m hungry.
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CHAPTER ONE


The ocean calmed as we made our seat among the hexagonal structures of Giant’s Causeway. Nixie unwrapped her arm from around my waist and snatched the blue and white cardboard box from my grip.

“Of all the food we could get here,” I said, “you really wanted a Crave Case?”

“It’ll be some time before I’m back in Saint Charles,” Nixie said as she popped the box open, and the very foreign scent of White Castle cheeseburgers mingled with the salt of the surrounding ocean. “In fact, I suspect Finn McCool himself would rather enjoy these sandwiches, if they were only a bit larger.”

A slow smile pulled at the corners of my lips. I took a slider from Nixie and turned my attention back to the shoreline. The causeway had become one of my favorite places to visit. A surreal landscape where you could almost imagine yourself in an alien world. Perhaps not as alien as the Abyss itself, but a more welcoming land, with far more hope than the darkness had.

“It’s quiet here.” I took a deep breath and sighed.

“The ocean is quite loud,” Nixie said. “Did I damage you?” She raised an eyebrow and leaned forward, one side of her mouth lifting ever so slightly.

I barked out a short laugh. “I mean the dead. They’re quiet here. It’s not like the constant roar back home, especially on the battlefields.” I rubbed at my back and grimaced. “But that wasn’t the most comfortable place I’ve ever had sex.”

Nixie raised an eyebrow. “You were on top almost the entire time.”

“I’m not as squishy as you,” I said, grumbling.

“Are you calling me fat?” she asked with a sly grin.

I snorted a laugh. “I’m not … why would you even … I’m just saying I need pants.”

A slow smile crawled across Nixie’s face. “Sam was right. You look flustered.”

I froze. “She told you to say that?”

Silence.

“Stupid vampire,” I muttered. My sister had always been a master of the guilt trip.

Nixie snarfed down a slider before snapping up another one and leaning back with a satisfied growl. “Someone in Faerie needs to learn how to make these.”

“You just need to visit more often,” I said.

Nixie looked up from her sandwich and gave me a small, sad smile. “It’s only been six months since the death of Lewena. We defeated her forces in Saint Charles. It was a battle won, but not the war. We have to press our advantage.”

At that moment, the feeling of things being normal again evaporated. “I know. Nudd and Hern are still in Falias. And still a threat.”

Nixie nodded.

“How are the other water witches? Lewena’s witches, I mean?”

Nixie chewed her sandwich, pondering that question as the shadows of two distant tourists wandered the edge of the causeway far above us.

I started looking for my pants in earnest.

“Some have joined us,” Nixie said. “And some of those I trust. But it is a slow process, the aftermath of any battle. Some will harbor resentment for us, for me, until I am dead or dethroned. But some of them will value peace above vengeance. Some will want their children and their families safe from the war Nudd wants so badly. I’m trying to keep them all too busy to get into trouble.”

A wave peaked high and crashed onto the causeway. A spray of cold, salty water reached us, just enough to remind us it was there. I studied Nixie, the subtle crease in her brow, and wondered how much influence she actually had over the nearby waters. Some stories said the water witches could control the oceans, and I’d certainly seen them control bodies of water before, but the seas themselves were vast, and sometimes terrible. The ocean was a beautiful, deadly thing.

Nixie hesitated. “We’re making due. What about Sam and Foster? And Frank? They’re still consulting with the military, I assume?”

I nodded. “They’re good. Frank’s friendship with Sergeant Park paid off. Or I should say, First Sergeant Park, now.”

“Not to mention your actions in Saint Charles,” Nixie said. “The support you gave Casper’s squad, and that her squad gave our allies in return, was no small thing.”

Casper and her people had proven themselves invaluable. It had been a risk, giving them the arms Mike had forged that could kill undines. But it was a risk with great reward. Casper had struck a deadly blow against Lewena, and she had saved my ass in the process. But that had turned Casper into the new poster child for the military, and she hated every minute of it. They’d rolled out banners around the base, and even a few billboards in Saint Charles. She didn’t like being a face for recruiters and propaganda.

The crashing waves drew my attention once more. There was something calming about the ocean, or perhaps it was more the silence in my head. It held a great many mysteries, even from the water witches themselves.

“You remember me telling you about that video?”

“The propaganda idea?” Nixie looked up from her newly unboxed slider.

“Yeah that one,” I said. “It’s been making the rounds. From what Park says, a good portion of the military has seen it now. They’ve added a few things to it, like the details on how to strike down a dark-touched. But the basics are still the same.”

Nixie frowned and swallowed. “I’m still unsure how to feel about this. Training humans to recognize us, and in some cases even how to kill us. And we know we have enemies among their ranks.”

“We have allies among the ranks, too,” I said. “I only hope that proves more important than the former.”

Nixie exhaled slowly. “Time will tell. It always does.”

We ate in silence for a while, watching the waters and listening to the cry of nearby birds. I took down seven or eight of the sliders from the Crave Case, and Nixie inhaled the rest. Something squawked over the rolling waves of the ocean. At first I thought it was only another bird, but as it grew closer, I could make out words and something else. Concern.

“My queen,” a voice shouted.

It drew our attention as fast as a battle cry would have.

“Euphemia,” Nixie said. “What is it?”

The water witch sprinted across the columns of Giant’s Causeway. As I watched her graceful movements across those steps, I wondered how much truth there was to the legend of Finn McCool, and whether a giant had in fact once lived here. Or perhaps still did. And then I remembered I still didn’t have pants on. It was about then I saw the sly grin on Nixie’s face and she lifted the damp denim out of a pool behind her. I snatched my pants back and hurried to pull them up before sitting my wet ass back down beside Nixie.

“There’s been an incident back in the States,” Euphemia said, and the absence of jabs about our lack of clothing said worlds.

My back stiffened, and I leaned forward.

“How bad?” Nixie asked as she magicked armor back onto her body with a wave of her hand. “Casualties?”

Euphemia shook her head. “Nothing so dire as that. At least not yet. Have you checked your phone today? I was not sure if you would’ve already heard the news.”

I looked around at the beauty above and below us and frowned. “Why in the world would I look at my phone here?”

“Because humanity is addicted to them,” Euphemia said.

I gave a sideways nod of my head. “Fair point. So, what is it?”

“Search for the phrase ‘Saint Louis dragon.’ I believe it will tell you most of what you need to know.”

“There is no need for games,” Nixie said glancing from me to Euphemia. “What has happened?”

But I’d unlocked my phone before Nixie finished asking the question. I’d already typed the phrase in and stared at the impossible image on top of the results. It had been posted by what amounted to little more than a tabloid, but I’d seen dragons. And I had little doubt of what I was looking at.

I cursed and looked up at Euphemia. “Did they attack? What happened?”

As the words left my lips, I stared at the silhouette of the dragon gliding through the Arch before my eyes roved down into the article itself. There were no human casualties, but the dragon had been seen fighting with a group of Fae. With such a delicate balance between the military and the Fae, I didn’t like the idea of anyone trotting out a dragon.

“Goddess,” Nixie said, pulling my phone closer to her. “That’s not Drake.”

“No,” Euphemia said. “It’s not. Can you think of no one else?”

“Can’t be,” I whispered. I zoomed in as close as I could, and at the base of his neck, was a lump just large enough to be a young teenage girl. “Vicky?” My mouth felt dry, and a terrible dread climbed its way up my throat.

Nixie looked from the phone screen to me and back again. “Shit. She’s a risk, Damian. She’s a risk to you, to me, to all of us.”

“What? I mean, she shouldn’t have flown a dragon into Saint Louis …”

“No, Damian, you’d do anything to save that child. Too many people know it. She’s a weakness. Your weakness. If she won’t stay hidden, we have to act. Now.”


CHAPTER TWO


I grimaced and turned off the do not disturb settings on my phone. The roll call of notifications felt like it was cursing my own carelessness. But I’d needed to get away. Nixie and I hadn’t had much time lately. Between keeping our alliances together, trying to integrate the water witches that had been loyal to Lewena into the society of witches who had struck down their queen, and launching some of our more underhanded campaigns, time had become precious indeed.

Nixie leaned over and studied the rather intimidating list of missed calls and text messages. “I can see why Euphemia thought we might have already heard. Is that a different Foster?” She pointed to a rather irritated text message.

“No, that’s our Foster.”

“And he carries a phone?” Euphemia asked, stepping closer to Nixie. “No device like that can transition with him.”

I nodded. “He’s with First Sergeant Park today. Sam’s carrying it for him.”

“I hope their training went better than last week,” Nixie said, referring to an unfortunate incident where Foster had accidentally impaled one of the privates when he’d failed to follow directions.

“Let’s hope.” I copied and pasted the same response to half a dozen concerned text messages. We saw it. Will be in touch.

“Hugh is still in Kansas City,” Euphemia said. “The witch coven has gone to meet the pack. I am unsure if they were invited, or if this move is of their own volition, but they continue to hunt the dark-touched.”

“And the blood mages?” Nixie asked.

“Elizabeth would likely follow Ashley if she suspected danger,” Euphemia said. “I haven’t been able to reach her or Cornelius, which likely means they’re already there.”

“Ashley can take care of herself,” I said. “Woman could probably kill more people in one strike than the three of us.”

Euphemia nodded. “And you have yet to see what the blood mages are truly capable of.”

I frowned at her. I’d seen enough of their power, and I couldn’t stifle the shiver that rolled down my spine as I remembered the creature they’d summoned from the shadow realm.

“What about the other wolves?” I asked. “Dell and Caroline aren’t stationed far from the southeastern edges of Falias.”

“They are charged with the protection of the armory at Antietam,” Euphemia said.

Nixie glanced between us. “The Utukku are more than capable. Be sure they’re aware we may need the Irish Brigade. I am certain Wahya would not miss a chance to sink his claws into the allies of Gwynn Ap Nudd.”

I rubbed my chin. “We could ask Caroline outright, see if they’ll stay closer to Falias.”

“The Obsidian Inn would shelter them,” Euphemia said.

“See to it,” Nixie said.

Euphemia gave an informal nod of her head. I liked that, seeing the witches in a more casual exchange. The rituals of Fae were not so unlike those I’d read about in history books, formal ceremonies that almost felt designed to cause discomfort and remind those who served that they were less. To say I didn’t like it would be a bit of an understatement.

“What of Graybeard and the vampires?” Nixie asked as she turned to me.

I rubbed my palms together. “As far as I know they haven’t killed each other.”

Euphemia chuckled.

“That was just rotten luck,” Nixie said. “Zola turning up that little tidbit in the archives. No one could have foreseen that. I wouldn’t think Vik would hold a grudge that long.”

“A vampire can hold the grudge of his sire and his sire’s sire,” Euphemia muttered. “They can be most trying. Look at Camazotz if you need further evidence.”

I smiled and looked at Nixie. “I have little doubt they’ll be able to put aside their differences to help Sam.”

“But what exactly happened?” Nixie asked. “How did Graybeard, mortal at the time, plunder a ship full of vampires?”

“He hasn’t told me yet,” I said, “but you better believe I’m working on him.” I leaned forward and looked up at Euphemia. “Speaking of the Obsidian Inn, have you heard from Aideen and Angus?”

“Yes,” she said with a nod. “Training is going well. Angus is well versed in, shall we say, less-civilized methods of combat.”

“Isn’t pretty much every Fae?”

“Brutal combat, yes,” Nixie said. “But his more devious tactics are beyond what even I would have deployed in our darkest hour.”

Euphemia blew out a breath. “I am afraid the darkness grows bolder every hour, my queen. It may be that the time for more civilized warring has passed.”

Nixie grimaced, and it sent a chill down my spine. I’d seen how merciless the Fae could be. What in the ever-loving hell were they holding back?

“Angus won’t rest until Hern and his entire legacy are buried,” Euphemia said.

“At what cost?” Nixie whispered, running her fingers through her hair.

I already knew the answer to that question: “Any.”

The three of us sat in silence for a time, watching the water crash below us as ravens soared above. One, a monstrous bird with slightly off, diamond-shaped tail feathers, swooped low, circling as it went.

“Morrigan,” Nixie said, frowning at the bird.

The raven cawed back twice before speaking. “We must leave, Euphemia. Your message has been delivered, now come.”

Euphemia looked to Nixie, and only when her queen nodded did the water witch take her leave.

“No judgmental observations today?” I asked. “Just going to be an angry bird in the sky?”

I could have sworn the raven glared at me before rocketing over the cliff and vanishing on the other side.

“Good hearing,” I said.

“She is not the best being to torment,” Nixie said. “She could kill either of us.”

I smiled, watching the sky where the bird had vanished.

Nixie frowned and turned to the horizon. She still wasn’t too happy about what the Morrigan had done to me at the Obsidian Inn. Essentially, had I failed her test, I would have died. A small, slightly mad part of me wondered if the Morrigan would have survived Nixie’s response. Being we weren’t dead, I hoped that was a grudge I’d never see play out.

“Go,” Nixie said. “I must meet with Ward and the Old Man. They’re journeying to Faerie, and I fear the timing could not be much worse with the unrest across the realm.”

More of the Fae wanted to come live in the new Falias. I couldn’t be sure how humanity would respond to that, but I had a pretty good list of concerns.

“I fear a civil war between the Fae, Damian. And that I cannot abide. The world may not survive it.”

I stood up and brushed my pants off before holding my hand out to Nixie. “Sounds like we need to get back to work.”

She leaned forward and kissed me, and I smiled as I felt that soft warmth before she pulled away. “Be careful.”

I nodded as I fished Gaia’s hand out of my backpack. “I just need to drop by and see Park and Casper to make sure they don’t go shooting at dragons. The kid picked a rotten time to stop hiding.” I turned to go, but Nixie grabbed my arm.

“Did you speak to Zola?”

I nodded. “She’s at the cabin. I’m heading that way after I talk to the military.”

“Good.”

“Any word from our agents?” I asked.

Nixie looked out at the ocean and hesitated for a moment before shaking her head. “Not yet. It’s been almost a week, and I’m starting to get somewhat concerned.”

“Does Euphemia know?” I asked. There weren’t many people who did. And only those in Nixie’s deepest confidence knew about the agent who had slipped into Gwynn Ap Nudd’s ranks.

“No,” she said. “Not even Euphemia. Once we have something we can act on, or perhaps I should say if we have something, I’ll tell her immediately. Right now, it is only you, Morrigan, Sam, and Foster.”

“It was a lucky thing, meeting those three.”

Nixie nodded, though she didn’t say their names, names I’d come to know well in the past few months. Liam, Lochlan, and Enda. They were a family of Fae that we more or less accidentally rescued from the ruins of Falias. They’d been hurt by Nudd and Lewena in the past, and it hadn’t taken much convincing to get them to help Nixie’s cause.

Nixie stepped away, but I followed her and wrapped my arms around her. Her armor was cold beneath my fingers, but Nixie’s lips were soft and warm, and the salty taste of the sea lingered as she leaned into me. I gave her the best smile I could muster as we drew apart.

Nixie adjusted the sword at her waist as I laced my fingers into Gaia’s and stepped into the darkness. The stars of the Abyss tilted around me as the warm glow of Gaia’s form slowly took shape to my right.

“How may I assist you?” Gaia asked.

“So formal,” I said. “What’s the occasion?”

When Gaia didn’t respond, I looked up at her. There was a small shadowed crease in her golden brow.

“I suppose it is simply an old habit. I have tried to leave the old compulsions behind, as you requested, but I cannot fully abandon them.”

I smiled at the Titan, letting the smooth cadence of her voice wash over me, providing a warmth that the Abyss lacked in every way. “Don’t worry about it.”

“Where may I take you?” she asked as we walked the dimly illuminated path.

“I need to get to Sergeant Park, First Sergeant Park, I mean,” I said. “There’s a dragon in Saint Louis. And I don’t want him taking a shot at it.”

“A dragon?” Gaia frowned as we strode along the path. “That is most unusual.”

I shook my head. “You’re telling me. I thought Vicky would stay hidden longer. I never dreamed she’d take Jasper out. I’m worried.”

My own words struck me. I was worried. I was very worried. Most days I felt like the war was going well. Lewena had fallen, and it had been months since we had a conflict with Hern or Nudd or even the dark-touched.

“Your thoughts are troubled, young one.”

“It just feels like the calm before the shitstorm,” I muttered.

“I am not familiar with this term. Shit … storm.”

I glanced up at the Old God and chuckled. “It’s almost worth it just to hear you say it.”

Something glistened near the path beside me. I mistook it for one of the massive Leviathan tentacles we sometimes crossed in the Abyss. But a closer look showed something different. It was like thousands of rubbery gray worms slowly rising and wriggling in a giant ball, only the ball had form. It ended in some semblance of a hand, and I followed that mass up into the shadows, somewhat disturbed to see that the writhing appendage continued up into an arm. I suspected there was much more lurking in the darkness.

Even as I watched, the gray rubber worms cracked open at the ends, revealing countless thorn-like teeth in their eyeless faces. I’d seen something like it before on a nature show. They looked like lampreys. The creature blossomed with countless fanged mouths as it leaned toward us in an impossibly slow strike.

“What the hell is that?” I asked.

Gaia turned her head toward the shadowed mass, even as it faded behind us in the strange time-space of the Abyss. “Some things do not have names, Damian Vesik. And some things never should.”

A distant groan that sounded more like a thunderclap half a state away echoed through the starry darkness. I couldn’t stifle a shiver.

Gaia’s stride slowed. “We are here, when you are ready.”

I nodded.

“Be safe. There are things in the darkness you cannot see.”

And with that reassuring message, Gaia released my hand.


CHAPTER THREE


I was always a bit concerned when Gaia was dropping me off at a military facility. It seemed likely that if I appeared in the wrong spot, I’d probably be deflecting bullets, or just be catching one in the back of the head and that would be that. I’ve always been an optimistic person.

In this case, though, Gaia had returned to one of her favorite delivery methods. As the Abyss disintegrated, a cinderblock wall appeared right in front of my nose and didn’t have the courtesy to stop. I turned my head at the last second, and my cheek smacked into the wall before the rest of my body thumped into it as well. I cursed and frantically felt my nose to make sure it wasn’t broken. Foster could heal it in a snap, most of the fairies could, but it hurt like a bitch.

“Fucking A,” a surprisingly unsurprised voice said behind me.

I sighed in relief as I grew sure the cartilage of my nose was intact before raising my hands away from any threat I might have concealed about my person. My backpack grazed the cinderblock wall as I turned, and I smiled when I saw Casper standing in the hallway with a sheaf of papers.

“Why don’t you just use the front door like a normal person?”

“I was in Ireland. I didn’t really have that choice.”

Casper blinked.

I paused, waiting to see if she would say anything. When she didn’t, I asked, “Is Park around?”

“Ireland?” Casper said.

I nodded. “That’s where I was. But now I need First Sergeant Park.”

Casper narrowed her eyes. “That’s a nice travel plan. You’ll have to show me how to do that one day.”

“I’m not sure how well that would work,” I said. “And it would be a pretty bad way to die. Or I suppose, more accurately, die over centuries, maybe millennia?”

Casper’s curiosity vanished. “Let me grab the First Sergeant.”

“That would be great. I don’t want you shooting the dragon.”

Casper hesitated beneath the bright fluorescent light that washed out her already pale skin. Both her eyebrows climbed a little bit higher. “It certainly doesn’t get boring here,” she said, and vanished down the hallway.

She poked her head back around the corner. “Are you coming? I’ll just take you to his office. It’s probably simpler.”

I hurried down the hall and joined her. She’d become something of a celebrity among the water witches. I don’t think she realized that herself, as the witches tended not to mingle with humans very much. Or at least they tended to avoid non-magic-using humans, those we called commoners. While Nixie had landed the final blow against Lewena, it had been Casper who had taken the shots that truly ended the battle.

I frowned at the walls as we continued deeper into what I had thought was their temporary base. But the small cinderblock buildings the military had constructed in Saint Charles didn’t have hallways as long.

“Where are we?”

The cinderblocks gave way to old foundations, giant quarry rocks like those that had been used to construct the foundations of some of the oldest homes in the city.

“Underground,” Casper said.

“Underground where?” I asked.

Casper looked up at the ceiling. “I don’t know exactly.”

“It’s dangerous to dig in this area,” I said. “You might find things you’d rather not.” I glanced behind me, frowning a little deeper at the flickering shadows and the small gray orbs that danced around the corners of the hall. “Or you might wake something up you don’t want.”

“It’s been okay so far,” Casper said. “Aeros helped us carve out a long network of tunnels. We added onto it a bit ourselves, but now we’ve got an easily defensible location.”

“Be pretty easy for the water witches to drown you out.”

Casper shook her head. She pointed to a door as we passed by, and I cursed when I saw the hatch. It looked more like something I’d expect to see on a submarine than an underground base.

“Waterproof?” I asked.

She nodded. “One hundred percent.”

We turned another corner and a very familiar voice, a very familiar angry voice, echoed through the hall.

“I don’t give a dead rat’s fucking ass what that reporter promised you,” Sam said, her voice echoing off the walls. “You can’t trust Emily Beckers.”

The knot of dread sank into my stomach at the mention of the reporter. Emily had once come to Death’s Door, seeking answers to the video of a fight we’d once had with a blood mage. It had gone viral, and not even the Watchers had been able to stop it. Granted, that was because Ezekiel had carved through a great many of them, but still.

The reporter had covered darker things.

Park’s response was calm, even reasoned, but that didn’t stop Casper and I from jogging the rest of the way down the hall. She stopped outside and knocked, as if she planned to formally introduce us. But once I heard the words that came out of Park’s mouth, I didn’t hesitate to barge in ahead of Casper.

“What reason would that reporter have to lie to us about a dragon? Maybe it wasn’t an actual dragon. Maybe it was some kind of Fae creature that we need to be ready for. Something you and Foster haven’t yet prepared us for. I can’t risk standing down.”

“It’s a dragon,” I said, pushing in to stand next to Sam.

Sam cocked her head to the side and blinked. “Demon, are you sure?” I knew what Sam was really asking. She wanted to know if we were going to tell Park exactly what was going on.

“Yes, it’s Vicky. I mean Elizabeth. Elizabeth and Jasper. You’re talking about the dragon by the Arch?”

Park nodded.

“That’s our friend. Tell your men not to engage her.”

“Her? The dragon’s a her? What does that have to do with anything?”

“The girl,” Sam snapped. “The girl Emily mentioned.”

I squeezed Sam’s shoulder. “Vicky is still supposed to be in hiding with her parents. I don’t know what the hell she’s doing.” I turned to Park. “But do not attack her. She has a very murdery guardian.”

“Sorry to break protocol,” Casper said. “Damian sort of appeared in front of me.”

Park gave a hesitant shake of his head. “This job is going to kill me.”

“In all fairness,” Casper said. “It probably won’t be the job.”

Park released a humorless laugh and rested his forehead on his palm. “Give the order. No one is to engage the dragon.”

“Glad it’s not the other dragon,” Sam muttered.

Park’s brow furrowed into a look somewhere between irritation and exasperation. “Other. Dragon?”

I gave him an awkward smile. “Drake.”

“We haven’t heard any reports or sightings of Drake. Not from the troops here, and not from the troops stationed around Falias. I’m not sure if I should be happy about that, or concerned.”

“We’ll know next time we see him,” Sam said.

“This is a pretty nice underground base you have,” I said, hoping to catch Park off guard with a violent change of topic.

Park raised an eyebrow at Sam. “You didn’t tell him?”

“You said not to,” Sam said. “It didn’t exactly seem like a critical bit of information.”

Park pursed his lips. “Yes, after last year’s assault burned our camp to the ground, we decided to put some safety measures in place.”

“Smart,” I said. “I especially like the submarine-looking doors.”

“They don’t just look like submarine doors,” Park said. “They’re made of the same material, and they’re deep inside the stone thanks to Aeros.”

I waited to see if Park would elaborate. He didn’t, so I let it drop. “Where’s Foster?”

Park started to say something, but looked at Casper instead. “Did you leave him there?”

Casper frowned.

“Shit,” Park and Sam said at the same time.

Park jumped to his feet. “We left him with Ms. Beckers. There’s a tunnel that leads to the archives. We’ll find them there.” He dashed out of the room.

Sam gave me an awkward wave and then rocketed through the door, catching Park in an instant. Casper and I followed.


CHAPTER FOUR


The walls around us changed from the ancient stone of long-forgotten foundations to the cinderblock I was so used to seeing in the temporary military constructions. The hall faded to nothing but dirt with stone arches placed every ten to twenty feet. They were unnaturally smooth, and I had little doubt Aeros had built this section.

“How far?” I asked as we closed on Park and Sam.

“Quarter mile at most,” Park said, his voice barely betraying any sign of exertion.

“You don’t think Foster would do something stupid, do you?” Casper asked.

Sam released a sharp laugh. “How many months have you known him now? Do you even need to ask? We’ll be lucky if that reporter’s head’s not on a pike.”

Casper’s eyes went wide.

“She’s totally exaggerating,” I said. “Totally.”

But in the back of my mind, I wondered how far Foster would go. Emily hadn’t directly sabotaged us in the past, exactly. But she was certainly part of the media machine. The media could be a serious pain in the ass when you were the underdog in a Fae war.

Park took a sharp left, and we followed. Around the corner was an old concrete staircase. Our boots echoed as we started up the flights. Two floors, four, and we finally found a door on the fifth flight. Park pulled the iron bar off the center of the door and shouldered the creaky hinges open without ceremony. The dim light of the tunnels gave way to the harsh fluorescence of what looked like a room full of floor to ceiling filing cabinets.

“Come on.” Park dragged us out of the room into another hallway, refocusing my mind on our task. Park nodded to a middle-aged woman who didn’t need any further prompting.

“They’re in administration.” Her calm façade crumbled into hand wringing. “Please calm them down.”

Before anyone could respond to the woman’s words, raised voices echoed down the hall. Foster’s words rang clear as we closed on a room with a frosted glass window set in the top half of the door.

“I don’t give a shit if it’s a local newspaper,” Foster shouted, his voice growing shrill. “You think they won’t have people watching this?”

“You’re being ridiculous,” Emily snapped back.

Sam pulled the door open, and Park stalked through, followed by the rest of us. For all Foster and Emily took notice, we might as well not have been there.

“The only people in the video are Nudd and the dark-touched,” Emily said, her voice rising to a savage note. “There’s no way he’d know who shot it.”

Foster’s hand flashed to his sword where his knuckles whitened around the hilt. “Or maybe he knows exactly who shot that video, and you just handed them a death sentence.”

“I’m putting your friends at risk?” Emily asked. “You’re the most suicidal bunch I’ve ever seen. And I’ve covered some pretty horrible black ops shit.”

“You think you can take her, Foster?” I asked. “I give you 50/50 odds.”

The focus of the entire room turned to me. Park frowned before slowly raising an eyebrow.

“Hi,” I said, giving Foster a sideways smile.

The fairy narrowed his eyes. “We’re just talking.”

“And before you even start on me,” Emily said, meeting my gaze with steel in her eyes, “I didn’t’ steal anything from the base. An anonymous source sent that video to me.”

I frowned. “What are you talking about?”

“Ha!” Foster said. “Ms. Beckers published a story on Vicky, and in the process has likely got Enda and her family killed.”

“I gave Ms. Beckers permission to run a story about Casper,” Park said. “It was supposed to be a propaganda piece, to complement the campaign you’ve seen.”

Foster stomped across the newspaper on the desk he was standing on and unsheathed his sword. He used it as a pointer. At first, I thought he was indicating the headline. But his sword moved to the photo included in the article.

I cursed.

“Christ,” Park said.

Sam leaned over the table. She frowned at the photo for a moment before her gaze shot up to the reporter. “That’s surveillance footage that Enda shot. That only Enda could have shot!”

“You’ve put that entire family at risk,” Casper said. “Send word to the Obsidian Inn. Get them out.”

“You don’t have to worry about the dragon. It was eating Fae.” A knot twisted in my stomach. If any ally of Nudd’s had already seen this, Liam, Lochlan, and Enda were in terrible danger. “If anyone gets Vicky or my friends in Falias hurt, you can’t even comprehend the pain I’ll rain down on them.”

I struggled to keep myself in check. I knew the dead in the city, and I could call on most of them without having some awful flash of knowing I hadn’t already experienced. It might be more dangerous around them, and sometimes I feared it made me more unstable, but I pulled my aura back together, even as it tried to reach out to the ghosts.

To Emily, it might have simply looked like I was trying to intimidate her, and she wouldn’t be wrong. She’d caused me more than one headache over the years, and now she was putting my friends at risk. And that was unacceptable.

“Ms. Beckers,” Park said, “you’re coming to interrogation with me.”

“I know my rights,” Emily said. “This is beneath you.”

“Nothing is beneath me in this war,” Park said. He tipped his head toward Casper, and she moved into action. She placed one hand on Emily’s wrist and the other on her shoulder. To the untrained, it might look like she was gently escorting her out of the room. To me, it looked like she could break the woman’s arm in a split second and put her face into the dirt at the same time. Casper knew how to be prepared, and she was someone I’d never want to cross.

Park waited a beat before he turned around and closed the door. He stared down at the image in the local newspaper and cursed. “How fast can you get someone to get Enda and her family out?”

Foster flexed his wings and grimaced. “I don’t know, but I’ll send word now.”

“It’s time to go see Vicky,” I said.

“Let me know if we should expect any more dragon sightings,” Park said, glancing at the newspaper.

Sam stepped closer to Park. “Your soldiers are more than capable of handling a leak to the newspapers. Get them on it. Damian and Foster and I can handle the fairy stuff. Concentrate on what you know.”

Park sighed. “I know more than I wanted to know. Just when I think I have a handle on it, something else crops up. Dragons, reporters, and I don’t even know which is worse.”

“I have to go see Vicky,” I said. “I think it’s time to talk to her family, too.”

“What?” Foster and Sam said at once.

I nodded. “There’s too much at risk. There’s too much that puts her at risk. I need to be sure they understand everything going on.”

“Uh huh,” Sam said. “You mean about how you traveled to an alternate dimension and killed the being that was taking over their dead child’s soul before you brought her back to life? I’m sure that’ll go over great!”

I fidgeted and rubbed my hands together. “Okay, maybe they don’t have to hear all of it.”

“You want us to come?” Foster asked.

I shook my head. “Stay here. The training is one of the most important things we have going for us right now. More soldiers mean more allies.”

“Except for the soldiers that want to kill us,” Foster said. “I’m literally training some of these assholes to kill me.”

I glanced at Park.

He gave a half shrug. “A few, yes. Most of the troops are quite fond of Foster, though. At least those that aren’t terrified of him. Stabbing that private probably didn’t help.”

Foster grunted. “I assumed that idiot knew his right from his left. Bet he won’t make that mistake again.”

“We’ll stay,” Sam said. “But if you need us, you call. Frank’s doing PT with some of the privates. He’ll be here too if you need him. You know he will.”

I paused. “Who’s running the shop? I thought Frank was there today.”

“Aideen is,” Foster said. “She’s back from the Obsidian Inn. Business still hasn’t picked up as much as we’d hoped since the battle with the water witches, so she’s comfortable running things by herself.”

“Good. Good.” I nodded to myself as if I was silently trying to pump myself up for going to Vicky’s house. I suppose that’s exactly what I was doing.

“But we’re clear?” I asked, turning to Park. “No shooting the dragon?”

“You see,” he said, “this is exactly the kind of thing I’m talking about. I’ve been having a relatively normal day, but now I have to tell my men not to shoot at the dragon. A dragon!”

I nodded sagely. “The dragon’s quite friendly. But if you have any collectible Barbies around, I’d probably hide them.”

Park muttered under his breath. “No shooting the Barbie-eating dragon.”

Sam and Foster chuckled as I backed out of the room and closed the door behind me.


CHAPTER FIVE


I walked to the main hallway, my boots echoing around me as I left the dead acoustics of the filing cabinets behind. The light grew brighter, until the sun streaming through the windows washed away the harsh fluorescent light that had surrounded us before.

Another member of the archives nodded to us as I crossed the threshold and exited onto the steps of the old building. I wondered how much time Koda had spent there, or if the building had even been around when he was still alive. The weight of a great many spirits inside hadn’t escaped me, but Saint Charles was a place where the dead were always close.

The wide steps led to the uneven brick of the sidewalk. I glanced to the south and frowned at the edge of the site where not so long ago the military had set up thousands of tents, right in the heart of Saint Charles, right in the heart of Main Street. It was still hard to reconcile some days that we’d fought that battle here, but Lewena had brought the water witches to our home and destroyed so much of the riverfront.

Aeros and the Undine’s had done an amazing job rebuilding things. And I’d seen more than one green man tending to the trees that had survived. But I’d seen something else in the shadows, too. Something I’d once seen in the darkness of Greenville. It towered like a green man, but the savage gouges in the bark-like flesh that formed its face made an unsettling impression. The creature had seemed to have no ill will toward the green men, but anything I couldn’t identify tended to concern me.

In the last three months, we’d seen a good influx of commoners returning to the area. Some of them thought they’d be safer staying near the supernaturals and the military they’d trained. But others had bought into the propaganda. They’d come to realize who we were. That we were the ones Gwynn Ap Nudd had called out in his infamous television appearance.

Now we were just as likely, or perhaps far more likely, to receive a death threat at the store’s email as we were to receive an order. Frank had managed to set up some excellent filters, which kept the worst of it out of our sight, but there was still something disconcerting about seeing all that hate documented so thoroughly.

I turned away from the open patch of ground, now sprinkled with dead grass, and headed north toward Death’s Door. Some of the usual county construction had started up again along Main Street. It was a rare day where you didn’t see some amount of cobblestones torn up, or the sidewalks dug up, to either repair the sewers and pipes beneath them, or simply fix the sidewalk to help keep the pedestrians from snapping their ankles. The old cobblestone roads required quite a bit of upkeep, but I always felt like it was worth the cost to preserve that history. I hoped the city would also continue to believe it to be worth it.

The rains had stopped. Puddles still waited in the uneven cobblestones across Main Street. A few brave souls had already ventured out, unsure if the last wave of the thunderstorm had already passed, or if they’d be trapped in another deluge. A family of red-haired children stood on the corner, seemingly beyond the worry of rains or the coming storm. I suspected the family may not have been entirely human. We’d been seeing more Fae lately around Saint Charles. Some who had moved from Falias, and others who claimed to have done the same. I wasn’t the only one who was concerned that there might be spies among them. Foster and Aideen were already looking into that.

A few large drops of rain crashed against the glass plates of the gas streetlamps. A flurry of umbrellas rose across the sidewalks, shielding those less tolerant of the rain. Lightning lit the brick of the restaurant beside me and thunder shook the sky a moment later. It was perhaps an omen of things to come, the gathering clouds of a storm none of us would want to be in.

I made my way past the print shop where we sometimes had flyers done for the store, dodging around another bit of street repair. Farther up the street, I paused in front of Main Street Books. It was a modern shop, and while they didn’t carry the things I was generally looking for, they did stock quite a few titles on the history of Saint Charles, written by modern historians. But instead of the bookstore, I’d been sequestered away in the attic of Death’s Door, nose deep in the library doing research. It had been months since I’d read a book simply for entertainment, and the thought made me groan.

When this was over, the first thing I’d be doing would be turning off my phone and locking myself in that library with a good read.

I passed a couple of bars, and eyed the crowd gathered around an old antique store. The rain started to pick up, and I frowned at the old metal awning declaring the area historic Saint Charles. That part of the street always looked dark to me in the rain. Like some ominous thing, ready to swallow anyone who wandered too close.

I picked up my pace, passing restaurants and the occasional pedestrian and only a handful of soldiers. The rain was a steady drizzle, but by the time I made it to the shop I was still soaked.

The bell jingled on the front door as I walked in, the old handle cold beneath my fingers.

“Damian,” Aideen said as I stepped inside.

“Hey.”

“That’s 15.98 with tax,” Aideen said, turning her attention back to the customer at the counter. I smiled as the fairy danced barefoot across the tablet, before shoving it toward the customer. “Just swipe your card, and you’re all set.”

A little girl with light brown hair stepped out from behind what I supposed was her mom. She went up on her tiptoes and smiled up at Aideen. “She’s beautiful.” And it was said in that matter-of-fact way only a child can speak. There was no deception to her words, no exaggeration or manipulation. She was simply stating what she felt was the truth.

“Thank you, dear,” Aideen said. “That’s always nice to hear as we get older.”

The mother ran her hand through the child’s hair. She looked back to Aideen. “You can’t be that old. You look like you’re in your twenties.”

“We do not age quite the same as humans,” Aideen said, giving the pair a broad smile. “I am much older than you might think. Although I did have a very good friend that lived to be almost 5000 years old. Now that’s old.”

The child giggled, and the mother just stared blankly at Aideen for a moment. She shook herself and signed the tablet.

“Thank you, dears,” Aideen said. “If you’d like a bag, feel free to help yourself. I hope to see you again.”

The customers thanked our Fae proprietor, gathered up their purchases, and headed for the front door. I stepped into the far aisle to give them plenty of room to pass. The mother’s steps slowed when she saw me, and I braced myself for whatever words she might have to say. Her arm wrapped around her child’s shoulders in a protective stance.

“Thank you,” she said. “Some people in the city don’t understand what you’ve done for us. They say you brought hell to our streets. We saw what you fought back in the river. Thank you.”

It was my turn to stare blankly, as the woman took her leave and the bell jingled on her way out into the rain.

“What the hell was that?” I asked, waving at the front window as the little girl waved back.

“They stayed in town when the water witches attacked,” Aideen said. “They saw you and Bubbles and Nixie take down the harbinger.”

“We didn’t take it down,” I said.

Aideen held up her hand. “They saw what they saw Damian, nothing can change that. I for one am grateful we have goodwill among some of the commoners.” She glanced at the now-empty window. “And perhaps we have more than we realized.”

“Thanks for watching over the shop,” I said.

“Of course,” she said.

“I’m heading to Vicky’s now.”

“You never responded to their letter. The letter her parents sent you?”

I grimaced. “I know. What the hell was I supposed to say to that?”

“I’m sure they’ve grown more accustomed to her by now. They may have missed out on some years, but they have their child once more. They’ll understand you don’t have all the answers they’re looking for.”

“Let’s just hope it doesn’t come up. Because now I have to talk to them about their daughter’s dragon.”

Aideen gave me a huge grin. “Good luck.”

I narrowed my eyes and pushed my way through the saloon-style doors, passing the Formica table and the old grandfather clock before Bubbles ripped an enormous snore from the safety of her lair. The closet door creaked when I pulled it open, pondering a change of shirts. I could don one of the vampire-skull T-shirts Vicky had given me. The vampires certainly seemed to be amused by them, but this wasn’t exactly a social call. I hadn’t even talked to Vicky in a few months. It felt best to leave her be, so she could have a normal life.

The umbrella on the shelf caught my eye, so I grabbed it and headed through the back door. I glanced back at the deadbolt, surprised it hadn’t harassed me. If I hadn’t known better, I would’ve sworn it was sleeping. It made me wonder if Aideen had found an effective way to threaten it into silence. The thought made me happy.

I pulled the door open on my thirty-two Ford, the car I’d taken to calling Vicky before the little ghost had taken on that name. Before she’d been trapped in the Burning Lands. Before she’d been resurrected.

And now I was going to talk to her parents.

I slid into the small seat and collapsed against it. The car started with a roar, and I made my way onto the streets.


CHAPTER SIX


There was one thing I was sure of: Vicky wouldn’t have come out of hiding without reason. The question was, how good of a reason? And how dangerous? The thought of what might be out there hunting her caused my pulse to spike. Was it the vampires? Nudd himself? Something from the Burning Lands that had snuck through the cracks between realms?

I turned the wheel and the car veered around the entrance ramp to Highway 70, starting the short trip east before I merged onto 141 and headed south.

I’d almost reached Manchester Road before my nerves really kicked in. As I tried to take my mind off things, I recalled a particularly eventful trip to the old altar. We’d managed to summon a demon, and then kill it at Zola’s cabin. I couldn’t be sure, but I thought I might have more nerves about this trip than I’d had then.

And with that, my thoughts returned to Vicky like a rubber band. I thought about talking to Vicky’s parents, telling them part of what had happened. But how would I do that? How did you tell someone about the hell their child had been through? Would Vicky even want them to know?

My knuckles whitened as I strangled the steering wheel. It was a conversation I’d tried to have in my head a dozen times, a hundred times. But I never had a good answer. So here we were. Time had passed, and some things had perhaps gotten better, but others had most assuredly gotten worse. Nudd was here, in our world. He spent more time stalking the palaces of Falias than he spent in Faerie. He put on such a benevolent show, like a magnanimous ruler returning from obscurity. I feared he’d hoodwinked half the commoners.

But benevolent wasn’t a word anyone should use with Gwynn Ap Nudd.

His treaty, or partnership, or whatever hellish agreement he had with the dark-touched gave him an edge I didn’t care to think about. The Morrigan told us Nudd was a fool for entering into such a bond. The dark-touched could not be controlled like that. They were too elemental, too undisciplined, but I’d seen them fight with the water witches and their harbingers, and I knew we hadn’t seen the last of them.

I took a deep breath as I turned onto a street lined with old oak trees. Neatly trimmed hedges rose up sporadically, and it didn’t take long for me to find the one that I’d hidden behind the night we’d taken Vicky home.

My stomach flip-flopped as the old car bounced into the driveway. I wouldn’t be hiding in the shadows anymore. I supposed this was inevitable. The desire to see Vicky again warred with the dread of meeting her parents.

The car door thudded closed. A few footsteps carried me up to the porch. I watched my finger ring the doorbell, as if it was someone else’s, cast upon a movie screen in a dark theater.

Footsteps and muffled voices sounded inside the house before laughter grew louder and the deadbolt clicked open. The hinges whispered, and the face of a man not much older than me appeared in the doorway. I remembered seeing him that night. He’d been broken, with nothing but routine to keep him moving from day to day. But that wasn’t the man who stood before me now. This man stood straight and looked well, though his grip on the doorknob turned his knuckles white, and his smile was strained.

My brain didn’t fully register what I was hearing as I stared into the dark blue eyes of Vicky’s father.

“Jasper, no!” a woman’s stern voice shouted.

I frowned slightly as Vicky’s father stumbled out of the way and a large gray thing exploded through the screen door. I didn’t so much as have time to curse before the wide ball of gray fluff smacked into me and sent me to the ground, flailing into squarely trimmed bushes that were not nearly so soft as they appeared. Jasper chittered and squeaked, his size shrinking then expanding as the round ball snuggled up against my neck and bounced on my chest before shooting back into the house.

A woman about my age appeared at the hole in her door. She looked down at her husband, who lay sprawled across the foyer. “James, I told you we needed to take that screen out.”

“I was thinking about it, Lori, but I didn’t think Jasper would get that excited about anyone who would be visiting us. You must be Damian. Please, come in.”

“It’s the—” I started. “It’s nice to meet you.” I accepted a hand when he offered, and he helped me out of the bushes.

“Vicky’s in her room,” her mom said. “She’s been waiting for you.”

I frowned at that. Elizabeth was the name I’d expected to hear. I didn’t want to ask why they weren’t calling her Elizabeth, but I guess my expression wasn’t so subtle.

“That’s her name now,” her dad said with a sigh. “Just have to get used to it.”

I pulled the door shut behind me, the punched-out metal screen dragging and squeaking along the concrete until it clicked closed.

“Can I get you a drink?” Lori asked. I frowned at her for a moment before shaking my head. For years, I’d been friends with this family’s daughter, with the ghost of their daughter. In all that time, I’d always thought of them as Vicky’s mom and Vicky’s dad. It was strange to think of them as something else, as their given names. It felt right, but it also brought their loss crashing back down onto my shoulders.

“I’m good, thanks,” I said quietly.

“Vicky’s room is down the hall to the right,” James said. “It’s right at the end. Why don’t you talk to her?”

Getting a chance to speak to Vicky alone sounded a hell of a lot better than ambushing the whole family at once. I hadn’t seen Vicky in person in over a year.

I nodded. Mirrors mounted on the wall to the right caught my attention before I turned the corner into the hallway. The house wasn’t very big. It appeared to be three modest bedrooms, two barely large enough to comfortably fit a twin-size bed, and the other the master bedroom. I froze in the hallway for a moment. I’d done more than fail Vicky. Was I really going to risk taking her away from a real home? What the hell was I thinking?

Jasper purred on my shoulder. I reached up and scratched the furball between his giant black eyes. The deep trill woke me from my reverie, and I started down the hall again, my boots silent on the old beige carpet.

Even if James hadn’t told me which bedroom was Vicky’s, it wouldn’t have been hard to figure it out. The door stood open, but I still stopped and knocked on the frame. I stared across the room at a wall covered in newspaper articles and photos that had clearly been printed off the net on a cheap printer. Some of the pages were wrinkled, unable to maintain their form under the weight of the ink. Pictures of Nudd hung in one section of the wall, while red string tied between tacks trailed to an ethereal drawing of what I was quite sure was Hern. I traced those lines and found the Morrigan and Edgar and Camazotz and the dark-touched. Farther down the wall was a photo I didn’t remember taking. Four of us huddled in the library above Death’s Door—me and Happy and Foster, with Vicky asleep on one of the overstuffed chairs.

But the warm feeling I got from that photo, of seeing Vicky and Happy together, fled when I saw the photo next to it.

I stepped into the room, vaguely aware of Vicky sitting at the desk on the nearest wall, refusing to believe what I was seeing. But as I grew closer, there was no doubt. It was her, and a fairy, and two dragons.

Rage like I hadn’t felt in months boiled in the pit of my stomach. “Drake,” I snarled.

“At least he returns phone calls,” Vicky said, pulling her headphones off.

The growing fire in my gut fizzled. “You have Drake’s phone number? The right hand of the Mad King? Murderer, deceiver, and number one Fae who ought not be trusted?”

Vicky gave me a half smile that lit up her eyes. The only word I could think to describe it was sarcastic. “Some of the fairies say the same thing about me. So it seemed like a good fit.”

“Fairies? Plural? How is this keeping a low profile?” I asked as I gestured uselessly at the photo of her and the infuriatingly charming-looking Drake. “Is he why you were flying your dragon around downtown? I didn’t pull you out of the Burning Lands so you could live an extremely short life. I yanked you back so you could have a normal life!”

Vicky’s mouth pulled into a flat line. She held her hand up, curled it into a fist, and lit a brilliant soulsword.

I blinked at the dense blade.

“Not one call, Damian,” Vicky said, holding up the index finger of her free hand. “Is this normal?” She gestured to the soulsword before letting it snap out of existence. “You left me with a dragon and fragments of memories.”

“I was hoping you wouldn’t get those back. Kid, you know now I can’t be around you. It’s not safe.”

“Bullshit. If there’s a weak link in the Devil’s Knot that binds us together, it’s not me.”

I felt a light pressure on my shoulder as Jasper compressed and launched himself across the room into Vicky’s lap. She scratched the furball between the eyes, and with her legs crossed and her shoulders back, she could’ve been mistaken for a Bond villain. It was then that I noticed the black clothes, the antique enamel skull pin that adorned her left shoulder, the dark eyeliner.

“Are you a goth?” I asked, completely losing the grip on my anger again. The kid could disarm me in a moment. I wondered subconsciously if that was really why I had been avoiding her.

“I’m undead,” she said. “It seems fitting.”

“I’m sorry.” The words felt inadequate. “I don’t want to put you at risk, but you’re exposed now.”

She ran her fingers through Jasper’s fur. “It’s not your choice anymore. It hasn’t been your choice for the last year.”

I frowned, fishing for the right way to apologize to her, to tell her how happy I was she was home, to tell her how much we all talked about her, to tell her she had another family at Death’s Door.

Instead, I stood there like a mute idiot while the child—young woman, if I was being honest with myself—rose to her feet, walked over to me, and put her arms around me.

“I missed you,” Vicky said.

“Missed you too, kid.” I failed to fight back the tremor in my voice.

“Next time, just talk to me. Don’t make me ride a dragon through the Arch to get your attention.”

Jasper trilled on her shoulder, and I let a tiny laugh slip.

“Let’s go talk to the folks,” she said. “You could’ve at least responded to my dad’s letter. That was just rude.”

“But I—” I started, remember the words of gratitude her father had written me. But how could I respond to that? What could I say? She grabbed my wrist and pulled me out of the room, dragging me down the hallway while the realization dawned on me that I hadn’t gotten a single answer I was looking for.


CHAPTER SEVEN


A minute later, I was sitting in the living room, my back against a rather uncomfortably rigid floral-patterned chair. The family on the couch across from me looked like any other. A nuclear family, two parents with their arms around an irritated teenager and a fluffy dragon pacing back and forth on the back of the couch.

Okay, so maybe they weren’t like any other family.

I waited for them to say something until I couldn’t take it anymore. “Was there anything you wanted to talk about? Because I have a few things to tell you.”

James glanced at his watch. “Let’s just give it another minute. Then we can say what needs to be said.”

I frowned and looked at my own wrist before remembering I didn’t have a watch on. In fact, I almost never wore a watch. It was just one of those annoying things, if you see someone else check their watch, you glance down to check yours, even if you aren’t wearing one.

I doubt it was more than another minute, even though it felt like an eternity. For a split second, the room shook like a rare Missouri earthquake had struck beneath our feet. Lori patted Vicky on the shoulder and stood up, heading for the front door. Voices drifted in from outside.

Just as Lori cracked the door open, I heard the old New Orleans drawl of an irritated Cajun.

“You crushed their petunias,” Zola said, not even trying to hide the exasperation in her voice.

“These things can be hard to judge,” Aeros’s voice boomed back. “There are many rocks in this property, and I do apologize for moving the wrong ones.”

“Crushed them flat,” Zola muttered. “Ah’m sorry about that, Lori.”

Aeros crouched down until he was peering through the front door. “Greetings, Vicky. It is good to see your family doing well. I rather miss your visits with Shiawase.”

Zola interrupted the rock. “I’ll ride back with Damian. You head to the base. Make sure that fairy hasn’t stabbed anyone else.” Zola sighed and shook her head.

“Be well,” Aeros said to no one in particular as he vanished into the ground once more. There was a brief rumbling as the sod closed over the hole and the mulch churned to cover the flattened petunias.

It was about then I realized I was now standing, staring slack-jawed at Zola. “Zola! What the fuck?”

“Language,” Lori said.

My eyes flashed to Lori before returning to Zola as she stepped through the front door.

“Ah asked them to call me when you showed up. Thought it might be best for everyone.”

“It’s good to see you again,” James said.

“Likewise.”

“Again?” I felt like I’d accidentally skipped several chapters of a very important book. “What do you mean again?”

“You know damn well what Ah mean by again, boy,” Zola snapped.

Vicky blew out a slow breath. “Zola was worried my parents were going to flip out when my memories returned. The whole death resurrection now I’m a teenager thing. You remember that?”

I blinked at Vicky. The friendly girl I’d come to love had turned into a miniature version of my unbelievably sarcastic sister. I was both horrified and impressed.

Zola let out an exasperated breath. “Ah would not have put it so crudely, but yes, Ah spent some time with the family a couple weeks after Vicky came home. Wanted them to understand what happened, and Ah wanted Vicky to understand why you might not be around that much.” She stepped forward and poked a finger into my chest.

“Ouch,” I said.

I made my way back to the chair and watched as Vicky hopped up and hugged Zola. The things Zola sometimes did without me knowing, or without anyone knowing, surprised the hell out of me. She didn’t have to make time for these people. Zola had done enough with her life. She’d saved enough people, and the world was better for her work.

“I just wanted to thank you,” James said. “The letter I sent you was never enough. Nothing could ever be enough.”

“You gave us more time,” Lori said. “Every day has been a gift.”

“I didn’t …” I started. “I couldn’t …”

And I felt the dam breaking in my chest. That hopeless sense that I was going to tear this family apart again.

I tried to speak, but no words would come. Moisture gathered at the edges of my eyes a split second before Zola’s palm cracked across my cheek.

“This is why I’m here boy.” She stepped closer to me, and despite the difference in our height, she stared me down. “You may never think what you did was good enough, but it was better than that. You saved that girl, boy. And there is nothing more you could have done.”

“Nothing,” James said, echoing Zola’s words.

“I told you he’s stubborn,” Vicky said.

I choked out a halfhearted laugh and smiled at the kid.

She scratched behind her ear. “I know you felt you had to stay away. And I know I have to go with you now.”

“Although that does lead me to a question,” Lori said. She exchanged a glance with James and wrung her hands. “If something happens to our daughter, and that means it happens to you, why exactly would you give her a dragon?”

I laughed nervously. I wasn’t sure I had the best answer to that question. “Jasper’s a guardian. He kept me and my sister safe when we were kids, when my powers first started … causing issues. And a couple years ago, he helped us fight off the fairies that destroyed so much on the east coast. You guys know the whole story?”

“Once my memory started coming back,” Vicky said, “it wasn’t like I was going to keep it from them. I don’t think they were any safer not knowing.”

“Certainly not with what’s been going on in the world,” Zola said. “They need to have an understanding of what could come calling.”

I cursed under my breath and sank back into the chair. “Why didn’t you tell me?” I looked up at Zola.

“You had too many close calls, Damian. Ah was a little worried you might do something stupid and end up getting all three of you killed. But as you’ve been doing stupid things all your life, and haven’t ended up dead yet, Ah figured the time had come.”

She winked at me, which told me a lot in one gesture. There was truth to her words, lord knew I’d done some stupid shit over the years, but there was more to her reasoning. I trusted Zola, maybe more than I trusted anyone else on this earth. And that would be enough for me, for now.

“Did Vicky tell you she knows Drake?” I asked. “That was a new one on me.”

Zola turned toward Vicky, who had retaken her seat on the couch. One of the old Cajun’s eyebrow slowly arched, and I watched Vicky try to disappear into the couch cushions. I knew exactly how she felt.

“Who’s Drake?” James asked, exchanging a look with Lori.

“Yes, Vicky,” Zola said, settling into a chair across the room. “Why don’t you tell us who Drake is to you?”

Vicky frowned at Zola. “Drake’s just an old fairy with a dragon. Like Jasper. He’s nice enough, even if you’ve had your differences with him.” She sounded angry, like Zola had made a ridiculous accusation about a childhood friend. But Drake had fought alongside the Fae for millennia. Aideen and Foster thought he was older than they were, and that left his true age to be anyone’s guess.

“He attacked Casper and Park’s squad,” I said.

Vicky blew out a breath.

I cocked my head.

“What has he told you?” Zola asked.

Vicky crossed her arms. “It doesn’t matter. I believe him.”

I blinked at the girl. She sounded wiser than she should, and confident in her convictions about Drake and his dragon. I’d been face-to-face with them before, and while I thought the dragon seemed pretty okay, I couldn’t say the same for Drake. I suspected his agendas had agendas of their own. He wasn’t someone I’d be quick to trust.

Zola drummed her fingers on her knobby old cane. “Drake was responsible for your aerial performance downtown.”

Vicky crossed her arms. “I was helping a friend out of a tight spot. And speaking of friends, I hear Hugh has been having problems of his own.”

I leaned forward. “Hugh and the River Pack have been in Kansas City, facing down some of their leftovers.”

Vicky shook her head. “You don’t understand. You haven’t seen the worst of them yet.”

Her words curdled in my stomach. I still remembered the dark-touched from the Burning Lands. I remembered how well-spoken it had been, and even though that one had been a Geryon, Graybeard said he’d seen the like in the ranks of the dark-touched. A small part of me had hoped they’d been lost or had vanished completely when the Seal was restored. Vicky’s words made me think they hadn’t been.

Zola frowned. “That would make a terrible kind of sense. None of the creatures we’ve battled would’ve entered into a contract with Nudd. They may have been controlled by him, or manipulated by him, but not part of a conscious agreement like so many of the Fae seem to think exists.”

I nodded. “You told them about Koda?”

“The old ghost likes books,” Lori said. “She’s mentioned him once or twice. But mostly the panda bear.”

“Panda samurai,” Vicky said under her breath.

I grinned at the kid for a moment. “Koda thinks the dark-touched might be a hive mind. But not in the traditional sense of the word. He thinks it’s more ordered, like a military structure, where a few in charge give orders to those below them, and so on. Until it trickles down to the ground troops, like the rabid creatures we fought.”

“And is that good or bad?” James asked.

Zola shrugged. “We don’t know. And Koda might be wrong. Though Ah think Ah could count on one hand the times that ghost has been wrong.”

“I want to help,” Vicky said.

I leaned back, unable to stop my eyebrows from rising. “I have to get you out of here for your own safety, but that doesn’t mean I’m putting you in harm’s way.”

“Why not? I’m faster than you. And I’m better armed than half your allies. Maybe more than that, if you count Jasper.” The ball of fluff on her shoulder puffed up and trilled.

“Kid.” I rubbed at my forehead.

Vicky narrowed her eyes. “You can’t stop me. You might as well use me.”

I looked helplessly over to her parents.

James tilted his head to one side. “This is her decision. It’s true you can’t stop her. Trust me.”

Lori patted him on the knee, and her words sounded rehearsed. “Our daughter is strong, and brave, and she’s fought battles we can scarcely imagine.”

I slowly turned back to Vicky. “You told them about the Burning Lands?”

She nodded.

I tried to imagine what that must’ve been like. Did her parents think she was insane? Or did they just accept it? They already knew their daughter had come back from the dead. They’d seen the power she could wield. They’d seen her dragon. Stories of the Burning Lands probably weren’t so much of a stretch after that.

“It sounds like her friend Carter took good care of her,” Lori said. “She wants to fight for his memory.”

“And Maggie,” Vicky said.

The words gutted me. Every logical argument I was scrambling for fled in a heartbeat. Carter and Maggie had watched over her. The whole Ghost Pack had. This girl had been through hell, died, been to a different kind of hell, and come back. It wasn’t my place to stop her.

Zola nodded once. “I think the real concern here is what happens if Nudd loses control of the dark-touched. The military can’t drop a nuke on every harbinger that pops up. And if Koda’s suspicions are right, and there is a chain of command within the dark-touched, we don’t know what’s coming.”

“But it’s what we have to be ready for,” I said. “Vicky, it’s why I am worried about you getting into this. And Drake is a manipulative bastard. I’m worried about that, too.” My words came out in a hurry to preempt any protest. “I won’t stop you from helping, but you have got to be careful. Stay close to one of us as often as you can. If you’re not at home, I’d feel better if you were with Foster and Sam, or even Frank.”

“The arms dealer?” Lori said, raising an eyebrow. “I may take issue with that.”

“He’s not a …” I started before turning back to Vicky. “What have you been telling them?”

“Only what they need to know,” Vicky said.

Zola let out a slow laugh. “Oh, Ah do like this one. It’s good to have you back, girl.”

I groaned and sank back into my chair.

“What can we do?” James asked.

“If you’d like,” I said, “I can give you my parents’ phone number. They don’t live far from here, and they’re pretty well experienced with some weird shit, too. They do have a necromancer for a son and a vampire for a daughter.”

Lori shook her head. “That would be wonderful, thank you. It would be nice to speak to some fellow …” She glanced over at Vicky. “Some fellow ‘commoners,’ as our daughter calls them.”

Zola smiled. “Ah think you’ll like them just fine.”


CHAPTER EIGHT


We spent a few more minutes talking to James and Lori. They seemed to be trying to convince us they were happy with whatever decisions their daughter made, but I didn’t understand how anyone could be happy knowing their daughter would be put in harm’s way. Or worse, knowing she was always in harm’s way, being tied to me and Sam.

James held up a finger before asking, “Are we safe here?”

I hesitated, cutting myself off before I could even begin to speak words that weren’t true. “Probably not. I don’t think anyone who’s friends with me or my family is safe. You’ll be safer if Vicky isn’t here.”

James nodded, though we hadn’t really answered his question. “Sounds like a good time to visit the relatives in Texas.”

I stood up to go, and Zola followed me to the front door. Vicky trailed behind her, scooping up her backpack from behind the chair and tossing it over her shoulder.

“She always keeps a backpack,” Lori said. “Ever since she got home.”

“I wonder where she learned that?” Zola said, her forehead wrinkling.

I laughed nervously and ducked out the front door, hoping to avoid an awkward conversation about how I’d turned their child into a prepper.

“Damian,” Lori said.

I paused and started to turn, unable to hide the surprise as Vicky’s mom wrapped her arms around me.

“Thank you.”

James reached over his wife and clasped my shoulder. He didn’t say more, but he didn’t need to. I nodded to them both, and headed for the ’32 Victoria parked in their driveway.

“Aeros really flattened those petunias,” Vicky said as the door clicked closed behind us. She followed Zola around the car and hopped in the back seat.

“Aeros did good,” Zola said, closing the car door behind her. “He didn’t accidentally crush me, and he got the job done he needed to get done.”

“Probably would’ve been easier to call a taxi,” I said. “Why didn’t you drive yourself?”

“Ah was at the cabin, boy,” Zola said. “It would’ve taken me over an hour to drive back up here. Who knows what kind of stupid things you would’ve said by then.”

I frowned for a moment. “So, you basically used Aeros as your own personal express subway?”

“Oh,” Zola said, a smile stretching out her face. “Ah rather like that.”

Vicky leaned up onto the back of the front seats. “Where to?”

I glanced at her and said, “Put your seatbelt on.”

“Are you serious?” Vicky asked. “Aren’t we a little beyond seatbelts at this point?”

“Hell no,” I said. “No one in this car is beyond a seatbelt. I’m not scraping anyone off the inside of this windshield.”

Vicky blew out an exasperated breath and flopped back into the seat. I heard the click of a belt a moment later.

“The girl did ask you a question,” Zola said. “Where are we going?”

I glanced down at the clock. “Sam and Foster will be in training for another hour. We can meet up with them for dinner after that. Let’s head to the shop and keep Aideen company.”
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We made it back to Manchester Road before a memory flickered to the top of my mind. Foster had eviscerated a vampire in the basement of a parking garage. That same vampire had killed a dozen people. One of those people had been a child, and her ghost had appeared in the back of my car, this car. That night had set off a chain of events I could scarcely imagine. I don’t think anyone could have foretold that Vicky’s ghost would’ve led us to the Burning Lands, would’ve put us up against the Destroyer, or would’ve given so much power to the Ghost Pack. The question I had now was, why did she still have so much power?

“So how long you still been able to summon a soulsword?” I asked.

Vicky shrugged. “I don’t know. It may not have ever changed. I just remembered one day.”

“What I wonder,” Zola said, “is where is she pulling souls from? It’s possible there’s something else, some leftover vestige of the ties to the Burning Lands.”

“But how?” I asked.

“You yourself left the gateway in the Seal,” Zola said. “A gateway that perhaps only you can access, but a gateway nonetheless. So she may draw power from the Burning Lands in much the same way you drew Graybeard into our world.”

I glanced up in the rearview mirror and found Vicky tapping away on her phone.

My cell rang, and I pressed a button on my car stereo to answer it. Frank’s voice boomed to life in the old car.

“Damian, I’m here with Park. Safe to say Nudd found out about the article. You got about twenty minutes to get to a TV.”

“What’s going on?”

“Nudd called a press conference. They’re gathering on the eastern side of Falias, near the gates.”

Zola cursed. “That bastard has too many eyes.”

“They published it in a freaking newspaper,” Vicky said. “It’s not all that surprising.”

“Was that a kid?” Frank asked.

“Hi, Frank!” Vicky said, raising her voice. “It’s Vicky.”

Frank hesitated. “When did that happen?”

“Uh … about fifteen minutes ago,” I said.

“Try to keep that nut job in line, kid,” Frank said. “And I mean Damian, not Jasper.”

A small burst of static signaled the end of Frank’s call, and the stereo went dead. I caught a hint of Jasper’s fur in the rearview mirror, rippling as the dragon chittered.

“We should have enough time to get to the shop,” I said as I pushed on the accelerator a little harder.

“Don’t drive so slow on my account,” Zola said.

“This is great!” Vicky said a few minutes later as I swerved off 270 with the engine roaring and took the ramp onto Highway 70 at a nearly suicidal speed. The tires didn’t so much as bark, but Zola still rolled her eyes.

It was a straight shot to 5th Street. I slowed down enough to avoid terrifying the other drivers on the exit, but if we passed a cop, we weren’t going to be on time.

Zola tapped the clock on the dashboard. “Seven minutes. Slow it down.”

I’d been thinking the same thing. I merged onto Booneslick and, in an instant, modern strip malls and architecture vanished. The homes grew older, and gas streetlamps lined the brick sidewalks. It wasn’t until we got down to Main Street that the cobblestones started. And until that point, I kept our speed at the edge of what I thought a cop would let slide.

“It’s weird,” I said, turning the wheel and bouncing on the cobblestones. “I’m so used to seeing Graybeard’s ship docked down by the museum, that it looks like something’s missing now.”

“That must’ve freaked out the commoners,” Vicky said. “A bunch of skeletons taking orders from a dead parrot.”

“From a talking dead parrot,” Zola muttered. “That is one of your missteps Ah did not expect to stay with us for so long.”

I grinned. “That’s me. Fuckups that last. Maybe I should change the slogan for Death’s Door?”

Zola snorted.

Vicky leaned closer to the window as we passed Oh Fudge. “Where’s that ice cream shop? I thought it was around here.”

“It’s down the stairs,” I said, steering around a particularly deep pothole.

Vicky frowned. “I didn’t remember that. I feel like I should have remembered that.”

“Just wait until you get older,” Zola said. “You’ll be lucky if you remember to put on pants.”

“That why you always wear a cloak?” I asked.

Zola’s voice was deadly. “Boy, if you weren’t driving right now, Ah’d knock you out.”

I smiled at Zola as we rumbled past the last stretch of bars and shops before we reached Death’s Door.

The parking spaces were all taken on the curb in front, so I slid into a spot by Talayna’s, the pizza joint across the street.

I looked at the clock. “Come on. Two minutes.”

We piled out of the car, and I watched as Vicky gracefully slipped out the back of the ’32 Ford. I was pretty sure I’d never been that graceful. My legs were too long for that small of a seat.

I frowned at the front doors across the street. The closed sign was turned, and I hoped Aideen hadn’t had too much trouble while we’d been gone. I tried the handle, and it opened.

The bell jingled, and I held it open for Zola and Vicky as they passed through.

“We’re closed,” Aideen said.

“It’s just us,” I said.

“Get over here.” Aideen hopped up on the old mechanical register we’d recently replaced with a tablet. “It’s about to start.”

Aideen turned the tablet toward us.

“You finally got out of the 1990s?” Vicky asked.

“Ha ha,” I said. “The TV’s in the back.”

Aideen shook her head. “We can stream it here.” She swiped at the screen and tapped an icon with the flat of her hand. The tablet went dark for a moment before returning with a cacophony of sound, and a camera pointed at a podium that stood before the gates of Falias.


CHAPTER NINE


I’d seen those gates before, but not in person. I’d seen them in the great murals that decorated the halls of the court in Faerie. I’d seen them in mosaics in the ruins of Falias. They were a symbol of hope to some, and one of threat to others.

Ornate marble pylons stood to either side of the massive gates. I suspected each was at least as tall as the Washington Monument, only wider and carved with the great wars of Faerie. For a moment, I forgot the dread those gates pulled up from my gut. I sat in awe of the detail I could see even on such a small screen. The hand of the Mad King, a violent vein of red stone showing both a severed limb and a gateway through the Abyss. Nudd was always quick to remind his people that he’d been the one to slay the Mad King. His keen timing with propaganda had been on full display in the past, when he worked to cast his enemies in a bad light for the commoners. Beside the severed hand waited a dragon, a legion of Owl Knights, and many more that warred across the stone.

I leaned forward and frowned. “Is that a basilisk?”

Aideen nodded.

“I don’t remember that being there.”

“The gates are living stone,” she said. “They change as Falias changes. Look at the other pillar. The pillar of the opposition.”

But my eyes were still locked on the left pillar, and the crown of antlers that sat atop it. Slowly, I shifted my gaze, and my frown deepened. The top of the stone appeared to be more liquid than solid, with veins of blue struck through, so the stone looked more like a wave, and in that wave were dozens of faces.

“The water witches?” I asked.

“They are a threat.”

Just below them sat the ghostly vision of the Bone Sails. I couldn’t make out any individual skeletons, but I had no doubt the upturned skull and the sails represented Graybeard’s ship. I searched lower, studying each strata, stepping back in time, until I came closer to the bottom. Perhaps three-quarters of the way down, I found the terrible visage of a raging gravemaker. I had little doubt what the pillars and spikes were, set against a massive wave. This was me, battling the undines in Saint Charles, only here the commoners were displayed on spikes made from the flesh of gravemakers.

“That didn’t happen,” I said, pointing at that section of the pillar.

“No,” Aideen said. “The pillars may show history, they may show conflict, but they do not always show truth.”

I grimaced. “That sounds dangerous.”

“Yes,” Aideen said as a cloaked form stepped up onto the stage and strode toward the podium. “Perhaps the biggest threat to Nudd at this time is the world’s military might, combined with the knowledge we’ve given them. But do you see the soldiers on those pillars? Do you see the tanks or the bullets that can strike down a Fae?”

“No,” I said.

The picture zoomed in on the podium as Gwynn Ap Nudd took his place.
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“Welcome all,” Nudd said, flashing a disarming smile that I suspected was the same expression he’d wear as he cut an enemy’s throat. “I would like to say I am glad we have found harmony between our people. The hard work of your governments and my own has allowed us to find a peace in these trying times. But I know all is not well, and I am not here to offer you hollow words. While some things are much improved, there is much yet to be done.”

Zola stifled a shiver.

“I’d like to speak to you of the refugees from the calamity that happened in the town you once called Gettysburg. Your government failed them. Unable to provide basic necessities such as water and food before the people began to starve and turned to violence. But I did not fail them.”

“What is he talking about?” Vicky asked, sidling up to the counter behind Aideen.

“I have delivered the details of this project to your media. For while we have provided refuge to some of your people, I am sad to say that some of your people have murdered ours.”

Harsh whispers rose throughout the audience. The camera panned to show a mixture of Fae and commoners gathered before the gates.

“It is not all humans,” Nudd said, raising his hand to ask for silence. “It is only those I have previously warned you about. You must be vigilant, for our enemy has managed to strike down the great queen of the water witches and has seated in her place a murderous imposter.

“My people and I only seek peace with humanity, and we must not let the actions of a few warmongers destroy our hard-won peace.

“I fear one of my own people has sown the seeds of untruth and discord. Under the guise of being a family, three Fae infiltrated my city and returned with footage that has been twisted by your media. For that, they must face punishment for their crimes, as they would in Faerie. For that, they must be executed.”

“He’s a bloody dictator,” I muttered.

“A king,” Aideen said, a note of sadness in her voice. A low growl sounded in the back of the shop. I glanced toward the saloon-style doors as Bubbles pushed through.

“I don’t like him either, girl,” I said.

Bubbles cocked her head when she saw Vicky. Her ears perked up and her long braided tail wagged, springing to life where before it had been still with anger. Bubbles sprang past me and took up a post beside Vicky, nuzzling the girl’s hand while Jasper slid down to rest on the cu sith’s back.

Nudd went on, spewing more rhetoric about how alike the Fae and the humans were.

“This should be easier to see through than glass,” Zola said. “He’s spoon-feeding those people trash.”

As if on cue, polite applause rose from the audience on-screen. “Some of you fear me, as some of my people fear you. The tragedy that happened in these lands will not soon be forgotten by any of us. But we must move ever forward. We must be ever vigilant. And we must always work toward the greater good.”

Nudd gestured at the front of the stage, and the point of view of the camera switched. Below him stood three podiums, surrounded by cameras and what I suspected were members of the press.

I narrowed my eyes. “What the hell is he playing at?”

“As a token of our good intention, I wanted to allow your media to ask us questions. I admit, some we may not be able to answer. But there is no question that is off limits. Ask of me what you will, and I will answer what I can.”

“Well, that seems stupid,” Vicky said.

Aideen shrugged. “It’s most likely staged.”

A string of reporters lined up. Some I recognized from the major news networks. I had no idea who the others were. A few looked like they were teenagers, possibly there on an insane school project.

Nudd gestured to the first podium.

One of the youngest-looking of the bunch shuffled note cards before stepping forward. He leaned into the microphone. “What happens when you die? Several reports say you vanish. There are videos where it seems like only clothing is left behind.”

Nudd frowned slightly at the question. If he was faking surprise, he was damned good at it.

“We are not so different from you,” Nudd said. “Once our bodies expire, we return to the ley lines, the magic that connects this world to many others. Dust to dust, if you will.”

It looked like the kid was going ask another question, but a Fae who would’ve appeared human, if not for the fact his chest was as wide as two bodybuilders standing together, ushered him away.

A middle-aged woman walked up to the second podium. “Carla Casey, with channel 5.”

“Glenn Nudd, King of Faerie, ruler of all you see.”

Carla hesitated, clearly taken aback, but other than a slight stutter in her movements, she hid it well. Some of the things reporters faced in their day-to-day lives were truly horrible. Their ability to remain calm was impressive, at the least.

“You claim you stand for peace, but a great deal of evidence has surfaced showing you plan more for war than anything. How do you expect us, how do you expect humanity, to accept you at your word when there is clear evidence you do not abide by it?”

“That woman has no idea what she’s doing,” Aideen said. “Nudd’s balls, he’s going to kill her.”

Nudd just wrapped his fingers around the edge of his podium as he leaned forward.

“Now?” Vicky asked.

“No,” Aideen said. “But she’s not long for this world.”

“There is not much more important to a fairy than their word. You will have to take me at mine. Go in peace.”

“That’s not even an answer,” Carla started, before she was not-so-gently guided away from the podium.

The man standing at the last podium watched Carla’s departure with some interest. He ran a shaky hand over his close-cropped hair and steadied himself with a deep breath.

“William Macleod,” the man said, his voice steady, almost stern. “I’d like to follow-up on Carla’s question. It was your doing that brought Falias here. It was you who murdered the commoners and Fae alike in so doing. You consort with the dark-touched, scum of the lowest sort. We know what you did to Falias will one day befall Gorias, Finias, and Murias, all the great cities of the Fae. You aim to bring all of Faerie into the mortal realm. But this place is no longer our place.” MacLeod pounded his hand on his podium and stared defiantly at Nudd.

Nudd remained silent.

A burly Fae stepped forward to escort Macleod away from the microphone, but a flash of yellow light interrupted him before he reached Macleod.

Carla returned to the second microphone. “You feign benevolence. We have no evidence of it. There is no proof of this proffered benevolence.”

Silence thundered across the screen. Murmurs started in the crowd as Nudd stood silent.

“You wish proof?” Nudd closed his eyes, and the picture on the screen darkened. The camera shook briefly, and screams rose from the surrounding crowd before the color on the screen returned to normal before Nudd said, “There is your proof.”

“What did he do?” I asked.

“Macleod …” Aideen whispered. “You idiot.”

“You know him?” I asked, turning to face Aideen.

“I know of him. He’s an old warrior. From the time of the Mad King. But what does it mean?” she whispered to herself as she stared at the screen. “What does it all mean? Drake has returned. Macleod, champion of Gorias, has appeared after nearly a millennium in hiding.”

“What does your gut tell you?” Zola asked.

Aideen grimaced and looked up at Zola. “I fear for this world.”

“What have you done?” Macleod asked on the screen as the burly Fae finally gave up trying to break through the shield of yellow light.

“The vile weapons this world loves so have been banished. Forthright and forever more, your nuclear arms are lost. Build more, and you will answer to the Lords of Faerie. You want proof of the peace I offer? You have it. Once, humanity sent bombs into our city to destroy us, but now I have taken that power from your governments and your madmen. Do as you will.”

The camera focused on Macleod’s face, his astonishment plain to see. “You know not what you do.”

“The traitors—known to the commoners as Liam, Lochlan, and Enda—shall face execution. Their trial was set, and the courts have declared their guilt. Now all shall see the fate of those who threaten this peace. Go, son of Gorias, lest you soil the name of your ancestors.”

I steepled my hands and cursed. “I’ve seen enough. The military won’t stand idly by, and he damn well knows it.”

“Maybe.” Aideen turned her attention away from the screen. “Get to Park. We need to get in front of anything that’s going to be done locally. Nudd came too close to naming us outright. The fact he hasn’t is disconcerting.”

“Games within games,” Zola said, rapping her cane once on the hardwood floor.

Vicky adjusted her backpack. “I’m going with you.”

I raised an eyebrow. “They don’t even know who you are. And thanks to Nudd, things may have just gotten a hell of a lot more tense out there.”

“I’m going with you, or I’m flying my dragon over Saint Charles. Your choice.”

Zola laughed quietly.

I snapped my gaze to her. “Not helping over here, Zola.”

“Please,” Vicky said. “Who better than Jasper to infiltrate a military base?”

I shook my head violently. “We’re not infiltrating anything. We’re going to see our allies, our friends, and find out—” My phone buzzed. I frowned at the screen, then answered it. “Hey, Frank. Are you watching this—”

“Damian!” he shouted. “Damian, I couldn’t stop them. Oh god, I couldn’t stop them. They took Sam and Foster.”

I ground my teeth and flipped the phone to speaker. “Who took them?”

“I don’t know! Park didn’t recognize the unit, but they had Fae with them.”

“Where?”

“I don’t know. They arrested them for colluding with Nudd and providing intel. They’re saying our nukes are missing, Damian.”

“How many?” I asked, dread and rage warring in my gut.

“All of them! Get over here now! I don’t know what to do. Some of Casper’s squad got beaten down.”

Aideen stood slowly. “This was always a risk, trusting the commoners.” She methodically checked the sword sheathed at her waist and the daggers in her greaves. She pulled a quiver and bow from behind the register and looked up at me. “Do what you can. Find my husband.”

“We’re going with you,” I said.

“Meet me there. You’ll slow me down.” She streaked to the front door, exploded into her full-sized form, and slipped out while Bubbles hurtled after her.

“Let’s go,” Vicky said.

My eyes trailed back to the television as Nudd waved goodbye to a split crowd: half somber, half celebratory. Division was growing among the Fae.

I cursed and then said, “Come on.”


CHAPTER TEN


“We have to get to Sam, now,” I hissed as we hurried out onto Main Street. I watched Vicky as she walked beside me. If they’d put Sam down with something, Vicky was at risk. All three of us were.

Zola’s cane cracked against the cobblestones. “We will, boy.”

I glanced at Zola when her cane went silent. She had her head down and trailed Vicky. I slowed a bit to see what she was doing. Her old fingers blurred across the screen of her phone. To say she’d improved her texting skills was a vast understatement.

“Who’s that?” I asked.

“Vik,” Zola said. “Ah’ve found that vampire replies faster when people type at him than he does when they talk.”

“It’s called texting,” Vicky said. “Or call it messaging.”

“Girl,” Zola said, flipping her phone off. “You get to be older than one hundred and fifty years, you can call it whatever the hell you like.”

An old man smiled at us from a bench, giving Zola and I a look. I gave him an awkward smile, and he tipped his Fedora at us. It was good to see the locals moving back into the area. For a while, it had been hard for them to do that. There’d been so much debris around from the battle with the water witches that it had made the recovery slower than expected.

“Let’s go,” I said, increasing my pace again. It was only another minute before we were hurrying up the steps to the archives. I threw the door open, yanking it out of the hands of the woman who had been standing on the other side.

“Sorry, we’re closed,” she said.

“We’re here for Sam and Foster.”

She frowned.

“I was just here this morning,” I said, flashing her the most plastic smile I could muster.

“I know. It’s just we’re not supposed to let you in.”

“According to whom?” I asked.

Her eyes flashed up and to the right to a camera mounted above the door.

“Military? But not Park? Are they recording sound?”

She shrugged.

“I’m coming in,” Zola said, stepping in front of me.

“What’s going on?” Vicky asked, pressing up beside me. Jasper chittered on her shoulder, and at that point the woman in front of Zola didn’t need to fake the surprise and fear on her face.

Zola might appear small, or even frail at first glance, but she shoved the receptionist into a stumbling sprawl with little effort.

“Come on,” I said stepping between Zola and the woman on the floor. “To the basement.”

I didn’t look back. Zola padded along behind me, her cane cracking on the floor every few steps while Vicky hurried behind her. We passed filing cabinets and shelves, twisting through the hall until we reached the stairs. I hurried down them as shouts rose from below us. I worried what Aideen might be doing to Park’s unit.

The anger on Aideen’s face flashed through my mind an instant before my focus shifted back to Sam. They’d taken Sam, too. If she died, Vicky and I died with her. If she was injured, other people were going to die. Of that, I was sure.

Our pace increased to a jog and finally a sprint. Before I could so much as consider the danger, my aura reached out to the dead buried all around, until it caressed the dormant gravemakers that had arrived after the battle with the undines. We crossed through a section built of cinder blocks before the screams began.

I slowed as we came into the base proper, where we’d met Park earlier.

Shouts filled the hallways. Where it had been silent near the archives, now it was chaos. It took a moment to realize part of that chaos was due to me. Fragments of black flesh and bone oozed from the cracks between the old foundation’s stone.

“Stop,” Vicky said. “You’re scaring them all away. We’ll never find out anything.”

Zola put her hand on my shoulder. “Vicky is right. You need to stop.”

I breathed deeply, but didn’t stop moving forward. I probably wasn’t putting as much effort into controlling myself as I should have until one of the fluorescent lights burst with the influx of the gravemaker flesh. The pop of the bulb slowed my steps, and I focused my will, pulling my aura back tight against my body. The hum of the dead receded, and what flesh didn’t return to the earth at least stopped crawling across it.

“I figured that was you,” a somewhat irritated female voice said from around the corner. A glint of light vanished near the floor before Casper stepped forward, rising from a knee until she faced us. She folded up a small contraption, and I suspected it was either a camera or a mirror she’d used to look down the hall.

“Where are Sam and Foster?” The words that came from my throat weren’t smooth, but rather were gravelly, more the growl of a demon that’d been chain smoking for the past century.

“Bloody hell,” Casper said. “We’re working on it, but you have to get yourself under control.”

“Would you like to meet my dragon?” Vicky asked.

Casper glanced down at the girl. “She’s joking, right?”

“Oh no,” I said, my voice slowly returning to its normal timbre. “Vicky, meet Casper. Casper, Vicky. Vicky is the one who decided to sail her dragon through the Arch.”

Casper ran both of her hands through her hair. Her fingers massaged her scalp, and I suspected she was trying to stave off a headache of monumental proportions. “Come on, let’s go find Park.”

Casper turned around, and Zola flashed Vicky a grin.

“Don’t encourage them,” I said.

Jasper whined on her shoulder.

“Now you’ve hurt his feelings,” Vicky said.

I gave Jasper some side eye. “Don’t worry. I’m sure we can find something to feed you soon. I suspect that will make everything better.”

While Jasper had been keeping a low profile on Vicky’s shoulder, at my words, he flashed his rather large silvery gray teeth. When I looked up from the furball, I found Casper staring at us down the hallway.

I held my finger up to my lips, like a librarian might when shushing an unruly child or a jackass who answered his phone in the reference area.

“What is that?” Casper asked.

“Teeth,” I said. “Now let’s move it.” I stepped toward her. She could either decide to move with me, help us, or block me. She glanced back at Jasper for a moment, shook her head, and then led the way.

We only made it through two turns in the hallway before we ran into what looked like some very paranoid soldiers. One of them started to level the rifle at us before his eyes locked on Casper, and he let the black weapon fall back onto its shoulder strap.

“Where’s Park?” Zola asked.

“Interrogation,” Casper said before taking a narrow hallway off to the right when we reached an intersection of three tunnels. The fluorescent lights seemed brighter here, but I wasn’t sure if that was simply because the ceiling was lower, as I felt the need to duck as we passed each fixture.

“We caught one,” Park said as we filtered into a small room. Behind him was a window into a room with walls blanketed in what looked like geometric acoustic foam. A soldier was cuffed to the table, with guards standing nearby. “I don’t know how long she’s been in the unit. The only time we can think a breach might have occurred is when some of our privates were in the infirmary for a week last month.”

“What you mean by a breach?” I asked.

Park pointed. “I mean that whoever that is somehow replaced Private Reese.”

“Is this room soundproofed?” Aideen asked.

Park nodded.

“Who discovered her? And how?”

Casper raised two fingers. “I did, with the seeing stone Foster gave me.” She fished around in a pocket near her belt and pulled out a marbled circular stone with a hollow center.

Aideen frowned at the seeing stone. “Foster should have detected the magic. You shouldn’t have needed that.” She turned back to the window into the little holding cell. “How did she hide her disguise?”

The death’s head grin on the captured fairy’s face made her look insane. She uttered a low, guttural laugh. It was the most inhuman sound I’d ever heard a fairy make, like the laughter of a child mixed with the scrape of a blade on a whetstone. “Vesik.”

That word alone, just my name, set Casper off.

She burst into the interrogation room with no announcement. One of the guards standing inside looked like he was about to say something. She silenced him with a glare. On the far wall was another mirror, much like I imagined would be on the opposite side of the room we were in, only much, much larger. But if it was reflecting us, who were the other interrogators? Or was it just another piece of psychology to throw off their subjects?

Eerily calm, the captured fairy watched us with almond-shaped eyes as Casper moved through the room. The fairy’s eyes were narrow, and her face was thin. But she wore a satisfied smile, a knowing smirk. It was likely she had far more intel than we would ever know.

We followed Casper in as she leaned toward the fairy. The prisoner’s calm cracked a hair before Casper crossed back to us and into the strange L-shaped room we were all huddled in. The door clicked close behind her, and it sounded almost like a vacuum seal engaging. “Whoever she is, she’ll break.”

Park rubbed his hands together. “Private Reese was known for constantly wearing hats.”

“Even in the showers,” Casper said. “She wore some kind of shower cap thing. She’d always been particular about her hair.” Casper frowned and glanced away for a moment. “Some of us gave her trouble about it. But that thing in there …”

“She’s Fae,” Aideen said, “just like me. Just like Foster. Which is why I assume you have falsely arrested him?”

“We know who gave our nuke locations to Nudd,” Park said. “We needed to convince the chain of command that Sam and Foster weren’t colluding with anyone. Foster went willingly. He was just trying to keep the response nonviolent.”

I blinked. “Are we talking about the same Foster? I feel like the general outcome of that would be lots of soldiers with severed limbs on the ground.”

“Nonetheless,” Aideen said, refocusing on the soldier. “How did you discover her?”

Casper blew out a breath. “She looks human enough as long as she had a hat on. I only caught a flash of her ears when she was changing. It bothered me, because the movement was so fast I almost couldn’t see it. So I followed her.”

“That sounds subtle enough most humans would dismiss it. A flicker of light from the corner of their eye, or a shadow they can’t explain.”

Casper nodded. “But I know you. And I know Foster, and I’ve seen what the Fae can do. So I followed her. She was the last one in the showers. I waited in the locker room. It was then that I heard the voices.”

“Whose voices?” Aideen said, stepping forward.

“I don’t know,” Casper said. “I managed to catch a glimpse from around the corner. It’s easy enough, the way the room is laid out, to stay in the shadows. She’d written a pattern of what almost looked like blood on the wall, a series of runes maybe? Sigils? I don’t know what they were.” As she spoke, she started flipping through her phone. “Here.” Casper slid the phone toward Aideen.

Aideen hopped down off the stack of books she had been standing on and frowned at the photos of the sigils. “What exactly did you hear her say?”

“Not much. Just that the stage had been successful.”

Aideen looked up. “Meaning the removal of your weapons? And you’re sure she said nothing else?”

Casper shook her head. “She whispered something. I can’t be sure what it was. But it sounded like ‘hail to the marketing King.’ ”

Aideen cursed in English, and then her tongue rolled over into a language I didn’t understand. But the meaning was clear enough. She was infuriated. “Hail to the Wandering King,” she spat.

Laughter echoed up from the other side of the mirror.

“Hell,” Zola said, shouldering her way in front of Vicky. “This goes deeper than we imagined.”

“You know those words?” Aideen said. “You understand what that means?”

Zola nodded. “Ah understand that was the clarion call of the man who became the Mad King, the man Nudd slayed to take his throne.”

That’s why the words had been eating at me. That was the stray thought chewing at the back of my brain, an old reference to the Wandering War, and the madman who had spawned it.

“Is she an acolyte?” Zola asked, leaning over to look at the phone beside Aideen.

“I don’t know,” Aideen said. “But Drake has reappeared. Who’s to say some of the others didn’t survive? I can see why they’d fall in with Nudd. The birth of Falias onto this plain? Nudd’s manipulation of the humans, and their government?”

“Let’s see what she knows,” I said, turning to head back toward the door as my voice lowered to a growl. “Get my sister out of that cell.”

I stalked to the rear of the bunker before cracking the door open and stepping through into the interrogation room.


CHAPTER ELEVEN


The fairy’s laughter cut through my anger.

I stared down at the Fae chained to the table. “That was a hell of a job you did, infiltrating this squad. Shame you’re on the wrong side.”

The Fae’s smile faded. “There are no sides. There is only the king, and those who serve him.”

I gave her a half shrug. “Sure, that’s one perspective, but the other side has everyone who doesn’t serve the king.”

The Fae stared at me blankly.

“What’s your boss planning to do with the world’s nuclear arsenal?”

“Is that all?” The Fae cocked her head. “That is information I will give you gladly.”

I waited a beat. “Yes, I would like to know that.” I spoke slowly, as if she was perhaps not fully understanding my words.

“They are destroyed,” she said.

“I don’t believe you,” I muttered. “Don’t make me peel all your skin off.”

She relaxed into her chair. “I would think you a friend of the Mad King with such sweet words.”

“Mad King, Wandering King, why don’t you all pick one name?”

The fairy drummed her outstretched fingers on the table. “You do not know him, so you cannot know.”

I cursed under my breath and rubbed at my forehead.

“How is it you are not an ally,” she asked, “when you carry his hand in your sack?”

It took a moment before I realized she was talking about the hand of glory. “That’s not his hand, but I expect you already know.”

“It is a hand the Wandering King owned; therefore, it is his hand.”

That told me enough. She knew it wasn’t his hand, but I wondered if she knew it was Gaia’s. I didn’t want to risk sharing that knowledge. “Are you loyal to the Mad King?”

“Of course,” she said. “All those who understand the way of things are.”

I snapped in an instant, her vague musings wearing through my patience. The stone floor shattered beneath our feet and vine-like tendrils of long-dead flesh and bone snaked out of the earth, spiraling up the Fae’s legs and torso while she grinned. The darkness reached her wrists before she turned her palms up and caressed the dead flesh of the gravemakers.

“Your powers have grown more than we realized,” she said, smiling down at the bark-like flesh solidifying around her. I could feel the same stuff crawling up my chest, reaching my neck, and slithering through my hairline.

“This will end badly for you,” I said.

“Perhaps, but it will end badly for far more humans. The commoners will take their rightful place, at Nudd’s feet. The common filth with whom you so foolishly ally yourself, Damian Valdis Vesik, have no weapons left to fight us. What can they hope to do now? They can only bow before their rightful king.”

I narrowed my eyes, letting the tendrils of pulsating darkness tighten around the Fae’s neck.

They licked at her flesh, hungry to cut into it and pull out whatever soul waited inside.

The Fae laughed through her teeth.

The door clicked open behind me, and a rush of air almost popped my ears before Park’s voice said, “Don’t kill her.”

I hesitated, staring down at the Fae’s bared teeth.

“It is not your choice to release me,” she said. “I can leave whenever I wish, for this body is only a vessel.” The last line was a whisper, meant just for me. I felt something bend and stretch beneath my power before the Fae laughed, and her eyes rolled back into her head. I let my power fade away as the screams began.

“What the hell?” Park shouted. “You weren’t supposed to kill her!”

The guard at the far side of the room raised his rifle and pointed at me.

“I didn’t!”

The screams of the dying fairy filled the room, cutting off any chance of an immediate conversation. I stared at the guard, at the weapon leveled at me. Park shouted something I couldn’t hear, while the shrieks of the dying clawed at my eardrums. A darkness flickered through the shadows, and what had a moment before been a man with a gun became a man pinned to the floor with a dragon standing on his back.

Park backpedaled. Jasper roared and thrashed his head from side to side. It was the first sound that eclipsed the dying fairy. The soldier tried to curl into a ball when Jasper raised his foot from his back. The dragon stepped on the M-16 with his talons, and the gun fell into three distinct pieces. A moment later, the dragon vanished into the shadows.

Park stared slack-jawed at the uninjured soldier, the fractured gun, the remaining armor of the dead fairy, and me as the fairy’s dying wail faded away. “What the fuck just happened?”

“I didn’t kill her.”

“Okay,” he said. “How about the dragon? Why in the hell was there a dragon in here?”

“Because my friend didn’t think this through?” I said, slowly turning to the doorway where Vicky was standing with her arms crossed.

“I didn’t tell him to do that. It’s not like Jasper would just stand here, waiting for you to get shot.”

“Furball,” I said. “Get out here.”

The shadows in the corner shifted, and a small gray ball of fur rolled toward me until it reached my foot. I bent down to pick him up.

“While I appreciate your help, these are our friends.”

Jasper trilled, before turning a deep red.

“He wasn’t going to shoot. He was only doing his job. Don’t eat him.”

Jasper bared his teeth.

Aideen fluttered over Vicky’s head, and Zola pushed in behind the girl.

“What happened?” Zola asked. “Are you sure you didn’t kill her?”

I gave one quick nod. “Hell no. I didn’t even draw blood, but I couldn’t tell you what the hell happened.”

“She was possessed,” Aideen said.

Park frowned. “Are you talking about exorcist shit?”

Zola shook her head. “Not a demon. She was controlled by another Fae. The true spy could be in Falias, though Ah thought that magic was forbidden among fairies.”

Aideen grimaced. “The Unseelie Fae have a way of excusing any means, if the ends justify it. I have not seen such a clean possession in a very long time. Many parts of Faerie are warded against such magicks.”

“We aren’t in Faerie,” I said, Aideen’s words weighing on me.

“I know. The chaos this type of magic can breed is incalculable. It can be used as both a weapon, and an excuse. What concerns me more is the sheer power it must take to reach and stay with a body who was gone so deeply underground.”

“There are a great many ley lines here,” Zola said. “Would it not ease the difficulty of that magic if they were stationed beside one, or perhaps within one?”

Aideen nodded. “Zola, I thought you were just trying to get under her skin when you asked if she was an acolyte. Did you or Damian realize how much power she held?”

Zola shook her head.

“No,” I said. “But if we’re certain Drake is who he says he is, couldn’t more of the powers from that time have surfaced in this world?”

Aideen looked down at the vacant armor of the dead fairy. “I fear what that might mean.”


CHAPTER TWELVE


I turned back to Park. “Take me to Foster and Sam.”

Park ran a hand through his hair. “They’re in detainment. They aren’t … She didn’t lie about that part. I’ll take you to them, but I can’t release them without being court-martialed. Then we all lose.” Park hesitated, and his voice quieted. “We haven’t confirmed with all of our bases yet, but at least some of our nukes are missing.”

“Ah believe that even if only one was missing it would be considered a crisis,” Zola said. “But I suspect the entire stockpile has gone missing …”

“Nudd’s been playing nice so he could get his spies in place.” I looked back to the private huddled in the corner of the room. “He’s in shock.”

Park glanced at the private. “Casper, get him down to the infirmary, and meet us in the cells.”

Casper nodded. Some of her formality had fled, and the only other time I’d really seen that was in the heat of a conflict. But maybe that’s where we were. Maybe that’s all they saw. Me, murdering the prisoner.

I ground my teeth together. Some lines were blurred in our alliance, and I prayed they wouldn’t become a breaking point. I needed to keep my temper in check. Three deep breaths brought the throbbing pulse in my ears back down.

Park led us into a hallway before opening a well-hidden door in the stone. The rocky surface swung open silently, and we followed him down a winding metal staircase.

“Don’t you have an elevator?” Vicky asked.

“We do,” Park said. “But it’s on the other side of the bunker, and it’s a long walk to get to it.”

“Girl,” Zola said. “You’re far too young to be complaining about stairs. Get another hundred years on those bones, and then you can come talk to me.”

Park hesitated for a moment before he shook his head and continued down the stairs.

I was beginning to wonder just how deep the stairwell went when we finally came to the end. It had to have been at least three or four stories beneath the earth.

Park glanced back at me. “There’s something else I haven’t told you. I don’t know if you already knew or not. There are some very old ruins under this land.”

“There are ruins across much of the state,” Zola said. “Civilizations have come and gone, and been driven out and slaughtered.”

Park nodded. “That may be, but not like this.”

He pulled the door open, and I glimpsed the golden stone lining the hall before us. At first, I thought Aeros might have arranged the rocks, and perhaps helped straighten them out or cleared the way of dirt and mud, but I’d never seen him build anything like this. Massive stones, ground down and polished until they almost shone. It was like marble, but there was only one place I’d seen stone like it. The Royal Courts of Faerie.

My voice came out a mix of awe and confusion. “What the hell is this?”

“I was hoping one of you could tell me,” Park said, gesturing to the walls. “A section of it was a prison of some sort. We added some bars, and UV lights for the vampires, but the rest was already here.”

Aideen’s curiosity soured. She glared up at Park. “You locked Foster away in this place?”

“He’s safe,” Park said, but his eyes flashed between Aideen and the hall. I didn’t miss the crease in his brow, and worry warred with anger in my gut again.

Aideen’s lips curled into a snarl, and her hand moved toward the hilt of her sword. She stormed off down the hallway, exploding into her full-size form a second later, a glittering shower of fairy dust sparkling in the light that I now realized was emanating from the walls.

She pushed past Park, leaving a thin layer of fairy dust smeared across his uniform.

I let my vision slip, focusing on the energy around us, and the dead. I didn’t stifle the gasp when I realized what was flowing right through the place.

“Aideen,” I said, calling to her retreating form. “We’re standing in one of the biggest ley lines I’ve ever seen.”

“Of course we are,” she said. “How else would the Mad King have sent a piece of Faerie into another world?”

My easy gait faltered. So it didn’t just look like the stone I’d seen in the Royal Courts. This place was of Faerie, and I wondered, was it a piece of the courts themselves? But if the Mad King had sent that, it meant this place had been beneath the earth of Missouri for millennia.

“It is part of the prison at Gorias,” Aideen growled. “Meant to house war criminals, kingslayers, and the thieves of children. This is not a place for the Demon Sword.”

Park started to say something, but Aideen took a sharp turn, before taking two more and leading us down a narrow hallway.

“How do you know your way through here?” Park asked.

“Because I was here, when it was still part of Gorias. I locked monsters away in this place. Those we couldn’t kill, or those who were awaiting their date in the Court.”

I blew out a breath and turned toward Park. “A long time ago, this place used to be in Faerie. Two or three millennia back, they had a war with their king, the one you heard them refer to as the Mad King. He had the ability to create portals, and he owned the hand of glory before I did. Before Philip did.”

“So, Gettysburg wasn’t the first time someone pulled something through from Faerie,” Park said.

“Apparently not,” Aideen said, coming to a stop before an iron-barred cell. It wasn’t simply a cell, though. The bars ran across the floor and ceiling as well, looking like they’d been knotted into squared-off spirals. Even something as small as a fairy would have a hard time negotiating through them to escape. Unless they were ironborn, the touch of that metal could kill.

In the back of that tangled mass of metal was a tiny platform made of wood. And on that platform lay the unmoving form of my friend.

Concern and dread boiled up in my gut. “What’s wrong with him?”

But a second before that dread turned to rage, Foster ripped a massive snore.

I blinked at the fairy, wondering how such a thunderous noise could come from such a tiny body.

Aideen breathed a sigh of relief. “He needs more space than that. At least get a larger piece of wood.”

Park nodded. “I’ll see to it.”

“A larger piece of wood?” Vicky asked. “They should be letting him out. Jasper could get him out.”

“No,” Aideen said. She gave Vicky a small smile before nodding to Park.

Vicky’s lips twitched into a frown. “Why?”

Jasper chittered on Vicky’s shoulder, and I had little doubt he was wondering the same thing.

“Because our alliance is fragile,” Aideen said.

“What does that matter?” Vicky didn’t hide the blatant tone of irritation in her voice. “We’re less vulnerable without anyone holding us back.”

“In some ways,” Aideen said. “But we share this world now. It is not right for the Fae to rule the commoners.”

Park nodded slowly. “And humans can get rather violent about that sort of thing. It’s best to keep what alliances you have. You never know when you’ll need them.”

Vicky rolled her eyes. “Oh gods, he sounds like Carter.”

I barked out a laugh, thinking about what kind of conversations that old wolf must’ve had with Vicky when they were running in the Ghost Pack.

Park typed something into his phone. “They’ll have a bigger platform down here for him shortly. I’m sorry, Aideen. I didn’t realize.”

She nodded. I half expected her to give Park some kind of verbal forgiveness, or indicate her understanding, but all he got was the nod. I wondered if he knew her well enough at that point to understand how angry she was. And how angry she had a right to be.

The thought sobered me. “Where’s Sam?”

“Down here,” a familiar voice rasped. The hot glow in the old stones around us was enough to create a dim reflection on Frank’s bald head. His voice was gruff, but he didn’t sound stressed.

Frank’s words grew more heated and his hands balled into fists. “Look at what they’ve done to her.”

“Frank,” Park said. “I told you, no one will hurt her.”

I squeezed Frank’s shoulder and then pushed past Park. I was done listening to excuses and concerns for our alliance once I heard the fear picking at Frank’s voice. I jogged down the hall, Jasper now rolling beside me, having left Vicky behind.

Sam huddled in the back of the cell. A small travel umbrella was opened above her head, reflecting the harsh light of the ultraviolet assembly. The lamps looked more like a cannon.

“Damian’s here,” Frank said.

Sam cursed under her breath. “I’m fine, Demon. Don’t kill anybody.”

“Fine?” My voice cracking with rage, unable to keep the words from turning into a growl. “Fine! You’re locked in a dungeon of a lost city, dead in the middle of a ley line. You might be many things, but you’re not fine.”

Sam tilted the umbrella back a hair. “I’m good enough. Don’t attack them. I can do this, Demon.” Jasper rolled toward the gate, but he stopped outside the bars. His black eyes roved up and down them, focusing on the lamps in the corner.

“I’m fine.” She held her hand out as if asking Jasper to stop. Her flesh was blistered. She’d sustained more damage than I’d ever seen the sun inflict on her. Whatever these lights were, they were damned powerful.

I slowly turned to Park. He hesitated when he met my eyes, but instead of turning away, or trying to make excuses, he hurried to the cell. I watched him as he looked inside, as Sam lowered the umbrella a bit more, revealing her blistered cheek and a blood-red eye.

Park exploded with a string of curses. “I don’t know who the fuck did this, but they’re done. I will end them.”

Vicky caught up with us, and her breath hitched when she saw Sam.

I ground my teeth and bit off my words. “Jasper, take out the lamps.”

Before anyone could protest, a jet of blue fire exploded from the furball, and a moment later, the UV lamps fell to the floor as so much slag.

Sam let the umbrella fall and looked up at Vicky. “I’m fine, kid. For now, just … trust me.” Sam waited a beat, and when no one moved, she turned her head toward me. “Okay?”

The muscles of my jaw flexed, but I nodded.

“Let me heal you,” Aideen said.

Sam shook her head. “Stay away from the bars. I’m good.”

Zola had been watching silently. She cracked her knobby old cane on the floor with a brutal strike. Everyone turned to look at her.

“Ah don’t know what this game is, First Sergeant Park. You have earned our trust, and I hope we have earned yours. But this …” she said with a nod toward Sam. “This is cruel. If you tortured a human like this, you’d be held accountable in the highest courts. You’d be branded a traitor. And a very long time ago, in an age Ah sometimes do not care to remember, the only ones who sank this low ran slaves.”

“Zola …” Park started, cringing under her gaze.

Zola held up her hand. “No. If you intend to torture supernaturals, or enslave them, you’re no better than Nudd.”

“It wasn’t my doing,” Park said through gritted teeth. “Some things are above my ability to control.”

“I suppose you were only following orders,” Zola said, and her voice held a weight that spoke worlds.

Vicky stepped closer to the old Cajun. “We can’t leave them here.”

“You don’t have a choice,” Sam said.

Vicky’s brow creased, and she shook her head.

Aideen’s wings sagged a little. If I hadn’t known her so long, I might not have noticed. “Sam is right, little one. Our alliance is young, and while not everyone is on our side, Park and his people are. Give them a chance to resolve it promptly.” She eyed Park, who nodded once.

“Go,” Sam said. “Frank is here. We have friends here.”

Frank grunted.

Vicky wrapped her right hand around one of the bars and leaned in toward Sam. “This is bullshit. You change your mind, these won’t stop me.”

Sam smiled up at Vicky. “It’s good to see you, kid.”

Aideen didn’t hesitate. “Now, make for Falias. We need to speak with our allies there and take stock of the situation. I doubt it was a coincidence Nudd held the press conference before the eastern gates.”

I patted Frank on the shoulder and looked into Sam’s cell. “If the situation changes, you let me know.”

She nodded and leaned back into the wall.

I turned away from the cell, trying to wipe the vision of Sam and Foster behind bars from my mind, an exercise in futility. “Vicky, you’re coming with us. I’d feel safer knowing you’re not taking Jasper for another joyride.”

“Next time, answer your phone,” Vicky said.

Sam let out a weak chuckle from her cell. “Go. Tell me what you find. Get me out of here, Damian.”

“I will.”


CHAPTER THIRTEEN


We returned to the entrance to the archives. Casper had rejoined Park as we exited the hallway with the cells. Seeing where they’d imprisoned Foster and Sam had fractured my confidence. I took two slow breaths to calm the rising rage.

Casper eyed me, hesitating before she asked, “What next?”

“Falias,” Aideen said, back in her smaller form and perched on Zola’s shoulder. “We have allies there. They may have information we desperately need.”

“What do you need from us?”

“Get our people out,” I said, “and make sure they aren’t tortured in the meantime.”

Zola drummed her fingertips on the head of her cane. “Ah think what Ah’d recommend is using that seeing stone to ferret out any more spies among your ranks. You are clearly not so secure as you thought.”

Park nodded. “That’s a good call. Casper, organize an inspection. You’ll either find more people who are possessed, or those who don’t show up will tell us as much.”

“I could stay and help them,” Vicky said.

I shook my head. “You’ll have more fun with us, kid. Unless you think Drake’s going to attack them again?” I raised an eyebrow.

“How could I know that?” Vicky asked. “I don’t think he would, but fairies are weird.”

Zola let out a slow laugh. “Not all fairies, girl.”

“We’ll take the Warded Ways by the old church,” Aideen said. “It’ll take less power, and I’d like to conserve as much as I can for our arrival in Falias.”

“Expecting trouble?” Casper asked.

“Always.”

Park frowned. “We have our mission, and you have yours. Best of luck to you all.” With that, he spun on his heel and returned to the stairs that would take him into the underground halls. He paused before vanishing down the steps. “I’m sorry.” His footsteps faded as he descended the stairs.

Casper hung back for a moment. “He didn’t know what they were going to do. You need to believe that. None of us did. If I had …” The muscles in her jaw flexed.

“Someone did,” I said. “But I believe you. Find out who orchestrated it.” I let my gaze trail back to where Park had vanished. “He may not have known ahead of time, but he knows now.”

Casper nodded. She looked down at Vicky and said, “Keep them out of trouble, yeah?”

Vicky bit her lip. “I’m probably not the best person to ask for that.”

Casper blinked at the girl and then followed in Park’s footsteps.

“I’ll go with Gaia,” I said. I wanted to walk with the Titan, but I also wanted to avoid the nausea-inducing thrill ride of the Warded Ways. “Where will you exit the Ways?”

Aideen glanced down as if she was studying the weave of Zola’s cloak in order to determine just where they would come out of the Warded Ways. “I believe we can reach the guard room from the old church. That shouldn’t be a problem.”

“Good,” I said. “So, no randomly appearing in front of a wandering dullahan today, right?”

“Probably not?” Aideen said, her voice rising.

I narrowed my eyes. “You don’t instill much confidence.”

“Just be ready for anything. If Nudd’s press conference was a lure, gods only know what we’re walking into.”

“Would they not have contacted you?” Zola asked.

“They should have,” Aideen said. “But today has been an odd day.”

“You have a gift for understatement,” Zola said. She turned and started toward the main entrance of the archives. “Enough talk. We move.”

“See you there,” I said, fishing around in my backpack. My fingers brushed the cold dead flesh of Gaia’s hand. I laced her fingers between my own and stepped into the Abyss.

[image: *]*     *     *

“It is not usual for me to see you so many times in one day,” Gaia said as she materialized beside me. The motes of her golden light outshone the stars of the Abyss in the distance.

“And we’re probably not done,” I said. “I need to get to Falias. Just outside the Obsidian Inn. Preferably by the guard room, if you can do that.”

Gaia frowned. “I know the room of which you speak, but it is warded against many magicks.” Her musical voice was both soothing and a stark reminder of where we were. “While I may be able to get you into that room, I do not know if you would survive the experience.”

I groaned. “What about the old courtyard? With the basilisk skeleton? That’s close enough to the entrance that I probably won’t die.”

“Your standards for travel have decreased somewhat of late.”

“Was that a joke? I’m not sure how to take that, Gaia.”

“I can bring you to the courtyard of which you speak. There are many more beings gathered near the eastern edge of the city. Would you not prefer to go there?”

I shook my head. “We need to talk to the Inn. Nudd is making a move, but we’re not entirely sure what it is.”

Gaia pondered those words, her gaze trailing off toward the dim horizon before returning to me. “I have sensed the fear in the humans. A panic rose like I have not felt since Falias, and for nearly a century before that, the last time one of the great wars scoured their world.”

“You can sense that from here?” I asked.

“Of course,” Gaia said. “My body still rests upon the earth. It is only my consciousness that roams this place, and a segment of my power.”

“And your hand.”

Gaia gave me a flat look.

“Sorry,” I said. “I thought we were making jokes.”

“Indeed.”

A far-off sound rose, the deathly silence of the Abyss fractured by a basso roar like that of a rising earthquake.

Gaia stared into the distance and frowned. “Some of the old ones have been stirring.”

“Why? It’s not like they can escape this place.”

“Perhaps not,” Gaia said. “But that does not mean they cannot be released. We are here.”

“Thank you. You’ll probably see me again shortly. I don’t think this meeting will take long.”

“Ready yourself, Damian Vesik, for you are not alone.”

I had a split second to wonder what in the hell Gaia was talking about before the Abyss tilted into a violent spiral and I fell.
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The disorienting blur of my trip back to earth was blissfully smooth. Sunlight nearly blinded me as the darkness of the Abyss vanished, and I was left stumbling beside the massive skull of the long-dead basilisk. It was a good thing Gaia’s aim had been good, or I might have been impaled on one of its massive fangs.

“That would’ve sucked,” I muttered, trying to orient myself.

Something crunched beside me, and I frowned as I turned toward the noise, backpedaling as I gazed at the hooded form. A helmet beneath the cloth hid flesh that would burn in the daylight. I fumbled in my backpack cursing at myself for not drawing the focus before stepping into the Abyss.

“Vesik,” the gravelly voice boomed.

My fingers wrapped around the butt of the pepperbox and I drew the gun while my other hand fumbled awkwardly for the focus. It was only then that I realized what had snapped. The dark-touched held an Utukku in his claws, her neck snapping and crunching as his red right hand crushed it into a pulp.

“Vesik is here!” The dark-touched vampire screamed in his gravelly voice.

“You can talk?” I said, a split second before I started pulling the trigger on the pepperbox. Bullets whined and ricocheted as they cracked against the dark-touched’s helmet. More of my light blindness faded, and I began to understand just how not alone I was. A few piles of clothes were tangled up in Faerie armor, and the corpse of more than one dark-touched lay amid the wreckage of three Utukku bodies.

“Goddammit,” I snarled, holstered the pepperbox, and held my hand out as the dark-touched who had spoken charged.

“Tyranno Eversiotto!” I screamed the incantation. The ley lines snapped through me as the hairs on my arms stood at attention before electric blue lightning scoured the earth in front of me. The bolt cut through the stone beneath my feet and ripped its way to the vampire. What had been an uncomfortable distance of 30 feet had closed to half that in the blink of an eye. The lightning met him about ten feet out, the explosion rocking me back on my heels. I dropped the incantation when I realized I’d singed the hair on my forearms.

Movement caught my eye. Distant, but not for long. Cloaked figures flew across the rooftops and slid down the slender spires of Falias. Far more vampires than I could hope to fend off by myself. And what patrol had been here—the usual ten-member mixture of Utukku and Fae—were either dead or broken and running. They had the right idea.

I didn’t hesitate as the dark-touched at my feet groaned. I ran. Slipping into the shadows of the nearest alleyway, I cringed as the visceral cries of the dark-touched followed me down out of the light. I’d only been here once before, when Ward—or was it the Old Man—had shown us the basilisk. There wasn’t much doubt I was moving in the general direction of the Obsidian Inn, but I didn’t know if the alley would lead me to a haven, or a trap.

I sprinted toward what looked to be a dead-end, and my heart hammered as something scrambled over the brick above me. To my left was an archway, and I dove through it. I turned as I fell and shouted, “Modus Ignatto!” A torrent of fire, unrefined but massive, belched from my hand and splattered out into the alley. I didn’t stop to see what it had done. I scrambled back to my feet and sprinted through the rest of the arched alley. As soon as I broke into the daylight, I jaunted to the right and ran hard until the burning of my lungs threatened to send me to the ground.

“Here,” a female voice hissed.

It was either a trap, or help. But in my escape, I’d managed to grasp the focus. If it was a trap, I had a much better chance of surviving it. The golden stone of a half-collapsed building revealed only a sliver of shadow, but again the voice said, “Here.”

The dark-touched bellowed above me. I risked a glimpse backward, and I saw nothing above me or behind me. I slipped into the shadowed space and squinted at a distant light.

“What happened here?” I asked.

“Nudd happened,” a whisper said. “Too many of us went to the gate. Fools.”

“Morrigan?” I said, fairly certain I recognized the snide tone in the word “fools.”

“Yes. Now, come. We must return to the Inn.” She started through the hall toward the light. It only took a moment before I realized we were headed down a gradual slope.

“Where are Foster and the others?” Morrigan asked.

“Foster’s in jail, along with my sister, but Aideen’s on her way. She has Zola and Vicky with her.”

“The Destroyer?” Morrigan asked.

“She’s not the Destroyer anymore.”

“Yes, yes, you humans and your semantics. Is she still bonded to the reaper?”

“Jasper?” I asked as we reached the torch that I’d seen from the start of the passageway. “Yes, I asked him to guard her. To keep her safe.”

Morrigan slid the torch off the wall and led the way to a staircase that vanished into shadows as dark as the Abyss.

“Good,” Morrigan said. “We may need a reaper of our own before this day is done.”

“Who else is here?”

“Some of the Utukku. At least those that are left alive. Hess remained at the armory with a few of her most loyal soldiers. This is my fault. I never should’ve sent that family to infiltrate Nudd’s ranks.”

“I doubt you forced them into it,” I said, remembering the fear on Liam, Lachlan, and Enda’s faces when we’d met them in the catacombs. “They’re fed up with Nudd.”

“Aren’t we all?” Morrigan said. “Aren’t we all.”


CHAPTER FOURTEEN


We continued farther down the darkened halls, Morrigan in her crone form. I could have mistaken her silhouette for Zola in the shadows and the wavering torchlight. It felt like we had been walking for an hour, but I knew that couldn’t be right. Time hadn’t truly slowed. Quiet scratches and distant thumps echoed around us in the musty air. My gaze shot toward every shadow that moved or shifted in the distance.

It was impossible to lock down my senses in their entirety when I was this stressed. Impossible to ignore the floating gray orbs of long-forgotten guardians in this place. Morrigan glanced back at me and hesitated.

“You sense more than I expected.”

“What do you mean?” I asked.

She gestured at a cluster of the gray orbs that seem to flit through her hand and out of my field of vision. “The old ones. Those who once lived, but do no more, whose purpose is not forgotten.” Morrigan studied me for a moment before glancing at the ceiling as something thundered overhead.

“Are we close?” I asked.

“Yes,” Morrigan focused on corridor ahead of us. A rumble built in volume, and I didn’t think it was outside the tunnel this time. Morrigan exhaled. “I’d hoped to avoid this.”

She hurried forward, and I followed.

I lowered my voice. “Avoid what?”

“Nudd has sent all manner of Unseelie Fae into the tunnels, hunting for the Obsidian Inn.”

“Why doesn’t he just send the dark-touched down here? This is practically their natural habitat.”

“He tried. They perished. The dullahan has called more than one name in these corridors, and the dangers that lurk here are powerful protections for the Inn. I have known Nudd ten times longer than Zola has been alive. He will not stop so easily. It is only a matter of time before he sends less … stable things down here.”

We turned the corner, and I frowned at the hallway. I thought I recognized it, the place where I’d once appeared below Falias. A place of cells and violence, and the charred brick on the walls told me I was right. But Morrigan had been right, too. We weren’t alone.

In the distance, two blue orbs floated together as if they were weightless fire.

“Dullahan,” I said, my hand reaching for the focus at my belt.

“It’s not the dullahan you should be worried about, boy,” Morrigan snapped. “We make for the stairs. Don’t hesitate to kill anything between us and our goal. Go now!”

Morrigan broke into a sprint. My focus was still on the distant floating eyes of the dullahan, as I remembered what a monster that creature could be on the battlefield.

I finally saw it about the time the intersection appeared, the crossroads with the stairs to the Obsidian Inn. At first, the mass appeared to be a wall of snakes, surging out from one of the cells and splattering against the far wall. But instead of a wet thump, the shadowy forms cracked into the very stone. Among the undulating mass of slithering things, I heard the fall of rock and metal clattering across the floor.

I tried to concentrate on my footing, careful not to twist an ankle, as we attempted to outrun the massive shadows. A moment later, the dullahan’s eyes disappeared in the distance, and those snakelike forms broke into a halo of light. As they crossed through, I could see they were caked in mud, blood, and other viscera I couldn’t identify. One thing I was sure of: they weren’t snakes.

“What the fuck is that?” I shouted.

Morrigan glowed. Between one step and the next, the crone became the raven, and she rocketed forward on oily black wings. “Burn them!” the bird squawked.

Throwing an incantation while running was a sure way to miss your target. But one thing Zola had taught me was if you threw a large-enough ball of fire in an enclosed space, you didn’t really need to aim. “Magnus Ignatto!”

I stumbled as the power ripped through me. I felt what was left of the hairs on my arms burn to a crisp. Morrigan, almost distant now, made the turn through the intersection and flew up the stairs. She’d be safe from the heat, though I wasn’t sure if she was susceptible to fire incantations. The chaotic wall of flame shot forward at irregular intervals until it crashed into the writhing mass of what now looked very much like lampreys or dying gray vines draped in gore and dripping blood I suspected was from our allies.

Whatever they were, they were sentient. The instant the flames hit and widened to the point that I couldn’t see down the hallway through the fire and pain in my arms, something else screamed. It wasn’t immediately recognizable as pain, as the sound was so deep and basso it took me a moment to understand the earth wasn’t shaking around me. I let the fires die away and gasped for breath as I stumbled forward, making my way for the staircase as the soles of my boots sizzled on the superheated stone beneath them.

The fire faded, but it took time. I closed on the staircase that would let me climb to salvation. But even as the fires died, revealing the charred tentacles of roots and flesh and whatever else that thing had dragged down here, the snakelike vines moved again. Perhaps it was an illusion that they stuttered and stopped and restarted, but I liked to think they were injured.

But that didn’t mean they couldn’t kill me in a heartbeat.

A roar sounded in earnest, but this time it was a roar I knew. A wall of gray exploded in front of me. The long tail of a lizard that shouldn’t exist stretched out from the mass as four enormous legs materialized beneath it with a whumph. Ash and debris flew up from beneath Jasper’s massive wings. He reared back, unhinged his jaw, and a hellish blue flame exploded from his mouth. I dove behind the dragon, taking shelter by one of his hind legs. I sagged against him as the air thinned, and I felt like my lungs would catch fire at any moment. But they didn’t, and the flames receded, and the gray flesh moved no more. For a time. Then Jasper shrank, staying large enough for me to lean against, but losing the sheer level of intimidation he had as a full-sized dragon.

I was making the turn into the intersection when the smoke cleared to little more than wisps of gray, allowing me to see the eyes of the dullahan, still watching in the distance. As I looked back, I caught movement. The charred flesh flicked away, and the creature raced toward a cell before a voice boomed through the halls.

“Dragon fire?” the thing said. “Who walks these halls? Who dares interrupt my hunt for the Abyss creature?”

Exhaustion settled into my bones, but I stood my ground. I patted Jasper on the head and kept one foot on the first step that would lead to safety. Unless this thing was faster than I’d seen so far, I could still escape. Curiosity had its claws in me.

A hunched form swept through one of the cells as a tangle of vines and wood retreated toward a shadowed form. It stepped forward into the edge of the torchlight that had been ignited by Jasper, or me.

My breath hitched as I stared at the bark-covered face and the jagged openings of the glowing green eyes. Its mouth was little more than a serrated break in the bark it wore like armor.

“You?” I said. “I saw you in Greenville. What are you doing here?”

The being froze. Its face shifted, and the bark almost seemed to frown.

“Speak carefully,” Morrigan said from the top of the stairs. “The forest gods are powerful.”

I frowned. “Forest gods?”

“You have met others of my kind,” the creature said extending a hand, palm open before curling into a fist. It was formed of tightly knit vines, and some of them appeared to be charred. “There are not so many of us as there once were. Where is this Greenville of which you speak?”

“Missouri.”

“The war-torn lands,” the creature said, her words trailing off as if lost in thought. “I have family in that place. Though some are not so benevolent.”

“Like the green men?” I asked.

The treelike face swayed toward one wall and then the other between releasing what I can only think of as a scratchy laugh. “The green men are followers, for we are their gods.”

“Like Gaia?” I’d spent many hours, days even, looking for any information on the thing I’d met on the battlefield of Greenville. I’d mistaken it for a green man, but of that it most surely wasn’t. But now Morrigan seemed to know what this thing was, and if I was judging by appearance alone, I suspected it was the same kind of creature.

“The goddess left us long ago,” the forest god said. “Some believe she will return one day. But I fear all of our lands will be ash by that time.”

“The forests?”

“Yes,” the forest god said, her form shrinking as she appeared to settle into the corner of the intersection. “Even if our goddess returns, it will be too late for my child. It is the way of things, though, for all of us beings who march against time. Even the oldest of us cannot remember the beginning of this world.”

I hesitated, then spoke the question in my mind. “What happened to your child?”

The glow around those green eyes narrowed, and it gave the forest god’s face a hardened look, nearly as full of rage as the creature I’d encountered in Greenville. “Humanity. And what humanity couldn’t finish on their own has been lost to the Fae. Fae who should know better than to let the children of Gaia die.”

Morrigan crept down the stairs. She was no longer the crone or the raven, and for a moment I didn’t realize it was her. But I caught a glimpse of her black eyes, darker than the shadows around us. “You are Gund. Shepherd of the old mountains. What the humans call Appalachia.”

The forest god shifted to the other side of the hall. “I have been called that name before. But I am not the only one of my kind. My husband rules to the north, while my child waits for death in the war-torn lands. A forest grown in the blood of men, risen through the metal and death they left in the earth.”

“But you think Gaia could save him?” I asked.

“The forest gods who once ruled here are already lost.”

A hoarse whisper sounded behind the forest god.

The mass of vines and bark and ash turned toward it, opening enough of the view down the hallway for me to see the dullahan.

“That thing sure is persistent,” I muttered. “Is it a danger to you? Because it sure as hell is a danger to us.”

“No,” the forest god boomed. “I have no quarrel with the dullahan. And it has no quarrel with me. If you wish to have a formidable ally, it is the dullahan you should seek a pact with. A slayer of mortal and immortal alike.”

Something thundered deeper and distant in the catacombs.

“Leave this place in peace,” the forest god said as she turned to leave.

“I know Gaia,” I said, unable to stop the words, wanting to reach out to this creature and learn more.

“Many beings know Gaia,” she said, “but many more have allowed her to die.”

“I’ve walked the Abyss with her. I call her friend. She still lives. There’s still hope for your woods.”

The forest god turned back and met my gaze. It felt as though those glowing eyes, carved of crystal and light, looked deep inside my thoughts. “Then tell her she is needed. And the time for slumber is long past.”

With that, the vines and wood that formed the forest god’s body slipped out of the light, moved through the shadows, and vanished back into the cell they had come from.

“Follow me,” Morrigan said, “before something else finds us.”

For a moment, I stared at the empty space where the forest god had been. In the end, I trailed after the Morrigan.


CHAPTER FIFTEEN


We reached the top of the stairs, and Jasper trundled forward, his miniature dragon form shrinking further and losing shape until he was once again an oversized dust bunny with enormous black eyes. Vicky stood beside Zola, and a pair of Utukku each held a spear in their right hand, the butt resting on the floor and the tip pointed toward the heavens. I nodded to each of them, and they briefly touched their spear hands to their chests in acknowledgment.

Vicky crouched and scooped up Jasper. He took up his usual perch on her shoulder while Zola eyed the mass of fluff.

Zola turned to Aideen and Morrigan in turn. “What in the hell is a forest god?”

Aideen took a deep breath then snapped back into her smaller form. She glided down to a white pedestal against the wall. A series of fairy-sized seats adorned the top of the stone. The backs of the chairs were odd, narrowing greatly toward the base, but when Aideen sat in one, I understood why. Her wings fit perfectly without having to be bent or folded. It gave her a grand appearance, with wings spread and her posture rigid. I wondered what purpose those chairs had been built for, but it didn’t distract from the question at the front of my mind.

“So, what are they?” I asked, bringing the focus back to the forest gods.

“They are old spirits,” Aideen said. “Predecessors to the green men. Commoners might refer to them as ancestors, but it is different than that. It would be like saying that a creature more powerful, and more fit for survival, evolved into a weaker form of itself. That is how I think commoners would best understand it, and perhaps even you. A reverse evolution, if you will. Those gods did not need so much power anymore, they did not need such levels of violence to survive, so those abilities fled. The elements of their being that tap into the ley lines are not the same as those of the green men.”

“I’ve seen them before,” I said.

Aideen nodded. “I know. You told us many times of the strange green man you met on the battlefield at Greenville. But that is not what I expected. I never would’ve thought it was a forest god. It’s been a long time since they’ve shown themselves.”

“Forest god or not,” Morrigan said, “they are not the threat we face this day. We should rally the Inn and make ready for Nudd’s assault.”

“Our soldiers are prepared,” one of the Utukku said. “We have made the sacrifices required of us, and we will fight at your side. We will die at your side, if needed.”

“And you will have your honor,” Morrigan said. “Though I hope the cost is not too high.”

“Do you wish to review our ranks?” the Utukku asked.

Morrigan nodded. “I would. Our guests have not seen the expanded grounds. Show them what’s been done here.”

“Of course.” The Utukku inclined her head to Morrigan before leading the way to an arched hallway at the other end of the room. Our group followed, but Zola made a low sound, something like a hum.

I turned to glance back at her.

Zola frowned as she brushed a series of braids behind her ear. “There is something more valuable we must discuss.”

“Such as?” Morrigan asked.

Aideen fluttered above us for a moment before settling on Zola’s shoulder.

“A simple question,” Zola said. “What Fae would have the power to possess another and cast a glamour so thoroughly that only a seeing stone could pierce it?”

“That’s an answer I’d like, too,” Aideen said. “Do you have anyone here that powerful? Or have you heard of anyone?”

“There are always rumors,” Morrigan said as we crossed into the hallway. “As to which of those rumors are true, and which are misdirection, I cannot say.”

“There aren’t many Fae that have the abilities to match what you’ve described,” Aideen said. “Many of them are thought to be lost to time, were thought to have died in the Wandering War, but our new knowledge of the forest gods makes me wonder what else has survived the ages.”

“Perhaps we should ask those who saw those darker days,” Morrigan said. “Perhaps even a man who has worn the cursed dead as his armor.”

“The Old Man,” Zola said. “He is certainly knowledgeable when it comes to killing.”

“Nixie said he’s in Faerie with Ward,” I said.

Morrigan nodded. “They journey to Gorias, to seek allies and those who are willing to fight alongside the commoners.”

“The Old Man is on a recruiting mission?” I asked, slowly raising an eyebrow.

“There is no one better,” Morrigan said. “He has the respect of much of Faerie, and a history of walking between two worlds. His time in warfare is no small measure, even by the standards of the immortals.”

My eyebrow settled down. “When you put it like that … I guess.” But I just remembered him kicking my ass during training and being an obstinate mentor to Dell, for the most part. Useful, yes, but a good first impression? I wasn’t so sure.

“There is another who may help,” Morrigan said. “Come, I will show you to the training grounds, so you may witness the growing strength of the White Hand.”

“White Hand?” Zola asked as we stepped into a sloppy formation behind Morrigan.

“The White Hand of Nudd was a mark once used to identify his followers,” Aideen said. “Only those who wished to declare their allegiance to him bore it.”

“Yes,” Morrigan said. “The irony is not lost on us. It shall be his own hand that strikes him down.”

I frowned as we passed another hall and saw what I could have sworn was one of the Utukku’s instant-death rooms. A place where, if someone used the Warded Ways uninvited, they’d be skewered immediately. For some reason, I’d thought it had been closer to the stairs we’d used to come out of the catacombs. It was odd how the brain played tricks sometimes. How you could remember something so clearly, but when you saw it again, it was almost as if it had changed.

We followed Morrigan deeper into the hall, walking shoulder to shoulder until the expanse narrowed. I fell back behind Vicky so we had more room to walk, until the width lessened yet again and we were nearly walking single file. Morrigan vanished as she took a shadowed doorway I could scarcely see in the torchlight.

“This is a little creepy,” Vicky said.

Jasper chittered in agreement.

“Some Fae used to say it was the mad tunnels of the Mad King,” Aideen said. “This was a stronghold in Faerie. The narrowing hallways and twisted corridors gave the defenders ample chance to fight back and eliminate their invaders.”

We came close to a torch mounted higher on the wall before I realized it was a Fae light. There was no warmth, only illumination from the small flickering orb. Aideen pointed up to a slit near the light.

“You can still see the arrow slits. Archers could hide behind the wall, and only the most accurate of their enemy could hope to strike back.”

“Or a powerful-enough incantation,” Zola said as she pulled back her hood. Her braids swung free and her face wrinkled as she squinted at the tiny slits in the wall. “Not much range of motion. Most of the arrow slits in the old forts would give you a wide berth.”

“Some of those slits were not manned by fairies in their larger states,” Aideen said. “Some of us would wield bows from tiny platforms set just inside the wall. And as for incantations, the stone was enchanted. Only the strongest of mages could have broken through it.”

Morrigan harrumphed. “There were other ways in those times. When basilisks were more common, and a few twisted Fae would use the magic of life with deadly intent.”

Vicky perked up at that. “What do you mean?”

Morrigan glanced back at the girl as we continued forward. “It is something your necromancer can speak to you of. Twisting a magic meant to bring life, forcing a plant to kill, a root to rise and impale your foe, a vine to strangle them, a tower to collapse on top of them.”

“Like that spiky forest you used to kill the demons in the Burning Lands?” Vicky asked.

I gave an uneasy laugh and glanced at Morrigan. “Yeah, kid, exactly like that. You can’t claim plants don’t kill, too. Look at the pitcher plant or the Venus fly trap.”

“Did you hurt your back?” Zola asked. “Trying to twist your logic around that much, boy? Ah have the name of a good chiropractor if you need one.”

Aideen stifled a laugh, and I glared at the fairy before cracking a smile of my own.

The narrow hall took one last bend and then expanded like the stage of an amphitheater. We spread out within the room of gray stone. The change from the golden ambient light was harsh, and it hardly felt like fairy work until I saw the doors. Massive battle scenes rose from those towering bronze monoliths. And it reminded me of the pillars outside the gates of Falias. Some I recognized: legends of the Morrigan, the crow perched upon a broken branch, Hern leading an intricately carved mass I had little doubt was the Wild Hunt, and even Nudd throwing down the Mad King, and raising the hand of glory. Gaia’s hand. The flesh that rested in my backpack at that very moment.

“There is no fighting in these halls,” Morrigan said. “Once you pass through these doors, this is a place of peace, unless you are one of those standing within the ring.”

I exchanged a look with Zola, and was glad to see I wasn’t the only one somewhat confused by Morrigan’s words. But before we could so much as ask her to clarify what in the ever-loving hell she was talking about, Morrigan threw open the doors. Whatever the intent of her comments had been fled my mind.


CHAPTER SIXTEEN


The door opened to reveal a massive cavern, its gently sloping walls polished to a mirror shine, that stretched to a strip of rough stone some 30 feet above our heads. But that wasn’t the truly awe-inspiring sight.

As far and wide as I could see, an army of Fae trained. They moved as one, one section of the floor wielding swords, rising with the grace of a crane before striking forward like a viper. The mere sight of their lunges was enough to make me wonder how I’d survived more than one battle with any fairy.

Another group used halberds. A third line of fairies sat on the backs of their owls, still in their small forms, the movement of the birds so perfectly synchronized with the riders it was an unnerving sight to behold. Even the owls cocked their heads at the same time, flashed a wing, and struck out in unison with talons as sharp as any dagger.

But beyond that ocean of Fae was the noise. The grunts, shouts, and war cries of an army.

Vicky stared out at them, her gaze taking in the crowd from one side of the cavern to the other as she entered the room beside Zola. “Wow.” She stretched the word out, and I understood the awe in her voice. Jasper hopped off her shoulder, and rolled to the right until I lost sight of him in the throng of fairies.

Looking at that intimidating force left one question in my mind. “Why didn’t they gut the dark-touched?”

“Their mission was to keep this army a secret,” a voice said, a bit too much emphasis on the s syllables. “Until the right time.” I turned, expecting to find one of the Utukku, but not the Utukku. She bared her fangs in what I’d come to think of as a friendly smile. Her lizard-like eyes blinked sideways, and I returned the smile.

“Utukku! What are you doing here? I thought you’d be with Hess, or somewhere else, even back in Faerie, no?”

She reached out and patted my forearm. “No, Damian Vesik. There is no more important place than here. I was saddened to learn of my people who died on the street. But their sacrifice will keep us hidden for a time. Nudd does not know his doom grows beneath his feet.”

Morrigan glanced between me and Utukku. “Our time is running short. Some of the elite dark-touched have been seen here.”

“The ones that can talk,” I said.

Morrigan inclined her head. “Yes.”

Utukku stroked the hilt of the dagger sheathed at her hip. “They are formidable, but a formidable enemy can still die.”

A break in the rigid routine, playing out deeper in the cavern, caught my eye. “What’s going on back there?”

“The ring?” Utukku asked. “You must come and watch our allies spar.”

“A foolish way to get our allies to kill themselves,” Morrigan said. “I still do not approve of this.”

“There are more healers,” Utukku said. “And more importantly, Ward finished laying his runes before he left for Faerie with Leviticus. The incantations inside that circle are far weaker than those cast outside of it.”

Morrigan crossed her arms.

Vicky frowned and looked around the group. “Where’d Jasper go?”

“Don’t worry,” I said. “That furball can take care of himself.”

“As long as there aren’t any dolls around,” Vicky said.

“He still eating their heads?” I asked, remembering how many of Sam’s Barbies I’d fed to him when we were kids.

“It’s not the toys I’m worried about,” Vicky said. “You know what could happen if he got a hold of a voodoo doll?” She shivered.

And I tried to envision it, those gleaming, razor-sharp teeth slicing into the flesh of a voodoo doll, rending all the stuffing from it. “Thankfully, voodoo isn’t real, right?” I raised an eyebrow as I looked to Zola.

“Whatever helps you sleep at night, boy,” Zola said.

I laughed nervously.

“Come,” Morrigan said.

I expected her to lead us around the drilling soldiers but, instead, we strode up the middle, only a few inches separating us from the thrusts of the swords and the overhead strikes of a hundred halberds. Zola frowned, looking unimpressed, though I suspected that wasn’t the actual emotion she was fighting with. Vicky, on the other hand, looked downright excited. And I could understand some of that excitement, knowing all these Fae were our allies.

I flinched as a halberd thrust came uncomfortably close to my right arm. The Fae at the end of the pike gave me a small smile and a nod before shifting his weight and swinging his halberd back in the other direction. I wondered how many of the Fae considered us their allies. Or were we something their leaders simply told them they had to deal with? Or, more perhaps more disturbingly, how many of them were actually spies for Nudd?

The thought sent a chill to my bones. But if I was honest with myself, I had little doubt that some of the Fae before us did not have our best interests at heart. If we’d been smart enough to send spies into the ranks of Nudd’s army, you could be damn well sure he’d done the same.

We started past the Owl Knights, and I would have thought they were adorable, if I hadn’t seen them fight. The damage the talons on those owls could do to a Fae that was still in its small form was immeasurable. Two of the larger barn owls at the back raised their right wings, concealing the flash of their riders’ swords. It was graceful, deadly, and terribly effective.

Beyond that, the skirmish in the ring had picked up in earnest. Three Fae squared off, and it appeared to me they were all on their own side. None of the fairies in the circle were armed with the narrow Fae blades I was so used to seeing. We were just close enough I could hear the words of the fairy in the circle with his back to us.

“Nudd be with you,” he said.

His two adversaries stiffened and raised their fists, as if they were about to engage in fisticuffs that would’ve looked more at home in a silent movie. But it wasn’t their fists that struck out. The Fae on the right made a half turn, and when the fairy closest to us moved to block, the attacking Fae changed direction so fast my head spun. Instead of a forward kick, a blindingly fast roundhouse caught the defender on the shoulder. The fact that he managed to get his shoulder in the way to block spoke greatly of his speed. He grunted as the third Fae closed on him. The defender whispered an incantation, too quiet for me to make out, but his laugh was clear. He grabbed the wing of the first attacker and dragged the fairy into the path of the wave of force from the second. Even though I didn’t hear the incantation, I was fairly certain it was a pulsatto. It hammered into the fairy’s chest, and he collapsed to the floor, only to rise in a rage and attack the third fairy.

“Too easy,” the defending Fae said. And something tickled my memories. It was a voice I knew. A voice I’d heard before.

Before I could say anything, a thunderous roar echoed from the back of the cavern. A small tower of blue sparks fired into the air, drawing my attention completely away from the fight.

“Shit,” I said. “Jasper. Nothing to worry about indeed.”

“That’s not Jasper,” Vicky said. Another barking roar sounded, and a second tower of blue flame went up beside the first. A gray neck rose, towering over the distant edge of the training grounds. “That’s Jasper.”

“Then what …” But I didn’t get a chance to finish my sentence before another massive gray neck stood tall above the crowd, and a dragon equal to Jasper’s size made its way toward him. I took a step in their direction before Vicky cursed and grabbed my backpack. She had it unzipped and was rooting through it before I understood what was happening. I heard the bag of jerky crunch in her hand a moment before she sprinted off toward the dragons.

“Another dragon?” Zola turned to Morrigan. “Who is that?”

I knew the answer. And so did Aideen.

“You let him in here?” Aideen said. “We can’t trust him.”

“Trust who?” Zola asked, but the tone of her voice told me she already knew.

I stared at the back of the fairy in the ring. Watched the lithe, graceful form that I’d faced before on the battlefield and I called out his name, “Drake!”

He turned his attention to me for a split second and flashed me a smile. But his opponents, now fighting more as a team than individually, didn’t miss their chance. Drake’s face was smashed up against the dome of power a moment later. His wry smile turned into a grimace of pain. He tried to escape, but unarmed against skilled opponents, he was done.

“I yield,” Drake said.

The barrier around the fairies fell, and Drake’s opponents released him. He turned the fairies and nodded. “Your training is going well. I’m happy to see the improvements.”

“One day it won’t be my bare hands, betrayer,” the larger of the two Fae said.

“I did not murder your brother for joy,” Drake said. “It was on the battlefield, a long time ago. Some things are best forgotten.”

I raised my voice. “You should come talk to the military with me. I’m sure they’ll buy that line.”

Drake flashed his teeth, somewhere between a grin and a sneer. “Vesik. Care to join me in the ring? Loser has to do whatever the winner says for a day?”

“I’m a bit more concerned about what your dragon might do,” I said.

“You ruined my dragon, Vesik,” Drake said. “I owe you for that.”

He cocked his head toward the back of the cavern. I frowned at him, and then followed the motion to the dragons. Vicky was sitting on Drake’s dragon’s head while the dragon stuck out his tongue so Vicky could pile Frank’s face-melting jerky onto it.

“I …” But I couldn’t find the words.

Drake turned and watched the dragons and the young teenager. “I doubt I’ll ever get him to eat humans again. Dried out cow, on the other hand …”

I blinked at the fairy. The right hand of the Mad King, a Demon Sword, who somehow retained his powers through the loss of his monarch—powers to rival Foster’s own, powers that he’d used to burn down Park’s base in Saint Charles. I glared at him.

For a moment, I wondered just how much the circle dampened powers, and if I could fire a spell through it with enough force to strike him down. I’d been willing to give him leeway after the minimal help he offered, but the fact he was now in contact with Vicky put my tolerance on the back burner.

A small smile lifted the edges of Drake’s mouth, giving his sharp cheeks and chin a deadly appearance. “I didn’t realize we would have guests so soon.” He glanced at the Morrigan.

“This was easier than trying to explain it to either one of you.” The Morrigan brushed at her sleeve, and a crease formed on her brow. Just a small expression of irritation I’d seen on Zola’s face more times than I could count. “I don’t care what differences you had in the past. We will have peace in this place.”

“The skirmish by the river?” Drake asked. “Hardly what I would call a difference.”

I choked back a growl. “People died.”

He scoffed. “I doubt it was anyone important. The commoners and their military.” He frowned, like he didn’t like the taste of the words. Much like I didn’t like the fact the military was occupying civilian streets.

“Vicky doesn’t need to be involved in your schemes,” I said, unable to think past what the fairy’s manipulations might be.

“My schemes?” Drake spread his arms wide. “It surely was not me who brought her to these grounds, who gave her the burden of a reaper, who gave life to that which should not live.” His words grew quieter as he spoke, until the last sentence had been little more than a whisper.

“Enough, boy,” Zola said. “What’s done is done. He only spins yarns to rile you up.”

“Is it true?” Aideen said, standing up on Zola’s shoulder. “You’re a mercenary now? A sword for hire? One who would work for the Unseelie Court as quickly as they would defend their own brethren?”

Drake crossed his arms. “Typical. I saved your friend’s life,” he said, nodding in my direction. “The fool would’ve walked right into Nudd’s trap. I could have let him die on the battlefield. I didn’t.”

“And why didn’t you?” Aideen asked. “So you may beg a favor of him one day? Win a favor of mine? Or that of the rightful Demon Sword?”

Drake let out a hollow laugh. “You don’t have the whole story.”

“Then tell it to us,” Aideen said.

Drake glanced at the dragons before returning his attention to me. “I mean her no harm. And I know of the bond you share. To kill you would be to kill her, and I won’t do that.”

I eyed the fairy.

“Come, necromancer. Spar with me here, while my powers are muted, and so are yours.”

“Not without reason,” Aideen said, stopping me in my tracks. I’d scarcely realized I was already stepping toward the circle. “If Damian is victorious, you tell what you know of Nudd’s spies.”

I clenched my fists.

Drake smirked. “I accept your offer. I don’t want either of us to die here, so why don’t we say first takedown wins. Put me on the floor, and I’ll tell you what you ask. But if I put you on the floor, then you leave me alone about my time spent with your apprentice.”

“My apprentice?” I spluttered.

“Yes. I do not care to consider the grief my dragon would give me if she did not see her new best friend.” Drake looked back to the massive forms of the gray beasts. They were now flinging a giggling Vicky back and forth, catching her gently on each other’s noses like a rag doll. “It is … trying.”

I tried to imagine then what the time Drake had spent with Vicky had actually been like. If she’d been bonding with his dragon, his reaper who had been his compatriot since the age of the Wandering War, just how much had that gotten under the fairy’s skin? A slow smile spread across my face. “Agreed.”

“Sweep the leg,” Aideen said.

I hesitated, glanced back at her, and found the fairy grinning broadly.

“Oh, and don’t lose. Apparently, Morrigan doesn’t know whatever Drake’s about to tell us. She’s been trying to get it out of him for the past week.”

The Morrigan shrugged.

I cursed under my breath and stepped into the circle.


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN


Drake backed toward the opposite side of the circle. “You humans haven’t changed in a thousand years. Faerie could’ve ruled you then, and if you’re not careful, Nudd will rule you now.”

“A thousand years?” I asked, shrugging off my backpack and throwing it outside the circle to Zola. “I think you give humanity too much credit. We’ve been killing each other far longer than that.”

Zola caught the heavy bag like it weighed nothing. It was one of those rare moments where she revealed the strength beneath what most would think was an ancient and frail body. Though she aged, and time had taken its toll on her skin, I doubted many could match her pound for pound when it came to strength.

“What of the rules of the circle?” Zola asked.

Morrigan gestured to the wards on the ground. “There are none. When the circle is engaged, their powers will be limited.”

“It will be hard to draw on line arts,” Aideen said.

“Is that all?” Zola asked.

When no one else spoke, I glanced behind me. Morrigan wore no expression. “It’s supposed to be.”

One of the Owl Knights stepped closer, a decorative halberd grasped in his left hand. He raised it high and spoke. “Die with honor.” He brought the haft down on a ward inlaid on a dark gray tile. A second before the glassy dome snapped closed over our heads, I realized most of the hall had gone silent. A great many eyes were on us. When the incantation completed, the silence was almost deafening. I could see those around us speaking, but few words penetrated the spell.

“Finally,” Drake said. “Whisper and they won’t hear what we say in this place. But you must fight as if you mean to kill me.”

“That shouldn’t be a problem,” I said, shrugging my shoulders and pumping my fists as if it would somehow intimidate the Fae warrior, who had likely seen more battles than I’d seen days above the earth.

“Nudd has to die,” Drake said, hopping forward in an odd feint before lashing out with his right leg. I barely had time to say Impadda before I remembered spells wouldn’t work right in the circle.

A shield spluttered on my arm, and perhaps it slowed Drake’s leg a fraction, but it still hurt like a bitch when he caught my upper thigh. I sagged to one side, and Drake danced backward, as if he were taunting me. It was jarring to hear the words coming from his mouth, but see a different expression on his face. I wouldn’t be surprised if the man could lie to himself without batting an eye.

“No shit,” I said. “But I don’t think that’s your priority.”

“He’s lost his mind, and he’s going to get everyone killed. Vanity is his weakness. Nudd believes himself too powerful, too intelligent, to be dethroned. So he plays both sides as if they were marionettes.”

Drake’s eyes lit up, and he danced forward again. Instead of waiting for a response, or an attack, I lunged, reaching back as if I intended to throw a wide hook.

The fairy followed the motion, but I feinted the attack with my right hand, drawing up short and grabbing the collar of his mail shirt before drawing his chest down to my knee in one vicious strike.

Surprise widened Drake’s eyes, and I suspected he would’ve been in a bit more pain if he hadn’t been wearing armor. It was about then I realized I was wearing a T-shirt, and he was wearing armor.

“Shit.”

“You fight like the old legions,” Drake said. “But you’re sloppy. You take risks you don’t need to.”

“Not killing you is a risk,” I said.

Drake landed two quick jabs. Trying to block them was like trying to block a hummingbird. “You could at least try to make this a good fight,” the fairy said.

“Pulsatto!” I shouted, straining my will to put as much energy into the incantation as I could.

Drake danced away, but I hadn’t been aiming for his chest. Weakened though the magic might have been, his sprightly steps made his legs vulnerable. When the wave of force hit, it was enough to take one of them out from under him. He went down on one knee, but popped right back up.

“That was close,” Drake said. “I’m impressed.”

“What do you want with Vicky?” I asked. “Why did you seek her out?”

“I didn’t seek her,” Drake said after an awkward pause.

“You’re lying,” I said.

“She’s pure, untwisted by years spent in the service of a madman. I was like her once, long ago, and that child deserves the choices I never had.”

I narrowed my eyes, but I didn’t have a counter to Drake’s words.

“And the two of you have ruined my dragon. The beast won’t touch a piece of human, or broccoli, instead subsisting on chocolate and dried meats. But you’re avoiding the topic at hand, Vesik. You’re walking blind into a fight with Nudd, a Fae who is truly mad.”

“What do you mean?”

“The simplest answer is most often the truth,” Drake said, a half-psychotic laugh on his lips.

It was a ridiculous statement, practically quoting Occam’s razor, but his words gave me pause. I shook my head.

“What are you hiding from us?” I asked. “Because whatever you’re hiding, you’re hiding from the Obsidian Inn. You’re hiding from the resistance.”

“You’re an idiot,” Drake said. “The enemy is already in your head. You’re just too distracted to see it. Nudd isn’t your true enemy. He never was.”

This time he attacked in earnest, a quick jab to my left kidney before his heel struck my shin. I wasn’t even sure how he’d gotten around me so fast. But before I knew it, I had an elbow in my sternum and was gasping for air.

Drake’s eyes narrowed, and his lips pulled into a tight line. “Never question my friendship with that girl again.”

He came forward, and I knew the fight was over. But he was so sure of it that he didn’t see my aura change, didn’t see my power reach through the shell of that circle and grasp the mass of dead beneath us. The circle had done its job. I couldn’t pull a million dead things up from the earth at once and wrap Drake up in them like an enchanted burrito, but it was enough to catch him off guard. He crashed through the flimsy wall, sending a shower of black ash across the circle. His arms raised in front of his face, perhaps to defend from an attack he couldn’t see coming, but I’d already stepped around him before his eyes cleared. My elbow caught the back of his neck, and my knee was already in his inner thigh. All I had to do was reach out with my foot and put his face on the floor. Drake went down with a grunt and a curse.

“How the hell did you pull that through the shield?” he asked.

“I don’t think that matters,” I said. “I seem to recall there aren’t any rules.”

Drake conceded, bowed his head for a moment, and rolled over.

I extended a hand. The Fae eyed it warily, and then let me pull him up to his feet.

The shield went down, and the glassy dome that included the circle vanished. Drake grimaced when the Morrigan smiled at him. The shouts in the hall were deafening.

Drake took a deep breath. “I suppose I owe you a conversation.”

“Let’s get Vicky before we go.” I tried uselessly flailing my arms, but it was unlikely she’d see me amid the mass of movement in the cavern. Morrigan was planning on taking us somewhere quiet, where we wouldn’t be overheard, and I didn’t want to leave Vicky behind.

Zola stuck two fingers into the edges of her mouth and whistled loud enough to shatter glass. A hush fell over the immediate vicinity while everyone turned to look at us. I kept waving my arms like an idiot, and Vicky finally saw me.

“I’m sure she’d be fine here,” Drake said. “She has two reapers looking after her.”

Jasper lowered his head and set Vicky on the ground before both of the dragons melted away until we couldn’t see the small furry forms I knew would be following Vicky through the crowd.

“I’d feel better, knowing she was with us,” I said. “And whatever you have to say, she’ll probably find out anyway.”

“Come.” Morrigan gestured for us and we followed her to the edge of the cavern. I occasionally glanced back to see Vicky weaving through the fairies until she got to an aisle, and then she sprinted after us, two oversized gray dust bunnies flowing along the floor behind her. While I wouldn’t admit it, Drake was probably right. She was likely safer with the dragons than with any of us.

Morrigan placed her right hand on the stone wall, and a small mote of light started tracing a complex knot in the stone. Small at first, but as it reached each intersection of the line, it broke into more dots until, in the end, it looked like a dozen people were etching out a pattern with laser pointers.

Vicky caught up to us as the pattern of the door fully revealed itself.

“Not good for a quick escape,” Drake said.

Morrigan looked over her shoulder at him. “That is not what it was designed for.” We followed Morrigan through the doorway, into a well-lit hall carved from the yellowish stone so commonly seen in Faerie.

“That was a great fight,” Vicky said, weaving past Zola to stand beside me.

“You saw that, huh?”

“Everyone saw that,” Vicky said. “They seemed pretty surprised Drake lost twice.”

The fairy stiffened slightly. “The first time was on purpose.”

“So you didn’t lose to me on purpose?” I asked.

Drake gave me a sly look. “I suppose we’ll never know.”

“That’s a no,” Vicky said. “Now we all know.”

I grinned at the kid, and Drake rolled his eyes.

“Here,” Morrigan said. She pushed on a section of the wall, and it swung open as smoothly as if it was a hinged door. But I didn’t see a handle, or a way in, and as I stepped inside, I didn’t see a way out either.

A round table sat in the center of the room. What looked to be wheeled leather office chairs in varying states of decay circled the table. It looked so out of place after passing through so much stone and using a warded doorway to enter that for a moment I just stared at it. The table was ornately carved from stone. An intricate mosaic of colorful tiles decorated the top, but the old, beat-up chairs kept drawing my eye.

“That’s an … odd choice of decoration,” I said.

Morrigan dismissed my comment with a wave. “Take a seat. The only ears here are our own.” Aideen glided off Zola’s shoulder and walked to a trio of small chairs in the middle of the table. Drake frowned at the office chairs before snapping into his smaller form and following Aideen to the miniature chairs. He dragged his a little farther away from her before sitting down on the opulently carved wood.

I pulled out one of the crappy office chairs and flopped down into it. The stone floor was slightly uneven, and it made the wheels incredibly annoying. They spun back and forth before finally settling into divots.

Vicky hopped into the chair beside me, while Zola took a seat beside Morrigan across from us. The reapers nestled underneath Vicky’s feet like a pair of very bitey ottomans.

“You gave your word,” Morrigan said. “Tell us what you know.”


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN


Drake sank back in the chair, his black and white wings arcing back over the finials. “You already know Nudd has spies in your ranks.” He leaned forward. “But his spies are everywhere. They are among the water witches, and the commoners. I would not be surprised if at some point we learn there are more spies in the remnants of the Watchers.”

“We already figured most of that,” I said.

“Damian is correct,” Morrigan said. “You offer us nothing.”

Drake crossed his arms and sank back in his chair again.

I glanced at Vicky. If Drake was already going to try to clam up, maybe a switch in conversation topics could trip him up. Or at least change his mind.

“What are you doing with Vicky?” I asked.

Drake’s easy smile hardened, and a crease formed along his brow. “I already told you I did not seek her out.”

“He didn’t,” Vicky said.

“Then how in the hell did you two meet?” I asked.

Vicky looked down at her hands, and something between a purr and a growl echoed out from under the table.

“It is not my place to tell you,” Drake said. “If Vicky wishes to tell you where she found me, how we met, that is her prerogative. I will not break my word to her, no matter what you threaten me with.”

I frowned at Drake’s words. He was either being sincere, or he was once again proving himself a liar of exquisite skill.

Zola steepled her fingers together and eyed Drake. “She knows something of you. This child …”

“I’m not a child,” Vicky muttered.

Zola nodded to Vicky, but she didn’t change the term. “This child knows something of you. Something you don’t wish us to know. Why? Why put a scar in your armor for her?”

Drake’s normally calm, irritating façade turned to stone. A liar he might have been, but his poker face seemed off today.

“Our reapers were drawn together. I will speak no more of it.”

“Leave him alone,” Vicky said. “He’s not your enemy.”

An almost pained look crossed Drake’s face at her words, and Zola, gifted with the knowledge of more years than any mortal had a right to live, didn’t miss her chance.

“But he clearly is, child,” Zola said. “He withholds the knowledge of the Fae strong enough to possess another. He withholds the knowledge of who Nudd’s spies are, and every secret he holds onto puts you in more danger. Puts us in more danger. And your friends, child … your friends will die for it.” Zola pounded the flat of her hand on the table and Drake, the ancient stoic knight of the Court of Faerie, flinched.

“There are few who have the power,” Drake said. “The immortal, Geb, is one. I don’t know if Nudd has somehow brought her to his side, but she would have the strength. There are old ghosts in the Society of Flame who might have the skill.”

I exchanged a glance with Zola. The Society of Flame was supposedly a well-kept secret. The fact Drake knew about it likely meant Nudd knew, too. Maybe Koda hadn’t been too paranoid after all.

“I don’t know who Nudd has recruited,” Drake said. “But he is much like you, Vesik.”

I slowly raised an eyebrow. “What do you mean?”

“I mean he’s assembled a network, an army of his own, of spies and allies that stretches across this country, that’s concentrated here in Falias. But the larger you grow a network like that, the more vulnerabilities become exposed. There’s always a weak link, a pliable mind.”

Drake leaned forward and rested his elbows on his knees, letting his hands dangle down between his legs. He glanced at Vicky and held her gaze before closing his eyes for a moment.

“So be it. Nudd has erred. He’s given trust to the forest gods and the green men. He believes they are all spies working for him, but the forest gods hold loyalty to no one.”

“Except Gaia,” I said.

“Yes,” Drake said. “But who holds Gaia’s hand? Who keeps their queen, their goddess, from being resurrected to this plane? It’s not Nudd. Not any longer.”

I sat back in my chair. “Shit.”

Drake nodded. “He earnestly believes they are loyal, but you have created chaos among the green men. Stump speaks on your behalf, he takes a mortal name, and while some of the forest gods frown upon this, and even plot the destruction of Rivercene itself, others whisper things to your allies. And more of them could.”

“You believe the forest gods could tell us who is controlling the Fae inside the military?” Morrigan asked.

“Yes,” Drake said. “Understand that if this succeeds, it will not be hard for Nudd to realize where the leak came from.”

“You can stay with me,” Vicky said.

Drake laughed, a sad smile etched across his face, and he shook his head. “I do this only for you, little one.”

“You do this for more than me. You do this for everyone who suffered. Your siblings, and the lost children who may never know different.”

I frowned at Vicky, and wondered just how much she knew about Drake.

“You honor the mantle of the Demon Sword,” Aideen said. “If what you say is true, we may yet free Foster.”

“You can free Foster at any moment,” Drake said.

“Yes,” Aideen said, “but I would prefer not to kill our allies in the process.”

“And that is why you will lose this war,” Drake said.

“Some believe it better to lose a fight than to lose everything they are,” Morrigan said.

Drake turned his head to look at Morrigan, now the old crone once more. “Not this fight. Not this war. If you lose, humanity will become little more than servants, enslaved to the King of Faerie, and victim to his every whim.”

Zola unlaced her fingers and spread her palms out on the mosaic tiles of the stone table. “That Ah cannot abide.”

“You’ve seen the worst of humanity,” Drake said. “But Nudd has had far longer to perfect his insanity. He’s ruthless, and a manipulator with skills beyond any I’ve seen before.”

“We know,” Aideen said with a sigh. “He fooled Cara for years. His own wife, and in the end, he let her die.”

“To a degree,” Drake said. “The Sanatio missed many clues over the years, or chose to ignore them outright.”

“I owe her my life,” I said. “As do my family and countless others.”

“And yet …” Drake said, hesitating as he eyed Aideen. “And yet, if she had seen the signs, acknowledged them, acted on them, how many would have been spared? Would we even be sitting in the ruins of Falias right now? Upon the corpses of the commoners’ cities?”

“Not even the greatest seer could tell you that,” Morrigan said.

Drake nodded. “But it’s that uncertainty you have to live with, and for some of us, we have had to live with it for a very long time. Wondering if we could have done something different, if we could have been something different.” His gaze trailed to Vicky, and then dropped. “Go, find Appalachia’s child in your woods. He may be less dangerous if he is dying. Learn the truth for yourself.”

The old Demon Sword stood, inclined his head to Aideen, and walked toward the edge of the table. “If you need me, you know where you can find me.” He glanced at Vicky and back to me. “Keep my friend safe.”

Drake glided toward the wall opposite where we’d come in. His reaper rolled after him, trailing the shadow of the fairy. When the furball caught up, Drake touched a tiny stone. The hole in the wall opened no more than six inches by twelve. He slipped inside. The rather large ball of fur broke down into what looked like a trail of dust bunnies before filtering up into the darkness after Drake. The wall glowed, and then it appeared to be only stone once more.

Aideen turned to the Morrigan. “Was he telling the truth?”

Morrigan frowned. “If he wasn’t, I do not yet see the ploy. What would he or Nudd gain from our speaking to the forest gods?”

“He’s not lying,” Vicky said. “He doesn’t like what Nudd’s doing. Can’t you see that? He doesn’t want this. He doesn’t want to gamble all of existence on a shitty alliance, to lose everything to dark magic.”

“Why wouldn’t he say that here?” Aideen asked.

“Maybe he doesn’t trust all of you. Did you ever think about that?”

I frowned at her question. “What have you been doing with him and his reaper?”

Vicky’s mouth turned into a flat line. “It’s none of your business.”

“Vicky, please,” Aideen said. “It might give us some insight into Drake. We need to know.”

“No,” she said.

“Let her be,” Zola said. “Vicky can tell us when she’s ready.” Zola stood up and walked around the table until she was behind Vicky. She laid a reassuring hand on the girl’s shoulder. I remembered what that was like, having those old bones with that strong grip reassure me when I was in some of the darkest places of my youth.

And I realized that here, prying at Vicky, we were only making things worse for her. The kid had been through hell in the last few years. I just didn’t want to see her hurt again.

“I don’t see the harm in revisiting this at a later time,” Morrigan said. “That does not mean there will not be harm, but for now I do not see it. Go, consult with the forest gods, and perhaps they can tell us more of Nudd’s spies.”

“And if they are truly so knowing,” Zola said, “there are a few other things I’d like to ask them about.”
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Morrigan opened the door, but it wasn’t an empty hall leading back to the cavern. A hooded form waited, a spear in one hand and a fist in the other.

“Do not blindly trust the word of that fairy.” Utukku pulled her hood back and looked me in the eye. “His loyalties are not yours.”

“Most people’s aren’t,” I said.

Utukku inclined her head. “But, for most, a difference in priorities will not kill you.”

“Who are you to judge?” Vicky snapped. “You don’t know him.”

I looked back into the meeting room. Anger lived on Vicky’s face, carving ridges I’d not seen before into her brow.

“It’s okay,” I said. “Utukku just doesn’t want us to shoot our own feet off. It’s a warning. Take it for what it is.”

Vicky didn’t respond, but a flush of color lingered on her face.

I turned back to Utukku. “Thank you. I’ll remember your warning, and we’ll protect ourselves the best we can. But for now, Drake’s lead is the best we have.”

“Pray it does not get you killed.” Utukku pulled her hood up over her head and exited the hall in silence.

“Utukku is upset,” Morrigan said. “More upset than I’ve seen her in ages.” The old crone became a young maiden between one blink and the next. “I only hope her words are unfounded.”

A flash of light sparked from Vicky’s hand as Jasper released a whine. “You’re wrong about him. You don’t have any idea.”

“I’ll meet you in Greenville,” I said. “Gaia can get me there without feeling like I’ve been riding the tilt-a-whirl for two days straight.”

“Damian,” Aideen said. “We left Greenville in ruins. They still haven’t finished rebuilding that park, to say nothing of the forest that was trampled by the harbinger. I don’t know that the forest god will be willing to talk to you.”

“If you speak the right words,” Morrigan said, “anyone will talk to you.”

Aideen laughed. “You have met Damian, haven’t you?”

Vicky’s face relaxed a fraction, and something closer to a smile etched its way into the stony anger on her face.

“So, you’ll meet me there?” I asked.

“No,” Aideen said. “The forest god spoke to you and you alone. And that is how you should return to him.”

The thought of facing that creature alone didn’t give me a warm and fuzzy feeling. I believe Graybeard would’ve called it a walking the plank feeling. “What about you?” I asked, turning to Zola.

“Ah’ll go with Aideen to see the innkeeper. She knows more about the green men and their ilk than anyone else Ah know.”

Morrigan started down the hall, and the rest of us followed.

“It wouldn’t hurt to consult with Stump, too,” Aideen said. “He’s one of the few green men who travel long distances. Many of them stay close to their indigenous forests, and the very nostalgia of his visits means he has more information than most.”

“If you can ever get him to just tell you,” I said.

“Yes,” Zola said, “Ah imagine that you trying to get information out of Stump is much like me having a student who could not keep his mouth shut.”

“Ouch,” Vicky said.

Jasper chittered as I followed Morrigan down the hall.

Utukku was waiting to escort us back through the cavern, which was still filled with training and sparring Fae.

“You fought well, Damian Vesik,” Utukku said. “Not nearly so clumsy as I expected. You’ve learned much in the time since we first met.”

“Yeah, I also generally try not to attack people I’ve just met anymore.”

Utukku bared her dagger-like teeth and displayed a wicked grin. “At least no one was hurt. And I have quite the story to tell about the witch queen’s necromancer.”

“Any laugh at Damian’s expense is a good laugh,” Zola said.

I grimaced at my master. We returned to the winding halls, leaving the chaos of the drilling Fae behind us. We stood at the top of the stairs that led back into the catacombs, where the dullahan dwelled in the shadows.

I rooted through my backpack and pulled out the hand of Gaia, studying the dead gray flesh for a time before making ready to walk into the Abyss. “I’ll meet you at Rivercene. You good with the Warded Ways, kid?”

Vicky nodded. “I can ride Jasper. He makes it a little … better.”

“Be safe, Damian,” Zola said. “There are things in motion that we’ve not faced before. Remember, Gaia is their goddess, and you have traveled with her many times.”

I wasn’t exactly sure what Zola meant, until Morrigan piped up.

“Any story you have to share of Gaia will be a welcome one to the forest gods. Do not hold back. Do not fight them unless you must. It is better to run, for they are more powerful than you know.”

“Are you coming with us?” Aideen asked.

The Morrigan shook her head. “There is much to be done here. The time for the Obsidian Inn to make itself known in force may be near. We must be ready. Now go, rescue Foster and Samantha, and then tell me what you learn.”

I exchanged a nod with Aideen before wrapping my fingers into Gaia’s and stepping into the Abyss.


CHAPTER NINETEEN


I didn’t think using Gaia’s hand would ever be normal exactly, but the odd sensation had become routine. My nerves weren’t on edge as the world turned to black and slowly returned to life with the twinkling of the distant stars in the darkness. Gaia’s golden motes floated in a moment later, and for a time I walked hand in hand with a goddess.

“Welcome, Damian,” Gaia said. “It is good to see you again so soon.”

“You, too. I met one of your … disciples? Followers?”

“What do you mean?” Gaia asked.

I looked down at my feet, trying to remember what the term was for the Children of Gaia. Beneath each footstep, the dark path glowed with a faint yellow light. “Appalachia. I met Appalachia.”

“That is a name I know,” Gaia said. “But it is a name one of the spirits took shortly before I was bound to serve the king.”

“They haven’t forgotten you,” I said. “The world has changed for them since you left. Humanity has overtaken much of the lands and forests they watched over while you still lived on the earth. I think you’re more of a ghost to them now, a symbol.”

Gaia walked in silence for a time. I saw a small frown cross her face for only a moment. “It has been a very long time, Damian. Even for the immortals, two millennia is a great deal of time indeed.”

“I’m sorry,” I said, the words feeling hollow.

“Where do you wish to go?” Gaia asked.

I blinked, realizing that I hadn’t told Gaia where I needed to go. We’d just launched into the conversation about Appalachia. “Greenville. The old ruins south of the cabin.”

Gaia glanced down at me, her lilting voice a source of comfort as we passed tentacled creatures of pure madness. “You seek the spirit of the drowned city.”

I didn’t think it had been a question. My talk of Appalachia likely gave away exactly who I was looking for. “The forest god who dwells there. Appalachia’s child? I met him last year. What’s his name?”

Gaia didn’t answer for a time. “Sometimes I can hear them. The whispers of the spirits, they still reach me. Some of them are in pain, and some of them are no more, spirits lost to the unrelenting force of humanity’s progress.”

The goddess winced as the words left her lips. She didn’t have to tell me what was happening for me to know that the compulsion the Mad King placed upon her so long ago was causing great pain.

“That’s what I wanted to hear,” I said. “You’ve done well.”

Gaia shook her head. “It’s not that, little one. It is the emotions, the anger. If I feel it too much, I am reminded not to.”

The thought angered me. A being not allowed to feel her own emotions without being punished for them? It was monstrous.

“But I hear their whispers,” Gaia said, drawing my attention back to her. “The one you seek has taken a mortal name, Dirge.”

My brain scrambled, trying to think if I’d heard of a forest, or a landmark, or mountain range, or anything that would bear the name Dirge.

“You seem lost,” Gaia said. “It is not a name taken lightly, like that of Appalachia, named for the forested mountains she protected. Dirge was named for the songs played upon the hills where the dead were buried. The old cliffs above the river, before the city drowned.”

“The cemetery?” I asked. “Dirge took his name after the music?”

Gaia nodded. “And the friend he lost who played that music.”

“Friend? The forest god had a friend?” I stared into the distance at a towering mass of what I imagined would be writhing serpents if not for the odd slow of time in the Abyss. “A human friend?”

“Yes. Is that so hard for you to grasp? For are we ourselves not friends?”

“Of course we are,” I said.

“Dirge’s friend played songs at the humans’ memorials. But he did more than that. He planted trees. For every one he cut down to build the burying boxes of your people, he would plant three more. Always three.”

“To revive the forest?” I asked.

Gaia nodded. “Even then, that was not a common custom among your people. I do not know the entire story, but I know that Dirge had affection for the human. When that human died, and the city drowned, and those seedlings grew no more, Dirge despaired. And a spirit in distress can be a dangerous being indeed.”

“We kind of … broke some of their forest in the battle last year. You think they’ll want to talk to me? Do you think they’ll even realize I’m there?”

“They know when all people are there. If you did their forest harm, I am certain they will greet you.”

“Awesome,” I said, wondering just how much more worried I should be.

“We are here,” Gaia said. “Go in peace, and the spirits will guide you.”

I thanked Gaia, released her hand, and fell through the darkness until the stars fled and the green grass of an old cemetery spun beneath my feet.

[image: *]*     *     *

I took a moment to steady myself. The transition from the shadows of the Abyss to the early evening of the quiet hilltop was jarring at best. I turned to look behind me and check my surroundings, when I realized how close to the edge Gaia had put me.

A hurried step took me backward. I doubted the fall to the Black River below would kill me, or at least not kill me quickly, but it wasn’t something I wanted to experiment with. “Cutting it a little close, aren’t we?”

I brushed my thighs off, as if trying to remove dirt that wasn’t there. I slowed when I felt them. Old ghosts, and a few angry ghosts, whose homes had been destroyed in the floods, destroyed in the wars, and now even some whose resting places had been torn apart by the battle that had come here.

“I know you can hear me, boy,” a voice said, and though the sound was barely above a whisper, the anger was plain to hear.

I let my eyes unfocus and let the gray shroud of the dead fall across my vision. It wasn’t a single ghost that waited for me, but a cluster of them.

The man who spoke wore a scraggly beard and a torn-up uniform, indicating he’d once served the Union Army. Other ghosts were newer, one wearing a spectacular leisure suit that led me to believe he only died a few decades before. Others were older, buried there long before Greenville had been built up into a city. I recognized the rough straw hats, the corncob pipes that were such a common sight around Coldwater, especially near the old sawmill that had been long lost to time.

“What are you all doing here?” I asked.

“He can see us!” the man in the leisure suit said.

“Of course he can,” the soldier said. “Were you not paying attention when those vampires came through here?”

“I hardly think they were vampires,” leisure suit said. “Everyone knows those are just stories.”

The soldier pinched the bridge of his nose and let out a slow breath. “Of course. Now that you’re dead, and a ghost, and stuck in a leisure suit forever, it’s the vampires you don’t believe in. Of course it is.”

“Uh, guys?” I asked. “Did you need something? I don’t think I’ve ever seen a cemetery with such a lively … congregation.”

“Rest has been hard to come by,” the soldier said.

A couple of ghosts standing around him nodded in agreement, including a young boy holding what I suspected was his mother’s hand. I couldn’t place the clothing, but even as ghosts, it looked like rough wool. I had little doubt their short lives had been damn hard.

“Why?” I asked, leaning up against a nearby tree. “Being dead seems like the perfect time to rest.”

“You’d think so,” the soldier said. “But instead there’s been fighting, and dying, like we was trying to babysit toddlers with long rifles. It’s been chaos.”

“The old town rose right out of the earth,” leisure suit said.

I turned back toward the younger ghost. “Not exactly. That may have partially been my fault. Or a lot my fault. Probably all my fault.”

“So, you are the necromancer,” the soldier said.

I nodded, somewhat surprised that he would know the term in anything other than the biblical sense. “And you’ve seen the vampires that came through here? The ones me and my allies fought?”

“Yes,” the soldier said. “We saw them, some of us fought them. And some of us … died.”

“Uh …”

“I know,” he said. “We all know we’re dead. We ain’t idiots. Those things, the ones that could talk but stayed in the shadows. They tore more than one ghost apart. Claws like an eagle, and I …” The ghost shivered. “I’d never seen anything like it.”

I looked around the gathering of ghosts. A few nodded along with the soldier’s story. I didn’t have any reason not to trust his word, but the thought of dark-touched rending ghosts left a sour taste in my mouth. I frowned and looked past the dead, at the damage the forest service still hadn’t fully repaired. Most of the old ruins were intact, but where great swathes of earth have been carved up, either by the harbinger or my own incantations, chaos remained.

“We’re still fighting them,” I said, studying the edge of the forest. “I’ll try to make sure they never come back here again.”

“I would appreciate that,” the soldier said. “There’s only so much I can do as a dead man. Scare a few kids off here and there. A couple vandals.” He balled his hands into fists. “But there’s not much else I can do.”

I gave the soldier a small smile. “You can be with your friends. And that, perhaps, is worth more than you know.”

“It will be nicer when the forest is fixed. Maybe then things can get back to normal around here.”

I perked up as the soldier studied the tree line behind us.

“Something happen?” I asked.

“Some government folks been out here,” he said with a nod toward a pile of dead trees. “They burned some of the dead wood, mulched some others. But I don’t think the forest will be happy until it’s begun to recover in earnest.”

“Do you know the forest god?” I asked.

“The forest god?” The soldier frowned briefly, and then his eyes lit up. A small smile broke through his melancholy expression. “You mean Dirge. I’ve known him a very long time.”

I tamped down the excitement rising in my chest. “How I can find him? We need his help. It might help us stop those vampires.”

“What might?” the soldier asked.

“Information, if he has it. Some of our allies, the people and fairies fighting the vampires, they’ve been compromised by spies.”

“Like those damn Pinkertons?”

I blinked at the old ghost, but I was quite sure he was referring to the more legitimate Pinkertons, and not Philip. But the thought still sent me reeling, wondering how many of these people had been touched by that man.

“Yes,” I said.

“I used to see him when I played the dirge for a funeral,” the old soldier said.

The man’s words hit me like a brick. Who he was had been so obvious, I hadn’t even thought that Dirge’s friend could be this soldier.

“Thought I was hallucinating the first few times I saw him. But he was different then. He doesn’t take too kindly to ghosts now, and I’m afraid that might mean he won’t take too kindly to you.”

“That and the fact we tore up his forest,” I muttered.

The soldier shrugged. “Even he, unreasonable as he can be, saw that giant tear up those trees. I think he could hardly blame you and yours for fighting that thing.”

“Guess we’ll see.” I pulled out my phone and opened the music app.

“What do you intend to do?” the old soldier asked.

“Play some music. See if he’ll come out and talk.”

“On one of those flat boxes?” the soldier said. “You need a real instrument, son.”

I smiled at the old ghost. “Let’s just hope this will do.” I cued up a funeral dirge and cranked the volume on my phone as high as it would go. Out in the open, even in the calm air, the music wasn’t very loud. But in the silence that surrounded us, it sounded more like a sad thunder. One mournful note followed its brothers and sisters through the darkness of loss.

The ghosts fell silent, and we waited.

It wasn’t long before the trees swayed as if a strong breeze had moved them. But the air was still, and the movement of the trees was isolated. I focused on that patch of woods, until I saw the flash of glowing eyes and the bark that shifted inside the shadows.

“You picked a good one,” the old soldier said. “Played that one myself once or twice. Back when I still could.”

Another minute and the song wound down. The trees stilled, but the glowing eyes stayed focused on me. A slow blink was the only movement I saw. I waited, wondering if I should call out to the forest god, or if that would have me running screaming from an angry tree. It wouldn’t hurt if I waited a little longer. I let out a breath I didn’t realize I’d been holding when the tree line separated, and the mass of the forest god known as Dirge stepped into the clearing.

“That song,” the forest god boomed. “I have not heard that song in a great many years. A lifetime, by your mortal standards. Why have you returned here, necromancer?”

“I thought you might be able to help us. My allies were fighting the vampires you saw in your woods, who hurt the ghosts here—the spirits of the people, and even your friend.”

“The dead are dead,” Dirge said. “They are friends to none.”

I frowned at the forest god. I’d met many beings over the years, and some could perceive the dead better than others. Something as powerful as the green men, and the forest gods, I’d assumed would see them clearly.

“He’s right here,” I said. “He still wears his uniform. A little tattered, but you can still tell it’s him.”

The forest god’s voice rose. “You injure my lands, my trees, and now you seek to pierce my heart. I left you in peace once, necromancer. Join the dead in oblivion.”

The hands of the forest god erupted into spikes. Thorns grew down the length of the vines that formed his arms and legs.

I cursed and turned to the ghost beside me. “Hold on, this is going to get a little weird.”

My aura flashed out before I could give him more warning than that. And a knowing filled with more loss and sadness than I’d ever seen sent me to my knees.


CHAPTER TWENTY


Terrence Holtzman. His father had been the first man he knew that died in the war. A family torn asunder when his sister became an abolitionist. It was a dangerous time for women to have an opinion, much less an opinion on what had cut the nation in half. She left Missouri to work with the abolitionists.

It was the last time he saw his little sister. But he heard the stories of what they’d done to her. He swore that so long as he lived, he would fight in her memory.

He served in Missouri most of his years, fighting for the right to raise the first colored regiment near Kansas. And they finally won, and those proud men marched for the Union.

Terrence saw a dozen skirmishes with various units. Some were filled with his friends, some people he would’ve one time considered enemies, but most died. It was Price’s disorganized campaign that tore through the heart of the state. They cut down his friends, and while many bodies were lost to the woods, some remained. But no matter what, Terrence played his guitar in their honor at their memorials.

The last song he played was interrupted by fire, and a ball of lead. His last vision was the boy in gray, marching over the fresh graves, screaming that Terrence’s daddy had killed his, but now he’d return the favor in kind. He recognized the boy. He couldn’t be more than fourteen, couldn’t understand what he was doing, taking up arms for the Confederacy, and murdering his one-time neighbor.

The boy never saw what got him. Never saw the shadow rise from the woods, the angry flare in the forest god’s eyes. One moment he was alive, and the next vines had risen from the forest floor and shot through him like spears.

The lumbering shadow kneeled beside Terrence. It spoke. “Your music was beautiful.”

In his last words, Terrence whispered, “I knew you were real.”
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I broke away from the vision with a cry. Tears stung my cheeks, and I defiantly stared up at the forest god. His charge had slowed until he came to a stop not ten feet from us. But his eyes weren’t on me. They were on the glowing spirit beside me, the tattered and stained uniform of a friend gunned down.

“But you died,” the forest god said quietly, the spikes on his body slowly receding.

Terrence barked out a short laugh. “Yeah. It sucked. But I’m glad you were there.”

“And the shadows around you?” Dirge asked. “They are ghosts, too?”

Terrence nodded. “But I don’t know why you can see me and not them. We’re the same.”

“I think I know,” Dirge said. And he turned his gaze to me. “You spoke the truth.”

“I did.” I bit my tongue, not wanting any sarcasm to slip out and possibly anger the very, very large forest god. “We were only here for the vampires and those who would do harm to the ghosts and commoners of this place.”

Dirge gave a slow nod of his colossal head before turning his gaze back to Terrence. The vines in his chest moved, slowly revealing what lay beneath. Dirge reverently removed an ancient guitar from where he must have held it for over a century. I didn’t understand how it could be so well-preserved, but the magic of the Fae and the gods could be a strange thing indeed.

Dirge gently held the guitar out to Terrence, and the ghost glanced between me and the forest god.

“I can’t, though, can I?”

I nodded. “For a time. Oh, and you’ll probably be visible to the commoners, so you might want to stay out of sight for a little bit.”

Terrence’s solemn expression broke into a small smile and he reached out for the guitar. He hesitated at first, as if worried his fingers would pass right through the strings and the fretboard, but they didn’t. Whatever magic had preserved the guitar hadn’t kept the strings in tune, but they were still pliable enough for Terrence to fix that.

Dirge sank into the earth, until he was not much taller than us, though his face and shoulders were still quite a bit broader. “We lost friends here in the battle. But I could not play your song for them.”

Terrence gave the forest god a sad smile as his fingers danced. The strings resonated, and the music that vibrated out of that old wood pulled me right back into the visions of loss that Terrence had tried to soothe with his music. We listened in silence: the ghosts of the cemetery, the forest god, and the necromancer.
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The skies grew dark, and Terrence must have been playing for an hour. The lilting notes at once soothing the loss and building a beautiful memorial to those Dirge couldn’t play for.

When the last note died, the forest god didn’t wear the expression of rage that I’d seen on him like a fixture in the battle, and even when I arrived here.

“Thank you,” Dirge said.

“I can teach you,” Terrence said. “If I have enough time.” He glanced back at me.

“You’ll be able to hold the guitar for at least a few days, and you’ll need to watch out for the commoners longer than that. And since Dirge here seems to have better perception than them, you’ll probably have a while to tutor him.”

“Done and done,” Terrence said. “If that don’t beat the Dutch.”

Dirge frowned and turned to me. “Why would you do this?”

“I need help,” I said. “The things we fought here, the vampires?”

Dirge nodded.

“They’re allied with Gwynn Ap Nudd, the Fae King. He’s managed to infiltrate some of our allies’ forces. They have spies who can control other Fae. Possess them.”

“That is a magic I thought lost long ago,” Dirge said. “There were not many who could use it, even in the days of the old wars.”

“Can you tell us who? It could save many lives.”

Dirge inclined his head. “There were five among the immortals, and a handful among the Fae, but each had disciples. It will be a matter of tracking them and their lineage.”

I nodded.

Dirge began giving me the names. Some of them sounded like they were longer than the freaking alphabet. But others I recognized. On the last one, I froze.

“Koda? Are you sure?”

“Of course,” Dirge said. “Why would I mention them if I wasn’t sure?”

I gave a small laugh. “Fair enough.” I typed Koda’s name into my phone and sighed. “There’s one other thing.”

“Ask,” Dirge said, looking at Terrence. “If I can help, I will tell you what I can.”

“The commoners have weapons, extremely powerful weapons. Somehow Nudd stole them, made them vanish. It’s creating more tension among the commoners than is normal.”

“And they are like animals,” Dirge said. “When they are frightened, they attack.”

I grimaced and nodded. “Can you help?”

“What is it you wish to know?”

“Where they are,” I said. “Or if Nudd plans to use them somehow.” And as stupid as it sounded, I asked it anyway. “I mean, he doesn’t have some kind of magic for uranium, does he?”

“The Fae have magic for nearly limitless applications. But of that, I doubt.” Dirge closed his eyes and tilted his head to the side. The earth around us rumbled, and the trees shook as if a shockwave had gone out and Dirge was the epicenter. He sat like that for a time, listening. Eventually, the forest god nodded. His eyes opened, and he turned his gaze back to me.

“I have found what you seek.”

“Seriously?”

“The spirits are quiet, young one. And there is ill will toward you and your allies.”

“Ill will,” I said. “That’s a really nice way of putting it.”

“You slew the green men when the queen of the water witches fell.” Dirge looked into the distance for a moment then returned his gaze to me.

“They didn’t exactly give me a choice,” I said. “If I wouldn’t have killed them, they would’ve killed us.”

“That is an odd thing for a green man,” Dirge said. “They are not warlike. I fear that in the absence of the goddess, they are losing their way.”

“Gaia,” I said, remembering Morrigan’s words. “I know Gaia.” I placed my hand over my chest. “I walked with her in the Abyss.”

“With a ghost, perhaps,” Dirge said. He hesitated after those words, his eyes focusing on Terrence for a time.

I might have held back, but Morrigan’s words came back to me. Anything I could share would be like a gift to the green men and the forest gods. “She was imprisoned by the Mad King. Her hand cut off below the elbow.”

“How could one sever the limb of the goddess?” Dirge asked. “For she is the size of the worn mountains of this state. I know of few Fae who could defeat her.”

“Gaia has more than one form,” I said. “The Mad King enthralled her when she was not much bigger than a human.” I hesitated, and then nodded to myself. I opened my backpack and dug out the hand of glory. Gaia’s hand.

“Your goddess yet lives,” I said, holding Gaia’s hand reverently. “She is beneath the earth in this state.”

Dirge remained silent, his eyes locked on the hand.

“She offered me her powers,” I said. “But we can’t trust the compulsions placed upon her by the Mad King.”

“That is no mortal arm you hold there.”

“No, it isn’t.”

He reached out slowly, tentatively. As if he was watching a dream, and any movement might wake him from it. But the vines that made the tips of his fingers stretched out just a little and rested on Gaia’s palm.

“There is still much power in this arm,” Dirge said. “I don’t understand. She’s been dead, lost to us, for millennia.”

“Not dead. Just sleeping, trapped, and waiting for a new dawn.”

Dirge drew his hand back. “She could not offer her gifts to a mortal. You reek of lies necromancer, but you show me truths. It is … unsettling.” He frowned, the bark around his lips curling down. “A deathspeaker? A necromancer? She would keep her powers in the realm of life.”

I looked at the edge of the broken forest around us and walked toward the woods. “Not all my powers are death. Promise me something.”

“You seek my word? Why would I give it?”

“If I prove to you that I have the powers over life as well as death, I need you to speak to the green men, or the forest gods, or whatever spirits it was you tried to speak to. Tell them I am Gaia’s ally. Tell them she still lives, and she was betrayed by the Fae who serve under Gwynn Ap Nudd.”

Dirge studied me for a moment as I got closer to the tree line. I turned and faced him squarely, a strange visage standing among the tombstones surrounded by a group of ghosts.

He once again glanced to Terrence and then said, “Prove your word to me, and you will have mine.”

“Vadonon arbustum sero,” I said, and the power in the ley lines lanced out to meet me. I felt the roots of the grass first, before I found the dying remnants of the trees. Root balls and shattered stumps barely clinging to life, and some too far gone for me to do anything about. But there were saplings here, even seedlings, and if that’s what it took to get Dirge’s word, to find out what Gwynn Ap Nudd had done with the world’s nuclear arsenal, then so be it.

I kneeled. The blue flashes of the ley line energy grew green, and I spread my hands out upon the earth. Power rose, crashing into my knees and toes as it railed against the earth. I never thought of this magic as my domain, but Cara had long ago proven me wrong. I didn’t think she could have known I would one day have to prove myself to a forest god, but the thought was reassuring; that she was still with me, and in some ways, I supposed she always would be.

The grass curled around my fingers and grew around my wrists as I felt the specter of death creeping through lands, stalking Dirge, but I didn’t let up. The ley line energy surged out, pulling life from the very earth, from the decay that ate the dead things, the life that came from death. And those magics twisted together until they found the broken trees, the shattered trunks, and new life surged through them. I leaned into the grass, and it held me up as I opened my aura to a degree I hadn’t in years. Slowly, the magic started to recede, but the saplings hadn’t grown more than a few inches. I forced the gaps in my aura wider, and cried out, “Vadonon arbustum magnus sero!”

My sight grew hazy as pain screamed through my limbs. It felt as though I might burst into flame as the power seemed to superheat the entire world. But it wasn’t like the fire incantations. It didn’t blister my skin or singe the hair from my body. This was different. This was peaceful, even in the pain. I screamed as my vision returned and green light burst forth from the forest around us. Bark creaked, and the green flesh of new saplings rocketed into the air.

“Stop, necromancer!” Dirge shouted, his voice booming with renewed life. “Your point is made! I will do as you ask! Let go, and I will finish this.”

Dirge took a step forward, reaching out as if he could touch the power. And perhaps to some degree he could, as the burden and pain of the spell lifted away.

I let the power fade as I slowly locked down the channels I’d carved into my aura. The ley line energy drained back into its normal ebb and flow, only to be snapped up by the intricate movements of Dirge’s hands. I looked around and smiled before my vision swam, and the world went black. But in that moment, I saw the new trees, the saplings born from destruction, and the seedlings that were now as tall as I.


CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE


I awoke to a sad guitar. But despite the melancholy notes, the guitarist wore a smile. The ghosts gathered around a small fire in the dark of Greenville.

I tried to make sense of what had happened. It was no longer twilight—darkness reigned around me. If I’d been asleep that long, I wondered where my friends were. Why hadn’t they come to find me?

I pulled my phone out and frowned at the screen. No missed calls. No texts.

“Your friends know you’re safe,” Dirge said. “I sent word to Stump at Rivercene.”

“Did I tell you they were there?”

Dirge shook his head. “No, but I felt your connection to the goddess. I felt the line of power that stretched outside this realm and wove back into Rivercene. I understand now why Stump has made that place his home, and I see why he gathers more of the green men to him.”

“Thanks,” I said, a bit woozy as I sat up. I’d unleashed too much power in that spell. Exhaustion had settled into my bones.

“I believe you could have used a less dramatic means of proving your word,” Dirge said. “But I am grateful for the forest reborn.” He paused and looked down at his bark-covered hands. “And for my life restored. You have healed me, necromancer.”

I groaned and turned slightly so I could see the woods behind me. I blinked at the restored trees. The new growth, and the long-fallen woods that had been sown back into the earth.

“Huh,” I said.

“That was a hell of a thing,” Terrance said. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen Dirge impressed before.”

Dirge sat down beside me, crossing his legs as part of his body sank into the grass until the top of his head was no higher than a shrub. “You have proven your word, and I have honored mine.”

“Yeah?” I asked, rubbing my neck.

“The weapons you seek were taken through the Warded Ways, delivered not to oblivion.”

I cursed. “If Nudd can take them through the Warded Ways, does he intend to use them on Faerie? Can he even detonate them in Faerie?” But even as I asked the question, I had little doubt Nudd could do terrible things without needing to circumvent the conventional human fail-safes.

“They are in the vaults deep beneath Falias,” Dirge said. “They are still here, in your world, and a danger to all.”

“Can’t get much worse than that.”

“The weapons cache is guarded by Hern and his army.”

“I stand corrected,” I muttered.

“Go to Rivercene,” Dirge said. “Your allies await you, and the evidence of your sister’s innocence should arrive there shortly. You need to rest, necromancer. Your fight is not yet done.”

I said my goodbyes to Dirge and Terrence and the ghosts of the cemetery, listening to the sad notes of that old guitar as I left. Dirge watched, a small smile on his face as his eyes locked on the hand of glory. I laced my fingers into Gaia’s and stepped into the Abyss.
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“Rivercene, please,” I said before the stars of the Abyss resolved around me.

“I could hear them,” Gaia said, a crease in her brow that showed a level of pain I’d rarely seen on the goddess’s face. “The forest gods call out to me in a way they have not in a great many years.”

“I don’t think they realized you were still alive, but they do now. I hope that’s okay.”

“I am glad.” A frown flashed across her face. “There is no harm in them knowing I am here in some form. If I could but walk the earth once more, Damian, I could help you.”

I met the Titan’s golden gaze for a moment, waiting to see if that declaration would cause her some kind of pain, if it would go against the Mad King’s compulsions, or if the awakening of a Titan could truly benefit us. It was a seductive thought, especially knowing what was out there in the world. Knowing that the stockpiles of world-killing weapons the commoners were so fond of were now in Gwynn Ap Nudd’s possession.

“I’d sure miss having you as a guide in the Abyss,” I said.

“That is not a power unique to me. What is perhaps unique to me is my ability to gift it to another. I promise to grant you some of my powers if I should awaken, and that is not a promise I will break.”

Walking through the Abyss with Gaia didn’t seem to tear open the fabric of reality as the portals the Mad King once conjured had, resulting in the tangled, insane network known as the Warded Ways. But if she gave that power to me, granted me that gift, I wouldn’t trust myself with it. Would I cause damage like the Mad King had? But I couldn’t be sure if Gaia spoke of her own volition, or if some of the things she said were the remnants of a long-dead madman.

“We are here,” Gaia said. “There are a great many of my children here. Bid them greetings, if it is agreeable.”

“I will.”

Gaia nodded and released my hand. Exiting the Abyss was never exactly the same. The last time Gaia had brought me to Rivercene, she had dumped me and Nixie into the river. But today I blinked and took a half step back as the front door of the old mansion materialized in front of me. So close, in fact, that I could reach out and turn the doorbell even though I already heard footsteps in the hallway.

“I’m coming,” the innkeeper grumped from the other side of the door. “I’m coming!”

I smiled down at the old doorbell that worked by twisting it—the only one like it I’d ever seen—and the door frame that looked like carved rope. Multiple deadbolts clicked before the door swung open.

“We aren’t buying bullshit today,” the innkeeper said. “So keep it to yourself.” She stepped aside to let me in. The innkeeper was always grumpy. Hell, she made Zola look downright peppy some days.

“It’s good to see you, too.”

The innkeeper grumbled something under her breath and gestured to the hall that led back to the large kitchen. My boots thunked on the ancient hardwood floors. I glanced up at the portraits lining the wall as I made my way past the grand staircase on my right. Beneath it waited a small upright piano, the only one in the building that had been tuned and working the last time I’d been there. The display case nestled in the corner of the opposite wall caught my eye, and I pursed my lips at the old, worn photo album within. I remembered what lay inside it. The thought of the faceless skinwalker still made my flesh crawl.

I’d heard voices when we first entered the hall, but now I could make them out: Zola, Drake, Aideen, and another with a light accent whom I hadn’t expected to be here. I rounded the doorway, and my eyes roved across the old fireplace before settling on the group at the kitchen table.

“Casper?” I asked.

“I won’t be here for long.” Casper held up a tiny square box.

I frowned at it for a moment. “What is that?”

“A camera.”

I gave her a half smile. “I mean, what’s on the camera?”

“Enough evidence to get Sam and Foster out of lockup,” Casper said.

Relief flooded through me, releasing a bit of tension I hadn’t realized I was holding in.

“Word came through after you met with Dirge,” the innkeeper said.

“What’s on it?” I asked.

“It shows Sam and Foster in training at the moment the bombs went missing.”

“Is that enough? Couldn’t they still get them on conspiracy for it or something?”

Casper shook her head. “This on the other hand,” she said, pulling a small flash drive from her pocket. “This is footage from a few of the silos. But I tell you, you’re not going to like what you see.

Gwynn Ap Nudd had a man, or Fae, rather, at each facility to move almost every bomb.”

I shook my head. “That’s impossible. There’s no way he could get someone inside all of those installations. I mean, how many are we talking?”

Casper shrugged. “No one really knows. Let’s just say it’s a shit-ton.”

“Some of them used wards,” Aideen said. “You can see the way the portals opened, but there were Fae in others.”

“Inside some of the most secured areas of the military?” Zola asked. “Nudd has been planning this for a long time.”

“They weren’t all Fae,” Vicky said, shoveling another forkful of breakfast soufflé into her face.

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

“Dark-touched were there.”

I glanced at Casper, and she nodded.

I pulled out a chair and sagged into it. “How can the dark-touched steal nukes? That’s insane.”

“It’s the smart ones,” Vicky said.

I rubbed my chin. “That’s just what we freaking need.”

“Be glad the green men noticed those bombs going missing,” the innkeeper said. “If not for them, who knows how long your sister and Foster might have been locked up.”

“I know, but why are the green men aware of what happened to the nukes?”

“It may not be my place to answer,” the innkeeper said.

A moment later, something tapped on the large rear window. The innkeeper frowned and then gave a kind of half shrug as she made her way over to it. She opened the blinds, and the tangle of bark and vines that formed Stump’s face appeared just across the deck. She slid the windowpane open and nodded to the green man.

“You want to explain this?” the innkeeper asked.

“You could hear us out there?” I asked.

“It was muffled, but yes.” Stump rubbed at the bark that formed his beard and it sounded like a belt sander. “With some effort, if I am able to touch certain boards of this home, I can hear what those inside are speaking.”

“Stalker much?” Vicky said.

I flashed a grin at the kid before turning back to Stump. “It’s good to see you again.”

Stump inclined his head, the vines of his neck flexing with the movement. “It is always good to see you, my friends. To clarify what the innkeeper said, we do not so much track the weapons of the commoners, but we are aware of them as a body may be aware of a cancer. And when the disease has left, one tends to take notice of it.”

“The metals?” Zola asked. “The uranium?”

“Call it what you may,” Stump said, “but it is poison. No different than what the commoners use to kill the growth around their homes, or murder their fellow humans.”

“It’s a little bit stronger than weedkiller,” Zola muttered.

“Regardless,” Stump said, “the meaning behind my words stands. No matter what the commoners may choose to kill with it, poison it is, without doubt.”

“That still doesn’t explain how we have surveillance video,” I said. “I’m pretty sure you didn’t pull that off their network.”

“Of course not.” Stump gave a small shake of his head. “The ways of the electric machines are far beyond what my people know, what with their lights and nonsense and all.”

“He means computers,” the innkeeper said.

Vicky smiled at the green man. “I could listen to him talk all day.”

“Don’t let him hear you say that,” the innkeeper said. “Or you will.”

Stump returned Vicky’s smile, and the expression gave a softness to his bark- and moss-covered face. “In some ways, the young ones are wiser than all of us.” He turned his gaze back to me. “You are not the only ones with spies among your ranks. The commoners have not yet developed reliable ways for identifying the Fae. Because of this, more than one spy has made their way into the ranks of the commoners’ military forces. Some of them are Nudd’s, but there are others more closely allied to the Morrigan, and those of the new water witch queen.”

I frowned at that. “Nixie has spies in the military?”

Stump nodded.

“Of course she does,” the innkeeper said. “She’d be a fool not to. Those morons now have weapons that can hurt a great many Fae. I suspect she’ll keep eyes on them for a good long time.”

I pinched the bridge of my nose. Put like that, it made sense. I wasn’t sure why Nixie hadn’t told me outright. Maybe she thought it hadn’t been something I’d needed to know. It still gnawed at the back of my mind.

“Take your evidence and free your allies. I fear we will need all that we can gather.” Stump turned to go, his words somewhat pointed and far less rambling than I was used to hearing from the old green man.

“Wait,” I said. “Stump, wait.”

The green man paused mid-stride beside one of the towering old trees and turned back to face me.

“Gaia says hi,” I said. “And so does Dirge.”

Stump smiled, but it didn’t seem broad. It felt sad. “The goddess is always with us. One just needs to know how to listen. Whether she is awake upon the earth, or slumbering beneath us, it matters little, for she will always be with us. And that is something I wish my brethren could understand in full. We have the forest gods, and the wisdom that the goddess left behind. And that is enough. Go in peace, young one, though I fear that peace may not last long.”

Stump walked away in earnest, his lumbering steps barely a whisper in the grass.

The innkeeper slid the windows closed and lowered the blinds once more. “I guess I need to learn how to lock the sound down a little better in this place. All the times I’ve threatened to turn him into firewood behind his back, and the bastard’s probably heard half of them.”

“Will they join us?” I asked.

“Join you?” the innkeeper asked, one eyebrow rising. “They never left you. Stump and those closest to him will be your allies until the end of time. You walk with Gaia, which means you walk with them. Some of the green men may have chosen to forget the power of the goddess, but now they know she lives, and I suspect the rest will fall in line. They likely wouldn’t want to deal with the consequences if they chose the wrong side.”

I gave the innkeeper a half smile.

“Don’t flash your teeth at me,” the innkeeper said. “You need to figure out how in the hell you’re going to get beneath Falias to retrieve those bombs, or destroy them.”

“That was damn smart of Nudd,” I said. “There’s no way we can approach that place without them seeing us coming. Nudd’s army will be ready. We need a better way in.”

“Sound familiar?” the innkeeper asked. “Hiding your best weapons so close to home. Right beneath your own feet?”

I didn’t like what she was insinuating. “I’m not like him.” But despite my protests, the innkeeper’s words spoke to me. In some ways, she was right.

“Every time you’ve needed an artifact of dark magic, it’s been at your hand. It is clear you keep the things you value nearby, and if you look at Nudd, he also keeps the things that may be useful nearby.”

“Lots of people do that.”

The innkeeper shook her head. “Lots of people do not manage to wield a Key of the Dead or the splendorum mortem with little more notice than a tornado siren.”

I frowned at the innkeeper. “We aren’t that alike.”

“But more alike than you may think,” the innkeeper said. “Gwynn Ap Nudd is simply willing to cross more lines than you are.”

“Are you sure about that?” Vicky asked. “Damian did pull a fully crewed ghost pirate ship out of the Burning Lands.” She wiggled her hand across the table. “Now it just sails around the rivers here. Think it’s a perfectly normal thing? It’s not a perfectly normal thing.”

“There isn’t much that’s perfectly normal around here, girl,” Zola said. “Ah understand what the innkeeper is saying, but there is much that sets them apart.”

Zola and Vicky tried to argue about just how different we were while I pondered the innkeeper’s words. Vicky eventually gave up, opting to dive into another serving of soufflé rather than argue the finer points of dark-touched vampires versus raising an undead pirate ship.

“Stump didn’t tell us exactly where the bombs are,” I said.

The innkeeper sat back in her chair, a small smile lifting the corners of her lips. “And?”

“But if you’re right,” I said, “wherever he has them stored will be easily accessible. Practically beneath his feet. Why wouldn’t Stump be able to tell us a more precise location?”

“Because they’re hidden,” Zola said, leaning forward. “They aren’t simply stored underground. They’re masked by something.”

The innkeeper nodded.

“He’s done that before,” Drake said, breaking his long silence as he stood up on the table. “Nudd used to hide his forces underground in a four-walled room. Always four walls with four corners, exactly at ninety degrees. We can ward them against any portal.”

“Could Gaia break through it?” I asked. “Use the Abyss to circumvent it?”

“If you didn’t want to survive the experience,” Drake said. “It would be like opening a portal and having no idea where it came out. You could end up lodged in a brick wall, or be integrated with one of the bombs.” Drake frowned. “Now, that would be something to see.”

“I think I’d rather not see that.” Vicky gave a frustrated sigh. “But how are we supposed to find it? Or better yet, how are we supposed to get into it?”

But my mind was already working, and I had an idea that would either be really good, or really bad. But when it came to fighting Nudd, there wasn’t much in between. “First, we’re going to spring Sam and Foster from their cells, if Park hasn’t done it already. We need to tell him how to hunt down the Fae who infiltrated his ranks. We can assist him with that, but our priority is the nukes. And I think I know someone who can help us sniff them out.”

Zola narrowed her eyes. “If that was a pun about the werewolves, so help me …”

I grinned at Zola.


CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO


Park frowned and squinted at the screen, studying the evidence. “I’ve seen these recordings before. You’re telling me the ones in our system are faked? No one has access to do that.”

“It’s stored on the network, isn’t it?” I asked.

Park nodded. “You’re talking about military-grade hardware. You’d need someone with world-class skills just to get into that, much less swap it out without any trace of what they did.” He paused and drummed his fingers on the edge of the keyboard. “Which begs another question. How did you get this?”

“Old friends,” I said. “As to your other question, how much do you know about the Watchers? Or at least the group that used to be the Watchers?”

“Probably less than you’re about to tell me,” Park muttered.

A ripple opened nearby. I eyed it, waiting to see who came through. “Who are you letting open portals into the base? I thought that was restricted.”

“It is,” Park said, still looking down at the screen. “You and that creepy hand are the only ones that …”

But Park trailed off when he saw where my attention was. His eyes locked on the slash of red expanding before us, and on the armored fairy who stepped through it.

Park already had his gun leveled at the Fae. “This is full of lead and iron. Don’t make me use it.”

Drake raised his hands into the air. “I salute your defenses, First Sergeant Park, but they’re not impenetrable.”

Another fairy came through behind Drake. It was Aideen, in her smaller form, followed by Zola and finally by Vicky with Jasper.

“I think I’m gonna hurl,” Vicky said. “What the hell happened?”

Park’s gun slowly lowered. He blinked at the newcomers as he holstered his weapon. “That’s supposed to be impossible.”

“It certainly wasn’t easy,” Drake said, a small crease of frustration on his forehead. “Whoever built this structure knew what they were doing. The building itself forms a ward, which makes this place … difficult to notice.”

“Aeros built the tunnels,” I said, “or at least reinforced them on top of some old ruins.”

Drake nodded. “Did you tell him about the mage machina?”

“The hackers?” Park said, frowning.

“No one calls them hackers anymore,” Vicky said.

“They aren’t hackers,” Zola said. “They are mages with a technological inclination. Most were assassinated when the video of the conflict with the blood mages was released a few years ago. But Ah suspect Edgar has a few remaining resources.”

“You think Edgar got us the evidence?” I asked.

Zola nodded, looking over my shoulder toward the door.

A loud crack sounded on the floor behind us, and it was only then I realized I’d been hearing it for a while. Down the hall, through one of the corridors, came a sound not unlike Zola made when she wanted to call attention with her cane. And then he was there.

“I got the evidence,” Edgar said, drawing every eye in the room to him. He stood in the doorway in a neatly cut three-piece suit, and a bowler seated on his head.

But Edgar only had eyes for one person. He locked gazes with Drake, and neither of them flinched. “Not all of the mage machina worked for the Watchers. The best of them, yes, but there are some who can breach whatever they set their minds to.”

Park frowned. “Good to know. I guess there are still a few advantages to keeping things off the network.”

Edgar shrugged and finally broke eye contact with Drake. “You have the evidence. It hasn’t been tampered with, but someone did tamper with what remains on your network. I have two mages trying to track them down, but whoever they were, they were very good. From what I understand, there isn’t much of a trace left on anything.”

Park pressed a button on one of the consoles, and a small green light brightened. “Release the fairy and the vampire.” He gave a long order, that sounded more like alphabet soup than something anyone would make sense of. But a short time later, a voice crackled to life over Park’s radio.

“On our way.”

Park picked up his radio and held down the button before he spoke. “Bring them to me. I’m in the control booth nearest the archives.”

“Understood.”

“I do have one question, though,” Edgar said, eyeing Drake again. “I would call him an imposter, but I understand his powers rival those of Foster.”

“My mantle is older than his. Different,” Drake said. “There are no laws to say only one Fae can be blessed with fire, just as there are no laws that say only one immortal can lead the Watchers. Or what’s left of them.”

Edgar stiffened, the first reaction he’d shown since joining us in the room. “I wouldn’t …”

“Enough,” Zola said. “There isn’t time for bickering amongst ourselves. We have the location of the bombs. We just have to figure out how to get to them. Focus on the task at hand. If Drake betrays us, we’ll deal with him then.” She eyed Edgar. “Not before.”

Vicky moved closer to the old Fae. “I’ll stay with Drake. If he gets out of line, Jasper can eat him.”

“So be it,” Edgar said. “I’m afraid I may know the answer to who was helping Nudd’s spies. Some of our networks are still alive, and some of our own spies are still in Falias.”

“Out with it, then,” Zola said, biting off the words. “It’s not polite to make an old woman wait.”

Vicky snickered, but Edgar’s expression didn’t change.

“It is not my place to tell you everything,” Edgar said, “but I can tell you enough. Ward once had an apprentice in Gorias. A young woman with the skills to manipulate runes almost as well as the Warded Man himself.”

Zola’s frown deepened, the lines on her forehead folding into canyons. “Ah was not aware of this.”

Edgar turned to her. “Not many are. Leviticus, myself, and perhaps a few water witches.”

I flexed my hands into fists and glanced at Zola before turning my attention back to Edgar. “Are you telling us Ward’s apprentice is working for Nudd? Ward, who can create ghost circles, and warded knots, Devil’s Knots, and bend the very fabric of this reality? He has an apprentice who’s not on our side?”

“A bit dramatic,” Edgar said, “but yes. Her name is Heather. And she has long worked alongside the Unseelie Court. When they first started rebuilding Falias, Ward feared it might have been her help that allowed them to rebuild so much of it so fast. She can amplify some of the Fae’s energies. It’s a dangerous skill, and one Ward himself has not mastered.”

“I didn’t realize she is still alive,” Aideen said, hopping down onto the console beside Drake. “I thought she died in the basilisk attack? When Falias was in Faerie?”

“Seems like a lot of us aren’t as dead as you thought,” Drake said, smirking at Aideen.

“You cannot be who you say you are,” Aideen said, tilting her head. “Your powers would have fled long ago.”

Drake rested his hand on a dagger in his belt. “Make of it what you will.”

“Can we stop arguing about that now?” Vicky asked.

“The girl’s right,” Edgar said. “If it’s Heather who warded the bunkers beneath Falias, then we have a great many challenges ahead.”

The door creaked open behind us. Sam stood there, an exhausted-looking Foster on her shoulder, and an exasperated Casper standing behind her.

“Happy now?” Casper said. “I told you, they’re all fine.”

Sam nodded. She walked over to me and gave me a brief hug before turning to the rest of the room.

“You have a ride home?” I asked.

“Vik’s on his way,” Sam said. “But thanks.”

I nodded. “Just get some rest. We might need you before this is all over.”

“You always need me.”

I exchanged a grin with Sam, but her smile didn’t hide the circles under her eyes, or the rippled flesh, still healing where she’d been burned by the lights.

“There’s an old story,” Foster said, his voice cracking with exhaustion as he tried to raise it. “An old legend. They say it was a mage gifted in the art of wards who crafted the Mad King’s hand of glory. It’s just a story, maybe, but you need to understand the kind of power that Ward can wield. The power his apprentice probably can, too.”

“And?” I asked.

Foster’s gaze trailed to Drake, and he stopped speaking for a time.

“And those are lost arts,” Aideen said, answering for him. “Koda knows of some of them. In fact, I wouldn’t be surprised if it was him who planted the idea of the ghost circles in Zola’s brain, or Ward’s.”

“There are too many things we thought dead and buried,” Foster said. “Relics from wars long forgotten. And Fae thought to be dead for a thousand years.”

“You’re getting paranoid in your old age,” Drake said. “I’d heard the new Demon Sword was a fierce fighter, nigh unkillable.”

“Everything is killable,” Foster said, baring his teeth. “You just have to try hard enough. But tell me, Demon Sword, what will you do if they come for the girl?” Foster turned his gaze to Vicky, and I caught some reaction in Drake.

I wouldn’t call it anger, or fear, but whatever it was left in a flash.

“My only oath was to a king who was lost long ago.” Drake slowly unsheathed his sword and turned the blade over on his palm. “Pray that is the worst you endure.”

“The worst?” Foster snarled. Whatever exhaustion had practically pinned him to Sam’s shoulder evaporated as he surged to his feet. “I lost my king, a fairy I looked to as a father, and he murdered my mother. What do you know of loss, imposter?”

Drake pinched the tip of his sword, gave a small smile directed no one, then lashed out, leaving a red wound in the air before him. He looked down at Vicky. “We will meet again. Stay with your friends, little one. For they are fools, and fools protect their own.”

Vicky crossed her arms as Drake stepped into the portal. The light dimmed, and the room held one less fairy.

“Stand down,” Park said.

I wasn’t sure who he was talking to, until I caught a glimpse of the gun barrels just outside the door. A small squad of soldiers had flanked Casper, and even the sniper had a hand on her sidearm.

“Perhaps it would be best if we took our leave,” Edgar said.

Park nodded. “If your mages turn up anything else that’s been tampered with, I’d appreciate a copy.”

“Of course,” Edgar said. “An old alliance must be cared for, but a tentative one, even more so.”

“Walk with us, Edgar,” Zola said. “I’d like to hear more of Ward and his apprentice.”

“Foster,” Casper said.

The fairy looked back over his shoulder, flexing his wings so he could see the sniper.

“Your sword,” she said.

He nodded, and took the small weapon from between her pinched fingers. “Thank you.”

“Debrief in ten,” Park said. “Gather your squad.”

“Yes, sir,” Casper said.


CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE


I watched the black SUV bump its way down the cobblestone street, ferrying Sam back to the Pit. She’d be safe there, and I was glad of it. Now I just had to worry about Vicky, our little dragon rider.

“We could go after Nudd directly,” Aideen said as we walked down Main Street, drawing my attention to her perch on Zola’s shoulder. “Take him down before he has a chance to use the bombs.”

Edgar stepped around a missing cobblestone on the sidewalk, tipping his hat when he bumped into me. I almost laughed at the mundane gesture.

“That’s an aggressive plan.” Foster rubbed his chin. “We could do it.”

“No,” Zola said. “We must retrieve the bombs, or destroy them. Even if Nudd was incapacitated, who’s to say the next in line to the throne wouldn’t use them?”

“And they can set them off?” I asked. “Without a secret decoder ring?”

Zola snorted.

“Yes,” Foster said. “They’ve gone after reactors before. Meddled with tests in the deserts. They know what they’re doing.”

“Chernobyl,” Aideen said. “It was only one of many thefts. Perhaps the one that went most wrong. But rest assured, Nudd and his ilk can trigger those bombs with magic.”

“And they may have Heather,” Edgar said. “She has Ward’s power, but is somewhat unhinged. The thought gives me little comfort.”

I kicked a loose stone into the street. “To say the least.”

We walked in silence for a brief time until the sign for Death’s Door loomed large overhead.

“The Obsidian Inn is our best bet,” I said as the bell rattled on the front door. “They can keep Nudd distracted, and they’re going to know the catacombs beneath Falias as well as any opposition.”

“Perhaps better,” Aideen said, gliding into the storefront. The rest of us followed.

“Thank God you’re back,” Frank said, scooping a canvas backpack up off the counter. “I’m heading to the Pit to meet Sam. You mind locking up?”

He’d already sprinted through the saloon-style doors before I could respond. I heard Bubbles chuff once at the bald man running through the store, and then he was gone.

Aideen settled on the glass counter beside the register. “I guess Frank knows Sam’s out.”

I nodded. “And we have to get to Falias. Everything is there. I doubt Liam, Lochlan, and Enda have much more time.”

“I can distract the military,” Edgar said. “With the mage machina from the Society of Flame, we can, at the very least, keep the focus of those spies trained elsewhere.”

“Ah don’t know if that will be enough, Edgar.” Zola rubbed her wrist. “But, regardless, the boy is right. It is to Falias we must go.”

Vicky rolled her neck and eyed the clock on the wall. “Can we go now?” Jasper trilled on her shoulder, and I was pretty sure the furball was thinking the same thing I was thinking.

“Hell no. We need to plan. Foster needs a nap. And I need to make a phone call.”
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A few hours later I was still awake, sitting in the reading nook on the second floor of Death’s Door. Manuscripts were piled around the ghost circle, some of which I hadn’t read in years, and I had little doubt that Koda had been here. The old ghost couldn’t affect things outside the circle, so Frank usually helped him pull down the volume he needed to study. But the book I’d been studying had a tendency to bleed.

I yawned and pinched the bridge of my nose. Zola was snoring like someone was trying to turn over a cold engine on a semi. I grinned at my master, sprawled out on the inflatable bed that her back could tolerate far better than mine. Vicky slept on one of the oversized stuffed leather chairs, a small ball of fur purring beside her. Jasper’s unblinking black eyes stayed ever-watchful for any threats. I glanced down at my phone. It was nearly one in the morning, and that’s when Caroline had told me to return her call. The first time I’d tried, she’d said she was too busy to talk. Despite my protests that I had some really important shit to say, she’d still hung up on me.

So Edgar left, and the fairies retreated to their clock for Foster to rest. Peanut flopped down in front of the clock, like a very lumpy rug, while Bubbles waited across the room, camped out beside the coffee table. I doubted they’d move much before Foster had recovered. That cell had made him sick, and I hoped Aideen could work her magic on getting him back to normal.

Whatever that meant.

I flipped through my contacts, and my thumb paused over the photo of Caroline. It was an old one she’d emailed me after we’d lost Carter. After we’d lost Carter again. He was in an old torn-up wool shirt, and she wore the uniform of the Irish Brigade. The photo had been taken during the Civil War, and the bloody clash at Antietam would be bearing down on them in a matter of weeks. Caroline knew war like most of us know breathing. Some days I felt sorry for the wolves. Their penchant for violence and pack rivalries were some of the worst in all of the supernatural communities. But I’d seen Caroline with her friends and family. They knew more than killing.

Caroline picked up on the second ring. “Sorry about that, Damian. We had a small emergency with the Obsidian Inn. Morrigan called us to help deal with a new company of dark-touched.”

My mind raced, delaying my immediate determination to spew out everything that was happening with the military, and the location of the bombs. Instead, I said, “More dark-touched?”

“A lot more,” she said, a small tremor in her voice. “And these are different, Damian. They’re smarter.” She hesitated, even after she took a deep breath as if she meant to speak.

“Why did Morrigan call you? Have you seen their training grounds?”

“I have, Damian, but they took a hit. Morrigan is still holding back the bulk of their forces, keeping them in reserve for the main campaign against Nudd. And she is right to do it.”

“For what?” I hissed, my voice low, trying not to wake up Zola or Vicky. “You don’t think the wolves would’ve made for a better surprise?”

“In a brigade of highly trained Fae?” Caroline asked. She didn’t say anything more after the rhetorical question. She didn’t need to. I knew damn well she was right. The wolves may have some serious muscle and durability, but there were Fae, especially the older Fae who were reserved and polite and proper, who hid titanic magicks behind their facades.

Caroline took a deep breath. “We almost lost Dell.”

“Is he okay?” I asked, my heart rate spiking.

“One of the dark-touched got its claws in him, and he didn’t exactly have a measured response. I’d be proud of the idiot if I wasn’t scared for him. He pulled one of those things out of the ground. One of the gravemakers. But I didn’t think it was going to let him go.”

“It attacked him?” I asked, my mind scrambling to remember when Dell had learned how to summon a gravemaker. I mean I supposed we had both always known, without realizing what we were doing. The things were naturally attracted to us, and if we were near one, it wasn’t likely to be far. It wasn’t too uncommon for it to make its presence known.

“No,” Caroline said. “He almost lost himself to it. His arms, they’re cut up pretty bad. I’m not certain what happened.”

But I was damn sure what had happened. Dell had lost control. He’d put everything he had into pulling that gravemaker out of the earth and turning it against the dark-touched that were attacking his friends. I’d done the same thing myself, but part of me always thought it was the mantle of Anubis that allowed me to do it. For Dell to do it without the mantle made me feel like he was lucky to be alive.

“Morrigan is more than capable of dealing with some dark-touched, though. She could have spared a few troops. It’s not like Nudd doesn’t know the Obsidian Inn exists. If we’re being honest, he probably has spies inside the Inn anyway.”

“You haven’t heard,” Caroline said.

It wasn’t a question, but it prompted one anyway.

“Heard what?”

“Nudd is going to execute Liam, Lachlan, and Enda,” Caroline said.

“I know.”

“Let me finish,” Caroline snapped. “They’ll be executed two days from now at dusk. It’ll be broadcast, Damian. A spectacle for the humans and the Fae alike.”

“We have to get them out.”

“I wish I would’ve thought of that,” Caroline said, “but the humans are already in a frenzy over their missing nuclear weapons. Do you know how many weapons the humans have that aren’t nuclear, Damian? You understand how much damage they can still do? To the Fae, and each other?”

I’d seen what men could do. The supernaturals were capable of horrible things, but there was a side of the commoners that was anything but human. I’d seen their dead. I’d heard stories of their murders, and I’d killed more than one for what they’d done. But with governments unhinged, and the military’s might decreased, the thought of what one might do to another was unsettling indeed.

“We know where the bombs are now. The green men and the forest gods told us. What if we could return them?”

Caroline cursed. “Of course you did. Since when would a forest god, supposedly allied with Nudd, help a necromancer? That’s insane, Damian.”

Beyond. “I helped them regrow part of their forest in Greenville. I think it saved one of their lives.”

The phone went silent. I pulled it away from my ear and looked down at the screen to make sure I hadn’t accidentally disconnected Caroline. “You there?”

“Damian, that’s not possible.”

“It is,” I said, drawing the word out. “Cara taught me, a long time ago.”

Caroline muttered a curse in a language I didn’t know. “It doesn’t matter right now. Where are the bombs?”

“They’re beneath Falias itself. From what I understand, it’s beneath Nudd’s palace.”

“Palace,” Caroline said, disgust plain in her voice. “More like a temple where that idiot can worship himself.”

“It’s in a bunker beneath the ground, and there are enough arms there to wipe most of humanity from the earth.”

“And if Nudd detonates those?” Caroline asked. “We’re just going to march in there and die. I don’t care how fast you can heal; there isn’t much that can survive a nuclear blast.”

“I doubt he’ll detonate them while he’s standing on top of them. But I don’t suppose you know any were-lichen?”

Caroline snorted a laugh. “Not the time.” She paused. “Hold on, I’m conferencing Morrigan in.”

“Morrigan has a phone?” I asked, but I was already on hold. “I can’t believe Morrigan has a phone.”

The line came back before I finished talking to myself.

“It’s not my phone,” Morrigan said. “We have a few, and our spies have several. We found that the commoners’ technology can be moderately more difficult to intercept than that of the old magicks. You’d be wise to use one with your queen.”

“You do understand people can still intercept those calls?” I asked.

“Of course,” Morrigan said. “But it is more likely to be the commoners than the Fae.”

“Caroline tells me you learned the location of Nudd’s arsenal.”

“Beneath his palace in a large bunker. I don’t know exactly where, but that’s what the forest gods told me.”

Morrigan fell silent for a moment. “Very well. What do you intend to do with this knowledge?”

“I intend to get the bombs, or destroy the bombs, or hide the bombs, all while rescuing Liam, Lachlan, and Enda.”

“And this is the extent of your plan?” Morrigan asked.

“No, I asked Caroline to help. You were next on my list.”

Morrigan let out a humorless laugh. “I am mystified as to how you are not dead yet, Damian Vesik. While your intentions here are honorable, I do not know if the return of the commoners’ weapons will calm their military. But I do know that the bombs cannot stay in the hands of Gwynn Ap Nudd.”

Her voice had taken on a slow cadence and a dark timbre. The sound of her words sent a chill down my spine. Morrigan knew the kind of death magic I’d seen, she knew the kind of death magic I controlled, but she was talking about some kind of nuclear Fae magic. The very idea was insane. And terrifying.

“Are you seeing more of the elites yet?” Caroline asked.

“No,” Morrigan said. “But we have seen more of the dark-touched pawns.”

Morrigan’s words reminded me that they’d been using the term “elites” to refer to the dark-touched who were capable of speech. I rubbed at the stubble on my chin. “You think they’ll be guarding the bombs alongside Hern?”

“It’s possible,” Morrigan said. “My more immediate concern is the commoners. The military must be calm, or we will have a war in earnest on two fronts.”

“Edgar is working on it. He has the mage machina trying to root out Nudd’s spies in the military. In the meantime, he may be able to block some of the communication between countries that may be escalating things.”

“Whatever can be done, do it.”

“Drake has returned to the Obsidian Inn,” Morrigan said. “I’m curious as to why he did not relay all of this information to me. As I understand, he has spent time with you this past day.”

“Maybe because we shouldn’t trust him?” Caroline said, practically pulling the thought right out of my head.

“It is a risk I am willing to take,” Morrigan said. “The power of the Demon Sword is not to be trifled with. The power of two could turn the tide of this conflict, and the presence of a reaper is never frowned upon.”

“So you’ll help?” I asked. “We need to get to the bombs.”

“You will have the help of the Obsidian Inn,” Morrigan said. “Caroline, if you can, move the Irish Brigade into Falias. We may have need of you.”

“What of the armories?”

“Leave that to the Utukku. If you can spare a wolf, assign them a post in Antietam, as a warning system, if nothing else.”

Caroline pondered that for a time before finally saying, “I will. I’ll meet the Obsidian Inn by the bones of the basilisk. We can keep whatever comes our way out of the catacombs and away from Damian’s group. There’s a network they can follow that will take them all the way to Nudd’s palace.”

“And whatever bunker lies beneath it,” Morrigan said. “Prepare yourselves, for death walks among us this day.”

Morrigan disconnected without another word.

“Tomorrow, Damian,” Caroline said. “Call the vampires. You’re going to need them in the dark.”

“Wouldn’t miss it for the world,” I said, as if we’d just completed plans to meet for chimichangas, and not plans that were likely to get a great many of us killed.


CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR


We gathered around the old Formica table in the back room of Death’s Door in the morning. I’d slept surprisingly well after my conversation with Morrigan and Caroline. Foster stepped out of the grandfather clock and glided toward the table, much to my horror.

“Oh my god, put on some pants!” While I could appreciate the finely cut muscles the fairy seemed to maintain with practically no effort, I really preferred him with pants.

Zola froze, a breakfast burrito halfway to her mouth as the fairy glanced down, frowned, and then waggled his eyebrows at her.

Aideen smacked him and pointed at Vicky.

Foster quickly covered himself with his hands, still looking worse for wear as he sailed back to the clock. He had dark circles under his eyes, and the normal black and white coloration of his wings hadn’t returned to its usual crispness. It was almost as if the iron from the cell he’d been in had leeched into them, graying the white areas, and adding to his terrible pallor.

“Didn’t need to see that,” Vicky said around a mouthful of eggs.

I slid a plate full of freshly microwaved breakfast burritos to the center of the table. Zola snatched up another one and juggled it a bit, waiting for it to cool down. “You and me both, girl. You and me both.”

“Sorry, we’re out of forks,” I said. “Things have been a little crazy lately.”

Bubbles chuffed in agreement from the entrance to her underground lair.

“Still tastes good,” Vicky said, shoveling half the burrito into her mouth at once. Her cheeks puffed up as she chewed, and Zola gave her some serious side eye.

“Just because your parents aren’t here doesn’t mean you can eat like an animal,” Zola said a moment before she took just as big of a bite, and her cheeks puffed out, too.

I grinned at the pair and glanced down at Aideen and a now-clothed Foster, who were seated at the edge of the table. “Feeling any better?”

“Don’t feel like I’m about to die,” Foster said. “That’s always a plus.”

I nodded. “Especially when we’re about to go to Falias and probably die.”

Aideen slowly raised an eyebrow. “So … you spoke to the Morrigan and the Irish Brigade. We have a plan?”

“We have to get Liam and his family out of there. They’ve lost enough, and they’re going to be executed in one day.” I glanced at the clock face. “Less than one day.”

Aideen nodded.

And they damn well had lost enough. Their home had been torn out of Faerie and erected on the corpses of commoners. They were some of the few who had come to realize that Nudd had, in fact, meant them to die in the transition. If it hadn’t been for Vicky, channeling her powers as the Destroyer, most of Falias would have died in the transition.

But Nudd had still managed to spin the manifestation of Falias, and its survivors, to his advantage. He was as bad as any human politician, making himself out to be their salvation, instead of their doom. I wondered how many more of the Fae realized it now, or how many of them simply stayed silent because it didn’t affect them and their friends and their families. But there was little doubt it affected someone they knew, and perhaps that’s why the ranks of the Obsidian Inn had swollen the way they had.

“Once we get to Falias, I’ll have someone look at Foster.” Aideen patted his knee. “I can heal him a bit more, but if we’re going to be engaging the dark-touched and Hern’s army, I’d prefer not to be exhausted.”

“You can always stay at the Inn,” Zola said.

“I’m not dead yet,” Foster muttered. “These hands can still make a whole bunch of other people dead before I’m dead, so I’m not staying at the bloody Inn.”

I laughed and took another bite of breakfast burrito. Apparently, Aideen and Foster had already had this conversation, too. He was clearly not happy about Zola mimicking his wife’s suggestion.

My phone rang, and I frowned at Sam’s caller ID. I answered and put it on speaker. “What’s up?”

“Vik’s already got people on their way to Kansas City,” Sam said. “I don’t think we have many vampires to spare.”

“I’m not surprised. That may not be a bad thing, though. If Hugh and Ashley are both in KC right now, and we know they’ve had problems with the dark-touched there.”

“You’re still getting two of the best,” Sam said. “Dominic and Jonathan will both be meeting you.”

That gave me some measure of relief. They were two of the greatest fighters Vik had, and the fact the old vampire was sending them out with us surprised me a bit, considering the current climate. I had no doubt Sam had more than a little to do with it.

“That’s great,” I said.

“I had to promise Vik not to go.” The irritation was plain in her voice. “He still tries to baby me worse than you sometimes, Demon. Really annoying. But I’d rather you have Dominic and Jonathan than me for this fight.”

“You’ll stay here with Frank and keep everybody out of trouble?”

“You mean keep the cu siths from eating people?” Sam asked.

Peanut’s ears flicked up, and he finally rose from his resting spot in front of the grandfather clock.

“I think Peanut heard you,” I said.

“They don’t eat people,” Aideen muttered. “They might chew on them a little bit, but they always spit them out.”

Sam barked out a laugh. “Be careful out there. All of you.”

“We will,” Vicky said. She scarfed down her last bite of breakfast burrito and fed some scraps to Jasper.

“Take care of that old vampire,” Zola said. “Lord knows, he could use the help.”

“Will do,” Sam said, and then she hung up.

“Is Nixie coming?” Foster asked.

I shook my head. “I talked to her earlier. She’s headed to an emergency convention to meet with local politicians. They’re threatening to mobilize the UK’s military against the Fae after Nudd’s actions.”

“I hope she can influence them,” Aideen said. “Drowning all the delegates would likely not help much.”

I grinned at the fairy. “That’s a fair point.”

“We should get packed,” Zola said. “It is time.” She glanced at Vicky. “Ah don’t feel good about dragging you along with us.”

“I have a dragon,” Vicky said. “I’ll be fine.”

Zola frowned at the round ball of fur with the big black eyes. “Be safe. Move if you’re told to move, and stay hidden if we tell you to.”

“You sound like Carter,” Vicky muttered. “I miss him.”

And perhaps that changed Zola’s mind, the subtle reminder of the life Vicky had led in the Burning Lands. How she’d run with the Ghost Pack, slain dark-touched, and survived until she was once more pulled back into this world. Because my master said no more.
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I stood before the shimmering red gateway. Somehow Aideen had talked me into walking through the Warded Ways instead of taking the much-smoother path that I’d grown used to with Gaia. Something about everyone arriving at once making less of a ripple, being less likely to get noticed.

It made a certain kind of sense, but now that I was standing at the gateway, with the two fairies laughing at me, I felt like this was going to be a very bad trip.

“I really don’t want to hold this open any longer,” Aideen said. “Just step through. We’ll be right behind you.”

I grimaced at the fairy, took a deep breath, and then stepped into the Warded Ways. Some of the portals weren’t that bad, like those that took you to the edge of Faerie, or those that were simply a gateway between dimensions, to step from one world to another. But the portals to travel halfway across the country, or the world, were not so nice. For a split second, it felt as if something had grabbed my ankles and my wrists and then pulled until my body twisted and elongated so it could be tied into a pretzel a moment later. A dim red light became bloody brilliant yellow, and for a moment it wasn’t so bad, almost like going over the first large hill on a roller coaster, but then the fun began. It felt like being slammed into one wall and then another, jerked to the right until my head cracked against something hard, only to be flung forward into a whirlpool-like spiral of power. As I finally found my voice in that chaos, I let out a yelp a second before the light went out around me. I blinked, breathing hard against the cold, damp stone floor.

“You’re alive,” Zola said. I squinted at her, a dim ball of illumination floating above her right shoulder. “A little bit faster than Gaia, too, Ah’d say.”

Two winged forms blipped into existence above me, and the portal snapped closed. I rolled over and groaned, only to find myself face-to-face with Jasper and his rather intimidating silver-gray teeth. The furball grinned at me, and I threw an arm over my eyes.

“Not you, too.”

“Get up, boy,” Zola said. “You’ve been practicing your control over Illuminadda spells? We’ll be needing light in these catacombs, but not too much light.”

“What are you trying to say? That I …” Whatever witty thought I’d been about to throw out was lost to a wave of my churning stomach. I lay flat on the floor until the nausea passed. “Why did I agree to that?”

Footsteps sounded nearby. I thought I should probably get off my ass and stand up to greet whatever friend or foe was about to come into the room. On the other hand, they could kill me now, and I’d probably feel a lot better.

“Lying down on the job?” a familiar voice said.

I turned my head to the side and groaned in earnest when I saw Drake standing there, a snide smirk on his face.

“What are you doing here? I thought the Morrigan was coming?”

“She sent me instead. It’s your lucky day.”

“Oh, that’s right,” Vicky said. “Drake used to live in the palace. I bet he knows all the secrets.”

“He probably does,” Foster said, a good amount of steel in his voice.

“A little respect, Demon Sword,” Drake said. “Now come here and let me finish healing you.”

Foster took a half step back. “Morrigan is supposed to send a healer.”

“She did. I thought it might foster some trust between us.”

I narrowed my eyes. “That was a terrible pun. Please don’t ever try to make a joke again.”

“What are you talking about?” Drake asked.

“I don’t think that was a joke,” Foster said.

“Let him heal you,” Aideen said. “If he tries anything, he’s not getting out of here alive.”

“My reaper will …”

It was about that time Drake noticed that his reaper, now also in its small furball form, had perched on Vicky’s shoulder.

“My reaper will … affectionately love you to death.” The sheer level of irritation in Drake’s voice made me extraordinarily happy.

“Fine,” Foster said. “Let’s get this done.”

Foster snapped into his Proelium-sized form.

Drake touched his shoulder and said, “Turn around.”

Foster hesitated, but then did as he was asked.

Drake laid his hands near the base of Foster’s wings, where I could still make out some of the discoloration that had been so prevalent the day before. “Socius Sanation.”

A glow, one I swore was dimmer than Aideen or Foster’s healings, filled the small round antechamber we were standing in. Or at least, the antechamber that everyone else was standing in, until I finally managed to climb back up to my feet. The room only gave a little half spin, and the world seemed to settle back to normal.

Drake let his hands fall to his side as Foster straightened his back and flexed his wings. “And you wonder why I’m not so fond of the commoners. The level of iron in that cell could have killed you.”

“Well, none of them have tried to stab me recently,” Foster said. “That’s a bit more than I can say for you.”

The corner of Drake’s mouth lifted in a small smile. “How are the wings?”

Foster glanced at Aideen. “They’re good.”

Drake nodded. “Caroline and Morrigan are ready.”

Foster eyed the other fairy, but he didn’t thank him. The tension between them was still there, an old Demon Sword and his successor. As much mistrust as I had for Drake, he seemed genuinely concerned for Vicky’s well-being. Considering how many of the Fae I’d seen look upon her with something more akin to fear, his concern gave me some hope Drake might be an ally. But I’d been wrong before.

Drake’s head snapped to the side, and he held his hand out, calling for silence. I listened, but I couldn’t hear anything.

“Not far,” Drake said. “Vampires.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE


I thought I heard something as we crept through a corridor off the antechamber. A scratch, or an awkward footstep. I knew I wasn’t the only one who heard it, because the fairies’ swords almost sang out of their sheaths. The pepperbox was a comfortable weight under my arm, but without being able to see what was in front of me, it would be a stupid place to fire the gun. I reached for the focus tucked into my belt and waited.

A dull orange light appeared in the darkness around us, slowly brightening, chasing away some shadows and deepening others. One moment nothing was there, and the next a tall, bulky silhouette stood before what I could now see was a smaller form carrying a partially unsheathed flaming sword.

Drake still stood his ground. “Do you bear loyalty to the king?”

The air rippled around us, and it took me a moment to realize that Drake had imbued those words with some level of magic.

The taller form stiffened. “What the hell does that mean?”

Apparently, the bizarre response was enough for Drake. He sheathed his sword.

The flaming sword grew longer, as more of the blade was unsheathed, and I smiled when I saw the deep outlines of Jonathan’s face. That told me with no uncertainty that the irritated vampire beside him was Dominic, one of the vampires’ strongest enforcers.

“Zola?” Dominic said, stepping forward when Zola increased the brightness of her incantation.

“It’s good to see you, Dominic,” Zola said. “And you, Jonathan.”

The smaller, leaner vampire let the flaming sword drop back into its sheath. “I’d prefer to be in KC. Rumor is that the River Pack has a lead on Vassili, and I owe that vampire much.”

Years before, Vassili had betrayed his own Pit, and slain the vampire known as Alexi. Alexi had been Jonathan’s lover for over a century, struck down by the vampire who was supposed to protect them. Jonathan’s wounds had been physical, mental, and deep.

“I’m glad you’re here,” I said.

The vampire’s eyes flicked to me. “I owe your sister. And Vik has shown himself more loyal to our Pit than any Lord I have known before. That makes us the closest thing to family we can be without you being a vampire. So, yes, I will help.”

The vampire smiled, and let his fangs show just a little. The reflection in the dark corridor was eerie and homicidal in the best sort of way.

“You guys know Vicky, but I don’t think you know Drake. At least not more than him trying to kill us all last year.”

“I’ve heard many tales,” Dominic said. “I suppose it yet remains to be seen whether he is an ally, or lunch.”

Drake tilted his head slightly. He didn’t respond, but I wondered what the fairy was thinking. I knew Drake was powerful, but Dominic was old. And you didn’t live to be an old vampire without being a threat to almost anything that crossed your path.

“Let us leave,” Aideen said. “We need to find Liam, Lochlan, and Enda.”

“If Nudd believes that bunker to be the most secure place in his palace,” Drake said, “it’s quite likely his more valuable prisoners will be there, too. Or at least very close to it.”

“In my experience,” Zola said, “we aren’t that lucky.”

“Let’s go,” Aideen said, and led the way into the darkness.

[image: *]*     *     *

The catacombs were quiet. Deathly quiet. It was unnerving, and it didn’t take long for me to realize that not all of the stone and structure we were walking through was made of the pale rock of Falias. Some of it was ancient, appearing to have been carved by crude tools. Whether those tools had been wielded by men, or something else, I couldn’t say.

The tunnels closer to the Obsidian Inn were occasionally lit by torchlight, and while we’d seen one or two lanterns, and old burns on the stone from the soot of ancient torches, there were no lights as we delved deeper into the belly of Falias. There was only stone and shadow and a kind of impending dread that I had not felt in quite some time.

But the cold damp of the underground grew more familiar the longer we spent in it. Zola and I alternated leading the way, and trailing the pack, while Aideen gave us directions. The dull glow of our Illuminadda incantations provided light, but hopefully not so much light as to give away our position.

I suspected we’d been walking for almost half an hour the first time we heard it.

A creak, like an old house settling, but the groan that followed couldn’t be passed off as old timbers, or any kind of natural sound. Something dragged along the floor in a nearby corridor while our group exchanged looks.

“Something else is here,” Drake said.

And even though his whisper had scarcely been louder than the sound of a breath, the dragging in the stone hallways stopped. Silence reigned, and I could hear the blood rushing in my ears as I strained to make out anything in the darkness.

When nothing else sounded in the shadows for the next minute, we continued on, more cautious, perhaps, and certainly more alert. We moved into a larger antechamber, not so unlike the one that had been below the basilisk, but this one was ornate, the walls and ceiling covered in a mad mosaic. Eldritch things wove through blood-red portals while one crowned figure stood in the middle of them all, as if fearless, controlling, or absolutely insane.

“The fall of the Mad King,” Aideen said. “An old piece of art, thought to be lost not long after it was made, in the time of peace after the Wandering War.”

“Wasn’t it supposed to be fake?” Foster asked, squinting up at one of the tentacled creatures on the ceiling. “Just a rumor it was ever made?”

“It was real,” Drake said. “Put together by a Fae who had walked through the portals with the Mad King. He didn’t survive walking the Ways fully intact.”

“Those things?” I said, gesturing up at the tentacled forms in the mosaic. “Those are the creatures in the Abyss. The leviathans and … the others.”

Drake frowned, but nodded.

I pulled my phone out and let my incantation brighten a little more as I started taking a video of the mosaic. I’d almost finished the whole thing, capturing every detail of the leviathans and the Mad King in their center before I saw the shadow.

“Something’s here!” I shouted. I spread my left palm out, letting more power flow to the Illuminadda incantation until it burst to life like a sun. It might have been blinding to the rest of us, but whatever was in the shadow squealed. An emaciated Fae was bathed in the pale-colored light of our incantations. Armor that may have once fit the frail-looking creature hung from a body that was little more than skin and bones and fear.

“By the gods,” Drake said, hurrying forward and taking a knee before the creature. “You’re supposed to be dead.”

“Dead? Am I not dead? Dead many years, now. But I have fallen, into the hell the commoners spoke of. Dark things chase me Demon Sword, and these rooms are not my own.”

Drake blew out a breath and looked back to the rest of us. “This is the fairy that made these mosaics. I don’t know how he’s still alive, trapped in a lost room like this.”

“There was still magic,” the emaciated form said. “Until soon, recent I mean, then there was none.”

“The city is no longer in Faerie,” Drake said. “You’re in the land of the commoners now. Lucky to be alive.”

“Then I still live.” The Fae gave an awkward smile and tilted his head down. “Not luck. She brought me through.” The fairy raised his hand toward Vicky before letting it fall back to his side. “Saved many, I suspect. With great power, and great sadness. But you, Demon Sword, I thought you no longer served the Mad King.”

Drake remained silent for a moment. “He’s been dead a long time now.”

“Dead. Dead? As I should be. But I am not. You should not be here. Go, leave this place. There are vampires far worse than these.” His frail hand rose toward Dominic and Jonathan. “Older, primal. Be careful. Live by the sword.”

A small crease formed along Drake’s brow. “If you can follow our path back, we have allies. They call themselves the Obsidian Inn.”

The old Fae nodded. “I have heard them talking. I feared them to be loyal to the king.”

“No,” Drake said. “Find them. The Morrigan is with them. They’ll shelter you until this is over.”

“Can we trust him?” Foster asked.

Drake shook his head. “But I don’t think he’s a threat.”
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We continued on, leaving the ancient and broken Fae behind. Drake seemed to think he’d be able to find his way to the Obsidian Inn. I had my doubts.

“Who was that?” Zola asked.

“A servant of the courts from before the Wandering War. He saw the rise of the Mad King, and his fall. I believe he was originally from Gorias, but I can’t imagine how he’s still alive.”

“I know,” Aideen said. “To live in solitude, hidden away for so many centuries. And I believe it had to have been him who hid this place, or else there would have been some rumors of its existence. Someone would’ve known.”

“Unless he killed whoever helped him,” Drake said. “Those were ruthless times.”

“Doesn’t sound so different than now,” Vicky said.

“It is different, little one,” Drake said. “You have friends you can trust, allies who won’t betray you for an extra coin in their purse. Violent times perhaps, but quite different.”

We moved deeper into the catacombs, until it was Drake regularly leading us. We’d gone deep enough that Aideen and Foster no longer knew the way. The farther in we went, the more unsettled I felt. I didn’t trust Drake, no matter what bond he had with Vicky. He could just as easily be using her to set us up, regardless of the respect he showed. But Vicky trusted him, and I was willing to give him some leeway for that. But we still didn’t know much about the fairy, and it ate at me.

Drake stopped in the center of the next hall. It reminded me of the area where we’d seen the dullahan. Halls and doorways crisscrossed the entire area. What I’d first thought was a simple rectangular hallway, I realized was far more complex than that. Halls and doors curved in at awkward angles, leading off into a dozen different paths with no indication of where any of them led. It was confusing to look at, much less try to navigate.

“When was the last time you were down here?” I asked.

Drake looked from one side of the hall to the other, frowning at what appeared to be a steel door with a half-moon carved into it. “A few centuries. Maybe more. Not that long.”

I blinked at the fairy in the dim light. Not that long, but not what most people would consider a short time.

“It’s a good idea to stay away from the metal doors,” Drake said.

“Why?” Vicky asked, leaning back from the door she’d been inspecting.

“Because some will harbor traps to kill an unsuspecting Fae. Others can lead you into a never-ending hall, where the same ends of the Warded Ways are twisted together into an infinite loop. The Mad King banished more than one of his enemies into that infinity.”

I shivered at the thought. An eternity spent slamming around inside the Warded Ways until one day you finally died.

We moved farther into the hall, some hundred feet, before I noticed how the pattern of the stones on the floor flowed to each doorway. Some made their way into the open halls, and others stopped dead before the metal doors, almost as if they were marking unique pathways, but if what Drake had said was true, I didn’t think whoever had built this place intended for the average person, or Fae, to find their way through it.

Drake said something to Zola and the light beside her brightened, revealing a stone-lined arch with a pair of horns carved into the top. They weren’t simple things, not in representation or design. They were intricately carved, covered with more detail than seemed possible on such a narrow strip of stone. As if a giant painting been made miniature.

“This is it,” Drake said. “If anything is going to lead to one of the bunkers, it’s going to be this.”

“How do you know?” I asked.

Drake indicated the horns. “Nudd’s favorite errand boy, Hern.”

“Just because it’s marked with his sign doesn’t mean he’ll actually be guarding this place.”

Drake harrumphed.

“It could be like an alarm system,” Vicky said. “We walked into the wrong place, and it notifies them.”

Drake nodded, and I felt a little stupid for not thinking of it first. But if that was true, anywhere we went in the catacombs could be a signal to Nudd, or any of his lackeys. We might have already been in more danger than we thought, and depending on the nature of the defenses, I started to suspect why Morrigan didn’t simply march the army of the Obsidian Inn into the catacombs.

For all we knew, that army could set foot in this hall, and be smashed flat by a cave-in. Or by whatever was hidden behind those doors.

“Follow me,” Drake said. “We won’t learn anything waiting here. They’ll either be waiting for us, or they won’t. Either way, by the time we make it to the bunker, you can be sure we’re going to run into defenders.”

And on that happy thought, we plunged into the darkness of the hallway below Hern’s antlers.


CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX


“It’s been a while,” Dominic said, falling back to join me at the rear of the group.

I nodded to the vampire. “It’s good to see you. I haven’t seen you much since Greenville.”

Dominic smiled in the dim light of the incantation. “As Sam might say, things have been a bit crazy. I spent time with Hugh in Kansas City. Have you spoken with him?”

“A few times. But they’ve been holed up there for a while now. Ashley and Elizabeth were heading out that way, too.”

A grim edge crept into Dominic’s voice. “So, you haven’t spoken to him in the last day.”

I shook my head. “No, why?”

“A new wave of dark-touched struck the old city there. A great many casualties among the commoners, but I believe Hugh and the River Pack mitigated the worst of it. Thankfully, they weren’t alone.”

I frowned. As far as I knew, the River Pack was very much alone. Most of the Kansas City Pack had been slaughtered, and Hugh had gone out there to find out why, and by what. “Who’s helping them?”

“Camazotz and the death bats took care of many of them. The Old God seems to have taken refuge in some caves beneath the old trading city.”

“So they came for Camazotz?” I asked.

“I don’t believe so. From what Alan told me when I spoke to him this morning, the dark-touched were quite surprised by the sudden arrival of Camazotz and his death bats. But the tourists who encountered them first were not so lucky.”

I cursed under my breath. We’d been worried about a war on two fronts. What concerned me even more was that the dark-touched had migrated to the northwest, reaching Kansas City as a formidable force without being detected. I wondered if Hern or Nudd was uncovering lost pathways for them through the Warded Ways. That was something we might never know.

Zola’s light dimmed at the front of our group, and we all came to a halt behind her. I let the power flowing to the Illuminadda incantation over my shoulder weaken to a trickle. I could only see Dominic beside me, and the back of Vicky’s head. The furball nestled against her neck shifted, and white light glinted in Jasper’s eyes.

Zola whispered, “Well, what is it?” She held up the dim ball of light, and I could just make out Jonathan’s features. He frowned.

“I’m not sure if it’s friend or foe,” he said with a shake of his head. “But we aren’t alone.”

“I—” Dominic started. “What the hell …”

The vampires could hear better than us, but it was only a moment before the rumble grew loud enough for my ears to detect. “Kill the lights,” I hissed.

Zola dropped her incantation before I even finished speaking. Whatever was coming for us might need the light to find us. But if it didn’t, it might be tracking us through our body heat or the sound of our footsteps. Neither option was comforting.

The rumble grew louder, closer, until the soles of my boots vibrated. I put a hand out and touched the wall, where I could feel the stone shaking beneath it.

“Whatever it is,” Dominic said, “it’s here.”

The rapid unsheathing of swords sang through the air. Something like tentacles flashed into the light cast by Jonathan’s flaming sword. For a time, I feared it was some kind of leviathan down in the corridors with us, but that would be impossible. They were massive forms, and I doubted even a Fae with Nudd’s resources could pull that off.

A moment later two huge, jagged eyes appeared in the hall, glowing gold and staring down at Zola. Its voice boomed through the halls.

“You walk into your doom, mortals.”

One of the forest gods, I realized to great relief.

“Who are you?” I asked.

“Do you not already know, deathspeaker that brings life?” the forest god asked, sweeping her eyes down to meet mine.

Her name came to my lips. “Appalachia.”

The forest god inclined her head, and her eyes flashed to the corridor behind her. “You’ll find no easy path out of these catacombs. There are dark-touched and viler things left over from the forgotten times of Faerie. No matter how many I destroy, another replaces them. More evils dwell in this place than you know.”

Appalachia cast her eyes down to Vicky and said, “Light your blades, little one. For there are many, and we are few.”

With those words, Foster and Aideen exploded into their Proelium forms, sending a rainbow of fairy dust into the air to flicker amid the magical lights now flooding the passage.

“Follow if you will. It is only a few hundred feet to a more defensible position, an antechamber that will give you some room to maneuver. Should you survive, the prisons of the Fae King lie close.”

Appalachia surged down the hall. Masses like roots and vines stretched out and propelled the forest god through the corridor. The vibrations beneath our feet returned, but I knew it had not stopped entirely when Appalachia fell still. Even as she spoke to us, the stones still rumbled all around. We ran after her in silence, only the thud of our boots on stone followed.

We sprinted into another rounded hall not so unlike the one that had housed the mosaic. But this one was plain save for a series of shackles on the walls.

“What the hell is this?” Vicky asked.

“Commoners would call it interrogation room,” Foster said. “It’s not a place you want to be.”

“Or a place you ever escape from,” Aideen said. “Light the fires.”

Foster hurried over to a trough near one of the doors. Apparently, they’d both seen rooms like this, as Aideen turned to face another trough. She held her hand over it and snapped her fingers. Something sparked from her hand, and a fire burned high. It leaped across the doorway, creating an impossible pattern in the air before settling into the trough on the other side. Foster did the same, his fire forming a similar pattern and blocking the opposite door.

Appalachia pulled away from the walls and centered herself in the room. “They have only one way in now.”

“And we appear to have no way out,” Zola said.

“You never did,” Appalachia said.

“I don’t suppose you care to enlighten us as to what’s coming,” Drake said. He glanced around the fire dancing across the shackles on all the stone walls and frowned.

“It has come.” Appalachia’s words were the last any of us spoke before the thing made itself known.

A snake was my first thought. A slithering form that slipped through the corner of the doorway. Another followed, and then they were on us. The things looked almost reptilian, until their featureless faces split open, revealing spirals of teeth like lampreys. Something black dripped from those awful maws, and the rumbling as they crashed through the hallway and into the antechamber grew ever worse.

There was no pause, no moment where the enemy stopped to assess us, to determine how much of a threat we posed. They simply attacked. The things coiled up like cobras and exploded forward.

Jonathan made first contact. His sword swept forward in a lightning-fast arc, slicing sideways through one of the lampreys, sending black gore to splatter across its brethren. Before he could so much as line up another sword strike, three of the things slammed into him. As it got closer, I realized what at first seemed like a large snake was closer to the size of a small anaconda. They were fast, and considering the yelp of pain that Jonathan released, most of us weren’t going to survive a hit from one.

I lit the soulsword, power flooding through the old claymore’s hilt, until the brilliant golden light bathed us all. I’d gotten better at using the souls locked away inside me, to the point where I could balance tying them together with my own aura and not cause myself to practically black out every time I drew the blade, which, at the moment, would’ve been a very bad thing.

Sealing the doors with fire felt like a worse and worse idea as more and more of the lampreys poured into the room. With nowhere to run, I couldn’t see a way out of this. They were choking the entire hall, and we’d blocked off our only other exits.

The fairies dove into the chaos as Vicky and Zola danced away from a wild strike from the creature. Jonathan may have had the speed and fury of a vampire, but Foster and Aideen had centuries more experience. They made short work of the lampreys that tried to strike from above, slithering along the ceiling as if defying gravity. Before the pair of fairies could get behind us, I cut down most of the lampreys that succeeded in passing them.

Drake slammed into the opposite wall and shouted, “Get them in the fires!”

“Duck,” Appalachia said.

Me, Zola, and Vicky dropped to the floor. Jasper didn’t quite get out of the way in time as Appalachia twisted the mass of vines she used for movement together and slammed dozens of the lampreys into the fire at once.

Jasper gave an annoyed squawk as he was tossed up into the air and smacked down into the ashes of the lampreys that had hit the flames. But the annoyed squawk became something else as Jasper’s color deepened to red and the scaly legs of the dragon exploded forward. His long neck reared back a moment later, and blue fire joined the spirals of ash of the burning lampreys. Jasper attacked with surgical precision, careful not to burn Vicky as she dove in, wielding dual soulswords and hacking down the lampreys.

I joined her, staying as close as I could while being sure to keep my own soulsword away from her, and hoping she’d keep hers away from me. I’d never actually cut myself with the soulsword before, but I was sure it wouldn’t be pleasant.

“Too many,” Dominic shouted as he flailed backward, tossing two more the massive lampreys into the fire. “They’re just not stopping.”

Appalachia scooped up another mass of lampreys and slammed them in the fire. “They are only the beginning. Survive to meet your true foe.”

Zola cursed and shouted, “What the hell does that mean, you damned tree!” She whipped her staff around, and a bolt of fire erupted from the end, cutting into the hallway and causing an ear-piercing squeal that cut through all the noise.

The lampreys froze, and those that were still alive retreated into the hall.

We regrouped, sheltering against Appalachia as if she were a mighty oak to shield us from a hailstorm. The rumbling started anew, but it was different this time, more deliberate, less constant. When a scaly hand reached through the doorway pulling a massive shadow behind it, I stared in slack-jawed horror at a creature from the Abyss.
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I’d never seen one so close before. It might have been smaller than the slithering mass I’d seen when walking with Gaia, but this one looked much the same. Gaping maws lined with fangs sat where you would expect the thing’s eyes to be. It was bipedal, but it surged and compressed, revealing the fact its body was formed from countless lamprey creatures.

A second arm extended from the writhing monster and pushed on the opposite side of the doorframe until its body spilled forth into the antechamber. Most of us stood there staring.

Drake didn’t.

“Take its head!” he shouted. “It’s the only way to stop it! The venom triggers hallucinations, and they aren’t the pleasant kind.”

And with that, the slow moments of horror exploded into the chaos of a pitched battle.

Drake moved with speed and grace. Even Foster fell behind as Drake launched into the air and brought his sword down in a vicious arc. It slashed into the creature’s neck, but dozens of the lamprey-like appendages swelled up to meet the sword, sacrificing themselves to save the whole.

Foster tried the same from the other side and met with far more resistance, as if his attack had been anticipated. Even as the creature fended Foster off on one side, it lashed out at Drake and sent the fairy streaking across the room to crash into one of the stone walls. Drake didn’t even slow. He charged back at the creature, as the vampires started hacking at the lampreys.

“Burn them,” Appalachia roared.

Part of me wondered how wise it was to summon a massive flame in that enclosed space, and another part of me wondered how flammable Appalachia was. I didn’t want to injure the forest god, especially not knowing how badly she’d been injured when Falias was dropped into her world, on top of the damage the commoners had inflicted building their cities.

But the forest god stood her ground as Zola extended her cane and summoned a focused needlepoint of power that sliced deep into the arm that was pinning Dominic to the floor. It recoiled, and Jasper crashed into the lampreys, his teeth rending flesh far faster than it could be replaced, and his claws savaging flesh until at last it was not merely the black ooze that spewed from the lampreys at a surface wound, but something rich and blue that flowed onto the stones.

A third appendage erupted from where the thing’s mouth should’ve been. It tightened like a noose around Jasper’s neck. The dragon squawked as he was hauled into the writhing mass, a thousand fangs digging into his flesh.

Vicky followed him in, her soulswords snapping out and eviscerating dozens of the fanged heads in seconds.

I cursed, aimed high, and shouted, “Modus Ignatto!” The blast wasn’t nearly so refined as Zola’s, but it certainly drew the creature’s attention. Lampreys surged forward, their fanged eyes laser-focused on me as the appendage that was its mouth fell away to be reabsorbed into its writhing body. Vicky exploded out the side of the creature, the furball under one of her arms. The lampreys reached out for them again, but were met with a blast of blue fire from Drake’s now full-sized dragon. The arm withered in the heat, just as its head did in the blast from my incantation.

Lampreys surged up over the wounded skeleton, or whatever lay beneath them, but it thinned the layer of lampreys around its neck, showing just how deep Drake’s initial cut had gone. Slimy gray flesh spouted a rich blue fluid. Zola focused another blast of the fire on the wound, and the beam lanced out the other side, leaving a smoking hole in the thing’s neck. I raised the hilt and lit a soulsword as the towering mass rose up and over me as if it meant to drown me in an avalanche of fangs and snakes and death.

But if that had been the creature’s plan, Appalachia fucked it up royally.

The forest god’s vines rocketed up from the floor, launching from her trunk-like feet to impale the lampreys. The vines spiraled around the creature’s neck, like a noose of their own. I hacked at any lampreys that got too close, but part of my focus remained on the gory spectacle unfolding above me. Blue blood splattered the room as Appalachia roared and her vines shifted violently, jamming thorns and splinters and jagged chunks of bark deep into the neck of the Abyss creature. But something whispered in the back of my mind, something I didn’t want to acknowledge that told me I could do more, kill more, if I only called on the power.

A moment later, the creature lost focus on the rest of us and tried to attack Appalachia in earnest. I used the soulsword to cut down as many of the strikes as I could, but still, the lampreys hit their target. Appalachia didn’t stop, the rumble didn’t stop, and the roar of the furious god deafened us as she throttled the Abyss creature.

I watched in fascination and horror as those vines around the thing’s neck seemed to turn into a rotating buzz saw, spinning ever faster, and becoming ever more narrow until at last, with one mighty crunch, the severed head of the creature collapsed onto the stone, and the lampreys fell still.


CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN


“We’re close,” Drake said between rasping breaths. “That thing wouldn’t be here if we weren’t.”

“Close to what?” Vicky asked.

“One of Nudd’s prisons,” Drake said. “The Mad King used to use those things as torturers. I didn’t think there were any left.”

“Nudd isn’t the Mad King,” Aideen said. Her eyes fell to the massive lamprey-like tentacles on the ground around us. She frowned. “But he is clearly mad. Removing the head killed the entire creature.”

Drake nodded. “At the end of the Wandering War, there was supposed to be one final attack against Gorias. Hern was to lead an army of these things against the golden walls of the city. But something went wrong when the Mad King tried to bring them through the Abyss. No one knows exactly what happened, but the attack never reached the walls.”

“I think I have some idea,” I said. “I’ve seen other things like that in the Abyss. Maybe they’ve been trapped there since the Wandering War.”

Drake looked at me. “Bigger?”

I nodded. “More like the size of a large house. Some were tall, some were a bit more squat. But they were all pretty awful.”

Drake blew out a breath. “More awful than you know. Nudd liked to spread the rumors that these things could spend a century eating a Fae. People used to think that would give them more time to rescue their allies, but they were wrong. More than a day with one of those chewing on you is enough to send most Fae deep into insanity.”

“And how does their venom affect vampires?” Dominic asked, holding up his arm to show the gashes from the thing’s teeth.

“It’s not fatal,” Drake said, “but it might slow you down. It will kill most commoners in a few minutes, an hour at most. I wouldn’t be surprised if the same went for the necromancers.”

A pile of the lampreys moved, and Jasper’s head popped out a moment later, covered in gore and his scales showing wounds from the lampreys.

“What about Jasper?” Vicky hurried forward to the dragon, gently touching where some of his scales were missing, and the fangs had obviously torn deep.

“He’ll be fine. Don’t worry.”

The gentleness in Drake’s voice caught me off guard. I exchanged a glance with Zola, who tilted her head to the side as if to say, I don’t have any fucking idea either.

Dominic grumbled before spinning Jonathan around and pulling a bag of blood out of the other vampire’s backpack. He bit down on it and drank deeply. He handed the rest to Jonathan. “Drink. I suspect we’ll need it.”

“Nothing can get through those fire wards,” Foster said. “That means nothing sneaking up behind us, but it also means we’re not getting through them without taking the wards down.”

“So, we backtrack,” Aideen said. “Take the corridor this thing came through.”

“That would be the wisest option,” Zola said. “If this is truly a guard of the prison as Drake said, then we must assume there are more.”

“More would be bad,” I said, looking to the shadows. “Hopefully we won’t see something worse.”

“Always the optimist,” Zola said, narrowing her eyes.

“Enough,” Appalachia said. The mass of vines and bark shifted and made their way to the door where Appalachia ducked and swept a path that we could all follow through the lampreys. “I will lead the way, should we meet another of these dark things.” She glanced back at me, though I couldn’t read her expression. “For what you did for Dirge, Damian Vesik. For what you did for Dirge.”

“You have a lot of weird friends,” Vicky said, readjusting Jasper, who was now just a furball again and cradled in her arms.

“Hey, you’re one of my friends, too.”

Vicky slowly raised an eyebrow. “I’m pretty sure I qualify as weird.”

“I’d go with bizarre,” Foster said.

“Hey.”

“A man who can survive being Samantha Vesik’s brother is a man who has adapted to having some oddities in his life.” Jonathan gave me a smile, and I wasn’t a hundred percent sure if he was making a joke, or an observation, but I was fairly certain it was Sam who’d had to grow used to oddities in her life because of me. Not the other way around.

My boots slipped in muck as we entered the hall. “I don’t even want to know what that was.”

“Just be glad you didn’t get any in your mouth,” Foster said.

Aideen looked at her husband. “Sometimes it’s better just to slash, than scream and slash.”

The corridor rumbled around us, and it took me a moment before I realized Appalachia was laughing.
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We’d only gone a few hundred feet down the dark corridor before Appalachia paused and pulled her vines back enough that we could see the path leading down a steep set of stairs.

“These stairs were not here before.” Appalachia’s vines formed into the semblance of a hand, and she ran it along the tops of the stairs. “The slick substance from the lampreys is here. They came this way.”

“Then what are we waiting for?” I stepped forward, and Appalachia nodded a moment before she led the way down the stairs.

Aideen eyed the retreating form of the forest god. “So, which was the trap? The room where we fought the Abyss creature? Or this?”

“Both,” Jonathan said.

“I agree with the vampire,” Drake said. “Be on your guard. We may be far below Nudd’s palace, but his machinations are many.”

“Ooo, Drake with the fancy words.” I blinked at the unbridled sarcasm in my voice.

“Just ignore him,” Vicky said. “He gets like this when he’s nervous.”

“That’s true,” Zola said.

Drake’s gaze lingered on me for only a moment before he nodded to Vicky.
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“I still think it would’ve been better for the vampire with the flaming sword to lead,” I muttered, carefully descending the stairs and letting my Illuminadda incantation flow a little bit ahead of me.

“Drake made the right call,” Foster said from his perch on my shoulder. “That kind of magic could trigger something down here. At least in the sheath, it’s warded, and less likely to be detected. For all we know, that’s how the Abyss creature found us.”

I wanted to argue more, but I was pretty sure that was my nerves. I let it drop, and focused on what was in front of us. What had started out as a steep staircase hit several landings as it descended. The air thickened with humidity, but the stone walls felt dry.

“Whoa, stop!” Foster snapped. “Damian, stop.”

“What is it?”

“That ripple. Something rippled when the light hit it.”

Aideen slid up beside us, still in her full-sized form. “Some kind of barrier.” She frowned as she studied the apparently empty air from floor-to-ceiling. “It tastes stale. This is old magic, something that survived the trip from Faerie.”

“It has to be the prison,” Drake said. “What else would they bother warding with magic that strong? We should be able to pass through it, but getting back out could be a problem. I’ve encountered this kind of barrier before.”

Zola ran her fingers across the dry stone. “And Ah’m somewhat concerned where the trail of slime from the lamprey went. It vanished up at the first landing, and we haven’t seen it since.”

Liam, Lachlan, and Enda could be on the other side of this thing. And if they were, we had to do everything we could to get them out.

“It would be a stupid thing to simply walk right …” Drake started.

Before he could finish his words, I stepped through the barrier with Foster on my shoulder. I’m not sure what I’d expected, perhaps the feeling of twisting and falling like stepping into the Warded Ways. But this was smooth, a mild resistance, and a faint sound like a deep guitar string plucked inside a vast cave.

I was still staring at the awful sight around us before I registered that anyone had come through behind me and Foster. The fairy sat silent on my shoulder, but screams filled the void.

A rotten silo of stone, towering and dripping with slime, sat off to the right. I suspected that’s where the Abyss creature had come from, Nudd’s prison guard, much as Drake had said.

Beyond that waited a wall of cells. Some were forged from a dark metal, most likely iron. Others appeared to have no enclosure at all, but the creatures inside them, at least those that were still in one piece, were bound by glowing bonds of power. A few appeared to have been fed upon by … something.

A pile of Fae armor rested in the corner, and I had little doubt some of that metal was from our allies. Tortured, slaughtered, or eaten in this place, only their essence left to return to the ley lines.

“Monsters,” Aideen said, hurrying to a cell on the other side of the dim room. Inside was a sight I’d seen many times. The death of a fairy, and the screaming form as it returned to the lines. But this fairy hadn’t passed on. Instead, it was trapped in some awful magic, stuck between living and dying in an eternal scream. It was barbaric, and the high-pitched wail never ended.

If Lochlan and his family were there, we might already be too late. Nudd had no reason to keep his word, and most of the commoners wouldn’t even know if he executed some other fairy.

The thought filled me with rage. I drew the focus, and a soulsword snapped to life, red fire from my aura licking up through the golden blade. The power in the bars at the front of the cell fell away when I slashed them with the soulsword.

I watched the face of the imprisoned fairy, an aura of pulsing golden light. Its eyes flashed wide and focused on me for only a moment. The blade slid through the glowing bonds and the fairy’s eyes closed, the scream grew quieter, and the golden glow slid away, back into the ley lines.

“You should’ve left him,” Drake said. “You don’t think they’ll notice if you start freeing their pets?”

“I wouldn’t leave my worst enemy in something like that.”

Vicky laid a hand on the empty armor that sat on the table in the cell. “How long was he trapped?”

“Hard to say,” Foster said. “But I’m afraid any length of time would have been an eternity.”

“His armor is from the Wandering War,” Aideen said. “That’s the crown of the Mad King. One of his servants? Surely not.”

The mere thought of being trapped in that state of agony for centuries sent a shiver down my spine. It was a level of cruelty I could scarcely imagine.

“Free who you can,” I said. “Send them to the Obsidian Inn. They can determine who is friend and foe. Though I suspect we don’t have many enemies in this place.”

A dark laugh echoed from deeper within the prison. “You have more enemies here than you know, Vesik!”


CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT


Shadows gave way to nightmares. A smiling vampire, his face lost in the darkness of a helmet but for his gleaming teeth. Some of the cells opened, and what had at first seemed an empty hall filled with nothing but prisoners revealed itself to be a stronghold, infested with a great many enemies.

Behind us, stone fell in place across the staircase, cutting off our retreat.

“Now, Vesik, I think you’ll—”

But the vampire didn’t have a chance to finish uninterrupted.

Jonathan roared, and it was a sound not meant for this earth. A cry of frustration and rage and fury that had built over a decade. His flaming sword cut a vicious arc toward the nearest dark-touched, cleaving through the flesh of its thick neck.

“For Alexi!” Jonathan screamed as he booted the collapsing body into its brethren.

Dominic flashed forward, narrowly stopping the incoming claw of another vampire before it took Jonathan’s head off. Chaos erupted around us as the shock of Jonathan’s attack subsided, and the normally frantic attacks of the dark-touched took on a more deliberate, more terrifying focus.

They didn’t come at us in waves. The first who had spoken flashed hand gestures, and small pods of the vampires scurried at his commands. It took all of five seconds to see what they were doing, but it would take a hell of a lot more than five seconds and a shitload of luck to get through it.

“Boxing us in,” Zola said as she stepped closer to me. “They’ve been waiting for us, boy. They expected it. Expected this. Don’t give them what they expect.” She held her hand out and gathered a glowing ball of white energy that swirled and flexed until the power itself emitted a high-pitched whine. “Don’t. Hold. Back.”

“Eyes!” Zola shouted.

I slammed mine shut as half the hall turned toward us, barely enough time to shield myself from the incantation.

“Magnus Illuminada!” Zola’s voice shook with the strain of it, pooling line energy to magnify even the most powerful of incantations. Light that I thought only Edgar himself could conjure clawed and burned at my eyelids, demanding to be seen, to be witnessed.

The screams and shrieks told me she’d found her mark. She’d blinded at least some of the dark-touched. But vampires healed fast. I didn’t know how long we’d have. The light faded, and I opened my eyes on the reeling forces, pale afterimages flickering across my vision. Vicky charged forward and leaped, Jasper’s dragon form exploding beneath her, the gouges in his scales still visible from his run-in with the Abyss creature. They streaked toward the cavernous roof above the third floor of the prison.

Appalachia surged into battle, using her vines to haul herself onto the structure of the very cells. From there, she looked like a tree caught in a tornado, lashing out with such speed and fury that Fae died at the impact, and the dark-touched were sent scampering away to reform their ranks. Without her, without that flurry of deadly flails, they would have overwhelmed us in moments.

Zola sagged backward, raising her cane, readying herself for more.

I charged forward, following the path of carnage a half-mad Jonathan had carved. If I’d ever, for a moment, thought he’d recovered from the death of Alexi at Vassili’s hands, I’d been wrong. The rage-fueled vampire bathed in the blood of the dark-touched, and what fairies dared to close on him died in pieces.

Foster and Aideen landed on the second floor of the cells to my right, the two fairies fighting in an intricate dance, each strike and parry just one more move in a graceful, deadly series. The prison guard fairies died one after another, their shrieks filling the cavern, only to be drowned out by the roar of dragons.

I lashed out with a soulsword, cutting deep into a dark-touched’s forearm. The sword rebounded at the bone, but it was enough to disable one of the thing’s claws. I could’ve used a flaming sword right about then, though I didn’t have near the skill and power as Dominic, or the sheer bloodthirst of Jonathan.

Through the carnage, as I faced down fairies and vampires and things I had no name for, the first of the elite dark-touched stood stock still. As if waiting for us to reach him. He didn’t bloody his claws beside his soldiers. He simply gestured and sent more to their deaths.

A fairy got through Jonathan’s defenses and impaled the vampire through the gut. I dodged an attack from the right, and glimpsed Jonathan’s attacker now in the vampire’s jaws. He dropped the fairy and sliced the hilt off the sword in his abdomen with a quick blow from his own blade.

One of the lamprey-like things erupted from another cell, forcing me back against a wall, flashes of tentacles and light and teeth threatening to circumvent my soulsword.

“Impadda!” The shield snapped up, and the lampreys sizzled as they tried to bite through it. One got around and cut into my shoulder. I wondered if this one would have the same poison in its maw, but I didn’t have time to worry.

I flinched, and saw the cell behind me. Two Utukku stood naked and unarmed with claws extended. A quick bash of the shield forced the lampreys back for the split second I needed. The soulsword made quick work of the wards holding the Utukku in their cell, and its fall sent them into the Abyss creature like a gunshot. Reptilian flesh vanished into the writhing mass as the Utukku started tearing the thing apart with their bare hands.

Drake cursed and slid sideways on his mount as he dove past me, rocketing up toward the cavern’s roof in pursuit of Vicky and Jasper. At first, I wondered why. Then I saw the gout of blue flame as Jasper scorched the ceiling.

What had appeared to be stones above us moved, writhing away from the insane heat of the dragon’s flame. Drake patted his dragon’s neck, and a second blast of fire joined Jasper’s. Vicky and Drake strafed the ceiling, sending a shower of flaming things to fall from the heights and crunch onto the ground around us.

One smacked down between me and a fairy knight. The wide black eyes and fanged mouth made it look something like a vampire, but what flesh remained was pale and maggot-like. A being that had not seen the sun in a very long time. If ever.

Dead. Dead for so very long. It called to me, and my aura cried out to it, those creatures who served Nudd. The King of the Dead.

But that which served the Lord of the Dead would serve me. I reached out and touched the thing with my aura, and was greeted with a surge of power unlike any I’d felt before, save one—the electric chaos of touching a gravemaker, of donning the armor of the dead and wearing it like a new face. The mantle of Anubis felt like that, but what did that make these things?

The fairy knight stepped back when I raised my eyes to him. “They are cursed. Do not touch them! Run!” And he fled in earnest, darting back through the blood and gore and charred bodies raining from hell above.

It wasn’t a knowing that overcame me. It was something else. A voice, a distant thing that rasped through my connection. “They are coming. They are here.”

I tried to pull away, but exhaustion leeched into my bones, as if everything had led to this moment. Vicky, Cara, the Burning Lands, Dirge, the forest, Gaia, had all led back to this point. This doom.

The blackened gums of the dark-touched speaker gleamed as his smile grew mad. He lifted the lip of a large pouch on his hip and slowly raised the reptilian head of an Utukku. “You will all die as they died. Your armory is ours, and now your lives.”

I stared at the slack face, the soiled yellow markings beneath her eyes, the clean cut at her neck. The dull black orbs, one half closed, the other smeared with blood. “Hess.” The name whispered past my lips, and the spark of anger in my bones chased the exhaustion away. How many did we lose?

Vampires exploded out of a distant cell. Armored, with claws out, shouting commands back and forth as they crashed into our ranks. My heart skipped a beat as a black and white wing was ripped away, sent skyward to flutter to the earth. I couldn’t see through the chaos. The screams. I could only focus on what was coming.

What was here.

I exhaled and closed my eyes for a split second, forcing my aura out, calling the centuries of dead things around us. They’d planned their ambush well, shocked us to the point most might have given up, or despaired. But all they’d managed to do so far was piss me the fuck off.

Fingernails cut into my palms when I found them. Not far. Ready to move. Ready to kill. The gravemakers flowed through the earth above, filtering into the air like a cloud of black ash. I flexed my fingers, and the dead below me surged into the hall. A hand large enough to encase a distracted fairy erupted from the prison floor. I felt him resist, felt his bones shatter and his body burst as the Hand of Anubis dragged him into the earth.

Every step was a deliberate thing as I guided the gravemakers, trying to keep them from our allies as I unleashed them onto the dark-touched vampires. But these vampires weren’t the brainless killing machines we’d fought in Greenville and Saint Charles. They ran from the slow-moving wraiths, dodging and weaving past the gravemakers, luring them toward my own allies.

Foster and Aideen dove off the third story of the prison, narrowly evading a dark-touched vampire’s strike. Its claws only caught air, but I saw it launch itself into the sky after them, only to be struck down by Appalachia’s thorns. The vampires might not have been gifted with flight, but you wouldn’t know it from the terrifying leaps they made at their leisure.

Jasper tucked his wings in, diving as Vicky clung to his back with one arm while the other wielded a golden soulsword. A dark-touched met her blade, but instead of cleaving through the armor, the blade rebounded. I wanted to shout a warning, scream, anything! But Vicky had run with the Ghost Pack, she’d battled the dark-touched in the Burning Lands, and she wasn’t caught off guard. She used it to her advantage.

In one vicious motion, Jasper’s wings unfurled, and Vicky let go. Instead of soaring with the dragon, she wrapped her fingers around the edge of the vampire’s helmet and wrenched it upwards. The sloping head of the dark-touched revealed, and the wide black orbs of its eyes widened as the next thing it saw was one of Vicky’s soulswords, stabbing deep into it.

The vampire screamed and toppled backward, a flailing arm catching Vicky’s leg, but not hard enough to unseat her. Her legs tightened around the thing’s neck while she stabbed the vampire over and over until the gray flesh slowed enough that the gravemakers caught it. Vicky hopped away as the dead, bark-like fingers dug into the vampire. Its squeal died as its body was rent to pieces.

Every moment my concentration slipped, the gravemakers would start to wander. Coming too close to our allies, my friends. But I couldn’t send them away. Not yet. Not while the dark-touched still prowled this hall.

Instead, I sent them to the cells.

Iron squealed and cracked as long-rotten hinges were torn from their bases. Bars bent, and the few cells protected by shields resisted with a furious shower of sparks. But gravemakers were slow, plodding tanks. Not things to be intimidated by light or pain. The shields fell, and furious Fae poured out of the cells.

But anger can only fuel a being for so long. As intimidating as that flood of potential allies was, they were worn, beaten, and some were broken. I realized my mistake when the first wave broke against the dark-touched and died immediately. Blood and wings rained down across the battlefield as exhausted Fae were torn apart, finally sent to a screaming rest to rejoin the ley lines.

Even at that moment, that pang of regret, I saw Dominic crumble. The vampire that held Hess sent him to the ground, following with the Utukku’s head, beating the larger vampire senseless before howling in laughter. I took a deep breath, and time slowed. Vicky bounced from vampire to vampire, managing to score a few good hits, but ultimately retreating to Jasper. They rejoined the battle above with Drake, a whirlwind of fangs and blades and incantations that turned the air into a fine red mist.

Zola burned everything. Whatever creature thought to make short work of a frail old woman met a tortured end. Zola’s braids flew with a fury as she spun her cane like a quarterstaff, razor-like blades slicing through flesh and armor alike. The moment a Fae would shriek in pain and double over, an incantation would burst from her staff and end its life. Zola was brilliant. She was always brilliant. The enemies she could strike down died, but those she couldn’t easily defeat got blasted back into the core of the fight with explosive bursts of wind and ice.

Jonathan unsheathed his flaming sword from the eye socket of a dark-touched as he howled like a wolf and dove into the heart of the battle once more.

I slowly closed my right hand, feeling the resistance of the gravemakers as if each was a string tied to my fingers. But they obeyed. My soulsword dimmed as the gravemakers vanished into the earth and rushed toward their new target.

The speaker raised his sword to strike Dominic’s head from his shoulders. The Hand of Anubis exploded from the earth before him, sending Dominic’s limp body spiraling off into the shadows. I smiled at the sting I felt between my fingers as the sword cut into the Hand of Anubis. I tilted my own hand forward, and the mass of dead flesh reached out and snatched the vampire from the ground.

He shouted something, tried to call his allies back to free him. Part of me thought we should interrogate the son of a bitch. That part didn’t win.

I closed my hand into a fist and felt the power of the dark-touched struggle to rebuild itself from the pulped mass of flesh that had so recently been his body. The flesh of the gravemakers flowed into the dark-touched vampire’s braincase, obliterating it. I absently saw a shadow out of the corner of my eye. Another vampire, another dark-touched, closing on me to bring this battle to an end.

But I didn’t care about that as I felt the power surge through my aura. What could one vampire do against a necromancer who contained enough souls to live a thousand years? The dark-touched vampire’s fangs drew close, but it didn’t much matter what I thought about that.

Jasper’s jaws closed around the creature, and the crack of flesh and bone echoed through the cavern beside me. Some part of my mind registered Vicky riding on his back, directing the dragon in who to eat, and who to leave to their own devices. She’d come into her own, that girl. She’d been reborn a warrior, thrown off the mantle of the Destroyer, only to become a destroyer of another sort.

My lips pulled up into a death’s-head grin. We’d done that. We’d brought her back, an angel of destruction, of death, whose purpose would topple the empire of a mad Fae king. I raised my right hand to my mouth, coated in blood and death and the stuff of gravemakers. The coppery scent of blood and the stench of long-dead flesh filled my nostrils. I let it crawl over my hand and up my arm until we were one, with one purpose.

I drew my hand away when Foster streaked out of the sky and landed before me. “What are you doing! Damian! Your face … it’s … that’s Nudd’s symbol. The white hand.”

“Sometimes it’s the history of the man that kills him,” I said, somewhat detached from the panic in my friend’s voice. “Get everyone back.”

“Back where?” Foster shouted as I strode toward the churning wall of destruction that rained down from above, and the scrambling forms below us who rose to meet it.

But they were all dead. Death was all around them, in the walls, in the air. I didn’t recognize the laugh that escaped my lips as the floor bubbled forth with the dead flesh of gravemakers, pulling vampires and Fae alike down into the stone, churning their bodies into so much liquid. What I could destroy of the dark-touched vampires, I liquified. The chaff of the gravemakers became what I wanted, what I needed, like a tide of razor blades to slice the flesh from our enemies.

There was joy in this, in the death of creatures meant to kill us. But even as columns of fire raced down through the tide of gravemakers, something called to me in the distance. A vague thought as another Fae exploded into its component parts, and one of the lamprey-like creatures dissolved into a sea of molten power.

“Damian, stop!”

Spears erupted from the field of dead, pinning vampires and knights to the ceiling in one violent explosion.

“Stop!”

I turned my head to that voice. Slowly, as if I were a colossus, and the effort it took to refocus my eyes was a long-forgotten task. The roiling waves of death calmed. The gravemakers that had covered my face reluctantly pulled away, and I stumbled forward, staring at the ruin of what lay before me.

“Damian.” Vicky stood behind Jasper. The dragon’s head reared back, and a blue spark lit its throat before he deliberately closed his jaws and blinked those massive black orbs at me.

I rubbed at the back of my neck and walked toward the cells, leaning against the nearest bars. “Sorry, kid. Lost track of things for a moment there.”

A firm hand grabbed the side of my head. Zola wrenched my right eye open and stared at me. “Are you back? You killed … everything.”

I frowned.

Zola glanced over her shoulder. “You’ve been covered in gravemakers for ten minutes, Damian.”

I flinched, as if her words struck a physical blow. “What?”

“We sent those we rescued back to the Obsidian Inn,” Drake said, stepping up beside Vicky. He hesitated before continuing. “I don’t mean to sound unappreciative of you saving pretty much all of our asses back there, but Damian?”

I glanced up and met his eyes.

“You’ve got issues.”

Zola barked out a laugh. “You don’t know the half of it.”

“I saw you destroy the green men on the banks of the Missouri River,” Drake said. “I saw the towers you summoned to slay the water witches. This was different. You were different. It was a power I’ve not seen in a great many years.”

Foster stepped closer to us, his arm around Aideen.

She looked exhausted, and that was being generous. Even her wings drooped as she leaned into Foster. “I healed who I could. Foster helped, too. It may be enough to get them back to our allies, but I don’t know.”

I rubbed at my wrist. It felt sore, and a thin line of blood trailed from the base of my thumb. “You did what you could. We can’t expect any more.”

Drake released a half-mad laugh. “You’re unhinged.” He gestured wildly around our group. “Vesik’s throwing soularts and death magic like they’re children’s toys, and none of you seem the slightest bit concerned.”

“He saved your ass, didn’t he?” Vicky asked before blowing out a breath. “Get over yourself. Damian killed Prosperine in the Burning Lands. His powers aren’t like anything you’ve seen before.”

“You’re wrong, child.” Drake wasn’t patronizing Vicky. His words were soft, kind. As if he worried the wrong words would break her.

The fairy perplexed me.

“There is another who wields power over the dead.”

“Nudd,” Foster said. “We know.”

“Yes, the Lord of the Dead.” Drake stood up a little straighter.

Zola almost growled.

“Hess,” I said, turning slowly to the empty armor and piles of dead vampires. “She’s gone.” Two shadows stood in the distance, one holding a flickering sword that spewed gouts of flame. The other, larger form held a body.

Dominic let the crumpled form fall to the ground. Dark liquid dripped from his mouth before he reached up and wiped the dark-touched’s blood away.

“Did they speak?” Zola asked, raising her voice.

“Yes.” Dominic’s words were slow, satisfied. “The Fae family was already taken. They’ll be executed this evening.”

“We missed them.” The words felt sour, wrong. I looked to Drake.

“No,” he said. “I didn’t tell him your precious plans.”

Drake turned away and met Dominic halfway down the row of cells. “Where?”

“The gates of Falias,” Dominic said. “Same place the media gathered for his little speech.”

Drake glanced back at us, a vicious smile cutting through his face. “The Obsidian Inn will devour that gathering. If Liam and his family can be saved, Morrigan will do it.”

“How can you be sure?” Zola asked.

“I knew Nudd and Morrigan many years before Nudd claimed his throne. Morrigan might not have the power to slay the Lord of the Dead, but you can be damned sure she’ll go out of her way to upstage him.”

“Then we head straight for the nukes,” I said. “They can’t stay in Nudd’s hands. Leave the others to Morrigan.”

Drake pursed his lips. “That’s what I just said.”

“That’s not exactly what you just said.”

“I’m pretty sure it is.”

“Children,” Zola said. “Save your bickering. We have bombs to steal, and nations to disarm.”

I blinked at Zola. She was right. That’s the core of what we were doing, and that was insane.

She strode toward the far end of the prison, and we followed.


CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE


I sighed and ran my fingers through my hair. “All I’m saying is maybe I should get out of here and warn the others.”

“The risk is too great,” Aideen said, echoing Zola’s sentiments. “You may be able to step into the Abyss from here, but what if she can’t bring you back? You could be stranded above or outside the gates with the Obsidian Inn.”

Zola’s cane cracked on the stone floor. “We need you here, boy, like Ah said.”

But I’d lost time. I didn’t feel safe staying here with everyone. Or perhaps it wasn’t so much that I didn’t feel safe, but I was afraid they weren’t safe. But what good would leaving with Gaia do me? Abandon my friends, my family, to the jaws of whatever lay ahead? Of all the risks set out before me, that was the least acceptable.

I yelped when Zola thumped my head with her cane.

“Stop it, boy. You lose yourself, Ah’ll have your sister out here to cut you down.”

The splendorum mortem. She could do it. That could stop me. That could stop anything. But it wasn’t the kind of thing you nonchalantly wielded when facing an army. To lose a weapon that powerful could be disastrous.

“No,” I said. “No one is killing me until I figure out a way to sever the bond of the Devil’s Knot.”

Vicky snorted. “Oh, come on. It’s fantastic motivation for you to not die. You get yourself killed, you get me and Sam killed. So don’t get yourself killed.”

“You make it sound so easy.”

“I’m probably not the best one to ask for advice,” she said, turning away as she hid a smile. “I died.”

Jonathan took a deep breath, which I tended to notice when a vampire did it. “If I hadn’t known all of you for the past several years, I’d have to say this was one seriously fucked up conversation.”

“Agreed,” Drake said. He ruffled Vicky’s hair and followed her into the shadowed pathway on the other side of the bloody hall.

Foster sidled up beside me and said, “I don’t trust him.”

I crossed my arms. “I rather like his dragon, though.”

“Let’s just hope we don’t have to find out if he fights as well as Jasper.”

I raised an eyebrow. “You weren’t watching the battle, were you?”

“Actually, I was trying not to die.”

“A reasonable goal.” I watched the gray shadows slither along the ceiling and drop behind Vicky and Drake. Two dragons, one as deadly as the other. The thought brought me some measure of comfort, but I couldn’t silence the voice that whispered in the back of my mind. What if they aren’t on your side?

Then we’re fucked, I whispered back.

Foster was snoring in the hood of Zola’s gray cloak by the time we reached the next hall. The yellow stone of Falias gave way to rock with veins of magrasnetto running through it. I worried they could be warded, ready to tear us apart with one wrong move. But despite my nerves being on edge, and nearly jumping out of my shoes at every random sound, no attack came.

“It’s quiet,” Jonathan said.

“Hmm …” Zola started. “If he says ‘too quiet,’ Ah’m going to slap him.”

Jonathan glanced back and flashed a toothy grin at Zola. It looked sincere, and it was one of the few smiles I’d seen on the vampire’s face since he’d resurfaced.

Aideen ripped a thunderous snore from her perch on Vicky’s shoulder, loud enough to startle herself awake.

“Foster would be so proud,” I said.

She narrowed her eyes and gave me a look that could have killed a commoner. “Remind me to heal you last.”

I froze when Dominic pulled up short, and Jonathan drew his flaming sword.

“This is it.”

At first, I didn’t understand what Jonathan was talking about, or why he’d drawn his sword. But when the vampire stepped forward, the smooth stone wall was plain to see in the light of the sword.

“That’s the bunker?” I asked. My gaze trailed toward the ceiling as I stepped out of the passage we’d been walking through. It stretched at least a hundred feet into the air, apparently nestled in a massive cavern. And that’s just what I could see of it.

Dominic felt along the wall before punching it. A tiny chip of stone dust fell to the ground. Whatever it was, it was sturdy as hell. “This is going to take a year to punch through.”

“Then we find a door,” Drake said, his dragon expanding to fill the void in front of the wall.

“Oh, Ah’m so happy we have such a brilliant strategist with us,” Zola muttered. She summoned a light and sent it racing from one end of the cavern to the other, the dull white glow highlighting every inch of unforgiving rock. “Only there isn’t a door.”

“Then we burn through it,” Vicky said.

“Burn through the rock?” I said with a half-hearted chuckle. “I don’t think that’s going to—”

But by the time I finished speaking, Jasper exploded into his dragon form, hip checking Drake’s dragon to the side before he reared back and unleashed a torrent of bright blue fire.

“Whoa!” I shouted. “Turn down the fireworks! There are nukes on the other side of that thing!”

“Nuclear weapons are actually highly resistant to fire,” Jonathan said, his voice so calm and teacher-like that I didn’t think he’d really thought the situation through. “You could theoretically drop one into a volcano and the warhead wouldn’t go off.”

“Oh sure,” I muttered before raising my voice into a near-hysterical scream. “But what about the rocket fuel?”

Jonathan’s eyes widened before he joined me in shouting, “There are nukes on the other side of that wall!”

Jasper slowly relaxed, his neck curling back as the flames died out. In the sudden darkness, I could just barely make out the massive head of the dragon turning his eyes on me.

“Thanks for not blowing us up.”

The dragon chuffed and started collapsing into himself. A moment later, only the dust bunny remained, a ball of fur with huge black eyes and teeth like a demon in the shadows.

Zola stepped closer to the hole before raising her left arm and cursing. “That’s hot enough to boil your ass right there.” She grimaced, raised her cane, and said, “Modus Glaciatto.”

A whirlwind of ice showered the red-hot doorway Jasper had melted into the stone. The moment I thought the incantation was dying out, Zola leaned into it, forcing more line energy into the ice storm. The clash of frozen precipitation and molten stone sent a geyser of steam up toward the ceiling, until it crashed against the rock and billowed back down toward us.

For a moment, it felt as though we’d stepped into a sauna, but that gave way to a cool breeze, and finally a bone-deep chill from Zola’s incantation. The molten red stone solidified into a gray mass, and the mist cleared.

I stared into the cavern, a place filled from wall to distant wall with man’s own ruin, and said the only words that could encompass the sight of endless death. “Fuck. Me.”

Acres of bombs, if not more, stacked end to end but for narrow aisles and unstable-looking catwalks stretched so far into the distance that our lights could not reach it. Staring at those vessels, those metal shells that held the end of all mankind, a tiny thought took hold inside my mind. We could never return these to the military. We could never let the hands of political adversaries hover over shiny red buttons. Egos could not be allowed to end us all.

“We have to destroy them,” I said.

“What?” Zola said. “And what do you hope to gain from that, Damian? The governments of the world will only make more. It’s one of the few things Nudd seems to understand.”

The thought curdled my blood. That humanity could build its own extinction on a scale that was scarcely imaginable. And then escalate it.

For a time, we stared in silence at the mass of warheads and rockets laid out before us. I’d seen pictures of bombs before. I’d thought I knew what to expect, but some of them were so small, not much taller than I was. And yet every single thing in that place was born for such destruction. Others were what I imagined to be hidden in the silos of Kansas and the plains, massive rockets capable of reaching out and annihilating cultures on the other side of the world.

More than the soldiers, more than the jets, tanks, or ships. This was the core of our military. The deterrent that should anyone be foolish enough to attack us, we could wipe them from the face of the earth. Did Park understand it? Casper? I shook my head. They had to know what they served.

They had to know the blood our country had on its hands. But did they understand how much more it could bleed?

We walked deeper into the bunker, thoughts of Liam and his family being choked out by the limitless destruction that flanked our every step.

“What can we do against this?” Foster asked.

“This isn’t for us,” Aideen said. “The commoners have always been particularly good at murdering themselves. And whatever darkness falls, we can always retreat to Faerie.”

“Where? Gorias? That city is a shit town. Whatever glory it once had is long dead.”

“You judge too harshly, my love. Gorias has a great deal of life left to give.”

“This is insane,” Drake said, turning in place and raising his arms to gesture around us as we stepped into a small clearing that wasn’t choked by massive metal cylinders and sleek warheads. “His mind is gone.” The old fairy turned to Foster and Aideen. “You know who he is, don’t you? You have to know.”

Aideen frowned. “Gwynn Ap Nudd, the Lord of the Dead. King of Faerie, Betrayer of—”

Drake gave a violent twist of his wrist. “No.”

I stared at the fairy, his words from the sparring ring coming back to me. Nudd, a Fae who is truly mad. “The simplest answer is most often the truth. That’s what you said …” The pieces slammed together in my mind, the hand, the Lord of the Dead, the fairy who slayed the Mad King, only … “Nudd is the Mad King.”

“What?” Foster hissed. He glanced at me before stepping toward Drake. “That’s … not possible.”

“Isn’t it?” Drake asked, leaning toward Foster. “How could I bear the mantle of Demon Sword while its power still flows through you? The answer is simple, no matter how much you wish it wasn’t.”

“Nudd killed the Mad King,” Aideen said. “That’s common knowledge.”

“Of course it is,” Drake said, “because he wanted it to be.”

Aideen narrowed her eyes. “We’re already enemies of the king. What do you think this will accomplish?”

“Tear through his glamour and see the truth for yourself. Let the world see the twisted thing he’s become, the Eldritch magic that keeps him alive.” His eyes grew distant, focusing on a point only he could see in his mind. “You’ll never forget it. He’s not … he’s something else now.”

“What do you mean?” Aideen asked, some of the conviction of her earlier words bleeding away.

“He’s not of the Fae. That’s how he’s still alive. Only a Fae can sit on that throne.”

“Apparently not,” Foster muttered. “He’s been on the throne for centuries. And why would we still have our powers if he wasn’t a Fae anymore?”

Drake focused on Foster, opened his mouth as if to speak, but said nothing for a time. “I don’t know. That’s old magic, older than any of us. Older than him.”

Aideen laid a hand on Foster’s shoulder. “Cara always thought the mantle was tied to the throne itself more than the king. The king simply … guided it to the next bearer.”

“Ah don’t think …” Zola started, but she trailed off. “What in the seven hells is that?”

At first, I saw nothing, just the endless pit of bombs that could end life as we knew it. But I frowned as the shadows in the distance grew. Subtle at first, the ambient light and reflections were almost being devoured as something moved through the bunker.

Metal screamed as Appalachia shifted one of the warheads so she could more easily join us.

I cursed. “Whatever the hell it is, it’s big. Make ready.”

“Make ready?” Vicky said. “You sound like Carter.”

I glanced at Vicky. “Really?”

She frowned. “That wasn’t a compliment. You just sounded old. Like, older than you are.”

Zola let out a humorless laugh as she stepped between us and joined Foster and Drake. Aideen gave one violent flap of her wings and shot toward the ceiling of the bunker. She came down again a moment later, lines etched into her forehead.

“Bad?” Zola asked.

“It couldn’t be much worse.”

“Dark-touched?” Drake asked.

Aideen grimaced. “I’m afraid Hern didn’t come alone. The Wild Hunt is here.”


CHAPTER THIRTY


“There’s no forest here!” Foster shouted. “No oak! He can’t summon the Hunt without oak!”

“Things change,” Vicky said, so matter of fact all Foster did in response was blink. “What are they?”

“The Hunt?” Drake asked. “More like, who are they? Any Fae caught up in the spell can be pulled into the Hunt. They’ll do Hern’s bidding, and your own mother would murder you on his command.”

“She does that every night when she cooks for me,” Vicky muttered, patting Jasper on the head. She made a quick hand motion, and the furball exploded into the dragon. Drake’s mount followed suit, and it lent me some modicum of comfort, being wedged between the two massive reptiles.

Except, of course, there were still nukes all around us. I shivered, drew the focus, and summoned a soulsword.

Drake stared at the blade. “Be wary. They’ll have magic, in force, and some of them may be able to meet your blade.”

The distant shadows spread out and irregular patterns formed in the murk. The sight chilled me to the bone, and that was before I saw the faces. Cara had told us stories of the Wild Hunt, a lost tradition that only Hern had domain over until Nudd took the throne. The Hunt had once been a celebration, a yearly gathering when the Fae would walk among the humans and partake of their offerings: fresh game, cider, and mead.

But the darkness before me was something else. I’d come to think of many of the Fae as tranquil when they weren’t actively trying to kill me, but the faces in the shadows here were pierced by anger. Eyes glazed over, glowing a dull white while the fairies closed on us. The cloud was power, Hern’s power, and it spread like a black web across all of those caught up in the hunt.

The wings of the Fae vanished into a rolling bank of power that reminded me of a thunderstorm crashing down on the cabin in the woods of Missouri. What I wouldn’t have given to be back there, on familiar turf, instead of underground, surrounded by world-killers.

A sloping, skeletal hand erupted through the mist. I vaguely heard Drake shouting orders for Vicky to take to the air a moment before the dragons raced away. My eyes were all for the skeleton. It had less flesh than the wights we’d fought along the rivers and old battlefields, and it wore much the same armor. But the eyes … the eyes glowed with sickening green light, unlike any power I’d seen before.

Hern rode out of the mist behind the creature, a broad smile on his face as he sat astride a horned monstrosity the Wild Hunt had brought him. The antlers of his helmet glowed until they became one with the Fae, both majestic and deadly.

“Crush them!” These were the only words Hern spoke, and they were the only words the skeletons erupting from the mist needed.

A sound rose, like the keening of a dying animal trapped in the darkness. The shadows around Hern flared and fluttered, reminding me of a cape in a strong wind. The creatures came as one.

I stepped backward as Hern’s power brought forth the likes of which I couldn’t comprehend. A few Fae retained a normal appearance, aside from their glowing white eyes. But the other things—the lamprey-like creatures and the skeletons mounted upon steeds of bone and blood—were the stuff of legends.

“For the Sanatio!” Foster howled as he sprinted toward that oncoming wall of death. His wings flared and fires as bright as the sun surged around the hilt of his sword.

Zola ran her tongue over her teeth and spat. “Seen worse.”

“Oh really?” I asked, adjusting my grip on the focus. “Where was that?”

“In the hands of men. But they all die, Damian. Everything dies.” Her voice changed, and I didn’t understand the words she muttered as she dropped the carcass of some long-dead thing onto the stone floor at her feet. Old blood stained Zola’s fingers. Old blood from a young body, I realized when I recognized the form of an Owl Knight’s mount.

“Zola?”

But Zola wasn’t there anymore. She’d stepped away, her posture straightening, the power of the ley lines arcing up as if it meant to embrace a long-forgotten lover.

Ritual magic. Death magic, performed on the body of a Fae creature.

The cloud of darkness reached us, and hell came once more to burn upon the earth.
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The first of the skeletal horsemen closed on Zola. It was taller than I’d thought, as if the skeleton of a Titan, one of Gaia’s siblings, had been stripped of its flesh and animated by Hern’s madness. My master took no heed of the thing.

I didn’t know what magic she was working. Some ritual spells could last hours, though she’d never try something like that here. But wrapped in that kind of power, you could lose yourself. Lose awareness of your surroundings. Lose awareness of the blade angled to strike your head from your shoulders.

The soulsword raging from the focus in my hands met the strike of Zola’s mounted assailant, and the vibration of the impact sent me down to one knee, my entire body shaking. But my attack hadn’t been without effect. The horseman spiraled as he hit the stone floor, a massive clang echoing around the chaos as he crashed into one of the nukes.

I raised the sword and struck out at his mount. The horse-like creature screeched as the bones in its neck shattered, and for a moment the dismounted rider’s eyes flashed like the glowing orbs of a dullahan. The horse stumbled, once, twice, and then fell to pieces. They could be destroyed. That was good.

Six more of the riders slipped from Hern’s darkness.

That was bad.

Aideen swooped down in front of me, raised a hand to the rising skeleton I’d knocked down, and shouted, “Inimicus Sanation!”

White healing light flowed across the animated undead. Flesh crept onto its ribs for only a moment, but that one flash of power, of life was enough to break whatever hold Hern’s magic had on it. The skeleton collapsed into a pool of bone and bloody new flesh.

I reached out to it, curiosity warring with common sense, but it was just death now. It was mine now.

A flicker of fiery blades cut into the shadows. Dominic and Jonathan, side by side as they worked to whittle down Hern’s forces as quickly as possible. Every blow from the vampires sent another enemy to the ground like straw men, cutting through another layer of Hern’s shroud, but that shroud was thick, and hid an unending army.

I brought the horseman back to his feet, the flash of knowing somewhat dulled by the roar of souls welling up in my head so that I could scarcely follow which vision was his. The field of wildflowers with the young girl? The bloody alley that died away in a storm of light? No, it was the screaming warrior, the family cut down by Nudd’s gambit a thousand years before. A lightbringer, a warrior of Gorias.

“Well, now’s your chance to raise a little hell,” I muttered as I pointed the skeleton and its reanimated, reassembled mount at the nearest of the Abyss creatures. The horseman surged forward, plunging into the tangled mass of tentacles and teeth.

Drake’s dragon unhinged its jaws and swooped down, obliterating the shadows for a moment in a storm of blue fire. Something lashed out and scored a hit along the dragon’s flank, so fast I could scarcely comprehend anything had moved.

“I see you,” Zola said, raising her voice loud enough to startle me half to death. She opened her eyes, and looked out at the field before us, her pupils glowing like angry red suns. She raised her hand, fingers curled like a fist with two knuckles standing higher than the rest.

She struck out at the air, a vicious lunge that wouldn’t have done much of anything on a normal day. But today, a sickening black and red sludge burst from the body of the dead owl. It surged forward as though it had a life of its own, its wings too rubbery, too red, too wrong.

But the effect when it met the darkness was unmistakable. Something screeched in the shadows as Zola’s zombie owl barreled into the ultimate battle of its short life. It brushed up against one of the fairies, and the result was horrifying. Black and red lines shot up the Fae’s legs while Zola’s clumsy creature continued on.

I stared in awful fascination as a webwork of red and black raced up the fairy’s legs and spiraled around his head. The knight tried to cut it away, cutting so deep as to remove half his own face before the red tendrils flashed brightly, and the fairy collapsed.

Hern backed away from whatever Zola had conjured as it sprinted through his ranks and closed on the antlered form itself, leaving a trail of self-mutilated, dying Fae behind it.

With every step, Zola’s creature changed, morphed into something different with each Fae it touched, with each Fae that died screaming when the bloody gelatin mold brushed it. It was bigger by the time it reached Hern, more sure of its footing as it plunged through an unwary mass of lampreys. The tangled figure collapsed, dead.

Hern was not such easy prey. He gestured at the creature, and pale yellow light exploded from his fingers, cutting through Zola’s summoning. Steam rose and hissed from the split body as it still tried to flop its way to Hern. The Fae lord grimaced as he drew his ax. The strike was swift, and the creature moved no more.

But the damage had been done. The veil of darkness that had been stretched across the bunker had decidedly bright spots now. The dragons had burned through the edges of Hern’s power even as Zola’s creature had slaughtered its way into the heart of Nudd’s army.

There were still too many left. Another skeleton struck down the horseman at my command. Though I still had control of it, the rider could no longer support its own weight. It crumbled to the ground as a dark-touched vampire flickered through Hern’s ranks, crushing the horse’s skeleton beside its fallen rider.

Dominic and Jonathan pounced, engaging the dark-touched vampire as it laughed and deflected the blows from their swords. They moved faster and faster until little more than the violent arcs of their flaming blades were clear in the chaos.

Jasper dove toward us. Vicky raised a soulsword in her right hand as the dragon cleared my head by inches. I spun to follow them, realizing then that the veil had surrounded us, the edges having seeped through the bunker and filled the space behind us, cutting us off from Appalachia. And with the veil came … things.

This isn’t Hern’s magic. A tangle of tentacles writhed and flopped its way forward into the bunker.

“The veil is a doorway,” Zola said, drawing my attention back to her. She brushed her braids back from a haggard face, took a deep breath, and straightened her back. Whatever the summoning was that she’d done, it had taken a great deal of energy.

“Since when can Hern summon something from the Abyss?”

Aideen hit the ground beside us, hard. She grunted, rolled over, and came up to one knee. “Never.” Another healing spell flashed from her fingers, cutting down a horseman as it trampled the armor of its fallen comrades. “Nudd’s done something to his power. I’m sure of it.”

The closest of the tentacles lashed out, reaching for Zola, but Drake had seen what came through the gateway. He dove in Vicky’s wake, his dragon unhinging its jaws as the leviathan came fully into our realm. A torrent of blue flame engulfed the end of the tentacle. It curled back, blackened and cracked and oozing as the undamaged tentacles spread out, revealing a gaping maw of three beaks within the slimy flesh.

I’d seen Jasper beat a leviathan before, but here, in the bunker I feared what would happen if the dragons tried to incinerate the creature in earnest. The nukes might not go off, but I was guessing it wouldn’t be a good thing to be in the same room if the radioactive material in those warheads was exposed. Plus, rockets.

I cursed. “Zola! They didn’t just choose this bunker for the warheads. They’re limiting our strongest allies.”

“Ah know, boy. Ah know. Now get over it and fight!” Light and death burst from Zola’s knobby old cane, a laser-focused fire incantation that punched through flesh and armor alike. Fae fell in the path of that power, but it wasn’t the kind of thing Zola could keep using. She was already slowing from her summoning, and the more powerful incantations would exhaust anyone in short order.

They’d handicapped all of us in the bunker. I couldn’t conjure the pillars of the dead to spear Hern’s army. If I pulled too hard on the structure around us, I could kill everyone. That would have been a neat trick if we weren’t locked inside with Hern’s hellish forces. If it came to it … I could do it. I could bring the bunker down. But that was a last resort.

Instead, I called on the gravemakers to rise. With care and patience and more caution than I normally exerted, I let the dead flow from the earth beneath my feet. The blackened bark-like flesh rolled up my legs, caressing my torso as it slid over my chest and down my arms. I could feel the desire in the gravemakers. The urge to kill, the urge to smother the one who dared order them. But we shared an enemy, and whatever animated Hern’s army drew the ire of the gravemakers.

We moved as one, though I had to expend a great deal of focus to keep the gravemakers away from my face. Whatever had happened when we battled the dark-touched in the prison, I didn’t want it happening here.

Swords clanged, and metal slurped greedily at the blood left behind by rent flesh. For a time, the world around us vanished. There was only the enemy, and the world of the commoners we were fighting to preserve. Hern sent wave after wave to crash against us. They all died. But they did damage of their own.

The vampire, Jonathan, lay unmoving on the ground behind Dominic. Drake’s dragon bled liquid metal from its tail. But still the beast hammered away at the leviathan, beating back a foe that would otherwise have long ago crushed us beneath its massive tentacles.

The shadows of the bunker still flowed from Hern’s back like some damned cloak, spewing horsemen, lampreys, and more of the possessed Fae. The chaos of the battle echoed through the giant room, making it sound like things were right beside you when they were far away, and far away when something was about to slit your throat.

I didn’t dare risk summoning the pillars of the dead, but the Hand of Anubis did well enough for my needs. Two of the Fae lay flattened to the stone, their bodies screaming as they disintegrated, never knowing what had come from the earth to crush them. But for Jonathan, I took a softer touch, more concentration. Instead of the jagged and cracked bark, a sleek obsidian hand slipped through the fractures of the stone, dragging the vampire back toward Zola and Aideen until he rested at the healer’s feet.

“I can’t heal him!” Aideen shouted. “He’s not like Sam!”

“Just feed something to him,” I barked back, my voice gruff and changed by the layer of gravemakers flowing around me.

Zola laughed as Aideen grumbled, spearing the nearest Fae and slamming it down on top of Jonathan. I worried he wasn’t conscious, or at least not aware enough of his surroundings, but his arms closed around the fairy like a bear trap. Blood sprayed. I didn’t watch the rest.

I stalked forward, grabbing, crushing, and hurling our foes into the jaws of the leviathan. Hern hadn’t expected that. I grinned, madness at the edges of my mind as Nudd’s right hand backed away.

The voices came to me as I teetered on the brink. Seductive things, whispering to me. “Give in to the power. Be consumed by it so that you might consume our enemy. I could silence them most times, even when the world was quiet, but this was different. The souls from Gettysburg knew who Hern was, sensed the exhaustion in my bones, understood Hern’s tie to Nudd, and they screamed for the death of the old hunter.

I stumbled as I crushed one of the horsemen in a Hand of Anubis. I couldn’t stop fighting. If any one of us stopped now, every one of us died.

Foster spun toward me after Hern turned away another attack. The fairy’s eyes widened, and he shouted, “Nudd’s balls!”

I swatted a pile of bones away and turned to see Jasper, wings flexing and Vicky riding upon his back, hauling the leviathan into what limited airspace he had to work with. The dragon spun, and the churning mass of tentacles and beaks sailed into the oncoming line of dark-touched vampires.

Whatever the leviathans were, they were no friend of the dark-touched. Two of the vampires vanished into the leviathan’s maw before they could so much as react. I half expected them to tear out the sides of the writhing mass, but it didn’t happen. The leviathan had devoured them.

Unfortunately, the mass of tentacles and beaks didn’t seem to care that several dark-touched had escaped. Instead, it was content to smash through the lines of skeletons, almost as if it was making for Hern. But the illusion was shattered when one of those tentacles snatched Drake from the back of his dragon.

The fairy shouted. And I didn’t have to imagine why. I’d seen the tentacles of the leviathans up close before. Inside each was a savage hook, and I had little doubt that some of them had found purchase in Drake’s armor, and others anchored themselves in his flesh. A smaller, faster tentacle wrapped around the dragon like a noose, dragging both the shouting fairy and the bellowing reptile closer to the beak-filled maw.

I moved toward Drake, the flesh of the gravemakers slowing every stride. Another of the dark-touched angled to intercept me. I almost yearned for the vampires we’d fought in Greenville. For these were smarter, and while they may not have been faster, that intelligence allowed them to avoid the deadliest of our attacks.

A Hand of Anubis missed one of the vampires, but I managed to let it fall backward and knock another away. All the time, Drake was getting pulled closer to the beak of the leviathan. At first, I thought he was still fighting, trying to throw spell. But now I could see the leviathan had wrapped another tentacle around Drake’s head, and the fairy could do little more than writhe.

Vicky dove for the writhing ball of tentacles. I watched helplessly as she vanished into the deadly mass. Awe swept over me as her hand reached up and grabbed Jasper’s tail, and the dragon became a blazing blue sword. Fire rippled and licked out in deep hues, and the blade made short work of the leviathan’s tentacles.

I was close enough to call a Hand of Anubis up between the beaks and Drake. I curled the hand gently over the fairy, stumping the leviathan for a moment. But a moment was all Vicky needed. She spun like a whirlwind through blood and ichor. With each slash of the dragon-born blade, another piece of tentacle fell. Another part of the leviathan died. Until finally she hurled that flaming blue mass at the giant black orb of the leviathan’s eye.

A giant gray lid closed as the light reached it, and the leviathan turned away just enough to preserve its eye. As the sword bounced away, Jasper exploded into his dragon form once more. The leviathan’s attention was fully on the dragon now, giving Vicky time to drag Drake back to the relative safety of our party.

The distraction allowed Drake’s dragon to free himself. It lashed out, its tail denting the core of the leviathan before it fled, and the dragon followed Vicky back to us.

“I can fight!” Dominic snapped, pushing Jonathan away from him. I could see a flash of white bone in Dominic’s left arm. He wasn’t moving well.

“You’re no good to us dead,” Jonathan shouted before plunging back into a ferocious exchange with a dark-touched vampire.

“We’re only holding the line,” Zola said, standing on top of the gravemaker flesh that oozed out of the earth around me. “We have to change the tide.”

“Come on!” Vicky said, igniting another soulsword as she sprinted past us. Jasper followed her, and the metallic blood and scars on his tail perhaps told me more about how much shit we were in than anything else had. I’d never seen the dragon go more than a minute or two without healing himself. The fact he hadn’t couldn’t be good.

Pain, white hot and merciless, lanced through my right side. I folded, almost crumpling in half as I stared in confusion at the feathers sticking out of my side. They glowed like the eyes of the possessed Fae. I looked up in time to see the next volley, a line of archers behind Hern. The bastard wore a smug smile. He wasn’t worried at all. He was toying with us.

“Impadda!” I growled as the incantation snapped up around me. Sparks and electric blue light exploded as the arrows shattered and bounced off in various directions. Lightning gathered above one of the arches, lancing down to meet his bow.

Zola snarled, stepped around the shield, and raised her staff. “Tyranno Eversiotto!” A lightning storm of her own making carved a deadly path through the stone floor, cutting a rocket in half before obliterating the arch. Electric blue light vanished as a fireball erupted from the severed rocket.

I shouted the first incantation that came to mind, even if it wasn’t the smartest. “Magnus Glaciatto!”

A hailstorm of water, frozen into dagger-like projectiles, stormed across the battlefield. It cut through the fireball, and Fae screamed as they were cut down, or burned up. The orange and red smoke billowed out along the ceiling of the bunker and cast an unsettling light on everything around us.

“Enough!” Hern’s voice broke through the shadows, and his power split the flames as he strode toward us. “Surrender now so that you may hear Nudd’s offer!”

I gritted my teeth and snapped the arrow off where it stuck out from my back. The pain was unlike anything I’d felt before, and the flesh of the gravemakers burned against the open wounds like a brick of salt. I jerked my hand into a fist, and a spike of gravemaker flesh erupted from the ground in front of Hern. It wasn’t as lethal as the pillars, but it could do some damage.

The antlered god stared down at his torso, now impaled on a spike nearly half a foot in diameter. He studied it for a moment, before simply walking forward and snapping the spike off. The gravemakers reeled, and I staggered backward a step at their pain. I’d never been connected to them when something managed to injure them. It was a thousand fingernails on a blackboard that tore through my mind at once. A screaming pain from something that should feel nothing, a vicious burn that inflicted more torment in a single moment than getting shot with that damned arrow had. It was all I could do to stay on my feet, but I had no illusions that I looked wobbly as hell.

Whatever Hern was, he was more of a threat than I’d given him credit for.

“Surrender yourselves and be spared.” Hern’s words were steady and clear. I didn’t sense irony in them, or the deception I was sure waited within. “It would be senseless to waste such fine soldiers.”

Foster righted himself as he drew his sword from the gut of a wounded Fae. A quick slash to the throat, and the fairy disintegrated in a horrible wailing scream. Foster held his sword firm in his right hand and stared defiantly at Hern. His voice raged, torn between absolute anger and something far closer to despair. “You’ve betrayed everything you are! Millenia spent serving the Mad King, masking the truth of who he is, of what he’s done! It is better to die free than serve as a vessel for the rot that lives inside your king.”

Jonathan stood beside Foster, his own sword’s flame surging, as if reaching out for the blood of Hern.

“Will none of you join us?” Hern said. “None will join the new glory of the Wild Hunt? A glory I have rebuilt, made better, made great once more?”

We stood silent. Jonathan sneered at the old Fae god and spat upon the stone.

“Then you die.” Hern’s sword was suddenly through Jonathan’s chest. Blood poured from the vampire’s mouth as he tried to free himself.

“No!” Dominic screamed.

Jonathan looked up, eyes wide, the surprise plain on his face. He reached for Dominic before he slumped to the side. The last garbled words on his lips were “Kill Vassili … Alexi …”

“Now,” Hern started, but a screaming ball of brilliant rage slammed into him a second later. Vicky, stabbing, slicing, and spinning as her soulswords cut a gory path into the Fae’s chest. Hern stumbled backward, the shock on his face so profound it would have been comical in almost any other situation.

A shadow of darkness flowed from Hern’s shoulder, tried to surround Vicky, but the air around her ignited into blue flame as Jasper exploded off her shoulder. The dragon chewed away the darkness, burned it, tore it, until the magic died, and all that was left was an ancient tattered cloak on the bloody stone floor.

Vicky’s breath came slow and hard as she rebounded off Hern and stalked toward him once more.

“Get back!” Drake cried out, leaping onto his dragon as they made for Hern.

I thought it had been a warning that he was about to burn Hern off the face of the earth, but Hern spread his arms wide, and a skeletal deer charged out of the shadows. Its antlers were like daggers, sharpened and gleaming on their broad rack as the deer lowered its head.

Jasper dove toward Vicky, but more shadows swarmed the dragon. He screeched as one of the leviathan’s tentacles managed to snatch him from the air. A shower of blue fire erupted behind a missile, casting the choking clouds and smoke into a sickening blue and orange light.

“You are magnificent, child,” Hern’s shaky voice announced. “But you are too great a threat to live.”

Drake’s sword lashed out at the air in front of him. A red wound opened in reality before snapping closed, devouring him and his dragon.

I called a Hand of Anubis, raising it between Vicky and the stag, but the antlers pierced the gravemakers, scattering them to the four winds with one vicious toss of the stag’s head. I barely recognized the agonized shout that rose from my throat at both the pain of being struck, and the realization of how helpless we were in that place.

Another of Drake’s portals opened, and a ball of fire preceded the return of his dragon. Drake followed, directly in front of Vicky. The dragon crashed into the stag, claws and antlers slicing and gouging. They both bled, but the stag didn’t stop. It scored a hit on the dragon’s rear flank, and the reptilian leg collapsed as whatever muscles were in that form took the brunt of the hit.

The antler tore free of the dragon as Drake raised a shield. An explosion of blue light blinded us all as the crash of the impact of those two powers threatened to deafen us. Drake leaned into the shield, fires licking up around the edges.

Drake cried out between gritted teeth. “The neck, behind the skull!”

I didn’t know who he was talking to until Foster and Aideen flashed into their Proelium forms, and their swords cut deep into the massive stag.

The beast whined for a second before it collapsed to earth, dead.

“You dare!” Hern cried.

Drake tried to stand up, and that’s when I realized he’d been hit. He’d placed himself in front of one of the most powerful of Nudd’s allies to protect Vicky. He had to know he was putting his life at risk. It wasn’t until that moment that I truly trusted the fairy, the ancient Demon Sword whose power rivaled Foster’s own.

Vicky leaped to the fairies’ defense, soulswords still blazing.

Hern stepped toward the child, and the rage of a million souls screamed inside my head.

“Damian, no,” Zola croaked from beside me. “We cannot win this fight without Morrigan and Edgar. This was a mistake.” Fear showed on my master’s face. A fear I didn’t understand. Until I called a soulsword and realized it was black as pitch.

“Damian …” It was almost a plea, but the note of loss in her voice was unmistakable.

I’d crossed a line. A line I hadn’t realized I was so close to. That’s why I’d felt the pain of the gravemakers. I’d let them in too deep. The mantle closed over my head, and the power of an ancient god settled into my bones.

Hern pulled his arm back to strike Vicky down, and my body exploded into motion. Between one moment and the next, the gravemakers surged with me. Not the slow, unstoppable crawl I was so used to seeing from them on the battlefield, but a whip-like response that put me in the path of Hern’s blade.

My black soulsword met his strike with a thunderclap. Powers that were never meant to collide exploded into lightning and thunder. My mind warred with itself, and the screaming voices that escaped my throat were not my own. This Fae, this creature, had helped shatter thousands of families, murder innocents, and defile ancient grounds that had been fertile with the blood of our ancestors.

I felt my hand close around Hern’s throat even as his sword ripped through my gut. If we were going to die, we’d take that fucking bastard with us. Vicky roared as she leaped onto the old Fae, the rage at a loss I would never comprehend, one that fueled her in every battle. Brilliant soulswords cut through Hern’s armor, and I relished the scream of pain as the Old God fell to a knee.

It was the simplest thing … to squeeze, extending claws until the lifeblood of a god flowed over my hand. Vicky’s soulsword stabbed deep into Hern’s eye. He twitched twice before I felt the body start disintegrating beneath my grasp.

But something changed. A knowing … unlike any I’d felt before. Memories of grand cities and lavish dwellings built in harmony with the natural world around them. This vision spoke to me. I could feel it in every beat of my heart. Memories that were not my own flooded my mind. Remember what we lost.

The rise of man and the wars in Faerie that followed. Hern’s memories … but mine … but … the line between what I’d lived and what he’d lived blurred. At once, I was myself, but I was a fledging Owl Knight in the ranks of the Mad King. Something was wrong, but the light was fading. But maybe that was ok. Maybe the price of our lives for peace was a price we could pay.

Darkness rolled in on the edge of my vision even as I tried to fight it back. I couldn’t let this be the end, I couldn’t let Vicky and Sam down … couldn’t let them die because of me. But even as Hern’s allies fled, and his power fell apart around us, all I could feel was the need to fight. But it grew into a need to kill. To punish. To devour.


CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE


Jasper screeched in pain as he pulled away from the writhing mass of the leviathan. Someone shouted a name, I think it had once been mine, but I didn’t turn to look at them. They weren’t the thing that needed to be killed. They were insects, worthy only of my mercy to allow them to exist. Worthy only to serve. The leviathan wasn’t. It didn’t belong here.

I raised my arm, and the sword of light appeared within its grasp. I’d once called it a scepter, but I understood better now. It was a soulsword without a hilt, without a focus. An unstoppable weapon that could bring the end to any enemy.

The leviathan raised one of its largest tentacles, revealing an eye. Without hesitation, I lunged for it. For all its power, the leviathan’s eye was too large for it to easily defend. The soulsword cut deep until my entire arm was encased in the screaming mass of my enemy. I clenched my fist, and the soulsword lanced out like a spear, deep into the creature’s brain. A quick twist of the blade ended the beast.

I stepped back, satisfied, as the slimy gray tentacles fell still.

“Damian!” a small human said, standing atop the corpse of my enemy. “Come back to me!”

A strange thing for a mortal to say, for she spoke to me, an old power, and an ancient being.

My voice filled the cavern. “I am always here. I have always been here, and always shall be.”

“What’s wrong with him?” one of the knights of the Court asked.

I studied another of the fairies as he stepped up beside the first. I could see the red glow of the mantle of the Demon Sword, but it was split between them so that neither wielded its full power. An odd thing for a king to do.

But these beings did not demand extermination. No, I could feel the corruption above us. It felt like my old city, Falias, but wrong. We weren’t in Faerie, but I could sense its power in the ley lines. Fragments of the Hunt surged around me, but they weren’t right. Something had changed them. No matter. They’d follow their master.

More banter from the mortals followed me as I stepped toward the wall, a wall I knew hid an ancient stone ramp. Once used for transporting ballistae and green men, now it was reduced to a loading dock for the mortal weapons.

I raised my hand and pictured the old wards in my mind. They glowed yellow in my memory, but as they appeared on the wall, they were tainted with darkness.

Stone fractured and shattered and fell away in an avalanche of rubble. I made my way out of the shadows and up into the light of the old city.

[image: *]*     *     *

One of the mortals screamed the name Damian again, but that was a question I could ponder later, after I’d removed the scourge from the walls of the sacred city. Words came to my mind as I stepped into the sunlight. Words I didn’t recall knowing the last time I had walked upon the earth. The mortal weapons, those they called tanks, surrounded a gathering of Fae.

The old gates of the city stood broken before me, but the mortals did not seem to be battling the Fae here. Fairies and mortals alike screamed as I entered the gathering. Most were quick to leave my path, but a few tainted ones gave a satisfying crunch beneath my powers. I wasn’t here for them, I was here for the darkness pulsing through what was once the golden city of Faerie. But now there was poison and shadows where there should have been light and obedience.

The armor of the dead gave protection to most creatures and magicks foolish enough to attack, but the first of the mortal tanks to fire sent me stumbling into one of the great towers of Falias. It held firm, having been built by one of the most skilled Fae architects of the last several millennia, but the mortals had caused pain. For that, there would be consequences.

A quick flick of a wrist and power surged through my fingertips. The earth roiled with the dead, and a wave of blackness powered through the soil, swallowing the tanks in a heartbeat.

The mortals continued shouting, “Dig them out! Dig them out!” But none were foolish enough to try my patience again. Even after all this time, with all their modern weaponry, they still knew how to obey their gods.

A gray blur darted in front of me before hovering not twenty feet before my face. Almost within reach. One of the ancient dragons, and atop it a mortal who had once been human. Something forgotten stirred deep inside a memory. I had an attachment to this being somehow.

“This isn’t you!”

“Of course it is,” I said, my voice twisted into a growl by the armor of the dead. “There is none but I who wields the blade.”

The mortal, little more than a child, lit a soulsword from the back of her mount.

Fragments of memory wormed through the edges of my mind. I’d walked through the forests of the Burning Lands, side by side with a cu sith. I’d battled through the armies of fire and crossed the Sea of Souls. The Destroyer …

“Don’t leave me.”

“Find shelter, little one. I have no quarrel with you and yours. But all who impede the glory of Falias shall be struck down.”

Her voice snapped with anger. “What’s wrong with you!”

“Nothing, child. I am reborn. As it is written, so it shall be.”

“Then save that family!” she shouted. “If you’re so great, prove it. No one here remembers you!”

That was a ridiculous sentiment. I’d been a fixture of Faerie for millenia … the Wild Hunt … the … I shook my head, as other memories crawled into my mind. Not my own, but hundreds of minds, thousands, that had died at the hand of the King.

“Fool!” I shouted as the memories played out, relentless. “To begin a war with the mortals? At a time such as this? Fool!” Nudd had always been unstable, always teetering on the edge of madness. He’d never been fit to be the Lord of the Dead. It should have been me … Hern … Vesik … what was my name?

I shook my head, and the blade in my hand flared. Regardless, I’d seen the memory of his declaration. I’d seen the family of Fae he meant to execute. That I could stop, but the dark ones were all around us. Once this battle began in earnest, too many would die.

But it was a price someone had to pay.

The small mortal released a string of curses fit for a soldier in the fight of their lives. Something in the child spoke to me, struck a chord of fondness I did not fully understand. The rider and her dragon swooped back into the clouds of the Wild Hunt now billowing up behind me as the great cloak, not the corrupted thing my enemy had conjured.

The masses had taken notice of us now. Those who knew, fled. Those who were our enemy stood their ground.

I leveled the blazing fires of the soulsword at the nearest of Nudd’s men. He’d gone back to days long forgotten, marking his soldiers with a white hand. A hand that for many represented the iron rule of a Mad King.

“Release them.” My voice boomed across the field. The three Fae, strapped to pikes as though they were meant to be burned alive, looked up at me with something like hope on their faces. It was possible they’d be more useful as martyrs, but the moment that thought crossed my mind, another voice rose up to shout it down, telling me they were allies, disgusted at the mere thought.

But thought did not indicate action. The thinking of an atrocity did not make it so.

The ranks of dark-touched filth Nudd had welcomed into his forces didn’t move. A smile crawled across my face, fracturing the blackened flesh that formed my helmet. I rolled my shoulders and let the antlers rise into the sky. Confusion lit the nearest vampire’s expression before I dropped the soulsword, and a wave of dead carried our enemies into oblivion.

The thunder of hooves echoed through the mists of the Wild Hunt, and my power rose.
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Long ago, in the time of the Wandering War, the Mad King had sought to make a pact with the dark-touched vampires. It hadn’t ended well, their betrayal leaving scores of our knights dead, their blood on the hands of the Mad King. There is much for which I was able to forgive the old king, but the alliance with creatures that should have been our mortal enemies was not one of them.

Some of the Fae in the audience were drawn into the Hunt, and as they matched the step of those shadowy apparitions, the silver armor of the Hunt materialized on each of them in turn. The Mad King would have called it blasphemy, visages of his victories replaced with the fauna and antlers of my own. But the dark-touched had harrowed this world long enough. While Gwynn Ap Nudd might have been willing to sacrifice much to reach his final goal, I found myself still loyal to Faerie. Still loyal to the families that had raised Gorias and Falias into the empires they had been.

“Destroy them,” I growled.

The Hunt didn’t need more guidance than that. It was old magic, and understood intention better than most. That was also what made it dangerous. It’s why the thoughts of those atrocities could bear fruit, but I’d been in control of the Hunt long enough to understand the difference between a stray thought, and a death sentence.

The front line barreled into the streets and alleys as the dark-touched descended in force. They came from the windows and the doorways, seeming to melt out of the shadows. A grin lifted the corners of my mouth as I realized some of them were old enough to know what was happening. Toward the back of the ranks, as the boldest dark-touched were pulled down into the surging clouds of the Wild Hunt, a few turned and fled. Perhaps they meant to report back to their generals, their strategists, but to me, it did not matter. Send more, send them all. The Hunt would harvest them like a dullahan seeking its prey.

A series of thunderclaps sounded across the field of battle. It was something I’d never heard on this world until nearly a century past, humans and their weapons. Shells exploded inside the shadows of the Hunt. Fiery balls of light showed the death of innocent Fae, and some of the humans’ own people. I’d fought many wars over the millennia, but no creatures fought among themselves quite so often as the humans.

Something spoke to me, a voice from the shadows, that the ground we stood on had been some of the bloodiest seen on this side of the world. But that mattered little.

Another round fired from the commoners’ tanks. One of them caught me in the chest, blasting a hole through the black armor of the mantle. I fell to a knee, catching the charred flesh of the gravemakers as it tumbled away from me. I frowned at the sight. The mantle of Anubis was not mine. It was a necromancer’s, Vesik. Enemy to the throne, but … confusion swept through me. Two lives, one a short span—mortal, violent, and dark—and the other the gleaming beacon of the Hunter, a life of millennia and violence, but more peace than the mortal would have imagined.

I turned my attention back to the tanks. A quick sweep of my hand and a line of gravemakers exploded from the earth, sending one of the tanks into a cartwheel. A glimmer of satisfaction lit in my gut, at the same moment a stark sense of horror crawled through my brain. But they’d threatened me, injured me, and it was my place to strike them back. Of that, the voices could agree.

Another tank swiveled to take aim at the crowds, but one of the Demon Swords, the dragon rider, dove into it. The barrel collapsed under a fiery strike, and the Fae shouted something into the mass of steel and gears.

Whatever he’d said, one at a time the tanks ceased their attack. as the communication made its way through the ranks. They began to retreat.

I felt certain they would need to be punished, made to understand why no one could interfere with the Hunt. But for now, my prey waited in Falias.
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The city had changed. I recognized many of the streets and towers, but their position no longer matched the ley lines in Faerie. For a moment, I wondered if they had been changed to match those in the world of the commoners, but it was easy to see that the line energy here was diluted, and only a few massive trunks of power flowed through the city. It would be enough to fuel Gwynn Ap Nudd, but I didn’t think it would be enough to restore Falias to the glory it once had in Faerie.

And maybe that’s because you let Nudd murder millions.

I frowned at the whisper in the back of my mind. That hadn’t been true. Ezekiel and the old necromancer, that had been their doing.

The fucking hell it had.

The voices in the shadows grew quieter as we stormed through the city, carving up dark-touched, obliterating whatever Fae decided to stand against us, but even though the voices grew quiet, I could not silence them entirely. Some insisted on speaking, apparently never having learned the appropriate time for quiet and concentration skills they would’ve learned in the army of Falias. I could scarcely imagine an Owl Knight prattling on in the midst of combat. They would confuse their birds, and likely leave nothing but their armor behind.

“Damian, turn back!”

The other dragon rider had returned, hovering precariously close to the edges of the shadows. What a prize she’d make, a warrior with control of the beasts, not so unlike the Demon Sword.

From one step to the next, I found my body hesitating. One of the voices sent up a scream of rage, and I had to focus to bring silence once more. A flick of my wrist sent another wave of the fairies crashing into the nearest tower, surging up the side and striking down every vampire they found. It would take time to clear the city, but time I had. I smiled beneath the dead flesh of the gravemakers.


CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO


Darkness. Everything is darkness. I am aware, somewhat, of Vicky’s voice and others in the darkness. At times the shadows become light, and I can see the scarred streets of Falias before me, the billowing shadows and night. But I know something is wrong. I know I am not in control of myself. Something happened with Hern, and the gravemakers absorbed some piece of his personality. They’ve corrupted the Hunt, and I fear what is happening. I can only watch as the scene unfolds around me. Only listen as Vicky cries out to me in the shadows. I try to move, to stop the destruction before me. But I have no control. The light fades out once more, and only the echo of a terrified girl follows me down.


CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE


“Take us in!” Vicky shouted as she steered Jasper too close to the dark-touched. But whatever was happening to Damian, whatever the fear and power was she felt through her tie to him, the monster before her did not lash out.

Jasper unleashed a torrent of blue flame. It sent two of Hern’s Owl Knights to the ground as little more than ash. But one of their mounts evaded the fires and circled back, the massive bird of prey darting toward them, claws extended.

The dragon tried to veer to the side, even as Vicky drew a soulsword, but they were both too late. The claws were already in Jasper’s hide, the beak inside their defenses.

An ungodly screech sounded above them as Vicky drove her blade into the owl’s foot. A moment later a ball of black feathers hurtled into the owl, knocking it toward the ground. Jasper didn’t hesitate. Another burst of blue fire consumed the oversized bird.

“Child!” the crow shouted.

“Morrigan?” Vicky asked, frowning at the bird as it matched Jasper’s pace.

“Yes, you must retreat! Whatever that thing is, it’s not Damian.”

“Yes, it is! I can still feel him.” Vicky felt as though the bird was scowling at her, and perhaps Morrigan was, but the unblinking eyes of the crow didn’t leave her own. “He’s scared.”

Morrigan closed her eyes for a moment and then surveyed the battle around them. “You’ll only complicate matters. He must be subdued before all of Falias is lost. Hern’s drive has consumed him, child. Get away.”

“If he dies, I die,” Vicky said, her hands clenching the spiky scales of Jasper’s neck. “Sam dies.”

“Then it is true. The magic used to break your bond to the Destroyer bound you to a different master.”

Morrigan’s words infuriated Vicky, but the realization that the crow had succeeded in leading her away from the fight was far more irritating. “He’s my friend. So is Sam. I won’t let you kill him.”

“Find peace in your time, child, for we all must die.”

“I already did,” Vicky said. “I didn’t enjoy it very much, and I don’t plan to do it again for a long time.”

She pulled to the right on one of the spikes protruding from Jasper’s back. She’d come to think of it as a steering column, and the dragon had grown quick to respond. Jasper soared right, ducking beneath the Morrigan. But even as she closed once more on the massive jackal-shaped colossus that had once been Damian, the Morrigan’s words crept into the back of her mind.

She couldn’t stop them. Not like this. Not alone. But there might be one who could.
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The soldier stared down at his hands, and the long rifle clutched between them. He didn’t know how long he’d been in the old field, or the city that had overtaken it, but he certainly didn’t remember the bizarre towers climbing into the heavens. Or the monster storming its gates. He remembered a battle, a gunshot as a Confederate cut him down.

He’d heard they were winning, but it didn’t stop his friends from dying. Didn’t stop brothers and fathers from being turned into lifeless chunks of meat, strewn across the ground. The sight had been madness, until there was only pain, and then nothing. Then he stood, stock still, staring as the carnage in the field slowly overtook everything. He remembered the shadows of the things that came for the men, and the shadows that the men became. But he hadn’t been able to speak in those silent days. Hadn’t been able to move. Only watch in horror at what men could do.

But now his feet moved freely. He could feel the air on his face, and smell the blood and the soil. The creatures around him might have been bizarre, but he’d seen worse. And he knew an aggressor when one made itself known. The beings that fled past him looked like fairies from children’s stories, but they were large, and armed, and many of them screamed the wail of a banshee as they died.

And that was what had happened to him so long ago. He had died, too. But it hadn’t been here. For a moment he thought he would report back to his sergeant. The man had a head for common sense, would have some idea of what to do. But he only saw a few other ghosts in the area. A few other soldiers. Most of them had an odd glow, much like the rifle in his hands. If the battle had been won, the war should have been over. So, what was happening now? He shook his head, trying to remember, instead giving in to his instincts to make for the tree line.

He’d be safer from the armies there, and whatever other monsters lurked on the battlefield. As he slid into a copse of trees, he saw the massive gray wings of what could only be a dragon from the storybooks. A shadow rose before him, and he knew the end had come. One of the corrupted men, creatures that seemed to be made of bark and rot, reached a hand out and grabbed him by the arm. Cold bled into him, but a frisson of excitement ran down the soldier’s back. He could feel, he could touch, and without thinking of what he was doing, he planted the barrel of his rifle firmly into the neck of the creature and pulled the trigger.

The boom was thunderous, and the satisfaction was undeniable as chunks of the creature exploded out the back of its head. Milky white eyes widened before the thing collapsed and seeped into the earth.

Monsters they might be, but now he could hurt them. He moved through the chaos, searching out his brothers, and avoiding the dying fragments of those wounded so long ago. Memories surged into his mind with every step, as if telling him to follow the colossus into the city and strike down the creatures for the white hand.

The soldier fought the compulsion for a time, but in the end, the dead obeyed their lord.
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