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Dedication
This is the part of the book where you read how the book is dedicated to someone you don’t know and will never meet. So, I want to shake it up a bit and dedicate this book to you.
Yes, you.
Because without you, dear reader, where would us authors be? Thank you for being there and thank you for being the awesome person that you are.
FYI, that thing you do is really cool. Please keep doing it.




CHAPTER ONE


Abandonment Center
When a home had a sign on the front door that said, “If you have a fever, are vomiting, or feel nauseated, do not enter,” most called them hospice group homes. I called them abandonment centers.
My watch read just past midnight, and the streets behind my stolen car were deserted. Even in the middle of winter the place was warmer than I cared for, but I wasn’t a fan of desert biomes. Anything over thirty Celsius was unreasonable to me, which Arizona often was.
My hand rapped on the door, and I waited until it creaked partway open. A middle-aged Hispanic woman in blue scrubs narrowed her dark eyes at me through the crack.
“You called for a pick-up,” I said, holding up the bamboo plant I’d purchased from the twenty-four-hour store. It wasn’t much as secret signs go, but it worked.
Her eyes widened and the sour aroma of fear filled my nose.
Must be her first time, I thought. When she didn’t open the door farther, I smiled and did my best to be unintimidating. Granted, being a six-foot-something, pale, Amazon-looking woman looming outside a door in the middle of the night never helped. So, I nudged the door with my foot.
She got the hint and stepped back to allow me in. “The first door on the left,” she said, gesturing toward a hallway.
I grunted. “I need the kettle or something to heat water first.”
The woman nodded, her eyes lowered. “This way.” She led me through the living room of the house and into the modest kitchen before pausing.
I spotted the kettle in the corner and went for it. “Give me an hour,” I told the nurse over my shoulder.
She bobbed her head once before turning away. I listened to her footsteps as she walked down another hallway and heard the faint click of a door closing. Hiding, probably. Like all the others did when I came to visit.
I snooped about the kitchen as the water heated up and found the hospice files in a kitchen cabinet. Low-budget places never bothered to lock up the files. They could barely get family members to show up, so why worry about a little thing like patient privacy? I browsed through them. Heart disease here. Alzheimer’s there. Sighing, I found the binder I needed and gave it a quick look through. Satisfied with my findings, I went about making tea with leaves tucked into a baggy. The mellow aroma tickled my nose and I added a sweetener to mask the bitter taste the drink would have.
My phone buzzed. I fumbled it out to see a text from my operator. You have a job pending.
Grumbling, I texted back. Busy now. I’ll call later.
Returning my phone to my jacket, I made my way to the... patient? Victim? I’d never been sure what to call them. Harder still when they started as one and became the other.
Finding the room, a lone lamp rested atop a table between the two occupied beds. In one, an aged woman sat, her hands clutching at the blanket about her with eyes gazing off at some distant thing not visible to me. The second person on the opposite side of the room, much older, faced a wall filled with butterfly decals. Her mouth opened and closed in a slow movement. I walked over to the “goldfish” woman and wrinkled my nose as I noted the lack of presence from her. She breathed and her eyes shifted, but nothing more. Her body, so frail and weak, had no hope of sustaining itself without assistance. I waved my hand before her face and, even with eyes wide open, got no reaction other than her mouth’s continued opening and closing. Probably a symptom of Parkinson’s or something else affecting her decaying nervous system.
Leaning over, I placed my hand atop her bunched-up fists to seek anything left of her essence, but I found the soul long gone. She was only a vacant husk kept alive by modern technology and pureed food. The soulless husk and combination of the antiseptic, urine, and old-people stench of the building made my stomach cramp.
I stepped away from the goldfish woman and placed the bamboo plant on the table next to the other patient in the room and pulled up a stool to sit close to the edge of her bed. She said nothing to me as I settled in. This other woman was not an empty goldfish. Her worried features were interrupted by the oxygen tube about her face. Her snow-white hair was cut close to her skull, making her pale face appear tanned in comparison. The veins in her neck, arms, and hands stood out in definition and color. Despite her stiff posture, her upper body swayed subtly. Soft and easy like a ship bobbing at sea.
Kathy Jasmine Summer was a hospice patient with few visits in the last two years. The binder in the kitchen confirmed that those who’d seen her with any regularity were the nurses, doctor, and a chaplain. I’d also noted the once-a-month visit from her case manager. Not because I cared, but because it gave me some breathing room. Case managers who rarely visited didn’t invest much in their charges. If something happened, it wouldn’t be a priority—the main reason for her selection. Part of me felt bad for Kathy.
The elderly woman’s attention fixed on me as I finished my inspection of her. I saw confusion in her gaze, and she clutched the blanket higher as if it would shield her from me. She swallowed before asking, “Do I know you?”
“You do,” I said, while setting the cup of tea on the table and gave my most gentle smile. It didn’t put her at ease and I couldn’t fault her. According to her file, her doctor diagnosed her with Alzheimer’s. Not being able to remember anything was something I related to.
“I don’t know you,” she said, giving her head a shake. “Where’s Tammy?”
“I am Tammy.”
Kathy frowned at the words. She leaned in close to study me with watery eyes, taking in my face once more. After a few seconds, she leaned back into her bed, looking defeated. “You’re right. I’m sorry, Tammy.”
“It’s okay.” I reached over and took one of her hands in mine. They felt cold, the skin loose and delicate, giving me the impression it would tear with ease. The sight of such weakness made my heart race and I forced myself to breathe normally despite the thundering in my ears.
“I never know what is going on anymore,” she said in a near sobbing voice. “I don’t know any of these people.” Her eyes traveled over her modest bedroom. “They come and go all the time. I never know what they want.” Kathy’s eyes darted about the room before she whispered, “They won’t let me leave.”
I looked at her legs covered by the thin blanket and then to the folded wheelchair by the bed. She couldn’t move on her own even if she’d wanted to. “Would you like to leave now?”
Her face brightened at the suggestion, but fear replaced it in an eyeblink. “No, we can’t go. It’s not safe outside.” She pulled the blanket around her again, and I patted her knee. Kathy looked around the room with wide eyes and then stared at me. “Do I know you?”
Giving her knee another pat, I picked up the tea and cradled the cup in my palm to make sure it wasn’t too hot for her. “It’s Tammy.” I held the cup to her. “I brought you some tea. I thought you might enjoy it.”
Kathy’s eyes shifted over my face, and after several moments, she reached over to take the cup from me. Her face relaxed. “How are the children, Tammy?”
“They’re good,” I said with a smile. “Making any trouble they can, as kids do.”
She smiled and sipped the tea. “I know. My own were always a handful.” Her expression shifted, and tears filled her eyes. “I can’t remember the last time I saw them.”
“I can bring them tomorrow,” I offered, watching as she took another sip of tea.
Her expression darkened as she shook her head. “No... Billy was always the bad one. Alice so ungrateful!” She pushed the cup back at me. “I don’t want this.”
Nodding, I took the tea and leaned back on the stool as I cradled the cup in my hands.
Kathy’s voice shook as she said, “He killed the dog. Poor thing did nothing. He was a good dog.”
I kept my voice soft and soothing. “Who killed the dog?”
“My husband.” She looked at me, wide eyes welling up with tears. “He’d only nibbled on a slipper. Nothing more than a puppy. But Andrew wanted none of it. He took the dog out back and shot him.”
“That’s horrible.”
“It is... He was such a nice puppy. Yellow and fluffy. Like one of those… those…”
I tilted my head to the side. “A retriever?”
“Yes, one of those! I’ve had more dogs since then after my husband left, but I always feel horrible about the puppy.”
Leaning forward, I placed the teacup into her hands. “Tell me about one of your other dogs.”
She took it and sipped. “They don’t feed me here.” She huffed, head turning as she took in her surroundings again before continuing in a whisper. “They don’t feed me. They don’t let me leave. I keep trying to call someone, but no one comes.” Her eyes met mine in a silent plea. “I want to go home.”
“I don’t think they will let you leave, Kathy.”
“Well, I want to go home.”
“I’d be happy to take you home, Kathy.” I reached over to rest my hand on her arm. “Tell me about your home.”
Her eyes shifted, looking at and through me all at once.
I remained still and non-threatening in her presence. I’d found if a creature became too frightened, the taste went bitter.
My eyes traveled to the picture frame resting on the dressing table at the foot of the bed. I saw a much younger and more animated version of Kathy. Two teenage boys, a young girl, and a man who looked her age grouped around her. They all smiled into the camera with genuine happiness. Two years and no visitors. Unless some horrific accident had occurred, the children should still be alive. Yet, besides residential staff the woman was alone. There was the goldfish woman, but someone who only stared at a wall and didn’t speak wasn’t much company. I knew from personal experience.
“Where is Billy?” Kathy said, snapping me out of my observation. “And Alex?”
“Out,” I said, sparing a glance at the teenagers in the picture once more.
“When will they be back? It’s getting late.” She looked outside to the darkness on the street and sipped her tea. Her eyes returned to me once more with a frown creasing her brow. “Who are you?”
I pulled out my phone and fiddled with it. “It’s Tammy.” Turning the screen toward Kathy, I played a video of frolicking puppies on YouTube.
Her lips pulled back into a smile and leaned in to watch as puppies did their little puppy run. She handed me the cup and I took it.
Her smile shredded a few years off her face. “Oh, look at them! They’re so adorable.”
I smiled and found another video with kittens, and she cooed over them, trying to pet them with a finger. It went on, back and forth, a few more times with Kathy talking to me and then forgetting who I was. The teacup made its way back into her hands several more times until she finished the tea.
Just as she seemed about to fall into the embrace of sleep, she sat upright and looked at the room with alert eyes. When her attention settled on me, there was a sharpness to her gaze absent before. I wasn’t with the faded version of the woman anymore.
Kathy spoke, lucid eyes shifting over my face. “Who are you?”
It never failed they would have a moment of lucidity just before the end. I hated it every time. Sighing, I said, “My name is Ghost, Mrs. Summer.” I gave my best reassuring smile.
She didn’t seem reassured at all. “Where am I?”
I gestured a hand to the room and the sparse medical equipment in it. “You’re in hospice. A little group home in Mesa, Arizona.”
She pulled in a slow breath through her nose. “What? But... How long have I been here?”
“Two years, give or take.” My fingers tapped the side of my head. “You have Alzheimer’s.”
Her breath left her in a puff, and she gripped the blanket again. This time, it wasn’t to shield herself but bundled up about her waist with white knuckles. “Where’s my family?”
I shrugged. “No idea.”
Her eyes took me in once more, her forehead creased. “Why are you here?”
A good question, but one I wouldn’t give the full answer to. Instead, I said, “You’re going to die.”
Kathy pulled in a breath as terror touched her eyes, her chest rising and falling. The seconds ticked by before she licked her lips. “Is it going to hurt?”
“No,” I said. My second lie of the evening, but she didn’t need to know. I crossed one leg over the other. “You won’t feel a thing.”
She pulled in a breath to steady herself. “Can I ask why? Is it my time?”
To be pragmatic or not. In the past, I had made up some bullshit story to make them feel better, but something in Kathy’s eyes stopped me. A world war, maybe two, had toughened her up; she could take the truth. “No. There’s a waiting list for your bed, and your family isn’t actively involved with your care here. If something happened, it would take several days for anyone to notice.”
She lowered her eyes down to her hands, and I noted the tears sliding down her cheeks. Kathy didn’t sniffle, sob, nor start pleading. It made her a tough cookie in my book. When she looked up at me once more, her wide eyes stared through me. “Who are you?”
I smiled. “It’s Tammy.”
Her expression brightened. “Oh, Tammy! How are the children?”
The drugged tea took effect moments later, lulling the elderly woman into a peaceful slumber. I sat and watched her in the quiet room. My eyes took in the wrinkles on her face, some caused by smiles and others by worries. I studied her and enjoyed the peaceful expression far better than the fear of wakefulness. I caressed a knuckle over the soft flesh of her cheek.
“I’m sorry, Kathy,” I said to the sleeping woman. “You got the short stick.”
With a sigh, I stood and adjusted the bed to make it easier to lift her. Disconnecting Kathy from the equipment took time, as I didn’t wish to damage her unnecessarily. With Kathy cradled in my arms, I paused on my way out as I saw the back of the goldfish woman. How long would she have before her body gave out? Not a question I would have an answer to. I’d come for Kathy, not her.
Adjusting Kathy in my arms, I carried her out of the room and down the dark hallway. Other patients slept in their respective rooms in the house, some with the TV blaring. The nurse who allowed me in held the door open with eyes downcast as I carried my charge out. Not a soul saw as I placed Kathy in the back of the car and drove off.
In the morning, as always, the nurse would call the authorities to say Kathy wasn’t in bed when she went to check on her for the morning rounds. She’d say Kathy must have gotten up somehow and walked out when the nurse “nodded off” in the office. Seniors always did weird things near death, so no one would blink an eye. There would be a call to Missing Persons and a Silver Alert would be out by the afternoon.
Not that it would do Kathy any good. I’d finished eating her by then.
Later, with Kathy’s blood on my hands and her soul in my belly, I wept. I mourned her snuffed-out existence along with my predicament. Most think a creature who ate forgotten grandmothers wouldn’t hate themselves for it.
But I did.




CHAPTER TWO 


Warm Blood and Soft Cries
Iburied Kathy’s remains the day after I ate her. Later I could write my feelings about eating someone’s grandmother and gauge my levels of self-loathing for my Master to observe. Not that he needed to since he was there. Vainya, my Master, watched while I piled black soil up over the bones of Kathy, patting it into place under the shadow cast by the Manor. The tree root lowered itself, sealing her remains away forever.
Before me, the wide expanse of the damp forest spread out. The dark bark held hints of faces embedded into the surface of the trees. Some neutral, others frozen in silent screams. Other than the moon overhead, the only source of light came from the large building at my back—the Manor.
“I recall previous discussions,” Vainya said, his voice a deep rumbling growl, “where I listed better sources of nutrition for you. Most of them not on the verge of death.”
“And I recall saying I wouldn’t eat children.” I rose and dusted my knees. “I’m not gonna snuff out some kid’s life when I have options. At least with the elderly, it feels like a mercy killing.” I jammed my hands into my pockets. “More mercy than the living give.” My tongue brushed against something lodged between my teeth. When I couldn’t work it free, I used a finger to wrestle out the grandma gristle from between my molars.
“Many humans are accepting of veal. You’re justified in eating their own young if they are doing so to another species.” I heard long claws scrape across the hard floor from inside the Manor. I didn’t need to turn to know he’d made himself comfortable in a place overlooking the black forest about us. “At least select a human not on the verge of death. Your present method is leaving you in varying stages of starvation.” The pause lingered before he added, “I do not want to command you.”
I huffed and turned to face Vainya’s feral eyes. At first glance, many would call him a large feline or a horse. Vainya never appeared as any one animal, but a blend of several, as many chimeras are. Large and feline-like in body, he had the head of a wolf and a long serpent tail that often swirled about his body. Two horns rose and curled into deadly tips from the front of his skull. When he sat on his haunches or lay down, thick dragon scales spread down and outward from his throat and faded into his shaggy black fur.
Vainya regarded me without a word, his tail flicking on the ground behind him. “Must we discuss your slow descent into anorexia again?”
I threw my hands up into the air. “C’mon, Vainya. The kid thing is taboo, anyway! I’d love to be able to get by on chocolate truffles and apple turnovers like you.”
His ears flattened against his head as his red eyes narrowed. “You will not change the purpose of this discussion by pointing out the difference in our dietary needs. And yes,” he said, cutting off my rebuttal, “it’s an old discussion. One we’ve had countless times, but if I’m not reading, then all else I’m doing is guiding you to be a better creature.” His lips pulled back to expose sharp teeth—a terrifying grin to those not used to it.
I scoffed. “Whatever. If we sold all the sweets stocked in the pantry, I could stop picking up odd jobs to pay for things we need. Anyway”—I tucked my hands into my pockets—“it’s hard to abduct people these days. I can’t yank them off the streets like I used to do a hundred years ago.”
Vainya’s head tilted to the side. “You’ve been this way since your divorce. You should experiment with some young buck of a man. When he upsets you, you’ll have little discourse to contend with when you eat him.”
I whined, “I don’t like playing black widow. It’s all weird and awkward afterward when I fuck my food and then eat it.” On reflection, I realized Vainya was trying to get a rise out of me, and it was working. Hunger and frustration never mixed well.
“Your reactions have dulled due to your diet. You weren’t so weak in the 1400s. What should I do if you can no longer protect the Well? It is your responsibility to keep it safe from trespassers should they make it past Grave Wood. You have little issue with taking lives. Why hesitate with your feedings?”
Vainya’s words made me wince. “It’s not the same. At least those who die because of nature can rejoin the cycle and live again. The ones I eat can never do that. Ever.”
Concern filled Vainya’s eyes. “You weren’t always so picky.”
“Yeah, well, it doesn’t matter what I do. At least this way I can pick what I eat rather than turn crazy again and eat until I stuff myself.”
Vainya pulled in a deep breath and let it out in a slow sigh. “If you will not eat, then look into finding some work. It will give you a distraction.”
“Maybe you should get a job,” I grumbled. “You sit around and read all day.” I gestured a hand toward his hindquarters. “It’s showing in your girlish figure.”
His muzzle jerked up. “I’m showing proof of my dedication to my purpose through endless hours of study, so sayeth the Master of the Well of Knowledge.” He canted his head, eyes crinkled up in amusement.
“If you got paid for every word you read, I’d have no complaints. How about we trade roles?” I placed a hand to my chest. “I’ll sit around and read all day and you can go out into the mortal world and murder people for money. You don’t even have to eat them if you don’t want to.”
His mouth opened into a full grin before saying, “What is the English word? The one where they become cranky when they are hungry?”
“It’s called hangry,” I said. “Becoming bad-tempered or irritable because of hunger.”
He bobbed his head up and down. “Hangry.” Another flick of his tail and he rose to all fours. “Go to the mortal realm and don’t come back unless you have mail. Perhaps you can find a homeless person to devour.”
I didn’t gag at the suggestion, but the idea of some hobo on the street made my stomach twist in the same way someone would when presented with rotten meat for dinner. “Why don’t we go paperless? Could we consider getting you an email? Even I have a cell phone.” I pulled mine out and displayed it with what I thought were exceptional jazz hands.
Vainya’s head turned, red eyes narrowing again. “Even if the human technology worked here, I would still prefer my correspondence in parchment.” He leveled a stern look at me. “Go to the mortal realm, Ghost,” he said with a tone that transitioned from chiding old friend to admonishing father. “On my command, do not step back inside until you’ve found something to keep your mind off your hunger or eaten something of substance.”
I clenched my jaw as the command slammed into my body. Tattoos along my forearms blazed, and I jerked at the sudden pain. It’d been a long time since my Master had commanded me to do anything and I’d forgotten the sensation of magic burning my limbs and forcing me into compliance.
He must be worried, I thought as my feet took me around the Manor and toward the front entrance. “You’re old fashioned!” I yelled.
His chuffing laughter reached my ears as I soldier-marched to the front door. It opened on its own, and the coat stand by the door leaned out to display my gray parka and scarf within easy reach.
“At least you love me,” I told the building. My hand patted along the door frame. “Can you bring me Silence as well? I’m sure you’re tired of babysitting him.”
The building creaked as a section of the wall I faced twisted and turned to reveal a sword mounted in a glass case. I walked over to it and placed my hand over the case to examine the blade.
Silence took on the appearance of a machete with no guard to separate the blade and handle. His hilt appeared covered in a tightly woven black cord despite being all metal. His pitch-black surface faded into bright silver near the edge of the blade.
The glass melted away from my hand as I reached inside to pick him and his sheath up. Silence’s will flowed into me, merging with my consciousness. His eagerness to deal death, to feel blood flow over the length of the blade, and to see the fading expression of one I killed filled my mind. I pushed the urges from my thoughts with a shake of my head. The hilt felt warm in my grasp while a pleasant vibration ran up my arm and to my shoulder—Silence’s way of greeting me.
I love you, as well, the blade whispered in my mind. You make men plead when they die. Warm blood and soft cries.
My eyebrow arched at the blade. “You actually made a haiku?”
What else would I be doing? I guess I could go see a movie—oh, wait, I don’t have arms, legs, or eyes. Silence yawned. I demand praise for putting it in the five-seven-five thing you keep babbling about.
“Silence.” I turned him over in my hand. “A haiku is meant to be about nature, and the ‘thing’ I keep telling you to follow is the format it’s written in.”
Look, I’m only doing this stupid exercise because you told me to. Silence sifted through my memories and settled over my conversation with Kathy. Did you really eat that? Gross.
Guilt settled over me. “Yes.” I brought the flat of his blade to my face, seeing red eyes instead of gold looking back at me. “You could’ve come with me.”
You eat the barely living dead. Silence scoffed. It is not worthy prey for me. No challenge. No enjoyment. What you did was put it out of its misery. His next words dripped with disgust. It’s pathetic.
“Well, we can’t all be violence-loving blades like you.”
A pity.
Shaking my head, I said, “I can’t walk around with a bulky weapon in broad daylight. Turn into something a little easier to conceal.”
Silence morphed in my hand, compressing and shrinking in on himself until a fixed boot knife rested in my palm. Is this better?
“Perfect.” I secured Silence in his sheath at the small of my back before opening the case to pull out my Glock.
Silence vibrated against my back. You don’t need a gun when I’m with you.
I inspected the pistol before picking up the magazine and loading it. “We’ve talked about the advantage of range over melee.”
And I said you should throw me at the people far away.
“Don’t be ridiculous. If I threw you, I’d be weaponless. Just let me have the gun. I promise to use you instead when the opportunity allows me.”
I set the gun down to work on my shoulder holster before securing the Glock inside. Pulling on my jacket, I tried to ignore the throbbing forming at my temples. Folks think small things like headaches wouldn’t be an immortal’s problem, but I’d suffered from that one for a few days and it only got worse the more time passed. Part of me thought it was due to lack of food, but it only worsened after eating.
Are we taking work?
Answer the text you got. I want something with lots of blood and death. The last job was tedious. Also, I used tedious in a sentence. Praise, please.
“I’m not praising you for things I know you can do. What about when we went to the Philippines to stop a group of man-eating shapeshifters last week? That was exciting.”
You scared them out of the village! he said, filling my mind with the vision of a child rolling on the floor in a tantrum. There was no death! No pain! No blood! I thought a group of shapeshifters would be entertaining. But no! I practically slept through the experience. The child image altered, arms crossed and bottom lip stuck out in a pout. I want something better! At least murder someone!
I rolled my eyes and walked down the deer trail leading away from the Manor. “No promises, but I’ll see what’s available.”
Silence shifted through memories, catching up on time we missed together. Vainya is right, he said as he finished my conversation with the Well Master.
My brows drew together as I walked. “What do you mean?”
You need to eat actual food. The garbage you’ve settled on is not working. Your moods have teeter-tottered from depression to temperamental for the last few days. If I wanted to deal with the mood swings of a teenage girl, I’d be with them and not you.
“Not something you get a say in.”
If you can pretend you’re okay while starving yourself, I’ll pretend I can pick my wielders. Then we can both live in pretend worlds.
I wrinkled my nose. Vainya and Silence agreeing on something never happened and I didn’t like it. My feedings hadn’t been what they once were. It wasn’t uncommon for Vainya to shoo me from the Manor, but when he did, it was necessary for both of us. It cost him in a few ways. He could keep the Well safe, but he hated committing violence and it sometimes took a violent act to chase off the worst who came prowling to the Well. Though, with me gone, the duties of host rested solely on him. Vainya was good at it, but it’s hard to offer water and tea to visitors when you have talons. Turning a page in a book was never an issue for him since he had so much practice reading, but he was utterly useless in a kitchen.
So where are we going?
“Out. I can’t step back inside until I fulfill the command.”
Oh, great, Silence groaned. I know what that means.




CHAPTER THREE 


Family Outcast
With my temporary homelessness, I justified a bit of bar hopping. For a few days, I moved from establishment to establishment trying to find the bar suited for me. This was hard as new places opened and closed faster than I could track. The place I ended up in on day three of my exile smelled of beer, lust, vomit, and smoke. The neon “open” sign over the door had two broken letters, and the bartender didn’t notice me until I waved a twenty in the air.
But they had vodka, which was all I cared about.
“And then he kicked me out of the house,” I slurred. The musk of the bar filled my nose pleasantly as I fondled my shot glass. “Like, what am I supposed to do? It’s bad enough my ‘family’ hates me. They only call me when we have to go to war or to steal something.” I downed another shot. “Other than that, it’s always ‘No, freak. You stay in the boonies with the crazy chimera. Kill anyone who approaches the place unwelcomed, though.’”
I sighed and leaned back on the barstool and closed my eyes. “Such a fucking mess.” Lolling my head toward the wall, I smiled at the debonair man before me as he leaned on an elbow, looking at me with a twinkle in his eyes. Under his charming image were the words Stay Thirsty, My Friends.
I toasted the poster with the empty shot glass. “Thank you for listening to me, Mr. Goldsmith. You truly are the most interesting man in the world.”
Silence cut on my one-sided conversation with the wall decor. Are you done feeling bad about eating the grandma yet?
“I’m allowed to drink when I want to,” I said, motioning to the bartender for a refill.
Then drink after we are done. C’mon, let’s do something else. Like the work text you got.
“Not in the mood.” I shifted on the stool to see who else was engaging in some daytime drinking. There weren’t many in the room. A couple here and there, another lone drinker, and a group of loud college students in the corner by the window. Music played from a stereo, drowning out the conversations of those close to me. It wasn’t a bad or good bar. But if someone wants to get drunk, a bar didn’t need to be good or even bad. It just needed to have booze—and a lot of it.
The Norse, my pantheon, lived hard, partied hard, and drank hard. The one thing that kept us from drinking everything in sight was knowing once it was gone, we’d have to wait for more to be made. Pacing was important. We would find any reason to drink—weddings, peacetime, wartime, football, tax season. National hat day? Yep, we were drinking.
My eyes lingered on a group of college boys laughing in the corner. Most of them had bushy beards or top-knots at the back of their heads. A gurgling sound reached my ears as my stomach voiced its need for sustenance. One of the boys, clean shaven and sporting a man-bun, looked my way as I licked my bottom lip while fantasizing about what his screams would sound like as I ripped him open.
His wink snapped me out of my staring and I turned back to my still-empty shot glass. I glared at the bartender at the other end of the bar talking to some blonde with bubbly giggles.
“What’s a girl like you doing in a place like this?”
I glanced over at the frat boy leaning against the bar by me.
If only I could eat popcorn.
“Drinking,” I said. “No offense, but I didn’t mean anything by staring at you. Just lost in thought.”
He placed his warm hand on top of mine. “Well, maybe you’d like to join—”
I lifted my gaze, our eyes meeting for only a second before he looked away. His words died in his throat and he paled. A shudder ran through him, and he pushed away from the bar. “I g-gotta go.”
Watching him scurry out of the bar reminded me of a rabbit fleeing a fox. It didn’t help me control my predator instincts, but I managed. Barely.
Silence mused, What do you think they see when they look into your eyes?
“Maybe my soul.” I wiggled my empty glass at the bartender on the other end of the bar. “Can I have another, please?”
I returned my attention to The Most Interesting Man in the World. “You know what I want? I wanna be one of those immortals from a romance novel—wealthy, smart, classy, and a fancy dresser. You know the type, right? Where people would look at me and see something special about me? That whole draw-the-eye-of-every-person-in-the-room kind of thing.”
You can’t be wealthy if you keep spending your money on booze, guns, and ammunition, Silence said.
“Let me have my vices, please.” I picked up my refill when she walked into the room. It wasn’t the fancy suit, the noble features, or even the I’m-worth-it shine of her hair giving away she was a mythic. When her eyes found mine, I knew. Her lovely face twisted as if I were a piece of shit smeared over her three-hundred-dollar heels.
I downed the shot glass as she walked toward me and tried once again to wave down the bartender to get a refill as she settled onto the stool next to mine. If I didn’t have to endure the encounter sober, I wasn’t going to.
The aroma of blood reached my nose along with cold steel and mead. The scent of a Valkyrie. If I viewed her magically, I would see her for who she was, a warrior woman armed for combat with a spear at her back and a shield by her side. A sister, of sorts, to me.
A sister who leaned away from me as if I had leprosy.
On the physical front, our coloring didn’t match at all. Her blonde hair rested across her back in flowing waves that begged to be touched. I was lucky I’d gotten my bushy brown hair to remain in a ponytail. Her skin looked sun-kissed and warm; mine was practically sheet white. Our builds were the only thing we had in common, with our rounded shoulders, taut midsections, and calloused hands.
We Valkyries didn’t only look pretty; we also kicked some serious ass. She just managed to meld both with eye-catching appeal.
“Draugrrökkr,” she said, making my name sound like an insult even in her thick Slavic accent. “I’ve come because—”
My hand went up. “I’m sorry, do you have a name? People give their names first before business.” I placed my hand on my chest. “You know mine. What’s yours?”
Her lips pulled back into a snarl. She even snarled prettily. Not fair. “I don’t have to give my name to you, freak.”
“All right, Miss I-Don’t-Have-To-Give-My-Name-To-You-Freak, you’ve come because...?”
Her blue eyes took in the bar before whispering, “The Allfather has a task for you.”
I snorted. “Sure, he does. What did I do now?” I held up a finger to stop her retort. “Let me guess. I have to wear a mask, so people don’t know what I look like?”
Her face tinged a cute shade of red while she clenched her jaw. Even an army of makeup artists couldn’t make me that adorable.
“Look”—I reached over the bar and grabbed the bottle of vodka from under it—“if you didn’t want to engage in conversation, you should have written whatever it is you came to say on a paper airplane and thrown it at my head.” I offered the bottle to her. “Want some? My treat.”
She leaned farther away from me. “The Allfather wishes for you to acquire a book.”
I shrugged and took a swig from the bottle. “We have a lot of books at The Well. Which one does he want?”
“It’s not in The Well. It’s with Oaken Staff.”
I hesitated, frowning at her. “The magi order?” At her nod, I set the bottle down. “What’s stopping a god from going inside?”
The blonde sniffed. “The Allfather doesn’t have to trouble himself with such a trivial task.”
My eyebrow arched. “Why can’t you simply walk in there and get it, then? You’re a Valkyrie, right? Just muscle your way in. Or bat your eyelashes.”
Another jaw clench. “The Allfather said it has to be you.”
It’s probably because you have a key to get inside, Silence said. And because we go there regularly to “relieve” them of things they shouldn’t have.
My fingers tapped on the bottle. “Sure, who am I to deny the Allfather? Which book is it?”
She shifted on the stool, her eyes moving to the bar before whispering so softly I strained to hear it, “It is the Kuglehost.”
“The Kuglehost,” I said, letting the syllables roll off my tongue. “The Allfather wants a book about terrifying critters looking to rip into our world and consume all of life because…?”
Her eyes snapped back to me. “It is what he wants. You do not get to ask why.”
“Fine.” I took another swallow from the bottle and set it on the bar top. “But if this book grows a tentacle and tries to eat me, I’m filing a complaint.”
I’d meant for the comment to be funny, but the Valkyrie continued to glower. “Good.” She slid off the barstool. “Be quick about it.” She turned on her heel, walking out the bar with every head following her the whole way out.
“Good talk, Miss I-Don’t-Have-To-Give-My-Name-To-You-Freak,” I called after her. “I look forward to future encounters.”
I’d rather avoid the Kuglehost. Anything having to do with the Outer Ones gives me the heebie-jeebies.
“You and me both.” I fished out a few twenties and tossed them onto the bar before walking off with the bottle. “But the sooner we get it done, the sooner he can go back to pretending I don’t exist.”
You should get that daddy complex checked out.
“Fuck you,” I growled.
I stepped outside into a wall of snow flurries and lifted my face to the sky. Breathing in the chilled air, I made ready to walk down the road when a tingle ran up my spine. My movement faltered a second before I started walking. One of the perks of being a predator was knowing when someone stalked you.
I kept myself natural, my every sense on alert, but the sensation I felt lessened the farther I walked from the bar. When it faded utterly, I let out a tense breath and stopped to look back the way I’d come.
What’s wrong?
“I dunno. Something.” I focused and gazed at the world magically, but nothing stood out. People moved on by, oblivious to me in their determination to get somewhere. Each one of them held threads that started from their chests and faded outward. Mythics called them Threads of Fate. Spiritual bonds binding others together. Both humans and mythics possessed them and we looked at them as a track record of the soul. Older souls held many threads, some thick and others thin, from their past lives which affected their present one. Newer souls only had a small handful, if any at all. Some of the threads I saw looked worn out and frayed while others were wrapped in thick hemp ropes. Some carried a smidgen of color in them, a telltale sign of the influence of a mythic or some divine guidance on a human’s life. But a lot of the colors I saw were the natural colors of the People.
You’re worrying about nothing. Let’s go.
“Sure,” I muttered, walking once more. I mulled over why Odin, the Allfather, would request a book of creepy shit. Between getting kicked out of the house, dealing with the Valkyrie, and that odd request, my mood had gone from grouchy to foul. The day couldn’t get any better.




CHAPTER FOUR 


No Love Quarrels
Islogged through the snow, noting the increase in flurries from my arrival. The snow was the only thing that made getting about tricky. It crunched under my feet as I walked and it slowed my progress. My trail was gone as soon as I made it. If the snowfall were lighter, I would’ve been able to glimpse Mount Rainier ascending into the sky, beautiful and innocent. Or as beautiful and innocent as dormant volcanoes could be.
Few people were out that day, as I made my way toward the post office from the bar. I spotted the occasional group of children running about and hurling snowballs at one another. Adults became more frequent the closer I got to the stores and railway stops. My eyes lingered over those who walked arm-in-arm.
No, no, no, Silence broke into my thoughts. No longing for love or companionship—you have me.
My eyes narrowed, pausing to look both ways before crossing the street to the post office. “What? I can’t have nice things?”
Typically? No. But you can eat them! Look at the fat one! I am sure he’s marbled nicely.
My eyes found the man waddling across the street. “No.” I sighed. “How about we find work instead?”
So long as it’s bloody! Stab!
Work wouldn’t cheer me up, but Vainya was right about needing a distraction. I pulled out my cell and thumbed through my list of contacts until I reached “Operator” and texted, Job still pending?
Tucking the phone away, I opened the glass door to the post office. Much like the outside world, it held few people. Twisting a key into the box, I glowered at the red slip of paper resting inside along with a postcard. I pocketed the postcard without looking at it—mail was never for me—and fiddled with the red package slip while I went to the pickup counter.
The package required I return home to deliver it to Vainya. I debated leaving and picking up the parcel later when the command to stay away had lifted. But mail was always a sensitive subject to Vainya. He snatched up letters like a game of Hungry-Hungry Hippos. I could leave the Manor if needed, but he never could as the Master of the Well. Years prior, I enrolled him into a pen-pal program so he could correspond with someone besides me, and he always brightened at the letters. He’d be angry at me for knowing there was mail and not bringing it home. The dilemma was trying to get it to Vainya. The command to not to return still hummed in my bones. Damned if I did, damned if I didn’t. Rocks and hard places. Whatever idiom fit.
This is complicated, Silence said, after I’d signed for the package. You won’t even be able to reach the front door. What about throwing it at the entrance and yelling at Vainya to get off his furry ass and get it?
“No.” I sighed. “Vainya is always engrossed in whatever he is reading.”
Chuck it through a window? I didn’t see a fragile label.
“The last time I broke a window, the Manor replaced my comfortable futon with a bed of nails.”
That’s not so bad.
“While I was asleep on it.” I rubbed my face with a hand. “Things would be so much easier if the Manor could have a phone.”
On cue, my cell rang. Fumbling with the phone and package, I managed to place the small device to my ear. “Yes?”
A dispassionate voice said on the other end of my cell, “This job has been pending for five days.”
“Hello, my love. Your voice brings me such joy.”
“Five days.”
I groaned and used my shoulder to open the door and step back outside. “I know, I know. Just going through personal stuff. Is the job still good?”
“It is.”
“All right, give me the details.”
“Seven million U.S. dollars, up front, if accepted. Another seven million after the job is complete. The client wishes to arrange a meeting with you to discuss the actual details.”
I staggered and came close to tripping into a woman with a toddler at the crosswalk.
“I’m sorry, can you repeat the sum? I don’t think I heard you right.”
She did, and the amounts didn’t change.
Fourteen million dollars. U.S. dollars! Not those stupid loonies or oz dollars. The only time I’d had that much money in my possession was when I transported it. Even to mythics, that was a lot of money—and most of them had better savings plans than I did. It was generous for my line of work, at any rate. At most, I’d gotten a few thousand after clearing out a den of boggarts from a house with a reputation of killing those living in it.
“What kind of contract is it?”
“It’s a level three liquidation.”
Ha! Silence ran in energetic circles in my mind’s eye. Liquidation means assassination! Somebody gonna die!
Despite Silence’s glee, which threatened to make me giggle, my gut tensed. Jobs for that kind of money would involve something significant. The operator spoke, but my gaze locked on the mother and daughter standing in front of me at the crosswalk. The former read the sign names to her little one who mimicked them back like a parrot. My eyes lingered on the pair of them and my mouth watered. As much as I was against eating the small ones, I was as prone to my instincts as any other predator. The squeals of children were both horrifying and tantalizing.
The deadpan voice of the operator snapped, “When can you meet with the client?”
I blinked. “What?”
An exaggerated sigh. “When can you meet with the client?”
“Do I have to? I like it better when you send me a nice information package.”
“If you want the first half up front, he requires you to meet with him.”
I growled. “Fine. Do you know if it’s political or personal? I’d like to know about the shit storm before walking into it.”
“It’s both,” she said.
Muttering a curse, I mentally weighed my options. Assassination for political reasons was the easier of the two. Competitive party A pissed off party B and party B hired an assassin to kill the offender. Sounded simple at first, but add in emotions, immortality, magic, and it was a giant pile of poo. Which was what enforcers were for. We really weren’t any different than soldiers of fortune who sold their skills, except we were assigned tasks to maintain secrecy and discretion for mythics and Gods.
Overall, being an Enforcer wasn’t a bad gig to have. They even gave me a fancy business card. It read,
Ghost
Enforcer
Reasonable Rates—100% Customer Satisfaction
Lost items retrieved, threats neutralized, safety assured, problems “Ghosted”
NO LOVE QUARRELS
They didn’t have health care or retirement, but the pay made up for it. My enforcer rank was close to the bottom, but it never bothered me. Helping a village with a wendigo problem or tazing a werewolf in the ass when they were in heat paid my expenses. Most of the time. Vainya’s demands along with buying raw materials for the Manor left our accounts pretty bare.
I asked, “The client is insisting on the meeting? I don’t do client meetings.”
The operator made a sound close to a laugh. But it couldn’t be, I hadn’t heard her laugh since she’d been assigned to be my operator in the last fifty years. It had to be the booze still in my system. Her voice remained deadpan with her, “You have to meet them.”
“Fine. My schedule is pretty open right now. What is the best time and place for them?”
“Hold, please.”
The voice clicked away, and I stood there eyeing the small group of people about me.
“It’s a lot of money, Silence. It’s almost too good to be true.”
Silence scoffed. Why are you complaining? Think of all stabbing I can do and all the vodka you can buy when we’re done.
“I’m serious. Something about this doesn’t sit right.”
How badly do we need the money?
Other than the last fifty in my wallet, my access to funds was about as tragic as a girl stood up for prom. Some say raising kids and sending them to college was rough, but try taking care of a sentient house, which consumed materials faster than people fell into credit debt, and a high-maintenance chimera who didn’t care about food costs. The roof tiles needed repair, we needed more wood for expanding bookshelves, and I wouldn’t go into the fabric needs.
With resignation, I said, “We need it bad. It can get us through a few years if we budget it well.”
Then stop bitching and take the damn job.
The operator voice cut off my response, “Client is available tomorrow. Tokyo. Kitsune Haven. Noon local time. Will you accept?”
I glanced up as the sign changed and walked with the herd of people. “Yeah, I’ll be there. What’s the client’s name?”
“Caldrin Leafstorm.”
“That’s a tacky magi name if I ever heard one. All right, thanks for the call.”
The operator’s line clicked off, and I waited until I was across the street to lean against the wall out of the way of the cattl—pedestrians. My forearms tingled and I felt a pressure lift off my shoulders as the requirements of Vainya’s command were met—I’d found something to distract me from my hunger.
I googled “Caldrin Leafstorm” on my phone and came up with zero results. He wasn’t some young magi, with the younger flocking to social media and using their magi names as a pseudonym, which blended in with everyone else using their video game handles. It left me with the impression he was older, but I wouldn’t know until I saw him. Unfortunately, I didn’t know any magi who would be willing to spill their secrets to me about one of their own, so I couldn’t find out through the grapevine about him either. I dug a little deeper, trying various social media platforms with various spellings of his name, but nothing came up.
Why are you trying to e-stalk this guy? Just take the job and let’s get bloody!
“Silence, if there is one thing I know, people who throw money around to get something done are dangerous.”
And? So are we.
Pushing away from the section of building I leaned against, I headed down the sidewalk leading out of town. “Maybe, but it doesn’t mean I want to walk into a situation blind.”
We’re gonna meet a guy, learn about the one we are killing, and then kill him. You’re overthinking it.
I wrinkled my nose. “Maybe. We’ll see. If I’m right, you have to turn into a spoon for a month.”
And if I’m right, then I want you to eat a baby.
I stopped dead in my tracks. “That’s not funny, Silence.”
You’ve been a pussy about this since—
“Shut up,” I snapped. “Don’t even mention it.”
Silence huffed. Fine, I won’t. But get over it at some point. It’s been a hundred years since you found out, and the fact of it won’t change.
“Whatever. Let’s just go home and pick up my weapons.”
What other weapons do you need? I am more than enough to get the job done, even if you have that stupid thing at your side.
“Maybe,” I grinned, as Silence’s irritation continued to bubble in the back of my mind, “but I like to have options with my guns.”
Silence growled. You don’t need guns when you have me.




CHAPTER FIVE 


Meaningful Bonds
The downside of having a magical weapon who speaks directly to my brain was that I couldn’t avoid arguments. Even worse, he could prod around my mind and over my body when I chose to not respond. As I continued to ignore him, Silence increased his nagging and whining the entire walk. While we passed through the streets of Seattle and into the suburban area, he presented a list of all the reasons why he was superior to guns.
His argument was a repetition of the following points: guns are stupid, Silence is always better, guns are stupid, Silence doesn’t make noise, guns are still stupid, and Silence is the best Edge ever.
By the time I rounded the corner of the street and beelined for a large house with a hanging sign reading “Bed and Solitary Breakfast,” my previous headache had morphed into a gaggle of geese trying to peck their way out of my head. I longed for pharmaceuticals to work on me as they did humans.
Outside, a man dressed head to toe in cold-weather gear shoveled snow off the sidewalk in front of his house. He’d been working on shoveling and salting the driveway when I walked by his place that morning.
The man looked up when I drew close, his gray eyes peeking through his blue hood and scarf. “Hey, you heading back to The Under?”
“Yeah. I have work to do. Unless you would like to do it for me, Carl?”
He snorted. “Pass. I’m not equipped for your line of work. But can I ask a favor before you go?”
My brow arched. “Sure, what do you need?”
“Can you check out the grove tree and my waystone? Someone this morning said it felt off, but I’m not experienced enough to determine what the issue with it is.”
My eyes flickered to the two large dogs sitting on the porch. When I’d first walked up the road, they had been lying about, but now their heads were up and pointed my way. “I can eyeball the waystone for you, sure, but you know I’m not a druid, right? There won’t be a lot I can do with your grove tree.”
Carl nodded. “I know, but I need someone to look at them.”
“You don’t want to ask the Fae staying here?”
Carl gave me a look. “Do you want to ask the Fae to look at it?”
I mean, you could. We will just be in debt with them and we know how much you like that.
“Touché,” I said. “Just make sure your guardians don’t attack me.” I bobbed my head to the dogs. “The last time a Foo dog bit me, I limped around for a month.”
He snorted. “They aren’t going to bite you if you don’t act up.” Carl let his shovel fall onto the snow, and we both walked back to the building. The two dogs padded toward me as we walked to the start of the driveway.
“Hey there.” I kept myself still as they did their inspection of me. “Aren’t you two the cutest floofs! Or are you keeping tiny polar bears now?”
“They’re Tibetan Mastiffs,” Carl said. I couldn’t see his expression but heard a grin in his voice when he added, “But if you want to ride one into battle, you’re welcome to.”
At the sight of their wagging tails, I bent over to ruffle the head of the smaller dog. “Careful, Carl. You sound like you have a sense of humor with comments like that. If the Traveler’s Guild found out, they’d send you a strongly worded letter about how you’re supposed to be serious and walk around with a stick up your ass.”
Carl barked out a laugh and motioned me to follow. The two dogs finished their inspection of my pant leg and walked after us as we headed to the back.
I looked over my shoulder at the dogs. “Why two Foo dogs? Waypoint Keepers typically have one.”
“The Guild sent the other here to do his residency until the guild decides he’s ready for his own inn.”
I grunted and trotted to catch up to Carl with both dogs on either side of me. Part of me wanted to think it was because they liked my company, but I knew better.
My eyes shifted between the two dogs. “Enjoying the snow?”
It is a pleasant diversion from inside the house, the larger of the two answered. His voice was low, lazy, and warm. It made me think of a setting sun. Fae of both Summer and Winter Courts are residing here. It has been a tense few days.
“Both of them under one roof? Damn, I don’t envy you. Need me to rough any of ‘em up for you?”
No. Carl has been a keeper for generations. He knows how to diffuse Fae tempers.
She smells like blood, the smaller one said, keeping close to me. But she’s not dead like a vampire.
“Thanks for noticing.” I patted the top of the dog’s head. “Is the smell that strong?”
Only to us, the larger said.
Silence snickered, Kind of hard to get the smell out when you practically bathe in it.
I huffed and fished out a cinnamon stick from my front pocket to chew on. Humans had gum, I had cinnamon sticks. Granted, I’d been doing the cinnamon stick trick before humans invented gum. “What’s up with the Fae?”
The larger sat on his haunches and scratched his ear. They are holding court in the city from what we can gather. Queen Mab and Queen Titania arrived yesterday.
That bit of information gave me pause. The last time the two Fairy Queens had congregated, it’d been nothing short of a bloodbath. “Both queens in the same place? Do you know why?”
“Some kind of emergency among the Fae,” Carl said. “The ones staying here are very hushed about it.”
“Let’s just hope they’re trying to figure out what they are wearing to the Spring Solstice.”
We came to a stop before a large oak cracked half down the middle from the weight of the snow. I frowned as I looked it over, allowing my eyes to view it magically. I saw glowing white-green veins from the earth reaching up into the tree, but a lack of them seeping into the soil. I moved closer and pressed a hand against it to sense deeper into the oak and shuddered at the emptiness that greeted me.
Carl’s attention fixed on me. “What do you see?”
“Nothing,” I said, pulling away from it.
“Can you be more specific than that?”
I shook my head to clear my vision and returned it to a mundane setting. “Nothing. Nada. Zip. Zero. You know most things have a trace of magic in it. There’s nothing in the tree. Normally it’s vibrant with blues, greens, or a dark brown if it is decaying, but it’s none of those things.”
“And you’re seeing what?”
“Nothing. The insides of the tree are hollow. It didn’t die in the storm; it’s been dead for a while.” I stared up at the vacant husk, trying to not compare it to the empty husk of the goldfish woman from the hospice home. “A few years at the very least.”
“That doesn’t sound right. The oak has been growing leaves and new branches for years.”
“That’s a nature thing. Even if the spirit is gone, they’ll force-feed the husk. It’s trying to keep it alive, but it’s a lost cause with the spirit of the tree gone.” I faced him. “I thought he was a grove tree.”
“He was a grove tree.” He tucked his gloved hands under his arms. “What about a druid? Could they do something?”
I shrugged. “Hard to say, but I’m confident they’ll tell you the same thing I did.”
We both looked back to the tree. A gust of wind blew, dusting us both in snow.
“Mab always brings the snow with her,” I grumbled, brushing it off my face. “Look, I know a guy who knows things. I’ll go talk to him and maybe he’ll know a solution. I’ll try to get word back to you, but I’m a little busy at the moment. Will the inn and waypoint be protected with just you and the Foo dogs?”
Carl nodded. “Should be. If the oak’s been dead all this time, a few more days won’t change anything.” He hesitated before asking, “Can I ask another favor?”
My eyes narrowed. “Maybe. What is it?”
He waved a hand at the oak. “Can you help take some of the broken limbs down before you go? Between the guests and snow, I haven’t had time.”
My phone buzzed, and I pulled it out to see a low battery warning. I held it up to Carl. “Charge my phone and you’ve got a deal.”
He reached for the phone. “You mythics never do favors for nothing, do you?”
I rolled my eyes. “Even if I wanted to, I can’t. The whole checks-and-balances system makes it hard.” I set the phone in his hand and watched it disappear into a pocket. “Let me see the waypoint before I take care of the tree for you.”
Carl nodded, and I followed him to the detached garage. He flicked a light on, exposing the details of the art studio contained within. One wall held gardening tools, while the other housed canvases, sculptures, and clay containers. The stone sphere was comprised of a mosaic of multiple stone fragments which linked to the waypoints of the mortal plane from which they had been taken. I knew this from having assisted Vainya in putting together our sphere, roaming the Earth from waypoint to waypoint and taking a fragment from each—which consisted of me roaming the earth and picking up a stone belonging to each location. No rest for the wicked.
I leaned over to inspect it and frowned as one went pitch-black before my eyes. I touched it, and an image of a burning building with flames still eating at the walls flashed in my mind. With a sigh, I pulled my hand away. “The inn in Yemen is gone.”
“Can you see why?”
I stood with a grunt and ran my hand along the waypoint, feeling the magic lick along my palm. “No, just fire. Could’ve been caused by anything, but we are talking about Yemen.”
Carl grunted but otherwise remained silent as I continued my inspection of the sphere.
“I’m not seeing anything wrong. What did the guest tell you?”
“The Fae said it felt slower than normal. Did you notice anything on the way in?”
I grimaced. “No, I was too deep in the throes of self-loathing to notice anything when I came over.” I shifted my vision to see the Yemen waypoint magically, picking out the threads of magic woven around it. I knelt and inspected each thread, looking for discoloration or tears.
“Everything seems fine, but the magic is a little faded. When did you get the stones re-charmed?”
“A couple months ago. It should still be good for a few years.”
“You didn’t skimp on the caster?”
Carl shook his head. “I never would. Someone from Oaken Staff came to do it for me.”
I shook my head. “Then it doesn’t make sense. Just another thing to ask my friend who knows things.” Rising to my feet, I looked around and nodded my head at a chainsaw resting on a wall hook. “Can I use that for the tree? My sword will get cranky if I use him.”
Damn right, I would! Do I look like a fucking axe to you?
Carl’s head dipped once for the affirmative. “Help yourself.”
I plucked the machine up and looked it over. “It shouldn’t take me long, depending on how much you want to go.”
“Just cut up what’s fallen. Even if it isn’t protecting the waypoint anymore, no sense in losing it completely. It’ll be good shade in the summer months.”
I shrugged and set the chainsaw down to remove my parka and hung everything on the vacant hook except for my shoulder holster. Not that I was worried about others seeing me. The edge of the spacious yard was covered with trees to keep people from peeking through their windows and seeing something they’d never forget, a necessity when you had Fae who enjoyed frolicking naked at night.
Carl went back inside, leaving me with the two dogs while I started on the tree. I’d finished cutting the broken branches down and into manageable parts when he returned with my phone and a cup of something steaming.
“That’s a big help, thanks,” he said. I tucked my phone away while Carl offered the mug.
“Anytime.” I smelled the coffee and sipped at it. I enjoyed the aroma and warmth it gave on its way down to my stomach. “You’re one of the good ones, so helping you out works for the rest of us.”
He snorted. “This isn’t Salem. The uneducated and fearful don’t accuse their friends of witchcraft and only think they’re innocent after drowning them.”
“True. Now they’ll believe anything on the Internet.” I finished the coffee and handed him back the mug. “You need anything else?”
Carl pulled his jacket about himself. “No, but thank you.”
I nodded. “All right.” I gave each dog head scratches before walking to the shed. “I’ll take my leave, then.”
The dog-guardians escorted me and watched as I placed my hand on the sphere to leave. Foo dogs rarely trusted me.
Couldn’t blame them. I didn’t trust myself, either.
* * *
The walls of the Manor swelled and creaked in greeting, blowing warm air across my cheek as I entered. With a forced smile, I closed the door behind me and gave the frame a pat. “Honey, I’m home.”
Vainya’s voice sounded from behind me. “You look troubled.” I turned to see him lounging by the fire with a book opened before him and a bowl of grapes off to the side. “What’s caused you to frown?”
Pressing a palm to my forehead, I willed the expression away. “A few things.” I didn’t bother to remove my jacket. Picking up the box and my bottle of vodka, I walked over to him. “Odin is sending me on some FedEx mission for a book he wants. I don’t know why he wants it, though.”
Vainya’s furry brows rose. “He visited you personally?”
“Of course not.” I scoffed. “Odin sent a Valkyrie with great people skills. But he wants me to get the Kuglehost. I can’t figure what the Allfather wants with a book like that. I’m pretty sure at the last Oath Taker meeting we were told to destroy it if found.”
The fur along Vainya’s back rose at the mention of the book. “A difficult question to answer. It is always hard to determine what the Allfather’s long-term plans are.”
“No kidding. I was hoping you might know, but oh, well.” I set the box on the ground by his paws. “This came for you.” He lifted a paw for it, but I sat on the package before he could touch it. “Can I ask a question?”
Vainya’s tail wrapped around my middle and lifted me off the package as if I weighed nothing. I dangled there while his claw started to slide across the top of the box. “What is your question?”
“When I went to Seattle, Carl asked me to look at his grove tree because he thought it was sick, but it was dead. Then he told me the waypoints are slower than normal. I noticed it was true on my return.” I fished around in my pants pocket and set a black stone on the table. “And we lost another inn out in Yemen.”
Vainya’s claw stopped mid-cut across the top of the box. His red eyes met mine as he set me down with care. Leaning in, he asked, “And the question is?”
“Well”—I worried my bottom lip—“are those things related?”
Vainya’s eyes shifted to the fire, his paw leaving the box.
I moved to sit on a stool by the hearth, knowing it could be several minutes or even hours before Vainya would answer my question. The downside, I’d observed, with having vast amount of information in someone’s head was the processing time. Granted, when Vainya did, it had its upsides. He could make predictions about the future better than most soothsayers.
When he did finally speak, it was slow and deliberate, every word chosen with care. “On the outside, no. The waypoint and the grove tree bear little relation to each other. However, both are dependent on magic.” He pulled in a breath and let out a sigh. “We may be seeing the beginning of the end.”
I tilted my head back. “Isn’t that a bit dramatic? What do you mean?”
He turned his head to regard me. “You know magic is the essence of life because it creates life?”
“Right. It gives birth to elementals, mythics, and blah-blah-blah. What does that have to do with the tree and the waypoints?”
“Can automobiles run on their own?”
I shook my head. “No, they need fuel of some sort.”
“Items created by us work in a similar manner. They will not work without fuel—without magic.” Vainya sighed heavily. “Troubling.”
I rolled the bottle of vodka in my hand. “I never noticed a reduction of magic here. Wouldn’t we feel it in the Under first?”
Vainya shook his head. “Several factors, I theorize, play a part. Where is the demand strongest? Who uses magic actively? The Under was purposefully created as a place where we could live away from humans. Even so, if what you are seeing is true, we are lucky that the Well is unaffected.” His troubled eyes returned to the fire. “It takes much to kill a grove tree.”
Soft creaks and groans of wood sounded around us, making us look up. In one of the mirrors, my reflection bit her nails while shifting from foot to foot.
I looked back to Vainya. “What happens to things made of magic, like the Manor? She’s already established, so if magic fades, what happens to her?”
“Simply put, she will die. Not right away, but at some point. It would be similar to death by starvation.”
The fire in the hearth died and a cold wind rustled over us.
“Great,” I muttered, getting to my feet. Picking up the poker, I tapped the hearth. “Come on, don’t be that way. You know we’d never let anything happen to you.”
The fire came to life once more, warming the room within moments. Gazing at the floor-to-ceiling shelves brimming over with books, antique art, and handmade tapestries, I couldn’t imagine living anywhere else. The idea of something happening to the Manor turned my stomach. Vainya and I shared a look, his eyes also filled with unvoiced concern.
He groaned as he rose to his feet. “On a different topic, I have a homework assignment for you.”
“Ooo, yay,” I said with false cheer, “a task. What is it? Rearrange the books in a new order? Bake cookies?”
Vainya’s tail scooted a book closer to me that I hadn’t seen. “I want you to read this.”
Leaning over, I picked it up and read the cover aloud. “How to Win Friends and Influence People by Dale Carnegie.” I stared at Vainya. “Are you for real?”
He nodded. “Very. You need to make meaningful bonds with others.” His tail gestured to the book. “This will help you.”
“Hey! I have meaningful bonds! Lots of them!”
Vainya’s eyes narrowed. “Name five who are not in this room.”
“Um.” I bit my bottom lip. “Goodfellow is my friend. We go out to party at least once a month. Or every six months.”
“That’s one.”
“Do the Morrigan sisters count as one or three? Granted, I mostly talk to Badb.”
“They count as one since they are a triple-aspect goddess.”
I groaned. “Not fair. Okay, what about Nicholas? I know we aren’t married anymore, but we’re still good friends.” I’d read somewhere that if you said something enough times, you’d start to believe it.
One of Vainya’s furry brows arched. “When is the last time you spoke to him?”
“Three years ago-ish. We’re both busy people. He runs a popular club. I murder people. Schedules just aren’t matching up at all.” I canted my head to the side. “Does the Manor count since it makes the room?”
Vainya huffed. “Read the book, Ghost, and make more friends. It will be good for you.” He turned to go once more. “Keep an ear out and let me know what else you hear concerning magic.”
“Sure.” I frowned as Vainya started to walk away. “Where are you going?”
He paused, turning his head in my direction. “To research. If I can deduce a solution for our dilemma with the Manor, with the waystones, with magic more generally, then I must.” His head turned away. “Otherwise, we are facing extinction.”
The chimera vanished into the hallway, leaving me with a box, a bottle of booze, and a horrible feeling about the future. “Fuck, I should have gotten a twin pack of vodka at Costco,” I muttered, looking down at my bottle. I pulled the cap off and took a drink before sitting on one of the chairs in the room.
Vainya meant well, and I knew he wanted me to go out and meet others. I used to have a good group of friends in the past, but I rarely spoke to them these days. Vampires, witches, dark elves, and tricksters tended to be my company of choice. They, like me, lived in a gritty reality where others hated us and blamed us for situations we didn’t cause. After my incident, I distanced myself from them and rarely associated with others.
Hey. He-e-y, Silence said. Can we go kill the guy now?
I closed my eyes and mentally counted to three before speaking. “Silence, read the mood of the room, please.”
I did, and I don’t care. Murder? Now?
Lifting the bottle up, I estimated about four more swallows left. “Why don’t you make another haiku while I finish this off?”
Silence let out a frustrated sound. Do I have to? Why are you making me do these again?
“Because I am tired of you acting like you don’t understand the meaning of my words to get away with shit. Writing poetry requires you to process the various meanings of the words and string them together elegantly.”
Okay, fine. I have a new haiku.
I closed my eyes with a long sigh. “That was quick. Hit me.”
Cut slash stab slice lots. Cut slash stab slice even more. Are they dead yet? Stab.
Rolling my eyes, I said, “I really hate you sometimes.”
Great. When are we going?
“Later.” I tucked my hand into the pocket of my parka. “After I meet the client for the deposit and—” My hand curled around the postcard. “Shit, I forgot to give this to Vainya.”
I pulled it out, and my eyes roamed over the postcard of the green countryside with the words “Gobnet, Ireland” stamped on the top. The postcard was addressed to me. I flipped it over and read the flowing handwriting with more loops in the purple letters than seemed strictly necessary.
Ghost. Call me. Now. Badb.
“Speak of the devil and she shall appear,” I muttered. “Well, we’re going out again.”
Cool. Can we—
“Ask me again and I am shoving you into a box.”
Silenced huffed, Fine.
The door to the Manor clicked closed behind me as I walked down the path toward the stream. I ambled down the road toward the waypoint but walked past it. My ears picked up the soft sound of a brook gurgling beyond the tree line of the woods. I couldn’t trust my usual method of travel until I knew what was wrong but hitching a ride with a water elemental was always a safe—even if wet—bet.
I approached the water and tapped it with my foot. Nothing happened. Sighing, I tapped it once more and waited. When the water elemental showed, it only peaked the top part of its head at me, see-through with a rotating tortoise for hair.
When it didn’t surface farther, I asked, “Can I hitch a ride? I’m willing to trade a favor for time used.”
It didn’t respond right away, its eyes peering at me from the water for the better part of five minutes before pushing its head out completely to look at me. Its head held some semblance of a face, but this changed continuously because of the flow of water. Clearwater, bubbles, and even a tiny fish swimming inside of its head made up the substance of its face and formed its expressions. Its voice sounded of gurgles, bubbles, and drips. “What can you offer?”
“Anything, depending on what you want.”
Its head dunked back into the water, and I tapped my booted foot as I waited several moments before it reappeared. “Sindhu has a plastic bottle issue. If you fix that, you may travel with me for a week.”
“Ugh,” I tilted my head up at the dark sky. “I can clean it up, but it will probably come back so long as humans live there.”
“That is fine. Any help will do Sindhu good.”
Looking back to the elemental, I sighed. “All right, deal. Once things quiet down on my end, I’ll go out there and pick up what I can.”
A thin tendril of water reached out toward me. “Where?”
My hand grasped it. “Gobnet, Ireland, please.”




CHAPTER SIX 


Guy in a Ghillie Suit
Water exploded from the surface of the river in a rush. It engulfed me, pulling me off my feet and tumbling me around and around until I wasn’t sure which way was up and which way was down. I held my breath as flashes of landscape passed by faster than I could register them. Just as my vertigo started to make me cross-eyed, I found myself flying. I landed with a wet smack on the side of a riverbank.
Getting to my feet, I shook myself free of the water. It was nighttime where I surfaced from the river, the woods about me dusted with snow. I pushed wet hair from my face, checked the time and nodded. Two AM wasn’t a bad time to call a tri-goddess of war and death.
I freed my phone from its plastic baggy and let it find the local network before punching in the number. I expected it to ring several times, but it picked up on the first to a frantic voice. “Badb?”
“No, Ann,” I drawled. “It’s Ghost. You asked me to call?”
“What? Ghost? No, we didn’t.”
“I have a postcard in my hand saying otherwise.”
“It must’ve been Badb. Have you seen her? She’s gone missing.”
I drew a breath in through my nose. If Anann was worried, it meant Badb had been gone for longer than normal. I kept my voice calm. “Did you really lose her? You know it’s bad luck to lose soothsayers.”
“Bite me, bitch.”
I grinned. “When I feel like stringy wolf, I’ll take you up on it.” Turning, I looked up at the moon. “I’m in Saint Gobnet’s Wood. I’ll prowl about and see if I can find her frolicking somewhere.”
There was a sigh. “Yes, please. Call us if you find her.”
“Will do.” I ended the call and tucked the phone away. “If I was a slightly nutty goddess, where would I hide?”
“Behind you.”
“Fuck!” I whirled around to find a young woman standing there. “Dammit, Badb!” I took a breath to steady my heart and looked her over before asking, “Why are you naked in the woods in the dead of night?”
“I am not naked,” she responded, her tone of the bluest nobility. “I’m skyclad. It is very fashionable.” Her pale skin glowed in the moonlight, her black hair flowing like silk as she moved. Physically she didn’t appear older than fifteen, her body of a petite teenage girl about to mature into womanhood but never would. Her expression was one of wonder, always seeing things for the first time.
“Various people will argue that you’re jailbait and frolicking in the woods.” I took off my jacket and tossed it to her. “Put it on, please. I can’t take you seriously when you’re naked.”
“You take me seriously?” She pulled on the garment over her shoulders. The parka covered well below her knees and reminded me of when my foster daughters tried to wear my clothes when they were children. “Did you get my postcard?”
“Yeah, hence why I am here with your naked ass. Can we walk and talk, or do we have to stay here?”
She looked up at the sky, her eyes mirroring the starry night. “In my vision, I was here with your jacket. So, we must stay.” Badb turned her head to me, her eyes black with stars twinkling within. “I can never see you in the visions.”
“Fascinating,” I said with false interest. “Why are we talking in the middle of the woods instead of at your cozy cottage? You know your sisters are worried for you, right?”
She shuddered, pulling the jacket tighter around her slim form. “I had a dream. A terrible dream.” Her head jerked back to me, wide and unfocused. “Beware your dreams. They are looking.”
There’s cryptic and then there’s bat-shit crazy, Silence said. Why are you friends with her again?
I grunted at Silence, keeping my voice soothing. “I’ll beware them. Can I take you home now?”
Her arms spread as she spun in a circle, head tilted up to stare at the moon. “In the end, there is the beginning with one the same and the other different. The deaf will hear the screams of those ignored.” She stopped moving, her eyes locked on my face. “And the end will become the beginning.”
For a divine being, Silence said, his mental expression mirroring my own skeptic feeling, she needs to be a patient somewhere with padded walls and color therapy.
I rubbed the bridge of my nose. “You know I hate the cryptic shit, Badb. Why can’t you speak plainly?”
Eyes bright and grinning wide, she placed a finger to her lips with the purest conspiracy as she whispered, “Secret.” Badb let out a giggle and skipped through the falling snow. “I picked a new avatar! He is nice, tall, and smells good. He’s done much, but what he will do is what matters. When I saw his future, I was able to see him with you.”
I felt my forehead crease, adding pressure to the dull headache at my temples. “That’s not consistent. You said you don’t see me in your visions and now you do?”
Badb stopped prancing to glance at me with unfocused eyes. “I know. It is the first time.”
“Tell me what you saw. It’s not uncommon for a foretelling to go astray, even from you.”
Badb sniffed. “I saw you two in the dark, facing off against a magi and an Outer One.”
A shiver ran down my back at the mention of an Outer One. There were creepy things looking to eat your face off and then there were them. “You’re completely certain? You’re not mistaking any of it?”
“I am not. I consulted the bones and the many paths. They all led to that moment. I had to fetch him quickly or the window would close and then there would be no success for us.”
“Success of what?”
Her eyes flashed red. “Life.”
“Whose life?”
Badb’s eyebrows drew together. “I’m not sure now.”
“Okay.” I stepped over and wrapped an arm about her. “I am taking you home.”
“No.” She struggled against my hold, and I released her. “You were a mistake.”
I sighed. “Well aware, Badb. I have a daily reminder called a mirror.”
“You’re killing us every day!”
That logically doesn’t make sense, Silence said. We would’ve killed them all by now.
Shaking my head, I said, “You know that’s not true, Badb.”
“It’s a slow death. Everything is wrong. This is not how things should be.”
“Then how do we fix it?”
Her gaze met mine. “It must start anew. The soil is tainted by the plants that grow in it.” She shuddered and then shook her head. In a moment she’d moved, her small hands holding me in a death grip. “Listen!” She shook my shoulders frantically, eyes wild. “Don’t listen but listen.” Her small hands pulled me closer to her until our noses were touching. “They’re speaking and you are blind, deaf, and mute!”
I rested my hands on her forearms. “All right, who am I listening to?”
“The one shouting. Do you not hear it?”
I paused, listening to the area around us, and kept still as I tried to pick out anything that didn’t belong. “I don’t hear anything.”
“Just listen, please. Keep listening.” Her young face aged and eyes drooped. “I’m so tired. I want to go home.”
“Your wish is my command.”
Her eyes shone in the dark from unshed tears. “I am sorry. I didn’t mean it. You are my friend.”
I grunted. “It’s fine. Don’t worry about it.”
Badb’s gaze traveled over the surrounding wood. “I worry about many things.” She blinked, and her expression became one of joy. “Have I told you about my new avatar? I got him a few days ago. He is so new—still has that new-person smell!”
Her shift in mood formed knots inside my stomach. Badb, although in the form of a teenage girl, wasn’t prone to abrupt mood swings. A little loopy sometimes, but never serious to joyous in a single breath.
She leaned toward me. “I can’t wait for you to meet him.”
“Yeah?” My lips pulled back into a smile. “When do I get to meet the guy?”
Pain exploded in my right shoulder as the crack of gunfire filled the air. Biting off a curse, I rolled and placed my back to a tree while Badb danced in the moonlight. “Dammit, Badb,” I snapped. “What are you doing?”
She pulled my jacket about her frame as she faced me, eyes sparkling with mischief. “I told him to incapacitate you, so no killing him, okay?”
Another crack of gunfire cut off my retort, and a part of the tree above me splintered outward. “Not cool, Badb!”
She wagged a finger at me. “This is for your own good. You’ll see.” Before I could say another word, she pranced off and disappeared into the trees.
Another shot thundered, and the side of the tree exploded by my head. Splinters flew and a stinging sensation spread over my cheek. Facts whirled in my mind—right shoulder shot, dominant arm, the same arm I’d handed my jacket over with. I pressed a hand to my deltoid and tensed the muscle. It hurt, but I couldn’t feel the bullet anywhere.
Pulling out my Glock, I glared in the direction Badb had gone. “We’re having words after this.” Bracing myself against the tree, I readied myself to leap across the open space, but came up short due to the tremble in my legs.
That grandma soul isn’t enough for battle, Silence said as I crouched down. Let me help you.
“He’s human. I’ll be fine once I get started,” I whispered. Adjusting my weight, I made a move to my left. The tree on that side shattered.
And now we’re pinned down.
I reached for my bag and grasped at empty space. Too late. I remembered I left it along with all my wonderful items like grenades and additional magazines at home. My Glock had nineteen bullets, so charging into battle and firing wildly wouldn’t work.
Pulling in a breath, I assessed what I knew. If he has a sniper rifle, then he ought to have thirteen rounds, assuming he hasn’t modified it. He’s fired four, which leaves him with nine. He can’t move in without exposing himself. I need to close in on him.
Holding my breath, I ignored the thudding in my ears and listened for anything behind me—a snapped twig, a grunt, anything. The wind blew, causing the limbs of the trees to creak. In the distance, I picked up the barking of a dog. The burble of the river. Not the sounds I needed to find my opponent.
Silence yawned, and I pictured him lounging about holding a drink with a little umbrella. I can cut all the trees down and maybe one will fall on him.
I looked up, taking in the size and width of the trees. I turned and let one hand and my feet morph into claws and talons. Ripping cloth filled the quiet air as my boots stretched and shredded under my feet. Using appendages meant for climbing and clawing into things, I scaled the large tree, my gun still held in one hand. My shoulder still hurt from the bullet wound, but I worked through the pain. After the fight, I could do something about it.
From my vantage point, I peeked around the side and tried to locate my shooter. He had a gun, so my eyes sought out a glint of metal or a shape that didn’t belong.
I’m not seeing him, Silence said. Maybe you should look magically?
Grunting, I made to do so when a bush to my far left lifted and moved toward me, aiming the barrel of a gun in my direction. I launched myself up into the air, aiming for a neighboring tree. Another shot fired, and the branch I grasped shattered.
I snapped “Shit-fuck!” as the ground rushed toward me. A tree branch slapped into my side, knocking the air out of me while tearing at my clothes. Another cut into my hip, gouging into the flesh. I clenched my teeth to keep from screaming as the last branch connected with my collarbone. I righted myself in time to land on my claws, the impact rattling my bones. Glancing up, I spotted the figure better as he rose to his feet. I couldn’t make out his features through the suit composed of grass, twigs, and other camouflage.
It’s a guy in a Ghillie suit, Silence said. He’s got a sniper rifle, barrel gun, and a fucking Ghillie suit. Where did Badb find this guy? This is awesome!
He threw down the rifle and pulled out a compact-looking, single-barrel shotgun. With a growl rumbling in my chest, I charged at him, trying to close the distance. Badb didn’t want me to kill him, but I was pissed enough to crack a few bones.
He walked backward, barrel still aiming at me, which should have been a clue to me, but I was so frustrated and angry that it didn’t register as a concern until a clicking sound happened under my foot.
Pain erupted from my leg, making me roar—even to my ears, my cry lacked any resemblance to human tones. I looked down to see the teeth of a bear trap buried into the fleshy part of my calf. Glaring up to the figure, I hissed, “When I get my hands on you—”
He lowered the barrel a fraction and pulled the trigger and something flew toward me. It landed a short distance away from me and as smoke seeped from it out of it. Another landed a few yards to its left, and in a moment, the entire area was a haze.
I covered my face with a hand, but my vision blurred and the inside my nose burned. Holding my breath, I pulled Silence out and struck at the trap, slicing it off my foot.
Silence snickered. That
gun isn’t useful against tear gas, is it?
“Not now,” I said. Shaking the trap off my foot, I darted to the side away from the tear gas. Something immediately slammed into my chest, knocking the wind out of me. I stumbled into a tree and my bad hand slid over my front to check for injuries, but other than the shoulder, nothing bled. My eyes searched the ground and I easily found a small white bag on the dark soil.
I looked from the bag, the gas, and back to the trap that’d been around my foot. My lips pulled back in a silent snarl; anger bubbled up in my chest and warmed my limbs. I wasn’t some creature to be easily lured through traps and weakened by them!
No, keep following him, Silence said. I am thoroughly entertained by your using firearms over me.
A twig snapped and I lifted my gun to fire low its direction. More twigs snapped, followed by another bullet, earning a hissing sound. The scent of blood reached my nose, and I knew my second bullet had struck home. I turned my head toward the source. Taking a running start, I leaped up and over the fading tear gas.
I saw him as he stepped backward from the smoke. He looked up as I descended on him, but it was too late. My third bullet struck the tree behind him. The fourth whizzed over his head. He was moving, but by then I’d landed in front of him. I grabbed his shotgun and tossed it behind me into the tear gas.
He grunted and darted at me. The bright glint caught my eye, and I grabbed his left hand just before the boot knife in it could sink into my side. His free hand grabbed for my gun hand. Our arms shook with the combined effort of trying to overpower each other.
Snorting, I tightened my hand on his wrist, feeling the bones start to give way under my strength.
The man grunted before twisting his entire body, jerking me forward, and releasing his hold on me as my grip on him slipped. I didn’t see the blow, but felt pain explode from my shoulder as he landed a hard blow against my injury. By the time I saw his foot heading toward my torso, it was too late to react. The kick slapped my hand, knocking the gun away.
I ground my teeth together with enough force to make my jaw ache, pulling Silence from my back sheath. Tears streamed from my smarting eyes, but I forced my vision to focus on the hazy figure in front of me.
The man palmed his knife to the other hand. We both straightened and circled each other, our breath fogging the air.
Badb said not to kill him, remember?
There wasn’t time to look, but I could feel the difference of Silence in my grasp—smaller than I needed. My body was shifting because of my wounds, but that would only slow me down. If I’d eaten more, I wouldn’t have been struggling to keep myself in a human shape and it would only get harder to maintain. With sheer force of will, I turned my hand into a human shape and focused my anger onto my fight. “Asshole doesn’t need his kneecaps to breathe,” I said, bringing Silence up in a guard position.
Now you’re talking!
Silence’s presence filled me, turning the pain in my body to a dull throb and taking away the sting of in my eyes so I could see clearly. I pushed off, charging the man who remained steadfast. I had a moment to wonder if he was stupid, had serious stones, or—
He lifted his free arm and aimed a little yellow gun at me.
I could feel my eyes widen, but I couldn’t stop my momentum. “Oh, shi—”
Badb’s avatar pulled the trigger, and the two darts embedded into my chest. I vaguely remembered falling to the ground as fifty thousand volts ran through me.
I d-don’t l-like t-this!
The electricity stopped and something hard slammed into my face. My hand snapped up to grab the thing and closed around what felt like a foot. I yanked hard and the man grunted before the resistance vanished and I heard a thud. Rolling to my side, I rose to my knees and saw the man back peddling awkwardly with two arms and a single foot. Looking at what I held in my hand, I saw a prosthetic leg. Heat rose up in my face and chest as I looked between the scrambling man and the prosthetic leg before screaming, “Are you fucking kidding me?”
Silence, rather than share my outrage, burst into hysterical laughter. You’re getting your ass kicked by a one-legged man!
I got to my feet, my lips pulled back in a snarl. “I’m going to beat you with your own damned leg!”
The man stopped moving, and through a gap in the Ghillie mask, I saw his lips quirk up into a smirk. As my foot connected with the ground, I heard the faint but inevitable snap before first my leg and then the rest of me was jerked up into the air. Silence and I both cried out before my head slammed onto the earth and everything faded out.
It was Badb’s “Looks like you got her!” that pulled my attention back into focus. Opening my eyes, I saw an upside-down Badb and her avatar—who had his fake leg back—and groaned.
She giggled as she moved closer. “You look silly up there.” She turned to the man. “I pronounce your trial as my avatar complete!”
“I hate you both,” I grumbled, but it sounded more like “Ib hav ’ou ‘oth.” Placing a hand to my nose, I discovered the swollen bridge. Black blood coated the tips of my fingers when I pulled them away. “My nose is broken.”
“I’d be surprised if you didn’t have a few broken ribs as well,” the man said. His hoarse words held a mid-American twang. As if getting beaten up wasn’t bad enough, it had to be done by an American, too. With one leg. No one would hire me again if word got out.
The man removed the headgear to expose his camo-painted face to the moonlight. It took me a second to make out the shape of his eyes and the tell-tale features of someone of Asian descent. I estimated his age to be late twenties or early thirties, but it was hard to tell. He had a hard look in his eyes that I liked, even upside down.
“Cab I g’um daawn naw?”
Badb peered at me, her eyes narrowed. “I don’t know if I should. You haven’t learned the lesson yet.”
“Maybe ib you ‘old me ahead of ‘ime, I could’ve ‘ried to learn it,” I said.
“You promise to not kill David? I need him.”
I ground my teeth and focused on making my words sound clear. “I promise not to kill your new avatar who is currently David, even if his existence wounds my pride. Now let me down!”
“Sure.” The man shrugged. “I’ll cut you down.”
David bent to pick up something from the ground and Badb screeched, “Don’t!”
He pulled back, looking at Badb. “I need something to cut her down.”
My eyes focused on what he’d been going for and I felt a momentary panic dance in my chest. Badb’s avatar had almost touched Silence.
“Never touch the Blade of Calamity unless you wish to forsake your life,” Badb said, moving to the base of a tree. Her hand worked the rope until I could feel a jerking slack and then a quick trip to the ground.
I lay there for a moment, enjoying the feel of the cold earth against my body. My eyes rested on Silence, and with another groan, I pushed myself to my feet and hobbled over to him.
His voice filled my head. Did we win?
“No,” I croaked, “but you have a nice title now. The Blade of Calamity.”
Ooooo. I likey. Makes me feel important.
“Badb is right,” I said, looking to David. “I don’t recommend touching Silence. He hijacks humans, murders others with them, and then gives them an ear-to-ear smile when he’s done with them.”
Why keep them if they aren’t useful anymore? I’m not a hoarder.
Badb’s grin returned. “Yes, now that we are done, why don’t—”
My hand whipped out and I snagged her by the ear.
“Ow! Ow!” She batted at my arm as I pulled her closer to me.
“You little turd,” I growled. “Wait until I tell Macha!”




CHAPTER SEVEN 


Three Sisters
After much yelling and pleading, I released my hold on Badb but didn’t relent in my intent to tattle on her. She puffed her cheeks and fluttered her lashes but accepted her fate before leading us out of the wood.
I was not ashamed to admit I limped out of the forest toward the truck. After much whining from Badb and growling from me, she finally admitted the thing she needed me to see was back at her house. I didn’t bother to ask why she hadn’t asked me to meet her there originally. The reason for it was clear, even to me. She wanted to test her new avatar against a mythic and see if he could make it.
The encounter left me starving.
“Walk behind her, David,” Badb said. She skipped ahead through the brush, turning to give me another one of her loony grins. “Hungry predators always pounce on things that run or turn their backs to them.”
“I’m right here, you know,” I grumbled.
Thankfully, the hike to the truck was a short distance. My body used every step as an opportunity to point out all my injuries. I fixed my nose before my body began to knit the bones and cartilage back together—the sensation a constant itch on the inside of my nose that left my eyes watering. The bones in my nose couldn’t heal fast enough for my liking, but that was an immortal issue.
Silence spoke up. This is where I do the “I told you so.”
I grunted.
If a human could outmaneuver you, then he is either that good or you’ve become pathetic.
I growled, the sound deep and unlike any other animal. My mind toyed with the idea of leaping on the man behind me and ripping him apart before eating his still-beating heart. Just the mental visual left my mouth watering. With force of will, I shoved it all away. A monster I was, but not a mindless beast unless I was starving. Inwardly, I thought over Silence and Vainya’s previous comments about eating.
Silence was unwilling to relent in his argument. Are you even aware the reason you can move is because of me?
My feet stopped moving. Closing my eyes, I tested my body, feeling Silence’s influence. He didn’t lounge in the back of my mind but had woven himself throughout my nervous system. I focused on my shoulder, feeling the dull throb that hinted at the pain he suppressed.
My eyes opened but fixed on the ground. “I just ate. I should be fine.”
My words made Badb stop and turn to look at me. I couldn’t see her face, but I figured she’d looked troubled.
You think that granny could sustain you? Let’s have a reality check.
Silence withdrew, and I gasped as pain throughout my limbs returned. Multiple places across my body throbbed in protest and the many scrapes over my flesh radiated pain. The ground blurred as a faint stinging sensation spread over my eyes. My feet stumbled over a small bump in the ground, and I flopped to my knees.
Pushing myself up, I heard David ask, “Is she okay?”
“She will be,” Badb said. Her feet appeared by my face as I failed to regain my footing. Her hand slid over my injured shoulder, pushing the ruined fabric of my shirt to the side. “You’re not healing.”
A strand of my hair rose, reaching toward Badb as she lifted my hand. I noticed the tremble along with the darkening color of my fingers toward the end. Narrowing my eyes, I willed my fingers to return to their humanoid shape, but the dark color only spread further to my palm.
You can’t even hold your human shape, Silence said. Would you eat already? Unless you want to black out and go on a rampage.
Clenching my fist, I glanced to Badb. Swallowing first, I said, “I need—”
“I know.” Her hand patted the side of my face. “It would’ve been rude to hurt you and not give you anything afterward.” The goddess pulled me to my feet. When David moved closer to help, she held a hand up to him. “No. Stay away for now. It’s dangerous for you.”
I kept my eyes to the ground, not wanting to see his reaction to Badb’s warning. Leaning on Badb, I limped along the way, trying to keep my thoughts off David’s enticing scent in the air and the sound of his heart.
A pickup truck came into view over the hill, parked off the side of the road. My ears picked up a muffled voice from the back, and my heart thundered in my chest as I scented fear.
David jerked the back of the truck open and dragged out a figure from it. A man fell to the ground and struggled to his feet, the attempt hindered by his arms bound behind his back.
“He’s all yours,” he said, pulling out a shovel and heading back the way we came. “I’m going to take care of the remaining traps.”
Badb said something, but I didn’t hear it. My eyes—my entire being—focused on the man on the ground.
I took a step and stopped. It was wrong. This man hadn’t done anything to deserve a true death. Looking at him magically, I saw all the threads of fate attached to him. Some threads wrapped about him like a lover, along with smaller ones trailing off from his body. He had friends. He had love. He was someone with many years still to live. And who knew what his soul would do in the future?
You don’t have time to find another decrepit old person, Silence said.
My entire body trembled as I stepped away. “I can’t.”
The words caught the prey’s attention. His head turned to me, eyes wide and another wave of fear hit my senses. It made my mouth water, and I leaned toward him with a growl. In his panic, he did the one thing you shouldn’t do when near a hungry predator—he ran.
My mouth opened, tongue running along my sharpening teeth. I leaped forward and landed near the man, making him scream. He stumbled off the road and toward the tree line away from me. I watched him run, smelling the adrenaline and fear from him—like sweet and sour pork.
With a chuff, I followed him, my feet silent in his clumsy wake. My heart pounded, giving my body the borrowed energy I needed for the hunt. Or perhaps Silence continued to dull my pain.
The man stumbled and fell to the earth, and I pounced. He thrashed under me as I bit into his shoulder, missing the heart’s blood. The cattle screamed in agony and fear, the sound pleasing to my ears. I ripped into his hamstrings and moved away to watch him flail and writhe before me. The thrill and vicious excitement made my heart thunder in my chest as I watched him struggle to his knees. He was mine and would live or die as I saw fit.
His head turned to me, face pale and eyes wide. “Please—”
Hours later, I could still remember the delicious snap of his ribs as I tore into his body and consumed him alive. When it was all said and done, my chest and arms were covered in the man’s blood. The power of his soul gave me a zing I hadn’t felt for years.
Looking at him, I took in his frozen expression of shock and horror. His entrails spread out over his hips while everything else of value had been consumed.
“That will give forensics something to talk about!” Badb said, making me jump.
I snarled, rounding on her. “Dammit, Badb!”
“Don’t be angry with me. I helped you by giving you something to eat. Isn’t that thoughtful?”
I stood with my fists clenched at my side. “I wouldn’t have had to eat him if you didn’t make your avatar attack me!”
The finger held up went to her bottom lip as her youthful face softened into a thoughtful expression. “True, but he shouldn’t have been able to complete my task so easily. Whose fault is that?”
Silence chimed in, It’s yours.
“Badb, this was wrong. That man could’ve—”
“He could’ve saved a million lives or started World War III. Who knows what his future would’ve been? Oh, wait”—she pointed to herself—“I would, as Chooser of the Slain.” Badb rested her hands on her hips. “I’d never do something you’d be morally against. Don’t you trust your friends?”
“It’s myself I don’t trust.”
She reached out and pulled me to my feet. “Oh, the burden of a man-eating monster with dietary morals. Come along.”
I followed her lead, leaving the mutilated carcass behind. The deep hunger was silent for the first time in years. Clear thought dominated my mind along with powerful guilt.
“At least tell me he was a bad man,” I said to Badb, as we approached the truck.
She shrugged. “He may have been. Someday?”
“He was a bad man,” David said, pushing off from the side of the vehicle where he had been leaning. He looked from the goddess to me. “We good?”
“Yes. Did you lay out the tarp as I asked? It would be horrible to lose the deposit on the rental.”
“Already done.” He opened one of the doors to the truck, showing blue tarp spread out over the back seat and the floor.
I studied how everything was tucked into place. “And here I thought you were going to throw me in the back like a dog.”
David spared me a glance. “I suggested it since it would’ve been easier to hose off the bed, but Badb said no.”
“I want you to sit inside like a real person!” The goddess pressed against my side to give me a hug. “You’re my favorite man-eating monster-friend.”
“Acting cute doesn’t get you off the hook.” My hand patted her hair, leaving a bit of gore in the dark strands. “I’m still pissed.”
She pouted. “But I gave you dinner.”
I turned her and pushed her toward the truck. “I don’t have all night.”
Badb ran to the driver’s side door, her hands pulling at the latch. “I want to drive!”
David was already there with a hand on her arm. The man could move fast, even with a prosthetic leg. “No. Last time you ran us into a ditch. Hop in the back, little miss.”
I arched a brow at the endearment. No one had ever called the Battle Crow “little miss” in the centuries I’d known her. Granted, David hadn’t seen her murdering her way across a battlefield yet. Perspective was everything.
She puffed out her cheeks at David before moving to the passenger side door and pulling it open. “Sit with me!”
Might as well do it, Silence muttered. Otherwise she’ll do that thing with her eyes.
I walked toward the door and came up short as I noticed David’s eyes slowly assessing me from top to bottom, so I returned the frank appraisal. He’d cleaned his face, but I could still see smears of the paint across his skin, around his nostrils, and by the ears. David had a fighter’s build with hair clipped close to his head. In the dim light, I noticed his tattoos peeking out from the neck of his shirt and running the length of his arms to his wrists—a black and gray combination of geometric shapes and swirling circles, with mandala flowers worked into it. His nose was a tad too big for his face and had been broken a time or two. One of his ears looked misshapen—likely from too many punches to the side of the head. A scar ruined one eyebrow and traced down a little too close to the corner of his eye.
In Asgard, they said some men had a face only a Valkyrie could love. David definitely had that kind of face. It appealed to me in a way the frat boy in the bar never would. Then again, I liked warriors and not prancing peacocks. All the time I had been taking him in, his gaze had not wavered. I asked, “What?”
He gestured to his face and chest. “You got a little something right here.”
I rolled my eyes. “Ha, ha. If I could find a nice way to say, ‘Fuck you,’ I would.”
His lips pulled back into a grin. “Then don’t use the nice way.” He reached out his hand toward me. “I’m David. David Cooper. Sorry about the bullet wound, nose, ribs, and concussion.”
“Like hell you are.” I grasped his hand in my own. Even through the dirt and grime, I could feel his calluses against mine. “Don’t worry about it. I’m the last person to apologize to in the grand scheme of things.”
He pulled the truck door open wider to let me climb into the seat next to Badb.
“If this isn’t important, Badb, I am going to be even more pissed. There is a client I need to meet tomorrow, and I’d like to get a few hours of sleep before then.”
“It won’t take long. Promise.” She snuggled up against me, rubbing her face into my blood-soaked clothes. “You smell good.”
I pressed a finger to her forehead and pushed her away. “Creepy, Badb.”
David had the truck moving in moments and remained silent as Badb rested her head on my shoulder. She looked out the side window, staring at the passing landscape, though part of me suspected she wasn’t looking at it directly.
“I am happy we did not die and were welcomed into the Tuath Dé,” she said into my arm, her hand seeking out mine in the dark. “We would’ve missed so much.”
“Infomercials and smartphones?”
She pulled away and swatted my stomach, but a smile pulled at the corner of her lips. “Change. There has been so much of it. Though I see it before it occurs, I am always amazed by it. By all man creates.”
I scrunched my nose. “And destroys.”
“True, but destruction is also creation.” Her expression shifted to something thoughtful. “I think you will change soon.”
“Oh?”
Her gaze shifted to me, but her eyes settled on my nose. “You want the world to change as well, but it won’t change if you won’t. It will get worse if you remain the same.”
“Vague and unhelpful, dear. You don’t get points for rewording a Gandhi quote.”
“It won’t always be vague.” Badb’s eyes drooped again. “It will make more sense to you than to me soon. Your destiny is always on the edges, hinted by your absence. Causality swirls always around you, but never upon you. It’s the opposite of everyone else.” She shifted her weight, leaning against me fully.
I tilted my head to peer at her and found the goddess fast asleep.
David asked, “Is she out?”
“Yeah.” I glanced up to see him looking at me through the rearview mirror. “You know where to go?”
He held up a folded-up map. “Yep, but if you want to co-pilot, please do.”
“I know the way. Do you speak the metric system, or do I need to use imperial?”
“Don’t worry, I speak metric.” He guided the truck through a quiet village before asking, “Is she okay?”
I looked down at the dozing goddess. “I suspect she used a lot of energy to find and bring you here. Poor Macha and Anann are probably out of their minds wondering where she is.”
“Who are they?”
“Badb’s older sisters. Celtic goddesses of war, fate, and death.” I looked up from the map. “So where did Badb find you? The battlefield? A graveyard? Goodwill?”
He snorted. “A coffee shop for a non-profit group I was doing volunteer work for. Is Ghost a nickname?”
“No, but it’s a basic translation of my actual name. Most struggle to pronounce it.”
“I’m a well-traveled man. Give me a shot.”
My lips pulled back into a grin. “Draugrrökkr Markvörður.”
I managed not to laugh at his widened eyes. He gave me a sheepish glance while he rubbed the back of his neck. “Okay, not that well-traveled. What language is that? Swedish?”
“Icelandic. Where’ve you been, well-traveled man?”
“I’m a Marine, so mostly Iraq, Syria, and Afghanistan.”
“Marine. I should’ve figured. You’re from,” I thought back to his clothes and a patch over the front of his jacket, the words B.A-something Arizona Chapter embroidered over it. “Arizona?”
He looked at me through the mirror for a moment and then back to the road. “I was living there before little miss picked me up, but naw. I grew up in Vermont on my family’s farm.”
My head tilted to the side. “Let me guess, you joined the Marines to get away from country life?”
“Not so much. Just woke up one morning and knew I was going to join the Marines even before the recruiter came. Eh, it called to me, you know? Besides, I didn’t want to be in a town where everyone knew my name for the rest of my life.”
I rested my head against the cool glass. “What’s your family do on the farm?”
“Apples and cows. Mom handles the orchard and dad takes care of the herd. Not by themselves, mind you. Got the seasonal help, and my sister and I do our part when we visit. They’re not going to die wealthy anytime soon, but they’re content.”
“Content but not happy?”
His eyes briefly met mine in the mirror. “Happiness is something I consider to be unattainable.”
My interest peaked. “Why?”
Only you would get interested in a philosophical discussion with a jarhead. Wake me when the yawn fest is over.
He shrugged. “I just consider it to be a fallacy. Throughout life, people strive to be happy, and when they think they are, they raise the bar or seek other things. I think seeking to be content is better because you’re more aware of your wants and needs. What about you?”
“I think happiness isn’t a permanent state of being. A lot of people forget and keep trying to be constantly happy not realizing it’s both subjective and situationally based. Not to mention, people change. What makes them happy one day may not another.”
David let out a sound somewhere between a grunt and a laugh. “Sounds like you’ve talked about this before.”
“I live with a scholar. We discuss science for breakfast, psychology during lunch, and mathematics for dinner unless we are doing a book study.”
“Wait,” his eyes met mine once more in the mirror, “you’re some kind of academic person?”
“If you mean I do it because I like it and want to, no. I’m more like a butler. I take care of the entire place and do whatever my Master needs to be done. Sometimes that involves having to engage in his studies with him.”
“What’s the pay for that?”
I barked out a laugh. “There isn’t. I have to work another job to take care of the financial needs of the Manor.” My appointment the next day, or the same day, sprang to mind, and I took out my phone to check the time. After some mental math, I decided it was possible for me to get home and grab about seven hours of sleep before I needed to be in Japan.
“What kind of work do you do, then?”
“It’s like a rent-a-cop, only I don’t get the fancy car with flashing lights.”
“Do you have a card?”
I arched an eyebrow. “With skills like yours, why would you want to hire me?”
David shrugged. “I just want your number. I’ve got a soft spot for chicks in tactical gear.”
My mouth opened then closed, thinking I’d misheard David. I reviewed it in my brain and decided I’d heard it right the first time. “Are you serious or teasing me?”
“I’m serious. I could die tomorrow and would rather do things than regret not doing them.”
I told myself the fluttering in my stomach was my body still digesting my meal. “I’ll think about it. Take the next left. The cottage isn’t far now.”
David guided the truck down a gravel road until we came up to a van parked where the road narrowed into a thin gravel path.
“We’ll have to walk from here. The sisters don’t like cars by the cottage.”
David killed the ignition. “Roger.”
He hopped out and opened the door for us. With care, I scooped up Badb and shuffled out of the car. I cradled her in my arms. David kept close as we moved through the dark forest, only a sliver of moonlight overhead to guide the way. Through the trees, I spotted a light in the distance. It grew larger as we walked down one of the sloping hills to a bridge over a gurgling brook.
“I expected something eerie,” David said at my back.
The home of the Morrigan sisters wasn’t a place to inspire fear with its thatched roof, vines growing along the northern walls, and the welcoming light from the windows. It was the kind of place where a kindly old lady lived, waiting to help travelers. Beyond the normal respite and peace came a deeper feeling associated with sacred ground akin to any church or synagogue.
“The sisters represent more than death,” I said. “People just like to think they cover the places in bones and rot.”
We were halfway up the path when the door to the cottage flew open and a figure rushed toward us—Anann. A woman in her prime with long dark brown hair and comely features that a man would fight wars to come home to.
Her frame and fluid gait belonged to someone who practiced martial arts daily.
Another light blinked on by the door as an elderly woman hobbled after Anann with the assistance of a gnarled cane. Her face was one of kindness, accented by the many wrinkles along her mouth and corners of her eyes. She nodded as she reached us. Her eyes shifted from Badb to David with a troubled expression.
Anann kept her voice soft as she inspected Badb. “How did you find her? Is that blood?”
“It’s mine, she’s fine, and she appeared after I hung up. I’m fine by the way. Thanks for asking.” I passed Badb over to Anann and watched as she carried the younger goddess up the walkway to the cottage. I offered an arm for Macha, but she waved me off. Following the group, I said, “I didn’t know she got a new avatar.”
“We didn’t either,” Anann said as she paused at the doorway, leveling a scowl at the man.
David held up his hands. “She came to me. Not the other way around.”
Macha waved her cane in the air between Anann and David. “If he’s an avatar, then we’ll need him. Priorities, dearie.”
Anann huffed out a breath and turned to stomp into the house. Badb’s eyes opened, and she looked at me over her sister’s shoulder and winked.
Macha tapped my side with her cane. “Be a charm and stay here. Badb left me something to give to you.”
“Sure,” I said. “Not like I have anywhere else to be.”
“Don’t be a brat,” she retorted before limping after Anann.
My eyes inspected the doorway, and I leaned inside the cottage. Magic flared up against me, and the scent of sulfur filled my nose. I pulled away as I felt an uncomfortable heat rise about me and took a step away from the door for good measure.
“Are you going to invite me in?” I called. A query of pure formality by then. I ran my fingers over the ends of my hair and found the tips singed.
“No,” Anann responded from the depths of the house. “You can wait outside like a good man-eating monster.”
“Okay. Well, I’m going to use your hose,” I called and walked around to the back of the house. I heard David’s footsteps behind me.
Pulling off my jacket, I set it on one of the frosted lawn chairs and fiddled with the tap until the water flowed from the nozzle. Turning it toward my face, I scrubbed the skin with my free hand to remove the dried blood and dirt.
David asked, “Isn’t that cold?”
“Freezing.” I opened my mouth and flooded it with water before spitting it off to the side. “Valkyries are born of ice or fire—I happen to be ice.”
David grunted and leaned against the frame of the door. “You said Badb and her sisters are your friends. Why didn’t they invite you in?”
“Even my close friends keep a distance from me. It’s better to keep your friends outside since you never know when they’ll turn on you.”
“Sounds like a horrible way to live, always on edge?”
“Betrayal, love, and vengeance are common. I mean, you’ve read ancient Greek literature, right?”
“I skimmed it in school. Mythology wasn’t a huge interest for me.”
“And look at you now.” I leaned over to turn the water off and wrung the extra liquid out of my hair before it could frost over. “You’re caught up with the Celtic pantheon now. I’d hit up Wikipedia and at least get some surface knowledge if I were you. Did Badb tell you nothing?”
“She said I’d meet someone else who would explain things.”
That’s you. What’s it called when you push your work onto someone else again?
“Outsourcing.” I sighed. “I don’t even get paid for that.”
David smiled, a slow one that softened his eyes and warmed my insides. “So, about your card?”
Ignoring my fluttering insides, I grabbed my jacket and fished through the front pocket before offering him the card. “Here. Reasonable rates and customer satisfaction guaranteed.”
He took it and looked it over. “An enforcer? What’s that?”
“Enforcers are something between a police officer and a military response unit. We keep things in order when mythics get out of line.”
“You’re good?”
I wrinkled my nose. “I haven’t had a complaint, but I take the low-priority jobs.”
If you actually took the jobs you are capable of, and not just the good Samaritan ones, we’d have fewer money issues. Just saying.
David wiggled the card between his fingers. “Not only do you look like you could kick my ass, but I bet you probably can when you’re not handicapped.” His lips spread into a slow grin. “That’s hot.”
The pleasant feeling spreading throughout my body warred with my growing skepticism. I spoke, trying to keep the agitation out of my voice. “Did Badb put you up to this?”
His head slanted to the side. “Put me up to what?”
“Flirting.”
His smile melted away. “No, I’m just a forward kind of guy. Gets me in trouble now and then, but I never regret it.” He rubbed the back of his neck. “But if that’s not your thing—”
Macha choose that moment to hobble along the side the cottage with a pouch clutched in her gnarled hand. “Here.” She held it up to me. “Badb wanted you to have this.”
I took it with a mutter, pulling at the strings to look inside. Glowering, I pulled out a large playing card. I turned it over and saw it was one of the tarot cards depicting a hand drawn image of the Queen of Swords. My eyes scanned over the details, a pale woman standing with an open palm offered to the viewer. In her other hand, Silence rested in his standard machete form. Behind the figure, the Manor rose up into the starry night with the gnarled branches of Grave Wood reaching toward the sky with skeletal hands.
I turned the card to Macha. “Why does she look like me?”
The elderly woman shrugged before grimacing at the motion. “Who knows? Does anything in it stand out to you?”
I turned the card back, eyeing the Celtic knot design. “Nope, and knowing Badb, it won’t for another fifty years.” I flipped it up in the air and snatched it on the way down. “The joy of having soothsayers as friends.”
David lifted a hand. “Hi, new to all this. What’s a soothsayer?”
Macha sighed, her white brows furrowed. “Soothsayers are those who foretell possible futures. Fortuneteller. Mystic. If you know about the Fates, she’s the youngest of the three—the maiden.”
David remained silent for a moment. “Possible future? So, it’s not some linear thing? Pre-determined?”
I said, “If it were, one of us would be winning the lottery. I’m not sure how it all works, but the majority of soothsayers are a little loopy. Something about looking into the future makes them all cray-cray. Or maybe you have to be cray-cray to see the future. Hard to tell.” I gave Macha a pointed look. “Every time I ask, the subject gets changed.”
She walked over to David with her hands held out for him. “Let us have a look at you, young man.”
Smooth, Macha. Smooth.
David opened his mouth to speak, but Macha stepped closer to him. She rested her hands on his shoulders as her eyes flickered to red as she viewed him magically. They shifted back to their hazel color as she sighed. When her hands pulled away, I noticed a tremble in them. “It’s true, she did make you her avatar.”
I asked, “Is that such a bad thing? Won’t he help ground her?”
Anann stormed out of the house and fixed me with a pointed look. She marched over to me and wrapped an arm around my shoulders and pushed me to the side of the cottage. “I need you.”
“I didn’t know you were interested,” I cooed, once we were out of David’s range of hearing. “I’m very flattered.”
“Stop that. I just want to talk for a moment.” She glanced behind her and then back to me. “Badb isn’t doing well.”
“She had the energy to make an avatar. How bad can she be?”
Her expression darkened. “Ghost, it’s bad. Really bad. She up and left days ago and didn’t say a word about an avatar to Macha or me.”
“Soothsayers work in strange and mysterious ways,” I said, hooking my thumbs into the loops of my pants. “Who’s to say this isn’t part of the plan?”
Anann placed her hand on my arm. “Did she say anything odd when you found her?”
“Everything Badb does is odd.” I shrugged. “But nothing different from the normal babble about the world ending.”
Anann frowned. “You aren’t taking her warnings seriously.”
“It’s not that. More along the lines of it loses its impact when I hear it so many times. Don’t look at me that way.” I pointed my finger at Anann’s scowling face. “You know where I’m coming from.”
Her scowl deepened before it faded, and she rubbed her face. “I do, yes. Sorry. It’s been a stressful few weeks.”
“It’s fine. I know what it’s like to see someone close to you change.” I looked to the front of the house and then back to Anann. “What can I do to help?”
“I don’t know. Anything?” She pulled in a breath and dropped her hands. “We haven’t had a chance to settled David into his role as an avatar, and with Badb the way she is, Macha and I are doing everything possible just to keep things manageable.” She settled her full attention onto me, her face set and eyes stern. “We’re going to need to take her to Tir na Nog and see if they can help.”
I couldn’t stop my scowl, an expression my face adopted a little too often. If Anann and Macha had to take Badb to Tir na Nog, the place in the Under for their pantheon, then it was serious. I’d known the Morrigan sisters for a few hundred years, but the friendship we shared was good and born from the fear and mistrust others had for us.
“And you can’t take David with you because of the court politics, right? Worried one of the other gods will try to whisk him away while Badb is weak?”
Her head bobbed. “For a potential avatar, he’s very good. This just isn’t the best time to foster the bond between him and Badb. We have not yet done our duty in guiding his first steps into both his role and our world.”
“And it’s easier to have him go with someone who isn’t able to have an avatar? No conflict of interest. Really, Anann, you could just ask if he can stay with me for a few days.”
Anann winced and I watched a blush spread over her cheeks. “I do not wish you to feel as if we are pushing him onto you.”
“Stop that. You three have always been kind to me. Even Macha, in her fussy grandmotherly sort of way. I’ll keep David with me until Badb is better.” I clapped her on the back. “Keeping him safe for you is the least I can do.”
She let out a breath. “Thank you. We plan to leave this morning.”
“Just be careful with the ways into the Under. The waypoints are acting up.”
Anann paused, her eyes narrowing. “What do you mean?”
“A waypoint keeper told me in Seattle, but I noticed it right afterward. Things are slow, and I wouldn’t want to be stuck midway from point A to point B, particularly in the Under. I’ve been using the water elementals.” I watched Anann’s troubled face. “Do you know something about it?”
Her eyes flickered to me and then away. “I do, but I am not able to speak of such matters at this time.”
“Nothing at all? I know Vainya is looking into it right now.”
Her mouth opened and I saw her tongue shift, but a croaking sound left her lips instead of words. With a groan, she rubbed her face. “I am unable to speak of it. I am sorry, Ghost.”
I patted her arm. “Don’t worry about it. I have my own restrictions for speaking, as well. Just make sure to avoid the waypoints until they are fixed or something else is done. The elementals are working well for me at the moment.”
The goddess wrinkled her nose. “You’re going to accrue a debt that will take years to pay off.”
“I’ve got nothing but time. Anyway, my point is you should stick to other means to get in and out of the Under. Caves, elementals, churches, so on. At least until someone can figure out if it is just a regional thing.”
Anann nodded. “We will.” She hesitated before adding, “Thank you, Ghost.”
I shrugged and walked to the front of the house. David was still waiting, and he looked my way as I ambled over. I noticed a small basket grasped in one of his hands and pointed. “What’s that?”
He lifted the cloth to expose a pile of cookies. “Food. Macha said I may get hungry.” He re-covered the baked goods. “What’s the scoop?”
Why does he get cookies? We only get winter cookies, but he gets them for showing up? I want to complain to the manager.
“You’re staying with me for a few days while Badb gets some TLC. They’ll send for you when she’s better. Is your stuff in the truck?”
“Yep.”
“Awesome. Let’s go find a church.”




CHAPTER EIGHT 


The Sisterhood
Iappreciated David’s ability to enjoy a comfortable silence. Anyone else in his position would’ve asked a million questions during the ride, but outside of giving directions, he remained quiet. Or perhaps he had his own thoughts to mull over.
My own left me troubled.
I thought back to Vainya’s concern about dwindling magic and the ripple effect it would have. Was Badb’s condition a result of that? The more I turned the idea around, the more it made sense. Gods had a tie to magic and worship. The old ways of worship for the Tuatha Dé Danann were guesswork by many modern pagans since their traditions had been destroyed. And many thought “The Morrigan” was one entity instead of three, forcing the sisters to share limited worship if they got any at all. A lot of deities chose to sleep off the energy drought in the same fashion someone would a hangover. Granted, I hadn’t known anyone who went into the slumber and awoken. Part of me worried they would never wake up. And then what would happen to us?
David’s voice pulled me out of my musings. “We passed a lot of churches already. What makes this one special?”
I rubbed the side of my face, the questioning reminding me of how Badb used me to avoid doing the world introduction course she should’ve done with David. It left me mentally grumbling, and I made a note to get back at her later. “Time, worship, and experience count for more than a modern appearance. Generations of power and combined faith need to be soaked into the foundations of a building to maintain a doorway into the Under. Unfortunately, you have to pay to go in when you use them. Gems, trinkets, Girl Scout cookies.”
“Not currency?”
“Human currency changes too much for it to be value to us. Many of us exchange favors since you can hold onto those until death. Sometimes beyond.”
“For future reference, what currency do you accept?”
Hrm, Silence said. He’s already trying to figure out how to bribe you. Does that make him smart or slimy?
I peeked at David from the corner of my eye. He kept his attention on the road in front of him and his expression relaxed. The longer I looked at him, the more I found myself liking how he looked.
When he looked at me, I realized I’d been ogling him and cleared my throat. “I accept mead and vodka. But I also accept raw materials—fabric, lumber, and brick.”
David’s brows rose. “Raw materials? Is that common?”
I unbuckled the seatbelt as he parked outside the building. “Not for everyone, but it is for me. I have a growing house to feed.” At his puzzled expression, I added, “It’ll make more sense when you see her.”
Getting out of the car, we grabbed our things and walked toward the church. David stared at the building with narrowed eyes, his gaze shifting to the windows. It was a humble building with a two-story bell tower and a lobby area that couldn’t seat more than thirty people. The walls along the east side had vines and some other kind of vegetation growing along the length. Beyond the church, I spotted the speckled rows of tombstones worn down by time and elements. Even though it was mostly abandoned, I could feel the energy of the place.
I rested my hand along the cold and damp stone, enjoying the coolness traveling up my arm. “Places like this have history and personality. It was loved.”
“Right.” David walked along the path toward the door. “I don’t think anyone’s here.”
I withdrew my hand and joined him. “We don’t need them to be. We only need the door,” I said. Turning, I glanced back at the truck parked on the gravel. “You said that’s a rental, right?”
He looked back at the truck and then me. “Yeah. Why? Are we going to need it again?”
“No, but it isn’t coming with us.” I pulled out my phone and sent a text to my operator to have someone come and pick up the truck before turning it off and tucking it the front pocket of my bag. “Toss the keys somewhere safe. Someone will come and return it for you. Oh, shut off your phone.”
David did so, turning off his cell as he walked back to me. “Why turn off the phone?”
“They either explode or die completely when you enter the Under. Better to not take chances.”
His brows rose. “Explode? Are you serious?”
I grinned. “No. But there’s no reception in the Under, and we don’t have an outlet for you to charge it. So you’re better off shutting it down.”
David rolled his eyes while slinging his day pack over a shoulder. “So, serious question.” He jerked his head to the church. “What’s Jesus like?”
My smile widened. “Jay-Jay? He’s cool. Makes amazing falafels for potlucks. Super sweet kid who loves everyone. You’d really like him.”
I hate him, Silence said, presenting me with a visual of a child gagging. So much love, compassion, and goodwill make me nauseous.
“What about Santa?”
“Nick’s cool, too. Granted, he doesn’t talk to me much since I became a permanent member of the Naughty List Club.”
David cocked his head to the side. “How did you earn that membership?”
My lips pulled back in a grin at the memory. “I may have been part of the group that convinced some of his elves that Christmas was moved to July. They’re very gullible.”
“They don’t fight over their combined holiday?”
The laugh left me before I could stop it. “Those two fight each other? No. They meet up afterward and share whatever cookies Nick collected. Not like it’s Jay-Jay’s birthday, anyway.”
I placed my hand on the door of the church, expanding my senses to inspect the energy of the archway. Under the power of the church was a subtle warmth that made my palm tingle. I pulled my hand back and moved my bag around. A few moments of seeking and I grasped the handle of a petite bell wrapped in a leather case. I took care pulling it free and turned it over to make sure it was still in good condition.
“What’s that?”
I pointed from the bell to the door. “The doorbell.”
I held it up and gave it a small shake, the bell emitting no sound. I lowered it as the door swung open, showing a well-lit wooded area where rows of pews should’ve been. David alternated his attention from the deep woods and sounds of birdsong to the darkness of night behind us and then back inside again.
My attention settled on three small people the size of my index finger at the bottom edge of the door. There were two males and one female, each with raven hair reaching to their lower backs. Their clothing was a mix-and-match of what scraps they’d managed to find. Brownies had a hard time finding clothing in their size and often took whatever they could get their hands on.
“Thanks,” I said.
“You’re using the door?” one of them called up in a high-pitched and squeaky voice.
“What if I am?” I retorted as I tucked the bell away. “There are three of you here, so you can’t claim you were busy.”
The other male asked, “What’s the password?”
I stared at them in disbelief. “Password? Since when do you do passwords?”
“Today!” the first male by the door cried, as he pointed at me. “Say the password or you can’t come through!”
“For fuck’s sake. I’ve got your password right here,” I muttered, while going through another pocket in my bag. I pulled out a sandwich bag full of bright bits of fabric. “Doll clothes!”
Their eyes bulged at me. The female raised her hands making grabbing motions as she squealed, “Give!”
Tossing the Ziplock, it didn’t even hit the ground before the Brownies dove onto it and tore through the contents. I gestured for David to come through and closed the door behind him. He followed as I led him away from the happy squeals.
Once we were several paces away, David asked, “What were those?”
“Little People. Brownies. Little folk. There’s a book called ‘The Borrowers’ not too far off the mark with them. They come in and steal things they need or help out good people. Piss off those living in an old house and you’ll have a permanent case of lost keys.” I released a sigh. “I would love to have some. They can help with the cleaning if you foster a good relationship with them.”
David let out an I’m-losing-my-mind-but-whatever grunt, his wide eyes still shifting over the lush forest about us. His gaze ran from the thick foliage of the trees overhead to the moss-covered ground around our feet. Overhead, soft glowing orbs of light floated in the air akin to milkweed seeds, their contact on my skin leaving a pleasant warmth. Another moved in front of my face and I blew it away.
David’s eyes remained frozen in a disbelieving stare as we exited the trees to look over the vast fairy-tale landscape. “This is the Under?”
“Yep.” I smiled as I watched him process everything. “Spirit world, fairy, parallel universe, alternate dimension... whatever you want to call it.” A tree limb lowered down toward me, and I lifted my hand to lightly grasp it while the branches twined around my arm. “Your typical Fae, Gods, Demons, and their homes are here.”
David took a step backward to me as a tree reached out for him with its limbs. “Should I be concerned?”
“It’s fine,” I said, pressing my hand to his back. “You’re new, and they’re curious. Everything is animated here and trees are the friendliest things you’ll encounter.”
He hesitated before following my example and lifting his hand to the tree. “Why are they so friendly?”
“If you were stuck in one spot and couldn’t move, you’d be friendly to passers-by as well,” I said. “It’s just the nature of trees and tree spirits. Think of them like giant dogs, only with bark and leaves instead of fur and teeth. They’ll always help you, unless you set them on fire. Then you’re S.O.L.”
“I’ll keep it in mind,” David said, reluctantly pulling his hand away from the branch. “Which way are we going?”
I scanned the landscape and pointed toward a glittering line through the trees. “There, where the river is.”
He came to stand next to me to see where I pointed.
Grabbing his arm, I pulled him along with me. My eyes moved over the inside of his forearm, and I felt myself go still. I saw his tattoos, but not what I expected to find there. “Wait, you didn’t do the initial ceremony to be Badb’s avatar?”
“No idea what you’re talking about. She said I needed to take you down and that’s all I’ve done so far.”
“She should have put her hands on you and branded you with a mark on her forearm. This didn’t happen?”
He shook his head. “Nope. When was that supposed to happen?”
“When you agreed to be her avatar.” I tightened my grip and dragged him after me. “We need to hustle now.”
“Hustle? Because of the meeting?” After a bit of wiggling, David freed himself from the trees and walked alongside me.
“That, too.”
“There’s another reason we’re rushing?”
“Uh.” I took a moment to glance around. “Let’s say yes and leave it at that.”
“You’re not going to tell me why?”
“It’s better if I don’t. Besides, it won’t be an issue once we’re home.”
“You’re really not going to tell me? I’m a grown man, you know.”
“Yeah, you’re a human male—not an avatar. That’s the problem.” I glanced over at him. “Out here you must worry about Fae, the Unseelie and Seelie court members, and other troublesome mythics who enjoy fucking with mortals—literally and figuratively.”
“Literally?”
“Yes. You won’t enjoy how it feels, either.” I took another look around but didn’t relax. “I suppose this is a good time to tell you this is a pretty dangerous life path to take.”
“I’m not so sure,” he said. “I can’t complain about the company, at least.”
Heat rushed to my cheeks, while Silence groaned, Really? He went there? I’m losing respect for him fast. And why are you blushing? Stop that!
Turning my head to the side, I focused my thoughts on something other than the man next to me. The fact that someone hadn’t bothered to show genuine interest in me after my marriage—outside of a one-night stand—was affecting my perception. I needed to focus on the priority of getting David out of the open as fast as I could. Damn Badb! The entire thing was making my headache spread to the rest of my skull. With a groan, I rubbed my forehead, feeling a dull throb as my headache reminded me of its stubborn presence.
David’s words took my attention away from the throbbing pain. “You okay?”
I tapped my forehead with the palm of my head. “I’m fine. Just a headache.”
“Do you think you can tell me more about what I’ve gotten myself into?”
I shrugged. “Not much to really explain right now. You became the avatar of a goddess which means you’ll be her errand boy for however long you stay live in the role. You could be sent on missions to preserve the greater good or you could be sitting on a stool while Badb rubs soup in your hair.”
“Soup in my hair?”
“Look, we are talking about Badb. I already mentioned at their house that soothsayers are nutters. On one hand, you have Badb—the Battle Crow charging off into brutal violence and emerging victoriously with the heads of her enemies hanging from her belt. On the other, you have the loopy chick who frolics naked in the woods. I can only predict her as well as the morning news predicts the weather. And that’s a god I am friends with. Zeus, Shiva, Buddha? No clue what they’ll do.” I scratched the side of my nose. “Well, Buddha is actually pretty predictable.”
I could hear the river and see the glittering of water beyond the trees. Just a bit farther and I could be back home. All we had to do was get through the clearing and pass the few yards to the river and we’d be safe.
A shadow flew overhead and I looked up in time to see ten Valkyries donned in armor land in front of me with spears drawn.
And aimed at me.
I looked David in the eyes and muttered, “Say nothing. Do nothing. Got it?” I hoped my message was clear as I lifted both my hands in what I hoped to be a placating gesture, looking at each warrior in turn. Each female wore chest, forearm, thigh, and leg armor. Deep blue cloth flowed from the chest armor to cover all the needful areas below but cut along the sides to allow for movement. Along their shoulders, bristly fur accented the look and somehow made their collective scowls even more intense. It felt like overkill to me.
I gave my most professional smile. “Hi, friends! How’s it going?”
“Where is she?” one of the blondes demanded in Old Norse, jabbing her spear at the air between us.
I swallowed, shifting to Old Norse as well. “She?” My eyes scanned the females before me. “Well, I see ten shes in front of me and then there’s me. So, I suppose ‘she’ is here?” I breathed through my nose and tensed at the combined adrenaline of all the Valkyries. My eyes flickered over their postures, toes pointed outward, front legs forward and back legs bent. “Unless you mean someone else?”
The spear-jabber snarled. “Sasha! Where is she, freak?”
I scrubbed through every memory for a female I knew by the name of Sasha. Several faces surfaced, but it had been years, if not centuries. “I don’t know a Sasha presently, but if I did, I would be more than happy to tell you.”
“You lie! She was sent to you to pass on the will of the Allfather. What have you done with her?”
“Wait, you mean the pretty blonde I met in Seattle? I have no idea where she is. She came, insulted me, delivered the message, and left.”
Another Valkyrie, this one with brown hair hissed, “Then why has she not returned?”
“How should I know? Look, can we just put the spears down and talk like normal people for a moment?”
The first Valkyrie snapped, “You are not normal. You are an abomination.”
I twitched a finger at her. “See? That’s a hurtful thing to say. There are far more effective ways to communicate without resorting to name-calling or insults. A lot of them would encourage me to be helpful.”
Another shadow passed over and I cringed as another Valkyrie landed in front of the group. Her helmet hid her face, but the emblem on the breastplate, if not her armor itself, gave away her identity. Rather than the silver armor and blue cloth, hers was gold armor with red cloth. The woman radiated authority and power. Fury—general of the Valkyries, glared as she walked toward me.
We’re in trouble, Silence whispered. If she’s here, we did something bad.
I whispered, “We didn’t do anything.”
Fury removed her helmet, letting waves of auburn hair fall about her back. Her tanned face held a spattering of freckles along her nose and cheeks, giving her a cuteness I could never achieve. The woman didn’t even have helmet hair.
Her eyes narrowed as they settled on me. “Draugrrökkr.”
Keeping my head lowered respectfully and my hands up where she could see them, I muttered, “Fury.”
I could feel her gaze along with the weight of her disapproval heavy on my shoulders. “Where is Sasha?”
I peeked at her through my lashes. “I don’t know.”
The angry blonde one said, “She lies, Fury!”
Fury looked me over, her fingers drumming along the length of her spear. “She does not. If Draugrrökkr had done something to Sasha, she would have belched and said she tasted like chicken.”
I’m glad she knows you so well, Silence said.
From my lowered, respectful viewpoint, Fury’s armored feet came into view just before her hand gripped my hair and yanked it up. “When did you last see Sasha?”
“Seattle,” I grunted, “this morning, West Coast time. She came to give me a task from the Allfather and then left.”
She shoved my head away and walked away from me. “You did not see or hear anything afterward?”
“No. I left shortly after myself.”
Fury faced me and opened her mouth to say something but stopped as she noticed David. Her stern expression became stormy in a heartbeat. “You brought a mortal into the Under?”
“It’s not like that, Fury.”
Her hand shoved me away, but I regained my footing enough to move between the Valkyrie and David. “I know this looks bad, but I can explain.”
Her eyes narrowed. “I assume it is a good reason for breaking such a cardinal law? Or did you mean to take him home to devour?”
Inwardly, I winced. Sure, I brought my meals back to the Manor all the time, but they were usually unconscious. Just made it easier than them kicking and screaming the whole way.
“He’s an avatar select for Badb, who is currently—” I stopped myself from confessing to Badb’s present state of weakness. If word got out, then the sisters would have all sorts knocking at their door. God flesh was a delicacy for some creatures. But I couldn’t lie to Fury either.
“She currently what?”
“Doing something with her sisters,” I said, feeling my stomach drop.
Fury raised a brow at me. “You don’t know the reason that caused them to leave and saddle you with their avatar?”
“Actually, no. I don’t know what they are doing. I offered to keep him safe as a show of good faith between the Norse and Celtic gods. The Well is the safest place to be, after all.”
Every eye shifted to David. He smiled and waved a hand. “Nice to meet you, ladies.”
Fury snorted and spoke, switching to English. “I shall add this to the growing list of grievances against you, Draugrrökkr. The Allfather will not be pleased when I present him with this report.”
Silence asked, Is he ever pleased with us?
The answer: never. It would be a cold day in the seven hells before he’d ever be anything close to pleased with me, but I managed to have enough self-control to avoid saying so. Instead, I lowered my head and murmured, “My deepest apologies.”
Something cold and hard slammed into the side of my face and I fell to the ground.
Looking up, Fury returned the butt of her spear to the ground. “An apology will not save you if you do not find and return Sasha. If you are not able to do so, I shall personally ensure you are returned to Fenrir’s cave.”
With a rush of memories, my blood went cold at the mention of the cave. I shoved them, along with the rising nausea and climbed to my feet to face Fury. “Why does it have to be me? I already told you I have no idea what happened to her. And besides”—I waved a hand to David—“I have other responsibilities to see to.”
Fury moved close, her breath tickling my face as she spoke. “Because she went to see you and then she disappeared. You are the one responsible for her absence and,” she jabbed a finger into my chest, “you need to find our precious sister and escort her home.”
I could feel my face twitch as a range of rage and terror rushed through me. “I’m already doing a task for the Allfather and Badb. Why add this? Which one are you wanting me to prioritize?”
Fury leaned closer to me, our noses practically touching. “You reside at the Well of Knowledge. Are you not wise enough to determine which task you should see to first?”
“I’m wise enough to know you are using this as an opportunity to mortify me.”
The moment the words left my lips, I regretted them.
Fury pulled away, her expression of mild annoyance shifting to a blank mask. Not even her eyes gave a hint to the rage I knew she had within her. “I do not like your attitude, Draugrrökkr. Perhaps you need to be reminded of your place.”
I took a step back and held my hands between us. “No need for that. I’m just tired and a little cranky and I let my tongue get away from me.”
“Nonsense.” She gestured a hand toward the formation of women behind her. “There are new sisters in our ranks who have not seen what you really are. We cannot have them leaving with misconceptions about you.”
My eyes darted between the Valkyries and David. “Do we really need to do that, Fury?”
Her eyes flashed, a burning emotion simmered in her green eyes. “You’re refusing my order?”
“It’s not that, Fury—”
“Upon my command, Draugrrökkr”—her lips pulled back into a sneer—“change.”
The runes along my arms changed and my body throbbed. I barely had enough time to kick off my shoes and remove my jacket before my body changed. The sole positive thing about my transformation was it never hurt as it did with the werebeasts. It was more like flexing a muscle.
“You may at first think this thing is one of the sisters, but she is not,” Fury’s words said.
The strands of my hair merged together until tentacles formed and slithered over my neck and back. I pushed them away from my face before they could be pinched between the six horns growing on each side of my forehead along my hairline. The charcoal colors shifted to inky glistening rubber along with the rest of my skin. My two other smaller sets of golden eyes puckered open above my dominant ones. It widened my vision and sharpened its definition until I could count the pores on Fury’s face with ease. A puff of steam erupted from my fanged mouth as I breathed through the change. Transforming took energy and thermal responses were natural. Scents filtered through my nose until I could sort the Valkyries’ fear, David’s aftershave, and the sap on a tree on at the far end of the clearing.
Fury continued to speak, her words both a distraction and a barb against my soul. “In the beginning, it was a monster we kept locked away from the world because it was dangerous. It is a devourer of souls as well flesh. Loki thought it would be fun to make it do… tricks.”
My hungered thoughts were distracted by my cracking and popping vertebrae as they shifted, extending and thickening. My hand pushed down the back of my pants to make room for my prehensile tail, a thick and heavy thing, which landed on the ground with a meaty thud. It slid around, and naturally shifting to a steadier position, I used it to keep my balance while I grew. The single beat of my heart stopped and returned, but now there were two, pumping needed blood through my growing body. The loose athletic shirt tightened as my height and girth increased.
“It may look like you, sometimes, but it is not one of you.”
There was a ripping sound, and I looked down to see my thighs had ripped my pants, but not by much. With the physical transformation complete, I knew I didn’t have the sleek brutality of a werewolf or the alluring charm of a siren. A romance novelist couldn’t spin my appearance as some breathtaking predator on the prowl or some powerful creature of the night. I knew what I was.
Pure monster horror.
And then the hunger came. The gnawing, painful twisting of my stomach dominated my senses and pushed me to finding something of substance. To hunt and consume worthy prey. My eyes shifted to David, the only mortal within reach.
Easy there, Silence said, his typical snark absent from his voice. His presence flowed over me, easing my emotions and my hunger.
“This is the monster,” Fury said to the sisters, waving a hand to me. “Never forget this sight. Never forget what it really is under its guise.” She turned, her beautiful face marred by a scowl. “A freak.”




CHAPTER NINE 


McStabby
My Valkyrie sisters took to the sky shortly after my transformation. I watched their forms become small dots in the sky before releasing a breath.
I really want to kill that bitch, Silence said after they disappeared. Slice and slow kind of way. How important is it for there to be a Fury?
Feelings of loathing and betrayal tumbled through me like circus clowns. Why I expected anything different from the encounter, I didn’t know.
They are fucking stupid for not liking you. I think you’re great and that’s the only opinion that matters.
I spied David from the corners of my eyes and found him still standing there—ready for fight or flight. Breathing in his fear, I found I didn’t care much for that smell coming from him. It tasted foul along the roof of my mouth. Though, being honest with myself, I didn’t care for it since I caused it. The scent of fear from humans always excited me, but from David it left me feeling dirty.
Swallowing, he held a shaking hand up as he said, “You got a little something in your hair.”
I snorted, the sound deep in my throat. “Funny,” I said, my voice a gravelly purr. Shifting my attention, I inspected what once resembled my clothes, not much better than rags at that point, and grumbled. Rips from the thighs down ruined my tactical pants. I felt cool air along my back from the various tears in my shirt. “Great. And I left my bag with my spare change of clothes at home.”
“Here,” David said, pulling his backpack around and unzipped the top flap. “You can borrow mine.”
I turned away from him. “You don’t have to.”
“I don’t, but I want to.”
Facing him, I saw he held out a pair of shorts and a t-shirt. I grabbed the offered garments from his trembling hand. “Thanks.”
David waited while I sulked behind a tree. My transformation back to humanoid form didn’t sound any better than when I did the reverse. The sounds of bones dislocating and realigning filled the air, and my pale flesh steamed afterward. The sensation of my hearts stopping and then one beating again left me light-headed until my body grew used to the new oxygen level.
My hunger redoubled, taking my physical hunger back to just after I’d eaten poor Kathy. I mulled over my issue and let out a long sigh. Badb hadn’t guessed I’d be forced to change and burn a good part of my last meal in the process. A lot of it I’d used to mend broken bones and replace lost blood. There’d been some left over, but it took energy to shift between forms. Not to mention I always burned a tiny amount to remain human. I could’ve remained in my monster form and not worried about it at all, but it was difficult to get assistance at Walmart when employees ran from you.
Or, Silence said, intruding on my thoughts, you could eat more often and not worry about your constant low energy levels. You could have a reserve of hundreds. You should try to break your last record! We still never found the ceiling!
I didn’t feel like engaging in an argument with Silence and focused on making myself decent. Stepping back onto the path, dressed in David’s clothes, I shoved my ruined garments into his bag and picked up my jacket. The Manor could do something with the scraps of fabric if nothing else.
David’s blatant staring caught my attention. “What? You’re acting like you’ve never seen a monster before.”
“It’s not that.” He gestured toward my head. “Your hair....”
I didn’t need to touch it to know my hair remained in its tentacle form, shifting over my shoulders and some reaching out to the air. “Yeah, that happens. It’ll take a while for it to look like hair again.” Keeping my eyes averted from his face, I added, “I’m sorry you had to see that.”
“Sorry to see a bitch act like a bitch?” He shrugged, some of the tension leaving his face. “Eh, I’ve seen it before. Every group always has some alpha asshole running things.”
His words didn’t register at first and when they did, I gawked. “Wait, what did you say?”
David held up a hand in a passive gesture. “Sorry if you’re the protective sort, but it was clear she made you do something you didn’t want to do for no reason other than to humiliate you. That’s an asshole in my book.”
My heart pounded in my ears and I almost forgot to breathe. “That’s normally not the reaction I see or hear from anyone who sees me like that for the first time.”
He shrugged. “You turn into a big monster-thing. I figured as much when Badb kept referring to you as her favorite man-eating monster.” David gave me a weak smile. “But she says you do cartoon karaoke, so you can’t be all bad.”
I have a response for that, but it’s inappropriate, and I don’t want to be shoved into the box.
I stared at David for a long moment. “Are you mental? Most people have run away screaming by now.”
He shrugged. “Not going to lie, wish I’d worn my brown pants. I was diagnosed with PTSD and some other acronyms when I separated from the Marines. Originally, they wanted to put me in a padded room, but I promised to take the drugs if they didn’t.”
Figures anyone accepting of you is mentally unstable. Badb, Loki, Sebastian, and now this guy. A clue, Sherlock.
That I didn’t believe. Or didn’t want to believe. “Why did they want to put you in a padded room?”
David frowned to the point where his thick eyebrows almost connected. “Because I told them a monster killed my team while we were on patrol. They thought the trauma made my brain snap.” He reached down and hoisted up a pant leg to expose the bar of his prosthetic leg. “Fucker took my leg.” He released the fabric, hiding the metallic appendage.
I shifted to view him magically. It wasn’t that I didn’t believe him, but when someone fought a being of magic, it left more than a physical scar, and it could really ruin a person’s psyche. If I brought someone like that to the Well, Vainya would bury me alive.
David’s silhouette remained, but a faint glow accented his aura—vibrant blues with swirls of white. My eyes tracked lower to his leg, where the aura’s color tattered away, tinged with black. Whatever the monster had been, it’d really torn into him, but the taint in his aura did spread past his leg. It would heal over time, so long as he didn’t give into it. I sensed the creature hadn’t survive the encounter. Flicking my eyes back to David’s face, I felt confident he wouldn’t crumble. If he hadn’t since the attack, it wouldn’t happen at all.
David asked, “What are you doing?”
“Making sure you’re stable enough to bring home.”
Right, because we’re ones to judge someone’s mental stability.
His arms spread out on either side of him. “Do I pass?”
“Yeah, you—”
My eyes, no longer focused on his aura, saw his threads of fate and immediately caught sight of a single teal thread. The width of it, as thick as my arm, gave me pause. I rarely saw bonds so strong in humans, but it was common among mythics who lived long enough. The thread curled over the ground, apparently heavy from its own weight, leading away from David and looping up to connect to me. Not trusting it, I took a step to the side and watched the thread follow me.
David said, “I feel like I’m missing something.”
I opened my mouth to speak, but it was Silence who rose up, took over my body, and said, “Yeah, we are missing the daylight.” We reached over and snatched my jacket off the ground. “Come on, hobbles, we’ve got ground to cover.” We grabbed David’s arm and dragged him toward the river.
Silence, I said as we walked, give me back my body.
“I’ll switch back once we are actually in Niflheim,” we said. “If I left it to you two, you’d just jabber the night away. Weren’t you the one who said we had a meeting tomorrow? The sooner we do that, the sooner I can stab someone.”
“You must be the Blade of Calamity? The thing Badb didn’t want me to touch?”
Our legs sped up, but David had no trouble matching our pace. “I don’t care what you call me. Names are sentimental attachments the living give to things. I am an Edge.”
“What does that mean?”
With a growl, our legs sped up. “It means I cut, slice, and dice people who ask annoying questions rather than hustle home.”
You don’t have to be rude, Silence.
We scoffed. “I don’t have to be rude? You promised me slaughter, but instead we’re out in the middle of the fucking woods playing Pride and Prejudice.”
David, his breath coming fast, asked, “What qualifies as an annoying question?”
Our head turned to level a red eyed glare at him. “Every time you open your mouth.”
Silence! What is wrong with you? Stop acting like a brat.
We rolled our eyes. “Don’t use mom-voice on me.”
“Are you annoyed because I beat you?”
We stopped, spinning on our heel to face David, who barely avoided colliding into us. “First, my wielder decided to indulge herself in self-starvation. You weren’t even fighting us at anything close to full power.” Our finger jabbed into his chest. “Second, Badb said not to kill you. Otherwise, we’d be carrying your skull back to Grave Wood as a trophy.”
David grinned. “I didn’t think a knife could be a sore loser.”
I reclaimed control before Silence could do anything else and took a step away from David. “Ignore him. He’s just cranky.”
He called me a sore loser. I’m killing him at the first opportunity.
“The river’s over here. You can change before we use the elemental,” I said to David.
We walked again and came across the river. David put his bag down and pulled out the cold-weather gear. “What were you looking at when you got interrupted by McStabby?”
McStabby?
I ignored Silence, keeping my attention on David. Did I really want to explain what the threads of fates were? Or how the one I’d seen between us was one of the strongest I’d ever seen? And how would I explain it if I didn’t understand it myself? Strangers didn’t have such strong connections. I stored the thought to be researched later once home. “Just you and your aura, along with anything else attached to it.”
“What, like my soul?” He made a show of covering himself with his hands. “Is that decent?”
A laugh escaped my lips. “You may as well get used to it. Mythics are always looking at auras.”
David zipped up the jacket. “Will I be able to do it?”
“Someday, once Badb or her sisters teach you. Granted, you’ll have an interesting time.”
He fished out the boots and sat on a rock to put them on. “What does that mean?”
“As the Battle Crow, Badb needs a warrior to be her avatar. A lot of us will be curious about you and more than one will test you.” I watched him, thinking back on my earlier conversation with the goddess. “She only came to you recently? Judging by your leg and mobility, the monster incident happened a while back. What were you doing all this time?”
He jammed his hands into a pair of gloves. “A little of this and that. Doing the work that needs to be done.”
“That doesn’t tell me anything. Don’t be shy, now. You’ve seen me in monster shape.”
David’s face shifted through emotions faster than I could put a name to before settling back into its neutral one. “Cops grab the bullies and murderers and throw ‘em in jail. But they’re out before the week is over. Killing again. Raping again. I just make sure they don’t repeat the cycle.”
He looked at me with that hard glint in his eye. David’s face reminded me of men back in the wild west days when men took the law into their own hands. I missed those times in a lot of ways. “How does that work? Your friends on the force tip you off and you make them disappear?”
Part of me expected him to grin like Badb would, but his expression remained serious. “Someone has to. The legal system can’t be trusted as it is. It just takes a little money to the right person for criminals to walk when they should be behind bars. The people who should be doing the right thing are too busy being elected into office.”
David didn’t look like the kind of man who ran around the streets at night shooting up criminals. But then again, Ted Bundy didn’t seem the kind of man who had killed over thirty women. As I’d told Silence, judging people by appearances was immature practice done by those with limited perspective. The main difference between Ted and David was their reason for murder. David, at his core, believed in a system and found it flawed. Modern society would only perceive him as a wild dog needing to be put down.
“Being a vigilante could be perceived in a lot of ways.”
He laughed, turning in a circle before looking at me once more. “Don’t tell me you’re a goodie who thinks there is a glimmer of goodness in everyone.”
“That would involve a discussion about what qualifies as good, but I kill people for money, so I’d be a hypocrite for even trying to have a stance.” I looked up at the dark sky and sighed. “If you’re dressed, let’s go. I’d like to get you to the Manor before anyone else notices you’re here.”
He rose and slid the duffel bag over a shoulder. “Lead the way. I’ll follow.”
Standing by the river, I tapped the edge of the water of it with my foot. “I have paid passage for travel.”
The elemental’s head rose, a lily pad stuck to the side of its head like a fancy hat. “You do, but he doesn’t.”
I grimaced. “I don’t suppose there is a first-time discount?”
Turning its head, the water elemental rose to be level with David. “What will you pay?”
David’s eyes shifted from it to me. “What should I pay?”
“There is trash in Yavapai. Help her, and you may travel with me for a week.”
His head turned to me. “Yavapai? Where is Yavapai?”
“That’s the Salt River,” I said, looking at the elemental. “Which is very large. At least give him three weeks of travel.”
Bubbles rose up in the elemental. “Two weeks.”
“Two weeks is fine with me.”
It loomed closer, watery arms surrounding us. “Then we have a deal.”
I looked to David. “You may want to—”
The elemental exploded, droplets of water surrounding us. My feet left the ground, and I felt myself turn head over heel as images of other places whizzed by. It lasted but a moment before I was flying. Unlike before, I was ready for it and managed to catch myself before face-planting into the snow. David, on the other hand, landed face first.
Walking over to him, I grabbed his jacket and helped him up. “You okay?”
He pressed a hand against his stomach. “I’m going to be sick.”
“Walk it off.” I looked around and grumbled. “We got short changed. This isn’t where I normally surface.”
“That bad?”
I shook my head. “No. Just a bit of walking.”
David moved away from me to retch into a pile of snow. I took in the falling flurries and landscape around us until he was done. He wiped his mouth. “Are you going to be okay dressed like that?”
“I’ll be fine.” I pointed toward a darkness atop a hill in the distance. “We are going there.”
He gathered up his bag, looking in the direction I’d pointed to. “Dark and ominous. I like it.”
We walked onward and I kept my pace slower for David as he trudged in the path I made through the snow.
“You and your ‘family’ don’t seem very close.”
“We’re not. You saw what I turn into. They don’t like to talk about the abomination they keep in the basement. If I’m not called by my pantheon, they pretend I don’t exist.”
“Which one are you really? This”—he gestured a hand to me—“or what I saw?”
“Both.” Adjusting my jacket, I headed down the path again at a faster pace as the snow gave way to black soil.
David caught up and walked along beside me. “What’s the monster-form for? Is it a curse or something?”
“It’s just how I was made. No one, not even me, knew I could turn into a human until it... just happened. Though, when I get really hurt, I shift back. I think it’s a survival thing.”
Which is another reason why you shouldn’t starve yourself, but do you listen? No.
David stared. “How often does that happen?”
“I try to be mindful of it, so it won’t happen at all. But… sometimes life happens and I either take a bullet to the head or fall from a high place. It’s not pretty afterwards.”
“If it’s not too invasive, what’s it like when it happens? When you go into survival mode.”
No one had asked me what it was like—no one cared. To them, I was a beast that ravaged and destroyed. Even if I didn’t remember doing it, it didn’t excuse me from the act. “It’s not invasive. It’s just...” I pulled in a breath. “It’s like a bad blackout. I wake up somewhere covered in blood and dead bodies everywhere. If I’m lucky, no one is alive. Otherwise, I put them out of their misery when I come back to my senses.”
David didn’t respond, and I inwardly sighed. Though, I wasn’t sure how long I could have expected him to treat me like anyone else he knew. Granted, lying to him might have kept that relationship going longer but it would’ve made it worse when he found out. And they always found out.
“When you get to the Manor,” I continued, “you’ll have to do the song and dance with my Master, but afterward we can set you up with a room and some food if you want it.”
A frown spread over David’s face. “Your Master . . . Feels odd to hear you say that.”
I arched a brow. “Why?”
“A feeling, honestly.” He looked me over. “I can’t see you being subservient to anyone.”
I grinned, letting the bestial rumble emit from my voice as I said, “I bow to no man.”
David shoulders bunched up as his head rolled to the side. “You enjoy creeping people out, don’t you?”
I cleared my throat. “Sometimes. You have to make fun where you can find it.”
David looked about the path and then at me, his brows drawn together. “This’ll sound stupid, but you don’t sound like someone who comes from all of this.” He gestured a hand to the snow scape, aura, and the brilliant blue sky. “Besides the turning into a big scary monster bit, you don’t act how I’d think you would.”
I suppressed a laugh. “How am I supposed to act?”
“Worldly? Calm and composed. Bored? I mean, you live with a guy to discuss philosophy in your free time, but act like the jarheads I served with. But I guess you do it to blend in. I mean, what better way to get closer to your food than to look and act like it?”
I grinned, liking the way he thought. “You’re partially right. People accept you when you act, talk, and think like them. The profanity is because I can. Years ago, I was married to an aristocrat for the better part of a century. I did the whole courtly and proper manner bit until we separated. I’m well versed in the art of looking pretty and speaking elegantly. Now that I’m single, I can be as uncouth and vulgar as I want.”
David grinned. “You must feel liberated.”
“You bet your sweet fucking ass I do.”
No more of your obsession with his ass. First, you stare at it and then you talk about it. Soon you’ll be drawing it.
David’s mouth opened to say something, but it stayed open as he stared past me. He jutted his chin in my direction “What is that?”
I turned my head to see what he was looking at. The Under was glamoured to look like a child’s fairy tale—except one place. A crater black as the Abyss with jagged stone talons reaching up to claw at the sky. All around it, nature flourished, rich with life, but not near or in the crater. I’d gotten good at ignoring it, which was saying something, considering how close it was to my home.
“It’s an old name, but it translates into ‘End’s Beginning.’”
He stepped closer and leaned against a dark tree to look at the landmark.
His head turned to me. “What’s its story?”
“It was before my time, but I heard it was the gods fighting a creature that sought to end all life. That’s the battle site. I can’t give you the details because no one wants to talk about it. Even though the thing is dead, it still scares them.” I took David by the arm and led him to the path toward the Manor. “Enough of the creepy crater. Let me show you some creepy trees instead.”




CHAPTER TEN 


Hospitality
It didn’t take much walking to reach the edge of the forest. Branches reached out wooden skeletal fingers toward us. I stood in place when David walked off the path toward one of the trees, peering at the skeletal shapes in the trunk. Some trees had partial skeleton forms, while others were half stump and half-human bones reaching for the heavens. Most branches ended in skeletal fingers either reaching for the sky or some traveler. They liked to play with my hair.
David faced me. “What is this place?”
“Grave Wood,” I said as we resumed walking. “It gets its name because the trees are grave markers for those I eat.”
You’re trying to scare him off now? Good. I support this.
David froze, his head turning to take in every tree in the dense forest around us. “Christ.”
“Don’t bother Jay-Jay. He’s busy.”
Fog hovered over the ground as we moved deeper into the wood. It hid the ground beneath our feet, muting our steps as we followed the thin path through the trees.
David’s eyes remained fixed on the silent screaming faces of passing trees. “Why are the trees so different here? Back in the other place they were practically a fairy land.”
“They aren’t different. They just… don’t look like them.” I stopped walking to reach out, my fingers intertwining with a bony branch as it wrapped around my hand. “They help those in need and attack intruders. I just wish we could get some forest Fae or creatures here.”
“Wouldn’t that be like inviting a foreign species into a new area?”
“Well, if I had a forest fairy, they could help keep all that in order. They’re great for maintaining a balanced ecosystem.”
He continued to evaluate the forest as we walked through the dense foliage around us without an end in sight. His gaze returned to me after several silent minutes. “What happens when there aren’t any?”
“Soil loses its nutrition, plant life struggles, and…” My words trailed off as my brain went back to Vainya’s concern with magic. No magic meant no mythics. The natural systems we helped would fail once we went extinct. How long would it be until all life dwindled away and died?
David’s face popped in front of me. “Are you okay? You literally froze.”
I shook myself out of my thoughts. “I’m fine. Just realized something. Anyway, the Manor isn’t far now.”
The remaining trip was quiet as David left me to my thoughts. Vainya had likely realized the dire impact of my observation when I’d mentioned it to him. The scope of it all boggled my brain and I hoped he’d be successful in finding a solution. But how much time did we have? He had said a slow death, but slow by whose standards? Him, a creature who’d lived for millennia, or a mortal’s life span?
The trees gave way to open space where the Manor resided. All the windows glowed with a welcoming light, creating a haven in the surrounding gloom.
David studied the large, two-story construction of the circular building. The Manor was composed of a mixture of Victorian architecture and medieval fortress design. Elegant pillars framed the double door entrance, adding a soft contrast to the stone walls. On the east side of the Manor, a tower rose into the sky, its lone window dark. Windows on the first floor glowed from the illumination cast from the fireplaces within.
“That’s a big place,” David said as we approached the entrance. “What do you do with all that space?”
“I clean it, repair it, and give it materials since it keeps growing.”
“Grow? You mean it literally grows? Like how a kid grows?”
“Sure, we can go with that. It builds rooms and furniture, but not out of thin air. It needs material or it ends up having to cannibalize itself to do it. I try to keep a good stock of everything it needs in the basement.”
My hand wrapped around the door handle, feeling the gentle warmth spread over my palm. It made me smile in turn, and I patted the door with my hand. “I brought a friend to stay the night. He’s nice.”
The door and frame creaked, and I picked up on the sounds of wood shuffling and scraping on the inside. I pictured all the furniture and paintings adjusting themselves ever-so-slightly to create the perfect impression for a first-time guest.
Pushing the door open, I waited for David to enter before following him inside, colliding into his back. Peering around him, I saw Vainya sitting in the main lobby watching us. His red eyes looked me over, and I knew he was observing my change of clothes, before returning his unblinking eyes to David.
“I’m home, Master. I’ve brought a guest.” I gave David a pat and walked in front of him.
Vainya’s ears flicked forward. “A guest? I thought he was take-out.” His tail flicked this way and that, eyes boring into the man.
“I thought you’d like someone who studied anthropology. You two can compare notes on current research, and you can get into academic arguments with someone besides me. But you have to give him back, since he’s Badb’s avatar.”
“Badb?” Vainya’s inhuman gaze shifted across David as he regarded him. His voice took a tone of ceremonial gravity. “I welcome you, avatar, as a guest to our home. Will you be attempting The Well during your visit?”
David looked at me and I gave him a faint shake of my head. “He wants to know if you’re seeking what knowledge the Well has within. Just say no.”
David faced Vainya, his chin up and shoulders back. “No, sir. But thank you for the offer.”
“You are welcome.” Vainya rose to all fours. “As he is your guest, I will trust you to the duties of host, Ghost. If you become bored, David, seek me out. Visitors are few and far between, and rarer still that Ghost brings a civilized one who uses words. Ghost.”
“Yes, Master?”
“Did you learn anything in relation to the subject of our previous conversation while you were out?”
Pressing my lips together, I let out a long breath through my nose. “I did. Badb is not doing so well. Her sisters have taken her to Tir na Nog in hopes the Tuatha Dé Danann can help her. I think that may be related.”
The chimera nodded. “Related. Possible. I remember you mentioned something about Aztec gods slumbering. What do you have about that?”
“The enforcer report is in my filing system but help yourself. It’s a dry read.”  
“I shall.” He turned and walked out of the room. I stared down the hall even after Vainya disappeared from sight. Part of me hoped he could find a solution to the problem, but another part of me worried there was no solution.
David placed a hand on my shoulder. “You mentioned Badb. Should I worry?”
“Honestly? I don’t know. And it’s a little complicated to explain right now, but I can later if you really need to know.” I sighed and gestured for David to follow. “Let me show you to your room. Unless you’re hungry.”
He pulled his hand away. “Pass. My stomach is still turning from the water-slide.”
The lanterns in the Manor’s hallway sparked to life, their soft golden hue lighting the way with the aid of full-length mirrors between floor-to-ceiling bookshelves. Here and there a suit of armor or weapons display intermixed, showing unusual histories and strange stories without opening any book. Scents of parchment and wax reached my nose, easing the tension in my limbs. I led the way through the halls while he took in the shelves of books. “So, this is it? The Well of Knowledge?”
“Yep. The gift shop is on the left on your way out.”
David snorted, shaking his head at my quip. “I thought there’d be an actual well.”
I shook my head. “It changes depending on who the master is. When Mimir’s head was still attached to his body, the place resembled a grassless field with a well in the middle. Vainya didn’t care for that depiction and altered it to what you see.” I gestured a hand to the intricate wallpaper and paintings. “He wants it to be sophisticated and a representation of all the information within it.”
“How do you fit into this?” David gestured a hand to the shelves brimming with books.
“When someone becomes the Master of this place, they have to make sacrifices. One of the things Vainya lost was his freedom. He’s bound here, unable to leave unless he can somehow take the Well with him. So, I’m here. I fetch things for him, talk to him, cook his meals, make sure the place never falls down, and protect it.”
David stopped walking, staring up at a painting of men struggling to sail through a storm. “Why isn’t this place accessible to more people? If what you are saying is true, this place is as important as the Smithsonian.”
I stopped walking to face him. “Can you imagine what people would do to the world if they knew everything we have in these walls? We aren’t just talking about science and magic, but the things in the dark biding their time.”
David frowned. “Like what?”
Like us, Silence said.
“You might as well see since you’re an avatar.” I tapped my knuckle against the wall. “Can I have my bookshelf, please?”
The wall swung round, exposing a bookshelf, and I plucked a leather-bound tome off the shelf. Opening it to the back, I flipped the pages until I came across a sketch and showed it to him: a hand-drawn image of a creature with multiple legs ending in sharp talons and a skull-shaped head covered in writhing tentacles. “These are Outer Ones. One of the fun jobs enforcers and avatars have is finding and destroying them before they can get out into the populace.” I turned the page to show a humanoid figure with several mouths full of sharp teeth crawling up the side of its face, pincers protruding from the corners.
David took the book, his eyes shifting over the image. “Is this their default appearance?”
“No. It depends on where they surface. One by water is better for swimming and those who pop up in cities look humanoid. I theorize they shift into a form best suited for the area, but I’ve only seen a few.”
The Marine looked between the image and me for a heartbeat. “How many are there manifesting? Yearly?” David flipped another page and frowned at the lettering. “What language is this?”
I took the book and closed it with a hand. “Asgardian. As for frequency, I don’t know. But it only takes one to cause mass chaos.”
He looked from the book in my hand to the shelf. I had taken it from where twenty other leather-bound books neatly sat. “These are your journals?”
“I am talking to you about some terrifying shit and you care more about what’s on my bookshelf?”
His hand reached up, running his fingers along the titles of the books on the shelf above my journals. “Plato, Aristotle, Confucius, and”—his lips pulled back in a grin as he pulled a book off the shelf and showed it to me—“How to Win Friends and Influence People?”
I snatched the book from his hand and placed it back in its rightful spot before pulling his arm to resume our walk down the hall. “My point is humans are better off ignorant of things.” I stopped outside a door. “If you need anything, just say so, and if the Manor can’t give it to you, it’ll send me.” I wrapped my hand around the handle and started to open the door, but it yanked out of my hand and slammed shut. Scraping and creaking sounds grew in volume on the other side of the door.
I turned to face the full-length mirror. “You’re not done yet?”
My reflection shook its head, holding up a finger. On the other side of the door, the deep groaning and creaking sounds grew louder.
“She’s almost done,” I told David, sticking my hands in my pockets.
“What’s it—she?” When I nodded, he continued. “What is she doing?”
“Preparing your room. The Manor customizes rooms to suit the visitor. I’m curious what she’ll make for you.”
You are baiting him to give her a hint. Smooth.
“I’m a simple man,” he said with a shrug. “Don’t need or want much after the military. Sleeping in ditches makes a man enjoy small things like blankets. Shelter over my head and a place to rest is more than enough.”
The door swung open. I stepped to the side and waited for David to enter before peeking around him. A thin futon embedded in the dark gray floor was covered by a light gray duvet pulled back at the corner to expose white sheets and pillows. The walls, dark steel in color, were interrupted by rustic wooden support beams exposed in the wall and ceiling. Unlike my room, there weren’t any windows to display the outside.
David moved to the bed and set his bag on the floor. Kneeling, he pressed his hand into the futon and nodded at the cushion, or lack thereof, he found.
Someone is expecting kinky times.
Blinking, I did a quick inspection around the room and found convenient metal hooks and loops in the ceiling beams, coiled rope, a blindfold and bottles of... something. Heat rushing to my ears, I turned to face my reflection in the mounted mirror.
My reflection made a heart shape with her hands and winked at me.
I mouthed, Get rid of it.
Pouting, my image walked out of the frame and the questionable items melted away.
Silence snickered. I hope you get in trouble and have to read the Grey book aloud again. You do the best voices.
Rolling my eyes, I made a mental note to find other romance novels for the Manor to pull inspiration from. I moved back out into the hallway, increasing the distance between David and myself so the Manor couldn’t cause an “accident.”
I asked, “Everything how you like?”
David nodded. “Yeah, it’s great.” I felt the floor hum from his praise. Rising to his feet, David yawned. “So, what’s next?”
“Sleep. For you and me. We can play it by ear when I get back tomorrow. I promised to keep you safe until Badb feels better, but I’m not sure how long it’ll be.”
He pressed his lips together. “Sure. I’ll see you in the morning, then.”
“Yep. Breakfast is at seven. Don’t be late.”
He closed the door and I found myself standing outside his room with an odd feeling I couldn’t put my finger on fluttering through my mind.
So, never thought I would have to do this, but we need to limit the amount of times you stare at David’s ass. Because as someone who sees the same stuff you do, I don’t admire it the same way.
I almost responded before remembering where I was and stormed down the hall, hissing, “I wasn’t staring at his ass.”
Yes, you were. The sight of his khaki-clad rear will need magical intervention to be removed from my memory.
“Okay, fine.” I sighed and walked toward my room. “Maybe I peeked a little.”
Twenty times.
Pausing at the door to my room, I pressed my forehead against the hard surface. “Sorry. It wasn’t intentional.” My hand lifted and traced the engraved pattern of the wood. “I’m just lonely, you know?”
The sense of awkwardness washed over me from Silence before he said, I know.
“Not that I have a chance with him, anyway.” A tightness formed in my chest and I took several breaths to ease it. “It’s better in the long run he finds someone else to be romantic with.”
Silence didn’t respond as I went to my own room, washed, and changed my clothes before flopping onto my own futon and telling myself to sleep. My brain had other plans and kept spinning the recurring worries from the day in my head. The magic was one thing, but Sasha? I couldn’t picture her being abducted, so where did she disappear to? And why did I have to fix it?
With a sigh, I reached over for Silence. “You awake?”
Silence yawned. Is it morning already?
“No, I just need to think through something.”
Can’t you talk to Vainya instead? I was having a good dream.
I couldn’t understand how Silence dreamed, but he did. In fact, he slept better than I did most days. “I like you better as a sounding board. Vainya turns everything into a lesson, and his way of thinking isn’t what I need.”
Fine. What is it?
“I was thinking about how Sasha’s missing.”
Good riddance. She was a bitch.
“I’m serious, Silence. Valkyries don’t get abducted off the street.”
Maybe she’s having a fling until the next war breaks out. Valkyries have done it before. Or do you think she ran away?
“Maybe. But that doesn’t seem right, either.” I rubbed my hands over my face, trying to ignore the steady thudding in my skull. “Things don’t feel right.”
What do you mean?
I let out a long breath. “Hard to put my finger on it, but something in the back of my head is nagging me.”
Maybe that nagging feeling has to do with the fact you aren’t eating properly. I bet if you ate a church full of people you’d be glowing.
“That’s not even funny.”
Fine. If you won’t listen to me, amuse yourself some other way.
“And how am I supposed to ‘amuse’ myself from worries?”
A rustling of pages sounded next to me. I turned over to see the Dale Carnegie book Vainya wanted me to read. I sent a glare to the closest mirror. “Don’t tell me you are in on this.”
The floor rippled, moving the book closer to me.
With a sigh, I picked it up. “Fine.”
I turned it over, flipping the pages to gauge how much reading I was about to do before returning to the first page. An hour or so later, I’d finished and had jotted several notes down into the margins. The book had four sections: handling people, making them like you, winning them over, and leadership. I didn’t bother with the leadership part because the chances I would ever lead anything were six feet under.
Tapping my pen to a sheet of paper, I re-read the principles from the book and crossed off several. After that, I made a new list of what I could do.
	Don’t be negative




	Smile




	Use a person’s name




	Encourage them to talk




	Be sincere




	Avoid saying “you’re wrong” 



	Be sympathetic







“Great,” I said. “The complete opposite of me in every way.”
I dunno. You’re sincere when you tell people to go fuck themselves.
I rolled onto my back. “Why is Vainya wanting to apply human principles to me? I’m not human.”
Says the person who reads human philosophy before bed.
“You are the worst person to have this conversation with.”
And yet you woke me up from my nice dream to have me help you figure stuff out.
I let out a long sigh and rubbed my forehead. A dull ache spread along my forehead to the back of my head. I pushed myself up, thinking some tea would help, when the room spun around me.
A female voice murmured in my ear, “Found you,” before darkness swallowed my vision.




CHAPTER ELEVEN 


Dreamer
Acool breeze across my face brought me back to awareness. I opened my eyes to see Grave Wood all about me instead of the walls of my bedroom. I stood and then turned in a slow circle to examine my surroundings. Instead of hand-shaped branches, writhing tentacles twitched toward me. Beyond the trees, or perhaps from the trees themselves, whispers filled the air. I tried to listen, but I couldn’t pick out the words. Soft guttural noises and hisses sounded beyond the trees.
Distant laughter, female and throaty, reached my ears and pulled my attention to an unfamiliar path. It didn’t appear different from the one I traveled to get to the Manor, save for the verges lined with living eyes. Partly buried in the soil, the eyes cast tortured glances all around them, while thin veins wrapped about the base to keep them in place. A closer inspection revealed a faint throbbing in the veins.
“Ugh, this is gross. Even for me,” I said.
“Seriously?” a young male voice said behind me. “You interrupted my nice dream and now you won’t let me go back to it even when I am asleep?”
Spinning around, a child stood in front of me with his arms crossed. His red eyes lacked the innocence common with children but looked adorable with his pout and determined scowl. Silver hair contrasted with a blood-red tunic, split along the sides from waist to knee, held in place with a black sash over black slacks. His bare feet tapped against the dark earth, but none of the dirt stuck to his skin.
“And what is this bullshit?” He gestured along his body. “Is this how you see me? As a child?”
I blinked at the voice, my head tilted to the side. “Silence?”
He threw his hands up into the air. “Of course! Who else follows you everywhere?”
“I would’ve settled for a fairy godmother.”
“Disgusting. Anyway, why did you bring me here?”
“I don’t even know where ‘here’ is,” I said. “Grave Wood, maybe?”
Silence turned his head up to the trees. “Doesn’t feel like Grave Wood to me—ack!” Silence leaped into the air toward me as one of the branches brushed against his neck. “Ew-ew-ew! No touchy!”
The female laugh sounded, a warm caress across my cheek, drawing my attention to the path. I stared down the dirt trail and felt a pull at my senses. Something waited for me down there and avoiding it wasn’t an option.
“Let’s get this dream over with,” I said, walking deeper into the forest.
Silence trotted to keep up. “You should have dreamed me as a knife! How can I hurt anything like this?”
“Maybe you can use your sharp wit to slice your foes with words instead of cutting them open.”
“Causing years of mental trauma with a simple comment is what you do, not me.”
Smiling, I walked down the path with my hands in my pockets as Silence darted this way and that like a dog checking out scents. He paused long enough to jab a finger into one of the eyeballs, earning a squeal from the eye itself. The rest of the eyes around the one stabbed blinked rapidly, some trembling in their veins. I grabbed him by the collar to drag him with me before Silence decided to provoke them further.
The landscape remained unchanged no matter how far we walked. I debated walking off the path or turning around when the trees parted in front of me and revealed a wide building atop a low ridge.
The building spread from horizon to horizon. Stars, breathtaking and radiant, twinkled along with the two full moons.
A high chain link fence with no visible way in or out sat between me and the building. I walked to it and a wire door appeared before me. A padlock dangled on the chain door latch.
“As if this’ll stop me,” I smirked, grabbing the lock and yanking it off the door.
“If I were a knife, I could’ve cut it for you,” Silence commented, wiggling his fingers at me as I opened the door.
Part of my mind felt uneasy with the opening in the fence, and I closed the door once Silence was through. I lowered the latch and the lock reappeared.
“Neat trick,” I murmured.
Motion caught my eye, and I noted shadowy forms moving about the trees, golden eyes giving away their positions. More and more eyes appeared; the number of whispers in my ear increased as more pairs of eyes glowed from the darkness.
“That’s new,” I said, turning to Silence. “What do you think? Side effect from eating someone’s grandma or stress related?”
He didn’t respond, his own eyes locked in a terrified stare, looking back at the forms, face ghost white. His small hands trembled, and I noticed beads of sweat sliding down the sides of his face.
“Oi, Silence,” I called out. “It’s just a dream. No need to panic.”
Without a word, he turned and trotted up to the building. He managed to open the double doors, and I watched as he peered inside and ran back to me. Grabbing my hand, he pulled me back toward the fence. “Nothing to see here! C’mon, let’s go back.”
I dug my heels into the ground. “Don’t be silly. We just got here.”
His hands shifted, grasping my forearms tight enough to bruise. Silence’s voice was more wail than words as he pulled at me. “Please! Please-please-please let’s leave!”
His eyes were wide as his nails bit into my forearms. I knelt and pulled his trembling body into my arms and rubbed circles gently across his back. “Easy. What’s wrong?”
“I’ve been here before and I don’t like it. I don’t want to be here.”
“Well,” I said, smoothing his hair from his face with one hand. “You can stay here while I go inside if you want.”
He curled into me, arms twining about my neck as he pressed his face to my pulse. “No, let me stay with you.”
I kissed the top of his head. “It’s just a dream, Silence. Be brave.”
“This isn’t a dream,” Silence said into my neck. “I know what this is and it’s no dream.”
“Then we’ll handle it like we do everything else.” I headed toward the warehouse.
“If you go inside, you won’t be the same,” Silence whispered, hands clawing at my back. “You’ll change.”
I frowned, but Badb’s earlier words came to mind. You want the world to change, but it won’t if you don’t.
“Silence, do you trust me?”
“I trust you. It’s them I don’t trust.”
“Who is ‘them’?”
Silence tightened his arms around my neck, shaking his head against my throat.
Sighing, I pulled on the door and stepped inside, dragging the uncooperative boy sword with me. Turning, I scrutinized the forest. The shapes moved closer, prowling about the fence, their yellow eyes locked on us. I closed the doors of the building behind me, blocking them from sight, though the whispers didn’t lessen in volume.
Once inside the room, the lights overhead snapped to life and I blinked until my eyes adjusted. Before me, wooden barrels were stacked in neat rows to the ceiling. They went on and on with no end in sight. Some of the barrels were fresh and new, the wood shining with care, while others laid cracked and broken. In some places, wooden splinters littered the floor, the contents nowhere to be seen. Scattered among all the stacks were smaller barrels. They stood out on the floor, clean and polished.
Silence maintained his death-grip about my neck. His trembling continued, despite my efforts to soothe him.
Stepping toward one of the stacks, I reached out to touch a barrel when a hand clapped down on my shoulder.
I whipped around and felt my heart stop at the sight of the woman. She lacked the oxygen tube under her nose, but the close-cut snow-white hair, the weathered face, and the frail limbs were the same. I stood there staring at the woman whose bones were buried under one of the trees of my forest—Kathy Summer.
Kathy glared in disapproval like I was some errant child she caught making for the cookie jar. In one hand, she held a clipboard close to her chest and in the other a spoon. She pointed the utensil at my nose as she spoke. “You haven’t called!”
“Uh… I’m sorry?”
Kathy walked around, taking in the stacks of barrels in the room. She leaned in to inspect, but never touched them. Her eyes shifted back to me and the lack of emotion in them made me uneasy.
“It’s very ripe,” she said. “Or are you just playing in the fields?”
“Uh... no playing here,” I said, looking at the barrels with her. What did she mean by fields?
“You need to call,” Kathy snapped. “We are all concerned. I had to ask Dreamer to help us.” She extended her hand, holding out a smartphone. “Call soon. We can only wait so long.”
“… sure,” I said, holding out my hand.
Kathy placed the phone in my hand and I brought it to my face to inspect it. The screen came to life, showing four different icons, none of which had a clear function or meaning. Frowning, I tried to tap one, but the screen went blank.
“What am I supposed to—” I started to say, but when I looked up, Kathy was gone. I turned around trying to find her, but I didn’t see any hint of the soul-dead woman.
With her absence, Silence’s trembling lessened. I tucked the phone into my back pocket and used my free hand to keep rubbing soothing circles on his back, while trying to ignore the thundering in my chest.
“You may be an undigested bit of beef,” I muttered, “a blot of mustard, a crumble of cheese. There is more gravy than grave about you, whatever you are.”
Silence lifted his head to meet my gaze. “Is this really the time to quote Charles Dickens?”
My eyes and ears picked up nothing, but the nagging feeling of someone watching me never ceased. “This is the perfect time.”
Two options presented themselves to me.
One, I could remain and try and dive into the message my subconscious was trying to tell me. Silence’s remark that this wasn’t a dream could also be part of the dream. Perhaps I’d developed a resentment to barrels I needed to come to terms with.
Leaving, or trying to, was my second option. Thoughts of leaving brought images of the shadows along the fence. The ease in picturing the shadows, as if I were seeing them directly, made the hair along my arms and neck stand on end. Their shapes came to mind instantly. Some humanoid, others not. Bodies pacing back and forth, glowing eyes never leaving the warehouse, bodies pressed up against the fence to find a weak link.
No, I couldn’t leave. Not right away. Whether bad dinner, stress, or something else, leaving the dream wouldn’t work. I patted Silence’s back. “I’d like my hands free.”
He wiggled out of my grasp until his feet touched the floor. Moving to the barrels, I pried the top of one open with a hand. Inside, an inky black liquid rippled off the sides of the barrel.
Another hand grasped my arm and I whirled around for the second time.
A tall lanky man stood with a shock of white hair about his sun-bronzed face. His weathered features lacked the kindness I’d known during his life. I couldn’t help but picture him as a child, running about the trees while laughing. The memory brought an ache to my heart as I stared at the aged man. My first foster. My little Merlin.
He still stood there, a field scythe resting over a shoulder. I fought off the urge to reach up and touch his face, but something in those blue eyes didn’t sit well with me. My Merlin, serious and dutiful to a fault, had remained kind and giving until the end. Seeing the hard and jaded glint in place of the warmth and compassion made my heart sink.
The nostalgia and longing faded, replaced with a bubbling rage. I jabbed a finger into the man’s chest. “Don’t you dare wear his face,” I growled, my vision tinting to red. “Don’t you fucking dare, whatever you are.”
The room rippled at the end of my words, and not-Merlin’s eyes widened. His appearance shimmered and shifted until Carl the Waypoint Keeper stood before me with a scythe still resting over his shoulder.
He gestured to the surrounding barrels. “You’re trying a new vintage? When will you drink it?”
I took deep breaths, trying to calm myself and push the effects of my fleeting anger to the side. “I’m not going to drink any of it. I’m more of a mead fan.”
He jerked his attention back to me, eyes ablaze. “Then it will all spoil! Why must you be so wasteful?”
The muscles along my jaw twitched. “Don’t be stupid. I use all of the buffalo.”
Carl’s face tightened. “But you don’t call.”
“Well, you don’t call me, either!” I snapped. “What do you want from me?”
“Responsibility,” he said, fading away and leaving me alone in the whispering winery once more. The sensation of numerous eyes on me never eased as I stood there.
Silence hovered at my side, a small hand resting on me. “Can we go?”
“No.” I turned back to the barrel I’d opened and reached my hand toward the dark liquid. The substance shimmered as my hand drew closer. “Not yet.”
Images flashed in my mind’s eye when my fingers touched the liquid. Holding hands with someone while rollerblading down a sidewalk. The sunset left me in awe of its beauty, its primal colors. Its fading light reflected off the ocean. The sound of laughter pulled my eyes back to the sight of the woman moving effortlessly on her own skates. My heart swelled at her smile.
Sucking in a breath, I pulled my hand away from the substance. The images and feelings faded, leaving a deep longing in their place.
Silence still squeezed his hand on my arm. “You okay?”
“I’ve felt this before,” I whispered. “When I eat.” My eyes shifted over the black liquid. “This is a soul?” I stepped back, looking at all the barrels filling up the room. “Odin’s eye....”
I stepped out into the hall, feeling a weight on my arms, and glanced down one way and then another. So many rooms. Rooms full of barrels. Full of the living essence of people?
“What does this even mean? Are these souls I’ve eaten? Souls to be eaten? Souls that could be?” I rubbed my throbbing head with a hand. Even in the dream, the headache would not leave me. “Fucking dreams.”
A velvety giggle bounced off the walls. It caused Silence to press into me, his small hands bunched up in the fabric of my pants.
Seeing and feeling his fear made my hair rise. It slithered about my neck and shoulders, tickling my skin. “I am getting tired of this,” I called out, my voice a bouncing echo all around me. “Where are you?”
Only the stillness of the room answered me. Being toyed with was not a thing I enjoyed. I looked around, trying to locate the source of the laugh. Front. Left. Right. Behind. My instincts told me to think like a predator. When I hunted, I always pounced from the same direction. Eyes narrowed, I tilted my head up.
A petite, tanned woman stood upside down on the ceiling, her long black hair flowing about her, trailing behind as if made of smoke. Or silk in water. Ever graceful, ever moving. Rich purple garments clung to her chest and hips, the fabric moving akin to her hair as if entirely submerged in water. A gold glint caught my eye, something long and thin moving about her neck and arms with serpentine grace. Something about her face nagged at me. I’d seen her before, but hard to say when, like an image on the edge of my memory I couldn’t place.
“Excellent,” she cooed, her voice still echoing all around me. “You don’t mind, do you, Walker? I always enjoy keeping things interesting.”
I tilted my head toward Silence, speaking low, “What’s happening?”
“She’s playing with us,” he said, red eyes locked on her. “It’s what she does.”
I nodded. “It’s not like I have a choice, so why ask if I mind?”
Her body melted and reappeared before me, her smile soft and warm like a summer’s day. The slithering gold I’d seen from a distance lifted its head from her arm to study me. A snake, but not a snake I’d ever seen before. Scale patterns like diamondback snake, the colors a shimmering variation of gold. Black eyes, all six of them, stared at me.
The woman’s head tilted as she smiled. “You seem different. Not sure if I like it.”
“I am what I am.” I crossed my arms over my chest. “Your thoughts on it don’t matter to me.”
Her eyes shifted from green to black, gaze locking with mine. “Where is your lantern? I found your cloak floating about.” She pointed to a nearby wall where shadows clung. They shifted under my attention, leaving the walls to reach out to me with smoky arms.
The woman’s chiding tone pulled my attention away from the limbs. “You are not being tidy.”
“I don’t know who you think I am, but let’s not make assumptions about what I do and don’t do. It’s annoying.” I grabbed Silence’s hand. “You’re in my way.”
“But you have Walker’s Edge,” she said, speaking me as if I were a toddler. “To have Walker’s Edge is to be Walker.”
“No.” I glared at her. “I’m Ghost. I don’t know where your ‘Walker’ is, but it’s not here.”
She pressed a finger to her lip as she studied me. In the next eye blink, her shape became a smoky shadow on the floor, sliding away from me.
With her no longer blocking my path, I decided to explore. My limbs felt heavier the farther I ventured from the main door and it slowed my progress. Every room I passed appeared the same in its basic layout. Barrels everywhere and stacked to the ceiling. Small differences to the barrels set them apart. The material differed from room to room: English oak, Chinese ash, cherry blossom, and pine, to name a few.
The floors differed like the barrels. Some areas presented me with my own reflection, polished to shining mirrors. Shattered barrel parts and debris littered other rooms. The rooms with the damaged floors tended to contain barrels with the most wear and tear.
After what felt like endless ages of walking, I came across a worn rocking chair. I sat and leaned back in it with a sigh while Silence hovered by my side.
The dream was a dream—bizarre and surreal—but still a dream. I didn’t believe in dream interpretation. Outside of divine influence, dreams meant nothing. Just a person’s head decompressing. I also had to consider the effect of Kathy’s Alzheimer’s on me, since my food always left a short-term effect after consuming it.
Once, I’d eaten a man with crippling OCD and couldn’t stop sorting things by initial letter alphabet and size for a week. Vainya had been so furious he’d sent me to live with the frost giants for a month.
“I’d like to wake up now,” I muttered, my hand massaging the bridge of my nose.
“She won’t let us leave until she’s done,” Silence said from my side.
I exhaled a breath before speaking, “You know, I don’t understand all this.” I waved a hand to the hall. “Like, is the woman my subconscious saying I need to embrace my femininity? The barrels representing my enjoyment of booze and relating it to food? Am I longing to raise another orphan so much that I picture you as a kid?” I leaned over him, adopting a playful tone. “Wanna play a game?”
“Is this a game?” The voice sounded off to my side, causing my heart to leap up into my throat.
My eyes shifted around until I saw the fluid shadows sliding toward me.
Once within arm’s reach, the shadows shifted. I watched, mesmerized, as the shadows coalesced until a human face took form. The darkness faded to perfect skin that you could only find in photoshop. The woman faced me, lips forming an equally perfect pout. “You didn’t invite me? You know I like games.” Her vibrant green eyes shifted to Silence. “What have you done to your Edge, Walker?”
Silence tightened his hands on my side, and I rested a palm on his head as I spoke to the woman. “Nothing. Would you stop calling me that? I’ve told you my name.”
Her eyes sparkled. “But you’re Walker. Where there is no path, you will forge one for us to follow.”
I leaned back into the chair. “Anyone can forge a path. Even you.”
“Ooh,” she cooed. “I never knew you thought so highly of me.”
I waved a hand at her, impatience welled up inside of me. “Is there a reason for this?” I gestured to the room around us, the barrels, the liquid sloshing in them.
She sauntered off to the side with a hypnotic sway of her hips. It drew my gaze along her shapely legs down and down until I noticed she wasn’t walking on the floor. The woman floated, toes an inch or so above it.
Her voice brought my attention back to her face as she turned to look at me. “I was curious. You don’t call and when we find you, you are...” She licked her bottom lip and winked. “Well, I won’t be rude.”
I crossed my arms over my chest. “No, but being coy isn’t winning you any points.”
She pouted, floating toward me. “Can’t you humor me? Just a smidgen?”
I narrowed my eyes. “No. Not today, anyway.”
The woman sighed. “You’re always mean to me.” She floated off toward the barrels and sat atop one, her green eyes leveled on me. “Why do you wear those?”
“Wear what? Clothes?”
“No.” She slid to my side, hand cupping at the air by my arm and pulled upwards. I watched as chains phased into existence. They started from the tattoos on my forearm and led off toward the entrance to the warehouse. The weight I felt in my arms increased as the chains became corporeal. Inspecting myself, I found more chains on my other forearm and shackles about my ankles.
Da fuck? I thought.
“These do not suit you. Have your Edge remove them.”
“No!” Silence’s childish protest echoed off the walls. He placed himself between the woman and me. “They look great on her. She is keeping them!”
The woman grew, her entire form filling up the vast space of the room. The walls and barrels faded away, replaced with a glowing vortex of space and color. Universes surrounded us, their glowing swirls the only brightness in the forbidding dark. I saw stars scattered about, their lights drawing together like a constellation map. Only they weren’t the constellations I’d known. Something in their shape and form was twisted.
The rocking chair and the small bit of floor it rested on remained. A part of my mind felt if I stepped off the single bit of tile and cement, bad things would happen. Not the sensation of falling. Something with teeth and hunger lurked in the darkness.
“You do not tell me what to do in my domain!” the woman said to Silence, her voice filling my head until I thought it would explode from the volume alone. A slender hand, now the size of a school bus, came down on Silence who was cowering beside the rocking chair.
He let out a scream and batted his hands at her approaching fingers as they wrapped around him and lifted my friend off the ground. His form shifted from a human back to his machete shape.
“You’ve forgotten your place, Edge,” she said as the woman grabbed Silence by the hilt and blade. Her arms flexed until Silence started to bend. “Let me remind you.”
I watched the blade bend, a high-pitched shrill sounding from Silence.
“Stop!” I yelled, on my feet with my hand extended toward her. “Give him back to me.”
She sniffed, her hands bending Silence farther. “When I am done. You’ve allowed it too much freedom, and it forgets itself.”
“No,” I said, infusing my voice with as much authority as I could. “Give him back now. He’s mine, not yours. You don’t get to do what you want with my possessions because of where we are.”
She glared, and I took a moment to consider that arguing with a seventy-foot-tall woman wasn’t my brightest idea, dream or not.
Her hands opened and Silence fell, the blade shifting back to a human child before thudding onto the ground before me. With a gesture of her fingers, the darkness receded, and the walls of the warehouse surrounded us once more.
I went to Silence, scooping up his small form. He’d sported a black eye at the start of the dream, but now half his face appeared bruised and misshapen. Fury rose up in me. A primal, protective part of myself, like a mother bear with her cub, surged through me.
Silence was mine. My charge, my weapon, and my partner. No one, not even my maker, could harm him and get away with it.
Rising, I glared at the colossal woman. “You don’t get to come into my head and fuck with my things. I want an apology.”
Her head tilted to the side. “A what?”
“An apology,” I spat. “It’s where you say, ‘sorry for being a cunt.’”
Her brows drew together, her body shrinking to the size she’d held before. “I do not know this word, but it sounds derogatory.”
“It is.” I shifted Silence so he rested in a fireman’s hold over my shoulder. “You fucking hurt him.”
She tsked. “You shouldn’t be angry at me.”
“Don’t tell me what I should or should not be. I already get enough of that without you jumping on the bandwagon as well.” I left the room and turned down the hall, heading toward the main door, but her body shifted, blocking my path. A growl tinted my words. “You’re in my way again.”
Her bottom lip pouted. “I don’t like your anger.”
My teeth gritted together, and I mentally counted to ten before saying, “And I don’t like that I’m not waking up from this dream. Seems like neither of us is getting what we want.”
She let out a sigh, floating toward and then around me. “Very well, but do keep in touch. The others are tired of waiting.” She pulled out the phone Kathy had given me and powered it on.
A vibration ran through me, starting from my toes and stopping at the crown of my head. A faint hum buzzed about, making my eyes water and ears ache.
The woman tucked the phone into my back pocket. “There. You can play whatever game this is, but this will keep you out of trouble with Leader.”
I paused, thinking. “Walker. Leader. I suppose you have an -er ending name as well. Or should I make up a name for you?”
She smiled at me, both a playful and teasing expression. “You’re playing now. I can tell! I’m Dreamer.”
I snorted, my feet turned toward the exit.
She shifted to block my path, hovering close to me. Her emerald eyes stared into mine and I lost myself in the vast field of unending stars. “How much longer will you be?” she whispered, the question jerking my gaze off her.
“As long as I need to be. Why?” I closed my eyes and massaged the bridge of my nose as I tried to ease away the constant hum. Without warning it stopped, abruptly. At the silence, I lifted my head to stare at the woman, but she was gone, along with the sensation of being watched. Pivoting on a heel, I glanced around to make sure but didn’t see or hear any hint of her. I patted Silence’s leg with my hand. “You awake?”
He didn’t stir at the touch or question.
I adjusted my hold on Silence. My eyes looked him over, and my heart both twisted and pounded at the sight. The bruising along his face deepened in color along with the swelling, but he wasn’t dead.
“Poor little guy,” I murmured, pressing a kiss to his forehead. “I’ll take you out stabbing soon.”
Though it’d taken what felt like ages to get to the rocking chair, it took only a few steps to return to the main entrance to the warehouse. The doors opened for me without assistance, and I stepped out into the double-mooned night.
The shapes along the fence had changed. No longer vague and shapeless, they all appeared humanoid. Even at the distance I stood, it was easy to pick out all the details of their appearance. Or maybe because they all looked like me.
They prowled the fence, some slamming a fist into it, others trying to dig at the ground under it. One lifted her head, golden eyes locked on me. She bared her teeth and screamed, “We’re hungry!”
“Welcome to the club,” I muttered.
I wanted to leave, but part of me knew opening the door to the fence would end in disaster. Clenching my eyes, I whispered, “Someone get me out of here.”
Pain exploded in my hand, jerking me up and out of the dream. Breathing hard and covered in sweat, I turned about, trying to regain myself. My room remained unchanged, the lights on, but low to imitate nighttime. Nothing was out of place. Even the clothes I’d tossed on the floor after my wash remained where they’d landed. I flopped back onto my futon, the covers already kicked off to the side. My eyes stared onward while I focused on slowing my breathing.
Pulling my hand up to my face, I saw an injury between my thumb and forefinger. It wasn’t a piercing or slicing wound but made by teeth. I saw more blood than wound, and the skin was already knitting itself back together. In an hour, I’d be the only one to know it had existed. No scar. No ache. Nothing. The small perks of being immortal.
Laying my hand back on the mattress, I narrowed my eyes up at the support beams of the room. “You let something come in and bite me,” I told the Manor.
It responded by dimming the lights and pulling the duvet over me once more.
I rubbed my face with my unbitten hand, trying to make sense of the dream while the imagery was still fresh in my mind. A large warehouse full of wine, a smoky woman, Silence as a child. Whispers I couldn’t figure or understand.
And that’s when I noticed it. The incoherent whispers from the dream.
I could still hear them.
Everything in me froze, my blood turning to ice. “Oh, no-no-no,” I muttered, pulling Silence out and gripping him tightly in my hands. “Silence, I need you.”
When he didn’t respond, I examined him and saw his bright surface no longer reflected the dim light of the room. Instead, he was matted like charcoal. Scuff marks tarnished his sleek appearance, and his hilt felt misshapen against my palm. However, it all paled in comparison to the crack along the length of him.
I fought down the rising panic in my throat and pressed my thumb to the side of his blade. Seconds passed before I felt his presence touch my mind, and the crack melded together. Too slow for my liking, but it did meld. I wrapped my palm around the blade, feeling the bite into my flesh. More of my black blood coated and dribbled across him.
Minutes that felt like hours passed until Silence’s appearance returned to normal.
I released a breath. “Silence?”
The mental image he had from the dream, small and beaten, filled my mind. His good eye met mine. Silence sighed, and his awareness eased my panic.
I pulled him closer to me. “I need to talk to Vainya about this.”
Silence responded quick and sharp, No. Don’t.
I pressed Silence’s hilt to my forehead. “Why not?”
If you talk to him, it’ll be like Fenris Wolf. They’ll lock us up in a hole instead of with Vainya. At least Vainya gives us a long leash.
A chill ran through me. I’d already suffered a similar fate in my early life before being placed in Vainya’s care, and I had no intention of ever returning to it. Every action I took was governed by that single motivation.
I hated being caged.
Curling on the futon, I held Silence close to my chest. In the darkness of the room, my hand bleeding all over my weapon, I whispered, “What the flying fuck is going on?”




CHAPTER TWLEVE 


Kitsune Haven
Irose the next morning to the sensation of a bunch of ravens trying to peck their way out of my skull. My morning routine of practice strikes and kicks eased some of the discomfort of my aching body. I felt better by the time I finished the sword drills with Silence. Sluggish, but still better.
Trudging to the Manor’s bathroom, I inspected my appearance. My eyes had lost their trademark shadows and even my skin had a healthy glow.
See? When you eat properly, you don’t look like a walking skeleton.
“I don’t want health and wellness tips from you.”
A splash of cold water and hairbrush later, I was in the kitchen cooking up Vainya’s breakfast of sweet potato pancakes, eggs on toast, hash browns, bacon, sliced melons, and a few blueberry muffins—a lot of effort for someone who didn’t need to eat. But what the Master wanted, the Master got.
I finished loading up the tray when David hobbled into the kitchen. I paused when I noticed he leaned on a crutch, and his prosthetic was gone.
Pulling the skillet from the stove, I asked, “Lost something?”
“I was hoping you could tell me. Woke up this morning and it was gone. So was my backup.”
My eyes became half-lidded at the sound of his voice. He could’ve read the phonebook to me, and I would’ve been thoroughly engaged. Shaking my head and forcing my hormones back into a steel box, I sucked on my teeth and eyed the mirror to my left. My reflection did not look back at me because it wasn’t there.
Ooo… She’s hiding from you, Silence said.
Letting out a sigh, I turned back to David. “I’ll find them for you after breakfast. The Manor doesn’t steal stuff, but she does like to eyeball new things.”
He eyed the tray with his brows up. “I thought you said it was just you and Vainya who lived here.”
“It is.”
His hand gestured to the food. “Who is this all for?”
I knelt and braced the tray on a shoulder as I rose. “Vainya. I’ve got a breakfast skillet for you as well.” I nodded toward the door leading to the sunroom. “Let’s feed his royal furriness.”
Vainya lifted his head from his book as we entered and watched while I set out the food.
David settled onto a chair and pulled the still-sizzling skillet toward him. “Smells wonderful.” He started to dig in but stopped when I gave his foot a light kick and nodded toward Vainya, who still examined his meal.
The chimera’s eyes narrowed, head tilting this way and that as his large nose flared to pull in the scent of the food.
After several moments of inspection, Vainya asked, “And this is?”
“Breakfast a la Americana.”
His head tilted to the side. “It doesn’t appear to be French cuisine.”
“Because it’s not.”
Vainya lifted his eyes to me and snorted. With deliberate slowness, he used his talons to pick up bits of food and place them into his muzzle.
I looked at David and gestured to his plate. He didn’t just eat his food, he inhaled it. Parts of his skillet disappeared in seconds and his glass of juice was drained just as fast. “This is great,” he commented around a mouthful of egg.
“It’s better when you actually chew,” I replied, feeling pleased by his enjoyment.
He grunted before picking up a slice of toast and devouring it in three bites. “You should open a diner or something. This really is good.”
His table manners are worse than yours, Silence cackled. Granted, you have to hold your food down.
“It wouldn’t be fair to other businesses since I have several thousand years of experience.”
David lifted his gaze from his forkful of eggs. “Thousands of years?” He looked between Vainya and me. “How old are you both?”
Rude.
Vainya lick a morsel of food from his nose. “We have resided here at the Well for five millennia. Ghost was brought to me shortly after I took over the role as Master.”
“Jesus, I thought you two were old, but not, well”—David’s eyes shifted between us once more—“not that old.”
“Hey,” I said, “at least we are younger than dirt.”
“Indeed,” Vainya said. “Though you will be exposed to many others of our age or older, do not let it intimidate you.”
David rested his forearms on the table. “No respecting the elders?”
I grunted. “You can respect them if you want, but you don’t have to let them command you around just because they happen to live longer.”
Vainya’s tail poked my side. “Stop giving him bad advice.”
“What? I’m serious!”
Shaking his head, Vainya looked to David. “There are those who you should tread with caution with, but you will know them when you encounter them.”
Once they both finished, I picked up the plates from the table. “Anyway, I’ll be back in a few hours. Try to not do anything crazy while I am out. I’ve left some food in the pantry in case you get hungry.”
Vainya settled his red eyes onto my face. “And what will David be doing?”
“Staying here.” My brows knitted together when Vainya continued to stare at me. “Why?”
“Did you offer to keep David safe or was it asked of you?”
I paused, thinking over the discussion with Anann and the light trickle of magic that had sparked along my arms. “Kind of both? I offered, but she asked afterward.”
“Then you were commanded to watch over him. Therefore, the responsibility of his safety falls onto your shoulders.”
I whined, “But Vainya, I—”
His tail lifted and pointed in the direction of the front door. “Try and leave without him. We shall see if you make it outside.”
“I’m confused,” David said. “Is there some reason I can’t stay here?”
Holding up my arms, I showed him the tattoos on each forearm. “I have to obey the command of any god or divinely made creature, so long as it doesn’t put the safety of the Well in danger.” I lowered my arms. “Anann didn’t mean to command me, but she still did.”
Vainya’s tail scooped up his book. “Enjoy your trip out. Bring me back a surprise.” He turned and padded down the hall to continue his research.
David hobbled over on his crutch to help gather up the dishes. “Sorry to be a hindrance.”
“You’re not. It’s just a little unprofessional to bring friends to client meetings. I’ll figure something out.”
“Client confidentiality thing, I getcha.” David lifted and stacked the dishes onto the tray with one hand. “I’m pretty much dressed. I can do the dishes while you get ready.”
I reached to take the tray from him. “You’re a guest and on a crutch. I can’t have you—”
His face went blank as he took a step away from the table and turned to keep the dishes out of my reach. “I went through almost a year of rehab on a crutch and did everything fine. Besides, mama always said the people who cook the food don’t wash the dishes.” David turned and moved toward the kitchen before I could give a response.
Probably better that way.
He set the dishes next to the basin and looked around for a handle for the water. “Uh… I need water?”
The faucet over the basin poured steaming water and did so until it filled and foamed with a combination of water and dish soap. David took the sponge I had on the counter and set to washing the dishes.
Are you going to get a lady-boner watching him being domestic? I didn’t think that was your thing.
“It’s not,” I said under my breath before leaving the room. Heading to my room, I filled my backpack with all the items I may need that day and double checked my Glock and ammunition.
Once I dressed in a swimsuit, I went back to the kitchen and held out another for David. “Here, take this and put it on while I go and look for your legs.” When he didn’t take it right away, I said, “Unless you want to walk around Tokyo soaking wet.”
* * *
An hour later, I climbed out of Tokyo Bay coughing and shook myself free of the water. A cigarette butt clung to my hair along with other unmentionables. I pulled it out and flicked it to the side, trying to not gag as something cool and sticky came away with my palm. Looking down at myself, I realized I was covered in the bay crap and turned to give the industrial buildings across the way the double bird.
David arrived in the same state due to the limitless water pollution. He let out a cussing fit as he pulled himself up and peered down at the black slime covering his upper body. “What the fuck is this shit?”
“Pollution,” I grumbled. “Concentrated by the water elemental.”
“Concentrated? What did we do for it to cover us in this crap?”
“We didn’t do anything. Elementals like to point out problems in their own way, but,” I gestured to the massive city, “there isn’t much we can really do about it.”
There was no way David and I could walk into town looking like we crawled out of a swamp. Giving the area about me a quick look, I observed a cardboard box village along the pathway from where I stood near a bridge. Over it, the main walkway was crowded with people who did their best to not look down where David and the rest of the cardboard village resided. Many of the homes had blue tarps kept in place with duct-tape along the edges. Some had large trash bags next to them full of cans and plastic bottles with either a child or adult standing guard over their own bag of recycled goods.
A small girl, no older than nine, watched us with unblinking eyes.
Hoping we hadn’t scared the child for life with our disgusting appearance, I set my pack on the ground and stripped off my soiled wetsuit and shoved it into a garbage bag. I left my damp clothes on the ground while pulling out a clean pair of jeans and my Punisher shirt. David followed suit and used a towel and baby wipes to clean himself off as best he could before yanking out a set of clothes.
I spent ten minutes trying to untangle my hair, but I didn’t make any headway no matter how hard I tired. Resigned, I pulled Silence free and sliced my hair off in sections. Halfway through, I noticed David’s wide-eyed stare. “It’ll grow back by tomorrow.”
“Is that an immortal thing?”
Grabbing another chunk, I sliced it off in one clean motion. “Nope, just a me thing.”
This is so disgusting! Silence wailed. I’d rather you ogle David’s ass than this! Get it off me! Quick!
“You are a fucking baby,” I muttered while grabbing a baby wipe to clean Silence after the last of my hair rested in a pile. Pulling a baseball hat out of my bag, I worked on my parka before shouldering the bag again and covering my choppy hair with the hat. Returning everything back inside, I lifted a hand to David. “Give me your stuff. We can store it with my things.”
“I think that’ll be too much for your bag.”
“Naw.” I patted the side of it. “I have this thing routinely enchanted to carry more than it looks. Here,” I nudged the back toward him, “check it out.”
David knelt next to me and rummaged around in his pack. In seconds he pulled out the items I’d shoved in along with a flashlight, umbrella, a two-person tent, dog treats, dice, and a plastic bag of dried herbs.
David held up the baggy. “Let me guess, you’re holding this for a friend.”
I took it from him. “I am, actually. He has chronic pain and the regular stuff doesn’t work for him.”
“I’m low-key jealous of your Mary Poppins bag. What do I have to do to get one?”
“Well,” I grabbed various items and put them back inside, “you can either pay a bunch of money or threaten someone until they do it for you.”
With everything packed away, I looked over to see the little girl still watching us. I took in her dirty face and hollowed cheeks and felt my heart ache. I fished a protein bar out of my bag and tossed it to her.
She caught it and bowed deeply before scurrying into her cardboard home.
We didn’t bother trying to blend in as we made our way into the depths of Tokyo. Being a six-foot-tall Scandinavian woman walking about Japan, I couldn’t blend in even if I wanted to. Add in David with tattoos along his arms, and the locals probably thought we were associated with the military or the mafia. People parted from us even as it grew crowded. Some stared, others discreetly took photos, and the occasional child pointed at me.
Make way! Silence said, for the Amazon Queen and her Yakuza companion!
David nudged me with an elbow after we joined the mainstream of people heading into the train station. “What do I need to know before going in?”
My teeth ground together, but not because of David’s question. More along the lines that Badb really should have been doing this and not me. I sorted through all the information I knew and tried to narrow it down to what mattered at that moment. “We’re going to a marketplace where Kitsune Haven is at. You’ll find a lot of different creatures there, which we refer to as mythics. Pretty much every myth and story you’ve heard are about mythics.”
“All of them? Even the stuff about Bigfoot?”
“Yes, but I wouldn’t call him that. It started out as a joke and now it’ll get you punted across the room. Anyway, we are going to see a magi and there is only one thing you really need to know about magi and mythics in general. Don’t give them your true name.”
David frowned. “But you gave me your name, even if I can’t pronounce it.”
“Because I trust Badb and her sisters. Everyone else sticks with Ghost. You need to create a pseudonym soon.”
“But my name is on public record if people want to find it.”
“Yeah,” I said, drawing the word out. “Later you either have to get that record changed or get Badb to do a naming ceremony for you when she does the official avatar bit. I recommend the latter since that will only be something between the two of you. Public record is on the internet these days and the internet forgets nothing.”
David nodded, his expression troubled. “So I need a new name, all right. Magi even do this with each other? Keeping their names a secret?”
“Especially with each other. Human hearts are fickle and friends turn to enemies too easily. No one knew Merlin’s real name except those who raised him.”
And you gave him such a weird name as well. What does Terrwyn mean again?
“It means ‘brave,’ which isn’t the worst name out there.”
David shook his head. “Is it bad that I’m getting used to you talking to yourself? If it can speak to your mind, why can’t you do likewise?”
I tapped a finger to my temple. “Silence digs around in my head all the time, but he doesn’t understand my thoughts. He bitches that my feelings and images associated with my thoughts muddle up the meaning. My words are clear for him to understand if I speak. And,” I reached into my pocket and pulled out a small Bluetooth headset, “at least I have these now. So not everyone thinks I’m nuts.”
He took the device from my hand and looked it over. “This looks like a plastic replica.”
“Because it is.” I took it from him and stowed it away in its rightful place. “It’s for looks, not functionality.”
At that moment, someone jostled against me and I stumbled into David.
His free arm wrapped around my shoulders and kept me steady. I got a lungful of his scent in my nose, the smell sending tingles up and down my spine. Combined with the solid feel of his body against mine, it took more willpower than I wanted to admit to stop myself from running my hands up along his back.
I caught our reflection in the window. The awkward expression anyone else would have had in David’s place wasn’t anywhere to be seen. Instead, his eyes were half-closed and his head pressed close to mine while his arm tightened about my waist possessively. Anyone on the outside would have seen two lovers traveling together.
The thought created a twisting pain in my chest. Stepping away from David, I muttered, “Sorry about that.”
“Don’t be.” His hand trailed along my side and down my arm until our fingers were loosely linked together. “I’m not.”
Hey, can I interest you in a naked grandma in the shower today? Extra wrinkles and saggy tits for all!
Turning from David, I focused on moving with the herd of people toward the exit. David and I emerged out of the station and wandered into Tachikawa, where multiple people attempted to hand us flyers, until we made it away from the station and surrounding stores.
After twenty minutes of walking, I pointed to the gap between two buildings. “There it is.”
He hesitated before following me into the narrow passage and remained quiet as we approached a vagrant huddled up on the ground next to an aluminum roll-up security door. I fished around in my bag and tossed a red gem into his tin cup. In a smooth motion, he palmed it into his hand and used his cup to knock on the door.
“Mind your step,” he rasped, while the door rolled up high enough to allow us inside.
We entered, and the doorway slammed shut. In the distance, a pinpoint of light could be seen, and I walked toward it with David close behind. Magic flowed and ruffled my clothes as we passed through the dark hall and a modest archway.
As we stepped into the light, a large dog with shaggy fur lifted his head to sniff at us. I couldn’t see his eyes through all the fluff, but I did note the large paws and white teeth peeking through his parted muzzle.
Why are you here? the dog asked, making David jump. His voice in my mind was a low rumbling growl akin to a passing thunderstorm.
“We have an appointment with a client in Kitsune Haven,” I said. “Possible bar hopping afterward.”
The dog snorted and rested his head back onto his paws. Behave.
“Yeah, yeah, we’ll be good.” Grabbing David by the arm, I pulled him with me.
He kept his head turned in the direction of the guardian. “That dog talked.”
“Foo dogs do that.”
“Foo dog? Isn’t that—” David’s words cut off and he came to a sudden stop as a beautiful woman dressed in a decorative kimono sashayed by. Her gait drew attention to the sway of her hips and two foxtails. One of her fox ears, the same color as her midnight black hair, twitched at us in passing. Her scent, a mixture of temple incense and animal musk, filled my nose.
“That’s a kitsune,” I said to David, pressing a finger under his chin to close his mouth. “Some are good, some aren’t. Keep them at arm’s length unless you can get them to owe you a favor.”
A large raccoon-dog-looking thing, walking on his hind legs and holding two clay jars in each furry paw, bumped into my leg. He gave me an angry look and snapped at me in Japanese.
“You watch where you’re going,” I snapped back. “How did you not see me? I’m six feet tall!”
He snarled and kicked dirt at my leg with another nasty comment before walking off.
“Yeah, keep moving, trash-panda,” I said to his retreating back.
David stepped to my side, watching the creature disappear into a crowd. “Was that a tanuki?”
“Yeah.” I adjusted my jacket and looked at David. “You know them?”
“My dad used to tell stories about them when I was a kid. I didn’t consider the possibility they were actually real.”
“Well, they are.” I tugged on David’s arm. “Try to not look like a tourist in the market area.”
Hanging gardens decorated the walkways above us, adorning the early evening sky. Floating lanterns traveled through the air, illuminating darkened corners and casting a warm light on the surfaces and the crowd of mythics. The moment we came into sight, merchants swarmed us like preschool children with an ice cream vendor. Some waved their wares in our faces as we passed, yelling their sales pitch in a mixture of languages from Japanese to English to Swahili.
“A lover’s problem? I have the solution here with my potions! They can’t argue with you if they’re dead!”
“Keep yourself safe with my specialty blades! Discount for pretty ladies.”
“Hey, there, pretty-pretties. I’ve got just the charm for you.”
“Suspect a lie? My artifact forces all to speak the truth to you!”
Along with their words came the magical pull to move toward them. I felt subtle desires for items I didn’t need, like a coin that always landed on heads, a necklace to attract new love, and even a leopard-patterned Snuggie.
I turned to check on David and pull him away from merchants if needed, but he was busy shoving one away who was waving women’s thongs at him.
I tried to not laugh at the sight, mostly because of the glare he gave me. “You all right?”
“Yeah,” he grunted. “These people are pushy.”
David and I continued our march through the demanding merchants and let out a breath once we emerged from the bombardment.
When we were finally in the clear, David let out a long sigh. “That was intense.”
“Yeah.” I looked back to watch merchants swarm the others passing through. “Must be farmer’s market day.”
“Is it always focused on self-defense items? Half of them were selling things for magical protection. I’d think your type would keep things in order.”
The observation gave me pause. “It’s not uncommon to have those things sold, but the market only goes up when there is a need for it.”
You’re thinking about the missing Valkyrie, aren’t you?
David’s head swiveled around at the buildings on either side of us and up at the lanterns floating overhead. “How is this place even here? There is no way it fits inside that tiny building.”
“We’re in the Under, the whole of the market is, and we make multiple entrances, though some get destroyed over time. Some creatures, like the Fae and those who escort souls to the afterlife, can create temporary doorways.”
“Good to know. So where are we heading?”
I pointed to the end of the road where a large building rose up and towered over the other two-story structures around us. It kept to the structure of a several-tiered tower with multiple eaves common among the traditional Japanese buildings. The tiles lining the roofs were dark, bringing out the white paint of the building. “There.”
“Looks fancy.”
We walked the rest of the way to the building with only an occasional merchant calling out to us. David, though his face impassive, took in every mythic who walked by. By the time we arrived at the base of the building, David’s head had stopped jerking around at every creature we passed.
A flight of stairs painted in a rich red led to the delicate paper sliding doors of the building’s entrance. Along the outside a few mythics mingled among each other and spoke in soft voices. Most of them sported fox ears and a varying array of tails, ranging in number from two to five.
By the stairway leading up to the main building, A sign stood tall with golden kanji characters painted in an elegant style labeling the building as “Kitsune Haven.” Next to it rested a menu of the dishes prepared inside.
“I don’t think I can afford to walk in there,” David said, looking the sign over. He walked over to study the menu. “Definitely not. There aren’t any prices listed here.”
“Good thing the client is paying,” I said, taking the lead up the stairs.
We stepped into the lobby with a neutral faced hostess glancing up at us. Her attention settled on David. “Irasshaimase.”
David looked at her and then me. “Tell me you speak Japanese.”
“I speak most languages,” I said. Looking to the hostess, I said in Japanese, “Hello, we have a reservation with a Caldrin Leafstorm.”
She blinked but recovered herself enough to nod and jot something down on the notebook in front of her. Still speaking in Japanese, she said, “This way, please.”
The woman led us down a hall toward a set of stairs.
“How many languages do you speak?” David asked.
“All of them, more or less,” I said. “Part of the job requirement. You don’t know Japanese?”
He snorted. “I speak English and Arabic. My father is Chinese, but he never taught us.”
“Really? No curse words in Mandarin? Or Cantonese? I learned some good insults in Cantonese from a monkey.”
David gave me a look. “Do I want to know why you learned Cantonese from a monkey?”
“It was forever ago when I was learning this fighting style called Fist of the Impulsive Monkey. Profanity was part of the training.”
“Now I know you are fucking with me.”
“Am not! It’s great for beating up people bigger than you and mocking them at the same time.” I tapped the back of my hand to his chest. “But it’s still weird your dad didn’t teach you anything. What was his reason?”
“He said he wanted us to be Americans and not Chinese in America.”
I shook my head. “Different strokes, different folks.”
We followed the hostess through another narrow hallway and around a wall separating the bar from the dining area. The neatly arranged tables had a fantastic view of the cityscape through the floor-to-ceiling windows. The view was impressive for sure, but I focused my attention on the man the hostess walked toward.
He fidgeted in his seat, eyes shifting about at each person who walked by. Dressed in a plain black suit, black shoes, black undershirt, and black tie, this was clearly a man who liked black. His clothes matched his eyes, but they made his pasty pale skin appear translucent. He’d slicked back his blond hair to an old ‘70s style I’d seen with business men.
This is the guy that wants to kill someone for fourteen million?
I hoped for more, Silence said, his tone unimpressed.
“Don’t judge a book by its cover, Silence.”
Why not? Everyone else does.
I had to admit I agreed with Silence. The guy didn’t look the part, but I would have been the worst to judge someone based on appearances.
Pulling in a breath, I mentally thought back to the list I’d created from the Friends and Influence book. Smile. Use name. Be genuine. Listen. I could do it.
When he saw us walking toward him, his eyes brightened as he rose and extended a hand toward me. Spotting David, he hesitated. “Ms. Ghost?”
I took the hand and shook it. “Just Ghost, Mr. Leafstorm.” His palm felt clammy in mine, but I didn’t scent anything akin to fear or nervousness from him. I withdrew my hand, keeping my face neutral, and gestured to David. “This is my partner, Phantom.”
David nodded his head to the man and offered his own hand. “Pleased to meet you, sir.”
I watched the magi carefully, taking in another breath through my nose. He fidgeted enough to show he was nervous, but I couldn’t pick up the aroma for it. The unease I felt about the job became a heavy weight in my stomach.
Caldrin and David finished their handshake. The magi’s eyes shifted between the two of us. “I thought I hired a single enforcer.”
“Sometimes we work in pairs, Mr. Leafstorm.” I waved a hand to a chair and smiled. “May we sit?”
“Oh! Yes! Forgive me.” He sat in his chair, as we did likewise. “Sorry for the misunderstanding. There isn’t much information when it comes to the enforcer known as ‘Ghost.’ And what there is, is a little contradictory.”
I grimaced at the thought that he’d asked around about me, and what he’d been told. “I’m sure there is a lot out there, but our work history reflects good quality and timeliness.”
He fished in his jacket, pulled out a worn notebook and flicked through the pages. “You’re the same pair who fought in the Fae Wars?”
I rubbed the back of my neck and nodded. “Yes. We were required because of the foul play between Queen Mab and Arthur at the time.”
Caldrin leaned closer toward me, his eyes bright. “And the Night Attack of Targoviste?”
This guy really did his research.
“That was a little different. The Solis brothers weren’t following the night-doctrine and needed a wakeup call.”
He turned another page and placed finger on the lower half of it. “And the ninth legion beyond Hadrian’s?”
That was like a bajillion years ago. He’s a fan boy stalker, that’s what he is. He will take a picture and make you his waifu
next.
I coughed to cover up a laugh. “We weren’t the only ones there. It was either abduct them or face the wrath of the Fae Queens. Other than hiring us, is there a reason you’re interested in our history?”
“Confirmation, mostly.” Caldrin closed his notebook and tucked it away. He leaned over to pull up and place a briefcase on the table. “Making sure you’re the right person for my request.” He pulled a thick manila envelope from inside and handed it to me.
I took it and peeked inside, seeing a stack of photos rubber banded together along with a thick packet of papers. I pulled out the stack of photos and looked at the first one.
A blond man with a large forehead, thin blond hair with a side parting, squinty eyes, and pronounced cheekbones. I flipped the picture over to read “Patrick Green” in neat handwriting.
I turned the photo back over. “I’ve never seen him before.”
The magi leaned back and crossed his legs, resting his linked fingers over a knee. “He’s an alchemist living in England.”
I tucked the photo back into the envelope. “Why do you want to kill him? Most of my contracts are because they are causing a problem and all other channels have failed. I would’ve heard about him if that were the case.”
His head tilted to the side. “Do you need to know the reason why?”
David said, “Not always, but it helps us understand the bigger picture and keep your values in mind.”
Oh, he’s a good bullshitter. You better watch out for that.
“Yes, of course.” Caldrin leaned back into his chair. “He’s the apprentice of Floyd Bitterwind.”
My eyes snapped up. “Floyd Bitterwind?” For David’s benefit, I added, “That’s the guy I hear whispered about in the middle of the day. He’s no joke. Why go after his apprentice?”
David took the envelope from me and pulled out a picture to look at while Caldrin spoke. “In recent years, Floyd’s aligned himself with Hunters. We couldn’t understand why since Hunters hunt down mythics, but—if the intel we acquired is correct—they’ve developed a device to locate us.”
“Us? Do you mean magi or mythics in general?”
He sliced a hand through the air. “I’m not sure how, but it appears able to locate magi and mythics alike.
I grimaced. “We already have a hard time hiding in plain sight. Do you know anything about the device?” Anything he could share was something I could send back through my operator. The more I knew about this, the faster we could squash the problem.
Caldrin shook his head. “Speculation at best. We only know Floyd’s apprentice designed it. We need him and the device destroyed.”
David looked up from the pictures. “Say we do the job. What’s to stop Floyd from making it on his own?”
The magi’s eyes widened. “Have you two not heard?”
I frowned. “I don’t keep tabs on magi unless I have to.”
Caldrin licked his lips and leaned in as he whispered, “Floyd’s gone the way of Outermancy.”
Nope! Nope-nope-nope. I don’t want any of that. Reject the job and refer him to someone else.
Hissing out a “shit,” I leaned back into my chair, rubbing a hand over my mouth. “Do you know how far he’s gone?”
“Sadly, no.” Caldrin shook his head. “Only that he has.”
My eyes shifted to David, who scowled at the photo in his hand. “So, Floyd won’t be able to cast certain magics without assistance. I looked back to Caldrin. “But what about the knowledge of how to make the device? It would be a quick fix if he got another apprentice.”
The magi shook his head. “The magic ability required to do such a thing is rare. If Floyd found another apprentice with the magical alignment needed, it would still take years of training before he could recreate the device.”
I nodded. “Understood. We’ll be hindering his intentions, whatever those may be.”
David asked, “What about Floyd himself? If we go in and kill his apprentice, he’s not going to be happy about it. If all you’re doing is hindering him, then this is only putting a band-aid on a neck wound and a bullseye on you, Mr. Leafstorm.”
See? He’s thinking.
Caldrin waved a hand at the photos. “Don’t concern yourself with my wellbeing. So long as we put off this project, it will be a win.”
“We understand.” I stood and shouldered my bag. “We’ll get started on the task for you, sir. I hope the two-week limit will be fine?”
He jerked to his feet, walked toward me, and took my hand in both of his before I could pull away. “Of course! I look forward to being updated on your progress.” He moved to David and embraced him. “Thank you both.”
“You’re welcome.” David awkwardly patted his back. We waved and made a quick exit from the room. When we left the building and headed down the street, David said, “Tell me I’m not the only one who thought that was suspicious.”
“It’s fishy as fuck. Anything involving Floyd should have been elevated above me.” I pulled my phone out and eyed the black screen. “I can’t call my operator until we are out of here.”
“So, we leave and make the call?”
“Maybe. There’s a guy I know here who keeps an ear to the ground. If I’m going to pass it on, I’d like to give more information than I was given. I was going to ask if he knew anything about Sasha as well.”
“So, who is this guy? Can we trust him?”
“We should.” I placed my phone into my jacket pocket. “He’s my son.”




CHAPTER THIRTEEN 


Missing Mythics
We walked side by side down a single-lane road and stopped at a set of stairs leading into a basement with a “Two Tail Tavern” sign over the sliding door at the bottom.
The front of the building looked like garbage, but once we passed through the entryway, it was a whole other story.
Inside, the omnipresent paper lanterns gave the bar a soft golden glow. The wall at the entrance was decorated with multiple Polaroid photos with dates and names scribbled along the bottom. The bar was professionally maintained and run by two Japanese men with red hair and flushed cheeks. All about the place were different species of East Asian mythological creatures—kitsune, jorogumo, akaname, tanuki, oni, kiyohime—sitting at a table or bar enjoying their drinks and conversation. The auburn Foo dog at the entrance way lifted a head to sniff at us and then lowered it back down onto his paws with a groan.
David asked, “This is the place?”
“Yep,” I said. “It’s a good watering hole for a drink, a break, or finding things out.”
I glanced around the room until my eyes settled on a young Japanese man working behind the bar. He wore a pristine white dress shirt, black vest, and slacks. Despite his youthful appearance, snow-white hair adorned his head along with two fox ears. He leaned over the counter, smiling at a woman who shielded the lower half of her face with a golden fan.
“There’s Yuki.” I grabbed David’s arm and pulled him with me. “Stay close and don’t talk to strangers.”
David scoffed. “What am I? Five?”
Do you want me to be the one to tell him he’s the youngest fuck in the room or do you want to hand him a diaper now?
We walked toward the pair and I tapped the woman’s shoulder when I was close enough. “I need that seat.”
She turned and looked me up and down with her violet eyes. With a huff, she slid off the stool and floated away—and I do mean float—to one of the tables by the wall, her scarf rippling in her wake.
Yuki huffed at me. “Did you really have to do that?”
“Yes.” I sat on the vacant stool. “I don’t have time for pleasantries today, kiddo.”
The kitsune looked from me to David. “Who is this? Another enforcer?”
“David, this is Yuki. Yuki, this is David, avatar select for Badb. I’m keeping an eye on him while she sorts out a few things.”
David extended his hand as he pulled up a stool for himself. “Nice to meet you.”
Yuki took and shook it. “Hajimemashite.” Withdrawing his hand, he leveled a look at me. “You know you missed my birthday again?”
My brows rose. “Do birthdays really matter after two hundred? You’re what, three hundred-something now?”
“Three hundred and ninety-seven,” he said, pouting. “How did you forget how old I am?”
I placed a hand to my chest. “I don’t even know how old I am and you want me to track your age? Let’s be real here.”
Yuki shook his head as he turned and picked up a bottle of vodka and a shot glass. He looked over at David. “Do you want something to drink?”
“No, I am the designated walker.”
Nodding, Yuki set the shot glass on the table and poured the vodka into it before sliding it toward me. “What do you need? You don’t randomly appear in my bar unless it’s Trivia Night.”
“I’m trying to dig up—” I stopped and took in a deep breath. “Are you smoking again?”
Yuki froze.
I slapped my hand on the bartop, drawing a few pairs of eyes to us. “You are! Dammit, Yuki! You know predators can pick up that scent easily.”
His vulpine eyes shifted from his patrons to me. “Are we really doing this now?”
“Do you want me to mother you, or not? You can’t pout about me forgetting to send you a card and then protest when I demand you stop making yourself an easy mark.”
He massaged the bridge of his nose. “What do you want?”
I rested my forearms on the bar. “I need dirt on a Caldrin Leafstorm and anything you may have heard about a Valkyrie named Sasha.”
Yuki’s tails twitched behind him. “Sure, but that’s a lot. I’ll do it for a trade. It’s something I was going to ask your help for anyway.” He waved a hand to one of the booths. “Sit there and I’ll be over when I can.”
Once we settled ourselves into a booth, David asked, “You’re his mother?”
“Foster. I can’t bear children, but there are plenty who need homes. I found Yuki when he was a kit being hunted down by some humans. They killed his parents and hunted him for fun.” I smiled at Yuki when he reappeared. “Hey, what does the fox say?”
He tossed me an envelope with the word “Caldrin” scribbled across the front. “Fuck you.”
“That would be awkward and confusing for both of us.” I slid the envelope into my bag. “Therapy would be needed.”
Yuki narrowed his vulpine eyes. “Sometimes I’m not sure if you’re the worst mother in existence or the most brilliant.”
I shrugged a shoulder. “You turned out fine, so I can’t be complete shit.”
One of Yuki’s tails gave an irritated flick and his ears flattened against the sides of his head. “When I complained about it being too cold once, you left me in Canada for a day.”
“Canada is nice,” I said with a shrug.
His face went deadpan. “In the middle of winter.”
I grinned. “You never complained about it being cold ever again. I call that a lesson learned.” I downed the second shot and set the glass on the table with its partner. “You said you wanted to trade, not discuss my parenting methods. What do I owe you for the info?”
Yuki nodded and set a bundle of papers on the table. Arching an eyebrow, I leaned over to take the bundle and pulled the papers free. Sliding the contents onto my hand, I looked at a stack of photos. The first one had Patrick Green in it, but he wasn’t the focus. A large burly man with dark skin, black hair cut close to his head, and black eyes was. I shuffled through the rest of the photos, seeing the black-haired man was the main subject in all of them. In some he was in a crowd, speaking to a group of people with no apparent weapons, but in most of them he had a military-style assault rifle on him. David leaned over to look, and I handed him several of the photos.
I shuffled through several more photos. “What am I looking at?”
“Samuel Henry, the current leader of the Hunter’s Order.”
I leaned back into the booth as I studied a photo of Samuel considering the camera. Still young, mid-thirties at first glance, with wrinkles at the corners of his eyes. His face appeared stern, proud, even. The intensity of his eyes kept my attention. It was the kind of expression of a man got after he perfected his hand at murder. I would know, I saw the same look in the mirror every morning.
“He’s cute,” I said, setting the photos on the table. “The Hunters had to pick a new leader at some point. Are you trying to hook me up with a hot date?”
Yuki made a face at me. “No, it’s what’s happened since he took charge I’m concerned about.”
“Hunters have decided to stop killing anything supernatural and focus on charity work? I can see them now. Standing outside of hobby stores asking for spare change. ‘Please, sir, just a bit more for the poor little orphans….’”
Yuki narrowed his eyes at me, voice full of irritation. “Mother.”
I held up my hands. “Sorry.” I clapped my hands together and rested them on the table. “Are they upping their game with their attacks?”
Yuki’s eyes lowered to the photos. “I think they’re kidnapping us.”
In the back of my mind I felt Silence’s consciousness and his presence as he observed through my eyes. I gestured at Yuki to continue. “What are you basing this on?”
Yuki reached for the pictures and pulled out another stack. “I heard about it maybe a year ago—a couple of mythics disappearing. At first, I didn’t think anything of it. Mythics poof all the time. Sometimes they disappear on purpose, but they also return after a while. Either because they have to make new identities or they’re evading tax collectors. These are the ones I know no one has been able to find. Not even in the Under.”
I took the photos and shuffled through them. “None of these have resurfaced?”
“Not that I can tell. It didn’t smell right, so I started to collect what I could.”
My hands slowed as I studied each photo. I looked at the back and saw the name, location, and date written in Yuki’s neat handwriting. Looking to Yuki, I asked, “Last place seen?”
He nodded.
Keeping the cards flipped over, I sorted them onto the table until I had them arranged in piles by types of mythics. There were a lot of cards. The largest one belonged to the Fae. I recounted them and stopped after I hit fifty.
I rubbed my face with both hands. “Shit. Shit-shit-shit!”
David asked, “What is it?”
I tapped the biggest pile. “This is bad. I was in Seattle a few days ago and both fairy queens were holding court for an emergency. If this is it, then we have a problem.”
Yuki’s face paled, but it was David who asked, “What do you mean?”
“You think fairies and picture the cute little critters with wings and sparkly dust in their wake, right?” David nodded, and I continued, “There are those, but there are more than that. One thing they all have in common is that all belong to a Seelie Court—Winter, Summer, or Wyld.”
David said back with his brows drawn. “How does that play into everything?”
“The courts are protective of their people.” I tapped the photos again. “This is going to piss them off. It’s winter, which means Mab is in power. She isn’t called the Queen of Air and Darkness for nothing.” I picked up the photos and shuffled through them. “Did you find a pattern to the abductions?”
Yuki nodded. “They went for the noisy ones first. Fresh vampires, changelings, or magi gone the dark path. They’re growing bolder, though.” He looked up, his gaze on my nose. “Now they’re snooping around our merchants. Seven told me he’s noticed an increase in Hunter activity in his area.”
“Not surprised, it’s Louisiana. If they knew who was running the store, they’d go inside and abduct him as well. It may be wise to tell him that the Hunters are using his location to scope out targets. But he’s not stupid – he’ll probably have worked it out himself, so I suspect he’s aware.”
Yuki sighed and picked up his tea. He knew me well enough from my years of defective parenting when he should just let me think. He did so then, sipping his drink and looking about the room. The bar was a low murmur, the occupants engrossed in their own discussions.
I steepled my fingers together against my face and stared at the pictures. Abduction in multiple locations and sightings in Louisiana? It wasn’t the activity of a small group or even a big local team. They’d gone global. I slid the photos farther apart to examine the other men with Mr. Henry. They all had military-issued Kevlar and were holding an M4 Carbine or M16A2 rifles. They’d found someone willing to sell them the gear illegally? Or, even worse, they were being funded by someone at the spooky end of human government.
I looked to Yuki. “Who else knows?”
The Kitsune gestured to our table. “Just us. Like I said, I wasn’t sure at first if these disappearances were intention or not. I thought about putting in formal request with the enforcers, but something in my gut told me not to.”
I nodded. “Yeah, well, you’re talking to me now. I can dig into this and subtly pass it onto Master Draco when I can give him more facts.”
Yuki gave me a flat look. “You don’t do subtle very well.”
“Nonsense. Of course, I do.” I flashed him a grin. “When I want to.” I tucked the photos back into their envelope. “I get why you’re concerned. Because this isn’t only about our own going missing.”
He nodded. “You always told me if you were stupid enough to get caught, you deserve what happened. These ones aren’t stupid or weak, yet are still taken.”
The waitress arrived to take the empty glasses, and I waited until she departed before speaking. “If humans have developed technology to capture us, then we’re looking at a very different problem.”
Yuki nodded slowly, his eyes on the table. “When prey becomes predator.”
David lifted a hand. “Can I ask a dumb question?” Yuki and I looked at him. “You already know a lot about this situation.” David gestured a hand to Yuki. “Why haven’t you done something about it?”
Yuki eyes shifted from me and back to David. “I’m not an enforcer, so I can’t go and stick my snout into situations. Mother can kick in someone’s door and interrogate them and won’t suffer serious reputational damage or something more… permanent, since she’s authorized to do so.”
“And because I’d show them a kickin’ good time.” My lips spread into a wide grin. “See what I did there?”
Yuki groaned, covering his face with a hand. “It’s worse when you make dad-jokes.”
I laughed, returning my attention to David. “It’s about authorization. When people have problems, we go through proper channels to handle it. Help’s avoid things like clan wars and genocide.”
“Sounds like red tape some wouldn’t bother with.”
“Some don’t, and they don’t live long,” I said, getting to me feet. “I’ll check it out, kiddo. Keep an ear out and send me word if you find out anything else. I’ll see what I can put together today with what you’ve given me and pass it onto the network. If it’s as large as I am thinking, we’ll need all the help we can get.”
He nodded and reached out a hand to me. I took it with a smile.
“Be safe,” he said.
“You, as well.” I gave his hand a final squeeze and headed out of the bar.
It didn’t take long to make our way back out onto the streets of Tokyo. As soon as the doorway closed and we were once more in the streets with mulling humans, I called Carl.
After the fifth ring, Carl picked up with a staticky version of “Solitary Bed and Breakfast. This is Carl.”
“Carl, it’s Ghost.”
“I’m sorry, I can barely hear you. Can you say that again?”
I placed my hand to the receiver and spoke slower. “It’s Ghost. I need to ask you a question.”
His tone relaxed. “Oh, hey. You never call.”
“I know. Are Fae in the room with you?”
A pause followed my question before he offhandedly said, “Yep.”
“Don’t say my name. Can you move where they can’t hear you?”
“Yeah-yeah, sure. Let me go to my office and find that receipt for you.”
You should be worried that humans lie so easily.
I listened to the static until Carl said, “What’s wrong?”
“Do you know if the Fae queens have started their convention or whatever it is?”
“Not that I know of. One said they are still waiting for a few others to arrive. What’s wrong?”
My insides tightened. If the queens were waiting for more Fae to arrive, it wasn’t a summit, it was a roll call. They already knew something was up.
“I don’t want to tell you, so you can honestly say you don’t know if asked,” I said.
“Geez. You’re making me nervous here.”
“I’m sorry, but it’s better this way. Do you know roughly when it might start?”
Carl sighed. “I heard it might be next week at the soonest. When you came over, it was the second day of them flying in.”
Silence asked, Why Seattle though?
It can’t be for the coffee.
“And they’re meeting on a ley line to draw power from if needed.” I pulled in a deep breath. “Carl, I need a favor. Will you text me when the summit starts or you hear anything else that’s out of place?”
“I can but it puts me in an awkward position. Is this an official investigation?”
“No. If it were, I’d have to send notification to all parties involved. I’d rather Mab not know I’m snooping about in Fae business.”
Static welled up on the phone line and I strained to hear his voice. “All right, I’ll text you. What’s a good number?”
I rattled off my cell number and then looked at David. “Do you have a cell?” He nodded and told me his number to give to Carl. “If you can’t reach me on that line, call the second. They know what’s going on.”
“Okay, friend. Be safe.”
“I will.” I disconnected the call and pressed the corner of the phone to my bottom lip. “This is bad.”
“What’s happening?”
I looked to David. “I think the queens already know something is happening. If they start an investigation on their own and find humans are the cause, it’ll be impossible to stop them.”
David cocked an eyebrow. “What’s so bad about Mab?”
I snorted. “She’s not going to care if a small minority started this—she’ll decimate everyone to make it clear her court is not to be trifled with.”
“Great.” David scowled, his eyes shifting side to side. “How long do we have?”
“Carl said the summit hasn’t started yet, so maybe a week. They’re waiting a few more days to let everyone arrive.” I worried my bottom lip. “I’m concerned since they’re meeting on a ley line.”
“What’s a ley line?”
I groaned. “I wish Badb had explained this shit to you first before dropping you into it. Think of a ley line as like a vein in the Earth with a lot of power. If the queens decide to strike, they’re sitting on the magical equivalent of nuclear missiles.” I rubbed my face again. “This is turning into a shit day.”
“What can we do?”
“At this point, I don’t think I can do much. I have a no-contact order when it comes to the Winter Court. If I poke my nose into their business, it’ll make things worse.”
“A no-contact order? That’s a story I have to hear.”
I snorted. “Maybe another time.”
Once we were on the train ride back to the bay, Voltaire’s voice bellowed from my pocket, “Fangs were flying, capes were torn. Hell hath no fury like a vampire scorned!”
“Great,” I groaned, pulling out my phone. I hit the answer button and placed the phone to my ear with a sigh. “Hello, Nicholas.”
A man’s voice, rich as melted chocolate, said, “May I speak with you at your convenience?”
“You may. In fact, we are speaking via phone at this very moment.”
“Save your snark. I’d like the discussion in person. It’s about your newest job.”
“You expect me to drop everything and come see you?”
“I expect that someone who still owes me for the damage inflicted on my property after assaulting one of my patrons would be eager to clear the books.”
I regret nothing. Asshole deserved it for saying I looked like junkyard scrap.
An unease settled over my belly. “Sure, I’ll pop over now if you want. But I am traveling with someone who needs to stay with me.”
“Bring him, but my discussion with you will remain private.” I heard a faint click and a dial tone.
“Nice talking to you,” I told the phone. “Yes, I’m fine. Vainya is doing great. Thanks for calling.” Shoving the device into my jacket, I massaged my temples. “Dammit.”
David asked, “What’s wrong?”
“Just getting confirmation Caldrin’s job stinks. Someone I know wants to talk about it and I am not even going to wonder how he knows about it. But he’s not the type to reach out with the best intentions.”
“Possible foul play then?”
“Most likely.” I adjusted the strap of my bag. “Ready for a vampire club?”




CHAPTER FOURTEEN 


Antiquity
Ifussed with my growing hair as we walked along the side of the narrow walkway leading to Antiquity. My hair had grown into an uneven bob which reached my shoulders. If I was lucky, it would be it’s typical length by the end of the day.
“That’s a pretty cool trick,” David said, gesturing to my head.
“It’s only cool for people who like how they look.”
“And you don’t?”
“Let’s say it is hard to disguise myself when my hair rejects dye as soon as I apply it.” I scratched the side of my head. “And this is itchy as fuck!”
In the evening light, the cobblestone road and stucco-fronted three-story buildings looked no different than they had a hundred years ago, with the lack of any evidence of maintenance. We passed the occasional person on the way home, but otherwise the streets were vacant.
“So, vampires in Italy?” David asked. “I’d never thought of that.”
“Vampires live where they want. Most reside in places that don’t change much over time.”
“They don’t like progression?”
“Oh, they do—especially when it comes to the recent medical advances—but some don’t adapt fast enough to keep up with human advancements. I make an active effort to keep up with the times and I still miss things.”
We came to the corner and bumped into the last person in a long line leading to the main entrance of Antiquity. As clubs went, it was as reputable and close to impossible to get into as most other elite establishments. People stood in the line awaiting their turn to go inside, if they could get in at all. Some others walked past the line dressed in finery and were admitted with a simple nod to the bouncers. Other establishments had a separate door for such privileges, but Nicholas enjoyed reminding the “common folk” of their place. Not a hair was out of place nor a blemish to be seen on any of the features of those allowed immediate entrance.
David grumbled, “This is a bunch of hurry up and wait.”
“Naw, we can go right in. I have a lifelong membership.” Given our soaked appearance and matted hair, we wouldn’t fit in with the privileged elite, but I’d given up on trying to look presentable when we arrived. Canalasso, the elemental of the Grand Canal, also felt the need to place concentrated rubbish in my hair. We’d managed to clean the worst of it, but our appearance was a stone’s throw away from street beggars.
David nodded his head toward the club’s entrance. “How do you get a lifelong membership to a place like this?”
“Marry and then divorce the owner.”
David brows crawled upward.
“Married?”
“And divorced,” I said pointedly.
This is wonderfully awkward. Please continue.
Thankfully, David didn’t push the topic further. Not that there was much to tell beyond that. We made our way to the front, earning a dirty look from those who had likely waited for hours and who did not look like they had been dragged backward through the finest sewer in Venice.
The bouncer didn’t move when I tried to get inside. I hadn’t seen him before and judging by how he held himself along with his pasty complexion, he was a vampire who had just come into his power. He exposed his cute baby fangs, but when I didn’t seem impressed, he returned to scowling.
He took his time looking me over. “Name?”
“Nonya.”
He frowned, looking over the list. “Nonya?”
“None ya business.” I tucked my hands into the pockets of my parka. “I’d like to speak with the owner and I know where his office is, so just let me in.”
The bouncer leered at me, moving into my personal space. “You don’t understand how this works, do you, sweet cheeks?”
Another man appeared at the bouncer’s side and whispered into his ear. I took some satisfaction in watching the scowl shift to surprise and then a slow swallow.
He cleared his throat and stepped out of my way. “We’ll notify Mr. Antiquity you’re here.”
“Thanks, sweet cheeks.”
Once inside, I cringed at the loud music and the sea of bodies. The flashing lights coupled with Silence’s gleeful excitement brought on a pounding in my head. I moved along the edges of the dance floor until I came to another door with two men on either side of it. One nodded and opened the door for David and me.
Entering the foyer, I noted a woman standing next to a rack holding a variety of weapons spanning the ages, everything from broadswords to machine guns. Pulling out my Glock, I handed it to her and took my ticket stub. David reached into his jacket, pulled out a Sig, and handed it to the smiling woman.
Such an odd formality, Silence mused. They take external weapons even though mythics could easily kill each other by other means. What is the point of it?
“Like you said, it’s a formality.”
You didn’t hand me over, Silence pointed out. Do you not feel safe without me by your side?
“It’s safer for the others when you are by my side.”
I pushed the inner door open and looked about while Silence cackled in my head. A soft light lit the room, allowing for shadows to cloak those within. Creatures sat at tables with drinks and plates of exotic food. The tables were all arranged to face the stage where a man dressed to impress spoke with a dazzling smile to the crowd. It could have been a club act with a particularly dapper compère until someone noticed the woman on the ground next to him with her throat ripped out. Blood pooled about her body and spread over the black stage floor. I was sure the dress she’d worn had been dazzling and suited to her figure, but it was nothing more than an expensive rag at that point—ripped beyond repair and stained with her blood. She’d been young and beautiful with full lips, gray eyes, and long black hair, which was now tangled and gummed to the floor by her blood.
Such a waste.
The man said something in Italian and everyone in the room chuckled. He continued as a stagehand dressed in all black removed the corpse.
We’ve missed the fun part. But we can always make our own fun.
Silence vibrated pleasantly at my back, his desire causing my heart to pound in my chest and eyes to become half-lidded. Before us were a variety of deadly creatures. Vampires, werewolves, demons, witches, warlocks, ghouls, and more peppered the tables. The air was tense with the possibility of violence, but all present refrained from attacking. If anything, the frisson of danger only added to the attractions of the club.
Another woman came onto the stage, her skin a shimmering bronze and covered in conveniently placed rhinestones over her breasts and crotch. She smiled with vacant eyes at the group while leaning against the compère.
I shook my head as we moved in the shadows and made our way to the stairs. Another guard nodded and ushered us through another door, heavier this time. When it closed behind us, all sound from the establishment became muted. The hallway leading to Nicholas’s office hadn’t changed much since my last visit. Long red carpet, dark walls, the occasional painting of some dead guy no one cared about.
I don’t understand vampires and their need for long hallways.
“They enjoy creating suspense since it builds up the hormones for the feeding,” I said, before facing David. “You have to wait out here, but Nick said you’d be fine.”
David held out a hand. “Let me go through that stuff Yuki gave you. Maybe I can see something you didn’t.”
“Mmm… sure, why not?”
I handed everything over before walking into Nicholas’s office. He wasn’t in, but I expected that. With his club in peak hours, he wouldn’t be in his office. Not with connections to be made.
Furnished with paintings, thick carpet, and elaborate drapes, I could’ve been in a medieval mountainside castle rather than in the back office of a nightclub. Books on various subjects ranging from history to modern scientific theories decorated the bookshelf on one side of the room, while elaborate paintings furnished the other side over the wide fireplace, where a roaring fire blazed.
I walked over to the selection of drinks and arched a brow at the date on the bottle of brandy, while Silence sounded a low whistle from my lips.
Bad guys spare no expense for creature comforts.
“Indeed not,” I murmured.
Nicholas, dressed in an Italian suit that cost more than all of my pistols combined, entered the room with no ceremony. His hair, flowing to his shoulders, framed a proud face that sported a well-maintained beard. I noted a gray streak down the middle in contrast with his black hair. But Nicholas’s eyes, even after knowing him for centuries, held my attention. I’d always loved his eyes. Mostly because they were liquid black, which was my favorite color.
I reached over and flicked the bottom part of his beard. “What is this? Are you bleaching your hair?”
He pushed my hand away from his face with a finger. “Yes.”
“Why? You’re already handsome.”
I’d like to enforce some Silence rules. Rule one, don’t compliment your ex-husband’s looks.
“Because I would like to look older than twenty-six. And good evening, Silence.”
Ask him when he’s going to cover himself in sparkles while flexing his abs in the sun.
“He says hello.”
“In his own way, I am sure.” Nicholas poured an amber liquid into two glasses and held one out for me. “Who is the male you brought with you?”
“Avatar of death and slaughter. I thought he and I could hang,” I said, taking the proffered glass. “Thank you.”
I followed Nicolas to the two chairs by the fire and made myself comfortable. “Hey, wanna guess what I’ve started reading?”
Nicholas arched a brow. “No, but I am sure you’ll enlighten me.”
“I’ve been reading those romance novels about vampires humans keep gushing over. All those stories starring those misunderstood leeches are something. Especially that crap about Vlad.” I fanned myself while doing my best impression of a swooning lady.
His eyes narrowed. “You are attempting to bait me.”
“A little.” I leaned over toward him and rested my chin on my palm. “How much of that shit is actually written by you guys?  It’s written so your kind are so... seductive. Forbidden.” I grinned. “You must get them by the dozen.”
Rule two, don’t talk about vampires like they aren’t disgusting leeches.
Nicholas’s lips twitched upward but remained silent as he eyed me over the rim of his glass. “What did you do to warrant being forced to read vampire romance novels?”
“What makes you think I’m not a hopeless romantic seeking a happy ending?”
“In the two hundred years we were married, the only romantic thing you enjoyed was being read to by the fireplace.”
“Hey, all your vampire propaganda books involve eating the sheeple by the fire. Reading is tame next to that. Besides, we did tons of romantic stuff.”
“I wouldn’t consider campaigns and slaughtering our enemies to be romantic.”
“Fine. I may, or may not have, accidently broken some artifacts in the Manor which resulted in a long line of books to be read aloud.” I let out a long sigh. “What’s this thing you couldn’t discuss over the phone?”
Nicholas took a sip of his drink. “The reason is because of your client—Caldrin.”
“What about him? Other than he really likes the color black.”
“You’re aware he is a member of the Dark Table, yes?”
My glass stopped halfway to my mouth. “You’re shitting me. That guy? No, I was not aware he was a part of the mustache-twirling evil organization of darkness.” I lowered my glass to the arm rest. “If he is part of your group, then he’s already powerful enough to do the job on his own. Why hire me to do it for him?”
“That is also my question. His lack of transparency about his agenda worries me. He was very insistent on the assassination job and required I use my contact within Oath Takers.”
“Lack of transparency about his agenda? For an evil organization, you don’t communicate very efficiently. Have you tried memos? I hear those work really well.” When he only stared at me, I continued, “Does that mean you’ll be funding my bill?”
His eyes narrowed. “Yes.”
“Awesome. Can I have my second installment in tens, please?”
Nicholas closed his eyes, brows knitted together. “You want seven million dollars in tens?”
“Yes.” I gave him my best smile. “U.S. tens, please. Easier to spend at the convenience store.”
“You’re aware of how much space that will take up?”
I shrugged a shoulder. “Fill up a couple of duffel bags. It’s not like I can’t carry it.”
He shook his head. “If you really need funds that much, I could—”
I held up a hand. “No. Don’t even suggest it. I don’t want your money outside of a contract, Nick.”
He let out a sigh and leaned back into his chair. “It is technically your money, as well.”
“It’s not.” I drained my glass and set it down. “Can we go back to talking about Caldrin? Do you know why he wanted me personally?”
“No, and I advised against it.”
I frowned. “Why? I’ve done good work with you for centuries. Why wouldn’t you want me to do a job for you?”
Nicholas leveled a look at me. “Ghost, despite the fact you’ve chosen to remain at the bottom enforcer ranking, you are a nuke without a sender. A final solution most would refer to as ‘overkill.’ Before you were a nuke, you were a plague. A force of horrific nature that most forgot about over time because no one wanted to record the event.”
I cooed, “That the nicest thing you’ve ever said to me.”
Silence snorted. Rule three, don’t encourage ass kissing.
Nicholas continued despite my interruption. “Are there other methods we could implement? Yes, and I recommended those, but they did not satisfy Caldrin. This is not a simple matter of revenge between humans. He’s after something more than the head of an apprentice.”
“The mark is the apprentice of Floyd Bitterwind. Maybe his beef is with him and he’s trying to find a way to lash out at him.”
“Perhaps, but I wouldn’t assume such.”
I tapped my fingers along the length of the tumbler. “Subject change: have you heard mythics are going missing? That Hunters are abducting us?”
When Nicholas didn’t respond, I glanced at him. He scowled, his eyes narrowed, and the hand not holding the tumbler balled up into a fist.
He didn’t. Silence snickered. That’s gonna eat at him for years.
“Tell me,” Nicholas said, his voice tense.
I shared with him what I knew, keeping Yuki’s name out of it and his scowl deepened as I debriefed him.
“This is troubling,” he said. “Do you know how many in total?”
“No. There’s a hundred-something photos to review, but I wouldn’t assume it to be all of them.”
He tapped his fingers along the arm rest while studying me. “What else is troubling you?”
“What do you mean?”
“You’ve always had two moods: jesting and serious. Outside of your introductory quips, you’ve been acting your age. The abductions are dire, but I sense that isn’t all.”
My fingers tapped together while I sorted my thoughts, deciding what to share. “Something has changed. Or it’s been changing, and we’re only now seeing it. Waypoints aren’t working the way they’re supposed to. Vainya suspects magic is dwindling away, and we are seeing the results of that.” I returned my gaze to his face. “Are vampires experiencing any oddities?”
Nicholas didn’t move, remaining so still he could’ve been carved from stone. I’d say it was an acquired skill, but anything technically dead could do it. I was about to ask the question again when he spoke. “The younger ones are not as strong. Those who can be birthed are lacking in vitality. Most do not survive the turning.”
Leaning back in my chair, I studied the painting above the fireplace of two identical-looking men and a woman standing between them in a blue gown. “What’s the success rate?”
He made a face and shifted in his seat. “It’s gone from seventy-five down to twenty-two percent in the last century.”
“Shit.” I refilled my drink and drained it, resting my elbows on my knees. “If it’s happening to you, then it has to be with others.”
“Perhaps this is the natural course. All things end at some point.”
“Maybe. I just wish I knew a fix for it. Becoming an endangered species sucks.”
He nodded and rose with a hand extended to me. “Do promise me you’ll be careful.”
“Please,” I took his offered hand and rose to my feet. “Careful is my middle name.” At the look he gave me, I added, “Okay, it’s not, but I promise I will be.”
He shook his head, a smile pulling at the corners of his mouth. “Before you go, Sebastian asked me to give you something the next time I saw you.”
My gut cringed. “Oh... lovely. Do I have to accept it, or can we pretend I did?”
A genuine grin spread across his face. “I’ll never understand your aversion to my twin. Especially after all you two have been through.”
“Says the guy who paid me to capture him. But since you forgot, I’ll remind you.” I ticked off the points on my fingers. “He’s insane, enjoys murdering small children for the squeals, can’t decide if he wants to put my head on a pike or fuck me—maybe both at the same time, which is disgusting even by my standards.” I dropped the hand. “And, this is at the top of the list, he was only attracted to me because he liked how I ripped the head off a man’s shoulders.”
“It was an impressive feat.”
I scoffed. “Look, I’m not married to either of you anymore, and accepting gifts from Sebastian is a bad idea. He might assume things.” I shrugged. “That’s what the modern self-help books said, anyway.”
Nicholas’s head tilted to the side as he said, “If it weren’t because his name makes you squirm, I would’ve put him out of his misery long ago.”
I wrinkled my nose. “I’m not sure how to take that remark.” He walked over to his desk and opened a drawer. Pulling out a long flat paper-wrapped parcel, he unwrapped the package and took out a jewelry box, which he handed to me.
Taking it, I tested the weight before opening it. I blinked, turning my head one way and then another as I looked at the thing inside. It appeared to be a loose mask, but it was stiff as leather when I poked it. It was hard to tell features just from the skin as there was no bone structure to give it form, but I knew the face well enough to know the owner without it.
I looked up at Nicholas. “That’s his face. Sebastian’s face. He did this? He cut it off himself?”
Nicholas nodded. “He said he wanted to give you something that made you think of him.”
I jabbed a finger at it. “How? Who was insane enough to give him a knife?”
“There was no knife. He used his fingers.” His grin, a gesture which turned his face into something devilish. “It grew back. Eventually.”
“Ugh... just no! That’s disgusting.” I shuddered. “And you knew it was in there!” I held the box to him. “Tell him I was moved by the gift but couldn’t accept. Maybe suggest composing a mix tape of music instead. A better creative outlet. Any other creative outlet than self-skinning.”
Nicholas, his face going deadpan, didn’t move to take the open box from me. “You touched it last.”
“Argh! You fucking dick!” I snapped. Eying the fire, I considered throwing it in there. In the end, after a long moment, I resealed it and shoved the box into my bag. Vainya could use it for something. Maybe. Or I could bury it in Grave Wood so it would never see the light of day again.
“You’re lucky I like you so much, Nicholas,” I growled.
His grin returned. “I am. I do enjoy our chats.”
“I’m sure you do.” I adjusted my bag and turned for the door.
David looked up from one of the papers he was reading when I stepped into the hall. “Hey, I have an idea.”
Closing the door, I jammed my hand into my pockets. “All right, hit me.”
“You said you want more info about all this stuff involved, right?” He held up a photo of Patrick. “He’s the keystone in all this, so let’s abduct him. We can interrogate and kill him afterward.”
His callousness just gave me shivers.
“I read the papers while you were having your talk. Everything we need to know is in here.” David flicked the manila envelope. “Home address, work hours, favorite fast-food place… It’s an easy grab.”
Narrowing my eyes, I held out my hand for the envelope. “You’re inviting yourself in on my job?”
“What would I be doing?” David placed it into my palm, and I looked through the first few sheets. It was all there, everything we’d need – flow. Caldrin had gone above and beyond in providing details on the target.
“You don’t look pleased,” David said. “Rather I keep my nose out of it?”
“No.” I put everything back inside. “It’s a great idea. Let’s go and get what we need.”




CHAPTER FIFTEEN 


Ho, Ho, Ho
It was late at night when we emerged from the Grafham Water the next day with the aid of another water elemental. The only things that clung to me this time were algae and sediment, a welcome change from the oily texture of Toyko Bay.
David rubbed a hand over his nose. “Ugh, what is that smell?”
I pulled in a breath and picked up on the putrid stench of too many chickens shoved into one place. “Chicken shit.” I turned and pointed to a half-round barn over the tree line. “Probably a chicken farm.”
“It’s disgusting.”
I laughed. “I thought you grew up on a farm.”
“An orchard and cows.”
“Cow shit is just as bad.”
David faced me with a hand still over his nose and mouth. “No, it isn’t. Chicken shit has more nitrogen in it. We used it, but it was dried, not fresh.”
Snorting, I elbowed him in the side. “You spent too much time in the city.”
“I’ll take city pollution over this.”
We walked toward the village in our search for Patrick’s house. There were plenty of houses crammed together, but not one corner store or even a pub.
I stood outside of a building that should have been a pub, but instead it was some fancy curry place. “How can they call this a village when there’s no pub? There has to be a law against this.”
You’re just looking for another place to have a drink, Silence commented, as I resumed following the directions of my GPS. We should get you a sippy cup full of vodka.
I snorted. “You’re funny.”
David nudged me. “Me or the voice in your head I can’t hear?”
“Sorry, I mean Silence.”
“No worries. I am sure at some point I’ll get used to your one-sided conversations. How is your buddy doing?”
I think the best way to murder him will be by wrapping his intestines around his neck while he is still alive. Lots of blood, violence, and agony.
“He’s doing great and thanks you for asking.”
I admitted Patrick’s choice to keep a house in a small, pub-less village turned out to be genius. In a large city, it was easy to blend in. No one thought much about a strange car parked on the side of the road, since they assumed it belonged to someone else on the street or a visitor. A small village where everyone’s kids went to the same school and brought food for post-mass on Sunday? Impossible to remain unnoticed.
A left, a right, and another left turn later, we stood outside the address given for Patrick in Caldrin’s information pack. There wasn’t a car in the gravel driveway, and all the lights were off. Standing next to the building, I pressed a hand against it to get a sense for it and frowned at the centuries I sensed in the home. Rather than firm resistance to outsiders, a chill ran along my back while nausea rose up in my throat, like the house was almost inviting conflict.
Ooo. I like this place. Do you feel it? The violence soaked into the walls?
Swallowing, I walked along the Silence-approved wall, never breaking contact with the surface. I tried to sense anything that would’ve given a reason for my unease. Sometimes repeated acts of violence became part of a home’s identity, tainting it until it made horror movies look like kiddy play, becoming aware, watching and inciting, caught in a cycle of death.
Nothing spiritual pressed against me during the inspection; so, it wasn’t a ghost or poltergeist. I breathed in to see if I could pick up on something nasty, but all I scented was wet grass and chicken shit.
“You okay?” David spoke, making me jump. “You’ve gone really quiet.”
“Just getting a feel for the building.”
“Good feel?”
“No. It’s more like bad-shit-happens-here feel.”
Switching from the spiritual, I looked at Patrick’s home magically and saw the framework of the house light up as if it were covered in Christmas lights. Magical wards covered the windows and doors for protection and wellbeing. Not the simple keep-the-Brownies-out kind of wards that any hedge wizard or junior witch might put up, but keep-out-magi-prying-eyes wards that took effort and sacrifice—lots, and lots of sacrifice—to put up.
Whatever Patrick did in his house, he didn’t want anyone to know about it. Judging by the glow-stick brightness, they had just been applied within the last few days.
“What the fuck is he up to?” I murmured, opening the modest gate at the side of the house, which led to the double glass doors of the kitchen entrance and backyard. “He’s got the place warded to the stars against people trying to see inside.” I pressed my hand to one ward along the door frame. “This is to keep the Little People and boggarts out.”
“Boggarts?”
“Boggarts are what Little People become if they’re mistreated or neglected. They can get really nasty.”
“I feel like I should be writing this all down, so I remember.”
“You’ll remember when one puts their clammy hand on you for the first time. It’s called experiential learning, and it sticks.” I withdrew my hand and headed to the back of the house. “I’m more curious why they’re being kept out.”
The wall facing the garden was covered in ivy, with gaps about the windows. Three trees loomed over the other plants. I pulled in the scents through my nose and picked up a wide range of herbs and flowers. There were the typical cooking herbs such as basil, sage, thyme, but also others that had more esoteric uses. I frowned while walking along the pavestones to get a better look at the section where the foreign plants grew. Every plant was in the prime of its life despite the fact it was still late English winter. Inside a halved wooden barrel covered in plastic flourished exotic vegetation common in the tropics. Everything within the garden had a purpose either in potions or cooking.
Turning my attention to the three trees, I spied an apple, an orange, and a cinnamon tree. All the branches drooped, heavy with fruit. Sucking on my teeth, I looked back at the house.
“At the very least, Patrick is an alchemist, based on the types of plants he has. He’s getting them to bear fruit in the middle of winter.”
Or, Silence said, he could be a magi with a talent for garden magic. Or a druid. Druids can get stuff to grow when they shouldn’t, right?
“No. Not a druid.” I eyed the exotic plants belonging to warmer climates, such as India or California. “Getting plants to bloom outside of season like this is beyond them. A Fae of the summer court might be able to.”
“Maybe he creates performance-enhancing stuff?” David said. “There’s definitely a market for that.”
I pursed my lips at the thought, but I admitted to myself it had some merit. “Possible.”
Turning my attention back to the house, I walked over to the double glass doors and peered inside. I didn’t see or sense anything within the house, mundane or otherwise. Turning my attention to the vertical rim lock on the door, I saw a magical reinforcement on it. Frowning, I straightened back up and walked about the house. Having closed off the spiritual and the magical, I was looking for more mundane protections. After walking the circuit one more time and peering through the windows, I looked along the sides of it to look through the windows for an alarm system and didn’t see one in the typical areas.
He had his house heavily protected against magical assaults but nothing physical?
Is this important? Silence grumbled. What does it matter how he protects his home?
David asked, “What’s the importance of the wards you mentioned?”
“He’s protecting his house from other magi and mythics from the looks of it. But Mr. Green isn’t worried about regular humans getting into his home. None of this makes sense.”
Going back to the side door, I flipped up the mat and lifted a potted plant to find the spare key. I held onto it while I pulled Silence free of his sheath and placed his hilt against the door.
“Not all of it. Just the door, please,” I told him, taking a quick look around the area. It was still dark, but there wasn’t a lot of cover from being seen by nosy neighbors.
The runes along Silence’s side lit up. With my magical sight I was able to watch as the magical protection around the door shuddered and then began to spiral into the hilt. It was slow at first but sped up as the first mark was consumed. Several more moments ticked by until he was done. A mental image of a kid patting his stomach and belching popped into my mind.
“Good eats?”
Silence burped. Very.
David reached inside his jacket, pulled out his Sig, and thumbed off the safety. Nodding to him, I unlocked the door and let it creak open. I shifted my vision to view things normally and stepped inside after David, bracing myself for push back from the house, but it didn’t happen. Instead, I sneezed as magic assaulted my senses. After the sixth sneeze in a row, I stepped back outside. The sensation dissipated as quickly as it had started.
David kept his attention and gun aimed forward. “What’s wrong?”
“Magic.” I blinked back tears and tried to clear my nose. “Really potent. Give me a moment to brace for it.”
It wasn’t better on the second attempt, but I managed not to sneeze. My eyes watered and my nose became stuffy, dulling my ability to take in the house’s scents. Frowning, I closed the door and locked it behind us.
I took in the modest kitchen with brown cabinets and a humming fridge next to the door. I took note of where the knife block rested as I walked past it into the dining room. There weren’t any pictures of family on the walls or sitting on any of the side tables.
Printed pictures of sunsets and a few wooden masks hung from the walls. Going upstairs, I looked for the master bedroom. Finding a likely candidate, I opened the door, noting the large bed with a fluffy duvet and comfortable pillows. But it lacked a lived-in feel. The laundry basket was empty, pristine in its newness, and the air was lacking any kind of odor left by human males. There were three other smaller rooms that were much the same, both in contents and lifelessness.
Silence spoke up in my mind, This isn’t matching what I felt outside.
I stood at the head of the stairs, looking down at the dull green carpet. There was more to this, and I needed to review the facts. The house was too big for Patrick to live in alone. And, with the exception of the plants he grew, the place was too dull. Too perfect. Too boring. It was the middle of the night and he wasn’t here. In some shape or form, he was involved with magi and with the Hunters. For someone who did a lot of herbalism, the house lacked anything… well, herbal. Even hedge witches dried herbs in the kitchen or grew lavender indoors. Not even the fragrant aroma of sage tickled my nose. I did another inspection of the house, but I didn’t find anything.
When I tried shifting my vision to see things magically, light exploded everywhere. Hissing, I rubbed my temples while blinking my eyes to make the dancing dots disappear.
I could consume the magic, Silence offered.
“You could, but I’d rather not. It would tip him off more than he needs to know. And when we leave, I don’t want him to have a full understanding of what I can do. He must have a shrine somewhere, or...” My words trailed off as I spied an oak bonsai tree by one of the windows. “Well, that answers that.” Turning, I saw two acorns by each window and atop the door frames and pointed them out to David. “So, there are two ways to ward. One is with magical energy and another is using the potent energy of an object. Seeds and trees are great for the latter.”
“Can you do that kind of stuff?”
“Magic? No. Sense it, sure. But I don’t have a knack for it at all. The only way I can get water to disappear from a cup is by drinking it.” I touched one of the seeds and received a small zap for my effort. “Heavy duty shit. What’s he got in here to hide?” Mentally I debated destroying the tree but decided against it. Taking the wards off the door was one thing, they were unstable and could drop by themselves, but completely messing up the magical composition inside the house would be too much of a giveaway.
Besides, it’d be easy to get Patrick to do it himself.
Breaking and Entering 101: relocate all weapons so your target can’t find them. I took the liberty of relocating the knife block and anything else looking sharp and pointy in the kitchen. After snooping through the upstairs, I found a Browning pocket pistol behind a cupboard full of toilet paper in the bathroom.
“No accounting for taste,” I muttered, turning the gun over in my hand. A faint coating of dust covered the side and I didn’t see any signs of wear and tear. I unloaded the magazine and removed the bullet from the chamber before returning it. Judging by appearances, he hadn’t taken it out or test shot it for a long time—if ever—and he wouldn’t notice the weight difference… if he managed to get to it. Sometimes it was fun to watch the false hope dissipate into realization. I didn’t do it often, but I did enjoy it on the faces I wanted to torment.
If he happened to get to it, I could have a good laugh when he pulled the trigger and nothing happened.
Returning to the living room, I noticed that David had been busy. He had pressed the two sofas up against the wall to make space for a blue tarp he had spread out over the floor. In the middle of the tarp David set a wooden chair from the dining room and was adjusting it to the left and then right.
“Do I want to know why you keep a tarp in your bag?”
He gave the chair another tweak. “Badb said it would be useful. Along with this.” He pulled out a Yellow Pages book from his bag and tossed it to the floor by a second chair at the edge of the tarp. I watched as he fished out a small rolled-up bag and spread it out on the ledge in front of the fireplace. Within the loops, three petite hammers with brass heads sat, varying in size between the size of my pinky finger and my little toe. After the hammers came thin spikes, fixed blades, and several small saws.
“Do you like hurting people? Or do you always carry around variously sized hammers?”
David rose to his feet. “Depends on the person. Sometimes drawing out the pain is its own reward when you know the person deserves it.”
Okay, he’s growing on me again.
He jutted his chin to me. “And you, Ms. Enforcer? You get any pleasure out of what you do?”
I wrinkled my nose. “Senseless murder isn’t my thing. If I have a reason and a cause for it, then I’m motivated. But it’s not something I that I lust after these days.” Glancing around the room, I asked, “What else do we need?”
David smiled. “Just the guest of honor.”
* * *
Patrick’s car rolled over the gravel driveway a few hours before dawn. David and I moved toward our respective spots, David in the doorway outside the kitchen and me in the hallway.
A whistling tune sounded outside the kitchen door, followed by the clicking of a key turning in a lock.
“Honey, I’m home,” he called into the house. “And what a day. I can’t wait to tell you all about it.”
A moment passed where I worried I’d missed someone in the house, as Patrick walked into the hallway.
His eyes widened at the sight of me, and I gave a cheery grin. “Hi!”
“Wha—”
I punched him in the face and caught him before he fell to the ground. Patrick didn’t weigh much as I carried him into the living room. A quick search of his person revealed a cell phone and wallet. I worked off two rings from his fingers and an earring on the chance they were magical conduits or enhancements. David moved in to tie him to the chair, binding his arms behind him and his feet to the legs of the chair.
With everything in place, I grabbed Patrick by the hair and lifted his head up to inspect his face. His appearance did not match the photos; his face had a hollowness to it, particularly around the cheeks, and he had dark, heavy bags under his eyes. His appearance didn’t match the cheery disposition he showed when he came in. I tried to look at him magically, but the glamour of the house was still too bright, blinding me.
I moved to stand behind Patrick and sighed. “Let’s do this.”
“You don’t seem keen to.”
“I have reservations about the situation, not the person.”
Grunting, David pulled out a vial and held it under Patrick’s nose.
Seconds passed before his head jerked away with a hiss. His hands pulled and twisted against the ropes, and he looked down toward his bindings. “What is this? Who are you? Do you know who I am?”
David lowered himself into the chair across from Patrick and leaned back. “Are you comfortable, Mr. Green?”
“How did you get in here?”
I grinned. “Through the chimney. Ho, ho, ho.”
The man jerked. “You’re not welcome here. Get out of my house.”
A pressure danced over my flesh, and I waited to see if another push would come. When it didn’t, I tapped his chair. “That only works if this is a home,” I told Patrick. “As it is, this is anything but. And we aren’t the sort who need invitations to enter.”
He swallowed loudly. “Why are you here?”
“You’re on the naughty list, duh.” I gestured my head to David.
David leaned forward to rest his forearms on his knees. “We have some concerns, which we think you can lay to rest.”
Patrick sneered. “So, you break into my home, knock me out, tie me up? And then want me to answer your questions?”
David nodded, his expression grave. “Our concerns involving you require that, yes.”
“And what’s to stop me from simply setting you two aflame?”
I pressed the barrel of my gun against his head. “The hole in the middle of your skull by the time you utter the second syllable of an incantation.”
He pulled in a breath. “Fine. You’ve got me. What do you want?”
David spread his hands “We’re concerned individuals looking for answers.” He reached inside his jacket pocket and pulled out the photo of Patrick and Samuel Henry standing together. David flipped it so Patrick could see it. “You see this man?”
Patrick’s shoulders tensed. “I do.”
“Word on the street is you two are into some shenanigans. Tell us about it.”
“I don’t know much about—”
David laughed, a low and raspy sound. “No. No, no, no. That’s the response high schoolers give when asked if they know who’s smoking in the bathroom.” He flicked the picture at Patrick. “And we’re not teachers here, though we have been known to teach a few lessons. This is serious shit, so stop fucking around.”
“Or what? You’ll kill me? You won’t get anything from me then.”
David leaned back with a smile. “You’re right. We wouldn’t.” He looked around, his eyes resting on a phone book by his feet. In one fluid movement, he picked it up and backhanded Patrick across the head with it.
The blonde’s head snapped to the side with a grunt.
“That’s just a love tap, Mr. Green. If we have to kill you, then we will. Just know there will be a long and painful road to travel before you beg to die, and I am a very patient man.”
Man, I am so turned on, Silence moaned in my brain. That indifferent expression and callousness gives me the happy tingles.
I snorted but kept quiet as Patrick collected himself.
“Fine. His name is Samuel Henry, and he leads the Hunter’s Order.”
“We already know that,” I said. “What you are doing for him is what we want to know.”
“I’m an inventor. I develop tools and devices to track Dusters.”
“Stop.” I tapped my gun against the side of his head. “Dusters? Please don’t tell me that’s what you call us.”
Patrick let out an impatient sigh. “Dusters is the term we use when we refer to your kind.”
“Really? Dusters? We are talking about the divine here. Unicorns, dragons, vampires, and you name us after feathery sticks? I should shoot you on principle.”
His jaw clenched. “What does it matter what you are called?”
“There is respect and power in names. Given the option, I’d call us,” I thought for a moment, “Super-Amazing-Fun-Time People.”
David shot me a look. “Getting back on track. You mentioned devices. Explain how this work.”
“You’re not human or animals, which share a lot more when it comes to genetics than people like to believe. That’s not the case with you lot. Do you know about dark matter?”
I grunted. “Scientific theory on matter to rationalize unexplained scientific observations in astronomy and physics. You’re not telling me anything that I can’t find on Wikipedia so far.”
“Yes, well, following that idea, Dusters have something similar about them. An energy that can’t be seen or measured. But we’d been looking at it the wrong way.”
David frowned. “How has it been wrong?”
“It’s either been through magical or scientific methods that we’ve tried to study your kind. Both on their own don’t work, but together they do. By integrating them, we’ve discovered a way to track the energy given off by Dusters. The closer to the Duster, the more abundant it becomes.”
David’s eyes met mine and we stared at one another for several seconds.
I asked, “And what do the Hunters do with these devices?”
“I would’ve thought that was obvious. They hunt the more violent of your kind and eradicate them.” His head tilted up and his voice became smug. “Helping them is a pleasure and an honor.”
Great, he’s one of those. I’ll bet you some mythic either slaughtered his family or touched him in a no-no spot.
I kicked the back of his chair. “What are you getting out of this? They paying you good money or is it because your master told you to do it?”
Patrick twisted his head in my direction, but I remained out of his line of sight. “What do you know about my master?”
“Other than he’s a psychopath and deranged, not much. Though I heard he’s decided to dabble in Outermancy. You know that’s the shit crazy people don’t come back from, right?”
“My master is a great man! He has a vision and seeks to make the world into what it should be.”
I rolled my eyes. “Right.” I pressed my gun against the back of his head once more to help him concentrate. “Take the glamour off the house.”
He grunted. “What makes you think there’s a glamour?”
“Don’t give me that.” I pressed the gun harder against his skull until his head bent forward. “You didn’t just glamour the inside, you’re covering scents as well. Probably to keep the humans from poking their nose into your business. You went through a lot of effort to hide something and I wanna to see it.” I paused. “Or smell it.”
He let out a grunt. “I need my hands.”
I slapped the gun against the side of his head. “No, you don’t. Do we look like we were born yesterday?”
Let me do it. It’s not like you need him to remain sane, is it?
My lips pressed into a thin line. “I can’t risk letting you have him. You’d only addle his brain and who knows what else he might know.”
I’ll take a quick look and retain what I can. Come on. You’re going to kill him anyway. Why not let me have some fun beforehand?
David leaned forward in his chair. “What’s he saying?”
“Silence wants to play with Patrick for a bit. I’m hesitant because the host’s mental state deteriorates in the process. Otherwise I would’ve put Silence on him from the start.” I stared at the back of Patrick’s head for a long moment while Silence egged me on. He was going to die one way or another, so what did it matter what state his mind was in when it happened?
I pulled Silence free. “Don’t fry his gray matter too much.”
Patrick twisted in his seat, hands squirming against his bonds. “Wait, what are you doing? Who is Silence?”
I placed the blade in Patrick’s bound hands and the man’s struggles halted. His body shivered and shook as Silence took over.
“Oh my.” Silence giggled. “You’re not going to like what’s in here.”
I leaned forward to inspect the bound man’s expression and noted the solid red color his eyes had become. “Can you remove the enchantment on the house?”
“I can make him, but you won’t like it.”
“Do it.”
Silence muttered softly and the room rippled and swelled around us, a similar effect to the trick mirrors at carnivals. My ears popped as the glamour disappeared with a flash of light. I expected changes, but the smell... gods, the smell. Something sour and foul brought tears to my eyes. I pressed my hand to my nose and forced myself to take slow breaths as I deciphered the smells—urine, vomit, rot, and something bittersweet. It made the chicken farm down the road smell wonderful in comparison.
Silence gagged and thrashed in the chair. “I don’t like having a nose!”
“Holy Hell,” David grunted, as he placed a hand over the lower half of his face. I wanted to be him. He didn’t have to deal with heightened senses overwhelmed by the stench.
We both did a slow turn, taking in the new appearance of the room. The traditional wallpaper and vacant family photos became an abundant collection of jars resting on rows of crude shelves. They held various human organs—hearts, eyes, and others I didn’t want to identify—which floated harmlessly in the jar’s fluid. Writing covered the un-shelved walls. Neat rows from ceiling to floor with some lines overlapping across each other.
“What language is that?” David said.
“It’s not,” Silence said. “It’s some code he made for making the device. At least, I think it is. His brain is getting all mushy now.”
I grunted. “Great. What about the smell?”
Silence shifted in the seat. “There’s a trap door by the stairs. He’s got stuff in there making the smell.”
My stomach twisted into unpleasant knots. “Stay tied up in the chair. We’ll go check it out.”
“Sure,” Silence called to my back. “Because I was totally going to get up and make a sandwich!”
David followed as I left the room and headed to the stairs. Without the glamour in place, I spotted the trap door in the floor immediately, and pried it open with a talon.
The pungent musk slapped my senses anew, and I leaned away from the hole to take a steadying breath. Even after being exposed to it in the past, it’d been a long time since I’d come across it in such potency. The wrongness of it left my hair shifting over my shoulders. Pulling a mini-flashlight from my jacket, I pointed it and my gun inside before taking the stairs down.
David remained a silent presence at my back until my foot hit earth. I did a cursory check of the room, noting it was the same size as the bottom floor of the house, but lacked anything to divide up the space.
Thin tables with stacks of notes and folders were pressed up against the wall. More shelves with neatly lined up rows of even more organ-filled jars, others with powders and liquids. Sprinkled among the jars were skulls of various sizes and shapes. I moved closer to inspect which species they belonged to. It took my brain several seconds to identify the skulls, since they weren’t human or animal. The first I found turned out to be an Orc with its pronounced forehead and protruding jaw with sharp teeth along the bottom. Another skull, twice the size of mine, turned out to be a Yeti. And the iridescent child-sized skull had belonged to one of the Fae. Grooves interrupted the natural shape of every skull—thin and precise marks. Something about them didn’t sit right with me.
I returned to the Orc skull and turned it to inspect the marks. They met in three places, forming a triangle. Then it occurred to me and I shoved it back on the shelf. “Stars and void! He cut into them when they were alive... and kept them alive afterward. The incisions are healed over.”
“Maybe checking to see how their brains work?” David offered. He turned his flashlight onto a reflective surface. “There’s a coroner’s table and drain in here, as well. Looks like our guy is really dedicated to his research.”
The sound of metal sliding across the ground caused us both to turn toward it with guns aimed at the source.
The light from my flashlight fell onto an aged iron cage pressed into one corner of the room. Inside, a dark form was sprawled, its sides rising and falling in short and shallow breaths. The form curled up tighter into itself as I walked over, covering its head with bony arms. Too small to be a human adult, I worried Patrick had locked up someone’s small child until I noted the skeletal differences to indicate the figure wasn’t a child, but a fairy. The source of the rotten smell became apparent as I spotted several other fairies piled up in the other still-dark reaches of the room. The scent and sight of it left my vision red. It threw me back into old memories I’d buried and locked away. Times when the idea of doing such as this to another being would’ve filled me with delight. Anticipation of my prey’s screams sent tingles along my spine. The feel and taste of their fear along my tongue—
“Shit,” I hissed and looked around for a key to the cage. I pushed the memories away, reminding myself I wasn’t like that anymore. Helping the person I could help became my priority. I needed to move on, help the people right in front of me now. Not seeing the key anywhere on the wall or table, I gave up trying to find it and knelt by the door of the cage. Wrapping my hand around the padlock on the door, I pulled and twisted until the shank snapped out of the body of the padlock. I opened the cage and reached inside for the fairy.
It curled itself into a tight ball, pulling away from my hand.
“Please,” it—she—whimpered. “Please, no more. Let me die.”
Along her ankle, an iron shackle burned into her flesh. I sucked in a breath as my flashlight illuminated her wings—or what was left of them. Out of four, only two remained, bent at cruel angles. I spied a stump where one wing should have been, but no hint at where I had expected the other to be. The surfaces of her remaining wings lacked the shimmering I’d often seen with fairies of the Winter and Summer courts. Instead, they looked dull and tattered. The skin color of the fairy was impossible to gauge by the limited light from my flashlight, with all the dried blood coating her pale flesh. There were layers on layers of scars around the shackled ankle.
I couldn’t begin to guess how long she’d been locked up but guessed months at the very least.
The sight of the fairy’s weakness and vulnerability didn’t excite me but left me roiling with disgust. I pushed the door open farther and extended my hand. “How about I get you out of here instead?”
She jerked at my voice, looking up through her matted hair at me. The Fairy pushed herself up and reached for me with a shaking hand. “A-are you real?”
I took her hand carefully, feeling small and fragile bones. If I grasped her too hard, she’d snap. Her heart hammered in her chest, something I could see in her neck, as well as hear. “I’m real. Come on.”
With a sob, she shuffled toward me. The clinking of the chain followed her movements, while her wings fluttered out of reflex, making the pair of us wince. I was aware of David leaving the room, perhaps giving the naked fairy some privacy while I fiddled with the shackle bolt and pulled it off her. Her bony hands reached out to touch my hands and hair as I removed the lock and tossed it to the back of the cage.
“Can you stand?” At her head shake, I scooped her up in my arms and pulled her carefully out of the cage, carrying her over to the stairs where I set her down. I pulled my jacket off and set it over her shoulders. “What’s your name?”
“S-snowdrop.”
I gave my warmest smile, though she still flinched from me. Hard to look reassuring with pointed teeth. “I’m an enforcer. My name is Ghost.”
Her hand stilled over mine, her blood-shot eyes unblinking. “I’ve heard of you,” she whispered. “The Summer Court mentions you when Queen Mab puts on airs. Please.” Her hands balled up my shirt. “Please kill me.”
My hand pressed against her cheek. “That’s the ordeal you just went through talking. It’s not what you really want.”
“Yes, it is!” Her trembling hands wiped at her face. “After what he did to the others... he made me watch—”
I cupped her face and pressed my forehead to hers. “There have been many others I’ve met who went through similar ordeals. It was hard and painful, but they chose to be brave and live to overcome what happened. I need you to be brave like them.”
“I don’t know if I can.” Her small frame shook with her sobs. “I-I don’t have a home to go back to. I h-had to bind myself to the house just t-to—” Her face pressed into my chest, tears wetting my shirt.
I kept my arms about her, rubbing slow circles over her back. Without a forest or a home with a family, she’d bound herself to a building full of violence and pain, even as she endured it herself. The fact she could even form sentences or maintain her sense of self spoke volumes about her mental fortitude. I couldn’t believe she wanted to die when she’d done so much to stay alive.
When her trembling subsided, I tilted her head up to me. “I want you to unbind yourself from the house. Let me figure out your home problem.” I zipped up the jacket, her small form disappearing within the folds. “We’re leaving now, and I am going to carry you out of here.”
She nodded and looped a frail arm around my neck. I tried not to focus on how light she felt or the thinness of her limbs—her weakness. In the back of my mind, I became grateful Badb had given me something to eat. If I’d come hungry, I would’ve killed her. Fae weren’t my first choice for food since they tasted like dirt-flavored Peeps, but hunger was the best spice.
“They’re wrong,” she murmured into my collarbone.
“Who’s wrong?”
“Everyone. They said you’re a cold killer.” Her words slurred. “But you feel safe.”
I paused and looked down at her. The fairy’s eyes closed and her breathing deepened as sleep took her. I’d promised to take care of her home situation, but I honestly had no idea where to take her. Not to mention with the way my luck had been doing, she wouldn’t survive the trip. The easy options all led to word getting back to the Fae Queens with disastrous results afterward. Every witch, healer, or Fae I could’ve gone to became a no-go. What she needed was somewhere to accept her.
I heard smacking sounds as I emerged into the hall. Peeking around the corner, my eyes went wide at the sight of Patrick’s bloodied and mauled face. One of his eyes was swollen, and blood covered half of his head.
David held the bound Patrick by the front of his shirt, his bloodied fist pulled back for another strike.
“David!” I snapped. “You’re going to kill him!”
The Marine lowered his fist and faced me with calm eyes. “Isn’t that the point?”
Silence let out a laugh, exposing a jaw with missing teeth. “You’re so fucked up. I love you!”
“You can’t kill him,” I said over Silence’s laughter. “We may need him to figure out where the rest are.”
David reached down and undid Silence’s bindings. “What are we supposed to do with her?” He waved a hand at the limp figure in my arms. “Do I have to clap my hands and say I believe in fairies?”
I adjusted Snowdrop’s light form in my arms and followed David and a limping Silence out the kitchen door. “No, that doesn’t work. If I knew where she was from, I’d take her there. Not that it would help.”
David pushed the gate open for me. “Why?”
“I can tell she’s been gone too long to still have a connection to her wood. And I’m not sure it would accept her if we brought her back, given her mental state.”
Once out of the village and heading down the back road toward the water, Silence skipped in front of us, turning with a maddening bloody grin. “You should just kill her. No sense in letting her suffer if she’s gonna die anyway.”
I was saved from explaining my actions by the buzzing in my pocket. Passing the Fae gently to David, I pulled out my cell and looked at the caller I.D. “How did he get my number?” Hitting the answer icon, I placed the cell to my ear. “Hello, Mr. Leafstorm, what can I do for you today?”
“Hello, Ghost. Forgive the call, but I was wondering if I could have an update on your progress.”
Part of me wanted to snap with a, “Well, in the few hours since our meeting, I haven’t been able to do much. How about giving me a little time to actually do my job rather than wasting my time and yours by asking?”
I pushed down the answer I wanted to give and forced a smile to my face. “Absolutely! We are currently in the planning stages and have an eye on our mutual friend. I suspect in a day or two we’ll be able to give you some good news.”
Caldrin said, “Excellent. I hate to badger you for details, but I am sure you can understand how this is a sensitive matter.”
Pulling in a breath, I mentally chanted, Be sincere, sympathetic, use names. “I completely understand your stance on this situation, Mr. Leafstorm. If I were you, I’d feel the same way. We promise to bring this matter to a mutually acceptable conclusion in the near future. At the moment we need to head to home base and get things ready before proceeding. I promise results in the next few days.”
A sigh sounded from the other end of the line. “Perfect. I look forward to seeing your work.”
The line cut off, and I glared at the phone.
David handed Snowdrop back to me. “Impatient fuck, isn’t he?”
“He is, but I’ll worry about him later. We have a damsel to save right now.”




CHAPTER SIXTEEN 


Grave Wood’s Choice
Ilaid Snowdrop down a few hours later on the soft earth of my garden. She didn’t stir and I checked her pulse to make sure she was still alive.
From the door, Vainya’s voice rumbled, “You do realize this isn’t an inn.”
“I’m sorry, Master. I didn’t have anywhere else to take her.”
He ambled over and came to a stop next to me. “I could provide you a list of places.” He lowered his head to inspect the fairy. “Crude. Intentionally done. She’ll never fully recover from it without assistance.” His gaze lowered, seeing into her. Magic danced along my skin while Vainya continued inspecting the frail female. His red eyes slid toward me. “I take it you didn’t wish to enrage the Summer Court with this madness.”
“No, I...,” My words died in my throat as I looked down at the fairy. She’d never fly again, forever doomed to be a land walker. Nothing but nightmares awaited her in sleep for years to come. I’d asked her to be brave while condemning her to suffering. And why? It was the right thing to do? Being able to say I saved her instead of ending her life? Could I have been any more selfish?
“I didn’t know what else to do,” I finally said. “She’s been absent from her forest too long for it to reconnect and help her.”
“And you thought Grave Wood would be the better option? These are not trees born of seed and soil. It is impossible to say what will happen.”
My nails bit into my palm while I stared at the fairy. “I know. Grave Wood’s not right if you want to compare it to other woods and forests. I... I have to try something. Given everything she’s gone through, I don’t think a normal forest would accept her.”
Vainya remained silent. His eyes shifted from me to Snowdrop to the woods. “If she survives, you will have to face the possibility she may hate you for binding her here.”
Swallowing, I lowered my gaze to my dirtied hands. “I’ve done worse things.”
He turned his head back to the Fae, staring at her for long moments. “This road to redemption you walk is interesting. And she may be able to prove a theory I developed. Run inside and fetch the items needed to call the Four Corners. I shall help you with the ceremony.”
My brows drew together as I rose and trotted into the Manor. How would helping the fairy assist in his research? Maybe in using magic to help a magical creature he’d identify some correlation or form some hypothesis or synthesis? Even then it would have to be tested repeatedly for it to be certain. And what if there wasn’t enough magic to actually help her? The worry nagged at my belly while I shifted through the various storage bins for the components Vainya would need.
“How is she?”
I looked up from the bin to David. He’d changed out of his blood-stained clothes and into a black tee and a pair of jeans.
“Hard to say. I can tell you more when we’re done.”
David followed me into the hall. “What are you going to do?”
“We’re going to bind her to Grave Wood. If the trees accept her, they can help her recover physically.”
“Wait, you’re really going to bind her to those creepy-ass trees? Is that smart after everything she’s been through?”
I forced myself to count to ten instead of screaming. “If we take her to a hedge witch, the Little People they have will tell one person about the tortured Fae they saw, and then they will tell someone else, and next thing we know, the Fae Queens will send envoys and then it all goes to shit. We can’t risk that right now.”
“So instead of doing the logical thing, you’re doing the bat-shit crazy thing?”
I kicked a bin onto a hallway table and rounded on David. “Look, you are four days in my world. I’ve been doing this since before writing was invented. Don’t make assumptions about what the best course of action is when you’re little more than a baby in comparison to me.”
David held up both hands, his voice soft. “Easy, easy.”
Grabbing the bin I’d been searching for, I turned and stormed down the hall. “I don’t have time for this.”
Vainya’s ear flicked toward me, but he kept silent as I set the open bin next to him. I withdrew the bottle of blue powder and the wooden bowl. I measured the powder out and mixed it with a bit of the water while Vainya waited. Using my finger, I wrote the Norse runes for peace along Snowdrop’s forehead and those for healing across her chest bone, shoulders, and ankle.
“Give her berkana for birth as well. If she is accepted, she will be reborn in the image the wood gives her.”
I did so without a word. Out of the corner of my eye, I noticed David leaning against the door frame, observing everything. Dismissing him, I laid out items around Snowdrop while Vainya walked in a slow circle around the fairy.
“Are you certain you still wish to try this?” When I nodded, he looked back out to Grave Wood. “Very well.” His tail rose and tapped the ground in a slow rhythm.
Neither of us moved as the rhythm continued. Working with trees and tree spirits was a test of patience. To an immortal, waiting days and weeks wasn’t much of an issue. All we had to lose was a bit more time. But Snowdrop didn’t have that luxury.
My eyes tracked to the fairy and her shallow breaths. I worried she didn’t have the time needed for the trees to decide they wanted to respond to Vainya.
A light tapping close by fell into rhythm with Vainya’s tail. I lifted my gaze from Snowdrop to see a tree branch tapping against another. It continued, spreading as one, then another, joined in the still air until more trees swayed, hundreds of branch taps becoming thunderous when combined. The sounds appeared chaotic until more joined and the trees of Grave Wood created a woodland song of thuds and groans. Even the distant raven cries fit the rhythm of the song. The thudding of Vainya’s tail became a deep drumbeat, guiding the rhythm of the trees. Wind ruffled my hair, creating a whistle through the branches. My flesh broke out into goosebumps as the sensation of being watched pressed against my senses.
“A door closed, a lost soul,” Vainya rumbled, his words jarring against the natural song of the woods. His attention remained fixed on the fairy as he continued, “To our door, we do welcome you. Through trial and pain, you find yourself here.”
Moving closer, I scooped the dark soil of the grove over Snowdrop, leaving her face exposed to the cool air.
“Ancient spirits of Grave Wood, we present you a creature of the British Isles, a fairy with no home or wood to call her own.”
Magic tickled my flesh, the sensation varying from a feather touch to the tips of claws.
“Where earth and fairy meet, let them unite.” Vainya walked a slow circle around the fairy. “Spirits and ancient ones of our wood, please accept this soul as your own. Welcome her and make her whole.”
At the end of his words, I leaned over and placed the acorn in the dark earth covering her and stepped back out of the circle. Vainya did the same and we waited by the edge of the garden.
The trees continued their sway, a distant whisper added to their ancient song. One by one, branches reached down to touch the fairy and scoop her out of the soil. She hung limp in their arms as they lifted her higher and higher. Three trees wrapped multiple branches to create a heavy cocoon to hang between them.
In the distance, a single tree glowed, and a trail of its light led from it to the trees that provided the cocoon for Snowdrop. Other trees glowed until Grave Wood illuminated the darkness, their whispering voices speaking as a powerful whole.
Then as quickly as they’d come to life, the glow died away, leaving a soft ebb of light feeding into the still-forming cocoon.
“The forest has accepted her,” Vainya said at my back. “She must recover from her ordeal, which will take time.”
I let out a breath and rubbed at my eyes. “Thank you, Master.”
His tail slid over my back and pulled me closer to him. “The forest will benefit from having a fairy bound to it. It will take care of her. Does her state have anything to do with the man Silence is possessing?”
“It does.” I turned and looked back at the house. “And I still need to handle that mess.”
Vainya’s tail stopped me from moving. “I know that look in your eye and I would advise against passionate action until you are calm.”
My head jerked up to face him. “Why? He deserves it and more.”
“Consider an alternative. Instead of killing him, allow his punishment to be served out to those he’s caused grievance to.”
My brow furrowed as I thought over what Vainya meant. “You mean hand him over to the Fae Courts.” I let the idea dance in my mind and measured the rightness of it. “That would appease them, but they won’t respond to a correspondence from me.”
“But they will from me. Secure him to the shed and I shall send the missive to the queens to collect him.” His tail left me and he walked inside, ending the conversation. I thought about mentioning about how I was hired to kill Patrick and collect money, but appeasing the Fae was worth more than the money for the job. Then again, considering his likely fate, I was probably meeting the letter of my contract. Caldrin didn’t state how he had to die, just that he had to.
I headed inside to the lobby where David stood with Silence.
Silence continued to grin, swinging his arms back and forth. On seeing me, Silence said, “I like this body. Can I keep it?”
“No. Walk him to the shed.”
David made to walk with us, but I placed a hand on his chest. “Not you. There’s beer in the kitchen if you want it.”
The Marine’s eyes shifted between the pair of us and then nodded. “Sure. What are you going to do to him?”
I turned and followed Silence. “We’re going to have a chat.”




CHAPTER SEVENTEEN 


Rooftop Talks
My shed wasn’t as elegant as the Manor. It was not even really a shed, but a crude place I dragged my food to eat so the carnage was contained in one area. The wooden walls and dark floor were covered with dried blood. Two iron cages rested inside the shed for times when I needed to save my “meals” for later. I threw Patrick into one of them and snatched Silence from him in one motion.
The magi sneered at me, though with missing teeth and a bashed-up face, it didn’t have the effect he probably wanted.
“You think you can just keep me here?”
“I’m a fan of irony and vindictive justice, so yes.”
“You won’t get away with this.” He leaned forward and grasped the bars. “When my master finds out, he’ll—”
I kicked the cage right by his hand. “Do what?” I grabbed the cage and tossed it and a screeching Patrick a few feet away, the cage landing with a loud clang. “Go on. Threaten me some more.”
The human scrambled back as far as he could in the cage. “You... you can’t—”
“Who are you to tell me what I can and can’t do?” I paced around the cage, watching Patrick as he shuffled to stay away from me. “If your master gave two shits about you, you wouldn’t be here.”
He swallowed. “What are you going to do with me? Kill me?”
“No, I’m not going to kill you. I can’t with the way things are.” I walked over and knelt by the cage. “Let me tell you a story. Not sure if you heard of him, but there was this guy way back called Arthur Pendragon. Ring any bells?”
“What does he have to do with anything?”
I snapped my hand out and grabbed Patrick’s lower jaw and squeezed my talons along his flesh until he whimpered. “I’m giving you a history lesson, you ape. There are history professors at Harvard who’d kill for this, so shut up and listen.” I released him and leaned back onto my heels. “Now, Arthur had big dreams. You humans have distorted the story, but his goal was to find a way to unite humans and mythics. He wanted us all to get along. Take a guess who didn’t want that?”
Patrick’s eyes flickered about. “Queen Mab?”
“Yes, nice to see you paid attention to whatever Fae one-oh-one class you magi have. The Winter Fae didn’t care for Arthur’s hand-holding foofoo dream. Mostly because the Winter Court isn’t about playing nice with others.” I leaned closer to the cage. “They’re about the horrible reality of life. Of humans dumping their children in the woods because someone’s stolen their clothes. Something that happened in abundance those days. We’ll skip all the boring stuff and jump right to the main event when Mab’s army was attacking Arthur’s castle.”
“That never happened. There’s no evidence. Nothing in the histories or the records.”
I laughed. “You’re telling me humans don’t alter history to fit what they want others to know? No, it happened. I know it for a fact because I was there. Her army was ready to decimate Arthur’s kingdom and reduce it to a dead flat surface. I saw what Mab would’ve done just when she didn’t like someone’s politics. And can you imagine what she’ll do when she finds out some human played mad scientist on a Fae? On a whole pile of dead, mutilated Fae?” I slammed my hand against the cage. “Mab and the Winter Court have been looking for any reason to break the treaty. You fuck-ups are giving her the legal justification on a silver platter!”
Patrick scrambled back from me, but I reached an arm through the bars and dragged him over to me.
“You’re going to be the sacrificial lamb in hopes Summer and Winter don’t team up to commit genocide.”
Patrick’s eyes continued to shift, a tiny giggle escaping his lips.
I gave him another shake. “Did you hear what I said?”
“In twos and threes, they come,” he muttered. “Twos and threes… twos and threes…”
You knew that was coming, Silence said. I’m surprised he lasted that long.
“Did you at least learn anything before you fried his brain?”
Yeah, he really likes it when they scream.
“I’m serious, Silence.”
I dug around, but he was already cuckoo for Cocoa Puffs. A lot of memories were addled as well.
“Addled? How can you tell?”
Because his squishy human brain just couldn’t get it. They were replaced by things he knew or understood. I know it when I see it because you do it, too.
“No, I don’t.”
Yeah, you do. Do you actually think I’m a small child? I’m older than you! Let’s use another example. In the dream a few nights ago, remember how those people lecturing you for being late were those you knew? That’s your tiny brain filling in for stuff because it couldn’t comprehend what you were seeing.
“And what, you could?”
Of course, I could. Why do you think I wanted to leave? There is more. Look at his threads.
Wrinkling my nose, I shifted my vision to see Patrick magically. The effect of Silence’s influence on him left his aura warped and the colors dulled, but not to the point where I couldn’t see his aura or the threads attached to him. I studied each thread and paused when my eyes fell onto a thin yellow one. Something in its movement struck me. Threads didn’t typically move until the other individual they were attached to was nearby, but it wasn’t that kind of motion at all. I leaned closer to study it, staring at it for several minutes before I realized why it stood out.
The thread was being pulled from Patrick.
I kept watching as the line of light left Patrick, causing his aura to dim so minutely I wouldn’t have noticed it otherwise.
“What in the...”
“Yes, yes,” Patrick whispered, his eyes fixed on the wall in front of his cage. “Twos and threes. Twos and threes.”
I turned to face him. “Who are you talking to?”
Feverish eyes met mine. “Don’t you hear them?”
As if on command, I noticed the whispers from my dream once more. Their speech still lacked all sense to me, but it remained consistent. Could Patrick hear them as I did? Why was that? How was it he could make sense of them and I couldn’t? My mouth opened to ask those very questions, but I stopped myself as drool ran over Patrick’s chin and a vacant look replaced the awareness in his eyes.
Too late for that.
With a growl, I quickly rose and walked out of the room, though the whispers continued to follow me. I walked outside and up to the ladder I used to climb to the top of the roof. As I climbed it, I felt Silence’s dread building up in the back of my mind.
Once I felt confident no one was close enough to hear me, I said, “We’re going to have a little talk.”
Silence’s response didn’t come right away. About what?
“Don’t ‘about what’ me,” I snapped. “You’ve been holding out on me! I’ve got voices in my head, fucked up dreams, and Badb’s foreshadowing doesn’t help. There’s nowhere I can go to find out more and apparently telling Vainya will make things worse. I don’t want to get locked up again, but fuck, Silence. I need information and you have given me the impression that you know a lot more than you’re telling me. If you don’t tell me, who can?”
Silence shuddered against my back, his voice coming fast as he said, I don’t want to talk about them.
“Don’t want to talk about them? Silence, this isn’t about what you want. It’s about what I need to know. Give me something.” I paused before adding, “I can’t protect either of us if I don’t know what I am facing. Who the fuck is Walker and what does he have to do with me?”
The seconds ticked by as I stood there waiting for Silence to respond. I worried he would shut down and refuse to answer me. He possessed the same stubbornness I did when it came to certain subjects. And I couldn’t compel him to answer me as I could with others.
It’s hard to explain. Walker was my wielder before you. He didn’t let me have thought or growth, only stabbing, slicing, and death.
“So, Walker was a person and a he? Then why do these things think I am him?”
Silence hesitated. I don’t know. Could be any reason, really. They don’t see things like you do. It may be because I’ve been with you for so long. There might be bleed over.
“Bleed over. Right.” I reached back for Silence and pulled him free from his sheath. “Gods, you are so full of shit.”
No, wait! Lis—
I drew my arm back and threw Silence into the air and watched him spin away before disappearing into the tree line. Some solo thinking time without Silence in my head was needed. The two of us had been together for thousands of years and he only spouted sophisticated garbage when he was evading. Though, the fact Silence was actively lying to me made it worse. It bothered me on a lot of levels, but I pushed it to the side to focus on the important issue.
Why had he lied in the first place?
In the dream, Silence had been terrified. Not disgusted with sentimental feelings or irritated at those who thought themselves stronger than him. I couldn’t even place a time Silence had ever been afraid in our time together. No, Silence hadn’t even wanted to be in the warehouse. Coupled with the damage he’d taken, whoever those beings were proved to be well out of my weight class.
The more I dwelled on that fact, the more uneasy I became. I thought over the recurring elements in the dream. The whispers I still heard. A warehouse full of soul-wine. Repeated lectures about being late. Late for what? And what about the woman in the dream? Dreamer?
I focused on my reaction to her. I’d been annoyed by her… Inconvenience? She’d been making sport of me the way friends did with each other. In some ways, it reminded me of the relationship I had with Vainya.
Only I was Vainya and she was me.
The distant whispers increased their volume until it drowned out the forest sounds. None of the words became clear, no matter how hard I focused on them. Instead, additional details in the background faded into my awareness. Low guttural growls and distant hisses. I picked up on a thrum to the whispers, giving me impression of something large moving behind me.
“Hey.”
The sound David’s voice from edge of the roof gave me a start.
“Sorry,” he said, climbing over the edge. “Bad time?”
“No.” I placed a hand to my chest to slow my heart and blocked out the whispers. “Was just thinking things over.”
He let out a grunt and took a seat next to me. “You know, once you get over what the trees represent, it’s kind of nice to look at.”
“Yeah, a lot of things grow on you if you are around them enough.” I rubbed a hand along my face. “Why is everything such a mess right now?”
David’s tones dripped with amusement. “Isn’t that how life is?”
I lowered my hand and looked back out over the forest, my eyes resting on the glowing cocoon. “Yeah, I guess.”
“Subject change, how are Valkyries born?”
I lifted a brow at David. “Why are you asking?”
He shrugged. “Curious. The Manor gave me a book when I asked about it, but I couldn’t read any of it.”
“Probably because it is in Old Norse.” I let out a long breath. “They are normally warrior women who are blessed by Odin or Freya before a major battle. If their death is honorable, they transcend to be a Valkyrie.”
“So how did you die, if it’s not a personal question?”
“I don’t know.”
David’s brows rose. “You don’t know?”
I nodded. “It’s not uncommon, but I don’t remember anything from when I used to be human.”
“So, you woke up and bam! ‘I’m a Valkyrie?’”
I wrinkled my nose. “No, it didn’t go like that. My early memories are really fuzzy.”
“What do you remember, then?”
My eyes focused on my hands. “Darkness. I couldn’t see, it was cold, and I remember being afraid.” I let out a breath, shifting my gaze to the sky. “And when I could see, I remember wishing I couldn’t. It was a lot to take in with the sound and sight and smell.”
“That sounds like something most newborns would say.”
The corner of my mouth quirked. “Yeah, I suppose they would.”
“What happened after that?”
I looked at him. “Do you want the hour-long version or the ten-hour-long one? I promise you won’t like either of them.”
“What’s the one-sentence version?”
I rested my chin on a palm while giving David a wry grin. “My family hates me and went to a lot of effort to keep my existence hidden.”
Seconds passed while David studied me, his face and scent giving away nothing. “I had a troop like you. Rough past but pretty flippant about it. He knew how to make light of what happened so no one would walk on eggshells around him.” He reached out and placed a hand on my shoulder. “You do that, too.”
I shrugged off his hand. “I can’t blame them.” My eyes lingered on my hands, allowing my fingers to shift back into the black talons which were their true form. “I’m a monster.”
He gave my side a shove. “Did you choose to be this way?”
“No.”
He looked back out over the forest, his hands resting between his knees. “Then you’ve got nothing to be sorry for. Not to me, anyway. You can’t help being what you are. It’s stupid you feel the need to apologize to anyone for it.”
The fondness I’d been feeling for David wormed its way back into my chest. “You’re one of a kind, you know that?”
“Maybe. But I think what you need is just a different perspective on things.”
“And you’re going to be that perspective?”
“Sure am.” He flashed me a grin. “I’m what the doctor ordered.”
My lips quirked up at the sight of his smile. “And what makes you qualified?”
“How many of your friends are human? I’m guessing none. We don’t live long enough for you to form attachments. You know a lot about us, but you don’t interact with us unless you have to. I get that.”
“Do you?”
“I grew up in Vermont, remember? We didn’t have much livestock, but I know what it’s like to see the cow grow up, make memories with it, give it nicknames, and then shoot it in the head for dinner. It’s not easy.”
My mind drifted back to Kathy in the hospice group home. Alone and afraid with no one to really remember her when she was gone. There wasn’t a need to speak with her before she died, but I’d done it. Silence would’ve referred to it as self-torment. “What’s your point?”
“My point is that you’re subjected to a fixed opinion by a group that doesn’t change. Humans do. Fuck, we change our minds about stuff five times before our morning coffee.”
I wrinkled my nose but kept silent.
David pointed a finger at me. “Let me tell you what I see. We’ll subtract the monster and people eating for a moment. Your friend called you and asked for help. What did you do?”
I shrugged. “I helped them.”
“In Tokyo, the little beggar girl held up her hands to you. What did you do?”
“I gave her the protein bar in my bag.”
“And seeing how the protein bar doesn’t do anything for you, you carry it around to give to others when they’re hungry?”
“What if I enjoyed the taste of cardboard with hints of chocolate?”
David snorted, but continued. “And the bartender, who told you about mythics going missing, you instantly became worried for the missing people and what would happen to the humans if the queens found out.” He looked back out to the trees and the glowing cocoon. “I’ve seen monsters. They don’t give two shits about others. You do. You’re not a monster to me. You’re just someone doing the best they can with the shitty cards they have.”
My lips quirked up. “Thanks.”
“Nothing to thank me for. Just calling it like I see it.”
I nodded and rested my chin on one palm. “So how did you go from being a Marine to working in a non-profit coffee shop? Seems like a drastic change.”
“The military dropped me pretty fast after the attack, claimed I was mentally unstable, and tossed a bunch of drugs at me. I took them for a while, but I was a zombie. It was hard on my family. So, I stopped taking them and left, looking for something. Looking for purpose. Something to fix me. Since Badb picked me up, I feel good.” He waved a hand toward Grave Wood. “This is the most real thing I have seen in a long time.” He looked over at me. “You’ve seen shit, too. I see it in your eyes. A lot of soldiers get that look after a while. It’s kind of why I liked you at the start.”
“Because of the look in my eyes?”
“‘Cause you’re a soldier. You know what war is like and living with yourself afterward. A lot of people don’t get it. They preach about peace and harmony while the guy next to them is only one bad day away from murdering his family. They don’t make tough calls when it matters.”
“And what were your tough calls?”
He looked at me. “I tell you mine and you tell me yours?”
“Mine would take longer, but I can.” I tapped my fingers together.
“You know, why don’t we meet up again later to do that? Nothing formal.” His hands spread. “Maybe over a few beers.”
“You’re going to get a bad reputation if you keep hanging out with me.”
“And?”
“I’m just giving you the chance to walk away.”
He stared at me for a moment and then reached over to take my hand. “I ain’t gonna walk away unless you’re coming with me. Maybe it is just me, but I can’t remember the last time it felt right to be with someone or even be at ease. If I’m the only one feeling this, let me know and I’ll get out of your hair.”
My neck went hot and my chest became tight as I looked at my hand in David’s, watching my fingers curl around his. I wanted to say something, but nothing left my lips. The hope welling up in my chest didn’t make sense and my brain shut it down. The feeling wasn’t reasonable. I’d only known David for a handful of days, but the rightness of my hand in his didn’t fade. On the heels of the sensation, a primal part of my being rose to state undeniable truth.
David was mine.
I couldn’t explain it or rationalize it, but the sensation felt right. The logical thing to do was nip it in the bud. David could do better than associate with me, but the idea left me nauseated.
“I don’t understand what is happening between us,” I said. “And, if I am being honest, it frightens me a little. I’d like a little more time to think about it before we decide something.”
David opened his mouth to respond when a crow landed on top of his head.
We both jumped at its sudden appearance and it fluttered to the roof.
It opened its beak and croaked, “Come home now! Come home. Badb home. Come home.”
A sense of relief flowed through my veins. If Badb was summoning David, then she had to be feeling better. “Well, that’s your cue.”
He wrinkled his nose. “Yeah.” His brown eyes found mine. “We can pick up this conversation later.”
I forced a smile to my face. “Sure.” I reached into my pants pocket and pulled out one of my cards. “Call me once you’re settled.”
“I will.”
I watched him climb down the ladder and stayed on the roof to watch him walk down the path, his bag slung over his shoulder. The crow glided from the roof to perch on his bag, its croaking voice reaching my ears even after David disappeared into the forest.
When I knew he was gone, I took a step off the edge of the roof and landed neatly on my feet. Shaking the ache from my feet, I shuffled through the underbrush in search of Silence. It didn’t take long to find him embedded in the soil, the bright glint of his metal darkened by mud. Part of me felt bad for throwing him as I had. Without me, he couldn’t see or hear anything. Just alone in the dark. With a sigh, I picked him up.
You dropped me! he snapped the moment my hand wrapped around his hilt. Why would you do that? What if someone else picked me up? You’d be sorry then!
“Shut up,” I said, my giddy mood replaced by sternness.
Silence went still, the image of a wide-eyed child flashed in my mind.
“I am going to ask questions and you will answer them. And if you don’t, I am going to find a boat going across the Atlantic and drop you into the ocean. Are we clear?”
Silence meekly said, Crystal.
“I get that you don’t want to talk about what’s going on, but you’ve left me in a position neither you nor I like—the dark. My first question is what are these voices I am hearing?”
The mental image of Silence squirmed. They are from where I came from but are different. I was made to cut.
“And they were made to do what?”
Eat.
A shiver ran through me. The part of the dream with the fence and my mirror images screaming that they were hungry flickered about in my head.
“All right, next item. Everyone in the dream kept saying I was late. Late for what?”
I’d like to pass on that question.
My lips curled back into a snarl. “Bottom of the fucking ocean.”
No! Silence wailed. Don’t make me answer that! Please! His fear and desperation rippled through me. Please, Ghost, I’ll do anything. Turn me into a butter knife or a spoon.
“The ocean bottom, Silence,” I said, glowering. “I’m serious.”
Moments passed before he responded, I’ll go to the ocean. It would be better down there. Safer.
I frowned, still feeling him tremble in my hand. The image of the little boy curled up, resigned to spending the rest of his existence at the bottom of the ocean. My options were limited and I felt like a grade-A asshole. With a sigh, I placed him back into his sheath. “Does any of it have to do with Badb’s prediction?”
No. Even she can’t foresee what they will do. The whimper in his words pulled at me. Are you still upset with me?
“No, but we’re not done with the topic, Silence. Once this thing with Patrick is over, we’re going to focus on it and figure stuff out together. For now, we’ll focus on the job at hand, which is killing Patrick.” I gave him a pat. “A bit of murder should cheer you up.”
Maybe, Silence said. What did you have in mind?
A wicked grin covered my face. “We’re gonna to take a look into this bit with the Hunters. But first, a visit to the toy store.”




CHAPTER EIGHTEEN 


Wascally Wabbits
Jim’s Pawn was my toy store. It had all the things I could materialistically want. My only gripe with the place was its location, Louisiana. It was a nice place to look at, but it was infested with all types of supernatural trailer trash.
There were the standard shelves of DVDs, TVs, mounted guitars, and jewelry in the main lobby. In the back part of the store, where a security code was needed, were the guns, swords, and occult items. The walls in there were covered with shrunken heads, dried herbs, masks, figures, skulls of different species—including human—and prayer beads of various origins. Here and there I’d see a staff or bottle inside a glass case with a sticky note on the surface reading “No touchy!”
The owner, Jim, and I had a solid working relationship. He sold me thousands of dollars of ammo on discount as long as I never mentioned the faint scent of corpse flesh or his lone milky eye to the enforcers. Sometimes the best thing to do was not talk about the zombie in the room.
“If you’re looking for a big boom, maybe I can interest you in the Double Barrel 1911?” Jim said, tapping the glass over the gun. He was a stocky dark-skinned man with a bald head and clean-shaven face. His words carried a hint of his Haitian origins. I could always find him wearing his black “Jim’s Pawn” logo shirt when I came for visits. His lackeys manned the front while he worked with returning V.I.P.s in the back.
I shook my head. “No. I’ve always been a fan of the Glock-nineteen.”
“If you do insist on sticking to pistols, you should consider giving the Colt a test run at the very least.”
I rolled my eyes. “It’s fancy, I’ll give you that, but the accuracy on it is shit. Even at fifteen yards away, it can’t hit the flat side of a barn without overcompensation. I want something dependable, not flashy.” I pointed a finger at him. “Stop trying to upsell me.”
The pawn shop owner narrowed his eyes. “What are you looking for then?”
“I need a few cases of nine mil.” I eyed the display of firearms. “Do you have a Desert Eagle in fifty cal?”
He pursed his lips. “That’s more of a mantle gun.”
“I know, but I need a fifty caliber, and the reviews for it are good.”
“There’s always the Smith & Wesson 500 if you don’t care about size,” Jim said. “But you want an automatic, I’m guessing.” He shook his head at me but still went down to a glass cabinet and pointed to the Desert Eagle resting inside. “You’re lucky. Just got it the other day.”
Jim unlocked the back panel and bent to pull out the Desert Eagle. He pulled the hammer back to show me the empty chamber before handing it over to me handle first.
I took it, rolling my wrist to get myself used to the weight.
“The kick back on that is something fierce if you haven’t handled it before,” Jim said. He reached back to the sliding cabinets and placed a box of ammo on the counter. “Takes grenade rounds if you’re interested.”
“Oh, my. Yes, please.” I grinned and continued my inspection of the gun, fiddling with it until I had the barrel off and waved it at Jim. “I’m surprised you could get those here. When are you going to move to a gun-friendly area?”
“When selling them legally makes more money than selling them illegally,” Jim said with a grin.
I looked at him with one eye through the wonderfully large-caliber barrel. “You have more of these? Or did the previous owner give it as is?”
He shrugged. “What you see is what you get.”
I nodded and reassembled the gun. “I’ll take it with the boxes of grenade rounds on top of everything else, then.”
His brows went up. “What are you hunting? Bears?”
“Wascally wabbits,” I said, with an innocent bat of my eyelashes at the zombie.
He snorted. “I’ll get your things ready,” he said, fixing to walk off but stopping when I reached across the counter to him.
“I need to talk to Seven as well. Discreetly.” I set the stack of bills on the table between the two of us. Once my hand left them, they were gone in the next eye blink.
“I can do that for you. Will you be conducting business with him, as well?” he said with another nod.
“Depends on what he has.” I looked around, my eyes resting on the closed door to my left. “He’s in?”
“Seven is always in. I’ll get your things ready while you talk.”
“Thanks.”
Jim walked past me and out of the room with my future purchase hidden away in a box. I waited for the door to the room to close and looked to the display mirror on the wall. It slowly swung open and Seven emerged from his office. His arms were much larger than the rest him, using them like an ape to get about the room. Seven’s long and drooping ears were adorned with golden rings, and another ring went through a nostril of his nose. His skin wasn’t a putrid green as was common with his kind, but something vibrant that reminded me of leaves in springtime. The fact he came no higher than my knee made him adorable in my eyes.
Many assumed goblins were dull-witted, but one only needed to peer into Seven’s golden eyes once to see the spark of a shrewd intelligence.
Seven was a product of the nature versus nurture argument I had had with Vainya. My Master had taken the stance that one couldn’t go against their nature, and I had responded to that hypothesis with the antithesis “bullshit.” To prove him wrong, I “acquired” several younglings of hostile associations over the centuries and raised them. They all went well, except one. But out of the ten I raised, Seven proved my point the best. Left to themselves, goblins were grotesque, mischievous, and self-serving. Seven, although still greedy and prone to gold fixations, was nothing like his counterparts. He was savage when it came to business and his cunning had him on par with devils and jinn when it came to wordplay. He was as vicious a businessman as Silence was bloodthirsty.
I couldn’t have been prouder.
Seven placed a hand onto the case and hauled himself up onto a stool so we were eye-to-eye.
“Hey, Seven,” I said.
“Ghost,” he said, his voice more of a raspy-hiss than words. “Have you come to sell Silence again? We know many who would pay well for him.”
Oh, yes, I like this game.
I flashed my teeth at Seven. “We tried that in the ‘80s, and the results didn’t go well.”
I’d been curious where Silence would go if put into the mythic-merchant system. I figured I would pick him up a few years later when he finished with whichever host had bought him. The Merchants had shops everywhere, some nomadic, others remaining in a fixed location like Jim’s Pawn. I supposed it was like writing my phone number on a dollar and then spending it to see where it finally popped up. Except with a lot more blood and death.
Merchants would sell their goods to anyone who could pay or would give them to people they knew would cause trouble. Silence landed with a Chinese man who’d used him to cut up a kindergarten school.
Hindsight is twenty-twenty.
Lee is just misunderstood. We should visit him. He’s still alive, right?
“A pity,” Seven said with a shake of his head, making his ears flippy-flap about. “What can we do for you today, honored customer?”
I pulled out the envelope of Samuel Henry’s pictures and laid one on the table. “I already know he’s the new leader of the Hunters and that he’s been here. What else can you tell me, please?”
Seven went still at the picture, his gaze flickering back between the photo and me. I watched the fine-tuned gears spin around with the motion of his amber cave-dweller eyes. “Are you here officially?”
I shook my head. “No, just as myself. Later on, it might be official, once I uncover more details.”
With a sigh he picked up the photo and held it closer to his face. “He came here a few times, but only spoke to Jim,” Seven said. “Sometimes his lackeys come instead.”
“What do they want?”
Seven shrugged. “Guns, at first. And then books.”
I frowned. “Which books?”
“Like the ones we find for you.” He held up a finger as I started to interrupt him. “Worry not, they are never sold. We have had honest business for generations. We wouldn’t ruin that for fickle human currency.”
I nodded, still frowning. “Do they ever tell you why they want them?”
“No.” He paused again. “But sometimes they come in with pictures of others. Customers who frequent from time to time.”
My frown deepened. “You tipped them off?”
“At first. Many they sought were runts. Weaklings. We didn’t think it mattered if they were gone. We wouldn’t assume we are the only ones Hunters did this with.”
Wasn’t the shaman taken in Iceland? Seven doesn’t do business that far north, does he?
I looked back to Seven. “And when did you stop giving them freebies?”
He scratched at the side of his face. “Some months back. When they came in with your picture.” He reached into his vest and pulled out a crumpled photo and set it on the countertop. “We like profit but are not suicidal for it.” He chuckled. “They think you’re a lycanthrope. We didn’t correct their misunderstanding.”
I snorted and picked up the picture to study it. It’d been taken from a surveillance camera, so the quality wasn’t good, but between the hair, the parka, and how I was jamming out to music playing on earbuds, anyone could see it was me.
I moved to tuck the photo into my jacket, but Seven snatched it out of my hands. “Really?”
Seven returned the picture to his vest pocket. “It’s the only picture we have of you. Sentimental we are.”
He learned that from you.
Rolling my eyes, I said, “The Hunters probably didn’t like that Jim stopped tipping them off.”
“They weren’t pleased, it is true. But we would rather suffer the wrath of a group of men than your ire.” His eyes narrowed at me. “We have told you much today. Equitable remuneration is in order, we feel.”
I scoffed, offering mock protest. “Why should I trade you anything? So far, you’ve enabled a mess I have to deal with and allowed Hunters to infest your territory. If anything, you should pay me to go away and pretend we never had this conversation.”
Seven’s ears drooped, and his bottom lip quivered. “If you do not support my business, mother dearest, who will?”
“For fuck’s sake,” I said, giving him an exasperated look. “You’re seriously pulling the pity card on me?”
Seven gave me a toothy cut-the-crap smile and set a small empty vial on the countertop. “An ounce will do.”
I scrunched my nose up. “What are you going to use it for? Blood’s a serious agent in magic.”
“You will be safe.” He grinned monstrously wider. “There is a guard in Rose Prison who requested it and promises to pay very well for what we can provide.”
My eyes rested on the vial. There was only one person I knew in Rose Prison who’d request my blood. I picked it up, turning the object over in my fingers. “Give me fifty percent of the cut.”
Seven narrowed his eyes. “Ten.”
“I’m not going lower than forty.”
“You assigned us a number instead of a name. Thirty is the final offer.”
“Low blow. I stand on forty.”
Seven held up a gnarled finger for me to wait before climbing off the counter. When he returned, there was a clay wine bottle in his hand.
“Thirty percent and this,” he said, presenting it to me.
Taking it, I looked it over and arched an eyebrow at the label. “You think mead is really going to cover the difference?”
He stared at me in silence before extending the vial in my direction. “That bottle was crafted by Aegir himself.”
I eyed the bottle again, my fingers sliding over the cool surface. Shifting my sight to look at the bottle magically, I found Aegir’s signature mark embedded into the clay. I held several thousand dollars’ worth of mead in a clay bottle. Just thinking of what it would taste like made my mouth water.
Admitting to your alcoholism is the first step. You can mitigate that addiction with bloodshed. I will volunteer my precious time to help you.
Snorting, I set the bottle on the counter and thought. “Fine. Thirty percent and the bottle is a deal.”
I pulled out Silence and slid him across my palm in a smooth motion. The pain was little more than a dull throb as I held my hand out. Black blood trickled down and Seven caught all of it, watching with wide eyes until the vial was full. He corked it and held it as if it were made of gold, while I licked at my wound until it healed.
You’re going to need to eat soon. Between the shifting and self-inflicted injuries, your last meal won’t carry you far.
“It is always a pleasure to do business with you,” Seven said, looking up at me with what I thought was a pleased expression. It was hard to tell with goblins if they were grinning or just exposing sharp teeth. “So few have your manners and courtesy.”
“You don’t have to keep buttering me up, Seven. You’ve got what you wanted.”
“Oh, but we do. Because we want you to come back, Most Valued Customer.”
Jim returned with his arms full of my order. I took the guns and placed them into my bag before filling it up with the bullets. There were two books, carefully maintained and wrapped in plastic, as well. I looked over the covers, one on Egyptian rites and the other involving the history of Atlantis, and tucked them into the front pocket of my bag. Seven took the time to place my bottle of mead into a special case to protect it from impacts before sliding that into my bag, as well.
I pulled out Kathy’s encased brain and set it on the counter in front of Jim. His eyes snapped to it and he moved in to examine the jar.
I patted the jar. “She had Alzheimer’s. Not sure if that mucks things up for you.”
“As long as it’s not cancer or a tumor, it’s fine,” Jim said, picking up the jar. “Alzheimer’s brains go well with jalapeño.” He offered me a genuine smile. “Thank you.”
I shouldered the bag. “You’re welcome.” I should have haggled for more bullets out of the deal, but I didn’t want to worry about having to carry too much. Weight wasn’t an issue for me, but bag space was, even with enchantments.
“Don’t go outside tonight,” I told them.
They shared a look, but it was Seven who asked, “Why?”
I grinned, exposing my teeth to the men. “I’m going wabbit hunting.”




CHAPTER NINTEEN 


Punchable Face
Hunting involves more than leaning against a lamp post and fiddling with your phone. You have to, you know, hunt.
I grinned at Silence’s comment. “But I’m doing just that.”
How?
“By baiting.”
What? That makes no sense.
“Baiting. You heard Seven. They took a photo of me, so I blipped their radar. Given the number of abductions in this area, I know they are still around.”
I tucked my phone away and swept my gaze over the area.
You better be right, Silence grumbled. Otherwise, I think you came to the Quarter just get some drinks. You promised me stabbing.
The mental image of Silence’s misshapen face flickered in my mind’s eye. When faced with personal pressure, I focused on work until my brain was ready to sort things out. Looking up, I paused and listened to the whispers. Soft hisses. Guttural rumbles.
Silence mentally nudged me. I wouldn’t bother listening to them. They just repeat the same thing over and over.
I tilted my head at the volunteered information. “You understand them? What are they saying?”
That they’re hungry.
A shudder rolled down my back and I found myself listening to endless numbers of voices. Just the thought of all of them hungry and possibly prowling for a way to get to food left my blood cold. Some part of me was pretty confident they were going to be picky with their food like I was.
Focusing my attention away from the voices, I took a quick inventory of what was on me instead. My Glock rested in my shoulder holster inside my jacket. Silence, secure at the small of my back, was within easy reach if needed. My hand dipped inside the pocket of my parka to check for my flash grenade, one of the few magical items I carried on me.
A nagging sensation of being watched tickled the back of my neck and grew into an annoying itch. Pausing, I didn’t see or hear anything that stood out in my surroundings. So I was either imagining it or the person was that good.
I adjusted the strap of my bag and started to head deeper into the city. In the late afternoon, only a handful of people could be seen. Nothing stood out as I crossed into the French Quarter. In the distance, I could hear music, laughter, and the subtle growling of cars. A red squirrel darted up along a building, his head peeking into the windows for easy food.
People became more prominent the farther I went. Street vendors sold goods, fortune tellers wooed tourists, and my nose picked up on the occasional smell of a witch or zombie hiding in plain sight. Further and further still, music became the dominant theme, the beat humming its way into my bones, pulling a smile to my lips. I paused to listen to a singer inside one bar. The basso was confident and assertive as he sang out his heart and soul. I wanted to go in and listen, but I kept walking.
For all the local flavor, the bar strip held exactly the same people you could find anywhere in the realms that served booze. Mostly college students out for a good time, men and women drowning their sorrows in a bottle of something, loners looking for temporary companionship, and the occasional male wanting to drink and fight, with a penchant for the second.
It was a member of the last class who swaggered away from his friends at the bar toward me as I walked. Despite my effort to step out of his path, our shoulders collided. The impact caused him to drop his bottle and the sound of glass shattering drew the attention of a few toward us.
The man rounded on me with a snarl. “What’d you do that for?” he snapped, spittle flying with his foul breath onto my face.
“I didn’t do anything,” I said.
“You want some of this, bitch?” He lifted his fist up in my direction.
Silence snickered. He looks like a squealer to me.
He wasn’t massive, but even in his shirt and jacket I could see a scrapper’s build. Not to mention, he had a smug, punchable face. I noted his friends moving away from their seats and toward us, but something in their expressions didn’t give me the impression they were going to pull him back to the table.
“Look, I don’t have time to teach you manners, so why don’t you go back to the bar with your buddies?”
His snarl deepened, and he took a step toward me. “I ain’t afraid to hit a woman,” he slurred.
“Your mama must be very proud.”
This guy is making it too easy. I highly encourage you to curb stomp him.
A giggle almost bubbled out of my throat at the idea of a brawl. I let my bag slide down my arm to rest on the ground as I looked the group over. Another man reached over to grab the drunkard’s arm. He murmured something to the first man while trying to pull him away from me, but his belligerent friend jerked his shoulder away and stomped my way.
I looked at the man, but he only smirked. The guy’s punchable face rating went up with every passing second.
I popped my knuckles and flexed my fingers. “Come on, impress me,” I mocked.
“Don’t tell me what to do, bitch.”
“Call me a bitch one more time and I will break something of yours.”
He laughed, his hands went up, and he did a few playful jabs at the air between us.
The peanut gallery requests for bone to break the skin, Silence snickered. His excitement rose up in me, and I had to fight down a giggle. Lots of blood! Teach him the beauty of pain and fill the air with his screams!
The man, true to his word, rushed me with a fist aimed at my face. I brought my hand up to knock his arm to the side, and our limbs met with the solid sound of flesh on flesh. His arm didn’t get diverted as much as expected. I felt his strength pushing back onto me. His movements were too sharp and crisp for him to be drunk.
He’s testing you? Interesting.
His other hand flew toward my face in a hook, and I stepped back and out of his range in time to feel the flow of air from the fist. I started in while he turned and brought my fist up and into his ribcage. It connected, and I heard the satisfying subdued pop of a rib breaking.
He grunted and wheezed, his hand flying to his side as the pain registered. I could’ve left it at that, but I had never been the benevolent sort.
I asked, “You okay?” as I grasped his elbow to help him stand. He let me, and as he rose I jerked him toward me and slammed my knee into his groin.
I reveled in the pained squeak as he crumpled back to the ground.
A heavy footstep behind me signaled that my downed opponent’s friend had decided to join the fight. He slammed into me from behind, hoping to knock me off my feet, but I pushed back against him with all the brute force I could muster. His arm wrapped about my neck, and he pulled back, tightening his hold on me.
Snarling, I twisted to seize his groin and pulled. Hard. Soprano shrieking filled my ear, and his hold loosened as he curled up in the fetal position by my feet.
No testicles are safe from us!
I turned and stomp-kicked him several times for good measure, the force of my blows only for bruising, not breaking.
C’mon!
Go at him with the chair!
Breathing deeply through my nose, I turned and looked about at those who had stopped to watch. Some held their phones with the camera aimed in our general direction with fingers pointed at the grown men.
“This is a good stopping point,” I muttered. I smoothed my hair with my hands as I walked to the first man, still rolling in agony from his injuries. Leaning over him, I gripped him by the hair to push him onto his back. His face was twisted up in pain, and one hand pressed to his side and the other lower while he took slow and shallow breaths. He glared at me, eyes shimmering with suppressed pain and hate.
“You and your friend should go to the hospital,” I told him and started to walk away.
“Fuckin’ bitch,” he snarled.
I paused and turned back toward him. “I said I’d break something if you called me that again.” In the next moment, my foot stomped down on his arm with a delicious crunch.
The man didn’t scream like I wanted, but grunted in pain instead. A pity, really. I’d had him down as a squealer, too.
I turned to grab my bag and make my way out of there. The gathered onlookers parted to let me pass.
It didn’t take long for me to blend into the milling crowd in the Louisiana evening as I resumed my walk. A few police officers rushed past me on their way to the bar but didn’t glance in my direction as I passed. I continued to breathe slow and deep through my nose to calm my heart and blood from the fight. Inside my jacket, I could feel my hands tremble from suppressed adrenaline.
In moments, I left the crowded area and wandered around with the other occasional people walking through the Quarter. But not alone. I sensed him as my breath started to even out, my thoughts focusing back on my task. When I took another casual look around, I saw him. A man tailing me.
A bird croak pulled my attention from the man to overhead. Three ravens peered down at me from a balcony. Their heads turned to watch me as I passed. One opened its beak to call out again and said, “Bani!” Death.
I snorted, pausing in my walk to face the bird. The trio of them perched over the closed establishment with their wings fluttering in what I knew to be bird laughter. Nothing set them apart from other carrion birds, but if I looked at them magically, I’d see plenty to prove the contrary. Where Valkyries go to do battle, ravens will follow.
Oo, three’s not bad, Silence mused. At least one person is going to die!
“Hopefully not me,” I said.
You don’t die. Only become savage with hunger.
With a shake of my head, I looked up at the ravens once more with a smile. “How is it, ye ravens—whence are ye come now?”
The three of them cawed, their wings fluttering at their sides.
“Ghost,” one raven croaked, earning a look from a nearby person, “funny.”
“Allfather and gore,” another said. “Corpses and blood.”
Why can’t we have more friends like them? They speak my language.
Shaking my head, I resumed my walk once the ravens took to the air. Heavy footsteps sounded behind me once I made it halfway through the Quarter toward the main street. A quick glance over my shoulder showed the man I noticed before still followed.
If he kept following me, I could lose him and then track him in turn. Or I could end this and face him straight on. I had to consider he might’ve been a cop tailing me after the assault. My best option was to lure him away from the crowds and see what happened.
I stopped and lifted my head to scent at the air with dramatic wolfish head bobbing. They thought I was a lycanthrope, so who was I to disappoint? I turned my head to look at my mystery stalker.
Our eyes met for a brief moment before I walked backward and into an empty alleyway. It wasn’t a long wait before he appeared around the corner, his head lowered as he followed me, another man on his heels.
His age was hard to determine because of the distance and half his face hidden by a hat and hoodie. His jacket spread open. I scanned for a bulge, spotting nothing significant. He couldn’t have anything better than a pistol.
My magical senses twanged and another figure stepped out in front of me, blocking my path. Robed and hooded. A third, a woman, appeared from behind a dumpster and stepped closer to me, also dressed in a thick hood. In moments, I counted six people closing in to pin me to the wall. I tilted my head and looked about at the surrounding people before shifting my attention back to my first stalker.
He pushed his hoodie back. He was a man in his mid-thirties with blond hair starting to gray at the temples resting about his neck. My eyes focused on the radio earpiece in his ear. Another quick look at the group showed they all had one. Part of me had hoped it might have been the big bad Henry himself.
Keeping my voice cheerful, I said, “If this is about the guys at the bar, they started it.”
“It’s what they’re supposed to do,” he said, giving me a smug smile.
“Supposed to do?” I arched an eyebrow. “Why?”
Silence’s amusement tickled my mind as he asked with sarcastic tones, I’m confused, who’s the bait?
“I wanted to see how you fought. Even though you have weapons on you, you fought those men using your hands. It was quick, efficient, and you didn’t permanently cripple them.”
“Observant of you.” I frowned. “You’re studying me?”
“We’ve been tracking you for a while. Now we got the order to detain you,” he said, opening his jacket and exposing the Hunter’s insignia.
I played along and widened my eyes in mock-shock at the insignia before glaring at the man. “There must be better things to do than tracking me,” I snapped. My eyes shifted about as I took in the measure of the people around me. I loosened my knees and lowered my center of gravity. All but the man who followed me tensed, reaching inside pockets and coats.
“On the contrary, it’s been our goal to follow you and your people to learn more about your species.”
Our species, Silence snickered. This is funny. They don’t even know what we are?
“Gross.” I looked at the others moving in on me. “Is this some weird stalker-boner thing? You kidnap us and jerk off at night?”
“Our purpose is not your concern,” he said.
“Of course, it is. It affects me and others like me. Not to mention no one does something for nothing.”
The man scoffed. “Who needs a reason to rid the world of monsters?”
I frowned and then turned to step off to the side to keep walking. The two that had stepped out before moved in to block me.
The question was what they were going to do since they had found me.
I walked a few feet before the woman pushed herself away from the railing and planted herself in my path. I stopped and looked between her and the five others.
My eyes finally rested on the older man. “You want to do this right here?”
“It’s as good a place as any,” he responded.
“And what about the creed? The one dictating no human involvement?” I waved my hand to the city around us. “Doing this will make a lot of noise, you know.”
“We’ll handle the aftermath when we’re done.”
I suggest stabbing the jugular first. Nothing starts a battle off right like a good blood spray!
I wiggled my nose. “I want to talk to Samuel Henry.”
I saw the group hesitate, their eyes going to the older man. They knew I knew, and that made them uncomfortable. I offered a smile Silence would’ve appreciated.
“Don’t know who you’re talking about,” the man said.
“Samuel Henry is your order leader. He makes all the calls, tells you where to go, and who to abduct. If you’re going to lie, at least do it about something I don’t already know.”
The leader gave me a hard look before asking, “What do you want to talk to him about?”
“Child support.”
He sputtered, “What?”
“Child support for the younglings that don’t have their parents right now. Or compensation pay for those missing work. And hiring. Who is going to fill the roles of all those you have taken?”
The leader frowned. “What do you mean?”
“You lot are taking members of our community who all play a vital part either among the humans or us. Not that I want to say you all are fucking shit up, but you’re fucking shit up.”
“Your kind are a threat,” the woman off to the side of me spat. “Why would we care about one of you being in pain?”
I turned my head to the woman and spoke slowly in case she was as stupid as she sounded. “Let’s take Iceland for example. We have a guy there who needs his mythic back because without her there to stop it, he can make the volcanoes there explode. Last I checked, there are over three hundred thousand people living in Iceland, depending on tourist season. Are you okay with them dying because my kind are the ‘threat?’”
“You’re bluffing,” the one at my back said.
“I’m not. Not at all. You have no idea what you’ve fucked up.” I relaxed my shoulders, adjusting my weight to the balls of my feet. “And now it’s my turn, right? You all have guns, I’m assuming. So, you could’ve shot me from a distance. Instead, you are trying to herd me somewhere. Do you take the children, as well? How do you sleep at night when they scream for their parents?”
“Just shut up,” the woman at my left said. Her face flushed. “Stop talking!”
Silence snickered, I smell guilt in the air.
I grunted in agreement, eyeing the woman over. “Why? This is what you signed up for. Have some pride in your work. What’s that saying you humans have? Nits make lice?” I held up a hand as she opened her mouth to speak. “It’s probably easy to not see us as individuals when you can characterize us as thoughtless monsters.”
They are so angry inside. I almost want one of them to wield me.
I continued, “I shouldn’t be surprised by your lack of empathy. You’re the same group that encouraged Rome to invade Britain so you could kill some fairies. Or do you skim over that in your history? A lot of innocent people died because of what your order did.”
Her lips pulled back in a snarl as she hunched over. “What do you know of our cause?”
I arched an eyebrow. “Other than it makes you unreasonable zealots with a prolonged grief disorder?” I held my hand toward her, an action that caused the other four to shift about me as they outright reached for their weapons.
And so jittery! So fresh! Scared! Cut! Cut!
“Look, I get it.” I shrugged, stepping so I was clear of the metal balcony above me on the side of the building. “You hate things not like you and see them as lesser. That’s called racism, but I’m sure you’ve managed to justify it.”
“Why are we talking to her?” a man off to my left snapped. I shifted my eyes to him and the hand inside his jacket. “Let’s just do it! She’s surrounded and we have silver.”
“Silver? Say it’s not so!” I hunched over, holding the magic-flash in my hand before lifting my closed hands to the sky. “I’ll go peacefully! Just don’t use the silver on me!”
Their eyes shifted from me to each other, but not one of them took a step forward. I guessed they weren’t as stupid as they sounded.
I grinned, opening my hand and letting the sphere drop to the ground. My eyes closed in time for the flash but couldn’t avoid the deafening boom. My eardrums throbbed and pressure settled over my head.
I crouched, feeling my shoes and pants tighten as I let my legs and feet grow. With a grunt, I pushed off, the pavement shrunk beneath me by three stories, and I cleared to the roof just as gunfire answered my escape.
This is the opposite of fighting, Silence spat. It’s called running away.
“I am not fighting them in a crowded city. If they can’t keep up, shame on them.” Running as fast as I could while leaping from rooftop to rooftop, I paused every so often to let one of the group spot me before continuing my run along the rooftops toward the edge of the French Quarter. Something whizzed by my head and another something sparked off to my side.
Those. Are. Bullets!
“I noticed, thanks!” I rounded a corner and sprinted for all I was worth.
You are going the wrong way. The fight is behind you!
“That’s the plan!”
Silence pushed his will against my own, urging me to turn around and give these mortals just what they sought—death.
“Not here. I need more wiggle room,” I said through heavy breaths, as I continued sprinting. I shouldn’t have been that worn out, but I hadn’t eaten with such efforts in mind.
Reaching the last sets of building, I jumped off and braced myself for the impact and landed with a grunt.
A couple gawked at me and I flashed them a smile. “All sorts of crazy stuff happens in the Quarter,” I said, before trotting off with shouts sounding behind me.
Rounding a corner, I slowed and walked, my eyes darting to all the passers-by. One biker, dressed in leather with a salt and pepper beard sitting on a motorcycle caught my attention, and I walked over to him and said, “Sorry”.
He looked up at me. “For what?”
I punched him in the face, knocking him off the bike. Straddling the motorcycle, I revved the engine. “For stealing your shit.”




CHAPTER TWENTY 


Slice! Slice! Slice!
Imade a lot of noise as I left, taking the main road and weaving through traffic, earning several car honks until I got onto the I-10.
You’re the only person who tells people where you are when you play hide and seek.
I snorted, my attention on the road, and scanned the vehicles around me for anything that screamed “Hunter Mystery Machine.” A shadow drew my attention upward as I watched seven ravens flying through the early evening sky in the same direction as me.
Ooo! Silence cooed. From three to seven! Ravens come and herald death! Slice and dice we shall.
I rolled my eyes. “Now you’re making haikus correctly?”
You sound disappointed. I think you’ve lost the newbies, anyway.
I looked from the ravens to one of the bike’s mirrors. Two unmarked white vans closed in on me. “I doubt it.” I frowned, my eyes shifting between the road and the side mirror. They kept their distance for a mile, though I expected one of the windows to open up and someone to fire a machine gun at me. Too many American movies. “That’s a fast response time,” I said to myself. “There has to be more than the five Hunters we saw.”
More to slice! I am okay with that if you are.
Snorting, I took the exit for Claiborne Avenue and turned on Louisiana. The vans followed but didn’t try to box me in or run me off the road. I saw the harbor area by the Mississippi River and floored it, creating distance between them and me. I weaved through traffic and ran red lights, much to the disgruntlement of local drivers, until I came to the harbor. Once I found an unattended building, I parked and left the motorcycle out for the Hunters to find.
“We’ll fight here,” I told Silence as I broke the lock and slipped inside. The building was dark, muggy, and filled with storage crates. A wonderful labyrinth of shadows and echoes.
I walked down a row to the middle and leaped up to the top container. Yanking it open, I climbed inside and set my bag on the metal floor to go through the contents.
There was a moment of inner conflict as I eyed my things. Did I really want to use the Desert Eagle? It was loud, I hadn’t tried it out, and sights weren’t aligned. With a sigh, I promised myself I’d use it on Patrick instead.
Not going to use your new toys?
“I want to, but not the time or place. Guns make too much noise and what I need is”—I pulled him free—“Silence.”
A pleasant vibration ran up my arm from the hilt of the blade, and I looked in the direction of the open double doors. I’d made it clear I’d run in here. The question was how long it would take for the greenhorns to come after me or assume I’d taken off.
Moving in the shadows, I trotted to the main entrance of the building and waited in the safe dark. And waited and waited.
This’ll be a disappointment if they gave up the chase. You shouldn’t have been so mean to them back in the alleyway. I bet their feelings are hurt by your curt words and womanhandling.
I grunted and edged my head around the side to peek outside—and felt something whiz past my head. A spark flashed behind me, and I darted back inside.
“Still there,” I said. “And they have a sniper.” When no other shots sounded, a sense of unease made my belly sink. “They really did herd me,” I whispered.
What do you mean?
“Got me in a closed off area and if I try to leave, they’ll shoot me. This is way more organized than I expected.”
Footsteps, quiet but still audible, sounded on the other side of the wall. I melted around the corner of one of the containers and waited.
A bulky man, big dumb bruiser sort, entered the warehouse with a rifle aimed in front of him. The man took his time walking in, looking through the scope of his rifle into the warehouse. He looked dressed for the bomb squad prom and was armed to the teeth with a compact rifle, pistols, knives, and ammo. Even I couldn’t get my hands on some of that kind of equipment. His lips moved, and I craned my head to pick out what he said.
“No eyes on the target. Area has high coverage. No surveillance or civilians.”
Bomb Prom Queen continued working his way inside, and I stalked him with Silence in hand, moving around the crates until he was a good distance from the entrance. When his attention was in the opposite direction to me, I leaped, grabbing him and pulling him into the shadows. I slid Silence across his throat, the living blade rippling and biting into the flesh all along the way with glee. Prom Date let out gurgling wet death noises. My satisfied smile from the kill became short lived as pain sparked across my chest and arms. Releasing the corpse, I looked myself over. Small cuts covered my chest and arms. Most were pin breaks, but there was a faint sheen over my body.
Is that silver?
“I think so,” I muttered as I knelt to inspect the dead man. Discreet needle points poking out all over it of it, some glistening with my blood. Running my hand over a safe part of his vest, I looked at my fingers and examined the dark sparkle over my palm.
“Silver dust,” I murmured.
Noise hummed from the man’s earpiece, so I pulled it out to listen.
“—confirmed down. Proceed through southern entrance. Lycan protocol,” a deep male voice said.
Lycan protocol? Silence scoffed. They’ve done it enough time to have a protocol?
I didn’t respond to Silence. Instead, I climbed up one of the containers and perched myself to watch the south door, listening to my stolen comm.
The north entrance doors slammed shut, cutting off the light from the outside, plunging the warehouse into total darkness. I blinked and looked behind me. My eyes adjusted as I remained still. There were the faint sounds of booted feet moving about, but now coming from where the doors had closed. I leaped down and tried the North door, but it didn’t move an inch. There was no light coming in from under it. I pushed my shoulder against it, but the door didn’t budge. If I slammed against it, I’d give away my position. It took me a moment to fully comprehend what had happened. I glared at the comm unit.
A fake report to give an opening for them to come in and not get picked off one by one. Now there was only one way for me to get out of here and it was through them.
It was something I’d do. Motherfuckers.
The thing was worthless to me then, if they were going to use those kinds of tactics, and I was about to chuck it when a voice spoke up again.
The deep voice said, “Use the Dust Seeker to find her.”
“Affirmative.” a different male answered.
I grinned and sat on my haunches while I waited. I heard it, the soft whine of an overpowered computer. It came from the South, and I turned myself in that direction and waited. Their Duster-stupid-name-for-us device exploded with a loud pop, light flashing from between the towers of containers. Creative profanity reached my ears, and I judged the distance before leaping into the air.
I sailed up and over the container, turning myself in the air so I’d land feet first. I’d done well, seeing one of the Hunters right under me. I widened my legs and landed on his shoulders with my thighs. He buckled, but I twisted until I felt the necessary crunch and threw him to the side. The man with him had barely registered what happened before I moved in and buried Silence in the unprotected underside of his jaw. My hand clamped over his mouth as Silence slid into him with ease. The man’s eyes widened as they met mine, the life quick to wink out while Silence dug about inside his skull.
I felt the prickle of the same small stabbing wounds in the backs of my legs. Once I pulled Silence free, I ran my free hand over the back of my leg and found more barbs lodged into my flesh. The two dead men were dressed like the first one who’d come in with the anti-wolf suits. If I’d been a werewolf, I would’ve been paralyzed and flailing from the first guy I grabbed. I mildly resented them for being able to create the armor.
Pain exploded in my back, the crack of rifle fire going off behind me. I stumbled forward and turned the corner.
“Sights on target,” a voice in the earpiece spoke. “Silver is no good! Switch to hollow points.”
Hollow points? That’s just rude.
“She has our comms,” another voice said.
A third voice, this one deep with rolling R’s spoke. “Atlas. Proceed with caution.”
The voices ceased. Hissing, I shifted my body, feeling the bullets inside my flesh. They weren’t impeding anything important, but they didn’t tickle either. I leaped and swung myself up to the top of the containers once more, edging forward on quiet feet. The pair who’d shot me were still there. Snarling, I readied myself to leap at them again when sparks went off by my knee and I felt the piercing pain of another bullet in my arm.
They are flanking and have numbers. You’re becoming pathetic prey.
I turned and roared at the pair; the unearthly and inhuman sound of it made the windows of the warehouse tremble. I leaped for the Hunters. One shot at me, and the bullet pierced my back, before I was on them, ripping the first one apart with my hand. My fingers shifted into long, thick talons and sliced through his vest with buttery ease. His partner came at me almost simultaneously, and I stepped into him, pressing Silence’s hilt against the exposed flesh of his neck and leaving it there.
“Have fun, but don’t go far,” I said, seeing the man’s eyes glow red, looking at me with a smile. He dropped his rifle and seized the blade, running off with a gleeful giggle.
It was a moment’s reprieve before the gunfire started again. I turned and charged in the direction it came from only to have a hail of bullets come from across me as well. They pressed in with a Z-pattern, one squad getting my attention while the flanking group fired.
I was bleeding badly at that point. These weren’t the greenhorns shaking in their boots from earlier. Not having the energy to maintain my appearance and still fight, I let it go as my anger and frustration flared. My clothes tightened around me with my growing size as I grew until they shredded from my body. I reached back to tear the back of my cargo pants before my tail did the honors for me. It uncurled onto the ground with a loud thud, and I sighed in relief. Pale silk skin faded away and was replaced with toughened dark gray.
On the other side of the warehouse, I heard a screeching voice cry, “Slice-slice-slice!” followed by a manic laugh.
At least one of us was having fun.
I prowled toward the corner of the row of containers, my eyes illuminating nearby surfaces as I scanned for other Hunters in the building. All I saw was the blood-coated floor and dead bodies.
There was a rustle of footsteps and then nothing. The doors to the hangar opened, and I heard booted feet rushing out and away before everything went still. I peeked around the corner as I hid but didn’t see or sense anyone. Only the intoxicating scent of blood and flesh.
Hunger clawed at my mind, urging me to leave and chase down prey. Instead, I focused on my body and felt for the bullets buried in my flesh. I’d counted up to six bullets when a figure approached from my left. He didn’t make any attempt to hide himself from me and his glowing red eyes gave away his identity. “There was a recall order,” Silence said, looking me over. “You don’t look so good.”
“I don’t feel so good,” I growled. “If you hadn’t dilly dallied so much, I wouldn’t have all this brass in me.”
“You’re a slave driver, you know that?” Silence’s host clicked his tongue. “Cut this, slice that, slaughter everyone faster. Do I even get a ‘thanks for all your hard work and effort’? No.”
I jutted my chin toward Silence. “Did you get anything from him?”
“Names, intel, and some base locations. This guy’s low ranking, but you’re right. They’re organized and funded by someone with deep pockets.”
Everything around me spun, and I braced myself against the closest crate and to focus on my breathing. When the room stopped spinning, I asked, “What about the location of those taken?”
The man shook his head. “He doesn’t know that. They compartmentalize on purpose since they know minds can be invaded.”
I snorted. “Then he’s not of use to us anymore. Drop him.”
The man’s lips pulled back into a wicked grin. “With pleasure.” He turned the blade in his hand and then buried it in his gut. He grinned wide, dragging the blade upwards with a gurgle. Blood poured from his mouth while he fell to one side.
The Hunter was dead before he hit the ground.
I went over and collected Silence from the corpse. Satisfaction filled my mind as I handled the slippery hilt.
Keeping the cover of the containers, I peeked out to see ravens marching toward the fallen foemen. Some were already atop their meals, pecking at the cooling flesh. Overhead, several more perched on crates, their faintly glowing eyes taking in the building.
Lifting my eyes upward, I spotted one, much larger than the others with a lone glowing blue eye, staring me down. “You see nothing,” I grumbled, shrinking back into the shadows. Not that my words would have any impact. If Muninn wanted to tell Odin something, he would. Or at least remember it. I could only hope he hadn’t been sent to locate me.
Groaning, I limped to the original container I’d shoved my things in. Shouldering my bag, I opened the hangar door—and took a bullet right to my shoulder. That part of my body went numb and I staggered back with a grunt. This time when I went behind the wall, bullets punched through where I would’ve been if I had remained standing. I moved back into the warehouse, peering toward the door.
Apparently, the snipers were still there. And they’d upped the caliber of bullet.
Geez, are they trying to one-shot an elephant with those rounds? A moment passed before Silence added, You’re about to lose it.
“I know!” I snapped. Taking deep breaths, I tried to center myself. “I need to get away from here. Away from people.”
My gaze went back outside to the water. If I was fast enough, I could dive into it and make an escape that way. I was injured. Thinking was hard, and I was so hungry. Regret filled me at the lost opportunity I’d had. So many I could’ve eaten, but I wasted it.
A brief image in my head flashed from my dream. Barrels and barrels of wine and a voice saying, “Then it will all go to waste!”
“Silence, I’m not going to make it,” I panted. “I need you to drive and get me out of here. How long can you do it?”
With you like this? Maybe ten minutes.
“Get me away from cities,” I managed. I wanted to eat. Breathe in through nose and mouth. Much death. All damn dead meat. I looked at one body. That one was alive. Prone.
Easy prey.
My prey.
I moved toward it, driven by my hunger, but felt my body stop. Faintly I could feel it, the thing. Silence. He turned me away from the prey. I screamed at it, trying to break free of him. Then we were running. Not to the body, but to the door. Light bright. Didn’t like the light.
My claw picked up an empty husk from the ground. Held it up as I ran. Felt it jerk and part of it burst with a shower of gore.
Very high-caliber rounds, Silence said as we leaped through the air. I think it must be love.
Darkness. Cold water all around. I wanted to swim to the surface, but Silence moved us down to the bottom. I didn’t want to flee! I don’t flee! A glowing face in the water appeared and then a body. It reached for me, but I didn’t want to go with it. There was easy prey here.
It wrapped around me, rolling me as the currents pulled and turned me. I saw images. Things. Places. And then nothing.
Only the cold dark sweeping me away.




CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE 


Rosemary’s Baby
Igasped, sucking in lungfuls of chill air. My hands dug into the frozen earth around me, my head whipping around as I tried to figure out where I was. I found myself in a frost-dusted forest with the moon’s shimmering light overhead. My eyes caught a light and I looked down. Blood covered my entire body.
At my feet were corpses and parts discombobulated in various stages of mutilation—an arm hanging from a tree, a head twisted backward on the neck it belonged to, and another body by my feet little more than bones. Very little remained below the neck of my apparent victims. I’d been pretty hungry.
“Fuck,” I whispered. “Fuck-fuck-fuck-fuck!”
Silence spoke, sounding bored, Oh, you’re back. Finally.
I grunted, rubbing my hands against my face. It only smeared the viscous, sticky blood around. “Yeah, I am here. What happened this time? Where am I?”
How would I know where we are? You surfaced, had some fun, and stuffed yourself. Without me, I’d like to add. You ran around and killed everyone without using me! You didn’t even turn me into a fork when you ate them!
“Silence, you’re not helping right now.”
Silence sent a ripple of agitation through me before saying, You smelled Badb before, so maybe Ireland?
I think she’s still close by.
“Ireland?” I muttered. “For fuck’s sake.” I breathed in and did scent Badb in the air. Rising, I patted over my form with my massive claws. My clothes were gone with the exception of the belt holding Silence to my waist. Even my high-endurance sports shirt hadn’t survived my episode.
I like the corpse nest you made. You were sleeping in it like Rosemary’s Baby.
“Stop that!” Closing my eyes, I willed myself back into human shape. Rather than the jerky movements and bone-popping experience, I melted back into my fleshy form in a moment. I sighed, stretching my head one way and then the other. “Where’s my stuff?”
You ripped off your remaining clothes and buried your bag on the beach. Even Monster-Ghost is protective of the highly coveted booze.
“Great,” I muttered. “Well, if Badb can flounce around the country naked and not attract attention, maybe I can, too.”
Taking a few steps, a flashing light through the trees halted my progress. Moving low to the ground, I peeked around the trunk of a tree to see a car flipped over—on fire—and surrounded by police officers. Farther down the road leading down to a seaside village were more flashing lights around two houses. Squinting, I picked out what appeared to be a camera crew.
I sighed. “Or not. I’ll just find Badb.”
Turning, I took a deep breath and found the goddess’s scent with ease. I stuck to the shadows and kept a watchful eye on the surroundings as I followed Badb’s scent deeper into the forest. Inwardly, I grimaced; it would only be a matter of time before the police decided to do a sweep of the area.
Boy, would they have a ton of paperwork to do when they found the bodies.
Minutes later, I stood on a road with a van parked on the edge with its engine running. One of the doors opened and the goddess popped out. Unlike last time, she was dressed in a pair of jeans, boots, and a t-shirt. The shirt had a picture of a cartoon rabbit running around with chainsaws in its paws with the wording “my spirit animal” under it.
“This time I got you a good dinner!” she exclaimed with arms flourishing at her sides. She grinned at me and then frowned. Coming closer, she spoke in a stage whisper, “Do you know you’re naked?”
Is it really naked if you are covered in blood?
I snorted. “I’m skyclad. My friend said it’s fashionable.”
Badb gave me a loony grin. “Clever.” She tilted her head, listening to the sirens in the distance. “Well, we should go. We can hose you off at home.”
“I need to get my bag. I left it—”
“David is getting it,” she cut in, her voice matter-of-fact. “I saw him in a vision digging around there when I returned home, so I told him to do so.” She beckoned me with a hand. “Come, come.”
I followed her to the van and climbed into the back where a familiar blue tarp covered the flooring. Badb closed the door behind me once I made myself as comfortable as one could when lying on tarp and ignored the thought of how much more comfortable the corpse nest had been.
“Where am I?” I asked once the van started moving. “I know Ireland, but which part?”
“Killiney,” Badb said. Her voice became serious as she continued, “I foresaw a great calamity in Louisiana, but I couldn’t determine the source. I thought it might have been you, seeing how no threat presented itself. I asked the Misi-Ziibi elemental to bring you here if you fell into its waters. Not cheap, but worth it considering the alternative.”
I grunted and kept myself low. “A handful of people instead of a city.”
Badb chirped, “Indeed! Calamity abated!”
It wasn’t long before the van slowed and the passenger side opened and closed.
“There are police everywhere,” David’s voice said. “Something happened.”
“Ghost showed up hungry,” Badb replied in a motherly tone. “Monsters will be monsters.”
“Where is she?”
“In the back, all fat and happy!”
Did she just call you fat? Rude!
I heard sounds of movement and David’s head popped over the back seat. His eyes looked me over and I knew I was a sight. Naked, covered in blood, gore, dirt, and I probably had a bit of food still stuck in my teeth. Take me, baby. Take me now.
“I woke up this way,” I said, lounging across the back of the van, as best I could. “How long as it been since I last saw you?”
“Two days. Do you want your bag?”
“Not yet.” I yawned and rubbed my face.
Badb called from the front, “Does widdle baby need nappy time?”
“Food coma!” I growled but rolled onto my side. Widdle baby did want a nap, but the kind of nap a lion wanted after filling up on wildebeest. The movement of the van helped lull me into a doze. One moment I closed my eyes and in the next, the back of the van jerked open. Macha looked down at me with a grandmotherly sternness. I debated ignoring her and going back to sleep, but Badb appeared and took my hand.
“You have to get up and be a Disney Princess now,” she said, pulling me out of the vehicle.
Disney Princess?
“Disney Princess?” I asked at the same time as Silence.
She gave me an I-know-something-you-don’t smile and tugged on my arm once more. “The van needs to be cleaned since we dragged all the unmentionables into it.”
I followed her as she led me toward the back of the cottage where Anann waited, holding a hose gushing water.
I scoffed. “What am I? A dirty dog?”
Anann jabbed a finger in my direction. “You’re not setting foot in the house. Look at you! You know blood is impossible to get out of fabric.”
Silence sneered, Like they would let us in anyway.
“I find seltzer water and lemon juice works great.”
Anann jerked her hand toward the stool in time with every word. “Sit. On. The. Stool.”
With grumbling acceptance, I resigned myself to a hose-down. Anann only gave me a basic water down as Macha hobbled toward me with a basket she set down on a nearby table. “How many bullets are still in you?”
I turned and tensed my muscles, feeling out the hard shards. They didn’t sting, but they did grind up against bones in a way I’d rather they didn’t. “I don’t know. A lot?” I leaned away from her. “Why?”
She pulled out a pair of long needled nose plyers and a box cutter. “Because we’re going to have to get those out.
“Whoa, whoa.” I stood and took a step away from her. “Are you serious?”
“How else will they be removed? We can’t take you to a hospital since they’ll likely ask how your body healed over them, leaving no scars, and why you decided to live with bullets inside you. Also… this is Ireland, remember?”
“What does that have to do with any of this?”
She extended the blade of the box cutter and waved it toward me. “Firearms are illegal here, dearie. Did you forget that?”
“No, I didn’t forget. I just skipped the staff meeting that probably covered it.”
Macha pointed at the stool next to her. “Sit. The sooner we finish this, the better. Macha knows best.”
With much bemoaning, I complied and made myself as comfortable as possible. Macha took to removing all the small barbs and hooks still embedded in my flesh from the warehouse fight first. The pile of silver barbs was as tall as my pinky when she worked the last out.
“So much silver. Did they think you a lycanthrope?”
“Yeah. The strategy itself wasn’t bad.”
A chair scraped next to me as David took a seat. “How did it go down?”
Grateful for the distraction from Macha slicing into my back, I explained the trip to Louisiana, the confrontation, chase, and the fight by the river.
“And then I blacked out and woke up here.”
David sat across from me, and I enjoyed seeing the concern in his eyes. “I thought a badass like you wouldn’t underestimate anything.”
I glared. “It’s not a habit I’m into.” A sharp pain exploded in my back as Macha dug in the pliers. “Could you not be a butcher with my back, please?”
Macha tsked. “Then stop healing. It’s hard to pull out the bullets when your flesh heals around the pliers.”
“Sorry.” I winced as she yanked out another bullet. “It’s not something I can control.”
It went on for what felt like forever and by the time she finished, we were both panting. Macha from the effort and me from enduring the pain.
“If it is all right, I’d like to wash up in peace for a moment.”
Macha patted my shoulder. “Of course, dearie.” She limped to David and tugged on his shirt. “Come along. You need to pack your bag anyway.”
Pack his bag? Are they kicking him out?
I waited until they were inside before responding. “It’s not a concern right now.”
I sprayed the frigid water from the hose over my body, washing away the fresh blood from Macha’s surgery. The caked-on blood and grit didn’t make it easy, and I went through two washes before the water ran clear. My mind turned over the events and I nitpicked everything I could. The Hunters worried me. In the past, their attempts were laughable due to their misconceptions of mythics’ weaknesses and vulnerabilities.
Now they’d shown themselves to be formidable.
Or had we’d grown weaker over time?
“This is really getting above me.”
Then let’s pass it on to someone else. No one said you had to do this alone. You’ve got the intel you needed.
“I should….”
But you’re not going to. Why?
“I don’t know, Silence. Something is nagging at me. I feel like I am looking at a puzzle with just a few key pieces missing. Let me think.”
I picked up the folded clothes left for me, sat on a lawn chair, and let the facts come to me.
Fact one, the Hunters had legit intel. Someone was working with them and telling them what worked and what didn’t. Seven had given targets, but I knew he and Jim would never give out the weaknesses of any mythic. Not if they wanted to keep living. So they were getting it elsewhere. Patrick? Maybe Floyd. But why? What did he get out of it?
“Maybe Badb can help with that.”
You want to gamble on her cryptic explanations of the future? What if the price she asks is too high?
I reached for the clothes and pulled them on. “A risk worth taking. There is a lot riding on this right now. It’s better than wandering in the dark.”
Fact two, the job and the Hunters’ abductions were linked together. There were too many coincidences for me to consider otherwise. My primal instinct warned something else was going on. So, I needed to move forward assuming the abductions were a smoke screen for that. But what? Had I seen the true objective and overlooked it?
Motion to my left caught my eye. A squirrel stepped out from the underbrush of the forest to inspect the house.
Inside my brain Silence started a Discovery Channel narrative. And here we have the local species Sciurus vulgaris, commonly known as the red squirrel, prowling about in the winter countryside for food. But he is not the only animal hunting for winter goodies.
A gray tabby prowled on silent paws toward the squirrel. Its bright eyes fixed on the critter as it darted this way and that over the snow dusted yard. Part of me felt bad for the squirrel, but nature was a brutal bitch sometimes. The cat wiggled its butt as it readied to leap onto the unsuspecting squirrel. Before the feline pounced, the squirrel turned to face the cat, its fuzzy tail thrashing behind it. The two animals stared at each other and I waited for the squirrel to make a quick escape into the trees. Instead, it leaped for the cat with a high-pitched squeak and chased the cat back into the underbrush. The cat’s howl of protest announced his dislike of the switched roles.
“What’s the world coming to when squirrels chase cats?”
Hard to say, Silence said.
A feline howl pierced the air, followed by thrashing in the woods. Minutes ticked by before the squirrel hopped out of the woods once more. Its beady little eyes fixed on me, and it scampered closer and crawled up the leg of the stool.
“Oh, I get it now.” I leaned closer to the critter. “I’m a Disney Princess because I get to hang out with a squirrel. That’s kind of cool.”
It looked up at me, his whiskers constantly twitching as it said, “If you’re a Disney Princess, I’m a moose.”




CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO 


Animal Companion
In my experience, when animals started talking, it was either the result of a total mental breakdown or they really were talking. Sure, I’d experienced some recent head trauma, so it was easy to chalk it up to the former, but I knew better.
In my pantheon, we did have a god who happened to be a talking squirrel. I’d just never seen him up close.
“Stars and void, Ratatoskr, what do you want?”
The squirrel leaped from the stool to my pant leg. “I can’t come and go as I please?”
I leaned toward the fuzzy critter. “Everyone has an agenda.”
“Fine. I owe a favor to someone, and they asked me to help you.”
“Someone? Who is this someone?”
“The situation is humiliating enough without having to divulge the details, nor do I have to tell you. Be content with my help. Especially now.”
I studied the squirrel god. “What makes now the perfect time for your help?”
“Because you’re going the wrong way. You should have been going after the book Odin requested instead of this little wild goose chase with the mythics.”
One of my eyebrows rose. “Why? Because the order to steal it came from Odin?”
“No. It’s because Odin wants to use it against you. And the magi named Floyd wants to use it for his own reasons, but he created a diversion to keep you away from it until he could obtain it.”
I jerked away from him. “Wait, wait, wait, what are you saying?”
“You heard me correctly.” Ratatoskr turned from me at a sound in the wood, his head looking out to the trees and then to me once more. “The gossip I’ve heard is that the book can only be opened by those who have an affinity with Outer Ones. It’s ancient and was passed down from one Outermancer to his disciple when the time was right.”
“That doesn’t explain how Odin can use it against me.”
“Given that you’re part Outer One, I’d think you’d already under—”
The arm of the lawn chair broke under my hand. “I am not one of them!”
The squirrel’s teeth found their way into my palm, and I let out a curse while trying to shake him off. It took several attempts before he flew off and landed on the grass a few feet away.
He turned to face me, his tail swishing behind him. “You cannot deny the truth of your nature. Why else would you be ostracized?”
I wanted to argue that he was wrong, but even as I opened my mouth to do so, the words didn’t come. Instead I leaned back in my chair and looked off to the side. “Because I don’t want to acknowledge it.”
“Denial doesn’t work for mortals and won’t work for you.” Ratatoskr crawled up my pant leg and made himself comfortable once more. “Now, you need to find this book before someone else does and uses it against you.” He climbed up onto my arm. “And for the sake of balancing the scales, I would be happy to provide what information I know to you.”
“That’s not fair. I know nothing about your deal. For all I know, you could be trying to screw me over. What assurance do I have that you’re here for my benefit?”
“Floyd wants to use the book and the mythics to open up a portal through which the Outer Ones can come and consume all life.”
I froze in the chair. “You can’t be serious.”
“I could be. I could not be. Will you risk the possible lie in face of a truth? This is why getting the book is more important. If you have that, then it will hinder what Floyd is trying to do. Think about it.”
I rubbed the back of my neck. “Feels too convenient that the two are connected. And besides, I can’t follow the logic of what you’re saying with Odin.”
“Why? Because you know him so well?” At my glower, he held up his little paws. “Sore spot, I know. Look, let’s cover facts we know. You were... birthed and locked up afterwards. Add in some intervention from Loki and then you’re out there at the Well of Knowledge in the middle of nowhere where it is impossible to get to.”
“I always assumed it was because he didn’t want anyone to know I existed. All pantheons have their black sheep.”
“Yes, but they always do something to earn that rap. Lucifer defied his creator and continued to rule the underworld. Hades was sent to rule the underworld because—”
“He’s antisocial and didn’t want to be around the others,” I interrupted. “He gets a bad rap from humans because they are afraid of death. You’re not convincing me.”
“The point is they did something. You were born, locked away, and the evidence about you constantly erased. Look, I’ve observed you over the eons. I cannot say your treatment is deserved. Loki had to kill a god to receive a fraction of the treatment you receive.”
I leaned back into my chair and looked at the forest. What Ratatoskr said hit closer to home than I wanted to give voice to. All his words were thoughts I’d had at some point or another. Part of me always wondered what it was about me that would result in such rejection. I’d tried a lot of things to gain positive favor with my pantheon. The entire reason I’d joined the enforcers was to show I wasn’t worthless. Through my actions, I hoped to show I wasn’t only a monster, I was more. I wanted to enter the Norse halls as welcomed family instead of lurking in the shadows.
Thousands of years old and all I wanted was for my family to love me. I never could decide if that was pathetic or the same want everyone else had.
But it never worked. If anything, my face was pressed further into the dirt. Anything I did was always compared against what I was. At the end of the day, no one wanted to look at me differently or consider that I had an odd thing called feelings. Even Vainya took a hundred years to win over initially, and I lived with him.
I returned my attention to the squirrel god. “You said Odin could use the book against me. How?”
He took a moment to scratch at an ear. “I’m not sure. I overheard him wanting to use it against you before moving too far away to hear any more. Perhaps if you found the book, you could find out for yourself.”
Can we take a moment to consider Odin sent him because you were taking too long? You are more likely to respond to saving others than being bullied or pushed around.
My features remained neutral at Silence’s commentary. He had a point, and with Ratatoskr not stating who he was indebted to, he’d likely be right. And it was right up the squirrel’s alley to pit two individuals against each other. Hells, he’d been doing it with the dragon and worm of Yggdrasil since their creation.
His bushy tail twitched behind him. “You don’t trust me.”
“Of course, I don’t. You’re not giving me any reason to trust you. I mean, there’s an irony that Odin wants me to fetch a book only I can touch so he can use it against me.” And it hurt. Depression battled against rage within my heart. Years of flawless—mandatory—service and all I got for it was my creator trying to do something against me. I pushed the emotions away with a force of will.
Ratatoskr’s tail swished back and forth until it blurred. “In darkness you walk, and I shall follow. Unless released from my bond, to you I bind myself.”
Magic danced in the air before I could blink. Every hair on my body stood on end while my heart thundered in my ear as the incantation the god casted cemented between us. “What have you done?”
“Earned your trust, I hope. I shall be your familiar until your death or the end of time.”
“Are you insan—”
Badb’s head popped from around the corner. “Have you burst into song yet?”
Ratatoskr jumped and scampered up my arm and into my hair.
“No,” I said, feeling the squirrel shuffle against my scalp, amongst the strands of my hair. “That’s in the next scene.”
The goddess pranced over and plopped herself onto my lap. “David’s future has changed, but only a little.” Badb placed her finger to my mouth before I could speak. “You will take him with you and if you want to know why, think about where you just came from. Besides, he needs to cut his teeth on something other than you if he is going to survive.” She bounced off my lap with a laugh. “I’ll let him know!”
We watched her frolic out of sight, and I leaned back into my chair. “What is happening to my life right now?”
Ratatoskr’s whiskers tickled my neck. “Perhaps a question reserved for another time.”
“We’re not done with our conversation.”
“I’d be disappointed if we were.”
It didn’t take long for Badb to return with David. I waved at him and rose to my feet. “Hey, David. Meet Ratatoskr, the squirrel god of… gossip.”
“Uh.” His eyes shifted from me to the god before he reached out a hand to shake the offered paw of Ratatoskr. “Pleased to meet you, sir.”
“Likewise.”
David tightened his jacket about him. “Badb says I’m going with you...wherever you are going. What’s the plan?”
“Steal a book and prevent bad guys from unleashing horror onto the world.”
“Sounds easy enough. Where do we need to go to get this book? Super evil wizard lair? Walmart?”
I snorted. “We’re going to get it from the magi head capital in Glastonbury, England.” I looked to Anann. “Hey, can I borrow your phone?” I lifted mine for her to see the water dripping out of it. “It didn’t make the trip.”
“Sure.” Anann dug in her pocket and handed me her cellphone. “Who are you calling?”
“My operator.” I dialed the number and placed it to my ear. At the time it asked for my party’s extension I pressed in the code and listened to the mellow jazz music while on hold.
An emotionless female voice said, “Operator.”
“Hello, my dearest love, it is I, Ghost. I busted my phone and need serve papers sent to me.”
“Your client’s been requesting the job status from us since he couldn’t get ahold of you.” I listened to the click-clack of nails over keyboards. “I don’t see any pending serve papers with your name on it. Did you just commit the offense?”
“Surprisingly enough, I am going to give them to someone instead of receive them.”
“First time for everything. Name?”
“Who is in charge of Oaken Staff? Is it still Kevin?”
“No, they had a change of guard. The new Head Magi of Oaken Staff is Aaron Hardin.”
“Is he cool?”
“The report said he is Scottish. What is the offense?”
I ran a hand through my hair. “This is where it gets complicated. The job I have from Caldrin is tied to the offense, since he is still registered as a member of Oaken Staff. In my initial investigation, I found Patrick Green violated the Pendragon Agreement. He’s done experiments on unwilling mythics and his home of residence is full of their remains. I have a survivor recovering in my home who can testify when they’ve recovered enough to speak.”
“Why didn’t you call this in sooner?”
“Well, that’s where it gets more complicated.” I rubbed my forehead with a palm and rattled off everything from Yuki’s inquiry, the Queens in Seattle, to my own encounter with the Hunters. “They’re armed and dangerous. They have intel and money for equipment. The only reason they didn’t get me is because they thought I was something else. This needs to be escalated.”
“Master Draco will be furious you didn’t raise this with him before.”
A growl rumbled in my throat. “It’s not a secret that anything involving me and the Fae isn’t taken seriously. You and I both know that. Draco knows that. Everyone!”
A long moment of static filled my ear. “How long is your location good for?”
“An hour. I can head somewhere else if needed.”
“Remain where you are. We’ll send someone to drop off the papers. I see you are calling from a different number. Do you need a new phone?”
“Please.”
“And the charges for Aaron Hardin?”
I wetted my lips and thought. I needed serve papers for a legitimate reason to be in Oaken Staff, but I also wanted to alert the Head Magi to what was happening in his ranks.
“Using magi resources to develop harmful weapons against mythics. Not sure which article that falls under.”
“Three-point four dash six.” A long breath sounded on the other end. “Done. You are going to deliver it yourself?”
“That’s the plan.”
More clicky-clacky of keys on the other end of the line. “Done. I’ll send you the papers. What would you like me to tell the client?”
“How many times has he called for me?”
“As of an hour ago, sixteen times.”
I pressed my lips together. “Tell him it’s in the final phase. Make up some shit about how I hate giving out spoilers so he can wait and be surprised like everyone else.”
“Understood. Good hunting, Ghost.”
“Thanks.” I thumbed the phone’s end call icon and leaned back in the chair. “Well, that’s that. Once my stuff is here, we’ll head out.” I rubbed the bridge of my nose. “Can this week get any worse?”
David nudged me with an elbow. “If you ask, it normally does.”




CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE 


This Isn’t a Date
It was midday in Glastonbury when we arrived. Winter wasn’t tourist season, but when a city claimed to be the place where King Arthur was buried, tourists visit year-round.
The crisp air felt good against my skin as we walked along the street toward a park. A small group of kids played in their thick jackets, and I smiled at their joy.
I pulled David close and took several pictures of us and the park before settling on the bench to upload the picture to a burner social media account. I tagged every photo with Midsummernight_Peacock and settled in for a wait.
“Who is this friend of yours?” David asked.
Ratatoskr scrambled down my arm. “It’s not Goodfellow, is it?”
“It is,” I said, reaching back to scratch the top of his head as the god grumbled.
David asked, “What’s wrong with Goodfellow?”
I frequently question why he is better at putting on makeup than you.
“Nothing,” I said, giving Ratatoskr a pointed look. “But he’s a puck and prone to pranking people. Most of us develop a wariness when it comes to them.” I looked over, I cast my eyes toward the playground again, watching the kids play. “But pucks aren’t malicious. Just playful. They enjoy a good joke just like anyone else… though maybe a bit more than the typical person.”
A tall and lean man swaggered—no, wrong word—he sashayed into the park, dressed in a coal-gray wool jacket, cream slacks, and a vibrant blue scarf. Even in winter, he sported sun-tanned skin, a proud Roman nose, and tight curly hair clipped close to his skull. There was a kindness in the eyes that caught the attention of anyone he was speaking with, and he had full lips that smiled easily. When his eyes found me, I lifted a hand in greeting and his eyes brightened.
“My own cousin!” he said, walking toward me with arms wide for a hug. “I am so joyous to see thee!”
“Brushing up on your Shakespeare, I see.” I stood and gave him a hug. When we pulled away, I waved a hand to his appearance. “Marcus Agrippa? Really?”
“He’s dead and won’t mind if I borrow his face.” He leaned in and placed a kiss on each cheek. “Ghost, my darling, you look dreadful. What are they feeding you? Wait, don’t answer that.” His attention shifted to David, and his eyes danced. “Hello. Who is your cute friend?”
“Goodfellow, meet David.” I said, “David, this is Goodfellow. Or Peter Johnson. Or Rob. What are you calling yourself now?”
Goodfellow placed a hand to his chest. “Online I call myself the Midsummernight Peacock. I have twelve million followers and growing since I started six months ago! Speaking of…” He took out a cell phone and looped an arm around my shoulders. “Usie!” The puck took the picture and muttered, “Bestie in town. Pizza to follow,” while his thumbs flew over the screen. “There, sent.”
David held out his hand. “Pleasure to meet you.”
“American!” Goodfellow said, grasping David’s hand and bringing it to his lips. “I do love exotic goods.”
David didn’t jerk his hand out of Goodfellow’s grasp, though I did note the twitch in his arm.
Once freed, he moved closer to me and pulled me into his side. “Very flattered, but I’m taken.”
Goodfellow gasped, placing both hands to his cheeks in mock surprise. “With Ghost? You kinky man. I do like the kinky ones.” He grinned, then Goodfellow’s attention shifted to me. “Did you summon me all this way to show off your goods? You know I get jealous.”
I peeled David’s hand off my side. “No, I wanted to know if you were game to cause a bit of trouble with Oaken Staff.”
“Are you the one stealing that dreadful book?” He held up a finger to me when I opened my mouth. “Don’t deny it. I heard about it from Birchway, who heard about it from Cleverclove, who eavesdropped on Shadoweye and she—well, long story short, I get the gist of it. Odin wants a nasty book and is making you get it. So rude.”
I snorted. “Appreciated. You won’t get in trouble if you help me, will you? I know the Summer Court and the magi have an agreement.”
“Please, of course not,” Goodfellow said with a wave of his hand. “You’re my bestie and Odin treats you like something he’d scrape off his shoe. Even my Queen is narrowing her eyes at him these days.” He leaned closer and cupped his hands around his mouth. “But you didn’t hear that from me.”
My lips twitched into a smile. “As long as you aren’t getting into hot water because of me. Here’s the deal, I’ll get you in under the following conditions: no fire, no harm, no permanent damage to the relics or the people inside. Self-esteem and ego bashing is fine.”
Goodfellow placed a finger to his lips. “What about the filing system?”
“Fair game.”
“Hexes? If they fall under your parameters of no permanent damage?”
My nose wrinkled. “Are we talking an extra head or ingrown toenails?”
“The latter, naturally. Those are far more annoying to deal with.”
I shrugged a shoulder. “Sure, but keep the hexes to two weeks. How much time do you need to get ready?”
“For the basics? Mmm,” Goodfellow tapped his finger to his bottom lip. “A few hours, but if we have access overnight, we can do some very creative things! I’m going to need back up, though.”
I looked to David. “Are you hungry?”
He nodded. “Yeah, I could go for a drink, as well.”
Looking back to Goodfellow, I said, “All right, we’ll fuel up while you get your friends and meet you here. Sound good?”
The Fae nodded, a wide grin on his face. “Oh, mine own cousin, what joy thee bringeth me.”
I smiled in return. “I shall seeth thee in a few hours’ time?”
“But of course.” He leaned in and placed another kiss to my cheek. “What excit’ment we shall has’t.” He took his leave, humming a merry tune as he exited the park.
“I had a troop like him,” David said.
“Your troop was probably a puck,” Ratatoskr said. “They are all like that. Though Goodfellow is more flamboyant than most.”
I found myself grinning. “Well, he’s a celebrity. He likes to take liberties when he can.”
I led David away from the park and toward the high street once more. We found a burger place that served drinks and settled in for a wait.
I looked around the establishment as we settled in, enjoying the feel of the building and those within it. Not being hungry allowed me to pay attention to details outside of the food that surrounded me. Groups of people sat together, some at tables and others at the bar. They spoke and laughed, a few in the midst of some absurd retelling of a situation and other fixing the world’s problems.
David ordered himself a Breakfast Burger, and I got the large salad for Ratatoskr. And a few pints, naturally. The waitress was enthralled with Ratatoskr, who pretended to be a regular squirrel. He even let her take a few selfies with him on her shoulder before she went to put our orders in.
“That was nice of you,” I told him, rubbing his back along the spine.
“I like being fussed over as much as the next person,” the squirrel said, turning to climb up my arm and bury himself in my hair. “This is nice. Even if I am the third wheel on your date.”
I sputtered and pulled the squirrel out from my hair to glare at him. “This isn’t a date, Ratatoskr.”
It’s not? Silence also asked. I would’ve thought food followed by violence was your thing.
My eyes shifted between David and Ratatoskr before sighing. “I didn’t think it was a date since we are just buying time before Goodfellow is ready. Besides”—I rested my gaze onto Ratatoskr—“you know I’m not allowed those kinds of things.”
“Wait, wait, wait.” David pointed a finger at me. “You’re not allowed to date? Is that the hang up? Is your creator some over-protective father?”
Ratatoskr let out rapid chips and squeaks I figured to be his version of laughter. “Odin is not a protective father.”
“No,” I agreed. “He’s an asshole.”
“Odin is your maker? Like the Odin?”
“I don’t know any other Odins. If I did, I’d go hang out with them instead.”
“Do you want to talk about it?”
I frowned, trying to figure out the best response when Ratatoskr spoke for me. “She would be unable to.”
The waitress returned with drinks and assured us that our food would be out shortly. She left only after she was able to scratch Ratatoskr’s belly.
Once she left, the squirrel looked to David. “The markings you see on Ghost’s arms are not for decoration. They’re bindings.”
I rolled up my sleeves to display the tattoos for David to see.
Ratatoskr moved over my arms, resting his little paws on the patterns above and below the runes. “Fire. Air. Water. Earth. These are the elemental bonds that shackle Ghost to the will of her maker.” He placed a paw on one of the runes. “These are commands. You asked if she wanted to speak about her maker? This one commands her silence. Others limit her abilities.” His paw shifted to the rune mark on the inside of my forearm. “She wouldn’t physically be able to tell you anything that Odin wouldn’t wish to be shared.”
“I don’t understand,” David said. “Why create someone like Ghost and handicap her?” He pointed a finger at me. “And there’s no mention of you in the Poetic Edda. I looked it up after I left, hoping I’d see you mentioned somewhere.”
I set my glass down on the table, eyes locked on the amber liquid. “I was in the Edda, but the pages with me in them were ripped out.”
David frowned. “Because of what you are?”
I opened my mouth to explain, but the words wouldn’t come. In the second attempt, my throat closed up and eyes watered. A quick check showed one of the runes on my left arm illuminated through the fabric of my shirt. Snarling, I slammed a fist on the table.
“She cannot speak of it, but I can. The saga with Ghost is unpleasant,” Ratatoskr said. “It covered the tale of a time Loki thought it would be fun to unleash a beast onto a village that scorned the Norse gods. The beast did as Loki hoped, but by the time it massacred the village, it had become human, as well.”
“That’s a tame retelling.” I lifted my glass and drained it, setting it back on the table.
David set his drink down. “So, is that way you and that thing…”
I am not a thing. I am a beautiful, glorious Edge.
“…can work together?” He lowered the hand. “Because you were made for the same purpose?”
“No, I was made to slaughter people who wrong my pantheon. Silence was created to slaughter people because the day ends in ‘y.’”
So much death to do, so little time to do it.
David nodded and took a drink from his pint before asking, “So, why aren’t we calling this a date, then? We’re here, eating, drinking, enjoying each other’s company—seems like date material.”
Because dates suck, that’s why!
I rolled my eyes. “You’re really stuck on this. Why?”
David rubbed his mouth. “Because I like you?” He leaned back with hands spread. “I know you said you wanted to think a bit more about it. It’s hard because I made up my mind when I saw you down in that cellar helping the fairy out of the cage.”
I picked up my glass and drained it. With a breath, I continued speaking. “I’m not an easy person to court, David. There are obligations I have that always trump my personal life. Also, the murderous version of Jiminy Cricket has to be with me, or he goes on a killing spree.” I stared at my cider. “And there are consequences to being near me.”
“Like what?”
You may as well tell him.
I turned my glass around. “I used to be married back in the 1400s. Originally, it was part of a treaty thing, but we did come to really care for each other. It was one of the happier times of my life.”
My eyes closed against the wave of memories of a better time. A cool hand grasping my own, whispered words of endearment, the warm blood of my prey sliding along my cheeks.
I let out a long sigh. “And then it ended because not everyone has the fortitude to be around me for long periods of times without side effects.”
“What kind of side effects?”
“Like going insane and butchering an entire village because of boredom. My husband lost his sanity, and I had to be the one to bring him down.”
He remained silent as I toyed with my glass. I felt pathetic. A force of nature, as Nicholas called me, and I couldn’t even maintain the semblance of a normal life.
“Is that why you keep a distance? For the sake of others?”
With a sigh, I loosened my hand and looked to David. “Partly. It’s just easier this way if I keep my interactions on a surface level.” I eyed my empty pint glass, trying to will it to refill itself.
A warm hand rested over mine and I lifted my eyes to meet David’s hazel ones. “I get it, and I don’t blame you. I haven’t wanted a relationship for a long time, either.”
“Yeah? What’s your damage?”
David snorted. “I thought I would surprise my wife by coming home early from deployment. She surprised me by boinking the repair guy in our bed.” He shook his head. “She kept saying it was a mistake, but mistakes are what happens when you forget to carry a number in a math problem. Affairs are something else.”
I patted my free hand to his. “She sounds like a cunt.”
He shook his head with a grin. “A total cunt. It’s funny, because adultery is common in the military. I never thought it would happen to me, though. Anyway, I know that doesn’t relate to your own struggles with… whatever this thing is between us.”
I lowered my gaze to our hands still resting atop one another. It felt so right to see them like that.
David’s hand squeezed mine. “I had a simple idea. How about a test then?”
I looked up with an arched brow. “A test?”
He rested his chin against the palm of his hand. “A compatibility test. If it goes well, we can shelve the possible dating talk for when we aren’t busy.”
My nose wrinkled, but I considered it. If he passed his trials and became the avatar for Badb, he’d be under her protection as much as at her beck and call. Sebastian hadn’t had that when we’d been together. Whether it would help him or not when Odin found out, I didn’t know. He was a grown man and knew the risks at this point.
“Fine,” I said. “What’s your test?”
He leaned over, grabbed my stool and pulled me closer. “It’s pretty simple. You just have to turn toward me.”
It took me a moment to figure out what he was up to. “That’s your test? You can’t be serious.”
He flashed a grin at me. “Hey, there are studies that prove it’s a valid method for gauging compatibility and chemistry. But if that’s too scary for you, I won’t judge you for chickening out.”
Poke me when you two are done. I hate this shit, Silence said before I felt him fade away.
I narrowed my eyes at David. “I’m not a chicken.”
His hand cupped the back of my head. “I didn’t think you were,” he murmured.
I’d been kissed before. The polite peck for formality, a passionate claiming kiss, and a few drunken mashings of lips. Even the awkward ones that left me more confused than certain about my feelings. David’s kiss was none of those.
My eyes closed as we leaned into each other. When our lips brushed, I felt a shiver run up and down my spine. David’s hand along the back of my neck held me close as his tongue teased the corner of my mouth, and I responded by parting my lips for him. Our tongues met and danced and one—perhaps both—of us moaned. He pulled away only to kiss me a second and third time. I felt drunker on David’s kisses than the two pints I’d finished.
I bit on his bottom lip, which was all the invitation he needed. He adjusted the hold on my neck, his mouth hot and lips punishing against mine as he held me close. His tongue raked my lips, fanning the heat in my belly.
I wanted him beyond the physical desire he created. Perhaps it was because of the bond we shared or something more, but my heart longed for him as flowers did the sun. I found myself wanting more than what would happen between the sheets. I wanted more days chatting in pubs or exploring places. In the heat of battle, I wanted to know he was there at my back and fighting by my side. Things I told myself to stop asking for since monsters didn’t get nice things. And David was more than a nice thing.
My hands gripped his shirt, pulling him to me. My lips pushed against his, teeth nipping on his tongue. I trapped it and suckled on it, earning a groan from him. Thoughts of ripping off his clothes and pushing him down onto the floor danced through my mind when a voice cleared next to us.
We broke away to see our waitress, her face flushed, watching the two of us. “Sorry,” she said in a small voice. “I’m guessing you want the bill?”
“I’d like another pint,” I said, holding my empty glass.
“Same,” David added.
I watched her go before realizing my hands were still balled up in David’s shirt. Relaxing them, I leaned back into my stool. A moment later, we had fresh pints in front of us. I wasted no time in nearly draining mine, saving a small amount for Ratatoskr to sip from.
“Well,” David said, “I thought that was a pass.”
I toyed with my glass. “It was okay.”
David asked me incredulously, “It was okay? That was the most amazing thing for me, and it was ‘okay’ for you?”
“You’re young,” I said with a wicked grin. My phone beeped and I pulled it out to see a text message from Goodfellow.
David leaned over to see my screen. “Game time?”
“Yeah.” I felt my lips pull back in a wide grin. “Let’s go piss off some magi.”




CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR 


Spoil-Sport
It was dark when we left the restaurant and went down to Abbey Park. A few people walked here and there, but the streets were desolate otherwise. Once at the park, I wandered about the area with David watching.
David spoke as I did my third pass of the area, “You don’t know where it is?”
“It’s been awhile, and the trees are covering up my old markers for it.” A jolt of energy ran up my foot as it connected. I looked down at the ground, extending my arms and turning in a slow circle. “Here it is.” From my backpack, I pulled out a matted black stone sphere that fit in the palm of my hand.
Biting the corner of my thumb, I smeared blood over the stone. The sphere absorbed my blood, and I set it down on the ground. The stone lit up, its light reflecting on the ground and giving shape to a magical circle with ever-shifting runes. The soil rippled and sank into itself with a groan, revealing spiral stairs leading downwards.
“What was Merlin’s reason for allowing you a way in like this?” Ratatoskr asked as I plucked up the sphere.
“He said he wanted someone he trusted to be able to come here when needed,” I said.
David asked, “Merlin? The Merlin?” I turned to see his baffled expression. “King Arthur and the Round Table Merlin?”
Placing a hand to my chest, I feigned a shocked expression. “Have you heard about him?”
Don’t switch into proud-mom mode, Silence said. Our only saving grace is you don’t have baby pictures. Then we’d all be screwed.
Grinning, I looked behind us and—as if on cue—Goodfellow appeared, but in his true form. Folk tales always spun pucks as miniature satyrs with a knack for causing trouble, but they were far from that. Goodfellow stood no taller than a child as he ran up to us. Fair skin, big eyes, and wheat-blond hair in a ponytail made it easy to mistake him for a child at first glance. But the pointy ears reaching up and away from his head along with the serious eyes made it clear he wasn’t a kiddo.
He stopped short of the entrance, looking up at me with those big blue eyes. When he spoke, his voice held a misleading innocence in his sing-song words. “I brought friends,” he said with a grin. “If that’s okay.”
My eyes narrowed. “Just remember the deal,” I said, moving out of the way.
“Right, right,” he waved a hand, “no fire, no harm, no theft.” Under his breath, I heard him grumble, “Spoil-sport.”
I agree, you are a spoil-sport, Silence said, his voice dripping with indignation. We could be murdering Hunters right now, but no. We’re here playing cat burglar instead.
“Perfect. Thank you, Goodfellow,” I said, stepping to the side and gesturing for him to go ahead of us.
Goodfellow let out a child-like cackle and ran down the stairs. Once he’d passed the threshold, hundreds of small lights exploded from the trees around us and dove in after him with a harmonized whistle. Their passing ruffled my hair and clothes and the scent of flowers filled my nose. And I was fairly confident one felt up my ass, but it was hard to tell when they all flew by.
“What was that?” David asked, once all the lights were gone.
“Fairies. Kind of like the Fae, but lower ranking. Distant cousins or something. I’m not a hundred percent sure on how they structure themselves. You can ask them later once the trials are over. The Fae Courts and the Tuatha Dé Danann have a working relationship.” I motioned him to follow. “C’mon.”
I took the lead down the stairs into the darkness, my eyes adjusting to the lack of light. David’s footsteps sounded behind, but when we were deep enough that the hole over our heads faded away, he placed a hand on my shoulder to keep from tripping.
I stopped at the foot of the stairs to search for the groove in the wall and placed the sphere in it. It clunked into place and after several seconds glowed with enough light to see several feet ahead of us. It rolled alongside us as we continued our descent.
“But why would Merlin give you a key?” Ratatoskr asked, his head poking out from under my hair, continuing the conversation from outside. “You would think he would want magi secrets to stay with the magi.”
I snorted. “You’re assuming Merlin thought and had the same values as a human. Vainya and I raised him. When this place was built, he knew certain items brought here would be too dangerous for humans to keep.” The stairs ended, and I pointed it out to David. “Rather than cause a disturbance each time, he made me my own entrance. It takes years for the magi to realize something is missing and they blame each other for it, or at least they did. I suspect their record keeping has—”
Silence’s voice boomed in my mind. Ghost, stop.
I froze dead in my tracks, making David collide into me. It wasn’t Silence’s words, but his tone that put my every sense on alert. “What is it?”
Listen.
Frowning, I tilted my head as I listened to the sounds I’d been ignoring. Their voices sounded closer with a clarity to the words I hadn’t been able to make out before.
One stood out more than the rest. As I focused on it, its words became a rumble in my mind and bones. One more mark... give yourself... need more blood...
Blood was easy enough to come across. Magical blood was always better than mundane. A perfectly good source of blood was behind me. All I needed to do—
Pain erupted from my ear, and I let out a “motherfucker” as I swatted at the source of the pain. Ratatoskr avoided my hand with ease, letting it slap at my bleeding ear, adding a sting to the building thudding pain.
I rounded on the animal-god who had jumped to David. “Do you have to keep biting me?”
“Only when our safety is at risk,” he said, remaining perfectly still on David’s shoulder. “Or are you not aware of your current physical state?”
Still glaring, I noticed how the room appeared brighter and looked down at my hands to see they’d darkened, with the ends of my fingers turning into hardened claws. Mentally cursing, I willed my form back to human. Content when my fingers resembled their pale, short nailed appearance, I shifted my attention back to the whispers, but the dominant voice was gone. “What the fuck was that, Silence?”
Something bad. We should go. There are other days we can break in and steal things.
“No, we can’t.” Worrying my bottom lip, I thought back to my prior assumption about the voices belonging to Outer Ones. “Not if it’s what I think it is,” I said. “We’ll stay and check it out. This is the last place we need them to appear.”
Ratatoskr asked, “What’s wrong?”
“I don’t know,” I said, still listening. The sounds returned to their record loop of gibberish. The dominant voice had unnerved me. Not just because I’d understood it, but the feeling about it. A gnawing hunger I understood all too well tainted its words. “I’m hoping nothing. We’ll move with caution for now.”
“It can’t be nothing if you’re spooked,” David said, pointing to my head.
I ran my hand over my writhing tendrils where hair should have been. It took a moment to still them, but I couldn’t get them to return back to their hair-like appearance.
Silence rose up, his presence like a calming blanket over me. “We do need to be careful,” we said, looking back to David. We noted the shift in his expression at the change in us but dismissed it for the time. “Something’s not right, and it’s not whatever the pucks are doing.” Our eyes shifted to Ratatoskr. “Can you go warn Goodfellow? I’m hoping it’s nothing, but I don’t want any Fae casualties if something does happen.”
“Of course. I’ll be back soon.” Ratatoskr leaped off David’s shoulder and disappeared into the darkened hall.
We pulled in a breath to steady my heart and took the lead walking down the hall. It took a few more moments until we came to the section of the wall we knew was close to the Head Magi’s office.
“Wait here,” we said to David. “You’re okay staying in a dark and creepy hallway alone, right?”
David shrugged. “Sure. But if a clown shows up, I’m leaving.”
We smiled at the comment. “Good. We’ll be back in a moment.”
Pulling the lever, the wall gave way, and we stepped out into the hall, we looked one way and then the other. Everything was still, an oddity given that magic was more potent in the evening, but we weren’t well versed on the practices of modern magi. They could’ve shifted to a nine-to-five schedule. It was when we reached the door that the voices faded away to their normal level. We paused and listened, seeking out the thing that had unnerved us.
Silence pulled away from me, and I sighed at the absence of his presence. “Did we imagine it?” I whispered.
No. I don’t like it here and I want to go, Silence said, presenting me with the image of his human-self wrapped about my leg.
“We’ll be out of here within the hour.” I entered the room with as little noise as possible and took in the dark study. I breathed in the faint scent of cigarette smoke and cringed. It was still present as if the smoker still sat in the room, but I didn’t see anything. I took the time to look over the study, curious to see how this new leader treated my son’s haven.
Everything looked neat and orderly. The previous leader had hung elaborate drapes from the center of the ceiling and out to cover the books. Those were absent along with the frivolous carved figures. The shelves held books in neat order. Aged parchment scrolls sat housed in a magical glass case for their preservation. There was still no art in the room, except for a painting behind the desk of a falcon perched on a tree branch. Behind the bird, the viewer could see the details of a castle with a red flag fluttering in some unseen wind. I didn’t need to look closer at the painting to know somewhere on the flag was the emblem of a white dragon. Then again, I’d done the painting myself and knew all the little details of it.
In one corner, I found a liquor cabinet and knelt to check the contents. I couldn’t tell a lot by what alcohol a man keeps but I did judge him for it.
“Well,” a male voice said behind me, “at least I didn’t wait long.”
I whirled around with my Glock out and pointed to the origin of the voice. But there wasn’t anything there. Narrowing my eyes, I peered into the darkness magically and saw him. I couldn’t see him in detail, just the magic wrapped around him to hide him from me. The markings floated over his flesh, blinding one’s vision to his presence.
He reached forward and set a gem on the table, making himself visible. The gray eyes stood out first, a sharpness and ruthlessness that dominated the rest of his features. His nose had clearly been broken a time or two in the past. Dark brown hair cut without a care and rested as it wound against his head. It didn’t match the beard around his face, neatly trimmed and several shades lighter. I was confident in the light it would’ve been auburn.
He took another pull of the cigarette lit between his lips. “I accuse you of breakin’ and enterin’,” he said, his Scottish brogue so thick I struggled to understand it, “but I’d be wrong on that, wouldn’t I?”
“Only a little,” I said, re-holstering my gun. “You were expecting me?”
“Yes and no. It was in an edict that I sit in this chair today startin’ ten minutes ago an’ wait. I figured I was meetin’ someone since I’m tae give ye this.” He reached over and placed a folded note on the desk between us.
My brow furrowed. “What do you mean an edict?”
He arched a dark eyebrow at me and took another pull of his cigarette. “Ye dinnae know about Merlin’s Edicts?”
I snorted. “I never made a point to poke my nose into my children’s business. Grownups don’t need their mother hovering over them.”
That made him laugh, smoke escaping his lips. “I should send ye tae my maw. She’d have a right row with ye on that.” He reached over for a tumbler on the desk and took a sip from it before speaking again. “Merlin’s Edicts are instructions left for th’ Order to follow after his death. He created thousands of them. Some are who the next leader will be, and others don’t make sense until years later. There was one for me tae be the new leader an’ then another for me be here, as I said.”
“Wait, stop.” I pointed a finger at him. “You’re Aaron Hardin? The new Head Magi?”
His lips pulled back into a grin that didn’t reach his eyes. “Heard of me, have ye?” His black eyes looked me over. “You’re Merlin’s maw? Not what I expected, tae be sure.”
I passed a hand over the tendrils. “Bad hair day. Happens to the best of us.”
He lit another cigarette and pointed the glowing end toward me. “I get mixed stories aboot ye. Some claiming ye tae be a daemon an’ others a savior. Which one is truth?”
“Both?” I said with a shrug. “You’re young to be the one in charge. You can’t be more than forty-five.”
He took a pull from the cigarette and blew the smoke up into the air. “Thirty-two. I hold the record for the youngest in this position yet,” he said, crushing the butt of his cigarette into an ashtray. “Trust me when I say I didn’t ask for this shite job. Who wants tae babysit an’ tell a bunch of senior magi what tae do? I’d rather go back tae the trench work.”
The smoke reached my nose, and I breathed in the complex herbal scent of it. Opening my lips, I let it settle over the roof of my mouth to better identify it. I asked, “Witch’s Web? Really? You don’t strike me as the to the type who needs to restrain mythics.”
Aaron shrugged. “How was I tae know who’d be comin’ in here tae yatter at me? I can follow the edicts, but I ain’t a bawheid. Rather protect meself than be dead.”
My eyes shifted between the man and the box on his desk. “Just for your information, Witch’s Web doesn’t work on me. Unless you want me to sneeze.” I leaned over and took the sealed letter. The magic over the parchment flared about in my hands, breaking the seal and the preservation. My fingers ran over the rough paper before unfolding it to read the words.
Most beloved mother. I hope you are well, but I know you are in the middle of something stressful. You’re distrusting of this letter, naturally. So I will remind you of the time you burnt the roast for Vainya and then claimed it was my fault when I was ten. It is good to see you again.
Your devoted son, Terrwyn.
Even without the mention of the burnt roast, I would’ve trusted the letter when I saw the signature. My son never went by the name I gave him when he ventured out into the world. He knew the power in a name and kept it safe. I brought the paper to my face and breathed in. The spell had been a good one to keep the parchment from deteriorating over the centuries. I picked up the faint whiff of the incense Merlin often burned while he worked. I closed my eyes, and in my mind, I was with him again as he toiled over a desk.
Silence said, I know you didn’t notice, so I am going to point it out to you. What language is this written in?
Frowning, I looked the letter over again and did a double take.
Silence continued, This letter is in modern English. When he was alive, he wrote in Greek.
My thumb rubbed over the edge of the letter. I thought back to the frequency Merlin locked himself up in his tower to read and research, and how he’d worked on developing the same uncanny insight as Vainya, but he did have some ability to see the future.
And what did he mean by “It is good to see you again”? I lifted my eyes to the glaring Aaron Hardin, and my heart sped up. Holding my breath, I shifted my vision to see him magically, trying to focus on Aaron’s threads. I nearly gasped in delight at the purple and blue shifting colors.
A thread of fate, as thick as my forearm, reached from him to me.
My baby boy had been reincarnated!
His glower shifted into apprehension as he leaned back in his chair. “Why ya lookin’ at me like that?”
“No reason.” I couldn’t have removed the shit-eating grin from my face if I had wanted to. “Tell me more about you. Did you get good grades in school? Do people like you? What’s your favorite color?”
Aaron jabbed a finger at me. “Stop that shite now.”
I wobbled my lower lip. “So mean! I’m just trying to know you better.”
He scoffed. “Right. I read about ye when I was chosen for this shite job,” he said, pulling my attention back to the conversation. “There’s rules about ye. Yer allowed tae come an’ go as ye want. Anythin’ ye need here is yers for the taking.”
I re-folded the paper and tucked it away into a safe compartment of my bag. I’d have to consider the meaning and purpose of it later. “And? What’s your point?”
“Well, disrespect intended, but this is a bunch o’ bullshite. All other rules an’ procedures change over time... but that one. It makes me wonder about how frequent yer here.”
My eyes looked over the man, picking my words carefully. “Perhaps once every fifty to a hundred years, depending on what you have. And if you haven’t noticed what’s gone missing, then you didn’t need it.”
“Mebbeh. Mebbeh not. It doesn’t mean ah like it. But I’m wantin’ tae be clear, ye can come an’ go as ye want. The order won’t listen tae me, nor the land. I tried tae have the place re-warded tae keep ye out, and ye know what happened?”
My repose was making explosion sounds while wiggling my fingers around my face.
He glared daggers at me. “Aye. Summit like that. So we can’t keep ye out or stop ye... But when ye leave the grounds”—he leaned closer, eyes burning—“I will hunt ye down an’ take back what’s ours.”
That lack of control must be very frustrating. I encourage you to mock him for it.
I grinned, showing sharp teeth. “Is this a good time to remind you that you’ve taken everything here from somewhere else?” I moved to sit partly on the edge of the desk. “That’s pretty hypocritical.”
His eyes narrowed. “Mah point stands.”
“Point noted. Though, since you gave me a letter, it’s only fair if I give you one as well.” I pulled out my own and rested it on the table.
Aaron didn’t move to take it. “What is it?”
“The reason for my visit. I’ve come to deliver serve papers to you and your Order about a magi purposefully breaking the Pendragon Treaty. The details are listed inside, along with the list of fines.”
His hand tightened on the tumbler. “Yer not serious.”
“Super, duper serious.”
Aaron reached for my envelope and ripped it open ruthlessly. His eyes skimmed over the lines and he slammed the paper onto the desk. “Dammit!”
Moving off the desk, I walked to the corkboard in one corner of the room. Several photos littered the board with cue cards. Looking over them, I couldn’t help but chuckle.
Aaron snapped, “What’s so funny?”
I tapped the board with a knuckle. “You track things the same way I do.” My finger rested on Samuel’s picture and I traced the thread to another picture with Caldrin written on it. “What’s the deal with this guy?”
Aaron looked up from the papers. “Why ye askin’?”
“Because he hired me for a job, and I don’t like how he smells.”
The magi snorted. “And ye shouldn’t. Bad apple, that one. Used to be our best archivist and then he left with a bunch of our books and several disciples. You know where he is?”
“I know where he was. No clue where he is now.”
He scoffed. “What work did he hire ye for? Or can’t ye say?”
“He made this little gem technology thing that enables Hunters to track and abduct mythics, which they’ve been doing.” I scratched my jaw while adding, “I probably should have mentioned that to you first.”
Aaron’s eyes widened until I worried they’d fall out of his skull. “Yer fuckin’ with me.”
Silence cackled. Okay, that expression alone made the trip worth it.
“Wish I were, but I’m not.” I tilted my head toward him. “You didn’t know about it?”
“Fuck, no. I cannot even—Why would—Argh!” Aaron drained what was left in his glass and slammed it down on the desk. He waved me off with a hand. “Get out. Go. Ye’ve left me with right pile of crap to deal wit’.”
“Rude,” I said, twirling toward the door. Pausing on the threshold, I looked back at the magi and cooed, “Nice meeting you, Master Hardin. I wish you luck with your future responsibilities.”
The glower he leveled at me was impressive. “Ye can shove that up yer arse, too!”
A laugh sounded from my throat before I could stop it. I turned and left the room, a wide grin on my face. Aaron Hardin was going to be fun to fuck with.




CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE 


Kinky-Kinky
The hallway remained empty on my way back to David. I kept expecting someone to jump out in the stillness and go “Boo!”
Silence’s will floated close to mine, ready to merge if needed. Your people skills are worse than mine.
I frowned, peeking around the corner. “Why worse? I thought I was rather civil, all things considered.” Another empty hall. It nagged at the back of my mind, but I hoped it was because of Goodfellow.
First, you let him live. I would at least cut out his tongue for the disrespect despite the letter asking you not to harm him.
I rolled my eyes and moved toward the entrance to my hidden passage. “He needs that to cast spells, Silence.”
And? He’ll live longer without it.
Pressing my hand to the wall, I waited as the magic triggered at my touch and a portion of the wall slid wide enough to allow me to pass through. David pushed himself off the opposing wall at my entrance. Ratatoskr crawled over his chest and up around his back to rest on a shoulder.
David asked, “What took so long?”
“The new head honcho was in his office. We had a bit of a chit-chat.”
Ratatoskr leaped to me and curled up about my neck. “Did he tell you anything interesting?”
“A little, but I’ll share it when we’re out of here.” I lifted a hand to lightly scratch the top of the squirrel’s head. Jerking my head down the hall, I gestured David to follow. “Come on, let’s get this done.”
We walked along the dim hallway until I came to a section of wall with a chalk circle over it. Pressing my hand to it, I pushed until the section of wall gave under my efforts enough to let me peek through. I opened the way farther for David to come out with me.
David remained a silent presence at my back as I finished my inspection. I felt kind of bad. It’d taken some magi hours to enchant the floor and all that work was going to be erased. I knelt and pulled Silence free before pressing the end of his hilt onto the floor before me.
You’re a slave driver, you know that?
The corner of my lip quirked up. “I know, I’m terrible. Asking you to eat all this magic. I’ll have you bitching about your girlish figure in no time.”
The magic in the room shuddered; the air around us became static. Keeping my eyes on the ground, I watched the luminous wards and the web they formed slide across the floor toward Silence. The slow movements picked up once Silence had a hold of the first few wards, and he sucked them all up in a matter of moments.
“That thing is handy,” Ratatoskr said.
“He has his uses,” I said as I stood and returned Silence to his sheath. “It’s why I keep him around.”
If you only knew, for our want of blood and gore, fulfilled together. Hrm. I’m getting better at improv. Write it down later.
I picked up my bag and took a step into the room. When nothing happened, I released a breath and motioned for David to come in.
I stood taking in the room with my senses. Hardin’s words had left me cautious.
My eyes noted the weapons—swords, daggers, and spears—along the walls in protective cases, magical staffs and wards stacked neatly against the wall by the main entrance of the room; the power in the air hummed.
“I thought you said this was some magical library,” David whispered into my ear. “This looks like an armory.”
“It was a library seventy years ago. They’ve expanded, it seems.” I walked to the center of the room. “No wonder Aaron doesn’t want me hovering around. I wouldn’t want anyone in here, either.”
Despite the change in its nature, shelves of books were still present with their magical reinforcements to protect and preserve them from the influence of time. More tomes had been added since my last visitation—an impressive amount. Stepping toward them, I spied Homer’s Margites, Shakespeare’s Cardenio, On Sphere-Making by Archimedes and—
“Oh. My. God.” I grinned at the title. “It’s the Gospel of Eve. Kinky-kinky.”
David was at my side in a moment. “No fucking way. I read about that in class.” He looked at me, his stern and serious eyes shifted to adorable puppy. “Can we take it? Please? Think of all the good it will do.”
I slapped him on the shoulder. “The Christian sex bible stays here.”
He snorted. “Fine.”
Shaking my head, I moved to eye the new glass cases mounted to the wall since my last visit. Weapons, relics, and mirrors rested on cushions within. Mirrors hung on the walls, their reflections watched us in silence. Some banged on the surface, screaming with reddened faces, while others glowered.
“And part-time prison, too,” I murmured. “What is going on here?”
Apart from the books—most of them—everything held a deadly purpose. It bothered me that a place of knowledge had been transformed to one better suited for war.
I sighed. “What did you see to set this into motion, sweet child?”
If I had to guess, a lot of death and chaos. My kind of party.
My fingers tapped along my thigh. “This is becoming an even bigger pain in the ass. I miss the days when I could come in, take stuff, and ‘poof’!”
Ratatoskr climbed up my leg to perch by my neck. “Where would they keep the Kuglehost?”
“It’s a book about the Outer Ones, so it’s likely locked up over”—my eyes rested along the wall lined with safes—“there.”
Moving to the safes, I saw they were labeled by letter range. I walked until I came to J-L.
“This has to be it,” I murmured. My eyes looked over the safe, noting the combination dial and glowing wards. Unlike the others, the safe looked much older and made of iron. Nothing stopped magic like iron.
Silence said, Let me see it. I pulled him free and pressed his pommel against the safe. Hrm. Silence’s runes flared as he inspected it. Got the typical ‘you shall not enter’ wards on the
door. And, oh... that’s interesting.
My fingers drummed along his hilt. “What kind of interesting?”
It has wards on the inside and outside.
I narrowed my eyes. “I don’t like the sound of that. Can you see why?”
Give me a moment. Silence went still, though I felt him vibrate in my hand. Hey, I see the Hope Diamond.
I let out a groan. “Awesome. What else?”
Some rolled up painting—ack! The eye in it looked at me. What else... there’s a teddy bear as well.
“Stars and void,” I muttered. “What are the inside wards?”
They look like the time-out wards Vainya uses on me. Stuff in here can’t leave or influence anything outside.
David nudged me. “What’s wrong?”
“Some clerk decided to put a bunch of cursed items in one place.” I looked back to the safe. “We have to damage the wards to get inside.”
“How bad could it be?”
“Well, if I do this badly, we are looking at a bunch of Silence-equivalent entities on the loose. For all I know, a face-hugger alien will jump me.” I motioned him away. “You might as well take a few steps back.”
David did so, and I faced the safe once more. “Just eat what will stop me from opening the door. Leave everything else.”
Silence, presented with yet another magical feast, didn’t need to be told twice. Several wards shuddered and spilled into the pommel. I knew he was done when he let out a long mental belch.
You can open it, but I wouldn’t leave the door open for too long. Some of the stuff in there got excited when I saw it.
“All right.” I tucked Silence away. “It’s ready to crack.”
David, still standing a relatively safe distance off to my side, shifted his gaze from the safe back to me. “Do we have a magical item to open this thing?”
I dug around in my bag. “Nope.”
“Some secret method for safe cracking you learned?”
“I can’t claim it’s super-secret. There’s a how-to video about it on the internet.”
David pointed from me to the safe and back again. “Then how...?”
My hand closed around my stethoscope, and I pulled it out. “With this, my trusty crowbar, and hammer.” When David stared, I snorted. “Look, you don’t use a gun to open a door. Same thing applies to magic. Everything doesn’t require a finger-twiddling solution.” I tapped a knuckle against the dial. “This looks over fifty years old. Magical wards aside, it’s an easy crack.” I jiggled the stethoscope. “We are doing it the old-fashioned way.”
Wiggling the stethoscope in place around my head, I pressed it to the safe and fiddled with the dial while I listened for the tumblers inside to drop. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw David move to position himself near the door. He kept his ear by the hinge, listening for anyone walking by. Given the quiet, I suspected the pucks hadn’t yet done anything to get the attention of the magi yet.
The last tumbler dropped, and I opened the safe slowly to keep it from making noise. When it was open enough to look in, and I was sure nothing had tried to assault me, I peeked inside. I found labeled boxes made of various materials—some of them wiggling in the dim light. I skimmed the one in the front and found “Hope Diamond” and the “Eye of Brahma.”
“So that’s where they went,” I murmured, my hand lightly tapping the tops of the cases. “I could make a mint if I gave the Eye back to the owners.”
And piss off Hardin.
“Don’t give me incentive to do it.”
Remembering Silence’s comment about not keeping the door open for long, I shuffled through the boxes until my flashlight landed on “Kuglehost.”
I reached for it. “Bingo.”
My hand brushed against something soft, and a dark lump lifted as my hand closed around the box. The thing, a teddy bear, turned its head to gaze into my eyes. I never thought sewed on button eyes could look demonic, but those glowing red ones did. It reached out for my hand with its stubby arm, and I shrieked as I yanked the Kuglehost out and slammed the safe shut. Light taps could be heard from inside as I sprung the dial.
I think I saw skulls in the worn-out fur pattern. Can we take it home?
Placing a hand to my chest, I took deep breaths to slow my pounding heart. “No, we are not taking it home.”
But he looked lonely, and I could use a friend. Do it for my much-needed socialization.
Just the mental image of that teddy bear running around with Silence gave me shivers. “No. Absolutely not. Vainya can barely stand you.”
Spoil-sport.
I turned the container over in my hands. The box itself was black with a faint sheen to it. It was smooth to the touch, and it took me several tries to find the places where the stone merged with the rest.
“All said and done,” I said with a smug smile. “Easy, peasy, lemon squeezy.”
“So, this is it?” David walked over to look at the box. “What’s that thing made of?”
I turned my head to Ratatoskr. “This is choke slab, isn’t it?”
He climbed down my shoulder, sniffing at the box with his nose. “It is.”
David arched his eyebrow at us. “Choke slab?”
“It’s a material used to block out magic. Takes a skilled alchemist to create it,” I said, keeping my eyes on the box. I tested the weight in my hand and found it was much lighter than I’d expected.
I gave it a shake to make sure something was inside and nodded at the light thudding from within.
“It’s not a naturally formed material, but magi made,” Ratatoskr said while I tucked the container into my pack. “It’s often used to contain or restrain questionable items.”
I don’t like the box, Silence said. It’s all dark and quiet in there.
“Makes sense,” David said, looking from the safe and then to me. “But choke slab inside of that thing which already had a bunch of wards? Definitely a bit of overkill to me.”
I eyed my bag, worrying my bottom lip. “This is something that we’ll have to think on later. This isn’t the time or place.”
Ratatoskr climbed up my leg and up to the top of my head. “How are we getting out of here?”
“The way we came in.”
His tail twitched, something in the movement made me think he was amused. “Are you sure?”
I turned to look at our exit. “Of course, I am. We—”
The doorway was gone.
“No-no-no,” I said, turning to go, but stopped as I eyed the wall we’d entered from. The archway was gone, and even when I pressed my hand to the wall, it didn’t give way.
Tilting my head to the side, I walked over to it and ran my hand along the surface. The hidden door remained sealed shut. I tilted my head, adjusted my sight and blinked at the combination of wards and seals along the wall. No longer the ones left by Merlin, layers on layers of additional wards and seals lay over them. Some interfered with the originals, while others networked into each other, allowing entrance into the room, but no exit. Looking from one corner of the wall to the other, I found a trigger ward—set to put the others into action if the first wards became active.
Hardin’s promise of being allowed to take what I wanted, but not leave with it sounded in my head. I growled, taking my hand away from the door.
“What’s wrong?” David asked, walking to my side.
“We’re trapped in this room. I can’t get the way to open.”
“I thought you were allowed entrance into this place?”
“I am. Magi tend to the literal. But the wards have changed. If you could see them, this would be easier to explain. We can come in, but getting out is going to be difficult.”
David grunted. “It’s like a fish funnel.” At my flat stare, he added, “You know, the trap that fish can swim into but can’t leave because they’re not—oh, that’s why you’re giving me that look.”
Did he insinuate we’re dumb fish? Silence asked.
Ignoring Silence’s comment, I inspected the wards again. “Silence, do you think you can get us out?”
I can eat the wards, Silence said, but it will take some time. You see how they are worked into the support structure of the room? They’ll bring the ceiling down onto us if I eat the wrong one. It wouldn’t kill you, but you’ll be pinned under the rubble. David would die, even with all those magical blessings he has.
“How long will it take you?”
A few hours.
“Hours? Geez, well, better than—”
David elbowed my side, his eyes fixed on something behind me. “I’m confident we don’t have a few hours.”
I turned to see what he was talking about. At first, I didn’t notice it, but the slow turning of the dial of the cursed item safe caught my eye. It continued to rotate until a faint click sounded.
“Silence!” I hissed. “I told you to not eat the wards that stopped them from influencing the outside!”
I didn’t! I ate the wards that stopped you from opening the door.
The careless mistake of my words hit me. Because if I could open the door, then anyone could open the door. Including anything inside.
The low creaking sounded thunderous in the still room as the handle of the safe turned down.




CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX 


Peaches
Iprided myself on my training and physical abilities. Though not faster than a locomotive or able to leap tall buildings, I was still faster and more spry than the standard run-of-the-mill, factory-standard human. Having said that, I couldn’t remember a time I moved as fast as I did to leap across the room and grab the handle of the safe to stop it from opening.
“Fuck!” I said. The safe rattled, and I could feel the light pressure of the handle fighting against my grip. “Fuck, fuck, fuck! Quick! Find something to brace the handle against!”
“I got you.” David appeared with an antique chair in hand.
My eyes darted from the chair and then around the room. Magi didn’t throw some random chair in the vault for no reason. “Where did you find that?”
He jerked his head toward the wall. “It was hanging over there.”
I turned and quickly found the vacant area with a “Dead Man’s Chair” label over it.
“Why is that here?” I groaned. “And whose idea was it to put all the cursed shit in one room? This is like a room of nukes sitting on another room of nukes and fireworks ready to go off.”
Less whining, more doing things.
David hesitated. “Should I not be touching this thing?”
Ratatoskr’s head emerged from my hair. “You can touch it, just don’t sit in it unless you wish to die prematurely.”
“Yeah, how about not.” David wedged the chair under the handle, and I loosened my grip to see if it would hold. The handle pressed down, but the chair kept it from lowering all the way. The safe shuddered, and I could hear scraping sounds inside of it.
“That’ll hold it for a little bit,” I said, taking slow steps from the safe, “but we aren’t going to stay to find out how long. Let’s go.”
David waved a hand toward the wall we’d come through. “Go where? You said we’re trapped in here.”
“We are, but we aren’t.” I pointed to the main entrance to the room. “We’ll leave like everyone else. And later I will come back and leave something nasty in Aaron’s chair for fucking with my way out.”
We moved to the double doors, and I cracked one door open to peek down the hall. Finding it empty, I opened it farther and gestured for David to follow. Once I’d closed the door to the vault, a muted crash sounded on the other side.
You are going to be in so much trouble, Silence snickered.
I looked around and found a stone statue of some woman looking off into the distance with a thoughtful expression. “You’ll do.” I picked it up with a grunt and walked it over to the double doors.
“How much does that thing weight?” David asked.
I straightened myself up. “Felt like a couple hundred pounds. Combined with the wards, I’d hope it’ll stop most stuff from opening the door.”
“You’re not sure?”
“I’d rather be walking away from the room than talking about it.”
Ratatoskr bobbed his head, an odd gesture to see on a squirrel. “Agreed.”
Dusting off my hands, I turned to look down the hall. On my last visit, decades prior, nothing decorated the hallway other than the lux orbs floating overhead, which illuminated the space with a faint blue glow.
The orbs remained, but the stone floors were covered with a mish-mash of deep red rugs while the paintings were evenly spread out. Most of the paintings were landscapes with an occasional portrait here and there. David walked on while I studied the portraits and noted their subtle movements within the canvas—more magical prisons. One thing I had to give the magi was they didn’t mess around with their incarceration methods. When they sentenced someone to prison, they spent the rest of eternity in a painting. Looking away from one of the silent screaming figures, I eyed the marble statues and large display cases that rested between stone pillars.
David approached one of the glass display cases holding… something. I found myself curious and walked over to it as well. It reminded me of an anti-tank launcher, only as tall and wide as me with runes carved into the sides. Fire opals grew from the front and back ends, giving a contrast to the dull gray of the body.
My eyes dipped to the label for the thing. “Draco Spiritum.”
“What’s it do?”
“Well, I’m assuming something involving fire seeing how its name translates into ‘Dragon Breath.’”
“It makes huge explosions? I want one.” He turned to me with a serious expression. “Can we stick it in your Mary Poppins bag?”
“Absolutely not. Outside of toasting marshmallows, I don’t want to be near anything involving fire. Anyway.” I pulled out a folded bit of laminated paper and opened it for David to see. A self-drawn map showing a rough idea of the layout of Oaken Staff. After all the years, the paper didn’t retain the pristine white it’d once been, but the ink remained legible enough to read. “So, we are here.” I pointed to the upper right corner labeled “Vault.” “We’ll have to go down the hall and then back up to get to the way out. Otherwise we’ll have to sneak to the main entrance of Oaken Staff.”
“I think we’ll get noticed if we take the main door.”
“Agreed. Should be able to use the passageway by the Head Magi’s office.” I closed the map and handed it to David. “Should be a piece of cake.”
David jabbed a finger into my side. “You jinxed us.”
“Please, this will be easy.” And I kept telling myself that, too, because sometimes self-deception was the key to success.
The walk to the exit remained uneventful and quiet. I took in more paintings, mentally noting the labels on the door. Magi were creatures of habit and generally didn’t change things, but Oaken Staff either had conducted a thorough makeover of the space, or I had remembered it wrong. It felt bigger and more than once I noted a new door. Even the exits leading out of the vault looked larger.
Behind one of them I heard muted sounds of two people speaking. David and I shared a nod before moving closer and pressing our backs up to either side of the door. I tilted my head toward the small gap and listened.
A young male voice said, “I’m telling you I heard something.” I placed him as northern American by the subtle twang of his words. “First a crash and then the temperature of the room keeps changing.”
Another, deeper in tone, asked, “Then why not go see?” I placed his accent as Russian, though couldn’t narrow down which part. “Why sit here like little sissy?”
“Are you kidding? This place gives me the creeps. Besides, my job is to make sure this desk doesn’t go anywhere. You’re the battle magi. You go look.”
I arched a brow. No one used to sit outside the vault area. Did they not have enough things to do with the trainees, so they stuck them on guard duty? Or maybe he was more like the armory checkout clerk given all the magical weapons stored inside.
“No,” Deep Voice said. “You are on duty and it is your job. I can make sure desk stays put for you.”
“I’m not going down there,” Young Man said. “I’ve seen enough movies to know the Black guy dies first when weird shit happens. Call it in and let someone with a higher rank go check it out.”
I shared a look with David who kept his lips pursed together. He made an arm lock gesture, and I shook my head. Two magi were harder to subdue than one, and I didn’t know anything about the battle magi. They came in all shapes and flavors but always packed a whammy. Different scenarios about getting out without being seen ran through my head, though most of them resulted in someone dying. It was bad enough I’d stolen a cursed book and let all its cellmates free themselves. I didn’t want to add harmed/murdered the staff
to the list. Apology cards didn’t make up for that kind of thing. And Aaron Hardin didn’t strike me as the forgiving sort.
He seemed more like the-fist-of-the-Old-Testament-God kind of guy.
The lights overhead flickered and the whisper of children’s laughter filled my ears. Something scraped across my skin, sending a shiver through my body and left every hair standing on end. The lights stabilized, letting me see my breath fogging the air in front of me. Small bits of frost covered David’s eyebrows and the tip of his nose. The squirrel god’s small body trembled inside my jacket, burying himself into one of the inner pockets.
On the other side of the door, Deep Voice asked, “What was that?”
“I don’t know, and I don’t like this. Seriously, can you call someone over?”
“Yeah. I’ll... Where did that teddy bear come from?”
“Wha—”
Screaming and cursing sounded along with thudding. David and I stared at each other with wide eyes as the commotion continued.
“It has knife!” Deep Voice yelled. “Run!”
“Run? Aren’t you the battle mage?”
“That Peaches! Run!”
Footsteps pounded the ground and headed away from us. I waited a bit longer before nudging the door open to the circular room. I was confident the room had looked better before we’d walked into it. Slash marks ruined the few paintings in the room, and the head of one of the statues rested in bits on the floor. The oak desk rested on its side, papers scattered all over the place, but I didn’t scent blood. We walked into the desolate space, and I stopped when my foot stepped in something squishy.
“Ugh.” I lifted my leg to examine the clear substance. “Ectoplasm. Great.”
David made a face. “At least it doesn’t smell. It’s ghosts that make that stuff, right?”
“Sometimes.” I lowered my foot.
“Should we step in and help?”
Did I really want to? Part of me felt bad since I’d made it possible for the teddy to escape. A good person would have felt accountable for their actions and taken steps to right their wrong. At the same time, the magi hadn’t deemed it dangerous enough to store it in its own little container, so whose fault was that? And the bear looked husky. It would have been wrong to not let him get a bit of exercise and mental stimulation. The name “Peaches” didn’t help, either. I didn’t know a lot about possessed teddy bears throughout history, but the ones I did recall possessed infamous reputations. And if I decided to be honest with myself, the creature from the safe scared the living jeebus out of me. I’d stared into those demonic button eyes and would rather let it go off into the world than chase after it.
But I wasn’t going to voice any of that. Instead, I said, “No. It’ll be a good distraction. We can take advantage of it. Besides, if the magi can’t handle one little possessed teddy bear, they are losing their touch.”
“Uh-huh.” David’s eyes look me up and down. “You’re sure it isn’t because it unnerves you?”
“Please,” I scoffed. “I don’t get unnerved by stuffed animals.”
David smirked and pointed a finger at my hair. I ran a hand through it and found it’d reverted to tentacles again.
“Fucking hair. Okay,” I admitted, “maybe it terrifies me a little.”
His smirk faded away. “What makes creatures like that?”
I shrugged. “A laundry list of reasons, but normally it’s because they suck up the trauma of a kid.”
He blinked. “Really?”
“Think about it. When anyone is small and young, they often have something to cling to for comfort or safety. That belief will cling to the object give it power—a purpose. It’s not uncommon for those objects to sacrifice themselves to protect their special kiddo.”
“You say that like you know firsthand.”
I closed the door to the vault and picked up the desk to brace against it. “I’ve raised a few kids. You learn a thing or two.” I grabbed the door into the vault area and gave it a faint tug. Satisfied it would take someone my strength or more to open the door, I faced David. “Let’s get out of here before the real show starts.”
His eyebrows crept up his forehead. “The real show?”
“The bear is out. It’s going to cause a lot of fear, and cursed objects feed on negative emotions like fear, anger, and despair. I’d like to be gone before that happens.”
Once we made it into the main hall, sneaking about proved to be unnecessary. Occasionally a person would run somewhere ahead of us, but never close enough to see us and ask, “Who are you and why are you here?” Part of me thought releasing the bear worked in our favor. I could even see the secret door that would lead us back outside.
David paused to look at one of many landscape paintings in the hall. “That one is crooked.”
“Seriously?” I turned to look at him. “We’re trying to escape the headquarters of a major magical fraternity loaded with stolen books and surrounded by escaped demon bears and you’re focus on an off-centered painting?”
“It’s triggering my damn OCD.” He stepped closer to it with an outstretched hand.
Only the faint twinkle of magic caused my hand to whip out and stop David before he touched the frame. “Don’t. It’s enchanted.”
“Good catch,” Ratatoskr said, climbing from my shoulder to David’s. “These are pucks. The offset is just to get your attention. You don’t know what’ll happen.”
David gave us a look. “How bad could it be?”
“You could get a minor curse of the klutz, which is what we don’t want right now.”
“That’s three paintings down,” Goodfellow’s voice sounded. “That one is jinxed to give you ingrown toenails.”
David and I turned at the same time with our weapons aimed at Goodfellow. He was leaning against the hallway, munching on an apple.
I lowered my gun and jutted my chin to the paintings. “Nice touch. Disgusting, but nice.”
“I can’t take credit for it. Cherryflower always likes be ‘artistic.’” He looked up and down the hall. “Why are you still here? I thought you’d be gone by now.”
“Ran into a little difficulty getting out, so we are taking a minor detour.” I looked up and down the hall with him. “Where are the others?”
“We lured some into the auditorium to watch the puck version of Midsummer Night’s Dream with an ‘emergency meeting’ notice. It’ll take them forever to figure out how to open the door and get out. They are going to talk about this for centuries.” His head tilted to the side, and pure mischief danced in his eyes. “But the group is gone now. I was doing a final pass to make sure—what is that?”
David and I looked behind us to see the teddy bear sitting in the middle of the hallway a yard away from us.
I let out a curse as I leveled my gun at the bear.
“What the fuck are bullets going to do?” David hissed. “It’s made of cotton.”
“It makes me feel better, okay?” I shot back.
“Uh,” Goodfellow said, “what am I missing?”
“I may, or may not have, opened a safe with cursed objects and set them free.”
“You may not have? Take ownership, woman!”
“Okay! Fine! I did!” I kept my gun locked on the bear, though it only sat there looking at me with those soulless button eyes. “The bear chased some magi and probably caused all the screaming you heard. I don’t know what he wants now.”
He wants to play. We’ve been talking.
I screeched, “What?”
“Oh, that’s not good,” David muttered.
We’ve decided on a playdate while you were yammering with Goodfellow. Hand me over to him and I’ll meet up with you in a few days.
“Ab-so-lute-ly not! You!” I lowered my gun in favor of jabbing a finger at the stuffed animal. “Bad bear! How are you going to find a new child if you do stuff like plotting behind people’s backs?”
Hey! Stop it with the mom-voice already!
The bear’s eyes glowed, and it stood on its stubby legs. The air became frigid as children’s laughter sounded from everywhere.
I took a step away from it. “We should run now.”
We turned to do just that when a group of men with staffs rounded the corner. There was a brief moment of surprise for all of us. It didn’t last long as the largest man—Deep Voice—yelled, “Get down!”
I ducked and David rolled forward as a blast of fire went overhead. Behind me, a combination of wailing children and feral beast screeching tore through the air. It sent shivers down my spine, but I pushed myself through the group of magi and booked it down the hall. When we hit the corner, shouts and thuds filled the air behind us.
“Okay,” I panted, “we are going to have to take the front door since they are fighting outside the back. I don’t think anyone cares one jot that we are here at this point.”
Goodfellow popped into view at my side. “I just want you to know if anyone asks me about this, I am totally saying it was your idea.” His mouth opened to speak again, but no sound left his lips. He tried to do so again with the same result. Goodfellow looked up at me, pure frustration on his face and worry in his eyes. “Woe, destruction, ruin, and decay. The worst is death, and death will have his day.” He gave a meaningful look down the hall to the waypoint chamber. With another concerning look and sassy snap of his fingers, he popped out of sight, but I could hear him running down the hall.
David stepped to my side. “What the hell was that about?”
Ratatoskr said, “Fae are fickle. The way they are one moment isn’t the same as the next. I think it’s referred to as a fluid personality.”
“No.” I adjusted my bag and looked back the way we came. “He was warning us but couldn’t outright say what is was.” The urge to go back and help the magi danced along my mind, but I squashed it. With both objectives completed and Goodfellow’s warning, we needed to get the fuck out of there. But that nagging sensation didn’t leave. The older, more experienced part of myself I usually ignored in favor of immaturity took root in my thoughts.
Ratatoskr’s tail tickled my neck. “What’s wrong?”
I opened my mouth to answer and left it open as I failed to put words to what I felt. It wasn’t the chaos behind us that made the air feel the way it did. Nor the magic of the pucks. I knew those kinds of magic well enough to sort them out to settle on the wrongness. It hovered in the air like a fog. And Goodfellow, who’d always taken advantage of a situation to cause hilarity, took his departure when he still had hours to cause more chaos. He’d taken his people to safety and warned me to do the same.
What would frighten an ancient Fae to flee? What couldn’t he talk about it? No, those were the wrong questions.
Why couldn’t he talk to me about it?
The realization sucked the breath out of me and turned my blood to ice. I felt stupid for not picking up on it before. An image of the fence from my dream came to mind, only with a twisted gap near the bottom.
I removed my bag and dug inside until I pulled out my sawed-off shotgun. “Ratatoskr, I need you to run to Aaron Hardin and warn him to get as many people out of here as possible and seal the area.”
“What’s happening?” he squeaked, jumping from my shoulder to the ground so he could face me.
I double checked the ammunition in the shotgun before adding more into my belt pouch. “An Outer One is coming. Or it’s here. I can’t tell exactly what, but something wrong is happening, and I think that’s it.”
Ratatoskr’s fur fluffed up until he looked twice his size. He turned and ran down the hallway so fast he blurred.
“You need to go, too,” I told David.
“What? Bullshit. I’m staying. If what you said about those things is true, you can’t take it alone.”
“I’m not going to take it alone. I’m going to stall it while everyone gets out. Maybe I can collapse part of the hallway and trap it.”
His teeth gritted together. “I ain’t going.”
I met David’s gaze. “Listen, I get you might think you’re Alice falling down the rabbit hole—all fun, games, and quirky tea parties. But this ain’t Disney or even a Tim Burton story.” I pointed down the hall. “The bear is nothing compared to the Lovecraftian mind-melting horror. You don’t bounce back from that, David. It changes you forever. You’ll never forget and always regret the encounter. You want to go in the oven with me? Fine. I really don’t want you to because I like you. Typically, a person can make their choices and live with them. But not this time. I have the possibility of surviving the encounter. You don’t.”
His chin lifted. “Got any grenades?”
I nodded to the bag. “Front pocket, left side.”
He dug into the bag and pulled out several hand grenades before shifting through his own bag and pulling out his rifle.
“You can still change your mind,” I said.
David slapped the magazine into place and rose to his feet. “Nah. This is the best date I’ve been on in years.”
Silence sighed, And all I wanted to do was play with a teddy bear.
Armed and on guard, we moved down the hall, guided by the abrasive gnawing at our minds. I didn’t see anyone on the way, but with the commotion caused by the cursed objects, no one would wander around there.
David asked, “Have you ever faced one of these things before?”
I rounded the corner with him at my back. “No. I’ve only heard about encounters and seen drawings. Occasionally, I retire a survivor.”
Retired. Such a tame word for murder. A second passed before Silence added, If this goes any further south, we run. I spent a lot of time getting you the way I like you.
I snorted at Silence’s bravado. He couldn’t hide the jittery sensation of his anxiety from me, but I wasn’t going to comment on it. Sometimes letting someone pretend to be brave resulted in what needed to be done.
I came to a stop by a set of double doors I knew led to the waypoint chamber. The air around the wood shimmered with magical wards and enchantments. From here, anyone could go anywhere in the world, even to places without a waypoint sphere. And if I were looking to summon something from the void and beyond, that would be the perfect foundation to do it. Regret left my heart thudding as I realized my theft had released of the cursed items from the vault and took away the security who’d normally be there. Whatever happened would be because of me.
I didn’t take responsibility for my actions often, but when I did, it was because I didn’t want the world to end.
Moving to the doors, I pressed my ear to the hinges, listened, and almost bumped my forehead into the door as it creaked open. David and I pressed against the wall behind us. Seconds passed before it closed, but it gave me time to hear the other, male and raspy. I tried to make out the words, but it was too garbled for me to make sense of it.
I adjusted my grip on my Glock, looked to David, and held up two fingers. He nodded and readied himself. Pushing myself from the wall, I yanked open the door and aimed my shotgun inside.
The man in front of the waypoint didn’t even stop his chanting, his arms stretched upwards as turquoise and gray magic swirled from the waypoint—a stone arch rose from floor to ceiling, each stone embedded with a magical carving. But the markings had been altered, twisted into something grotesque. The chanter was a skinny man. The sickly pale sort found in a terminal cancer ward.
It was the other man, healthy in comparison to the chanter, who turned to face us. Though the shadows under his feverish eyes altered his appearance into something harsh. His attention shifted from me to David, but outside of the initial shock of our entrance, he relaxed. “You are too late!” he hissed. “The Master’s will be done!”
David’s voice sounded from my side. “Look, sirs, I’m gonna need you to stop and put your hands up in the air. No sudden movements.”
A black ripple expanded out of and just as quickly retracted back into the archway. It smoothed out and rippled once more. Every hair on my body stood on end as a voice spoke within my mind. The same voice as I’d heard in the back hall when we first entered the magi enclave. My reaction didn’t come from the voice itself, but because I could understand it again.
We come. We hunt. Our food. Our world. Give the cattle. GIVE IT!
With the words came a deep primal urge to hunt. My skin tingled across my body, and a quick glance showed my skin shifting from sheet white to nauseating gray. I willed my appearance to return to human, but my skin darkened further.
A sound of something scraping against stone pulled my eyes upward, and I balked. Outer Ones and love had one thing in common. People can never know it—never comprehend it—until they experience it firsthand. A creature referred to as a thing that shouldn’t be, the physical form of primordial fear, turned its head to inspect the room.
Dark gray skin spread tight over a structure that looked wrong. Haphazard growth covered the skin, like the most rampant melanoma. The only predictable feature of the Outer Ones was that they were unpredictable. The creature was moving too easily on five long limbs attached to a too-slender body. What would be considered a stomach swayed side to side like some fleshy pouch. Its hands had far too many fingers, each ending in sharp uneven talons meant for ripping and shredding. Its single head had not one, but three, wide, voraciously designed mouths. The lower jaws were oddly absent, instead replaced by a bundle of writhing, glowing tendrils. They slithered about, each as long as I was tall, some reaching out to the air and others to the floor. So much asymmetry covered and defined an Outer One as if it were grown to mock any concept of order.
“What have you done?” I snapped, aiming my shotgun at the arch but I couldn’t fit my finger along the trigger without firing the gun. “Shit.” I tossed it to the side and pulled Silence free. He adjusted himself to better fit my grip, shifting from simple knife to a long-serrated sword.
“You will see,” the chanter said, his head bobbing, with restless eyes moving around the room. “We need them. They need us. It will be beautiful. You will see. This is how it’s meant to be. How it was always meant to be.”
The creature pulled itself free of the archway, leveling its golden gaze at us. Our eyes met and—
I was so hungry. A soul-deep feeling that consumed my every thought. I longed to chase and rip apart my prey. To hunt with others. I’d been alone for so long and the alpha sensed it. He let out a deep rumbling growl, and I knew he’d let me join him. He’d need me to get into small places he couldn’t fit through, to flush out the prey. I looked like prey, so it would be easy. And there was lots of prey here. Too much, but that was fine. We’d start close and keep one alive to find the rest. We would eat. We would gorge.
Something sounded in my mind, but it was soft compared to the alpha’s voice. I focused on it and heard No-no-no! Fight it!
The creature before me took a step closer, his nose flaring while tendrils reached out to me.
I hissed to show I wasn’t weak, and he pulled back.
His head tilted. Prey here.
Yes, I said, but to my ears it came out as a long guttural-rumble.
Together we turned to look at the closest prey at my side. It had a good glow. Healthy. Strong. We would start with it.




CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN 


Memory Lane
Itook a step toward the prey. So easy to see, my sight felt sharp and clear, as if all I’d done was look through dirty water before. The prey didn’t move, but the scent of fear and urine reached my nose as we drew closer to it. Its pounding heart sounded delicious to my ears, and I pictured the taste of its blood on my tongue while I ate it alive.
I would take my time and savor.
No!
I hissed at the voice, shaking my head to rid myself of it and the sting it brought to my mind. It opened my mind and searched through to show me pictures and images, but they didn’t mean anything. It only hurt my head.
Behind me, the alpha let out a noise, urging me onward to the prey. It looked fast, but I was faster. My hearts hammered in my chest as I thought about the chase. The kill. I would—
Sit!
My hind legs buckled, and my rear slapped into the ground.
You’re making me do this, the voice growled. You owe me!
My hand scrabbled at my back. It was a thing on me. If I grabbed it, I could stop the voice and continue the hunt. My talon scraped across something at my back just as my vision blurred.
* * *
Mother-fucking-dammit! I snapped, struggling to keep Ghost from biting off David’s head. I was all for her going feral and eating a city full of people, but not David. He was on the no stab list. No stab!
The Outer One at our back continued to urge her forward through the connection. I could feel its will brush against me. It was nothing more than primal need. No art. No fun. No haiku! A simple beast. If Walker had been there, we could have kicked its insolent ass into obedience. But not with Ghost. Not like she was. It was stronger than Ghost was, which was the only reason he was able to flip her monster switch. Through it, I felt the rest. The entire horde of monsters ready to devour everyone and everything. They called to Ghost. They accepted her as a beast.
But she wasn’t a beast.
She was mine. I wouldn’t let them. She. Was. Mine.
But she fought against me, and I couldn’t keep her in place. Needed to snap her out of monster-brain. Words wouldn’t work, but a memory might. I dug around in her head to pull up our memories. and shoved one from a time she’d been “happy” to the front of her stubborn brain.
* * *
She looked in the mirror with a frown. Her lady-in-waiting had curled her hair and arranged it so ringlets of locks framed either side of her face before applying the face stuff. Dark brows drew closer together as she studied the deep blue velvet fabric encasing her body. They’d wanted to add in small things like gold trim, but she’d refused it and demanded a simple gown. Around her ribs, I felt the constriction of the new thing called a corset. Something humans created to squeeze their middles. Seemed dumb to me. If they wanted their sides gone, I could cut them off. Part of the corset poked her in the hips and squeezed her middle until it cut off her breath.
I hate it, I told her, voicing her unspoken thought. It was okay if I said things I really felt because it was only between the two of us. You can’t fight in that. And you’ll never make it down the stairs in those shoes without falling.
She tried to sigh, but the motion halted halfway because of fashion constraint. “I hate it too, but it’s only for tonight.”
I made to say something else to make her smile, but the man—Sebastian—entered the hall dressed in court fineries with the tails of his embroidered tunic reaching down to his knees. He’d pulled his black hair back to a low ponytail and—judging by the obnoxious shine—oiled it. I still didn’t understand what made one person beautiful and another ugly, but she was always pleased to see him and his brother, which was why I tolerated them.
Sebastian’s fixation on her continued to leave me uneasy. The other kept his distance, but this one practically rubbed up on her like a cat in mating season.
The combination of his dark clothes and hair gave his flesh a snow-white look, but I suspected he did that on purpose. The gold pattern stood out on the dark fabric of his clothing. She said the shape of the embroidery was of a dragon. I couldn’t see it. It looked more like a worm with a mane of hair.
He was dramatic. Not like Goodfellow with his magic and winks. Sebastian was more—what was the word? I had just learned it. Unable to remember it, I dug into her mind and found it: subtle. Yes, his dramatics were subtle. He didn’t demand attention, it was given when he walked into a room. Maybe because he stuck heads on pikes when he was ignored.
What I really liked was the faint scent of blood and death about him. It was the main reason I put up with the way he looked at her or touched her. She was mine, after all. My wielder. My dealer of death. My friend. Mine, mine, mine!
His eyes went soft when he saw her, and I made a crude comment against her own rising pleasure at that look. It was only a look, so she didn’t need to get silly over it. I liked his eyes better when he murdered. They went all wide and matched his grin as he slaughtered others. Sometimes, he got creative with the blood splatters. I sent her that mental image of him doing such and only a cut-off sigh was given in return.
The man—no, they called them vampires. I needed to remember this word. So many words for the same thing. Prey was prey, why name every different kind? Why were names important again? I was an Edge, but she always called me Silence. Was it because I was never silent?
Sebastian lifted his hand out to her. “I will never miss sunsets, looking at you.”
A wave of her irritation filled the two of us and I enjoyed it. Her irritation often resulted in death if it festered enough. I’d been encouraging this, though the leech managed to talk her into doing more violence than I could.
I hated him.
Just because he was flesh, she listened to him more than me? Thinking too much about it made me irritable. I was her Edge and knew her better than anyone else. If she should listen to anyone, it should always be me.
He needed to go away soon. All he did was corrupt her.
She placed her gloved hand in his and watched as he kissed the knuckles. “This thing is atrocious. If I try to breathe, I’ll end up ripping it,” she growled. “The only reason these things are so popular with your kind is because you don’t need air.”
He smiled and leaned down to press a kiss to her cheek, hands wrapping around her waist to pull her close. I suggested she bite his ear off to show her displeasure for the dress—he would grow it back, right?—but she didn’t. Instead, a fluttering sensation danced in her chest, and she smiled at the modest show of affection. I didn’t care for her growing feelings for the undead leech. Slaughtering together was fun, but this holding-kissing nonsense needed to stop. I didn’t want to feel these things. All soft and warm. Disgusting. If anything needed to be soft and warm, it should be the flesh I parted or blood running along my side.
His breath tickled her ear as he spoke. “Freeing you from your torment will only give me greater satisfaction when I rip it from your body this evening, my love.”
Her lips pulled back into a grin. “Sebastian…”
* * *
Our feet came to a stop and we felt my entire body tremble. Conflicting thoughts and emotions tore through me. Hunger gnawed at us, but we didn’t want to eat David.
The Hunter’s voice dimmed in our mind, replaced instead by our own thought. We shook our head, trying to clear our thoughts. What was happening?
The alpha at my back urged us to grab the prey—David—and bring him closer.
Did we want to do that? We liked David, didn’t we?
We became I as Silence continued to scream my name and pushed images into my mind. I screeched and struggled against the painful grip he had on my mind. His voice chanted my name while memories, old and painful, danced in my mind’s eye. Things I didn’t want to see. Memories that hurt to look back on, but Silence wouldn’t stop. Images of people’s faces flashed through my mind. I needed to do something to stop it.
The lulling voice of the alpha returned, calming my nerves and reminding me of the hunt. I wanted to hunt to bad.
Fine, Silence snapped. You want to be a stubborn bitch? I got your number, you sentimental sap.
* * *
The small bundle wrapped in blankets had finally stopped moving in her arms. Its little chest rose and fell rhythmically and its face relaxed. One hand and foot were wrapped, but she worried he’d lose a finger or two because of the frostbite. He had ten, so losing one or two wouldn’t be that bad.
“What do you plan to do with him?” Vainya asked.
I was never sure what to think of Vainya, the strange chimera who drew the short straw of having to watch over us. Most of the time he was okay, but I didn’t trust him. It was those unblinking red eyes. He was always watching us like we were one of those books he had to decode. Vainya distrusted me and allowed my presence only because the alternative was allowing me out into the world. They had tried to lock me up before, but I always escaped. I was in favor of being allowed to take over stupid prey and causing them to murder each other. It was a lot of fun, though I couldn’t get my wielder to do it as often as I liked. She never wanted to murder like I did. Always needed to be in the mood for it—whatever that meant. I thought that meant a word called angry? She was not shy to eat but was picky about which prey she should. Never wanted to grab the one with young or the young themselves. Maybe so they could make more?
My wielder ran her finger along the soft baby cheek. We both marveled at the smallness of the tiny human. So little and vulnerable. How did they live without someone to take care of them? If we hadn’t picked it up, it would’ve died in the snow. Why would this world create young so dependent on others?
“I thought we could keep him,” she said, never looking away from the baby. I felt what she did at that moment, and it gave me pause. She wanted to protect and nurture the thing discarded by others. It was a primal urge. Like my desire to cut and slice. It was not just a bit of squirming flesh to her. It was... I didn’t know the word. Only that looking at it made her heart beat fast and her chest tight.
“Children are a great responsibility,” Vainya said. “You’ll have to care for them, teach them how to be, and even teach them how to leave you.”
The baby shifted in his blankets, a chubby arm reached out. She placed her finger in his, and he grasped it before returning back to a peaceful sleep.
“I can do that,” she said, looking down at him. “I can give him what his people didn’t want to.”
Vainya didn’t say anything, though I wanted him to. Not because I agreed with him, but because I wanted to say something spiteful at him. She’d been in a rut for years and only livened up when we heard the wailing. The creature responsible for her should do more than watch her spiral into self-destruction.
A little project would do her some good. Humans didn’t live long, right? Like sixty years if lucky. I could put up with it for that long. What were sixty years to eternity?
Vainya asked, “What will you call him?”
A tickling sensation of her relief flooded through me. The question meant she could keep him there, and I felt glad for it. “I picked him up in Ceredigion, so I guess a name from there would be appropriate. How about Terrwyn?”
* * *
She screamed and thrashed her head around, pushing my control away. The memory didn’t work! It was supposed to work. Why didn’t work?
Come on, I said, lacing my control into her mind and taking root once more. You can’t let them take you.
She snarled and shook her head and leveled her gaze on David. Images of her ripping him apart and devouring him alive dominated her brain.
I tided myself into the nerves that inflicted pain and twisted it. No! Bad Ghost!
Her body trembled from her efforts to fight me and my struggle to keep her in place. The will of the horde flowed into her and I felt their urge for death and hunger fuel her against me. If they kept pushing, I would lose her. She’d be gone. Just another drop in the bucket of madness beyond the veil.
Fuckie-fuck-fuck-fuck! I snapped as she managed to dislodge part of my hold and took a step toward a pale and shaking David. Stop doing that!
I wasn’t going to win and knew it. Not with her fighting me and masses of madness encouraging her. What could I do? I couldn’t lose her. There would be no more haikus. No more snark. No fun. It would be like before. Dark and nothing. I didn’t want that, but nothing worked. An idea came, a stupid idea, I didn’t think it would work. But it was try or oblivion.
I stopped trying to control her and instead forced myself into every nook of her mind. Listen to me. Listen! I get it. Everyone hates you and treats you like shit. It’s easy to just let go, isn’t it? It’s the suicide you want.
Her entire body froze and I felt something stir inside her feral mind. She was listening.
I get it. It sucks. But you can’t go. I’m only as good as the person who holds me and you’re the best. You make me think a lot and ask questions. And haikus! I never did that before. I like it.
She continued to remain still. Her entire body quivered with small vibrations.
I don’t know what this is called, but when you’re upset, I just want to cut the shit out of everything. When you’re happy, I still want to cut the shit out of stuff, but for fun. You can’t leave me. Don’t let them take you from me. I hesitated before adding, I need you. Does that matter for anything?
A cool sensation flowed through her body and her mind quieted. It matters, Silence, she said. It matters a lot.
* * *
I turned away from David and faced the Outer One with a challenging roar. It returned my challenge with its own before something slammed into me, and I went flying. I grunted as my back thudded against the wall. Stars danced in my vision.
Obey me! the Outer One screamed in my mind. Obey!
Inside my brain, Silence’s voice sounded—killitkillitkillit—in a primal, instinctive chant. Aggravation flowed off him and into me, followed by boiling rage. Rather than fight off Silence’s desire, I embraced it and merged my will with his. Together we rose to our feet, bared our teeth and snarled out a Fuck. You. We adjusted our feet and snapped our elongated fangs at the air between us while shifting side to side. Our tendrils danced along the edge of our vision and enhanced our senses to the feel of the room.
The creature emitted waves of rage at our defiance as it dashed at us. We could never win with strength alone, so we used our speed. Just as the Outer One made to swipe at us, we darted to the side and around the pillar. In its rage, it followed us, wedging itself between the pillar and the wall. It flailed at the ground and wall as it became trapped, talons leaving deep blackened grooves in the stone floor.
Before it could claw its way free, we turned and leaped onto the creature, claws and fangs tearing out huge chunks of flesh and slashing at eyes. The Outer One let out a scream that rattled our bones and made the human part of our brain start to babble incoherently. Silence’s presence surrounded my mind once more, pushing away the terror and enhancing my instinct to challenge and fight. Our hands tore at its face, spilling a dark substance and filling my nose with a sickly-sweet odor. We pulled back to slash more, but the Outer One lifted its head and whipped side to side. Losing our balance, we fell, rolling back onto our feet and ready to engage once more.
In our mind, the creature screamed in a voice composed of animals, men, beasts, and nature, Kill you! Eat you! Destroy you!
Over the sound of its screaming, we heard, “Don’t kill her! We need her!”
We opened my eyes in time to see a surge of magic rushing our way and scrambled to the side. We caught a glimpse of the stone melting away under the spell and cursed. So much for not killing us!
At our back, the Outer One worked itself free and looked at us with its good eye. Eat you! You challenged me! Hurt me!
Magic rippled through the air and we saw a loop of it tighten around the creature’s neck, bringing another scream of pain as its body jerked to the side.
They’re hurting it, we thought.
Gunfire exploded from near the door and we turned to see a pale faced David unloading a clip at the sickly magi crouched by the portal. The bullets sparked in the air around the man before lodging into the stone walls of the room.
Screaming loudly, the magi rose to his feet and pointed a finger to David. “Get him! The Master wants him as well!”
The Outer One’s head jerked toward David as the magic around it sank into its flesh to the point of disappearing. It pulled away, its desire to slaughter me emanating off it in waves, but the magic glowed hot as the scent of burning flesh filled the room. With a snarl, it turned to David. Prey.
“David!” we yelled, “run!”
He didn’t need to be told once, let alone twice, and was already out the door before we’d finished saying the second word.
“Dammit!” the younger magi yelled. “After him!”
We darted through the massive legs of the Outer One once more and sprang to its back. The creature twisted and turned, snapping its jaws close to us, but not on us. We sliced at its shoulders and arms, moving away and back again to give David time to flee and find help. The monster turned and chased us deeper into the chamber.
Kill you! it screamed, its voice more boom than words. With it came a wave of its hatred and hunger. Kill you! Eat you!
“Stop chasing her and go after the man!” the magi screamed.
The Outer One jerked away from us as the loop of magic brightened around its head and neck. We realized the magic hurt it as much as it commanded it and we felt a momentary pang of sympathy. We knew very well what it was like to be trapped and controlled. It turned and lumbered toward the door. Bracing ourselves, we made to leap onto its back and stop it when flames flared up around us.
“You stay!” one of the magi near the waypoint yelled. “The Master will want you!” To the Outer One, he said, “Get him now!”
But he can’t have you, Silence said, finally pulling our wills apart as the Outer One stomped out of the room through the large double doors and into the hall. I sent a prayer to the gods that the Oaken Staff magi would be able to handle it. Because if the creature made it to the surface, he’d have a whole city to feast on.
I turned and took cover behind one of the pillars as more flames exploded where I’d been. The wave of heat licked at my legs, and I scrambled away. I was strong and fast, but fire was not my friend.
“Why are you doing this?” I called, my voice more creature than human, but still understandable.
The remaining emaciated magi giggled. “He will be so happy! So happy.”
“I asked you a question,” I called, throwing my voice away from me. “Why do all this? What are you getting out of opening the void?”
I heard his feet grind on the ground, and when he spoke, it was away from me. “It’s the master’s will! He’ll be pleased when we return with the Shepherd’s Crook and the Kuglehost.”
Pressing my back to the pillar, I kept still and listened. His footsteps moved farther from me. I wondered what his reaction would be if he realized the Kuglehost was
in a bag not ten feet away. Neither of the two mages appeared interested in the bag.
“Oh, so that’s why you’re here? To steal shit?” I lowered myself and sulked to the next pillar, so his back was to me. Just a bit farther and I could get my gun. “Just FYI, you can do that without summoning creatures from beyond the nothing.”
The magi barked out a laugh. “If you knew anything about the Shepherd’s Crook, you’d understand we need it for those creatures.”
I racked my brain trying to remember anything involving a Shepherd’s Crook. All I recalled was the Staff of Moses in Vatican City. Perhaps the Crook wasn’t an actual staff, but I didn’t have time to figure it out. “Then why don’t you tell me? I’m always up for learning new things.”
“So you can distract me? No.”
“It’s just you and me right now.” I darted again to the pillar by the door. “Why so cautious?”
I heard his heel grinding on the ground, his voice aimed in my direction. “I saw what you did in Louisiana. I’m not taking chances.”
I know you don’t like it when things get worse, Silence said, but things are getting worse.
My mouth opened, but a flicker of light caught my eye. I peeked around the pillar and saw the twisted waypoint gate was still up. In my mind, I pictured hundreds of other pairs of glowing eyes taking in the twisted opening in the fence. As long as the gate was open, more creatures could be pulled through. I still had grenades in my bag unless David took them all. A few would take it out, but I would have to do it quickly or risk the corrupted magi stopping me.
Or, Silence supplied, you could try something really fun.
“I’m at my quota for stupid shit,” I whispered, looking at the magi’s back and the gate once more. “Getting the grenades and risking a cave in would be safer.”
It’s stupid enough to work. All you have to do is wait.
“Wait for what?”
Just wait. Oh, and don’t die.
“That’s not useful!” I hissed. The floor under me rumbled, and in the distance, I heard the pop-pop-pop of gunfire, monster roars, and shouts. Worry for David flitted through my mind, but I shoved it away. I needed to focus on the issue of closing the portal and possibly saving the world from creatures looking to rip into our reality and consume all life.
The light clicking of a hammer being pulled back on a rifle sounded behind me. “Got you,” the magi snickered. “I’d think you’d know an illusion from the real thing.”
My teeth ground together, and my tail slid over the stone floor as I readied myself to hit him with it.
“Don’t. Move too fast, and I’ll pull the trigger, and we can see the real monster who murdered all those poor people in Ireland.”
Lifting my taloned paws, I moved forward as told. Despite his tone of voice, the magi’s fear filled my nose. Being crazy and afraid was not a great combination, but I had experience with it.
I let a low growl rumble in my throat. “You like monsters? That’s something that’ll get you hurt.”
“We all die, don’t we? Turn so I can see you.”
Keeping my hands in the air, I did so and faced the emaciated magi. With my six eyes, I noted the deep hollows of his cheekbones and restless eyes. The threads connected to him looked off, one of them pulling from him. Each small movement dimmed his aura bit by bit.
Noob, Silence said. He thought connecting with them would give him power, but they’re eating him alive.
I wanted to ask who they were but kept my attention on the magi as he walked in a slow circle to my back. “Yes, yes. The Master will want. He will be pleased with me!”
Turning again, I faced the madman while trying to figure out how I could kill him and go to David’s rescue. I debated darting in to overpower him, but the rifle pointed at my head kept my feet still. I didn’t wish to black out and murder senselessly again.
The magical portal behind the magi rippled, and a shadowy form slunk out of it. A biped creature, its long legs made up most its height and muscular frame. I braced myself for the mental assault I’d experienced with the first Outer One. But rather than primal rage and hunger, curiosity danced about my mind. Its head bobbed and twitched in a bird-like motion on its long neck while it surveyed the room. A pair of fathomless black eyes fixed on the back of the magi and it lowered itself as it prowled toward him on silent feet.
“I’m me.” I took a step to the side, making the magi keep his attention on me and his back to the creature.
A look of realization covered his face. “That’s it! What the Master wants! It’s—”
I would never find out what his Master wanted. One moment he was standing, ready to shoot me, and in the next, his headless body slumped to the ground. The sound of crunching and cracking filled the air as the creature’s beak crushed through the man’s skull in the same way I’d seen turtles devour carrots. It let out a pleasant chirp as the man’s gray matter touched its tongue.
I tensed when it looked my way. It swallowed and bobbed its head, placing a foot on the bloody body bleeding out on the floor. <Hungry.>
My first thought was to take a step back with my hands up, but the predator in me held my ground. If I showed weakness to the creature, it would attack me later. Instead, I remained where I stood, body relaxed and face soft.
It blinked and turned its head to inspect me. <Food?>
“I’m not food,” I rumbled.
My words made it jump back, and I could practically see the surprise on its wide eyes and parted mouth—er, beak.
Screams echoed from beyond the door. The creature took a step toward it, its breath escaping in a hiss.
I held a hand out to it. “No. Stay.”
Its head swiveled in my direction. <Stay?>
“Stay. In this room.” I waved a hand at the headless magi. “Eat.”
The creature looked between me and the corpse at its feet. Giving us a final look, it turned and set to consuming the dead man’s flesh. Its beak tore into the body and pulled at it in long strips before tossing it back into its mouth.
It may listen to you, Silence said. Until the food is gone, anyway.
“Good.” I stepped backward out of the room, never presenting my back to the creature. Better to be safe than to tempt a predator’s instinct. Once I was in the hall, I grabbed the doors to the room and shut them. Even a busted barrier was better than none. I hoped it would deter the creature from venturing out or keep anyone from going in.
Content I’d done the best I could, I turned and sprinted down the hall.
I didn’t even make it to the first corner when the sounds of gunfire, booms, and inhuman screaming reached my ears. My monster legs ate up the ground quickly. Between my taloned feet and the counterbalance of my tail, I turned sharp corners with ease, widening my gait on the straightaways. My tongue picked up the taste of the Outer One—my prey—in the air through the halls, and I followed it like a beacon in the dark.
The one guy said they wanted David, too.
I leaped over a fallen suit of armor and rounded the corner.
Maybe it is because he’s an avatar? What do avatar parts go for on the black market?
Hearing the shot of a rifle, I pumped my arms and legs as hard as I could.
We’re not alone, by the way. Murder chicken is catching up to you.
I turned my head a fraction and saw out of the corner of my top eye a glimpse of the second Outer One who’d come through the portal. He caught up and ran alongside me until our feet moved in unison. It opened its parted beak wider to release a hissing screech.
<Chase! Prey! Hunt!> it said with glee.
I sensed its excitement in the hunt, motivating it to break my command and join me. Not that I could blame him. Why stay in a dark and dank room when you could track down and kill something? Part of me felt a small thrill at having someone to charge into battle with. This was how it was meant to be—hunting in a pack and bringing down our prey.
However, our prey was an Outer One. Would the creature remain at my side to bring down one of its own? I had to risk it.
We charged over the scattered pieces of the double doors leading into the auditorium. Calling it an auditorium was being generous. It was not so much a place to listen to people, as it was a gladiator pit with elegant seating. Magi trials, challenges, and demonstrations were conducted safely within the protected and enchanted walls.
Screams, gunfire, and the hum of magic accompanied the light show beyond the archway. The Outer One turned and thrashed while bolts of magic and arrows pelted it from various directions. Magi surrounded it, some channeling while others threw bolts of fire, ice, acid, and electricity in a technicolored frenzy at the creature. My eyes caught the bright golden glint of Goodfellow running along the tops of rails, nocking and releasing arrows, sinking deep into horrific flesh. Magic still glowed in a tight noose around the Outer One’s neck, digging into its aura. Atop its head, I spotted the teddy bear with swirls of purple energy spiraling out from it into the Outer One along with the accompanying screams of hundreds of children. The massive creature lifted its head back to let out a roar while it thrashed harder. It slammed into pillars and walls while dodging various attacks from the magi around it. The magical loop about its neck brightened, and the creature turned its head toward a pillar.
I spotted David with his back pressed up against said pillar. His features had lost the paleness from the waypoint chamber and grim determination was set on his face. Seeing his expression released the worry I’d been studiously ignoring. He slapped a magazine into his rifle and looked up just as we ran past him.
I jumped and landed on the creature’s back. My weight caused it to buck and turn as it tried to throw me. Murder Chicken also took to the air to land on its head, lashing out with its beak at the creature’s ruined face. Having struck, it leaped off and darted under the creature’s legs with ease. A bolt of magic struck my side and sent me flying off the massive creatures.
They are firing at us, too! Can these fuck-wits not tell the difference between good monsters and bad?
With a grunt, I rolled onto my feet and forced myself to change into a human form. The speed at which I did it left my bones aching and the flesh steaming from the expelled energy. Hunger turned my stomach in on itself—I used up too much energy too fast with no replacement. If I became damaged in the fight, I risked turning feral for real. Not even Silence could bring me back from that. Naked except for the belt which kept Silence with me, I pulled him free and turned him in the air as he shifted from knife to spear. I held him in a ready position for a charge.
A chorus of screaming children filled the auditorium and a chill ran through me before I caught sight of a pale blue energy that rushed at the monster and pushed it further away from me.
The Outer One lifted its head and roared its fury at us. It probably didn’t like that a group of ants stunned it.
Murder Chicken appeared at my side, moving from foot to foot. It turned its head toward me and chirped, <Rival? Kill?>
How the in the hells could I tell it to kill the larger creature to save everything it considered food? Silence said it would listen to me because I was stronger than it, but the Outer One was stronger than me.
Or was it?
I settled on “show, don’t tell” and charged at the Outer One with a battle cry, which filled the arena. My voice made the creature turn its good eye to me and scream, <Kill you! Eat you!>
“Come and get me!” I yelled back, diving forward and under its arms to run the blade of Silence-spear along his lower chest and belly.
It let out a screech and moved away from me and right into a wall of magi fire. I turned my feet and crawled up the side to see Murder Chicken also on the creature’s back and tearing wildly into its dark flesh. The Outer One turned and thrashed, trying to rid itself of us, but we both held on with beak and spear. I managed to get to the creature’s neck and pulled back my spear to deliver the death blow.
A male voice boomed, “Fire in the hole!” I jerked my head up to see Aaron Hardin with the Dragon’s Breath cannon over his shoulder and the exploding end aimed at us. The head of the cannon glowed a fiery red, and I pushed myself off the creature. I didn’t see the magic but felt the intense heat of it against my back while I flew. The Outer One let out an unearthly death scream as I hit the ground and rolled onto my side. I looked over my shoulder and saw only burning ash and blackened bones where the creature once stood.
Aaron walked toward the ruins of the Outer One with sure strides, holding the cannon with both hands over his shoulder. Runes along the sides of the cannon pulsed with a red light in time with the red gems embedded into the front and back of it. They brightened, and another pulse of magic hit the creature’s remains and kept it there until nothing remained but a scorch mark on the ground.
I decided fucking with Aaron Hardin would require careful consideration and planning if he owned more toys like Dragon’s Breath.
“You took your sweet time getting here,” I told Aaron.
He turned his high-power glare onto me. “It takes a wee bit of—why are you naked?”
“Don’t ask. Where’s the other summoner?”
Aaron’s fuzzy brows drew together to create a single caterpillar. “What do ye mean ‘other summoner?’ And what th’ bugger is that?” He jabbed a finger to behind me.
Murder Chicken’s head appeared over my shoulder and clicked its beak at Aaron. The teddy bear rested along its back, part of its stuffing showing through the seams where limbs met his body. I could practically picture it wheezing after expelling so much effort.
I patted the side of the murder chicken’s head. “I’m going to call this guy Fred. You can thank him for helping. Now seriously, where is the other summoner? There were two in the waypoint chamber and Fred killed one.” I spotted David walking to me. “Did you see where he went?”
He shook his head side to side. “Can’t say I noticed with everything going on.”
“We need to find him. He has a connection to—”
Chilled air and darkness swarmed into the room. I whirled around to look at the doorway to see several robed figures, five in total, cloaked in shadows. Darkness seeped from their forms and into the ground and spread outward.
Aaron roared, “How the flyin’ fuck are all you scunners breakin’ into here!”
I turned Silence over in my hand as David lifted his rifle up at the group. Behind me, Fred let out a rapid series of chirps as he lowered his head.
The center figure lifted up a pale hand to point at me. He spoke, soft words imbued with magic, “On my command, sleep.”
The runes along my forearm glowed, and I had a fleeting moment as my eyes drooped to think Fuck before I crumpled to the ground.




CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT 


Lost Marble
The dream swirled around me, sharpening shapes and colors until I stood once more in the warehouse full of endless halls of wine barrels. In the distance, I heard shouting and explosions, but they faded as the details of the barrels and walls surrounding me clarified. I glanced down to find my arms and legs weighted by thick chains. The links attached to my command rune glowed brightly and felt the heaviest. When nothing happened, I walked to a nearby barrel and sat on it. Commanded to sleep and where did my subconscious take me? The place full of soul wine.
“I have something for you,” said a female voice at my side.
“Shit-fuck!” I jumped and turned to see Dreamer floating a few inches away. “Could you not do that, please?”
Her head tilted to the side, black hair expanding around her head to form a dark halo. “Do what?”
“Never mind. What do you want to give me? Is it vodka? Vodka would be good. I could use it after today.”
She pressed a finger to her mouth and whispered “secret” before extending her hand to me. The similarity between her and Badb gave me pause before I looked down to see what she offered.
A black marble with swirling mist, forming symbols unknown to me, nestled in her palm.
I held my hand out for it. “What is it?”
“A memory.” She placed the tiny object into my hand. “You told me to give it back to you later.”
I made a face at the marble. “I really hate dreams right now.” Looking up, I found myself alone in the warehouse. “Great.” Rolling the marble between my fingers, I focused on it and waited for... something? I squeezed it, pressed it against my forehead to no effect. When I brought it close to my eye to make out the swirling symbols, they retreated into the center.
“What am I supposed to do with a lost marble? Eat it? Oh, what the hell.” I tossed it into my mouth and swallowed.
The room expanded and rippled, the colors shifting to their inverses as the shadows gathered to form a tall and lanky figure. The darkness became his flowing robe, rippling in a similar way Dreamer’s hair did about her head. More shadows came together to create a sleek onyx staff with a decidedly gothic lantern hanging from the end of it. He used his staff to light the area before him, stopping when the eerily green light illuminated me. As he studied me, a bronze mask manifested under his hood to take up the vacant space inside it. The eye holes of the mask gave no hint as to what lay underneath it, but something in my gut warned it would be better to never find out.
A hand with skeleton fingers lifted to rest atop my head. His words, deep but soft, whispered of power and primal energy, which left the hairs along my nape standing on end. “You’re smaller than I thought you’d be.”
“Holy hells,” I breathed. “Are you Walker?”
“No, Walker is gone. I am an echo. A memory.” His hand left my head to grasp at one of the chains bound to my limbs. “You have not been able to harmonize properly. This is disappointing.”
I snatched my hand and the chain attached to it away, feeling my face heat up. “Yeah, well join the ‘Ghost Disappoints Us’ club.”
“It is not you I am disappointed in,” he said, his masked face never turning away from me.
“What are we doing here? No offense, but I’d rather be awake. Some shit is really going on where my body is right now, and… wait, am I dead? Is this my afterlife?”
His shape distorted for the fraction of a second. “You ask too many questions. I am only an echo and can only answer one at a time.”
“Okay.” I rubbed my hands along my arms as I narrowed my thoughts to a single question. “Why did you make an echo?”
“I made this echo as a contingency to ensure the survival of my amalgam.”
“You know, I’m having a shit day, and I am really tired of dream-figures who answer in ways that make no sense to me. What is this ‘amalgam’ you’re talking about?”
The image of Walker froze. Not stood still, not halted. He froze as if I’d pressed the pause button on him. In the back of my mind, something shifted about in a similar way Silence did. “Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel.”
“Wait.” I rummaged through my memories for a moment. “You mean the German philosopher? He’s your amalgam?”
“No, I am trying to explain in a way you would understand. It requires much simplification. According to your memory, he defined the concept of sublation—combination without loss which results in the creation of a new state called geist.”
“Uh, yeah. I recall that. What about it?”
“Eons and infinities of the cycle of harvest passed, and I walked the ways. In all the change I witnessed, I remained static. I, as an entity of the eons and the endless, would forever remain unchanged as my setting constantly evolved.” The image of Walker looked at the wine, and despite the mask I could sense the contemplation when I heard his voice continue. “I desired deviation, so I joined the fields. I left my crook, forsook my lantern, and ended the harvest. As amalgam, I am gone, but I am also here, new, something else and something unknown. No longer of the eons and the endless. Something beyond. Something in between. Walker does not know. Walker desired this because he did not know the outcome.”
Everything went still at his words. Even my heart stopped beating as what he said registered in my mind. “Wait, then that means—” The warehouse shook and began to fade away. “No! Wait! I have more questions!”
Walker’s form faded with the dream, but I still heard him. “And I will be here to answer them.”




CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE 


Floyd Bitterwind
Iwoke up somewhere hard and cold. The pungent scent of rotten eggs, feces, and worse filled my nose. I pushed myself off the ground and grimaced as something sticky clung to my cheek. With a groan, I cracked an eye open to see what it was.
Blood.
Blood covered the remains of dead bodies that littered the ground around me. Most with all their flesh removed to reveal the stark white bones. The source of the stench rested piled up in the corner of the cell—intestines, shredded flesh, and mushy gray stuff I assumed to be brain matter. In another corner, bones lined up to create a distorted form with three heads and four arms. I always forgot how disturbed my monster self was until I woke up. Monster-self liked to play with the food once it’d eaten the good bits, like a fat and happy cat.
“Odin’s eye,” I breathed, my eyes still taking it in. My memory kicked in, and I stumbled to my feet. “David?” My hand went to my back to grab Silence—he was gone.
“Shit-fuck,” I snarled. Pushing myself up, a rattling sound caught my attention, and I looked back to a shackle around my leg. Thick chains of the sort found attached to boat anchors connected the shackle to the concrete floor.
My breath froze in my lungs as I stared at the iron contraption. Memories of a similar imprisonment flashed in my mind. My heart pounded in my chest and my breath came fast until I was hyperventilating. I grabbed the iron chair and yanked until my arms bulged and muscles protested. It didn’t give under my strength, and I felt a scream building up in my throat.
No! a part of my brain snapped. Compartmentalize. Focus. Push the feelings down and concentrate on what can be done.
I patted myself, and outside of being covered in blood, I was naked. Physically, besides the self-induced panic attack, I felt fine. Better than fine. I could only guess at the total body count shoved in the corner, but I’d gorged on enough to hum with energy. A mistake on my captor’s part, but they didn’t need to know.
Content with the inspection of my person, I turned my attention outward. The bars of a large iron cage surrounded me, some bent out of shape. A few feet beyond, surrounding the cage, was a chain link fence. Drab concrete walls finished off the look with a flickering light overhead. I noted the single-entry point to the room, sealed off every couple of yards with an iron-barred door. Two men in guard uniforms stood by mounted machine guns pointed in my direction. I breathed in to pick up their scents, but the stink of the rotting remains made it impossible.
One of the men spoke into a small radio on his shoulder, “She’s awake.” He paused and added, “No. She’s yanked on the chain and is looking around now. Nothing like that... Right. Understood.” He looked around at the others. “Boss says to prep her for a walk. He’s coming down to take her to Floyd.”
Prep me for a walk, I thought, watching them. And to Floyd? Guess I get to meet the guy pulling the strings. The guards relaxed and more than one released a held breath. Apparently, whoever the boss was, the men had enough faith in him to assume he’d fix all their worries. I didn’t believe Floyd was the boss, as his name was whispered about. A man who assured his soldiers by the mere mention of his name alone was always dangerous.
My head felt lonely without Silence’s facetious commentary to take away the tension of the moment.
I toyed with the idea of pretending to be weak and frightened, but given the carnage around me, it was obvious they wouldn’t buy it.
Being prepped for a walk involved a hose down with chemical water to remove the blood from my body while ten men pointed rifles and tasers at me. The water left a pink tinge to my skin, giving me a healthy flesh color for once. There wasn’t much time to really sit and take it in as they threw sweatpants and a shirt at me once the water was off. I did as they said, not because I felt threatened by their weapons. No, I did as they asked because a prisoner who was compliant and non-aggressive was more likely to be underestimated. My captors were more likely to make a mistake. When the opportunity came, I’d seize it.
I dressed in the fresh clothes and held still until they ordered me to raise my arms to be restrained once more before leaving me alone in the cell. We stood there wordlessly until an armed group rounded the corner.
I kept my eyes on the man in the middle—tall, broad shouldered, with short hair and a scowl, which only enhanced the intensity of his hazel eyes. More than one guard turned to him as he strode to the chain-link fence.
We stared at each other before he turned his head and said, “Open it.”
The smaller man next to him stepped forward with a loop of keys and worked one into the lock. The boss-man and I didn’t look away from each other, though I’d call it more of an assessment rather than a stare down.
All right, Dale Carnegie, I thought, let’s see if your methods work in extreme situations.
The large man walked inside but stopped short of my arm’s reach through the bars. “Do you know who I am?”
I smiled. “You’re Samuel Henry, current leader of the Hunter’s Order. Born on May eighth, prior Special Forces, highly decorated before you and your family disappeared. Facebook says you prefer tea over coffee.”
One of his thick brows rose.
I held up my bound hands. “Someone asked me to look into the missing mythics, your name came into it, so I looked into you, as well. It’s part of the procedure, nothing personal.”
“Nothing personal... You killed fifty-six of my men.”
“Did they shoot at me first? Because that’s called self-defense, Samuel. But I do apologize for killing your men. That was wrong of me.”
His dark brown eyes narrowed. “Are you being funny?”
“I’m trying to be sincere. For what it’s worth, killing them didn’t give me any pleasure. If I could’ve avoided it, I would’ve.”
Samuel stared at me for a long moment before asking, “What the fuck are you?”
Dale Carnegie’s principles didn’t help that question, so I kept quiet.
He continued, “We spent the last few days trying to assess your weaknesses—tranqs, poisons, electricity, silver, magic, and you barely reacted to fire. Our largest caliber rounds took chunks of flesh out and left you enraged. We ended up having to feed you because the longer you went without food, and the more superficial injuries you sustained, the more dangerous you became. We’ve killed vampires, werewolves, and worse, but you make them look like kid’s play. So, I ask again, what are you?”
I opened my mouth to retort and then closed it. What the hell was I? Did I even count as a Valkyrie? I didn’t fly or escort souls to the afterlife. Instead, I sat around in a large library with a sweet-toothed chimera and caused violence unto others when told to. Ratatoskr said I was half Outer One and I couldn’t ignore that fact. Not with all the things which transpired over the last few days. But I wasn’t a mindless monster either.
“My people call me a freak. If it works for them, it’ll have to work for you.”
Samuel’s eyes lit with fury, but his face only glowered before turning in the direction he’d come from. With a snap of his finger and jerk of his hand, he led the freak parade with our footsteps echoing off the walls. I worried more about how long I’d been imprisoned than what they’d do to me. Where was Silence? Was David okay? Would anyone come to help? And perhaps the biggest question of all—had the Fae Queens figured out what happened to their people? Was mass genocide happening with me locked up? What did Floyd want with me?
The thoughts and worry continued as the guards escorted me down a long hallway. It expanded outward into a corridor with rows of cells on both sides. Within each cell were a bunk, toilet, sink, and a prisoner. Several faces matched the pictures on my board at home and some didn’t. They watched me pass, most leaning away from the bars with bags under their eyes. One cell held a young woman lightly tapping her head against a wall.
I asked Samuel’s back, “You realize it’s not healthy here for us, right? Some mythics need the sun or contact with the earth or ocean to survive.”
Samuel grunted. “We know.”
My eyes narrowed, but I kept my tongue still. I spared another glance toward the cell with the mythic thudding her head against the wall, though I couldn’t see her. Assuming she was freed, her recovery would take years, if she could recover at all. I looked around and my mind replaced all the mythics with damaged Snowdrops who’d rather consider the easy escape to their pain than recover from it.
A female voice called out, “Draugrrökkr!”
My head snapped to the side to see a pretty blonde with sun-bronzed skin clutching the bars in a white-knuckle grip. Even in a wrinkled three-piece suit, mussed-up hair, and ruined makeup, she looked stunning. Not fair.
“Sasha?”
Something shoved me from behind. “Keep moving.”
“They think I ate you,” I called over my shoulder. “And sent me to find you!”
Sasha’s words reached my ears before we rounded a corner. “Freya help us all....”
We finished our trek through the hallway of imprisoned mythics and down a hall with a flickering light. I fought down the urge to make a quip at the stereotypical creepy hangout as they opened a door to a room with two chairs on either side of a metal table bolted to the floor. As the tense silence continued, I couldn’t help myself anymore.
“I really like the service you provide here,” I said to one of the guards with a machine gun aimed at my head. Another locked my wrists to a chain connected to a hook on the floor. “It’s very personable and tailored to my needs. If you send me a survey, I’ll leave you with a glowing recommendation.”
A familiar male voice behind me asked, “You never lose your sass, do you?” The owner of the voice walked past and took a seat in the chair across the table from me. I stared at his salt-and-pepper hair, pale complexion, black suit, black undershirt, and black tie.
“Caldrin?” I asked. “You’re Floyd Bitterwind?”
The man smiled and steepled his fingers together on the table. “I have many names, but my most notorious one is Floyd.”
“Well, color me impressed.” I gestured my head to the room. “So, you’ve got me. Now what?” Without drawing attention to the movement, I separated my hands to test the strength of the chains binding me to the table. Solid iron was hard to work with, but I felt a subtle give under my pressure.
“I wanted to have a chat with you.”
“A chat? A chat? We could’ve had a chat back at Kitsune Haven. You didn’t have to abduct me and chain me to a chair.” I continued the pressure sensing further give under my strength. If I played my cards right, I could leap across the table and use Caldrin as a hostage to get out.
“I needed to confirm you’re the wielder of the Shepherd’s Crook and assess your abilities before acquiring you.” He leaned closer to me. “But that’s not what I want to discuss with you.”
“I like long walks in the snow, people with AB blood types, and reading philosophy.”
Caldrin’s eyes crinkled at the corners. “What if I told you I know more about you than Odin does?”
The question twisted my gut. Why would Caldrin, a mortal infant compared to me, know more about me than my creator did? The bite of my nails digging into my flesh drew my attention down to my clenched hands and the small gap I’d created in one of the links of the chain. I relaxed my fingers and studied the crescent moon cuts in my palms. “I’d say you are toying with a dangerous topic.”
Caldrin reached to his side and placed the box I’d taken from the safe back at Oaken Staff on the table. He placed a finger on the top and magical circles and runes lit up all over the box. “You were asked to fetch this, yes?”
“I was.”
“Do you know why it needed to be you?”
My hands rose, but my restraints halted my movement. “Because I could sneak into Oaken Staff.”
Caldrin’s thin lips spread into a smile. “No. It is because of what you are.” The box shuddered and collapsed on itself to reveal an aged leather tome. It was as large as my hand, which wasn’t large as books went. The book’s cover flaked near the spine, the dark leather so dried up that it curled around the edges. I turned the box to look at the pages as best I could and found them yellowed with age. There was no title or anything that allowed the book to stand out from the any other.
The bump in the center snapped open, an eyeball in the center of it looked all over the place. Inside my head, a raspy voice scrapped at my mind, --hungryfoodfeedgivehung--
I jerked back into the chair with a string of curses.
Caldrin watched me with bright eyes. “You can hear it, can’t you?”
The large eye focused on me, its mental babbling bombarding my head until a dull thudding grew between my eyes. “Yeah, I can. What about it?”
“Everything.” The magi placed a gloved hand on the book and its repetitive words in my head stopped. “Ghost, I want you to work together with me.”
“Yeah, you and ninety percent of every mustache-twirling antagonist. At the same time, how do I say no to the man who’s abducted and chained me up to a chair in his secret base? I mean, I’ve been proposed to in worst places.”
“Why did your own people reject you?”
The question caused a stinging sensation to spread over my chest. “Answer’s a little obvious and redundant coming from the guy who said he knows everything about me.”
Caldrin grinned. “It’s because you are at least part Outer One.” He patted the encased book. “This is the reason you can hear this book. The Crook obeys only you.”
I pulled in a breath and tried to push away the thundering in my ears. “You’re wrong. I’m a Valkyrie.”
“Are you? Do you bring dead heroes to the afterlife? Lead men into battle? Inspire heroics? Create mead for dead heroes to drink?”
I hadn’t done any of those things, though I’d always wished to. It was one thing when I questioned myself, but another when my captor shoved my uncertainty right into my face. Maybe he was right, and I wasn’t one of the Norse warrior maidens after all. Just being allowed to call myself such was akin to some participation medal that kept me compliant. The longer I thought on it, the less I liked it. “Assuming you’re right, why would it matter to you?”
“Your weapon—the Shepherd’s Crook—what happens when someone touches it?”
“He possesses them and goes on a murdering spree.”
“And he doesn’t do so with you because?”
“Because I’m stubborn.”
“A partial truth.” Caldrin opened the book and flipped to the first two pages and turned it so I could see the images of a tall figure with a mask and covered in a flowing robe. In one hand, he held a staff with a lantern dangling from the edge. “But it’s more to do with what you are. Your weapon is also known as the Shepherd’s Crook and was used by the first shepherd of mankind, who was destroyed long ago. He was able to make Outer Ones do his bidding with it.” He tapped the image of the staff the robbed figure held. “Unfortunately, only creatures similar to himself are able to hold the Crook and not lose themselves to its will.” Caldrin turned another page in the book to show various forms of Outer Ones. “Your affinity with these creatures is what protects you from their influence.”
Caldrin’s words, along with my prior conversation with Ratatoskr, fluttered about in my mind. If what he said was true, then the danger Silence posed went up astronomically. An artifact that controlled Outer Ones? People would kill for that. Destroy cities. Slaughter millions.
I couldn’t let Caldrin possess that kind of power. I had to keep him talking while I worked my way free. The rest I’d figure out when I escaped.
“What does this have to do with the price of tea in China? Why abduct me? How do the mythics you’ve abducted play into all this?”
“Those things hardly matter—”
“They matter to me! And it probably matters to the people in Seattle as well! You realize the Fae Queens noticed something’s wrong, right? If the Fae find out the truth, then Queen Mab will—”
“Create a snowstorm, which will be the highlight of the weather channel,” Caldrin said. “Her power is not what it once was with the lack of worshippers and the decaying state of magic.”
“Decaying magic? What are you talking about?”
Caldrin arched a pale brow. “Don’t act stupid. I expect you of all creatures to already be abreast of that epidemic.”
“Fine.” My heart leaped as the chain between my hands gave. “But you didn’t explain why you’re abducting mythics in the first place. What’s the purpose?”
Caldrin’s lips twitched. “Werewolf blood enhances athletic performance and pixie dust gives a youthful appearance when applied regularly. The Hunter Order and various industries pay very well for my research and products.”
“Wait-wait-wait-wait-wait. You’re not serious.”
“Very serious. And they can still say cruelty free since no animals were used.”
I pressed my back against the chair as it sank in. Void and stars, mythics were used like condiments and pills for humans. A dark part of my mind wondered if we could become extinct because of human vanity and consumption just as so many other creatures had.
“This is wrong,” I said. “You’ve taken parents from children, upended our community for the sake of what? Money? Research? Because you’re worth it?”
Caldrin tugged the cuffs of his shirt back into place. “I am surprised you care. Why are you sympathetic to creatures who rate you below garbage?”
My heart fluttered as I spied the weak link brittle enough to snap with one good yank. I lowered my hands and pressed my heel on the bottom chain. “Just because I’m treated badly doesn’t mean I have to respond in kind.”
“I’m sure choosing the high ground makes you feel better about yourself. Doesn’t it anger you how you’ve been treated?”
I pulled in a slow breath through my nose and closed my eyes. Rejected, cast off, and used at others’ convenience meant anger and disgruntlement were long-term friends of mine. I thought about things I wanted—companionship, honest friends who didn’t worry about public shame, the ability to do what I wanted, when I wanted. I wanted to belong. To be part of something and not look at it from the outside.
But that wasn’t for me. Never for creatures like me. I’d accepted my place in the order of things centuries ago.
Returning my gaze to Caldrin, I said, “It’s a fucking mess, but I like living in it.”
Color tinted his face scarlet. “Disappointing. I was hoping for more from you.”
With a snort, I leaned away and leveled Caldrin my best glare and readied to jerk my hands up and break free.
He didn’t appear impressed. With a wave of his hand and a soft mutter, a hum of magic filled the air. “I command you to tell me your true name.”
Shock rocked me at the same time the command jerked me as words tumbled from my mouth, “Draugrrökkr Markvörður.”
Caldrin’s smile never faded. “Perfect.” He took his time pronouncing each syllable of his following words. “Draugrrökkr Markvörður.”
I wanted to scream and throw things. Just the mere sound of my name from his lips left me sweating in the chair. “You fucking—”
“You had an opportunity. As much as I’ve enjoyed our conversation, I’d rather you stop talking.”
My throat close in on my retort, the magic bindings along my arms blazing, leaving me in a coughing fit that made my eyes water.
The magi leaned toward me. “I just want you to remember that we could’ve done this in a far less painful manner. Unbind her. She won’t provide any resistance.”
The guards unhooked me from the chair, and my traitorous legs followed Caldrin when he ordered me out into the hall, where a group of robed men joined the parade after the magi.
Unlike the rest of the prison, the room Caldrin brought me to looked clean and freshly mopped. Robed individuals moved with bent heads, voices low as they continued to enchant the chalk marking on the ground. My eyes rested along the glowing lines with drawn brows. I’d seen my fair share of magical circles, but the one Caldrin’s men hovered over made my blood go cold. The shape formed several circles around a larger one with crude writing I’d never seen before. My heels dug in to keep away from it, but one of the men jabbed at the small of my back with a staff.
Caldrin stopped just outside the chalk marks and pointed toward the center of the largest circle. “Stand in the center.”
Mentally cursing, I dug my heels in as the magical command left my throat and traveled to my feet. “Who hurt you, Floyd? People don’t go the way of Outermancer because they felt like it.”
“If you don’t die from the ritual, perhaps I’ll tell you.”
I stumbled into the largest circle. One of the men at my side uttered a command and both my fists slammed into the ground and left me pinned. The magical energy electrifying the air caused my skin to tingle and the hairs along my body to stand on end.
A glint drew my attention down and I saw Silence lying within one of the smallest circles.
“Silence!” I jerked toward him, but my hands didn’t budge from their place on the ground. “You fucking assholes,” I screamed. “Give him back to me! Give him back or I swear to every god created, I will—”
“Do nothing,” Caldrin drawled as he walked to the larger circle leading away from mine. He pulled out the Kuglehost and flicked through the pages. “In case you’ve forgotten, you’re not in a position to make demands.”
Pulling in a breath, I glared at the robed figures. “Once you start this, there is no going back.” I exposed my sharp teeth at the closest man. “Do you feel it? That heavy weight on your chest? It’s your approaching death at my hands. Even dental records won’t help to identify your remains when I’m finished.”
The two closest men leaned away from me, and I took satisfaction as bitter fear filled my nose.
“She’s trying to get under your skin,” Caldrin said, turning another page in his book. “Ignore her.”
I snapped my head to Caldrin. “I will get under your skin—with my nails! I will find your families and spray them with your guts! I’ll find those who you care for and make them regret ever knowing any of you—you worthless meat sacks!” My breaths came in pants and rage left my vision red and my heart thundering in my ears.
Caldrin didn’t glance from the page he found. His arm lifted and all movement in the room ceased. It gave me pause as every figure turned in unison and went to different parts of the room. Eight robed figures moved to step within the smaller circles surrounding me. Their voices, a low murmur, spoke in sync. The markings outside of my circle lit up, and I watched as magic swirled around me and then grabbed at my arms. A force yanked me down, making me fall onto my knees to the floor. Gritting my teeth, I pulled, to no avail.
Caldrin’s voice, imbued with magic, spoke. “Ymg’ ahf’ ph’nglui bugnah mgn’ghft ng n’ghft.”
Every other magi in the room echoed the words. The entire circle lit up, and within I felt something pulling at my mind and body.
Caldrin gestured a hand toward me. “Ah’n’ghft ng deaf l’ shuggo.”
“Listen to me,” I yelled. “This is a mistake. You can stop it now.”
My voice was drowned out in the combined chant of the men and women who surrounded me.
A snapping sensation went off in the back of my mind, startling me.
What is that? a male voice sounded within my mind, though it came across as distant, as if trying to speak through a garden hose.
Another male voice, slow and low, said, I do not know.
A female intake of breath. Walker! Dreamer’s voice. She sounded closer than the other two, but still distorted.
The sensation of being watched caused the hair on my arms to rise where the swirls of magic in the air hadn’t.
Something is wrong, Dreamer said. Why is Walker not responding?
Caldrin’s voice spoke, each syllable causing a boom within my head. “Mgr’luh ng mggoka’ai. Ai ng c’ mgah’n’ghft glayf!”
The center of my forehead exploded with tingles. In one breath, I was in the circle, and in the next, I hovered in space by a dying star. Staring at it, I could see it and vast universes beyond it. Worlds on worlds brimming with life and death. A moment lasted an eternity and ended in blink of an eye. Pressure built up in my head, threatening to split my skull. The star turned and reshaped until I knelt hyperventilating in the center of the circle with the men and women chanting around me. My hands no longer resembled anything human. They, along with the rest of my body, shifted into the monster I was. A swirling portal of blackened liquid wrongness expanded and grew in front of me. Within it, the whispers became screams.
Another male voice, soft and fluid, spoke, Walker is not centered. Acquire him so we may provide assistance.
From the portal, a figure rippled in the dark void. It stepped out, but no one else in the room looked at it. Wide eyes remained fixed on Floyd while the dark shape walked toward me and through one of the magi before coming to a stop in front of me.
The figure was wrong. Limbs growing and shrinking rapidly but remaining in a twisted humanoid shape. Parts of its black flesh opened to expose sharp teeth that shifted from its face to other places over its face and body.
The fluid voice spoke again. Bring Walker to us.
I jerked at the magical bonds, but they held fast. My mouth opened to scream, but no sound left my lips.
“Look at it.” Caldrin breathed. “It is beaut—”
The figure grabbed my head and darkness engulfed me.




CHAPTER THIRTY 


Cluster
The darkness consumed everything. My pain faded until it became an annoyance in the back of my mind. Caldrin, Silence, and the chanters remained visible, but their colors dimmed and their shapes took on a smoky haze. All around us I saw the wire fence from my dream. Before Caldrin, a twisted hole widened to allow the Outer One inside it.
I stood and looked around, seeing nothing beyond those closest to me. A ringing hummed in my ears, soft at first, but its timbre picked up until it left my eyes watering. Pressure poked all over my head and against my eyes, turning into painful pricks. Through the pain, I realized I’d gone from standing to lying on the ground. My breathing became erratic gasps as my body jerked and thrashed. Thoughts came and left before I could grasp them, leaving me in a confused haze.
Dreamer spoke, her voice the only thing that made sense in the sea of my rapid thoughts. “What is wrong with Walker?”
Part of me wished to weep, scream, and claw my ears off all at once at Dreamer’s voice. She no longer sounded like the playful seductress looking to entice. Instead, her voice brought to mind dying stars and endless hunger. It gave form to darkness, despair, and pain.
Something pressed against my shoulders and turned my jerking body over.
“It appears,” another said, this one made of thousands of small voices, “that Walker’s mind is experiencing uncontrolled electrical activity. Perhaps it is overloaded by excessive stimuli?”
I heard the words, but their meaning took time to register. Oh, I thought. I’m having a seizure.
Something pushed into my mouth, forcing my clenched teeth to part. The taste of copper slid over my tongue as the hand forced my head to the side. The sensation of blood dripping to the floor didn’t feel real.
Another voice, this one calm, commanded, “Fix it, Mender.”
“Of course, of course,” Thousand Voices said.
My flesh itched all over, but the jerking of my limbs subsided. In its place, a drumbeat filled my ears. Th-th-thump—th-th-thump—th-th-thump. Moments passed before I understood the sound belonged to my heart. No, my hearts. I focused on the beat and how my breath filled my lungs until my thoughts settled.
Pushing myself up, I stopped moving at the sight of thousands upon thousands of…bugs? dots? all over my body. When Thousand Voices spoke once more, and they all vibrated across me. “Walker has done something to his physical form. This is new. Corrupt. Repairing him is complex.”
I waved my arms frantically. “Get off! Get off! Get off!”
“So ungrateful,” the dots huffed. They took to the air and flew a few feet away, gathering on themselves to make a scowling face floating in the air.
To my left, a liquid shape folding in on itself floated closer to me. It shifted and melted before sinking onto the floor. Or what I assumed to be the floor. Staring at the spot, Dreamer’s head peeked out, green eyes locked on mine. Seconds passed before she emerged from the floor to hover in front of me. “Walker looks fine to me.”
A deep rumbling voice sounded to my side, “Not seen you for a while.”
I turned my head to the new voice. I’d expected to see a mountain of a man to fit the rumble, but instead, my eyes took in a long and lanky figure hunched over with arms swaying lazily back and forth. There was an unnatural sharpness to his form, like he was molded from jagged steel instead of flesh. A mask obscured his face, bone white and bright with a tiny black eye staring at me. Part of me felt if I saw what was under his mask, it would leave me a babbling mess in the corner.
A hand pressed against my face, reminding me that someone still held me. I turned to see a man in various shades of shadow, dressed in a three-piece suit. His eyes, the same golden shade as mine, watched me. Power and command hung about his form. He could easily order armies and lead them into the heat of battle.
My mind brought up the memory of my first conversation with Dreamer. “Play whatever games you want, but this will keep you out of trouble with Leader.”
This man—thing—was Leader. And he terrified me.
Thousand Voices fell to the ground and skittered about until it came to a stop by Silence. “This is a development,” it said. “Walker’s Edge has developed an identity and cognitive thought. Fascinating.”
Dreamer let out an exasperated sound. “I don’t care about Walker’s Edge. I care about Walker.” She glanced back, her voice a coo, “Who hurt you? I heard your scream from across the void.”
Leader turned my head back to him and stared into my eyes. His golden orbs, so similar to my own, bore into me. I felt as if he weren’t looking at my physical form but tearing me apart from the inside. They say eyes are windows into the soul, and in Leader’s eyes I saw images of worlds devoured and physical manifestation of chaos. It took everything in me not to turn into a blubbering mess before he broke eye contact and said, “This is not Walker.”
Dreamer’s head shot up. “Yes, it is. Look at him.”
They don’t see things the same way you do, Silence had said. Maybe he hadn’t been bullshitting me after all.
The man fixed his stern gaze on Dreamer who hovered away. “I am looking at her. It is not Walker, but…” His hand cupped the back of my head as he leaned in to press his forehead against mine.
I could hear my babbling as memories of my life passed through my mind. The invasive feeling rubbed me wrong as if he were touching me in places that left me small and dirty. Memories of those I loved and those I slaughtered danced along my mind’s eye as he continued to tear through my mind. Even past traumas I’d buried surfaced and flicked through with all the interest of a man reading the morning paper. My hands clawed and pushed at him in the attempt to both get away and cling to him. When he pulled away, he held me up while I found myself sobbing.
“It is not Walker, but it can be a Walker.” His eyes met mine with an impassive expression. “We will respond accordingly.” A free hand lifted to point to the side. “Fighter.”
The tall lanky form turned toward the man, his white mask almost glowing as he spoke. “Yes?”
“Assist. Too much is at stake to allow us to lose our Walker.”
The masked figure swiveled to me, the lone dark eye resting on me as rage heated my chest and face. I turned away from Leader and staggered to my feet before facing the group. “I don’t know what’s happening right now, but I don’t want your assistance.”
The masked figure, Fighter, tilted his head to the side. “Alone?”
I lifted my chin. “If I have to.”
Leader appeared at my side, inspecting my arms and legs, and I looked down to see the shackles heavy along my limbs. “We are never alone,” he said, his tone reminding me of how I spoke to children. “We are Cluster. There is always each other.” His hand traced over my face, endless eyes peering into mine, minus the descent into whatever chaos lay within. “Interesting. What is it you want if not our aid?”
What did I want? My mind raced as I tried to narrow it down it down to the core thing I sought. The thing I wanted more than anything else.
I placed a hand to my chest. “I want my freedom.”
His eyes trailed over my arms. “That is under your control.”
“If I could’ve done it, I would’ve already!”
Both his brows rose. “You could have, but you did not want to. Remove your self-delusion.”
I opened my mouth to speak, but no sound left my lips. What was it I’d told David back in the pub? It was for the best this way. Had I ever actually tried to resist? I brought up all my memories of being commanded to do something and never once did I resist or fight back. I’d submitted like a beaten dog.
“Okay, fine. Maybe you’re right, but that doesn’t mean I want to leave one slavery in favor of another.”
Arms looped around my neck as something soft pressed against my back. “Walker always presents interesting arguments.”
Leader’s eyes shifted from me to Dreamer. I could sense a wave of displeasure at the pair of us, and how troublesome Walkers and Dreamers were when together.
I blinked as additional thoughts filled my mind. One from the Thousand Voice—no, Mender was his name—as he continued to study Silence. I felt his intrigue at how an Edge with a singular purpose could develop personality and thought. Fighter’s boredom filled my mind next. He was looking for a challenge and watched me, sensing something had changed that could make me fun to “play” with.
“Walker is reconnected now,” Dreamer purred in my ear. “Now everything is how it should be.”
“Indeed,” Leader murmured.
More thoughts and feelings danced along my mind in the same way Silence’s will merged with mine. Tension left my shoulders as the group’s will and thoughts mingled with my own. Several more voices joined, and I looked to my left to see the wire fence from my dream with four shadow figures staring at me. One took on the form of Kathy with her ladle and another appeared as Carl holding a scythe. Their anger and frustration radiated off them in waves. They’d been waiting on me for too long to open the door for them.
Dreamer’s arms tightened about me, and I felt her relief through the connection. “Welcome back, Walker.”
Her words left my chest tight, and I patted her arm. I didn’t have it in me to argue against their misunderstanding at that moment. Looking at Leader, I said, “If you want to aid me, do something about them.” I pointed to the group by the tear in the fence.
The group turned as one to look at the four by the fence and the figures flinched away from their attention. As one, they took several steps away from the hole. Leader’s golden eyes returned to me. “You are already behind your deadline, but we cannot allow the Harvesters to be pushy.” He waved a hand at me in a shooing motion “We will watch and see what you do.” He pressed a finger to my forehead. “But you are not Fighter. You are Walker. Take action as you were meant to.”
I pushed the hand away. “What does that even mean?”
“It means”—he leaned in—“do what you are good at. Walker never moved alone as he formed new paths for us to follow. His flock always assisted him.”
His hand pressed against my chest and the world around me returned to darkness.
* * *
“It is beautiful,” Caldrin said.
I jerked, eyes looking everywhere as I turned my head to find myself back in the magic circle with Caldrin looking up at the Outer One. Had I imagined the conversation with the group? The magi still surrounded me, as did men with guns pointed at me, while Silence lay out of reach. A small tug showed my grotesque hands remained fixed to the floor. Nothing around me had changed, but something in me had.
In my mind, the whispers continued, only now I could make sense of them.
<Hungry. When do we eat?>
<Where is prey?>
<Bored. Want to hunt. Play?>
More than that, I could feel them at my back. Four presences, close enough to touch, but a quick look over my shoulder showed I remained alone.
Never alone, Leader’s voice said, evoking a calm over me.
Dreamer, Mender, and Fighter all repeated, Never alone.
“Never alone,” I muttered, turning my face back to Caldrin.
My eyes lifted from Caldrin’s back to the Outer One. The magic binding it to Caldrin constricted around it and yanked at its limbs. Its body was long and slender, ending in a serpent head with multiple eyes moving across each human in the room. Multiple tongues darted out to taste the air. I knew what scents it picked up since they coated the top of my mouth—sweet fear and adrenaline. Unlike the one from Oaken Staff, the mask covering its face was fully formed, which served to somehow accent the horror of its features. Its hunger and instincts touched my mind, but where the prior encounter drove me feral, this encounter left me focused. Its gaze remained on Caldrin, its voice a deadly rumble. Eat you.
Leader’s words surfaced in my mind. Remember, you are not Fighter.
Caldrin’s words snapped my attention to him. “This is the beginning of everything. A new age.”
More whispers filled my mind, all speaking at once.
<I’m in! What is this?>
<Where is this?>
<Hungry! Food! Prey!>
The Outer One shifted and turned, its attention fixed on Caldrin. Movement around it caught my eye as more shapes, seven, stepped around the monstrosity. A little shorter than I, they walked on two hind legs that ended in three-toed feet. I half expected to see scales, but they all had the same dark gray rubbery skin I did when I shifted. They walked, their tails helping them stay upright while their upper bodies leaned forward to inspect the room. One with a beak caught my attention as its head bobbed up and down at the figures close to it.
Or rather the teddy bear on its back caught my attention.
My hearts beat faster at the sight of Peaches’ mangled fur with cotton peeking out of the seams. How had it gotten there? Did the creature return to the portal and take it along? Its head turned and button eyes met mine.
“This is the beginning!” Caldrin said again. “Everything has been for this moment—this redemption.”
The bear tapped the side of the Outer One’s neck to get its attention and then extended a stubby arm in my direction. The smaller Outer One I’d jokingly named Fred swirled its head in my direction. When it saw me, Fred opened its beak to shriek. Another creature by its side looked at me and hissed in greeting.
“Hey,” I said, but to my ears, it came out as a guttural hiss. When Fred took a step closer, I added, “Eat the prey.”
Every creature, except the massive Outer One, extended their heads toward me. Their voices spoke as one. <All of them?>
“Yeah, they taste good.”
Caldrin turned to face the room with a wild smile. “From this point on, it will be as it was meant to be.”
“Master,” one of the robed figures said. He waved a hand between the small creatures and me. “I think they’re communicating.”
Caldrin’s expression faltered. “What?”
“Now!” I roared. “Do it now!”
The creatures moved faster than I could track. Robed figures went down before they could even scream. Behind me, rifles fired, and voices yelled as the hum of gathering magic tickled my skin.
The force holding me in place disappeared, and I pushed myself up to jump from the circle only to slam into an invisible force. Stumbling back, I looked to see the magic circle holding even while the magi who cast it lay in bloody heaps about the room. I spotted Silence in his own circle, so close and yet so far. Turning my attention to the concrete, I raised both my monstrous hands and pounded them down on the ground. Cracks in the cement webbed out from where I struck, but not enough to break the circle. I did it again and more cracks widened and splintered outward. I held my breath as I watched the magical circle flicker and die away.
“Gods blast you!” Caldrin yelled. “I command—”
My hand reached out for the closet thing, and I threw a severed arm at Caldrin before he could finish. It hit him in the head, and I rolled over to snatch Silence. His will flooded me with the intent to control me until he realized who held him. He started to speak, but I lifted him up and brought him down on my forearm, cutting through my command rune and severing my sword arm.
A deafening boom filled the room and gave pause to the chaos happening around me, before the roar of the large Outer One attacking the smaller creatures renewed the fight. Silence yammered in my head as I watched my arm fall to the ground, blood spurting from my wound. My severed appendage twitched and flopped onto the ground as a pounding grew in my head. I focused on my wound and willed the bleeding to stop. A maddening itch spread along my arm, and I knew I wouldn’t bleed out as my body struggled to heal itself.
Are you insane? What have you done? How can you—
I pressed Silence’s hilt against my bloody stump and spoke through gritted teeth. “Make it work.”
Slave driver. Wires erupted from Silence, weaving into and around my arm as his form altered faster than I could track. In seconds he’d gone from machete to prosthetic sword-arm.
Fingers flexed as he connected to nerves inside my flesh, and the world around me rippled. I looked down at my remaining hand, lacking pink digits, but they weren’t massive paws either. Some kind of mingling of the two shapes left me with hands that ended in talons sharp enough to rip flesh and claw into stone. The rest of my body felt lighter, and a quick inspection showed strong and powerful limbs lacking the bulking mass of my monster form. My six eyes took in the slaughter around me. The sweet screams of dying men filled me with satisfaction as the group feasted.
I lifted my gaze to see Caldrin’s shocked expression and pulled my lips back to expose my teeth. “C’mon! Fight me, bitch!”
I charged at Caldrin, bringing Silence up to slice at him. Caldrin lifted up an arm and a blue wall of magic came up between us. Silence collided with the wall, and the impact sent Caldrin stumbling backward. The barrier began to tear and rip like fabric as Silence consumed the wards.
Caldrin held up both hands, magic swirling and weaving around his body. “Stop this! You’re ruining everything.”
“Cry me a river.” I brought Silence-arm up in a protective stance.
Fighter said, This looks fun. I want to play, too.
Much like when Silence took control of my body, something rose to push aside my will and control. A dark chuckle sounded in my mind. Fun. My lips moved, the bestial voice coming through, though the words weren’t mine. “You mean to harm us?” My head lifted, and I felt my lips pull back in a grin. “You cannot hurt us. Only itch. Scratch.”
Piss off, Silence and I thought at the same time, and together we shoved the presence out of us. Shock and surprise rippled through Fighter, but he didn’t renew the attempt to control us.
Caldrin’s eyes widened further as his face bleached of color. “Gods above.” Spinning on his heel, he rushed for the door out of the room.
“Oi!” I yelled, turning to chase him.
The large Outer One swiped a limb at me, and I brought my good arm up in time to cushion the blow. I still flew through the air before landing on my feet with a grunt. I watched the Outer One plow through the bloodied chamber and toward the door after Caldrin.
“You coward!” I rose to my feet, my blood becoming fire in my veins. “Turn around and fight me!”
The Outer One turned in the direction from where I entered the chamber as Caldrin faced me. “You have a choice. I’ve commanded the creature to kill every mythic imprisoned here. You can either chase me or you can go save your people.” His grin widened. “Which is it going to be, Shepherd?”
The Outer One’s roar sounded in the distance; panicked screams followed it.
Caldrin’s laughter followed me as I raced after the Outer One.




CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE 


Pack Hunt
Dead bodies littered the ground—some whole, others in bits and pieces—as I ran down the corridor. The scent of blood and terror filled my nose, making my hearts pound with the glory of the hunt. On either side of me, the pack of Outer Ones let out excited chirps. The desire to track down prey in the building flooded my mind. Several spread out from the group toward open doors in the corridor.
“Focus!” I snapped.
The formation tightened around me, and I felt the group concentrate on our objective: Caldrin’s summoned creature.
<Challenger!>
one of my pack boomed.
<Invader!>
As one, they all said, <Hunt!>
We leaped over and jumped through broken doorways with a fluid motion. The one with Peaches clinging to his shoulders moved next to me, his button eyes fixed on me with a red glow at their center. The roars of the Outer One shook the walls followed by the higher-pitched cries of the prisoners.
I rounded the corner to the corridor of cells as the Outer One crushed one of the guards in its teeth. In each cell, the mythics screamed and banged on the bars. Sasha kicked her cell wall, the magical wards flaring each time.
<Food. Prey,>
the Outer One said, its head turned toward the cells, blood dripping from its mouth. <Hungry.>
“No!” I shouted.
It turned to face me. All about its neck I could see the magic binding at the creature, tightening into its flesh. <Hungry. My Cattle. Eat.>
A growl rose in my chest as I hurtled toward the Outer One while the screeches and chirps sounded behind me. Landing on his back, I pulled Silence-arm back and started to stab at the top of its head.
It roared, jerking backward. I lost my footing and fell to the ground with a grunt. Its head swirled to me, sickly yellow eyes flashing. <My food. Mine!>
Its tail slammed into me, and I screamed from the impact. The Outer One moved to strike me again, but I rolled out of the way just as it slammed into the floor.
Movement blurred out of the corner of my eye, and I looked up in time to see one of my herd lashing out at the creature’s face. More joined in with claws and teeth, their small forms darting in and out, nimbly avoiding the monster’s lethal swipes.
I rolled to my feet and readied myself to attack once more, but hesitation and Leader’s words halted my progress.
You are not Fighter. You are Walker. Act accordingly.
How the hells was I supposed to do something as a creature I’d never been before? My eyes focused on the magic controlling the creature and then to the group shifting side to side behind me. Caldrin had referred to Silence as the Shepherd’s Crook. Perhaps with our powers combined, we could do something.
Silence said, I sense what you are thinking and it’s a bad idea.
“Nothing to lose,” I said and pointed my blade-arm at the creature. “Get him!”
The group let out a unified screech and charged toward the creature. It turned and thrashed at them, but they were small and agile, whereas it was large and cumbersome. Within seconds their snapping jaws and vicious claws nips forced the creature back despite its swipes and attempts to smash them.
My eyes shifted over the room to see if I could find a way to release the mythics, but there was nothing immediately obvious.
Sasha’s voice boomed at my side. “Draugrrökkr!”
I looked over to see her eyes wide and frantic. The scent of her terror reached my nose and drove my senses wild. In a split second, I slashed at the bars of her cell with my Silence-arm. Metal and magic sparked and flared as he destroyed them both.
“You get everyone out,” I said, turning back to the chaos. “I’ll distract it.”
The Outer One turned, his voice screaming in my mind. <My prey!>
“Come and stop me, asshole!” I yelled back. I moved as if to go for Sasha, making the creature scream in fury before it charged.
Turning, I ran back down the hall with it crashing after me. In the distance, I heard the clicks and chirps from the pack of murder chickens keeping close to me and my pursuer.
Fighter said, What is Walker doing? Why does he not just control it and send it back?
Leader said, Because she can’t.
“I don’t need a fucking peanut gallery!” I ducked through a doorway with the Outer One crashing through it seconds later. As long as it was after me, it wasn’t eating anyone. And the longer I could distract it, the more time Sasha had to make sure everyone escaped. My eyes picked out light—daylight! A way outside! Turning toward it, I sped through another doorway and into a hangar. I sprinted past planes parked along the walls in neat little rows on either side of me.
The doors were open, showing a cloudy day and a tree line.
Racing out onto a runway, I looked around and saw the ocean on my left, my right, and in front of me.
“It’s a fucking island,” I panted.
The creature along with my miniature horde of hunters erupted from the building and right for me.
<Eat you! Kill you!> the creature roared in my mind. The magic around its neck glowed brightly even in the middle of the day.
<Hunt!>
the smaller ones crooned after it. Many leaped and crawled over its body and continued to hinder its movements. What made my connection to the smaller ones different than the large? Was it because of the enchantment from Caldrin?
There’s no guarantee that will work.
Throwing off one of the smaller ones, it turned its head toward me and charged. I adjusted my feet and rolled to the side just as it would have collided with me. It tripped over itself in the attempt to swipe at me, and I leaped onto its back to scramble toward the magic binding it. Wrapping my Silence-hand around it, I started to pull at the bindings when it rocked its head back and knocked me off.
You think you’d learn to not do that after the first time.
I rolled to my feet and away from the creature’s snapping jaws.
A metal pole stabbed right through the top of its mouth as a female voice cried, “Draugrrökkr!”
I looked up in time to see Sasha land next to me. She held up another pole with a twisted end on the top. “Everyone is safe. A way into the Under opened and many of the prisoners have escaped.” Her baby blues went back to the Outer One, still clawing at its face. “But that does not fix this problem.”
“Nope, sure doesn’t. We have to keep it on the island. I’m confident it’ll swim to the mainland if not detained.”
She nodded and twirled the metal pipe in her hand. “Then we will detain it.” She took up an attack position, and I took up one similar beside her.
The Outer One managed to get the pipe out of its mouth and jerked its head to us. The tentacle under its mouth writhed about as its roar vibrated my bones.
We charged as one unit, heading for a frontal collision with the creature. At the last moment, we split, darting to either side of it. It turned to follow me, leaving itself open for Sasha to stab it in the side repeatedly. When it turned to round on her, I grabbed its tail and threw myself back, yanking it back with me, so its claws missed her.
Its tail lifted up and slammed me onto the ground. I heard something snap, pain erupting in my side—a broken rib or two. It would heal, but not fast enough for the fight. I staggered to my feet in time to see it swiping a claw at me, until a small utility truck rammed into its side.
The creature staggered away from the impact, roaring. The doors flew open and two men—one with a duffle bag and the other a long staff—jumped out just before the Outer One lashed out at the truck. It sank its teeth into it and shook the automobile around.
I stared as David righted himself. “We came to rescue you, but you appear to have that part covered.”
“I didnae come tae save ye!” Aaron shouted, holding his staff between him and the Outer One. “Da fuckin’ edict said I had tae be here! And that puck who came with wouldn’t shut it.”
“Goodfellow?” I looked at David. “Where is he?”
“He’s helping the others get into the Under.”
Sasha’s voice boomed over the scream of metal tearing. “Less talking! More fighting!”
David pulled out a machine gun and aimed it at the creature. “Yes, ma’am.”
As a group, we fought together and closed in on the creature. I kept its attention while Sasha flanked it, David unloaded clips, and Aaron used his magic to throw the creature off balance. Our blows struck home, but rather than become weaker, it simply got angrier even as it bled everywhere
This isn’t working. We need to—
“No,” I said, watching the creature maneuver away from us. “It’s working. We have it on the run.”
<Pests!> it cried. <Food! Want food! Give!> Its tail whipped out and slammed against Sasha and sent her backward through the air. Rather than right herself, she slammed into the earth and didn’t rise. My hearts hammered at the sight and I moved to place myself between the creature and her.
Leader’s words surfaced in my mind. Are you Walker or not? Assist your flock.
<No!> it screamed, throwing its head back and letting out a screech that pained my ears. <Hungry! Give!>
My eyes went first to David and then Aaron. Both were panting, but Aaron looked pale. I knew he only had a limited amount of magic left to use before he couldn’t go any more. David’s magazines were running low. The Outer One was tiring, but we would become exhausted before it did. I pressed in and lifted up my arm to—
The creature whined and lowered its head to the ground. <No more. Hungry. Pain. Save me.>
I hesitated at its words. All around me the smaller creatures shifted restlessly, their cries filling the air. Looking at the wounded monster, I felt disgusted with myself. A thing of horror, sure, but it didn’t ask to be dragged into my plane and enslaved. I brought my arm down and gripped the magic embedded in the creature’s flesh. Silence hummed, and I watched the magic shudder and swirl into the metal.
“What are ye waitin’ for?” Aaron cried. “Kill it!”
Sasha’s voice sounded from behind me, “What are you doing?”
Instead of responding, I remained at the creature’s side and felt its relief as the last of the magic left it. It continued to lay on the ground but let out a deep rumble as I ran my hand along its neck.
“There you go,” I murmured. “Easy now.”
“What are ye doin’?” Aaron stormed toward me. “We need tae—”
One of the smaller creatures leaped between Aaron and me with a hiss. Many others lowered their heads and stepped closer to us.
<Prey. Hungry. Eat?>
I lifted my chin and pushed my shoulder back as I turned to look at the pack. “Stop.”
The group as a whole froze in place at my command. I waited as everyone turned to me. Watching. Waiting.
Guilt continued to weight heavy on me, something I hadn’t felt when I helped kill the previous Outer One in Oaken Staff. Did it have something to do with the connection or the marble I’d swallowed?
I pointed to the wounded creature at my side. “He’s hurt and angry. Don’t let him attack anyone else.”
Sasha’s mouth dropped open as she watched the seven bipeds—I needed to find a better name for them—gather around the larger creature. “How are you doing that? Why are they listening to you?”
I opened my mouth to answer as the world swam around me.
Hrm, Mender said. Seems Walker is overexerted.
Something hard pressed up against my side and someone shook me. Somehow, I’d gone from standing to lying on the ground, and Sasha was yelling at me.
“I want a nap,” I mumbled. “Just five minutes.”
Darkness tinged the outside of my vision as I heard. <Food? Do we eat it?>
“Not food. You no eat friends,” I slurred. “I wanna go home....”
When the darkness swallowed me once more, I welcomed it and the arms of Dreamer, whose fingers combed strands of hair from my face.
“Poor Walker,” she said. “Such a long day for you.”
Dreamer’s touch continued to soothe and comfort me. I felt safe in her arms. Not in the way a child was with a mother, but safe in the fact I knew someone was there for me. I turned and curled myself around her and dreamed of snow-capped mountains and chilled vodka.




EPILOGUE 


Thank You Baskets
Iwoke up in pain. A lot of it.
My head hurt. My neck hurt. My eyeballs hurt. The smallest movement caused my shoulders, back, hips, and legs to protest. Even the hair on my toes hurt. As much as I would have liked to say I remained stoic and bore the pain, I didn’t. I cussed up a storm.
If you’re cursing, then you’re doing fine.
I opened my eyes, expecting to see the blue sky above me, but wooden beams met my gaze. The scent of sandalwood and aged paper filled my nose instead of gunpowder and seawater.
“I’m home?” I asked the empty space in front of me. With a grunt, I attempted to push myself up, but couldn’t gain an inch from where I lay. Something pressed against my back, and I remained limp while the floor under me shifted and moved to bring me to a sitting position. Something fuzzy turned in my arm and I froze when I saw the teddy bear sandwiched between my arm and side.
“Oh, you’re here as well.”
It lifted its button eyes in my direction before looking back off into the distance and snuggling closer.
Yeah, that guy stuck around, too, Silence muttered.
I frowned at his words, or rather the lack of sensation I felt from him. My eyes inspected where he was still attached to my arm, part of me, but he’d never felt so far mentally. Almost as if he were only remaining close because he had to.
My mouth opened to ask the cause of his distance when the answer made itself clear in a sultry purr in the back of my mind, Walker is awake!
We noticed, Mender said in dry tones.
Am I the only one pleased to have Walker connected again?
The chatter continued, but I didn’t listen. Instead, I watched my metal arm and felt Silence pull even further away.
With my good hand, I traced the lines of Silence-arm. Memories of the last few days filtered through my mind as I stared down at the dull metal. I pictured Silence’s fear when we’d entered the warehouse of wine, his preference to remain at the bottom of the ocean rather than giving me answers, and even his reluctance to help at certain times. “I’m sorry. I did the one thing you didn’t want me to do, didn’t I?”
My friend remained quiet, though I pictured a toddler peeking up at me through lashes. I didn’t know what to say to put him at ease, though I longed to console my closest companion.
You did, but I understand why.
I nodded and lowered my arm as I recalled his frantic state in my first encounter with Dreamer. I started to speak once more, but Silence’s words filled my mind in a rush.
I like that you make me do poetry. And I like it when we go for runs and learn new words. I like our talks and how you explain stuff I don’t get. I want that to stay the same. I want to keep growing and being with you even if means they are involved.
The corners of my mouth turned up, and I placed my good hand over my Silence-arm. “You thought it would go back to how it was before?” When he didn’t respond I gave him another pat. “I get it. We’ll figure it out one step at a time.”
Mender’s voice said, Fascinating.
Closing my eyes, I growled, “Could you all piss off? I am trying to have a moment with Silence, here.”
No, Leader said. Now that the connection is re-forged, it is permanent.
“Great. All I needed was more voices in my head.”
A small weight rested on my leg, and I opened my eyes to see Ratatoskr looking down at me. “You’re awake!”
“Regretfully so,” I muttered. “What happened? How did I get here?”
“After you collapsed, the creatures brought you here. The one you named Fred carried you.”
I told them how to get you home, though it wasn’t easy with Sasha and Aaron constantly screaming.
“Where is the pack? Did they go back into the tear?”
“They are outside,” Ratatoskr said again as he scampered off my leg and darted toward the wall leading outside. It rippled to create a double doorway leading into the dark and misty forest. With a lot more cussing, I climbed to my feet and hobbled to the doorway. The drooping branches of Grave Wood met my eyes along with Snowdrop’s cocoon. I took another step out, peering into the darkness to spot anything different.
A rustle in the underbrush sounded to my left, and I turned in time to see Fred trotting toward me. He turned and let out a series of chirps and squeaks and within seconds, six more showed up to form a semi-circle around me. Moments later, the much larger Outer One appeared and rested down on his side behind the group. Multiple sets of yellow eyes rested on me as I stared back.
“Yeeeeaaaaah, I can’t see Vainya being happy with this at all. I should talk to him.”
The journey from my bedroom to the main foyer took an eternity with my aches and pains. Peaches shuffled alongside me while the squirrel god kept his perch on my shoulder. A persistent itch tormented my body while it continued to heal. My arm hadn’t regenerated outside of sealing my wound. I wasn’t sure if I needed to eat more people for it grow back, or if I’d permanently lost the limb since I’d cut it off with Silence. Time would tell.
Vainya’s looked up when I hobbled into the room. “Are you sure you should be walking around?” He gave the squirrel a pointed look, who leaped off me and climbed his way up one of the bookshelves.
“I’m not dead, so I can move. And what if we have a visitor? You can’t keep sending them away because I’m not there to answer the door.” I stopped at the sight of multiple baskets in various sizes lined up along the edges of the room. Some were full of mason jars with contents ranging from trail mix to handcrafted candles. “What’s this?”
“Goodfellow has been bringing them for the last few days.” His tail pointed to a basket next to me. “There are cards as well.”
“I don’t understand. What are these for?”
Vainya’s eyes crinkled up. “They are thank you gifts for you.”
I hobbled to a basket and knelt to pluck the card from inside. Opening it, it read,
Dear Ghost, thank you for finding my daughter and freeing her. I know these meager offerings cannot express the true extent of my gratitude…
My eyes blurred too much to make out the rest of the message. I blinked them rapidly and glanced around to the rest of the baskets full of small items—one full of clay bottles of mead. It took several swallows before I said, “The food won’t do me any good.” I looked to Vainya. “Would you like it?”
He rose and came to my side, tail wiping at my cheeks. “I have already eaten the chocolate truffles for you.”
A laugh left my lips, but combined with my welling tears, it sounded more like a blubber. “You would.”
I felt his warmth before a large paw rubbed my cheeks. “Why are you crying?”
I rubbed the edge of my hand against the corner of my eye. “Am I not allowed to?”
“You do not typically do so in front of me.” His tail trailed over my side and lifted up the arm with Silence attached. “What is this?”
Worrying my bottom lip, I explained everything that happened with the magi using my wards against me and the removal of my arm.
“It’ll grow back,” I said hesitantly. “But the ward—”
“Is gone,” Vainya finished, his eyes thoughtful. “With one rune destroyed, the rest have no pattern to fall into. Which means you are free. I always wondered how long it would take.”
“Yeah, I’m sure—wait.” I faced Vainya. “You expected this to happen?”
Vainya’s head canted to the side. “Things are not meant to remain in a stagnant state. It was inevitable you would be freed someday. The question is what will you do with your freedom?”
“I dunno…basket weaving?” I lowered my gaze to my Silence-arm. “Or maybe not.”
Vainya snorted. “Do you wish to leave here?”
I gazed at the floor-to-ceiling shelves, taking in the countless books, antique art, and handmade tapestries. After so many centuries, I still couldn’t imagine living anywhere but my home.
“No.” I looked up at him. “I’d rather stay with you if you are okay with that. Besides, it would take you decades to train someone to cook food the way you want it.”
His eyes crinkled up at the corners. “Since you offered, I would like a snack while you explain how you plan to control the possessed doll and those bird monstrosities outside.”
* * *
Several days passed while I recovered. I rested and kept to the Manor as the aches and pains of my injuries turned into minor annoyances. Once I became used to their presence, I started to see my pack of murder chickens more like wolves. They established a pecking order amongst themselves and regularly patrolled Grave Wood. When I was recovered enough, I joined the group patrol to get the stiffness out of my limbs. I even taught the pack how to play fetch.
My arm showed signs of regeneration, but it was painfully slow. It would likely be weeks, maybe months before it was fully formed again. Not that Silence minded; he enjoyed being attached and causing my hand to make rude gestures.
Outside of the gift boxes, I didn’t get any visitors until a week later when someone knocked on the front door. I opened it to see David and Sasha.
“What are you two doing here?”
David held up his hand to show me a bottle of Zyr vodka with a grin. “Get well gift from Badb.”
Sasha held up a basket. “I brought mead and ingredients for stew. You do not eat, but you can drink the mead while David and I eat?”
My grin felt as if it would split my face in two. “You know how to appeal to the alcoholic in me,” I said, opening the door wider to allow them inside. They followed me to the sunroom, and I helped Sasha prepare the stew before we settled and waited for the food to cook.
And drank, naturally.
“They are all saying I am the one who saved everyone,” Sasha said after our third round of shots. “I tell them otherwise, but they don’t listen.” She gestured a hand to several gifts cluttering the room. “Even to those who say otherwise.”
“Typical,” I said, leaning back in my chair.
Sasha thumped her shot glass hard onto on the table. “It is not fair! You risked life and lost limb to save us. They should give credit where credit is deserved.”
I turned to look at Snowdrop’s cocoon and watched the faint glow ebbing into it. “I’m not surprised or bothered by it.” I rested my gaze on the various gift baskets around the room. “Besides, the people involved know the truth, and that’s enough for me.”
“Small victories can win the war,” David said, refilling all our glasses.
Sasha tucked a lock of blond hair behind her ear as she worried her bottom lip. “Do you want to go to the Maser Cup event with me?”
I blinked. “The mead competition?”
Sasha nodded. “Yes. I have tickets to the mixer. I thought it would be something fun to do.”
“Sure… but why invite me?”
She shifted on the stool, her eyes looking to the bar. “When you saved us, and I was given credit, I was full of shame. It made me question many things said about you.” Her blue eyes settled on my face. “The others do not understand, even when I explain it to them. I regret how I treated you and hoped we could start anew?”
I lowered my eyes to my shot glass, but I struggled to see it through my blurring vision. “You want to go as... friends?”
“No, not friends.” She placed a hand over mine. “I want to be a sister to you, as Valkyries are meant to be. You should not be alone.”
We are never alone, Leader said in the back of my head.
Never alone, the group echoed.
“Never alone,” I said, looking up at Sasha and David. “I have you guys, after all.”
I may or may not have broken into tears at that point, but you don’t need the details of what a sobbing, blubbering mess it might’ve looked like.
* * *
I did, in fact, go with Sasha to the mixer where we had too much to drink and got into a fight with a mead snob.
David and I are trying to figure out this dating thing. There is something there we both want to pursue, but we aren’t in a rush to explore whatever it is. That is what I am telling myself as I write this. We’ve been busy since we decided to try anything remotely date-like. The closest we got was when Goodfellow invited us both to the Spring Solstice as his dates, which was fun.
My pantheon ignored me, as per usual, but I couldn’t expect immortals to change their habits overnight—if at all. I’d gotten David and Sasha out of the whole ordeal, so I called it a win. A pack of murder chickens patrolled the woods around my house and, as of writing this, I still had no idea what to feed them without feeling horribly guilty in the process. Then there is the bear. No idea what I am going to do with him, but other than cuddling with me at night, he seems content to lounge about the Manor. At least he’s low maintenance. He’s probably just as happy to be out of his cell as I was all those years ago. And Snowdrop is still in her cocoon, which I’ll have to figure out how that will play into everything later. Or at least figure what Grave Wood wants to do with her.
Everything is done in small steps and my first step is recovering.
My name is Draugrrökkr Markvörður and I won’t take it personally if you can’t pronounce it. I’m not human, but what we refer to as a mythic. Not human or anything of the divine, but the confusing mess in the middle. Fear not, I won’t eat you—if you’re good. By my free will, I live at the Well of Knowledge with my friend Vainya. It’s a place where all knowledge that can be known is stored and kept safe. I play the role of maintainer and protector of The Well.
Between Caldrin on the run, Hunters still about, and way too many voices in my head, things would get worse before they got better. When shit went down, I would be ready. If you happen be stalked by a werewolf or stab stab slice stab slice stab—
* * *
I glowered at my metal arm as it continued to scribble across the page. “Damn it, Silence, will you let me finish this?”
No, you were about to write something clichéd and I can’t let you do that to yourself. Besides, your tenses were getting mixed up on that last page.
With a sigh I leaned back in my chair and tossed my pen onto the towering stack of paper. “And how should I end it?”
Write “the end” and let’s go slice something.
“But that’s not a strong-enough conclusion. I feel like this should have something… I don’t know. More final-like?” I said with a gesture toward the page.
You came, you saw, you saved people, and they were grateful. You befriended a murder chicken and a Valkyrie. That’s good enough for me.
If someone wants a different ending, they can write it. I want to go out.
“Fine,” I said, getting to my feet and rolling my shoulders. “It doesn’t have to get done right away, I guess.” I headed down the hall and outside with a faint smile on my face. “You know what?”
What?
“I really think things are really going to start getting better.”
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