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CHAPTER ONE
 


You are cordially invited to the wedding of 

 
 
Elizabeth Berry

 
and

 
Michael William Wagner

 
 
On the twenty third of April, two o’clock

 
The Jewel Box in Forest Park

 
 
RSVP …

 


“Blah, blah, blah …” I groaned and set the invitation down. “Sam’s going to have an aneurysm over this one.”
I walked to my old green fridge, popped the cap off a bottle of ale, and started scrounging for some food. I pressed a few buttons on my personal chef, a.k.a. microwave, and turned on the television. It was depressing. Every station was running the latest Amber Alert, flashing the picture of a missing girl with huge blue eyes and the devil’s smile. Hopefully this girl gets a happy ending. The last two sure as hell didn’t. I turned the set off and waited for my gourmet dinner to finish cooking. My phone rang about ten minutes later, interrupting a freshly microwaved chimichanga.
“Damn, that was fast.” I let the phone ring a few times while I shoveled in a forkful of chimichanga and leaned back on my battered leather couch. My eyes passed over the outdated wood paneling on my ceiling and walls, taking in the meager light from two small lamps while I swallowed my dinner.
“Hello?” I said with the phone a good four inches from my ear.
“That, that, that … bitch!”
I stabbed the fork into my chimichanga and set the plate on my oversized oak coffee table. “Hey, Sam. You got Beth’s invite.”
She snarled something I couldn’t quite make out.
I put the phone between my shoulder and ear, and slowly persuaded the coffee table to come closer. “Can I get the English translation on that?”
Sam puffed into the phone and said, “Don’t start.”
It was impossible to stifle a chuckle. I could just see her lips curling back and her black hair framing the rage on her face as she yelled into the phone.
“Thanks, Damian. Some brother you are.”
“I’m getting the guilt loud and clear. Where’s the spite?”
“Ah ha … ha … ha. Ass. I just can’t believe it. She was my best friend! She sent the invite less than a week before the wedding! I can’t believe that bitch is marrying my old boyfriend.”
“You did die, you know.”
“Not. Helping.”
“Sorry, sorry. Look, I never had any real issues with Beth, she was always nice and–“
“Shut. Up. Damian. You’re just saying that because she slept with you.”
My jaw slackened in mock offense. “Oh, come on sis, it was only one time and-”
“I repeat, she slept with you.”
I took another oversized bite of chimichanga before I said, “Comf omf Samf.” I swallowed. “I was a teenager, what was I supposed to do?” Beth was, well, she was a valley goth girl when we were kids. Total wannabe; and the instant my sister told her I could see the occasional phantasm and sometimes hear the dead talk, Beth was all over me. 
Sam’s exasperation came over the phone in a puff of static.
“I take it you won’t be giving a toast?”
Sam’s breathing evened out. “Maybe, maybe I’ll tell the guests about the time Beth accidentally slept with Mister Brown-”
“The math teacher?”
“-right before I turn the whole effing wedding party into vamps, or, or, give me a minute, I’ll come up with something good. I’ll do something horrible to her wedding. I’ll make it the worst wedding day anyone could imagine. I want it to rain frogs while zombies rise up behind the wedding party and, hell, you just better buy the tux insurance.”
I choked on a mouthful of ale and blinked at the phone a few times through watering eyes. “You want to know something, sis?”
“What?”
“Ale burns like a bitch when you shoot it through your nose.”
She burst into laughter.
“Glad I could help.” I rubbed my cheek while my brain scrambled for a way to defuse my sister, the vampiric time bomb. I knew she wasn’t going to let it go and I couldn’t even nudge her mind in a different direction over the phone.
“So, Demon, are you in? You could bring some zombies. It’ll be a whole new spin on wedding crashers.”
My eyes glanced down at the invitation as I wiped the ale off my nose. Forest Park, eh? There were a few interesting things I could do there. Art Museum, Zoo, pigeons, all kinds of trouble. I grinned, and I’m sure it was an evil grin. “Tell you what, leave everything to me. I’m not going to kill her husband to be, much to your disappointment, I’m sure, but I’ll make it memorable. Consider it an early birthday present.”
Silence.
“How about it, Sam?”
She sighed. “Alright, but if you don’t make it good, I’ll wrap that bitch up as a present for my new brothers to eat.”
I stared at the receiver and wondered for a second if my sister was joking. I laughed nervously as my chimichanga curdled in my stomach.



CHAPTER TWO
 
My eyes focused on the red smear of the clock face, reading 10:10 AM. I was sure it was a barefaced lie, but the clock stared back in intractable silence. I muttered a curse at the traitorous thing. It looked like the shop was going to be opening a little late … again.
I jumped out of bed, pulled on my jeans from the day before, and a shirt from—well, best not to think about that. I was impressed with myself. It was only five minutes from ‘oh crap, I’m late’ to running out the door armed with keys and a healthy breakfast of beef jerky and Frappuccino.
Traffic was light. Of course, it was after ten in the morning, so you’d kind of expect it to be light. My knees kept the car from running over any unsuspecting tourists while I quaffed the Frappuccino and chased it with half a bag of beef jerky. In retrospect, breakfast may have worked out better in reverse.
My shop is Death’s Door on Main Street in Saint Charles. My master, at some point in time, had the wisdom to change the name and the sign to a gothic looking DD, or the Double D, as the regulars call it.
Main Street is a time capsule; it’s an old world, small town that hasn’t changed much since a modern city sprang up around it. Rows of historical brick buildings are still framed by cobblestone streets. My shop wasn’t in the main strip; it was on the far northern end of Main Street. The location put it within walking distance of the Missouri River, Oh Fudge (to keep me in my tenants’ good graces), and the local hospital. My master gave me the shop as a graduation present of sorts when she disappeared on a mission of her own in years past. She didn’t tell me a damn thing about what she was doing or where she was going. I often wonder what she’s up to, or if it will be her ghost I see next. Zola left me with an inventory made for sorcerers, wiccans, and even a smattering of tourists. Everything from texts and spell-craft supplies to crystals and antiquated artifacts lined the aisles.
I pulled in behind the shop about ten thirty, rattling across the cobblestones. The back door’s lower deadbolt grumbled at me as I approached. I unlocked the upper deadbolt, and then delivered a swift kick to the gargoyle-like face of the lower deadbolt to unlock it. He’d been a particularly nasty Fae at odds with one of my tenants, who’d transformed him into a rather effective lock. I pushed my way through the door and walked onto the small landing just inside. The old staircase to my right led to the second floor, but I hopped down a shorter set of stairs into the back room, and made my way to the front of the store.
We were on the corner of Main Street, with the door stuck at a forty-five degree angle in front of the u-shaped counter of display cases. The old glass in the front windows distorted the view slightly, but I loved the history of the glass more than a clear view. While admiring the ripply view of the street, I tripped over a blur of green barking fur. I debated on cursing Foster for his pets or playing with the cu sith puppies as I laid there with my nose on the not-so-clean, but vintage, wood floors.
From what I understood, which wasn’t much, cu siths were bred to drag fertile human women into fairy mounds to provide milk for the fairy children. That would make a fantastic infomercial: Tired of hunting down sources of milk for the kids? Call in the next half hour and we’ll give you two, that’s two cu siths for the price of one. Don’t want to drag those screaming women home all by yourself? Call now!
Of course my boarders just keep saying cu siths make the best guard dogs. I was still convinced my neighbor’s two-year-old made a more terrifying guard dog.
I felt a tug on my shoelaces and said, “Oh no you don’t!” His fur was soft, but still bristly as I turned over, dove forward, and grabbed him. He ran suspended in mid-air by my grip, furiously pumping his green legs and black paws for a good minute with a tongue lolling about that was entirely too long for his body. His head looked more like a wolf than any domestic dog, with a black nose and yellow eyes. I yelped and dropped the first dog as the second “playfully” sunk her teeth into my shin, wagging a furry braided tail. I growled and both dogs hauled ass to the back room in a clatter of toenails. Smart dogs.
There was a light breeze as a small fairy landed on the wooden shelves behind me. He had a sharp nose and incredibly fine eyebrows with a slight slant to both of his crystal blue eyes. “Greetings, Damian.”
I groaned and stood up, bracing myself on one knee as I straightened out. “Hey Foster, is your friend coming to pick up the dogs?” The bastard laughed at me. “You know, since you’re just watching them for a friend. For what? Two months now?”
Foster smiled slightly and flexed his wings.
“They’ve been here for two months,” I said.
He shrugged and his narrow lips pulled up in a grin.
“They could reach pony size, not that I need to tell you that.”
Foster shrugged again, bowed, and took off with one graceful flap of his pale white wings. “You know how it is. Aideen wants to keep them. You’ll thank her one day. Cu siths make the best guard dogs.” He laughed again as he flew to the back room in pursuit of the green blurs.
I glanced at the holes in my jeans from the cu sith teeth and the small trickle of blood staining said holes. “Oh yes, thank you, thank you.” My confidence in Foster’s judgment went down a few notches. “You’d better rent a storage space, Foster, they’re not staying here!”
As evening closed in on an otherwise uneventful day, the bells on the front door jingled. A familiar balding tuft of gray hair bounced down the aisle of occult artifacts, blending seamlessly with bundled packs of pale feathers along the top shelf and contrasting with the dark wood of the shelves below. I stifled a laugh as one of the cu siths shot out of the back room and latched onto Frank’s shoelace, dragged it under his other foot and caused an impressive stumble and shout.
“What are you doing here on a Saturday, Frank?” He was normally working at Walgreens on any given Saturday.
Frank suddenly found the woodwork on the ceiling fascinating. His plain brown eyes, crowned by gray wooly caterpillars, rolled back down to meet my questioning look. He set a thin brown paper bag on the display case and tapped it a few times.
“Uh-huh, and?” I said.
“Isortaneedajob.”
“Huh?”
He sighed. “I sort of need a job, just part time you know.”
I don’t think I responded right away. Frank started pacing back and forth in front of the counter, looking up every few steps while my brain worked on ways to avoid that train wreck.
“What happened to Walgreens?” I spoke slowly, still trying to figure out how to say no.
Frank scratched his chin. “Well, I had a disagreement with the boss and, well …”
Silence.
“You got fired?”
He blew out a noisy breath. “Yeah, I sort of hit on a customer, who turned out to be a mystery shopper and some big anti-sexual harassment spokesman and-”
“Spokesperson,” I said with a smile.
“-apparently she complained and I got canned.”
“Your boss had been looking for a way to fire you for a year. I’m surprised you held on this long.”
“Thanks,” he said with a lopsided smile. “You know, if I’m here part time, you’ll have more free time to do, well, whatever it is you do outside of the shop. You know, piss off vampires, talk to fairies, track down priceless grimoires, mystical artifacts …” his laughter began to break through his own commentary.
Maybe Frank was being sarcastic as his list went on and on, but I actually did need more time to do those, well, most of those, things. I could already piss off vampires in seconds flat and I really didn’t need more time for that.
A moment later I noticed Cara had appeared on the counter and was staring at Frank. Cara was Foster’s mom. It is also good to note, she made our lower deadbolt. The Fae like to call normal people commoners, as all fairies and their critters are sight unseen for most of the world, unless a fairy chooses to gift someone with the Sight. Of course, the Sight opens up some sights that aren’t really a gift at all. Unless you consider pissing yourself and running away screaming a gift, which some do.
I picked up the bag and opened it to the sounds of crinkling paper and the sweet smell of a new book.
I read the title of the book out loud. “Lady Cottington’s Pressed Fairy Book, hmm …”
My lips twitched as Cara glared at the book, then at Frank. I wished Frank could see the scowl on her face as she said, “Unbelievable.”
Frank laughed as he took the book out of my hands and started rifling through the pages. “This is my favorite one.” He held the book up beside his face. “It reminds me of the little bugs you’re always talking about.”
“Oh, that’s quite enough!” Cara reached into a small leather pouch on her hip and held out a tiny o-shaped stone in her palm. My eyes widened as her lips moved and a thick syrupy liquid spread out from the hollow in the stone. She moved the stone to her other hand as she finished the incantation and flung the goo at Frank’s eyes.
He yelped and stumbled backwards into a spinner rack full of tea leaves. His fists ground into his eyes as he regained his balance.
Cara hopped forward and in the blink of an eye she mushroomed to human size, if human size is almost seven feet tall with wings brushing the ceiling. Her transformation was ringed in a shimmering explosion of fairy dust. 
I backed away from the enormous fairy. I sneezed, and then my eyes ran up and down the huge gray and white wings, patterned like an Atlas moth, right down to the snake’s head markings near the wing tips. “Holy shit.” I didn’t envy Frank. His first peek of the Fae world was going to be an unpleasant one.
Frank lowered his fists and screamed like an adolescent girl. I was so fixated on Cara’s immense size I almost missed Frank’s expression as his eyes jumped between her chest, her head, her wings, and back to her chest. His scream died and he looked torn between admiration and utter terror. He was seeing a fairy for the very first time. Only instead of a small, docile butterfly, she was taller than him and armed with two sheathed swords longer than his arms.
Cara took a deep breath and leaned into Frank’s face. “I’ll show you a stupid little bug, little man.”
“Mom, Cara, come on now,” I said.
“That’s not your Mom,” Frank said.
“Not my literal Mom,” I said. “She’s just …” I sighed and rubbed my hand over my face. “Another time.”
Frank nodded slightly as his eyes locked on Cara’s chest, heaving beneath the silver cuirass of her armor.
I’d never seen Cara lose her temper like she did then. She growled as she picked Frank up by his shirt and belt and hurled him at the front door like he weighed five pounds. His scream pitched into the high squeal range as he hit the door feet first and skidded onto the sidewalk on his ass. The top of his body was still lying inside the store and my jaw relaxed when I heard him groan. Good, the new help wasn’t dead.
Cara flashed back to normal the instant Frank left her hands.
“Wow, Mom, that was impressive.” I raised an eyebrow and sneezed through the residual fairy dust. “You got big.”
She blew a strand of white hair away from her face. “Sorry, boy, I’m a little out of sorts today. You’d better take some antihistamine. I know you’re allergic to all this dust.” I heard a calamity outside the front of the shop. A sound like concrete cracking, bricks falling, and the creak of stressed metal.
Cara’s thin face and delicate angled eyes smiled so sweetly I almost could have forgotten she’d just thrown a full grown man fifteen feet out my front door. I slid Lady Cottington’s Pressed Fairy Book onto the shelf of books behind the counter and jogged to the window before I stopped and stared with my jaw slack. Something had accelerated the growth of an oak tree sapling by about forty years or so. Frank’s old green rust-bucket of a car was teetering on some thick middle branches about twenty feet in the air. As branches aren’t made to hold cars, a huge crack was followed by a large crunch as Frank’s car took its final bow.
“Huh,” I said, “that’s something I haven’t seen before.” I sneezed again as pressure started building in my sinuses, and cursed when a half circle of tourists starting forming around the car. I couldn’t hear what they were saying, but it was easy to see they were pointing at the tree and the car’s remains.
I watched with a mixture of awe and worry as a man in a precisely cut black suit and black parrot head umbrella floated out of the sky toward Frank’s deceased car. He pulled a small spiral pad out of his pocket before he settled on the ground and flipped the cover open with his index finger. The umbrella vanished as soon as he opened his hand. He scribbled something across the pad with his finger, glared at me, pointed at the tree, and started walking toward the shop.
“Edgar’s here,” I said as I wiped my nose.
Cara cursed and flew to the back.
“Don’t think you’re sticking me with the ticket!” I said as the fairy disappeared through the door. I grumbled and dug a small blister pack of green pills out of my pocket, popped two out, and chewed them up.
Frank was stirring, and the groaning had stopped. Edgar placed his spiral notepad back in his jacket, helped Frank stand up, and ushered him through the door before I even thought to help the poor guy up. Frank’s eyes were wide and shooting around the shop erratically. He looked pale next to the short black hair and desert sand of Edgar’s skin.
“What’s going on here?” Edgar said as he let go of Frank.
Cara landed on the shelf beside him and said, “Job interview.”
“Thanks for coming back,” I said. My voice had grown nasally and my head was throbbing.
“I wouldn’t strand you, boy, not with the likes of him.”
If Edgar was offended, or if he’d even heard her, he didn’t show it. He casually pulled out his notepad again and poised his finger over the page. “So, what happened … necromancer?” Edgar’s face turned sour and the word oozed out of his mouth. I half expected him to pull out a bottle of mouthwash. To my great annoyance, Edgar’s distaste was shared by a lot of people in our little community.
I ignored the slight as best I could and said, “Well, Frank here has the Sight, and he’s hired.”
“What?” Cara said.
Frank’s eyebrow caterpillars attacked each other as his expression warred between horror and elation. He finally settled on wide-eyed, deer in the headlights, and said, “I won’t regret this—I mean you, you won’t regret this.” He nodded repeatedly.
Edgar flipped to the back of his notepad and his fingers danced over the page. “Alright, he’ll be registered with the Watchers. As I said, what happened?”
I delegated to Cara, and as she recited the story, a flicker of silver energy shot between Edgar’s finger and the notepad. When she finished talking, Edgar tore the ticket off and set it on the shelf beside Cara.
“We’ll have a cleanup crew here in a minute. I’ll contain the situation in the meantime. There’re going to be a lot of unexplained scars in the morning.” Edgar snapped the spiral notepad closed and nodded to Frank as he left through the front door.
“What did he mean by scars?” Frank said. He was staring at me, not even glancing at Cara.
“When the Watchers alter memories it leaves behind scars or tattoos, depending on what they have to do,” I said. “And covering up the memory of something like, oh, a giant oak tree appearing in a split second, you can imagine that’s messy.”
“With a bill like this, you’d think it was the end of the bloody world,” Cara said as she stared at the ticket and shook her head. “Watchers, I know we need them, but sometimes I’d really just like to kill them.”
“What’s a Watcher?” Frank said. His eyes were locked on Cara as she fluttered to the back room with the ticket in tow.
I waved my hand dismissively. “Edgar’s a Watcher. I’ll tell you about them later. Let me give you a ride home.”
Frank took a shaky step toward the front door.
“I’m parked out back,” I said and sneezed again. “Oh God, shoot me.”
He turned toward the back room. I put my hand out to give him some support and walked him to the back.
“Sit down for a second. I think some sugar might help with the shock.”
He pulled out a chair at the small, round Formica table and collapsed into it. His head was constantly shaking back and forth. Frank reached out for the bag of Oreos I pulled from the closet. I followed it up with a cola and all he said was, “Thanks.” He almost curled up into a ball when Foster landed on the table beside him.
I grinned and said, “Frank, this is Foster. Foster, Frank.”
“Greetings, Frank!” Foster said.
Frank nodded weakly and I couldn’t help but laugh. “Come on Frank, you already knew vampires were real. Are fairies really that surprising?”
He stared at his hands and shook his head. I’m pretty sure it was a shake of disbelief more than an actual response.
“This is the new guy?” Foster said.
“Yep.”
“Mom doesn’t like him.”
“I gathered. You know he’s sitting right there?”
Foster shrugged. “You know Mom’s never going to let you keep him.”
“Well, if someone wants to keep the cu siths, someone should convince her Frank should work here.”
Foster stared at me for awhile before he said, “Damn. You’re good.”
 
***
 
I sighed as the antihistamines started to break up the explosion of crap in my sinuses.
“What’s wrong with you?” Frank said as I led him out the back door.
“Allergies. Fairy dust is a bitch. Regular dust? No problem. Fairy dust? Stand the hell back.”
“But you live with them.”
“Well, they don’t normally explode like a pollen bomb.” As we got closer to my car I stopped. “That’s a pisser.”
“What?” Frank said.
“Flat tire.” I kicked the front driver’s side tire.
“Um, Damian?” Frank said as he walked to the passenger side.
“Yeah?”
“You’ve got four flat tires.”
“Goddamn vamps!” I blew out a breath and shook my head. There were four uniform slashes on each tire’s sidewall from vampire claws, or possibly a very determined gerbil.
We went back inside and sat down at the small table again while I called a cab for Frank. He collapsed into a chair once more and began phase two of The Assault on Oreo Mountain. Cara retired to the clock while Frank eyed the room behind a small fortress of cookies, nervously watching for more rogue fairies. 
“I’ll leave you to recover from your … incident,” Foster said.
Frank almost jumped out of his seat as the fairy walked out from behind a napkin holder. Foster gave me a nod and fluttered across the room to the grandfather clock. He shouted over his shoulder, “The Watchers are going to have their hands full with that mess out front.”
I grimaced and glanced at Frank. There’s a lot more to Watchers than what I’d told him. They’re everywhere, or at least it always seemed like it. They are the secret keepers of our world hidden within the world. No one knows too much about them, except the fact their ranks are filled with supernatural beings. They conceal the actions of the supernatural through misdirection workings and, when all else fails, by means of memory charms. The charms show up as scars and sometimes tattoos or brands on a commoner if the alterations are drastic enough. I was always torn about the need for so much secrecy. Would it really be so bad if the world knew about us? Most of the community feared there would be an outright attempt at genocide, or forced recruitment into the military. I like to give the commoners and their government a little more credit than that.
When I walked out front to the cab with Frank a few minutes later, he glanced at the shop, then the cab, then me. “Thanks for the cab, Damian. I’ll see you later.” He slapped himself on the forehead and said, “And the job, thanks for the job.”
I handed him some cash and waved once as he climbed in and the cabbie pulled into traffic. I walked back through the shop, into the back room, and out the back door. My attention turned once more to my poor Vicky. I really needed to start parking in front of the shop. I didn’t have many extravagant things, but my souped up ’32 Ford Vicky was certainly not an economical one. At least the bastards didn’t screw with the paint. Adorning the front end with realistic flames on the metallic black finish wasn’t exactly a cost-effective endeavor. One of Frank’s friends airbrushed it for me in exchange for getting rid of a ghost that was stalking his cat. Turned out the ghost was a mastiff.
I patted Vicky’s hood. They could have at least put the old girl up on cinder blocks. I sighed, shook my head, and headed back into the shop.
 
***
 
I thought, if there was one person who would want to hear about Frank’s ordeal, and be willing to take me to the rental shop, it would be Sam. I nuked a chimichanga in the back room, picked up the phone, and dialed her number. It was dark out, so I figured she’d be awake.
“Hello?”
“Hey, Sam.” I slathered some sour cream on top of my changa and snapped the lid back on the tub. I opened the fridge to put it away.
“So, did you call just so I could hear you eating another chimichanga?”
I laughed. “No, no, I just sent Frank home in a taxi. His car met with a slight case of tree.”
“What?”
“I think he may
have pissed off Cara to some slight degree … so she made a tree grow up under his car and hoist it a good twenty feet in the air. Oh, that was after she grew to my height and threw Frank through the front door. Of course the tree branches snapped and now Frank’s car looks like it hit a semi head on.”
Nothing but laughter.
“I take it you were aware of the fairy growth thing?” I waited a beat for Sam to respond. “You going to pass out?”
“No … gasp …fine … gasp …” and more howls of laughter.
I raised my voice and said, “Yeah, unfortunately said tree was in front of my shop. It tore up the street and the sidewalk. Rained cobblestones for awhile, you know, the usual. Frank’s car got towed away for the junkyard. Edgar showed up.” Sam groaned while I kept talking. “He wrote Cara a nasty ticket and glared at me a few times.”
“He’s such a charming jackass. Can’t Cara just enchant the mess so people don’t notice it, or don’t question it, until the Cleaners show up? Or at least get her ticket reduced?”
Cleaners. I shuddered at the thought. The Cleaners were the go-to guys, gals, and, well, creatures, for the Watchers. They did the dirty work and the heavy magic lifting. All in all, they were powerful enough to be scary beyond reason.
I scratched my forehead and said, “I don’t know. It’s probably easier just to pay the fine and forget about it.”
“Sure, and how close is Cara to being arrested for all her tickets? That’s not exactly the first one.”
“I really don’t know. She never seems worried about it.”
“I’m sure she has connections,” Sam said. “Oh, and yeah, I knew about the fairy growth thing.” She laughed again. “Haven’t you ever seen them fight?”
I thought for a moment. “No, I guess not. I’ve only seen them threaten my eyeball with swords the size of toothpicks.”
Sam paused and her words came out a little slow. “Wait, you said Frank was at the shop? Why was Frank at the shop on a Saturday?”
I’d been waiting for her to ask that. She knew his schedule like clockwork just so she could avoid the man. My lips quirked into a grin as I said, “I hired him.”
A sound like a squirrel gargling burst onto the line.
“I thought you’d like that.” I laughed. “He’s running the shop for me four days a week. He’s got some decent contacts in town too.”
“For what? Automatic weapons?”
“Well … yeah, those too. He knows a lot of people.”
“I admit the balding klutz act is kind of charming, but you know what happened to his father. You really think it’s safe to have him around, Demon?”
Frank wasn’t my favorite person in the world, but my hand tightened on the phone regardless. The man was making a serious effort to change.
“He’s out of that life, Sam.”
“He was a gunrunner, just like his father. How do you know he’s out? How do you know the people that killed his father won’t come after him? Won’t come into our lives?”
“No one’s coming after him now.”
Sam sighed.
“Come on, he’s not that bad. Cara gave him the Sight.”
Dead silence. I waited her out, rapping my fingernails on the phone, until she finally said, “You know, Cara just gave him the Sight so she could fuck with him face to face.”
“Oh, my delicate sensibilities! I’m telling Dad.”
Sam chuckled and took a deep breath.
“You would have loved it, Sam. Cara called him a little man right before she threw him out the door.” Her chuckle broke into a laugh. “You know Frank practically worships the ground you walk on. I think you’re the only vampire he doesn’t run screaming from. Of course, you’re probably one he really should run screaming from. Ha, ha, ha.”
Sam sighed again and it didn’t take much to envision her patented eye roll. “Yeah, hilarious.”
“So, can you come by and give me a ride to the rental shop? Someone slashed all my tires.”
“Your tires? You don’t say? I can’t imagine anyone getting annoyed enough to slash your tires.”
I didn’t dignify that with a response.
Sam laughed and said, “I’ll be there in fifteen.”
“Cool, tell Dale I said hi.”
She snorted and hung up the phone.
 
***
 
I walked out front to meet Sam and was only mildly surprised to find the enormous oak tree already gone and the cobblestones repaired. I wondered how many people were walking around with new scars or tattoos they didn’t remember getting.
A while later we picked up a snazzy red Chevy Blazer from the rental shop. The whole process was slow and rather uneventful. I tried really hard not to laugh while the clerk stared at my sister the entire time.
Vampire glamour must come in handy, the whole predator, prey fascination thing. Of course, the clerk had no way of knowing Sam was a vampire. Most of the people alive today have no idea vampires exist, or ever existed. Regardless, most people still get an impressively vacuous expression when a vampire’s aura spreads out and caresses their own. Sam’s aura was oozing all over the clerk. I know she didn’t do it on purpose, but vampire auras seem to act on some subconscious level, always hunting. It was just ten times creepier because I could see the damn things. The auras never attempt to approach necromancers, so while it was creepy, it was kind of funny too. Granted, if Sam had bitten the guy, the humor level would have dropped a bit.
I parked the rental, climbed the stairs to my apartment, and turned on the television. After nodding off on the couch a few times I dragged my ass to bed.
A few hours later, my phone rang. My vision was blurry as my brain forced my eyes open so the source of the incessant ringing could be located and executed. I eventually made out the fiery red numbers on my alarm clock.
“Five fifteen?” I mumbled. I grabbed the phone and tucked it between my ear and my pillow. “Who the hell is-”
“We must meet, boy. There is much to discuss.” The woman’s voice was strong, elderly, with an anachronistic New Orleans accent.
It snapped my eyes wide and my heart pounded. “Z…Zola?”
“The cabin. Tomorrow at dusk.” There was a dark chuckle and the line went dead.
I sat up and stared at the phone. I hadn’t spoken to my master in almost two years, but I was sure whatever she wanted wasn’t going to be pleasant.



CHAPTER THREE
 
“Frank here.”
Frank had one of the most dispassionate phone greetings I’d ever heard. At least he sounded awake. “Are you actually up already?” I glanced at the microwave. “It’s only a little after eight.”
“Yeah, but what are you doing up?”
I shrugged and said, “I’m calling to give you your trial run. I have to leave town for a day or two. I need you to watch the shop.”
“Yeah, no problem. When do you want me there?”
“I’ll go down in a bit to forewarn Foster and company. If you want to show up in about an hour and a half, that’d be perfect. Foster can help out if you have any issues with the register.” I paused and then said, “You’ll be alright with the fairies around to help?”
I heard a scratching sound over the phone and a sigh before Frank said, “No problem Damian, I’ll be there.”
“I could get used to help that doesn’t complain about the lack of whiskey and cheese in the store.”
“What?”
“Never mind, long story.” Frank must be desperate for work if he didn’t even mention Cara throwing him out of the store. I grinned. “Thanks Frank, I’ll see you when I get back.” I hung up the phone and headed out to the rental.
 
***
 
A few minutes later I pulled in and unlocked the shop. I could feel someone watching me, and had a pretty good guess who. “Hey Foster, what’s up?” I turned and found him standing with his sword drawn and a raised eyebrow.
“Apparently you are,” he paused, “which most likely means I’m hallucinating or the world has ended. It’s only nine in the morning, hardly a respectable time for a necromancer to be awake.”
“I have to head south to meet my master.”
“Zola?” His other eyebrow shot up to join the first.
“Yep. She wants me to meet her at our old training ground.”
“Did she say why?”
“Nope, not unless you count evil giggling..”
Foster sheathed his sword and tapped his chin. “Are you going to close the shop while you’re gone?”
“Actually,” I drawled, “I was going to leave Frank in charge; a bit of a test run. You mind babysitting? Make sure he doesn’t give anything away or sell stuff to people I don’t like?”
Foster barked out a laugh and smiled. “No problem, now he can see me, I can boss him around.”
 “Oh, and Foster?” He turned and looked at me. “Try not to let Mom kill the help, okay?”
He laughed and glided into the back room.
I left the store unlocked. With Foster around to keep watch, I wasn’t worried about anything growing legs and walking out before Frank showed up. I passed two young vampires on my way to the rental car. They smiled, waved, and flashed their fangs at me in the late morning sun. I waved back. I recognized the two from Sam’s Pit—her vampire family, as she sometimes calls them—but I couldn’t remember their names. The girl snickered, wrapped her arm around the boy’s waist and they continued on their way.
Some people would be surprised to see vampires out and about in the daylight; well, a lot of people would have been surprised to see vampires, period. It was somewhat unusual to see them out in the sunlight, but it wouldn’t kill them. It was almost always the young ones prowling the daytime streets. Some of their strength was sapped in the sun, but they didn’t burst into flames or turn to ash without some assistance. The kind of assistance I’d given a vampire on more than one occasion. Most vampires avoided daylight because they didn’t trust other vampires not to kill them in their weakened state, never mind the fact they all had the same disadvantage. Ah, the gift of paranoia.
I unlocked the door to the SUV and set off for the country.
It was a two-hour drive south of Saint Louis. The broad highway narrowed into two lanes on either side and eventually turned into a curvy, one lane death trap. Coldwater was a town slowly being lost to history. The old sawmill closed decades ago, homes and buildings collapsed through the years, trails forgotten and lost to time as nature reclaimed its territory. I took a left about thirty minutes later, tires crunching onto a narrow gravel drive. I bounced my head off the ceiling of the rented Chevy Blazer for another fifteen minutes and eventually crossed into an open field with a gentle hill surrounded by an old deciduous forest. The mixture of greens and shadows were a spectacle I always enjoyed, but the winter woods will always be my favorite.
At the top of the hill was a small cabin. I don’t know exactly how old it was, but it was obviously built when people were shorter. I’m around six foot five and have always ducked through the front door and all the doorways inside. Zola claimed the cabin was around before the Civil War. I didn’t doubt it. In fact, I was pretty sure Zola had been around since before the Civil War, though she’d never really come out and said it.
I parked beneath the giant oak in the middle of the field that shadowed the front of the cabin. I didn’t see Zola in the twilight as I opened the car door, though a faint orange light leaked from the steel shuttered windows. The humid country air washed over me with the hint of honeysuckle and the nearby pond. It was quite a change from the pollution-choked air of Saint Louis. With a little effort, I was able to stop drumming my fingers on the butt of the pepperbox holstered under my left arm. My gaze shifted to the well off to the side of the cabin, then back to the cabin itself. Zola was there. She hadn’t made a sound. I couldn’t make out more than her silhouette beneath the overhang of the front porch, but I didn’t need more than that. Her braided hair, knobby cane, and lithe outline didn’t leave much room for doubt.
“Chop some firewood, boy.” Her voice carried easily over the quiet sounds of birds and crickets in the shin-high grass. “When you’re done, meet me by the stove.” She stepped toward the front door.
The pile of firewood off to the side of the house seemed to be laughing at me. “Can’t we just use some of the wood that’s already chopped?”
Her silhouette paused and turned. She was silent as she turned away again and stepped inside.
“Take that as a no,” I muttered to myself. I sighed and walked off to the nearby shed where my old friend, a heavy double-bladed axe, still hung by its head. Tool of destruction in hand, I headed to the edge of the woods to gather some fallen logs. The hoot of a barn owl sounded like thunder in the blackening night.
I smiled as I set the axe aside and grabbed the end of a long dead tree trunk. A few grunts pulled it far enough out of the surrounding wood to get to work. It didn’t take long to hack the foot-thick log into more manageable foot-long cylinders. I stacked three of the logs in my left arm, grabbed the axe with my right hand, and headed for the stump just to the east of the cabin.
After butchering the first log to kindling, I got my rhythm back. I hadn’t chopped wood at the cabin in almost ten years. What was I, sixteen or seventeen back then? Zola used to call it punishment. I laughed to myself. I was too stupid at the time to realize she was using it to help me work off some rage and frustration after a few of our training sessions gone wrong.
As the axe came down again and the fourth log split seamlessly down the middle with a satisfying crack, I remembered …
 
“You see it boy?”
I nodded while my eyes stayed locked on the shimmering ribbon around the body. It was an old hunter. His body was decomposed badly enough I couldn’t even begin to tell what killed him.
The aura was a slow, twining span of black and white, well balanced and lacking the fuel of hatred, or stress, or pain, or love, or any other human emotion the living have. It was an aura of the dead.
“The dead have power. It may not be of great use to most of them, but it will be of great use to you.”
I was only half listening to my master. I could see where bits of the aura should have anchored to the body. More out of boredom than anything else, I focused a tiny needle of power to hook the aura back into place at the root chakra, the base of his spine, and the crown chakra at the top of his head.
Before I could do anything else, the aura flared blood red and I screamed as the body pulled a knee under itself, pushed off the ground, and leaned back against the tree. It should have fallen apart, but it didn’t. My gaze met those hollow sockets where only decay and maggots should have been. The empty depths of infinity stared back.
“What did you do, boy!” From the corner of my eye I could see Zola scrambling for something in her cloak.
The body screamed, though there was no throat left for the air to pass through. The vacant eye sockets flared with a deep blue light. I couldn’t hear the scream anymore; it was replaced by a slow, dark, laugh. A chill wracked my body to its core.
Zola dove at the abomination. Literally dove. I saw a flash of silver as she rammed something into its right eye socket. 
Something escaped from the wound in a red haze. The aura snapped back into the even black and white flow of the dead. It was still anchored to the body, and the body was still standing, staring at nothing.
I, however, stared slack-jawed at my master. She claimed to have been over eighty, but there was obviously something else going on. No one should have been able to move that fast at eighty, or seventy, or thirty for that matter. 
Zola’s gaze wandered up and down the body, and then she grimaced. “Well, boy, Ah guess today you’re going to learn how to deal with zombies. Go get the axe.”
 
I carried a pile of firewood through the door in both arms, laughing.
“What’s so amusing, boy?” Zola said as she cocked an eyebrow. She stood close to the wood stove.
“I was thinking about the hunter. Do you remember that?”
She raised her eyebrows slowly, her forehead crinkled and her eyes smiled. “Of course Ah do, Damian. How could any teacher forget such stupidity?”
I shrugged and smiled, setting the firewood beside the stove. Well, she did have a point.
“It is odd you should bring up the hunter.”
I added two logs to the black woodstove and shut the creaky stove front.
“You remember the shard Ah thrust into the creature?”
I nodded. “Yeah, the one with the binding ward worked into it.”
“You have a good memory.”
“Well, that kind of thing is hard to forget.”
She nodded and her hand flexed on the head of her knobby cane. “That is much like our new problem.”
We stood in the darkness, only the dim moonlight and the orange flicker of the wood stove giving us light in the small living room. The cabin filled with the smell of burning wood and Zola’s words hung in the air. “Darkness is moving Damian,” her gnarled hands shifted over the cane, “with you at its center.” I stared at her for a moment. She was still short, but with the presence of someone twice her size. She stood ramrod straight with a pile of thin braids falling past her shoulders. Tiny bits of iron and Magrasnetto, a silver gray metal, tinkled in each of those braids as she cocked her head to one side. Her eyes were intense, appraising me as I did the same. Zola’s gaze was slightly sunken below her forehead, peering out above sallow cheeks. Her body was wrapped in a deep gray cloak and her lips turned up in a smile as she waited for me to respond.
I didn’t take anything my mentor said lightly. “What have you seen?”
Her eyes narrowed. “Something Ah’ve not seen since bourré played more tables than poker.” 
A passing smile twitched my lips. We used to play bourré with Sam when she’d visit.
Zola rubbed her right hand against her jaw. “Ah see demons, boy; demons all around you.”
“Why am I afraid you’re not speaking metaphorically?”
She laughed. It was rich and loud and entirely inappropriate. “There are things Ah can show you, ways to deal with demons. And you … you must listen, or you will not survive.”
I put my left fist in my right hand and bowed my head. “Yes, master.” I even managed to keep a straight face.
She laughed and slapped my shoulder hard enough to bruise. “You always were a pain in my ass.” Zola fell silent and reached into the folds of her cloak. When she removed her hand from its depths, it was gripping a small doll. The doll was plain and looked like it was made from a potato sack, stained with some blackened red substance. The Xs that passed for eyes stared at me. Utterly creepy.
“What is that? A voodoo doll?”
A vague smile crossed her face and I shivered. “It is much more than a pincushion, boy.” Her voice ground like a zombie dragged through gravel. Ah, that would be like a slow moving blend of a chain smoker and a deep, hoarse voice if you haven’t heard a zombie dragged through gravel. “Do you not see the aura, Damian?”
It was inanimate. It had never been alive. It shouldn’t have had an aura, but as soon as I focused and looked for it, it was there. A sickly mixture of black and a red so deep it could have been congealed blood. I’d never seen anything like it.
My gaze traveled up to meet Zola’s eyes. “The hell is that?”
Her own eyes flicked down to the burlap figure. I would have sworn the thing was trying to wriggle out of her hand. “You are familiar with a fairy bottle?”
I nodded. “Nasty stuff, they can trap auras and some Fae believe they can trap souls.” Zola raised the doll closer to my face and I realized what she was saying. Her comment about the shard, she’d bound something to it. “You’re telling me something’s trapped in that?” I twisted my head away and grimaced.
“Ah would not say trapped is the best word, but it is bound to it, yes.” She lowered the doll.
I stifled a shiver. “What the hell is it?”
“What do you think it is?”
There was no avoiding it. No matter how much I didn’t want to say it, or believe it, the pulsing red and black aura could only be from one thing. “You bound a demon to it.” My voice was flat.
Her lips curled up just a little. “It is only a bit of a demon’s aura, nothing more.”
I rolled my eyes. “Oh, nothing more, just a bit of demon. Would you like a towel to wipe up that bit of demon?”
She laughed and turned her head. The orange glow of the fireplace cast her face into shadows.
“So why do you have it?” I asked, indicating the doll.
“Ah have learned much in the past two years, boy. There are evils beyond anything Ah ever imagined still walking this earth.” Her eyes closed for a moment. When she opened them, they dilated in the dim light, swallowing shadows. “This,” she said as she raised the doll, “is a portion of the demon you released into our plane almost ten years ago.”
I stared at the small figure in her hand. The demon I released?
She nodded. “The hunter, Damian. Ah am still uncertain why you were able to do it, but that was no mere spirit you stitched into its body. You didn’t just bind an aura of the dead to the body, but opened a gateway. Maybe because of the chakras you used. Ah do not know.”
“Great,” I said.
“This doll will also be training, for you and for me.”
I stared at the lifeless, squirm-inducing doll. “Training for me?”
“Yes, someone has to help banish the demons.” She smiled again, covering her face in fine, and some not so fine, laugh lines. 
My stomach dropped into my shoes and my eyes locked on the doll again. “I don’t think it’s going to fight back.”
“Ah, you may be surprised.”
“Even better. Demons weren’t surprise enough?”
“If you can learn to use the aura of something tied to a demon, on purpose instead of by … accident …” she paused, her eyes shifting to the doll in her hand. “You can follow the bond back. Use that sympathetic power as an entry point. Use it as the demon’s weakness. You can learn with these.” Zola tossed the demon doll at me as she pulled another one out of her cloak.
I grimaced and caught the thing. Instead of just looking like it was trying to wriggle out of Zola’s grip, now it actually felt like it was trying to get out of mine. Like a fist-sized nightcrawler. Nasty. “Sympathetic power, huh? Kind of an odd word for demon-speak.”
She glared at me. I shut up. “The other doll is from another demon. A demon one of our brothers helped me bind last week.”
“Who?”
“His name is Zachariah.”
I raised an eyebrow. “As in, Zachariah the assassin guy?”
“Yes, the assassin that worked for Philip. We don’t know how many demons are loose, and we need help.”
“Where there’s one …” I said.
Zola laughed. It was empty, but we’d learned a long time ago you could laugh, smile, and shrug it off, or let someone clean your brains off the ceiling in the morning. She took a step toward the old green couch and sat down. “Yes, Damian, where there is one.” She slumped back, ran her hand over her eyes, and squeezed the bridge of her nose. I’d never seen a defeated look on Zola’s face before, and it scared the hell out of me.
I sat down on a dynamic orange chair from the 1960s. It had the texture of a pilled sweater, and my hand started picking off little orange puffballs while I watched my master. The fire crackled in the stove, doing nothing but emphasizing the silence of the room.
Within minutes, my unspoken questions burned more than the flames in the old iron stove. “Where have you been, Zola? I haven’t seen you, haven’t even heard from you in two years.” I shook my head and leaned forward. “Now you come back with stories of demons?” I half expected a sharp rebuttal from her, but none came.
She closed her eyes, took a deep breath, and sat up straight. The confidence I’d come to expect from my master returned to her posture and her voice. “Ah’ve been traveling to the hiding places of the war. There were demons, Damian, and not just the men who fought in wars. They walked our plane with abandon. Ah know you’ve heard me speak of Philip Pinkerton. With his help, and others on rare occasions, we banished or buried almost twenty demons through the years.”
She closed her eyes for a moment and wrapped a hand around her pale, knobby cane. “We were able to banish five from our plane. The rest were too powerful to be banished by our group. We bound them to various vessels and hid them. No one but Philip and Ah knew the location for the stranded demons. Neither of us knew where they all were. Philip was going to go back and destroy the vessels after learning more about the demons. At the end of the Civil War, he left for Rome. He was alive then, at the end of it all.” She stared at the embers in the wood stove as she said, “He is dead now. Ah found his body two years ago.”
My eyes widened. “Two years? There’s no way he’d still be alive, he’d have to be-”
She held her hand up to silence my questions. “Without Philip’s help, the demons would not have been stopped. Ah fear even now, without his help, they cannot be stopped.”
I eventually managed to close my gaping jaw and speak. “You were really around then? In the Civil War?” I shrugged and held my hand out in invitation as I said, “How?”
 “Another time, Damian. For now, we have far greater concerns. Someone is releasing the demons we bound.” She reached into another pocket hidden inside her cloak and pulled out a small pile of crumbled metallic debris. “This is all that’s left of a relic holding a greater demon. No demon, not even an arch-demon, could have broken this binding from within.
“We buried it at the Battle of New Madrid in 1862.” Her hand formed a fist around the iron detritus. Zola’s lips compressed into a tight line and she stared at me. “Damian, I don’t know what’s going to happen.”
I set the demon doll down, walked to the fridge around the corner and opened the door. I crinkled my nose at the stale smell wafting from the seldom-used appliance. Four bottles of Duvel Belgian Golden Ale lined the top shelf. I grabbed two bottles and two glasses from the cabinet beside the fridge and headed back to the living room. A quick pour and I handed a glass to Zola, left the bottle by the couch, and sat down with a glass and bottle of my own.
We both raised our glasses in silence and drank. I savored the light burn of the ale as it went down. I met my master’s gaze for a minute in the darkness and warmth and said, “Well, shit.”
 



CHAPTER FOUR
 
I woke up in the short bunk in the tiny corner bedroom with a yelp as pins and needles stabbed my ankles. It was the fifth or sixth time I’d startled awake that night. My feet were numb, the circulation cut off by the slightly raised edge of the bed’s frame. That hadn’t been a problem when I was younger, and shorter. It was only nine in the morning, but my back screamed at me to get up once and for all. The bed was so stiff and crunchy I wouldn’t have been surprised if the mattress was stuffed with straw from the Civil War.
Zola, on the other hand, was waiting on the porch with an extra mug full of coffee as I stumbled out the door on my numb feet. She flashed a genuine smile as she held it out to me.
“I have pins and needles in my feet.” I took the coffee and drank. “No Frappuccino?”
She snorted.
I moaned between slurps. “Thank you. That’s fantastic.”
Zola reached into her cloak and pulled the two demon dolls out again. She sat one on the rusty chair near the edge of the covered porch and the other on the plain wood railing. “It’s time to train, boy. Ah will show you once.” She held up her right index finger to reiterate the once. “Be sure you pay attention. The dolls have a common bond in the talisman binding the auras to them. That is their weakness.”
I nodded as I sucked down more coffee. My eyes moved to the doll in the chair. I focused my Sight and watched the aura spin through its head a few times. I couldn’t suppress a shiver.
Zola moved fast, utterly silent. Her aura flared as she focused her necromancy, the heavy black and white ribbons of power billowing out from her hand. I watched it surround the doll on the railing and latch on to the sickly aura. Zola curled her fingers and the aura stretched away from the doll, black and red swirling and thinning as she pulled. She moved it across the porch until it touched the aura of the other doll. A tiny shimmer rippled out from the point of contact and Zola said, “Pulsatto!”
The doll on the chair sunk in on itself as the wave of force hit it and the metal chair behind it bent. Its burlap body fell forward in an anticlimactic display.
“That’s it?” I said.
“Did you see the hole?”
“The shimmer?”
“Yes, that is your target. It creates a weakness in the demon’s aura. Where your attacks were useless, now you will find them strong. Where you once had stale hardtack to saw through a corn stalk, you’ll have a scythe.” She flexed her hand and turned toward the dolls. “Now you try.”
“Touching it with my power, is it going to, you know, show me the demon or anything weird like that?”
Zola shook her head. “It shouldn’t. Not the way you sense the life of a person when you use your power on the dead.”
“Thank God for small favors.” I raised one side of my mouth in a half grin and then slammed the rest of the coffee. Zola’s lesson seemed simple enough. I rubbed my hands together in anticipation. Drag the aura out, smack the point of contact with an incantation and voila! Demon chop suey.
I focused my necromancy and my aura pushed out in a wave of power. Whenever my necromancy touched the dead or another aura I could feel it, like it was my own hands grabbing onto a physical object. My smirk turned into a grimace as I touched the aura of the first doll. It felt greasy and warm and wriggly and wrong. I rushed the exercise, stretching the aura out as fast as I could and yelling “Pulsatto!” the instant the auras touched.
Imagine my surprise when the force of that blow bounced back and hit me square in the chest, launching me backwards through the porch railing with a magnificent crack of wood and a hail of splinters. With no breath left to scream, I bounced silently off the ground once and slammed ass over head into the stone side of the well. I groaned … a lot.
“Yes, well … Ah think you need some more practice, boy.”
Zola’s face was a little fuzzy in my blasted vision, but I was pretty damn sure she was smiling.
 
***
 
Ten hours. Ten hours of getting my ass handed to me by an inanimate doll. My shirt was singed, soaked, and shredded. Much like my dignity. My jeans looked more like a pasty mixture of grass and mud than pants, and blood was running into my eye from a gash on my forehead.
Apparently my performance hadn’t been too terribly impressive. My head rang as Zola clocked me on the forehead with her cane. “What are you, a damned Sunday solider?”
“Ow.”
“Dammit, boy. Concentrate and do it right or Ah’ll beat you senseless.” She glared at me and tapped her fingers on the top of her cane. “You’ll be dead with the first demon you meet at this rate.”
She was right. Hell, she usually was.
I groaned and stood up. I was careful, drawing the aura out quickly, but steadily. It stretched and thinned and touched the other doll’s aura a moment later. I held on, despite the ghastly feeling that the auras were trying to pass through my own. It was only an instant, but that single instant lasted an eternity. The second aura shimmered, and a hole rippled out behind the disturbance.
“Pulsatto!”
I cringed, waiting for the blowback, but this time the force found its home. The chair buckled with a scream of stressed metal and slammed to the wooden porch with the demon doll stuck firmly inside. I released the aura of the first doll and shivered as it slithered away.
“Mmm, better boy, better.”
 



CHAPTER FIVE
 
It was Monday before Zola and I headed back toward civilization. I was sore and bruised and quite sure every bone in my body was broken. Every time I turned the wheel or hit a bump or tapped the accelerator, something screamed at me to stop moving. Good god was I sore.
I hit another bump as we came off the gravel drive, cursed, and grimaced as my shoulder radiated with shooting pains. Zola laughed at me. I raised an eyebrow and glanced at her. “Can I help you?”
She flashed me a toothy grin and shook her head.
“My pain amuses you, doesn’t it?”
Zola scowled at me before her smile widened and she nodded in another fit of laughter.
I blew out a breath and said, “Great. You know, I always thought you had a sadistic streak when I was a kid. It’s a bit more than a streak though, isn’t it.”
“Moi?” she said with feigned shock.
I couldn’t help but laugh. “So, if I’m driving you to Saint Louis with me, how the hell did you get down to the cabin?”
“Ah took a friend to the New Madrid battleground. He confirmed my suspicions about something releasing the demons. What truly frightens me is not even his power could reveal what manner of creature released them. There were traces of demons and vampires, but something else had been there too.” She turned her head and stared out the passenger window as the forested hills rolled by.
“And who was this mystery person, if I may be so bold?”
“The vampire lord, Camazotz.”
My mouth made spluttering noises for a few seconds and hung limp for a few seconds more. “As in the vampire to end all vampires, Camazotz?” My brain flipped over everything I knew about the vampire lord. A lot of people thought he was the original. The Mayans had worshipped him, though their images looked more like a half-bat half-man thing. In reality, he was a hunter of all things dark and creepy. On occasion, that included other vampires. He’d earned his title by wiping out some forty badass vampires in one day, torn to bits by one of their own kind.
“He is a good man. He kills only what deserves to die.”
“Uh-huh,” I said. “You showed me pictures of his trophy room. There is no way in hell anyone knows if all those kills were justified.” I shivered at the thought of that stone room filled with skulls, skeletons, and taxidermies.
She shrugged. “He dropped me off at the cabin after New Madrid.”
The car drifted out of its lane a bit as I stared at Zola in disbelief.
“The road, Damian.”
I jerked the car fully back into its lane. “Camazotz,” I whispered. “Mother fucking Camazotz dropped you off?”
“He’s a good man, Damian. You would do well to respect him.”
“A good vampire,” I muttered.
“And Sam is a vampire, and you are a necromancer, boy!”
“Touché,” I said and her glare broke down into laughter.
We drove the rest of the way in relative silence, watching as the green hills receded and were replaced by overpasses and strip malls and concrete. Saint Louis was still pretty green, but it was nothing compared to the deeper parts of Missouri.
It was dark by the time we rumbled across the cobblestones and pulled into a parking space in front of the shop. “Hey, the shop’s still there. Go Frank.”
Zola looked over at me as she closed her door. “Frank?”
“My new help. He’s a commoner, but he knows a bit about our world. Cara gave him the Sight.”
“He must be a capable man if Cara gave him such a gift.” She looked impressed.
I scratched my head and tried to hide a lopsided grin. “Yeah, that’s one way to put it.” I took a couple quick steps forward and opened the door for Zola.
“You know,” she said as she walked through the door, “your shop has existed in one form or another since the town was called Les Petites Côtes.”
I’d never heard the name before, but I grinned when she called it “my shop.” There was a certain amount of pride in being a proprietor for such an old store. I followed Zola in and was very surprised to find Sam talking to Frank and no one yelling. There were all kinds of things wrong with that. They were laughing. Good god I worry about my sister sometimes. Sam waved when the bell jingled on the door. I could see Frank’s jowls vibrating with mirth as we stepped closer.
I stopped after another step and shouted, “Foster!”
“Yes, O friend of mine?” He peeked out from behind a pack of crow feathers.
Ugh, the “It wasn’t me” greeting never bodes well. I pointed to the pair of chattering mortal enemies and said, “You didn’t by chance give Frank any hints about buttering Sam up, did you?”
“Nope, I can honestly say I did no such thing.”
I sighed and rubbed my hand on my cheek. “Uh-huh, so who did?”
Foster’s eyes flicked to the side then back to me as Aideen landed next to him. Her movements were slow and flowing, nothing like the quick jerks and twitches of a human.
I did a double take as I realized what Foster’s eye flick meant. “Aideen?” I stared at her as a small flame of suspicion kindled in my gut.
She shrugged and her lips slowly pulled up into a smile. “They both seemed lonely.”
“What did you do?” I said as I narrowed my eyes.
Her smile widened without showing any teeth. “No magic, I only spoke with Sam about giving Frank a chance. You know she needs more in her life than you and your parents.”
“But,” I sighed and my eyes trailed back to Frank and Sam, laughing, together. “Frank? Just because a rat and a hawk are lonely doesn’t mean they should be friends.”
“You trust him, do you not?” Aideen said.
I stared at the fairy and images of flyswatters flitted across my brain. I sighed and rubbed my chin stubble. “Damn I need to shave.”
“Damian?”
“Yeah, I trust him.”
“And would you care if Sam accidentally ate Frank?” Foster said. Aideen glared at him.
“Hmm, I see where you’re going here.”
Aideen slapped Foster in the back of the head and fluttered toward the back room.
I stared at Sam with her perfectly straight black hair, flared jeans, and thin black leather jacket. She put her hand on Frank’s forearm and laughed again. It was good to see her in high spirits. Frank was not her type in oh so many ways, but if it made her happy, even for a little while, who was I to stand in the way of that? I sighed and headed toward the counter, Zola chuckling behind me.
“Hey, Sam.”
She turned and glanced at me before her gaze tracked down to the small woman beside me. “Zola!” Sam blipped out of existence and was suddenly hugging Zola like a long lost teddy bear. I guess in some ways she was just that. Zola treated Sam like a daughter and in turn Zola was like a mother to Sam, having helped her retain much of her own aura and personality when she was first turned. Our parents didn’t take it too well when Sam became a vampire.
When Sam eased off a bit, I said, “Frank, this is Zola Adannaya. Don’t piss her off.”
Zola extended her hand and shook Frank’s. “A pleasure, son.”
Frank was wearing black slacks and an awful blue polyester shirt. He nodded and managed a crooked smile. He’d heard some stories about Zola, so I can see why he was a bit intimidated.
“Thanks for watching the store Frank. The place looks great.”
His eyes moved back to me, crooked smile still plastered to his face. “No sweat, Damian. Foster helped me out. A lady came in looking for a few types of feathers and I had no idea what was what. Foster took care of it. Talked a few customers into some of your jade charms, too.”
My eyes widened. Those weren’t cheap and rarely sold. “Really?”
“Yep, the big one went for three hundred.” Frank’s smile straightened out a bit. His eyes shifted to Sam. “You mind if I take off, Damian?”
“Not at all. I’m going to drag you into my next meeting with our gemstone dealer. Maybe you’ll be good at buying. We do alright, but I do manage to pick out some shelf warmers.”
Frank smiled and nodded as he started pulling his windbreaker on.
“I’ll walk you out,” Sam said.
Frank and Sam. Sam and Frank. I thought, no, I hoped, she was just being polite, but once Frank had his coat on, Sam slipped her arm through his and leaned into him a bit. I rubbed my face and blew out a breath. My brain hurt.
A flash of fairy shot through the door and into the shop as Sam and Frank walked out.
I heard a whistle followed by a voice I didn’t recognize saying, “Woo hoo sexy girl!”
Sam lit up like she was having an allergic reaction. The blush was an absolute spectacle against her pale skin.
I heard Foster yell, “Sorry Sam!” as she continued down the street. She smiled and waved. Frank’s head was cocked back and his shoulders were shaking, but I couldn’t hear his laugh as they walked out of view.
The newcomer settled down by the register. He had sharp features like Foster, but his hair was a rich red and his muscles were out of control. I just stared at the little fairy, waiting for him to start flexing and posing.
“Ah, you must be that sook of a necromancer, aye?”
“Umm, aye?” I said.
The fairy nodded his head. “Good tah meet a friend ‘round this hackit town.”
“This is Colin,” Foster said as he rolled his eyes and mock despair filled his voice. “He’s not from around here.”
I stared at Foster and blinked. “Really? Hell, I never would have figured that one out.”
“Oh, sarcasm, I never would have seen that coming,” Foster said, mocking me with my own words.
I stared at the fairy again and he just stared back. I finally gave up and looked back at Colin. “It’s good to meet you.”
Colin laughed as he said, “He’s a funny one, aye.” He followed Foster to the back room.
I smiled, shook my head, and turned to Zola. “So, why don’t you help me out with this big bad throw down?”
“Ah’m busy, bigger fish to fry on the east coast. Ah need to leave in a couple days.”
I didn’t even ask. Bigger than a demon? What the hell is a bigger fish than a demon? Thanks but no. I didn’t need more crap to fuel my nightmares. “I don’t even want to know, Zola.”
“Well, you’ll probably find out eventually if everything goes well.” She grinned and jabbed me in the shoulder with her cane.
I winced and rubbed the screaming muscle. “Awesome. I’ll try to contain myself in the meantime.”
Sam walked back in, laughing.
“Why is my pain so funny?”
She shrugged and when she reached us I snapped out, “Get a quickie in out there?”
She pointed her index finger at me and growled, “Damian. Valdis. Vesik. You can be such an ass.” Damn my sister could glare.
“Mmm, but if I wasn’t such an ass, who would you get to sabotage Beth’s wedding?” I batted my eyelashes.
Sam narrowed her eyes to slits and then snorted. “Hey, you’re the one that said Frank worships the ground I walk on. I haven’t had one of those in awhile.”
“Uh, Sam, are you serious? Are you just trying to torture me? He’s so, well, plump and so … so … Frank.”
“And bald,” piped in Zola.
I nodded. “That too. You could probably do better.”
Sam shrugged. “When I look at Frank I don’t think about tearing his throat out and showering in his blood. Oh! He makes his own beef jerky, too. How cool is that?”
I blinked and dragged my brain beyond the ‘showering in blood’ comment. “So that … that makes him date material?”
“No, that makes him quickie material.” She cocked an eyebrow in poetic mockery of my own expression.
“Ah, well, I don’t really have a response to that.” I heard a squeak and turned to find Zola laughing so hard she could barely breathe. Her dark skin was red and her body was trembling. “Not you too,” I said with a sigh.
She wiped a tear away from her eye and slapped me on the back. “I missed you two, boy.”
“Ow! Dammit, yeah, we missed you too,” I said. “I’m hungry. You want pizza?” I heard a sharp intake of breath from the counter and turned to find Foster with his eyes as big as saucers. “I think Foster’s in for pizza.”
“I’ll nibble on a slice,” Sam said.
Colin landed on Sam’s shoulder and said, “The pie o’ the gods. Aye, count me in.”
I smiled at the nervous look on Sam’s face. “Cool, Zola?”
“I’ll have what Foster is having.”
My mouth twisted in revulsion. “Are you sure? The fairies always get onions, pineapple, barbeque sauce and-”
“Anchovies,” Zola finished with a smile. “Yes, they have excellent taste, unlike you and your,” she threw her hand to the side in disgust as she said, “bacon.”
“Whoa, whoa, whoa,” I said as I pushed my hands forward in a stop motion, “just for that, Sam’s buying.”
“What, me? What the hell?”
“My logic is infallible. I’ll order it and you guys pick it up at Dewey’s.”
Zola laughed and grabbed Sam’s arm. She dragged my sister out the door while Sam continued staring at me in confusion.
As the door closed with a light jingle of the bells, Foster said, “Damian, what exactly was logical about any of that?”
“They’re bacon haters. They have to pay for the pizza.” I shrugged. “It’s perfectly logical.” Foster shook his head and stared as I ordered the pizza.
 



CHAPTER SIX
 
Zola and Sam were gone about forty minutes when the phone rang. They should have been back fifteen minutes ago and Sam almost always called if she was going to be late.
“Hello?” I said.
“Damian.” The voice was deep, throaty and unmistakable.
I pushed away a knot of worry in my gut. “Yeah, what’s up Vik?”
“Word is there’s a rogue in town.”
My hand tightened on the receiver. Rogues. They were vampires cast out of their Pit for unthinkable crimes, or so mentally deranged they were abhorred by every Pit they came to. Some were such a risk to vampire secrecy they were executed immediately. Rogues were left to fend for themselves, which generally left them even more twisted than they started.
I’d heard stories of vampires, read even more stories. Some left their society to be on their own for a while; some kind of vampiric transcendental experiment, but most weren’t rogues by choice. Abominable deeds caused rejections by a Pit, in league with killing children, a taboo I was surprised to learn was a taboo. Others killed members of their own Pit, en mass. Sometimes a Pit would adopt a rogue, send it on a mission for the group’s benefit in exchange for a paltry reward. Most vampires destined to become rogues were killed by their creators, other times they were left to wander. I don’t know what the deciding factor was between the two.
A rogue in Saint Louis. That in and of itself really wasn’t so unusual. I tried not to let worry flood my brain, but my stomach tightened anyway. Saint Louis was a pretty big city and rogue vampires came and went with a fair amount of regularity. When I didn’t respond quickly, Vik continued.
“Word is he’s looking for a necromancer. You’re the only necromancer in town I know of.”
Gut one, brain zero. “Huh, well, that sucks.” I rubbed my chin and grimaced.
Vik barked out a short laugh.
“Thanks Vik. Any idea who it is?”
“No, I haven’t been able to find anyone that knows since Devon told me.”
“Still strutting around with the trophy vamp on your arm?”
A lighter laugh escaped his lips. “Devon is beautiful, yes; you could call her a trophy.”
“You’ll have to introduce me.”
“Another time, Damian.” Vik’s voice darkened. “All I know right now is the rogue killed Alexi.”
“Alexi?” I ran my hand through my hair and ground my teeth. He’d helped Sam in the early days. When she’d first joined the Pit. Even more worrisome, Alexi was no pushover. “Does Sam know?”
“Yes,” Vik said.
“She’s going to be devastated,” I said.
“Listen well, Vesik. I am fond of your sister, and your death would be far more devastating to her. You need to be prepared.”
Crap. Vik never called me Vesik unless things were going bad.
“The rogue threatened to kill Jonathan and Alexi. Once the latter told the rogue where your shop is located, he killed Alexi and vanished.”
“Shit,” I said. “I can honestly say that’s scary beyond all reason.” I took a deep breath. “How’s Jonathan taking it?”
“He’s happy to be alive, but he is distraught over Alexi. Sam’s with him now. Zola’s here too. They’re both worried about you, be careful.” Vik hung up.
I did the same. I crossed my arms, stared at the phone, and said, “Well, I guess I owe you a ferret if I get through this, Vik.” I smiled bitterly and started gathering up some anti-vamp party favors.
 
***
 
“Where are we going?”
I turned to find Foster bouncing up and down on his wings a foot from my head. “We?”
“Yes, we. I heard Vik. You’re not going anywhere alone.” He pointed a finger at me, “And before you even ask, Aideen insisted I go with you.”
I smiled and stuffed a small leather case filled with a dozen vials of holy water into my backpack of doom along with stakes, silver dust, and silver stakes. “Ah, well then, not much sense arguing that.” I dreaded the day something happened to Foster because of me. “I guess we’re off to see the Pit.” I don’t know why exactly, but the word Pit made me want to brush my tongue.
“That holy water?” Colin said.
“Yeah, Zola thinks it might do some good against demons too, so I’m bringing some extra along with the stakes and silver. Just in case.”
“Aye, or yeh kin drown some fairy folk in it.”
I blinked at Colin as he burst into laughter.
“What? Was that a joke?” I was baffled.
Foster rolled his eyes at Colin and shook his head. “Just ignore him, Damian, he’s always saying something he thinks is hilarious but makes no sense to the rest of us.” Aideen appeared beside him. She landed silently on the top shelf next to Foster and Colin.
“Your armor, love.”
Colin abruptly stopped laughing when he heard Aideen’s voice. Foster went down on one knee in front of his wife. She gently placed the helmet over his head, brushing his hair carefully behind his ears. He held out his arms, palms facing the ceiling, and she strapped a golden vambrace to each. His greaves were already laced and she double-checked them as he stood. She took a knee in turn and presented his fairy-sized claymore, with her arms raised and head bowed.
I was silent through their ritual. I didn’t know the meaning behind everything, but its importance was obvious in both their faces and their demeanor. Aideen kissed Foster on the cheek and left for the back room.
“Right then,” Foster said. “To war and death.”
Colin nodded once and drew his sword.
“Let’s hope it’s neither,” I said as I stepped toward the door. Closing the store an hour early wasn’t likely to cost a lot in lost sales. I wanted to be with Sam and Zola as soon as possible, so I didn’t bother to see if Frank wanted to come back.
We didn’t even make it three steps from the door before two silhouettes walked toward us from either end of the parallel-parked SUV. They moved into the halo of light at the edge of the street. Dressed the same, they were both clothed in dull black leather pants and skin-tight jackets. My eyes flicked between the blond and the raven-haired vampires. The latter was grinning.
“Vesik.” The raven-haired vampire laughed.
“Rogues,” I said. “You know my name …”
“Rogues?” He shook his head, eyes never leaving mine. “No, he is only my puppet, just as you will be my master’s. It is unwise to stand against the master.”
“Who are you?”
He pointed his finger at me and the blond vampire struck.
I reached out with my power, ready to grab hold of the blond’s aura and pull his skull out through his face.
“No fucking aura-” was all I spat out before he was on me. Colin moved fast. Faster than I could see, but by the time he swung the massive claymore the vampire was out of his reach. Colin’s sword cleaved through the side of the rental.
No aura meant zombie. Zombies should be slow. This zombie was flashing vampire fangs and was anything but slow, otherworldly fast. The supercharged zombie tore the backpack out of my hand and threw me through the windshield of a minivan across the street.
“Damian! Holy shit, are you alright?”
As the stars cleared, I found Foster running his eyes over me from his perch on the minivan’s dashboard.
“Dandy.” I glanced back at the blond as I scrambled for the passenger door. I hurt, but the surge of adrenalin was pumping hard enough I could easily ignore the wounds pumping blood down my left arm. The blond was still as a dead tree, eyes focused on nothing but the sidewalk. “What the hell is a puppet, Foster?”
“I don’t know.”
The other vampire was laughing again. He was practically hysterical. “Too long, it’s been too long,” he said as he took a deep breath and clenched his outstretched hands into fists. He pointed at me again.
“Impadda!” I screamed before the blond reached me. This time I was expecting it. Power surged and thickened into a shield arching over my head. He slammed head-first into the wall of force at a flat out run. There was a horrible crunch and he slid to the ground. No strings of power stretched back from the crumpled vampire to his master, no aura shifted around him. No way was he getting up again. I dropped my shield and stepped past him to focus on the rogue. Silly me.
The grounded vampire grabbed my ankle and tossed me into the brick face of the closest building. My back hit first, and then my head cracked hard enough to make my vision cross-eyed. I slid down the wall and landed on my ass.
I stared at the blond vamp as my vision congealed back into something resembling normality. He was deathly still again. I looked hard and focused my Sight. “Oh, fucking god no.” The aura was there, it was just beneath the skin. It was black and dark and tainted with the deep red of infection. His fingers were twitching in random patterns. I hadn’t noticed it before. The vampire was possessed. Not only that, his own aura had been extinguished. He was something else now, but I had no idea what.
Zola’s training kicked in and I reached out to that unholy aura. My power swarmed over the vampire. I waited for the hook, the telltale feeling of an aura I could latch onto, the surge of forsaken knowledge that came with necromancy, but nothing came.
Colin struck at the rogue with two quick slashes. Both were turned away in a thunder of sparks by a shield incantation. “Pulsatto!” A wave of force threw Colin away from the vampire. He landed out of sight, up the street just to the north of the shop.
“What the hell?” My voice slurred a bit.
“Vampires can’t do that,” Foster said.
The black haired vampire spoke again. “The Unseelie Sidhe will rise with our power and crush this world.” His hands balled up into fists. “They will rule the nether lands from the underworld to the Wild Hunt by sword and spell. Gwynn ap Nudd will lay dead at our master’s feet.” His voice rose to a scream and his eyes bulged. “Our Sidhe enemies will die.” He pointed his finger at me. “And you, the righteous necromancers, you’ll never stop us. I’ll break Adannaya’s neck for what she did.”
“Did you just monologue at me?” My speech was slurred and I couldn’t stop the somewhat incoherent giggle dripping from my mouth.
“Gut the blond, Damian!”
I spared Foster a glance. It was an idea, and a better one than I’d come up with during the vamp’s monologue efforts. As I stood up, I took a step forward, brought my arm down in a diagonal line and screamed, “Modus Incidatto!”
The blond didn’t even flinch as a deep and ragged wound opened across his shoulder and guts. It was a massive cut and things never meant to see light began a slow push through the wound.
I could see the aura come out with the viscera and I latched onto it with my power. It slithered and fought and felt like Zola’s godforsaken dolls, but there was no surge of knowing. It was exactly like Zola’s dolls. I pushed it out until it touched the rogue’s aura and opened a hole.
His eyes went wide for a moment and I screamed, “Pulsatto!” My power raced down the connected auras and then everything went wrong.
My power rebounded off the raven-haired vampire’s aura. Something was riding it back, right through my defenses. By the time I could even think the incantation for my shield, I couldn’t move.
“Nice try, Vesik,” he hissed. “See if Zola can put this back together again.”
I don’t even know what the bastard hit me with. I knew I was airborne, and I knew it was going to hurt when I landed, but holy shit. The impact was agonizingly slow. My leg smashed into a fire hydrant. I felt the bolts dig into my knee, heard the crack as something broke, and screamed as my body followed my leg into the hydrant. Something popped in my hip and my heel was suddenly touching the back of my head as I twirled and rolled across the sidewalk. I didn’t pass out. If ever I had wanted to pass out, it was then. The tears that ran down my face in torrents would have vouched for me.
The blond came at me again.
Foster struck. “DAMIAN!” I heard his scream. It changed from his normal voice into the basso war cry of a giant. I’d seen Cara grow before, but even through my haze of pain I could tell Foster was bigger. In the span of a single breath he grew to the size of a seven-foot colossus. Rage creased his face and his claymore was so big it was almost comical.
Comical until Foster launched himself into the air with a sweep of his wings and another cry of rage. He folded his wings and came down on the blond from eight feet in the air. His sword met the crown of the possessed vampire and continued in a smooth slash to his crotch. Blood and entrails exploded across my field of view as the fairy kicked one half of the separated vampire at the rogue.
Foster spun around before the two halves of my attacker ever hit the ground. His arms moved forward in an overhand slash and he let his sword fly. It spun end over end with enough ferocity to kill any vampire, but the rogue vanished with a snarl. There was a thin red vortex of energy where he’d been standing a moment before. The sword passed through the red remnant, slammed into a nearby tree, and buried itself to the hilt.
Things started to go dark. I heard footsteps and mumbling and thought I heard Colin’s thick voice say “Socius Sanation.” There was a twinge in my hip and back, followed by pain. Then darkness mercifully wrapped its arms around me.
 



CHAPTER SEVEN
 
I recognized Sam’s room as I started coming around. My lips curled up as I took in the bright yellow walls and cat posters. My smile died as I turned to find Sam’s face a foot from me, worry etched all over it.
“Was Dale worried?” I asked nonchalantly.
She smiled a little and ran her fingers over the darker patch of skin on her neck. It was circled by a tiny ribbon of an aura that didn’t match Sam’s. I could have sworn it shivered. Sam’s eyes were getting shiny as a thin coat of tears filled them up. She tried to blink them away.
“Bad, huh?” I said.
She nodded and wiped her eyes. Her voice was a whisper. “Colin saved you.” I was surprised when she kissed me on the forehead and walked over to the deep red corduroy chair in the corner. She was almost swallowed up in the huge cushions.
“How long was I out?”
“I don’t know, exactly. Six hours? It’s late.”
“Shit.”
The door opened with a quiet creak and Zola stepped through. She stopped at the foot of the bed and patted my foot, which was hanging over the edge. “Foster told us of the vampire and his puppet.”
I glanced at Sam as I nodded. “He tell you about the puppet’s aura?”
“Yes,” she closed her eyes, “that thing you fought, Damian, it was a zombie.”
“I’ve fought zombies before. They’re slow, stupid, and practically harmless.”
She cocked an eyebrow.
“Okay, okay, practically harmless unless there are a lot of them, and they’re hungry. Besides, that thing Foster cleaved in half for me was fast as hell and possessed—zombies can’t be possessed.”
Zola snorted and flicked my nose.
“Ow.”
“You speak of human zombies.” She turned to the end table, breaking eye contact. “What you fought was a vampiric zombie.”
“A what?” I whispered as an uncomfortable weight settled on my chest.
“Ah suppose there are still some things not found in your books. It is a creature … once a vampire, stripped of its own aura and given another.”
“Jesus, but a vampire stripped of its aura …”
She nodded and turned back to me. “Yes, a vampire stripped of its aura is stripped of the power keeping it alive, for lack of a better term.”
“What the hell can do that?”
“Only one creature Ah’ve ever fought could do that, Damian. Only demons can do that.”
I saw Sam curl her legs up underneath her in the corner. A small tremor ran through her and she closed her eyes. I turned my focus back to Zola. “Is Foster okay?”
“Ha! Is Foster okay?” She shook her head and smiled. “He split that zombie from crown to crotch. Sam, what did Edgar say?”
“Bifurcate,” my sister said with a weak laugh.
“Yes, Foster bifurcated the zombie. Ah truly think he could have killed the rogue, from what he tells me. Ah don’t see another reason a vampire would run. How he vanished when Foster threw a toad sticker at him bothers me, something a demon could do, but a demon wouldn’t run.” She paused. “You know Colin healed you?”
I smiled and looked at Sam. “I guess he’s not so bad, huh?”
Sam snorted. “No, and I don’t think he’s going anywhere soon. He’s, how you say, courting Karen.”
“Vampire Karen?” I said.
“Yes,” Sam said with a nod.
My mind drifted a bit, remembering how Karen was one of the first vampires from the Pit to really break the ice with Cara. She used to hang around with Sam and Alexi quite a bit. I tried to imagine what havoc Colin would be wreaking in the Pit.
“So,” Sam said, interrupting my mind-drift. “What else did the rogue say?”
“What?” I said as Sam’s eyes narrowed. “Oh, right, the rogue. He said a lot, actually, like a full on monologue. Something about the rise of the Unseelie Sidhe ruling the nether lands and killing Gwynn ap Nudd.”
Zola took a deep breath. “As Foster said.” Her grip tightened around the cane in her hand. “Did he say anything else?”
I started to shake my head, but then I remembered. “Yes,” I looked up and met my master’s eyes, “he said he’ll break your neck for what you did to them.”
“Them?” Zola said.
“Yeah,” I said. “Who are they?”
“Ah fear the answer to that question, Damian. We must learn more before Ah can be certain, but Ah’m afraid of what is coming.”
I heard Sam squeak in her chair when Zola expressed her fear. I knew exactly how both of them felt as a shiver ran down my spine.
“What do we need to do?” I said.
Zola smiled. “We need to see if more artifacts are missing or if someone has released more demons we’re not aware of yet.”
“Okay, so where do we start?”
She closed her eyes and was silent for a moment. When she opened them again, they were on fire. “We already know the seal was broken in New Madrid. Philip and I buried more artifacts in the area. Some were seals, prisons for the demons, while others …” she clenched her open hand into a fist, “are still waiting to be used against the demons. It’s been hundreds of years, Damian. Ah don’t know if they’ll still be there.”
“Where?”
“Two are nearby, to the south. We were at Fort Davidson when the South came calling. One will be there; the other is in a nearby quarry.” She paused and tapped her chin. “Ah believe Philip said it is a park now, something about elephants?”
“Elephant Rocks,” Sam said and she unfolded herself and sat up straight.
Zola turned to look at her. “Yes, Ah believe that’s it.”
“I know where that’s at,” I said. “Don’t know about the fort, but Elephant Rocks is only a couple hours from here.”
“A lot less if you’re driving,” Sam said as she glared at me.
I shrugged.
Zola laughed a little.
“What?” I said.
“When Philip and Ah first made the trip from Saint Louis to the quarry it took almost two days. Two days of pushing our horses fairly hard.” She smiled again.
“Good god I love the future,” I said. “That’s brutal.”
“It wasn’t bad, Damian. It gave me time alone with Philip. Not a bad thing at all.”
“Fair enough, so when are we going?”
“We’ll leave tomorrow.”
 



CHAPTER EIGHT
 
I dragged myself up the stairs behind Zola as my legs burned and cramped with every step. I groaned.
Zola glanced back and laughed.
“I feel like I’m eighty.”
“You just need food, boy.”
I nodded and finished the climb in groaning semi-silence. At the top of the stairs I let the banister take my weight, slouched, tilted my head back, and sighed. When I straightened up I found a vampire with short and immaculately slicked-back raven hair. He was thin, verging on emaciated, with prominent bones etching a stoic pattern on his face. He smiled as I met his eyes.
“Hey, Vik.”
“Damian.”
“Thanks for the heads up.”
“You are quite welcome. Now, as the old woman said, let’s get you some food.”
I shuffled around the flowing staircases and took a left into the hallway leading to the kitchen. It was somewhat strange to see Vik without his floor-length coat. Instead he wore only black slacks and a deep red shirt. Sam put him well over three hundred years old, and he had to be almost six feet tall. He was tall for the age. He’d always been good to Sam, so he was okay by me.
The vampire gestured to a sizable kitchen table, beaten and battered by untold centuries of use. It was currently inhabited by two other vampires and Zola. I pulled up a seat next to Sam while Vik opened the freezer and popped something in the microwave.
It was only then I realized who the other vampire at the table was. Her hair was dyed a deep purple instead of its usual brunette color. It didn’t matter what color her hair was, she always looked cute with a little upturned nose and big brown eyes. Ridiculously cute.
“Oooh, did you bring me a fresh snack, Vik?”
I stifled a groan. Sometimes I almost forgot how annoying she was.
“Hi Mary,” I said. “How’ve you been?”
“Lonely without my wittle necromancer snacks.”
“Gag me,” Sam muttered.
A roll of laughter ran through the kitchen.
“You’re an idiot,” Zola said as she rapped my shoulder with her cane. “You let a vampire feed on you.”
“That’s not all,” Mary said.
“That’s quite enough Mary!” Vik said as he slammed his palm on the countertop. “Stay silent and leave this room immediately.”
Mary slid her chair out and left the room without another word. Vik stared after her, shaking his head as she disappeared into the hallway.
“I apologize for her lack of manners,” Vik said.
Zola rolled her eyes. “Damian, if she decided to drain you instead of snacking, you’d be dead.”
“Eww,” Sam said.
“We all make stupid decisions,” I said.
“Sure,” Sam said. “How much did you drink that night?”
“I blame Foster.”
Sam smirked and exchanged a glance with Zola.
The microwave dinged. Vik brought a fine china plate with a golden knife and fork that probably cost more than my car. On top of that plate were two unthinkably beautiful chimichangas.
“Oh, Vik, I didn’t know you cared!”
“You know you’re not supposed to feed stray dogs?” Sam said as she elbowed me. “You’ll never get rid of him now.”
Vik smiled and pulled a small white bag out of his pocket and set it in front of Zola. She unrolled the top and peered inside. Her eyes widened and she took a deep breath over the bag. 
“Hoarhound candy, where did you find this?”
“I made it, actually.”
Zola popped a piece of round, amber and white speckled candy into her mouth. “Oh my. Ah haven’t had candy like that in a hundred years. Thank you.”
Vik nodded and walked back to the fridge. He pulled two cups out of the cupboard and a bag of blood out of the refrigerator. I took a few bites of changa while I watched him fill the cups and snap lids on them. It didn’t bother me nearly as much as it used to.
“Where is everyone?” I said.
“Most of them are with Jonathan,” Vik said.
“Why aren’t you?” I said.
“Someone needed to look after our necromancer,” Vik said as he dropped the cups into the microwave.
Vik brought the cups over when they finished heating. He handed one to Sam as he sat down with his own. Almost on cue, both vampires snapped out their fangs and slammed them into the top of the cups.
“Vampire sippy cups,” I muttered.
Both of them stifled laughter in an effort not to spray the room in blood.
“Hey, it’s better than eating people,” Sam said.
“And the design is quite brilliant,” Vik said as he demonstrated the movable bottom that pressed all the blood into the lid.
“Vampire Push Pops,” I said.
My sister grinned and elbowed me.
“Indeed,” Vik said. “These cups are quite satisfying, giving us something to bite into other than flesh. I would think the fact makes you more comfortable around us.” Vik smiled, snapped his fangs out and bit down on the cup again.
I watched him suction blood out of the cup for a moment and then took my last bite of chimichanga. “Indeed,” I muttered.
Sam went back to the fridge for a refill. Every shelf was piled with blood bags.
“Is Devon still working at the blood bank?” I said.
Vik nodded. “I need to introduce you two.”
“How long has she been in the Pit now?”
“Almost two months in fact. She’s been at the blood bank for a month. The employee discount is a nice benefit too. Vasili’s connections to the other Pits have paid off well.”
“I haven’t met him either,” I said.
Vik eyed me. “No disrespect to our illustrious leader, but would you really want to meet Vasili? Devon is at least attractive and less likely to kill you.”
“Are you still courting her?” Zola said before I could decide if Vik was joking or not.
Vik’s lips turned up into a smile. “Yes, she is my girlfriend, as the young ones say.”
I glanced at Sam; her Vampire Push Pop was almost empty again and currently twirling beneath her index finger on the table.
“Thanks for the chimichangas,” I said. “I need to check in on the shop. I didn’t lock up before the fight.”
“Of course,” Vik said. “Leave your plate. Sam will clean up.”
Sam shot daggers at Vik, a look I knew all too well, and then sighed. “I guess it is my week.”
“Thanks again for the food Vik, and the healthcare.”
He nodded once as I took my leave.
 
***
 
It was a short, quiet drive back to Saint Charles. Sure, Foster and Aideen would be looking after things, keeping the home front secure, but I always like to see it with my own eyes. The front door was locked when I pushed on the gold brass handle in the center of the double doors. The shiny brass was out of place in the worn green doors, flanked by ancient glass windows on either side. I slid my key in, opened the deadbolt, and swatted the bells as I walked inside. Foster glided in from the back room a moment later, fully armored.
“Damian, thank the lords you’re alright.”
I puffed out a breath of air. “And thank the Foster for saving my ass.”
He landed on a dark wood shelf behind the counter to the whisper of tiny chainmail links and scratched his head. “How’s Sam doing? She was pretty torn up when she saw you the first time.”
“Yeah, and she was already torn up over Alexi.” I slapped my forehead. “I didn’t even tell her sorry about Alexi. He was a good friend of hers.” I sat down on the stool behind the counter.
“She knows Damian. She’s family.”
“Then I went and got my ass handed to me on a silver platter.”
Foster stifled a laugh and I couldn’t help but smile. “You sure did.”
“Tell Colin thanks next time you see him.”
“I will.”
My neck cracked as I rolled it in a circle. “Can you clear something up for me?”
The fairy leapt off the shelf and landed beside the register on top of my latest eBay purchase. The seller titled it “Long Pretty Magnetite Rock with Crystals!!!!,” but the crystalized gray rock was actually a sizable chunk of Magrasnetto, a potent magic amplifier in ley line arts. I had enough to make some talismans and, if I could get my ass motivated, enough to make a wand.
Foster nodded at me from his rocky perch.
“The vamp we fought last night was screaming about Sidhe this and Sidhe that. I guess he figured out I had some help, or at least some friends.”
Foster’s chest puffed out a little and his teeth were shining. “He could see us, no doubt.”
My left hand waved aimlessly at the front door. “But when I’m talking with my sister’s group …”
“Pit,” Foster said.
I went on like I hadn’t heard him, “… they always say Fae.”
He crossed his legs beneath him. “We are all Fae and all Sidhe. Like you, like humans, some are good by some measure and some are less so. The best of us are blessed with the distinction of the Seelie Court. Those who fall, and those who are made to it, are of the Unseelie Court.” Foster looked ready to spit and his wings beat faster as he spoke of the Unseelie Court. “They are powerful. To underestimate them is death.”
“Sounds like they can dish out some serious power.”
Foster nodded.
“Must make you Unseelie, right?” I cocked an eyebrow to emphasize my sarcasm. Sometimes sarcasm is not the best option.
Foster screamed, unsheathed his sword, and lunged at my eyeball as fast as I could blink. He veered away at the last second shouting, “Stupid moron, born from a goat’s loins!”
“Foster, wait, I was just kidding!” I knocked the stool over and cursed as I jumped up to follow him toward the back room.
He flared back into the front and hovered a few feet from me. “Next time I’ll cut out your eyeball. Don’t worry; I’ll be sure to let you know I was just kidding.” He leveled his sword at my face. “There are some things you do not say, even in jest. Leave, necromancer.” Foster slammed his sword back in its sheath and disappeared into the back room.
Necromancer. He never called me that. Never used in such a derogatory way. It stung more than I thought it ever could. I stared at the doorway for almost a full minute before I lost interest in the whorls of cheap veneer on our saloon-style doors. I walked out the front and locked the door again. I headed straight for what was about to become my last source of encyclopedic fairy knowledge that was still talking to me. In about ten seconds, I was pretty sure Cara and Aideen wouldn’t be talking to me either.
Crap.
 



CHAPTER NINE
 
I ran my hand through my hair and clenched my teeth as I met the abyss of my sister’s gaze. “Sam, all I said, jokingly of course, was he must be Unseelie.”
My sister stepped backwards, put her hand over her mouth, and looked at me in horror as she flopped onto her bed.
“What did I do now?”
“He saved you and you … you just … insulted everything he stands for Damian. Everything he works for. Everything his family has done for generations to earn the respect of the Seelie court.” She held her hands out to me like she was begging and shook her head. “How could you do that?”
“Oh. Well, that helps put things in perspective.” I echoed my sister’s flop onto the chair in the corner and cracked my head against the wall. “Ow.” I glanced around her cheery jonquil colored lounge. A smile started to creep over my lips as I considered all of the sunshine and cheer in the middle of a vampire lair.
My eyes widened as Sam was suddenly in front of me and grabbing my collar. It felt like she was about to throw me across the room as she jerked me to her with super vampy strength. “You have to apologize to him,” she hissed.
“I did apologize!”
She let go of my collar and patted my shoulder with the gentleness of an ogre, slamming me back into the chair. “Sure, what’d you say, ‘I was just kidding’?” She cocked an eyebrow and non-verbally pummeled me into submission.
I mumbled a bit.
“What?” she said as she raised both eyebrows.
“I said - that’s almost exactly what I said.”
She smiled, and then burst into laughter, leaning against one of the huge wooden posts of her bed. “Get him a nice present, not just fudge. You get them fudge too much for it to be a real apology.” She paused and wrinkled her nose. “Better get something for his mom too. You might wish Foster’d killed you if Cara gets a hold of you first.”
I nodded quickly and repeatedly as I ran for the door, up the stairs, back to my slightly sliced up rental car, and shot down the block to the wine and cheese shop.
On the way, my thoughts flickered back to the first time I met Foster. I remembered Sam telling me she had a friend that would be a perfect fit for my ancient grandfather clock. My first thought was, does she really expect me to sell Zola’s old clock? I didn’t think too hard on it, thoroughly distracted by a mind boggling pizza from the Blackthorne Pub.
By the time we got back from dinner and stopped at the Double D, there was a trio of fairies circled around a tea light on the counter. I was a little surprised to see them, as fairies don’t like necromancers too much.
“Hi, Foster,” Sam said. I twitched a little and eyeballed my sister as one of the fairies waved at her.
“Fairies don’t like necromancers,” I said as quietly as I could while elbowing Sam in the gut. I aimed to land a harder elbow when she was suddenly standing on the other side of the counter, grinning.
“This is my brother, Damian.”
I lowered my elbow and produced a weak, steady wave with my right hand. A half grin was plastered to my face.
Foster bowed to her and then to me. He had a dagger sheathed on either thigh and crossed swords mounted on his back. His armor looked like a deep brown leather, partially hidden beneath the platinum blond hair resting on his shoulders. “Lord Vesik, I would humbly request the use of your esteemed abode.”
My grin filled out. “My clock?”
The older fairy beside him burst into laughter. She was dressed in an elegant gown, green with silver metal trim beneath a harness supporting two crossed swords of her own. The gown matched the intense green of her eyes. “Young one, your clock is a place of power, a nexus. A concentration of Fae magic is pulled through your … clock.” She stifled her laughter and curtsied to me. “I am Cara, Foster’s mother, and this,” she gestured to the younger fairy in a brilliant blue dress, “is Aideen, Foster’s wife.”
Aideen smiled and nodded slowly. Golden plates of armor and chains tinkled as she moved her head. It reminded me of the charms and metal Zola wore.
Foster met my eyes; his own a surreal and brilliant blue. “What price do you require?”
“Nothing,” Sam hissed in my ear. By the time I turned to look at her, she was smiling again.
I shook my head and I gestured at Sam with my right hand. “Any friend of my sister’s okay by me. You can shack up here as long as you need too.”
It was about that time a hideous beast of legend locked its jaws around my ankle and dragged me screaming into the back room. A few moments of sheer terror later, I learned it was a pregnant, and very grumpy, pet cu sith. Everyone else thought it was hilarious. Me? Not so much.
Ah, the good old days.
 
The cloud of memories vanished as the clerk slid my purchase across the butcher block counter. My eyes widened. No one had ever told me how big a twenty-five pound wheel of fabulous Irish cheddar cheese was. It was impressive. How could someone less than a foot tall not be blown away? The clerk rambled off my total.
My checking account was certainly blown away.
After a circus-worthy balancing act with said cheese to get out of the store, into the car, and up to my shop’s front door, I stumbled to the back room with make-up gifts in tow. The thud the cheese wheel made as I dropped it on the table was enough to raise the dead. A pair of fairies appeared in front of me, hovering with slow wing movements and swords drawn.
“Hey Foster, I have a peace offering.” I waved at the massive wheel.
He scowled at me, glanced at the cheese, and then back to me. His eyes went wide and he turned back to the wheel, gliding onto the label. “Cheese … it’s all cheese?” He looked astonished.
I started to smile when a small voice cleared its throat. I turned my head slightly to find Cara about an inch from my eyeball with a gleaming metal shard.
“Ah, hi Mom.”
I doubt the devil could match her grin. She didn’t lower her sword.
“Check this out.” I leaned backwards just a hair and crinkled the brown paper bag without moving the rest of my body to reveal a Bushmills Irish Whiskey label.
“Oh, you dear boy.” She smiled and patted my cheek. Her sword was gone and I was suddenly crinkling an empty brown bag. I have no clue where the whiskey went.
Foster laughed and hacked off a chunk of cheese the size of his head. With a full mouth he said, “Apology accepted. We don’t have to maim you now.” He vanished into the ancient grandfather clock, an armload of cheese in tow.
“Ha, yeah, that’s good.” I smiled, and shivered, and solemnly left the shop.
 
***
 
I had my hand on my rental car, ready to open it and hit the liquor store for some ale when the doggy door squeaked behind me and a small voice said, “Damian, wait!”
I paused and was surprised when Aideen landed on the roof of the car.
“What’s up?” I said.
“I wanted to thank you.” She bowed her head. “And apologize. I know you did not mean what you said to Foster. He never should have reacted like that. It’s Cara,” her eyes flicked to the shop and back, “she overreacts sometimes and I’m afraid he’s much the same on occasion.”
I’d never heard Aideen talk that much. I smiled and said, “It’s not a problem, I think we’re all happy now.”
“Yes, yes we are. Thank you, the cheese is fantastic.” She smiled and took off with one flap of her wings, turning back in midair. “Damian, please take care of Foster for me? I sometimes fear he doesn’t know his limits.”
“I promise Aideen, I’ll keep an eye on him.”
She smiled and vanished through the doggy door. It reminded me of the fact I hadn’t seen the cu siths around since my last impromptu piercing. Maybe Foster finally gave them up. I’d have to ask him.
I was in the liquor store moping about their lack of ale and picking up a six-pack of Sam Adams, when I remembered Robert. “Shit,” I muttered and glanced at the clock on the wall. Robert was my gemstone supplier and he was supposed to be at the shop in an hour. I grabbed two extra six packs and checked out.
I pulled out my cell and dialed. “Frank, hey, can you come down to the shop?”
“Sure, what’d you need? You’re not at Vamps ‘R Us?”
I let out a short laugh. “Robert’s coming by in an hour. I’ll get some pizza and whatnot for an early dinner.”
“Hell yeah, I’ll be right there!” he said before he hung up.
He sounded sincerely excited. I stared at the phone in disbelief. Who gets excited about crap like this? Inventory? Gah. I shook my head and called the pizza joint.
 
***
 
I paid the pizza delivery girl and took the boxes to the back room. Foster was camped out on the top box before I made it three steps from the front door.
“Which one’s mine?” he said.
“The top one. Dammit, you know me too well.”
He grinned and flew to the grandfather clock as we cleared the saloon-style doors. “Just set it down on the bottom shelf will you?”
I put the three boxes on the table, then opened the top one and slid it into the grandfather clock. A swarm of fairies, several I didn’t recognize, descended on the pizza with battle cries aplenty.
Frank hesitated at the door.
“Don’t worry, they’re distracted by pizza. No one’s going to throw you out the door today.”
A cacophony of laughter rolled out of the clock and Frank turned red.
“Come on Frank, grab some pizza before Robert gets here.”
I heard him take a deep breath as he stepped into the room and pulled up a chair. “What kind of pizza you get?”
“Vampire special. Garlic sauce, extra cheese, and chicken.”
“Vampire what?” Frank eyed the pizza with great suspicion. “Does garlic actually work on them?”
The fairies erupted into laughter and I followed suit.
“I didn’t know you paid for entertainment too!”
I don’t even know which fairy said that, so I shot a warning glance at the entire group. They slowly quieted down to a roar.
Frank’s color approached purple as I said, “No, actually vampires love garlic. Some of Sam’s Pit works at the pizza joint down the street and they call this,” I waved a slice at him, “the vampire special.”
There was a knock at the back door.
“I got it,” I said as I dropped my slice and jogged a few steps to the door. I wasn’t surprised to find Robert there fifteen minutes early. That was his usual time. He had two wheeled travel bags in tow and took a deep breath through his nose before flashing his unnervingly flawless teeth.
“Vampire special, Damian? You shouldn’t have.” He laughed, shook my hand, and followed me back to the table. With his bags settled between himself and the wall, he grabbed a paper plate and two slices. His face was as gaunt as ever with hair cropped in a close military style and bleached white except for the dark brown roots.
“Robert, meet Frank. He’s the new guy Foster told you about on the phone.”
Frank and Robert shook hands as Robert waved at the clock. I think there was a greeting from the vicinity of the clock, but it was hard to understand a fairy with a mouthful of cheese.
“Good to meet you, Frank.”
Frank nodded and picked up a slice of pizza. He squinted at it and sniffed before taking a bite. His graying eyebrows rose as he said, “That’s a seriously good pizza.”
“Seriously,” I echoed in a deadpan voice to Robert’s chuckle.
We munched on pizza in relative silence for a few minutes. The fairies quieted down as Aideen finished eating and broke out her lute. Everything in the room slowed as the chords she patterned with her left hand were brought to echoing life by her right. Robert leaned back with a smile as Frank, with his slack jaw, stared at Aideen’s impossible performance of Sellingers Rownde as she propped herself up on the edge of the clock. When she finally brought the song to a close, the room swelled with a harmony and balance I have experienced only in the presence of her music.
“Christ Damian,” Robert said. “I don’t even care if you don’t buy anything. That was amazing.”
“Ah, right, back to business.” I smiled and waved to a group of departing fairies. “Robert, I’m going to let Frank pick something out today. See how he does. Maybe he can handle dealing with you every now and then for me.”
“I’m always interested in new blood.” Robert flashed us a pearly grin.
Frank shivered and balled his hands into fists. I couldn’t help but laugh.
“Robert’s a good guy, Frank, don’t worry. You’ll always walk away with your soul intact. More than I can say for some of my more, um, interesting acquaintances.”
Robert and I went through the usual bartering and bickering. He promoted his wares and inflated his prices while I pointed out every flaw I could find and told him he couldn’t sell some of his stuff to a trashcan until we finally ended up somewhere in the middle. In the end I was a few hundred dollars lighter with some amber, a couple pieces of jade, obsidian, a few different shades of aventurine, and some copper bound to small pieces of Magrasnetto to show for it.
I waved to Frank. “Alright, Frank, you’ve seen how we work. Now you pick something out and we’ll see if it sells.”
“I’ve got something you’ll like.” Robert reached into his duffel bag and pulled out a translucent gold pillar. It was at least a foot tall and six inches in diameter. Three wiry feathers near the center flared out close to the edges of the cylinder. The pillar made a healthy thunk as he set it on the table. Tiny streaks of darkness appeared at random intervals as he turned it under his hand.
“Good god, Robert, is that entire thing amber?”
“Sure is. It’s got a few dino feathers in there too.”
“Wow,” Frank said as he ran his hand down the side. “How much?”
Robert smiled like a shark, “Today? Twenty-five hundred dollars.”
Frank slapped the table and said, “That’s my pick, Damian!”
I made a gagging sound as I choked on my beer. I wiped the dribble off my chin and stared at Frank and asked, very calmly, “Are you insane?”
“No, buy it. That’s my pick. You’ve had a lot of amber buyers in, do it.”
I sighed and considered Frank’s comments, and sanity. I had sold a lot of amber lately, but no big-ticket items. Hell, I never sold anything that big. Pendants and loose pieces sold the best. Then again, I’d never actually tried to sell anything like it before. And Frank had managed to sell some jade pieces that’d been shelf warmers for almost a year. I rubbed my chin and looked at Robert. “How much?”
“Twenty-four hundred.”
I shook my head. “Seventeen fifty.”
Robert laughed, his smile never fading as he countered. “Twenty-two.”
“What, come on man, there’s bugs stuck in that stone. Two thousand. Best offer. Take it or take your pillar with you,” I said as I crooked a finger at him.
“You have a deal my friend.” He pushed the pillar closer to Frank.
Frank snatched it up like a curious monkey and headed straight to the gemstone case across the aisle to the side of the register. I heard a few things scrape along the wooden shelf before I heard a thunk and the quiet slide of the glass door closing on the display case.
Robert shook my hand as he packed up and thanked me for the beer. The few other purchases I’d made, much more reasonable purchases I might add, stayed on the table in the back room. I’d price them and put them out later. I was thinking about getting the fairies to whip something up with the copper. Nothing one of those trash can pizzas they loved couldn’t cover of course. I grinned as I walked Robert to the door.
“By the way, Damian. I found an old cranky bastard with a pile of old books he’s looking to get rid of.”
“Really?” I said with complete aplomb. Robert knew I was looking for old arcane books and grimoires.
He laughed. “You can stop worrying. I gave him your number. No middle man here. I’m sure you’ll hear from him.”
“Thanks Robert.”
“You still have a lot of space to fill upstairs. Only trying to help.”
“Of course you are.” I waved as he climbed into his car.
I found Frank standing in front of the display case with his pillar of amber. “I hope you’re right about that or it’s going to be one hell of an expensive paperweight.”
He grinned and said, “Oh no, it’s going to sell. You just wait.”
I laughed and I waited.
 



CHAPTER TEN
 
I had a few hours to burn the next morning, and spending them holed up on the second floor of Death’s Door between monolithic bookcases was my activity of choice. Zola had gutted the bedrooms on the second floor when she inherited the shop, knocking out everything but a handful of structural walls that stuck out from either side of the room. A thick gray carpet muffled the sounds from the first floor as I made my way into the towering bookshelves.
Here I am home, in the center pathway, at the end of aisles sheathed in bound knowledge, tucked into a deep leather chair around an old walnut table. I sat with the pages of a manuscript yellowed from age, cradled with the greatest care.
I’d been studying this particular document for the better part of a month. It was a ley line master’s detailed instruction for using your own aura as a bladelike weapon—an aural blade to be precise.
When the hours passed, the time for our trip south arrived. I laid the manuscript in the acid free binder and gently returned it to my personal shelf just above the table. While most things in the room were for sale, the small stranded shelves, enclosed like a barrister bookcase, were all mine. I took a deep breath, reveling in the scent of knowledge and dust, before shaking out my slightly numb right foot and heading for the staircase at the opposite end of the floor, away from our ceiling-scraping bookshelves. Robert was right, there was still some free space, but I was working on it.
I jogged down to the landing, my foot fully awake, and turned right to pass the back door leading to the parking lot. There was a clatter from the grandfather clock as I entered the room. I spared it a glance before turning to the black wood shelves to the left, near the bathroom door. We didn’t have a junk drawer per se. We hand junk shelves. They were generally buried under all kinds of crap: books, tools, pens, coins, and bric-a-brac swarmed on all but one shelf. That sole beacon of organization was the all-important snack shelf. Woe to the man who loses the fairies’ fudge. I picked up some protein bars, beef jerky, Pringles, Crunch ‘n Munch, and cookies, and shoved them into my black leather backpack along with the surviving vials of holy water and silver dust.
I shook the bag a few times to settle its contents. From the shelf above the food, after shifting last year’s accounting to the side, I picked up my trusty 1837 Allen and Thurber pepperbox pistol. Foster had given it to me as a gift. He had a Sidhe smith work it over so I could fire a single barrel at a time or, if I really needed to blow the shit out of something, he added a second trigger to fire all six barrels at once. The smith worked a Celtic knot design into the barrels; it was, in fact, a talisman imbued with the power to reshape ley line energy into rifling for accuracy well outside the range of an unmodified pepperbox. I ran my thumb over the walnut grips, with vine-like inlays of gleaming blessed silver, and nodded. Hidden within those grips and the shell of the original firing mechanism was the smith’s last addition, a pin fire upgrade for modern ammunition.
I broke it open like a double barrel shotgun to make sure it wasn’t loaded before I stuck it in the side of my backpack. I grabbed a few extra boxes of ammo and was zipping the backpack up, when a hole in the wall near my shins caught my eye. It started at the floor and was almost a foot high beneath the bottom shelf. I crouched down, but couldn’t see more than an inch or two into its depths.
“What the hell is …” Did your parents, or grandparents, or anyone, ever tell you it is not a good idea to stick your hand in a dark hole? I’m telling you now, go find a flashlight and look first.
I screamed as something wet and sharp tightened around my knuckles. I yanked on my hand, instincts screaming to get my hand out of the hole. When the thing in the hole pulled on my hand hard enough to introduce my face to the wall, I can’t say I was too surprised a moment later when I dragged one of the MIA cu siths out, still firmly attached, with half my fingers in its mouth.
“Bubbles!”
The cu sith’s eyes rolled up and it growled, vibrating its teeth in my hand. I winced and glanced up to find Aideen hovering above me, glaring at the cu sith. She slapped her thigh.
“Bubbles! You let him go this instant!” Aideen swooped down and rapped the cu sith on the ear with her sheathed sword.
“Bubbles?” I choked out. I was torn between tears and laughter. The fairies had named the cu sith Bubbles.
After another rap on the head, Bubbles let go of my hand and scampered backwards, disappearing into the hole with a clatter of toenails. “Ow.” I tried to move my thumb, but something wasn’t working right.
“Oh, Damian, I am so sorry.” Aideen flitted from one side of my hand to the other. “I don’t know if I can fix it right.” I yelped as she tried to move my thumb. “I’ll be right back.” She zipped into the clock and came back seconds later with Cara in tow.
“Tried to feed the puppies, did you?” she asked with her eyebrows raised.
I tried to think of a witty remark, but just came up with, “My thumb won’t move.”
“Bah, kids these days. You whine about everything. Let me see it.”
I held out my mauled hand, my thumb leaking life’s blood and pointing off at a very inappropriate angle. My stomach twisted and I turned away. Exploding undead? No problem. Mangled phalanges? Ugh.
Cara whistled. “Wow, one of the puppies did that?”
“Yeah, Bubbles,” I said.
She grinned; she actually had the gall to grin as Aideen landed on the shelf in front of me. “Be glad it wasn’t Peanut. You wouldn’t have a hand left.”
“Peanu-”
“Socius Sanation,” Cara said.
I yelped again as a flash of pain ran from my knuckles to my wrist. Pale light pulled the sides of the gashes and tears together, knitting the wounds before my thumb popped back into place with a nasty crunch. A little phantom pain remained once the incantation faded, but I looked good as new. “Thanks Mom.” I gave my thumb a wiggle, then gave her a thumbs up. “Peanut?”
She nodded and said, “Peanut has developed a tremendous bite.” She held up her hand to silence my next round of questions. “Before I forget, Frank left you something for your trip.”
“Should I be worried?”
“Not unless you have an irrational fear of dry salted beef.” She paused and narrowed her eyes. “You don’t have an irrational fear of dry salted beef, do you?”
Aideen laughed.
I smiled slowly. “No, in fact, I don’t. Where’s it at?”
“Under the register,” she said and pointed toward the front of the store.
I found one of Frank’s vacuum-sealed bags under the counter. It had “For Zola” scribbled across the top of it. I had to laugh. With the beef added to my impressive pile of road food, I sat down behind the register to wait for Zola and Sam.
 
***
 
“It’s just 67 South to 221, right?” I said as I slammed the glass hatch on the back of the Blazer.
Zola nodded as she opened her door. “Yes, that is what Sam said. Ah must admit Ah’m looking forward to this.”
“Why?” I walked around to the driver’s side of the car and scooted into the front seat.
“Ah’ve not visited the old god that guards the talisman in many years.”
“Old what?”
She laughed as I put the car in gear. We backed out and waved to Foster, Sam, and Aideen. “The old Guardian. You will see, Damian.”
“Great. I. Can’t. Wait.”
Zola was silent for a moment. As we left the cobblestones and turned onto good old-fashioned asphalt she said, “Have you never met a Guardian, boy?”
“Just Jasper, the Carnivorous Dust Bunny.”
Zola laughed. “Jasper was not a dust bunny.”
I shrugged and pulled onto the highway. “Well, he sure looked like a huge dust bunny.”
“He is a demi-god.”
I nodded.
“He was very fond of your sister, if Ah remember right.”
I smiled at the memories of Jasper’s antics. “He possessed her stuffed animals and made them walk around. She loved it. You know, he never bit Sam, but he always bit the hell out of me. Bastard used to eat my hot dogs too.” I laughed and flexed my hand as I remembered the sight of a floppy-eared stuffed rabbit with its mouth wrapped around my fingers.
Miles of pavement rumbled by as the rental whistled where a sword strike had ripped a hole in its side. It was starting to get under my skin, but Zola didn’t seem to notice. I turned the radio on for some background noise and turned it back off about a minute later with an irritated flick of my hand.
“Radio sucks, no auxiliary jacks, and there’s not even a CD player in this stupid rental.” I rubbed my face and glanced at Zola.
She just smiled back, laugh lines crinkling around her eyes.
“Oh, you’re a big help. Toss me some Crunch ‘n Munch, will you?”
“You never did have much patience for travel.” She handed me the box before she picked up the bag of jerky Frank had given her. It took all of three seconds from the time she ripped the top of the bag for the spices to scorch my eyes from across the SUV.
“Holy shit, Zola, what’s in that?”
She stuck her nose in the bag and inhaled. “Oh my, that smells like good food.” She pulled out a chunk and started gnawing at it. “Want some?” she asked around a mouth full of fire cow.
“Ah, I think I’ll stick to Crunch ‘n Munch, thanks.” I grabbed a handful of crunchy goodness and raised my eyebrows to emphasize my point.
Zola stared at me for a moment and then looked at the box of Crunch ‘n Munch. “How is it you’re not fat, Damian? The crap you eat, good lord, boy!”
I smiled and ate some more and followed it all with a Mountain Dew chaser.
 
***
 
By the time we pulled into the parking lot at Elephant Rocks State Park, I was ready to get out of the car. I was extremely ready to get out of the car. “Bloody hell, if I have to listen to that damned whistling for another minute.” I slammed the door and stretched until little flashing lights threatened my consciousness. I put my hand on the Blazer and groaned.
“You’re worse than an old woman, boy.”
I smiled and glanced at Zola as my vision cleared. The rear hatch opened with a metallic pop when I hit the button on the remote. Zola had her hands in the back, pulling out her cane, before I’d even taken a step in that direction. “We need anything else?” I asked as I pulled out a backpack filled with water and snacks and weapons.
“No, Ah don’t believe so.” She adjusted the sleeve on her gray cloak and rested her right hand on top of her cane. “Ah am sure Aeros will remember me.”
“Uh-huh, and if not?”
She shrugged. “Well, we won’t have to worry about it for long.” She tapped her chin. “On a lighter note, he would immortalize our names and the date he crushed us.”
“Lighter note.” I rolled my eyes and said, “Awesome.” I gave her a plastic grin as I slammed the hatch.
We walked up the parking lot, crunching on loose gravel and bits of torn up pavement, as we made our way to the entrance hut. Hut is the only word I had for it. It was stout and open at the sides like a pavilion. Inside the awful and almost offensive green colored walls, you could read about the fascinating history of stuff I just didn’t care about at that moment. We passed through the small hut without a second glance.
Zola took the lead and I followed her onto the asphalt path as the shade of the woods closed over our heads. We veered right at the first fork we came to, following the thin yellow rope that designated some of the less defined parts of the trail. Red granite boulders the size of cars and trailers were strewn about, resting peacefully among the trees.
A light wind rustled the leaves above us and Zola’s cane cracked each time it hit clean asphalt between the dirt and leaves. Sunbathing lizards occasionally scampered away while birds followed us in the tree tops. I took a deep breath and exhaled slowly.
Zola looked back and said, “Good air?”
“It’s insane,” I said as I nodded. “I never really think about it when I’m in the city, but this just so much better.”
She turned back to the path. “It is much cleaner this far from all the vehicles and factories, yes.”
A short time later the path sloped upward and the real showstoppers came into view. We slowed as we crested a rise onto a gently sloping plain of granite littered with a variety of boulders, some the size of houses. Moss decorated the terrain in sporadic colonies, but most of the rocks were bare and desolate as the moon.
Zola stopped as we came within a few feet of some moderate sized pools of water on top of the granite hill. I walked around her as she kneeled before one of the larger pools. I had to get a better look at the larger rocks. Some of them seemed precariously balanced, ready to break free and roll away at any moment.
I hadn’t been to the park since Sam and I were kids. I found the names easily enough; bold letters carved into the granite surfaces. It didn’t appear many names had been added since the late nineteenth or early twentieth century. Our parents told us miners or quarrymen had carved their names into the stone. I glanced back at Zola, then down at the names and shivered. My hand ran along the smooth surface of one of the larger boulders I remembered Sam crawling on. The picture was on the wall at my apartment. I smiled and made my way back to Zola.
“Those the names you were talking about?” I asked as I thrust my thumb back toward the carvings.
Her laugh was low. “Yes, boy, those are the names.”
“There doesn’t seem to be any recent ones.”
She leaned back and cocked an eyebrow at me. “And how many commoners do you think are walking about with the knowledge to awaken and anger the Guardian of this place?” She waved her hand in dismissal and turned her attention back to the pool.
There was an arrangement of smooth pebbles at the bottom of the water, only a handful of stones. I didn’t think much of it until a dull, yellow-green glow began to rise up between them. Gentle wisps waved from each stone and reached out to other wisps. The tiny fronds of light wound about each other and began to resemble a pattern.
“Ehwaz, Uruz.” A glyph appeared within the pool. It was shaped like a jagged capital M and made of dozens of the glowing, pale yellow-green wisps. The glyph dissolved and another rose between the pebbles. It looked like a lowercase n with the left edge higher than the right and a sharp line joining the top of each side.
The pool boiled without heat. Bubbles of light intensified and rose above the surface of the water, dozens piling upon dozens more. The mass expanded and began to dull into a red rocky surface. My jaw fell open as the top of the granite surface formed two deep recesses and a wiry crack below them. It was a face. The red granite solidified slowly from the top down as the light began to fade from the bubbling mass.
The earth spoke. “Zola Adannaya,” its face ground and cracked into a fractured grin, “you have been away long.” Eyes appeared in the black sockets. Each was formed of dense yellow-green light.
“Aeros, lord.” Zola bowed her head.
The earth laughed. The Guardian pulled his left arm from the shimmering pool of water and light before doing the same with his right. He raised himself to the sound of grinding rocks and settled the rounded boulders of his body on the edge of the water with his hands laid across his knees. His feet and shins stretched far deeper into the pool than the bottom had been a moment before. “Such formalities, my old friend.” He turned his head, his eyes locked on my feet before they slowly rose to my face. “If you leave your mouth open much longer, you may be dining on insects.” His granite face cracked into a smile again and he slapped his knee to the sound of thunder, shaking the granite plain we were standing on. Aeros’s eyes trailed back to Zola. “Come, friend. Introduce me to your pupil.”
“You are most perceptive,” Zola said as she cracked Aeros on the knee with her cane.
“Mmm, ‘tis a curse, to be sure.”
“My pupil is Damian Valdis Vesik.”
Aeros laughed and the ground shook again. “I have heard much of you, mortal.” His luminescent eyes locked onto my own and didn’t shift. “You are of much interest to the old gods.” I assume my expression asked for me, because he responded to the question I didn’t ask. “They grow bored and easily amused.” He smiled again.
I took a knee and bowed my head. “I am most honored, lord.”
He waved his hand in dismissal. The motion reminded me of Zola so much I had to flash a smile at her.
“So, friend Adannaya and friend Vesik, what brings you to my lands?” He turned his gaze from Zola to me and back.
“The vessels, Aeros. I fear the time for hiding them has passed.”
“Mmm, most unfortunate. Do you request the vessel?”
Zola nodded. “Yes.”
“Then it shall be yours.” Aeros leaned forward and placed a bulky granite hand into the glowing field of tendrils at the bottom of the pool. A small silver pendant materialized on his enormous palm as he pulled his hand free of the wisps and water. “As we agreed, the vessel is safe.” He turned his wrist and dropped the pendant into Zola’s hand. The chain hissed as it pooled into her hand.
She bowed her head again and said, “Thank you.”
Aeros nodded and shifted his body on the stones in complete silence. The lack of sound intrigued me, the antithesis of the grinding thunderclaps that accompanied his earlier movement.
“There is much worry and unrest among our kind,” Aeros said. “I do not believe your visit here to be a coincidence.” He paused and moved his head to stare at the setting sun, the grinding soundtrack returning to his motions. “You should depart before the park rangers find you.” Aeros’s face split into a wide grin and he laughed again, sending ripples across the pools of water and vibrating the nearby trees.
“I leave you to your travels, friends.” He turned to me and nodded. “Young one, you are welcome on my land. Any friend of Adannaya is a welcomed ally.”
“Thank you, Aeros.” I bowed my head.
When I looked up he inclined his head before turning to Zola. “Quest well, friend Adannaya.”
She reached out and touched the knuckles of his left hand, laid across a granite boulder. “Rest well, friend Aeros.”
He nodded and sank into the shallow pool. His lower body dispersed into the luminescence, followed by his arms and torso and finally the top of his red granite head. The wisps of light flickered and vanished. Only pebbles and water remained. Zola shifted the pebbles into a random pattern and took a step back.
She dangled the pendant from her right hand and grimaced.
“So, that’s it?” I said.
She nodded.
“What is it, exactly?”
“A demon trapped in a soulstone.”
“Jesus, that’s a soulstone?” I scratched my chin and stared at the silver pendant. “Ah, right. And we’re going to do what with said demon?”
“The stone is sealed within the silver. It is a tiny stone.” She dropped the plain silver demon talisman into her pocket and stood up.
“Let’s head on to Fort Davidson.” I glanced at the sun, sitting just above the horizon. “We can get there before sunset if we hurry.”



CHAPTER ELEVEN
 
I watched the small town streets blip by as we came off the highway again. It felt like I could see from one end of the town to the other in the dim streetlights. Small buildings, both homes and businesses, lined the streets on ample lots set back from the road. There were hills and forests in the distance, almost black in the fading orange sun.
Normally, other than the dead, I don’t see things or sense much unless I try to. As we drove further from the highway, something was strong enough to brush against my senses and grab hold like a determined tick. It built slowly, pressure seeping into my temples.
“What town is this, Zola?”
“Pilot Knob.”
“What the hell is here? It’s so quiet, but something’s here. I feel like we shouldn’t be here.”
“Ah don’t know,” she said as she shrugged. “You may feel the presences at the fort. We’re getting close. This has never been a bustling town.”
I let the worry slip away, but something continued to gnaw at my senses.
We left the rental outside the borders of the park. Closing time had passed and I had no desire to explain our presence to any park rangers. We crossed the well-kept grass at a fast clip, slowed our pace by a group of ancient cannons, and came up to the remnants of the fort.
There wasn’t much left, and I’m being generous. A low border of earthworks a few feet in height was all that greeted us. It was surrounded by a fairly well maintained field of grass and sparse trees standing in stark contrast to the raging red sunset.
A shiver tore down my spine as something smashed into my aura. I flicked my gaze across the field, and the fort, but could see no one.
“Something’s here, Zola.”
“Come boy, it was below the thirteenth cannon.” She glanced at me before she crossed the earthworks in a few easy strides, belying her age. I turned to check behind us but my eyes still found nothing. By the time I turned back to Zola, she was on the ground digging through the grass with a small spade she must have had tucked into the folds of her gray cloak.
“That’s where it is?”
She nodded.
My mind wandered, leaving my immediate concerns behind as I tried to imagine what she saw there so long ago. The walls of the fort, the gunfire, the terror. “What was it like? During the battle?”
She paused and wiped a large clump of mud off on the grass beside her hole. “It was horrible Damian. Like any battle, it was horrible.” She rubbed the back of her neck and started digging again. “Ah want to leave this place. The ghosts … they are too much.”
I started to help her dig. “That’s what I’m feeling, isn’t it?”
Zola nodded. “Look, if you want.”
There was no delay, almost no effort needed to focus my vision so I could truly see. Death was strong around us, and the hidden scene tearing into our reality was a distressing panorama of gray and black. I saw the soldiers. They stood laden with arms and uniforms soiled by dirt and grime. I stumbled backwards as the shock of the vision buckled my leg and dropped me to a knee. The walls of the fort rose around us but stayed translucent enough to see the soldiers outside.
“Zola, what the hell’s going on, I can see the fort and the cannons and the people … the people.” My voice fell to a whisper. “There’s so many.”
Zola laughed without humor and continued digging, her body invading the barrel of a ghost cannon. “Ah’ll have to take you to Gettysburg, boy.”
The mere thought forced the air out of my lungs in a sharp exhale. I sank my hand into a small clump of grass and dirt as I pushed myself back up to my feet and raised my eyes to find a ghost staring at me. He was young. He was so young. A Springfield rifle was slung over his shoulder and his eyes didn’t leave mine. I took a step to the right and his eyes followed me. There was an intelligence to his ghost I’d never seen before. As my focus moved over his shoulder I noticed the soldiers on the wall were staring at me and the soldiers on the ground and even those beyond the wall. They were all inhumanly still.
I shivered and knelt beside Zola, admiring the massive hole she’d dug in such a short period of time. I could easily fit my entire forearm down it. Zola’s fingers clenched in the dirt. Between her hands lay a small rusty box, its lid teetering on the edge of the hole. “It’s gone, Damian.”
“Gone?” A few clumps of dirt and deeply yellowed paper were all I could see inside the box. “No guardian here?”
She shook her head. “No, unused talismans and lesser demons were not placed with guardians. Only a soulstone would warrant such protection.” She sighed and sat back on her heels. “Or so we thought.”
I tried to picture her there, hundreds of years past. What would she and Philip have looked like? I crouched beside her and put my hand on her shoulder. What would Philip have said to her, what had they hoped to accomplish? I voiced one of the other questions I’d been pondering, “How have you lived so long, Zola?”
Her body sagged and she released a long, shaky breath. Her body trembled slightly and she looked away from me. Her head rocked back and forth as she wiped her eyes. “No …”
I stared at her for a moment, dumbfounded, and then put my arm around her and waited. She eventually leaned back with a sniffle under the watchful gaze of a thousand ghosts. We shifted up against the earthworks. I pushed my Sight away to bring a false security to my eyes. The walls of the fort faded with the men and cannons. I laid myself down, and locked my gaze on the sky.
“Damn, lot more stars out here than Saint Louis.”
Zola laughed and sniffed. It made me shiver. I’d never seen tears on her face before.
“Ah’m sorry Damian. And thank you.”
I glanced at my master in the moonlight and nodded.
She sighed and stared into the sky with me, the only sounds a distant car on the highway and a handful of chirps from the crickets. “There was a time.” She took a deep breath. “There was a time, child, when necromancers deserved their reputation.”
My mouth curled into a smile. She hadn’t called me child in years. In fact, I don’t think she’d used it since I actually was a child. “You’ve told me that before.” I waited, but she didn’t continue. I asked a question, a question I never thought I would utter in her presence. “How long will you live?”
She laughed, and it was a hollow, lifeless thing. “You are perceptive, boy.” She hung her head. “Ah will live at least eight lifetimes.”
“Eight lifeti-” I scrambled onto one knee and stared at her. She wouldn’t meet my eyes. “Oh god no, Zola.”
She nodded as a single tear slid down her cheek.
“Who?” I waited, and when she didn’t look at me my temper flared. “Who did you kill?”
She raised her eyes and met my gaze, the hollowness replaced by stone and fire. “Slavers. Every one of them. Philip and I …” She took a deep breath. “Philip was a stable boy. They beat him almost as badly as they beat us. We …” her voice lowered to a vicious whisper “should we have been denied our vengeance?”
“No.” I said without inflection.
Zola looked away and put her hands over her eyes. “God help me.”
“Would that be the God that drowned the world, or the mass of rocks we just talked to?” I smiled and let out a humorless laugh as I stood up. “I don't think either one cares much about a few humans that could pass for demons.”
She picked up her cane and laid it across her lap, slowly running fingers over the knobs. “We killed so many, Damian.”
“Fuck that, Zola.” I shook my head and my voice rose. “Fuck that. You killed the bastards that hurt you. I don’t know the whole story, but Sam told me enough.”
Zola looked up with wide eyes. “She wasn’t supposed to-”
“I know. You only told her to help her cope with the turn, but she told me what they did to you. They beat the shit out of you, and that was only a warm up. The scars on your back are from flails and whips, not from a bloody sledding accident.”
“Damian …”
I held my hand up. “Master, I know I was just a kid, but you didn’t have to lie to me …” I stared at her forearms, “and these …” I grabbed her wrists and locked onto her eyes, so dark in the dim light. The scars were thick and hard beneath my fingers where shackles had torn her skin away so many times. “You were only sixteen years old. They deserved worse.”
Zola pulled her arms away, crossed them, and turned her head to the stars. “Did they?”
“What, you think vengeance can’t be justified? You think vengeance can’t be justice?” I blew a breath out through my nose and stepped away. “Kill a child in front of its mother.”
Zola’s head snapped back toward me and anger creased her forehead.
“Give the child's mother a gun and turn your back. I don't care what religion she is, what color her skin is, what shape her eyes are. You will die before you reach the door and you’ll deserve it. And you know what? She will bloody well be justified!” I took a deep breath before I sat back down, leaned on the earthworks beside Zola, and crossed my hands over my stomach.
She snorted. I watched her uncurl and lean back against the earthworks again. Her lips were struggling not to smile. “Weren’t your folks Catholic?”
“Meh,” I shrugged, “What can you do? No one’s perfect. Sam’s still Catholic.”
Zola laughed outright. “What? A Catholic vampire?” Her face lit up with laughter and tears came again, but tears I was comfortable with.
“She still goes to church, you know that?”
Zola’s face sobered and she gawked open-mouthed at me. “How can she enter a church?” She paused and closed her eyes slowly. “Dale?”
I laughed deep and loud. “Yeah, that’s my best guess.”
“Perhaps, but Ah have a different guess.” She placed her hand on my shoulder and smiled. “Child, you did right in saving Sam.”
I nodded and thought back to one of the most frightening nights of my life …
 
“You’re going to get someone killed.” Zola’s words echoed in my mind. She’d warned me I was in too deep. I was going to get someone hurt. And now the bastard held Sam by the neck in front of a marble crypt. Just seeing the terror on her face was enough to make me lose it. “She’s a commoner, Dale. Keep the manuscripts you stole. Just leave her out of this!” My mouth was dry and my voice cracked with a surge of adrenaline.
The vampire laughed. His hair was matted in the rain and water formed runnels down the front of his suit. “Necromancer, you need to learn your place. I’ll give the little whore some fangs.” He stabbed himself in the neck with a razor-sharp fingernail and I flinched. Blood sprayed from Dale’s neck wound and covered my sister’s face. “Swallow or I break your neck.” I saw her throat move as she swallowed, firmly clamped in his right hand. Despair sank into the deepest pit of my stomach. If she wouldn’t have swallowed, he would have killed her faster than I could move, but this? He glanced up and grinned at me. Before I could even form another thought, he turned back to Sam and tore her throat out with his fangs and teeth. “Or not.” He laughed, but I was so far gone it didn’t register for days.
I cried out Sam’s name. Rage, a cold, fearsome thing I’d never felt before, rose like a gorge from my soul as Sam hit the ground. The world went red and black as the vampire licked his lips and struck. He closed the distance so fast I should have been dead before I blinked.
My cry to Sam folded in on itself and broke into a primal scream. It was a dark sound no human throat should weather. My hands flew toward the vampire as he came within inches of me. My power pulsed outward in waves. He stopped dead in the air as wave after wave throttled his aura and his body. I could feel every fiber of his being beneath the invisible threads, a macabre marionette come to dance. In a flash I knew Dale, every facet of his life, his world, every good deed, every happy moment, every failure, his worthless parents, worthless friends, his robbery turned to murder, a murderer turned to maniac before, he himself, was turned to a vampire. He became a horror, a murderer without equal. But knowing him made him more like a lifelong friend than a man who had killed my sister.
A spasm shook Sam’s body on the ground and her shudders were joined by a horrible gurgling sound as she went limp. It didn’t matter who he was at that point. He was simply going to die.
I channeled it all. My fist whitened as it clenched and poured the rage and despair into the vampire’s aura and saturated his body. He stiffened like he’d been skewered. His face twitched once and I tore him apart. I unleashed everything I’d flooded his being with in a continuous torrent of power. My scream dropped in pitch as blue and gray and white power flickered around my body, drowning my senses. His aura flared from him like a supernova. The power receded into his body and flared again and again. His skin flaked away as his eyes widened and his back arched in pain. I threw back my head and my arms with my fingers splayed as wide as they could be, and let everything go at once. There was a crack like thunder and when my eyes adjusted I saw the crypt coated in blood and viscera. Dale’s skeleton was torn from his body like shrapnel.
Something hit my hand with a wet slap and my fingers wrapped around it out of pure instinct. I glanced down to find a wet chunk of the devil’s throat clutched in my fingers. I looked at Sam, gurgling now the only sound she made as her eyes dimmed. There wasn’t a decision to be made.
I took two quick steps through the blood and slid up to my sister on my knees, tears half blinding me. I screamed through the lightning and rain as thunder beat against the earth. “Sam, I hope you can forgive me for this!”
I placed that shred of Dale over the hole in her throat and began to mutter the incantation, knowing full well I was breaking the cardinal rule of necromancy. Never use the power of the soul. Never use a soulart. It is a forbidden practice, destroying the user’s soul bit by bit with each use. Death is a necromancer’s domain, not life. But she’s going to die anyway, even if I save her now, she will only become a vampire. But she’d still be my sister, and I let the words ring out, “Mores interdicaddo, salutarison per meus animus!”
It hurt. Gods did it hurt. I screamed as pieces of my aura were torn away and bound to Sam’s. Skin sucked and popped into place as bits of my own soul were ripped away to bind flesh to flesh on my sister’s neck. The wounds closed in seconds, seconds that were so very long, before Sam went limp on the ground. I gathered her in my arms and ran from that hell. A hell I knew I’d never really escape. It was my fault. All my fault.
She woke in a motel with me a day later. I knew what would happen. I cut my wrist, not deep enough to do any permanent damage, and she fed. It was the last day I spent with Sam before she joined a Pit.
 
I wiped the tears from my eyes and stared at Zola. My fingers rubbed at the two ragged puncture wound scars on my left wrist. I nodded. “Master, I would not trade my sister for anything.”
She patted my arm and we stood to start the trek home.
 



CHAPTER TWELVE
 
“Anything sound good for dinner?” I said.
The rhythm of the road was all I heard for ten minutes before Zola finally said, “Barbeque.”
I grinned. “I know just the place, and I think they’ll still be open.”
A few minutes later, off Highway 67 on a little road called Sunset Drive, we were camped out in Warehouse Barbeque. The coals were cold in the fireplace, waiting in shadows for the pall of winter to return. Black steel chairs with vinyl cushions swarmed around four-footed tables stocked with sauce bottles and paper towel racks. Each wall was covered in eight-foot sections of rustic wood paneling broken only by a few tasteful pieces of art and windows. I stared across the table in disbelief.
Zola was one of the most well mannered people I’d ever eaten with. It all changed when the ribs came out. I gawked at the smears of barbeque sauce around her mouth and on her chin and shirt and forearms and … “Good god, are you starving?”
Her dark, wrinkled skin stretched as she smiled over a huge beef rib, bits of meat sticking out of her teeth here and there. “Mmm,” was all she said as her head jerked and she tore another strip of rib meat off the bone.
I laughed and took a deep breath. The smell of wood smoke and barbeque was intoxicating. I took a bite of potato salad and chased it with a gulp of Amber Bock. We went on in quiet, slurping, glorious overindulgence.
Zola crumpled up a wet wipe and tossed it onto a pile of bones substantial enough to impress a werewolf. “So, you’ve met an old god now, outside of your dust bunny.” She smirked.
“Aeros. Yeah, you kind of let that one slip. He seemed nice.” I shrugged.
“Aeros is one of the more benevolent old ones.” She rolled her wrist, creating a symphony of pops and cracks. “There are many more just as likely to eat you as talk to you.”
I stared at her for a moment. “You’re not joking, are you?”
She shook her head.
“Gah, I’ll stick with Aeros, thanks.”
She leaned back as her smile faded. “Ah worry where the talisman at Fort Davidson has gone.”
“Hell, I’m more worried about wherever whatever was in the talisman has gone.”
“And that is wise of you.” She took another sip of coffee and her mug clinked as she sat it down.
“Why were all those ghosts there? I’ve never seen anything like it.”
“Horror, terror, Ah can only guess. Ah have seen it many times before on battlefields. Fragments of souls left to await the end of the world or perhaps wait beyond it.”
 “Souls?” I said as a weight sank in my chest. “That’s why they could see me, isn’t it?”
Zola nodded and I shivered in revulsion.
“No one deserves that.”
“No, they do not.” She sighed and sipped her whiskey laced coffee. “Some say a gravemaker walks that battlefield.”
I paused and narrowed my eyes. “Gravemakers aren’t real.” I waved my hand in dismissal. “I’ve read stories in some old texts, but everyone believes that’s all they are, just stories. They’re boogeymen for vampires. They’re not real.”
“Yes, they are.” She cocked her head slightly. “Ah’ve seen them, Ah’ve fought them, and Ah’ve watched them kill. Ah wouldn’t think a small battlefield like Fort Davidson would be enough to attract one. Ah’ve only seen them in places with a death toll of tens of thousands.”
“Is that supposed to make me feel better?” It didn’t. “Shit, Zola.” I said as a shiver ran down my spine. I couldn’t even bring myself to ask anything else about them. The stories she used to tell me when I was a kid, bloody hell, even demons stayed away from gravemakers.
“Well, are you okay to drive, boy?”
I blinked a couple times and looked up from my empty beer. “Yeah, I’ll be fine on one beer.”
“Good, Ah’m anxious to get back.”
I pulled out my wallet to pay and asked, “Alright, where to?”
“Ah would like to speak with Sam’s Pit. You can drop me off there as Ah doubt they’ll take issue with giving me room and board.”
“No fear in a house full of vamps, huh?” I laughed.
“A smart vampire fears the old necromancers,” she said as a grin crept over her face.
 



CHAPTER THIRTEEN
 
I dropped Zola off before I went home. Vik answered the door for her between the pillars of the front porch. A broad smile was etched across his pale skin as he pulled her inside with an arm around her shoulders. Sam must have talked Zola up pretty well over the years. Vik wasn’t exactly the bubbly smiling type. His mostly stoic expression only recently began softening around me, and I’d known him for years now. I waved from the street and went on my merry way.
I passed several grocery stores on the trek home, knowing I needed to stop for breakfast foods or I’d be pissed at myself in the morning. No store was able to distract me from my all-important goal of getting home and sleeping until I was finally lured in by a two for one Frappuccino sale at Walgreens. Two for one!
Twelve minutes later I emerged from the fluorescent oasis armed with twelve Frappuccinos and four frozen breakfast burritos. I knew I’d be able to love myself in the morning, so I finished the journey home.
The little red light was blinking on my answering machine when I walked in and dropped my keys on the narrow table beside it. I hit the button and was happy to hear Samir’s voice. 
“Vesik. Samir. Your car, it is done. Come pick it up tomorrow after nine.” He laughed a bit on the recording. “What am I saying? Just pick it up when you are awake.”
 I smiled and deleted the message. The tires had come in and Vicky was ready to go. After that bit of good news I sat down on the couch, watched some Discovery Channel, and eventually enjoyed a solid four hours of sleep.
 
***
 
My alarm clock met a bloody end when it went off at seven the next morning. I waved my hand at it with a half open eye and mumbled, “Incidatto.” A blade of ley line energy slashed it into two sparking piles of rubble. I smiled and unplugged the power cord. My smile drooped a little when I noticed the huge gash I’d just put in the end table. “Dammit.”
I donned an Army of Darkness t-shirt and then my jeans with a one-legged hop on the way to the kitchen. I left two and a half minutes later with a freshly microwaved breakfast burrito and Frappuccinos in hand. It’s never good to owe your vampire sister too many favors, so I was off to get Vicky back on my own. The burrito was gone before I even climbed in the rental to leave.
It was a thirty-minute drive to the shop in Saturday traffic, accompanied by the occasional burst of whistling from the hole in the SUV. Of course, there were repair shops closer to me, but I trusted the crew at Samir’s. The small podium outside the front glass window was actually staffed by the rental company that day. Samir had a stroke of genius when he partnered with them and offered rentals on his own parking lot. The weather was getting hot, but the skies were beautiful, crisp blue with a handful of clouds.
I parked to the right of the podium and the attendant’s eyes widened as he saw the side of the car. He straightened the tie on his suit and crouched down to look a little closer, his scalp showing through short-cropped blond hair. I slammed the door and smiled, dropping the keys into the man’s hand.
“What the hell happened?”
I shrugged, “Not sure. I came out of the movies and it was like that.”
“Jesus.”
“Glad I bought the insurance.”
The attendant blinked at me and ran his fingers over the tablet computer in his hand. “Yes, yes you did.” He deflated at this new and terrible knowledge. “Sign here.”
He handed me a stylus and I signed.
“Thanks,” I said.
He only nodded as I walked toward the front doors. Samir himself was working the front counter when I walked in off the hot and somewhat pungent blacktop. He glanced up and smiled, putting his pen down. The day Samir stopped using pen and paper would be the day the world would end.
“Vesik, my friend, welcome, welcome.” His accent was thick but I never had a problem understanding him.
“Hey Samir,” I said as I shook his hand. “How’s the car doing?”
“Good, good, four new whitewalls, no extra charge.”
I raised my eyebrows. “And the catch is?”
“No catch, you’re my best customer, enjoy them. I’ll have James bring your car around.”
I paid Samir, after a gratuitous round of thank-yous, and left the shop several hundred dollars lighter. I stared at my wallet and muttered to myself. “Ow. Off to the tux shop for more damage.” The rental clerk was already pulling the Blazer into the body shop. I tried not to laugh.
James pulled Vicky around the corner; the deep rumble filling a musical void I hadn’t even realized was there. My lips pulled up at the sight. With four fat white walls on Vicky, the financial damage didn’t seem so unbearable. James gave me a nod as he got out and headed back into the shop.
I ran my fingers around the steering wheel and put Vicky in gear. The trip down Manchester Road wasn’t too bad for a Saturday. I think I may have even hit twenty-five a few times. It was always surprising how much smoother a ’32 rode with thick new tires. Of course, having the suspension gutted by Frank’s friend when he rebuilt it probably didn’t hurt either. He’d introduced me to Samir as someone who loved to work on older cars and hot rods. I was thankful for his advice about Samir, but I couldn’t even remember the guy’s name. James, Jason, Jackson? I’d have to ask Frank sometime.
Parking was tight so I headed up to the top of the West County Mall parking garage. There generally weren’t many people on the roof, unless it was the holidays. I’d highly recommend staying the hell away from any mall during the holidays, but West County always seemed worse than most.
It was a short walk to the tux shop. Auntie Anne’s was flooding the area with the enticing smell of fresh pretzels. My willpower wavered but held out as I walked by and entered the tux shop.
I stood ever so patiently in front of the counter waiting for the salesman to hang up the phone. I know, it’s shocking, but I really didn’t care if he got so smashed he ‘couldn’t remember anything past the first five minutes of the movie last night.’ He hung up the phone a few minutes later. Customer service is dead.
“Can I help you?”
“Yes!” I said as I raised my eyebrows and pointed my finger at him with what I’m sure was an insane grin.
He jumped so bad he almost fell off his stool. It made me smile.
“I have a tux reserved for Vesik.”
The salesman nodded and continually shifted his eyes toward me in quick glances as he flipped through a little box of index cards. Index cards? Who the hell doesn’t use a computer to run their shop these days? He pulled out a card, scanned it on the computer I hadn’t noticed before, and headed into the back. A minute later, he came up with a black bag filled with my torture device.
“You’ll need to try this on before you go.”
“Ah, no,” I said as I squinted at his nametag, “Bobby, I don’t think so. I’m in a hurry.” His smile fell.
“My name is Robert.” He tapped his fingernail on the nametag.
I just smiled and blinked a few times.
His voice turned into a thin, plastic replica of its former glory, “Well, sir, I apologize, but it is store policy. You try the tuxedo on, or you don’t take it with you. I can call the manager if you’d like, but he’s out to lunch for the next twenty minutes.”
I guess I deserved that, but still. “Well, since you’re such a charmer, Bobby, and gave me such prompt attention.” I grabbed the tux and headed to the fitting rooms. Had I stayed with Bobby much longer, I may have tried pulling his skull out through his scraggly red hair.
I let out a slow chuckle as I closed the fitting room door before catching my reflection for the first time all day. With the t-shirt, pale skin, circles under my eyes, and rat’s nest of black hair, I looked like the poster child for Old Gothic People Incorporated. I sighed, hung the tux up on the wall hook, and stripped.
The scars on my chest pulled my eyes back to the mirror. I touched the diagonal line of four slashes from a vampire that ripped across my left bicep, carried over to my chest, and down to my navel. Rough skin adorned my right shoulder, where I’d been caught off guard by a pyromaniac blood magus. Some people don’t like bartering. I sighed and ran my fingers across the scars on my wrist from Sam’s first night as a vampire. I shook my head to clear it and started pulling on my fancy wear.
Sam had ordered the tux for me and it fit like a glove. After strapping all the pieces on, I couldn’t help but laugh. I think she was trying to torture Beth. I wasn’t scrawny, but I was by no means an Adonis. The tux accented my already broad shoulders and the jacket cut down in a loose V to accent my waist. The rest just worked.
I’ve had a lot people compliment my eyes over the years, usually noting their color. Almost everyone thinks they’re blue gray, but they are actually the pale gray of a born necromancer. I’d groaned when Sam added a shiny gray vest, but I must admit, it made my eyes stand out like bloody gemstones. “Not bad, Sam, not bad.” I ran my fingers down the lapels and grinned.
I modeled the tux for Bobby, who shook his head and waved me off. I changed back into my Army of Darkness getup.
Bobby eyed me from head to toe and said, “You should really purchase the tuxedo insurance, sir.”
“Really, Bobby?”
“It may be a little expensive for someone of your, well …” he paused for a moment. “It covers all incidental damages.” He picked up a pair of scissors and continued his sales pitch in a drop dead monotone voice. “It’s only seventy-five dollars, and even if you take these scissors and cut a sleeve off right now, we won’t charge you.”
I nodded and signed off on the tux bill. Oh, hell yes, I bought the seventy-five dollar insurance. I was tempted not to buy it just because the jackass salesman was offering it, but I’d lost too many clothes over the years to worry about having to pay for a whole freaking tux. It was right about then I realized I’d left the wedding present at my shop.
“Fuck!” I slammed the pen down on the counter and turned toward the door.
My exclamation garnered a few nasty glares from the mothers in the area. Bobby was already on a personal call again by the time I walked through the door. I stepped back into the thick smell of fresh pretzels and my frustration managed to dismiss what little willpower I had left. I climbed back into Vicky with two cinnamon pretzels in tow and hauled ass back to Death’s Door.
 
***
 
I stopped dead in my tracks when I found Cara on the counter talking to Frank. Not threatening him or throwing him across the room, or even giving him a nasty glare. I took a huge bite of pretzel on the way in and said, “This one’s for you, Mom.”
She looked up and smiled. Her wings fluttered in silence as she said, “Ah, cinnamon. Would you like half, Frank?”
I almost choked on my pretzel. First Sam, now Cara? As in Frank’s about to die, Cara?
Frank nodded enthusiastically as I handed half the other pretzel to him and set the rest beside the register. “Thanks, Damian.”
“No, um, no problem.” I held Cara’s gaze a bit longer until she smirked at me. I sighed and turned to Frank. “So, any sales today?”
He nodded and continued chewing.
“Any good sales?”
His eyebrows rose as he smiled—it was a really weird look, like a clown’s head exploding in slow motion. “Did you notice anything missing?” His eyes glanced over to the wood and glass display case for gemstones and crystals.
I rubbed my face. “I’m kind of late here.” My eyes perused the rows of stones anyway, until they settled on a hole. “One of the amber necklaces sold?” It had some of the nicest preserved insects I’d ever seen running through it and I never thought it would go with a price tag in the hundreds. “Damn Frank, that’s almost a month of rent.”
He laughed at me. “Take a closer look at the case.”
“Think big,” Cara said.
“No fucking way.” I stared at the gaping space where the amber pillar with the three prehistoric feathers used to be.
“I gave them a little break on price with Cara’s approval, but it was only a few hundred off.”
The pillar Frank had picked out the day before for two thousand dollars sold for more than double its cost. I worked my jaw a bit, but no sound came out. We’re talking months of rent. I continued staring at the blank space.
“Miss Hu bought it. She came in a couple days ago and wanted a unique amber piece.” Frank shrugged and I caught his grin as I finally tore my eyes away from our suddenly profitable display case.
I pointed my finger at Frank and said, “You, sir, are my new buyer.”
Frank smiled and Cara laughed.
“Go get some lunch, Frank,” Cara said.
“I have to get to the wedding, and I need Frank to look after the shop.”
“This will only take a few minutes,” she said as she turned her head to Frank. “Go get some lunch.”
He nodded and left with a goofy grin plastered to his face. I watched him disappear almost as quickly as my ever-dwindling time frame to get to the wedding. My eyes swept back to Cara and I cocked an eyebrow.
“Boy, come here.”
I glanced around slowly, turning my body toward the front of the shop and then to the register and back to Cara. “Me?”
She looked slightly amused.
I took a step toward her and raised both eyebrows in an unspoken question. I also failed miserably in hiding my grin. Cara was the only person besides Zola ever to call me “boy.”
“I’ve been thinking.” She drummed her fingers on the golden hilt of the dagger in her belt. “I’ve been thinking you may be able to use Fae magic.”
I felt my forehead furrow as I stared at the fairy.
She smiled. “Some basic growth spells for example.” She unsheathed the dagger, twirled it, and dropped it back in the sheath with unnerving precision. “After that stunt you pulled a couple years ago, stitching your sister back together, I think you may be able to do a lot more than you realize.”
My heart tried to crawl out of my face as my pulse hammered. “How umm … how did umm … what makes you say that?” I tried for nonchalant, but I think the squeak in my voice gave me away.
Cara howled in laughter. She pointed her finger at me and grinned. “I’ve heard the story, boy. You stitched your sister back together with the flesh and aura of another vampire, but tell me, why would binding two vampires together allow either of them to enter a church?” She shook her head and lowered her arm. “You bound her aura to a fragment of your own and sealed it with a piece of your soul.”
My eyes widened.
“Soularts are quite forbidden, if my memory serves me well.” Cara brushed her silvery hair back behind her shoulders. “I know what you did to save her, but I cannot tell you what it means. I’ve never heard of such a thing before. Using a soulart in such a fashion, it is, unprecedented.”
“I never really thought about it,” I said.
“I would say that surprises me, but …” Cara smiled and shrugged.
“Thanks, Mom, thanks a lot.”
“I’ll never understand how anyone can miss it. Your aura is plainly tied to your sister’s aura. It’s tight enough to remind me of the stick stuck up my husband’s ass.”
I frowned.
She smiled and beat her wings. “There’s something else in there too, but I haven’t figured it out yet.”
“In your husband’s ass?” I asked innocently.
She snorted and waved a hand, dismissing the thought. “You know what I mean.”
I did know what she meant. She meant Dale. Some piece of Dale’s soul or consciousness or something was tied in with the fragments of Sam’s aura and maybe even her soul. I wonder if Cara ever fully realizes what I did, will she think it’s as creepy as I do?
“Oh well,” I said. “At least Sam is alive and kicking, ah, dead and kicking, whatever.”
Cara just blinked and shifted her wings.
“So, do we ever get to meet your mystery husband?”
Cara grinned and then clapped her hands to silence me and get my attention at the same time. “Pay attention now.”
I smiled at her complete change of topic.
“If you were to use Fae magic, for instance, to cause great pain or death, why would that not be part of necromancy?” She waited for an answer, but I just stared at her with my jaw a little slack. “Come now, you’ve learned to pull power for ley lines arts. You’ve even used it to enhance your necromancy, whether you realize it or not. Why not expand the idea a little further?”
“I do what now? I use ley lines during necromancy? I didn’t think-”
She turned to the small pitcher plant I had sitting on the battered brown shelf on the wall and mumbled something. The plant grew by about fifty percent as roots rocked the pot onto an angle and sprang from the top level of soil.
“That can’t be good for it,” I muttered.
“You may have more success with a Rowan or Yew, but the pitcher thrives on death, so I have high hopes.” She smiled and took a deep breath like she was convincing a small child clowns were harmless. Harmless my ass.
“Now you try it,” she said.
“How? It doesn’t have an aura, much less a dead aura. What am I supposed to do with it?”
Cara paused and tapped her fingers on the hilt of her dagger again. Her eyes lit up and she said, “Your shield, you do not use an aura for your shield.”
I glanced at the cash register for no particular reason, then back to Cara. “I do, sometimes if it’s not just a ley line shield, but you’re right. I usually don’t.”
“Think about the effort it takes to form the shield. Speak the incantation out loud and try to draw the line into focus.”
I shrugged and turned to the pitcher plant. “What’s the word?”
“What?”
I grinned. “The incantation?”
“Oh, it’s vadonon arbustum sero.”
One quick nod and I turned my attention back to the plant. I played with the shield incantation a few times, speaking impadda and getting a feel for the surging electric blue ley line as it flexed around me and receded. The lines running through Death’s Door were like any other, pulled and affected by the moon, much like the tides. I have no desire to find out what a miscalculation in power would do. I closed my eyes and took a deep breath, emptying my focus of everything but the small pitcher plant on my shelf and the line at my fingertips. “Vadonon arbustum sero.”
I wasn’t really expecting anything to happen, so when the line burned through my aura, the pot disintegrated from an explosion of roots, Cara laughed and took to the air, and the now six-foot tall pitcher plant fell on my head, drenching the floor—I was a bit surprised.



CHAPTER FOURTEEN
 
Showtime. I sighed as I got out of Vicky. Traffic had been clear all the way down Highway 40. I was surprised to see I’d made it with time to spare. My drive had included the less-than-safe activity of eyeing the wedding gift in the front seat as if it was going to jump out the window. The rest of the trip had been spent recovering from the shock of using a Fae incantation.
I left the car near the Zoo in Forest Park. It was good to have Vicky back in action. I couldn’t help but feel a twinge of pride when the first couple to walk by stopped to ask me about her. Glowing compliments done, I headed off to the birdcage.
The Zoo isn’t too terribly close to the Jewel Box, but I hadn’t seen one of my old friends in a while. Humans aren’t the only creatures on this earth able to leave ghosts behind. I remember the dog I helped Frank’s friend with. It was a mastiff, a huge, huge dog. While a mastiff is big, it’s pretty well put to shame by the ghost of a giant panda bear named Happy. Happy was usually hanging around the red pandas or the birdcage. Red pandas were a totally different species, as were the birds, but Happy didn’t seem to mind. Today he came bounding through the birdcage wall and a group of tourists, who all shivered as he passed through them. I laughed as the bear cleared the sidewalk and tried to rub his head on my shoulder. He passed right through me. I drew on a nearby ley line and let it pool in my hand, electric blue energy circling my palm and running out again a moment later. Happy stuck his tongue into the mass of energy and started slurping until his aura filled out enough I could scratch his ears. He always seemed to like that.
When he was alive, I would have been concerned about the bear eating me or slicing me to ribbons, but he had a pretty affectionate disposition as a ghost, having died long before I was born. I got to know him when I was twelve and Zola dragged me to the Zoo. My parents were always perplexed as to why I was terrified of the Zoo, and convinced my master to figure it out on one of the rare occasions she stayed with us. Every time I set foot near the Zoo, the panda would come charging and scare the living hell out of me. Zola, on the other hand, thought it was hilarious. I’m sure the other park patrons wondered how we escaped the asylum as I ran screaming from thin air before Zola finally ordered me to stop and pet it.
“Well, buddy, I gotta go to a wedding. You go scare up some birds, huh?”
He blew a puff of air out of his ghost lungs that blew my hair back. Maybe I was pumping a little too much power into his aura. I scratched his ears again and let the power flow away. He turned and trundled back toward the birdcage.
I smiled and headed off in the opposite direction.
 
***
 
It didn’t take too long to walk to the Jewel Box. An array of pink and gold and light yellow flowers lined the walk to the front door. The glass and steel pierced the lawn like a gleaming Aztec pyramid. The fifty-foot walls were sparkling clean. Lilies lined the pools in front of the building, the place itself an impressive art deco greenhouse. It’d been renovated in recent years and the trees once towering to the top of the building’s interior were now gone. When I first walked through the doors, it felt empty without them. The thought faded in an instant as I realized how clearly you could see the flora decorating the attraction.
I signed the guestbook and turned around when my gaze caught on one of my regular customers, handing out programs. She was short and pudgy, a strawberry blonde with brilliant green eyes. Her eyes overpowered everything else about her appearance.
“Ashley?” I said.
She looked up and her eyes went wide. “Damian? What the hell, er, heck, are you doing here?” Her hand flew up to her chest. Her fingers paused in the space usually reserved for a pentagram before falling down to her side.
“I was invited.”
“By who?”
“The bride-to-be, as a matter-of-fact.”
“No freaking way. You know Beth?” She shook her head as she spoke. “She’s my cousin.”
So the valley goth girl’s cousin was a Wiccan priestess? I laughed. “That’s funny.”
Ashley scrunched up her eyebrows and said, “Why?”
“Ah,” because I slept with your cousin? “because I’ve known Beth since high school.” There, that was a perfectly plausible Saint Louis excuse. The Saint Louis populace has a bizarre and unhealthy obsession with their high schools. It’s just weird.
“Oh,” Ashley said as she nodded and smiled. “Well, I guess I’ll see you around the Double D then.”
“Definitely,” I said as an usher tapped my shoulder and guided me to the bride’s side of the seating area. I continued gawking at the flowers and squared-off levels of glass forming the ceiling above me. The chatter in my vicinity was mind numbing. How many people were crammed into the Jewel Box, I will never know.
I couldn’t remember if we were supposed to stand for the groom or not. No one stood up as he made his appearance ten minutes later, so I stayed planted on my chair. I almost laughed out loud when I realized two of the groomsmen were also Beth’s ex-boyfriends.
A bittersweet melody of love and loss began to whisper from speakers throughout the building. The room stood as Beth entered the aisle on the arm of her short but frighteningly muscled father. She looked happy, like a happy person being eaten by a giant white lace monster.
The guests and I spent a glorious thirty minutes on some of the most uncomfortable folding chairs my ass has ever borne witness to, listening to a pastor who could make a sloth look like a gerbil on crack. It was a little odd being single and watching an old girlfriend get married. It was also pretty funny knowing at least three people in the room, besides the groom, had slept with the bride. I watched the groom and my mind filled with images of his head being removed by a vampire with anger management issues. I couldn’t help but grin.
At the end of eternity, the bride and groom left the stage arm in arm, followed by the groomsmen and bridesmaids and much applause. The ushers led the front rows out behind the supporting cast and eventually made it back to the peasants. I waited patiently through the receiving line.
Beth flashed me a huge smile as I got closer. It looked sincere, which surprised me. Of course, she didn’t know why I actually accepted her invitation. I wondered if Michael had anything to do with our invitations showing up so close to the ceremony. Beth’s eyes wandered down to my shoes and slowly back up. That surprised me too.
A minute later ‘the traitorous bitch’ had her arms wrapped around my neck. She pulled back a bit and looked me in the eyes. Deep auburn hair framed her clear hazel eyes.
“Hi, Beth,” I said.
“Damian,” she breathed. “I’m so glad you could make it. You look great.”
I raised my eyebrows. I could see her new husband stiffen as I disentangled myself from the explosion of white lace.
I gave Beth an awkward smile and stepped over to the groom, extending my hand. “Hello, Michael William Wagner!” I said brightly. “I bring greetings from my sister, Samantha Vesik.” This time Beth stiffened and Michael recoiled like he’d shaken hands with a demon.
“Sam’s dead to me,” he said under his breath. “Go away.”
I reached out and grabbed his hand again, pulling him into an awkward man hug so I could hiss into his ear. “I should’ve let her tear your head off.” I let him go. He rocked backwards and I smiled, slowly baring my teeth. I inclined my head a fraction of a degree as I walked away.
I’m not terribly fond of weddings, probably because they’re a blatant reminder of my less than stellar track record with the fairer sex. Close to the glass doors the flower girl, all blonde curls and blue eyes and white lace, guarded the basket of rice. She smiled up at me.
“Hi, kiddo, you having fun?”
She glanced from side to side and then shook her head.
“Right there with you.”
She giggled. “No rice yet.” Her voice was surprisingly stern for a five year old.
I needed to chase the guardian of the rice off, although it made me feel like a jerk. “You know, rice killed my parrot.”
“That’s bad.”
“Nah, he’s better now. He’s a zombie. Pieces of him fall off sometimes, but we always put him back together.”
She leaned away from me as her eyelids tried to crawl off her face and she ran screaming for her mom. Kids. Gotta love ‘em.
At least I didn’t lie to the kid. I really did have a parrot that OD’d on rice when I was in training with Zola. I brought him back as a zombie parrot. It was awesome. Zola didn’t think so. I laughed and wondered whatever happened to Graybeard. He’d developed an unnervingly large vocabulary post-mortem. Lord only knows what Zola did with him after she confiscated the poor bird.
I placed my hand in the big bowl of rice pouches and whispered quietly as I fed my power through each and every one, loading every grain with potential energy while holding a tiny thread of power in my hand. When you’re a necromancer, and not allowed to play with fireworks on the fourth, you learn how to make your own. I laced bits of the growth magic Cara had shown me in with my own special brew. Wedding planners be damned.
I clamped down on the fuse and walked outside, bouncing a little pouch of rice in my left hand. Michael and Beth rushed by a minute later and I hurled the rice and laughed and cheered as they jumped into their limo and sped off.
The pigeons swooped in about ten seconds later, stalking their pearly white prizes and inhaling them all with vicious pecks. I slipped back inside the glass doors and stared out the window. I heard another little kid ask what was wrong with the birds. They were starting to stumble around. One nice old lady actually said, “This is why we don’t throw rice anymore,” as she started to walk outside. Lady, you have no idea.
I grabbed her arm and stopped her and her grandchild from walking into the war zone. “Wait just a moment ma’am, someone was asking for you in the seating area.”
“Thank you, son,” she said as she patted my arm. I watched her walk back into the Jewel Box and turned my attention toward to the gathering outside.
“Here’s to you sis,” I whispered. I let go of the fuse and ley line energy surged and crackled, screaming toward the rice.
A second later, forty pigeons went off like hand grenades. Pigeon shrapnel splattered on the crowd and the flowers and the glass. Screams went up as the harmless bits of feathers and blood and goo saturated everything in a fifty-foot radius, glazing the lowest ten-foot span of the Jewel Box in a red film. I hoped all the screaming people had purchased the tux insurance.
God damn I’m funny.
Now that’s compromise. I didn’t ruin Beth’s wedding, although whatever rice was stuck in her gown probably scared the hell out of her when it popped, and the aftermath was destined to become infamous enough to make Sam happy. It’s all about family after all. I grinned as my feet made interesting sucking-popping noises on the way through the miserable crowd.
I caught Ashley’s eye on the way out. She had her hand over her mouth and was trying desperately not to laugh. It made her jiggle in fascinating ways. I bowed slightly and she burst into laughter and headed back into the Jewel Box.
 
***
 
On my way back to Vicky I passed several people. Most were friendly and said hello or waved and smiled. I’d decided to take the long way back, past the Muny, an aged and elegant outdoor theater, past the Boat House and the old World’s Fair Pavilion. A brunette in a sequined red dress was leaning against one of the pale stone arches supporting the brick-colored roof of the old pavilion. Her arms were crossed, but she smiled as the wind shifted her hair. The thick smell from the nearby fountain and lake reached me as she waved to me with her fingertips. I glanced around to see if anyone else was around. When I was fairly certain I wouldn’t look like an idiot, I waved back. She disappeared into the shadows of the pavilion.
I paused for a moment, watching the shadows, before I continued on.
“Idiot.”
My head jerked to the side in surprise and I locked eyes with a tall blonde with stunning sharp features standing ankle deep in the edge of the lake. The dying sun glinted across her eyes, flashing crystalline blue and green. Her pale lips curled up just a little as she ran a hand down her waist-length hair and only then did I realize her hair was nearly as white as the gown she wore cinched with a braided belt.
“Excuse me?” I said.
“That’s a vampire.”
“What? How did you …?”
“Did you even look?” Her mouth quirked into a half smile. “You’re supposed to be a necromancer.”
“Who are you?” I asked as I narrowed my eyes.
“Just a friend with a warning, Damian, just a friend.”
My muscles tightened and my hand started to creep towards my gun when it all clicked. “You know Foster.”
“Of course.”
I blew out a breath and rubbed my head. “You kind of freaked me out a bit.”
“Stay away from the vampire, there is something wrong with her.” Her eyes glanced up at the pavilion before traveling back to me.
“What’s your name?”
She tried to hide a quiet giggle before stepping deeper into the water. “I have fulfilled my promise to one cousin. I must return to my family. Fair thee well.”
“What’s your name?” I whispered once more while I held her gaze.
“Nixie.” She smiled again as her body wavered, growing translucent before pooling into the lake without disturbing the water.
 
***
 
I was surprised to find the brunette waiting when I got back to my car. She looked pale in the moonlight. I focused my Sight and flinched when I saw her aura, black and white twisted with a sickening red.
“What the hell are you?”
She leaned against a giant oak tree, opened her mouth and licked her upper lip. A pair of fangs snapped down as her tongue retreated and the smile on her face turned predatory. My hand was already drawing the pepperbox from under my jacket. Firearms in the middle of Forest Park, yeah, this was going to go over well.
Of course, I never got to find out just how well it would go over because a second later my face was pressed into the soft grass and I could barely breathe. I tried to push myself up and a bony knee jammed my lower back flat.
As I’ve gotten older, I’ve come to realize why Zola focused her training on repetition. I could still hear her, “Repetition becomes instinct, boy,” and it didn’t fail me. I slammed my knuckles into the ground and mumbled “Pulsatto.” The force of the blow knocked me off the ground enough to elbow the second vampire in the face and get a half step back. I screamed “Impadda!” as he tried to attack again and a shield snapped into being between us. His arm collapsed in a crunch of bone.
I glanced at the brunette, her features slightly distorted by the flowing surface of my shield. “Having a nice evening?” I said as I took a closer look at her aura. “Vampire my ass,” I muttered. Her aura dripped and moved in stutters and shakes as the black and bloody ribbon crept around her. I shifted my gaze to Edward Broken-Hands and found a dim aura plastered to his skin. I was very glad I hadn’t tried to grab on to either of them with my necromancy.
“Kill him,” she said.
A leg swung at my shield and the impact was enough to break the bone. The shock caused my concentration to waver enough that my shield fell. The vampire caught me in the chest with a quick punch and it felt like someone smacked me with a rock. I hit the ground hard, wondering if my ribs were still one big happy family.
He came at me again as I raised another shield. The maniac dove and I watched his face shatter in a spray of blood a foot in front of me, sputtering and hissing on the energy in the shield. I studied his aura in more detail and wasn’t surprised to find it writhing beneath his skin. He slid down the shield, unmoving. I glanced at the brunette, who was smiling. Maybe necromancy wouldn’t work, but I still had brute force line arts. I dropped the shield, raised my hand toward the downed vamp and said, “Inimicus deleotto.” I staggered a step as the ley line energy ripped through my body. The body on the ground jerked as a thick band of blue lightning vaporized its torso. The aura rose and began vaporizing, escaping into the ether with only a thread attached to the remains.
My only thought was shit. I’d never get a shot off against the remaining vampire. I was pretty sure the aura was my only chance of trashing the vamp in the red dress, and now it was dispersing. I reached out with my necromancy and almost pissed myself when I grabbed the aura. There was no flash of memory or personality, but it was hot and raging, and I’d never felt such a wild energy before. Every inch of my body was a tongue on a nine-volt battery. My arms started to go numb as I wrapped more energy around the aura and started to pull it in, almost the same method I used to string out the aura on Zola’s dolls. It resisted for only a moment. I severed the tie to its host and the aura became more and more intense as I condensed it into a small pulsing orb between my hands.
I shook and grimaced as sweat poured down my face. The brunette took one hesitant step forward. Her eyes widened as I looked up. She was tracking the aura as she moved, weaving from side to side. She came fast, with her claws outstretched and a scream on her lips. I forced my arms forward, heels of my palms locked together, as I opened my fingers wide in a quick explosion of motion. The aura was repulsed by the same energy I used to contain it, rocketing toward the vampire’s head.
I missed. The flare of the aura dimmed as the tree line swallowed it in silence. I missed, but it was close enough. The brunette screamed and grabbed her ear. I could see the wounds on her shoulder. Ruptured skin and muscle were exposed and twitching in the evening air. She glared at me as I backed away. I was screwed. I stayed focused on her and started to throw my shield up.
To my surprise, the brunette dove to the side, grabbed both halves of the dead vampire and took off through the park far faster than I could follow. I watched her red dress disappear over a nearby hill. My shoulders sagged and I took a deep breath. I’d never captured an aura like that before, just torn the whole thing away from its body. My fingers still tingled. I’m just glad it got through her defenses.
I shivered and walked to Vicky, happy to see she didn’t have any new scratches, and wondered if I should check for a car bomb. I’d never heard of a vampire or a demon that used a car bomb, but this was a night of firsts.
I needed to find Zola.
I drove up Government Drive toward the back of the Zoo as my hands finally stopped tingling. Imagine my surprise when a ghost panda leapt out in front of my car. I yelled and swerved, cursing as I bounced over the curb, and landed Vicky’s front wheels in the grass. As soon as the car came to a stop I sighed at my own stupidity. You can’t very well run over a ghost. I looked up at Happy with his tongue hanging out like a panting dog and couldn’t help but smile.
My heart stuttered when the passenger door opened.
“You need more training.”
I stared at Zola, bemused.
“And you should really lock your doors, boy.”
I laughed as she pulled her seatbelt on and grimaced as my damaged chest flexed. As soon as I put the car in reverse, Happy bounded off toward the Zoo again. “Did you seriously get a ghost bear to flag me down?”
“Mmm,” was all she said.



CHAPTER FIFTEEN
 
I jerked awake when the back door slammed and faint footsteps began climbing the stairs. My face was firmly planted on the table in my reading nook.
“Hey, Damian, did you sleep here?” Frank’s voice was quiet in the deadened acoustics of the shelves.
I yawned and pried my face off the book I’d zonked out on, wincing as I straightened my back. “How the hell did I fall asleep like that?”
Frank chuckled.
“Yeah, I was doing some research.” 
“Why didn’t you just go home?” he said.
“I dropped Zola off at Sam’s. She was going to request a conference with Vasili to discuss our little zombie issues, so I figured I’d see if there was anything written about vampire zombies. Doesn’t seem to be anything useful in the books I have.” I rubbed at my face and took a deep breath.
“Good luck with that,” Frank said.
“What do you mean?”
“Sam said Vasili never talks to outsiders.”
I smiled. “Zola has a way with people.” I yawned and scratched my eyelid. “What time is it?”
“About quarter to ten.”
I groaned. “So … early …”
Frank laughed outright. “Ashley’s coming by around ten, so I wanted to be sure the place was open.”
“Ah, now I see. You just want to hit on the priestess. I get it.”
He shook his head. “Nah, I just have eyes for Sam.”
“That is so not funny,” I said as I pointed my finger at him.
He grinned, rubbed his sparse gray hair, and headed back to the stairs. On his way down he yelled, “Nice tux, by the way.”
I glanced down at the torn-out knee in my tuxedo pants and smiled.
 
***
 
I headed to the bathroom and blinked a few times at my reflection. I had an impressive knot welling up above my left eye, and a bruise to add some color. My chest was sore, but thanks to Colin healing me at the Pit the night before, I was pretty sure my ribs were fine. That’s twice he’d patched me up. I’d never be able to thank him enough for saving my life, and now he’d fixed some cracked ribs too. I wondered if Colin liked cheese as much as Foster.
I focused on the reflection in the mirror again. My face was framed by short clumps of muddy hair, which seemed to be confused as to whether it wanted to be its natural black or a healthy dirt brown. My nose was still a little crooked from all of its previous experiences being broken. I looked at the remnants of the tux I had on and sighed. One sleeve was almost completely torn off the jacket and four neat slashes cut through one lapel and the vest. I frowned and pulled at the slashes. “Don’t remember them getting that close,” I muttered as I rubbed the sore spot over my ribs. There were a few bloodstains and a plethora of dirt and grass stains to finish the ensemble. At least my cufflinks were still in.
My eyes moved back up to their own pale gray reflection. “Now, aren’t you glad you bought the tux insurance?” I nodded solemnly in reply.
I rinsed my face off, winced as I touched the knot on my head, and changed into a pair of jeans and a black t-shirt, stashed in the back room for just such an occasion. After hanging the tux up and tucking it neatly back into its protective bag, I walked to the front of the store.
The door opened with a jingle as Ashley walked in ten minutes after ten. Her wedding attire was replaced by her traditional black cloak, which swirled as she moved around the door. She had knee-high boots on over deep blue pants, and polished her look with a healthy dose of eye shadow. She saw me and rubbed the index finger of her right hand across the top of her left in a traditional ‘shame on you’ gesture. I smiled and gave a halfhearted shrug.
“You’re a bad man, Damian Vesik.”
Frank burst into laughter. “Morning, Ashley.”
“Hi, Frank!” Her scornful yet amused glare perked up into a sincere smile as she reached the counter.
Frank pulled out a brown paper bag and set it on the glass.
“Thanks for opening early,” Ashley said as she unrolled the top and pulled out a clear bag of beef jerky. “I couldn’t make it by yesterday with the wedding.” She tore the corner off the bag and took a sniff.
“Wow!” She blinked rapidly and rubbed her eyes. “That smells strong.”
“I told you,” Frank said.
She rolled the bag up and stuck it in her suitcase, I mean large gray purse. I went about straightening a low shelf with several mortar and pestles.
“Thanks, Frank,” Ashley said as one of the squeaky drawers below the gemstone display case slid open. I glanced up to find her face about an inch from the drawer, as she ran her finger through a stockpile of “junk” amber. Sam had called it junk because there wasn’t anything in the drawer priced higher than fifteen bucks. The name stuck.
Ashley gathered a few pieces up and pushed the drawer closed. “Hey, Damian?” I cocked an eyebrow as she fiddled with the pentagram on her necklace. “Do I get a discount if I buy six? I need them for a spell tonight.”
“That’s up to Frank.”
She turned the puppy dog eyes on full blast for Frank. “I know you opened early for me. And, you see, we need them to help our sister. She lost a dear friend and is terribly distraught.”
Frank glanced at the pieces, his mouth twitching as he thought. “Fifty for all of them.” His eyes trailed over to me and I nodded.
Ashley grinned and handed over some bills. The register chimed and Frank gave her some change.
“Was it her dog?” I said.
Ashley fought back a smile as Frank’s eyes widened. “Thanks again for the jerky Frank. Oh, and Damian?” She didn’t say anything else until I met her eyes. “Try not to blow up any pigeons today, hmm?”
I heard an eruption of fairy laughter from the back room. I guess Foster and Aideen had been listening. I waved at Ashley as she left, her own laughter trailing behind her.
“She didn’t even ask why you look like crap,” Frank said.
“She’s seen worse,” I said. “She is quite the devious negotiator.”
“You don’t think her friend is really distraught?” Frank said.
I laughed and shook my head a little. I got a whiff of spices and my nose began burning. “Is the death toll piling up from your jerky yet?”
“It can’t be all bad if Zola likes it.” Frank paused and then smiled.
 
***
 
The next few hours vanished in a cloud of dust, cursing, and snoring cu siths as book after book turned up nothing of use. What little I did find addressed run-of-the-mill zombies. Passages were filled with genius advice like ‘avoid the hordes’ and ‘sever the spinal column.’ “Hordes,” I muttered. “Zola doesn’t even remember the last horde.” I could have learned more watching movies.
“You mind watching the front for a bit, Damian?” Frank’s voice was faint from the bottom of the stairs. “I’m going out for a soda. You want anything?”
“I’m good, thanks.” I pried Peanut’s snoring head off Zola’s diary and stuffed the essay I was reading into it. She’d just lent me the old book and it was going to come back with cu sith slobber. Nice. I heard the bell jingle on the front door as Frank left. I scratched Bubbles between the ears before I pried my feet out from under her and headed toward the stairs.
“They’re good dogs.” My eyes followed the voice up to Aideen, perched on the highest bookshelf. She smiled and nibbled on something in her hand I couldn’t quite make out.
I looked back at to the dogs as Peanut rolled to the side and fell off the chair, crashing into Bubbles like a sack of potatoes. Neither cu sith woke up. Peanut continued snoring, splayed upside down over Bubbles. “Guard dogs, my ass.”
“You like them.”
I raised my eyebrows as I walked past Aideen and started down the stairs, grabbing a bag of Cheetos off the shelf and a Mountain Dew from the mini fridge before crossing into the front of the shop.
Frank’s insidious stack of brown paper bags filled with death jerky tempted me as I sat down behind the counter. Jerky sounded good, but I stopped my hand and shook my head as I remembered its tongue-blistering, sinus-disintegrating side effects. I don’t know how people eat the stuff.
The bell tinkled on the shop’s front door again and I barely had time to look up before Sam blurred into motion from the entryway and crushed me in a bone-pulverizing hug.
“Ribs!” I squeaked.
She laughed into my shoulder. “You’re the best brother ever.”
I narrowed my eyes as at her grinning face as she let me go. “What do you want?”
“Nada.” She unrolled the newspaper in her hand and slammed it down on the glass display case, sending a spider-web of cracks across it. “Whoops, I’ll get that replaced.” Her grin never faltered.
I sighed and looked at the cracks, then down at the paper. I made the front page. That is, my ne’er do well pigeon prank did. I laughed at the picture of Beth’s screaming mom, covered in pigeon gore, with her hands reaching for the sky.
Sam picked the paper up and read it aloud in the deepest baritone she could manage, “Terror at the Wagner Wedding. Though no injuries were reported yesterday morning, a terrifying series of explosions assaulted the attendees at the wedding of Michael William Wagner and Elizabeth Berry. Many of the onlookers are calling the event a terrible portent of doom.”
“Doom!” I growled as I slapped the display case between laughs, sending cracks racing to the edge of the glass.
Sam snorted in laughter as Foster careened in over the saloon doors, chasing a very awake and low to the ground Bubbles as the cu sith skidded beneath the door. “What’s the racket?” he said as he landed on the newspaper.
“You’re standing on it,” I said.
He glanced down at the paper, then looked at Sam. His jaw opened slowly and he turned back to the picture of Elizabeth’s mom. “Fuck me, is that a pigeon head in her hair? Please tell me you did that.”
“Yes, he did,” Sam said. She reached down and picked up the yapping green ball of chaos.
“I hate pigeons,” Foster said.
We all laughed.
“Where’s Frank?” Sam said.
I wiped my eyes and slumped back onto the stool. “I think he ran out for soda.”
“Gotcha.” She glanced at me, then turned immediately to the gemstone display case against the wall. “He’s taking me to dinner.”
“You sound happy about that. And yet you can’t look me in the eye when you say it?”
Sam glanced at me over her shoulder and smiled. Foster burst into laughter as I shrugged and lodged my feet on the little shelf behind the register.
 
***
 
Sam and Frank returned from dinner at the Trailhead Brewery a few hours later. Frank came by to drop his soda off in the fridge before disappearing with Sam for a few more minutes. I’m a lenient boss. The fact Frank showed up with a fresh cheeseburger when he got back had nothing to do with it. I ate the burger and was beginning to consider how boring research could be when I saw a flash of green fur out of the corner of my eye. Foster and the cu siths disappeared into the back. The sun was down, so I shouldn’t have been too surprised when Vik walked in. The fairies don’t like most vamps. My sister was an exception, and for her they tolerated the Pit.
Vik was wearing his usual floor-length leather trench coat, with silver buckles and buttons. His raven-black hair was slicked back. The indirect light in the shop made sharp angles over his nose and cheeks. It was an imposing sight on a vampire only a few inches shorter than me.
“Hey, Damian,” he said as he walked up to the counter.
I smiled and nodded. “Whatcha up to Vik?”
“Thought I’d stop by the pet shop on my way to work. Your sister asked me to drop by and give you this.” He glanced at Frank. His lips curled up into a smile just large enough to show his fangs as he laid a small twine-wrapped box on the glass.
Bubbles and Peanut charged up to the counter, sat down on either side of it, and began growling.
“Whoa, easy pups,” I said. “It’s just Vik.”
Vik took a step back. The dogs kept growling, their focus on the counter.
“I do not think they are growling at me,” Vik said.
I nodded and slid the package down the glass, away from the cu siths. “Why didn’t Sam bring it? Besides that, you couldn’t have brought Zola back with you?”
“What?” He looked puzzled.
“I dropped her off last night; she wanted to talk to Vasili or someone about zombies.”
“Ah, probably Lester. He is more of an antique than she is.”
My eyes widened. “Vik, if you value your existence, you will never, ever, say that in front of Zola.”
He laughed. “I was downtown. I wasn’t with the Pit.” He scratched the back of his hand. “I will be next door for a short time, if you have need of me.”
“Sooo … has Annabelle asked you why you buy a ferret every week?”
Vik shrugged.
“Have you been using some fancy vamp voodoo on her?”
I saw Frank jerk his head and stare at me when I said that.
Vik laughed. It was a dark sound. I should have felt bad for the critters, but I really didn’t like ferrets. I’d seen Vik eat a ferret once. I could only describe it as an explosion. Fur through a turbine. Unreal.
He waved as he left, jingling the bell.
“Straight answers, that’s what I like,” I said as I turned to look at Frank. He was staring at me. I smiled and waited.
“That … was … was a vampire!”
My eyebrows jumped in false surprise. “Ding, ding, ding!” I let out a short chuckle. “I know you’ve got love blinders on right now, but how many times have you met Vik?”
He shrugged.
“You realize he lives in Sam’s house, yes?” I shook my head and stared at him. “Didn’t you just go to dinner with a vampire?”
“Uh, yeah, but, uh.” He scratched his head and blew out a breath. “I’ll pay more attention.”
Foster landed on the counter and used the tip of his sword sheath to poke the box Vik left. The fairy’s arrival seemed to calm the cu siths. They ran behind Frank and untied his shoelaces. He was leaning against the counter and didn’t seem to notice. At least Bubbles and Peanut were nice enough to jump around and over each other enough to create a knot even Alexander the Great couldn’t hack his way through. Unfortunately, said knot was between Frank’s feet.
Foster laid his hand on the twine wrapped tightly around the package and looked up at me. “Darkness, Damian, why do you bring this here?”
“Whoa, hey now,” I pointed at my chest “I didn’t bring it here.”
“Your sister is a vampire. She sent this through her carrier. It was brought here because you are here.” Foster glared at me like I was a rabid ferret he needed to put down.
“Melodramatic much?”
He frowned.
“I’ll get it out of here tonight. I have to return my tux first.”
He nodded once, whistled for his dogs, and took off for the back room.
“I still can’t get used to seeing him.”
“Who, Foster?”
Frank nodded.
“You’re dating a vampire.”
“That’s different.”
I laughed and shook my head. “It’s really his dogs you should be more concerned about anyway.”
“Wh-,” Frank took that instant to attempt a step backwards. The knot pulled tight between his feet and he tried to grab the counter as his body toppled backward, his hand sliding smoothly off the glass with a short squeak. His head smacked the wall and I swear he went cross-eyed for a good ten seconds. A small groan escaped his lips as he rubbed what was sure to be a knot on his head.
“Like I said, the dogs.”



CHAPTER SIXTEEN
 
I left Frank to run the shop. He was wincing and holding an icepack on his head when I left to make my run back to West County Mall. I parked in the garage and pulled the tux out of the car. I was pretty sure someone was neglecting their maintenance duties when the automatic door squealed like a fork on a dinner plate. My jaw clenched at the sound as I walked in across from the food court. The mall was pretty dead considering it should have been the dinner rush. Speaking of dinner, the smell of fresh pretzels hit me two seconds later. I gagged, hogtied, and stuffed my willpower into a little box in the back of my brain before stopping at Auntie Anne’s for a jalapeno pretzel dog and a cinnamon sugar pretzel chaser. Mountain Dew and pretzels in hand, I wandered down to the tuxedo shop.
I could see Bobby, the Lord of Tuxes, working diligently behind the counter. Ah, sweet karma.
“Hey, Bobby!” I said in my most cheerful, ballpark voice as I waved my pretzels at him.
His head sagged and he slowly pushed himself off the stool. “No food or drink in the store.”
I shrugged and walked in anyway. “Hey, I’ve got tux insurance, what do I care?”
“Yeah, whatever,” he muttered.
I handed him the garment bag with my tux in it. He scanned it in, hung it on the rack behind him, and turned to print out the receipts. I smiled, signed my name, and waited, taking a huge bite of jalapeno pretzel dog. He folded the credit card receipt, stuffed the white copy into the register’s drawer, and handed me the yellow copy. Then he turned to open the bag with the tux in it.
The buzz of the zipper was followed by a gasp. The gasp was followed by “Oh my god!” Bobby rooted through the bag and pulled out the baggie of cufflinks and those little black studs.
“Don’t worry,” I said. “They’re all there.”
“Oh my god!” He shook his head like a pit bull had a hold of it. “You’re going to have to pay for these damages. This is,” his eyes flicked back to the tux and then back to me, “this is horrible.”
“No, no, no, Bobby,” I said with a smile. I waved my finger at him. “I bought the most expensive tux insurance you offered. The insurance you were so insistent I needed because it covered any damages … and look! You were right, Bobby!” I slapped the counter and grinned. I held up the little yellow slip. “Besides, I already have my receipt and you, as I can see on your screen here, already checked the tux back in. You have a good day now.”
He groaned, cursed, and put his head down on the counter as I walked out.
“Jackass,” I said under my breath. I smiled and took another bite as I headed back to the parking garage.
 
***
 
The first thing I did was share the tale of the Lord of Tuxes with Frank and Foster. As soon as Foster disappeared into the clock with a laugh, I cut the twine on the little box behind the counter. I unfolded the top of the plain cardboard box and opened the flaps. The musty smell of aged paper climbed into the air around us as I removed the oblong packet of black tissue.
I peeled back the edges of the dark paper to reveal a naked dagger. Plain, simple, uninteresting; except for the fact a vampire had given it to me and Foster said it was something from the dark. I balanced the dagger on the box and Frank leaned in to get a closer look. The pommel was oval-shaped with a faint pentagram etched into either side, closed in a thin double circle. The symbols were worn and faded.
Frank had an eye loupe out and was already looking at the pommel. “There’s more there, Damian, but I can’t make it out.”
“Yeah, we need to bring it out somehow.” I picked the dagger up and turned it over in my hands. The metal was a dull gray. It didn’t have the worn sheen of silver and looked more like … nickel. “Frank, I think I might have an idea.”
“Really?”
I nodded. “If this thing’s as evil as Foster thinks, I seriously doubt it’s silver. You remember my Dad collects coins?”
“Yeah?”
“Well, when a nickel’s worn all to hell you can put this stuff on it called Nic-A-Date to bring the date back temporarily. The only side effect is a little stain.”
“That’s gotta kill the value.” He glanced at the dagger.
“If it was only good for slag anyway, what’s it hurt?”
“Good point. So you have any nic-a-whatsit?”
I grinned. “Give me a minute. I think it’s in the supply closet somewhere.”
Twenty minutes of digging turned up the little bottle of Nic-A-Date, nestled in a box with plastic coin holders, cotton gloves, and a mystery sack I promised Dad I wouldn’t open unless I had a dire financial emergency. I bounced the little gray sack in my hand a couple times, then laid it back in the box. I grabbed a roll of paper towels and two bowls, filled one up with water, and joined Frank at the counter.
Frank read the warning label when I handed him the bottle and his eyes widened. “Uh, you use this stuff indoors?”
“Used to use it a lot,” I said.
“That explains some things.”
“Ah ha, ha, ha. Hand me the dagger and let’s try this out.”
I took the dagger, hilt first, from Frank and turned it so the pommel hung over the empty bowl. Frank popped the bottle of Nic-A-Date out of the package, opened it, and handed it to me. I put a healthy coating on both sides of the dagger and we waited. In the time it took for our eyes to start burning, ghosts of the characters carved into the pommel took shape.
“They look like runes,” Frank said.
I shook my head. “Look at the lines, though. Runes shouldn’t have all those waves and loops.” A different rune was carved into each triangle of the pentagram. Two runes were in the center of the pentagram, while six more were carved inside the border of the thin double circle. I held the dagger by the blade and turned it over. The other side was much the same, with slightly different symbols.
“What the hell is that stench?” Cara yelled as she flew into the room.
“We’re removing Frank’s nose hairs.”
Frank’s eyes flashed up from the loupe before he grinned. “That’s probably true.”
I dipped the pommel into the bowl of water to neutralize the Nic-A-Date. After drying it off with a paper towel, I set it on the cracked glass top of the display case.
“Oh dear,” Cara said as she ran her fingers over the etchings. “I may know someone who can tell you a bit about these.” She glanced at the clock and then back to the dagger. “It will take me awhile to get him here, probably at least an hour.”
“Do you know what they are?” I said.
Her eyes met mine and she frowned. “I hope not.”
I nodded. “I’ll pick up Zola and meet you back here in an hour.” 



CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
 
It only took fifteen minutes to drive to Town and Country. Sometimes I wondered what the neighbors in the upscale community would think if they knew what was living next door. I knocked and Vik answered.
“Hey, D. You here for Sam?”
I stared at Vik and blinked. “That sounded unusually casual.”
Vik grinned and flashed his fangs. “One must adapt to the times.”
“Don’t want to know. I’m actually looking for Zola.”
“I believe she is downstairs in Sam’s room. I will inform them of your arrival.”
I sat down on the cherry bench on the right side of the entryway. The Pit’s house verged on being vulgar in its opulence. A vaulted ceiling spread out from the double doors and soared above a grand staircase. Magnificent wooden steps and banisters, each carved with vines and flowers, traced a path to the basement in the center of the staircase, and two stairways flared out along the sides to meet again on the second floor. The landing was graced with a four-foot pewter tree of life. Hanging above the stairs to the basement was an ancient coat of arms. The swords looked real and well oiled, lit by an old crystal chandelier that hung from a gilded gothic moulding.
I cursed in surprise as the Forest Park brunette vampire in the red dress, now wearing jeans and a blue knit top, walked around the left corner from the dining room. She froze for only a moment. Vik and Sam crested the stairs, with Zola close behind them.
“Impadda!”
The brunette lunged at me as I called up the shield. Vik’s eyes went wide and he blurred into motion, tackling her before she hit my shield. She reached toward me, but Vik grabbed her wrist, spun her around, and locked her in a bear hug. He looked pissed.
“Devon!” He was an inch from her face and yelling. “What the fuck are you doing?!”
“Unfinished business,” she hissed. Her body jerked in Vik’s hold and something made a terrible, wet popping sound. Vik’s anger broke and rose into a cry of agony. His arms dangled at the elbows as he staggered away from Devon.
She leapt at me again only to be smashed out one of the front door by my sister. Wood splintered and crashed to the floor as I dropped the shield. I glanced at Vik. Zola was already leaned over him, with his right arm stretched out. I dashed outside to help Sam, only to find her flying backwards through the air. I think I cursed as tried my best to catch her and we both slammed into the remnants of the left door.
“Soon, Vesik,” Devon said. She pointed her index finger and backed off into a line of trees and shrubs.
Sam climbed off me and offered her hand. I took it and stood up, brushing away the dirt and splinters.
“Devon?” I said to no one in particular.
“Yes, Damian,” Vik said. I turned back to the now door-less entryway. He was rubbing his elbows and grimacing, but at least his arms were moving again. “Bloody whore can consider us done.” His voice was steady, but tremors shook his shoulders, from rage, or pain, or both.
“Devon is the vampire who attacked me after the wedding. She had puppets, just like the rogue.”
Zola frowned.
“Vik,” I said, turning to the old vampire. “I’m sorry about Devon.”
“It is appreciated, but I do not require your sympathies.” He clenched his fists and started to turn away.
“I didn’t mean to offend you.”
His shoulders slumped just a little and he turned around with a weak smile. “You didn’t. Don’t concern yourself with it.”
“You’ll find I always concern myself with friends.”
He eyed me in silence for a moment. “You are a strange man, a necromancer who counts vampires among his friends.”
“Not all vampires,” I muttered as I looked out into the yard. There was no trace of Devon.
I turned to my master without responding to her muffled laughter. “We need to get back to the Double D. Cara is bringing a friend over to look at some runes for me. It may have something to do with Devon or the rogues.” I paused and turned to Sam, “Shit, did Devon give you that dagger?”
Sam’s smile slipped as she nodded. “Yes, she said you’d appreciate it. I never even thought …”
“It’s okay,” I said as I squeezed her shoulder. “I’d bet my ass it has something to do with all this crap. Foster said the dagger is saturated with darkness.”
“It could be a weapon beyond its maker’s original intent and appearance,” Zola said.
“I don’t know about that. It seems to be made out of nickel.”
Zola’s gaze snapped up to mine. “We need to get to the shop, now.”
“I’m coming with you,” Sam said.
I nodded and walked a few steps behind her before turning back to the house. “What about the doors?”
“We have extras in the basement,” Vik said.
Zola snorted and followed us to Vicky.
 
***
 
Foster, Aideen, Cara, and a man I didn’t recognize were standing at the counter with Frank when we got back to the shop. Bubbles and Peanut were sitting obediently at the man’s feet. I blinked and looked again just to make sure it was actually Bubbles and Peanut. The fairies looked up and smiled when we walked in.
The stranger said nothing, only stared at the dagger on the counter. He was decked out in a frilly white lace shirt, black slacks, and what looked like a dark red velveteen cloak. Sharp features etched his face, almost as sharp as the fairies, but no wings adorned his back. I could have sworn I saw a ringlet of gold running from his forehead and across his shoulder length platinum hair, but the glimmer was gone after I blinked.
“This is my friend, Glenn,” Cara said.
“Good to meet you,” I said as I extended my hand in greeting. I was surprised to see Zola take a step away from Glenn. She offered nothing but a brief nod in the way of greeting. I focused my Sight and hid my surprise. I could see nothing. No auras, no ley lines, nothing. My Sight was utterly blind.
Glenn’s indifference melted as he smiled and took my hand. He laughed quietly and nodded at Zola, his eyes trailing back toward the dagger. His gaze narrowed as it landed on my sister, but quickly continued on to the blade.
Sam took a step backwards, closer to Zola.
Glenn stared at the dagger again, all expression leaving his face. His movements were slow as he took a careful step forward, letting his fingers lower to the pommel and trace the pattern of the designs, turning the dagger over and doing the same.
My eyes flicked between the three as I rubbed a stiff spot on my neck.
I heard a deep rumbling sound, and was startled to realize it was Glenn speaking. “For the record, I am not so easily read, necromancer.”
“Umm, sorry?” I said, glancing between Cara, who wore a smile, and Zola, who looked like she was very unhappy to see Cara’s friend.
Glenn turned his eyes back on me. “Harmless.” I wasn’t sure if he was talking about me or the blade. “You did not cut yourself with the blade, did you?”
“No.”
“That is good, for I know these lines.” His eyes locked on mine and his pupils flowed into the whites of his eyes, turning into pools of infinite black ice. I couldn’t look away. I physically could not move my head. “There is a church to the south. It is there, below the blood of Price’s folly, the boards of the carpenter, in the shadow of the knob.”
Glenn released a dark chuckle as he turned to my sister and grinned. She shrunk away from him as his body folded in on itself with a swirl of black energy. He vanished with a crack of thunder that shook the earth, causing everything in the store to rattle and tinkle on the shelves.
I winced as the cacophony of sound faded and the familiar ley lines burst into brilliant blue life. I let my Sight fade and then stared at the small fairy beside me. “Cara, who the hell was that?”
She waved her hand in a dismissal of my question and instead turned to Foster. “Go with Damian, you know of the place he speaks.”
Foster’s wings drooped a little, but he nodded and took off to the back room.
“He’ll be ready to go soon,” Cara said. “You should be too.”
“Where are you going?” Sam said.
“They are going south.” Cara closed her eyes and sighed. “They are going to an old place of power.” She brushed her fingers through the ends of her hair. “How’s your Civil War history, Damian?”
I raised my eyebrows a bit, but didn’t answer.
“What would your master think?” She smiled at Zola and turned to Sam. “They travel south, to Pilot Knob.” Sam’s mouth formed a little O as Cara continued. Zola didn’t even blink. “There is a small church, once used as a hospital. Glenn says whatever was bound in the church is of great importance now.”
Zola sighed and rubbed her cheek. “Ah should have thought of it earlier. Philip hid the talisman at Pilot Knob by himself.”
“Why?” I said.
“We thought it best none of us knew where all the talismans were hidden.” She paused and cast a quick glance in my direction. “Philip was obsessed with zombies.”
“What did that have to do with the talisman?” I said.
There was a powerful necromancer in that town, gifted in the darker resurrection arts. Ah … Ah didn’t go with him.” Her body sagged. “Ah never wanted to see that godforsaken town again after the war.”
Sam placed her hand on Zola’s shoulder. “It’s an old battleground?”
My master nodded. “That wasn’t the worst. It was Ezekiel.” She turned to look out the windows. “That damned necromancer, he was a monster.” Zola shuffled around to the stool and sat down behind the counter in silence.
“The battle was in 1864,” Cara said. “And do you know what county it lies in?”
“Iron County,” I said.
Cara nodded. “I don’t need to tell you how many of our weapons were forged from the metals of Iron County. It is a wealth of iron, of poison, yes, but there have been entire mines bound to deposits of Magrasnetto. We pulled ore from the earth long before humans came. The ore we can handle. Deadly as iron is to us, the presence of Magrasnetto makes it as inert as a rock to our skin.” Her smile fell and she stared at me. “Damian, you cannot make this trip lightly. If Glenn thinks something there is important, it is likely powerful.” She shook her head and glanced at Zola. “There is something more you do not know about Magrasnetto. Over the millennia the Fae have learned to enchant the stone. It will hold charms or curses and, if the binding is done properly, the stone’s very nature will keep the enchantment as strong as the day it was cast.”
Zola’s eyes widened as she looked up and whispered the word, “Wards …”
“Why is that such a secret?” I said.
“Are you serious?” Sam said as she glared at me. “Use your head. Think of the havoc someone could wreak with that.”
“At least your sister understands,” Cara said with a laugh.
Zola rapped my shoulder with her cane. “A ward with such power could be made into a landmine or an absorption enchantment that would never expire, it could fuel a soulstone, stealing pieces of any aura that happened by.” She lowered her cane. “If the Unseelie court got their hands on such a power …” She shook her head.
“Oh,” I said with unbridled wit. “I can see that being a problem. So what are we going to be looking for?”
Cara and Zola both shrugged.
“Great.” 



CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
 
The hinges on the front door creaked a moment before the bells sounded as Frank walked in with a plastic cat carrier. He smiled and set the cage on one of the unbroken displays.
“What’s that?” I asked.
“My new friend. Sam thought you might like to meet him.” Frank squeezed the spring-loaded latch to open the door and a ferret shot out of the cage and slid a few inches across the glass. The gray tube of fur eyed Foster and then me before it bounded up Frank’s arm in a few awkward leaps and curled around his neck.
“He seems to like you,” Foster said.
Frank grinned and stroked the lengthy critter.
“Don’t let him near the vampires,” I said.
“Just keep him away from Vik for me,” Frank said.
“Snack food,” Foster said.
Frank’s eyes widened as we laughed.
“I thought ferrets were just teeth with fur, no?” I said.
Frank shook his head. “He likes everyone. Go ahead, pet him.”
I reached my hand out to pet it. The bastard struck like a viper, playfully locking its teeth onto the flesh between my thumb and index finger. “Fuck!” I screamed.
I jerked my hand back, which did nothing but yank the ferret off Frank’s shoulder while its teeth stayed embedded in my hand. Foster laughed like hell as I waved the ferret around in the air and Frank yelled, “Don’t hurt him!”
I gathered myself, set the ferret on the display case as it continued pulling at my hand with quick jerks, and said, “Get. It. Off.”
The ferret let go when Frank reached for it, slithering away from his fingers. I sucked in a breath between my teeth and stared at the puncture wounds on my hand. A gray blur hurtled toward me across the counter, hissing and flashing teeth. I raised my hand out of pure instinct as the ferret launched itself at me. Its teeth sunk into my hand right, next to the first bite. I yelled and went down on my knees, defeated by an evil tube of fur. The thing finally let go for good, chittered, and ran back into its carrier.
Frank snapped the door shut behind the ferret, looked like he was about to say something to me, then pursed his lips as he thought better of it.
Foster was barely breathing he was laughing so hard. 
Frank inched toward the door, uttering profuse apologies as Zola came into the shop. Aideen dropped a tube of Neosporin onto the counter, rolled her eyes at Foster, and disappeared into the back again. Foster continued to hiccup laughter as I slathered my wounds.
“Smells like ferret in here,” Zola said as she looked around and sniffed. “Ah think Ah told you once, ferrets don’t like necromancers.”
I just glared at her.
 
***
 
“We’re going south again,” I said. “To Pilot Knob. You know, we were right
there when we went to Fort Davidson.” I looked over the puncture wounds on my hand and grumbled. “We could have snagged whatever it is we’re hunting for and this mess could be over with.”
“Ah imagine, boy, if you could have foretold our need of the artifact, you’d have a good job as a psychic. You’d likely not have those holes in your hand either.” Zola smiled.
Foster, only recently calmed from his fit of hysterics, burst into a hiccupping fury of laughter.
“Thanks for that.” I said as my lips quirked into a grin.
“Ah’m going to run out for coffee. Do you want anything?” Zola said as she smiled and winked at Foster.
I shook my head. “I need to get the shop ready for the glass company.”
“Ah’ll be back in a bit.”
I waved to Zola as she left. I started pulling all the valuables out of the cracked display case and split them up into the side cases.
“What are you moving all that for?” Foster said as I set some old Native American pipes and arrowheads beside a large conical piece of Magrasnetto. The rock made a deep scratch in the wood as I shifted it.
“The glass company is replacing Sam’s custom-made spider-webbed top on our display case.” 
Foster nodded as I flipped one of the old obsidian arrowheads over in my hand. It was unique because of the Nordic-looking runes carved into it. Cara was sure the arrowhead was Paiute. They were a tribe from the Great Basin in northern California. The runes were carved about the same time the arrowhead was made. I smiled and tried to imagine how anyone out in the middle of nowhere would have any knowledge of runes. My money was on the Fae. I set the arrowhead down and picked up the Magrasnetto.
“Hey, Foster, you want to help me carve a wand out of this thing?” I hefted the stone a bit higher to emphasize the question.
Foster glanced at the rock, then met my gaze. “A wand, huh?”
“Yeah, why not? It’s a good way to store some juice if there aren’t dead things handy.”
Foster’s tiny eyebrows rose. “You always seem to have dead things handy, Damian.”
I opened my mouth, but couldn’t think of a good reply. I shrugged.
“Zola’s had you working ley line arts since you were a teenager. Plus, didn’t Mom already show you some non-dead tricks?”
“Yeah, your mom’s been showin’ me some tricks.” I waggled my eyebrows and Foster snorted a laugh. “Thing is, with this I can store some power in the Magrasnetto for emergency pummeling of nasties.”
“Nasties?” He raised his eyebrows and shook his head. “You should have been a poet.”
I nodded slowly. “Sam always said that.” I held a serious face long enough for Foster’s expression to grow horrified. Then I lost it.
He rolled his eyes, tapped the display case, and said, “Why don’t you just lace that badass cane with the Magrasnetto so you don’t look like a forty-year old Harry Potter fanboy run amok?”
I stopped laughing and stared slack-jawed at the tiny fairy with the mean words. “There is nothing wrong with being a forty-year old Harry Potter fan!” I said as I pointed a finger at him. “Besides, I’ve got a good ten years until then.”
Foster’s face split into a huge, wicked grin. “Fine, but a badass demon cane would be cooler than a stick.”
My eyes shifted to said badass demon cane. At four feet, it’s really more of a staff. The more I thought about it, the wood already had focusing runes carved in a ring around either end with a flourishing pattern of curved lines. About a third of the way from either end, the channels carved by the lines came together in a circle. If the staff were to ever be employed by a demon, the circles would hold runes of power with ley energy connecting them all. Now, only scorch marks and gouges graced the surfaces. I could inlay Magrasnetto and carve my own runes into it. Oh yeah, it would be cool. My lips curled up in a mirror of Foster’s grin.
“No time now,” I said.
He nodded. “When we get back you should really think about it.”
“Hmm,” said a voice from behind us. I looked toward the back room to find Aideen hovering over my shoulder. “That’s not a bad idea, Damian, but it’s going to take a lot of work that’s well beyond your skill.”
“If you want it to work that is,” Cara said as she joined us.
I glanced at the staff, the pile of rock, and then the fairies. “You probably have a point there.”
“Let’s talk about it when you get back,” Aideen said.
“Sounds good,” I said as Zola made her entrance.
“Ready?” she said.
Foster said yes as I nodded an affirmative. 



CHAPTER NINETEEN
 
A few hours later, the small town of Pilot Knob passed our windows in flickers of light and shadow. Cars littered the streets at sparse intervals, parked in and around the pooled streetlight. None of them moved during our short drive across town to find the old church. I glanced up at the ancient white building as the last rays of the evening sun crept over its surface and I shivered as we parked.
“That’s a creepy old place,” I said.
Zola snorted. “Not nearly as creepy as the town we just drove through.”
“Why do you say that?”
“Were you paying attention?” Foster said. “We didn’t pass a single car on the streets. There was barely even a light on in any of the houses.”
“Every yard was overgrown,” Zola said. “Something’s wrong here. Let’s get inside and look around.”
The church and one-time hospital was small and white, with three wide steps leading to a red double door at the front. I could see the top of the stone foundation just below the thin white siding. The windows were all narrow and taller than the doors. Two windows graced the front of the building to either side of the entrance, with three more on the side closest to us. The roof came to a plain peak except for the belfry jutting up near the front edge, crowned with a modest cross.
The church had a presence unlike anything I’d ever felt. I focused my Sight, but found nothing out of place. A few weak ley lines dipped and weaved across the street and lent a dim luminescence to the shadows. I shivered.
“You feel it?” Zola said.
I nodded. “I don’t see anything. What is it?”
“Pain, horror, the certainty of one’s own death.” Zola stared at the doors and sighed. “It is like the fort, but worse. This place was a field hospital when Ah last laid eyes on it. Full of the dying.”
Foster flew to the doors and placed his hands on each. He backed away from the doors as fast as he’d touched them. “There is evil in this house.”
“Great,” I said.
Zola’s smile was weak. “The evil you sense may be what we’re looking for.”
“Oh, in that case I retract my sarcasm.” I threw my hands up in the air and said, “I meant to say fucking great.”
Foster let out a quiet laugh and Zola’s lips quirked up just a little further.
I took the short three steps to the front door and tried the handle. The right door swung open in silence. Dust and dying sunlight were all that greeted us.
“So, is this a little unusual for a Sunday evening?” I said.
Zola pushed past me, the whisper of her cloak the only sound. Her cane was extended and her gaze moved from side to side as we ventured deeper into the house of worship. The floor was a rough-cut natural wood, sealed and polished, but I’d be willing to bet it had acquired much of its character well before it was treated. 
I cursed as a black blur in my peripheral vision moved and my heart leapt. My hand landed on the butt of the pepperbox as my head wrenched around to an old table and chairs.
“What was that?” I stared at the empty chairs set a few feet beyond the pews, flexing fingers around my gun.
“What?” Foster said.
“I saw something in the chairs. It was like, I don’t know, like silhouettes of people.” I paused. “They disappeared as soon as I looked directly at the table.”
“Guardians,” Zola said as she took a few steps and pulled out one of the chairs.
“Like Aeros?” I said, surprised.
She shook her head. “No, they come when something threatens things most important to them. Old ghosts.” Zola bent down and wiped away a patch of dust. A dark brown and black stain was visible on the floorboards beside the chair legs.
“Is that blood?” I asked.
Foster nodded. “It’s old too. I bet that’s what Glenn was talking about.”
“Should we dig it up?”
Zola laughed and pointed a few feet to the side. “There’s a hatch to the crawlspace.”
I blinked and said, “Oh.”
We pulled the hatch up. I was surprised that the hinges were well oiled and quiet. Someone had taken great care of the old church, but they were nowhere to be found.
“I can’t see shit,” I said, squinting into the black square in the floor. I slid my backpack off, dug out a flashlight, and handed it to Zola. She pointed it into the hole. When nothing came screaming out to attack us, I stuck my head in.
“Nothing but dirt,” I said an instant before I started spitting and rubbing my face.
“What was that?” Foster said.
“Cobwebs.” I scraped them off on the edge of the hole.
“Ah wouldn’t complain about cobwebs.”
I glanced up at Zola and cracked a smile. “Sure, but you don’t have to crawl into the scary hole in the floor.”
Foster and Zola both muffled a chuckle.
“Alright, I’m going down,” I said against my better judgment. I spun around on my ass and put my feet down first. One more glance over my shoulder, watching for shadows, and I dropped to the dirt a few feet below. “Foster, keep watch at the front in case some of the church folk come back. I don’t want to completely freak them out with strangers snooping around in their crawlspace.”
“Ah’ll hold the light,” Zola said.
I nodded and crouched down, slipping my entire body into the crawlspace. I managed to stick my face right into an even thicker cobweb as I pushed forward. After some sputtering, cursing, and wiping my face off repeatedly, I looked around. “Can you hand me the flashlight for a second Zola?” The acoustics of the tiny space muffled my voice.
She handed me the light and I pointed the beam to each corner of the crawlspace. Nothing. Not a damn thing. I placed a hand in the dirt and pulled myself off to one side. I crawled a few feet deeper and my knee knocked on something hollow. A second later my brain informed me dirt shouldn’t make a hollow knocking sound. I banged my knee a few times in the same place.
A dark shadow moved through the beam of light as it swam deeper into the crawlspace. It vanished as soon as I looked at it. I clenched my teeth, shivered, and pointed the flashlight at the ground. My fist pounded the dirt methodically as I backed up slowly. The first few spots were a heavy thud. Just what you’d expect. The fourth spot I hit echoed with the same hollow sound my knee had made.
“Zola, I think I got something!”
“Really?”
“Yeah, why do you sound surprised?” I said as I scraped a couple inches of dirt off an old board. “I’m passing the flashlight back to you. Can you point it at that clean space I just made?”
“Foster,” Zola said. “Go with Damian.”
She waved the beam around for a moment, then settled on the bare spot. Foster followed the light down and landed nearby.
“Don’t get yourself eaten by a spider,” I said.
“Shut up.”
“Just saying,” I said with a grin. “It’d be a tough one to explain to Aideen.”
Zola coughed to cover a laugh. I wiped the board down with several flicks of my wrist. Dust and dirt filled my nose in the narrow crawlspace. I uncovered another board beside the first and another, and yet another. There was enough space between the second and third board to squeeze my fingers in. I tried really hard not to think about what might be waiting to bite them off. I grimaced and bent my fingertips around the gap. One hard yank and the board splintered around the nails at either end.
It looked like a tattered uniform was beneath the boards. A moment later I realized it was a body, long, long dead. I snapped another board up and could see the skeletal remains wrapped in a dark uniform.
“It’s a body, Zola. Looks like a Union soldier.”
I heard her sigh. “Check around it.”
Another board disintegrated with a hard pull. I stuck my head in inches from the corpse in the dim light. I shook my head.
Foster hopped down onto the chest of the old soldier. “There’s nothing here.”
“Move the body.”
I met Foster’s eyes and we both frowned before he jumped back out of the grave. “I’ll wait upstairs,” he said.
“Me too,” I grumbled before I cursed and pulled another board out of the way. It gave me enough room to get my hands under the body and feel more boards. I sighed and said, “Sorry,” as I rolled the body to the side. At the same time I wondered what kind of interesting bacteria was getting in my ferret wounds.
I found it beneath the corpse and the rotted boards. The black cover of the book had an inverted Ankh with an extra line three quarters of the way down the stem. It reminded me of a cross with a thin ankh hanging from it. Yellow and brown papers were sticking out from the edges of the book. I picked it up and something screamed at my senses as my fingers grasped the dry leather. A shockwave, much like one from a small explosion, ripped through the tiny crawlspace.
“What was that?” Zola said as her voice rose in pitch.
“You felt it too?”
“Something happened,” Foster said.
“Great.” I glanced at the book in my hand. Scrawled below the ankh in faded gilt Latin was the phrase ‘from those who have come before.’ My Latin was shaky at best, but it was a phrase Zola had drilled into my head. It was a mantra for most necromancers, the acquisition of knowledge and the passage of that knowledge from master to student. It was repeated generation after generation, and a generation of necromancers could last a damn long time.
I handed the book up through the floor to Zola. I heard her gasp as I laid the boards down again and rolled the corpse gently back into place. It fell apart a little, but I was pretty sure it wouldn’t mind. I climbed back out of the hole to find Foster perched on Zola’s shoulder. Her hands were trembling and her eyes were wide. She already had a sheet unfolded and laid across the front of the book.
Her voice was only a whisper. “The forbidden … Philip, you fucking idiot.”
“What is it?” I said.
In answer, she held the sheet up. It was a diagram of a dagger. A pentagram circled the interior of the pommel, with runes noted in each section, and more runes in a ring within the second circle encasing the pentagram. It was a diagram of the dagger sheathed on my belt.
“That dagger,” Foster said as he pointed at my waist, “is a key of the dead.” He blew out a puff of air and flew over to the closest pew. He sat down and hung his legs over the front edge. “Those aren’t even supposed to exist anymore. Gwynn ap Nudd had them destroyed ages ago.”
“The Fae king?” I said. “Why did he want them destroyed?”
Zola folded the paper and stuffed it back in the book. “He is also the Lord of the Dead, Damian. No one should hold a key of the dead other than him. A key can be used as a focus, for necromancy and much blacker arts. Ah would say we should destroy the key, but Ah doubt we could so much as scratch it. We’ll have to return it to Gwynn ap Nudd.”
“Yeah, that sounds peachy.”
Foster snorted. “You still haven’t told him?”
“Told me what?” I was pretty sure I wasn’t getting an answer when Zola moved her gaze down to the leather tome.
“There is this, as well,” Zola said as she opened the back cover of the book and slid a sheet of gray metal out. It was roughly the same height as the book, but narrower. She turned it in the dim light and I could see dozens of runes, lines, and knots etched into rows and columns on the surface. “I don’t know what it is.”
“Do you, Foster?” I said.
He shook his head. “I’ve seen sheets like it before, used to make fairy bottles, but this … it doesn’t feel right. I’ve never seen runes set in knots like that before, either.”
I glanced at the sheet again as Zola slid it into the book. To say the knots were intricate would be an enormous understatement. I’d want to take a closer look at it when we weren’t in the creepy old church. “Alright, let’s get out of here,” I muttered.
We turned to leave the church, the odd presence still nagging at my senses. Between that and the glimpses of shadows, I was on edge.
“Something is wrong here,” I said. “Like we’re being watched.”
Zola turned slowly, studying each window. I followed her gaze, but saw nothing.
“What is it?” I said.
“Something’s here,” she said. “Ah don’t think we’re welcome here.”
“Let’s get the hell out of here,” Foster whispered as he landed on my shoulder.
I nodded and walked quickly to the front door. My fast steps sent small creaks into the eerie silence. Zola was right behind us. The instant the book crossed the threshold of the church, everything went to hell.



CHAPTER TWENTY
 
“My God, Philip, what did you do?” Zola’s eyes shone with moisture as she stood watch over hell.
The earth heaved. A deep rumble shook the church and the ground beneath us, thickening the air with a roar. Concrete and soil cracked and opened into churning chasms, swallowing trees and felling power lines. Skeletal limbs and rotting flesh burst through the surface in showers of dirt and debris as the land birthed the first zombie horde the world had seen in centuries.
“Get to the car!” I screamed, even as the front wheels sank into the soil. A huge slab of concrete vanished into the earth a moment later, the road now impassable. I leapt over an emerging zombie as it reached for me. Vicky’s front bumper was beneath street level. I managed to brace myself on the car to keep from falling over as the earth moved again. I opened the back door far enough to grab the backpack. “Fuck, we gotta get the hell out of here.” Another chasm opened and I took a running leap to get back to Foster and Zola. I hit hard, sliding on my knees toward another zombie, its face destroyed and dripping fluids. Zola’s cane smashed the zombie’s head an instant later.
“Careful,” she said. “We have to run.” She slid the ferrules off either end of her knobby old cane. She pulled blades out of both ends and locked them in place by slipping the slotted ferrules back on and inserting locking pins. She spun the double-bladed weapon like a quarterstaff.
I shoved six speed loaders into my pockets for the pepperbox while Foster grabbed his helmet out of the backpack. He fastened a thin chinstrap on, nodded, and drew his sword. There was a narrow path of concrete ahead of us. Zola led as we jumped and dodged and ran through broken concrete and dirt, down that collapsing strip until our legs began to burn. Foster followed just above our heads. Parts of the horde were almost free. Their hands grew ever closer as we finally reached an intact portion of the road. I had to push to keep up with Zola.
“Where are we going?” I yelled.
“Four blocks down Zeigler and over West Maple to North Main and Buzz’s General Store.”
“What’s there?”
“A place to make a stand,” she huffed.
“Fuck.”
Foster laughed and sped up. “I’ll scout ahead a bit.”
I nodded and watched the roiling dirt around me as I ran. A house cracked and half of it shifted into a sinkhole. A jagged line ripped it apart. The sound of splintering glass and the continual rumble of thunder filled the air.
“One foot in front of the other,” Zola said. “Keep moving. Caught in the open, we die.”
Two blocks disappeared behind us before the ground stopped shaking. The air thickened with the stench of roadkill left out in the sun for two weeks. I stumbled like I’d hit a wall, making an effort to control my gag reflex. I suddenly forgot about the smell as we came up to West Maple Street and rounded the corner.
“Horde!” Foster screamed as he careened into view.
They were everywhere. Only a few limped or dragged their half-decayed bodies. The rest were disturbingly mobile. A half circle, four or five deep in most places, wrapped around the block. They closed on us to the sound of faint groans and shuffling feet. A quick glance backward showed me just as many dead in pursuit.
“Why are so many of them whole?” I said between breaths. They were able to totter along at a slow but ground-devouring pace.
Zola didn’t answer or stop to talk. Her staff swung in an arc and split two decaying heads at eye level.
Foster landed on the ground beside her and took a step forward. For the second time in my life I watched him grow into a colossus on a warpath. His claymore flashed up in a two-handed diagonal strike from left to right. Bits and pieces and torsos collapsed into groaning piles on the ground. The dismembered bodies still grabbed for us, clawing their way forward.
“Take out the heads, Foster!” I extended my arm and pulled the solo trigger on the pepperbox. Burning gunpowder and a crack of thunder joined the stench of decay. Skull and brains sprayed out from my target. Foster’s next strike cleaved horizontally through three heads with a grisly crunch. Zola took down two more before her staff lodged between the ribs of another zombie.
“Get back!” she said as she took an aggressive stance in front of us. The instant Foster and I were three steps away she took a deep breath, pushed her right arm forward, and screamed “Modus Ignatto!”
I felt the tingle of power brush my senses a second before a spiraling torrent of orange and yellow fire melted everything in its path. Bodies went up like tinder as dirt and grass sizzled with the heat. The entire scene was bathed in an eerie orange glow. I, for one, didn’t need anything more eerie than a town full of zombies. Zola’s arm shook as she held the incantation. Moments later she sagged and blew out a breath of air as the flames dissipated.
The fire died to reveal a narrow path through the wall of zombies.
“Run!” Foster said. He grabbed Zola’s staff and tore it out of a still-moving corpse. “Zola,” he said as he threw her the staff and pushed toward the gap. She caught it without a second glance, spun, and dispatched another zombie with a shaky overhand strike as she moved forward.
I followed them with five quick shots from the pepperbox, sending three more zombies to the ground. I snapped the barrel down, shook the shells out, and used my first speed loader. We were through the line a moment later as more and more dead filled the streets behind us.
As soon as we’d pushed through the thickest part of the horde, it was easier to move fast. The churned-up surface of the earth evened out again. A few dead dotted the street between us and North Main. We turned south onto the street and slowed to a jog.
“We must be passing outside the spell’s range,” Zola said as she leaned heavily on her staff.
“Good?” I said.
“It doesn’t mean the zombies can’t follow us,” Zola said between deep breaths.
“But they shouldn’t pop out of the ground at our feet,” Foster said.
The zombies were behind us. I turned and blew a hole through the nearest one out of sheer frustration. As the gore settled and the zombie collapsed, I noticed shallow earthworks across the street, framed by distant trees.
“Zola, is the fort right there?”
She smiled and let out a breathless laugh. “Yes, yes it is.”
“I didn’t expect to be back here so soon,” I muttered.
Zola jerked on the worn metal handle on the storefront. “Locked.”
“Move,” Foster said. A flash of light sprang from his sword and swept across the lock. I heard the loud thunk of a deadbolt turning. He pulled the door open and ushered Zola inside.
“I need to get me one of those,” I said.
“Yeah, right,” Foster said. “I’m sure you wouldn’t cause any trouble with a lock charm.”
I widened my eyes and blinked. “Who, me? Of course not.”
“Shut the door,” Zola said. Her tone was harsh, but I could see a hint of a smile on her face.
“Is the glass enough to stop them?” I said.
She nodded. “As long as none of them are vampiric, it should hold.”
“We’d already know if any of them were,” Foster said.
I threw the deadbolt, closed my eyes, and took a deep breath. Zola was already walking down the aisle furthest to the right, when I took a step away from the door and looked around Buzz’s General Store. It was a small, clean shop with everything you’d expect in a general store: food, beer, junk, and lottery tickets. I headed to the junk food and staked out a Moon Pie.
Foster shrank to his normal size in a flash and landed near the register at the front of the store. “Moon Pie, Damian?”
I grinned through a mouthful of chocolate and marshmallow. “All it’s missing is moonshine.”
“There’s a gas station on the way home, sells good ‘shine,” Zola said as she sat two large jugs of chemicals on the counter beside Foster. “I’m glad to see the zombies haven’t affected your appetite.”
I shrugged and took another bite. The door rattled and my gaze swung back to the front of the store. I flinched and cursed. Men, women, and children pulsed and surged against the glass. A slithering, groaning mass of rotten flesh, they left trails like slugs as they moved.
I frowned and looked at my Moon Pie. “Son of a bitch,” I muttered as I tossed it in the trash. “How are we getting out of here again?”
“We need to move as soon as the bulk of the horde is here,” Zola said. “If they are all here, we can escape them all at once.” She patted the jugs. “And make a backup plan.”
“Isn’t there a back door?” I said. “We could just run now.”
Foster snorted. “Yeah, why don’t you go check that out?” He met Zola’s gaze for a moment and his wings drooped. “Take your gun, too. I don’t want to listen to Zola bitching about you getting smeared across the floor because I told you to check the back door.”
Zola shook her head and sighed as I disappeared down another aisle.
I walked past the “Employees Only” sign and could see the back door at the opposite end of a narrow storage area. I drew the pepperbox as I passed a row of snow shovels and a shelf of broken merchandise marked “Returns.” Sneaking out the back door seemed like a good idea until I undid the latch and started to peek outside. A gray hand shot through the gap and performed a rotting bitch-slap across my right cheek. I could feel goo dripping down my face as I grunted and kicked the zombie back into the wall of dead behind it. Two shots boomed out of the pepperbox and blasted the zombie’s glazed eyes into oblivion.
I cursed and slammed the door. It bounced off another slimy hand snaking through the opening. I screamed and rammed the door with my shoulder. The arm snapped off and fell to the floor with a wet smack. The door clicked and I fumbled with the deadbolt until it slid home. I wiped the crud off my face as a muffled, ringing silence rolled over the back room again. I could hear Foster and Zola laughing as the ringing in my ears started to fade. “Yeah, laugh it up.” I grimaced at the arm on the floor, glad to see it wasn’t running around on its own like they do in the movies. Maybe it needed the nervous system to function, or its owner’s aura. I shook my head and left the back room.
“Well, the back door’s not a good idea,” I said as I came to the counter with the register.
Zola grinned and tied an oily rag to the top of one of the jugs on the counter.
“What’s in those?” I asked.
“Acid in the big ones and oil,” she said as she shook a bottle of opened motor oil, “in these.”
Foster lurched through the air with a roll of aluminum foil. “Got it!” he said between gasps.
“Good. Damian, grab some screws, bolts, nuts, anything we can use for shrapnel.”
“Shrapnel?” I said.
“Yes, Ah want this to look like vandals. Ah don’t want more of a mess for the Watchers than we already have.”
“Can’t you just burn us a way out?”
Zola shook her head. “Ah’m already exhausted and Ah don’t mean to pass out in the middle of a horde. Plus we already melted a stretch of road. Maybe they’ll blame one oddity on a gas main, but two of the same? Or more? And what would the police think when they found smelted glass and metal with no source of ignition?”
“Um, meteorite?”
Foster snorted. “Zola’s right. Let’s just make the damn bomb.”
“Do you think the walking corpses will be explained away?” I said.
Zola sighed. “No, but they won’t be walking by the time anyone finds them. The entire town’s been murdered and raised. I doubt a curse that strong will last more than a day.”
“Besides, once Zola pumps these full of power, there won’t be many left anyway,” Foster said as he patted the soon-to-be bombs.
I glanced out the front windows at the writhing mass of zombies and hoped, really hoped, Foster was right. “We could wait them out, until the curse is gone.”
“No, we can’t,” Zola said. She started unwrapping a roll of duct tape.
“Why?”
She looked up and met my eyes. “You remember the souls at the fort?”
I nodded.
“They attract things and, with this curse active, the ley lines will be so much bait to some very nasty fish.”
Foster landed on my shoulder. “D, we don’t want to be here if something dormant wakes up and decides to follow the bait.”
“When you put it like that.” I blew out a breath and glanced at the windows again, still choked with a shallow sea of the dead. “How long have they been dead?”
Zola’s face fell a bit. “It’s been awhile. I think the curse was made to restore some muscle and skin, and most of the zombies still look months rotten. They’ve been dead for years.”
“How’s that even possible?” I said as I shook my head in disbelief.
“It’s possible,” Foster said. “The Unseelie Court would have the power to hide it.” His hand flexed on the hilt of his sword as he paced around Zola’s handiwork.
“Alright, so what could’ve taken out the entire town without someone getting away or making a phone call, or someone’s relatives coming to check on them, or something?”
Zola paused as she tied a rag to the second canister. Her eyes narrowed and gleamed from her wrinkled skin. “Ah pray, Damian, we do not find out.” She yanked on the rag and nodded.
“You could dismantle all the zombies with your necromancy,” Foster said.
Zola laughed and shook her head as she finished tying the rag. “We can’t. Ah don’t care how good a necromancer is, they’d lose their damned mind taking on a horde. 
“We’re going to need something to direct the explosion,” Foster said.
“Yes, there are some bags of concrete at the other end of the store.” She looked up at me and said, “Drag them to the front and set them up in a short U-pattern.
I was surprised to find a section of the general store dedicated to construction materials. Wood and air compressors were on the wall behind Buzz’s stock of eighty-pound ready-mix concrete bags. I picked one up, turned around, and promptly dropped the bag on the floor.
“Oh, sweet Benelli,” I whispered. I didn’t even think about it, just kicked the glass out of the display case full of shotguns. I had my hand around the sleek, black twelve-gauge semi-automatic when Foster appeared at my side, sword drawn and seven feet tall. I jumped and jerked my head back.
“What the hell was that?” he said.
“What?”
“I thought something was trying to kill you with all that hullaballoo.”
“Hullaballoo?” I said with a burst of laughter. I shook my head and held up the shotgun.
“Not going to do you much good with a trigger lock.”
“Thankfully I have a good friend who can pop locks with a wave of his sword.”
Foster rolled his eyes and popped the lock off a second later. I laid the shotgun and eight boxes of ammo on the front counter beside Zola. She shook her head and smiled as I returned to the pile of concrete bags.
By the time I lugged a pallet’s worth of concrete to the front of the store, I was sweating. A lot. I wiped the perspiration out of my eyes and stole a bottle of water from Buzz’s cooler. I checked the date: expired a year ago. I shrugged and drank it. It tasted a bit like plastic.
“Think it’s okay to drink water that expired a year ago?” I smacked my lips and frowned. “Nasty.”
“You just ate a Moon Pie that expired two years ago,” Foster said.
“Yes, well, I thought it was a bit crunchy.”
After my short break, I built a small half circle out of unopened concrete bags around the front doors. It was layered and curved up just a little, like the side of an igloo. We laid the jugs and shrapnel into the curve of the small structure. Zola taped a heavy load of nails to the front of each jug, in addition to the other debris already mounted to both of them.
“You really think that’s going to keep the shrapnel going in the right direction?” I said.
“We’ll see,” Zola said. “Ah would still call a shield when the bombs go off.”
I nodded and grimaced.
“Ready, Foster?” she said.
“Yes,” The fairy said as he stood behind her with two rolled-up cones of aluminum foil.
Zola slung the shotgun over her shoulder and took one of the cone-shaped lengths before unscrewing the top of both of the large jugs. “Damian, get ready to light the fire.”
I picked up the skull lighter Zola had found by the register. She nodded to Foster, who dropped his cone into the jug of acid as she did the same. Zola screwed the caps back onto the jugs and hurried behind the counter.
I bent over and held the lighter out. “Sorry Buzz,” I whispered as I lit the rags. I ran to the register and vaulted over the counter.
“When Ah tell you, raise your shield around us all.”
I nodded. Foster shrank and settled on my shoulder.
Zola whispered something and I felt a surge of power spread out around us. She’d never taught me the spell she was using now. She said it was too dangerous, and after my teenage experiments with fireworks and ley lines, she may have had a point. Zola nodded once.
“Impadda!” I yelled the incantation, for no particular reason, and the shield snapped up around us. Zola’s spell pulled the edges of the shield into a full half sphere as the incantations flickered and sparked together near the ground.
She nodded again and I felt another surge of power. This surge was familiar, and as I focused my Sight, I could see her siphoning power from a ley line. The line crossed through the bombs and I heard Foster gasp as the surge pulsed into the jugs. I wanted to keep my Sight up and watch the rush of power, but that wouldn’t happen without dropping the shield. A second after letting my Sight fade, I was very glad I opted for leaving the shield up.
The bombs shouldn’t have done too much damage on their own, maybe broken the glass and taken out a few zombies, but Zola slammed power into the fire and the jugs. The flames grew as the reaction in the jugs accelerated. The whole assembly detonated with a roar like cannon fire, one jug immediately after the next, sending flames and shrapnel in every direction.
The bulk of the shrapnel screamed through the doors and tore apart the thickest part of the horde. The closest bodies blew apart before the fireball swallowed their undead comrades. Our view was obscured when the flames swelled and briefly filled the entire entryway. Bits of superheated metal and a drizzle of burning oil pinged off the shield.
The smoke cleared and we could see the carnage outside.
It was still going to be a fight to get out, but Zola’s bombs had made a hell of a dent for us.
“Oh, hell yeah,” Foster said with a laugh. He grew into a colossus again as he drew his sword and leapt over the counter. The blade came down as a zombie stumbled into the store. Its head split like a ripe melon. Foster’s sword cleaved deep, down through the zombie’s rib cage. As the strike slowed, Foster turned the sword, stepped to the side, and whipped the blade out of the crumpling body. He continued the motion like a golf swing, bringing the sword up through the crotch of another attacker. The follow through was nothing like golf. Brains and greenish brown rot exploded from the zombie’s eye sockets as the sword split its skull. Foster whirled away from the gore and his sword cut through three more zombie heads.
Zola followed him out, spinning the shotgun off her back and unloading with the pump action in quick succession. With the loaded shells spent, she let the shotgun fall across her back as she grabbed her staff and started eviscerating another series of zombies. The undead tottered and reached out, but never quite made it through her defenses. She jammed her staff into the ground and let go once the closest zombies were down.
Zola closed her eyes, extended her hands, and said, “Inimicus Sanation!”
My eyes widened. That was a healing incantation. “Zola, what the hell?” I yelled.
Foster laughed and cleaved through another zombie.
Zola’s mouth quirked up just a little as white light flashed from her hands and through the nearest zombies. Seven of them fell over, unmoving. “They’re undead,” she yelled back.
“Oh, right.” I smiled, raised my arm to the side, and let my pepperbox release another zombie from the heavy burden of brains. If it will heal the living, it will kill the dead. Umm, kill the dead, again. I sighed, palmed two speed loaders, and started spraying brains around like confetti.
Foster moved at just the wrong time as one of my shots blew a rotten skull to bits. I tried really hard not to laugh as he blinked his eyes to clear the gore. His face was blank until he smirked and said, “Mmm, brains.”
At that, I did laugh. In the middle of a zombie horde, Foster and I were damn near hysterical. I pulled the trigger three more times, felling three more zombies, cracked the pepperbox open, and jammed another speed loader into the chambers.
Zola cursed as a partially-dismembered zombie managed to grab her ankle. They were slow, but strong, and after she rammed her staff through its head, she was limping.
“You alright?” I said.
“Pay attention, boy,” she said and pointed behind me.
I jumped as I turned to find a particularly nasty zombie two feet away. The skin of its rotting face was hanging from its chin and the muscles beneath oozed black blood as they twitched. One eye was missing and something squirmed in the socket. I fought my gag reflex and shot it in the head. It hit the ground with a wet smack a second after its brains did the same. The smell was getting unbearable.
“It reeks!” I said.
“They’re zombies,” Zola said.
Foster curb stomped a crawler and said, “Sure, but why do they smell so much worse on the inside?”
“It does smell a bit like that cheese you like to eat, boy.”
I frowned and reloaded. “Thanks for that. I don’t think I’ll ever be able to eat Limburger again.”
“Thank god,” Foster and Zola said in unison.
We went on like that for ten minutes. Prattling, killing zombies, more prattling. We’d only hacked our way through three quarters of the thinnest line of zombies when I heard Foster scream. “Back! Get back!
Gravemaker!”
“Fall back!” Zola’s voice broke with a shrill note. She was scared. She was terrified, and that sent a chill up my spine the likes of which I’d never felt.
My master retreated toward the burned out doorway we’d just come out of. Nothing terrified Zola. Sure, she got upset, but … I tripped on a body and caught myself a moment later. The pepperbox made short work of another crawler as I picked my way through the carnage. I could see the concern on Foster’s face as my feet crunched on the blown-out glass in front of the windows. The small fires burning around us buried everything in a smoky orange glow. I could almost chew on the rancid stench of the dead and the stink of burning oil.
I turned and watched as bits of iron and earth and rust flowed together. The zombies vacated my thoughts as more and more substance rolled out of the ground like ink through water, slithering onto the rounded form. It happened fast, but my brain slowed the spectacle like the reversed time lapse of a decaying tree trunk. I focused my Sight, grunted, and dropped it immediately. I couldn’t see anything. The creature was a blinding sun of raw power. As I blinked the spots away, my physical sight returned to a semblance of normalcy. I saw the legs solidify first, roughly human, with feet like tree stumps. The body snapped out from there, torso, arms, and head, all forming from nothing, leaving a hunched body in a pool of shadow and flowing earth. Some addled part of my brain marveled at the process, curious just what the hell this thing was. Most of my brain just wanted to scream.
The hands began to twitch as thin, inky tendrils of darkness rose from the shadows beneath the abomination, slithering along its form in a twisted caress. One finger jumped and relaxed before another random finger did the same. The rolling vision of iron and earth slowed and solidified into a grotesque skin—like rich bark with deep cracks and crevices saturating the surface. The body was a blackened brown nightmare. A thousand cracks echoed around us like cartilage breaking as the gravemaker straightened and raised its face to us.
I stepped back when the eyes locked onto me. The horrible, dead, milk white orbs shouldn’t have been able to see anything, but I could feel the will behind them. I’d seen the power the thing had, but now I could feel it. 
My gut tightened and an oppressive sense of dread fell across my shoulders as the thing moved forward. Its eyes flicked from side to side behind the horde of zombies.
Zombies. I blinked as one of the bastards came within pawing distance. I raised the pepperbox and blew her head off. An airborne pigtail whipped by me as the body collapsed to the ground with a spasm.
The gravemaker’s face split as it opened its mouth. A deep bass rumble crawled across my senses, buzzing the soles of my feet and rattling my teeth.
“Nudd be damned, did that come from the gravemaker?” Foster said. 
Zola nodded, shifting her staff from one hand to the other, all our eyes tracking the monster before us.
Almost faster than I could follow, the gravemaker swept its arm in a flat arc and burst a series of rotten skulls with a rapid sweep of impacts. Its fingers were still twitching and its eyes flashed all around as it took a step forward and flattened two more zombies.
“Ha, look, it’s helping,” I said nervously.
The gravemaker screamed, turning the rumbling groan into the high-pitched war-cry of a devil. The scream was a lion’s roar and a child’s shrill cry of terror; it was the most horrifying cacophony of sound I’d ever heard. The tendrils of darkness erupted out of the earth around its feet, thickening and spinning and finally settling over the gravemaker’s shoulders like the cloak of a medieval reaper. The cloak of darkness didn’t move like fabric as a strong breeze tore through the scene, rattling branches, litter, and clothes alike. It was more a great void hung around the gravemaker’s body, wisps of black trailing it and flowing around it in random patterns, swallowing any light daring enough to touch it. My heart stuttered and I silently told the flailing muscle I’d understand if it wanted to stop beating.
I tore my eyes away and looked to Foster and Zola. Zola was gone. “Where to?” Panic turned my voice into a scream.
“Back door you idiot!” Foster’s shrill scream told me that probably wasn’t the first time he’d told me to move.
Shit.
One last glance showed me the gravemaker effortlessly throwing a zombie thirty feet to the side in a crunch of bone. I cursed again as my feet carried me toward the back room. I heard Foster scream, this time in pain, but he was at my side before I had time to worry.
I raised my eyebrow in question.
All he said was, “Fine, later.”
Zola was wrapping her ankle with a bandage and she was scowling, deepening the lines etched around her eyes.
“You’re hurting,” I said.
“We have to move. This place is no protection from a gravemaker.” She tucked the edge of the bandage into the top of the wrap and nodded. “That gravemaker murdered this town. Ah have no doubt. Someone brought it here.” Zola’s head sagged and she took a deep breath.
“Who would raise that thing and let it loose on a town like this?” Foster said.
“Ah have no idea. The power and disregard for life it would require are unthinkable.” She put her head in her hands, squeezed, then sat up straight.
“Let’s get the hell out of here,” Foster said.
Zola took a deep breath, nodded, and stood up. “Ah’m going with Damian’s plan. We’re going to burn our way out the back.”
“Damian’s plan?” Foster squeaked. “That’s not a plan!”
She looked at me with a faint smirk. “Pull the door open then get the hell back.”
I nodded and placed my hand on the doorknob of the metal door. “Tell me when.”
“Now.”
I yanked hard and caught a glimpse of about thirty zombies packed into the small brick alley before I dove behind Zola. I don’t take anything the woman says lightly.
Foster knelt down beside me with a psychotic grin on his face. “This is nuts.” He had his wings pulled down and was rubbing the edges of them with his fingertips. “At least it should be fascinating.”
Zola held both her hands out in front of her, fingers splayed and palms facing each other. “Modus Glaciatto!”
I quirked an eyebrow as a blizzard of ice shards tore through the zombies and glazed the asphalt with a thick sheen of ice. Some of the dead stopped completely, some slowed, and a couple fell. I heard something crash in the front room and my stomach tightened. Death was knocking.
“Modus Ignatto!” A torrent of flame roared from Zola’s hands and followed the ice shards through the narrow alley. The frozen zombies blew apart as the superheated flames reached them. My eyebrows crawled higher.
Foster laughed and said, “That was so cool!”
I stared at my master slack jawed. “You froze them? And the heat blew them apart?”
Zola grinned and limped out through the carnage. “Most importantly, had Ah just melted them, the asphalt would have melted and we’d be trapped.”
As it was, the asphalt was still soft from the blast of heat. I checked to make sure my eyebrows were still intact and wondered if we’d leave footprints in the softened surface. A bitter laugh escaped my lips a moment later and drew a raised eyebrow from Zola. Who gives a damn about footprints? There were zombies everywhere and some kind of monstrosity that frightened her even more than the old gods, and it was right behind us. Footprints … I shook my head as Foster scooped Zola up and we tore out of the alley as fast as we could run.
A thunderous crack exploded behind us, followed by the grinding crash of brick and metal. A glance over my shoulder as we fled across the street showed me the gravemaker, standing where the back wall to Buzz’s General Store used to be. It took a step forward, the darkness continually whipping about its body in tendrils.
Foster cursed and his strides lengthened and I was quick to follow suit. We passed West Maple Street again and I could see zombies shambling toward the wreckage of the store. They didn’t seem to have noticed our departure.
We ran at a dead sprint for almost ten minutes. Fires had broken out across the town as homes collapsed, filling the air with acrid smoke and a dirty orange glow. It didn’t slow us down. Burning lungs and eyes were no match for the adrenaline surge of facing the gravemaker. We jumped over buckled pavement and sinkholes as we circled back around to the church.
“Foster,” I said, “where we going?”
“Car,” he shouted back.
“Uh, what?”
He flashed a smile back and kept running, his enormous wings locked together behind him. I flinched when I noticed a sizable tear in his right wing. I slid to a halt beside Foster as he set Zola down a minute later. We were standing by Vicky, without a zombie in sight. The front of her frame was still flush with the ground but Foster didn’t seem concerned at all.
“Okay, fairy boy, what the hell are we doing here?”
Zola sat down on an upturned section of gutter and rubbed her ankle.
“Look,” he pointed at a vast expanse of relatively flat yet churned up dirt, “we can make it over that.”
“Sure, but the wheels are still in the ground.” I pointed at said wheels.
“Ah'm sometimes ashamed to call you my student, boy.” Zola smiled and stood up, favoring her injured ankle.
I raised my eyebrows as Foster’s grin widened. He grabbed the front of Vicky and lifted the submerged wheels out of the dirt and concrete. Debris fell away, rocks clinking as they bounced off the wheels and pattered across the ground. I was shocked to see none of the tires were flat as Foster freed them from the deep ruts. The strain showed on the fairy’s face, but he barely grunted as he shuffled to the right and set the front end of Vicky down on more solid earth.
He flapped his wings, his right wing moving in a lopsided motion, shedding dirt. “Now, let’s get the hell out of here.”
I nodded slowly and worked my jaw up and down a bit.
“How the hell did you do that, Foster?” I said once we were piled into Vicky and bouncing across the uneven ground.
He laughed from his perch on Zola’s knee, small once more. “What, you thought you already knew all there is to know about the Fae?” He waved his hand in dismissal.
“Perhaps you could educate me,” I said with complete and utter sincerity.
Zola chuckled, rubbed her ankle, and grimaced. “Foster is a warrior, Damian, gifted with great strength in either of his forms.”
“I noticed.” I sighed and glanced at Foster. “How’s your wing?”
“It hurts. A lot.” He frowned and tentatively touched the tear. “No worries though, Aideen will fix it up.”
“Yeah, right after she kills me.”
Foster chuckled.
I glanced at Zola and caught a grin before I turned back to the pothole marathon. I wanted to apologize to my battered car, but that could be awkward with a car full of people.
Foster flitted up to the dashboard in a shaky leap and sat down. “Yeah, well, maybe I’m strong, but I’m no knight. A knight could have turned that gravemaker inside out.”
“No, Foster,” Zola said. “No one short of a lord of the courts could have withstood that creature, much less defeated it. Ah’ve never seen one so powerful so far from a major battlefield.”
“The fort was right across the street,” I said.
Zola shook her head. “No, Ah mean major, like Gettysburg, Shiloh, Chickamauga, Stones River.” Her voice faded as she listed the last, and I didn’t press the issue.
The car took one more jarring bounce and we were suddenly driving on an undamaged piece of Highway 21, the steady hiss of tires on pavement a heady balm. “Hallelujah,” I muttered. “Should we really just leave the gravemaker back there?”
“The incantations around the town will keep commoners away until morning, at the very least,” Zola said. “That monstrosity will be gone by then.”
“Gone where?”
Zola rubbed her hands together and stared at the passenger window for a minute. “To wait for another awakening, Ah suppose. No one knows for sure, but they’re never truly gone.”
Foster was silent on the dashboard, flexing his damaged wing and wincing. His back was to the windshield and his eyes angled back toward the city. “What happens to all those people?”
Zola sighed. “They’re gone. The power binding the town will expire soon.” She looked back toward the burning town. “The ground will swallow the long dead. The others …” she shrugged, “Ah suspect most will be burned in the fire. No one ever tried to give a zombie chicken guts for being smart.”
“Chicken what?” Foster squeaked.
I laughed. “You know, like honor braids in the military? They used to use braids to designate officers way back in Zola’s time. Some people called them chicken guts.”
“That’s just weird.” Foster rubbed the bottom of his right wing and shook his head. “Weird.”
Zola cleared her throat and I caught her glare as I glanced across the seat.
“Did I say way back? That’s not what I meant.”
Foster and Zola both let a little laugh escape and I couldn’t help but smile.
My eyes trailed over the rearview mirror and my brief moment of humor died. I could see smoke rising from Pilot Knob, lit from below by the red and deep orange flames. It was a twisted memorial to the worst violence the town had seen since the Civil War. My fingers tightened on the steering wheel and I gritted my teeth. “The whole town, Zola, fuck.”
“Ah know Damian, Ah know.”
We drove back to Saint Louis in relative silence. 



CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE
 
Cara greeted us with a brief wave from the counter as we entered the store. Foster gave her a quick hug, then bobbed and jerked through the air towards the back room on his lopsided wing. He hadn’t stopped talking about Aideen since the halo of light over Saint Louis appeared on the horizon on the trip home. The cu siths started barking and growling like poster children for rabies as Foster cleared the door frame. Less than a minute later, he returned with Aideen in tow. The fact he was flying straight was a dead giveaway his wing was already healed by his wife’s arts. I smiled at Aideen as she glided down to stand beside Foster and Cara.
“At least he was still in one piece,” I said.
“Indeed,” she said. “Only a crippling wound from which he could have lost his wing.”
Foster rolled his eyes behind Aideen. My lips quivered as I hid a smile. Aideen sighed, swung her fist blindly to her left side, and caught Foster on the jaw. He stumbled backwards, eyes wide in surprise as he tripped over a pencil, flailed his arms, and crashed into a small pile of paperclips.
Cara snorted a laugh. “Idiot. Don’t bite the hand that feeds you.”
I looked down at Bubbles. She was sitting on her haunches, gleefully smacking her tail against the ground in a green-black blur.
“You hear that?” I said.
She sneezed.
I narrowed my eyes. Bubbles jumped in place, sniffed the air a few times, and went back to thumping her tail beside Zola. The cu sith stared up at my master until Zola’s eyebrow finally started to rise.
“Aideen,” I said. “I don’t think you needed to-”
Cara held up a hand to silence everyone and jumped onto the shelves beside Zola. Cara’s face sobered and her eyes locked on the book in Zola’s arms. “What do you have?”
“Nothing good,” Zola said as she drew the thin metal plate from the back of the old book, an empty smile on her lips. Bubbles growled as the plate slid free of its cover. It chimed as Zola sat it on the display case beside the register and slid it toward the fairies.
Cara jumped down from the shelf of dried herbs she was on and squatted beside the gray plate. She ran her hand down the etched metal. “This … this we can make something of.” Her wings opened and closed slowly.
“There is much evil in that iron, Cara.” Aideen grimaced and moved closer to Foster.
“We can make a fairy bottle.” Cara nodded to herself and flattened her hand against the metal plate. “It will be a powerful bottle indeed.”
“Dangerous,” Aideen whispered, “but yes, it would be powerful.”
“How powerful?” I said.
Foster shrugged. “It depends. We won’t really know until it’s made.”
Aideen leaned against Foster as he nodded and glanced between me, the metal plate, and Cara.
The elder fairy met my eyes and said, very quietly, “We won’t really know until it is used.” Her eyes trailed back to the metal and she paced along its length. “There may be enough material for two bottles. Look at the design in the center. It is perfectly halved.” Cara sat down on the edge of the display case. “We’ll worry about the bottle later. I have grave news to share, but I believe it gives us a better understanding of what’s happening.”
“And that would be?” Zola said.
 
Cara sighed and folded her legs beneath her. “It seems to be an old group of vampires. Most of the Pits call them timewalkers. They’re an obsessed lot, ancient and certifiably insane by any standard.”
Zola cursed.
“You’ve heard of them?” I said.
She nodded.
“What makes them so bad?”
“Damian,” Cara said, “most vampires look at timewalkers the way commoners look at cults. It’s a devoted group, devoted to a fault, to demons of all things.”
“Are you kidding?” I said as I shook my head and gestured at nothing, images of the zombie horde flashing through my mind, memories of the lives destroyed. “Are you kidding? Demon-worshipping vampires? What the hell kind of crap is that?”
Cara could have maimed me with a stray thought. Instead, she just glared at me.
I cringed. Oh, you would have too.
“Mind your tongue, young man.” Her voice quickened and rose in heat. “This comes from a very reliable source. My friend, you know him by the name Glenn.” She paused. “I know him by the name Gwynn ap Nudd.”
“Shit,” Zola and I said together. My jaw gaped open in disbelief. Never underestimate the Fae. They probably know someone who could wipe you out in a blink. Or worse, wipe you out over a long, slow, horrible, slow, stretch of time. Like Gwynn ap Nudd, for example, Lord of the Dead, sometimes leader of the Wild Hunt, oh, and King of the Sidhe. You know, Glenn, the cheery fellow I had in my store yesterday. I blinked, I think.
Cara sighed and then placed her hands on her small stomach and threw her head back in laughter. It was a beautiful ringing, and it raised the hairs on the back of my neck. She quieted and wiped her eye with her right hand. “Oh Damian, sometimes I forget why Foster likes you so much.”
I frowned, trying to decide what she meant by that before my mind jumped back to Glenn a moment later. I raced over everything he’d said to us, and shock turned to rage in a heartbeat.
“That son of a bitch sent us into that mess. He sent us into the middle of a goddamn zombie horde! What the hell?!” I pounded my fist on the door frame to the back room. “He could have wiped out the gravemaker without a second thought and he sent us down there to die.” I snarled in frustration and kicked the door.
“Gravemaker?” Cara said. Her eyes were wide as Foster nodded. Aideen paled and she squeezed Foster in a fierce hug.
“Yes, mother, and did you catch the other part?” Foster said. “We had to fight our way out of a zombie horde.” He threw his arms wide and Aideen narrowly ducked his flailing limbs. “A bloody horde!”
“Queen save us,” Cara whispered. “They’ve already done it.”
“Done what?” I said.
Her lips quivered. “Glenn would have warned us if he had known. There’s only one thing in this world that could raise a gravemaker and a horde without the Sidhe knowing. They’ve already brought a demon over.”
Zola inhaled sharply. The room fell silent except for the faint tick of the grandfather clock and an old car rumbling by on the cobblestones outside.
I glanced at Zola and her eyes were wide. “So that’s it? You’re sure Glenn would have warned us if he’d known?”
“Yes,” Cara said.
My master nodded and slid her hand along the edge of the glass counter before she collapsed onto the stool behind it. “Gods save us. That’s how the vampires are creating puppets. Philip started this.” She closed her eyes and her knuckles whitened around the old book. “Philip’s the only one who would know.”
Cara nodded. “Others could know. You know, and you know who else knows.”
Zola shook her head. “They aren’t here. Ah haven’t seen the Old Man in a lifetime, and Ezekiel … this is not his work. He was never a subtle man.” 
“There’s a demon among the mortals,” Cara said as she turned to me.
“But is it corporeal, or just living in a host?” Zola said. “If it’s corporeal already, Ah don’t think we can face it alone.”
“I know,” Cara said. She sighed and leaned against the register. “I am sorry you were ambushed, Damian. We had no idea they’d come so far.”
“It’s … okay. We all made it.” My rage flickered and died as a twisted knot of dread drowned the fire in my gut. I leaned back and banged my head on the wall. “This sucks.”
“I’m afraid there is more.”
“What else?” I muttered.
She didn’t smile; she simply turned to Foster with a flat look. My heart skipped a beat as she put a hand on Foster’s shoulder. I stood up ramrod straight.
“It’s Colin.”
Foster’s brow furrowed and he slipped away from Aideen’s arm. “What happened?”
“I’m sorry, son. He was attacked by a vampire. He didn’t make it.”
Foster’s face quivered and reddened as rage and sorrow warred for dominance. “Who?” His voice was choked, ragged. “Who killed him?”
“Karen, from Sam’s Pit, she was there. She came by to tell me about Colin. It was an outsider. She said he had a runner’s body with long black hair. Not too tall, five eight or so. The vampire attacked her outside the Pit. Colin stepped in to help. He never got a chance to step back. She didn’t know anything else. But … but she saw him die as she got away. I think the shock of seeing Colin’s death was all that distracted the other vampire and saved Karen.”
“Nudd be damned!” Foster yelled as he drew his sword and stabbed it into the edge of the counter. He closed his eyes and shook for a moment, the quiver running through his wings exaggerating the motion.
“Leave us for a moment, Damian, Zola.” Cara’s voice was flat and her eyes didn’t leave the thin sheet of metal.
Zola nodded once and stepped toward the door.
“Ah,” I shrugged and glanced at Foster. He nodded once. “Okay. When should we come back?”
“You’ll know,” Cara said.
I frowned at her, left the shop with Zola, and locked the door behind me.
We drove down to the gas station and filled Vicky up. Zola waited in the car, and after grabbing a bag of beef jerky and a Mountain Dew, we headed back toward the shop. 
I turned off the radio and pulled into my usual spot just outside the Double D.
“I guess we’ll wait here for now,” I said.
Zola nodded a moment before a huge flash of light erupted from the front windows and my heart skipped a beat. Half blinded, I dropped the jerky and drew my pepperbox in one motion. Zola moved behind me as we jogged to the door and unlocked the two deadbolts. Nothing looked out of sorts as I made my way down the aisles. The small gray flasks in the center of the front counter caught my attention immediately. I stared at them for a second. I could tell they weren’t flasks at all when we stepped closer.
Zola sucked in a sharp breath. I glanced at her, but her eyes stayed on the counter.
I recognized the etchings on the small bottles. They were both crafted from the iron and Magrasnetto plate. I reached out and touched the cool metal.
“Done already?” I said. “So that’s a fairy bottle, huh?”
“They are not simple fairy bottles, Damian,” Foster said. “They are dark bottles.” He landed softly on the other side of the bottles and laid a hand on the nearest one. His sword was still stuck in the edge of the counter. His finger traced the pattern of runes and interlocking circles etched into the metal. “These will hold evil souls.”
I mulled through the meaning of Foster’s words and asked, “How evil?”
“Ah reckon it will hold good souls, too.” Zola’s voice was sour.
Cara sighed and looked away. She gave only a tiny nod in response to Zola’s comment. “They will hold anything short of an arch-demon, Damian.”
“And if you bind a demon in one?” I said as I raised my eyebrows. “What then? Can we destroy it?”
Zola shook her head as Cara said, “Not with the bottles.” She paused and narrowed her eyes. “Although if the bottle itself was destroyed with enough power, it could destroy a demon … it is a possibility.”
I picked up one of the gray flasks and rubbed my thumb over the etchings. “Well, I’d rather not gamble on a possibility.”
“It is a horrific torture for an aura or a soul to be ripped away and trapped in a dark bottle,” Aideen said. “It is consciousness in oblivion.”
Cara was silent, her only motion another small nod of her head.
Aideen slid her arm around Foster’s waist as they both sat down on the edge of the counter. He put his arm around her shoulder.
“What do we do now?” he said.
I didn’t answer with words. I walked to the front counter and opened the display case. The demon staff was heavy in my hands as I laid it across the top of the glass. I pulled all the Magrasnetto out of the case to my left and set it beside the staff. My hand lingered on the metal and rock.
“Let me do this for you,” Cara said. I took a step back when Cara flashed into her full size and started gathering the Magrasnetto in her arms. She managed all of it with her left arm and picked up the staff with her right hand, leaving the second fairy bottle alone on the counter. Her wings trembled as she moved. I wasn’t sure if she was shaking from the effort of creating the bottles, but it seemed like a safe bet.
“Go home,” she said. “Come back tomorrow night. I’m going to pay a friend a visit.” Her face hardened as reality folded around her in a flash of white light and, oh so briefly, I glimpsed the dark star fields of infinity. Then she was gone.
“Well?” I said as I looked at Foster. “Ready to go sleep?”
Foster glanced toward the back room and the grandfather clock with an obvious expression of longing. He sighed and his face hardened as he turned back to me. “I have a vampire to kill, Damian. Colin was a good friend.”
“I rather thought you might say that.” I picked up an old brown bowler Frank had given me not too long ago and plopped it on my head. “Let’s go hunting.”
Foster snorted and stared at my head. “Yeah, you’re all ready to inspire fear and distress in the undead. I can tell.”
I grinned.
“Be careful, love,” Aideen said.
Foster kissed her lightly, pulled his sword from the wood, and sheathed it. He placed his hand on the center rune of the dark bottle beside him and it snapped into a size small enough to slide easily into the pouch on his hip. I offered him the other as well.
“Keep the bottle, Damian,” Aideen said, waving me away from Foster. “You have a use for it now.”
I shivered at the thought, but slid the bottle into my pocket anyway. “Aren’t you coming?”
She smiled and shook her head. “Colin was Foster’s friend. Vengeance is his duty alone.”
“Ah, is it alright if I drive, then, or does that conflict with duty?”
She and Foster both laughed.
“Yes,” Aideen said. “I’m sure tradition can withstand the presence of one lowly necromancer.”
“Lowly?” I said sharply.
Zola laughed and made her way to the back room. “I’ll be here with Aideen if you need me, boy.”
Aideen smiled and launched herself after Zola as Foster and I left. I turned and locked the door to the shop once we were outside. 



CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO
 
“Can I ask you something a little, well, uncomfortable, Foster?” I said as I walked toward Vicky. The old car sat on the cobblestone street, as silent and brooding as the fairy hovering at my shoulder.
Foster nodded once.
“Why would Colin’s death distract a vampire?” I said.
“You don’t know?” Foster’s eyes widened and his wings slowed down, causing him to list away from me.
I paused with my key in Vicky’s door and cocked an eyebrow.
“Right, why else would you ask?” He blew out a tiny breath and swooped in through the open window. “Fairies are pure fae, you know that, right?” he said as I sat down and buckled my seatbelt. “And I mean fae as in ley line energy, not Fae as in Sidhe.”
“Yeah, Zola’s told me a little bit about it, and I’ve read a few references to it, but I never really gave it much thought.” I backed out of the parking space and started the short but bumpy trip to the highway.
“Don’t feel bad. We never really give it much thought either until one of us dies.” Foster jumped up on the dashboard, hung his legs over the edge, and rubbed his eyes as I pulled onto Fifth Street. He sighed and said, “It’s pretty horrible. Not the kind of thing I’ll ever get used to. The body gets dissolved into the nearest ley line.”
“Ouch.”
“It’s worse than it sounds,” he said in a low voice.
“Really?”
He nodded. “I’ve only seen it a few times in battle, and some of our elders.” He moved his hands like he was kneading dough and said, “The skin and wings get pulled from every direction at once, stretching to grotesque lengths.” I could see him shiver out of the corner of my eye. “Then it all gives way, and you can actually hear their substance rip apart. The muscles bulge, and the blood, and organs, and …” he stopped and shook his head. “It’s horrible until the end. Once the body is torn apart and spread out, the entire being just breaks down into a dull rainbow of light and flows away into the nearest line. Much like our waste is absorbed back into the lines.”
“Like poo?” I said seriously.
Foster smiled, just a little. “You didn’t think we had indoor plumbing in your clock, did you?”
I laughed and shook my head. “I never really thought about it.”
“Death is a violent end for all Fae, even those of us who pass on in our sleep.”
I glanced at Foster. “So that’s how Colin’s death could have distracted the vampire?”
“Yes, because Colin would have died at his proelium size, not what you see of me now,” he said as he gestured at his own diminished wingspan. “There’s also some debate as to whether or not the dying feel their body being torn apart. Some scream, some don’t.”
I thought about a human being like that, shredded and disemboweled before they lit up like a snowy Christmas tree. The thought of being able to feel it as it happened? I grimaced. Envisioning a small fairy was bad enough, I couldn’t even imagine the mess a seven-foot-plus body would make.
“Fuck that, Foster.”
He snorted. “Yes, I think you win with the whole roasting on a funeral pyre or dying and slowly rotting away thing.”
“Never thought I’d agree with a comment like that, but you are absolutely right.”
Foster’s smile didn’t reach his eyes.
“Where are we going to find the vampire?” I said. I didn’t see any reason to specify which vampire.
“If I know my bloodsuckers, he’s going to come for Karen again.”
“Really?”
“Yes, and it won’t matter who gets in his way. He’ll be too excited about the game.” Foster spat the word game, disgust obvious in his voice, as he rubbed his right hand over the lower edge of his wings. “Where does she work?”
“I think she works at Chesterfield Mall,” I said.
“That’s where we’ll find him.” Foster’s eyes narrowed and his fingers drummed on the hilt of his sword.
We pulled onto Highway 40 from Highway 94, headed toward the Chesterfield Valley. Once it had been nothing more than a flood plain. Now it was a thriving shopping center, miles long, with everything from Wal-Mart to a Lamborghini dealership. Only problem is, it’s still a flood plain.
Foster was silent until we crossed the bridge over the Missouri River. He pointed out the window toward a small island.
“Is that Howell Island?” he said.
“Yeah, I think so.” It was a decent-sized island in the middle of the river, normally covered in trees and green leaves at this time of year, but I couldn’t really tell in the dying sunlight.
“That’s about the thinnest disguise I’ve ever heard of,” he said as he waved his hand in a sharp dismissal. “The Midwest wolves of war are based there.” He paused again.
I kept my eyes on the road as my heart accelerated a few beats.
“Did you know that?” Foster said.
“Nope.” I glanced at Foster as I signaled to change lanes and let a semi pass.
“Do you know what the wolves are?”
I shrugged. “Something like the critters in my shop that keep putting holes in my leg? Only not green?”
Foster laughed outright. He gasped for air and barked out another series of laughs. After I was sure there had to be tears pouring down his face, he caught his breath and quieted down. “Thanks, Damian, I needed that.”
“It wasn’t that funny.”
“It does give quite a visual, though.”
I smiled. “Wolves of war, huh?”
“Yes, not the kind of bear you want to poke with a stick.”
I grinned. “There’s no such thing as a bear you don’t poke with a stick.”
Foster shook his head. “They’re shapeshifters, Damian, werewolves.”
I almost drove Vicky into the triangle of yellow barrels at the exit to Clarkson Road. There was a high-pitched scream beside me just before I remembered to slam on the brakes and yank on the wheel as the car slowed down. I gaped at Foster. “Um, what did you say?”
He was screaming again. “I said you almost hit the highway impact attenuation devices!”
“The what?”
“The barrels! The big fucking yellow barrels!”
“Oh.” I said as I flexed my hand on the wheel. “Well, you just told me shapeshifters are living ten miles from my store, from my home. That kind of has an impact on a person.”
“Why?”
“Shapeshifters aren’t supposed to exist anymore,” I said in a flat voice.
“You necromancers are an odd bunch. Zombie horde? No problem. Going to the mall to kill a vampire? No problem. A pack of werewolves lives in my city? The world is bloody ending!”
“A what?!” I concentrated on the road and managed not to curb Vicky.
“A pack, the Saint Louis pack.”
I blinked and shook my head. “Are you just screwing with me?”
Foster laughed again. “No, I will swear by my sword I am not. Carter only lives about three minutes from the shop, just off Fifth Street. He’s been in our store a few times.”
I felt my eyebrows reach for the sky. “No more surprises before we find the vampire that attacked Karen. Good god man, werewolves?” 



CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE
 
Foster bobbed through the air in the front seat as I pulled around the outer circle of Chesterfield Mall. We passed the movie theater and a few restaurants in the broad building before we came to the Dillard’s entrance on the east side. As we made it further around the circle, the small parking garage came into view on the north side of the mall. I do mean small, it only held about fifteen or twenty vehicles. This late, only employee cars were in the lot.
“Something will be out of place,” Foster said.
I nodded and turned up the center lane of the parking lot that led to the garage. BMWs, Mercedes, Cadillacs, and a few mid-priced but very nice sedans lined the lot. There was only one car that didn’t fit in with the rather affluent area.
“There,” Foster said as I drew the same conclusion.
Just outside the entrance to the parking garage was a battered blue van. Vampires Suck was spray painted in dripping red letters across the side of the behemoth.
“Subtle,” I muttered. “I almost missed that one.”
I parked Vicky several spaces away from the van. I hoped it would be far enough away if things got nasty. Foster was silent in the dead air, the only sound a tiny squeak of leather as his hand flexed around his sword’s hilt.
“There’re cameras in the garage, I’m guessing.”
“Not for long,” he said.
I opened the door and Foster shot out ahead of me. A small shower of sparks lit up one corner of the garage in a burst of light before Foster came back to my side. He swooped close and flashed into his full-sized form as he sheathed his sword. My eyes wandered around, wondering what people might think if they saw a seven-foot fairy walking around in Chesterfield Mall. A second later, I smacked my forehead.
“They can’t see you.”
“Of course not,” he said. He let out a low chuckle and grinned. “You wanted me to take out the cameras for both of us, not just you?”
“Yeah,” I said as I rolled my eyes, “it’s easy to forget normal people can’t see you.” I glanced up at Foster. He grinned again, stretched his wings, and stepped toward the van. His hand returned to the sheathed sword as he braced himself with legs spread and knees bent. With a twist at his waist, the sword screamed out of the scabbard and sparked through the van’s rear doors in one quick slash. The lock was rendered useless.
Foster sheathed his sword and stood up straight. “You have your bottle?”
I nodded.
“Good,” he said as he patted his in the belt on the left side of his waist. He pulled the handle on the right door. The half of the door below the slash swung open.
“Neat trick,” I said. My hand was firmly wrapped around the pepperbox concealed under my left arm.
He smiled and pulled the top half open, and then I could see inside. I hadn’t fully registered what I was looking at before I turned around and puked all over the landscaping.
“Shit,” was all Foster said.
Pieces of bodies were hanging from the ceiling on meat hooks, gently swaying from Foster breaking the doors apart. Hands and feet, legs, heads, and more layered the ceiling and the walls and the floor. A pile of limbs was stacked in what looked like a copper fire pit. Intestines were draped above the windows like gory valences.
It took me a minute to look again. “Christ, is Karen in there?” I said in a weak whisper.
Foster shrugged. “I don’t know what she looks like, but I don’t think the van would still be here if she was.” I cringed as Foster stepped inside the mobile slaughterhouse.
“Damian, I think there are wards in here.”
I took a deep breath and stuck my head in the van, shivering as I realized the floor I’d just put my hand on had been upholstered in skin. Foster pointed to the wall with a three-layered circle enclosing dozens of runes. I focused my Sight and grimaced as the area around the runes started pulsing with a sickly black and red energy. “Demon wards,” I muttered. “Wonderful.”
“No, no no no no no,” Foster hissed as he bent down to the floor.
I didn’t even want to ask, but “What is it?” came out of my mouth anyway.
“Not just vampires,” Foster said. “Humans, and there’s a—,” his voice hitched, “Nudd be damned, there’s a fucking kid in here!”
My heart sank. I watched Foster pull a little arm out of a pile of detritus and his head whipped around to me. I could see the rage behind the tears in his eyes as he closed his hand around the little fingers and laid the tiny piece of a life on the floor. “Get back,” he growled.
I did, and fast.
Foster’s howl shattered the night. It grew into a scream as his body began to glow. Swirls of orange and red flickered into being around him, spinning faster and growing thicker as he called on the wild fae. A swirling sphere of color like the storm clouds of Jupiter swallowed the van and Foster with it. The entire scene burst into a nova of flame and I closed my eyes against the light, the blast of heat hitting me like a desert wind. Foster’s scream fell silent. I heard his sword slide out of its sheath as he stepped from the smoke and flame. His body and wings were covered in soot, but no burns marred his flesh.
The smell hit me as the wards were dissolved by the fae-powered flames. The stench of burning skin and hair was overwhelming. I stepped away from the inferno, blinked a few times, and followed Foster into the garage.
“What will the authorities find?” I said.
“Nothing but a burned out van.” Foster’s voice was dead, his knuckles stark white with the pressure he put on the hilt of his sword.
Reason number eight hundred seventy four not to piss off a fairy, I thought to myself. “Who was the girl?”
He glanced at me. “Ask her ghost on the way out. The vampire had her bound to that abomination.”
My eyes swung back to the van and found a little translucent girl skipping around the flames. I almost retched again as tears pricked at my eyes and I turned back to Foster. “We need to do this fast. That fire is going to have cops here in minutes.”
“This won’t take long.” Foster’s arm snapped forward, catapulting his sword across the garage. A wet crunch blended with the distinctive ringing sound of Fae metal sliding through concrete.
Something unseen groaned and thrashed. A ragged breath filled the silence with a sickening burble. A few more steps forward and I found the source of the nauseating sounds. The vampire was pinned to the wall in the far corner, Foster’s sword stuck through his neck.
Foster grabbed a handful of the vampire’s hair and inched its face closer. His voice was flat, deadly. “You thought you’d get away with it? Killing my friend? Killing that little girl?”
The vampire opened its mouth but Foster jerked its head to the side in a quick, violent maneuver. The sword cleaved through half its neck, almost decapitating the monster in the process. Foster drew his sword out of the wall and stared at the blood.
“Colin was like a brother to me.” His voice was fast now, pulsing with anger. “Do you even remember the fairy you just killed?” Foster stomped on the vampire’s chest and I could hear the snaps as ribs collapsed. More gurgling huffs trickled out of the failing vampire. “You killed a child.” Foster stomped on the vampire’s groin until its entire crotch burst into a flat, fleshy, pool of gore. “A child!” Gurgling cries dripped out of the bloody mouth. I could only make out one weak word.
“Mercy …”
“There is no mercy for the merciless.” Foster slammed his sword into the remnants the vamp’s crotch, hard enough to slide through the asphalt beneath. The bastard’s eyes bulged and I marveled at the fact it hadn’t passed out.
“My mother is Cara, Sanatio of the Sidhe and I am her demon sword.” The vampire’s eyes closed as Foster grabbed its ankles and cleaved its body in two by jerking it over the sword. Grotesque tearing sounds echoed through the garage, punctuated with the pop of joints and cartilage as skin and clothing parted. Foster didn’t stop until the skull crunched on the blade.
As the blade split the skull, Foster drew the dark bottle from his belt and pulled the stopper out. He jammed the neck of it into the vampire’s mouth and I watched that infernal device go to work. More than an aura was ripped away from that devil. I watched the dim yellow glow swell into being as the vampire’s soul was torn away and twisted inside its own aura, only to have the mass shredded and bound together again and again as both threads of being spiraled into the dark bottle. I glimpsed the blackened red of a demon’s tainted aura before Foster sealed it all away.
Nausea tore at my gut. The vampire would have felt all of it. His aura and his soul were still attached to the body up until the point Foster placed the stopper in the bottle. The tiny pieces of its aura still attached to the remains turned to the white and black colors of the dead in an instant.
“Rest well, Colin,” Foster whispered.
I stared at the bottle in Foster’s hands before my eyes trailed back to the mess at our feet. My stomach did little flip-flops as the body twitched.
“I think you managed to cut his skull exactly in half. Does that still count as a severed head?”
Foster slid the dark bottle back into his belt and smiled. He drew the bloodied sword from the pavement and lashed out at the vampire’s neck, removing both halves of the head in a swift slash.
My head turned as fast as my hand leapt to my gun when someone gasped behind us. I thought we were screwed until the fangs flashed out and the petite brunette woman dropped into a defensive stance. I put a hand out on the silver Mercedes beside me, sighed, and smiled. “Karen, I presume?”
She blinked slowly. I thought her face was a little mousy, and adorable, even as her eyes shifted from Foster, to me, and to the bits and pieces on the ground. “You killed him.” Ah, she was observant too.
Foster nodded and wiped his sword down with a scrap of cloth.
“Quite thoroughly,” I said unnecessarily.
Karen stepped up to the body and spit on it.
“He’ll suffer,” Foster said as he paused in his cleaning and patted his belt.
Karen didn’t ask any questions, she only nodded.
“Help me put the pieces in the fire?” Foster said. He finished wiping down his sword, threw the rag on the body, and sheathed the blade. It clicked home with the finality only a fight can conjure.
Karen nodded and grabbed the left half while Foster grabbed the right. I tossed one half of the head into the fire, then went back to find the other. It’d spun off beneath an SUV. That would have been a nasty surprise. I picked it up by the least gory chunk of hair I could find and tossed it into the flames before wiping my hands on my shirt.
 “Yuck,” I said.
Karen had a weak smile on her face. She bowed her head and said, “Rest well, Colin.”
Foster gave her a smile and closed his eyes. He drew his sword, held the flat of the blade to his forehead, and nodded once. “Let’s go home,” he said as he sheathed the blade.
“Thank you,” Karen said. “I’ll get the Pit to send some Cleaners in, make sure the blood is gone. They have a few staffed on the local force, so it shouldn’t be a problem. Keep the Watchers out of it.”
I nodded. “Maybe we’ll see you at the Pit sometime.”
She smiled and walked away.
Foster was silent as we walked back to Vicky, the flames from the van still choking the air with smoke and the scent of burning rubber.
“You alright?”
“Yes, Colin was a good friend, Damian, and he is avenged.”
“That’s not what I meant.” I jerked my head back toward the inferno. “That was intense as hell.”
Foster threw his head back and laughed. “No, my friend, that was almost mercifully quick. If it weren’t for the demon, I would have taken my time.”
I shivered and kept my mouth shut. There are some things even the cat’s curiosity can keep its mouth shut for.
I was surprised when Foster climbed into Vicky while he was still seven feet tall. I couldn’t help but smile as he fumbled with the seatbelt, feeding his wings around the edge of the seat to get them inside.
“Yeah, let’s go home,” I said as I reached up to adjust the rearview mirror and let out a startled yelp.
“Stowaway,” Foster said with a smile.
A giggle rolled up from the back seat.
I’d forgotten about the ghost of the little girl after our vampire friend met his rather awful end. I almost jumped out of my skin when I checked the rearview mirror and she was sitting in the back seat. I’m not entirely sure where “jumped out of my skin” falls on the fright meter, but I think it’s right up there with “crapped my pants.”
She smiled at me and bounced up and down on the seat. Her body was almost entirely gray except for a set of blazing blue eyes.
“Strong soul,” I murmured.
Foster twisted around as best he could in his seatbelt. “Hi,” said the ginormous fairy with his wings stuffed into the small car and his knees drawn up to his chest.
The ghost giggled again and reached out to Foster’s wing. I cursed when her hand didn’t pass through it. It should have, instead it rested on his wing like a real hand.
“Do you have a name?” Foster said.
She nodded vigorously and pulled on his wing. A little shower of dust puffed into the air, I sneezed, and she giggled.
“Are you going to tell me your name?” he said.
She shook her head and smiled a devil’s smile, a familiar smile. My brain started working over time.
“Was that the only bad man?” Foster said quietly.
I watched her face close down. She stopped bouncing and scrambled into the corner of Vicky’s back seat. Her eyes dimmed and a tiny shake of her head was all the answer I needed. She held up two fingers. I met Foster’s eyes as his face turned hard.
He took a deep breath and put a smile on again before turning back to the little ghost. “No one will ever hurt you again.”
“Shit!” I said.
“Not in front of the kid,” Foster said, his voice serious.
“She’s the girl from the Amber Alert. She’s the missing, that mother fu-” I stopped myself by squeezing the steering wheel and grinding my teeth.
I didn’t need to say more. Foster got it. He rubbed his forehead and closed his eyes. We’d taken down one of her killers. We’d find the other.
The little girl stared at her hands. I turned my eyes back to the road when the ghost suddenly launched herself into the front seat and wrapped her arms around Foster’s neck.
Foster closed his eyes and hugged her. No part of him phased through her tiny body. “What do we do?” he said as he glanced at me.
I blinked slowly and took a deep breath. “I might know someone that would like a ghost friend. He’d do a hell of a job protecting her too, if you don’t mind losing a little more sleep tonight of course.”
“Really?” Foster said.
I nodded and pulled onto Highway 40.
“Do you like panda bears, missy?”
The little ghost smiled and clapped her hands. 



CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR
 
“You sure, Zola?”
“Yes, stop rambling like a fresh fish. It’s a good idea. Take the girl to Forest Park. He will guard her better than any of us are able.”
“Thanks, Zola.” I nodded even though my master couldn’t see me.
“We can try to find out more about her later. It is tragic, but we have worse to deal with. Get some sleep, Damian.”
I laughed, hollow and lifeless, before I ended the call.
I didn’t tell Zola we were already in Forest Park. I was standing outside the birdcage in the dead of night with a tiny ghost holding my hand and a seven-foot fairy watching our backs. I closed my eyes and focused, gathering up a glowing ball of fae before sending it out in a pulse of power across the park. It wasn’t aimed at just any dead; it was aimed at attracting the attention of one particular ghost. It didn’t take long.
The little girl at my side squealed as Happy came bounding through the bars of the birdcage, much to the chagrin of the scattering birds.
Happy pulled up about six inches in front of us. I held up another ball of energy and the spirit quaffed it down before I started scratching his ears. “Hey buddy, still terrorizing the birds, huh?” He leaned into the ear scratching and grunted.
“That is so wrong,” Foster said.
I turned to the little girl. She clung tightly to the back of my leg. Happy pushed his head between my legs and I heard another squeal. So, there I was, with a fairy laughing at me, a ghost panda between my legs, and a little girl unwilling to relinquish her death grip on me while she tried to get away from Happy. I couldn’t help but laugh as I stumbled a few steps.
“It’s okay, he’s friendly.” She calmed down almost as soon as the words left my mouth. I raised my eyebrows in surprise and then yelped as Happy threw his head back and sent me sailing into Foster. He cursed as we went down in a tangled heap on the rough edge of the sidewalk.
The little girl was laughing hysterically and rubbing Happy’s ears. I swear the damn panda was laughing too.
“You take care of her, okay?” I said to the suspiciously articulate panda bear.
Happy licked the little ghost. She squealed and scrunched up her eyes.
“Right, alright then. We’ll be back to visit.” Not that either one of them cared. The little girl took off at a run with the bear lumbering beside her. I smiled and turned around to Foster. “Good deed for the day. I think I need a chimichanga.”
He stopped dusting himself off and stared at me. “You are a very strange man, Damian Vesik.”
“Thanks,” I said with a quick bow.
“Let’s get out of here,” said Foster as he slapped my shoulder. 
 
***
 
I finally made it back to my apartment after dropping Foster off at the shop. I grabbed a snack and shuffled into the living room, half asleep when I heard a faint scratching sound on the rug. I set my chunk of Swiss gruyere cheese on the coffee table and raised my hand in preparation to blast my home invader into another dimension. A small, pointy head of fur popped out from beside the leg of my coffee table and eyed my cheese, cute little whiskers twitching in anticipation. Damn rodents.
For some reason, my thoughts turned to more evil critters. Ferrets. God’s bane in a four-legged tube sock. Namely Frank’s ferret. I glanced down at my right hand to admire the string of puncture wounds that hellspawn had put in it, then back at the black rat with its white twitching snout, now stretching up on its hind legs.
I blew out a breath, broke off a chunk of cheese and dropped it beside the front door. The rat scurried over to it, clamped his teeth on it, and shot out the little rubber flap. It’s times like this I think maybe I should nail the old doggie door shut.
My eyes trailed across the fabulous Berber carpet, accented with scorch marks and a perpetually empty rat motel. I never put the poison in it. I just keep it there for show when my Mom comes around. My lips twitched as an idea flashed through my head. I picked up the phone and called Frank. He picked up on the second ring.
“Huhllo?” Frank said, his voice heavy with sleep.
“You still know that explosives guy?”
“Damian?” He groaned and popping noises echoed through the phone.
I stared at the receiver and wondered what part of Frank just broke.
“Yeah, William Powers, the demo guy. I still see him at the ba … ah … rehab center every now and then.”
I didn’t laugh. I may have snorted and muffled some laughter, but Frank couldn’t hear it. I don’t think. My stunning conversational tact avoided the bar topic.
“Will Powers,” I said. “God, what did that man do to deserve a name like that?”
“Don’t know, but he sure as hell doesn’t have any.”
I think Frank was waiting for me to laugh. I didn’t.
“Get it? Will Power.”

“Like my will power to not vomit on my shoes right now?”
Another pause, and then, “Yeah, anyway, what do you need?”
“Just some TNT. Maybe a case.”
Frank spluttered. “What the hell are you going to do with a case?”
“Duh, blow stuff up.” I smiled and pictured Frank staring at his phone and slowly shaking his head. “Come on, partner, I know you can do it.”
“You’re paying my bail if this goes south.”
“Of course I am.” I laughed when the phone clicked and Frank hung up. Now all I needed was fuel for the fire.
And speaking of fire, news of Pilot Knob flashed across the television. I turned up the volume and listened.
“… still unable to find the cause of this devastating blaze. Once more, at least forty dead in a fiery explosion in Pilot Knob. Half the town has been incinerated, the explosion having rippled pavement and destroyed homes in a two-block radius. We’ll bring you more on this tragedy as …”
I flipped off the television and stared at the shadowy reflections in the black glass. My teeth ground together. Someone had to pay. 



CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE
 
“The History Museum?” I said. My gaze traveled up the building with its grandiose pillars and its early American government style stone architecture. Some people would probably call that British. Above the pillars, but below the roof, sat two sculpted eagles. I could only think of them as gargoyles, but less scary. “Jefferson Memorial,” I said, reading the words hung between the old eagles.
“Used to be,” Zola said. “Once it was the only Jefferson Memorial in the country. Ah remember when they demoted it to the Missouri History Museum.
“The History Museum?” I said again. “You hid a demonic, world-ending artifact in the Missouri History Museum?”
Zola shrugged. “Yes, it seemed like a good choice at the time.” She paused, “Of course, it may be hard getting into the foundation now.”
I raised my eyebrows and adjusted the holstered pepperbox under my leather jacket.
Sam glanced at my gun and grinned. “Brought your security blanket, I see.”
I glared at Sam. Cara chuckled as she hovered between us.
Zola snorted. “Don’t worry, boy, Ah know people. We’ll get inside alright. It’s in the lowest storage room. So long as no Fae have been hunting there, no one will have detected the seal.”
“Is this what you guys have been doing for the past week? You know, besides hiding ghosts in the park?” Sam said.
I glanced at Zola, her face a perfect mimic of Sam’s ear-to-ear grin. I shrugged. “Yeah, pretty much.”
“That is so cool.” Sam clapped her hands together and skipped across the parking lot. Cara followed her, hovering just above her right shoulder.
“She is very energetic tonight,” Zola said.
I stared at Zola for a moment, then turned back to watch Sam climbing the short staircase. “That’s one way to put it.”
“It was probably her date with Frank,” Zola said with a small smirk. “Ah heard it went very well.”
“Oh,” I said. “You can stop there.”
Zola smiled as we crested the stairs.
Regardless of the demotion from Jefferson Memorial, beyond the pillars and glass doors we were greeted by a nine-foot tall marble sculpture of Thomas Jefferson himself. More pillars lined the gallery to either side of Jefferson, towering up to the arched terra cotta ceiling, which itself bore smaller arches and colorful geometric lines.
“Isn’t this place closed?” I said as I glanced back at the doors we’d just walked through.
“It’s all about who you know.” Zola brushed at the sleeve of her gray cloak and began looking around.
I caught a flicker of movement out of the corner of my eye and heard Cara laugh. I turned to find her embracing another fairy.
“Damian, I’d like you to meet Cassie,” she said.
The little fairy smiled and bowed to each of us. She was dressed in a simple white gown with what looked like a tiny silk belt tied around her waist. Her wings were a swirl of gray and white.
“A pleasure, as always, Zola.” She turned to me and her lips quirked up just a little more. “I have looked forward to meeting you, Damian. Cara has said many interesting things about you.”
“All bad, I’m sure.” I gave a little bow to Cassie and smiled.
She laughed and shook her head. “Not all bad.”
“I’m sorry to rush, Cassie, but we need to get to the old foundation,” Zola said.
Cassie’s smile faded. “What’s happened?”
“We returned to Pilot Knob.” She sighed and her head lowered ever so slightly. “Philip lied to us.”
Cassie’s eyes widened and her disbelief was palpable.
“What we found there were texts.” Zola swallowed hard. “Ah will not speak of them in this place. The town was destroyed by a gravemaker and a trap was laid over the texts …” Her voice caught.
“No,” Cassie whispered.
“It raised a horde,” Cara said.
Cassie slumped onto the floor. “Philip, no. Philip was our friend.”
Sam and I sat down beside Cassie, unable to comfort her tiny form.
“We need to get to the foundation,” I said. “If he hid anything else, we need to find it before something else goes wrong.”
Zola nodded. “And if the artifact we originally hid is still here, we’re going to need to move it. The vampires know more than they should. We need the nail.”
The little fairy wiped her face on her shirt, nodded, and jumped onto Sam’s shoulder. Sam stopped moving and her eyes widened before a tiny smile cracked her face.
“Okay,” Cassie said. “I’ll take you down.”
We passed through a corridor marked ‘Employees Only’ and a series of doors with the same markings. I was surprised when the old locks clicked open as we approached each one. At the next door, at the base of a stairwell bathed in dim yellow light, I could hear Cassie whispering something before the lock clicked open.
Down two more flights of ever-darkening stairs, we came to another door, the faint echoes of our footsteps following close behind. The scent of mud and moisture filled the dingy little space, though I could see no trace of either. It reminded me of the old limestone caves I used to explore with Sam. I glanced at my sister and could see her sniffing the air.
Cassie jumped off Sam’s shoulder and hovered before the blank wall to the right of the wall with the door. She pulled a small silver teardrop pendant off her neck and held it out in the palm of her hand. A warm glow of bluish light pulsed out from the pendant as she closed her eyes and bowed her head over it. The wall evaporated in a fast-rising mist.
I gasped and Zola chuckled.
“Not something you see every day, is it?” She said.
“No … no it’s not,” Sam said.
I ducked the last of the mist and followed the small darting shapes of Cassie and Cara. The room was small, maybe ten feet by five feet, tops. On the right side was a fairly typical looking gray stone wall, the foundation of the museum I assume, but the remaining walls and the doorway we’d come through were huge granite boulders. I couldn’t see anything between them, no space, no mortar, nothing. Each boulder fit together perfectly with the next, impossible angles and curves joining to form an incomprehensible jigsaw puzzle. The room was filled with a dim bluish light, but I couldn’t find a source for it. As my eyes adjusted, I realized the light was coming from the rocks.
“How in the hell did they build this?” I said.
“Aeros built this,” Zola said.
“Ah.” I tried to picture Aeros crammed down in this little room, sticking rocks together with his enormous hands and awkward smile, but the scene just made me laugh.
“What?” My master said with a sigh.
“I was just trying to picture Aeros crammed in here.” I yelped as she cracked me in the back of the head with her cane.
“He built it from the outside, of course.”
I rubbed my head and squinted. Sam giggled in the corner. 
“Thanks, sis.”
She grinned and saluted with two fingers as I turned my attention back to the fairies.
Cassie held her hands up to the stone wall near the centermost block. I heard her whisper, “Unbind your web...” and I missed the rest as a small blue flare of power burst into the form of an intricate Celtic knot. When it faded, I could see the seams in the foundation where the compartment was hidden. It was much smaller than the large stone it was set in.
Zola reached out and wedged her fingertips into the cracks. With a little jostling, the stone began to shift and slide out.
“Did you want some help?” Sam said.
Zola shook her head and jostled the stone again.
“No fancy ‘open sesame’ or the wall explodes?” I said.
Zola let out a slow laugh. “No, not here. We used discretion to hide the nail. Ah already told you we didn’t mean to explode that man.”
Sam quirked an eyebrow and glanced at Zola. My master glanced over her shoulder.
“It was an accident, one of the first artifacts we hid. We placed a fairly violent magic on the coffin we buried it in.” She grunted and the stone slid forward a few more inches. “It vaporized a grave robber later that night.”
“Instant karma,” Cassie said.
Sam and I laughed. Cara just shook her head.
“I take it it’s not really a nail that’s hidden behind that rock?” I said.
“No, it’s not a nail,” Cara said. “It was given to Charles Lindbergh by a Sidhe lord on October twenty-second, 1927. It was the fairy blessing of Independence Hall in Philadelphia.” She smiled as my eyebrows rose and my mouth formed a little O. “Glenn removed the blessing from Independence Hall in the late 1800s, when the country was more stable.”
Zola pried the stone out and it hit the granite floor with a resounding thump. She reached into the dark hole and pulled her arm back with a small, stained manila packet in her hand. She took a deep breath, opened it, and dumped into her hand a discolored, hand-crafted nail that wasn’t a nail at all. “Thank you,” she whispered.
“Can I see it?” Sam said.
“Yes,” Zola said as she passed the small chunk of metal to Sam.
My sister turned the nail over a few times in her hand. “What is it, exactly?”
Cara flashed into human size and took the nail from Sam. She closed her fist around it, smiled, then handed it back to my sister. “It is a blessing. It was the first foothold the Seelie courts gained in the New World. Dozens of lords, even the queens, are said to have given a small portion of their power to that blessing. The power of the Seelie court pulses through it, waiting to be unleashed in a noble endeavor. This country owes much to the blessing of the Seelie court.”
But it was Fae. Even worse, it was an old Fae artifact, from a time when the courts were filled with eager tricksters. They just wanted a foothold in the new world, consequences be damned. I crossed my arms and stared at the rough nail.
“It doesn’t know a noble endeavor from an atrocity, does it?” I said.
Cara’s smile fell. “No, no it doesn’t.”
“That is why we have protected it so thoroughly, my friends,” Cassie said.
“Fuck.” I said as I shivered. “Beware the gifts and all that.”
“Indeed,” Cassie said. “In the wrong hands, or even near the wrong hands, the blessing could inspire an apocalypse.”
“Or a revolution,” Sam said.
“You are wise for such a young vampire,” Cassie said.
Sam beamed and said thank you.
I ran my fingers through my hair. “Rusty nail leads to end of world … sure, why not?” I shook my head and eyed the unassuming metal warily. “We’re taking that with us?”
Zola nodded. “Yes, it must be moved. There’s already been activity in the park. We can’t risk the blessing being discovered.”
“No shit,” Sam said as she rearranged her ponytail with a snap of its band.
“Alright, let’s get out of here,” I said.
We left the room and Cassie sealed it behind us with another flash of power.
“That’s a hell of a trick,” I said.
Cassie flew up the stairs before us. We followed her back up and out through the halls to the entryway. I glanced up at the Jefferson statue again, then turned to the exit.
“Thanks for your help, Cassie,” I said.
She landed on the front desk and smiled. “It is a pleasure to help, friend.” She gave a small bow. I reciprocated the gesture gracelessly, which caused her to giggle.
“Ah’ll let you know when it’s been hidden and sealed,” Zola said.
“Thank you.”
Sam said goodbye and Cara hugged Cassie before we left.
We didn’t even make it down the steps from the main entrance before a vampire appeared in the middle of the walkway. I cursed. It was Devon.
She looked us over and said, “Too easy. You all get to die at once.” 



CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX
 
“Get it out of here, now!” I roared as I turned to Zola.
She nodded and took a step backwards. Cara landed on her shoulder an instant before they both blinked out of existence. I’d have to ask Cara how she did that.
“Devon?” Sam said as she stared at the short brunette vampire, poured into a skintight black leather jumpsuit.
Devon bared her fangs. I barely followed the motion as she grabbed Sam and slammed her face into one of the monolithic pillars of the entryway. Sam was out like a ragdoll as she spiraled down the short staircase.
Ignoring the worry ravaging my gut over Sam, I focused my Sight to see what else was lurking about. If I hadn’t, I never would have drawn my pepperbox in time to litter the stairs with vampire brains. I pulled the second trigger and unleashed six barrels of hell. The vampire’s head burst as lead rounds tempered in holy water tore him apart. The sizzle of blasted meat gurgled out of the twitching remains.
The third vampire ripped the pistol out of my hand before I even had time to think about reloading. She dropped it when the blessed silver laid into the grips burned all the skin from her right hand. As she leapt back, I could see she was decked out head to toe in biker leathers. Her short leap backwards turned into a quick roundhouse that clipped my chin. Something cracked and the ground rose up to greet me. I could tell by the harsh impact I’d landed on concrete. All I could taste was blood.
I heard a shout and barely raised a shield in time to stop the next attack. The vamp pulled her punch before she shattered her good hand on my shield. I didn’t even have to see her aura to know she wasn’t a vampiric zombie. One of those abominations would have shattered itself to pieces without a second thought.
I dropped the shield and screamed, “Pulsatto!” The wave of energy caught her legs and her face smashed into the pavement. I put one foot under myself to stand up when the vampire’s leg flashed out. Her face was twisted into a bloody snarl. It took a split second for me to realize I was falling sideways and my knee was buckling in a very wrong direction. I screamed in pain as I hit the concrete again.
The bitch started laughing at me. Devon walked up behind her and stared at my leg. A smile crept over her face.
“I think it’s broken, necromancer … the great Vesik.” Devon shook her head and her dark chuckle rolled over me. “Adannaya can’t hide from me.”
I scowled and sucked in a deep breath. The spell came fast. “Incidatto!” A deep gash opened diagonally across Devon’s chest and she clutched her hand to it. Her fingers came away coated in blood.
She stared at the lifeblood coursing down her hands and chest, then looked up at me. “You little fuck. You’re so fucking dead.”
“Impadda!” My shield came up as her fist closed within a foot of my head. The blow ricocheted off the curve of the shield and she started kicking at the invisible barrier. I still hadn’t used my necromancy on her, and by the gods I didn’t want to touch her with it.
“You think you’re so fucking smart, Vesik.” She turned around and dashed over to Sam.
My eyes widened.
In a heartbeat she was back at the shield and slammed Sam’s head into the barrier with a horrible crack. She smeared my sister’s face across the barrier in front of me. “I’ll beat her to death on your own shield you son of a bitch! Drop it or she dies.”
I hesitated, trying to think of a way out of the mess, but nothing came to me. I went for a cheap shot, my eyes on Sam. As soon as my shield released, I reached out with my necromancy.
Devon grinned and what happened next will haunt my nightmares for a long, long time. Sam moved out of Devon’s grip and rolled my left arm back like a crepe before I could so much as touch Devon. The bones cracking sounded like someone had stepped on a sheet of bubble wrap. The shock of Sam attacking me overrode everything else for that dreadful second before the pain hit. All my instincts went to hell. My arm was a mass of fire and pain, but I couldn’t bring myself to attack Sam. Even if I had, she was too damn fast anyway. And she was my goddamn sister! I screamed when the bones split and splintered and muscles let go in violent spasms. Sam snapped my wrist and my forearm crumbled behind it. She followed with a swift kick to the right side of my chest. I could feel things breaking. I knew I was in deep shit when my lungs grew heavy and I could barely gasp for air. My vision started to dim as I bounced off the ground. Something warm was pouring out of my mouth.
Devon waved her hand and Sam collapsed to the ground. She turned back to me and smiled. “And so you die. At least you’ll have an easier time of it than your bitch of a sister.”
I listened to Devon’s laugh and I knew, no matter what it took, I was going to kill that goddamned motherfucking vampire if I had to do it as a ghost. My mouth tried to form words. Nothing came out but blood and sickening sucking sounds.
“Why they were worried about you … you got lucky and killed one old vampire,” she said as she bent down and looked me in the eye. She brushed her hair away. “They won’t have to worry anymore.”
Devon turned around and picked Sam up. I tried to move again, but nothing was working right anymore. It took everything I had not to pass out or break down bawling as Devon carried Sam away.
“My master will walk the earth this night, Vesik.” A different voice, it wasn’t Devon. “Free, even from the host he is bound to now.”
The biker vamp stepped into my vision as my eyes started to tunnel into a gray fog. I laid in silence, my left arm folded up like a rubber claw, split and bleeding. I could feel the blood running through my hair. Sam had royally kicked my ass. I heard a faint sound. Someone honking a horn. Why would someone be honking a horn? I wondered as something pale moved into my line of sight. It took me a moment to recognize the outline.
Happy.
The ghost bear turned to the vampire and released a series of ferocious barks. He swiped at her, but his paw passed through her head. She was still staring at me, just watching me die. She didn’t see Happy. I’d have to fix that.
I clucked with my tongue as best I could and Happy took a step backwards, just within reach of my right hand. Smart bear. A low goat-like bleat escaped his throat as he looked at me and then turned back to the biker vamp.
I wrapped a bit of Happy’s aura around my arm and tried to smile as its familiar warmth rushed over me. I hesitated for a brief moment and then pushed a tidal wave of power into it. My own aura was graying and turning into fuel for my power over the dead. In some part of my brain, I knew that was probably a bad sign. The surge of power hurt so bad my vision turned into a black canvas shot through with stars.
My eyes cleared a moment later, just in time to see the vampire’s face go slack as a bear materialized in front of her. Happy roared and smashed the vampire’s legs out from under her with a flash of paw and snap of bone. As her shattered body folded sideways and crunched into the ground, Happy leapt into the air. Three hundred pounds of ghost panda landed on the vampire’s back, claws first. The spray of blood and splintering of bone followed my bitter chuckle into the black. 



CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN
 
“Sam!” I came back to consciousness with my body burning and utter terror consuming me. I scrambled backwards as a huge panda nose smeared itself all over my face. I could move. I was alive. Fear for my sister and shock at my survival sent a series of tremors down my arm. I reached out with a shaky hand to touch Happy’s head. I could feel the soft texture of his fur and his breath was warm. Oops.
“The panda is a Guardian, Damian.” I looked up to find Zola.
“A Guardian?” I said. I glanced at the panda, and then back to Zola.
“A lesser Guardian, but yes, a Guardian.”
“Where’s Sam?” I looked myself over and flexed my left hand. My clothes were torn and bloody, but my skin was whole. There were no more than a few nasty bruises left to show for the beating I’d taken. “How in the hell?” I said as I stretched my entire arm out.
“Don’t hesitate Damian,” Zola said. “If you face them again, necromancy first.” She rubbed her face and sighed. “Devon was escaping with Sam when Ah returned.” Her voice was empty.
My chest tightened. “Then we get her back.”
“Yes, we will make an example of the vampire.” The ice in my master’s voice lit a fire in my gut just as fast as it sent an icy chill down my spine.
I looked at Happy as he rubbed his face on my arm. I barely managed to stay upright. The energy I’d pumped into him should have dissipated by now. Whatever he was, he wasn’t like anything I’d seen before.
“Is he a ghost?” I said.
“Only because he chooses to be, or chooses not to be, but as far as your power is concerned,” she paused and nodded, “he is a ghost. You made a ghost corporeal, Damian.” An expression I’d never seen cascaded over her sun-worn face. It almost looked like fear. She fell silent until I met her dark eyes. “That is a power no one has seen in thousands of years. Honestly, boy, Ah thought it was a fairy tale.”
I let out a little laugh. “Like the fairies living in my clock?”
“You know what Ah mean,” Zola said, the tiny smile on her lips conflicting with the exasperation in her voice.
“Yeah, so what’s this mean?” I asked as I rubbed Happy’s neck.
Zola stared at the bear, and then at the mess in my trunk. A minute passed before she looked back to me. “Ah don’t know.”
“Fabulous.” I shrugged my shoulder and winced at the phantom pain, rolling my neck in a tight circle to keep my eyes on Zola. “How did you disappear like that?”
“You’ll have to ask Cara about it. The best Ah can tell you is she bent the world around us.”
“Cara, that makes sense. She’s just full of surprises.”
Zola’s face broadened into a smile.
I turned back to the panda. “Where’s the little girl, Happy?”
He swung his head to the left and I followed the motion. I could see two bright blue eyes peeking out from behind the corner of the museum. She waved by bending all her fingers into a fist and releasing them again. I waved back.
“Thanks, buddy.”
Happy licked my face. Nasty.
“You patch me up?” I said to Zola.
“With a little help,” she mumbled and looked away.
I paused and stared at her. Her smile twisted into a tight grin. She wasn’t going to tell me anything. I could tell by the look on her face, but I asked anyway. “And?”
“Later, perhaps, but Ah believe your benefactor would prefer their privacy for now.” 
“Benefactor?” I laughed. “You’re not going to tell me a thing, are you?”
She tamped her cane into the ground a few times and gave a small twitch of her head.
“Well, I appreciate it all the same.” I stood up and dusted my pants off. “Let’s get Sam back.” I slammed the trunk on the vampire’s bound and broken body. I wondered if my benefactor had stuffed the vampire in the trunk for us. Was I ever happy I had a tarp and towels in there too. The last thing I needed was vamp guts all over Vicky. One undead super-bitch down and bound. We didn’t kill her then and there, but she was going to die for her hand in hurting my family.
So was Devon.



CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT
 
I flipped the television on when we got back to the shop. We made the news. There was a beautiful reporter on the screen and I listened closely to the only part of her report I really cared about.
“A bonfire was lit in Forest Park late last night on the stairs of the history museum. Police are unsure of the motive and are asking for any information related to this …”
“At least no one seems to know what happened,” Zola said. 
“Yeah, but who would believe it even if they did know?”
Bubbles appeared beside me when fire engines began screaming from the television. She sat and stared at the moving pictures with her tongue practically dragging the floor. I reached down and scratched her ears, which stood up, twitched, flattened against her head, and popped up again.
“Well, aren’t you behaved tonight?” I said.
The fairies flew into the room a minute later.
“Bubbles!” Aideen said. “There you are. You do not eat Damian’s Moon Pies.” Aideen placed her hands on her hips and scowled at the green puppy. Bubbles cocked her head to the side and sucked her tongue in a moment before her eyes eased their way back to the television.
“Moon Pies, huh?” I said. “At least you have good taste, pup.” I scratched her ears again and got a huge slobbering tongue on my arm. “Gah.” I shook it off and grabbed a paper towel from the table.
“I am so sorry, Damian.”
I waved at Aideen. “It’s no problem, really. I mean, I only had to fight off a zombie horde to get them.” I paused and grinned, sarcasm held high in place of dread. “No problem, really. I should have put them on the shelf.”
Foster was laughing as he landed on the display case beside Zola.
“I have news, boy,” Cara said from the black shelves beside me.
I cocked an eyebrow in question.
“The staff is done.”
I had to fight not to jump up and down. “Gimme.”
She snorted and shook her head.
“Can I see it?” Maybe it could help me get Sam back. I closed my eyes and took a deep breath.
Cara nodded when I opened my eyes again, a tiny smile curling her lips as she took off for the back room. She walked back in a moment later at her full height. The oak, once rough and unfinished, gleamed in her hands. Silver metal was worked into every groove of the staff, bringing out the swirls and circles with unadulterated beauty.
“Holy shit, Mom.” I reached out for the staff and Cara’s tiny smile grew into a grin as she handed it over. The ends had been squared off and bands of Magrasnetto were coiled around the ferrules bolted to each. The corners were almost sharp to the touch and were easily solid enough to bash something into a pulp. On the tip of each ferrule, I found a carving. Two griffins stood on their hind leonine legs with their heads raised and front claws extended. Their heads were eagle-like, but more bulbous, with fur-tufted ears. Each had their wings spread forward, hiding their torsos and encasing a simple, inverted Celtic trinity knot. I ran my finger over one of the knots and felt the power lying within the staff. But more than the staff, power pulsed like a heartbeat beneath the images on the ferrules.
“What are these?” I said, barely able to keep myself from prodding them with my power.
 “A gift, Damian,” Cara said. “Each is branded with the Seelie court’s coat of arms.”
I blinked and Zola took in a sharp breath.
“After I told the lords of the gravemaker, they gave us the thumbs up,” Foster said.
“The lords do not give ‘thumbs up,’” Cara said with a brief roll of her eyes. “It is Glenn’s way of apology, though he would never say it.” Her mouth turned up in a knowing smile.
“Beware the gifts of the Fae,” I muttered as my eyes took in the circles on the staff. Most of them were still empty, but one toward the middle had the rune Algiz carved inside of it. It was actually two identical runes, facing opposite directions, side-by-side within the circle. I always thought Algiz looked like a peace sign, only upside down. “What’s this for,” I asked.
“Touch it with your power.”
I pushed a bit of my necromancy into the circle and was almost thrown into shock as a shield that looked more like a circle of power snapped into existence. I released the runes and gasped as the shield dissipated.
Zola was laughing. “That, Damian …” she shook her head, “that is one hell of a gift.”
“I hope it serves you well,” Cara said. “It amplifies your necromancy while shielding you from the usual … side effects. It will work with line energy, too. That shield will protect you from more than your normal shield would. We want Sam back, and we want you back, too.”
I blinked my eyes rapidly as they started to burn. I hugged Cara, careful not to crush the edges of her wings, and thanked her before she shrank to her normal size again.
“Devon was giving them orders,” Zola said.
My knuckles whitened as my hand clenched the demon staff. “Now she has Sam,” I said. “What’s she going to do?”
“Ah don’t know. From what we’ve learned, Ah’m worried. She could turn Sam into one of those slaves, or a zom-”
“Don’t, don’t even say it,” I said as I held up my hand and closed my eyes.
She bobbed her head and crooked a finger at me. “You’re on to something, boy. Devon’s aura was even darker than the puppets’, but she had more control than any of the others.”
“Yeah, but what’s that mean?”
“It means we need Vik. He knows her best.”
“I’m coming with you,” Cara said.
None of us had any objections.
 
***
 
We pulled into the u-shaped driveway of the Pit about a half hour later. I still had questions buzzing in my head, one in particular that just wouldn’t wait.
“Who healed me in the park, Zola?”
She said nothing as we exited the car and started toward the house. Foster and Aideen flew ahead, circling to the rear of the house. The car doors were like thunder in the silence. I could hear the highway in the distance, but the usual raucous symphony of crickets and frogs was silent. The wind brought a tinge of chlorine from the pool and the humid air was heavy in my lungs.
Still silent, Zola started up the walkway to the front door, her cane clicking on the bricks.
“I’m curious because you usually leave me in a lot more pain to be sure I learn my lesson.”
“Bah!” Cara said with a sudden burst of laughter.
Zola chuckled. She took a deep breath and picked at a fingernail before she said, “Glenn did.”
“What?”
“Ah didn’t know who he was at the time. He wore a different face.”
“Fuck me, Zola. Will he be able to call on me?”
Her face closed down. “It is … possible. Ah could not have saved you without him though. Ah don’t think the fairies could have either. Your back was broken, and if the bear had not intervened …” She shook her head and glanced back at Cara.
“My back?” I said in horror before Cara spoke, my hand rubbing over my fully-intact vertebrae.
“I’m not sure Damian, but it’s possible he may call favor from you,” Cara said.
“Shit.”
Zola just nodded and knocked on the door.
Nothing.
“It’s very quiet,” Cara said.
Zola knocked again and I put my ear up to the door. I could hear a faint groan. “Someone’s hurt.” I tried the door, but it was locked. I closed my hand like I was grabbing the hilt of a sword and pushed my aura into the circle.
“Damian,” Cara hissed, “what are you doing?”
I smiled and flexed my hand. A thin red glow flashed out of the void. I could feel the power humming all around it.
“Aural blade,” Zola said, astonishment plain in her voice.
I jammed it through the deadbolt and cut the lock out of the door with a hiss of burning metal. The entire assembly fell to the ground and the door swung open. I let go of the blade, which dispersed like smoke, and stepped inside.
“I thought that was just a parlor trick,” Cara said.
“So did I,” Zola whispered.
I glanced at my master and grinned. “I’ve been working on it for a while.” My grin faded as I saw what had been groaning. Vik was leaning against the wall at the base of the staircase. To say he was a torn-up, bloody mess would be a gross understatement.



CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE
 
I took a step toward Vik and didn’t even notice the blur out of the corner of my eye until I was airborne. I contemplated the stupidity of not checking the area with my Sight before I bounced off the banister, distantly impressed it didn’t break, and tumbled down the stairs across from Vik. I could hear the clash of metal on metal by the time I stopped falling.
I cursed and started up the stairs as soon as I gained my footing. Zola was crouched beside Vik. Foster and Aideen were both dueling with a single, monstrous vampire. He was close to Foster’s seven-foot height, a spiky crown of blond hair snarling from his head. The muscles writhing in his arms were scary as hell, and didn’t slow him down at all. If I’d ever had any doubt about the swords in the Pit’s coat of arms being real, it was gone now. Muscles fended off the two fairies, one sword in each hand. He swung the short swords like they were rapiers, thrusting and arcing in overhand blows that moved the blades faster than they had any right to move.
Foster dropped below a lateral swipe and lunged with his claymore. Muscles intercepted the thrust by crossing his body with his left hand. He followed through and lowered his body into a sweep. Foster cursed as his legs were knocked out from under him.
Aideen leapt in with a two-handed overhead slash that would have cleaved through a boulder. Muscles managed to follow through his sweep and deflect the blow with the sword in his left hand. If he’d tried to block Aideen outright, I was sure her sword would have split his like a toothpick.
I raised my hand to call on my necromancy. There was no sense in risking Foster or Aideen.
“No!” They both shouted at once.
I hesitated and, as I glanced at Foster, I noticed the shadow creeping around the chandelier.
Unfortunately for Muscles, he didn’t. Cara put her battle face on about ten feet above him and came down with a fury. Her sword sliced through his left thigh and sent the limb spinning down the stairs.
Muscles didn’t even scream. He just propped himself up on one leg and one sword, then swiped at Cara with his free arm. Her wings flared as she jumped back and dodged the attack.
Foster relieved him of his right arm. Muscles grunted as Aideen took care of his left arm, and Foster followed through a split second later to remove his right leg, just below the hip. Cara pulled back for a killing blow.
“Don’t kill him!” I yelled.
She paused and stared at me. “If I don’t do it, the Pit is going to.”
I shook my head and glanced at my master.
“Minas Ignatto,” Zola said. I felt the power move through the room as fire sprang from her hand. She dragged the line of flame across the severed stumps of lost limbs.
“He’s still going to die, just not now,” I said. “Foster, you alright? Aideen?”
They both nodded and hugged each other briefly.
“You two mind adding this vamp to the collection I’m starting in my trunk?”
Foster laughed. “Not at all.”
I nodded and threw him my keys.
“It is not safe, boy, leaving them alive,” Zola said. “The demon is attached to them.”
“It’s our best shot,” I said, a little sharply. “I won’t ask Glenn for help, and you already said Aeros can’t fight a demon.”
“Ah said he can’t beat this demon.”
“Either way,” I said.
“These creatures are strong,” Cara said.
“He is not a puppet,” Zola said as she leaned over the vampire, “but he is corrupted.”
I looked at his aura. It was thin, tinged with sickly red hues, but it still moved outside his skin.
Cara was still staring at Muscles when I heard a low groan behind us and what sounded like very weak words. I glanced at Vik and was surprised to see his eyes open.
“Vik!” I walked over to him quickly and knelt down on the bloody rug.
His voice was only a whisper. “Damian, thank God.” He was on the floor, leaning into a person-sized dent in the white wainscoting. There was blood splattered everywhere. The mustard carpet looked like someone tried to repaint it with ketchup. Two bodies were on the ground in pieces around Vik. I hadn’t noticed them. Being distracted by a psychotic vampire can do that.
“Thank God,” Vik whispered again.
I couldn’t help but smile at a wounded vampire thanking God. “What happened? They ours?” I asked, indicating the other bodies in the hall.
He shook his head and flashed a bloody set of fangs. His grin faded. “Devon, she had Sam with her. Devon, that fucking whore, she laid me open and left that lout to finish off the Pit, but—” He cringed and his hand jerked to a wound in his side. “Most of them went down to the Loop, to the monster movie marathon.” He leaned his head back against the wall, blood streaming down his cheek. “Only three of us stayed here. The others are locked in the safe room downstairs. Devon …” he swallowed hard and grimaced, “said to tell you to meet them for a family reunion with your grandparents.”
My smile disappeared. “Calvary Cemetery,” was all I said.
“Sorry, Damian. Couldn’t stop her. I think she’s done something very stupid. She’s always after power … so …” He winced and sagged deeper against the wall.
“Don’t worry Vik. It’s not your fault. You’ve been good to Sam.” I squeezed his undamaged shoulder and turned to look for Cara. She already had her sword sheathed and was heading toward Vik. “Can you help him?”
A golden glow flashed around her as she inspected Vik’s wounds. “Yes, but it will take some time.”
Vik’s eyes rolled back and he slumped onto the floor in a pool of blood.
“Take care of him, Mom. We’ll go to the graveyard.”
Foster slammed his sword home with a sharp nod and led us out of the Pit. 



CHAPTER THIRTY
 
Calvary Cemetery was a little over thirty minutes from the shop. We traveled in silence across Highway 70 East as the sun abandoned us. My grip alternated between the steering wheel and the demon staff stuffed between my leg and the door. A few minutes later we were in front of the gates to Calvary, just off West Florrisant Avenue on the north side of the city.
I hadn’t visited Calvary much since our grandparents passed away. Just seeing the huge marble pillar, surrounded by eagles, crowned with a towering crucifix, sent shivers down my spine. Centered at the front of the pillar’s base, between two eagle statues, stood Saint Louis IX with his cross-like sword point down between his feet. The figure looked out over the entrance with a serene expression. Basic armor, a stone cape, and stone headgear complimented the body. I have nothing but bad memories of that gate. I ground my teeth together and deliberately looked away.
“What is it?” Zola said.
“I’ve never come here without Sam.” I took a deep breath. “I never want to have to come here without her again.”
Zola patted my knee and nodded. She pointed off toward a mausoleum and said, “Park there. We’ll go behind the hills and come up by the rowan tree.”
I nodded once and pulled Vicky over to the edge of the asphalt drive.
“They’re here,” Aideen said from the edge of my headrest. “I can feel them. The power is … it’s wrong.”
“Yes, it is,” Foster said from the same general direction as Aideen’s voice. I couldn’t see him in the rear view mirror. “It feels more like the gravemaker in Pilot Knob than a vampire.”
“No,” Zola said in a harsh whisper. “It feels like a demon.” She got out and gently closed the door, leaving it unlatched. “Look at the ghosts.”
I focused my Sight and cursed under my breath. The cemetery was a thick fog of spirits. All of them were turned away from us, focused on something in the distance. The combined mass of energy was opaque enough I couldn’t see through it. I let my Sight fade.
Aideen and Foster took up posts above each of my shoulders as they flew out of the car. I closed the door like Zola. I was tempted to lock it, but decided not to in case we needed a fast getaway. Plus, slamming the doors would make more noise than our arrival already had.
We left the asphalt in silence, creeping through the short lawn and up to the side of the mausoleum. I crouched down near the corner to peek around at the hill and absentmindedly placed my hand on the marble wall. I stiffened as the auras of the dead flashed up into my senses. It was a domino effect from there. The auras in the mausoleum spread out to the graves nearby, which sent bits of my power cascading to another field of graves and then another as I tried to rein it in. In moments, I could sense the change in the slow, calm flow of the cemetery. The dead were, frankly, pissed as all hell about a demon-worshipping vampire being on their turf.
I looked up at Zola and she smiled. “They don’t want the vampire here,” she said in a shallow whisper. “They want our help.”
“They’ll have more than two necromancers tonight.”
Foster grinned at my comment. He shifted the golden armor on his shoulders and set out around the corner.
“Remember, you stay out of sight when this starts,” Zola said.
Aideen nodded in confirmation, her coif a quiet slither of metal on metal in the night.
We moved quietly, as stealthy as we could be in the darkness of the cemetery. Moving from the mausoleum, we stayed low and crawled to the top of the hill behind my grandparent’s graves. The grass was longer there, and we could see the wind patterns as a cool breeze whipped through the area, sending the blades of grass and the trees nearby into a wobbling frenzy. My face was close to earth and the dirt filled my senses. I was sure my pounding heartbeat would betray our location as my eyes crested the top of the hill.
They were there.
Sam was staring right at us, but she didn’t react. She just stood there, dressed in white leather from head to toe, a blank expression carved onto her face. Rage boiled in my gut. I wanted to run down there, grab Sam, and blow Devon’s head into something more closely resembling pasta sauce.
Devon. That unholy bitch was standing between the small granite headstones of my family, dressed in all-business black slacks and a white button down shirt. She was partially obscured by the small rowan tree between the graves. Her face was angled away, looking toward a nearby crypt. If I had to guess, Foster was pulling double duty by creating a distraction. The wind shifted and I could hear a tiny ringing of metal on metal. I smiled as adrenaline pounded through my veins. My grip tightened on the demon staff in my hand as the wind picked up and I moved.
I drew the pepperbox from my shoulder holster as I stood. Devon was only about twenty yards off. I stopped, leaned my staff against my jacket, and aimed. My finger slowly squeezed down on the second trigger. I already had a speed loader in my left hand.
Sam launched herself over Devon and snarled as she closed on me. I cursed, slammed the pepperbox into my pocket, and dropped the speed loader. I grabbed the shield markings on the staff and slammed power into it a second before Sam reached me. She leapt into the air and came down hard, feet first, on the upper half of the shield. A blur of static ripples cascaded around the shield as it redirected the blow.
On a whim, I pushed the staff forward and slid my hand away from the shield runes. My protection fell and Sam pounced again. This time I caught her in the chest with the staff, turned underneath her, and let her own momentum slam her into the ground. She was on her feet again in seconds.
“Shit.”
“Damian, by the crypt!”
At some level, my brain recognized Foster’s voice, knew I trusted him, and started my legs backpedaling toward the crypt while the rest of my brain shielded myself from Sam’s assaults.
I could hear Devon laughing. I caught movement from the corner of my eye and saw Zola raise her hand. “Pulsatto!” she yelled and a wave of force brushed across the graveyard and crashed into Devon. I didn’t see what happened next because Sam pounced on my shield again and took three fierce swipes at me. There was a flash of light in my peripheral vision and something struck Zola. I couldn’t tell if she had a shield up when it hit, but she’d fallen behind a small hill so I couldn’t even tell if she was alive.
“Aideen!” I screamed. “Help Zola!”
Devon shifted toward the crypt and Foster.
“Son of a bitch,” I muttered. “Sorry sis.”
She leapt at me again. I dropped the shield and rolled to the side. Before she landed, I struck her with a ferrule and screamed “Pulsatto!” The blast knocked her off her feet and bounced her like a ragdoll into the side of the crypt by Foster.
“Foster, catch!” I said as I launched the staff like a wobbly javelin. It was a straight enough flight for him to snatch it out of the air. I saw his lips move, and I’m pretty sure he said “Sorry Sam,” just before her stomped on her forearm. I could hear the snap from twenty-five feet away. He grabbed her and wrapped his left arm around her body in some kind of tangled submission hold. His right hand was free to hold the staff. He raised it into the air and a shield flashed up around them.
He was barely in time. Devon bounced off the sphere of power and rolled a few feet to the side. “Your shield should have fallen, little bug. So many tricks. Some things never change.”
I took a step toward her and fished the pepperbox out of my pants. Two more quick steps and I pulled the second trigger. Six barrels roared to life at a distance less than thirty feet.
I slid to a stop as Devon raised her hand and the bullets careened off to the side. I could hear two shots ricochet off stone somewhere in the distance as my brain tried to process how in the hell Devon had just called up a shield.
“Vampires can’t use magic.” It took me a moment to realize I’d said it out loud.
“Because we are magic?” Devon said with a brutal laugh. “You will die before my master awakens. The glory of striking down the seventh son … it will be mine!”
No vampire had ever been able to use even a simple incantation without utterly destroying themselves. Oh, there were rumors of warlocks over the years, vampire practitioners, but Zola had never encountered one and neither had I. It was about then I noticed the thin reed of Magrasnetto in her hand.
“A wand,” I whispered.
Devon raised her arm as her face turned into an atrocity of a grin.
My brain switched gears into defense. There aren’t many ways to defend yourself when it comes to magic. Circles and shields were my only options. My skills at forming a circle without drawing a semblance of it on the ground first were unreliable at best, without the staff. It would have been nice to have that reassuring weight back in my hand right about then. I threw up the next best thing.
“Impadda!” I screamed as Devon launched a bitch of an incantation at me.
Purple lightning so bright it was nearly white roared from her Magrasnetto wand. Thunder and sparks battered my defenses. The shield grew heavy, like holding a twenty-pound weight with my arm fully extended. As my limbs began to shake with the effort, the lightning dissipated with a crack.
I blinked and shook my hand out. “You’re a fucking warlock?” I snarled as I dropped my shield and took another shot. “Tyranno Eversiotto!” Wands, bah, who needs ‘em? Thanks to a cemetery full of auras and nearby ley lines, red lightning roared from my right palm. Devon moved, just like I thought she would, but I wasn’t aiming at her. Devon’s arm lingered a second too long and my incantation obliterated the wand in a shower of sparks and flames.
She roared, and her eyes burned as she met my gaze.
“Give it up. You’ve got nothing.” Why did I hesitate instead of removing a few limbs? Who the hell knows, but the next thing I knew I was flat on my back with fangs an inch from my neck. She’d closed the distance fast enough I’d barely registered the movement. No vamp should be that fast.
“Vesik,” she hissed while her tongue licked the back of my hand. I tried to hold her off, but it was futile. “Now who has nothing? You’re just practice little man.” Her breath was rank and I almost gagged on the rot rolling off of her. “My lord has been generous with his gifts. Once you’re dead, only the Watchers stand against us. Imagine the rewards when I kill you all.”
She flipped her hand to the side and I could see Sam start struggling against Foster’s grip again. His face reddened and his arms shook with the effort of keeping her bound. If he lost his grip, the shield would contain her, but if he lost his grip, she’d tear him apart and the shield would fall anyway.
Devon laughed inches from my face. I gagged on the odor of roadkill left out in the sun for too many days. I would have told her that, but my vision was starting to dim as she throttled my neck. Twice in two days? Go me. I was beginning to think my plan was falling apart until someone started screaming.
The grip on my neck suddenly released as Devon fell back with a tiny, shining sword stuck through her eyeball. My lips curled into a snarl.
“Now, Damian!” Aideen screamed as she flew away from Devon.
I didn’t hesitate. Calling down the fires of hell would have been merciful compared to what I did to that vampire. The spells Cara had worked on with me were the stuff of life. They were not a necromancer’s calling, but even necromancers could use a ley line. As she morbidly noted, if the power of life could be called to cause harm or death, why shouldn’t it be a necromancer’s domain?
I called to the rowan, the tree my parents had planted at my grandparent’s graves so long ago. I felt its power, its lifetime, and I fed it the auras of the dead, the willing dead, speeding its growth to infinity. The rowan grew where I wanted it to grow. I guided its limbs and roots with a caress of power and they responded in vicious whips and cracks. They tripped Devon as she tried to run and, as she hit the earth, thirteen saplings burst up through her arms and legs and torso. I’ll never forget her screams.
“Damian!” Foster said.
I didn’t even look up. I knew what was coming; it sent ripples and waves through the mixed gathering of necromantic energy and Fae power surrounding me. My staff. My demon staff slapped into my left hand as I methodically stepped up to the vampire’s head, stared at her and cocked my head to one side. I slammed a ferrule into the dirt by beside her ear. Her screams had broken down into hiccupping tears and tremors of pain. She was shaking uncontrollably, with only whispers and blood pouring from her mouth.
“Azzazoth, Azzazoth, Azzazoth,” she said. Her words broke down into nonsensical mumbling.
The rowan would be burning Devon from the inside out, crisping her flesh and nerves and even damaging the flow of magic that kept her “living.” I didn’t smile or laugh, because I knew what I had done was terrible. I had used Fae magic for a terrible purpose. I considered how wrong that had been, but every doubt was erased as my thoughts returned to Sam. At that, my lips did break into a smile. Mirthless, dark, and vengeful.
“You don’t fuck with my sister.” I held the staff out and whispered the incantation in a dead voice. “Minas Ignatto.”
I called fire to sever her body at the hips and both shoulders. It was slow. I let some of the power dissipate from the staff so the fire would crawl through her joints until the limbs fell off. Almost a full minute later, they did. Once Devon was defenseless, I gagged her, stuffed her torso into a potato sack, and dragged it away from the scene.
I didn’t kill her.



CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE
 
Zola was rubbing her arm when she crested the hill. She glanced at the potato sack and her lips twitched. “Ah didn’t know that bitch was a warlock.”
Foster took a few quick steps over to Zola and crushed her with a hug. “Bloody hell I’m glad you’re okay.”
She pushed the fairy away with a smile and a wave of her hands. “No need to get all sappy now.”
We started back to the car with Devon’s torso and head in tow. I had a hand around Sam’s shoulder, guiding her along with us. Aideen stopped to torch Devon’s arms and legs next to a pile of cigarette butts some jackass had left in the middle of the road. There wouldn’t be anything remaining but a pile of unidentifiable ashes.
“I don’t think I like timewalkers,” Foster said as he watched the flames spring to life.
“You and me both,” I said.
“What about Edgar?” he said.
“What do you mean?”
Foster’s fingers began fidgeting on the hilt of his sword. “We could ask the Watchers for help.”
Zola chuckled quietly.
“What?” he said.
“Foster,” Aideen said. “We’re dealing with demons. We have dismembered bodies in the trunk of Damian’s car. The Watchers would probably kill us before we finished explaining.”
“That would probably not help,” he said.
Zola laughed and patted Foster on the back. “Ah want to stop by a friend’s home, Damian.”
“Huh?” I said.
“A friend buried here,” Zola said. “He’s just at the top of this hill.”
I nodded and turned toward the slight incline with her, guiding Sam by her elbow. Foster hefted the sack of vampire onto his shoulder and followed. A minute later we were standing beside a modest tombstone. Zola knelt down in front of it, on an in-ground plaque. She kissed her right hand and placed it on the name of the upright stone. Aideen landed on the tombstone, shifting a small pile of pennies beneath her feet.
I read the name and my eyes widened. “You knew him?”
“Yes, him and Harriet,” she said as the edge of her mouth curled into a smile. “They helped change a lot of things for us. He was a good man. Taylor was too, although he picked the wrong side in the war. Ah’ve known some men thought Lincoln may not have been elected if it wasn’t for their struggle. If that had happened …” She closed her eyes and shook her head.
I read the rest of the stone.
 


DRED SCOTT

 
 
BORN ABOUT 1799

 
DIED SEPT. 17, 1858

 
 
Freed from slavery by

 
his friend Taylor Blow



 
I bowed my head and watched Zola from the corner of my eye. She smiled and touched the headstone once more before standing up again. My god, the things she must have seen.
I blew out a breath and traded Sam to Foster for a sack of dismembered vampire. We headed back to the car and left Calvary Cemetery.
 
***
 
“Sam’s not coming out of it.” Cara stood on the footboard of the bed, held her hand out in front of Sam, her fingers splayed, and narrowed her eyes.
Sam just sat on her bed and stared at nothing.
Cara fluttered around Sam’s head and back. I knew she was looking at Sam’s aura; I couldn’t take my eyes off it, either.
“She’s still bound to Devon and the demon,” she said.
I sighed and turned to my master. “Would two vampires be enough, Zola?”
She closed her eyes and shook her head. “Ah don’t know, Damian. What you’re planning … Ah just don’t know.”
I felt the emotion bleed out of my face before rage boiled up to replace it. “Then they all die tonight.”
 “How?” Zola said as she looked up at me. “How will you even find the demon? Or its host, if it’s even bound still.”
“Azzazoth. Bait he can’t resist.”
Zola’s eyes turned hard as understanding blossomed in them. “You will use me for bait.” She nodded. “He would come for me, one of his captors. We will bring the book as well. Even so, how do you intend to inform him bait is waiting?”
I stared at her until her expression faltered.
“You’ll need a blood letter,” she said as she closed her eyes.
“I figured I’d write it in my own blood on a blank page from Philip’s book.”
“Yes, it would prove you have the book.” She sighed and patted my shoulder. “Sometimes Ah think you are very brave, boy, and sometimes very stupid.”
I laughed.
“Hopefully it is more of the first,” she said sincerely.
“I would not count on that fact,” said a deep voice that sounded like its voice box had been run through a meat grinder.
I turned toward the door and couldn’t help but smile when I saw Vik leaning against the frame. He brushed his hair back and revealed a mass of bruises that ran up his neck and across the side of his face. The fact he was still showing damage was a testament to how bad off he’d been.
“Glad to see you up and about.”
He flashed his fangs with a small smile, gave a flourish with his right hand, and bowed. “While ferrets still walk the earth, so shall I.”
The whole group chuckled.
“Where is Foster?” Vik said.
I was surprised he’d asked about Foster. They barely even spoke to each other. “He went back to the shop with Aideen. I think they’re going to let the cu siths out and take it easy after our fight with Devon.”
“Taking it easy sounds like quite a good idea.” He shuffled over to the bed and sat down beside Sam. “So what’s the verdict, Mom?”
Cara smiled at Vik. I snorted a laugh. I’d never heard him call Cara “Mom” before.
“I don’t think Sam will be free until Devon is dead.”
“What will you do with Sam when you go to do battle with Azzazoth?” Vik said.
“Take her with us,” Zola said.
I blinked at my master. “Really?”
She nodded. “Yes, Ah want to catch Azzazoth as off guard as we possibly can. If Sam isn’t there, he may be suspicious.”
“Why?”
“Zola’s right,” Cara said. “Sam’s aura is tied to Devon. If none of the auras of his followers are there, he could grow suspicious. I doubt he’s different from other demons. He’ll send out a summons to his followers before the gathering.”
I let out a humorless laugh. “Devon won’t be the only follower there. We’ll have at least two more party goers.” Another thought nagged at the back of my head. “I need to tell Frank what’s going on. And Sam would want to see him again, just in case.”
 
***
 
I wrapped my forearm in gauze after I had carved it up with Cara’s sword to write the blood letter. She stood on the edge of Sam’s writing desk beside a small pile of troll dolls.
“My sword was not made to taste the blood of friends.”
“This is just an exception to the rule,” I said with a small grin.
“You are bleeding badly, Damian,” Zola said as she shuffled out of my peripheral vision. “Ah wish the healing arts would not disrupt the ritual.”
“I’ll get patched up as soon as we’re done.”
I folded the old, yellowed parchment and placed it into the vellum envelope Vik slid across the desk. I dabbed some hot wax onto the flap and sealed it with my thumbprint. Much cursing ensued.
Vik shook his head. “Why is everything so difficult with demons? Why must you blister your thumb to speak with them?”
I glared at Zola with said thumb stuck in my mouth and mumbled, “That’s a good damn question.”
“It has been that way as long as I can remember,” she said with a miniscule lift of her shoulders.
“As long as I can remember as well,” Cara said. “My grandmother used to tell stories of demons who would not speak without the sacrifice of lives. You should be thankful it is only a pinprick on your arm and a burnt thumb.”
I glanced at the gauze and grimaced. “Point taken.” I pushed the chair back from the little writing desk in the bright yellow room and pulled my jacket on. “Alright, I’m going to the mailbox. Zola, you want to wait at the shop or here?”
“We will all wait here,” she said as she settled herself onto Sam’s bed. “We need to rest.”
I looked at Sam.
“Boy, we can’t do her any good if we’re dead.”
“Zola’s right,” Cara said. “I’ll get Foster and Aideen from the shop in the morning.”
I sighed and rubbed my chin. “Alright, early tomorrow then. We’re going south soon as I deliver the bait.”
“Damian, I wish to help,” Vik said.
I turned to the vampire and put a hand on his shoulder. “Rest up. If this goes wrong, you’re going to be the only one left to clean up the mess.”
“Great,” he said with a small roll of his eyes.
I smiled and settled into the chair in the corner.



CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO
 
The look on Frank’s face the next morning, when I told him about Sam, evaporated any doubts I’d ever had about their relationship. He hit me with puppy dog eyes that grew bloodshot and threatened to overflow with tears.
I looked around at the empty shop and took a deep breath. “I’ll get her back Frank. She’s my sister. I love her more than anything else walking this earth.”
Frank nodded and sniffed. His voice came out in a whisper, “How can I help?”
“You already did,” I said with a small shake of my head. “We couldn’t even try this insanity if you hadn’t gotten us our, um, supplies.”
He nodded once. “God, I feel useless sometimes.”
“Don’t, don’t ever feel useless Frank,” I said as I squeezed his shoulder. “You’re like extended family. Even Cara, well, doesn’t hate you.” I grinned.
Frank laughed, it was short, and quiet, but it was real. “Can I see Sam?”
I nodded and led Frank outside. Sam was still sitting in the backseat with her eyes focused on nothing. I opened the passenger door and turned away. “I don’t think she’s aware of anything, but …” I shrugged.
He leaned in and stared at her for a moment, just stared. He kissed her lightly on the cheek and squeezed her hands. Sam just sat there with her blank eyes. Frank’s head sagged and he backed out of the car.
I’m pretty sure a bee stung my eyeball at that point because it started burning and leaking. My lips quivered as I walked around to the driver’s side.
“Kill them, Damian.”
I nodded once as he closed the door and then I left to drop Sam at the Pit again while I invited a demon to dinner.
 
***
 
There is a ruin of an old church in the heart of suburbia. Hundreds of years had passed since it was built and hundreds more since it fell. All that remains are the huge gray stones of its foundation. There was much speculation among the local kids about what the building originally was, but only a necromancer could tell you the truth. It was the only church of the damned in the area and its lichen-covered remains were to be avoided on All Hallows Eve. For those psychotic enough to study the infernal arts, it was a place to commune with demons.
Conveniently enough, the ruins were only thirty minutes from my apartment. Out in the West County city of Ballwin, west on Manchester Road, past battalions of strip malls, car dealers, and restaurants, and then south on Reinke Road, I pulled onto a small drive beside an old farmhouse. The area was a mix of old and new homes, all modest in size for the moderately privileged area. I’m sure the homeowners wouldn’t have liked me using the drive on their property, but it was the middle of the day and no one was around.
My feet crunched in the gravel as I left Vicky and headed towards the southern woods. Large oak and walnut trees flanked me before I’d taken a dozen steps. Acorns split beneath my boots and large walnut shells threatened to roll my ankles on the uneven dirt. The path was wide enough to drive a small car through and I followed it for about five minutes until it widened into a meadow. I took a deep breath and extended my senses. A boiling darkness roiled beneath the power I cast out. It was there, just west of the meadow. I shivered and stepped toward the tree line.
The wooded air thickened and the insects fell silent as the ruins came into view. Not even the wind dared to enter the old stone foundation. All that was left of the church was roughly squared off boulders. Over time the weather had smoothed their faces and moss had grown over most of the light gray stones. I don’t know how the builders managed to get the huge stones in place, but I’m sure it wasn’t pleasant.
There was a gap on the short side of the foundation closest to me. It was a narrow staircase and I followed it down to the musty ground below. What wasn’t covered in moss was buried in years of fallen leaves. I sighed and held out my hand.
“Arcesso altaria.”
The leaves shifted and vibrated as a narrow altar of black bone rose from the earth. It looked to be made of charred femurs and smaller bones I couldn’t identify. The flat of the altar was made from dozens of bony fingers laid side by side.
I took one deep breath and pulled hard on a nearby ley line. “Infernus loquor Azzazoth,” I said as I laid the letter of blood on the altar. It told the demon where to find Zola and the writings of Philip Pinkerton, Azzazoth’s human captors, and what I wanted in return. I doubted the demon would believe I’d sacrifice my master any more than I believed the demon would honor a bargain.
The black bone burst into flames and swallowed the letter with the curling of a dozen skeletal fingers.
Laughter rang out through the woods around me. I shivered and grimaced as something slithered through my mind.
I will be there, mortal. The words were slow and heavy and shook the foundation around me.
“So will I,” I whispered. The wind shrieked through the leaves and branches groaned above me as the altar faded into the earth once more. 



CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE
 
We drove to Coldwater, Missouri in record time. The blur of pavement gave way to gravel as we wound our way through the hills and woods. We’d just passed the second gate when Cara jumped up on the dashboard.
“We can’t be too close, Damian. If we are, the demon will know there are Fae with you.”
“How close can you be?”
“Not much closer. We’ll need to get out before the fallen oak up ahead. We’ll be ready when the battle begins. Foster, Aideen, and I will circle around behind the pond. If we stay close together and keep a reasonable distance, the demon will have no reason to be suspicious.”
I sighed and rolled down my window as Vicky came to a stop. “I hope you’re right. Be careful.”
Foster stopped just outside the window and hovered with a slow flap of his wings. “Don’t forget this is for Sam.” He glanced at my sister in the back seat, nodded once, and followed the other fairies into the woods. I breathed in the clean country air and watched them fade into the leaves and foliage.
“We will see them again,” Zola said as she tapped the dashboard with her cane. 
“Yeah,” I said as I started Vicky forward again. We bounced along the gravel in silence. The woods were always familiar and the shadows felt like home. I’d spent years training on the farm with Zola. 
“Thanks,” I said.
“For what?” she said.
“Everything,” I said as I gestured at the windshield. “Taking care of me and Sam after her attack, training me, helping us with this mess, just … everything.”
She laughed and patted my knee. “There is no need for thanks. You know Ah never would have thought of taking either of you in if it wasn’t for your gift.”
“Well, thanks anyway.”
“We could not ask for a better battlefield, boy. This is home to us both in many ways.”
“It does give us an advantage. We know where the auras and the strongest ley lines are better than anyone.”
“It will make us faster. Something we may need. Something you will definitely need.”
“I know. I know it’s risky.” I glanced in the rearview mirror at the blank look on Sam’s face. “I’d do stupider things to save Sam.”
She laughed. “Yes, boy, I believe you would.” Zola smiled as the gravel road unfolded into the grassy field with the little cabin buried in the forest.
 
***
 
My heart rate picked up as we bounced up the hill to the cabin Zola and I had spent so much time at.
“What about Sam?” I said.
“Leave her in the car for now. We must work quickly.”
We emptied the wooden shack to the east. Once the lawnmowers, shovels, and toolboxes were out, I opened Vicky’s trunk and we dragged three potato sacks and a crate into the shack. The sacks began squirming, accompanied by the sounds of gagged screams.
Azzazoth was coming.
“You understand what to do, boy?” Zola had a tight grip on the shack’s flimsy door.
I nodded. “Yeah, let’s hope so. It’s a bit late for doubts now.” I opened the crate and glanced at the little red light. I slid the small garage door opener out and put it in my pocket. One deep breath and I flipped the switch beside the light. It turned green and beeped once. I closed the lid and leaned the three potato sacks against the crate.
Vampires and TNT. My thirteen-year-old self would be very happy with the future in store for it.
I pulled the door closed and left the shack unlocked. Sam was still sitting in Vicky, so I gently pulled her out and walked her over by the shack. I was worried about her being so close to the TNT to start with, but Zola thought it was necessary.
“You sure about this?” I said again.
“Yes, Devon is still alive. The demon will call Sam to him through their link. He won’t go near the shack because it’s blessed.”
“The shack with the lawnmowers?” I said as I raised my eyebrows. “Is blessed?” I sighed and shook my head. “Why would … never mind, I don’t want to know. Let’s get ready.”
Zola followed me to the monstrous oak tree some seventy feet away in the middle of the field. It sat on the largest ley line within ten miles of the cabin. Zola held the book we’d found in Pilot Knob between her hands. Her thumb rubbed over the gilt Latin on the cover.
I closed my eyes and extended my aura, which in turn extended a thin ring of power out in all directions over the lines. I took a slow breath and pulled more power into the ring, pushing it through the cabin and the shack, down to the pond, and back the other way along the gravel road.
My breathing slowed as I listened to the land around us. Death was everywhere at our little home. Zola had buried things here, deer, bears, groundhogs, vampires, people. The ribbons of dead auras flared as my power rolled over them, lending more strength to the thin disc around me, twining my necromancy with the ley lines.
Relief flowed through me when I found a small cluster of Fae auras on the other side of the pond. Foster, Aideen, and Cara were ready. I let the power go. The thin casting pulled back toward my aura and returned the powers of the dead to their rightful places. Just before the disc dissipated, I felt another presence simply appear behind the cabin.
Zola sucked in a breath and turned to look at me.
I nodded once. “He’s here.”
There was a flash of sickly purple and gray light from behind the old cabin, and an unnatural breeze blew through the field. A putrid smell of skunk, rot, and decay clung to the air. I fought not to gag as it stuck it my throat.
An old man hobbled out from behind the cabin. His back was bent at a thirty-degree angle and a thin cane supported him as the breeze blew his sparse, shoulder-length white hair around in a flurry. He’d come from the left, beside the well, though I’d been watching a shadow on the right side of the house the whole time.
The fingers of my left hand tightened on the demon staff while my right thumb caressed the butt of the pepperbox on my right thigh. As the old man grew closer, I could see he was more than old; he was long, long, dead. His flesh looked mummified and dry, something even the maggots would shy away from. He turned his face toward us and there were no eyes amid the ruined flesh. Only a dim purple glow glimmered deep within the sockets.
“Adannaya,” boomed a gravelly voice, entirely wrong coming from the frail, dead body.
Zola laughed and threw her head back. “Your old host can’t protect you now, demon.”
A chunk of flesh fell from the dead man’s neck as his head cocked to one side. “I need no protection.”
The shadow I’d been watching earlier flowed out of the ground and coalesced into a stout man with a black crew cut. He grinned and fangs flashed out.
I jerked in surprise. The resemblance to the rogue vampire threw me off, but, on closer inspection, he was too tall to be the same vampire.
Zola harrumphed and pointed at the newcomer. “And what is he, if not protection?”
Azzazoth laughed. It was dark and gravelly, and utterly unnerving. “Death.” He nodded toward the demon vampire and the purple orbs in Azzazoth’s eye sockets flared brighter. I caught a glimpse of pale wings in the corner of my vision as one of the fairies came down on the demon vampire.
Foster’s sword split his skull in a diagonal slash while Aideen thrust her blade up from the back and through the chest. There was a spray of blood and a wet smack as the body crumpled to the ground. Cara stepped onto the back of the still-twitching body and rammed her sword through its heart.
She looked up and smiled. “Can’t be too careful.” She nodded once and all three fairies blipped out of existence.
Azzazoth roared and twisted his face back to us.
What he found was me, about ten feet away, with my finger on the second trigger of my trusty pepperbox. “I guess that’s round one.” I pulled the trigger and the upper half of Azzazoth’s host vaporized in a fiery storm of gunpowder and gray mist.
The body collapsed in a heap, leaving a pale purple haze above it. The glowing lights, which had inhabited eye sockets ten seconds ago, were the only recognizable part of Azzazoth.
“What now, demon?” Zola said as she pulled my dagger from the sheath at her waist.
Azzazoth growled and the haze thickened. Tendrils of smoke lashed out in several directions, only to curl back into his body. It sent my mind back to the gravemaker and I had to stifle a shiver.
“You, Adannaya? How is it you bear a key of the dead?” He gestured slowly with his fingers, motioning toward the dagger. “Give me the key and I’ll leave you for last as I destroy this land.”
One of his tendrils struck out toward Sam. It didn’t touch her, but she took a step toward the demon. I ground my teeth, but this was part of the plan. Sam needed to get away from the shack.
When she was standing just before the front steps of the cabin, Azzazoth flowed over and around her. I focused my Sight and, as the skin of the world peeled back, I wanted to run screaming. Azzazoth’s true form was hideous. He was still a biped, but his muscles were overdeveloped to a ridiculous degree, his body hunched forward like a gorilla. He had clothing, of a sort. It consisted of over a dozen severed heads tied to a thin rope belt by their hair. All of the heads swung from long hair, leaving their faces to dangle around Azzazoth’s knees. They shifted and bounced off one another as the demon moved. His skin was oil on black water, constantly shifting with faint colors and a slight iridescence.
He had eyes in his true form; vertical slits formed black pupils within a swirling mass where oranges warred with red flames and yellow flares until his eyes looked like the sun’s corona. They were impossible to ignore.
Azzazoth reached out a hand to Sam’s heart, but a flash of light repelled his touch. I let the vision fade with a shudder and looked at Zola.
“We want that thing in the flesh?” I hissed.
Considering our imminent, and likely painful, demise, she flashed me an entirely inappropriate grin.
The mist around Sam darkened and flowed around her. Everywhere the smoky tendrils brushed her, a flash of light rejected Azzazoth’s efforts. Sam stared forward without any reaction as Azzazoth came at her again and again.
He screamed in frustration and the dim purple eyes swirled through the mist, locking onto Zola once again. “What have you done!?”
“You won’t possess her, demon,” Zola whispered.
“I will do as I choose, mortal.” Azzazoth’s voice rose in pitch and thundered through the field around us. Purple light welled up from the center of the mist cloud as it drifted over Sam once more, only to be rejected again with a violent burst of light.
The mist flowed to the other side of Sam and took on a distinct human form. The demon stared at Sam for a moment with a frown. “Where are my other followers, servant? I summoned them here. I know they wait for me.”
My breath caught.
“Behind you, lord,” Sam said.
I cringed at my sister’s lifeless voice and utter subservience.
Zola took that moment to grab the key of the dead by the blade and hurl it at Azzazoth. He laughed outright and easily dodged the blade. He opened his mouth to say something as a flash of white light exploded behind him.
Foster stepped from the light, wings flared, behind the shadow of the demon. He plucked the spinning dagger from the air as casually as he breathed, and jammed it through Azzazoth’s head with a grunt.
Zola raised her staff and snarled the words, “Inferi corpulentus.”
Foster backed through Cara’s portal and disappeared.
The earth shook and groaned, wanting none of the demon in its realm. An overwhelming whirlwind of power tore through the field and the forest beyond. The purple mist of Azzazoth’s body blackened and solidified. The demon screamed as his body was sucked out of the ether to smash into our plane of existence.
Pieces of him bubbled up and filled out: his right arm, then part of his torso, part of his skull. It was like a gorilla-shaped sausage being stuffed before our eyes, only infinitely more terrifying.
I drew my pistol out of reflex more than anything else. We leaned into the wind as it flattened the grass around us. Acorns sprayed from the branches of the oak tree behind us. Everything was being pulled into Azzazoth. I watched the severed heads swell up around his waist as his torso filled out. The last things to come through were his eyes. They were horrifying when he was incorporeal, but in the flesh the damned orbs actually smoldered. Smoke curled up past his bald head and lingered in the air.
“Why, hello mister corporeal,” I said.
“You are a fool, deathspeaker, as is your master.” Azzazoth glared at me; all nine feet of him. “You think to challenge me?” He pounded his scaled chest with his right fist. “I am free. I am invincible in your world.”
I leaned the staff into the crook of my left arm, jammed a speed loader into the pepperbox, and snapped the gun closed. “Maybe. Guess we’ll find out soon.” I holstered the pepperbox and held up my staff. His eyes tracked the staff and I took the opportunity to slide the garage door opener out of my pocket. Such a simple misdirection.
Zola was already running at Sam full speed, she grabbed my staff as she went by and stayed just outside Azzazoth’s reach. His eyes followed her as her feet whispered across the field.
“Hey, monkey boy!”
The beast turned his head back toward me and grinned; it was unnerving at best. “You’re going to die badly, deathspeaker.”
“I get that a lot,” I said. “Catch.” I lobbed Foster’s dark bottle at the demon and he caught it; a small reflex that set an ungodly plan of destruction in motion.
Sam seemed more aware of things when Azzazoth was around. Her head turned and her eyes shifted without the demon commanding her to do so.
I held the detonator out in front of my body. My sister’s eyes trailed down to it while the demon beside her glared at me. My eyes shifted to the small shack with the tiny muffled screams coming out of it. Her eyes followed my gaze, then shot back to me. As she met my eyes again, hers went wide. Her mouth opened and I’m sure she would have warned Azzazoth something was up.
She didn’t have a chance as Zola tackled her to the ground. I saw a flash of light around the staff and Sam was immobilized. Go Zola.
“Minas Opprimotto!” The dark bottle shattered in Azzazoth’s hands. His own blood red aura, tied to the imprisoned soul inside, blasted a hole through his heart chakra like a cannon shot. I smiled and pushed the button.
Holy carnage.
I felt the splinters cut into my face as the blast knocked me down. Azzazoth flew ass over head from the force of the explosion behind him. I knew it wouldn’t hurt him, but it would be one hell of a distraction. Looking back on it, I’m probably lucky I’m not blind. Fire, smoke, dirt, debris, and chunks of vampire screamed a hundred feet into the air on a massive fireball. Tied up in the flames were the auras of the dead vamps, all intertwined with Azzazoth’s own.
The auras didn’t escape. I called them to me.
Angry, powerful, blood-red auras screamed at me as I pulled them in. My hands shook as I strangled each in turn, with as much power as I could handle. I wrapped a pulsing blue veil of raw line energy around each of them and groaned as I tore away a piece of my own soul to bind the entire group. I smashed and kneaded and quickly crushed them into a glowing red sphere the size of a baseball. The soulart shielded me from the shock of knowing my victims, but it was dangerous as hell. The demon could kill me in an instant if it latched onto my soul. I pulled all the power and the auras down between the palms of my hands. It felt like I’d plugged my body into a wall socket as heat and tremors tore through my limbs. Sweat broke from my face and my arms shook with the physical and mental effort of holding three pissed off auras between my outstretched palms in an aural ball.
“Stop him!” Azzazoth screamed at Sam.
The demon was too late. He didn’t know Devon had been in the shed. His bond to my sister had shattered when the shack went up. Now I held the demon’s death in my hands, and Azzazoth’s own aura was damaged beyond anything he could repair quickly. It was better than we’d hoped. Azzazoth was crippled, or he would have vanished by now.
Another surge of adrenaline pumped through my body and I almost giggled as I ran at the nine-foot monstrosity. He pulled back his right arm to flatten me, but at the same moment I jumped at the beast. The ball of force would have been enough to destroy an apartment building. I pushed my palms flat against the scaly chest as the ball hit it and crossed into Azzazoth’s body through the gaping hole in his aura. His oily skin swirled around the penetration point of the aural ball. The instant the ball vanished I screamed, “Infernus phocanen!”
Azzazoth went rigid as my hold on the three auras lifted. The demon clawed at his chest as small bulges formed around his torso. Auras don’t like to be sealed. I threw myself over Zola and my sister in a swirl of dirt, grass, and wood. I shielded them as best I could with my body, turned, and screamed, “Impadda!” The shield sprang up around us.
“No, boy. Drop it,” Zola said.
Against my instincts, I dropped the shield and glanced at my master. She grinned and pushed her staff out to a little circle carved into the dirt. I hadn’t noticed it before. “Orbis tego!” A dome slammed shut over our heads and the world disappeared behind a flowing, glassy shield.
Agony … the demon screamed so loud I was waiting for blood to spray from my ears. I stared and watched as the auras tore out of their prison. Oh man, it was gross. The demon’s mouth snapped shut, his corona-like slit eyes bulged, and a moment later pieces of scaly flesh thundered away from his body in every direction as the scream suddenly vanished from existence. Unmentionable stuff splattered on the shield and dripped and smashed through a cabin window as pieces rained down from the sky for a few more seconds. The insects resumed their evening serenade when the demon fell. I caught a glimpse of a bobcat lurking at the edge of the woods, tentatively crossing to the pond and flicking its tufted ears at every sound.
Some crazy bastard was laughing. Oh, right, that was me.



CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR
 
“Sam?” I stared at my sister; still laying on her back in the grass, black hair randomly stuck in every direction, and sat down beside her. She wasn’t moving, but she did have the slow-motion breathing of a vampire. I felt a hand on my shoulder and turned to find Cara.
She smiled, squeezed, and let go. “Sam will be fine. Her body is adjusting. Having a bond destroyed so … creatively will take some time to recover from.” She paused and nodded. “Well done, boy. Well done.”
“Fairy!” Zola said. “Don’t tell him that. It will go straight to his head.”
“Nah,” Foster said, “It’ll just go straight through his head.” He laughed as Aideen slapped him. He grinned and kicked a chunk of demon across the yard. It made a wet splat as it caught the old oak tree.
“Now pick that up,” Zola said.
“What?” Foster said as he cocked an eyebrow and flared his wings.
“Start gathering up the pieces,” Zola said. “We’ll bury the demon here.” She looked around and pointed. “Actually, there, under the fire pit. There’s still a dead aura around him we can use.” She glanced at me and smiled. “Sam will be okay if we leave her there for a few minutes.”
I picked Sam up and laid her gently on the wooden porch. I don’t know if vampires have issues with snake bites, but southern Missouri has a lot of copperheads, and I really didn’t want to find out. After Sam was settled, I leaned over, kissed her hairline, and stood up. “You know, this place is in the middle of nowhere. You really think we need to bury more dead things here?”
Zola cleared her throat and pointed at the pile of demon guts near the smoking remains of the shack.
“Right. We did just kill a demon here, didn’t we? Might need to do that again some day.”
“You always were a good student.”
I laughed and grabbed the wheelbarrow we’d moved out of the shack before we turned it into a crater. Foster helped me load up a few pieces before Zola pushed me away.
“You two dig the hole. Cara and Ah are just old women and we need Aideen to keep up our morale.”
“Speak for yourself!” Cara said with a smile.
Foster walked over to the side of the cabin, picked up a shovel, and tossed it to me. I caught it as he grabbed another.
“Don’t you have a spell for this or something?” he said.
“Don’t you?”
He shook his head and smiled. “No, but you bet your ass I’m going to learn one.”
“Let’s just dig the stupid hole.”
One thing I learned, after an hour of digging, is that fairies can dig like steam shovels. I wiped the sweat from my eyes and laughed as I realized “steam shovel” was something Zola would say. Foster never paused to relax, or catch his breath, or stretch his back. He was all business.
“I think we’re done,” I said to the tips of his wings.
He looked up from the pit, glanced at the earth, almost level with his chest, and nodded. “I think the pieces will probably stack up pretty well down here.” He jumped out with a natural ease, bending his legs slightly as he landed on the ground beside me. “You look a little sweaty.”
I shook my head and blew perspiration at him off my upper lip.
He jumped away. “That. Is just. Nasty.”
I grinned and turned to find Zola, Aideen, and Cara on their way over with a wheelbarrow full of pureed demon. I heard Zola whisper, “Did you find it yet?” to which Cara just shook her head.
“Let me grab that,” Foster said.
Cara nodded and handed the wheelbarrow over. Foster took a few steps and tipped it over to the sounds of slush and splatter as the body parts hit the floor of the pit.
I frowned and looked over the edge. I glanced back to find Aideen bent over another piece of gore on the far side of the pit. Her face lit up with a grin and she picked up what I believe was part of Azzazoth’s head.
“Ah-ha!” she said as she handed the oily chunk of flesh to Cara.
Cara smiled and pushed the head chunk off the shiny object in her right hand. She held up the key of the dead as she walked around the pit. Cara wiped it off on the grass and held it out to me. “Keep it safe, Damian.”
I stared at the dagger and nodded. “I will.”
Zola chuckled.
“What?” I said.
“Just something about Fae and gifts Ah heard once.”
“Hey now,” Foster said, “that’s my Mom you’re talking about.”
I smiled as my eyes moved back to the dagger. I shrugged and tucked it into my belt.
We spent another half hour picking up pieces of demon and a few surviving bits of vampire from the shack bomb. When it was over, we filled the pit in with dirt, and Zola scribbled a series of runes into the earth with my staff.
She went down on one knee and placed her palm over the n-like rune uruz. The runes glowed briefly and Zola stood back. The earth churned beneath our feet and a thick granite boulder with a bowl-shaped indentation crept to the surface of what had been the pit.
A deep laugh echoed through the silence of the forest around us, scattering birds and a pair of deer.
“Thank you, Aeros,” Zola whispered with a smile.
I knew the worst was over when Foster wasn’t lumbering around as a seven-foot fairy. He zipped between Sam and the car about five times while I carried her to Vicky. Cara and Aideen were waiting silently on the dashboard and Zola was standing beside the passenger door, holding my staff.
I laid Sam across the backseat and thought about buckling her in. I decided against it. Hell, she’s a vampire.
“Ready to go home, boy?” Zola said as she handed me the demon staff when I walked by.
“Oh yeah, I think we’ve had enough excitement for one day.”
Cara snorted. “Make that one year, and I’ll agree with you.”
“Fair enough.” I smiled and sat down in the driver’s seat. Zola slid in and closed her door at the same time. Everyone fell asleep on the drive back. They were out cold and snoring by the time we hit asphalt again. No one mentioned the soulart.
I didn’t stop until Festus, right at Highway 67 and Highway 55. I stopped at the White Castle. If you’ve been to Festus in the last few years, you shouldn’t need any more directions than that. I ran inside to prevent my bladder from rupturing and walked out a few minutes later with three coffees, chicken rings, and a case full of cheeseburgers.
I sat down and grinned at the three fairies passed out in Zola’s lap. Foster and Aideen were tangled up in a snoring mass of wings, legs, and arms. “Wake up! I’ve got coffee!” I said in the most chipper voice I could manage.
Zola groaned and tried to kill me with a stare. I handed her a cup of coffee and her glare turned into more of a glaring smile. I opened the case of cheeseburgers and handed her a slider. She just grunted. “Ah shouldn’t eat this crap at my age.”
“You shouldn’t be breathing at your age,” I muttered.
She took the slider down in three bites while wearing a wry grin, and grabbed another one.
The fairies were all on the dashboard with coffee stirrers in hand. I sat a small coffee between them, which was immediately assaulted with tiny slurping noises. I laid a slider out too. Foster hacked a piece off with his sword and devoured the meat and cheese.
“You know, knowing where that sword’s been the last few days … ,” I shook my head.
“Wahd?” Foster said through a mouthful of food. I think he meant what.
I laughed and took a sip of coffee. Hot enough to melt lead. I nodded and said, “Let’s go home.”
 
***
 
We took Sam to the Pit first. I was very surprised to find Frank asleep on Sam’s bed when Vik escorted us to her room. I raised an eyebrow at Vik and he shrugged. I laid Sam down beside Frank and pulled a blanket over her. “’Night, sis,” I whispered. I’m pretty sure Zola was already asleep in one of the guest bedrooms.
Frank mumbled something along the lines of, “No, Damian, not leaving her.”
Vik met my gaze and smiled, his shoulders shaking with silent laughter.
“Alright, alright, I’ll watch the shop.” I said as I blew out a breath. “Are you sure you’re okay in a house full of boogeymen, Frank?”
I think he said, “Yeah, actually, they’re not so bad,” but it sounded more like “Yuffly theso bah.”
Vik nodded and did a little disco flare.
I laughed despite myself and shook my head. “That is so not what I meant.” I gestured to Vik and he followed me into the hall. “I’m going to head back to the shop to take Foster, Aideen, and Cara home. I’ll probably just crash there because I’m about to fall over.”
“You are welcome to stay here,” Vik said.
“I would, but I don’t think Cara and Foster would be comfortable. After what they helped us do tonight, they deserve to go home.”
“You’re going to inform me of the night’s trials, yes?”
“Yeah, just not right now.” I patted the vampire on the shoulder and smiled.
Vik nodded. “No problem, Damian. I’ll call when Sam awakens.”
“Thanks, Vik. And let Frank know he can stay here if he wants. I’ll watch the shop for awhile tomorrow. I seriously doubt he’ll remember our little chat. And let him know Sam should be fine. She just needs to rest.”
He nodded and I waved as I left Sam’s home. Home—because it wasn’t just a vampire Pit, it was her home. She slept surrounded with her friends and family, who would kill or die for her without a second thought. I smiled and climbed into Vicky.
Foster and Cara were buzzing around the car like, well, like fairies on a caffeine binge. Aideen was curled around the coffee cup, out cold. I laughed and started the car up.
 
***
 
“How do they do that?” I asked as we pulled into a parking space in front of the shop.
A bloated ball of green fur was stuck in the doggy door, its back legs pumping at full throttle, to no avail. I didn’t even have to ask what happened. I already knew they’d gotten into the pet shop next door and eaten about six pounds of goldfish, again. It’d happened before and I’m sure the police were still baffled as to why anyone would steal goldfish from a nice shop keeper like Annabelle. I’d been giving money to Foster and Aideen to leave by the register in the pet store whenever the inventory mysteriously vanished.
I closed the door to Vicky and walked up to the wagging cu sith tail. “Foster, these dogs … good lord.” He laughed as I gently pried Bubbles out of the doggy door. She barked and jumped in circles, then licked my hand. “You’re welcome little green wolf Martian.” Peanut stuck his head through the door a second later, and then retreated with a scrabble of claws on hardwood as I opened it for the fairies.
Bubbles trotted peacefully to the back room. I locked the front door behind us and followed the bouncing green ball. After stuffing the remnants of the cheeseburgers in the fridge, I sat down on the couch across from the grandfather clock.
“Goodnight, Damian,” echoed all three fairies.
I laughed. “Goodnight, and thanks,” I said as I curled up on the couch and slept for six glorious hours.
 
***
 
A knock at the front door woke me up. I stumbled from the couch through the doorway to the front room, and up to the open sign. I blinked a few times at the blur outside the door.
“Hi, Damian!”
I couldn’t help but smile as I finally made out Ashley’s form on the other side of the door. After flipping the lock on the deadbolts, I opened the door for her, and flipped the sign in front to “Open.”
Ashley bounced down to the register and dropped a good-sized pink box on the glass counter. “Happy Birthday to my favorite shop keep!” She flashed me a huge grin.
“Whoa, whoa,” I muttered, “switch to decaf for a minute.”
She laughed and grabbed my arm, accelerating my stumble up to the counter. The next thing I knew a seven-foot Foster was walking through the back door with a box in his hand.
“Yowza,” Ashley said as her eyes wandered up and down the huge fairy.
Foster smiled and nodded at Ashley.
“Decaf, girl, decaf,” I said.
Foster’s face broke into a grin. “Happy Birthday, Damian! This one is from me and Aideen and Cara.”
I blinked slowly and looked at Foster. “What for?”
“Your birthday, of course!”
Good god I thought as Ashley’s and Foster’s words started to sink in, is it June already?
Ashley opened the box on the counter and turned it so I could see inside. Chocolate-covered strawberries graced the top of a huge chocolate cake.
“I think I’m in love,” I said as I picked off a strawberry and started to munch.
Ashley clapped her hands together and grinned. “I’m glad you like it.”
“Love it,” I said as I waved the half-eaten strawberry in useless circles. “You really didn’t have to do this.”
She shrugged, “I do it for all my friends, so don’t feel too special. Just keep giving me a break on amber and I’ll keep the birthday cakes flowing.”
I laughed and turned to Foster. He set the plain brown box down in front of me and shrank down to his normal size.
“Open ours now,” Aideen said as she flew up from the back.
I picked up the unmemorable box wrapped in twine and grimaced as I thought of the box the key of the dead had come in. I dangled it from my thumb and index finger.
“This better not be as exciting as the last twine-wrapped box.”
“Oh no,” Aideen said, “This is much more exciting.”
“Great,” I said flatly. I chuckled and untied the twine. A dull, gray gleam caught my eye as I unfolded the flaps and for a second I was intimately reminded of the dagger. This box, however, held only the plain, leather-wrapped silver and Magrasnetto hilt of an old Scottish claymore. It had strange dime-sized holes formed into it at regular intervals, which appeared to spiral up within the grip. Channels ran down the sloping arms and ended in a quatrefoil pattern. A wide hole was the only feature where the blade would normally be.
I glanced at Foster, then Aideen, and finally Cara. “Thank you?” I said.
Foster and Aideen burst into laughter and Cara sighed and bowed her head in obvious disappointment.
“Do you even know what that is?” Cara said.
“I guess not.” I hefted the hilt and flipped it over.
“Do you know what it is?” Cara said as she turned to Ashley.
Ashley smiled and nodded vigorously. “Oh, yes, it’s a focus.” She reached her hand out, then pulled it back. “I have no idea what it’s for, though.”
“Even our favorite priestess knows it’s a focus,” Cara said as she pointed at Ashley.
My eyes widened and whipped back to Foster. “For an aural blade?”
“It was Cara’s idea,” he said with a grin. “Having a focus for that blade you conjure up should make it very, very interesting.”
“But how-” I started to ask. I didn’t even finish the question as I focused my aura to form the blade. I gasped as the focus grabbed onto my aura and amplified it with the Fae power worked into the hilt. “Wards,” I whispered as a red blade so solid I couldn’t see through it sprang from the hilt, crackling with the occasional streak of blue power. I released the pulsing blade a second later and my distended aura snapped back into its normal state.
“Holy shit!” Ashley said as she stumbled backwards.
“You could see it?” Aideen said.
Ashley nodded and stared at the focus as I laid it on the glass counter.
Cara clapped her hands together and smiled. “It’s stronger than we hoped.” She turned to Ashley. “Child, do you have a strong gift for auras.”
“No, never.” She shook her head as she answered.
Cara nodded once and turned back to me. “Happy birthday, Damian, I hope it serves you well.”
“Ha! Yeah, I think, I think it might.” I stared at the focus for a moment and shook my head. “Thanks.”
The fairies just laughed.
“There is more,” Foster said.
“Really?”
“A gift from Glenn,” Cara said.
My stomach did a little flip flop. “Is he going to feed me to a kraken or something?”
Ashley snorted as Foster literally fell over laughing.
“Yeah, well, not so funny if he actually does feed me to a kraken,” I muttered.
“Take a look at your staff,” Cara said. “Look closely at the ferrules.”
I picked the length of carved wood up from its resting spot against the wall. New runes I didn’t recognize stared back at me. Two off center and curved horizontal lines with a slash connecting the pair, centered inside a psychotic Celtic knot. I furrowed my eyebrows and touched the symbol with my hand and a wisp of power. A second later I remembered Glenn had carved it and my hand sped back to my pocket to hide.
“He did it last night while you were asleep,” Aideen said.
“That’s not creepy at all.” I tried hard not to shiver at the idea of Gwynn ap Nudd looming over me in my sleep. After a stampede of goosebumps ran over my skin, I managed pretty well. “What’s it do? It didn’t do anything when I touched it.”
“Pick up the focus, then touch it,” Cara said. “Oh, and point the hilt somewhere safe.”
“Why do I nee-,” I started to say as my right hand grabbed the hilt and my left hand slid over the symbol on the ferrule. A surge of power tore through me as the staff started siphoning a nearby ley line and an aural blade erupted from the hilt. In the center was the solid red blade I expected, but wrapped around and through it was a cacophony of blue and gold and silver filaments. The entire blade vibrated and the power washing away from it electrified the air. I let go of the ferrule and the power dissipated. I gasped and stared at Cara.
“Holy shit!” Foster said.
Ashley’s eyes were wide and her mouth was slack. “Holy shit, I could feel it.”
I stared at the little etching Glenn had given me and chorused, “Holy shit.”
“It is one of the few true acts of apology I have ever seen from Glenn,” Cara said.
“Wow, I mean, wow,” I said.
Ashley hung around for awhile and helped me eat the cake. Bubbles and Peanut took down a good quarter of the remains in a flurry of crumbs, tongues, and growling.
“That going to make them sick?” Ashley said.
I snorted. “I think they could eat a bottle of Drano and not be sick.”
“Probably,” Foster said.
Ashley shook her head and stroked Bubbles’s back. She immediately flipped over for a tummy rub while her left hind leg twitched in the air.
I caught a huge grin on Cara’s face as Ashley was playing with Bubbles. “Good sign?” I asked the fairy.
“Oh yes.” Cara said as she nodded. “She is a good person to be so close to the cu sith.”
“She is a good person to bring cake.”
Cara gave me a lopsided grin.
The phone rang a minute later, about four hours before I was planning on closing the shop.
“Sam’s awake. Get over here,” Zola said with a throaty growl.
My heart leapt and I slammed the phone down. “I’m sorry, Ashley, I have to go. Sam woke up.”
She waved her hand. “Don’t worry about it. I was just in the neighborhood and wanted to drop your cake off. I’ll stop by again soon.” She waved again and the bell jingled as she went out the front door.
“You coming?” I asked the fairies.
“Ye-”
Cara cut Foster off and said, “No. Go, Damian, be with your sister. We’ll see her soon.”
I waved as I flipped the sign to “Closed” on the front door, locked it, and ran over to Vicky.
 
***
 
I pulled into the driveway at the Pit fifteen minutes later. Way too fast, but I couldn’t wait to see Sam. Despite everyone’s assurances she’d be fine, I was still worried. I had to see it with my own two eyes.
The front door was unlocked and I caught Vik’s smile as I blew past him in the entryway. I pounded down the steps two at a time on my way to Sam’s bedroom, the first door on the right in the dim hallway.
Sam had her legs hanging over the edge of the bed and a bucket in her lap. Her hair was pulled back loosely behind her ears and her skin was even more pale than usual, making the slightly darker patch of vampire on her neck stand out even more. She looked up at the sound of my footsteps. I was surprised to see something like shame cross her face. I didn’t see Frank anywhere.
I stood in the doorway for almost a minute, just staring at her, still alive, or whatever she was, and basked in the relief of it. I sat down on the bed beside her and held her in silence for a while.
“Thank you,” she whispered.
I squeezed her shoulder and stood up. “You remember anything?”
She shook her head. “Zola filled me in, but I don’t remember it, not any of it. I think she ran out to get some pizza.” Her voice was weak and scratchy. “Your arm … I hurt you.”
“Is that why you’re moping around with your head in a bucket?”
She smiled as a thin trickle of tears washed down her cheeks.
“Stop it,” I waved my left arm in circles, grinned, and then flipped her off. “See? Everything works fine.”
She laughed then, quiet and small, but it was reassuring nonetheless. “Only you could work giving someone the finger into a pick me up.” She sighed and shifted back to lean on the headboard.
“Where’s Frank?” I said. “You didn’t puke him into that bucket, did you?”
A tiny smile crept over Sam’s face. “He went to get Vik a ferret.”
I couldn’t stop laughing.
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