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CHAPTER ONE
“OF ALL THE things I thought might happen, that wasn’t even close to being one of them.” I stared out the window at the front of Death’s Door, watching Aeros and the swarm of children surrounding him.
Zola patted my shoulder.
I slowly shook my head and marveled at the scene across the street. Aeros had been here less than a week, taking up his post at the corner of the parking lot. He’d intimidated the military patrols, as we’d hoped, but the kids had been a surprise.
A boy slipped as he reached the Old God’s shoulder, and I hissed, expecting to see him smack into the ground. Instead, a pillar of rock rose beneath him, cutting his fall short. Aeros glanced at the boy, and I could see the Old God’s craggy mouth moving.
The boy jumped off, laughing, and joined his friends by the curb. One of the girls made it up to Aeros’s shoulder and swung her legs to hang over his chest. They’d turned the old rock pile into a playground.
“You think he misses Vicky?” I asked.
“We all do, Damian, but she’s with her family again, and her bond to the Destroyer is broken. There’s not much more we can ask than that.”
I agreed wholeheartedly.
A man walked around the corner, dressed in a three-piece suit and bowler.
“Edgar?” I asked, watching him as he walked toward the front door.
“Ah’ve been expecting him,” Zola said. “Took him long enough.”
The bell on the front door jingled a moment later, and Edgar stepped inside.
“Waiting for him to flatten one of those kids?” the Watcher asked.
“You know damn well he would never do that to a child,” Zola snapped.
Edgar held up his hands. “My apologies. I had no intention of starting an argument.”
“Especially when you’ll lose,” I said.
Edgar shot me a sideways glance, but he didn’t deny it. “Are Foster and Aideen around? I’d like to speak with them.”
“It’s barely been a week since they lost Cara,” Zola said.
“Something’s happening in Falias. There’s been fighting inside the city over the past few days, and no one seems to know why.” Edgar hesitated, glancing toward the back of the shop before nodding. “They’re the only Fae I trust right now. The loyalties split between Glenn and Hern are confusing, and judging Fae intentions is little more than a guess.”
“Let me see if Foster and Aideen are up for visitors,” I said to Edgar. I walked toward the back, passing the glass countertops on the right and the large display case of gemstones off to the left. The saloon-style door creaked as I pushed my way past it.
Foster sat on the edge of the grandfather clock beside Aideen, his rage disturbing the ley lines around the clock, sending out sickly black waves from his aura. He had been like this for a week, teetering between rage and guilt, and I felt much the same. Cara shouldn’t have had to lay down her life for mine.
Bubbles and Peanut sniffed the air from where they were both crammed into their underground lair’s entrance.
“You hear all that?” I asked.
“We did,” Aideen said. She turned to Foster and placed a hand on his cheek. “It is time, my love. The seven days are over.”
Foster kissed his wife and slid off the edge of the grandfather clock, exploding into his full size. He sang, and the ringing notes sent shivers down my spine.
Seven days have passed, oh king.
Seven days I’ve seen.
Seven days I held the lost.
Seven days unseen.
Foster slammed the saloon-style doors open, and Aideen joined him. I’d heard the mourning song before. When Cassie died at the farm, something sang it for weeks in the depths of the woods.
In seven moons, the deeds be done,
Sheathed inside the king.
In seven lives, we know the boon,
What now forever sees.
I followed the fairies out into the store. Foster stared at Edgar, and the immortal stared back.
“Did you know?” the fairy whispered. “Did you know what Gwynn Ap Nudd intended to do to my family? My mother?”
“Gods no!” Edgar said, stepping back as if he’d been struck. “There was no hint of it. I’m not even sure he’d intended it himself. He acted when an opportunity presented itself.”
“She wasn’t an opportunity.” Foster bit off each syllable.
Edgar froze, and I stepped between them.
“That’s not what he meant,” I said, holding up my hands. “Foster, please, I don’t want to scrub Edgar’s brains out of the cracks in the hardwood.”
The fairy shifted his eyes from Edgar to me and slowly raised his eyebrows. “That is rather difficult, trying to clean the blood out of those little cracks.”
“Probably worse than armor,” I said, nodding vigorously.
The stony look on Foster’s face relaxed a fraction.
Edgar took his bowler off and ran his finger around the brim. “As much as we argued over the years, I considered Cara a friend. I may have kept some things from you in the past, but never something like this.”
“I need a fight,” Foster said, his voice verging on a growl.
Zola rapped her cane on the hardwood floor. “You’ll have them in spades.”
Foster frowned and glanced at Zola.
Aideen stepped up beside him and laid a hand on his sword arm. “What do you know? Is it Nudd?”
“Edgar can tell you. So long as you don’t stab him, of course.”
The front door opened to the quiet jingle of bells. We all turned to face it.
Frank froze as he stepped inside. “Uh, hope I’m not interrupting.” He held up a bag of White Castle. “I have breakfast.”
Sam blipped through the door behind him. “Yes, we have breakfast.”
A minute later, we were all seated around the old Formica table in the back room. Frank divided up the breakfast sandwiches. He’d bought enough for a small army. Clearly, he knew me.
Foster and Aideen sat to either side of a sandwich in their smaller forms, slicing off bits of bread and egg to build their own miniature breakfast.
“Nice to see you outside the clock,” Sam said.
“The seven days of mourning are a tradition in our family,” Aideen said.
Foster nodded. “She means thanks for not sticking your nose in any more than you did.” He stuffed his face with a bite of his breakfast sandwich.
Sam gave him a small smile.
“Thanks, Frank,” I said after a bite of warm gooey cheese. “But not Sam.”
She narrowed her eyes at me.
Frank nodded and glanced at Edgar.
Edgar wore a frown. He stared at the boxed breakfast sandwich. “This is … food?”
“You’ve never had White Castle?” I said, unable to keep the disbelief from my voice. “Be sure to take it out of the box first. That’s just decoration.”
Zola snorted a laugh beside me, the gray metal charms braided into her hair tinkling as she moved.
“It is square, virtually a cube of meat and cheese…” Edgar took a bite of his sandwich and chewed deliberately. He swallowed, frowned, and took another. He looked uncertain, but his sandwich kept getting smaller.
“Tell us,” Foster said, after finishing one of his mini sandwiches. “What did Zola mean about fights?”
Edgar looked up from his square sandwich and glanced at his watch. He grimaced and said, “It’s time. Turn on your television.”
I hadn’t tried to turn on the little television in the back of the shop in years, and was surprised when the tube whined and came to life. “What station?”
“I’m sure it doesn’t matter,” Edgar said.
A few flips of the dial on the front of the old set proved him right. Every station showed a stand of microphones and a sea of cables running away from the platform. Soldiers in uniform flanked the stage, and my stomach started to sour.
A reporter stepped into the frame. I snorted when I saw who it was.
“Well,” I said. “she sure knows how to step into some shit.” She’d been there when a leviathan rose from the Ohio River, when Ezekiel had executed Watchers along the Brookport Bridge. And yet she was still here, still reporting. I had to give her credit for that.
“This is Emily Beckers, coming to you live. We’re awaiting the first public address of the Fae. Stay with us for this historic moment.”
The light dimmed on the small screen, like a storm front had rolled in front of the sun. As it brightened again, two distinct forms took shape behind the microphones. The feed fell silent, and the cameras zoomed in on the newcomers.
“Fucking hell,” I muttered.
Glenn stood there, one arm raised in greeting to the crowd. He could have passed for a Watcher, wearing a finely tailored suit as he was. The only thing that looked out of the ordinary was the antlered helm he carried beneath his arm.
“Glenn and Hern?” Aideen said.
Foster sat down in the middle of the table and stared. “Hern … what are they doing?”
Sam was stock still on Frank’s lap. “He killed Cara.” Her hands paled as she clenched her fists.
“They’re working together,” I said. “They have to be.”
Foster leaned toward the television, his fingers strangling the hilt of his sword.
“Greetings,” Glenn said, wearing a smile that made him look more like a long-lost grandfather than a murdering psychopath. “I am the leader of the Fae city known as Falias, and yes, some will even go so far as to call me their king. That’s too impersonal a term, as we are here to form an understanding between our communities. So while my given name may be Gwynn Ap Nudd, I implore you to call me Glenn.”
“I think I just threw up a little bit,” Sam said.
“Shh,” Foster said, waving at her to be quiet.
“You lost a great many souls when our fair city was wrenched from its home. Please realize, I lost friends and family too in that great cataclysm. But you must understand, it was not me. It was not even one of the Fae.”
Murmurs filtered through the audience. They hadn’t shown the crowd before, and when the camera panned across them, I was taken aback at the sheer scale, the risers constructed to either side of the stage like some grand stadium. Like some terrible simulacra of the Royal Court.
“Though we of Falias may be powerful, we were not able to stop our shared enemy. In that very conflict, I lost my wife.”
Foster screamed at the television. “You son of a bitch! I’ll gut you from groin to lung just to heal you and start again!”
“Not long ago, your military felt their best course of action was to drop bombs on our fair city, killing more innocent families. Children.” Glenn hung his head and shook it slowly. The camera switched to a horror-struck middle-aged man and a younger woman, maybe his daughter, with one hand over her mouth. Glenn was playing the crowd like a goddamned fiddle. “It was an act of fear, but it is an act I can forgive. By the end of our short speech here, rest assured those bombs that did not find their targets will be returned, undamaged and ready to be deployed at more … appropriate threats.”
A massive green cylinder appeared in front of the podium, looking like a water tower laid on its side and capped with a cone.
Murmurs and shouts rose up from the audience.
“We are only returning what was lost,” Glenn said. He stepped to the side, and for a moment a black-cloaked figure stood hunched behind him, a hood pulled down to cover a helmeted face, and then it was gone.
“That’s a damn daisy cutter that just appeared,” Frank said. “That bomb could kill everyone there.”
Emily stepped onscreen again. “We’re taking you live to an aerial view from our news chopper.”
The image flipped to something I could scarcely wrap my head around.
“What you’re seeing are dozens of unexploded bombs, carefully laid out behind the stage.” Emily turned, and looked to be scanning for someone. “It’s unknown where these bombs came from, but we’re currently speculating that the Fae—”
Someone put their hand up in front of the camera, and the screen flashed back to a stunned-looking newsroom.
I flipped the channel. It was the same on every one.
“Well,” I said. “Glenn knows how to make an impression.”
“Peace,” Glenn said when the picture returned. “There is nothing to fear in this place.” He waited for the crowd to quiet.
Aideen crossed her arms and watched from Zola’s shoulder.
“It was not so long ago that I was at war with one of my allies. This man, here.” He gestured for Hern to step forward. “Our own realm has been scoured by battle, scarred by it. But we have put our differences aside, Hern and I, to work for the betterment of all people.”
The crowd’s murmurs broke into a polite applause.
“So please,” Glenn said, “do not fear us for our differences, but do use caution around the outskirts of our city. There are … bad neighborhoods, much like you have inside your own cities. I would not wish for any of you to be harmed, and it would not do for that to be a reflection on Falias itself.
“Hern will answer your questions about safety, and help guide us into a new era. A time of peace between your realm and our own. An era when our children may play together, grow old together, and bring peace to this fractured world.”
Something in the crowd shifted, and their polite claps broke into a raucous applause, the sound little more than static on the television.
Edgar took a deep breath before slamming his palm on the Formica table. “That was brilliant. That was bloody brilliant. If he plays this right, and I have little doubt he will, Gwynn Ap Nudd will look like an ambassador of goodwill between the commoners and Fae.”
“He’s a monster,” Frank said. He huffed and leaned back in his chair. “Edgar’s right. It was a perfect setup. Too perfect. What’s his game?”
Zola leaned forward and rested her chin on her knuckles. “Keep your opponent off balance, until the time is right.”
Hern stepped up to the microphone. “Thank you, Glenn. As my colleague said, you may ask me whatever you wish. We will be conducting tours of Falias, as I understand many of you would like to meet some of the local Fae who are now your neighbors.”
“It doesn’t even sound like Hern,” Aideen said. “How long? How long have they been planning this?”
“There are dangerous beings from our world. They are not Fae, but please use caution if you would happen to encounter anyone claiming to be a necromancer, vampire, or a witch. It is believed the group responsible for the tragedy in the East is based in Saint Louis. Thank you for your time today.” He inclined his head and walked off the stage.
Zola growled.
“He just put the entire world on alert,” Sam said. “For us.”
“Yeah,” I said, turning the television off. “Shit.”
Edgar rubbed his forehead and turned to Aideen as she hopped onto the table. “There has been more fighting in Falias the past two days. I hoped you or Foster may have some idea of why.”
“Our numbers are building at the Obsidian Inn,” Foster said. “There is more fighting because there is more resistance.”
Aideen wiped down her sword and sheathed it. “What do you wish to do?”
“We go to Falias.” A savage smile lifted the corners of Foster’s mouth.



CHAPTER TWO
“HOW LONG WILL you be gone?” Frank asked. “She’s not going to be happy if you sneak off without her.”
“I’m not sure,” I said. “And we aren’t sneaking off. We need her to talk to Vik, which is why my extremely friendly, never-grumpy sister went to talk to Vik. Foster?”
“We can take the Warded Ways into the heart of Falias. Edgar said the coliseum has already been rebuilt.”
“Coliseum?” Frank asked. “Like in Rome?”
“Not exactly,” Aideen said. “It is more like the Royal Court in Faerie, but smaller. I do not know if Vicky affected the city’s position when she pulled those souls through the Abyss, but the coliseum stands on a Nexus.”
I’d told Frank what the Royal Court had been like, with its monoliths and stone and assassins. “Those stands at their news conference looked like the Court.”
Aideen nodded.
“Will Gaia know how to get there? I’d rather not go through the Warded Ways.”
“You’ll have to,” Aideen said. “There is an active ward shielding the resistance. It will not allow access, even from the Abyss. Between the ward and the wall around Falias, any unwelcomed magic will be stopped.”
I sighed in resignation, then glanced at Edgar. “Are you coming with us?”
Edgar shook his head. “I will be in Falias, but I must see the Old Man. He and Ward have found a small sect of Utukku who may join Nixie’s rebellion.”
“What?” I said, leaning forward.
“Apparently you made an impression on their leader at some point in the past.”
“Oh.” I leaned back. “I’m glad she didn’t take that personally. I’d like to talk to them. Or would they talk to Nixie?”
“I’ll know more soon,” Edgar said. “This strategy spreads us thin, which concerns me. The dark-touched are inside our borders, sighted near Lake Wappapella to the south. We still have no idea what their goals are.”
“Near Patterson …” Zola frowned. “Ah suspect they wish to clear a path for their gods.”
“What gods?” I asked.
“Those trapped in the Abyss.”
“Old Gods and Eldritch creatures,” Foster said, shaking his head. “That can’t happen.”
I wondered if the fairy knew how right he was. I’d seen the things trapped in the Abyss, and I shuddered at the thought of what they could do if unleashed on an unsuspecting world.
“Vik has bolstered his Pit,” Edgar said. “Samantha and Dominic are helping him manage the newcomers, and Jonathan is their new enforcer.”
Jonathan, the wisp-thin vampire who looked like a strong breeze might break him. But I remembered his anger at Gettysburg. He’d march through hell to kill Vassili after losing Alexi to the vampire’s schemes. Jonathan had spent a lot of time helping Sam when she’d first become a vampire. I owed him.
“Is Vik ready?” I wasn’t even sure what I was asking. Ready for the dark-touched? For a war in Falias? What?
“Perhaps,” Edgar said. “Time will tell.” He put his bowler back on and adjusted it. “Frank, has the stone mason come by yet?”
Frank shook his head.
“The what?” I asked.
“I meant to tell you,” Frank said. “You were in the Burning Lands when the whole building shook. I thought it was an earthquake.”
“Oh, shit,” I said, knowing exactly where this was going. “The cu siths?”
Frank nodded. “Have you climbed down there? Into their nest?”
“More properly called a den,” Edgar said, adjusting a cufflink. He froze and looked up at Frank. “I apologize.”
“It’s fine,” Frank said. “Damian sounds like a know-it-all far more than you do.”
“Hey,” I said.
Edgar didn’t respond, seemingly unsure of whether he’d just been insulted or not.
“Is the den bigger?” I asked.
“Not really, but there are things on the walls. Symbols that look something like runes. I’d never noticed them before, but they glow now.”
Edgar didn’t hesitate. “Come. We need to inspect that. I didn’t realize there might be more to the shaking.”
“Is it something Aeros could help with?” I asked. “He made quite a wall underneath the History Museum.”
“He could,” Zola said as we made our way toward the crater entrance in the wall. “Ah would rather see the damage for myself first, though. Those pups have gotten large.”
Frank crawled through the rounded hole first, followed by Edgar. Zola’s cloak vanished inside, and I crouched to crawl down the short ramp that Bubbles and Peanut had dug out of the stone basement. What should have been shallow and piled with irregular rocks had been smoothed away into a lair that decreased in size as it descended.
The walls glowed with a faint red light, pulsing and throbbing in the darkest corners of the basement. By the time we reached the bottom of the ramp, I could stand up without cracking my head on the subfloor.
“Wow, this is a lot bigger than last time.” I squinted at the glowing lights while Edgar ran his hand over them. “And you still have your hat on.”
“These are ancient,” Edgar said with a frown, ignoring me like an expert. “Who would have carved them? Zola, you knew the people who built this place, did you not?”
“Yes,” she said, crouching down beside Edgar. “These aren’t familiar.”
“Have any of the water witches been here?” Edgar asked. “Nixie or Alexandra, Euphemia? They might be old enough to remember these symbols.”
It was jarring, hearing things like that. I never really thought of Nixie as old, even though I knew she’d lived in Atlantis. Sometimes I’d hear something that reminded me just how old she was. I’d have to tell her she was the textbook definition of a cougar, and I needed to pick the most awkwardly perfect time to do it.
Edgar leaned close to the wall and shook his head. “No, that’s not it.” He dug his fingernails into a crevice, and a flat stone pulled away from the wall. “This has been here for millennia.”
“No structures have been here that long,” Zola said. “The first settlers came here hundreds of years ago, not thousands. Even the tribes here would not have built stone walls so deep in the earth.”
“It’s been buried. It’s a safe bet this wall stretches far beyond the foundation. Probably made by Fae. Aideen?”
The fairy glided from Zola’s shoulder to Edgar’s. “The stone mason may know more than I do. Some of the letters are familiar, but it is an old dialect. Maybe a different language entirely.”
“This is a blood shield,” Edgar said, drawing his finger around a half moon with three angled strikes through it. “It’s an old protection spell I haven’t seen since before I lived in Egypt.”
“Protection for what?” Frank asked.
“The Nexus,” Foster said. “Mom always said it was one of the first they found in Missouri, back before it was a state.”
Edgar nodded. “Yes, that would make sense. We are near the rivers here. This is likely a tertiary Nexus to Rivercene. I never would have thought that.”
I studied the glowing symbols back to the point that they disappeared behind the foundation and dirt. My gaze locked onto an alarmingly thin pillar that looked to be fairly important in supporting the building.
“Uh,” I said, pointing to the rickety length of brick and stone.
“That’s probably why Frank felt the store shake,” Edgar said. “Reinforcing the pillars will be delicate work.”
“Yes,” Zola said. “It may be best to wait for the stone mason.”
I looked up the ramp to see two black snouts peeking through. “You hear that?” I said to the cu siths. “No more digging until we get this fixed.”
“Damian?” someone said from upstairs.
“Down here,” I said. “In the demolition hole.”
“Well,” Edgar said. “That’s not entirely inaccurate.”
“Move your butt,” the woman’s voice said.
I grinned when Bubbles sucked in her tongue as something dragged her away from the hole. Ashley’s face appeared a moment later, her hair pulled into a ponytail and dyed a brilliant red. I should have realized it was her when Peanut was back at the store. He was still on guard duty at night over at the coven.
“What are you doing down …” Ashley’s gaze swept around the den. “Goddess, that’s huge.”
“It’s the new expansion,” I said. “I didn’t feel like paying a contractor. Also, maybe don’t let Peanut into your basement.”
Zola groaned and smacked my head. “Go on, boy. Let’s get out of this cave.”
“Do you mind if I take a few photographs?” Edgar asked. “I’d like to look into the carvings more.”
“By all means,” I said. “Feel free to use the library upstairs. I’m sure Vik would be happy to let you use the archives over at the Pit too. Just don’t drop anything.”
Foster and Aideen fluttered up through the entrance to the cu siths’ den, and I crawled after them. I heard Frank talking to Edgar about whether or not it could really be fixed, or if he should move some of the heavier inventory out now.
Sometimes Frank thought ahead way more than I did.
“No,” Edgar said, his voice muffled by the floor. “It will hold for now.”
I stood up and stretched my back after pushing Peanut’s overly enthusiastic head out of my way.
“So, Aeros is camped out on the street,” Ashley said. “Did you know?” She gave me an innocent look that spoke of all things sarcastic.
“I heard there was a whole vampire Pit crushed to find out you already had a girlfriend.” I picked up a Frappuccino from the table and started drinking.
Ashley crossed her arms and raised an eyebrow. “I can’t help it if they’re attracted to beautiful things.”
I spluttered and coughed and barked out a laugh into my lukewarm Frappuccino.
Zola climbed out of the hole behind me. “Ashley. It’s good to see you.” She patted the priestess on the shoulder, paused, and then dragged her into a hug.
“How’s Peanut been?” I asked.
“Fantastic,” Ashley said, patting the nosey cu sith on his head. “He’s been on patrol almost every night with Alan.”
“How’s Alan?” I tried to keep my tone lighthearted, but I was worried about the werewolf.
“He’s good, Damian. As good as anyone can be after losing their best friend.”
“His family’s okay with him coming over to the coven every night?”
Ashley ran her fingers through Peanut’s ruff. “I don’t think so. He doesn’t talk about it much. Maybe Hugh would have more insight?”
I nodded. Ashley was right. If anyone knew what was going on with Alan, it would be Hugh.
“Why is Aeros here, in the open?” Ashley asked.
“The military brought their tanks,” Zola said, “so we brought ours.”
“Sounds like a gamble.”
“Or an escalation,” Edgar said, climbing out of the cu siths’ den. Frank followed him up.
“Do you have a better idea, Amon?” Zola asked. “Ah would love to hear it.”
Edgar brushed his sleeve off. “I don’t, but I’m still not sure that means putting Aeros in the public eye is the best course of action.”
“Come with me,” Zola said.



CHAPTER THREE
SHE LED US through the shop and out the front door. The humid summer air hit me like a wall. No matter how long I lived in Saint Charles, I always underestimated the humidity. It felt more like stepping into a hot tub than stepping onto an old street.
“Ugh,” I said.
“This is why I can’t have nice hair,” Ashley muttered, patting her ponytail.
Zola glanced down the street before crossing the intersection. Broad daylight, walking with two fairies, a priestess, an immortal, a two-hundred-year-old necromancer, and Frank … sometimes my life was strange.
Zola’s cane cracked on the cobblestones with each step. A couple of the kids looked up from their perches on various sections of Aeros’s arms. One had been brave enough to latch onto his neck.
“Is that her?” one of the girls asked.
“It is indeed,” the Old God said, rumbling the earth around us.
“She doesn’t look that old.”
Zola’s mouth twitched.
“She was an apprentice to one of the first shopkeepers in the entire city,” Aeros said. “Few people want to see the city safe as much as she does.”
“These are the best effects I’ve ever seen,” an older girl said, maybe a teenager or just out of those awful years. “It feels like stone.”
“Momma says all the people in that shop love Satan,” a little boy said.
“I have lived enough millennia to know evil,” Aeros said. “Despite any transgression those people may have committed, they are benevolent.”
A woman on a bench nearby started fidgeting. She either didn’t realize Aeros was with us, or she thought this was all for fun.
“You have him talking to people?” Edgar said. “They think it’s a show?”
“Some of them,” Zola said as she turned and lowered her voice.
“And not an advertising gimmick?” I asked. I raised my voice. “Maybe we should hang a sign around his neck, could get some extra business.”
The Old God turned to look at me. I was fairly certain he had a few choice words for me, but he kept them to himself. There were kids present after all.
“Break time,” Zola clapped her hands.
The kids protested, but slowly climbed off the rock pile and filtered back among the few tourists walking around this end of Main Street.
“Can we come back tomorrow, Mom?” one of the kids asked.
“If you’re good.” The woman’s grip tightened on her child, and her eyes flashed from Aeros to Zola.
I watched the family walk past Death’s Door until they disappeared into another storefront.
“Have you learned anything?” Zola asked, leaning on her knobby old cane.
“Very little,” Aeros said. “You were correct about the military and their tanks. They have kept their distance.”
“Good,” Zola said. “That is good.”
“Why?” Frank asked. “Won’t the people feel safer with the soldiers around?”
Zola shook her head slightly. “Some, yes, but others do not so freely trust an armed governing force when they themselves are unarmed.”
Aeros harrumphed, and the street vibrated. “You wish them to see this as a safe area that does not need guarding.”
“The commoners? Or the military?” Edgar asked. “Either will be seen as an escalation.”
“This is our home,” Zola said. “The people who live here are our responsibility. We are better equipped to protect the commoners. We should focus on them, protect them from the things they cannot protect themselves from.”
“Don’t we always?” Frank said. “To different degrees of success, sure, but don’t we always try to keep our cities safe?”
Ashley cursed under her breath. “It’s brilliant. You get them to trust Aeros, and if anything does happen, they’ll flock to his protection.”
“Yes,” Zola said. She cocked her head and smiled at Ashley.
“There are still tanks in the area,” Edgar said. “A small detachment along Fifth Street and two tanks at the riverfront. You can’t protect everyone.” The old immortal clenched his fists. “You’ll only save those fast enough to reach you.”
“Have faith,” Aeros said, drawing Edgar’s attention. “Would I have believed myself incapable, I would not have volunteered.”
Edgar squeezed his forehead. “You haven’t left me with much of a choice. I’m needed in Falias.” He turned to Zola. “Are you traveling with Damian?”
“Ah don’t think it’s safe for us both to leave the city,” Zola said. “Ah’ll stay here for now and help the locals acclimate while he’s in Falias.”
“Acclimate?” I said with a raised eyebrow. “To a four-ton rock that talks?”
“Yes,” she said, without inflection.
“We need to monitor the commoners,” Aideen said. “And someone needs to keep track of the military too. Frank can help to some degree, but he’s not stealthy about it.”
I blinked. “Foster? You want to come to Falias with me? See if you can keep me out of trouble?”
Foster blew out a laugh. “That last part’s impossible, but I do need to get the hell out of this city. I’m in. Aideen?”
She shook her head. “I have more work with Frank. Stealth is of the utmost importance in Falias. Go in silence, and grace.”
Foster raised his eyes to Ashley.
“I’m heading to Kansas City,” Ashley said before any of us could even ask her if she wanted to tag along to Falias.
“Going to visit the survivors?” I asked.
She nodded. “Hugh is coming with me. He has friends in the pack there, and wants to be sure we’re properly introduced.”
“More like he wants to be sure they won’t eat you,” Foster said.
Aideen smacked him in the arm.
“Sorry. But it’s true.”
She smacked him again.
“It’s fine,” Ashley said with a small smile. “I need to do this. If they can tell me something that will help …” She held up her hand. “If my own coven is at risk of an assault like what happened in KC … I have to keep them safe.”
“Where are the survivors?” I asked.
“The coven was in Independence until they were attacked. From what Hugh said, they’re now in the Pack’s lair, near the Quindaro ruins on the other side of the city.”
Zola sucked in a sharp breath.
I glanced at her and then back to Ashley. “What the hell’s a Quindaro?”
“An old story,” Zola said, her voice quiet. “One that gave us hope during the war, even if it was a hope we’d never see.”
“What do you mean?” Frank asked.
It was Edgar that answered. “Before the Civil War, Quindaro was populated by the Europeans, Wyandotte Native Americans, and African Americans, alike. The township was a free state, a free port, and was very much what the world should have been like.”
“It faded after the war began,” Zola said. “It was more than a century before most of us would see the kind of freedom that defined Quindaro.” She took a deep breath. “A hundred and fifty years, and it still feels like yesterday.”
“What about Camazotz?” Aideen asked. “I assume he’s near the coven’s home in Independence?”
Ashley’s hand brushed her nine tails. “That’s my understanding. He’s going to see the pack once he finishes looking into the attack.”
“What pack is out there?” I asked.
“The Quindaro Pack,” Edgar said.
“I’ve never heard of them.”
Edgar raised an eyebrow. “If we were gauging common knowledge by what you did and did not know, the world would be in a sad state, indeed.”
I frowned at the Watcher. “Once I figure out what you just said, I may or may not be angry.”
Edgar turned to Zola. “I must take my leave. Be safe here with Aeros.”
“Ah will.”
Edgar nodded, and took out his umbrella. The Watcher walked away, into the sky.
“Does he need that?” I asked. “Or is he just a really big Mary Poppins fan?”
“I know he’s on our side,” Frank said, “but the guy still makes my skin crawl.”
“Wise of you,” Aeros said. “Edgar has a mortal mind, but he has lived for thousands of years. It can leave the most disciplined human somewhat unstable.”
“Edgar is fine,” Zola said, rapping her cane on the Old God’s knee. “Don’t go putting ideas into Frank’s head. Lord knows he’s paranoid enough.”
“What?” Frank said. “Hey, vampires turned out to be real, didn’t they? That wasn’t some paranoid delusion.”
“Yes,” Zola said, “but now you’re in a loving relationship with one, so maybe the things you fear in the night are not so terrible after all.”
Aeros leaned forward. “That is minimizing some of the—”
Zola cracked him with her cane again. “Dammit. Let the man have his peace.”
“A journeyman is a rogue,” Aeros said, “for him the path is—”
Zola climbed up onto Aeros’s knee and stared him in the eye. “If you make my life more complicated than it needs to be, so help me …”
“Uh,” Aeros said, almost stuttering over the pause. “A path to beef jerky.”
“What?” Frank said.
“It means you’re good with money and stuff,” Foster said.
I glanced between Aeros and the fairy. I’d once heard Nixie call Frank a journeyman. Now I wondered if it was a coincidence, or if it was something I needed to look into a bit deeper.
Zola dragged her hand down her wrinkled face. “One day, rock, we will have a long talk about these things.”
“I do enjoy our talks,” Aeros said.
I thought Zola was going to growl at him. “Are you staying here throughout the day?”
The Old God nodded.
“Good,” Zola said. “Everyone keep in touch. Edgar was right. We’re spreading ourselves thin, and that makes us targets. All of us.”
*     *     *
I FINISHED STUFFING everything I could think of into my black leather backpack. Sure, I didn’t need Gaia’s hand right now, but I sure as hell wasn’t heading into Falias without it.
A narrow Thermos filled with Frappuccino peeked out of a side pocket. I pulled the flap tighter to make sure I wouldn’t drop it. With the holster for my pepperbox adjusted, I tucked the focus into the backpack. I didn’t trust it not to fall out when I got wrenched through the Warded Ways.
The last thing I grabbed was my staff. The thing made me uneasy, knowing it came from Gwynn Ap Nudd, but it was useful as all hell. My knuckles whitened at the thought of what his actions had wrought on my family and friends.
I hit Sam’s number on my phone and waited for her to answer. Most of the Pit would still be asleep, but the daylight didn’t affect Sam like it did the others.
“Vesik.”
“Yes, it is.”
“Demon, what’s up?”
“I heard you’re Vik’s right-hand man, err, girl, woman, I mean.”
“Damian?”
“Yeah?”
“Shut up.”
I grinned at the irritation in Sam’s voice. “Sorry, old habits and all that.”
“What do you need? I’m trying to schedule training for some of the new members, and Dominic’s schedule is beyond booked. They aren’t ready.”
“What about Jonathan?” I asked. “He’s an enforcer now right? Like Dominic?”
“I hate putting him through that, Damian.”
I shuffled down the steps and narrowly dodged a rampaging cu sith, hurtling up the stairs for no apparent reason. “It’s been years since he lost Alexi, Sam.”
“I know, but I don’t want to be the one that triggers him. We almost lost him.”
I understood what Bubbles had been running from when I reached the bottom of the stairs. Peanut had half a bag of Oreos hanging out of his mouth, crumbs scattering all around him as he licked at the cellophane and then tried to spit it out when he saw me.
“Oh, come on, at least take them out of the package, you crazy dog.” I froze and remembered I had my sister on the phone. “Sorry, Sam. Cu sith troubles.”
“Not a problem.”
I yanked the slobbery bag of cookies out of Peanut’s mouth and tore the package open, dumping them on the floor. Peanut started ramming his face into the hardwood, sucking up every last crumb. Cu siths were okay with chocolate, even though it was deadly for regular pups.
“Jonathan did make it through Gettysburg,” I said, sidestepping the furry vacuum. “You should offer it to him, and let him make the decision.”
Sam breathed deeply. “It’s worth a shot. I don’t see how else we can get the one-on-one training finished this week.”
“Sam, be careful, okay?”
The line went silent. “What’s going on?” she asked. “You don’t say shit like that unless you’re about to do something incredibly stupid.”
I pushed the saloon-style doors open and looked at the waiting fairies. Foster was armed to the teeth, with two claymores crossed on his back and a dagger on either thigh.
“I’m going to Falias with Foster. Edgar said there are Fae there who might ally with Nixie.”
“There’s a world of trouble in Falias right now,” Sam said. “Watch your ass.”
“It’s so hard to do, though, how my ass is always behind me.”
Sam sighed, and the line went dead.
“She hung up on me,” I said with mock injury.
“I’m still surprised she hasn’t killed you,” Frank said.
“Ha!” Foster said. “Frank’s getting funny in his old age. You ready to go kill things? I like killing things.”
“Allies, Foster,” Aideen said. “We need allies, not bodies.”
“Damian could turn bodies into allies,” Foster said, his voice matter-of-fact.
“Let’s go get dead allies,” I said, tapping my staff on the hardwood. I looked around again, scanning the aisles of bottles and tea leaves and other randomness in the old shop.
Aideen waved her hand through the air, and reality bent. “Remember. Stealth is key as you move through Falias.”
“God do I hate this part,” I muttered.
“Better you than me,” Frank said. “Safe travels.”
I nodded. “Take care of Aeros, Aideen.”
“We will.”
I stared at the red whorl, a wound in reality itself that led to the Warded Ways. Foster watched Aideen for a moment before stepping through. I sighed and walked toward it. “I really hate these things.”
It felt like my stomach had been pulled out through my eye sockets, and then I fell until something like a truck hit me and wrenched me sideways. The world returned, and all I could hear was my own dry heaving on the cold stone floor.



CHAPTER FOUR
“WHAT THE
FUCK?” I rolled over and leaned against my backpack.
“That was rough,” Foster said, shaking out his wings. “My guess is the barrier rerouted the Ways.”
“So where the hell are we?” I asked, waiting for the room to stop spinning. “I feel like it’s my twenty-first birthday. At least I think I do. That’s kind of a fuzzy memory.”
“You are the first to be dropped here,” a voice said from above us.
I glanced up and did a double take. “Utukku?”
The figure leaned closer to the grate, flickering light showing her reptilian features. “Ah, the necromancer. This place is guarded against your kind. It is lucky I found you. I will get you out.”
“Out of where?” I said, looking around the quaint room. There was a small bookshelf and what appeared to be a lavatory of some sort off to the side.
“Prison,” Foster said. “What the hell?”
I groaned and leaned forward, dragging myself up to my feet. “Super.”
Something clicked and rattled, and an entire section of wall rotated inward.
“Come,” Utukku said. “I do not know if others are aware of your arrival, but it is not safe for you to be here now.”
“You’re not Utukku,” I said, my hand creeping to the pepperbox holstered under my arm. I didn’t have a jacket on. There was nothing subtle about the gesture.
“I am an Utukku.” A scaly eyelid slid over the Utukku’s wide cornea in a slow blink. “Come, please. I have no wish to tell my sister of your demise, nor suffer the wrath of your water witch.”
“I like her,” Foster said. “Where are you taking us?”
“To the sun god and his secret places. Come.”
“What’s your name?” I asked.
“Utukku.” She adjusted the leather jerkin that covered her torso.
I frowned at the back of her head. “How can I keep you all straight if you all use the same name?”
Utukku looked down the hall to the right and then the left before leading us out of the cell. “You may call me Hess, if it pleases you.”
“Hess,” I said, filing her name away as we stepped into a corridor that looked very much like the Royal Court. The walls were not as grand, and the statues propping up the ceiling were far more abstract than what we’d seen at the Royal Court, but the perfectly aligned stones and masonry were unmistakable.
“Be silent,” Hess said. “There are others here, and they are not your allies.”
She stayed close to the wall while Foster shrank and glided over our heads. I stayed as quiet as I could against the cold gray stone, but my boots echoed with every footstep.
Hess sprinted forward, her hunched posture leaving her clothing to slither across the stone. She stopped and held up her hand at the next intersection of hallways. Hess crouched lower and turned her head to the side. It hadn’t occurred to me how dire our situation might actually be until Hess slid two short curved swords out from beneath her jerkin. The blades were as black as the Abyss, and none of the flickering torches reflected in the metal.
“Kill or hide?” Foster asked. His voice was quiet, easily mistaken for a light breeze whispering through the stone corridors.
Hess closed her eyes and listened again.
“You believe their alliance will hold?” a male voice asked, echoing around me.
“It will hold so long as they wish it to hold,” a woman answered. It was hard to tell much about either one without seeing them or hearing their speech as more than an echo.
“Hern has always wanted to crush the commoners and return them to their proper place as our subjects. With Gwynn Ap Nudd at his side, nothing can stop them.”
The voices grew louder. Hess looked up at Foster, perched on the nearest statue. She mouthed something to him, and he nodded.
“What of the defectors? There are undines and some fairies who are allied with the commoners.”
“The fools unleashed the dark-touched with their own hands. We won’t have to concern ourselves with—”
A brilliant red robe appeared at the corner. Surprise lit the old Fae’s face as Hess ran him through with her swords. He collapsed, and his spirit began to scream as his body was torn asunder.
The woman beside him was not so slow. She smashed Hess’s face with a shield and glared at me. “Vesik! You will not live to see—”
She never finished the threat. She bent backward, screaming. One of Foster’s swords stuck out through her gut where a human kidney would be. Foster wrenched her neck back and slowly carved up her throat with a dagger from his boot.
“Ally of Hern. Ally of the King. It matters not to me. You helped kill my mother, and for that, you all die.” She convulsed and sprayed blood across the stone floor, but Foster didn’t stop. He straddled the dying fairy and began carving a bloody circle into her chest. Runes came next, and I cringed away from the sight. When the fairy tried to scream, only blood poured from her mouth and the wound in her neck.
“Glenn will die upon my blades,” Foster snarled and smashed his palm into the open wounds. “As will Hern. This I swear. Juramentum Daemonem Ferrum!”
The woman’s body exploded beneath Foster, shredded by an unseen line art. Foster stood slowly, but there was no blood on his body, none on his armor or even his sword. He stared at the bloody chunks strewn across the intersection of the corridor.
“I swear it,” he hissed as he slammed his sword back into its sheath.
The fairy’s screams were awful, grating things as the remnants of her body were siphoned off into the ley lines. When she was gone, and only her armor remained, I saw the circle burned into the stone. The same circle Foster had carved into the Fae’s chest.
“What have you done?” Hess asked, looking from the mark to Foster.
“I sent a message.”
A thunder of footsteps sounded in the distance.
“Come,” Hess said. “We must hurry now, or this will become most unpleasant.”
I rather liked how Hess said that, instead of stating the more obvious run or die.
“Follow. Quickly.” She dashed across the hall and threw open a heavy wooden door. Foster slipped through behind her, and I followed, easing the door shut.
Hess picked up the edge of the rug, revealing a handle set into the floor.
“You’re kidding, right?” I said.
Foster lifted the door up as the shouts grew louder in the hallway outside. “Go,” he hissed.
I grabbed the blade rune on my staff, and led the way with a glowing soulsword. Other than being black as pitch, the corridor below was much the same as the halls above. Dark entryways waited every fifteen feet, concealing gods only knew what. A shiver raced down my spine when a whispering scream echoed out of one of the chambers.
“Put the sword out,” Hess said, lowering the trap door behind us. “There are things here that will not respond well to it.”
Despite my gut shouting at me not to let go of the sword, I shifted my hand, and the blade vanished. A lantern sprang to life a moment later, and Hess shuffled around me.
“Keep up,” she said. “We have the length of two halls, and then we’ll be in friendly territory.”
“They’ll know you helped us,” Foster said.
Hess looked back at us and grinned. Her teeth flashed in the lantern light like something out of a nightmare. “There is a time for all things to end. This alliance has survived long enough.”
I wondered if Hess was one of Nixie’s allies Edgar had mentioned.
She pulled up short and slammed me up behind a roughly hewn stone pillar. Something moved in the shadows ahead of us. Flickers of gray and white floated into one of the black gateways.
“What is it?” Foster whispered.
“Guards,” Hess said.
“I don’t see anything.”
I opened my Sight, and choked back a gasp. A cloak moved through the air, a terrible emptiness waiting inside its hood. A ghostly, skeletal hand reached out to one of the doors, and it passed through unimpeded.
It returned a moment later, carrying what looked like a human spine. The flickers of gray and white returned, and I almost flinched when I realized they were floating eyes. I didn’t know what the fuck that thing was, but I sure as hell didn’t want to find out what it would do when it found us.
Hess stepped forward. I wanted to grab her, pull her back to safety, but she flung open her jerkin and raised her voice.
“Your bounty lies not here, dullahan. Look upon me and begone.”
It screamed, low and breathy at first, but it grew into a deafening shriek when the creature retreated.
Hess turned to us and shouted, “Run!” I saw the glint of golden armor beneath her jerkin, fit for a goddess, and then she sprinted away from us.
I stumbled forward, my feet slipping on a damp stone before I shot forward beside Foster. The rattle behind me sent a shock of fear down my back. I glanced over my shoulder, and immediately wished I hadn’t.
Light and shouts pierced the hallway. They’d found us.
“What is that Unseelie scum doing here?” Foster shouted, calling after Hess.
“Not now, friend. We make for safety. Questions later.”
The distance shrank with every second. “Run!” I shouted. “They’re right behind us!”
Hess made a sharp turn, her claws squealing against the stone as she led us into a narrow corridor. There was no light here. No dim doorways to steal away the illumination. Hess held her lantern high, sliding to a stop at the end of the corridor.
“We can’t beat them,” the Utukku hissed. “Burn them, necromancer!”
I slid to a stop and turned on the things chasing us. My left foot slipped as I twisted, extending my staff toward the oncoming force. Some of them looked like Foster, like Fae warriors set to kill on sight. Others … others, I had no words for—deformed, twisted things darker than any creature I’d seen in the Burning Lands, their skin black as pitch, their bodies writhing as though made from snakes.
“Magnus Ignatto!”
Darkness became light. Silence became terror. The power that ripped through my aura and spun through that staff was more than I had any right to conjure. The souls locked away in my head awoke, screaming for the blood of the Fae. They knew we were in Falias. They knew this city was the reason they were dead. They knew this place had stolen the lives of their families.
The corridor condensed the firestorm, refining it into a hellish tube of death. A vicious current of air tore in from behind us, feeding the maelstrom. I cut the spell off, and the blowback sat me on my ass. The staff clattered to the stones, smoking where I’d channeled the lines through it. The inlays glowed a magnificent blue.
I shook in the sudden darkness, feeling out the staff while the ghostly cries of our would-be assailants echoed through the halls.
“Ha ha ha ha!” Foster screamed, and the joy in his voice set my teeth on edge. “Next one’s mine, you bastard.” He dragged me up to my feet.
Hess stared at me in the flickering lights of the burning corpses and her meager lantern. “It’s not far now.” She started to turn away, glanced at me again, and then led us forward.
I took one last look at that smoking burial hall. One creature stood among the carnage, his cloak and disembodied eyes tucked beneath his arm, appraising the dead at his feet. I shivered, and turned away from the dullahan.
Hess took two sharp turns. The corridors were a maze. A man could walk inside them for a lifetime and never find his way out. The next curving hall was filled with doors, spaced closer together than the black gateways had been in the first corridor. These were simple wooden doors. No intricate knots or inlays adorned them.
The Utukku’s claws clicked on the stone as she accelerated, dashing past the next intersection. “Hurry,” she hissed with a glance backward. I could have sworn the halls ahead looked lighter.
The sword strike came from the shadows.
Foster lunged forward, unsheathing both claymores and shattering the assailant’s blade in one smooth motion, barely keeping the sword away from Hess’s neck. The follow-through took the Fae’s leg off at the knee. Foster raised the rounded pommel of his sword in a sharp blow, cracking the side of the fairy’s head.
When the fairy hit the ground, Foster’s sword at his throat, I noticed the similarities. The pattern of the wings. The sharp angle of their features.
Foster shouted, leaning into the other fairy’s face. “You would strike a Demon Sword with a blood right? I am the son of the Sanatio, Demon Sword to the Seelie Court, and it is my right to claim the head of my mother’s murderer.”
“I didn’t know!”
Foster narrowed his eyes. “You were in the queen’s guard, side by side with the Sanatio for years, and yet you plead ignorance? You’re a treacherous creature, and we’ll never need worry of you again.”
The sword slid through the fairy’s throat, and Foster wrenched the other Fae’s head to the side. He stared at the face for a moment before tossing the severed head down the hall.
“Someone you know?” Hess asked. “Or knew, should I say?”
“One of the owl knights,” Foster whispered as the body fell apart and the screams began. “He was one of my mother’s guards.”
Shouts and metal boot strikes echoed around the corridor behind us.
“Come,” Hess said. “Quickly. And thank you, Demon Sword.”
Foster sheathed his blades as he stood up.
“Come on, bug,” I said as more shouts filled the hall.
He nodded, and I yanked on his arm, setting us into motion once more. By the next hallway, I was sure the corridors really were getting brighter. A square patch of daylight waited at the far end.
“Run,” Hess said, glancing behind us. “The light is neutral. We will be safe there.”
I felt a momentary relief when the warm sunlight washed over us, but the Fae behind us didn’t seem to care. They continued their pursuit, chasing us through the lights.
We started up a staircase before I heard the voice.
“There you are.”
I looked up. Edgar stood at the top of the stairs, flanked by Ward and the Old Man. Edgar slowly lowered the faceplate on his golden armor. “Get behind me.”
The mob of Fae surged into view at the bottom of the staircase. The vision of Edgar, clothed in golden light, and the Old Man, clothed in a rolling darkness, gave them pause.
“Do not betray the accords of this place,” Edgar said. His voice boomed, strangely amplified. Edgar’s words trailed off into a deadly whisper that echoed through the air. “To do so gives me the right to defend myself, and you will not survive that.”
They should have been more worried about Ward. He touched a series of the wards etched into his flesh and light followed his fingers, shifting and changing with each addition, each gesture. Ward grunted and slammed his palms into the earth. “It is done.” He wiped the sweat from his bald head and sniffed.
One of the twisted Fae, with arms longer than its legs, surged forward. I drew the pepperbox as Foster unsheathed his sword. Neither of us needed move.
A stunningly intricate ward burst to life from the earth. Knots and whorls unlike any I’d seen before, a thousand Celtic knots bound together in one beautifully insane pattern, sent a surge of line energy into the air. Screams echoed around us before the empty armor of the Fae bounced out of the light.
“Idiot,” the Old Man said as he kicked the empty breastplate back into the hall.
“Be gone,” Edgar said, “or suffer the same fate.”
One of the warrior Fae stepped closer to the barrier. “We will not forget this, Utukku. The betrayers of Gwynn Ap Nudd cannot—”
“Shut your fucking mouth,” Foster snarled. “Nudd betrayed us all. Nudd all but murdered the Sanatio with his own hands. Nudd’s time is done.”
“It is not wise to support Hern in these troubled times,” the warrior said. “Gwynn Ap Nudd is our true king.”
“You’re a fool to support either of them,” Foster said. “They are allied. I’ve thought long about this. They’re culling Faerie, making it easier to control and sustain in one blow. Go in peace and remember these words. Your own king could stop this war at any time, and yet he doesn’t. Why? Even after the tragedy here? After Falias was ripped from Faerie?”
“It was his plan,” the fairy said.
“No.” Foster stared at the fairy. “It was his plan for everyone in Falias to die. Do you know why anyone survived? The child who would be the Destroyer pulled you all from the Abyss, pulled you from Nudd’s Damnation.”
My gaze snapped to Foster.
“Come,” Edgar said. “There is much to discuss.”



CHAPTER FIVE
WE FOLLOWED EDGAR through the streets of Falias. I didn’t realize how beautiful the city was until we escaped the slavering horde of Fae who thought we should be dead.
Delicate spires of stone soared and twisted into the sky, crowning smooth-walled houses and castles alike. The staggering of tiny homes between the towering gray walls was jarring. Flowers and bright green grasses graced the earth along the smooth stone road. It looked nothing like the ruins I’d seen pulled from Faerie at Gettysburg. I wondered how much had been rebuilt, and what had come through intact.
“Where are we?” I asked.
Edgar glanced back at me before looking up at one of the wider spires. “The far end of the coliseum was beneath Gettysburg. Or what was left of the fields there, at least. Most of the town has been abandoned since the Fae arrived. There are more ghosts here than people now.”
“That’s not so different,” I said as I slowed to a stop. “How did they rebuild it so quickly?” I’d seen some of the reconstruction on the broadcasts. “It was still ruins just weeks ago.”
“Some of that is an illusion,” Edgar said. “They rebuilt most of the city very quickly. There are a few slums in the outskirts that Nudd has left to rot, but those are mostly populated by Fae with questionable loyalties.”
“That’s where we’ve been recruiting,” the Old Man said. “No better ally than the enemy of your enemy.”
“Sometimes that’s true,” Edgar said, “and sometimes not.”
Ward slowed his steps until he fell into pace beside me. “What are you doing here?”
“I heard this was the latest must-see vacation spot,” I said.
Ward blew out a short laugh. “Maybe after what you went through in the Burning Lands.”
“We came here to kill a king,” Foster said.
“Oh, you’ll make fast friends here,” Ward said, and I didn’t miss the biting edge to his words. “I can see that already. But why are you really here?”
Edgar looked over his shoulder at Ward. “Probably because I opened my mouth when I should have kept it shut.”
“What do you mean?”
“I mentioned we might have found allies for Nixie. I should have known Damian would come running.”
“That witch doesn’t need you running to her rescue,” the Old Man said with a laugh. “She could kill us all if she put her mind to it. I remember one of the battles in Atlantis …”
Ward dragged his hand down his face. “Here we go.”
“These men are all your allies?” Hess asked as the old man regaled us with a story from the last days of Atlantis.
I looked down slightly at the Utukku and nodded.
“You travel in strange circles, Damian Vesik. I would not expect the deathspeaker and the Warded One to be allied with the sun god, nor would I have expected them to be part of your alliance.”
“Why not?”
Hess blinked and cocked her head. “Well, with the collapse of the Watchers, I would have thought Edgar would be focused on rebuilding them. He has faced the deathspeaker in battle, and knows what he is capable of. As for the Warded One … he is not known for his companionship.”
Ward glanced back at Hess. “Not known for my companionship?”
“Apologies, Ward. I meant no offense.”
“You’re fine,” Ward said. He looked at me and asked, “Where’s Zola?”
“She’s babysitting the rock,” Foster said.
“What?”
“She’s helping the locals ‘acclimate’ to Aeros,” I said. “He posted himself outside the shop.”
“For what?” Ward asked.
“We hoped the Old God would be a deterrent to the military presence.”
Ward nodded.
“Are the Watchers as bad off as Hess said?” I asked.
“Disbanded, mostly,” Edgar said. “We were being picked off from the inside. No one else knew who the mage machina were. Koda is looking into it where he can, but I thought it safer if we scattered.”
“How many more Watchers did you lose?” I asked, remembering the trouble we’d had with the recording of the blood mage going viral. Edgar had hinted at problems then, but it wasn’t until later that I understood more of what was happening.
“Fifteen,” Edgar said quietly. “A house near Chicago was wired to explode. Watchers might look for magical triggers and wards, but no one was looking for anti-personnel mines in the kitchen. Why would they?”
I frowned and exchanged a glance with Foster.
“What worries me is that means it could have been anyone,” Edgar said. “Vampires, Fae, werewolves—they all have access to explosives.”
We fell silent, following the curve of the road past a rundown-looking steeple. Half of the brightly colored roof had collapsed, and scorch marks trailed up from the windows.
A small group of Fae huddled outside the damaged building.
Foster walked up to them. He didn’t bother to shrink, and I wondered if the same rules of etiquette applied here as they did in the Royal Courts. There, walking around in his Proelium size was an act of war.
The small group whispered and flinched away from the fairy, their wings sagging as they wrapped their arms around the youngest.
“What happened here?” Foster asked, his eyes roving the ruin of the little church before coming back to rest on the huddled fairies.
I heard the whisper, “Demon Sword.” They knew who he was, but did they understand what he’d lost?
Edgar and the others stopped walking when they realized the rest of us were standing by the building.
The only fairy wearing armor shook his head. “They have already taken everything but our lives. We cannot risk more.”
Foster crouched down and rested his arms on his knees. “Who did this?”
He looked at Foster and then back at what I thought must be his wife, battered and bruised as she was. She didn’t speak, and I didn’t know if it was because of Foster or the trauma her family must have experienced.
The youngest fairy pushed away from the others and stood up. “The Royal Guard did this. The king’s cowards.”
“No,” the older fairy hissed. “Do not say such things.”
“They said the Sanatio is dead, and it’s our fault.”
Foster hung his head. “The Sanatio is dead, but it’s not your fault. Gwynn Ap Nudd betrayed her, and left her to die in the Burning Lands.”
The shock on the fairies’ faces was awful, and it tore open the wound in my heart.
Foster’s words cut me to the bone, and a terrible rage crawled out of the pit of my stomach, only to be drowned in bitter loss when the mother’s lips trembled. The father only shook his head, as if to rid his mind of those terrible words, but the mother stood up beside her son. She placed a shaky hand on his shoulder.
“Can I heal you?” Foster asked, looking her over.
“I believe what you say,” she said in a hoarse voice. “I’ve been marked for my crimes,” she whispered. “It is the will of … of …”
“The king?” Foster said, his wings flaring as his back straightened. “No, I’m afraid the king has lost his mind. He’s working with Hern. Do you know what that means? It was Gwynn Ap Nudd who let Ezekiel into Falias in the first place.”
The small fairy’s face fractured into a snarl. “Then I have no king. Heal me, Demon Sword, that my sword may be yours.”
Foster held out his hand, and the fairy climbed into his palm. “Socius Sanation.” Light flowed into the small fairy, and she screamed as small cracking and popping noises echoed up from Foster’s hand. Her mending bones sounded like snapping toothpicks as she collapsed onto his palm.
The rage in Foster’s eyes almost made me flinch. He gently lowered her back to the earth. She stepped off of his hand, shaking, but this time it wasn’t from the broken bones and trauma.
“What’s your name?” Foster asked.
“I am Enda,” the woman said, “and my sword is yours.”
The younger fairy stood up a little straighter. “I am Liam, son of Lochlan. My sword is yours.”
The older fairy sighed and placed a hand on either of his companions. “I am Lochlan, husband of Enda, father of Liam, and my sword is yours.”
“It’s not safe for them here,” Edgar said.
Foster nodded.
Edgar looked down at the small trio of fairies. “Get to the slums in the south of Falias. Find Euphemia, the undine. She will help you. If you’re unsure of someone’s allegiance, ask them if they know where the Obsidian Inn is.”
“What’s the Obsidian Inn?” Foster asked.
Edgar let a slow smile lift his lips. “I’ll show you.”
“What should their answer be?” Enda asked, flexing her black and white wings.
“Beneath the streets and above the volcano.”
“The old tunnels where the fire pits were?” Liam asked. “I know where those are. They were flooded in Faerie.”
“They’re not flooded here,” Edgar said. “Go, and you will be among allies. The laws of Faerie no longer govern Falias. Remember that, and be prepared to fight.”
“Thank you,” Lochlan said.
Foster nodded as Lochlan and Enda ushered Liam away.
“This place is alien to everyone in it,” Hess said. “It looks like Falias, but it feels as if the city lost its soul.”
“Maybe it did,” I said, watching the fairies disappear through a cracked doorway.
“Come,” Edgar said. “We’re in neutral territory here, but that doesn’t mean we’re safe.”
“As long as we don’t see another dullahan, I’m good.”
“A dullahan?” Edgar said. “There hasn’t been a dullahan in Falias since the Wandering War.” He stopped talking and looked back at me and Hess. “You saw one in the tunnels?”
“I have seen more than one,” Hess said. She paused. “Or perhaps the one we faced has been in many places.”
“I’m surprised the Unseelie would reveal themselves here,” Edgar said. “Why, Foster? What would they gain by that?”
“They may have thought they could kill us. Hess flashed her armor at the dullahan.”
Edgar nodded. “They may be heralds of death, but dullahans will go to great lengths to avoid gold.”
“I imagine Damian’s setting the stones on fire may have had an influence too.”
“I might have melted them a bit,” I muttered. “They weren’t on fire.”
“Our enemies were on fire,” Hess said. “It was … pleasing.”
“Don’t encourage him,” Edgar said, giving Hess a flat stare. “For the love of … just don’t encourage him.” He increased his pace, stepping up beside Ward.
“Where’s Dell?” I asked when the Old Man shot me a wry grin. It wrinkled the scars around his white beard.
“My apprentice,” he said, an edge of irritation in his voice, “is off with one of the packs.”
“The werewolves?” I asked.
He nodded. “The Irish Brigade, in fact. He’s been seeing one of those wolves ever since Gettysburg. Caroline has a lengthy list of reasons not to trust necromancers, but maybe she’ll soften up a bit with all that’s happened.”
I frowned and looked away. All that’s happened. She lost Carter, and then lost him again. They were old friends, lovers once, and now he was gone forever. We’d lost the entire Ghost Pack defeating Prosperine.
“Not your fault,” the Old Man said, as if he knew exactly what I was thinking. “He wanted to save that girl as much as you. I thought it was a fool’s errand, if I’m being honest.”
“What are you doing here?” I asked, trying to change the subject before the sudden pressure at the back of my eyes turned into something more.
“Silence,” Hess said. “Someone is following us.”
The conversation died away. I strained to catch some hint of what had tipped the Utukku off, but I didn’t see or hear anything. The towering beauty of Falias that had surrounded us when we first arrived grew more cracked and broken the farther we walked. Spires lay shattered across the stone pathways and homes were random piles of precisely hewn stone. Only a few had been rebuilt, or survived, and those were guarded by piercing eyes in the shadowed doorways.
Edgar picked his way past one of the fallen spires, and led us into a narrow alley. Unstable walls flanked us on either side, and I had an immediate fear of being crushed by falling stone.
I heard nothing as Ward came to a stop beside Edgar. Hess had either been mistaken, or they were no longer following.
Edgar tilted his head.
Hess gestured at the ground.
Edgar leaned down and pressed his hand to the earth. A loud thunk sounded from beneath it, and Edgar pulled open a door that had been flush with the earth. “Go,” he said. What I had thought was another broken door revealed a stairway leading into a shadowy tunnel. I followed behind Hess. The tunnel was musty and humid, but the stone wasn’t smoothed away like most of the work I’d seen in Faerie.
Edgar followed us in, closing the stone door behind him.
“Where the hell are we now?” I asked.
“Some of the Ways, the early Ways long before the Mad King, are still intact. This is the fastest way to the ruins.”
“You could have told Lochlan and Enda,” I said.
Edgar shook his head. “This isn’t a path for everyone to know, Damian.” He led us around the corner, and torchlight followed us, though I could see no torch. “I’ll go through first to be sure the guards won’t accidentally vaporize you.”
“Accidentally vaporize us?” I said. “Now that sounds like Watcher talk.”
Edgar glanced at me, and then stepped farther down the hall. He vanished.
Footsteps sounded in the distance. I wasn’t sure if they were above or below us, but they were many, and the echoing stampede made my flesh crawl. The Old Man stepped into the Ways behind Hess, and I followed.



CHAPTER SIX
I
EXPECTED THE vertigo-inducing hell ride of the Warded Ways, but this was different. It felt like I’d walked into a wall of warm water, slowly sinking into the welcoming fluid, the torchlight stretching into infinite luminescent bands. Then I was out.
We were either underground, or in a long corridor with no windows. The air felt wet, more humid than Saint Charles at the height of summer. Torches flickered along the walls, golden and orange, but when I looked closer at one, there was no fiber burning in the bracket, each a flickering flame hovering above a tapered black cylinder.
My eyes adjusted to the dimmer light, and then I saw the Utukkus standing beside the dark stone walls. Two of them had long guns leveled at us. The rifles looked old and beautiful and utterly intimidating. Runes glowed along the sides, emitting light that moved in a wave-like pattern from the stock to the far end of the barrel.
“State your purpose,” the first said. I don’t know why I was surprised it was a male Utukku. No one had said there weren’t males, but for some reason, I hadn’t considered it.
They didn’t look so different from Hess or the other whom I knew simply as Utukku. A little more muscle and a sharper ridge over their eyes were all that set them apart besides their deeper voices.
Hess pushed herself forward, past Edgar and the Old Man. “Seek the Obsidian Inn beneath the streets and above the volcano.”
“Hess?” One of the guards lowered his rifle slightly. “We did not expect you back so soon.”
“And I did not expect to find allies wandering the coliseum.”
The first guard nudged the second, and they both raised their rifles, stepping to the side. “Please, continue. We will keep watch as is our duty.”
“Thank you,” Hess said, motioning for the rest of us to follow.
We walked past the guards. They nodded to each of us, and I could have sworn their eyes lingered on me until we turned right at the next intersection.
The dark, water-stained stones gave way to a sparse covering of ancient tiles, and those eventually flowed into a complex mosaic that arched over our heads. I slowed and cursed at the story unfolding around us.
This wasn’t a peaceful place. Red tiles became blood pouring from the wounds of a thousand soldiers. Fairies and trolls and demons battled against Leviathans while undines slaughtered each other. I didn’t need to ask what the gray tiles represented on their lithe bodies. The wounds of those blades were they only thing I knew that could kill them outright, turning flesh to stone.
At the end of the mosaic’s chaos, the hall opened into a low-ceilinged chamber filled with the quiet whispers of dozens. I caught a flash of blonde hair before the torches brightened.
“Welcome to the resistance.” I knew her voice, but here it was firm, demanding, almost militant.
Nixie stood at the center of the room beside the diminutive speaker. Intricately carved dark gray armor concealed the lithe, deadly undine within it, and the mere sight of her still sent a frisson of excitement up my spine. Her stony stare cracked for a moment when she flashed me a wry grin before she returned to attention.
Nixie and the speaker were surrounded by undines and fairies, and flanked by Mike the Demon.
“Morrigan?” Edgar said, stepping forward. His surprise cracked into a smile. Edgar embraced the old woman. I could just barely see her scowl poking up over his shoulder when he bent to hug her.
“Enough,” Morrigan said, pushing Edgar away. “Let an old woman keep some semblance of dignity, yes?” Her eyes roved across our group. She nodded to Foster and Ward, and paused when she came to the Old Man. “Leviticus.”
The Old Man placed his fist on his chest and bowed.
Morrigan laughed slowly and quietly. The sound crawled over my shoulders, and I shivered. “And you, young deathspeaker,” she said, turning to me. “What is it you mean to make of this world?”
I thought it a rather odd way to greet an ally, or at least I hoped we were allies. Tales of the Morrigan were many, and terrifying.
She raised her face slightly, and light from the floating lanterns cast a sharp contrast against the whorl and knot patterns on her skin. They flowed from her right eye, arcing up across her forehead and down onto her cheek.
Edgar raised a hand and then paused. “The marks.”
“Yes,” she said. “They are dark, as is the time in which we live, Edgar.”
Edgar said no more.
I glanced at Nixie. I wasn’t used to seeing her in armor. She raised her arms to adjust the neat braid of hair at her back, pulling the strands away from a dark gray metal, intricately detailed with battles and structures that looked straight out of a mythology text. It probably was, I realized as I turned back to Morrigan. Atlantis perhaps, or some other dark time from Faerie’s history.
Morrigan gestured to Foster, and the seven-foot fairy stepped forward. “I am sorry for your loss, young one. Your mother was a dear friend of mine. Gwynn Ap Nudd announced to the Courts that her death was unavoidable due to the actions of her son.” She shook her head slowly before Foster could respond. “I could no longer stand with Nudd, after seeing him twist the truth so severely.”
“He let her die.” Foster’s words hung in the room. The pain that crossed his face felt like a dagger dragged over my heart, seeking the place to hurt me deepest, reminding me how Cara sacrificed herself to save me. “He could have saved her.”
Morrigan raised her hands to his face, propping herself up on the tips of her toes to reach him properly. “You are the Demon Sword, and vengeance is your right.”
She turned to Hess, and the old crone was gone. Now a small young woman stood before me, clothed in a cape of black feathers. Her eyes were infinite, a gateway into the Abyss itself. I hadn’t seen her change. She simply was one thing, and became something else, like a record had skipped to a new track without prompting.
“Go, Hess. Join your people. I will have need of you soon.”
“Thank you.” Hess turned and put her hand on my shoulder. “We will fight with you, deathspeaker. There is nothing else to do.” Hess nodded, then hunched over as she sprinted past Nixie and vanished into a corridor.
“Ward,” Morrigan said. “There is something I must ask of you. We are protected well enough here, hidden even from most things, but not from the king, and not from Hern. If this place falls, the resistance will fall with it.”
Ward looked around the chamber. “How many more rooms do you need concealed?”
“A handful. The armory and the living quarters. With all concealed, we should be able to hide the strongest of our leaders.”
“It will take time.” Ward looked toward the ceiling and cocked his head before nodding. “It can be done.”
She turned to Edgar. “What of the Watchers?”
“Disbanded, for now.”
“You can call upon the others if we need them?”
“I can try, yes.”
Morrigan bowed her head before facing the Old Man. “I would ask you to tend your apprentice. A new theater is opening on the eastern front, and I fear what has happened in Kansas City may be repeated in the Irish Brigade’s territory.”
“I don’t take orders,” the Old Man said.
Morrigan smiled. “He is still with the Irish Brigade, but a detachment of Hern’s warriors has been picking away at them this past day. Near Antietam, perhaps upon it. Go with caution.”
“Dell should have called.” The Old Man pulled a surprisingly modern-looking cell phone out of his cloak. He looked at us and then back to Morrigan. “I’ll let you know what I find.”
“Give no quarter.”
“You know I don’t,” the Old Man said quietly before walking back the way we’d entered.
Morrigan turned to face me. “Nixie has told me a great deal of you. You have shown her a way other than death, and yet you hold the souls of many dead.” She narrowed her eyes. “I have known a great many creatures. The last to wield such power was Ezekiel himself.” She didn’t look away, or so much as blink.
I looked down at my hands before glancing back to her.
She slowly leaned her head to one side. “You doubt your own strength. I did not think that possible in a deathspeaker.”
“I’ve failed too many of my friends.” I frowned at the words. I hadn’t meant to speak them aloud.
Morrigan smiled, and the expression sent a chill down into my very soul. “We all fail, deathspeaker. It is those who persevere who find the light in the darkness.”
Black ink flowed into the air from her cloak, arcing out into gentle curves of black wings until finally resolving into midnight feathers.
The power in that gesture hummed across my aura. Her wings were the stuff of gravemakers, and there was enough energy in that room for me to tear the world in half. The thought made me shiver.
“You feel it, yes? The power that flows behind me?”
I nodded.
“Can you withstand it?”
The world turned to blackness in an instant as Morrigan’s wings wrapped around me. I had a moment of sheer panic in that utter darkness, my heart slamming against my chest as something cut into my arms and legs. The Old Man’s training kicked in. I didn’t need a circle shield. I didn’t need a wide, clumsy defense. I only needed a tiny opening. Line energy lanced up through the stones at my feet, and a shield crackled to life along my left arm.
One sharp blow unraveled one of Morrigan’s wings, turning feathers to wisps of black power. The dead called out to me in those broken feathers, and I let them come. I expected the rush. I expected the utter control I had over the dead to take that power and make it my own.
I was wrong.



CHAPTER SEVEN
THE LAST THING I heard was Nixie’s snarl. “You kill him, and you die.”
Darkness absolute strangled all my senses. There was no sound in Morrigan’s embrace, no vision. I didn’t know if I was floating through an abyss or drowning in a sea of blood. No difference awaited me whether my eyes were open or shut. All was darkness.
I was breathing. I could feel the air. This was still life.
“I know how you’ve failed.” Her voice came from nowhere and everywhere. A tiny pinpoint of light grew in the distance.
I screamed when the visions started. Cara, gore marks in her chest from her husband’s helmet, her collapsed form disintegrating and taking a piece of my heart with it. Sam, dying on the muddy earth. Foster’s cries when we lost Colin. Cassie’s final echoing wails. Maggie’s shattered ribcage. Carter’s broken body. Vicky’s tiny hand in the back of that godforsaken van.
Morrigan let the vision of Vicky’s fingers hang there in all its grotesque memory. “You failed her.”
My scream fractured, and rage crawled its way up from within my bones. There was a power there, a power no being would ever contain.
“You let the child die. You cannot save your friends, and your family will all—”
“You show me death,” I hissed. “It is mine!”
My power exploded, a black wave blasting Morrigan’s own power away from me. It rose in a tide of groaning, wailing souls. Morrigan scrambled to restrain me in the sudden outpouring, but the souls within me were done with her feeble restraints. I was done. Black became gold as the murmurs of the souls surged into cries and screams. The power rose, singeing the hairs on my arm as the dead came to me, shattering the stones beneath my feet.
The mantle of Anubis slammed closed over my head, but the scepter never materialized. Something had dulled the power of the mantle. It wasn’t the same force I’d felt in the Burning Lands. The visions did not flee entirely. A lone crow stared at me, perched on a broken tree above the bodies of the lost, a field of corpses that stretched to the horizon. Souls rose from the dead, as if this place had been the battlefield they’d all died upon. They joined me, staring up at Morrigan, but despite their cries for vengeance, Morrigan was not our target. I slammed my heel onto the shattered stones at my feet, and the vision fled. Once more, we stood in Falias.
Morrigan stared, her wings no longer defined, but a nebulous cloud of darkness behind her. A crow stood upon her shoulder.
I took deep breaths, and the air whistled through the jackal’s nose.
Nixie stepped out from behind Morrigan. She looked me up and down and gave me a sharp nod. I thought she meant I’d done well, or perhaps she approved of the mantle.
I closed my eyes and breathed out slowly, letting the mantle fall away. I couldn’t see as well with normal eyes as I had through the eyes of the jackal, but I still understood what waited in that chamber. The Utukku had run, and now cowered in the corner of an adjoining hallway. Even Edgar had stepped back. Only Foster and Nixie remained where they were. Everyone else had retreated to the nearest wall.
“Deathspeaker,” Morrigan said. “Your control is impressive, and to break my bond is no small thing.”
I heard a sword sing against its sheath. I turned at looked at Foster. His hand still waited on the hilt.
“I’m fine,” I said, unsure if the fairy meant to strike Morrigan, or even me.
“I wasn’t sure,” he said. “You were … it looked like she had taken you.”
“I did,” Morrigan said.
Nixie bristled.
“Peace, undine. He wields too great a power to go untested.”
“He has trained with Leviticus,” Nixie said, her voice almost a growl.
“A man who once nearly doomed this world himself,” Morrigan said, a rising edge to her words. “Even the Unseelie Courts know this. Do you deny it?”
“A threat against Damain is a threat against me,” Nixie said, her lips curling up into a terrifying smile. “I suggest you go no further, lest it be your armor we wash in the rivers.”
Morrigan’s head jerked back. “You dare?” Her face contorted as her arm rose, fingers bent into a savage claw. Morrigan’s nebulous wings solidified into a terrible dark blankness that made the Abyss seem sunny.
“Enough!” I shouted, stepping up between the pair. “I don’t care if you’re Unseelie or not. If you can help us stop the dark-touched, defeat Glenn and Hern—anything that doesn’t involve killing my friends—then I will call you ally. Or are we all just going to die here and accomplish nothing?”
Morrigan narrowed her eyes. “You are a peculiar creature.”
“You should meet my sister.”
A slow laughed crawled up from the shadows and sent Morrigan’s gaze shooting from one side of the room to the other.
I shivered when the voice spoke from just behind me.
“Do not strike out at my allies again.”
As if the deep voice and subtle accent hadn’t said it all, the glimpse of braided gold at his neck and shoulders told me who it was.
“Camazotz,” Morrigan said, her eyes locking onto the new arrival.
“Edgar,” Camazotz said, ignoring Morrigan’s greeting. “Five days have passed. The dark-touched have returned to Fort Benton, and I have found traces of them throughout the state. A trail of dead spirals out from Rivercene. Or perhaps toward it.”
Edgar cursed. “I suspected no less, but I hoped for better news. Do you have a count?”
Camazotz shook his head, causing his black ponytail to dance against his dark skin. “What children I have in the state I have moved to the caverns. Cizin is with them.” He turned his gaze toward Ward. “Do not ignite that symbol, young one.”
Ward’s hands vibrated and flashed with electric green power.
“Ward,” Edgar said.
Morrigan looked down at her feet. Something flashed across her face. “When did you place this spell?”
“Ward,” Edgar said again.
The flickers of light around Ward’s hands died away, firing through the tattooed patterns barely visible on his forearms, and vanishing beneath his vest. He looked at Edgar for a moment before returning his focus to Morrigan. “I made them as soon as I realized who you were. What you were. Those wards will unmake flesh itself. I doubt even you could survive.”
“Cunning,” Morrigan said. Her gaze flicked from Camazotz to Nixie. “You have many allies here, Camazotz. Perhaps they are not so lost as I feared. And your deathspeaker was able to break free of me. Strange things are afoot.”
“You should not have threatened Damian,” Camazotz said. “You do not know the things his master could unleash upon you.”
“Oh? You did nothing to stop me.” Morrigan smiled slightly. “You’ve been here for hours, watching.”
“What?” I said, taken aback at her words. “Is that true? You knew what she was doing to me?”
“Yes,” Camazotz said.
“Had any of us acted,” Edgar said, “you would have been lost inside the Morrigan.”
“Within the Morrigan lies a realm of death like no other,” Camazotz said. “Be ever on your guard, for she has struck down gods and kings alike.”
I suddenly felt very lucky my day hadn’t gone a much different direction.



CHAPTER EIGHT
MORRIGAN LED US deeper into the tangled hallways beneath Falias. Ward stayed behind to begin work on his protections. I’d wanted to ask why Ward’s glyph had Edgar and Morrigan so prickly, but my attention was firmly fixed on Morrigan’s every movement.
She pushed her way through an arched door and gestured to an oval table. Foster pulled out the chair at the head and seated himself in his full seven-foot height. Morrigan smiled slightly and sat down at the foot of the table. The rest of us filtered in, taking seats between them.
Edgar laced his fingers together and glanced at Foster before turning his focus to Morrigan. “Lady Morrigan, we seek to aid you in toppling the conspirator, Hern, and the Lost King, Gwynn Ap Nudd.”
“You aid one who desires only to aid the deceased.”
“For fuck’s sake,” Nixie snarled. “Just say what you mean.”
“Nixie,” Edgar said.
Nixie jabbed her finger at Edgar. “We have more history than you know. Stay out of this, Amon.”
Edgar rubbed his forehead and grimaced, clearly weighing his options. Who would he want to anger less?
Morrigan’s lips curled into a cold, terrifying smile. “We have long been … symbiotic, witch. Best not to change your fortunes now.”
“My queen is not so patient,” Nixie said. “She has already struck out against the Green Men, and I suspect she’s involved in the Kansas City attacks.”
“She is,” Camazotz said. “Or at least her subjects are. Water witches were sighted with the dark-touched. It is a grim alliance, to be sure.” He turned his gaze onto Morrigan. “There will be much death. Honorable death, and the blood of traitors.”
Morrigan didn’t respond. She remained silent, slowly tapping her index finger on the table.
“Why Kansas City?” I asked, not really expecting an answer.
“The third Nexus,” Foster said, his eyes slowly focusing on the ceiling before rolling down to stare at the Morrigan. “They couldn’t get through Rivercene’s defenses, so they’re going after secondary targets.”
“Uh,” I said loquaciously. “Does that mean they’re coming after the Nexus at the Double D?”
Foster shook his head. “Too small. But they’ll sense it if they get near. It may be a very good thing to keep Aeros around.”
“Shit,” I snapped. “We need to warn Sam and Frank and Aideen.”
“We will,” Nixie said. “But first, we need the Morrigan’s word.” She turned her head slowly, leveling an icy stare at Morrigan.
Camazotz leaned forward and waited until Morrigan met his eyes. She stopped tapping her finger, and leaned back in the chair. “Will you come back to your people as healer and nurturer, or is there nothing left but death in those wings?”
“I have ever been both,” Morrigan whispered. Her terrible feathered wings paled, taking on a nearly gray coloration.
Nixie raised a hand to cover her mouth, eyes wide. Edgar slumped back into his chair, and Foster inclined his head.
“What?” I asked, my gaze snapping between my friends and allies.
“The lady has made her decision,” Camazotz said. “The death our journey brings shall be hers, and her victory shall be ours.”
I squinted at Camazotz. “Just when I thought you made more sense than the Fae.”
Nixie laughed quietly. “The wings of the Morrigan have grayed for the first time in a century. She offers her aid.”
“Aideen won’t believe it,” Foster said, looking from me to Morrigan.
Morrigan spread her fingers across the ancient wooden tabletop. “You have allies in my people, Demon Sword. This alliance will be marked in blood by the iron moon.”
Some Fae called the new moon the iron moon. I exchanged a glance with Foster. That meant tomorrow. Morrigan expected blood within a day. Considering the dark-touched were closing in, that probably wasn’t a stretch.
“Whose blood?” I asked.
“It matters not.”
“Well, that’s comforting,” I muttered.
“Do you release the Utukku to do as they will?” Nixie asked.
“They have their own minds, witch. I have never restrained them. I have merely provided an excuse for them to bow out of unwanted favors.”
Foster’s eyebrows looked like they were reaching for the ceiling. “You enslaved them.”
“A perceived enslavement may be a path to freedom,” Morrigan said. She leaned her head to the side. “You have a strange predilection for insulting your allies.”
Nixie and Edgar both tensed. I didn’t understand what had changed, but something definitely had.
“That’s how we treat our friends,” I said quickly. “It’s a bond.”
Morrigan’s tight posture relaxed a hair. “It is … strange. But I have not been around commoners for some time.” Her gaze felt like it might peel the flesh from my skull. “Very well. Edgar, you must set fire to that awful hat.”
Edgar flinched as if Morrigan had physically assaulted him.
“Witch, your choice in mates is that of a queen marrying a donkey.”
Nixie snorted a laugh, but Foster didn’t bother to hide his hysterics.
Camazotz turned to Morrigan, interrupting whatever she’d been about to say. “I am pleased we are old allies and have no need to exchange such barbs.”
Something glittered in Morrigan’s eye—a spark, be it of humor or memory—we might never know. “So be it. The Utukku are free to choose their fight, and join with Nixie as they wish.”
“Dangerous,” Edgar said. “Glenn’s people have never been much in support of the Utukku. One might say they’ve offered no support at all.”
Morrigan nodded. “True, but the king gave his word to protect them. Crossing the Utukku crosses the king. That oath cannot be undone by anything but his own death.”
“Where are the dark-touched?” Camazotz asked. “I have found trails of death, but few of the vampires themselves.”
“Ask the old necromancer, for it is in her past that the answer lies.”
“Who?” I asked.
“Adannaya,” Camazotz said, a small frown ghosting across his features. “They are pursuing the intersection of Fae energy and tragedy.”
Morrigan’s voice grew distant, echoing in a room where there should be no echo. “The harbingers come. Price’s folly is not done yet.” She collapsed in on herself, a crackle of midnight power swallowing the meager light of the torches, and the Morrigan was gone.
“Well,” I said. “She’s interesting. You know, in that ‘I think she’s about to kill us all’ kind of way.”
“So pretty much like everyone you’ve known, ever,” Foster said with a cocked eyebrow.
I grinned. “Yeah, pretty much.”
“Price’s folly,” Edgar said. “That’s Pilot Knob, but there’s nothing left there.”
“Price’s campaign went quite a bit deeper than Pilot Knob,” I said. “Zola told me he cut across the entire state from Sikeston, to Kansas City, to Newtonia.”
“Shit,” Edgar said. “Patterson. He was at Fort Benton.”
“Not far from Pilot Knob.”
“That’s just outside of Iron County,” Foster said. “There’s a Nexus near there.”
“It’s at Fort Benton,” Edgar said. “You need to get back to Missouri.”
*     *     *
I FOLLOWED NIXIE off into a smaller corridor. “You’re not coming with us,” I said, “are you?”
Nixie shook her head. “I must stay with Edgar. He has a long history with the Utukku, and winning their allegiance would be no small thing.”
I nodded my understanding, though being separated again so quickly left a bitter taste. “At least when you were still in Europe, Gaia could walk me through the Abyss to borrow a cup of sugar.”
Nixie’s face scrunched up. “If that was a flirtation, you are sorely out of practice.”
I rubbed my temples and offered a weak smile. “Any word on the undines spotted in Kansas City?”
She reached out and squeezed my forearm. “Not yet. Clearly, they are not allies, but who it might have been from the queen’s guard, I don’t know.”
“Well, when you do find out …”
“You’ll be the third to know.”
“First?”
Nixie frowned. “No, I am quite certain I will tell Euphemia first, and then Edgar. Possibly …” She trailed off. “You’ll be the fourth to know.”
“I don’t think that’s how that phrase works.”
She smiled and leaned forward, her lips brushing mine in a chaste kiss that still managed to leave a searing heat behind. I took a deep breath, inhaling the scent of the sea mixed with the ancient silver armor she wore.
“You look great in that armor, by the way.”
She smiled and glanced down at the intricately carved cuirass. “Some of the finest armor Hephaestus ever forged.”
“Mike the Demon made that?”
“A very long time ago, in Atlantis.” She nodded and looked over my shoulder. “As much as I would like to shred your wardrobe, I think we should return to the others.”
“That’s not playing fair.”
She grinned and kissed me again. “We have a tentative ally in the Morrigan, and soon perhaps the Utukku. One day, this war will end.”
“Ugh, fine.” I gave her my best put-upon eye roll and walked back to the meeting room with her, hand in hand.



CHAPTER NINE
“A
WORD?” CAMAZOTZ asked as we wandered through the compound. “Not here.”
I nodded, not one to tell a death god no. Usually. Foster and I followed Camazotz outside, passing Ward as we went. Quick footsteps echoed up behind us.
“Wait,” Ward said “Before you go, I wanted to show you something.”
“Time is something we cannot spare,” Camazotz said. “What is it?”
“Two blocks away, deeper inside slums.” He looked to the northeast. “Something has changed the layout of Falias. It didn’t make the transition into this world in the same configuration.”
Camazotz looked around. “I doubt a change in the layout of Falias would be benevolent. I haven’t spent enough time in Falias to notice a change.”
“I have,” Ward said.
“So be it, but make it fast.”
Ward slipped past Camazotz, and we followed. As damaged as the city was around us, every step took us to a place that looked worse. Where the carefully laid stone streets had been jarred and made slightly uneven before, here stones were missing. Capstones the size of cars littered the street at random angles. Potholes deep enough to swallow a man appeared in the distance, threatening to snap ankles at any moment.
Camazotz stared at the slums, the rubble in the streets, and the shattered armor strewn across the city. Around the next corner, Ward stopped. A skeleton unlike any I’d ever seen waited there; some thirty feet long with a broken ribcage large enough for me to walk through.
“This is where Ezekiel struck,” Ward said. “That was his basilisk. It shouldn’t be here. When I faced the beast with Jasper, this entire courtyard …” he turned and squinted into the distance. “It was there, by that mass of obelisks that marked the western entrance to Falias.”
“Nudd’s damnation,” Foster said, his voice more of a growl than actual words. “Only the king has the power to remake the lay of the city itself. If there was ever doubt of his intentions at Gettysburg … That’s gone. Are the Fae inside the city not speaking about this?”
Camazotz grunted. “It is likely any fairy left inside these ruins would be too frightened to speak of it. Look at the armor. Hundreds died here. Perhaps more.”
“Foster,” I said. “The fairy you were talking to in the corridors?”
“Yeah?”
“You mentioned Nudd’s Damnation. That was the song Euphemia and Alexandra sang in Boonville, wasn’t it?”
He looked up for a moment and narrowed his eyes before nodding. “Yeah, I’d forgotten about that.”
“What’s it mean? Did they know this was going to happen?”
“Not exactly,” he said, shaking his head. “It’s an ancient song, tailored to fit whoever the king or queen is at the time. More of a warning that things could go bad.” He looked around us at the rebuilt ruins of Falias. “I don’t know if anyone thought things could really go this bad.”
“It’s information you can use,” Ward said. “If you encounter Fae loyal to the king, it may sway them.”
Foster looked at Ward in surprise. “I hadn’t thought of that. Damian, snap a photo of this, will you? See if it will show up? I want Aideen to see it.”
I slid my phone out of the holster just behind my pepperbox, and stepped around the others so I could get the basilisk lined up with the obelisks in the distance. The snap of the camera sounded alien in Falias’s silent slums. I checked the results and nodded.
“The obelisks show up.” I turned the screen toward Foster.
“Good.”
“Are you staying here?” I asked, turning to Ward.
“Yes. It will take some time to finish laying the protections. If you have need of me, send word.” He exchanged grips with the three of us, and vanished down an alley.
“It is time,” Camazotz said. “Let us leave.”
“Umm,” I said. “Now that you mention it, how do we get back? Do we have to go back underground and head through that mess again?”
Foster shook his head. “There’s a gateway in the compound. It will take us back to the shop.”
“The shop?” I asked. “Or the river just outside the shop? I really don’t need a swim right now.”
“I will meet you at Adannaya’s storefront,” Camazotz said.
“It’s mine now, actually.” I was somewhat annoyed by the god’s words.
Camazotz glanced at me, rubbed the golden skull-shaped necklace at his neck, and vanished.
“What the shit?” I said.
“I don’t think he cares that you own the shop,” Foster said, slapping my shoulder as he walked by. “Come on, let’s get back home.”
“Right, sure. We’re just going to ignore the fact Camazotz can vanish like the most powerful of Fae? Okay, then.”
“He’s a god,” Foster said, as though that answered everything. “And that wasn’t like Glenn, or even Mom used to do. I didn’t feel so much as a tug on the lines.”
“Can he walk through the Abyss?”
Foster shrugged and led us into the compound once more. It was quiet now, the excitement of our earlier arrival gone. I glimpsed a handful of guards hidden in the shadows, but no one approached us.
“This room isn’t warded,” he said as we stepped into a tiny square with slits cut into the stone. Things moved in the narrow shadows, and I shivered.
“What is that?”
“Think of them like arrow slits. If something appears in here, it dies.”
“What if someone accidentally appears here?”
“Unlikely, but they’d die. Best not to think about that now.” Foster gestured, and a wound opened in reality. It wasn’t the seamless transition we’d had on our trip here. This looked more like a standard entry into the Ways.
“Is this going to be rough?”
“Yep,” Foster said. “I’m not nearly as good at this as Aideen.” He patted my back once, and then shoved me through.
The nauseating, consciousness-threatening, spiraling joyride of death ended with a boom. I was struggling to keep my lunch down when I opened my eyes, and found the river not fifteen feet below me.
“Foster! You son of a—”
“Don’t worry. I have your phone,” were the last words I heard before I hit the water in a magnificent belly flop. One nice thing about the brutal impact of a belly flop is that you don’t sink very far. A few quick strokes brought me and my stinging face to the riverbank.
I glared up at Foster.
He offered me a broad smile. “Well, that was something, wasn’t it?”
I raised an eyebrow and wrung out my shirt. “I thought you said we weren’t going to hit the water.”
The fairy frowned. “We weren’t supposed to. I actually thought we’d be coming through a portal closer to the hospital.”
“That would have been nice.” The hospital stood only a few blocks from the shop, on very dry land. “If you didn’t do that for laughs, what the hell happened?”
Foster offered his hand and helped pull me up onto the shore. “I don’t know. It sent us through the Ways, but it dropped us out of one of the old tunnels.”
A voice boomed from higher up the embankment. “Perhaps the protections in Falias are limiting your paths.”
I looked up to find Aeros waiting near the edge of a paved pathway. A quick glance around and I knew where we were. “At least we’re close to the shop. I could use a quick change of clothes.”
“You are well?” Aeros asked.
I nodded as Foster handed my phone back. “Nice save on the phone. I guess maybe I should try that waterproof case Sam got me for my birthday.”
“You think?” Foster asked, snapping into his smaller form.
I smiled. Aeros reached a rocky hand down to help me up the steep embankment. His thumb filled my palm, his hand swallowing mine as he gently almost wrenched my arm out of its socket. But I was up, and far less muddy than I could have been.
“Thanks.”
Aeros nodded, the grinding of stone on stone the only sound besides the flow of the river and the distant traffic. “What have you learned?”
“Let’s get Zola and Aideen first,” I said. “Maybe we shouldn’t talk outside.” I looked past Aeros at the small swarm of kids watching us intently. I’m pretty sure they were just waiting for their stone jungle gym to come back, but there was no need to scare the hell out of them talking about Falias and the dark-touched.
Aeros glanced back and nodded. “I will meet you inside.” He sank into the earth to the applause of his surrounding fans.
Before I could ask how he planned to do that, he was gone in a rolling mass of earth. A slightly disarrayed patch of grass was the only indication he’d ever been there.
I heard some of the kids talk about how cool that was—not that they actually said “cool.” That was now a word best left to us old timers. My favorite line I’d overhead was “Yeah, but Damian could use flying lessons.”
Foster and I exchanged a look. His voice took on a serious tone as he said, “I can show you the way.”
We both chuckled as we crossed the cobblestone street and I pushed open the front door to the Double D. Two older women were at the register, handing Frank money. I caught a glimpse of a pentagram around one of their necks as she nodded to me on her way out.
Frank looked me up and down. “You look like a drowned Jersey rat.”
“It’s the latest thing,” I said, “but I think I’ll change just the same. Is Zola here?”
Frank nodded. “Upstairs with Sam and Aideen.” The floor shook as something thundered through the shop.
“Aeros said he’s coming in. He’s usually a bit quieter than—” the saloon-style doors burst open, and a furry green battering ram sent me crashing to the ground. Bubbles chuffed and licked my face with an impossibly long tongue before hopping up and racing back through the store.
“Good dog,” I said, groaning as I rolled over and sat up. I stretched my back until I saw stars. “Frank, close up the shop, would you? You’re going to want to hear this.”
*     *     *
A FEW MINUTES later, I was wearing gloriously dry clothes and seated in one of the overstuffed leather chairs next to Sam and Frank. She’d settled onto his lap after practically tossing him into the seat. Zola tried to rearrange herself around the mass of green fur that had taken over most of her chair.
Her voice held a whisper of irritation beneath her Cajun accent. “This was easier when you were smaller, dog.”
Aideen touched the screen on my phone, zooming in with both hands and shaking her head. “The worst of the damage must have been shifted to the outskirts. This makes Nudd’s efforts to hide it obvious. And why would he hide it if he wasn’t involved in the attack?”
“Why leave it exposed?” Foster asked. “I can’t imagine he doesn’t know there is a rebellion beneath his feet.”
Aideen shrugged and moved the photo around some more before sliding the phone back to me. “He may have delegated the task to Fae who felt relegating these particular ruins to the slums was cover up enough. Clearly, it was not.”
“I am here,” Aeros’s voice boomed. The stone and brick that made up the far wall shifted into a rough semblance of the Old God’s face. Two eyes burst into golden life.
“Oh, hey, and the building didn’t collapse.”
“Well,” Frank said. “That’s new and terrifying.”
“No,” Sam said. “He did it at Christmas, remember? Mom and Dad’s fireplace?”
Bubbles popped her head up and made to lick Zola’s face. Zola grabbed the pink tongue and said, “No.” Bubbles reluctantly sucked the offending appendage back into her mouth and flopped onto the floor.
“So dramatic,” Sam said.
“Ah think it runs in your family, child.” She turned to me. “Tell us what you learned in Falias.”
I glanced around at my friends and squeezed my hands together. “The dark-touched are going after Nexae.”
“What?” Aideen asked. “Did you say Nexae?”
“Plural for Nexus,” I said.
“I know. I’m just surprised you know.” Aideen’s back straightened. “But you’re sure they’re going after Nexae?”
“There’s a spiral of carnage leading out from Rivercene.”
“Camazotz thought it might be leading toward Rivercene,” Foster said.
I nodded. “From what I understand, there isn’t a Nexus close enough to here to draw them in, but if they happened to get close enough—”
“The Nexus within your clock would be more than enough to draw them,” Zola said. “Ah spent some time in the archives with Vik. The dark-touched bastards are disturbingly sensitive to any flux.”
Aideen paced across the coffee table, her wings flaring. “That would mean any Nexus could be a target, if they’re close enough to sense it.”
“How do we fight them?” Frank asked. “Have you learned anything yet?”
I heard the deadbolt in the back door shouting at someone before steady footsteps sounded on the stairs. Camazotz appeared at the end of the hall.
“I will tell you,” Zola said, “though there is not a great deal to know. They are unlike the vampires you know in almost every way.”
Camazotz settled onto the floor beside Bubbles, his movements almost unnerving in their grace.
“Do you want a chair?” I asked, looking at the empty one.
Camazotz shook his head and crossed his legs. “I am quite comfortable here. The appearance of the dark-touched may be somewhat surprising when you first encounter them. They are more creature than man, but what you must understand is their impressive durability.”
“We saw them in the Burning Lands,” I said.
“You saw shadows and visions while you bore the full power of your mantle. The reality is far more grim.”
Zola rapped her knobby old cane on the carpet. “Ah’ve heard tales, but there are few alive today who remember facing the dark-touched.”
Camazotz nodded. “They were banished to the Burning Lands a very long time ago. It was an unlikely group of allies who accomplished the task. Werewolves and Old Gods and perhaps the strangest were the Timewalkers.”
“Timewalkers helped banish the dark-touched?” Aideen asked. “I would not have expected that.” She looked at me and turned her focus back to Camazotz. “The Timewalkers we’ve known have been twisted, determined to kill us or raise demons.”
Camazotz steepled his fingers and leaned forward. “There is darkness in every line of practitioner, and there is light. Samantha is now a Timewalker.” He gestured to my sister. “Has she tried to kill you, or raise a demon?”
“Only if you count trying to wake Damian up from a death-like nap,” Sam whispered.
Camazotz smiled. “You see, she is no less a Timewalker than those you have fought, and yet she is different.”
“An oversimplification, perhaps,” Aeros boomed from the wall, “but accurate. Vicky is a Timewalker as well, and she has held the power to pull this realm asunder.”
“Not anymore,” Foster said. “Prosperine is dead, destroyed in her own realm. Nothing can hurt Vicky now.”
“Regardless,” Camazotz said, “it was the Timewalkers who found the weakness in the dark-touched. Short of using arts that can obliterate or completely rearrange matter, the dark-touched can only be wounded through their eyes.”
I remembered those awful creatures stalking us in the Burning Lands. “Their eyes are tiny,” I said, trying to remember exactly how large they’d been.
“Accuracy will be vital,” Zola said. She stared at me and frowned. “It’s been nice knowing you.”
Frank laughed. “She knows you too well, Damian.”
Zola raised an eyebrow. “You, Frank, are skilled with a rifle, are you not?”
“Yeah?”
She turned back to Camazotz. “Would a well-placed round suffice?”
“I am not sure. Fire and arts have always done the most damage, but both require a great accuracy.”
“Flaming arrows?” Sam asked.
Foster nodded vigorously. “Yes! It’s been ages since I had an excuse to make sea fire.”
“A firebrand may be less unwieldy,” Aeros said.
“Sea fire!” Foster said as he hopped to his feet. “It’ll keep burning when it pierces a skull.”
Aideen tilted her head back and looked up at Foster. “That could benefit you, with a slight leeway on accuracy.”
Zola exhaled. “It could also leave you with an angry flaming vampiric hellbeast.”
“Hellbeast,” Sam said with a snort. “You called me that once when I was a kid.”
“Oh, Ah remember. You stole the last of my horehound candy, child. And that was after throwing a Monopoly game across the room when you started losing.”
Sam grinned. “I need to update Vik and Jonathan about this. I assume you’re telling all of us in case they show up here? And not just so I worry about my family being eaten by strange vampires?”
“Yes,” Camazotz said, “but there is more. You should know the innkeeper has summoned the priestess to Rivercene.”
“Why would the innkeeper need Ashley?” I asked.
Aideen nodded. “I would have expected Ashley to be in Kansas City by now.”
“She was,” Camazotz said. “The blood mage, Elizabeth, is with her.”
“Beth,” I said. “Don’t call her Elizabeth. She’s not a fan.”
“There have been complications.”
“If you mean complications like Zola means complications,” Sam said, “I’m going back to bed.”
“No complication you can’t just stab,” Foster said.
“Oh really?” Aideen said. “I’ll remember that next time you manage to get the latches of your armor frozen.”
“Almost no complication you can’t just stab.” Foster sounded much more reserved.
Aideen smiled slowly.
Camazotz went on. “The spiral of the dark-touched around Rivercene. They have been sighted in Kansas City, Sedalia, and more recently, Bourbon.”
Zola frowned. “Those are all engagements from Price’s campaign in the Civil War.”
“Yes. There was a sighting at Fort Benton, as well.”
“They are hunting any Nexus that stands on a battlefield?”
Camazotz nodded. “Any one of those places will provide them the power they seek.”
Zola’s eyes grew distant, and she patted Bubbles on the head. “We cannot delay. Ah’m leaving for Patterson. Gather what you need and meet me there. Ah need to find an old ghost.”
“Do you still wish me to stay here?” Aeros asked as Zola approached the staircase. “There is a great deal of stone in that region.”
She hesitated, and then nodded. “We will call if we have need. Keep the others safe.” Zola vanished down the staircase, moving as nimbly as a teenager, despite being over a century and a half old.
“What old ghost?” I asked.
“Koda, perhaps,” Aideen said. “He is knowledgeable in the history of the state.”
“He’s knowledgeable in the history of everything,” Sam said.
“We will know soon enough,” Camazotz said. “We should depart.”
I held up my hand. “In a moment. Sam, Frank, you’ll talk to Vik? Fill him in about what’s coming?”
Sam nodded.
Frank’s answer wasn’t what I expected to hear. “I need to talk to an old friend. Owns a gun shop a little west of here.”
“Can it wait?” I asked. “I’d rather you all stayed together.”
Frank’s arm tightened around Sam. “No, I … they might be able to help. Their store isn’t entirely … It’s best if you don’t know.”
“Well, that’s reassuring,” Foster said.
“It might be,” Frank said. “Sam, why don’t you go on down to the Pit? I can catch up, meet you there.”
“You need only speak my name if I am needed,” Aeros said. “The stones will always aid you.” His face sank into the wall, and he was gone.
My stomach rumbled. “Oh god, I haven’t eaten. I can’t face the end of the world without food.”
“It is good the world will likely not end until tomorrow, then,” Camazotz said.
Aideen chuckled. “You are welcome here most any time, Lord Camazotz.”
The god inclined his head. “Now, we take our leave.”
I looked around at the towering shelves of books flanking us on either side and nodded. “Alright. I’m driving.”



CHAPTER TEN
IN THE FESTUS White Castle drive-through, Camazotz said, “You are truly as bad as your master says. I thought it an exaggeration, but it was not.”
I exchanged my cash for a sack of sliders and some chicken rings. “Now,” I said as I pulled out of the drive-through lane, “try this and tell me that wasn’t worth the stop.” I tossed a slider to Camazotz.
“It is … in a box.”
“Uh, yeah? Edgar was surprised by that too. What is it with you guys?”
“And the meat seems to be melted into the bread.”
“Bun, it’s a bun. The meat also has holes drilled into it, which is like the coolest thing ever.”
I glanced at Camazotz, pulled out of the parking lot, and turned toward Highway 67. He looked resigned, and finally took a bite.
“We should be filming this,” Foster said from his perch on the dashboard. “You’re feeding a god White Castle.” He snorted a laugh.
“Second god today,” I said.
Camazotz chewed slowly. “This … this does not offend me.” He took another bite. “It is quite delicious.”
“Boom!” I said, giving Foster a tiny high-five. “Another convert.”
Camazotz sipped from a hot cocoa we’d picked up at a gas station. He’d looked somewhat disgusted by it, but he hadn’t stopped drinking it either.
I finished my own box of greasy goodness and sucked down a Frappuccino. “I was serious, though. Don’t spill that on the seats.”
I caught a small smile on Camazotz’s face out of the corner of my eye.
“Don’t worry,” Foster said. “It’s only another hour and a half.”
I watched the road as the sun fell lower in the sky, and the vampire god beside me nobly scarfed down a slider.
*     *     *
CAMAZOTZ LEANED FORWARD and placed his hands on the dashboard when we were only minutes from Patterson. “Do you feel that?”
Outside of the vibrations of the road rattling my old ’32 Ford, I didn’t sense anything. I focused harder. “A couple ghosts, maybe a hint of the old battlefield in the distance, but …” Something brushed up against my aura, and the charge of ley line energy behind it set my teeth on edge.
“Turn,” Camazotz said. “I fear what this means.”
“But Zola is—”
“Turn.”
I wasn’t one for taking orders without some kind of explanation, but the god’s suddenly stone-like face didn’t leave room for argument. Our headlights cut through the twilight, showing evergreen trees on one side of the narrow road, and almost bare, skeletal oak on the other.
The air felt thick, as though the spike in power was a physical pressure. The large rounded hilltops, what passed for mountains in Missouri, rose around us, worn into shadows of their once-towering glory. The pressure grew heavier.
“What is that?” Foster asked.
No one answered.
I let my Sight open. My lips clamped together into a thin line. I didn’t have to ask Camazotz where we were going, I just had to follow the supernova of blinding power in the distance.
We approached in silence, tires crunching onto a gravel drive as I pulled off the road. Old cars and gravel roads didn’t make for a smooth ride, and Foster cursed as we bounced down a hill. The road took us over a creek, past private drives and old homes long since overgrown. Some looked like it would only be a handful of years until time swallowed them completely.
Camazotz pointed toward a rusted gate where the road turned sharply to the left. He didn’t need to. I could see well enough where the power was concentrated. We parked there, the area quiet enough that every footfall sounded like a gunshot.
Foster swooped out of the car over my shoulder, and I closed the door behind him.
“There,” Camazotz said. He led us through a gap in the gate, ignoring the No Trespassing signs, and the signs threatening a great many creative reasons to stay out. The road, if you could call it that, took us past a lodge. Camazotz stopped at the edge of a narrow wooden bridge that I wouldn’t have trusted to hold Sam, much less us. We started over a creek that could have passed for a small river, the wood bowing and moaning beneath our steps. Water rushed by beneath the bridge, disturbing the power that threatened to swallow us.
Camazotz didn’t slow down. The trees closed in around us, only to retreat a short time later. The land broke into a rocky defile, flanked by two heavily wooded hills.
Foster exploded into his seven-foot form and drew his swords. The cloud of fairy dust shimmered in the orange light of sunset.
It waited there, between the worn slopes of two ancient mountains. A hunched beast carved from stone towered hundreds of feet above us. Camazotz strode toward it as though it were completely natural and no threat at all.
I let my Sight fade, lest the golden glow at the core of the thing blind me. “What is that?”
“I am uncertain,” Camazotz said, “but the statue is drawing a great deal of power.” He didn’t sound happy about it, but I wouldn’t say he seemed surprised either.
“Statue of what?” Foster asked.
Camazotz let his gaze wander up the front of the stone form. “The dark-touched are here.” He frowned. “I do not know if they are here because of it, or in spite of it.”
“Is the gateway here?” I asked.
“No. I do not sense it, and the ley lines are not distorted. Is there another place of bloodletting nearby?”
“Pilot Knob isn’t too far from here,” Foster said. “Maybe an hour.”
I nodded. “Fort Benton is close too. Should we call Zola?”
“Which is closer?” Camazotz asked.
“Fort Benton,” I said. “It’s only about fifteen minutes out, back in Patterson.”
Camazotz’s hand fell away from the monolith. “We will go to Adannaya. Come. We must make haste.”
My skin crawled as an ear-piercing, stuttering growl echoed out from the enormous statue. It grew into a screech, like nails on a chalkboard, only a hundred times louder.
“So soon?” Camazotz whispered, staring at the head of the monolith. “So be it.”
More sounds joined it, turning into a nightmare symphony. Hammers falling on stone, a terrible rippling chorus of death.
I raised my eyes to the crown of the statue, past the sleek legs and the clawed wings encasing it like a twisted cape, up to the sloping skull. A smaller version of the statue stood there, midnight flesh with silver teeth and claws stalking around the crown on all fours. A dark hood fluttered around its face, concealing its eyes.
“They are here.” Camazotz drew jade daggers from the sheaths at his waist.
The dark-touched vampire reared back, and I had little doubt of what was about to happen.
Foster drew his swords. A vicious smile crawled across the fairy’s face.
I drew the pepperbox, barrels whispering against the leather holster for a moment before I leveled it and fired. The dark-touched flinched backward half a step as the gun thundered and sent a bullet screaming into its flesh.
Half a step. I’d hit the thing in the chest, and it—
Fast. It was so fast. I barely raised a shield before the claws hit. Electric blue arcs fired out around every strike the dark-touched laid against me. If I dropped the shield to strike it, I’d be in pieces before I got a single incantation off.
My shield cracked. A line of intensely bright energy snaked across the barrier. Another hit, maybe two, and it would fail. Foster could heal a great many wounds, but I wasn’t naïve enough to think he could literally piece me back together if that vampire got a hold on me. The crack in my shield widened. What the hell?
Foster lunged and clipped the vampire’s wing. The next strike bound for my shield redirected. The dark claws wrapped around Foster’s sword and ripped it out of the fairy’s hand. Foster’s dagger found the thing’s eye, but it didn’t go down. Sparks ignited in the shadows of the hood, the cutting edge of the dagger glancing off a metal helmet, exposed by the fairy’s strike.
Black sludge oozed from beneath the helm, where it had been screwed directly into the vampire’s skull. Foster threw himself backward, narrowly evading a deadly swipe.
Camazotz struck when the narrow black orbs of the dark-touched’s eyes turned away from me and focused squarely on Foster. The dagger in his left hand sunk into the vampire’s neck, acting as an anchor, while Camazotz’s other hand blurred into motion, landing a dozen strikes into the thing’s ribs, shredding its right wing in the process. Camazotz raised his arm, tearing away the edge of the thing’s helmet. The vampire shrieked as chunks of flesh and bone pulled away with the armor and Camazotz plunged a dagger into its narrow eye.
The dark-touched swung with a wild elbow, connecting through the bloody hole in its wing that Camazotz had just carved with the daggers, smashing him to the ground.
Foster leaped into the air and came down as the dark-touched reared back to pummel Camazotz again. His sword sliced neatly through the vampire’s arm, until it reached the bone. The blade stopped with a meaty thunk.
I emptied the five remaining rounds into the dark-touched’s sloping, skull-like face. Two pinged away in a dangerous ricochet. The vampire roared and shook the impacts off, but it gave Foster time to free his sword.
“You cannot cut their bones,” Camazotz said, dragging himself back to his feet. Blood ran from his nose and soaked his shirt. The dark-touched’s strikes had done damage, more than I expected to see.
I holstered the pepperbox and drew the old claymore hilt from my belt as the vampire turned back to me. A moment later, Foster’s sword slid through the dark-touched’s eye beside the dagger. The fairy slammed it home hard enough that I could hear the impact on the other side of the thing’s skull.
It lashed out, and Foster crumpled when the vampire connected with his chest. It was on him in a heartbeat, tearing at the fairy’s armor, mangling one of Foster’s wings. Blood poured from the wounds. Camazotz bowled into the dark-touched, forcing it off Foster. Foster didn’t move.
I raised the focus and let the ocean of souls inside my head fill me up. A brilliant golden blade flared from the hilt. I stabbed at the dark-touched’s eye, but it moved at the last second. Surprise slowed my attack when the golden blade glanced off the thing’s skull, leaving only a trail of blood, rent metal, and sliced flesh behind. Camazotz smashed the dark-touched to the ground again before it could get up. This time I didn’t miss. The blade slid through the eye, toward the back of the sloping skull, and the creature stilled.
The soulsword vanished, and I ran back to Foster. He wasn’t moving, but he wasn’t vanishing into the ley lines either. His right wing lay folded at a bad angle and blood seeped from the breaks. Foster’s armor bore deep scratches from the dark-touched’s claws.
“Foster,” I said, laying a hand gently on his shoulder.
The fairy winced and slowly opened his eyes. “What. The. Hell.”
“That’s what I said.”
“The creature is dead,” Camazotz said, “but it managed to strike you.”
“Feels like I got hit by a bus.”
“You kind of look like you got hit by a bus,” I said.
His lips twitched, and he held out his arm. “Help me up.” Foster groaned as I pulled him off the damp grass. “Wing’s busted. I’m not sure I can set this on my own.” Fairy dust mixed with blood dripped to the earth. Foster grimaced. “Don’t have much of a choice.”
“I can help you align the wing,” Camazotz said. “I have walked many battlefields with the Fae. Give me the sheath for one of your blades.”
Foster untied the leather binding at his waist and pulled one of the claymore sheaths off his back with a snap. Camazotz took the old sheath and stepped behind Foster.
“May I place your sword on the ground? I would not want the weight to make the tears in your wing worse.”
Foster nodded.
Camazotz unsheathed the fairy’s clean sword and placed it gently on the ground. “This will hurt.” He didn’t wait for a response. A terrible crackling sound preceded a short yelp. “Almost done.” Camazotz had the wing straightened, and tied the sheath in place, using it as a splint. “It should hold well enough for you to heal yourself.”
Foster swayed on his feet and glanced at me. “I’ll be exhausted if I heal myself. It takes more energy.”
“I don’t think we have a choice,” I said, watching the steady stream of blood pour from his wing.
The fairy nodded. He moved his left arm into an awkward angle so his fingers could reach the worst of the breaks. “Socius Sanation.”
“Be ready to catch—” Camazotz began.
Foster snapped into his smaller form, unconscious, and smacked into the grass face-first an instant later.
“—him.”
I scooped up the fairy. “We, uh, just won’t mention that, right?” His wing looked good. It was straight, and moving with his breath. Something screeched in the distance. I silently hoped it was only an owl.
“Come,” Camazotz said. “We must get to Fort Benton.”



CHAPTER ELEVEN
“THERE HAS TO be a better way to kill these things,” I said, flinching when a deer came a little too close to the gravel road. I jerked the wheel right into a rut, sending us bouncing all over the car.
“Fire,” Camazotz said. “If it is concentrated enough, and you can keep the dark-touched within the flame.”
I immediately wished Zola was already with us. She had more finesse with Ignatto incantations than anyone else I knew.
“What about Ashley’s death cloud?” Foster asked, his voice groggy. He sat up and stretched his neck.
“The Blade of the Stone?” I glanced at Camazotz. Gravel crunched and pinged off the undercarriage of the car.
“Untested, as far as I am aware,” Camazotz said. “It may be effective, but that art has been lost for centuries for a reason. It has a terrible power, one that can break down seals and flesh alike. That is something to be used sparingly.”
“Whoa,” Foster said as I slowed the car to a stop.
I cursed and opened the car door. “This was a road on the map.”
Camazotz joined me. “I suppose it is still a road. Was it a bridge at some point?”
I frowned and looked at the fractured concrete. It dipped into the riverbed, deep enough that the water ran over the top of it. My ’32 Ford wasn’t made for driving through water. “We can circle back.”
“This is a beautiful river,” Camazotz said, in what I thought was a remarkably unhelpful observation. He wasn’t wrong—the wide gravel banks and gentle curves that wove between the trees begged us to stay and relax. Even in the fading light, I could see how crystalline the water was.
Camazotz stepped out onto the submerged road. “It is only a few inches deep here.”
My phone buzzed. The ID just said “Ragin’ Cajun.” I smiled. Sam must have been screwing with my contacts again. I tapped the speaker button. “Hello?”
“Boy, was that you?”
“Was what me?” I asked, still chuckling at Sam’s chosen contact name for Zola.
“There was a violent pull on the lines north of me.” Irritation bled through her words. “Why are you not at Fort Benton? What in the hells are you doing, boy?”
“Hey, wait a second now, this was Camazotz’s idea. We’re up at Stoney Battery. Well, we were. We’re stuck at a river now.”
Camazotz leaned closer and raised his voice. “There is something here, Adannaya. A monolith that looks much like the vampires, at least as large as the statues in the Faerie Courts. We’ve fought our first of the dark-touched.”
Zola cursed. “How badly are you wounded?”
“The fairy was hit, but he has regained consciousness. Your student dropped him on the ground and asked me to say no more.”
“Hey!”
“What!” Foster said. “Is that why my neck feels like a pretzel?”
“But it appears the fairy will recover. He used a healing spell on himself. I was not aware the Demon Sword had such refined skill.”
“Well,” Zola said, “if Foster is skilled at anything, it’s surviving. And killing. Get to Fort Benton. There are … things you need to see.”
“We shall.”
Zola hung up, and the line went dead.
“Why’d you sell me out?” I asked. “I thought we were friends.”
Camazotz narrowed his eyes. “I suspect you are trying to be humorous, but the injuries the Demon Sword suffered are serious.”
“Not as serious as the crick in my neck,” Foster muttered.
Camazotz rearranged the edge of his cape.
“Come on, Foster. I’ll plug in the coffee mug you and Aideen defiled. We’re going to go see Zola. She always has good news. Such good news. So much good news that usually wants to kill us.”
Camazotz stared at me while I kept muttering to myself, but he said no more.
*     *     *
WE MADE IT through the river without stalling out, and finally pulled back onto a glorious asphalt road. We followed it south, eventually ending up in Patterson.
“What. The. Fuck.” I didn’t need the GPS to tell me where to turn, even though it did. The glow of ghosts and souls, so uniform in their position, took me off guard. “Did Zola summon the entire cemetery?”
The car bounced as we turned off the paved road and onto gravel.
“There’s something else,” Foster said. “Look.”
Rows of tombstones lined the field behind the arched entryway declaring it Patterson Cemetery, and the dead wandered among them. We circled around, passing a community center, and starting up the incline of a rather steep hill.
“Nudd’s balls,” Foster said, “What is that?”
A golden glow pulsed and moved near the peak of the hillside, and then it was gone.
Camazotz squinted into the distance. “I have heard it called ball lightning. A rare phenomenon, to be sure.”
The chrome of Zola’s ’57 Chevy flashed in our headlights. I wrenched the wheel to the left and parked beside her car. “Come on. We need to find her.”
Our doors slammed closed at nearly the same instant. The frisson running up my legs and spine gave me some idea of what I’d find when I raised my Sight in earnest. There were more dead in this place than those who rested in the cemetery. Not like Gettysburg, or even Pilot Knob, but enough to leave a mark.
I hurried forward, anxious to find Zola. A couple minutes into hiking up the hill, I realized how much I’d underestimated the sheer angle of the ground. We followed beside a gravel road, though I still didn’t see any hint of an actual fort. It was a spacious forest. Quiet, and calm, and wrong in every way. My boots crunched on the gravel, sinking a quarter of an inch into the mud beneath, and Foster rode on my right shoulder.
Zola’s cloaked form appeared at the crest of the hill, well hidden in the shadows and moonlight, but the pale wood of her knobby old cane told me it was her. We were close. She’d be able to tell us what was happening, what that light was. I was sure of it.
“Be ready,” Foster said. “There are Fae here.”
The ground shook. Something clawed at my senses, slithering across my aura. Something was wrong here. “Can you feel it?” I asked.
“Yes,” Camazotz said. “And I can see it. Raise your Sight, and witness what came before.”
I don’t know why I did, but the moment my vision blurred and that ghostly world beneath our own came into focus, I knew something had changed.
Old ghosts watched us, and a few watched Zola. The spark of soul in their eyes saddened me, until they moved. They moved of their own volition. We walked farther into the trees. At the crest of the hill, I realized that the earthen walls before me, and the rising ghost of what they used to be, was Fort Benton.
“Damian?” Zola asked. Part of me knew she was following me up the rise as I stepped inside the fort. A well? A cistern? Something large and empty waited in the center of that place, capped by a rotting wooden board.
“It’s like Pilot Knob, but …” It was different. I was different. I could feel the world, the time these ghosts were tied to, and bring it forth. Line energy tore through my aura with that thought. I hadn’t called it, had I? But there it was. Snarls and whorls of power the likes of which I’d only seen when Ezekiel railed against the Old Man.
And then they were here, or were we there? I didn’t know, but I screamed “Fire!” from behind the nearest ghostly artillery. A lone Confederate charged the hill as the cannons thundered hell down the mountain. My mind reeled as I came to understand that hadn’t been a soldier below us. The dark-touched blew to pieces as a salvo of grapeshot, a horrifying shell filled with baseball-sized projectiles, tore through its body. Silence reigned once more.
My legs moved as though I’d been dropped into a vat of cold molasses. The world sped up around me, but I couldn’t move with it. I couldn’t hear Foster’s shouts as he struck out at a second dark-touched bearing down on me, the fairy’s mouth opening and closing in silence. I couldn’t move.
Something, someone in the distance smiled. The other side of the hills, inside the tree line. The face. I knew that face, gray and blurred though it was. But why did I know it? Why did …
Time returned as a blast of hurricane-force wind sent the dark-touched reeling and Zola wrenched me backward by my belt.
“Get in the fight, boy!” She dodged, Magrasnetto charms tinkling in her hair as another dark-touched roared and closed on her, black hood tight against its skull, and tar-like trails of ooze running from its mouth.
“Fire!” Camazotz bellowed. “Burn them down!”
“Modus Ignatto!” A spiral of flame moved like a serpent out of Zola’s staff. It struck the dark-touched in the chest, and the thing screamed, a deafening pitch sharp enough to shatter crystal.
I scrambled back up to my feet and drew the focus. The claymore felt right in my hand. It grounded me in the here and now, despite the dead watching all around us. While the second vampire flailed in Zola’s fires, the first lunged at Camazotz. Foster struck a glancing blow near the creature’s eye.
“Come!” Camazotz shouted as he unsheathed the still-bloody dagger from his belt. The dark-touched struck with terrifying speed. Camazotz grabbed the thing’s wrist as though they were in a delicate dance, then wrenched it forward. Its armored eye socket met the god’s dagger with a sickening crunch and squeal of metal. The dark-touched flopped onto the ground, but did not still completely.
Foster moved to end it as the other flaming vampire charged at Zola. Too fast. It was too damn fast. She barely raised a shield in time to block the strike in a hail of blue sparks. She screamed when the shield broke, and the claws dug into her thigh. Zola powered up another shield, violently ramming into the dark-touched to send it stumbling away in a shower of sparks.
The fog of whatever happened finally cleared. The soulsword sprang to life from the hilt of the focus, slashing across the dark-touched’s skull. It wasn’t meant to kill as it sheared through the armored helmet. I wasn’t close enough for that kind of accuracy. It was meant to distract, and expose the eye beneath, and it did.
Claws rained down on my hastily thrown shield. I stared in awe and dread as the crackling blue dome of power started fracturing. The dark-touched fell into a pattern. Two blows, pause, two blows, pause. I risked it on the third strike. It leaned forward to roar, or bite, or gods know what, and I dropped my shield. The blade slid cleanly through its left eye.
I didn’t understand what was happening when the thing picked me up and hurled me into a nearby tree. I understood what the cracking meant. I understood the tunneling vision. That I understood plainly.
“Aye, another one.” A streak of fire appeared near the thick Irish voice, followed by the sickening sound of a sword being sheathed in flesh. The dark-touched clawed at its chest for a moment before collapsing.
“Boy!” Zola shouted. “Are you alive?”
I scrunched up my face and concentrated, barely able to shout “Yes” back. And then, “Another!”
“Ashley,” the Irishman said. “Take it.”
There was a crack like a mountain breaking in half, and I shivered as a blazing line of flame shot up the mountainside. It pierced the dark-touched’s head. The vampire slid face-first down the outside of the earthworks, crashing to a stop in a trench beside a very worn-looking Camazotz.
Foster stood up by the body of the dark-touched he’d struck down.
“Zola,” I said as loud as I could. “Help Zola.”
“I’ve got her,” Foster said.
A mountain of a fairy stepped over the body nearest me. He crouched and rolled me onto my back. “Lots of breaks. Maybe a shattered hip. This is going to sting.” He didn’t give any warning past that. “Socius Sanation.”
I tried to scream as the bones crackled and snapped back into place, but no sound came. All I could do was shake as the incantation rebuilt flesh, mended bone.
“You’re a mess, son.” The fairy patted my arm.
I opened my eyes as the pain retreated, thrilled to see more than blurs and smears of color again. “Angus?”
The burly fairy gave me a wry smile. “Aye.”
“Angus?” Foster asked, turning away from Zola.
He gave a slow nod.
“What are you doing here?”
“My place is no longer on the side of Nudd. Letting my cousin die took the last of my loyalties. The innkeeper asked me to accompany this young lass, and I owe the innkeeper much.” He gestured to someone behind me.
I turned to find Ashley, dressed in leathers and holding her nine tails. She looked down at me. “You look like shit.”
Zola laughed slowly. “We encountered the dark-touched. They are … formidable.” She frowned at the shredded, bloody jeans she wore.
Angus drummed his fingers on the hilt of his sheathed sword before trading grips with Foster. “The innkeeper said you were traveling south. Something has been leaking power in the area. And now we find your necromancer here.” Angus turned to me. “You need to lock down the souls, or something worse than me will find you.”
“Nothing else seems to hurt them,” I said. “The armor and the shape of the skull makes it almost impossible to kill with the pepperbox. Maybe at point blank range, but all it seems to do it piss them off.”
“Fire,” Angus said. “You saw Ashley’s incantation take that bastard down. One shot.”
Ashley frowned. “I don’t have enough dragon scales to take them all down.”
“That was a dragon scale?” Zola asked. “Ah did not believe it could be so refined.”
“I may have had some help from Mike.”
As if on cue, a bark-covered hand settled on my shoulder. I yelped, tripped, and stumbled into trench just outside the earthworks, sprawling out across the damp ground.
“There is no need for such dramatics,” a slow voice said above me. I rolled over and found the smiling visage of a Green Man towering over me.
“Oh shit,” I said. “I thought you were a gravemaker.”
The Green Man looked at his hand in some confusion. “I am most assuredly not.”
Camazotz walked out of the woods beside him. “This one found me checking the perimeter for dark-touched. He has a message from … the innkeeper?”
The Green Man nodded, the movement bending the branches of a tree beside him. “She wishes for you to return. The innkeeper … well, some feel she would be happy to feed the whole of us into one of those most violent wood choppers.”
“Chippers,” Foster said.
“Yes, chippers. Now, why would they be named as such when they clearly chop. The results are a terrible pile of bits you humans refer to as mulch. Why not declare it a wood mulcher? Even that would make more sense than …”
I slowly raised my eyebrows while the Green Man prattled on. For ancient, noble creatures, they talked way too much.
“Nudd’s balls!” Foster shouted when he’d finally had enough. “Get to the point!”
The Green Man stood up straighter and frowned. “That is the point. You are needed at Rivercene. Take care, fleshy friends.”
That gave Foster pause, and his irritation flowed away. The Green Man vanished into the woods. The only hint he’d been there, a slight depression in the grass on the mountain lit by fractured moonlight.
“Did he just call us fleshy friends?” I asked. “I’m pretty sure he just called us fleshy friends.”
Zola snorted a laugh. “That he did, boy. That he did.”



CHAPTER TWELVE
WE’D GATHERED AROUND the cars like a bunch of teenagers in a parking lot on a Friday night. All we were missing was really shitty beer and wine coolers. The stray thought vanished when I locked eyes with Angus.
“Did you find Koda?” Foster asked.
Zola tilted her head to the side. “Ah did not mention Koda, did I?”
“You said ‘old ghost,’ which narrows it down. It’s either going to be Happy or Koda, and I’m pretty sure Koda knows more about the dark-touched and doesn’t sleep in the zoo.”
“Ah’m sorry you’ve taxed your brain with so much thought.” Zola flashed him a smirk. “Well, you were right, nonetheless. Yes, Ah found him.”
“That was the glow we saw on the mountain?” I asked. “Were you using a soulart?”
Zola shook her head. “Not here. Not in this place.” She trailed off. Her eyes focusing on the starlit mountaintop. “You never know what you might call down.”
“What about that golden orb?”
Zola cocked an eyebrow.
“We all saw it,” Foster said. “Camazotz thought it might be ball lightning.”
“That was a remnant of someone Ah knew a very long time ago.” Zola smiled and rubbed her hands together, leaving her cane to lean against the car. “She’d fought for the Confederates. Saved us once, only to come back to this damned place and die under General Shelby’s command. Tripped up and gunned down in a mess of telegraph wire. Smart defense, mind you, but a rotten way to die. Koda helped me pull her out of the mass grave.” She nodded toward the cemetery.
“Why?” Camazotz asked. “There are more pressing concerns than helping an enemy who is long dead.”
“Old debts,” Zola said. “Our enemies were still human. We were still sisters and brothers and cousins off the battlefield, at least to those who didn’t see us as property. That was not the only reason Koda and I came here, of course. The dark-touched have come before, but not without leaving a mark.” She fished around in her pocket and pulled out a pulsing green stone.
Angus’s lips tightened, and Foster almost growled.
“They killed a Green Man here. Ah’ve been tasked with giving his soul to Stump.” Zola wore a sad smile. “Stump,” she said with a small laugh. “Wonders never cease.”
“The Green Man you met and two others fought off a pair of dark-touched earlier,” Zola said. “Those Fae are more formidable than I would have thought.”
“It is a rare sight to see them battle,” Angus said. “You won’t go wanting them as enemies once you’ve seen it, no doubt there, lass.” He rubbed his neck and looked back toward the graveyard. “I need to be off to the Obsidian Inn. I promised Euphemia to help train the recruits. She and Alexandra lost an old friend. Reckon we all have.”
“You’re joining Nixie’s rebels?” Ashley asked.
“What’s happened to the witches in Kansas City is bad cess.” Angus turned to Ashley. “But we can’t forget about the other fronts. Hugh is there now, with the Wichita pack. I know he’ll take care of the survivors. I’m sorry for your people, lass. It’s not the last you’ll hear me say it.”
“Thank you,” Ashley said, “but I know that wasn’t why we came here.”
Angus nodded sharply. “Right you are.” He glanced between me and Zola. “Seems there are Timewalkers about. Right nasty folks, them. You best be watching your asses.”
The memory, the face, crystallized like some terrible dream. “Fuck,” I said, remembering the brutal impact of getting smashed through a windshield.
“No need for cursing now, lad.”
“Fuck!” I remembered broken bones, the fire hydrant breaking my hips.
“Let it out,” Angus said. His forehead creased, and a frown crossed his lips. “He alright?”
“What is it, Damian?” Zola asked.
“The slowdown.”
“What?”
“When time slowed, and the cannons fired.”
“The ghost cannon?” Zola asked. “I saw it fire, but I did not witness a slowing of time.”
“That’s not important,” I said with a shake of my head. “I saw a face.” I cursed again. “I knew that I knew it. Christ. It was the goddamn Timewalker from outside Death’s Door. I thought I’d caused the slowdown somehow, but it was him.”
“When was there a Timewalker at the shop?” Foster asked. His eyes widened. “The puppet masters? The guy with the vampiric zombies that worked for Philip?”
“Yes.”
Ashley shivered. “They’re dead, Damian. They’re all dead.”
“Apparently not. I mean, we weren’t ever really sure they were. Philip had a goddamned army with him back then. We don’t know who got out.”
“You’re talking about one of Azzazoth’s followers,” Zola said. “Their demon is dead, as is Philip.”
“I know,” I said, “but that was the face I saw. I know it. He used a bloody ghost cannon to cut down a dark-touched vampire.”
Camazotz exhaled loud enough to draw my attention. “You do not yet know what damage you suffered, or what power you might have gained, from forging a Timewalker bond between Samantha and the child.”
“Vicky,” I snarled. “Her name is Vicky. And I don’t care about the damage. Do you know where we found her?” My voice rose and cracked, a promise of violence fueling my words. “Do you know what they did to her!” Memories, terrible memories came crashing through my head. The van, the bodies, the fucking vampire. I closed my eyes against the vision, but it wouldn’t relent. “Do you know!”
A soft hand grabbed the side of my face. “Damian.”
I jerked away, but the hands held firm.
“She is safe. She has Jasper.”
I opened my eyes and stared hard into Ashley’s.
“Just breathe. You … you need to stop.”
I frowned and glanced at my hands. Pebbles and stones hovered around them, trails of rust-like blackness oozing up from the earth. The stuff of gravemakers. “Fuck.”
I stepped away and took three deep breaths. Slowly, far too slowly, the black tendrils seeped back into the leaf-covered ground, and the pebbles settled to the earth.
“Perhaps your control is not so solid as we believed,” Camazotz said. “Step with caution, for you would never forgive yourself the death of your friends. Ask the Old Man, or Edgar.”
I breathed out through my nose and bowed my head. “I’m sorry. I just … I know what I saw.” My teeth clicked as I ground them together and I took another deep breath before turning back to the group.
“How bad is KC?” Zola asked. She kept her eyes on me, though the question wasn’t for me.
I focused on Ashley. She shot me a couple glances before turning her attention to Zola. Had I scared her? Foster still had one hand on a claymore. Christ, had I scared them all?
“It’s bad,” Ashley said. “We already knew it was, though. There were two survivors from the coven I knew, but other Wiccan groups were attacked. Last we heard, there were twenty-two dead.”
Zola’s forehead wrinkled. “That is far worse than we thought. Why are you here, if there is such chaos in Kansas City?”
Ashley smiled. “Beth’s here, in Piedmont I mean.”
“She is a blood mage,” Zola said. “And a student of Cornelius. Ah suspect she can handle many trials.”
“I know.”
A wry smile curled Zola’s lips. “So long as she knows you know. You don’t want a dysfunctional relationship like my idiot apprentice and his girlfriend who loves to drown people.”
I raised my eyebrows. “Hey now. That was … somewhat accurate. But only because it’s long distance, dammit.”
“Ugh,” Foster said. “No, we are not talking about my cousin right now. Okay, you’re staying here, Ashley?”
She nodded.
The Old God looked up the hill to the peak of Fort Benton. “I will circle out to visit some of the smaller Nexae. We need to identify where the dark-touched are gathering, and stop them.” The eyes of the tattoo on his chest flared red for a few seconds before a dim red light swallowed his entire form, and then he was gone.
“Still not as creepy as Glenn,” I said.
My cellphone rang, shouting out quotes from random vampire flicks. “Hey Sam,” I said as I turned on the speaker phone.
“Damian, Jonathan sighted Vassili near Boonville.”
“What the hell is Jonathan doing out in Boonville? I thought he’d still be with Vik, planning defenses and whatnot.”
“It’s kind of hard to defend if you don’t know what’s coming.”
“Can’t argue that,” Foster said.
Sam chuckled. “Thanks, bug. And don’t worry, Demon. Dominic is still here, and Karen’s back in town.”
“Karen’s a retail clerk that wouldn’t hurt a fly.”
Angus snorted. “A vampire that wouldn’t hurt a fly? Sounds as likely as a necromancer that wouldn’t talk to ghosts.”
“Can we get back on topic?” Sam asked, a blatant irritation bleeding through her words. “Vassili is back.”
Zola scooped up her cane and tapped it on the ground twice. “The timing is bad. Water witches attacking commoners, dark-touched killing Green Men, the slaughter in KC.” She looked up at Angus. “If Vassili has learned of the Obsidian Inn, he may have sought out new allies.”
Angus adjusted his chainmail vest and flexed his wings. “I’ll know more soon.” He winked at Ashley. “Can I leave you with these ruffians, lass?”
She smiled.
“Slán go fóill,” Angus said.
Foster bowed his head. Angus walked a short distance away, closer to the knot of ley lines that formed the Nexus at the fort, and slashed at the air with his sword. A portal opened into the Warded Ways, not unlike the ones Cara used to conjure. Angus stepped through, leaving the four of us to the echo of the cicadas.
“Damian?” Sam squawked from the phone, interrupting the brief silence.
“Oh, hey. I forgot you were there.”
“I’m shocked,” she said, deadpan. “Can you hear the shock in my voice?”
I grinned.
“Samantha,” Zola said. “Aeros is still on Main Street. If you have any need, you call on him.”
“I will. Thank you.” She paused. “You all be careful too. I’ll see you again soon.” The line went dead.
I turned to Ashley. “Are we dropping you off somewhere?”
She shook her head. “I can walk. It’s only a couple miles from here.” She jumped in surprise when Zola tossed a key at her, bobbling it for a moment before locking it in her fist.
“Take my car. Don’t go wrecking it, now. She’s getting a little old, and that makes for expensive fixing.”
Ashley stared at the key for a moment longer. “Thank you. What about you?”
“Ah’m taking an evening road trip with these two Sunday soldiers.”
“You are?” I asked.
“You heard Angus, boy. We’re due at Rivercene, and it does not pay to make the innkeeper wait long.”
Ashley gave the three of us a quick hug. “Thank you, again.” Ashley nodded and climbed into the old ’57. It started with a rumble that drowned out the loud hum of cicadas. Gravel pinged off the wheels and undercarriage until the taillights vanished around a bend.
Zola took a deep breath and blew it out slowly. “Walk with me, boy.”



CHAPTER THIRTEEN
FOSTER HOVERED OVER my shoulder, returning to his diminutive form for the first time since we arrived at Fort Benton. I pushed another branch to the side as we trailed Zola. She moved through the woods without a sound, whereas I stepped on every twig and tripped over every root.
The trees broke into a shadowed clearing. Water rushed nearby, but I couldn’t see much of anything.
“Modus Illuminadda,” Zola whispered. A light burst into brilliant life over her shoulder, casting her cloaked form into a terrible silhouette.
I gasped at the blood running all around her before my brain processed what it was. “Red clay.”
“Yes.”
“I thought it was blood,” Foster said. “A little warning next time?”
“Why are we here?” I asked.
“It was once called Rebel Creek,” Zola said before falling silent. She turned and looked downstream, the ball of light swaying with the movement of her shoulder. “Enough men die, and a river will run red.”
I frowned at a flash of powder white at my feet. It glowed red for a moment when I picked it up, and I was surprised at the weight before I realized it was a bullet.
Zola held out her hand. I placed it gently on her palm.
“It’s a minie ball,” she said. “There is power in the old weapons, most definitely in those weapons that did not achieve their purpose.” She slid the minie ball into a pocket on her cloak.
I frowned and looked at my hand. “I can still feel it.”
“Foster,” Zola said, “take shelter.”
“The iron?” Foster asked.
Zola nodded before placing the tip of her cane on a stone. “Aeros. Send them to me.”
Nothing happened.
“What do we need Aeros for?” I asked. “And send what?”
The earth shook hard enough to send my feet sliding across the muddy creek. Water and mud vibrated and splashed up in tiny gouts like miniature volcanoes.
Green tendrils of light rose from those eruptions, sending a hail of whitish minie balls into the air, only to splash back down a moment later.
“Thank you,” Zola said.
The green glow faded, and the earth stilled.
Foster peeked out from the hood of Zola’s cloak. “I see why you wanted me to take cover.”
“Yes, well, there is enough iron in these to do you harm. Damian,” she said, bending over to pick up one of the minie balls. “Help me gather the rest.”
We spent another ten minutes picking up old bullets. I had enough in my jeans pockets that I had to cinch my belt before my pants fell off.
“I’m not sure if I have more iron or more mud in my pockets right now.”
Zola raised an eyebrow, rinsed another round off in the creek, and dropped it into a leather satchel at her side. “Ah told you to rinse them off better. Come now, we need to start toward Rivercene before it gets too late.”
The strip of red-orange sky had faded entirely to black by the time we made it back to the car. I dropped the minie balls into a cup inside what passed for a trunk. Foster settled on the dashboard as Zola slammed the door. Starlight and shadows lit the path, and soon enough we were back on the road.
*     *     *
ZOLA SIGHED. “THANK you, Cornelius.” She hung up her phone and shook her head as we closed on downtown Boonville. “No one has seen Mike or Sarah.”
“Still feels weird to call her Sarah,” I said. “Every time I see her, my brain says ‘Little Necromancer.’ It’d be nice if he’d just carry a phone.”
“His magic turns them to cinders. What would be the point, boy?”
I shrugged and yawned. “What time is it?”
“Almost two in the morning,” Zola said a moment before Foster snored from the dashboard.
“Maybe we shouldn’t have stopped for waffles.”
Zola laughed quietly, but fell silent as the streets of Boonville opened before us. The city still bore scars from the battle with Ezekiel. The gas station had been rebuilt, but the unnatural heaps and gouges of earth in the hills around it told a sobering tale.
Farther in, where the streetlamps and old brick reminded me of Saint Charles, darker things waited. The building where men and women had been mounted like game to be gutted showed a great deal of restoration, but that in turn left a grim reminder. Bricks had been replaced in irregular patterns, and the yellow light of the lamps accented the patchwork of repaired mortar.
The old town led to the bridge and gave us the first signs of life. The blinding lights of the nearby casino lit the riverfront, showing several cars in the parking lot.
“Do you think the cemetery was restored?” Foster asked, stirring from his slumber in time to watch the old rusted bridge pass in the distance.
“It was,” Zola said. “Ah spent some time here after Philip …” She frowned and turned her gaze out the side window. “Edgar helped make sure things were put right.”
The whine of the bridge beneath our tires gave way to solid earth, and I turned slowly onto the road that led to Rivercene. Silos passed by, bringing flashes of a nearly forgotten fight to my mind. The first time we saw Ezekiel. The thunderbird’s arrival. I shivered and pulled into the gravel drive outside the mansion.
The old home stood like an ancient sentinel that had seen more than any being had a right to see.
I cursed and slammed the brakes when a massive shadow stepped out in front of the car. Foster cracked his head on the windshield and stumbled sideways.
“What the hell!” the fairy yelled.
I parked the car and stepped out in irritation, before immediately remembering just how tall the Green Man was, and how he could flatten me without much effort at all.
“Hey, Stump.”
“Damian Valdis Vesik, I thought that might be you. Your vehicle has a particular sound to it, more of a growl perhaps, a rumble if you will, than most vehicles we see near here. Although there is an old … what was the word, a Mustang! Yes, an old Mustang the innkeeper seemed most pleased with last weekend.”
“We are here to see the innkeeper,” Zola said. “Is she about?”
“She is always about, madam. As you may know—”
“Thank you, Stump,” Zola said, cutting the Green Man short.
Stump turned toward the river. “Go now, something is here. Barricade yourself inside the house while my people investigate.” He kept talking as he walked away, quick, silent strides speeding him across the ground. The last words I heard were, “Stay safe in the arms of the earth.”
“What was that about?” I asked.
Foster hopped up onto my shoulder, and I started back toward the house.
“I’m not sure,” he said. “Sounds like we have company, though.”
“Obviously,” Zola said, motioning for us to hurry up.
I jogged up the stairs and stood by the doorbell.
“Ah already rang it,” Zola said.
I frowned for a moment, and made my choice. The old doorbell twisted in my grasp. Who could resist that? No button, just a brass wing to twist and listen to the rhythm change with how fast I turned it.
“I’m coming,” someone said from inside.
I turned the ringer again. The act was calming, but apparently not for everyone.
The innkeeper threw open the door and almost growled at me. “Are you deaf? I told you I was coming.”
I smiled and twisted it one last time. “Ow!” I said as Zola cracked me on the back of my head with her cane.
“Thank you, dear.” The innkeeper gestured for us to come in. “He’s tall enough it’s hard for me to reach that thick skull of his.”
“Ah understand,” Zola said. “Ah highly recommend a switch, or even a cane when no switch is handy.”
The innkeeper nodded quickly and patted Zola’s forearm. “I’ll remember that. Now, come in and take a seat. Leave Stump—gods, the idiot name of that tree—to greet our new arrivals.” She glanced at the red plastic cup in my hand. “We don’t have a keg here. You’re a few too many miles west for that.”
I grinned and shook the cup. “No worries, it’s just bullets.”
The innkeeper frowned slightly before shaking her head and turning away.
We filed after her, through the entry hall, past the gorgeous staircase that looked like it belonged in an old black and white movie. In the front room, I caught a glimpse of the piano that hid a wardstone. Victorian-era furniture still graced the hall, sitting below portraits of people long since lost to time.
Our footsteps echoed at first, only to grow muffled when we reached the far end of the hall. An upright piano still waited beneath the stairs, covered in a thin layer of dust. I saw the black photo album in the display case on the opposite wall. I remembered the awful picture of a skinwalker hidden within, and suppressed a shiver.
“Take a seat,” the innkeeper said when we filed into the kitchen. “I’m not giving you coffee at this hour, but you’re welcome to some tea.”
“That would be wonderful,” Zola said, settling into one of the chairs at the table.
A fire roared in the massive hearth, and I do mean massive. I could have laid down comfortably inside that monster. I couldn’t help but stare at the flames and coals, knowing the wooden floor extended deep into the fire.
“How does that work?” I asked, pulling up a chair beside Zola.
“Trade secret,” the innkeeper said, running a hand over her frizzy hair before swinging a kettle out of the flames. The black iron arm creaked before settling down. She picked the kettle up with her bare hands, as though it was room temperature and not scalding hot from the fire. She was methodical, dropping three little silver infusers, one for each mug, before pouring the water. She didn’t spill a drop.
She glanced at the table as Foster started folding a napkin that was as big as him. “I assume you don’t want tea, Foster?”
He shook his head. “I’m good. Thank you.” Foster folded the napkin several more times and then stood it up on end. It loosely resembled a crown, and after surveying his work, Foster flopped into it like it was a hammock.
The innkeeper paused before setting the mugs down. “You are a strange one, Demon Sword.”
Foster popped his head up from his napkin hammock. And pointed at me and Zola. “I’m running around with these two, and you call me strange?”
The mugs clinked on stone coasters as the innkeeper chuckled. I slid my tea closer while she pulled a cushion off her chair and tossed it into the corner.
“Not a fan of pillows?” Zola asked. She blew on her tea and sipped it.
“Gods no. I’d toss it in the fire, but my bony-assed tenants all seem to enjoy them.”
“And you care?” Zola asked, raising an eyebrow.
“You wound me, Adannaya.” She took a sip of her tea and pushed it away. “Needs to steep a bit more.”
Zola’s eyebrow remained arched.
The innkeeper almost pouted before rolling her eyes. “Fine, fine. People complain less if we have cushions, which means I get to hear fewer complaints. Is that what you want to hear? Yes, I don’t burn the cushions out of completely selfish reasons.”
A small smile crept across Zola’s face as she took another sip of tea.
The innkeeper sighed and turned her attention on me. “What are you smiling at?” she snapped. “Give me that cup.” She snatched it up off the table. “What have you brought into my house now?” She shook the stash of minie balls and frowned. “Oh, gods.” She sighed and let the cup thunk onto the table.
“Well?” Foster said. “Do we need to ask—”
“Do you need to ask if I know you’re looking to make a firebrand?” She tapped the side of the cup. “You have enough iron here to make dozens of firebrands.”
“And even that may not be enough,” Zola said quietly. She spun her mug on the stone coaster, the grinding scrape setting my teeth on edge.
“I cannot tell you where the Smith is.”
“The hearth seems to be working quite well,” Zola said, sipping her tea. “Better than I’ve seen it work in a century and a half.”
I knew that tone of voice. Zola had sunk her teeth into something like Frank’s ferret had sunk its teeth into my hand. I flinched at the memory. What the hell, brain?
“That is not a promise I intend to break.” The innkeeper stared into the fires, her eyes flicked to Zola for only a moment. “It’s late. Sun will be up soon. Why don’t you stay here for the night?”
“Breakfast soufflé?” Foster and I asked in unison.
The innkeeper wore a smile that looked entirely uncomfortable. “Yes. Fine. But no more questions. Take the Nile room for the night.”
Zola tapped her fingernail on her mug. “Ah’ll take the couch in the great room, if it’s all the same to you.”
“Why?”
“In case Mike comes downstairs in the middle of the night.” Zola let a wry smile flash across her face before she downed the last of her tea.
“I did not say that,” the innkeeper hissed. “It’s practically their honeymoon, Adannaya. That demon, that girl—they have waited long enough for some tiny semblance of peace. Do not disturb them. We have Stump and his idiot army to keep the peace outside.”
“My best behavior,” Zola said. “Come on, boy. Get off to bed.”
Foster rocketed out of his napkin. “Dibs on the hot tub.”
“Shit,” I muttered as the gray and white blur of his wings vanished through the doorway.



CHAPTER FOURTEEN
I
FOLLOWED FOSTER through the hall and started up a far narrower staircase, pausing to glance at an old framed quilt. It dated from the 1880s, and Zola had seen work done on it with her own eyes. I focused on the steps as they grew thinner and more precarious. The stairs groaned, but not nearly so much as you’d expect from a haunted house that was a century and a half old.
Last time I’d been here, things had been bad. The Ghost Pack was new, Ezekiel was a new wrinkle in our battle against Philip, and I spent most nights wondering how we weren’t all dead already. I laughed to myself. Maybe things hadn’t changed that much.
The small bookcase at the end of the hall still waited beneath the bay window. A worn Victorian couch flanked the wall beside the entrance to our room, framed in gorgeous mahogany. The door clicked and swung open when I approached.
“Still creeps me out,” I said.
Foster glanced down the hallway behind us. “You and me both. But now there’s a hot tub, and I don’t care.”
He zipped ahead of me, buzzing past the bright brass bedframe. A mesh canopy hung from a single metal ring, leaving a ghostly silhouette to accompany the exposed brick of the far wall. The door slammed and latched behind me when I stepped completely inside the room.
The water for the bath started splashing and sloshing a minute later. I wiped my hands down my jeans to make sure I wasn’t covered in mud before sitting on the bed. I smiled, remembering Maggie scaring me half to death when she appeared here with Carter. I took a deep breath and stared at the plush beige rug.
Some days I missed my friends.
“You joining?”
“What, the bath?” I asked, raising my eyes. “Nudd’s balls, Foster. I didn’t need to see that.”
He laughed and flew his naked ass back into the bathroom. “Your loss. It’s the best whirlpool tub ever. Oh, and Damian?”
“Yes?” I said, drawing out the word.
“Those weren’t Nudd’s balls.”
I settled back onto the bed, shaking my head. “Dammit, bug. That’s going to be stuck in my brain for all eternity.”
I fell asleep to the sounds of Foster shouting and yipping while he rode the whirlpool jets around the tub.
*     *     *
IT WAS THE giggling outside the door that woke me. Foster snored on the pillow beside me, thankfully clothed once more, his arm bent at an odd angle beneath one of his wings. Something giggled again, and shadows moved in the gap between the door and the hardwood floor.
I glanced at the clock, 4:44 in the morning. I could have slept a few more hours. Something clicked against the door four times, and a shiver ran down my spine. For a moment, I almost missed Sam picking me up out of bed as a rude awakening.
I slipped my shoes on and padded over closer to the door. The shadows moved at the base of the door again. I closed my eyes and sighed. “Please be a ghost, please be a ghost, please be a ghost.” And threw the door open.
Nothing. No shadow. No child. No ghost.
The door wrenched itself out of my hand and slammed. The instant it closed, something smashed into it from the other side, giggling maniacally.
“What the fuck is that?” Foster said, appearing beside me, his toothpick-sized sword drawn.
The door clicked and slowly opened on its own. Nothing.
“Is it safe?” I asked.
“This place is warded against everything,” Foster said. “I have no idea what that was.”
“The door slammed when it came running back at us. Trying to protect us? Or just giving us a bit of privacy?”
Foster shook his head.
I had a terrible thought. “Shit. Zola isn’t in a room.” I scooped up the focus and stepped into the hall. “Come on. We have to get downstairs.”
“Can’t we just text her?” Foster said, his voice almost shrill. “I’m sure she’s fine.”
“I thought you wanted a fight,” I said, already moving down the hall. The fairy followed. Every creak, every whisper of air and click of Foster’s armor set my teeth on edge. What the hell were we walking into? What if Zola was asleep, and that thing had already found her? I glanced at Foster.
“What if us staying quiet lets that thing find Zola?”
Foster took a deep breath, and then exploded into his full seven-foot height, sending a cloud of fairy dust out to coat the hallway. “Then we make some noise.”
I took the stairs two at a time, my boots thudding onto the hardwood with an echo that could wake a vampire, or Bubbles after she’d snarfed a bag of Oreos. Damn, what I wouldn’t have given to have a cu sith with us right then.
We cleared the narrow staircase and started navigating the second when I heard the giggling again. It was below us. Zola was below us. I ran down the wider steps that led to the front door, only to nearly run smack into a child-sized bat hanging upside down from the doorway into the great room.
“Jesus fucking what?!” I slipped on the area rug, and Foster ran into my flailing arms at full speed. We went to the hardwood in a tangled cursing heap beneath the terrifying bat creature wearing … Iron Man pajamas?
“What …” Foster started. He pointed at the bat again, and gaped like a fish out of water. “What?”
The child-sized bat giggled, dropped to the floor, and scrambled over to the couch. The couch that held Zola. Zola, who was laughing so hard she could barely breathe.
“We’ve been had,” Foster said.
“You think?” I muttered as I slowly untangled myself from the rug and the fairy.
“Oh my,” Zola finally said, wiping her eyes. “Thank you, Luna. That was most entertaining.”
The bat child smiled and curled into a ball on the couch.
A light flipped on at the end of the hall. I heard the innkeeper whisper, “Idiots,” before darkness returned to the hallway.
“Who? What?” I couldn’t quite form questions yet, caught between sleep, anger, and embarrassment.
“Luna,” Zola said. “She is the youngest of the death bats.”
I straightened my shirt and stared. Luna was perhaps four and a half feet tall. Her hands looked mostly human except for the claws and the fleshy wings attached to them, but her head was most assuredly not. It would have been terrifying if it wasn’t the most adorable bat face I’d ever seen. Huge ears crowned wide black eyes that sat over an almost pig-like nose. She brushed at the short layer of fur on her head before settling back into the couch again.
“Death bat?” Foster said. “She’s a fluffy marshmallow.”
Luna bared her teeth, and the fangs that flashed in the dim light took her from fluffy marshmallow to imposing death bat in two seconds flat.
“Nudd’s balls,” Foster whispered. “She could drain a man in the blink of an eye with fangs like that.”
Zola ran a hand between Luna’s ears and the child smiled. “Go on, girl. It’s nearly daylight. Camazotz won’t be thanking the innkeeper if you’re exhausted tomorrow.”
Luna giggled again, and now I understood why that giggle set my nerves on edge. There was a high-pitched squeak around the edges of it, like the call of a bat.
She looked up at us. “It was nice to meet you.” She flashed a fanged grin before dashing past us and vanishing up the stairs, moonlight glinting on the edge of her exposed wings.
“What’s she doing here?” I asked, turning back to Zola. “And why in the hell did you have to wake us up like that?”
Zola placed a hand over her heart and gave me the single most inauthentic look of insult I’d ever seen.
I rolled my eyes. “I grew up with Sam.”
Zola laughed and nodded. “So you did.”
Foster flopped onto the couch beside Zola, closer to the imposing mantle of the fireplace. The old wood creaked beneath his Proelium form. He raised an eyebrow before snapping into his smaller size.
I slumped onto the piano bench and rubbed my forehead. “I thought Camazotz led unstoppable hordes of terrifying death bats.”
“Do not be fooled,” Zola said. “Luna may seem a child to you, and Ah suppose she is in many ways, but that child is made for war. Her older siblings are born of sacrifice and blood.”
“Sounds more like the dark-touched,” I said.
Zola shook her head. “No.”
“Listen to your master,” the innkeeper said as she stepped around the corner. I started at her silent entry. One moment she wasn’t there, and the next I was having a minor heart attack.
She settled in beside Zola. “You rile that child up, Adannaya.”
Zola dismissed the accusation with a sharp wave.
The innkeeper smiled. “I suppose she doesn’t get away from her siblings much.” She turned her attention back to me. “As I was saying, listen to your master. The dark-touched are an army of mindless drones, controlled by a few. The children of Camazotz are an army of thoughtful predators with a penchant for terrible violence.”
I frowned. “Why?” I asked. “Is it just because they need blood?”
Zola laced her fingers together and shook her head. “Before Camazotz was banished from creation, or so the stories say, many people were sacrificed to him. Criminals, slaves …”
“Some were children,” the innkeeper said.
Zola nodded.
“Some of the souls went on to live out eternity in whatever afterlife awaited them.” The innkeeper glanced toward the stairs. “Others were trapped inside a new form. Cursed with immortality of a different sort.”
I’d heard the stories before. They may not have sacrificed the sheer volume of people as the Aztecs, or the Incans, but it was still human sacrifice on a scale I could scarcely comprehend. Something whispered through the back of my mind. But think of all the souls locked up in your head.
I shivered.
Foster cocked his head to the side. “You good?”
“Yeah.” I squeezed my hands together. “We fought some of the dark-touched. They weren’t like the creatures in the Burning Lands.”
“Of course not,” the innkeeper said. “You fought illusions in the Burning Lands. Here,” she said, patting the sofa, “the dark-touched are flesh and bone and have very few weaknesses.”
“Wouldn’t be so bad if their eyes weren’t so small and armored,” Foster muttered.
“Circle shields are your ally,” Zola said. “They will not break so easily.”
“You tried a shield that wasn’t anchored?” the innkeeper asked, raising an eyebrow. “I’m surprised you’re still alive.”
“I get that a lot,” I said, pursing my lips. “So what do we do when there are more of them?”
“There are a few creatures that have remained an enigma to the dark-touched.”
“What do you mean?”
“An enigma in battle,” the innkeeper said. “A mystery and an oft-triumphant foe. You must be faster than them, stealthier than them, or wield a weapon that cuts through them. Firebrands will not cut the bones of the dark-touched.”
Zola crossed her ankles. “That may be, but a firebrand inserted into the skull of the dark-touched will bring it down without fail.”
The innkeeper nodded slightly, conceding the point. “You will need to talk Mike into forging them. It would be better if you forged a sword from the wings of a death bat.”
“Nudd’s balls,” Foster spat. “Are you telling us to cut Luna’s wings off?”
“What?” The innkeeper snapped. “Of course not, you fool. Camazotz would raze this house and everyone in it, but not before he tore out your fingernails, skinned you, and salted the flesh beneath.” She raised a finger and leaned toward Foster. “Not all of the death bats will survive a fight with the dark-touched. With Camazotz’s blessing, a blade could be forged.”
Foster blinked at the innkeeper.
Zola looked away, frowning. “If it comes to that, perhaps. Mike has risked enough to help us.”
The innkeeper shrugged. “It is that, or allow Damian to take Gaia’s powers onto himself.”
“That sounds like a terrible idea,” I muttered.
“Why?” the innkeeper asked.
I cocked an eyebrow. “Maybe because Gaia was bound by the Nameless King? Maybe because we don’t know how stable she is, and if granting me her powers is some kind of trap? Returning her arm to take her power will awaken her, free her from her bonds. We would awaken a Titan. We don’t know if she might take up arms with Hern or Glenn, or what the hell she might do.”
“Old Gods,” Foster said. “Bitches.”
I laughed despite myself.
The innkeeper frowned at the fairy before turning her attention back to me. “It’s good to know you’ve been paying attention to some degree.”
“Thanks?”
“I believe Stump has dealt with whatever intruders we had. Before I go talk to him for the next eight hours, I need to tell you something.”
She paused and her gaze flickered between the three of us. “I’ve been debating on telling you or not, but one of my other guests wishes to speak to you. Now, I’ve told them what I’ll tell you. If one of my guests attacks another, I will kill them immediately. There is no place for violence inside this house.”
I raised a finger and started to comment on that paradox, but thought better of it when the innkeeper shot me a glare that could have skinned me alive.
“Mind yourself,” the innkeeper said. “Enter.”
My jaw unhinged when a petite brunette vampire with big brown eyes and an upturned nose swept into the room.
Foster unsheathed his swords.
My hand instinctively reached for the pepperbox holstered beneath my arm. “Mary?”
“Hello, snackums.”



CHAPTER FIFTEEN
“DEMON SWORD,” THE innkeeper said. “Put down your blades.”
Foster glared at the innkeeper. “She was one of Vassili’s. She betrayed us at Gettysburg, even if we had no proof.”
“Glad to see this won’t be awkward again,” I muttered. “I thought for sure you’d defect with Vassili. Then we’d get to kill you.”
“A boy can dream,” Mary said with a display of her fangs. Her more familiar, irritating demeanor returned in a flash. “And I did defect.”
The pepperbox almost screamed out of its holster as I leveled it at Mary. “Where the fuck is Vassili?”
“Enough,” the innkeeper said. “I have been tolerant, necromancer. Put down your weapon.”
“Nothing in this house can stop me,” I whispered.
“You are quite wrong,” the innkeeper said, “though I would prefer not to prove it.” A golden glow swelled up behind the innkeeper’s eyes, finally getting Foster to take a step backward. A string of curses that had Zola nodding along with him spewed forth as he sheathed his swords.
Mary watched the exchange warily, and the hesitation in her movements surprised me.
“Damian,” Zola said, her voice razor sharp.
“You need to listen to what this vampire has to say,” the innkeeper said.
Mary could have made a move by then. She could have taken the gun from my hand or been out the door before I could do much more than blink. I lowered the pepperbox, slowly replacing it in the holster.
“Why are you here?” I asked. “No games.”
“Everything is a game.” She rubbed her forehead and smiled. “Vassili wishes to treat with you, and you alone.”
“Why in the ever-loving hell would I do that?”
“Because he’ll leave Sam out of it. Full protection from his Pit. Hands off.”
“It’s a trap,” Zola said.
“Thanks, Admiral,” I said, but quickly turned my attention back to Mary. A dozen scenarios ran through my head, none of them good. Vassili was in league with the dark-touched. If he set up an ambush, it was unlikely I’d come out alive, much less unscathed. Would he really leave Sam out of it, though? I looked away for a moment, focusing on the shadows of the fireplace.
I ground my teeth together. “When? Where?”
“This morning. At the cemetery.” She studied the mantle clock. “An hour.”
I frowned. That gave me the advantage. Surrounded by the dead? Not to mention … “Daylight?”
“The dark-touched cannot survive sunlight,” Zola said, her brow furrowing. “Vassili will be weaker in the light.”
“He thought you’d be more likely to accept his offer.”
“He’s also a manipulative son of a bitch,” I said.”
“Why send this one?” the innkeeper asked, looking Mary up and down.
“Because she’s fed on me,” I said. “It gives her some resistance to my necromancy. Makes it harder to turn her into meat confetti.”
Zola placed one hand atop the other on her cane. “It is your decision, boy. If you decide to gamble now to protect Sam, Ah won’t interfere. She will be furious with you for it.”
“A gamble either way,” I said, crossing my arms and glancing at Foster. “What do you think, bug?”
The fairy shrugged. “It’s daylight, in a cemetery. It’s a gamble.”
“He may be weaker in sunlight, but he didn’t get to be centuries old by being stupid.” I stretched my neck and nodded sharply. “So be it.”
“Stay inside the house,” the innkeeper said to Mary. “There are loopholes in every agreement, and the Green Men have no love for your kind.”
Mary started to back away.
“Do not move,” the innkeeper snapped. “You will stay within my sight, lest you prefer to be tied to the rooftop.”
Mary hesitated, and then froze.
“I want her head.” Foster ran his tongue over his teeth and grinned. “She’s Vassili’s right hand.”
The innkeeper nodded once. “His right hand for those who are not dark-touched. She has no control over the others. Regardless, the decision is made. No blood will be shed in this house.”
“Can Aideen bring Sam through the Warded Ways?” I asked of Foster.
“Most of the way. It’s still a death trap if they step out into the mansion. Gaia’s energy would flay anything coming through the gate.”
The innkeeper nodded her agreement.
I blew out a breath and started texting Sam. “Get Aideen. Get to Rivercene as fast as you can.”
“Come,” the innkeeper said, “we will consult with Stump, windbag that he is.”
I glanced back at Zola. “I think her tombstone is going to say ‘Stepped on by an irritated tree.’ What do you think?”
Zola rolled her eyes and pushed me toward the front door.
*     *     *
WE FOLLOWED THE innkeeper onto the porch. Waiting patiently on an old rocking chair was one of Nixie’s most trusted undine allies. Alexandra laced her fingers together and rested them on her stomach. “I do hope you plan to kill that snake, Vassili.”
“It’s good to see you too,” I said. “I thought you’d be in at the Obsidian Inn with Euphemia.”
She ran her fingers through her waist-length black hair. “Must you change the topic?”
“Ah believe it is much the same topic,” Zola said.
Alexandra flashed the closest thing to a smirk I’d ever seen on her face. “Adannaya.”
“She is right,” A voice boomed from nearby as Stump made his way out from behind a large, ah, stump. “Whether Damian chooses to face the vampire lord here, or in the future, will you not fight with him? It will be you or the allies at the Obsidian Inn who take the battle unto themselves. And might I suggest once more, if you would simply announce yourself, it would save us much trouble.”
Alexandra patiently waited for Stump to finish. “I’ll consider it, but it sounds less fun.”
“Don’t prod him,” the innkeeper said. “He’s already said enough words for three conversations.” She turned to Stump. “Was Alexandra all you found?”
“We saw the vampire lord heading through the city. I do not believe he expected the Green Men here, for he was close enough to strike at.”
“Too fast, yes?”
Stump nodded to the innkeeper, the branches and vines of his neck clicking and scraping together.
“Shortest answer I’ve ever had from a Green Man,” the innkeeper muttered. “So be it. Damian intends to treat with Vassili. Send sentries to the graveyard, yes?”
“It shall be done. I have invited some of the Rowans to join us. Though they may not have a history of being allied to the Green Men of this area, they were most interested in taking up guard against the vampires.”
“That should make quite an impression,” Zola said.
“No more than my own,” Stump said. “They are relatively light and leave little trace. The Rowan have faced down witchcraft for more centuries than even the innkeeper has borne witness to.”
“That was not exactly what Ah meant.”
Alexandra grinned as Stump continued trying to explain how light on their feet the Rowans were. She turned her attention to me. “I’ve heard you helped solidify the support of the Utukku. Even that of Utukku herself.”
“Yeah,” I said, “but I’m not sure what I did to earn that. All I did was insult Utukku the first time I met her, and then mistake Hess for Utukku. Not the best track record, there.”
“They find your bumbling endearing. Much like Nixie.”
“What?”
Alexandra frowned slightly. “Was I unclear? You are a klutz.”
“Hey now.”
“Uncoordinated.”
“You’re getting personal.”
“Clumsy.”
Foster settled onto her shoulder. “Best description I’ve heard of him.”
“Goddamn fairies,” I muttered.
The innkeeper patted my arm. “Yes, well, you’d be dead many times over if it wasn’t for those fairies.”
I kept my mouth shut. She was right, and I damn well knew it.
Zola raised her voice and Stump shook his head, arguing some point or another.
“Stump,” the innkeeper said.
The Green Man looked away from Zola. “Yes?”
“Have you seen more vampires? Other than Vassili and Mary? I want to be sure Damian is safe, but I also want to be sure Vassili’s word is witnessed.”
“Two have been seen. An older woman, a vampress? What is the correct word there? I wonder, would you generally—”
“Stump.”
“Yes, right.” The Green Man pulled at one of the vines that formed the back of his hand. “The older vampire, and a dark-touched. Clearly the dark-touched will no longer be around, as the sun has broken.”
“Another lord, perhaps?” Zola asked.
“Quite possibly,” the innkeeper said. “I feel better knowing some of the Rowans will be nearby. I trust old vampires less than the Eldritch things haunting the Abyss. When a being is chaos incarnate, at least you know what you’re getting.”
The innkeeper projected her voice. “Guardians of Rivercene, heed me. Follow the words of Stump, as he is your voice this day. Do not hide yourselves from the commoners. Let them see their guardians as they have not seen them for centuries.
“Let the common folk bask in your shields, and let our enemies’ blood fertilize our lands.”
The world shook.
Foster held onto Alexandra’s hair to keep from falling over. Zola and the innkeeper grabbed the railing around the porch to balance themselves.
I fell down the stairs.
“Klutz,” Alexandra said.
Bruised ego aside, I marveled at the titans rising from the earth and river. I might not be able to take Foster or Zola with me to face Vassili, but I wouldn’t be alone.
*     *     *
I WONDERED WHY the innkeeper hadn’t unleashed those guardians when Ezekiel had dared to show himself at Rivercene. Why now? Was it so important to intimidate Vassili?
Apparently, the innkeeper had approved of positioning Aeros in sight of everyone in Saint Charles, because guardians waited at every turn on the streets of Boonville. Some looked not so unlike Aeros himself, but formed of mud and brick, as though the god’s rocky visage had been industrialized. A floating, faceless orb of water hovered above the old rusted railroad bridge. Something like a Green Man, but twice as tall and drooping like a willow tree marched down Main Street.
The shadows unnerved me. Flickers of gray orbs flashed across my peripheral vision, so dense and numerous as to make me flinch away. Any time I tried to focus on one, they were gone, and my eyes returned to the road.
I’d seen those orbs before, and often, but here they reminded me of the old grave beneath the floor of the church in Pilot Knob. Perhaps it was the old town that surrounded us. Whatever the reason, the dead were many, and they were not quiet.
I passed the lumbering willow-tree creature, marveling at the care it took to step around an old man on the sidewalk. I expected fear, or even terror, but the old bastard just took off his hat and smiled. Maybe once you’d lived that long, it was nice to see something new. Even if that something was large enough to step on you by accident.
The close brick buildings pulled away from the street, and I turned soon after, following the narrow road down to the old cemetery. I parked outside the front gate, wanting time to adjust to whatever the dead might do to my senses here. It wasn’t like Rivercene, where the ghosts were blocked and mercifully silent. Here the dead screamed, calling to the necromancy I kept locked down.
Walking toward an old battlefield had always been an odd experience, a clash between calm and chaos. Walking into a cemetery where I’d witnessed terrible things was an entirely different horror. The unrest of the mass grave, the desecration of the very souls at rest here—both still tore at my senses, and the millions locked away inside my head cried out in sympathy.
I paused at the gates to gather myself, squashing the cacophony of voices as best I could. My control over those souls lessened when we neared wellsprings of tragedy. It was as though they wanted to run away, and I didn’t blame them. Part of me wondered if it was the gravemakers that called to them, the rest of me shuddered at what that could mean.
The rough brick of a gatepost grounded me, almost sandy beneath my palm. I took two deep breaths, checked my weapons, and strode forward with purpose. Stealth meant nothing here. Vassili knew I was coming, and if it was an ambush, it would be snapping closed around me, regardless.
“You don’t belong here.”
I nearly jumped out of my skin at the voice that came from nowhere. I tripped on the edge of the asphalt drive and slowed my pace. I recognized the ghost at my side, wearing a World War I uniform. The fact he was still here made me smile. “You got away.”
“I …” the ghost, floating beside me as I walked, frowned and studied my face. “You are the deathspeaker.”
“Do you remember me?” I asked, following the curve of the pavement through the field of headstones.
“Yes, the last great tragedy to fall upon our city. You fought them off. We owe you much.”
My face fell. “A lot of folks died. You don’t owe me anything.”
“We do. Have you not seen the creatures the old innkeeper invited into our homes? Surely you did not miss the walking trees?”
I smiled at the old ghost. “I didn’t, no. They weren’t always here?”
He shook his head, his gray image wavering with the motion. “Some have been seen before, many years ago. The oldest of us know stories, but they are centuries gone.”
“The innkeeper,” I said. “You talk to her?”
A smile crossed the soldier’s face. “On Halloween. We gather at the old mansion. She gives us stories, some new, some worn. That is all many of us have to offer.”
“That’s all any of us have to offer.” I wasn’t terribly surprised to hear that the innkeeper had befriended the old ghosts. She was hard, savage at times, but she did seem to have a soft spot for the past. Probably explained why she liked Zola so much.
“Be careful, deathspeaker. There are vampires about, and creatures the likes of which we have never seen.”
“Thank you.” I turned to say goodbye, but a thin fog was all that remained. The soldier was gone.
“Vesik, my old friend.”
I crested the hill and looked down on the white-haired vampire standing beside the ancient mass grave. “Vassili.”



CHAPTER SIXTEEN
“YOU LOOK GOOD,” I said, taking in the precisely cut suit with frilled cuffs, like he’d stepped right out of a catalog from the 1800s. I wanted to see him frazzled, his clothes worn from his life on the run, not looking pompous as ever.
“And you,” He said, looking me up and down. “You look much the same.”
“But I’m not.”
“Rumors, da? I have heard many.”
“What are we doing here?”
“I assume you’d like to discuss the next attack.”
I laced my fingers together, and the crack was a thunder in the silence around us.
He held up a pale hand.
“But you still want me dead?” I asked.
“Of course,” Vassili said with a small flourish. “I am but one of many who want you very dead.”
“Why?”
He laughed quietly and crossed his arms. “I think this question is trap, da?”
“Tell me something. Why would anyone but you want me dead?”
He smirked, and I thought seriously about shooting him. “You have power, that which Leviticus once wielded. The mantle of Anubis? Yours. The Destroyer? Dead before you. These powers, da? They could cause much trouble.”
“You want me dead because I might get in your way?” I asked. “That’s … unoriginal.”
Vassili shrugged and adjusted the ruffles on his cuffs.
“What’s your price?” I felt the lines shift around me, settling into a familiar pattern when new auras entered the cemetery. “You wouldn’t just ask me here if you didn’t have a price.”
“The werewolves,” he said with a flip of his hand. “They are problem, yes?”
“Where?”
“Kansas City. Quindaro. Ask Hohnihohkaiyohos to withdraw, and I give you information.”
I bit the inside of my lower lip. Vassili’s request would leave the survivors of the coven exposed, or potentially weaken the pack there. It could also be a ruse, an attempt to get me to ask Hugh to stay in KC, but I needed the information he had. I needed to know Sam was as safe as I could make her. Goddamn vampires.
“Agreed. No harm comes to Sam.”
Vassili raised his eyebrows a fraction. “I cannot make the same promise of my allies.”
“Understood,” I said, knowing he couldn’t speak for the Fae or the dark-touched.
“Then you have it, da? My word, I will never harm Samantha.”
“Swear it on her full name.”
Vassili narrowed his eyes. “My word, I will never harm Samantha Vesik, and will not order my people to do so.” He stared at me, eyes black in the dim morning light. The murderous expression on his face relaxed, rising into a smile like someone had flipped a switch. “It is good, da?”
“What of the next attack?”
Vassili hesitated and met my eyes. “Hern plans to attack the bat children at Meramec Caverns. I told him it was mistake, da? Attack Camazotz?” Vassili shook his head. “Do what you will with it.”
“Sam,” I said quietly.
My sister walked out from the groundskeeper’s shack to the north. Vassili froze. He stared at her, watching every stride as though he’d seen a ghost. His posture went rigid before he stepped toward her.
“Our agreement was for you to come alone.” His eyes flashed to me.
“I did. They followed.”
“Break your word,” Sam said, venom dripping from her words. “It will surprise no one.”
“Samantha.”
She stepped closer to Vassili. “Vik’s a better lord than you ever were. You betrayed our family. Our closest friends. You ordered me killed.”
Vassili held up his hands.
“Did you kill Alexi?” Sam said, her eyes narrowing.
Vassili’s face shut down. “I did not order it.”
“But he died because of your orders, didn’t he? You left Jonathan alone in this world. For what?” Sam’s voice fell to a deadly whisper. “A chance to kill my brother?”
The twitch of Vassili’s eye would have been utter rage on anyone else’s. “You try my patience, child. Bask in the protection of your Pit, for when this engagement ends, I will stand upon the ashes of your Lord.”
Vassili looked up at me with a snarl on his lips. “We are agreed, Vesik. No harm to your sister. Get the wolves out of Kansas City. Seven days, or it will be something far worse than the dark-touched that comes calling.”
“Pleasure doing business with you,” I said.
The rowan tree beside Vassili shifted, and rose, vines creeping up around the white blossoms to form the face of a Green Man. Her voice boomed out across the cemetery. “Lay down your arms, vampire, lest we remove your limbs.”
Something in Vassili’s posture relaxed. He turned to face the Rowan. “Wiser to remain hidden, da? Now we know your allegiance.”
“We do not threaten.”
Vassili glanced back at Sam, and then me. “Until next time.” He blurred into motion, vanishing into the tree line at the back of the cemetery.
“What a dick,” Sam muttered.
The Rowan turned back to us. “Return to Rivercene. We will keep watch for Vassili. Should he return, we will bury him. Go with haste, Damian Valdis Vesik.”
I paused at my full name before nodding, grabbing Sam’s arm, and hurrying back to the car.
“Hern’s going to attack Camazotz?” I said, not actually expecting an answer. “That’s suicide. Where’s Aideen?” I asked after we were inside and headed back toward the inn.
“She went ahead to find Foster.” Sam stared out the passenger window.
“You okay?”
She glanced at me. “You shouldn’t have made that exchange. You didn’t even ask me!”
I winced as her voice rose. “He won’t come after you. It’s … I couldn’t say no.”
She exhaled, and the sound carried with it decades of sibling irritation. “Just don’t do it again. Like you’ll fucking listen.” She muttered that last part, but I caught it.
“We good?”
“Yeah, yeah. I just really want to kill Vassili, and you ruined that too.”
I smiled and ran a yellow light. “Better get in line.”
She sagged into the seat and sighed. “Did you ever call Mom last weekend? She was asking about you.”
“Shit,” I said. “No, I forgot.”
“Oh man,” Sam said, following it up with a whistle. “You’re going to get a tidal wave of guilt.”
“Probably,” I said with a laugh. “Mom’s good at that.”
“Yes, she is. Did Frank tell you he went to the gun range with Dad?”
“What?”
“Oh yeah, one of the ranges down south where you can rent some monsters.”
“Good Lord. That sounds like a terrible idea. Neither one of them need that kind of encouragement.”
“Boys and their highly explosive weapons.”
I exchanged a smile with Sam as we crossed the bridge and made our way back toward Rivercene. I’d hoped to catch another glimpse of the guardians the innkeeper had sent out into the city, but nothing towered over the streets.
Sam leaned forward and looked out the windshield. “Place is always a little creepy, isn’t it?”
I nodded. “It’s a gorgeous kind of creepy, though.”
Rivercene looked different in the sunlight, more alive, but more haunted. It was a dichotomy I couldn’t make sense of, but the thought fled when I saw the figures waving from the front door.
I parked and hopped out. “Mike!”
He gestured for us to follow him. Sam blipped past me and was inside before Mike. Sarah waited there on the porch, as solid as any mortal when she reached up for a hug.
“It’s good to see you, Damian. Vassili didn’t try to kill you?”
“Not today. It’s good to see you, kid.”
“Kid?” Sarah said, pushing me away. “I’m old enough to be Zola’s sister.”
“Come on, kid,” I said, ruffling her hair. “Let’s head in.”
Sarah scowled and closed the door behind us. The others gathered in the great room, spread out across the couch beside the fireplace and the wood-framed Victorian chairs. Mike sat with Sam on the piano bench, but he stood when I entered the room, crushing me in a hug that left me speechless.
When he finally relented, leaving me to my smooshed ribcage, I raised an eyebrow. “What was that for?”
“We found Koda,” he said. “Sarah’s alive.”
The chatter in the ceased. All eyes focused on me, and I knew it without having to meet anyone’s gaze. I’d done that. I’d brought a hundred-and-fifty-year-old ghost back from the dead, given her flesh, made her human.
“Well, shit,” I said, grimacing and looking into Mike’s fiery eyes.
He laughed and clapped me on the back. “Sarah will live the life she was meant to, and age as she should have, until the Fates take her measure.”
“The Fates must like their duct tape,” I muttered. A terrible vision from the Burning Lands boiled up in my mind. The Geryon closing on Mike with the cursed bayonet. Sarah was a weakness unlike any other, and those who knew could bring Mike the Demon to his knees.
“It’s fine,” Sarah said, patting my arm before curling up beside Mike. “I’ve lived long enough. Whatever this new life gives, I am satisfied.”
The innkeeper sighed. “Damian, if there was an acre of land with but one pile of cow shit on it, you’d put your foot right in it.”
Zola laughed at that. “Did Koda tell you anything more?”
Mike shook his head. “It is nothing he’s seen before. At least not with any permanence. He had some theories about the knot possibly anchoring magic to those nearby the casting, but it was guesswork. You’ve heard Koda when he’s perplexed. I suspect he’ll be discussing Sarah with the Society of Flame.”
“If anyone knows, it would likely be them, Ah suppose. So long as they don’t tell the wrong people and Damian ends up hounded by ghosts looking for some kind of resurrection.” Zola turned to me. “Now, tell us about Vassili.”
We all settled into our seats, Foster and Aideen taking up a position on the mantle, and I told them everything. The innkeeper tapped her fingernails on the dark wooden armrest of her chair. The room fell silent when I relayed the message about the impending assault on the bat children.
Aideen that broke the silence. “Even so, and if the attack at Meramec Caverns is truly happening, we can’t ask Hugh to withdraw from Kansas City.”
“Why not?” Foster asked. “It’s not like there aren’t other Fae we could send to guard the city in their place.”
Aideen shook her head. “There are creatures there unlike those we have fought before. Hugh knows the legends of more tribes than most of us even remember existed. There are dark things in Kansas City, and we dare not remove their guardians.”
“Do you have a bad feeling about this?” I asked.
Aideen gave me the most epic slow eye roll in history. “Damian. No. We have allies, yes, but we are spread thin. The war between the water witches has shifted the priorities of the undines.”
“True,” Alexandra said. “Euphemia and I have helped where we can. When Nixie summons us, we must obey, no matter our history with Beth.”
“The blood mage,” the innkeeper said with a nod. “I’d nearly forgotten you two had known her since she was a child.”
“We count her among our dearest friends,” Alexandra said. “But the queen is not sitting idly by in Faerie. Her forces are striking in Falias, and they will attack any target they perceive to be soft. It is why she has hit the military in Saint Charles, and I am sure it is the reason for her involvement in Kansas City as well.”
“And now Vassili wants Hugh to withdraw?” Zola said. She frowned and tapped her cane on the wooden floor.
The innkeeper grabbed a red plastic cup and stepped over to Mike, speaking as though the rest of us weren’t in the room. “Do you know what they want of these?”
Mike picked up one of the minie balls and rolled it between his fingers. “Firebrands.” He glanced at Sarah. “It is easy, but I cannot risk forging them myself. There are already too many weapons that could spell my end.”
I stared at Mike, and I guess it wasn’t subtle.
The demon leaned forward. “If any of the weapons I forged take the life of an innocent, I will die. It is my curse to bear. I am sorry, Damian, but I will not risk losing Sarah, or her losing me. I cannot.”
I held up my hands. “No, no. That’s not it.” I rubbed my forehead. “Is there someone else who could forge them?”
Mike dropped the minie ball back into the cup. The metal slug cracked against a dozen others. “Yes. But you won’t like it.”
“Ironborn,” Foster said.
Mike nodded.
“Fucking hell,” Foster muttered. “Glenn, and the others, are said to be loyal to him.”
“Perhaps not all,” Aideen said. “There is one, and he’s at the Obsidian Inn.”



CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
“WHO?” FOSTER ASKED.
Aideen smiled. “Don’t you remember the stories Cassie and your mother used to tell us? Cassie’s grandfather worked in the Ironton forges with the Magrasnetto deposits.”
Foster shook his head. “The only person from Cassie’s family we know is … Angus?”
Aideen nodded. “He’ll help. I know he will.”
“Angus is Ironborn?” Foster squinted at Aideen.
Zola took a deep breath. “Someone needs to get those minie balls to him, and explain what we need. Every damn decision is dividing us further.”
“I can take them,” Alexandra said.
“We’ll help,” Sarah said, snatching the cup of bullets out of Mike’s hand.
Alexandra nodded. “Angus has not healed from the loss of his cousin. I doubt there is much he wouldn’t do if it interfered with Nudd’s plans.”
My gaze dropped to the floor. A vision of Cassie sacrificing herself burst to life inside my head. That awful moment where she drew Gurges’s attack away to buy us the time we needed, and died because of it. Glenn. Gwynn Ap Nudd. He’d killed so many, taken so many friends.
“Damian?”
I ground my teeth together. Worry creased Zola’s face. I closed my eyes and took several deep breaths.
“You have to keep your head,” a voice said from the hallway. “Do not let your anger turn you into the thing my people fear.”
I blinked at the hunched reptilian form, the thin, pale yellow line of scales across her skull telling me who she was. “Utukku?”
She closed her eyes slightly as she inclined her head. “You have overlooked a powerful ally in the Timewalkers.”
“Utukku,” the innkeeper said, a not-so-subtle warning in her words.
“It is fine,” Utukku said. “Damian may speak my name. These are words I should have said when I first met him, but I was frightened by the power he bore. The power to strip our glamor with barely a whisper.”
“More like a startled yelp,” I said, grumbling.
Utukku smiled, baring a fraction of her teeth. “If I have forgiven you, you must forgive yourself. Hess calls you friend, as do I. Be wary of the Timewalkers, but do not hesitate to ally yourself with them if your goals align.”
“Why are you here?” Sarah asked, glancing between Utukku and the innkeeper and back.
Mike cringed at the casualness of her tone.
“It is fine, fire demon. I know she meant no disrespect.” Utukku focused on Sarah. “I have come to discuss matters with an old friend.” She nodded to the innkeeper. “While I could have sent Hess in my stead, I wished to warn Damian that Hern is not the only imminent threat.”
“Who else?” I asked.
“The undines are on the move.”
Alexandra shook her head. “Other than precise attacks, the queen hasn’t mobilized against us.”
“That will change.” Utukku’s words hung in the air. “Know that we are with you when it does.”
“Nudd’s balls,” Foster said. “You just gave your allegiance to a necromancer.”
Utukku smiled an utterly terrifying toothy grin. “I gave my allegiance to a necromancer long ago, Demon Sword. A man of honor, and most importantly a man of just power. Let us pray Damian Vesik is no different.”
Utukku tossed a burlap sack at Foster. It slammed into the fairy and pushed him to the edge of the table.
“Rude,” Foster muttered. He untied the sack and gasped.
“What is it?” Zola asked.
Foster held up a small gray arrowhead as long as his forearm.
“When the undines come,” Utukku said, “you will need more than that alone. Those are not imbued with a magic as powerful as that of the stone daggers. You must hit their heart.”
“They don’t have hearts,” I said.
“Don’t let Nixie hear that,” Aideen said with a small laugh.
I gave her a sideways grin.
Utukku nodded and placed her right hand on her chest. “The magic that gives them life is where a human heart would be. Strike cleanly with a blessed arrowhead, and they will perish.”
A white tuft of fur vanished along the doorframe to the hallway. “Is Luna safe here?” I asked. “Her family’s with Cizin, right?”
The innkeeper nodded. “She is safe, yes.”
“We protect those of our choosing,” Utukku said, cocking her head back and leaning into the hall. “Luna and the children of Camazotz are friends.” She lowered her gaze. “As are all of you.”
“Is Luna gone?” I asked.
Utukku peeked out into the hallway again and nodded.
I lowered my voice anyway, unsure how good her hearing might be. “Vassili told us Hern plans to attack the caverns. Where the bat children are sheltering.”
“Why?” the innkeeper asked. “It doesn’t get him an advantage. If anything, attempting to fight underground against the bats would be quite a disadvantage. Hern must have allies or weaponry that we are not aware of.”
“Or it’s a setup,” Sam said. “Vassili’s a manipulator to the bone.”
“Sure,” I said. “Maybe even worse than you were when you were a kid.”
The innkeeper drummed her fingers on her leg. “I’ll have Stump send some of his scouts into the park around the caverns, if they aren’t already there. In the meantime, go home.”
Mike frowned and looked from Sarah to Alexandra. “I suppose we will accompany you to Falias, then.”
“You’ll love the Obsidian Inn,” Alexandra said. “It’s … dry and flammable.”
Mike blinked slowly. “Would you like to travel there by fire?”
Alexandra turned away for a moment before nodding. “That would be an experience to brag about. Traveling with a fire demon, and surviving.”
A timer sounded in the kitchen.
“That will be the soufflé,” the innkeeper said. “Have a bite before you go. No sense running off to battle on an empty stomach.”
We ate quickly, said a brief goodbye to the innkeeper, and a slightly less brief goodbye to Stump before climbing back in the car and heading for the shop.



CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
“I
STILL SAY we should have stopped at Waffle House,” Foster said, putting his arm around Aideen. “It’s not like we can do much until Mike gets Angus to make those firebrands.”
“Damian is being responsible with the sugar,” Aideen said, pushing Foster’s arm away. “More than I can say for you. You ate enough of that breakfast soufflé to end up buzzing around the kitchen like a damn pixie.”
Sam barked out a laugh from the back seat. “You should see your face, bug.”
“Oh, yeah?” Foster said, scowling. “Do your knees taste good back there? You look like canned vampire.”
“Mmm,” I said. “I could go for some Spam.”
The car went silent. Zola turned her head to me and stared for a moment.
“Ah know you are essentially a human garbage disposal, boy, but how on God’s green earth did you get from canned vampire to Spam?”
“Vampires are meat, right? Canned vampire, canned meat, Spam.”
“No,” Zola said. “That is … no.”
I sighed and looked at Foster. “We should have stopped at Waffle House.”
He laughed, and Aideen elbowed him in the ribs. We drove in relative silence for a while, until we neared Saint Charles. I took the exit for Fifth Street and veered off to the right, following Booneslick down to Main Street.
“Itching to see the tourists?” Sam asked as we rattled onto the cobblestone street.
“Not too many out during the week these days,” I said, slowing as a National Guard patrol crossed in front of us.
“Ah don’t like seeing them here,” Zola said, kneading her fingers together.
“They’ve been peaceful,” I said. “And at least they stopped driving the heavier equipment down Main Street.”
“There are still tanks down by the river,” Aideen said. “Frank told them to pull back, for their own safety.”
“Did they?” I asked.
“No,” Sam said. “but Frank’s new best friend, Sergeant Park is trying to help convince them.”
“Good,” Foster said. “The undine queen has already proven she’s willing to kill soldiers. We don’t need it to get worse.”
We passed the fudge shop and an Irish Pub before Aeros came into view.
“Still there,” I said.
“Of course,” Zola said. “He is a man, well, rock, of his word.”
My lips twitched. I slowed and parked in front of Talayna’s Pizza, just across from Death’s Door. The sun sat low enough in its arc to stretch the Old God’s shadow across the street, leaving his face in darkness but for the green glow of his eyes.
Sam almost fell out of the back seat. “My legs … gah.”
I stretched a little too long and smiled, waiting for the sudden haze of blackness to clear from my vision.
“Someone’s here,” Aideen said. “We’ll meet you inside.” With that, the fairies glided toward the shop.
Aeros raised an arm in greeting when I turned to him. “The stones have told me many disturbing things.”
I wandered across the street and stood beside the Old God. “Like, long night of drinking disturbing things? Or ‘hey, look, an entire city is gone’ disturbing things?”
Aeros’s eyelights flickered. “I do not know. The Green Men sent word of the bat children, and the alliance of Hern to Vassili. And yet Vassili has warned of Hern’s attack, betraying that same alliance.”
I grimaced. “Yeah, that.”
“We really need to kill him,” Sam said, flopping onto the Old God’s knee. “If you’re this great rock whisperer, can’t you just have him flattened?”
If a rock could look taken aback, I would have said Aeros looked taken aback. “Child, a stone cannot move of its own resolve. It needs power, or the presence of one of us.”
Zola laughed and tapped her cane on the asphalt. She looked down toward the river. “Dark times, old friend. I hope you are prepared.”
Aeros nodded, the movement setting off the grinding sounds of stone on stone. “We have seen darker times, Adannaya. There is always a light at the end, though we may not all live to see it.”
“Wow,” Sam said. “Pep talk game is strong today, rock.”
“A century and a half I have known Adannaya. I am no stranger to sarcasm, but I fail to see its use.”
“How can you even communicate without sarcasm?” Sam asked.
“It’s like bread without butter,” I said, nodding solemnly.
“Christ, Demon, enough with the food, yeah?”
“I want Spam.”
Sam tried to look angry, but she let a small laugh escape.
“Vassili wishes Damian to ask Hugh to withdraw from Kansas City,” Zola said.
“Do you intend to do this?” Aeros asked.
“He offered protection,” I said, “like the mob.”
“Very reassuring,” Sam muttered, her fingers blurring over her phone. “Vik’s on his way.”
“I don’t know,” I said, looking back to Aeros. “I figure I can ask Hugh, and he can make up his own mind.”
“Vassili was willing to part with valuable information,” Aeros said. “And that was beyond his offer of Samantha’s safety. He must have a good reason.”
“We know,” Zola said. “Can you watch over the caverns? Regardless of what Hugh decides, it sounds as though Camazotz’s people are in danger.”
“I shall,” Aeros said. “You should know the stone mason arrived not long ago. That is likely who Aideen went to greet.”
Zola nodded. “Damian, why don’t you take Sam and go on inside. Ah’ll be along in a minute.”
“Did we just get sent to the kids’ table?” I asked.
“Yes,” Zola said. She winked at me and returned to her conversation with Aeros.
“I’m telling my mother about this,” Sam said. “I’ll have you know she can be quite the troublemaker.”
“Oh, Ah’m quite aware of that, child.”
Aeros waved as we made our way back the shop.
The bell jingled on the front door.
“That was reckless,” a voice said when I walked into the Double D.
I glanced around until I found Jonathan standing beside Frank. Last I’d seen him, he’d been emaciated, barely recovered from his grief over the loss of Alexi. Now, though … “You look dangerous.”
Jonathan huffed and ran a hand through his close-cropped salt and pepper hair. “And yet you look reckless. Treating with Vassili? We both know what happens to Sam if you die.”
“Won’t happen.”
Jonathan eyed me. “There was a time I thought Alexi couldn’t die. We would live forever, watching what humanity would become.”
I froze a few steps from the vampire.
“Until Vassili murdered him. You do not understand what that’s like.”
“No,” I said quietly.
“Then do not discount the threat Vassili poses. His word is like the word of the Fae, twisted by convenience.”
The saloon-style doors squeaked. A short, wide Fae stood there, dusting off his hands. His beard bore a thousand charms carved from Magrasnetto, so tightly woven into the hair that not a single one made a sound. “No need to interrupt,” he said in a booming baritone. “I’ll be in the back when you’re done.” With that, he vanished.
“Who was that?” I asked.
“Stone mason,” Frank said, eyeing Jonathan.
“Damian,” Jonathan said sharply.
“Look, Jonathan.” I rubbed my forehead and frowned. “You’re being more intense than Dominic, and it’s kind of freaking me out. I’m sorry I met with Vassili without your input. I had no choice.”
“I understand, but you need to be more careful. The world has changed around you.” He looked toward the front windows where a small cluster of tourists walked by Aeros. “And if you die, Sam dies, and Vicky.”
“You think I don’t know that?”
“Of course you know that,” Jonathan said. “You’re not an idiot all the time.”
“Ha!” Sam said. “That’s where you’re wrong.” She reached out and squeezed Jonathan’s arm “But take it easy on him, yeah?”
Jonathan glowered at Sam before shaking his head. “Tell me what Vassili said.”
“Vik’s on his way,” Sam said. “Why don’t we let Damian go talk to the Fae that looks like a real live dwarf, and I can tell you a little about what happened.”
“You called Vik?”
“Well, I didn’t know you were here,” Sam snapped, the irritation in her voice taking on a familiar, rising timbre. “And you’ve been too busy for me to tell you because you’ve been trying to lay a guilt trip on my brother that would make my mother blush.”
I gave Jonathan an awkward smile before backing away slowly. He was about to get an earful, and I’d had plenty of those over the years.
“Frank?” I said. I didn’t have to fully form the question. He scooted around the register and led the way into the back.
“I’m in the cu siths’ lair,” said the stone mason, his voice echoing up from underground, as though knowing we needed an excuse to flee.
I slid around Frank and ducked down in order to climb into our remarkably unstable basement.
Aideen stood on one of the stone outcroppings the cu siths had left standing. She pointed to something on the wall and shook her head. Foster crossed his arms and leaned back against a savaged timber.
“Cu siths are like cats,” the stone mason said, drawing my attention away from the fairies. “They need a scratching post, or they’ll dig until their den falls down on their head. I have just the thing for it, but it will take some time to build.”
“How much is this going to cost?” Time was money, not to mention whatever materials the mason would need.
“You didn’t tell him?” the stone mason asked, turning to Foster.
“It may have slipped my mind,” Foster said.
I gave the fairy a flat look. “What didn’t you tell me?”
“You’ll owe him a favor of his choosing,” Foster said, squeezing the hilt of his sword. “Anytime, anything.”
I paused and stared at the fairy. “Are you fucking crazy!”
The stone mason’s eyes widened. “What? No! I never said that!”
Foster chuckled.
I narrowed my eyes. “Bastard.” I glanced at the mason. “So what is your price?”
“You’ve already paid it. And your friends have paid it. My wife was visiting family near Stones River when you stopped Prosperine. I was in Falias when Ezekiel struck. If not for Ward, my family would be dead. And again, later we were helping with the reconstruction when Hern pulled the city through the Abyss. If not for your friend, the Destroyer, we would have been lost.”
“She’s not …” I started, my heart sinking at the name. “She’s not the Destroyer.”
“I meant no disrespect. You have saved my family more than once. You owe me no favor, and I give no favor. It is payment earned.”
I wanted to thank the old Fae, but something wiggled around in my brain, reminding me that wasn’t always the best idea with the old ones. And I was fairly certain this was a very old Fae.
“Calbach,” Aideen said, “tell him about the blood shield.”
The stone mason nodded.
“Is that your name?” I asked.
“Aye.” He stepped closer to Foster, within easy reach of the half moon with three angled strikes through it. “Aideen is correct to call it a blood shield, but Edgar is right to be curious about these other symbols around it. I’m not familiar with all of them, but this here …” he pointed to a series of runes.
“The thing that looks like a capital J crossed with a dead man?” I asked.
Calbach blinked and stroked his beard. “I suppose yes, yes it does. This is old Norse magic, for camouflage and protection. Beside it, what you may see as a canoe with a pitchfork on the end?”
“And a dead guy.”
Calbach raised a bushy eyebrow. “You may wish to seek a head doctor. As I was saying, this is Ottastafur.”
“To inspire fear in your enemies,” Aideen said.
“Yes.”
“That’s where I’ve seen these before. Angus once wore them into battle.”
Calbach took a deep breath. “I doubt a Fae who follows the path of the Norse would change his ways. I suspect you would find many runes on his armor, if you were to look closer.”
“What’s it mean for us?” I asked.
Calbach turned back to the wall. “The way they are arranged around the blood shield is rather brilliant. The combination of runes and blood magic form quite the fortification. While the blood shield protects from most incantations that could seek you out here, the runes hide the blood shield.”
Aideen’s wings flexed. “And no spell can reveal a hidden rune.”
The stone mason nodded. “Now, that is great protection from arts and incantations, but it’s frankly shit for cu siths.”
I laughed at Calbach’s sudden curse.
He glanced up at the floor above our heads. “I believe you have another vampire.”
“We have a lot of those,” Frank said. “Do you need anything? Raw materials to work with?”
Calbach leaned down and placed his hand on the floor before closing his eyes. He tilted his head to the side, as if listening for something before shaking his head. “All the material I need is beneath our feet. I appreciate your hospitality, journeyman.”
“I don’t want to be crushed by the shop,” Frank said. “Or get customers crushed by it. Bad for business.”
“Why did you call him a journeyman?” I asked. “I’ve heard other Fae call him that.”
Calbach frowned slightly. “Was that an insult to you, Frank? I do apologize if it was.”
Frank shook his head. “I’m not sure what all you meant by it, but I didn’t take it as an insult.”
Calbach scratched at his forearm and turned back to me. “A journeyman is simply a man with no ties. Some are free to jump from plain to plain.”
“That’s … what?” I said.
“I’m not saying Frank has the ability to walk through the Warded Ways, or through the Abyss, I only mean some journeymen have that ability. Frank is skilled with negotiating and business.”
“How do you know that?”
“Well,” Aideen started. “That may have been me.”
Calbach waved a dismissive hand. “Frank has a mind for business, Damian, even when questionable. He could negotiate an owl away from one of Nudd’s knights. It is a gift.”
Frank shuffled a couple steps around the basement, clearly uncomfortable.
“I apologize,” Calbach said, eyeing Frank. “Forget I mentioned it.”
“It’s no problem,” Frank said, his gaze roving between me and the fairies. “You know I’m not leaving, right Damian? I mean, sure, I could start my own place, but I like it here with you and Sam.”
“You’re welcome here as long as you want to be here,” I said.
“If it’s all the same to you,” Calbach said, “I’d like to start the repairs. This could take all night.”



CHAPTER NINETEEN
“CALBACH KIND OF weirds me out,” Frank said when we were upstairs, safely out of hearing of the stone mason. Well, probably out of hearing.
I sank into the overstuffed leather chair and sighed.
Aideen paced across the coffee table. “I’m sorry, Frank. I never intended to make you uncomfortable. It was meant as a compliment.”
“It’s fine, Aideen.” Frank leaned forward. “I just …” He ran a hand through his balding, close-cropped hair. “I don’t like remembering the bad days. Back when I lost my dad? It’s just strange to hear people praising shit that never should’ve been done.”
“Those old connections have saved our asses more than once,” I said. “Saved Sam more than once.”
“I know,” Frank said. “That’s why I haven’t cut them off completely. I just never want to see that world crash into this one. You don’t know how bad those people can be.”
“Maybe not,” Foster said, settling against a stack of old books on the table, “but we know how bad people, in general, can be.”
Footsteps sounded on the staircase. “I would hardly consider your experience with vampires and the Fae tantamount to knowing how bad commoners can be,” Vik said, cresting the stairs, followed by a happy Sam and a solemn Jonathan. I pretty much knew how that conversation had gone. “Damian, it is good to see you again.”
I raised my hand in greeting before letting it flop back onto the chair. “Come, join our merry band of misfits.”
Sam scrunched onto Frank’s chair, squeezing his leg before looking back to Vik. “Grab a seat.”
Vik sat tentatively on the edge of one of the chairs, careful not to crease his long black coat. He gestured at the bulging cloud of leather. “These are terrible for your posture.”
Jonathan sighed as he sank into his own seat. “Gloriously so.”
Vik’s lips twitched into a smile. “Sam has told me of what you learned at Rivercene. And of your parlay with Vassili.”
“You make it sound like pirates,” Foster said.
“Maybe I should call Graybeard?” I said.
Foster nodded. “He should know a thing or two about parlays.”
“I don’t think a dead parrot is going to scare away the dark-touched,” Sam muttered.
“Children,” Vik said, his voice steel.
I glanced at the vampire from the corner of my eye and smiled. “You’re way more patient than Zola.”
“I have had a few more years to temper my patience, though your skill at whittling it away has not gone unobserved.”
“What do you think about Vassili?”
Vik took a deep breath and leaned back into his chair. “I believe Jonathan was right to be concerned about your … impromptu meeting. However, I do not believe it was a mistake. A rare opportunity, that perhaps belies more issues with Vassili’s allies than he intended to reveal.”
“How did you get that?” Jonathan asked.
Vik focused on the other vampire. “Your anger and need for revenge have muddled your perception.” He pointed slowly. “Save that anger for battle, for now we need the keen strategist I know lives inside your head.”
Vik lowered his hand. “Vassili is a master of misdirection, but in all the centuries I have known him, not once did he treat with an enemy. I believe his control over the dark-touched may be tentative at best.”
“If what he said was true,” Aideen said, “Hern means to strike Camazotz.”
Vik nodded.
“That’s madness,” Foster said. “Hern wouldn’t expose himself like that.”
“No,” Vik said. He rubbed his chin. “I do not believe we will see Hern reveal himself. But ask yourself this: why have the undines attacked the commoners’ military? Why would they have allied with the dark-touched in Kansas City? Those monstrosities are every inch the threat to the undines that they are to us.”
“Nudd’s balls,” Aideen spat. “Unless they have a common ally driving them.”
“Indeed,” Vik said quietly.
“Hern’s allied with the water witches?” Frank asked. “Is that what you’re saying.”
“Not only Hern,” Aideen said, “but through Hern, the dark-touched as well.”
Foster pulled the dagger at his waist partially out of the sheath before slamming it home. “There will be infighting. Hern and the undines have never been on the best of terms.”
“How so?” Sam asked.
“The Wandering War,” Aideen said. “Hern’s forces fought against Gwynn Ap Nudd, while the undines supported him at the beginning. Their alliance may have split when Gwynn Ap Nudd betrayed a great many undines to their death, but the rivalry with Hern is one I don’t believe will ever truly end.”
Foster ran his fingers over the sheath of his dagger. “It will end when Hern’s dead.”
“I worry what this war will bring,” Vik said. “The commoners have lost so much already. They will not stand idly by when another of their cities is threatened.”
“They won’t take the time to pick sides, either,” Frank said. “Collateral damage is perfectly fine in their minds, so long as they win.”
“That’s how it’s always been,” Zola said, cresting the stairs and walking down the aisle of books to join us. “So much as I can remember, at least.”
My phone rang. When I didn’t recognize the area code, I was tempted to send it to voicemail, but instead, I answered.
“Hello?”
“Damian,” a panicked voice said on the end of the line, “it has begun.”
“What?” I’d never heard panic in the innkeeper’s voice, and the implications of what that might mean sent goosebumps racing down my arms.
The room fell silent around me.
“Luna overheard a conversation between me and that damn tree. The assault at the caverns has already started. I may have raised my voice. She said something about saving her family and just took off.”
“Oh no,” Sam said. “She’s going to walk right into the dark-touched.”
“I’ve sent everyone I can,” the innkeeper said. “Help her. She’s only a child.”
My heart thudded in my chest, sending a roar of blood through my ears. The innkeeper hung up.
“We don’t have firebrands yet,” Foster said. “We can’t beat more than a handful at once.”
“Do not hold back,” Vik said as he stood to leave. “If we do not stop them at the caverns, we will see them at our gates in short order.”
“The bat children are fierce fighters,” Zola said. “We won’t fight alone.”
“I leave it to you, Jonathan. You can escort them with Dominic, or abandon them to their fate.”
“Are you mad?” Jonathan said. “I won’t leave them alone to die at the hands of beasts.”
A slow smile crawled over Vik’s face. “See that you do not.” The vampire moved so fast I thought his shadow might have been left behind.
Jonathan’s hands blurred across his phone. He exhaled and pocketed the phone a moment later. “Dominic is on his way. Go.”
“I’m sorry,” I said as I pulled the desiccated gray hand out of my backpack. “I won’t be late for Luna. I’ll see you at the caverns. Send Aeros.”
I closed my eyes and focused above the shouts of my friends. Happy. Shiawase.
Damian, the ghost panda’s voice boomed back inside my head.
Aeros is coming with me to Meramec Caverns, I said, projecting my thoughts at Happy. It’s an emergency. Guard Death’s Door while we’re gone?
It will be done.
I locked my fingers in between Gaia’s, and the dead hand flexed around mine.
*     *     *
WHEN I OPENED my eyes again, Gaia’s luminous form walked beside me in the blackness of the Abyss. Motes of golden light floated down, coalescing to make her form all the more corporeal.
“It has been some time,” she said, her musical voice echoing across the void.
“Not that long,” I said. “A week or two?”
“Far less than the daily chats we maintained. Where can I take you today?”
“Meramec Caverns.”
Gaia slowly turned her head toward me as pinpricks of starlight appeared around us. “That is not a great distance. Would not a vehicle have sufficed?”
“No,” I said, focusing on the shimmering road beneath my feet. “Every minute counts, and you can save me many.”
“Why must you go with such haste?” Her gaze trailed up to the looming behemoth beside us; one of the Old Gods locked away in the Abyss, a terror of beaks and tentacles.
I looked away for a heartbeat, and when I raised my eyes to hers, the behemoth was gone, lost in the strange river of time that was the Abyss. “Camazotz’s children are in danger. Hern and the dark-touched …”
“The dark-touched?” Gaia asked, pulling on my arm slightly to slow our pace. “You do not have the powers you had in the Burning Lands, young one. When you repaired the Seal, a portion of the very power you need to fight them was locked away.”
I’d had my suspicions already, when the dark-touched almost shattered my shield. “Can I get it back?”
Gaia frowned and halted on the pathway. “It may be all that prevents you from becoming lost in the mantle’s power.”
“But is it possible?”
“I have spent time at the Seal, Damian. Traces of your power still linger, as if you are bound to things within the Burning Lands. I know not what it means. Go with caution, and should things grow dire, replace my hand and be gifted with my power.”
I nodded. “Thank you. Are we there?”
“Yes, it was a short journey.”
“How much time has passed?”
“A few minutes, no more.”
“Good. I’m ready.”
Gaia released my hand without another word. The earth solidified beneath my feet, and the Abyss became starlight … and death.



CHAPTER TWENTY
I
COULDN’T MAKE sense of what I saw when I first stepped out of the Abyss. The last time I’d been to the caverns, they’d been enclosed with a terribly outdated brick building that spoke more to the glory days of roadside attractions than sensible architecture.
Now it was a smoking ruin. The black letters on the brown and tan bricks that declared this Jesse James’s hideout lay blown across the parking lot. The bodies of the dark-touched and the brown fur of what had to be Camazotz’s bat children littered the rubble that had once been the statue of the James brothers.
The river rose in waves, arcing and lancing out at the airborne bats. And the screams. My God, the screams—as though a thousand creatures had been stabbed at once, and the air broke apart with their unending cries.
A streak of white fur near the cavern entrance caught my eye. It had to be Luna. She darted through the moonlight with two gray shadows in pursuit.
“Too fast,” I hissed as the forms vanished. “What the fuck were they?”
The asphalt cracked and split beside me, boulders the size of a small car rising, bathed in a green glow.
“Luna’s in the caverns.” I broke into a sprint, unsure if Aeros was following or not. The river rose to the south before a hellish ball of fire obliterated it in a screaming cloud of steam. I couldn’t tell what had thrown the art, but Luna came first.
“Go,” Aeros said. “I will help the undines. Camazotz is coming. The cavern is not safe.”
I wasn’t sure if he meant it wasn’t safe for any of us, or if it wouldn’t be safe if he accidentally caved it in. Either way, I darted across the rubble and hurdled over the mangled remains of a steel bench.
“Hang on, kid.” One foot in front of the other. Don’t be stupid. She flew out of the hole in the crumbled wall and dove into the ruined building, one of the creatures right on her heels. It was close enough now I could tell it was a dark-touched, the hood of its cloak clinging to the damned armor beneath.
It looked like she’d lost the other.
Debris on the ramp that led to the main entrance threatened to roll my ankles with every step. I didn’t need to pull the doors open; they were twisted and blown out, one missing completely. The interior welcomed me with blood and dismembered corpses. The bats weren’t going down without a fight, and from the look of things, the dark-touched had come in force.
One of the bodies twitched beside me and reached out with its good arm, the other arm hanging on by a slimy sinew of flesh. I pinned its head beneath my boot and fired a round from the pepperbox into the dark-touched’s eye socket. The creature stilled.
“Great,” I muttered. “I can shoot them in the head as long as it hits an eye that’s about the same size as my bullets. Charming.”
Something screeched farther inside. I moved fast, but not without caution. A half-dead dark-touched could still tear my damn leg off. Small fires burned in what had been a gift shop to my right. No alarm sounded, no fire extinguishers had gone off.
I passed through another ruined door, leaving a park ranger behind who looked more like shredded meat than the man he’d been. Above me, Luna bounded across the rocky ceiling, dodging the dark-touched’s attacks. I raised my pepperbox and fired, hoping to draw its attention, and did I ever.
I barely raised a shield before the vampire slammed into me. We went down in a heap, crashing into the display of a rusted iron boat from the 1860s. Why brain? Why did you read the sign as the vampire bent you over backward?
“Impadda!” The shield blasted the vampire across the hall. It smashed into a display with an old Colt .44 before roaring back at me, claws glinting in the gauche neon lights. I backpedaled, drawing the pepperbox as I quickly ran out of room.
I managed two shots before I had no choice but to raise another shield.
Retail displays lay scattered on the ground. Snack foods and souvenirs mixed in with half a dozen bodies. Nearly all of them were dark-touched, but tan fur stuck out from some of the blood and gore.
The dark-touched struck over and over, forcing me into a wider part of the cave. Part that I knew had been used as a saltpeter mine in the Civil War. Blue lightning crackled off my shield. Again. The shield was going to fail again.
That arc of electric blue power shattered and dissipated. The force of the broken shield caused me to stumble back into a sea of folding chairs. Something shrieked above me. The dark-touched turned its gaze to the ceiling, and I glanced too. Luna hung from her claws at the peak of the cavern, dozens of feet above us.
I called to the dead without raising my Sight, sent my aura racing out to the soldiers and ghosts I could feel all around me, and I filled them with power. By the time the dark-touched tried to focus on me again, I was awash in a surging tide of soldiers and miners who had lost their lives inside the old cavern.
“Pulsatto!” I shouted, moving in to blindside the dark-touched, weaving between arguing soldiers and the ghost of a stunned-looking girl who couldn’t have been more than fifteen.
A wave of ley line force slammed into the dark-touched, but the creature rebounded almost immediately, focusing on me amid that sea of ghosts as if they weren’t even there. The shriek sounded above us again. I caught a glimpse of Luna’s wing as it broke into my line of sight, the edge glinting like a razor as she stretched as far as she could.
The dark-touched’s neck separated cleanly at Luna’s strike. The severed head’s inertia hit me square in the face, and my nose exploded in blinding pain.
“Fuck!” I shouted as the head cracked onto the stone floor.
“You’re bleeding,” Luna said.
“Such language,” a ghost said from beside me.
I scowled and then winced. “That hurt.” The sharpness of the pain started to recede, replaced with a slow throb that I knew would become an entirely different sensation. But it would still hurt like hell.
I touched my nose, and didn’t pass out, so that was a good sign. My hand came away bloody, but I expected no less. “Where to?”
Luna stepped closer, grabbing my hand as one of the ghosts neared her.
“It’s okay,” I said. “They won’t hurt you.”
“But will she hurt us?” an old soldier asked. “What is she? Reckon you get yourself some chicken guts if you bring that thing’s head back.”
I placed myself in front of Luna. “She is a child, old timer. Leave her alone, or I’ll bury you in the stone.”
The ghost eyed me before backing away and joining another group of soldiers.
“There are more dark-touched,” Luna said. “Deeper in the cave.”
“How many?” I slammed a speed loader into the pepperbox and holstered it before drawing the focus again.
“I don’t know,” Luna said.
“Do you have any idea? Was it like five or ten of these things?”
“I don’t know!”
I took a step back at the sudden shout, looking down at Luna. However old she was, she was absolutely still a child, and her constant shuffling told of a panic I’d nearly missed. Her white fur was marred with the blood of the dark-touched, and her fear brought me down into a grim reality. She was my best bet against these creatures, but she was just a kid.
I glanced back at the cavern’s entrance. Was she safer with me? Or with Aeros? Without knowing where the worst dangers were, it was a gamble either way.
“Shit.” We were outgunned. I didn’t have enough control over my powers for the precision strikes we need against the dark-touched, but I wasn’t helpless. Not here, under the earth. So close to the dead.
A pale black and white armored form dove through the entryway. Foster slid to a stop not ten feet from us, cursing faster than I could follow.
“Aeros said the bulk of them are in the cave.”
“Luna,” I said. “Go outside. Stay away from the rivers. Hide if you have to, but stay in earshot of Aeros. Anything comes for you, you call for him.”
“I want to help Cizin!”
“Kid,” I said, squatting down to look her in the eyes. “We’re going to do that, but I need to know you’re safe. I’m probably about to do some very stupid things down here, and I really don’t want to set you on fire.”
Luna blinked.
“It’s okay if he sets me on fire, though,” Foster muttered. He whacked her backside with the flat of his sword. “Now get moving.”
She looked back at us, hesitated, and then sprinted out the front of the building.
“Don’t set me on fire,” Foster said.
“Last resort.”
“Uh huh.”
Foster walked to my right and slightly behind me. It gave both our sword arms good clearance, and maybe he thought I’d be less likely to set him on fire there. I glanced at the fairy.
“You know, I’ve hardly ever set anyone on fire.”
“Damian, how long have I known you?”
I looked at the smashed remains of what appeared to be a small log cabin. “Touché.”
We turned the corner, and beyond that waited a black maw of flickering darkness. A distant screech echoed up from the shadows.
“This is a terrible idea,” Foster said. “We’re underground, at night, hunting dark-touched. How many ghosts did you light up?”
“A few,” I said. “Maybe if we’re nice they’ll help us find some dark-touched.”
Foster snorted.
“Modus
Illuminadda.” A ball of light shot forward, hovering some twenty feet ahead of us. “At least we’ll see them coming.”
“Terrible idea,” Foster said again. “You ready to take on the mantle of Anubis and flatten the dark-touched?”
I ignited a soulsword, giving the rough stone walls an eerie golden glow as we walked deeper into the caverns, passing a display case with what looked like a reproduction of an old Sharps rifle. “About that …”
“What?”
“Remember when I rebuilt the Seal of Anubis?”
“Yeah?”
“Looks like I may have locked some of my power down.”
Foster cursed. “Well, at least we’ll die stupid.”
“So stupid,” I said with a quiet chuckle.
“Aideen has the arrowheads outside. If the undines don’t know we have them, that should prove most unpleasant for them.”
“Dying?” I said, tracking a shadow farther down the narrowing cavern. “That does tend to put a damper on pleasantness.”
Foster slid the dagger out of the sheath at his waist and shrank into his smaller form, floating up into the dark spaces between the rocks.
A dark-touched walked into the center of the path, not twenty-five feet away. It swiped at the glowing incantation before focusing all its attention on me. The vampire bared its fangs and stalked forward.
“Impadda.” The shield flashed into brilliant life, anchored to my left arm. It wouldn’t hold for long against one of these bastards, but maybe it would hold long enough.
I didn’t have time to curse when the second dark-touched lunged at me from a shadowed recess off to my left. I barely swung the shield around to deflect the blow. Fairy dust erupted across my vision, and Foster’s bellow sent a chill down my spine.
His dagger slid cleanly into the creature’s left eye before it got stuck in the armored helmet, anchoring Foster when the vampire bucked like a mad boar. Foster spun the claymore in his right hand like it was a weightless toothpick, bringing it down with lethal precision. The armor over the vampire’s eye tore away with a spray of blood. The blade thunked against the back of the vampire’s skull a moment later, and the dark-touched fell. Foster went to free his sword and dagger, and the blades stuck.
I leaped in front of him as the first dark-touched reached us. I didn’t need to. Three ghosts, old soldiers, swarmed the dark-touched, absorbing blows as the vampire went berserk, trying to swat away their glowing forms. More ghosts joined them, and to my shock, they led the confused monster, roaring and slashing as it was, into a deeper cavern, until they vanished from sight.
Movement caught my eye, just outside the glow of the incantation. “Foster,” I hissed as I raised another shield. Claws and teeth smashed into it a moment later, forcing me backward as the dark-touched erupted from what amounted to a bolt hole higher up the cavern wall.
The shield may not be able to withstand repeated directed attacks, but I’d trained with Leviticus fucking Aureus. I batted the first strike away, angling my shield to deflect instead of absorb. The soulsword flashed up, carving a bloody golden swath through the vampire’s chest. It laid the creature open to the bone, shearing off the left half of its face plate.
I didn’t see the kick coming, and grunted when it clipped my leg, bending my knee at an odd angle and sending me to the floor. The shield deflected another strike. I dropped the focus and cried out, “Modus Ignatto!”
The incantation sucked in all the oxygen in the immediate vicinity. I gasped as a pillar of flame blasted the dark-touched away from us. Foster rocketed after the burning, screaming creature. Three quick stabs with the now-free claymore and the vampire fell still, a smoking ruin on the cavern path.
“See this?” Foster said. “I’m on fire again.” He batted at the bit of flame on his undershirt.
I stood up and winced. My knee throbbed, matching the pain in my nose.
Foster grimaced. “Let me heal your nose. That looks … terrible.” He glided over to me and raised his hand.
“I don’t really think that’s necess—”
My nose cracked back into place so fast I didn’t even hear the incantation over my own scream. “Jesus fuck, a little warning?”
“That won’t make it hurt less. Leg should be good too.”
I flexed my knee. It still hurt, but I knew that was mostly my brain unable to compensate for the rapid healing. As much as I wanted to yell at Foster for his healing hurting worse than the initial injury to my nose, I was grateful. “Thanks, bug.”
“That’s Sam’s word. You should find a different one. Always copying your sister. It’s a wonder she hasn’t eaten you. And turn the light back on, yeah?”
I smiled in the darkness before I raised another ball of light and sent it racing forward.
Foster snapped into his smaller size and fluttered to my shoulder to whisper. “I thought the yelling would bring more out. They’re either dead …”
“Or everyone else is.”
“Or we have two killer sects of vampires playing stealth games below us.”
Foster pointed toward a ramp that flared out like some grand staircase, only it was concrete and framed by a sterile aluminum railing. I nodded and sprinted up the textured incline, keeping my footsteps as quiet as I could.
Foster glanced back at the shadowed tunnel behind us before leading the way up the steep path. “Where the hell is Camazotz? Isn’t he linked to the other bats?”
Foster fell back, hovering near my shoulder. “I don’t think he’s psychic. Is he? Psychic bats? Aren’t talking rocks strange enough for you?”
The deeper we walked into the cavern, the quieter it grew. We found a reflecting pool that looked infinitely deep, only to realize it was a dead end. I knew it was only an illusion in the still water, but considering the creatures we knew were here, it creeped me out. We made it back through the passageway without another encounter, following the curve of an impossibly large stalactite to a damp set of stairs.
I pushed the light of the incantation out farther, and my skin crawled when I realized there were passages above us that I couldn’t reach, but a creature gifted with flight could ambush us from with ease.
We moved quickly, Foster darting back and forth, checking every shadowed nook until the steps ended, and we found ourselves blocked once more. Here, bulbous rock formations hung from the walls like grapes, neatly aligned in a nearly complete sphere. Light bounced across the oddly shaped stones, and more aluminum rails protected a bizarre formation that looked like a deformed table.
“Nothing,” Foster whispered. Then he hissed, “Kill the light.”
Darkness swallowed us. The distant drip of groundwater the only sound, until it wasn’t. Something scraped across the stones below us. The way we’d come from? Or somewhere else?
“Blind them,” Foster whispered. “They can see out of that armor. It will work.”
“Magnus Illuminadda!” A sun formed in my hand, blinding and warm and ferociously intense. I fired the orb forward, catching a glimpse of another path halfway down the stairs. Nothing came screaming up at us. I killed the light, and raised a dimmer incantation.
We followed the stairs again, veering off to the right. I stopped dead when we entered the next room. Light rose around us, revealing a cavern lit like a movie theater across a curtain of stalactites and stalagmites, and a lone vampire standing in our path.



CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE
“CIZIN,” I SAID, looking at the gore-soaked vampire with more than an edge of horror. Blood—and gods I hoped it wasn’t his—coated his face to form a terrifying skull, dripping onto his shredded jacket. The blood on his broad nose was thick enough, and the light dim enough, that it truly looked like a hollow space. The effect made my skin crawl.
“A dullahan may bring death,” the vampire said, his voice barely a whisper. “But I am death.”
“Did you see a dullahan here?” Foster asked. “With the undines?”
“No, Fae.” Cizin said, a boiling rage behind his words, “but I hear tales of them in the woods, and I hear songs of the mourning they cause.”
“I’ve heard them too.” I eyed the vampire, trying to decide how to defuse his apparent rage at Foster. “I didn’t see you at the Pit. After Vassili left, I thought you might be there more.”
The change in topic caused him to pause. “I have been hunting him.” Cizin’s frown deepened. “I lost him in Kansas City, only to have my brothers slaughtered by Fae and dark-touched.” He glared at Foster.
“Don’t even think about lumping Foster in with Hern and Glenn.”
“He served in his Court,” Cizin snarled. “He bore the title of Demon Sword!”
“Foster’s saved my life more times than I can count. He helped save my family. He’s helped slay the dark-touched. And he is not loyal to Gwynn Ap Nudd.”
Foster’s hand flexed around his sword hilt.
“Draw your blade and let this be done, fairy.”
Foster started to draw his sword. In one quick motion, I slammed Foster’s sword into the sheath, formed a shield, and smashed it into Cizin. The vampire crumpled to the ground, only to come back up like a pissed off whack-a-mole.
“Enough!” I screamed at the vampire, abandoning any remnant of stealth we may have had. “We’re here to help you. To put down the dark-touched and whatever undines have come for your people. Where are they?”
Cizin took several deep breaths, his teeth bared against the blood skull on his face. I wanted to run screaming. He looked like he could kill us with a thought, but despite the adrenaline slamming through my heart, I held my ground.
Foster cursed and turned away, giving Cizin his back. I let my arms relax between the two.
Cizin looked toward the curtain of stone. “My people are hidden, but we are not without our losses. Some are still in the woods around the cavern. I must go to them.”
“The dark-touched in this part of the cave are dead?”
Cizin nodded. “Or we have not yet found them.”
“Some ghosts chased another into the lower levels,” I said.
Cizin blew out a short breath. “Then it is dead. We are many.”
“Stay here,” I said. “We’ll go outside and help the others. Luna is with them.”
“What?”
“We’ll keep her safe,” Foster said.
“You left her in the middle of a war!”
“She’s with Aeros,” I said. “Probably the safest place to be, considering how many dark-touched you’ve had in your little hidey hole.”
Cizin cursed and looked away, focusing on the stone curtain once more. “Go. I will kill whatever comes this far. Prove the honor of your kind, fairy, and I will prove my own.”
“There was a time I would have killed you already,” Foster said, a deadly edge to his words. “That was before I broke from the Court of Gwynn Ap Nudd. My mother was Cara, Sanatio of the Sidhe. He left her to die, and I will one day do the same to him.”
Foster walked away.
Cizin turned to meet my eyes. “Do not trust the Fae.”
“They aren’t all bad, Cizin. My sister’s a vampire, and I’m a necromancer. What would you call us?” I followed Foster, leaving Cizin to his thoughts.
*     *     *
OUR PACE BACK to the front of the cavern was far more aggressive. Part of it was Foster’s anger, and the rest was our need to return to our friends.
“You good?” I asked.
Foster nodded. “I’ve been there. If Cizin doesn’t know more Fae than those that have slaughtered his family …” he shrugged.
I’d only met Cizin once before. I knew he’d infiltrated Vassili’s Pit on the order of Camazotz, which most likely meant he was a master of hiding his emotions, or at least his true intent. What had he witnessed in these caves today? To tear away that entire façade?
I slowly let the incantation holding our light source together fade, so all we had until we reached the exit were dim emergency lights and the fading ghosts. Shouts echoed in from outside, and we jogged toward the sounds of a screeching, booming battle.
“Foster!” Aideen shouted from above the cavern entrance as we exited. “They are above us and below us. Undines and dark-touched.”
I drew the focus. As comforting as the pepperbox was at killing things at a distance, the dark-touched were impossibly durable, and I wasn’t a good enough marksman to hit a moving target the size of a quarter.
Aeros battled a dark-touched into a bizarre stalemate. The creature was too fast for Aeros to flatten properly, but its strikes and punches against the Old God did nothing but send sharp whines of claw on stone into the air. The river surged across the banks, leveling trees and reaching for what bat children still remained outside.
A high-pitched scream rose from the hill, and I knew it was Luna.
“Where?” I shouted.
Aideen shook her head. “Other side of the mountain, I think.” She deftly dodged a streak of night that appeared from the forest. A maelstrom of fire chased it out of the woods. Ash swept up out of the shadowed forest floor.
Zola marched behind the dark-touched, framed by flames and the dying crackles of an incinerated tree. She walked with terrible purpose. Claws had turned her cloak to ribbons along her left arm, and a streamer of smoke rose from the end of her cane.
Luna screamed again.
Aideen cocked her head. “Behind the mountain now.”
I lit a soulsword and charged toward the hill.
Aideen’s draw on her bow was so deep that the limbs bent to a precarious angle before she unleashed a volley of three arrows in rapid succession. It’s unsettling, seeing a Fae draw a bow in your general direction. One of the shafts shattered on a stone not ten feet from me. The second found an undine I hadn’t noticed.
“Impadda!” My shield flashed up without me breaking stride. The solidifying form of the undine before me fractured into a thousand pieces when I rammed it, sprinting through the debris and closing on the cavern’s far side.
Another high-pitched whine went up.
“Fuck,” I snapped. It would take fifteen minutes to maneuver through the dense woods and reach those cries.
“Aeros!” I screamed. “Break the mountain!”
And he did.
The earth groaned, and stone broke wide, toppling trees and rock that had not moved since millennia long past. I had a brief moment of panic when I wondered what was happening to Cizin and the bats inside the cavern. The gash in the mountain widened enough for me to run through it at a sprint, but no more, as if Aeros had the same thought.
I could see her on the other side when I was halfway through the newly formed canyon. Dirt and stone dribbled down the sheer cliffs to either side of me, threatening to snap my ankles or send me sprawling, but the rage rising inside me when I saw the dark-touched pinning her to the ground obliterated any concern about the terrain.
Aeros hadn’t provided me a channel to run. He’d provided a path for death.
I lost the world when the souls locked away inside me came screaming forward. I felt the earth rend beneath my feet as gravemakers swarmed to the surface. Called here. Called for this terrible purpose. I reached them in seconds.
A hand, my hand, golden and blackened and twisted as it was, closed around the skull of the first dark-touched. I flung the creature away from Luna with enough force to liquefy a lesser being. The second had his claws in Luna’s wing, her bright white fur marred by blood, the membrane of her wing tattered and torn.
My fingers grew, the rusted chaff of the gravemakers lancing out into the crevices of the dark-touched’s helmet. The metal pulled away as the creature screamed, and my fingers pressed into its eye sockets. I felt gore and blood and the gelatinous mass of its brain. The creature’s scream rose in pitch until I thought it might deafen us, but it dropped Luna.
“Run,” I growled.
The dark-touched ripped at my fingers, clawed deep furrows into my arms.
“Minas Opprimotto.” The vampire’s skull flattened, crushed by a force heavy enough to compact the earth around him by at least a foot, turning the remnants of its armor into little more than a smashed can. When I was sure the dark-touched was dead, I set him on fire and turned to the other.
It was broken, limping into a small clearing after Luna.
She cried out my name, and my mind flashed to Vicky. Flashed to the van and the vampire that had murdered her. Five strides and a clumsy leap brought me within arm’s reach of the dark-touched. I wrenched his head back, raised a soulsword, and stabbed him through the eye, wrenching away metal and flesh at once. Twice. Five times. I lost count as the flesh was stripped away by sloppy strikes that missed the eye socket.
Aeros roared, and the earth shook. I turned to see three dark-touched closing on the Old God, rocketing down the channel he’d carved into the mountain. The earth rumbled and crashed as he closed the gap faster than they could move, smashing the dark-touched into nothing.
“Cizin!” Luna screamed. “They have Cizin inside! You have to help him!”
I hesitated for only a moment. “Stay away from the river! Foster, we need a healer!” I saw the flash of black and white wings before I sprinted back toward the Old God. The trees were down now. I should have been worried about tripping, but the black flesh of the gravemakers coated my legs like a hellish armor, and when I tripped across a fallen tree, the wood exploded into splinters and a hail of sap.
I blew out a breath as I slowed to a jog. “Aeros, can you see inside the cavern?” My voice was distorted. I reached up to feel my face, and was met with the rough flesh of a gravemaker. “Shit.”
Aeros didn’t acknowledge the change. “I dare not risk it. Splitting the mountain may have made the cavern unstable.”
Undines clashed in the river, sending up great gouts of water and mud along the shoreline. Electric blue lightning stormed across the bank before a hurricane of fire erupted beyond, followed by needle-like bursts of flame. Zola.
If I went in again, I left my friends to this battle alone. If I stayed, Cizin might never trust our Fae allies again, and the last thing we needed was for Glenn to get another goddamned ally. And the bats sitting this war out would be just that, an advantage to Gwynn Ap Nudd.
“Shit,” I muttered. “Fine, I’m going in.”
“Not alone you aren’t,” a shadow said beside me. I looked up to find one of Luna’s brothers stalking toward the cavern entrance, blood running down his wings. I didn’t think it was his. There were traces of Luna’s unreasonably cute face in this bat too, but he was hardened, and where Luna’s smile had been adorable, here it was a terrifying mixture of blood, fur, and fangs.
“Aeros, follow us in if things go south. Or if, you know, the undines decide to fill the cavern up with water and kill us all.”
“Go with haste,” the Old God said.
Luna’s brother was taller, darker, and muscles bulged where his arms and wings met his back. He moved with an easy grace that marked him as dangerous. I’d had my ass kicked enough to notice these things of late.
“Vesik, I am Ikal. This night, you war with the death bats.” He started running faster, and we soon crossed into the shadows of the cavern.
“Luna is with the fairies,” I said. “She’ll be safe.”
“You do not need to convince me of the Demon Sword’s prowess. He is a nightmare given life. Do not concern yourself with my sister.”
He didn’t say it in a cruel way, but it still rankled. How could I not watch over that ball of fluff? The image of the vampire tearing her wings apart flashed into my head.
“Your anger is like a beacon for the dark-touched. Calm yourself, lest they know when you strike.”
“It won’t matter if they know,” I said, my distorted voice echoing through the darkness. “They’re not getting out alive.”
“I saw you come from the cavern’s mouth before. Did you find Cizin?”
“Yes, but he wasn’t excited about the Fae being here to help.”
“The Fae are also here to kill us. I understand his sentiment, though I do not share it.”
The rage in my bones seeped out a fraction, and I felt some of the gravemaker flesh flee, receding into the earth and cave around us.
“Did you see any of Hern’s people?” I asked.
Ikal shook his head and stared at the reflecting pool as we passed by. “No, no one.”
“So was Vassili lying?”
“I don’t believe so,” Aideen said from behind me, causing me to jump so bad I thought I might smash my head on the ceiling. “In the end, there can be no doubt that the queen of the undines has formed an alliance with Hern.”
“Nudd’s balls,” I muttered. “You scared the crap out of me.”
“Oh?” Aideen said as she fluttered ahead of us. “I thought that was just the gravemakers fleeing back into the earth.”
I was speechless.
Ikal chuckled. “You see, Vesik? I do rather like some Fae.”
“Nixie is here, Damian,” Aideen said. “They have deployed some of the undines from the Obsidian Inn.”
Nixie was out there in that mess. I hid a grimace and took a deep breath. I loved the fact she could take care of herself, could go toe to toe with enemies and creatures that could probably turn me to mulch in short order, but it worried me that she’d slip one day. That she wouldn’t come home. I ground my teeth and focused on Aideen. “Did you find out more about the firebrands?”
She nodded. “They will be made, but we won’t have them for this fight.”
A shadow stood at the entrance to the stone-curtained chamber.
“Cizin,” Ikal said, rushing to the other vampire’s side. Ikal’s wings flexed, the brown fur rippling across his back.
Blood still coated Cizin’s face. “Is it safe, brother?”
Ikal tilted his head to the side. “The Fae have killed several of the dark-touched, but there are many more.”
“Many more?” I asked. “I only saw a few outside the cavern. Mostly the undines are battling now.”
Ikal frowned. “No, I am quite certain there were at least a dozen more.”
Something fell and bounced off Cizin’s shoulder. He leaned down and picked up a piece of stone, studying it. “The stalactites have been cracked. A few fell.”
“When Aeros split the mountain,” I said.
Another tiny rock bounced off Cizin’s head. His gaze rose to the ceiling, and the stone fell from his hand.
The top of the cavern shifted. Midnight flesh crawled between the stalactites, fangs flashing in the dim light, armor glinting in the pale shadows’ dark hoods.
“Aeros!” I shouted as the soulsword ignited in my hand, praying he’d hear us through the stones despite the battle raging by the river. “We’re fucked! Get down here now!”
Aideen exploded into her full-sized form, an arrow knocked and drawn.
Death came in waves.



CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO
SOMETIMES, WHEN SOMETHING terrible is bearing down on you, time speeds up to the point you can barely understand what happened in the previous moments. Other instances crawl in an awful slowness. This was the latter.
Each pulse of the soulsword showed another extended claw. Another mouth full of fangs. A golden glint on a tiny recessed eye in the armored face of a monster made for nothing but murder.
I hadn’t noticed the razor-like claws on their feet before now, but as they came closer and closer, it was hard to miss.
Cizin launched himself into the fray with a horrific war cry that sent shivers through my body. Or maybe that was just the impact of the first dark-touched on my woefully inadequate shield. Sparks showered the stone around me.
Aideen joined the death god as they rocketed through the falling waves of vampires. Brown fur caught the edge of my vision, flashes of silver-edged wings aimed at decapitating the invading dark-touched.
I laid open the flesh of one vampire, cutting away parts of its helmet while barely blocking the strike of another. My shield became more useful as a wide, dome-shaped club, smashing faces and limbs, alike. I caught one across the bicep with the soulsword, and its arm went limp. It slowed by a slight degree, lashing out with a clawed foot that nicked my thigh.
It was then the waters spilled into the hall behind us.
“Damian!” Aideen shouted above the clash of swords and vampires. “Undines!”
There is an awful weight to the realization you’re completely outmatched, and never in all my life had I felt so outmatched as that moment. If I paused for a second to try to fish out one of Nixie’s daggers, I’d be shredded by the dark-touched.
The earth shook. I couldn’t understand what had happened when the vampire closest to me vanished, and blood, bone, and stone splashed across my face.
I didn’t pause to ponder it. I took the next vampire down with a lucky lunge, barely blocking the attack of another. A third sank his claws into my back. The pain went deep. Very deep. I turned to find the smiling visage of an undine. It wasn’t claws in my back at all. She ripped her daggers out of my flesh, and I almost passed out.
A stalactite rocketed down from the ceiling, obliterating the dark-touched beside her. The spray of body parts caught her off guard.
The cavern’s ceiling broke open, and a silver-armored goddess fell from the starlit heavens. Nixie landed behind the undine with a terrible cry, two stone daggers piercing the shoulders of the other undine. The daggers did their work, turning the undine into a brittle statue. Nixie shattered the water witch with a vicious elbow strike, and went to work on the dark-touched.
I touched my back and hoped what I felt was more water than blood. It wasn’t. My palm came back with half-clotted blood soaking it. I wasn’t light headed yet, but it wouldn’t be long.
A black and white winged form darted behind me. I felt the touch of the healing, but it didn’t sear like I would have expected.
“I’ll do more later,” Aideen shouted. “For now, we fight!”
My back was still bad enough it was limiting my mobility. I wanted to shoot something. Bad. More stalactites rocketed through the dark-touched, turning them into a blend of fine mist and chunky gore.
I wondered if I could summon the Fist of Anubis here, or would it collapse an already ravaged cavern? I’d never risk that with Aideen present. Nixie could likely survive a cave-in, but the rest of us would die.
Maybe …
Sometimes you need to try stupid things. And there’s no better time than days when you’ve got everything to lose, but you’re probably going to die anyway. I pulled the pepperbox out of its holster and leveled it at the nearest dark-touched.
Zola had told me tales of the old gunslinger mages who had once roamed the wild west. Mages who could channel through fairy-blessed metal. Fairy-blessed metal like my goddamned pepperbox.
A trickle of gravemaker flesh flowed up my legs and down my arm, coursing its way down the pepperbox as I bashed another dark-touched away with my shield.
“Minas Ignatto!” I shouted the incantation at the same time as I pulled the trigger. A lance of fire rocketed into the nearest vampire, lighting up the cavern in a hellish vision of orange and red death.
Again. Focus, incantation, trigger. One by one, they started to fall.
The bat children regrouped on me, their razor-like wings cutting down dark-touched, but the dark-touched had done their fair share of killing. Aideen dove and danced through the carnage. She pointed to a dark-touched, and a stalactite flew from the ceiling, smashing the creature into a puddle.
It was then I realized she was directing Aeros, and the Old God was responding in kind. Reality bent in the center of the cave, a red gash, opening wide. I feared it might be Hern or Gwynn Ap Nudd himself, but something far more terrifying came through that portal.
Camazotz.
He looked human for a split second before his body burst. The arrival of Camazotz’s true form was a tornado of death. As frightening as his children had been, the death god was an unholy sight. He bore more resemblance to a dragon than any human. Broad leathery wings sprang from a snake-like body; the tail like oversized human vertebrae, coated in foot-long spikes.
The bat head closed its jaws over a dark-touched, literally biting the vampire in two. Camazotz whipped his tail and precisely destroyed two more dark-touched that had been battling the bat children, the spikes on his tail penetrating armor and skulls. He bit the head from another dark-touched and swallowed it, sending it down his gullet to rest in the grotesque paunch of his belly.
Nixie rammed her sword home through the eye of a dark-touched. Blood coursed down her armor, turning silver to black in the dim light. She moved like death incarnate.
Camazotz flowed past her, devouring and destroying everything in his path that wasn’t an ally. Blood flew across the cavern, splattering walls and bats and undines, alike. The smartest of the dark-touched fled the cavern through the hole Nixie had entered. The rest died.
Pools of water surged and rushed across the floor. I fired a volley of rounds into the nearest, unsure what would happen. The hiss of evaporating water became the growl of an undine as a raven-haired witch materialized in the rising pool. I fired again, to little effect.
She lashed out with a quick strike when a dark-touched fled between us. I barely redirected the blow with a shield, the power and water creating a gout of steam that hid her follow-up. A sharp pain lanced through my calf when her extended claws found my flesh, and the wound threatened to send me to the ground. The cold sear of the water soaking my jeans turned warm, and I knew the cut was deep. I caught a glimpse of movement above me before I realized the undine was airborne.
I shifted the shield, but her other arm extended, looping around for a killing blow.
She never saw the barb on Camazotz’s tail hurtling after her. The death god connected, and the silver-gray spike on his tail turned my assailant into an airborne stone statue. I stepped to the side and then rolled away as my leg gave out, leaving the gray form of the water witch to shatter on the damp floor beside me.
My belt and a nearly cylindrical chunk of stone formed a rudimentary tourniquet for the wound in my calf. It felt like fire when I climbed back onto my feet, but it held.
Aideen dueled two dark-touched, flickering in and out of shadows, narrowly missing a half dozen kill strikes until she finally lunged deep, and sent one to the ground. The move cost her the advantage of her position, and the second dark-touched closed on her.
“Shrink!” I shouted as I raised the pepperbox.
The vampire’s claws struck at the air where Aideen’s neck had been a moment before. The report of the pepperbox boomed over the hisses and bellows of the vampires.
Three dark-touched surged toward the hole in the ceiling, scrambling into the moonlight. An undine rose behind them, but Camazotz was having none of it. His tail lanced through her body an instant before his dragon-like form head butted the undine into a shattered wreck. The death god exploded through the cavern’s ceiling, dropping a hail of dirt and stone onto those of us that remained.
His screams threatened to deafen me, and I had little doubt no dark-touched would survive the night.
Silence reigned amidst the damp floor and shattered stone. Nixie strode toward me, grabbed the back of my head, and kissed me as though it would be the last time. She glanced at Aideen, who fluttered above her.
“Heal him … please.”
Aideen exploded into her full height, leaving a shimmering cloud of fairy dust to coat the dead around us. She bent to inspect my wounds, tentatively touching my calf, she frowned. “Between this and your back, it’s going to hurt.”
“Just do it,” I said. “We don’t know when—”
“Socius Sanation.”
The world went white before it caught fire and fell into blackness.
*     *     *
I AWOKE TO the shouts and arguments of a very angry vampire, and an equally irritated fairy.
Cizin lashed out at Aideen, but she caught his wrist. “I was trained by Cara, Sanatio of the Sidhe, and I will heal you, no matter if I have to break every bone in your arm first.”
“Cizin,” Ikal said, gently taking the vampire’s other hand in his own. “Please, let her heal you.”
Cizin’s eyes flashed wildly around the room. His voice was deeper than that of Aeros, and when the words rolled out of his mouth, the earth shook.
“What in the fuck?” I said, slowly climbing onto my feet.
“He needs blood,” Ikal said. “The wound is too deep.”
It was then I saw the blood coursing down Cizin’s chest. “Shit.” I walked closer to Ikal and crouched down so we could hear each other better over Cizin’s ever-louder chant.
“What’s he saying?” I asked.
“It is an ancient death rite,” Ikal said, a measure of sadness on his face. “When he finishes his words, he will pass into—”
I smashed Cizin’s face with a quick elbow, and he went limp. “There. Now he can’t do shit. Aideen, heal him.”
“I’ll help,” Nixie said. “You used too much power on Damian. Healing a mortal wound could kill you.”
Aideen nodded.
Ikal just stared at us.
I raised an eyebrow. “Did he say ‘Don’t let the necromancer knock me out?’ Didn’t think so.”
Water rushed to Nixie’s call, sealing the gaping wound in Cizin’s chest. Aideen laid a hand over Nixie’s and spoke.
I’d felt the warmth and seen the blinding power of a joint healing before, but it still knocked me on my ass. Blood stopped flowing from Cizin’s wound, and his flesh knit back together under Aideen’s healing. She traced the worst of his injuries, ending with the completely mysterious broken nose.
The vampire shot up off the ground like he’d been fired from a cannon. “Who dares to spoil my right?”
Ikal stepped in front of Aideen and Nixie, who both looked worse for wear. “I did, brother, that we may not lose another of our own who need not die.”
Cizin looked down at his chest and frowned. “I still … I am still myself.”
“Of course you are,” Nixie snapped as she helped Aideen to her feet. “You think we’d try to help protect this cavern if we only wanted you to fight?”
“Yes.”
Nixie narrowed her eyes.
“Whoa,” I said, stepping between the two. “Why don’t we just ask your big giant scary death god boss when he gets back, yeah?”
Cizin’s eyebrows slowly raised. “My, what?”
I thought the stones might crack when Camazotz fell back through the hole in the cavern ceiling, smashing into the ground in his human form. Clothes appeared across his nude body, crawling forward like a tablecloth pulled by a toddler.
“He means me,” the death god said.
“Aeros?” Aideen asked. “Luna?”
“She is with the Demon Sword,” Camazotz said. “Go to them. Leave me to mourn my children as they ought to be mourned.”
“I’m sorry,” I said, the words feeling woefully inadequate on my tongue.
“Do not be,” Camazotz said. “All life ends.”
“We could have done more,” Aideen said. “I do hope you can forgive us.”
Camazotz shook his head. “There is nothing to forgive. You saved lives I should have been here to save.” A frown crossed his face, deepening the lines around his mouth. “If Damian had summoned the full depth of his strength, none in this cave would have survived. I have witnessed the power of his bloodline, and I understand what it can do. Intimately. Now go.”



CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE
WE CLIMBED BACK out of the ruined gift shop, hopping down to the ramp and carefully making our way toward the river.
Zola waited on the gravelly bank beside Foster, Sam, and Luna, not far from a dock that hosted riverboat tours during the day. Blood and shattered undines littered the ground. A dark-touched lay dead at my master’s feet, felled by a precisely placed fire incantation that left a scorched ring around its eye socket.
“Aeros is gone,” Foster said.
“What?” I said, my heart flipping in my chest. “What do you mean?”
“Calm yourself,” Zola said, patting Luna’s head when the bat grabbed her tattered cloak. “He is following the undines from within the earth.”
“He’s a stealthy rock,” Luna said with a smile.
“Stealthy rock,” Sam repeated with a laugh.
“The bad vampires can’t survive a popped head.” Luna frowned. “Gross.”
“You alright?” I asked, leaning down to inspect her wings where I knew they’d been shredded. I glanced at Foster when Luna nodded.
“Her wings are thin,” Foster said. “It didn’t take much out of me to get her healed up.”
“Good,” I said, standing up straight.
Nixie placed a hand on my shoulder and swayed slightly. “I’ll be at the river.” She leaned into me, her hand growing translucent as she wiped the gore from my face. I pulled her tight and felt her body melt against mine as a chaste kiss became something much deeper, fiery.
“Gross,” Luna said.
Nixie’s lips curled against mine in a smile before she pulled away. “I am too long out of the waters, and the healing has drained me.” She walked away slowly, Sam following nearby, but they only made it about ten feet before Luna caught them, wrapping her hands up in Nixie’s and Sam’s.
Foster fluttered after the trio with Aideen.
Zola watched the odd troupe for a moment before turning back to me. “Strange times.” She frowned slightly. “Aeros told me of your pepperbox and the Ignatto incantations. Have you ever used that before, boy?”
“No.”
“Then, might Ah suggest, that was a rather stupid thing to try? You could have set everyone in that cave on fire.”
I sighed and rested my fingers on the pepperbox holstered under my arm. “I know. We were dead, and I thought it safer than trying to use a Fist of Anubis underground.”
Zola blinked. “Well, Ah suppose if you’re against a wall, choosing between a cave-in and a firestorm is less difficult.”
I blew out a short breath.
“Ah’m glad you’re still here. Come.” She led the way toward the riverbank. “How bad was it, Damian? Underground?”
I glanced back at the smoldering, ruined entrance to the cavern and grimaced. “I didn’t think we were getting out of there alive.”
“How many of the bat children died?”
“I don’t know, but enough. Did you see Camazotz?” I shivered.
Zola nodded. “Yes. Ah’ve not seen that form in battle. Only once, a very long time ago, when he wished to prove who he was.”
“Why doesn’t he take that form more often? For fights, at least. He could have squashed the dark-touched at Stoney Battery.”
“He is deadly enough as himself, boy. If he loses himself in that creature you saw, we’d be no better off than when the Old Man burned Atlanta.”
Zola wandered off to my left, joining Foster and Aideen, and despite the carnage at my feet, I wondered what all Zola had seen during Sherman’s March. How bad had the Old Man really been?
I settled onto the river’s edge with Nixie, her armor scarred and dented. Blood dulled the silver and matted her hair. She ran her fingers over Luna’s head, and the bat child almost purred.
“Go now,” Nixie said. “I will watch over you, but I must speak to Damian alone.”
Luna hugged the undine, and then skipped away toward Zola.
“Why?” I asked, watching her go. “Why go after the bat children?”
Nixie frowned and looked like she was trying to wipe a bad taste from her tongue. “There is power in the death of innocence. Power I have known. Power I regret more than anything in my long life.”
I didn’t know what to say.
“I think I’ve had enough of that,” Sam said, stepping up beside us.
I glanced up at her. A smear of blood ran from cheek to ear, weighing down her hair. She crossed her arms and stared off down the river.
“You okay?”
Sam nodded. “Those things are hard to kill, Demon. I thought we were dead. And this is just a few?”
“More than a few underground,” I said.
Nixie slid into the water, running fingers through her long wavy hair. The current swept the bloody strands toward me. I absently brushed chunks of gore and crusted blood away, even as the river softened and cleansed the stains from her.
“Hold onto my armor.”
I did. Nixie grew translucent, and the bloody remnants washed away as her body vanished in the slow current. She solidified, reclining in my arms. I bent down, my chin resting lightly on her shoulder while she bobbed slightly in the river.
“They’ll look for a place they know,” Nixie said. “Somewhere they’ve conquered in the past, or where their allies had a great victory.”
“Where?” I asked.
Nixie drew herself up out of the water and stepped onto the bank. “It will be close enough to strike out at our strongholds. They wouldn’t dare cross Camazotz without a base nearby.”
“How close?” Zola asked as she joined us beside the river.
I shuffled through my memories of what I knew of the undines. “Beth knew them in Springfield, I think.”
Nixie shook her head. “It may not be the site of a massacre. It could be a flood.”
“Nix,” I said. “That really doesn’t narrow it down in Missouri.”
“Old Greenville,” Zola said, thumping her cane onto a wide, flat stone.
“That’s the town they moved, right?” I asked.
“Not too far from the cabin in Coldwater,” Sam said.
Nixie fell silent, her eyes flashing from side to side. “Was that here? I didn’t think that was here …” She pressed a palm to her head. “Stupid.”
“What?” I asked. “Greenville?”
“That town battled the undines for almost two centuries,” Zola said. “That is, before the townsfolk grew some sense and moved.”
“Saint Francis River,” Nixie hissed. “They tried to drown that city.”
“What was it?” Zola asked. “A year after the Battle of Island Number Ten?”
“Yes,” she said. “Close to it.”
“Wait,” I said. “You’re telling me undines fought at the Battle of Island Number Ten in the Civil War?”
“They helped shield the USS Carondelet when it steamed past the Confederate batteries,” Zola said. “The undines fought in many battles. Have you forgotten the wights at Stones River? Forgotten those hollow stares, boy?”
I remembered the dead walking out of that river. The Confederates and Union boys alike, uniforms rotted through, the sallow skin left to frame the empty pits of what had once held their eyes. I remembered the damned, where only a glimmer of their soul remained.
“The drowned men are many,” Nixie said, “and in times of war, they are like sweets for the undines.”
Luna cringed away, sliding behind Zola’s cloak.
Zola looked down. “Ah’m sorry child. We did not mean to frighten you.”
“It’s okay,” Luna said. “It’s … I’ve seen bad things before.”
The river quaked, and the banks shook beneath our feet. Aeros rose from the riverbed, water and green-hued energy cascading from his hunched body. He loomed over us, and the effect of the moonlight glinting on the stones forming his torso was nothing short of nightmarish.
“They are ensconced in Greenville.”
“Well, shit,” I said.
“Greenville,” Nixie said. “That’s where they’ll stay. That’s where we strike.”
Zola drummed her fingers on her cane. “If we go there in force, we leave our city exposed. There is enough water for the queen’s forces to reach Saint Charles in short order.”
“Saint Charles?” Sam said. “They can reach the Mississippi and be in Saint Louis just as fast.”
Foster swept down and landed on Aeros’s shoulder. “We’ve been reacting to Glenn and Hern’s maneuvers long enough. It’s time to make them react to us.”
“Are you sure?” Nixie asked. “You will draw the queen here.”
“We strike at Greenville,” Aideen said, settling onto Aeros’s head. “We cannot hope to keep the dark-touched at bay if the undines are allied with them. We killed a dozen here? Two? What will we do against hundreds?”
“Do not forget your allies,” a raspy voice said from behind us.
I turned to find Camazotz strolling down the embankment toward us. “Are you okay? You sound like Aeros if he’d been a chain smoker for the past millennium.”
“I will survive.”
“What now?” Aeros asked, his booming voice sending ripples out into the slow-moving waters.
“We need the firebrands,” Foster said. “We have weapons to battle the undines, but what we have for the dark-touched will just get us killed.”
“Zola did alright,” I said.
“Because Ah faced two dark-touched at the most,” she said. “Foster is right. We need weapons, and we need allies.”
Camazotz raised his voice. “The dark-touched will flee if they fall in enough numbers.”
“The dark-touched will die in the sun,” Luna said, still clutching Zola’s cloak. “You always told us that.”
The death god held his arms out to Luna. She scampered around Zola and embraced him.
“Because they will,” Camazotz said. “By sun, or by Ra.”
“Edgar?” I said.
Camazotz exhaled and nodded at the same time. It gave him the illusion of deflating, and it was unnerving as hell. He raised his eyes to me. “Edgar may be the last living mage solis. His powers can destroy the dark-touched if focused well enough, but he alone does not possess the strength to slay them all.”
“A joint effort then,” Aeros said. “If the dark-touched hide within the earth, I will find them.”
Camazotz frowned and ran his hand between Luna’s ears, brushing dirt from her white fur. “We need to get them in sunlight, not conjured light, but the fiery glow of creation itself.”
“Shit,” I muttered.
“Either way,” Sam said, “It sounds like we’re going to split our forces.”
“We are already divided,” Zola said. “With some of our strongest allies in Falias, we are far weaker.”
“We need a blood mage before we move on Greenville,” Nixie said, stepping into the shallowest part of the stream. “Elizabeth and Cornelius have the skills, and the weapons, to fight the queen’s forces.”
“Ashley’s death cloud couldn’t hurt,” I said.
“You ask much of your friends,” Camazotz said. “The priestess has lost a great many of her allies, and now you would ask her to risk herself?”
“She’d probably set me on fire if I didn’t ask her,” I said.
Foster chuckled. “Or burn your chimichangas.”
I gasped. “Sacrilege.” My smile hid the churning in my gut. It hadn’t been long since we lost Carter, Maggie, and the ghost pack. Putting anyone else at risk made me want to puke. Not putting anyone else at risk put our entire city in the crosshairs.
My smile died. “It’s time we found out what the Obsidian Inn can do.”
Zola tapped her cane on another river stone. “They are not the only allies who remain in the shadows.”



CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR
I
WAS ABOUT to step into the Abyss with Gaia when I heard the voice, so quiet I almost thought it was my imagination. The words disappeared behind the rustling of the branches.
“Oh aye, he had a dust bunny with teeth too. Don’t go trusting no dust bunny with teeth.”
The wind picked up, rattling the leaves and debris around me. “Who’s there?”
Silence was the only response.
I knew that voice.
Graybeard.
But he was stuck in the Burning Lands, trapped behind the Seal of Anubis. I shook my head, grabbed Gaia’s hand, and prayed I wasn’t losing my mind.
*     *     *
“TAKE ME TO Death’s Door.”
“You appear to have much on your mind,” Gaia said as she materialized in the golden motes of light.
“We found the dark-touched.”
“And yet you live? Why do you seem so troubled?”
“I heard something,” I said. “Someone. Graybeard, actually. But I don’t think anyone was really there.”
“The Captain of the Bone Sails,” Gaia said in her airy voice. “And how would a being entirely of another realm speak to you in yours?”
“The leaks you mentioned in the Seal. Could it be that?”
“Perhaps.”
We walked in silence for a while. I eyed a colossal beast, its entire being formed of writing snake-like worms, each crowned with a single eyeball. I turned away, watching the golden path dim behind us before turning my attention back to Gaia. She must have seen more giant monsters in the Abyss than nearly any being had before, and a question rose in my mind.
“Do you know anything about the monoliths? Those huge statues that look a bit like the dark-touched?”
“Yes,” she said, nodding slowly. “Where one should appear, an army of the dark-touched will follow.”
“What?”
Gaia’s gaze trailed off into the distance. “When the dark-touched fled the Burning Lands, they did not leave the Abyss unscathed.”
“What do you mean?”
She turned her gaze to me. “They sacrificed themselves to the harbingers, drawn to a power they had likely not felt since the oldest of them was banished from Faerie. There were harbingers in the Burning Lands too, but nothing like those lost in the Abyss. Sacrifice is blood magic of the darkest sort, passing the energy of the dark-touched through death. With that, the harbingers were able to flee the Abyss. They are not statues, Damian Valdis Vesik, and you should not treat them as such.”
“They don’t move,” I said.
Gaia exhaled slowly. “They will.”
“How do we destroy them?”
Gaia shrugged.
That wasn’t reassuring. I frowned at the titan beside me. There was something else I hadn’t asked her about. Something that still tickled the back of my brain like a flesh-eating worm.
“What do you know about the Timewalkers?”
“You are best served by staying away from them.”
That was one of the bluntest answers Gaia had ever given me, and I didn’t like it.
“It’s a little late for that,” I muttered. “We fought them, or a couple at least, when they were allied with Vassili.”
Gaia glanced down at me, and then her gaze traveled to the invisible horizon.
“What are they after?”
“Timewalkers have mastered magicks that can kill cities, or heal a mortal to the point some would call him immortal. They have allied themselves with demons, Fae, and once it was rumored they were loyal to the Society of Flame.”
“What’s their endgame?”
“History,” Gaia said. “And perhaps it is that. Power, most certainly, but what being does not lust for power?”
I grimaced. “So they just want to kill people more efficiently?”
“That is not what I said, young one. Power can have many forms, and those who seek it can be as varied in their reasons as the waves that crash upon the shore. I would stay far away, for they are a people who wish to master every magic that weaves its way through this world, and others, no matter its cost. They would take my powers without a second thought, and deal with what consequences may come.”
“Sam is a Timewalker now.” I kept the emotion from my voice, but I still worried what it could mean for her. What it could mean for Vicky.
“And so you yourself have become bound inextricably to their shadow.”
“It’s kind of creepy when you read my mind like that.”
If I hadn’t known better, I would have sworn Gaia had smirked at me. “We are here, Damian.” She stopped on the golden path and waited patiently, her hand still grasping my own.
I wondered how much I should say, and how much she’d already gleaned. “One of them appeared to me. A Timewalker we once fought with Vassili. I don’t know how large of a threat he is.”
“I suspect you will know soon enough. Step forward, and be well.”
I hesitated, and then let Gaia’s hand fall away, stepping through shadow until the Abyss brightened and became the corridor of books I considered my home.
*     *     *
I SPENT MY brief time alone searching through the Book that Bleeds. The single most uncreatively, yet wholly appropriately named book I owned. It had proven to be one of the most thorough write ups we could find on the dark-touched, even more so than the oldest of Vik’s tomes hidden away in the Pit’s archives.
Gaia had given a name to the monoliths: harbingers. It helped a lot to have a name when trying to research. Only one passage about them lurked inside the Book that Bleeds, and it was unnerving at best. More so than a book that dripped disappearing blood everywhere? Maybe. Supposedly the vile things could create dark-touched vampires and twisted creatures one might leniently refer to as guardians. The monoliths were banished to the Abyss before the Wandering War, though some passed through the Burning Lands.
“But what the hell are you?” I muttered at the yellowed pages of the book. “Wouldn’t be surprised if you’re just out for Faerie blood. Locked away for centuries? That’s enough to make anything grumpy. And how do I kill you?”
“Damian?” Frank said from somewhere on the first floor.
“Yeah, up here.”
Muffled footsteps sounded on the staircase. Frank’s neatly trimmed balding head appeared at the top of them. “You look like you need some sleep.”
“Yeah, you could say that.”
“Why don’t you take it easy? Get some rest and …”
I glanced up when he stopped talking.
“Are those claw marks?”
I looked down at my shirt and jeans. “Oh yeah. Lots.”
“Damian, I—”
The pounding of a cu sith stampede on the stairs preceded Bubbles ramming into Frank’s legs. He fell onto her furry green back, looking like a bullrider at a rodeo for a split second before she bucked him off, leaving him to crash against a bookcase.
She hit me hard enough to scoot my chair by at least a foot, drooling and barking and licking like a … well, like a cu sith.
I ruffled her ears, and she whipped around in a circle, smacking me in the face with her braided tail.
Frank groaned. I may have laughed a bit.
“You need Aideen to heal that?” I asked. “Looks like claw marks.”
Frank scowled, and it was sharp enough that Sam would have been proud. “That’s so thoughtful of you.”
Bubbles bounded over to Frank and licked his face before flinging herself down the stairs in a flurry of chaos. It was only then I realized how late it was.
“Why are you still here?” I asked.
“The dwarf was here longer than he expected.”
“The stone mason?” I asked with a laugh. “You didn’t actually call him a dwarf, did you?”
“Well, he sure looks like a dwarf.” Frank waved his hands, dismissing the thought. “Doesn’t matter. The basement’s fixed, real nice, and we don’t have to worry about this place falling down now.”
“But why are you still here?”
“He hasn’t been gone long. I was just locking up when I heard you up here. Is Sam coming back tonight?”
The deadbolt in the rear of the shop snarled at someone before the door slammed closed.
“He’s about the last thing I need tonight,” Sam shouted from downstairs.
“Up here!” I yelled.
A few moments later, a very wet, very grumpy-looking vampire crested the stairs.
“Foster dropped me in the river,” she muttered.
“I did not!” Foster said, swooping past her. “I was helping Zola. Aideen was supposed to—”
Aideen landed on Sam’s shoulder and cleared her throat.
Foster made a disgusted sound and threw his hands up. “Fine. I dropped you in the river. Whatever.”
Sam took a deep breath. “Frank.” She blipped over to him with unnervingly quick vampire speed. “You’re bleeding.”
“No,” he said. “I’m fine. Bubbles just got a little excited.”
She turned him around and winced. “It’s a bit deep.” She touched a spot on the base of his neck, and he flinched.
“Okay,” he said. “Maybe a lot excited.”
“She tossed him into the air like a rodeo clown,” I said solemnly.
Sam snorted a laugh. Then she turned a hostile, laser-like gaze onto Foster. “Heal him, and we’re even.”
Foster let his hands fall to either side and blew out an exasperated breath. “Fine. Fine!” He muttered as he flew over to Frank and landed on the nearest bookshelf. “Oh,” he said, looking at the bloody patch. “Socius Sanation.”
White light filled the room for a moment, and Frank cringed at the pain of the healing. Then he sighed and rubbed the back of his neck.
“Thanks.”
“No problem,” Foster said. “And just for the record, I would have healed that even without Sam trying to blackmail me.”
Zola made her way up the stairs, a cowed-looking Bubbles at her heel.
“What sorcery is this?” I asked.
Zola held up a bag of Oreos. “Bribery.”
“What are we going to do now?” Aideen asked.
“Sleep,” Zola said. “In the morning, we will make for Falias.”
*     *     *
I WASN’T SURE how long I’d been asleep on the chair when rapid pounding from downstairs woke me, but my heart tried to jump out of my chest. Facing the dark-touched had apparently put my startle reaction into overdrive.
The railing on the stairs felt cold beneath my fingers as I shuffled down to the shop. Again, the pounding started, the glass rattling in the frame. I pushed my way through the saloon-style doors to find a silhouette at the front door, poorly lit by the rising sun.
Bubbles stood nearby, her hackles raised high enough that her fur felt spiky when I brushed by the cu sith. The figure pounded on the door again, so hard that the open sign bounced back and forth.
“Someone really wants some souvenirs,” I muttered. “We’re closed!”
“Then let me speak to you.”
I rolled my eyes. “Fine, let’s just get this nut job out of here, eh?” I said to the cu sith. The deadbolt squeaked, and the door clicked as I pulled it open.
“Shit.”
I stared into a face I hadn’t seen in years.
“Damian Vesik.”
The face of a man who’d tried to kill me.
“We have much to discuss.”
The face of a Timewalker.



CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE
THE SHIELD CAME to me in a garbled shout when the Timewalker started to step toward me. Electric blue power flashed out from my left forearm as I hurtled at him.
“Foster!” I shouted.
The man looked surprised for a moment, before his expression took on something more like amusement. He hopped backward, nimbly avoiding my backhand strike.
“Modus Pulsatto!”
A wave of force shot from my hand, distorting the air as it closed the short distance to the Timewalker. He grunted when the incantation clipped his arm.
“I am not here to fight you, necromancer.”
I focused my power on the shield I’d already conjured. It flexed and grew as the line energy surged through my aura.
“You tried to kill me,” I said, a growl in my voice.
Metal sang behind me, and a cloud of fairy dust exploded past my shoulder.
The Timewalker called a shield of his own. It burned red, arcing and flashing like a translucent sun. It wasn’t line energy. I didn’t think it was an aura fueling it. I had no idea what the man was calling on.
“Don’t,” the Timewalker said, his eyes flashing to either side of me.
Foster stepped to my right, Aideen to my left.
The rack of a shotgun slide sent a shiver down my spine.
“You’re going to want to drop that shield now,” Frank’s voice said. “These rounds will cut through you just as easily as it’ll cut through that shield.”
“I doubt that very much, commoner. But if it will convince you all to put down your arms and talk …” The swollen red shield dissipated, its power crawling over the Timewalker’s arm before the red glow vanished completely.
“No vampiric zombies today?”
The Timewalker frowned, his somewhat loose, pale skin crinkling across his brow. “They were a calculated risk, but admittedly an error in judgment.”
“Trying to raise a demon? Or breaking my spine on a fire hydrant? Oh, oh, I know. Enslaving my sister to a mother fucking demon.”
Frank shoved me to the side without losing his bead on the Timewalker.
“Frank, no!” I wasn’t sure if it was me shouting or someone else.
The shotgun blast thundered in the early morning calm.
“What are you doing!” Frank shouted at Foster. The fairy had knocked the gun away from the Timewalker.
Our visitor seemed to understand his miscalculation as he backed away a few steps.
“If you run,” I said, “I will crush you in the Hand of Anubis. If you flee through the Abyss, I will follow you hand in hand with the titan, Gaia. Should you make the ill judgment to take flight, the Demon Sword will turn you into meat ribbons.”
“Meat ribbons?” Frank asked.
“Too much?”
“Ahh, maybe a bit on the dramatic side.”
The Timewalker didn’t move. “You are not the same necromancer I met on these streets.”
“Loss takes its toll on everyone.” I frowned at the man. He was diminutive to my eyes, I’d almost venture to say he looked weak. This man, who’d once been a dire threat. But maybe that was his game, maybe he still was every inch the threat he had been.
“I owe you a blood debt,” Foster hissed.”
“What?” the Timewalker said. “We have killed none of your people.”
“One could argue your actions killed his cousin,” I said. “Scottish fairy? Strange affinity for vampires?”
“No!” the Timewalker said. “That was not me. Vassili killed that Fae.”
Someone gasped behind me, and it grew into a growl. Foster stumbled to the side as Sam pushed past him. She was ten feet from the Timewalker, and then the man was three feet off the ground, her claws wrapped around his neck faster than I could blink.
“Where is he?” she growled, still walking forward.
The Timewalker choked and clawed at his fingers. He raised his arm like he was trying to call a shield, but nothing happened. His eyes bulged, and Sam slammed him into the brick wall of the building next door.
Her face closed within an inch of his. “Where. Is. Vassili?”
“He’s gonna die,” I said, not terribly upset about that proposition. “Might want to let him breathe.”
Sam let him drop. The Timewalker raised his arms.
I’d been pooling the dead around me, the strings of power around my fingers in an almost-physical bond. When I snapped my wrist forward, the Hand of Anubis exploded from the cobblestone street. Pitch-black bark-like flesh tore through the sidewalk between Sam and the Timewalker, slamming into the building as it pinned the Timewalker in place.
Brick and mortar shook, showering us in bits of dirt and loose stone.
The Timewalker’s hands relaxed, and he held them loosely between the fingers of the Hand pinning him to the wall.
“Impressive,” he said, “but your powers alone, muted as they are, will not be enough to face the harbingers.”
“That almost sounded useful,” I said, letting the Hand flex a little, pressing the Timewalker into the wall.
“Take Gaia’s hand, or you will fail.”
I narrowed my eyes. “What did you say?”
“The hand of Gaia. Gaining whatever advantage she can provide is the only hope you have against the harbingers. The only hope any of us have.”
Aideen slid her sword across the Hand of Anubis, letting the blade come to rest at the Timewalker’s neck. “To whom have you spoken?”
“Koda!” the Timewalker said, his voice rising in pitch when Aideen’s sword nicked his flesh. It was the first real surprise I’d seen on his face, and I took more than a little satisfaction in it.
“You know Koda?” I asked.
“Yes!”
I let the Hand of Anubis crumble and retreat into the earth. Aideen sheathed her sword. Frank still had the shotgun trained on the Timewalker. Sometimes Frank was smarter than all of us.
“I’ve killed men for less than what you’ve done to my family.” My words were flat, my tone even.
The bell on the door jingled, and Zola’s cane cracked on the brick sidewalk.
“If Ah’d known there’d be all this racket, Ah would have stayed at the Pit. Vampires are wonderfully quiet. Usually.” She eyed the Timewalker. “Why in the name of Grant’s ghost would you show yourself here, fool?”
“Koda sent me.”
“You wouldn’t be the first we killed that Koda sent.”
Zola was posturing, and that made me inordinately happy.
“Pull your stomach out through your throat,” she said. “See how you fare.”
“What?”
“Oh, don’t believe me? It takes time, yes, but it can be done. Ah’ve seen it.”
Headlights lit up my peripheral vision.
“Take it inside,” I said. “Military’s on patrol.”
We all shuffled through the door. Even the Timewalker, who looked to be having second thoughts about the wisdom of ambushing us in the morning. Sam and Frank took up position behind the register while Foster and Aideen guarded the front door.
The saloon-style doors squeaked, slowly, before slamming closed behind Bubbles. The cu sith’s growl shook the floor.
“Hey, girl,” I said in my best dog voice. “We brought you snacks, but don’t eat him yet, okay? Who’s a good girl?”
Bubbles cocked her head to the side, probably wondering what the hell was wrong with me, before returning to growling at the Timewalker.
“That’s a cu sith,” the Timewalker said. “There is a cu sith in your shop.”
“Two, usually,” Frank said.
“Now,” I said, drawing the Timewalker’s gaze away from Bubbles. “Who the hell are you? And what are you doing here?”
“My name is not important. I’ve come to tell you of the danger the harbingers pose. You may need to take up Gaia’s offer.”
I crossed my arms, unable to keep a frown from my face. “Why wouldn’t Koda just tell me himself?”
“Probably the same reason he wouldn’t set foot in here a couple weeks back,” Frank said.
“Fair point.” I stared at the Timewalker. “Why you? I was just as likely to kill you as talk to you.”
The Timewalker glanced around our group. “I speak for the Timewalkers.” His eyes flicked to the side. “Most of us, at least. I didn’t expect you to have so many allies here.” He scratched the back of his head. “And after our last encounter, I thought it would be a simple thing to subdue you if things went poorly.”
“He did kick your ass pretty bad last time,” Foster said. “You basically walked out the front door into a broken back.”
“Hey, now,” I said. “That was his vampiric zombie, thank you very much. At least I didn’t faint from healing myself.”
“You couldn’t heal a ferret,” Foster snapped, stepping closer to me.
“I wouldn’t want to heal a ferret!” I paused. “Why are we yelling?”
“I don’t know!”
“Okay. Friends?”
Foster scowled at me.
I squeezed the bridge of my nose. “It’s been a long week. Look, I don’t like not knowing people’s names. If you’re not going to tell us yours, I’m going to call you John.”
The Timewalker froze, his gaze narrowing.
Sam laughed. “That’s your name, isn’t it?”
He pursed his lips, apparently weighing his response. “Yes.”
“John,” I said, hoping to get under his skin a bit. “How do you know Koda?”
“The Timewalkers have always been allies …” He hesitated. “Not allies, I suppose, but not enemies of the Society of Flame, either.”
“Well, Koda’s a good friend, so I guess we can try not killing each other? Is that okay, John?”
“Your attempt at irritating me is childish at best. I’m quite familiar with such rudimentary interrogation skills.”
“Interrogation?” Zola said. She smiled slowly, her wrinkled cheeks pulling up into a rather terrifying smile. “You still have your skin. This is not an interrogation.”
John shut up.
“Now,” I said. “why did Koda tell you about Gaia? And why in the seven hells do Timewalkers have an interest in our fight with the dark-touched?”
John was silent for a time. “He sent … this is going to sound crazy … but he sent a ghost panda to escort me to a rendezvous in the middle of nowhere.”
I frowned slightly and nodded. “Sounds like Koda. What do you get out of it?”
“A chance to meet you again.”
“Why would you want that?”
“Heir to the mantle, one of the first to bend the rules of the Timewalkers.” John’s eyes flashed to Zola. “She wouldn’t be here without your interference in the past. That is a power, a magic, like none of us possess.”
“You’ll have to be more specific,” I said with what may have been a slightly psychotic smile. “I do like to meddle.”
“Gettysburg,” Zola said. “He means Ah would have died at Gettysburg.”
The vision of Zola and Philip running out of the woods came screaming back to me. The face of her youth stared at me, but her voice was the voice I knew. That I’d grown up with. That had raised me almost as much as my parents had raised me.
“Exactly,” John said. “You were prophesized millennia ago. A Timewalker who can literally step into the past.”
“I don’t buy into prophecy,” I said, even as Gaia’s words echoed in my head.
Prophecy is destiny, and destiny does not barter.
“You’ve walked the Abyss,” John said. “and one day you will walk it alone.” He squeezed his hands together. “You are the catalyst we’ve waited for, I’m sure of it.”
“Catalyst for what?” Aideen asked, her hand resting on the hilt of the dagger at her waist.
“Three things,” John said. He raised a finger with each declaration. “The breaking of the Seals. The unveiling of the Fae. The end.”
“The end of what?” Aideen said quietly.
John’s gaze flashed around our group. “Everything.”
Maybe I should have been worried at John’s words, but I wasn’t. I didn’t trust him enough for that. What I was worried about was Koda saying I should accept Gaia’s gift. There was one way I could verify that, and it wouldn’t take long at all.
I closed my eyes, took a deep breath, and let my aura race across Saint Louis, seeking the one man, er bear, who could help.
Happy. The Timewalker is here.



CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX
HAPPY APPEARED BESIDE me with a chortling whine. I gathered up enough ley line energy in my palm that when he quaffed it down, the bear grew surprisingly corporeal.
John didn’t miss that fact. He stepped away from Happy, bumping into Foster.
“Happy,” I said. “Did you take this man to Koda?”
He blew breath out through his nose and nudged my hand. I scratched his ruff, and the space between his ears. The black and white head bobbed up and down, but only I could hear his voice.
I do not trust him completely, though Koda said the Timewalker has shown a penchant for protecting rare magics.
I frowned. “Well, half your story checks out, according to the bear.”
“What the hell?” John said. “I can’t see through him.”
“Of course not. If you could see through him, he wouldn’t be able to disembowel you with one quick swipe of his adorable paw.”
Happy spoke aloud, his voice like the rending of metal and the boom of a distant gunshot. “You have delivered your message, Timewalker.”
John looked shocked. Not mildly surprised, but like he might go into apoplectic fits because the ghost of a panda bear just spoke to him. Sometimes I forgot how strange my friends could be to outsiders.
“Bubbles,” I said, beckoning the cu sith. She took a few quick strides forward and stood beside me. I rested one hand on Happy’s scruff, and the other between the cu sith’s ears.
A shield flashed to life in front of John. I smiled when Sam darted around him and wrapped him up, her left arm poised to tear his head from his neck.
“Don’t,” she hissed.
The shield vanished.
“What my sister is trying to say, John, is we’ll consider your message, but I don’t think we can be friends.”
Bubbles let her tongue roll out and hit the floor with a wet smack before sucking it back in and growling again. I could have sworn Happy rolled his eyes.
John’s words came out in a rush. “You don’t have the power to stop the harbingers. That’s it, just …”
He is holding back.
I glanced at Happy before focusing on the Timewalker. “Tell me the rest,” I said. “My sister has eaten people I liked far more than you.”
John clenched his teeth, and then words poured out of him. “The Green Men. They have some power over the dark-touched. They may be able to fight the harbingers, but it’s unlikely they can defeat them all. If you take Gaia’s hand, you may die, but it might be the only way to stop them.”
“If I die, my sister dies. The child dies.”
“They’ll attack you here. Just wait for them and the harbingers won’t know what hit them.”
He lies.
Happy’s fur faded beneath my grasp, the surge of line energy dissipating.
Zola didn’t need Happy to tell her the man was lying. She called him out immediately. “We already know where the dark-touched are, and the undines they’re allied with. What you’ve told us to do will only serve to get more innocents killed.”
“No!” John said. “I would never.”
“Never?” I let out a dark laugh. “You unleashed vampiric zombies into a tourist town. Fuck you.” I didn’t pause to give him a chance to respond. “Sam, let him go.”
She did, though the movement was slow, and I don’t think the implied threat was lost on John.
“Get out,” I said.
John stood up straighter. Maybe he realized we weren’t going to kill him. Maybe he’d been playing us all for fools. Either way, he left without looking back, making sure to slam the door behind him.
“I think he’ll make a great friend,” Foster said.
I exchanged wry smiles with the fairy.
Happy’s ghost distended and grew nebulous until it was replaced with the now-familiar sight of the samurai, Shiawase. “I do not believe he was lying about the Green Men.”
“Then we should reach out to them,” Zola said.
“Our best contact is Stump,” Aideen said. “Unless anyone else knows of another more loyal to this rebellion?”
Foster shook his head.
“So be it,” I said. “We need Stump.”
“I’ll call the innkeeper.” I pulled out my phone and flipped through my contacts until I found the number for Rivercene.
“Brave of you,” Zola said.
“You think she’s asleep?” I asked. I’d seen how grumpy Sam could be in the morning. I’d hate to see an even grumpier innkeeper. By the eighth ring, I was afraid I’d be making another trip out to Booneville.
The line clicked. “Hello?”
“Uh,” I said. “Hi.”
“Damian?”
“Yes.”
Silence reigned for a good twenty seconds while I contemplated how much of a mistake waking the innkeeper might be.
“Do you … need a reservation?” she asked.
I laughed, both relieved that she seemed to be in good humor, and that she wasn’t immediately threatening my life. “I actually had a question for Stump. Can you pass it along for us?”
“If you tell me the question, I can.”
“We had a Timewalker show up at the shop this morning.” I waited a beat, and when the innkeeper didn’t comment, I continued. “He said that the Green Men may be able to help against the dark-touched. The harbingers, to be exact.”
I heard a tapping in the background on the phone. “I will ask Stump. That I can do for you.”
“Thank you. We’re going to be striking out at Old Greenville in southern Missouri. If you could let him know, and if they could help …”
“You mean to fight the undines?”
“Yes.”
“Hmm,” she said, drawing the comment out. “It is dangerous. While you focus on a rural encampment so far from the cities, they could strike commoners in more urban areas. Use caution, Damian. I will pass your inquiry to Stump.”
“Thank you,” I said, and the line clicked off.
Shiawase adjusted the pale armor around his forearms. “I can speak to the Green Men here.”
“Here?” I asked. “In the city.”
He nodded. “There are several who have taken up residence at the Botanical Gardens. The local Fae there are … not amused. I do not know if they will be willing to aid us, but some may.”
“Thank you,” I said.
“Those guys are assholes,” Foster said. “I mean the fairies in the Botanical Gardens, not the Green Men. You can mention my name, if it helps.”
Shiawase bowed slightly before his form faded back into that of the panda, and the panda faded into nothing.
“You’re going to get him stabbed,” Aideen said. “Telling him to mention your name.”
Foster smirked at his wife. “Very funny.”
“Well,” Zola said. “grab yourself some coffee. We’d best be off to Falias. We need to move on Old Greenville before nightfall, or we might as well wait on the shores of the rivers for them to come to us.”
“How do you plan to get into Falias?” Foster asked. “We may have burned the only entrance from the Ways.”
“Burned?” Zola asked, raising an eyebrow.
“Oh yeah,” I said. “I think we may have even melted some of the stone. But don’t worry, the dullahan seemed just fine.”
Zola dragged her hand down her face, stretching out her wrinkles as she scowled at me. “Then what … do you suggest … we do? We need to get word to the Obsidian Inn, and it would appear unwise to travel the Ways.”
“Hess,” I said. “We can send word to Hess. If she can contact Mike, he should be able to get back to us.”
Zola glanced at Aideen, a skeptical look etched into the old necromancer’s face.
“It is possible,” Aideen said. “Foster, send the owls.”
“Like Harry Potter?” I asked, maybe a little too excited.
“No,” Aideen said.
“But an owl’s carrying it, right?”
“Technically, but—”
“I just want my letter,” Sam said.
Aideen gave her a flat look. “You’re both useless. Foster, send word to an owl knight you trust. Everyone else, get some sleep if you can. If not, get in touch with anyone who might be willing to fight with us.”
That reminded me, I needed to talk to Ashley and Beth. We needed the blood mages. One day, I’d have to invite them out to dinner when we weren’t all about to die. That wasn’t going to be today.
*     *     *
“WE’RE FIGHTING WHAT where?” I heard Beth snap in the background.
“It should be fine,” Ashley said. “Damian, Hugh said there have been dozens of Mishupishu sighted around the rivers.”
“In KC?” I said, my voice rising slightly. That wasn’t their normal haunt.
“I know, it’s not right. They’re normally in the Mississippi.”
“Yeah, under the close watch of the Piasa Bird. What the hell are they doing in KC?” I shook my head. “Doesn’t matter right now. Can Beth get ahold of Cornelius? We may need him.”
“How many undines do you expect to find in Old Greenville?”
“Enough,” I said.
Ashley cursed under her breath. She whispered something to Beth before Beth’s voice faded away. “We’ll see what we can do.”
“Thanks. And be careful.”
“You too.”
She hung up the phone.
I glanced at Zola. “Well, we should have a practitioner of the Blade of the Stone and a couple blood mages as backup, I think.”
“It’s a good start, boy, but what about the vampires?”
Sam shouted something from upstairs, and the next thing I knew she’d blurred into motion, coming to a stop beside me. “Idiots. They’re idiots. Vik wants to reinforce the defenses at the Pit. Like that’s going to stop a bunch of undines.”
Zola nodded. “It is not a terrible choice, Samantha. The archives in that house are priceless. If Vassili is allied with the undines, Old Greenville could give him an opportunity to raid them.”
“Or destroy them,” I said. “If he burnt that place to the ground, any secrets he had squirreled away in the archives would be lost.”
Zola looked up at Sam. “Is he sending anyone to aid us?”
Sam grimaced. “Yeah, we’ll have Jonathan and Dominic.”
“Two of his best,” Zola said, patting Sam’s arm. “Be thankful he spared us that much.”
“I just …” Sam shook her head, clearly exasperated. “I just thought he was more of a friend, I guess? I’d drop everything and come running to help him. But he’s just fortifying an old house.”
“Ah know, child.” Zola smiled and squeezed my sister’s hand. “Did Ah ever tell you of the time Ah saw Dominic rip a vampire’s arms off?”
Sam blinked.
Zola led her to a seat at the table in the back room, going into excruciatingly awful detail of what Dominic had done with those severed arms, all the while opening a bag of Oreos. She slid a couple to Sam, who gnawed on them absently.
I smiled and pulled a chair out. Zola knew us too well. I grabbed an Oreo about the time my phone rang. “Hello?”
“Damian, it’s Mike.”
I pulled the phone away and looked at the number before tucking it between my shoulder and ear. “Where are you calling from?”
“A payphone, not far from Falias.”
“A what?” I said. “Those still exist?”
Mike’s sigh gave me far more pleasure than it should have. “Yes, but that’s really not the point of my call. Angus forged the firebrands, but there’s more.”
“More what?”
“I understand you channeled fire through your pepperbox.”
“Yeah?”
“Nixie mentioned it. It’s not exactly a common sight.”
“And?”
“Don’t do that. I have a better solution for you that’s far less likely to get you killed. Angus used what he needed out of the minie balls, but we had quite a few left over. I walked him through melting the bullets down and recasting them for your pepperbox.”
I perked up. “What will they do?”
“Basically what your incantation did, but it will be controlled, and much safer. A narrow burst of flame that could more or less hollow out a tank.”
“That doesn’t sound safer.”
“Damian.” Mike paused and took a deep breath. “When Leviticus lost himself to the madness during Sherman’s March, he’d been channeling fire through a gun not so different from your own.”
“It was … a shotgun of sorts. Fairy made, but blessed with ill intent.”
“You mean cursed?”
“The different between a blessing and a curse is only a matter of perspective. It nearly killed him when it chainfired. It did kill everyone around him.”
“How do you know this?” I asked. “He never told me a story like that, and I haven’t heard one like it either.”
“Neither had I,” Mike said. “He only told me recently.”
“I wish he was with us now.”
“As do I,” Mike said.
“Is the Obsidian Inn joining us at Old Greenville?” I paused and asked, “Are you?”
“Sarah and I will be there, yes, but the Old Man went east. Dell and the Irish Brigade are having trouble of their own near Antietam.”
“Are the werewolves still killing each other out there?”
“Yes. They act as though there’s a power vacuum, but there isn’t one. I don’t understand the wolves, Damian. Wahya and Goshen are with them. Sometimes the Fae make more sense to me.”
Zola rapped her knuckles on the table to get my attention. “Mike, we’ll be at the cabin in two hours. We’ll stage our attack on Greenville from there.”
“Understood.” He ended the call.
Zola nodded. “We need to go. And go now. Did he say they had the firebrands?”
“Angus is bringing them.”
“Samantha, tell the vampires to meet us at the cabin.”
She nodded and scarfed down another Oreo.
“Foster?” I said. “Aideen? You riding with us? Or taking the Ways?”
“We’ll take the Ways,” Aideen said. “I’d like to bring Bubbles, and she won’t exactly fit inside your car.”
I turned to Frank. “Anything weird happens, you call. Aeros can get back here pretty quick, and so can the fairies.”
“Be careful,” Frank said. He wrapped Sam up in a hug before we packed up the car and headed for Coldwater.



CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN
SAM GRUNTED AND shifted some of the bags around in the back seat. “Would it kill you to just buy a bigger car?”
“Hush,” Zola said. “This is a beautiful automobile, and Ah told you Ah’d be happy to sit back there.”
“I have respect for my elders,” Sam muttered.
“Ha!” I said.
“Seriously, though, what’s in all these bags we pulled out of your trunk, Zola?”
“Oh, this and that.”
I glanced in the rearview mirror and exchanged a look with Sam. “So, half of it would probably kill us?”
“Oh no,” Zola said. “It may be able to kill you if someone else was using it, though.” She leaned over toward me. “You may not want to speed. Wouldn’t want any run-ins with the police.”
“As long as we still have time to stop by the Catfish Kettle.”
“Seriously?” Sam said. “I thought you were joking about that.”
“I don’t joke about catfish. I thought you knew me better.”
She blew out an exasperated breath, and I caught her eye roll in the rearview mirror.
“Look,” I said, “if we’re dying tonight, we’re dying with some excellent food in our guts.”
“Please stop,” Zola said. “Ah’m worried you may break into a poetic verse about fish.”
Sam sighed. “Just get me hushpuppies.”
*     *     *
WE LEFT THE Catfish Kettle with enough carryout to feed a small army. It wouldn’t be as good as eating it at the restaurant, but Zola swore she knew the best method to reheat it so we couldn’t tell a big difference.
While I trusted my master, I was also hungry. Sam broke out the hushpuppies, and we destroyed them on the way to Coldwater, careful not to get grease all over my car.
It wasn’t long before we turned off the highway and bounced onto the gravel road. I hopped out to open the aluminum gate stretched across the road. It wouldn’t really keep anyone out if they were determined to go around it in the field, but it made for a decent deterrent against curious locals.
We cleared the gate, leaving it open as we bounced past. Despite the sun still being fairly high, the light dimmed as we wove into the canopy of trees. The hills and ruts worn deep by recent rains threatened to spill the bags of food and whatever deadly things Zola had packed away.
I shivered as we cleared one of the creeks, catching a glimpse of the ghost of the old sawmill town before it vanished into the daylight shadows. A few faint spirits lined the road, some standing near the signposts marked with animal skulls every quarter mile or so, and others in the distance, flanked by the crumbling remains of chimneys and homes long since lost to time.
A gradual turn led us into the field at the bottom of the hill. The cabin always looked the same, no matter how long it had been. Except when the new tin roof had gone on, but that was ages ago now.
We weren’t alone. Smoke billowed out from a bonfire behind the cabin. A few cars lined the top of the hill beside the old oak, and I wondered who had driven here instead of taking the Ways. And why?
I parked next to one of the Pit’s SUVs, blacked-out windows more a symbol of the vampires’ paranoia than any practical purpose. I stepped out of my old ’32 Ford and the grass tried to creep in under the cuffs of my jeans.
“Need to mow,” I said as Sam climbed out of the back.
“Ah know,” Zola said. “Ah’ve had other things on my mind, thank you very much. Take the fish out back, would you?”
Sam helped me gather up all the bags, and we slowly made our way past the well, ending up in the circle of stones behind the cabin.
“Damian!” Dominic said, quickly rubbing his short-cropped hair before hopping off his rocky seat to help me with the bags.
“Good to see you too,” Sam muttered, nearly dropping one of her own bags.
Dominic hurried over closer to the bonfire, set the bags down, and jogged back to help Sam. A wall of muscle that large shouldn’t be able to move so fast, even if he was a vampire.
“Catfish Kettle, if anyone would like a snack,” I said.
“Heat it up proper, now,” Zola said, dropping two large cast iron skillets into the edge of the fire. “Ah set your staff on the porch, Damian.”
“Thanks.”
Mike and Sarah sat toward the far edge of the circle, closest to the woods. She leaned on his arm, her own cradled across his waist. Farther on, at the treeline, Foster, Aideen, and Angus were talking. Well, Foster and Aideen listened to Angus speak with huge, animated gestures, explaining gods know what.
I poured a bag of fish into the nearest skillet.
“Malt vinegar?” Edgar asked as he stepped up beside Dominic with Jonathan.
“Of course,” I said, flipping a couple packets over to him.
Edgar smiled and shook the malt vinegar in his hand. “Zola had a hand in getting me hooked on this stuff.”
I raised an eyebrow. “You’re telling me you lived all over the world, for thousands of years, and it was the old Cajun that got you hooked on malt vinegar?”
“It’s not entirely his fault,” Zola said with a laugh. “Was a time you’d order malt vinegar in a restaurant, and they’d bring you oil and vinegar. What heathen would treat a perfectly good piece of fish like it was a salad?” She grimaced and shook her head.
A car door slammed, echoing through clearing. The conversation around the bonfire quieted, and more than a couple of us placed hands on weapons.
“You just walk right by us without even saying hi?” a shadow said from the edge of the cabin. Ashley’s face took shape as she cleared the east side of the house where the shed used to be.
Beth jogged up behind Ashley, the blood mage’s eyes falling to the maybe slightly excessive pile of food by the fire. “Fish?”
“With malt vinegar,” Edgar said around a mouthful of food as he shook a couple packets in Beth’s direction.
“I’m starving,” Beth said, flying past me to join Edgar at the fire.
“A blood mage?” Angus said, his voice raised. He peeked around Aideen’s wings and lowered his voice. “She doesn’t look crazy.”
“I can hear you,” Beth muttered.
“Best to ignore them,” Edgar said. “I have been watching over this motley—”
I laughed. “He said ‘watching.’ ”
Edgar continued on like I’d said nothing. “—wreck of an alliance for quite some time. Nothing but sarcasm.”
“And food,” Foster said, raising his voice over Angus. “Can’t forget the food.”
Edgar cast a small smile in the fairies’ direction. “No, I suppose you can’t.”
“So?” Ashley said, drawing my attention back to her. “We’re here. What’s the plan?”
“This should be good,” Mike said, just loud enough for me to hear him. “My money is on go to Old Greenville and kill them all.”
“Hey,” I said. “You wound me.”
“Is this everyone?” Beth asked, looking around the clearing. “How many … how many undines are we going up against? Do you know how fast they are? How deadly?”
“This isn’t everyone,” I said. “Foster, how many owl knights did you say we recruited?”
“Should be at least half a dozen, maybe more. Most of the squadrons defected from Nudd’s court, but I can’t vouch for all of them.”
“They seem like good lads,” Angus said. After a pause, he added, “And lasses. I was surprised to see the women there.”
“And they agreed to follow you?” Aideen asked. “I am somewhat surprised they were willing to follow an outsider.”
“Aye, I may be an outsider, but I know the undines better than any of them.”
Aideen nodded slowly. “A tactical advantage over blind trust may buy you more loyalty than you would expect.”
“Morrigan spoke favorably of us,” Angus said, his eyebrows rising slightly, as if he didn’t quite believe the words he was saying.
“That’s unusual,” Edgar said. “Why?”
“Why and Morrigan do not really go together,” Aideen said. “Her reasons are her own, and if we are blessed enough to have a mutual goal, questioning it will do no good.”
Zola harrumphed in agreement. “We have new toys as well. Angus, would you be so kind as to demonstrate the blade sheathed on your belt.”
The fairy grinned. “Thanks to the Smith, here,” he said with a nod to Mike, “I have a few new tricks.” The sword came free, and the metal sang. “This is an old sword, and I’ve taken a few others and made them the same.”
He ran his finger down the flat of the blade. “These runes were etched with the molten remains of the minie balls. It’s a simple enough spell, mind you. You need only say, adhain.”
The sword ignited, only that wasn’t a strong enough term for what happened to that blade. It exploded into a brilliant, spiraling flame, only to fall back into itself. The fire pulsed like a heartbeat, running around the edge of the sword like some mad, twisted chainsaw.
“Reckon you ram this into a dark-touched, that will be the end of them.”
“Through their eye?” Ashley asked. “That still seems a small target.”
Angus let a sly grin crawl across his face. “Pierce something with the firebrand, and it will become fire. From the inside out, whatever this strikes will be consumed. Be it flesh …” he spun the blade around in a mesmerizing arc. “Or stone.” The tip of the blade pierced a boulder, and the rock grew red hot in an instant, so hot that the grass around it caught fire.
Beth tossed a piece of fish onto the stone, her eyebrows rising as it blackened in seconds.
“Could it stop a dullahan?” Jonathan asked. “If I understand correctly, that may be the most dire foe we face.”
“I’d not bet my life on it,” Angus said. He blew gently on the hilt of the sword, and the flames died. “Though, if the choice is a firebrand or a plain sword, go with the firebrand.”
“Should be enough to end Vassili,” Jonathan said, taking the sword when Angus offered it. “Will firebrands even work for vampires?”
Angus nodded. “The magic is stored in the metal. It need only hear the word from the one who holds it.”
“Adhain.” The sword burst into brilliant life once more. Johnathan spun it in tight, violent circles that belied a great many years behind the blade.
“You aren’t new to swordplay,” Angus said, admiring Jonathan’s exercise.
“Alexi … was a fencer. Almost made the Olympics when he was human.”
“He did?” Sam asked, a small smile on her face. “And here I thought you two were just boys and your toys.”
Jonathan returned her smile. “We were.” The sword hissed through the air. Jonathan streaked forward and impaled the stump of a broken tree left just outside the bonfire. It ignited immediately. He withdrew the blade and gently blew out the flame. “It’s a beautiful sword.”
“And it is yours,” Angus said, handing Jonathan a scabbard. “We’d be mad not to give one of these to a vampire with a history of swordplay.”
“Thank you.”
“There are three firebrands. That was all we had time for.”
Sarah leaned past Angus and tossed me a leather satchel. It nearly knocked me off my feet. “It wasn’t all we had time for.”
Inside were shells, each tipped with an oddly discolored bullet. They weren’t gray, and they weren’t silver, but something in between; a swirl of metal.
“You need to shoot fire,” Sarah said, “you use those. And these …” she tossed a smaller satchel to Ashley. “These are for the Priestess.”
Ashley opened the drawstring on the black pouch and peered inside. She raised an eyebrow and looked at Mike. “I thought you weren’t making these anymore.”
“I didn’t,” Mike said, nodded to Sarah and gesturing to Angus. “These two did everything.”
Ashley pulled a scale out of the pouch, a series of lines etched across its surface. “I don’t recognize the runes.”
“It’s a much more focused version of the runes that form what Damian so delicately calls your death cloud.”
I grinned at Ashley when she raised an eyebrow.
“It’s more fire based, though,” Sarah said. “It’s a needle of fire … mixed with whatever the hell that death cloud is.”
Ashley squeezed the tile in her palm before dropping it back into the pouch.
Angus was staring at me. No, not at me. Past me. I glanced over my shoulder, but saw nothing out of the ordinary.
“What is that staff?” he whispered.
“That old thing?” I asked. “It’s an old demon staff.”
“No,” Angus said. “It is stained by the magic of Gwynn Ap Nudd.”
“He helped forge it,” I said with a nod.
“You dare not trust it,” Angus said.
The fairy’s words made my skin crawl. “It’s been a good staff. Killed a lot of stuff. Saved a lot of us.”
“Do not trust it,” Angus said.
“Sun’s starting to get low,” Edgar said, calling the attention of everyone in the circle. “Get some food if you need it. We need to finalize this plan and move.”
Zola stepped forward, leaning on her old cane while a few of us circled the food like vultures as she spoke. “The undines will strike first, and we will follow.”
“Nixie and Alexandra have some allies against the queen with them,” Aideen said.
Angus nodded. “From the Obsidian Inn, yes.”
“They’ll come in through the river,” Zola said. “It’s below an old graveyard.” She looked up at Foster. “There are enough woods on either side to provide cover for the fairies. If Stump or any of the Green Men join us, they’ll be right at home.”
“Here,” I said, pulling up an overhead map of the area on my phone.
Zola nodded and indicated the woods to either side of the river. “Ah’ll go through the front with Damian.” She tapped on a parking lot not far off the highway. “Dominic, Jonathan, Ah won’t argue if you want to come with us.”
“You better believe we’ll be with you,” Sam said.
“If this isn’t done before nightfall,” Edgar said, “we could be trapped there with the dark-touched. How far out is the nearest entrance to the Warded Ways?”
Aideen frowned at the screen. “A mile, maybe more. Too far for a quick retreat.”
“This is a ghost town,” Zola said. “In the most literal sense. If Damian can push enough power into the ghosts, it may give us a chance to hide, if it comes to that.”
“Hide in what?” I asked.
A vicious smile crawled across her face.



CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT
WE SPENT ANOTHER twenty minutes hashing through deployments and strategies and plans B through Z. We all knew whatever plan we decided on would go to hell as soon as we engaged the undines, but it felt right, almost comforting, to have plans.
“We all know what we’re doing, then?” I asked.
A resounding, if dissonant, yes sounded around the fire.
I fished in my backpack until my fingers found the thin, hard edge of the Wasser-Münzen. “I need to make a call.”
The fairies drifted away, followed by Mike and Sarah, as I made my way down to the pond. The walk took me past the crater where the old shed once stood, not far from where we buried Azzazoth. Those were the days. I half laughed, half choked at the dip in the yard near the oak tree.
I turned my attention back to the blue obsidian disc in my hand. Nixie and I had seen each other more than usual this past week, but we still felt like strangers in passing. Some days, I wished we could just run away. Leave all the insanity behind us.
The outhouse came and went in my peripheral vision, as did the hole where Zola had placed a big block of salt for the deer. The frogs were surprisingly noisy for daytime, though they quieted when I reached the small rise leading up to the pond. I splashed into the shallow end of the clear water and set the Wasser-Münzen down.
It pulsed, blue and white for a moment, before the water shimmered.
“What did they decide?” Nixie asked, her voice coming through what was little more than a disturbance in the water.
“The fairies will be in the woods. Zola and I will be walking in the front door.”
Her sigh rippled the surface of the pond. “I do not like this, Damian.”
“Did you see the firebrands?” I asked. “Trust me, we’ll be fine.”
She was silent for a time. “Angus is skilled, yes, and the dragon scales Sarah carved for Ashley … so be it. You’ll find us in the waters, though I dare not tell you where. I do not trust all those we have met at the Obsidian Inn.”
“Probably for the best.”
“Trust few.”
“You know I’m terrible at that. I trust everyone until they prove I shouldn’t.”
Nixie laughed, and I missed her even more in that moment. “Be safe,” she said. “This is only the beginning.”
The light faded before I realized I’d forgotten to say “I love you.” It was going to bug me, but I took a deep breath, picked up the Wasser-Münzen, and headed back to the cabin, water running from my boots.
It wasn’t long before the frogs started singing again, and I ground my teeth as the afternoon slid ever further into evening.
*     *     *
“HOW LONG?” SAM asked from the back seat.
I frowned at her in the rearview mirror, catching a glimpse of the Pit’s SUV close behind us. “You could have gone with Jonathan and Dominic. Zola and I are doing the stupid thing here.”
“Yeah?” Sam said. “If you die, I die, so how about you let me help with the stupid things?”
“She makes a sound argument,” Zola said, cupping her hand over her eyes to block out the glint of the sun.
“You aren’t helping,” I muttered. But she was right. Sam had become a frighteningly proficient fighter, and I had no right to keep her out of this.
Sam stared out the side window. “I still think Dominic should’ve taken one of the firebrands.” She glanced down at her lap, where I knew the sword was resting.
“Foster asked you to carry it so he could scout,” Zola said. “He’ll come back for it eventually. And the fairies are more proficient with swords. It was a good choice.”
I caught Sam’s frown in the rearview mirror before she said, “Dominic still could have put it to better use than me, while I’m holding it at least.”
“Dominic will be focused on the undines,” Zola said. “The firebrand would not be able to kill them. Ah’m not entirely sure if being boiled would even slow them down.”
Sam took a deep breath. “Fair enough. How many of these speed loaders do you want stocked, Demon?”
“Whatever’s left back there, I suppose.”
“Umm, no. You have like fifty empty cylinders back here.”
“Fifty?” Zola said. “That seems … excessive.”
“They’re still not rattling?” I asked. “The new shells I mean.”
I heard a rapid series of six clicks before Sam held up a fully stocked speed loader and shook it. Dead silent.
“Not bad,” Sam said. “Still might not be the stealthiest thing around a vampire, but not bad. I’ll be done in five minutes.” Six more clicks sounded with a pause in between as Sam blurred into motion in the back seat. Sometimes having a vampire for a sister was awesome.
*     *     *
THE SUN DOVE closer to the horizon by the time we saw the signs for Old Greenville, but we still had time. These were the undines that had attacked Camazotz and the bat children at Meramec Caverns. They may well be part of the same group that had destroyed the coven in Kansas City.
“This is so close to home,” Sam said.
“Close enough to be uncomfortable,” Zola said. “They could reach Saint Louis in a matter of minutes.”
The navigator chirped out, “Turn right in half a mile.”
“Ah told you not to use that thing,” Zola said with a frown. “That exit’s been closed for years. Turn left there.” She pointed to a break in the median, and I took the turn.
Woods and hills surrounded us now as we followed the outer road. It looped back and threaded beneath the highway as we passed the first of the parking lots. The second lot came into view, and my heart thudded, anxious, excited, and more than a little fearful of what waited beyond.
We parked close to a small pavilion, a dust-covered van nearby. It didn’t look broken down, but it didn’t look like it had moved in quite some time. A silent playground stood off to our left, a series of shadowy forms shifting at the edge of the woods.
I’d felt something similar to what I felt here. The drowned men at Stones River. They’d had the same unstable auras, the same flickering beings that were more substantial than most ghosts, and somehow more terrible.
“They come with the undines,” Zola said. “Always when there is war.”
“I don’t see bodies anywhere,” I said.
“You will. By the cemetery. The cliffs may keep them at bay for a time.”
I slid the tactical vest Hugh had given me over my head while the Pit’s black SUV parked beside us. Dominic and Jonathan stepped out as Sam handed me a bandolier filled with speed loaders. I slipped it onto my shoulder and fed the buckle beneath the straps of my backpack before foisting the staff onto my other shoulder.
Dominic eyed me. “You look … odd.”
A red wound opened in reality while the enforcer spoke. Mike the Demon stepped through, followed closely by Sarah. The ring of fire snapped closed behind them.
“Odd?” Mike said with a laugh.
“Seriously,” Sarah said. “He looks like a paintballer got confused about what to wear to a Renaissance Faire. You’d know a thing or two about that, eh?”
I smacked my lips. “You are far too old to know about those things, missy.”
“Missy?” Sarah said, raising an eyebrow.
“No?” I tugged on my vest, still emblazoned with the word Cub. “You need me to find some kid glove boys for you?”
Sarah narrowed her eyes. “Congratulations, you know one piece of slang from my time. Zola must be so proud.”
“Ha!” Sam shouldered me out of the way and whispered to Mike. “She’s a keeper.”
Zola grinned at Sarah. “Ah do like her.”
“Are we ready?” Jonathan asked, instantly sobering the conversation. The firebrand’s scabbard swung loosely at is belt. I didn’t know enough about swords to know if that was good or bad. You didn’t much have to worry about scabbards when your sword vanished after a fight.
“Foster and Angus have the other firebrands?” I asked.
Jonathan nodded, turning a steely gaze on me.
“I’m surprised Foster took the firebrand over Aideen,” Sam said. “She always could kick his ass with a blade.”
“Perhaps,” Zola said, “but Aideen is a far superior archer. She will do the most damage with those arrowheads.”
“And they’re Fae forged,” Dominic said. “She can change forms with them without issue. Foster and Angus will be stuck in their Proelium state.”
We started walking toward the entrance to the park, slowly but inextricably.
“That’ll slow him down,” I said, thinking of the insane speed of the dark-touched. Not to mention the undines. My fingers flexed around the staff resting on my shoulder. It could still work, but the memory of the dark-touched breaking Foster’s wing and nearly killing him at Stoney Battery was still too fresh.
Another step toward the woods, and my mind stopped wandering, stopped worrying. At least about Foster. The shock of the dead around us threatened to buckle my knees. I hadn’t expected it. There shouldn’t have been that many here, but the souls inside my head called out to them, screaming their understanding to those trapped nearby.
Golden light flickered at the edges of my vision until it broke into the ghostly silver shimmer I’d come to associate with the old forts and battlefields. Old Greenville wasn’t either of those, but the town stood like a sentinel made of mist. The road beneath our feet was modern, but the path it ended on gave way to ancient sidewalks and foundations, rubble left behind after the last great flood finally chased the residents out of their city. Their homes, their streets, their lives.
The sidewalks continued on, vanishing into the shadows of the woods that rose through the ghostly structures like a twisted skeleton. To our left, the paved asphalt road led toward the river. We stayed with the plan. Zola, Sam, and I walked straight down the path while Dominic and Jonathan drifted into the forest’s edge to the south.
The outline of the old buildings flared again as we grew closer, and Zola chuckled.
“Oh, Damian. This will make a grand place to stage an ambush.”
“For who?” I asked. “Them or us?”
She flashed me a smile that spoke of terrible things.
We passed the corner of what once was a bustling main street. A short way ahead, squares of concrete were set up for campers and RVs. Empty now, but for some leftover litter and the ghosts of things that were.
We broke from the trail, following Zola onto a short, wide flight of concrete stairs that led up a shallow incline. The walls of an ancient courthouse gave us no resistance, but the souls we found inside gave me pause.
Zola continued on, and I stayed silent, drawing the pepperbox into my hand as we walked through the back wall. It was there, on the other side, I could see the cliff.
Undines lined the grasses above the river, and I came to understand just how outnumbered we were.
I cursed under my breath, and prayed that Nixie and the other fairies wouldn’t be late.
Zola marched forward, unrelenting, her cane cracked on the next strip of asphalt pavement, and the undines noticed.
“Playthings.”
The word whispered out around us. A translucent form flowed across the last bit of pavement before rising beside Zola.
“Weak playthings,” the undine said as her body grew opaque and bronze armor appeared, catching the reflection of the sunlight.
Zola didn’t break stride or react until the undine solidified. “So very weak,” Zola said, a moment before she lashed out with the blade concealed in the sleeve of her cloak. A blade gifted to her in Faerie. A blade that turned the undine to stone.
“Sister!”
Zola snarled as she struck the stone form with the butt of her cane, sending it to shatter on the asphalt.
War ignited around us.



CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE
THE UNDINES SCATTERED, some of them hurling themselves over the cliff, seeking an advantage in the river, some blending terribly well into the shadow-like buildings around us, their movement little more than ripples on a pond.
Zola cupped her hand over her mouth and whispered, a yellow glow radiating between her fingers as the world inhaled. She cast the ball of light far overhead. Somewhere between the river and the heavens, her visage appeared like a golden fireworks display, shouting down a single word.
“Begin.”
Adrenaline smashed through me as the woods came to life. Fairies stormed from the treeline, swooping in on owls, charging through the ghost town around us. Tangles of vines and roots slithered from the earth, binding together to become towering Green Men, and at their apex rose Stump, a crude shield formed of bark congealed at his side. They smelled of mud and clay as they strode past, and some random part of my brain wondered if Gaia would be proud of them. These Fae, made of the earth, defending her as much as the things that lived upon her.
The river roiled in the distance, and I felt them coming. I felt the souls of the drowned men forced into action. The restless dead, left here for decades, bursting forth from the muddy river beds.
“Wights,” Zola said as a shield sprang up around her.
I nodded. “Down the cliff. They’ll have to come around.”
“No, they’ll climb.”
Nixie would stop them. I was sure of it. First things first. I needed to know if the new pepperbox rounds would have any effect on the undines, then I’d worry about the wights. I winged the first undine to close on us, the report of the gun a booming accent on the rising bellows of war.
An undine’s scream joined that of a fairy dying on the end of a blade near the cliff. The undine’s arm boiled, and she stared at it for a moment, in terror? Pain? I couldn’t tell, but in seconds the bubbles ceased, and her look of shock was replaced with rage.
“Ah don’t think that’ll kill the bitch,” Zola said, “but it makes a nice distraction.”
Sam slid sideways, her feet skidding through the mud and grass an instant before the dagger in her hand slid through the undine’s neck. Another water witch closed behind Sam, at least as fast as the vampires. I fired another flamethrower round, as close to my sister as I dared, while I took cover behind a nearby oak. Sam’s own blade trailed my shot until it glanced off the undine’s sword.
Something thwipped above me, and the shaft of an arrow sprang from the undine’s chest. A rocky arm rose from the earth, and Aeros shattered the undine. Sam grabbed the arrow as it fell, and flung it back into the trees. Aideen caught it and raised an eyebrow at me.
“You just going to stand there?”
I grinned at the fairy and charged back into the fray.
“The dark-touched are within the earth,” Aeros said, “but I could not reach them. Some magic has sealed them away.”
Green Men had carved up the roads and grass with their steps. It was all I could do not to fall on my face while I dipped and dodged through a hailstorm of broken wood and shielded myself from daggers thrown with terrible precision.
I cleared another stand of trees and hit open ground. A group of undines moved in tight formation, four wide, four deep, like a miniature phalanx. A terrifying, murderous miniature phalanx. Behind them, Aeros rose, and fell upon some unseen enemy over the cliff’s edge.
Shield to shield, the undines moved in unison—one would deflect arrows or strikes from the Green Men while their neighbor lashed out with swords and clawed gauntlets. Two owl knights circled above them, raining arrows, but nothing broke through the undines’ defenses.
This was supposed to be quick, precise. The sun crept ever lower, and a terrible realization that this might not end before nightfall crawled into my brain. This was supposed to be a skirmish, an ambush to strike the undines, but there were more than we expected. Far more.
The first fingers of cold, white flesh reached over the cliff’s edge, finding purchase in the roots of a tree. The wight pulled itself up, tattered gray uniform hanging limply from its skin and bones form. It unsheathed the rusted sword, dripping water from a ruined scabbard.
I raised the pepperbox and fired. The wight’s leg blew apart as I ran by, but before I’d even passed the thing, it started pulling itself back together. Whatever magic was driving these things had to die. We had to find the witch controlling them.
The earth exploded beside me, sending grass and mud and pebbles up into a splattering arc. I didn’t see who’d thrown it. I wasn’t even sure who was in this fight that could throw something like that.
“Sorry!” came a distant shout.
I found the source of the voice. “Ashley?”
She tossed a tile up into the air and cracked the nine tails. A bolt of fire shot across the battlefield, blasting a wight into half a dozen pieces.
“Well, that was a near thing,” someone said from just behind me.
I jumped backward, swinging the pepperbox toward the speaker. He caught the barrel, keeping it aimed away from himself.
“John?” I asked as something whizzed by overhead. “What the fuck are you doing here?”
“May I suggest killing undines now? We can discuss our differences later.”
If the Timewalker had wanted me dead, I was pretty sure he could have killed me when he snuck up on me. I hesitated for only a moment, and then nodded.
“Good.” He released the pepperbox and raised his hand.
I flashed him an awkward grin, and then sprinted for the cemetery. I’d have access to more power, maybe more of the mantle’s power too, the closer I stood to the dead. Briefly, I wondered if standing closer to the wights could have the same effect. That seemed like a really stupid way to get myself killed. And five seconds of this fight had already shown me a dozen better ways to die.
I fired a round from the pepperbox at an undine, striking her in the thigh. The witch screeched as she fell to the side, sluicing down a stretch of concrete before reforming. Another undine rushed past her, and I expanded the shield on my left arm in anticipation of the attack.
Instead, the newcomer picked up the first, and fled over the cliff. I stood close enough to the precipice to see that it wasn’t really a cliff at all. It was far too gentle for that, which meant the wights wouldn’t have to go around at all. They could just come fifty feet downstream and …
“Fuck.”
A line of them appeared before I could finish the thought, heads bobbing to the rhythm of some unseen magic. I hesitated, almost caught in the hollow, infinite gaze of the things before something slammed into the shield on my arm, snapping me right the hell out of it.
I could feel it this time, the swarming of a gravemaker. There’d been enough death here, enough tragedy, to form at least one of the monsters, and the farther into the cemetery I went, staying low and darting through the headstones, the more sure I was there were two.
A searing pain hit my arm when a knife caught the edge of my jacket. The shock passed as I dove behind a short wall around a series of gravestones. My breath sounded like thunder in my ears, most of the battle now behind me. I smashed my staff into the earth and dragged it in a circle.
“Orbis tego!”
The circle shield roared to life, and the voices inside my head reached an unbearable pitch. I was still aware enough of what was happening to be shocked at the torrent of power surging through the staff. For a moment, I worried it was a trap, built into the wood and Magrasnetto by Gwynn Ap Nudd himself, but once the flow peaked, the shield stabilized, golden and black and electric blue arcs swirling across my vision.
It was the first time I’d used the staff since our return from the Burning Lands. I wasn’t sure what the hell was happening. Neither were the undines that had been closing on me apparently, because they backed well enough away.
I holstered the pepperbox under my shoulder and drew the focus. A memory of the soulsword in the Burning Lands came back to me, an arc of power that felt like it cut to the horizon. Silently, I hoped that wasn’t about to happen again.
My hand slid over the smooth wood and metal of the staff, off the shield rune, and squarely onto the blade rune. The shield fell. The sword came to life, golden and black with a sinister life of its own. But it was solid, normal in its length, and the undines crashed into me with their wights.
The first drowned man swung his rusty sword in a precise arc. I deflected it with the staff, and stabbed the creature with the soulsword. I screamed when a brilliant golden flash exploded from the wight, and his memories became my own.
TWENTY YEARS OLD with a shattered forearm. The minie ball had done its damage. The doctor stood over me with a hacksaw, ready to cut the arm off when I pushed him to the floor and lurched away, Jones and the others from my regiment screaming after me.
Get to the river. Get to the damn river. There I could get away. Just wait for the arm to heal. As high as the water was, they wouldn’t dare follow me on the ferry. Two blocks put me on the bank and I dove into the white-capped stream without a second thought. I didn’t understand what was happening when my body sank, when the rocks cut into the back of my uniform. Tumbled and tossed me until I could finally see the light.
Hands grabbed me, dragged me toward the surface … and held me just underneath. A face, a beautiful face shimmered in front of me. This woman. She’d come to save me. A slow smile crawled across her lips, her eyes lidded in ecstasy.
By the time I realized what was happening, I was already gasping for air, taking in water, drowning beneath her beautiful fingers.
I AWOKE FROM the vision with a guttural, choking scream, the wight falling to pieces on the edge of the soulsword. The staff fell from my grasp, extinguishing the blasted soulsword when an undine lunged at me. I dove to the side and relit my blade with the staff, though the world still moved like it was bathed in honey. The blade glowed with pure, golden power once more. It slid easily through the side of the undine’s armor, and she curled around it with a grunt. Not enough to kill her, but enough to slow her down.
I ripped it out of her side in a vicious arc, nearly catching another in the neck. The third wove around a wight, and slid a dagger into my thigh. An arrow caught her in the temple a moment later as Aideen swooped down from the trees.
The undine’s face grayed, and a quick jab from the soulsword shattered her head.
“Where are Sam and the others?” I shouted as Aideen tracked the uninjured witch between the marching wights.
“Hern’s men,” Aideen whispered back a second before her bow thwipped. The arrow pierced a wight’s exposed neck, and impaled the undine behind it.
I unholstered the pepperbox once more and fired five flamethrower rounds into the wights. Whatever magic Angus and Sarah had used, they exploded into a hail of bones and pale flesh. I didn’t have to see the arms crawling across the ground to know they’d reassemble themselves soon enough.
Aideen set her back to mine, her wings moving the air between us.
“Hern?” I said.
“Yes. Embedded with the owl knights. Two we thought were loyal. They moved against Foster.”
“Is he okay?” I cracked the pepperbox open, dumped the shells, and slammed a speed loader home.
“Fine,” Aideen said. “One of the other knights gave his life to save him.”
I cursed and glanced toward the other end of the park. Flashes of firebrands and spells lit the evening air, but I couldn’t make out who was where. One of the firebrands exploded into an impossibly fast blur of moves, and I had little doubt it was Jonathan.
“If two of the knights were Hern’s …”
I felt her nod. “There could be more. Be on your guard.”
“Where’s Nixie? And the other undines?”
“In the river.” She lunged away from me, scooping up two of the Fae-forged arrows. “There are many wights below. Scout the forest. If we’re attacked from behind again …” She shook her head and launched into the sky.
The space between the low walls in the cemetery and the edge of the cliff showed me a dozen more wights. A glance back toward the woods revealed a clear path, and a tree moving through the shadowed forest.
Green Men.
I scooped up my staff and dashed toward the lumbering form, crossing the nearby asphalt and the square concrete patch of a campground site. Grass and earth whispered beneath my feet until I reached the next stretch of pavement, and then I was in the woods, back between the ghostly buildings of Old Greenville.
Twigs and felled branches cracked with every step I took, but the Green Man ahead of me moved in an eerie silence. I’d seen Stump do the same, able to vanish into the woods in utter silence.
I wanted to call out, to slow him down, but call him what? Green Man? Would he find that to be an insult? I didn’t mind insulting most things, but a fifteen-foot tree sounded like a really bad idea.
“Wait!” I shouted, deciding on no name.
He didn’t slow, instead vanishing behind another of the ghost buildings.
I gritted my teeth and ran through the shimmering wall, narrowly avoiding a spirit whose gaze followed me out the other wall. He must have died in a battle here, some conflict during the Civil War. The tattered wool coat he wore told me he was a Union man, or perhaps he’d taken a Union coat against the cold?
The thoughts fled when I cleared the other wall, and came face to face with the piercing gaze of a Green Man. He didn’t look happy to see me.



CHAPTER THIRTY
“WHY DO YOU follow me, meat?” His words boomed through the evening air, an evening that seemed to be growing darker by the minute.
“Stump,” I said, “ah, umm …”
The Green Man narrowed his eyes and leaned down until his coal black eyes were even with mine.
“Uh …” The Green Man’s face was a mass of broken vines and burned bark, and the effect made my skin crawl. “Aideen said to watch the forest.” The words tumbled out. Super smooth.
The Green Man stared in silence until I stopped nodding. “And how do you know I am not the threat inside the wood?” His eyes flashed red.
My brain screamed oh shit oh shit oh shit as my hand crept toward the pepperbox. What was this Green Man doing to me? Why the hell was I frightened of him?
His vine-covered form stood up quickly, head snapping to the forest behind us. “They are here. I thought Stump was being paranoid, as the young ones are.” The Green Man frowned and almost growled as he exhaled. He turned back to me. “Aideen was correct. I can feel them inside my trees.” His voice grew violent. “They will not survive this night. Now leave me.”
I stumbled backward, away from the thing that I suddenly realized hadn’t been a Green Man at all. I didn’t know what the hell he was, but when his form dissipated into shadow and fell onto the earth to vanish, I knew damn well he wasn’t a Green Man.
“What the fuck,” I muttered as I backpedaled. “What the ever-loving fuck was that?”
Something deep in the woods screamed, and the shadows came to life. A terrible voice roared inside that place, the rising screams of dying fairies followed in droves.
“Aideen, I need to tell Aideen.” And Foster, I thought. Everyone.
A gravemaker followed me below the ground. I sensed it when I stepped over it, and a cloud of blackened brown chaff floated up around me. “Stay close. Stay hidden,” I whispered to the monster. The chaff settled into the grass once more, but the souls still followed just beneath the earth, following every stride I took as I ran from that forest.
I broke from the trees onto a narrow path. It took me a moment to realize it was a sidewalk, ancient and broken by countless floods, but it would take me to the other side of the forest. My harrowing jog through the trees and underbrush grew more treacherous when I broke into a sprint.
Someone screamed out in front of me.
“Shut your mouth and fight!” The drawl, the old New Orleans accent, twisted and darkened in the heat of battle.
I ground my teeth and ran at a breakneck pace toward Zola’s orders.
Two fairies squared off beside a vampire, circling Zola and one of the owl knights. Zola leaned heavy on her cane, blood coursing down her left temple. She grinned like death, blood glinting on her teeth in the fading sun.
“Magnus—”
The incantation would miss one of their assailants.
“Ignatto!”
I raised my hand into a claw, sending the gravemaker out like a rocket. The Hand of Anubis burst forth from the asphalt behind the farthest fairy, sending shrapnel made of stone and asphalt into the air as the cracked and blackened flesh snapped the fairy up.
The Hand held the screaming fairy in place as the sideways hurricane of flame engulfed him. I released him when I felt the life leave for the ley lines, and I raised the pepperbox. Two rounds set the last fairy on fire, and his scream became the scream of the dead. The vampire had never had a chance against Zola’s incantation.
Zola breathed in and out, her voice shaky. “Damian. Where have you been?”
“Hern’s men are in the woods. The … something is engaging them, slowing them down at least.”
“Shit,” she shouted, shaking as she stood. “This was an ambush.” She looked up at the sky. “This will not be done before the dark-touched arrive.”
“Was that one of Vassili’s men?”
“Was being the operative term,” Zola said.
The owl knight snapped into his smaller form when his owl dove for him. “Thank you,” he shouted as the owl winged him back toward the river.
“He said thank you?” I shook my head. “Where’s Sam?”
“With Angus, last I saw.”
A form soared overhead before diving and somersaulting to a stop beside Zola. Foster towered over her, the firebrand at his side. He didn’t so much as pause. Just laid his hand on her and said, “Socius Sanation.”
Zola grunted as the healing stitched her back together.
Foster wavered, shook his head, and turned to leave. “We need you by the river. Nixie’s already lost some of her undines. Hern’s men are on the opposite bank.”
“They’re in the woods behind us too.”
Foster frowned and looked down at Zola. “You weren’t lying. I have killed them in spades.”
He launched himself into the air, trailing the same path as the owl knight.
Zola stretched her back and led the way back toward the river. She jogged like a someone half her age. Well, a fraction of her age, considering half would still be almost a hundred and—
“There,” she said, pulling me out of my burning-lung thoughts.
Once I could make sense of the arcs and whorls before me, I realized we were seeing Mike the Demon with Sarah near the cliff. The flaming war hammer spun with the demon, smacking into the drowned men like a baseball bat, but with far more devastating results. Their bodies and armor collapsed beneath the blows as Mike crushed half a dozen wights in series, sending my mind reeling back to Stones River.
Sarah followed behind him, chanting? Casting? I wasn’t sure, but the wights struggled to rise when she was done, and some did not move again.
Closer to us, Sam flickered in and out of the formation she’d formed with Jonathan and Dominic. Jonathan’s firebrand arced and lanced, bringing undines to their knees in shrieking agony as surely as he did the vampires.
Vampires. Idiots. I ground my teeth and sent my aura racing across the battlefield. As much as I hated knowing the bastards, they posed too much of a threat to Sam. I tagged the first, but the instant the knowing began, the souls inside my head flared golden, an incomprehensible screaming cacophony that both blinded and deafened me. I ripped my power away from the vampire, and as my vision cleared, I saw his body rupture, sending a shower of blood and entrails to wetly slap onto his ally, and Sam.
I flinched at annoyed look she shot me, right before Jonathan pierced the second vampire’s chest with the firebrand. The man went up like kindling in a blow torch. Nothing more than wisps of ash floated where a vampire had stood moments before.
It was only a shadow. A flicker of movement in the corner of my eye. But that was enough. I threw myself to the side, dragging Zola with me as a cloaked figure hurtled past. Two floating orbs atop a billowing shadow.
“Dullahan!” I shouted, and the fire sparked from beneath the creature, lighting the clearing enough for me to see the monstrous horse the thing rode upon. Enough to see the creature pull its own head from its body and grasp the pale white bone of its spine in a gauntleted hand.
The warning came too late for one.
The dullahan lashed out at an owl knight, using the spine like a whip, and the fairy fell over, dead from no wound I would have thought fatal. The ley lines burst into life as they siphoned his body away. The awful scream was muted, distant, lost among the chaos of the battle.
Those terrible, glowing eyes bored into me, set deep inside the severed head, and bearing a grin that stretched unnaturally wide. I wanted to run screaming when the head spoke only one word. One name. Its voice like a seventy-year-old smoker’s dragged through sandpaper.
“Cornelius.”
There, in the shadows, stood a battered, bleeding blood mage. He didn’t have the leather hat on his head I’d grown so accustomed to seeing. He’d worn it the first time I’d met him all those years ago at the Renaissance Faire, the same day I’d met Mike.
Cornelius held a blade, hovering above his arm. “You’ll not have me this night, dullahan.”
The twisted grin on the severed head stretched farther, revealing the joining of the jawbone to the skull.
It reared back with the spine whip, and I raised my hand into the air, forcing a thousand dead things to crawl through the earth until it exploded into the Hand of Anubis, catching the worst of the whip’s impact.
Cornelius’s gaze flashed around the battlefield until he found me. “Protect her, no matter the cost!” He indicated the lump near his feet, and it was horror that crawled up my spine when I realized it was Beth. But if that was Beth, where was Ashley?
I pulled my arm back, and the Hand of Anubis crumbled into the bones and ash of the dead. I could call the armor, let the mantle consume me once more as it had in the Burning Lands, but at what cost? If I lost control? If I became what the Old Man most feared in himself?
The pepperbox hissed as I drew it and leveled it at the dullahan. The creature readied the whip.
I pulled the trigger.
Flame roared from the pepperbox, a spiraling pinpoint of death screaming through the starlit night. I expected to see it light the dullahan on fire, send it to the ground, dismount it, something … but that fucking face just grinned wider as the fire vanished into the flames beneath its mount, until the skin itself split at the corners of its mouth.
Fire sparked beneath the mount, billowing out in a cloud of heat, and the dullahan charged deeper into the battle, closing on the blood mage.
Cornelius brought his blade down, a forty-five-degree angle on his already shredded forearm. I could scarcely comprehend what had happened. One moment he faced a dullahan, the next a shadowy giant large enough to be twice Stump’s height loomed over the dullahan.
It fell upon the Unseelie Fae, and the dullahan cried out in something akin to rage, or terror.
I didn’t think I’d ever been so frightened of a blood mage as I was at that moment. The thing Cornelius had raised was shadow given life. I’d seen more light in the Abyss than I could find emanating from the giant. It scooped up the dullahan, the Fae’s mount screaming out in fiery bursts that could have killed any man standing on that field. The shadow bent over the Fae, encompassing it, engulfing it, until the fires of the dullahan’s mount extinguished, and only the eyes left in the screaming face remained. Those too disappeared, and Cornelius laid open his forearm in a line, perpendicular to the first cut.
The shadow vanished, and I saw the flicker of firebrands and spells closer to the river where moments before I had seen only the absence of light. The scene was too much, nearly as overwhelming as the screaming souls in my mind threatened to carry me back into the carnage at Gettysburg. The end of a thousand lives flashed through my mind before I could lock it down.
I raised a soulsword and charged at Cornelius, a scream on my lips to send the dead running for their own existence.
The blood mage looked up, eyes wide, watching the gleam of the soulsword. The blade cut down at a sharp angle, clipping the fairy who was about to impale Cornelius. I lashed out with my foot, smashing the fairy’s chin with my boot. I heard the crack of bone before I impaled the bastard with my soulsword.
I turned to Cornelius and snarled. “Protect her.” I let the chaff of the gravemakers rise, coat my being, consume everything I was in a flash of hatred and rage. My skin became the decayed bark of death, and my voice became that of death itself.
The battle parted around me like a sea. Hern’s men, and vampires I knew must be Vassili’s, circled my friends. It was a simple thing to call the dead, to form spikes from bones and ash that rocketed from the earth, crucifying vampires and fairies alike as though I strode through a terrible, morbid forest.
When I called the Hand of Anubis, it came with a fury, slick and gleaming as if made of pure obsidian. Wights vanished beneath its grasp, pulled beneath the earth where they might not perish, but they would be removed from this battle.
The undines fled at the sight of their allies impaled on spikes large enough to hoist cars into the air, their allies dragged screaming into the mud and leaves to be buried with the dead.
Something in my brain clicked when I saw the survivors fleeing to the river, only to be cut down by undines in a river that ran crimson. One blood-soaked Valkyrie stalked up the hill, slaughtering the vampires stuck in the mud below.
Nixie.
Crimson dyed her hair until she fell backward, translucent, splashing through the edge of the waters to drive a blade through another undine like an arrow shot. Alexandra rocketed out of the water, smashing through the stone undine before vanishing once more.
Wights bobbed in the river, only to be dragged back into the current by shimmering figures and unnatural waves.
I was still me. The mantle didn’t control me. I controlled it. Three deep breaths, and the mantle’s terrible hold loosened, just enough to return to myself. Just enough that I almost wished I hadn’t let go quite yet.
The mountain across the river screamed and undulated, pushing toward the sky like a volcano about to burst forth in fire and death. Trees fell from its side while my brain tried to understand what was happening. A hand as wide as a car rose from the dirt not a quarter mile from the opposite riverbank. At first, I thought it might be Aeros, but it was too human, too defined, too gigantic. The claws extended, showing it was far from human, as though the size alone hadn’t given it away.
“What the ever-loving fuck?” Foster asked as he slid to a stop beside me, his voice caught between awe and bloodlust.
The creature leaned forward, trees and roots cracked and shattered as screaming animals fell away from it.
“Fuck,” I snapped. “Fuck. That’s a fucking harbinger. They buried a fucking harbinger.”
“That’s impossible,” Foster said. “They … how?”
“The blood in the water below us. It wasn’t all from Vassili’s men, was it?”
“What do you mean?”
“The dark-touched in the cave. The Fae killed enough to awaken a harbinger.”
“That’s …” Foster’s gaze flashed from me to the river and back. “Nudd’s balls, man.”
“Run!” I shouted. “Tell the others and fucking run!”
Foster launched into the air and glided over my shoulder as I sprinted toward the woods, the old homes and stores in their immortal silver life. “What are you doing?”
“I’m raising the town. Like Zola said. It’s our best chance. A distraction the size of an entire city.”
“Damian, you can’t pull that kind of power through the mantle.”
“Goddammit Foster, go warn the others.” My eyes trailed up the side of the mountain as the harbinger stood. He’d cross the river in four strides. Maybe five.
I plunged into the woods, running through ghosts and walls alike. Several stuck to me, as if the souls in my head were calling out to them. The third almost sent me to my knees. I saw the final moments of his life, the sister he’d handed up the tree to his younger brother before he turned and the wall of water took him. He should have surfaced, but hands held on tight, his final vision that of a beautiful, maniacal undine holding him down until his breath was no more.
I gasped and tripped on an elevated foundation, dodging past trees and ruins like I had some idea what I was doing. When I finally stopped, it was in front of an old concrete structure sunk into the ground, the symbol of the Masons carved into the sidewalk.
My mind was still filled with cracks from embracing the mantle. The souls came to me with almost no prompting now. A golden floodgate thrown open to flash out into the world, and the gravemakers rose behind them. The dead flesh and debris chilled me to the bone as it crept up my legs and coated my torso. The power that lanced through me felt as though it could warm the earth, even as it chilled my flesh.
Just like Happy, I told myself. This would be just like Happy. I let the line energy fill me up, brightening to stuttering flashes and bursts of souls all around. By the time I slammed the demon staff into the earth, my skin felt ready to melt away, burning beneath the chaff of the gravemakers. My aura was too raw for this, the pain like the throb of a recent burn, but all-consuming.
My scream came out in the bellowing cry of the damned. Power lashed out into the town, bringing the buildings into such sharp relief that the only thing belying their ghostly state was the silver and gold glow.
A red light appeared in the sky, widening in diameter and arcing with power. Electric red lines cut across it like whip strikes, symbols appearing at regular intervals, forming a pattern I’d seen before.
A horrific shriek cut through the night, and the portal opened its maw.



CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE
ALLIES SPRINTED INTO the maze of the ghost city, while others stared at the heavens, and the death god above. Camazotz’s true form was terrible, his bone-like tail as disturbing as the dullahan’s whip had been.
Motion to the left drew my attention from the pale beast above us. Sam slid past me, a vampire chasing her down with a sword in hand. I didn’t pause to think. My aura lashed out and wrapped around him.
He was young when he died, twenty years old in the 50s, gutted by a switchblade. He hadn’t been a bad kid, just in the wrong place, at the wrong time. And if that bitch had just kept her mouth shut about it—
My eyes snapped to the vampire. The chaff of a gravemaker raced down my arm, forming a Hand of Anubis in midair. Squeeze hard enough, and anything will die. The vampire ruptured in a spray of gore that sent viscera splattering into the ranks of his allies.
“Come, friends,” I said, the words drawing out into a maniacal laugh. I slammed the Hand of Anubis into the ground, calling forth a hellish briar forged from the dead.
Sam raced forward, slicing heads from each impaled vampire in turn, until I sent an arc of fire racing into the briar.
“Whoa,” Sam said, hopping away. “Watch, it will …”
She trailed off when she saw me, and took a step back. As she should. She should fear my power, understand how limitless it truly is. I shuddered, shaking my head. Those weren’t my thoughts. What the fuck was that? Sam was the last person on this earth I wanted to fear me, and some part of me knew she did in that moment. The rest of me just wanted more power.
Something walked from the woods behind me, snapping twigs with every step. I turned my gaze from Sam and found a small woman with an animal, a crow, perched upon her shoulder.
Morrigan.
“Do not let them take you, deathspeaker.”
Words would not come as the chaff of the gravemakers swept up and over the crown of my head, seeping into my mouth, covering my teeth. I stepped forward once, twice, the motion mechanical, not my own. Was this what happened to the Old Man? His own body betrayed him? Attacked his own allies?
The thought shocked me with a frisson of terror, and the golden glow of the souls these bastards help murder cut through the shell of the gravemakers. It freed me from the choking relentlessness of the mantle.
A wry smile flashed across Morrigan’s face, and then it was gone. “You should know this is not the only battle. Edgar is upriver, stalling the undines’ secondary force.”
“I can’t hold this illusion,” I said.
“Then do not,” Morrigan said. “The Fae have dragged their wounded into the city, used the cover to heal most of their injuries. Your allies are free of the worst of this battle. Camazotz has made his presence known.”
I released the power, slowly at first, and then let the staff fall from my fingertips. The city of gold and silver faded back into a ghostly shell. Beyond that, I understood what it was like to see giants at war.
Camazotz struck like a serpent, his bony tail lashing across the harbinger’s face. The giant screamed and backhanded the death god. Camazotz looped through the air and smashed into the harbinger’s neck. I expected a slow fall when the giant stumbled, but this wasn’t a movie. He crashed to the earth, head bouncing off a raised platform where the courthouse once stood. They’d gotten close. Too close, while I’d been lost in the gravemaker. How long had I been out?
But the harbinger’s head … a memory flashed through my mind. I’d seen that head before, with its tusks and fangs and sloping skull. “Nudd’s balls!” The Bone Sails was carved from the skull of goddamned harbinger. “Graybeard, you’d better still be talking to me.”
Nothing spoke back. I pulled ley line energy into myself and shouted, “Graybeard!”
I heard the parrot sigh, as though he stood on the far side of an empty stadium. “I couldn’t stop hearing you if I wanted to. Now, what’s this blathering about?”
“You know how to kill the harbingers?”
“The what?”
“The harbingers of the dark-touched!” I cursed and fished for the words. “The giant fucking dark-touched vampires that don’t mind sunlight.”
“Oh, why didn’t ye just say so?”
The earth shook as the harbinger smashed Camazotz into the ground. My heart stuttered when the god didn’t move, and the giant groaned.
“Little short on time.”
The harbinger came up to a knee.
“Blast the back of its skull with a cannon. Easy it is.”
“A cannon? I don’t have a fucking cannon, Graybeard.”
“I have twenty,” he said, completely unhelpfully. “And mine be special.”
But then, a mad thought crossed my mind. A crazy, twisted thought as the harbinger stepped forward again, and two undines swept up behind him. He’d be on me in two strides. I fished through the backpack as I backpedaled. A glance showed me Foster beside Sam, the firebrand flickering in his grasp. I ran from the harbinger’s steps and screamed to Foster. “Keep it off Camazotz!”
I didn’t hear his answer before I wrapped my fingers into Gaia’s. Before my eyes had a chance to even begin adjusting to the permanent night of the Abyss, I said, “Get me to the Seal on the Burning Lands. Now.”
Gaia had not fully formed beside me when reality screamed, and the pinpoints of light became a swirling cyclone of nauseating movement.
The giant stone circle appeared before me, and it was all I could do to not puke.
I focused on the spinning stone, that at some level I knew was stationary. I let the souls flow out of me, pulling pieces of my aura with them, crawling over the cracks and spaces in the massive wheel.
“What do you mean to do?” Gaia asked.
“Graybeard,” I said. “I heard him … there.”
Pull your weight or it’s into the fires with you! Fool! Don’t be leaving no severed limbs on the deck.
I ground my teeth and felt the surface of the Seal with my aura. “Can you hear me? Graybeard?”
There was a pause in the voices around me before the pirate began shouting orders to his crew once more.
“Graybeard!” I shouted. “Listen to me, you stupid parrot!”
Silence fell around us.
“Damian Vesik?” His voice sounded like the guttural growl of some beast that had been chain smoking for fifty years. “You’ve grown louder.”
I got an impression, a vision, of the half-rotted parrot, as though he was eyeing me at that very moment.
“The harbinger is killing Camazotz. They’re going to come for our homes, our city. Can you help?”
A clatter of skeletal shouts and rattling bones went up around the parrot and his bony perch.
“If’n we weren’t trapped in the Sea of Souls, I reckon we might.”
Gaia’s eyes widened beside me, and she looked down, following the trail of power toward the base of the Seal. “You created a gateway.”
“I didn’t,” I said. “I didn’t know what the hell I was doing when I repaired the Seal. Something in the mantle did, though.” I smiled, and felt the savage grin split my face. “Gather your men, Graybeard, and stand by. If this works, I’ll free you all. If it doesn’t, we might all be dead come morning.”
“Been dead a long time, son. Ain’t no different than any other day. Perhaps it will be more fun today.”
I let my aura crawl along the strings of energy that ran through the Seal. Each bit carrying souls from inside my head, and fragments of my own. They raced in opposite directions until I felt as though I’d be pulled in two.
“Damian,” Graybeard said, his voice a whisper above the howl of the souls. “What is this? Damian, I’m seeing … is that you, boy?”
I could feel it. His entire ship. His being. The piece of myself that tied the parrot to the pirate’s soul, and that soul to the entire ship. The threads that trailed back through the Seal.
“You’re mad, son.”
“Hold on to your tail feathers,” I whispered to Graybeard.
I heard the pirate captain scream for his skeletal crew to make ready, felt the sails on the ship collapse and be drawn in, and then I opened the floodgate to the souls trapped inside my head. When I could sense Graybeard and the entirety of his crew—every bone, every fiber that held the ship together—I cried out to Gaia, “Take me back, now!”
She wrenched me through the Abyss, and my connection with Graybeard and the Bone Sails remained strong. Every moment I could hear the captain shouting to his crew. Heard his orders, and somewhere beneath it all, I felt his unspoken fear.
The world broke into dusk, and I was back.
More undines poured out of the river. Had they overrun Edgar? Had we lost the sun god? This had been an ambush the entire time. It had always been their ambush. We had minutes before the sun dropped below the horizon. Minutes before … it was already too late. A cloud of black and gray wings spiraled up from the edge of the cliff. I wondered how many had died to raise the harbinger, when there were dozens rising above us now.
A terrible satisfaction crawled into my heart when the entire line of undines froze, the blinding golden sun that had been my body a moment before grew into a pulsing nova of souls, racing out of our plain, past Gaia and the darkness in the Abyss, reaching through the Seal of Anubis until they joined with the Bone Sails.
I screamed as I jerked the string of souls like a ripcord. I felt the Seal flex and bend as Graybeard and his crew were torn through it. I heard the mad cackle of the parrot as he sailed out of the Abyss, and came to terrible life over the river behind the undines.
“Fire!”
The starboard side of the Bone Sails ignited, hellish cannonballs burning through the evening sky, smashing through the harbinger’s head and sending half a dozen dark-touched into flaming ruin. The harbinger still stood, but wavered on its feet.
The floodgates wouldn’t close. I’d pushed my luck too many damn times. The souls were restless, and I couldn’t stop the armor of the gravemakers from rising up once more, coating my legs, chest, and eventually my head. It was fast, so fast I was able to catch the falling harbinger with the edge of soulsword as bright as the sun.
It cut through the thing’s flesh, but still did not penetrate the bone. The back of harbinger’s head was ruined, blood and chunkier things spilling out of the mortal wound, and the terrible sparking of the cannonball embedded inside.
I tried to stop my body, but it was no longer my own. I could only watch as the gravemakers took away my will, dominated my every movement. I watched as my own hand lifted the head of the harbinger and jammed the soulsword through its eye. The cannonball bounced out from the back of the creature’s head.
The charred bark of my right arm reached out to take the flaming cannonball. I snatched a fleeing dark-touched from the air with one hand, and crushed its head with the cannonball with the other. It didn’t die. Its wings flashed out, severing the tips of my fingers as I watched in utter detachment. I brought the cannonball down onto its disfigured helmet, bringing its struggle to an end.
Foster flew at me, shouting. I watched my damaged hand try to swat him away, but he dodged with little effort. “You have to stop! Come back to yourself! Come back for Sam! For Nixie!”
He struggled, still shouting and diving while I annihilated another dark-touched, and occasionally struck out at Foster himself.
Morrigan appeared, a golden, gore-covered sun god hovering beside her.
“He’s too valuable to kill,” she said.
“I feared this day would come,” Edgar said, his armor brightening, flaring up like the sun itself.
“Then be glad I’m here, fool.”
Edgar looked down at Morrigan, and I felt my body move toward them.
Morrigan smiled and raised a thin branch, no, a staff, my staff. “You should learn to trust your gut better, Damian Valdis Vesik.”
“The staff?” Edgar said. The rage on Edgar’s face should have sparked some feeling, some emotion. The logical part of my brain knew that, but everything else was dead to me. Was I dying too?
A spinning whirl of fire arced behind Edgar as Mike and Jonathan beat back a pair of undines. When the witches fled, Mike jogged up beside Edgar.
Morrigan pierced the earth with the staff and stepped away. “There is your staff, monster. Now take it and begone.”
So I did, and the instant my hand touched the staff, Edgar hit it with the force of the sun. I didn’t hear the incantation. I only felt the blast of heat, the impossible fire that burned even the flesh of my armor. The indifference in my mind cracked when the pain reached my body in earnest.
The scream that rose from my throat was not my own, but that of some ancient thing, some cursed god from a time long forgotten. The blinding art faded, the staff in my withered hand reduced to charcoal and the white hot glow of Magrasnetto.
“What are you doing!” Sam screamed as she ran in front of the sun god.
“What must be done,” Mike said.
My eyes widened, my arm cracked and crumbling as the Smith raised his flaming war hammer, and shattered the demon staff.



CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO
THERE WAS A moment of relief as I realized it was just me and a million other voices inside my head. But that terrible voice, that terrible urge propelling me forward was gone. The thread of violence that forced my hand at every threat, real or imagined, calmed and washed away.
It wasn’t more than a few seconds before my brain registered the pain, the deep burns that had deadened my hand, leaving nothing but horrible throbbing agony from my elbow down. A scream choked off in my throat, replaced by a gag when I saw the ruined, cooked thing at the end of my arm.
I couldn’t speak. I tried, but I only shook, taking a step backward and tripping. My head cracked against the ground, sending stars across my vision. My arm smacked into the sidewalk beside me, freeing the scream I’d choked on.
Sam was at my side. Someone shouted, “Hold him down,” and she pinned me to the earth as though she was made of iron.
“Let me through!”
My teeth gnashed together so hard I thought they might shatter. Nixie appeared above me, the stretch of smooth skin around her eyes crinkled. She touched my arm and cursed as I raised my head off the ground, mouth wide in a silent scream. Nixie rubbed the scorched flesh off between her fingers, and followed the scoured earth back to the staff, back to Mike, and …
“Edgar,” she hissed, lunging at the Watcher like a viper. Mike the Demon stepped in front of the sun god.
“The staff was a trap set by Nudd,” the Smith said. “It had taken Damian. It was … he looked like Leviticus.”
Nixie staggered backward, her rage evaporating. “We have to heal him.”
“Heal that?” Morrigan said, leaning on her staff beside Zola. I wanted to laugh at the two old crones, wanted to tell them how funny they looked, but another wave of pain tore through me. “Whoever heals that will not survive.”
Something fell from the sky, pale and bearded and dressed like a … pirate? Graybeard smacked into the concrete so hard it cracked beneath the bony skeleton and the parrot on his shoulder.
“Reckon you fools haven’t spent enough time in the Burning Lands.” The skeletal captain fished around inside his tattered coat, withdrawing a flask.
“R … rum?” I managed to gasp, before I went back to shaking.
The skeleton and the parrot exchanged a glance. “Yes, let’s go with rum.” Before anyone said another word, Graybeard pulled the cork from the tarnished silver flask and poured amber liquid across my arm.
I expected pain. Fire. The unquenchable agony of a mortal wound healing. The pain just died. I shook for a while more, Nixie and Sam on the ground beside me.
“Skin still has a bit of curse on it,” Graybeard said, the pirate bending down so the parrot could get a better look. “Close your eyes. You won’t want to watch this.”
“Why wouldn’t—”
Graybeard rolled my hand over, roasted flesh falling away to reveal new beneath. “See there, on the palm?”
“Nudd’s mark?” Morrigan whispered.
Graybeard sliced off the palm of my hand in a move so quick I couldn’t follow.
“What the fuck!” I screamed, raising the now-spurting recently healed but massively damaged again hand. “What is wrong with you!”
Graybeard held up the severed skin and frowned. “Reckon you should hold on to this. Proof of Nudd’s sabotage it is.”
I ground my teeth and held out my hand. “You want to throw some more of that magic rum on here?”
The parrot’s beak shifted back and forth in what I thought might be an awkward smile. “That wasn’t rum. Distilled from the Sea of Souls it was.”
“Nixie, help me,” Aideen said, pushing her way through. She leaned over my hand and nodded.
“Easy for you to say,” I half hissed, half shouted. “You pull a guy out of the Burning Lands …”
“You stuffed me into a parrot, boy.”
Nixie placed her hand on Aideen’s back.
“Socius Sanation!”
Then came the pain I’d been waiting for. Raw flesh dipped into salt water, set on fire by a blinding white light. Aideen traced the wound and ran the incantation up my arm. The light faded, and she sagged onto her knees, wings drooping with her long exhale.
Foster propped her up. I could see them talking, but I couldn’t make out the whispered exchange.
“May have been a bit of the Destroyer in there too,” Graybeard said. “Just so you know. Can’t come complaining to me later.”
“A little what?” I asked, raising my eyebrows.
“What?” he said, drawing out the word. “It wasn’t as though you had any more use for her.”
“May I?” Morrigan asked, holding her hand out to Graybeard.
The parrot shrugged, and its skeletal mount laid the skin of my severed palm across her hand. Morrigan frowned at the gory thing, flipping it from one side to the other before cupping it between her hands. She whispered, and a tiny blue mote of light floated from her lips to the flesh.
We all stood mesmerized as the light traced a pattern, a series of whorls and lines that grew into a hand. Edgar snarled when he saw it, a white hand emblazoned on my palm. Well, what used to be my palm.
Morrigan pursed her lips. The crow on her shoulder pecked at the severed flesh of my hand until she shooed it away. “It is not fully formed, but it was a near thing. You can see the outline follows his life line. I would say he was marked two years ago, perhaps more.” She frowned. “It is odd, though. There are more breaks in it than there should be. It is as if someone attempted to stop its spread.”
“The mantle?” Zola asked. “It would have that power.” She hesitated. “Oh, dear. Ah think Ah know what tried to spare him. Or more specifically, who.”
“Cara,” Aideen said, her voice quiet, the sorrow in that one name a terrible burden. “She would not have let Glenn control him.”
Zola nodded. “Her last act, as Sanatio of Sidhe. She saved Damian and tried to erase Nudd’s mark.”
“But she didn’t tell us,” Foster said.
“Cara may not have known,” Morrigan said, her gaze wandering from the mark to my eyes. “She may not have known until her healing peeled away every foul thing trying to keep you in the Burning Lands.”
Heaviness hit my chest with every breath, a crushing guilt that built pressure behind my eyes. “If she hadn’t stopped it?”
“You would be as soulless as a vampiric zombie,” a harsh voice said from behind Morrigan.
“Timewalker,” the old crone said without inflection.
“John, everyone,” I said. “Everyone, John.” I flopped back onto the grass. “He’s the Timewalker who tried to kill me outside Death’s Door. But we’re friends now.” I rolled my gaze up to him. “Or something.”
John inclined his head. “We have a common purpose in the dark-touched.” He gestured to the ghost city behind me. “That was quite a parlor trick with the old town. I couldn’t tell if I was here, or back then.”
“Whatever,” I muttered. “I’m too almost dead to care what you have to say right now.”
“Traitor!” said a worn, vicious voice that may have once sounded like a choir, but now sounded hoarse. One of the queen’s undines stalked forward.
I sat up and crawled to my feet, shaky beside Nixie, but stable enough to draw the pepperbox.
Nixie touched my arm as she strode forward. “Do you parlay, Queen’s Guard?”
The armored undine bared her teeth in a smile that made my skin want to crawl away. “I parlay.”
“I accept,” Nixie said, sheathing the glistening gray dagger at her waist. “Where does the queen look to next?”
“That is not important to this conversation,” the undine said, tucking her hands behind her back.
“That may be, but you will answer my question under the compulsion of this parlay.”
The undine looked like she might be sick, trying to choke back her own words. “She seeks the gateway.”
“She means to close the Ways,” Nixie said, clearly catching something in the undine’s words I hadn’t.
“You owe me an answer, traitor.”
Nixie raised her chin slightly. “Ask.”
The undine’s lips curled up on the edges. “Where in Falias is the Obsidian Inn?”
“Do not answer her,” Morrigan said, stepping closer to Nixie. “It would be better to die.”
“In the east, the outskirts in the old ruins.”
“Where the dullahan haunts the tunnels. That is most helpful, thank you.”
Morrigan took three heavy steps toward the Queen’s Guard. “Are you fool enough to think she can win a conflict with all of Faerie?”
“I will answer that question outside this parlay, Morrigan.” Her eyes widened as she spoke, a twisted kind of ecstasy behind her words. “All of Faerie does not stand against the queen, only fools like my sister. We stand upon the same ground as the noble Gwynn Ap Nudd, and he will lead us back to our rightful place as rulers of this realm. The time of shadows is over. It is time for us to stand in the light once more.”
She cocked her head slightly and smiled at Nixie. “One question, sister, and then I will return to the sea. Why did you accept a parlay when you have denounced the queen? I would not expect you to accept the shackles of the parlay under the queen’s magic.”
Nixie smiled, slowly, sweetly. “My bond to the queen is broken. I accept nothing. Morrigan.”
Morrigan’s wings swelled and darkened into a blackness that rivaled the Abyss. The Queen’s Guard managed to take half a step backward before Morrigan’s wings lashed out, and the undine was gone.
The crow hopped in place a few times on Morrigan’s shoulder. Its head twitched back and forth, watching Morrigan’s wings recede and fade.
Silence fell around us, the only sounds my heavy breathing.
“What did she mean?” Beth asked.
Alexandra looked back at me and then the river. “They will wreak havoc in your home.”
“Saint Charles?”
Alexandra nodded. “Warn your allies. This is not done.”
“If they come in force, the city could drown before we return.”
“Take the Ways,” I said. “Could they have closed them already?”
“Doubtful,” Aideen said, “but we’re half a mile from the nearest entrance. They will beat us there.” She hesitated. “I don’t think they’ll come for Saint Charles. It’s too obvious.”
“Where?” I said, and a voice boomed through my head. Happy.
There is a harbinger near the Arch, and it has moved.
“Fuck,” I said. “Fuck. They aren’t closing the Ways. Saint Louis. Along the river. There’s a harbinger by the Arch. The Gateway to the West.”
“How?” Aideen asked.
“Happy,” I said, fishing the dead flesh out of my backpack. “Go. As fast as you can. I’ll beat them there.”
“Wait,” Graybeard said, his cold skeletal fingers pulling my hand away from Gaia’s. “There’s a good wind. We can have your entire crew upriver, fast as the undines.”
It wouldn’t be faster than Gaia, I didn’t think, but it would give us more time to catch our breath. Even with the staff destroyed, was I safe to fight? The memory of losing control of my body was too new, too recent. I nodded.
Aideen moved toward the ghostly ship, launching herself into the air. Foster followed.
The parrot turned to me and cocked its head. “Well?”
“Everybody onto the ship!” I said.
Graybeard motioned to his crew. His skeleton perch beat out a quick report on the bones of his forearms. A plank fell from the side of the ship, and we all moved toward it.
“Ra,” Morrigan said from behind me, drawing Edgar’s attention. “You did not exaggerate. Your friends do not leave you in boredom.”
I smiled a little when Edgar didn’t refute Morrigan’s claim of us being his friends.
“I would not lie to the Morrigan,” Edgar said. Our boots thunked onto the plank, and we climbed the steep slope onto the bony deck of the ship.
Morrigan looked around. “This is different.”
A moment later, once we were on the deck, one of the skeleton crew drew the plank back in.
Graybeard shouted orders and drummed them out on the ship’s bones, sending the skeletons scampering all across the deck as he ascended the stairs to the wheelhouse.
“The owl knights returned to the Obsidian Inn,” Edgar said, Mike and Sarah standing beside him. “Most of the undines retreated downriver.”
“Except those from the Queen’s Guard,” Nixie said. “Not her most elite soldiers, but dangerous nonetheless.”
Angus crashed onto the deck beside Sam. He winced as he flexed his wings. “Have you seen my cousin about? Afraid my wing needs a bit of fixing.”
Aideen settled in behind Angus, fidgeting with his wing while he shouted about the pain.
“I seem to remember you and a cu sith taking a bite out of Cassie once,” Aideen said with a harrumph. “She didn’t complain half as much as you are now.”
“She was twice the fairy as me, lass.” Angus smiled, though it didn’t reach his eyes.
“We’re with you.” A heavy hand fell on my shoulder. Cornelius stood there, his lips curled into a grim frown, and dried blood covering his forearms. Beth looked pale beside him.
“Are you okay?” I asked.
She raised her eyes slowly before nodding. “I’ve done worse,” she said, eyeing the cuts along her forearms. “Been better, don’t get me wrong.” She held up her arm to show the intricately carved patterns and the fresher wounds of the evening. “But I’ve done worse.”
Ashley assessed Beth’s wounds in silence before turning away from the sight and closing her eyes.
“I can help,” Foster said. “Damian, hold the firebrand for me? I really need to shrink for a bit.”
I tucked the blade into my belt, silently hoping I didn’t accidentally set myself on fire. Again.
Foster went to work on Beth and Cornelius, healing only the wounds they asked to have healed.
The ship’s sails dropped soon after. “Hold on,” Graybeard said. “She’s a spritely one.”
The Bone Sails lurched forward, and I cursed as half of us stumbled at the sudden motion. Zola grabbed my arm to balance herself as the shoreline blurred by, and I grabbed the stark white bone railing, perhaps carved from a harbinger, or some other beast stalking the Burning Lands.
We traveled above the water at times, and across its surface at other times. Tires squealed, and horns blared when Graybeard buzzed a highway overpass. The headlights vanished as fast as they’d appeared, leaving miles of river behind us.
“Oh, I’m totally sure this won’t make the news,” Sam said.
Foster grunted.
“Fifteen minutes,” Graybeard called out from behind the wheel.
I watched the breeze catch his coat, and the bristly monstrosity on his chin. “That is a majestic fucking beard right there.”
The parrot cackled.
High above us, in the crow’s nest, one of his crew beat a rapid staccato.
“Reckon we found them,” Graybeard said. “Sighted off the bow, around the river’s bend.”
“Can’t we just cut over land?” Sam asked.
“Not with this speed,” Graybeard said. “A ship is a ship, and water is what she needs. Or a vast sea of burning souls, but I doubt we’ll be finding that here.”
“What’s the plan?” Ashley asked, raising her voice for the first time since we climbed onboard the Bone Sails.
“Graybeard shoots the harbinger in the head,” Sam said. “Damian doesn’t go insane and eat the city, and we set a lot of shit on fire.”
“Good plan,” Zola said.
“How is it more of you haven’t died yet?” Sarah asked. “You’re literally using ‘set shit on fire’ as a plan.”
“A plan I’ve used myself more than once,” Mike the Demon said.
I grinned at the fire demon.
John, our Timewalker associate, stood beside Mike, one skeptical eyebrow arched.



CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE
THEY ARE UPON US.
“Happy’s engaged the undines,” I said. “He’s not alone.”
Saint Louis shone in the night sky, the Arch a silver sliver cutting through the incandescent yellow of the city’s glow. The moon glinted on the white bones of the ship, the clatter of skeletons a constant, ever-quickening companion as we closed on the undines.
I wondered if I should have taken Gaia’s hand. If I should have already been there with Happy and whoever was with him. Exhaustion was plain on almost everyone’s faces, but we didn’t speak of it, the looming threat enough to distract from all but death.
“Steady!” Graybeard shouted. “Slow it down!”
A shadow eclipsed the Arch, a harbinger given terrible life. If that monument fell, if downtown was subjected to the destruction of the dark-touched …
Something sparked, a glowing flash of silver and gold near the bottom of the shadow.
“Gods,” I muttered. “Happy is fighting that thing?” I started gathering line energy. It was drawn to the ship like electricity through a bug zapper.
“What are you doing?” Zola asked.
“Getting ready to give Happy a jumpstart.”
“We caught them!” Beth shouted, leaning over the rail.
I joined her at the edge of the deck, the undines below moving so fast beneath the surface of the river they left a wide wake. A translucent gaze met my eyes. “They know we’re here.”
“This isn’t exactly a stealthy ship,” Beth said.
Nixie stepped up beside us and eyed the undines as we passed. “Leave them to me.”
“No,” Aideen said. “We may not be able to do much against a harbinger, but undines … those we can kill.” She exploded into her full-height, and Foster followed.
I handed him the firebrand without asking.
“Angus?” Foster asked.
The fairy just smiled and drew his own firebrand. “Aye.”
The Bone Sails slowed like it had crashed through a wall of water; smooth, but sudden enough make every last one of us stumble across the deck. Except Zola. She just smirked at me.
“Goddamned ninja necromancer.”
“Go!” Aideen shouted, and the fairies scattered, sweeping toward the stern of the ship.
The shore by the Arch was plain to see, as was the ghost of the panda and the god of stone. Aeros raised his arms high into the air, striking at the harbinger’s knees and hips while the panda jumped onto the god’s rocky form and launched himself, claws first, onto the harbinger’s back.
The dark-touched monstrosity threw Happy off with ease. Aeros caught a knee in the face and stumbled backward, immediately recovering and attacking the harbinger again. Each step brought the thing closer to the Arch, closer to the highway filled with honking cars and some damned fools who decided they should stop to take pictures.
“Nixie,” I said, “get me to Happy.”
“Deep breath,” was all the warning I got.
She enveloped me, her warmth shielding my body from the chill in the air as much as it kept the oxygen from my lungs. We smashed into the surface of the river. I held onto the line energy as tight as I could while Nixie flew through the water, dragging me behind her in that filthy, murky river.
The second my lungs started to kick, trying to get me to take a breath despite the fact I was underwater, we launched out of the river, arcing over a pair of docked riverboats and crashing onto a neatly trimmed grass clearing. Nixie absorbed the impact of the fall, rolling me off to the side before she solidified once more.
I still held the line energy in my palm, round, and pulsing, and seeking an escape. “Happy!” I shouted, both from my mouth and my mind. The panda glanced up from Aeros’s shoulder, barely peeking above the trees in front of us, and then he vanished, only to reappear as he hurdled through the underbrush.
I held out the ball of line energy, and he inhaled it like a fairy with a shot of whiskey. The bear chortled, his form exploding with electric blue light as he solidified, becoming corporeal with the huge influx of ley line energy. He turned and charged back through the trees.
Above, the harbinger raised its arm, bringing the massive limb down hard on something I could only assume was Aeros. Nixie sprinted ahead of me, turning sharply to avoid the steep drop where the railroad tracks dipped into a tunnel, running past the monument. I slid to a stop and turned, far less gracefully than she had, and a dozen more steps took us onto the Arch grounds.
I thought the other harbinger had been huge, but this one had at least ten feet on the last. It moved to backhand Happy, flinging the bear off and slamming him into the Arch. Metal rang out. Aeros rose on the stone and shattered bits of concrete, knocking the harbinger away from the monument.
The beast stumbled only a two steps, but those steps carried it closer to the city.
“Get it to the river!” I shouted.
Aeros gave me a brief nod. The old god roared and clenched his hands into fists. Chunks of broken concrete rocketed into the air, pummeling the harbinger’s chest and neck until the creature roared back. Happy bounded away from the harbinger, and Aeros followed.
The harbinger took two quick steps before Aeros waved at the creature dismissively. Stone and earth fell away beneath the harbinger, sinking the monolith some thirty feet into the earth, slowing it down as it struggled to break free.
Graybeard, I thought as I pulled on the ley lines. Can you hear me?
“Aye,” the bird grunted, “but we’ve run into a bit of traffic. Undines are boarding us, and it’s … we aren’t made for this fight.”
Harbinger’s coming down to the riverfront, chasing Aeros. Can you get the cannons ready?
He didn’t answer, and I ran toward the river behind Nixie, looking up at the Bone Sails. The ship floated a few feet off the water, lightning and power ravaging the deck as undines stormed the rails.
I hurried a few steps down the wide staircase and my feet splashed into the edge of the river. I exchanged a glance with Nixie. “Get Ashley and Cornelius off the ship.”
“Cover me.”
I drew the pepperbox into my right hand, and the focus came into my left. The soulsword lit with almost no effort, and I barely felt the drain on my aura. There was a time it would have sent me reeling sideways to light that blade. Times had changed.
Nixie grew translucent and slipped into the river, nothing but a ripple in the water. I leveled the pepperbox at the sides of the Bone Sails. It might not kill them, but it would hurt. Four rounds screamed fire from the end of the pepperbox before the harbinger stepped onto the concrete slab behind me. It shattered, catapulting me ten feet into the air. I lost sight of the ship, the ground, and everything as the world spun.
“Impadda!” The edge of the shield caught on a tree, the inertia swinging me up, and slamming me into the ground. The shield took most of the impact, but it was disorienting as hell.
I aimed and emptied the last two chambers at the undines on the Bone Sails. Nixie spiraled out of the water like a tornado, ripping and tearing and shredding three undines. They fell away from the sides of the ship, crumbling chunks of stone.
“Fire!” Graybeard shouted, his voice carrying over the roar of the harbinger and the cries of battle.
Two cannons blazed to life, thunder and flame streaking across the night sky. The first caught the harbinger in the lower back. I watched in awe and horror as the harbinger raised a hand to protect the back of its head. The cannonball detonated against its massive hand, cracking flesh and drawing a sickly ichor from its skin. The monolith stumbled, but it did not fall.
I dumped the shells out of the pepperbox with one hand, awkwardly rammed a speed loader home, and snapped the chambers closed. “Well and truly fucked comes to mind,” I muttered, watching Happy dance around the harbinger’s kicks.
I fired a round at the harbinger’s ankles, a weak point on most creatures, but the fires barely scratched its stony flesh.
A hellish thunder crackled out from the Bone Sails, sickly fire lancing forward in thin, terrible bolts. Undines screamed as they fell away, and Ashley appeared near the rail. She cracked the nine tails again, breaking another tile, and a thin streamer that seemed an absence of everything cut through an undine. Half her head vanished, and the body fell. She didn’t become water again—her body floated on the river for a moment, until it sank.
Nixie dove over the side with Beth and Cornelius in her grasp. They slipped into the murky river, only to reappear at the base of the steps a short time later, gasping for air. They stumbled toward me.
“Happy and Aeros are distracting it, but it’s smart enough to keep shielding the back of its head.”
“Sam is fine,” Nixie said, as though she knew what I wanted to ask before I ever thought to ask it.
Cornelius wiped the sweat from his bald brow. “We need the shadows.”
Beth eyed him. “You said that’s a last resort.”
Cornelius left and gestured to the harbinger. “Aeros and Happy are at a stalemate, and the thing blocked a cannonball from the Burning Lands. Yes, we need the shadows.”
“Back up!” I shouted. I raised a shield as fast as I could when a slab of concrete sped toward our group. It glanced off the dome in a shower of electric blue energy and crashed into the river.
“This is what we’ve trained for,” Cornelius said, drawing a blade into either hand. “This is our home. Our people. Be brave.”
“The shadows scare me,” Beth said.
I raised an eyebrow. What the hell would scare a blood mage more than the towering titan in front of us?
“The shadows,” Beth whispered, glancing at me as though she’d heard my question. “You don’t know what lives in the shadowed lands.”
Beth and Cornelius stood before the harbinger as the monstrosity engaged with Aeros yet again. Happy ripped and chortled, tearing flesh from the thing’s legs at every opportunity, but still, it struck at the panda. Still, it hammered Aeros into the ground.
“We trained for this,” Cornelius said, bringing his knife up to his forearm, placing it at a particular angle to his wrist. “At once, as one.”
His words moved Beth into motion. She unsheathed her blade, and they both sliced into their flesh, a forty-five-degree angle across her scarred, barely healed flesh. From that roadmap of blood oozed a shadow that joined between the blood mages. The giant I’d seen at Old Greenville paled beside the beast the blood mages unleashed together.
Fiery red eyes assessed the blood mages from some thirty feet above us. Cornelius whispered something and ran his hand through the blood nearest his wrist. The creature stared a moment more, and then stalked toward the harbinger, its massive footsteps silent despite the impressions they left on the earth.
Aeros crawled back to his feet when the harbinger turned its attention to the burning-eyed shadow. The old god glanced over his shoulder before he hissed, “What have you done?”
“Shiawase, run!” Aeros shouted.
The panda tore another piece out of the harbinger’s ankle, and then did as Aeros asked.
Aeros rushed over to us. “Get back. Stay out of the shadow. Cornelius, what is this madness?”
Happy rammed his hips into me, and I briefly scratched his ears. He kept bumping into me until I finally glanced down, and he pointed out to the river like a retriever.
“Graybeard’s lined up.”
“He does not have a shot so long as the harbinger is protecting itself,” Aeros said.
Water lapped at my ankles, rising higher than it had been since the last great flood, decades past. The undines had to still be battling under the Bone Sails for the river to be so high.
The shadow lashed out, its arm stretching, claws snapping out to tear a chunk of flesh from the harbinger’s arm. A scream like that of the dying Fae, only a hundred times louder, erupted from the dark-touched creature, and it battered the shadow. Each blow drove the shadow back a step, two steps, until they grew close enough to us we had to splash down into the waters.
Standing there, watching those things hit each other with enough force to crumble a building, it struck me what a terrible idea it must be to stand in the river with hostile undines so close.
I turned in time to see an arrow arc out from the Bone Sails and smack into the water not ten feet from us. The vague outline of a statue appeared beneath the water before Aideen dove from the ship’s wheelhouse and streaked toward us, snatching up the arrow and circling back in one graceful sweep.
The water rose beneath her, and I fired two rounds from the pepperbox. One missed the swell, but the other connected in a hiss of steam that expanded into the shriek of a boiling water witch. Aideen fired an arrow into the mass, retrieving it a moment later, before vanishing over the railing of the Bone Sails.
“Happy,” I said.
The panda looked up at me.
“Let’s go joust.” I threw a leg over the ghost panda’s back, and he released a chortling whine that should have been adorable, but was terrifying when you knew he meant to dismember things.
“Aim for its ankles,” I said as the bear leaped into motion. The pepperbox was safely holstered under my arm once more, and now I held the focus. “Right where you were chewing on him.”
The bear huffed and wove between the falling feet of the shadow. The air stirred around us, smelling faintly of rotten fish and sulfur, some bizarre combination of the river and whatever the hell formed the shadow’s writhing flesh.
The harbinger kicked out, aiming for the shadow, and narrowly missing my head. I lit the soulsword as Happy twisted to the side, dashing behind the harbinger’s ankle. I lashed out, and the soulsword glanced off an uninjured calf.
Happy pulled around, and we rocketed toward the ankle again as it settled onto the pavement, cracking one of the few remaining intact slabs. This time I took care in aiming an awkward, backhanded stroke, catching the gray flesh where Happy had already chewed holes into it. It parted, releasing a sea of gore and a sound like that of a bass string snapping.
Still, the harbinger fought off the shadow. Despite the wounds. Despite its foot flopping at a strange angle. Would we need to hack at it until it slowly came apart? Until there was nothing more than a few chunks of gray flesh and blood left strewn across the park? No.
“Drag it toward the river,” I shouted to Beth and Cornelius, not knowing exactly how much control they had over the shadow creature.
Beth drew the knife over the back of her wrist in a rapid hashing motion before slamming the flat of the blade onto it. A sickly red light sparked from her arm, and Cornelius followed suit.
The Eldritch shadow grabbed the harbinger’s head and savagely flung the dark-touched monstrosity toward the water. Mid stumble, the shadow wrenched the harbinger’s arm backward. They both stood at the edge of the river when the harbinger struck back. The shadow caught the blow.
I closed my eyes and reached out through the strings of power that formed the mantle, part of me saying a silent prayer I wouldn’t be devoured by gravemakers again, the other part of me screaming.
“Graybeard! Take the shot! Now!”
The harbinger twisted away, jerking the Eldritch shadow forward, forcing the creature off balance. The giant gray arm drew back to strike out once more, and Graybeard’s bellowed orders reached my ears. The cannons rang out. Three? Five? More?
There are sounds in this world, terrible sounds you wish you’d never heard. Such as the hollow, sickening thump of a fiery cannonball cracking through a skull. Or the immediate follow-up of searing brain tissue and a horrific squelching noise as flesh and gore spray the river around you.
The shadow reached into the back of the harbinger’s skull as the titanic form fell. I shivered when the pitch black fingers slid through the eye sockets of the harbinger, and pulled the skull inside out. The body fell to the earth, half in the river, half on the Arch grounds.
Beth and Cornelius struck a perpendicular line to their initial cut, and the shadow faded from our plain. Its blazing eyes were the last to vanish, taking the harbinger’s skull with them.
The waters receded as the last of the undines fell from the deck of the Bone Sails, or so I thought. Fairies exploded off the deck, chasing something as it raced toward the riverbanks.
I gauged the angle and sketched a rough wide circle in the mud. If it came this way, we could kill it, or … the undine launched from the river, running straight at us. I slid my toe forward and placed it on the indentation in the mud.
“Orbis Tego!”
The circle shield snapped into place instantly, and the undine smashed into the opposite wall, screaming as she ran and flowed around the inside sphere to no effect.
“Oh my,” Alexandra said as she rose from the river beside the shield, her translucent form becoming the raven-haired warrior I’d learned to call friend. Nixie followed, eyeing my prisoner.
“Killing me will bring the wrath of the queen to this place,” the trapped undine hissed.
“The failed ambush in Old Greenville would have brought her, regardless,” Nixie said, leaning closer to the shield.
“Betrayer. You would kill your own kind, yet swear that peace is the path all water witches should walk.”
“I kill to maintain the balance, not because it was forced upon me. Not because I enjoy it.” Nixie smiled, slow and cold. “Though I’d be lying if I said it didn’t have its moments.” She looked at me. “Drop the shield.”
The undine hesitated when the shield fell, and then moved to strike Alexandra.
“Join those in Atlantis,” Nixie hissed. She rammed the blade in her hand through the undine’s retreating neck. It was fast. Screaming flesh one moment, stone the next. Nixie pulled the undine’s body from the mud and walked it into the deeper part of the river before letting it sink to the floor.
“Just leaving her there?” Aideen asked.
“A warning,” Nixie said. “To any undine who dares to attack your home. They will not leave unscathed.”
“If the queen comes,” Alexandra said, “she’ll understand this place will not bow so easily.”
“When,” Nixie said, looking off to the east where the Bone Sails maneuvered closer to the riverbank. “She will come.”
Graybeard’s skeletal mount leaned on the railing of the Bone Sails. He raised his gravelly voice and asked, “What do you mean to do with me and my crew, boy?”
I sighed. “Why do all you old people have to call me boy?”
Zola sidled up beside the pirate. “It is a term of endearment.”
“Uh huh. Of course it is.” I frowned, wondering just what to do with the Bone Sails, when what was likely a terrible idea came to mind. “You know, there are some werewolves in Kansas City that could probably use a hand.”
Ashley leaned over the bow. “You coming, Beth?”
I grinned at the blood mage beside me.



CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR
THE FAIRIES HEALED the worst of the damage before the blood mages left with Graybeard. I wondered how much chaos would ensue with that ship sailing up the Missouri River. I hoped they’d stop at Rivercene, as I’d love to know what the innkeeper thought of Graybeard.
“The dark-touched are a threat,” Edgar said, drawing me out of my thoughts. “Do not take my power over them as a sign of their weakness. They reproduce quickly on this plain, not unlike cockroaches.”
“Giant winged face-eating cockroaches,” Foster muttered, settling himself on the coffee table in the library nook.
Edgar spared him a small twitch of a smile. “The world has never been abundant in mage solis. I am one of the few, perhaps the last, though Koda says another is rumored to be in Australia. Do not base your strategy with the dark-touched on me, for I may not be here when the time comes. And my magic is not effective against the harbingers, not like the dark-touched themselves.”
“Graybeard’s pretty good at killing harbingers,” I said.
Nixie nested against my side in the overstuffed chair. “Has anyone heard more from Hugh? If the dark-touched and the queen are truly allied, this will be a terrible war.”
“Three owl knights fell at Old Greenville,” Aideen said. “Three of the remaining guard we knew to be loyal to Cara. This is already a terrible war.”
Nixie brushed her hair back and nodded once. She looked as though she wished to argue the point, but let it be.
Edgar stood. “I’m heading to the Obsidian Inn. If the Utukku mean to join us, we need them before the undines strike back.”
“Do not forget Hern,” Zola said, looking up at Edgar.
The sun god dropped the bowler onto his head and nodded. “I won’t.”
“For all of Glenn’s machinations,” Aideen said, “Hern can be just as devious.”
“Vik best pull his head out of the ground,” Zola said. “His people will be slaughtered if they do not prepare.”
“Sam’s talking to him now,” I said. “Jonathan and Dominic did well.”
“With weapons of the Fae in hand,” Zola said. “They would likely not have survived without them.”
“Can we get any more of those blades?” I asked, squeezing Nixie a little tighter.
She frowned slightly. “It is unlikely. What few blades remain with the power of stone are well guarded. The arrowheads gifted to Aideen, and the blades we have now are what we should plan to defend ourselves with.”
That thought, and the thought of a hundred undines crashing down on us at once, filled me with a special kind of dread. Nixie kissed my cheek, and I held her close, wondering how many days of peace we might have before the war began anew.
Foster ran his fingers over the edge of the firebrand’s scabbard, laid across the table. It was three times as long as he was tall when he was in his smaller form.
Aideen watched him for a time, before leaning up against a pile of books.
Zola’s dark eyes wandered across the shelves before meeting my own. “We must enjoy what time we have, for it is short, and our enemies are many.”
We ended where we began, tucked into a corner of the library above Death’s Door.
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