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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.”

[image: *]***

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
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