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CHAPTER ONE


My name is Damian Valdis Vesik. I am a necromancer. The dismembered limbs littering the soft grass at my feet used to be a pair of zombies. The small man with terror in his eyes, shaking between the supports of a rusty old bridge is Lewis Hood, servant of Philip Pinkerton, one-time love of my master, Zola.

I eased the bullets into my six-barreled pepperbox one at a time, forgoing the speed loader in the name of intimidation. Lewis’s eyes went wide and locked onto the gun.

“Where is she?” I said. I took a deep breath, the Missouri River beside us masking every other scent aside from the decay of the blasted zombies. The shadowed tree lines hid us from the nearby population of Saint Charles.

Lewis shook his head.

Two days ago we learned Philip was still alive. Yesterday his servants kidnapped Zola. I didn’t know why they took her, but she didn’t go quietly. The Watchers would be using a spatula to clean out the alley where she was taken.

“You sicced your zombies on us?” I said. “A fairy and a necromancer?” The zombies had gone down fast with help from a demon staff inlaid with decorative, and functional, silverwork. I glared at Lewis. “I find myself… irritated.”

Lewis held up his hand and started to speak.

I holstered the pepperbox under my arm and wrapped my hand around the shield rune on my staff. A flowing glass surface sprang to life as a thread of power wound into the wood and metal.

“Don’t even think about it,” I said.

Despair washed over Lewis’s face. He was breaking, and I could see it.

I leaned the staff against the bridge support opposite Lewis and released my grip on the silver rune. The shield around me dissipated and I had a short, clear path to him. My pepperbox hissed as I drew it from the shoulder holster and leveled it at Lewis.

“N-No, no!”

“Where’s Zola?” I said, my voice flat, but beginning to snarl.

“No!” he said.

Thunder and flame roared from one of the six barrels as Lewis’s kneecap burst into a fine mist.

He screamed and fell into the mud. I won’t deny the glimmer of satisfaction in my gut.

“Get away!” he whimpered hysterically.

“Thug to beggar in sixty seconds.” I moved my finger to the second trigger on my pistol. The second trigger was fairy work, capable of firing all six barrels at once—or the five chambered rounds, in this case. “Where’s Zola?”

His eyes were wide. I could see the whites around his irises as they flicked from his knee to my gun and up to my eyes. “Please don’t.”

I moved my finger back to the first trigger. “Tell me where she is, or I blow out the other one.” I shifted my aim from his head to his good knee.

He grimaced and his head sagged. “Zion,” he said as he gasped for air, “Mount Zion Church… Hallsville.”

I nodded and holstered the pistol. Relief spread across Lewis’s face a moment before a sword sprang from his neck. The fairy oozed out of the shadows behind him. A savage grin split his pointed features as he jerked his sword down and back. Lewis’s body fell forward between me and the seven-foot fairy, a look of confusion etched across the corpse’s forehead.

“What if he was lying, Foster?” I said as I cocked an eyebrow.

“Then you can raise him and I’ll kill him again, put that necromancy to good use.” Foster casually wiped his sword off with a swatch of Lewis’s white shirt, flexing his black-and-white wings as he bent down. “That was too fast.”

I shook my head and muttered, “Fairies.” Fairies are one of the most merciless races I’ve ever met. You screw with their friends or family, and they’ll tear you into pieces. Very small pieces. I’ve heard some of the old gods are more severe, but I’ve yet to meet any.

“Where’s Hallsville?” Foster said.

I shrugged. “Oh, I don’t know. Let’s ask.” I toed Lewis’s head and spoke slowly. “Do you have a map to Hallsville, Lewis? Lewis? Are you okay?”

“Shut up, Damian.” Foster’s wings twitched as he sheathed his sword.

“We need to get rid of the body,” I said with a broad grin as I slapped Foster on the shoulder.

He sighed and rolled his eyes. “Stand back a second.” I stepped away as Foster drew a circle in the mud around Lewis and the zombie parts. “Hand me your staff.”

Reluctantly, I handed my staff over. “You know, your mom will kill you if you hurt my staff.”

“At least she’ll kill you too.” Foster smiled and turned his head back to the corpse. He whispered “Somes reverto terra” and brought the ferrule of the staff down hard in the center of the circle. He quickly stepped away as a murky grayish light ran from the staff and flared to the edges of the circle. The earth churned and swallowed the bodies in a quiet rumble as the scent of tilled soil and river water reached my nose.

The riverfront fell into silence again. Foster tossed my staff to me. It smacked against my palm as I caught it, and he snapped into his smaller form in a dim flash of white light.

“Let’s get Zola,” he said.


CHAPTER TWO


Frank was working the shop for me. I was tempted to stop by just to see if my sister, Sam, was hanging around. I hadn’t heard from her as much since she’d gotten more serious with Frank. Sam and Frank, if ever there was a sign of impending apocalypse, but there were bigger things to worry about at that moment. I knew Sam was worried about Zola too, but Foster had more productive ideas to fill our evening than catching up with the family. He was positive Carter would know how to get to the church in Hallsville without consulting the web. After our last online map sent us a hundred miles south of our intended destination, I wasn’t arguing.

We set off for Carter’s house without delay so I could meet my first werewolf. Poor Vicky—my custom ’32 Ford, complete with flames. Nervous energy had me drumming her steering wheel into submission. Foster camped out in my oversized electric coffee mug, which happened to be filled with water and soap suds at the moment, and was plugged in to a retrofitted cigarette lighter on Vicky’s dashboard.

“Damn, I love this mug,” Foster said.

I glanced at his black-and-white butterfly wings, drooping over the edge of the steaming cup, and grimaced as we rumbled down the cobblestone street. “I will never be able to drink out of that again.”

I heard a splash as Foster said, “You don’t know the half of it. The other night Aideen—”

My eyes widened and I hurried to say, “Stop, stop now, for god’s sake. How do we get to Carter’s again?”

Foster laughed and sighed as he sank down to his chin. “Just take Fifth Street north. He’s a few lights up. It’s not far.”

We left the cobblestone streets of Saint Charles and pulled onto blessedly modern asphalt. The scenery changed quickly from old world brick construction to not-quite-so old suburbia. In fact, the thought of a werewolf lurking in the area seemed asinine. It seemed even more so as I stood on the curb and stared at Carter’s house five minutes later. “You sure this is the right place?”

“Oh yeah, check out the welcome mat.”

I crossed over the white picket fence, passed the pristine lawn, and started up the tulip-lined walk to Carter’s front door. The welcome mat, in front of the small white house with black shutters and a black door, was a cartoon wolf’s head with the tag line, “My, what big teeth you have.” I stared at Foster for a minute as he squeezed the last bits of moisture out of the bottom of his wings and wrinkled his nose.

“He’s definitely here. I could smell him from Cleveland.”

A deep, rumbling laugh rattled the door a second before it opened to reveal an average man with sandy blond hair. “And I could hear the annoying squeak of a fairy in my yard over the stereo.” I looked down on Carter—although being six foot five, I look down on most people—and guessed he was no more than five eight or nine. He had a light beard covering a strong chin. His eyes were profound, with a huge sunburst iris rimmed in black. His voice was deep as hell and just as intimidating.

Foster grinned and fluttered up to Carter’s shoulder. “Hey Carter, this is Damian. I think you met him once at his shop on Main Street, The Double D?”

“It’s good to see you again, Damian.” Carter extended his hand and nonchalantly crushed every bone in mine.

“You too, Carter,” I said, though I honestly couldn’t remember his face.

“So what brings you two here?”

“We’re in a rush and need to get to Hallsville. Damian still hasn’t sprung for a GPS, and his master’s been taken by her old lover and is probably in deep shit at this point.” Foster revealed all this in the span of one second.

I blinked and Carter nodded.

“You could have called me.”

“Oh, but I don’t have your number,” Foster said.

Carter smiled a gentle smile. “Don’t worry about it. You and your friends are always welcome. It may be wise to make sure it’s not a full house in the future.” He looked up at me. “Sorry to hear about Zola.”

He stood aside and opened the door a little wider for us as we crossed into the werewolf’s den. I was trying to be wary of the wolf, but I already liked him.

Carter’s home was quaint, with a large dining room off to the right of the entryway. Judging by the glimpses I caught of the small living room and bedroom, the dining room was by far the largest room. I eyed the flat television mounted on the wall of the living room with a passing interest. The walls themselves were a subtle green color with white crown molding and beige furniture.

The only thing in the house that wasn’t immaculate was the hardwood floor. There were about a bajillion scrapes and gouges all across it. Apparently werewolves were really good at distressing wood. I caught a glimpse of myself in the entryway mirror, mud caked along the sleeve of my black bomber jacket and jeans. There was even some brown mixed into my black hair, causing it to stick out at odd angles over my left ear. My eyes looked tired, dim gray lights perched over the sharp edges of my cheekbones. I stroked the point of my chin and more mud flaked off. Watching it fall, I realized I had mud all over my shoes, too. I sighed, pulled my shoes off, and set them outside while Carter just smiled.

Carter’s wife really threw me for a loop as she came around the half wall of the kitchen and thrust a platter of crispy rice squares under my nose.

“Glorious, glorious rice squares!” Foster pounced on the platter.

Carter laughed as bits of cereal pattered onto the floor and said, “This is my wife, Maggie.”

She was a petite woman with platinum blonde hair and green wolf eyes. She looked almost fragile next to Carter, and I had a hard time registering the fact she could shift and tear my arms off if she felt like it. I smiled and nodded at Maggie and said, “Thanks” as I picked up a square of marshmallow-and-puffed-rice goodness.

“You are welcome in our home, until I say otherwise, necromancer.” Her smile had all the warmth of a dynamite plunger.

My teeth stopped halfway through the rice square and my eyebrows rose as I looked at Maggie again. Her smile warmed a bit, so I nodded and finished biting a piece off the rice square. I glanced at Carter and he was glaring at his wife. I hid a smile behind a cough.

“These are fantastic!” I shook the rice square in the air.

“Let’s get your map,” Carter said, his voice utterly flat.

Maggie smiled sweetly as we walked past her, through the living room, down a short hallway, and into a den. The furniture was all leather and dark wood. The far wall held two huge barrister bookcases, stretching from floor-to-ceiling and wall-to-wall, with about four inches of space between them.

“I grew up in rural Missouri,” Carter said as he reached in and pulled out one of the leather tomes. “I know the state better than most. I keep a few maps around just in case.” He set the tome on the desk with a thump and cracked it open to reveal dozens of pockets stuffed with a mass of maps.

“Just in case?” I asked.

“Wow,” Foster said. “You have maps for the whole country in there?”

“Just Missouri,” Carter said as he thumbed through a few leaflets. “I used to get lost when I was a kid. I started picking up maps.” He glanced at the bookcases. “It may have gotten a bit out of hand.” He pulled out a small rectangle of folded paper. “Here we go. It’s a little old, but it has the church on it.” He unfolded the map as he spoke and laid it across the desk. “You know how to get to Columbia?”

I nodded. It was a straight shot out Highway 70.

“Good, once you’re there, take 63 North. You’ll see an exit for Hallsville just a couple miles down the road.” His finger traced the route as he spoke. “From there you should be able to follow the dead.”

“What?” I said.

“It’s an old battlefield and there’s a decent-sized graveyard by the church.”

“Battlefield…” I started and my face hardened in anger. “Civil War battlefield?”

Carter nodded and watched me with narrowed eyes.

“That’s why Philip has her there, Foster. Something’s there. One of the artifacts, a Guardian, something.”

“I don’t like Zola’s taste in men,” Foster said.

I laughed, but it was empty. “Can we borrow this, Carter?”

“Of course, of course. It shows you the lay of the land pretty well, should help you plan an approach,” he said as he folded the map up and handed it over.

“You want to come with us?” Foster said.

Carter shook his head. “I can’t be involved in a fight between necromancers. It would cause too much tension in the pack. I am sorry.”

Foster nodded without remark.

“Thank you, Carter,” I said. “We have to go.”

He walked us to the door and saw us out. We didn’t see Maggie, but she’d left a small bundle of crispy rice squares on Vicky’s front seat for us, with a note that said, “Good luck. We’re always watching.” I shivered.

“She’s, uh, kind of creepy, Damian.” Foster bit into another chunk of marshmallow as we traveled down Fifth Street to Highway 70.

“Yeah, I noticed. What was that all about?”

“She’s probably caught up in the old ways.”

“Old ways?” I glanced at Foster and he was staring at me with his eyebrows raised. “What?”

“Aideen told you all about werewolves. Did you not listen to her at all?”

“Sure I did. I just don’t remember that part.”

Foster snorted and it sounded like the puff of a nasal spray as we pulled onto the highway. “Yeah, you were so smashed you slept with Mary and let her munch on you.”

Actually we’d gone out drinking with my sister Sam, Vik, Foster, Aideen, and a couple of girls from the vampire Pit. The Pit is Sam’s vampire family. Fairies generally stay far away from vampires, but Aideen and Foster had grown fond of Vik, and were even tolerant of Sam’s Pit, in general. Sometime in the evening, or early morning, Aideen had regaled me with the rich history of the Wolves of War. The night was fuzzy as hell, but I do vaguely remember doing things that ought not be done with the beautiful, irritating, and undead Mary, and waking up with vampire bites in the morning. Apparently necromancers are a tasty snack.

I glanced out the driver’s window in a failing effort to hide a grin as little flashes of the night came back to me. Vampires can get a little intoxicated by drinking alcohol, but drinking blood from an intoxicated human will get them flat drunk.

I scratched my head and looked at Foster. He was practically vibrating from all the sugar he’d been eating. “You were saying?”

“I was saying, werewolves used to kill necromancers on sight.”

“Bah, what’s new? Everyone used to kill necromancers on sight.”

“Yes,” Foster said, dragging the word out like he was talking to a toddler, “but werewolves are stuck in the past, bound to tradition even more so than some religious zealots.”

My smile faltered a little as Foster’s words hit home. Vicky bounced as I failed to dodge a pothole. “So some of them may want to dismember me on general principle?”

“Thoroughly, and violently.”

“Awesome,” I muttered.


CHAPTER THREE


It turned out Hallsville wasn’t all that far from us, but I was ready to pull out a flyswatter by the time we reached the area. Foster had shoveled down almost half of a crispy rice square and was flitting around the car like a gerbil on crack. I choked the steering wheel and steeled myself against my impulse to swat.

I ground my teeth and growled, “Why don’t you sit down, Foster?” He responded, but his words blurred together so fast, and at such a high pitch, I couldn’t make sense out of them. I sighed as I rolled down the window, threw out the crispy rice square remnants, and opened the console to reveal my fairy emergency kit. It consisted of a small plastic cup and a flask of Bushmills Irish Whiskey. I poured out a tiny measure and said, “Drink it, or you’re going out the window next.”

A swooping blur diminished the thimble-sized puddle of whiskey to nothing in a few seconds. Moments later, Foster was laid out on the dashboard with a ridiculous grin on his face. He drummed his fingers in a slow rhythm on the sword pommel slung across his hip and dragged his words out with a sigh. “Oh, yeah, that’s good.”

I feigned shock, raising my eyebrows. “Holy crap, you speak English!”

“For crispy rice squares, I’ll do worse than that.” He winked and pretended to shoot me with his thumb and index finger.

“God help us.” I turned my head to hide a smile as I pulled off Highway 63. The tree line crept up close to the road as we continued north.

“So what’s the deal with Carter? Are all the werewolves as nice as he is? You know, except for the whole killing necromancers thing?”

Foster stared at me for a minute, as if waiting for a punch line. “You bloody wish they were all like him. Most of them are like twenty-four-hour ’roid rage.”

I shook my head. “No way, come on. You’ve got to be exaggerating. Carter seems laid back and in control.”

“No shit, genius.” Foster laughed. “Carter’s the Alpha around here. His presence has to be calming to the rest of the pack or they’d wipe themselves out, not to mention everyone else.”

I glanced at Foster as he jumped off the dashboard and down to the console. I squinted as the sun flashed off his golden armor. “You’re not kidding, are you?” I said.

“No, I’m not,” he said as he pulled his sword from its sheath.

“He’s a werewolf. He’s an Alpha. And he has a white picket fence.” I shook my head and laughed.

Foster didn’t respond. He stared out the windshield and then turned to look at me. “Do you feel it?”

My eyes flicked to the surrounding woods. “Yes.” I’d felt it for a while. The horror and anxiety was building around us as we grew closer to the battlefield—it was as if I was diving to the bottom of a deep pool. The dead pushed on the edges of my aura like several feet of water. There was something else out there besides the fallen soldiers. It felt wrong, and angry. “We’re close. Do you feel the…” I paused, searching for the right word, “darkness?”

Foster’s mouth flattened into a grim line and he nodded sharply. “Let’s pull off the road. Hide the car.”

I slowed, the tires crunching on the gravel shoulder, and watched Foster for a moment before I nodded. His gaze never broke from the small rise to the east. We’d been on Mount Zion Church Road for a few minutes when we pulled into an abandoned filling station with real, live gasohol pumps. I parked Vicky behind the rickety structure, grabbed my staff and my focus, and we struck out across the small road.

“I can’t believe the road was named Mount Zion Church.”

“Follow me,” Foster said as a tiny smile curled his lips.

We moved through the woods quickly. Daylight vanished into the permanent twilight of the forest. Twigs and branches caught at my clothes as leaves crumbled, whispering around my feet. I held my staff in front of my face to deflect the worst of the low-hanging branches. Foster fluttered nimbly between the leaves, leading us closer to the church. The dead were all around us now. I knew if I looked, I’d see the first signs of soldiers staring blankly at us from their gray bodies and ancient uniforms, surrounded by the calm flow of black, white, and dead auras. I crushed a small patch of honeysuckle as we hurried through a sunny clearing, the sweet smells of the plant an anathema to the tightening of my gut.

There was a flash of white and an explosion of fairy dust in front of me an instant before I walked into Foster’s seven-foot-tall back with a grunt. It was a damn good thing I’d remembered my allergy medicine that morning. It’s hard to be stealthy in the middle of a sneezing fit. Foster took in my scowl and shot me a grin, shrugging as if to say sorry about that. He pointed to the southeast. I followed the direction he indicated and could just make out the white church and the small graveyard beside it.

We shifted to the northeast and settled in the woods beyond the graves before a flash of color caught my eye. From our new vantage point, I could make out a man’s silhouette near the edge of the church. I could see the close-cropped full beard on his round face. A bowler was perched over his formidable forehead and crooked nose. I couldn’t see his eyes, but I knew they were small, black, and beady. The instant after I recognized Philip, I realized the crumpled form on the ground was Zola, her head leaning against a weathered and mossy headstone. Another figure had its foot propped against her neck.

It took everything I had not to run at them with guns blazing. I looked at Foster and saw the rage creasing his forehead, a mirror of my own. His hand had turned white where he held the hilt of his sword in a death grip.

“We kill that one and Philip kills Zola before we get out there,” I whispered.

Foster nodded. “Kill Philip, and the other one kills her. Shit. Let’s see if they shift positions.”

Philip’s voice rose and we could both hear his words clearly. “Tell me where she is or I’ll leave you here in pieces.” He pushed off the wall with his hands and casually kicked Zola in the ribs. She flexed in pain. Philip’s partner stepped down harder until Zola was gasping for air. Philip grabbed Zola’s hair, pushed the other person away, and dragged my master to her feet. She wobbled, but stood fast.

“Tell me where she is.” He shook her head as he spoke.

Zola, true to form, spit a bucket’s worth of blood across his face.

I could hear the impact as Pinkerton’s partner hit Zola in the back of the head with the butt of a rifle. Zola went down hard. As she hit the ground, I got my first clear look at the accomplice: a middle-aged blonde woman with a glare that could keep a demon at bay. She laughed as Zola moaned. Philip looked at the woman, then back to Zola, without any hint of emotion.

Foster touched my shoulder. When I looked up, he drew a finger across his neck and then pointed at the other woman. He motioned to my staff and I handed it over. I nodded and shifted my weight forward as he moved silently through the graveyard and into the woods on the other side. They were causing too much damage to Zola for us to wait much longer. It was time to return the favor.

Philip crossed his arms behind his back and paced down the side of the small church, beneath the thin gothic windows adorning the building. I took that moment to move forward. “It’s over, Philip. Let her go.” I spoke loudly, projecting my voice as best I could as I struck out between the church and the graveyard with a loping stride.

His head snapped around and he stared at me before a small smile lifted his face. “Ah, perfect. Just the inspiration she needs.” He took a step toward me. “I’ll pull you apart into manageable pieces until she talks. Dismantle her favorite son.” His smile turned wicked, and the fire in his eyes was well beyond sane.

“No, let me kill him.”

Philip stopped and turned to the woman holding Zola. He shrugged and waved his hand dismissively. “Fine.”

My left hand itched to grab the silver inlays on my staff, the staff I had given to Foster. One grab of the right rune would call a shield around me in a split second, faster than I could speak the incantation.

Instead, my fingers traced the hilt of the focus tucked beneath my belt. It was the plain, leather-wrapped, silver and gray Magrasnetto hilt of an old Scottish claymore. Dime-sized holes spiraled up the grip at regular intervals, and channels ran down the sloping arms to the quatrefoil pattern at the ends. A wide hole gaped where the blade would normally be. An idea crept into my head and I looked around for Foster. He was nowhere to be seen. I cursed and turned my attention back to the woman holding Zola. Foster was going to get her the staff so she could shield herself from Philip; all I had to do was get her the focus.

The blonde met my gaze. “I am Agnes Smythe. I am your death.” Her voice was almost peppy and it threw me off for a moment.

A small laugh made me glance at Philip. The smirk on his face lit fantasies of eviscerating him and feeding him whatever fell out.

I was about to fire off a witty retort, but Agnes elbowed Zola in the mouth with a vicious strike. Zola’s head snapped back and I could hear the crack of bone from fifteen feet away. She crumpled to the ground in a heap. Through the rage in my gut, I still felt a hint of relief as her hands moved to cover her face when Agnes put her foot back on Zola’s neck.

With that, Foster had seen enough. The seven-foot fairy dropped silently out of the tree behind them, swinging my staff on a downward angle. He connected with Agnes’s head. The crack was sickening. She jerked violently to one side and her foot fell away from Zola. Agnes staggered forward before flailing to the ground.

“Zola!” I stepped forward, pulled my right arm back, and whipped the focus at her. It spiraled toward her on an almost-perfect angle and the handle made a loud snap when she caught it.

Blood coursed over Zola’s teeth as she stood up and smiled a death’s head grin. Her right hand wrapped around the staff as Foster let go and the hilt of the focus was in her left. She pointed the hilt at the base of Agnes’s neck and grabbed the rune near the top ferrule on the staff. Zola’s body stiffened as her aura was forced through the focus and honed into a deep red aural blade, wrapped in a cacophony of blue, gold, and silver filaments. Agnes didn’t even get to scream before the vibrating blade relieved her shoulders of their heavy burden. The ground beneath her hissed and popped as the blade shot home and Zola wrenched it to the side.

Philip stared at the decapitated body for a moment, then slowly raised his eyes to Zola. “That was wasteful.”

A tinge of ozone reached my nostrils as I ran to stand beside Zola.

“Now, Philip,” she said as she wiped her sleeve across her bloody mouth. “We finish this.”

Philip made a fist and snarled, “Pulsatto!” A wave of force erupted from his incantation. Zola’s hand moved to the shield rune and a flowing shell sprang up around us, dissipating the force of the attack. Philip took a step backward, his brows drawn together, and then he turned to run.

I was sure I could see relief on Zola’s face as Philip made his escape. “Let him leave.” Her words were thick, like she had a jawbreaker tucked in the side of her mouth. She fell to her knees and hung her head as she let out a long sigh.

Foster made a frustrated noise. “We should kill him now.”

Zola squeezed her eyes closed and then looked up at Foster. Her old world New Orleans accent was more profound in her weakened state. “No, there are worse things to deal with first.” She raised her hand to her cheek and winced. “We have to destroy the artifact here. It binds the demon Tessrian to our plane, and she is not to be trifled with.”

Foster glared at Zola for a moment, but his expression softened an instant later. “Fine, but we’re not doing anything until we patch you up a bit.”

Foster looked over Zola’s wounds while I considered her words. I wondered if the demon was really more important than Philip, or if Zola was just having a hard time deciding to kill her one-time lover. I stared at my master and rage boiled up anew as I took in her wounds.

“Your face is broken,” I growled.

“Yes, boy, it certainly feels that way.” Zola’s lips flicked into a tiny, swollen smile.

“It’s not funny,” Foster said. “You have a few fractured bones… it’s going to hurt when I heal you.”

“Heal me,” she said simply.

Foster let her braided hair swing back across the cuts on her face and nodded. He took a deep breath and closed his eyes before meeting Zola’s gaze, pushing his hands forward, and speaking the words “Socius Sanation!”

White light traced the wounds across Zola’s face as her body went rigid. If she was fighting not to scream, she lost, and I held her head off the ground as she seized with the pain of Foster’s healing. It was over in seconds, but left her gasping for breath.

“Thank you,” she whispered.

Foster grimaced and began looking her over again.

Zola winced once or twice, but eventually she batted the fairy away. “Ah want waffles.”

Foster and I burst into laughter.

Zola’s face curled into a faint, wrinkled smile. “We need the artifact.” She took a deep breath and concentrated on her words. “Thomas Anderson’s headstone has a hollow recess.” She closed her eyes and leaned back against a headstone. “Knock it over and reach inside the hole. It’s still there.”

I nodded and walked between the gravestones. Well-tended grass bordered the mossy markers. Thin rocks carved with the names of dozens of soldiers flanked the edges of the yard. Thomas Anderson was in the very back, at the edge of the woods. His stone was shorter than the others. Bone white and weather worn, it took some rocking to loosen the earth’s hold on it. I laid the stone on its side, scattering a small group of beetles and pill bugs.

Reaching into a dark hole with bare hands is generally not advisable. My hand bumped into several small ledges inside the stone. Something raced over my knuckles and I ground my teeth together. Relief was welcome when my hands wrapped around a brittle leather cloth and pulled it out of the recess without getting bit. The leather crumbled. Exposure to air and dirt did nothing for its longevity. The artifact was a heavy crystal; its shape reminded me of quartz, but dark green with flecks and streaks the color of blood. I replaced the tombstone and walked back to Zola.

“Got it,” I said.

Zola nodded and turned the focus in her hands as she stood up and we started back to the car. “Damian, Ah have a friend in great need of this focus. Would you lend it to him, Ah wonder?”

I shrugged. “How long?”

“Not long. Just a few days.”

“Sure, I don’t see a problem with that. Who is he?”

“Just an old mage. If he can use your focus, maybe we can convince the Fae to make him one of their own.”

“Just an old mage, huh?” I pushed a few branches out of the way with my staff and let Zola duck through in front of me. “Why do I have a feeling that’s not the whole story?”

“Whatever do you mean, boy?” she said as she tucked the focus into her cloak.

Foster flashed into his small form and fluttered ahead of us, gliding into Vicky through an open window.

I turned to Zola, placed my hands on top of my staff, and rested my chin on them. “Are you okay, master?”

She laughed weakly and held my gaze for a moment as wetness gathered in her eyes. “Damian, you need not call me master.”


CHAPTER FOUR


We stopped at the Waffle House off Highway 70 in Columbia. There is something fantastic about walking into the sizzling sounds of bacon and the smell of eggs, pancakes, and grease. The server behind the counter eyeballed Zola and me before approaching our booth. I guess the Waffle House employees had seen stranger things than an eighty-something woman with a smear of dried blood across her chin and a muddy necromancer trailing behind her, because they didn’t say a word.

Foster sat down on the table and leaned against a bottle of ketchup. We placed our order and were dining on pancakes, omelets, and hash browns in minutes. Foster glared at us. He generally didn’t eat in public restaurants because food floating around in midair and disappearing in fairy-sized bites was generally disturbing to the other guests.

Zola was the first to break the relative silence of our feeding frenzy. “Philip didn’t run because we scared him.” She squeezed her right hand into a fist, leaned back in the small booth, and ran her fingers through her braids. “He ran because he wants you alive.”

“What?” I asked, perplexed.

Zola took a bite of waffle and almost purred as she finished chewing. She set her fork down and rested her chin on the knuckles of her left hand. “Agnes talked too much when Philip wasn’t around. Ah learned things, about Philip, and his cult.” She almost spat the word and her lips curled into a snarl.

“Cult,” Foster said. “He’d be so pissed if he heard you call his army a cult.” He pulled a piece of shredded cheese off my omelet and started eating it from the end.

Zola nodded and turned her attention back to me. “He gave Devon the power to control other vampires. That’s why Azzazoth seemed to have so many followers.”

“What?” I said.

“It’s a dark art. It bestows the vampire control almost equal to a necromancer. Think of the pranks you used to play on Sam.”

Foster laughed and a smile curled my lips. I remembered when she was a new vampire. Though I didn’t have absolute control over her, I could still flex my necromancy because she’d fed on my blood and could end an argument by making Sam tell me how great I was. Foster had witnessed it a few times.

“Now, think if you used that control to have Sam tear out her own heart, or wound herself gravely enough for a demon to take over her aura.”

My smile died.

Zola nodded. “Perhaps worse, Philip thinks you’re the key to unlocking Prosperine.”

I narrowed my eyes. “Prosperine? The Destroyer? She died ages ago. She’s as much a myth as some of the dormant old gods.”

“No, she still lives.” Her eyes closed and she took a deep breath. “You are the key because…” She stopped and stared at me for a while. “Ah have kept things from you Damian. Ah thought to protect you, but Ah fear it was a mistake.”

Zola looked unsettled, which was unsettling in itself. Anxiety twisted my throat and I swallowed the knot down hard. “It’s okay. I know you were always looking out for me. Just tell me,” I said in a carefully controlled voice.

At first I didn’t think she was going to say anything because her face closed down. What she did say, I never saw coming. “Ah knew your grandfather in the war.”

“What?” I said as my eyes widened.

“Ah never told you because…” she grimaced and clenched her hands into fists again, “because he died to seal Prosperine away at the Battle of Stones River.” She pounded her fist on the table. “It was my fault.” Her lips twisted into a snarl.

Foster fluttered over to Zola and slapped her in the face with a wet napkin. “That’s crap and you damn well know it.” He pointed at her as she stared at him with wide eyes. “You didn’t know enough back then. You were the student. You’ve told me this story before. You know as well as I do it’s not your fault.”

I gaped at Foster, then at Zola, and then Foster again. “You knew?”

Foster shrugged. “She just wanted someone else to know in case she didn’t get a chance to tell you herself. Obviously your master is an excellent judge of character.” Foster locked his thumbs in the edge of his cuirass, bowed, and smirked as Zola let out a tiny chuckle.

“Tell me what happened,” I said.

Zola met my eyes and I thought she looked relieved. Maybe she thought I’d flip out when I found out she’d known an ancestor of mine I’d never met—an ancestor who had died well over a century before I was born.

“It was toward the end of the first day when she rose.” A shudder rattled the spoon in Zola’s coffee mug. “Gravemakers were being born out of the carnage at a rate Ah hadn’t seen since Shiloh and wouldn’t see again until Gettysburg and Chickamauga. We didn’t know—we couldn’t have known—she was fueling them. Men died from gunfire and cannonballs, yes, but many more were struck down by gravemakers. And Prosperine, by the gods, on New Year’s Day 1863, Prosperine raised the dead rebs and yanks and marched them through both lines. They killed their own, and it was… it was horrible.

“We were across the river near McFadden’s Ford when we first saw her. She came out of the river and floated across the battlefield. Ah remember she was beautiful at first, like a raven-haired goddess, but her image stuttered on our plane. You’d see a flash of decaying tentacles and beaks wrapped in a mass to resemble a human body.

“One boy…” she sighed and closed her eyes. “Ah remember a young boy, a Union boy of maybe fifteen that had the gift, he had the Sight. We were going to help him, train him if we could. He tried to run from the gravemakers, but when he saw Prosperine, he ate his gun. Didn’t even sit down to do it, just put the rifle to his chin mid-stride and he was gone.” Zola’s voice grew strained and she started talking faster.

“Only he wasn’t gone. Prosperine grabbed his soul and reanimated his body with it. He wasn’t alive, he wasn’t dead, and he was controlled by that demon. He was her tool. He killed dozens for her. Union boys, Confederate boys, it didn’t matter to him or to her.”

Zola shook her head slowly and her voice was smaller as she said, “Ah still wake up to that monster in my nightmares. The screaming. The blood.” She closed her eyes and took a deep breath.

“Hinrik, your great-grandfather, Ah suppose? Watching that broken child pushed him over the edge. Ah remember his face. Ah always thought it was how a Viking should look, all hair and rage.” She smiled and laughed an empty laugh. “He screamed for me to hide the artifact when he was done. Ah didn’t realize what he meant to do. Ah thought he had some way to trap her. Ah suppose he did, but it cost him his life. Bound that monster into a bloodstone. We’d had our differences. He was a dark necromancer, Damian, but he was a good man, in the end.”

I couldn’t keep the shock from my face and my voice fell to a whisper. “He was a necromancer? A dark necromancer?”

Zola nodded.

Dark necromancers were abominations, blights walking the earth. They dove into taboo and truly evil practices like most people breathe air. If an incantation called for the sacrifice of a child, not only would they not hesitate, they were likely to use two, just to be safe. I shivered as I considered the fact one of my ancestors, one of the people I inherited my gift from, was dark.

“Do my parents know?”

“They knew he was gifted, but no, they don’t know what he was.”

“I pray I never fall that far,” I said.

“You won’t,” Zola and Foster said simultaneously. Foster laughed and leaned against the ketchup bottle, with his arms crossed and his scabbard swinging at his side.

I sighed and glanced between my friends. Most of the supernatural community would consider Zola a dark necromancer for her past deeds, no matter how justified. She’d been a slave once. When she escaped with Philip, they’d taken their vengeance on the slavers that abused them. Philip had been a stable boy, beaten almost as regularly as the slaves. Zola took eight lives in a hideous ritual of torture and flames, and for her atrocity, she would live eight lifetimes. She still bore the scars on her back from the whips and flails. The raised skin on her wrists was still slick where shackles had torn them open again and again. She had been sixteen when she was beaten into slavery. Hideous ritual or not, the slavers deserved worse.

“Am I really the key to Prosperine?”

“Your bloodline, yes, and you are the only necromancer left in the line. Even if Sam had the gift, her blood won’t open a gate now that she is a vampire. Essentially, you are the key.”

“Maybe we should just kill you,” Foster said. “Save us some headaches.”

I’d like to think he was joking.

“Even dead, his blood could still be used,” Zola said.

“Guys, I’m right here.”

“So torch him,” Foster said with a snappy isn’t it obvious tone of voice.

Zola casually rolled up her menu and whacked him into the next booth. I heard a tiny “Ouch” muttered from behind us and couldn’t help but laugh.

“We need to destroy Prosperine’s tie to our plane.” Zola leaned forward. “We aren’t strong enough to kill her outright. Not even with a key of the dead.”

Foster fluttered down to the table again and said, “I don’t know, you have a pretty good backhand.”

I grinned and pushed my pancake remnants over to the fairy. His eyes widened as he just barely resisted diving into the pool of syrup. Aideen would kill him if she had to chip dried syrup out of his armor ever again.

“She can be banished with a blood rite and the thorough destruction of the artifact,” the fairy said around a mouthful of pancake.

“Ugh.” My stomach wanted to heave. “I hate blood rites.”

“Yeah, especially when it’s your blood,” he said as he pulled off a tacky handful of pancake. I looked around for the servers and cooks to be sure they wouldn’t see a floating crumb, but they were otherwise occupied.

“Ah’ll need to research it,” Zola said. “Take me to the Pit tonight and Ah’ll check their elder works.”

I cocked an eyebrow. “They’re trusting you with the old books now, huh?”

She nodded.

“I’m impressed.” The Pit was almost psychotically protective of the old books and grimoires they’d amassed through the centuries. It was unusual for them to let anyone see them, especially a human, given their greasy paw prints. “I guess you’ll be needing some gloves then?”

“Vik already bought me some,” Zola said. “Ah have a whole box in the archive.”

“Wow, did you hand feed him a ferret or something?” Foster asked.

“Vik doesn’t do much for anyone since the Devon ordeal.” I glanced at Foster. Devon was Vik’s ex-girlfriend. She’d come frighteningly close to killing me last year with the help of her pet demon. I’d killed her spectacularly with fifty pounds of dynamite. Oddly enough, no one had been stupid enough to mess with
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