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Someone asked if I was going to apologize for that
last cliffhanger, but then – oh look my chimichanga is
ready!
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CHAPTER ONE

Vicky clung to the spikes
on Jasper’s back as they soared over the carnage of Falias. Tears
threatened the corners of her eyes as Jasper rocketed toward the
wooden platform below, leaving Damian’s colossal form behind. She’d
find a way to save him, but for now their allies needed all the
help they could get.

And Damian had become the biggest threat to
every soul on that battlefield. Shadows and skeletons erupted
around his form, lashing out to swallow allies and enemies alike
into a terrible darkness.

The figures below, who so recently looked
like dots upon a scorched plain, resolved into the scrambling
forces of the Obsidian Inn. The dark-touched vampires engaged them
in pockets, but whatever Damian had become was cutting people down
without bias.

A black blur in Vicky’s periphery caught her
attention. A soulsword flashed to life in her right hand, the blade
a fiery and vibrant gold. Jasper tried to roll away from the
incoming vampire, but as agile as the dragon was, he couldn’t dodge
the attack. It mattered little. Vicky let the anger rise through
her body until her aura sang with the violence of a thousand
murdered souls.

One vicious slash sent the dark-touched
reeling with a molten wound in its helmet. Jasper followed it down
to where it crashed onto a wide wooden platform that held three
massive stakes. This was supposed to be a place of execution, and
Liam, Lochlan, and Enda were each tied to one of the stakes,
waiting to meet their fate. Vicky hopped off Jasper’s back as the
dragon took to incinerating the dark-touched vampire beneath his
claws.

Vicky’s heart leapt when a squadron of furry
hunched forms crashed through the line of Nudd’s fairies. She’d
know Caroline’s wolf form anywhere. The pale line of fur etched
down the left side of the werewolf’s neck looked more like the
pinstripe of an old car than the ancient bayonet wound Vicky knew
it to be.

The clash at Gettysburg rose up in Vicky’s
memories, trying to take her out of the moment, trying to drag her
back down into a darkness she’d fought for years to escape. The
shadow of the leviathans, and Ezekiel, and the Old Man tried to
smother the light from her mind, but she’d seen worse. Lived
through worse.

The battle below came back into sharp relief
as she stuffed those thoughts deep into the back of her mind.
Jasper’s scales were rocky beneath the soles of her boots when she
mounted the beast once more. She swung her left leg over his spines
and held on with one hand, waiting for his wings to thrust them
into the sky once more, and at the peak of his ascent, she let
go.

“Everyone dies,” she whispered to herself as
the wind whipped through her hair. “But not today.”

The skies looked as clear as the targets
below her, but she’d been mistaken. One second she’d been soaring
above Falias in a mad dive, and the next a brutal impact sent the
world spinning around her. She caught the glint of a stained armor
before she realized what had hit her. An owl knight kicked her
away, sending her reeling into a brawl among the werewolves. Vicky
grunted as she bounced off her side and rolled to a stop.

She took two deep breaths and climbed back
to her feet.

“Little one!” Wahya roared, his golden fur
rippling as he stood high on his hind legs, only to wrap his
muscled form around a fairy before sending wings and dust and blood
in three different directions. The werewolf grinned as he bounded
along beside her.

Wahya felt like home, felt like he had more
of a connection to the Burning Lands than the other wolves, like
she’d had with the Ghost Pack. Hugh felt like that too sometimes.
As she impaled a distracted owl knight, Vicky wondered if the
comfort she found in some of the wolves was because of the bond she
shared with Damian and the Ghost Pack. Darkness seeped into the
edges of her vision as the grief of losing Carter and Maggie welled
up once more.

“Get to Enda and the others,” Caroline
growled. She turned and snapped the spine of one of the weird
skeletons. “Get them out of here!”

Vicky glanced farther down the platform as
she spun, slashing through the skeleton Caroline had broken in
half. And what had been the skeleton from the shadows crumbled to
ash between the werewolf’s claws. The guards started to flee.
Nudd’s own people started to flee.

Liam pulled at his bonds as Vicky closed on
him.

“I’ve got you,” Vicky said. But before she
could so much as slash the bonds from his wrists, Liam
protested.

“Get my parents first. They’re worse off
than me. Untie them first.”

Vicky hesitated for only a moment. As much
as her instinct was to save the child first, she remembered what it
was like to have people not listen to her, as if the fact that she
was young discredited all of her experience.

Liam pulled at his bonds again even as Vicky
rushed a few steps to Lochlan’s side. The old Fae was far worse for
wear. A dozen tiny gashes revealed a kind of torture Vicky couldn’t
comprehend. Dried blood had crusted around the fairy’s eyes, and he
barely protested when she grabbed his wrists and slashed his bonds
away with her soulsword.

“Get Enda!” Vicky shouted as Wahya came into
her view.

Wahya eyed Liam before reaching out a golden
claw and severing Enda’s bonds. Enda slumped into the golden
werewolf’s arms.

“Is she…” Liam started, but his voice choked
off into a cry.

“She will live,” Wahya said. “We only need a
healer. And we have many.”

Both of Liam’s parents were still breathing,
and the fact their flesh hadn’t been siphoned away into the ley
lines was a good sign, but Vicky kept that thought to herself.
Wahya snapped Liam’s bonds with his free hand, and though he
reached for the boy, Liam refused, instead picking up a bloodied
sword from the platform and squaring off against the skeletons that
rode from the shadows.

“What is that thing?” Caroline asked,
following Liam’s line of sight up into the mass of skeletal riders
surrounding the jackal-headed obsidian colossus.

Jasper unleashed a blue barrel of flame,
casting the area around them into an eerie light. Before Vicky
could respond to Caroline’s question, the werewolf had already
engaged with another fairy. Vicky slid around the battling pair,
neatly severing the fairy’s head while it was distracted by the
werewolf. Even as she felt some relief as the body collapsed and
started to fade into the ley lines, she saw more of the ghosts from
the corner of her eye. They weren’t calm sentinels anymore. They
were moving of their own accord. While some of them meandered
aimlessly, Vicky shivered as she realized the others were following
the shadows of the vampires and Damian.

“You may be asking yourself what that thing
is,” Wahya said. “But the pressing question in my mind is how do we
kill it?”

“You can’t,” Vicky said, even as Enda raised
a hand to her chest in agreement of Wahya’s assessment.

“I’ve killed a great many things that people
said couldn’t be killed,” Caroline said. “I’m sure it can die.”

“You don’t understand,” Vicky said. “That
thing is Damian. You can’t kill him.”

Whatever Caroline had been about to say died
on her tongue. Her lips curled back as the golden sunburst of her
eyes narrowed. Wahya, standing on his hind legs, almost folded in
on himself as he lowered to all fours. His shoulders sagged, and he
stared up at the colossus in the distance before returning his gaze
to Vicky.

“How?” the golden werewolf asked. His voice
was quiet, but Vicky could still hear him clearly over the distant
battle.

“Nudd,” Vicky said, and the name tasted like
ash on her tongue. She hadn’t fought so long and so hard to lose
her friends like this. Dying had been terrible, but it had given
her experience. The thought of Damian becoming that thing, and
realizing that the end of him was the end of Sam, felt so much
worse than knowing her own life was at risk. But she wasn’t dead
yet, and as long as her blades could still draw blood, she wouldn’t
stop.

“We have to get to the Morrigan,” Caroline
said. “Get her to retreat. At least pull back the forces closing on
Damian.”

Wahya rolled his shoulders forward. “It may
not buy her enough time.”

“The only other choice is to kill him.”
Caroline met Wahya’s gaze.

Vicky looked at the Caroline. “If we kill
him Sam dies too.”

“And you,” Wahya said, turning his eyes to
her.

Vicky shrugged. “I’ve died before. It’s
nothing new.” The words might have sounded flippant coming out of
the teenager’s mouth, but that was the point. She hoped it would
mask the uncertainty in her mind, the fear of dying she tried to
hide from her friends. And the anxiety in her chest.

“Little one,” Wahya said. “You need not hide
your fears from us.”

Vicky grimaced and lit a soulsword as
another of the dark-touched vampires closed on their position.
“Later,” was all she said before she dove back into the fray. But
even as Vicky engaged with their enemy, all she could see were
Wahya’s sad golden eyes looking down on her with something that was
far too close to pity.

Pity was something she didn’t need. If she’d
learned anything from her years running with the Ghost Pack, it was
how to be strong when the world around you crumbled to dust. She
hadn’t felt helpless in a long time, and she’d never be helpless
again. Anger flowed through her like a torch, and the soulsword in
her hand condensed into a beacon of golden light. Skeletons
collapsed at a lick from her golden blade. And this dark-touched
would fall like all the rest.


CHAPTER TWO

Vicky lost herself to the
chaos of battle. She let the soulsword fade and retract from the
armor of the dead Fae at her feet. Even as the knight she’d slayed
screamed in his death throes, she watched in exhaustion as a line
of ghosts marched, trailing the path of destruction Damian had
carved through Falias. They moved as one, like solemn horses
leading a funeral hearse, and the sight set Vicky’s nerves on edge.
All but one of the ghosts moved in tandem.

She eyed that one stray ghost, an old Civil
War jacket wrapped around his shoulders as his gaze wandered left
to where the werewolves engaged the vampires. The ghost’s attention
would be drawn back to the colossus, only to once more turn back
toward the battle. Each step he took showed hesitation, and the
oddity drew Vicky to him.

She hurried to the ghost, carefully
sidestepping a pool of gravemaker flesh that boiled and slithered
through the matted grass as it followed him.

“Can you hear me?” Vicky asked.

For a moment the ghost just stared up at the
colossus, but his brow furrowed and his eyes turned toward Vicky.
She’d seen enough ghosts in her time to know when there wasn’t much
left, when the thoughts of whoever they’d been had essentially
become a video on a looped playback. This man was different. A
golden glow sat behind his pupils.

Vicky reached out without thinking, and
screeched when the vision overtook her.

She saw the soldier gunned down at a
funeral. Saw the guitar fall from his hands and crash to the grass
beneath them. Saw the Confederate, only a boy himself, howling mad
over the dying musician. He screamed something about killing his
brother, but Vicky’s eyes were all on the green man lumbering out
of the woods behind the boy. It was over in a flash. One moment a
human, the next a pulped mass of flesh beneath a wrecking ball of
wood and branches.

The green man crouched at the dying
musician’s side, and while Vicky couldn’t make out the words, she
could see the shadow beside them. The leather jacket, jeans, and
the silver eyes of a necromancer.

The connection broke and Vicky collapsed to
a knee. She gasped for breath as her vision dimmed. But this was no
time to pass out. She looked behind her, horrified to see how far
she’d run from the werewolves, from her only friends in this
hellscape, before encountering the ghost. She limped toward them,
stumbling and jogging as best she could before her foot caught on
the empty armor of the Fae that had crumbled to the ground. She saw
the soldier watching her as her vision finally gave out and a
gentle paw lifted her into a werewolf’s arms.


CHAPTER THREE

The first thing to come
back to him was his name. Terrence. Musician, soldier in the Union
Army, and buried at Greenville above the Black River. But though
he’d called Greenville home for over a hundred and fifty years, the
place he stood now was nowhere near it.

Memories of the conversations he’d had with
Dirge and the man called Damian Vesik clawed their way to the
surface of his mind. Even as something drew him toward the colossus
in the distance, a golden light swelled in his vision, as if
backlighting the world around him. He watched the werewolf, a
massive golden hulk, so gently lift that girl from the earth.
Whatever she’d done, she’d given him back some part of himself.
She’d given him a light, a filter, that let him see nearby souls so
clearly. But behind the crash of magicks and the screams of the
dying, a voice whispered to him. It wasn’t a seductive temptation
like the cloying force pulling him toward that colossus. It was a
cry for help.

“Only you. You’re the only one.”

“Only one who what?” Terrence asked,
surveying the battle around him. The surge of vampires and Fae and
werewolves weren’t unlike the waves of a bloody ocean. When his
eyes lingered on the colossus in the distance, a searing pinpoint
of golden light flashed in his vision.

“That’s it…” The voice said something more,
but it was weak, drowning in something else.

It took him some time to place the voice,
weakened as it was, but the vision of Dirge with the necromancer,
the forest reborn, and the whispered words of the man as he passed
out told Terrence he was probably right. Once more he looked back
at the girl and the werewolves, and then he struck out toward the
colossus and the only thing in the world that shone brighter than
the sun.


*     *     *

Terrence’s memories of the past few hours slowly
came back to his mind like enough puzzle pieces had been settled
that he could see the patterns of the bigger picture. He had been
in Greenville with Dirge and the other ghosts. But something had
called to him, dragged him into a darkness like nothing he’d ever
seen before. And by the time he’d reappeared, he wasn’t himself
anymore. But that girl had given him some piece of himself back.
And he was fairly certain that what had dragged him through that
darkness had been the necromancer, and that somehow the necromancer
had summoned the colossus.

But if Damian had summoned this thing, why
would he have given it a beacon for Terrence to follow? If he
summoned it as a weapon, or transport, or…

But the longer Terrence studied the
movements of the colossus, the longer he realized it didn’t appear
to be on anyone’s side. If it was a weapon, it was a weapon with no
allegiance, striking down fairies and werewolves and ghosts without
prejudice, or hesitation. At times it appeared to be traveling with
the helmeted vampires, the dark-touched he’d heard them called. In
time, those too fell prey to the colossus.

But the golden light was the only thing in
the world that looked different to his eye. He couldn’t fight the
compulsion to find out why.

Terrence had learned many things in the
skirmishes he’d witnessed and participated in during the Civil War.
There was a part of his brain that marveled at the fact he was
still using some of those lessons so long after he’d died. He
stayed at the edge of the tree line whenever he could, and when
there was no tree line, he knew to hide near the base of the
bizarre buildings of the fairies. Impossibly smooth steeples and
spires soared toward the heavens where they hadn’t been brought
down into ruins.

But even there on the outskirts, he didn’t
go wholly unnoticed. Creatures of blackened bark took notice of him
when he moved out of sequence with his fellow ghosts. Dead,
milk-white eyes caused his very soul to shiver. When he slowed his
pace, and matched his steps to those of the other ghosts plodding
along in the colossus’s path, the dark creatures would lose their
interest and turn their unnerving gaze upon others engaged on the
battlefield.

Not all of his enemies were so easily
dissuaded. More than one of the armored vampires charged at him, as
if they sensed he was different, other, and needed to be removed
from this world. But Terrence’s journey from Greenville to Falias
had had many side effects.

The first of the creatures leaned in as if
to sniff at the old soldier, only to have a bayonet rammed through
its eye before Terrence pulled the trigger and fired a ghostly lead
slug into its braincase. Terrence stared down at the broken heap of
flesh, and the massive fangs protruding from the shadows of the
thing’s helmet. Darkness oozed from the thing’s lips, as if it had
dragged a piece of hell up with it.

Terrence moved deeper into Falias, avoiding
what enemies he could, and bringing low those he couldn’t. He still
didn’t understand the mechanics of the gun he carried in his hand.
He had no need to reload it, no need for powder, paper, or even
fire. It was an impossible thing, but so was the fact he still
stood.

After a time, Terrence came to realize he’d
crossed the enemy lines. No longer did he see the werewolves or
hear the howls and the shriek of claws on metal. Instead, he found
the horrible skeletons and their riders posted along various city
blocks. They stood still, waiting, but none of them moved against
the ghost. Each of them seemed to look away, as if something had
told them to ignore him.

The streets of the golden city narrowed the
deeper Terrence explored them. The stone beneath his feet that had
been little more than rubble not a quarter mile before were now
shined like a captain’s boot. The very rock glowed with a life of
its own, but the looming silhouette of the colossus darkened
everything around it.

Most of the skeletons turned away as
Terrence grew close to them, but not all of them did. A few reached
out for the ghost, only to have their movements turn jerky and
unnatural. Terrence almost laughed to himself at the thought of a
skeleton’s movement being natural. Nothing felt very natural
anymore. Except perhaps Dirge, and the tension of guitar strings
beneath his fingers.

But those weren’t here. In this place, the
music was overwhelmed by the screams of the dying and the cacophony
of a distant battle. Terrence moved into a dark alley, hidden from
the sun, and even from the colossus. But losing sight of his goal,
losing sight of that flashing golden beacon, unsettled him to his
core.

A heavy sense of worry and dread crawled up
into Terrence’s throat, until he hurried out the other end of the
alley and could once again see the hulking form of the colossus,
and the flashing light hidden in the flesh of its back. He was
closer now. For whatever reason, the colossus had slowed. It stared
down at some unseen point deeper in the city.

Terrence didn’t waste the opportunity. He no
longer tried to follow the even march of the ghosts he’d left
behind. Instead, he hurried, like a child trying to escape the
monsters in the shadows.

“Who are you?” A voice boomed from behind
and just above Terrence.

He glanced back and frowned at the small
fairy hovering above him. In his experience, most of the Fae tended
to ignore ghosts. But Terrence supposed things were different now
that the ghosts could hurt them.

The fairy casually drew the sword from the
sheath on his back, narrowly avoiding his black and white wings as
he leveled the whip-thin blade at Terrence.

“You can’t kill me,” Terrence said. And
though his voice sounded sure, for all he knew the Fae could easily
strike him down.

“Aye,” the fairy said. “I might not be able
to kill you, but I can cut little pieces off you. It won’t feel so
good.”

Terrence crossed the block, the smooth
marble-like street whispering beneath his translucent footsteps.
“You fight for him? Nudd?”

The fairy, now hovering a few feet in front
of Terrence, frowned. His wings pulsed slowly as he hung just out
of reach of Terrence, but did not impede the ghost’s progress in
any way.

“You ask dangerous questions, ghost. Why
aren’t you falling in line like all the others?”

A raven cried out above them, drawing both
of their gazes to the sky. The bird circled, the fairy cursed, and
Terrence continued on his way.

“You’re with the Inn?” the fairy asked.

The Inn? It took a moment for Terrence’s
memories to coalesce. He’d heard the name, but there was more to
it. The words came out of his mouth as a whisper. “The Obsidian
Inn.”

“Aye,” the fairy said. “Do you stand with
them?”

Terrence wasn’t sure what the right answer
was. He couldn’t be sure who the fairy was, but no matter which
side the Fae stood on, Terrence thought there might be one alliance
he’d respect. “I stand with the forest gods, and I live in the
woods of the one called Dirge.”

The fairy frowned and then smiled. He
sheathed his sword. “You’re not with Nudd. How did you get so deep
into the city? Why aren’t you under the control of whatever’s
drawing all of the dead here?”

Terrence shook his head. “I think I am. I
have to get to the necromancer.”

“The necromancer?” The fairy asked.

Terrence gestured toward the colossus.
“He … saved me. Released me. I think it’s why I’m free.”
Terrence frowned. He wasn’t truly free, but his actions were more
his own than those of the ghosts he’d seen on the battlefield.

“Damian?” The fairy burst into a string of
curses that Terrence was fairly sure were Gaelic.

Terrence turned the question around on the
fairy. “Who are you?”

“Name’s Angus,” he said. “And I’m no friend
of Nudd.”

“There’s a girl with the werewolves,”
Terrence said. “They need help. Back in the fields, right at the
outskirts of the city. I think they’re trying to get back to the
Obsidian Inn, but there’s more in their way than they know.”

“Dammit Morrigan,” Angus muttered, looking
up at the raven that had returned. “Go,” he shouted. “I’ll learn
what I can and meet you at the Inn.”

The raven released an unnaturally loud call
and rocketed back the way Terrence had come.

“You’re in luck, dead man,” Angus said. “I
know the streets better than most. And you’re only a block away
from being obliterated by one of the higher orders of
dark-touched.”

“The vampires?”

Angus nodded. “Follow me. I’ll get you as
close as I can, but I’m no match for whatever Damian has become.”
The fairy looked up at the shadow in the distance, and something
like grief crossed his face for only a second before steel replaced
it. “Let’s go.”


CHAPTER FOUR

A millennium he’d waited
for this. Every year, every day, spent tinkering and nudging and
preparing for this fight. And it was bearing more fruit than he
ever could have hoped.

A slow smile crawled across Nudd’s face in
the torchlight, a smile that he tempered when footsteps sounded in
the hall. Light danced across stone in the underground hall.

“The titan is nearly here, Nudd,” a gravelly
voice said from the edge of the darkness of the room. Behind the
flickering light, shadows waited, deep enough to make his guards
invisible, or hide an assassin.

Nudd turned toward the helmeted form, its
eyes lost within. “I told you to call me ‘Lord.’ Our plan is
progressing well enough. Soon the Seal between you and those of
your kind trapped in the Burning Lands will fall.”

“Many of our lords were stranded in the
outer rings.” The vampire paused. “We’ve seen your weapon. We grow
concerned you may turn it against your allies.”

Nudd narrowed his eyes and looked away.
“Damian will do my bidding. You’ve also seen the commoners. Your
kind will have a feast for ages.”

Nudd understood the vampire’s loyalty stayed
with his master. The dark-touched were ruled over by an entity that
any being with common sense would fear, and he’d long suspected the
vampires shared a hive mind. And their alliance had not come
cheaply. But he had the weapon now, he’d turned Vesik, and the
timing for the rest had to be perfect.

Success would mean Nudd could finally return
the Courts to their rightful place. There would be no need to hide
in Faerie, and magic could flow freely between the realms once
more. It would no longer be restrained to the rivers of ley lines,
but it could be an ocean once more, limitless, and his people would
thrive in a new oasis.

Geb, the old Watcher, had once asked Nudd if
he thought the price of the alliance was worth it. If the price of
betraying his own wife had been worth it. But Geb didn’t
understand. Returning Faerie to its rightful status was not a
choice. It was this, or the slow inevitable death of the Fae as the
magic that sustained them ran too thin in the commoners’ realm.
Things would be right again one day. He’d make sure of it, by force
when necessary, and by sacrifice when there was no other path.

“You’ve taken the commoners’ weapons,” the
vampire said. “With them, you have no need of us.”

Nudd blew out a short breath. “Detonating
them would be the end of us. No magic can draw that poison out of
the earth once it’s unleashed. It would outlive us all.”

“That is not a problem for my masters.”

It wouldn’t be a problem for any of them if
they were dead. But Nudd didn’t speak those thoughts aloud.

“Still your tongue,” Nudd said, his voice
growing low and dangerous. For a moment he considered lopping off
the head of yet another dark-touched vampire. But a small part of
him was concerned one of their masters would descend on the realm
if he killed too many, and Nudd was not sure he could defeat one of
them without aid. So he let it go, instead allowing the vampire to
draw another breath, letting his footsteps soil the golden tiles
beneath his feet.

He still owed the dark-touched a favor, and
these were not beings to whom one wished to owe favor. But Damian,
Damian’s powers, those would turn the tide. Nudd would restore the
glory of Faerie, and then turn his creature on the lords of the
dark-touched themselves. The necromancer would rain down more pain
and blood than even Camazotz could imagine.

Nudd’s smile widened as the footfalls of a
giant reverberated on the earth above him.


CHAPTER FIVE

Terrence followed Angus
through the tangled narrow alleys of another street. The fairy
zipped forward and checked each intersection before they crossed
through sunlight and back into shadow. More of the skeletons waited
at every corner, but what unnerved Terrence more were the
gargoyle-like vampires perched along the edges of the roof tops.
There were more dark-touched here than he’d ever seen before,
except perhaps at the fight in Greenville, when this mess
started.

“And you’re sure that’s Damian?” Angus
asked.

Terrence grew more vigilant as the shadows
deepened around them. “I can’t explain it.” He tried to keep his
voice low, barely above a whisper, but the fairy still seemed to be
able to understand him just fine. “The girl, she touched me, and I
could see it all again. I could see it all again, the flashback of
when I died. But there were other people there this time … The
girl was behind us, the necromancer stood above me. It wasn’t how I
remembered dying. They weren’t there.”

Angus nodded. “Aye. One of the necromancer’s
visions. They call them knowings. Happens when he touches the dead.
He’s close with the girl, with Vicky. It may be her bond is why you
saw something out of the normal.”

“Normal,” Terrence said with a small
laugh. “As if such a thing exists.”

“Oh aye, if you’ve met Damian and his ragtag
bunch of misfits, you get a whole new perspective on normal.”

Angus slid his sword into the keyhole on a
brick set in a towering wall. He jostled around, cursed, and
reached his arm into the space beside his sword. Angus grunted with
the effort until the stone turned like a deadbolt. The doorway that
had been impossibly flush with the golden stone slid open. “Come
on.”

Terrence followed Angus into the building,
only to have anxiety expand in his chest once he lost sight of the
colossus again. It was a terrible feeling, and one he couldn’t
shake. The sooner they were out of the shadows, the better. At
least that had been his initial thought, but as reason returned to
his mind, common sense bled through the cracks of dread trying to
consume him. It was better for them to be hidden. Perhaps he didn’t
have the reassurance of being able to see the colossus, but they
had the safety in being hidden from the dark-touched.

“We’re safe from the vampires here?”
Terrence asked.

“Oh yes,” Angus said. “This is a place they
could never walk. I was a little concerned you might not be able to
walk here, given the magicks that protect this place. Have you felt
anything odd?”

Terrence shook his head. “Nothing new. A
little unease.”

Angus gave a sharp nod of approval. “Good.
Honestly, you probably would’ve been dead already if this wasn’t
going to go right.”

“Has anyone ever told you you’re not very
reassuring?”

“Just my cousin. But she’s dead now.”

Terrence hesitated. “Did you kill her?”

“Cassie?” Angus gave a quick shake of his
head and snorted a wholly inappropriate chuckle.

The sound was loud enough Terrence worried
it was dangerous.

“If I didn’t know better I’d think
Adannaya’s humor had worn off on you. No, I didn’t kill my cousin.
An Old God by the name of Gurges did. He’s dead now. He’d been
under the command of Hern, held allegiance to Hern, and Hern has
done my family much damage. I’m here to kill him.”

The realization was like a slap to Terrence.
“But Damian…”

“Aye,” Angus said. “It put a wee wrinkle in
my plan.”

“How did you—”

The sword strike came from nowhere. Terrence
didn’t understand how Angus managed to keep his head, much less
avoid the strike altogether.

Massive talons soared out of the shadows of
the ceiling, reaching for Terrence’s eyes. He barely raised his
rifle in time as the enormous owl crashed into him, the talons
digging into the translucent wood of his rifle. The owl scratched
at Terrence’s pale flesh, splitting his skin though no blood oozed
from his wounds. The owl cocked its head and then launched itself
back into the air.

In that same moment, Angus exploded, the
small fairy becoming a burly, musclebound warrior as he faced off
with the owl’s rider. Terrence leveled his rifle at the other Fae.
Golden accents adorned the bright armor and an owl’s claw was
carved into the forehead of the Fae’s helmet. Metal rang against
metal as swords collided and sparked in the shadows. Angus forced
the fairy backward before landing a quick shot to his knee, causing
the other fairy to collapse.

“Leave this place,” Angus said. “I have no
quarrel with you. I’m here for Hern.”

“You trespass upon the new Royal Courts of
Faerie. You die.”

Terrence swung his rifle around, trying to
find a clear shot past Angus’s wings.

Angus grimaced, and when the fairy lunged
for him, Angus grabbed the sword by the blade, deflecting it just
enough that his own sword could ram up through the other fairy’s
unarmored neck. Blood filled the Fae’s mouth before the white eyes
went blank and the knight collapsed into a screaming mass. The owl
hovered and then rocketed off into the darkness above.

“Hurry,” Angus said. “There will be
more.”

They dodged through the corridors of the
place the knight had called the new Royal Courts. Terrence didn’t
think they could have been that new, as Angus knew his way
around. He led them from shadow to shadow, light barely touching
them at all. Every distant sound that could have been a flap of
wings sent Terrence’s gaze toward the rafters, compounding the
dread in his gut. Only there weren’t truly rafters here. There were
shadows and towering sculptures of violence and punishment.
Brilliant stone carvings of wars long past and glories that were
anything but.

What seemed to have taken hours had in
reality only taken them a few minutes as they traversed the halls
of that place. Angus made his way to a wall, slid a brick to the
side, and opened another hidden doorway into the light.

Terrence frowned, not understanding how
their trip through the hall had brought them so much closer to the
colossus. But the sight of the thing untied some of the anxiety in
his chest, bringing him an odd sort of relief. But whatever relief
Terrence felt, Angus’s rigid posture told the ghost his companion
didn’t share it. The Fae stared down at the half-moon auditorium
over which the colossus loomed. Inside stood a small cadre of
dark-touched vampires, and a horn-helmed figure draped in dark
cloth.

“Nudd,” Angus growled.


CHAPTER SIX

“I’m afraid this is going
to be up to you,” Angus said.

Terrence looked up at the towering form of
the fairy beside him. It didn’t appear Angus was happy with what he
had said. But it also didn’t look like Terrence could say anything
to change his mind.

“What do I do?” Terrence asked.

One moment Angus towered over the ghost, and
the next he had snapped into a much smaller form. He settled onto
the arm of a sconce holding a torch and let out a slow breath.
“Being this close to Nudd is too big a risk. His people will
recognize me. They know I’m allied with the Obsidian Inn.”

Terrence studied the colossus. “And what
does that matter now? What do you hope to hide from them?”

“As much as I can.” Angus looked off into
the distance, back the way they’d come, as if he could see through
those walls, see the battlefield beyond, and see the allies they’d
left behind. The fairy turned back and held Terrence’s gaze. “You
get to the light you told me about. Find out what the hell it is.
If your contact with Vicky somehow broke through to Damian, it
could very well be him.”

“And what do I do if it is?”

“You run. You get out of there as fast as
you can. Find me, or the wolves, or the Morrigan. If there’s a
chance we can get Damian back, we have to take it.”

The determination on Angus’s face reminded
Terrence of the words the necromancer had spoken in Greenville, and
the passion that had helped drive Dirge into a new alliance.

He might not have known the fairy long, but
if Angus was anything like his friends, he deserved a little
trust.

Of course, trust didn’t matter all that much
just then. Even if Angus told him to turn back now, Terrence
doubted that he could. The pull toward the colossus was undeniable.
Irresistible even. He only hoped that compulsion would let him help
his friends, and not damn them all. These thoughts he didn’t speak
aloud, as he didn’t know how the fairy might react. But doubt
settled in his heart beside the hope. It reminded him of the calm
before the battles he’d fought so long ago.

Terrence nodded. “Find the girl, will
you?”

“Vicky?”

“Yes, I’m afraid she’s in trouble. Save her
if you can.”

Angus let out a humorless laugh. “I don’t
know what you’ll see out there …” He gestured to the massive
black form. “But there’s no shame in running. Survive. Get word
back to the Obsidian Inn. I’ll do what I can about the girl.”

“Thank you.”

Angus met Terrence’s gaze. The fairy flexed
his wings and vanished into the skies.


*     *     *

Terrence kept to the shadows. He stayed close to the
walls when he didn’t have the darkness to mask him. Whatever was
happening inside the little amphitheater had drawn the attention of
every creature in the area. Terrence moved silently beneath the
dark-touched vampires perched on the roofs. But the closer he got,
the more he saw the shifting shadows in every crevice of the
street. The flesh of the dead hid between the golden tiles. The
closer he came to the colossus, the more obvious it became, for
they were all an extension of his power, his form. And that was a
terrible sight to behold.

Much to Terrence’s horror, he realized he
was going to have to walk across the bark-like substance. There was
no open path leading up to the colossus. The ghost took a deep
breath he didn’t need and strode forward. The first step felt as if
the blackened bark pushed back, and the second crunched beneath his
translucent boot. By the third, something changed. The substance
forming the back of the colossus’s leg parted like flesh around a
blade. Terrence hesitated. This felt right. This was what he was
supposed to do. He hurried into the small pathway carved in the
creature’s flesh. It had formed a kind of staircase. It felt solid
under his feet, but it trembled and vibrated as the massive figure
swayed.

The path behind Terrence collapsed as he
moved. There was no turning back now. Whatever that beacon was, he
would reach it.


*     *     *

Voices sounded around Terrence. It took him some
time to realize they were echoes from whatever was happening in the
auditorium below. He could make out a few words at first, but the
farther he moved up the colossus, the more the words became no more
than a buzz in the background. If he thought the shifting flesh and
staircases were odd as he traversed the calf of the colossus,
things only got stranger from there. Once he reached the knee of
the beast, the flesh no longer shifted beneath him. Instead, it
grew out to the side like a branch covered in the rough bark of
dead things.

Terrence glanced up, but the way the
colossus’s leg was bent, he couldn’t see the golden beacon anymore.
He wished at that time he could fly like the fairies. But the most
he’d ever seen a ghost do was hover, and calling attention to
himself here could spell his end. Terrence couldn’t tell if it had
all been an illusion, or if that newly formed branch was the least
strange thing he’d see today. Terrence squeezed the nearest of the
branches and whispered, “Don’t let me fall now.”

He wasn’t really sure if he could die, or
die again, if he fell from this height, but he was fairly certain
it wouldn’t feel good. He had some sensation back in his hands and
arms ever since Damian had instilled him with energy in Greenville.
As much as it had been a blessing to be able to feel the strings of
his guitar beneath his fingertips once more, he could also feel
pain again.

Terrence swung forward on one of the
branches of flesh, but nothing happened. He dangled there for a
moment, watching with some distress as the stairs he’d been
standing on vanished under his boots, but a short time later a
branch oozed its way out of the crease of the colossus’s knee.
Terrence grabbed it and another rose up. He wasn’t able to reach
this one, but he lodged his feet on the first branch and pulled
himself up.

From there, he could make the short hop to
grab the next. This pattern continued for a time, and Terrence
marveled at the fact that he wasn’t short of breath, and that even
as his muscles flexed to pull his weight from branch to branch, he
didn’t feel the exhaustion in his bones. It was a strange thing, as
in life he’d never been great at pull ups. He’d had friends that
enjoyed climbing rocks, but Terrence would usually have waited for
them at the bottom of the mountains, prepping the camp and writing
a new song. But here he felt none of it. As he grew more sure of
the branches, and the absence of enemies, he hurried up the
blackened flesh as fast as his body would carry him.

He reached the waist of the colossus, now
higher than several of the buildings around him, before he saw the
faces. They weren’t everywhere, but between one step and the next,
milky white eyes rose up from the wall of the giant’s back. Empty
mouths filled with nothing but shadows and whispered groans. He
hurried past them, unnerved at the things and the pounding sense of
dread inside his chest. Whatever they were, it wasn’t something he
cared to stay close to. He’d seen them on the battlefield before,
shadows and darkness. When he was alive, some men told him tales
about the things they’d witnessed crawling through the grass around
their fallen brothers. Terrence had never been one for ghost
stories, but things had changed.

While he was lost in those thoughts, an arm
tore free of the flesh of the colossus. The bark-like appendage
wrapped around Terrence as if it were a vise.

Terrence cursed, and then snapped his mouth
closed. He’d been lucky enough not to run into any of the
dark-touched vampires on the back of this colossus. But if he
screamed now, screamed at the pain of claws and fingers digging
into his legs, into his gut, they’d be on him in moments. This was
nothing like the dull pressure of the owl’s talons, this was a
piercing fire. Terrence tried to shift the barrel of the gun
strapped to his back into the face of the monster, but even if he
had managed it, the shot would call attention to him. He felt as if
his bones were creaking, as though the pressure of a mountain was
bearing down on him. In a desperate effort, he pulled the sword
from the scabbard at his hip. It sang out, a deep golden light that
slashed through the arm pinning him down. The flesh crumbled away
only for the shower of ash to be reabsorbed a few feet below him.
But he lost his grip on the branch and he couldn’t stifle the
scream as the creature released him and he fell forward.


CHAPTER SEVEN

The sky became earth and
the earth sky. And then everything went dark. Terrence crashed onto
a platform that hadn’t been there. The flesh of the colossus had
flashed out, catching him and carrying him back to the branches
he’d used to climb.

Terrence’s breath came hard and fast. It
wasn’t that he needed the air, but the panic, the certainty
something horrible was about to happen when he hit the ground, was
a feeling he couldn’t escape. The colossus shook, and Terrence
glanced down the way he’d come. It wasn’t a sight he wanted to see.
His scream, or the motion on the back of the giant, had called
them. At least two of the dark-touched vampires leapt out and were
climbing the colossus far faster than he’d be able to.

But it didn’t stop him. He dove for the
branches. Three quick steps, a leap, and he was swinging once more.
He moved as fast as he could, ignoring the milk-white eyes when
they appeared in the walls around him. Terrence climbed faster and
faster, his feet slipping, only to be caught by a resurgence of the
flesh of the colossus. He reached another platform, above the
waistline of the giant, and he dared to glance back. What he saw
put his jaw on his chest.

The colossus was having none of the
dark-touched. Bodies cloaked in wisps of shadows oozed out of the
colossus’s flesh only to wrap the dark-touched in a silent embrace.
The vampires vanished, reaching out as if for help before they were
simply absorbed into the mass of the colossus. None resurfaced.
That’s what would’ve happened to Terrence. He knew it. And perhaps
if he stayed in one place too long, it would still happen.

His jaw flexed as he ground his teeth
together and looked up the back. Something like a ladder of dead
flesh replaced the branches. As if silver bones had been inlaid
along the spine, and Terrence sprinted up them.

He focused on each handhold. If they’d been
evenly spaced, he could’ve fallen into a rhythm, but some were set
at odd angles. Others were slick, as though coated in blood and
oil. So instead, he focused on his grip, focused on one boot rising
up a rung and settling in place before he leapt up another. His
pace was good, but he’d seen how fast the vampires could move. And
fairies could fly, which meant if the wrong person noticed him, or
the wrong creature, he didn’t have a chance.

It wasn’t until the rungs disappeared that
Terrence risked another glance back. He was high now. Too high.
He’d never had a fear of heights, but the vision below unnerved
him. It was like a leaning off the side of an enormous building,
with nothing but air and pavement between you and death.

But the vampires were nowhere to be seen. If
the first group that had given pursuit were the alarm, the colossus
had made short work of them, silencing whatever klaxon they’d hope
to raise by smothering it. With the rungs of the makeshift ladder
gone, Terrence continued up, using breaks in the colossus’s flesh
to leverage himself higher.

He kicked at it with his boot, and split the
charred flesh wide to get a good foothold where he could. Terrence
hadn’t seen many of the Fae as he rose higher on the back of the
colossus. Just over the hunch of the creature’s back, Terrence
could see the golden beacon once more. A few more steps, and the
flesh of the giant flattened out, giving him a place to rest.
Though his body didn’t need it, his mind greatly appreciated
it.

The call of the beacon had done nothing but
grow stronger as Terrence neared, like a cable tied to his heart
that drew more taut with every step. The golden light was nearly
blinding now, and it made Terrence fairly certain he was the only
one who could see it. If the creatures below or around the
buildings had been aware of it, he had little doubt he wouldn’t
have been left so alone to climb the colossus.

But now he was there. He frowned at the
small gap in the charred and blackened flesh. He knelt and pried a
section of it away, only to realize that what waited inside was the
bare flesh of a man’s neck. He reached out to touch that pale
golden patch. The world flashed brilliant white around him; it
wasn’t the blinding vision that he experienced when the girl,
Vicky, had touched him. This was different. This felt like coming
home.

The voice was weak, but it was there. And he
knew it.

“Take the pack. Take the pack to Vicky.”

It was Damian’s voice. Terrence tried to dig
the necromancer out of the colossus. But with every fistful of
flesh he tore away, it filled with the charred covering of the
monster.

“Not monster,” Damian’s voice whispered.
“Gravemakers. Get the bag to Vicky. The innkeeper. Go.”

Terrence cursed in frustration. Every bit of
flesh that he could tear away from the colossus reformed in an
instant. He unsheathed the sword at his waist when he found the
strap. The gravemakers frantically tried to close around his hand,
but he would not relent. Terrence felt the leather stretch out when
the colossus tried to pull Damian back in earnest, and the entire
beast moved, shaking Terrence’s foothold.

But his sword slid in easily. The first
strap severed, and he leaned in, fishing for the second he knew
must be there. But his sword missed, and it caught the flesh of the
necromancer instead. This time, soaked in Damian’s blood, the flash
came to him like a thunderclap.

His life replayed as if in slow motion until
it came screaming back to his death, back to Dirge, and those the
last moments, his resurrection at the hands of the necromancer, and
his awakening at the hands of the child. The child, Vicky. Terrence
screamed as he leaned into the colossus and ripped his sword back
out through the charred flesh. The second strap separated and the
bag ripped away. Again he reached for the necromancer, but Damian
was gone.

The blinding light of the beacon faded as
Damian disappeared. The platform trembled beneath Terrence as if
whatever control Damian had over the flesh of the colossus was
waning. It tilted until there was no place for him to grab hold. He
cursed as he started to slide downward, barely managing to find a
handhold and save himself from a plummet of God knows how far. But
with the straps cut on the backpack, Terrence had trouble balancing
it. He held on to a small hook at the top, but it was interfering
with his grip, making movement down the colossus much harder.

He was going to be seen. He was going to be
caught. And he didn’t know why, but in his heart he knew if he
failed here, they were all doomed.


CHAPTER EIGHT

Vicky woke with a scream.
Wherever she was, it was dark. And she wasn’t alone. She’d been in
dark places before, disoriented, and torn to pieces.

She’d learned much.

A soulsword exploded in her hand, and Vicky
barely caught the flap of wings as a fairy rocketed away from
her.

“Easy lass!”

“It’s okay, little one,” Wahya said,
shuffling around the fairy and crouching down beside her. “You’re
safe.”

Vicky’s heart pounded in her chest. She
trusted Wahya. He was one of the few that she trusted with her
life. But the fairy … she wasn’t so sure.

Wahya caught her staring, and glanced back
at Angus. “He’s a friend. He’s practically family to Aideen and
Foster. Cousin of Cara.”

Vicky let the soulsword recede until it
snapped out of existence. Angus summoned a small light that showed
more of the room. She could make out golden stone surrounding them,
but it was faded, as if its very life force had been drained away
long ago. That’s how she almost always thought of them when she saw
the stones of Falias. That golden glow was like the rock had a life
of its own.

Her thoughts scattered when she remembered
the vision. “Terrence. We have to get to Terrence.”

“He’s chasing Damian,” Angus said.

Vicky pressed her palm to her forehead. “He
has a … he has the backpack. He…” She squeezed the bridge of
her nose, a dagger of pain threatening to make her sick. “We need
it.”

“You need rest,” Wahya said. “We can go
later.”

Vicky shook her head. The pain began to
recede, ever so slightly, and she drew herself up to her feet. “We
have to go.”

“Damian’s in the heart of Falias,” Angus
said, exchanging a look with Wahya. “It’s not safe passage.”

“Not much is,” Wahya said. “A small force
would be better.”

“No,” Vicky said, the harshness of the word
bringing silence around her. “I’m not risking any of you. Stay
here. I’m taking Jasper.”

A small ball of fluff trilled in the corner.
The fact Vicky hadn’t realized he was there made her question the
acuity of her perceptions. But the vision had been powerful, and
the strength behind it was overwhelming. Damian was still
alive.

Vicky paused beside Jasper. “Did you get
Enda and her family out?” She glanced over her shoulder at the
werewolf and the fairy. Pale light glinted in Wahya’s sunburst
eyes.

“They’re safe, little one. Deep inside the
Inn behind the guard of a forest god, so I am told.”

“Good. Then … then Jonathan and Hess
didn’t die for nothing.”

Wahya and Angus watched her go as she
started up the stairs that led to an ancient carved door. When
Vicky pushed through it, daylight threatened to blind her. But the
oddest thing happened. When she looked back at the door she’d just
passed through, it wasn’t there. Whatever spells were worked upon
that building, they were damned powerful. Vicky suspected Morrigan
had something to do with it, although it could have been Ward.
Whatever the case, she could worry about it later. She had bigger
priorities.

“Let’s go,” she said to Jasper, and the
dragon didn’t miss his cue. The furball exploded into the massive
scaly form of the winged beast.


*     *     *

Anger boiled in Vicky’s gut as she clung to the
spines on Jasper’s back and they climbed higher into the sky. She
knew where they were now. She knew all about the basilisk skeleton
below them in the courtyards not far from the entrance to the
Obsidian Inn. They were in the outskirts, the slums, where the Fae
either hadn’t rebuilt, or had fought so regularly that even the
most gifted of their engineers couldn’t rebuild before the city
would fall again. But that wasn’t what angered her. What irritated
her now was the fact she was so far back. She’d been on the front
lines, so close to Damian she could practically reach him.

Jasper growled beneath her, and Vicky patted
the great beast’s neck. He had grown more adept at detecting her
moods, and she was grateful for it. More than once he’d pulled her
back from the edge of rage or despair. Her time with Drake had
helped calm her somewhat, but the world still enraged her at times,
and that could be a deadly thing. She had access to powers that
helped bring the Destroyer low, slayed demons, and cut the flesh of
monsters not of this world. Losing control put everyone she loved
at risk. The danger her friends were in infuriated her, but now
maybe there was some faint hope, some wild spark, Damian was still
in there.

Vicky clenched her jaw and leaned in closer
to Jasper’s scales. He’d taken them higher than she expected, but
it was a smart approach. They were high enough now they weren’t
going to encounter anything short of an owl knight. And an owl
knight didn’t stand a chance against a girl and her dragon.

Shortly after the thought crossed her mind,
a winged form glided past far below them. On the broken ground
beneath the owl knight, she could see the crater where Damian had
surfaced in Falias, not far from the platform where they’d rescued
Liam, Lachlan, and Enda. Soon they were gliding over the
battlefield where she’d touched the ghost, and as her eyes trailed
toward the horizon, the massive form of the colossus was
unmistakable.

It was still Damian, of that she was sure.
But it was something else too. Something darker, and she didn’t
think it was just Hern. Hern was certainly part of whatever that
creature was now, but the sheer weight of the gravemakers and the
souls tied up inside of that thing was like a black hole, bending
the nearby ley lines to its will.

Another of the owl knights crossed her line
of sight, and Jasper rose higher, cutting into the edge of a cloud
bank. Vicky shivered at the damp cold. She’d be grateful when they
were on the ground again. A storm was moving in, and it would soak
the land as surely as the blood of the coming war.

Jasper didn’t reach the clouds fast enough.
She saw the sharp bank of one of the owl knights. She had a split
second to decide to chase the knight, or vanish into the clouds and
hope the knight thought it was a trick of the light. But Vicky knew
the Fae better than that, knew their cunning, and understood how
well they could perceive the world around them.

“Get them,” Vicky snapped.

She didn’t need to say anything more. She
didn’t need to guide the dragon. Jasper had seen the knights too,
following them with his giant black eyes. But now they were locked
on like a hawk with a mouse beneath its talons.

They skirted the cloud bank before Vicky
flattened herself against the dragon, rising and falling with the
heaving of his wings as Jasper increased their speed into a
suicidal descent. The cold wind bit at Vicky’s cheeks. She squinted
against the breeze, the air like the edge of a blade. The first
drops of precipitation crashed against her forehead a moment before
a surprised-looking owl knight crashed against the jaws of the
dragon. Jasper crunched twice and belched out a blue fireball. If
the bird or its rider had survived the initial impact, there would
be nothing left after that hellish blue flame. Vicky caught the
spiraling pile of ash out of the corner of her eye as Jasper turned
and rocketed toward Damian.

Things below them started to move.

“They’ve seen us,” Vicky said. She’d hoped
they’d been fast enough, but either the knight had already issued a
warning, or another of Nudd’s soldiers had seen them. “Hurry. We
need to get to Damian now.”

Jasper stretched his neck out until he was a
streamlined as possible. Each flap of his wings was nearly
perpendicular to his body, and the sensation was something like
being shot out of a high-speed roller coaster. Only it didn’t stop;
it just increased in speed until the colossus that seemed so far
away was suddenly in front of them.

The soulswords weren’t the only one of
Damian’s abilities Vicky had inherited. In some ways, they may have
been the most useful, but currently Vicky was far more thankful of
her ability to see ghosts. A small army of them marched toward the
colossus, penetrating the walls and alleys and byways of Falias,
all except for one. One lone ghost clung to the back of the
colossus, the bark-like flesh trying to draw it in.

Vicky caught a flash like steel, flickering
around the ghost, as Jasper spread his wings and slowed before they
crashed into Damian’s back. They were close enough now Vicky could
see it was Terrence. And in the ghost’s hand was Damian’s backpack.
The backpack where he kept everything he thought he needed for a
battle. And that’s what she had to get to the innkeeper.

But how in the hell had Terrence gotten it?
How could he have climbed onto Damian’s back? Was Damian able to
help him? A million questions raced through Vicky’s mind. But those
could wait. That vision had been a message, and for now she knew
what they needed. Jasper dropped and let his claws dig into the
colossus’s back.

The entire mass of gravemaker flesh shifted,
and Vicky watched in horror as a blackened bark-like arm stretched
toward them. The thing was as tall as a skyscraper, with a hand
large enough to crush Aeros in a single blow.

“Come on!” Vicky shouted to Terrence,
worried the ghost might not hear her over the distance.

The ghost looked up, wide-eyed. “Hell yes,
girl.” Terrence turned his rifle on the gravemaker crawling out of
the flesh beside him and fired.

The face disintegrated, but the thunder of
the gunshot drew the attention of everything around them. And even
if it hadn’t, the sudden roar of the giant, the earth-shaking
bellow vibrating the earth, would have told the whole damn state
something was there.

“Lower,” Vicky shouted to Jasper, jerking on
one of his spines.

The gravemakers forming the flesh of the
colossus surged at the dragon, grabbing his claws and reaching for
his wings. But Jasper was too strong for the individual hands of
the gravemakers. They broke away, only to fall and be reabsorbed
farther down the colossus. Jasper worked like that for a few
seconds, tearing and rending and breaking free until they were
finally close enough to Terrence for him to grab hold of Vicky’s
hand.

Vicky swung him up onto the dragon’s back,
and with one mighty flame, Jasper burned away the flurry of
gravemaker arms reaching out for them. Vicky almost retched as some
of the milk-white eyes burst from the intense heat, sending a
cascade of viscera and gore down the back of the colossus.

The thing started to turn in earnest. But it
wasn’t a thing, it was Damian, and far below them stood Nudd, a
shadowed form bearing horns.

“Go now!” Vicky screamed.

Her heart tried to hammer through her rib
cage as she realized they were in the core of the enemy’s forces.
If Nudd was here, his most powerful allies would be here. He
wouldn’t leave himself unprotected. He was too smart for that. But
of course he hadn’t left himself unprotected. Damian was here.
Damian, who had threatened Nudd for so many years, who had perhaps
been his biggest threat, now stood calmly by the murdering
bastard’s
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