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CHAPTER ONE


There are days so great, you wish them to never end,

There are days gone so bad, you wish them never to have been,

And there are days when hell kicks in your front door.

“Damian!” Sam’s voice screeched over the phone. Adrenaline wracked my body. “They’re at our house, Mom and Dad’s, get here as—” Fear bled through my sister’s words before they were cut off by a scream and the roar of gunfire. The line went dead.

I didn’t think as I hurtled out the door and down the stairs. I strapped on my gun holster and the black body armor Hugh had given me, tossed my staff into the car, and tore out of the apartment complex, with little recollection of what I’d done to get there. It didn’t matter. Mom and Dad mattered. Sam mattered. I pushed the accelerator to the floor and my supercharged ’32 Ford Vicky screamed the rage and panic I felt.

I knew it should take almost thirty minutes to get to the house, but there was no way in hell it was taking that long. The highways and signals vanished in a blur of color and horns. Tires screeched as I slid around one car and slammed the accelerator to the floor. Nothing was going to keep me from my family. I should’ve been stopped by the cops. I wouldn’t have stopped for anything.

My heart plummeted as I bounced into the driveway of my parents’ old brick two-story home. Sam and I grew up there. Safe, cozy, it had been a calm haven in a crazy world. One of the Pit’s black SUVs was upside down on the lawn, trailing black smoke. I was sure it was Sam’s, but a glance told me she wasn’t in it. I turned to the house. The front door was in splinters. I focused my Sight as I ran toward the gaping wound in my childhood home and saw nothing but a cacophony of broken ghosts, a rainbow of residual power, and dead auras rising and falling like smoke. I had little doubt there were necromancers nearby.

Inside was so much worse. I cursed and slipped on a smear of black-green zombie goo, barely catching myself with the staff in my left hand. The smell tickled my gag reflex. I started breathing through my mouth. I heard something scrape in another room and the pepperbox holstered at my waist almost sprang into my right hand. Body parts littered the foyer. The walls were covered in scratches and tiny holes. My brain registered what the holes meant a second later—shotgun.

“Dad!” I yelled as I moved through the house. Some part of my brain screamed to stay quiet and hunt the bastard that dared to do this. The other part just wanted to find my family. Remnants of a battle were strewn all around me. The dining room to my right was obliterated. Fallen zombies were sprawled throughout the hall, trailing toward the kitchen. Beyond that was the den. I could just make out the blood and gore sprayed across the short dividing wall. “Mom! Sam!” My voice was shrill and my heart hammered as I plowed through the corpses. I passed another corpse with every step. Some were long dead, others had probably enjoyed dinner not long before. Something clattered in the kitchen. I took two quick hops over the shotgunned detritus and leveled the pepperbox at the man at the table.

“Holy shit.” My hand twitched before I lowered the barrel. I holstered my gun and leaned my staff against the wall. I flexed my fists to stop the shaking. “Dad.”

He sat at the kitchen table with a glass of whiskey, a smoking shotgun, and a pile of ammunition. The room was choked with exploded zombies and one very, very dead necromancer. Dad stared at me over the rim of his glass, threw back the last of the whiskey, and slammed it against the table so hard the glass cracked.

“They took Andi.”

“What? They took Mom? Who did?”

My dad shook his head and then closed his eyes. “I don’t know.”

“Philip did. It was Philip,” a voice croaked from the far corner, close to the patio door.

Philip. One of the worst humans I’d ever had the pleasure of meeting. Zola swore he hadn’t always been such a bastard, back when they’d been lovers during the Civil War, but everything I’d seen firsthand was a testament as to why dark necromancers deserved their reputation. He’d raised a demon, gotten Carter and Maggie killed, and forced me to unleash a forbidden soulart. I still felt stained by that act, and some part of me worried I’d follow his footsteps into madness.

“You okay?” Dad asked as he stood up, took a few shaky steps, and knelt down by the bloodied form. It took me a moment to realize he wasn’t asking me. He’d wiped some of the gore away from her eyes and smoothed her hair back before I even realized it was my sister.

“Sam! Jesus, shit, Sam… what the hell happened?” I slid across the blood and gore that surrounded her, stopping to kneel across from my dad. Her black hair was thick with human and zombie gore. I couldn’t tell whose blood was where and fresh panic clawed at my throat.

“Where’s Foster?” she said, reaching for my hand. “It hurts.” Her other hand tightened around her waist.

Wounded. “How bad?”

She grimaced.

I was on the phone before she could say anything more. I needed Foster, Cara, Aideen… anyone. No one picked up at my shop. Sam shifted her arm and I could see a ragged tear across her stomach. I ground my teeth and looked away. “Dammit.” I dropped the phone into a pants pocket and took a deep breath. The wound might not be enough to kill her, but I couldn’t be sure. It wasn’t closing, and that was bad. Real bad.

I closed my eyes and pushed my aura out harder than I ever had before. The ghostly gray webwork of the city’s ley lines shimmered into my mind as my aura ran across them, searching for the only creature I’d learned how to speak to without words. I found him, eventually, curled up by a red panda in the zoo, and I formed my thoughts into a summoning. It probably wouldn’t have worked if the damn bear didn’t like me, but as soon as I made contact, Happy’s pale ghost was standing in my parents’ kitchen. Dad didn’t even jump. He may have blinked, but then he just shook his head and went back to the table.

“Sam’s hurt, we need Foster or Cara or…”

The bear nodded once, made a chortling whine, and vanished before I finished rambling.

“Been practicing,” Sam said. She tried to smile, but it fell off her face a moment later. I started rolling up my sleeve and she shook her head.

“Don’t make me make you bite me. You bloody well know I’ll do it.” Sam had some resistance to my necromancy since she’d fed off me before, but if I was really determined, I could still get her to do things. I would imagine that’s most siblings’ worst nightmare. I stuck my wrist in her face.

A tiny smile cracked the dried blood on her lips before she bit down.

I winced, but that was all. I looked up at Dad. He didn’t grimace, didn’t flinch. For all the times he’d complained about Sam’s “condition” and how there had to be a cure, he didn’t make a single comment. I nodded once and he returned it.

“Did they say anything?” I asked.

“Only that they wanted a blessing,” he said, “whatever the hell that means.”

“A blessing?”

Dad inclined his head as he pulled a clean glass from the cabinet and filled it with water.

“What are you wearing?” he asked.

“This?” I said as I pointed to my chest with my free arm.

He nodded.

“Body armor.”

“Why does it say ‘Cub’?”

Sam snorted and I yelped as she jerked her fangs to the side. “Sorry,” she mumbled into my arm, and went back to feeding.

I smiled at Sam and blew out a breath. “Hugh’s sense of humor.”

His right eyebrow cocked in question for a moment before laughter rumbled out of his gut. “The werewolves, ah, that’s good. Your mother likes Hugh. Seems like a good man.” His smile faded as he mentioned Mom.

“We’ll get her back,” I said. Sam’s grip on my arm tightened as I spoke. My mind trailed back to what Philip had done to Zola when he’d taken her last year. My teeth ground together. There was no sense in talking about that now.

I felt a surge in the ley lines before Cara stepped through a black whorl. It snapped out of existence as soon as Aideen followed behind her.

“Philip is after the nail,” Cara said as she flashed into her full size in a burst of fairy dust. Gray and white wings brushed the ceiling as she knelt beside Sam. “The Blessing of the Seelie Court.”

I closed my eyes and took a deep breath. “Shit.”

“You’re not sneezing,” Aideen said with a small frown.

“Allergy medicine,” I said.

“What about allergy medicine?” Dad asked, unable to see or hear the fairies.

Sam let go of my arm. “Hi, Mom,” she said. Her voice wasn’t much above a whisper.

“Christ, is she losing her mind?” Dad asked.

“No, she’s just—” I started.

“I am not waiting for you to explain everything that happens here,” Cara said. “Aideen.”

“I hope your father is ready for our help,” Aideen said as she placed a tiny o-shaped stone in her hand. She whispered an incantation and the stone filled her palm with a thick, syrupy liquid. She slid the stone into a pouch on her belt and stepped toward my dad. She blew across the liquid in her hand, sending small bubbles floating into my dad’s eyes, granting him the Sight, showing him the Fae.

His eyes widened as he saw Aideen and Cara for the first time. Golden armor and fine white linens hung around them, framed by their gray and white atlas moth wings. His hand scrambled for the edge of the table and he sat himself down on the chair with a thump. Sure, he’d met werewolves and vampires, but seeing a seven-foot fairy materialize with brilliant armor and enormous wings can be a bit jarring.

“It is a pleasure to meet you properly, Dimitry.” Cara said.

“Christ, you’re big.” His eyes trailed from the wingtips at the ceiling down to the armored boots on their feet.

“Sometimes we are, sometimes we are not,” Aideen said. “Regardless, we must heal your daughter.”

“Yes, enough talk. Stand aside, Damian,” Cara said.

I nodded and Sam released my arm. Cara leaned in and pulled Sam’s shirt up, exposing the gash beneath. It was smaller, but not by much. Cara let the blood-soaked fabric fall back onto the wound, and placed one hand on Sam’s shoulder and the other over her heart. “Socius Sanation.” The incantation was only a whisper, but the explosion of white light was a sun that burned away every shadow in the room.

When I could see again, Sam was standing. Cara had Sam’s shirt pulled up enough to reveal my sister’s flat, muscled stomach, free of wounds and blemished only by unwashed blood.

Aideen swabbed away as much of the blood as she could with a white kitchen towel and nodded to Cara before dropping the bloody cloth into the sink.

“My god,” Dad said as he stood and stepped toward Sam. “It’s really true.”

He didn’t even seem to notice as Aideen and Cara flashed into their smaller forms, only a few inches tall, in a burst of white that emitted no luminescence. His hand brushed the scraps of Sam’s shirt to the side. Her black eyes glanced to me and I shrugged. Who knows what runs through someone’s mind after surviving a supernatural hailstorm like that? Dad’s mind was an open book as he reached out and crushed Sam in a bear hug. Tremors shook his body and I didn’t need to see his face to know he was crying. Sam looked shell-shocked for a moment before tears started down her own cheeks.

We stayed still for a while, destruction and death all around us in our childhood home. Cara and Aideen perched on the owl-shaped salt and pepper shakers at the edge of the table and Sam whispered into Dad’s ear.

“We’ll get her back.”


CHAPTER TWO


Dad stood abruptly and the whiskey glass shattered when it fell from his hand as he reached for his shotgun.

“Don’t shoot him!” I said.

“What the hell?!” he shouted when Foster materialized in the living room, roaring a battle cry from Happy’s back, sword drawn and rage twisting his face.

Sam rewarded the fairy with a snort from the couch. “They’re all dead. Calm down.”

Foster blinked, looked around the room, and then sheathed his sword with a sigh. His wings drooped a little as he slid backward off the panda. Happy trundled over to Dad and nosed him in the face. Sam laughed as Dad jerked back.

“He’s not exactly a ghost,” I said. “You can pet him.”

The expression on Dad’s face—one raised eyebrow and an uncertain smile—raised a small chuckle from the group. He reached out and scratched Happy behind the ears.

“You may go, Guardian. Find Cassie,” Cara said. “Tell her danger is coming.”

Happy backed up a few steps and bumped me with his hip. He chortled before vanishing with a quiet, hissing pop.

“What the hell?” Dad said again. He was much more reserved about it this time as he lowered himself back into his chair.

“Cassie has the Blessing again?” I asked. “Is it at the History Museum?”

“Of course not,” Cara said. “Don’t be daft.”

Sam smiled and then bit her lip. I’m sure she was keeping her sibling-insulting impulses in check.

I rubbed my face. “Where do we find her?”

“We don’t know,” Aideen said. “Zola had an idea for hiding the Blessing, but she only told Cassie. Cassie is hiding it somewhere even Zola won’t know about.”

“Damn that woman likes her secrets,” I muttered.

“And only Zola knows where Cassie is,” Cara said. “Cassie is more friend to your master than she ever was to us.” She paused and looked at her hand as it curled into a fist.

Something in Cara’s voice struck me as odd. She sounded disappointed, or regretful. I suspected there was a history there I didn’t know.

Foster shrank and glided over to sit below Aideen. He fluffed his wings and scratched his head. “That’s great. Philip doesn’t know who has it. He won’t think Cassie has the Blessing again. He’ll come after all of us, pick us off until he finds out who really has it.”

“That’s why he took Mom,” Sam said. “Isn’t it?”

“What?” Foster said. “He was here? He took Andi?”

“It wasn’t Philip,” Sam said. “It was three necromancers. Two of them I’d never seen before, but the other was a leftover from Stones River, Volund.”

“Where’s Zola?” Cara asked.

“At the cabin,” I said. “I’ll call her.”

I flipped out my cell and called my master. She picked up in one ring, but was silent. In the background, I could hear the low, gravelly growl of rocks speaking.

“Dark times, Adannaya. They drew on much power in the city today.”

“Hey, Aeros!” I shouted into the phone.

“Dammit, boy. Ah’m hard enough of hearing,” Zola said with a snap in her old world New Orleans accent.

Aeros’s laughter rumbled in the background.

“We have problems,” I said with all humor gone from my voice. “They took my mom. They’re after the Blessing.”

The string of curses that erupted from the phone would have sent a demon running for a bomb shelter. “I’m coming.”

The phone went dead.
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I heard the rumble of Zola’s car two hours later while it was still half a block away. I was standing in the dim night when the motion-activated floodlight over my parents’ garage lit up her flashy, blue 1957 Chevy Bel Air. She steered past my car, into the driveway, and stepped out. Her gray cloak lifted briefly in a cold breeze and her gnarled hands contrasted sharply with the pale knobs on her old cane.

My eyes widened as Edgar Amon appeared from the passenger side with a bowler tucked under his arm. He was dressed to the nines in a black three-piece suit.

“Oh, shit,” Foster said. I looked toward his voice and saw him perched in one of the shattered windows.

Edgar glanced at the overturned SUV and rolled his eyes.

“Hey, Eddie!” I said cheerfully as I affixed the best fake grin on my face I could muster.

“You litter the streets with corpses, destroy a prized sculpture, burn an entire city to the ground, and let’s not even start on Stones River.”

I was fairly certain he wasn’t talking about the mess we’d made during the battle at Stones River. I was pretty damn sure he was not-so-subtly referring to the soulart I’d destroyed Prosperine with.

Edgar looked up and met my eyes. His own were black pitch in his sandy face and close-cropped hair. “And now you drag this catastrophe into your parents’ home.”

My false grin faded into a snarl.

Zola put a hand on Edgar’s shoulder. “Enough, Amon. That is enough. The Watchers can’t win this battle without us, and we can’t win without you. We are past this petty nonsense.”

Edgar closed his eyes slowly and took a deep breath. “I forget myself. My apologies, Damian.”

My jaw was still hanging loose as he walked by and followed Foster into the house, back to the relatively clear living room.

I grabbed Zola’s arm and whispered into her ear. “What’s he doing here?”

She glanced at my hand, plucked it off with the strength of a bodybuilder, and narrowed her eyes. “He’s a friend of the best sort.”

“What does that mean?”

“Once he was an enemy, many years ago.”

I shook my head. “How long have you known him?”

“Long,” she said as she stepped into the house and we picked our way into the kitchen through the carnage.

“My god,” Edgar said. “They struck like this in daylight?”

“Sunset,” Dad said as he held out his hand and shook Edgar’s. “We were sitting down to a late dinner when these things came in.”

Edgar leaned down and studied a few of the headless zombies. “You are a surgeon with a shotgun, Dimitry.”

Dad’s eyes narrowed. “How do you know my name?”

“I am a Watcher. It’s my job to know things. Has Damian not spoken of us before?” Edgar flipped the bowler onto the glass stovetop with a flick of his wrist, not waiting for my dad to respond. He turned one of the kitchen chairs toward the living room. I was half irritated and half glad he didn’t want to get into it with Dad.

I sat down next to Sam on the old, blue corduroy couch as she finished wiping most of the blood off her face. Some still trailed down her neck. I watched her for a moment as she brushed her hair back, revealing the darker patch of skin where a vampire named Dale had ripped out her throat. I’d turned him into confetti and used the leftovers to stitch Sam back together with a soulart.

I ran my hand over the tightly woven bumps of the fabric on the cushions. We used to sit on that couch as kids, back when Saturday mornings were still reserved for cartoons and Fruit Loops.

I stared at the floor and muttered, “How the hell did we end up here?”

Sam smiled and squeezed my knee, as though she knew exactly what I meant.

Zola sat down on the dark leather recliner while Dad took up a post at the edge of the kitchen, within arm’s reach of his shotgun, a fact I don’t believe Edgar missed. The fairies formed a loose circle on the surprisingly intact glass coffee table.

“Where is Cassie?” Cara asked.

“She’s with the Piasa Bird,” Zola said.

Edgar rubbed his face and sighed. “Never boring around you people, is it?” Everyone ignored him but Zola. She shot him a smile.

“Just wait, Edgar. Just wait.” Zola’s quiet laugh was utterly unnerving.

“You mean the painting on the bluffs?” Sam asked. “Over in Alton?”

“Yes, that’s where she is, but within the cliffs, in the lair of the bird.”

“That thing is real?” I asked.

“It is one of the last of its kind,” Edgar said. “There were many more, in darker times. A hybrid of Native American lore and twisted Fae magics.”

“Hardly,” Zola said. “You know what he is.”

Edgar frowned and glanced at the fairies.

“Does Philip know about the Piasa Bird?” Foster asked.

Zola rubbed her chin on her shoulder. “He may.”

“There are no Ways into that lair,” Cara said.

“There is one,” Aideen said.

Cara shook her head. “Anyone appearing in front of that creature would be devoured in an instant.”

“So we get to travel by car?” I asked, unable to keep a little edge of glee out of my voice. “No nauseating ride through the Warded Ways?”

“What are we waiting for?” Foster asked.

“The hour is late,” Edgar said. “It would be better to travel tomorrow morning, after some rest.”

“Enough,” Cara said. “It is already tomorrow and Andi is missing. Load up, we are leaving.”


CHAPTER THREE


“Hugh?” I asked as soon as someone picked up the line.

“Damian, your call is welcome brother. What do you need?” Hugh—River Pack Alpha, and all around Native American werewolf badass—had inducted me into the pack in the summer, after our battle with Philip and Prosperine the Destroyer. Now he’s my Alpha too, in a way, but I don’t turn furry.

“I have some Indian questions for you.”

“I don’t know much about Indian questions,” he said, with a particular emphasis on Indian.

“Ah, right. No disrespect intended,” I said. “I have some questions about a Native American legend. Or possibly myth? Maybe creature? I’m not sure.”

“That seems to be the usual reason for calling me. I begin to wonder if your sister was correct. Perhaps I should employ a secretary?”

Sam snickered from the driver’s seat of my ’32 Ford Victoria. It felt wrong to call my car Vicky anymore, now that the little ghost had taken the name. I studiously ignored Sam as we started across the bridge over the Mississippi River. Huge swaths of cabling draped from the center towers of the bridge and out to the edges on either side, creating skeletal sails against the cloudy blue sky.

“It’s a quick question, I swear.”

Hugh sighed. “Very well.”

“What’s the Piasa Bird?”

“A quick question? That is a very complex question. It has many meanings to many people.”

“But what’s the real bird?” I asked.

Hugh paused. “That is a dangerous question with a perilous answer my friend. Why do you need to know such things?”

“We’re on our way to meet it.” I heard a strangled cough from Hugh. “Cassie is staying with it and we have to find her.”

“The fairy?”

“Yes,” I said.

“That is good. You may avoid being eaten. It would be better if you did not venture out in situations such as this without the help of the pack.” He sighed again, and I could practically see him rubbing his eyebrows. “Very well, the Piasa Bird may seem an enormous bird to your eyes, but it is not. It is balance, and a force against the underwater panthers of the Mississippi.”

“The what?” Sam asked. I didn’t think my phone was turned up all that loud, but Sam could hear Hugh well enough.

“The Mishupishu, underwater panthers,” Hugh said again, with his voice raised a bit higher in volume.

“That’s what I thought he said.” Sam shook her head.

“The panthers are many, dragging hunters and animals alike to their doom. Without the Piasa Bird, humans would be cut down before they reached the river’s edge. At first glance, you may see a bobcat, or a cougar, but focus on the panthers long enough and you will find horns, scales, and claws long enough to gut bison.

“The Piasa Bird eats underwater panthers. I do not know all the stories. Many are kept by the Society of Flame.”

“Koda’s group?” I asked.

“The same,” Hugh said. “The Fae guard the Piasa Bird, but it is not theirs to control. Be wary my friend. You deal with powerful beings. I must greet the pack.”

“Thanks, Hugh,” I said as he clicked off the line.

“What’s the Society of Flame?” Sam asked.

“Best I can tell, they’re keepers of lore,” I said. “I’ve spoken to a ghost of the society off and on since I was a teenager. His name’s Koda, one of the elders Hugh knew. Koda told me about a time when necromancers were celebrated. ‘Gifted with the ability to speak with ancestors,’ he said. That’s sure changed, hasn’t it?” I couldn’t keep the bitterness out of my voice.

Sam glanced at me from the corner of her eye. “There are a lot of idiots out there, Demon. I still think you’re all right for a corpse-loving zombie groper.”

“Look who’s talking,” I said as I gave her a small nod before turning my attention back to Hugh. “The Society of Flame was made up of commoners and Fae alike. I’ve run across mentions of them in some old books, but nothing recent. A few books even hinted the society knew more about the magics of our world than the Fae courts did.”

“Seems unlikely,” Sam said.

I shrugged.

The brake lights on Zola’s car lit up as we took another exit and started through downtown Alton. It was homey, with much the same charm as Saint Charles, though there were many more modern buildings invading the old city. A farmer’s market bustled on the street corner, white tents catching the sun in a brilliant contrast to the aged brick behind them.

“I want to stop there,” Sam said.

“If we’re still alive later, I’m game,” I said.

“You think it’s okay Dad’s riding with them?”

I nodded. “He wanted to. Hell, he hasn’t seen Zola in what, five years? Six? He sees us all the time.”

“Not all the time,” Sam said. I could hear the tinge of loss in her voice, some piece of her still struggling with her change. “And he lost Mom.”

“For now,” I said, watching Sam. She frowned slightly before all emotion left her face. I’d seen the look before. She was choking something back that she didn’t want me to see.

The town vanished. A sheer, white rock bluff rose up on our right, speckled with green brush and crowned by trees and power lines. The Mississippi River hurried past on our left.

The bluff drew away from the road a short while later and Zola began to pull off. The rocks curled back around and started for the road again. A dry inlet, filled by an asphalt parking lot and a small tourist kiosk, greeted us as we parked. Gray landscaping stones lined the base of the bluff before a small patch of grass.

Above it all, on the rocky bluff face, the painting of the Piasa Bird loomed. It was not frightening, but when Sam turned the car off and my foot found the earth, power spiked around me. My Sight flashed up by instinct alone. The explosion of electric blue ley lines was almost blinding. The tangled lines of power lead to a massive cavern to the left of the painting. I let my Sight fade and stared at the cliff painting. I have no idea why they call it a bird. It looked more like a griffin, almost, but adorned with red wings and covered with golden scales. Red eyes bored into me, framed in a disturbingly human face, crowned with a deadly pair of horns. A tail crossed from its back, over its front shoulders, and curved beneath its body, where it wove between its four limbs and their ferocious talons.

“Shit,” Sam said as she closed the door. “It’s a bit creepy. That thing’s real?”

“God, I hope not,” I said.

Sam glanced at me, then back to the painting. I saw a shiver run down her spine.

Dad stepped out of Zola’s car and moved the seat forward to let Edgar out. I blinked, surprised to see Edgar in the back seat.

The fairies grew, drawing swords and forming a triangle around our group.

“Something up?” I asked.

Foster shook his head. “This is not a safe area. Things that should not be walk the earth here.”

“Have something to do with that massive ball of power?” I said as I hitched my thumb toward the cavern entrance.

“Keep your Sight locked down, boy,” Zola said. “To look on a being like the Piasa Bird—”

Edgar cleared his throat. Zola stared him down.

“It would be unwise,” she said.

“And unlikely to prolong your sanity,” Edgar said.

Dad pulled his shotgun off the floorboard of the Chevy.

“You will not need that here,” Aideen said. She pulled her coif down and let it pool around her neck. The tips of her pointed ears poked out from beneath her platinum hair.

“Leave it, Dimitry,” Cara said. “It will do you no good in this place.”

He hesitated only a moment before easing the gun to the floor and closing the door.

“Fine,” he said, biting off the word as he turned back to the group.

Edgar moved and gently turned Dad by his elbow. “Honestly, we need you to create an imbalance, a need for sympathy.”

“You have the tact of demons, Amon,” Cara said flatly.

“What?” Dad asked as he jerked his elbow away.

“Dimitry, stop,” Zola said. “Do not be angered by this. The fight that is coming, we need help. Philip has allied himself with powers you cannot imagine.”

He glanced at Sam, and then at me. “My kids, are they in danger?”

Zola let out a hollow laugh. “They are always in danger. This will help. Ah promise you.”

His eyes trailed back to Sam and he nodded once.

Edgar turned to Cara and narrowed his eyes, ever so slightly, adjusted the bowler on his head, and started walking toward the cavern entrance.

The entrance loomed large. An enormous arch opened into the bluff wall, a thirty- by fifty-foot space, split in two by a wide, rough column of stone. More columns shone dimly from within the darkness, all wider at the ceiling, obscuring what lay beyond.

Loose rock, from pebbles to boulders, littered the ground, rolling and twisting unexpectedly in attempts to snap our ankles or worse. I slid and cursed, kicking a sharp rock deeper into the cavern. The hollow sound of its impact echoed around us.

Cara led, with Edgar at her side. A dull blue light floated above his left shoulder, illuminating the passage ahead. Zola and Dad followed. Sam and I stayed a few paces behind, flanked by Foster and Aideen.

We moved forward slowly, keeping our formation as best we could. Nothing moved in the dim blue light. I looked behind us and saw the bright sockets of the entrance were fading, leading daylight away and bringing shadows close enough to touch.

Dad cursed as something large shifted deeper in the cave. The sound of lightning and a thunder crack in the distance rumbled up from the darkness.

“I have a bad feeling about—” Sam started.

“Shut up,” I said, but I couldn’t completely restrain my smile.

Edgar whispered something, and I could have sworn it was “My brother.” My eyebrows drew down in thought as I wondered what he was talking about before something else caught my attention. A wall, slightly off to our right, shimmered and vanished. A flash of white, which emitted no luminescence, became Cassie, running forward to embrace Cara, and then Zola.

The fairy was armed to the teeth. Golden mail with intricate Celtic designs was draped over Cassie’s shoulders and wrapped around her torso and legs. Her armor gleamed in the bluish light, a sword sheathed on either leg, with another hilt sticking up between her gray wings.

“You are here,” she said to Zola with a hand on my master’s shoulder. Her voice was light and more musical than those of the other fairies.

“You are safe,” Zola said. I could hear the satisfaction in her voice, made even clearer as her accent deepened and her words came out quickly. “Ah’m sorry we did not come sooner.”

“Do not apologize,” Cassie said. “This is more important than any one of us. If Philip or Ezekiel claim the Blessing, the fight is done.”

“If that happens, the world is done,” Cara said.

“What of the Piasa Bird?” Edgar said, his gaze never leaving the cavern’s depths.

“It stirs, Amon,” Cassie said. “Since you arrived here, I would call it restless.”

Edgar’s eyes focused on Dad for a moment and then returned to the darkness. “Enough delays,” he said as he took one step into the shadow.

The avian cry shattered my senses. The cry of an eagle, magnified a thousandfold, rattled the walls and sent everyone to their knees, hands over ears. Except for Edgar, who laughed and almost jogged forward as pebbles and rocks crashed to the earth around us.

“Don’t open your Sight,” Zola said through gritted teeth.

I nodded and struggled to my feet with Sam’s help. The ley lines battered my senses. I was drowning in their power, flying in it as I walked beneath a raging tsunami, torrents of power swirling and pushing and pulling.

“Christ,” I said, my left arm outstretched in a vain physical effort to fight off a metaphysical storm.

Foster put a hand on my shoulder. “This is far older than Christ, Damian. Older than any human religion.”

“I’ve never felt anything like this.”

Sam put her shoulder under me and pushed forward. Dad helped Zola through the invisible storm as we followed Edgar deeper and deeper. The path sloped down and narrowed further in before a sharp bend to the north. We turned the corner behind Edgar and stopped dead.

I stared, slack-jawed, at the beautiful monster hidden inside.

Talons like the blackest obsidian gripped the floor near our feet. Towering twenty feet above them stood an eagle. Brilliant gold feathers glowed across its entirety, etched with black highlights running to a brilliant white ring of fine feathers at its neck. Silver feathers gleamed like broadswords at the tip of its wings.

The behemoth cocked its head to the side, the movement too fast to follow. It blinked and a chain of lightning erupted from its eyes, blackening and scarring the cavern above it. Its head cocked to the other side and it bent close to Dad, its left eye only a foot or two away, above a black beak large enough to swallow a small car. A storm swirled where the eye should have been.

“Where is the Blessing, Cassie?” Edgar said.

“Tell him,” Zola said without hesitation.

Cassie glanced at Cara, who gave her a smile and a small nod. “It is in Boonville.”

Edgar turned back to the Piasa Bird. “Guard the town. We’ll come in the hour of the sun. One of the Seals is upon us.”

“Seal?” I asked as quietly as I could. I almost hoped no one answered, because the only Seals I could think of were ancient things I’d only read about. Old stories made them out as barriers between our realm and a host of places you really didn’t want to go.

Zola shook her head slightly, and I took the hint. No more questions.

The bird regarded Edgar for a moment before shuffling to the side. It walked around us, keeping its eyes on Edgar as it moved to another passage I hadn’t noticed. The creature paused and shook out its feathers like a normal bird. It hunkered down for a brief moment, then launched itself out of a narrow opening in the top of the cavern without moving its wings. The thunderclap that followed shook the earth once more.

Edgar laughed and turned to the group. “Isn’t he magnificent?”

Zola rapped her cane on the ground and snarled. “You didn’t tell us we were sending Cassie to live with a Thunderbird!”


CHAPTER FOUR


“Zola, it’s okay. Thunderbirds have never acted against the Fae,” Cassie said, her hands out in a placating gesture.

“And if we had come to find you?” Zola asked. “If we had set foot here without Amon and the bird decided we were an imbalance?”

Cassie’s hands fell and she turned toward Edgar. “Would he destroy them?”

Edgar shrugged. “It is unlikely. The old Fae legends are much more severe than a living Thunderbird. There is far more evil in the world than there are things trying to destroy it.”

We all stared at Edgar. A shiver ran down my spine. For all his talk and disdain for all necromancers, he’d just said—out loud—we aren’t all evil.

Edgar laughed, pulled his bowler off, and bowed slightly. “Don’t take that the wrong way. You still irritate me to no end.”

“That’s a relief,” I said. “Thought my world was ending there for a second.”

“Not yet,” Edgar said as he started back up through the cavern.

I scooted closer to Zola as Edgar became a shadow in front of the cavern entrance. “What the hell is going on with him?”

“He has hidden himself from the world for many years,” she said. “Not many people have been betrayed as badly as Amon. Those that violated his trust the worst were necromancers.”

“Betrayal leaves a mark,” Cassie said as she came up behind us, picking her way around the debris on the floor of the cavern. “Most of us were surprised when he joined the Watchers. He’d been all but a hermit before that.”

“So what’s the Thunderbird like?” Foster said to Cassie as he landed on my shoulder. I guess he’d decided the risk was over for the moment.

I caught Cassie’s frown as the sunlight temporarily blinded us.

“It is… different,” she said. “I understand it thrives on balance, but I don’t think it is always balance as we see it.”

“Gods rarely see things the same way we do,” Zola said.

“A god?” I slid on a patch of loose rocks as I contemplated what that could possibly mean. “Thunderbirds are Old Gods?”

“Shit,” Sam said. “You mean that thing is a god?”

“Oh yes,” Zola said.

“What’s an Old God?” Dad asked.

“Some things you are better off not knowing,” Zola said as she patted Sam’s arm.

“Bullshit.” Dad turned to face us in the entryway, somehow seeming to block the entire cavern entrance. “You let this man drag me down here as bait, bait for some kind of god that’s sensitive to the fact I just lost my fucking wife! You think there’re worse things I don’t need to know? Things I can’t deal with? I’ll tear this world in half to get her back!” His chest heaved and a vein throbbed at his temple.

Zola folded her hands gently over her cane and sighed. “Ah meant
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