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CHAPTER ONE


Vicky blew out a breath as she stood on the porch in front of Rivercene. The brass doorbell felt cool to the touch when she twisted it. She expected to hear the innkeeper shouting at them. Instead, only footsteps greeted the muffled bell’s incessant ringing.

The door creaked open, and rather than the usual hostility, Vicky was surprised to see a kind smile on the innkeeper’s face.

“Come in, come in. I’m glad to see you’re not dead.”

“Hmm,” Zola growled, stepping up beside Vicky. “And why have you summoned us here? What do you want that you couldn’t tell us over the phone?”

The innkeeper put a hand to her chest. “Me? Nothing, of course. I’d only like to discuss what madness comes next.”

“Ah’ve known you long enough to know when you’re full of shit.” Zola didn’t say more as she brushed by the innkeeper and made for the couch by the broken piano.

The innkeeper grinned at Vicky as Zola settled into her seat. “Come, child. You look well. How do you feel since the bond was broken?”

“Not much different.”

“That’s good,” the innkeeper said. “I had a small worry it might change you.”

“So did I,” Vicky said, voicing a concern she’d kept hidden deep in her heart. The fear that one day she’d still walk down the path of the Destroyer.

“And you certainly look better than the death bat,” the innkeeper said, patting Luna on the head as she slipped by.

Luna glanced down at the missing patches of fur that had been burned away from her wings. “I’m fine. It grows back pretty quick.”

“And what of Mike and Graybeard?” The innkeeper followed the group into the front room.

“Sailing for Kansas City,” Zola said. “We encountered some… complications in the Burning Lands. One of the coins we need is a cale from the Shadowed Lands.”

The innkeeper nodded. “There is a legend that many Titans rose from that place. This is of little surprise.”

“Oh, little surprise.” Zola crooked a finger at the innkeeper. “And do you have some simple way to enter the Shadowed Lands Ah should know?”

The innkeeper shook her head. “Quite the opposite. Most humans who set foot in that place would die quickly. Getting there is not the issue. Keeping the inhabitants from slaughtering you the moment you enter their realm is the key.”

Zola sagged back into the couch.

“Do not despair. You need only employ the help of those who have befriended the inhabitants of the Shadowed Lands.”

Vicky frowned and glanced between the two women. “What does that mean?”

Zola shrugged. “No clue, girl.”

“It is why Mike and Graybeard sail for Kansas City, is it not? To seek the blood mages?”

Vicky sat up straighter. “Beth and Cornelius? They know people from the Shadowed Lands?”

“In a manner of speaking,” the innkeeper said. “Much of their power comes from that realm. Should any of us have a chance to enter the realm of the shadows and survive, it will be them.”

Zola blew out a breath. “Ashley’s not going to like that.”

The innkeeper sighed. “You’re right. But her other options are worse. Leave Damian to die, or let Nudd get the weapon he’s always wanted.”

Zola’s fingers tightened around the head of her knobby old cane. “Unacceptable.”

“Which brings me to why I’ve asked you here.”

Zola raised an eyebrow.

“The Eldritch are closing on Denver. It’s the first major city to come under direct threat of Nudd’s latest ploy. His other targets have been Morrigan’s strongholds in locations near some of Faerie’s most powerful artifacts. But this… I fear this is meant to drive the final wedge between the commoners and the supernatural community at large.”

“Like Gettysburg and Falias didn’t do that?” Zola said.

The innkeeper hesitated. “That was death on such a scale as to be incomprehensible. This will be intimate. It will be recorded and broadcast for the world to see. It’s a brilliant move, strategically speaking, but an atrocity nonetheless.”

“Then we go and fight it,” Vicky said.

“No.”

“No?” Vicky’s hands fell to rest on her knees. “Nixie fought them in Puerto Rico. We can do this.”

“Nixie is an order of magnitude stronger than everyone in this room, and I fear even if the Eye of Atlantis were wielded against it, she would be no match for what Nudd has brought upon this place.”

The innkeeper switched on the television, and Vicky’s heart dropped into her stomach.

“…cannot be described. There’s nothing left of the Denver airport. You can see the thing behind us when the smoke clears. We have no explanation for the people flinging themselves into the mass, but it seems to be growing.

“Everyone is urged to stay far away. The area of effect hasn’t been determined, but we don’t… we can’t…” The reporter’s microphone dropped as the wind parted the smoke. Deep red masses that looked like bloody Jell-O supported a gristly round body, ringed in tentacles as if a leviathan had grown legs. Near the peak of its head sat a mass of eyeballs, blinking out of sequence as translucent lids slid back and forth across the field of angry red orbs.

The reporter screamed and sprinted away in the opposite direction, apparently having reached his tolerance for looking upon the horrifying thing.

It stood as tall as the control tower before it lashed out with one of those tentacles and pierced the windows. The top of the tower vanished, and as the camera zoomed in, Vicky felt nausea threaten to overtake her. People were stuck to that tentacle, screaming as they melted into it, losing skin and blood before falling still.

“What the fuck?” Zola said, her gaze snapping to the innkeeper. “What the fuck is that?”

“There are worse things in other realms. This was once called a usurper. Its like has not been seen since the Unseelie Fae were thrown down and their darkest magicks locked away to be forgotten. It is beyond us all. Except perhaps one of our own who himself was locked away.”

Zola flopped back onto the couch and studied the innkeeper.

“I see no other option. If Nudd has unleashed the usurpers, a crawling chaos could follow.”

Vicky stared at the television, watched the horror unfold until she realized what the innkeeper was saying. “You want to bring Damian back?”

The innkeeper inclined her head. “Put him in the path of the usurper. When it’s over, send him back into the Abyss.”

“We could lose him,” Zola said. “He’s reached out to us, something of him is still left inside that thing.”

The innkeeper stared at the fireplace beside the piano before locking her eyes on Zola. “We’ve already lost him. We gamble nothing.”

“You’re wrong,” Luna said. “Nudd could get his claws into Damian again. Could push him over the edge.”

The innkeeper gave a small shake of her head. “No, child. Nudd has failed as surely as Damian has fallen to that mantle. Nothing controls him now. Not even himself.”

“Fuck,” Zola spat. “Goddammit all to fucking hell.” She slammed her cane against the hardwood floor, leaving a dent behind as the crack echoed around the room.

“An unstoppable force can only be met with the same,” the innkeeper said. “Everything else will fail.”

Vicky’s heart felt heavy as she said, “I’ll stay with him.”

Zola squeezed her eyes shut before turning to Vicky. “Ah won’t stop you, but this could be the end of him.”

“Then he won’t be alone.”

Zola’s lip quivered, and the room fell silent as she cradled her forehead in her hands.


CHAPTER TWO


Zola tightened the braided rope belt at her waist before she reached out to Vicky, dragging the teenager into a bone-crushing hug. “You take care of yourself, girl. Watch over Damian, but you take care of you first.”

Vicky wrapped her arms around the old Cajun. She didn’t like the idea of splitting up the group, but it didn’t look like they were going to avoid it. “Are you sure you have to go back to Falias?”

Zola gently pried Vicky’s arms away. “We have to find out what’s at the other end of that mosaic beneath Falias. If Ward’s right, and it’s a map, we need the rest of it.”

“Someone from the Obsidian Inn could check on it for us,” Luna said.

“Ah don’t trust anyone else’s eyes, girl,” Zola said with a small smile. “Ah’m going there myself, and if Ah’m wrong, Ah’ll be wrong with my own damn eyes.”

“The green men are rallying to Falias,” the innkeeper said. “They know of you, should you have the need.”

Zola gathered her braided hair, the small silvery gray charms clinking together as she bound them and slipped them beneath the hood of her cloak. “Ah wondered why Stump has been so quiet.”

“Oh, he’s somewhere about here still. They’ve set a perimeter, down to the river and out close to the old battlefield. Anything shows up unexpectedly, it’s not going to have a
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