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CHAPTER ONE


You are cordially invited to the wedding of

Elizabeth Berry

and

Michael William Wagner

On the twenty-third of April, two o’clock

The Jewel Box in Forest Park

RSVP…

“Blah, blah, blah…” I groaned and set the invitation down. “Sam’s going to have an aneurysm over this one.”

I walked to my old green fridge, popped the cap off a bottle of ale, and started scrounging for some food. I pressed a few buttons on my personal chef, a.k.a. microwave, and turned on the television. It was depressing. Every station was running the latest Amber Alert, flashing the picture of a missing girl with huge blue eyes and the devil’s smile. Hopefully this girl gets a happy ending. The last two sure as hell didn’t. I turned the set off and waited for my gourmet dinner to finish cooking. My phone rang about ten minutes later, interrupting a freshly microwaved chimichanga.

“Damn, that was fast.” I let the phone ring a few times while I shoveled in a forkful of chimichanga and leaned back on my battered leather couch. My eyes passed over the outdated wood paneling on my ceiling and walls, taking in the meager light from two small lamps while I swallowed my dinner.

“Hello?” I said with the phone a good four inches from my ear.

“That, that, that… bitch!”

I stabbed the fork into my chimichanga and set the plate on my oversized oak coffee table. “Hey, Sam. You got Beth’s invite.”

She snarled something I couldn’t quite make out.

I put the phone between my shoulder and ear, and slowly persuaded the coffee table to come closer. “Can I get the English translation on that?”

Sam puffed into the phone and said, “Don’t start.”

It was impossible to stifle a chuckle. I could just see her lips curling back and her black hair framing the rage on her face as she yelled into the phone.

“Thanks, Damian. Some brother you are.”

“I’m getting the guilt loud and clear. Where’s the spite?”

“Ah ha… ha… ha. Ass. I just can’t believe it. She was my best friend! She sent the invite less than a week before the wedding! I can’t believe that bitch is marrying my old boyfriend.”

“You did die, you know.”

“Not. Helping.”

“Sorry, sorry. Look, I never had any real issues with Beth, she was always nice and—”

“Shut. Up. Damian. You’re just saying that because she slept with you.”

My jaw slackened in mock offense. “Oh, come on sis, it was only one time and—”

“I repeat, she slept with you.”

I took another oversized bite of chimichanga before I said, “Comf omf Samf.” I swallowed. “I was a teenager, what was I supposed to do?” Beth was, well, she was a valley goth girl when we were kids. Total wannabe, and the instant my sister told her I could see the occasional phantasm and sometimes hear the dead talk, Beth was all over me.

Sam’s exasperation came over the phone in a puff of static.

“I take it you won’t be giving a toast?”

Sam’s breathing evened out. “Maybe, maybe I’ll tell the guests about the time Beth accidentally slept with Mister Brown—”

“The math teacher?”

“—right before I turn the whole effing wedding party into vamps, or, or, give me a minute, I’ll come up with something good. I’ll do something horrible to her wedding. I’ll make it the worst wedding day anyone could imagine. I want it to rain frogs while zombies rise up behind the wedding party and, hell, you just better buy the tux insurance.”

I choked on a mouthful of ale and blinked at the phone a few times through watering eyes. “You want to know something, sis?”

“What?”

“Ale burns like a bitch when you shoot it through your nose.”

She burst into laughter.

“Glad I could help.” I rubbed my cheek while my brain scrambled for a way to defuse my sister, the vampiric time bomb. I knew she wasn’t going to let it go and I couldn’t even nudge her mind in a different direction over the phone.

“So, Demon, are you in? You could bring some zombies. It’ll be a whole new spin on wedding crashers.”

My eyes glanced down at the invitation as I wiped the ale off my nose. Forest Park, eh? There were a few interesting things I could do there. Art Museum, Zoo, pigeons, all kinds of trouble. I grinned, and I’m sure it was an evil grin. “Tell you what, leave everything to me. I’m not going to kill her husband to be, much to your disappointment, I’m sure, but I’ll make it memorable. Consider it an early birthday present.”

Silence.

“How about it, Sam?”

She sighed. “Alright, but if you don’t make it good, I’ll wrap that bitch up as a present for my new brothers to eat.”

I stared at the receiver and wondered for a second if my sister was joking. I laughed nervously as my chimichanga curdled in my stomach.


CHAPTER TWO


My eyes focused on the red smear of the clock face, reading 10:10 AM. I was sure it was a barefaced lie, but the clock stared back in intractable silence. I muttered a curse at the traitorous thing. It looked like the shop was going to be opening a little late… again.

I jumped out of bed, pulled on my jeans from the day before, and a shirt from—well, best not to think about that. I was impressed with myself. It was only five minutes from “oh crap, I’m late” to running out the door armed with keys and a healthy breakfast of beef jerky and Frappuccino.

Traffic was light. Of course, it was after ten in the morning, so you’d kind of expect it to be light. My knees kept the car from running over any unsuspecting tourists while I quaffed the Frappuccino and chased it with half a bag of beef jerky. In retrospect, breakfast may have worked out better in reverse.

My shop is Death’s Door on Main Street in Saint Charles. My master, at some point in time, had the wisdom to change the name and the sign to a gothic looking DD, or the Double D, as the regulars call it.

Main Street is a time capsule; it’s an old world, small town that hasn’t changed much since a modern city sprang up around it. Rows of historical brick buildings are still framed by cobblestone streets. My shop wasn’t in the main strip; it was on the far northern end of Main Street. The location put it within walking distance of the Missouri River, Oh Fudge (to keep me in my tenants’ good graces), and the local hospital. My master gave me the shop as a graduation present of sorts when she disappeared on a mission of her own in years past. She didn’t tell me a damn thing about what she was doing or where she was going. I often wonder what she’s up to, or if it will be her ghost I see next. Zola left me with an inventory made for sorcerers, Wiccans, and even a smattering of tourists. Everything from texts and spell-craft supplies to crystals and antiquated artifacts lined the aisles.

I pulled in behind the shop about ten thirty, rattling across the cobblestones. The back door’s lower deadbolt grumbled at me as I approached. I unlocked the upper deadbolt, and then delivered a swift kick to the gargoyle-like face of the lower deadbolt to unlock it. He’d been a particularly nasty Fae at odds with one of my tenants, who’d transformed him into a rather effective lock. I pushed my way through the door and walked onto the small landing just inside. The old staircase to my right led to the second floor, but I hopped down a shorter set of stairs into the back room, and made my way to the front of the store.

We were on the corner of Main Street, with the door stuck at a forty-five-degree angle in front of the u-shaped counter of display cases. The old glass in the front windows distorted the view slightly, but I loved the history of the glass more than a clear view. While admiring the ripply view of the street, I tripped over a blur of green barking fur. I debated on cursing Foster for his pets or playing with the cu sith puppies as I laid there with my nose on the not-so-clean, but vintage, wood floors.

From what I understood, which wasn’t much, cu siths were bred to drag fertile human women into fairy mounds to provide milk for the fairy children. That would make a fantastic infomercial: Tired of hunting down sources of milk for the kids? Call in the next half hour and we’ll give you two, that’s two cu siths for the price of one. Don’t want to drag those screaming women home all by yourself? Call now!

Of course my boarders just keep saying cu siths make the best guard dogs. I was still convinced my neighbor’s two-year-old made a more terrifying guard dog.

I felt a tug on my shoelaces and said, “Oh no you don’t!” His fur was soft, but still bristly as I turned over, dove forward, and grabbed him. He ran suspended in midair by my grip, furiously pumping his green legs and black paws for a good minute with a tongue lolling about that was entirely too long for his body. His head looked more like a wolf than any domestic dog, with a black nose and yellow eyes. I yelped and dropped the first dog as the second “playfully” sunk her teeth into my shin, wagging a furry braided tail. I growled and both dogs hauled ass to the back room in a clatter of toenails. Smart dogs.

There was a light breeze as a small fairy landed on the wooden shelves behind me. He had a sharp nose and incredibly fine eyebrows, with a slight slant to both of his crystal blue eyes. “Greetings, Damian.”

I groaned and stood up, bracing myself on one knee as I straightened out. “Hey Foster, is your friend coming to pick up the dogs?” The bastard laughed at me. “You know, since you’re just watching them for a friend. For what? Two months now?”

Foster smiled slightly and flexed his wings.

“They’ve been here for two months,” I said.

He shrugged and his narrow lips pulled up in a grin.

“They could reach pony size, not that I need to tell you that.”

Foster shrugged again, bowed, and took off with one graceful flap of his pale white wings. “You know how it is. Aideen wants to keep them. You’ll thank her one day. Cu siths make the best guard dogs.” He laughed again as he flew to the back room in pursuit of the green blurs.

I glanced at the holes in my jeans from the cu sith teeth and the small trickle of blood staining said holes. “Oh yes, thank you. Thank you.” My confidence in Foster’s judgment went down a few notches. “You’d better rent a storage space, Foster. They’re not staying here!”

As evening closed in on an otherwise uneventful day, the bells on the front door jingled. A familiar balding tuft of gray hair bounced down the aisle of occult artifacts, blending seamlessly with bundled packs of pale feathers along the top shelf and contrasting with the dark wood of the shelves below. I stifled a laugh as one of the cu siths shot out of the back room and latched onto Frank’s shoelace, dragged it under his other foot and caused an impressive stumble and shout.

“What are you doing here on a Saturday, Frank?” He was normally working at Walgreens on any given Saturday.

Frank suddenly found the woodwork on the ceiling fascinating. His plain brown eyes, crowned by gray wooly caterpillars, rolled back down to meet my questioning look. He set a thin brown paper bag on the display case and tapped it a few times.

“Uh-huh, and?” I said.

“Isortaneedajob.”

“Huh?”

He sighed. “I sort of need a job, just part-time, you know.”

I don’t think I responded right away. Frank started pacing back and forth in front of the counter, looking up every few steps while my brain worked on ways to avoid that train wreck.

“What happened to Walgreens?” I spoke slowly, still trying to figure out how to say no.

Frank scratched his chin. “Well, I had a disagreement with the boss and, well…”

Silence.

“You got fired?”

He blew out a noisy breath. “Yeah, I sort of hit on a customer, who turned out to be a mystery shopper and some big anti-sexual harassment spokesman and—”

“Spokesperson,” I said with a smile.

“—apparently she complained and I got canned.”

“Your boss had been looking for a way to fire you for a year. I’m surprised you held on this long.”

“Thanks,” he said with a lopsided smile. “You know, if I’m here part-time, you’ll have more free time to do, well, whatever it is you do outside of the shop. You know, piss off vampires, talk to fairies, track down priceless grimoires, mystical artifacts…” his laughter began to break through his own commentary.

Maybe Frank was being sarcastic as his list went on and on, but I actually did need more time to do those, well, most of those, things. I could already piss off vampires in seconds flat and I really didn’t need more time for that.

A moment later, I noticed Cara had appeared on the counter and was staring at Frank. Cara was Foster’s mom. It is also good to note, she made our lower deadbolt. The Fae like to call normal people commoners, as all fairies and their critters are sight unseen for most of the world, unless a fairy chooses to gift someone with the Sight. Of course, the Sight opens up some sights that aren’t really a gift at all. Unless you consider pissing yourself and running away screaming a gift, which some do.

I picked up the bag and opened it to the sounds of crinkling paper and the sweet smell of a new book.

I read the title of the book out loud. “Lady Cottington’s Pressed Fairy Book, hmm…”

My lips twitched as Cara glared at the book, then at Frank. I wished Frank could see the scowl on her face as she said, “Unbelievable.”

Frank laughed as he took the book out of my hands and started rifling through the pages. “This is my favorite one.” He held the book up beside his face. “It reminds me of the little bugs you’re always talking about.”

“Oh, that’s quite enough!” Cara reached into a small leather pouch on her hip and held out a tiny o-shaped stone in her palm. My eyes widened as her lips moved and a thick syrupy liquid spread out from the hollow in the stone. She moved the stone to her other hand as she finished the incantation and flung the goo at Frank’s eyes.

He yelped and stumbled backward into a spinner rack full of tea leaves. His fists ground into his eyes as he regained his balance.

Cara hopped forward and in the blink of an eye, she mushroomed to human size, if human size is almost seven feet tall with wings brushing the ceiling. Her transformation was ringed in a shimmering explosion of fairy dust.

I backed away from the enormous fairy. I sneezed, and then my eyes ran up and down the huge gray and white wings, patterned like an Atlas moth, right down to the snake’s head markings near the wing tips. “Holy shit.” I didn’t envy Frank. His first peek of the Fae world was going to be an unpleasant one.

Frank lowered his fists and screamed like an adolescent girl. I was so fixated on Cara’s immense size I almost missed Frank’s expression as his eyes jumped between her chest, her head, her wings, and back to her chest. His scream died and he looked torn between admiration and utter terror. He was seeing a fairy for the very first time. Only instead of a small, docile butterfly, she was taller than him and armed with two sheathed swords longer than his arms.

Cara took a deep breath and leaned into Frank’s face. “I’ll show you a stupid little bug, little man.”

“Mom, Cara, come on now,” I said.

“That’s not your Mom,” Frank said.

“Not my literal mom,” I said. “She’s just…” I sighed and rubbed my hand over my face. “Another time.”

Frank nodded slightly as his eyes locked on Cara’s chest, heaving beneath the silver cuirass of her armor.

I’d never seen Cara lose her temper like she did then. She growled as she picked Frank up by his shirt and belt and hurled him at the front door like he weighed five pounds. His scream pitched into the high squeal range as he hit the door feet first and skidded onto the sidewalk on his ass. The top of his body was still lying inside the store and my jaw relaxed when I heard him groan. Good, the new help wasn’t dead.

Cara flashed back to normal the instant Frank left her hands.

“Wow, Mom, that was impressive.” I raised an eyebrow and sneezed through the residual fairy dust. “You got big.”

She blew a strand of white hair away from her face. “Sorry, boy, I’m a little out of sorts today. You’d better take some antihistamine. I know you’re allergic to all this dust.” I heard a calamity outside the front of the shop. A sound like concrete cracking, bricks falling, and the creak of stressed metal.

Cara’s thin face and delicate angled eyes smiled so sweetly I almost could have forgotten she’d just thrown a full grown man fifteen feet out my front door. I slid Lady Cottington’s Pressed Fairy Book onto the shelf of books behind the counter and jogged to the window before I stopped and stared with my jaw slack. Something had accelerated the growth of an oak tree sapling by about forty years or so. Frank’s old green rust-bucket of a car was teetering on some thick middle branches about twenty feet in the air. As branches aren’t made to hold cars, a huge crack was followed by a large crunch as Frank’s car took its final bow.

“Huh,” I said, “that’s something I haven’t seen before.” I sneezed again as pressure started building in my sinuses, and cursed when a half circle of tourists starting forming around the car. I couldn’t hear what they were saying, but it was easy to see they were pointing at the tree and the car’s remains.

I watched with a mixture of awe and worry as a man in a precisely cut black suit and black parrot-head umbrella floated out of the sky toward Frank’s deceased car. He pulled a small spiral pad out of his pocket before he settled on the ground and flipped the cover open with his index finger. The umbrella vanished as soon as he opened his hand. He scribbled something across the pad with his finger, glared at me, pointed at the tree, and started walking toward the shop.

“Edgar’s here,” I said as I wiped my nose.

Cara cursed and flew to the back.

“Don’t think you’re sticking me with the ticket!” I said, but the fairy disappeared through the door. I grumbled and dug a small blister pack of green pills out of my pocket, popped two out, and chewed them up.

Frank was stirring, and the groaning had stopped. Edgar placed his spiral notepad back in his jacket, helped Frank stand, and ushered him inside before I even thought to help the poor guy up. Frank’s eyes were wide and shooting around the shop erratically. He looked pale next to the short black hair and desert sand of Edgar’s skin.

“What’s going on here?” Edgar asked, letting go of Frank.

Cara landed on the shelf beside him and said, “Job interview.”

“Thanks for coming back,” I said. My voice had grown nasally and my head was throbbing.

“I wouldn’t strand you, boy, not with the likes of him.”

If Edgar was offended, or if he’d even heard her, he didn’t show it. He casually pulled out his notepad again and poised his finger over the page. “So, what happened… necromancer?” Edgar’s face turned sour and the word oozed out of his mouth. I half expected him to pull out a bottle of mouthwash. To my great annoyance, Edgar’s distaste was shared by a lot of people in our little community.

I ignored the slight as best I could and said, “Well, Frank here has the Sight, and he’s hired.”

“What?” Cara said.

Frank’s eyebrow caterpillars attacked each other as his expression warred between horror and elation. He finally settled on wide-eyed, deer in the headlights, and said, “I won’t regret this—I mean you, you won’t regret this.” He nodded repeatedly.

Edgar flipped to the back of his notepad and his fingers danced over the page. “Alright, he’ll be registered with the Watchers. As I said, what happened?”

I delegated to Cara, and as she recited the story, a flicker of silver energy shot between Edgar’s finger and the notepad. When she finished talking, Edgar tore the ticket off and set it on the shelf beside Cara.

“We’ll have a cleanup crew here in a minute. I’ll contain the situation in the meantime. There’re going to be a lot of unexplained scars in the morning.” Edgar snapped the spiral notepad closed and nodded to Frank as he left through the front door.

“What did he mean by scars?” Frank said. He was staring at me, not even glancing at Cara.

“When the Watchers alter memories it leaves behind scars or tattoos, depending on what they have to do,” I said. “And covering up the memory of something like, oh, a giant oak tree appearing in a split second, you can imagine that’s messy.”

“With a bill like this, you’d think it was the end of the bloody world,” Cara said as she stared at the ticket and shook her head. “Watchers, I know we need them, but sometimes I’d really just like to kill them.”

“What’s a Watcher?” Frank said. His eyes were locked on Cara as she fluttered to the back room with the ticket in tow.

I waved my hand dismissively. “Edgar’s a Watcher. I’ll tell you about them later. Let me give you a ride home.”

Frank took a shaky step toward the front door.

“I’m parked out back,” I said and sneezed again. “Oh God, shoot me.”

He turned around and headed for the back room. I put my hand out to give him some support and walked with him.

“Sit down for a second. I think some sugar might help with the shock.”

He pulled out a chair at the small, round Formica table and collapsed into it. His head was constantly shaking back and forth. Frank reached out for the bag of Oreos I pulled from the closet. I followed it up with a cola and all he said was, “Thanks.” He almost curled up into a ball when Foster landed on the table beside him.

I grinned and said, “Frank, this is Foster. Foster, Frank.”

“Greetings, Frank!” Foster said.

Frank nodded weakly and I couldn’t help but laugh. “Come on Frank, you already knew vampires were real. Are fairies really that surprising?”

He stared at his hands and shook his head. I’m pretty sure it was a shake of disbelief more than an actual response.

“This is the new guy?” Foster said.

“Yep.”

“Mom doesn’t like him.”

“I gathered. You know he’s sitting right there?”

Foster shrugged. “You know Mom’s never going to let you keep him.”

“Well, if someone wants to keep the cu siths, someone should convince her Frank should work here.”

Foster stared at me for a while before he said, “Damn. You’re good.”
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I sighed as the antihistamines started to break up the explosion of crap in my sinuses.

“What’s wrong with you?” Frank asked as I led him out the back door.

“Allergies. Fairy dust is a bitch. Regular dust? No problem. Fairy dust? Stand the hell back.”

“But you live with them.”

“Well, they don’t normally explode like a pollen bomb.” As we got closer to my car, I stopped. “That’s a pisser.”

“What?” Frank said.

“Flat tire.” I kicked the front driver’s side tire.

“Um, Damian?” Frank said, walking to the passenger side.

“Yeah?”

“You’ve got four flat tires.”

“Goddamn vamps!” I blew out a breath and shook my head. There were four uniform slashes on each tire’s sidewall from vampire claws, or possibly a very determined gerbil.

We went back inside and sat down at the small table again while I called a cab for Frank. He collapsed into a chair once more and began phase two of The Assault on Oreo Mountain. Cara retired to the clock while Frank eyed the room behind a small fortress of cookies, nervously watching for more rogue fairies.

“I’ll leave you to recover from your… incident,” Foster said.

Frank almost jumped out of his seat as the fairy walked out from behind a napkin holder. Foster gave me a nod and fluttered across the room to the grandfather clock. He shouted over his shoulder, “The Watchers are going to have their hands full with that mess out front.”

I grimaced and glanced at Frank. There’s a lot more to Watchers than what I’d told him. They’re everywhere, or at least it always seemed like it. They are the secret keepers of our world hidden within the world. No one knows too much about them, except the fact their ranks are filled with supernatural beings. They conceal the actions of the supernatural through misdirection workings and, when all else fails, by means of memory charms. The charms show up as scars and sometimes tattoos or brands on a commoner if the alterations are drastic enough. I was always torn about the need for so much secrecy. Would it really be so bad if the world knew about us? Most of the community feared there would be an outright attempt at genocide, or forced recruitment into the military. I like to give the commoners and their government a little more credit than that.

When I walked out front to the cab with Frank a few minutes later, he glanced at the shop, then the cab, then me. “Thanks for the cab, Damian. I’ll see you later.” He slapped himself on the forehead and said, “And the job, thanks for the job.”

I handed him some cash and waved once as he climbed in and the cabbie pulled into traffic. I walked back through the shop, into the back room, and out the back door. My attention turned once more to my poor Vicky. I really needed to start parking in front of the shop. I didn’t have many extravagant things, but my souped up ’32 Ford Vicky was certainly not an economical one. At least the bastards didn’t screw with the paint. Adorning the front end with realistic flames on the metallic black finish wasn’t exactly a cost-effective endeavor. One of Frank’s friends airbrushed it for me in exchange for getting rid of a ghost that was stalking his cat. Turned out the ghost was a mastiff.

I patted Vicky’s hood. They could have at least put the old girl up on cinder blocks. I sighed, shook my head, and headed back into the shop.

[image: *]***

I thought, if there was one person who would want to hear about Frank’s ordeal, and be willing to take me to the rental shop, it would be Sam. I nuked a chimichanga in the back room, picked up the phone, and dialed her number. It was dark out, so I figured she’d be awake.

“Hello?”

“Hey, Sam.” I slathered some sour cream on top of my changa and snapped the lid back on the tub. I opened the fridge to put it away.

“So, did you call just so I could hear you eating another chimichanga?”

I laughed. “No, no, I just sent Frank home in a taxi. His car met with a slight case of tree.”

“What?”

“I think he may have pissed off Cara to some slight degree… so she made a tree grow up under his car and hoist it a good twenty feet in the air. Oh, that was after she grew to my height and threw Frank through the front door. Of course, the tree branches snapped and now Frank’s car looks like it hit a semi head on.”

Nothing but laughter.

“I take it you were aware of the fairy growth thing?” I waited a beat for Sam to respond. “You going to pass out?”

“No… gasp…fine… gasp…” and more howls of laughter.

I raised my voice and said, “Yeah, unfortunately said tree was in front of my shop. It tore up the street and the sidewalk. Rained cobblestones for a while, you know, the usual. Frank’s car got towed away for the junkyard. Edgar showed up.” Sam groaned while I kept talking. “He wrote Cara a nasty ticket and glared at me a few times.”

“He’s such a charming jackass. Can’t Cara just enchant the mess so people don’t notice it, or don’t question it, until the Cleaners show up? Or at least get her ticket reduced?”

Cleaners. I shuddered at the thought. The Cleaners were the go-to guys, gals, and, well, creatures, for the Watchers. They did the dirty work and the heavy magic lifting. All in all, they were powerful enough to be scary beyond reason.

I scratched my forehead and said, “I don’t know. It’s probably easier just to pay the fine and forget about it.”

“Sure, and how close is Cara to being arrested for all her tickets? That’s not exactly the first one.”

“I really don’t know. She never seems worried about it.”

“I’m sure she has connections,” Sam said. “Oh, and yeah, I knew about the fairy growth thing.” She laughed again. “Haven’t you ever seen them fight?”

I thought for a moment. “No, I guess not. I’ve only seen them threaten my eyeball with swords the size of toothpicks.”

Sam paused and her words came out a little slow. “Wait, you said Frank was at the shop? Why was Frank at the shop on a Saturday?”

I’d been waiting for her to ask that. She knew his schedule like clockwork just so she could avoid the man. My lips quirked into a grin as I said, “I hired him.”

A sound like a squirrel gargling burst onto the line.

“I thought you’d like that.” I laughed. “He’s running the shop for me four days a week. He’s got some decent contacts in town too.”

“For what? Automatic weapons?”

“Well… yeah, those too. He knows a lot of people.”

“I admit the balding klutz act is kind of charming, but you know what happened to his father. You really think it’s safe to have him around, Demon?”

Frank wasn’t my favorite person in the world, but my hand tightened on the phone regardless. The man was making a serious effort to change.

“He’s out of that life, Sam.”

“He was a gunrunner, just like his father. How do you know he’s out? How do you know the people that killed his father won’t come after him? Won’t come into our lives?”

“No one’s coming after him now.”

Sam sighed.

“Come on, he’s not that bad. Cara gave him the Sight.”

Dead silence. I waited her out, rapping my fingernails on the phone, until she finally said, “You know, Cara just gave him the Sight so she could fuck with him face to face.”

“Oh, my delicate sensibilities! I’m telling Dad.”

Sam chuckled and took a deep breath.

“You would have loved it, Sam. Cara called him a little man right before she threw him out the door.” Her chuckle broke into a laugh. “You know Frank practically worships the ground you walk on. I think you’re the only vampire he doesn’t run screaming from. Of course, you’re probably one he really should run screaming from. Ha, ha, ha.”

Sam sighed again and it didn’t take much to envision her patented eye roll. “Yeah, hilarious.”

“So, can you come by and give me a ride to the rental shop? Someone slashed all my tires.”

“Your tires? You don’t say? I can’t imagine anyone getting annoyed enough to slash your tires.”

I didn’t dignify that with a response.

Sam laughed and said, “I’ll be there in fifteen.”

“Cool, tell Dale I said hi.”

She snorted and hung up the phone.
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I walked out front to meet Sam and was only mildly surprised to find the enormous oak tree already gone and the cobblestones repaired. I wondered how many people were walking around with new scars or tattoos they didn’t remember getting.

A while later we picked up a snazzy red Chevy Blazer from the rental shop. The whole process was slow and rather uneventful. I tried really hard not to laugh while the clerk stared at my sister the entire time.

Vampire glamour must come in handy, the whole predator, prey fascination thing. Of course, the clerk had no way of knowing Sam was a vampire. Most of the people alive today have no idea vampires exist, or ever existed. Regardless, most people still get an impressively vacuous expression when a vampire’s aura spreads out and caresses their own. Sam’s aura was oozing all over the clerk. I know she didn’t do it on purpose, but vampire auras seem to act on some subconscious level, always hunting. It was just ten times creepier because I could see the damn things. The auras never attempt to approach necromancers, so while it was creepy, it was kind of funny too. Granted, if Sam had bitten the guy, the humor level would have dropped a bit.

I parked the rental, climbed the stairs to my apartment, and turned on the television. After nodding off on the couch a few times, I dragged my ass to bed.

A few hours later, my phone rang. My vision was blurry as my brain forced my eyes open so the source of the incessant ringing could be located and executed. I eventually made out the fiery red numbers on my alarm clock.

“Five fifteen?” I mumbled. I grabbed the phone and tucked it between my ear and my pillow. “Who the hell is—”

“We must meet, boy. There is much to discuss.” The woman’s voice was strong, elderly, with an anachronistic New Orleans accent.

It snapped my eyes wide and my heart pounded. “Z…Zola?”

“The cabin. Tomorrow at dusk.” There was a dark chuckle and the line went dead.

I sat up and stared at the phone. I hadn’t spoken to my master in almost two years, but I was sure whatever she wanted wasn’t going to be pleasant.


CHAPTER THREE


“Frank here.”

Frank had one of the most dispassionate phone greetings I’d ever heard. At least he sounded awake. “Are you actually up already?” I glanced at the microwave. “It’s only a little after eight.”

“Yeah, but what are you doing up?”

I shrugged and said, “I’m calling to give you your trial run. I have to leave town for a day or two. I need you to watch the shop.”

“Yeah, no problem. When do you want me there?”

“I’ll go down in a bit to forewarn Foster and company. If you want to show up in about an hour and a half, that’d be perfect. Foster can help out if you have any issues with the register.” I paused and then said, “You’ll be alright with the fairies around to help?”

I heard a scratching sound over the phone and a sigh before Frank said, “No problem Damian, I’ll be there.”

“I could get used to help that doesn’t complain about the lack of whiskey and cheese in the store.”

“What?”

“Never mind, long story.” Frank must be desperate for work if he didn’t even mention Cara throwing him out of the store. I grinned. “Thanks Frank, I’ll see you when I get back.” I hung up the phone and headed out to the rental.
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A few minutes later, I pulled in and unlocked the shop. I could feel someone watching me, and had a pretty good guess who. “Hey Foster, what’s up?” I turned and found him standing with his sword drawn and a raised eyebrow.

“Apparently you are,” he paused, “which most likely means I’m hallucinating or the world has ended. It’s only nine in the morning, hardly a respectable time for a necromancer to be awake.”

“I have to head south to meet my master.”

“Zola?” His other eyebrow shot up to join the first.

“Yep. She wants me to meet her at our old training ground.”

“Did she say why?”

“Nope, not unless you count evil giggling…”

Foster sheathed his sword and tapped his chin. “Are you going to close the shop while you’re gone?”

“Actually,” I drawled, “I was going to leave Frank in charge; a bit of a test run. You mind babysitting? Make sure he doesn’t give anything away or sell stuff to people I don’t like?”

Foster barked out a laugh and smiled. “No problem. Now he can see me, I can boss him around.”

“Oh, and Foster?” He turned and looked at me. “Try not to let Mom kill the help, okay?”

He laughed and glided into the back room.

I left the store unlocked. With Foster around to keep watch, I wasn’t worried about anything growing legs and walking out before Frank showed up. I passed two young vampires on my way to the rental car. They smiled, waved, and flashed their fangs at me in the late morning sun. I waved back. I recognized the two from Sam’s Pit—her vampire family, as she sometimes calls them—but I couldn’t remember their names. The girl snickered, wrapped her arm around the boy’s waist, and they continued on their way.

Some people would be surprised to see vampires out and about in the daylight; well, a lot of people would have been surprised to see vampires, period. It was somewhat unusual to see them out in the sunlight, but it wouldn’t kill them. It was almost always the young ones prowling the daytime streets. Some of their strength was sapped in the sun, but they didn’t burst into flames or turn to ash without some assistance. The kind of assistance I’d given a vampire on more than one occasion. Most vampires avoided daylight because they didn’t trust other vampires not to kill them in their weakened state, never mind the fact they all had the same disadvantage. Ah, the gift of paranoia.

I unlocked the door to the SUV and set off for the country.

It was a two-hour drive south of Saint Louis. The broad highway narrowed into two lanes on either side and eventually turned into a curvy, one lane death trap. Coldwater was a town slowly being lost to history. The old sawmill closed decades ago, homes and buildings collapsed through the years, trails forgotten and lost to time as nature reclaimed its territory. I took a left about thirty minutes later, tires crunching onto a narrow gravel drive. I bounced my head off the ceiling of the rented Chevy Blazer for another fifteen minutes and eventually crossed into an open field with a gentle hill surrounded by an old deciduous forest. The mixture of greens and shadows were a spectacle I always enjoyed, but the winter woods will always be my favorite.

At the top of the hill was a small cabin. I don’t know exactly how old it was, but it was obviously built when people were shorter. I’m around six foot five and have always ducked through the front door and all the doorways inside. Zola claimed the cabin was around before the Civil War. I didn’t doubt it. In fact, I was pretty sure Zola had been around since before the Civil War, though she’d never really come out and said it.

I parked beneath the giant oak in the middle of the field that shadowed the front of the cabin. I didn’t see Zola in the twilight as I opened the car door, though a faint orange light leaked from the steel-shuttered windows. The humid country air washed over me with the hint of honeysuckle and the nearby pond. It was quite a change from the pollution-choked air of Saint Louis. With a little effort, I was able to stop drumming my fingers on the butt of the pepperbox holstered under my left arm. My gaze shifted to the well off to the side of the cabin, then back to the cabin itself. Zola was there. She hadn’t made a sound. I couldn’t make out more than her silhouette beneath the overhang of the front porch, but I didn’t need more than that. Her braided hair, knobby cane, and lithe outline didn’t leave much room for doubt.

“Chop some firewood, boy.” Her voice carried easily over the quiet sounds of birds and crickets in the shin-high grass. “When you’re done, meet me by the stove.” She stepped toward the front door.

The pile of firewood off to the side of the house seemed to be laughing at me. “Can’t we just use some of the wood that’s already chopped?”

Her silhouette paused and glanced back. She remained silent as she turned away again and went inside.

“Take that as a no,” I muttered to myself. I sighed and walked off to the nearby shed where my old friend, a heavy double-bladed axe, still hung by its head. Tool of destruction in hand, I headed to the edge of the woods to gather some fallen logs. The hoot of a barn owl sounded like thunder in the blackening night.

I smiled as I set the axe aside and wrestled with the end of a long-dead tree trunk. A few grunts pulled it far enough out of the surrounding wood to get to work. It didn’t take long to hack the foot-thick log into more manageable foot-long cylinders. I stacked three of the logs in my left arm, grabbed the axe with my right hand, and headed for the stump just to the east of the cabin.

After butchering the first log to kindling, I got my rhythm back. I hadn’t chopped wood at the cabin in almost ten years. What was I, sixteen or seventeen back then? Zola used to call it punishment. I laughed to myself. I was too stupid at the time to realize she was using it to help me work off some rage and frustration after a few of our training sessions gone wrong.

As the axe came down again and the fourth log split seamlessly down the middle with a satisfying crack, I remembered…

“You see it, boy?”

I nodded while my eyes stayed locked on the shimmering ribbon around the body. It was an old hunter. His body was decomposed badly enough I couldn’t even begin to tell what killed him.

The aura was a slow, twining span of black and white, well balanced and lacking the fuel of hatred, or stress, or pain, or love, or any other human emotion the living have. It was an aura of the dead.

“The dead have power. It may not be of great use to most of them, but it will be of great use to you.”

I was only half listening to my master. I could see where bits of the aura should have anchored to the body. More out of boredom than anything else, I focused a tiny needle of power to hook the aura back into place at the root chakra, the base of his spine, and the crown chakra at the top of his head.

Before I could do anything else, the aura flared blood red and I screamed as the body pulled a knee under itself, pushed off the ground, and leaned back against the tree. It should have fallen apart, but it didn’t. My gaze met those hollow sockets where only decay and maggots should have been. The empty depths of infinity stared back.

“What did you do, boy!” From the corner of my eye, I could see Zola scrambling for something in her cloak.

The body screamed, though there was no throat left for the air to pass through. The vacant eye sockets flared with a deep blue light. I couldn’t hear the scream anymore; it was replaced by a slow, dark laugh. A chill wracked my body to its core.

Zola dove at the abomination. Literally dove. I saw a flash of silver as she rammed something into its right eye socket.

Something escaped from the wound in a red haze. The aura snapped back into the even black and white flow of the dead. It was still anchored to the body, and the body was still standing, staring at nothing.

I, however, stared slack-jawed at my master. She claimed to have been over eighty, but there was obviously something else going on. No one should have been able to move that fast at eighty, or seventy, or thirty for that matter.

Zola’s gaze wandered up and down the body, and then she grimaced. “Well, boy, Ah guess today you’re going to learn how to deal with zombies. Go get the axe.”

I carried a pile of firewood through the door in both arms, laughing.

“What’s so amusing, boy?” Zola said as she cocked an eyebrow. She stood close to the wood stove.

“I was thinking about the hunter. Do you remember that?”

She raised her eyebrows slowly, her forehead crinkled and her eyes smiled. “Of course Ah do, Damian. How could any teacher forget such stupidity?”

I shrugged and smiled, setting the firewood beside the stove. Well, she did have a point.

“It is odd you should bring up the hunter.”

I added two logs to the black woodstove and shut the creaky stove front.

“You remember the shard Ah thrust into the creature?”

I nodded. “Yeah, the one with the binding ward worked into it.”

“You have a good memory.”

“Well, that kind of thing is hard to forget.”

She nodded and her hand flexed on the head of her knobby cane. “That is much like our new problem.”

We stood in the darkness, only the dim moonlight and the orange flicker of the wood stove giving us light in the small living room. The cabin filled with the smell of burning wood and Zola’s words hung in the air. “Darkness is moving, Damian,” her gnarled hands shifted over the cane, “with you at its center.” I stared at her for a moment. She was still short, but with the presence of someone twice her size. She stood ramrod straight with a pile of thin braids falling past her shoulders. Tiny bits of iron and Magrasnetto, a silver gray metal, tinkled in each of those braids as she cocked her head to one side. Her eyes were intense, appraising me as I did the same. Zola’s gaze was slightly sunken below her forehead, peering out above sallow cheeks. Her body was wrapped in a deep gray cloak and her lips turned up in a smile as she waited for me to respond.

I didn’t take anything my mentor said lightly. “What have you seen?”

Her eyes narrowed. “Something Ah’ve not seen since bourré played more tables than poker.”

A passing smile twitched my lips. We used to play bourré with Sam when she’d visit.

Zola rubbed her right hand against her jaw. “Ah see demons, boy; demons all around you.”

“Why am I afraid you’re not speaking metaphorically?”

She laughed. It was rich and loud and entirely inappropriate. “There are things Ah can show you, ways to deal with demons. And you… you must listen, or you will not survive.”

I put my left fist in my right hand and bowed my head. “Yes, master.” I even managed to keep a straight face.

She laughed and slapped my shoulder hard enough to bruise. “You always were a pain in my ass.” Zola fell silent and reached into the folds of her cloak. When she removed her hand from its depths, it was gripping a small doll. The doll was plain and looked like it was made from a potato sack, stained with some blackened red substance. The Xs that passed for eyes stared at me. Utterly creepy.

“What is that? A voodoo doll?”

A vague smile crossed her face and I shivered. “It is much more than a pincushion, boy.” Her voice ground like a zombie dragged through gravel. Ah, that would be like a slow-moving blend of a chain smoker and a deep, hoarse voice if you haven’t heard a zombie dragged through gravel. “Do you not see the aura, Damian?”

It was inanimate. It had never been alive. It shouldn’t have had an aura, but as soon as I focused and looked for it, it was there. A sickly mixture of black and a red so deep it could have been congealed blood. I’d never seen anything like it.

My gaze traveled up to meet Zola’s eyes. “The hell is that?”

Her own eyes flicked down to the burlap figure. I would have sworn the thing was trying to wriggle out of her hand. “You are familiar with a fairy bottle?”

I nodded. “Nasty stuff, they can trap auras and some Fae believe they can trap souls.” Zola raised the doll closer to my face and I realized what she was saying. Her comment about the shard, she’d bound something to it. “You’re telling me something’s trapped in that?” I twisted my head away and grimaced.

“Ah would not say trapped is the best word, but it is bound to it, yes.” She lowered the doll.

I stifled a shiver. “What the hell is it?”

“What do you think it is?”

There was no avoiding it. No matter how much I didn’t want to say it, or believe it, the pulsing red and black aura could only be from one thing. “You bound a demon to it.” My voice was flat.

Her lips curled up just a little. “It is only a bit of a demon’s aura, nothing more.”

I rolled my eyes. “Oh, nothing more, just a bit of demon. Would you like a towel to wipe up that bit of demon?”

She laughed and turned her head. The orange glow of the fireplace cast her face into shadows.

“So why do you have it?” I asked, indicating the doll.

“Ah have learned much in the past two years, boy. There are evils beyond anything Ah ever imagined still walking this earth.” Her eyes closed for a moment. When she opened them, they dilated in the dim light, swallowing shadows. “This,” she said as she raised the doll, “is a portion of the demon you released into our plane almost ten years ago.”

I stared at the small figure in her hand. The demon I released?

She nodded. “The hunter, Damian. Ah am still uncertain why you were able to do it, but that was no mere spirit you stitched into its body. You didn’t just bind an aura of the dead to the body, but opened a gateway. Maybe because of the chakras you used. Ah do not know.”

“Great,” I said.

“This doll will also be training, for you and for me.”

I stared at the lifeless, squirm-inducing doll. “Training for me?”

“Yes, someone has to help banish the demons.” She smiled again, covering her face in fine, and some not so fine, laugh lines.

My stomach dropped into my shoes and my eyes locked on the doll again. “I don’t think it’s going to fight back.”

“Ah, you may be surprised.”

“Even better. Demons weren’t surprise enough?”

“If you can learn to use the aura of something tied to a demon, on purpose instead of by… accident…” she paused, her eyes shifting to the doll in her hand. “You can follow the bond back. Use that sympathetic power as an entry point. Use it as the demon’s weakness. You can learn with these.” Zola tossed the demon doll at me as she pulled another one out of her cloak.

I grimaced and caught the thing. Instead of just looking like it was trying to wriggle out of Zola’s grip, now it actually felt like it was trying to get out of mine. Like a fist-sized nightcrawler. Nasty. “Sympathetic power, huh? Kind of an odd word for demon-speak.”

She glared at me. I shut up. “The other doll is from another demon. A demon one of our brothers helped me bind last week.”

“Who?”

“His name is Zachariah.”

I raised an eyebrow. “As in, Zachariah the assassin guy?”

“Yes, the assassin that worked for Philip. We don’t know how many demons are loose, and we need help.”

“Where there’s one…” I said.

Zola laughed. It was empty, but we’d learned a long time ago you could laugh, smile, and shrug it off, or let someone clean your brains off the ceiling in the morning. She took a step toward the old green couch and sat down. “Yes, Damian, where there is one.” She slumped back, ran her hand over her eyes, and squeezed the bridge of her nose. I’d never seen a defeated look on Zola’s face before, and it scared the hell out of me.

I sat down on a dynamic orange chair from the 1960s. It had the texture of a pilled sweater, and my hand started picking off little orange puffballs while I watched my master. The fire crackled in the stove, doing nothing but emphasizing the silence of the room.

Within minutes, my unspoken questions burned more than the flames in the old iron stove. “Where have you been, Zola? I haven’t seen you, haven’t even heard from you in two years.” I shook my head and leaned forward. “Now you come back with stories of demons?” I half expected a sharp rebuttal from her, but none came.

She closed her eyes, took a deep breath, and sat up straight. The confidence I’d come to expect from my master returned to her posture and her voice. “Ah’ve been traveling to the hiding places of the war. There were demons, Damian, and not just the men who fought in wars. They walked our plane with abandon. Ah know you’ve heard me speak of Philip Pinkerton. With his help, and others on rare occasions, we banished or buried almost twenty demons through the years.”

She closed her eyes for a moment and wrapped a hand around her pale, knobby cane. “We were able to banish five from our plane. The rest were too powerful to be banished by our group. We bound them to various vessels and hid them. No one but Philip and Ah knew the location for the stranded demons. Neither of us knew where they all were. Philip was going to go back and destroy the vessels after learning more about the demons. At the end of the Civil War, he left for Rome. He was alive then, at the end of it all.” She stared at the embers in the wood stove as she said, “He is dead now. Ah found his body two years ago.”

My eyes widened. “Two years? There’s no way he’d still be alive, he’d have to be—”

She held her hand up to silence my questions. “Without Philip’s help, the demons would not have been stopped. Ah fear even now, without his help, they cannot be stopped.”

I eventually managed to close my gaping jaw and speak. “You were really around then? In the Civil War?” I shrugged and held my hand out in invitation as I said, “How?”

“Another time, Damian. For now, we have far greater concerns. Someone is releasing the demons we bound.” She reached into another pocket hidden inside her cloak and pulled out a small pile of crumbled metallic debris. “This is all that’s left of a relic holding a greater demon. No demon, not even an arch-demon, could have broken this binding from within.

“We buried it at the Battle of New Madrid in 1862.” Her hand formed a fist around the iron detritus. Zola’s lips compressed into a tight line and she stared at me. “Damian, I don’t know what’s going to happen.”

I set the demon doll down, walked to the fridge around the corner and opened the door. I crinkled my nose at the stale smell wafting from the seldom-used appliance. Four bottles of Duvel Belgian Golden Ale lined the top shelf. I grabbed two bottles and two glasses from the cabinet beside the fridge and headed back to the living room. A quick pour and I handed a glass to Zola, left the bottle by the couch, and sat down with a glass and bottle of my own.

We both raised our glasses in silence and drank. I savored the light burn of the ale as it went down. I met my master’s gaze for a minute in the darkness and warmth and said, “Well, shit.”


CHAPTER FOUR


I woke up in the short bunk in the tiny corner bedroom with a yelp as pins and needles stabbed my ankles. It was the fifth or sixth time I’d startled awake that night. My feet were numb, the circulation cut off by the slightly raised edge of the bed’s frame. That hadn’t been a problem when I was younger, and shorter. It was only nine in the morning, but my back screamed at me to get up once and for all. The bed was so stiff and crunchy I wouldn’t have been surprised if the mattress was stuffed with straw from the Civil War.

Zola, on the other hand, was waiting on the porch with an extra mug full of coffee as I stumbled out the door on my numb feet. She flashed a genuine smile as she held it out to me.

“I have pins and needles in my feet.” I took the coffee and drank. “No Frappuccino?”

She snorted.

I moaned between slurps. “Thank you. That’s fantastic.”

Zola reached into her cloak and pulled the two demon dolls out again. She sat one on the rusty chair near the edge of the covered porch and the other on the plain wood railing. “It’s time to train, boy. Ah will show you once.” She held up her right index finger to reiterate the once. “Be sure you pay attention. The dolls have a common bond in the talisman binding the auras to them. That is their weakness.”

I nodded as I sucked down more coffee. My eyes moved to the doll in the chair. I focused my Sight and watched the aura spin through its head a few times. I couldn’t suppress a shiver.

Zola moved fast, utterly silent. Her aura flared as she focused her necromancy, the heavy black and white ribbons of power billowing out from her hand. I watched it surround the doll on the railing and latch on to the sickly aura. Zola curled her fingers and the aura stretched away from the doll, black and red swirling and thinning as she pulled. She moved it across the porch until it touched the aura of the other doll. A tiny shimmer rippled out from the point of contact and Zola said, “Pulsatto!”

The doll on the chair sunk in on itself as the wave of force hit it and the metal chair behind it bent. Its burlap body fell forward in an anticlimactic display.

“That’s it?” I said.

“Did you see the hole?”

“The shimmer?”

“Yes, that is your target. It creates a weakness in the demon’s aura. Where your attacks were useless, now you will find them strong. Where you once had stale hardtack to saw through a corn stalk, you’ll have a scythe.” She flexed her hand and turned toward the dolls. “Now you try.”

“Touching it with my power, is it going to, you know, show me the demon or anything
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