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CHAPTER ONE


Streets filled with fear and terror and blood. This wasn’t what our home was supposed to be. No matter how close war had come before, no matter what we’d fought on the streets of Saint Charles, we’d always managed to keep the commoners safe.

The tourists weren’t the only beings in danger here. The military had seen too many Fae, too many things they didn’t understand. Now they were targeting our allies, and in that action, they were targeting their own allies. They’d set their sights on the Fae who stood with the commoners.

I raised my hand in a useless protest, too far away to reach anyone in time.

The tank fired.

Flames and death and smoke screamed from the barrel of that awful weapon. Aeros raised his fists, and a u-shaped wall of stone sprang up between him and the shell. The wall cracked in the following explosion, sending waves of shrapnel and debris into the air. Angus had barely escaped, grabbing two of the kids who had been too close to the line of fire, and launching into the air with them.

One of the kids he’d had to leave behind screamed and went down, clutching his leg. Aeros glanced at the child, then turned back to face the tank. The Old God dropped into the earth, vanishing into a circle of green light. The tank adjusted its aim, centering on the wall.

The next shot might take the wall of stone, but it was going to kill the half dozen people sheltering behind it too. If they thought firing on the wall would hurt Aeros, they were wrong.

“No!” I shouted, sprinting forward. If I could get close enough, raise a shield, do something. I wasn’t that fast. No one was that fast. “Run!”

Angus dove back into the panicked crowd.

A loud thunk sounded from the tank, the same sound I’d heard before the first shot. I wasn’t going to make it to them in time. Where the fuck was Aeros?

He answered with a fury, rising beneath the tank. One stony fist grabbed the barrel and bent it toward the ground before Aeros flipped the tank over and slammed it into the earth. Stone flowed over the armored metal shell, and the tank screeched as Aeros tore it apart.

“They are children!” the Old God roared. “My stone will bear your names for all time, and the world shall call you monsters.”

“Aeros, no!” I shouted.

He paused with his fist raised above the exposed soldiers, his eyes flashing between me and the terrified men below him.

“Don’t kill them,” I said.

“He’s dead!” A voice screamed, cracking and rising into hysteria. I turned to see a child tugging at the arm of an older man. The child’s wails were the endless, undefined cries of a survivor. There are the cries of grief, and then there are the primal chords of loss no person can put into words. These were the hiccupping, terrible sobs of lives broken, and a world that would never be the same.

“Murderers.” Aeros turned away from the soldiers and looked down at me. “They should be held accountable. Would you not slay them if they were Fae or vampire?” He walked back toward the screaming boy.

I stepped up onto the flattened edge of the tank. “Okay, look, that’s a big talking rock who wants to kill you now. Congratulations on pulling that off. You also just murdered someone’s grandfather, so fuck you very much. Now…” I called on the dead things around me, let the decayed ruin of the gravemakers flow up from the earth to coat my arms and chest. “I suggest you get your tanks the fuck out of here before I decide to let my friend flatten you like tin cans.”

The nearest soldier’s hand reached for his sidearm. All he found was a mangled strip of metal.

I let the gravemaker chaff close over my head. “Draw that gun, and I’ll eat your soul.”

The man next to him had a smarter approach. He placed his hand on his companion’s arm, preventing any further attempts to draw his weapon. When the first man tried to protest again, the smart one grew more forceful.

“Stop it. Don’t you see the thing standing in front of us? Do you want to hug your family again, or you want to die here?”

The man with the gun stopped fidgeting. I backed away, letting them climb out of the ruined tank. The wails of the child behind me cut through the silence of the men before me.

“Never forget that sound.” I turned away at that point, not wanting to see what the men would do. Or maybe I just didn’t care anymore. How had it come to this in just five days?


CHAPTER TWO


Five days earlier, the bell had jingled when Sergeant Park pushed his way into Death’s Door. I’d seen him enough lately to know the quick steps that led him to the counter weren’t indicative of a casual pace. I sat up a little straighter.

“Everything okay?” I asked.

Park glanced around the room before setting his palms flat against the countertop. I winced at the creaking squeal of the glass. “Is Frank here?”

I debated for a moment whether to tell him Frank was actually there, wondering if Frank had gotten himself into some kind of trouble. After considering Park’s stride and the anxious flashing of his eyes toward the back room, I decided I’d better get Frank.

“Yeah, sure. Wait here for just a second and I’ll grab him for you.”

Park nodded a little too quickly. I hopped off the stool behind the counter and headed through the saloon-style doors. I passed the grandfather clock and the Formica table before I came to the entrance to the cu siths’ lair.

I paused with my hand on the ornately carved doorway. Foster and Aideen had whittled the once ragged hole into a beautiful array of Celtic knots. I ducked through the entryway, following the sounds of a snoring cu sith.

“Frank,” I whispered, not wanting to wake Bubbles. I made my way farther down the sloping ramp that led into the basement.

Frank had his reading glasses on and was squinting at the runes on the wall. He held a book in one hand and was comparing the drawings inside to the sketches on the wall.

“Frank.”

He jumped, surprised when I said his name so close behind him. Frank spun around, raising the book in his right hand as if he expected to swat an overly large, overly annoying bug. “Damian!”

Frank hadn’t whispered. The cu sith startled awake, sucking her tongue in and flinging her massive furry form against the nearest wall. Unfortunately, I was between her and that wall. I grunted as the bristly fur smashed me into the stone. She bounced away, looked up, and then started snuffling at my shoes.

I gasped, trying to regain the breath Bubbles had smashed out of me.

“You okay?” Frank asked.

I nodded through a grimace and pointed up the ramp.

Bubbles understood just fine and ran right up the ramp to see what was waiting in the shop.

Frank, on the other hand, looked a bit more perplexed. “You need me to cover the shop?”

I took a deep breath and shook my head, my lungs finally recovering. “Park wants to see you. He’s waiting upstairs.” I took another glorious breath and gestured at Frank. “Still researching the runes?”

He glanced down at the book in his hand. “Yeah, with everything Calbach told us about the runes, I thought it might be interesting to see what else I could dig up.” He snapped the book closed. “Haven’t found much.”

“Were you expecting Park?” I asked, leading the way back up the stone ramp.

“No. I mean, he drops by fairly regularly, but I wasn’t expecting him today.”

Bubbles started barking, and Foster cursed above us. The fairy shouted, and I could hear the rattle of his armor. I suspected he was trying to wrestle Bubbles away from Park. I picked up the pace and pushed through the saloon-style doors a moment later.

Bubbles had her paws up on Park’s shoulders, licking and snorting, easily pulling away from Foster each time the fairy managed to free Park.

“Bubbles,” I said in a low voice.

She froze, slowly licked Park one more time, and then padded back to flop on the floor next to me.

“Sorry about that,” I said.

“Oh,” Foster said, turning to Bubbles. “So now you listen to the necromancer and not me? Your ancestors would be ashamed.”

Aideen glided over the swinging doors from the back of the shop and settled onto the cu sith’s ruff.

“Park?” Frank asked. “Are you okay?”

“Yes,” Park said, looking down at the cu sith before returning his gaze to Frank. “I think so.”

Frank eyed him, and the suspicion on Frank’s face was obvious. “Well, what do you need me for?”

“We lost a squad,” Park said. He crossed his arms and blew out a breath.

Frank grimaced. He glanced at me and then back to Park. “Who?”

“You don’t know them.”

Frank frowned slightly. “Okay. Then why are you here?”

“What is it?” Foster asked, clearly not missing Park’s distant stare.

Park hesitated, and then said, “It was a fairy by the old railroad bridge. Foster, when we played back footage from the scene, he looked like you.”

Foster frowned. “What do you mean, exactly? Like he had my face?”

Park shook his head. “No, I mean he had your wings. Huge wings like a moth.”

Foster squeezed the dagger sheathed on his belt.

I was about to interrupt when Aideen did it for me. “One of the queen’s spies?” She sidled up beside Foster, eyeing Park. “What else have you heard?”

Park shrugged. “Not much. Look, you already know some of the commanders in the area are concerned about the intelligence we have. I’ve heard rumors that some of them think it was you.”

“Think I impersonated myself?” Foster frowned at his own words. “Never mind, that was a stupid question. But come on, Damian. This is clearly a setup.”

“I’m not arguing that,” I said. “But what are we going to do about it?”

“Oh, that’s simple,” Foster said. “I’m going to cut pieces off him and feed him the chunks before he dies.”

I couldn’t suppress a small smile. “Sure, but we don’t even know who he is. Which means we don’t know how to find him.”

“You kill enough enemies, you get the right one eventually.” Foster massaged the hilt of his sword, and it was particularly menacing.

Aideen laid a hand on his shoulder. The murderous gleam in his eyes receded, but it didn’t leave entirely.

“This isn’t a time to be brash,” Aideen said.

Foster nodded once. “The patrol was attacked at the bridge below the highway. That’s where we buried Lewis. You think they dug him up?”

I blinked at the fairy, not quite sure where that question had come from. “No, but I wouldn’t be surprised if it was a message. Someone telling us they know where we’ve been. They know where our skeletons are buried.”

“Literally.” Frank put his hand on the countertop and leaned toward Park. “Come on, man. You had to have noticed something. Something different? Something unusual about the scene?”

Park frowned slightly at Frank. “I understand what you’re saying.”

“What about the light?” Foster asked.

“Everything looked green,” Park said. “Like they were bleeding green.”

Foster’s expression turned stony. “Green poison.”

“Poison?” Park asked.

“The queen is back,” Aideen said.

My fingers tightened around the blue obsidian coin on the counter.

Frank rapidly waved his hands, cutting off the conversation. “We need a witness.”

“Were there any survivors?” I asked.

Frank looked to Park, who frowned for a moment and then nodded slowly.

“Casper,” Park said.

I raised an eyebrow. “Is that a ghost joke?”

Park glanced at me, his brow furrowing. It gave me the distinct impression it hadn’t been a ghost joke.

“Casper is a sniper,” Park said, the mild look of confusion still not leaving his face. “She’s in the infirmary, and I’m not sure if she’s conscious.”

“You call her Casper because she’s pale?” Frank asked.

“What?” Park asked. “Why does everyone think that? No, we call her that because she’s a goddamn ghost.”

I raised my other eyebrow.

“No.” Park shook his head rapidly. “Not that kind of ghost. I mean she’s a ghost on the battlefield. No one sees her coming.” Park paused as if contemplating telling us something more. The look passed, but Foster didn’t let it go.

“What is it?” the fairy asked.

“She’s an assassin,” Park said. “Casper is one of our best snipers. She’s a master of camouflage. But the Fae saw her coming.”

“Is she in a military infirmary?” Aideen asked. “Or is she in the hospital a few blocks over?”

Park opened his phone and texted someone. “I’ll find out.” He’d just finished typing when his phone buzzed. “She’s at the hospital.”

“That’s where we need to be,” Frank said.

“She’ll be guarded,” Park said.

I shrugged. “Makes sense.” I exchanged a look with Foster. “I’ll go with Park,” I said. “The last thing we need is for them to see Foster and mistake him for an enemy.”

“I’m coming with you,” Foster said.

“No,” Aideen said, resting her hand on Foster’s wrist. “Damian’s right. It’s too risky. I’ll go. They’re looking for a male fairy, are they not?” She looked to Park.

Park nodded.

“Then you have no argument,” Aideen said.

Foster clearly didn’t like the idea, but he said no more. His hand fell to his side, and he nodded once to Park. He turned to me and said, “Don’t let her kill everyone. Leave some for me.”

“I’m really hoping we don’t have to kill anyone,” I said.

Frank looked at the wide-eyed Park before glancing between me and Foster. Frank barked out a short laugh. “It’s like you don’t even know yourself.”

“Give me a little credit. We usually don’t kill people in a public place.”

“Okay,” Park said. “Okay okay okay. Now I know you’re just screwing with me.”

I smiled at Park. “Well, it’s either that or bury you in the backyard. We prefer not to do that.”

“When did we start burying them in the backyard?” Foster asked.

“Right,” I said. “We just turn them into deadbolts now.”

Park blinked.

“Long story,” I said.

Park narrowed his eyes. “You only intend to talk to Casper, right?”

Aideen sighed. “Of course. We need information, and it appears she’s the only source at our disposal.”

“Right,” Park said. “Let’s un-ass.”

That was apparently all the motivation any of us needed. Aideen glided to my shoulder as I made for the door. Frank followed us out, and Park’s posture relaxed a fraction when he saw Frank coming with us. I suspected the two of them had become closer, or at least more trusting of each other, but this was the first time I’d seen it so clearly on display.

“It’ll be fine,” Frank said.

Park nodded.

“I wouldn’t say it if it weren’t true,” Frank said. “Eventually you’ll learn to trust this bunch as much as I do.”

“They’ve saved your life before,” Park said.

“They’ve saved yours, too,” Frank said.

Park gave one sharp nod, and we started up the block, closing on the hospital in relative silence.


CHAPTER THREE


“Aideen,” Frank said. “Why don’t you stay with me? They’re going to be watching Damian more than anyone. You’ll be less likely to be noticed with me.”

“You are right, Frank,” Aideen said. I felt her pat my neck as if she was consoling a loved pet before leaving him at the kennel. She pushed off and landed on Frank’s shoulder. Not only had Frank been right, but Aideen’s black and white wings almost vanished against the busy pattern of his Hawaiian shirt.

“Oh, Frank,” Aideen said, disgust clear in her voice. “You’re sweating like a Burning Lands troll in a furnace.”

“What does that mean?” Park asked.

“Some things you’re better off not knowing,” I said.

“How did you survive being a criminal if stress makes you sweat?” Aideen asked.

“By getting other people killed,” Frank said, his voice solemn.

“I am sorry,” Aideen said. “I did not mean to bring up bad memories.”

Frank dismissed the thought with a small wave as we followed Park up to the receptionist’s desk.

Park leaned forward, crossing his arms and taking a casual pose. “We’re here to see Lincoln.”

“Sure thing,” the receptionist said. “We had to move Ms. Lincoln. I’m afraid she took a turn for the worse. You’ll find her in the ICU. Keep it brief.”

Park tensed, and only responded with a nod. He led us through the halls of the hospital as though he’d been to the ICU more than once. I suspected, with what he’d told us about the casualties in the past, that was exactly the case.

“If she’s on a ventilator,” Frank said, “she’s not going to be able to talk to us.”

“I know,” Park said. “If she was in that bad of shape, they wouldn’t let us in. We can use a whiteboard if we need to. She still has one good arm. And if we lose her, we don’t have anything to go on.”

If it weren’t for the tremor in Park’s voice, I would’ve thought he was being cold. But he was worried. This was his friend. This wasn’t a nameless soldier, a statistic to be run across the six o’clock news.

I didn’t have to ask whether or not we were getting close to the ICU. I wouldn’t have been able to block out the ghosts if I wanted. At least not without closing down all my other senses. And that seemed like a really stupid thing to do right then. Even without trying to focus, gray and black wisps crept into the edges of my vision. The weight of the dead grew into a crushing presence.

I hated hospitals.

Park turned the corner and nodded to an MP before slipping into the room the soldier guarded. The ICU wasn’t all that different from any other ward in the hospital, other than perhaps having additional space for more machines, and much more strict criteria for visitors. I doubted we’d be waltzing in if Park wasn’t with us. Park lifted the paper chart hanging off the end of the bed, an anachronistic sight in what was otherwise a cutting-edge facility. He cursed and turned his attention to the broken woman on the bed.

“She’s dying,” Aideen said, ignoring the chart. “Close the blinds.”

“I didn’t bring you here for that,” Park said.

“I cannot heal her completely,” Aideen said. “It would kill me to do so. But I may be able to give her a chance.”

Park ran his hand through his hair, cursing under his breath. “Casper hates magic. I can’t do that to her without her permission.”

“Then we’ll do it without yours,” Aideen said. “Damian, restrain him if it comes to that.”

“Aideen,” I said, some part of me thinking that I should be the voice of reason here, and the other part of me thinking that speaking out against Aideen at this point would be the exact opposite of reason.

Frank closed the blinds, sending the room into an eerily lit darkness. Aideen exploded into her full-size form, showering fairy dust across the room, and the suddenness of it sent Park stumbling back a step.

“Oh god,” I said. “Warning next—” I didn’t finish my sentence before a huge sneeze almost gave me whiplash. I blinked tears out of my eyes and fought off another sneeze.

Aideen gently laid her hands on Casper’s upper arm. It was one of the few areas of pale flesh that wasn’t covered in bandages. The fairy moved delicately, careful not to disturb the hoses and wires and God knew what else coming out of Casper’s body.

“Socius Sanation.” Those were Aideen’s only words. The room felt as if it had been lit from inside by a brilliant white sun. Seconds passed. Twenty. Forty. We were closing on a minute when Aideen’s wings started shaking.

“Stop,” I said. “We’re not losing you to save her. You need to stop.”

Still, she continued. A few more seconds, and the sun abruptly went out.

“You don’t understand,” Aideen whispered, slouching against the bed, her head hung low. “She was in so much pain. I couldn’t leave her like that.”

A burned stretch of flesh on Casper’s forehead crinkled and fell away.

“What in the hell?” Park said.

“She’s better,” Frank said. And before he finished talking, Casper clenched her fists.

“Casper?” Park said.

Pale white eyelids fluttered and then opened wide, bright green eyes flashing between me and Park and Frank before finally settling on Aideen. Casper flinched away from the exhausted fairy leaning on her bed.

Aideen struggled to her feet and leaned slightly against my arm.

“Welcome back,” Park said.

“What have you done?” Casper whispered in a hoarse voice.

Park frowned at Casper and followed her gaze back to Aideen. “She means you no harm.” Park gently laid a hand on Casper’s wrapped shin. Casper looked down at her leg, eyeing Park’s hand, and staring at it in something like confusion.

“She means you no harm,” Park said again.

“No devil will take my soul.” Casper stared at Aideen. “You may have taken my brother, but you will not have me.”

Casper’s accent wasn’t thick, but it was there, so Aideen’s next words didn’t strike me as any great surprise. “You are of the old blood.”

“The what?” Casper asked.

“From our homeland,” Aideen said, placing a hand over her heart.

“Casper,” Park said. “Please. You would’ve died.

“Did she tell you that?” Casper asked. “You cannot trust a fairy. All they are is lies.”

Aideen stiffened against my arm.

“You have it all wrong,” Frank said. “Not all fairies are bad. Some of the ones you see on the news, like Nudd and Hern? Oh yeah, they’re bad. But what about the fairies that are fighting them? There are fairies standing against them to protect the humans.”

Frank’s words grew more passionate, more fiery. I wasn’t sure if that was a good thing, or if it was exactly what we didn’t need at that time. “There are things in this world we don’t understand, things people think are just stories. Some of them are more than that.”

“He’s right,” Park said. “She didn’t have to heal you. She could’ve let you die, and I would’ve been none the wiser. She could’ve killed you, for that matter, and I would’ve been none the wiser. These people saved me more than once, Casper. And now they’ve saved you, too.”

“And so they own you now?” Casper said.

“No,” I said. “He’s our friend.”

Casper eyed me for a moment. “I doubt that very much.”

“Your words pain me,” Aideen said. “These things you say, they are exactly why we fight the king and all he stands for. That, and he has killed many in my family.”

“Then tell me,” Casper said. “What do I owe you for this?”

“Information,” Aideen said, with so little hesitation that I flinched. “Tell us what you know about those who attacked you, and I will consider your debt paid in full.” Aideen shook slightly, and I wasn’t sure if it was the healing that she’d performed, or exhaustion of another sort. She leaned on me a little heavier before changing back into her smaller form and fluttering to Frank’s shoulder.

Casper didn’t seem surprised by Aideen’s transformation. I suspected that meant one of two things. She had known Fae earlier in her life and had seen one of them transform before. Or, perhaps more likely, those that attacked her unit had been very much like Aideen.

“You don’t mean to drag me into Faerie?” Casper narrowed her eyes slightly at the fairy, causing more of the burnt skin to fall away and reveal the fresh flesh beneath.

“Should you ever find yourself in Faerie,” Aideen said, “I’ll do no more than give you a tour of my home.”

“I wouldn’t really recommend that,” I said. “Every time I go there, someone tries to kill me.”

“Damian,” Park said, “That’s not helping.”

But a small laugh escaped Casper, and the tiniest hint of a smile played across her scarred lips. She took a deep breath. “I’ll tell you what I know, but there’s much more I don’t.”

“Anything could help,” Aideen said.

Casper nodded. “We were on patrol at the far end of Main Street. It wasn’t Main anymore, though. It was where it merges into that other road and goes down by the old railroad tracks.”

“By the highway?” Frank asked.

Casper started to shake her head and then winced. “No, not that far, but in that area. It was just the five of us. We’d left the Humvee on the other side of the highway, closer to the base.”

I frowned and glanced at Park, not sure what she meant by a base on the north side of the highway.

“It’s not a full-blown base,” Park said. “It’s more of a staging area. Go on.” He nodded to Casper.

“It wasn’t just the one fairy,” she said. “There was something else with them, but I couldn’t get a good look at it. It was too damn fast.” She tilted her head to the side and closed her eyes. When she opened them again, her brow furrowed, causing another scarred patch on her forehead to crack. The bright pink skin already looked healthier from Aideen’s healing. Casper turned her gaze to Aideen. “I swear it had a helmet and huge claws. It was one of yours, wasn’t it?”

“No,” Aideen said, her voice tired. “That was one of the dark-touched vampires. They are agents of those we fight against. You would do well not to lump all supernatural creatures in with them, especially those who would be your allies.”

“So you say,” Casper said.

“Okay, okay, okay,” Frank said. “Talk to me.” He leaned on the foot of the bed. “Talk to me.” He lowered his voice slightly, drawing Casper’s attention away from the fairy on his shoulder. “We want to help you. We have to know what happened.”

Casper glanced at Park, and then kept her focus on Frank, her gaze wandering to Aideen only once or twice. “After the… vampire picked off the back of the squad, there were only three of us left. The fairy made quick work of the lieutenant then. I didn’t see where the vampire went. I was too busy screaming in the fire that suddenly appeared all around me.”

“Fire that the fairy cast?” I asked.

“It looked like it,” Casper said, “but you can’t trust your eyes with fairies about.” Her voice rose slightly, and then trailed off as her exhaustion rivaled Aideen’s. Casper frowned. “There was one thing I noticed that was odd. When the fairy cut the lieutenant, he bled green. Green blood from a human. I figured it was some kind of magic, too.”

“Yes,” Aideen said. “Yes, it was.”

I looked at Aideen, waiting for her to indicate whether we needed more information, or if that was enough for now. She nodded once as Casper closed her eyes.

“We’re good?” Park asked.

“Yeah,” Frank said. “Let’s let her rest.”

Casper was already snoring lightly by the time we all exited the room. Park nodded to the receptionist as we passed, and we started back to the cobblestones of Main Street, Saint Charles.


CHAPTER FOUR


“Zola’s here,” I said, reading a text I must have missed while we were at the hospital. Foster gave me a nod.

“Did Casper help?” Park asked as we entered Death’s Door.

“She did,” Aideen said. “She confirmed what you’d already told us about the green blood. And she told us more; she told us the dark-touched are already here. As are Glenn’s soldiers.”

“Are you sure?” Foster asked as he glided into the room. He tilted slightly, and angled to land on Zola’s shoulder.

“It’s still speculation,” Aideen said. “But the witness we spoke to says a fairy used fire.”

“Many fairies can use fire,” Foster said, crossing his arms.

“This spell was enough to engulf a human,” Aideen said. “It was at a level of the Demon Sword.”

Foster almost growled. “They’re setting us up.”

“That’s no surprise,” Zola said. “We’ll see more consequences from Nudd’s stunt.”

“We’re already seeing more boots on the ground,” Frank said. “Tanks in Saint Charles, for fuck’s sake.”

“Yes,” Zola said. “And now those soldiers have been attacked by a power thought to be wielded only by the Demon Sword.”

“It’s brilliant,” I said. “In one ruse, he’s driven a wedge in to prevent an alliance with the commoners, and now Foster looks like a traitor to his own cause.”

“Gwynn Ap Nudd has seeded doubt,” Zola said. “All he needs to do now is let it grow.”

Park crossed his arms and took a deep breath. “A leader does not rise to power on compassion and understanding, at least not one who is a self-styled dictator.” He looked from Foster to Zola in turn. “I’ve seen warlords use similar tactics. They only need to fill people with fear of the unknown, fear of anything different. And those who the man would hurt worst, rushed to help him first.” Park looked like he wanted to spit.

Bubbles shuffled through the saloon-style doors, sniffing at the air before butting up against Park with her hip. When he didn’t pet her immediately, she bumped him harder until he had to catch himself by throwing his arms out on the counter.

“Persistent,” Park said.

“It is probably in your health’s best interest to pet her,” Aideen said. “She has been known to get… bitey.”

Park scratched the cu sith’s ruff while the rest of us watched in silence. Bubbles arched her back, smooshing Park up against the counter until the sergeant finally had to push her away to keep from being suffocated. Bubbles chuffed at him, and then slowly stalked away into the back room. Park smiled at her grumpy exit.

His smile fell when Bubbles vanished from view. “Why here? Why now?”

“Because this is a war,” Zola said. “Nudd does this to turn the commoners and the military into tools for his arsenal.”

“You’re saying that Nudd fellow… you’re saying he’s orchestrating this?”

“Yes,” Zola said. “That is exactly what Ah’m saying. Son, did you not just say your soldier saw a man bleeding green this morning?”

“Well, yes,” Park said. “But that’s different. I think. I’m not sure.” He frowned and his forehead crinkled as he turned away from the old necromancer.

“You’ve seen enough of Nudd and his people to understand this,” Zola said. “Damian, summon the water witches. You can use the disc to tell Nixie about this, but we need Alexandra or Euphemia here.”

“What do you mean to do?” Park asked.

“I mean to hunt them down,” Foster said slowly while sheathing his dagger, then slamming it back home, “and show them the true power of the Demon Sword.”

It was a rare sight to see Foster use all his powers. My most vivid memory was when we found the child killer’s van years before. Foster had turned it into so much slag inside a supernova of fire.

“So,” I asked. “Did Nudd create a new Demon Sword?” I paused, wondering if that was even the right way to phrase the question. I didn’t know much about how his mantle worked.

“No,” Frank said. “Foster’s still alive, so no one else can be the Demon Sword as long as he lives.”

Aideen nodded. “Frank’s correct. It’s much like the mantle of the Sanatio. While Cara lived…”

“Aideen,” Foster said. “If Nudd has declared a new Sanatio, could he bestow the mantle of the Demon Sword on another fairy?”

Aideen shook her head. “It’s possible he has bestowed some power onto a knight, but no one may take the mantle of the Demon Sword so long as you live.”

“How did you know that?” I said, eyeing Frank.

“It was a story,” Frank said. “One Cara told us. I think we were at the cabin.” He frowned slightly, and then nodded. “Yeah, I’m positive it was at the cabin. Sam was down there with us. You might’ve been elbow deep in a chimichanga.”

“You never did listen to her very well,” Aideen said, giving me a small smile.

“We know the fairy who attacked Park’s men was not Foster,” Zola said, “but Park’s men, they may be harder to convince.”

“Can you come with me, Frank?” Park asked. “You’ve met several of my soldiers. It may help to have you by my side while I’m briefing them.”

Frank glanced between me and the fairies. “If I go now, I won’t be able to help with the hunt.”

“We can handle dark-touched vampires and an idiot fairy,” Foster said.

“Why do you say he’s an idiot?” Park asked. “He did manage to kill off one of my squads.”

“He’s an idiot,” Foster said, “because now I have to kill him.” The savage grin on Foster’s face caused Park to take a step back.

“Oh yeah,” I said, “that look will breed all kinds of trust with the military.”

Foster’s grin widened, sending a chill down my spine.

Aideen raised her hand to cover Foster’s mouth, and it broke the somewhat creepy tension in the air. He tried to bat her hand away, but she held firm, the muscles in her forearm straining against his futile attempts to escape.

“Then it’s settled,” Aideen said. “Frank will go with Park, and the rest of us will go hunting.”

“Should we wait for nightfall?” I asked.

“No,” Zola said. “Contact the water witches. Then we hunt.”

“Zola’s right,” Aideen said. “They’ll be expecting us in the evening or after nightfall.” She let her hand fall away from Foster’s mouth, and he gave her a bemused look. “We’ll have the element of surprise by attacking in the daylight.”

“You’re more likely to be mistaken for the enemy in the daylight,” Park said. “Some of the soldiers out there have only been in the reserves a few months, and a lot of them came in during the enlistment rush after Gettysburg. Many of them are out for vengeance.” Park hesitated. “I don’t want them getting in your way.”

“Then we hunt,” Foster said, “and I will remind this imposter of the true power of the Demon Sword.”
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I took the Wasser-Münzen disc with me to contact Nixie, and headed toward the Missouri River. It wasn’t dinner time yet, so the light crowds on Main Street weren’t that unusual. The tourists had been replaced by media, drawn to the military presence as much as the tourists had been repulsed by it. Our city had become a crippled, zombie-like version of its former self. It limped along, the media acting like some kind of symbiotic parasite.

I crossed the cobblestones and asphalt, finally reaching the riverfront. I hopped down onto the bank so I could set my feet in the river. The water was cold, and the chill reached out for my bones.

I crouched down and set the obsidian disc on the river rocks beneath the water. Almost a minute passed, and I couldn’t help the rising worry in my gut. Nixie was bouncing between Europe and the Obsidian Inn, violence with the queen had been escalating, and now we had evidence of the queen moving against humans. Nixie needed to know. We needed the water witches’ help.

The knot in my stomach loosened just a hair when the disc pulsed with a soft light.

“Damian,” a voice said, rising from the river. “What is it?”

“Alexandra or Euphemia with you?”

“No, they’re on a mission with the Obsidian Inn. Why?”

“We might need reinforcements.”

The water took on the rough shape of Nixie’s face, just enough that I could see her frown. “What’s wrong?” she asked.

“The queen has attacked some of the guardsmen stationed here. One of them was in the hospital, bleeding green poison. Sounds like the queen’s troops were impersonating us, or at least Foster.”

Nixie cursed. “I don’t like this, Damian. The coincidence and the timing are too much.”

“What coincidence?” I asked.

“I can’t say over our connection. This isn’t secure enough. I’ll send someone to you when I can, but for now, use caution.”

I nodded. “I will.”

The light on the disc began to fade, but not before I heard her whisper, “I love you.”

“I love you, too.”
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Frank and Park were gone when I got back to the shop. The bell on the door jingled as it closed behind me.

“Alexandra and Euphemia are both on a mission with the Obsidian Inn,” I said, glancing between Zola and the fairies. “Nixie will send someone when she can, but I don’t know when that will be.”

“Good,” Foster said. “That gives us time.”

I started toward the back room to grab my backpack, filled with beef jerky, bullets, and other things that were essential to any mission. It was only then that I noticed Foster and Aideen were both in their armor, the intricate details of Celtic knot work flowing over their silver cuirasses and down their greaves. Foster held his helmet under his left arm while Aideen left hers resting between her feet on the glass countertop.

I scooped my backpack up off the shelf and patted Bubbles on the head when she stuck her snout out of her lair’s entrance. I thought about bringing the cu sith with us, but the pony-sized dog might attract more attention than we needed. I looked to the corner where I had often kept the demon staff before it tried to kill me. I still couldn’t break the habit of wanting to grab it when things were going sideways.

I pushed my way through the saloon-style doors and adjusted my backpack. “Ready.”

“Stealth,” Aideen said. “This is no time for theatrics.” She stared at Foster as she spoke, but he didn’t shy away from her words.

“Do you think that armor is low-profile enough?” I asked.

“No other fairy wears this armor,” Foster said. “Even if there is an imposter Demon Sword, there are some things he cannot duplicate.”

I wasn’t exactly sure how much I believed that. I’d seen some pretty crazy glamor put on by fairies. They were the kind of illusions human perception couldn’t pierce. But I didn’t think this was the time to pry.

“Are we driving?” I asked. “Let’s take the car.”

“Yes,” Zola said, “because your car is so low profile.”

We followed Zola through the back and out into the parking lot where my ‘32 Ford Victoria waited. Zola and I climbed into the front seat while the fairies took up a post on the dashboard.

“From what Casper told us,” I said, “it sounds like they were attacked right by the comic store.”

“Start there,” Zola said.

I turned the ignition and pulled out of the parking lot, swinging down onto the cobblestones for a moment before the road mercifully changed to asphalt. We followed Main Street until it merged into N. 2nd Street, and the roundabout sent us off to the north. We briefly drove through a residential area before the buildings became strip malls. I turned right into one of the first of them, which held the local comic shop.

Aideen shifted the helmet in her hands. “We should leave these here. If one of Nudd’s court is the imposter, it may make it easier to find us. Or, at the least, see us.”

Foster let his helmet fall to the dashboard, the coif rattling as the metal slithered to a stop.

I stepped out of the car, and the fairies zipped over my shoulder, hovering just above me for a second before settling onto the roof of the car.

“Work toward the bridge,” Zola said. “You hear anything, scream.”

Zola was one of the most reassuring people I had ever known in a fight.

“We’ll be right above you,” Foster said. “If anything kills you, we’ll kill it.”

“If you don’t mind,” I said, “kill it before it kills us.”

Foster shot me a grin before launching himself into the air. Aideen followed.


CHAPTER FIVE


“I thought Park said they were closer to the river,” Zola said.

I glanced up and one of the pale silver dots drifted back down toward us, until I could make out Aideen’s form.

“That’s true,” Aideen said. “But that bridge is steel and iron. Unless they’re very powerful, or very stupid, I suspect they will be quite predictable.”

“What do you mean?” I asked.

“I mean they’ll still be in the area, if they haven’t already retreated to Faerie. No mere soldier will risk contact with a bridge that deadly.”

Aideen flexed her wings and rose into the air, rejoining Foster far above us.

“Smart,” Zola said. “We head for the bridge, follow it to the river, and search the grid.”

I sighed and kicked a stone across the parking lot. It wasn’t a long walk to the bridge, but Zola’s plan meant we were going to be out there for a while, unless something decided to ambush us. I frowned at the thought. “So, you think we’ll get ambushed?”

Zola smiled knowingly. “Bored already, boy?”

I chuckled and adjusted the pepperbox holstered under my arm.

The asphalt of the parking lot gave way to an unruly section of long grass and scrub brush. We reached the bridge a short time later and turned right, heading east toward the river. I remembered running Lewis down not far from here when Philip had kidnapped Zola. It seemed like yesterday, but it had been years. Memory felt heavy, and it took me a moment to realize that the weight wasn’t from the memory at all. The dead were close. Very close.

Gravel and dirt made it hard to walk silently, but the roar of the nearby freeway helped mask any sound we would make. What concerned me was that it would also mask the sound of any attack that might be heading our way.

I glanced up but saw no movement. “You see them?”

Zola nodded. “To the south a bit. Ah believe they’re behind this junkyard, or whatever it is.”

Old rusted-out cars flanked the railroad tracks. The lot looked like it might be a body shop, but some of those cars had been there for decades. We passed the junkyard and made our way down the gradual decline that ended at a line of trees just before the river bank. Zola sighed and glanced back the way we had come. She stared at the river for a short time, and then turned to the south.

“This will take all night,” she said. “You take one side of the building, boy. Ah will take the other.”

“I don’t like splitting up,” I said.

“Neither of us are alone, boy. Foster and Aideen are with us.”

Zola vanished between two buildings on the junkyard property. I waited for a short time before moving, and then when no one screamed, I started forward.

I neared the riverbank first as the trees thinned, hoping to catch a glimpse of whatever water witch had almost killed Casper. The witch who had killed Casper’s teammates. The more I thought about running into an undine on that bank, the more I thought it might be a terrible idea. I didn’t have one of the stone daggers that could kill a water witch. I didn’t even have an arrowhead. Foster and Aideen might, but I’d be helpless outside of my shield if that river surged forward and struck out at me. That was enough to send me wandering off away from the water, down a path on the opposite side of the junkyard.

A shadow moved in the distance, and my heart leaped, calming only when I realized it was Zola’s hooded form. Our paths crossed time and again as we walked the grid across the junkyard, and eventually moved past it.

The attack site was plain to see once we found it. The earth was disturbed, but that was the least obvious sign. The nearby tree line was scorched—parts of it ash and others charred beyond recognition. The sight gave me pause because it certainly looked like the fire had been spherical, and I remembered that searing orb of death Foster had once conjured.

I raised my voice. “Zola. Here.”

She rounded the nearby building, which I suspected was the office for the salvage yard. She paused for a moment, taking in the sight of the torched copse of trees standing between us.

“Ah did not expect it to be this obvious,” Zola said. “This is not the subtle work of the Fae.”

“You think?” I said, my voice flat.

Foster glided into my line of sight for a moment before settling on my shoulder. “Not subtle?” His eyes rolled from the trunk of the tree off into the scorched canopy. “Someone wanted whoever found this to know it was Fae.” Foster cursed. “They want people to think this was me. And if people think I did this, they’ll think it was one of Nixie’s witches that stabbed the soldiers. That they used the poison blades.”

“And imagine how convincing it will be with your armor strewn across the battlefield,” a voice screamed from our right.

We all turned toward it, and that’s when the attack came from the woods behind us.

For a split second, I thought Stump had come to help us. But the face of the Green Man was twisted in rage, and he was far taller than Stump. The fist I thought might be angling for our attacker was actually coming for me.

I raised my arms and shouted, “Impadda!” The shield burst into brilliant life a second before the Green Man’s attack connected and a shower of sparks flew into the air. I stumbled backward, barely staying on my feet as the Green Man struck again.

I didn’t think shooting him with the pepperbox would do any good. Maybe it might if I channeled fire through the gun, but I knew how that could end up. That had been what had sent Leviticus into the darkness during the Civil War. Instead, I reached out to the gravemakers, called the dead to me, and raised the Fist of Anubis. My shield flickered and died as my concentration waned before the protective light snapped out of existence. The nauseating rusted flesh surging out of the earth around me replaced the glow of the shield.

The Green Man was already committed to his attack. There was no way for him to slow. No way for him to avoid the attack. The Fist connected with a satisfying crunch, snapping one of the larger branches from his chest and sending a cascade of leaves and debris off into the woods behind him. He fell to one knee while I let the Fist expand, the Hand of Anubis wrapping around the Green Man’s head and pulling him forward, smashing his face into the earth.

Foster’s bellow drew my attention away from my foe. The Green Man rolled to the side, but he did not attack again.

A sword streaked in blood glistened from the back of Foster’s armor, piercing him. To land the strike, Foster’s opponent had had to open his guard. Foster didn’t miss his chance. He lunged forward, impaling the Fae knight much as the fairy had impaled Foster in turn. Only, when Foster struck, his sword cleaved through his opponent’s cuirass and sank into the tree behind him. The blade pinned the knight in place. The fairy struggled, but could not free himself.

I looked around for Zola but couldn’t find her. “You good, Foster?”

“Yes,” he snarled, his dagger sinking into the other fairy’s shoulder.

I ran past Foster and rounded the corner of the short building. Aideen’s sword clanged off the helmet of a dark-touched vampire. Zola was there too, crouched on the ground, a scorched ruin beneath her left hand. I don’t know what, or who, it had been, but Zola had made sure they were no longer a threat.

Aideen closed on the dark-touched vampire and feinted left. It gave me enough time to line up a shot with the pepperbox. I took it, the boom thundering across the battlefield. It didn’t do any real damage to the vampire, but it caused the creature to pause and look, and that was the last thing it ever did. Aideen slid her sword through the thing’s eye socket. It stiffened, and then fell to the ground.

“Are you hurt?” Zola asked.

Aideen shook her head. “No, where’s Foster?”

“He has the fairy knight pinned to a tree,” I said.

“Alive?” Aideen asked.

I shrugged. “Probably not for long.”

Aideen hurried past me. Zola and I followed.

“Who sent you?” Foster growled.

The fairy tried to speak, but Foster cracked the side of his face with an elbow. “If you try to use that incantation again,” Foster said, “I’ll tear you into 1,000 pieces before you burn to death.”

“The Green Man is awake,” Aideen said. “I thought you would have killed him.”

“I may have gotten a little distracted,” I said, glancing at the prone form that was struggling to rise.

“This is good,” Aideen said. “We have no need of the knight.”

“Then I shall remind him of the true power of the Demon Sword,” Foster snarled.

Evening turned to a bloody sunset as Foster wrapped his hands around the knight’s neck. A hellish incantation of fire whirled to life. The grass and the earth burned away as the roaring cyclone of flame and rage scoured the knight from the earth.


CHAPTER SIX


Foster’s firestorm faded, and our group’s attention slowly turned toward the downed Green Man. He still hadn’t regained his feet, but his emerald eyes were wide, aware and staring, fixated on Foster.

“Noble one,” Aideen said, “why did you attack us? Why did you attack the Demon Sword of the Royal Court, son of the Sanatio of the city?”

The bark-like flesh of the Green Man showed what I could only describe as a frown. Layers of flesh shifted as his mouth slowly opened. “The word of the Demon Sword himself told me there was an imposter here.”

“Clearly I didn’t.” Foster pinched the flat of his blade and ran his fingers down it, clearing the edge of blood and ash. “And you were wrong.”

“You must tell us who sent you,” Aideen said. “Our lives, and those of all who stand against the king, are at risk.”

Aideen certainly hadn’t exaggerated about our lives being in danger. I did wonder if our lives being at risk, or our dying, would affect the lives of all who stood with us. Even if it didn’t, it still put the lives of all humans in front of a homicidal king.

The Green Man considered Aideen’s words. He slowly sat up, bark and broken branches cascading from the left side of his body where I had struck him with the Fist of Anubis. “I did not know. One of Stump’s most trusted advisors, an old friend, an ancient Green Man, told us that the imposter would be here. I do not understand why he is not.”

“The imposter is dead,” Foster said, indicating the pile of ash with his sword.

“Please,” Aideen said, drawing the Green Man’s attention away from Foster. “We need to know who told you this.”

The Green Man hesitated. “He does not have a human name, like Stump does. Many of our people have taken human names.”

I didn’t really consider Stump a human name, but perhaps to an ancient and immortal tree, that was as human as it got.

Zola circled behind the Green Man, her forehead wrinkling as she peered into the woods and back.

The Green Man continued. “He was crowned with flowers, a unique feature I have not often seen in my many years, though Green Men like him were once known to roam the lands around what is now named Kansas City. It is a smaller city, a sub-city.” The Green Man frowned. “I do not believe that is the word used for your sub-cities, and it is not the heart of the city; it is the smaller city around the heart of the city.”

“Your point?” Foster said, impatience showing plainly on his face.

“I do not know the Green Men around Kansas City anymore. Perhaps one of them can tell you more about the imposter Demon Sword.”

Foster splayed his fingers out across his silver chest plate. “I am the Demon Sword.”

The Green Man stared at Foster’s armor for a time before nodding.

“The imposter is dead,” Foster said, pointing again at the charred corpse on the nearby earth.

The Green Man stared at that circle of death for a time before he said, “That is not the armor of the imposter. The imposter is said to wear the brilliant silver of—”

“I think that’s enough of that,” a voice said as a sword exploded through the Green Man’s face. I caught a glimpse of silver armor before the Green Man burst into a hellish, swirling fireball. The Green Man’s scream grated against my ears, drilling his horror into my mind before thunder sounded, the shattering of a tree trunk as if impacted by a cannonball. The Green Man’s flesh charred and popped and exploded, sending tiny splinters to ricochet off Foster’s armor as the fairy backpedaled.

I raised a shield and watched the edges of the fire, waiting for something to circle around. Waiting for something to attack us. I was half blind from the inferno, and it would be almost impossible to see anything until it faded. But the attack didn’t come from around the flames. It came from within it.

Had Foster not been between me and that fireball, and the white-hot sword lancing out, I might have had issues.

Foster roared as he deflected the newcomer’s blade. In one smooth motion, he sent the sword skittering along his own cuirass before ramming the hilt of his sword into the face of the other fairy. The attacker stumbled backward, surprise lit across his now-bloody face.

Zola fired off two bolts of flame as Aideen dove from above, her sword angled to remove the attacker’s head.

The fairy threw himself to the ground, avoiding the bolts of fire and the sword meant for his neck. He sprang back to his feet an instant later.

I drew the pepperbox and leveled it at Foster’s back. “Foster, left.”

The fairy didn’t hesitate. He threw himself to the side. As soon as my line of sight cleared, I fired. The round clipped the attacker’s shoulder, but his armor was powerful enough to deflect the bullet. That showed us in an instant that it was no ordinary armor.

The fairy had barely recoiled, as if someone had merely punched him in the shoulder instead of shot him. He grinned at me. “I think that’s enough of that.”

He shot into the air, bringing his sword up in a backward arc. The motion opened a red wound in reality and the fairy vanished through it.

Foster and Aideen stared up into the sky.

“Did you see it?” Foster asked.

Aideen nodded. “He wears the armor of the Mad King.”

“Who was that?” Zola asked.

Foster took a deep breath, and his nostrils flared. “Drake.”

“Drake died in the Wandering War,” Aideen said, her brow creasing.

Foster’s eyes trailed down from the evening sky and focused on Aideen. “It wouldn’t be the first thing Nudd lied to us about.”

“You gave me a name,” Zola said, “but that doesn’t answer my question.”

Foster wiped off his sword and nodded. The metal rang against the scabbard until the hilt slammed home. “Drake was an owl knight.”

“How did he call that magic if he’s not a Demon Sword?” I asked. Foster had never been overly forthcoming about his abilities as a Demon Sword. I could understand why. The abilities of the Fae court were some of the most closely guarded secrets in their world.

“Drake is said to be descended from dragons,” Aideen said. “It’s an old story, from an older time.”

“Descended from dragons?” Zola said, a hint of amusement in her voice. “I suspect Jasper would have an opinion on that.”

“Drake was fireborn,” Foster said. He glanced from Zola to me and squeezed the hilt of his sword. “You know most Fae cannot use line arts the way a mage can. Our powers are more organic, tied to our natures, and some would say our souls.”

“You have the power to heal,” I said. “I would think that says very good things for your soul.”

“And yet we can die from it,” Aideen said. “Destroyed by the very thing you think to be so pure.”

A memory flashed through my mind. That terrible moment in the Burning Lands when I had failed, failed by accomplishing our goals, springing a trap that Nudd had set in motion. I remembered Cara’s screams, and the last time I’d ever seen her.

“I know,” I said. “And I wish she was here now.”

“So, is Drake Nudd’s assassin?” Zola asked. “It would seem unwise to attack us as a group. Ah would expect more from one of Nudd’s elites.”

“It could’ve been a show,” Aideen said. “It’s clear the Green Man knew something, and Drake needed to silence him.”

“Drake opened a portal,” I said. “Does that tell you anything?”

Aideen nodded. “He’s descended from the court to some degree. No one can simply step into the Warded Ways without a fixed entrance, unless the court’s blood runs in their veins.”

“If I have learned one thing,” Zola said, “it is this: when dealing with the Fae, we cannot assume the answer is one or the other. He may have come here for us. He may have come here for the Green Man. Or he may simply have come here for the soldiers they killed. I suspect the answer lies with all three.”

Foster nodded and blew out a sharp breath. “You’re right. Killing the soldiers and making it look like me breeds hostility, or at least distrust, between us and the military.”

“And because we live inside Damian’s shop,” Aideen said, “the military is far more likely to distrust him. I don’t like to ponder what the situation would be if it was not for Frank’s relationship with Park. I only hope it’s enough.”

“We need to find them,” I said. “Park needs to know what happened here.”

Something slithered through the grass behind me. My heart hammered in my chest. I raised a shield as I turned to face the sound.
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