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CHAPTER ONE

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Not much different.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Zola sagged back into the couch.

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

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

Zola shrugged. “No clue, girl.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Zola raised an eyebrow.

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

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

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

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

“No.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Zola flopped back onto the couch and studied
the innkeeper.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Then he won’t be alone.”

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


CHAPTER TWO

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Then why are the others gathering in
Falias?”

The innkeeper grimaced. “Leviathans in the
woods. Appalachia has called for the other forest gods to offer
aid. Those who answered sent their volunteers forward. They aren’t
the fastest creatures, but they need little rest.”

Zola looked toward the front door. “Aeros
isn’t answering my call.”

“You think he’s okay?” Luna asked, her black
eyes widening.

Zola smiled. “Oh, Ah’m sure, child. It is
likely he’s deaf behind whatever defenses Morrigan has raised.
He’ll heed the call if Ah summon him to Elephant Rocks.”

“That’s a long drive,” Vicky said. “Can you
take the Ways instead?”

“No. Ah’ll be staying where you and Samantha
can call me. She’ll be getting back to the Pit soon. Tell me what
happens with Damian. Ah’ll get to Falias with Aeros. The rest of
you just stay alive.”

With that, Zola walked out the front door.
It clicked closed behind her, leaving Vicky alone with Luna and the
innkeeper.

“You’re going to help me?” Vicky asked,
turning to the innkeeper. “I can’t do this without you, Gaia.”

The innkeeper eyed Vicky for a time. “You
should not be so flippant with that name. Even here, there are
those who do not know my true name.”

“Wait, what?” Luna snapped, almost hopping
onto her feet. “Like, Vicky was literally right about that? You’re
her? And this is kind of a weird secret identity? Undercover
innkeeper who makes an amazing breakfast souffle?”

The innkeeper gave the death bat a weak
smile before turning her gaze back to Vicky. “I’ll do what I can.
But you must understand, I am divided between realms. What you see
in the Abyss is not all I am, just as this is not all I am.” She
placed a hand over her heart. “And the body that waits below this
place is another facet of who we once were.”

Vicky nodded. She couldn’t ask for much more
than that. She understood why Gaia would hide her identity, split
and weakened as she was. The Titans were known for a time of
ruthlessness, and if Gaia still lived upon the earth, perhaps
others did, too. Vicky knew there were threats she could scarcely
comprehend. And at some level, she knew she was one of them.

She looked toward the hallway. “I have to
make a call.”

“Phone’s in the kitchen.”

Vicky shook her head and fished around in
the backpack before pulling out a thin blue disc. “Wait here,” she
said when Luna perked up.

The innkeeper didn’t say anything as Vicky
made her way out the door and headed to the small levee that hid
the Missouri River.


*     *     *

The water bit into Vicky’s ankles, cold at first,
but the sensation faded the longer she stood there. She bent down
and placed the Wässer-Münzen in the river, her fingertips on the
edge of the disc while she waited.

“Come on, Nixie,” Vicky muttered under her
breath.

The disc pulsed a dim blue light as it
warmed. Vicky snatched her fingers away and watched as the water
boiled and spun until a bulge formed in the river’s surface.
Familiar features took shape, and a short time later, Vicky found
herself face to face with a wide-eyed Nixie.

“Vicky? Has something happened?”

Vicky wasn’t used to hearing fear in Nixie’s
voice. She was a queen, and one of the strongest people Vicky
thought she’d ever met. Hearing that tremor of uncertainty was like
a cold blade in her heart.

She hesitated. “No, no. Not yet. Where are
you?”

Nixie glanced back and forth. “Damian’s old
Wässer-Münzen may be watched. I can’t say too much. Back in
Europe.”

Vicky nodded. “I’m heading to the Abyss.
There’s … we’re going to bring the dog out of the kennel.”

“What?”

“Did you hear about the usurper in
Denver?”

“A usurper?” Nixie asked, narrowing her eyes
and looking away for a moment. “That’s … no, no, I
didn’t.”

“The innkeeper thinks our dog can bite
it.”

Nixie’s eyebrows drew down, then shot up a
moment later. “Is she insane? He … she can’t!”

Vicky wrung her hands together. “I’m going
with him. I’ll be there with him in case it goes bad.”

“He wouldn’t want that,” Nixie said, her
image rising closer in the water to Vicky until they were mere
inches apart.

“Could you fight it?” Vicky asked. “That
thing? The usurper?”

Nixie grimaced, the expression causing her
image to waver. “I don’t know. I doubt it. With the Eye, perhaps,
but it’s too hard to control, too risky.”

Vicky looked away, wanting to argue, but
afraid that was only because Nixie hadn’t given her the answer she
wanted to hear. “I’ll be with him. I wanted you to know. You
deserved to know. In case, just in case.”

“Be careful out there,” Nixie said. “It
would break his heart if anything happened to you.”

“And you.”

“Zola knows?”

“Yeah, only a couple of us know. They think
it’s for the best.”

Nixie pondered that before nodding. “I trust
them. Be safe. If you need to run, run. I’ll come back to the
States when I can. Things are … tense here. Goodbye, Vicky.”
Her image faded, and the water rejoined the flow of the river as
the light of the disc went out.

Vicky sighed and stepped out of the water,
grabbing her shoes from the riverbank as she headed back to
Rivercene’s looming visage.


*     *     *

“That was an unnecessary risk,” the innkeeper said.
“Nixie can be unpredictable. And with the powers she’s obtained as
the queen of the water witches, that could be a dangerous
thing.”

“She is my friend,” Vicky said. “She
deserves to know what’s going on with Damian. Not that it matters,
since she agreed with you anyway.”

The innkeeper blinked. “Well, that
simplifies things.”

“I guess this means we’re going back into
the Abyss?” Luna asked.

“You don’t have to go,” Vicky said. “You can
stay here and get some rest.”

“And miss all the fighting? Pfff, not
likely.”

Vicky smiled at the death bat. “Then let’s
get this done.” She pulled the hand of Gaia out of her backpack
before slipping the straps over her shoulders and taking Luna’s
hand.

“Be safe,” the innkeeper said, and then the
world spun away into darkness, with only the distant golden stars
of the Abyss left to light the way.


CHAPTER THREE

It should have taken Zola
almost three hours to reach Elephant Rocks State Park, but with a
lead foot and the closest thing to panic she’d felt in some time,
the drive was significantly shorter.

She shut the car off and closed her eyes for
a moment before stepping out. It was after hours now, and that was
never a bad thing. The commoners might have known that beings like
Aeros existed now, but they still didn’t need the heart attack that
came with seeing him summoned.

Zola made her way past the small hut filled
with maps and flyers until she entered the dimly lit woods. Her
cane cracked against the asphalt path as she followed it through
the forest, the granite boulders growing ever larger as she
journeyed deeper down the trail.

Eventually, the path hooked around and she
started up a short set of stairs. Zola spared a glance for the
names carved into the red granite there—names lost to the fury of
an Old God. The commoners had chosen an unfortunate place to build
a quarry back then.

She skirted the giant boulders, some nearly
as large as houses, as she turned to the east. Across the granite
plain waited the pool tied to the essence of the Old God. Wherever
Aeros was in the world, he’d hear her call in this place.

He’d once told her these were the bones of
the world, worn like armor to fend off the worst the universe could
offer. As she knelt beside the pool, she hoped he was right.

The stones shifted beneath her fingertips as
she traced the familiar patterns through the cold water.

“Ehwaz.”

The light was so dim at first, it could have
been a trick of the eye.

“Uruz.”

The chill in the water changed, and she felt
the pulse ignite as it raced through the ley lines. Aeros couldn’t
teleport the way some of the fairies could, stepping in and out of
the Warded Ways at their leisure.

But a summoning was different. He’d once
described it as a rope around his chest, an undeniable pull that
could tear him away from anything and hurl him back to this place.
It took an enormous effort of will to deny that pull, but if he
acquiesced, gave into it willingly, well …

The green glow of the water bubbled, slow at
first, and gradually increasing to the point it looked like a
rolling boil. Bubbles rose until they broke the surface, but they
did not pop. They stacked, one atop another, growing in size and
cooling into a rough stone façade as the form of an old friend took
shape, his legs dangling deep into a pool that had only been a few
inches deep moments before.

The pale green light of his head faded,
taking on the same red and gray hues as the rest of his body, while
his eyes retained their familiar glow.

“Zola Adannaya. This was …
unexpected.”

“Ah need to get to Falias.” Her words were
rushed, and perhaps a bit demanding.

Aeros leaned back a hair. “You seek to join
the battle with the Morrigan?”

“No, old friend. Ah seek the mosaic below
the city. You’ve heard of it?”

“Indeed. The one which may hold a map. Is
that so important to risk my departure from the defense of
Morrigan’s camp?”

“Ah hope so, rock. Ah hope so.”

Aeros opened his arms, and Zola hopped up
onto the Old God’s knee. “The ride will not be smooth should you
wish to hurry.”

“Hurry,” Zola grumbled. “Can’t be worse than
that damn roller coaster Damian used to like.”

Aeros’s craggy mouth pulled up into a smile
before he closed around her and they sank into the stone.


*     *     *

Zola had traveled underground with the Old God
several times, but this, she had to admit, was rougher than most.
She cursed when he took a sharp turn and she barely caught herself
before knocking her head on the wall.

The small space glowed, and the Old God’s
voice boomed around her. “Try this.” And as he spoke, the floor
beneath her changed. Smooth humps rose to either side of her like
the overly firm arms of a recliner.

Zola pursed her lips as he turned again, but
the stone held her more or less in place. “Not bad, rock. Not bad.”
She pulled out her phone, risking motion sickness from the
vibration beneath the earth. “Can you stay a little higher? I
barely have a signal.”

“To avoid the roads and some of the
commoners’ wires, we will have to dive deeper on occasion.”

“That’s fine. Ah just need to see if the
others call.”

“Of course.”

They continued in silence for a time, with
only occasional words from the Old God telling Zola about the
fighting in Falias. It sounded like the Obsidian Inn and Nudd’s
forces had more or less reached a stalemate. More and more, Zola
could understand why Nudd was releasing the Eldritch things. What
better distraction? If he could successfully get Morrigan to split
her forces, the stalemate might end.

“And Foster?” Zola asked.

“He fights with the one called Drake,” Aeros
said.

Zola puffed out a somewhat exasperated
laugh. “Well, Ah guess that’s one way to see the elephant.” Zola
paused, half expecting Aeros to ask her to clarify. But the Old God
had been around far longer than any of the people she knew, so
perhaps he still remembered some of the old words.

She settled into the stone armchair and
waited.


CHAPTER FOUR

“Behind you!” Foster
shouted as Drake hurled a fairy across the dim corridor.

Drake spun, not quite getting his sword up
in time to avoid the blow completely, but the lunge glanced off the
edge of his blade and sank into the leather shoulder joint of his
cuirass.

Another fairy on the ground sprang to his
feet. He might have been missing a wing, and blood poured from
beneath his helmet, but it didn’t slow him down.

Foster parried a blow from his own
adversary, knocking the blade away before striking laterally in a
vicious arc. The Fae’s head rolled free, eyes wide as it bounced
onto the bloody stones and started to scream. Foster turned to
strike at Drake’s enemies, but froze in place.

A ball of fire erupted around Drake’s hand,
surging down the blade of his sword and punching a hole through the
second attacker. The wingless Fae raised his arms high, ready to
cleave Drake in half before a snap of Drake’s wrist sent a dagger
into his neck.

The damp stone corridor filled with the
screams of dying Fae as they were siphoned away into the ley lines.
Armor clanged onto the ground, empty but for the history and battle
scars carved into their metal.

“Use your mantle,” Drake said, sheathing his
sword.

“Every ounce of power you use ties you
closer to Nudd,” Foster said. “How can you be so flippant about
it?”

Drake gave Foster a halfcocked smile.
“Millenia have passed, and he doesn’t have me yet.”

“He did, though, didn’t he? When you
slaughtered at his command?”

“You’re one to speak of slaughter, Demon
Sword. You’ve killed more than your fair share of Fae. And how many
of them were simply Nudd’s opposition in the courts?”

Foster didn’t answer. Drake’s question
prodded a wound in his heart that he didn’t like to talk about.
Between Nudd’s deceptions and Cara’s loyalties, he had little doubt
innocents had died on his blades.

“Bah,” Drake muttered. “Let’s get back to
Morrigan. We need to report on the tunnels. It’s clear Nudd knows
what’s beneath the camp.”

Foster nodded. “The tunnels are going to
require better defenses, or the camp is going to be breached.” He
snapped into his smaller form and drifted toward the torchlight at
the far end of the tunnel, not stopping to see if Drake was
following.

Vicky might trust the fairy, but Foster had
too much history to forget in so brief a time. Drake had been the
right hand of the Mad King for far too long for Foster to simply
ignore that fact.

Foster felt the heat of a torch and pivoted
his wings to catch the updraft, enabling him to glide with less
effort than it took to move his wings. Every advantage helped when
it was time for killing. Every moment of rest could give him the
edge in that split second between victory and death.

“You think they can really do it?” Drake
asked, closer to Foster than he’d expected.

Foster didn’t have to ask what Drake meant.
He was talking about pulling Damian back from the Abyss. Back from
whatever horror Nudd had unleashed in that mantle. He didn’t feel
any particular need to be honest around Drake, but perhaps if he
was, Drake would respond in kind.

“I don’t know. We can’t be sure what Nudd
did to trap him inside that thing.”

“Oh, I think we can be pretty damn sure,”
Drake muttered. “He sent the Wild Hunt to crash into the magic of
one of the most powerful necromancers ever to walk this realm. And
he probably killed his greatest rival in the same blow.”

“Damian is powerful, but his greatest
rival?” Foster asked.

“No, Hern.”

There was a truth in that. Hern hadn’t been
the most loyal of Nudd’s servants. He’d argued against many of
Nudd’s campaigns—as far back as the Wandering War, if the stories
were to be believed. But Hern did what he thought was good for
Faerie, even if Foster disagreed with his methods.

Foster flexed his wings in a powerful
downstroke, soaring up into a crack in the stone ceiling. The damp
of the enclosed corridor fled, replaced by the rich, musty scent of
earth as he dodged roots and stony protrusions, finally breaking
through the grass where two Utukku stood guard.

A small brown ball of fur snuffled at the
Utukku’s boots.

“Sparkles will be glad you have returned,
master fairies,” the nearest Utukku said.

Foster frowned at the guard.

“Shh,” Drake hissed as he popped out of the
grass behind Foster.

The furball shot across the earth and
knocked Drake to the ground, purring and whistling as she smothered
the fairy.

“Sparkles?” Foster said, his voice rising
with incredulousness. “You named your dragon Sparkles?”

“We were not supposed to speak that name,”
the second guard said, elbowing the first, who responded with a
slow blink of her reptilian eyes.

Drake cursed and climbed out from beneath
the reaper. “Vicky named her Sparkles.”

The furball yipped at the mention of Vicky’s
name.

“Needless to say, it stuck,” Drake muttered.
“I’ve managed to get Vicky to use the name less and less,
but …” His gaze trailed back to the guards.

“And he who sat upon Sparkles had the name
Death,” Foster said with a giant grin.

“Fuck.”

“Oh, thank you so much, brave Utukku. You
have given me a gift this day!”

“Apologies, Demon Sword,” the first guard
said. “Ah, well, second Demon Sword? I …”

Drake raised his hand and grimaced.
“Apologies accepted.”

“Let’s go, Sparkles!” Foster said, clapping
his hands together.

The tan furball compressed herself and then
launched forward, bouncing along beside Foster like a loyal dust
bunny.

Drake’s shoulders sagged before he sighed
and followed the pair to Morrigan’s tent.


*     *     *

“The green men have joined the battle beneath
Appalachia’s guidance,” Morrigan said, tracing a finger across a
map Foster couldn’t see very well from the tent’s entrance.

A man in a finely cut suit and a dented
bowler inclined his head. But beyond the Watcher sat a peculiar set
of armor.

“Where did you get that?” Drake
asked, stepping around Foster.

Morrigan paused and watched Drake as he
exploded into his full height and stalked past Edgar, the knight’s
gaze locked on the armor in the corner.

Drake picked up the breastplate and turned
it back and forth. “Where … how?”

“Took it off a Fae we killed in Park’s
ranks,” Edgar said, removing the bowler from his head and frowning
at the dent. “It would appear the Unseelie aren’t the only threat
coming from Faerie.”

Drake frowned at Edgar’s words and set the
cuirass down on the table beside Morrigan’s maps. “They’ve never
been loyal to Nudd. They were the first to rebel against the Mad
King.”

Foster took to the air and glided to the
table, Sparkles rolling over to Drake and purring at the fairy’s
feet. Up close, Foster could make out the details engraved on the
armor. The legendary spires of Finias, bulky towers with a
threatening iron brace encompassing them, both a threat to all who
came to the city with ill intent and a promise of what waited
inside.

The iron-touched were once far more common
than they were now, and a great many of them had come from Finias.
But this cuirass wasn’t iron. It was gold and magrasnetto, inlaid
with enough precious gems to be fit for commoner royalty. The
leather beneath was cracked, the magic of preservation damaged or
lost in battle.

Foster rubbed his fingers together as the
hide crumbled beneath his fingertips and flakes drifted to the
table. “This is ancient.”

Morrigan inclined her head. “Agreed. I have
hope The Society of Flame may be able to tell us more. But words
from Koda have been few and far between.”

“Calbach might know something,” Foster said.
“He’s with Ward, from what Zola tells me.”

“Quite the odd couple,” Edgar said. “Those
are not two men I would expect to see eye to eye.”

“Common goals,” Drake said reaching down to
pick up his dragon. He didn’t take his eyes from the armor, but
still scratched Sparkles carefully between the eyes. It was a level
of affection Foster had never seen from the fairy. And one he
didn’t think Drake meant to reveal.

“Do you have a report?” Morrigan asked. “Or
have you simply come to stare at Edgar’s gifts?”

Drake almost flinched as he turned back to
Morrigan. “Apologies. We encountered more of Nudd’s fairies in the
tunnels. They clearly know where the camp is in relation to the
labyrinth.”

Morrigan absently traced a line across the
map. “And what of the fairies?”

“Dead.” Foster squeezed the hilt of his
sword.

Morrigan pursed her lips and glanced at
Foster. “You’ve left quite a body count these past few days. And it
only seems to be increasing since Drake has joined you.”

“At least they haven’t killed each other,”
Edgar said. “I guess I owe you that beer.”

“Excuse me?” Drake asked.

Edgar cast a sideways grin at Drake and
Foster.

The Morrigan, disturbingly, echoed the
expression. “I will be sure the forces in the tunnels are prepared.
If we have the chance, I will ask Ward to set more traps in the
narrowest of the corridors. His recruiting with the Old Man has
gone somewhat well, but we still do not have the sheer numbers to
face Nudd’s insanity. The Eldritch are upon us.”

“What would you have us do?” Foster
asked.

“Appalachia has moved to the north.”
Morrigan tapped a section of the map two miles from their current
position, not far from where Damian’s rampage had ended. “There are
things in the woods that should not be. Appalachia and the green
men can handle the leviathans, but we need wings on the ground.
There are more insidious things waiting in those shadows.”

More things to kill. That suited Foster just
fine. He’d been needing to blow off more steam since Zola’s insane
decision to face Fulvus on her own. Damn near got herself
killed.

“As you say,” Foster said.

“And Foster,” Morrigan said as the fairies
turned to leave. “Go see your wife in the infirmary before she
kills you.”

Foster’s eyebrows rose before he scrambled
out of the tent and shot toward the infirmary. Edgar’s low laugh
followed him outside.


CHAPTER FIVE

Vicky stared up at the
colossus. The golden path she stood on with Luna and Gaia felt
lower than it had been last time, as if Damian’s corrupted form had
grown with her fears for him.

“This place doesn’t get less creepy, does
it?” Luna whispered, her grip on Vicky’s upper arm tightening.

Beyond the colossus, framed in the light of
the golden stars of the Abyss, were drifting shreds of tentacles. A
chunk of flesh with dagger-like suckers attached floated past, each
of the terrifying hooks the size of Vicky’s leg.

“No,” Vicky said. “No, it really doesn’t get
less creepy.” She took a deep breath and turned to Gaia. “Do you
remember our conversation at Rivercene?”

Gaia’s voice echoed around them, smooth and
calming as an ocean breeze. “I have impressions, young one. I
cannot hear so clearly the parts of myself that have been hidden
away. I know you wish to move Damian, but beyond that, I do not
understand.”

“I want you to take us to Denver. All three
of us. And drop us right on top of the fucking usurper.”

“A usurper?” Gaia said, a rare edge of
surprise to her voice, though her expression remained serene. “In
the realm of the commoners?”

“The airport,” Luna said. “A transportation
hub filled with thousands of them. They … a lot of them didn’t
survive.”

Gaia returned her gaze to Damian. The gaping
maw of the mantle revealed a blackened tongue within, as if rotting
from the inside out. Vicky knew it was just the flesh of the
gravemakers, but it made her skin crawl.

“You risk much,” Gaia said.

“What’s new?” Vicky muttered. “Can you do
it? And then … and then can you bring him back? If he survives
it?”

Gaia offered a warm smile. “You understand
the risk. You could lose him, and still be left with a usurper in a
realm it should not be. Though I suppose a piece of his soul will
live on in you. Perhaps that is some comfort in the darker
times.”

Luna’s claws dug deeper into Vicky’s arm,
and the death bat’s fur felt soft as she leaned into Vicky’s neck.
Another chunk of tentacle went floating by, flecks of blood and
gore blotting out the golden stars around them.

The red sheen was plain to see on the claws
of the colossus. Damian had torn a leviathan apart here, or at
least relieved a leviathan of several pieces of itself.

“There’s always hope.” The words brought a
pressure to the back of her eyes. “Take us to Denver.”


*     *     *

Gaia didn’t take them immediately. She floated off
the path and circled the colossus, studying Damian from various
angles. Yet her hand remained in Vicky’s, tiny golden motes
drifting between Gaia’s luminous form and the severed limb.

Vicky didn’t know what Gaia was doing, but
it gave her too much time to think. If they dropped Damian in the
middle of the airport, what if those weird skeletons came back?
That power, the remnants of the Wild Hunt, what if it started
stealing the commoners away?

She shivered at the thought. Part of her
knew that would be better than letting the usurper reach Denver
proper, but that kind of cold calculation felt more like something
the Morrigan should be deciding.

Vicky didn’t have much more time to think on
it. Gaia dragged a trail of gravemaker flesh from the finger of the
colossus toward them.

“Prepare yourself,” Gaia said.

And with that, the world erupted into golden
light, as if they’d been plunged into a waterfall built from the
sun itself.

Vicky heard Luna’s scream, felt herself
scream, until she couldn’t tell one from the other as reality
shuddered and twisted, a mad vibration running all through her
vision as the light left her eyes, and another world took its
place.


*     *     *

Vicky could scarcely understand what had happened.
She stared up at the clouds and sunlight, distant thuds in the
background. Something hard was under her head, and something soft
and furry shifted at her side.

Luna groaned and sat up, squinting at the
bright light around them.

Asphalt, Vicky thought, comprehending
what the hard surface beneath them was. Finally realizing that the
slow-shifting sunset-lit cloud before them wasn’t a cloud at all,
but the towering visage of the usurper. And the sun wasn’t
setting.

A fragment of the control tower stood
nearby. Belts and chunks of metal and gore-soaked clothes formed a
trail to the usurper. The eyes on that unholy thing swiveled
backward, as if focusing on Vicky. She dragged herself a half step
away before she heard the clicks.

Something boomed behind her as a shadow
eclipsed the sky. Luna gasped as Vicky raised her eyes and cursed.
Damian had come through with them, alright.

“Run!” Vicky snapped.

It finally dawned on Vicky what the usurper
reminded her of as she dodged the footfall of Damian’s colossus. A
giant jellyfish, translucent, but gristly and ringed in far bulkier
tentacles than any jellyfish would have.

Luna hopped into the air and grabbed Vicky
under the arms. She took to the sky, wobbling as she carried them
both as fast as she could. In moments, they’d reached the ruined
control tower.

Vicky almost retched when she saw the
half-dissolved face stuck beneath her boot.

“Christ,” she gagged and turned away. She’d
seen horrors, been face to face with death more times than she
could count, and she hadn’t always escaped it. But that ruined
flesh was too much.

Vicky focused on what was unfolding before
them. The veil she’d come to think of as the powers of the Wild
Hunt started to billow out from the colossus, only to snap closed
once more as if called back.

Only one of the skeletal horsemen had
appeared, a lone soldier left to sprint across the churned up
asphalt of the shattered runway. It dodged the larger spikes of
broken ground with terrible ease as it closed on the usurper.

Some fifty feet out, all of the usurper’s
eyes focused on the horseman. A slimy tentacle snapped it up, horse
and all.

There was an awful squeal, as if the horse
hadn’t been dead already, as if a live thing had been rent asunder,
but the sound cut off as abruptly as it had begun, and Vicky stared
in horror as the usurper absorbed it.

A trail of darkness rose through the
tentacle to vanish into its dome-like head.

“It ate it,” Luna said, her voice
caught between awe and horror.

Vicky looked up at the colossus as it strode
toward the usurper. If that thing could eat Damian’s power, what
the hell was about to happen?

The colossus had the usurper’s full
attention now. Its countless red eyes focused on Damian. The
Eldritch thing pushed itself back along the trail of slime and ruin
it had left behind, heading for the corrupted jackal.

The titans closed on each other.


CHAPTER SIX

“Aideen?” Foster whispered
from the end of the bed she was leaning over.

Aideen looked up, a dim white glow fading
from her hands. “Oh, the valiant knight lives,” she muttered. “Who
would have known?”

“Sorry I disappeared like that. I just
needed to blow off some steam.” Foster ground his teeth when he
heard Drake chuckle behind him.

“Did Morrigan tell you about the forest
gods?”

“Appalachia and the Eldritch in the north
woods?”

Aideen nodded. “I noticed them on one of my
patrols. Be cautious when you approach.”

“When am I not?”

Aideen raised an eyebrow.

“Are you still alternating patrols with the
water witches?” Foster asked.

“For the time being. The wounded who have
returned have been healthy enough that a small number of healers
was sufficient. With the arrival of the leviathans, I’m worried it
won’t stay that way.”

“Have you talked to Frank? You could check
on the shop.”

Aideen grinned at Foster as she walked
closer to him, patting her patient’s knee. “My dear, you’re as
subtle as the Smith’s Hammer. You won’t be rid of me so easily,
though you’re charming when you worry.”

“I didn’t mean—”

Aideen dismissed his words with a wave. “I
have spoken with Frank. Sam returned to the Pit, and business is
slowly returning to Death’s Door. If … when Damian
returns, I believe he’ll be happy with the results.”

Foster didn’t say a word about Damian. The
idea of his friend being trapped in that unholy Abyss made his skin
crawl. And the fact he couldn’t do anything to help get Damian out
infuriated him, leaving him with a terrible sense of uselessness.
Thankfully, that was easily remedied with more killing.

“Oh, Frank did say an Unseelie Fae tried to
come into the shop.”

“Tried?” Foster said.

“Bubbles and Peanut ate him.”

“I … what!”

“Quite a mess, apparently. They do make the
best guard dogs, after all.” Aideen kissed his cheek and turned to
Drake. “Keep an eye on him, won’t you?”

“You have the demeanor of a Sanatio, my
lady.” Drake inclined his head.

Foster rolled his eyes. “Did you know
Drake’s dragon is named Sparkles?”

Aideen snorted a laugh. “Vicky?”

Drake’s eyebrows warred between irritation
and surprise. “I … yes, Vicky.”

Foster grinned. “Anyhow, Morrigan is sending
us to check on Appalachia, so we should be on our way.”

“Of course. Be careful.” She gave him a soft
kiss on the lips and smiled. “Now go. And wear your helmet.”

Foster took a deep breath. “Come on,
Sparkles. There’s killing to be done.”

The furball chuffed like one of the cu siths
and rolled along behind the fairies.


*     *     *

Foster snapped into his smaller form and slipped
between two of the spikes along the dragon’s spine. Sparkles was a
smooth ride compared to Jasper. He figured he’d have to give Vicky
some grief about training her dragon next time he saw her.

Once through the barrier that acted as a
shield for the camp, they followed the wall around Falias. Wind
pulled at the pale hair sticking out the back of Foster’s helmet.
The fallen stone and destroyed sections of wall were a fresh
reminder of the carnage that had occurred there, and a portent of
what could come again.

Deeper into the city, Foster could just make
out the trail of ruin Damian had left behind before he was dragged
to the Abyss. Nudd had cost Foster too much in his life—his mother,
his best friend, and the peace of mind that came with knowing he
was always on the right side.

In the centuries he’d fought for Nudd, he’d
believed that to his core. That the king and the courts were in the
right, and they would not lead Faerie astray. He couldn’t have been
more wrong.

Foster’s grip tightened on the scalloped
dragon spike in front of him as they wheeled away from the wall and
took to the skies above the forest. It was easy to see where
Appalachia had been. The stripped flesh of a leviathan waited,
strewn between trees and dragged through a clearing where a beak
had been torn free.

Pale white forms flickered through the
canopy of the trees, and Foster wasn’t sure if they were fairies or
something else as shadows shifted along the forest floor.

“More than the green men are here,” Drake
said, pointing to a clearing off to the right.

The dragon dipped a bit, and Foster could
make out the shadowy pods of a few dark-touched vampires. They
didn’t appear to be attacking anything, and were instead standing
back to back.

“What the hell are they doing?” Foster
whispered to himself.

A snake-like vine erupted from the treeline,
impaling the nearest dark-touched as the rest of them surged into
motion. But try as they might, their third got dragged into the
darkness, and the crack of those nearly indestructible bones echoed
up into the sky. The two survivors fled, vanishing into the forest
on the far side of the clearing.

“Nudd’s balls!” Foster shouted. “What the
hell was that?”

Drake didn’t respond at first. He steered
Sparkles to the opposite side of the clearing and skimmed the
treetops. “Probably what Morrigan sent us here for.”

“Great,” Foster muttered, leaping off the
back of the dragon. He hovered by Drake for a moment. “If you hurt
Vicky, I’ll kill you by inches.”

“Yes, thank you for my daily reminder. Now,
about the thing down there that likely wants to kill us?”

Foster’s gaze turned back to the clearing
and his heart hammered. At first glimpse, he thought it was one of
the odd lamprey creatures they’d fought outside Nudd’s underground
bunker.

But this thing moved by firing those
snake-like vines forward, anchoring them in the earth and trees and
whatever else happened to get in the way before dragging itself
forward.

Only dragging was far too slow to describe
what the maggoty flesh was doing. It shot forward like a rubber
band released just short of its breaking point. Four eyes swiveled
beneath translucent flesh as the beast spun, revealing another set
of eyes on its hindquarters as the entire creature thinned and
surged toward the woods.

Foster moved down closer before Drake
stopped him with a shout.

“Burn it!”

Foster pulled up a split second before
Sparkles unleashed a fiery blue hell on the beast below. Trees
burst into wooded shrapnel as superheated sap found the quickest
path to freedom. A screech like nothing Foster had ever heard rose
from the mass of writhing flesh below.

It was hurt, of that he was sure, but it
wasn’t dead by a long shot. The beast curled around itself as all
eight eyes locked onto Drake and his mount. The first vine almost
exploded Foster by pure happenstance, and he barely skirted the
edge of it, losing a layer of metal from his vambrace as the attack
passed him.

Drake’s dragon roared as the vines punched
through her scales like so much tissue paper. Blood rushed from the
wounds as the Eldritch thing ripped the dragon out of the sky.
Before she met the maw of needle-like protrusions extending from
the beast below, Sparkles shifted, the loosely formed dust bunny
falling free of the hooks in her side.

Foster dove like a rocket as the thing
sucked the vines back into its body, its eyes tracking Sparkles’s
nebulous form. A bulge like a festering pustule was all the warning
he had before the next strike reached Sparkles.

Drake’s scream was matched only by the
piteous squeal of his dragon.

Fury rose in Foster’s gut. He exploded into
his full-size form as Drake crashed into one of the Eldritch
thing’s eyes, sending a spray of gore into the air.

Foster drew his sword with one hand on the
scabbard, accelerating the blade with the momentum from his dive.
The metal screeched as it cut into the vine piercing the dragon.
Foster thought the sound might rip the teeth from his head, but it
cleared the other side and the snake-like vine collapsed to the
earth.

Barely escaping the backlash, Foster rolled
out of the way as the Eldritch thing roared. He snatched up the
dragon as he sprinted across the field. Foster stared as those
vines rose into the air, taking aim at Drake.

“Fly!” Foster screamed, feeling the blood of
the dragon slicking his palms.

But Drake didn’t move. Instead, he
exploded into a fury of light and death. Vines burst as they
reached the maelstrom around the fairy and heat threatened to
scorch the hair on Foster’s arms.

The Demon Sword spun across the Eldritch
thing’s eyes, casting molten fire deep into the cavities he ripped
open with his sword. He pushed through three eyes before the thing
finally recoiled, lashing out with its remaining vines and hurling
itself into the shadows of the forest.

Drake fell to the earth panting as the fires
dissipated. “Is she alive?” he said, gasping for air.

Foster cradled the dragon, big black eyes
blinking up at him. “She’s bleeding. It’s not stopping.”

“Bring her.”

Foster didn’t hesitate. He hurried over to
Drake and held out the bloodied furball.

“Sorry, girl,” Drake said, raising a fiery
blade. “This is going to hurt.”

The dragon closed her eyes like she knew
what was coming, and Drake slid the blade into her wound. Foster
cringed away as the dragon screamed before going limp. Drake
dropped his sword to the ground and placed his head on the ball of
brown fluff.

“They can heal from almost anything unless
they bleed out. I think we got to her in time. Thank you.”

It was that moment Foster realized whatever
that thing had been had almost killed a reaper. And the next
second, he felt the ley lines bend, as something that had not been
there before passed them by at an impossible speed.

“Did you feel that?” Drake asked.

Foster nodded. “I’ll follow it. You get to
Appalachia. Tell her what we saw in the woods.”

Drake hesitated. “Fine. I’ll get Sparkles
back to the camp afterward. She’s going to need rest, and I fear we
may need her before she can recover.”

Foster bent down and picked up the other
fairy’s sword. He wiped it clean and held it out with the blade
flat against his palms. It was a sign of respect, and something he
had never expected to do in the presence of Drake.

“Be safe,” Drake said, taking the sword. “I
fear nothing is beyond Nudd now.”


CHAPTER SEVEN

Zola groaned as torchlight
joined the dim glow of her phone’s screen, and Aeros helped her
into the tunnels. It wasn’t the smoothest ride she’d ever taken
with the Old God, but at least she’d been able to answer a couple
texts while they were close to the surface.

Sam was back in Saint Charles, and that was
a good thing. Zola was sure Frank could do with seeing Sam for a
while again, and Lord knew Sam needed to see him. There was a time
Zola had felt that way about Philip, as if he filled some hole she
carried in her heart. It had taken far too long to realize he’d
been a cancer.

“I trust this location is acceptable?” Aeros
asked.

Zola frowned and looked toward the torches.
She shined the flashlight on her phone down the other corridor and
nodded. “More than acceptable, rock. This will do.”

She started down the hall, glancing up at
the rolling bulge in the wall that showed where Aeros displaced
stones and dirt alike, only to leave it perfectly intact behind his
path.

Zola’s boots echoed down the corridor, the
sound returning to her like a ghost. It wasn’t long before the
tunnel opened into a chamber, and the mosaic sprawled out in the
illumination of a dozen Faelights.

“Ah see we’re not the only ones who’ve been
down here.” Zola raised her Sight and studied the glowing ley lines
worked into the mosaic. She pulled the photos out and shuffled them
around. One matched the center of the design Ward had drawn, and
that’s what she hunted for.

Aeros emerged from the wall, hunching down
to sit in front of the wide mosaic. He eyed the photo in Zola’s
hand before looking at the wall himself.

Zola made her way from left to right,
seeking the telltale blue rune set beside what appeared to be a
knight. But she couldn’t find it in the tiles.

“It would appear you stand before the
joining of lines.”

“What makes you say that?” Zola asked.

Aeros reached out and traced a vertical line
through a branch just above Zola’s head. “This here. This is the
trunk of what is shown in your photo.”

Zola shook her head. “Then where’s the rune?
And the knight? And the horns of the fire demon, for that
matter?”

“They are gone.”

Zola cursed under her breath. “Goddamned
fairies.”

Aeros’s voice echoed around the chamber.
“Like the pillars on the gates of Falias.”

Zola frowned at the photo and held it up to
the wall. “The image has changed, but the path of the ley lines has
not. That’s what Ward is using here. That helps.”

“But if what you can see has changed, the
photos will be less useful.”

“Ah’m aware of that, rock,” Zola muttered.
“But look at the trunk you so usefully pointed out. It’s the
same as the photo. The images around the ley lines are changing,
but these paths aren’t. That must be what guides the magic in these
mosaics.”

She shuffled through the pictures until she
found the arrow Ward had drawn to what he thought was a map. Zola
followed the raised branch in the stone to the edge of the wall and
stood up straighter. “This wasn’t here before. Ah swear this wasn’t
here before.”

Regardless of what Zola remembered, the
mosaic continued in the cold glow of the Faelights. And what waited
around the gentle curve of the cavern wall stopped her dead in her
tracks.

A small cabin, surrounded by woods. A bird.
The fangs of a vampire. An ancient binding rune for the spirit of
the dead. Scene after scene from a life she knew too well, because
it had been Damian’s.

She followed that trail, past the rough
outline of Elephant Rocks, a werewolf’s claw, and water witches,
until it ended at another trunk in the ley lines that flowed
between the ears of a jackal.

But half that jackal’s head was born of
vines, and the images beyond it made little sense. Random pinpoints
in the wall, woven through by a single shallow ribbon. Beyond that,
a tower with a green man and a crypt, and a blade within.

“The Abyss,” Aeros said, leaning toward the
wall. “This is Gaia’s story, from the time she was imprisoned
beneath the
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