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CHAPTER ONE


“Tell me again.” I sipped at my Guinness and raised an eyebrow, waiting for Sam to continue. Instead, she sank into her chair, crossed her arms, and stared at the ceiling.

“Are you really going to make me tell you again?” She jammed a boneless wing in a ramekin of dragon’s breath sauce with far more annoyance than it deserved. Sam studied the smashed wing, grimaced, and shrugged.

“Sam, that’s one of the craziest things I’ve ever heard.” I waited for her to look up and meet my gaze. “Yes, I need to hear it again.”

A crash sounded down the hall and I looked toward the door to our dining room in Llewelyn’s. The place had been a bank in another life, and now some of the tables were actually inside the old vault. It was among my favorite tables to sit at, but it wreaked havoc with the acoustics.

I turned my focus back to Sam. “Please?”

She snorted and flashed me a small smile, wiping her fingers off on a napkin. “Fine, fine. They showed up in my bedroom, Damian. A dozen hobgoblins.”

“And they look like garden gnomes?”

“Yes! Exactly like garden gnomes. It’s like our old neighbor’s garden came to life.”

I tried to picture that. All the little gnomes swarming the garden, armed with lanterns and pickaxes and a myriad of other seemingly useless tools.

“Do you think the Elvis gnome would have started singing?”

“Damian,” Sam growled.

“Sorry, please continue.” I leaned back and hung my arm over the chair as my lips twitched. “Twelve hobgoblins. It’s a shame there weren’t seven.”

Sam downed a shot of Irish whiskey even though it wouldn’t do much with her vampire metabolism. Now, if it was Frank drinking and Sam taking his blood, she’d be on the floor by now.

My sister closed her eyes and took a deep breath before returning to her story. “Nog is the leader of the hobgoblins, as best I can tell. They all listen to him, for the most part, and they got into a big fight with a bunch of pixies over who can live in the pool shed and who has to go.”

I nodded. That made sense. “Hobgoblins love water. Even chlorinated water, apparently.”

“They tried to tell me they just wanted to play pranks on the vampires and that’s why they were there, but that is clearly not the entire story.”

“That’s when Kier showed up? The leader of the pixies?”

“Not in my room, thankfully.” Sam reached up as if she meant to run her fingers through her hair, paused, and went for a napkin instead. “I thought we were going to have hobgoblin blood all over the pool shed. With some quick thinking by Vicky, we had a race to judge instead.”

I grinned.

Sam narrowed her eyes.

“What! It’s my favorite part.”

“Yes, well, then I punted Nog across the yard. Jasper caught him and carried him back before Kier had a chance to win, and they all lived happily ever after. Until two of the hobgoblins showed up dead in the gravel.”

“Okay, that part sucks. But they really didn’t get pulled back into the ley lines?”

Sam shook her head. “No. You saw the pictures I sent you.”

“I thought you were joking.”

“Nope. They turned into statuary, Damian. The pixies swear they didn’t do it, and with the truce they formed after the race, I believe them. The hobgoblins have some kind of history with the iron-touched, but Nog’s been a little vague about it. The pixies are happy enough in the garden at the far end of the property. Not sure how happy Dominic is with his garden shed getting overthrown.” Sam paused and pointed at nothing. “And I’ve also seen both groups socializing in the pool, much to Dominic’s annoyance.” A wicked grin curved Sam’s lips into a sharp line. “He doesn’t like things that sound like wasps.”

“The pixies?” I tried to imagine the towering enforcer being bothered by a pixie who couldn’t be more than six inches tall. The thought gave me more amusement than I cared to admit.

“The security cameras haven’t caught a thing, which means whatever killed them is Fae.”

“Or whatever killed them got into the pool shed undetected through other means.”

“Damian.” Sam blinked slowly.

I pursed my lips and nodded. “Fair point. Probably Fae.”

“It doesn’t matter what it is, Damian. We just need to figure out what happened so I can keep Nog, the hobgoblins, and the damn pixies safe. As annoying as they can be, Vik gave the hobgoblins shelter and now they’re dying.”

The next joke I had queued up in my brain died on my lips. I didn’t know much about hobgoblins, but I had a feeling that was about to change.

Footsteps sounded behind me, echoing through the small dining room inside the bank vault. I glanced up as Frank pulled out the chair beside Sam and flopped down at the table.

“Sorry I’m late. Crazy day at the shop.”

I blinked at him. He was planning to join us after the store closed, and if the store was closed… “What time is it?”

Frank looked down at his watch, although I was fairly certain he didn’t need to. “Quarter past eight. I would have been here sooner, but Ashley was in and I don’t like to rush her.”

I grinned at Frank. “Still one of our best customers?”

“You bet she is.”

Sam leaned over and sniffed rather obviously at Frank. “Have you had anything to drink today? Can I get you a cocktail?”

Frank frowned at her and then raised an eyebrow. “Still having trouble with Nog? I mean, not eggnog or anything, but the garden gnome?”

“Hobgoblin. And not Nog, just Nog’s dead friends.”

Frank straightened in his chair and shook his head. “Sorry, sorry, that already slipped my mind. It’s been a crazy day.” He turned his attention back to me. “You have any idea what to do?”

“Not yet,” I said.

Before I could say anything else, our server returned. She asked if we wanted another round, gave Sam a skeptical look when she said yes, and disappeared with an order for more drinks and deep-fried pickle spears.

Frank spoke up, unprompted. “It’s cheat day, and I haven’t cheated at all today.”

“You don’t have to explain it to us,” Sam said. “Every day of Damian’s life is cheat day.”

I raised a finger, about to argue the point, but decided I probably couldn’t win that argument.

“One day, that metabolism is going to let you down,” Sam said.

I projected my voice while wielding a pretzel in one hand. “But it is not this day!”

Sam groaned and ran her fingers through her hair. “Seriously, Damian. What are we going to do about Nog?”

“I have a few books on hobgoblins. Let me dig into them tonight. Maybe Aideen will know something more.”

“Or Foster,” Frank said.

Sam and I both looked at him, eyebrows raised.

“Fine, fine. Maybe you should start with Aideen.”

Our expressions cracked at the same time, and Frank muttered something about how annoying we were as siblings. It was true that if we weren’t annoying each other, we were probably annoying the closest target we could find.

“What happened at the shop today that was so crazy?” I asked.

Frank made a disgusted sound. “Shoplifters.”

“What?” Sam sat up a little straighter. “What did they take?”

“Nothing, don’t worry. Peanut… well, Peanut stopped them after I yelled at them. It was just some kids, you know? I don’t think they meant any harm.”

“Are they still alive?” I asked, cringing as I almost whispered the question.

“What? Of course! I think I’d be a bit later if I had to hide some bodies.” Frank chuckled.

Sam and I didn’t.

“Oh, come on, it was a little funny.” Frank held his hands up. “The kids were fine. Physically, anyway. Peanut did that big bark that shakes the walls before he grabbed one kid’s pant leg and dragged him back to the counter.”

“And the other kids?”

“Only one other. Ran like hell. Left his friend on the ground. Can’t say I blame him. But I got the junk amber back, and the kid got a life lesson.”

I rubbed my face. “No blood?”

“None.”

“Well, that’s something, at least. I can’t see any parents taking too kindly to a giant dog bite.”

“That’s not that crazy,” Sam said. “At least you didn’t have a horde of hobgoblins tromping through the store, digging through your walls.”

“You mean drawers?” Frank asked.

“I mean walls. Underground passages everywhere. And you know what follows hobgoblins through underground passages, Frank? Bugs. I don’t mind bugs, but I mind them a hell of a lot walking over my face while I’m resting.”

I could feel my smile widening, and as much as I thought I shouldn’t be grinning about Sam’s story, I just couldn’t help it.

“That wasn’t all that happened.” Frank paused as the server returned with a tray of drinks, waiting for her to leave before continuing. “You know how we constantly get scammers calling us?”

I raised an eyebrow. “Yes?”

“Well, we had one walk in the front door today. Saying Robert had quit selling in our area and had moved to Michigan.”

“That’s… oddly specific.”

Frank nodded. “Best part is Robert shows up while this guy is giving us his spiel. Next thing I know, Robert ducks behind the shelves and hides. Texts me he’s calling the police! Like what? Aideen sees the message over my shoulder and just levels the guy. I mean, I don’t know if her and Foster got in an argument this morning or what, but she just put him on the floor. Should have seen Robert’s face. Hell, probably should have seen my face.”

Sam leaned back in her chair. “Why?”

“Apparently, Robert fell for some phishing scam and that was the guy that got all his contacts. He’d been posing as a gem salesperson. Selling all kinds of fakes.”

“What about the police?” I asked.

Frank cringed. “Well, Aideen killed him, so it’s not really an issue.”

I closed my eyes for a moment, leaned forward, and grabbed one of Sam’s shots of bourbon. Once the heat of the alcohol spread through my veins, I crossed my arms and sighed. “Fairies. And the police Robert called?”

“Oh, no worries there. Aideen knocked Robert’s phone away before he actually called.”

“Small favors,” I muttered. I didn’t ask about the body. I didn’t want to know about the body. I trusted Aideen to make someone disappear, and I wasn’t entirely sure what that said about our friendship.

I stayed with Sam and Frank for another round of drinks, helping Frank finish off an order of pub pickles before calling it a night and making my way back onto the streets of St. Charles.


CHAPTER TWO


Main Street, Saint Charles, was a different world at night. Even before things had gotten strange around town in the war with Nudd, St. Charles had always been of two minds.

Most people knew it for the daytime shopping and cozy restaurants that pull in hordes of tourists. But the night had long been reserved for the bars and less conventional visitors. Ghost stories abounded in the old city, most of them borne of vivid imaginations, but St. Charles was a haunted place.

My boot caught on the edge of a loose cobblestone. Before I could so much as turn to look at the lifted stone, a small Fae grumbled and hurried around the edges of it, knocking it back into place, where a dim, glittering light raced around the cobble. He met my gaze for a moment, but before I could say anything or step closer to him, the Fae zipped into the night sky.

Zola had told me the stories of the caretakers of St. Charles. Encounters many chalked up to ghosts and hauntings were the caretakers. But in the right time, and the right light, after the cataclysm that had given most of the world the Sight, they were easier to catch a glimpse of. Perhaps the attitudes of the fairies themselves had changed, no longer feeling the need to hide from the eyes of commoners.

I continued down Main, dodging small clusters of revelers as they moved in and out of the bars. It still felt strange to be home after all that had happened. I wasn’t sure if that feeling of otherness would ever completely go away. Regardless, it was good to be back with family and friends.

Death’s Door came into view across from Talayna’s.

The entire walk, I resisted the temptation to close my eyes and step into the Abyss to see if I could find the shop the way Gaia could. As much as I wanted to train with my new ability, I also wanted to be cautious. Gaia had taught me a great deal about walking the Abyss, but I still had an underlying fear I might step into a place I’d never return from. Or return… different. The thought sent a shiver down my spine.

That left me with quite the conundrum. Did I take the risk on my own, and practice walking through that darkness whenever I had the chance? Or did I simply hold back and focus as best I could when my friends and family were at risk beside me?

In the weeks since I’d been returned, I’d found a kind of balance, only testing my new powers when the urge did not strike. Perhaps that would be a mistake in the end. I thought it was better to take that approach, as acting in a critical moment could have unforeseen outcomes. Gods know it had happened before.

Moderation in magic was something Zola had tried to instill in me. Something that likely would have made my training far easier if I had listened to it.

My dad would’ve said something about hindsight, and there was some truth in that. Everyone had mistakes in their past, although I doubted many of them involved stuffing the soul of a dead pirate into a dead parrot. And that was a mistake that continued to haunt me. Though, if I was being honest, I rather liked Graybeard.

I studied the tree outside the shop, across the street. It was odd to see the lights off in the front windows when I didn’t think I’d been gone so long. I slid my key into the door and pushed my way inside, reaching up to silence the bell when it started to ring. Light seeped in around the saloon-style doors that led into the back. I walked down the far aisle, passing scrap gemstones and journals Frank had been stocking. It was another decision I wouldn’t have made myself, but it proved popular among the witches. The profit margins were large enough I almost felt guilty, but it was true what they said. Finding a suitable spell book wasn’t the easiest thing in the Saint Louis area.

I spared a glance at the case of finer gemstones, heavy with an array of amber. I suspected Frank was keeping our dealers happy with the piles of stones and carefully arranged gems locked up in the cabinet. And it sounded like Aideen was taking care of our scammers, which was certainly something I wanted to ask her about in more detail. Either way, it was good she was seeing to the shop and Frank. After all, it was home to me as well as the fairies now.

I smiled as I pushed my way through the doors. I had about two seconds to wonder where Bubbles and Peanut were. By the time I realized they were either sleeping or hiding for their favorite game of ambush-whoever-walks-in-the-door-next, I was flat on my back with two heavy paws pinning my shoulders down while a sandpapery tongue exfoliated my cheek.

“Bubbles! Bubbles, no!”

I wouldn’t say I managed to get to my feet. It was more like Bubbles grew bored and decided to wander over to her water bowl. Foster and Aideen would normally call off the guard dogs when I foolishly wasn’t thinking about avoiding them. Unless they needed a laugh. But there was no cackling in the room, no taunting Foster sitting on the grandfather clock. The fairies either weren’t home or were otherwise occupied.

Peanut chuffed at the entrance to the cu siths’ lair as I made my way to the stairs at the back of the shop, heading up toward the library. It was a safe bet I’d be spending most of the night there. What I didn’t expect to find was the light on at the end of the hall, the small table stacked high with books I hadn’t placed there, and the gray cloak sitting in one of the overstuffed leather chairs. Zola slowly raised her gaze to me and smiled. “Well, it’s about time.”

“Zola!” I hurried down the aisle formed by the floor-to-ceiling bookshelves. She’d done more than I could have asked to save me from my fate. Even confronted Philip’s ghost. I could only imagine how that dragged old wounds back to the surface. I could empathize with why she was still talking to him on occasion, but it wasn’t something I could understand, not truly. That was something she could tell me about when she was ready to discuss it. “What are you doing here?”

Zola closed her book and stood to give me a hug before she responded. “Your sister texted me. I understand the vampires have a problem with hobgoblins.”

“Something like that. Do you know anything about them? Or what might be killing them?”

Zola harrumphed. “Are you asking me what might want to kill a Fae? Other than any other Fae that happens to be alive?”

I grinned at Zola. “You have a point.”

“Ah would have hoped that by now you would have noticed that Ah always have a point, Damian.”

I nodded quickly. “I figured at least half the time.”

She gave me the tiniest hint of a smile. A single expression that told me she didn’t think I was funny, and I should probably consider shutting my mouth. Instead of saying any of these things, she gestured to the stack of books on the heavy coffee table.

“Ah’ve pulled a few volumes out that Ah thought might be helpful. Not as much written about hobgoblins as one would hope.”

“Did you pull any out of the bedroom?” I asked.

Zola slowly raised an eyebrow. “No. Are you telling me you managed to cram more into that bedroom than my last visit?”

“Only a little bit. A few shelves in the wall. Frank happened to pick up some interesting volumes, and I just had some on my nightstand.”

“Ha.”

Somehow, I didn’t think Zola believed me.

“I’ll be right back.” I hurried down the hall, brushing past some of the medieval literature Koda had turned me on to. Much of it was folktales, but the more I learned about the Fae, the more I learned how much truth could be in those folktales.

The door to the bedroom opened in absolute silence. Calbach’s work on the hinges paled in comparison to the overall room, but the black metal imprinted with Celtic knots was a nice touch. The bedroom was certainly more organized than the last time Zola would’ve seen it—since Nixie and I had managed to unpack everything I intended to keep and fit it neatly into the storage Calbach had built—but it was the things I’d acquired afterwards that were a bit messier.

I shuffled through the teetering stack of leather tomes until I found the thinnest of them in the middle. Faded gilt marked the cover, a hint of an ancient knot, but the pages remained supple and bright. The second volume wasn’t so portable. I grunted as I slid it off Nixie’s side of the bed. Heavy iron hinges framed the spine, and that said nothing of the broken lock on the opposite side.

The back showed a preservation ward, which always made me wonder how the lock had been broken in the first place. I’d seen the same intricate design on some of the oldest books in the vampire archives, and those were considered nearly indestructible.

I cradled the heavy book against my chest and returned to the reading nook.

Zola spared me a glance before doing a double take at the beast in my arms. “What in all the hells is that?”

“Nixie brought it back from Atlantis.” I let it thump down onto the coffee table, where it rattled everything perched on top. “Some light bedtime reading.”

“You two have far too much in common. It’s disgusting.”

I sat down opposite Zola. “I’m supposed to take a little vacation to Atlantis with her. I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t excited about that.”

“Just don’t go letting her friends drown you. Nixie might have made the questionable choice not to drown you, but tread lightly.”

I narrowed my eyes, slowly parsing Zola’s comment. “You know what would happen at that depth if their magic failed? I wouldn’t have to worry about drowning. I’d be crushed in an instant.”

“Hmm, worse ways to go, Ah suppose.” She let out a gravelly laugh and gestured for the huge tome. “Now, tell me what this is?”

“It’s Latin.”

Zola gave me a flat look. “Boy.”

“I mean, it’s written in Latin. It’s an encyclopedia of sorts for Fae. Or at least Fae that existed when it was written. Nixie thinks it’s from the early days of Atlantis.”

Zola pulled her hand back and frowned at the book. “Damian, the early days of Atlantis would be over ten thousand years ago.”

I blinked. “I… hadn’t thought about that.”

She studied the preservation ward before she opened the cover and to reveal the sweeping lines of text inside. “Latin. The dead language that never seems to die. Ah would have thought it would be in Taíno or another language common to the area so long ago.” Zola ran her finger along the base of the page and then leaned in to look closer. “This was not always bound in such a way. The end papers are parchment, but parchment didn’t exist ten thousand years ago, Damian. The bulk of the pages are calfskin or the like. This is made of scrolls, cut and trimmed and bound in some later age.”

“I knew it wasn’t parchment, but I didn’t consider that. How’s your Latin?”

Zola snorted. “About as good as yours. Translation spells will make this far easier.” She closed her eyes and muttered a phrase that I didn’t quite catch. When she looked at the book again, a small smile slid across her face. “Much better.”

“That sounded longer than normal. Something new?”

“New being a relative term, I suppose. More complex than a simple converto incantation. It preserves more of the intent of the words.”

“Like letting a computer translate word for word versus a native speaker?”

“Not quite so dramatic a difference, but yes.”

“You definitely have to teach me that one.”

“Ah will, but for now, focus on the research.”

“Pleeeeeeeease?”

Zola pinched the bridge of her nose. “Is it even worth my time to say no?”

“Probably not.”

Zola rolled her eyes. “Fine. Linguae veteres maneant inmortuae et revelatae.”

“That’s… that’s a lot of words.”

“Break it down, Damian. If you take it in segments, it is not so different than a hundred other incantations.”

So I did. Taking one word at a time until Zola nodded. Adding a second and then a third went fairly smoothly, but inmortuae gave me trouble.

“You sound like a gargling cat.”

I huffed at Zola, which only made her laugh.

“Focus on the n of maneant. You keep missing it.”

“Linguae veteres maneant inmortuae et revelatae.”

I didn’t need to ask her if I’d gotten it right. The page of Latin in front of me resolved into something else. Not the broken English I expected, but flowing prose that showed the intent behind the words. As though someone had spent days or weeks translating it so nothing would be lost.

“Damn.”

“Good. Now give that back.” Zola snatched the heavy tome away. I didn’t argue, as focusing on the spell was already giving me a headache. “How long does that last?”

“If you stop concentrating?”

I nodded.

“Close to ten minutes, Ah’d say. It’s a sturdy incantation.”

I sank into my chair and sighed, picking up the thin book I’d brought from my nightstand. This one was old, but the phrasing was modern enough that I didn’t have to stop and consider each page line by line. Something medieval manuscripts could be torture for.

My volume was a simple collection of folktales that could have come from any of a dozen different volumes still in print. But the strangest thing about it was that every story focused on predators. Every tale a warning. But it wasn’t a fantastical retelling like humans often liked to do. These were bare things with only the bones of a story and graphic descriptions to drive the warnings home.

I cringed as I took in a passage about the eating habits of a Dullahan. Apparently a massive threat to brownies, it wasn’t only humans those strange creatures consumed. I still remembered the floating eyes and the bone whip of the Dullahan we’d encountered beneath Gettysburg.

Two more stories passed by before I found a mention of hobgoblins. But instead of anything useful, it was a story of how to keep them away if they started eating your garden. I chuckled and shook my head, continuing on.

I made it through three more pages before something gave me pause. “Zola, listen to this.” I read over the passage again to make sure I wouldn’t mangle it when I recited it.

Long they sheltered beneath iron boots.

Protection granted to servants’ roots.

A shield against a blade and cap.

Lost once all had turned their back.

Zola tapped her index finger against her chin. “No fairy is going to shelter behind iron anything, unless they’re iron-touched.”

“But hobgoblins aren’t iron-touched. They aren’t even from the right family of fairies.” I ran my hand through my hair.

“You are correct about that, boy. See if there is anything more inside that book. And perhaps it is time we spoke to an iron-touched of our own.”

I read several more pages, taking in two more stories that didn’t tell me anything we didn’t already know. They reminded me of some of the folktales I’d read, collected by Lady Gregory and her contemporaries. The surprising thing I noticed was how the stories crossed between nations, some deeply rooted in Irish traditions, and others clearly more familiar in Scotland. It wasn’t so odd in itself, except for the fact they shared the same pages.

Zola read in silence for several minutes. It wasn’t until she reached down to a bottle on the floor that she spoke again. “Would you like a drink?” Before I could respond, she had a second glass in her hand, a short, flared one that was supposedly the best for tasting whiskey.

I leaned forward to get a better look at what she’d brought that array of bottles and glasses in, both surprised and amused to see a leather-wrapped crate, something like an old cooler. I nodded, and Zola poured two glasses before we returned to our studies.

“How do you like the whiskey?” she asked after a time.

“Excellent. What is it?”

“Michter’s rye. A bit spicy, but Ah must admit, Ah’ve become rather fond of the rye whiskeys in my later years.”

“Angel’s Envy is still my favorite rye, but this is a good choice.”

Zola laughed under her breath, quite possibly remembering the time Sam and I had raided her liquor cabinet when we were a little too young.

Another hour passed, and I had nearly reached the end of my small book. There was only one other bit worth mentioning, and I waited for Zola to look up.

“Did you find something?” she asked.

I nodded. “Apparently, there are several different Fae that have been known to hunt and even consume hobgoblins.”

Zola frowned and glanced at the bookshelves. “It’s a wonder how that would work. If they turn to stone or metal when they die, what in God’s name would be eating that?”

“Probably a cu sith,” I muttered.

Zola chuckled. “It would make a strange kind of sense, wouldn’t it?”

“We need to talk to Foster and Aideen. They may have some idea about this.”

“There is more in the pages from Atlantis as well,” Zola said. “Would you like me to tell you about it? Or have you already given up?”

I sat up straighter, briefly offended at Zola’s assertion. But it wasn’t long before I remembered she used to use those same tactics to get my attention when my focus wandered. Especially when a lesson was important. A critical thing that couldn’t be missed. I let the offense fade and focused on her.

“What did you find?”

“Well, it’s good to see not all your training has been forgotten.” Zola smiled. She tapped on a beautifully illuminated page, the illustrations gilt and shining from a technique I didn’t think had been invented until several thousand years later. It made me wonder if some of the pages had been altered over the years in Atlantis.

“When the Iron Queen ruled over Murias, much more than the Unseelie lived within her kingdom. Ah believe it was before the Unseelie had earned their reputations. Perhaps before they were set in their more murderous ways…”

“Did all the hobgoblins come from Murias?” I asked.

“That’s not a question that has been answered by this text. It is a shame Cara is not still with us. She was familiar with much of that lineage. This is only a link in the chain, Damian. It gives us a path forward, if not the answers we seek. We need to find someone who knows the history of the iron-touched and the hobgoblins Sam spoke of. They may well know what’s been attacking those under the Pit’s protection.”

I finished the last of the whiskey in my glass, savoring the light burn and rich flavor. “Then we need to find Calbach. He’s the only iron-touched I know.”

“Ah doubt he is the only iron-touched your friends know.”

Zola had a good point. With Foster’s history as a Demon Sword, he was sure to have known Fae from every court. Considering Aideen paid far better attention to things than Foster, she might be even more helpful than the Demon Sword. Then again, Foster wasn’t the only Demon Sword we knew.

“You need to read this book, Damian,” Zola said. “It has a great deal of history between Atlantis and Faerie that I did not know. You may find it enlightening if Nixie hasn’t shared it all with you yet.”

“That spell gave me a wicked headache.”

Zola shrugged. “You will grow accustomed to it. As we all do. Let me take this to the Pit tonight. I’d like to sleep on something a little more comfortable than the old cot.”

I nodded sagely. “Getting picky in your old age.”

“Watch yourself, boy.”

It might have sounded like a threat, but it was softened by a smile and a small laugh.

Zola left for the Pit a short time later. I moved to the bedroom, trying to make some sense of everything I’d read, and of what Zola had found in the old Atlantis tome. Three stories in that book called out to me, and I read each several more times before finally retiring for the night. It was the poem that stayed with me, as if asking me to see something that wasn’t there, something I should know, or perhaps something I’d forgotten.
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Morning came far faster than I would’ve liked. It also came far heavier, furrier, and wetter than I would’ve liked. “Bubbles… Bubbles, why?”

The cu sith answered with an excited chuff before she grabbed one corner of my blanket in her teeth and proceeded to roll over and over until she fell off the end of the bed in a tight cocoon. The impact of her fall shook the bed, and I sighed. I sat up and eyed the cu sith where she stared up happily from her new nest.

I muttered to myself and slid off the side of the bed, shuffling over to the bathroom. After brushing my teeth, I quickly tried to tame an unmanageable amount of bed head, failing spectacularly before grabbing fresh jeans and a T-shirt and making my way downstairs. I was only halfway down when I heard voices: Foster and Aideen, and a somewhat groggy Frank.

“I told you I heard him!” Foster said. “All it took was the scent of pancakes.”

“The scent of pancakes and a three-hundred-pound dog pouncing on my face,” I muttered.

“Now that’s the best kind of alarm clock. The kind without a snooze button.”

“I knew all fairies were evil.” I flopped down in the chair because, I had to admit, the pancakes smelled amazing. Aideen towered over the griddle, her wings nearly brushing the tops of the cabinets. She held out measured portions of pancake batter while Foster watched the microwave and the bottle of syrup inside.

“Who talked you into cooking?”

Aideen glanced back at the table and smiled. “Frank had a rough night, I think. He could probably use more protein than pancakes. Such is the life of a vampire feed bag.”

I choked on a laugh before I really looked at Frank. He did look a little pale, and I really didn’t want to know the details.

“Don’t ask,” Frank muttered.

“Wasn’t going to.”

The microwave dinged. Foster didn’t bother to grow into his Proelium state, instead wedging his feet on the face of the microwave as he basically dead lifted the door open sideways. I wasn’t a hundred percent sure how well it would go for him to pull out the bottle of hot syrup, but the fairy didn’t complain as he heaved it closer to the edge of the door and jumped over to the table with it clutched in his arms.

“Did you see Zola last night?” I asked Frank.

“Think so? Something about Atlantis?”

I grinned at him. “That about sums it up.”

“What about Atlantis?” Aideen asked.

“Zola taught me a new spell to translate the book Nixie brought back from Atlantis. Of course, she immediately took the book with her to the Pit, so I didn’t get a chance to read it, but I’m pretty excited about the spell.”

“Better than an online translator, I hope?”

“Much!”

“That’s good. Getting the intentions wrong can change the meaning of a great many things.”

I gave her the highlights of what else had happened the night before, though it sounded like Frank had filled her in on a few things, too. They’d heard something of the ancient book from Atlantis and the killings at the Pit. She stacked six more perfectly round pancakes, one atop the other, by the time I finished the story, organizing everything at the table before snapping into her smaller form and taking a seat next to Foster.

“So, I was kind of wondering if you two knew anything else?”

Foster started pouring syrup over his pancakes. I figured I had about five minutes before he’d be talking so fast I couldn’t understand him. He sat back
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