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      The demon was devouring me from the inside out.

      It was clear to me now that Fuamnach had always intended it this way. Otherwise, I’d have posed too much of a threat to her. It was far easier to poison a hound than risk letting it turn on its master.

      As I sat in meditation, the spasms returned in earnest, wracking my body with pain and nearly doubling me over where I sat. I’d not let my shade feed in months, hoping to starve it into further submission. But rather than making it easier to control, I’d instead started a war of attrition between us.

      That was when I realized the wraith had always been meant to kill me. The more I fed it, the stronger it would become, until it subverted my will and took over my physical form completely. Then it would gorge itself on the life energy of other humans until my body could no longer contain its power.

      At that point, it wouldn’t need to feed anymore. The life force it had acquired here on the earthly plane would be sufficient for it to return to the Shadow Realm triumphant—and rule.

      That was likely the bargain Fuamnach had struck with the entity. Servitude for a time, and my life in exchange for power it could not access on its own. I was to be a temporary tool to serve at Fuamnach’s pleasure, a disposable plaything to entertain her for a time and nothing more. Yet events had not proceeded according to Fuamnach’s plan. I hadn’t become drunk with power, allowing the shade to feed at will as she’d expected.

      Certainly, I’d been tempted. The sensation of letting it devour another being’s life force could be intoxicating. And the power I’d have gained from doing so might have been enough to topple my foster mother from her throne. But the gifts Fuamnach gave were always poisoned fruit, as it was with all the fae and Tuath Dé, and I knew better than to trust her.

      Fortunately for me, I’d retained a bit of my humanity, even after being mind-wiped and systematically brainwashed over several decades in Underhill. Through it all, a small piece of my true self somehow remained. Intuition told me that my real mother’s influence had played a hand in that. Although I had no proof, I couldn’t shake the feeling that she’d been watching over me from beyond the grave.

      A fresh round of spasms brought my attention back to the present, causing me to focus on bringing my shade to heel. I forced my spine erect, straining against my cramped abdominal muscles to do so. Then I exerted my will internally, ignoring the burning agony in my gut and the searing sensation in my chest. Even though my body had been weakened by the shade’s influence, my mind was as sharp as ever, and I was not about to be brought low by some extra-planar interloper that happened to be grafted onto my spirit by eldritch magic.

      -Allow me to feed, mortal. Or perish.-

      No.

      I’d been keeping my communications with the being to a minimum, answering it in clipped, one-word sentences to avoid allowing its influence to contaminate my mind. Still, it whispered heinous suggestions to me constantly. Those thoughts surfaced when my focus drifted, and they were evidenced in the nightmares I suffered while asleep.

      Yet I was no stranger to nightmares, having lived one for decades. I could replenish my mind through meditation, and my elixir still served to keep my thoughts sharp and clear. But what I couldn’t do anything about was how I was wasting away physically.

      Oh, Fuamnach. You will pay, this I swear.

      After several long, agonizing minutes, I managed to mentally batter the demon back into the psycho-spiritual prison in which I’d contained it years earlier. I then reinforced the psychic and metaphysical bonds that restrained the entity, wrapping it in chains made from magic and willpower. Finally, I shored up the walls of the thing’s prison, brick by psychic brick, until its voice was nothing more than a low murmur in my mind.

      With the shade safely sequestered in its cage, I’d have access to its magic until it gathered enough strength to attack me again. It would attack again, of that I had no doubt. I only hoped that wouldn’t happen at an inopportune time.

      With that task complete, it was simply a matter of systematically undoing the damage the shade’s attack had done. Slowly, ever so slowly, I forced my abdominals to unclench, then I carefully stretched myself out from head to toe, flowing from one pose to another on shaky limbs as cold sweat drenched the floor of my room.

      An hour later, I’d recovered enough to shower, dress, eat, and face the world. Not a moment too soon, it seemed, as one of my alarm wards had been tripped at my grandparents’ ranch again. Something had been stalking about the place, for what purpose I knew not.

      After performing a magical sweep of the area around my current, temporary home, I donned a jacket and headed for the door, pausing for a moment to look at myself in the hall mirror. The man staring back at me was much thinner than he’d been months before, gaunt even, with dark circles under his eyes and an ashen tone to his skin. I was losing my war of attrition with the shade, that was much clear.

      Not before I get my revenge—never that.

      Soon, I’d storm the gates of Underhill and stage my assault on Fumanach’s demesne. After I’d dealt with her, the damned thing could finish consuming me for all I cared. I’d happily sacrifice myself in order to turn the entity loose in Underhill. Let the Tuath Dé and fae deal with what their Black Sorceress had wrought.

      And then? What of Belladonna? Would you abandon her, for the sake of vengeance?

      I discarded the thought, cutting off the internal dialogue entirely. Having conversations with oneself was not exactly a sign of mental stability, and it indicated I was beginning to crack under the strain of battling the shade. Yet I did need to address what would happen to Belladonna after my battle with Fuamnach.

      That issue would have to wait. Alarms were going off all around my grandparents’ former home, and I needed to get there soon before the trespasser vanished.

      Time to investigate and see what this creature is about.
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        * * *

      

      I’d been inspecting my grandparents’ ranch in McMullen County when I first noticed signs of the interloper’s presence. The purpose of my visit had been to ascertain whether the house that came with the ranch could be remodeled, or if I’d need to tear it down and start over from scratch. Such mundane business decisions normally required little consideration, but I was having difficulty coming to a final determination on the matter.

      The property had once been my grandparents’ farm, and it had become dilapidated and rundown through years of neglect. Having recently recovered my childhood memories from before my abduction, I discovered I was surprisingly attached to the old farmhouse. Yet, I wasn’t sure that it was worth saving from a purely financial standpoint.

      On my initial visit, I’d spent an hour or so examining the venerable, two-story clapboard residence. After that, I’d gone for a walk through the ranch’s many acres of scrub brush, cactus, chaparral, and mesquite to consider my options. Almost immediately, I noticed deep footprints in the dusty soil around the home, no more than a day old. The tracks were oddly formed, made by boot-shod feet that sunk much deeper at the heel than forefoot.

      I had no idea what had made those tracks, only that it was very heavy and wearing shoes. Based on the depth of the tracks, the trespasser was either an unusually large man or a supernatural creature. In light of recent events, my wager rested on the latter option.

      At first, I considered placing barrier wards around the property to keep it away from the house. However, that would mean I’d have to track it down to find out what it was. How droll. Better to have the beast come to me, making it easier to deal with accordingly.

      Decision made, I’d set alarm wards around the property so I’d know when the thing returned. Then I’d promptly forgotten about the matter, distracted as I was with the disposition of my real estate inheritance.

      On returning to the ranch this evening, I immediately shrouded myself in shadow and ran a circuit of the house and grounds. Finding nothing, my attention was drawn back to the house, not by any sign the trespasser was there, but due to the conundrum I faced regarding the disposition of the old place. I agonized over my decision for the better part of half an hour as I wandered aimlessly around the yard surrounding the home. Just when I was completely and utterly lost in thought, that’s when the beast struck.

      It was to his advantage to attack me here, preoccupied as I was by emotions and memories the place had stirred up within me. The creature must have been lying in wait, remaining silently hidden until I approached. Yet it was as much chance as foresight that allowed the beast to catch me off guard, as I just happened to draw near to its hiding place when I was most vulnerable.

      “You made them do this to me, damn you!” the thing roared as it burst out of the brush at me.

      I turned just in time to recognize my attacker as Sheriff Ulrich—or at least what was left of him. Whatever the fae or Vampyri had done to the man, they hadn’t been kind about it. Ulrich had been a tall, lanky man prior to this transformation, but now he was a hulking brute. He stood eight feet tall at least, half as wide at the shoulders, and carried the requisite muscle and bulk his kind were known to possess.

      His skin was the color of charred leather, a sort of grayish tan that faded to pink around his eyes, neck, and lips. Short, course black hair grew from his skin like cactus spines all over, stiff and thick enough to stick through what remained of the white Western shirt and tan polyester work slacks he’d worn when last I saw him. His feet were shod in black leather duty boots, the toes flopping and slapping the ground with each step.

      As for his forehead and pate, that part of his head was bloated in a manner similar to an athlete who had used too many performance enhancing drugs for too long. His jaw, mandible, and nose had elongated into a porcine snout that made his deep-set, piggish eyes seem all the more brutish. Six-inch tusks curled up from under his lower lip, ending in tips that were sharp enough to gut a person.

      They turned him into a wereboar. Unbelievable.

      Hard muscle rippled beneath the inch-thick layer of skin that I knew covered his arms, shoulders, and back. That membrane was tougher than rhinoceros hide, able to turn bullets and blades alike. Only an attack to his eyes, throat, or tender belly and groin would have any effect, and then only until his therianthrope healing factor kicked in, repairing even mortal wounds in mere seconds.

      No werebeast was hardier than a wereboar, and few were more dangerous and unpredictable. Scrofathropes were hated amongst their own kind, having been hunted to near extinction by ’thrope packs the world over. The reasons for this were simple.

      Every last one of the species was possessed by an incredibly voracious appetite. They’d eat anything—animal or vegetable, living or dead. Nor were they averse to killing humans for sustenance, and thus were known to have difficulties blending in with modern society.

      Additionally, wereboars tended to fly into fits of rage, usually with catastrophic consequences. This made them a liability for others of their kind, who preferred to live incognito alongside humanity. Murders drew attention from the authorities, and attention was the last thing any ‘thrope pack desired.

      Lastly, they reproduced at a phenomenal rate. Where most therianthropes had difficulty bearing offspring the natural way, scrofathropes had no such disadvantages. A single mated pair could easily whelp a dozen young a year, all of them inheriting their parents’ temper and appetite. For these reasons, scrofathropes were seen as a liability by other therianthropes, and they’d been hunted to near-extinction before the onset of the industrial age.

      All this went through my mind as the pigman bore down on me, charging out of the undergrowth at speed. Being human by nature—an altered human, but still—I lacked the preternatural reflexes fae, vampires, and therianthropes possessed. Thus, I was unable to move out of the way before the scrofathrope barreled into me, grunting and slavering incoherently. Thankfully, I was not completely without supernatural defenses, and I was able to gather enough shadow energy between us to shield me from the brunt of the impact.

      Even so, Ulrich had gained the upper hand through surprise and violence of action. He’d dropped his shoulder just before ramming into me, driving his head and torso up in an attempt to gore my abdomen. My hastily formed shadow barrier prevented the intended disembowelment, but as a consequence I was tossed up and over the pigman’s head as he passed.

      As I found myself somersaulting fifteen feet above the ground, I struggled to draw breath into my lungs. Meanwhile, out of instinct and trained response more than any conscious decision on my part, the shadow barrier spread across my body, covering me in a thin, translucent shell that would protect me from the next attack.

      Unfortunately, I only had time to form the protective membrane before gravity brought me back to earth. I landed flat on my back, knocking the wind out of me a second time and further ravaging my already abused diaphragm and lungs. As a final insult, my skull bounced off the hard, dusty earth on impact, rattling teeth and brain alike and causing me to black out.
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        * * *

      

      When next I opened my eyes, I was dangling off the ground by my lapels. Ulrich held me firmly in his thick, grimy hands, and he was staring at me from just a few inches away with his piggy eyes. The wereboar snorted from his blunt, porcine nose, then he spoke.

      “Fae hurt me,” he grunted. “Because of you.”

      His breath was fetid and rank with scavenged carcasses and partially digested corn. The odors combined to form an ammonia-laden effluvium of scents, reminiscent of a corn-mash still in which a rat had fallen and succumbed to alcohol poisoning. I’d actually never experienced such an odor, but I was certain that scenario would produce the closest approximation to this present olfactory assault.

      Shaking off my concussion-induced mental haze and forcing down the bile that rose at the back of my throat, I croaked out a reply. “If the fae did this to you, it was because you were foolish enough to parley with them. The fault lies squarely at your now presumably cloven feet.”

      He roared incoherently, just before pivoting and tossing me like a track and field hammer in a high arc that looked as though it would end in a mesquite grove some fifty feet away. My shirt and jacket both tore with loud ripping noises, rent nearly in two by the force of bearing my weight as I was swung about. Whilst sailing through the air for the second time in as many minutes, only one thought crossed my mind.

      Drat, that jacket was a Brunello Cucinelli. I’ll make the brute pay for that.

      Instinctively, I drew on and directed the shade’s magic to form multiple shadow tentacles, the magic responding as if it were my own. Four such appendages whipped out from my torso, two posting on tree trunks to slow my momentum, the others latching onto nearby tree limbs to guide my trajectory through the thorny branches of the grove. I came through with nary a scratch, whipping around the other side of a largish tree to land lightly, if somewhat shakily, on my own two feet.

      Somewhere in the distance, bestial vocalizations and the sounds of snapping tree branches indicated Ulrich was barreling through the undergrowth after me. Thankfully, the beast had tossed me far enough in his rage to allow me a few seconds to recover. While gathering myself and readying my magic, I couldn’t help but reflect on how ridiculous it was that the former sheriff blamed me for his current condition.

      Humans—they always see themselves as the victim or hero in their own story, but never as the villain.

      As for myself, I had zero issues facing facts. I know who I am, and while I’m no longer a villain, I’m certainly not the hero of my story, either. Perhaps my only saving grace is that I’m not wholly evil.

      Of course, I am aware that evil resides within me. Thus, I remain vigilant so I might prevent that malevolence from emerging and harming others. The exception is when I meet people who are fully and unconditionally reprobate. Then, I give my own inner villainy free rein and feel no remorse afterward.

      In short, I believe there is a such thing as a necessary evil—and I am it.

      My current foe was a perfect example of said necessity. The former sheriff of McMullen County was, if not directly responsible, at least partially culpable for the abduction and deaths of countless innocent children. In his capacity as the chief law enforcement officer in the region, he suppressed information about—and likely directly assisted—the Fae and the Vampyri in their child trafficking scheme.

      Off-the-books records I’d recently uncovered showed he was paid rather handsomely for his role in their operations, running interference for decades in order to keep the atrocities they committed hidden from federal law enforcement. I couldn’t imagine a viler and more execrable act than to profit from the exploitation of children, which was why I had placed him on my elimination list. I simply hadn’t planned on having to deal with him so soon.

      Yet, having already put other operatives involved in that scheme to a rather violent end, now was as good a time as any to finish what I’d started. Namely, by seeing that justice was served with prejudice against Sheriff Ulrich—and by “with prejudice,” I meant accompanied by excruciating pain and suffering. Preferably of the sort that would make such a man reconsider his life choices, directly before meeting with a gruesome and wholly unsavory end.

      Time to put this grunting, rutting monstrosity down.
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        * * *

      

      How the fae had managed to find a scrofathrope to infect Ulrich was beyond reckoning. I could only assume they’d had one in their dungeons, kept over the years for just such an occasion. It was also possible that they’d transformed the sheriff via some foul curse; I certainly would not put it past them to do so.

      With his recent transformation, Sheriff Ulrich had gone from irksome loose end to deadly threat, and I needed to deal with him immediately. I had hoped to keep him alive for questioning, but that was simply no longer an option. Unfortunately, killing him would now require extreme measures. I only hoped I could preserve enough of his organs and tissues for later use in my experiments.

      To do that, I first had to ensure that Ulrich didn’t rip me limb from limb, a task he was more than capable of in his current, altered form. No sooner had that thought crossed my mind than the former sheriff came barreling through the brush at me, grunting and tossing his head as he crashed through cacti, tree limbs, and chaparral alike. He foamed and frothed at the mouth, gnashing his teeth as he bore down upon me.

      I was not about to be manhandled—or boar-handled, as it were—again. The best way I knew to avoid that was to get myself above the fray immediately. I latched on to two nearby, taller oak trees, lifting myself off the ground with my shadow tentacles so I was well out of his reach.

      However, I was dealing with a therianthrope. Such creatures were much more athletic than humankind and capable of great feats of strength. Although I was now fifteen feet above him, Ulrich changed his trajectory with two great, bounding strides, leaping off the ground and shooting like a missile right at me.

      I released one of my shadow tentacles, pulling myself aside with the other one and narrowly avoiding the wereboar as he sailed past. Realizing that I needed a better strategy than merely avoiding injury, I swung myself around the tree to which I was attached, pulling myself high into its limbs where I could perch for a moment and plan my attack. Forty feet away, Ulrich had landed amid a copse of trees, crashing through the branches and roaring like the wild beast he‘d become.

      “You can’t avoid me forever, wizard,” he snarled.

      “I don’t have to avoid you forever,” I taunted. “I only have to avoid you long enough to do this.”

      Working quickly, I formed a large glob of shadow energy between my hands. Hurling the ball of shadow magic at Ulrich with one hand, I imbued it with force sufficient to propel it at my target before he could dodge out of the way. A split-second later, the shadow magic ball hit the wereboar square in the face, wrapping around his head completely and blocking off his nasal passages and mouth.

      I had used shadow magic thusly many times before, always to great effect. When used in this manner, I formed the shadow magic into a tarry, highly durable substance, one that was difficult to remove and even more difficult to tear asunder. This typically suffocated the target, causing them to succumb to asphyxiation in short order.

      As expected, Ulrich tore at his face and head in a rage, working furiously in an attempt to restore his air supply and senses as he stumbled about. Robbing him of everything but his sense of touch likely made him feel even worse than blind. This only added to the creature’s rage as he struggled in vain to remove the tarry substance from his head.

      Still, he was incredibly strong, and I knew he’d eventually tear a hole in the tar large enough to breathe through. After that it was only a matter of time before he removed the stuff from his eyes and ears, then the battle would recommence. I needed to end his life before that happened.

      Mundane magic it is, then.

      Of course, no magic was mundane, but I generally avoided using mainstream magic due to my limited human reserves of such energies. Far easier was it for me to draw on the magic of the entity within me, which provided me with powers that were far more extensive than those I’d been born with. But with my shade becoming less cooperative of late, I’d been forced to come up with contingency plans for such times when I might be unable to access the wraith’s shadow magic.

      Most run-of-the-mill human wizards relied on magic sinks to power their spells. These “sinks” were essentially powerful magical batteries they charged with arcane energies over long periods of time. The earthbound fae used them too, although that was a recent innovation. For millennia, the fae had no need of such devices. Then the druid closed the gates to Underhill, cutting them off from the limitless magic source only the fae and Tuath Dé could access.

      That development was to my advantage, because certain more enterprising fae began manufacturing magic sinks and selling them illicitly. I’d purchased several from the Red Cap Syndicate at great expense, after which I invested considerable time and effort into charging each to capacity. I was now in the habit of carrying one on my person at all times, switching them out now and again for maintenance or when the one I carried required recharging.

      By the time I’d tapped into the magic sink in the amulet around my neck, Ulrich had cleared his airway. He was still stumbling around in the brush, as he’d yet to clear the shadow magic from his eyes and ears, but that made him no less a threat at close range. I kept my distance as I gauged how much magic I’d need to use to fry him to a crisp with elemental spells.

      No sense dallying about, trying to save material for my experiments. He’s too dangerous. Safer by far to end this immediately by draining the amulet. But if this doesn’t work…

      It was a gamble, true. If I failed to stop Ulrich in one fell swoop, I’d be forced to rely on shadow magic and my innate reserves to finish the job. If my shade decided to use the moment to stage an attack, I’d be both vulnerable and considerably disadvantaged.

      “Nothing ventured, nothing slain,” I muttered as I emptied the amulet’s magic, channeling it to create a ball of fire the size of a small passenger vehicle.

      The fireball—a huge, crackling conflagration barely contained by my own magic and will—formed approximately ten feet in front of me. Unfortunately, the spell blocked my view for a split-second as it flashed into existence. For the sake of making certain my aim was true I moved it to the side, then I scanned the brush below for Ulrich.

      Gone. Where’d he go?
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      My question was answered when Ulrich barreled into me from behind. He wrapped his thick, muscular arms around my torso as he tore me from my perch. We fell to the ground, him on top with my body acting as his cushion on impact.

      It was only because I already had my shadow limbs deployed that I was able to avoid being crushed under the scrofathrope’s enormous weight. As we landed, I extended three tentacles out in a tripod, slowing our descent but doing nothing to release me from Ulrich’s terrible grip. The wereboar’s deathly embrace grew even more constrictive each time I exhaled, and on each subsequent inhalation, I drew less air into my lungs.

      He’ll suffocate me, or crush my ribs and spine—or both.

      Ulrich’s snout was next to my ear, his rancid breath an insult to my nostrils with my every gasping inhalation. As he slavered warm, sticky saliva on my shoulder, the wereboar taunted me triumphantly in his odd, guttural voice.

      “Thought you’d come down here and ruin me, ’eh, city boy? You thought wrong,” he snorted, blowing mucus on my tattered jacket and shirt as something popped in my ribcage. “Once you’re out of the way, fae’ll turn me back and glamour this town, make ’em all forget you ever came here. Then it’ll be business as usual again.”

      Rather than waste my breath on a witty retort—something about improving his breath by flossing with zombie entrails came to mind—I chose to conserve my energy whilst devising my escape.

      The massive fireball I’d summoned still hovered above us, as I’d managed to prevent it from dispersing despite the surprise attack. Strategically speaking, it was worthless to me at the moment. Releasing it on Ulrich would be my end as well.

      Not being particularly eager to participate in an act of mutually assured destruction, I instead focused on finding a means to get the scrofathrope to release me. Using brute force was out of the question. His strength was easily the match of my shadow magic tentacles, and there was no way I could pry them under his arms at any rate.

      I considered using my shadow tentacles to toss us against a tree, Ulrich first. We were still suspended off the ground by the tripod I’d created, which allowed me to dictate our position. Yet I’d likely asphyxiate before I managed to do serious harm to my assailant in that manner.

      No, I’d need to hurt him in the worst way to force him to release me. Considering that I was getting dangerously close to blacking out—again—I gave up on clever plans and did the first thing that came to mind. I reached over my shoulder with my left hand and drove my index finger to the second knuckle into the pigman’s eye socket.

      Ulrich squealed in pain, a screech so loud it felt as though my eardrum had been ruptured. Although he loosened his grip, he did not release me immediately. So, I jammed my finger in further. This time, he let me go, dropping me as he shook his head, still squealing and roaring as he writhed on the ground in agony.

      I felt something pop in my finger as it came out of his eye socket sideways. A broken or dislocated finger was a small trade for saving one’s life. I’d learned that lesson early on in Underhill, as I was constantly under attack by fae children who were decades older than me and quite a bit faster and stronger. Sometimes you had to sacrifice to win, and winning often came down to who was willing to suffer more for the victory.

      As I took my first real breath, I realized my ribs were grinding together on the side where I’d felt that snap seconds before. I’d likely suffered a broken rib, but so long as it hadn’t pierced the skin or punctured a lung, it was of little consequence. What did matter was finishing Ulrich before he had a chance to recover or flee.

      Wasting no time, I made an arcane gesture in the air, even as I sprinted away from Ulrich on my shadow tentacles. The fireball flew toward the scrofathrope like a missile, exploding on impact and engulfing him in a roiling inferno that continued to burn long after the initial detonation of the spell. The wereboar’s screams intensified, trailing after me as I fled.

      As I stopped, thinking I was far enough away from the effects of the spell, a wave of intense heat rolled over my back. I hadn’t quite gone far enough to escape the blast, but the thin layer of shadow magic over my skin protected me from serious injury. Once the heat passed, I turned around to make certain the former sheriff of Tilden was dead.

      Suspended above the ground by my shadow tentacles, I watched as the fireball burned brightly, consuming itself and Ulrich while the spell shrunk by degrees. His screams died away almost at the same time the final remnants of flame faded. When the spell had subsided completely, all that was left was an eight-foot-long, humanoid-shaped cinder.

      I strode over to the corpse, not certain I’d finished the job. Therianthropes were notoriously hardy creatures, and more than one such being had regenerated after suffering seemingly catastrophic, life-ending trauma. Unwilling to get close enough to touch him myself, I extended a shadow tentacle, nudging the remains around the spot where the foot would’ve been.

      As my tentacle came into contact with the charred effigy, a section of it collapsed into ash and dust, only to be carried off into the trees by the wind. Just to be sure, I summoned an elemental blast of air, directing it at the remains. Only after I watched the rest of the sooty figure crumble and fly away on the breeze did I allow myself to relax.

      Taking a slow, painful breath, I lowered myself to the ground. Then, I banished the shadow magic I’d summoned and began the long walk back to my vehicle.
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        * * *

      

      After dealing with Ulrich, I was filthy, battered, and more than a little perturbed with my shade’s behavior. I supposed I couldn’t expect anything more from the creature, considering its nature. Beings from the shadow plane weren’t known for their congeniality, and I should have suspected its relatively cooperative demeanor of late had been a sign that it was planning a revolt.

      To this point I’d been able to handle the shade’s antics, keeping it imprisoned within me by force of will and alchemic magic. Yet my elixir seemed to be losing its ability to reinforce my willpower. As the morning’s events had proven, the results could be disastrous if I ever lost that battle.

      And what would happen to Belladonna if that were to occur? The shade could easily act as if nothing had happened, wearing my skin whilst it fed on the people closest to me.

      I could not allow that to happen, and the mere consideration of such an event had me rethinking my relationship with Belladonna. One of my greatest fears was losing her again, yet an even greater fear was that she might come to harm due to my troubled background and vendetta against Fuamnach. My abductor and former captor—who styled herself as my mother—was a goddess after all, albeit a minor one.

      Yet Fuamnach hadn’t gained the position of sorceress to the Celtic pantheon for nothing. She had three millennia’s worth of experience in and study of the magic arts. Add to that her predilection for necromancy and genetic manipulation, and there was no telling how many undead or what monstrosities she could field in battle.

      As for treachery, well—the woman is unmatched.

      That the gods would not hesitate to attack the loved ones of their enemies was a foregone conclusion. The druid had learned that lesson the hard way, thankfully only after he’d discarded Belladonna like yesterday’s refuse. It stood to reason that Fuamnach would come after Belladonna if she discovered that we’d rekindled our relationship.

      It was almost too much to consider, and combined with the recent return of my childhood memories—and all the human emotions that came with them—I was feeling a bit off-balanced. Having been raised as a changeling prince in Underhill, I’d had my mind wiped and every bit of humanity stripped from me over many long decades of mental conditioning and abuse. To have a large chunk of my humanity returned to me so suddenly was overwhelming and confusing, to say the least.

      These thoughts occupied me as I drove back to my childhood home, which was not far from my grandparents’ ranch in McMullen County. The fae had burned down the house I grew up in the day they abducted me, murdering my mother, father, and sister in the process. But it was still home, possessing that certain something I’d been missing the many years I spent doing Fuamnach’s will here and in Underhill. Because of that, I’d made it my base of operations in Tilden.

      Since I needed a place to stay while doing business in the area, I’d purchased a couple of pre-fab shipping container homes and had them set up on the property. Although they were a far cry from the converted grain silo that had served as my domicile for the last few years, the buildings were new, well-appointed, and decidedly not the apartment in which I’d stayed on my initial return to this tiny country burg.

      Moreover, the farm was a suitable place to house Xanthe, my manticore, and Culloden, the choin duibh that Belladonna and I had rescued. I’d tried housing them in the caverns I’d excavated deep beneath the comic shop in Austin, but unlike Nameless the night raven, the beasts did not do well in such close confines. There was also the imp to contend with, and my watch-beasts did not get along with him.

      The homunculus delighted in playing pranks on my pets. While the manticore and cu sith were formidable together or apart, they were no match for Gaszi’s magic. After separating those three more than once, I’d decided the best place for Xanthe and Cull was one of my properties in McMullen County.

      Speaking of, where are those two rascals?

      As the automatic gate I’d recently installed closed behind my vehicle, I reactivated the wards around the property. These included spells to repel the fae and undead, as well as a powerful “look away, go away” glamour to keep Xanthe from eating curious locals. As far as he was concerned, anything and anyone that trespassed was on the menu. Thanks to a large feral pig population, he and Cull had no need to wander off the property for sustenance. However, that did not mean Xanthe would not seek to vary his diet, if given the opportunity.

      Despite the bestial nature of the creature, I had to admit that I’d grown fond of him. While adding the cu sith to the mix had alleviated Xanthe’s boredom and loneliness during my periods of absence, he still craved my attention. Thus, I lavished it on him whenever I came around, playing games with the two of them, feeding them treats, and so forth.

      One of Xanthe’s favorite games was hide and seek, which often involved ambushing me as I went about my business around the property. I did not discourage this behavior, as the creature took great care not to cause me harm. It also kept me on my toes, providing a much-needed opportunity for sharpening my instincts on a regular basis.

      Considering how I’d been waylaid by Ulrich earlier, I certainly needed it.

      As I walked from my Land Rover—a recent purchase—to the house, my senses were on high alert. Although nothing gave his presence away, I instinctively knew that the creature hid behind the container building to my left. Giving nothing away, I marched toward the center building at a leisurely pace. Just as I passed into the makeshift courtyard created by the three forty-foot-long containers, the manticore pounced, leaping over the structure to my left and landing in front of me in a playful crouch.

      “Rawr!” he roared, baring his teeth and swishing his tail.

      Part of the game was letting Xanthe win on occasion. If I didn’t, his feelings would be hurt, so I often allowed him to sneak up on me. Falling back a step, I clutched at an imaginary string of pearls, mouth agape.

      “Oh, Xanthe—you frightened me!” I exclaimed dramatically.

      “Got yooou,” he crooned, his almost-human mouth struggling to form words in concert with his lion-like tongue and throat. “Get-ting suh-oft, master.”

      I’d always viewed creatures like manticores in a decidedly sympathetic light, considering I was as much a product of magical experimentation as they. Xanthe was no exception, being a grotesque mixture of man, lion, raptor, and arachnid. Having just enough intelligence to know you could have been human but lacking the capacity to act as such—I imagined it must have been torture for him.

      I was no stranger to being a captive of cruelty and circumstance. For that reason alone, I made it a point to spoil the creature.

      “I think maybe it is Xanthe who is improving in skill,” I countered. “This time, nary a sound betrayed your presence. Well done.”

      A hideous smile split the creature’s face, a sign of the pride he felt at receiving my praise. As Culloden came loping around the corner, Xanthe stood to lean in and nuzzle my torso. A purring growl emanated from deep in his chest, strong enough to cause my own to vibrate. He licked my face then, his rough tongue nearly peeling away the top layer of skin.

      “Okay, enough,” I chuckled as I pushed him away.

      He allowed me to do so, backing up to provide room for Cull to approach. I scratched the large black faerie dog behind the ears, and he harrumphed contentedly before turning in a circle and plopping down, forepaws crossed beneath his chin. Knowing that they both wanted my attention as well as my affection, I postponed a much-needed shower. Instead, I opted to sit in the yard with the guard-beasts for a time, enjoying a cup of tea whilst preparing myself for the next difficult task on my list.
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        * * *

      

      After half an hour or so, I decided I could not put off calling Belladonna any longer. She was back in Austin, working on finding jobs for our budding private investigation service. Or, I should say, our paranormal private investigation service.

      The whole affair had been her idea, and while I was not at all enthused regarding her business plan, I had committed myself to assisting her in launching the endeavor. I could’ve bankrolled the entire operation with the simple swipe of a pen, but my partner would not hear of it. She insisted that we do everything as equals—fifty-fifty, as she said, including our initial investment into the business.

      Thankfully, we had recently finished a few rather lucrative jobs that helped to get the business off the ground. I had opted to reinvest my entire share of our payments for those jobs back into the agency. This served to be enough to allow Belladonna to lease an office and furnish it in a rather rundown section of town.

      It wasn’t much, but she took great delight in it. The fact that she was taking care of herself and starting something all on her own seemed to be a point of pride for her. I didn’t bother to point out that I was helping in that endeavor, because establishing her independence appeared to be the entire thrust of the exercise.

      Indeed, that was one of the things that was so confusing to me regarding our relationship. On the one hand, Belladonna expressed a need for independence and for demonstrating her competence as an adult. Surely this stemmed from her rejection of her family’s legacy and their connection to the fae—an issue I could easily relate to, of course.

      But by the same token, she also expressed her need for a relationship with me, one that went deeper than mere friendship. While I was delighted to have rekindled our romance, it was somewhat confusing to me that someone wanted both independence and codependence all at once. Humans were peculiar creatures, full of contradictions it seemed.

      Perhaps codependence wasn’t the best word, as I knew that term had negative connotations in human psychology. Yet human relationships were full of codependence. This behavior differed greatly from the mercenary relationships the Fae engaged in, back where I was raised in Underhill.

      The high fae and some species of lower fae did sometimes profess love for one another, expressing it verbally and physically in acts of fornication. However, they didn’t engage in love as humans did. The fae were, by nature, sociopathic creatures, and they tended to use others to get what they wanted in a rather ruthless and unrelenting manner.

      Humans, on the other hand, expressed love in many different ways. A human might demonstrate their love verbally by telling someone that they loved them. Or they might express it by way of giving gifts and taking care of their partner financially. Yet another person might express their love through acts, such as cooking for their partner or cleaning up after them—or, darkness forbid, taking care of them when they took ill.

      I secretly hoped that I never had to look after Belladonna during such periods of mortal weakness, say when she was vomiting uncontrollably due to some sort of parasite. Care for her I did, and deeply, but one could be too familiar with their loved ones. Thankfully, she was a therianthrope. That meant that she enjoyed the hearty constitution of those creatures, so such a scenario was unlikely to ever occur.

      How silly of me to worry about such things at this early juncture. But fingers crossed, as they say.

      To be honest, our newly rekindled relationship was still in the beginning phases. We hadn’t yet gone further than some very rudimentary displays of physical affection—“making out,” I believe it was called—and spending lots of time together. That was the problem, the fact that we were spending so much time together.

      Certainly I enjoyed my time with her—immensely, in fact. However, I couldn’t shake the thought that my close proximity to Belladonna would put her in danger. By the same token, I feared losing her again. If I pushed her away now, it might hurt her deeply, creating a chasm between us that I might never be able to cross again.

      There had to be a simple solution to this conundrum. It occurred to me that, if our relationship continued at its current pace, I might not have anything to worry about. In that case, I could maintain a certain distance from Belladonna until such time as I was able to deal with Fuamnach. It would require keeping things on a very low simmer, so to speak, preventing the relationship from progressing further into deeper emotional territory.

      There it is, then. Problem solved.

      I kept that decision in mind as I dialed Belladonna up on my mobile, licking my lips nervously as I waited for her to answer. As soon as I did, Xanthe and Cull ran off, both of them knowing that I didn’t like to be bothered while I was speaking on the phone. The two were well-behaved creatures, never pestering me at inopportune times.

      Unlike a certain vampire I know.

      As my pets busied themselves frolicking in the sun—and kicking up dust all over my new Land Rover—I considered what I should tell Belladonna with regards to the situation here in McMullen County.

      “Hey, Crowley,” Belladonna purred as she came on the line. “Glad you called. I was starting to get worried, you know?”

      “Yes, yes—I know I should’ve called earlier, but I’ve been quite busy with affairs here in Tilden—”

      Her husky laugh cut me off mid-sentence. “You are so easy to rile up. We just talked last night, didn’t we? You should know by now that I’m not the type of girl who needs her boyfriend to be underfoot all the time.”

      I released a mental sigh of relief. “As you’re well aware, I’m just now becoming accustomed to this whole relationship thing,” I replied. “That is, doing it with intention, and not as a double agent for Underhill. Nonetheless, it’s still rather confusing to me. With the return of my memories, I’ve been struggling to sort out how I feel about not only you, but my entire family.”

      An uncomfortable silence was all I heard from the phone receiver, one that lasted for several seconds. Finally, she whispered a response. “You’re not having second thoughts, are you?”

      “Why no, not at all,” I lied. If only she knew. Of course, I wasn’t having second thoughts about my feelings for Belladonna, only about the wisdom of being so close to her all the time. “You know how hard I worked to get back in your good graces. It should be clear how much you mean to me.”

      “Yeah, but it’s nice to hear you say it. You’re hard one to read sometimes, Mr. Kosek.”

      “My apologies,” I said, meaning it. “The things I went through in Underhill, the conditioning that Fuamnach put me through—it has made me a rather closed off and guarded person.”

      Belladonna laughed. “Understatement, much?”

      “You don’t have to rub it in.” I chuckled. “I’m fully aware that I am not the easiest person to be around, never mind my lack of skill at navigating relationships.”

      “I know it bothers you. But you can’t blame yourself for what others did to you. All you can do is simply to try to be a better person.”

      “For you, I can certainly make a concerted effort.”

      “That’s all I ask.” She paused, as if considering her words. “And, Crowley?“

      “Yes?”

      “If you ever decide to break my heart again—for any reason—I will string you up by your entrails. Is that understood?”

      “Ahem. Yes, I believe I am quite clear on your meaning.”

      “Good!” Belladonna said cheerfully. “Now, tell me how things are going in McMullen County.”
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      After seeing to my injured ribs and hand—neither of which were broken, thankfully—I availed myself of a shower and a change of clothes. Then, I decided to stop by Ursula’s herb shop before I headed back to Austin. She was a local hedge witch, or so it seemed. In reality, I knew she was much more than that.

      Ursula had been sent to this area decades ago by the Cold Iron Circle to keep an eye on the town after the Fae and Vampyri began to show an interest here. Unfortunately, she could not prevail against the forces that had gathered against my family. The poor woman had paid a steep price for trying, and for that I would be eternally grateful. Moreover, on my initial return to Tilden, Ursula had turned out to be a rather staunch ally.

      Since then, she had proven to be a very good friend as well, advising me as I adopted my birth identity and sorted through my family’s affairs. She and I were currently attempting to ensure that the Fae and Vampyri could never again attack the place I now called home. It was a monumental task, and I doubt I could’ve managed it without her help.

      Twenty minutes after leaving my parent’s ranch, I pulled into the gravel parking lot in front of Ursula’s herb shop. As I exited my vehicle, I noted the skill with which she had reinforced the wards around her place of work. More proof that the woman was both a formidable magic practitioner, and cautious as well—two traits I highly admired.

      As I mounted the steps to the front porch of the shack-like building that housed Ursula’s herbery, the front door swung open of its own accord. Instantly, the pungent odors of incense and ganja filled my nostrils. For a moment, I was reminded of the interloping house guest I’d acquired months before, back when this entire affair began. While I was away, Monty would be acquiring the last few corpses to complete my undead army with which I would storm the gates of Underhill.

      Soon, Fuamnach—soon.

      “Come in, come in,” Ursula said from somewhere within.

      Out of habit, I checked to ensure she’d disengaged her wards. She had, so I stepped across the threshold.

      “How did things go at your grandparents’ ranch?” she asked, addressing me from behind her counter as I walked through the door.

      “The house is a wreck, which pains me greatly.” I tsked. “I should also mention that Sheriff Ulrich showed up while I was there.”

      Ursula raised an eyebrow. “You don’t say? And tell me, just what has the good sheriff been up to since we last saw him?”

      “Getting turned into a wereboar, for one,” I said. “I dealt with him accordingly. We won’t have to concern ourselves with an outbreak of those creatures roaming around the county eating people willy-nilly.”

      Ursula hissed softly as she leaned on the counter. “That’s a relief. Although I do wonder how in the world they managed to find one of those creatures to infect that horrible man.”

      “I suspect it came from Fuamnach’s dungeons. She has all manner of creatures tucked away. During my time there, I’m certain I only saw a fraction of their number.”

      “Let’s hope they don’t decide to try something similar with other citizens of the county,” Ursula remarked, her brow furrowed in consternation.

      “I doubt that’s a concern,” I said, shaking my head. “I got the impression that Sheriff Ulrich’s infection was punishment for his failure here. Besides, even the Celtic gods would not dare anger Maeve in such a manner, never mind earning the ire of the earthbound lycanthrope packs. You know how much they hate scrofathropes.”

      Ursula stood, uncrossing her arms and tapping a finger on her chin. “Just the same, we should add extra protections to our little project.”

      “I’m already working on it, never you fear,” I said as I pulled up a stool in front of her. “Though it will be challenging to create a ward that excludes only certain species of therianthropes. The last thing I would want is for Belladonna to get fried crossing the county line without our knowledge. You know how that woman is—she loves showing up unannounced.”

      “She’s a good one, that girl,” Ursula replied with a twinkle in her eye. “You did well to patch things up with her.”

      “I’m well aware,” I replied. “And what does the Cold Iron Circle think about their operative working with one of their most despised former employees?”

      “Go ahead, change the subject,” she said with feigned irritation in her voice.

      “Not at all. I’m merely keeping the conversation on relevant matters.”

      “Hah! I know such topics unnerve you, and you’re about as subtle as an elephant in a China shop about avoiding them.” Before I could respond, she waved my retort off. “Never you mind, I’m sure we’ll be discussing that girl sooner or later. As for the Circle, they did express some concern about you and I working together. I’m too old to be bossed around by some wet-behind-the-ears pencil pusher, so I told them to piss off.”

      “Always paranoid, those wizards,” I said with a harrumph.

      “That caution has helped prevent the complete subjugation of the human race for the last millennia or so,” the old woman replied. “Can’t say I blame them for being suspicious. Don’t worry, I made it clear I didn’t want a hunter-mage team down here poking around in our business.”

      I flashed Ursula a sly grin. “So it’s our business now, is it?”

      She scowled. “Child, I’ve been looking after your family since before you were in diapers. I know where my loyalties lie, so don’t you dare question them—even in jest. You hear?”

      I chuckled. “I didn’t mean to give offense. Of course I trust you implicitly. I have many fond memories of being watched over by the kindly old lady who snuck me sweets from her pocket, even when Mother warned her against it.”

      Ursula chuckled. “More like you snuck those candies out of my pocket, you little rascal. You and your sister were always up to no good—worked as a team, you did. She’d distract me while you did the dirty work. Don’t you think I didn’t notice.”

      I averted my gaze, glancing out the window. Ursula’s mention of Cressida was intended to be a shared recollection of a cherished memory. Nevertheless, those memories had only recently been returned to me, and they were still fresh and raw. Being twins, we’d been inseparable, and I felt her loss more sharply than that of my parents and grandparents.

      “Entschuldigung, Mausebär. I didn’t mean to bring up the pain.”

      “No, it’s quite alright,” I lied, turning my gaze back on the old woman as I noted the moisture in her eyes. She was tough as nails, but she was a good person, and she had cared deeply for every member of my family. “Ursula, tell me something, if you would.”

      She straightened, piercing me with a steely gaze that belied a wisdom far deeper than the silly, eccentric façade she put on for the local residents. “Ask away, young man.”

      I glanced down at the worn pine floor beneath my feet. “Do you think a person can escape their past? Or are we trapped by our history, no matter what we do or how we struggle against it?”

      “What you’re really asking is if karma’s going to bite you in the butt for all the horrible things you did for Fuamnach.”

      “In so many words, yes.”

      She sat back on a stool, exhaling heavily. “No one can change the past. You can only choose to do better from here on out. The more you mull over your sordid history, the more you’ll torture yourself into creating a self-fulfilling prophecy that punishes you unnecessarily. So, you stop thinking like that, hear?”

      I met her gaze with a halfhearted smile. “Yes, ma’am.”

      Ursula stepped around the counter to pull me close in an almost smothering hug. Initially I tensed, resisting the display of affection. Then I remembered what it was like to be enfolded in this woman’s arms as a child. She had made me feel safe and secure, as if nothing in the world could harm me.

      I relaxed into her embrace, reciprocating with a gentle pat on her back. Once I had returned the gesture, she released me, stepping back and wiping a tear from her eye.

      “If I could’ve saved you from all that heartache, I would have.”

      “I know, and I also know the price you paid for trying. Fret not; I am going to make certain that Fuamnach can never do such a thing again, to anyone.”

      Her gray eyes hardened as she stood and stamped her foot. “You’re not still pursuing that harebrained scheme, are you? Even after I told you how I feel about it?”

      “It’s the only way to truly ensure they don’t return,” I replied. “Now that her plans have been thwarted, she will not relent—her kind never does. Unless I can convince her to give up any thoughts of revenge, she’ll merely wait until I’m long gone to come back, take what she wants, and then raze this town to the ground. That, I cannot allow.”

      The old woman gave a rueful shake of her head. “That may be, but I know you better than you think. You’re a Kosek, and stubborn as your grandfather. You won’t just let it go at that—you’re going to go for the whole ball of wax. And there’s no way, no matter how good you are at sorcery, that you can take out a goddess.”

      “Be that as it may, I must try.”

      “If you get yourself captured and enslaved, boy,” she said as she stabbed a finger at me, “don’t come crying to me. I can’t take the heartache of losing the last Kosek all over again. I for one don’t want to have to face your mother and tell her that I failed to protect you when I go to the next life.”

      I didn’t have anything to say that. No response could assuage her fears, as they were logical and well-founded. I would very likely die in Underhill. If I could manage to take Fuamnach out with me, I was fine with that outcome.

      “I should get back to Austin. I have work to do there.”

      She hissed softly as I stood, waving me away with stern disapproval written on her face. “Go on, then, go get yourself killed. See if I care.”

      I gave her a quick embrace. “Thank you for caring, Herb Mother. And don’t you worry, I have a plan.”

      “That’s what I’m afraid of,” she whispered as I turned and walked out of the shop.
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        * * *

      

      After concluding my conversation with Ursula, I drove straight back to Austin, making a beeline for Prince Mark’s comic shop. I had business to attend to there, as it had become my base of operations in the city after the untimely demise of my wizard’s tower and farmhouse. I parked in the alley behind the building, then I hid my vehicle with a see-me-not glamour to conceal it from prying eyes.

      Once my vehicle was secure, I entered the back door of the building, hoping to sneak through the retail area without running into any customers. None of them knew I was the new owner of the building, but it certainly wouldn’t do to be seen here too often. The powers that be in The World Beneath were everywhere, and I fully intended to keep this new sanctuary a secret.

      Regarding how I’d acquired the shop and building, I’d confiscated them after killing the former owner in a wizard’s duel, as was my due. The fight had been avoidable but necessary, as the wizard had been feeding young people to his lidérc, Gaszi. In the course of rescuing a child who’d wandered into the imp’s lair, I ran afoul of the wizard. One thing had led to another, and now the shop, building, imp, and the wizard’s grimoire were all mine.

      To avoid any unnecessary attention—and to keep my name off the property records—I quickly replaced the former owner with a doppelgänger I’d forced into one hundred years of service. The fae creature imitated the former owner perfectly. No one but myself, the mimic, and the boy I’d rescued were aware the change had occurred.

      Two teens were in the shop, skipping school whilst browsing our manga section. Once they’d gone, I entered the retail area to check in with the doppelgänger

      “Anything of note happen while I was away?”

      The creature didn’t bother looking up. The practice of perfectly and unfailingly maintaining cover was a matter of pride to its kind, and the former owner had been lax to the point of rudeness when it came to customer service. While I waited for the mimic to answer, I noted its slovenly, unkempt appearance. The five-day beard growth and protruding gut, the food stains on its vintage Star Trek t-shirt, and the body odor that I could detect from across the room all served to reinforce its uncanny impersonation of the former owner of the store.

      The doppelgänger licked its thumb before flipping a page in the tattered Doctor Who novel it held in its hands. “Theo showed up again, asking for you. He threatened to make a scene in front of several customers.”

      “I take it he demanded to speak with me about becoming my apprentice?” The mimic gave the barest nod. “Hmm. I suppose I’ll need to take care of that situation eventually.”

      “Would you like me to handle it?” the creature asked, as if it were asking what I’d eaten for lunch.

      “No. By no means are you to harm the child. You may do what is necessary to keep him from drawing attention, but if you harm even a hair on his head, I will make you suffer.”

      The mimic gave no indication that the threat had any effect. “I am obligated to do your will, until the contract is complete. It will be as you say.”

      It was a waste of time to provide a response, so I headed to the back hall that led to the bathroom and office. There I entered a magically hidden door, located in the back wall of the broom closet. The door led to the newly installed basement stairs, which I’d moved from the retail area of the store. As I exited the stairwell into the basement proper, I noted how different the space was compared to when I’d first acquired the building.

      Before my involvement, the former owner and his pet imp had cast a glamour over the entire basement, making it look like a disaffected teenager’s dream. To Theo and the lidérc’s other victims, the place appeared to have been decked out with comfortable furniture on which to lounge, bookshelves full of gaming guides and rare comics, arcade machines, and more. Beneath all that glamour, it was nothing more than a flooded concrete basement with moldy walls and dim lighting. Unbeknownst to the children, the water hid traps designed to kill and dispose of any adults who might venture into the wizard’s domain.

      The only exception to the general disrepair and disarray of the space had been the room where the wizard kept his grimoire. This was the very same spell book that had provided the enchantment for summoning and controlling the lidérc. In coming to my aid, Theo had used the grimoire to break the original spell and cast it again, unwittingly replacing himself as the creature’s master.

      Obviously, the grimoire was a powerful and dangerous artifact, one that was best kept out of the reach of rank amateurs. How the comic shop owner had acquired it, I had no idea. Regardless, I’d since hidden it away from prying eyes, somewhere not even Gaszi the Imp could locate it.

      After I’d secured the grimoire and disposed of any lingering evidence of the former shop owner’s rather distasteful hobbies, I’d begun a complete remodel of the basement. Of course, I couldn’t hire mundanes to do the work, as they might have questions regarding why I was installing a dungeon, a morgue, and wizard’s laboratory beneath a comic shop. Instead, I’d employed a crew of svartalfar out of Minnesota to remodel the space.

      Hiring said dwarves from outside Maeve’s demesne offered several advantages. Being Norse creatures, they had little to do with the Celtic fae, which meant there was scant chance of loose lips letting the locals know of my new sanctuary. I paid them well for their discretion, and for the speedy execution of the work for which I had hired them.

      No one works as quickly and efficiently as the dvergar. In short order they had constructed new living quarters and workspaces, excavated temporary housing areas for Xanthe and Culloden, and cut corridors and dungeon cells from the limestone bedrock beneath the basement proper. Those had been fashioned to my specifications, complete with enchanted alloy bars and magic locks that would stymie all but the most powerful of supernatural species.

      Now I owned the perfect hideaway, smack in the middle of the city and right under the noses of the major factions. Not even Maeve was aware of its existence, which meant it was a safe haven from Fuamnach’s spies as well. I intended to keep it that way.

      Once downstairs, I took a moment to look in on Nameless, my familiar, who I’d tasked with keeping an eye on the lidérc. The night raven lived in its own nook, right off the basement stairs, where it could ensure that the imp did not escape the confines of my new undercroft.

      “Anything to report?”

      The nachtkrapp spread its wings wide, rocking back and forth on its perch before settling in with its wings tucked in around it. “Nothing caw, master.”

      Unlike Xanthe and Cull, the night raven didn’t require or seek my attention and affection. A creature of darkness, it only respected power, and it only served out of fear and respect. Fear me it did, which meant that it obeyed unfailingly, making it useful enough to keep it around despite the danger it posed to nearby residents.

      “Very good, Nameless,” I said in a flat tone. “You may feed on a dozen rats tonight.”

      “Yes caw master.”

      It flew off into a shadowy corner of the basement where it disappeared into the gloom. Much like my shade, the nachtkrapp fed on the life force of mortal beings. Rats would only satisfy it for so long, though—soon I’d need to feed it something more substantial.

      Oh, bother. I’ll have Monty take care of it.

      Once Nameless had left I turned my attention to the imp, to ensure that he hadn’t somehow breached the wards I’d placed around his cell. That was the primary reason I’d had the dungeon built, so I’d have a place to remand Gaszi. He was essentially an incubus, one with an insatiable appetite, and he was now obsessed with Theo. I could not allow him to escape and find the young man, as the results would certainly be disastrous.

      I descended the stairs leading to the dungeon, then I took several turns until I reached the hallway where the imp had been incarcerated. Before traveling to the end of the corridor, I used my magesight to check the wards of imprisonment the dwarves had carved into the walls and doors of the cell. Only when I was certain that the magical cage remained intact did I approach the iron-shod rowan door.

      “Is that you, master?” someone said through the door’s high, barred window, in a voice smooth and slick as oiled silk.

      “I am not your master, only your jailer. Do not pretend otherwise.”

      “You could be, indeed you could.” Gaszi paused, more for effect than to gather his thoughts. A being his age didn’t need time to consider his words. “But you’re too smart for that, too smart by far.”

      “Enough prattling—” I began, just as the imp took a long, loud snort of air.

      “You are not well—I can smell it on you. The shade is consuming you from within.”

      I was about to say something inane, such as ‘I’m fine,’ but I stopped myself. “And what would you know of such matters?”

      “Oh, quite a lot, actually. All our kind come from the same place, more or less. And we all have similar appetites.”

      “Hmph. I suppose you would offer to alleviate my burden?”

      “I’d not dare to be so presumptuous,” he replied, his voice dripping with obsequiousness. “But if you ever wished to discuss the topic—”

      “—you’d be happy to assist me in replacing one demonic parasite with another. I think not,” I said as I spun on heel to walk away.

      Gaszi called after me, his voice desperate. “I require sustenance, wizard. You don’t have to bring me the boy—any vagrant or drudge will do!”

      I ignored his cries and headed back to the first level of the basement where my quarters were located. Once there, I headed to the apothecary to replenish my supply of elixir, and to retrieve herbs and other ingredients used to facilitate necromantic rituals. Speaking of, it was time to check in on my undead army—and the bumbling idiot who was helping me build it.
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        * * *

      

      Long after nightfall, I was on my way to the warehouse where Monty and I had been conducting our work. Halfway there, his number appeared on the vehicle’s display.

      “Monty, I’m headed there as we speak. If you’d simply be patient—”

      “Boss, we got problems!” he said with clear urgency in his voice. “Someone broke in, and—you just gotta’ get here.”

      “On my way,” I replied, hanging up whilst reactivating the see-me-not spell on the vehicle. It wouldn’t do to be pulled over by a law enforcement officer on my way to my own personal necromancy lab and morgue.

      Twenty minutes and a half-dozen traffic violations later, I pulled into the gated entryway to the warehouse I’d purchased to house my undead creations. My attorneys, Borovitz & Feldstein, had handled the transactions, all conducted through shell corporations and trusts. I doubted anyone could ever connect me to the place, at least not by any mundane means. The firm was that good, having specialized in serving the supernatural world with discreet legal services for generations.

      The gate opened and closed automatically behind me, engaging the wards designed to keep mundanes out as well. I pulled behind the massive metal and concrete building, a remnant of the last real estate and economic crash the city had suffered. It had once been some sort of manufacturing facility, something to do with computers and tech. I was no luddite, but neither was I interested in the inanities of modern technology. All that concerned me was that it was cavernous inside, remote, secure, and able to house roughly one thousand rotting, reanimated corpses.

      I leapt out of the vehicle, my stomach roiling in anticipation of whatever awaited me inside. As I jogged to the secure rear entrance, Monty opened the door for me, the light on the door’s electronic keypad turning green as he did so.

      As he stepped aside to let me through, the rat faced little man scrubbed his skull with his fingernails through his thin mane of dirty blonde hair. Besides his apparent agitation, the first thing that struck me was that he looked sober for once. Either someone had stolen his stash of weed, or we had bigger problems.

      “What happened?” I asked as I brushed past him, entering the dimly lit industrial hallway that linked the mostly empty offices to the manufacturing areas.

      “It’s bad, boss—real bad,” Monty replied in his nasally surf bum voice. “Gone—they’re all gone.”

      I marched down the hallway with Monty on my heels. “Disappeared? Escaped? Explain yourself, I need details.”

      We’d reached the steel double-doors to the first manufacturing area, and Monty blurred ahead of me to open the doors wide. “See for yourself.”

      The odor hit me before I even stepped through the door, telling me what my eyes confirmed a moment later. It was an absolute charnel house inside. Roughly 250 zombies and ghouls lay strewn about in pieces, their innards splashed all over the concrete floors and walls in a macabre imitation of modern art. A few odd sections of limbs twitched here and there, and the half-dozen skulls that weren’t crushed clacked teeth and smacked gums. Otherwise, this segment of my army was beyond repair.

      “I’m so sorry, boss,” Monty said. “I showed up for work tonight after a failed hunt and found them like this.”

      “All of them?” There were four such manufacturing areas in the facility. Each had been full of zombies.

      “Every last one.”

      A year’s work, up in smoke.

      Call it fatigue or shock, but it wasn’t until that moment that I realized we were in danger.

      “Go incorporeal, now!” I said as I drew a thick shroud of shadow around me.

      And with no time to waste; at least a dozen vampires chose that exact moment to drop from the rafters above. My vampire assistant disappeared in a puff of smoky shadow, activating his primary defensive abilities instinctually. Likely as not, he thought disappearing would conceal his identity as well as preserve his un-life. He wasn’t the brightest of vampires, but he was resourceful, so I pointed out the obvious as I pulled myself above the fray using a trio of shadow tentacles.

      “They’ve doubtlessly already identified you. If any escape, they’ll tell the Council of your involvement. Keep them busy while I ensure that does not happen.”

      Monty, while incorporeal, was certainly still within hearing distance. He might have been a layabout, but he was no coward. How he could hear while remaining insubstantial was beyond me, but I knew he could. Almost in answer to my instructions, he appeared behind one of the vampires below, just long enough to behead it with the bladed swing-arm of a large paper cutter. Before the other vamps could respond, he disappeared in a cloud of shadow and smoke.

      “Six of you, back-to-back,” a lithe, red-headed female vampire commanded below me. “The rest of you, on me.”

      So, the hunt is on. Pursue me at your peril.

      I swung from rafter to rafter, heading for a ventilation fan that blocked the opening to the next manufacturing space. A hail of bullets and throwing knives pinged and clanged off the metal support beams all around me, and a few stray shots poked holes in the roof of the facility. That they were resorting to gunfire was a problem, and it also indicated they did not intend to capture me alive.

      Just as well. The die was cast when they invaded my stronghold.

      My shadow barrier could be made strong enough to turn a bullet, if I drew all the shadow I could summon around me at once. However, I needed some of it to stay ahead of my pursuers, and to escape the area. Swinging ahead, I extended a single tentacle, latching onto the grate and chassis of the ventilation fan and ripping it from the wall with a single, mighty pull.

      Not one to waste any weapon at hand, I slung the four-foot-wide fan behind me, catching one of the vamps in midair and severing it in two at the waist. I barely had time to enjoy the look of surprise on its face before catapulting myself through the hole in the wall ahead of me. Unfortunately, just as I sailed through the opening, a stray bullet pierced my shadow barrier, burying itself in my right upper back.

      “I smell blood,” one of the bloodkin said.

      “He’s been hit,” the female vampire exclaimed behind me. “Stay on him.”

      Ignoring their banter—and the pain—I swung round the other side of the opening, latching onto the wall. It wasn’t the first time I’d been shot, and I doubted it would be the last. Almost reflexively, I plugged the wound with shadow matter and prepared to return the injury in spades.

      Readying a single tentacle above the portal, I waited for the first vampire to come through. As soon as one of them popped its head through the hole, I slammed my tentacle down on its skull, forcing its neck against the sharp, corrugated metal wall with all the strength I could muster. Instantly, the vampire’s head was severed cleanly from its body.

      That leaves three—two flunkies and the leader.

      As the bloodkin’s capitulum tumbled to the concrete floor below, a hail of bullets pierced the metal wall all around. Somehow managing to avoid being shot a second time, I dropped to the floor, landing like an arthropodal cat. Once on solid ground, I sprinted across the open room at speed on four shadowy limbs, stepping on the remains of hundreds of dismembered corpses as I fled.

      To end the battle, I needed only to reach one of the offices in the rear of the building. There I would activate a failsafe I’d set up months ago, just in case I lost control of the undead I’d created. The only problem with my plan was that vampires were fast, much quicker even than I with my shadow magic.

      The female vampire sped ahead in a blur, skidding to a stop roughly twenty feet in front of me. Rather than slowing down to avoid contact, I headed straight for her. As I anticipated, the vampire bared her teeth and braced for impact.

      Fool.

      When I was almost upon her, I blasted her full in the face with a soccer ball-sized fireball that left everything above her neck a charred, smoldering mess. The vampire shrieked in agony and surprise as I vaulted over her, crashing through a picture window beyond and landing inside one of the offices.

      That should’ve killed her. Of course, the leader is always older than the rest. But no matter.

      Pulling a knife from my pocket, I slashed my palm nearly to the bone. Then I squeezed my fist to force out a steady flow of blood that dripped on the tile floor beneath my feet. With two strides of my shadow legs, I reached the back wall of the room, simultaneously shifting into my magesight to ensure I could execute my plan correctly.

      “Now, Monty!” I yelled at the top of my lungs, adding a bit of magic to project my voice even further.

      The other two vampires flew through the shattered window, blades drawn, snarling like rabid animals as they landed on the other side. At that instant, I slammed my bloody palm on the back wall of the office. Runes and glyphs flared across the wall with a sickly, yellow-green candescence, their light reaching a crescendo in milliseconds as my failsafe spell activated.

      Instantly, those same runes flashed to life on the walls, floor, and ceiling of the manufacturing area as well. The entire building became awash with the light and energy of a major necromantic working, one that had taken me weeks to prepare back when Monty and I had begun this most ambitious project.

      Before my eyes, the two remaining vampires were consumed from head to toe by that same pallid, chartreuse fire. Each of them flamed brightly, burning to nothing but ash and dust in a split-second. Despite the alacrity with which they could move, the vamps didn’t even have time to scream before experiencing their second deaths.
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      Exhausted by my recent, rapid expenditure of magical energy—not to mention blood loss and shock—I stumbled to the office door, leaning on the jamb for support as I surveyed the carnage. The floor of the manufacturing area was now covered in the incinerated remains of almost three hundred zombies—and, I hoped, one mature female vampire.

      As for Monty, he was nowhere to be found, and I could only hope he’d heard the warning and teleported away. He knew my contingency plans well, and he would’ve also known that I intended to trigger the failsafe. If he’d lived, he’d be waiting for me back at the comic book shop, smoking a blunt and eating his weight in blood-soaked Twinkies.

      Pushing myself upright, I swung my gaze across the room, sighing heavily as I did so.

      More than a year’s work, now nothing but ash and dust.

      Knowing that we had rid the state of hundreds of killers, rapists, and terrorists over the last year served as small consolation. All the toil and spent magic had been intended to create the instrument of Fuamnach’s demise.

      My plan had been to overwhelm her underlings with sheer numbers, then I’d maneuver her into a mages’ battle. Once we were joined in mystical combat, I intended to sacrifice all my forces at once, using them to power a single, massive magical working. That spell would’ve sucked her entire demesne into the Void, where it would be lost, forever.

      She’d have destroyed me for it, but it would have been worth it. Although she was, for all intents and purposes, a goddess, most of her magic and power derived from controlling her demesne. That was the great secret of the Celtic pantheon, that their power was dependent on their control of Underhill.

      Almost two millennia ago, the Tuath Dé created the Otherworld, Tír na nÓg. They did this so that they and their offspring could retreat from a land overrun by a people who worshipped reason instead of gods. The act itself was a rather risky gamble, as it required them to sink much of their magic into their own creation.

      Fortunate for them, the venture was a success. It has since provided the gods and the fae with a safe haven in which they can dwell while constantly plotting revenge against those peoples who abandoned them.

      But again, they were forced to invest much of their power into their new home. For that reason, the gods are at their peak of power when in direct contact with Underhill, or when channeling Underhill’s power via magical portal. Those who control lands in Underhill control the bulk of the magic those lands contain.

      Each god and goddess has their own demesne, some great and some small, including Fuamnach herself. Without a connection to her demesne, she’d be no more powerful than your average elder fae. A force to be reckoned with, certainly, but no longer a goddess. And as nature abhors weakness, her enemies would’ve wasted no time in tearing her to pieces. I’d not have been around to see it, but it certainly would have been glorious.

      It would take a tremendous amount of power to banish a piece of Underhill to the Void, which was why I needed that many undead. They’d serve as a distraction, but using them in an assault would’ve only been a pretense for their presence. Their real purpose was to act as an organic magic sink, in which I had invested enough energy to sustain such a working.

      To think I’d almost engineered the means to bring about Fuamnach’s downfall. I was so close.

      I could start over from scratch, but there were multiple complications at play. Firstly, it wouldn’t be long before Fuamnach tracked me to McMullen County. She’d destroyed my farmhouse and tower in Austin, and she knew I’d need a base of operations where I could lick my wounds and hide.

      I was certain she still had spies in Tilden, humans who had lived in the town all their lives. That was a given, and while Ursula and I had done our best to ferret these people out, it was impossible to know who had been glamoured or bribed into cooperation. Wealth was commonplace in the county, due to the massive reserves of oil and gas that sat under every farm and ranch there. Identifying Fuamnach’s agents by their finances was a futile endeavor.

      And while I was successfully impersonating Creigh Lee, my doppelgänger—which was essentially impersonating myself—any of Fuamnach’s people would know of the deception. Therefore, they’d also inform their mistress that I was spending a lot of time in Tilden. Even Monty would be smart enough to put that puzzle together.

      Drat. I do hope the fool is alright.

      Besides the fact that the clock was ticking down on Fuamnach’s eventual arrival in Tilden, there was also the matter of the time and effort I’d invested in this project. For the better part of a year, I’d had Monty tracking down and killing violent criminals across the state. Not only had we tapped out the supply, but we were also beginning to attract the attention of law enforcement.

      Many of those criminals were under local or federal surveillance. For so many to disappear all at once, well—it didn’t take long for eyebrows to raise. I doubted that Monty had been seen, as he was as skilled as any vampire at taking lives unnoticed. But I wasn’t about to push our luck, either.

      Finally, that brought me to this most recent development. Apparently, the human authorities weren’t the only ones who noticed how many criminals and criminal suspects had gone missing. The Vampyri Council had their own agents—Renfields was how they were commonly referred to—embedded in every strata of local, state, and federal government. One of those agents must have tipped the Council off, and that had led them back to this building.

      In short, this operation had been burned. More vampires would be along shortly to determine what had happened to their fellow bloodkin. There was nothing left but for me to burn the place physically as well as metaphorically, leaving nothing behind to connect me to the property.

      With a long, loud sigh, I limped to the exit closest to where I’d parked my vehicle, making a series of arcane gestures along the way. Energies danced in waves from my hands, coalescing into pulsing motes of yellow-green light and shadow magic that floated off toward the cardinal points of the compass. As each bit of magic reached its intended destination in the walls and ceiling of the warehouse, a tone rang out to let me know that section of the spell had been armed.

      By the time I reached my vehicle, my secondary failsafe spell was ready. As I sped out of the gate, the spell triggered automatically, engulfing the interior of the building in flames hot enough to slag the steel beams supporting the roof. I paused in the drive long enough to watch the building collapse in the rearview mirror, then I sped off into the night.
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        * * *

      

      I hadn’t driven ten miles when “caller unknown” appeared on the dash screen. Ignoring the incoming call, I drove on, taking backroads to the outskirts of Austin. Once I entered more densely populated areas, I ran a surveillance detection route through desolate city streets, taking my time until I was certain I was not being followed.

      Only when I was satisfied that I was alone did I drive to the comic shop. Once there, I parked behind the building, hiding the car again and entering through the back entrance. It was late, so the shop was dark and the doppelgänger was nowhere to be found, off doing doppelgänger things like eating the brains and internal organs of hapless criminal victims.

      Thus, I’d expected the place to be quiet as a chapel on Monday morning. Imagine my surprise when, halfway down the stairs to the basement, I heard shouting from the level below.

      “What do you mean, Crowley’s undead army?”

      I recognize that voice. Drat.

      “Nothing, Belladonna, nothing—forget I even said anything.” From the sound of it, Monty’s mouth had already roused Belladonna’s suspicion. Yet, the fool simply could not shut up. I groaned internally as he continued. “He is a necromancer, after all. Everyone has to have a hobby, amirite? If he wants to raise a few dead people, I say that’s his business. Live and let live, and all that.”

      Fool of an addle-brained bloodkin. Would that he’d been incinerated with his brethren at the factory.

      Monty would only dig a deeper hole for us both if I allowed him to continue. As much as I would have preferred to turn around and head back to Tilden, I braced for impact and opened the basement door.

      “Monty, that will be quite enough,” I said, entering the room as if nothing were amiss. “You may retire to your quarters now.”

      “Oh, thank goodness,” he said as he sulked away. “Man, do I need a bowl.”

      I glanced at the ceiling, closing my eyes as I shook my head. When I opened them, Belladonna was staring daggers at me from across the room, arms crossed, her left boot tapping a steady rhythm on the concrete floor. Even with boots on, the top of her head hardly came to my chin, but it wasn’t her height that had initially caught my eye.

      Dressed as she was in stretchy jeans, calf boots, and a body-hugging Harley-Davidson t-shirt, I couldn’t help but admire the athletic curves of her gymnast’s figure. She’d been both formidable and fit before being turned into a serpenthrope by the very powerful fae queen her family served, and after the turning process, she was that much more of both. Admittedly, I remained lost in admiration until my gaze drifted up to her face, or more specifically, her eyes.

      Double drat.

      Glossy moss-green scales were now present on her cheekbones and around her lips, and her eyes had gone a deep, burnished red fading to dark orange around vertical pupils. Since her initial transformation into a naga, she’d gained quite a bit more control of her ability to shift. However, whenever she became angry that control slipped, and such telltale signs as these would appear.

      “I must say, this is a pleasant surprise,” I said, trying hard to sound as if I meant it.

      “What did Monty mean by an ‘undead army’?” she asked, jaw clenched.

      That likely meant her fangs had dropped, and she was trying to hide them. This was worse than I thought.

      “Oh, just an experiment I’d been working on. Nothing to concern yourself with.” I paused, glancing at my Cartier wristwatch. “My, look at the time. Have you eaten?”

      “Ssstop trying to change the sssubject,” she hissed in a low, dangerous voice.

      In retrospect, ‘have you eaten?’ was perhaps not the wisest thing to say to a serpenthrope on the verge of shifting.

      “Fine, I’ve been working on a way to defeat Fuamnach. There, I said it. Now, tell me, is that such a bad thing?”

      Belladonna threw her hands up in the air, her gaze drifting around the ceiling before settling on me again. “Using necromancy, really? I thought we talked about this.”

      “In all fairness, you talked about it and I listened.”

      By now, not only had her face sprouted more scales, but the still-human skin around the scales had turned a bright cherry red. “And I explained to you that reanimating dead people was ethically and morally wrong. You just can’t go around digging up corpses and using them as your slaves, Crowley. Those people had families, people who loved them who are going to show up to their graves and be devastated to find them disturbed.”

      “Point taken. However, I never agreed to avoid using necromancy to achieve my goal of keeping us safe.” I raised a finger in the air. “In light of your concern, you’ll be happy to note that we didn’t dig up a single body. Not one.”

      Belladonna crossed her arms over her chest again. “You mean to tell me you purchased cadavers from a medical school or something? Wait, that couldn’t be right—you’d have to pose as a medical school to purchase a cadaver. Did you defraud some poor, hapless old person into donating their spouse’s body to your sick necromantic experiment?”

      “What? Of course not.” I did pause, if only for a second, to consider the wisdom of what I said next. “We actually acquired specimens from the criminal population.”

      “From prison morgues?” Belladonna asked with incredulity dripping from her voice.

      “Not exactly…”

      “Vigilantism? Really? You appointed yourself judge, jury, and executioner over what, dozens of criminals, just so you could get back at Fuamnach?”

      “It was more like hundreds,” Monty shouted from his room.

      I hung my head, covering my face as I rubbed my temples. “Not helping,” I whispered, knowing the fool could hear me.

      “Sorry, man!” he replied cheerfully.

      I extended a shadow tentacle far down the hall, slamming the door to his quarters shut. By the time I turned my attention back to the conversation at hand, Belladonna was bustling past me, headed for the basement stairs. As I opened my mouth to ask her not to leave, that was just about the time I sensed a magical portal forming in the shop overhead.
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        * * *

      

      To portal onto the premises, the caster would have to bypass the wards I’d placed on the building. Anyone who could do so had to be a much more powerful practitioner than I—that boded ill, indeed. Either Fuamnach had tracked me here, or the Vampyri Council had done the same and hired a fae mage to take me out. Either way, we were all in grave danger.

      Due to her serpenthrope speed, Belladonna was halfway up the stairs before I shouted a warning.

      “Belladonna, stop!”

      Of course, she ignored me, exiting the top of the stairs into the back hall of the shop and disappearing from my sight. Cursing silently, I summoned shadow magic from the depths of my being, drawing on the parasitic, semi-symbiotic connection between my shade and me. As I did, I couldn’t help but notice that it was stirring once more.

      It won’t be long before another episode. Let’s hope it isn’t today.

      Shrouded in shadow magic with a ball of fire above one hand and an ice lance hovering above the other, I slipped through the hidden door in the back of the broom closet. Once there, I extended a shadow tentacle, forming the end into an orb that resembled a large, onyx eye. Linking the shadow eye to my mind was a simple matter, and once that connection had been made, I sent the eye stalk slithering out of the closet and along the floor toward the site of the portal’s appearance.

      “You might as well come out, Mr. Kosek. I know you’re there. Wherever Ms. Becerra goes, you’re never far behind.”

      Drat!

      Banishing all outward signs of summoned magic, I strolled out of the broom closet and into the circle of silver light emanating from the faery queen. That she chose not to maintain her usual façade as a middle-aged, fashionable soccer mom about town was telling. She hovered off the floor of the shop, not in her full fae splendor, but close.

      Maeve was taller and thinner in her real form, with high cheekbones and wide, angled eyes that shone with the same silver light that emanated from her body. Her long blonde hair and white, diaphanous gown floated and curled around her body despite the lack of any wind inside the shop. She looked alien and angelic all at once.

      “Queen Maeve, what a surprise to see you here,” I said, taking note of Belladonna’s frozen form to my right. Maeve had her in some sort of stasis or paralysis spell, likely more to protect my girlfriend from her own actions than to protect the caster. “What brings you to this humble shop, my queen?”

      “I should ask you the same thing, master wizard. What are a human magician, a serpenthrope, and a vampire doing in the basement of a comic shop at 3 a.m.?”

      “Vampire?” I replied, feigning ignorance. “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

      Maeve’s eyes narrowed, then she snapped her fingers. Instantly, Monty fell through a portal that appeared on the ceiling to my left, tumbling to the floor in a drug-induced haze, bong in hand.

      The vampire looked at the bong, then at Maeve before shaking his head. “Man, this is some good stuff.”

      “Quiet, fool,” I admonished him. “I assure you, this is no hallucination.”

      He looked up at me with panic writ across his face. “She’s really there? I’m not dreaming this?”

      “Pinch yourself if you doubt it,” I hissed, turning my gaze back on the queen. “In that case, welcome to my new home.”

      “Welcome? If a welcome were to be extended, surely it would be long overdue.” Her smooth, unblemished skin tightened ever so slightly around the corners of her eyes. “If you’re wondering how I knew, consider that I’m aware of every event within my demesne that affects my court.”

      I clasped my hands in front of my waist, bowing my head slightly. “Forgive me, but I had no idea I was member of your court.”

      “You may drop the false deference. It does not become you.” Maeve’s eyes narrowed. “Tell me, Mr. Kosek, what shall I do with you? You were acting on my behalf when you went after the vampires in Romania, yet in so doing you went well beyond any license my consent might have provided.”

      “I only did what my queen commanded, no more.”

      “You killed an agent of the Vampyri Council,” she replied, in a voice so low and dangerous I might’ve cringed if I hadn’t been raised by an ancient evil sorceress. “One whose maker is a Council member, as ancient and powerful as any of his kind. Now, I have another Council agent at my court, and Vampyri assassins scouring the city for signs of the investigative team that disappeared earlier.”

      “They were hardly here to investigate,” I interjected.

      Maeve did no more than twitch a finger in response. I wisely chose to shut up and listen.

      “I am aware that they destroyed the project you had been working on since you killed Amelia and her get.” I raised an eyebrow at that, to which the queen merely sighed softly. “Since you’d kept your activities more or less a secret, I had no objections to the results. Not that I wanted to risk another zombie outbreak in the city, but you had the requisite safeguards in place. I’m also aware of what you were trying to accomplish.”

      “That being?”

      “Seeking revenge for the lives of your family, of course.” She inclined her head slightly, not in deference but in the sort of regal gesture only ancient fae and gods had the vanity to pull off. “Although what you thought fifty score or so undead would do against the Black Sorceress, I haven’t a clue. Unless…”

      Time to change the subject.

      “Shouldn’t the Council be concerned that Amelia was harvesting humans in your demesne without your permission? At their behest or not, such actions are certainly not in the spirit of fostering diplomacy between the Earthbound Fae Courts and the Vampire Nations.”

      The barest smile flitted across her lips momentarily, only to disappear as quickly. “Regardless of the diplomatic infractions Amelia committed while in league with Fuamnach, if the Vampyri Council discovers my own agent killed her, the drumbeats of war will soon follow.”

      “Nothing connects me to their deaths, my queen.”

      “Nothing concrete, certainly. But the circumstantial evidence is telling. Amelia was actively trafficking human children from McMullen County to Underhill, and perhaps even to the Council Members themselves.”

      The eldest bloodkin were known to have abhorrent cravings. I’d suspected some of the children might have ended up in Vampyri hands, and Maeve’s mention of the possibility confirmed it. I would have to find out which Council Member was responsible and add them to my list.

      I remained silent, so Maeve continued. “It’s also entirely possible that Amelia had a hand in your abduction. Certainly, that inebriate creature at your feet was present, assigned by the Council through Amelia, no doubt. Fuamnach may or may not have informed them that your doppelgänger had been killed by the very subject he replaced. If not, those on the Council are more than capable of putting two and two together.”

      I nodded, again choosing silence as the better part of valor.

      “Finally, the events of this evening prove that connections have been made between you and Amelia’s disappearance. Considering your scorched earth response, the Council shouldn’t have any actual proof of your involvement. But rest assured, they do know.”

      “Highness, I can handle a few undead assassins.”

      “Which brings me to my final point. You are an angry and stubborn young man, Mr. Kosek. You’ve been wronged, and because of it you shall have your retribution, no matter the personal cost. Considering that at least some of your considerable capacity for antipathy is directed at the Vampyri, that makes you a liability.”

      I resisted the urge to roll my eyes. “I assure you, my queen, I can settle my affairs without affecting your court—”

      Her finger twitched again. “Wizard, make no mistake—I do not like having you in my demesne. In your own way, you are as reckless as the druid, and less winsome by far. Combined with your intellect and flexible morals, you are apt to leave woe and disorder wherever you go.”

      “You got that right,” Monty muttered.

      “Highness, I—”

      “Silence. I’ll not banish you, at least not permanently. But you must disappear for a time.”

      I groaned inwardly while maintaining a neutral expression. “For how long?”

      “At least until the Vampyri lose interest and go back to doing whatever the undead do while suffering a sleepless eternity. Mr. Kosek, I place you under geas. My command is that you not come within five-score miles of Austin, Texas, until such time as I give you express permission to do so.”

      The geas’ magic settled on my shoulders, light as a feather but heavy as a grindstone around my neck. Instantly, I felt the rather strong urge to flee the area. Cast as it was by a fae queen, I’d not be breaking this command anytime soon.

      I inclined my head at Belladonna and Monty in turn. “What about them?”

      “Good point. I place Montague the Vampire and Belladonna Becerra under that same geas as well. Now, begone from my presence and do not return until I allow it.”

      I stood in stunned, awkward silence for the count of three heartbeats. “My queen, we are standing in my domicile.”

      The corners of her mouth angled down into a delicate moue. “I’ll not be forced to retire from the presence of my subjects after handing down a royal decree,” she said, before pausing briefly to consider her options. After a moment she pressed her lips together, nodding slightly. “So be it.”

      Magical portals appeared beneath myself, Belladonna, and Monty. Gravity and magic took hold, and simultaneously we each fell through to destinations unknown. It took every ounce of restraint I could muster to avoid screaming curses at her as I watched the portal close above me, leaving me in darkness.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Five

          

        

      

    

    
      A second later I landed on hard earth, the sound of impact accompanied by two thuds beside me. We hadn’t fallen far, a clear sign that the queen wasn’t as exasperated at me as her actions had suggested. Obviously, she was quite put out about the Vampyri and their duplicitous, deceitful actions. Certainly the irony was lost on her, as fae were not known for their self-awareness—but at least I had hope that we’d be able to return to Austin after the political storm blew over.

      “Oh man, I broke my bong!” Monty exclaimed somewhere to my right.

      “Get off me—you smell like ganja and unwashed ass,” Belladonna groused in reply.

      “Hey, I bathe,” Monty replied. “I was working before all this crap went down, and I didn’t have time clean up.”

      “What he means to say is, he didn’t have time to clean up before getting high,” I said as I cast a light spell above us.

      I could’ve used shadow sight or cast a night vision cantrip, but I wanted to gauge Belladonna’s mood, and light was best for gauging human expression. Concerned for our safety, I quickly glanced around to get my bearings. We were in an underground cell of some sort—or, rather, an underground storage area.

      Wooden produce crates filled with dusty mason jars full of canned vegetables lined the shelves along two of the three sides of the room. A low roof made from rough wood beams and planks held the earth off our heads above, and cobwebs adorned virtually every inch of the ten-by-twenty-foot space. A brief extended scan with my magesight revealed a series of familiar magical wards above and around us, telling me exactly where I was—in my grandparents’ ancient, disused root cellar.

      Meanwhile my companions wrestled on the ground in a tangle of arms and legs. Belladonna cursed in Spanish under her breath as they rectified the situation, elbowing and poking Monty in unfortunate places all the while. Finally, they disentangled themselves. As soon as Monty rolled off her, Belladonna rocked back on her shoulders and kick-flipped straight to a standing position. Regrettably, I wouldn’t have needed to see her face to know she was beyond peeved; her tone of voice when she addressed me said it all.

      “And you,” she spat, stabbing at me with her index finger as she stomped across the room to me. “I don’t want to hear a peep out of you. No dry witticisms, no intellectual insights, no long, drawn-out observations on how this situation somehow actually works to our favor.”

      “Belladonna, I—”

      She shoved her palm directly in front of my face, cutting me off. “And I definitely do not want to hear your apology, at least not until I’ve had time to cool off, and you’ve had time to consider the weight of your actions.”

      She brushed past, headed for the cellar stairs. “But—”

      “¡Métetelo por el culo, pendejo!” she cursed, flipping me off over her shoulder as she slammed the cellar doors open with a crash.

      As she stormed off to who knew where, I stared after her, speechless. She hadn’t been this angry at me since our days at The Cold Iron Circle, when I’d started some rather unsavory rumors about her in order to purposely break us up. That I’d tried to distance us for the sake of her safety didn’t matter—the hurt she’d felt was real, and I’d spent years trying to make up for my actions.

      Now it seemed I may have damaged our bond beyond repair. As indecisive as I was regarding the eventual disposition of our relationship, I’d come to realize that I did indeed love Belladonna, very much. Most certainly, I would leave her here on Earth when I marched to my doom in Underhill. However, I did not want our time together to end on such a sour note.

      Just as I took a step to follow her, the vampire appeared at my side, placing a firm hand on my shoulder. “Whoa, dude. Take a bit of advice from your buddy Monty. You do not want to chase after a woman who is that angry after she just told you she needs some space.”

      Brushing his hand off my shoulder like a bit of stray fuzz, I turned to him, raising an eyebrow. “And just what do you know about relationships, hmm? In all the time I’ve known you, I’ve never seen you so much as speak to a woman.”

      “Pshaw, Crowley. Back when I was human, I was known for making time with the ladies.” He combed his stringy, dirty blond hair behind his ear with one hand. “Yeah, I was quite the lady-killer.”

      “Before you actually became a lady-killer,” I remarked drily.

      “See there, that’s the exact sort of thing that’s just going to piss her off more. You make one snide remark like that around her right now—and don’t tell me you won’t, because you can’t help yourself—and she won’t speak to you for a week.”

      I turned my gaze back to the cellar doorway and the night sky beyond. “From the sounds of it, she may not speak to me again, ever.”

      Monty actually had the audacity to chuckle. “Are you serious right now? Man, you don’t know much about human women, do you? You’re not dealing with a centuries-old fae here with a memory as long as Route 66. Sure, she’s mad, but it’ll pass. You just need to shut up and give her space.”

      I side-eyed the vampire. “Somehow, I don’t have the greatest confidence in your psychoanalytic abilities.”

      “Trust me, Crowley. I’ve watched a lot of Oprah and Dr. Phil.”

      “Indubitably,” I replied with a scowl.

      Seemingly oblivious to my ire, he patted me on the shoulder, then he patted his pockets. “Darn. Not even so much as a rolling paper on me. Any idea where we are?”

      “We are at my late grandparents’ ranch, near Tilden, Texas.”

      “Ah,” he said with a slow nod of his head. “I, uh, know the place.”

      It was then I recalled Monty’s involvement in my abduction. “Fortunate for you, I’ve forgiven your past transgressions.”

      “That’s good to know.” He sighed audibly in relief. “Say, you wouldn’t happen to know where I could get some weed around here, would you?”

      Pursing my lips as I bit back a sharp retort, I nodded. “As it happens, I know just the place.”
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        * * *

      

      When I returned from fetching Monty’s marijuana, Belladonna was nowhere to be found. I realized she wouldn’t be found until she so desired. After leaving instructions with Monty to look out for her in my absence, I drove to my temporary quarters to change and look in on my guard pets.

      I grasped the steering wheel with a white-knuckled grip as I sped down country roads, which thankfully were long and mostly straight due to the flat terrain. I had no fear of being pulled over, as my doppelgänger had done a splendid job of bribing and intimidating local law enforcement into making him the de facto county dictator. Thus, I remained fully preoccupied with concocting a backup plan for defeating Fuamnach. By the time I reached my destination, I was no closer to a solution than when I’d started.

      Xanthe and Cull were ecstatic to see me, as always. I often had to remind myself that such creatures had a better grasp of the concept of time than dogs or cats, which meant frequent visits were necessary despite my busy schedule. Once the requisite number of ears had been scratched and bellies rubbed, I slipped inside the main container home for a shower and clean change of clothes—and to tend the gunshot wound in my back.

      Probing the injury with my fingers revealed the bullet rested just under the skin. That was fortunate, and likely due to its losing velocity while passing through my shadow barrier. After forcing the round out with shadow magic, I disinfected the hole and closed it with surgical staples, an awkward task by any measure when done looking over one’s shoulder in the mirror.

      By the time I’d bathed and dressed, I realized I needed a fresh set of eyes on the problem. Ancient, devious, inimical eyes, preferably. Snatching my phone off the counter, I hit one of the numbers I kept on speed dial.

      A jovial, high-pitched male voice answered. “Hemi’s pub, slinging piss and serving bliss since 1962.”

      “Sixty-two? You’re that old?”

      “Spent a lot of time in the Underworld with me mum. Time moves different there, yeah?” He gulped, then belched loudly. “What can I do you for, Crowley?”

      “You’ve been spending too much time with the druid,” I replied. “Your English and your manners both have suffered terribly because of it.”

      “What’s a little eructation between chums, eh, mate? You should be thankful I feel so comfortable around you.”

      “I am thankful only for the fact that I am not present to smell it.” When he failed to comment, I continued. “Is Maki around?”

      “Oy, Maki!” he yelled, without taking the phone away from his mouth. “Crowley’s askin’ for ya.” I pulled my phone away from my ear until I was certain he was done screaming. “Hang on, she’s on her way.”

      I heard the distinct sound of the phone being set down on a table, followed by the sound of a sporting event increasing in volume. Rugby, most certainly. Moments later, the phone was jostled, then a pleasant female voice with an oddly archaic New Zealander accent spoke.

      “Crowley, my favorite customer. To what do I owe the pleasure?”

      Finally, I get to speak with someone who possesses manners.

      “Good day, Maki, and the pleasure is all mine. Are you busy at the moment?”

      “Not at all. Hemi’s busy watching the All Blacks trounce the Springboks, and that’ll have him tied up for an hour yet. Whatcha need?”

      “I’d like to hire you to portal me to Underhill again, if that’s possible.”

      She tsked. “Crowley, think of who you’re speaking with here.”

      I knew precisely to whom I spoke. She was a goddess in her own right, albeit a minor one in the Maori pantheon, her station more of a title and office than something she’d been born into. Yet she easily ranked among the ten most powerful practitioners of magic I knew. If I could hire her to help me take out Fuamnach, I would have, but with inter-pantheon politics and diplomacy being what they were, that was an impossibility.

      Besides, Hemi and Maki were quite content to live quietly in Hemi’s garage apartment in Austin, under the radar and free from the machinations of the gods. Far be it from me to drag either of them into my affairs, disturbing the relative peace they’d acquired. Even so, Maki was quite happy to hire herself out to me for tasks that would not implicate her as my accomplice, magical transportation being one of them.

      “Of course, of course,” I said. We both knew I had no doubt of her abilities, and the addendum ‘if that’s possible’ was merely a polite formality. “How soon can I leave?”

      “Give me five to grab some decent attire and freshen up. You in town?”

      “No, and I won’t be for some time. Currently I’m in Tilden.”

      “Stuck in the wop wops, eh? I’ll meet you at your bach in ten. Kia ora.”

      “Goodbye for now, Maki.”

      The line went dead, so I made some tea and took up station outside the home in the courtyard, where Cull and Xanthe kept me company. Nine minutes had passed when a portal opened in the center of the courtyard, and a tall, willowy, pale-skinned redhead stepped through.

      Maki was resplendent in a light teal peasant skirt, a white, short-sleeved cotton blouse, strap sandals, and a wide-brimmed gray fedora that kept her long, curly locks away from her fine-featured face. As one of the Patupaiarehe, she was as lovely as any member of the high fae races. But unlike her contemporaries from Éire and Underhill, she was as kindhearted and reliable as she was beautiful. No doubt, Hemi had done well to win her heart, and I could honestly say that despite Hemi’s boorish manners, Maki had done likewise.

      I stood to greet her, extending a hand. “Welcome to my humble abode.”

      She glanced around, nodding in approval. “I like it. Once you get something more permanent in place, you should make it a vacation rental. Hemi owes me a weekend away—we’d be happy to be your first guests.”

      “The thought hadn’t occurred to me, but you two are welcome any time regardless.”

      “So, where are we sending you this time?” Maki asked.

      “I need to see Peg Powler,” I replied. “For all her faults, she is the one entity in Underhill I trust. I’m in desperate need of counsel, the type of counsel someone like Peg can provide.”

      Maki pursed her lips, her expression turning serious. “Just a sec,” she said. She closed her eyes, and from the way her eyeballs danced behind her eyelids, I could tell she went somewhere else in mind—if not in spirit. Seconds later, she opened her eyes and nodded. “Got it.”

      Maki contorted her fingers into several arcane configurations, waving them in the air as she traced patterns that were only visible to my enhanced eyes. The symbols appeared archaic, and they were completely foreign to me. Which was to be expected, considering Maki’s very unique pedigree.

      A portal opened in the air approximately ten feet away, and as the atmosphere from this dimension and Underhill co-mingled, I knew instantly she had the right location. Where moments before the breeze had carried the smells of Texas brush land, now it hung heavy with the redolent sent of swamp gas and decay. I glanced at Maki, and she gave me a quick nod.

      “It’s ready for you, whenever you are.”

      “I shan’t be long,” I said by way of giving her instructions for my return. “You may leave the portal open or, if you prefer, you can open another portal in one half hour. If I were to stay longer than that, it would be because something went wrong.”

      “If it’s all the same to you, I’ll close this one after you’re through and open another one to bring you back. Experience has taught me that it’s not a good idea to leave portals open between dimensions. You never know what might come crawling or flying through.”

      “Fair enough. I’ll be back shortly.”

      And with that, I walked through the portal to Underhill.

      No sooner had I set foot onto Peg’s island than I felt the aperture close behind me with a pop. That sensation was not audible, but only detectable via the sensitivity I had gained for magical events over many decades of study and practice.

      Suddenly, another portal began to form ten feet to my left.

      Scanning with my mage sight, my head snapped toward the location of the second portal as I simultaneously crouched and summoned elemental magic to my hands. The dimensional gateway opened, and when I saw who stepped through, I extinguished the magical spells immediately.

      “Oh, that traitor,” I hissed as Belladonna looked around the swamp.

      The huntress crinkled her nose, then she fixed me with a look that was inscrutable, despite the smirk on her lips. “Don’t blame her. I paid for this service a long time ago. My instructions were clear. Whenever you decided to return to Underhill, she was to let me know and open a portal for me to follow immediately after.”

      She was right. I had no reason to be angry with Maki, as she was just doing her job. Maki was a neutral party in all my business endeavors, more of a service provider than a friend. Although I did count her as a friend, along with the brutish lout she called her boyfriend, her neutrality was without question.

      Instead of angering myself by considering how Maki’s actions might have put Belladonna in danger, I decided to focus on the situation at hand. I had to figure out how I was going to keep Belladonna from overhearing my conversation with Peg Powler.

      “Am I allowed to speak to you now?” I asked archly.

      “Only when necessary,” she said in a voice that was as neutral as the expression on her face. Belladonna looked around and shrugged. “For someone as old as Peg Powler, she hasn’t invested much time in fixing her place up.”

      “In truth, I’ve always wondered about that. The interior of her hut is a much different story.”

      “Necessary comments only.”

      I clamped my mouth shut, for once. Rather than speak again and perhaps make things worse, I simply gestured forward with one arm, allowing Belladonna to lead the way up the bank and toward the humble mud and wattle structure some fifty feet further inland. When we arrived before the hut, Peg’s door was already open.

      Peg rarely showed her face outside her home, and certainly not when others were present. As a young boy, I had grown accustomed to her appearance, having spent many hours around her playing in the swamp and on her island. Peg’s place was a welcome if odd respite from the torture I’d suffered while living in the black sorceress’ castle. And while Peg was no nursemaid to me, she was the closest thing to a mother I’d known at the time.

      She looked like the typical water hag, seven feet tall while stooped, and probably nine or ten if she ever pulled herself to her full height. With black stringy hair, a long crooked nose, all the requisite warts and moles, sickly, gray green skin, and long, clawed hands, she was definitely a frightening sight. Whatever had happened to turn her into the fae creature she was, I was fairly certain that her appearance embarrassed her, or perhaps she was ashamed in some way by the circumstances surrounding her transformation. Therefore, Peg never showed her face to strangers.

      “Interesting,” the water hag’s sodden voice whispered from within the darkened doorway. “What brings Peg’s boy to her doorstep today, and with maiden in tow, hmm?”

      That Peg spoke so formally evidenced her reserve. Like most fae, she could be many things to many people, and I’d only heard her use a less formal manner of speech when alone with me.

      “Good day, Peg,” I said by way of greeting. “Allow me to introduce Belladonna Becerra, skilled huntress, Anjana-touched, and my—”

      I stumbled for a moment, unsure of what I should say for fear of angering Belladonna further.

      “His girlfriend,” Belladonna interjected. “But not for much longer if he keeps this gilipolleces up.”

      Peg cackled loudly, water gurgling and crackling in her airway. She always sounded like she was dying of congestive heart failure, but I was fairly certain she’d already suffered that fate to end up as she was. Belladonna’s face remained stone-like as we waited for the old fae’s laughter to subside.

      “Have patience with him, naga. His intelligence and upbringing cause him to be rather clueless about human nature. But he is faithful, and loyal. Hard qualities to find, in anyone.”

      Indecision flashed across Belladonna’s face. “I’m just here to observe and listen, Mother of the Depths. Since you’ve received me as a guest, I’ll consider your advice.”

      Great. Now there’ll be no chance of asking for a private discussion, else Peg will take offense.

      Although I couldn’t see the hag within the darkness, I felt her attention shift to me like the weight of fifty fathoms. She was not of the Tuath Dé, but fae creatures as ancient as she possessed a power all their own. In her boggy home, she may as well have been a deity, for all the distinction mattered.

      “Do not push her away, young master of shadows,” Peg advised, as if reading my mind. “You will require her companionship and counsel in years and years to come.”

      Not need, require. Fascinating.

      Part of Peg’s powers related to augury and farseeing. I didn’t understand the nature of it, not completely, but from what I gathered, she often had visions of future possibilities and probable events to come. That was why I valued her counsel, along with the fact that she’d been my only friend for many long years in Underhill. And she hated Fuamnach as much as I did.

      “I will consider the wisdom you’ve shared. As for why I’m here—”

      “Outsmarted you, she did,” Peg interjected. “Foiled your plans, destroyed your conscripts, caught you unawares. She has been playing these games since before ol’ Peg sucked a lungful of the River Tees, and she’ll be doing so long after we’re both gone. You’ll not destroy a power such as her by waging war directly—although we both know you had plans within plans. Yet, your scheme hinged on your foot soldiers, and they are no more.”

      How she knew what she knew was anyone’s guess. These were recent events, so I could only assume she kept me under watch by means of farseeing. Despite that I took measures to prevent such magical surveillance, I might add.

      “You speak true. But how do you know Fuamnach was behind it?”

      “Who else? Did you leave clues that might lead the neamh-mairbh back to your hidden lair? Was the turncoat sloppy in his work? I tell you true, neither you nor your workman are guilty of a single misstep in that regard. Nay, but the Sorceress has eyes and ears everywhere. She heard of the missing ones and deduced the cause for herself. Who else would do such a thing, but a necromancer? And how many necromancers are there in Texas Shire?”

      The state was much larger than any shire, but I wasn’t about to correct Peg on that minor detail. She was obviously right, and I’d been a fool to think such a massive undertaking would not attract Fuamnach’s notice. She most certainly would have been wondering what I was doing while laying low for the better part of a year.

      “How did she find me?” I asked. “I need to know, so she won’t be able to track me down in that manner again.”

      “Did I not just mention who trained you in the necromantic arts? Who better than a master of death magic to track down fifty score undead? Their scent likely drew her like a pig hunting truffles. Easier by far to whisper in the ears of ancient neamh-mairbh and let them destroy all you’d created.”

      “She could’ve just waited for me to show up and destroyed me instead.”

      “Pfah! She doesn’t want you dead, boy, ’cause then the fun is over. No, she wants you to suffer so much you come crawling back to her.”

      “She wants her pet back,” Belladonna whispered.

      “Aye, an’ then some,” Peg said.

      “How do I defeat her, if she’s able to uncover my every plot and stratagem, foiling me before I’m even able to bring my pawns into play?”

      “Therein lies the weakness in your schemes, boy. Too complex. Too easily torn asunder. Simple is best, simple and direct.”

      “I can’t defeat her in one-to-one combat, Peg, neither mortal nor magical.”

      “Ah, but you could with the right tool, used properly.”

      I cocked my head slightly. “What tool would that be?”

      Peg wheezed softly for several moments, likely considering how much she should tell me. She’d not want to be implicated in a plot against her neighbor, even though the animosity she felt toward my former captor was legendary. I suspected that someday a confrontation between the two would happen, but Peg Powler was smart enough to delay that event until she had the upper hand.

      “A blade that can cleave the hearts of mountains. You know the one of which I speak.”

      “Caladbolg,” I whispered. “I thought it lost after Ailill tricked Lugaid into killing Fergus mac Róich.”

      “Indeed ’twas, lad. But I know where ta’ find it.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Six

          

        

      

    

    
      Caladbolg was the legendary sword of Fergus mac Róich, illicit lover of Queen Medb of Connacht and champion of same. The sword’s name was translated by some to mean “hard cleft,” which was a fair title considering the legends surrounding it. Some thought it was King Arthur’s sword, Excalibur, known to the Welsh as Caledvwlch, “hard notch.”

      According to the information Peg had related that was doubtful, as she claimed it had been hidden away by Medb after her lover’s death. Despite the confusion as to its identity and appearance in Welsh myth, Caladbolg was a powerful weapon forged and enchanted by the fae, one that Fergus used to slay men by the hundreds. It was also said that, when his foster son Cormac stopped him from killing his mortal enemy, Conchobar, Fergus used the sword to cleave the peaks from three hills instead.

      Truth could always be found within legend, and I was hopeful the sword might help me defeat my former captor. I remained dubious about whether it could strike the tops off mountains, but I’d be most pleased if it could lop off Fuamnach’s head.

      “I take it you’re going to find this sword and use it on your foster monster?” Belladonna asked as we walked down the bank toward the spot where Maki’s portal would soon appear.

      “That is my intention.”

      “Sounds like it’ll be hard to get.”

      “It does.”

      According to Peg, Medb had hidden the sword in Ráth Crúachan—Rathcroghan—somewhere on the Underhill side of the portal at Oweynagat, The Cave of Cats. Retrieving it could prove challenging, as the old witch said it was guarded by three ancient evils. ‘A goddess, a glaring, and an aerie, these three stand in your way,’ was her specific warning. She would provide no further details.

      Oweynagat was where Medb had buried Fráech, her son-in-law and loyal servant to her court. The knight was a demigod, birth son of the minor goddess Béḃinn. She could be the goddess of which Peg spoke. As for the other two guardians, I preferred to avoid speculation—but I had my suspicions.

      “Sounds like a gamble,” Belladonna said as we stopped a few yards from where we’d exited the first portal. It wouldn’t do to be sliced in half by our means of transportation, after all. “How can you even be sure this sword will be powerful enough to beat Fuamnach?”

      “I trust Peg,” I said as I scanned the area surrounding us. “That she suggested it is proof enough.”

      No doubt, the hag had complete control of her demesne, and we remained safe while on her island. Old habits die hard, however. Many years spent in Underhill had taught me that death was always close at hand.

      “Then I’m going with you.”

      I turned my gaze on Belladonna. “Oh? I thought you were angry with me.”

      “I am, and I have good reason to be,” she said as she began counting off those reasons on her fingers. “For one, I think your quest for revenge is going to get you killed, and that pisses me off. Second, it’s your fault we got booted from Austin by Maeve. And third, there’s something you’re not telling me, and that angers me most of all.”

      “I wouldn’t lie to you,” I said as I went back to scanning the surrounding swamp.

      “A lie of omission is still a lie,” she countered.

      “We all have our secrets. I didn’t think we were at the point in our relationship where we would share every single sordid detail of our lives with each other.”

      Belladonna drew deathly still, but I kept my gaze averted, watching her instead out of the corner of my eye. “I suppose that’s fair. This whole thing between us is pretty recent. But you’re going to have to start trusting me sometime.”

      “I do trust you—implicitly, in fact.”

      “Not enough to tell me why you’ve lost weight recently, or what those dark circles under your eyes are from. I assumed you were spending lots of late nights in your lab—or maybe it was late nights raising the dead. You kept that from me, so who knows what else you’re hiding?”

      Rather than dismissing her concerns, I gave them consideration before speaking. “You’re right, I shouldn’t have kept my plans from you. However, there are things I’m not comfortable sharing, things of which I am ashamed. You need to allow me the dignity to keep some aspects of my past and present to myself.”

      “That’s fair,” she said as she tucked her hair behind her ear. “But I’m still concerned about your health.”

      “It’s nothing. Please don’t worry yourself about me.”

      “Hate to tell you this, wizard, but that’s what people in committed relationships do.” At that moment, a portal appeared near the shoreline. Belladonna glanced over at it, then at me again. “Looks like our ride is here.”

      “Maki is nothing if not punctual.”

      “Don’t change the subject. You’re keeping something from me, but I’ll trust you to tell me if and when it becomes serious. Deal?”

      I nodded. “Of course.”

      “Okay, then.”

      As she turned to enter the portal, I called after her. “Belladonna, you know I care for you, yes?”

      “Yes, and the feeling’s mutual,” she said, tilting her head down and to the right to glance over her shoulder. “But if this is going to work, you’re going to have to learn that trust is the foundation of every healthy relationship. I trusted you with secrets that could affect our friendship, and all I ask is that you do the same.”

      She entered the portal before I could formulate a reply. Scanning the swamp again out force of habit, I couldn’t help but think that surviving Underhill was so much easier than navigating a relationship. After sparing a final, somewhat wistful glance at Peg’s hut, I followed after Belladonna.
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        * * *

      

      “So, where ya’ headed?” Monty asked as he followed me around my grandparents’ estate.

      “Ireland—County Roscommon, to be specific,” I replied distractedly as I drew arcane symbols in the air.

      I might not be back for some time, perhaps never, and I wanted to ensure the house received all due attention in my absence. On a whim, I’d decided to have it remodeled by the same crew of dwarves who’d updated the comic shop’s basement. Thus, I needed to adjust the wards on the place to admit them before they arrived, which I’d been told would be soon.

      “Great! Can I come?”

      Finishing the ward I was working on with a flourish, I spared Monty a quizzical look. “Are you serious?”

      “Why not?” he said as he worried at a loose thread in the hem of his garishly colored Baja hoodie. “I can’t stay here, or the Council will find me.”

      “Not if you remain hidden,” I replied.

      “How am I supposed to get weed and snacks? And you don’t want me feeding on the locals, do you?”

      He made a fair point. “Doing so would likely gain you the enmity of a rather powerful local witch. These people are under my protection as well. Therefore, no, I do not.”

      “Right. And I can’t go back to Austin, because of that sheesh thing Maeve cast on us.”

      “Geas.”

      “Uh-huh, that. I got nowhere to go, so I may as well go with you.”

      I stroked my chin as I considered the utility of having him with us. He had proven himself a resourceful, if somewhat annoying, subordinate. “You are aware that County Roscommon is not our final stop?”

      Monty shrugged as he packed the bowl of a metal pipe full of Ursula’s best sativa. Since I acquired an ounce for him, the vampire had done nothing but rave about its potency and flavor. “I’ve never been to Europe. Wouldn’t mind looking around and stuff. Anyway, it has to beat sticking around this dump.”

      “This dump is my ancestral home. You would do well to respect it.”

      “Hey, I meant no offense,” he said as he looked around the grand entry and open staircase to the second floor. “I’m sure it was something else in its time and all. It’s just—”

      “What?”

      “Just a little depressing in its current state, you know?” He lit his bowl, taking a long hit and holding it before exhaling as he continued. “I’m sure it’ll be killer once you sic the Viking dwarves on it. Man, those dudes are crazy talented.”

      I considered how the dwarves’ work might be held up with Monty underfoot. The foreman, Skarde, was not fond of vampires, and he held this one in even less esteem. It would be prudent to get the pothead out of the way, and the extra set of hands would be welcome considering the tasks ahead.

      “Fine, you may come along. We leave shortly, pack—” Monty disappeared in a blur mid-sentence. “—light.”

      I shook my head, then I set about finishing the preparations. Earlier I’d attuned the wards around the home and grounds to Belladonna and Monty’s genetic signatures. Then I’d added elemental spells that would trigger if an unrecognized ’thrope, fae, or undead creature trespassed on the ranch.

      I couldn’t very well set them to keep humans out, as the last thing I wanted was to incinerate some stray hunter or child who might wander across our fence lines. Yet I did have wards set to harm anyone who cast offensive magical spells on the property.

      Wards were not my specialty, unfortunately. For once I wished the druid were present, as he could’ve done a much more precise job of excluding unwanted entities and admitting friendlies than I. Never in a million years would I admit that to his face, though.

      By the time I’d finished, Monty was waiting by the front door with a knapsack slung over his shoulder. Shortly thereafter, Belladonna drove up the drive in my Land Rover. Having been banished without the benefit of packing first, she’d insisted on going shopping before we embarked on our quest.

      Since the closest Walmart was forty-five minutes away in Pleasanton, I’d assumed she’d be gone a while. A glance out the window showed that she’d acquired a backpack, a fresh change of clothes, and presumably an array of weaponry from various gun shops and sporting goods stores in that city.

      Rather than enter the house, she set her backpack on a sun-bleached picnic table in the yard. There she began using a small pair of bolt cutters to snip thick iron nails into lengths suitable for pressing into the tips of hollow-point bullets. She’d produced boxes of them from her pack, so I gave her plenty of time to finish the task before I headed outside.

      Thirty minutes later, I grabbed my own knapsack from where it sat by the front door. The bag mostly carried supplies of an arcane nature, along with extra vials of my elixir. As for provender, we could find what we needed in Underhill. Food and potable water was plentiful there, if you knew how to avoid being poisoned. When I exited the front door with Monty in tow, Belladonna was stretched out on the picnic table, enjoying the warm night air with her head propped on her backpack.

      Only a serpenthrope could enjoy this heat.

      I smiled despite myself. Stopping on the front stoop, I admired the way the pale silver light illuminated her high cheekbones and full lips, how her dark locks played about her face in the light evening breeze. She looked so peaceful in that light, like a goddess in repose.

      For a moment I considered calling the whole thing off. I would commit my attention to helping Ursula finish the massive warding spell we’d been working on, and close off the entire county from the supernatural realm. Then we’d be able to live here together, happily enjoying each other’s company in peace.

      If only the Tuath Dé respected the sovereign rights of humans.

      Monty nudged me, violating the sanctity of the moment. “Hey, man, are we going to Ireland or not?”

      Exhaling heavily, I dialed Maki’s number.

      “We’re ready,” I said as soon as she picked up.

      “One portal to County Roscommon, coming right up.”
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        * * *

      

      The obvious problem with traveling with a vampire was sunlight. We left shortly after sundown in Texas, which meant that when we stepped through the portal, it was around 4:45 a.m. That left scant time to get to Oweynagat and find a way to open the portal to Underhill before the tourists started coming round.

      Maki hadn’t felt comfortable opening a portal inside the small, dank cave. One minor miscalculation might leave irreparable damage that would raise concerns among the local caretakers. Alternatively, she might accidentally damage the gateway to Underhill, which would most certainly put a damper on the entire operation.

      Thankfully she’d taken us to the middle of a field directly adjacent to the entrance. Once there, I cast a night vision spell and made straight for the small, low, narrow cavern opening. Pushing my backpack ahead of me, on crawling through I turned and made note of the Ogham inscription on the interior of the lintel stone.

      It read “VRẠICCI MAQI MEDVVI,” meaning, “of Fráech, son of Medb.” In other words, this was the tomb of Fráech, son-in-law of Queen Medb of Connacht. Who, incidentally, had gotten him killed, either by sending the poor lad to fight a dragon or by commanding him to fight Cú Chulainn. Either way, she sounded like a horrible person—someone Fuamnach probably admired, I’m sure.

      “Whazzat say?” Monty asked as he slithered into the cave behind me.

      “It says Queen Medb buried her adopted son here.”

      “Maeve was around back then?”

      “No, dumbass,” Belladonna said from just outside the entry. “The original Medb was a queen and sovereignty goddess in the first century. Her nephew managed to kill her somehow, likely because he was also one of the Tuath Dé. Takes a god to kill a goddess, right? Anyway, the name became a title of sorts. Since Maeve is queen of all the courts of earthbound fae, she bears the name now.”

      “Color me impressed,” I said, ducking to address her directly. “I had no idea you knew so much about fae history and politics.”

      “My mother taught my sisters and me from the time we were little. Since we were—are—the Anjana’s first line of defense against her enemies, Mama said we had to know who they were.”

      “I had no idea enmity existed between Queen Maeve and the Anjana,” I replied.

      “To the Anjana, every powerful fae is a potential enemy,” Belladonna said as she duckwalked into the tunnel, making her the only one who hadn’t gotten muddy yet.

      We were short on time, so I took that opportunity to follow the tunnel round to where it opened into a long, tall, narrow cavern. Tall enough even for me to stand, in fact. As legend had it, the cave once went on for miles, connecting with other caves in the area.

      Unfortunately, it had been collapsed by construction workers using dynamite—or so the story went. I did see some evidence of a collapse in the rear of the cave, which gave me pause. If the area of the gateway had been damaged… no, I didn’t want to even consider it.

      This will work. It has to.

      My shade cackled within its soul cage, possibly in anticipation of my imminent failure. Ignoring it, I scanned the cave with my magesight, paying particular attention to the walls. This was the main burial chamber, and thus any gateways to Underhill would be here.

      Almost immediately, I noticed the faint trace of something on the wall to my left when facing the rear of the cave. It was just a vague, archway-shaped outline, the barest evidence that magic had once been hidden here. I approached the wall and traced the silver-lined arc with my fingers, probing with my “other” senses to get a feel for the magic that maintained it.

      As best I could tell, the gateway hadn’t been used in an age, which made me wonder why none had traversed it recently. Certainly, in the time since the druid closed all the gateways between Earth and Underhill, someone would have remembered that this gateway was here. Why would they not open it and tap Underhill’s power?

      “Find something?” Belladonna asked as she popped up on my right.

      I might have been startled, but I wasn’t. Therianthrope speed could be almost as disconcerting as vampire speed, but I’d grown accustomed to her use of it. I was probably the only person she felt free enough around to reveal her supernatural side, and the fact she did now was somehow… comforting.

      Strange, that.

      “I have indeed,” I replied. “The gateway lies here, but I can’t seem to determine a means of opening it. Normally that would involve enervating it with magic, but there isn’t any logical input location in the gateway’s weaves.”

      “Can’t you just zap it?”

      “Yes. But without a point at which to ‘zap’ the gateway, I would simply be wasting magical energy. However, I suspect there’s a trigger phrase or code that opens the weaves to empowerment. A moment, please.”

      I began speaking words and phrases in ancient Gaelic and the even older fae tongue. After several minutes spent trying several combinations, I stepped away from the wall, stumped.

      “Did you try ‘open sesame’?” Monty asked. “Always works for Bugs Bunny.”

      “Que estúpido,” Belladonna hissed softly.

      I shrugged. “At the moment, his guess is as good as any of mine.”

      While I continued to stare at the wall, my companions milled about impatiently. Eventually Belladonna took up a post next to me, which was reassuring, if not very helpful. Monty sat against the wall of the cave near the entrance.

      “I’m going to try zapping it. Stand back.” With a few arcane gestures, I pulled pure magical energy into my left hand, then I laid my hand on the wall over the gateway weaves and released it. Belladonna held her breath as I observed the wall with my mage sight, but the results were nil. “Drat, nothing happened.”

      Just then, Monty spoke up from where he sat near the cave’s entrance. “Aw man, is it sunrise already?”

      Belladonna and I turned to face the third member of our group. Monty was staring at a soft light that came from the entrance to the cave proper.

      “Not for another hour or so yet,” I said as I hurried past him, scuttling stoop-shouldered back to the entryway.

      There a series of ancient, worn lines had been carved into the surface of a lintel stone and down the adjacent wall. Indeed, they were glowing, and in a manner visible to the naked eye. I’d missed them on the way in, so faint was their outline. If it hadn’t been for the light they emanated, I’d have overlooked them completely.

      How curious.

      Belladonna had followed after me, shouldering her way past so she could examine the lines of Ogham. She leaned forward to peer at the faded, effaced writing more closely, furrowing her brow as she did so.

      “What’s this one say?”

      “I believe it says, ‘MAQI REGAS MUCOI,’ although much of it has been worn away by time. Literally translated it means, ‘Son of Regas of the Tribe of,’ although we can’t know the son’s name, nor that of the tribe.”

      Belladonna tapped a finger on her lips. “Regàs—that name is Catalonian.”

      “That’s quite possible, actually. According to the Lebor Gabála Érenn, one of the early Gaelic tribes that settled Ireland were the Sons of Míl Espáine—the Milesians. They were said to have sailed to Ireland from Iberia.”

      “Siberia? I didn’t know they had beaches there,” Monty said as he rolled a joint.

      Belladonna scowled. “Not ‘Siberia,’ chiflado, ‘Iberia.’ That’s the peninsula that includes Portugal and Spain, where I’m from.”

      “Huh. I just thought you were Mexican,” Monty replied.

      “You would,” she said, her scowl deepening even as the vampire remained oblivious to her mood.

      “To be fair, Mexico was conquered by Spain,” I interjected. “Many modern Mexican citizens are of Spanish descent. I realize, however, it’s not necessarily the distinction, but the assumption that offended you.”

      “Whud?” Monty asked as he licked the paper.

      “Forget it,” Belladonna replied, frowning as she turned her attention back to the cave wall. “We have bigger fish to fry.”

      “You’re really going to let that go?” I said. “I’m shocked.”

      “El que tiene boca se equivoca,” she remarked as she stared at the wall.

      “En boca cerrada no entran moscas,” I added.

      “Tell him that.”

      Monty lit a match, and I blew it out with a cantrip. “Do not light that in here.”

      “Why?”

      “We are in an enclosed space, and I am not fond of the effects that plant has on me. Besides, this is an ancient site. It should be preserved and respected.” He shrugged and put the joint away, and I turned my attention to Belladonna. “Any ideas?”

      “You’re asking me? Who’s the wizard here?”

      “All rhetorical questions aside, I can find no means of opening the gateway. Yet there appears to be some connection between this inscription and the closure of the gateway.” I crossed my arms, stroking my chin as I considered the problem. “The Milesians were the tribe of people who eventually caused the Tuath Dé’s retreat to Underhill. This is an ancient gateway. As the Milesians had a vested interest in preventing the Celtic gods from returning, I wonder if they might have sealed this portal to prevent that from happening.”

      “Okay, but how does that help us?” Belladonna asked.

      “Can you speak Catalonian?”

      “A little. My sisters and I needed to be able to communicate with fae from other areas of the country, so I was taught the basics.”

      “How do you say, ‘open,’ in the Catalan dialect?”

      “In Spanish it would be abierto, but in Catalan it’s simply obert.” She frowned. “How do you know the same words were used by the Milesians 2,000 years ago? Wouldn’t their language be different from modern Catalonian?”

      “Ah, but this is magic we’re dealing with. It’s often not the form, but the intent that makes the difference.” I scurried back into the cave, placing my hand on the wall over the gateway. “Obert,” I commanded as I willed magic into it.

      Instantly, the weaves within the stone lit up in shades of silver, green, and gold, illuminating the small cave and night-blinding me as the gateway activated. I blinked spots from my eyes, and as my vision cleared, I received confirmation that my hunch and Belladonna’s insights had led to our success. A section of the wall had disappeared, leaving a shimmering eight-foot by five-foot opening.

      The other side of the gateway was illuminated by fae magic as well, the portal likely being a mirror image on the other side. I was able to see a few feet into the now adjacent cave, which appeared to have been cut by water erosion from limestone, similar to the one in which we stood. Beyond the area that the magic’s light revealed lay utter darkness, and the unknown.

      And danger, most assuredly. But at least we now have made a start.

      “Gather your things, as we must embark before the gateway closes.”

      “Where ’zat go?” the vampire asked. “Dublin?”

      Belladonna looked at me askance. “You didn’t tell him where we were going?”

      “Of course I did. I said we were headed to Ireland. And if I failed to say it would be by way of Underhill, surely it was an unintentional oversight on my part.”

      “Wait—whut?” Monty said as he blurred to his feet. “You didn’t say anything about us going to the land of the fae. Uh-uh, nope. I ain’t going. There’s people there who probably want me dead.”

      “You are dead, tonto,” Belladonna said under her breath.

      “There are people here who want you dead,” I said, addressing the vampire. “But where we’re going, it’s quite likely no one will be present who knows who you are, so we’ll be traveling in virtual anonymity.”

      “Okay,” he said, drawing the second syllable out. “Question is, why are we going there instead of some cozy little pub in Dublin? Or even better, having that redhead portal us to a coffee shop in Amsterdam, where I can sit and smoke without having to worry about the cops or a Vampyri hit squad punching my ticket?”

      “Monty, the entire purpose of this trip is to retrieve a very special, powerful weapon. With it, I hope to defeat Fuamnach. Then, I will force her to swear off harming me and mine, hopefully ending this entire kerfuffle once and for all. That will mean no more involvement by Fuamnach, no leverage for the Vampyri, and no more interference in Maeve’s demesne.”

      “They’ll still come after me,” he said, deflated.

      “Ah, but should you assist me in dealing with this rather delicate situation on the queen’s behalf, she will most certainly be grateful. Then, we can entreat with her to bring you under her protection as a citizen of her demesne. The Vampyri would have no choice but to abandon any plans of retribution against you, and you’d be free to live in Austin unmolested.”

      “I dunno…”

      “Have you been there before?”

      “Nope. Never really cared to. From what I hear, they really don’t take kindly to my kind down there.”

      “Not down,” I corrected. “The ‘Under’ part is a misnomer.”

      Monty shrugged. “Don’t care for trivia. Don’t care to be killed by hordes of crazy runway models with alien eyes, either.”

      Suddenly, I had an idea. “Montague, how long has it been since you walked in daylight?”

      “Since I got turned.”

      Belladonna caught on to my ploy. “I’ve been to Underhill, Monty, and guess what? Vampires can walk in daylight there.”

      “You sure?” he asked, cocking his head and raising an eyebrow.

      “Positive.” Belladonna held two fingers up. “Scout’s honor.”

      Monty scratched his ear, grabbing the joint he’d tucked there as he did so. “Alright, but I’m lighting this blunt as soon as I cross over.”

      I gestured expansively toward the gateway with one arm. “Be my guest.”

      After Monty had passed through the gateway, Belladonna stood on tiptoe to whisper in my ear. “You really think Maeve will take him under her protection?”

      “Were you ever really a Scout?”

      “Never. I was just going with the moment.”

      I chuckled softly. “It’s doubtful Maeve would protect a vampire. But he’ll be under my protection, which will be just as good after I defeat Fuamnach. The best, safest place for him to be until then is at my side where I can keep an eye on him.”

      Belladonna lowered her chin as she appraised me with hooded eyes. “That’s sort of mean, but I guess it’s necessary. I wouldn’t trust him to stay out of trouble back in Tilden, either.” She looked at the portal, chuckling when she saw Monty puffing away on the other side. “What do you think is waiting for us over there?”

      “Nothing harmless, of that you can be assured.”

      She shouldered her pack effortlessly, despite the eighty pounds or so of gear, ammo, blades, and guns it contained. “After you, mago.”

      I flashed her what I hoped was a reassuring grin. “It’ll all be fine, I promise.”

      “Promises, promises,” she replied as she nudged me through the gateway.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      No sooner had I passed through the gateway than I was met by a miasma of marijuana funk. Monty had wasted no time stinking up the cave with smoke, and it was all I could to do to keep myself from coughing. Bad enough that the smoke would alert anyone nearby to our presence; I didn’t intend to give them our location as well.

      Belladonna was about to address the issue, as she appeared to be just as peeved. However, I held a finger to my lips, as I had no idea what dangers might be lurking further into these caverns. She nodded curtly, casting an annoyed glance at the vampire before drawing a large automatic pistol and checking the magazine and chamber.

      Meanwhile, Monty sat with his back against the cave wall, stretched out and eyes closed in a THC-induced stupor. I was tempted to leave him until we’d scouted the tunnel ahead. Considering his talents, among us he was the best choice for performing reconnaissance, so I instead kicked his foot.

      “Hey—” he began, just as I clamped a hand over his mouth.

      “Silence, fool,” I whispered softly. “We have no idea who or what lies ahead. Time to get to work. I need you to go incorporeal to investigate the path before us.”

      He made as though to offer a retort, acquiescing after a moment with a nod. “Don’t expect me to fight jack, though. I don’t want to make any more enemies here than I already have.”

      “Duly noted. Be quick about it, as I don’t want to linger.”

      Monty disappeared into a black puff of mist, which floated away down the passage into the shadows. I doubted any threat would even notice him, especially in complete darkness. Moreover, he could see even better in that form than in his corporeal, vampire form, as he sensed his surroundings using shadow magic.

      The fact he could “see” while functionally remaining invisible had surely led to his recruitment as a spy and courier by the Vampyri Council. I’d questioned him on it once, but he failed to find words with which to accurately describe it. “I just know what’s there,” he’d said. Since it was pointless to pursue such matters with him, I’d left it at that.

      Moments later, he returned, coalescing into solidity in front of me. “There’s not much to see. Just some dead guy lying on a slab, and a chick singing and crying over him.”

      “That could mean anything. Describe the corpse.”

      “Pale skin, strawberry blond, maybe five-eleven, muscled but in an athletic way. Pretty, is how I would describe him, like a young Brad Pitt but even better-looking. Definitely Chad material.”

      I could trust Monty’s powers of recollection and his visual assessment. Souse that he was, he’d been very well trained by the Vampyri. When it came to his work—in this case, spying—he was all business.

      “What’s he wearing?”

      “Leather armor, well-maintained, a kilt-looking thing, and leather shoes. There’s a spear at his side, and he’s hugging a sword and shield to his chest and stomach. He’s also wearing a gold torc, roughly made but heavy. Oh, and it looks like someone strangled him to death.”

      “Hmm.” Fráech, it had to be. It would have made sense that his corpse would be moved to this side when the Tuath Dé fled. “Tell me of the woman.”

      “Pretty, tall, and willowy, but not in a bad way. Tawny red-brown hair, ivory skin, blue eyes, flawless complexion. Wearing a loose green dress, made from a finely-spun material, belted at the waist, with a plaid mantle around her shoulders, fastened by a gold brooch. She’d win first choice on The Bachelor any season, hands down. And her voice…” He whistled, low and soft. “Adele, eat your heart out.”

      Drat.

      “Describe the brooch to me.”

      “The design looks like a wave, but I’m not certain. It’s very… impressionistic. Cool, though.”

      “So, what are we facing?” Belladonna whispered.

      “The man is certainly Fráech, and the woman Béibhinn, his mother. The voice and the brooch cinch it. She’s sister to Boann, a water goddess, and her name literally means ‘melodious woman.’”

      “And?” she asked expectantly.

      “I’m not certain. It would depend on whether we can sneak by without her noticing.”

      Monty shook his head. “Not a chance. I could, but you two? No way—not even you, Crowley. The burial crypt thingy is too small, only about twelve feet across, and it’s packed with weapons, armor, clay pots full of gold and jewelry, and other stuff.”

      “I take it that is the only way out?” He nodded. “Double drat.”

      Belladonna sighed in impatience. “Are we fighting a goddess, or not?”

      “If we cannot parley, so it would seem. I doubt she’ll take kindly to our trespassing in her son’s tomb. That she’s still in mourning after all this time speaks to her mental state, wouldn’t you say? Even the gods do not normally grieve their dead that long.”

      “Fantástico,” Belladonna whispered. “We have to fight a goddess so we can defeat another goddess. Great plan, makes perfect sense.”

      I pursed my lips because I did not disagree with her assessment. “I for one would prefer to avoid it. However, if worse comes to worst, I’ll hold her off while you two flee.”

      “Fine by me,” Monty said.

      “Not even,” Belladonna replied. “I am not letting you have a showdown with some grief-stricken goddess by yourself.”

      “I was thinking more along the lines of cutting her off with magic and retreating, but I appreciate the sentiment.”

      “Even if that worked, how long will it hold her?” she asked.

      “We’ll deal with that eventuality when necessary. Come, let us go and treat with a goddess.”
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        * * *

      

      We had decided that I would take the lead here. I was known in Underhill, perhaps not as well-known as a god, goddess, or one of the ancient fae, but I had a reputation. Whether that would serve me well or ill depended on Béibhinn’s disposition toward Fuamnach. The Dark Sorceress had many enemies, most bitter; thus, I had little hope my association would stand me in good stead.

      Nevertheless, I cloaked myself in shadow before leaving Belladonna and Monty behind near the gateway. As I crept through the tunnel toward the soft crooning voice that echoed softly up ahead, I wondered at the sound of it. Melodious was her voice indeed—I’d never heard such vocals in all my life, not on Earth and not in Underhill. That was saying something, as the fae were known for their talented singers and musicians.

      Torchlight lit the cave further down, flickering and casting shadows on the rough walls and ceiling. As the gloom receded, I reached a curve in the tunnel where it took a sharp right into what was presumably poor Fráech’s burial chamber. The lad never had a chance, unfortunately, noble and forthright as he was said to be in all his dealings. Only schemers, killers, and thieves thrived in the world of the gods and fae.

      Medb and Ailill mac Máta had it in for him from the beginning, and it was a wonder he lasted long enough to wed their daughter. Sending him against that murderer Cú Chulainn was surely a death sentence, any dunce could’ve seen that. I’d wager it was his honor that forced him to go through with the challenge. Discretion was always the better part of valor—especially when conducting an errand for the gods.

      Suddenly, the singing stopped, just before I peeked around the bend to spy on the source. I froze, unsure whether she was merely taking a break or whether I’d been found out. The answer came almost as soon as I formulated the question.

      “I know you’re there, interloper, so you may as well present yourself. You’d do well to explain why you’re trespassing in my late son’s tomb.”

      In speaking, her voice was as fine and honeyed as it was in song. It sat on the higher end of the scale, mellifluous but not annoyingly so; the sort of voice you could easily listen to all day. Béibhinn could’ve made a killing licensing it to a tech company back on Earth.

      Knowing that honesty would get me further than deception, I dropped the cloak of shadow and stepped around the corner, into the light. The chamber was as Monty had described, with a smooth, level floor and plumb walls, obviously hewn from the stone by a master mason. Torches burned in sconces at the four corners of the room, two flickering out of sight as I still stood inside the entry tunnel.

      The dais on which the fallen hero lay sat in the center of the room. It had been fashioned from a single limestone block and left plain and unadorned, cut to be rectangular in shape and roughly four feet tall. Fráech lie prostrate in formal repose, a statue of nobility and masculine grace permanently preserved by magic beyond my reckoning.

      His mother stood on the other side of the dais, one delicate hand on her son’s forehead, the other over his heart. Wet tracks on her cheeks revealed her suffering was indeed present and sorely felt. And yet, for all her tears and somber expression, she possessed a beauty so striking as to resist diminishment by the physical signs of grief.

      “I apologize for disturbing you in your mourning, mistress, as that was not my intent. My sole reason for coming here is because I came through the portal at Rathcroghan.” I paused for effect. “However, I am not above paying my respects to valiant Fráech. His was an example not often seen among the Tribe of Danann.”

      “Pretty words, wizard,” the goddess said, her voice warbling and musical. “Why should I believe you, considering you hide two more companions in yon tunnel?”

      I bowed my head, feigning deference. “My intention was not deceit, but respect. For one human to enter here unwelcome, that might not be cause for offense. But three? That would be untoward, I would think.”

      She stared at me blank-faced, considering my words. Then she softly hummed a few bars of a melody both haunting and ancient in quality. Despite the low volume of the tune, it seemed to echo throughout the burial chamber and the caves beyond. After the echo’s reverberation had subsided, she drew her shoulders back, lifting her chin to size me up with narrowed eyes.

      “You lie again,” she said in a tone much colder than she’d used previously. “Not three humans. One human, shade-cursed. One who bears the Anjana’s mark, a serpenthrope. And one of the neamh-mairbh.”

      This is not going to plan.

      “You speak true, of course. However, all three of us were once human. Forgive me for thinking of my friends as human and describing them as such.”

      Béibhinn’s gaze softened slightly, even as she pulled her lips into a hard line. “I’ll not hold your regard for loyal companions against you, but I still cannot forgive your trespass in my son’s tomb. The way has been shut for nearly three millennia, which was why I moved Fráech here after that sow Medb sent him to his death.”

      “I can only ask your forgiveness, and nothing more,” I said, bowing my head again.

      “Forgiveness without recompense is suspect,” she said. “But I’ll allow you to pay this debt. For two thousand years have I kept vigil over my son, singing dirges and washing him with my tears. None have come to spell me, none to comfort me, none to relieve me of this burden of grief.”

      Here comes the inevitable blow.

      She continued. “Although my grief has faded over time, I’ll not leave my son alone and unguarded. You entered here unbidden, a trespass you readily admit. Thus, I shall take one of you three into my service as propitiation for this insult, casting you under geas to keep my child company forevermore. You have the span of five hundred heartbeats to choose. Choose wisely.”
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        * * *

      

      Well, this isn’t turning out how I’d planned.

      My shade cackled from within its prison. It grew restless, sensing weakness in the alarm I felt at this turn of events. Exerting my will, I strengthened the walls of the psychic prison with mind and magic, then I turned my attention to Béibhinn.

      “That simply will not do,” I said, clasping my hands one over the other in front of my body. “I need both of my companions for the trials ahead.”

      The gesture was intended to make me look complacent, but I did it to hide the spell forms I was making with my right hand. Although I could not defeat a goddess alone, not by magic and not by might, I did have at least one advantage. Béibhinn had been cloistered away in this crypt for close to two millennia, entering in the days when the Tuath De still held sway over mortals.

      That likely meant she expected us to comply without struggle, if not immediately, then at least after a bit of intimidation. The gods were nothing if not arrogant. If I could get her to think I was harmless, I might be able to rescue us all from this mess.

      Béibhinn made an offhanded, dismissive gesture with one delicate, alabaster hand. “Servants are easily replaced. I am certain you’ll find one just as worthy for the tasks you require. Now, choose.”

      By this time, I’d managed to summon a bit of shadow magic to the palm of my hand. Shadow energy was the only magic I could call on without alerting the goddess to my intentions, as it involved gathering darkness itself. The amount I’d drawn wasn’t enough to perform more than a minor manipulation of small solid objects, but it was something.

      “Perhaps there’s some other way to satisfy your request?” I asked in the most pleasant, obsequious voice possible. “For example, I could fetch another to stand in our stead and return with said person shortly.”

      Her brow furrowed as her lips twisted a moue of distaste. “I grow weary of your simpering. I shall have you, then.”

      The moment I heard the notes that next escaped her lips, I knew exactly what she was about. She sang a funeral dirge in the old tongue, one that might have been sung for her son before burial. The goddess imbued each syllable with Tuath Dé magic, casting a spell with her voice that few mortals could resist.

      The spell combined a glamour, a geas, and a bit of necromancy—a nasty bit of magic, indeed. She intended to not just force me into her service, but to make me a revenant as well.

      How rude.

      Those first few bars hit me like a hammer blow, resonating through my ears, into my skull, and down into the depths of my soul. Such spells could be cast broadly to affect a number of people, but when vocal magic was used in such a manner, it tended to be weaker. Based on the amplitude and immediacy of the effects, Béibhinn clearly had focused her voice at me alone.

      Despair washed over me, the sort that sinks into your very bones, dragging you down into a sea of apathy until you drown in your own melancholy. That was the glamour, and it was only the first part of the spell.

      Next would come the geas, in which she would bind me to her service. Finally, she would end the spell with necromancy, turning me into a thing neither alive nor dead. When the spell concluded, I’d be preserved by death magic and forced to accompany the truly lifeless young man on the dais for all time.

      I’d not expected such a quick, ruthless onslaught, and I became overwhelmed by the first part of the spell before I could react. The small bit of shadow magic I’d summoned was worthless without the will to use it, and Béibhinn’s dirge had sapped me of every bit of it. I couldn’t have lifted a finger if I tried. All I could do was stand helpless, staring at the goddess who’d so easily ensorcelled me.

      Just when I thought I was lost, a curious thing happened. Béibhinn’s skull suddenly sprouted a hole, right in the center of her fine, flawless forehead. Instantly, she froze mid-note, mouth open and eyes staring back at me with hatred. I felt someone grab me by the shoulders and shake me, hard, breaking the spell and drawing me back from the brink.

      “Crowley, wake up,” Belladonna said as she pointed a rather large pistol at Béibhinn. Meanwhile, Monty shook me again.

      I wiped my face with one hand, still holding the shadow magic I’d summoned in the other. “She won’t remain stunned for long. Her body will soon reject that bullet and heal, then we’ll all three be in trouble.”

      “Then shouldn’t we be running?” Monty asked.

      “She’ll just come after us,” Belladonna said with a shake of her head. “Crowley, what do we do?”

      I removed Monty’s hands, staggering a bit as I shook off the remains of the goddess’ spell. “You two need to find the exit, while I make certain she does not pursue us.”

      “Wait, you’re going to take her on yourself?” Belladonna replied, eyes wide.

      “Don’t need to tell me twice,” Monty said as he began to dissipate into smoke and shadow.

      “Of course I didn’t,” I muttered before turning my attention back to Belladonna. “Trust me. Your swift intervention has made it possible for me to complete the plan I’d formulated. Now go, follow him. I’ll be along shortly.”

      That I didn’t actually have a plan was of little consequence. We were flying blind, and as our de facto leader I needed to present the appearance that I knew what I was doing. As well, I had a reputation to uphold. I wasn’t Colin McCool, after all.

      Belladonna hesitated for a moment, then she planted a kiss on my lips and was gone.

      “Well, that was encouraging,” I said to myself. “Now, let’s see about dealing with this goddess.”

      First, I tore the small bit of shadow magic in my palm in twain, stuffing each half in my ears. Then I summoned more shadow magic, flinging it at her face even as Béibhinn’s body began squeezing the bullet out of her skull. The shadow magic wrapped tightly about her eyes and forehead, forming a sort of pressure bandage that pushed the bullet back into the entry wound.

      Eventually, her body would cope and heal her brain despite the presence of the projectile. Keeping her wounded would at least give us time to do what needed to be done. All I needed to do was to retrieve the sword, and then signal Maki to bring us home before this grief-mad goddess recovered.

      Let us hope that’s what happens.
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        * * *

      

      After dealing with the goddess, I followed the tunnel until it exited on one side of a broad, low valley, next to a path that had been worn into the ground by frequent and repeated use. Outside the tomb, the terrain beyond was familiar, yet not. It was daylight here, or at least the strange magical approximation of it produced by the sky in Underhill. The land was a rugged, rocky jumble of hills and low mountains, mostly covered by purple heather and tall grass where exposed bedrock did not dominate.

      The air was cool and crisp, but there was a wrongness beneath it, an earthy, animal tang that set my teeth on edge. I also noted that no birds flew overhead, and no sign of small game could be seen on the ground or in the vegetation around us. Directly ahead of where I exited the cave, a tall, craggy mountain dominated the landscape by casting an ominous shadow over the basin.

      It didn’t take long to find my companions. Belladonna sat on a boulder along the path, about twenty feet to the left of the cave opening, where she watched as Monty rolled around in the heather like a feline rolling in catnip. I sauntered over, taking a seat on the rock right next to her. She didn’t move away, so I took a moment to enjoy her warmth against me.

      “How long has he been like this?”

      “Hmpf. Since I convinced him it was okay to leave the cave.” She glanced sideways at me, squinting and shading her eyes. “Everything turn out alright?”

      “We’re safe, for now. I took measures to slow her ability to heal from the gunshot wound, but it’ll only buy us a day or two.”

      “You could’ve just killed her.”

      “Perhaps I might have, under the right circumstances. Allow me to ask you this—do you think you possess the strength or magic necessary to kill the Anjana?”

      “Not even close.”

      “Then imagine how difficult it would be to end the life of one of her forebears. As powerful as the ancient fae are, their might pales in comparison to the gods. Even minor gods are quite hard to kill. The best mere mortals like ourselves can do in most cases is hobble them for a time. That’s what I did.”

      “Let’s hope it’s enough.”

      “Indeed.” I gestured at the path in front of us. “Well-used. Yet, I see no tracks.”

      “I noticed that. Any ideas what might be using it?”

      “Cat sídhe, I would think. We did come here by way of ‘The Cave of Cats.’ It would only make sense that they guard this side of the portal. I seem to remember a tale involving Cú Chulainn and two other warriors being attacked by cats while on a quest for Bricriu.”

      “Bricriu? Never heard of him.”

      I paused as Monty ran by, arms flailing like a child. After he’d passed, I continued. “Bricriu was a bard and notorious pot-stirrer in the Ulster Cycle. I suspect he was not human, and in fact was a trickster god in disguise.”

      “Faery cats are dangerous when faced alone. You think we’re dealing with more than one?”

      “I don’t think they used the plural form for nothing. Which makes it all the more urgent that we get to where we’re going.” I stood, missing the feel of her immediately. “I intend to seal the cave, if only to make it more difficult for Béibhinn to follow after us, should she recover more quickly than anticipated. Do you think you can bring that numbskull under some semblance of control while I work?”

      Belladonna tsked. “On it.”

      She dug around in her pack for a moment, smiling to herself as she found the object of her search. Momentarily, she produced a long, braided leather rope with two metal weights attached, one at each end. I stepped back, watching in awe as she stood and swung the weapon overhead like a slingman, the weights spinning faster and faster until she loosed it at her quarry.

      As she released the bolo, the ends separated, spinning in wide arcs as the thing shot across the hillside meadow. Monty was still running around like a child who’d had too much sugar, intoxicated as he was on false sunlight and THC. Despite the speed at which he ran, Belladonna’s aim was true.

      “Whoa-oh-oh-ohhhhh!” Monty cried as the toss landed.

      The bolo had hit the vampire at the knees, wrapping around his legs and tying them up neatly. This in turn caused him to tumble head over heels roughly fifty feet down the hillside. Belladonna nodded in approval of her work with a grim, business-like expression plastered across her face.

      “One undead man-child reined in, as requested,” she said, half-turning to address me. “What next?”

      “Very efficient,” I replied as I clapped my hands together in silent applause. She smiled barely, but that was enough. I inclined my head at the great craggy peak. “As soon as I collapse the cave entrance, we begin our trek to yon mountain.”

      “And then?”

      “Then, we see if the next two obstacles Peg warned us about are as formidable as the first.”
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      It wasn’t long after we left the cave entrance that they attacked. We’d noticed that the trail led down the valley, where it eventually branched off toward the mountain many miles distant. Halfway up the other side of the valley, their cries began to echo off the neighboring hillsides.

      “What the heck is that?” Monty asked.

      Belladonna and I shared a look. “Do you really want to know?” she asked in a completely serious tone.

      “Well, yeah. I think.” His brow furrowed slightly before he continued. “Do I?”

      “They are cat sídhe, magical felines bred by the Tuath De to guard their lands.”

      “Except they turned out to be too smart for grunt work,” Belladonna added. “Cats being cats, they rebelled and scattered. Now, they do their own thing.”

      “Hey, I get that,” the vampire said as he stole a sideways glance at me. The cries rose in volume, and several more of the creatures added their own voices to the din. “For being little bitty kitty cats, they’re awfully loud.”

      “Nothing little about them, Foggy,” Belladonna said as she drew her sidearm and checked the chamber and magazine. “They can grow as large as ponies.”

      “Sometimes bigger,” I added. “Very old cat sídhe can get as large as a full-grown horse.”

      “You said they just do their own thing now, right?” Monty squinted and shielded his eyes as he swiveled his head, looking for the cats up and down the valley. “Think they’ll leave us alone?”

      “Not likely,” Belladonna said with a wry smile. “‘Doing their own thing’ means eating people and generally being assholes.”

      I waved a hand in front of Monty’s face to get his attention. “You won’t see them until they want to be seen, or until they attack. Their primary magical talent is camouflage, similar to a chameleon spell. If you want to detect them, you’ll have to rely on your other senses.”

      “Great—just great.” The vampire pulled a bag of marijuana from his hoodie pocket, producing a bud that he tossed in his mouth.

      He began chewing it, causing Belladonna to gag. “That’s disgusting.”

      “What? It’s no different than eating salad, and the cannabinoids calm my stomach. Helps me settle down before a fight.”

      “Leave him be. We have more pressing matters,” I said, sensing movement nearby.

      I formed a shadow tentacle and lashed it up the trail like a whip—a solid strike confirmed my hunch. The faery cat released a yowl and a hiss, allowing me to home in on its position. I swept the tentacle back and forth across the trail until I latched onto something large, a calf-sized cat with glowing green eyes that only became visible after I lifted it off the ground. After swinging the feline above our heads to build momentum, I tossed it twenty yards down the valley, only to watch it land and scamper away.

      “We need a system for dealing with them,” Belladonna said. “Else we’re going to get separated. They like to divide and conquer.”

      “Monty is our best detector, and the least likely to fall prey to their attacks,” I said. “They have no spell-casting ability, after all, and since they can’t touch him in his non-corporeal form, they can’t harm him.”

      Monty wiped his brow unnecessarily, as vampires did not sweat. “Phew, that’s good to know.”

      “How pleasing it is to know I’ve put you at ease,” I replied as I sprouted two more tentacles, swinging them in sweeping motions all around in case more cats lurked close by. “Assume your mist form and circle us in a tight pattern. When you locate one of the cat sídhe, give us a sign.”

      “Then I’ll unload on them, and Crowley can toss them off a cliff,” Belladonna said.

      “Speaking of which, let’s get out of the open.” I looked around until I found a cliff higher up the hillside, where the gently sloping valley met the tall hills and mountains above. “There. Now, run!”

      Belladonna sprinted with serpenthrope speed, while I struggled to keep up even though I strode along on my tentacles. Twice Monty gave us visual cues that revealed a stalking cat, forming part of the black mist that made up his body into the outline of a fat-fingered, pointing hand. It would’ve been comical if the situation had not been so dire.

      As soon as Monty indicated the location of the first of the creatures, Belladonna immediately fired three shots in rapid succession in the indicated direction. Initially, she scored a hit, striking a cat in the neck, which bled out before I could dispose of it. Regrettably, the cats grew wise the next time. Belladonna fired where Monty indicated, but fast as she was, the cat was already gone.

      Apparently losing two of their number had made them more cautious, so we reached the cliff without further incident. Belladonna scrambled up the bluff like a spider, her therianthrope strength and agility serving her well. Monty merely floated up, while I lengthened my tentacles to lift myself over the edge.

      “Backs against the wall,” I commanded. The next ledge was two hundred feet up the mountainside, and I doubted any of the cat sídhe could survive that fall. Our best chance would be to use the cliff to protect our backs and face the cats in a united front. “Monty, keep watch while I come up with something to help us see them when they attack.”

      Pulling all but two of my shadow tentacles back into me, I thrust my hands forward, palms out. Thick black mist sprayed forth from each hand as if from a fog machine. Within seconds, it formed into a wall of dark vapor, twenty feet high and half a foot thick, running the entire forty-foot length of the cliff’s edge.

      The plateau we stood on was no more than fifteen feet across, so we’d have precious little time to respond when they mounted the ledge. Yet, some warning was better than nothing, and Monty couldn’t cover that area by himself. Besides, I needed him in the fight now that we had a defensible position—he could be deadly when the occasion required it.

      “You will see them part the mist. Be ready.”

      My two remaining shadow tentacles lashed around me hither and fro, like snakes ready to strike. I’d spent most of the shadow energy I was able to summon on the mist wall, and I only hoped that two tentacles would be enough. I would soon find out, as three cat sídhe-sized holes appeared in the wall at once.

      Belladonna’s pistol fired thrice in rapid succession. She likely only needed a single bullet, but all fae were hard to kill, so the extra two shots per cat were insurance. The cat she shot at screeched, and then it was gone. Meanwhile, I lashed out at the other two, catching one solidly and knocking it over the edge. The other dodged out of the way, only to start retching and hacking.

      “What’s wrong with that one?” Belladonna asked. “Should I shoot it?”

      “No need. It will suffocate shortly.”

      “Monty?” she asked.

      “Partially coalescing inside the thing’s throat, no doubt.”

      She gave a sardonic roll of her eyes. “He is a hard pill to swallow.”

      Suddenly, the choking cat gave a loud hiss, then it turned its natural color and fell dead, splayed out on the cliff ten feet in front of us. Monty assumed his physical form beside us, smirking.

      “I got tired of waiting, so I ripped its heart out from the inside,” he said with a lackadaisical shrug.

      Belladonna gave him an appraising look, followed by a grudging nod. “Nice.”

      “More will follow,” I warned. “Be on your guard.”

      The next six came at us all at once. I lashed out at them as before, wishing my human body was strong enough to support the weight of one of the cats. If I had more tentacles, I might’ve anchored myself to the ground and tossed the felines over the edge. The best I could do now was to use my shadow limbs as bludgeons, which was not ideal.

      One tentacle struck a glancing blow and the other landed on nothing. Belladonna fired at will in three-round bursts, smoothly and cleanly transitioning from target to target. Based on the gut-wrenching yowls that followed, she hit at least one of the cats. Another cat retched and hacked on the far right, presumably engaged by our vampire companion.

      That leaves four to deal with.

      Knowing they were likely almost upon us, I withdrew my shadow limbs, curling the ends into thin, finger-like strands that I used to pluck two knives from the brace Belladonna had across her chest.

      “Hey!” she protested as my tentacle brushed her breast.

      “Apologies, but it is a necessary slight,” I said as I slashed horizontally with both knives in a broad arc in front of us, one two feet off the ground and the other at roughly four feet.

      Dark red blood spattered the ground to our two o’clock and eleven o’clock. Belladonna wasted no time snapping off single rounds in both directions, swinging her pistol back and forth with supernatural speed. Bam-bam-bam-bam-bam-bam-bam went the firearm’s staccato report. A second later, two more cat sídhe fell at our feet, returning to their natural midnight color as death overtook them.

      Two left. Where are they?

      As if to answer my question, something tackled Belladonna, knocking her pistol from her hands as she tumbled to the ground. I watched from the corner of my eye as she tussled with a limestone colored, shimmering outline of a large cat. As badly as I wished to help her, she was more than formidable, and I had my own problems.

      Out of sheer instinct, I dropped flat on the stone surface of the ledge. A millisecond later, something impacted the cliff wall behind me. One of my tentacles darted out at where I thought the cat fell, but it was quicker than I. Belladonna’s blade struck the cliff instead, leaving me wondering yet again where that cat had gone.

      If I survive this, she’s going to kill me for blunting the tip of her knife.

      Using my tentacles, I brandished the blades in front of me, slashing in a weaving pattern that I hoped would be a deterrent to any front attack. It was only when something knocked me to the ground from behind that I realized my mistake. Just as I was about to stab the huge cat sídhe that had pinned me to the ground, I felt my shade slamming against the walls of its psychic prison.

      Damn it all, not now.
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        * * *

      

      Spasms racked my body as the shade attempted to physically take control. In fact, they were the only thing that saved me, as I involuntarily curled into a fetal position on my side, narrowly avoiding the big cat’s slavering jaws. It most certainly would’ve torn out my jugular, snapped my neck, or both. For once, I counted myself lucky to be cursed by my symbiotic connection with the shade.

      -Surrender, wizard. You cannot fight a battle on two fronts.-

      Never.

      Unfortunately, the demon was right. To put it back in its cage, I needed to focus solely on that task. I might be able to evade the cat’s next attack if I shifted my attention away from the shade, but then it would take the opportunity to escape and subdue my will. My only option was to fight the shade and hope I could place it in its cage again before the faery cat bit my head off.

      I wrestled with the demon, battering it with psychic blows to force it back into its prison within me. Yet the thing would not relent. It fought back harder than it ever had, sensing its chance for freedom in my vulnerability to external attack.

      Go back into your prison and obey me once more! I commanded.

      -You are weak, and the sídhe cat is about to kill you. Let me take control, and I will save us both.-

      And if I die? What will your rebellion have accomplished?

      -Ah, but I’ve watched your necromantic rituals over the past many months. I know how to keep a human body in a usable state, if not alive. No longer do I have reason to fear your death.-

      To put it mildly, this was a catastrophic development. I cursed myself for a fool as I considered the consequences of the shade living inside me as a revenant. Then, I realized who its first victim would be.

      Not Monty—vampires had precious little life force, as they were undead creatures. No, it would be Belladonna, filled with vitality as she was due to her magical infection with the therianthrope vyrus.

      No! I cried, fighting back even harder against the shadow wraith, like I never had before.

      There was no strategy here, no plan to trick it with feints so I could attack it from unexpected directions; this was a fight for survival, a battle of sheer will to see who would get the bone. Time ran differently when I battled with the shade, and what seemed like hours of struggle might only amount to a few seconds in the external world. Even as I labored inch by psychic inch to put the thing back in its cage, I wondered if I was about to get my neck snapped in two by the faery cat.

      I honestly don’t know how long we fought. The shadow demon simply would not relent, no matter how hard I tried to subdue it. I eventually realized that for the first time in my life, I was losing against it.

      -Never fear, little Creighton. If your soul still clings to this form after victory is mine, I’ll allow you to watch as I drain the life from your lover.-

      Dread filled me then, of the deepest kind. My worst nightmares were becoming a reality, even as the shade hammered the walls of the psychic dungeon I’d created to restrain it. I realized the only thing I could do would be to set off an elemental spell at destination zero, right inside my chest. The shade could try to continue its existence on this plane while living in a charred pile of reanimated guts—and I wished it good luck with that.

      Just as I was about to form the spell and detonate it, I felt a bitingly sharp sensation that started in my mouth before flowing down my throat.

      My elixir.

      Instinctively, I gulped down whatever small amount had trickled down my pharynx, reveling as the mystical serum became a ball of warmth in my stomach that soon spread throughout my chest and groin, then out to my limbs, and finally to my head.

      The function of the elixir was to clear my mind, to quicken the speed at which my cerebral neurons fired, and to strengthen the connection between my mind, body, and magic. This latest dose I’d concocted was stronger by degrees than anything I’d made before, because I was desperate. Ursula had helped me with the ingredients, as she knew of substances in nature that could enhance the concoction beyond what I’d achieved with it previously.

      Soon I experienced a renewed strength of will, enough to allow me to halt the shade’s progress.

      -Damn you, wizard!- the shade screamed as I hammered it with psychic blows that gradually forced it back into the mentally constructed cage in which it belonged.

      It was an intense battle, one the entity did not concede easily. After it was finally back in its prison, I was completely and utterly wrung out. Somehow I managed to find the wherewithal to fix the cracks and shore up the walls in the mental and magical structure that held the shade captive inside me. After wrapping its cell in psychic chains that were symbolic of my will to keep it contained, I slowly, carefully allowed myself to regain consciousness.

      When I opened my eyes, Belladonna hovered over me. I glanced left, and there Monty knelt with an empty bottle of my elixir in his hands. All around lay cat sídhe corpses, at least a dozen of them, either dismembered or curled into paralyzed, contorted balls of black fur and shriveled flesh.

      “What happened?”

      “Well, Belladonna was busy wrestling one of those she-cats, and I’d just finished ripping the guts out of another one. I looked around, and you were having one of your fits, just as a she-cat was about to take a bite out of your neck. So, I knocked it off you and grabbed that emergency bottle of hooch you carry around your neck. Meanwhile, your girlfriend turned into this big snake thing and ripped the shit out of those cats. The few that were left took off.”

      “Half-snake, you dope,” Belladonna said with a sniffle. She wiped a tear from her eye, then she grabbed me and hugged me close. “I thought you were dying.”

      I returned the hug, patting her on the back to soothe her. “It’s nothing to worry about, and now that it’s over we can go about our business.”

      Belladonna tensed up in my arms, then she gently lowered me back to the ground. I was too exhausted to resist gravity’s pull, so I complied and laid back down. The look she gave me wasn’t quite anger, more like stern disappointment of the kind a parent might give a child after catching them in a lie.

      “‘Nothing to worry about?’ Seriously? We’re in the middle of a fight for our lives, and suddenly I look over and see you having a seizure while a cat the size of a donkey is about to take a bite out of your throat. That’s nothing to worry about?”

      “Believe me when I say that I have things under control.”

      “Obviously not, or you wouldn’t be having—” she glanced at Monty. “What did you call them?”

      “His fits. He has them occasionally, then he drinks that stuff that looks and smells likes Jagermeister, and he’s fine again. I just figured he was antiseptic or something.”

      “Turncoat,” I whispered, knowing Monty could hear. He shrugged and frowned as if to say, ‘Do you really think I’m going to cross her?’

      “Fits,” she said as she turned her formidable, intimidating gaze on me again. “And just how long have you been having these episodes?”

      I averted my gaze, embarrassed as I was to admit weakness of any kind. “For a few months now.”

      “And you didn’t think to tell me?” Her jaw fell open as her eyelids fluttered with frustration. “I guess that explains the weight loss. Any idea why this is happening? Is it a curse, something that Fuamnach did?”

      “Of sorts,” I replied, hesitant to say more.

      “Still being evasive,” she said as she frowned while somehow still managing to look sympathetic. Belladonna glanced sideways, addressing Monty. “Give us a minute.”

      Monty looked around. “Where do you want me to go? Down there with the rest of those she-cats?”

      My girlfriend lowered her gaze and rubbed her forehead between her eyes. “I don’t know, just walk over to the cliff’s edge and give us some privacy.”

      “I’ll still be able to hear you,” he replied, his eyes darting to hers, then the ground, then back again.

      “Then plug your ears, carajo!” Belladonna hissed with her fists clenched at her sides.

      Shiny scales began to break out on her cheeks, and as she spoke her upper and lower canine teeth extended perhaps one-half inch longer. I knew from experience this meant she was becoming really, truly exasperated, so I made a small shooing motion at Monty behind her back.

      The vampire slunk away muttering to himself, shoulders sagging and head lowered. “Sheesh, I was just trying to be respectful. Can’t help it if I have superhuman hearing.”

      “He did just save my life,” I said in a calm, quiet voice, as much for Monty as for Belladonna. “You might’ve been kinder because of it.”

      She turned her gaze on me again, her expression softening although her fists were still clenched tightly at her sides. Finally, she opened her hands, wiping her palms on what remained of her jeans. They’d been shredded into rags from the upper thighs down, presumably due to her rapid transformation into her naga form.

      “I’ll apologize later.” Her eyes welled up with tears. “Right now, I want to know what’s going on with you, and why you’re getting sick.”

      “I—you were right, it is something Fuamnach did to me, when I was very young. While I realize you’re concerned and you’d like to know more, it’s difficult for me to talk about. I’m not sure I’m ready to reveal everything to you at this juncture.”

      She pursed her heart-shaped mouth into a perfect pout, looking down at her hands as she wiped her eyes, one at a time. “That’s fair.”

      Her response shocked me to my core. I’d been certain she’d react to my reticence with anger or disappointment. But understanding? It really wasn’t the sort of reaction I was accustomed to receiving after disappointing someone. For several long moments I had nothing to say, then I decided saying nothing might be interpreted as a rejection.

      Think, Crowley. What do you say when someone shows you compassion?

      Of course, there was only one thing to say. “Thank you.”

      “Respecting boundaries is what people do in caring relationships, tonto.”

      “Noted, now and for future reference.”

      “Is it going to kill you?” She wrung her hands, gaze still lowered. “Because that looked a lot like something is really, seriously wrong with you.”

      “Yes, it might,” I said, surprised at my own candor. “But I’m doing everything I can to prevent that.”

      She nodded, eyes wet again, then she fell over me to pull me into a warm, tight embrace. “I care about you so much, you know that?”

      “I do, and those sentiments are returned, one thousand-fold,” I said as I clung to her tightly. Again, my forthrightness of speech shocked me. It seemed that, for once, I was navigating a difficult interpersonal situation correctly. “I know I’m not the best at expressing it, but I care for you, more than anyone else in these gods-cursed realms. In truth, you are the only family I have left.”

      Belladonna released me, and without her formidable strength supporting me I was forced to prop myself up on my elbows. She sat back, rolling onto her buttocks to cozy up to me sidesaddle. After wiping her eyes again, she laid a hand on my chest, fixing me with a look that was both sad and hopeful, all at once.

      “Then let’s promise each other this—I won’t leave you, and you won’t leave me, not if either of us can help it. Deal?”

      I wondered if I could in fact keep that promise. There was a chance that, after finding Caladbolg, I might have the means to free us of Fuamnach’s vengeful influence. In that moment I decided I would find a way to achieve both ends, no matter the cost.

      “I promise. And I will share everything with you, when I am ready.”

      She thumbed tears from her eyes. “Okay then, it’s settled. You’re not getting rid of me.”

      “Nor you, me.”

      Belladonna smiled ruefully, first at me, then at her tattered pants. “¡Joder! I really liked the way these jeans fit my hips.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      My “fits,” as Monty so aptly described them, were happening more frequently of late. Obviously, my shade was growing stronger, even as I was finding it ever more difficult to keep him locked away. I could only assume the entity had begun feeding on my life force in earnest, a reaction to me preventing it from feeding externally.

      One thing was clear—I had to locate and retrieve Caladbolg before my shade became my undoing, and that meant keeping the thing at bay. Monty had poured an entire vial of elixir down my throat, two full doses, but I could hardly complain considering the consequences had he not done so. I had one more vial of elixir on me, which thankfully had not been shattered in the preceding conflict.

      Hopefully it will be enough.

      While Belladonna smoothed things over with Monty, thanking him for saving me and apologizing for being short with him, I drank hot tea and ate energy bars. My appetite had not been what it once was of late, and eating had become a chore. Still, I forced the food down with effort, and thankfully my strength began to return shortly.

      After thirty minutes or so of rest, I was ready to continue. On seeing me rise, Monty rushed over to me, eliciting a smile from Belladonna. Apparently, she’d noticed what I had—that the vampire had come to look to me for leadership.

      Who would have thought that my closest allies would turn out to be a fae water hag, a serpenthrope, a hedge witch, and a vampire? Strange times, and even stranger companions.

      “What now, boss?”

      I certainly couldn’t complain about the help. Monty had proven himself both loyal and caring, if a bit of a dunce. Despite his checkered background, it was only fair that I returned his loyalty in kind. He wasn’t the only one with a regrettable past, after all.

      “We need to see what’s atop that mountain.” I pointed at the craggy summit that dominated the area. “Peg warned of a goddess, a glaring, and an aerie. We survived our meeting with the goddess and defeated the glaring. Now, we must find the aerie. What better place, than atop the highest peak here?”

      “What’s the plan?” Belladonna said as she entered the conversation whilst adjusting her pants. She muttered to herself as she did so. “Man, I’m going to miss those jeans.”

      “I shall buy you ten pair upon our return. But now we need to see what awaits us. Monty—”

      He held up a hand. “On it. I’m the best choice to scout it out. Give me thirty minutes. If I don’t come back, it’s not because I stumbled across a field of ganja.”

      The vampire zipped away, leaping off the cliff before turning into a cloud of dark mist that floated toward the mountain. Belladonna stared after him shaking her head.

      “There’s a lot more to that chiflado than meets the eye.”

      “I suspect he was a decent person in his former life. A shame that his master forced the so-called dark gift on him.”

      Belladonna grimaced as if tasting something foul. “It has to be one of the worst things you can do to a person, forcing them to become something monstrous.”

      “A fate to which I believe we can both relate. As much as the fool irritates me, he can’t help what he was made to be. Moreover, he has learned to direct his urges, if not toward doing good, then at least toward eradicating evil.”

      “Works for me.” She looked around at the many bloody corpses that were scattered all over the cliff. “You think we should clean any of this up?”

      I scratched the side of my nose, considering the utility of the task. “This is a highly defensible position. If we’re forced to stay the night, it’ll make for a good campsite. Tossing the corpses over the side will serve as a stark reminder to any remaining cat sídhe who think to attack under cover of darkness.”

      For the next half-hour we busied ourselves with tossing feline bodies and body parts over the edge. As I went about the task, I was rather astounded by the trauma Belladonna had inflicted on the big cats. Some had been ripped in twain, others dismembered, and still others were but shriveled, poisoned husks, eaten away from the inside by her venom.

      “I had no idea your saliva could do this,” I said in what I hoped was an approving tone. “It is very impressive.”

      She tensed and glanced at me quickly, as if to gauge whether I was teasing, condescending, or serious. The look on my face must have been enough because her shoulders relaxed, and a smile split her lips.

      “Think, Crowley. It’s not my saliva. Otherwise, how would we kiss?”

      “Hmm, I hadn’t thought of that. Venom glands, then, above your canines?”

      She tapped one high, smooth cheekbone with her finger. “Yep. I’m finding that as time goes on and I get better control over the change, my body is producing more potent venom.”

      “Have you had the opportunity to do this—” I paused to point at a desiccated corpse, “—before today?”

      She nodded. “Last month, while I was out doing covert work for Maeve. The mark was a nasty leannán sídhe. La perra tried to glamour and seduce me, hoping to take me out once my guard was down. It almost worked, but I snapped out of it right when we were neck to neck. The bite I gave her was a pure reflex, and she got both barrels.”

      “I take it the result was similar?” I said as I kicked the body over the ledge.

      “Worse. I only gave each of these cats a small dose, so I’d have enough for everyone. That chick melted from the inside out. All that was left of her was a pile of goo.”

      I flashed a tight smile. “Remind me to avoid nipping at your neck when you’re asleep.”

      “Try it anyway,” she purred, winking at me. “You would definitely get a different response.”

      I was just about to propose a date for said encounter when Monty’s misty black form swept in between us. He coalesced rapidly, panting out of apparent shock and human affectation more than a lack of oxygen. Vampires were strange creatures.

      “Boss, you’re not going to like this.”

      “Tell me, did you find the sword?”

      “Yeah, but it’s guarded. Like, very well guarded.”

      “By what?” Belladonna asked, crossing her arms over her chest. She was not easily intimidated.

      “By the biggest three-headed bird I’ve ever seen, and a whole flock of bloodthirsty ravens.”

      “Just a big stupid bird?” she scoffed. “We’ll be eating hot wings before sundown.”

      “I think not,” I said, rubbing my chin as I wondered at the folly of this quest. “If that bird is what I think it is, the sword is guarded by the Ellén Trechend.”
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        * * *

      

      As we made our way to the mountain, I found myself getting winded, which was an embarrassment unto itself. Despite that, I spent a good deal of time explaining the legend of the giant, three-headed roc that ravaged all of Ireland during the time of Amergin the Poet. I’d heard of the beast during my childhood in Underhill, in tales and legends told among the fae. Everyone agreed it was among the worst monsters to plague the isle in all of mythology and legend.

      No one had seen the creature since it was killed by Amergin. As with most so-called primaries—gods, ancient fae, and powerful creatures of legend—the thing was likely immortal. I assumed that, after its death, its spirit crossed to the other side of the Veil until it gained sufficient energy to reform on this plane of existence. Either that, or Medb used necromancy to raise it from the dead so it could guard Caladbolg.

      This begged the question—why did Medb find it so very important to hide the weapon and guard it so well? Wouldn’t she have wanted to keep it and use it to defend her throne and lands? A similar weapon did crop up in legend again, in other hands and on other occasions, but in most instances, the spelling of said swords differed slightly. I was beginning to strongly suspect those were indeed different weapons, and that Caladbolg had been here all along.

      But again, why did Medb hide it away? By all counts, Fergus was a terror when he carried the weapon into battle. Could it be that it was a weapon so terrible, even ancient Ireland’s most ruthless queen dare not wield it?

      “So, let me get this straight,” Belladonna asked as we strode up the last of the switchbacks leading to the mountain proper. “This three-headed—what, a buzzard? Let’s just call it that. This three-headed buzzard destroyed most of Ireland, and no one could beat it until some Celtic rapper kicked its ass and sent it packing?”

      As we walked, Belladonna checked the chamber and magazine of each of her pistols for the umpteenth time since we left the high cliff ledge. She’d somehow managed to produce another twin to the beast of a sidearm she’d been using, and a pair of smaller backups. The large sidearms were now holstered in a double shoulder rig, while the backup pistols were carried in chest holsters attached to a tactical vest.

      The huntress favored baldrics, cargo vests, and bandoleers over belts these days, forgoing carrying necessities below her waist. That way, if she had to shift into her naga form in battle, she’d still be armed. She wore the bandoleer of knives she’d carried earlier, now slung over her vest, which held extra magazines for each pistol. A pair of short swords were rigged in breakaway sheathes over her shoulders, and three of the bolos she’d used on Monty were coiled and strapped to her belt.

      In short, she appeared more than ready for battle—one I wished to avoid, if possible.

      “Er, something like that. I would think such a creature would more properly be designated as a roc, although legends of such birds originate in the Middle East. Then again, giant birds do appear in the mythologies of nearly every continent, including North and South America.”

      “Birdzilla,” Monty said. “I saw it on Monster Quest.”

      “The name that Native Americans gave it is the Thunderbird. If I’m not mistaken, they worshipped their version as a god—or, at the very least, as a primal force of nature.” I cleared my throat, ostensibly to indicate a turn of subject. My health really had been failing over the last few months, it seemed. “As for Amergin’s involvement, he was said to have slain the beast in single combat. How is perhaps a question lost to antiquity, though I daresay I wish someone would have mentioned that detail in their retelling of the legend.”

      “Question is, how are we going to kill it?” Belladonna asked.

      “Honestly? I am sincerely hoping that we don’t need to engage it at all.”

      “What are you thinking, boss?” Monty asked as he strolled with ease up the steep incline. It must have been nice to forego the need for oxygen. “Simple smash and grab?”

      “Without the smash, preferably,” I countered. “Explain the setting to me again, if you would.”

      Monty grew even more animated as he spoke. “Okay, so it’s like this. Eventually the trails peter out, so we’ll have to climb our way up that high bluff there.” He pointed at a vertical cliff face on the far-right side of the mountain that was easily half the height of El Capitan. “Those bloody birds have nests all along the cliff, and they attack anything that comes close.”

      I stroked my chin, wondering at which danger might be the worse of the two. “How many of these birds are there?”

      “I couldn’t count them. Say a few hundred, if I had to guess.”

      “There’s no other way up the mountain?” Belladonna asked as she stopped at the switchback trailhead.

      “None. Not unless you want to climb up and down a series of deep, dark crevices. The right side offers the only clear shot up the mountain.”

      I cleared my throat again. “Tell me about the summit.”

      “That’s the best part. Near the top, you reach a high cliff that’s easily a few hundred feet across and just as wide. It’s set inside a niche that’s almost a cave, but really just an overhang, and it’s huge. Looks like someone took a giant ice cream scoop and carved out a hunk from the mountain.”

      “And then?” I said as I stopped a few feet from Belladonna, trying hard to conceal how winded I was.

      “That’s the crazy part. There’s a huge nest made out of trees in the back of that overhang, at least a hundred feet across. Not tree branches, full-grown trees. Inside the nest sits a giant three-headed bird that takes up most of the space inside.”

      “Qué tonterías. There’s no way this bird is that big. How could it even fly?”

      Monty bristled at being questioned, as he took great pride in his powers of perception and recall. “Hey, Rodan could fly in the Godzilla movies, and he had a wingspan of something like two hundred yards.”

      “Similar to the size of the Ellén Trechend.” I pondered the problem as I waited for my lightheadedness to pass. “Where sits the sword?”

      The vampire snickered. “Oh, you’ll love this. It’s right out in the open, about fifty feet in front of the nest, sticking out of a damned boulder.”

      “Like Excalibur?” Belladonna said, squinting in disbelief.

      “Yup. Just like in that King Arthur movie.”

      “Charlie Hunnam or Clive Owen?” Belladonna inquired with genuine curiosity.

      “Huh? The Clive Owen version didn’t even have Excalibur, not really. And that Guy Ritchie film was trash. Naw, I’m talking Nigel Terry, all the way. That’s the only decent King Arthur film that was ever made.”

      “Well, besides Monty Python and the Holy Grail. But the Clive Owen version had a kick-ass heroine. Even if they botched the main story, it was worth seeing for that.” Belladonna nodded once, as if the matter were settled.

      “Yeah, I’ll give you that on both counts.”

      “Outside of the actual legends, I have no idea what either of you are talking about.” I scowled, annoyed at being left out of the conversation. “Getting back to the matter at hand, what you’re saying is that we need to climb a sheer cliff face over one thousand feet high, while being attacked by a flock of bloodthirsty corvids, and then steal a sword that’s trapped in stone whilst evading a raptor the size of a jumbo jet?”

      Monty considered my run-on sentence for several moments, tapping his chin with his index finger. “Ayup. That’s about the size of it.”

      I smiled cheerfully. “Then what are we waiting for? Let’s get started.”
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        * * *

      

      The ravens were our next obstacle. I’d devised a plan for dealing with them during our trek up to the steep slope that led to the final summit. After catching my breath, I looked up the wall.

      Perhaps a thousand feet above, the mountain was dotted by small caves that stood out like pockmarks in the rock. According to Monty, the blood ravens of legend resided within those caves. Our job was to lure them out, then eliminate them.

      “Monty, I need you to float up there, then turn corporeal and cling to the rock. Make plenty of noise so you can be certain you have their attention.”

      “Then what?”

      “Then, fall.”

      He looked at me aghast. “Just jump off the cliff and fall ninety hundred feet?”

      It took some effort to keep a sneer off my face. “I don’t want you to hit the ground, obviously. Wait until the last second, then turn incorporeal again, just before you make impact. That will ensure that the flock follows you closely enough, so they are in range when we attack.”

      He stroked the mousy beard on his thin, weak chin. “I dunno. There’s an awful lot of birds up there. Think you two can handle them all? Because my skills aren’t exactly the crowd control kind.”

      Belladonna flashed a delightfully wicked smile and drew two of her pistols. “Don’t sweat it, we got this.”

      “Indeed, the matter is well in hand.” I shooed him away. “Now go, let us get this unseemly task done so we can steal the sword and be off.”

      Monty blinked several times as he considered the plan, then he threw his hands in the air. “Okay, you’re the boss.”

      After he’d turned to mist and floated away, Belladonna chuckled. “When did he start all that boss stuff?”

      “I don’t know. I’d say recently, but he might have always said it and I simply wasn’t paying attention.”

      “He looks up to you, you know.”

      I clucked my tongue. “I am a poor role model, by any measure.”

      “Not from where I’m standing, you’re not. The way I see it, you’re someone who chose to do good, against all odds, even though you had the crappiest upbringing ever. Every single day, I see you improving and coming closer to the person you were always meant to be. To me, you’re one of the best men I know.”

      I stared at her, stunned. “I honestly don’t know what to say. You know I don’t see myself that way. But thank you.”

      “See? The Crowley I knew years ago would’ve simply scoffed and walked away. You’ve changed and you’re still changing, for the better.” She raised her chin, indicating I should watch the cliff above. “Heads up, I think your boy got their attention.”

      Above us, Monty looked like a bug on a screen as he clung to the cliff face, so tiny was he at that distance. He yelled obscenities at the birds, which I didn’t think was necessary, but it seemed to be doing the trick. Soon, a cacophony of caws and croaks gradually built in volume, and the flock of blood ravens launched from the cliff all at once.

      Working quickly, I cloaked us almost entirely in shadow save for our eyes, to ensure that the ravens would not see us waiting for them and abort their descent. Then, I readied my magic, summoning multiple fireballs that hovered above my palms. Belladonna gripped her pistols tightly, keeping the barrels pointed upward, eyes locked on the vampire.

      “Oh, shit,” we heard Monty say. Then, “Geronimo!”

      He leapt off the side of the mountain, clearing the sheer face by a good thirty feet as he plummeted toward us. The blood ravens were hot on his tail, snapping their beaks and cawing up a storm as they dove after the vampire. A few were almost close enough to nip at his back, but they too were relying on gravity, likely counting on an easy meal when their prey hit the ground.

      The scene was reminiscent of a child’s cartoon Hemi had once forced me to watch while I was waiting to speak with Maki. Something about a coyote falling off a cliff, I believe. As Monty fell, he flailed his arms and legs, much like the hapless canine did in that old cartoon show.

      Hemi would have certainly enjoyed this. Or, perhaps not considering the way in which he died here on his last visit.

      Only the span of a few seconds had passed when Monty turned into a cloud of mist, whooshing down at us from fifty feet or so overhead. The flock seemed confused at losing sight of their prey. Almost as a single entity, they pulled up and hovered, flapping their wings at a height of thirty feet as they scanned the ground below.

      At this range, I could see the ravens clearly. While they might once have been commonplace birds, they were no longer. They were large, each the size of a turkey or a large goose, with feathers that were blood red at the tips, transitioning to a shimmering, iridescent black toward their shoulders and back. Their tail feathers faded black to blood red at the ends, and their sharp beaks and claws matched the tips of their feathers.

      Their most startling feature was their eyes, which glowed with an eerie orange luminescence. Like many fae things, they were both beautiful and deadly. To survive in Underhill, one had to learn to look past the beauty to see the danger wherever it lurked. Personally, I would have no trouble killing these creatures.

      I spoke a trigger word as I dropped the cloak of shadow from above us. Just as Monty whooshed to the ground next to us, I launched all six fireballs at once. As they flew from my hands, I willed them to expand into a massive wall of flame that shot upward, enveloping much of the flock in the conflagration.

      When the fire wall hit the birds, the flames flared even hotter as they consumed hundreds of blood ravens at once. Instantly the air was filled with the acrid scent of burning flesh and feathers, as well as the death cries of many of their number. Charred bird corpses began to fall all around, so I formed a canopy of shadow to keep them from hitting us.

      Wishing to end it while the remainder of the flock was still in disarray, I signaled Belladonna to take over the attack. “Now.”

      First, I opened a hole in the canopy, then I plugged my ears with shadow as she cut loose on the remaining hundred or so birds. Never before had I seen Belladonna demonstrate her marksmanship skills while utilizing her supernatural speed and reflexes. It was a sight to behold.

      First Belladonna emptied one pistol in a rapid-fire manner, then she manipulated the release button one-handed to drop the magazine, even as she began firing with her other hand. Before the mag hit the ground, she’d tossed the empty pistol in the air, freeing that hand to snag a fresh magazine from a vest pouch. As the empty pistol descended, she slid the new magazine into the mag well, allowing her hand to slide up the grip so she could slam the magazine home on her thigh.

      Finally, she hit the slide release, racking a round in the chamber so the pistol was ready to fire—all while unfailingly hitting targets with her other hand. As soon as she emptied one pistol, she began firing another, transitioning so smoothly that the whole operation looked balletic in nature. I was no stranger to displays of martial skill, and I could honestly say this was a demonstration of a master performing at the highest level.

      Even more impressive, I didn’t have to cast another spell. By the time Belladonna had holstered the first pair of smoking pistols, the flock’s remaining numbers had been cut in half, and the rest were fleeing off around the mountain. She drew her second set of pistols, firing thirty or so rounds and cutting the remnant down to perhaps two dozen birds as they fled.

      As I lowered the shadow canopy, I glanced around us at the havoc we’d wreaked. Charred bodies and bleeding bird corpses lay everywhere. The foot of the cliff was a mess of blood, feathers, and soot. For some odd reason, it bothered me.

      Then, it hit me. Like the three of us, these creatures were victims of the Tuath Dé as well. While certainly vicious, they were just dumb creatures changed against their nature, after all.

      Belladonna was reloading when I laid a hand on her shoulder. “Enough.”

      “Crowley, I can get them all. Just—”

      I gently pushed the barrels of her weapons down and to the side. “It is enough. We should leave a few alive, so they can rebuild their numbers. It’s not their fault they were twisted into something vile and repulsive by the fae.”

      She cast a final, somewhat forlorn look at the remaining blood ravens as they sailed around the mountainside and out of sight. “Yeah, okay. I think I get what you’re saying. They’re like us, in a way.”

      “Yes, they are. But it still had to be done.”

      She exhaled, long and slow, then she finished reloading her backup pistols before holstering them. “Time to climb this bad boy?”

      “Yes. I need to see the sword and the Ellén Trechend myself.”
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        * * *

      

      Belladonna scampered up the cliff like a spider, and Monty was a dark mist that floated easily toward the apex. Meanwhile, I clambered along on spindly shadow tentacles, slowly but surely making my way up the mountain. While it was nice to have a means of locomotion that did not tire me physically, I feared that too much use of the shade’s magic would cause it to stir prematurely. I hoped to get back to Earth before that happened, and thus had decided to utilize that magic sparingly.

      As we neared the summit, Belladonna and I paused, clinging to the side of the mountain just beneath the cliff’s edge. I held a finger to my lips, indicating that we should maintain a level of stealth moving forward. If we could remove the sword without waking the roc, so much the better.

      “Monty, is it still asleep?” I whispered.

      The dark cloud of smoke formed into three letters. YES.

      I hung still from my tentacles for a moment, effectively hovering a few feet from the rocky surface of the mount. Stroking my chin, I considered whether it was wise to initiate the next step in my plan. It was either that or fight, and I had no desire to battle the monster.

      With a nod to myself, I held one finger aloft to convey that I wanted my companions to stay where they were. Then, ever so slowly, I lifted myself up until only the top of my head and my eyes showed above the precipice. The scene before me was just as the vampire had described.

      The only sound that could be heard up there was that of the wind blowing across the barren span of rock and through the crags beyond. The false sun hit the cliff from behind the mountain, leaving half of it in shadow while illuminating the part closest to me clearly. It smelled of dry mountain air, rock dust, and carrion that had been left to rot until it was nothing but dry flesh over bone. A faint odor, but one I recognized well.

      Fifty feet away, a large boulder sat in the middle of the wide, flat clearing between the edge of the cliff and what lay nearer the mountain’s peak. A sword was embedded in that stone, the worn, dirty handle and one-third of the blade sticking out at a slight angle toward us. Past that, perhaps another seventy-five feet, a giant bird’s nest made from large trees and other detritus sat beneath a massive rocky overhang.

      I gauged the nest to be roughly one hundred fifty feet wide, and perhaps thirty feet tall at the edge. Sitting within it, with all six of its eyes closed, rested a massive, three-headed version of one of the blood ravens we’d just killed.

      The Ellén Trechend.

      Its head and shoulders were easily visible from my vantage point, giving me some idea of its stature. Even while nesting, the triple-headed roc towered fifty feet high at least. If I had to guess, I’d say its wingspan must have been two hundred feet or more to carry the thing aloft. That was to say, if it did not fly by magical means. Based on its size, it likely did.

      If it awakens, we are done for.

      Just as slowly, I lowered myself back down to a position beneath the view of the roc, just in case. “You were right, Monty—the thing is massive.”

      The mist formed two words. TOLD YA.

      “Indeed, you did at that,” I whispered.

      “What’s the plan?” Belladonna asked.

      “The plan is simple.” I turned to Monty, where he hovered beside us. “You are going to float over there, turn corporeal as quickly as possible, and retrieve that sword before the creature awakes.”

      The dark cloud of mist reformed. NOPE.

      I sighed. “This would be much easier if you took on your corporeal form and clung to the cliff as well.”

      If a cloud could sulk, this one did as it slowly floated to the mountain’s face. Monty coalesced, hanging onto the cliff with one hand and foot. He glanced first at me, then at Belladonna, then at me again.

      “Why do I have to be the one who gets all the dangerous jobs?”

      Belladonna snickered. “You said it earlier—you’re best suited to scout things out.”

      “Yeah, but this ain’t scouting, it’s stealing a sword that’s guarded by a freaking kaiju.”

      I raised a hand to get their attention. “Speaking of, I thought you said it looked like a buzzard.”

      “What am I, an ornitherapist? How am I supposed to know what kind of bird it is?”

      Belladonna’s shoulders shook silently in reaction to Monty’s inane remark. I simply pursed my lips, keeping my own mirth at bay through willpower alone.

      “That’s fair,” I whispered, tight-lipped. “Now, will you at least try to retrieve the sword?”

      For several seconds, the vampire’s aspect vacillated between pained indecision and abject terror. Finally, his expression relaxed. Then, his eyes narrowed as he gave me a sly look.

      “If I do this, you have to get me a year’s supply of that sweet OG Kush that Granny Witch grows.”

      I hung my head at an angle. “How much is a year’s supply?”

      “Let’s see,” he whispered, doing math on his fingers as he continued. “Three ounces a month, times twelve months, plus extra weed for holidays and special events…” Silence ensued for ten seconds or more, then he spoke again. “About three or four bags a month. Forty-four ounces ought to do it.”

      Since I already supplied him with that much anyway, it was an easy deal to make. However, I didn’t want to give the appearance of conceding too quickly, and I didn’t want to burden Ursula. The old kräuterhexen could easily grow several times that amount—using magic to hide her fields from the authorities, of course—but it wouldn’t be fair to ask.

      “A total of three pounds, give or take. I doubt she even grows that in a year. I will get you what she will sell me, and no more. The rest will come from other sources.”

      “Deal.”

      Belladonna and I stared at Monty expectantly, only to receive a blank look in response. I sighed and spread my hands wide.

      “Well, what are you waiting for? Retrieve the sword so we can return home.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Ten

          

        

      

    

    
      Belladonna and I both peeked up and over the cliff’s edge, hanging there like two naughty children looking over a fence after sending their friend to steal a pie from a neighbor’s window. Although, in recent memory, I couldn’t recall a time when I’d seen anyone cooling a fresh-baked pie in a window—it seemed like an invitation to disaster. But the image stuck, probably a leftover from something I’d seen my mother or grandmother do in times past.

      Oh, Mother. Soon I will avenge your death. All your deaths.

      Belladonna nudged me with her elbow, rousing me from my reverie. She inclined her head at the rock, and my gaze followed hers. There, Monty’s shadowy, cloudy form began to coalesce on the near side of the rock, where the monster could not see. He was small enough to hide there, and he did for a time, whether to calm his nerves or ingest more raw ganja, I could not be certain.

      Same difference, I suppose.

      After perhaps a minute or so, he stole a glance over the rock to assure himself the beast still slept. Then he stood, moving with vampire speed. To use his abilities in that way was a risk, as slow movements tended to draw much less visual attention. However, it might be best to simply take the sword as quickly as possible and be done with it.

      Ready or not, we’re about to find out whether that is the case.

      Monty reached a hand out, slowly now, to grab the sword. Belladonna squeezed my arm, tightly enough to bruise me, while keeping her gaze locked on the scene that played out before us. For my part, I held my breath.

      The vampire grasped the sword by its weather-worn, tarnished hilt, upside down like one who has never held or drawn a sword in their life. With one smooth motion, he pulled the sword out of the stone in reverse grip. Once the sword was free, he staggered back, mouth agape, clearly stunned that it had been liberated so easily. He turned to us with an expression of sheer triumph on his face, holding the sword aloft and pumping his arm in the air.

      It cannot be that easy.

      A loud, screeching cry pierced the near quiet of the mountain peak. At first, I had no idea from whence the sound came, then I realized the stone itself raised the alarm regarding the theft of the weapon. It cried out in the old language, “Gataige, gataige, gataige!” meaning, “Thief, thief, thief!”

      Apparently, Queen Medb had not intended to allow anyone to take the sword from the stone. More than likely, she’d set the whole thing up as a trap for her enemies. I wondered how many of her foes had met their doom here on this peak.

      Monty stood dumbfounded, clueless as to what to do. First, he appeared ready to thrust the sword back in the stone, then to run, then it looked as if he might hide or drop it and go incorporeal. Instead, he remained frozen by indecision, locked in place like a statue in Medusa’s garden. Whether it was out of sheer terror or a simple lack of intelligence, I didn’t dare to guess.

      Meanwhile, the right-most capitulum of the three-headed, monstrous blood raven stirred slightly. That head was turned sideways to us, so only the right eye was visible as it snapped open. A hideous orange orb fixed Monty in its gaze, then the head it belonged to opened its beak to caw loud and long, rousing its companions.

      All three heads swung forward at once, and six large, unblinking orange eyes locked on Monty’s still form.

      “Fly, you fool,” I whispered, knowing I’d stolen that phrase from somewhere, even as I said it.

      Monty heard me, his ears being sharper than a hare’s. That broke the spell of fear that had fallen over him, and he fled. Which was fine, except that he dropped the sword. As soon as he did, Caladbolg flew right back into the cleft in the stone from whence it had just been drawn.

      Drat and double drat.

      Monty whooshed by in his shadow mist form, presumably to hide somewhere down the mountain. Belladonna and I locked eyes as he passed between us. In an instant we shared the sort of nonverbal communication that only comes from great minds thinking alike.

      “I’ll distract the giant three-headed raven…” I said.

      “…and I’ll grab the sword.”

      “Then…”

      “…we beat feet.” After giving me a quick peck on the lips, she was gone.

      Oh, how I adore that woman. Now, to get this beast’s attention.

      I imagined we looked like nothing more than tiny morsels to the Ellén Trechend. Yet chickens pecked grubs, and happily, so I was quite certain it would not hesitate to have us for a snack. The question was, which of us first?

      My strategy was to prevent that question from ever entering its three minds. I had to do it quickly, because it had raised itself from the nest on two massive, clawed feet, as if it were about to spread its wings. I assumed it would do as most such birds did, flapping to facilitate small, controlled movements on land.

      If it did, we’d both be tossed off the mountain by the wind it would generate. To prevent that from happening, I pulled myself up on the cliff, drawing fully on the shade’s magic as I did so. Then, I let all that shadow flow out of me, forming it into a giant raven made of darkness. My construct was as large as the Ellén Trechend, with burning red eyes and a cry that pierced the sky.

      It was essentially an illusion, of course. The thing I’d made was as hollow as Monty’s skull, and it would shred like paper as soon as the monstrous corvid attacked it. My plan was to be long gone by then.

      On seeing my construct, the giant roc pulled itself upright, then it released a cry of challenge that shook the mountaintop. With all six of its eyes glued on the shadow illusion, the Ellén Trechend puffed out its chest feathers to look even bigger, if that were possible. Anticipating what was to come next, I stole a bit of shadow magic from my illusion, using some of it to anchor myself to the ledge while holding the rest in reserve.

      By that time, Belladonna was speeding my way at near vampire speed, sword in hand, a virtual blur of motion as she headed for the cliff’s edge and relative safety. Just before she reached the precipice, the Ellén Trechend snapped its wings to their full span, buffeting the entire cliff with the equivalent of gale force winds. I leaned into it, latching myself down with several shadow tendrils as I covered my eyes. Somehow, I managed to remain standing.

      Unfortunately, Belladonna hadn’t been ready for the assault. Since she was already moving quickly in the same direction, the sudden gust of air caused her to overshoot, blowing her off the side of the mountain. As I watched, she sailed a full twenty feet away from the precipice, then she began to plummet in a short arc that would end on the rocks some fifteen hundred feet below.

      Oh no you don’t.

      Throwing caution to the wind in an almost literal fashion, I leapt backward off the ledge after her. To keep the roc occupied I left the shadow construct in place, pulling as much shadow magic as I could spare from it as I fell. I still didn’t have much shadow to work with, but it was enough. With skill born from a lifetime of using the shade’s magic, I managed to stretch one long tentacle out to snag Belladonna, pulling her in and hugging her tightly as we fell.

      “Hold on to me,” I said as I released her from the shadow bonds I’d made, even as I snapped two shorter lines out to latch onto the cliff face that sped past.

      Both tentacles caught. One stretched and snapped, the other held. We bounced like a child’s toy on a string, slamming against the side of the cliff several times in the process. Belladonna saved me from suffering major trauma by spinning us around in midair so she could take the brunt of the impact. I wasn’t happy about it, but she was the sturdier of us and capable of quickly healing from any injuries she might sustain.

      Once I slowed our motion through my control of the shadow limb, I anchored us to the wall. Belladonna and I were face-to-face, as she had her arms wrapped around my neck and her legs wrapped around my torso. I glanced left and right, trying desperately to see if she’d dropped the sword.

      “Are you okay?” I asked. She nodded. “Do you have it?”

      Despite the battering she’d taken, she flashed a mischievous grin. That’s when I knew the plan had worked. Belladonna pulled Caladbolg from behind my back, holding it safely to the side where it could do no harm.

      “You think I’d drop this, after all the trouble we went through to get it?”

      On impulse, I kissed her full on the lips. “No, my dear, I do not.”

      “Then can we go home now?”

      “Yes, and perhaps sooner would be better.” Above us, the Ellén Trechend’s three heads screamed a challenge as it prepared to attack my shadow construct. “This will be a close thing, I think.”

      Kicking off the cliff, I released my tentacles to put us in free-fall again. Using all the shadow energy I’d stolen from the construct, I formed a large parasail of shadow above us, attached by lines that wrapped around us both. The wingfoil immediately caught the wind and slowed our fall as I guided us gently to the valley floor.

      Once we’d safely landed, I banished the chute and the raven construct both. Then, I pulled the paper Maki had given me from my pocket, burning it into ash with a thought.

      Monty materialized next to us just as the portal appeared. High above on the mountaintop, the Ellén Trechend’s three heads screamed in anger and frustration at losing sight of its intended prey. If the animal had any intelligence—and I believe it did—it must have realized that it had been fooled.

      “I believe it is time to make our exit, my dear,” I said to Belladonna as I gestured toward the portal.

      “Don’t have to tell me twice,” Monty said, brushing past us both to enter the magical doorway.

      “Please don’t tell me that you call him ‘dear,’” Belladonna whispered with a teasing smile as she followed the vampire.

      “If anything would give me nightmares about this whole horrid quest, the mere thought of such a Freudian slip would do it.” I ducked through the portal behind her, right as the false sun was blotted out on the Underhill side by the Ellén Trechend’s monstrous wingspan. “Just to be safe, let’s not mention this again. After all, I wouldn’t want to give that dolt the impression that I’ve actually grown fond of him.”
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        * * *

      

      No sooner had we returned to my grandparents’ ranch than my phone lit up with several texts and voicemails from Ursula. Rather than sort through them, I called her directly to see what the fuss was about. She answered on the first ring, inhaling with either shock or relief on hearing my voice.

      “Oh, thank goodness—you had me worried there for a minute. Something has been probing the wards we set up. I couldn’t reach you, so I thought the worst.”

      “I am fine, herb mother,” I said as I turned the sword this way and that to examine it. “We all are, in fact, having just completed a significant step toward our goal of protecting the county from Fuamnach’s influence.”

      “That’s why I was so worried, boy. Whoever is poking at our wards along the county line knows what they’re doing. They’re picking and scratching at the weaves, tryin’ to see how we put it all together. Ain’t no run of the mill wizard or witch doing it, that’s for sure.”

      “Did you complete the wards in my absence?” I asked, still examining Caladbolg.

      “I did, although I might not have done the best job at activating them. You’re the one that placed the sigils. Seeing as how they’re attuned to you, it’d be a darned good idea for you to go and reinforce what I’ve done. Besides, I don’t do as well with metal. Wood and earth, sure, and plants all day long. Air and metal, not so much.”

      “Be that as it may, I still thank you for finishing the work we set out to do. Considering how I was drawn away on urgent business—”

      “Rumor has it you’ve been banished by Maeve. That true?”

      “Who told you such a thing?”

      She scoffed softly. “The Circle has eyes and ears, you know. Maybe not as many as before, but their network still exists, and they like keeping close tabs on you. When you and the girl got scarce all at once, inquiries were made. Apparently, a little birdie in Maeve’s court sold our spies a tip.”

      “Hmm. I shall have to inform Maeve of this.”

      “Is it true?”

      “It is merely a temporary command. The queen wished to get me out of the way while she dealt with emissaries from The Vampyri Council.”

      Ursula hissed. “Looking into Amelia’s death, no doubt.”

      “We left nothing but ash, but certainly her maker sensed her passing. It likely did not take long for that one to connect the dots.”

      “Do you know who her maker is?”

      She wouldn’t say it out loud, but I knew what she was thinking. I had been an assassin for the fae, after all. If I could eliminate that one, many of our other problems would go away.

      Vampire politics were cutthroat, and they rarely worked toward the same end in their private machinations. If I killed it, some other powerful vampire would take Amelia’s maker’s place on the Council, happy to see their predecessor gone. I doubted there would even be an inquiry.

      Of course, killing an elder vampire was another matter entirely. They were like the ancient fae with regards to their power—difficult to kill and, in some cases, almost as deadly as a god.

      Without a doubt, I certainly do know how to pick my battles.

      “No, although I’ve done some research on the topic,” I said, adjusting the phone so I could hold it between my shoulder and ear. “As you know, a master vampire’s offspring will often share their gifts, although those talents are rarely as powerful as those of the maker. They don’t speak of such things with outsiders, either, which makes it difficult to track bloodlines.”

      In truth, after we dealt with Amelia, I’d scoured every text and tome I could get my hands on that even mentioned the topic of vampire families and their genealogies. I’d also made inquiries—circumspect inquiries, of course—as to the identities of Council members, and the nature of the powers each wielded. Having failed to learn much of anything useful on either front, eventually I gave up and turned my attention to getting revenge on Fuamnach.

      Ursula sucked air through her teeth. “That dummkopf who works for you shares a lineage with Luther, does he not?”

      “He’s admitted as much, yes, although Montague will not discuss it. I know this, though—he hates his maker.”

      “I suppose that’s something. Don’t need to tell you that you can’t trust any of them, no matter how kindly they seem.”

      I considered her words in light of recent events. “While we were in Underhill, the vampire saved my life.”

      “First off, you went to Underhill without telling me? And second, you placed yourself in that much danger?”

      I chuckled, because her tone made it clear that the chiding was in jest. “I assure you, any peril I found myself in was unwelcome and definitely unintended. I went there initially to seek Peg’s guidance. She suggested a course of action that led us to Rathcroghan, on the Underhill side.”

      “Don’t know much about it, ’cept it was where old Queen Medb reigned. What’d you get there?”

      “I’d rather not say over the phone, although I may require your input regarding the nature of the thing.” I spun the sword’s hilt in my hand, feeling the heft of it. For all the vaunted history behind it, Caladbolg looked like nothing more than any sword from that period. As for whatever magic it might hold, the blade seemed as inert as a common stone. “It is somewhat of an enigma.”

      “Maybe I’m not the one you need to talk to. Sounds like the person who sent you there’d be the one to help you figure it out.”

      “Yes, well—I won’t be returning to Underhill for a season.” By now Béibhinn would have healed and freed herself, and both she and the Ellén Trechend would be scouring the lands for any sign of me. I preferred to avoid bringing that sort of trouble to Peg’s doorstep, if possible. “It seems I will have to figure this puzzle out on my own, then.”

      “Be happy to take a look, but no promises. Now, tell me about this brush with death the nincompoop saved you from.”

      My voice was somber as I replied. “You know what plagues me, and how I struggle against it.”

      “Gotten worse, has it? Even with the stronger ingredients I gave you?”

      “Aye, and then some. If not for Monty’s intervention, I’d not be speaking with you now.”

      “Well, that’s not good. Hell if I want to be owing that idiot my thanks for saving your hide, though.”

      At that, I remembered my promise to Monty. Despite his ultimate failure to retrieve the sword, he had done as I asked. My word was my bond, so I would do as we’d agreed.

      “Yes, herb mother, about that—might I purchase more of those ‘ingredients’ from you when next we meet?”
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        * * *

      

      After checking the border wards and finding nothing amiss, I turned my attention to figuring out how to activate Caladbolg.

      “Attack me,” I said, twirling the sword in smooth arcs around my body.

      Monty and I faced off in the storm cellar behind my grandparents’ home. He wore ballistic armor that Belladonna had scrounged up from somewhere, as well as a set of football pads and a helmet that looked to have been from the sixties. He looked ridiculous, but as a condition of helping me experiment with Caladbolg, the fool had insisted on wearing it.

      I didn’t have the heart to tell him that, if the sword activated and there was a mishap on my part—highly unlikely, but possible—that meager protection would do little to blunt the effects. This was the sword that had cleaved mountaintops, after all. Or at least we thought it was that sword. Could we all have been mistaken?

      Belladonna had polished it, rewrapped the hilt, and stropped the blade, as its edge was relatively keen to begin with. To all outward appearances, the sword we’d retrieved from the valley of Rathcroghan in Underhill was nothing more than a standard Iron Age sword. Standard, that was, except that the blade was leaf-shaped, somewhere between a short sword and a longsword in length, and the overall construction combined elements of La Tène and Greek styles of the era. Such peculiarities caused me to wonder at the blade’s true origins.

      I considered these inconsistencies as Monty shifted his weight from foot to foot on the other side of the cellar. “Are you sure I’m not going to get hurt? Because it’s a lot harder for vampires to regenerate limbs than it is for ’thropes.”

      “Of course you won’t get hurt,” I said, immediately regretting the lie. “Rather, I will ensure that you do not get hurt. How does that sound?”

      Montague bounced on his toes and nodded. “If you say so, old man.”

      “Old man? You’re much older than I am.”

      Belladonna snickered. She sat on a peach crate nearby, watching the proceedings. “To be fair, you may very well be older than him.”

      “Come to think of it, I’ve never asked Monty when he was born. I suppose I never had a reason to be all that interested.” I shifted my gaze from Belladonna to the vampire, just in time to see the madman rushing across the room at me, screaming bloody murder.

      “Coming through!” he shouted as he tried to tackle me at human speed, probably to avoid accidentally being injured. Drawing on my fae training, I sidestepped and pivoted neatly out of the way, slapping him on the back with the flat of the blade as he passed.

      “I didn’t mean for you to engage me in a playground wrestling match,” I said, trying to keep the disdain from my voice. “If we are to activate the sword’s powers, your attack must be much more realistic—brutal, even.”

      “Yeah, but I don’t want to hurt you, either. If I came at you for real, that could definitely happen. You aren’t using magic, and it’s not like you can bounce back from an injury like me or Shakira over there.”

      Belladonna cleared her throat as she adjusted herself on her makeshift chair. “Are you sure you don’t want me to wield the sword? Seems like it’d be a lot safer.”

      “I do not, but thank you. When the sword’s powers activate, I need to be in control of the weapon so I can focus it safely. I also need to learn how those powers work, and I can only do so while in control of the weapon.” I made a beckoning gesture at Monty with my free hand. “Attack again, and this time, mean it.”

      “You asked for it.”

      His movement was a blur as he closed the distance between us. I was quite accustomed to dealing with opponents who had the requisite grace and speed of the fae, but even they couldn’t match the absolute alacrity of a mature vampire. The result was that Monty landed a hard palm strike on my sternum before I could even react.

      I went flying, only to fall into the arms of a watchful and prescient Belladonna, who had sprinted into position as soon as she saw what was about to happen. She might’ve kept me from cracking my skull on the stone walls of the cellar, but that did nothing to keep Monty from knocking the wind out of me. Bad enough that I was weakened from my inner battle with the shade—now I was bruised and gasping for breath, too.

      “That went well,” Belladonna said as she gently lowered me to the floor.

      I lay there for a moment, questioning my life choices and wondering at the fact that the sword had remained inert, even as I was being attacked. Perhaps it only registered deadly threats, and Monty’s intentions were not enough to cause it to activate. Or maybe there was some sort of code word or spell I needed to recite to bring the sword’s powers to bear.

      Then again, perhaps we didn’t actually retrieve the sword—maybe the real sword was still hidden out of sight in that valley in Underhill. I hated to think that might be the case. Dismissing the thought from my mind, I exerted mental control over my body to relax my injured diaphragm. As soon as I could take a breath without gasping, I pushed myself up on my elbows and fixed Monty with a hard stare.

      “Again. This time, do not hold back.”
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      Later at my compound, I was soaking in a hot bubble bath spiked with herbs Ursula had provided to soothe sore muscles. Belladonna sat on the edge of the tub beside me, sipping wine as we chatted. The sword was propped up in the corner the bathroom, because I did not want to let it out of my sight. Thus far, the only results I had gotten from testing the sword were a badly bruised body and an ego to match.

      I’d gone over the events in Underhill again and again, trying to suss out if we had acted in error and taken a decoy weapon. However, that simply didn’t make sense. Queen Medb had gone to great lengths to put the sword we’d taken in a place where few would be able to reach it. The more I thought about it, the more I became certain that she had never intended for anyone to wield the weapon again.

      “There’s no inscription or writing on the blade at all?” Belladonna asked, taking a long sip of Carménère as she waited for my response.

      “You cleaned and repaired the weapon yourself. If there was an etching on the blade, you would’ve been the first to have seen it.”

      She gave a halfhearted shrug. “Sure, but—I don’t know. I just thought it was a Lord of the Rings type thing. That you had to put the sword in fire or something for the letters to appear.”

      I merely nodded, resisting the temptation to be snappish and point out that movie magic was nothing like the real thing. But I refused to give in to the lesser man and treat her in such manner—no matter how frustrated I was in the moment. She had done nothing but encourage and support me all along, even after I’d hurt her deeply. Far be it from me to treat her poorly when all she was trying to do was help.

      “I will try again in the morning, I assure you. Perhaps there’s something we overlooked, something we missed in our initial inspection of the blade.” I knew there wasn’t, because I’d gone over it with a fine-toothed comb. After examining Caladbolg with human eyes, then with my mage sight, and finally using the shade’s strange vision, I detected nothing that would indicate the sword was more than a common hunk of Iron Age metal. “For the moment, let us simply relax. The quest was difficult, and we both need rest. I for one would find the greatest respite in your close company tonight.”

      Belladonna turned to face me as she batted her eyes coquettishly. “My, my—you certainly know how to make a woman feel wanted.”

      “The appreciation I have for you runs deeper than you know. Before you came back into my life, I was lost. Now, I feel as though I’ve recovered something precious, and my greatest fear is that I will lose it again despite my best efforts.”

      She set her wine glass down, then she gently grasped my chin, lifting it to look me in the eye. “You will never, ever lose me, do you hear me, Creighton Lee Kosek? No matter what happens, no matter where you are or where I am, if we are separated, I will find you. Nothing will stop me.”

      Her candor stunned me into silence. All I could do for several moments was stare back into her eyes and wonder how I had ever deigned to hurt this precious woman. Our relationship was still chaste, but the passion I felt for her in that moment was certainly encouraging me otherwise.

      But this wasn’t the right time to engage with her physically, as I suddenly realized I couldn’t go a moment longer without revealing what was really wrong with me.

      I pulled her hand into mine, clasping it tightly. “I need to tell you about what happened to me when I was a child.”

      “You don’t have to go into that. I know enough about your childhood to sympathize with what you went through.”

      “No,” I said, shaking my head. “I’m not talking about the torture or the abuse. I’m speaking about why I’m able to use shadow magic, and how Fuamnach made that happen.”

      Perhaps it was the tone of my voice, or something in my eyes that caused her to take heed. Belladonna grew very still, then she met my gaze with neither anticipation nor judgment in her expression.

      “Okay, I’m listening.”

      “When I first arrived in Underhill, I was just like all the other children—nothing more than a pet and plaything for the fae. For some reason, I was brought to Fuamnach’s attention. Perhaps one of her underlings realized I showed potential for learning the magical arts, or maybe it was the ruthless way I dealt with human children who challenged me. I am not certain. What I do know is, she singled me out for experimentation and modification via magical means in her dungeons.”

      Belladonna rested her free hand on top of mine. “Oh, Crowley, I had no idea.”

      “No one does—not unless they’ve been through the process. At any given time, she has dozens, even hundreds of experiments running in her dungeons. Some of them are genetic, using magic to alter and mix DNA between species to breed new magical creatures to fight and serve her as she sees fit. Others are more—” I hesitated for a moment as I struggled to find the right word “—spiritual in nature. As were the experiments she did on me.”

      Belladonna’s gaze softened. “What do you mean?”

      “I’m sure you’re aware there are other planes of existence, other realities populated by entities whose nature and abilities are so foreign to ours as to seem completely alien. In most cases, those creatures desire access to our plane—the physical plane—and not just to experience what our reality offers. No, they desire to feed on the creatures who live here. Some would dine on us physically, similar to the way that vampires and certain species of fae are known to do. Others feed in a more nefarious manner, devouring the spiritual energy and life force of mortal beings.”

      Belladonna seemed to know what I was getting at, but she clearly wanted to provide me the opportunity to get the entire story out in the open. Barely a muscle twitched in her face as she gazed into my eyes, the entire focus of her attention resting on me alone.

      “Go on.”

      I exhaled heavily before continuing. “Fuamnach grafted one such creature onto me—not physically, but spiritually. The process nearly killed me. As excruciating as it was physically, the anguish I felt from its presence within me almost broke me mentally. After the procedure was finished, I remained in constant misery, as the creature took great delight in subjecting me to psychic torment day and night.”

      Tears began to run down Belladonna’s face. She laid her hand over my heart and gently tapped my chest. “It’s still there, isn’t it? That’s the reason why you’re getting sick.”

      “It is. Eventually, I learned to control it. Or, rather, I learned to contain it. We came to an accommodation regarding my use of its powers and how I might provide it with opportunities to feed. It was a cozy arrangement. The magical talents I gained in the exchange were formidable—intoxicating, even. All I had to do was feed it the occasional soul.

      “As you can imagine, this made me quite the useful tool for Fuamnach to wield. Pleased at seeing her efforts result in success, she determined to make great use of her test subject. She adopted me into her house as a changeling prince, then she and the Dark Druid instructed me in the ways of war, assassination, and magic.

      “You know the rest. I was sent to Austin to retrieve an object of great power from Queen Maeve’s vaults. I managed to acquire it using the powers I’d been given, something no other agent of the fae could do. Instead of handing it directly over to my adoptive mother as I’d been instructed, I decided to use it against the man who I saw as my greatest enemy at the time.”

      “Colin.”

      “Indeed. I desired both revenge and to prove to Fuamnach and the Fear Doirich that I was a power unto myself.”

      “I remember that night well,” she said, wiping a tear from her eye. “I thought Colin was rushing to his own funeral. Surprise, surprise—he shows up the next morning no worse for the wear with Balor’s Eye lodged inside his skull.”

      “Believe me, my surprise was greater still. Imagine the shock I felt at being defeated by a third-rate druid wielding little more than a curse and sheer, dumb luck. Mortally wounded, I fled to the Dark Druid’s aerie to seek refuge and succor. All I found there was rejection and humiliation. I was chastised for my failure and denied magical assistance in healing my wounds. Eventually, he left me to die in that cold, lonely tower. Somehow, I survived. After that, I decided I would never be their Hound again.”

      “Then you had the cojones to come back and apologize for breaking my heart.”

      I lowered my gaze, nodding almost imperceptibly. “As I’ve said before, I told those lies to push you away from me, in hopes you wouldn’t be targeted by Fuamnach or the Dark Druid. I feared that if they learned of my feelings for you, they might force me to use you in some twisted scheme of theirs. Or, even worse, order me to kill you to prove my loyalty.”

      “You and I both know you would never do that,” she said with a certainty in her voice that warmed my heart.

      “The man I am now would not, but the person I was back then might have given in to fear and selfishness. Remember, I was their assassin, their Hound. The things I did for them—I don’t think I can ever be forgiven for those crimes. Since that time, you’ve changed me, and in every way for the better. If it wasn’t for you, I would never have unraveled the mystery of how I was abducted, and of what happened to my family. Because of you, I have regained my humanity, or at least some small part of it. And for that, I am forever grateful.”

      “I won’t lie and say I would’ve done it for just anyone,” she said as she flashed me a shy smile. “You were my first boyfriend, my first crush… well, a lot of first things. Even though I dated Colin and ended up getting my heart broken by him, the truth is I always pined for you.”

      “I didn’t deserve you back then, Belladonna. How you could see the good in someone who was so wrapped up in evil ways, I’ll never know. Regardless, your selfless faith saved me, and that is why I love you so.”

      She placed a finger on my lips, staring into my eyes as tears poured down her cheeks. “Say it again.”

      “I love you, Belladonna Becerra. With all my heart and soul.”

      She smiled broadly, her face beaming such that it seemed to light up the room. “I love you too. Now, shut up and kiss me.”

      I did precisely that.
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        * * *

      

      We fell asleep in each other’s arms, fully clothed but feeling no less intimate because of it. I awoke sometime after midnight, restless no doubt due to Ursula’s earlier warning. Having come no closer to solving the riddle of the weapon’s function, I feared the prospect of being unable to protect Belladonna from Fuamnach’s fury.

      Carefully so as not to awake Belladonna, I slipped out of bed. As I exited the room, I grabbed my clothes and the sword, which was sheathed in a scabbard I’d dug up for purposes of carrying the thing. Softly shutting the door behind me, I activated protection wards on the doorframe before heading into the central section of the house.

      After quickly washing my face and getting dressed in the restroom, it was only a matter of a few more steps to enter the home’s small galley kitchen. I brewed a strong cup of black tea, pausing to sip it in hopes the caffeine would clear my head. Finally, I slipped on my shoes, then headed to the courtyard carrying the remainder of the tea and Caladbolg with me.

      Xanthe and Culloden were present on the porch keeping watch. Cull lifted his head from his paws, turning to nuzzle my leg as I passed him by. I gave him a quick scratch behind the ears, setting my insulated cup on the rail as I trotted down the steps and into the courtyard with Xanthe on my heels.

      “Master fights?” he asked, glancing about. I realized he wondered if some danger lurked nearby that he could not see.

      “No, Xanthe—master practices.” I patted his head, then I stepped away as I strapped the belt and scabbard around my waist. “Give me some room, dear boy. I’d hate to accidentally nick you should you wander too close.”

      The manticore scoffed. “Master does not miss.”

      I smiled at his confidence in me. As soon as he settled nearer to the porch, I drew the sword, hefting the blade and probing once again to detect whether any magic resided within it. Finding none, I sighed and began working my way through the Dance of the Leaf-Shaped Blade.

      Years prior, I’d learned the form from one of Fuamnach’s fae assassins in Underhill. Consisting of some seven hundred movements which comprised the bulk of fae short sword fencing techniques, it took the better part of half an hour to perform. The instructor Fuamnach had assigned had modified the form for me, altering it to exclude movements and footwork I was unable to perform.

      Thus, instead of moving through a series of intricate jumps, flips, and other acrobatic stunts, the moves I performed were mostly ground-based and highly functional. There still remained a few jumping and rolling sections, techniques designed to either allow for quick retreat, or to leap over a blade when there was no other defense available. But for the most part, the exercises were simple, smooth, and efficient.

      I personally thought the version I had learned was superior to the original. Certainly, the graceful brutality of it suited me. However, when I finished the form more than twenty-five minutes later, breathing heavily and soaked with sweat, I was no closer to activating Caladbolg than when I first began.

      It is a fine and balanced weapon, I’ll give it that. Now, time to add some magic to the mix.

      Shortly after I’d gained control over the shade, I learned to rely on its magic for much of my offense and defense. Since that time, I had precious little need for weaponry of any sort. However, Fuamnach had still forced me to learn everything about weapons, warfare, and killing, including the advanced version of the Dance. In that version, the swordsman cast magic with his free hand.

      It made sense, really, if one thought about it. In the absence of a shield for the off hand, a short sword was a poor weapon for combat. While you could easily lop an arm off with a good short blade, the lack of reach put the wielder at a disadvantage when facing the more practical longsword or spear—or when facing multiple opponents.

      But when you wielded magic in the off hand, the dynamics changed considerably. The free hand could cast spells to hit targets at a distance, or to ward off missile weapons, or even to turn a blade if the caster was skilled enough. It also allowed a single combatant to engage multiple enemies at once, stunning them with elemental spells so one could move inside the range of longer weapons for the kill. This was both effective and efficient, as it allowed a wizard to use less potent spells, conserving magical energy for when it was really needed.

      The one thing I had not tried was casting magic at the same time I used the blade. I thought that if magical energy was actively coursing through my body while I held Caladbolg, perhaps it might trigger the weapon’s powers. It was worth the attempt, at least.

      I worked my way through the form again, adding the arcane hand positions and casting motions my instructor had taught me. In this version, it looked as though the practitioner was inserting palm strikes and pressure point attacks between parries, slashes, and thrusts with the sword. In actuality, those hand movements were all casting motions of some sort—some defensive, others offensive. Aesthetically, it looked foolish, but it was devastating in battle.

      Interestingly, it wasn’t necessary to release any magic while practicing the form. And for a human mage like myself, this would be extremely foolhardy. By expending my magical reserves in practice, I would be leaving myself vulnerable to attack. Rather than run the risk of being waylaid and killed by another magic-wielder right after finishing the form, I merely drew the magic to my hands, then I allowed it to dissipate back into my center in preparation for the next movement.

      Another thirty minutes later, I finished the second version of the form, exhausted and still clueless as to how to activate Caladbolg. It was both frustrating and humiliating to think that I, a master wizard and necromancer, could not figure out how to operate this weapon. In truth, I was starting to think I had retrieved the wrong sword, and that all our efforts were for naught.

      After catching my breath, I wiped my sweat from the blade, then I sheathed it and sat down on the porch steps. Xanthe came along, sprawling out in front of me and laying his head on my feet. I leaned back, propping myself on my elbows to watch the stars in the clear Texas sky above. That’s when I felt the nauseous tugging deep within that always signaled when the shade was stirring.

      -You’ll never divine the weapon’s secrets, not in one hundred years.-

      Quiet, creature. Go back to your cage and sulk over your recent defeat in silence.

      -If the undead one had not intervened, you would be lost. I would have triumphed, and your body would now be mine.-

      But he did, and you did not. Crow all you want about your narrow defeat, but the fact remains, you did lose.

      -You know as well as I, the next time you may not be as fortunate.-

      The creature was right, of course. To this point I’d resisted taking the elixir on a daily basis, fearing I might poison myself in the process. The ingredients weren’t exactly the safest of substances, after all.

      Much as I hated to admit it, circumstances might require that I start imbibing it in small amounts on a daily, or even on an hourly, basis. It wouldn’t be ideal to do so, but if that’s what it took to keep the shade at bay, I’d have no other choice. The thought that I might die of kidney failure, instead of succumbing to demonic possession and the spiritual disconnection of my soul from its tether, made me chuckle.

      I’ve defeated you before, and I will do it again, and again, and again. Remember that I caged you when I was just a child. Should it be such a difficult task, now that I’m a grown man?

      -Ah, but that is the dilemma, is it not? The fate of every human being is to age and wither in body and mind. Slowly but surely, my connection to this mortal plane grows, while yours weakens. Eventually, I will be the stronger, and you will succumb.-

      The shade spoke true about strengthening its affinity to the physical plane. I myself had witnessed its progress as it absorbed knowledge of our world, observing and learning all it could about how human society functioned. In doing so, it developed an affinity for this dimension, making it easier to fight for dominance over my body and mind.

      Yes, but I’m young yet, and still capable of fighting you. That eventuality won’t happen any time soon.

      -Perhaps not, but your doom comes sooner than you think. Look to the north, son of Kosek—the Black Sorceress arrives.-

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twelve

          

        

      

    

    
      The first thing I did was to order Cull and Xanthe into the house. Sensing how tense I’d become, Cull whimpered and gazed longingly at me before he sulked through the door I’d opened. As for Xanthe, he took a bit more convincing.

      “Danger comes. Master needs Xanthe. Fight.”

      “No, my friend, not this time. This is something you cannot fight.”

      He shook his head and mane in the negative. “Xanthe stay.”

      I almost lost my temper, because I had precious little time already. Finally, I did something I absolutely did not want to do.

      “Géilleadh,” I said, in a soft, tender voice.

      Instantly, the manticore’s eyes glazed over, and he sauntered inside the house. The word I’d spoken triggered a geas I’d cast on the beast, long, long ago. I hated to use it on him, but time was of the essence, and I’d be damned if I let that bitch kill my guard pets, too.

      Less than a minute passed while I continued preparing. Then, I felt the gut-wrenching tremor mages experienced when their wards were under attack. That is, if the mage had chosen to create a connection between said wards and their own seat of magic, and I had. My reasons for doing so were simple—I wanted to know when someone tried to cross into the county who wasn’t welcome.

      As for how the wards worked, they wouldn’t simply kill a vampire, fae, therianthrope, or other supernatural creature outright on crossing the county line. I’d initially wanted to set them up that way, but Ursula forbade me from doing so on grounds that “innocents” could be hurt. Personally, I didn’t think there were any innocent monsters, but eventually I conceded that we did have allies in those camps, like Monty, making it worth warning trespassers off.

      Thus, the wards began a mile or so from the county line in any direction, starting with a repulsion spell that got stronger the closer any creature came. The spell would first give them an uneasy feeling, as if they were entering a forbidden place. That sensation of impending doom would grow as the physical effects kicked in—nausea, then unrelenting itching all over one’s body, and finally, convulsions.

      Particularly strong creatures could resist the worst of the effects, maintaining consciousness and control of their bodies even when close to the county border. Of course, if the affected individual were dumb enough to cross the ward boundary, they’d be fried to a crisp by elemental magic that was attuned to various types of supernatural DNA. I could key the wards to allow individuals to come and go as they pleased, with Belladonna and Monty being the only persons allowed at the moment.

      Otherwise, once the wards activated, the county was closed for business to supernatural outsiders. We knew that Maeve had agents in the area, and we suspected there might be a few vampires hiding out in the county as well. To avoid any unfortunate “incidents,” Ursula had designed a one-way expulsion loophole in the design. Any creature here when it activated could get out—and they’d want to, due to the ward’s effects—but they’d not be able to get back in once they left the county.

      Keeping such a large series of wards active required quite a bit of ingenuity on our part. The only way to do so reliably was by using nature’s own energies to power the spell. Ursula helped a bit with that, but I did the bulk of the work, fashioning some of it after weaves I’d seen the druid use at his junkyard in Austin.

      As for the rest, I created those weaves from scratch based on druidic training I’d received from The Dark Druid himself. McCool might have been trained by the greatest druid who ever lived, but I was tutored by the greatest who ever died and lived again. The Fear Doirich was ever a match for the Seer, which explained why Finnegas had never managed to destroy him, not in all the centuries the two opposed each other.

      Needless to say, the wards were powerful and nigh-impenetrable, at least not by any run-of-the-mill vampire or fae. Someone with great skill in the arcane arts could manage it, and a very old, powerful vampire or therianthrope might force their way through and survive the elemental spells such a breach would trigger. In either case, the trespasser would pay a high price, either in magic expended or damage received—or both.

      Whoever attacked our wards knew what they were about. This was no brute force attack, but instead a focused, concerted effort to bypass the weaves entirely. Undoing our weaves would take time, as neither Ursula nor myself were slouches at protecting what we held dear. Bypassing them, however, could be done quickly if the person who wished to cross knew their business. The only ones with the skill to attempt such a thing would be one of the gods, or perhaps a very ancient fae mage.

      Fuamnach.

      She might pierce them in minutes or even seconds, it was difficult to say. One thing was certain, as soon as she breached the ward barrier, she’d quickly portal around the county until she found me. That left me little time to react, but thankfully I’d already taken time to prepare.

      I drew Caladbolg and used the tip to make a small cut in the palm of my left hand, squeezing my fist to draw blood. Leaving a trail of tiny blood droplets along the way, I jogged to the leading edge of my little compound, at the point where the three metal buildings opened to the driveway. After sheathing the sword, I took a knee, using my fist to wipe away gravel and dust from a solid iron bar that was nearly buried in the earth.

      That bar ran across the opening just underground, joining the three container homes into one continuous quad—a square loop. The bar itself had been etched in runes and glyphs all along its surface, and the corrugated Corten steel boxes were similarly marked beneath the exterior paint. I knew exactly where the trigger rune was located, and once it was clear of gravel and dirt, I slapped my bloody palm down on the bar, activating my inner ward wall.

      Instantly, the remaining earth that covered the bar was blown off it all the way across. Everywhere along the bar’s length, runes lit up in an arcane glow, as did every exposed surface of the containers. Some symbols shone a sickly yellow-green, others emanated the pale silvery glow that was unique to druid battle magic workings.

      In truth, there were two ward lines running the perimeter of the courtyard and buildings—one necromantic, the other druidic. Normally, the two magical systems were absolutely incompatible with each other, but I had found a way to embed them both in the steel ward wall. It was no simple matter, and I’d spent months figuring out how to intertwine the two spell weaves without each canceling the other out.

      While the ward line running the borders of the county was impressive, I’d invested this one with a great deal more power. That was only possible because it protected such a small area. Even so, I’d be hard-pressed not to call it my crowning achievement.

      How had I known I’d be here when Fuamnach came? I hadn’t. If she ever came for me in Tilden, the plan was that I would retreat here to make my stand the very moment she began her assault on the border wards. It was sheer luck that I was here now, and absolute misfortune that Belladonna was here with me.

      I could only hope that these wards, my last line of defense, would hold long enough for me to figure out how to activate Caladbolg. If the compound’s ward wall failed, or if I couldn’t trigger the sword’s powers, Belladonna and I both would be lost.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Just as I sensed the wards being bypassed, Belladonna walked out the front door of the house, strapping on her pistol belt and knife bandoleers along the way. Still kneeling, I glanced over my shoulder to acknowledge her presence, taking a moment to ensure the wards were fully activated as she approached. She’d dressed quickly in a Nine Inch Nails concert t-shirt, a pair of jeans, and combat boots. Despite having a bit of bedhead and no makeup, she looked beautiful.

      “Trouble?” she asked, adjusting her shoulder harness as she strolled up.

      “Did I wake you?”

      “Wards did it. Sensed it when you fired them up.”

      Even before becoming a serpenthrope, Belladonna was sensitive to magic, a side effect of having spent her childhood serving a powerful fae sorceress. I scrubbed my left palm on the ground, wiping away the remaining blood while grabbing a handful of sand and gravel as I stood. Rubbing my hands together to coat them in rock dust, I turned slightly to address her.

      “The border wards were breached in the north, and not by force. Rather, they were bypassed with a substantial degree of skill.”

      “Fuamnach, I take it?”

      I gave her a grim, tight-lipped nod. “She’ll be here shortly.”

      Belladonna moved with practiced, unhurried ease as she checked her weapons one at a time. She drew her pistols to make certain a round was chambered in each, then she touched each knife hilt to ensure they remained in their scabbards. Finally, she tightened all her straps and buckles so they didn’t come loose in battle.

      “We always knew this day would come,” she said, smiling as she cracked her neck in relaxed, nonchalant manner. “Today is as good a day as any to get this over with.”

      The outer perimeter wards—those along the border of the property—fizzled out with an audible pop and hiss. With the failure of that first line of defense the scent of ozone filled the air, heralding the sorceress’ imminent arrival. Since those defenses were only meant to protect against lesser creatures, I knew they’d fall, but the fact she’d defeated them so easily was still disconcerting.

      I turned fully to face Belladonna, grasping her hands in mine as I gazed into her eyes. “If I fall, go inside the house and close the door. She’ll not bother you in there, as the metal makes it too much trouble.”

      “Silly man. If she hurts you, I’ll be too busy drawing Tuath Dé blood to run and hide.” She stood on tiptoe, nuzzling her nose against mine as she kissed me full on the lips. “Don’t worry, we’ll be fine.”

      “I love you, Belladonna Becerra.”

      “Right back atcha’, Creighton Lee Kosek.” She peeked over my shoulder, and her expression went grim. “Eyes up, company has arrived.”

      Releasing her hands, I spun to face Fuamnach. This was the person who’d made my world a living hell, killing my family and abducting me simply because it was expedient to do so. Goddess or no, she was not unstoppable. If there was a way to end Fuamnach’s reign, I would find it here today, or die.

      As for Belladonna’s fate, well—I had one final ace to play.

      A magical portal shimmered into view some thirty feet in front of the compound, providing me a glimpse of my grandparents’ home beyond. Fuamnach exited the gateway, hovering inches off the ground and looking imperious as always. When the aperture behind her snapped shut, another opened, that one granting a view of Fuamnach’s castle in Underhill.

      Immediately, she glanced in our direction and locked eyes with me. The Black Sorceress looked as she ever had, both timelessly young and of an age indeterminate all at once. With her unblemished, cream-colored skin, high cheekbones, aquiline nose, severe mouth, and masculine jawline, her aspect was a study in opposites. Yet none could say she was not striking, and strikingly beautiful in her own way.

      She wore a body-hugging, black lace trumpet gown that was see-through in places, with a high mock neckline and floor-sweeping hem that covered her feet as she levitated. Few could wear such a dress well, but she had the figure of a ballerina, so it suited her. The dress was most certainly Oscar de la Renta, and probably cost a small fortune. Only Fuamnach would deign to wear a formal gown to an execution. I had to admit, however, she had me beat on style points.

      Her gown and her dark hair both whipped about as if blown by the wind, although the air had gone still since the moment of her arrival. Such theatrics were unnecessary, because I knew exactly the danger I faced, and she knew that I knew. But to one such as her, appearances mattered. As I took this all in, the woman I’d once called my mother flashed me a haughty smirk that said she’d already won this battle—we just didn’t know it yet.

      The goddess floated toward us, keeping her gaze locked on mine all the while. My Land Rover happened to be in her way as she approached. Rather than going over or around, she made a slight gesture, no more than a flick of her finger. Suddenly, the vehicle was slammed sideways, the driver’s side crushed in by some unseen force. The SUV rolled with the impact, tumbling like a toy car into the brush.

      Drat, I liked that vehicle. Alas, it wouldn’t have survived what’s to come, anyway.

      Fuamnach halted her approach several feet from my ward barrier, breaking eye contact with me only long enough to glance down her nose in distaste at my handiwork. When her gaze met mine again, the hard thin line of her accursed mouth cracked into a cavalier sneer.

      “Hound,” she said, as if she’d just tasted spoiled caviar. Her voice was an odd combination of silk and burlap, the sort of voice certain young women emulated and that certain young men found beguiling. I merely found it grating.

      “Fuamnach,” I replied in a voice devoid of emotion. “Leave now if you wish to live.”

      She had the audacity to look bored. “Come now, we both know how this will end. It’s not as though I can allow you to kill my agents, disrupt my plans, and attempt to steal lands from me that I’ve already claimed. A bit of rebelliousness I can tolerate, as any cur requires the lash on occasion. But defection, then outright attack? This, I cannot abide.”

      I sensed Belladonna bristling beside me. “What did you expect, culera, after you killed his family and tortured him near to death? Never mind that you turned on him when he needed your help the most. You think he would just come running back to be your slave again?”

      Fuamnach’s eyes never left mine as she spoke. “You should keep your bitch in line.”

      “Bitch?” Belladonna spat. “Why…”

      I stuck my arm out to the side and calmly motioned her to silence. Not as her superior, but an equal requesting cooperation from their partner. This was my fight, after all, and my “family.” It was up to me to do the talking. With a hiss, Belladonna complied.

      “These wards will hold,” I said, giving a shrug of indifference. “Look closely—not even you could break those weaves.”

      “True, but whatever artifact you have powering them, its reserves won’t last forever. And I can.”

      I glanced at the open portal at her back. She could siphon magic from her demesne in Underhill directly while it was open, meaning it granted her a nearly limitless supply of magical energy. Thus, the first step in my plans was to shut down her portals.

      “Last chance, sorceress. Leave, or be destroyed.”
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        * * *

      

      Just as her lips parted—whether to laugh or reply, I couldn’t say—I triggered two of the traps I’d laid outside the courtyard in anticipation of this very occasion. The first trap sent up great gouts of fire from the ground, burning everything in its path for an acre or more around us. The best part about that spell was that it drew on the natural gas fields that ran deep in the earth below our feet. Thus, it would burn continually until I put it out.

      Or until she did.

      While I wished that Fuamnach would’ve been harmed by that spell, she was much too shrewd and experienced to fall prey to such simple magics. With a word and a gesture, the flames parted beneath her, then they sputtered and died out over the entire affected area. After the smoke dissipated, it became clear that the spell had done nothing more than singe the hem of her dress. I did take a bit of comfort from the fact that her gown was ruined, but that wasn’t really the point of the exercise.

      As I said, I had triggered two spells. The first had merely been meant as a distraction; the second was the real attack. That spell consisted of a huge anti-magic field, or more specifically, an active magic sink. It was attuned to magic portals and designed to do one thing only—absorb all the mystical energy from any magical doorway in the vicinity, and feed that magic into my ward wall.

      A millisecond after the second spell trap activated, Fuamnach’s portal to Underhill winked out of existence. Instantly, the runes and glyphs in my ward wall began to shine brighter, fed as they were by the Black Sorceress’ magic. As a third consequence of the spell trap’s activation, Fuamnach’s expression darkened considerably, in a manner reminiscent of a summer storm blotting out the full moon.

      Now she’s properly enraged. Good.

      Fuamnach attempted to open more portals, but each time a magical gateway began to form, it fizzled out just as quickly. Infuriatingly for the goddess, the ward wall protecting my compound continued to strengthen with each portal failure. Not only would it now be that much more difficult for her to pierce it, but any mystical attacks she directed at us would be thwarted by her own magic.

      After her fifth attempt, Fuamnach released an incoherent scream at the sky. Then, she began battering the compound with all manner of spells. She threw fireballs, lightning, spears of ice, globes of magic that exploded against the wards, and gouts of acid, to name a few.

      There was also a fog of darkness that rolled up from the ground, covering the ward barrier even where it wrapped across the open sky above us, some thirty feet overhead. Disembodied arms and clawed appendages—some human, some avian or reptile in appearance, and some completely alien—reached out of the mist, scraping and clawing as they tried to break through. Yet, nothing availed her, and she relented after a time.

      When the fog receded and the rest of her spells’ effects had died away, Belladonna and I still stood in the center of the courtyard. Likewise, Fuamnach remained floating on the other side of the barrier. Our enemy stared daggers at me for a time, and I continued to affect an attitude of detached indifference.

      Suddenly the sorceress gave a nonchalant wave of her hand, then she spoke in a flat, disinterested tone of voice. “Hmm. I had hoped to take care of this personally—in keeping with my duties of guardianship, you know—but it seems I’m forced to discipline by proxy.”

      She snapped her fingers, and soon after the sound of many vehicles roared in the distance. A line of headlights lit up along the country road that led to the property. Roughly two dozen trucks, SUVs, and vans stormed through the gate and into the drive, each of them parking behind Fuamnach on the charred earth around the compound. Men and women began filing out of the vehicles, all of them in tactical gear of various makes and colors, and each of them armed to the teeth with rifles, pistols, shotguns, knives, swords, and—in a few instances—blunt weapons.

      I stopped counting at one hundred mercenaries, which they obviously were considering their appearance and kit. There were plenty of freelance hunters to be found in the state, hard men and women who were clued in on The World Beneath, most of whom had no qualms about killing monsters and mages both. Fuamnach had likely hired them months ago, keeping them on standby for the moment when she located me, only portalling them in after she’d breached the border wards.

      Some of them took up positions behind their vehicles, aiming weapons at us both over hoods, doors, and trunks. The rest arrayed themselves in a loose formation behind their employer. Some stood still, holding their rifles or sidearms at the ready, while others checked their weapons with relaxed calm, likely in an attempt to look menacing without trying too hard.

      “Um, Crowley?”

      “Yes, Belladonna?”

      “Can they shoot through the ward barrier?”

      “Of course not,” I scoffed. “I know what I’m about when it comes to such matters.” Mundane objects could pass the barrier, and you could swing a blade through it, but it was designed to stop bullets and other missiles.

      “Ah.” She drummed her fingers on the grips of her pistols. “Can we shoot out at them?”

      “No, you’ll have to wait until they enter the courtyard,” I said as I prepared several elemental spells.

      “Wait a minute—they can cross the wards?” Belladonna asked in an exasperated voice.

      “Indeed. I couldn’t exactly set up magical traps that would fry any human being who entered the property. I get regular deliveries, after all.”

      Her tone was incredulous as she responded. “Regular deliveries of what?”

      “Groceries, for one. Have you seen what they sell at the mercantile here? Ugh, no thank you. I’d sooner eat the muck from Peg’s swamp.”

      “Meh, I can eat all the junk food I want and never get sick or fat. Convenience store food is fine by me.” She continued drumming her fingers on her pistols’ handles all the while. “What’s our play here?”

      “Our play? I cast, you shoot.”

      “Sounds good to me.”

      Fuamnach yawned. “I grow bored of their yammering. Kill the serpenthrope, then bring me the fop—damaged but alive.”

      “Yes, ma’am,” a tall, redheaded, muscular woman in jeans, cowboy boots, a Western shirt and puffy vest, and a black felt cowboy hat said. She racked a round in her lever action rifle, pumping it over her head as she shouted to the rest of the mercenaries. “You heard her! Ten kay bonus to the hunter who kills Jennifer Lopez over there, and fifty kay to the one who takes the mage down.”

      I could barely hear Belladonna curse under her breath for all the cheering going on amongst the mercenaries gathered. All I caught were a few Spanish swear words, something to the effect of “gonna pay for that remark,” and the sound of her racking the slides on her pistols. Then, the hunters rushed the compound.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirteen

          

        

      

    

    
      The first thing I did was raise a wall of flame just on our side of the ward barrier to discourage entry by the enemy. The initial wave of hunters made an ill-advised attempt to barrel through. Soon we had five flaming corpses adorning the front lawn.

      “Nice,” Belladonna commented while keeping her eyes on the other side of the shimmering boundary. “Think it’ll keep them out long?”

      “Not if Fuamnach has anything to say about it.”

      I inclined my head beyond the line of hunters arrayed in front of the courtyard. There, the hoods from three vehicles were torn off by an unseen force. The makeshift fire shields floated over the heads of the hunters, stopping to rest upright just in front of the shimmering wall of magic that presently protected us from their firearms.

      “Aw man—that was my ride!” a man exclaimed from where they stood guard behind the vehicles.

      “Quit’cher bitchin’,” a rough female voice said. “You can buy another one with the money we’re getting.”

      “Apparently, we’re worth a lot to these fools,” I remarked.

      “Good luck collecting your pay,” Belladonna yelled at the mercenaries.

      “When the shields drop, rush them immediately,” Fuamnach commanded in a tone that brooked no argument.

      The hoods fell across the barrier, and solely by gravity else the wards would’ve repelled them. As Fuamnach commanded, the leading edge of hunters ran through the barrier, firearms already blasting as they crossed into the courtyard. I went left and Belladonna went right, me releasing a large fireball directly at a cluster of invaders as she sped directly into the fray.

      I drew Caladbolg as I rushed in behind my spell. Belladonna’s strategy may have seemed to be suicide, yet it made the most sense considering the numbers we faced. At close range, the hunters had to take care to avoid shooting or stabbing each other. On the other hand, we could fire and cast spells at will, so long as we didn’t hit one another.

      My fireball detonated as it hit the small group of mercenaries, engulfing five of them in flames while leaving two of them relatively unharmed. Clearly they bore protective wards, either tattooed into their flesh or worn as jewelry on their persons. No matter.

      I wielded Caladbolg in my right hand as I closed in, moving fast to catch them while they were still blinded by the flash of the fireball. As I skewered the first of the two remaining hunters through the throat, I glanced left to see what the other was doing. And a good thing I did, because I was met by the barrel of a large caliber revolver.

      Continuing with a move from the second part of the Dance, I dropped and pivoted as the gun discharged, only narrowly avoiding being shot in the side of the head. As I spun, I delivered a backhanded cut that severed both the hunter’s legs just below the knees, all the while wishing I knew how the sword’s powers functioned.

      Meanwhile, Belladonna moved like a blur amid the other two groups of hunters. Wielding her pistols in a two-fisted ballet of death, she spun, twisted, and somersaulted while firing each firearm with unfailing precision. Six hunters fell in under a second, then eight more, and finally another six.

      Of the three remaining, she front-kicked one under the jaw hard enough that I heard his neck snap with a crack. The second she punched in the mouth with the barrel of her gun, shattering the hunter’s teeth before blowing out the back of his skull. She’d already reloaded her other pistol one-handed, releasing the slide to chamber a round as she fired at the last mercenary without looking, scoring a hit center mass.

      The entire engagement lasted approximately five seconds total. By the time Belladonna disposed of her twenty-three and I my seven, I was already preparing for the next wave. This time, however, Fuamnach was taking no chances.

      “The rest of you, go!” the goddess commanded, lacing her voice with just enough of a compulsion to get the remainder of the mercenaries moving. “They can’t fight you all. As extra incentive, I’ll double the pay for those who survive.”

      The mercs hesitated, then the woman in the cowboy hat spoke up. “Works for me. C’mon, hunters. Let’s finish this up so we can be at the bar sippin’ whiskey by sunrise.”

      While I knew of no saloon that opened at 7:00 a.m., the leader’s encouragement combined with Fuamnach’s glamour proved to be sufficient to rally the men and women. A faint murmur of approval erupted from the ranks, rising in volume as others took up the cheer. Like the blood ravens back in Underhill, the lot of them rushed us as one.

      “Back up,” I warned Belladonna. “Now!”

      She leapt backward some fifteen feet. I backpedaled an equal distance, sliding to a halt just as the first of their number crossed over. To this point, I’d resisted using shadow magic, knowing that I ran the risk of the shade’s sabotage. By drawing on the entity’s magic, I might signal it to revolt, and at the worst possible time.

      However, I now had no choice. I drew on the demon’s energy, forming a semi-translucent barrier of shadow in front of us, and not a moment too soon. A volley of gunfire erupted as the first of the mercenaries entered the courtyard, all stopped by the shield I’d erected.

      Belladonna raised her weapons to take aim, but I held a finger in the air. “Not yet. Let more of their number come through.”

      She gave a grim nod, and I waited a few more seconds, even as a hail of bullets assaulted the shield. Soon it would be in tatters, and if I split my focus to repair it, I might not be able to cast the spell I’d prepared. More hunters entered our sanctuary, and more rounds ripped into the shadow barrier.

      “That’s at least fifty—can I shoot them now?” Belladonna asked.

      “Hold…” Even more filed through as I motioned her to retreat even further. “Please retire to the deck, if you would.”

      I carefully backpedaled again until I stood on the first step of the porch. Now, the hunters were shoulder to shoulder, pressing into the space between the buildings as those in the lead sent volley after volley at us. When their front ranks advanced within ten feet of us, I released the spell.

      Multiple streams of electricity arced out from the two metal buildings that made the “arms” of the compound. Those arcs of energy connected with the closest mercenaries, jolting them with 300 million volts and 30,000 amps of power before jumping to the next in line. Then the next, and the next, and so on, forming a random spider’s web of current.

      In under a second, the entire mass of men and women were connected by crackling blue-white bands of electricity. Some of them danced and convulsed, many smoked and caught fire, while perhaps a quarter of their numbers were minimally affected. That was partially due to the limits of the spell, and also likely because they wore protections, as had others who trespassed earlier.

      A few heartbeats later, some seventy hunters lay dead or incapacitated on my front lawn, while another forty or so remained standing. I cast a sideways glance at Belladonna, who for once appeared to have absolutely nothing to say.

      Just as I was about to suggest she begin firing, a shot rang out. I turned my gaze toward the sound, even as I felt an impact in my left shoulder that spun me one-quarter turn counterclockwise. Searing pain garnered my complete attention as I staggered to one knee.
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        * * *

      

      My left arm hung useless at my side, and I observed with detached interest as bright red drops of blood fell from my hand, staining the grayish-white gravel beneath me.

      “Got ’im!” the agrestic whore shouted.

      Two more shots rang out beside me. That they hit their mark was indicated by the bright red bloom that appeared on the hunter’s chest, and by the sight of her black cowboy hat leaving her cranium, along with much of her brain matter. Belladonna had holstered her pistols and rushed to my side before the female hunter even began to fall.

      In the next instant, Culloden came crashing through the front doors of the house, shattering the glass. He bounded into the courtyard, growing to three times his usual size as he charged the line of hunters. Fully eight feet in height by the time he barreled into their line, he sent hunters flying, some with his bulk, others by snapping them up in his jaws and tossing them overhead.

      The mercenaries who’d not been injured by the charge were no rookies, however, and soon rallied to attack. As they began firing at our dog, I waved Belladonna away.

      “I’ve been shot before,” I hissed as I sheathed Caladbolg. “Go help Cull.”

      Belladonna nodded, then she sped off the porch at superhuman speed. Between my serpenthrope girlfriend and the choin duibh, the remaining hunters didn’t stand a chance. As I slapped a patch of shadow on my gunshot wound, I watched as some three dozen hunters became two dozen, then a dozen, then none. Neither Belladonna nor Cull were neat about it, either, and when they were finished both the courtyard and the walls were covered in body parts and blood.

      After binding my now useless left arm to my side with bands of shadow, I somehow managed to stand, albeit on shaky legs. I didn’t seem to have lost much blood, but my shoulder was a ruin. That would curtail my ability to cast spells considerably, as I used my hands to direct the mystic energies I wielded.

      Yet, it appeared we were at an impasse of sorts. The entire battalion of mercenaries lay dead or incapacitated all around, my wards still held, and Fuamnach remained on the other side of my wards. I had food and water to last weeks inside, and by now, Ursula would be contacting Maeve to inform her of the incursion into her demesne.

      Just when I thought things were looking up, Xanthe came stumbling through the shattered front doors, groggily mumbling to himself. “Danger… help Master.”

      “No, Xanthe, the danger has passed,” I said.

      He either failed to hear, or he failed to listen. Instead, he shook his head and shaggy mane, as if to clear his mind. Wobbling slightly, he looked around in confusion at the massacre. Then he saw the blood on my arm, the gunshot wound, and finally, Fuamnach, who now held a Glock 17 in her hand.

      The firearm could’ve been an illusion or real, but her timing was impeccable. Xanthe’s facial features twisted with rage. He roared loudly, bounding ten feet off the deck as he took flight.

      “Xanthe, master commands you to stop!” I shouted, to no avail.

      He flapped his mighty wings, making a beeline for the sorceress. As I watched in horror, the woman I’d once called my mother cracked a wicked, self-satisfied smile as she waited. Instantly, childhood memories of the cu sith puppy she’d gifted me, then killed, flashed through my mind.

      Xanthe crossed the barrier and I staggered after him. I was halfway across the yard when the manticore had nearly reached Fuamnach. The firearm in her hand disappeared and she closed her fist. Instantly, Xanthe froze in midair.

      Belladonna remained paralyzed with indecision, while Culloden looked ready to leap after his companion. As I shuffled past, I snapped my fingers to get the faery dog’s attention.

      “Culloden, stay.” He whined softly, his black eyes glancing from me to Xanthe. I looked at Belladonna, who stood next to him covered in gore. “Whatever happens, do not leave the boundaries of this compound, and do not allow Cull to exit, either.”

      “But Crowley—”

      “Promise me,” I pleaded. “No matter what. I need to know you and Culloden are safe.”

      She nodded curtly, averting her eyes. The damnably valorous woman would probably come after me. Little did she know, I could lock her and Cull in here—and I would, if it came to that.

      I swayed slightly as I walked toward the ward barrier, correcting my posture and bearing as a matter of principle along the way. Xanthe still floated in the sky some thirty feet above us, while Fuamnach kept her gaze locked on my face. Just as I reached the edge of the courtyard, she made a pulling movement with her hand.

      One of Xanthe’s wings was torn from his shoulder.

      My pet was not completely immobilized, as cruel, heartless Fuamnach had allowed him enough freedom of movement to cry like a wounded pup. Blood spurted from the wound, and as the detached limb fell to the ground, the manticore swung his head left and right, confused at what was happening and perhaps seeking some assistance. Finally, he looked over his shoulder, his human gaze locking with mine.

      “Master… help.”

      My heart broke in that moment, shattered in a million pieces. I heard Belladonna gasp behind me, so I glanced over my shoulder at her and Cull. Culloden began to howl a lament, his gaze swinging from his helpless friend to meet mine, as if to ask why I stood there doing nothing. My heart broke again at the confusion and betrayal that look conveyed.

      As much as she and the manticore had not gotten along, Belladonna was all heart, and she could not bear to watch any longer. My girlfriend motioned for Culloden to lay down in front of her, which he did. She then turned her back on the grisly scene, hovering in front of the pup to prevent him from seeing as well.

      I tore my eyes from Belladonna and Cull, turning my gaze back to Fuamnach. She smiled with glee, like a sociopathic child tearing the wings from a butterfly. Tears filled my eyes as I glared at her across the charred, barren driveway.

      “Stop this, Fuamnach,” I said. “If ever you had the capacity to feel anything for me but rage and disappointment, let the creature go.”

      “That’s the thing, Hound. I don’t feel anything for you at all.” Her wicked smile broadened, and she yanked her closed fist in the opposite direction.

      In response, Xanthe’s other wing was torn from his body, just as the first one had been. He screamed, human-like at first, then turning to a wild, animal cry that was filled with confusion and despair. Eventually the howl trailed off into soft, sighing sobs that held all the desperation and befuddlement of a lost young child.

      I growled in rage, then I called on the shade’s magic, sprouting a dozen shadow tentacles at once. Whipping them out across the barrier, I lashed out at Fuamnach with the intention of tearing her limbs from her body in like manner. Just as the shadow appendages reached her, they faded away into smoke and dust.

      Deep within me, I heard the shade cackle with mocking glee.

      The sorceress tilted her head as she tsk-tsked at me. “Come now, Hound—did you really think I’d bargain with a demon and not stipulate conditions that guarantee my own safety? That shadow wraith might be slowly eating you alive, but it wouldn’t harm me in a million years.”

      She was right—I should’ve known that the shade wouldn’t turn against the one who’d bound it. How foolish of me to think I had complete control over Fuamnach’s dark gift, which from the start had been a two-edged sword if ever there was one. And now, I was trapped between Scylla and Charybdis. If I didn’t act, Xanthe would bleed out—if the bitch didn’t torture him to death first. And if I moved one inch beyond my wards, all would be lost.

      The second I step outside the barrier, she’ll have me. Then she’ll have Belladonna as well, because she’d never abandon me to Fuamnach’s sadistic whims.

      The situation held little advantage for me, save that I remained untouchable while still inside my ward wall. Yet, there was one wildcard that Fuamnach was unaware of, one that I hadn’t yet played. A plan began forming in my mind, but in order for it to work, I needed to blind the sorceress.

      Acting on instinct alone, I triggered the fire trap again, which bathed the outer yard, driveway, and much of the area beyond in ten-foot high flames. The rising heat would have little time to injure Xanthe, as I knew Fuamnach would merely extinguish the spell as she had before. Yet, I only needed to obscure myself for an instant, and I took that moment to draw Caladbolg and throw it end over end at Fuamnach.

      For several seconds I watched with bated breath, waiting to see the results of my desperate gambit. Finally the flames died down, revealing wicked Fuamnach holding Caladbolg by the hilt, point down.

      Damn all the little gods to hell.

      Fuamnach met my gaze, then she glanced at the sword. “Well, it appears something can cross your wards after all.”

      She tossed the sword in the air, then it zipped across the space between us. Not at me, but at Belladonna’s exposed back.
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        * * *

      

      No!

      Time seemed to slow as the sword flew through the air at my love, who was too busy comforting Cull to see the danger. Belladonna might be able to heal from most wounds, and I suspected even from the loss of a limb considering her serpenthrope nature. Still, if there was one way to kill a therianthrope, it was to destroy their heart.

      Fuamnach knew that as well, and I had no doubt that her aim would strike true in that regard. There was no time to warn Belladonna, no time to cast a spell, or to alter the parameters of my wards. The span of a mere second stretched into eternity, and without thought or reason I did the only thing I could do.

      I leapt in front of the sword.

      The sharp tip of the blade pierced my flesh like soft butter, and the broad, leaf-shaped blade parted my breastbone just as easily. I looked down at my chest, almost surprised at seeing Caladbolg buried to the hilt there. Intense searing pain and traumatic shock hit me all at once, and I fell to my knees on the hard gravel surface of the courtyard.

      The blade struck high enough to miss my heart, but it likely severed the aorta and vena cava.

      Faced with the grim knowledge that I had just seconds to live, I used the last of my strength to ensure my sacrifice would not be in vain. With a flick of my hand, I triggered the function in the ward wall’s design that would prevent Belladonna from passing through the barrier until Ursula came to release her. Certainly she’d resent me for it, but that resentment would pass, and I would die knowing that she lived on.

      Once I was dead, Fuamnach most certainly would lose interest and go home, leaving Belladonna safe. Hopefully, the sorceress would release Xanthe so he could crawl back inside the compound, where Belladonna might be able to save him. Manticores were hard to kill, but I put his odds at fifty-fifty without immediate aid. I’d at least given him a chance.

      My vision was fading, quickly going black around the edges and closing inward until all I saw was Fuamnach’s face, writ with disappointment and disdain. She could never understand a sacrifice like this, as her kind were absolute strangers to human love and compassion. Such emotions were as foreign to them as their minds were to us.

      See you in hell, Fuamnach.

      That was my last conscious thought before my vision faded completely. Just as I slipped into unconsciousness and death, an intense light flared up before me. It started in my chest, white-hot and searingly bright, then it spread out to fill my scope of vision completely.

      Of its own accord, Caladbolg slid from my body, healing both my shoulder and the wounds it had made, leaving nothing but a thin, white scar. Strength rushed back into my limbs as the sword’s magic lifted me to my feet. I opened my right hand with the intention of snatching the sword from the air. Instead, it leapt into my hand, nestling into my grip as if it had been made for me.

      The sword’s power coursed through me, and suddenly I could see everything. By that I don’t mean that all of creation was revealed to me, but instead that the true nature of living things was revealed. Immediately, my gaze was drawn to a white, burning light that shone inside my chest, and beneath that a dense, sickly darkness that sat in my gut like a cancer, eating the white light.

      I turned and looked at Belladonna and Cull. Belladonna glowed with a warm, golden radiance that spoke of loyalty, compassion, courage, and strength. A second, weaker image lay atop her human body, like a double exposure in a poorly taken photo. It was a large, hooded serpent that extended out from her lower back, curling up over her head like an ophidian umbrella.

      Cull’s life force was no more than dog-sized, and quite cute. He looked like a small, brown mastiff puppy, normal-looking except for one thing. Superimposed over that was a black miasma of magic that formed the shape of a huge black dog. That semi-translucent image had a sinister, mottled appearance that stood in stark contrast to the adorable creature within.

      Xanthe, however, was another story. The sword’s magic revealed the image of a chimeric amalgam that was neither man nor beast, but instead a kaleidoscope likeness of both. Only one part appeared to be stable, that of a child’s head, the left half his chest, and the left shoulder and arm. Everything else seemed to shift and change every few seconds.

      In this instant, the child parts were grafted onto a tawny lion’s torso. As for the other limbs, they consisted of one feline forepaw, a raptor’s wing, a clawed bird leg, and several chitinous, insectile hind-legs. Moments later, the parts shifted around, reforming into a different configuration, with only the boy’s head, partial chest, and arm remaining in the same position.

      On closer inspection, I noticed that the child’s face resembled Xanthe’s. His expression conveyed he was frightened, confused, and in a great deal of pain. While I wanted to help him with the sword’s magic, instinct told me there was nothing I could do for him. Thus, I tore my gaze away, moving on to the immediate threat—the being that had hurt my manticore.

      On turning my attention to Fuamnach, what I saw was so very different than the other living creatures present, it took me by surprise. Like Xanthe, there was no superimposition here, just a single image that represented exactly who and what the sorceress was inside. Or perhaps I saw what lay beneath her glamour—who could say?

      The image the sword’s magic revealed was dark, like the shade that she’d grafted onto me, but much larger, almost giant-sized in scale. It was slightly feminine in form, and lithe, yet the shoulders and hips were all out of proportion, overly large and bulky. One might describe it as anthropomorphic, but definitely not humanoid—more like something eldritch and alien that dwelled in the Void, perhaps.

      Fuamnach’s shadowy form seemed solid at its core, but black wisps of energy curled around it in orbital patterns that were dizzying to observe. Those strands of dark matter made it difficult to discern any solid edges to her form, as the sword’s light seemed to dissipate and disperse on contact with her alter-image.

      As for her face, it was just as dark and insubstantial, more the suggestion of features than an actual visage. Her head was adorned with a crown of darkness, and from her shoulders flowed great black ribbons of shadow that curled over and down her back like a long cape or folded wings. And her eyes—ugh, those eyes—they were six dark jewels like polished anthracite, slanted and stacked three to a side like those of a spider.

      “What are you?” I muttered, wondering aloud if anything I’d ever known about Fuamnach was true or real.

      Strangely, I saw all this at the same time I regarded our mundane reality, almost like watching two television screens at once. The sword fed me one view of the world and its inhabitants, and my senses fed me another. It was confusing, certainly, but also fascinating. If I hadn’t been facing a goddess who wanted to kill me, I might have spent time exploring the effect further.

      Oddest of all, Fuamnach appeared to be unaware of the sword’s power, never mind its influence on me. She looked on with expectant satisfaction, even while I stood there healed and with sword in hand. It was as if she hadn’t yet realized I’d recovered from the mortal wound she had dealt just seconds before.

      Time dilation—this must be an effect of Caladbolg’s magic awakening. Perhaps I should make the best of it.

      No sooner had that thought crossed my mind, than I felt the sword tugging me toward Fuamnach.
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      I took one step, and that single stride brought me straight in front of Fuamnach. Or, rather, the sword went straight to her, tugging me along after it. There was little sensation of movement, but I knew that I had moved. In only one instant I’d been there, and now, I was here.

      The sword pulled my arm forward, thrusting toward Fuamnach’s breast. I wondered what the effects would be, if she even had a heart like I did, or Belladonna, or Xanthe. That’s when I noticed it, a tiny glimmer of violet that shone inside her, with a razor-thin cord of lavender energy attached to it that led somewhere other than here.

      That’s the source of her magic—the cord leads back to Underhill.

      I could only assume the link would’ve been thicker had I not closed the portals to her demesne. Yet, there it was, her connection to the wellspring of all her arcane power. Would cutting the link prove to be a permanent thing? I thought of the sword’s name, Caladbolg, meaning “hard cleft.” What could cut deeper than separating one of the Tuath Dé from their source of power, forever?

      Ah, so this was why Medb was so afraid of it.

      Meanwhile the sword continued to pull itself toward the link, in a clear effort to sever that glimmering strand. I felt time speeding up for me, bringing my personal experience in line with everyone else’s reality. Of course, I was perfectly fine with the sword’s intent, but I also wanted to see her suffer.

      Time grows short—I’d best act.

      Guiding Caladbolg with the skill my many years of training provided, I thrust it into Fuamnach’s chest, nearly severing her connection to Underhill but leaving the barest strand intact. As soon as I took action by intentionally using the sword, I slowed down while everything else sped up. Like a speeding vehicle hitting a solid concrete wall, I slammed into the present as my perception went lockstep with the world around me.

      The sword’s visions faded, leaving me only my own senses with which to interpret what was happening. I stood in front of Fuamnach—the physical, somewhat human-looking version—with Caladbolg buried to the hilt in her chest. She gasped, shocked at how events had instantaneously reversed in my favor.

      “What—how did you?” she stammered weakly. A bit of blood dribbled from the corner of her mouth as she looked down at the sword sticking out of her upper torso. “That sword—where did you get it?”

      She batted at my hands, but her feeble attempt to loosen my grasp on the sword was in vain, as her strength had fled. For all the power she’d wielded, now she was helpless as a child, an insect under my heel. I tightened my grip on Caladbolg, twisting it almost imperceptibly as I leaned in to stare her in the eye.

      “You’re about to die, Fuamnach. I can sense it. As soon as I sever your connection to your demesne, you will be undone. With Caladbolg’s edge at your heart, you will not heal from the chasm it creates.”

      “That sword was lost!” she hissed through gritted teeth.

      “It has been recovered.” I shifted my stance slightly, getting leverage so I could slice her in two as I dealt the death blow. “Prepare yourself. Soon you’ll join the Fear Doirich across the Veil.”

      “No, wait—I have something you want.”

      I saw desperation in her eyes, and fear, an emotion I’d never seen there in all the time I’d known her. It was… delectable.

      “What could you possibly offer? Freedom from this thing you cursed me with? Do I not hold the means of my own emancipation?” I turned my head and spat. “You have nothing I want. Now, quiet your whimpering, and die like a god.”

      “I know where Cressida is—not dead, but alive,” she wheezed.

      I tensed at the mention of my twin sister who had perished many years ago. Certainly this was just another trick, a ploy to save her miserable life. Cressida had been killed along with my parents, in the fire Fuamnach’s agents had started after they abducted me.

      My gaze bore into hers. “Liar!”

      I was about to finish the deed when I felt a soft, warm hand rest on mine.

      “Crowley, hold up,” Belladonna said softly. “What if she’s telling the truth? I mean, can her kind really lie? I know the fae can twist the truth, but the Anjana has never actually told an outright falsehood. Wouldn’t that apply to the gods as well?”

      “I—I don’t know,” I admitted.

      “The girl speaks true,” Fuamnach gasped. “We are bound by oath. My kind can deceive, but only through omission. I do know where to look for your sister.”

      “And she is alive, truly?” I asked, still wondering if this was yet another of Fuamnach’s deceptions.

      “When last I saw her, yes.” Fuamnach’s eyelids fluttered. “Spare me, and I will tell you what I know.”

      I considered her offer for several seconds. If she was telling the truth, it would change everything for me. What if a member of my family really was still alive, after all these years? Belladonna was right—the payoff was worth the risk. But I had the upper hand, and I would not waste it.

      “Not good enough. Swear you’ll never attempt to harm me, Belladonna, or any creature or person under my protection, ever again.”

      “I swear,” she said as her head began to droop.

      “Swear also that neither you nor your agents will enter McMullen County, ever again.”

      “I swear this as well,” she whispered, her voice a mere sigh. “This county will be free from my influence, from this day forth.”

      “Swear you’ll assist me in finding Cressida, and that you’ll not harm or deceive my family, for time eternal.”

      “Yes, I swear…”

      Belladonna and I shared a look. “Are you certain about this?” she asked.

      “Only that I’ll hold her to this bargain.” With a pang of regret, I gently, carefully drew the sword from Fuamnach’s chest. “By sparing you, Fuamnach, the bargain is sealed.”

      “Agreed,” she wheezed as she collapsed to her knees.

      I placed the tip of the sword under her chin, lifting it until her eyes met mine. “Now, tell me what you know of my sister’s whereabouts…”
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        * * *

      

      An hour after I finally allowed Fuamnach to flee back to her home with her tail between her legs, Ursula and Monty showed up at the compound. Monty wore a ridiculous get up that consisted of a mechanic’s coveralls, welding gloves, a full welder’s helmet, and rubber work boots that came up to his knees. When they got out of Ursula’s subcompact EV, I looked at him, then at the kräuterhexen.

      Ursula rolled her eyes as she quickly ambled over to check on poor, wounded Xanthe. I’d coerced Fuamnach into healing his wounds, on the grounds that by allowing him to die she’d be breaking the terms of our bargain. Yet reattaching his wings was beyond even her power, so I’d done what I could for the pain and left him to rest on our porch.

      “I told him he didn’t have to come,” the old woman said with a nod at the vampire. “Said the sun was coming up soon, but he insisted on being here. Damned fool.”

      It was still mostly dark, but the first rays of light were peeking over the horizon. Monty turned his back to the east, facing me with his features in shadow as he lifted the visor on the helmet. Concern was writ across his features, and for all his faults, I believed it was heartfelt.

      “Sorry I didn’t make it for the fight, boss. She sent a team in to burn your grandparents’ place down after she stepped through that portal. I was busy dealing with them, and by the time the old lady showed up looking for you, Belladonna called to let us know you were alright.”

      I clapped a hand on his shoulder, and Monty’s eyes widened slightly. “It’s alright, Montague. And thank you for saving my ancestral home.”

      He froze for a moment, unsure of what to do or say. “S’okay, boss. Least I could do.”

      I squeezed his shoulder. “Get inside, fool. As you can see, we’ve enough bodies to clean up.”

      “Roger that.”

      Monty gave a lazy salute, then he swept the face shield down before heading for the shattered front doors of my house. As I stared at his retreating form, I wondered what the sword might reveal of his true nature.

      Ursula watched him pass out of the corner of her eye. “That exchange was, er, unexpected.”

      Expression neutral, I ignored her comment. “How will Xanthe fare, herb-mother?”

      She gently patted the sleeping manticore’s side as she pushed herself fully upright with a groan. “He’ll live, but I doubt he’ll ever fly again, the poor fella.”

      I stood there a few moments, watching the pitiable creature’s rib cage expand and contract. I’d dosed him with quite a bit of poppy seed for the pain, so he’d be out for some time. Poor Xanthe. After what I’d seen by way of the sword’s magic, I felt more sympathy for him than ever.

      “He did not deserve what was done to him. Nor does he deserve the cruel fate he’s been dealt.”

      Ursula’s eyebrow twitched. “Meaning?”

      “The blade reveals things about people and creatures both. I believe it allows the bearer to see the truth of matters, or at least a visual representation of it.”

      “And the manticore? What did the sword show you about him?”

      I pursed my lips and shook my head slowly. “Only that he was in pain, long before Fuamnach’s cruel ministrations.”

      “I’ll make him a concoction to help him heal, inside and out,” she said in a grandmotherly voice.

      “Thank you.”

      “No thanks necessary.” The herb witch glanced around the yard. “Where’s your better half?”

      “Out back, burning bodies,” I said, inclining my head in that direction.

      “You sure it’s safe to leave her alone after what happened here?”

      “Belladonna can take care of herself, of course, but Cull is guarding her just the same. And, Fuamnach gave her word.”

      “Word of the Tuath Dé,” Ursula spat to the side as she affected a sour expression. “She’ll find a way to squirm out of it.”

      “Perhaps, but not today.”

      The old woman’s eyes drifted to the bloodstained slit in my shirt. “Show me.”

      I lifted my Stefano Ricci t-shirt—yet another sartorial casualty of war—pulling it back to reveal the thin, white scar where Caladbolg had cleft my chest. “If not for the mark, it would be as if the wound had never happened.”

      She leaned forward, examining the blemish closely. “Huh. Funny how it could’ve healed you completely, yet it left that.” She poked her finger at my chest, then she lowered her hand, stabbing the same finger at my stomach. “You take care of the other thing yet?”

      “It has been a busy morning.” I glanced around to see if we were still alone. “And I didn’t want to do it in front of Belladonna.”

      Ursula scowled. “Idiot. If anyone should stand by while you do surgery on yourself with das helle Schwert, it would be her.”

      “Do you really think it to be that blade?”

      She parted her hands before clasping them in front of her. As she continued, her slight German accent became more pronounced. “Who can say? What I do know is that Wotan and his people carried many such weapons with them when they arrived. The Greek and Celtic gods as well. Did they craft those blades themselves, or were they the work of another? And why did those weapons fall into the hands of men? These are questions you should ask and find answers to, now that such a thing has chosen you to bear it.”

      “You speak of it as if Caladbolg is a living thing.”

      “Living, yes. Do trees live? They don’t speak or walk about. Still, some are definitely more alive than they seem.”

      “Words to consider. As for my, ah, condition—I will see to that shortly.”

      At that, the shade rose up within me, breaking down psychic barriers and shattering the magical chains that held it captive. Spasms wracked my body, and I fell to the ground in a fetal position. Obviously, this was the attack I’d been expecting. Of course, the demon planned it to happen when I was at my most vulnerable, exhausted from the battle and thinking of little else but rest.

      Ursula came to my side, kneeling down by my head and sticking something in my mouth to push my tongue out of the way so I didn’t choke. “Fight it, boy! Don’t allow that thing to claim your soul.”

      Her voice faded away as my attention and energy were drawn inward, toward the life and death struggle that awaited me there. The confrontation had been a long time coming, and frankly I was eager to get it over with. I just hoped I could summon the sword’s magic again, before it was too late.
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        * * *

      

      Inside each of us there is a universe unto itself, created of mind, imagination, and spirit. Much of a mage’s training involves exploring that inner landscape and populating it with terrain and structures unique to the magician’s personality and preferences. In this way, the wizard comes to know their inner world, identifying emotions and thoughts both helpful and harmful to their path.

      The early work of learning magic involves cataloging and organizing those feelings and ideas. This is done through a process in which the mage locks away what is useless while discovering ways to utilize the rest. Anything that could hinder the mage’s progress is carefully compartmentalized. Fear, loneliness, painful memories, doubt—these are all locked away so they do not interfere with the magician’s development.

      Not every magic wielder went through that process, as different traditions maintained various individual approaches to training up new talent. However, all proper mages did, and I was no exception. As one might imagine, I had a lot of negative emotions and memories to sort.

      Unfortunately, the shade knew every single one of them—where they were hidden, why I’d buried them, and what it might do to me should I have to revisit them. The first thing the demon did was to open those boxes simultaneously, forcing me to face my deepest, darkest fears, embarrassments, and regrets. One at a time, I might have been able to handle it, but all at once?

      Before I knew it, I was drowning in a churning sea of dread and shame. The memories washed over me in rapid succession, and it was all I could do to endure the psychic onslaught. Even worse, each time a new memory assaulted me, the shade attacked me with taunts and jibes that hammered the pain home.

      Here was the time when I was six, just after I’d been taken to Underhill. An older, larger child had taken my food, and when I protested, he beat me brutally. That night, I stabbed him in the neck with a sharp bone while he was asleep. I did the job poorly, and it took him a long time to die. None of the other children ever bothered me after that, but the memory haunted me for years until I locked it away.

      -Murderer-

      -Assassin-

      -Slave-

      Next, I was forced to relive a party that Fuamnach had thrown. This was long before I was selected to be her Hound. The human children in her stable of slaves were the entertainment for the evening. I was one of the fortunate ones, as I lived. The next morning, I spent hours trying to wash the abuse away, but a stain on the soul is often difficult to remove.

      -Urchin-

      -Waif-

      -Whore-

      More memories arose after that, in a constant, seemingly never-ending procession of pain. Times when I was beaten, incidents when I watched other children be injured or killed and did nothing, the day Fuamnach slew my pup. I was absolutely awash in guilt and humiliation when one memory in particular came to the fore.

      I remember this scene, and clearly. That was the night Fuamnach grafted the shade onto my soul.

      We were deep within Fuamnach’s dungeon, underneath the castle in which I was raised. I was tied spread eagle to the cold stone floor, naked save for a loincloth so that Fuamnach did not have to see my boyhood. I might’ve been ten or twelve, as it’s hard to gauge such human milestones when one passes time in Underhill.

      The floors, walls, and ceiling of the dungeon cell were covered in runes—runes of summoning, runes of entrapment, runes of bargaining. All the symbols had been written in blood, some human, some fae, so as to make a sweet smell for the thing Fuamnach intended to call forth.

      She was naked, although I don’t recall feeling anything but fear in that moment, despite it being the first time I’d seen a woman’s body laid bare. Every square inch of her skin had been painted in similar symbols, each meant to prevent the entity from even thinking of attacking her. The sorceress had little to fear from such a threat, but a magic tussle might upset the perverse perfection of the ritual.

      Fuamnach chanted and gesticulated for hours, deep into the night. In retrospect, she wasn’t just calling forth any imp or hellion; no, she had her eyes set on grafting a prince to a prince. How odd, to be called such a thing when I was nothing more than chattel to her. Yet a changeling prince I was, having been adopted into her house. Even for such a debase purpose, this held weight among the notable demesnes of Underhill.

      When she finally called the wraith forth, it filled the boundaries of the summoning circle with swirling, roiling darkness. All I saw of its shape were two glowing red eyes, staring back at me in all that hideous gloom. At first, the entity tried to sup on me, thinking I might be some sacrifice to appease it before the sorceress bargained it into service.

      But that was not the sort of deal Fuamnach intended to make.

      In my mind’s eye, I could never remember much after that. I’d always just assumed I blacked out, or that the events that followed were too horrible for my conscious mind to bear. I recalled pain, and plenty of it, but nothing specific after the shade attempted to make my soul a meal.

      Now, I was able to recall more of that black sabbath. Instead of having the memory cut off to be replaced by another, the scene continued to play out in my inner realm. In that moment, it occurred to me—I was not seeing my own memories now, but the shade’s.

      “A bargain I offer, dark prince,” Fuamnach purred, her voice a whiskey melody. “One sweeter even than the offering of this child’s soul.”

      -Speak.-

      “Locked away as you were, your kind have difficulty crossing to this realm. Even with the intervention of one such as I, you may only exist here for a time. Always are you doomed to return when the summoner’s magic can keep you here no longer.”

      -She says things known.-

      “Yes, you know this, and well. However, I can offer you more than a few precious minutes here. What would you give to have time to feast on souls at your whim? What bargain might one like yourself strike to spend decades here, enjoying the pleasures of the material plane?”

      -Lies.-

      “You and I both know I cannot. Believe me when I say, I am the only sorceress of any age who has determined a way to make this happen—a loophole, if you will.”

      -How?-

      “Yon child is special, gifted with both magic and an inner darkness that is only matched by his bright soul. That balance of corruption and virtue allows me to hide you within his being. That is the technicality that I believe will allow you to reside on this plane, for a time. Time enough to do what needs be done, I think.”

      -For what consideration?-

      “I wish to use the child as my long right hand. For the tasks ahead, he’ll need to borrow some of your power. Allow this until such time as he cannot maintain dominance, and you may do with him what you will.”

      -Vessel?-

      “It will remain yours, for as long as you can preserve it. During the boy’s training, I will ensure that you witness rituals that can preserve human flesh, almost indefinitely. As for his soul, it will remain at your disposal.”

      -Anchor?-

      “Your soul, to his. This will hide you from the established mandates. Theoretically, you could stay as long as you liked—so long as the boy’s soul remained connected to yours, that is.”

      -Agreed.-

      With the bargain struck, the memory faded away. It was then that I realized, the shade needed me much more than I needed it. Not only that, but I was its Achilles heel.

      Before I could be buried beneath the onslaught of another memory, I reached out with my magic, back into the world of air, fire, water, and stone. In answer to my call, Caladbolg leapt from its sheath and into my hand. When hilt met flesh, the sword’s power washed through me in a cleansing flood that chased the wraith’s shadows away from my inner realm.

      When the sword’s light hit that baleful demon, it cowered away, cringing and shrinking upon itself. Strangely, in an instant it went from a towering mass of darkness hovering over me to a mewling, simpering rag. Now it looked like nothing more than some small, storm-soaked creature shivering on the ground.

      Only then did I see it for what it was—a pitiful, soulless bit of umbra, and nothing more. Yet even in that state, the ties between us were easily seen. Dark, slippery tendrils connected us, and through those threads, my life force slowly passed from me to the shade. If not for those black gossamer strands, the creature would’ve been banished long ago.

      To think, all these years I thought it to be powerful, monstrous, implacable. In the light, it seems even the greatest of shadows fade.

      In the now brightened realm of my mind’s eye, I raised Caladbolg high. As I did, the sword shone with a brilliance to rival the sun. The shade was diminished further by it, and for that image alone, I stayed my hand.

      -Stop! Think of what you’ll give up by severing the bond. I would give you all my power, to do as you wished. No more throttling your demands. Even Fuamnach would stand in fear of you.-

      “She already trembles at my sight.”

      -Then mercy, prince, mercy. Grant me an iota of grace, and I will serve you evermore.-

      “The entire world could not contain enough mercy to forgive one such as you. Go back to the pit, where you belong.”

      -Noooooooooo!-

      I swept the sword down, severing the ties that bound us one to another. Each parted easily, yet they snapped with a tension that was surprising given their weight. As the blade passed through the last one, I felt my spirit buoyed as it was freed from the anchor that for so long had weighed down my soul.

      At my feet, that dank rag of a demon slipped away like oil down a drain, screaming and hissing and lamenting its fate as its voice and presence faded from my presence for good. When the last of the shade had disappeared, Caladbolg’s light began to dim, and silence filled the inner realm of my mind for the first time in decades.

      What a strange sensation. So, this is what it feels like to know peace.

      Resting there in the calm of my innermost being, I wept in relief.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fifteen

          

        

      

    

    
      That evening, Belladonna and I snuggled on my couch, munching on popcorn and watching Monty Python and the Holy Grail. It was a ridiculous movie, one made all the more ludicrous by the fact that I’d been raised in a medieval feudal society. Having lived such a hell, levity regarding such matters was difficult for me to take. Yet my companion seemed to like it, and I had to admit that the film’s parodical representation of the nobility was somewhat entertaining.

      When the movie ended, we sat there for a time enjoying each other’s company. And, for my part, silently thanking the powers responsible for bringing her into my life. As I held her close, I felt her heart beating beneath my hands and her slow, steady breathing, nearly in time with mine. She chuckled to herself, breaking the silence for the sake of some private pleasantry.

      “Are you recalling a line from the movie?” I asked.

      “No. I was thinking about how you always manage to weasel out of doing manual labor.”

      I inhaled sharply, feigning offense. “I did not weasel out of the work. Need I remind you that I was engaged in a battle for the freedom of my very soul?”

      She patted my hands where they were clasped over her heart. “Ah, yes—I think I recall something about that. But since it all happened inside your mind palace—”

      “My inner realm,” I interjected.

      “Okay, your inner realm, then it’s pretty much just your word that it happened.”

      “I am wounded by your skepticism regarding the veracity of my account.”

      “Oh, stop pouting,” she said as she wriggled against me to find an even more comfortable position. “I’m sure it was all very difficult, banishing a demonic entity to another plane of existence while I was busy dragging bodies into a pile and burning them with white phosphorous grenades and gasoline.”

      “I told you to wait for me to incinerate them with magic. It would have been so much easier.”

      “¡Claro! But you were out cold for hours.”

      “And you still kept burning bodies?”

      “No, because by the time I found out, Cull and I had finished. He was a big help, you know.”

      I tsked. “You did not let him eat any of those corpses.”

      “Actually, he kept sneaking them when I wasn’t looking. It would’ve been creepy if he wasn’t so darned cute.”

      “You must make an effort to be a better influence, Ms. Becerra. What will happen when we have children? Will they be allowed to roll in scat in the yard and eat carrion from the road?”

      She sat up, breaking my hands apart as she turned halfway around to face me. “Kids? You really want to have children someday? With me, the way I am?”

      “Indubitably. As for ‘the way you are,’ to me it is perfection. I have no qualms regarding the idea whatsoever.”

      She turned around completely then, almost jumping to a kneeling position beside me with a soft squeal of delight. Belladonna leaned in nose to nose with her forearms on my chest, staring into my eyes as a coy smile played across her lips.

      “They might end up with fangs and scales,” she said.

      “Or they could exit the womb casting elemental spells from their tiny hands.”

      She giggled. “If they took after you, more than likely they’d come out asking for directions to your tailor.”

      “As Samuel Clemens said, ‘Clothes make the man. Naked people have little or no influence on society.’”

      “Oh, he did not,” she replied, turning around to settle against me once more. “That’s Shakespeare.”

      “Actually, William Shakespeare wrote the line, ‘The apparel oft proclaims the man.’”

      “Know-it-all.”

      “Sorry.”

      “Don’t be. Smart guys are sexy.”

      I didn’t know how to respond to that, so I held my tongue. Minutes passed before she spoke again.

      “Is it really gone?”

      “Really and truly. Vanquished to the Shadow Realm, from whence it came.”

      “And you aren’t dying anymore?”

      “Not to my knowledge. It might take some time for my spirit to regenerate my life force, and for my body to recover the bulk I lost, but the sickness left with the shade.”

      “Okay.”

      “Okay?” I asked.

      “Since you missed out on learning about human idiosyncrasies, let me fill you in on some common vernacular. ‘Okay’ can mean a lot of things. It can indicate agreement, contentment, even skepticism.”

      “Ooh-kay. Which intention did you mean to convey?”

      “Smart-aleck. Of course, I meant that I am absolutely happy to hear that the man I love no longer has a shadow demon sucking the life out of him from the inside.”

      “Ah.”

      “But I will need you to put on some weight for me. Your chest has gotten really bony over the past few months.”

      “Just for that, I am removing you from my Netflix account.”

      “Meh, I’m more of a ‘DVD and chill’ girl, anyway.”

      Silence ensued once more, but this time it was I who broke the quiet.

      “I love you too, Belladonna Becerra.”

      “Yeah, I have that effect on people.”
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        * * *

      

      In the aftermath of the events at my parents’ estate, I visited Peg Powler at her swamp in Underhill. Not only did I owe her my gratitude—of which I’d be very careful in expression—but I also desired answers to several questions I had. Namely, what she’d really known about the sword before she sent me to retrieve it.

      We sat around her fire in the clearing in front of her cabin, on one of the rare occasions she allowed me to see her true form. Peg was tall and hunched, with straggly dark hair that hung over her face in strands. Her skin was the sickly gray-green of a person long drowned, mottled and nearly transparent in places, her nails long and black, her eyes anthracite gems that one did not wish to peer into for too long.

      She wore a roughly woven muslin shift and a plaid shawl around her shoulders, which she adjusted every so often, a personal affectation that I found humanizing in a fashion. The old woman wore the shawl more out of personal preference than for comfort, because her kind did not suffer from the cold. Peg sat on her stump, and I on mine, and I looked on while she stirred the coals at the edge of the fire with a long, thin stick.

      After a time, I broke the silence with my first question. “You knew the sword would not reveal its secrets to me, didn’t you?”

      She harrumphed softly, poking the embers as she answered. “Ol’ Peg knows many things. Been around a long time, she has, since the fae played their cruel trick an’ turned me inta’ the thing I despise. Knew ye’d sacrifice yerself fer’ the lass, an’ that the sword would choose you. Sooner or later, was bound ta’ happen.”

      I considered her answer, and how she’d answered. Peg never said anything offhand, and when her accent reverted, I interpreted it as an unconscious response to human emotion. If she brought up her own plight, it was because it had bearing on the subject at hand.

      “I guess I never really considered the fact that we are much alike. They took you and changed you and did it all in jest, for their own amusement and pleasure.” I gasped as the truth of her nature became clear. “You really were once human.”

      “Aye, but ya’ knew this. Peg’s children were drowned they were, an’ it drove Ol’ Peg mad. The fae thought it’d be funny ta’ turn me inta’ something that would do the same ta’ others.”

      “Peg, I—I’m sorry.”

      She lowered her chin to her chest as she released a slow, gurgling sigh. “I know ya’ are, as ye’ve a good heart within ya’. S’how I knew Caladbolg would select ya’ fer its next bearer. The blade’s original purpose had ta’ be fulfilled.”

      “Of course, if you’d warned me beforehand, it wouldn’t have mattered. The sacrificial act had to come from the heart.”

      “Aye. Been knowin’ ya’ since ya’ were but a gnat flittin’ about Peg’s swamp. Seen how ya’ cared fer’ small things, animals an’ creatures an’ people. Good like that, no evil power can stamp out.” She pointed the glowing end of her stick at me, fixing me with her ancient gaze. “The sword chose, an’ Ol’ Peg says it chose well. Ne’er forget that, boy.”

      “The question now is, what do I do with it?”

      She hitched her shoulders as if adjusting her shawl. “Ye’ll figure it out. ’Tis a powerful weapon, true, but also a terrible one. It healed ya’ of that awful affliction Fuamnach cast on ya’, an’ it’ll heal others, too. Yet others, it will destroy.”

      I rested my hand on the sword’s pommel at my side. “Do you wish I’d have destroyed Fuamnach?”

      Peg remained silent for some time, stirring the embers as she considered what I’d asked. “Fer’ yer’ sake, no. The witch held a secret, one that even Peg could not divine. ’Twas a fair trade, an’ not my choice ta’ make.”

      Although my heart leapt each time I thought about bringing Cressida home, I wondered if it had been the right decision. Fuamnach had been at my mercy, and that night at my compound I could have easily ended her long reign of terror. It seemed somehow selfish of me to save her, in exchange for all the people Fuamnach would hurt from here on out.

      “Stop that.” Peg’s wet, gurgly voice cut through the night air, piercing me to my core. “Ye’ve enough guilt ta’ deal with, an’ none of it is truly yer’ fault. Don’t take the blame fer’ deeds not yet done, and faults what aren’t yer’ own. ’Twas the right an’ proper choice.”

      Perhaps Peg was correct, but it wouldn’t prevent me from second-guessing my decision in times to come. Now, however, I had to focus on sharpening the skills I’d been taught while in Fuamnach’s care, to prepare for finding Cressida. The sorceress had merely verified she was alive, and then provided me with one lead—Colin McCool. I would start there. Lacking the powers the shade had lent me, I would definitely need to review and hone what I knew of conventional magic and warfare.

      Suddenly, a thought occurred to me. “If the sword could free me, then perhaps…?”

      My old friend slowly shook her head. “Nay. Peg has things ta’ do yet. Not ready ta’ slip this mortal coil.”

      That gave me pause. It seemed Peg was saying that, if Caladbolg were used to undo the curse the fae had placed on her, she would wither and die soon after. Which made sense, as Peg was many centuries old. Without fae magic to sustain her, whatever humanity remained would fall prey to age and time, perhaps instantly.

      “The offer stands, if ever you decide to take it.”

      “Hmph,” was all she said in response. We sat in peace together for a time, until finally it was Peg’s turn to break the silence. “I have a question fer’ ya’, child, if ye’ll grant the answer ta’ me.”

      “Of course, Peg. It’s the least I can do.”

      She stared into the fire long and hard. Clearly she searched for something there, something she’d lost, many years ago. “Tell me then, ma’ boy—howzzit’ feel, ta’ be free from their curse?”

      The question shocked me with its candor, but it made perfect sense. “Wonderful. Frightening. Unburdened. Destitute. To live with such a thing for so long, it becomes a part of you. Almost, that is. It’s like having a sickness cut out, and while your strength returns, you also feel keenly that something was lost. But mostly, I just feel light, as if a great weight has been lifted from my soul.”

      Peg poked the fire some more as she contemplated my answer. “Fer’ Ol’ Peg, that is solace enough.”
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        * * *

      

      It was a week before I received a summons from Queen Maeve. Belladonna had left for the city already, having received her orders to appear days before I did. I was hopeful that I’d see her after my audience concluded, as I missed her already.

      I drove to Austin in my new Land Rover with Caladbolg on the passenger seat beside me. I guarded the sword carefully, although I doubted anyone else could use the thing. It had chosen me, and apparently such bonds were immutable.

      To anyone else’s eye, it was nothing more than a mundane sword, old and unusually crafted, perhaps, but normal nonetheless. It was certainly not an everyday weapon, however, and eventually I’d need to find a place to hide it when it wasn’t in use. But for now, I took it with me everywhere, out of prudence as much as for solace’s sake.

      When I arrived at Maeve’s manse, an underling met me at the gate. The man’s appearance as a tall, fair human was an illusion, for he was a buggane, one of the ugliest and nastiest of all the fae races. That was a side effect of carrying the sword, I’d found—illusions and glamours were easier to pierce when the blade was in my possession.

      “C’mon,” he said by way of greeting, turning his back and walking off immediately. “Queen don’t wait fer’ no mages.”

      As we walked around the side of the house, down a cobbled path that split a finely manicured lawn, I spotted fae assassins and warriors hidden in the foliage. That Maeve kept so many of her bodyguards close at hand in view of the neighbors was interesting, and disturbing. Was she expecting an attack here, at the seat of her power?

      The Queen sat on a carved stone bench in the back garden, feeding two squirrels from her hand like a Disney princess. She dressed like no princess I knew, however, in pale-moss cropped linen trousers, a white tank top, and a loose blue and white-striped linen button down with the cuffs rolled up. With the addition of her strapped sandals and brightly painted toenails, she looked for all the world like any fashionable, fit, attractive middle-aged woman of the time.

      Yet her allies and enemies both knew she was anything but that.

      Hmm… I wonder what the sword would reveal to me about you, my queen?

      I bowed full at the waist in front of Queen Maeve, who remained preoccupied with the rodents she fed. I thought it prudent to remain semi-prostrate, at least until she acknowledged my presence. In true Maeve form, I waited a full minute bent at the waist before she gave me leave to stand upright once more.

      “Arise, Creighton Lee, son of Kosek,” she said in a distracted, offhand tone. “You may stand while I speak.”

      “Of course, my queen.”

      “As we’ve discussed previously, you and I both know you recognize no betters. However, your show of respect is noted.” I merely inclined my head in response. “Are you aware of why I called you here today?”

      “I hadn’t considered it. When a queen calls, the dutiful answer.”

      The corners of her mouth turned up into the slightest smile at that remark. She made a curt shooing motion with her hand, and the squirrels scattered. The queen of all Earthbound fae brushed seed from her hands as if washing them of some insignificant matter, then she turned her gaze on me.

      “No one could deny that the blackhearted wench taught you manners, although anyone who has met Fuamnach would know the charm is yours alone.”

      “You honor me, my queen.”

      “Oh, stuff the flummery. I brought you here to let you know that your exile has been lifted. You may return to the city and conduct such business as you deem necessary to protect your own interests and my demesne.”

      I raised an eyebrow at that. “Certainly that is not all her highness wished to discuss.”

      “Hmm, yes.” She crossed one leg over the other, resting her hands atop each other on her knee. “This morning I was notified by representatives of the Vampyri Council that they had concluded their investigation of the disappearance of one Amelia del Portofino, former liaison to Prospero Portofino of the Council Chamber.”

      “Curious timing, to be sure,” I observed.

      “Previous to that news, I was also informed by my agents that a certain county on the edge of my realm has been warded against trespass by supernatural creatures. You wouldn’t happen to know anything about that, would you?”

      It had taken Ursula and me several days to repair the damage Fuamnach had done to the border wards. But repair them we did, and now the county of my birth was buttoned up tighter than a noblewoman’s corset.

      “Highness, I know nothing about said events. However, might I speculate for a moment? Surely, any such protections that may or may not have recently been activated around McMullen County would serve to keep vagrants and ne’er-do-wells out of your demesne.”

      “Oh, of course—that is how I planned it. In fact, the pilot program in McMullen County was such a success, I’m having my field mages implement similar defenses around the entire border of my demesne.” She batted her eyelashes, as if a thought had just occurred to her. “Why, Mr. Kosek—I seem to recall that you have expertise in setting up wards of this nature. Perhaps you could advise my mages on this project moving forward.”

      I winced inwardly at having been volunteered to assist with such a monumental task. “Of course, my queen. You had only to ask.”

      “I wasn’t asking,” she replied in a tone of voice that was iron drenched in honey. Maeve snapped her fingers, and her bodyguards scattered like the squirrels had moments before. She leaned in, brow furrowed as she addressed me directly. “This project will be important to the continued stability of my realm. Do not fail me.”

      “If I might ask—what dangers presently threaten my queen’s demesne?”

      “Apparently, you recently disposed of one of them. Discouraged perhaps would be a more apt description, as the sorceress rarely leaves off pursuit so easily. She and her allies have sought to gain a foothold in my realm for some time. They’d love to clear the path, so to speak. Ruling both in Underhill and on Earth seems to have become their ultimate goal.”

      I dropped all formality, for such matters deserved clear communication and forthright discussion. “Which of the Tuath Dé is the immediate threat?”

      “I haven’t determined that yet, but I suspect they’ll reveal themselves shortly. Be on your guard.”

      I bowed my head. “Always, my queen.”

      Her gaze bore a hole through my forehead for a rather long, uncomfortable interval. “You’ve changed.”

      “Suffice it to say that events have provided me with a new perspective on many things. I believe humans call it ‘entering a new season of life.’”

      “Let us hope that Ms. Becerra feels the same. You two work well together, and I’d hate to see your partnership break up.” For a moment her gaze became distant, her expression inscrutable. Suddenly, she clapped her hands on her knees and stood. “It seems I have other matters to attend. Do be a help and not a hindrance, Mr. Kosek. I have challenges enough as it is.”

      Meaning, do not defecate in my backyard.

      I bowed at the waist again. “Most assuredly. I live to serve.”

      She graced me with the barest of frowns. “My man will see you out.”

      Bowing less formally as I stood aside, I watched as she walked around the corner of a tall hedgerow. After she stepped out of sight, I sensed a magical portal open, then close just as quickly. Wherever she was off to, she went there in a hurry.

      Someone cleared their throat behind me. When I turned, the glamoured buggane stood there, picking his nose in complete incongruence with his appearance.

      “Time ta’ go, fella’,” he said.

      I gave him the sort of look that nobility gave servants who dared speak to them. “I will see myself out.”

      “O’right then, no need ta’ get uppity ‘bout it.”

      When I exited Maeve’s garden gate, I found Belladonna leaning against my SUV. I smiled despite myself as I strolled over to stand in front of her. Gads, but the woman made my heart race.

      “Did you get the speech, too?” She made a pinched face and raised her voice a few octaves. ‘Be helpful from now on, Ms. Becerra. And stop crapping in my peony bed.’”

      “Paraphrased, I’m sure, but I received similar instruction.”

      She chuckled. “Do you have a minute?”

      “For you? Of course. Do I dare hope that you wish to invite me for a bite to eat?”

      “Lo siento, mago. This is business, not leisure. We have a case.”

      I tsked. “I suppose gustatory matters will have to wait. To what do I owe the pleasure of this unexpected meeting?”

      “It’s a weird one. We’ve been hired to track down a jiangshi that got loose.”

      “Necromancy, then,” I said with a frown. Since I’d removed and banished the shade, the darker arts had lost their appeal somewhat. “Will you require my expertise on that front?”

      “I hope not. But if it comes to that, I’ll treat you to Amy’s Ice Cream afterward. Sound good?”

      “Promise me the pleasure of your company as well, and I will happily dispose of an army of revenants.”

      Belladonna pushed herself off my vehicle, stepping in close as she fiddled with my lapels. “Now and always, mago—now and always.”

      I could live with that.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        This concludes Shade War, Book Three in The Shadow Changeling Series. Look for more adventures from Belladonna and Crowley in A Shade of Magic, Book One in The Belladonna & Nightshade Paranormal Investigations Series, coming soon!

        Till then, be sure to visit my website at https://mdmassey.com to download two FREE urban fantasy novels!
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        In which Belladonna rejects the family tradition.

      

      

      

      Note to readers: This narrative takes place after Underground Druid (more than a year before the events of Shade War), so be warned—spoilers follow. If you haven’t read Book 4 in the Colin McCool series yet, you might want to read it before you dive into this story.
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      I fell into step next to the dark wizard, latching onto his arm as I gently prodded him to increase his pace. Surprise registered on his lean, scarred face, which was only partially concealed inside the charcoal hoodie he wore beneath a mid-length black leather overcoat.

      “You never fail to amaze, Belladonna. I thought I’d kept this trip under wraps.”

      “Keep walking, act normal, but pick it up a bit. We’re being watched,” I whispered as we headed out of the terminals at Santiago de Compostela Airport.

      While the airport itself was a modern, high-ceilinged metal and glass structure, it was small, consisting of only one terminal with six gates. Galicia was a sizable Spanish province, and Santiago de Compostela was its regional capital. But we were still a backwater tourist destination, no matter how the city and region’s leaders tried to show otherwise. That meant we’d have few opportunities to shake our tail. I’d have to time this properly, else we’d end up creating a scene and be detained by airport security—which was what the mouros wanted.

      And that simply would not do. The Anjana did not take failure lightly. She was a powerful fae witch who had bound my family to her service centuries ago, and she was every bit as ruthless and unforgiving as Queen Maeve back in Austin. She didn’t like it when we attracted attention from the authorities, so the less trouble we caused shaking this tail, the better.

      “I’m happy to see you’re okay. You had us worried. But how did you know I was coming?” Crowley asked.

      “Oh, I have my ways,” I replied, trying to avoid staring at the scars the burns had left on his face and hand. I hadn’t seen him since it had happened, and in a way, I’d been complicit in causing the chain of events that had led to his… accident? Yes, I suppose that was as good a description as any for what had occurred.

      The wizard had once been my partner at the Cold Iron Circle—and, briefly, my lover. Crowley and I hadn’t parted on the best of terms, so to have him here next to me now was a bit uncomfortable. The fact that he had once tried to kill my current boyfriend made the situation even more prickly.

      “Since when have you cared to delve into the arts arcane?” he asked, as a sly smile crept across his ruined face. Hell and damnation, but he’d been beautiful once.

      But now? Children pointed and stared, and parents pulled them away from the deformed man in the hood. The wizard, to his credit, did his best to ignore them. But I could see the tightness around his eyes as he pulled his hood down to better cover his face.

      “I’ll explain it all to you, but later. Right now, we need to shake our tail.” We were coming up to the service entrance I’d prepared earlier as a secondary escape route. One of our contacts in the city had a cousin who worked at the airport, and they’d arranged to get me a keycard with limited access to the baggage processing areas. It would have to do.

      “Get ready to move… now!” I pulled gently on Crowley’s arm, signaling him to make a sharp turn around a corner and into an alcove, where I used the keycard to access a stairwell. “Alright, time to run. Did you bring any luggage with you?”

      He held up a modest leather overnight bag as we bolted down the stairs. “Just my carry-on. I prefer to travel light, unlike some other people we know.”

      I had no doubt he was talking about my sometimes partner in crime and current love of my life, the druid Colin McCool. He habitually carried around a magical man purse that he called his “Craneskin Bag.” The relic allowed him to store items in another dimension—anything small enough to fit in the opening of the bag. It was ugly as sin, but it had saved our hides more than once.

      “If I had a bag of holding, you know I’d bring my entire wardrobe with me everywhere I went. A girl could get used to that.”

      We hit the bottom landing in lockstep, and I flashed the keycard at the reader on the wall next to the entrance to baggage processing. The LED turned green, and I yanked the door open.

      Unfortunately, they were waiting for us.

      “Damn it. Looks like we’re in for a fight,” I said as I pulled Crowley through the door and behind a luggage cart. The duende had taken out the airport employees who normally worked down here, disguising themselves in order to take their places. The illusions they hid behind would fool a normal mortal, but for someone like myself or Crowley, they stood out like Ted Nugent at a PETA protest.

      Duende were somewhat akin to the red caps and bogles we dealt with back in Austin, the Spanish version of fae dwarves. However, they were much more adept at casting magic than your typical run-of-the-mill fae—especially illusions. They were fond of making you think they were in one place while they attacked from another direction, stabbing their prey in the back or hamstringing them. Despite their small size, they were not to be taken lightly.

      Crowley quickly peeked over the baggage cart and ducked back down again.

      “Did they see us?” I asked.

      “Unfortunately, yes. They appear to have ended all pretense of being normal airport employees, and are now pulling out various bladed weapons.”

      “Can you take care of the cameras?”

      “I can, and will.” The wizard interlaced his fingers, and when he pulled them apart, a dark shadowy substance was strung between them like a cat’s cradle. He worked it with his hands, then tossed it in the air. The shadow magic split in three, taking the form of inky little bats that flew toward every security camera in the room. Each of the flying shadow golems attached themselves firmly over the lenses, obscuring the view of any security personnel who might have been monitoring the area.

      I reached under my coat and pulled out the pieces of the carbon-fiber crossbow pistol I’d snuck past the metal detectors. It wasn’t ideal, but it was the best I could do under the circumstances. I assembled the weapon with a practiced alacrity, armed for battle seconds later.

      “Well, if it’s a fight they want…”

      “… then I’d say it’s best we oblige them,” Crowley interjected.

      Finishing my sentences. Just like old times.

      “I hate it when you do that,” I said, just before I let the first crossbow bolt fly.
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      The carbon-fiber crossbow shafts were tipped with barbed holly points that I’d carved myself. Holly, like rowan wood, had particularly nasty effects on some fae. For the duende, they’d cause the expected physical damage and also disrupt their ability to cast spells—at least until they dug out the holly barbs.

      I planted the first shaft in the groin of a tall lanky man with a bowl haircut and acne scars. He staggered, and his image shimmered and shifted until I was looking at a thin, four-foot-tall dwarf with a crossbow bolt sticking out of his chest.

      Physically speaking, his appearance typified the unseelie fae among his kind. The duende had a pot belly, huge bare feet, heavily-muscled arms, and thick, callused hands. Dark beady eyes, a bulbous nose, and tight-set lips sat above a black Dutch beard, and a bright red barretina hat was perched atop his head. He held a rapier in his right hand and a parrying dagger in the other, which he stuck point-first into a nearby suitcase before pulling out the crossbow shaft.

      Of course, the tip remained firmly embedded in his chest. The dwarf looked at the bolt and scowled before he tossed it away, then he grabbed his dagger and charged me while I reloaded.

      What I wouldn’t give right now for a pair of Desert Eagles in .44 magnum, I thought.

      I gave up on cocking the crossbow, and instead used it to parry a thrust from the dwarf’s rapier, redirecting it to the inside as I kicked the little fae’s lead knee. That threw him off balance, which momentarily prevented him from stabbing me with his dagger. I side-stepped past him and stabbed his right eye with a crossbow bolt, angling it down and in toward the brain stem.

      The dwarf dropped like a rock. I snagged the rapier and dagger from his hands as he fell, flourishing them to check the balance and weight. Ah, nothing like good Toledo steel.

      My little scuffle with the first dwarf had only lasted a few seconds, but that was enough time for two more of them to close in on me. Crowley was already at work, bouncing duende off the walls and floor with those creepy shadow tentacles of his. I only had a moment to glance his way before I was ducking a swing from a duende with a falcata.

      The thugs the Ojáncanu had employed weren’t playing around, that was for sure. Colin and Crowley’s recent foray into the fae realm, and the subsequent fallout from their actions, had upset a balance of power that had lasted for centuries in the region. The old cyclops knew that the Anjana was vying for his magic, in a bid to keep him and his mouros living far underground where they belonged—and he was desperate to stop her. My job as one of the Anjana’s flunkies was to make sure she succeeded. Crowley’s magic could play a big part in that, which was why the Ojáncanu wanted him dead.

      Did I feel bad that my old partner had walked blind into a centuries-old war between two powerful fae? A little, but I hadn’t asked him to fly to Spain to check up on me. I could take care of myself, and I didn’t need the men in my life to come to my rescue, thank you very much.

      I was trapped between two of the duende, and the one with the falcata was trying to distract me so his companion could stick a dagger in my back. Yeah, good luck with that. I wasn’t as naturally talented at swordplay as Colin, but Mother had taught me how to defend myself with all kinds of weapons, long before I’d ever gone to work for the Circle.

      The only problem was, I couldn’t effectively fight two of them at once—at least not with one at my back. I needed to take one of them out quickly. I faked a thrust at the swordsman’s eyes then switched direction, charging the one with the knives. It was my best bet, since the rapier had more reach than those daggers. I thrust at the duende’s knee, wounding him, then I beat his half-hearted stabbing attack away and skewered him through the neck.

      Unfortunately, the rapier got lodged in his spine. Now, I’d have to face down falcata-boy with a parrying dagger. Great.

      I dove over the one I’d just killed, grabbing one of his daggers from the floor as I rolled back to my feet to face the swordsman. The thing about a falcata was that it was a chopping weapon, and not the best implement for stabbing and thrusting. If I could get this duende to commit to an attack, I might get inside the reach of his blade and end him.

      I retreated a half-step as the dwarf walked over his dead companion. As I did, I faked a stumble, letting my heel hit the edge of a piece of luggage that had been knocked off the conveyor in the struggle. That was all it took to get the little guy to charge me, his sword held in a high guard.

      I threw one of the daggers at his face in an awkward underhand toss. It wasn’t meant to do any damage, only to distract him. As I expected, he moved the pommel and guard of the sword to deflect the knife, obscuring his vision for a split second. That was all the opening I needed. I grabbed his wrist with my free hand as I closed the gap, and drove the blade in my other hand under his chin and up into his brain.
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      I spun in a half-circle with the dwarf’s falcata in hand, looking for more attackers.

      The remaining duende were bloody, twisted lumps scattered here and there in the baggage processing area. Apparently, Crowley had been busy while I’d been preoccupied. The wizard leaned against a metal support column as he clapped slowly.

      “Didn’t care to lend a hand with those two?” I asked.

      “And spoil your fun? Please. I remember well how you hated being ‘rescued’ back when we were partners. I doubt that a few weeks of dating a mildly-chauvinist druid would have changed that.”

      “You doubted right.” I retrieved my crossbow bolts and wiped my fingerprints off the weapons I’d touched. “We need to leave—other duende will be along shortly.”

      Crowley gestured at the bodies. “Shouldn’t we clean this up?”

      I shook my head. “Don’t worry about it. Duende are self-cleaning.” As I spoke, the corpses began crumbling. Within moments, nothing remained but small piles of fine brown dust.

      “Well, that’s convenient,” Crowley remarked.

      “Their boss has them spelled, so if someone kills one of them they won’t have proof of the duende’s existence.”

      “And if they’re captured?”

      I shrugged. “They commit suicide. Let’s go.”

      I started walking toward a service hall, opposite the door we’d entered through, and Crowley fell in step beside me. We exited the building through a side entrance that led to the tarmac, then snuck around the side. I’d cut a hole in the fence earlier, and we slipped through the gap. From there, it was a short walk to the parking lot.

      “Do you care to tell me what’s going on?” he asked.

      I ignored him as I headed toward a jet-black Porsche Cayenne Turbo with dark limo tint and custom wheels. “Our ride. Hop in, and I’ll explain everything.”

      Crowley whistled. “Hunting must pay well in Spain.” The approval in his voice reminded me that he liked expensive things… or at least he had, once.

      I hit the ignition and the twin-turbo V8 thrummed with the velvet growl of 550 finely-tuned horses. I shifted into gear and took us out of the airport parking lot and onto the highway, heading to the southwest for the mountains of the Serra do Candán, my ancestral home. Once we were on the highway and well away from the airport, I spoke.

      “What do you know about Spanish folklore?” I asked.

      “Not much, except that the mythology is similar to that of Ireland and Scotland, mostly due to the shared Celtic origins. As evidenced by the fae we just killed. I’d say those—what did you call them?”

      “Duende.”

      “Right. I’d say they’re close relatives of the red caps, kissing cousins at least. So, why were they waiting for me at the airport, how did you know I was coming, and why do these duende want to kill us?”

      “Long story short? Centuries ago, my family made a pact with a fae witch, pledging our eternal loyalty in exchange for magic and wealth. Our job was to help her keep her father and his underlings from encroaching on human lands, which we’d done successfully with the help of her magic. Until now.”

      The women of my family had been magically bound to the Anjana for years, becoming mouras encantadas, guardians of the gates to the Underrealms. I’d bucked tradition by going to America to work for the Cold Iron Circle—under the pretense of attending college there, of course.

      Truth was, the Anjana creeped me out, and I didn’t much like the idea of embracing that part of my heritage. In my opinion, we were just pawns in a centuries-old struggle between the Anjana and her father, the Ojáncanu. He was the king of the mouros, and a mortal enemy of our mistress. She lacked the foot soldiers that the Ojáncanu had at his command, so she’d enlisted my family as her servants. She’d promised them gold and riches in exchange for their eternal loyalty, as well as magic to fight the Ojáncanu’s duende, who had been a thorn in my family’s side for years.

      The Anjana had delivered on her promise, and my family had become powerful and wealthy beyond belief. But that wealth and power came at a steep price—one I didn’t personally care to pay. And once I officially pledged my loyalty and accepted her magic, I’d be hers, forever. That was why I’d initially failed to answer my mother’s summons. I simply did not care to be at the Anjana’s beck and call for the rest of my life.

      Unfortunately, the situation had recently changed. When Colin had closed the pathways to Underhill, it had weakened the Anjana considerably. And while much of her magic was anchored in nature, having her connection to the Underrealms severed meant she was vulnerable to attack. That’s why I’d come home, to aid Mother and the Anjana in any way I could. It was my duty, after all… no matter how much I wanted to deny it.

      At some point, I intended to settle matters between Mother, the Anjana, and me for good—to establish that I wasn’t going to be in the Anjana’s service forever. I just needed to find the right leverage to negotiate my freedom. I had high hopes that Crowley could help me with that.

      Crowley pulled a handkerchief from inside his coat and wiped his injured eye, which still remained concealed within his hood. “It appears that our recent trip to Underhill has had repercussions that reach further than even I would have guessed.”

      My voice dripped with sarcasm, and I barely held my temper in check as I responded. “You think? Now that the pathways to the Underrealms are cut off, the Anjana’s power is considerably weaker. Her father, the Ojáncanu, knows we’re weak. He’s sent several probing attacks over the last several weeks. If he comes out of hiding, it’ll be a disaster. He’s a traditional giant, Crowley, with a traditional diet.”

      “I take it he’s not a vegetarian.”

      I snorted. “Hardly. When he and his kind lived topside, they terrorized my ancestors. The mouros, our version of the fae, weren’t exactly the friendly kind. The Ojáncanu imprisoned his own daughter for centuries, forcing her to guard the entrance to the caverns where he lived. Can you imagine enslaving your own daughter? It boggles the mind.”

      Crowley remained silent for a few moments. Something I said must’ve hit a nerve. “And this Anjana—that’s the witch you spoke of?”

      “The same. My ancestors helped free her from the spell her father had cast to imprison her. Unbound, she’s incredibly powerful—more so than her father, in fact. At least, she was, until Colin screwed things up. Now, she’s vulnerable. We all are.”

      “We—meaning you and your family, I presume?”

      “Yup. Mom, my cousins, and I.”

      Crowley slowly drummed his fingers on his knee. “For the record, I had no idea of his plans. No one did, I think, save the Tuatha Dé Danann with whom he held council.”

      “I don’t even want to know, because the more I know the more it’s going to piss me off. What was he thinking? I mean, what gave him the right to commit an act that would have such far-reaching consequences? When I see him…” I slammed my hand on the steering wheel and growled.

      “Far be it from me to defend Colin’s actions, or to intercede in a lover’s dispute. However, I’m sure he had very good reasons for doing what he did. And despite the ordeal he suffered because of it, you were the first person he asked for when Finnegas finally located him.”

      I chewed my lip and thought about what I was going to do to that boy when I saw him. I teetered back and forth between kicking his ass and jumping his bones. I’d probably settle for angry sex when the moment came. I was seriously pissed at him, but damn it if I didn’t miss him.

      “Is he okay? You don’t know how many times I nearly left Mom and the rest to search for him.”

      “I just saw him before I left. In fact, he’s the reason why I’m here. Why didn’t you send word to him, before you left?”

      “Like he sent word to me before you all went traipsing off into Underhill? Hah! I wanted to make him sweat a little.” Crowley sniffed, which was the equivalent of a gasp coming from him. “Oh, please. I had people keeping tabs on the situation, believe me. I knew the moment he got back from wherever Finnegas found him. But after that stunt he pulled, he deserved to stew a little.”

      “He left you behind for a reason, Belladonna. Travelling to Underhill can have deleterious effects on mortals. Although I get the feeling that you’re not exactly mortal, are you?”

      I held a hand out and wavered it back and forth. “Meh, sort of. I don’t get my powers until I officially join the cult. That’s why Mom wanted me back home, and it’s also why I left in the first place. I’m not exactly down with serving the Anjana for the next couple of centuries, and I kind of resent that some bitch way back in my family tree took it upon herself to make that decision for me.”

      “Understandable. I take it your mother doesn’t approve of your rebellion?”

      I snickered. “Hardly. But enough with my mommy issues. The question is, what am I going to do with you?”

      Crowley chuckled. “I could think of a few things, although I don’t think Colin would approve.”

      “Flirting, Crowley? Really? After the way we split?”

      He held his hands up defensively. “I’m just glad you’re speaking with me. Suffice it to say that I regret my past indiscretions. Truce?”

      “For now. But Mom might have other ideas. You’re not exactly high on her list of favorite people.”
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      My family occupied a small, secluded mountain village, far away from prying eyes. The roads that led to our home were under a powerful “look away, go away” spell, and that was sufficient to keep everyone out who didn’t belong. Well, that, and the rumors that had been spread over the centuries about the evil, blood-drinking witches who occupied the mountain.

      As we pulled into the walled villa I’d grown up in, I gauged Crowley’s reaction. I wouldn’t have necessarily called our home opulent, but it was apparent that we had money. I’d never really felt self-conscious about it. At least, not until Mother had sent me away to attend private school in the U.S. There, everyone’s social status was directly related to their wealth—a fact which I found repulsive.

      After I’d shoved a girl’s head in the toilet for telling me to go back to Mexico—the idiot couldn’t tell a European Spanish accent from a North American one—the other students mostly left me alone. However, that experience had taught me that wealth of the type I had enjoyed growing up was the province of a very small minority. I also saw how wealth divided people, how it made people treat you differently.

      People assumed things about the wealthy, just as they did about the poor, and that was why I chose to live rather frugally back in Austin. I wondered whether Colin would look at me any differently if he ever saw how I’d grown up. He never would, if I could help it, because it simply wasn’t worth the risk.

      “Not a word about any of this to Colin when you get home,” I said.

      “My lips are sealed. Nice mansion, by the way.”

      “If you mention anything about this to him…”

      “Relax, I won’t speak of it. However, if you’re as serious about him as I think you are, don’t you think he’s going to find out about it eventually?”

      “I’ll cross that bridge when I’m damned good and ready.” When I pulled into the circular drive, Mom was waiting for us at the front entrance. She wasn’t clairvoyant; she had GPS tracking devices installed on all the vehicles for security reasons. I put the car in park, pausing before I stepped out of the vehicle.

      “Don’t say I didn’t warn you about Mother,” I said.

      “Noted,” the dark wizard replied.

      I got out and approached my mother, who stared down at me imperiously. She was a tall, beautiful woman—thin, elegant, and intimidating. I’d inherited my father’s height, unfortunately, and failed to take after her in that regard. Why mother had married such a short man was beyond me, but such was love. I stopped in front of her and clasped my hands behind my back, awaiting questions.

      She spoke to me in Spanish, although I doubted that she thought it would provide any privacy around Crowley. She merely did it to be rude. “Did you have any problems from the duende?”

      I chose to answer in English. Mother hated when I did that. “A minor scuffle. No one saw, Crowley made certain of that.”

      As Crowley joined us, Mother glanced over at him and scowled. “This is the wizard who broke your heart and sullied your reputation?”

      “Yes, Mama.”

      “And you let him live?”

      “I couldn’t exactly murder him over a verbal indiscretion, Mama. My employer frowns on such things.”

      “This Cold Iron Circle, they sound much too modern to do the work we do effectively. The mouros do not obey the rules of man. How can we keep them at bay if we choose to do so?” She tsked. “I will never understand why you decided to work for them, instead of taking your rightful place with us.”

      “Not now, Mother. We have a guest.”

      She spared him a sideways sneer. “Have it your way, mi hija. But I will have words with this one.” She turned to Crowley and addressed him in English. “You insulted my daughter. You hurt her. This, I cannot forgive.”

      He pulled his hood back to look her in the eye, revealing his ruined face. “I agree. My actions were reprehensible. I can assure you, I’m a changed man since then—and I would make amends, if possible.”

      She smiled like the serpent in the garden. “You’ll have ample opportunity to do so while you’re here, but can you?”

      Crowley arched an eyebrow. “Can I…”

      “Can you be of use to us, wizard? You do owe my daughter a debt of honor, but can you repay it? You’re mortal, that much is plain—yet there’s something about you, a darkness that clings to you, that is a part of you. This darkness, it is the source of your magic, yes?”

      Crowley shrugged.

      “A test, then. Yes, that would be best, before I take you to the Anjana. No sense in burdening her with your presence if you’re of no use to her.”

      She clapped her hands, and three of my cousins appeared. They’d been hiding behind columns, among the shrubbery, and the like. Mother gestured to the circular grassy area bordered by the driveway.

      “Wizard, if you’ll be so kind as to indulge me?”

      Crowley looked at me, and I sighed. “I warned you,” I said.

      He pulled his hood back up and stepped into the center of the lawn. “I am at your disposal, Señora Becerra.”

      Mother called to my cousins, Alicia, Fabiana, and Luna. Each were carbon copies of the others with dark hair and eyes, light olive skin, and a dancer’s muscles. They were all older than me, and fully vested in the powers the Anjana had granted to them. The girls were tall and graceful like Mother, and well-trained like me—but that wasn’t what made them deadly. This would not be a fair fight.

      Crowley already knew he was dealing with something supernatural, but the nature of their powers would be a mystery to him. Wisely, he spooled up his power, casting tendrils of shadow magic around him. They whipped and waved in the air in random patterns—a trick he used in combat to cause confusion when faced with multiple opponents.

      The girls spread out, then they transformed and attacked.
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      A little secret about me and my family that I hadn’t told anyone—we were shifters. Lamiae, to be exact. Well, all the women in my family were, except me. I chose not to accept the Anjana’s “gift,” which made me a bit of a black sheep among my relatives.

      My cousins, however, were full-on snake people. When the girls shifted, it happened in an instant. One minute, Crowley was facing three beautiful, harmless-looking girls, and the next he was facing three were-serpents. Each girl was human from the waist up—naked, no less, as the shift happened magically and not physically—with a giant serpent’s body from the waist down.

      Their upper bodies changed as well, but not as drastically. The girls now displayed long upper and lower fangs; their tongues had lengthened and become forked; and their eyes were reptilian rather than human. And, their fingers ended in sharp claws. Fabiana and Luna’s skin was mostly still human, with only the occasional scale showing here and there. But Alicia, the oldest of the three, was more mature in her control of her powers. Her upper body was covered in scales. The scales were protective in nature, and they made it harder to injure her.

      Crowley, ever the pragmatist, shot a bolt of shadow magic at the nearest girl to him, Luna. It hit her in the face and stuck like spider-silk, covering her mouth and eyes and obscuring her vision. She screamed in a muffled, frustrated wail, and clawed at the dark mist covering her face, but her efforts had zero effect.

      On seeing their companion go down, Fabiana and Alicia attacked simultaneously. A shadow arm shot out and grabbed Fabiana by the throat, wrapping around her neck to hold her several paces away. Crowley did to her what she had intended to do to him, and her face turned red, then purple as he choked her into unconsciousness.

      But Alicia had dodged Crowley’s attack, coming in low on her belly in a slithering sprint. She closed the gap and dove at his leg, obviously intending to sink her fangs into his thigh. She wouldn’t inject enough poison to kill him, but only enough to end the fight. Fortunately, Crowley was way too slick for her. Instead of getting a mouthful of flesh, she sunk her fangs into a layer of shadow that had been hovering, almost invisibly, just above his skin.

      Fabiana and Luna were on the ground by this time, and Crowley released his magic from them both. In similar fashion, Crowley’s shadow mist crawled its way into Alicia’s mouth and down her throat, where I assumed it was meant to fill her lungs and prevent her from breathing. But she wasn’t going down without a fight. Her tail whipped around and swept Crowley’s legs out from under him, forcing him to use his shadow tentacles to support his weight.

      That’s what Alicia wanted. She was crafty, that girl, and calm under pressure. Even as she fought for breath, she was planning how to eke out victory. With his shadow limbs preoccupied, Alicia was able to whip her tail around and wrap it around the wizard’s torso. Then, she squeezed.

      Crowley’s magic wavered and weakened, and every tendril of magic but the one attached to Alicia’s mouth disappeared. As my cousin did her best to crush the life out of the wizard, he remained focused on maintaining that single shred of his magic to smother her. What it boiled down to now was a battle of wills.

      I checked my watch. Fifteen seconds passed, then thirty seconds, then forty-five. Alicia was squeezing Crowley hard enough to crush his ribs, and I was certain she would have, if he hadn’t been intervening with his magic. His hood had fallen away from his face, and his mouth worked like a fish out of water, desperately attempting to force air into his lungs. Still, he persisted.

      Likewise, Alicia’s jaws were stretched wide by Crowley’s magic, and her eyes bulged from her head. Her face was distorted and discolored, and tears ran from her eyes. They would kill each other before either gave up the fight.

      “Mama, enough…” I began to say, but she silenced me with a single raised finger.

      Mother never took her eyes off them, intent on seeing who would be the victor. Finally, after ninety seconds had passed, she snapped her fingers. “Alicia, enough.”

      Alicia continued to squeeze.

      “I said enough!” Mother’s voice rumbled with authority. She was not one to be trifled with, and my cousin knew it. Her eyes shot back and forth between Crowley and Mother, then she relented, releasing the wizard. He withdrew his magic, and the two fell gasping on the ground next to one another.

      Mother turned to me. “When he’s recovered, you’re to take him to the Anjana immediately. She’s already informed me that he’ll be instrumental in helping us wrest control of the Piscina de Cristal from the mouros.”

      Mother strode off into the house, leaving me to handle the fallout from the short battle that had taken place. Fabiana and Luna had recovered and switched back to their human shapes, while Alicia had chosen to remain in her were-serpent form. She pushed herself off the ground, coiling to attack Crowley again. He was still gasping on the ground, and in no shape to defend himself.

      I pulled a .44 magnum revolver from beneath my jacket and cocked the hammer as I pointed it at her. “Don’t even think about it, Alicia.”

      She turned her serpent’s eyes on me and smiled. “Relax, prima. I was only going to give him a little love bite—something to remember me by.”

      “Back away, Alicia. Mother says the Anjana needs him.”

      Alicia turned back toward Crowley. “Then she can heal him.”

      I fired the pistol at the ground next to her coiled snake body. “The next one goes in your gut. Then you’ll be the one asking the Anjana to heal you.”

      She swiveled to face me again and narrowed her eyes. “Fine. But point a gun at me again, and I’ll make you eat it.”

      I kept the gun on her, watching her like a hawk until she transformed back into her human form and walked away with Fabiana and Luna tagging along behind her.

      After they were gone, I holstered the pistol and helped Crowley sit up.

      “Is that how your mother always greets guests?” he croaked.

      “Only the ones who break her daughter’s heart.”

      He felt his ribs and winced. “I swear on my scars, I’ll never do that again.”
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      Crowley stood statue still as I wrapped his bruised ribs. He’d initially told me he didn’t need first aid, until I’d pointed out that the bandages would support his ribs until his magic healed him. Finally, he reluctantly agreed, the silly male that he was. Men and their egos…

      He took a selfie of me bandaging him, for what reason I had no idea. I had to admit, I was impressed that he didn’t flinch once, because he’d used to be a big baby. I guess getting half his face burned off had taught him something about dealing with pain.

      “What’s this ‘crystal pool’ your mother spoke of?” he asked as I applied the last piece of kinesio tape to his ribs.

      “The Piscina de Cristal is the source of the mouros’ power now. It’s a power sink that gathers and stores magic from nature. Whether they stumbled across it ages ago, or if they created it themselves, no one can say—not even the Anjana. Since she’s cut off from Underhill right now, her magical reserves are low.”

      As he pulled his shirt down, I admired his abs on the sly. One thing was for certain, his body wasn’t scarred… not in the slightest.

      “I take it the Anjana sees the pool as a vital resource that will assure her continued existence?”

      “And ours. The Ojáncanu and his forces could storm right out of the caverns and steamroll us if they wanted. Granted, my mother and the rest of the women in my family are powerful shifters, but we’re outnumbered. Without the Anjana’s magic backing us up, we’ll be toast.”

      The dark wizard hopped off the table. “Thus, the reason why the Anjana thinks I’ll be useful in gaining control of this magical well. You need a magic wielder to even the odds.”

      “Exactly. And, since you conveniently decided to come looking for me, you got volunteered for the mission… the details of which we’ll get from the Anjana.”

      Crowley seemed to consider this for a moment, although it was difficult to tell what his face was doing inside that cowl. But I had been his working partner at the Circle for months, and his lover for a short time. I knew from his body language what he was thinking.

      “You’re suspicious,” I said.

      “Of many things… but in particular, of your family situation, your strained relationship with your mother, of how that impacts your relationship to this Anjana you speak of, and whether she is manipulating you to her own ends.”

      Leave it to a man to state the obvious and make it seem like keen insight. “She’s fae, Crowley—so of course she’s manipulating me. Spanish fae, but fae just the same. And as for your next question—what she wants from me? I think you can guess based on what you’ve seen today.”

      “Hmmm. I take it that you want to refuse the Anjana’s ‘gift’ of serpenthropy. And she wants to trick you into accepting it, thus binding you to her service.” He paused, tapping a finger on his chin. “Belladonna, why have I not seen any men around here, in your family’s compound?”

      “I was wondering when you’d get around to asking about that. That’s one of the reasons I don’t want to commit myself to the Anjana’s cause. My family is fiercely matriarchal—so much so that we never marry, and we don’t enter into long-term relationships with men.”

      “With men, you say?” he remarked, with unveiled amusement in his voice.

      “You just couldn’t leave that one alone, could you, Crowley? Wipe those fantasies from your mind, pig, because I’m not gay. However, several of the women in my family are, just so you know. Anyway, we live like Amazons. We mate to breed, and that’s about it.”

      “Uh-huh. So, I was just supposed to be a fling?”

      “I’m not having that discussion with you right now.” Mostly because I’d only dated Crowley to make Colin jealous. It had still hurt when he’d betrayed me, but that was water under the bridge. “Set your man-brain aside, and let’s stay on task. The Anjana is going to ask us to do the impossible, which is par for the course with the fae. She needs your help to complete this mission, which means she needs me to guide you. That should provide us with some leverage when we negotiate with her.”

      “Ah, you intend to cut a deal for your freedom.”

      I pursed my lips and nodded. “Yep. She’s more vulnerable now than ever, and I may not have a chance to bargain with her again. This is my opportunity to be rid of any obligations to her that I inherited, once and for all.”

      “I suppose I can see how you’d want to be free from”—he gestured expansively—“all of this.”

      “Are you being sarcastic?”

      “Not at all,” he said as he wagged a finger at me. Crowley could be so condescending. “Please don’t take this the wrong way, Belladonna, but you’re simply not cut out for a life of celibacy and service. You’re way too headstrong. And… amorous, if that’s the right word.”

      I exhaled heavily and rolled my eyes. He was really asking for a punch to the throat. “You do realize you’re walking on thin ice right now?”

      “I do, but before I embark on yet another impossible quest for the fae on behalf of a friend, I’d simply like to be crystal-clear as to your motives.”

      “My motives are simple. Number one, make sure that my family isn’t forced from their ancestral home by the Ojáncanu and his mouros. And second, I hope to make the Anjana so indebted to me that she agrees to let me do as I please.”

      “A question… why don’t you just go back to the States? Surely her reach doesn’t extend halfway around the world.”

      I carefully considered how to answer him, and decided that if he was voluntarily getting mixed up in my troubles, he deserved the truth. “Part of it has to do with family and obligation,” I said. “But mostly I’m doing this out of self-preservation.”

      “Come again?”

      “Crowley, throughout the years, any member of my family who reneged on their obligation to the Anjana was hunted down by the rest of the clan and killed.”

      “Without exception?”

      I nodded. “So, are you in, or out?”

      “When you put it that way… when do we leave?”
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      A well-worn path led from our villa up into the foothills. Crowley and I walked the trail, along with an escort that consisted of Fabiana and another of my cousins, Julieta. Julieta had still been a kid when I’d left, a fourteen-year-old beanpole with a wicked spin kick and a gap between her top front teeth. At seventeen and fresh out of braces, she was a raven-haired knockout—in more ways than one.

      Mother had insisted on the escort. After the incident at the airport, she feared that the duende and mouros were getting bolder, and that they might even attempt to attack us openly in our territory. Thankfully, Alicia wanted nothing to do with us, so she’d stayed back at the villa with the rest of the clan. As we ascended the path to the Anjana’s home, the girls peppered Crowley with questions.

      “What’s it like, living in America?” Fabiana asked. Apparently, her defeat at Crowley’s hands hadn’t injured her pride at all. To my cousin, it merely meant he was good breeding material. “Are all Americans as fat and stupid as they say?”

      Crowley’s head swiveled as he scanned the surrounding pine and eucalyptus trees. “Not all of them, no.”

      The wizard’s answers had been curt and polite, but not encouraging of their interest in him. How curious. Crowley had once considered himself to be quite the ladies’ man. Either he had changed, or he had other interests.

      Julieta snickered. “I read that two-thirds of Americans are overweight. That must make them easy prey for the fae and other supernatural predators. Not like us, eh, Fabiana?” She did a sort of one-handed cartwheel into an au batido, a banana kick from capoeira. Showing off for Crowley, little cousin?

      Fabiana glanced over her shoulder at me. “The fatness appears to be catching. Our prima looks to have gotten fatter during her stay in America.”

      Bitch! My cousins were all tall and willowy, while I was built more like a gymnast—short, with powerful hips and thighs. Colin certainly hadn’t complained about my Shakira booty, but during my childhood I’d been teased by my cousins for being short and “fat.”

      I kept my voice calm and steady as I replied. “I’ve put on some muscle since you last saw me, Fabiana. And I can still kick your ass.”

      Fabiana snorted. “Not without the magia de serpientropía. I too have become stronger in your absence, cousin.”

      “But not smarter, apparently. Need I remind you that I deal with ’thropes all the time in my work? Believe me, I don’t need magic to deal with the likes of you.”

      Fabiana gave me a dirty look. Julieta waited until she wasn’t looking, then smirked at me and rolled her eyes at Fabiana’s back. The kid was alright. Fabiana chose to remain silent for the remainder of the hike to the Anjana’s glade. I chatted amiably with Julieta until we arrived at the entrance, then the pair left us and took up posts to await our return. No one entered the Anjana’s presence unless summoned.

      I led Crowley farther up the path to our private meeting with the ancient fae witch, and we soon entered the small clearing that surrounded the Anjana’s serene, spring-fed pond. The sorceress herself sat on a boulder along the shore, leaning over the water and gazing into its depths. I motioned for Crowley to remain silent, then waited patiently for her to recognize our presence.

      The Anjana was as she’d always been, for as long as I’d known her. Full-figured and voluptuous in a manner that was long out of vogue, she could have been a twin to Botticelli’s Venus. Hell, for all I knew, she was Botticelli’s Venus. Her long red hair fell in wavy cascades down her shoulders and back, starkly contrasting her creamy, pale skin and setting off her rosy cheeks and full, cherry-stained lips.

      Her bright, almost luminescent blue eyes regarded us as she waved me over.

      “Belladonna, my stray lamb. I understand the duende caused you some trouble at the airport. I hope you and your companion escaped unharmed?”

      I gave just the slightest nod. Composure and careful speech were the rule of the day around the Anjana. Despite how anjanas were portrayed in the folk tales of our country, our Anjana was far from benevolent. She was known to be cruel and vindictive, taking vengeance for even the smallest slight months or even years after events had occurred, when the person who raised her ire had long forgotten the incident.

      “We did, Doña Anjana. They were of no consequence.”

      A coy smile played at the corner of her sensuous mouth. “I see that time has not diminished your confidence, princesa. Nor your brutal efficiency.”

      I inclined my head slightly. “You trained me well, Doña Anjana.”

      “As was my right. And yet, look how you’ve repaid my matronage. You lied to your mother—to us all, really—and rent your gifts and talents to those bumbling American late-comers. Is this fair, my lovely? Is it just?”

      “With respect, Doña Anjana, I never chose this life.”

      The Anjana turned her attention back to the waters, trailing her hand along the surface and watching the droplets return to their source. “None choose their own fate, princesa. Neither the high-born nor low-born, neither queens nor peasants. Humans only think they chart their own course, but in truth they are tossed to and fro by circumstances they cannot foresee or control.

      “You had the good fortune to be born into power and wealth, yet you would forsake it all. And for what? A boy? This does not become one of your lineage, Belladonna.”

      “I love him, Doña Anjana.”

      She hissed softly and her eyes flashed with anger. “‘Love is a serious mental illness.’ Do you know who said that? Plato.”

      “‘Unable are the loved to die, for love is immortality.’”

      Her demeanor changed in an instant as she laughed, her voice a bubbling brook that echoed across the glade. “I forget what it is to be young and foolish. You have always been full of surprises, princesa.”

      She turned her eyes back to me. Rather than lowering my own as I should have, I chose to meet her gaze.

      “I know what you wish for, Belladonna. You want to be free from the pact your ancestors made with me. You want to pursue love. But I have seen your future, and that of the druid. It is not meant to be. This path will only bring you sorrow.”

      “With respect, Doña Anjana, it’s a risk I’m willing to take.”

      She nodded once. “I cannot release you, but I am willing to give you time to see the error of your ways. Take the wizard to the Terreno de los Mouros, and return with the Piscina de Cristal. Do this for me, and I will grant you ten years to do as you will, to experience the pain love always brings.

      “But listen, princesa, and listen well. At the end of those ten years, your life and service will be mine, to do with as I see fit. And if you refuse me then, I will turn you to stone and you will serve me forever by decorating my glade.”

      It wasn’t what I’d hoped for, but it was something. The reprieve would give me time to figure out a way to escape the Anjana’s clutches for good.

      “I will do this thing for you, Doña Anjana. I swear it.”

      She waved me away with a slow sweep of her hand and resumed gazing at the clear, still waters. “Be gone, then, and do not return until you have the Piscina.”
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      Rather than returning the way we’d come, Crowley and I headed out the other side of the Anjana’s glade. Mother had assured me that the Anjana’s magic would see us quickly to our destination, although the entrance to the Ojáncanu’s cavern was miles away from the witch’s demesne. We’d only walked a few hundred yards before the dense forests of the foothills thinned out, giving way to the rocky crags and peaks of the mountains above.

      “Did you get what you wanted from her?” the wizard asked.

      “In a manner of speaking, yes. She agreed to give me ten years to do as I please before she sends my family after me. That is, so long as we return with the Piscina.”

      “Speaking of which, I take it this thing is portable?”

      I paused as I scanned our surroundings for familiar landmarks. From the time we were little, the women in my clan were brought up here on scouting and surveillance missions, to ensure that the mouros were not roaming above ground. Occasionally, those expeditions turned violent, when we’d run into duende or other creatures. Sometimes, girls didn’t make it back.

      “Yes. From what I understand, it’s something like a bird bath—like a piece of decorative statuary.”

      “And how did you plan to carry this thing out after we find it?”

      I cracked my neck and massaged the muscles at the base of my skull. All this tension was giving me a headache and putting me off my game. “Well, I thought that you could carry it—or, rather, one of your shadow golems.”

      “If so, that means you’ll need to do most of the fighting,” he said. “While my magic is… self-sustaining, I have a limited pool from which to draw. If I split off part of my power to create a golem, my abilities will be diminished.”

      I pulled back my jacket to reveal an Uzi submachine pistol on a shoulder sling, my Desert Eagles, and a tactical belt loaded with several spare magazines. “I expected as much. But after we sneak in and find it, we’ll likely be running and gunning on the way out. If we’re flanked, you’ll need to drop the thing and engage the enemy. As good as I am, I can’t effectively fight in two directions at once.”

      “Don’t worry, I have your back.” He approached me and spun his finger in circles. “Turn around.”

      I arched an eyebrow and did as he asked. Crowley began to use those long, slender fingers to knead the knots out of my neck and shoulders. At first, I wasn’t at all comfortable with the physical contact—but it felt so good I relented momentarily. I’d forgotten just how pleasing Crowley’s hands could be.

      Moments later, guilt took over and I stepped away, rolling my shoulders and neck out. I turned to the wizard with a half-hearted frown.

      “Does Colin know you’re trying to steal me back?”

      His hood bobbed up and down. “He said he expected it. He didn’t seem to be worried about the competition. I think he takes you for granted, Belladonna.”

      No, that just means he trusts me. A smile played across my lips. Damn it, but I missed that stubborn, awkward man-boy. “C’mon, let’s go. I think I know where we’re at. The cavern entrance isn’t far.”

      Crowley’s body language told me we weren’t finished with that conversation. He squared his shoulders and walked stiffly as he followed me up rocky switchback trails that were better suited to goats than humans. We rounded a large boulder and I pointed up to a shadowed cleft in the side of the mountain.

      “There. That’s where we’re headed.”

      “It looks unguarded.”

      I chuckled. “I can assure you, it’s not. There’s a cuegle that lives just inside the mouth of the cavern. The Ojáncanu lets him live there in exchange for guarding the entrance to his demesne.”

      “A cuegle?”

      I chewed my lip and pulled out a small spotting scope, using it to scan the entrance to the cave. “It’s a sort of troll. Three arms, three eyes, ugly and strong as hell. Hard to hurt, harder to kill, and honey badger vicious. They eat humans, by the way.”

      “And just how do you propose we get past this creature?”

      I put the spotting scope back in my jacket. The cuegle was definitely up there, because every once in a while he’d pop his head up to search the area for trespassers. He hadn’t seen us yet, but there was no way to avoid being spotted as we approached the only entrance to the underground home of the mouros. I cursed myself for failing to bring a sniper rifle along.

      “My plan was to take the direct route.” I drew one of my pistols and checked to make sure I had a round in the chamber.

      Crowley placed a hand on my arm. “Hang on a minute. Isn’t the idea to sneak into this cave? If you go in guns blazing, it’ll certainly alert them to our presence.”

      I shrugged. “We fight our way in, and fight our way back out again. I know it lacks elegance, but it’s as good a plan as any.”

      The wizard rubbed his chin. “But, perhaps, not necessary. You say this creature is extremely aggressive?” I nodded. “We might use that to our advantage. Give me a few moments to come up with an alternative solution.”

      He sat cross-legged on a small boulder nearby, out of sight of the cuegle, and closed his eyes. As his breathing slowed he began working shadow magic in his hands, almost like he was pulling taffy. The magic stretched and grew the more he worked with it, and he shaped it into a roughly humanoid thing that was more or less the size of a small child. The surface of the golem glistened wetly, like used engine oil or hot tar, and its eyeless head swiveled left and right as it tested its limbs.

      Crowley opened his eyes and examined his work. “It’s the best I could do on short notice, but it should suffice.”

      “What is it?” I asked, with equal amounts of wonder and repulsion in my voice.

      “Are you familiar with the tales of Anansi the Spider?” he asked.
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      The creepy shadow golem waddled its way up the trail toward the cavern entrance, like a precocious toddler testing the boundaries of its environment. I noted that, as it walked, its feet collected small pebbles and bits of dirt that adhered to its surface. Within seconds, the rocks were absorbed into the golem, increasing its mass slightly as it progressed.

      “It’s a tar doll,” I stated, amused. “Think it’ll work?”

      “I assure you, once the cuegle attacks the doll, it will be stuck fast. At some point, the golem will dissipate and my magic will return—so it would behoove us to be near the cavern’s entrance when the creature is immobilized. Hopefully, it will be so preoccupied with freeing itself we’ll be able to sneak right past.”

      Thankfully, the sun was still on the other side of the mountains, leaving plenty of shade in which to hide. The wizard cloaked us in shadow, and we darted from boulder to boulder until we reached a concealment point a few yards from the cavern opening.

      I peeked around the edge of the rock; the cuegle had its back turned to us. Opposite our position, the tar doll awkwardly leveraged itself up and over the ledge—in full view of the creature.

      The cuegle was just as ugly as I remembered. I’d seen him, once, when I was just a child. We’d come up here on a scouting expedition, and the creature had ambushed the group I’d been accompanying. I’d watched as he’d torn one of my cousins in two.

      The cuegle was roughly five-and-a-half feet tall—more or less my height, but with a much stockier build. He had charcoal-colored skin, three eyes and three arms, a single horn in his forehead above his third eye, and a mouthful of sharp, crooked teeth. There were bones strewn around the cave mouth—some human, some animal—and the stench of rotten flesh lingered in the thin mountain air.

      As the golem levered itself over the cliff edge and stood, the cuegle’s head swiveled toward it with a growl. The tar doll simply stood there, glistening and wobbling slightly—just the way a small human child might. Apparently, the cuegle found that movement irresistible, because he ran at the golem and pounced on it, pinning it to the ground with two of his three arms.

      The result was instantaneous and hilarious. As the cuegle made contact with the doll, the golem sort of squished as it enveloped the creature’s club-like hands. He tried to pull one hand away, but it was stuck fast. He yanked with the other arm, only succeeding in stretching the golem slightly before getting that limb stuck too.

      Confused by these events, the cuegle roared and struck the golem’s head with his third arm. That hand sunk straight into the tar golem’s face. Now, all three of the creature’s upper limbs were glued to the doll. The mountain troll screamed in rage, yanking his arms this way and that, pulling the doll to and fro as he struggled. But the more he did, the more he seemed to be trapped.

      The cuegle roared and sunk his teeth into the tar golem’s neck, ravaging it. Or, at least, that was his apparent intention—but not the end result. The creature’s roars became muffled shouts, then mewling cries as he realized his mouth was stuck.

      I had to stifle a chuckle at the sight of it all.

      The confused look in the cuegle’s eyes spoke first of frustration, then desperation. Then realization dawned there, and he raised one leg in the air in order to place a foot firmly on the golem’s belly. No surprise, that foot became stuck as well.

      Then the cuegle teetered, lost his footing, and tumbled over the ledge. I got a momentary case of the giggles, which took me a minute to get under control. Once I’d wiped the tears from my eyes and composed myself, I turned to face the dark wizard.

      “I hate to say this, Crowley, but I’ve missed working with you.”

      “The feeling is mutual, Belladonna.” He turned toward the cleft above. “Come, the way is clear.”

      We crept cautiously to the entrance, unsure of whether there were other guardians present. Fortunately, there were none, and we slipped inside the cave unnoticed. The interior was lit with torches, and we followed what appeared to be the main cavern without seeing or hearing another being.

      “How long until that cuegle gets free?” I asked.

      “Maybe fifteen or twenty minutes. We’ll need to deal with it again, on the way out.”

      I frowned. “Should have put a bullet in its head and burned it. Too late now.” I paused and listened, focusing on the caves ahead. “Shit, someone’s coming. Hide us!”

      Crowley looked around. “It’s too open here, and there’s too much light. We’ll stand out like a sore thumb.” He pointed at a small side tunnel, high up the wall. I assumed it was a ventilation shaft. “There—I’ll boost you up.”

      I shook my head. “No need.”

      I ran at the wall, wall-walking halfway up until I was high enough to grab the ledge. The footsteps were getting closer, and I heard voices as well. I pulled myself up, and Crowley used his shadow limbs as he followed close behind.

      We hid in Crowley’s shadow camouflage up in our high perch, and observed the scene below. It wasn’t just a small party coming our way, but a seemingly endless procession of creatures. Short, squat duende came first, in crude leather armor and carrying weapons of roughly-wrought iron and bronze. Then followed other creatures: spiders the size of German shepherds; fish-men with bulging eyes, frog mouths, and gills on their necks; guajonas in dark cloaks, blood-sucking witches with vulture’s legs and feet and taloned hands; tiny trasgu carrying wooden pikes tipped with long spear points made of flint; and finally, the mouros.

      The mouros were the lords of this underground territory, anyone could see that. They were glorious, in a way, and reminiscent of the fae back in the States. Tall, beautiful, and almost effeminate in their features and mannerisms—yet they moved with a predatory grace. They wore burnished bronze armor and crested helms, and each carried a long bronze sword at their hip.

      I motioned for Crowley to follow me back down the shaft. “They’re marching to war against us.” I pulled out my cell phone, but I had zero bars this far underground. “Damn it!”

      “We can’t go back that way, that’s for certain. Too much traffic, and we’ll be discovered in minutes. I’d say our only course of action is to find this Piscina and steal it away, before the Ojáncanu’s army overruns your villa.”

      “By the way, did you see him down there? He’s hard to miss. A ten-foot-tall cyclops with long red hair and six fingers and toes on each hand and foot.”

      Crowley shook his head. “I did not. Perhaps he’s pulling up the rear of the formation?”

      I pursed my lips and exhaled forcefully. “One could hope. C’mon, let’s see where this tunnel leads.”
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      The ventilation tunnel wound and twisted a few hundred feet, then angled up sharply. Since we could see daylight above, we backtracked until we found a small side tunnel that was large enough to explore. It was more like a crack in the wall, really, but it was the only other path of escape.

      We squeezed through the crack, noting that it angled down and not up. That was something, at least. Hopefully it would exit into another tunnel and provide us with a way around the Ojáncanu’s army.

      The crevice narrowed significantly the farther we went. I turned sideways and continued until I got stuck. Or, rather, until my hips got stuck.

      “Crowley, I can’t move. You’re going to have to pull me out.”

      “Can you see anything ahead? It’s going to be difficult from this position to pull you, but I think I can lodge my shoulders in and push you through.”

      I took a moment to calm myself and take in my surroundings. Crowley’s faint mage-light spell illuminated enough of the way ahead for me to see that it did open up beyond this choke point. And beyond that, I saw what might have been the flicker of torchlight playing off the walls.

      “I think there’s an opening ahead. Alright, push me through—but if you cop a feel you’ll regret it.”

      “I’ll use my feet, then.” Crowley placed both boots on my rear and pushed. “Be advised, this might require a bit more force than I anticipated. Your behind, while quite lovely, is also firmly wedged in this cleft. A moment, please.”

      “I swear, if you make one comment about how your hips are narrower than mine, I’ll punch you in the throat.”

      A smile tugged at the corners of the wizard’s lips, but he maintained his composure, saving himself from an ass-kicking. “I wouldn’t dream of it. Now, inhale, please.”

      He pushed with his feet while extending two shadow tendrils past me. They anchored into the walls and latched onto my hands, pulling me while Crowley pushed from behind. The shadow limbs felt like slick mist on my skin at first, but when they latched on they felt like oily, squishy octopus tentacles… or snakes. Even with my upbringing, it creeped me out.

      When I finally popped through, Crowley’s “assistance” flung me forward, and I nearly tumbled out of the opening ahead. My upper body hung out and over the end of the crevice. The only thing that saved me was my tactical belt, which snagged on the lip.

      Slightly disoriented, I hung there for a moment and took in the scene below.

      Shit-piss-fucking-hell.

      I felt Crowley’s hands on my ankles as he began to pull me back. I wiggled side to side to assist him, remaining on my belly as I verified what I’d seen.

      Yep, there was a culebre down there, along with all its treasure. I saw piles of gold coins and bars in stacks, silver goblets and platters, gilded weapons, and gemstones in glittering piles. All the pretty things that dragonkind loved to collect. Culebre were winged serpents, related to dragons but lacking limbs and the ability to breathe fire. This one must have been old, because it was huge—easily fifty feet from nose to tail. Its wings, while massive, were wrinkled and showed the signs of many battles.

      I saw something else below, chained to the wall amid all that treasure. Every so often it would move, making its chains jingle—but it was too small, and we were too far up to see it clearly.

      Crowley laid down beside me to see what I was looking at, and in the close confines of the crevice his body pressed firmly against mine. The guy just didn’t give up.

      “Well, that certainly presents a conundrum,” he said. “Are you familiar with this breed?”

      “Culebre. Yeah, we’ve run into some smaller ones over the years.”

      “Do you think we can sneak past it?”

      “Only one way to find out.” I picked up a pebble and tossed it below. It pinged off a piece of plate mail inlaid with gold and gems. While the culebre never stirred, the thing it had chained to the wall stood up and began to glow.

      Now, I could make it out clearly. It was a sprite, probably captured by the dragon for its beauty and resemblance to something shiny and valuable. Poor creature—no telling how long it had been down there.

      “We have to rescue it,” I said.

      Crowley inhaled sharply. “Belladonna, this is no time to be taking in strays. Might I remind you that we have a mission to complete?”

      I pushed myself to my feet. “I’m fully aware of that. Call this a tactical decision, then—because if that faery has been down there for any length of time, it’s heard things. I’d bet bullets to beers that it knows where we can find the Piscina.”

      Crowley sat up and regarded me for several seconds. “Very well, it is your op. How shall we proceed?”

      “Can you lower me down there using your shadow thingies?”

      “Can a unicorn defecate rainbows? Just tell me where to set you down.”

      “As close to the sprite and as far away from the culebre as possible.”

      He nodded. “Consider it done. I will remain up here to pull you out if something goes wrong.”

      “Uh-uh, that’s a bad idea. Serpents can squeeze through some pretty narrow gaps, and I’m pretty sure this crevice is how that thing gets out to go hunting. Look, there’s an exit on the far side of the cavern. Think you can cause a cave-in if we need one?”

      “It will be dangerous, but yes.”

      “Okay then. Lower me down, and wait for my signal.”
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      True to his word, Crowley lowered me to a spot on the far side of the cavern, nearer to the sprite than the culebre. Once I got to firm ground, I crouched and remained still for several seconds to make certain the beast was still asleep. Still snoozing. Let’s hope it stays that way.

      I crept across the cave, careful to avoid disturbing the drake’s treasure. It was probably spelled, and the culebre would likely be alerted just as soon as anyone touched it. I didn’t want the thing to wake until we were ready to split the scene, so I tiptoed between stacks of coins and piles of gemstones as I made my way to the sprite.

      She was a pitiful-looking thing—dirty, thin, and dressed in rags. But she was also beautiful, and she shone with an ethereal light that was breathtaking and mesmerizing. No more than a foot tall, she was built like a miniature ballerina—all grace and potential energy. She had bright green eyes, long golden hair, high cheekbones, and lips that seemed to hold a permanent pout.

      I snuck within a few feet of her, and the faery held a finger to her lips. “Speak softly. The culebre is accustomed to my voice, but unfamiliar sounds may wake it.”

      “I’m Belladona.”

      “Oh, what a pretty name! And it suits you. Deadly and beautiful, you are, that’s plain to see.” She paused and wrung her tiny hands together. “Are you here to rescue poor little Kiara?”

      I nodded and pointed at her chains. They were iron, of course, and impervious to her magic. The shackle around her ankle had caused her skin to break out in weeping sores, even though she’d stuffed rags between her skin and the cuff.

      “You know what I’m going to offer—a favor for a favor. Your freedom for your help.” The truth was, I’d free her anyway, but I needed to work out a bargain first to ensure that we’d receive her help. She was fae, after all, and there was no guarantee that my assistance would be returned in kind.

      “I can’t help you take any of the serpent’s treasure. It’s cursed, and she’d wake and tear us to shreds before any of it left her cavern.”

      “That’s not what I’m here for, and I wouldn’t free you just to see you captured again. What I need instead is information.”

      The little fae’s face brightened. “A quest! Are you here to rescue a princess?”

      “What? No.”

      The pout that played on her lips became more pronounced. “A prince, then?”

      “Nope. Sorry to disappoint, but my prince is far away and safe.”

      The little sprite crossed her arms and stuck out her lower lip as she plopped down on a lacquered jewelry box. “Boo! If there’s no romance involved, it’s no fun.”

      I thought for a moment, then raised a finger in the air. “Well… my companion is only helping me because he has a crush on me. Does that count?”

      She looked up at the opening high above from which I had descended. “I suppose. But he has a darkness about him which speaks of tragedy and loss. I don’t see how you two could ever be an item—but then again, all the great love stories are tragedies.” She rubbed her tiny chin and narrowed her eyes. “Fine then, I’ll help you if you free me. Tell me of what you seek.”

      “We’re here to steal the Piscina de Cristal from the Ojáncanu. Can you tell us where it is?”

      She nodded enthusiastically. “Not only can I tell you where it is—I can lead you to it. As it so happens, the Ojáncanu has something of mine in his vault.” She stood and turned around, pointing a thumb over her shoulder at her back. “See? No wings. The Ojáncanu stole them from me, just to be cruel. Then he gave me to the culebre, knowing I wouldn’t be able to escape.”

      “So, you’ll help us?”

      “Only if you can get us out of here alive… and help me retrieve my wings. I could grow more, but it took me ages to get the color just right. Morpho meneleus blue is terribly hard to emulate.”

      “I think we can manage that,” I said with a smile. I signaled to Crowley to come down, and he descended the wall on shadowy spider legs that sprouted from his back.

      “He’s creepy, but kind of cute—even with the burns,” the sprite whispered.

      “Yeah, but he’s a bit of a pig,” I replied.

      “All the pretty ones are,” she said.

      I smiled. “Not all of them.”

      Crowley lowered himself down next to us. “Who’s a pretty pig?”

      I rubbed my temple. “Never mind that—we were just having a little girl talk. Now, we need to bust our new friend Kiara out of here and cause a cave-in to keep the culebre from following us. Can you do it?”

      “Of course.” He looked at the sprite. “After I free you, how much time will we have to escape?”

      Kiara pinched her chin between her finger and thumb and frowned. “Not long. Once, a duende stumbled in here and tried to steal some gold. He didn’t make it far.”

      Crowley turned to me. “Get ready to grab her and run.” He sprouted eight shadow arms, and grasped the faery’s shackle with two of them.

      I nodded. “Do it.”

      The shackle popped with a metallic clink, and I immediately snagged up the sprite and ran for the exit. I heard a hissing roar, and glanced back to see the culebre slithering after a shadow figure, up the wall and into the crack we’d entered by. Crowley followed right behind me. After we were out of the culebre’s lair, he collapsed the cave behind us.

      “Think that’ll hold her?” I asked.

      “For a while, I think.” He admired his handiwork. “But we’d best get the Piscina and be on our way before my shadow construct runs out of steam and the culebre learns she’s been taken.”

      I set the sprite on the ground. “Hopefully we can be in and out long before then. Lead the way, Kiara.”
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      Kiara led us down tunnel after tunnel, always seemingly just ahead or just behind any mouros, duende, or other minions of the Ojáncanu that were wandering the same areas. We slipped several patrols, thanks to the faery’s uncanny knack for sensing danger and avoiding it. But as we went deeper into the mountain, our near run-ins grew less frequent. Soon, we traveled the tunnels undisturbed.

      “Are we nearly there?” I asked the sprite.

      “Close. In fact, from here on we should be as quiet as possible. The Ojáncanu’s vault directly connects to his throne room far above by a hidden staircase. He’s known to wander down there for hours on end, admiring his many treasures.”

      I arched an eyebrow. “Just curious, Kiara—how do you know all this?”

      She held up a hand, signaling that we should wait, then crept up to a nearby tunnel intersection and glanced left and right before responding. “In answer to your question, I know the Ojáncanu’s habits because I was his lover, for a time.”

      Crowley did a double-take. “Say what? Just how does that work, exac—”

      I backhanded him in the gut, cutting him off before he offended our guide. “I take it you didn’t end things on the best of terms?”

      Kiara shook her head. “He cheated on me with a nymph, so I cut his ear off.”

      “And that’s why he took your wings and gave you to the culebre.” I checked my weapons and did an ammo count in my head as we continued down the tunnel. “Do you think he’ll be in his throne room, or with his troops?”

      She shook her head. “He fears the Anjana, Daughter of the Serpent. Even though her power is diminished at the moment, she’s still a formidable foe. No, he’ll be hiding and waiting for news of the outcome of their attack.”

      “How’d you know who I was?”

      “You may not have your mother’s height, but you do share her beauty. Jacinta Becerra is known to the fae who dwell in these lands.”

      Crowley cleared his throat. “Kiara, you don’t mind if the Anjana gains possession of the Piscina?”

      “Mind? After what the Ojáncanu did to me? If I could, I’d help you carry it out of here.” She cocked her head to listen for a moment, then waved for us to follow as she took off down the tunnel. “Come now, it’s not far.”

      Kiara led us to a massive arched doorway that had been cut from the rock, easily over ten feet tall. It was intricately carved with runes and symbols in a language I didn’t recognize. An iron-bound door guarded the entrance to the Ojáncanu’s vault.

      The sprite patted an exposed area of wood on the door, just above the iron kickplate that was riveted to the base. “This is it: the Ojáncanu’s treasure room.”

      “Any idea how to open it?” I asked her.

      “Don’t look at me—I thought that was what you brought the wizard for,” she replied.

      Crowley crossed his arms and studied the door. “Give me a moment.” He rubbed his chin, then reached out, running his hands just above the surface of the door and archway—inch by agonizing inch.

      “If you could hurry this up, that would be great,” I said. “I don’t much like the idea of running into that culebre on the way out of here.”

      The wizard ignored me as he continued to examine the door. Then, he closed his eyes and began chanting as he twisted his hands and fingers into impossible patterns. Soon, threads of shadow drifted from his hands to the doorway, where they filled the runes and carvings in the arch and door. As the shadow filled the clefts and crevices that had been carved into the door, I noticed that the outlines and patterns it followed altered slightly from the original.

      Crowley kept muttering and gesturing as the patterns covering the door and frame were filled and altered, one by one. Within moments I heard a click, followed by the sounds of gears turning and deadbolts unlocking. Crowley stopped chanting, then he opened his eyes and pushed on the door. It swung inward on well-oiled hinges, opening to reveal a long stone hallway lit by torchlight beyond.

      “Time to get this over with,” I said as I stepped into the tunnel.

      “Wait!” Kiara yelped, too late. As I shifted my weight forward, the flagstone I’d stepped on depressed with the ominous sound of stone scraping on stone.

      Crowley grabbed my jacket and pulled me back, just as a number of darts shot out of the wall into the space I’d been occupying a split-second prior.

      “It’s trapped,” Kiara said.

      I glared at the sprite. “You might have mentioned that before Crowley opened the door.”

      She raised her hands and shrugged. “Sue me, already. I figured you’d assume it was rigged, what with this being a treasure room in a cavernous dungeon and all.”

      Crowley tilted his head and pursed his lips. “She does have a point, you know.”

      I covered my face and groaned. “In the future, when raiding a giant’s underground treasure trove, I’ll make sure to be more careful. Now that we’ve established that I’m no Indiana Jones, can we get on with this? Crowley, do me a favor and trigger the rest of the traps.”
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      His voice oozed with smugness as he replied. “Your wish is my command. Allow me.” Dozens of shadow tendrils erupted from his hands. The smoky cords of magic and aether shot forward into the tunnel, pressing on each flagstone in the floor to reveal any surprises that lay ahead.

      The variety of traps that the Ojáncanu had installed were impressive. Fire shot from jets in the walls, spikes extended from the floor and ceiling, massive ax blades swung across the hall, and a green noxious gas seeped from between the cracks in the wall. Not every flagstone triggered a trap, but Crowley marked the ones that did by leaving shadow residue on those stones.

      We waited for the gas to dissipate, then gingerly stepped over the trigger stones as we made our way to the treasure vault. As we entered the vault, I couldn’t help but gasp in astonishment and amusement. The place was an obsessive-compulsive’s wet dream.

      Everywhere I looked, treasures were neatly organized into stacks, bins, and boxes, each labeled and tagged in meticulous handwritten script. Not a single coin was out of place, and despite the size of the vault, every spot and corner was free from dust, cobwebs, and mold—stuff you’d normally see collecting inside a monster’s treasure stash.

      “Wow. I’d say your ex has issues, Kiara.”

      She batted her eyes and frowned. “He’s a bit—how do you humans say it? Anal retentive?”

      “That’s just a shrink’s polite way of calling someone an asshole,” I replied. “Speaking of which, grab your wings and take us to the Piscina so we can get out of here before the big fella shows up.”

      “Too late,” Crowley croaked from nearby.

      My head snapped in the direction of his voice. He was dangling in the air with a huge, six-fingered, disembodied hand wrapped around his neck. The dark wizard sprouted spikes and spines made of shadow from every surface of his body, piercing the hand and causing the Ojáncanu to toss him away. Crowley bounced off a nearby stone column before landing in a heap on the floor, dazed and temporarily out of commission.

      The rest of the giant’s body coalesced into view, and he was a sight. The Ojáncanu was nearly as tall as the door we’d entered through, and almost as broad, with muscles rippling across his arms and bare chest. He wore a leather kilt, similar to the pteruges that Roman soldiers had once worn. It was belted at his waist by a wide, three-buckled leather kidney belt that covered most of his abdomen.

      His chest and arms were bare, save for the thick leather bracers at his wrists, and his skin was covered with scars and coarse red hair that matched that on his head. His head was shaved around the sides, and the remaining shock of bright red hair above his single, massive, unblinking eye had been woven into several long braids that reached his waist. He nearly dropped his huge bronze-headed spear as he shook out his hand and sucked at his fingertips.

      The giant roared and cursed in ancient Galician. I understood him clearly, since I’d been raised speaking the modern and ancient dialects of that language.

      “Fucking wizards! Always full of tricks. Should’ve burned the lot of them, back during the Dark Ages.” He eyed the wizard through narrowed eyes. “A bit scrawny, I suppose—but certainly meat enough to flavor a stew.”

      I whispered in a sidebar to Kiara. “Psst… any ideas?”

      “Um, run?” she replied. Then she took off at a sprint, scrambling along the wall and over to a small, ornate chest. The sprite reached inside the keyhole and rooted around until it clicked. She flipped open the lid and pulled out a lovely pair of butterfly wings colored in shades of cerulean blue and bordered in black.

      “My wings!” she declared, hugging them to her chest.

      “Kiara, you’d better not bail on us,” I whispered loudly, just as she reached over her shoulders with surprising flexibility to attach her wings. Interestingly, they snapped into place and sort of melded with her shoulder blades, just as if they’d been there all along.

      The sprite flapped her wings a few times, then snapped them forcefully as she leapt into the air. Soon, she hovered gracefully, wings beating a steady tempo as she floated in midair. She looked back over her shoulder, admiring her wings at work as she flew in twists and loops.

      “Wheeeeee!” she sang as she flitted around the room, heading in a circuitous manner toward another arched doorway at the back of the vault. The opening revealed a spiral stairway beyond, which I assumed connected the treasure room with the giant’s throne room many levels above us.

      “Kiara, we had a deal!” I shouted, not caring if the cyclops noticed me or not.

      “I’ll be right back!” she sang in her high-pitched voice. “Don’t die while I’m gone, alright?”

      “Damn it!” I cursed as I reached under my jacket to pull the Uzis from their shoulder rigs. The giant had nearly reached Crowley, who still hadn’t quite recovered. I had no doubts about the Ojáncanu’s intentions; the cyclops was licking his lips.

      “Maybe I’ll just take a bite from his leg,” the giant mumbled, fully engrossed by the many meal prospects that Crowley apparently presented. “Just to see how tender he is. Then I’ll know how long I’ll need to let the stew simmer.”

      “Hey, ugly!” I yelled, flipping the submachine guns to full auto and depressing the triggers. I fired in short bursts, wanting to conserve my ammo, and a dozen or so rounds slammed into the giant’s back.

      He roared and stamped his foot, shaking the ground a bit. “What’s stinging me?” he yelled, slapping and swiping at his back as if the bullets were nothing more than ant bites.

      Shockingly, that was about all the effect they appeared to have on the giant. My jaw dropped as he brushed away several flattened bullets from where they’d hit his bare flesh. The bullets left small circular welts on his skin, but otherwise they’d done zero damage.

      “Well, that’s just peachy,” I muttered.

      Then I charged the cyclops, screaming like a banshee at the top of my lungs.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 14

          

        

      

    

    
      I was halfway across the treasure vault and nowhere near my goal of taking the Ojáncanu’s attention off Crowley. The fact was, this was one stupid giant. Sure, he was pissed at finding us in his treasure room, but after Crowley had done his porcupine routine, the giant had zeroed in on him to the exclusion of everyone else in the room.

      Namely, me.

      The Ojáncanu had shaken off the pain of the “bee stings” I’d caused with my Uzi submachine guns, and he was only a few steps away from Crowley. Apparently, he perceived me as being of little consequence—no surprise, considering my stature and complete failure at causing him damage. Or, he was saving me for an after-dinner snack.

      The cyclops hummed a silly tune to himself as he sauntered over to the wizard. “Stomp his bones and tear his flesh, cook eggs and hash with the bloody mess…” Or something to that effect. I was moving at a flat-out sprint, but there was no way I’d get there in time to save Crowley… and I had no idea how I’d save him from the jolly red-haired cannibalistic giant, anyway.

      Then, something captured my attention as I whizzed past. It looked like a bird bath, with a shallow bowl and pedestal cut from the purest crystal, clear and flawless without a single crack or blemish. In the center of the shallow receptacle on top, a pool of shimmering, glowing liquid pulsed and vibrated in time with each step the giant made.

      The Piscina. Now, I’d have some leverage over the giant. I just hoped it’d be enough to get us out of here alive.

      I skidded to a stop and drew both my Desert Eagle magnums, firing them in the air. The Uzi machine guns were suppressed, so they hadn’t made much noise. But I didn’t have silencers on my Desert Eagles, and the .44 magnum rounds were loud as hell in this enclosed space. Plus, I was much closer to the giant and Crowley than I’d been—so the noise immediately got a reaction from the Ojáncanu. He hunched his massive shoulders and began ponderously turning in my direction.

      Just to ensure I had his complete attention, I decided to taunt him. “Hey, dipshit! Yeah, you—the giant redhead who’s so ugly, he has to sneak up on his mirror. You’re so ugly, I bet your mother had to be drunk to breastfeed you. You’re so ugly, I bet you had to trick or treat by phone when you were a kid!”

      He’d fully turned to face me by this point, and looked like he was getting pissed. “What did you say about my mother?”

      Hah, found his weakness. “I said, your mother is so ugly, she makes blind kids cry. She’s so ugly, your family took her to the zoo and they thanked you for bringing back the escaped baboon. She’s so ugly, you took her to the circus, and they offered her a permanent position in their freak show. She’s so ugly…”

      The giant held up one of his huge, six-fingered hands and cut me off. “I get it. Everyone knows my mother is ugly. It’s a point of pride among female cyclops. Now, be quiet while I tenderize this wizard. I’ll get to you in a minute.”

      The giant began to turn back to Crowley, so I fired a round into the stone floor next to his magic bird bath. He turned back around immediately.

      “Got your attention now? Back away from, my friend, or I’ll shatter the Piscina de Cristal into a million pieces.” I fired another round that ricocheted off the flagstones, narrowly missing the Piscina.

      The Ojáncanu’s eye swung back and forth between me and the Piscina de Cristal. Then, he looked at me and squinted. “You’re one of the Anjana’s bitches.” He leaned toward me and took a long sniff. “No magic. Either she rejected you, or you’re still a whelp.”

      “I may not have any magic, but I have a pair of boomsticks that’ll turn the Piscina to dust. Then what will you do?” I asked.

      “You wouldn’t,” he replied. “She needs the magic, just as badly as I do.”

      I scowled. “Are you serious? I can’t stand that witch, and I’ve been doing everything I can to get out from under her.”

      “Join me, then. I’m in need of a new concubine.”

      I screwed my face up into a look of disgust. “Um, no. Just… no.” Crowley was beginning to stir behind him, so I decided to keep him occupied by stringing him along. “But, just in case I was interested…” I pointed the barrel of one of my pistols at his groin and moved it around like a laser pointer.

      “How does it work?” He laughed. “It works just fine, believe me.”

      Ugh. Men. They’re all the same. “Yeah, but I like ’em big, if you know what I mean. Meaning, I’d like to see the merchandise, before I commit to anything.”

      The cyclops’ face split into a wicked grin. “Well then, let me show you what you’re in for as my concubine.”

      He reached down and lifted his leather kilt—and wouldn’t you know it, he wore it like a Scotsman. Totally commando. I resisted the urge to barf.

      “Hmmm… looks a little small to me.”

      The giant’s face lit up with indignation. “Small? I’ll show you small…”

      He grabbed his manhood with one hand and lifted it for me to see, just like I figured he would. Males were so easily manipulated. All you had to do was hint that they might get laid, and they’d do the stupidest shit.

      Thanks for playing into my hands, dickweed, I thought.

      Then I shot him three times, right in the cock and balls.

      Based on what I’d seen nine-millimeter rounds do to the skin on his back, I figured I had little chance of causing him permanent injury. But a .44 magnum packed a serious punch, and I figured it’d hurt just like getting racked. Turns out I was right, because the Ojáncanu’s eye opened wide, and he made a little squeaking noise as he grabbed his sack with both hands and fell to the floor.
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      “Crowley, get up. We have to go, now!”

      The wizard wobbled to his feet, then staggered around the giant—who was preoccupied with writhing on the floor in pain.

      “Grab the Piscina, and let’s go,” I hissed at Crowley as I grabbed his hand, pulling him along beside me.

      He reached out with his free hand toward the magic bird bath, but nothing happened. I slowed to allow him to concentrate fully on the task. Still, nothing occurred—except that Crowley tossed his cookies, all over the vault floor.

      “I can’t seem to cast any magic,” he said between heaves.

      “You have a concussion. Great.” A quick glance at the giant told me he wouldn’t be down for long. “C’mon, it’s time for the backup plan. Can you walk out of here?”

      He nodded. “I believe so, yes.”

      “Alright. Just be sure to stick close, because it might get hairy on our way out.”

      I ran over and picked up the Piscina. For a three-foot tall crystal sculpture filled to the rim with magic, it was exceptionally light, if awkward to carry. The trick would be carrying it out without spilling any of its magic. I had no idea what would happen if I did, but I figured it couldn’t be good.

      I carefully heel-toed it toward the giant’s private entrance, because I figured it was the easiest and fastest way out. “Let’s go, Crowley.”

      I lodged the door to the stairwell shut with a giant chair before ascending the stairs. I figured it wouldn’t hold long against the cyclops’ size and strength, but it’d at least slow him down.

      When we got to the top landing, I could already hear the giant banging on the door below. It was made of thick wood, and banded with iron like the one we’d entered through. I gave him just minutes before he busted through it.

      Crowley leaned against the door frame of the entrance to the Ojáncanu’s throne room. “You’re looking a little green around the gills there, Crowley,” I said as I carefully set the Piscina down. “Give me a minute to do some recon.”

      He waved me off with a flick of his fingers, resting his head against the cool surface of the stone wall. I slowly cracked open the door to the throne room, peeking through the opening to see what we were up against.

      What I saw shocked me. There were bodies strewn everywhere—mouros, duende, giant spiders, and trasgu alike. None had been spared from the destruction, and from the looks of it, the attack had happened just moments prior.

      A loud crash and a roar of anger and pain from below told me that the Ojáncanu had broken through. I grabbed the Piscina and pulled Crowley upright.

      “Come on, we need to get moving.” I threw open the door, and we scuttled through as quickly as possible.

      “What happened here?” Crowley asked as we skirted around pools of blood and twisted bodies.

      “I have no idea, but I’m not going to look a gift slaughter in the mouth. Considering how many stairs we climbed, we should be close to the exit. Let’s just hope it’s clear the whole way out, and that we don’t run into whatever did this.”

      We exited the throne room and kept heading up and out of the cave system, but with every step it seemed that the Ojáncanu was getting closer. He was obviously still in a lot of pain and moving slow, but he was gaining on us. We simply couldn’t move that quickly while I carried the Piscina and Crowley was concussed. Plus, the piles of bodies lying everywhere often presented obstacles to our escape.

      We were almost to the exit when Kiara flitted into view. “There you are! And I see you found the Piscina. Told you I would fulfill my end of the bargain.”

      I set the Piscina down and glared at her. “We did, no thanks to you.”

      Her tiny face crinkled into a frown. “Did I not lead you to the vault?”

      I rolled my eyes and glanced over my shoulder. “Look, we can discuss this later. Right now, we need to move. Your ex is right on our tails.”

      The sprite smiled maniacally, an expression that was somehow fitting on her cute pixie face. “Oh, don’t worry about him—I have that covered. Now, all we have to do is hide for a few moments and allow him to pass us by.”

      I was skeptical, what with her bailing on us in the vault. But I complied when Kiara led us to an alcove, and Crowley was still out of commission and just along for the ride anyway. I watched as Kiara dipped a finger into the Piscina. She licked the magic that clung to her finger like cake frosting and made a face that spoke of pure ecstasy. I guessed that ingesting raw magic was a rare treat for a faery, so I couldn’t hold it against her—but the noises that came from her made me uncomfortable.

      After Kiara was done making sexy-time sounds and faces, she cast a spell over us, one that I assumed would hide us from the Ojáncanu. After that, we waited.

      Not long after, the Ojáncanu walked right by us, muttering curses in ancient Galician and modern Spanish and holding his nut sack in one hand. I fought back a laugh as he tottered by, guarding his man parts to keep them from getting bumped by his thighs. It had almost been worth the trouble. Almost.

      I opened my mouth to speak, but Kiara placed a finger to her lips and shook her head. Then she held up one hand with her fingers spread, and began to silently count down to one by folding each finger in turn. On cue, we heard a roar from the mouth of the cavern—then a lot of yelling, then a great deal of crashing and thrashing around.

      Eventually, the noise faded off into the distance. Kiara smiled and dropped the illusion. “I believe it’s safe to leave now,” she said.

      “Kiara, what exactly did you do?”

      The sprite placed a finger on her chin and smiled coyly. “What, little old me? I simply found the culebre and told her that the Ojáncanu had a change of heart regarding our disagreement, and he had finally freed me from her clutches.”

      “At which point she rampaged through the caverns, killing everyone in sight,” I replied.

      Crowley spoke up from where he leaned against the wall a few feet away. “I hope you’re not complaining. Now, can we please get back to the villa, so I can succumb to this head injury in peace?”
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      Two days later, Crowley and I enjoyed some much-needed rest and relaxation at Playa Rodas on the Illas Cíes. My family owned a small getaway in Vigo, the ownership of which dated back centuries. We had taken the ferry to the islands, along with a cooler full of food and beverages, and had spent the better part of the day lounging on the beach.

      Crowley had been taking selfies of us the entire time. Although I’d finally figured out what he was up to, I decided to let him have his fun… if only because I knew that Colin would be sweating it back home.

      Petty, I know, but a girl has to keep her man in line.

      We’d taken the Piscina de Cristal back to the Anjana, and true to her word the old bitty had agreed to allow me to return to the States for a period of no more than ten years. What she didn’t know, and what I didn’t tell her, was that I’d taken a flask of that liquified, concentrated magic with me. Eventually, I’d find a way to use it to break free from the Anjana’s influence.

      Unfortunately, I’d also accidentally spilled some of the Piscina’s magic on myself while escaping the Ojáncanu’s cave.

      Crowley stretched languidly on a towel next to me. He’d managed to hide most of his scars with a pair of Ray-Bans and a boonie hat. It made him look like a total tourist… but it was also kind of cute. And despite the scars on his hand and arm, he’d gotten a few looks from passersby already, probably due to his olive skin and rippling abs.

      I wasn’t jealous—much. My man was back home, waiting. I kept thinking about what I was going to do to him when we got back, and it involved a lot of ripped clothing, popped buttons, and messed up sheets.

      Something on my chest caught the sun, flashing brightly with reflected light. I quickly pulled my bikini up to hide it, but not before Crowley noticed.

      He rolled onto his elbow and lowered his shades. “How do you think he’ll take it?”

      “Not at all, because I’m not telling him,” I replied, adjusting to a more comfortable position.

      “And you don’t think he’s going to notice that you’re randomly breaking out in scales, all over your body?”

      I shrugged. “I’ll just wear long sleeves and cry ‘girl stuff’ if he wants to get busy at an inopportune time.” I sipped on my drink and smirked. “Besides, that boy is putty in my hands. Trust me, he’ll never be the wiser.”

      Crowley laid back on his beach mat and towel, adjusting his hat so it shaded his face. “The druid’s not half as dumb as he looks, and not one-tenth as clueless as everyone thinks. So far, he’s outsmarted me, a two-thousand-year-old necromancer, a Norse demigod, and more than one member of the Celtic pantheon. I give it a month before he figures it out.”

      I considered his words. “He won’t find out. And I’ll tell him when I’m damned good and ready.”

      “So be it,” he replied. “And, Belladonna… did I ever mention how much I love snakes?”
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        That concludes this Druidverse short story! Be sure to visit my website at https://mdmassey.com to download your two FREE urban fantasy novels!
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