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      Shayne Silvers, here.

      Cameron O’Connell is one helluva writer, and he’s worked tirelessly to merge a story into the Temple Verse that would provide a different and unique voice, but a complementary tone to my other novels. SOME people might say I’m hard to work with. But certainly, Cameron would never…

      Hey! Pipe down over there, author monkey! Get back to your writing cave and finish the next Phantom Queen Novel!

      Ahem. Now, where was I?

      This is book 14 in the Phantom Queen Diaries, which is a series that ties into the existing TempleVerse with Nate Temple and Callie Penrose. This series could also be read independently if one so chose. Then again, you, the reader, will get SO much more out of my existing books (and this series) by reading them all in tandem.

      But that’s not up to us. It’s up to you, the reader.

      You tell us…

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 1

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      I hunkered down between a pair of tenement stoops as a round of gunfire peppered the brownstone behind me. Bits of debris came down, coating my head and shoulders in a fine layer of dust. Fortunately I was already too dirty to care. My clothes—a blend of hastily procured and modestly fashionable items I’d sourced from a ransacked department store in the South Bay Center along with a utility backpack containing what little remained of my worldly possessions—were already covered in accumulated grime and reeked heavily of smoke.

      “Son of a bitch,” I hissed as the shots continued, this time from the opposite direction.

      Considering the trajectory of the bullets whizzing past, I had to assume I wasn’t the intended target but had somehow gotten caught in the crossfire. Which, quite frankly, was about as comforting as being diagnosed with cancer after briefly inhaling secondhand smoke.

      Either way the prognosis was shit.

      Worried my eardrums might burst from the uproar, I clamped both hands over my ears and searched for an escape route that didn’t require racing past armed gunmen with itchy trigger fingers. My options were regrettably limited, hemmed in as I was by the ground level storefronts and second floor apartments so common to Boston’s North End.

      I did have plenty of cover, at least, what with so many vehicles cluttering the street—each seemingly abandoned by drivers fleeing the city like extras in a noughties movie centered around some sort of cataclysmic, world-ending event. Which made sense, actually, considering the fact I’d clearly walked into some sort of dystopian alternate reality where getting shot at wasn’t even the worst part of my day.

      But there was no point dwelling on that right now. Instead, I sought out the relative shelter of a car parked halfway up the pavement. The vehicle’s rear window had been shot out and glass crunched under the heels of my clunky combat boots—stolen from a shoe store picked clean of trendy sneakers. Of course, as a six-foot-tall female with proportionally large feet, I doubted I’d have found a pair in my size to begin with.

      I know, I know.

      First world problems.

      I stayed on the move as the rain of gunfire continued, strafing from vehicle to vehicle with my heart hammering madly in my chest. What I needed was an intersection or an alleyway—anywhere I could get off the main road and flee, or at the very least hunker down until the lunatics who’d taken it upon themselves to start a turf war in the middle of a relatively balmy afternoon concluded their business.

      Adrenaline pumping, I stopped to catch my breath with my back pressed against the door of a pickup so obnoxiously large it should have come with a prescription for erectile dysfunction. Indeed, the gas-guzzling behemoth stood tall enough that I could peer into the street without fear of catching a stray bullet. Unless of course the gunmen started taking turns spelling out their names in the asphalt like little boys whizzing in the snow.

      What?

      It could happen.

      “Christ, I could use a drink,” I muttered as I scanned the once bustling thoroughfare.

      At a glance, the entire neighborhood appeared all but abandoned, if not significantly worse for wear; blown out streetlights spat out the occasional spark and any outdoor furniture not bolted down lay upended and flung about like so much trash. Still, it had fared better than most; many of the other commercial districts suffered from runaway fires, irrevocable water damage, and of course rampant looting.

      Which was to say nothing of my own neighborhood.

      “Not the time,” I reminded myself, forcefully. “Grieve later, MacKenna.”

      The fact that this was at least the fifth time I’d had to repeat that mantra since dawn said everything you needed to know about the kind of week I was having. Of course, it hadn’t started out this way. Only a day or so ago, I’d been reclining in the shadow of a tree so large it defied comprehension, in a realm that most believed existed only in myth, marveling at its seemingly infinite canopy in the company of a rather infamous wizard.

      Christ, what I wouldn’t give to be back there now.

      Another spray of gunfire interrupted that thought and sent me ducking to avoid being spotted by the half dozen figures emerging in a tight-knit, tactical formation from the bend at the far end of the street. I knelt in the shadow of a massive tire and eyed my next destination: a deceptively sleek-looking Prius parked in a double-yellow.

      Since when did hybrid cars stop looking like sad little shoe boxes on wheels, I wondered? I shook my head. Not the time. Indeed, I was so very nearly distracted that I might not have noticed the grenade being chucked into the middle of the street. As it was, I just barely managed to throw myself to the ground before it exploded with a sudden burst of brilliant white light.

      Half-blind and clutching at my ears, I could feel something hot and liquid dribbling onto my abraded palms in the wake of the explosion. Blood, probably. I rolled onto my back and groaned, the sound of my own voice muffled by the persistent ringing in my head.

      I’ve never been fond of grenades—not even the metaphorical kind. In my experience, a grenade meant one of two things: either one side was down and the fight was over, or shit was about to get biblical.

      Afraid it might be the latter, I hurriedly blinked the tears from my eyes and rolled over onto my elbows. Scorch marks marred the road where the grenade had gone off and the glass from a half dozen windshields littered the pavement, but otherwise very little actual damage had been done from what I could tell.

      Unexpected movement at the mouth of the intersection caught my eye, and within moments I’d crawled under the pickup truck to get a better look, only dimly aware of the few dozen car alarms bleating in the background like the world’s most discordant orchestra. From my new vantage point, I could see several men splayed out on the asphalt behind an overturned van looking either dazed or wounded.

      Stereotypical mafia types, they wore gold chains and expensive watches and muscle tees under open dress shirts. They all had guns, too, though none seemed in a hurry to put up a fight—not with Seal Team Six rolling up on their asses with their assault rifles drawn.

      To my surprise, the word “POLICE” was stitched across their Kevlar vests in bold white letters; remarkable in so far as I’d yet to encounter law enforcement of any kind since my return. Assuming of course the gear wasn’t stolen, or perhaps purchased from a certain shameless online retailer that shall remain nameless.

      I prayed they really were cops, and that they might take pity on a poor civilian like me. Because right now that’s exactly what I was: a vulnerable twenty-something with no idea what she was doing or who to turn to for help. Indeed, I’d already left the shelter of the truck and was in the process of calling out to them when I felt the cold press of a muzzle against my scalp. I froze, too startled to move.

      “Show me your hands!” commanded the gunman, forced to shout over the blaring car alarms.

      I grimaced. Once, not so long ago, I might have put up some form of resistance—calling out to my legendary spear, perhaps, or summoning my bulletproof Valkyrie armor. Then again, until relatively recently I’d possessed power enough to traverse shadows, cast spells, and slay gods.

      Oh how the mighty Quinn hath fallen.

      I clasped both hands behind my head. “I’m not a part of this,” I tried to explain. “I just got caught in the middle, that’s all.”

      “You really expect me to believe that?”

      “Believe what ye like. It’s the truth. Now, can I turn around and have this conversation face to face, or are ye goin’ to shoot me?”

      “Hold on,” the gunman said, haltingly. “I know you. Yeah, you’re that woman. The one who went missing back then. MacKenna, right? Quinn MacKenna? Holy shit, I can’t believe it. Do you have any idea how much trouble I got in because of you?”

      I frowned, vaguely recognizing the voice but not the speaker. Turning slightly, I found myself staring into the pale face of a police officer I’d encountered only twice before—the last time less than an hour before I was swept away on the currents of a spatial magic spell so powerful it sent me careening through time and space.

      “And you’re that cop,” I said hesitantly, squinting against the glare of the overhead sun. “The one who drove me home that night. O’Malley.”

      “Christ, it really is you. Hey Captain, get over here! You’re never going to believe this!”

      “Stop messing around over there, O’Malley!” came the reply. “Finish your sweep and get back over here. We’ve got a trap to set.”

      “No, Captain, I’m serious! You need to come see this!”

      To my surprise, the figure who broke away from the other officers was not only someone I recognized but someone I knew quite well. Not a friend, regrettably, but then Detective Maria Machado and I had never seen eye to eye long enough to forge that kind of relationship. Call it a clash of personalities, or perhaps a difference in philosophy. Still, in that moment I could have kissed her.

      “Maria!” I called out, my voice threatening to break from sheer exhaustion. “Maria, it’s me! It’s Quinn!”

      The former detective came shuffling around the corner dressed head-to-toe in riot gear, her distinctly Hispanic features so muddled behind her plastic face shield that for a moment I thought she might be smiling. That was until she flung the visor up and leveled a glare at me so scathing it vanquished all thoughts of a joyous reunion.

      “Where on Earth have you been?” she demanded.

      Hah.

      If only she knew.
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      It had all begun some twenty-four hours prior, not long after I asked Nate Temple to fashion me a Gateway home. Being largely unfamiliar with Boston’s layout, the closest the wizard could get me to my intended destination was the bar district he and Callie Penrose had visited back in the day. I didn’t mind; the way I saw it, the long walk home would give me a chance to clear my head and figure out next steps.

      Naturally I wasn’t so sure about that part. It’d been a long time after all since I last had any true control over my own life, what with all the obligations and vows and emergencies. Hell, even left to my own devices I tended to stick my fist into other people’s business. Nate’s business, especially—not that the recent Norse power struggle had even been on his radar from what I could tell. Indeed, it sure seemed like the wizard had plenty of other, decidedly more pressing, matters to attend to. Something about preventing a war…or maybe starting one?

      I assumed he was being hyperbolic.

      Either way, it seemed we were both eager to get on with our lives. This in itself was strange, of course; after everything I’d been through, I’d half expected to feel as wretched as I had the day I downed that bottle of memory gouging river water. And yet I didn’t. I mean sure, the underpinning emotions still lingered—the guilt, the sense of abandonment and betrayal, the regrets. But none of it was as potent as it had been, almost as if plucking out my own eye and tossing it in Mimir’s Well had restored not just my memories but also my will to live. Hell, to thrive.

      Unfortunately, I hadn’t the faintest idea where I was meant to begin. Granted, I’d managed to survive being flung about through space and time like a marionette in some cosmic puppet show, but at what cost? In the end, I’d traded away all of my siphoned power and most of my material possessions in exchange for a handful of useful trinkets and a few new scars—which was to say nothing of the looming identity crisis I faced while I attempted to figure out where a walking, talking spell like me fell in the biological hierarchy.

      What was my life even supposed to look like after all this, I wondered? I figured I could always go back to being a back-channel antiquities dealer specializing in rare and mythical objects. Only with no magic of my own and no means to protect myself or my wares, who would I do business with?

      There was also the possibility of linking back up with the Faerie Chancery and carving out some sort of niche role within their organization. Not an Adjudicator necessarily, but maybe a consultant on human affairs, or perhaps an accountant? Except I was bad with people, pretty shit at math, and hadn’t paid taxes in several years. Ugh. It was all just so confusing.

      Still, I wouldn’t find the answers in the Norse Realm.

      That much at least I was sure of.

      “All set?” Nate asked, gesturing to the horizon.

      I hesitated and glanced back over my shoulder. There, rising so tall I got vertigo just looking at it, loomed Yggdrasil. Otherwise known as the World Tree, the mythical giant that connected each of the nine Nordic Realms and served as a stark reminder of how insignificant we all were in the vast schemes of the universe.

      Well, some of us anyway.

      “Ready as I’ll ever be,” I replied, climbing to my feet and brushing at my backside.

      “And you’re sure you want me to send you to Boston?” Nate asked, repeating a familiar refrain. “Because Grimm should be back anytime now. If you wanted to come with us, instead, you’d be welcome. The Elder Realm mess won’t clean itself up.”

      I shook my head before he’d even finished. I’d traveled to the Elder Realm once before, and though it’d been more of a brief layover than a formal visit, the experience had been far from pleasant. No, as much as I might have preferred putting off my prodigal return, I wasn’t about to sign up for yet another quest. Besides, I could tell Nate was just being nice. Nice…and perhaps a little devious.

      “I’m sure you’re right,” I replied, “but that’s not why, is it? You’re hopin’ that if I come with ye, you’ll get some answers. About how I know what I know.”

      “If you just told me—”

      “We’ve been through this. It’s not that simple. Trust me.”

      I could have told him then. In fact, I probably should have. There was so much he deserved to know. How I’d spent time in his Armory and met its guardian. How his ancestor and I had forged his Horsemen’s Masks. How I’d met his parents outside Chateau Falco. Saved Callie and her parents. Broke into GrimmTech. Met with Mordred. Watched Pan die. If I had, perhaps I might’ve asked him about Starlight’s drug-addled prophecies, or what he knew about the Road of Bones and the battle I saw being waged there. About our familial ties, such as they were. Maybe he knew things I didn’t. Maybe he could’ve helped me figure out what I was or why I was made or what it all meant.

      But of course I didn’t.

      Because, deep down, I suspected that not everything I’d done was worthy of praise. Indeed, I had no doubt that at some point during my tale Nate would ask himself the very question that still plagued me: could I have done more? Could I have warned his and Callie’s parents? Could I have saved Pan, somehow? Could I have done something—anything—to prevent his suffering?

      The answer was I didn’t know.

      And so, fearing what he might say, I said nothing.

      Nate sighed. “I hate secrets.”

      “Ye mean ye hate when secrets are kept from ye,” I clarified. “I have a feelin’ ye like keepin’ secrets from everyone else, especially when it’s for their own good.”

      Nate looked like he might argue before cracking a wry smile. “Why do I get the feeling you know me a lot better than you should?”

      If only he knew, I thought.

      Instead, I shrugged. “There was a point in me life when I would’ve given anythin’ for a straight answer to me questions. Who me parents were, where I came from. I couldn’t appreciate what I had or the people in me life. Not with all that hangin’ over me. It felt like somethin’ was missin’. Like if only someone would tell me the truth, all of it, then maybe I could feel whole for once and move on.”

      Nate nodded but said nothing.

      “Except that’s not how the truth works, is it?” I continued. “Not really. Ye never get all of it. There’ll always be pieces missin’. Parts omitted. Sides to the story you’ll never hear. And what happens when it turns out ye were askin’ the wrong questions all along? No. Better for the truth to stay buried, I say. At least then ye won’t be disappointed by what ye dig up.”

      Nate squinted at the horizon, looking pensive. “I hear what you’re saying, but you’ve got it wrong. The truth exists whether you like it or not, and burying it won’t change that. All it does is blind you and everyone else to the way things really are.”

      I instinctively reached up to trace the folds beneath my newly implanted eye. A spur of the moment gift from Nate, the surrogate organ had been fashioned from a shard of the Bifrost using a brand of magic I had no name for. Barring the occasional and inexplicable mixup between cones and rods, it operated as any other eye would—for which I was more than grateful under the circumstances. Still, it was a potent reminder of how much the truth could cost.

      “And if the way t’ings are is complete and utter shite?” I asked. “What then?”

      “Try to make them suck less. And if you can’t figure out how to do that, find a friend you trust and ask for their help. If anyone knows how to make the world a better place, it’s them. At least that’s been my experience.”

      Find a friend you trust and ask them. It wasn’t bad advice, though certainly easier said than done. I used to have friends—not the kind you snagged a drink with after work or asked to pick you up from the airport, either. No, I used to have people in my life I could count on. People who cared. People I trusted.

      And then I’d left them all behind.

      Not once, not twice, but so many times I’d lost count. Often by choice, though not always. Either way, the result was the same: a drifting apart that could not be measured in time or distance, but in missed opportunities and separate experiences.

      I sighed. “Friends, aye. Well, we’ll have to see whether or not they’ll have me first. I’ve put ‘em through a lot.”

      “They will, trust me. If not, they were never your friends to begin with.”

      Nate said it with such conviction—the sort typically reserved for objectively true statements like two plus two is four or what goes up must come down. Only I wasn’t so certain; in my experience, forgiveness was hardly a foregone conclusion. Like trust, it had to be earned. But then I was hardly the expert, or I supposed we wouldn’t be having this conversation.

      “I’m not so sure it’s that simple,” I replied, honestly.

      “Isn’t it?”

      Rather than belabor the point, I shrugged and decided to change the subject. “To answer your original question, yes, I’m sure about headin’ back to Boston. It was home, once. Maybe it can be again. I should have allies there, if nothin’ else. Maybe even a few friends.”

      “Then say no more,” Nate replied.

      The wizard held out a hand and casually summoned a portal to another world. Circular and rimmed in orange flames and sparks, I half expected it to give off heat and was surprised when it didn’t. Beyond the portal, I saw what could have been a back alley in just about any major American city with its fire escape and battered old dumpster. Seeing the Gateway in all its glory, I felt a twinge of envy knowing that once upon a time I too possessed such ability—the byproduct of spending a few quality hours with a coven of Salem witches in the aftermath of an aborted human sacrifice.

      Ah, the good ol’ days.

      “Before you go,” Nate added, lowering his hand, “you should know you have at least one friend. Me. And while I may not know what you’ve been through, I have been where you are now. Questioning everything. Feeling lost. Alone. Desperate to make sense of things. What I’m saying is, if you ever do feel like talking, or even if you just need somebody to grab a drink with, I’m here. I can’t promise I won’t be ass deep in werealligators, but I will do whatever I can to help.”

      It was a kind and generous offer, and in that moment I seriously contemplated telling him the whole, unvarnished truth. I think I would have, too, if not for the way he kept scanning the horizon in search of his foul-mouthed ride. No, I decided. It was obvious Nate had his own shit to deal with; it wouldn’t be fair to burden him with my problems.

      “Werealligators, huh?” I replied instead. “Ye plannin’ a trip to the Everglades?”

      “You know what I mean.”

      “I do. And I appreciate it, truly. Though, out of curiosity…when ye said ye felt how I do now, how d’ye get past it?”

      “Hmm.” Nate paused to ponder the question, then shrugged. “I spent what felt like an eternity on a mountaintop in Fae, for starters. I had to tap into some raw and untamed power, and it required ignoring everything and everyone while I worked on uniting the best and worst parts of myself.”

      “So…ye meditated?”

      “What? No, I…huh. I guess yeah, technically. But you know, epically. Like if Gandhi were to meditate.”

      “Are ye seriously comparin’ yourself to Gandhi? The nonviolent pacifist? That Gandhi?”

      “Did I say Gandhi? I meant Gandalf. No, Genghis Khan. No, Gandalf. Final answer.”

      I shook my head but couldn’t keep from chuckling. “Forget it. Anyway, I’m not sure that’d work for me. Delvin’ into me subconscious would probably do me far more harm than good, at this rate.”

      “I never said it would be easy,” Nate clarified. “Embracing all that bitterness? Accepting that betrayal? It sucks. A lot. But until you conquer those feelings and move on, you’ll never be there for the people you care about. Not when it matters. Trust me on that. Anyway, food for thought. I just wanted you to know you aren’t alone.”

      Nate extended his hand.

      I took it. “T’anks. Truly.”

      “Don’t mention it.”

      I released his hand, took a deep breath, and walked right up to the edge of the Gateway.

      “Oh yeah, before I forget,” I said, turning to look back over one shoulder. “Be sure to tell Kára I say hello, and that I’m glad she finally found her lighthouse. Also, ye should know that if ye hurt her, I’ll be obliged to kill ye. Standard girl code, ye understand.”

      I hastily hopped through the Gateway, leaving Nate gaping after me like a little boy who’d just found out his dad knew Santa Claus. But I was off and away before he could reply, turning left and darting down a side alley with a whoop of laughter—laughter that died in my throat the instant the Gateway snapped shut and I realized I’d emerged not onto the bustling streets of the Boston I knew, but the very bowels of Hell.
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      Okay, so maybe not Hell.

      But certainly Hell adjacent.

      Though several miles removed from my childhood stomping grounds, I was familiar enough with the city to know what to expect of the local terrain. Located west of Beacon Hill, Boston’s Back Bay was famous for its inordinately expensive real estate as well as its brand-name fashion chains, designer boutiques, and exclusive art galleries. Indeed, it was about as ritzy a borough as one might expect to find in any American city, and exactly the sort of place I’d have expected a billionaire playboy to take a potential paramour out for a night on the town.

      Or at least it had been.

      Where glamorous commercial and residential properties once stood, I discovered instead blackened steel beams, scorched brick, and shattered windows. Indeed, the neighborhood might as well have been air raided, what with the pothole-riddled roads and gutted high rises—the nearest of which caved in on itself like a boxer hunched over from a body blow, its misshapen silhouette emerging from a haze of thin white smoke.

      While I stood gawping at the mouth of the alleyway, a pack of hooded delinquents climbed out of a storefront show window some sixty yards off carrying what looked like hiking paraphernalia of all things. The looters saw me, pointed, and scurried off like startled mice. I realized then that I could hear the wail of sirens in the distance, though it was clear they were receding rather than approaching—as though the cops were needed far more elsewhere.

      Which, as it turned out, they probably were.

      I won’t bore you with the details of the next few hours except to say that Back Bay was by no means the only borough suffering from such wholesale damage. Indeed, practically every city block was similarly afflicted, if not leveled in its entirety. Stranger still, no one seemed to have been hurt during this catastrophe, or at the very least there was no sign of the corpses one might expect.

      Indeed, there was no sign of anyone really but for a handful of survivors roaming the streets or holed up in alleyways. Of those I encountered, all but a few reacted like those kids from before—racing away at the very sight of me. The ones who didn’t were clearly armed and threatened me when I got too close.

      I considered calling their bluff, of course, if only to determine what on earth had happened to my beloved city in my absence. But in the end I decided it simply wasn’t worth the risk, certainly not when I was so ill equipped to put up a fight if things went sideways.

      I reached my old neighborhood around midafternoon that same day. Last I’d seen it, the streets had been bathed in the warm glow of antiquated gas lamps, the rooftops silhouetted by a full moon so bright you could see it past the light pollution. The neighborhood hadn’t been bustling, exactly, but there had been a few residents out and about—an old man and his dog, a couple parked in their driveway, and so on. People going about their everyday, relatively eventless lives.

      There was none of that, now.

      Instead, I walked past house after abandoned house, their doors ajar and driveways vacant. People’s belongings lay strewn out across the overgrown lawns. There were books with water damage and faded yellow covers. Open suitcases filled with clothes and knicknacks. Discarded photo albums. Children’s toys.

      My anxiety mounted as the realization set in that my own home might have been burglarized. I had hoped I might find my legendary spear, Areadbhar, waiting for me on the living room floor where I’d left her. Not to mention a change of clothes, a hot shower, and a satellite news program with some relevant information.

      What I found instead was a smoldering ruin—the once charming townhouse with eclectic fixtures older than most presidents now a hovel fit only for demolition. A husk of blackened mortar with a caved-in ceiling and cadaverous support beams, it might have been the charred remains of anyone’s house, much in the same way a burn victim might resemble any one person. That was except for the front door, which stood miraculously upright and only slightly singed.

      I don’t know why I went up to it when I could have simply stepped over the crumbling foundations, but I did. The thing fell backwards at my touch, crashing to the floor with a faint thud and sending up a cloud of dust and soot. I hardly noticed. I was too busy surveying the damage and struggling to cope with seeing my childhood home reduced to so much ash.

      I don’t know how long I stood there for. Maybe only a few seconds, maybe an hour. In the face of this horror, time was an abstract thing. Indeed, as bad as the revelations of the past few days had been, for some reason this was worse. Perhaps because it was a tangible, material loss rather than an existential one. I couldn’t be sure. All I knew was that it felt as if I’d had something ripped away from me, something so precious I couldn’t put it into words. My childhood home, yes, but also everything it represented.

      A closer inspection confirmed my worst fears; the fire had eaten away at the very bones of the house and left behind an unsalvageable wreck. In fact, the damage was so bad I couldn’t tell whether anything had been stolen or simply allowed to feed the flames. There was no sign of Areadbhar that I could see, nor any response to my mental summons.

      I wandered lost among the charred foundations for perhaps an hour after that before a cool gust of wind brought me back to my senses. My tears were dry by then, though it felt like they could return at any moment. Of course I knew my grief would have to wait. After all, something horrific had taken place in my absence, and I still didn’t know what that something was or whether it was due to happen again. What I needed was to find shelter. Food. Water. And, above all, answers.

      And so I spent the rest of that day scouring the city for anyone willing to take me in. Old friends, passing acquaintances—basically anyone whose address I knew by heart. I tried looking everywhere I could think of: the law offices of Hansel, Hansel, & Gretel, the magical curiosity shop previously owned by Camila and Maximilliano Velez, Christoff’s once thriving pop-up bar, and so on. And yet all were vacant and abandoned, their walls and doors liberally spray painted with the same recurring trio of strangely worded phrases.

      Freaks for Jersey.

      Inmates to the Yard.

      Resist the Call.

      I hadn’t the vaguest idea what any of it meant, although I was familiar with at least one term; including everything from vampires to werewolves to wizards, Freaks referred to the vast majority of supernatural beings who inhabited our world, as opposed to the Fae, who belonged to another world altogether. The other two could have meant practically anything.

      In the end, with darkness falling soon and nowhere to turn, I had no choice but to pilfer a few supplies of my own and seek temporary shelter in the form of one of the few hotels left standing. The elevator was out of order, of course, but the lobby was empty and I didn’t mind taking the stairs. Breaking into the room itself proved a cinch thanks to the exceptionally handy skeleton key I had in my possession, and I spent the next hour or so raiding the minbar and scarfing down grossly overpriced snack foods I was never going to pay for.

      That night, all was deathly silent.

      I awoke the next morning with only one last location left to check: the glamour-coated entrance to the Faeling sanctuary I had visited the last time I was in town. Hidden away in an obscure pocket of the city and, therefore, nearly impossible to find even for someone who’d been there once before, I had to hope there was at least a sliver of possibility the refuge remained. And so it was that I found myself walking along minding my own business when the shootout commenced.

      Of course you already know what happened next.
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      Maria and O’Malley reached down at the same time to pull me unsteadily to my feet. They made a strange pair, the middle-aged Hispanic woman and the gangly, twenty-something Irishman. They had the same eyes, though. Cop eyes. Vaguely haunted and perpetually suspicious, they bore down on me like I was a stray cat about to bolt.

      As if I had anywhere to run.

      “How’d you find us?” Maria asked.

      “I didn’t,” I replied. “I just happened to be walkin’ down this street when the bullets started flyin’. I had no idea you’d be here.”

      Maria looked skeptical.

      “It’s true, I swear. I was out here tryin’ to find…” I hesitated, not wanting to tip off O’Malley to the existence of the Faeling sanctuary if I could help it. “I was lookin’ for that wall ye and Max showed me. Before the Hex Moon. I know it was somewhere in this neighborhood, but it’s been a while and practically nothin’ in this city looks the way it used to.”

      Maria frowned. “Why would you be looking for the Fae?”

      I glanced at O’Malley, who appeared totally unfazed by her casual utterance of what most people would consider crazy talk.

      “Well, to be honest it was more of a last resort,” I replied. “I’d already tried searchin’ everywhere else. I even tried that precinct ye locked me up in last time I was here, if ye can believe it. But the place looked like someone had taken a wreckin’ ball to it.”

      “A giant did that, actually,” O’Malley said.

      “A giant?”

      He nodded. “With a club. Well, more of a telephone pole really.”

      “A giant attacked a police precinct?”

      “I’ll ask the questions,” Maria butted in. “You said you went to the 18th looking for the Fae. What made you think to go there?”

      “I wasn’t actually lookin’ for ‘em at that point. I was tryin’ to find someone who could tell me what happened here. I mean for fuck’s sake, did I miss World War III or somethin’? Or did I just happen to stumble across an alternate timeline where everythin’ is completely and utterly screwed?”

      I’d actually given the latter some thought, as it would’ve explained a great deal. Of course that meant it was at least possible I was somehow responsible for all this. That I’d screwed something up while gallivanting through time and space and done something I shouldn’t, or perhaps not done something I should’ve. Unfortunately, all I had to go on were films like The Butterfly Effect and Back to the Future—and seeing as how I hadn’t done anything quite so terrible as torture some poor kid’s dog to death or offer sports betting tips to a budding sociopath, there was simply no way to be sure.

      “You mean you don’t know?” Maria asked, looking stunned. “Where have you been?”

      “It’s a long story. I was kidnapped, sort of.”

      “Kidnapped by whom?”

      “It’s hard to explain. I’m back now, though, as of yesterday. That’s all that matters.”

      “All that matters to you, maybe,” she scoffed. “Do you even realize how much time and manpower we wasted looking for you, MacKenna?”

      “Aye. Hilde told me.”

      “The Fed?” O’Malley cut in. “She actually found you?”

      “Aye, she did. And she told me how long I’d been gone, and how ye lot looked for me. And I’m so sorry about all that. Really. But I swear she never said anythin’ about this…this…whatever the hell this is.”

      “Isn’t it obvious?” O’Malley replied, throwing his arms wide. “Welcome to the apocalypse.”

      “Excuse me?”

      “Ignore him,” Maria insisted. “You said you got here yesterday. Does that include last night?”

      “Of course. Why?”

      “Where’d you spend it?”

      “In a hotel. I couldn’t find anywhere else to stay, so I sort of broke in.”

      “But you were inside before dark? You didn’t leave the room?”

      “No. Why?”

      “Good,” Maria replied, foregoing explanation. She checked the digital watch on her wrist and tsked. “Crap. We’re running behind schedule. MacKenna, you better believe you and I are going to have a talk later. A long talk.”

      “Can’t wait,” I drawled.

      Maria scowled at me before turning to her fellow officer. “O’Malley, I need you to keep an eye on the Morettis. Their new friends should be on their way any time now and we can’t afford any surprises.”

      “Yes, Captain.”

      “Captain?” I echoed as O’Malley jogged off.

      “Mhmm. I took over O’Malley’s precinct around the same time he made detective. The others you see here are from various places. Lewis over there is ex-military. Cho and Daniels were beat cops. Hard workers. Franklin and Powell worked as EMTs. Still a bit gun-shy, but good in a crisis. Anyway, O’Malley is the only one who still calls me Captain.”

      “How come?”

      “Because you can’t run a place that doesn’t exist. The slaugh saw to that.”

      “The slaugh?”

      Maria spared me a sly glance. “Who else?”

      I balked at this bit of information. According to legend, the slaugh was another name for a horde of restless dead called by Fae magic to join a soul-snatching romp sometimes referred to as the Wild Hunt. In reality, the slaugh were a mysterious enclave of especially predatory Faelings led by a bespelled and exceptionally troubled goddess named Badb—otherwise known as my aunt. But their reign of terror should have ended a long time ago, what with Maria herself having beheaded the sick bastard pulling Badb’s strings. So why were they still in town? And, more importantly, why would they have targeted a police station?

      “We can discuss all this later,” Maria said, perhaps sensing my confusion. “Right now we have an op to run and a trap to spring, which means I don’t have time to babysit you. Just do me a favor and stay out of the way. Oh, and be ready to run when I tell you.”

      “But I…”

      I drifted off as Maria turned and walked away. Back up the road, I saw O’Malley standing over the motley crew of would-be mobsters. They sat handcuffed to each other in a circle with their heads bowed like some sort of sacrificial offering. Were they part of the trap? And what was this so-called operation Maria was running? And, most importantly, did she really expect me to simply sit around and do nothing while all this was going on?

      Surely not.

      “Who’s the trap for, anyway?” I asked as I caught up to Maria in the middle of the street.

      “Didn’t I tell you to stay out of my way?”

      “Did ye? I must’ve missed that. I t’ink that grenade earlier did somethin’ to me hearin’. Anyway, I’m here now, so why not just tell me?”

      “You’re not going to leave me alone, are you?”

      “I’d say it’s unlikely.”

      Maria sighed. “Fine. And the trap is for the slaugh. Not that it’s any of your business.”

      “What kind of trap is it? I mean what’s the plan. Ye have bait, I take it?”

      “Of course.”

      “Well what is it?”

      “Not what. Who.” She gestured to the ring of penitent mobsters. “Right there.”

      I faltered and fell behind, too stunned to speak. Jokes aside, and while I was in fact a smidge concerned I’d sustained a slight concussion from that flashbang earlier, not even brain damage could have accounted for what Maria had just admitted to. More than that, it wasn’t like her to be so flippant.

      “Hold on,” I said, racing to catch up. “You’re usin’ people? But what if they get hurt?”

      “I wouldn’t worry about that.”

      “Huh? Why not?”

      “It doesn’t matter. Look, you wanted to know what bait we’re using, and I told you. Now go bother O’Malley. I’ve got shit to do.”

      “No way. Not until you’ve told me why. I mean since when did it become legal to tie up civilians and use ‘em as monster bait?”

      “Legal? Who said anything about legal? Look around, MacKenna. How many courthouses did you think are still standing? How many jails? Legal…I’ll tell you what, you go find me twelve jurors willing to convict anyone of anything, and maybe we can talk about what is and isn’t legal.”

      I scowled, taking her point. Still, I couldn’t help but wonder what had gotten into her since last we’d met. I mean sure, she’d always had a ruthless streak. But willfully disregarding the law? That wasn’t the Maria I knew. If anything, she was a real stickler for the rules; it was her second most irksome trait behind her crazy high threshold for pettiness, not to mention a big part of why we’d never gotten along.

      “So, what, you’re just fine with sacrificin’ innocent lives all the sudden?” I asked.

      “Innocent?” Maria scoffed. “Those wise guys over there are all that’s left of the Moretti crime family. Racketeering, witness tampering, drug running, sex trafficking, prostitution…you name it, they had a hand in it. I’m not talking goons, either. I’m talking shot callers. Real scum of the earth types. The lowest of the low.”

      “Oh, so it’s okay if they get eaten.”

      “They aren’t…” Maria stopped walking and rubbed at the bridge of her nose. “For crying out loud, MacKenna. They’re not going to get eaten.”

      “Disemboweled, then. Stomped on. Whatever the slaugh do to people.”

      “You don’t get it. None of that is going to happen. They’re much too far gone for that or we wouldn’t have come after them. I mean yeah, would I have preferred to wait until they’d gone through the change? Of course. But they ruined that the second they started shooting. As things stand, we’ll be lucky to arm all the explosives we brought before the slaugh show up.”

      I started to ask what the hell she meant by all this talk of changing and being too far gone when the tail end of what she’d said registered.

      “Hold on. D’ye say ‘explosives’? What explosives?”

      By way of reply, Maria gestured offhandedly to a shabby looking Chevy parked halfway on the curb some fifteen yards past the nearest intersection. Beneath its chassis poked out a pair of legs belonging to a member of Maria’s crew, reminding me of a scene from The Wizard of Oz. Whoever it was, they were strapping some sort of device to the sedan’s undercarriage. A hasty survey of the surrounding area revealed two more crew members doing the same to equally run down vehicles on either side of the road.

      “Jesus freakin’ Christ,” I muttered. “Car bombs? You’re settin’ a trap usin’ actual car bombs?”

      “I like to think of them more like oversized shrapnel grenades. And please refrain from taking the Lord’s name in vain, MacKenna. You know how I feel about that.”

      “Oh, right, I’m sorry. Tell me again, how does Jesus feel about arson? Oh yeah, and murder. Let’s not forget about murder. Pretty sure that’s commandment numero uno, but what do I know.”

      “The Fae are not God’s creatures,” she replied, darkly.

      Wow. Okay then.

      “Whatever. Say you’re right, what about those guys over there? Or does Thou Shalt Not Kill not include mobsters?”

      Maria shot me a blank look that I couldn’t decipher. “If it bothers you that much, then feel free to walk away. But the rest of us have a job to do.”

      I shook my head, not so much at what she’d said but more to clear it. Had things really come to this, I wondered? Was there truly no other way to lure the slaugh without having to commit what would otherwise be categorized as an act of domestic terrorism? And what would it even achieve? The Fae were beings from another world and nigh impossible to kill by conventional means.

      “It all just seems a tad extreme,” I remarked at last.

      Maria gave me a funny look. “You really have no idea what they’ve done, do you? You think this is extreme? Look around. Everything you see, all this damage, all the missing people, they did that. They laid waste to an entire city full of millions in a matter of days. They’ve taken our dead, MacKenna. Everyone they killed. Men, women, and children. Gone overnight. And you dare to judge us?”

      “I didn’t mean—”

      “Save it. I don’t care what you think.”

      “I just meant I don’t see the logic of it. Obviously ye want to get back at the slaugh and you’re willin’ to cross some pretty drastic lines to do it. Fair enough. But what’s this goin’ to do, realistically, besides piss ‘em off? It’s not like it’ll kill ‘em.”

      “Maybe not, but that was never the point. Look, this isn’t some half-baked guerilla warfare tactic we’ve cooked up here. We’ve been planning this for weeks.”

      “Okay, so what is the point?”

      “Data.”

      “Sorry?”

      “We’re looking for data. The slaugh have been terrorizing the city for months and we’re no closer to understanding what they want or why they’re here. We don’t even know how many of them there are. What we do know is how to draw them out. Hence all this.”

      “I’m still not followin’,” I admitted.

      “We found out early on that these older model cars have iron enough in them to cause legitimate damage,” she explained, impatiently. “And we have it on good authority that some of the Fae are afraid of fire even if they aren’t super susceptible to it. If we’re ever going to fight back, we have to figure out how to wound them. Better yet, we need to know how they’ll react. Will they abandon their wounded? Call in reinforcements? That’s the sort of information we need and don’t have.”

      “You’re talkin’ like we’re at war,” I said. “But if that’s true, how come you’re the only ones puttin’ up a fight? I mean, if what you’re sayin’ is true, shouldn’t the military have stepped in?”

      “You would think. But no. My guess is whatever’s happening to the rest of the world is keeping them busy. That, or maybe they simply don’t know what’s going on. Some kind of spell, maybe, keeping us isolated. Those are the prevailing theories, anyway. That and the crap O’Malley keeps spouting.”

      “Why, what does he think is goin’ on?”

      “Forget it. It’s crazy.”

      “Crazier than this?” I asked, skeptically.

      Maria opened her mouth to reply when something in the distance appeared to catch her eye. She pried a pair of binoculars from a bag at the small of her back and took a quick peek through them before passing them over. “I hope those shoes you’ve got on are more comfortable than they look, because we’ve got company.”
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      They came from the east in droves—a dark, seething mass of mythical beasts from our wildest imaginations and darkest nightmares. There were goblins with lichenous body hair and filed yellow teeth, kelpies with cerulean skin and bloodstained chins, and towering moor trolls with gray skin as hard as marble. Less familiar were the bat-like creatures swarming across the sky, or the handful of mutated simians with their devilish horns and bovine teeth.

      I lowered the binoculars.

      “How long until they get here?”

      “Five, maybe ten minutes if we’re lucky.” Maria pried the binoculars from my hands and told her crew to start wrapping things up. “Stick with the others and follow their lead. I’ll be right behind you.”

      She took off without waiting for a reply, collecting a conspicuously large duffel bag from beside the curb and disappearing down a nearby alley. Her fellow crew members began trickling past in pairs, occasionally marking me before moving on. Not one of them looked guilty about the havoc they were about to unleash or what it meant for the men they’d captured. Not even O’Malley, who stopped alongside me with a perplexed expression on his face.

      “You coming?” he asked.

      I glanced back in the direction of the slaugh. They’d covered a fair amount of ground already—no longer a mere pinprick on the horizon but a dark blotch. I could only imagine the carnage they would cause as they came barreling into the intersection, trampling over anything or anyone who got in their way like a stampede of wild animals. And then of course there were the explosives, undoubtedly even less discriminate in their destructiveness.

      “I can’t believe you’re all goin’ along with this,” I admitted. “Leavin’ civilians behind as bait to get blown up or mauled. It’s beyond cruel.”

      O’Malley frowned and shrugged as if he hadn’t really given it much thought. “I guess we don’t really see it that way. I mean they’re barely even people anymore.”

      “Why? Because they’re criminals?”

      “Criminals? No, it’s got nothing to do with that. Or not much anyway. I mean I doubt I’d feel the same if it were kids or a young family or something like that. But no, I’m talking about up here.” O’Malley tapped his temple. “I mean don’t get me wrong, I feel for them. I really do. But you’re either tough enough to resist the call, or you aren’t. And they weren’t. Clearly.”

      “Wait, what are ye talkin’ about? What call?”

      O’Malley stared dumbly at me for a moment, then mimed slapping his own forehead. “That’s right, you’ve been gone. Christ, you must think we’re all a bunch of monsters! Come quick and see for yourself, then you’ll understand. But hurry. We really don’t want to be here when those explosives go off.”

      Though I felt increasingly out of my depth, I took O’Malley’s advice and together we approached the captive mobsters. They appeared more or less as I’d last seen them with slumped shoulders and bowed heads. Indeed, from a distance it looked like they’d accepted their role with remarkable aplomb. O’Malley stayed me with an outstretched arm before I could get too close.

      “That’s far enough,” he said. “Trust me, I’ve seen one or two turn feral towards the end.”

      “Towards the end of what?”

      “Look for yourself. You’ll see.”

      I scowled but did as he suggested, kneeling until I was at eye level with the eldest and snappiest dresser of the bunch. I wasn’t sure what I expected to see in his face. Terror, perhaps. Maybe rage. Maybe nothing. Whatever it was, I had a feeling it would only make me pity them more.

      I was wrong. When the eldest member of the Moretti family at last raised his gaze to meet mine it was disgust I felt, not sympathy; the creature’s entire skull was on display beneath its paper thin skin, its eyes sunken into deep, crusted pits and its lips peeled back to expose gray, gummy tissue and every single one of its teeth in a leering grin.

      At first I assumed I was looking at some sort of zombie, but then I realized that wasn’t quite right. I’d come across zombies before. Foul and terrifying though they’d been, each had been trapped in a specific state of decomposition whereas this creature’s flesh appeared to be evaporating one subcutaneous layer at a time. That, and zombies were inevitably bent to the will of the necromancer they served, while the sense I got from this thing was far more subdued. Soulless, even.

      “What the hell am I lookin’ at?” I asked, horrified.

      “We call them revenants. We aren’t sure what triggers the change, or why some people are more susceptible to it than others, but it’s pretty clear the slaugh is to blame. Otherwise why would they bother collecting the miserable bastards every sundown?”

      “Sorry, they do what now?”

      O’Malley nodded. “Hence the trap. We were counting on the Huntsman to send his monsters here once we learned there were a handful of these guys about to turn. Of course we had no idea these assholes were armed or that they’d open fire on us just because. So that’s mucked things up a bit.”

      “Hold on, back up. The Huntsman?”

      “That’s just what everyone calls him. No one seems to know his real name, only that he’s running the show. The local Fae might’ve been able to tell us more, of course, but then they up and vanished before he arrived. Rather conveniently, I might add.”

      “Wait, the local Fae? As in the Chancery? They’re all gone?”

      O’Malley nodded.

      I wasn’t sure what to say to that, or frankly whether I even believed it. After all, the Faerie Chancery was as much a part of this town’s legacy as Paul Revere’s ride or the infamous tea party; the idea that its members would have fled after all these centuries, especially after forsaking their first home, was absurd.

      Unless…was it possible they’d somehow found themselves a return ticket to Fae? Looking around at the devastation surrounding us, I almost hoped that was the case. At least then they wouldn’t have to see what had befallen their adopted home.

      “We figure they must have been tipped off somehow,” O’Malley continued. “Or maybe they were just better attuned to things than we were.”

      “What makes ye say that?”

      He shrugged. “There were reports of some real strange crap happening in the middle of the country after your Fed friend left. Crime rates through the roof. Freaks drawing way too much attention to themselves. Complete radio silence in some places. Not just small towns either. I’m talking major cities. St. Louis. Kansas City. Chicago. Then there was that viral video going around of that little girl talking about the Four Horsemen dying and the old gods returning and how we were all doomed and what not. Shit seemed ridiculous at the time. Not so much now.”

      “The Four Horsemen and the old gods, huh?” I frowned, struck by a fragmented memory from my recent travels. In it, the Horseman known as Death toiled alongside the goddess Freya under the sagging roof of an abandoned warehouse. He’d seemed so much more aloof, then—not yet the man I would come to know. Was it possible? Could something have happened to Death and the other Horsemen? And what about Nate and his ragtag bunch? Were they being targeted? And did it have something to do with those particular cities going dark? Surely that wasn’t a coincidence.

      “Anyway,” O’Malley went on, “now you understand why we’re doing what we’re doing. Whatever these guys were, they aren’t human anymore. At least this way they’ll be useful.”

      I wasn’t so sure I agreed, but I didn’t have a chance to debate the point before Maria came barreling out onto the street. She looked frazzled and must have ditched the duffel bag, because she was empty-handed when she caught sight of us loitering in the middle of the intersection. Reminded of our rather precarious situation, I turned and saw the Faeling horde swiftly closing in, their arrival heralded by a low but discernible roar.

      “What the hell are you two still doing here?” Maria barked at us. “I thought I told you to head to the rendezvous point!”

      “Sorry,” I said, pointing at my ear. “Must’ve misheard ye, again.”

      The former detective looked like she might actually draw her gun and put a cap in my sarcastic ass once and for all. Instead, she took off running, her stubby little legs churning like her life depended on it. Which I supposed it did.

      O’Malley cleared his throat. “Jokes aside, we should probably—”

      “Run, aye.”
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      I sprinted off alongside O’Malley in my clunky combat boots and was immediately plagued with burning lungs and a stitch in my side. This shouldn’t have come as a surprise really, what with all the years I’d spent siphoning power off of physically superior species and ignoring my usual fitness routines. Either way, I’d have to take up jogging again if the world ever went back to normal. Martial arts, too, assuming I could find a dojo that hadn’t been razed to the ground.

      Up ahead, Maria joined the others within the shadowed cloisters of a large and fairly intact church. They were beckoning frantically, though it was clear they weren’t worried about us so much as they were the incoming slaugh. I didn’t dare look back, but judging from the racket they made I figured we had less than a minute before they hit the intersection.

      O’Malley put on an extra burst of speed and crossed the threshold with time to spare. I, meanwhile, managed to come huffing and puffing up the church steps like an old, overweight dog. Someone reached out and hauled me inside where I lay on the cold stone floor and tried to catch my breath.

      “I…hate cardio…so much.”

      “Lewis, do it now!” Maria insisted, ignoring me.

      One of the crew members—a ruggedly handsome light-skinned man in his mid-to-late thirties—retrieved a small black device attached to his flak jacket. He held it up for everyone to see and let his thumb hover over what could only be the trigger. Behind us, the slaugh had stormed the intersection like a mob of angry protestors, gnashing their teeth and mewling hungrily. Of the revenants themselves I could see no sign.

      “Welcome to the barbecue,” Lewis said.

      He pressed the trigger.

      I rolled over and covered my ears as at least a dozen explosions rang out in rapid succession, each blast accompanied by muffled cries of terror and pain. The shockwaves were surprisingly intense, like being hit with tremendous gusts of wind. I must’ve stayed like that for a while, because by the time I felt it was safe to look up I found Maria and O’Malley already perched at the edge of the steps and surveying the carnage.

      “Is it over?” I asked.

      O’Malley nodded. “Looks like it.”

      I frowned as I joined them. Out on the street, dozens of Faelings lay concussed or wounded amidst the fiery crucible, their airborne companions wheeling like mad to avoid the greasy black smoke spewing into the sky. On the far side of the intersection, pandemonium reigned as those not caught in the blast either fled the way they’d come or prepared themselves for a second assault.

      “Hell yeah!” bellowed the trigger man, his triumphant baritone bouncing off the stone walls and startling us all. “Take that, you fairy bastards!”

      “Keep your voice down,” Maria hissed. “Unless you want them to come looking for us.”

      Lewis rolled his eyes. “Please. Just look at them run. They’re toast. Anyway, I say let them come. This place is defensible enough. We have bullets to spare and enough iron to finish the job.”

      At this, Lewis produced a cast iron fire poker as long as his arm from a loop on his belt. The thing reminded me more of a key than a weapon with its single loop at one end and hook at the other, but then I supposed there were only so many iron implements to go around in a world that ran on steel and wood and plastic.

      “They all deserve to die, Machado,” Lewis continued. “You and I both know it. So why not put them out of their misery once and for all?”

      There were a few hushed murmurs of agreement among the other members of the crew, their expressions ranging from agonized to apoplectic. Each and every one of them had been traumatized by the slaugh in some way—that much was obvious. Just how deep the wounds ran, however, I could only guess.

      “You know why,” Maria replied, bitterly. “You think I don’t want to see them pay, same as you? Of course I do. But we didn’t come all this way to set a few fires and kill a few Fae. We came here to find out what their weaknesses are. To come up with a way to eradicate these bastards once and for all.”

      “You really think the Alphas will greenlight a full-on assault?” asked a skeptical O’Malley.

      “If we do our job here, they might,” she replied. “Right now they’re hedging their bets and making contingency plans. But if we prove we can hurt them, really hurt them, the others will listen.”

      “They damn well better listen,” interjected Lewis. “If we’d been properly prepared, those goddamned Fae never would’ve gotten away with taking the city. Plus we have superheroes and monsters of our own, now. The way I see it, they’re just being cowards.”

      “Enough.” Maria passed O’Malley her binoculars. “I want all eyes on the blast zone. Take note of anything you see, no matter how insignificant. O’Malley, talk to me.”

      “Well it looks like they aren’t going for the wounded. The fire is still raging pretty hot, though, so maybe they’re just waiting. Seems like a bunch must’ve ran off after the explosions. Which rules out Cleo’s hive mind theory, at least.”

      “At least during the day,” Maria countered. “It could be different at night, don’t forget.”

      “Right.”

      “Notice anything else?”

      “There’re a few sniffing around the wreckage and it looks like a bunch of pixies are gathering above the smoke. Could be bad if they spread out and come looking for us.”

      “They don’t really do that,” I interjected, thinking back to those few occasions I’d encountered pixies in the past. “They prefer to swarm. Ye know, death by a thousand cuts and all that.”

      The cloisters fell conspicuously silent.

      Lewis was the first to clear his throat and ask the question on nearly everyone’s mind. “Hey, Machado. Who’s the civilian?”

      “She’s with me.”

      “No shit. I’m asking what she’s doing here? Because last I checked we weren’t in the business of taking in strays. Especially not ones who know so much about fairies.”

      Tough as it was to admit, the guy had a point. Lord knows I’d certainly have been suspicious if I were in his shoes. From their perspective I was just some random chick they’d plucked off a street they intended to blow up. The fact that I appeared human was a point in my favor, of course, but even that wasn’t a guarantee. Not when you considered how many of the Fae could use glamour—a unique brand of Faeling magic capable of drastically altering the appearance of things. Which was to say nothing of the particularly nasty Faelings out there that thrived on dicking with ordinary people’s minds.

      “I’m not a spy,” I said.

      “Prove it.” Lewis held out the iron poker as if he meant to skewer me. “Go on. Touch it.”

      “Okay, but when HR asks I hope ye know I’m tellin’ ‘em all about how ye made me touch your rod.”

      Lewis cracked a wry smile. “Just touch the damn thing, already.”

      I did him one better and grabbed hold of the hooked end, deliberately maintaining eye contact in the process. Then, when nothing happened, I let go. To be honest, I was a little disappointed; not so long ago, the touch of bare naked iron on my skin had caused an allergic reaction of sorts, convincing me at the time that I had Faeling blood running through my veins.

      “Still doesn’t explain what you’re doing here,” Lewis groused.

      “That’s between her and me,” Maria interjected. “Anyway, there’s nothing to worry about. If it turns out she’s been sent to spy on us, I’ll put a bullet in her myself. It’d be nice to cross it off my bucket list.”

      Hilarious.

      “Oh, so you two know each other.” Lewis looked me over with renewed interest and held out his hand. “In that case, let’s start over. The name’s Jamal, but you can call me anytime.”

      Several of the crew members groaned, though the tenor of their response suggested this sort of thing wasn’t unusual. Personally I was amused, and perhaps even a little flattered. It’d been a while since anyone hit on me, clumsily or otherwise.

      “Funny,” I said. “Shame neither of us have workin’ phones. Ye know, with it bein’ the end of days and all.”

      The man next to Lewis nudged him. “She got you there, buddy.”

      “Shut up, Franklin.”

      Franklin just laughed.

      “Care to give it another go?” I asked. “Or was that your best line?”

      “Oh, I’ve got a better one.” Lewis rubbed his hands together and I realized everyone was at least half-listening to our little exchange. He held up a finger as if testing the wind. “Say…did you just fart?”

      “Excuse me?”

      “Because you blew me away.”

      I shook my head, laughing despite myself. And I wasn’t alone; several others were snickering behind their hands or chuckling outright. Only Maria appeared unmoved. If anything, the former detective glared at us all like an irate schoolteacher overseeing a rowdy classroom.

      “We don’t have time for this,” she snapped. “I need O’Malley to focus. The rest of you, remember why we’re here.”

      The comment sucked what little joy there might have been right out of the air. Part of me resented Maria for it, but then I supposed she had a point. We could all share a laugh later, once we were far away from the stench of burning Faeling.

      O’Malley raised the binoculars a second time. “Right. Most of them are retreating, although it looks like there are still wounded crawling away from the blast zone. No move to retrieve their dead. Seems like Quinn was right about the pixies, though. They’re all just floating in a big swarm and facing this way.”

      Maria scowled. “Do they know we’re here?”

      “I don’t think so. It’s more like they’re waiting for something.”

      “Waiting for what?”

      “How should I—”

      An enormous shadow passed overhead before O’Malley could answer, so sudden and so all-encompassing it was like we’d gone from late afternoon to evening in the blink of an eye. Someone gasped as a tempestuous gust of wind roared past, shattering windows and kicking up a tremendous wave of dust and grit as it went. I shielded myself from the unexpected gale as best I could but still ended up on all fours staring up at the sky as the source of the disturbance soared past.

      “Shit!” Lewis swore. “It’s the dragon!”

      Like me, Lewis knelt gawking up at the sky where a mass of metallic red scales blotted out the sun as thoroughly as any stormcloud. Indeed, seeing the colossal lizard wheel ponderously in midair I was reminded of a battleship I’d once seen docked in the harbor. Not in terms of overall shape or anything like that, obviously, but in terms of sheer, staggering size.

      “But that’s impossible,” said Franklin, sounding dazed. “No one’s seen the dragon since the invasion started.”

      “Then what the hell do you call that?!”

      Lewis had a point, though to be honest I wasn’t certain it was a dragon. Or at least not like any I’d ever seen. Granted, dragons were known to vary widely in size and shape and even color, but not even the largest among them could flatten a ten-story building merely by landing on it—whereas I was pretty sure this thing could level a city block.

      Then again, all the dragons I knew were hybrids, able to shift form at will from dragon to human and back again. But what if there were real dragons out there, as opposed to mere shapeshifters? Except that would be impossible, wouldn’t it? I mean, how would they have stayed hidden in today’s modern world?

      O’Malley brought me out of my thoughts with a curse. “The explosions must’ve drawn it out from wherever it was hiding.”

      “The explosions…or something else,” replied Maria, looking back at me with far more suspicion than I felt was warranted. “Anyway, we can worry about the why later. Right now we need to prioritize getting as far away from here as possible. Everyone remember Plan C? Good. Then let’s go.”

      “Hey, O’Malley,” Lewis said in a hushed voice. “I wasn’t paying attention. What’s Plan C again?”

      “It’s the one where we all split up so we don’t all die.”

      “I thought that was Plan B.”

      “No, Plan B was the one where we call the whole thing off before pissing off an army of monsters and their fire-breathing god of death.”

      “Oh, right. You know, I think we should’ve gone with Plan B.”

      “That’s what she said,” I chimed in.

      “You all know the drill,” Maria went on, ignoring the rest of us. “Get behind the wards and you’re safe. Until then, run like your lives depend on it. And remember! Whatever you do, don’t get trapped outside when the sun goes down. Now split up and go. MacKenna, you’re with me. I want to keep an eye on you.”

      Oh, goodie.

      “Actually, Captain,” O’Malley interjected as the others began filing out in twos and threes, “I think you should let me take her back.”

      “What? Why?”

      “The device. That’s what you were setting up back there, right? Well I was just thinking that if the dragon does what it did last time it showed up—”

      Maria hissed under her breath. “Damn, you’re right. I have to get it back before it’s destroyed or it could screw everything up.”

      “And I’d do it, but I don’t know where it is. Or how to disable the thing, for that matter.”

      I frowned, studying each of them in turn as I tried to make sense of what they were discussing. It had something to do with the so-called device O’Malley mentioned, that much was obvious. But what could it be? Another bomb, maybe? Clearly it had something to do with Maria’s earlier disappearance and that mysterious duffel bag she was carrying. Regardless, I figured it had to be pretty damned important if Maria was willing to risk her life just to retrieve it.

      “No, you’re right.” Maria hesitated, giving me the side eye from earlier. “I meant what I said to Lewis. Her turning up out of nowhere and on today of all days? It’s too much of a coincidence to swallow. I don’t know if she’s a spy or an imposter or what, but until we know for sure, you shouldn’t let her out of your sight.”

      “Copy that, Captain.”

      I raised my hand. “What if I have to use the bathroom?”

      Maria had only just opened her mouth to respond when a wave of ungodly heat descended upon us from above. The three of us turned and watched in mute horror as a great gout of flame splashed over several neighboring brownstones, washing over each in quick succession and leaving several small fires in its wake.

      Plumes of white smoke spewed from the windows as the interior furnishings went up in flame, and already I could feel the heat pouring off the surrounding buildings. Indeed, a few more passes like that and the whole block was bound to go up like a tinderbox. And that included our own little piece of real estate.

      I cleared my throat. “As much as I appreciate ye lot fightin’ over which one of ye gets to keep an eye on me, how about we move this along before this place turns into a funeral pyre?”

      “Just remember what I said,” Maria counseled her fellow crew member.

      O’Malley nodded and tugged on my sleeve. “Let’s go.”

      “Ye had me at ‘let’s go.’”
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      Oppressive heat beat against my skin as O’Malley and I fled, the roar of the raging fires muffling everything from the scuffle of our boots against the pavement to the rasp of our labored breathing. The dragon had flown over twice more since we abandoned the church, setting ablaze everything in its path and narrowly missing us in both instances. Since then we’d seen neither tail nor scale of the thing, though frankly it could have been right on top of us and we’d never have known it, what with all the smoke clogging the air.

      Indeed, it had gotten so bad that O’Malley and I had no choice but to clasp hands and fumble about like two people lost in a maze—if that maze was made of fire and rife with potential predators. That said, if any of the surviving slaugh were out hunting us, I couldn’t imagine them navigating the inferno any better than we were.

      Or at least that’s what I told myself as we continued to grope blindly towards our destination. Wherever that was. I considered calling out to O’Malley and asking, but that would mean inhaling even more of the smoke and I wasn’t that desperate to know. Anyway, he seemed to know where he was going. And if not, well, it beat hanging about the church waiting to be barbecued.

      Then again, dying on the steps of a burning church had a nice martyrdom ring to it that appealed to me. And why not sainthood, for that matter? Imagine that, me getting canonized right up there with Peter, Paul, and Mother Theresa. I could be St. Quinn of Southie, patron saint of gingers and disorderly drunks.

      Now wouldn’t that be funny?

      “This way!” I heard O’Malley shout as he yanked me through an open doorway and down a short flight of stairs.

      Indeed, so abrupt was the transition that I tripped over my own feet before reaching the bottom and ended up on a cold linoleum floor with pain radiating up my leg. I tried to sit up and bashed my head against a flimsy metal table laden with pots and pans, several of which went clattering to the ground and nearly gave me a heart attack in the process.

      “Jesus Christ!” I swore, hissing aloud and rubbing at my throbbing scalp.

      I took it back.

      I’d be St. Quinn, patron saint of clumsy bitches.

      O’Malley was by my side in an instant, dragging me to my feet and guiding me through a storage cellar of some sort. It was tough to tell with only the light of the open doorway to see by, but I couldn’t imagine it being used for anything else with its arrangement of discarded utensils and crates of booze and other such perishables.

      Spotting a boxcutter sitting on a shelf as we crept through the darkened room, I hastily snatched it up and slipped it into my pocket. It wasn’t much and certainly wouldn’t save me from the likes of a giant or even a mountain troll, but I felt a great deal better with it than without.

      “What are we doin’ down here?” I asked as we headed farther and farther into the darkened cellar.

      “Looking for a place to lay low for a while. I don’t know about you, but the smoke out there was making it impossible for me to see let alone breathe.”

      Of course I agreed with him. That said, I wasn’t so sure we were any better off trapped in someone’s basement with the lights turned off, and I told him so.

      “Don’t worry,” he replied. “This place should have something like…ah, here we go. Come on, we can hide in here.”

      There was a strange sucking sound and a welcome blast of cold air as O’Malley pried open a heavy metal door and moved to usher me through. Instead, I stared uncertainly at the impenetrable darkness beyond.

      It occurred to me in that moment that I hardly knew a thing about O’Malley. Nothing substantive, anyway. I mean obviously he used to be a cop and was therefore at least a halfway decent human being. And sure we’d shared a brief, metaphysical connection when we first met. But aside from that all he’d done to earn my trust was give me a ride home once, so why was I blindly following his lead?

      Or, to take it a step further, was it possible I was about to walk into some sort of elaborate trap? It certainly wouldn’t have been the first time I’d been betrayed like that, after all. Hell, even my so-called parents—the two individuals meant to care most about me in the whole wide world—had ended up whoring me out for the sake of their own schemes.

      Find a friend you trust. If anyone knows how to make things better, they will.

      I frowned as Nate’s earlier advice replayed in my head, wishing it were that easy.

      “How about ye go first,” I insisted.

      “Huh? Yeah, okay. Just make sure you shut the door behind you when you come in. If the smoke makes it down here, its seal should keep it out.”

      “Seal?”

      But O’Malley had already headed in, his already murky silhouette swallowed by the void beyond. I took a deep breath and joined him, closing the door behind me as he’d asked. It shut with a slight magnetic pull, and with it came that sucking sound again. Once inside with the door closed, I found myself enveloped by cold air—welcome at first and then progressively less so. There was also a strange smell. Dirt and something else. Something zesty. Lemons, perhaps?

      “Where are we?” I asked.

      “Hold on.”

      I heard O’Malley fumbling about in the dark, followed by the unmistakable flick of a light switch. To my surprise, I found myself staring directly at a box of frozen steaks as the overhead fluorescent bulbs flickered to life, bathing everything a muted shade of blue. I turned a slow circle.

      “A walk-in freezer? How’d ye know this was here?”

      “I didn’t. But I recognized the building. It’s a ritzy surf and turf place. I took a girl here once and spent way too much money on crab legs. You ever try crab legs? What a pain in the ass to eat. And for so little meat. We ended up ordering a pizza back at my place. Anyway, I figured they’d have to store all that fish somewhere.”

      “Makes sense,” I acknowledged. “But what exactly is the plan here? Surely ye don’t expect us to stay in this freezer forever.”

      Rather than reply straight away, O’Malley stripped off his helmet and set it on a nearby shelf. His sandy-blonde hair was damp with sweat and there was a red indentation on his brow, and yet he appeared more or less the same man as the one who’d driven me home. There were a few notable differences, of course, such as the deep frown lines around the mouth and heavy bags beneath both eyes, but then that could have been a trick of the light or a result of all that soot staining his face. Indeed, it’d left its greasy black mark on both of us.

      Oh, what I wouldn’t give for a hot shower.

      “The slaugh are your classic apex predators,” O’Malley explained as he plopped down beside a crate of oranges and began peeling one. “If they can run you down, they will. But if they aren’t sure where or how many of you there are, they’ll ambush you instead. My guess is the dragon was trying to herd us out into the open. Otherwise why not keep going until the whole place was on fire?”

      “So ye figured it was better to hole up somewhere,” I ventured. “And what? Wait it out?”

      “Do you have a better idea?”

      “No. It’s just…a freezer? Really?”

      O’Malley grinned. “You could always step outside if it bothers you that much. I hear it’s like a sauna out there.”

      “Whatever. Give me some of that orange.”

      He did as I asked, breaking the thing in half and passing it over. The citrusy juice worked wonders on my parched throat, and eventually I joined him on the floor. We munched in silence for a while before he spoke again.

      “We know the slaugh track their prey by smell as much as sight,” he said. “The seal on the door should help kill our scent, just in case they start going from building to building. I think it’s unlikely given how they are about being surrounded by iron, but you never know.”

      “Won’t they be suspicious if they come down here and see the light is on?”

      “Maybe, but do you really want to hide out in a pitch black freezer?”

      It was a fair point.

      “Okay, but what happens if that fire-breathin’ monstrosity goes for another pass and targets this place?”

      O’Malley nodded as though he’d considered this himself. “Not much we can do about that. But, for the record, I doubt it’ll happen. We scouted this area a few days ago, that’s what reminded me of this place. We’re nice and isolated here, with no neighboring buildings and a good sized parking lot out front. Plus we’re underground. Honestly, I’d say we’re about as safe as we can be under the circumstances.”

      I nodded. “So we lay low for the time bein’, then try to make a break for it once the coast is clear. Is that the plan?”

      “Unless you’ve got a better one.”

      “No, that works for me. I could actually use the break. I was already reelin’ from the fact that the slaugh were somehow responsible for all this when it turned out they have a pet dragon on their payroll. It’s been a lot to take in. By the way, what’s the story with that t’ing? Because I’ve met a weredragon or two before, and none of ‘em were anywhere near that big.”

      “I wish I knew,” he replied, wearily. “It showed up with the first wave on the very first day and set fire to everything between Hyde Park to Dorchester. You know, if it’d been the slaugh by themselves, I think people would’ve fought back. I mean they’d have been terrified, but we outnumbered them like fifty to one. But the second you see something like that in the sky, razing everything to the ground…well, people couldn’t run fast or far enough.”

      “I can imagine.”

      O’Malley nodded. “This whole time we’ve been counting on the fact we’d seen the last of it. Now that it’s shown up again, I doubt we’ll ever get the others onboard.”

      “About that. Who all is ‘we’?”

      “The survivors. The ones who didn’t run. Freaks, mostly, plus a couple hundred of the hardier Regulars and their families. We made a base for ourselves up at Fenway. The slaugh know we’re there, of course, but they can’t get anywhere near us with all the wards we’ve got in place.”

      “Sorry, d’ye say Fenway? As in Fenway Park?”

      O’Malley grinned. “Crazy, right? But it’s not like anyone’s going to be playing baseball there anytime soon. Plus it has all the amenities we could ask for. Locker room showers and running water. Plenty of seats. A big field to put up tents. Outlets for cooking and a handful of generators in case the grid ever goes down.”

      I scowled, reminded of my arrival and those hooligans I’d seen with their stolen goods. They must’ve been with O’Malley and the other survivors.

      “Exactly how many people are we talkin’?” I asked. “And how d’ye keep everyone in line?”

      “Eh. There were some incidents early on, but since the Alphas took over that’s pretty much stopped. And not too many. A couple hundred Freaks and twice that many Regulars, if I had to guess. Though of course that number fluctuates.”

      “Why’s that?”

      “Well, aside from the nut jobs who’ve just found out Freaks exist and decide they want to become one by any means necessary, we’ve also had a sort of…outbreak.”

      I gestured for him to go on.

      O’Malley shook his head. “It’ll be easier to let Max explain it when you see him. I’m not sure I know enough to speculate.”

      “Max? Max is at Fenway?”

      “Mhmm. He’s actually one of the ones running things there. This whole plan was something he and Maria cooked up together.”

      “Really…”

      I drifted off, swept up in a memory of the last time I laid eyes on the brujo. It was just before I was whisked back to Boston and forced to confront the besotted tyrant that was my aunt, in the aftermath of a particularly bloody battle. Max’s clothes had hung in tatters, his heavy brow slick with sweat and a fresh cut sweeping so low across his cheek it nearly brushed his mouth. It was a lovely mouth, full-lipped and perpetually surrounded by stubble. Indeed, if I concentrated hard enough I swore I could remember how it felt against mine.

      “So, these Alphas,” I said, turning away lest O’Malley notice the flush in my cheeks. “Who exactly are they?”

      “Ajax, Cleo, and Draper. Ajax is a werelion. Confrontational as hell, but a whole lot smarter than he lets on. Cleo’s a vampire who may or may not be the Cleopatra. No one seems to know for sure and she just stares at you when you ask. As for Draper, I’m pretty sure he’s some kind of halfbreed. Guy gives me the creeps. Anyway, between the three of them they speak for just about all the Freaks in camp except for Max’s bunch and the local wizard enclave. They’re led by some retired Academy professor. Magus, I think his name is. I’ve never actually met him.”

      I tried to keep track of all the names but eventually decided it wasn’t worth the effort. Instead, I asked O’Malley who spoke for the Regulars, as they seemed wholly unrepresented in his little diatribe.

      “No one, really. Most are just glad to be alive and happy to keep their heads down. Of course, Maria sticks up for them when necessary. Keeps the worst of the bunch at bay and makes sure no one’s being taken advantage of. With Max’s help, obviously.”

      “And Camila’s, I’m sure.”

      “Who?”

      “Max’s sister. Isn’t she with ye?”

      “Oh right, her. No she isn’t, and it’d probably be best if you didn’t mention her, either. As far as Max and Maria are concerned, she’s still missing. Personally, I think she ran off with the local Fae and they don’t want to admit it. I mean her boyfriend was one of them, wasn’t he?”

      “Robin Redcap, aye.”

      “Well, there you go.”

      I nodded, though admittedly I couldn’t believe it. It was bad enough that the Chancery members appeared to have up and mysteriously disappeared, but to hear Camila might have joined them? It just didn’t make any sense. Her ties to the Fae aside, she simply wasn’t the type to leave her brother behind to face this thing alone. Not after everything they’d been through together.

      “Since ye seem to know so much,” I said, switching gears, “I have another question. D’ye have any idea what happened to Badb?”

      “Sorry, who?”

      “Badb. She was the goddess in charge of the slaugh before I went missin’. She was in a pretty bad way last time I saw her, but I swore I’d look in on her when I got back.”

      O’Malley frowned. “Yeah, I don’t know anything about a goddess. If she’s still in town and she’s not with us, she’s probably with the slaugh. Or maybe at the Yard.”

      “Harvard Yard?”

      “Mhmm. A coven of witches took over the campus not long after everything went down. Rumor has it they have a ritual to keep the effects of the call at bay and that they’re running the place like some sort of asylum. Anyway, this goddess you’re looking for might be there.”

      “Wait a second…the graffiti I saw. Freaks For Jersey. Inmates to the Yard. Resist the Call. That was ye, wasn’t it? It wasn’t For Jersey. It was 4 Jersey. As in Jersey Street. Fenway Park’s address. Ye were tellin’ people where to go.”

      O’Malley nodded. “That was actually Ajax’s idea. He had a couple members of his pride go out and tag all the usual haunts. Wherever he thought other Freaks might see it. I thought it was all a bit too cloak and dagger, to be honest. I mean can the slaugh even read English?”

      “Wow. Racist.”

      “How’s that racist?”

      “Speciest, then.”

      O’Malley rolled his eyes, stood, and fetched his helmet. “I think we’ve hung back long enough. What do you think about poking our heads out and seeing if things have settled down any?”

      “And leave this little slice of paradise behind?” I rubbed at my arms to ward off the chill of the freezer. “Aye. Count me in.”
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      Things had most definitely not settled down.

      While the slaugh were still nowhere to be found, the fires had continued to burn unabated in our absence, flooding the area with so much smoke and heat it was a struggle just to stand in the open doorway. I stuck my head out and tried to peer through the haze in search of the overgrown reptile, but it was no use.

      “I wonder what happened to our lizard friend,” I said, forced to yell to be heard over the roar of the flames.

      “No clue. It was like this the last time, too. Flew over the city for hours setting fires and then vanished into thin air.”

      I nodded and descended the stairs once more, barely suppressing the urge to cough with every step. Part of me wondered whether we should simply return to the walk-in and wait for the fires to burn themselves out. After all, at this rate we might die of smoke inhalation long before we had to worry about the slaugh.

      “We can’t afford to stick around here too much longer,” O’Malley insisted as he joined me below, anticipating my thoughts. “The night hags come out after dark, and they don’t have the same respect for iron that the others do. Don’t ask me why. Anyway, odds are they’ll find us down here eventually.”

      “You’re a real glass half full sort of guy, aren’t ye?”

      O’Malley barked a laugh. “Just telling it like it is.”

      “So how long do we have before dark?”

      “A few hours, probably. But remember we have to make it past the wards before sunset or we don’t stand a chance.”

      “Because of the night hags?”

      “Because we’d never outrun them all. The way I see it, the slaugh are a lot like spiders. You might catch a few of them scurrying about during daylight hours, but darkness is where they thrive.”

      “Ah. Well, if we’re goin’ to make a break for it, I say we rip the Band-Aid off and go now. I hate waitin’ around. I take it we’re headed straight for Fenway?”

      “We may have to take a few detours, but yeah, more or less.”

      I nodded absentmindedly. I figured it was about a two mile hike to the ballpark from where we were, give or take. So maybe an hour’s journey, provided we didn’t get lost in the smoke and ran into zero trouble along the way—neither of which were guaranteed.

      “I don’t suppose ye have an extra gun I could use?” I fetched the boxcutter from my pocket and showed it to him. “If we end up in a situation where I have to rely on this for protection, I’d say I’m pretty much screwed.”

      O’Malley hesitated, then nodded. He knelt down and pried a pistol from his ankle holster. He held it out butt-end first. “You ever use one of these before?”

      “Once or twice,” I replied, taking the gun in hand.

      I made a show of pointing the pistol away from him, removed the magazine, pulled the slide and checked the chamber. Satisfied, I slammed the magazine home and made sure the safety was engaged. Only then did I turn the gun over in my hand, taking note of its make and caliber. A .40 caliber Glock 22. Reliable and relatively lightweight, it held more rounds than most pistols its size—a fact I’d gleaned from time spent at the shooting range up in Chelsea back when the world was a calmer, less catastrophic place.

      “Once or twice, huh?” he said, smirking. “I take it that means you’re ready?”

      “One second.”

      I paused to take a hasty inventory of our surroundings. Seeing an opportunity to stock up on necessities, I went from one corner of the cellar to the other collecting whatever struck my fancy. When I returned, I held two dish rags soaked in bottled water and a backpack full of odds and ends that might prove useful in a pinch.

      “Here.” I passed O’Malley one of the rags and began tying my own around the lower half of my face. “These should help with the smoke. I’ve got a few water bottles in my bag, too, in case we need to douse ourselves.”

      “Good idea.”

      We set out not long after looking like a pair of old-timey bandits about to raid a saloon or rob a train. I let O’Malley go first. Using nonverbal cues and simple hand signals, he led us from one bit of cover to the next in a way that reminded me of playing red-light-green-light as a little girl.

      I couldn’t tell you how long we played this game. All I knew was that I was lightheaded and feeling more than a little crispy by the time we left the North End behind for the wider thoroughfares of Historic Downtown. By then the smoke had finally begun to rise and clear, increasing our visibility tenfold and revealing an otherwise cloudless blue sky.

      “We should steer clear of the Common,” O’Malley insisted some five minutes later. “It’s just too much open ground to cover.”

      The pair of us were taking a much needed break beneath the shade of an elm tree beside a bank. Opposite us was the Boston Common—the oldest park of its kind in America and home to some of my fondest childhood memories. O’Malley was right, of course: the Common was a full fifty acres of mostly open fields which probably hadn’t been mowed in weeks.

      “So we’ll head down Boylston then.”

      “Unless we run into trouble, yeah.”

      “Ye sure the slaugh are after us still? I mean we’ve made it this far without runnin’ into any of ‘em.”

      “I’d love to say no, but my gut tells me they’re out there somewhere. If I had to guess, I’d say they went chasing after the others. They had a bit more of a head start than we did, so they should’ve stood a better chance, but you never know.”

      I hadn’t given it much thought until now, but I had to admit the theory made more sense than the slaugh vanishing into thin air. Of course what that meant for Maria and her fellow crew members was nothing I wanted to contemplate. Good thing they were armed, I supposed.

      “Right,” I said at last. “Should we get goin’?”

      O’Malley appeared distracted by a flock of birds soaring overhead. He frowned, then shook his head as if to clear it. “Sorry, what did you say?”

      “I asked if ye were ready. Why, is somethin’ wrong?”

      “It’s nothing. It’s just…I keep getting the strangest feeling we’re being watched.”

      “By the slaugh?”

      “No, nothing like that. Something else.”

      He looked like he might say more but was interrupted by the lusty rattle of gunfire to the northwest. We froze, startled. It was coming from the Common, I realized. The gun went off again, the trigger held significantly longer this time. I turned to O’Malley, who had drawn his own gun and stood staring in the direction of the shots.

      “That’s one of ours,” he said. “Whoever it is, the slaugh must’ve caught up to them like we talked about. Damn. We should head the other way and try to avoid—hey! Quinn, wait! Where are you going?”

      “To help, what else?” I called back over my shoulder. “Are ye comin’ or what?!”
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      I bolted across the street and onto the Common lawn with my adrenaline pumping like petrol through my veins, momentarily oblivious to the blisters forming around my ankles or the nagging ache in my side. The gunshots rang out sporadically, but always from the same direction, making it easy to track.

      I couldn’t tell you precisely why I was in such a hurry to put myself in harm’s way. I shouldn’t have been. Not when I was vulnerable in ways I hadn’t been in years—and certainly not when it involved getting between trained gunmen and nigh immortal, bloodthirsty monsters. One stray bullet or slash of razor sharp claws and I could easily become just another casualty of this genocide or apocalypse or whatever it was.

      And yet I couldn’t have cared less. Why? Because I was longing for a fight. Aching for one, even. The fact was, I desperately needed something to pit myself against. Something to prove I was more than just a magical parasite with no real talents of her own—or worse, an unwanted orphan so desperate to find her place in the world that she couldn’t be bothered doing her part to save it.

      “Over there!” O’Malley called as he caught up to me in the wake of another burst of machine gun fire. “They must be holed up in the Bandstand!”

      I quickly adjusted course and headed off towards the well-known landmark. A fifty-foot tall, domed monument upheld by Ionic columns, the Parkman Bandstand Memorial stood in a large clearing and formed the hub of a wheel from which several paved paths diverged. Indeed, over the years it had proven itself an ideal venue for intimate speeches, concerts, and rallies.

      Or, as was today’s case, a sniper’s nest.

      We came upon Lewis and Franklin facing opposite directions and firing haphazardly at a horde of goblins surrounding their position. Several were down already, their malformed little bodies only a few shades darker than the lawn they lay upon. They weren’t dead. There simply wasn’t enough iron in a modern bullet to kill a Faeling. But damage was damage, and the two gunmen were wielding military grade assault rifles capable of mowing down enemy combatants by the score.

      The remaining goblins vastly outnumbered the two men, but between the high ground and the natural shelter provided by the memorial, there was only so much they could do. Perhaps if they were willing to rush the stairs all at once or even coordinate their attacks, they might have stood a chance. But it was clear they were far too cowardly to take that risk, and in fact had no strategy to speak of aside from hiding behind their shields and hoisting their short swords and axes threateningly.

      Of O’Malley and me, they gave no notice.

      I slowed to a tactical walk, waited until my breathing steadied, and took aim. My target had his back turned and sword drawn, his mottled green skin and lichenous body hair blending seamlessly with his boiled leather armor.

      I experienced a minor crisis of conscience, then. Not because I felt any sort of sympathy for the goblin, not after what he and his kind had done to the residents of this place. No, this was something else. No more than a passing thought really—that I was about to inflict harm on another creature, intentionally and without remorse, and what kind of person did that make me? Good, or bad? It seemed a question worth asking, now that I’d been given what that bastard Jormungandr had described as a second lease on life.

      But then I pictured my old house, or what was left of it, and I decided I didn’t care. Perhaps there was something wrong with me. Something terribly monstrous that allowed me to pull a trigger and feel righteous when I did it. So what? The world needed people like me in moments like this. People like Maria, too, whose justifications made so much more sense now that I’d seen what these Faeling bastards were capable of. No, the question wasn’t whether what I meant to do was good or bad, but whether I could have let it go even if I’d wanted to.

      And the answer was no.

      I tucked my chin and fired.

      The Glock kicked harder than I remembered, but I quickly accounted for that. I didn’t bother going for a headshot. I was far too out of practice for that and didn’t want to risk going wide and hitting either of the two men in the memorial. Instead, I fired two shots center mass, trying to inflict as much damage as possible. My target fell to his knees, reaching as if to scratch an itch in the middle of his back, then crumpled forward into the grass.

      O’Malley fell in beside me and adopted the same strategy, and between the two of us we managed to wound at least a half dozen more goblins in short order. Indeed, once Lewis and Franklin joined in on the slaughter, it felt a bit like a turkey shoot.

      And then the trolls arrived.

      There were three of them: a pair of moor trolls with hard granite skin and hands the size of excavator shovels, and a standard tollbridge variety with mossy green hair and tusks. The latter lagged behind the other two like a child chasing after its older siblings as they broke through the distant treeline. The few remaining goblins began to cheer, their dwindling morale bolstered by the unexpected reinforcements.

      “Oy, O’Malley!” I called. “Ye got anythin’ specific for killin’ trolls?”

      “Just more of this!” he shouted back as he opened fire on the trio. The trolls shielded their faces as if they’d been pelted with rocks, but otherwise kept right on coming, shuffling towards us like rampaging silverbacks. “This is why I said we shouldn’t have rushed in like that!”

      “Ye can tell me I told ye so, later! We’ve got other shite to worry about right now, like how we’re goin’ to make it out of here!”

      O’Malley nodded and beckoned to his fellow crew members. “Lewis! Franklin! Hurry up and get out of there! It’s time to go!”

      It was too late for that, as it turned out. In the chaos of the trolls’ arrival, one of the goblins must have flung an ax at the nearer of the two men. Double-headed and made of stone, the archaic weapon jutted from Lewis’ back and partially out his chest like some sick Halloween prank. Only it wasn’t a joke. Indeed, the gruesomely injured man collapsed forward at Franklin’s feet. Franklin screamed at Lewis to get up, but it was no use. Lewis couldn’t hear him.

      Lewis was dead.

      Realizing this, Franklin snapped. He snatched up his fallen comrade’s gun and began firing both weapons in a seemingly endless stream, chewing up the grass and sending dirt flying until at last he targeted the foremost moor troll. To my surprise, the towering behemoth slowed and even stumbled under the steady barrage, brackish blood oozing from a dozen superficial wounds.

      The second moor troll, however, kept right on coming. Enraged, it surged forward and charged the memorial. Too big to make it up the steps, the Faeling opted instead to ram the memorial itself, throwing all its weight against the nearest column as though it were a door that needed to be knocked down. The whole structure shook as a result, and Franklin actually stumbled over Lewis’ corpse, his guns clattering to the ground.

      Unsatisfied, the troll struck again, its efforts rewarded by an absurdly loud crack. It moved on, targeting a second column as Franklin scrambled for the guns. He snatched one up and began firing, but it was too late; the monument had already begun listing to one side as one column after another broke under the strain until finally the entire structure came crashing down on top of him.

      I saw all this only out of the corner of my eye and felt a stab of pity and shame that I hadn’t done anything to help the two men. But the truth was O’Malley and I had our own mess to deal with what with the bridge troll heading our way the moment Lewis went down, giving O’Malley and me just enough time to run for cover behind a nearby hedge before the bastard came looking for us.

      “Lewis and Franklin…” O’Malley said as the memorial came down, shock written plain as the freckles that dotted his nose and cheeks. “They’re gone.”

      “Aye, and we will be too if ye don’t get it together,” I reminded him, sounding crueler than I meant it to but true nonetheless. “I need ye to distract the troll while I get somethin’ out of me bag. Can ye do that?”

      “Distract it? Distract it how?”

      “That’s your call. Maybe try lettin’ him eat ye.”

      O’Malley’s response was too crude to bear repeating. Still, he did as I asked and drew the troll’s attention, leaping out from the hedge and laying down a healthy amount of suppressing fire while I rummaged through my backpack in search of supplies. I found what I was looking for in an overly large jar of kitchen grease, a bottle of vodka, and a butane torch. Taken separately, none of these items would have presented much of a threat—and certainly not to a troll.

      Together, however, well…that was a different story.

      Having already wrenched the rag off my face some ten minutes prior, I hastily untied it, poured a splash of vodka onto one corner, and stuffed the other end down the neck of the bottle as far as it would go. The alcohol stung as it sloshed over my abraded hands, its pungent aroma clawing up the back of my throat with promises of wild nights and miserable mornings. I didn’t let either of those things distract me. Instead, using the torch, I lit the dampened corner on fire and hoisted the bottle.

      “One Molotov cocktail, comin’ right up,” I muttered to myself.

      Emerging from my hiding place to find the troll advancing on O’Malley, I launched the improvised incendiary device at the bastard’s impossibly broad back. The bottle struck with a brittle snap and landed in pieces at the monster’s feet, setting fire to the grass and eventually one of the troll’s legs. The creature howled as the flames climbed up his backside, leaping from one patch of alcohol to the next. Still, it was as I feared: as things stood, there wasn’t enough fire to do any real damage.

      Good thing I’d brought kindling.

      I snatched up the jar of kitchen grease, slung the backpack over my shoulder, and crept forward until I was a mere five yards from the burning troll. The Faeling spotted me and turned, his face full of rage and murderous intent. The flames licked at his legs and back, already dwindling in some places.

      “Here, catch!” I yelled.

      I underhand pitched the jar of kitchen grease, surprising the troll. He caught it with his right hand and held it out like a pair of smelly undergarments, clearly suspicious of its contents. But it wasn’t the jar he should’ve been wary of.

      It was me.

      Taking careful aim, I fired. The bullet went right through the glass jar, causing it to explode and the grease within to spray everywhere. Within seconds, the relatively modest fire became an inferno as the highly flammable kitchen grease and alcohol combined, turning the hairy bridge troll into a glorified tinderbox. His screams were music to my ears.

      “Christ,” O’Malley said as he returned to my side. “I didn’t realize they could go up like that.”

      Together we watched the burning troll lumber about like a blind man, weaving back and forth until eventually slamming headfirst into a tree. He sagged against it and finally careened backwards, so thoroughly consumed by this point that I could hardly make out a silhouette within the flames.

      “Neither did I,” I admitted. “Anyway, come on. We’ve wasted enough time here. We should make a break for it while we still can.”

      “Pretty sure it’s too late for that.”

      O’Malley gestured to the pair of moor trolls, who appeared to only just have taken notice of us. Behind them, the few goblins still standing were picking through the wreckage of the memorial, though for what purpose I had no idea. I nudged O’Malley.

      “What are they up to?”

      He just shrugged.

      “By the way,” he went on, “I don’t suppose you have a rocket launcher hidden away in that bag of yours, do you? Because that would be super welcome right about now.”

      “You’re jokin’, right? Who on earth d’ye t’ink I am, Mary fuckin’ Poppins?”

      “Well not with that mouth, I don’t.”

      “Bite me.”

      “You know I would, but it seems like I’d have to get in line behind some trolls. And, no offense, but I’m not into sloppy seconds.”

      “That’s not what your girlfriend says.”

      O’Malley barely stifled a laugh. “Nice. Okay, but seriously. What should we do?”

      “That’s a good question.”

      “Meaning you have no idea.”

      “Correct.”
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      The moor trolls lumbered towards us like gorillas, dragging their knuckles as they went and apparently in no great hurry to chase us down. One was coated in a layer of white dust and the other at least superficially wounded; the latter of which I credited to Franklin, who I prayed was somehow still alive beneath all that rubble despite all evidence to the contrary.

      Even now I wished I could have done more for the two men. They’d seemed like good guys—especially Lewis, with his heavy handed flirting and easy smile. A shame there wasn’t time to properly mourn either of them, not when O’Malley and I could very well be next.

      In fact, it seemed increasingly likely, what with me having already exhausted my supply of arson paraphernalia on the bridge troll and my gun almost out of ammo. O’Malley was in better shape on that front, but neither of us had the kind of firepower we’d need to pierce their granite-like flesh, let alone put them out of their misery. No, what we needed was an exit strategy. Preferably one that didn’t involve us being captured and subsequently ripped to shreds.

      “They’re sure to catch us if we run,” O’Malley said, reading my mind. “You saw how fast they are. We could try losing them in an alleyway or a building, but we’d never make it all the way to Fenway with them on our heels.”

      What he said made sense, but it also gave me an idea.

      “What if we lost ‘em?”

      “How would we do that?”

      “There should be a subway stop near here, yeah? Boylston station? Well what if we went down into the tunnels, walked the tracks, and came out at the next exit? I doubt they even know how the T works and it’d be a real bitch for ‘em to follow us down there. I’ve even got a flashlight.”

      “That’s…actually not a terrible idea.”

      “Ye don’t have to sound so surprised, ye know.”

      “Sorry.” O’Malley turned and scanned the horizon. “The Boylston stop should be over there, but it’s a bit of a trek. I can’t imagine those trolls will let us get that far.”

      “Well d’ye have a better idea? Because if so I’m all ears.”

      “No, you’re right. Let’s do it.”

      O’Malley didn’t sound particularly enthusiastic about my plan, though it was possible he was just jealous he hadn’t come up with it. Men could be pigheaded like that. Men of action, especially, so used to knowing what to do in a crisis when most of us either fretted or froze. I’d known such men most of my life and found them good company when they weren’t being patronizing or pouting like O’Malley was now.

      He was right about one thing, though: we would have to hurry if we wanted to avoid being captured. Once those trolls realized what we were up to, they’d be sure to pick up the pace. Of course you know what that meant for yours truly.

      More cardio.

      Yay.

      “Are ye ready?” I asked.

      “As I’ll ever be.”

      “Good, because the loser owes the winner a beer.”

      I took off before he could reply, surging ahead with a whoop of laughter despite myself.

      O’Malley beat me by a mile, of course, but by then I was just glad the race was over and that I hadn’t keeled over from a heart attack midway through. More importantly, it seemed we’d arrived with time to spare as the moor trolls lagged rather inexplicably far behind.

      “Maybe the one Franklin shot was hurt worse than it looked,” O’Malley ventured, glancing back at our pursuers.

      “Maybe,” I replied, dubiously.

      “Well, whatever. We made it, that’s what matters.”

      Bent over and panting like a dog, I squinted up at the entrance to Boylston station, taking in its dark granite exterior and uniquely monumental facade. The thing had always struck me as a bit of an eyesore, this antiquated building sitting all alone amidst a flagstone courtyard like a boat adrift at sea. Like a mausoleum it looked, plucked from a 19th century cemetery and only recently renovated with double-paned glass and steel doors.

      O’Malley held one open.

      “Ladies first,” he said.

      “T’anks.”

      Within I discovered an American flag framed and displayed rather tastelessly above a darkened stairwell, the walls of which were tiled and vaguely reminiscent of a grotty bathroom floor. The floor below yawned dark and foreboding like the mouth of a cave. The power must have gone out.

      I fetched my flashlight from my bag and flicked it on as O’Malley slipped in behind me. Together we began our descent, clutching at the center railing until the floor leveled out again. Here we found a vacant security booth and a handful of turnstiles with their electronic doors either battered down or, in one case, ripped from its hinges.

      “What the hell happened here?” I asked, marveling at the damage.

      “When the slaugh first showed up, a lot of people thought they could escape underground,” O’Malley replied as he inspected what looked like fingernail marks on one of the doors. “That’s why you see so many cars abandoned out there. My guess is they all came down here at once hoping to catch a train out of town and had no choice but to force their way through. It might’ve worked, too, but then half the city went dark and they had to come back up again. We actually sent some of our own down here not too long ago just to be sure there weren’t any stragglers.”

      “And?”

      “They found like twenty odd people wandering around in the dark, all from the same overturned car. They’d struck out on their own and gotten lost. Mostly they found bodies. People who’d been trampled to death or pushed off platforms or sustained some kind of injury when the power went out.”

      “Christ,” I said. “What a nightmare.”

      “Yeah.”

      “What about the slaugh? Did they run into any of ‘em down there?”

      “Oddly enough, no. You’d think it would be the perfect place for them to hide during the day, but from what we can tell they never use the tunnels. We figure it must have something to do with the tracks or maybe even the trains. The Fae may not be as averse to steel as they are iron, but that doesn’t mean they like it.”

      “I hope you’re right. To be honest the thought hadn’t even occurred to me until just now.”

      “It should be fine. It’s actually a solid plan. If we’re lucky, we can make it all the way to Fenway from here. All we have to do is head west and branch off towards Riverside. Then it’s one stop away.”

      “Great,” I said, relieved. “Then let’s go.”

      O’Malley nodded. The two of us took turns sidling through the turnstiles and descended a second flight of stairs. The platform below was eerie to say the least, what with it being so empty and cavernous and dark—nothing but a smooth stone floor and emerald green support beams and painted yellow curbs. I shone my flashlight on each of these in turn, then to the tracks themselves.

      “Feels weird to think about jumpin’ down there on purpose,” I remarked. “Sort of like shovin’ a fork into a light socket.”

      “I know what you mean.”

      I started to say something reassuring when I heard something unusual. It was a faint but unmistakable skittering sound followed by a dull clang. I turned and swept the tunnel with my flashlight, but saw nothing.

      “What is it?” asked O’Malley.

      “Ye didn’t hear it?”

      “Hear what?”

      I shook my head. “Nevermind. It was probably just a rat.”

      But then I heard it again. And I could’ve sworn I saw something move at the far end of the tunnel. A dog, maybe? Or perhaps some other animal, forced down here during the commotion above? I couldn’t be sure. All I knew was my pulse was racing suddenly and every instinct in my body was screaming at me to run.

      “Somethin’ is down here,” I whispered.

      “Did you see something?”

      “I don’t know. Maybe.”

      “Here, give me the flashlight.”

      I handed it over. O’Malley draped the flashlight over his rifle, took aim, and began a thorough sweep of the area. Nothing. Finally he swung the narrow beam of light towards the bend of the tunnel. And that’s when I saw it: a pair of blazing, predatory eyes peering out at us from the gloom. Then they were gone, extinguished like a candle flame.

      “What the hell was that?” I asked.

      O’Malley shook his head. “I don’t know, but whatever it is, it’s big. Like the size of a bear, big.”

      “One of the slaugh?”

      “No idea. It could be an actual bear for all I know. What matters is that’s our way out.”

      So it was, I realized. I cursed under my breath. So much for my brilliant plan. Of course, we could keep going and pray the damned thing left us alone, or perhaps even shoot at it if we had to. But what if it didn’t go down? What if it wasn’t alone? Either way, we’d be trapped in a dark tunnel with no way out. I glanced over to see O’Malley coming to the same conclusion.

      “What if we went the other way?” I suggested. “Not on the tracks. Forget those. I mean cross the platform and come out on the outbound side. I doubt the trolls will be expectin’ us to show up on the opposite end of the Common.”

      O’Malley frowned. “It’s still a long way to Fenway from there. Plus there’s sure to be more patrols in the area by now after the ruckus we caused.”

      “So we steal a car.”

      “Cars make too much noise. Besides, we’d never make it past the wards. Only people can get through them.”

      “Whatever,” I said, letting my frustration creep into my tone. “Ye do what ye want. I’m not stayin’ down here to get eaten by some bear or whatever the hell is down there. Keep the flashlight. I’ll find me own way out.”

      “No, wait. Just wait. You’re right. It’s all we can do. Here, you take the light. I’ll keep an eye out for that thing in case it makes a run at us.”
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      We emerged perhaps ten minutes later, ascending the steps of an almost identical headhouse but for a few additional flyers on the facing windows. The sunlight was dazzlingly bright as we stepped out onto the sidewalk, and we were both shielding our eyes when a cloud passed overhead. Except it wasn’t a cloud. It was the bridge troll from earlier, appearing from the side of the headhouse like a bad dream, his head and shoulders covered in terrible third degree burns and blotting out the sun.

      “Quinn, run!” O’Malley shouted, shoving at me as the crispy fried bastard lunged at us with a roar so full of rage and pain it made me wince just to hear it.

      The troll lashed out with one arm and hit O’Malley across the chest. The cop went flying, skipping across the grass like a chucked stone to land in a heap some ten feet away. I screamed his name as I hit the pavement, but I could tell at once that he was beyond hearing me; the former cop lay unmoving in the tall grass, his rifle beside him.

      Praying he was still alive, I scrambled to my feet and began sprinting towards his fallen weapon. At this point, it was my only hope of keeping the troll at bay—and even then I wasn’t sure it would do the job. I didn’t even make it that far, however, before the bridge troll managed to swipe at my legs from behind, clipping my heel and sending me tumbling to the ground with a curse.

      What a persistent bastard.

      I tried to get back up, but the troll was too quick. He pressed his foot to my back and pinned me to the earth as surely as if someone had dropped an anvil on my spine.

      He could have killed me then and there. But he didn’t. Instead, the monster began slowly applying pressure—crushing me to death one agonizing ounce at a time. I screamed and thrashed beneath his unbearable weight, desperate to get away, but it was no use. He was simply too heavy. Even worse somehow was the stench of burning flesh which clung to him, filling the air with an odor so foul it made me want to vomit.

      Distorted memories flooded my brain. Brief flashes in which I’d nearly been burned alive, including the night I’d escaped from the most toxic relationship of my life. God, how helpless I’d felt back then. So weak in the face of something bigger, stronger, and crueler than I was.

      Guess I hadn’t changed that much, after all.

      A brief but powerful wave of shame washed over me at the thought. After all my posturing, all my talk of proving myself, I’d gone and gotten not only myself killed, but dragged O’Malley along for the ride. Pathetic. Maybe my so-called parents had been right not to trust me with the truth, I thought. I’d probably have let them down, anyway.

      I felt myself begin to black out, my vision tunneling until all I could see were blades of grass and a patch of dirt beneath my cheek. I tried to look for O’Malley, hoping against all odds that he at least was okay and would somehow make it out of here.

      And that’s when I spotted the butt of my gun lying just a few feet away.

      I strained to reach it, clawing at the ground until my fingernails were caked in mud. It was too far. No, dammit. I could do it. I just had to try harder. I kept straining, no longer able to draw breath enough to scream, every passing second dragging on for what seemed like an hour. Indeed, I became so fixated on getting my hands on that gun that I soon lost track of everything else until even the pain was something distant and unimportant.

      Then, suddenly, it was there beneath my fingers.

      The troll must not have realized what I was up to, or he might have thought to stop me before I cocked my arm back and began awkwardly unloading the entire clip at point blank range. I couldn’t be sure how many of my bullets struck home, only that I must have done some real damage because the troll’s weight vanished almost instantly, allowing me to draw breath for the first time in what felt like weeks. I hacked and coughed, bleary-eyed from the pain and relieved I’d survived even just a few precious seconds longer.

      For whatever that was worth.

      I curled up in a ball and waited for the troll or even one of his buddies to come finish the job.

      Only no one ever came.

      Instead, I lay there listening to what sounded oddly like a territorial dispute between wild animals. There were snarls and roars, even a yelp of pain. Then nothing.

      By the time I mustered the energy to sit up and take a look, however, there was nothing to see; the troll was simply gone. I did for just a moment think I saw something ducking into an alleyway—a dark, hulking shape dragging something enormous behind it. I could’ve imagined it, of course, though for some reason it filled me with a nagging sense of deja vu.

      Only where could I have seen such a thing before?

      Whatever epiphany I might have had was interrupted by the arrival of a rusty old Chevy Chevette racing across the lawn at breakneck speed. A track from an Eminem EP blasted from the vehicle’s ancient speakers, and thick cigar smoke drifted from its driver side window. I watched in utter disbelief as the driver slammed on his brakes and drifted to a complete stop not thirty feet away, revealing for the first time the custom paint job which dominated his side of the vehicle—a two word phrase spelled out in electric green spray paint.

      Troll Hunter.

      For real?

      The driver, a disheveled man dressed in so much studded leather he would’ve looked at home in either a Mad Max movie or a Village People video, jumped out. He scanned the horizon with baggy eyes, a matte black NERF gun dangling from one hand. Finally, he looked at me and held out his hand.

      “Come with me if you want to live.”
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      The Chevy’s tatty interior reeked of stale cigar smoke and wet dog. I couldn’t account for the latter, but the former probably had something to do with the half dozen or so Gurkha cigar stubs protruding from an overcrowded ashtray in the center console. The windows operated on old school crank mechanisms and refused to budge. Not that this seemed to bother the vehicle’s owner, who despite his prominent nostrils appeared immune to the stench.

      Of course that was hardly the strangest thing about him. With a bristle pad beard and caterpillar eyebrows several shades darker than his mousy brown hair, he reminded me of a character out of an episode of The Walking Dead—one of the later ones when everyone was so over the zombie threat they just started killing one another for kicks. It didn’t help that he hardly spoke, or that when he did it was with a snarling, Midwestern drawl a la Clint Eastwood in The Good, the Bad, and the Ugly.

      But then he had swooped in out of nowhere and saved us, and for that I could forgive his crusty demeanor.

      O’Malley lay sprawled across a backseat alongside a veritable arsenal of NERF guns, unconscious but alive. Judging by the contusion on his forehead and his unresponsiveness, I figured he’d sustained a concussion at the very least. Maybe a few broken bones, too. We’d find out for sure when he woke up, which I both hoped for and dreaded if only because it would mean explaining why I’d agreed to hitch a ride with a complete stranger. As if I’d had a choice, what with the slaugh closing in and O’Malley himself unresponsive and me on the verge of fainting.

      And so here we were in this man’s rickety old clunker, headed west towards Fenway Park via sidewalks and lawns and even courtyards—anywhere, basically, to avoid the other cars cluttering up the roads.

      “You with the Fenway folks, then?” asked the stranger, breaking the awkward silence.

      “No, not exactly,” I replied. “I sort of just arrived. I have a few friends there, though, like my buddy in the backseat.”

      A faint nod.

      “And what about ye?” I prompted. “What’s your story?”

      “No story.”

      “But you’re not stayin’ at Fenway?”

      “No. Not my sort of thing.”

      “Why not?”

      A shrug. “I don’t like hiding behind walls. I’d rather be out here, taking on the world alone. Plus I don’t like being told where I can and can’t take a leak.”

      “I get that,” I admitted, begrudgingly. “Tough bein’ out here all on your own, though.”

      “I had a partner, not so long ago now. Good guy. Handsomest devil there ever was, too, or so everyone always told him.”

      “Like a partner, partner?”

      “What?”

      “Nothin’, nevermind. So, what happened to him?”

      “He went looking for a challenge. Last I heard, he ended up working as a delivery guy for some sandwich outfit in St. Louis. But I’m sure that was just his cover.”

      “Uh huh.”

      “I’m guessing he’ll be on his way back any day now, with the way things are around here. Good thing, too. He may not be as fast or as ruthless as me, but he’s pretty damn close and his technique is something else.”

      “Sorry, what are we talkin’ about now?”

      “Troll hunting.” He glanced at his rearview mirror and jerked a thumb towards the crowded backseat. “I hunt trolls.”

      I frowned. “With NERF guns?”

      “Of course. Trolls are deathly allergic to foam. Everyone knows that.”

      I was having a harder and harder time taking this guy seriously, and not only because he looked like he hadn’t slept or shaved in six weeks. Then again, I wasn’t about to argue with the driver. Especially when he was all that stood between us and a gruesome death at the hands of the slaugh.

      “So how’d ye get into that line of work, exactly?” I asked to keep him talking.

      “I’ve always had a gift for it, I guess. Plus I hate the bastards. In fact, I’d say there’s nothing on God’s green earth better than a good troll roast, in my opinion. They taste so much better that way. You ever try raw troll?”

      “Uh, no. Can’t say that I have.”

      “Well, don’t.”

      “Noted,” I replied with a shudder. “Say, what’s your name anyway?”

      “You can call me Shane. Or Lord Shane. Or just Lord, I guess.”

      “Lord? Are ye royalty or somethin’?”

      He shrugged as if being modest. “I may or may not own a plot of land in Scotland. And a crater on the moon. And a star.”

      “Where d’ye go to buy a star?”

      “Craigslist.”

      “Well that’s…impressive, I guess.”

      “What can I say? I have a diverse real estate investment portfolio.”

      “Sounds like maybe I should be askin’ ye for financial advice,” I joked, halfheartedly.

      “I worked at a bank, once.” His eyes narrowed and his knuckles went white where they gripped the steering wheel. “I’ll never go back.”

      “Right...so, anyway, look. In case it wasn’t obvious, I just wanted to say t’anks for offerin’ to drive us. I never would’ve been able to carry me friend back there on me own.”

      “It’s no trouble. Saving the damsel is the hero’s job.”

      I opened my mouth to respond, then thought better of it. So what if the guy fashioned himself a Lord and a hero? It wasn’t like he was doing anyone any harm. Besides, I wasn’t the one surviving the apocalypse in a battered old Chevy Chevette while everyone else in town was either holed up in a baseball park fortress or waiting to be conscripted into some sort of skeleton army. For all I knew, maybe he was a hero. He certainly had guts.

      Of course, it was also possible he was just batshit crazy.

      Tough to tell, really.

      “We’re almost there,” he informed me, pointing. “I’ll drop you on the corner.”

      As we approached the famous ballpark, I was struck by how drab and industrial it looked with its red brick exterior and green metal shutters. Although widely considered hallowed ground by baseball purists everywhere, Fenway was a small stadium by most standards—limited by the fact it was built over a century prior, back before modern cars and cross-country highways, in a time when croquet and ragtime music were all the rage.

      I couldn’t remember how long it’d been since I’d last paid the stadium a visit, though I could say with remarkable certainty when I’d last been in the neighborhood. It would’ve been hard to forget; it was the night I stole a certain magical trinket off a group of wanna-be vampire rockstars. They’d been due to perform that night at the nearby House of Blues only to end up massacred in their dressing room by some Academy douchebag named Gladstone. Thinking about that really took me back—so much so that I didn’t realize we’d pulled out in front of the ballpark until Lord what’s-his-name tapped me on the shoulder.

      “You getting out or what?”
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      Our friendly neighborhood troll hunter peeled away shortly after I retrieved O’Malley from the backseat, displaying a Selfie King Runner Up bumper sticker like an ill-advised tramp stamp above its license plate. I ventured a look around once he was gone, straining somewhat beneath O’Malley’s dead weight and wondering where exactly I was meant to go from here when a mob of young men and women flooded out the ballpark’s front gate. Armed with everything from lead pipes to baseball bats wreathed in barbed wire, they surrounded me like some sort of multi-ethnic biker gang in a Michael Jackson video.

      I waved and gestured weakly towards my companion. “I take it you’re the welcomin’ committee? Fantastic. If one of ye could lend us a hand and maybe point us to the nearest doctor, that’d be great.”

      Crickets.

      I cleared my throat. “I promise I’m not a spy or anythin’. I’m just lookin’ for a doctor and maybe a place to rest a bit. We had a run-in with a troll and me friend here refused to pay the toll. The pitfalls of a free market economy, am I right?”

      Again, silence. Indeed, they were all staring at me with the sort of belligerence we Bostonians usually reserved for Yankees fans and deep dish pizza lovers. But why? Was it simply because I was an outsider, or had I done something to inadvertently piss them off? Either way, I suddenly felt like I’d stumbled across a tribe of primitives who couldn’t decide whether to hear me out or eat me.

      I started to plead my case a second time when the mob finally parted and a solitary figure emerged. Dark-skinned with dreadlocks and an improbably bushy beard, the first impression I got of the man was his immutability; though only a few inches taller than I was, he was built like an NFL linebacker—a tower of taut muscle threatening to burst out of his long-sleeved Henley and khaki slacks.

      The newcomer gave O’Malley and me a long once over, his uncommonly bright brown eyes shimmering with shrewd intelligence. He pointed at us each in turn.

      “Who the fuck are you, what the fuck happened to that guy, and how the fuck did you two get past our wards in that car?”

      And I thought I had a foul mouth.

      “Sorry, what was that?” I asked, bristling at his tone despite myself. “I had a hard time hearin’ ye over all that unwarranted hostility.”

      “Just answer the question, lady.”

      “Please.”

      “Excuse me?”

      “Please. It’s a word people use when they want to come off less like a dick.”

      The foul-mouthed son of a bitch actually growled at me.

      I had another smart-arsed remark ready to go, something about using one’s words, when my vision began to swim. I felt drunk, suddenly. Like if I tried to take a step I might instead lurch to the right or left, or perhaps lose my footing altogether. Then the sensation passed, and I found myself staring at a beast where the man had been.

      Standing as tall as a pony and so densely muscled I could see veins pulsing beneath his velveteen coat, the raven-maned lion studied me with soulless eyes. He was a beautiful creature. Majestic, even. And terrifying. After all, the only time I’d laid eyes on a cat this size had been on the other side of a cage and far away or perhaps in a nature documentary. That’s where I’d seen it before, I realized. That special on the Barbary lion, hunted into extinction by the early 20th century. I remembered because I’d watched it with my Aunt Dez and she’d told me a story about seeing a stuffed version in an exhibit in Philadelphia some years before.

      I shuddered beneath its weighty gaze, struck by a deep and primal urge to flee. This was all very silly, of course. I’d faced far worse things in my time than this creature. Beasts so savage and menacing they made a lion look like a ladybug. Beings so large and so powerful they could kill you and never even know it. And yet here I was, frozen with fear all the same.

      And then, just as abruptly and with that same feeling of disorientation, the beast was gone and the man had returned.

      I sagged beneath a sudden wave of exhaustion, forced to lower O’Malley to the ground rather than drop him. What the hell was that just now? Had I suffered some sort of hallucination, maybe? No, it was real. It felt real. Besides, if I really was seeing things, I strongly doubted my brain would’ve conjured up an extinct predator when there were so many other appealing options out there. Like a decanter full of whiskey, for instance, or a freshly drawn bath.

      Or a bathtub full of whiskey.

      Christ I could really use that drink.

      “Stand up,” barked the dreadlocked man, gesturing to a handful of his subordinates with a magnanimous swipe of his arm. “Maybe you’ll decide you’re ready to talk once we’ve put you on ice for a while. If not, the pride as a whole can decide what to do with you.”

      “Wait, pride?” I croaked, realization dawning. “As in a lion pride? Jesus, you’re him, aren’t ye? The werelion O’Malley told me about. Ajax.”

      “So what if I am?”

      So, definitely not a hallucination then. I reached up and lightly brushed the skin beside my newly acquired eye. Was this some sort of unintended side effect? Something to do with the material Nate had used? In my head, I could hear the voice of that precocious little girl in the Norse Realm explaining the properties of glass from the Rainbow Bridge. The power to see what was ordinarily hidden. Of course, there was another name for this phenomenon.

      The second sight.

      “A Barnaby lion,” I said, shaking my head in disbelief. “I take it that means your ancestors are from North Africa? Assumin’ it works for ye and your pride the way it does for other wereanimals.”

      A ripple of uneasy whispers spread among the crowd, though I wasn’t sure why. After all, I had to assume it was fairly common knowledge wereanimals adopted the appearance of whichever breed was indigenous to their DNA. Meaning I might find African, Asiatic, and even White lions among the other members of the pride. Of course, it was possible Ajax kept his werelion form hidden from outsiders and that I’d somehow disclosed a secret.

      The werelion leader waited for the whispers to die down and then let the silence drag on for several more seconds before he spoke. A classic power move if I ever saw one.

      “I don’t know what your game is,” he said. “But I am officially done playing it. So you’re going to tell me what I want to know, right now, or I’ll have one of my people tear your throat out and dump your body where not even the slaugh will find you.”

      It was a good threat. More than that, I genuinely believed him. Hell, I think he wanted me to test him. It was there in his body language—that irrepressible urge to respond with violence long before the other options were exhausted. I knew because I’d seen it firsthand many, many times.

      Mostly in the mirror.

      I always figured it must be a genetic marker of some kind, like being left-handed or having green eyes. A recessive trait shared by everyone from rage-quitting gamers to straight-jacketed psychopaths. I still wasn’t sure where exactly I fell on that spectrum, though I suspected I had a padded room with my name on it somewhere. The question was which of us foul-mouthed, trigger-happy lunatics was going to blink first?

      Ajax? Or me?

      “Okay, okay,” I said as I rose and brushed at the grime staining my knees. “I give up. What was it ye wanted to know again? Where to find your pathetic little kitty cat balls? Ye know, I really wish I could help ye with that, but I left me binoculars at home, and even then…yikes.”

      “You sure that’s how you want to play this?”

      “Just callin’ it like I see ‘em. Or don’t see ‘em, I guess. Ye know, cause they’re so small.”

      He nodded, lips pursed. “Alright then. Who here would like to handle this bitch for me?”

      A rather disturbing number of hands shot up.

      “Now hold on a moment, if you would!” interjected someone in the crowd with an accent both educated and unmistakably British. The mob parted once more, revealing an elderly man in a double breasted suit. Trim and distinguished, I’d have put him in his late fifties if not for the shock of white hair clinging to the top of his head and the deep set wrinkles around his eyes and mouth.

      I couldn’t say why exactly, but he struck me as the sort of person who was used to taking charge—the sort you’d expect to encounter in the corner office of a law practice or at the head of an executive boardroom. And yet there was a genuine warmth there as well, reflected in his kind eyes and knowing smile.

      “Whatever happened to common hospitality?” he asked, chidingly. “Can’t you all see the poor boy is hurt and the girl is on her last legs? Surely your little inquisition can wait, Ajax, until they’ve been properly seen to. Unless of course we’ve started turning people away and no one told me.”

      Ajax bristled at the intrusion. “This doesn’t concern you, Magus. It’s pride business. Besides, those were your wards they bypassed, weren’t they? I’d think you of all people would want to know how they did it.”

      “Nonsense,” the British man replied, waving that off. “I already know how they did it. I also have it on good authority that it was unintentional and virtually impossible to replicate. I assure you, we are as safe as ever. So why not give up this little cat-and-mouse game of yours? Surely you all have better things to do with your time than gang up on a pair of wounded refugees.”

      Uneasy murmurs greeted the proposition.

      “Enough!” barked Ajax. “I told you already, wizard. You don’t have any authority here. So unless you and your little so-called enclave want to take over watch duties, I suggest you get the hell out of here and let me do my job.”

      I saw something flicker in the old wizard’s eyes—a glint of fury so fleeting I wondered if I’d imagined it. Indeed, I must have because almost immediately afterwards he shrugged and offered me a sad smile as if to say, “Well, I tried.”

      I nodded in appreciation. More importantly, now that I’d had a few minutes to cool down and reassess, I realized I was behaving like an idiot. So what if the werelion was trying to pick a fight with me? I wasn’t the little girl on the playground standing up to the school bully, I was a grown woman whose friend desperately needed help.

      “Listen, Ajax,” I began in a far more placating tone, “I’m sorry I teased ye. Really I am. Obviously you’re just tryin’ to keep everyone here safe, and I shouldn’t have gone mouthin’ off. I swear I’ll tell ye whatever ye want to know. All I ask is that ye get me friend here the medical care he needs, okay? I mean he’s one of your own, for Christ’s sake.”

      “One of our own?”

      “Well not a werelion, obviously. But he lives here. He’s the one who told me about this place.”

      Ajax raised his chin and stared down his nose at O’Malley. “I don’t recognize him or his scent.”

      “I believe he’s part of that reconnaissance group,” Magus volunteered, squinting. “The installers. I’ve only seen the young man in passing, however, so I couldn’t say for certain. Young Maximilliano would know better.”

      I repressed the urge to slap myself upside the head at the mention of Max’s name, realizing I should’ve asked for him the second I arrived. After all, he’d know exactly what to do. Of course what I couldn’t account for was what the brujo was going to make of me showing up on his doorstep after so long looking like hell with a wounded O’Malley in tow.

      The mere prospect filled me with anxiety.

      “Max, huh?” Ajax grunted. “Somebody go fetch the human torch! And make it quick. We’re running out of daylight and I want this dealt with before the bloodsuckers take over. And you, spill it. You can start by telling me everything you know about that guy who dropped you off.”

      Oh, where even to begin?

      “Well, for starters,” I said, “he owns a star he bought off Craigslist…”
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      Maximilliano Velez came tearing through the crowd like a runaway train, pushing aside grown men and women like they were bowling pins—a feat made even more impressive when you considered how many of them were terrestrial predators in their own right. I don’t know what I’d expected to feel when I first laid eyes on him after all this time. Tenderness, perhaps. Attraction. Maybe nothing.

      Instead, I found myself immediately and inexorably drawn to the man, my mind replaying our most binding moments in a loop as if to remind me what a fool I’d been to stay away so long. The fateful afternoon I coaxed new life into his rapidly cooling body, for instance, or that time in Helheim when together we overcame the power of a Master, or even that crisp Autumn night when his elemental power first flared beneath my hand.

      Thinking back on it, on what we’d managed to survive by putting our lives on the line and our faith in each other, I felt overcome by a profound and complex emotion.

      Not love, per se…but not not love, either.

      Christ, when had that happened?

      Max burst through the crowd and went completely rigid at the sight of me. A series of expressions flitted across his impossibly handsome face. Shock. Relief. Anger. Resignation. And all in a matter of seconds.

      I imagined my own countenance was steeped in guilt. I’d been back for well over a day now, after all, and not once had I prioritized tracking Max down. Not even when I was scrounging through the detritus of his occult paraphernalia shop, so fixated was I on finding answers. Meanwhile, according to Hilde, Max had spent months searching for me with no idea if I’d been taken or hurt or even killed.

      I took a step back as Max rushed to O’Malley’s side. The brujo seemed somehow even bigger up close, and I caught the faintest hint of aftershave as he bowed down to test the young man’s pulse. Something spicy and yet wooden, like cinnamon and oak. God, had he always smelled so good?

      Max ignored me completely as he turned to glare at Ajax and the others. “What is this young man doing here on the ground like this?” he demanded, his strong Hispanic accent eroticizing every word that spilled from his lips. “Why has he not been taken to the healers?”

      “So you do know him,” Ajax replied.

      “Of course I know him. He is a Regular who works for us. A policeman. Now tell me, why has no one helped him? And where are the others? The ones he was with.”

      Ajax shrugged. “You’ll have to ask the girl. She’s the one who brought him here.”

      “It’s true,” I added, meekly.

      Max refused to so much as look at me. This stung, of course, though I could hardly blame him for being upset with me after everything I’d put him through.

      Max patted O’Malley’s shoulder fondly and rose. “I want this man taken care of immediately. Magus, mi amigo, can I count on you to do this for me?”

      The wizard nodded. “Of course.”

      “Gracias. Then the girl will come with me.”

      “Whoa, whoa, whoa,” Ajax interjected. “You say he’s one of yours and he needs help? Fine. But her? She’s got a whole lot more explaining to do before I let her through these gates. And maybe not even then.”

      “And why is that?”

      “Because she disrespected me. And because that shit has consequences where I come from.”

      Max flicked a glance at me and spoke in a low voice. “What did you say to him?”

      “I, uh…” I cleared my throat. “I may have insinuated he had tiny kitty cat balls.”

      “Dios mio. I see some things never change.”

      “Oh, come on. He started it. I was just—”

      “Being you, sí. I know.”

      “Ye make it sound like that’s a bad t’ing.”

      Max shook his head.

      “Hey,” barked Ajax, “how about you two share with the rest of the class? Don’t tell me you know each other.”

      Rather than reply right away, Max gestured for the werelion to join him away from the crowd’s prying ears. To my surprise, Ajax accepted, and soon the two men were conversing in hushed tones some twenty yards off.

      Seeing them standing shoulder to shoulder like that, it occurred to me that if Ajax was a brick shithouse of a man, Max was a towering skyscraper; standing several inches taller and somehow even broader through the shoulders, he made even the werelion look frail by comparison.

      While the rest of us looked on, Magus and a few handpicked helpers arrived to collect O’Malley. I gave them a wide berth.

      “Mind his head, and be sure to support his neck,” cautioned the wizard. “Until our healers have done a proper assessment, we shouldn’t rule out the possibility of spinal injuries.”

      Only once they were done and O’Malley was being carried off did I tap the old man’s shoulder. He turned and met my eyes, and for a moment we simply stared at one another. What an interesting face he had, I thought. And what lovely eyes; rimmed in white blonde lashes, his irises were a blue so pale they floated like chips of ice atop the sclera.

      I cleared my throat and looked away.

      “I don’t know if it helps,” I said, “but he was knocked out after being backhanded by a troll. Sent him flyin’ quite a ways. I’m guessin’ it’s a concussion, maybe a few broken ribs. But that’s just speculation. It’s not exactly me area of expertise.”

      “No, that is indeed very helpful. Thank you, Miss MacKenna.”

      I frowned. “Ye know who I am?”

      The wizard graced me with an enigmatic smile and then walked away. I briefly considered chasing him down and repeating the question, but frankly I couldn’t see much point. If he’d wanted to explain himself, he would have. I did however make a note to ask Max about it later, assuming he and I were still on speaking terms.

      “Alright!” Ajax bellowed, startling us all. “Show’s over, people! Everyone back to your posts. Night shift will take over soon, so make sure your patrol areas are clean and tidy. I’m tired of hearing those bloodsuckers whine about acceptable hygiene standards.”

      I could tell the crowd was disappointed by the anticlimactic conclusion to our little drama, but no one dared challenge Ajax’s authority and soon the lot of them were trudging back through the gates from whence they came.

      “And Max?” Ajax continued in a quieter but still audible voice, leveling a finger at the brujo. “You better keep your end of our bargain. You hear me?”

      “Sí. I hear you.”

      “Good.”

      The werelion departed without so much as a glance in my direction, leaving Max and I standing alone outside the ballpark gates. Behind us, the sun had begun its slow descent, bathing everything it touched in a soft golden glow. Feeling its warmth against my skin, I felt I could almost have forgotten the terrible events of the day. The tragic deaths of Lewis and Franklin. The arrival of that monstrous, fire breathing dragon. The skeletal faces of those wretched mobsters. Not to mention being crushed to death beneath the heel of a Kentucky fried bridge troll.

      God, was this what the apocalypse was going to be like? Because if so, it was going to take me a while to acclimate.

      Max stepped up alongside me. “We should go.”

      “Look, Max—” I began.

      “Shhh.” He pressed a finger to my lips. “Not here.”

      I nodded, both stunned and pleased by the intimacy of the gesture. The brujo let his bright orange eyes roam my face, though what he was looking for I couldn’t say. He took his hand away and used it to beckon me, unaware perhaps of the residual heat his touch left behind.

      “This way,” he said. “And try not to insult anyone else until we get where we are going, por favor. My influence only extends so far beyond these gates.”

      “I’ll do me best, but ye know I can’t make any promises.”

      “Of course not.” Max sighed and then let out a little chuckle, and I had to admit it was the nicest sound I’d heard all day.
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      Max led the way, walking among the lower decks until we reached the first of several staircases leading to the top of the ballpark. Our shoes clanged against the metal steps as we ascended, though it didn’t take long before sheer exhaustion caught up with me and I began lagging behind.

      I shouldn’t have been surprised. How many times had I sprinted for my life today, I wondered, and how many miles had I walked since waking? Too many. And that was to say nothing of the smoke I’d inhaled or the ass whooping I’d received or all those fight or flight hormones pumping through my veins on a loop. Hell, put that way it was a miracle I was still standing.

      “Are you alright?” Max asked as he reached the first landing, looking concerned.

      “I’m fine,” I replied. “It’s just been a really long day. Go on, I’ll be right behind ye.”

      Max waited for me anyway. Staring up at him from this angle, I noticed the brujo had aged somewhat since we last met; the lines of his face were deeper and there were flecks of gray stubble amidst his perpetual five o’clock shadow. His hair had also grown back in the intervening months, though it remained a great deal shorter than when we first met. Otherwise, he looked more or less the same. More worn out, perhaps, but then I doubted anyone here was getting quality sleep these days. In fact, from my newfound vantage point at the top of the stairs, I’d have gladly put money on it.

      While not exactly third world, the ballpark’s living conditions were clearly less than ideal. The baseball field itself, arguably one of the biggest draws in all of sports only a few weeks prior, had been transformed into a sprawling tent city straight out of Burning Man—spanning all the way from the dugouts to the outfield wall, the combination of multicolored canopies and artificial footpaths formed an oddly quilted pattern from on high. I could see tasteless rice cakes being passed out among the inhabitants while runners brought out five-gallon water jugs and trays of plastic cups.

      It wasn’t all bad, though. There were children playing tag among the aisles and the rows of red seats, while below us I could hear several men arguing about which Red Sox World Series championship team was better, citing things like batting averages and ERA, their Southie accents reminding me of my playground days. Indeed, while it was clear these people had suffered, it seemed to me they retained the one thing they needed to keep going.

      Hope.

      “So where are we headed, anyway?” I asked. “Not down there, I presume?”

      Max shook his head. “We thought it best to divide the park and keep the respective groups isolated from each other to avoid incidents. We laid claim to the upper decks, while Ajax and his pride took the ones below. Magus, who you met before, and his fellow wizards are down among the Regulars. That one over there is theirs.”

      The tent Max indicated reminded me of the sort you might expect to find at a field hospital, and I could see various people wandering in and out as though being treated for something.

      “What’s goin’ on there?”

      “They are checking for signs of the curse,” he explained. “The wards are meant to keep the Fae from closing in, but the curse is something we cannot protect ourselves from in that way. So we encourage anyone not feeling like themselves to see the specialist, just to be safe. Of course, there are many who feel this way for reasons that have nothing to do with magic. Many have lost their homes. Their loved ones, even. It has been hard.”

      He hung his head, and it took me a moment to realize he was referring not only to their suffering but also his own.

      “O’Malley told me about Camila. I’m so sorry, Max.”

      “Gracias. I have tried looking for her everywhere, but no one knows where she is.”

      “Well I doubt she’s in any kind of trouble, and even if she were I’m sure she’s handling it. If there’s one t’ing I know about your sister, it’s that she’s a survivor.”

      Max nodded, but I could tell his heart wasn’t in it.

      “Sounds like you’re lucky to have ‘em,” I said, steering the subject to safer, less murky waters. “The wizards, I mean.”

      “Sí. We are. Especially Magus. Ajax may not like to admit it, but without him running interference we would have all been at each other’s throats long ago. That, and Cleo actually listens to him, which is a miracle in itself.”

      “Oh yeah, the vampire. O’Malley mentioned her, too. What’s she like?”

      Max shrugged. “Old. Scary. Beautiful, too, if you can look past those things. Personally, she reminds me too much of Frankenstein.”

      “Really? How so?”

      “She enjoys toying with people. She is not cruel like he was, but she has that same insatiable curiosity. In an ordinary person such things can be dangerous, but for a man like Frankenstein or a vampire with her power? Let us just say that I would stay out of her way, if I were you.”

      “Noted.” I scanned the ballpark again. “So where are the vampires, anyway? Don’t tell me they’re down there shackin’ up with the Regulars?”

      Max shook his head. “We have them sequestered on the ground floor behind tarps. It is hardly the most glamorous living situation, but down there with the metal shutters closed they are at least sheltered from the sunlight. And of course at night they are free to roam as they please. Though lately we have begun to wonder whether that is wise.”

      “Why’s that?”

      “There have been reports of them pestering the Regulars. Pranks, mostly, but with alarming frequency. Ajax and I believe they are testing the rest of us, trying to see how far they can push things before we push back. There are also rumors that the blood bags we supply them with are running low. Not that they have proven popular to begin with.”

      “Sounds pretty tenuous.”

      Max nodded, then sighed. “We still have some time. But you are right, things cannot go on like this forever.”

      “What about this Draper guy?” I asked, curious about the only other name O’Malley had mentioned. “O’Malley didn’t seem to know much about him, but isn’t he in charge, too? Where do he and his people stay?”

      Max’s gaze wandered to the opposite end of the stadium. Overlooking the entire park, the windows of the luxury suites blazed with reflected sunlight, making it impossible to tell whether anyone stood behind them. Higher up, above the banners and the name of the park itself, hung an American flag at half mast. It flapped lazily in the wind.

      Max pointed to the suites. “Up there.”

      “Seriously? How on earth did they score those?”

      “Supply and demand. Draper is what you might call a fixer. Whenever anyone needs anything, he finds it for them. Those blood bags I mentioned, for instance. Also food. Fresh water. Bed rolls and blankets and camping equipment. Medicine. In return, he is afforded certain perks. That, and most people are afraid of him.”

      “Afraid of him? Why?”

      “To be honest, I am not sure. He has never said or done anything threatening to me or anyone else as far as I know. I do not think it is a conscious thing. He has what you might call a sinister aura. He told me once it has something to do with who his father was, but I could tell it made him uncomfortable and decided not to pry.”

      “So where d’ye and yours fit into all this?” I asked, scowling. “The others I get. Vampires, werelions, wizards. It makes sense that they’d need their own spaces. But what is it you’re bringin’ to the table? And what’s it got to do with Maria and the others out there settin’ bombs?”

      “So you did find the others,” Max said, ignoring my question and grabbing my arm insistently. “Where are they? What happened to them?”

      “I’m not sure,” I admitted. “We split up when that dragon showed itself. O’Malley and I tried to hook back up with Lewis and Franklin, but that didn’t work out. O’Malley got hurt and we ended up havin’ to hitch a ride with some wannabe vigilante. I was actually hopin’ the others would’ve made it back by now. They all left before us, not countin’ Maria.”

      Max looked suspicious as he released my arm. “Why wasn’t she with you?”

      “She said she had somethin’ she had to do. O’Malley insinuated it was some sort of device? I don’t know.”

      “She must have decided to change the plan,” he muttered.

      “What plan?”

      “Hmm? No, it is nothing. We can discuss it later. Come. I want to know everything that happened with no details left out. Then maybe we can convince the others to send out a rescue party.”

      I held up a hand. “Okay, but first answer the question. What’s so special about ye and your people?”

      “Did O’Malley not say? He seems to have told you everything else.”

      “He was fairly cagey on the subject, actually. He did say somethin’ about ye bein’ in charge of dealin’ with some sort of outbreak, but that I’d have to ask ye about it if I wanted details.”

      Max frowned. “I would not call it an outbreak, though I suppose I can forgive him for using that word. Come, see for yourself and I promise you will understand.”

      The brujo beckoned me to follow and together we resumed our ascent. What exactly was I walking into, I wondered? Some sort of quarantine situation? Had the people up above contracted a Fae-related virus? I sighed and shook my head. All this talk of outbreaks and curses was beginning to take its toll on my already overactive imagination. It wouldn’t be anything like that or Max would definitely have warned me.

      “Here we are,” he said as we reached the upper level. “Welcome to our home, such as it is.”

      Whatever I’d been expecting, it was nothing compared to reality: lounging on the stairs and sitting in the bleachers, the inhabitants of this deck came from all walks of life and in all shapes and sizes, ranging anywhere from mere teenagers to geriatrics—having practically nothing in common except the fact that every single one was, quite literally, playing with fire.

      As I watched, an elderly black woman began pulling shimmering threads of white hot flame between her crooked fingers, creating a Cat’s Cradle and cackling madly to herself. Nearby, a gangly boy of maybe thirteen was winding up to throw what could only be a fireball while another teen played catcher with a glowing hand. Others were actively practicing, their brows furrowed in concentration as they struggled to produce or control everything from blazing pillars to tiny flames.

      “Holy shite.”

      Max grunted a laugh. “There were only a few of us, at first. But every day it seems like more of the Regulars below are chosen.”

      “Chosen? What d’ye mean, chosen?”

      “By the elemental spirits. By Salamanders, like the one that resides within me.”

      The thought jogged a specific memory—that of a reptilian body clutching at Max’s heart, its clawed hands and feet clinging to the various valves like some infernal parasite, its blazing white eyes nestled in a face that glowed like heat-treated metal. The elemental creature had even spoken to me once, through Max. It’d shown me visions of torture and imprisonment at the hands of gods hoping to cultivate their power before offering that very same power to me. I’d accepted, of course, harnessing its ordinarily destructive force to save as many lives as I could—choosing to heal rather than hurt.

      A rare instance of personal growth, I would say.

      “What are they doin’ here?” I asked.

      “No one knows. Nor do we know why some are chosen and others are not. Hence the word outbreak. Still, as you can see, it is hardly a death sentence. The difficulty is in learning to control the power, which is something Magus and I have been helping them with.”

      Him again, I thought.

      “Why Magus? Does he specialize in fire magic or somethin’?”

      Max shook his head. “He claims to be a weak practitioner, but he has proven himself a fantastic resource. According to him, the last elemental sighting was so long ago that the Academy considered the elemental races a myth. Though apparently some still theorize that all of a wizard’s powers are somehow originally derived from them. It is actually pretty fascinating to hear him speak on the subject. Or any subject, for that matter.”

      I couldn’t help thinking about how Nate might take that bit of news about the elementals and a wizard’s magic. Then again, maybe he’d heard that rumor before. In any event, I couldn’t help but be astounded by the fact that ordinary, everyday people were suddenly developing powers. In fact, it was just like Lewis had said back at the church. They were superheroes. Real life superheroes.

      “This is incredible,” I said, at last.

      “Sí.” Max planted a hand on my shoulder and squeezed, clearly pleased to find us in agreement. “I will introduce you to everyone later. But first, I think now you must tell me everything, beginning with where you have been all this time. I believe you owe me that much at least.”

      And then some, I thought.

      “Alright, but ye may want to sit down. This could take a while.”
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      The sun was setting by the time I concluded my story. Max, who’d settled into a bleacher seat per my suggestion, sat hunched over with a vaguely dazed look on his face. Bathed in the unflattering glow of Fenway’s powerful floodlights, he appeared several shades paler and more than a little run down. Not that I had any room to talk; between my choice of outfit and the grime that covered me from head to toe, I imagined I looked like a freaking chimney sweep doing a Harley Davidson campaign.

      Catching me staring, Max ran a hand through his hair and offered me a sad, sympathetic smile.

      “Dios mio,” he said. “All these things you have seen and done. It is hard to believe. To have gone back in time, and all because of a spell your parents—”

      “They aren’t me parents,” I interjected, bitterly. “More like creators. Or casters, I guess. Either way, the result is the same. T’anks to those two, it turns out I’m not even a person.”

      Max waved that away. “Of course you are a person. So what if you came into the world in an unusual way? It does not change who you are or what you think and feel. Not unless you let it.”

      I nodded dumbly but had to look away. Everything Max said was technically true, of course, but it didn’t change how I felt. I wasn’t sure how to explain it to him, either. It was like I’d based my entire life around this huge lie, and now that I knew the truth, the foundation of who I was had been irreparably damaged. Like finding out not only were your parents not your parents but that you’d actually been cooked up in a lab somewhere, and all so you could be manipulated into doing someone else’s bidding.

      Of course I was relieved to find out Max wasn’t the least bit repulsed by my abnormal origin story. That went without saying. It was just that his advice to pretend like nothing had changed was quite literally impossible.

      “The rest of your story, though…” he went on, shaking his head. “To have met Jorgumandr and to have laid eyes on the World Tree itself…”

      “Don’t forget gettin’ me arse kicked in a sparrin’ match with the Valkyries, uncoverin’ a plot to steal the Norse throne, and tearin’ out me own eye.”

      “How could I forget?” Max paused to study my face, looking skeptical as he did it. “You say a wizard replaced it? Because to me it looks the same as ever.”

      “He used a bit of glamour, I t’ink. That or some sort of wonky spell. All I know is it works as well as the old one used to. Usually, anyway.”

      Max cocked an eyebrow.

      “There was this t’ing earlier,” I explained. “With Ajax, where I swear I saw his werelion form. It was really strange. I got all dizzy and then there it was, just standin’ there lookin’ at me. And then it happened again and everythin’ went back to normal.”

      “Interesting.”

      I shrugged. “I guess. I dealt with somethin’ like this before, back when I was in Hell. Like I could literally sense power. Like I could smell and feel it, if ye know what I mean?”

      “I do not.”

      His flat tone made me laugh.

      “Aye, well, I guess what I’m sayin’ is that I’m gettin’ used to unexpected abilities manifestin’ when I least expect it. And besides, it’s a small price to pay for not havin’ to walk around with a gapin’ hole in me face.”

      “There is that,” Max acknowledged, though I could tell from his expression he was troubled by something.

      “What is it?”

      “No, it is nothing. Only that I wish you had not needed to part with your eye in the first place.” The brujo held up a forestalling hand before I could reply. “I understand why you did what you did. The sacrifices you were forced to make, the pain you had to endure…no one in their right mind would blame you for wanting to forget. I only wish you would have spared a thought for how it might affect the ones you were leaving behind.”

      “Max, I…” I drifted off.

      It was a fair critique, and one I knew I deserved. But what was I supposed to say? That I’d been out of my mind with grief and wasn’t thinking about anyone else’s feelings when I decided to down that bottle? But then he knew that. So why the guilt trip? I shook my head.

      “I don’t know what to say, Max. I was wrong to do it for a lot of reasons. I t’ink deep down I knew it, too, or I’d never have fought so hard to get me memories back. That, and I can be pretty damn stubborn when it comes to findin’ answers.”

      Max grunted a laugh. “When it comes to anything, more like.”

      “Well, yeah. That too.”

      Max nodded and, having seemingly decided to move on, surged to his feet. “We can discuss all this later. What we must do right now is call a meeting with the other council members. They will want to know what happened to Maria and the others. Especially the bit about the dragon. We all saw the smoke this afternoon, but we did not know who or what was responsible.”

      I nodded in understanding. “What about Maria and the others? If they aren’t back yet, it means they’ve run into trouble. Is there anyone we can send after ‘em? Like a search and rescue party?”

      “That will be for the council to decide. I doubt they will agree to it, though. Now that the sun has set, the slaugh will be out in force. Which means anyone we send will be risking their lives, not to mention their sanity. Draper will be the one to ask. If anyone could intervene, it would be him. The only question is what it will cost us.”

      “Good to know the end of the world didn’t kill capitalism,” I muttered under my breath.

      “Hmm?”

      “Nothin’. Forget it. So, how exactly d’ye call a council meetin’? D’ye lot use a bunch of walkie-talkies or somethin’ like that?”

      “No…though now that you mention it, that would be a lot simpler.”

      “Then how?”

      “We use runners, usually. Or signals, if it is dark enough.”

      “Signals? Like what?”

      Max actually grinned as he rose and lifted a hand palm up towards the night sky. As I stood staring on, fiery tendrils began creeping up his arm like vines until the whole appendage was awash in a red-orange glow. Then, with a sudden surge, the molten veins dimmed and from Max’s hand burst forth a small but dazzlingly bright fireball. It soared into the air and, at the apex of its flight, exploded in a brilliant burst of light.

      “Ye know ye could have warned me ye were goin’ to start shootin’ off fireworks,” I chastised the brujo, forced to shield my watering eyes from the unexpected glare.

      “What would be the fun in that?”

      Behind us, the other would-be pyrotechnicians began clapping and cheering like they’d just seen Larry Bird drain a jumper in the NBA Finals. Max waved at them to settle down, though I could tell he was enjoying himself.

      “Showoff,” I teased him.

      Max only shook his head. “Oh, that was not showing off. Trust me.”

      “Ooh, someone got cocky while I was away.”

      “Confident,” he insisted. “Never cocky. But sí, I have had much more time to practice and improve since we saw each other last. After what happened in Branson, I realized the power of a Salamander could have many uses besides destruction.”

      I shrugged. “Makes sense. Power is a tool like anythin’ else. A wheel can get ye places, or it can roll over and crush ye. What matters is how it’s applied.”

      The brujo nodded, pausing to stare down at his faintly glowing hand. “The longer I play host, the clearer it becomes that it is not merely fire the Salamander controls, but the heat of life itself. Consider what fire means to us as a species. We use it to cook. To stave off predators and welcome strangers. And even before fire was discovered, when the nights were cold and long, we sought each other out for the warmth of our bodies. For our mutual heat. And to think the elemental spirits were ancient even then.”

      To be honest, I barely caught the last bit of what Max was saying; I was a little preoccupied imagining what it would be like to crawl under a wooly mammoth pelt with a certain Hispanic gentleman. Still, I must’ve managed to nod at the appropriate moment, because Max graced me with a warm smile before gesturing to the luxury suites across the way. The windows were dark, the rooms beyond unlit—all except for a single suite that kept flashing its lights on and off.

      “That will be Draper,” Max explained. “And if he is coming, so then will Cleo. She finds him appealing in a way that none of us really understand.”

      Before I could make comment, an obnoxiously loud clown car horn trumpeted several floors below us. I grimaced and plugged up my ears. “What the hell is that?”

      “Ajax. And before you ask, no, I have no idea why he chose that as his signal other than he knew it might annoy us.”

      “Right. So that’s everyone then, yeah?”

      “With the exception of Magus, who has yet to miss a meeting and is unlikely to start now.”

      “He knew who I was, ye know,” I remarked offhandedly.

      “Hmm?”

      “The wizard. Magus. He called me by me name before I had a chance to introduce meself. I get the feelin’ we’ve met somewhere before, actually. Though I can’t put me finger on where or when.”

      Max frowned. “I think his move here from Britain was fairly recent, or at least that is how it came across to me. Could you have run into him over there at any point?”

      “I doubt it. I mean I ended up in Scotland for the Fae’s Highland Games some years back, and I guess there was that time we used that Gateway to run from Mordred’s crazy grievin’ mother, but I’m sure I’d have remembered runnin’ into a wizard like him in either case.”

      Max gave me a funny look.

      “What?” I asked.

      “Nothing. Just that I thought my life was surreal.”

      “Ah. Well, what can I say? Turns out I was born to restore balance to the universe or some shite.”

      “Fair point.” Max ushered me towards the stairs. “We should go now, or we might end up late to our own interrogation.”

      “Wait, who’s gettin’ interrogated?”

      “You are, of course. You were there and saw everything, which means it is you they will wish to hear from and question.”

      I didn’t bother trying to hide my distaste for this idea; while I was plenty comfortable fielding whatever questions they threw my way, I was hardly in the mood to put up with being quizzed by a group of strangers. Frankly, after everything I’d been through, what I needed was some food and some rest. And maybe a beer.

      “But I already told ye exactly what happened,” I reminded Max. “Couldn’t ye just go in me stead? And maybe bring me back a hotdog?”

      “I am afraid it must come from you, especially if we want their help finding Maria and the others.” Max took my hand and squeezed it affectionately. “It will be fine. Just try not to call anyone names or mention their mothers for any reason and we can get something to eat afterwards.”

      “Ye don’t have to bribe me not to insult people, ye know. I do have a filter. I just choose not to rely on it as much as some people.”

      “And maybe a beer, too,” he added with a wry smile and a beckoning gesture.

      It was like he knew me.

      “Fine, fine. Ye win. Let’s get this over with.”
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      “Holy shite, the home team clubhouse? Seriously?”

      Max just laughed.

      I stepped into the room where the so-called interrogation was meant to take place with my jaw practically on the floor, staring so intently at the vacant lockers that I bumped into one of the handful of leather couches littered about. I steadied myself and reached out to pet the enormous Red Sox emblem painted on the wall.

      Not satisfied with that, I began walking the length of the room. This, I thought. This was where so many of my city’s sports icons had once whipped each other with towels and slapped each other’s bare asses—or whatever weird, homoerotic shit men did in locker rooms.

      Their names popped unbidden into my head, one after the other. Ted Williams. Pedro Martinez. Roger Clemens. Cy Young. Wade Boggs. David Ortiz. Babe Ruth. Arguably some of the greatest ball players in history, and every single one had at one point or another stood exactly where I stood now. It was just too fucking surreal.

      “God, I wish I had a camera,” I said. “Can ye imagine how jealous all me friends back at school would be if I put a picture of me in here up on Facebook?”

      “That depends,” Max replied. “Are these the same friends who had to flee the city when it was being overrun by monsters?”

      I pursed my lips. “You’re a bit of a killjoy, ye know that?”

      “Just thinking you may want to look a little less giddy before the others get here, or they might think we have good news.”

      I was about to reply when I caught the sound of someone approaching from the adjoining hallway. It was Magus, which to my surprise was rather a relief; I wasn’t sure exactly why, but I felt more at ease with the wizard around. Indeed, I got the distinct impression he was looking out for me, as preposterous as that sounded.

      “You two should be aware that Cleo is right behind me and is in a bit of a tizz,” he warned in that charming British accent of his. “My advice? Whatever you do, don’t mention Caesar.”

      I arched an eyebrow. “Why would we mention Caesar?”

      The wizard held a finger to his lips and slipped past us with a sly wink. “Don’t say I didn’t warn you.”

      “You!” A strikingly attractive woman came storming into the room, her otherwise sultry voice booming in the relatively confined space. Cleo, presumably. I had just enough time to steal a glance at the vampire’s face—noting in particular her full lips and strong Aquiline nose, not to mention her small sloping forehead and uncommonly large, doe brown eyes—before she was thrusting a manicured finger in my face. “Tell me, mortal child, who was the greatest Roman general ever to have lived?”

      Well, fuck.

      Now all I could think of was Caesar.

      “Um…Caligula?”

      “Caligula,” she echoed, dubiously. “The syphilis-riddled tyrant? The sister lover who appointed his horse to a senatorship and forced men with thicker hair than his own to shave their heads?”

      “Er, yes?”

      “Interesting.” The vampire leaned back to appraise me, her eyes roaming across my face and finally up and down my body. “Very interesting.”

      Dismissing me with a casual flick of her hand, Cleo sashayed past and flung herself down onto one of the leather couches. Sprawled across it as she was, I could see what O’Malley had meant when he said he wasn’t sure whether or not she was the real deal. With her silky black hair done up in Grecian ringlets and those heavily kohled eyes, she certainly looked the part of the Egyptian queen who’d seduced Julius Caesar and later his friend and general, Marc Antony. All of which I only remembered from some show I caught on HBO roughly a decade ago.

      Of course, that would have put her somewhere in the ballpark of two-thousand years old, and easily one of the oldest vampires I’d ever come across. And while age didn’t always necessarily translate into power, I suspected any vampire who’d survived as long as that would at the very least be a Master of the City, if not a founding member of the Sanguine Council—assuming those bloodsucking bastards were still undead and kicking.

      “Well, well. Didn’t think we’d be running into each other again so soon.”

      I turned to find Ajax leaning against the doorway in a Celtics windbreaker, smirking like the cat who caught the canary. I considered making that joke, then thought better of it. Max was right: my smart mouth had gotten me into enough trouble already, and there was no point riling the werelion up.

      Especially not with a beer at stake.

      “Hello, Ajax,” I said.

      “Quinn has information that I thought we should all hear,” Max said, glancing past the werelion’s shoulder. “Did you happen to see Draper on your way in?”

      “I’m over here.”

      I spun, startled to find a man lounging on the couch across from Cleo’s. Ruggedly handsome in a beat-up, crumpled sort of way, Draper had the look of someone who took a cocktail around noon and enjoyed a cigarette after sex. There was something innately off putting about him, however. Like a noxious scent or an ugly deformity, it made me want to avert my eyes and stay away.

      “Where the hell did ye come from?” I demanded.

      Draper grinned as if I’d said something especially amusing. “Now that we’re all in attendance, what do you say, Max? Shall we get this show on the road?”

      “Sí. Everyone, this is Quinn MacKenna.” Max paused as if expecting a round of introductions. When no one spoke, he cleared his throat and continued. “She was the last person to see the installation team alive, and I think you will be very interested in hearing what she has to say. Quinn?”

      I took a deep breath and let it out slowly, then proceeded to tell an abridged version of my story—starting from the moment I was shot at and concluding only once I reached Fenway’s gates. Everyone seemed content to hold their questions until I was finished, though it was clear from the beginning Ajax was itching for his turn to speak; whereas the others listened impassively, the werelion wore a look of mounting disbelief.

      “She might have done us the courtesy of mentioning all this when she first arrived,” he snapped. “Who even is this person, anyway? How do we know we can trust a word she says?”

      “I trust her,” Max insisted.

      “Then explain to me how someone like her was able to survive out there this long? For fuck’s sake, she said she’d never seen the dragon before!”

      “Is that really what matters right now?” Max asked.

      “I would also like to know the answer to these questions,” Cleo chimed in, surreptitiously inspecting the nails of her right hand. “You may have good cause to trust her, Maximilliano, but that doesn’t mean she is telling the truth.”

      “What reason could she have for lying about—”

      I cut Max off with a halting gesture. “It’s fine, Max. Really. I don’t mind. To answer the question, I only recently got to Boston. I caught a ride from a wizard friend of mine. He was kind enough to create a Gateway, and I was dumb enough to go through it without askin’ him to walk me home. And now of course I have no way to get hold of him, so here we are.”

      “See? Now I know you’re lying,” Ajax said. “Gateways don’t work around here anymore. Not since the slaugh showed up. Isn’t that right, Magus?”

      The wizard shrugged. “There are few of us capable of creating them, so I cannot say for certain. But no, not unless the person was powerful enough to break through whatever magical barrier the Huntsman erected when he first arrived.”

      “Oh, he’s plenty powerful enough,” I scoffed. “Trust me.”

      “This wizard have a name?” Ajax asked, clearly suspicious.

      “Aye. His name’s Nate. Nate Temple.”

      I saw Magus give a start out of the corner of my eye but didn’t have a chance to remark on it before Cleo clapped her hands together. The sound was deafening in the cramped space, like a sudden burst of thunder. We all fell silent.

      “I believe this one speaks the truth,” announced the vampire. “Which means we should stop wasting time and move on to more important matters. Like what we intend to do about this dragon.”

      “And helpin’ Maria and the others,” I added.

      “Excuse me?”

      “Well last I checked they never made it back. Surely ye don’t intend to leave ‘em out there for the slaugh to hunt down.”

      Cleo turned to Max with a scowl. “Correct me if I’m wrong, Maximilliano, but was today not meant to be their final foray?”

      Max nodded, glumly.

      “And the device? Is it fully operational?”

      “I sent someone to check before we came down here. But as of this afternoon, sí. It works.”

      “Then I see no need to intervene on their behalf.”

      “But—” I began.

      “It is commendable what they’ve done,” she said, cutting me off. “However, the risk far outweighs the reward. Not even we vampires are strong enough to stand against the slaugh once the sun has set. And even if we set that aside, the fact remains we know far too little of our enemy. What if they’ve been captured and this is all a trap meant to lure us in? What then? Would you be willing to risk even more lives?”

      “I never said that. I just thought—”

      “You thought what? That we should at least act like we care? Why, because it’s the humane thing to do? How naive and shortsighted you mortals are. It may not have occurred to you, but we are doing everything in our power here to survive, so please save us the indignity of having to pretend we can rescue everyone when we know for a fact we can’t.”

      No one spoke after the vampire concluded her little monologue, though I could tell from their expressions that they all more or less concurred—even if they weren’t happy about it. Only Draper seemed to disagree; the strange man was rubbing his stubbled chin with a faraway look in his flinty gray eyes.

      “Is there anything we can do for them before daybreak?” Max asked him. “Anything at all?”

      Draper sighed and shrugged. “It’s like the lady said. Going out after dark is a glorified suicide mission. If you knew where your friends were, or had any way to contact them, I could direct them to a proper shelter or send in some supplies. But I’m guessing you don’t, or you’d have said so already.”

      Max shook his head.

      “Well then,” Draper continued, “we’ll just have to cross our fingers and hope for the best. If there’s no sign of them by sunrise, come knock on my door first thing and I’ll see what I can arrange.”

      The brujo nodded his thanks, but I could tell he was worried. So was I. While Maria and I had never exactly gotten along, that didn’t mean I wanted to see her hounded and eventually hunted down like a rabid dog in the streets. Far from it. But what was all that business about the device? And what had Cleo meant before about it being fully operational?

      While I was busy mulling that over, Cleo waved me off like one might a pestering insect. “We appreciate your account of what happened, child, but I think it’s time for you to leave. We have matters to discuss which do not concern you.”

      I bristled at her tone. “Who the hell are ye callin’ a child, ye sanctimonious piece of—”

      Max coughed into his fist, cutting me off before I could say more. I gritted my teeth and swallowed the rest of what I’d been about to say. But God, how long had it been since I’d let anyone talk to me like that? And so what if I no longer had the power to put her in her place? Give me some silver and some holy water and we’d see which one of us came out on top.

      “I would prefer it if Quinn stays,” Max said, surprising me. “She may not look it but she has more experience with the Fae than anyone else here in this room.”

      That got everyone’s attention.

      “Is that so?” Cleo asked, her painted eyes narrowed into slits as she studied me. “Do tell.”

      “I’m sorry, is the child allowed to speak now?”

      Max nudged me. “Quinn. Just tell them.”

      “Fine, fine,” I said, rolling my eyes. “Look, it’s a long story. Like a really long story. But yes, Max is technically correct. I’ve dealt with the Chancery on more than one occasion, and I’ve spent time in both the Fae and the Otherworld. Though I’m not sure how helpful that might be.”

      Draper barked a laugh. “Better than nothing. You should have led with that, Max. We’ve been looking for a Fae expert for ages.”

      “I’m not an expert—”

      “Close enough in my book. Remind me to pick your brain later. I’ve always wondered what the Otherworld was like, as afterlives go.”

      I shrugged. “Prettier than Hades, warmer than Helheim, and less violent than Valhalla. Though not by much. Oh, and pro tip? Don’t eat the food or drink the water. Not unless ye want to forget who ye were and end up learnin’ how to use a spear from some bygone warrior maiden.”

      The room went quiet again.

      “Who the fuck are you?” asked Ajax.

      “I’m still workin’ on that. But I’ll tell ye who I’m not. I’m not just some ‘child’ and I sure as hell don’t appreciate bein’ talked down to like one. Ye don’t know the first t’ing about me or what I’ve done. I’ve killed at least one Master vampire and God knows how many of his flunkies. I hunted down Victor Frankenstein and set fire to his freakin’ soul. I brought down the Brooklyn Bridge and stopped a rogue Academy wizard and flew with Peter fuckin’ Pan. Hell, last summer I slayed a god. I’ve been through more shite than any of ye could possibly imagine, and I won’t be disrespected. Not by anyone, ever again. I’d rather die.”

      Beside me, Max let out a little groan. The vampire, meanwhile, raised her chin and pursed her uncommonly full lips, though I could see she wasn’t angry so much as intrigued.

      “Noted,” she said. “Very well then, let’s move on, shall we? I believe we were about to speak of the dragon? If we’re still calling it that.”

      “About that.” Magus held up a hand. “My fellow wizards and I have been doing a bit of research, and we think we’ve properly identified the creature. We believe it’s the Red Dragon of Cadwaladr, otherwise referred to as the Dragon of Wales.”

      “Is that supposed to mean something?” Cleo asked.

      “Perhaps not, though I suspect you will have encountered its likeness if nothing else. The Welsh display the beast on their flag, you see. Regrettably this does not help us much, as even among our kind its existence was considered an allegory at best and an unfounded myth at worst.”

      “And what did the myth say?” I asked. “Does it mention any sort of weakness?”

      Magus smiled. “Nothing quite so useful as that. In fact, without access to the Academy library or gods forbid the internet, all we have are a few snippets of information. From what we’ve been able to glean, the myth revolves around a pair of dragons destined to fight one another for various reasons depending on the version. A red dragon, and a white. In some versions a single dragon emerges victorious, while in others the men of the land defeat them both.”

      “How?” asked Cleo.

      “By drugging and burying them.”

      “Not sure we’ll be able to find tranquilizers in that size,” quipped Ajax.

      “It does seem unlikely, yes,” replied Magus. “I do, however, have some conjectures of my own if you’d like to hear them? Very well. Again, this is merely speculation on my part, but I believe we are dealing with a creature thought to have vanished from the face of the earth many centuries ago. In other words, a pureblooded dragon from the dawn of time.”

      “Any relation to a weredragon?”

      “Possibly. There are some who believe the purebloods used magic to present themselves as human to avoid being hunted, and that it was these who later spawned the weredragon race. Others insist the purebloods were hunted into extinction and died off without the means to safely reproduce, and that the weredragons were the result of their curse on humanity. This is all quite academic, however. No one knows for certain.”

      “If it is a pureblood,” Cleo interjected, “how do you explain its presence here? Surely something that big couldn’t have kept itself hidden for centuries?”

      “Oh, I wouldn’t be so sure. There are many unexplored parts of the world where such a creature might hide if it were patient enough. Which is to say nothing of the magical realms which border our own and of which we know precious little.”

      “Here be dragons,” I said, thoughtfully.

      “Precisely.”

      Max frowned at me.

      “It’s what they used to put on maps,” I explained. “Back before they knew where everythin’ was.”

      “The real question,” Magus continued, “is where does the Red Dragon go when it leaves the city? Is it being summoned from one of these other realms, or does it have a den outside the city? And whom does it serve, and why? These are the mysteries we must uncover before we have any hope of defeating it.”

      Cleo shook her head. “Let’s not get ahead of ourselves. We have the device. Maximiliano says it’s working, which means we don’t need to defeat it. All we need is to distract it long enough to make our escape and make sure it cannot follow us. Isn’t that right, wizard?”

      Magus seemed to mull that over. “If the device works as intended, then yes. But I must stress yet again that using this Gateway technology carries with it considerable risk.”

      “Sorry, Gateway technology?” I asked, raising a hand. “I thought ye said ye couldn’t make Gateways?”

      “Technically I said it would require a great deal of power.”

      “Power which we now have,” Cleo declared, triumphantly. “Thanks to Maximiliano and his friends, we should be able to draw enough of it to create a Gateway the size of this stadium. Big enough to ensure we all make it safely somewhere else. Somewhere the slaugh will never find us.”

      “If that’s truly how we wish to proceed,” Magus said with a resigned sigh, “then we should really start considering the logistical challenges. We have no idea what is happening with the rest of the world or what to expect beyond the city limits. Obviously our vampires will need shelter from the sun wherever we go, but there are also families here with young children to consider and many hungry mouths to feed. Wherever we end up, we had best be prepared for hardship.”

      I frowned as the conversation quickly devolved into a logistical debate. Were they seriously considering leaving Boston? I mean obviously I could understand why, but abandoning the city for good without putting up so much as a fight? It just didn’t seem right. But then who was I to judge? I’d only been here a day and already it felt like I’d been put through the meat grinder. Meanwhile, they’d been at it for weeks on end. Small wonder they were desperate for a way out.

      Max must have read my expression and realized what I was thinking because he ducked his head to whisper in my ear.

      “Nothing has been decided yet,” he said. “But the longer we remain, the more we risk running out of resources. And then there is that damned curse. Worst of all, we have no idea what the slaugh want or why they refuse to move on or why no one has come to help us. At this rate, escape may be our one and only hope.”

      “There you two go again, talking amongst yourselves,” Ajax called over the general hubbub. “What are you plotting this time?”

      Max straightened. “I was just explaining the situation. Quinn is from Boston, so naturally she feels strongly about abandoning it.”

      “It is always hard, leaving one’s home,” commiserated an unexpectedly sympathetic Cleo. “Especially to then see it ransacked by heathens and invaders.”

      There were murmurs of agreement from the others; even Ajax seemed crestfallen by the prospect. It occurred to me then that this was probably his hometown, too. It certainly would’ve explained why he was such a dick all the time.

      “Whatever you all decide,” Magus said before the silence could drag on too much longer, “there is no need to rush things. The wards remain intact. We have supplies for another week at least. Meanwhile, my people and I will look into how best to utilize this GrimmTech device.”

      “Hold on. D’ye say GrimmTech?”

      Everyone turned to me expectantly except Magus, who gave me a severe shake of his head. I frowned but decided to follow his lead.

      “Sorry,” I went on. “The name sounded familiar, that’s all.”

      “Well,” Magus said, clapping his hands together much as Cleo had done earlier. “Assuming there are no other items on the agenda? Then I’ll bid you all goodnight. Mr. Velez and Miss MacKenna, would you care to walk me out? There’s something I’d like to discuss with you both privately. It’s about your young friend.”

      I felt my pulse spike at the mention of O’Malley, who I’d quite honestly forgotten about in all the chaos. He had to be alright now, though, didn’t he? Granted he’d taken a blow to the head and a nasty fall, but it wasn’t like we were relying on modern medicine to save the day. This was magic we were talking about—and what good was having magic if it couldn’t cure a concussion and maybe stop some internal bleeding?

      “Christ, he’s not dead is he?” I asked.

      “What? No, of course not.”

      “Oh good. Whew. So what’s goin’ on, exactly?”

      “Quinn,” Max interrupted, nudging me. “We should talk about this outside.”

      Looking around, I noticed the others were all paying extremely close attention to our conversation—their curiosity piqued no doubt by the wizard’s request for privacy. Not that I could blame them for eavesdropping considering we were still sharing the room. Lord knows I would have done the same.

      “Good call.” I patted Max’s shoulder and held out my arm like a tour guide. “Lead the way, gentlemen. Age before beauty and all that.”
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      We followed Magus outside, emerging from the home team dugout with the foul line more or less at eye level. Expecting to be blinded by the glare of the stadium’s floodlights, I was surprised to discover they’d been turned outwards, illuminating the surrounding streets and allowing shadows to descend upon the field. The effect was eerily reminiscent of a maximum security prison on lockdown, I thought, though of course I kept this observation to myself.

      As for the residents, they appeared to have tucked in for the evening, opting to bask in the glow of their battery-powered lanterns with their tent doors zipped shut. The result was a whimsical arrangement of backlit canvases—a smattering of citrusy colors nestled amongst the more muted purples and blues.

      “Little early for everyone to be in bed, isn’t it?” I asked.

      “We had to enforce a curfew,” Max explained. “Kids were wandering off and some of the adults kept getting together and having parties. It got rowdy.”

      “No surprise there.” I turned to Magus. “Right, so you’ve got us out here where the others aren’t likely to overhear. What gives?”

      The wizard glanced furtively over his shoulder. “Our tent is nearby. Shall we wait and discuss it there?”

      Max and I exchanged looks.

      “Your call,” he said.

      “Aye. Fine.”

      Magus nodded graciously and led us up the dugout steps and out onto the field. I was disappointed as we crossed the foul line; unlike the clubhouse, there was little here for a Red Sox fan to be jazzed about. Nothing but dirt and grass in the vague shape of a baseball diamond with bits of trash clinging to the wire link fence. And then there was the smell. God, the smell. That I could certainly have done without.

      Upon reaching the outfield we discovered the tents staked so close together that there was hardly a foot of grass between them, forcing us to use the established footpaths when it might’ve been much faster to simply cut across. The silhouettes of their occupants danced like shadow puppets as we crept past, their muted chatter dying away until we were well out of earshot.

      “It’s all so surreal,” I remarked.

      Max nodded. “I would say you get used to it, but I would be lying. Unfortunately, we are at war on our own soil, and this is what that looks like. Just be glad we are not in Florida. Even this early in the year, the people here would be dropping like flies. And the mosquitoes. Dios mío, the mosquitoes. They used to torment me at night. Never Camila, just me.”

      “It’s your body heat. They’re attracted to body heat.”

      Max cocked an eyebrow. “And what would you know about my body and its heat?”

      “That’s not…ye know what I meant, ye pervert.”

      Max shook his head and chuckled.

      “What?”

      “Nothing. I am just glad you are here.”

      I felt heat creep into my cheeks. “Me too. Though if I’m bein’ honest I’d rather none of this was happenin’ and I was curled up in me own bed.”

      “Sí, I would also like to be curled up in your bed.”

      “Oh, shut up.” I shoved at him, unable to suppress a grin. “Oy, Magus! I thought ye said your tent was close by?”

      “Nearly there,” he called back.

      True to his word, we reached the medical tent less than a minute later. The wizard ushered us wordlessly inside. It was dimmer within; the electric lanterns turned low and hung across long intervals presumably to preserve the anonymity of the half dozen or so patients. A pair of scrubbed up nurses worked the room, talking to patients and doling out medicine.

      “Looks like a proper field hospital,” I said, surprised.

      Magus nodded. “Most of the people we treat here have what you might call traditional medical problems. Patients who need insulin or who take prescription medication. The occasional bumps and bruises. Dehydration or malnutrition are increasingly common.”

      “So those are real nurses, then?”

      “Yes. We recruited several health care professionals from the survivors. I believe we have five nurses, a cardiologist, a psychiatrist, two dentists, and one neurosurgeon who feels understandably underutilized.”

      “Sounds like ye lot could give the Mayo Clinic a run for its money.”

      “They do the best they can with the tools at our disposal. And of course we make ourselves available to help in whatever capacity we can, though naturally our main focus is treating whatever supernatural maladies come our way. Third-degree burns, for instance.”

      “This again,” Max said, rolling his eyes. “It was one time.”

      “Technically true, though as I recall there were six separate cases. Seven, if you include the individual who risked his life to save them. How is your arm doing, by the way?”

      “Much better. That woman, the one who worked on myself and the others, she did an incredible job.”

      Magus nodded. “She is one of the best. I was lucky to get her away from the Academy when I did. I must say things have gone significantly downhill there since my time.”

      “And when was that?” I asked, offhandedly.

      “Oh, it’s been a while. I made it a habit of popping in from time to time. Visiting with old students and faculty members. Giving the occasional lecture.”

      “Hmm. I don’t suppose ye ever came across a boy named Aiden?”

      A flicker of some emotion flitted across the wizard’s face, though it was gone so fast I might have mistaken it for a trick of the light. He turned to me looking pensive but otherwise composed.

      “I can’t recall anyone by that name, but then I suppose it’s possible. Was he there recently?”

      “I’m not sure,” I admitted.

      “Well, in any case, I’m certain you’ll both be glad to hear the healer who took such good care of Max is the one tending to your friend.”

      “Is he okay?” I asked.

      “Physically, yes. His injuries are consistent with what you described. Three broken ribs and a concussion, all very easily dealt with. We uncovered something else, however, once he was recovered. Something we have far less experience treating.”

      “Somethin’ else like what?”

      “Come through here and I’ll explain.”

      Magus held open a second flap for us to walk through. Beyond it was a space quite similar to the one we’d recently left behind. The only noticeable difference was the number of occupants. There were only two of them, a man lying on a cot and a blonde woman standing over him in a lab coat with her back turned.

      To my surprise, both figures were familiar.

      “Lisandra?!”

      The woman turned, her no nonsense ponytail swaying back and forth as she stared at us each in turn with those moody blue eyes of hers. She pushed her red-rimmed glasses onto the bridge of her narrow nose and gave me a thin-lipped smile.

      “Quinn MacKenna. How unexpected.”

      “I’ll say. What are ye doin’ here?”

      “Forgive me,” Magus interjected. “You two know each other?”

      “Aye. Lisandra was the one who treated me after I got between a pair of Justices and a skinwalker they were after. I even introduced her to her psychic boyfriend.”

      Of course that wasn’t strictly accurate. While I may have inadvertently brought Warren and Lisandra together, I hadn’t actually introduced them. The FBI’s resident psychic had merely piqued Lisandra’s professional interest—or so I’d assumed at the time. It wasn’t until months later that I learned Warren had quit his job and was in fact living with the woman.

      In fact, if I remembered correctly, the last time I’d spoken to either of them was just before setting out for Moscow on a rescue mission to save some of Warren’s former colleagues. We’d succeeded, of course, although not before going toe-to-toe with an underground faction led by the infamous and diabolical Rasputin, striking a deal with the Master of Moscow, and freeing a Nordic giantess.

      Because, you know, when in Russia.

      “Warren and I are no longer together.”

      “Really? Why not?”

      Lisandra pressed a finger to her lips and glanced up at the ceiling as though trying to recall. “He claimed I was too emotionally closed off, though I suspect it was more likely he couldn’t keep up with my voracious sexual appetite. I thought taking a psychic as a lover might prove more efficient, but in the end he simply lacked the stamina. So now here I am, waiting to be ravished by some big, strong, virile man. Does that answer your question?”

      And then some, I thought.

      As for the men in attendance, I caught both pretending they hadn’t heard a word she’d said. Max was studiously inspecting his shoes while Magus made a show of dabbing his dry forehead with a handkerchief. Fortunately, Lisandra paid neither of them any attention as she stepped away from her patient and beckoned us forward.

      The healer gestured to O’Malley. A sheen of sweat glistened on the young man’s forehead and his eyes kept twitching beneath his eyelids. More worrisome still, there was a noticeable tightness to his skin that hadn’t been there even a few hours before.

      “As you can see, the patient’s condition has already begun to deteriorate,” she said. “I cannot say when he was exposed or how, but it is most definitely the curse. He exhibits all of the classic symptoms. The mania, the disassociation, the thinning of the skin. I’ve sedated him and cast a spell to slow the effects, but I believe it may only be a matter of time.”

      “This can’t be right,” I said, shaking my head. “He was fine just a few hours ago. I mean before the troll. How could it have come on so fast?”

      Magus laid a hand on my shoulder. “I’m afraid we have no answer to that. Whatever this curse is or wherever it comes from, it affects everyone differently. It strikes at random and does not appear to be a matter of fitness or strength of will or any one factor.”

      “But it can be reversed, right? With magic?”

      The two wizards glanced at each other.

      “Perhaps,” Magus replied, “but we have not yet discovered how. Our best chance would be to find the source and destroy it. But we don’t know where it is.”

      “So what? That’s it? O’Malley just dies?”

      No one would answer me, which in a way was answer enough.

      “How long?” I asked, softly.

      Lisandra glanced down at her patient. “Hours. Perhaps a day, at most.”

      “It may be longer,” Magus interjected. “As I said before, every case is different. The last to succumb did so after a full week, much of which he was lucid for.”

      “And in the end he tried to kill himself rather than go mad,” Lisandra said, shaking her head. “Pray your friend never wakes up.”

      “What about the Yard?” I asked. “O’Malley told me himself the witches there have been able to hold off the effects of the call or the curse or whatever it is we’re callin’ it. Why not take him there? Surely it’s worth a try?”

      “Perhaps,” Magus replied, dubiously.

      “What? Ye don’t believe they can do it?”

      “Oh, not necessarily. The spells we use are far different from the rituals practiced by witches, and their charms and potions are often far more potent than anything we can get our hands on. It is possible they’ve made strides where we could not. But staving off something like this? It would require a considerable amount of sustained power. And such power does not typically come without a very steep price.”

      “I don’t care about the cost,” I insisted.

      “Quinn—”

      “No, Max. Ye don’t understand. He got hurt because of me. I was the one who insisted we leave the tunnels. I’m the reason he was knocked unconscious. What if that’s how the curse got him and why it’s progressin’ so fast?”

      “I think that is highly unlikely. But that was not what I was going to say. I was going to tell you that you should be careful trusting the witches. Morgan le Fay is not the woman you remember. She has refused to cooperate with us, other than taking our cursed off our hands. And even then she will let none of us inside.”

      “Hold on a second.” I held up a forestalling hand. “D’ye say Morgan le Fay is in charge over there? But that’s great!”

      “You are not listening. I am saying the Coven of Ipswich came down from Salem and claimed that territory for themselves the day after the assault. Does that not strike you as suspicious?”

      “I guess. But come on, Max. This is Morgan we’re talkin’ about.”

      “You mean the same woman who planned to carve my heart from my chest before you came along and stopped her? That Morgan?”

      “Pshhh, that was just a little misunderstandin’. Besides, she’s much fonder of ye now. She told me so back in Branson. More than once, actually.”

      In truth, Morgan had liked Max more for me than for himself, especially in light of our insanely strong metaphysical connection. But then I supposed that’s what happens when you let an immortal enchantress play matchmaker. In any event, it wasn’t like we had a choice.

      “We have to take him,” I declared . “Whatever the situation might be over there, I have to at least try. Besides, I have another reason to see the witches that has nothin’ to do with O’Malley.”

      Max frowned. “Which is?”

      “Badb. O’Malley suggested the coven might have her, which means Morgan has her. I want to know why. I also want to see her. The last time we spoke she was totally out of it, and I promised I’d help her figure t’ings out. I may be a bit late honorin’ it, but where I come from a promise is a promise.”

      Max nodded, though his expression was troubled.

      “What’s wrong?”

      “You will not like what I have to say.”

      “Try me.”

      The brujo sighed. “Part of the deal I made with Ajax was that you remain here until he decides whether or not he can trust you. If you leave now, he will never allow you to return. And this time there will be nothing I can do to change his mind.”

      “But that’s insane. It’s not my fault I have to go deal with this.”

      “Insane or not, it is the truth.”

      “So, what, I’m just supposed to hang back indefinitely on some asshole’s say-so? Give me a break. Why on earth would ye even have agreed to that?”

      Max wouldn’t meet my eye. “I did not expect you to want to leave so soon.”

      Leave him so soon, he meant. It was a valid point. Why was I so eager to rush off now that I’d finally found a place with running water and booze and someone I actually cared about? Was I that masochistic, or was I simply too used to chaos to stop and smell the roses? Except there weren’t any roses to smell—just a bunch of destitute people sleeping in tents while the world they once knew burned down around them.

      And I wasn’t about to be content with that.

      Not now, not ever.

      “It isn’t like that,” I insisted. “No, really. It isn’t. Look, this is silly. Why not come with me? Then ye could at least say ye kept an eye on me the whole time, and maybe Ajax will cut us both a break.”

      “He cannot leave.” This from Lisandra, who seemed surprised to hear herself say it. She removed her glasses and began polishing the lenses on her lab coat. “We need him here in case another fire breaks out among the Salamanders.”

      “But surely—”

      “No, she is right.” Max was already shaking his head. “They need me here. Besides, someone must organize a search for Maria and the others if they have not returned by morning, and I would never forgive myself if something happened to them because I delegated it to someone else.”

      “I get it,” I admitted, ruefully. “If ye want a job done right, do it yourself.”

      “Exactamente.”

      “But don’t ye see? I feel the same way about Badb. O’Malley, too. Hell, all of these people. It’s like… before I left, the slaugh were supposed to be done for, ye know? Liam was dead and everythin’ was supposed to go back to normal. Only now I’m back and it turns out they’ve torn the whole damn city apart. For fuck’s sake, they burnt down me home, Max. It’s gone. The last tangible connection I had to Dez, and it’s fuckin’ gone.”

      Max reached out to comfort me, but I shied away from his hand. I rubbed at my eyes with the cuff of my sleeve, pissed at myself for wanting to cry when all I really felt was pissed off.

      “No,” I told him. “I don’t want ye to try and make me feel better, because we both know ye could. And then maybe I’d let ye talk me into stayin’. But I can’t stay here, Max. Because if I stay here I’ll never make ‘em pay. I’ll never speak to Badb and figure out what the slaugh were doin’ here in the first place, or how to stop ‘em. And I want to stop ‘em, Max. Screw this runnin’ away bullshite. I want me goddamned city back.”

      Saying it out loud, I realized just how much I meant it. I’d been so busy rolling with the punches that I hadn’t allowed myself to really feel anything up until now, but as it turned out I’d been storing up all sorts of rage and righteous indignation. For fuck’s sake, how could they have let this happen? Why hadn’t anyone stopped it? Why weren’t they out there fighting back with everything they had?

      Whatever, it didn’t matter.

      Because I was here now.

      “You really mean it, don’t you?” Magus said, sounding slightly bemused and perhaps even a tad proud. “You would go to war with them all, even if you did so alone.”

      “It wouldn’t be the first time. But yeah, if everyone else here wants to tuck tail and run, so be it and good riddance I say.”

      Max stiffened beside me. “That’s not fair.”

      “Maybe not. But it’s how I feel. Look, Max, I’m not sayin’ what you’ve done here isn’t incredible. It is. Lookin’ after all these people, not to mention helpin’ all those pyros up there. It’s commendable, really. But I didn’t go through everythin’ I went through to accept that survival is all there is. Especially not when there’s somethin’ more I can do about it.”

      “Something like what?” Max asked, still testy but at least somewhat mollified by my heartfelt compliment. “You lost all your powers, remember? So exactly what is it you expect to accomplish that no one else can?”

      “I don’t know yet. But it’s like ye said before, I’m the closest t’ing to a Fae expert we have left. Maybe the answer isn’t beatin’ the slaugh back, but figurin’ out what they want. What they’re still doin’ here. Maybe Morgan will know. Maybe Badb. Frankly, I don’t give a shite. All that matters is I am done ridin’ shotgun when I should be the one behind the fuckin’ wheel.”

      Max met my eyes for a moment, and I could see he wasn’t pleased with whatever he saw reflected there. But he didn’t try to contradict me, for which I was grateful. Instead, he took a deep breath and let it out slowly, not stopping until every ounce of tension in his body had all but melted away. It was a neat trick, and one I doubted I could have mastered in a million lifetimes.

      “Fine,” he said at last. “Have it your way. But do not come begging us for help if and when it all goes wrong.”

      “Please. I’m not exactly the beggin’ type.”

      “No, no lo eres,” he replied with a sigh.

      “There may be another way,” Magus interjected. “Regarding the fate of Mr. O’Malley here and assuming you are dead set on confronting this Morgan le Fay person. Though it would depend very much on how you feel about confined spaces, Miss MacKenna.”

      I scowled. “I wouldn’t say I’m the biggest fan. Why?”

      “What about bumpy rides?”

      “Again, why?”

      The wizard smiled mischievously. “Oh, you’ll see.”
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      I ended up under a blanket in the bed of a moving pickup truck the following morning. O’Malley lay beside me, running a fever so hot it was like cuddling a radiator. His condition had worsened in the intervening hours, though the ceaseless thrashing seemed to have calmed with the rising of the sun. I was grateful for that, if only because it meant fewer bruises for me.

      I’d have enough of them as it was, I suspected, what with Lisandra at the wheel and hitting practically every damned bump in the road. I had to admit I was surprised when she’d volunteered to do the honors, but then she’d insisted O’Malley was her patient to look after and that Magus was too valuable to risk.

      “Plus he doesn’t know how to drive,” she said.

      Frankly, I wasn’t so sure Lisandra did, either; the healer sped like a demon, making one turn and then another in quick succession and flinging me about like a rag doll.

      “How did I let that wizard talk me into this?” I muttered aloud between gritted teeth.

      To be fair, it hadn’t taken much convincing. Operating under the guise of handing O’Malley over to the witches, the plan Magus laid out was to drop me off at the Yard for some hasty reconnaissance and retrieve me a couple hours before nightfall. It was a fairly straightforward scheme, provided I managed not to get caught and Ajax never found out about it.

      Max hadn’t been keen on the idea, of course, but then I got the distinct impression his objection had more to do with me putting myself in harm’s way than with the plan itself. Had he really thought I’d be content sitting back while the slaugh took my city? That just because I was powerless, I’d gladly hide behind these walls? That I’d let him protect me?

      If so, he didn’t know me very well.

      There was only one person in my entire life I’d ever relied on like that, and look what had happened to her: gone, along with the house she’d raised me in. No way I was about to make that mistake again.

      He’d been right about one thing, though. I was pushing myself too hard. I could feel it as we left the wizard’s tent, my every muscle screaming from the strain of staying upright. Hell, even my bones ached. Of course I couldn’t complain about it to Max, not after everything I’d said back there.

      Instead he and I had made civil conversation as we’d headed for the bleachers, stopping only to snag a bite but no beer. Apparently they’d put it all away after curfew. To be honest I hadn’t really cared; I was so damned sore no amount of alcohol was going to help, not to mention so damned tired I could barely keep my eyes open.

      Perhaps that was why, when Max lingered in the doorway of a converted janitorial closet, I let him turn and go rather than invite him to join me. That, or maybe I wasn’t ready yet for what that might lead to. Not the sex. The sex would’ve been incredible. No, the chemistry was there and we both knew it. That wasn’t the issue. But the feelings that would undoubtedly follow? The uncertainty of where we stood and what it all meant? It just felt like the wrong time to be dealing with all that.

      I ended up passing out within minutes of Max’s departure, waking an hour before dawn with just enough time to take a cold shower in the communal bathroom and slip into a change of clothes before joining Magus and Lisandra. It was the wizard who’d told me Max wouldn’t be able to see me off. Apparently he’d gone to see Draper about getting the search for Maria and her team underway.

      I’d been disappointed to hear it, but understood. We were each doing what we felt we had to, after all. All the same, I would have liked to have seen him one last time and perhaps plant a kiss on those scrumptious lips. Just to let him know things were alright between us, still.

      But then that was the thing about regrets, wasn’t it?

      They always arrived on time, never early.

      With these thoughts still swirling around in my head and assuming we’d left the stadium well behind by now, I pulled back the blanket and sat up for a look around. The wind hit me full in the face, and for a moment it was all I could hear; the truck’s engine and the rumbling of its chassis were eerily silent, muted by some soundproofing spell.

      It was light out but only just, the horizon nothing but blocky silhouettes against a matte blue skyline as we went over the Anderson Memorial Bridge. I leaned out and watched the Charles River churn below, the water glassy and pale. We were close now, perhaps only a few miles out.

      I started to duck back under the blanket when I caught movement out of the corner of my eye. Could it be the slaugh? Maybe a scout? I squinted into the gloom. Nothing. Probably just my imagination or a trick of the light. And yet why was my heart beating so hard?

      “You’ll want to get down,” Lisandra called out her window, her voice nearly lost to the wind. “If they see you back there, the whole plan is ruined.”

      I flashed her a thumbs up and cuddled up to O’Malley beneath the blanket, pressing my stinging cheeks into his back for warmth. The poor guy. I’d have to make sure he got the care he deserved from Morgan and her coven, assuming I could track the enchantress down and that our relationship remained what it once was. I’d been gone awhile, after all, and time had a way of driving wedges between even the best of friends.

      Of course, there was only one way to find out.
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      The truck slowed and eventually shuddered to a stop just a few minutes later. I was in the process of peeking out when I heard someone call out to Lisandra. They wanted to know what we thought we were doing and why we hadn’t turned back when we saw the signs. Lisandra opened her door and hopped out with the engine silently idling.

      “Stay quiet,” she said just loudly enough for me to hear. “I’ll deal with this.”

      I did as the healer suggested, though of course that didn’t stop me from trying to eavesdrop. Unfortunately, I couldn’t make out much of anything. A few incomprehensible sounds that might have been words, like a hushed conversation happening in another room. Then silence. My heartbeat began thundering in my ears.

      “Lisandra?” I whispered. “Are ye there? What’s goin’ on?”

      Before I could do or say anything else, the blanket was torn away and I was seized by several pairs of hands. They dragged me up and out of the truck bed, then dropped me unceremoniously on the pavement. I tried to catch myself and ended up sprawled on my side with my wrist bent painfully backwards.

      I clutched at it, hissing with pain even as I was yanked upright and gagged with a bit of rope. They bound my hands next, which only made my wrist ache more. I squirmed, my screams muffled by the gag. And then suddenly there was Lisandra, squatting down in front of me looking utterly calm.

      “Sorry about this,” she said. “But I can’t risk you messing everything up. I wouldn’t worry, though. I’ve asked them not to hurt you, which they’ve agreed to so long as you don’t give them any trouble.”

      Messing everything up? What was that supposed to mean? And who were they? I looked around frantically. There were three individuals in total, each of them cloaked and hooded like the Grim Reaper. Two held me down, while the third waited beside the truck. It was this person Lisandra addressed next.

      “The other one there is afflicted. Be sure he gets taken to the right place, and soon. He may not last the day. Oh, and tell your boss it’s time to honor our agreement. I’ll be needing as many of those potions as I can get.”

      The cloaked figure merely nodded.

      I tried to say something, to demand Lisandra tell me what she thought she was doing and why, but all that came out was a bunch of gibberish. Still, I could see Lisandra understood, or at the very least could guess what I was thinking. She stood and looked down on me with those glasses perched at the end of her nose, as beautiful and remote as a glacier.

      “I’ll tell the others you decided to stay here with the witches,” she said, “and that you didn’t want them to come looking for you. Ajax will be livid and accuse you of being a traitor, of course, but that can’t be helped. Of course the brujo may not buy it, but I doubt he’ll come looking for you. Not after you made it so abundantly clear you didn’t need his or anyone else’s help.”

      Her words probably should have stung, but I was too busy trying to figure out what she was playing at to properly register what she was saying. Did she really intend to leave me here tied up like this? And what was that she’d said about witches?

      I took another look around, only just now realizing we’d pulled up directly to Johnston Gate—arguably the most famous of Harvard Yard’s entryways with its stately brick facade and elaborate wrought iron arch. Meaning we hadn’t been caught by some stroke of bad luck, but that Lisandra had hand delivered me to these people.

      But why?

      Seething with anger and confusion, I lunged at Lisandra only to be wrenched backwards like a dog on a leash. The healer ignored me altogether and headed back to the truck. Once inside the cab, Lisandra and the cloaked figure exchanged a few words before she reversed and finally pulled away. Then someone threw a bag over my head, drew me to my feet, and began dragging me by the arm.

      “Move,” they said.

      And so, having no other choice, that’s what I did.
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      According to the digital clock on the wall, roughly twelve hours had passed since I was led across campus and dumped in this crowded little office overlooking a patch of overgrown lawn and a smattering of birch trees. My captors had uttered maybe a handful of words before stripping off the hood, untying my hands, and shoving me through the door. They’d yet to come back.

      Scattered term papers and overturned books littered the tatty gray carpet, and the only light apart from the clock came from the crack under the door and the hazy orange glow of a lamppost visible from the room’s solitary window. It, like the door, was locked from the outside—or perhaps magically deadbolted. Not that it mattered, seeing as how I was five stories up and the door was made of solid oak.

      Sitting with my back against the room’s solitary desk, I tried yet again to make sense of what Lisandra had done. Of course it was obvious she’d planned this from the start, or at the very least had never intended to follow through with our little scheme. But why hand me over to the witches? And why lie to the others about my decision to stay away? And what had that business been about needing potions?

      I groaned and shook my head. It was silly to keep speculating. It was a puzzle, and I had maybe a handful of pieces. Certainly not enough to hope for a clearer picture. No, right now there was only one path forward. I had to find a way to contact Morgan and demand my freedom. Then and only then could I start looking for answers.

      I went to the door and started banging on it for the umpteenth time. “Hello? Somebody let me speak to Morgan le Fay! Tell her it’s Quinn MacKenna and it’s life or death! Oy! Is anyone there?!”

      It was no use. Either no one was listening or they’d been given strict instructions to ignore me. I tried the knob again to no avail. Damn it all. I wandered back to the desk, weaving so as to avoid tripping over books and running into the desk chair. On the desk itself lay a bag of candy and a half-empty bottle of whiskey—both of which I’d stumbled across while searching for the means to make my escape. The candy was all but gone, now, though the whiskey remained untouched lest my captors reappear and try to tie me up again.

      I reached for the bottle, contemplating taking at least a wee swig when I heard a sound like a squeaky floorboard being rhythmically stepped on. I set the bottle back down, crossed the room, and pressed my ear to the wall. A rocking chair, maybe? Yes, that had to be it.

      “Is someone there?” I asked, rapping my knuckles against the peeling yellow wallpaper. “Hello?”

      The screeching stopped abruptly. I strained to listen for a reply of some kind but one never came. Had I guessed wrong? Perhaps it had been nothing more than a window blown open on rusty hinges. Still, my every instinct told me there was someone on the other side of the wall, and that whoever they were, they were waiting for me to say something.

      “I know ye can hear me,” I said. “Me name is Quinn MacKenna. I’ve been taken prisoner against me will. Please, if you’re there and can hear me, knock once.”

      A heavy thud sounded farther along the wall and down at waist level. I jerked back, startled, then rushed over to the spot. A heavy bookshelf was in the way, leaving me no choice but to fling textbooks aside to make room. I leaned in, and that’s when I heard it: a woman’s voice, speaking so faintly I could only catch snippets of what could only be a rambling, one-sided conversation.

      “…they say he rides a steed of bones…lies…his mount is a Beast…caged, a prison in the sky…the Four Treasures…the elemental races…find one, find the other…the gods will not defy him…they will serve…fight…the Omega War…no world is safe…no one is safe…oh, Macha, where…why does everyone leave me?”

      I frowned, finding it nigh impossible to make sense of what I was hearing. I registered the words themselves, of course, as well as a few key phrases, but it wasn’t until the name Macha was spoken that I recognized the voice. It was Badb. It had to be. Only why did she sound so lost? So tormented and confused?

      I slapped the side of the bookcase.

      “Badb! Badb, it’s me. Quinn. Can ye hear me?”

      “Quinn…”

      “Aye! It’s me!”

      I was so thrilled by my discovery that I forgot for a moment who I was talking to. Or, more specifically, what I was talking to—namely a battle goddess whose belligerent personality made her unpredictable at the best of times, which was to say nothing of the psychological damage she’d suffered at Liam’s hands.

      “Noooo!” Badb screamed, her voice rattling the very walls and threatening to burst my eardrums.

      Reeling and teary-eyed, I fell back and cupped both hands over my ears. Beneath me, the floor quivered as though we were experiencing some sort of earthquake. A sudden burst of lightning briefly illuminated the room, chased by a brutal clap of thunder. Most remarkable of all, however, was the galvanic buzz in the air, making my neck hairs stand up and my mouth taste like pennies.

      It was Badb’s power. I knew because I’d felt it before. Hell, I’d wielded it before—that seemingly limitless well of cosmic energy coursing through my veins like rocket fuel. But even back then I’d known to hold something back, to let the power trickle out in fits and spurts rather than release it all at once like Badb was about to do now.

      Desperate to find shelter before this happened, I hastily flopped onto my stomach and crawled under the desk. There I waited, fighting the urge to throw myself out the window and into that driving rain. After all, people had been known to survive that kind of fall. But it was too late for that now, and I knew it.

      Because she was about to blow.

      And then, so abruptly it left me drenched with sweat and gasping for air, the power just up and vanished as if it had never existed at all. I sagged and lay on the floor, grateful for the press of carpet against my cheek and the ache in my wrist and all the rest of it.

      As I lay there, someone threw open the door to my room so hard it bounced against the doorstop.

      “It was this one!” said the newcomer over their shoulder, their face hidden in shadow with the light of the hall dazzlingly bright behind them. “Some woman, I don’t know. They probably just threw her in here without telling anybody.”

      “Well it doesn’t matter now,” came the reply. “Close the door. We’ll deal with her later.”

      “Sure thing.”

      “Wait!” I yelled, scrambling to my feet and lunging forward just as the door slammed closed. I pounded on it relentlessly. “I need to talk to Morgan! It’s important! Please, open up!”

      But no one did.
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      They came for me at dawn.

      I wish I could say I was awake and prepared to pounce the moment they arrived, but the truth was I’d passed out hard after staying up half the night trying to communicate with Badb before calling it quits and cracking open that bottle of whiskey. I didn’t regret that last bit, mind you. I simply regretted not stopping after the first few swigs like I told myself I would. But then that was the thing about looking for oblivion at the bottom of a bottle: you had to search everywhere to find it.

      Still, I doubt it would’ve made much difference. Rather than snatch me up while I slept like one might expect, my captors must have pumped some sort of sedative into the room from beneath the door. I recall waking to an icky green fog filling the room, the noxious smoke clawing up my nose and clinging to the back of my throat. Then nothing.

      I couldn’t be sure how long I was out for, but when I finally came to I lay face down on the campus lawn like a frat boy after a bender. And I wasn’t the only one. There were a handful of us, all bound and muzzled with leather belts, though it seemed I was the first to wake.

      I sat up, albeit awkwardly, and saw several dozen figures in a loose huddle some twenty feet away. They wore garish ceremonial robes which clashed rather violently with the Yard’s minimalist landscaping and Neoclassical architecture. Indeed, they’d have looked more at home in the woods on the Summer Solstice or perhaps in Rome electing a new Pope. All they needed was some incense and a holier-than-thou attitude. Instead, they had what looked eerily like a guillotine.

      Nope, strike that.

      Definitely a guillotine.

      Muddled as I was, it was impossible to mistake the apparatus for anything other than what it was. Nothing else had that unique design, with its tall narrow tower and head-sized hole. There was even someone standing apart from the rest and hoisting the weighted blade with a rope. Only where had it come from? And what was it doing here? And, far more importantly, what the hell were they planning on doing with it?

      “Oh look, that one’s woken up!” said one of the would-be zealots, pointing directly at me. “Shall we start?”

      The others began nodding and shuffling about like actors looking for their marks. Finally, one of the bunch threw back her hood and stripped out of her robes. She was a petite brunette. Pretty, with almost comically big eyes, she wore a white shift dress like you’d expect from someone about to be baptized.

      “Bring forth the virgin!” she commanded, pointing at me for the second time.

      Virgin? Who was she kidding? I mean sure it’d been a while and I wasn’t exactly in the habit of sleeping around, but that hardly made me Mother freakin’ Theresa. I’d had lovers before, back when all I had to worry about was answering to clients and brokering deals. So then why were two of the zealots headed my way?

      I shook my head at them as if imploring them to see they had it all wrong. That in fact I was a dirty, naughty, filthy girl who loved doing…things. Things so salacious I couldn’t even say them out loud.

      They didn’t buy it.

      Instead, they grabbed me by both arms and dragged me across the lawn like an overtired toddler being escorted out of Disneyland. I tried to shrug them off but gave up when a third took my feet. Eventually I went completely limp, forcing them to cart me around like a sleeping princess.

      The illusion lasted only a couple minutes before they dumped me at the brunette’s bare feet. Up close, the girl was younger than I thought. Perhaps her early twenties or even her teens. Was she one of Morgan’s witches? Somehow I didn’t think so. In fact, I got the sense this had nothing to do with any genuine ritual or ceremony, but was in fact staged for someone’s benefit.

      But then what could they possibly want with a virgin who wasn’t really a virgin?

      And why was there a freaking guillotine?

      “Behold our sacrifice!” The brunette flung out her arm like one of those showcase models on daytime television. “Honor her, for the blood she sheds will make this world whole once more!”

      The zealots fell to their knees, bowing and scraping with the sort of religious fervor usually reserved for cultists and yoga practitioners. Many of their hoods fell back in the process, revealing a shockingly wide variety of ethnicities. Black, brown, Asian, Slavic, and all under 21, they looked like they should’ve been competing with each other at Model UN. And yet they were here, paying tribute to a would-be virgin they intended to execute not a hundred feet from the seated statue of Harvard’s founder and namesake.

      What a time to be alive.

      The sheer absurdity of the situation aside, I had to admit I was starting to get very nervous. Once they strapped me into that device, it wouldn’t matter what was actually going on here or how far they were prepared to take things. What mattered was that I’d be utterly at their mercy with my neck quite literally on the line.

      Which was so not going to happen.

      While everyone else was distracted, I managed to get both feet under me and flung myself at the brunette. It was an awkward shoulder tackle at best, though in the end it worked far better than I ever could have hoped; the brunette stumbled backwards with a cry of alarm, tripping over her discarded robe and crashing into the guillotine in a spectacular display of clumsiness. The would-be executioner must have been startled and let go of the rope, because it descended almost immediately with a swift hiss and a heavy thunk.

      The brunette squealed and took off like a startled cat, both hands clutching at her backside where most of her dress was shorn away. It was a miracle that the blade appeared to have missed her bare ass. Talk about a close shave. Hah.

      In the ensuing excitement, I wormed my way over to the base of the guillotine where I was pleased to discover about six inches worth of exposed blade jutting from the bottom of the chopping block. I began sawing through my restraints, trying my best not to draw any undue attention to myself.

      Thankfully all eyes were focused elsewhere. In fact, at least half the zealots had gone chasing after their ringleader, while those who stayed behind were clustered together in little groups and whispering like a bunch of schoolgirls.

      Once free, I undid the gag and crawled beneath the bed of the guillotine. From there I plotted my escape route, then took off in a low crouch towards a narrow gap between faculty buildings, ducking for cover behind every bush and tree along the way. Realizing no one was giving chase, I stopped to catch my breath and plan my next move.

      The way I saw it, I had two choices. I could either try to hoof it back to Fenway before sunset, or I could try and track down Morgan once and for all. Both propositions were risky in their own way. I couldn’t be sure of my welcome at Fenway, especially not with Lisandra poisoning everyone against me. And as for Morgan, well, it was by no means guaranteed that she wanted to see me. In fact, it was entirely possible she knew I’d been taken prisoner, loathe as I was to believe it.

      Before I could make a decision either way, however, a man turned the corner with his head buried in a book and gave a little start to find me standing directly in front of him.

      “Oh, hello,” he began. “I was actually looking for you—”

      That’s as far as he got before I did what I’d been trained to do whenever a strange man with unrequited interest got too close.

      I kneed him in the balls.

      Twice.

      The poor guy crumpled to the ground, groping at his groin and groaning like a wounded animal. I actually felt a little bad. Not bad enough to apologize, but bad enough to linger a second longer than I otherwise would have—which explained why I was still looming over him when he flopped onto his back, revealing the face of an exceptionally attractive young man with a light dusting of freckles across his unusually symmetrical cheekbones, pale green eyes, and a mop of reddish blonde hair.

      I frowned.

      “Oy,” I said, swatting at one of those handsome cheeks. “Don’t I know ye from somewhere?”
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      “I can’t believe ye were goin’ to let ‘em cut me head off.”

      “Oh please,” Morgan said, waving off my comment. “It was a ceremonial beheading. Just a bit of theater to keep morale up. Besides, it wasn’t my idea. Those children came up with it all on their own.”

      “It’s my fault,” Bredon said. “I told our people to cooperate with them, though of course I meant securing props and such. I had no idea they’d source the sacrifices from our prison population. But I guess that’s what happens when you turn things over to drama majors.”

      “So those were actually students back there?”

      Bredon nodded.

      Morgan gestured to my cup. “Some tea?”

      The three of us sat outside in a quaint little courtyard surrounded by budding trees and birdsong, the heat of the blazing noonday sun mitigated by a crisp autumn breeze. It was the perfect day for a picnic or a trip to the park—the kind of weather that tricks you into thinking people are inherently good and money really can’t buy happiness.

      In my case, it took the edge off what had until now been seventy-two hellish hours. It also helped that O’Malley was stable and being cared for—something I’d asked about not long after assaulting Bredon, who as it turned out had been sent to find me per Morgan’s request.

      I must admit I was surprised to discover the survivor of the ritual to summon Chernobog in the company of the enchantress. Then again, the immortal represented a genuinely intriguing mystery, and Morgan was hardly the type to leave something like that unsolved.

      So then who was he really, I wanted to ask? And where did he fit into all this? Surely it wasn’t mere coincidence, him showing up at the theater and succumbing to Liam’s spell. It wasn’t like immortals grew on trees. So what was he? A Freak? One of the Fae? A god? All I knew was that Morgan appeared to enjoy his company and considered him more or less an equal.

      “It’s all very vexing,” Morgan said as she poured my tea. “You wouldn’t believe the accommodations we’ve made for the local riffraff. At first I thought they might make passable serfs, but I forgot what an entitled bunch these millennials are.”

      “So she turned them all into toads,” Bredon said. “Which was an inspired idea, except then we were surrounded by toads.”

      Morgan grimaced. “Foul little creatures, as it turns out. And surprisingly sneaky. I found two of the horny variety having relations under my pillow one night and decided I’d had enough. I tried birds next, but they just ended up shitting everywhere. So, back to people.”

      “I’m sure they were very grateful,” I deadpanned.

      “You would think so. But sadly no. It’s actually been quite the headache keeping them all satisfied. That’s why we decided it best to give them something to do with all their excess time and energy. Fake rituals and public executions and so forth. After all, there are only so many orgies one can throw before it starts to get tacky.”

      “And sticky,” added Bredon.

      “And sticky.”

      I cringed. “Naturally. Though none of that explains why your people kept me locked up all day and night. I asked for ye by name more than once, ye know.”

      “Yes I realize that, dear. But I simply didn’t know. Not until first thing this morning, when I heard about Badb’s unfortunate episode. You see, I prefer to stay out of the day-to-day operations and let other people worry about all that irksome administrative nonsense like where the food comes from, who cleans and stocks the toilets, who trims the lawn, and so on.”

      “And that includes lockin’ people up, does it?” I asked.

      “I admit it’s not a perfect system, but it does keep things moving smoothly. And anyway, it wasn’t like they were wrong to put you in that room. What kind of guards would they be if they let a potential assassin through for an audience with yours truly?”

      “Assassin? Who said anythin’ about an assassin?”

      “I believe it was implied by the young woman who dropped you here. Something about you wanting to find me and demand answers.”

      Well that much was true. Still, it was a gross misrepresentation of my intentions and could’ve been clarified with a simple conversation between captor and captive—which was precisely what I told Morgan.

      “Perhaps,” she admitted. “But they didn’t, and now you’re here. Unharmed, if a bit…pungent. So, what is it you wanted to ask me?”

      I took hold of my teacup and sat back, sipping it carefully. It was fine. Good, even. But it wasn’t coffee, which was about the only thing I wanted in the world right now besides a shower. This whole unhygienic aspect of the apocalypse was really getting to me.

      I set the cup back down and studied the two of them. I wasn’t sure why, but it felt like they were both holding something back—that between their cheery banter resided a secret of some magnitude, or perhaps merely some unspoken but relevant detail regarding my capture.

      “Lisandra,” I said, gauging their reaction. “The woman who turned me over to your guards. D’ye know her?”

      They exchanged looks.

      “I’ve certainly never met her,” Morgan said. “Bredon?”

      He shook his head.

      “She said somethin’ about needin’ potions. A lot of ‘em. What could she be talkin’ about?”

      “I’m sure it’s nothing,” Morgan replied, flitting her hand about as if shooing away a fly. “We manufacture potions for anyone who needs them. For a price, of course. If it would make you happy, however, I could make some inquiries. Perhaps find out who she struck a deal with and for what.”

      It was a tempting offer, but ultimately not why I was here. No, I would confront Lisandra on my own time, and when I did she was going to regret betraying me with every fiber of her being—that much I could guarantee.

      “I’d rather talk about the slaugh,” I said, instead. “And about Badb, too. Obviously ye know I spoke to her last night, through the wall. She said some really crazy stuff about a Beast and the Four Treasures and somethin’ called the Omega War. I don’t know why, but it all sounded pretty familiar. She mentioned Macha, too. Has anyone heard from her?”

      Morgan’s smile faltered, her expression going suddenly and inexplicably cold. She swiveled in her chair and touched her companion lightly on his arm. “Bredon, why don’t you show Quinn to her new accommodations? I’m sure she could use a warm meal and a hot bath.”

      “Hmm? Oh, of course.”

      “We’ll talk more tonight,” Morgan told me, scooting out of her chair and standing to her full height. “I forgot I have something pressing to take care of before dinner.”

      “Dinner? Now hold on! I’ve got to get back to Fenway. I’ve got people there expectin’ me who’ll be worried enough as it is.”

      Not to mention the fact I had to get back and put a stop to whatever Lisandra was plotting as soon as possible, I added silently.

      Morgan shrugged. “You may leave if you feel you must, but I’m afraid this is something that cannot wait. I can promise I will answer all your questions this evening, however, if you decide to remain. But of course it’s your choice.”

      “Funny, because it doesn’t feel like you’re leavin’ me much choice at all.”

      Morgan just smiled enigmatically.

      “Fine,” I said with a sigh. “But I absolutely have to be out of here first t’ing tomorrow mornin’, alright? And in case I haven’t made myself perfectly clear, please don’t make me regret this. It’s been a long few days as it is.”

      “I wouldn’t dream of it, dear.”

      She said it sincerely, dipping her chin and walking away with extraordinary grace and poise. I watched her go, reminded as I so often was of the centuries she’d had to master things like tone and comportment and facial tics.

      So then why did I get the strangest feeling she’d been lying to me just now?
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      My new digs were, in fact, a suite on the third floor of a college dormitory. Each of the four adjoining dorm rooms had been stripped bare of personal effects, though things like bedding and large furniture remained. I took a seat on the couch in the common room while a pair of simpering coeds stocked the fridge and bathroom. Bredon waited by the door until they were finished, then gestured for them to leave.

      “Somethin’ had those two freaked out,” I said once he’d shut the door. “And it wasn’t me.”

      “The students? Yes, well, they’re under the impression I’m a witch who can turn them into toads.”

      “Are ye? A witch, I mean.”

      “Not at all. But there’s no reason to tell them that. A little healthy paranoia never hurt anyone.”

      “I t’ink there are some schizophrenics out there who might disagree, but fair enough. So, what’s the deal with ye and Morgan, anyway? Do the two of ye—”

      “Have sex? Only when she’s bored. Which is far more often than you’d think.”

      “I was goin’ to say know each other,” I said with a wince. “From before Branson. It’s just ye seem awfully chummy for two people who only just met a few months back.”

      Bredon shrugged. “She helped me put a few things together. Reminded me who I am. Or was, I guess.”

      “Aye? And who’s that?”

      Bredon flashed me a wry smile. “Why don’t you get some rest? I’ll come back in a few hours to fetch you for dinner. Oh, and feel free to use the shower and find a change of clothes in the meantime. This used to be an all-girl’s dorm, so I’m sure there’ll be something that fits in one of the closets on this floor.”

      “Ye really expect me to go around knockin’ on doors askin’ for a change of clothes? No t’anks. I’ll wear what I’ve got on, unless you’ve managed to track down my backpack?”

      “I’ve got someone working on it as we speak. Anyway, I wouldn’t worry about knocking. There’s no one else on this floor apart from you.”

      “What, really?”

      He shrugged. “Most of the students were already gone by the time we took over. The ones you’ve come across were those who had nowhere else to go. That’s why Morgan lets them run around doing whatever they want, so long as they answer when she calls.”

      “Or else she’ll turn ‘em all into toads.”

      “Curses can be powerful motivators,” he replied, looking perturbed for a moment before heading for the door and pausing with his hand on the doorknob. “Oh, and by the way, I doubt it’ll come up, but in case you do speak to anyone before I return. All that stuff you heard Badb say last night? I wouldn’t go around repeating it. Morgan may be in charge, but not everyone on campus answers to her.”

      I frowned. “Are ye sayin’ ye have spies in your midst?”

      “I’m saying some of us serve more than one Master, whether we like it or not. Now get some rest. Dinner is in a few hours.”

      He left, and I listened for the tell tale turning of the lock. It never came. That at least was reassuring. After Morgan’s unexpected caginess, I had to wonder whether she’d have actually let me leave had I chosen to. Either way, something was definitely up. Again I was reminded of what Max had said, including his fervent warnings that all might not be as it seemed with the Coven of Ipswich.

      The question was, how high up did that go?
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      That night I found myself seated at a cafeteria table across from Morgan le Fay. She wore a nicer dress than the occasion warranted and the table had been set with fine china and antique silverware, an ornate candelabra sitting between us as if we were out on a date at an expensive restaurant. The dining hall itself was empty and slightly chilled, or perhaps my hair was to blame; I’d neglected to dry it after my shower and it hung damp past my shoulders.

      The enchantress was uncharacteristically quiet, speaking only to the trembling undergraduates who brought out our food and only then to instruct them how best to do their jobs. She’d had one of them fetch a bottle of red wine so old its label was all but indecipherable, pouring it herself when the young man in question proved incapable. I’d declined a glass. I wanted a clear head for our conversation.

      Morgan cleared her throat. “I realize I should’ve said so before, but I want you to know how pleased I am to see you. You know you had us all very worried when you went missing like you did. I performed a few tracking spells myself, of course, though none of them worked. I even consulted an old seer friend of mine, but the man seemed to have lost his touch. He kept spouting some nonsense about your very existence being in flux. I mean to think, how ridiculous.”

      “Not that ridiculous,” I admitted, begrudgingly. “A lot has happened since ye saw me last. Which, bizarrely enough, isn’t the last time I saw ye.”

      “I’m not sure I follow.”

      “It doesn’t matter. To be honest, it hardly feels real these days. Like a dream where ye remember everythin’ but sounds crazy when ye try to explain it. Suffice it to say, I finally found out where I came from. Why I was made…”

      Morgan reached out and settled a hand on mine. “My dear, what is it? Surely there’s no need to cry.”

      I hadn’t realized I was until I reached up and found my cheek wet. How silly that it should happen now, when there were so many other things to worry about. But I supposed that’s how trauma worked, wasn’t it? Like an unwelcome houseguest always barging in when you least expected it until you no longer felt safe in your own home.

      I stared up at the ceiling until I was sure I could go on and then, without any further prompting on her part, gave Morgan a brief rundown of what I’d gone through since we parted.

      Funnily enough, while it was in essence an abbreviated version of the tale I’d told Max, I found myself dwelling far more on the darker, more depressing moments. Maybe because Morgan was someone I’d confided in before, or maybe because I knew she’d have insights no one else would, or maybe because I was too tired to put a positive spin on what had in fact been a harrowing experience. Whichever it was, by the time I finished Morgan had polished off two full glasses of wine and convinced me to try one as well.

      “So yeah,” I said with a shrug, “I decided I’d had enough and drank the bottle I’d gotten from Chiron. After that I must have wandered into Valhalla, because that’s where Hilde found me. Ye remember Hilde?”

      Morgan nodded. “The Valkyrie.”

      “Aye. So obviously I didn’t remember how I got there, which really bugged me because if there’s one t’ing I hate, it’s bein’ kept in the dark. Anyway, after the stuff with the Norse gods resolved itself, I went and paid a visit to the Norns beneath Yggdrasil—”

      “You didn’t!”

      “I did. But they didn’t have anything useful to tell me, so I left there and went deeper. To Mimir’s Well. Ye know, the place Odin went to gain the power of foresight in exchange for his eye.”

      “Don’t tell me…”

      “Aye. To be honest, I still can’t believe I went through with it. I mean, what kind of psycho tears out her own eye? All I can say in me defense is that I felt like I wasn’t in me right mind at the time. But it worked, and when it did I finally recalled everythin’ I’d tried so hard to forget.”

      Morgan arched an eyebrow and gestured to my face. “One of these eyes? They look fine to me.”

      “That’s because Nate Temple showed up right after it happened. Turns out that t’ing chasin’ me through time and space was a spell he’d cooked up to find the person responsible for trappin’ him in the Elder Realm. He didn’t expect to find me, obviously, but he was surprisingly chill about it. Even offered to fashion me a new eye out of rainbow glass. Works just like the real t’ing. Sort of.”

      “Sort of?”

      “It’s tough to explain. I get these visions, only they aren’t really visions. More like I’m seein’ what’s really there, beneath the surface. I’m guessin’ it has somethin’ to do with the glass Nate used. A little girl told me it has the power to dispel illusions.”

      “Wait, you said he used rainbow glass? As in from the rainbow bridge? The actual Bifrost?”

      I nodded.

      “Gods. And you said this wizard used it to make you an eye? How fascinating. He must be remarkably powerful, your friend. A fool, perhaps, but powerful.”

      “Why a fool?”

      “Why? Because he’s effectively replaced a candle with a nuclear reactor, that’s why. My dear, the Bifrost is not merely a bridge between realms. It is the path upon which gods have tread for millennia. Battles have been fought upon it. It has soaked up the blood of giants and gods alike. The ability to dispel illusions? I should think that’s the least of what it’s capable of.”

      “Should I be worried?”

      “Not worried, no. But wary, definitely wary.”

      I nodded, though of course my mind was elsewhere. Had Nate known all along what he was doing when he fashioned my eye from a shard of rainbow glass? It seemed unlikely. But then so what if he had? Perhaps it was his way of offering me a power I could finally call my own.

      “As for the rest,” Morgan continued, swirling the wine in her glass with a pensive expression. “I must admit I am at a loss for what to say. I always wondered what prompted Merlin’s absence, of course, and now I know. But of all the foolish, pigheaded, addle-brained, moronic things he could have done…”

      “Creatin’ me, ye mean?”

      “Oh no, dear. Not that. I’m talking about the scheme itself. I mean casting a temporal spell in the guise of a person would be reckless enough, but using the life force of a goddess to fuel it? Giving it a soul of its own? Who in their right minds would even consider such a thing? And yet here you are. Can’t you see? The two of them reverse engineered destiny to ensure a specific reality. This reality. Gods, the sheer arrogance of it!”

      She had a point. Still, from my perspective there was no point dwelling on the broader implications. So what if Nemain and Merlin had joined forces to break the laws of the universe? Was I supposed to be impressed? Was I meant to be proud? Because I wasn’t. I was angry and hurt and bitter.

      “I am sorry, dear,” Morgan said, sensing perhaps what I was thinking. “I know you did not ask for any of this and I can only imagine how you must be feeling. I blame myself. If only I’d read the signs better, perhaps I might have prevented this. But then you were able to do so many incredible things, it never once occurred to me you might not be their legitimate offspring. They were both so very powerful, after all, in their own right.”

      “Were?” I peeled up at the past tense use of the word. “Ye t’ink they’re truly gone, then?”

      “Given everything you’ve told me, I would say it’s highly likely. Creating you will have stripped them of every ounce of power they had, you see. Nemain would have been but a shadow of her former self if she survived at all. As for Merlin…well, assuming it didn’t kill him outright, he would have paid a steep cost indeed.”

      I frowned, struck by something Morgan had just said. A shadow of her former self…like the specter I’d spoken with numerous times in the celestial hallway, perhaps? The same being who’d bestowed upon me the last vestiges of her predecessor’s power, thus ensuring I’d confront the Queens of Fae and eventually sail into the Titan Realm.

      God, had that all been part of the plan, too? If so, just how much of my life had they had a hand in? Did they know I’d end up here, as well, or had their interference ended with the culmination of their spell? It was all so infuriating.

      “What is it, dear?” Morgan asked me.

      “Nothin’,” I lied. “I was just wonderin’ what they’d have to say for themselves. Merlin and Nemain, I mean. I wish I could ask ‘em why they did it. I feel like they must have had a good reason, or else why go through so much trouble? Obviously it has somethin’ to do with Nate. And Callie, too, I t’ink. I’m just not sure what, or why it had to be me, or whether they’re even through with me yet.”

      Saying it out loud, I realized it was true. After everything that had happened so far, how could I ever be sure my choices were my own? That my actions weren’t somehow predestined and all part of a larger, predetermined plan?

      “Oh, I wouldn’t worry about that,” Morgan assured me. “Nemain’s foresight was legendary, but even she had her limits. No, I expect their influence ended the moment you touched that cursed object. After all, no spell lasts forever, not even one that powerful. Indeed, it is all the more remarkable that you survived when I think about it.”

      “How so?”

      “Well it would’ve been far simpler if they’d let you…I suppose perish isn’t the right word in this context. Expire? Conclude?” She waved that away. “The power it takes to cast a spell of that magnitude is one thing, but the cost of ensuring your survival? Let’s just say they must have felt you were entitled to a life of your own.”

      “Ye really t’ink so?”

      “It’s the only logical explanation, now that I think about it. Of course they manipulated you in a variety of ways, that much is obvious. But I don’t believe they intended to be cruel. Perhaps this was their way of making it up to you.”

      For some reason, that only made me angrier. I mean what kind of shoddy deal was that? After everything they’d put me through, my reward was this frail mortal body and a head full of painful memories? I felt like I’d been offered a car in exchange for a lifetime of mental and physical abuse. And not even a good car.

      “Ah, it seems the food is finally ready!” Morgan beckoned to the cowering students waiting in the wings and finished off the last of the wine. “Shall we leave this sorry business behind for now?”

      “Gladly,” I said, and I meant it.
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      “So, the slaugh,” I began, eager to move on now that we’d finished eating. Morgan held up a finger as she waited for our plates to be taken away. Once she was satisfied we were alone, she dropped a sugar cube in her coffee and began stirring it with a delicate silver spoon.

      “What about them?”

      “Well, we took care of Liam and broke the spell he had over Badb. I would’ve thought the Chancery members would have chased the slaugh off after that, so why are they still here?”

      “What makes you think I know?”

      “Call it intuition,” I replied, dryly. “Look, I wouldn’t be asking ye if I weren’t desperate. But the Fae who were here are gone, and no one else seems to have a clue. Whereas you’ve always struck me as the kind of person who likes to know everythin’ about a situation before ye get involved. And you’re obviously involved, or ye wouldn’t be here.”

      “Hmmm.” Morgan tapped her fingers on the table. “I suppose that’s fair. Very well. To answer your question, I have it on good authority that the slaugh went into hiding not long after you went missing. And as I’m sure you’re aware, when the Fae wish to conceal themselves, they can be quite adept at it.”

      “But why stick around at all? Why not simply return to Fae?”

      “Because they hadn’t yet found what they’d come for.”

      “Which was what?”

      “An artifact, hidden here in secret a long time ago. I learned all this secondhand, mind you, but it seems that foul creature Liam was the first to learn of its existence and that it was he who recruited the slaugh. I suspect pillow talk and sexual favors were involved.”

      “So then where does Badb fit in? And what was Liam doin’ in Branson if what he was lookin’ for was here in Boston?”

      “That I do not know. What I do know is that the slaugh are like any pack of animals. It is in their nature to submit to strength, and in that respect Badb utterly outclassed the Gancanagh. As I understand it, they deferred to her as soon as she showed up looking for you, which meant Liam had no choice but to seduce her to get what he wanted.”

      “The artifact.”

      “Yes. Though what may interest you most is that Liam was searching on behalf of someone else. Someone far stronger and far more terrifying.”

      “The Huntsman,” I ventured.

      Morgan nodded. “Where I come from, he is called Gwyn ap Nudd. King of the Tylwyth Teg and ruler of Annwn, a rather sizable realm within the Otherworld. He’s a Welsh god, basically. And far from a minor one.”

      Now that was news to me, though the name did have a familiar ring to it; according to myth, Gwyn ap Nudd was one of a half dozen deities linked to the Wild Hunt, though that was about as much as I knew about him off the top of my head. It did, however, explain the dragon. After all, who but a god could summon forth a monster like that at will?

      “Since when do gods go around terrorizin’ major American cities directly?” I asked. “I mean isn’t there supposed to be a limit to what they can feasibly do here on Earth? Otherwise why bother with all the intermediaries?”

      “No, you’re quite right. I’m unsure of the specifics as it was a tad before my time, but I believe a pact of sorts was struck between the various pantheons some millenia back. An agreement to keep their influence in check provided the balance of power was maintained. Sadly, all that has gone out the proverbial window now that the Four Horsemen have been struck down.”

      “They what?” I felt my stomach roil. “Wait, even Death?”

      “He was the first to go, I’m told. Executed by the White Rose, and quite publicly too. After that it was only a matter of time before the others joined the fray and one side triumphed.”

      “The White Rose? Why do I know that name?”

      “It belongs to Callie Penrose. The Horseman of Despair. Death and Despair, now, I imagine. I’m not actually sure how it all works.”

      I couldn’t believe it. Callie killed Hemingway? How could she? And what possible motive could she have? Perhaps it’d been an accident or some sort of misunderstanding. If so, Callie must be wracked with guilt. And what about Nate? Had he co-signed his friend’s execution? No wonder he’d been so distracted while we lounged at the foot of the World Tree.

      “This is insane,” I said, at last. “So you’re sayin’ that because the Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse are gone, the gods finally have carte blanche to do what they want?”

      “So it would seem.”

      “Well, shite.”

      “Quite.”

      I shook my head. “That still doesn’t explain why a god would go so far as to raze an entire city, though, or why no one’s stopped him yet. I mean surely that should warrant some sort of response?”

      “Typically it would, yes. In the past the pantheons have always policed their own, plus I expect they’ll have the Dread Four to contend with as well from now on. But from what you’ve told me it would seem your friend Nate Temple and his band of merry god slayers are rather preoccupied at the moment. And as for the other Welsh gods, well…let’s just say Gwyn ap Nudd is not the type to let anything or anyone get in his way.”

      “Damn. So, what, he’s just goin’ to sit back and roost over all of Boston indefinitely?”

      “Until he finds what he’s been looking for, yes. He’s already scoured the most likely places and will finish with the rest of the city by week’s end. After that, he’ll most likely turn his full attention to your friends at Fenway.”

      I frowned, struck by the enchantress’ matter-of-fact tone. “Aren’t ye worried he’ll come here at all?”

      “No, because he already knows we don’t have it.”

      “And how would he know that?”

      “Ah. Yes, I suppose we’ve reached that point in the conversation.” Morgan set down her now empty cup of coffee and clasped her hands together on the table. “I know because the Huntsman and I struck a deal before I ever arrived. See that bird skull over there, in the window? And that one, hanging above the door?”

      I turned to look and saw at once the strange little trophies staring back at me through empty sockets, their hooked beaks razor sharp and gleaming in the candlelight. They instantly gave me the creeps.

      “He gave them to us,” Morgan explained. “They negate the effects of the curse. And in exchange, we lend him our support and pass on any and all relevant information. Like when a mindless goddess speaks for the first time in months and happens to mention the Omega War and the Four Treasures in the same breath, for instance.”

      I settled back into my chair, a sickening feeling lodged in my chest. “Please tell me ye didn’t.”

      “I am afraid I had no choice, dear. If he found out I’d kept it from him…it could mean war between us. And I wouldn’t dare risk pitting my witches against the combined might of the slaugh. Not for you, or anyone else.”

      I started to stand, but Morgan grabbed my wrist.

      “Trust me, Quinn,” she said. “He won’t hurt you. He simply wants to talk. You might even be interested in what he has to say.”

      I shook her off. “Are ye out of your freakin’ mind?! Him and his lackeys wiped out the entire city! People lost their homes, Morgan. Hell, a lot of them died. And ye want me to have a chat with this son of a bitch? And say what, exactly? ‘Charmed to meet ye, ye fuckin’ genocidal tyrant’?”

      Morgan winced. “Maybe don’t lead with that.”

      “No, it’s alright,” interjected a shockingly deep voice from the deepest shadows in the farthest corner of the dining hall. “Believe it or not, I’ve been called far worse.”
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      “Who’s there?” I demanded. “Show yourself!”

      “Now, hold on. There’s no need to shout.”

      A being unlike any I’d ever laid eyes on emerged from the shadows before the words were even spoken. Half again as tall as a man and in desperate need of a cheeseburger, the rail thin creature stood completely naked except for a thick gold torc clamped around his throat and an animal pelt covering his groin. His garishly pale skin was covered in woad blue tattoos, and where his face should have been was a mouthless, eyeless mask fashioned from chips of bone—a pair of blood-stained antlers jutting from his brow like some sort of infernal crown.

      My aversion to the thing was immediate and instinctive, like finding a spider the size of a small dog lurking behind a curtain or seeing a man snatch a woman’s wrist in public. I found myself reflexively reaching for the butter knife, though what I meant to do with it not even I could say for sure.

      “May I join you?” asked the creature, gesturing with a hand stained to the elbow with fresh blood.

      “Stay where ye are!” I warned, jabbing the knife at him for emphasis. “Not a step closer, I mean it!”

      “Quinn? Are you alright?”

      The enchantress was frowning at me from across the table, her expression puzzled. I gestured to the monster in our midst as if to say “what did you expect”, only to discover there was no monster; in its place stood a relatively ordinary if exceptionally androgynous young man wearing a fur-lined shearling jacket over a white turtleneck, brown chinos, and a pair of brown leather boots.

      In fact, with his Ivy League haircut and clean shaven face he might even have passed for your average college student but for his eyes—overly large and rimmed in thick black lashes, each bore a pair of pupils set side by side amidst the sclera.

      “There’s no need to be afraid,” the young man assured me, settling his outstretched hand over his heart in an oddly courtly gesture. “I swear on the power of Gwyn ap Nudd, no harm will come to you tonight.”

      It’d been a while since anyone had offered me that particular oath, and longer still since I was fool enough to believe them. That said, it was plain from his courteous manner that the leader of the slaugh wanted something from me. Something he couldn’t get by force, presumably. Besides, while Morgan may have gone ahead and sold me out, I was still technically her guest and therefore under her protection—for whatever that was worth.

      “I wasn’t afraid,” I replied, honestly. “Just revolted.”

      “By me?” Gwyn pointed at himself. “Is it the eyes? I always seem to get grief about the eyes.”

      “No. I mean aye, they’re creepy as hell. But I was talkin’ about that t’ing with the woad tattoos and the horns and the blood on its hands.”

      Gwyn turned to Morgan with an arched eyebrow. “Your message said you’d found someone who’d spoken to Badb Catha. It didn’t mention anything about her being a seer.”

      “It’s a recent development,” replied the enchantress. “I only just found out about it, myself.”

      “Look,” I interjected. “As much as I enjoy when people get together to talk about me like I’m not even in the room, maybe we could just skip to the part where ye tell me what ye want so I can tell ye to fuck off? Might save us all some time.”

      “My, my.” Gwyn’s pleasant smile never wavered. “Is she always this hostile, or is it just me? Also, would you mind if I sat down? It feels awkward standing over you like this.”

      “Please,” Morgan replied, gesturing to a nearby table. “And I’d say it’s a bit of both. Though it might have helped if you’d given me a chance to properly explain before showing up unannounced.”

      Gwyn scowled as he crossed the room and took a seat. He crossed one leg over the other, decided he didn’t like it, and switched. Then, apparently still dissatisfied, he got up and swapped chairs altogether.

      “What exactly is there to explain?” he asked, distractedly. “I came to this city looking for something precious to me and intend to find it by any means necessary.”

      “I meant about the citizens. The ones you forced to flee the city.”

      “Oh, that. Right. Well it was for their own good, wasn’t it?”

      Jesus Christ, how could he even say that? And so saccharinely, too. Like he was discussing the weather outside and not the fate of thousands, if not hundreds of thousands, of people. I tightened my grip on the knife until the metal felt hot in my hand and imagined what it would feel like to plunge it into the god’s eye. Good, probably.

      “What he means is that the people here were at risk,” Morgan explained. “From something far worse than the slaugh.”

      “Somethin’ like what?”

      “Like the curse. The one you’ve seen firsthand. The one that creates the revenants.”

      “But he’s the one responsible for the curse! Wait…isn’t he?”

      Gwyn cocked an eyebrow. “You haven’t told her?”

      “That’s part of what I wanted to explain,” Morgan replied with an exasperated sigh. “Quinn…the curse has nothing to do with him. It’s Badb. She’s the one sucking everyone dry of their life force and their sanity. If anything, Gwyn is the reason we haven’t all succumbed. It’s his charms that protect us from her influence, and his slaugh that hunt down the revenants before they go crazy and kill everyone in sight.”

      “Badb?” I shook my head in disbelief. “But that doesn’t make any sense. All this started when he showed up, didn’t it?”

      Morgan shook her head. “It struck us first. My coven, shortly after I brought Badb to Salem. Then Salem itself, and as of a few weeks ago a radius of up to a hundred miles. We don’t know why it’s happening or how she’s doing it, only that no ritual we performed could prevent it. My witches were wasting away when Gwyn offered us sanctuary here. He even offered to help reverse the curse, but of course Badb refuses to cooperate or even to speak with us.”

      “Which is hopefully where you come in,” added Gwyn.

      “Me?”

      “She talked to you once already, didn’t she? Perhaps she will again. Perhaps you can get through to her, and together the three of us can convince her to stop this madness.”

      This madness, indeed. And to think, the curse was Badb’s doing all along. Still, something about their explanation nagged at me. If Morgan and her people were protected by the charms and Gwyn and his slaugh presumably immune, why bother begging Badb to stop? Surely it wasn’t out of the goodness of either of their hearts.

      “What else d’ye want from her?” I asked. “From Badb. What’s in it for ye?”

      The two immortals exchanged glances.

      “I believe Badb knows where I can find what I’ve been looking for,” Gwyn confessed.

      “Of course. Your fuckin’ artifact. What even is it? Water from the Fountain of Youth? The Hand of Midas? The Philosopher’s Stone? What?”

      “It’s a map.”

      “A map?” I repeated, incredulously. “A map of what?”

      “That’s my business.”

      So, either he wasn’t sure or he didn’t want anyone else to know. Either way it could be only one thing: a treasure map. Otherwise why go through all this trouble? But what sort of treasure could possibly appeal to a god? And where in all the realms could it be hidden that even a god of the hunt couldn’t find it?

      “What makes ye so sure the map is even here?”

      “Oh, it’s here.”

      “Okay, fine. Then what makes ye t’ink Badb knows where it is?”

      “Because it was her sister who buried it.”

      “Who? Macha?”

      Morgan coughed into her fist and hit me with a distinct but subtle shake of her head. “It was Nemain, the eldest sister. Rumor has it she spent time here in Boston and hid the map before she disappeared.”

      “Why would she do that?” I asked, playing along. “Is it dangerous?”

      “Of course not.” Gwyn dismissed that with a wave of his hand. “It’s simply the first piece of a much larger puzzle I intend to solve before the battle begins.”

      “What battle?”

      “It doesn’t matter. What’s important right now is that you speak to Badb. Try to find out what she wants. Get her to see reason, if you can. Otherwise we’ll have to take other, more drastic measures.”

      “Oh yeah, like what? Torture?”

      Neither of them so much as smiled.

      “Morgan…ye can’t be serious. Ye know she isn’t right in the head after what Liam did to her, and now you’re considerin’ torture?”

      The enchantress shifted uncomfortably. “We would prefer it didn’t come to that, obviously. But I think you must agree that this occupation has to come to an end. Gwyn and the slaugh have every intention of leaving once the curse is gone and they’ve found what they came for, at which point Boston can return to the way it was. Which means by helping us, you could potentially put an end to all of this right here and now. And isn’t that what you really want?”

      I had to admit she made a compelling case. With the slaugh gone and the curse lifted, the residents of Fenway would be safe and could finally return to their homes. Sure the city would have to be rebuilt, but what was the alternative? Abandoning it altogether? One bloody skirmish after the other until there were none of us left? There was no way I could let that happen.

      And yet I hesitated.

      “What about all the people caught in the crossfire when ye evacuated the city?” I asked. “The residents who didn’t make it out? Or d’ye mean to tell me their deaths meant nothin’ to ye?”

      Gwyn paused as if he actually had to think about it. “I suppose it was a bit of a waste. But if you’re asking whether it keeps me up at night, then no. Not really. I mean dying is basically what mortals were put on this planet to do, isn’t it?”

      “Except they didn’t exactly die of natural causes, ye callous prick,” I hissed through gritted teeth. “They were murdered. Mowed down by the slaugh who serve ye.”

      “Now that’s simply not true.”

      “Excuse me?”

      “We may have driven the citizens from their homes and hounded them until they left the city, but that’s as far as it went. Those vast majority who died did so because they were either in too big a hurry or too foolish to flee.”

      “It’s true,” Morgan butted in, perhaps sensing my skepticism. “I was there. There were a lot of scare tactics and some serious property damage, but I never saw the slaugh go after anyone who wasn’t putting up a fight.”

      “Why d’ye keep defendin’ him?” I asked, then cut her reply off with a swipe of my hand. “No, it doesn’t matter. I don’t care what your justifications are. The fact is ye should’ve found another way. Anythin’ other than allyin’ yourself to this immortal piece of shite.”

      Gwyn cleared his throat. “I take it that means you’re declining our offer to help?”

      “It means I wouldn’t piss on ye if ye were on fire. In fact, let me be totally clear. From this moment on I swear I will do everythin’ in me power to set fire to everythin’ that’s ever mattered to ye. Until ye know what it’s like to have somethin’ precious taken from ye. And then, and only then, will I let ye beg in vain for your miserable, pathetic life.”

      Morgan slammed a hand on the table, upsetting the silverware and startling me. “I won’t have you threatening guests under my roof, Quinn MacKenna. Apologize, now.”

      “You’re right,” I said. “I’m sorry ye have such terrible taste in friends.”

      “You…Bredon! Bredon, come in here! There you are. Kindly escort Miss MacKenna to her rooms before she says anything else she’ll regret and I have no choice but to turn her into something without a mouth.”

      “As you wish, m’lady.”

      I let Bredon take me by the arm and guided me to the door without making a fuss. To be honest I was glad to be sent away. Anything to get away from that unflappable bastard. Almost as if he’d read my mind, Gwyn—who until now had made a show of studying his fingernails—glanced up and gave me a little wave as I reached the door, his toothy smile all the more disconcerting for how genuine it appeared.

      “See you around, Miss MacKenna.”
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      I ended up on house arrest, trapped in the dorm room where I’d spent most of the afternoon. Bredon apologized before he left and locked the door, reassuring me that someone would be by to check on me shortly. Five long hours had passed since then and it was well past midnight.

      While lounging on the couch and considering whether or not I should give up and just go to bed, I found myself thinking about Max. Had he found Maria and the others? I certainly hoped so, for their sake as well as his. Everyone else would be gearing up to flee the city no doubt, or at the very least weighing the possibility.

      Part of me was glad. Now that I knew what Gwyn was after and the lengths he’d go to retrieve it, there didn’t seem much point to putting up a fight. Certainly not when all their oppressor cared about was getting his hands on some stupid artifact and planned to leave as soon as he found it.

      How would they feel, I wondered, to find out I could have saved them the trouble had I only been willing to cooperate? Would they be angry, or would they understand why I’d refused? Probably the former. But then I suspected most people were relativists at heart—believing deep down that right and wrong were fluctuating concepts, even if their religion or their morals told them otherwise. Whereas I, at my very core, believed in absolutes.

      You hurt someone I love, you die. You burn down my house, you die. You terrorize an entire city for your own ends…well, you get the picture.

      So it turned out the Huntsman had his reasons for driving everyone away, so what? It didn’t absolve him of his crimes, and in my book it never would. No, I’d meant every single word I said back there. He would pay, and pay dearly. Not merely for what he’d done, either, but for the callous manner in which he’d done it.

      How I meant to follow through on my threats was, of course, very much a mystery. But that was alright. At least it would give me something to look forward to.

      “I’ll have to tell ‘em,” I mused aloud. “All this over a freakin’ map.”

      Once again I tried to think what might be on it, or where it might lead. Whatever it was, I knew it must be invaluable. Indeed, if anyone understood the priceless nature of magical artifacts, it was me; Lord knew I’d held my fair share, and frankly if my experiences had taught me anything, it was that some would do literally whatever it took to possess the shortcut to power they offered.

      Of course that was only part of the story, wasn’t it? There was also this thing with Badb. This terrible curse that everyone assumed was linked to the slaugh. I couldn’t let that go on, no matter what I’d told those two—for Badb’s sake as much as for everyone else’s.

      The question was how was I going to put a stop to it? If I could only talk to her, speak with her face to face, then perhaps I could find a way. But to do so meant having to probe her for information on Gwyn’s behalf, and I’d already sworn I wouldn’t help him.

      Maybe sleeping on it would help. I let out a long sigh and was in the process of getting up to go to bed when I heard someone knock on the door.

      “Quinn, are you there?”

      It was Morgan.

      I briefly considered making the enchantress wait out of sheer pettiness but in the end decided it wasn’t worth it. Besides, I was looking forward to giving her a piece of my mind.

      “I’m here,” I called back, trying and failing not to sound as aggrieved as I felt. “What d’ye want? Or did ye come all the way down here to stab me in the back again? Because if so you’ll have a devil of a time gettin’ past that door.”

      “Quit being so melodramatic. I never betrayed you. Should I have spoken to you before I sent for Gwyn? Perhaps. But there wasn’t time. I couldn’t take the chance that one of his spies might have overheard what Badb said to you last night and relayed it back to him before I did. And why shouldn’t I let him speak with you when all he meant to do was propose a solution that might benefit us all?”

      I didn’t answer right away. Until tonight, I’d always thought of Morgan as the sassy, single aunt I never had—the kind of woman worth looking up to without necessarily wanting to end up like, whose appeal stemmed from her glamorous lifestyle and no-nonsense attitude. Dez didn’t count, of course, since she was never really my aunt to begin with and had been too busy playing the mother role besides. Now, I wasn’t sure what to make of the enchantress. How could she have agreed to work with Gwyn, knowing what he intended to do?

      “I keep askin’ meself the same question over and over again,” I said, at last. “Ye said ye watched him clear out the city with your own two eyes. But what I can’t understand is why ye didn’t push for a better way. Why not try a quarantine, or take Babd away somewhere so she couldn’t curse anyone else? Why let him evacuate the city by force?”

      There was a lengthy pause.

      “Gwyn came to me not long after you disappeared asking questions,” she said at last. “Someone who was present when Chernobog was summoned must have tipped him off. I thought he might be after you, for stopping Liam, but that wasn’t it. He wanted to know about the map. Where it might be hidden and whether I’d seen evidence of elementals loose in the world.”

      “Elementals?”

      “Salamanders, specifically. I told him I’d seen someone with the power, but that was back in Branson. Then he asked about Badb. By then the curse had only just begun, but it was spreading fast and I didn’t know what to do. Then I found out about the Horsemen, and I realized it was all happening again.”

      “What was?”

      “The end of an age. A time when knowledge and those who would preserve it are snuffed out, leaving entire generations in the dark. A time when war and disease and cruelty are so commonplace that a good deed is like a seed planted in a barren field. You think what happened here was an atrocity? That it can’t get any worse? Well trust me, you’re wrong.”

      I felt a cold shiver run down my spine but chose to ignore it. “Now who’s bein’ melodramatic?”

      “Gods, you don’t understand. And how could you? You weren’t there the last time the scales of power were tipped like this. You have no idea what it’ll be like. But I do. And so yes, when Gwyn ap Nudd offered to ally himself with us, of course I took it. I would’ve been a fool not to.”

      “You’re afraid of him,” I said, recognizing too late the tremor in her voice as she said his name.

      “Of course I am! Because unlike you, I’m not a fool. You may think he’s just another god, but he isn’t. He thinks like great generals think. He plots and schemes and manipulates. Worse, he’s good at it. He walked into that dining hall knowing you had every reason to hate him and very nearly had you convinced helping him was the noble thing to do.”

      “That’s not true.”

      “Fine, maybe he overplayed his hand with you. But you’re the most stubborn, pigheaded person I’ve ever met, and I’ve lived over a dozen lifetimes so I should know. Anyone else and they’d be talking to Badb right now with him looming over their shoulder and hanging onto every word.”

      “And instead I’m here, locked up against me will.”

      “I had to do that,” Morgan snapped, speaking in a hushed voice that barely registered through the door. “It was the only way I could be sure he wouldn’t try to convince you by other means. You think he doesn’t know that you showed up here with someone? That he wouldn’t be willing to threaten that young man’s life to get you to do what he wants? To threaten the lives of every cursed person here under my care?”

      Shit.

      She was right. I hadn’t once considered what other methods Gwyn might stoop to besides threatening me directly—which of course I’d been prepared for from the start. I leaned against the door and pressed my forehead to the wood, struggling against a sudden wave of despair.

      “He won’t leave me any choice, will he? I’ll have to help him, one way or the other.”

      “Not necessarily. But first, I want you to listen to me. I know what he wants, Quinn. I even know what’s on that blasted map, just like I know that if his plan succeeds, it could mean a seismic shift in cosmic power. The sort of thing that could tip the scales even farther and kick off the Omega War once and for all.”

      “That again. What is it exactly? The Omega War, I mean. I feel like I should know, like it sounds familiar, but I can’t remember from where.”

      “We don’t have time for that right now. I’ve only just convinced Gwyn to return home for the night, but if I know him he’ll have someone camped outside this door within the hour. Which means we have to work fast if you’re going to make it out of here.”

      “Sorry? Does that mean you’re lettin’ me go?”

      “Technically you’re breaking out, but yes.”

      I heard the lock on the door turn.

      “Wait five minutes,” Morgan continued, “then take the stairwell at the end of the hall to the fifth floor. You’ll find Badb on the left hand side, three doors down. I had her moved in case something like this happened.”

      “But how—”

      “The room is warded from the inside so you’ll have to sort that out once you’re there, but the key to her room is the same one I’ve left in this door. I’ve also got Bredon drawing the guards away as we speak, but that’s as much help as I can give you. I’ll be risking enough as it is once Gwyn discovers you’ve both escaped.”

      “But why take that risk at all? And how d’ye know that t’ings won’t just get worse once Badb is free?”

      “I don’t. I’m trusting you to make sure that doesn’t happen. Besides, I was lying before. Torturing one of the Tuatha de Danann, much less Badb Catha, was never going to happen under my watch. Only someone with a death wish would ever consider such a thing. By removing her, you’ll be saving me from a confrontation down the line.”

      I bit my lip, thinking furiously. “What if she won’t come with me?”

      “Then leave on your own if you must. But whatever you do, draw as little attention to yourselves as possible. There isn’t a curfew so you’re unlikely to be stopped by anyone. Not unless you’ve given them cause to be suspicious.”

      “Okay, but say we make it out. What then? It’s the middle of the night and the slaugh will be out in force. Where would we even go?”

      “I wish I had an answer for that, but you’ll have to figure it out on your own. My advice? Go find the map. With it, you could bargain for anything you want.”

      That made me want to laugh. Anything I wanted…like my home to still be intact? For the world to be as I’d left it and for no one to have been hurt? Somehow I didn’t think Gwyn ap Nudd had that sort of power. Still, I took her point.

      “And here I thought I was goin’ to get a good night’s sleep for once,” I said with a long suffering sigh.

      Morgan snickered. “Hadn’t you heard? There’s no rest for the wicked. Oh, and Quinn…about that oath you swore back there. Please do us both a favor from now on and try to remember not to pick fights we both know you can’t win.”

      “I wouldn’t have said it if I didn’t mean it. I may not know how, but I will make that bastard suffer if it’s the last t’ing I do.”

      “You know it might help if you at least pretended to listen to me,” she said with a sigh, sounding both exasperated and a little amused. “I do have some small experience in these matters, after all.”

      “That’s only because you’re so old.”

      “I am not old. I’m immortal. There’s a difference.”

      “Whatever, Granny. Oh, and Morgan? I appreciate ye stickin’ your neck out like this. Really.”

      I waited for her reply, but none came.

      Must’ve been something I said.
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      True to Morgan’s word, the main hallway on the fifth floor was utterly deserted when I emerged from the stairwell. It was also dark; a solitary wall sconce at the far end of the hall gave me just enough light to see by as I crept forward on the balls of my feet, ever wary of moving shadows and creaking floorboards. Of course I wasn’t sure what would happen if I got caught wandering the halls at this hour. Maybe nothing. Still, it wasn’t worth the risk.

      I counted each door until I reached the third door on the left, then hesitated with my hand on the knob. For a moment it was as if I was back under that office desk with Badb’s power crashing over me, wave after wave, dragging me under and refusing to let me up for air. Was freeing someone as unstable as she was really the right call?

      Maybe not, I decided, but neither was leaving her here to suffer. Morgan was right, even if her reasons had been entirely self-serving: letting one god torture another over something so trivial as a map was bound to result in fallout. And anyway, hadn’t I come all this way to honor my promise to help Badb?

      Well, now was my chance.

      “Here goes nothin’,” I muttered.

      Once unlocked, the door creaked open to reveal a room shrouded in darkness. I pushed at the door, allowing the light from the hall to pierce the gloom. It seemed the windows had been taped over and all the light fixtures removed. I squinted, only barely able to make out what appeared to be an oversized doll in a rocking chair in the middle of the room.

      As my eyes adjusted, it became clear that what I’d mistaken for a doll was in fact Badb. Hunched over with her dark hair cascading past her face and pooling into her lap, the once formidable goddess looked like a shrunken shell of her former self. I grimaced to see it, my gut wrenching at the thought of such a vibrant force of nature left to rot for weeks on end in this hellish place. No wonder she was driving everyone mad and draining them dry.

      I meant to rush into the room, but the second I crossed the threshold I was hit with something that knocked me to the floor. I rolled onto my side and curled up into a ball, riding a wave of nausea that must’ve lasted only a few seconds but felt like hours. And then, as suddenly as it had come on, it ended, leaving me gasping on the floor like a dying fish.

      Too late, I remembered what Morgan had said about the ward. Out of curiosity, I tried to crawl back through the open doorway and ended up smacking my hand against what felt like a wall of solid steel.

      “Son of a bitch,” I hissed, rubbing at my already injured wrist. “How exactly am I supposed to get back out, huh Morgan?”

      The answer was unclear. After all, if Badb herself couldn’t manage it, how was I meant to? Unless of course she was too beaten down to try. That had to be it, I decided. Otherwise wizards and their ilk would’ve used wards to seal the gods away ages ago.

      “Badb?” I climbed unsteadily to my feet and toddled over to where she sat. “Badb, it’s me, Quinn. Can ye hear me?”

      The goddess didn’t look up. Indeed, she never even so much as twitched, not even when I sank down onto my haunches and reached out to part the curtain of hair obscuring her face. I couldn’t make out her face in the gloom, though I could tell her eyes were open even if they refused to meet my own. Was she catatonic? That was something I hadn’t counted on. If so, it was only a matter of time before someone came by and noticed there’d been a break in.

      “I’m really sorry,” I said in a voice typically reserved for small children or the elderly. “I know I promised to help ye after what Liam did, but I got waylaid. It’s a long story, and one I promise to tell ye if ye wake up and come with me, now. Can ye do that? Here, try to stand up.”

      I tried to take her arm, but it was like tugging on a statue weighing a couple hundred pounds. Meaning either she didn’t want to be moved, or she hadn’t heard me.

      “Badb,” I said, louder and with more insistence this time. “We have to go. You’re in danger here. There’s this Welsh god named Gwyn ap Nudd. Maybe ye already know each other, I don’t know. But the point is he’s desperately lookin’ for somethin’ and he t’inks ye know where it is. Worse, he’s willin’ to hurt ye to find out. Which means we have to get ye out of here.”

      Still no reaction.

      I patted Badb’s arm. “I’ve got friends who I’m sure will take us in. Some might even be willin’ to help us fight back, once they understand the situation. All we have to do is make it to where they are.”

      Again, nothing.

      I sighed and glanced at the open doorway. How much longer could I afford to stick around before the guards came back? Finding me wandering the halls after midnight was one thing, but discovering a stowaway in a warded room with the key in her pocket? Somehow I doubted that would go over half as well.

      “What about Macha?” I asked, grasping at straws. “Didn’t ye say ye wanted to find her? Because I can promise ye won’t accomplish that from this cell.”

      At last, there was a flicker of life behind Badb’s eyes. I saw her lips quiver and began moving as if she wanted to speak but couldn’t. Encouraged by this development, I took and squeezed her hand.

      “That’s right,” I said, once again reverting to that patronizing voice. “Macha. We’re goin’ to find Macha. But first we’ve got to break out of here. What d’ye say?”

      Badb’s eyes locked onto mine as she pried her hand free of my grip and pointed to the window. I frowned. Did she want me to go to it, or was she suggesting our escape route? I started to ask when the smell of burning ozone flooded the room and that terrible power of hers swelled up once more, albeit on a much smaller scale.

      “Badb, what are ye—”

      The wall behind us exploded inward.

      I screamed and ducked for cover behind the rocking chair as rubble and debris came flying into the room. Badb didn’t so much as flinch. In fact, she didn’t even bother brushing off the residual dust before rising out of her chair. It was only then I noticed the tiniest arcs of lightning dancing along her fingers and realized what had happened.

      “D’ye really have to blow up the entire wall?” I asked, my poor heart still pounding a mile a minute.

      Rather than reply, Badb snatched me up off the floor by my arms and crushed me to her chest in a bear hug. I panicked and tried to wiggle free, but the goddess was simply too strong.

      “Badb? What the hell? Badb! Let me go!”

      While I struggled in vain, voices began echoing down the corridor—drawn no doubt by the sudden burst of lightning and the gaping hole in the building’s exterior. In fact, once I stopped to listen I was fairly certain I could hear people below as well. God, we were trapped with no way out, not unless we were willing to fight tooth and nail across the whole of Harvard Yard. And by we I meant Badb, because of course I was currently a powerless nobody who could be felled by a well thrown rock let alone a powerful hex.

      And then Badb threw us both out the window, and suddenly none of that seemed as important anymore.
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      Rather than falling from the fifth floor to our deaths, the pair of us soared over the campus beneath the light of a gibbous moon, carried aloft by cosmic power or wind or whatever Badb was channeling to make flight possible. I clung to the goddess with everything I had, desperate to land before I ended up a stain on the pavement below.

      I wasn’t sure why I was so scared. I’d flown on my own power once or twice before, after all, and had frequently fallen from much greater heights than this. Of course, I was younger then and far less concerned with my mortality—assuming I was even mortal at the time.

      “Badb! Where are ye takin’ us?!”

      She wouldn’t answer.

      I muttered a curse, looked up, and saw we were being pursued by several witches on broomsticks. There were fewer of them than I’d have thought, maybe a half dozen or so with flashlights attached to the tip of their brooms. Were they planning on trying to waylay us, or were they simply keeping tabs?

      I tapped Badb’s shoulder. “We have company!”

      The goddess turned to look, sneered, and flung out her arm. A bolt of lightning leapt across the sky at an unnatural angle, scything across the witches’ path and sending them veering like a flock of startled birds.

      Well, so much for them.

      We flew on in silence for another minute or so before I felt Badb sag a little, at which point we began a rapid and rather alarming descent. I burrowed my face into her shoulder as the ground raced to meet us, refusing to look again until I felt solid earth beneath my feet.

      “You can let go now,” Badb said.

      I reared back, realizing we’d touched down a few seconds ago somewhere in the West End. A few of the surrounding commercial buildings still had power, giving me just enough light to see by as I let go of Badb and appraised our situation. There were far fewer cars here and significantly less damage, suggesting the neighborhood hadn’t been as hard hit as others for some reason.

      The question was, why had Badb brought us here? Or was it simply the farthest she’d been able to get from the Yard? And what exactly was her plan, now? Or did she even have one? When I turned to her intending to ask these questions, however, I found the goddess slumped against a mailbox and groaning like a drunk.

      I hurried to her side and helped her stand, reminded of how frail she’d looked in that rocking chair—and that was before she’d called down lightning and flown several miles with me in tow. In any case, it was clear it would be up to me to get us back to Fenway—assuming they’d take us in, which under the circumstances and despite my assurances was a rather big if.

      “Worry about that later,” I muttered.

      I shifted Badb’s weight onto my hip and appraised the available vehicles, wondering which, if any, might start. The problem was, even if I could get one running and it had enough gas to get us there, the wards protecting Fenway would surely stop us from pulling up to the front gate. Quite violently, too, I imagined, given what happened back in Badb’s cell earlier. Not to mention the fact it would undoubtedly bring the slaugh down on us like a machete.

      Still, what other choice did we have? It wasn’t like I could carry Badb across town, and I didn’t know the area well enough to look for shelter.

      “More company,” Badb said, her voice hoarse and so dry it could’ve belonged to a corpse.

      “Huh?”

      She didn’t bother elaborating, but by that point she didn’t need to because a howl had shattered the still night air some distance away, sending the hairs on the back of my neck pricking straight up. Moments later, a huddle of shapes slithered into view only a few blocks out, their ragged cloaks writhing unnaturally as if disturbed by a strong wind. Only there was no wind.

      Night hags.

      I remembered them from my last trip home, though that had been in broad daylight with the Faelings tottering about like old crones desperate to warn us of our impending doom. Now, beneath the cover of darkness, they appeared far more spry, not to mention larger and more sinister.

      “That’s not good.”

      “Stay back, I’ll deal with ‘em.” The goddess shoved me away weakly and tried to stand on her own power. She wobbled but somehow managed to stay upright. “Try not to get in the way.”

      “Are ye crazy? You’re obviously not up for a fight.”

      “I am Badb Catha. I’m always up for a fight.”

      “Of course ye are. But I still t’ink we should run while we can.”

      Badb scoffed. “They are the slaugh. We run and the hunt begins. And no one ever survives the hunt once it’s been called. Not even gods. No, we stay and we fight. Or we die.”

      Easy for her to say. Even in her weakened state, Badb at least stood a chance. The best I could do was throw a few punches and pray they connected before I was ripped to shreds or smothered with a pillow or whatever it was night hags did to their victims.

      “If I fight, I’ll die,” I said. “I’m mortal and powerless and I don’t have any weapons.”

      Badb glanced back at me in surprise. “Powerless? What fool told ye that?”

      “I—”

      The goddess cut me off with a swipe of her hand, took one look around, and marched over to the nearby sidewalk where she promptly ripped a yield sign straight out of the ground like a gardener plucking a weed. She then tore off the metal sign like it was made of paper, walked over, and thrust the pole into my arms. A mangled block of concrete clung to its base, making it awkward to hold and difficult to lift.

      “There,” she said.

      “Gee, and I didn’t get ye anythin’.”

      Badb patted my back hard enough to leave a bruise and launched herself at the approaching night hags like a wild animal that had finally been allowed off its leash, her earlier fatigue nothing but a memory. To their credit, the night hags didn’t flee. Instead, they swarmed the goddess, lashing out with claws made of shadows and shrieking like harpies.

      One broke away and came for me, covering the distance between us so quickly that I barely managed to lift the unwieldy, improvised club I’d been given in time to ward off the swipe of her claw. I batted at her arm with the metal pole and swung wildly at her head, missing both times and leaving myself wide open in the process.

      She lunged at my legs. I tried to dance out of the way, but I was no match for the hags’ uncanny speed; pain blazed along my outer thigh as her claws sliced open my jeans and carved through flesh. I wanted to clutch at the wound but every one of my hard won instincts told me to be prepared for a second strike.

      And they were right.

      She came in low from the opposite side, targeting my good leg the way predators often do when taking down a larger, more powerful animal. It was actually flattering, in a way. Terrifying, yes, but flattering all the same.

      Realizing I stood zero chance of landing a decisive blow, I decided to switch tactics; rather than swing the pole like a cumbersome baseball bat, I planted it into the ground and used it to spin away from the foul creature like a stripper hoping to avoid wandering hands. It worked, and the night hag blew past me.

      Using my momentum and trusting the element of surprise, I pivoted, planted my feet, and swung the pole up and around over my shoulder in one smooth motion. Then, praying I wouldn’t miss, I brought the hammer down like I was competing at the county fair.

      The concrete end of the pole connected squarely with the hags’ back and flattened her to the pavement like a bug under a boot. Not willing to chance it, I raised the pole for a second blow and this time made sure to target the head. It made a satisfying splat on impact.

      Elated by my unexpected victory and way too high on adrenaline to care about my injured leg, I spun around to see if Badb needed help. Thankfully, the goddess seemed to have more than held her own in my absence. In fact, only a handful of the hags remained standing, while Badb herself looked more or less unscathed. We were on the verge of crushing them. More importantly, the night hags knew it.

      So then why weren’t they retreating?

      And why did I feel like worse was on its way?
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      It turned out I was right.

      While Badb busied herself by bitch slapping a night hag into the side of a building, a pack of goblins came riding in on the backs of hounds like the world’s ugliest jockeys on the world’s smallest horses. To my surprise, the mounts themselves were actually rather shockingly beautiful. A lean and muscular breed not unlike greyhounds, they had short, snow white coats and bright red ears. The goblins were grubby little cretins by comparison, especially armed as they were with stone clubs and bone spears.

      “Badb, lookout!” I shouted.

      The goddess hazarded a quick glance before roundhouse kicking a hag and sending her flying into the side of a car with so much force the vehicle actually rolled onto its side. Sensing their opening, the remaining hags rushed her as one, perhaps hoping to catch her off guard. But Badb wasn’t your average brawler or even a fancy martial artist, reliant on her wits and her fists.

      She was a goddess of war.

      As the hags closed in, Badb flung out an arm and summoned a bolt of lightning that struck the closest attacker before spreading outwards, arcing from one hag to the next and leaving nothing but piles of ash behind. It was a terrifying display of power and must have startled the goblins and their mounts, because they immediately fanned out rather than rush in for an attack.

      I raced to Badb’s side, dragging my improvised hammer behind me. “That was incredible.”

      “It taxes me,” she admitted. “But we couldn’t afford to be surrounded. And now they are wary, which gives us a chance to plan our next move.”

      “I don’t suppose ye could fly us out of here?”

      “No. That was a borrowed power. The wind is not mine to command, though it will occasionally do as I ask.”

      “Damn.” I glanced at the goblins, who for some reason seemed content merely to watch us. “What are they waitin’ for?”

      “I don’t know. But I doubt we will care for whatever it is.”

      That sounded ominous. I quickly scanned the heavens, wary of anything striking from above, but saw only the moon and a smattering of storm clouds. Did the Huntsman mean to make an appearance, himself? If not, what could they possibly be waiting for? And how long were we planning to stand around, ourselves?

      “We may have to run after all,” Badb said as if she’d read my mind.

      “I thought ye said that was a guaranteed death sentence?”

      “I did. But who knows? Maybe they’ll be satisfied with takin’ down the wounded gazelle and leavin’ the lioness be.”

      “That’s not funny.”

      “Don’t worry. I doubt they’ll play with their food.”

      I had only just opened my mouth to respond when the drumming began. Thunderously loud and oddly percussive, it caused the very pavement beneath our feet to tremble and sent the goblins into a craze, riling the hounds up so much with their antics that the beasts began prancing nervously in place.

      The sound grew louder, approaching from the south and joined by the screech of metal on metal. Then a strangely huffing noise, like that of a violent surf being pulled in and thrust back out. The goblins fell immediately and almost religiously silent.

      Which, somehow, was even worse.

      “What are we hearin’?” I asked Badb.

      “We’re about to find out. Look.”

      I squinted and realized there was something emerging from the nearest four lane street—a creature resembling some kind of boar, albeit twenty times the size and covered in bristling hair so thick and so tough it tore furrows in the side of a building as it turned the corner. Tusks as tall as a man jutted from its snout and its every step left cracks in the pavement, its beady little eyes absolutely brimmed with absolute malice.

      “What the hell is that?”

      “Twrch Trwyth,” Badb replied, disbelievingly. “But he cannot be here. He belongs in the Otherworld with the rest.”

      “The rest? Ye mean there’s more than one of him?”

      Badb ignored my question, instead grabbing me by both arms so that we stood face-to-face. “Listen to me, child. This beast is not like the others. In a way, he is like a god himself. I may be able to slow him down, perhaps even wound him, but that is all. And even then it will be messy. Which means ye have to go, now. While ye still have a chance.”

      “Go where? And how? They’ve got us surrounded.”

      Badb abruptly released me, raised her right arm, and bit into the meat of her wrist like a rabid animal. When she pulled it away, a golden ichor stained her lips and dribbled down her hand. Before I could ask what she thought she was doing, the goddess swiped her wounded wrist across my forehead, leaving behind a trail of sticky liquid that spilled into my eyes and down my cheeks.

      “Oh God! Gross!”

      Badb slapped my hand away before I could wipe at my face with my sleeve. She then began speaking in an unfamiliar tongue that appeared to genuinely upset the goblins; they jabbed at us with their spears and howled at us like a pack of monkeys, but Badb merely ignored them.

      I began to feel something as she spoke. A tingling sensation in my hands and feet that seeped incrementally towards my chest. More than that, I could feel the wound on my thigh start to close, the flesh reknitting itself at a pace that should have hurt immensely and yet for some reason barely tickled.

      “There,” she said at last. “It is done. Ye have been marked by the blood of Badb Catha of the Morrígu. And, with it, I grant ye the power of the gods. I grant ye the power to run. To jump. To fight. To win.”

      Each word hit me like a physical blow, and yet with every word I felt stronger than before. More durable. Lighter. More present and alert, like I’d only been paying partial attention to my surroundings all this time. But it was also more than that. So much more.

      “Holy Christ, is this how people on cocaine feel?” I wondered aloud.

      Badb squeezed my arm. “I’ve given ye what protection I can. So long as the mark remains, so too will the power. Now go. Find your friends and remain with ‘em until I can find ye.”

      “Wait, why can’t I stay and fight? I can help ye now, I know I can.”

      Badb was already shaking her head. “The mark is temporary and will fade the more ye rely on it. Twrch Trwyth is not a creature to be bested, but endured. He is a nation killer, like a flood or a drought, destined to destroy all that is caught up in his wake.”

      “So then what makes ye t’ink ye can take him on your own?”

      “Because he is not the only nation killer here,” she said, grinning ferally. “Now go, and trust that I will find ye once all this is over.”

      I desperately wanted to argue but knew we were out of time; the ground was shaking violently beneath us now as the giant boar closed in. He was even uglier up close, his matted hide bristling with swords and spears that appeared to have gotten tangled in his fur.

      I sighed. “Don’t take too long, okay?”

      “Of course. Oh, and ye may want to take a step back.”

      “Sorry?”

      “Now!”

      Startled, I did as she asked just as a tremendous gust of wind burst forth from Badb’s outstretched hands, sending the goblins and their mounts tumbling backwards like wads of crumpled up paper caught in a whirlwind. Seeing this, Twrch Trwyth squealed and charged, his hooves hammering the ground so hard I felt like my legs might give out. Badb thrust me away.

      “Go!”

      She didn’t have to tell me twice.
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      I took off at a full sprint bolstered by the power of Badb’s mysterious mark, my every step propelling me farther than should have been humanly possible. It was strange at first, but after so many years spent juiced up with pilfered power I found the transition easier than expected. More than that, there was a nagging familiarity to the high I was experiencing, like a scent memory I couldn’t quite put my finger on.

      But now wasn’t the time to worry about that. My sole focus at the moment was putting as much distance between myself and the goblin riders as I could before they inevitably gave chase. Unfortunately, with it being so dark out and this being such an unfamiliar part of town, I struggled to get my bearings and ended up having to backtrack twice before I was headed in the right direction, giving the Faerie hounds a chance to close the gap.

      A pair of them came loping up behind me, panting so loudly it was like being chased by someone smoothing out a table with sandpaper. Their riders spurred me on with howls and inarticulate threats, making it impossible for me to slow or even turn lest they catch up. This lethal game of tag dragged on for several minutes, and only then did I realize I was being herded.

      The third rider lay in wait at the next intersection, charging forward the moment I appeared, his spear leveled like a lance. I reacted solely on instinct, somersaulting to my left and rolling across the pavement as if I’d been thrown from a moving car. It should have hurt, but I was either too high on adrenaline or too sheltered by Badb’s mark to feel anything.

      In any case, by the time I scrambled to my feet the rider had already wheeled back around and begun his second approach. I spotted the others fanning out to cut off my escape routes, leaving me no choice but to stand my ground and fight.

      Fine.

      If it was a fight they wanted, then it was a fight they were going to get.

      I dropped into a low crouch, trying to gauge the latent potential in my absurdly twitchy muscles. Just how strong was I? How fast? How nimble? I couldn’t be sure and so, when the rider closed in, I leapt as high as I could, reaching an apex worthy of an Olympic medalist and stunning the goblin rider. He tried to bring his spear to bear, but there wasn’t time before I planted both feet squarely in his bony little chest and let physics take care of the rest.

      The resulting collision was brutal, ending with the goblin ripped from his mount and lying in a heap on the ground with his chest caved in. The hound, meanwhile, went racing into the night with a series of pathetic yelps. Only I seemed to have gotten the best of the encounter; laying flat on my back a few feet from the goblin’s corpse, I waited for my body to tell me where it hurt.

      I expected my legs and back to have suffered the worst of the damage. Even accounting for my well executed tuck and roll maneuver after the fact, the full force of the collision should have compressed my spine and snapped both tibias. When several seconds passed and I felt nothing except a few minor twinges, however, I gingerly climbed to my feet.

      Boy could I get used to this.

      Sadly, I didn’t have time to relish my temporary invulnerability before the two remaining riders began closing in. It was clear by their cautious approach that they were done underestimating me—that I wasn’t merely prey to be toyed with, but a proper threat. Again, it was almost flattering.

      Almost.

      Not waiting for them to make the first move this time, I lunged forward, snatching the fallen goblin’s spear off the ground just as the pair charged. I flung it with everything I had at the nearest rider, sending him veering off course to avoid being struck and leaving me with only one to deal with. Regrettably, not even my superhuman reflexes were enough to avoid both the hound and his rider; while I managed to avoid the jaws of the former, the latter’s club clipped the side of my head and sent me reeling to the pavement.

      It didn’t hurt as bad as it should have, but it did leave me feeling dazed and like I might vomit. Still, I managed to stagger to my feet in time to see the riders preparing for another pass—only this time I suspected I would be lucky to end up with only a minor contusion.

      I grimaced, bracing myself for their attack and trying desperately to come up with an alternative to being mowed down in the middle of the street. I mean talk about an ignoble end, and after everything I’d been through to boot. I’d survived shipwrecks for Christ’s sake. Sieges. Shootouts. Dissection. Drowning. I’d ridden in the mouth of a monstrous fish. Slain a warehouse full of vampires out for blood. Tangled with angels and demons and half a dozen things in between. Hell, I’d even poisoned myself on purpose. And for what? So I could die at the hands of a few lowly goblins, my corpse left to rot in the noonday sun like so much meat?

      What a joke.

      Seeing no other way out and desperate to go down fighting, I dropped my guard and ran straight at my attackers. I couldn’t say what my plan was exactly. All I knew was that if they intended to kill me, I was going to make damned sure they paid for the privilege.

      The goblin riders seemed confused at first, then inexplicably terrified. Perhaps they sensed how little I felt I had to lose, or perhaps they assumed I had something far worse up my sleeve than they’d bargained for. Either way, I was pleased.

      That was until I realized it wasn’t me they were afraid of, but the beast loping alongside me.

      I skidded to a halt and spun, hardly believing my eyes as the source of the goblins’ fear continued on and tore into the riders with tooth and claw. The Faerie hounds bucked and broke away immediately, leaving their riders screaming in anguish as they were ripped apart and finally silenced altogether.

      When all was finally still, the ferocious beast turned and met my gaze, the expression in his familiar honey brown eyes utterly placid. His coarse dark coat was liberally doused in goblin blood and gore, and yet the uniquely brindled pattern striating his fur was plainly visible—a veritable web of faintly glowing, red hot lava trails which would soon fade to an ashen gray.

      The Cu Sith padded over and soon I stood in his cast shadow, craning my neck to look up at him. Had he always been this big? I couldn’t recall. My memories of our time together were frantic, fraught things. Surviving, mostly.

      “That’s the second time I’ve had to jump in and save your ass this week,” Cathal chided in his deep, rumbling baritone. “You should probably start picking battles you can actually win for a cha—”

      I leapt at the enormous hound before he could finish, clinging to his neck and burying my face into his coat like a child. He was warm and smelled of smoke. More importantly, he was real. I could feel the power of Badb’s mark waning and with it a wave of exhaustion so debilitating I could barely hold on. Cathal seemed to sense this and dropped onto his belly, taking my weight as though it were nothing.

      “I didn’t know if I’d ever see ye again,” I confessed, my voice breaking. I wanted to say more. I wanted to apologize for leaving him behind and beg forgiveness for not coming back like I said I would, to tell him how much I’d missed his grumpy observations and stalwart presence. But all that came out was a choked sob. I rubbed my face against his fur and felt him rest his enormous head on my shoulder.

      “Stupid human,” he said, affectionately.
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      “Where are ye takin’ us?” I asked, keeping my voice low so as not to attract unwanted attention.

      The pair of us had been creeping through the dark and deserted streets for a while now, our long-awaited, tear-filled reunion cut short by the grim reality of our situation. I’d suggested we head for Fenway at once, but apparently the wards weren’t just a problem for the slaugh.

      “Besides,” he’d said, “why would I want to be surrounded by a bunch of foul smelling humans? One is enough.”

      Of course I’d peppered him with a dozen other questions. Where had he been all this time? What had happened to NeverEden? And what was he doing here in Boston of all places? His answer had been a low growl and an assurance that we’d talk more once we were safe.

      “Oi, Cathy,” I piped up again. “I’m talkin to ye.”

      “We’ve got to get off the streets,” he replied gruffly. “Somewhere they won’t think to follow. We should be there soon.”

      Where was there? Looking around, all I could see were the red brick warehouses of the largely homogenous Leather District, their first floor storefronts dark and foreboding in the waning moonlight. Still, if Cathal said he had a destination in mind, I trusted him. He’d saved my life, after all, and not just once but twice.

      “That was ye, wasn’t it?” I asked, my curiosity getting the better of me. “Back at the Common. Ye were the one who finished off that bridge troll.”

      Cathal dipped his muzzle in what I took to be a nod.

      “So then why d’ye run off like that?”

      “I wanted to be sure it was really you before I made my presence known.”

      “What, ye didn’t recognize me?”

      “Not at first, no. You have a totally different scent.”

      “Different how?”

      “Weaker, perhaps? I had difficulty tracking you. And then of course there was the bond we used to share.”

      “Used to share? Ye mean it’s gone?”

      “Seems that way.”

      I was disappointed to hear it. Not about my scent changing—that much was to be expected after everything I’d been through. But the bit about the severed bond, now that sucked. I glanced down at my arm where the unusual mark had once flared, symbolizing our unique relationship. Discovering it gone was like learning a beloved childhood toy had been misplaced during a move. Not worth grieving over, perhaps, but heart wrenching all the same.

      “But then I saw you fight,” Cathal added, “and I knew it was you. The way you handled that spear back there. It reminded me of that thing you became in the Otherworld.”

      The Otherworld. God, did that bring back memories. How long had it been since I stepped onto that alien soil and into that other life, I wondered? Years, probably.

      Thinking about it now, I couldn’t help but feel I’d sacrificed something crucial in that exchange that I never truly got back. In fact, it wasn’t long afterwards that I’d taken a dip in the Lethe and lost all sense of self. Then there was Charon’s mind-erasing elixir. And of course all those instances in which I’d ceded control to my so-called inner goddess.

      But then my identity crises went further back than that, didn’t they? Back to that first trip to Fae. It reminded me of something Jormungandr had said, something about my mind shedding itself over and over again. A cycle destined to repeat itself for all time, like a snake eating its own tail.

      Only that cycle was broken now, wasn’t it?

      “Here we are,” Cathal said, his rumbling baritone jerking me back to reality.

      To my surprise, the hound abandoned the sidewalk for the flagstone courtyard of a nondescript apartment building. The courtyard itself was quaint if a bit sparse, its potted plants and gray wooden benches backlit by ground lights which, while dim, worked just fine. There was even a fountain, though I suspected it was purely decorative. Only the front door seemed out of place. Almost entirely wrenched off its hinges, it listed like a drunk, banging against the wall at the first hint of a crossbreeze.

      “This is it?” I asked, skeptically. “Not exactly Fort Knox, is it?”

      Cathal ignored me and slipped into the building via the open doorway. I followed. The lobby was shockingly spartan—nothing but a cluster of mounted mailboxes and a few lifeless paintings on the walls. Cathal padded across the garish black-and-white tile floor and paused outside a pair of service doors near the back.

      “This way,” he said.

      “Why? What’s through there?”

      “You’ll see.”

      I didn’t like it but I followed him anyway. The adjoining stairwell was lit by amber emergency lights and was so narrow I wasn’t sure how Cathal would manage. But manage he did, racing down the steps as though afraid to slow down, his nails skittering on the stone and echoing throughout the stairwell. I chased after him, stopping only once we’d burst through another set of doors into a shockingly well lit underground parking garage.

      “How’d ye even know this was here?” I asked, dumbfounded.

      In answer, Cathal gestured with his muzzle. Still shying away from the unexpected glare of the overhead floodlights, it took me a minute to realize what I was looking at. Even then, all I could do was stare in wonder at the giant, gaping hole in the ground. It appeared to be some sort of cave-in. Cracks spread outward into vacant parking spaces, the foundation bulging here and there as if disturbed by enormous roots.

      “This is how I avoid the slaugh when I want to get around without being noticed.”

      “Where does it lead?”

      “The subway tunnels.”

      I had a sudden epiphany. “That was ye we saw down there! In the tunnels, when O’Malley and I were tryin’ to escape.”

      Cathal nodded. “I followed you back up and have been tracking you ever since.”

      “Wait, before we crossed the bridge. On the way to the Yard. I could’ve sworn I saw—”

      “That was me, yes.”

      I shook my head in amazement. To think that he’d been so close this whole time, watching over me. And now here we were, reunited at last. But for how long? Was he planning on sticking around and helping me, or did he have plans of his own? I was almost afraid to ask.

      “Come on,” he said, padding over to the edge of the hole.

      “We’re goin’ down there? Why?”

      “Because there’s something you need to see.”

      Then, without warning, the hound tensed his hind legs and leapt into the chasm. I rushed over and peered down into the gloom. I couldn’t make out anything at first, and of course my flashlight had been confiscated along with my backpack. But then I spotted a pair of honey-colored eyes peering up at me from some ten feet below.

      “You coming?” Cathal asked, sounding bemused.

      I studied the drop with some reluctance. It wasn’t terribly far to fall, but I wasn’t exactly a spring chicken anymore and my parkour skills were questionable at best. What if I turned an ankle, or worse? It wasn’t like I could just go get patched up at the nearest hospital. More than that, it was bound to be pitch black down there.

      “I won’t be able to see,” I complained.

      “So? You can ride on my back. You’d have to anyway. It’s quite far, where we’re headed.”

      And where was that, I wanted to ask? But by then Cathal had wandered off into the deeper shadows and out of sight, leaving me to make the decision on my own. I cursed under my breath, knelt down, and lowered myself into the hole until I was hanging by my fingertips. My feet dangled, touching nothing but air, and I had a moment to wonder whether I was going to regret taking this literal leap of faith.

      And then I did it anyway.
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      If I thought I was going to have a chance to talk to Cathal once we’d reached the relative safety of the tunnels, I was sorely mistaken. I did try asking him where we were going as I climbed onto his back, but the instant I was mounted he took off at a loping sprint—at which point I was too busy trying not to fall off to think, let alone speak. I clung desperately to his fur in the pitch black darkness, aware only of Cathal’s heavy panting and the nonstop whoosh of dank tunnel air. Occasionally the tunnels would give way to open sky and a brisk wind would tug at my hair, but it never lasted very long before we were swallowed up once more.

      I couldn’t be sure how much time passed before the hound finally slowed and eventually stopped altogether. Long enough for my legs to go numb. In fact, by the time I slipped off his back and onto solid ground I was so fatigued I could barely stand. At first I assumed it must be from the strain of the journey or perhaps even a well-deserved hangover from Badb’s blessing, but then I saw the slightest bit of light peeking through at the top of the stairs at the end of the platform and realized I’d been awake all night and that dawn was upon us.

      “Which station is this?” I asked, wincing as the blood began circulating to my extremities.

      “I don’t know its name. But it’s the closest one to where we need to go, as well as the least guarded.”

      “And where is it we’re goin’?”

      “Come with me, I’ll explain on the way.”

      Cathal padded across the platform before I could argue. My legs were like jelly as I followed him up the stairs. The light outside was also fainter than I’d first thought, suggesting the sun had not yet crested the horizon. Still, it was bright enough to see the station name displayed on the platform above. Stony Brook.

      I stared at it in surprise. What in the world was waiting for us all the way out here in Jamaica Plain? Named for its rum-loving residents back in the dark plantation days when the sugar trade was synonymous with slavery, the southwestern borough was miles from where we’d started and perhaps even farther from Fenway.

      How surreal that we should end up here, I thought as I followed Cathal out the double doors and into the empty parking lot. How many times had I visited this place in my youth? A hundred? Maybe more?

      I’d always liked the neighborhood, that much I could say for certain. Sure, it could be sketchy at times, but then that could be said of any neighborhood where the police find it easier to solve a crime than prevent one. It was the youthful energy here, reminiscent of Greenwich Village in New York and Philadelphia’s Fishtown—a haven for aspiring musicians and artists and activists. Of course it was ludicrously residential by comparison with its narrow, car-lined streets and triple-decker houses all painted such wildly different colors. We passed several in turn as we headed up Boylston street: periwinkle blue, port wine red, and finally canary yellow.

      At last, Cathal spoke.

      “We should be safe here,” he assured me when he caught me looking around. “The slaugh don’t patrol this area. Not anymore.”

      “I wasn’t actually t’inkin’ about that, but I’m glad. I doubt I’ll feel up for goin’ another round with that lot anytime soon. Certainly not before I’ve gotten some shut eye.”

      “Fair enough. So what were you thinking about?”

      “Just this place. I had a friend who moved here after high school. I used to visit a lot before I got involved with someone I shouldn’t have and eventually went off to live in New York. It’s just weird, that’s all. When ye live somewhere as long as I did, ye associate places with feelin’s as much as memories.”

      “You were happy here, I take it?”

      “I was, aye. And now, no matter how t’ings shake out, this place will never be like what it was. The same goes for the whole world, I imagine. Now that the Horsemen are gone and the kid gloves are off.”

      “Kid gloves?”

      “It’s an expression. Anyway, it doesn’t matter. There’s no sense wishin’ none of this had ever happened, or that I’d been here to stop it. It’s the past, and what matters now is what we do next.”

      “We, huh?”

      I glanced over, heat rising to my cheeks. “I mean if you’d rather not, then—”

      “No. We is good.”

      “Great.”

      We walked on in silence for another block or so before I spoke again, this time to ask what we were doing here of all places.

      “I’ll explain in a minute,” Cathal replied. “But first, how about you tell me what the Huntsman wanted with you? I know he paid a visit to the witches’ encampment. I could smell him, just like I can smell him on you now.”

      “Really?” I raised an arm and took a whiff but smelled nothing out of the ordinary. “But he didn’t get anywhere near me.”

      “It’s faint, but unmistakable.”

      I shrugged. “He wanted me to help pry information out of Badb, that’s all. She’s me…well she was me aunt. It’s a long story. Anyway, he thought she might know where some map of his is located and might be willin’ to tell me since I was the first person she’d spoken to in a long time. Of course he tried danglin’ a carrot in me face, what with Badb bein’ the source of the curse and all, but—”

      “Curse?” he interrupted. “What curse?”

      “That t’ing that turns people into revenants, or whatever ye want to call ‘em. I’m sure you’ve seen ‘em around.”

      “The Tuatha de has nothing to do with that,” scoffed Cathal.

      “What d’ye mean? Of course she does. Morgan said—”

      “That thing you call a curse belongs to the Huntsman, and him alone. It always has, even before he broke free of the Otherworld. That’s why he was sent to the Blighted Lands in the first place.”

      “Wait, wait, wait. Back up. What d’ye mean he broke free of the Otherworld? And why d’ye talk about him like ye know him?”

      “Because I do. Because I was there when he did it. Look, it’s all part of what I have to show you. With what we’re doing here.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      Cathal paused to peer at the sky through a break in the houses. “You should be able to see it now, over there. That black cloud in the sky that isn’t a cloud.”

      “I don’t—”

      But then I did see it. A black mass with an irregular, albeit familiar shape, visible against the muted blue backdrop like a scar in the fabric of the sky. I reached out to steady myself and found Cathal there, his shaggy mane coarse and warm under my hand.

      “Holy shite,” I said. “Is that NeverEden?”

      “What’s left of her.”

      “Huh?”

      He ignored me and resumed walking. “Let’s keep moving. We have to get you closer to know if any of this will work.”

      “No, hold on. Any of what? And what d’ye mean before, ‘what’s left of her’?”

      “I’ll tell you if you agree to keep walking, deal? Alright then. Where to even begin…do you remember the day you left us?”

      “I do, but that wasn’t—”

      “I know you had your reasons. And I’m sure you had good cause for not tracking us down after the fact. That’s not what this is about. What I’m asking is whether you remember everything that happened that day. That bond you and your plant friend forged with the Beast.”

      “Eve and Neverland, ye mean.”

      “Yes.”

      “I do, aye.”

      “Good. So, when that happened, you’ll remember we assumed Eve had tamed the Beast, yes? That she’d asserted control and dominated it. Well, it turns out we were wrong. In truth, it seems they were both Beasts, and that the bond you’d forged was not a bond at all but a coupling. Do you follow me so far?”

      “You’re sayin’ NeverEden was born from the two of ‘em. From Eve and Neverland. But if that’s true, what happened to ‘em?”

      “That I don’t know. Neverland was already dying, so it’s possible the coupling sapped what little life force she had left. As for Eve, it’s likely she sacrificed herself. She was a fledgling Beast, at best, I think. Anyway, that doesn’t matter right now.”

      I couldn’t have disagreed with him more, but I decided to let it go. Cathal and Eve had hardly been on the friendliest of terms when she was alive, and he’d certainly never taken the time to care for her the way I had. So what if he didn’t feel the sting of her loss the way I did? Frankly, it was to be expected.

      “Go on, then.”

      He nodded. “After you left, NeverEden and I traveled across not just this realm but all realms. We visited places I never knew existed let alone could have imagined. But never for very long. Days, usually. Sometimes weeks. Sometimes hours. But there was never any rhyme or reason to it that I could see, and NeverEden herself refused to explain.”

      “Perhaps she was lookin’ for somethin’?” I ventured, helpfully.

      “She was, though it wasn’t until we reached the Blighted Lands that I finally realized the truth. That NeverEden was like all Beasts and subconsciously looking for a Master. A being strong enough to bend her to his will and defy the limits of his own power.”

      “But who…” I drifted off, a sinking feeling gnawing at my gut. “Oh, God. Don’t tell me…Gwyn?”

      Another nod. “He was there when we first arrived. We’d been to the Otherworld before to drop off your Neverlander friends, but never the Blighted Lands.”

      I nearly tripped over an uneven patch of sidewalk as it hit me that I’d genuinely forgotten all about James Hook and his crew. I mean, Circe told me they’d ended up on NeverEden when I went gallivanting off to Hell, but I’d never had a chance to follow up on them, until now. Of course I wanted to ask what’d happened to them, but by the time I opened my mouth Cathal had already moved on.

      “The Huntsman knew what she was at once,” he said. “I have no idea how he boarded us, or even how he managed to subdue her. By then he and his slavers had already locked me away. All I know is that it was her power he used to break free from the Otherworld. First into Fae and then into this world, where he had been forbidden from ever returning.”

      “And how d’ye find out all this? When d’ye manage to break free?”

      “Not for a long time. Only as we passed through into this realm, and only then because there were Salamander spirits here who heeded my calls for help.”

      “The Salamanders freed ye?”

      “They’ve come to find their king. Apparently he was called away some time ago, though by whom and for what they didn’t seem to know.”

      I frowned, but didn’t have time to dwell on the ramifications of what Cathal was saying before he continued.

      “Before I left, I found out what the Huntsman was really after. The map he’s looking for. It leads to the Four Treasures of the Tuatha de Danann, which he plans to use to shatter the Otherworld and reign over the gods there in exchange for their freedom. That is, unless you can stop him.”

      The words struck me like a physical blow. Not only had NeverEden been overtaken by Gwyn ap Nudd, but the map he was desperate to find led to the Four Treasures? The same Four Treasures that Nemain’s ghost had alluded to so many times before? And of course Nemain herself had hidden the map. But where?

      And what about Gwyn’s ultimate goal to first free the Celtic gods and then to rule over them? For fuck’s sake, just how diabolical was this asshole? But then I already knew the answer to that question, didn’t I. And so had Morgan. She’d even tried to tell me as much, in her own far less candid way.

      “Wait, d’ye say there was a way to stop him?” I asked, harkening to the back end of what he’d told me. “How?”

      “By taking control of NeverEden for yourself.”
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      Twenty minutes later, the pair of us were crouched in the tall grass beneath the drooping limbs of a willow tree on the edge of Larz Anderson Park’s lagoon. On the opposite shore milled a veritable horde of Faelings, their bivouac nestled comfortably amongst the trees and overlooked by the island soaring high above our heads.

      It was admittedly an ideal place for them to call home. The park encapsulated sixty-four acres of cultivated woodlands, including all manner of sophisticated architectural features modeled after famous landmarks found in places like Italy and France. I’d actually gone on an ice skating date here back in high school, taken by a good-natured boy who thought it would be romantic only to have me curse him out thoroughly every time I fell.

      Which reminded me.

      “Tell me again about the curse,” I whispered to Cathal, who huffed a sigh.

      “Like I told you before, I’m not sure where it started or why. What I know is that it’s been associated with the Huntsman for as long as anyone can remember. It’s why he was tasked with ruling the Underworld and later exiled. You can’t siphon life from the dead, and the miserable bastards sent to the Blighted Lands often welcomed the mindless oblivion he offered.”

      I shook my head. “I can’t believe he convinced Morgan that Badb was behind it all. And that he’s protectin’ ‘em from its effects, no less. But why? I mean he must’ve targeted her coven before he ever got here. So why go through all that trouble? Was it just so he could keep an eye on Badb?”

      “Or he wanted their magic.”

      “What?”

      “Think about it. Life is easy to steal, especially in this realm. There are so damn many of you humans, after all, with all your constant fornicating and ceaseless breeding.”

      “Rein it in.”

      “All I’m saying is that magic must be much harder to find. So maybe he wanted the witches nearby where he could feed on what they have that the others don’t.”

      “Okay, sure. But what would he need their magic for?”

      “No idea. I could be wrong.”

      Except I didn’t think he was. If anything, it made too much sense. Of course, if Cathal was right and Gwyn was hoarding away reserves of magic, then it presented yet another wrinkle in our already questionable plan. But that could wait. What mattered now was finding out whether there was any point in putting that plan into motion at all.

      I took a deep breath and stretched out my hand.

      “Like this?” I asked.

      “Yes. Just see if you can make contact. If you can’t, well…just try.”

      If I couldn’t, it meant we were well and truly screwed. But of course there was no point saying that out loud. Instead, I closed my eyes and attempted to envision my consciousness as a bubble that surrounded me. That done, I began pushing that bubble outwards, exponentially expanding its diameter until I was reduced to a tiny speck in its quivering center.

      “I don’t feel—” I began.

      But then that wasn’t true. I did feel something. A thrumming sensation, like I’d plucked a guitar chord or stumbled over a tripwire, from the second my mental bubble brushed up against the base of NeverEden. I found myself holding my breath, waiting for something to happen despite having absolutely no idea what that something might be.

      And then suddenly it was like something was watching me—a presence so overwhelmingly alien that it temporarily dwarfed understanding. And yet there was a familiarity, too. I knew this thing. I’d spoken to it before. More than that, I’d helped deliver it into this world, and it was that connection I felt more than anything. Like the surge of recognition one gets from seeing a beloved family member unexpectedly.

      Quinn.

      The voice in my head was soft. Gentle even. However, the will behind it, or perhaps what some might call the mind, was anything but. It registered like a gong in my subconscious, severing the connection with a finality that left me reeling and vaguely nauseous. I tried to reach back out for it, to reestablish that bond, but it was no use; I was already starting to pass out.

      Moments later, everything went dark.
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      When I opened my eyes again, I was turned on my side with my face in the grass. A light breeze rustled the blades, which in turn tickled my cheeks. I glanced over and saw that Cathal lay beside me, looking tense and alert with his ears pricked up. He must’ve dragged me out of sight behind the trunk by my arm, I realized, because the sleeve was frayed and even torn a little.

      “I miss me Valkyrie armor,” I muttered, bitterly.

      “You’re awake.”

      “Aye. How long was I out?”

      “Only a few minutes.”

      Well that was a relief, at least. I’d have hated to think I left Cathal to play watchdog for a few hours while I recovered from whatever it was I’d just experienced. I sat up slowly and leaned against the tree trunk for support.

      “I take it you made contact, then?” Cathal asked.

      “I did. It worked just like ye said it would. Except…”

      “Except what?”

      “Well it wasn’t like you’d said it would be.”

      “How do you mean?”

      “Remember how ye told me that Gwyn had dominated and locked NeverEden away? That if I found her she’d be weak and timid? Well that’s not the impression I got. If anythin’, there was a real personality there. It almost felt like she was warnin’ me to stay away.”

      Cathal seemed to ponder this for a moment. “Maybe she’s worried what the Huntsman might do to you if you try to interfere.”

      “It’s possible,” I admitted. “But it makes me t’ink we should revise the plan, somewhat.”

      “How so?”

      “We need an exit strategy. Someone to save us if this all goes to shite, or at the very least provide us with a distraction in case Gwyn senses somethin’ and tries to interfere.”

      “And I suppose you have someone particular in mind?”

      “Aye. Several someones, in fact. The only issue is that most of ‘em don’t trust me, and the ones who might may not be inclined to listen.”

      “Sounds like you’ve got your work cut out for you, then. Good thing you’re such a people person.”

      “Ye know what, I hope ye get worms.”

      “What are worms?”

      “They’re…ye know what, nevermind. Let’s just go.”
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      I bid farewell to Cathal perhaps an hour or so later, entrusting him with a mission of his own while I sought out the aid we so desperately needed for our plan to work. Of course, I still wasn’t entirely sure how I was going to ask for it or whether anyone would even be willing to listen, but I knew I had to try. And so I found myself once again approaching Fenway, only this time alone and on foot.

      The stadium wasn’t even visible yet, however, before I encountered a decidedly unwelcoming welcome party waiting for me in the middle of the street. There were four of them in total, though only two I recognized. Ajax was the first to spot me coming, and I could tell right away he was looking forward to whatever was about to happen. Behind him lurked a man and a woman of Nordic descent whose white blonde hair and crisp blue eyes I suspected would remain prominent even in their werelion forms—for surely that’s what they were. Last of all stood Magus, who trailed Ajax like a second shadow when the big man began stalking towards me.

      “You’ve got some nerve showing up here,” growled the werelion. “What happened? The witches kick you out?”

      Lisandra had really done it then. Lied to everyone and accused me of preferring the coven’s hospitality over their own. I’d suspected as much, but that didn’t change the fact it would make things that much harder. I decided to ignore the question for the time being and asked one of my own, instead.

      “Where’s Max? I need to talk to him. It’s urgent.”

      “Max? Max doesn’t want to talk to you, sweetheart. And even if he did, we wouldn’t allow it. Not after that little stunt you pulled. But I’ll tell you what. You tell me what it is and I’ll pass it along.”

      “Ye wouldn’t believe me if I did.”

      “Well you’re right about that.”

      “Look, just get Max. Ye may not believe me, but he will. Especially when I tell him that it was Lisandra’s idea to sneak me out in the first place.”

      Behind Ajax, Magus gave a little start of surprise, though naturally he said nothing lest he implicate himself. Of course I didn’t expect the wizard to understand why I was throwing his colleague under the bus, but that couldn’t be helped. Now that I knew Lisandra had indeed followed through with her threats, I had to do everything I could to discredit her. Or at the very least stir up some reasonable doubt.

      “And why would she do that?”

      “Because she wanted me away from Max so she could have him all to herself.”

      “That’s a lie!”

      “It’s not. The bitch told me as much when she turned me over to the witches the second we reached their gates. I was their prisoner until last night, and it’s all t’anks to her. Don’t believe me? Try askin’ her. You’ll see.”

      I stared past Ajax at Magus as I said all this, imploring him to take my claims to heart. After all, he alone knew whose idea it had really been to send me out for some reconnaissance, and why I’d agreed to do it in the first place. Surely he could see I was telling the truth about being taken prisoner, even if I had lied about the circumstances leading up to it. Unfortunately, the wizard’s expression was utterly closed off and impossible to read.

      Ajax took a menacing step forward, and I saw a vein pulsing in his temple. “Lisandra is a thousand times the woman you are, you lying skank. I hear you say another word against her and I swear to God I’ll snap your scrawny little neck.”

      That’s when it hit me.

      “Christ. You’re sleepin’ with her, aren’t ye? You’re the big, virile male she’s been waitin’ for.”

      Ajax looked for a moment as if he’d been slapped, then he raised a single finger and leveled it at me like a gun. He seemed calmer when he spoke this time, which actually made me far more nervous.

      “You and I are done talking. Now I want you to turn around and go back the way you came. And keep in mind that if you ever even so much as think about showing up on our doorstep again I’ll put you down like the fucking bitch that you are. We clear?”

      Oh, we were clear alright. I’d assumed Ajax hated me before, but this was something else—a loathing so extreme that he could justify killing me for the mere crime of existing at all. There would be no reasoning with this man. Not now. Maybe not ever.

      “Crystal,” I said.

      “Good. Now shoo.”

      “Actually,” interjected Magus, “I had something I would like to speak to Miss MacKenna about before she leaves, if it’s all the same to you? It’s about the wards she triggered. Unless of course you needed me for something else?”

      Ajax glanced at Magus, then me, before waving us both off. “Do what you want. But don’t be long, or I’ll send someone to drag you back.”

      “Of course not.”

      “What is it ye wanted to—” I began.

      “Wait.” The wizard stayed quiet until Ajax and his minions were well out of earshot before giving me his full attention. “What were you thinking blaming Lisandra like that? And why didn’t you return as you vowed you would?”

      “I blamed her because it was her fault. She really did hand me over to the witches, who took—”

      “You prisoner, yes. You said.”

      “But ye don’t believe me.”

      Magus sighed. “I’m trying to, but what you’re saying makes no sense. Lisandra has no romantic designs on Max. Not that I could see, and I work with her closely every day.”

      “Okay, that part I made up. I just said it because it sounded better than the truth, which is that I have no idea why she did it. All I know is she has some side hustle goin’ on with someone with authority over in the Yard. Somethin’ to do with potions.”

      Magus looked skeptical.

      “Look,” I said, “it doesn’t even matter. In the grand scheme of t’ings she may even have done me a favor, though if ye ever tell her that I’ll have to hurt ye. The point is, I genuinely need to get back in there and speak to Max. There’s so much he needs to know. So many t’ings I’ve found out while I was away.”

      But Magus was already shaking his head. “I’m afraid Ajax was telling the truth. Max truly has no wish to talk to you. Not right now, anyway. Your decision to search for answers, noble though they might have been, hurt him. And when he realized you wouldn’t be coming back…well let’s just say he did not take it well.”

      “But that wasn’t me fault! I told ye—”

      “Yes, I know. That does not change the fact that you were gone, however. Nor will it sway the others in charge, not with Ajax so adamantly against you. No, the way I see it, you have two choices. Either you tell me what you know so I may pass it along directly, or you petition the others to hear you out in a trial format.”

      “A trial?”

      “It’s not ideal, I know. But there is precedent, if you’d be willing to plead your case.”

      “And if they don’t take me side?”

      “Then you’ll be banished.”

      “Which I pretty much am already.”

      “Or executed.”

      “What?!”

      “The sentencing varies. Imprisonment is also a distinct possibility.”

      Feeling a headache coming on, I massaged the bridge of my nose. “And how long before they’d convene to hear me out? Because time is somewhat of the essence, here.”

      “As early as this evening, perhaps? Though Ajax might push for a delay. He really dislikes you.”

      I gritted my teeth. Assuming Magus was correct on the timeline, the trial could work in my favor. But it was also rife with unknown variables. Would they believe what I had to say? And what about my plea for help? Unless I earned their trust, there was no way they’d commit themselves to what I had in mind. And what if things went sideways? Banishment I could handle, but imprisonment? Execution?

      No thank you.

      No, my choice here was obvious. I had to trust Magus to relate everything I’d discovered and pray he didn’t betray me. And so that’s what I did, beginning from the moment Lisandra parked the truck to the present—leaving out only a few details, such as Cathal’s involvement and any mention of my connection to NeverEden. In their place, I told him I’d followed the slaugh back to their base and described what I found there.

      “It’s an island. A floatin’ island in the sky that can travel between realms, and apparently it’s how the Huntsman was able to leave the Otherworld in the first place.”

      “Yes, I did wonder how he’d managed to escape the Blighted Lands,” Magus muttered to himself, thoughtfully.

      “Wait, ye knew? So does that mean you’ve known who he was all along?”

      “I suspected. But there are others whom it might have also been. Cernunnos. Nodens. Arawn. Vosegus. Even Flidais. Though only Cernunnos would perhaps have been worse. If it were him, he would have leveled the entire city if only to let the forests grow back. Very climate conscious, you see.”

      “Ye say that like ye know him.”

      “In passing.” Magus waved that away. “But what does Gwyn ap Nudd want? That’s what we need to find out. Did he give you any indication when you met?”

      “Aye. He’s lookin’ for a map. Apparently it leads to the Four Treasures of the Tuatha de Danann. They’re—”

      “Yes, I know what they are. The map, too, though it was meant to have been destroyed decades ago.”

      “Well it wasn’t. And it gets worse. Apparently the Huntsman has been askin’ about the Salamanders, which means they’re somehow tied up in this whole mess. So ye can see why I wanted to warn Max right away.”

      This was only partly true, of course, but I wasn’t about to entrust Magus with my real reason for coming here. Not until he’d proven to me that he could be trusted—which, after Lisandra’s and especially Morgan’s betrayal, he’d be hard pressed to do.

      “Yes quite.” Magus stared off towards Fenway, one hand shielding his eyes from the sun. “However, it seems to me we are all involved in this mess, as you say. Not just Max and the elementals. In fact, I think everyone deserves to hear what you’ve just told me. Especially the Alphas.”

      “I won’t risk doin’ the trial.”

      “No, you’re right. That would only politicize things. Better for you to lay it all out at once like before, then let them come to their own decision. Anything else and it’ll feel manipulative.”

      “So you’ll get me in to see ‘em, then?”

      “Yes. But not now. Ajax will be on his guard, especially now that we’ve taken so long. I’m beginning to think you were right before. About him and Lisandra. It would certainly explain some things. Though I still can’t believe she’d betray you like that.”

      “Me either, when it happened. But it did happen.”

      Magus nodded. “I will do my best to find out why. And to gather as much information as I can to support what you’ve told me. Your eyewitness testimony won’t go very far without it. In the meantime, I want you to find somewhere nearby to lay low.”

      “For how long?”

      “Just until shift change this evening. I can sneak you in, then. Head over to the south side and keep an eye out for one of the shuttered doors to open, even if it’s only a crack. That will be me giving you the signal to crawl under. Once you’re inside and you’ve had a chance to speak to Max, we’ll call a proper meeting and you can plead your case to the others. Perhaps they’ll even give you the assistance you came for.”

      “Sorry?”

      “There’s no need to play the fool. If ensuring Max’s safety was your main priority, you would have taken the deal when Gwyn ap Nudd offered it to you. But you didn’t. If anything it sounds like you declared war on him. Which suggests you either have some scheme in mind to defeat him, or you’re a moron with a death wish.”

      “Can’t it be both?”

      Magus cracked a wry smile. “I suppose it can. Now, as I said before, stay out of sight and keep a watchful eye when the sun begins to set. Oh, and Miss MacKenna?”

      “Yes?”

      “Perhaps it goes without saying, but you should know I am quite relieved to have you back safe and sound.”

      It was an oddly sentimental comment, and I think he knew it because he walked away at once—almost as if he was embarrassed to have admitted such a thing out loud. That or he was simply being British, which in my experience meant gladly committing suicide by firing squad before admitting to having emotions.

      Either way, it was nice to hear.
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      I took Magus’ advice and wound up in a deserted dive bar two blocks over. It wouldn’t have been my first choice for a place to hole up for the day, but it had a clear view of Fenway’s south-facing shuttered doors and a few tepid beers in the tiny refrigerator behind the bar. I snatched up a pair of these as I walked in, downed both over the course of a half hour, and with roughly twelve more to kill laid down for a cat nap in one of the booths.

      I wasn’t sure how long I’d slept for, but when I finally jerked awake from the nightmare I’d been having—something to do with Max setting me on fire while Badb bound me to an electric chair—the sun had drifted past its apex and the shadows were long on the ground outside. I rubbed the sleep from my eyes, fetched another beer from behind the bar, and peered out at the stadium through the grime-covered window.

      The ballpark looked more or less the same in the early afternoon light, if a bit more welcoming with its warm red brick exterior and brightly colored banners. But wait…no, that wasn’t true. Something had changed. The shuttered doors had all been thrown wide open.

      For a moment I merely stood there staring, my groggy brain refusing to put two and two together. I moved to the window and squinted up at the sky. No way was it time yet. And besides, Magus wouldn’t have done it like that. Not if he was trying to be circumspect.

      Mouth dry and feeling out of sorts after my midday siesta, I cracked open the beer and took a parting swig before setting it back on the bar and leaving through the front door. I crept across the street and towards the ballpark, ever mindful of being spotted by one of Ajax’s lookouts from on high. But when no one cried out for me to halt, I kept going, stopping only once I’d reached the nearest opening.

      Sunlight slanted across the gray stone floor, illuminating a corridor filled with crumpled up sleeping bags and even the occasional coffin. I snuck inside, wary of any vampires lurking in the deep shadows. This was meant to be their home, after all. Or at least it should have been.

      Almost immediately I felt something crunch under my foot. A powder of some kind. I knelt down and blew on it, marveling as the pile of dust went skittering across the floor. My pulse began to race as I surveyed the surrounding area and discovered dozens more just like it littered haphazardly about the place in neat little piles.

      So, not dust then.

      Ash.

      Of course it could’ve been mere coincidence, but something told me it wasn’t—especially not when I considered the fact that the doors had clearly been thrown open in the middle of the day. No, I was fairly confident that I was looking at vampire remains. But then who would’ve done this, and how? And what about everyone else? Were they alright?

      I spent the next half hour finding out, and it wasn’t pretty. Out on the field there lay dozens and dozens of men, women, and children—not dead, thank God, but passed out so hard nothing I tried would rouse them. The same proved true no matter where I went, be it ordinary people slumped over the bleachers, the werelion lookouts asleep at their posts, or even Max’s elementalists strewn about in an unconscious heap on the upper floors.

      Of the brujo himself, however, I found no sign. Nor did I stumble across any of the other Alphas. In fact, it wasn’t until I reached the hospital tent that finally I discovered someone alert enough to talk.

      It was a young boy, sick with fever and unable to move. I knelt beside him, demanding to know what had happened, but he couldn’t tell me. All he knew was that they’d served breakfast and that suddenly everyone started drifting off to sleep.

      “I didn’t eat it,” he said, his voice nasally and congested. “It was scary when they all started to fall asleep like that. But then that nice doctor lady came and gave me some medicine and I fell asleep, too.”

      I nodded, turning to look at the bodies of two female nurses and a male doctor sprawled across the floor. Had the boy gotten them confused, or had someone else given him the medicine before succumbing elsewhere? I couldn’t be sure.

      “Let me get ye some water, alright?”

      The boy latched onto my wrist. “Don’t go.”

      “I promise I’ll be back soon,” I said. “I’m just goin’ to take a look around.”

      Too exhausted to argue, he let me go. I stepped away from his bedside and began making my way through the tent, stepping over numerous bodies as I went. I wasn’t sure what I expected to find. Probably nothing. And yet some instinct urged me to fetch a scalpel off a tray as I headed for the partition where I’d first met Lisandra.

      Ducking under the flap, I was only just getting my bearings when a familiar voice called to me from the farthest corner of the room.

      “Miss MacKenna, it’s you! Thank goodness. I thought it might be her, come to finish the job.”

      “Magus?”

      The wizard gave me a little wave, which was frankly about as much as he could manage given that he was strapped to a gurney. I rushed over and reached for the buckles, undoing first one strap and then another until at last he was able to roll onto his side and eventually sit up.

      “Oh, that’s so much better,” he said with a groan. “I swear I’ll never complain about being on my feet all day ever again. Thank you.”

      “Don’t mention it. Now tell me, who did this to ye? And what the hell happened here?”

      “It was Lisandra. Turns out you were right all along.”

      “Right about what? Are ye sayin’ she did all this?”

      Magus nodded. “I confronted her like I said I would. She denied it at first, of course, but I could tell she wasn’t being entirely truthful. Still, I never expected her to hit me over the head like that, and certainly not with my back turned.”

      “She tied ye up?”

      “Yes, so I wouldn’t interfere with what she had planned. She confessed it all to me, after the fact. How she’d arranged for all those sleeping potions from one of Morgan’s lot, and how she’d used them to spike the food and the water supply. I take it everyone out there is unconscious, still?”

      “Almost everyone,” I replied, thinking of the boy.

      “I see. And the vampires? I asked her what she meant to do about them, but she said she’d dealt with it already.”

      “She dealt with ‘em, alright. They’re all dead. Like proper dead. She must’ve opened all the doors at once somehow and let in the mornin’ light while they were all sleepin’.”

      “Dead?” Magus stared at me in undisguised shock. “But that’s horrible.”

      “What I don’t understand is why she’d do any of it in the first place?”

      “It’s Gwyn ap Nudd,” the wizard replied, distractedly. “Apparently she’s been working for him for some time, monitoring the effects of the curse and trying to find a proper cure.”

      “Why would she do that?”

      “She wouldn’t say, but I got the impression they’d struck some sort of bargain. Perhaps this had something to do with it, as well. Though I can’t imagine what, given our wards are still in place.”

      “I t’ink I know. Max and the other Alphas. They’re missin’.”

      “What? No, that can’t be. She wouldn’t—”

      But of course she would, I thought. In fact, it was the only thing that made sense. Lisandra was going to deliver the leaders of the opposition straight to Gwyn’s doorstep, effectively putting an end to what little resistance they’d managed to this point.

      I turned away and hung my head, wrestling with unwanted emotions. Not only had I just been utterly outmaneuvered, but now Max was in danger. And why? Because I hadn’t forced my way in here and exposed Lisandra when I had the chance. I mean sure, I might not have succeeded, but at least then everyone might have had their guard up where she was concerned.

      But now wasn’t the time for self-pity.

      “I’m goin’ after ‘em,” I declared. “Now, while there’s still daylight.”

      Magus held up a hand. “Please, stop and think about this. There’s no need to act rashly.”

      “What d’ye mean? Of course there is.”

      “The others aren’t in any danger. Not yet. If Gwyn ap Nudd wanted them dead, Lisandra could have achieved that on her own and with far less difficulty. Anyway, you’ll fare better at night, once the slaugh have gone out to terrorize the city. And besides, I’ll need time to wake and mobilize the others if we’re to help.”

      “Wait, ye want to help?”

      “Of course I do. After all, this is as much my fault as anyone’s. I was the one who brought Lisandra here in the first place, just as I was the one who told you to wait.”

      “Okay, but you’re sure the others will want to help, too?”

      Magus nodded. “Ajax may have his faults, but his subordinates are loyal to the marrow of their bones and would never let this stand. I don’t know what we can expect from the others, but the pride at least will back you. That I guarantee.”

      I found myself surprisingly encouraged by the wizard’s pronouncement. But of course it wouldn’t be fair to let him and his ragtag army charge in after me without knowing what all I had planned. And so I told him.

      “You are either a very brave or a very stupid person, Miss MacKenna,” he replied when I was finished with my explanation. “I hope you’ll forgive me for saying so, but I’m not sure how I feel about your odds.”

      It was disappointing to hear, but I understood.

      “Then at least do your best to get that device workin’ in case I fail, alright? These people don’t need to suffer any more than they already have.”

      “Oh, I didn’t mean to suggest I wouldn’t help. I merely wanted my objection on record for posterity.”

      “Duly noted.” I tried and failed to suppress a grin. “Now, where d’ye keep water that isn’t contaminated? Because there’s someone I need ye to look after while I go scout ahead for tonight. Oh, and I don’t suppose ye know a way to send a message to someone beyond your wards, do ye?”

      “Hmm…I may have a way. But it’s a bit archaic.”
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      Returning to Larz Anderson Park should have been far more difficult without Cathal by my side, his highly attuned ears perking up long before we ever encountered a slaugh patrol. Thankfully, Magus had insisted I bring along Ajax’s favored and freshly awoken lieutenants. Personally, I could’ve done without an entourage, but then objectively beautiful people made me uncomfortable to be around.

      And boy were these two beautiful.

      Tall and fair with impeccable skin and effortlessly flawless physiques, the werelion pair should’ve been in front of a camera somewhere selling literally anything rather than creeping through the deserted streets of Jamaica Plain with me. And yet, here we were.

      “Still no sign,” said the male, Hagbard.

      “Shall I go scout ahead?” asked his female companion, Signe, whose voice was like a throaty purr.

      “No,” I interjected. “Nobody goes off on their own.”

      The two exchanged a look as if amused to think I could give them orders, but neither argued. Instead, Signe dropped back while Hagbard took the lead, and together the three of us resumed our march across town.

      Not for the first time, I wondered at their relationship. They certainly resembled one another enough to be siblings, though I knew plenty of couples like that—especially fair-haired ones, who always seemed to gravitate to each other as if lured by all that pale white flesh. Frankly, it made no difference. All that mattered was that they’d agreed to accompany me on the journey, for which I was grateful.

      I still wasn’t sure what I hoped to achieve by arriving ahead of the others. Even with the werelions at my side, we were hardly a force to be reckoned with. All I knew was that I couldn’t simply sit around and do nothing while Magus went about waking the refugees from their drugged stupor, not when the possibility remained that I might stumble upon some crucial bit of intelligence needed to rescue Max and the others.

      Because that was most certainly the goal for me now, even more so than foiling Gwyn’s plans and visiting upon him the vengeance I’d promised. How strange it was to think that only a few short days ago I’d been so adamant about stopping the slaugh that I’d effectively pushed the brujo away, when now I would gladly have given it all up merely to have Max safe in my arms.

      “A large patrol is up ahead,” said Hagbard, dropping back. “Very large and headed east. I can hear them.”

      “They must be movin’ out for the night,” I replied, eyeing the darkening sky. “That’s good for us.”

      “If you say so. Either way, we should hang back for a few minutes until they’ve passed.”

      I nodded in agreement and gestured to one of the nearby triple-decker houses with its sun-bleached patio furniture lining the screened-in front porch. “Shall we?”

      Once we were all settled with Hagbard playing lookout by the steps and us womenfolk reclining in our remarkably comfortable wicker chairs, I allowed myself a moment to relax for the first time since I’d gone down for that nap earlier. Unsurprisingly, it didn’t take.

      The problem was there was still so much I couldn’t explain. Take everything Gwyn told me, for instance. How much of that had been true, if any of it? I mean his search for the map notwithstanding, so much of what he’d done thus far felt at odds with his proclaimed goals, especially when I factored in Lisandra’s involvement and the curse itself. No, I was missing something. Worse, I had a nagging feeling that whatever it was could mean the difference between success and failure.

      “That should be them gone,” Hagbard said. “Shall we keep going?”

      I sighed, wishing I could confess my doubts to someone and yet knowing deep down that too much time had passed. Besides, what choice did we really have?

      “Aye. Let’s do it.”
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      The three of us ended up under the same willow tree as before, although this time it was under the light of an almost full moon. The celestial body loomed large behind the floating island, making it seem as though NeverEden were a passing cloud in an otherwise clear sky.

      Hagbard and Signe were both fascinated by it, I could tell. And why shouldn’t they be? Even in times like these it was a sight to behold—this once fantastical landmass with its lush green forests and cragged rocky base lounging among the heavens in defiance of both logic and physics.

      In fact, by comparison the enemy encampment was utterly pedestrian; a smattering of campfires and a few dozen shadowy figures remained where the horde had once been, confirming Magus’ contention. Still, there was little the three of us could do by ourselves, and certainly not from here. What we needed was to get closer.

      “No,” said the werelions in unison when I broached the subject.

      “What? Why not?”

      Another exchange of looks.

      “We promised the wizard,” Signe admitted. “He said you would try to put yourself at risk, and to refuse when you did.”

      Hah. That wily old bastard.

      “Even if it could mean findin’ Ajax?” I asked. “They could be torturin’ him right now, ye know.”

      Hagbard shook his head. “We want to save our Alpha as badly as anyone, but we are of no use to him dead or captured. Besides, we have faith in him.”

      Signe nodded.

      I sighed and settled back against the trunk of the tree, resolved to scan the opposite shore in search of anything that might help us. But there was nothing. No sign of Max and the others caged on the outskirts of the encampment, nor any sign of Lisandra huddled over one of those campfires. Nothing, in fact, to suggest they’d been brought here at all.

      After a few more fruitless minutes, I let my gaze be drawn upwards. Could they be up there, I wondered? It seemed likely. If so, it would mean trouble. After all, the plan hinged on the Alphas creating a distraction, not needing one themselves. God, if there was only some way to be sure.

      And then it hit me. There was one thing I could try. Sure, it was a bit of a Hail Mary, but what did I have to lose? And so I shut my eyes and thrust my consciousness outwards as before, determined to establish long distance contact with NeverEden once more in the hope she might fill in some of the gaps.

      For a moment there was nothing. No brush of recognition or indeed contact of any kind. And then suddenly she was there, this overwhelming and alien presence with its soft and gentle voice so unlike either of her parents’.

      You have come back.

      Yes.

      Why?

      Rather than answer in words, I envisioned opening up my mind like a book, allowing NeverEden to see exactly what I hoped to achieve—though of course I kept the how separate lest Gwyn pry it from her by some mysterious means. I let her see how badly I wanted to hurt Gwyn, and how desperate I was to save Max, and just how far I’d go to accomplish both. I felt her pull back after only a few seconds and was again struck by a sense of affection and something else. Amusement? Before I could ask, however, she once again severed the connection.

      “What the hell?” I muttered, feeling just as nauseous as before.

      “What is it?” asked Signe.

      I waved her away and tried to reach out to NeverEden again, only this time there came a sort of painful jolt, almost as if I’d been zapped or stung. I started to draw back when I was hit by a veritable onslaught of images from a wide array of different perspectives.

      I looked up at Ajax in a cage, his face bathed in the light of a torch held by a spindly green hand. I looked down upon a coffin bound in silver chains at the bottom of an open grave. I stared at a gagged Draper from inches away and saw him recoil as a single overlong and grotesque finger brushed his cheek. I watched Cathal going racing past from several stories high, his brindled coat a blur against the dark pavement. And Max. I saw Max in a pitch dark room looking lost with only the tiny flame writhing from the tip of his finger to see by.

      Then I was away again, only this time I was looking at myself and my werelion companions from behind. And there in the tall grass some ten feet away, a pair of goblin scouts with spears trained on our unsuspecting backs. I saw one gesture to the other, who then gestured to me, and I knew they were preparing to strike. I tried to pull away, but NeverEden’s consciousness held me fast. Again, I felt that surge of affection, only this time there was an undercurrent of warning—like a mother berating her child for standing too close to the edge.

      You cannot beat him.

      He knows.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 36

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      It took everything I had to sever the connection with NeverEden. So much so, in fact, that when I came to I felt like a drowning victim finally being let up for air. I bent over, dry heaving and so overcome with nausea I could barely see straight. Signe came up beside me at once, one hand on my shoulder, the other holding back my hair like a sorority sister.

      “Are you alright?” she asked. “What happened?”

      But there wasn’t time to explain, not with the goblin scouts practically on top of us. Anyway, I was too sick to talk. Instead, I thrust Signe away and spun around, searching frantically for the figures lurking in the tall grass. Naked but for a loincloth and caked head to toe in mud, the scouts made not so much as a rustle as they closed in on us.

      I pointed inarticulately, then curled up into a ball as another wave of nausea clawed at my belly. Fortunately, Hagbard understood; the werelion let out a low, menacing growl that had the hairs on the back of my neck standing straight up. I saw the goblins freeze in place, their bulbous yellow eyes wide with surprise at having been discovered.

      Then, so suddenly it left me breathless, the pair of werelions were off, racing across the overgrown lawn and launching themselves at the goblins like the very animal they could become. It was a massacre, with Signe hamstringing her victims with a sharpened railroad spike and Hagbard stomping on their heads like a little boy playing in a puddle.

      The last of the goblins screamed as Signe plunged her spike into its belly, then out again and into its throat, silencing him forever. But by then it was too late. Across the lagoon, there were shouts of alarm and sudden movement among the trees. A lot of movement.

      “It’s an ambush,” I muttered aloud.

      That’s what NeverEden meant.

      He knows. Her last words to me. Gwyn knew we were here, or at the very least that we would come. Which meant not only had we lost whatever element of surprise we might have had, but it was entirely possible we’d been tricked into underestimating the slaugh’s numbers.

      Dammit.

      I struggled to sit up, my legs shaking so badly you’d have thought I’d been electrocuted. But already the pain was fading and I was finally able to breathe without wanting to vomit. Hagbard returned with Signe and together they helped me to my feet.

      “How did you know they were there?” Signe asked.

      “It’s a long story. Anyway, that’s not important right now. Listen to me, this whole t’ing was a trap. I don’t know how, but the Huntsman knows we’re here. He wanted us to come. I’m not sure why, but I am sure he’ll be sendin’ reinforcements over here now that he knows where we are.”

      They glanced at each other.

      “So what do we do?” asked Hagbard.

      “I don’t know. We could always retreat, but I can’t imagine we’d get very far.”

      “We aren’t leaving without Ajax,” Signe declared.

      Hagbard nodded.

      That’s right. Ajax. And the others. I’d seen them in their various states of captivity.

      “How long do we have before—” Hagbard began.

      “Wait.” I held up a hand for silence. “There’s somethin’ I need to remember, somethin’ I saw…”

      I shut my eyes and tried to drown out the sounds of the slaugh readying themselves for battle. It was tough, but I managed. Okay. Now, what exactly had NeverEden shown me? I tried to picture it. Not merely what she wanted me to see, but the scene in its entirety.

      There was Ajax in a cage, yes. But what was that behind him? Stone pillars and glassy black water. The lagoon. But from where? I scrolled ahead. Cleo in a shallow grave, the earth muddy and sparsely covered. And then there was Draper, his upturned gaze reflecting the light of the moon and something else. A dome? Now, where had I seen that before?

      Suddenly it came to me: the Temple of Love at the far end of the lagoon. Similar to the bandstand in the Boston Common albeit smaller and less well known, the quaint little landmark was a go-to attraction for engagement photos and uninspired proposals. More importantly, it was only a half mile to the east, if that.

      I opened my eyes.

      “I know where Ajax and the others are,” I declared.

      Signe glanced at Hagbard, a furrow marring her otherwise perfect brow. “How?”

      “There’s no time to explain. You’ll just have to trust me. Look there, at the far end of the lagoon. There’s a temple on that bank. It’s like a monument, but smaller. That’s where Ajax is. I’m pretty sure Draper is with him and that Cleo is bein’ buried alive somewhere nearby. Look for mud. And Max…”

      Christ, what about Max? Nothing I’d seen of his surroundings jived with the others. Was he being kept somewhere separate? And if so, where? I shook my head. We could worry about that later. Right now we had to focus on beating Gwyn at his own game, and how better to do that than to set free the very individuals he’d worked so hard to imprison?

      “What about Max?” asked Signe.

      “Just worry about those three for now. Ye two go on ahead and I’ll follow behind when I can.”

      “But—”

      “Don’t argue. The two of ye are way faster than I am, and there’ll be guards to deal with when ye get there. The least I can do is make sure ye aren’t followed.”

      I could tell they didn’t like it, but of course they knew this was the sort of hard choice that had to be made if we were going to survive. And besides, it’s not like I was entirely defenseless.

      “I got this,” I insisted. “Go.”

      And go they did.
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      The first wave struck from on high, surprising me as they came swooping down from the night sky, their blades gleaming in the moonlight. Pixies. Those wee little fuckers. I grunted, wishing I’d packed that flamethrower like I’d wanted to before Magus reminded me how far I’d have to carry it.

      Oh well.

      I supposed I’d have to make do with my M-16.

      I swung the assault rifle around on its strap and began firing from the hip. It wasn’t nearly as accurate a firing method, but I didn’t have to be what with so many targets all coming for me at once. To my astonishment, there was a sudden burst of vibrant color as the bullets ripped through the swarm, like a dozen tiny fireworks going off all at once.

      Wait, was that…pixie dust? No, it definitely was; I could see it trailing over the lake like a steady stream of glitter. So distracted was I, in fact, that I was late firing a second salvo. The pixies had spread out by this point, making them much harder to hit. Worse still, the light on the lake revealed a number of aquatic horrors churning towards the shore where I stood.

      Not good.

      I started moving, taking the occasional pot shot at the water dwellers and keeping the pixies at bay with a few well timed bursts. Still, I knew I wasn’t going to last much longer like this. And anyway, surely I’d done enough to make sure Hagbard and Signe weren’t followed.

      I started sprinting across the lawn towards the distant street, confident I could find a more defensible position there. I made it only a few steps, however, before a blackened hand came bursting violently out of the ground and snatched me by the ankle. I fell flat on my face with the machine gun trapped against my stomach, my knee and elbow smarting from the impact.

      I heard the earth behind me rip and tear, and a foul smell hit the air as whatever had tripped me rose to the surface. I spun, kicking like crazy in the hopes of dislodging whatever it was, but the creature’s grip was like a vice around my ankle. Meanwhile the pixies were hovering close by and brandishing their tiny blades, though it seemed even they were wary of whatever had a hold of me.

      At last the whole thing emerged, rising from the dirt like a corpse plucked from the grave. It was a ghoul, albeit unlike any ghoul I’d ever laid eyes on—its flesh puckered and burned and bearing far too many teeth for its mouth so that they splayed out from its gums like those of an anglerfish. It was these that the creature planned to attack me with, its revolting mouth bearing down on my leg like I was the main course of a Popeye’s value meal.

      Good thing I’d packed more than one gun.

      I didn’t even bother drawing the pistol in my thigh holster before switching the safety off and firing, though of course I was careful not to hit my own foot in the process. The ghoul lurched back, hissing like a cat, and for a moment, staring down at its fleshy pink gullet, I wondered whether this had really been the best plan after all.

      And then the ghoul’s head exploded.

      Well, exploded may not have been the right word. More like it caught fire spontaneously. And that wasn’t all; the sky overhead was suddenly alight with all manner of pyrotechnic displays as whole swathes of pixies were set on fire and sent scattering like falling stars.

      With the ghoul dispatched, or at the very least preoccupied with putting out the fire that was its face, I was finally able to pull my ankle free and roll away. Using the stock of my assault rifle as a crutch of sorts, I climbed unsteadily to my feet only to find my rescuer standing beside me, the bulky flamethrower I’d been warned against bringing cradled in his spindly arms.

      “What took ye so long?” I asked.

      “Was I late?” Magus pretended to check his watch. “And here I thought I was right on time.”
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      Magus had not come to my rescue alone, as it turned out, but was accompanied by a ten or so wizards, several dozen werelions, and perhaps a quarter as many pyromancers. The werelions went on the offensive immediately, charging into the fray with their various iron implements while the wizards provided support from the rear.

      The pyromancers also stayed well back of the fighting, flinging fireballs and flaming javelins and so on with a frightening degree of competency. The pixies were soon all but routed, and I saw more than a few Kelpies leap back into the lagoon to put out the flames climbing up their arms and backs. Of course, I suspected these were just a fraction of those we would be forced to contend with—the first wave of many. Still, for the moment at least we seemed to have the upper hand.

      “Where are Signe and Hagbard?” Magus asked, looking concerned. “Shouldn’t they be here with you?”

      “I sent ‘em on ahead. I figured out where Ajax and the others are. All except Max. He’s in a dark room somewhere, but beyond that I’m not sure. Anyway, I told ‘em I’d join ‘em as soon as I was able.”

      “You mean you stayed behind as bait.”

      “Aye. And don’t ye give me that look. Somebody had to do it.”

      Magus shook his head ruefully. “Lucky we showed up when we did, then.”

      “What d’ye mean? I had that ghoul right where I wanted him.”

      “On top of you, you mean. Preparing to eat you alive.”

      “Aye. That’s how I knew his guard was down.”

      “Uh huh.” Magus waved me off with a flick of his fingers. “Go on then, we’ll deal with these ones here. But hurry back.”

      “Alright, but do me a favor? Save me a few. I’d hate to miss out on all the fun.”

      The wizard adjusted the straps of the tank-laden backpack that was connected to the Soviet-issue flamethrower, and for just a moment I saw someone far less genteel lurking under that gentlemanly guise.

      “Afraid I can’t make any promises,” he replied, genially. “But I shall bear it in mind.”
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      I was moving poorly as I reached the clearing in which the Temple of Love sat on the bank of the lagoon. My ankle ached from the ghoul’s iron grip, making it difficult to walk let alone run. And yet run I had, jogging from one battlefield to another with my assault rifle clutched in both hands.

      Except it wasn’t a battlefield I stumbled across when I finally arrived. It was a bloodbath. Goblin corpses, at least ten that I could count, lay disemboweled or decapitated or both, while at the foot of the temple stairs there lay a troll with its throat ripped out. Above them, standing naked in the moonlight and covered in blood, were Hagbard and Signe.

      They turned as I came huffing and puffing to stand beside the glassy-eyed troll, startled at first and then thrilled. They raced down the stairs, their various anatomical bits bouncing far more freely than I would have been comfortable with were I in their shoes—or their bare feet, as was currently the case.

      “You made it!” Hagbard cried.

      “But how?” asked Signe. “We thought you were dead for sure.”

      “Give a girl a little credit,” I replied, still wheezing a little. “Magus and the others showed up not too long after ye left. They’re back there now, fightin’ the slaugh. Looks like ye two had your work cut out for ye here, though.”

      Signe waved that off. “Most were sleeping. Easy kills.”

      “The troll was tougher to bring down,” Hagbard admitted, “but my beloved has a talent for finishing off the big ones.”

      “That’s what she said,” I muttered, eyeing the carnage. “So what about Ajax and the others? Were they here?”

      “Yes, but…come. There’s something you should see.”

      I followed the lovers up the stairs and saw Ajax much as he’d looked in my vision, trapped in a cage barely large enough to contain him with the lagoon at his back. What I hadn’t seen, however, was the locking mechanism. Glowing faintly, I could tell at once that it’d been warded to prevent any sort of tampering.

      “I told them not to touch it,” Ajax said, tracking my gaze. “One of the goblins brushed up against it by accident a couple hours ago and started bleeding out of his eyes until one of the others finally slit his throat.”

      “And what about Draper? Cleo?”

      “Same thing,” Signe confirmed. “Draper is down there hidden behind the troll and can hear us, but he has something in his mouth we can’t get near. As for Cleo, we dragged her out, but we couldn’t remove the chains on the coffin. They’ve got some sort of spell on them, I think.”

      “Right. Stand back, I just want to try somethin’.”

      The werelions took a step back, then rushed forward the instant I brought my M-16 to bear and pointed the barrel at the lock.

      “Are you crazy?” Hagbard demanded, shoving the gun away. “You could hit him.”

      “They aren’t silver bullets. I’m sure he’d survive.”

      “That isn’t—”

      “Relax, I was just jokin’, anyway. Here, hold me rifle for a second.”

      Wordlessly and with great suspicion, Hagbard did as I asked. I thanked him and reached into the inner lining pocket of my jacket, retrieving the black iron skeleton key which had rather miraculously stayed in my possession this entire time. Stepping forward, I pressed its jagged end to the keyhole and let the thieving magic do its work. The lock clunked, and to everyone’s surprise but mine the door swung open on its rusty hinges.

      “What is that thing?” Signe asked.

      “A little gift from Pandora in exchange for a set of legendary armor that could become any outfit I wanted with the snap of my fingers.”

      Signe let her gaze wander from my face to the skeleton key and back again. “Any outfit?”

      “Aye. And yes, I regret makin’ the trade. Everyday.”

      “Well I’m glad you did it,” Hagbard said. “Or we might never have freed our Alpha.”

      “Enough of that,” Ajax said. “Can your little toy free the others?”

      “Only one way to find out. And you’re welcome, by the way.”

      The werelion grunted and strode past me, muttering something about retrieving Cleo’s coffin. I ignored him and went down to squat beside an unconscious Draper, who true to their word was bound with nothing but rope but also gagged with some sort of scroll bearing strobing angelic script. I asked the others if they could see the strange writing, and they said no.

      “But ye said ye couldn’t remove the scroll?”

      They shook their heads.

      On a whim, I reached out and grabbed either handle of the scroll. When nothing happened, I withdrew it from Draper’s mouth and flung it to the ground. The man immediately opened his eyes and began retching, though I noticed with some fascination that the ropes appeared to have slid off of their own accord. When at last Draper turned to look at us and saw the scroll partially unraveled at my feet, he rushed over and kissed my hand, leaving me feeling somewhat violated and more than a little icky.

      “Anytime,” I said, pulling away a tad more rudely than I meant to.

      By then Ajax had returned with Cleo’s coffin, and it was a simple matter of pressing the skeleton key to the lock and then untangling the silver chains—something Draper and I had to do because the metal would have burned the others’ hands. We’d only just finished, however, when the lid went soaring some twenty feet in the air and Cleo came shrieking towards us in a rage.

      Ajax caught her by the arms before she could get to us, though he was forced back a step or two before she finally clocked who it was.

      “You? What is this? Where is she? That bitch who killed my vampires. I’ll kill her!”

      “She’s not here,” I said. “At least not here, here. My guess is she’s up there.”

      The others followed my gaze and stood awed at the sight of NeverEden hovering overhead. Hagbard and Signe, having already seen the show, merely scanned the horizon for signs of any unwelcome visitors. Eventually it was Ajax who spoke.

      “I think someone had better fill us in.”

      “I’ll do it on the way,” I assured him. “Right now your pride is back there fightin’ the slaugh and could probably use our help.”

      “What? Why didn’t you say so sooner?”

      “I’m sayin’ so now.”

      He dismissed that with a curt gesture. “Fine. Explain as we run. Oh, and about what you did here, coming to our rescue like this…I might have misjudged you. So, yeah. Thank you.”

      The werelion actually extended his hand.

      “T’ank me when this is all over,” I said.

      But I took it all the same.
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      By the time we arrived, slowed no doubt by yours truly having to talk on the run with a bum ankle and increasingly deteriorating stamina, it was clear our forces had lost considerable ground in my absence. Where once there’d been nothing but pixies and Kelpies to deal with, there were now a trio of those demonic-looking simians shrugging off the pyromancers’ flames, not to mention a dozen or so trolls uprooting trees and chucking them at the wizards, who were only barely managing to deflect them and clearly gassed from the effort. Even the werelions looked worn down; shifted into their animal forms, those not tangling with a small horde of encroaching goblins were harrying the horned beasts and looking for openings.

      “We should—” I began.

      That was as far as I got, however, before Ajax bolted forward—running on two legs at first and then charging on all fours. His clothes began to shred and tear, the resulting strips of fabric trailing in his wake like discarded trash as man gave way to beast. And then suddenly there he was in all his feline glory, that hulking king of the jungle no biologist had laid eyes on in decades, racing across the lawn and leaping over his fellow werelions with effortless grace to tackle the largest of the horned beasts.

      The Faeling never knew what hit him. He went down like an unsupported wall, crashing to the ground with a thunderous thud only to have Ajax at his throat in an instant, gnawing and tearing so violently I could see his muscles bulging beneath his golden coat. And then with a final, savage tug the werelion ripped out the thing’s spine in a brutal explosion of viscera.

      Ajax spat the gob of flesh like a dog who’d been given a vegetable, lifted his muzzle to the sky, and roared in triumph. Soon the others joined him, lending their voices to his primal challenge. I could see the Faelings’ hesitation give way to fear as the goblins began falling over each other to get clear of their feline adversaries and the trolls gave up throwing trees to join the battle in earnest.

      “He does like to show off, doesn’t he?” Signe said with a grin.

      “It makes up for his charming personality,” noted Hagbard, chuckling. “Now, shall we?”

      Signe nodded, and they each patted me on the shoulder. I wished them luck, then watched as they leapt into the fray, transforming seamlessly into a pair of white-coated South African lions, the blood that drenched them only a moment ago now nowhere to be seen.

      I turned, looking for Cleo and Draper but discovered both must have wandered off in the chaos. Screams erupted behind me, and when I turned back I saw the vampire clinging to the back of a troll with her face buried in its shoulder, her dark eyes blazing with righteous vengeance.

      And there was Draper, standing before the other two horned beasts with his hands outstretched and speaking in some infernal tongue. They each dropped to their knees and folded over like priests begging God for absolution. Then they sank back into the earth, swallowed in a burst of fiery light.

      Before I knew it, the tide was turning in our favor. The pyromancers began blasting more susceptible targets, the wizards were able to focus their efforts on shielding everyone and not just themselves, and the werelions were attacking in synchronized strikes that left every one of their victims mangled if not dead. I even spotted Magus headed my way, occasionally pausing to spray fire into the sky to ward off any pixies who dared get close.

      Christ, we were actually winning.

      But no. That wasn’t right. Sure, we had the upper hand against these lower level bosses, but what about the Red Dragon and Twrch Trwyth? Or even that giant O’Malley said attacked his precinct? Surely any one of them would be enough to shift things in their favor. Hell, maybe enough to wipe us out, if indeed that was Gwyn’s goal.

      Unless…what if he couldn’t call on them for some reason? What if they were busy elsewhere? Thinking of Fenway, I experienced an immediate and overwhelming stab of anxiety. But then, no. There was no reason to doubt the wards that had protected the stadium all this time. No, there was something else going on here. Something I wasn’t seeing. Something I couldn’t predict.

      And then I felt it.

      High above, like a magnet tugging at my mind, compelling me to look up. And so I did, seeing not only had NeverEden descended considerably since last I’d checked, but there was an impossibly menacing figure looking down on us from the closest edge—his blood-soaked hand outstretched and from it a foul yellow light pulsing to the beat of my own racing heart. I could actually hear it pounding within my rib cage, and too late I realized the sounds of the battle had fallen away completely as friend and foe alike gave Gwyn ap Nudd their full and undivided attention.

      “Change,” he said.

      That one word rang out as if spoken through a bullhorn, and yet with none of the artificial amplification. And, with it, a burst of magic that spread across the battlefield like a fog. When at last it hit me I braced myself for something awful, but it wafted past like an errant breeze, ruffling my hair and nothing more.

      The others weren’t so lucky.

      Shifted werelions began dropping like flies, laying twitching on the ground as their bodies began to bulge and twist and crack. Hell, even their screams were distorted as one by one they were forced to grow, their bones lengthening and muscles expanding until each one was taller than a horse and twice again as wide.

      And that was to say nothing of the three council members I’d worked so hard to free. I spotted each of them writhing on the ground and clawing at the dirt as they underwent a violent and rapid alteration.

      Ajax had been hit early on and so was the first to change. Unlike his fellow pride members, the Alpha grew not so much larger as longer, stretching out into a humanoid form sporting a necklace of human skulls and a spear of black iron to go with his clawed hands and feet.

      Next was Cleo, whose legs gave way entirely and were replaced with the lower half of an anaconda at least twenty feet long. Fangs like foot-long daggers sprouted from her mouth, and when she screamed it was a forked tongue that undulated from between her scaly lips.

      And then there was Draper, who of course underwent the greatest transformation of all—going from an unkempt and objectively attractive man to a slender, cadaverous creature made of nothing but mottled bone and muted red sinew, with a noxious miasma floating about its crowned head like a halo.

      I watched all this and more take place in stunned silence, unable to do or say anything to reverse whatever it was Gwyn had done. Except I knew what he’d done, didn’t I? I’d seen it before, back in Fae all those years ago, with Alucard and even before that with Gunnar Ragnarson and his wife. The Wild Side conversion. And Gwyn had dropped it on us all like some sort of nuclear bomb. But then why hadn’t it worked on me? And, more importantly, to what end?

      “Greetings my faithful,” came that startlingly loud voice again. “And welcome to the Hunt.”
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      Still reeling from the shock of the mass conversion, it took me a moment to realize I wasn’t the only one who’d proven immune to its effects. Of course there were the Fae themselves, already true to their natures, but also Magus’ wizards and Max’s pyromancers. The two groups had bunched together in the confusion, watching in mute horror as their allies succumbed to Gwyn’s spell.

      The god’s greeting still hung in the air as the various converts rose sluggishly to their feet and turned their collective faces to the heavens. They looked spellbound. Enraptured. Beguiled. Like well-trained dogs just waiting to be instructed.

      There was Cleo, proudest and most hateful of all, smiling beatifically despite those hideous fangs and resting on a nest of coils. Draper, the demon-spawned nightmare, staring up with those hollow sockets where his eyes had once been. Even Ajax. Ajax who would have rather died than suffer a threat to his people, reduced to nothing more than a mindless, domesticated animal.

      “Miss MacKenna,” said Magus, slightly winded and looking grim as he raced to my side. “Are you alright?”

      “I’m fine. But everyone else—”

      “Yes, I know.” The wizard shook his head. “Never in a million years did I think Gwyn ap Nudd had such power. Even with a Beast under his thumb, to have provoked such a change outside the borders of Fae…let alone the power such a spell would require…let’s just say no one could have predicted it.”

      “So it’s true. He’s summoned their Wild selves.”

      “I am afraid so.”

      “And taken their minds, by the looks of it.”

      Magus nodded. “Yes. Though I suspect the effects are temporary. The change has a way of stripping us down to our baser instincts and suppressing our sense of self.”

      “Yes, I know.”

      “Right, yes, of course you do. You went through it yourself, didn’t you?”

      I nodded, recalling my first few moments in Fae as though they’d happened only yesterday. Of course my own experience hadn’t been nearly as traumatic as this; I certainly hadn’t shed my skin and become some sort of nightmarish caricature of myself. But I had lost my mind for a little while, forsaking a friend and utterly disregarding my well-being in the process. That much I remembered quite clearly. Only…I hadn’t known Magus then, and I definitely hadn’t mentioned anything about it to him before.

      So why’d he say it like that?

      “Hold on, wha—” I began.

      But the wizard wasn’t listening. His eyes were instead fixated on the figure of Gwyn, who it appeared had been joined by two others at the island’s edge. The first was clearly a canine of some sort with a shaggy, bristly coat and a slender body—albeit several times larger than the breed suggested and glowing blue-green and semi-transparent beneath the moonlight like some kind of demonic ghost hound.

      And there, illuminated by the glow of Gwyn’s hand, stood the second. A woman by the looks of her, and not only that, but someone considerably well known to me. I gasped aloud.

      “Scathach?”

      Of course she was much too far away to hear me, and yet I could have sworn she flicked a glance my way. Yes, it was her. The same mane of wavy red hair. The same pale, freckled cheeks and bright green eyes. But what was she doing here? And why was she with Gwyn? And were they seriously holding hands?

      “Did you say Scathach?” Magus asked.

      I nodded dumbly.

      “That must be it,” said the old man. “If the Huntress willingly bound her power to his, it would explain how he achieved what he did.”

      “What? No, Scathach would never…”

      But then I had no idea what Scathach would or wouldn’t do, did I? After all, it’d been ages since we’d last seen each other; not since our brief visit to Scotland years ago, just before my journey to the Otherworld. In fact, the last I’d heard of her she’d run off before the slaugh hit town that first time, leaving the Chancery bereft of one of its most powerful Adjudicators in its greatest time of need.

      And, since then, nothing.

      “I don’t understand,” I said, drawing from a well of bitterness and anguish I hadn’t known was there. “First Lisandra, then Morgan, and now Scathach. It doesn’t make any sense. Why would any of ‘em do it?”

      “Perhaps they had no choice.”

      “But he’s a monster. A killer.”

      “Look around, Miss MacKenna,” Magus replied, his voice remote and oddly cold as he studied the distant trio. “We’re all monsters here. Killers, too. All that separates us is what we are willing to kill for.”

      It was a strange bit of philosophizing, and not only because it was coming from him. Under different circumstances, I might even have demanded the wizard explain himself. But right now we had other things to worry about. Like what we were going to do now that over half our forces had been neutralized at best.

      “What should we do? Run and try and make it back to the wards?”

      “We’d never make it,” Magus replied. “And anyway, what about your plan?”

      “Still missin’ a few crucial pieces. Besides, I’m not so sure it would even work anymore. Not without—”

      “Oh, wait, that’s right,” Magus interrupted, smacking his head with the flat of his palm. “I had something to tell you. It’s about Max. He—”

      That was as far as the wizard got, however, before that bullhorn voice crashed over us like a peal of thunder from on high.

      “You there,” it said. “Deal with them.”

      A werelioness broke ranks with her fellows, wheeling with a low, rumbling growl to face the cluster of wizards and pyromancers. And yet her eyes were unfocused. Glazed, even. Still she lowered herself, wiggling her backside and digging her claws into the dirt like a sprinter on the blocks.

      Magus called out a warning, but was drowned out by the startled cries of the others as the werelioness took off across the lawn at full speed, outpacing even the fastest thoroughbred with every stride of her long, powerfully muscular legs. I didn’t even hesitate before drawing my rifle and firing, spraying her flank with hot lead. But of course the bullets weren’t silver and did nothing to dissuade her.

      The wizards had more luck, throwing up shields of air and ice one after the other in order to impede her progress while the pyromancers lobbed their flaming spears and flung their fireballs. And yet even this barely slowed the creature down; she emerged from each attempt that much angrier than before, her hide singed and smoking but otherwise whole.

      I screamed, urging them to scatter as the werelioness closed the final few feet, but it was no use. Like any group of terrified people, they found reassurance in numbers. No, they would stay together as the werelioness tore through them like a hot knife through butter, killing anyone in reach of her claws and fangs.

      And there was nothing I could do about it.
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      Thank the Lord, then, that it wasn’t up to me.

      A flaming projectile, far larger and more powerful than anything the pyromancers had conjured up, struck the werelioness mere moments before she was due to carve her way through the frontlines. The impact knocked the creature off balance and sent her skidding to a halt with half her face scorched and steaming. She was still shaking her furry head as if to clear it when another blast hit her full in the chest and bowled her over. When she tried to stand, she was hit again. Then again, and again, until finally she stopped moving altogether. Seeing this, the others cheered.

      It was Max, of course. He was the only one capable of that kind of destructive power. And yet the figure that came striding across the lawn might have been anyone, assuming that person was somehow able to stand in the heart of an inferno so intense it stung your eyes to look at. Indeed, only the silhouette of the man remained, reminding me at once of another old flame—if you’ll excuse the pun. Only he had been a Daywalking vampire with power gleaned from Fae itself, whereas Max…well, Max was a mere mortal wielding the primordial power of fire.

      “As I was saying,” Magus interjected with a nervous cough. “We found out where Max was being kept while you were away, so I sent some of his people ahead to retrieve him.”

      Except it wasn’t only Max and a handful of his pyromancers heading our way, I realized. There was someone else—someone padding along behind him like the hulking shadow to his blazing radiance. I caught a glimpse of honey-colored eyes flashing in the reflected firelight and felt an unexpected surge of relief.

      Relief that lasted about ten seconds before that bastard spoke again.

      “Now the rest of you. Go.”

      I spun in horror to see not only the werelions shaking off their stupor, but also the remaining slaugh—all but the three council members, in fact, who remained transfixed and frozen in place like adoring statues. It seemed Gwyn planned to pit us against our own and overwhelm us with an all out assault. Max must’ve come to the same conclusion because he picked up his pace, reaching his gathered pyromancers just as the enemy combatants began stalking towards them.

      Magus reached out and squeezed my arm. “I should head back. The enclave and I will lend our support from the rear, but I am afraid this will be Max’s fight to win or lose.”

      He was only partially right about that now that Cathal had returned, but there was no point correcting him with so many other variables still in play. Anyway, there wasn’t time and I had my business to see to. I wished him luck and started moving myself for a rendezvous with Cathal, who had already broken off and was headed my way.

      We hadn’t yet reunited, however, when a burst of power thrust at my back. I stumbled and turned to find Max and the others committing to a charge of their own, only these were no longer those ordinary, everyday people wielding fire, but veritable demons with flaming eyes and hair—a change so drastic it made me wonder just what Max had done to bring it about. But there was no point speculating, and besides, we needed every advantage we could find.

      “You’ve been busy,” Cathal said as he pulled up alongside me. “Not exactly the smash-and-grab job we discussed.”

      “Aye. T’ings got a little complicated.”

      “I gathered. So what now?”

      “Well that depends. Did ye find—”

      “I did.”

      “So?”

      “It was like you said. But I came on ahead, so we may have to stall a bit.”

      I nodded, thinking furiously. “It may not go like we’d hoped, but that doesn’t mean the plan can’t work. Anyway, we don’t have much choice. The only t’ing we can do right now is survive this wave.”

      “You want us to fight, you mean?

      “Aye.”

      Cathal let out a chuffed little snort through his nose. “Okay, but when this is over I want a belly rub and a nap. And a treat.”

      “Sure t’ing.”

      “And a bone to gnaw on.”

      “Mmhmm.”

      “And a toy.”

      “I got it.”

      “But like a fluffy toy. A big, fluffy one with lots of stuffing.”

      “Would ye get a move on already?”
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      I wasn’t sure how long it’d been since Cathal and I had joined the battle being waged on the lawn beside the lagoon. A few minutes perhaps, though it seemed more like an hour. But then fights were always like that. It was the adrenaline, slowing everything down so that each moment stretched out for an eternity. What I was sure of, however, was that we were winning.

      Raising my rifle, I popped off a single round, clipping a goblin’s shoulder and sending him spinning around like a top before he could fire his own weapon—an unwieldy and ugly-looking crossbow. He tried anyway, hefting the crossbow with his good arm only for a cord of fire to come lashing down, taking his hand off at the wrist. The goblin howled and fell to his knees, clutching at the cauterized stump. Then the whip struck again, this time lopping off the creature’s head.

      I glanced to my right and saw the wielder was the elderly black woman I’d seen playing cat’s cradle only a few days prior. Though of course she barely resembled that person anymore, what with those bright yellow flames blazing along her skull and streaming from her eyes, nose, and mouth. Still, when she smiled at me and flashed me a good-natured thumbs up, I didn’t hesitate to wave.

      I raised my gun again, already searching for a new target when I heard a thumping noise behind me, loud and insistent. I spun and saw the werelion leap at me with its claws extended, prepared to tackle me to the ground and chew on my face. Luckily it never made it that far before being intercepted; knocked out of the air with the swipe of an enormous paw, the werelion went skipping across the ground like a rock across a pond.

      “Nice one,” I said, craning my neck to stare up at Cathal, who had grown to the size of an RV since the battle began. Because magic, I guess.

      “A big, fluffy toy,” he growled. “Don’t forget.”

      And then he was off, barreling into the last of the trolls still standing. I took a quick look around, confirming what my instincts were already telling me. We were beating them back. Only a few werelions remained to be dealt with, the rest either broken by Cathal or burned beyond recognition. Alive, I hoped, but certainly too badly injured to continue the fight.

      Max of course was still going strong up ahead, carving through the ranks of the remaining slaugh like the lit end of a cigarette through flash paper, his disciples trailing behind and picking off the stragglers with ruthless efficiency.

      Confident I wouldn’t be attacked for a few seconds at least, I hazarded a glance in the direction of NeverEden. She’d dropped down even farther than before, so close that a piece of her jagged bottom had pierced the otherwise placid surface of the lagoon and sent its waters gushing over the banks and turning the surrounding area into a veritable swamp.

      I scanned the island’s edge, looking for any sign of Gwyn and his companions, but saw no one. Perhaps they’d retreated, I thought. Surely we’d surprised them by lasting this long. Or perhaps they were preparing their next attack. Either way—

      Screams erupted along our flank, interrupting my train of thought. I turned with my rifle raised, instantly drawing a bead on the source only to freeze up with my finger on the trigger. It was Gwyn ap Nudd himself in all his infernal glory, and he was cutting a swathe through our rear guard—casually tearing off limbs and plucking out organs with the carelessness of a child dismantling a doll.

      I stood horrified as he took that elderly woman by the throat and throttled her, snapping her neck and dropping her to the ground like trash. Too late, I took aim and pulled the trigger over and over again. Each bullet pinged off the god’s chest, leaving nothing but sparks behind. Max must have heard the shots, however, because he immediately doubled back to confront the god.

      “Cathal!” I shouted. “Help Max!”

      When I got no response, I lowered my rifle and scanned the battlefield. There he was, fighting with that ghost hound I’d seen earlier. Chancing it, I took a shot, but the bullet passed right through the damned thing. Indeed, it seemed Cathal was having the same problem. I watched as he tried to go for the creature’s throat only to catch a mouthful of air. And then suddenly the other hound had its jaws around Cathal’s neck and it was tearing at him like a rabid animal. Cathal tried to shrug it off, then to roll, but the ghost hound simply vanished and reappeared facing a different direction, but always with its teeth firmly in place.

      I screamed and started running, desperate to pry the bastard’s jaws apart if it was the last thing I did. But then someone was snatching me up from behind and dragging me away. I kicked and thrashed, but it was no use. Whoever had me wasn’t going to let me go. I looked back over my shoulder and cursed.

      “Scathach, let me go! Let me go now! Cathal! Cathal, get up!”

      But Cathal wasn’t getting up. Instead he lay slumped over on his side, staring back at me with those honey-colored eyes. Except they weren’t really looking at me, and they weren’t honey-colored anymore. They were a dull, ordinary shade of brown. The wound on his throat looked terrible; I swore I could see his spine gleaming stark white amidst so much raw meat and blood. And there, looming over him with its paw on his flank, stood that ghost hound.

      I wanted to scream, but I couldn’t. I couldn’t breathe. I couldn’t think. God, if only someone could get that damned monster off of him! Then everything would be okay, I just knew it. Sure he was hurt, badly hurt even, but he’d been badly hurt before. He just needed time to rest. Yes, that was it. All we had to do was get back to Fenway, and then we’d use that stupid device to get as far from this place as possible, and we’d never look back and then we…and then…

      I didn’t realize I’d been dragged away until I was dropped and forced to kneel by several pairs of hands. Someone grabbed my chin and turned my head so that I was looking out at a corpse-strewn battlefield. A familiar figure was dragging someone by their hair. Someone with blood on his face.

      Max.

      And the one dragging him. Gwyn ap Nudd. I registered both their names with the dullest flicker of emotion. Despair. Hatred. Then nothing, leaving me hollowed out like a ransacked grave. I was going to be sick, I realized. And then I was sick, and the hands holding me fell away so that I fell on all fours, retching and heaving without even knowing why. Had I eaten something I shouldn’t have? Or was I a sickly person by nature? I couldn’t remember.

      “And I will set fire to everything that ever mattered to you,” said someone in a deep, melodious voice. “Until you know what it’s like to have something precious taken from you. And then, and only then, will I let you beg in vain for your miserable, pathetic life.”

      A finger curled up under my chin and raised it, forcing me to make eye contact with its owner. Only the thing had no eyes, not really. Just a pair of hollow sockets in a mask made of fused together bone, reflecting somehow my own emptiness.

      “Well now,” said the voice behind the mask, “shall we let the begging commence?”
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      A peal of thunder drowned out whatever else was said after that, which was fine by me as I wasn’t paying much attention anyway. Rain, just droplets at first and then a steady downpour, peppered and finally drenched my head and shoulders. Lightning flashed some miles off, briefly illuminating the face of the man lying belly up in the mud beside me. Blood welled from a cut above his eye, but he was alive. I don’t know how I could tell, but I could. For some reason this gave me a good, warm feeling.

      Yes. Hope, that was the word.

      Someone dragged me to my feet and yanked my head back by my hair. The pain brought me back to my senses, just a little. I cursed and tried to claw at the person responsible, but someone else grabbed my wrist. It was that monster in the mask. But no, it was a young, androgynous man with disturbing eyes. Eyes that were fixated not on me but on the sky where massive storm clouds churned and swirled.

      “She’s here,” he said. “Finally.”

      Who was he talking about? Again I tried to pull away and was held fast, his iron grip around my wrist like a shackle nailed to a cliff face. God how I loathed him! Gwyn ap Nudd. Again the name came to me. And more than that. Memories of us engaged in conversation. Memories of seeing him mow down men, women, and even a few teenagers I would have considered children. And Max. Just look at what he’d done to poor Max. And Cathal, dear God, what he’d done to Cathal…

      Where was he? I tried to turn my head but couldn’t. Scathach wouldn’t let me, and for that alone I would’ve killed her. But of course I couldn’t kill her. Because I was weak. Too weak to save myself. Too weak to save Cathal.

      It all came flooding back to me, then. The battle. Us beating back the first wave. The spell and its awful aftermath. More fighting. Us gaining ground, putting them on their heels, and then Gwyn showing up. Gwyn and his ghost hound. And Scathach, holding me back and preventing me from joining my dying friend. No, not dying. Dead. My dead friend.

      For the love of God, my dead friend.

      I let out a choked sob as another boom of thunder crashed over us, so loud this time it shook the very marrow of my bones. And yet I barely noticed it, so immersed was I in my grief. After all this time, after finally reuniting, he was gone. Just like that. No, not gone, I amended. Taken. He’d been taken.

      Rage burned like an ember in the center of my being at the thought, boiling my insides and spreading like a wildfire until every bit of me was humming with the urge to hurt. To maim and lay waste. To break and destroy. This was no time to mourn. Max was still alive. I was still alive. Gwyn had us on the ropes, sure, but he hadn’t killed us yet. Which meant we could still hurt him.

      The question was how.

      While I tried desperately to think of a way, Gwyn released my wrist and stepped back, still scanning the heavens. He spared Scathach a glance. “I’m going up there to search. Stay here and make sure nothing happens to these two until Dormarch and I return.”

      With that the god put two fingers to his mouth and whistled, summoning his spectral pet out of nowhere and hopping onto its back like a stunt rider as the beast raced first horizontally and then vertically—climbing the sky until the pair of them finally disappeared beyond the clouds.

      With Scathach distracted by Gwyn’s departure, I took a chance and reached into my jacket, feeling for the pouch clipped to the belt loop on my hip. I found it, pried open the velcro as carefully as I could, and retrieved the device it contained. Wrapping my wet fingers around its rubber grip, I took a deep, calming breath. I only had one shot at this, and I needed to make it count.

      “Oi, ye traitorous cunt,” I said, pointing down at my feet. “What’s that down there?”

      It was the oldest trick in the book, but I’ll be damned if it didn’t work; the legendary warrior maiden released my hair and bent past me to look, which gave me the opening I needed to jab the stun gun into the side of her neck and flick the switch. The noise it made was disturbingly loud, like a battery of firecrackers going off one after the other, but at least I knew it hadn’t shorted out in the rain.

      Scathach jerked back in surprise, and for a moment I worried it had only nipped at her or perhaps hadn’t worked at all, but then I saw her fall to her knees before collapsing entirely. I bent down and hit her again, just to be sure. Then again, because I could.

      Once I was sure she wasn’t getting up anytime soon, I knelt down beside Max and tested for his pulse. I was right. He was alive. Still, it was a relief to know for certain. But what now? It wasn’t like I could just throw Max over my shoulders and get us out of here. And besides, what about everyone else? Surely there were other survivors besides us. I couldn’t simply leave them all behind. And what about Gwyn? What would I do if he reappeared?

      I was still debating what I should do when an unexpected gust of wind swept past, so strong I had to throw myself on top of Max to keep from being blown away. But that was only the beginning of it, as seconds later the rain began to come down in buckets and not one, not two, but three bolts of lightning came down in rapid succession—striking so close I might’ve been blinded had I not had my face buried in Max’s chest.

      And then, so suddenly it was like being submerged in a sensory deprivation tank, it all stopped. The torrential rain, the howling wind, all of it. I looked up, surprised to discover the weather hadn’t changed a bit, but that somehow we’d entered the eye of the storm. And then I saw why.

      Badb.

      Finally.

      “Sorry I’m late,” Badb said, her voice barely carrying over the squelch of her boots in the mud. “I got here as soon as I could.”

      I wanted to say it was alright. That I was so relieved she’d survived. That I was so grateful she was here. But the truth was my gratitude was overshadowed by far less charitable emotions. Bitterness, for one. After all, if she’d only arrived earlier, Cathal might still be alive. Hell, if she’d come and found me like she swore she would, it was entirely possible we could have avoided all this.

      “Where were ye?” I asked, and of course it came out exactly how I meant it.

      “What d’ye mean? I heard about your plan and came right away like I told your canine friend I would. Where is he, by the way?”

      “Not here.”

      “Then where—”

      “Can ye get us both up there, or not?” I asked bluntly, pointing first to Max and then skyward.

      Badb nodded, though it was clear she was distracted by what she saw on the battlefield. There were dozens of corpses out there. Hundreds, even. Without the moonlight shining down, it was hard to tell which were Fae and which were ours. Still, I could tell when she finally clocked Cathal’s body by the way she turned and looked at me.

      “Well?” I asked, voice shaking. “Let’s go. We’ll have to hurry if we want to do it before Gwyn gets back.”

      To my immense relief, Badb did as I asked without further comment, gathering us up and launching all three of us into the sky. The wind refused to touch us as NeverEden’s sheer cliffs grew larger and larger until finally we were over and past them, carried by Badb’s momentum to a clearing some twenty yards from the edge. It was silent when we landed. Isolated and quiet with not a guard in sight.

      This should have been a relief. So much of the plan Cathal and I cooked up had hinged on creating a distraction worthy of drawing attention away from this place, after all. That was originally meant to be the role carried out by Ajax and the others. Meanwhile Badb’s was to smuggle me aboard, since no one else I knew had the ability to fly. But that was before. Back when NeverEden sat high in the heavens and my allies were still my allies. Back when taking control of NeverEden would have turned the tide in our favor and helped ensure our victory.

      How hollow that word sounded now.

      Victory.

      Still, what else was there left for me to do? The sacrifices had already been made. The price paid. No, the fact was I owed it to everyone down there to see that some good came out of this. That not everything had been done in vain.

      “I want ye to take Max and hide,” I said to Badb as she set me down. “I know you’d rather fight. So would I, believe me. But Gwyn obviously knows you’re here, which means he’s prepared to give ye one. If we want to beat him, we’ll have to do somethin’ he couldn’t possibly predict.”

      “If ye insist.” The goddess glanced past me. “How long will it take?”

      I turned to track her gaze and realized I could see far more of the topography here than should have been possible. It was as if the island itself was producing its own light—a glow that got brighter and brighter in the direction I intended to go, like a beacon shining on a lonely shore. Was it my eye that made this possible, I wondered, or was NeverEden herself beckoning me? Or, worse, was it meant to lure me like a moth to the flame? There was no way to be sure, and only one way to find out.

      “I don’t know,” I admitted, ruefully. “But I’ll take as much time as I can get.”

      “Fair enough. And good luck.”

      “T’anks.”

      I had a feeling I was going to need it.
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      I stood before a throne made of white wood atop a rock-strewn hill. It was a beautifully carved piece with a deep seat and a high back, meant to convey authority rather than offer comfort. More importantly, I could feel its power beating against my skin like waves lapping at the shore, drawing me in and thrusting me back all at once. And the light it gave off, so brilliant when I was marching up the hill and so much dimmer now, as if it’d served its purpose.

      In any case, it was strange to see it isolated like this, especially given the lush flora that had once flourished here. Of course, presuming the floating island really was Gwyn’s to command, it wasn’t all that surprising to see he’d done a little landscaping. Personally I’d have gone with something a tad less bleak, but then he was the scum of the earth and I wasn’t, so it hardly shocked me to discover we had different aesthetics.

      “A chair,” I said aloud, shaking my head. “All that power, all that potential. And here ye are. A fuckin’ chair.”

      But there wasn’t time to feel sorry for NeverEden, nor to feel guilty for not sticking around long enough to help her find a proper Master. There was only time to make things right. To fix what I’d unintentionally broken and shatter Gwyn’s hold over her, replacing it with a bond of our own and severely weakening Gwyn in the process.

      Assuming I could do it.

      Either way, I had to try. And so, with only a moment’s hesitation, I sat my happy ass down on that throne and waited for the war of wills to begin.

      I hadn’t realized I’d pinched my eyes shut until I cracked one open. Nothing had changed. In fact, nothing happened at all. I leaned forward, inspected the throne, and sat back again. Still nothing. I might as well have plopped down in a lawn chair for all the difference it made. Hell, a lawn chair might’ve been more comfortable.

      “NeverEden,” I said, hoping to invoke her. “NeverEden, speak to me.”

      When that didn’t work, I tried extending my consciousness like before. It made me nervous given the aftereffects I’d experienced last time, but it was all I could think of. Besides, I was at the source this time. Surely things would be different here, in the place where we’d last laid eyes on each other. The place where she’d bade me farewell with her strange, vaguely prophetic words. And the name she’d called me then. Not Quinn. Something else.

      Anand.

      But why that name? I shook my head. Now wasn’t the time to be asking that question. Not when Gwyn and his ghost hound could arrive at any moment. No, I had to concentrate. I took a deep breath and stretched myself out, begging NeverEden to heed my summons. But it was nothing like before. If anything, it was as if I’d tuned into the wrong frequency, as if she wasn’t even there. Or at the very least she wasn’t willing to speak to me.

      But why? What had I done wrong? Surely this wasn’t it. Not after everything we’d gone through to get here. Everything we’d lost. Dammit, I deserved at least a chance, didn’t I?

      Angry suddenly, I rose from the throne and kicked it. Hard. Then again, slamming my foot down until the wood groaned and yet never leaving so much as a mark despite my shoes being caked with mud and blood and who knew what else. Still I kept at it, pouring out my frustrations with a list of obscenities a mile long until finally I sagged with exhaustion and fell to my knees.

      “Why?” I asked, my throat raw from all the screaming. “Why won’t ye talk to me?”

      But of course she wasn’t going to answer that.

      Fine, I thought. We didn’t need her help; we never did. Badb and I would simply do it ourselves. She was a war goddess, after all. Together we could take the bastard, or else what the fuck was the point of any of this?

      I climbed slowly to my feet, took one last disgusted look at the chair, and returned the way I had come.
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      I was still angry when I reached the bottom of the hill. More than angry, really. Crushed. Yes, that was the word. I felt like something had been taken from me I hadn’t even known I wanted, or like someone had broken a promise to me they’d never actually made. Frankly, I couldn’t describe it.

      I knew it wasn’t just about what I’d sacrificed to get here, though of course that was inextricably mixed in there somewhere. It was that, for a moment back there, I genuinely believed I had a shot at restoring some of that power I’d lost. Because no matter what I told myself or how much I pretended otherwise, I missed it. God, how I missed it. I’d have been crazy not to. I mean sure, it’d come at a cost, but what about what it cost to lose? To fail? Certainly that was worse.

      And yet it turned out it didn’t even matter. NeverEden had never intended to let me wrest control of her, and there was nothing I could do to make her. Nothing I could say that would change her mind. Nothing—

      A bolt of lightning cut across the sky and ripped into a distant canopy not far from where I’d left Badb, startling me out of my temporary malaise. I started running, mindful of the uncertain footing as the island began to shudder and turn, spinning slowly and yet with enough momentum to make every step precarious. There was a flicker of fire among the trees up ahead where the lightning had struck, casting a reddish glow. I raced towards it like a guiding light.

      I was still a ways off when I felt it. That absurd, skin-crawling display of power Badb had put on back at Harvard. Only this time it wasn’t hers alone, but theirs—a cloying, oxygen depriving thing that put pressure on my lungs and behind my eyes until all I wanted to do was fall to my knees and gasp for air with my eyes pinched shut.

      And yet I kept running. Liability though I might be, there was no way I was going to let Badb go this alone. Not when I was the one who’d sent Cathal to bring her here. No, this was my mess, and I had to be the one to clean it up.

      I reached the clearing only a couple minutes and several lightning strikes later. By now a whole swathe of trees had caught fire, bathing everything a brilliant shade of orange. I could see them even now, rocking back and forth like flowers in the wind as the two gods grappled and fought.

      Suddenly one threw the other, flinging them through a pair of trees before they came flying into the clearing and landed in a heap not ten feet from where I stood. It was Badb. I shouted, worried she’d been hurt, but she was already up and brushing herself off. She was dirty and had a few twigs poking out from her hair but looked otherwise little worse for wear. More importantly, she was smiling.

      I looked around in distress.

      “Badb! Where’s Max?”

      “Safe, don’t worry,” she replied. “I hid him on the other side of the island. I figured if ye were right and Gwyn came lookin’ for me, your friend was better off elsewhere.”

      It was a good point, and if nothing else meant Max wouldn’t end up caught in the crossfire, which was a relief.

      “Good idea.”

      Badb nodded, though her eyes were fixed on the forest. The fires she’d set were beginning to spread, the smoke making it tough to tell from where along the tree line Gwyn might emerge. When he didn’t, Badb hazarded a glance at me.

      “Did it work?”

      I hung my head. “No. She shut me out.”

      “Shame. This really is quite the Beast, you know. I’ve seen a few in my time, but nothin’ compared to this one. Most get to be as big as a house, if they’re lucky. I even saw a castle once, years and years ago. But an entire island? That can fly through realms? Now that’s somethin’ ye don’t see everyday.”

      “I couldn’t agree more.”

      The reply caught us both off guard and had us spinning around to find Gwyn standing only a few feet away in his human form. Christ, how on earth had he snuck up on us like that? Sadly I didn’t have time to speculate, because it was clear he was up to something; the god held out a glowing red hand and uttered a single archaic word in a language I couldn’t comprehend.

      A wave of energy spewed forth from the ground itself, headed straight for Badb and impossible to dodge. Without thinking, I leapt in front, putting myself between her and it. Unlike last time, this wave hit me like a freight train, sending me soaring backwards to land not ten feet from the edge. I could tell because the wind was worse here, beyond the shelter of the trees and with the island still spinning steadily on its axis.

      Badb was at my side in an instant, cradling my head and demanding I tell her how I felt. But the truth was I wasn’t sure. I should have hurt, I knew that. Only I didn’t. If anything I felt numb. Paralyzed from the neck down, even. And yet already I could feel the tips of my fingers and toes.

      I heard Gwyn give a little sigh as he approached.

      “That was exceptionally foolish of you,” he said. “Though I suppose I should applaud you, really. You’ve proven quite the variable. Far more so than I could have predicted. Had I known you were going to give me so much trouble, I might have found another way to free Badb and insisted Morgan kept you under lock and key. Still, all’s well that ends well, don’t you think? Badb’s mind is finally restored and you were kind enough to deliver her to me as Morgan predicted you would.”

      I tried to sit up, to demand he explain what he meant by that, but my muscles still wouldn’t cooperate. Had Morgan really predicted I’d come here with Badb in tow? But how could she know that? And had she really let me go with Gwyn’s blessing? If so, it meant the enchantress had betrayed me not once, but twice.

      “So tell me, Badb Catha,” Gwyn went on, “did you bring the map with you, or did you squirrel it away before coming here?”

      Badb ignored him. In fact, she was looking imploringly at me as if trying to convey a message with her eyes. She mouthed a word I couldn’t catch, then tapped my chest four times as if there was some significance I should attribute to it. When I frowned and shook my head, she sighed and looked up.

      “I have no idea what you’re talkin’ about,” she said. “I never did. This map you’re after is a fantasy.”

      Gwyn’s face darkened, but then someone or something must have caught his eye because he turned and beckoned with one arm. “Sorry about this. It appears my companion has found something you two discarded and has something she’d like to tell me. I’ll only be a moment.”

      I tried to turn my head and this time found myself able to, albeit with agonizing slowness. When I finally saw who had arrived and with what in tow, however, I nearly wished I hadn’t bothered. It was Max, bound and gagged but very much awake, being pushed across the clearing by none other than Scathach.

      The warrior maiden was coated in mud and spared me a withering glance as she drew up alongside her…well, whatever Gwyn was to her. She planted a hand on his shoulder and whispered something in his ear with an intimacy that bordered on sensuality. Gwyn chuckled and nodded as though she’d told him a joke, then drew away with Max behind her. The brujo looked furious, but didn’t struggle, suggesting he’d tried already to no avail.

      “Badb,” I croaked, finding my voice at last. “Please. Ye can’t let anythin’ happen to that man. He’s…precious to me.”

      I’d wanted to say all I had left, but it sounded too pathetic. Besides, it was true. Max was precious to me. Precious as Cathal had been precious. And like Cathal, I would’ve given anything to ensure he survived this mess I’d led us into.

      Gwyn must have overheard me, however, because he spoke first. “You’re friends with him, too? My, my. What a small world.”

      “Don’t ye dare touch him,” I snapped, though it came out more like a plea.

      “Now, now. Stay calm. That curse I hit you with feeds on aggression. The angrier you get, the weaker you become. Of course it’ll kill you eventually either way, but then you’d never see how this plays out. And I’m sure you’re as curious as I am to know what Badb will do, now that I’ve got your friend. Well? How about it, Badb Catha? His life for the map. What do you say?”

      Again Badb gave me that look, and again I had no idea what she was trying to tell me. Instead I turned my face into her hand and shut my eyes.

      “Please,” I begged. “Just tell him. Save Max.”

      “I wish I could, but I cannot.”

      “Why not?”

      “I just can’t.”

      “You can’t hide it from me forever,” Gwyn interjected, sounding uncharacteristically impatient. “I know Nemain hid it here, and I even know why. And do you know how I know? Because your other sister told me, just before I carved out her traitorous heart and served it to my hounds. You’ve been searching for her all this time, haven’t you? Macha? Well then how about we make a deal? Give me the map, and I’ll tell you where you can find what’s left of her body.”

      Still laying with my head in her lap, I found myself uniquely positioned to watch Badb’s expression change as she took the news of her sister’s passing. She was skeptical at first, then horrified, and finally angry. No, not angry. She was blinded with rage; her eyes blazed with power as she lowered my head to the ground.

      “Badb. Badb, calm down. He could be lyin’.”

      But she wasn’t listening to me, not anymore. Instead, the goddess summoned a wind unlike anything I’d felt before, so violent that it pushed me onto my side and thrust Badb forward as if she’d been shot out of a cannon. Before I knew it she had Gwyn by the throat and was summoning bolt after bolt after bolt, each one slamming into the god as though he were the world’s most galvanizing lightning rod until there was nothing left of the Huntsman but charred flesh and smoke.

      Or so I thought.

      “Oh dear,” Gwyn said, standing a mere few feet from Badb and peering at the sapling she held clenched in her fist. “You know that might have actually stung, even with NeverEden’s protection. Now, are you going to calm down and tell me where the map is, or shall I kill my second goddess in as many months?”

      I wasn’t sure what to make of Gwyn’s threat until I saw him twist the blade of the spear he’d shoved under Badb’s ribs. She bit back a scream and tried to grab hold of the thing, but it refused to budge. And of course I knew it wouldn’t, because unlike so many of its kind this spear had a mind of its own.

      Or at least it used to.

      Again I felt that sharp sense of betrayal, magnified tenfold by the horror of seeing Areadbhar’s blade buried deep in Badb’s flesh, her bright jewel blazing with enough power to snuff out even a goddess of Badb’s caliber.

      “How pathetic ye are,” Badb spat, her rage unabated in the face of his threat. “Still moanin’ on about losin’ a war we foretold ye would lose. Ye say we’re the traitors? Then tell me, why weren’t we the ones who got cursed?”

      Gwyn shoved the blade in deeper. “I’m not interested in rehashing the past, Tuatha de. Now I’ll only ask you one last time. Where is the map?”

      Badb croaked a laugh. “I destroyed it, ye fool.”

      “You wouldn’t dare.”

      “Wouldn’t I?”

      The god stiffened, his calm facade breaking for a moment to reveal unfathomable contempt. Again there was that momentary disorientation, and suddenly it was the ten-foot-tall, half-naked deity looming over Badb with his spear buried in her side.

      “Fine,” it said. “Then die, already.”

      “No!” I screamed.

      But it was too late. Gwyn had already shoved the blade so deep it poked out the other side before lifting her off the ground so that she squirmed like a worm on a hook. He began to walk with her like that, her screams of pain drowning out my own as Areadbhar fed upon her life force like a leech. It wasn’t until he reached the edge that the god finally stopped, waiting until Badb lay limp and unyielding before flinging her off the side like a doll he was tired of playing with.
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      The clouds broke overhead, dispersing so quickly it was like they were fleeing the scene of a crime. And maybe they were. Gwyn, human once again to my eyes and no longer carrying Areadbhar, strolled right past me as though I wasn’t worth acknowledging. It stung but was nothing compared to the callousness of what I’d just witnessed. Christ, he’d really done it. He’d killed her and carelessly dumped her off the side of the island like so much trash.

      I could hear him conferring with Scathach behind me, though it was impossible to tell what they were talking about from where I lay. I tried looking for Max, but he was hidden behind the other two. Realizing neither Gwyn nor Scathach were paying me any attention, I began crawling on my belly, dragging my useless legs behind me like a wounded soldier cutting across a battlefield.

      I was completely exhausted by the time I finally reached the spot where Badb had been thrown over. Still, what choice did I have? I had to see, or else it would never be real. And so I hauled myself to the very brink and peered over the edge, determined to see what became of the goddess once and for all.

      “Wait…what the hell?”

      I tried to make sense of what I was seeing but couldn’t, and soon all thoughts of finding Badb were gone—replaced with unanswered questions. For instance, what were the slaugh doing down there collecting bodies? And where were they taking them? Because that’s what was happening.

      I inched myself forward and tried to follow the trail of Faelings like one might track a trail of ants. I saw them weaving around the lagoon, down the opposite shore, and through the trees. And there, where the baseball diamond should have been. Was that a…cauldron? But it was enormous. Like the size of a swimming pool enormous. And the slaugh, were they throwing the bodies in?

      “They call her the Pair Dadeni,” said a voice in my ear.

      I yelped and tried to roll over, but a hand settled on the small of my back, preventing it. Gwyn’s hand. He’d snuck up on me again, and I was beginning to think it wasn’t simply preternatural talent but something tied to his bond with NeverEden. Like that trick he’d pulled with the sapling. Either way, it took me a few seconds to process what he’d just told me. The Pair Dadeni. It sounded familiar. But from what?

      “I wasn’t sure whether to bring her along, you know,” Gwyn said, his tone oddly conspiratorial, as though he and I were exchanging intimate secrets. “She and I come from a place rife with so much magic almost anyone can tap into it, whereas your world is so devoid of the stuff most don’t even believe in it. Thank goodness for Morgan and her coven. Most will have lost their magic for good by now. A regrettable necessity. But look there, and tell me it isn’t a sacrifice worth making.”

      I looked without meaning to, following the trajectory of his outstretched finger until I spotted something emerging from the bubbling liquid. No, not just one thing. There were several of them, bumping up against the sides of the bowl and being retrieved by the slaugh one at a time. I frowned, recognizing a pair of white-furred, blue-eyed beasts being retrieved at that very moment; their sopping wet coats streaming liquid as they were each plucked from the cauldron and laid out on the grass like newborn babes. No, not newborn, I realized.

      Reborn.

      That was where I’d heard of it before! In the books on Welsh mythology, specifically the ones about their magical artifacts. The Pair Dadeni, otherwise known as the Cauldron of Rebirth.

      I had only just opened my mouth to confirm this when I saw a fresh figure being hauled up and set aside where he lay unmoving, his neck smooth and unblemished. No sign of that vicious wound. Just that dark, striated coat. I found myself holding my breath, not daring to hope and yet unable to stop myself. And then there it was, his chest expanding as if someone had pumped his lungs full of air. A sob broke unbidden from my lips.

      Cathal was alive.

      Gwyn patted my shoulder. “There, there. I could hardly leave such a specimen behind, now could I? After all, Cathal and my Beast have a very unique relationship. But then I’m sure he told you all about that when he convinced you and Badb Catha to come here.”

      He had it all wrong, of course, but I wasn’t about to correct him. In fact, it struck me all the sudden that for all his grandstanding, Gwyn ap Nudd really had no idea who I was. Did he really not know how I was connected to NeverEden? That I was the one who’d foiled Liam’s plans? That I was related to Badb, however tangentially? If so, it explained why he hadn’t bothered to kill me yet. Or at least why he wasn’t interrogating me, now.

      “It is a shame, though,” he went on. “I would have much preferred he come along willingly. Enslaving a Cu Sith against his will is…distasteful. But here we are. You see, she has a will of her own, the Pair Dadeni. To be reborn in her belly is to be eternally bound to serve the ruler of Annwn. No exceptions.”

      He couldn’t be serious. But he was, and I could see that he was. All I had to do was look down at all those slack faces and still bodies, arranged in rows like machines on an assembly line. Even Cathal, who stood as if he’d been frozen in place, the water dripping from his coat to form a puddle beneath his paws.

      “Release him,” I begged.

      “Ah, so you can still speak. How remarkable. Are you sure you’re an ordinary human?”

      “Let him go,” I reiterated, more forcefully this time. “He doesn’t belong to ye.”

      “Oh, but I think you’ll find that he does. They all do. Even your friend back there with my Huntress, the one you were so desperate to save. Max, wasn’t it? Of course I was never going to let him go. He’s far too valuable for that, especially now that my last lead on the map has dried up. Too bad, really. I had hoped to avoid the hassle of tearing apart yet another realm.”

      I frowned. What the hell was he talking about? Tearing apart another realm? And what was so special about Max? Obviously it had something to do with the elemental wrapped around his heart, but what? Of course I wanted to ask all these questions and more, but I seriously doubted I’d get a straight answer. For that matter, I wasn’t sure why he’d told me as much as he had.

      Unless…

      “Ye plan on killin’ me.”

      “Hmm?” he replied, distractedly. “Oh yes. I make it a point never to leave loose ends, as I’m sure you can appreciate. Unless of course you’d prefer to serve me? Naturally you’d have to swear an oath of fealty and promise to obey me in all things and all that, but it would mean sparing your life. Also, if it makes any difference, you should know most people think I’m a joy to work for.”

      I didn’t even think before replying.

      “I’d rather die, t’anks.”

      “Yes, I thought so.”

      Gwyn sighed, snatched me up by the back of my neck like a naughty kitten, and held me out over the edge. I struggled, flailing about and trying desperately to return to solid ground, but it was no use. He was too strong, and I was too weak. The best I could do was cling to his wrist and try not to look down.

      I took it back. I didn’t want to die. And not because I feared death, either. It was simply that I had things I desperately wanted to do. Like cuddling up to Cathal again, or telling Max how I truly felt. Like finding Badb’s body and burying it before the scavengers came. Like stealing back Areadbhar and NeverEden and everything else Gwyn had taken from me. And how was I supposed to accomplish any of that if I ended up a wet stain on the grass below?

      “Wait—” I began.

      But he’d already let me go.

      I plummeted face first, the wind whipping savagely at my arms and face and bringing tears to my eyes. My too rapid heartbeat thundered in my ears as adrenaline and electric signals and a dozen other chemical and biological reactions begged me to do something. To do anything. Whatever it took to save me. But there was no saving me, not this time. And it was with this terrible thought playing on a loop in my head that I finally struck the surface.
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      I was cold. No, not cold. Wet. But that didn’t make sense. I was meant to be dead. I had to be dead. I’d fallen from like fourteen stories up without a parachute. No ordinary person could have survived that, not without intervention. So why was I wet?

      And why could I feel grass beneath my hands?

      Dimly aware of water lapping gently beside my head, I opened my eyes and found myself looking up at the night sky, though there was a distinctly bluish hue to it that suggested dawn was well on its way. Gingerly, I began flexing the fingers of my right hand, then my left. When that worked, I tried sitting up. Again, I was successful, though between the weight of my sopping wet clothes and the migraine I felt coming on I seriously considered laying back down.

      Teeth chattering now, I took a look around and saw I was sitting on the bank of the lagoon. Had I landed in it? The state of my clothes and hair certainly suggested as much. Except that still didn’t explain how I’d survived. Crashing into a body of water from that height should have shattered every bone in my body as surely as if I’d landed on pavement, which was to say nothing of how I’d ended up washed up on the shore rather than left to drown at the bottom of the lagoon.

      And what about NeverEden? Where was she? I looked to the sky once more, certain I’d find the island hovering up there somewhere. But no, she was gone. They were all gone, I realized. The campfires on the far shore no longer burned and there was no sign of the slaugh or even the Pair Dadeni which should have been visible above the trees. More than that, I could sense her absence, like a gnawing sensation in my belly that would never go away. Max and Cathal. Hagbard and Signe. Ajax and Cleo and Draper.

      All gone.

      “You’re finally awake. That’s good.”

      Alarmed, I turned around. The speaker was easily as soaked as I was, her heavy cloak laying beside her in a puddle while the rest of her clothes clung to her like a second skin. To tell the truth she looked about as miserable as I felt; her shoulders hunched together as though the weight of all those centuries had finally come home to roost.

      “Morgan?”

      “He lied to me,” she said, her gaze turned skyward. “Tricked me. Gwyn ap Nudd, I mean. He used us. Me. My coven. They’re all gone now. All but the youngest and of course they’ve lost what made them what they were.”

      Of course she was talking about their magic—magic that had sustained many of their lives, by the sounds of it. Still, I wasn’t sure why I was expected to care. Morgan had brought this on herself, after all, from the moment she’d agreed to work with someone like Gwyn. So what if he’d tricked her? He’d driven thousands from their homes on a whim and now she wanted to call foul play?

      Give me a fucking break.

      “I don’t understand,” I said, feigning ignorance and changing the subject in one fell swoop. “How am I alive? Did someone save me? Was it ye?”

      For a moment I thought the enchantress wouldn’t answer, but then she seemed to come back to herself with a shudder. She glanced at me, sighed, and swiped at the air with her hand. A hot wind blasted over us, tousling my hair, and suddenly both our clothes were dry. The relief was immediate and gratifying in a way that only someone with a new lease on life could truly appreciate.

      “I may have saved you from drowning,” she replied. “But certainly not the fall, nor the curse you were under.”

      Right. Gwyn’s curse. The one meant for Badb. I’d forgotten all about it in the commotion. Hadn’t he said it would kill me? And how come Morgan knew about it when she wasn’t even there?

      “It’s what led me to you,” she replied when I asked her. “I could sense it from the moment I arrived. A nasty piece of work. I suspect Gwyn must have spent a long time perfecting it.”

      I thought of Lisandra, then, but now wasn’t the time.

      “So I should be dead twice over, is what you’re sayin’.”

      “Ordinarily, yes.”

      “Then how did I survive?”

      “Do you remember what the Huntsman said to you that night, when he first arrived? ‘I swear on the power of Gwyn ap Nudd, no harm will come to you tonight.’ Well, let’s just say it was an uncharacteristically irresponsible choice of words on his part. What he should have said was ‘I swear on my power that no harm will come to you from me tonight.’”

      “You’re sayin’ he broke his vow,” I said, reading between the lines. “That because I did end up gettin’ hurt that night after all, he was…what? In me debt, somehow?”

      “Something like that. The terms of the oath often dictate the repercussions. In this case, he swore no harm would come to you, and so when the time came that he wished you harm he was unable to cause it. Or at least not permanently. Again, had he been less cavalier with his vow, things might have gone very differently.”

      I supposed that all made sense, and it certainly explained how I was able to survive a spell meant to take down Badb. God, Badb! Where was she? I quickly scanned the surrounding area and spotted several bodies littering the lawn, though none matching the goddess’ description. Max’s pyromancers, then? Or perhaps Magus’ wizards? And what had happened to Magus himself? Would I find his corpse out there somewhere, cut down like so many of the others?

      “D’ye happen to see what happened to NeverEden?” I asked, distractedly.

      “Is that the island in the sky? Only the tail end, I’m afraid. It vanished through a rift between realms. I’m not certain as to where it was going.”

      “But ye have a guess.”

      She hesitated. “I could be wrong. The rift closed just after I arrived.”

      “Tell me.”

      Morgan sighed. “It appeared to be crossing over into one of the elemental realms. But that simply isn’t possible. The gods were expressly forbidden from venturing there after the last great Pantheonic War, and not even Gwyn would be foolish enough to disregard that. Not unless…”

      “Unless what?”

      “Well there were rumors that certain artifacts were entrusted to the elementals for safekeeping. To honor the truce. But they were always just that. Rumors.”

      Of course.

      It all made sense, now. Why he’d needed Max. That comment he’d made about tearing apart another realm. It was all connected, all part of Gwyn’s master plan. Hell, he’d told me what he was after from the very beginning, I just hadn’t put all the pieces together in the right order.

      “He’s gone after the Four Treasures of the Tuatha de Danann, hasn’t he?”

      “So you know.”

      Cathal told me, I started to say, but the words simply wouldn’t come. In fact, the mere thought of him made me want to curl up and cry. I knew I shouldn’t feel that way, and not just because it wouldn’t help anyone. It wasn’t like he was gone forever. Hell, neither was Max. Which meant there was still hope. But what good was any of that to me if I never got to lay eyes on them again?

      “Wait, could ye take me there?” I asked. “To the elemental realm?”

      Morgan shook her head. “I’m afraid I don’t have that sort of power anymore, if I ever did. The elemental realms aren’t like the ones you’re used to. You can’t wander into them by accident like you can with Fae, or even the Otherworld. And there are no straightforward entry conditions that I’m aware of, like dying and the afterlife. Besides, they aren’t habitable.”

      “But I did manage to summon one, remember? With Max. And there were a lot more of ‘em recently. Surely that means there’s a way to cross over.”

      “Perhaps you’re right,” Morgan acknowledged. “But if there is, I’m unaware of it. I’m sorry. Truly.”

      I hung my head, saying nothing. For a moment I thought I’d stumbled onto something tangible, but it seemed I was merely pulling at straws. Still, I would think of a way. I had to. Otherwise Morgan might as well have left me at the bottom of the lagoon to drown.

      “Would you like me to take you somewhere else, instead?” Morgan asked, sympathetically. “Now that Gwyn has left and his influence is gone, I can make Gateways again. Perhaps you could ask that wizard friend of yours for help. The one who bestowed that eye upon you.”

      It wasn’t a terrible suggestion. In fact, it was a damn good one. The trouble was, I had no idea where Nate might have ended up since I left the Norse Realm. I supposed I could always knock on the door of his Saint Louis mansion and ask. It wouldn’t be the first time I’d paid Chateau Falco a visit after all—not technically.

      And what about Hilde and Leo and Jimmy and Lakota? I knew they’d be willing to help, though I doubted they’d have any more luck than I would finding a portal to the elemental realm. Still, it would be good to see friends. To get away from all this death, at least for a while.

      “I may take ye up on that,” I said, “but not right now. Not yet. I need to find Badb, first. She’ll be here, somewhere. And there’ll be others, too. People I may want to say goodbye to.”

      “I understand. Would you like me to search with you?”

      “No. Ye go ahead and go back to your people. I’ll find ye when I’m done. Oh, and I may need your help with the Fenway refugees. I’m sure most will want to go back to their homes when they find out the slaugh are gone, but some may prefer to leave the city altogether.”

      Morgan rose and brushed herself off. “I can certainly help with that.”

      “Good. Oh, and Morgan?”

      “Hmm?”

      “I hope ye don’t t’ink you’re off the hook for what happened here. Ye may have saved me life, and I appreciate that. Really I do. But all this? All these bodies ye see here? As far as I’m concerned, ye turned a blind eye and let it happen, which makes ye just as guilty as he is.”

      Morgan froze, her expression stricken, then gave me a little nod. “Yes, I can see why you feel that way. And, just in case I didn’t make it clear before, I am sorry. For betraying you. For all of it. You can’t know how much.”

      Oh, but I could.

      I really could.
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      The sun had begun to rise in the east by the time Morgan’s Gateway snapped shut, painting the horizon a moody shade of blue. With it came the birds chirping in the trees, their twittering song a reminder that life would go on with or without us. And it would. I knew that. I just needed a little time.

      I’d gathered myself to stand and was halfway up when I heard a familiar voice calling my name. A figure came shambling up with a staff made from a tree branch and waving with his free hand, and for a moment I didn’t recognize him. But of course it was Magus; he’d lost his blazer and was bleeding from a cut on his scalp which had crusted into his white hair, but it was definitely him.

      I raced to meet him, overjoyed to discover at least one person had made it through the night besides myself. But was it only him, or were there others out there?

      “Oh yes,” Magus replied when I asked him that very question, “a fair number of us, in fact. All those whose wounds weren’t fatal managed to escape to a house off Newton Street. I can take you there when we’re done here.”

      “I’d appreciate that. And you’re sure you’re alright?”

      “Quite. I took a blow to the head shortly after we parted ways, but it was nothing major. Anyway, we have more pressing issues. I’ve actually come to collect you. There’s a woman, or rather a goddess I should think, who came knocking on our door about an hour ago begging me to find you.”

      “Really?” I grabbed the old man’s forearm and was surprised by how muscular it was. “Did she give her name?”

      “She did not. As a matter of fact, she passed out before we could help her inside. I instructed the others to put her in a separate room and let her rest. But Miss MacKenna…I must say she was not looking good.”

      “Take me to her.”
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      It was Badb, of course.

      I found her lying in an old fashioned, four-poster bed with the curtains drawn like Vivien Leigh in Gone with the Wind. Behind me, Magus urged the others back and quietly shut the door. I appreciated the privacy, though I had to admit I would’ve been happy for Magus to stay; it felt good to have him around. Reassuring, even. And it was reassurance I could’ve used as I pulled apart the curtain to get a better look at her.

      She lay curled up on her side with Magus’ blazer draped haphazardly across her shoulders. Golden ichor, thick and oddly viscous, dribbled from the sides of her mouth and positively drenched her top where the spear had gone in and out. There was other damage, as well. A leg bent the wrong way. A shattered hand. Her eye was swollen shut. All damage taken from the fall, no doubt.

      “Badb?” I asked. “Badb, it’s Quinn. Can ye hear me?”

      Badb’s good eye shot open, and I could see more of that ichor spilling into the sclera. I knelt down so we were face-to-face, refusing to show emotion so as not to let her see how bad it was. And it was bad.

      “Ye don’t need to tell me,” she croaked, her voice hoarse and feeble. “I’m not long for this or any other world. Even a fool could see that.”

      “No, that’s not true. You’ve already survived the worst of it. Ye just need to rest, and you’ll get your strength back.”

      “If that was goin’ to happen, it would’ve happened by now. And anyway, that’s not why you’re here.”

      “What d’ye mean? I came because Magus said—”

      “Magus?” Badb barked a little laugh that turned into a hacking cough that seemed like it would never end.

      I looked around, found a cup of water on the bedside table, and gave it to her. She drank from it in tiny sips and finally settled back onto an embroidered pillow, her pale skin faded to an ashy gray. I glanced outside through a tall bay window and saw the sunrise had begun in earnest.

      “There are t’ings ye should know before I’m gone,” Badb said a moment later. “T’ings me sister should’ve told ye. Should’ve told all of us. Perhaps she didn’t trust us, after what happened back then. I don’t know.”

      “Sorry, I’m not sure I—”

      “They aren’t what ye t’ink they are. The Four Jewels. Gwyn ap Nudd knows the truth. I don’t know how, but he knows. He knows how the lock works, and he’s determined to break it or he’d never have bothered with the map. But he can’t be allowed to do it. He can’t…”

      Another coughing fit.

      “Try not to get so worked up,” I chastised her.

      She lay back and closed her eyes. “I wish I could see them both again. Just one last time. Macha and Nemain. We were inseparable once, you know. And not because we could become her. We loved each other as only sisters can.”

      “I wouldn’t know anythin’ about that,” I admitted, though I wasn’t bitter when I said it. “I wish I’d known her. Nemain, I mean. And that I’d spent more time with ye and Macha. If I’d known…”

      “Nonsense. Ye had your own path to walk, and Nemain made certain ye would find yourself on it. She was always like that. Always thought she knew better than we did, and all because she could see it. And she was right. She even predicted this. Us, here.”

      “What? How?”

      Badb flicked her eyes to me, then to the room, and finally the ceiling. “It wasn’t exact. Her visions never were. She did say I would be the last, and that I would die with regret in my heart. But what I remember most was what she said about ye.”

      “About me?”

      “She said there would be a fourth. And that, when me time came, I would know what to do.”

      I thought she might say more, but then I realized she was struggling to stay conscious. I reached for her mangled hand, found the one finger that remained intact, and gripped it. Her eyes fluttered.

      “Don’t leave me,” I begged her.

      Badb actually smiled. “It’s not up to me, child. But there is somethin’ I must say to ye before I go. Come closer.”

      Biting my lip to keep from crying, I did as she asked.

      “Blood of our blood,” she whispered into my ear, her breath hot against my cheek. “Sister daughter. Light-bringer, spell-drinker, soul-shifter. Thus I name thee, defiant one. Go forth with our vengeance in your heart, our hope in your spirit, and our blessin’s on your lips. Become what we could never be. Do what we should have done. And never forget what ye are.”

      I jerked back as she finished, drawing away and cradling the right hand I’d wrapped around her finger as if I’d pressed it to a burning stovetop. I glanced down and saw a symbol painted in her blood in the center of my palm. And then it was gone; evaporated mysteriously into thin air as though it’d never been.

      And so was Badb.

      The goddess lay utterly still with her eyes closed, the ichor from her grievous wounds slowly soaking the mattress. I reached out to brush her cheek with the back of my hand and found it ice cold to the touch. Then I rose, took up a blanket lying at the end of the bed, and covered her up.
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      A knock sounded at the door.

      “Wh—who is it?” I asked, my voice breaking with the first attempt. I clenched my right hand into a fist and shook it. The stupid thing still felt a little numb from whatever Badb had done. Again I replayed her final words in my head. Blood of our blood. Sister daughter. Light-bringer. Spell-drinker. Soul-shifter. Defiant one. So many titles, and every one of them no doubt loaded with some profound, inscrutable meaning. Either that, or the goddess had gone a little loopy in her final moments.

      “It’s me, Miss MacKenna,” Magus replied through the door. “I am so sorry to trouble you, but I think you should come outside and see this.”

      “She’s gone.”

      “Pardon?” Magus opened the door a crack, saw me standing over Badb, and slipped inside. “Ah, so she is. I am so terribly sorry, my dear. Were you two quite close?”

      “Close enough.”

      “I see.”

      I pawed at my cheek, sniffed, and turned my back on the bed. “So, what’s this about somethin’ happenin’ outside?”

      “Ah, yes. I actually think it’s best you see for yourself.”

      I glanced back at Badb. Tucked in as she was, she might have been sleeping but for the cast of her skin and the stillness with which she lay. Magus reached out and lightly patted my shoulder.

      “Of course I’ll send someone in here to keep an eye on your friend until we can do something more for her,” he said.

      I nodded and beckoned him to lead the way.

      Together, we moved through the house, walking down not one but two flights of stairs in quick succession. It was an older place with paneled walls and worn carpets and photographs suggesting several generations of ownership. I wondered where they were now and whether they’d made it out. I hoped so.

      There was a gaggle of people at the door. Some I recognized from before the battle. The two teens literally playing with fire. One of the men I’d assumed was a doctor from Magus’ medical tent, but who was obviously a wizard. The rest I could only barely recall.

      “Make way, everyone,” Magus called.

      The crowd parted, staring at me with a surprising amount of interest. Especially the two teenagers, who seemed afraid for me, somehow. I considered stopping to ask, but by then I could see what waited for us just beyond the doorway and suddenly it didn’t seem all that important.

      “What the hell is it?” I asked Magus.

      “It would be rude to speculate. Best ask her, yourself.”

      Her, huh? I supposed the being on the porch did have a vaguely feminine shape to it, insofar as a creature made entirely of fire could have a shape. The moment I thought this, however, the creature’s body morphed and solidified, taking on a mannequin-like quality with a slender waist, wide hips, and perky albeit nippleless breasts.

      Better?

      I flinched as the alien voice infiltrated my mind. It was familiar, that voice. Not the tenor, but the way it slithered into my brain and out again. It was like…yes. Like when Max’s Salamander had spoken to me all those months ago, back in Branson. Which meant…

      Yes.

      “But I don’t understand,” I said out loud. “If you’re a Salamander, how can ye appear like this?”

      With great concentration.

      Interesting.

      “Okay, but that still doesn’t explain what you’re doin’ here or what ye want from us.”

      Not us. You.

      “Me? Why me?”

      Because you are the thief who took him from us.

      “I’m sorry?”

      One of the teens tugged at my sleeve. “She means Max, miss. Or at least that’s what my little guy is telling me. He says she’s their…it’s like their queen, but not really. Mother? No, that’s not right either.”

      The other teen, shyer than his friend, ducked his head and spoke in a much smaller voice. “Their priestess. She says priestess.”

      “Right, that’s it.”

      I frowned. “Their priestess?”

      They nodded.

      “Alright,” I said, taking that in stride as best I could. “And Max?”

      “He’s their king. Or the thing inside him is. That’s what brought the others here, I guess. They’ve been looking for him for a long time, but he told them he wouldn’t leave?”

      “And your Salamander is tellin’ ye all this?”

      “Sort of. They don’t really talk. It’s more like they help you know things. Things you wouldn’t, normally. Like I know it’s going to rain later. And that you and the king…”

      The kid went silent, clapped both hands over his mouth, and turned six shades of red. His quiet friend frowned, then turned to look up at me with wide eyes.

      “Jesus Christ, what is it?” I asked.

      “Um…he says that you and the king haven’t had sex. Yet.”

      Now it was my turn to be embarrassed.

      “Ye tell him that’s none of his damn business.”

      “Yes ma’am.”

      “And don’t call me ma’am. It makes me feel old.”

      The teen grinned sheepishly. “Okay.”

      Is this true?

      I was tempted to ask which part, but I had a feeling the so-called priestess wasn’t playing around. If anything there was an accusatory air about her that, if she were an ordinary human being, might have rubbed me the wrong way. Instead, I shrugged.

      “If ye mean Max and me…aye. Not that it’s anyone’s business but ours.”

      Then it is not too late. Where is he?

      “Not here. He was taken by Gwyn ap Nudd. To the elemental realms.”

      Behind me I felt Magus give a little start. I glanced back at him, but the wizard refused to meet my eye. I couldn’t help but notice how worried he looked, however. I was about to ask why when the priestess spoke again.

      That cannot be.

      “I have it on fairly good authority. But don’t worry, I’m goin’ after him the first chance I get.”

      You would not dare.

      “Try me.”

      Again the teenager plucked at my arm. “She means you’d die. Only spirits can survive in the elemental realm. Well, and the gods. And us, I guess. People like us, I mean.”

      “What, like hosts?”

      The boy frowned, then nodded. “Yeah, except that’s not what they call us.”

      “What do they call ye?”

      Again the hesitation. “Light bringers?”

      I stiffened and must not have hidden my shock well enough, because suddenly the priestess was inside the doorway, her featureless face inches from my own. I froze, too startled to move. She seemed to be looking for something, though I couldn’t for the life of me figure out what.

      I see now. Why he chose to answer your call.

      “Um, that’s great. Care to enlighten me?”

      No. But I will show you.

      Distressed by her tone, I tried to take a step back and put some space between us, but it was too late. The priestess had already surged forward, throwing herself headfirst into my chest as though she meant to crack my sternum. But that wasn’t what happened at all. Instead it felt like someone or something had taken hold of my heart and squeezed.

      I dropped to my knees, clutching at my chest and struggling to draw breath as something—dear God it was her wasn’t it—burrowed its way to the very core of my being and curled up like a contented cat. I blinked past tears and nearly collapsed, but suddenly Magus was there. Not just him, either, but the boys as well.

      And when I looked at them, it was like peering down a deep well and discovering a pair of elementals clinging desperately to their young charges—so much smaller and more fragile than the Salamander I’d seen wrapped around Max’s heart. Just babies, too young to remember when we were free to roam as we wished.

      Wait, we? I shook my head, but it was as if the Salamander’s mind was somehow coalescing with my own. Not a separate voice like before, but a slight and almost imperceptible melding of our thoughts. It should’ve made me uneasy, but then it was hardly the first time I’d experienced such a thing. More importantly, thanks to our merger I knew at once what she’d done to me and why.

      “So that’s the game, is it?” I asked aloud. “Fine, I’ll play. But don’t expect me to be happy about it.”
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      “What will you do now?”

      It was just Magus and I sitting out on the front porch. Everyone else had left. Even the boys, though it’d taken quite a bit of reassuring them that I wasn’t hurt or angry. I probably should’ve been—angry that was. I had been violated by a foreign entity, after all. But the truth was I had something now I hadn’t had since I walked through Nate Temple’s Gateway.

      Hope.

      “I’m goin’ to do exactly what I said I would. Find a way into the elemental realms and get Max back. Get everyone back. And make Gwyn pay, of course. That goes without sayin’.”

      “Naturally.”

      I glanced over at the wizard. “Ye don’t t’ink I can do it?”

      “I never said that.”

      “But ye were t’inkin’ it.”

      “Actually I was thinking about how to get us to the elemental realm.”

      “Us?”

      “What? You would rather go it alone?”

      I wanted to say I wouldn’t be alone, but I knew that wasn’t what he meant. He was offering me his help, and I was grateful. More grateful than I cared to admit, frankly. Again I found myself replaying Nate’s final words to me before we parted ways.

      I just wanted you to know you aren’t alone.

      “No…no, I t’ink I’ve had enough of that.”

      “Good. Then consider the matter settled. Now if only we could figure out how to work that infernal device…”

      “Device?”

      Magus nodded. “The one meant to transport everyone at Fenway. It’s operational, and perhaps even powerful enough, I believe, to create a rift between realms, but we simply don’t understand the technology.”

      “I see. And who was the manufacturer, again?”

      “Some company called GrimmTech.”

      “That’s right.”

      I settled back in my chair and let the morning sun beat against my naked toes. I’d taken my socks and shoes off to finally give my poor, aching feet a break. Curious, I raised my right hand and held it out like an orphan begging for loose change. As I watched, a single spark emerged from the center of my palm like a phoenix rising from the ashes, its heat dancing above my skin with the promise of power.

      “Ye know,” I said, “I t’ink I might know just who to call about that.”
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        Quinn MacKenna will return…
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      There was no room for emotion in a hate crime. I had to be cold. Heartless. This was just another victim. Nothing more. No face, no name.

      Frosted blades of grass crunched under my feet, sounding to my ears like the symbolic glass that one would shatter under a napkin at a Jewish wedding. The noise would have threatened to give away my stealthy advance as I stalked through the moonlit field, but I was no novice and had planned accordingly. Being a wizard, I was able to muffle all sensory evidence with a fine cloud of magic—no sounds, and no smells. Nifty. But if I made the spell much stronger, the anomaly would be too obvious to my prey.

      I knew the consequences for my dark deed tonight. If caught, jail time or possibly even a gruesome, painful death. But if I succeeded, the look of fear and surprise in my victim’s eyes before his world collapsed around him, it was well worth the risk. I simply couldn’t help myself; I had to take him down.

      I knew the cops had been keeping tabs on my car, but I was confident that they hadn’t followed me. I hadn’t seen a tail on my way here but seeing as how they frowned on this kind of thing, I had taken a circuitous route just in case. I was safe. I hoped.

      Then my phone chirped at me as I received a text.

      I practically jumped out of my skin, hissing instinctively. “Motherf—” I cut off abruptly, remembering the whole stealth aspect of my mission. I was off to a stellar start. I had forgotten to silence the damned phone. Stupid, stupid, stupid!

      My heart felt like it was on the verge of exploding inside my chest with such thunderous violence that I briefly envisioned a mystifying Rorschach blood-blot that would have made coroners and psychologists drool.

      My body remained tense as I swept my gaze over the field, fearing that I had been made. Precious seconds ticked by without any change in my surroundings, and my breathing finally began to slow as my pulse returned to normal. Hopefully, my magic had muted the phone and my resulting outburst. I glanced down at the phone to scan the text and then typed back a quick and angry response before I switched the cursed device to vibrate.

      Now, where were we?

      I continued on, the lining of my coat constricting my breathing. Or maybe it was because I was leaning forward in anticipation. Breathe, I chided myself. He doesn’t know you’re here. All this risk for a book. It had better be worth it.

      I’m taller than most, and not abnormally handsome, but I knew how to play the genetic cards I had been dealt. I had shaggy, dirty blonde hair—leaning more towards brown with each passing year—and my frame was thick with well-earned muscle, yet I was still lean. I had once been told that my eyes were like twin emeralds pitted against the golden-brown tufts of my hair—a face like a jewelry box. Of course, that was two bottles of wine into a date, so I could have been a little foggy on her quote. Still, I liked to imagine that was how everyone saw me.

      But tonight, all that was masked by magic.

      I grinned broadly as the outline of the hairy hulk finally came into view. He was blessedly alone—no nearby sentries to give me away. That was always a risk when performing this ancient rite-of-passage. I tried to keep the grin on my face from dissolving into a maniacal cackle.

      My skin danced with energy, both natural and unnatural, as I manipulated the threads of magic floating all around me. My victim stood just ahead, oblivious to the world of hurt that I was about to unleash. Even with his millennia of experience, he didn’t stand a chance. I had done this so many times that the routine of it was my only enemy. I lost count of how many times I had been told not to do it again; those who knew declared it cruel, evil, and sadistic. But what fun wasn’t? Regardless, that wasn’t enough to stop me from doing it again. And again. And again.

      It was an addiction.

      The pungent smell of manure filled the air, latching onto my nostril hairs. I took another step, trying to calm my racing pulse. A glint of gold reflected in the silver moonlight, but my victim remained motionless, hopefully unaware or all was lost. I wouldn’t make it out alive if he knew I was here. Timing was everything.

      I carefully took the last two steps, a lifetime between each, watching the legendary monster’s ears, anxious and terrified that I would catch even so much as a twitch in my direction. Seeing nothing, a fierce grin split my unshaven cheeks. My spell had worked! I raised my palms an inch away from their target, firmly planted my feet, and squared my shoulders. I took one silent, calming breath, and then heaved forward with every ounce of physical strength I could muster. As well as a teensy-weensy boost of magic. Enough to goose him good.

      “MOOO!!!” The sound tore through the cool October night like an unstoppable freight train. Thud-splat! The beast collapsed sideways onto the frosted grass; straight into a steaming patty of cow shit, cow dung, or, if you really wanted to church it up, a Meadow Muffin. But to me, shit is, and always will be, shit.

      Cow tipping. It doesn’t get any better than that in Missouri.

      Especially when you’re tipping the Minotaur. Capital M. I’d tipped plenty of ordinary cows before, but never the legendary variety.

      Razor-blade hooves tore at the frozen earth as the beast struggled to stand, his grunts of rage vibrating the air. I raised my arms triumphantly. “Boo-yah! Temple 1, Minotaur 0!” I crowed. Then I very bravely prepared to protect myself. Some people just couldn’t take a joke. Cruel, evil, and sadistic cow tipping may be, but by hell, it was a rush. The legendary beast turned his gaze on me after gaining his feet, eyes ablaze as his body…shifted from his bull disguise into his notorious, well-known bipedal form. He unfolded to his full height on two tree trunk-thick legs, his hooves having magically transformed into heavily booted feet. The thick, gold ring dangling from his snotty snout quivered as the Minotaur panted, and his dense, corded muscles contracted over his now human-like chest. As I stared up into those brown eyes, I actually felt sorry…for, well, myself.

      “I have killed greater men than you for lesser offense,” he growled.

      His voice sounded like an angry James Earl Jones—like Mufasa talking to Scar.

      “You have shit on your shoulder, Asterion.” I ignited a roiling ball of fire in my palm in order to see his eyes more clearly. By no means was it a defensive gesture on my part. It was just dark. Under the weight of his glare, I somehow managed to keep my face composed, even though my fraudulent, self-denial had curled up into the fetal position and started whimpering. I hoped using a form of his ancient name would give me brownie points. Or maybe just not-worthy-of-killing points.

      The beast grunted, eyes tightening, and I sensed the barest hesitation. “Nate Temple…your name would look splendid on my already long list of slain idiots.” Asterion took a threatening step forward, and I thrust out my palm in warning, my roiling flame blue now.

      “You lost fair and square, Asterion. Yield or perish.” The beast’s shoulders sagged slightly. Then he finally nodded to himself in resignation, appraising me with the scrutiny of a worthy adversary. “Your time comes, Temple, but I will grant you this. You’ve got a pair of stones on you to rival Hercules.”

      I reflexively glanced in the direction of the myth’s own crown jewels before jerking my gaze away. Some things you simply couldn’t un-see. “Well, I won’t be needing a wheelbarrow any time soon, but overcompensating today keeps future lower-back pain away.”

      The Minotaur blinked once, and then he bellowed out a deep, contagious, snorting laughter. Realizing I wasn’t about to become a murder statistic, I couldn’t help but join in. It felt good. It had been a while since I had allowed myself to experience genuine laughter.

      In the harsh moonlight, his bulk was even more intimidating as he towered head and shoulders above me. This was the beast that had fed upon human sacrifices for countless years while imprisoned in Daedalus’ Labyrinth in Greece. And all that protein had not gone to waste, forming a heavily woven musculature over the beast’s body that made even Mr. Olympia look puny.

      From the neck up, he was now entirely bull, but the rest of his body more closely resembled a thickly furred man. But, as shown moments ago, he could adapt his form to his environment, never appearing fully human, but able to make his entire form appear as a bull when necessary. For instance, how he had looked just before I tipped him. Maybe he had been scouting the field for heifers before I had so efficiently killed the mood.

      His bull face was also covered in thick, coarse hair—he even sported a long, wavy beard of sorts, and his eyes were the deepest brown I had ever seen. Cow-shit brown. His snout jutted out, emphasizing the golden ring dangling from his glistening nostrils, and both glinted in the luminous glow of the moon. The metal was at least an inch thick and etched with runes of a language long forgotten. Wide, aged ivory horns sprouted from each temple, long enough to skewer a wizard with little effort. He was nude except for a massive beaded necklace and a pair of worn leather boots that were big enough to stomp a size twenty-five imprint in my face if he felt so inclined.

      I hoped our blossoming friendship wouldn’t end that way. I really did.

      Because friends didn’t let friends wear boots naked…
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      God damned me.

      He—in his infinite, omnipotent wisdom—declared for all to hear…

      Let there be pain…

      In the exact center of this poor bastard’s soul.

      And that merciless smiting woke me from a dead sleep and thrust me into a body devoid of every sensation but blinding agony.

      I tried to scream but my throat felt as dry as dust, only permitting me to emit a rasping, whistling hiss that brought on yet more pain. My skin burned and throbbed while my bones creaked and groaned with each full-body tremor. My claws sunk into a hard surface beneath me and I was distantly surprised they hadn’t simply shattered upon contact.

      My memory was an immolated ruin—each fragment of thought merely an elusive fleck of ash or ember that danced through my fog of despair as I struggled to catch one and hold onto it long enough to recall what had brought me to this bleak existence. How I had become this poor, wretched, shell of a man. I couldn’t even remember my own name; it was all I could do to simply survive this profound horror.

      After what seemed an eternity, the initial pain began to slowly ebb, but I quickly realized that it had only triggered a cascade of smaller, more numerous tortures—like ripples caused by a boulder thrown into a pond.

      I couldn’t find the strength to even attempt to open my crusted eyes, and my abdomen was a solid knot of gnawing hunger so overwhelming that I felt like I was being pulled down into the earth by a lead weight. My fingers tingled and burned so fiercely that I wondered if the skin had been peeled away while I slept. Since they were twitching involuntarily, at least I knew that the muscles and tendons were still attached.

      I held onto that sliver of joy, that beacon of hope.

      I stubbornly gritted my teeth, but even that slight movement made the skin over my face stretch tight enough to almost tear. I willed myself to relax as I tried to process why I was in so much pain, where I was, how I had gotten here, and…who I even was? A singular thought finally struck me like an echo of the faintest of whispers, giving me something to latch onto.

      Hunger.

      I let out a crackling gasp of relief at finally grasping an independent answer of some kind, but I was unable to draw enough moisture onto my tongue to properly swallow. Understanding that I was hungry had seemed to alleviate a fraction of my pain. The answer to at least one question distracted me long enough to allow me to think. And despite my hunger, I felt something tantalizingly delicious slowly coursing down my throat, desperately attempting to alleviate my starvation.

      Even though my memory was still enshrouded in fog, I was entirely certain that it was incredibly dangerous for me to feel this hungry. This…thirsty. Dangerous for both myself and anyone nearby. I tried to remember why it was so dangerous but the reason eluded me. Instead, an answer to a different question emerged from my mind like a specter from the mist—and I felt myself begin to smile as a modicum of strength slowly took root deep within me.

      “Sorin…” I croaked. My voice echoed, letting me know that I was in an enclosed space of some kind. “My name is Sorin Ambrogio. And I need…” I trailed off uncertainly, unable to finish my own thought.

      “Blood,” a man’s deep voice answered from only a few paces away. “You need more blood.”

      I hissed instinctively, snapping my eyes open for the first time since waking. I had completely forgotten to check my surroundings, too consumed with my own pain to bother with my other senses. I had been asleep so long that even the air seemed to burn my eyes like smoke, forcing me to blink rapidly. No, the air was filled with pungent, aromatic smoke, but not like the smoke from the fires in my—

      I shuddered involuntarily, blocking out the thought for some unknown reason.

      Beneath the pungent smoke, the air was musty and damp. Through it all, I smelled the delicious, coppery scent of hot, powerful blood.

      I had been resting atop a raised stone plinth—almost like a table—in a depthless, shadowy cavern. I appreciated the darkness because any light would have likely blinded me in my current state. I couldn’t see the man who had spoken, but the area was filled with silhouettes of what appeared to be tables, crates, and other shapes that could easily conceal him. I focused on my hearing and almost instantly noticed a seductively familiar, beating sound.

      A noise as delightful as a child’s first belly-laugh…

      A beautiful woman’s sigh as she locked eyes with you for the first time.

      The gentle crackling of a fireplace on a brisk, snowy night.

      Thump-thump.

      Thump-thump.

      Thump-thump.

      The sound became everything and my vision slowly began to sharpen, the room brightening into shades of gray. My pain didn’t disappear, but it was swiftly muted as I tracked the sound.

      I inhaled deeply, my eyes riveting on a far wall as my nostrils flared, pinpointing the source of the savory perfume and the seductive beating sound. I didn’t recall sitting up, but I realized that I was suddenly leaning forward and that the room was continuing to brighten into paler shades of gray, burning away the last of the remaining shadows—despite the fact that there was no actual light. And it grew clearer as I focused on the seductive sound.

      Until I finally spotted a man leaning against the far wall. Thump-thump. Thump-thump. Thump-thump… I licked my lips ravenously, setting my hands on the cool stone table as I prepared to set my feet on the ground.

      Food…

      The man calmly lifted his hand and a sharp clicking sound suddenly echoed from the walls. The room abruptly flooded with light so bright and unexpected that it felt like my eyes had exploded. Worse, what seemed like a trio of radiant stars was not more than a span from my face—so close that I could feel the direct heat from their flare. I recoiled with a snarl, momentarily forgetting all about food as I shielded my eyes with a hand and prepared to defend myself. I leaned away from the bright lights, wondering why I couldn’t smell smoke from the flickering flames. I squinted, watching the man’s feet for any indication of movement.

      Half a minute went by as my vision slowly began to adjust, and the man didn’t even shift his weight—almost as if he was granting me time enough to grow accustomed to the sudden light. Which…didn’t make any sense. Hadn’t it been an attack? I hesitantly lowered my hand from my face, reassessing the situation and my surroundings.

      I stared in wonder as I realized that the orbs were not made of flame, but rather what seemed to be pure light affixed to polished metal stands. Looking directly at them hurt, so I studied them sidelong, making sure to also keep the man in my peripheral vision. He had to be a sorcerer of some kind. Who else could wield pure light without fire?

      “Easy, Sorin,” the man murmured in a calming baritone. “I can’t see as well as you in the dark, but it looked like you were about to do something unnecessarily stupid. Let me turn them down a little.”

      He didn’t wait for my reply, but the room slowly dimmed after another clicking sound.

      I tried to get a better look at the stranger—wondering where he had come from, where he had taken me, and who he was. One thing was obvious—he knew magic. “Where did you learn this sorcery?” I rasped, gesturing at the orbs of light.

      “Um. Hobby Lobby.”

      “I’ve never heard of him,” I hissed, coughing as a result of my parched throat.

      “I’m not even remotely surprised by that,” he said dryly. He extended his other hand and I gasped to see an impossibility—a transparent bag as clear as new glass. And it was flexible, swinging back and forth like a bulging coin purse or a clear water-skin. My momentary wonder at the magical material evaporated as I recognized the crimson liquid inside the bag.

      Blood.

      He lobbed it at me underhanded without a word of warning. I hissed as I desperately—and with exceeding caution—caught it from the air lest it fall and break open. I gasped as the clear bag of blood settled into my palms and, before I consciously realized it, I tore off the corner with my fangs, pressed it to my lips, and squeezed the bag in one explosive, violent gesture. The ruby fluid gushed into my mouth and over my face, dousing my almost forgotten pain as swiftly as a bucket of water thrown on hot coals.

      I felt my eyes roll back into my skull and my body shuddered as I lost my balance and fell from the stone table. I landed on my back but I was too overwhelmed to care as I stretched out my arms and legs. I groaned in rapture, licking at my lips like a wild animal. The ruby nectar was a living serpent of molten oil as it slithered down into my stomach, nurturing and healing me almost instantly. It was the most wonderful sensation I could imagine—almost enough to make me weep.

      Like a desert rain, my parched tongue and throat absorbed the blood so quickly and completely that I couldn’t even savor the heady flavor. This wasn’t a joyful feast; this was survival, a necessity. My body guzzled it, instantly using the liquid to repair the damage, pain, and the cloud of fog that had enshrouded me.

      I realized that I was laughing. The sound echoed into the vast stone space like rolling thunder.

      Because I had remembered something else.

      The world’s First Vampire was back.

      And he was still very hungry.
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