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      Harper’s heels gouged a deep furrow in the loamy soil as she skidded around a broken tree, hoping any obstacle would slow the Seelie hunting party behind them. A small stand of green trees offered cover, but it was a quarter mile away. Elves clad in slate-blue tunics used hand signals to coordinate the company of sylphs, goblins, and others. Each much faster than Harper.

      The Phooka’s canine form shimmered and snapped into the shape of a jet-black raven. “It just had to be Seelie. Pompous, self-right⁠—”

      Harper followed the Phooka’s gaze to see the blond elves bound effortlessly over a fallen log. “I thought the Seelie were supposed to be good Fae.”

      The Phooka uttered a corvid squawk and banked high into the sunless Underworld sky. Harper found the gloaming unsettling, the strange light coming from every direction in the alien world.

      Within seconds, the Phooka folded his wings and dove, landing beside her without missing a step. “Shows what you know.” He continued their conversation right where they left off, even as he melted back into his wolf form. “That small patch of intact forest is scarcely enough to hide a large dog, but it’s our only chance for cover. If we get there first, we can at least try a surprise attack.”

      Barely two weeks had passed since Harper and the Phooka, pursued by Gwyn ap Nudd, had leapt through Badb’s collapsing portal into the Underworld. Right now she’d give anything to wake up on her mom’s shabby 1970s couch, grab a cup of coffee with Emilio, and laugh about how this had all been an elaborate nightmare. But it was horrifyingly real, and, like some cruel joke, Harper’s family—not to mention her entire world—depended on her rallying the Tuatha to stop Badb’s army.

      But she was no closer to locating Manannan Mac Lir and his mystic boat. The Waveskimmer was perhaps the only vessel capable of the voyage to the Undying Lands, the homeland of the Celtic gods. Nor had she any leads on either the Dagdha’s Cauldron or more pieces of the Lia Fail. All she’d done so far was flee endless waves of Fae intent on capturing her to enslave her and take her magic.

      Harper pushed her legs faster and trailed behind the Phooka. “They’ve got to be tracking us somehow.” She risked a glance over her shoulder and immediately wished she hadn’t. The Seelie had closed half the distance between them. The terrain was ruined, with gnarled trees spaced too far apart as though they woke up one day and refused to be a forest anymore. Each carved their own area and clawed at the sky, as if they could shred the clouds.

      The staccato barked orders of their Seelie pursuers shifted to yelps of fear. Harper risked another backward glance, eyes darting back and forth like a trapped animal, seeking whatever it was that could terrify Seelie warriors. And she staggered to a lurching halt.

      Their enemies had broken off pursuit and scattered, losing any semblance of organized ranks. Breath seized in her chest. “Phooka.” She barely rasped his name.

      With an exasperated yip, the Phooka cantered back. When he lifted his chin, Harper’s shock was mirrored on his face and his canine jaw dropped. “Sweet merciful crap.”

      A jet-black galleon, complete with golden sails and oars jutting from the sides, soared gracefully over the tops of the blackened trees. Fae scurried around the deck, rolling cannons into place.

      Harper ducked behind a tree that stank of mold and sulfur. For the moment, they were safe since everyone’s attention was riveted on the magnificent boat hovering above. “What’s a ship doing up there?”

      “Pirates.” The Phooka’s tongue lolled from his grin as though mention of pirates fully explained a flying ship. “Here to steal from the rich-ass Seelie gentry, I bet. If I hadn’t chosen a life in the Green World, I might have turned pirate. All the singing, fab eyeliner, and rum.”

      A spark of intense blue enchantment and a thunderous bang sent Harper diving, her hands clamped over her head. The pirates launched a gleaming silver sphere at the Seelie, who scattered.

      When it smashed into the earth, it didn’t explode or do anything at all. At first. Then fingers of luminous teal magic erupted, arced to nearly every Seelie, and lodged in their chests. Elves and sylphs screamed and fell to their knees while the magical bolts flared brighter for a moment before whipping back into the sphere.

      Next, the cannonball did something Harper never thought a cannonball should ever do. It leapt up and zoomed straight back into the cannon that had fired it. The diminutive Fae aboard the vessel swung the weapon around and fished out the ball while its victims writhed and tried unsuccessfully to stand.

      With a single shot, the pirates had decimated the raiding party. Three out of two dozen were left, located near Harper and the forest patch. Certainly better odds, but still plenty dangerous.

      The Phooka pinned his ears back and galloped for the edge of the woods. “Showtime’s over. Back to running for our lives.”

      The three Fae, a lumbering troll, and two elves raced behind them. Harper shifted her backpack and sprinted after the Phooka. “We’re not the only ones with the same brilliant idea.”

      Dense foliage filled the small forest, reminiscent of the lush Underworld of the past the Phooka had spoken of. They found a spot that provided adequate cover for them to fight, run away, or hide.

      In seconds, the ornate galleon hovered overhead, just visible between gaps in the canopy. Harper had lost track of the Seelie. From the ship, gravelly voices chattered and a deeper voice bellowed.

      “I count five left. Cannon’s no good with these blasted trees in the way. Ready the grounders.”

      Harper edged closer to a tree trunk, eager for even thin cover. “Five? I counted three.”

      The Phooka slunk to her side, hackles up. “You and me make five.”

      “But we’re clearly not Seelie.”

      Golden eyes rolled and the Phooka pointed at the sky. “Pirates.” When Harper shrugged and gave him a lip curl, he sighed. “All they’re after is magic to sell to the highest bidder. Half the time, back to the Seelie and Unseelie Courts they stole it from.” He wiped a fake tear from his cheek. “So beautiful.” He patted his chest with a paw. “Gets you right here.”

      A dozen ropes dangled, bearing miniature Fae akin to thinner goblins, winged flowery sprites, and ambulatory saplings. The saplings reminded Harper of Alan, who’d given his life to end the battle of the Erimus tower.

      Neither Seelie nor pirates had spotted them yet. Harper motioned the Phooka close and pressed her face into his silky soft ear. “We should move farther under the trees. Let the pirates deal with the Seelie.”

      “Good plan. Except afterward the pirates come after us.”

      Harper was already slinking around the trunk, heading for deeper cover. “Better to fight one enemy than two.”

      A teal energy bolt, smaller than the ones that arced from the cannonball, whizzed past, barely missing her shoulder. Harper yelped and scrambled backward a half step while the Phooka careened sideways, growling.

      A deep, gravelly bellow sent a flock of colorful birds sailing to the skies. Harper hunched lower into the prickly shrubs and bent close to the Phooka. “Think they got the troll.”

      Two more magical teal strikes flashed in the shadowy wood. The Phooka and Harper remained standing after both Sidhe screamed and thudded as they fell.

      “That way. Powerful magic with one of them. Lighting the tracker up brighter than the Green World sun.”

      Harper again pressed her face to the Phooka’s ear. “They’re tracking us. How?”

      “Doesn’t matter. We should run for it.”

      “And go where? We’d be exposed in minutes.”

      The snap of bramble underfoot startled Harper.

      Guttural speech rang a few feet away. “Both right here. One is your basic Fae, but the other… This can’t be right.”

      Wrinkles creased the Phooka’s long snout. “Basic?” He laid his ears back.

      A woman’s voice, sweet like the lullaby of a brook, answered her pirate compatriot. “What did the tracker say?”

      “Tuatha magic.”

      The Phooka’s low growl intensified as he crouched in a ready position. Harper slid the silvery, curved elven blade she’d scavenged from the last Seelie raiders who’d found them. “On three.” Harper nodded out the count and the two of them sprang at their pursuers.

      But the pirates outsmarted them. The instant they popped from the underbrush, a ring of smiling faces and various sharp weapons pointed at them.

      A short Fae with brown, wrinkled skin cupped an elaborate device in his palm. A restless golden needle jittered like it wanted to leap from its crystal casing and lodge in Harper’s chest. The coppery gears visible inside gleamed with etched scrollwork designs, glowing faintly. “Not Tuatha, Dellyn. Just a light elf.” The four-foot-tall Fae, a trow, if Harper recalled the Phooka’s Fae species tutorial, scratched the tuft of chestnut-color hair on his head.

      Harper forgot she’d used the Fomorian stone to disguise her humanity. Her features would resemble the Sidhe, with pointed ears and a lighter frame.

      The woman had silvery fur and a catlike face. Her ears flicked in annoyance as she glared at Harper. Simple tan pants and a loose ivory shirt with black boots matched the clothing the other pirates wore.

      “It’s the sword she has.” The feline pirate stretched short fingers to the Cliamh Solais dangling at Harper’s hip.

      Since Harper had abandoned the battle with Badb, the barely audible whispers emanating from the weapon had become white noise, always there but seldom relaying anything specific. But the instant the Fae touched the grip of the sword, a piercing screech split the air. Everyone’s palms slapped over their ears.

      “Toirmiscthe!” The foreign word rang inside Harper’s head loud as a fire alarm, and an arc of lightning zapped the paw of the feline Fae. With a low hiss, she backed away from Harper. As the Fae retreated, a whisper slithered through Harper’s mind. “Forbidden.”

      Harper held her arm at shoulder level, afraid to touch the sheathed blade. She glanced at the Phooka’s flattened ears and narrowed eyes and gulped. This was probably bad.

      Unfazed, the Phooka tore his eyes from Harper, pricked his ears up, and let his pink tongue loll out as he barked a single laugh. “Go on, cait sith, touch it again. Let’s see if curiosity actually kills the cat.”

      Dellyn bared her teeth with a hiss and receded behind the shorter brown Fae with the large leathery ears. He cradled his head in his hands and groaned.

      A brown-skinned elf uttered a quizzical sound and bent from the waist to examine Harper’s sword. His neon-green hair slid forward and swung like a pendulum inches from a patch of blue wildflowers. “I know this weapon. The Sword of Light. She’s no Sidhe. This woman really is a Tuatha.”

      The cait sith batted a paw at him. “Nonsense, Shalgast. I don’t sense glamour. And the last of the Tuatha abandoned us for the Undying Lands a hundred years ago.”

      The little trow rubbed his long, pointed nose. “Not all of them.”

      “Besides Brigid, I meant.”

      The ebony wolf grinned his canine grin as his edges wavered and become for a single moment a shimmering dark cloud. Then the Phooka minced up to Shalgast on his shiny black hooves. “Half Tuatha. And, as you can see, Nuada Silver Hand himself was her mentor. Left her his musty old sword. Pretty much useless, if you ask me.”

      A popping sound not unlike someone repeatedly shooting a gun split the air, followed by a hissing roar punctuated by thunder. Harper’d heard nothing similar before, but its effect on the pirate crew made her mouth suddenly dry.

      The tip of the trow’s long, crooked nose trembled as grey eyes roved between her and his pirate friends. “Nihilrot. It’s here.”

      Cold started in Harper’s chest and bloomed along her limbs. The world around them warped and distended like a reflection in a funhouse mirror. A cresting wave, the noise traveled toward their position, and fast.

      Harper shrank from it. “What is that?”

      The trow’s expression of disbelief and disgust was mirrored on the other pirates’ faces. “Ye must be some highfalutin’ privileged bastards if ye’ve never seen a nihilrot storm.” He brandished his short scimitar. “Least ye Seelie scum’ll be torn apart with me.”

      Battle lines disappeared as everyone fled the leading edge of the distortion. Harper felt the ground shift beneath her feet, causing her to sink to her ankles. Her brows shot into her hairline like they were jerked by an invisible string, but screams ahead tore her focus from her feet.

      Shalgast screeched when his leg sank up to the hip in the undulating earth and an arm poised overhead expanded like a balloon. The Phooka leapt high and clamped the elf’s rough brown sleeve in his teeth and pulled him free of the nihilrot’s distortion.

      Harper recoiled. She’d seen the nihilrot’s aftereffects before. Everywhere the nihilrot touched Shalgast’s skin was now leathery black, same as the Sidhe she fought in the Erimus Tower. The poor man slapped at the twisted flesh as if it was aflame, his face contorted into a grimace.

      Snaps and cracks announced another wave of the storm, and the earth collapsed beneath Harper’s feet. Soil cascaded into a sudden, new abyss, dragging her into the pit below.

      Legs pumping like pistons in an awkward crab walk, Harper clutched at anything that might stop her descent into the undulating distortion. A massive stone peeked out of the rubble and she clasped it, chest heaving.

      The disturbance was first empty then filled the landscape with things that hadn’t been there before. A new species of tree, a stone shed, even a statue of an elven woman.

      Sometimes the nihilrot felt as insubstantial as high mountain air, and a second later, its gravity pulled at her hard enough to make inhaling another breath a struggle. The sensation was most similar to a roller coaster’s acceleration. Only a thousand times worse.

      Everything the nihilrot reached bloomed and decayed. Was young, then desiccated with age. Pockets of the Underworld aged a millennium in a second, while others remained untouched. Her mind struggled to make sense of the experience. Like someone popped time and space into a blender and hit ‘pulse.’

      The tempest’s popping sound turned out to be air rushing into the empty space where something had disappeared into the void.

      “For Danu’s sake, Harper, don’t look down! There’s a reason that’s cliche movie dialog.” The wolf-shape Phooka bounded to the lip of the widening chasm.

      The surly trow from the battle above screeched and listed to the side, arms pinwheeling to keep his balance. “Biggest one I’ve seen yet.” He regained his footing beside the boulder.

      Several things happened simultaneously. Over the trow’s shoulder, a second nihilrot cell formed in the sky and hurtled toward the more terrestrial storm. Nearby trees’ leaves turned autumn red before disintegrating in a cloud of glimmering dust. As the nihilrot descended, the edges of it reached the pirates. Harper watched as half of Dellyn’s face and one arm became those of an infant, then wrinkled with age, before she could scramble back from the edge. Everywhere the nihilrot had touched, the cait sith was scarred black.

      During the fray, the Phooka had shifted to the form of a wyvern and crouched, ready to take flight and rescue Harper. But if he did, he’d dive right into the overhead turbulence.

      “Stop!” Harper jabbed her finger above the Phooka’s head.

      “That’s hardly fair.” He yelled and flattened himself. “The gap’s narrowing.” His eyes zipped side to side at the two fronts closing like the jaws of a demon.

      Harper hoisted herself farther up the crumbling bank and shouted as loud as she could over the roar of the storm. “Everyone. Get to the lower storm’s edge.”

      She didn’t know if it would work, but the airborne nihilrot seemed attracted to its earthbound sister. The only shelter they could reach was the lip of the widening chasm, where hopefully they could avoid the coalescing cyclones.

      As the edges of the upper storm brushed the ground, the boulder sank, throwing the trow tumbling. Harper whipped out an arm and grabbed him by the ankle, stopping his momentum. The Fae screeched with every exhale.

      “What the hell are you doing?” The Phooka’s eyes were wide with panic.

      Harper shot him an annoyed look right before the added weight sent her sliding into the growing abyss.

      “Noooo!” The Phooka disappeared behind the receding rim.

      Harper couldn’t recall where she learned what to do if you were ever falling off a roof, but she did it. Never losing her grip on the trow’s ankle, she flung her other arm and both legs wide, pressing herself against the edge of the growing ravine.

      They slowed, but the little trow kept screeching. Beneath, the nihilrot pulsed with a heavy energy while it consumed the Underworld.

      Both of Harper’s hands were immobilized, one gripping the Fae, the other pressed into the dirt. “Hey, friend, what’s your name?”

      The brown-skinned trow regarded her, never stopping his rhythmic, high-pitched squeal.

      He’s lost it. Harper had experience walking her mother through panic attacks. She took a long, deep breath and painted on her most reassuring smile. “Friend, look at me.” He did. That was a start. “Very good. Okay, this might sound crazy, but I’m going to need you to breathe. Do it with me.” She lifted her brows and waggled a nod at him.

      “Yeeep. Yeeeeeep. Yeeeeeep.” The trow’s breathy wails continued, but he focused on her.

      Harper took in a slow, exaggerated breath and jerked her chin at the trow showing he should do the same. No good. The little guy was scared enough he probably couldn’t comprehend.

      A loud pop made both Harper and the Fae shriek. And a tree burst into existence to her right. With a cry, she flung her hand toward an exposed root.

      Her fingers wound around it, but the joint weight of Harper and the trow dragged the root along her palm and blood seeped from a multitude of scrapes.

      Her blood dripped onto the loose soil. Wherever it touched, strands of white fungus exploded. Another drop of blood and more fungus sprang to life. The same mycelium Glani had used to heal her in the Fir Bolg village. It strained its long fingers toward her.
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      In the six months since the heir of Niall had all but destroyed her portal to the Underworld, Badb Catha had moved her throne room to the second floor of the tower. Away from the shrunken Underworld gateway. The same tacky, overwrought gilded sconces, white marble, and huge Rococo paintings decorated the expansive chamber.

      Watching new recruits, Fae she’d saved, emerge from the Underworld wastelands to build her army had been her sole source of joy. Now the passage was so minuscule, only insignificant pixies could squeeze through. It reeked of failure, and she couldn’t bear to look at it.

      Fiach squawked and hopped to the top of her throne and tugged on a lock of her bright red hair. Badb’s pale hand ruffled the bird’s breast feathers. Her leg jounced around, slung over the armrest. She’d never admit it to her followers, but she was now uncertain of their success. Because of Harper O’Neill, humans might still destroy the Green World. Macha’s dying curse threatened to unravel her plan.

      At least Breas’s experiments offered hope, but she didn’t trust science. Especially where magic was concerned. The Netherfae were promising, but their effectiveness depended on the penetration of Dust through every metropolis, suburb, and shithole cow-town in this demonic hell of a country. Only then could their much smaller Fae forces control the Dusted to transform everyday people into her disposable, sleeping army. And the best of their creations had escaped. A hundred Netherfae later, and none had surpassed the power of Emilio.

      A long, measured stride echoing up the sweeping staircase announced Breas. He paused at the top of the stairs to straighten his shiny lavender tie and smooth the lapels of the grey human suit he insisted on wearing, likely to irritate her.

      The half-Fomorian Breas had aided her since the beginning, thousands of years ago at the end of the Second Battle of Moytura. Badb might still need his corporate Fomorian allies for their resources, but the moment that changed, they’d follow humanity to their graves.

      “Six months of sulking. Loss of interest in hobbies. Dour attitude. Textbook Major Depression. You know Erimus Pharmaceutical has an excellent Employee Assistance Program. Counseling may do you good. Put the spring back in your step, a smile back on your face.”

      “I’ll smile when the last human dies under my boot. I hope you disturbed me for good news.”

      Breas flipped his perfectly wavy blond hair out of his heavy grey eyes. “Well, I have news. Good? Mostly not.” He leaned over the railing and beckoned.

      A tiny pixie zipped up the staircase and hovered several feet away from Badb, tugging on strands of her magenta hair with an anguished expression. Badb hated pixies, but the hedonistic little airheads were the only Fae available to fit through the ruined portal.

      Dragonfly wings were a blur as the Fae dipped a low bow. Badb motioned for her report.

      “Your Highness, King Eveling has completed treaties with both the orcs and the trolls.” She shuddered. “Over a hundred thousand are migrating over the Rachis Draconis mountains to join the Unseelie Army.”

      Each day, more Green World Fae across North America and Europe rallied to Badb’s cause. Alongside King Eveling’s assembled forces, orcs and trolls would be an unstoppable juggernaut.

      The pixie studied the storm brewing on Badb’s face and hastily added, “And the armies of the King of Air and Darkness are ready to⁠—”

      “What? Squeeze themselves through a walnut-size portal one by one?” Badb’s voice was deadly calm, but fire raged through her veins. A flick of her head sent Fiach sailing for the pixie. The little creature barely had time to shriek before the glossy black bird clamped her in his beak and swallowed.

      Breas sighed and draped himself over a chair. “Was that really necessary? She was just a messenger.”

      “We’ve got dozens more and pixies are useless in an assault force.” Badb lunged at a small table and kicked the legs from under it. Ink bottles, books, and pens clattered to the floor. “I take it that was the bad news?”

      Breas dropped into a high-backed chair, propped his patent leather loafers on the matching stool, and reached a hand into his suit jacket. “Not all of it.” He drew out a single silvery feather and held it to Badb. “I’ll move if you want to kick the ottoman over too.”

      Badb only clenched her fist and snatched the feather from his grip. A blistering heat rose from her core. “Emilio.”

      “We’ve had only three successful hunts this week. Heironymous’s little guerrilla teams are fast and effective against our abductions. Netherfae production has all but ground to a halt.”

      “And the good news?”

      “Our team has returned from Scotland with a new deal with the barghests, but I don’t remember making any promises of good news.”

      Badb settled back onto her throne. Red wine sloshed over the lip of her glass as she snatched it from the side table. She stared at Breas, refusing to feed into his irritating banter. The barghests at least offered hope of finding Harper, or getting a more reliable message to Gwyn to use the resources of the Unseelie to neutralize Niall’s heir.  Their talent for tracking and easily navigating the time difference between the two worlds made them valuable assets.

      Pixies were such idiots, chances they relayed her previous directives to the leader of the Wild Hunt were slim. In their corporeal shape, barghests were large dogs, but they could also become gaseous and slip through a pinhole. Once through, they would retake their snarling canine form. And they had a singular obsession with contracts. Unlike pixies, barghests would follow Badb’s orders to the letter.

      Breas exhaled an exaggerated sigh that dropped his shoulders dramatically. “Fine. The hope-adjacent news is that Bonheurista cleared the last stage of FDA approval as an antidepressant and is even now starting to fill the medicine cabinets of every unfulfilled suburban parent and perpetual middle manager in the country.”

      That actually was good news. Dust, being a street drug, only gained favor with segments of the population desperate enough to risk purchasing illegal substances. Those people seldom made strong recruits for effective puppet soldiers.

      Badb had seen enough to know people in this evil society had poor lives, resulting in spiritual illness. Maladies the idiots sought mere chemicals to relieve, rather than rising up and crushing the immoral leaders who allowed their lives to descend to such a sorry state.

      What Breas’s news meant was that well over half the population could soon easily fall under the sway of her Netherfae. “That’s excellent. How long until we can try our first assault?”

      “We must still be methodical. You underestimate what humans are capable of. Strike prematurely and we’ll be the losers. A direct offensive must guarantee victory, or we risk intervention by human authorities. We’re definitely not ready for that.”

      “It’s been years.” A stinging rose behind Badb’s eyes as she tried to contain a wave of despair. The Underworld was nearly dead and the bleating masses of humans carried on like their abhorrent lifestyles would never end. Meanwhile, species died, wildfires raged, and mega-storms battered the seaboards. The same haunting visions her prophecy showed her an eon ago.

      “And we’re closer than we’ve ever been. I’ve got five Eyes of Balor stable and⁠—”

      The thunderous thud of feet, the sharp crack of shattering glass, and the muffled sounds of many shouting voices erupted from above. Were they being attacked? Badb didn’t think Heironymous and his ragtag group would be so bold. Breas and Badb locked eyes for a second and raced for the stairs.

      As they crested the landing, clanging weapons and howls of pain reached a fevered pitch. On the fourth floor, a mixture of a bar brawl and all-out warfare had broken out. The glamoured humans no longer wore soporific grins. Now their lips peeled back over gritted teeth and nostrils flared with each growling breath. Furious shouts filled with feral grunts poured from contorted mouths.

      Badb expected barbaric behavior from humanity. At their best, they amounted to stomachs and manufactured outrage. But her jaw hung slack at the sight of her Fae forces.

      Goblins, redcaps, sylphs, elves, and even pixies fought a civil war in the hallway. They hadn’t bothered to organize along species lines nor employ any observable strategy. The floor was slick with green, red, and silver blood as every Fae and human slashed or bit whomever was closest to them. Several unmoving forms attested to the lethality of their intent.

      Badb leaned close to Breas to shout over the commotion. “Get every siren up here. Now.”

      Breas offered a curt nod and sped back down the stairs. Likely relieved to have a different task. He hated getting his hands dirty.

      And at the center of the maelstrom stood an unremarkable man dressed in the white tank top and green surgical scrubs all their human cattle wore. His salt-and-pepper hair was long on top with shaved sides, and a hawkish nose jutted over an angular chin covered in stubble. Except for Badb, everyone was tearing each other apart, but the man was not.

      But it was what he did next that piqued Badb’s curiosity. A feral smile cracked his face and his brown eyes scanned the battling crowd the precise way a mountain lion or fox would. Calculating. Seeking the weakest prey to cull.

      He tossed his head back and whooped, laughing at the ceiling while slapping his chest. With a final yip, he threw himself into a crouch, picked up the stand of a fallen IV bag, and with a grace not suggested by his middle-aged form, leapt past a rail-thin sylph. She sank her teeth into a goblin’s neck as the human subject shot past.

      The prisoner wasn’t interested in the Fae. A pudgy old woman cackled while she ripped an arm off a sprite. Before she registered the threat, the strange man brought the wooden IV stand down on the woman’s head, and she crumpled to the marble floor. Laughter flowed from her assailant while he battered her writhing body with his improvised weapon, only stopping when she fell silent.

      The expression of profound joy in the face of such impromptu brutality chilled even Badb Catha. Badb recognized the raw intelligence in the brief meeting of their eyes, knowing that he was also not in rage’s grip.

      One of the elven guards bashed into her and raised a blade to attack. She flicked a tendril of gleaming black power at his chest, and he smashed into the marble wall. Before her magic had hit the elven guard, her fingertips had grazed his upraised arm. Contact brought a surge of unmoored fury that doubled her over. How delicious it would feel to slaughter everyone on this floor. The corners of her mouth drew into a savage smile.

      Badb’s heart pounded in her chest, and it took all her restraint not to summon her Tuatha sorcery and obliterate every living thing in the hallway. Blind rage wasn’t something she’d ever felt. Badb Catha wielded her anger with the precision of a surgeon, not with a mindless yearning for annihilation.

      A chorus of high, clear song rose, and the fury receded like the tide. Five golden-haired sirens fanned out behind Breas, flowing azure robes stirred by an unseen breeze. Their voices harmonized, undulating to a gentle rhythm. A single siren’s melody should have sent human and Fae alike wilting into a stupor, but the fighting merely slowed.

      Breas flapped both hands upward like a conductor bringing an orchestra to crescendo, and the song of the sirens raised in intensity. It took nearly a minute, but the battle ceased and the combatants swayed where they stood, weapons clattering to the marble floor.

      Even the strange man stopped crushing the windpipe of his next human victim.

      Badb motioned the sirens to lower their song’s intensity. “What in the name of Danu is happening here?”

      The human knelt over his victim and dripped blood, none of it his own. “Was just goan ask that. And who the fuck’re you yahoos?”

      Breas bent at the waist to get a closer look but avoided stepping closer. “Curious. I think he’s from the latest batch of Netherfae.”

      “Nether what the fuck?”

      The combatants stirred, shaking off the siren song, and immediately the feral rage seeped back into their eyes. Badb gazed at the sirens. “Keep singing. This isn’t over.”

      “Listen here⁠—”

      Badb rested her palm over her sword and crept closer to the man. “Why are you the only being not affected by this madness?”

      “Oh no, ma chérie. Landry ask the questions an’ you answer ’em.”

      Breas chuckled softly and Badb shot him a sneer as she flung out a hand. The invisible force of her magic lifted Landry high. He clutched at his throat, slippered feet flailing beneath him. Breas edged close enough to examine the new Netherfae.

      “Now then, Landry, was it? Let’s try this again.” Badb thrust an arm in front of Breas just before he brushed against one of the afflicted elves. “Don’t touch them.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because I think that’s how they caught this rage. Be a real shame if you lost your senses and I had to put you down like a rabid dog.” Badb pivoted back to the struggling man and let her magical grip ease slightly so he could speak. “Answer my question.”

      Landry gulped a greedy breath of air, but his gaze was a dagger, sharp and cold. “I don’ rightly know. One moment I’m mindin’ my business sitting in my jail cell, then I wake up in a cage surrounded by you monsters. Now this ruckus.”

      Landry was clearly different from most humans she’d met. During their brief flashes of full awareness, the other experiments lost their minds when they first glimpsed the Fae. This man was unfazed by the existence of magical beings. His eyes strayed incessantly to the bodies littering the floor, lingering longest on the ones he’d slaughtered himself. Badb gestured to his victims. “Why kill them and not the Fae?”

      Landry licked his lips and shrugged, a lopsided smile tugging at his cheek. “Don’ reckon I know. Guess it’s like I know I like me some gumbo, but ain’t so sure I’d like eatin’ them French snails.”

      Breas stood barely a foot from the dangling man. “And you’re not afflicted with the rage that gripped everyone else?”

      “Seems not, suit.”

      Breas clasped his hands behind his back and pivoted on his heel to face Badb. “I’m just guessing, but I think our friend here may have caused this, how did he put it, ruckus?”

      Badb passed a pale hand in front of Landry and his head lolled forward. Throaty snores rattled his chest. “Get him collared and get Dr. Jones up here. This creature might turn the tide in our favor.”
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      Landry Broussard’s dreams were never pleasant, but tonight they were filled with monsters. Some were lithe and beautiful, others lumbering and horrifying, and one wicked lady with hair of flame was both. In his dream, they surrounded him, clawing his face, jabbing him with needle-sharp weapons, but worst of all, they chained him in the dark.

      No. Anything but that.

      The ephemeral scene morphed to his basement and the musty cage his mother kept him in to punish him. Drive the devil out of him, for his own good.

      “S’il vous plait non, Maman. Please no!” His child’s voice pleaded to her pious, disgusted face. A Bible was clutched before her like a shield. Landry inhaled the cloying sweetness of her floral perfume as she swung the cage door shut. The lock caught with a sharp snick.

      He screamed and woke.

      Then screamed again, so loud it shredded his throat.

      Unintelligible moans mashed from his lips with the twist in his stomach and sweat pouring from his pores. Every muscle strained against the bonds that held him fast, strapped to a hard bed. The room reminded him of a doctor’s exam room, except for the cabinet crammed with old school chemistry equipment, and things normally made of steel were crafted of wood. A metal collar pressed too tight around his neck like he was the family’s St. Bernard dog he’d slowly killed when he was ten.

      His bitch mother loved that ugly, brainless, slobbering mess more than him. His jaw ground his molars against each other at the memory, then relaxed into a soporific grin as he recalled the animal’s agonized howls when he did his work.

      Yes, that massive fleabag, Gunter, had been his first victim. Oh, he’d treasured the hurt on his mother’s face when Gunter failed to return home. When she wept, young Landry had stroked the shiny red heart tag etched with the dog’s name.

      Later, he’d hidden it beneath the floorboards in his room. It offered solace after every time his mother tried to drive the devil out of him in that dark, cold basement. Afterward, he took the tag out, stroking it to release the sweet memory of the kill.

      The fingers of Landry’s right hand twitched, imagining the feel of the dog tag slipping between them. The panic receded, but his heart still hammered. He abhorred the dark and never let himself experience it once he’d left Baton Rouge. He flooded every apartment, motel room, or camping tent he’d ever slept in with light, his surroundings lit bright as daylight until dawn.

      Weakness. Perhaps Capucine Broussard had been right. He was weak, and weakness was how the devil slipped into men’s hearts. “No, chérie, you’re not weak. Eighty-four in the ground.” The weak were his prey, and his breath trembled in his throat. This time not with fear, but with need.

      Watching the light flicker out in the eyes of his victims, the sweet balm of their howls and pleas for their worthless lives. That drove the pain away. That made him strong.

      Landry growled between clenched teeth. His neck muscles corded, and he strained every muscle against his bonds. Whatever’d happened had strengthened him, but not enough to snap the thick straps that held him immobile and vulnerable.

      His ten-year-old self, the small, helpless part of him, seized his feelings. This rushing in his ears always happened seconds before he passed out from terror. The last shreds of his adult mind registered a light flickering on in a glass mezzanine overlooking the surgical room.

      If these aliens, or whatever they were, thought they were going to slice him open and gut him like a catfish, he’d give them a second thought. Rage sent his inner child scurrying like a cockroach back into the depths of his unconscious, where he belonged. His roar started out as another growl oozing between his teeth but ended with his sharp jaw digging into his chest. Landry thrashed, repeatedly slamming his head against the wooden gurney.

      Outside in the hallway, shouts rose and a resounding slam shook the wall. In the mezzanine, the red-haired lady with the shining black antlered headdress drew back slightly. Her partner, the blond douche in the shiny grey suit, crinkled his nose but leaned forward to squint at Landry.

      The crackle of a speaker pulled Landry’s attention to the corner of the room by the door. The blond man had pressed an intercom button on the wall, and he fixed Landry in his icy gaze. “You down here. We can’t have a civilized chat with you howling like a beast.”

      “Fuck you, shithead.” If there was one thing Landry hated more than uptight religious assholes, it was douchebags in suits who thought they were better than him. He’d show Mr. Corporate America who was boss soon enough, then there’d be eighty-five in the ground.

      The red-haired woman strode forward until she was inches from the glass then crouched, looking down on him, her long black dress pooling on the floor. “Listen to Breas. Your transformation has gifted you with a strong yet troubling power. You may be of use to us, but not if all you’re capable of is acting like a rabid beast.”

      Landry bared his teeth and breath bellowed from his nose. Bits and pieces of the past several days bubbled up. They’d sent him over from the prison with a busload of others. The things that lived here, they could make him feel almost as good as his occasional uses of cocaine and ketamine did, but they’d also done stuff to him. Injected him. Then he remembered hanging in the fog outside while his insides melted.

      Perhaps the dark lady was correct. He needed to understand what they’d done. Hazy recollections surfaced of the day they woke him from his mist cocoon, and he felt powerful. The critters were many and tough. His best way free of his new imprisonment was to play the game and see how shit sussed out. When the time was right, he’d kill them, flee, or best yet, both.

      His feral snarl melted into his most charismatic smirk, the one that had won over so many of his female victims in the past. “All right, ma chérie, you got Landry’s attention. Speak.”

      But the flame-haired lady didn’t speak. Curiosity transformed into an expression he recognized because he’d worn it eighty-four times before. The craving to inflict agony in another.

      She rose, nodded to Mr. Corporate America, and the lights winked out in the mezzanine, leaving only a faint glow through the thin rectangular door. That anemic light fell across a jittery man wearing a gas mask and twisting the valve on a pressurized tank. Landry had been so focused on the suit and redhead he’d entirely missed the newcomer’s entrance.

      The hiss from the tank nearly obscured the woman’s silky voice.

      “We’ll speak soon. And you’ll fast learn some respect. Lights out.”

      The man exited and the hallway light flicked out, leaving Landry alone in the dark to wail until the gas knocked him out.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Four

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      The milky-white filaments her blood summoned joined together and slipped a thick coil around Harper’s wrist. She recoiled until the snow-white cord tightened, stopping the slow descent into the blackness.

      The void below defied description. It had to be some quantum mechanics thing Emilio could have explained to her. On her own, a weather metaphor was as close as she could come to understanding it. Like the warm front of existence clashed with the cold front of nothingness and turned reality itself into a deadly storm. A primordial black maelstrom threatening to swallow them.

      Harper gritted her teeth against its aural assault. The popping was reminiscent of gunfire. The malevolent hiss of the wind and the voracious howl of a feeding beast made it seem alive. If her hands were free, she’d clap them over her ears to dampen the horrifying noise.

      “Yeeep. Yeeep.” The trow’s eyes rolled when a shower of debris careened down the incline and threatened to snap the white cord holding them in place.

      “Hang on, friend. I’m sure the Phooka is on his way.” But the destruction had him trapped on the rim of the crevasse. She was on her own.

      Another drop of blood oozed from her wound. Immediately, more mycelium sprang from the crimson dot. These wisps snaked around the hand gripping the panicked Fae.

      The cut was short but deep, and a rivulet of blood soaked the cuff of her already red elven tunic. “Don’t know if this will work, but the fungus seems . . .” The hasty theory she’d formed was likely farfetched, but the Fir Bolg had mentioned that the mycelium in her world formed a vast network nestled beneath the soil. Manipulating it was the source of their magic. Could it be a similar network existed here? Might it sense her residual spores and seek to incorporate them into itself? It seemed eager to wrap her in a weblike embrace, and the fibers might shore up the dry avalanche threatening to swallow them whole.

      “Eeeeeep. Yeeep. Yeeeep.”

      Harper flipped her hand over so the wound bled onto the soil. So far, her theory panned out. More and more mycelium sprang to life and grew toward her. As before, it wove together. This time, a thick strand slipped around her waist.

      With each drip of blood, their purchase strengthened. Mushrooms sprouted along the milky threads. Some tiny and pale blue, others bright orange trumpets, and dozens of other varieties.

      “Hey down there. Look. I think the network is making the ground stable again. Can you tap it with your free hand, see how solid it feels?”

      The trow’s panting screams died away to raspy breathing. He gingerly reached out a booted foot and rapped it against one of the thicker patches of mushrooms. “What? How?” He eyed the sloping earth and its carpet of blooming white, then Harper.

      She shrugged a shoulder. No time for explanations. “I’m Harper. Can you tell me your name?”

      “Alastair.” The jagged roar intensified again. The mycelium wouldn’t hold if the twin storms grew any closer. Harper’s heart skipped a beat. Alastair expelled a single “Yeeep.”

      “Alastair, take my other hand and move up where the mycelium is thickest.”

      The trow harrumphed and shot her the side-eye. “What game are ye playing? Ye already own my life, human.”

      Harper crinkled her nose and let her head drop forward. It was probably another odd Fae cultural practice, but now was not the time. “We can talk about all that once we’re safe. I’m only trying to help you. No strings.”

      “Why?”

      “Just take my hand.” With gritted teeth and a wince, Harper pulled her arm from the crumbly earth, half expecting to slide the rest of the way to her death. But the fungus stretched to allow the movement and held.

      The trow snorted and recoiled. A glance down brought him to his senses, and he curled his body up, grunting with the strain. With a final jerk, he hoisted his trunk high enough to grab one of the white cords.

      Legs burning with the effort, Harper dug her heels into the steep incline and strained to lever the trow up. “Can you see the rim?”

      “Yeah.” His voice was bright with relief. “And yer mushroom ladder goes all the way up.”

      Safe for the moment, Harper scanned above for the Phooka and any survivors, but all she saw was the swirling, raging supernatural storm and flying debris. No signs of life. She’d lost a lot during this adventure. If the Phooka died . . .

      Harper lifted her arms and, as if sensing her intention, the mycelium loosened and fell aside. She climbed up behind the trow, her muscles trembling from exhaustion and terror.

      The Phooka’s worried face emerged above, and Harper sighed with relief. He thrust out a hand and strained toward the pair, but he was still too far away to help. “This sudden fungus you?”

      Cords of mushroom fiber squished as she grasped another strand. “Nope. Well, kind of. The Fir Bolg healing must have left spores in my blood,” She wished Paegrinn had accompanied them to the Underworld.  The Fir Bolg youth would surely help her make sense of what just happened. “Once the mycelium sprouted from the soil, it pretty much did this on its own.” Her friend plopped down and slid his hooves over the edge, intent on climbing down to her. “No, Phooka. Stay there. We can make it out.”

      The second she and Alastair crested the lip of the newly formed storm chasm, the Phooka galloped to her side. Wild eyes scanned her from head to toe and his breath came in rapid pants. When he confirmed she was uninjured, he drew himself up, ran his palms down his thick long neck ruff, and lifted his chin high. “If anyone could fall into the void clutching a filthy trow and come out unscathed, it was you.”

      Harper dropped to one knee and pulled the Phooka into an embrace. “I was worried about you too, Phooka.” He stiffened before relaxing and patting her on the back. She pointed toward the abyss. “It would have been a good time to turn into Toothless the dragon.”

      The Phooka’s rabbitlike ears dipped. “Those storms didn’t give me enough room to become anything capable of lifting you and our charming new pal.”

      The two Fae stood on the rim of the devastation. Harper looked around and gasped. The void continued to wreak its strange growth and decay havoc as it retreated into the distance. At least it moved steadily east. Away from them.

      Before, the landscape had been barren, like someone had taken a dying forest and stretched it across miles. Once the twin storms had passed, the ground was left blackened and studded with the contorted remains of the woodland. Some trees were petrified yet budding with leaves, in a bizarre state of flux but not dead. Structures that weren’t there previously dotted the terrain. One cottage looked brand new, while a castle wall ringed a pile of stony debris like it had tumbled down a thousand years prior.

      The Phooka twitched his ears and cocked his head behind them. “I don’t see any sign of the Seelie or the pirates.”

      “Why the hell’d ye have to go and do that for?” Alastair trembled with rage.

      The Phooka stepped between the angry Fae and Harper, his neck ruff bristling. “We just saved your mangy ass, insufferable ingrate.”

      Alastair fumed, crossing his arms over his chest and crinkling up his nose. “Ruined it more like.”

      The popping and howling of the nihilrot storm disappeared. Harper expelled a sigh of relief that ruffled her bangs, then dropped into a cross-legged position, her muscles heavy as lead. The lingering metallic taste coating the back of her throat faded.

      Harper met the Phooka’s eyes with an exasperated expression and gestured at the trow. “Phooka. Alastair.” She swept a hand from her new friend to the Phooka. “Alastair. Phooka.”

      The gaping pit the nihilrot had torn open stretched in both directions as far as they could see. The Phooka pivoted to his left and right, coiling a strand of his ruff around his index finger. “Could fly us across and reach Mutereach by nightfall. Food is awful and the lodging worse than a Motel 6, but better than camping in a wasteland.”

      Alastair twisted his ornate device in his fingers. “Mutereach’s been gone awhile.”

      Harper cradled her forehead in her palm and squeezed. “What do you mean gone?” She and the Phooka had been on their way to the small solitary Fae town to meet the Phooka’s old friend, a sylph who traded in Fae Court secrets.

      The Phooka leaned forward. “Where did the residents go?”

      “Same place as the town. Into nothing.” Alastair tipped his chin to the abyss. “Swallowed up by one of those. Townsfolk and all.”

      The Phooka studied his hooves. “I knew Conrath since we were kids.”

      Harper swallowed hard. “Maybe he wasn’t there.”

      A thin smile flicked over the Phooka’s face then disappeared. “Hope so. He was my last good lead on Manannan and a good man.”

      The trow pointed to the red Unseelie army tunic Harper wore, then to the pointed ears jutting up from her messy brown hair. “Ye an Unseelie spy or a Seelie one?”

      She’d forgotten both the Fomorian device that let her appear how she wished, and the Unseelie clothing Gwyn’s Wild Hunt had given her when they’d held her captive.

      “Neither.” The Fomorian stone was cool in her palm despite the fact it had been in her hip pocket. She held a vision of herself unglamoured, and the elven features vanished.

      “Human. And not a slave. How?”

      The Phooka pulled his worn map out of his satchel. “We can swap campfire stories after we decide where we’re headed. Bad idea to stay out here in the open.”

      Harper rolled onto her hip, drew up her legs, and levered herself to standing. Every muscle ached in protest.

      Being pursued by the Seelie was unnerving, but with the Phooka’s last lead now a bust, their options were few. Back home in Portland, it was the Unseelie who formed most of Badb Catha’s ranks, and Gwyn had leapt through Badb’s collapsing portal after them. The leader of the Wild Hunt probably already had every Unseelie Fae seeking her. Unfortunately, the Seelie were still the only option. Maybe, if they could reach Queen Oonagh, they could bargain for help to find Manannan or the Tuatha’s treasures. The Phooka’s stash of Green World delicacies was a valuable commodity here.

      Harper kneaded the tension out of her legs one by one. “Looks like the Seelie are our best chance for a lead now. They might know a route to the Undying Lands, and Light Fae must be more willing to help than the Dark, right?”

      The trow let out a hushed snort. “Boy, ye must be fresh from the gate.”

      The Phooka nodded and rolled his eyes. “My friend, you have no idea. Sometimes I swear this one’s going to tell me pixies grant wishes.” He chortled. The trow joined in, his laugh rough and sharp.

      Then the corners of Alastair’s mouth sagged, and the familiar pinched crinkle returned to his forehead. He lifted his long-nosed face to Harper. “Best ye learn fast. The Seelie ain’t yer friends. They may look fair, but they’ve got one goal. Keep up their lavish revels and maintain the illusion that the nihilrot will never reach them. For this, humans, or Fae with plenty of magic, like the Phooka here, are necessary. Both Courts’ll hunt ye down, drain ye, then trade yer Fae pal to the Unseelie for more humans. Both sides hunt other Fae.” A dark grin revealed large, flat teeth. “But the crew of the Black Leviathan hunts them both.”

      “Pffft.” The Phooka blew a puff of hair from his eye. “I can smell a tall tale a mile away.” He lifted a long finger to silence the trow’s protest. “But that’s neither here nor there. We should seek cover before more hunting parties come or another storm hits.”

      Harper held out a hand to Alastair. The trow glowered at her and hoisted himself up without her aid. “Agreed.”

      Ól fuil ár niamhde. The voice was a whisper but resounded in her skull like a shout in an empty room. Harper’s heart skipped a beat while a cold ripple of anxiety crawled across her skin. She rubbed her temples and clamped her lips between her teeth. Figured. Once one problem receded a new one began.

      The source of the raspy murmur swung at her hip. Savior and now burden in equal measure. Any moment when her thoughts grew quiet, the Cliamh Solais started up, whispering to her mostly in Gaelic. I’m your master now. At least learn some English.

      Victory . . . it returned.

      She couldn’t decide what unnerved her more, that her sword spoke in her mind, or that it seemed to have understood her reply. She’d avoided telling the Phooka that its voice had become louder. And more frequent.

      She whipped her arm up to point at a line of trees in the distance, eager to focus on anything but the sword’s voice or the subtle magnetic pull urging her back toward the portal. The woods they’d sought safety in had fallen into the void. “I didn’t notice that patch of green before. It should offer cover.”

      With a worried tilt to his eyebrows, the trow slipped his strange, filegreed, spherical device back into one of the many pouches attached to his belt. “Nihilrot storm might’ve left it.”

      The Phooka drew up beside him. “Oh, that’s reassuring.”

      Harper shouldered her backpack and shifted the Cliamh Solais into a more comfortable position. “Under the circumstances, those trees are our only option. We can rest and decide our next steps there.” She frowned at the chasm. “And I want as far away from the pit of despair as I can get.”

      The trio marched in silence like they feared any sound might attract another apocalyptic event. Soon, they entered the sparse cover of the hundred trees untouched by the passing storms or deposited by them. After a while, they found a flat spot with fallen logs and stones where they could rest. Once they’d unshouldered their packs, Harper’s thoughts drifted back to the disorienting experience in the tempest. “So, what is the nihilrot?”

      The Phooka’s bag appeared at his side. “No one knows for sure, but it started once the Veil between our worlds thickened. Without the exchange of vital essence, foyson, the Underworld is becoming more . . .” The Phooka flapped his hand in tiny circles. “Well, fluid. The Underworld has always been less fixed than yours. As I understand it, without foyson to power the Underworld’s magical ecosystems, there’s nothing to keep it solid. It’s unravelling. Violently.”

      “That’s terrible.”

      While the Phooka rummaged in his bag and pulled out items he needed for meal preparation, Harper turned her attention to the trow pirate, in part because she was curious about him but mostly to drown out the insistent whispers rising from the sword.

      The small Fae paid her no heed as she scooted over to sit cross-legged beside him. Alastair continued scanning the azure sky lit by the gloaming, the strange Underworld light emanating from everywhere at once.

      “Any sign of the Black Leviathan?” she asked.

      “Wouldn’t matter if there were. Can’t go home again because of you.”
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      Eileen O’Neill was losing hope. The Spear of Lugh was proving about as easy to find as spotting Waldo. In the dark. After a night of heavy drinking. For fifteen years Eileen had woven together data from disparate sources, seeking a pattern that would reveal her husband hadn’t really been murdered by a Celtic goddess.

      Her mind was healed and she no longer drank, so she realized the research skills she’d developed were valuable. She was like a less paranoid version of the Lone Gunmen from Gerald’s favorite show, The X-Files. Rigorous in hunting down leads but open-minded enough to allow creative connections that might bear fruit. Eventually. So far, though, they’d found a big fat nothing.

      Despite the lack of results, Eileen’s talents were still their most favored option. Few of the Fianna enjoyed poring over antique tomes and conspiracy theory videos to put together puzzle pieces revealing new leads.

      Fintan, the best at combing through old legends for clues, was on a secret mission known only to him and Heironymous. Oscar Doyle was knowledgeable in ancient texts, but he and the Fianna were still searching for the Spear at Brugh na Boyne in Ireland. It remained their best option, so they continued their subterranean search.

      That meant uncovering new leads fell to Eileen, and by extension to her mentor. If anyone could call Lorna MacCool a mentor. Lorna was many things, but not a teacher. Drill sergeant seemed too kind, but bitter old bully felt like the truth. The sort who’d infested the schoolyard. Everyone else grew into parents, professionals, and community leaders, but bullies like Lorna only grew into older bullies. And Lorna had landed right in the middle of Eileen’s life.

      The July air was thick and made Phelan’s canine fur mat beneath her hands as she rode on his back. A musky, wet dog smell tickled her nose, and the air vibrated with the drone of cicadas and the sharp chirp of katydids. The nocturnal symphony emanated from the marrow of the Louisiana swampland and thrummed in Eileen’s ears, drowning out all other sounds in their serenade to Southern night.

      Eileen flicked her gaze to catch Lorna loping beside them, pale grey fur gleaming in the moonlight. Even as a wolf, Lorna appeared jaded and sour. Her mentor met her eyes and snarled.

      Eileen let her head rest on the nape of Phelan’s neck and tipped her face the other way, catching a glimmer of the pink streak in Aisling’s thick fur as she leapt a fallen log with the grace of a dancer. Someday, if Eileen could ever satisfy Lorna, she’d be running beside them as a wolf. Fierce and more capable of protecting her daughter. If she could only meet Lorna’s impossibly high standards.

      High above, Alphine soared on batlike wings, out of sight for now. When they needed to alter course, the succubus would dip low enough to signal a change in direction.

      Eileen tipped her chin to Phelan’s ear. “Always wanted to see New Orleans.”

      A deep rumble was his answer. Eileen smiled and ran her hand along his side. The rumble ended in a soft yip.

      The sharp snap of leathery wings preceded Alphine dipping low and landing a few yards ahead. The Fianna slowed and met their guide as the Fae folded her black wings along her back. Her aqua eyes glistened. The Fae extended a lavender hand toward the dancing moonlight on the water. “Lake Salvador. The Dusk Court lies on that island.”

      Eileen shielded her eyes while the trio of Fianna transformed into human forms. A tall greyhound sauntered from the swaying reeds. Something was seriously off about that dog. Eileen slipped her hand to the stock of the short Mossberg shotgun strapped to her hip underneath her tan knee-length duster. “Nice doggie.” She placated the hound with her other hand, fingers splayed.

      “Ach, if that’s a dog, I’m as straight as Lorna.” Aisling’s pink hair fluttered in the wind as the bright blue light of her tattoo faded.

      The greyhound’s lips pulled back, revealing a row of jagged teeth, and it lowered its head. Hackles up.

      Alphine’s hooves thudded against the earth as she stepped between them. “Beau. That’s enough.”

      The greyhound vanished into a vapor, leaving an old man with a single large leg ending in a filthy foot with thick, splitting toenails. Eileen had learned enough of the Fae to hide her recoiling for fear of giving offense.

      Phelan pressed his mouth close to her ear. “Blech. Liked the mutt better.”

      “Shh.” Eileen widened her eyes up at him.

      “Hmmmm.” Lorna clicked her tongue and slid her brown eyes over the new Fae. “Bheulach? Am I right?”

      Beau’s bald head swiveled toward her with an expression of half contempt and half surprise. “Biasd bheulach. My kind number only five. Surprised anyone remembers us.”

      A smile broke over Aisling’s face, and her posture relaxed. “The Fianna are friend to many species of Fae.”

      Lorna frowned and smoothed her short brown hair. “Not all of us are Fianna. Phelan and Aisling.” She pointed to each of them, then to herself. “I’m Lorna and this is Eileen, my apprentice. Not one of the Fianna.”

      “Don’t matter.” Beau turned to Alphine. “Come. The Court will be eager for news.” The bheulach hopped toward the water with surprising speed and agility, giving no pause when he reached the water’s edge.

      Alphine sauntered behind him and gestured for them to follow.

      Eileen squinted at the lake. “Bit chilly for a swim.”

      Phelan smiled and stepped in front of her. “But perfect for a starlit stroll.”

      With another bounding step, Beau walked—well, hopped—on the water. Alphine smiled back over her shoulder as she slipped past the biasd bheulach and seemed to hover in the air a few feet from the rippling surface of the lake.

      Aisling and Lorna followed behind Beau, and Phelan paused for Eileen. “It’s quite safe.” He smacked his hand on an invisible post. “Even has a railing.”

      Eileen was worried she couldn’t see the bridge but thought she could stay safe by following Phelan's path. Certainly not the strangest thing she’d experienced in the past months. With a shrug, she stretched her foot to the place the others had entered.

      As soon as her hiking boot touched the flat surface of the bridge, it burst into view. Spanning the shores, the bridge was a vision of near-transparent, crystalline grandeur. In the moonlight, it transformed into a spectral pathway uniting the human world with the Fae Court on the opposite bank. The columns were delicately etched with swirling, leafy patterns reminiscent of Victorian wrought iron fencing.

      The others had pulled several yards ahead, but Phelan paused for her to catch up. “Welcome to Timkin Wildlife Management Area. Home of gators, marsh birds, and dark Fae.”

      Eileen strained her eyes in the dark to make out dense trees where the bridge ended inland from the shore. “Never seen a gator.”

      “You really believe the Spear could be here?” Phelan let his shoulder brush hers.

      “Probably end up like last time. Dead end.” Lorna shot Eileen a withering glance and pushed up her yellow plaid sleeves. “Absurd to think the Spear of Lugh is here.”

      Eileen ignored her. “It’s as good a lead as we’ve had. All eyewitness accounts are identical, and it surprised me to learn New Orleans has a strong Irish community. So perhaps someone found the Spear and brought it here.”

      Aisling caressed the arc of the railing with an expression of wonder. “Other leads if this fails?”

      A laugh that was half a sigh rushed out. “I’m already digging down to the tabloids. We might just be skunked.” She dragged the flat of her hand across her cheek and down the side of her neck. “Either every other lead we’ve had has been a load of bunk or the thing’s been moving since it disappeared from the historical record.”

      Phelan flicked a lock of shining black hair from his chestnut eyes. “Moving. How? Who’s been moving it?”

      Eileen let her neck roll across the back of her shoulders. “Don’t know. Just one of my more outlandish theories.”

      Lorna grunted and quickened her pace to catch up with Beau a dozen feet ahead. Aisling jogged to join Alphine. Phelan fell silent and strode beside Eileen, head lowered.

      “So, how’s the coaching going?”

      Eileen tossed her hands up and let them slap back against her legs. “About as good as the search for the Spear.”

      “That good, huh?”

      “Lorna hates me.”

      “Lorna hates everyone.”

      “True.” Eileen halted and observed how the stars reflected in both the glassy bridge and the gently rippling water, as if they were strolling through the Milky Way. They were nearing the shore and the others had already dropped below the pinnacle, heading for the end of the bridge somewhere on the wild island.

      “I can tell she thinks I’ll fail. And she’s probably right. What was I thinking? I know the point of these tests is to prove my mental, physical, and spiritual fitness, but why these particular tasks?”

      Eileen found the trials irrelevant to ancient rural Ireland and absurd in modern times. Memorizing volumes of poetry, that one made sense. Knowledge was always powerful. But being buried to the waist and fighting off all the Fianna with a quarterstaff? How often was that going to happen in the real world? And running through the forest making zero sound, not disturbing the smallest twig or being touched by anything? Utterly mystifying why that qualified a person to get a snazzy tattoo and change into a wolf at will.

      Phelan clasped both of her shoulders and turned her to him. “Finn MacCool set these tasks thousands of years ago, and every Fianna since has passed them. If they weren’t nearly impossible, everyone would complete them.”

      “The entire world has changed since then. Michael told me your numbers were already dwindling long before Badb’s purge of the O’Neill line. Perhaps ancient tests aren’t applicable to modern strengths required to defend the King or stand up for what’s just.”

      Phelan’s chin lifted toward the stars above and he was silent a moment, hands sliding from her shoulders. A profound sadness pooled in his eyes. “Tabitha used to say the same thing.”

      “Who was she?” But Eileen already guessed. Phelan’s wife. Both his wife and daughter had been killed defending the descendants of Niall during the purge.

      “My daughter.” Phelan’s voice sounded thick, and his face contorted in grief for just a second.

      They’d both lost spouses to Badb Catha, but Phelan lost his child too. Each beat of her heart swelled the tender ache in her chest. All the Fianna had sacrificed so much. Were still sacrificing. Who was she to question their traditions?

      “I’m so sorry.” She caressed his face, bottom lip trembling. The words seemed inadequate. As she imagined their places reversed, had Badb murdered Harper the same way she had Tabitha Kane, she’d have never come back from that.

      “Lorna hated her too.” He swept the crook of his elbow over his forehead and sniffed.

      “You two get lost?” Aisling’s voice carried through the thick, humid air.

      Eileen pivoted from Phelan, a slight pinch constricting her lips and a tiny crease on her brow. “Just admiring the stars.”

      Phelan waved to Aisling, Eileen’s hand clasped in his other palm. “Talk to Aisling for some pointers.”

      “Let me guess. Lorna hated her too.”

      “Bingo.” Phelan tapped a finger on the tip of his nose. “But she passed with room to spare.” Turning to continue their journey, he said, “You can do this.”

      “Thanks.”

      The transparent bridge dipped toward a thickly forested spot on the island’s western edge. A small city jutted up between the trees. Obsidian spires pierced the night sky like shards. The buildings’ surfaces were slightly luminescent, with multicolored lights from within. The city glittered with a malevolent opulence. Eileen thought it beautiful in a twisted fairy tale sort of way, but the foreboding roiling off the place stalled her breath, urging her to flee.
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      The Phooka’s braying laugh sounded like a high-pitched, asthmatic donkey. He pointed at the trow and clutched his side, heaving for breath between honks. “That’s right! She saved your mangy ass, now you have to do whatever she says. Ooh! Harper, tell him to polish my hooves.”

      Harper drew back, lips pulled into an asymmetrical twist. With a raised hand, she silenced the Phooka. Life was preferable to death in her view. During their escape, Alastair had mentioned she owned his life. The thought of having a servant never crossed her mind. Or a slave.

      From across the tiny fire, the Phooka bent forward and sniffed at the simmering pot of noodles. “Like it or not, we’re stuck with an odiferous, cantankerous trow for the foreseeable future.”

      “I don’t need a servant, Alastair. I release you.”

      The trow’s face screwed up with pursed lips and a wrinkled nose. “Don’t work that way. Only yer death or mine releases me. Until then, I’m forced to serve yer best interests.”

      The Phooka flicked his wooden spoon in a tiny figure eight. “He must obey you unless it violates the life debt.”

      Harper smiled. “Well, that’s easy then, go back. Find the Black Leviathan and live your best life.”

      Alastair chewed his bottom lip and pivoted away from her. She thought she saw his shoulders gently shaking. After nearly a half minute, he slipped the ornate metal object he carried out of its pouch and toyed with it absently. “Can’t. Besides, the Leviathan likely didn’t survive the nihilrot.”

      Harper let her weight fall against the tree trunk. “Did you see the ship crash or get demolished in the storm?”

      “No.” The trow fiddled with the device and swiveled back to face his new traveling companions. “But you saw . . .”

      The Phooka muttered and searched his magical bag, which was larger inside. “Doesn’t mean the boat is destroyed. I saw it bank away from the storms. It may have flown free.”

      “No way to know. Tracker’s broke.”

      Three bowls of various colors filled the Phooka’s hands. “That thingamabob you used magic?”

      Alastair nodded.

      The Phooka dished out some noodles and held a bowl toward the trow. “Nihilrot weakens the magic in an area. Your doohickey probably isn’t working. I bet the Black Leviathan is fine.”

      Alastair flapped a hand at the offered bowl and scowled. “Pass.”

      Harper took the blue bowl full of ramen from the Phooka. “You should really eat something.”

      The trow grunted. “That an order?”

      Harper lifted her plastic forkful of steaming curly noodles, inhaling the salty steam. “Of course not. I said before, I don’t want a servant. If you don’t want the noodles, I’ll not order you to eat them. I won’t order you to do anything.”

      Bushy dark brown eyebrows lowered over narrowed grey eyes. “Why bother saving me? No one here does something for nothing.”

      The Phooka clopped over and plopped down beside Harper. With a dramatic eye roll, he stuffed a forkful of ramen into his mouth. Noodles dangled like a rubber beard while he gesticulated with his fork. “Oh, this one helps bloody everybody. It’s half the reason we get into trouble.”

      The trow gave both of them the side-eye but said nothing. It was clear to Harper he didn’t believe him, although the Phooka, being Fae, couldn’t lie. “I couldn’t let you just fall into a dark pit,” she said. “Life debts didn’t cross my mind. In case you haven’t noticed, I’m not from around here.”

      Alastair made a grunt that was a humorless laugh. “Ye don’t say.” He crossed his arms across his chest with a frustrated glower.

      Harper decided the best way to get the trow to lower his defenses was to tell him the truth. Aboard the Black Leviathan, he must have traveled much of the Underworld. Perhaps he knew a route to the Undying Lands. Then she’d rouse the Tuatha, end this war before it began, and go back to her life. “We’re from the Green World. Arrived a couple weeks ago. The Phooka and I battled Badb Catha and leapt through to the Underworld before the portal collapsed.”

      A panicked expression passed over the trow’s face. “It’s true? The new gate is truly gone?”

      The Phooka sprayed bits of noodle while he chewed and answered. “Not all the way. At least not when we left. Perhaps, with enough butter-flavor Crisco, a pixie could squeeze through. We saw some flitting around. Probably locals.” He continued his tale of their Green World tribulations to Alastair, who picked at the salty noodles.

      During the recitation, Harper’s hands twisted in her lap. Every fiber of her being twitched with urgency. Muscles coiled so tight she had to stand. Enraptured by his own embellished retelling of their adventures, the Phooka didn’t notice her pacing. Without some danger or distraction, her mind spun like a top, whirling in endless circles yet finding no place to rest.

      Her family and world depended on her completing her quest, and she didn’t know where to begin. Two weeks in the Underworld and she’d accomplished nothing while the clock ticked.

      Time passed differently here, slower than in the Green World. She’d heard the fairytales and now held them to be true. Those who spent a few days in the Underworld returned centuries later. She’d already spent two weeks here. Her mother and Emilio could be long dead. Badb could have slaughtered all humanity.

      She pushed away those thoughts. The Phooka believed the time difference between the worlds had reduced to a crawl with the decay of the Underworld. For her own sake, she hoped that was true.

      The Phooka manifested a horned skull mask. “Our mortal enemy and she left him alive.” The mask dissipated, and the Phooka tapped his chin. “Of course, then Celtic Skeletor killed hipster undead Donn during the Battle of Erimus Tower. That was good.” He peered at Harper and slowly shook his head. “But then he pursued us to the Underworld, no doubt waiting for orders from Badb. Then again, he helped us destroy the portal . . .”

      Alastair glowered. “Losing the only portal’s a sad day for the Underworld.”

      Harper dropped back down. “Badb kept Fae in cages, drained them of life to keep that monstrous gateway open. Isn’t it a good thing it’s closed?”

      Alastair deepened his frown and dug a fingertip into one of his big, leathery ears. “Ye gotta understand the balance of power here. Badb demands an endless supply of recruits to go through the gate. The Unseelie can’t send many more of their own.”

      The Phooka leaned forward with his whiskers twitching. “Or they become weak, open to an attack from the Seelie Queen.”

      The trow thrust his arms across his chest. “But the Seelie Protectorate’s magic is deteriorating from lack of humans and the foyson they bring, so they trade their undesirables to the dark Fae for a few feeble humans.”

      Harper exhaled and rubbed her suddenly soured stomach. “They’re slavers. Who are their undesirables? Criminals or something?”

      The trow narrowed his eyes. “Everyone not gentry who doesn’t meet the quota for tithing their magic to Queen Oonagh. Anyone who gets too many of them black scars and they don’t feel like spending glamour to cover them up.”

      The Phooka looked smug. “Told you, light Fae don’t necessarily mean good Fae.”

      Alastair snorted. “Just a different flavor of bad. With that gate shut, the balance of power’ll collapse. Once the Unseelie don’t have humans to trade for the Seelie’s undesirables, war’ll break. Each side will attempt a strike before they’re too weak or to claim dwindling resources.”

      A chill prickled the base of Harper’s spine and ascended with a steady creep.  A trail of goosebumps rose in its wake. The Underworld would be in a bloody war due to her choices in Portland. Badb Catha had opened the portal in her vendetta against humans, but it had been a lifeline to the Underworld. “I didn’t know things were this bad here.” The words sounded pathetic and inadequate.

      The trow shrugged. “That’s life in a dying world.” The ruddy flush faded from his cheeks. His eyes lost their fiery glint when he shifted his focus to Harper. “Ye’d have power here to make a difference for the Court’s castoffs.”

      The Phooka dragged the back of his hand across his lips and set his bowl on the ground. “Oh no. We’ve got no time to fight a revolution against the Courts. We’ve got a Stone of Destiny to mend, a Tuatha’s cauldron to find, and a very long trip to the Undying Lands if we can find Manannan Mac Lir and borrow his magical boat.”

      The trow had sailed on a ship, a sky ship, but it might sail on water. Perhaps he’d encountered Manannan and the Waveskimmer. If the Celtic sea god was as wise as the Phooka’s stories had suggested, he’d probably also be able to find the Lia Fail pieces and the Dagdha’s cauldron. The Tuatha’s reinforcements may render the magical items unnecessary, ending the quest swiftly.

      The longer Harper was here, the less likely she’d have a world to return to. The salty tang of the ramen turned bitter in her mouth and she thrust the bowl aside. “Alastair, we’re looking for passage to the Undying Lands, and Nuada thought Manannan Mac Lir may be able to help me. Do you know him?” Those were Nuada’s directions. His insistence this was how to stop Badb’s slaughter. But under the accusatory stare of the trow, she wanted to shrink.

      Alastair shook his head. “Only by legend. Captain MacFebal might’ve known him. He, like the rest of the Tuatha, probably left for their paradise while we rot here.” With a snort, the trow turned his back to them and studied the sunless sky. “Thanks to ye two, I’ve got no purpose anymore. Why’d ye go saving people if yer not trying to make a difference?”

      Alastair’s words were like a slap across Harper’s face. Her posture went rigid. Upon seeing people in trouble, she rushed in to help. No forethought was involved. Her old therapist would say she was overcompensating for something, but Harper guessed it was guilt.

      She’d been unable to save her dad from Badb or stop Breas’s horrid experiments that had transformed Emilio into a Netherfae. Were she able, she’d do anything to rescue them, but she was no wartime general. “Saving individuals differs from fighting a war. I’m just one person⁠—”

      Alastair snorted. “Not much better than the Courts, are ye?”

      She felt those words like a blow to her sternum and desperately wished Nuada were there. He’d know what to do. Or say.

      “We can bicker over morals another day. The problem now is finding a safer place to stay. Little cover here.” The Phooka wiped the aluminum cooking pot clean and shoved it inside his satchel.

      Thankful for the change of subject, Harper unfurled the shapeshifter’s aged map of the Underworld. The nihilrot had erased or transformed so much it was nearly useless, but she guessed they were closest to Seelie lands, although at least two days away. “Suppose the Seelie Protectorate is out, then. Where else is there?” A thick forest carpeted the map to the east of the Seelie border. She swiveled the map toward Alastair. “This huge forest is also close. If it’s still there.”

      The trow froze. “Aye. It’s still there. The Wilding. Tended by one of the original shapers of the Oran Mor and thus safer than even the Courts from nihilrot.”

      The Phooka cleaned and packed their dishes back into his satchel. “And who is this shaper of the Oran Mor who has so magnanimously chosen to make their home in a dying world?”

      “Beara.”

      The Phooka’s eyes bugged. “Are you batshit? You want to waltz right up to the front doorstep of a bloody monstrous hag? I’ll take my chances with the nihilrot.”
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      Landry Broussard didn’t know how long he’d been unconscious, but an unfamiliar emotion had settled into his body like a dense fog: gratitude. Whatever drug was in that tank gifted him something he’d never had before. Several hours, maybe days, of complete obliteration. No recollection of his Jesus-loving mother and that tiny basement. None of the painful memories of school trying to hide welts and bruises. Just a period of blissful nothing.

      Overhead lights made his vision a field of red glow. The usual murmur of light foot traffic outside mingled with the scratching of a pen on paper coming from the corner opposite the door. Thick straps across his chest, waist, and knees and leather manacles pressed him against the uncushioned wood plank surface. But it was the coldness of the metal collar that sharpened his thoughts and whetted that old appetite.

      These monsters had no idea who they were dealing with, and demon or not, no one put a collar on Landry. The red-haired lady, Mr. Corporate America, all these critters, and whoever was writing in the corner were already dead. They just didn’t know it yet. He inhaled a tremulous breath, anticipating the heat of their hot blood spilling and their eyes rolling in fear.

      “H-h-he’s awake.” The glassware lining the cabinets clanked, and a chair scraped against tile behind Landry.

      Landry licked his lips as a grin crept across his face. “Don’t know who you are, but you goan’ unstrap me right now. You got no clue who I am.” His skin flushed warmly at the man’s gasp, yet the approaching footsteps were steady, showing no fear. Landry’s smile faded.

      The gurney whipped violently around as a tall man dressed in black pants and a red tunic covered with a sculptured ebony breastplate leaned over him. Pointed ears jutted through a curtain of gleaming raven hair. Over the strange man’s shoulder cowered a dude in a lab coat with salt-and-pepper hair, the one who’d injected him with all those potions that made him feel powerful or buzzy, then melted his insides.

      Landry clenched his hands and inhaled, ready to threaten the lab coat, but searing agony filled every cell in his body. Fire mixed with the liquid surge of electricity seized up his muscles, even his throat. What wrenched from his lips was more of a tortured grunt than a threat.

      The red-clad man jerked his head over his shoulder. “Dr. Jones, you’d better leave.”

      The doctor didn’t need to be asked twice; he edged by Landry, back pressed against the cabinets filled with beakers and flasks, pushed his glasses up, fumbled for the door, and bolted into the hallway.

      “Well now, filthy human, we’re alone and our lessons begin.”

      Capucine Broussard often began Landry’s most severe punishments with a similar phrase. When young Landry was just five years old, she caught him playing with the neighbor girl. They’d been dressing up her Barbie dolls. When his mother had found them, Landry was pulling a hot pink skirt from one doll.

      Mrs. Broussard had thundered forward, a maniacal glow in her eyes. She seized Landry’s tiny arm so hard his shoulder popped, and her manicured nails dug into his flesh. “Filthy, sinful boy! A lech just like your bastard father!”

      The neighbor girl had fled while his mother dragged him across the lawn. The blue pants he’d planned to dress the doll in next fell to the grass.

      “Devil ain’t making a home in any son of mine. Oh Lordy, no. Little sinner, your lessons begin. Your lessons begin right now.”

      And the lessons were mostly damp, cold darkness. And pain. Begging with his mother, promises to be good, and actually behaving perfectly changed nothing. Capucine had a talent for detecting the devil. She found him in most things in this decadent, sin-drenched world, but especially and most frequently she saw the devil in her own son.

      The cords on Landry’s neck strained as he shoved his face as close to the man as he could. “No no, I think not, mon chér, but I got plenty to teach—” The last word came out a gurgling scream when the pointy-eared bastard clenched a fist and the collar sent stabbing agony shooting down every limb.

      The monster’s black eyes glittered above a perfect white smile, and Landry knew both he and the monster reveled in causing others pain. Rage mingled with his spasming muscles.

      After he’d killed his mother, he’d vowed to always be the predator. Never the prey. Yet here he was. Seething, he clenched his teeth to cut off his screams and forced his head flat against the hard wood. He’d deny the dark-haired man the joy of seeing him suffer.

      Footsteps. Racing. At least a dozen of them. All traveling in random directions. His captor opened his fingers and focused on the tiny window cut into the door. The agony stopped.

      Bellows and the sharp report of knuckles slamming into flesh mixed with crashes of overturned furniture. Glassware clanked in the cabinet when a deafening thud shook the wall.

      “I thought so.” His elegant hand hovered over a sword strapped to his side while he peered at the commotion. Landry’s focus bored into the handsome demon’s face. Wonder what it’d take to see fear in this thing’s eyes.

      His captor sauntered back to Landry’s bedside and tilted his head, assessing him. “We were planning to cull you. Abraxas didn’t change your outward appearance at all, but it clearly had an effect.”

      “Cull me?” Landry spat the words. “And I don’ have the foggiest notion what an abraxas is, demon.” His curiosity won out over his desire to slaughter every living thing in this place, starting with this douche.

      “I am no demon. I’m one of the Sidhe. An elf. And you will address me with respect.”

      Landry’s laugh wheezed in his throat. “An elf. Like Lord of the Rings?” Well, he fit the description, anyway. All levity melted from Landry’s face and he stared right into the elf’s eyes. “Respect goes both ways. You don’ know who you got here. I’ve killed eighty-four people, and I don’ care if number eighty-five is an elf.”

      The Sidhe answered first in pain, then he leaned over the gurney and inclined his head. “Eighty-four humans wiped from the Green World. If this is true, you have earned some respect from me. And if you desire to continue with your efforts, our interests may very much align.”

      Landry’s eyes narrowed. “I don’ work for no one.”

      “Yes, you do.” The elf pointed at the collar, careful to not actually touch Landry.

      “What d’you do to me?”

      The Sidhe twisted the strap at Landry’s feet and freed his ankles. “If you can stop acting like a feral beast, my Lady Badb Catha will explain everything to you.”

      Having his limbs free would increase his odds of escape, so Landry figured he’d play along until he spotted an opportunity. He nodded as the elf worked on the straps with gloved hands. When the Sidhe was done, he pointed at the collar.

      “One wrong move and it’ll hurt worse than before.”

      Landry said nothing and followed the man into the hallway, flexing his fingers in the thick gloves they’d fitted him with. It took all his focus to suppress the old fears and grudges simmering just beneath his skin, ready to erupt, make him weak. Those emotions were only subdued by taking a life. And he was in no fit state to attempt that, nor were any suitable prey with the elves.

      Landry kept his chin tilted up, head locked in a forward position, but his eyes roved in their sockets, soaking in as much as possible about his captors. Some demons were massive, others were tiny with insect-like wings. Not all were elves.

      Moisture flooded his mouth when he noticed another person. A bit long in the tooth, where he liked them young, but ol’ Landry had never been overly picky in his choice of victim. Probably why he had eighty-four bodies to his name, and no one had caught him yet. In the parlance of law enforcement, he had no consistent victim profile.

      At least not for murder. His accommodations in the Multnomah County Inverness Jail were for being in the wrong place at the wrong time, with a bit too much cocaine. Those woke, organic food–loving hippies had no inkling who they accidentally had in their jail. He’d expected to be released soon, but not like this.

      The Sidhe guided him down the final flight of the winding stairway and around a turn. All the marble and overdone expensive-looking decor screamed nouveau rich. All money and tacky taste.

      Along the wall of an enormous room, the red-haired lady perched on a black throne attended by more elves in the same uniform as his captor. Even more species of creature bustled about, but it was the cluster of grinning, empty-eyed people that quickened his pulse and watered his mouth.

      The plump, brown-haired woman and the young thin guy with a mullet were both right up his alley. Younger. Felt like he was taking more from them if they had a longer life ahead.

      The red-haired woman wore some black get-up that made her look like she belonged at one of them Renaissance Faires. Onyx antlers twisted from her headdress, matching the flowing black fabric of her dress and beetle-sheen corset. The green hues in the corset made her hair incandescent. But it was the thin obsidian sword perched against the throne that drew his attention.

      If he was fast, he could snatch it and end the plump woman before the agony from his collar made him useless.

      The dark lady rose and took a step toward the elf. “Beldroth, is this⁠—”

      And Landry struck. In one deft move he sprang forward, snatched the thin blade, and grabbed the brown-haired woman by the hair. He was just wondering why her umber eyes showed no fear and her lips weren’t forming useless pleas, when agony poured through the collar into every fiber of his being.

      Tortured screams erupted from his lips, but he plunged the weapon through her stomach and up before he collapsed. Not even agony could fully erase the blissful release promised by the woman’s last moments. He hit the floor, writhing right beside her as blood pooled beneath on the marble.

      This wasn’t how it was supposed to be. Not one bit. His victim should have been incoherent with her own pain, babbling about helping her or sparing her life. At the very least, her eyes should roll with terror. But that same unfocused gaze and bliss-filled smile graced her lips as she breathed her last. “Oh, hells no!” Landry ground out each word, gasping between gritted teeth.

      “Beldroth, stop.” Another elf wrenched the blade from his grip and pointed it at his throat.

      Landry kicked at the woman’s corpse, trying to shove that asinine grin as far away as he could. “No, no, no. This ain’t how it supposed to be.”

      Badb dropped to a knee beside him. Mighty brave of her. If she knew who he was, what he was, she’d keep her distance. “And how is it supposed to be?” Her voice resonated power.

      Landry met her green eyes and jabbed a hand at his victim. “No fear. No pain. Bitch just look like she dreamin’ or something.”

      Beldroth hovered over them. “This one is definitely the one causing the others to go mad. Soon as I used the collar, fighting started down the hall. The humans he’d touched during his last outburst are still violent, but the effects have completely faded from the Fae. Even the ones he touched. He maintains he’s killed eighty-four humans.”

      “Eighty-five. But this one hardly counts.” Landry kicked the corpse again.

      Badb studied him, and a half smile spread across her lips. “You kill your own kind outside of battle?”

      “Way I see it, most people just a waste of skin.” He didn’t tell her the depths of his need.

      “What is your name?”

      “Landry Broussard. From the great state of Louisiana.”

      “I am Badb Catha. Well, Landry, you and I have something in common.”

      Landry snorted. “Don’ think so, ma chérie.”

      “We both agree the only good human is a dead human.”

      He narrowed his eyes at her. What game this bitch playing at? The skittish doctor scuttled to her side, flipping through the pages of a folder.

      “Y-your Highness. It’s not madness this man causes, but rather, um . . . Well, his Netherfae changes are deceptively profound. I’m still not quite sure how, but his emotions seem to be . . . contagious. Aside from Em-Emilio, he’s the closest anyone’s come to the Abraxas profile yet.”

      “Nether what?” Landry’s mouth twisted into an expression of half smirk and scowl. “What you monsters do to me?” His blood rushed in his ears while every muscle tensed. No one experimented on Landry Broussard.

      Shouts erupted upstairs again, and the bored, passive expressions melted from the elves.

      Beldroth drew back. “Whatever he’s doing to the humans he touched is negating our glamour.”

      Badb’s posture settled and her eyebrows lifted. “Mr. Broussard, we’ve much to discuss. You’ve become more powerful than you ever dreamed.”

      Curiosity stayed Landry’s balling fist. These creatures had better talk fast because he’d had about enough of this weird bullshit.

      Badb’s white teeth glittered as she rose, beckoning to one of the people hovering by the throne. An older man covered in prison tattoos shuffled forward, the dopey half-smile settled firmly back into place. Landry pulled himself standing, body tensed like a guitar string, attention roving the room for the first opportunity.

      Badb pressed a long dagger into Landry’s palm and indicated the man with the flick of her head. “His life is yours. My gift to you.”

      The knife was cold against his skin, his thumb caressed the gentle swirl at the hilt. He licked his lips. “Not much fun with him like this.”

      Badb’s smile widened as she flicked a hand at the man.

      The blissful look faded as presence returned to his eyes. Landry gave him a few seconds to scan the demons, savoring the rise in his prey’s shoulders and the tiny beads of sweat breaking out on his forehead.

      Then he struck, the dagger gashing at the man’s midsection. His garbled screams and incoherent pleas were the finest wine. Landry lowered the bleeding, quaking man to the floor and brought his face within inches of his victim’s. This was the part he loved best. Watching the flame of life in his eyes sputter and die. Eighty-six. He felt like a god after harvesting two in a day, which he had never done before. Yet, he’d made a mistake. It was over too quickly.

      Badb beckoned a group of short, greenish demons with huge, pointed ears and long noses. “With our gateway still not functioning, we can’t send the dregs to our allies in the Underworld. They serve no use. Have ten of them brought to me.” The creatures bowed and jogged up the hallway.

      “These ten are another gift to you. Serve me well and you can kill as many as you like. In fact, your service to me will include plenty of killing.”

      An unfamiliar warmth bloomed in Landry’s chest. Throughout his thirty-eight years, a lot of emotions had risen there, but none were ever effervescent, warm. Soaking in the Dark Lady’s features intensified them. She understood him and embraced what he was, even fed his need. In that moment, he realized he’d die for her.

      The curved dagger clattered to the floor and Landry crashed to his knees. One lingering glance at his fiery goddess, and he placed his forehead on her booted feet. “I’d follow you straight into hell. Anything for you.”

      Badb’s eyes glittered with the wicked smile blooming across her porcelain features. “Let’s have a test of the havoc your new talents can wreak.”
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      The trek across the silent expanse of the nihilrot-battered region was unobstructed and passed quickly.

      The gloaming shifted to a deep golden glow. Soon the wan, silvery glint of Underworld night would fall and the dense woods would offer protection or peril. At the edge of the Wilding, a thicket guarded a wall of trees marking the boundary of Beara’s domain, and the earthy scent of damp, decaying leaves wafted out.

      Gold, red, and green boughs stretched higher than even the enormous redwood trees that dotted the Oregon coast. Harper felt tiny. Dozens of fairy bird species trilled against the undulating sea of singing insects. Their chorus was a joyous sound that made the sparse, blackened expanse behind them feel like a tomb.

      Harper hopped back at the rustle of little creatures skittering across fallen leaves. The flutter and quick dart of an airborne Fae or bird snapped her head to the left and brought a tingle across her skin. In an Oregon wildlife area, she’d easily identify the shadowy forms as birds or small mammals. In the Underworld, they could be anything.

      Filleadh. Ní mór dúinn a bheith bua. Victorious. The whispered words echoing in her mind ratcheted up her unease. It had only been half a day since the weapon resumed its insidious muttering. Every muscle coiled, preparing to sprint away from the lush woodland and back to Badb’s portal. And Badb. Not because the forest was scary, but because the bloodlust at the heart of the sword was palpable.

      Ól fuil ár niamhde . . .

      She absently slipped the snowdrop and bluebell Tamika had tied in her hair through her fingers. Those fragile, everlasting blooms were a lifeline of connection to her mother and Emilio.

      Vanilla. Harper wished the flowers still worked. Her mom understood a craving all too well. She’d know how to banish this feeling. “Either of you speak Gaelic?”

      Alastair grunted, and the Phooka said, “No,” the word drawn out with a long rise at the end. He shot her a narrow-eyed glance. “You’re hearing it again, aren’t you?”

      “This time I can make out words. It sounds like Gaelic, with one or two in English.” She didn’t tell them about the growing compulsion to sprint for the gateway, or the violent scenes of Badb’s death by her hand. If she admitted that, the Phooka would hover like a mother hen and irritate her.

      Alastair pinched his cheeks into an even deeper grimace of consternation. “Great. Fall into a life debt with a human who hallucinates. Me old mum’d wallop me upside the head for sure.”

      The Phooka stared down his goat-like nose at the trow. “I think the voice in her head is real. It’s just the Cliamh Solais wanting to finish Badb Catha.”

      The color drained from Alastair’s knobby brown face, and he eyed the ornate scabbard at Harper’s hip. “That really is the Sword of Light. Thought the shapeshifter’d over-embellished that part of yer story.”

      Harper tapped the scabbard. “Yep. And apparently it really wants me not to enter the Wilding. Probably thinks I can’t kill Badb Catha if we’re camping.”

      “If only you hadn’t followed Nuada’s deathbed demands. We wouldn’t have ended up here seeking false gods who stopped giving a shit about humanity eons ago. We wouldn’t be standing at the edge of the literal mythic forest about to march inside. You know, if we go in there, we’ll probably be lost forever. Or be devoured by dropbears.”

      Alastair slipped his battle axe from its loop on his belt. “Dropbears?”

      The Phooka reared back and clutched his neck ruff. “You never heard of a dropbear despite living here your whole life? You should wallop your old mum for failing to prepare her son for the dangers of the world.”

      Alastair balled up his fists. “Don’t ye talk about my mum like that.”

      The Phooka tilted his nose to the sky and shifted a quarter turn away from Alastair. “I’m sure she was . . . um . . . lovely. If she were here, she’d tell you that a dropbear, or Thylarctos plummetus, is a gigantic, predatory, orange, tree-dwelling marsupial.” The Phooka raised his arms overhead, fingers contorted into claws. “They wait till an unsuspecting person walks below their perch, then they drop right on you from above.” His mouth opened wide, and he shook his head vigorously inches from the trow’s face. “Before you can yell ‘what the fuck’ their big pointy teeth have already shredded you. For tacos. Dropbears make the best tacos. Out of trow meat.”

      Alastair stepped back, his visible annoyance fading replaced with growing anxiety.

      “The dropbear is an urban legend, Alastair. The Phooka’s messing with you.”

      “You people think Sasquatch is an urban legend, and you met a whole gaggle of them.”

      At least the Phooka’s tall tale had silenced the sword. “If we’re venturing into that forest, we better go soon. We’re losing the light.” Harper crouched beside Alastair. “How safe is it inside?”

      “Safe from what? From the nihilrot, yes. But Beara’s strength is the reason. Not safe from her. Or the refugees inside.”

      Harper stood and shifted her backpack. “Refugees. Must be towns in there. Maybe someone can help us. Or point us to an inn. I need a proper bed.”

      The trio inched closer to a narrow opening in the thorny undergrowth. Alastair twisted the axe in his hands and nodded for Harper to draw her silvery blade. She slid it free and poised it across her body, a sudden flutter in her chest.

      Alastair held the axe at the ready. “No cities inside. We heard Cailleach Beara forbids large buildings.”

      The Phooka dropped from the waist and let his fingers dangle in the fallen leaves. “A wildlife preserve. Just great. No shops. No ale. No fun. I want to officially go on record that this is a terrible idea.” The Phooka’s long tail coiled back and forth as they walked.

      “Who is this Cailleach Beara?” Harper scanned the shadowy interior of the canopy before gingerly stepping through the thicket into the woods. “The Wilding can’t be more dangerous than a reality-bending mega-storm from hell.”

      The Phooka twitched his rabbit ears and rolled his eyes at her as he hopped over the bramble. “Is a hurricane dangerous? How about a volcanic eruption?”

      Alastair emerged last into the Wilding. “Beara was old when yer first ancestor crawled out of the ocean. She’s more like a force of nature. Treacherous and impersonal.”

      The Phooka lifted one palm. “Reality-bending mega-storm from hell.” He lifted the other. “Beara.” He held both at the same level. “Like asking if a cow shit scone is preferable to beer-battered bullshit.”

      Harper startled as something whizzed past in her peripheral vision, uttering a guttural squawk. She released a breath when the creature, a colorful bird, lit on an overhanging branch and eyed them. “We’ll stay to the edges and hope to avoid the Cailleach. We can rest, look for anyone with information, and plan our next move. So, what’s a Cailleach?”

      Alastair scrunched his features and jerked his head to the Phooka. “Cailleach basically translates to hag. Back in the Green World, Beara was winter personified. At Samhain, she’d smash the ground with her war hammer and freeze it solid. She called up icy winds to plague all living things.”

      Harper crinkled her nose and stepped onto a thin animal trail. “Then it can’t be the same hag. Why would the queen of winter preside over this gorgeous forest?”

      “It’s hideous.” The trow made a gagging noise.

      The Phooka chuffed. “These troglodytes prefer the cozy accommodations of a cold stone cave.”

      “I think it’s beautiful.” Exotic fruits and flowers hung from the branches, and a blanket of small wildflowers covered the soil.

      The Phooka inhaled a deep breath with a smile. “That it is.  This is what the Underworld used to look like everywhere. Before⁠—”

      “Humpf. We need to find a spot and set wards before night.”

      The trio drank from a thin stream and followed it around a boulder the size of one of the McMansions that dotted the Portland suburbs. Upon emerging from the rock, Harper smiled and pointed at a patch of bushes.

      The creature resembled a deer in shape, but any similarity ended there. Elongated legs, fur of silver, huge liquid eyes, and golden horns looping in gentle arcs several feet over the animal’s head were stunning. But it wasn’t fear of disturbing the Fae deer that stole Harper’s breath and made her claw her friends down below the undergrowth.

      The hunter was clad in brown leather leggings, with a matching carved breastplate and olive overcoat. He’d nocked an arrow in a longbow aimed at the breast of the beautiful creature.

      Her heart skipped a beat. Gwyn.

      The Phooka’s shape melted, shimmered, and reformed into a wolf with his hackles up. “If we attack at once, we can take him.”

      “Bad idea. Against the rules,” Alastair whispered.

      Harper rested one hand on the Phooka’s back. With the other she parted the undergrowth just enough to watch as Gwyn’s arrow found its mark. The poor creature uttered a high, almost human shriek and fell, chest heaving, silver blood pooling beneath its quivering body.

      Gwyn rose, a satisfied smile on his face. He’d taken only a single step toward his quarry when the harsh roar of a gust hushed the forest life. The entire canopy writhed in an undulating wave. The trees quaked, top branches whipping, and a rain of dry twigs fell.

      There was something off about that wind. Too localized. Petals ripped from wildflowers, but barely a breeze reached Harper and her friends.

      Thump-thump-thump.

      Each impact shook the earth beneath them. Thump-thump-thump. Clouds of silent birds erupted from the trees. Between each rhythmic thud, tiny feet pattered across the dry leaves.

      She exploded from the dense undergrowth with a shriek, hunched under the weight of the hump on her right shoulder. Were she to stand straight, she’d be taller than one of the Fir Bolg. Dressed in patchwork rags and with snow-white hair hanging to her waist, Harper knew she was looking at Beara.

      “You dare take life in my wood!”

      Gwyn’s blade was already drawn, and he scanned his surroundings.

      “Told ye the Wilding was treacherous.” Alastair scurried toward the edge of the oasis.

      “Alastair, wait.” Harper’s whisper was harsh, and she worried it would carry to Beara. The trow shot her a look of utter loathing and returned to her side.

      “Humpf. Bloody life debt.”

      Harper brought a finger to her lips and leaned close to her friends. “If we run now, she might see us.”

      Beara knelt beside the deer and brushed a kiss on its dying cheek while her gnarled fingers rested on the wound. Gwyn took his opening and leapt over the mound he’d used as cover, sprinting for the wood’s edge.

      With gnashing teeth, the hag flung her free hand toward him, freezing Gwyn in his place. She clenched a fist and snapped her elbow to her shoulder. Gwyn careened violently to Beara. When her arm dropped, Gwyn tumbled at her feet.

      She’s going to kill him. Harper’s heart thundered. It shouldn’t matter. In fact, his death should be a relief, but she felt indebted to him. He may serve Badb, but he’d saved her from Donn, and without his help, her father would still be suffering.

      A golden light bloomed over the deer’s wound. The hag’s smile looked out of place on her craggy face. “There, there, friend. All better. Now shoo.” She flapped her hand, and the creature bounded deeper into her wood.

      Wind howled, whipping in circles around Beara and sending the trees into a frenzied dance. Harper and her Fae friends ducked their heads.

      Beara’s voice reverberated through the Wilding, loud and booming like a thunderstorm. “Abhorrent hunters! Tuatha or not, no one takes a life in my forest. Every deer, each bird, is worth a dozen of you.” Lightning crackled from her upraised hand and spittle flew from her fat lower lip. “You pay for your transgression with your life.”

      Alastair and the Phooka screamed for her to stop, but they sounded far away. Realization caught up with Harper’s feet only as she threw her body across Gwyn’s prone form and the Cailleach’s lightning slammed into her.

      In the split second between perhaps the most senseless decision she’d ever made and the expected wave of agony, she prepared to die. Eyes squeezed shut, she felt Gwyn tense beneath her.

      “Harper? What?” She barely heard Gwyn over the crackle of the hag’s magic.

      She heard the lightning, felt its pressure against her back, but neither of them were getting cooked. Harper opened one eye and let out a breathy laugh. A scintillating pearlescent barrier fell between Beara’s rage and the two of them. “You doing that?”

      Gwyn’s eyes widened. He mouthed no and lifted a hand to touch her hair like he needed to verify she was real.

      “What the—” She smacked his hand away. Though he wasn’t reaching for her hair but the bloom tied in it. The glimmering shield emanated from the snowdrop. She pulled it closer to her face.

      Gwyn caressed a single white petal with a tanned finger. “Powerful magic. The Cailleach Beara rules over winter. As the first green growth of spring, snowdrops easily break her winter powers. But where did you get it?” Then he reached his arm around her waist and levered his torso up so that he partially blocked her from the hag’s assault. Harper touched the flower Tamika had given her in the Erimus Tower.

      The hag towered over them, rage in her rheumy eyes. “What sorcery is this? And from such a little whelp?” She sucked in a breath and blew an icicle-filled wind across the snowdrop shield, but the barrier only brightened and the ice clattered and pinged as it fell harmlessly.

      Blood soaked Harper’s clothes, but not her own. She scanned Gwyn. His leg stuck out at an odd angle, and he bled from several wounds incurred when the Cailleach slammed him down.

      “Harper, go. The snowdrop’s power will eventually fail in this crumbling world.”

      Beara squatted down just a couple of feet from them. The wolf-shape Phooka prowled behind her, ready to spring to her aid, but the hag ignored him.

      “Tuatha’s smarter than he looks, whelp. You got lucky.” She grunted and shifted her weight onto her voluminous backside. “I can keep going longer than that trinket.”

      Harper studied the hag. Beara emanated power, but having cared for her mother as she battled her inner demons, Harper knew the signs of physical and emotional exhaustion.
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