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Mad Lizard Mambo

 

By Rhys Ford

The Kai Gracen Series: Book Two

 

Kai Gracen has no intention of being anyone’s pawn. A pity Fate and SoCalGov have a different opinion on the matter.

Licensed Stalkers make their living hunting down monsters and dangerous criminals… and their lives are usually brief, brutal, and thankless. Despite being elfin and cursed with a nearly immortal lifespan, Kai didn’t expect to be any different. Then Ryder, the High Lord of the Southern Rise Court, arrived in San Diego, and Kai’s not-so-mundane life went from mild mayhem to full-throttle chaos.

Now an official liaison between the growing Sidhe Court and the human populace, Kai is at Ryder’s beck and call for anything a High Lord might need a Stalker to do. Unfortunately for Kai, this means chasing down a flimsy rumor about an ancient lost Court somewhere in the Nevada desert—a court with powerful magics that might save Ryder’s—and Kai’s—people from becoming a bloody memory in their Merged world’s violent history.

The race for the elfin people’s salvation opens unwelcome windows into Kai’s murky past, and it could also slam the door on any future he might have with his own kind and Ryder.
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GLOSSARY

a‘a— rough, crumbly lava (Hawaiian)

ainle—multi-use word, can be hero, champion, angel or if used in certain context, wild cat (Gaelic)

ainmhi dubh—black dog (Gaelic)

ampulla—orig: vial, blister; slang: piece of shit, waste of a person (Spanish)

arracht—monster (Gaelic)

bao—an Asian-centric bread, usually a soft white yeasty bread (Chinese origin word)

bebé—baby (Gaelic)

beathach sgeunach—skittish beast (Gaelic)

bonito—handsome, masculine pretty (Gaelic)

chi wo de shi—slang: eat my shit, damn it (Mandarin)

chikusho—slang: damn it, fuck (Japanese)

deartháir—brother (Gaelic)

diu nei ah seng—fuck your family (Singapore slang)

fifl—idiot, fool (Old Norse)

gusano—worm (sometimes found in tequila) (Spanish)

hibiki—resonance, echo (Japanese)

hondashi—dried bonito (fish) flakes, mainly used for soup stock (Japanese)

Iesu—Jesus (Hawaiian)

Indios—indigenous Austronesian peoples living in Southern California / Mexico regions

jan-ken-po—rock, paper, and scissors (Hawaiian slang of Japanese phrase)

kimchee—pickled, spicy cabbage pickles, national dish of Korea. Also spelled kim chi or kim chee. (Korean)

kuso—crap (Japanese)

luranach—lover, intended (Gaelic) 

malasadas—deep fried yeast doughnuts rolled in granulated sugar (Portuguese)

meata—gone bad, turned rotten (Gaelic)

miso—soybean paste, commonly used in soup (Japanese)

muirnín—beloved, sweetheart, darling (Gaelic)

musang—wild cat, civet, feral cat (Filipino-Tagalog)

nori—seaweed, usually pressed into sheets (Japanese)

paho‘eho‘e—ropy lava (Hawaiian)

peata—pet (Gaelic)

Pele—Goddess of lava, volcanoes, passion and general badassery. Not someone to be fucked with. (Hawaiian)

Saimin—Local Hawaiian word for noodle soup dish based on Japanese ramen, Filipino pancit and other Asian noodles. Possibly based on Japanese word ramen/sōmen or Chinese words xì and miàn.

Shoyu—soy sauce (Japanese)

siao liao—crazy, out of your mind, insane. (Singapore slang)

sidhe—fairy folk, also Seelie. Considered the “good” court of the Underhill faerie / elves. Pronounced she. (Gaelic)

sláinte—health, salute (Gaelic)

sona ba bi tsi—son of a bitch (Chamorro)

sucio—filth, dirty things (Spanish)

tik-tik—bulbous triangular taxi cab, single driver car with wide back to accommodate passengers, suspended above roadways by upper rails and trolley lines, resembles a rounder version of a 1976 Ford Pinto (Indian origin word) 

unsidhe—fairy folk, also Unseelie. Considered the “evil” court of the Underhill faerie / elves. Pronounced un-she. (Gaelic)




CHAPTER ONE

 

 

“CARI!” I screamed across the lava field, hoping the wind would carry my panic. The night was silent except for the rapid, furious beating of wings behind me and the frantic heave of my chest. Even the wind held its breath, waiting to see the outcome of its evening’s entertainment.

There was no sign she heard me. She was too far away and locked up tight, sitting in the Nova’s driver seat, waiting for me to emerge out of the fields.

A step or two later, a torrent of swirling winds kicked up from the shore, sweeping over the crinkled black landscape and into tight clefts of jagged peaks at the base of the Pendle range. The juts stabbed at the air, envious of the craggy mountains looming behind them, and snagged the interest of the smaller lizards on the draconian food chain. Dotting an upper mesa like dollops of stygian meringue, they provided a safe haven of sorts for the lesser beasts, a place where battles for territory and mates were raged under a sea of stars.

The rising wind was harsh, grabbing at my shout and whisking my panicked mewling off as if it never existed. Screaming into the wind was as useless as pissing into it, except you didn’t get a mouthful of pee when you turned your head.

Considering the dragon riding my ass, I’d take the mouthful of piss any day.

Cold air spiked my lungs. I kept my breaths short, huffing through pressed-in lips. Exhaling misty puffs, I kept up my pace, keenly aware of the hot wind steaming my trail. The paho‘eho‘e lava was uneven and probably slicing the hell out of the soles of my boots, but I kept running. Stopping was definitely not an option.

Not with the waves of hot, fetid breath gushing over my neck and the whispery swoosh of massive dragon wings slapping through the air behind me.

I tightened my hold on the egg, cradling it to my chest. Off in the distance and way too far away was a small white glow, giving me an idea of where Cari waited with her brother’s souped-up Nova hatchback. With any luck she’d listened to me when I told her to keep the Nova’s big-block engine running.

If she didn’t, then I was not only screwed but probably dinner. And if the dragon was still pissed off and hungry, she’d be second helpings.

Each flap of the dragon’s wings pushed a rush of air against my back, nearly shoving me to the ground. Its cry was furious, enraged at my intrusion or possibly that I was running for my life. Most dragons didn’t take kindly to their dinner beating a hasty retreat, and this one was no exception to the rule. The force of pushed air was enough to drive me to my knees, and running with a stolen winged lizard egg didn’t make things any easier. Dodging jagged rocks, I almost lost my knee to a boulder, and my jeans, already old, ripped. My shin stung, and the air burned down to my calf.

I couldn’t lose the egg, and if I fell, the elongated oversized lizard chasing me would have a helping of elfin tartare. The orb was almost too large for me to hold on to, but its ridged, swirled patterns gave me something to grip, useful when fleeing over sharp lava rocks.

“Guns. Need… guns.” I had them. They were hanging from their holsters on my thigh and side, but none of my weapons were going to do me any good. Not with my arms full. “Fucking dragon.”

I’d spotted the abandoned nest two weeks before while making a quick run through the grasslands below Pendle and stopped only long enough to confirm the bundle of broken sticks and rocks held at least two unfertilized prismatic dragon eggs. They were glorious to behold, hematite colors and curled over with bas-relief swirls. Snatching dragon eggs was a two-person job, and I’d needed to grab an egg before they fermented black. Hard to sell something that would run a crowd out if it cracked, and no matter how hard someone tried, they always cracked. Even hollowed out and cleansed, they retained their reek. No amount of bleach could cure that.

I couldn’t let it crack. Museums or private collectors don’t pay if their treasured eggs drive visitors from a room, and I needed the paycheck.

It would be suicide to glance back. I didn’t have time to check on the dragon’s progress. So long as I didn’t feel its teeth in any part of my body, I could consider myself the winner in my odd foot-against-wing race, but I never claimed to have much common sense. It was like picking at a healing tattoo. It was wrong and probably would mar the ink, but sometimes it couldn’t be helped.

Sometimes it helps to listen to the little voices in my head, especially when they’re urging me not to look and to keep running. So of course I looked.

“Shit,” I muttered. I knew it was a mistake to look back, and I did it anyway, because the image of a frilly-headed lizard with tatter-ribbon wings needed to be the last thing I saw before I died. “Iesu, Kai! Idiot.”

Dragons come in all shapes and sizes. Some are bulky, wide-chested beasts with enormous wingspans, while others are long, sinewy lizards with horns and pearls in their foreheads. Brought over when the human and elfin worlds merged, they took up the top of the food chain and, thankfully for all of us bipeds, mated furiously but rarely fertilized their eggs. Unfortunately, some female dragons still took their nesting seriously, if only to protect their eggs long enough to become enormous balut. Only then did the nesting grounds empty of females, and the males swooped down to enjoy the buffet.

It was a prismatic dragon, but I knew that before I started my little adventure. They weren’t large as dragons go, barely six feet in length, and their triangular snake heads were man-sized, but they were still vicious on a good day. I’d just made this dragon’s day go to shit. It was past grumpy and into full pissed off.

Safe in the Nova, Cari honked its deep horn, helpfully assisting me in remembering how far away I was from being safe. The world spun and dipped in a crazy rainbow spectrum soup as my goggles tried to stabilize while I dodged and wove through the hill’s juts and dips. The full moon bleached away any hard shadows, turning the lava into a mirror shiny enough to reflect the stars.

I’d worn a pair of spectral goggles to protect my eyes from any gas flares and to push back the deep black shadows thrown up by the bright moon. The silvery drench was nearly daylight bright, and I could see well enough, but there was always the risk of plummeting through a lava tube and breaking my neck.

The goggles were a little heavy, and sometimes I wondered if they actually did anything, but any advantage they gave me over the terrain was welcome. One wrong step and I could be a smear on the inside of a pocket in the rock or, worse, fall into a thread of magma and broil.

With my luck, the egg would survive the fall, and Cari would only have to wait until the dragon grew bored. Then she could retrieve it.

Unless the dragon got me first, in which case, I’d wholeheartedly wish I’d met my end in a fall, because I couldn’t think of a worse death than being eaten alive. Since I’d been fed strips of my own flesh by my insane father before Fate blinked and Dempsey won me in that poker game, I figured I had pretty good ideas on what a good way to go would be.

Flying lizard food was not one of them.

The lizard’s scales sang a soft chaotic tune as she chased me. Her claws spat up chunks of sharp pumice as she fumbled and scrambled over the rocks. Prisms couldn’t get much lift, but her wings went a long way in carrying her weight forward as she gave chase. Their eggs were prized, hard cloisonné shells of rainbow stained-glass hexagons. They glistened and sparkled better than diamonds and were worth so much more to the right Stalker. The one I held in my arms was worth a fortune. Much like the two I’d left behind.

I dodged right, rewarded for my poor choice when the dragon’s front foot clawed at the air next to my head. I ducked but her talons caught on my hair, yanking me down. Rolling on my knee, I whimpered when the lava cut through my pants and skin. The rock was sharper than broken glass threads, and if I survived the female lizard, I was going to spend a bit of time picking out Pele’s hair from my leg.

Her breath ruffled over my head, gusting my black hair over my face. The strands blocked my vision for a moment, and I tossed my head to clear the goggles’ sights. A drip of something rolled over the eyepiece, and after a second, I realized it was probably blood. Sweat wasn’t opaque and didn’t smell like copper.

Hooks dug into the shoulder of my leather jacket, lengthening down into my skin, and I was jerked back, falling on my ass. The lava did its job of chewing through the seat of my pants, but the jeans held up when I rolled, landing hard on my elbow. The egg jostled in the cradle I’d made of my arms, but I was now belly up and not moving, a sure-fire invitation to be gobbled up.

A rock crest made a good blind, and I abused my already bloody knee to dive toward it. The thermal Henley I was willing to sacrifice for this run snagged on the ropy stone and held me tight like a lover for a split second. Rolling around the spire, I checked the distance to the Nova with a quick peek and suddenly wished I hadn’t.

I got a face full of prismatic lizard.

Choking on its breath, I backpedaled and hit the rock hard. Angry and blood pumped up from the chase, she screamed, her high-pitched keen bleeding into my ear. Something trilled in her tone, arcing higher, and I doubled over the egg, trying to protect it. Her scream ruffled my hair, blowing it down into my face. Opening my eyes was a bad idea, probably the worst one I’d ever had. It was just in time to see the dragon’s head swing over and clamp down on my face.

Her fangs sang when they hit, the air whistling around the hollowed-out points of her venomous teeth. They hooked over the goggles’ straps, catching on the curved metal pieces and ribbing. Hissing, she pulled back, lifting me up as she went over. Her tongue swiped at the lenses, coating them in dripping ropes of spit. I swung from her mouth, dangling by my head, and her gullet convulsed as she tried to work me free. My feet left the ground, and I yelled, holding on to the egg for dear life.

I screamed. Loudly. Anyone would, especially when staring into what looked like a long, moist, ribbed tunnel of pink meat and viscous spit. Her stomach was at the end of the moving tube, a boiling hammock of muscle and acid strong enough to strip the meat from my bones. Of course I screamed.

Gods-damned chin strap. Fricking damned chin strap. I couldn’t risk dropping the egg—not with the cash it would get me—but my arms were full of shell, and I’d need a hand loose to get the strap undone. If I could get it undone.

Pain rocketed down my spine as she whipped her head around to dislodge me. If I were human, I’d be dead. Elfin bodies are tougher, more malleable, but even my spell-brewed joints and spine were stretched to their limits when the dragon fought to shake me loose. The whine of my goggles’ electro-mechanics trying to stabilize reached a high pitch, scorching my eardrums.

My head throbbed and stung where her fangs rested against my temple. I tried going boneless, forcing my body to relax, but it was no use. The lizard had me caught in her teeth like a fleck of spinach, and no amount of tongue sucking was going to get me off.

Twisting, I tried to get loose, but she held me fast, her jaws stretched too wide and jammed open by the heavy goggles. Whirling, she turned, and the world spun. I felt the ground beneath my boots, a momentary kiss of lava under my soles when she dropped her head then turned quickly to the right, pulling me along with her. It would have been better if I’d been snagged facing straight at her. Canted off-center, I couldn’t quite kick at her chest or throat. The only good thing about hanging a little sideways was I’d be able to see the rock I was going to die on once she got me loose.

The world spun again, thready rainbows bleeding across the lenses when the goggles caught on the twirling night sky. I couldn’t take the shift in perspective, and my eyes struggled to find something to focus on. My equilibrium shot, I felt my stomach rumble and then a sour creep over my tongue. Before I could stop it, my belly emptied, and as the prismatic tossed me about, I hurled, and she caught most of it in her mouth, filling her gullet with bile.

Not my proudest moment, but I was going to take what I could get.

Surprisingly, the dragon didn’t seem to be too fond of my contribution to the bodily fluids we were exchanging, and she reeled back, snapping her head up. The prismatic choked, gagging and twitching, her throat and tongue working to clear the taste of my swill. She flicked her head, and I was tossed about, still caught on her long fangs by the oh-so-sturdy goggles strapped to my head. My shoulders ached, and in a few seconds, I’d either be dead from my spine being snapped or she’d crush my body against the rocks. I was about to drop the egg so I could try to work the snaps loose when the world turned starry white.

I didn’t see the other dragon, but I heard its enraged cries and then felt the heat of its raging fire. A rush of air from its passing body blew my hair into my face, whipping the ends into my skin. The prismatic tried to scream back a challenge, but having an elfin hooked over her lower teeth by a thick leather strap tended to muzzle any rage. Instead, a gurgling rush of noises bubbled out, and she turned to face her attacker, landing on her feet and lifting me up high enough off the ground I could see a peek of the ocean glittering in the silvery moonlight, barely visible beyond the surrounding hillocks.

The other dragon was huge, and from the little I could make out, a crimson deep enough to make me think of an ainmhi dubh’s glowing eyes. Evil lived in that red, in both the ainmhi dubh and the serpentine worm. I’d struggled to fight off an irrational fear of bright crimson against black, but in the lava fields, where death was served up daily with a side of bitter and no regrets, that glittering bright red meant certain death. The ainmhi dubh, the black dogs of the unsidhe, and the enormous crimson dragons of Pendle’s storm-laden skies were predators of the highest order, often killing purely for the sheer glee of it.

I had no expectation this particular flying red lizard was only dropping by to borrow a cup of sugar and maybe a nip of tea.

Crimson filled my vision, the metallic glint of scales penetrated even my overworked goggle lenses, and the leathery, rotten stench of dragon swaddled my senses. I could taste the thing on my tongue, the popped-tick scent of old blood, decaying flesh caught in its teeth, and the sick yellow-green aroma of its bilious breath.

The lava field was draped in the crimson’s massive shadow, its bulky form blocking out much of the moon and the stars. More screams and shapes flying outside of my peripheral vision, then a sudden jolt when the prismatic buckled under a slashing rain of crimson claws.

As much as I didn’t like dangling from the prismatic’s teeth like a tree-hugging daisy-humper’s beard bead, I sure as shit didn’t want the crimson to kill her. Mostly because where the ribbon-winged dragon went, I did too. And if the crimson took it into its tiny brain to bite her head off, I’d pretty much be a pat of herbed butter on a slab of dragon steak.

The prismatic’s head popped, crackling with the heat of the hit. Another shot splattered nitrate and potassium over her snout and burst into bright flames. Overloaded, the goggles whined, and my vision went dim, shadowy swirls blurring away as the electrodes in the lenses began to shut down, leaving me staring through a cloudy milk membrane.

Her jaw fell clear from her head, the mandible cracking away from its torn socket, and the air above my head caught on fire as an undulating shadow made another pass over us. Another flare of sparks and the prismatic splintered apart, savaged by the larger dragon attacking her. My feet skimmed an outcropping and the leather on my boots’ toes scraped nearly down to my socks.

Then I fell. Hard.

On the plus side, I was now free of the prismatic lizard’s fierce bite. On the down side, I now had nothing holding me up in the air, and I was sent tumbling down to the treacherous lava field a few feet below.

I let go of the egg. Not like I had a choice. Gravity always wins, and I needed my arms to flail about and panic.

Much like the age-old question on what would fall to the ground faster—a pound of feathers or a pound of stone—the egg and I were pretty evenly matched as far as falling went. It had a head start, being under me when I let go, but I was heavier, so catching up wasn’t a problem.

Not that I’d wanted to catch up with the egg. No, my main focus was tucking myself up into a ball and praying I wouldn’t be sliced to ribbons by the ropy lava. Fate, however, had other plans.

The egg bounced. Odd thing for an egg to do, but bounce it did. Even through the filmy sheer panes of the goggles and my obscured view from under my arms, I watched the egg bounce off of the stony field and arc up, then slam right into me.

While the egg was impervious to glass-sharp rocks, apparently a falling elfin body was its weakness, because the moment its curved shell hit my shoulder, it broke, enveloping me in its rancid, curdled yolk and stringy, rotten white. It was a cushion of sorts. The yolk was nearly as long as I was. I didn’t have time to measure, but it definitely coated me up one side and wrapped around my curled-in body.

“Fuck m—” The ground came up on me quickly, and I yelped when I hit, snagging my tongue between my front teeth. “Ouch. Shit.”

It hurt. Hells, did it hurt, and there were stretches of my skin burning up beneath the remains of my shredded jeans. I tumbled, unable to stop myself from rolling, and much like the egg, I bounced about a bit. Covered in the egg’s sulfurous remains, I couldn’t see anything, and my lungs didn’t seem to work. It took a second to register the impact, my bones rattling about under my skin and in my meat, but screaming didn’t seem to be happening.

Mostly because I had no wind, and my mouth and nose were clogged with thick, gelatinous egg.

I might have passed out. Or maybe my senses were too overwhelmed with my impromptu flight, because as I tried to blink away the rancid eggy mess clotting my lashes, Cari appeared above me. Since I was lying down, it was hard to be startled, but I gave it my best effort, pretty much reduced to a jiggling of my muscles and a creaking groan from my parched lips.

“Dios, are you dead, Kai?” Her hands were warm, probably fired up with the thin healer talent she had in her blood. They felt good. More than good. “Lie still. I need to—”

“Dragon….” I ground out. “Red.”

“It’s gone.” 

Oddly enough, I could see her clearly, because her face flushed green. A multigenerational Stalker from a Mexican-German-Irish family, Cari pretty much had seen it all. Or so I’d thought. She lurched, gulping in air. 

“Oh God, you smell so bad. I think you drove the dragon away. You stink that much.”

Sitting up was an exercise in counting stars and pain. I managed to stay up for about three seconds before I toppled back. Thankfully, Cari caught me. Reluctantly from the gagging noises she made in her throat, but still, she caught me.

“Ouch,” I gasped. “Okay, hurting. Definitely hurting.”

My head felt in one piece, but my body was on fire. My limbs took most of the beating, but thankfully the fall wasn’t as bad as it could have been. The prismatic’s head was low to the ground when it came off her body, saving me from ending up a grated mess of flesh on the lava.

“Man, you flew, though.” Cari rubbed her hands together. “Okay, pretty boy. Let’s see how much juice I’ve got in me, because if I know you, once I get you up onto your feet, you’re going to go back after one of those eggs.”




CHAPTER TWO

 

 

COFFEE IS a gift from the gods. It doesn’t matter which god. Just any god. Every single last one of them must have sat down and said Yes, this is the mana of life. Or at least that’s what I felt like a few hours after Cari dropped me and the egg off at the converted warehouse I called home.

My body was one long road rash from the lava, and my sidhe blood was kicking in, stretching my ravaged skin back together. There’d been a hard knot in my stomach when I had to peel my clothes off after I stumbled home, hoping none of the torn edges were caught beneath my scabbed-over wounds. I’d had that happen before, and nothing made my teeth hurt more than peeling myself open. I’d washed off as much of the pumice and egg snot as I could with the water Cari had in the Nova’s trunk, but we hadn’t come close to getting it all off, and I’d been pretty sure I’d also be picking out small shards of glassy black rock as well as denim once I got home.

Lucky for me, I hadn’t disappointed myself.

The agony of reopening my wounds was taken care of with a few shots of rotgut whiskey and a few sharp yanks to pull the embedded fabric out from under my skin. Healing faster than a human is only fun and games when I’m in the middle of a fight. Other than that, it’s a pain in the ass if I let my wounds seal up before I get my clothes off.

I’d nearly drained the bottle by the time I worked the remains of my jeans free.

There’d been a long hot shower where I stood in a puddle of blood-pinked water. Then I fell over onto my bed. I must have still reeked, because Newt, the mangled cat I’d pulled off of a dead giant salamander and taken home, decided he wasn’t going to come near me. He took one whiff of me and got that gnarly scowl face he usually only made when the cat food had tilapia in it. For a hardscrabble thug of a feline, Newt still had standards, and they sure as hell didn’t stretch to his elfin roommate smelling like overcooked sulfur.

Since I couldn’t shake the reek out of my nose, I took another long shower when I woke up, using up every ounce of vinegar and lemon juice I had in the pantry. From the look on the cat’s face when I stepped out of the bathroom, I gathered I’d only succeeded in now smelling like pickled eggs.

“Screw you, flea ball,” I muttered while making coffee. He risked contamination long enough to hook his needle claws into my ankle to demand breakfast. I left the snarky bastard to chew on a chunk of packed tuna and headed to the roof with a cup of hot black coffee.

The best thing about living in my old warehouse was the view. Well, that and the lack of neighbors. Other than the one owned by Dalia, who lived next door and spent her hours away from Medical trying to mother me, most of the others were still used for storage and the occasional art gallery. Perched on one of the low mesas at the lip of San Diego’s downtown, I had a great view of both the city and the Pacific from my rooftop.

San Diego extended out along the coast, glittering under the rising sun. When the Underhill shoved its way into Earth—or maybe even the other way around, no one’s really sure—the world violently changed. Forests emerged where cities or prairies once stood, and entire oceans emptied only to form elsewhere, reworking familiar shapes into a patchwork of jumbled terrain. Some areas, like Orange County, disappeared entirely, replaced by the sprawling forests and floating towers of Elfhaime, while others were expanded, fanning out in ripples of torn land. Pendle was a prime example of that. It’d gone from a ten-mile stretch on the old maps to nearly one hundred miles, a craggy landscape of broken roads, lava, and dragons.

Most of the big human and elfin cities fell, their skyscrapers shattered and tumbled when the elfin world merged with ours—or rather, the humans’. It was hard to remember I wasn’t human. But San Diego was my city. My home. My world. My people. I was going to live, eat, fuck, and die here. And I was good with that.

Instead of folding back into the ground, San Diego grew, building on top of its fractured bones until it stood firm on the Pacific shore. The old city’s corpse existed somewhere deep below the under level, with its scrabble of squatters, low-rent flops, and dog-eat-dog living. San Diego’s upper level was sleek and shining, but its bowels held the foulest of existences, a blue shadow to the yellow-bright of the city above. Grime and filth found its way into everything, and the constant chatter of the city’s rich could barely be heard over the rumble-mutter of the lower classes below. I lived where the two levels merged at the edge of the shoreline, having converted an old warehouse into someplace to call home, its location accessible to both levels but really not a part of either.

I couldn’t be a part of anything. I was elfin. And not even a real one.

The world I lived in alongside smooth-eared and blunt-teethed people was human all the way through, and I’d fit into the cracks and crevices as best I could. There was no escaping my race… my species, really. As much as I tried to, I couldn’t outrun my elfin features or the aging of the people around me while I remained firmly in what will be centuries of youth. Dempsey, the man who’d taught me to be a Stalker, was getting old, wearing out in front of my eyes, and there was nothing I could do to stop it.

“Things change, you cat-bastard,” he often growled at me. “I’m going to die before you ever get a damned hair on that pointed chin of yours. Best get used to it.”

I didn’t have the heart to tell him I’d never get hair on my chin. For all the humans liked to equate elfin with cats, we just didn’t get facial hair. Although from how Dempsey told it, I bit like a wild cat he’d found under his engine for the first few months of my freedom.

I still bite. Sometimes that’s the best way to win a fight. I wasn’t ashamed of that either. You get into a fight to win, not earn courtesy points in an etiquette book.

After years of roaming about, I called San Diego home, and I was thankful to get back to its multileveled mess. It was a complicated life at times, one made more difficult because I was elfin living among humans who had no reason to love anyone with pointed ears. After the Merge, the Wars came when the two species fought to establish dominance. Humans with their tech were no match for the elfin with magic and an uncanny knack for strategy. In the end, no one won, and now we were all living cheek-to-ass with one another, pretending the guy at the other side of the dinner table wasn’t someone we’d tried to kill a few years ago.

I just ignored the elfin. Pretended they didn’t exist. Pretended I wasn’t one of them. Acted like I hadn’t been cooked up in a crucible by an evil Wild Hunt Master with a fondness for pain and blood. I’d been doing fine with it all until Ryder decided he wanted to establish a damned Dawn Court smack dab in the middle of the city I called home.

“Damned sidhe lord.” The coffee brewed strong, and I’d added enough sugar to it to cut its bitter edge. It was late enough for the sky to have grabbed at the blues in its palette, smearing its face with a rich robins-egg blue. Lacy clouds played at the city’s back, draped over the soft rise of mountains in the east. “Thinks he owns me, he does.”

I didn’t want to think about Ryder. I hadn’t talked to the self-proclaimed San Diego sidhe lord about shit in a hell of a long time, and I hadn’t planned on starting, but I knew it was only a matter of time before he reared his golden head up. The leash he’d put on me was a long one, but SoCalGov made sure it was tied on tight. Give the Dawn Court what he asked for and I’d get to keep my Stalker license. If that didn’t make me a whore, I didn’t know what did.

“Less I see of His Lordship, the better.” I toasted the rising sun. I didn’t sound convincing. Even to myself.

We’d parted on sticky terms. There were complications between us, dips in the road we couldn’t seem to navigate. I thought he felt betrayed because I hadn’t confessed to being an abomination, even if he said he wasn’t, and I was still more than a little pissed off that he’d finagled me onto the end of a tightly held rope. Getting me permanently assigned to his court by SoCalGov’s administration was a shitty thing to do, even if it was only a way for him to keep tabs on me.

We’d survived a Pendle run and the birth of our nieces—an odd, complicated tangle neither one of us planned for. I’d made friends with his cousin, Alexa, who’d become Cari’s apprentice. She’d have been on the job with us the night before, if not for the fact a sidhe warrior was not exactly the person to be on a run to steal a dragon egg from its nest. The sidhe were particular about dragons, believing the damned things were sacred. Ryder was never going to forgive me for killing one during a Pendle run, but it was either us or the dragon. Ryder, Clan Sebac, Third in the House of Devon, High Lord of the Southern Rise Court, thought it should be the dragon.

Since, at the time, I was driving and apparently more interested in living than he was, I chose us.

There are times I regret that decision. Not so much for me but for him, because Ryder is a pain in my ass. He kept after me to join his Court, even though I’m a chimera, an unholy, arcane soup of sidhe and unsidhe. Since I was already bound to him by SoCalGov’s threat to suspend my Stalker license if I didn’t ask how high when Ryder orders me to jump, I not so politely told him to fuck off and get out of my life.

I just hadn’t expected him to actually do exactly that—get out of my life.

“I should leave you there, Ryder,” I said to the sky, as if it would somehow carry my words to His Lordship’s ears, “in that forest of yours with the pandas and the towers. Damn you for not staying where I’d put you.”

The coffee went bitter in my mouth. I was turning maudlin, probably a result of bathing in a rancid dragon egg. Off in the distance, San Diego was waking up, its lower levels kicking in for the morning rush hour. The upper level still slumbered, its streets lean of traffic, but there seemed to be movement on the sidewalks, herds of dog walkers and joggers spending their morning hours chasing their own tails. Below, tik-tiks were diving and swooping, tiny blue metal birds clipped to overhead rails while picking up fares, then sweeping off into the shadowy streets built under San Diego’s towering skyscrapers. Medical’s white towers bristled at the levels’ meeting, a dash of mercury running silver on the city’s lips where it kissed the broad shoreline.

Leaning over the short wall running around the top of the warehouse, I sipped my coffee and stared at the city. The museum wouldn’t be open for a few hours yet, and I still needed to clean the dirt and pumice off of the egg’s exterior. There would be enough time for another cup of hot brew. Then I’d be elbow deep in soapsuds and filth.

“I’ll be needing yet another bath after that job,” I muttered at San Diego’s belly. My coffee was gone, and I was debating smoking a kretek before I started the laborious egg cleaning ahead of me when I spotted movement in my driveway.

More importantly, there was a very familiar old Chevy truck in said driveway and a way-too-familiar old human sitting behind its steering wheel.

“Dempsey,” I whispered under my breath. 

He looked up as if he’d heard me say his name, an impossibility since I was several floors above him and his window was up, but his rheumy eyes met mine, and a sardonic grimace curled his sun-leathered face.

The last time he’d been at the warehouse was right after I bought the place. I’d been there for years, and never once had he darkened my doorway. To find him sitting in my driveway on a crisp, crystalline morning was shocking.

But not nearly as shocking as the drawn grayness of his skin as he studied me from his truck’s cab. I held up my coffee cup and lifted my eyebrows, silently questioning him if he wanted one. A curt nod brought me up from my lean on the wall, but the truck’s door creaking open drove me downstairs.

There was only one reason Dempsey would be at my doorstep. Something bad had happened… and whatever it was, I sure as hell wasn’t going to like it.

 

 

DEMPSEY WAS silent while I got us some breakfast, and he slowly picked at the scrambled eggs and bacon burritos I’d tossed together. He’d always been one to eat, no matter if he’d just had a meal. Food was something to be consumed whenever it showed up in front of you, he used to say. Eat, because you never knew when food was going to be around again. I’d taken that lesson to heart, especially after the uncountable years where my only sustenance had been my own raw flesh being fed to me piece by piece.

Him not eating got me worried.

My worry turned to a cold gnaw of ice in my stomach when he eased himself into a folding metal chair next to me as I scrubbed the living shit out of the egg and Dempsey sighed.

“Listen close, son.”

Dempsey never called me son.

I was never his kid. Hell, I’d never been a kid. Sure, I’d been a bit smaller and shorter when he’d won me in that poker game, but I’d never ever been a child. My sick and twisted father’s magic took care of that shortly after I was born. I’d come to him a malfunctioning idiot, and he’d made me into a man.

But I’d never been his son.

“Doctors found some black spots in my guts, son.” His thick sausage fingers scrubbed over the tired in his grizzled, soulful face. “They said it’s going to kill me. Maybe not tomorrow. But soon. Real fucking soon.”

I’d taken knives to my stomach that hurt less than what Dempsey was telling me. I wasn’t sure what scared me more: him calling me son or the news of those dark blotches in his gut.

The water hose dropped from my hand, and I steadied myself on the egg, its curved bottom fitted into the ring of a bucket cabriolet I’d rigged to hold it while I washed it down. My knees gave, and I fumbled back for the other chair I’d brought out, my ass finding its hard edge with a heavy thump.

The warehouse’s single remaining bay-turned-garage echoed with my panicked, hissing breaths. Dempsey sat quiet and still while I fought to take control of my thoughts, swallowed up by the sudden reality of my whatever-the-fuck-he-was dying on me before I was ready for it.

It was funny how someone’s world changes in a second. Silly, stupid things turn life inside out, but everything else continues on as if nothing happened. Behind me, my Pendle-run-battered Mustang continued to sit on blocks, its partially restored body waiting for me to attach the new quarter panels I’d gotten in the day before. A bird sang out a trilling shriek from the jacaranda tree planted in the green space between my place and Dalia’s front door.

Water continued to bathe the slightly sloping driveway at my feet, curling around the tires of Dempsey’s truck, not quite reaching its battered rims, coated in a thin layer of milky brown dust he’d brought with him from Lakeside. The city continued to buzz, cars zipping along its streets, and the nearby ironworks churned and clanged its way through another bright, sunny San Diego morning.

But my own world had gone suddenly and irrevocably dark.

Dempsey seemed to grow smaller as he spoke, grumbling about Medical and the long lines of uncaring faces he’d been trotted past. It was more about complaining than actually telling me what was wrong, but I couldn’t wrap my mind around the why and what I needed to shout at him. Those words remained lodged in the back of my throat, trapped in an amber drop of fear and unknown I couldn’t shake loose. I only found my tongue when he pulled out one of his ratty hand-rolled stogies, bit off its end, then pressed a lit lucifer to its rough tip while he sucked it to a deep red glow.

Staring at the first puff of smoke curling up from his lumpy cigar, an unreasonable rage crept over my brain, and I did something I never in my right mind would have done before that moment.

“Don’t fucking put that in your mouth, asshole.” I slapped the cigar out of his hand, sending it flying into the growing pool of water forming under the egg. “Don’t you gods-be-damned….”

The insanity of what I’d just done took a little bit to creep into my consciousness, but I didn’t care. I didn’t give a shit if he beat me into the ground. I was angry. So damned angry at what he’d done to himself. What he was doing to me.

He remained so still in his chair, I began to wonder if he’d somehow died in the space between my smacking the lit skunkweed out of his hand and my brain freaking out. I don’t know what I expected. Probably his fist in my face or maybe in my stomach. Either way I was going to get my face rearranged, and I steeled myself for the first blow.

Instead, Dempsey began to laugh.

He was a big man, taller and broader than me by a long shot, and over the years, the lean tautness of his belly eased out, giving him a paunch he religiously kept up by regular applications of alcohol and fatty foods. I couldn’t remember a time when silver didn’t fleck the scruff on his face and neck, and he’d always smelled of tobacco with the faint hint of sour sweat. Dempsey raised me as he’d been raised—hard, swift, and with a slap or two to keep me in line.

Most people would say he was a sorry excuse for a father figure. They didn’t know what they were talking about.

I had—have—a father. He’d torn me apart from the inside out, shoving iron bars under my skin knowing the metal was toxic to our kind, and gleefully used his magic to peel the flesh from my bones to feed his Wild Hunt. I’d been passed around as a party favor for his friends and served as a chopping block for his enemies. I’d been bled to white, broken to the marrow, and starved before I could even speak.

Dempsey was a Pele-blessed angel compared to Tanic cuid Anbhas, and I thanked Life every day for the hand he’d been dealt to win me. I knew how to survive. Hell, I knew how to live. A Stalker’s existence was short and brutal, and Dempsey’d been one of the best. He’d made me one of the best.

His son humbled me. His laughter made me smile.

“You came to tell me you’re… dying, old man?” I asked when he stopped to take a breath.

“No, kid.” He stared me straight in the eye, sucking at his front teeth. “I came to ask you for money. You see, those damned doctors? They have a plan. But it’s an expensive one, and the way I figure it, you owe me.”




CHAPTER THREE

 

 

“WHAT THE hell do you mean you can’t take it?” I couldn’t believe my ears—my goddamned pointed ears—so I took a step forward in case I’d somehow missed what the squirrel-faced museum director squeaked out of his thin lips. Stabbing his chest with my finger, I pushed him back a step. “You’re taking the gods-be-damned egg.”

It was early in the morning. Way too early for any nonsense from a scrawny human dressed in a rumpled suit. The exhibit director was slender, frail in a way reminiscent of praying mantis males when they danced in front of a hungry female, and his pale gray eyes slid around behind his oversized round glasses.

Mostly, he squirmed and refused to look me in the face while he told me I’d risked life and limb to fulfill his damned contract and he no longer wanted the fricking egg.

I really regretted leaving my shotgun outside in the truck. Hell, I regretted not leaving me in the truck. I had a Glock on me, strapped into a shoulder holster mostly so I felt comfortable, but they didn’t make as nice of a boom as a shotgun did when blowing someone’s head clean off their neck. And I badly wanted to blow this guy’s head so far off his body it would leave a smear on the museum’s shiny marble floors.

I still stunk of egg, despite the many showers I’d given myself at home, and the whiff of sulfur followed me through the parking structure near the museum’s back entrance. The guard who’d let me into the building did jack to help me wrest the egg inside, even grumbling about sidhe bitches when I toddled by. Since the job came with a tight deadline, I wanted to slide in with the best damned egg I could get my hands on before some other asshole waltzed through the door first.

Little did I know the asshole would turn out to be the guy who’d contracted the job to begin with.

“Explain to me, dickhead. How do you cancel a contract you’ve registered with the Post? One I agreed to.” My finger made another stab, and he shuffled back a step. “You owe me. And big.”

Morrìgan, I sounded just like the man who’d raised me.

The asshole under my finger didn’t care that I’d nearly bought it in a dragon battle just a few hours ago or that Dempsey’d shown up on my doorstop with a colon full of shadows and death. The director shuffled back as if I were diseased, and his eyes flicked about, probably looking for a fat security guard to come save him. There were none in sight. He was stuck with me, pinned to the ground by his own fear and my rage.

“The money,” I growled. “Now.”

Burbling nonsensically, he crept back another step. I followed, dropping my hand but remaining close enough to keep him on edge and uncomfortable.

There really wasn’t a whole lot I could do to make him cough up the cash he owed me. Even with the SoCalGov contract in place, the museum could default, and besides lodging a complaint, I was pretty much twisting in the wind. Even if the place got banned from further contracts by the Post and all other SoCalGov agencies, freelancers would snatch up the chance to secure anything the museum asked for. We all lived and died by the wants of the rich. My getting the director and his damned museum stricken from the rolls would only drive them to another market.

And I did my best damned work for that fricking museum. I’d brought in their largest dragon skeleton, scavenged from a death match one Asian red had with a particularly vicious rival. Hell, I’d even gotten them a nightmare’s skull, a bitch and a half to scrounge—I glanced up, finally noticing the gaping empty space above me.

“What the hell?” I choked out. “Where…?”

San Diego’s Natural History Museum was world famous for its collections. Having retained much of its pre-Merge displays, the museum was located in the heart of upper-level downtown, housed in an enormous metal and concrete architectural vomit of a building most people liked to call the Ink Blot. With their move from the now sidhe-owned Balboa Park area, the museum gained space and foot traffic, catering to locals and tourists alike.

And if there was one thing San Diego was known for, it was its dragons. So San Diego’s natural history museum went full throttle on anything draconian.

Pendle was as much a part of San Diego as its lower level warrens and the roaming pandas near the old 163 highway. The former military installation was now home to countless scores of dragon types, and the museum made a lot of its money from displays of entire dragon skeletons, scales, wings, and sometimes if they were lucky, a perfectly formed but inert egg.

I’d brought in its largest dragon skeleton, and it’d hung along the long hall’s ceiling, suspended on nearly invisible wires, caught in midswoop in all its glorious fifty feet of ivory bone and fang.

A dragon that was now missing.

In fact, most of their dragon-related exhibit was stripped clean, leaving only the plaster constructs done by local artists. There were a few artifacts, some castings, and a silly footprint display of different draconian types so visitors could compare their shoe size with something that would slurp them up like an udon noodle if they actually met face-to-face.

Sure, there were other dragons—plush, grinning things set along a shop’s glass walls to coax parents into coughing up a week’s wages to keep a smile on Junior’s face. The coffee kiosks on either side of the hall were squat round interpretations of ground slithers, boasting neon spines along their roofs and sides bright enough to blind anyone who stared at them too long. There were other dribbles and drabs, illusions of the massive and teeny beasts who lived and died in the wastelands above Carlsbad, but not a single damned piece of an actual dragon.

Delicate, fragile wings made of fabric and boning framed the ceiling nearly four stories above us. The museum’s exhibits wrapped around the space, tiers of floors branching off lifts and stairs, leaving the massive hall in the middle practically empty. My dragon—the museum’s massive red—once dominated the space, its serpentine spine set into waves high enough for a child to have walked under it when it’d been on the floor. The bone fixers canted the lizard’s wings back, curving its body into an attack stance, as if it were sweeping down to snatch its prey from Pendle’s rough black hills.

Since I’d found the dead dragon in a rotting, mangled heap, I’d secretly approved of its after-death ferocity.

I’d taken great fucking pride in that dragon.

“Let’s forget about the egg for a second. Where’s the red?” I asked, pointing upward.

“The red?” He blanched, literally lost all trace of color in his face, and scurried a step to the side, hovering near a large unsidhe ceremonial urn used to capture the blood of their kills. The museum’d marked it as a decorative example of early unsidhe worship. It was pretty much a giant punch bowl used for holiday parties, but I hadn’t wanted to burst their bubble at the time.

Now was a different story. It wasn’t just a bubble I wanted to burst.

“Yeah, the red I brought in when this piece of shit kiddie show first was scrambling for something to hang its hat on. That red. Where is it?”

“That’s what I was trying to tell you, Mr. Gracen,” he sputtered, wetting my face. “With the arrival of the Dawn Court, display dragon artifacts are offensive—”

I didn’t need to hear any more. Everything unfolded for me in my mind, and the demise of my contract and the skeletal glory of my red came down to one damned pointy-eared piece of shit who hounded my shadows.

To the humans, dragons were a source of wonder and nightmares. To the sidhe, the reptilian predators were as sacred as beetles to the dead talkers. I didn’t know what the unsidhe thought about the overgrown legged snakes infesting our skies and coast, but from everything I’d seen, they were pretty much in line with the sidhe. All things scaly and frightening were treasured and precious, even as they crunched through your skull to suck out your eyeballs.

“Ryder,” I ground out while the squirrelly human doing the two-step in front of me. “You’re telling me the damned Lord of the Pandas and Light has come in here and persuaded you wankers to stop displaying dragon bits? Is that what you’re telling me?”

“The museum can’t… that is, there’s been a policy change—” The man squeaked when I grabbed the front of his shirt and yanked him up to the tips of his toes. “Mr. Gracen!”

“Let me make this short and sweet for you, bucky.” I peeled my lips back from my canines, snarling into his face as it shook a few centimeters away from mine. There was a little primal tickle in most humans. When faced with fangs, they quivered. Luckily, my sidhe blood came with fangs, and while I’d spent years practicing to speak and smile without showing them, there were times when I had to remind someone they were far lower on the food chain than they remembered. “You’re going to go reach into those deep pockets the museum has and pay me for that damned egg. I don’t care what back-asswards agreement you got into with Ryder, but a deal’s a deal. You go get me my money, or your carcass is going to be taking the place of that dragon you took down. Comprende?”

And with that, I got my money.

 

 

I FUCKING hurt.

Profanity was necessary with the kind of pain screaming up my side. No excuses for it, but it felt really damned good to be peeling a searing curse off the back of my teeth as the pain dug in. With the richness and fluidity of human languages, there was something gut-clenching satisfying about the base coarseness of Singlish.

And of course, the singular taste of the word fuck on my tongue.

It was cool in my warehouse. The windows were darkened to mute the drooping sun hanging near the horizon, its lingering crawl to douse itself forestalled by the long summer day. Newt periodically lounged on the love seat, his straggly tail curled up over his tiny head, eyes shut against life in general and the rushing shush of the ocean coming through the open sliding glass doors leading to the back deck.

On a normal day, if I wasn’t doing a run, I’d either be spending the afternoon peeling off skin from knuckles as I worked on restoring my Mustang, Oketsu, or if I were feeling worn out or broken, I’d laze on the couch and read one of the books I’d scored from the swap meet’s bargain bin.

Instead I was wasting my wholly fucked-up day under the tender care of one of the most sadistic men I knew. And I was practically naked for the experience.

My skin burned, embers sliding along in lines and blotches across my hip and thigh. The area was already tender, having survived my jeans being scraped out along with about a pound of tiny black rocks. If I’d been smart, I’d have waited a few days before I put myself under Jason’s not-so-tender care, but he was on a tight schedule, and I had an even tighter budget.

It pretty much came down to I had an Edelbrock carburetor he needed to get back up to Old San Fran, and he had a set of needles and some ink I needed shoved under my skin.

“Almost done, man,” Jason reassured me for the fifteenth time. I was used to his lies. It was almost like we were married… or close enough. He’d whisper a sweet promise in my ear, and I’d believe him only long enough for the pain to begin again. “I’ve got one small piece of shading to do. Almost done.”

His meaty hand gripped my knee as he went. I wasn’t sure if he thought I was going to twitch or kick him, but Jason worked in a silent grunting storm of fury and pain. He was a shave-pated gorilla of a man, a dirty-blond scraggle of chin fuzz held up by a curl of muscle and attitude, and as he bent over my legs and dug in another line, he muttered to himself, talking about shading and my pale skin.

“You were almost done an hour ago, dick,” I reminded him. Jason kept going.

He might have even laughed.

The snick-hiss-snick buzz of the tat machine initially drove Newt off as soon as Jason kicked it into gear, but he’d slunk back eventually. In the few hours since we’d begun finishing the dragon on my hip and leg, I’d seen Newt up close at least three times. A quick sniff at Jason’s heavy boot, then a couple of tentative nibbles on my toes. Since I was stretched out on the massage table Jason’d brought with him, I couldn’t nudge Newt away when I felt his teeth sink in on the meat of my little toe for the third time.

“I’m not dead yet, asshole.” I couldn’t move my foot. Not without dislodging Jason’s haphazard perch on my leg. It was one thing to shift to release a tight muscle. Quite another thing to wiggle like a worm to get the cat loose. “Get off of me, Newt.”

Jason didn’t botch the line as the cat and I dueled for possession of my toe. No, the rapid-fire needle head only jumped when someone began banging on the warehouse’s heavy wooden front door. I felt the burn of a lost line, then the jerking of the needles being lifted up before they did too much damage. The hot on my skin was followed by the sear of Jason’s temper letting his tongue have free use of every profanity he possibly knew, and the cat took off for parts unknown.

“Kai!” High court Sidhe accented and furious, the shout rattled the glass panes running along the second story landing. “Open this damned door! I need to talk to you!”

“Well, you’re done, and no damage on that scrape. You’re all good.” Jason’s swearing rant was doused in a flash of amusement, and he patted at the scorched patch of skin along my lower thigh. “Who’s that outside? Ex-boyfriend? Or future ex?”

“Neither. Never going to be a current or ex-boyfriend. Asshole’s nothing but trouble,” I grumbled, scrambling to sit up. “Where the hell are my jeans?”

“Found these.” Jason jerked his head up, holding a pair of sweats I’d tossed on the couch. “Crap, dude. I don’t think I locked the door behind me.”

What I didn’t need to hear was the snick of the doorknob being unlatched as I was searching for my pants, but I heard it anyway. Instinct is a funny thing. Years of living on the edge of monsters’ teeth and bloodthirsty mercenaries tends to make for a bit of paranoia and knee-jerk reactions. Before the door swung open, Jason had guns in hand, and Ryder stepped into the sun-drenched warehouse to stare down the barrels of two loaded Berettas.

Ryder might not have known the guns were primed to punch holes through his soft meat, but he’d known me long enough to suspect no one I knew ever pointed a weapon at anyone or anything without a full commitment to using it.

No one just walks into my place uninvited and unannounced. It was a good way to get dead, and fast.

Caught between the drawn guns, Ryder stopped dead in his tracks, his mouth parted in midshout. Clearing his throat, he slowly raised his hands, the sun licking at his golden hair, his too-damned-pretty face draped in a tangle of light and shadows.

“The door was open. So I came in,” he purred at me, heavy with promise and a hint of anger. “I came to talk to you. Not to die.”

There was a fire in his eyes, one not even the promise of death could douse. Ryder was a creature of passion and ideals. It was a pity we lived in a world where those two concepts would soon get him killed if he didn’t temper them with common sense.

Ryder rode his passions like the nightmares flowed over the prairies out past Borrego. His bright emerald eyes glittered with fragments of gold and silver, rimmed with black lashes at odds with his metallic gold hair streaked with wheat and goldenrod strands. Even from across the room I could smell his skin, elfin pheromones be damned. He carried vanilla and green tea hints with him, throwing off a sweet spiciness that set my blood to boil.

Taller than I was—not a great feat since I’d spent my formative years struggling to stay alive with what little nourishment I got—Ryder was still leaner, an elegant, sleek statue carved by a beauty-loving god and brought to life by a demon who hated my guts. He drove me mad. I wanted him like my body needed water to survive. Thankfully my brain held my urges in check, and I’d tucked my lust behind a thick door I hoped he’d never crack.

Because unlike my damned tattoo artist, I wasn’t just going to leave the door to my inner sanctum unlocked and unprotected.

“Well, this was nice. I’m going to head out, seeing as you’ve got company.” Jason sounded casual, as if he’d spent many a late afternoon pointing a gun at a sidhe lord. “Since the carb’s already in my car, mind if I just leave the table here until I come back in a few weeks? You know how to wrap that shit up, right?”

“You’re not leaving the machine, right?” I eyed the instrument of torture he’d used on my body. “Because you know, that would just give me ideas I shouldn’t have.”

“That I’ll take with me.” He lowered his guns, tucking one into his jeans’ waistband then shoving the other into the holster he’d left on the table. “Have fun with Elrond here.”

“You’re going to shoot your balls off doing that,” I cautioned. “Use a holster. There’s living dangerously and then there’s living stupid.”

“Like you’re one to talk. Let me break this stuff down and then I’ll get out of your hair. Wouldn’t want to cramp your style.” Jason glanced at Ryder, dismissing his presence with a soft snort. “You know, now that you’ve got a boyfriend.”

 

 

“YOU TOLD him we were lovers?” Ryder ghosted after me as I limped to the kitchen to grab more paper towels. He’d become my long golden shadow once Jason was out the door, standing to the side while I wrestled to close the massage table up, but he’d made no move to help.

“Please. I’m crazy, not stupid.” I sidestepped a crate Jason’d used to unpack his stuff on. “It was a joke. Dude thought he was being funny. People—human people—like to poke at each other because it’s funny.”

He chuckled. “In your case, it would be like poking at a wasp’s nest with a very short stick.”

My leg ached a bit, my skin dappled with new gritty ink and blood. The dragon Jason’d started a month ago was complete, a swirling weave of red, gold, and blues, a pretty stylized rendering of the dragon who’d torn Oketsu to shreds and then died in a blaze of fire and asphalt after I’d tricked it into going after the Mustang’s rear lights.

That dragon was a source of contention between me and Ryder. Now the bones of another lizard and a prismatic egg were added to the list. The way we were headed, the mountain between us was going to be made of dead lizard parts and would be too big for either of us to climb over.

Pity we were both just too damned stubborn to walk around it to settle our differences. It was a good theory to have but impossible in practice. I didn’t see either one of us bending our heads down on the subject, and judging by the scowl on Ryder’s face when I wiped antiseptic wash over my newly finished tattoo, that coming round the mountain was a long ways off.

I’d gotten a clean pass on the paper towel and debated putting on pants. Sure, my boxers weren’t exactly high fashion, but they covered what they needed to, and my T-shirt, while it’d seen better days, was going to be as formal as I got for His Lordship.

There were several dragons on my thighs, hips, and the small of my back, inked by different artists I knew. All of the lizards were ones I’d had a hand in killing, a marking of my body in exchange for the life I’d taken. His Lordship’d seen them before. I’d nearly been killed during our last Pendle run, and he’d taken me here—home—to get me patched up. He and Dalia played doctor with me and I got less dead, but Arioch only knew what they’d done to me while I was out.

Probably nothing, but I didn’t like to be unconscious and naked while other people poked at me. I’d spent too much of my childhood years in that exact same situation, and it wasn’t something I cared to relive.

“Are you going to answer me, Kai?” Ryder’s scowl deepened as he studied my legs, crossing his arms over his chest as he leaned against one of the steel columns supporting the upper landing.

“How about if we get to the real reason you’re here so you can go back home?” I found the meatpacking rectangles I was looking for on the coffee table, right where I’d left them. A few strips of paper tape and I’d covered the tattoo enough for me to put on pants without worrying about getting the fabric stuck in my healing skin. I’d already gone through enough of that only a few hours ago. “Let me guess. Someone called you to rat me out about shaking the museum guy down for money.”

“That was…. Yes, I heard about it. You shot a prismatic dragon egg in the middle of the museum’s main hall, Kai. Right where the wood lobby meets the hall’s marble tiles. The smell alone—” Ryder shuddered. “They are going to have to rip up everything to get the stench out. You destroyed the egg and still took the money. The director—”

“Of course I took the money. He paid for the egg. The contract was met,” I grumbled. “Asshole also said they were just going to throw it away. So I helped them along with that process. Easier to pick up pieces than carry the thing out whole. Why are you here, Ryder? To get the money back? To yell at my head for handing over a sacred pile of dragon balut to an asshole who bows and scrapes down to the first sidhe lord he meets? Screw that. I almost died getting that damned egg for him, and he was going to throw it out like it was nothing.”

Kind of like I was nothing, but I wasn’t going to toss that correlation into Ryder’s face.

“They were going to dispose of it with all due ceremony. It’s called diplomacy, Kai. The museum agreed to honor the court’s beliefs and withdraw some of the more offensive exhibits. Compromise. Something you know little about. You didn’t have to shoot the egg.” Ryder sighed as he sat down on the love seat Newt usually claimed as his own. “I asked the museum to remove all the dragon artifacts from its collection because they are offensive to the sidhe. To glorify a dragon’s death… its bones—”

“A lot of us make our living off of those bones, Your Lordship. Did you ever think about that? And don’t tell me you paid the museum for its troubles. No amount of money is going to make up for the loss of visitors to the museum, and when those people don’t come in, everyone who works there suffers. Stalkers? We’ll manage.” I continued to clean up the debris left over from my inking, stuffing a few paper towels into a bag. “There are lots of private collectors who pay big bucks for us to retrieve bones and eggs. We’ll manage, and there are rules, Ryder. No taking live animals and no killing a lizard to meet a contract.

“Every damned retrieval off the lava has to be dead or inert. No harm, no foul. Museums are a drop in the bucket for us, but that one damned dragon skeleton that was hanging up in that hall?” I gritted my teeth. That missing dragon made it personal, hitting me where it hurt the most, my pride. I’d sooner take a shot to the balls than to my pride. “Those bones meant people working around it could eat, pay their rent, and maybe even keep their kids in school.

“And sure as hell don’t talk to me about how precious and sacred dragons are.” I took a breath and continued, “Because you’re sitting there with leather shoes on, and there’s a whole bunch of people who think a damned cow is the pinnacle of life. So you can go take your self-righteous shit with you as you close the door behind your scrawny ass when you leave.”




CHAPTER FOUR

 

 

I WAS about to grab Ryder by the lapels of his expensive jacket and toss him out when the banging on the door began anew. Since the person I least wanted to see, after my megalomaniac father, was already in my living room taking up space and breathing my air, I went for my shotgun.

“Who the hell is—” I started and turned, but Ryder being the asshole he was, of course opened the door before I could get to the latch.

“It’s cold out there,” a beak-nosed old human grumbled at me through her chattering teeth. “Are you the Stalker? He doesn’t look like much, Lord Ryder. Are you sure he can do the job?”

Skinny to the point of scarecrow and topped with a wild mane of silver hair, she frantically rubbed her liver-spotted hands over her skinny arms and stamped her feet on the doormat. Wearing nothing but a pair of tweed trousers, a thin cotton button-up shirt, and loafers, she’d have frozen to death if we weren’t in San Diego.

She was also oblivious to the shotgun I practically shoved up her wide, flaring nostrils.

A couple of things wiggled past the shoot-him-first response in my brain. She’d come looking for Ryder. Literally spitting out Ryder’s name as soon as the door was open. And she’d been expecting a Stalker.

I don’t like people knowing where I live. The elfin-human wars were still going on in some people’s brains, and while I didn’t hide my existence, I also didn’t advertise where my front door was. Someone looking for a little bit of elfin fun wasn’t going to look in a row of old warehouses, but word got around. I’d pissed off more than a couple of other Stalkers over the years, so….

“Who the hell is this?” I didn’t lower the shotgun, and the old woman finally blinked her pale green eyes behind her wire-rimmed spectacles. “And why is she looking for a Stalker? Here? And not at the Post, where everyone else does their business?”

“This is Professor Violet Marshall. She is a professor of elfin studies at the university, specializing in locating ancient elfin sites lost during the Merge,” Ryder said, pushing the shotgun away from the woman’s face. “And she’s your next job.”

I let him drop the barrel down, and the professor rubbed at her nose. “Then she goes to the Post and contracts me through—”

“I’m the one paying you for this, Kai.” Ryder gave me a number big enough for my stomach to clench in. “Under the terms of your liaison contract with the Court and SoCalGov, I’m responsible for the costs of any expedition you do for us. I am sponsoring Professor Marshall’s contract, so no Post.”

We stared at each other for a long moment, or at least long enough for Marshall to get uncomfortable and clear her throat. The open door was letting all the warm air out, and while Newt never went outside, being the asshole he was, he’d slip out while I was busy arguing with Ryder just to make me hunt for him in the cold.

The money was also really, really good. More than enough to pay for Dempsey’s medical bills if I tossed the egg’s bounty into the pile. Still, it rankled to be on Ryder’s leash, and with every tiny tug, I could feel his hold on me tighten.

Paybacks are a bitch, especially when I’m the one doing the paying. But when it was all said and done, my tombstone wasn’t going to have He was a stupid son of a bitch engraved on it. Not if I could help it.

“Come on in.” I smiled at the professor, baring my canines. “Let me put some pants on and make us coffee.”

 

 

“THESE ARE very interesting.” Marshall reached for the knotted curls of iron rebar I kept on the coffee table. “Do you mind if I handle them? They look like outsider art—”

“Don’t touch those,” Ryder barked at the same time I nodded at the professor.

“Sure, go ahead,” I encouraged, putting down the mugs of coffee I’d brought in from the kitchen area. “Knock yourself out.”

The warehouse’s living space was mostly defined by a few couches, tables, and cat hair. I was still working on the 455 motor I had up on a rolling sling near the door to the garage and the carpeted, multileveled cat tree Newt lounged on. All in all, the place was as homey and normal as it was going to get. Most of the furniture I’d either found or had been given to me by friends who were clearing out their storage spaces, with the exception of the king-sized bed I’d bought new and placed on the upper landing, using the top of the garage as my sleeping space.

In the middle of it all were the mottled red iron knots on the long table between the couches that nearly everyone mistook for art. Up until a few weeks ago, only a few people—Dempsey, my pseudo-uncle Jonas, Sparky, and Dalia, my favorite neighbor and friend—knew the rebar, bolts, and nuts once made their home in my shoulder blades and back, scarring me with the dragon-wings sigil of my unsidhe father’s house.

Now I could count Ryder among those select few, and only because he’d seen my scars then figured it out.

I didn’t know if there was a word strong enough for how he felt about what was done to me and his loathing at the rebar sitting out for people to play with, but I’d given it my best shot once with disgustipated. From the look he’d given me, I’d say even that fell far short of the mark.

“It’s odd you would have iron in your home, Stalker Gracen,” Marshall murmured, turning the larger coiled mess over in her hands. “Aren’t the elfin allergic to iron? Or is it just the unsidhe? From your hair, I’d assume you were Dusk Court at the door, but your eyes are amethyst, clearly a sidhe color—”

“Kai is a… special case,” Ryder ground out. “I consider him one of my own Court. He, being Kai, naturally disagrees with this because he is contrary and willful, but you may think of him as sidhe.”

I sat back and grinned at his discomfort. He couldn’t break his vow of secrecy about my chimera origins, not after I’d gotten his sidhe-honor-bound promise. I was technically as much of a monster as any one of my father, Tanic’s, ainmhi dubh, the black dogs he created out of blood magic, pain, and rotting meat. Nothing more than blood magic, his unsidhe sperm, and a sidhe woman’s egg, I’d been the only one of his experiments to look elfin. I’d seen the corpses of his other attempts, floating in cloudy liquid-filled jars and lining the shelves of his workroom, but I was viable, malleable even, and Tanic wanted me back. Sadly, after my father’d aged my body then spent his time tearing me apart, he’d lost me when one of his guards got greedy and thought to sell me to my sidhe incubator’s family.

The unsidhe guard never reached my mother’s family, or maybe he had and they’d spat in his face. Either way, Tanic wasn’t the only one who’d lost me. The guard did too. In a poker game to a foulmouthed, cigar-smoking Stalker named Dempsey.

And knowing Dempsey, he’d probably cheated.

“Actually, I consider myself more human than elfin,” I interjected before Ryder made me a card-carrying member of the growing cult he was establishing in the sidhe-owned lands of Balboa Park. “I was raised by a human, another Stalker.”

“If one can call what Dempsey did raised,” Ryder grumbled. “Let us get to why I brought Professor Marshall here so you can go do… whatever it is you do in this… place.”

“He just doesn’t like me not being under his thumb and living with the rest of the sheep he thinks he owns,” I explained to Marshall. “Which is why he dragged you out here instead of his crystal palace covered in panda shit. Now, why are you guys here?”

I’d made the coffee strong, but it wasn’t as bitter as the look on the professor’s face when she put the twisted rebar back down on the table. Clearing her throat, she then took a few seconds to wring her hands and shift about on the couch cushions. I shot Ryder an exasperated look while Marshall took her time thinking up an explanation for nearly getting her head blown off at my front door.

“Anytime, lady,” I offered. “I’ve got the evening open until about midnight. Then I’m going to go crash. It’s been a long damned day.”

“Kai, show some respect,” Ryder hissed at me. “Professor, anything you say to Kai will be kept in confidence. He might look like a thug, but he’s a good man. Your secrets are safe with him. Just tell him what you told me.”

I tried to reassure her. “There’s nothing you can say that—”

“The elfin are dying, Stalker Gracen. At the rate of their population growth, they will not have enough of a genetic pool to draw upon to produce viable, healthy children,” Marshall said softly. “I—and most of my colleagues—are dedicated to preventing this from happening.”

“So your lot has moved on from saving whales and trees to the elfin?” I crooked an eyebrow at Ryder. “Can’t say most of the humans I’ve run into would agree with you there, Professor.”

“They don’t,” she replied. “But hating someone for the color of their skin or the pointedness of their ears only lessens our humanity, not reassures it. The elfin must survive. Thrive, even. We cannot lose their culture or their contributions to our combined societies. They have so much to teach us. And so much to learn from us.”

“What do you need me for?” I wanted the professor to get to the point so I could shower crusting ink off my leg. “Not like I’d be any good at going door-to-door and selling cookies for the cause.”

“I know where the ancient elfin once cast fertility spells. Someone I use to courier artifacts stumbled across it and documented its location. There is a powerful magic written there, a world-altering magic, and it is buried in the middle of a very dangerous, Merge-tangled zone.” Marshall lifted her chin, and a fierce zealotry burned in her intense gaze. “And we would like you to help us get it.”

 

 

SCREW THE coffee. I was moving on to whiskey.

Ryder was hot on my ass when I left the couch to go look for something hard to drink. What Marshall unloaded was insane, and the damned thorn in my side wanted to pay me to go look for what was going to turn out to be a crazy woman’s rainbow dodo.

The biggest problem with Ryder of the Clan Sebac, Third in the House of Devon and High Lord of the Southern Rise Court, San Diego, was his unwillingness to let me have some space to think. Well, that and he fired up every nerve in my body so I wanted to quench myself in him, but that was something I had a handle on. His shadowing me every time I needed to walk off wasn’t.

“Look, she’s crazy. You’ve wasted five minutes of my life talking to a crazy woman. Did you hear where she wants us to go? She’s old. She’s going to die of a heart attack at the first sign of trouble. Then what are we going to do?” I couldn’t find the bottle of Jack Daniel’s I’d opened a few weeks ago, and I had to stop and try to remember if we’d drank it all the night Jonas and I took down the nest of medusa salamanders with some of the Brent brothers. I reopened a cabinet I’d just checked, and there it was, acting like it hadn’t been hiding behind a fifth of gin. I took a step back and found Ryder in the space I needed. Elbowing him, I said, “Move.”

“Hear her out. It’s important.” 

He moved only enough to let me past, and even then I had to shove up against him to get by. Ryder grabbed at the bottle’s neck, tightening his hand over mine and refusing to let go when I tugged. 

“Please. Kai, I wouldn’t have brought her here if I didn’t think it was worth your time.”

The money was good, but what she was asking—where she wanted to go—was insane. There was no coming back from where she wanted to go, and Ryder was pretty much asking me to commit suicide over a maybe. Then he said the one thing that could get me to change my mind.

“I’ll pay you more,” he beseeched me in the roiling golden sidhe of his bloodline. “Anything you want. If it is within my power, I will give it to you. It’s important.”

Or at least that’s what I thought he said. I wasn’t fluent in the sidhe tongue. Mostly it and any unsidhe I heard triggered some part of my brain most people had connected to the stomach flu, but the hows and whys of it didn’t matter. It made my skin crawl, and I wanted to vomit everything I’d ever eaten in the past week just at the sound of it.

“Repeat that in Singlish.” I gulped down my belly’s tossings. “I want to make sure I know what you’re offering me.”

“Anything,” he repeated, sliding his hand down the neck of the bottle then wrapping his fingers around my wrist. “This is very important, Kai. More important than bringing the twins to San Diego, more important than anything I’ve ever dreamed of doing. We lost a lot of people—humans and elfin—in the Merge and the wars afterwards. Does that not matter to you?”

“Not really. Those people are long dead, Ryder. Killed in the crash between both worlds. There’s nothing left of them. Folded into dead space and gone.” I shook my head. “The Merge just happened, and the wars, those were just stupid, driven by fear and ego.”

“This jaunt isn’t simply a whim. I was chasing down a rumor I’ve heard about that area and then found out about the professor’s work.” He stepped closer, pressing the bottle between us. “When Professor Marshall approached me, her research only strengthened my belief there is something there.”

“But you don’t know what that is? That something. Other than it’s a spell of some kind.”

“I’m not entirely sure yet. What she has to show for proof isn’t definitive.” He shot me a rueful grin. “And I know you. Without evidence you believe nothing, but in this case, we won’t know for sure unless we actually go there. Can’t you trust me? Believe I wouldn’t ask you to do something unless there was a very good reason?”

“What’s your reason for going?” I asked, poking at Ryder’s words. “I don’t need you to retrieve a bunch of… whatever it is out there. I need a damned good reason to drag you and that old woman along for the ride.”

“Because I’m not going to ask anyone to do for me what I won’t do myself. I don’t know if it’s even viable. It could be nothing out there or everything. Kai, the world… this new world… we are all in changed the where of everything.” Ryder shook his head. “I have a rumor of an abandoned Court—one not meant to be in that place—but Marshall has evidence of fertility magic being practiced there. If those records still exist—”

“You’re bound and determined to get people knocked up, lordling.” I shook my head. “And throwing a lot of money away just to do it.”

“Whatever you need, I will supply,” Ryder promised. “You’re the only one I trust to do this. I’m betting my life and our people on this, Kai.”

There was only one thing I wanted—besides more money—and if I asked for it, I’d know how serious Ryder was about getting me to help Marshall on her snipe hunt.

“Tell the museum to hang the dragon back up,” I countered. “That, you pay me more and fund the trip. Then I’ll do it.”

“I can do that. It goes against everything in me, but for you, Kai, I will do this. Now will you go listen to what Professor Marshall has to say?” He didn’t even hesitate. There was no wavering or even a blink. Instead Ryder conceded with a slight nod and a straightening of his shoulders as if he were going into battle. “Please?”

His eyes were emerald facets strung with gold, normal bland coloration for a sidhe, common really among his people, but I’d not grown up in the Dawn Court. He was the first sidhe I’d been around for any length of time ever, and even after I’d met a few more, Ryder still did something to me inside.

I’d have given in to his slap-and-tickle flirting if I didn’t think he’d use it to own me. Ryder liked owning people. Or at least saying he was responsible for them. I didn’t want to be anyone’s responsibility but my own. Depending on someone else was a losing proposition, even if they meant every silver-tipped word dripping off their tongues. People couldn’t be depended on, not like a machine or a gun, but Ryder’s pleases always did me in because they made me want him to trust me—to depend on me—and that wasn’t good in anyone’s book.

“Okay, I’ll do it,” I heard myself agree. “But I’m drinking while I listen to her. That way I can at least say I was partially hammered when I threw my life away.”

 

 

“DO YOU know where Groom Lake is, Stalker Gracen?” The professor’d tossed back the shot I’d given her and held her glass out for another.

“Yeah, it’s above Old Vegas, at the far end of the Wastelands.” I poured her the shot. She was going to need it to tell her story if the bleached-out look on her face was anything to go by. “Might as well ask me to take you to one of the moons on a dragon’s back. And for what? Anything worth something was probably stripped out of there ages ago if the nightmares didn’t get everyone. And since you’re planning on getting me killed, you might as well call me Kai.”

“The nightmares are the least of my worries, Kai.” She lifted the glass to her lips, taking a delicate sip instead of slamming it back. “Remember, what I am after is information, not anything of value to looters.”

I’d already encountered more than my share of nightmares. A nightmare stallion was my first real kill. Dempsey’d been three sheets to the wind, relatively sober for him, and we’d been lost on the edge of the plains, on a dirt road he swore would take us back to camp. It hadn’t been much of a road to begin with. Little more than an old tank path the locals used to cart groceries in and out of the hills and, on cool autumn evenings, home to one of the largest nightmare herds I’d ever seen.

When the human world broke through the elfin Underhill—or the other way around, no one was really sure—the Merge ripped apart the land then knitted it back together into a patchwork of cities and landscapes. San Diego survived the cataclysmic shake-up pretty well, stretching out to absorb the sudden introduction of long stretches of unfamiliar mountains and rivers.

But the Merge didn’t just blow out the Earth’s crust and stitch in pieces of the Underhill;it also dumped the sidhe and unsidhe as well, the two fractious elfin races and their towering cities. And if that fuckery wasn’t enough, the capricious gods who diced and sliced the two worlds together tossed in Underhill’s monsters for good measure.

And they thrived in their new world.

The creatures bore a sketchy resemblance to human horses. There were legs, broad chests, triangular heads, and certainly equine-like noses. Long whipping strands ran down the middle of their necks and spines, cresting into streaming tangles behind their rounded haunches, giving them thick, coarse manes, but their nostrils flared red and blue, jetting out smoke and shallow, hot flames. Most of them were a bluish-black, mottled in dark gray weeping spots, but a few were pale, nearly translucent, equine jellyfish scoring the ground with broad, plate-shaped hooves. But unlike earthly horses, their teeth were the stuff of bad dreams and savagery, rows and rows of sharklike points jutting up from wet, glistening black gums.

And to make matters worse, they smiled.

The same fucking gods who brought them into existence also gave them mouths deep enough to wrap up their jaws and curl up at the edges, as if they were happy dogs grinning at the sight of their masters.

Happy. Fucking. Dogs.

Who liked the taste of human and elfin meat.

That was what Professor Violet Marshall wanted to serve me up to. Probably with a side of cranberry dressing and whatever wine went well with elfin-hybrid monsters.

“So once I get you past all the monsters, what do you think you’re going to find at Groom Lake?” I filled my glass nearly to the brim, mindful of Ryder’s eyes on me. “You and His Lordship are looking for what? Records? Paper would have been to dust by now.”

“Not paper.” She slurped noisily at her cup, swallowing before continuing. “I have pictures taken by someone traveling through of a Court there, well what’s left of one, but Lord Ryder seems to think it has some merit for the sidhe…”

“All elfin, but that area had no Court in the Underhill, or maybe it was nearby and that’s where it ended up when our worlds… folded together,” Ryder commented. He’d refused the whiskey but poured himself another cup of coffee, adding enough milk and sugar to hurt my teeth just at the thought of it. “In the human world, there was a laboratory of sorts.”

“A research facility. One that dealt with technologies to rival any magics the elfin brought to life. You can’t even begin to imagine,” the professor expounded.

Ryder and I exchanged rueful glances at Marshall’s words. I gave her a quick grin and said, “Oh, I can imagine what the elfin can bring to life. You think something survived our worlds getting twisted together like carnival taffy?”

“Yes, based on the photos I was given, but it’s not enough information. We need more. The Elfin Studies Department—that’s the scientists and researchers at San Diego university—we have our arguments, but this time, in this, we’re in agreement. If there is a way to perpetuate the elfin people, we must act.” Her gaze flicked over to Ryder. “That’s where Lord Ryder comes into play. The museum and university lack the funds to mount an expedition to Groom Lake to look for evidence to support my fertility studies, so I petitioned the Court for assistance. It’s an archaeological treasure, right within our grasp. We’d be fools not to study it.”

“So you’re in it for the Court stuff, and that’s enough to round up elephants and trek through the desert?” I asked Ryder. “Suppose you get there and it’s nothing you can use?”

“Knowing that can help us move forward,” he countered. “Eliminating what doesn’t work helps as much as discovering what will.”

Marshall murmured something, but I was too busy shaking my head at Ryder to listen. I tossed a bit of whiskey over my tongue, then swallowed its burn. “You’re both insane. You’re chasing after… nothings.”

“Perhaps, but maybe not. What the professor has found so far says otherwise. If it’s possible, we have to try, Kai.”

“No offense to Professor Marshall, but humans breed like fleas. You’re just scared they’re going to overrun you.” I smirked.

“We can’t afford to lose the elfin, Stalker Gracen.” The professor set her empty glass down and pierced me with a look sharp enough to stab me in the chest. “Our world has changed since the Merge, but one thing remains the same—all lives are important, as are all cultures, even those alien to us. We can give one another so much—elfin and humans alike—but first we must truly understand what has happened. We must understand history or are doomed to repeat it, so the saying goes.”

“And Groom Lake might hold some answers,” Ryder added. “Isn’t that worth a run up there?”

“Not like I’m picking up eggs from the farm there, Lordship. It’s several days up and then back again,” I reminded him. “More if we run into trouble.”

“With you, there’s always trouble, Kai,” Ryder replied. “But whatever you run into, you won’t be alone. I’ll be going with you and Professor Marshall.”

“Yeah, I know. I’m beginning to wonder if they’ve got babysitting listed under my Stalker license.” I refilled my glass then saluted them both, hoping my next gulp of whiskey would somehow set me on fire, or perhaps I would choke to death on my own tongue. “Well, here’s to a short, profitable ride. Hope we all live to see the end of it, and may I not succumb to any urge to kill the lot of you.”




CHAPTER FIVE

 

 

“YOU’RE GOING to need big.” Sparky scratched under her long braided hair. “And badass enough no one’s going to want to pry it open. That kind of thing’s going to cost you something pretty, like your left nut.”

“I do not want to know why you think my left anything would be pretty enough to buy a long-distance rig.” I jerked my thumb back at the blond sidhe behind me. “But he says he’s paying, so load me up.”

There were a lot of things to do before gallivanting off into the wilds of Nevada, things to minimize my impending death, and Sparky was my best bet to make it happen. A former petrochemical engineer, she’d hightailed it off to the outer edges of San Diego’s borders, setting up a refuel outpost for Stalkers and travelers needing gasoline and a place to store their city-banned vehicles. In a lot of ways, Sparky resembled Professor Marshall, lean and wiry with a calculating gleam in her pale gray eyes, except with a lot less crazy.

Sparky was as wrinkled, windblown, and heat baked as the hills she’d found sanctuary in, both toasted brown from the glaring sun and bleached white from age. Scrawls of mesquite clotted the upper ranges surrounding Sparky’s Landing, the trees’ tangled branches thick with small wind-tossed tumbleweeds and the occasional condor. Tall broken-spine pines were a break from the warm breeze kicking up dust devils at our feet, while also providing long stretches of shade for Sparky’s dog pack to lounge in.

I’d brought an ice chest with me, mostly to bribe Sparky into giving me a good deal on a Rover but also to get some kind of vegetable in her diet for a few days. Left to her own devices, she existed on dragonkill scraps, mostly antelope and oryx with the occasional buffalo thrown in for good measure. The dogs ate better than she did, and I’d spent most of my life couriering supplies up to the Landing just so Sparky had something to eat other than meat and peanut butter.

The zucchini, suffice it to say, were not a hit.

Hopefully they weren’t offensive enough to sour the deal. Bringing Ryder was, considering how she felt about elfin in general, but I’d offset that with a couple of boxes of brown sugar cinnamon Pop-Tarts and possibly the last packet of Berry Blue Razz juice powder in San Diego county.

“Are you looking to rent or buy?” She prodded one of her brindle-furred mutts out of the way with the toe of her boot before the dog could settle down on her foot to sleep. It leaped up, trying to snag the tail of her shirt, but it was an old game Sparky knew how to avoid. Running her hand through her silver-shot hair, she shoved a bit of fringe out of her eyes. “Renting’s going to be expensive. Probably as much as buying something.”

“I’m going up to Groom Lake,” I reminded her. “You think there’s going to be anything left of it to bring back? I’ll be lucky if the tires don’t melt on the desert road.”

“Then buy it is. Groom Lake’s a bitch. That’s for sure. You’re going to need something hefty, able to take a hit. Lots of nightmares that way.” Sparky chewed on the end of a toothpick. “And something rechargeable. Can’t do gas. No filling spots along the way. Not like before.”

“Nope. And that’s going to suck if we want power. Unless you’ve got a racer engine in a tank.” 

I glanced at Sparky when she snorted loudly enough to startle the dog away. 

“I’m guessing that’s a no. I don’t have Oketsu up and running yet, but nothing you’ve got is probably small enough to be hauled by the dual engine. Fuel cells last forever, but damn, not enough punch for a good getaway if I need it.”

“Lots of tech was lost in the Merge, and everything we’ve got like that is way too rich for me to carry. Who’s going to buy it, Kai? Average Stalker can barely pay for a six-pack of beer and a burrito on a good day. You think one’s going to waltz up here and ask for a Tesla?” She spat, probably to clear the emotion welling up in her throat. “I’m not going to store what people can’t buy. I’ll show you what I’ve got, and you decide what’s going to work for you. If not, you can take your chances with the Spelany brothers up in Julian.”

Guess the zucchini was even less of a hit than I’d thought. Sparky hated the Spelany brothers and usually couldn’t bring herself to say their names, much less tell me to go see them. Something was up with her, something buried deep and pricking her nerves.

But then she was also in the middle of nowhere with only roaming herds of safari escapees and dogs to keep her company. Even as much as I liked my solitude, living out in the boonies and only seeing the occasional traveler would make me a bit tetchy too.

“You’re the best there is, Sparky,” I countered. “Why’d I go to someone else?”

“Humph. Let me think about what I’ve got.” The toothpick went back into her mouth, and she stared off into the distance for a few seconds. Her eyes were still unfocused when she asked, “You say he’ll pay for it?”

“He’s not hurting for money, and on top of that, SoCalGov gives him kickbacks for establishing a Court in the city. It’s easier on the Feds to sic the sidhe on any elfin troublemakers instead of dealing with it themselves. Part of the Truce Agreement, remember?” I glanced back to check on Ryder, who seemed to be preoccupied with a white puppy gamboling about in the dirt. “It’s kind of why I’m stuck with him. SoCalGov’s liaison with the Southern Rise Court.”

“Liaison, my scrawny ass.” Sparky guffawed, swinging around on her heel. “He wants you flat on your back in his bed, and this liaison thing is the only way he can keep tabs on you. I might be old, but I know a tickle between the legs when I see one.”

“I do not need to know about any of your tickles. No matter where they are.” The dirt was flying up fast, swirling around my boots as the wind kicked up. “But show me what you’ve got in long transport, and maybe we can make a deal.”

“Wait here. I’ll bring it out.” Tossing her toothpick into an open oil drum, she nodded at Ryder. “Might be too ugly for His Lordship over there, but it’ll hold up and is fast enough to outrun most smaller predators. Just don’t go dragon tangling and you’ll be fine.”

“You act like I go out there and fuck with dragons on purpose,” I protested.

“Boy, you kinda do,” she shot back over her shoulder. “Now go wait by your pet sidhe over there. Watch to make sure none of the pups get underfoot. Some of them are as stupid as all hell.” 

I waited a beat, and Sparky didn’t disappoint me. 

“Kind of like you when I first met you.”

“I like this puppy,” Ryder declared when I walked up to him. “Do you think she will let me buy it? Alexa was saying having a dog would be good for the House.”

“I don’t know. Do you think you’re ready for that kind of responsibility?” I teased. “Puppies are a lot of work. And you can’t take care of the sidhe you already have. Look, you’re already going to be dumping them on Alexa so you can go on this trip, so I don’t know if—”

“Is that your idea of a joke?” He stood up, cradling the dog in his arms. “Because I take very good care of my Court. The only reason I am going with you is I want answers—”

“And?” I prompted.

“And I can’t trust you not to shoot the professor if she pisses you off.” Ryder stroked the dog’s sleek head. “You tend to shoot anything and anyone you find disagreeable.”

“Haven’t shot you yet, have I?” I pointed out just as the air began to shake with the rumble of a heavy engine. “And there’s our ride.”

Ryder turned, and his mouth dropped open. Struggling to hold the squirming puppy, he whispered, “By all the gods in the trees and sky, what in the nine hells is that?”

The drover was ugly. I’ve got to give Sparky that. She hadn’t lied. It was all angles and flat with bulbous tires raising it off the ground by at least two feet. The thing wouldn’t win any beauty prizes, but it could probably take on a dragon and live to tell the tale. Maybe.

It’d been constructed out of a military transport vehicle, a squat, wide thing meant to be a mobile command center or perhaps double as a backup tank in case of a conflict, but whatever it’d started life out as, the vehicle now had Sparky’s stamp all over it. As long as an old-school bus, its frame and sides wrapped around its six heavy, solid synthetic wheels, a standard two set in the front and one in back, a setup favored by those who needed to go over small buildings and mountains in their day-to-day lives. The heavily treaded tires were nearly as tall as Sparky, inset and mounted on solid rims and built to take a beating, and its body was a mottled light gray, speckled with dark mirrored hexagons to soak up any solar energy it could to recharge the massive fuel cells banked at the back of the drover.

Nearly the height of a house, its width promised some room inside, and its independent wheel movement as it rumbled slowly through Sparky’s uneven parking lot gave me hope for some maneuverability. Black windows ran around the sides, an indication I’d have good visibility, but the gruff grumble of its powerful engine meant there was no sneaking up on anything.

Despite Sparky’s assessment of their intelligence, the dogs stayed clear of the drover, mostly watching from the relative safe comfort of the tree line. The drover came to a stop in front of us, and its roof creaked slowly upward, popping up in segments, metal panels snapping into place one by one until the drover sported a small tower. I was unsure about what it was until the interior lights flared on and the windows cleared, turning transparent. There were bunks in the top structure, or at least wide platforms with padding. The rest of the interior was murkier, but I recognized a panel of instrumentation on the side, probably radar or sonar to check ground stability.

What I didn’t see were weapons.

“So that’s where we’d sleep?” Ryder asked. “On top of the tank thing?”

“Kind of dangerous if we were in Pendleton, but most inland draconian species are smaller. They don’t attack vehicles, so we’d be safe.”

“I don’t like your use of the word most.”

“Unlike you, I don’t like to lie.”

“Once!” Ryder protested, setting the puppy down. “And it was necessary. I didn’t know how you’d feel about a human woman carrying elfin babies.”

“Blah, blah, blah.” I made a flapping motion with my hands. “Just remember, everything you do is banked. You only grow what you sow. Now let’s go take a look at this thing. Maybe it’ll be big enough to hold that ego of yours.”

Sparky rolled down the windows, and I climbed up onto the passenger side step to get a better look. Ryder edged in next to me, crowding me against the doorframe through the open window. Slapping the dashboard, she asked, “Whatcha think? This do it for you?”

“What I’m seeing here is you’ve got no weapons, Sparky. This thing’s big enough to hold at least one Gatling gun, but there’s no hard point to mount it on.” I peered into the drover’s back cabin.

“So you get weapons. That kind of thing is something personal. Say I go and mount a semi but you want something bigger? Take a long time to dismount, change a bracket, and then load something else up in its place.” Sparky’s mouth twisted into a wide smirk. “And don’t tell me boys don’t like to choose their toys. I’ve seen you in a gun shop, Kai. Worse than a virgin in a one-price-all-night whorehouse.”

She wasn’t wrong. I did like to choose my own guns, but rolling out of the gate with nothing was unsettling. I must have had an odd look on my face because Ryder nudged his shoulder into mine.

“If we have to wait a day or two to get what you want on this thing, it will be okay. I trust you, Kai. Whatever you think we need, we’ll get.” His eyes were too bright, too skilled at peeling back my defenses for me to stare into them for very long, and I looked away, pretending to examine the cabin again.

It was nerve-racking to have someone place their life in my hands, especially Ryder, who spent his entire life giving orders to people so they could order someone else around. He was getting to me, the green tea and vanilla scent of his skin and the way the sun caught on the metallic gold strands of his hair. For me it wasn’t simply the genetically driven imperative to want him. He was definitely getting to me.

This trip was going to suck.

I turned my attention back to Sparky. “So no guns at all?”

“Nothing offensive. Frame and body are solid, nearly impenetrable and sealed airtight. And there’s an exterior shock grid built into the body. Downside of that is, you’ll have to wait to recharge after using it. Probably takes about an hour of full sun, longer if cloudy. Don’t think that’s something you have to worry about where you’re going, but you never know, what with the storms that move through that area.” Sparky leaned back in the captain’s chair, gesturing behind her. “Benches fold up for storage. Instrument panel is compact, and there’s a recycling water plant and a separate generator.

“You’ll have to do your business outside, but it’ll be good for you to stretch your legs. It’s got a full link communications setup and….” She flicked a switch by the steering wheel, filling the drover with a jangle of guitars and drums. “Built-in stereo system. You can hear whatever you’re playing anywhere in the thing. Even up top.”

“Great. So defense is going to have to be hand held. How much?” I stopped Ryder from playing with the instrument panel, grabbing his fingers before he opened up a link to Pele-knew-where. “Don’t touch anything. Not until you’ve paid for it.”

“What does it matter the cost if it’s the only thing suitable?” Ryder hissed at me.

“Because it’s….” I stumbled over the thought of paying full price. “It’s what we do. Just… roll with it.”

“Silly custom, but of course. By all means, haggle away like an egg merchant.” He pressed a button and the stereo cut off. I wasn’t sure his wide grin was because the button deactivated something or because he’d pressed it to piss me off. “Wait, you are an egg merchant. Never mind, carry on.”

Sparky started off high. I expected that from her, but the ground beneath me was slippery. I didn’t know exactly how much something like the drover cost, and she had me over a barrel, especially since His Lordship practically offered up the keys to the kingdom right in front of her. There wasn’t much room to wiggle in, but I gave it my best shot.

I’d gotten her down nearly forty percent from her asking price when Ryder leaned over and whispered something in my ear. I wasn’t sure I’d heard right, so I turned to face him, no easy feat when standing on a slender platform meant solely to be a foothold for someone to get into the steel beast Sparky was trying to sell me.

“Want to repeat that?” 

He did, and what he said didn’t get any less stupid. I’d definitely heard him right. 

Disgusted, I asked, “Are you sure?”

“Yes. Let’s cut to the chase of this thing. She has what we need, and I want to get on our way.” He gave her a smile charming enough to pull the panties off a nun. “Besides, I’m not interested in cheating Ms. Sparky.”

“Crap. Fine. But if you’re going to be throwing away money, toss some my way too.”

“I already have, and still we’ve not moved out of the county,” Ryder drawled. “You still need to get weapons for this vehicle. The longer we bicker over its price, the longer I am going to be standing here, pressed up against you. And while that is nice for me—”

“Shut up,” I muttered. “Dick.”

“So what’s it going to be, Kai?” Sparky toyed with the piping on the seat. “You going to take her? Or am I going to have to back this thing up and put her away?”

“Fine, we’ll do your last offer, but….” I sighed when Ryder nudged me in the ribs. “Throw in the white puppy and we’ve got a deal.”

 

 

“SO YOUR girl Dalia’s going to be taking Newt in, then?” Jonas’s Rover slowly crawled through San Diego’s understreets. “That girl’s too good for you.”

“You’re not wrong,” I replied. “She’s too good for the cat too, but Newt doesn’t let it get in the way of his dinner and the occasional sunbeam.”

“You’re not good enough for that girl.”

“Don’t I know it,” I snorted. “I owe her more than a few life debts, and all she wants from me is fresh strawberries.”

Dalia Yamada, ER doctor and the daughter of a wealthy Irish-Nipponese family from up north, was not only my next-door neighbor and one of my best friends. She was also gorgeous and a human I’d crushed on since the day she first walked into my warehouse by mistake and I’d nearly taken her head off with an explosive round. We’d danced around one another for a while. Then after Ryder shoved his way into my life, we’d come to the understanding that I was no good for her, and she’d gone on to fall in love with my tattoo artist. To be fair, Jason was an extraordinary mechanical engineer as well, but first and foremost, he was my inker.

Since then, Dalia and I still shared a beer or two on the rooftop, and she took care of my cat when I left town, but any simmering glances and smoldering touches were now clearly off limits. I missed the flirtation. Hell, I missed her, but I was a lost cause if ever there was one. She deserved a hell of a lot better than a notch-eared Stalker who lived and died on the price of black dog pelts.

“Did you eat? Because I could eat.” Jonas, ever the caring uncle, jostled the conversation away from heartbreak and straight to heartburn. “When we get done down here, let’s get some noodles. I could eat some beef chow fun dry style from Golden Chicken Panda Dragon.”

“It’s Golden City,” I corrected. “And yeah, I could eat. Considering I’m going to be on rations and whatever we can hunt up for the next couple of weeks, chow fun sounds great.”

The streets slowly turned saffron as we moved deeper into the lower level. San Diego’s wedge-like below structure was great on the outer rim, but farther in, the city sloped and the upper level closed in, cutting off all natural light. There’d been some half-assed attempt to bring sunlight to the lower regions, but mostly that meant dinner-plate-sized UV lights mounted to the underside of the roadways making up the undercity’s ceiling.

With the dampness underground, the lights went screwy, flashing on and off when their wiring corroded, usually in the dead of night. If the bulbs were easy to get to, they were either stolen or broken. It was hard to deal drugs or whore under eight hours of artificial daylight, and fake sun bulbs went a long way in helping grow illegal crops.

I had one in my garage, because the bright white glow made it easier to see dropped screws and parts if I was working on the Mustang at night. The guy I bought it off of made no effort to tell me where he’d gotten it, and I sure as hell wasn’t going to ask.

An earthen barrier cut into the undercity, the sidhe compound at Balboa slicing into the pie, and farther down, enormous half pipes allowed traffic to flow under the raging waters of the diverted San Diego River, its turbulent waters pounding into the sides of the cement tunnels. The river bisected Balboa, flowing out of an opening on a mesa just past the old eight freeway and down toward Tijuana. Its waters were arctic cold, fed by the snowmelt from the jutting mountains to the north of San Diego.

I’d been in those waters. The river practically froze the skin off me once, and I didn’t care to repeat that experience. Unfortunately, ice chunks carried down through the underground caverns meant Lower San Diego was constantly cold, a tomb of cement and steel carrying its frigid chill through the streets.

“So this thing you bought from Sparky doesn’t have any guns on it?” Jonas cocked his head. “That’s not like her. She usually has to be talked out of mounting a machine gun on a tricycle.”

“Yeah, it was off. But could be there’s no hard points for any real firepower. Ports are there, though. So I’m hoping to get a good deal on some heavy weapons and call it a night. We’re leaving in the morning.” I hitched my leg up, resting my foot on the Rover’s dashboard. “You sure Jimmy knows we’re coming? I don’t want to get my ass handed to me because we didn’t knock first.”

“He knows you’re coming.” Jonas’s chuckle boomed in the cab’s broad space. “I’ll take care of you, son. Have no fear. Pity you’re doing this job for him. I’d like to see you shake him off like a piece of wet shit from your shoe. Say the word and I’ll crack his head for you.”

Despite the width of the vehicle, Jonas’s wide shoulders were nearly brushing mine, and I knew from experience he could easily reach across the Rover from where he was sitting and slap the door lock down with his right hand. Practically seven feet tall and built like a minotaur, he was a good person to cover me while I bought weapons from an illegal arms dealer. He was a man I’d trust with my life, and seeing as I seemed to stick my face into a hornet’s nest every time I walked out of my front door, Jonas seemed like a good bet. He’d been one of the Stalkers who had a hand in raising me, an enormous black man with more than a few wives, a couple of husbands, and so many children I gave up trying to remember all of their names.

I’d also tried to gnaw his nuts off when Dempsey first brought me home, but he’d forgiven me that.

He turned the other cheek and became the first person to ever feed me chocolate, and if I hadn’t already been willing to follow him into the fires of hell before that happened, I sure as shit was after I’d taken my first bite. I was easily bought when I was younger, and not much has changed since then.

“I’m kind of stuck with him—Ryder, I mean,” I explained softly, nearly ducking in habit when we passed under a sheet of runoff coming from the upper level. “SoCalGov practically gift-wrapped me and handed me over. I can’t shake that damned diplomatic attachment off. Sarah at the Post said unless I had a case for force majeure, I was pretty much screwed.”

“I don’t even know what that is, boy,” Jonas rumbled deep in his chest. The neon lights from the tight, busy street played teal dots over his dark skin, catching the white of his grin and tinting it with an aquamarine wash. His massive hands gripped the steering wheel, and he sighed. “But I’m guessing that means there’s no way out of it for you.”

“None whatsoever.” I ignored my stomach’s growl as we passed a char siu bao cart. The promise of future food didn’t seem to calm it, especially when it was a handful of sweet, spicy Cantonese pork wrapped in a fluffy white dough. “Thanks for doing this with me. Seems kind of chickenshit on my part—”

“They pulled one of those skin-job boys out of the sewer a couple of days back. All of his leg bones were missing, and his ears were cut off.” Jonas interrupted me. “I’d sooner not have to come identify you from that ink you’ve got crawling on your body. If it means I walk a bit behind you with a shotgun, then I consider it a pleasure.”

“The humans-only assholes are ramping shit up, then.” I hadn’t heard about the kid they fished out of the sewer, and I’d have liked to say his death and whatever else some asshole’d done to him before he died surprised me. It didn’t. Cynical and jaded was part and parcel of being a Stalker. If I hadn’t already been well versed in what people could do to one another before Dempsey got a hold of me, I’d have learned that lesson soon enough. “Where exactly did they find the kid?”

“Down over by the end of the Red Line. Routine maintenance crew found him. Don’t understand those kids who carve themselves up to look elfin. What’s wrong with being human, right?” Jonas glanced at me, catching the grumble from my stomach. “Something for you in the glove compartment. Why don’t you grab it and take care of that belly of yours? Only person I know who can get hungry over a dead body.”

“Dempsey. Learned it from him,” I pointed out, opening the compartment latch. The sweet whiff of chocolate hit me in the face, and I drooled. Literally drooled. The bar was a small one but heavy, dark, luscious, and wrapped in the faux-silver foil of a company on the East Coast. “Shit, Jonas, this stuff’s expensive.”

“Got it off a guy with a truck of ’em. Don’t get too weepy. Most of it went to the wives and family.” He jerked his head to the side, pointing in the general direction of the barrio he lived in. “Got six. Scored you one.”

I nibbled, letting the candy smooth over my tongue. Swallowing slowly, I sighed, happier than if I’d been a part of a five-day orgy. “Iesu, that’s nice. I could kiss you right now.”

“Don’t. I have enough marriage troubles. Gods, it gets wetter and wetter down here. Glad I moved my clan upside,” Jonas growled, the Rover caught in a string of red lights. More water coursed down between the raised streets above us, a sure sign it was raining on the upper level. A young hapa girl dressed in a blue slicker danced across the street, barely keeping to the sidewalk. Her mother trudged behind her, arms laden with groceries, face worn and pale from living without the sun. Jonas wiggled his fingers at the girl, and her mother shot us a filthy look, scurrying them both across the walk. “Sad day when you can’t laugh when a baby laughs.”

“Yeah, it’s called weird.” I let myself have one last bite, then folded the chocolate back up and put it back into the compartment. “You can’t wave at someone else’s kids. It’s weird.”

“Well, it’s wrong. And don’t forget that there or it’ll be gone,” Jonas warned. “Tell me what you think about someone offing the fake elfin. I’m waiting for some of us to be tapped by the Post for street recon. Not like the San Diego Finest are going to go down under here with anything less than a tank.”

“Like I’ve ever forgotten chocolate,” I scoffed.

“We’re here,” Jonas said, pulling up in front of an old closed-up garage. It didn’t look like much, more of a relic from a time when the city’d been interested in providing cell recharging throughout the lower levels, but much like the sun lamps, that plan fell into disrepair soon after. Jonas’s frown was not comforting, and he peered at the darkened windows. “He should be here. I called him a couple of hours ago, and he promised he’d—”

“Wait, I know this place. Didn’t this guy used to run with Dempsey a long time ago?” I tried to recall the man’s face from the ocean of people Dempsey probably screwed over. “Doesn’t like elfin. Or at least didn’t like me.”

“We’ll just park here for a little bit, and I’ll ring him up. He knew I was bringing you,” Jonas assured me. “Said it was okay. Even asked about you. What runs you made and everything. Didn’t sound like one of those crazies cutting ears off of kids or anything.”

“Yeah, sometimes it’s the ones who sound excited to see me are the ones I worry the most about,” I said. “I’ve got to admit, the kid in the sewer’s a worry. I’m hoping someone’s not picking off some of Bennett’s Diamond Kitty freaks.”

“Could be some idiot trying to bring back their glory days during the war. Plenty an asshole made a bounty or two on scalping elfin ears.” 

I didn’t need that explained to me. I’d met a few people who’d told me I’d have been ripe for a killing if only the war hadn’t ended. For all of the truces, love fests, and human-elfin sing-alongs on the beach, the three races still hadn’t quite buried the hatchet. “Brent’s heard people are jumpy because a few unsidhe have slipped in from Tijuana.”

“God, the last thing we need is the unsidhe slithering up into San Diego. Ryder would be out there recruiting them to that Court of his. Some of those guys from TJ would murder their own mothers just for their teeth.”

“Not the first time those bastards have come knocking on our back door. Hold on a second. I’m going to go park over there under the light. Kind of dark in this corner.” Jonas started the Rover slowly across the intersection, narrowly avoiding a blue cab edging in the lane. “Been a long time since they’ve come up to the city to snatch kids for their Court, but doesn’t mean they’re not desperate. I’d skin anyone—human or cat-bastard—that came for my own, but I’d take my time with those damned unsidhe.”

There was a two-second beat; then I got what I was waiting for.

“That… um… cat-bastard thing,” Jonas mumbled. “That wasn’t about you, boy.”

“Yeah, I know.”

“I’ve got to work on that. I’m going to work on that.” He straightened up in his seat. “I’m better than that, and you deserve better than what I’ve been giving you.”

“You’ve given me a lot, man.” I patted the glove compartment’s hatch. “And sometimes… well, a lot of the times… I kind of agree with you about the elfin.”

“Maybe you’ve got to work on that too.”

“Probably,” I admitted. “Actually more than probably.”

Any promises to work on our mutual prejudices were lost in the whine of the minirocket launched straight at Jonas’s Rover. I couldn’t see where it’d come from, not really. I only had a split second of sound. and then my focus shifted, falling on the slender piece of white metal death headed straight to the Rover’s radiator.

I had a chance to take a breath—a short gasping, halting breath—then the Rover was blown to Kingdom Come.




CHAPTER SIX

 

 

WE WERE tumbling. Caught in a fiery pinwheel of pain and screaming metal, I could do nothing but hold on and pray the Rover’s old seat belts held. Gods were fickle things, while Death was a constant presence, his skeletal hand always tapping at my shoulder.

Death was tapping more than my shoulder right now.

Streaks of neon scratched across my eyes, long threads of pink and blue caught in the spin of the Rover’s scramble. I heard shouting—probably mine—because Jonas was being tossed about the cab, his long arms flailing, heavy, fleshy trunks slapping at my face and chest. The smoky air frizzed with electricity, the copper sting of open wires and explosive hitting me nearly as hard as Jonas’s right hand across my face.

The Rover bounced, once on its nose, then on its side, snagging a fire hydrant along the way, and the burst of water sent us spinning all over again. The metal sides let loose a wailing keen when the Rover flipped off of the geyser shooting up from the broken line and was forced into a long slide across the road’s thick, greasy black asphalt.

I blinked, blood in my eyes, and my head threatened to explode, my skull throbbing from its recent battering. We’d landed driver’s side down, and some unbroken part of my brain panicked, scared Jonas’s arms or head were caught beneath the crushed Rover’s side through the broken window. The seat belt cut across my throat, choking me, and my fingers were unwilling to find the latch, fumbling about on the release until I felt the button. I pressed hard, waiting for a snick to tell me I could pull free, but nothing happened.

“Shit.” There was too much pain to think straight. “Get loose, Kai. Move your ass.”

I smelled blood, and it was too much to hope that it was just mine. Someone was shouting something indistinct, but the sound was muffled, and the ringing in my ears grew louder with every passing second. Jonas was moving, moaning silently next to me. I hung over him, my right leg twisted up over the dash, but a shift of my weight anchored me against the middle console, and I lodged my left foot against the steering column so I wouldn’t fall on Jonas once I got free. I could see both of his arms, and while the gash on his head was worrisome, there didn’t seem to be a break in his skull.

Of course I could only see one side, and my brain galloped toward scenarios I didn’t want to entertain. Shutting down, I concentrated on getting loose. The Rover crackled around me, loud enough for me to hear through my explosion-induced deafness. Smoke ghosted over me, oily black threads worming into my nose, but I couldn’t find any flames. Like the unseen side of Jonas’s head, it didn’t mean there wasn’t a fire.

“Knife,” I mumbled. The belt latch was broken, but I had to get free—get us both free—because the sting of smoke filling the cabin was a great incentive to get moving. “You’ve got a knife, idjit.”

It hurt to think, hurt more to talk, and there was something swollen pressing up against the roof of my mouth. It took the sharp sting of my teeth on meat for me to realize it was my own tongue. The Ka-Bar strapped to my right shin was easy enough to get to. Pity my hand wasn’t responding like it should. A second or third swipe of my fingers and I grabbed the knife’s hilt and jerked it free of its sheath.

There were few gods I asked for help. None really replied, or at least not on a daily, how-are-you-doing-Kai kind of way. Dempsey prayed to the dead Catholic god and a few of the more noteworthy saints when he needed something but nothing formal, so my exposure to religion mostly came from other Stalkers. Jonas cleaved to some nature goddesses, and well, everyone knew Pele, Ganesh, and Morrígan, but my mind was drawing a blank on who to reach out to when escaping a fiery vehicle with its underbelly blown out for good measure.

It wasn’t the first time I’d found myself in this kind of situation and probably wouldn’t be the last.

The knife cut through the seat belt with a quick snick, and I almost lost my stomach when the lap belt jerked against my ribs. I grabbed at the window frame to hold on, but there was already a hand there, long fingers scrabbling at the edge then digging into the rubber seal around the window channel.

“Oi, grab the cat-bastard and yank him out,” someone called from the shadows around us. The sun lamps were dim, either catching up to the right time or just shot out. I couldn’t tell which. “Grab him now, and we….”

The hand was soon followed by a man’s face, pale and long boned, a sharp jerk of white against the dark overhang above the car. It was a lean, squirrelly visage, a faint straggle of hair on his bulging upper lip and a sloping chin determined to become a part of his neck. I didn’t know him, but he certainly seemed like he knew me, judging by the way his hands reached in and grabbed at my chest.

I didn’t like people putting their hands on me, especially when I wasn’t in the mood for sex or socializing. And since I couldn’t think of a worse time to grope at a guy’s nipples than when he was wedged against parts of a Rover’s cab so he didn’t tumble down on top of the man who’d pretty much taught him how to be human, I did the only thing any etiquette book would recommend for the circumstances.

I stabbed him in the shoulder, just enough to get the blade in but not too deep I’d lose it when he fell off the upended car.

And while he was screaming, I kicked out the front windshield, then cut Jonas free of his restraints.

The glass flew everywhere, easily bashed out because of the cracks from the roll, but getting Jonas out was going to be a bitch and a half, especially since it felt like someone was climbing back on top of the Rover to get to me. A woman was shouting about calling the police, but I didn’t have the time or the energy to laugh. If any cop showed up, it was going to be someone on the take and looking for a handout to either look the other way or shoot whoever needed shooting.

The SFPD and CSiP were never fond of Stalkers like me and Jonas, so I was hoping the woman’s shouts were more optimism on her part than prophetic.

“He’s comin’ out the front!” The rat-faced man was back, still bleeding, but he’d had the good sense to grip the spot where he’d been stabbed. He took one look at me, then ducked his head back out of sight. With any luck, he’d blow up once the gas tank caught and not bleed to death, but I didn’t want to be around for either to happen. “The other guy’s pretty bad.”

“Keep him there. I’m going round,” shouted his accomplice. I heard wheels rattling across the cement, fuzzy but definitely wheels. “Curb’s too high!”

We were in a span of empty lots and ramshackle buildings sold by the room to people barely scraping by. Most of the cars on the side of the road were either in the process of being built or torn apart. No one was going to call the cops. Not really. The best thing for anyone in the area would be us dying so our bodies could be picked clean, perhaps even chopped up, depending on the black market returns on organs. Mine would be useless, but Jonas’s would fetch a few coins.

There was no damned way in any hell Jonas’s heart would beat in anyone’s chest but his own.

I was entertained with a round of how-to-keep-the-damned-elfin-from-escaping while I struggled to get hands under Jonas’s arms. He was semiconscious, fighting me when I tried extracting him from behind the steering wheel. After the third slap at my head and an escalation of arguing from outside, my charitable thoughts toward Jonas were slimming down to knocking him out with the butt of my gun and dragging out whatever piece of him I could carry.

A boom from the back of the Rover took care of nearly all of it for me.

The second blast was small, probably because Jonas rarely ran gas in his dual engine, but even a cup of the stuff was enough to tear through the Rover’s underbelly, and then a moment later, the flames hit the fuel cells. Even through the cotton-burr left over from the rocket, once I heard an all too familiar pop-pop-pop of cell casings beginning to crack, I said to hell with any injuries Jonas might have and hauled him out like he was a sack of rice and I was seven days hungry.

A giant heave and Jonas was out, clear of the Rover but probably not out of harm’s way.

“That’s ’cause he’s lying in the middle of the road, you asshole,” I reminded myself, painfully dragging Jonas out of the way and up against the back of a dumpster. “Well, the sidewalk. Mostly out of the way. Going to have to do because—”

A gunshot pierced the plasti-steel dumpster, blowing a hole out of its paint-smeared green side. Quickly peeking around the edge, I spotted Ferret and a curled-up thin, bearded man in a jury-rigged scooter, fighting to get the transport off of the curb and into the street. Crouching back down, I checked my link connection, only to not be surprised to find it black and dead.

I wasn’t worried about the men. No, what had me concerned was the thick-barreled gun mounted on the heavy steel stabilizer between the scooter’s handlebars.

“Can’t buy a damned converted tank with a slingshot, but those arses have a semiautomatic.” Jonas groaned on the ground by my feet, and I placed my hand on his chest, wishing one more time for the arcane powers my father had over flesh. “Sorry, buddy. I’m going to have to move you around a bit.”

Jonas’s link was live, or at least with enough juice to punch through the heavy interference from the layers of concrete and steel separating us from the surface. I hit the emergency transponder and ducked another scatter of dumpster bits as they rained down on my shoulder.

I couldn’t worry about Jonas. Not now. I either had to get us both out of the crossfire or die trying, because there was no way he was going to survive a piggyback haul anywhere. His dark skin glistened wet where his clothes were torn away from his massive chest and thick thighs. A flickering door light on a nearby tenement was enough to see it was blood when the flashes of white hit us, and his eyes rolled about, trying to focus on my face.

There were two Glocks on me, and a quick pat down of Jonas’s side gave me an old-school Beretta I shoved into my waistband. There wouldn’t be a lot of reload time, so I was going to have to hit Ferret and Scooter hot and quick. The knife I pressed into Jonas’s hand. Knowing the district, anyone in the neighborhood would see him lying against the dumpster and try to shake him down. Piranhas envied the suck-their-bones-dry mentality of the understreets, and I wouldn’t put it past anyone to steal from an injured man struggling to breathe.

“Hang in there, man,” I whispered. “I’m going to get you out of this.”

“Kai…,” he gasped, his body seizing into a hard plank of tortured flesh for a single terrifying moment. Then he slumped back down again. Jonas’s fingers trembled, his arm twisted about at an off angle, but he still tried to grab at my hand. “Take… care of my kids.”

“Shit, you take care of your own damned kids.” My throat closed in around the pain crawling through me. My body would heal. Hell, it was already healing with my elfin skin sealing up and pulling my shirt and jeans into the knitting wounds, but I wasn’t ready to lose Jonas, not so close to finding out about Dempsey. I couldn’t take having both of my foundation stones kicked out from under me. “You stay here. I’m going to go get my chocolate.”

I came out guns blazing.

There was no recon. No tactical strategies or focused strike. I wasn’t a cop. I carried a government law enforcement badge and was licensed to take down monsters, no matter how many legs they had or if they could hold a conversation. SoCalGov gave me express permission to use deadly force when fired upon, and I ranked a rocket launcher pretty high up on the list of firepower.

I also didn’t like it when someone grabbed at my nipples without asking.

So I let my guns register my displeasure at everything from the missile to being groped while hanging from a seat belt strap.

Ferret went down first. He was nearly framed up for me underneath the one working streetlight on the block, and his knee splattered apart when I unloaded a few rounds into him. His screaming echoed around us, the popping snap of the Rover’s heating cells beating a fast tempo beneath his high-pitched keen. He clutched at his ruined leg, cursing up a storm while calling out first to someone named Walter, then his mother. I couldn’t see a weapon on him, but I couldn’t take the chance. I knew too many people who were taken out by a dying man who’d chosen murder to be their last act on this Earth.

I had no intention of becoming anyone’s swan song.

Scooter was a harder target, dashing off as fast as his modified Vespa could take him. Ducking back behind a parked, mostly dismantled tik-tik, I took a breather and stuck my head out to see if I could spot Scooter, but the street was empty of anyone but Ferret.

I now had two injured men on opposite sides of the street and a broken-down Rover threatening to blow. The fire from the leaking gas tank was small but furious, eating through upholstery and anything else it could consume. Running across the street to drag Ferret to safety meant opening myself up to a possible hit, but I had to take the chance. Someone knew I was coming below, and from what little I could hear through the fuzz of the explosion, they thought I had something they needed—something about the Merge—a something I hadn’t been involved in up until a few days ago when Ryder walked through my front door dragging his pet professor with him.

The mewling Ferret was my only source of information, and I’d be damned if I let him get blown to pieces.

I made it halfway across the street when the curling, metallic howl of a short-range rocket slammed through the air.

Funny thing about the underside of the city, things echoed oddly, bouncing and zigging around until it was nearly impossible to find the noise’s source. The growing whine was one of those noises, sharp and cutting through my throbbing skull, a razor-sharp thread of sound drilling past the lingering buffer of my blown-out eardrums. There wasn’t enough time to think. Not enough space to hide. Not with the scream of a rocket coming in hot down upon me, and I could only curl up, hold on to my head, and pray to one of the many damned gods who would do nothing but laugh as I died.

Whoever was manning the rocket launcher was damned good. It hit the Rover, and for a brief instant, the undercity was lit up as if it were the surface, bathing in a white-hot glow strong enough to burn shadows into the ground. The wave hit me a heartbeat later, flipping me over, and I rolled, caught in the force of the Rover’s fuel cells being slammed with whatever payload the rocket was carrying.

Then it all went black.

 

 

“I DON’T know what his BP is. He’s a damned sidhe,” someone snapped. It was a man with a carved granite voice strained to the point of breaking. “Did anyone call the fricking Court to come get him? We don’t have the facilities to deal with his kind here. Dump him in the lobby and let them deal with it. He’s just taking up a bed, and there’s humans who need it.”

His kind. Beds. That unique smell of sickness, astringent, and unwashed greasy human flesh. It could only mean someone’d dragged me to Medical, or at least a clinic. Blinking seemed like too much work, and I was cold, shivering beneath the weight of something pressing me down.

Jonas.

Sitting up was the wrong thing to do. My stomach let me know that, and I made it to half a breath before the rich chocolate I’d eaten in the Rover painted the white linoleum floor. The weight turned out to be a blanket, something I was thankful for because someone’d stripped me clean down to my skin, and I could only hope it was done on the streets where they could use the clothes. From the feel of sheets on my bare ass, my briefs were history as well, and no one had the good sense to at least drape one of those hideous butt-baring hospital gowns on me.

If someone thought it was a good way to keep me in bed, they were sadly mistaken.

From the sound of the machines beyond the curtains, it was a large facility. Shadows flitted back and forth with loud voices shouting in codes and orders I only half understood. There was no telling what time it was. I couldn’t see a clock, and I’d been put into a windowless corner, cordoned off by thin drapery and a wall of neglect. I didn’t blame the staff for wanting me out. They could do nothing for me. Med centers were for human care, so it was very rare for any medical facility to take in an elfin patient, and even fewer would. The conflicts ran deep and dark in people’s hearts—especially among those who cared for the dead and dying—and prejudices were about as rotten as an abandoned dragon’s egg and just as rank.

“I am looking for Stalker Kai Gracen.” The words were golden, a pour of sidhe elegance wrapped around the solid bedrock of necessity-born Singlish. As uncomfortable as I was with being bare-assed naked and thickheaded, I was damned glad to hear Ryder skillfully shunting away any objections to his walking through the emergency ward.

“Sir, if you just wait a minute—sir!” A woman threw a half plea, half order into the air, and I could hear Ryder’s boots cut a sharp beat on the floor, not missing a step as he hunted for me among the cubicles.

The curtain at the end of the bed jerked open, and I was treated to the sight of an enraged sidhe lord standing by my feet. He recoiled at seeing me, anger warring with something oddly tender over his fine-boned face. Then Ryder closed the space between us and wrapped his arms around me.

It hurt like fucking hell, and I might have let out an unmanly whimper, but he wasn’t letting go. Not even when the ward nurse came up behind him and tugged at his sidhe-cut leather jacket.

“Sir—”

He let go of me, but his fingers were in my hair, stroking at a sore spot near my ear. “It is Lord Ryder, Clan Sebac, Third in the House of Devon and High Lord of the Southern Rise Court, San Diego to you, and—”

“Can’t you just say he’s with me and not get into the whole X begat Y thing?” I liked the touch of his fingers on the ridge of my ear, an erotic point for most elfin, but the pressure along my head was getting to be too much for me to handle, so I reluctantly pulled away from Ryder’s hand. He shot me a slightly hurt look, and I took pity on him, explaining softly, “Bashed my head open, I think. Hurts like hell.”

“And they gave you nothing for it?” He frowned. “Why not?”

“Because human drugs are touch and go with us. You know that. Give me a cup of coffee, a pair of pants, and I’ll be good to go.” 

I tried to slide off of the bed, but my feet and legs weren’t cooperating. Instead I ended up slumped against Ryder’s side, and he caught me easily before I face-planted into the tile. 

“Okay, maybe two cups of coffee. How long have you been here?”

“Long enough. Luckily, an officer on the scene tagged you as one of mine, so word was sent to the Court. I came as soon as I heard you were brought in.” Ryder’s fingers were back, carefully splayed across my cheek. “Dalia called me. She was upstairs with Jonas, but they left you in here. Someone should have taken care of—”

“Less outrage and more information,” I said through a shot of agony along my side. The lack of clothes was probably a good thing, considering my torn-up skin would have meant cutting me open again to remove any fabric, but I was getting cold, chilling my battered body until I felt every bruise and bump when I moved. “How is Jonas?”

“He will be fine. They have him coming out of surgery now. A punctured kidney and a concussion. There was some concern about your moving him, but from what I’ve heard remains of his vehicle, relocating him saved his life.” His lips touched my brow, a shimmer of flesh against my icy skin, and I heard Ryder sigh. “I thought I lost you, and I am not quite ready to lose you, Chimera.”

“I’m like a roach.” Pulling away seemed like a good idea, but I couldn’t stand on my own just yet, so I leaned against the bed. He’d come for me, and disgustingly, there were bits inside of me that were very happy about the whole thing. “But he’s okay? We’re sure on that?”

“Very sure, but Kai, while you were down there,” Ryder replied softly, the worry turning the green in his eyes to a mottled forest dapple, run dark with blacks and browns, “Someone murdered Professor Marshall, and I’m afraid they are the ones who tried to kill you.”




CHAPTER SEVEN

 

 

I WASN’T going to take no for an answer. I didn’t like no. It wasn’t an option in life. It wasn’t some magical word whispered over a situation to let someone opt out of doing the right thing. No meant shit when someone I cared about was lying in a hospital bed a few floors above me and I needed to see him breathing with my own eyes.

So no could pretty much fuck off and die.

And since Ryder’d told me no nearly two hours ago when I said I was going to look in on Jonas, I’d told no to fuck off quite a few times.

It was hard to sneak around a medical facility when you’re elfin. Well, not like it’s easy to sneak around any human facility when sporting canines and a set of pointed ears, but I gave it my best shot. A burly intern tossed a set of scrubs at me when I complained about my lack of clothes and the cold. Ryder’d slipped off to see about officially liberating me, and I’d been torn between seeing Jonas and telling Ryder the truth about being elfin in a human world.

They’d sooner see me walk out of the door than worry about a bill, but Ryder insisted on getting me medical attention. It wasn’t like they’d actually done anything to me other than wash me down and take off my clothes. I didn’t even want to think about what was done to me while I was out.

“To be fair, can’t be anything worse than what’s been done to you already,” I reminded myself as I punched in the floor number on the lift’s display.

The booties on my feet weren’t going to last long. They weren’t made for roaming the vast halls of Central Medical, but while the giant split egg-shaped building was built like a labyrinth, I knew where I was going.

It wasn’t the first time I’d come to see a Stalker taken down by the job.

Perched on the edge of the city where the lower and upper levels met, Central Medical was a complex hive of research, development, and the occasional healing of humans, most of them wealthy. Or at least from what I saw. Designed to soothe, the walls and floors were white with curving lines of pale blue and gold lights undulating in spirals and waves in what was meant to be a pleasing, calm environment.

To me it looked like nests of Madagascar tapeworms hunting for a warm, wet place to burrow into and leave their eggs, but then my life experiences were probably different than the average Medical patient.

The place was pretty, done up in soft tones and with alcoves set up with tiny rain forest gardens and waterfalls flowing over inset rocks into gazing ponds lined with gluts of little, delicate flowers. Enormous goldfish bobbed about, their balloon eyes tracking seaweed-scented flakes tumbling from an auto feeder tube jutting from the wall. Holograms flitted about fern fronds and dieffenbachia leaves, jewel-hued hummers and crimson-headed sparrows augmented by faint strains of chirruping and bird song and a ripple of burbling white noise.

It all made my teeth ache.

Despite the scrubs—or maybe because of them—I was getting looks from the staff, and none of them were good. I probably smelled, and my hair was dusty from the explosion, but none of the hospital staff stopped me. A woman standing behind a nurse station pointed me in the right direction, and I limped off, my paper booties scratching out a long shush with each lurching step I took. From the orange-tinted black sky framed out at a waiting room window, it was pretty late, but from the soft murmuring voices and worried glances from the four women and two men standing around a table, dawn was still a ways off.

“Kai!” One of the women broke off from the group, a tall ebony goddess with sloe eyes and a graceful sway when she walked. “What are you doing out of bed?”

She’d probably thrown on whatever clothes were nearby when she got the call about Jonas, but the slight dishabille suited her. A wrinkled gold swath of fabric pulled Najiri’s waist-length braids away from her face, their ends caught up with tiny orange rubber bands and morning-sky-colored beads. Her long red dress swirled about her legs, then caught on mine when she reached me, and her hands were dry and cold, icy on my only slightly warmer palms.

“Najiri.” Her lips on my cheek left a hot stain on my skin, guilt at walking around while Jonas lay flat on his back somewhere behind a door. “How are all of you doing?”

I’d have expected resentment from anyone else, but Jonas’s close-knit marriage was built on tolerance and acceptance, something I wasn’t sure I deserved at the moment. I got it anyway.

“We are fine. He is fine.” Najiri put her hand on my back, lightly guiding me toward an open door off the main corridor. Jonas’s marriage murmured at me, consoling words meant to lift my guilt, but instead it simply settled into the cracks in my heart. “The doctors say he will be back on his feet in a week or so.”

“The Dawn Court lord has offered to pay for his stay and for the contracts he will miss, but….” Angus, Jonas’s slender, pale husband, joined us, placing his hand on Najiri’s back. “We told him we are okay. We can manage.”

“Yeah, chances are, the bill’s already been paid. You don’t know him.” I had no doubt Ryder would take care of it, but even if he did, I would pay him back. Somehow. Jonas’d been down there because I’d asked him to. His injuries were on me. “Is he awake?”

“Perhaps, but you shouldn’t be here,” Najiri said, frowning. “You should be healing as well. Angus looked in on you just a while ago, and you were asleep. In a private room. Where you should be right now.”

She had a good mother’s frown, honed sharp on the many children running around the Wyatt household, including her own son, Razor, whom I accidentally nicknamed after Najiri’d yanked a piece of Jonas’s hair from his scalp while she’d been in labor. Her mother skills were strong, and I almost quailed beneath her glower.

Almost.

“Yeah, I’m checking out. It’s a battle of wills. Ryder wants me to stay in Medical. I want to go home. He’s slowly getting used to a new reality where he doesn’t get his way. It’s character building. Good for him, really.” I shrugged as Angus bit back a smile, but I saw the edges of his mouth quiver. “I just needed to check in on Jonas.”

“You can go in, Kai,” Angus said softly. “He might not be awake—they have him on medication—but a few minutes will do him good. He will still be able to hear you.”

“Five minutes,” Najiri asserted. “Then you are going to find yourself in a bed, Kai. And do not think I won’t put you there.”

I moved as quickly as I could. When Najiri said five minutes, she meant four minutes and fifty seconds, and injured or not, she’d pull me out by one of my ear tips if I crossed her. She could have at least warned me Jonas wasn’t alone, because I sure as hell wasn’t expecting to find Dempsey sitting in a chair next to the bed.

I wasn’t sure who looked worse, Dempsey or Jonas. Both were various shades of gray, and their chins sported a bit of uneven scruff, but Dempsey’s was scraggly and unkempt, more silver than brown, and his years dragged his skin down, pouching out bags under his tired eyes.

He also was leaning forward in the chair and dressed in one of those damned hospital gowns, so I got a full view of his pasty, blue-veined back and ass when I shuffled past. Not exactly something I wanted to see on an empty stomach. Or a full stomach for that matter.

“You’re supposed to be laid up, boy. Heard they put you in a fancy room downstairs.” Dempsey’s hands shook while he tugged a blanket up over Jonas’s chest. He eyed me again. “Where’d you get the pants? All they gave me was this damned bib.”

“Stole them,” I lied.

“That’s my boy,” Dempsey muttered as I dragged over another chair.

“They could have at least left you your underwear. Bastards took mine,” I grumbled.

“What makes you think I was wearing any when I came in?”

Moving the chair hurt like hell despite its light weight, and I collapsed into the seat, exhausted from the effort. If anyone’d asked I’d have said I was brand-spanking-new, but I’d overdone it. Or it could have been the shock of seeing Dempsey and hearing him call me his boy. I expected that from Jonas, not from Dempsey.

“Docs say he’ll be fine. Or so everyone keeps telling me. So you hear that, old man?” I slid my hand over Jonas’s wrist, thankful for the strong, steady beat I felt under his skin. “You’re probably going to be chasing nurses around the station in the morning.” I turned slightly to glance at Dempsey. “Why are you here?”

“Visiting.”

“They don’t strip visitors and put hospital gowns on them for shits and giggles.” I nodded at his arm, where a gauze wrap was coming undone from its knot. “And that’s an IV catheter you’ve got sticking out there. They put you in for tests or something more serious?”

“If it were more serious, I’d have told you, so yeah, it’s tests,” Dempsey grumped. “Sylvia dropped off in the chair, so I thought I’d come down and take a look at Jonas. Make sure they’ve got him done up right.”

“They will,” I promised softly. “I’ll cover it.”

He cleared his throat then asked, “You went down there for a run, didn’t you? A run for that cat-bastard lord in Balboa Park?”

I didn’t like the softness in Dempsey’s voice. He’d always been a snarling man, rough and hard. It was unsettling to hear—to see—the change in him, and it scared me more than nearly any run I’d ever been on.

“Yeah. I got a transport off of Sparky, but it’s not loaded for bear—or anything else for that matter. Suddenly she’s anti mounting guns, so I had to make some deals. We were going to make a pickup of something, but those assholes hit us before we could make the deal. Seller probably thinks we flaked, but he wasn’t there when we showed up.”

“I’ll reach out and touch base with him. If he fucked you over….” Dempsey’s mouth twisted around a cigar that wasn’t there, and his nicotine-stained fingers brushed over the seam of his lips. “Can’t let something like this go past without a response, you know?”

“Yeah, I know.” I nodded in agreement. “Someone killed the old professor who was coming with us. Some expert on digging up elfin artifacts. Ryder thinks it was the same guys or knows them. I need to know why they jumped us and who sent them, so if that guns guy knows something—”

“That can probably be done.” Dempsey chewed on the end of his overgrown mustache. “I’ll put the word out. Shouldn’t take long to find them. Hanging a price on a Stalker brings some huge-ass karma.”

“I just need one of them alive, Dempsey,” I reiterated. “Okay?”

Pulling a hit on a Stalker was a good way to end up dead. In the eyes of a lot of cops, I was just another elfin many of them would sooner see dead, but my badge meant something to anyone else carrying a SoCalGov license. And Jonas—hell, he walked on water and through fire for most of us. Whoever sent Scooter, Ferret, and the rocket launcher after us probably wouldn’t live long enough to see in the inside of a jail cell once word got out.

“Got it. One. One we can probably do.” He chuckled. “Considering you’ve already killed one of them, you’re one to talk.”

“I didn’t kill him. He just ended up dead.” The room was growing cold or I was. Either way, I shivered, cursing my bruises for not keeping me warm. “I’ve got to make this run work, don’t I?”

“Probably. They—the doctors—don’t like the odds. Hell, I don’t like them much either,” Dempsey replied, his voice low and thick with emotion. “I don’t want to die, kid. I mean I keep telling myself I’ve had a long run and I should be happy with what I’ve got, but….”

“Yeah, I don’t want you to die too.” I closed my fingers over his trembling hand. We rarely touched. I could count on one hand the times we’d actually made contact for something other than patching one another up or brawling, but now—especially now—I needed to feel him on my skin.

Guess I was more sidhe than I thought, because touching him… comforted me… much like the sidhe sought one another out, a weave of strokes and glances I usually found disturbing. Touching Dempsey felt… right.

“I’m not going to let you die, old man. Not without a fight.” I sighed. “So yeah, while I know it might be too much to ask you to turn those two over to the cops, I’d like you to make sure at least one of them can talk. Because someone’s killed Ryder’s prize pigeon, and I need to find him another reason to make this run happen.”

“Just don’t sleep with him for the money,” Dempsey teased. “Didn’t raise you to be a damned good Stalker just for you to go sell yourself out to the sidhe. Didn’t feed and train you so you’d end up on your belly and being a whore.”

“If that’s what it takes to keep you alive, old man,” I whispered, squeezing his hand once more. “Then that’s exactly what I’m going to be.”

 

 

“YOU ARE not going, Ryder,” Alexa growled, pacing across my living room, her hands slicing at the air as she walked. I’d fought off vampire pigeons with less fervor, and considering they were literally after my blood, that was saying a lot. “It is stupid to go now that the human is dead.”

Alexa was far from the stereotype of a sidhe woman trotted out in every human telecast and drama. If she owned anything wispy and revealing, I’d never seen it. Lean and muscled, she towered over most sidhe women, and her features were too strong to be considered elfin pretty, but I loved the power in her walk and the strength in her face. She’d softened up a bit since moving down to San Diego, letting her sunset-streaked magenta curls fall loose to her shoulders, but that was as far as Alexa was going to go. Her ocean-blue eyes were still hard and alert, and the heavy gun she wore on her hip was smooth hilted from practice. As the head of the local Court’s security, she often put her foot down about Ryder going off on wild goose chases.

She wasn’t hard on the eyes and was Cari’s sometimes Stalker apprentice and frequently hit on me, mostly to get a rise out of Ryder. Or so I hoped. But there were times when I would gladly let her tumble me into a soft bed, and not just because it would piss Ryder off.

Unfortunately, Alexa being his cousin, he ignored her as easily as most people disregarded their younger siblings giving them good advice.

The night bled inside—darkening the warehouse as the rolling fog veiled any ambient light coming off of the city outside. Ryder’s presence was playing with my nerves. I wanted to sleep, but it hurt to climb the stairs, and he’d refused to sleep in my bed—citing a laundry list of excuses about why he needed to be close to me in case I needed something in the middle of the night—so he wasn’t going away any time soon.

I didn’t want to admit it—especially not to him—but I hurt. Every inch of me felt bruised or broken, and I crackled when I walked. His offer to bring in one of his sidhe healers was a nice one, but I made their skin crawl. Touching me—delving into my hybrid, iniquitous body—was too much to ask. I’d been cooked up in a circle of blood and bone, knitted to life by an unsidhe Wild Hunt Master whose main hobbies were bringing about death and devastation. In order to heal what Tanic cuid Anbhas created, a sidhe healer had to become what I was made of.

That wasn’t something I’d wish on anyone.

So the painkillers Ryder brought with him were looking mighty good. He must have sensed I needed something to take the edge off because I heard the rattle of a pill jar come from the kitchen and then liquid being poured.

“You can’t expect Kai to go back out, Ryder.” Cari poked at a sore spot on my ribs. “This run almost got him killed, and you guys haven’t even left the city yet.”

“Hey, I don’t go out, I don’t get paid,” I pointed out. “And living’s expensive.”

Dying was too. In between me going down to lower stretches of San Diego and being brought back home, I’d gotten Dempsey’s first bill from Central Medical, and the amount made my teeth ache. The way things were looking, I was going to have to scavenge a dragon egg every day to play catch-up. I needed the trip out to Groom Lake. Hell, I’d even taken insurance out to pay off Dempsey’s doctors in case I didn’t come back, but one way or another, the grumpy old asshole was going to be taken care of.

Even if I hadn’t done so well with Jonas.

After only a day I was sick of being on the couch, but Cari, Ryder, and Alexa were determined I stay stretched out and under their watchful eyes as I knitted back together. Coddling wasn’t going to make me heal any faster, but Dalia’d taken one look at me and ordered the other three Horsemen of the Apocalypse to keep me contained.

Newt was highly amused by all of this and pleased, because he spent most of his time lounging across my belly or begging for food.

“Jonas still doing okay?” I asked. “No one’s heard anything else, right?”

“He is fine, Kai. You spoke with Angus just half an hour ago. Nothing has changed. He is still under the sedatives and in good hands, resting and healing. Like you should be.” 

Ryder pressed the steaming mug of coffee he’d brought out with him from the kitchen into my hands. It smelled suspiciously of cinnamon, vanilla, and cream. Tasted that way too, but I eyed him anyway. 

“It’s not drugged. If I was going to drug you, I would just have Alexa press against your jaw and we would pill you like a cat. It’s just coffee.”

I was determined not to enjoy it, purely out of spite, but I might have moaned a little bit with pleasure when it hit my tongue.

“The drugs, however, are here,” he said, balancing them on my thigh. “Take them or I will get Alexa to help me pry that pretty mouth of yours open.”

I hurt too much to argue, but I gave him a weak glower while I washed them down with a mouthful of scalding coffee. I swallowed, then said, “One problem with going, Marshall was our subject matter expert, because apparently none of the elfin actually dig up their own shit. Now that we know someone else is looking for whatever perked her brain up, we’re going to have competition, and we don’t have a damned clue what we’re looking for.”

“Competition that knows more than we do.” Cari took the cup from my hand, sipped at it, then handed it back. She was oblivious to Ryder’s scowl, or quite possibly she didn’t give a shit. Either way, she licked the drops off of her full mouth with the end of her tongue, then said, “If you’re serious about going out there, I’m coming with you.”

“I’m contracted for one Stalker. Not two.” Ryder jerked his thumb at me. “The one I have is very expensive, and he is going to say no.”

“No, it makes sense. You’ll need more fighting power than just Kai,” Alexa interrupted. “Since you insist on going yourself, I can—”

“Yes, my other option was to send you, and right now, you’re more important to the Court than I am.” He perched on the couch arm by my side, putting his hand on my shoulder when I shifted to give him room. “Stay. You are fine. Cousin, Kaia and Rhianna need you right now. As does your daughter. Southern Rise is building, and its defenses aren’t complete. I can be lost. You cannot.”

“I don’t like it. It is stupid and wasteful,” his cousin snapped back, making another circuit of the rug. “And for what? You don’t know what you are looking for. You don’t even know where you need to look.”

“Marshall had an assistant. He’s the one who found the body. The police would not let me talk to him, but I plan to once he’s released. I’m hoping she shared what she knew with him.” He shrugged. “If not, then perhaps someone on the university board.”

“For all we know, her assistant’s the one who killed her”—I hated to point out the obvious, but Ryder tended to go glass half-full even when it was leaking—“and sent those assholes after us.”

“Weren’t very competent,” Cari grumbled. “You’re still alive.”

“Thanks, I’ll be sure to tell them to work harder next time I see them.” I took another sip from my mug, handing it back to Cari when she reached for it. Either Ryder or Newt growled, but I wasn’t sure. “Point is, do we make the run with the assistant and hope he wasn’t the one who screwed us or head up there and just take everything we can find?”

Cari licked a bit of foam from the lip of the mug. “What exactly is it you were hoping to find?”

“There is evidence of an old city there,” Ryder explained. He intercepted my coffee mug when Cari passed it back over, reaching across my shoulders to take it from her hands. “From what I saw in the photos Marshall was given, there are rituals engraved into some of the walls—fertility rituals. Perhaps they will help shore up the elfin birth rate.”

“And here I was all rooting for you. Then you threw in that last perhaps,” I grumbled. “With our luck, we’ll set something off and we’ll end up in some paradox, like maybe there’s a world like this one but made up of all the missing bits.”

“This other world… so, where old Anaheim would be… instead of Elfhaime?” Alexa pursed her lips when we all looked up at her. “What? I am studying Earth history and geography. Much of the anger in the conflicts stemmed from the loss of entire regions and their people. It’s important to understand that.”

“Learning about people dressing up as giant rats isn’t going to help anyone,” I scoffed. “I’m more worried about why Marshall was killed and what’s there that someone else wants. If it’s just elfin knickknacks, why would a human be interested? There a market for elfin arcane?”

“If there’s one for dragon eggs, why not sidhe stuff?” Cari pointed out. “It’s all speculation. We could be heading out there for nothing but a handful of beans and not a magic cow in sight.”

“I think the beans were magical. Not the cow.” I sighed when Ryder tilted my mug back, drinking down the rest. “You’re not coming with us, Cari. Your mother would kick my ass, and there’s not much left of it to kick.”

“My mother’s going to kick your ass anyway once she finds out you got blown up by a guy on a scooter.” Cari smiled at me, a Cheshire hint of trouble on her lips.

“Someone else had the launcher. Scooter had a machine gun or something.” I frowned. “And no. I’m not getting you killed somewhere off in Nevada. The less people who die on this trip, the better.”

“I’m hoping no one gets killed,” Ryder interjected. “The point of us going isn’t to die. I have no intention of dying. I’m concerned you all think I’m dragging you out on some kind of suicide mission.”

“Yeah, road to hell paved and all that.” I waved away his complaint.

“Look, culero, if I don’t go and Alexa doesn’t go, who’s going to cover your ass?” She blew a raspberry at me. “Besides, you need someone who can shoot—because no offense, but His Lordship here, he isn’t exactly Annie Oakley.”

“I don’t think that’s going to be a problem,” Ryder replied. “Marshall’s assistant? He used to be a Stalker.”




CHAPTER EIGHT

 

 

I DIDN’T know what San Diego felt like before the Merge. Sure, I’d seen pictures, but there was something about putting my feet down on a piece of ground and feeling the world stretch out around me. I’d sat on the edges of the Imperial crest and watched sea faerie dragons turn the moonlit ocean into spangles of icy blue and gold light, seen a thunderbird scream through a valley filled with wildebeest and zebra for the sheer joy of feeling their terror, and bathed in the icy kiss of La Jolla’s tide pools after having sex on the beach with a pretty girl and beautiful boy whose names I’d never gotten.

When Dempsey’s knees gave out on him and he’d finally admitted he couldn’t hold his license any longer, I was surprised he’d chosen San Diego as the spot he wanted to rest his bones. It made some sense, I guess. Jonas was there, and we’d used San Diego as a sort of safe house for a few years before, but I’d have bet he’d want some place more… human and less elfin.

Because while the city remained pretty much intact following the knitting of the worlds, San Diego’s slate blue skies and serrated canyons practically burst with all creatures great and small… and mostly Underhill.

There were earth-born animals. Cats, dogs, rats, and raccoons as well as the occasional possum. The valleys and corridors below Pendle were filled with generations of escaped wild animals from an old safari park, and there were definitely descendants from the Balboa zoo wandering around—I’d gotten many a call to remove an overgrown fire salamander, only to find myself facing down a bloat-bellied crocodile. The Murphy caverns were home to lion prides who fed off the giraffe and zebra herds coming to drink from Kearny Lake. There was an occasional jaguar slipping into a car’s headlights on the winding road up to Kensington Flats and scaring a driver off the road, and camels roamed the flat plains near San Ysidro.

But they were merely specks of human existence compared to the teeming Underhill flora and fauna the city fought to hold off from consuming its gleaming metal spires and winding concrete freeways.

The wonder of Pendle’s dragons would never cease to amaze. Even with the very real danger of being eaten, people flocked to see them, paying countless thousands a year to be brought up to the mountain peaks to watch the air fill with wings, talons, and blood. Flame-feathered peacocks danced along the San Diego River’s delta once a year, its crystalline sands melting into slag beneath their fiery plumage as the fan-tailed birds turned deadly when the females came into season. Quartz roses bloomed along the remains of the 163 corridor, their leaves stripped clean by the wild giant pandas roaming freely through creaking bamboo forests. Swarms of blue glass butterflies settled on the unattended dead, scooping out tiny divots of rotting flesh with their curled tongues, their wings chiming a melodic warning if anything threatened their feed.

Then the sidhe had come to Balboa, and the human Underhill scholars who studied and argued at San Diego’s universities lost their freaking minds.

So the only words I could use to describe Ryder and I walking into the Old Spanish–style building housing the Underhill Studies department were batshit fucking nuts.

The squeaking and staring was enough to make me want to turn around and walk right back out.

Ryder’s hand on my upper arm was the only reason I kept walking.

I wasn’t exactly sure what to think of the sweeping adobe building with its arches and swarms of baby-faced scholars.

“It is different… humans and school… from what I am used to.” Ryder slowed his pace, taking in the open courtyard just beyond the front door. People glanced our way, some even paused to stare, but no one stopped either of us from crossing onto the grassy circles set among the paving stones.

The courtyard was enormous, nearly as big as my warehouse floor, and quite pretty. It reminded me of Elfhaime, twisted small trees and monochromatic blooms ranging from bleach-white to vivid crimson and every shade of pink in between. Water features kept the area cool, with a fall running down a slab of rough black granite set at one corner of the square. An open walkway ran around the outer paved area, and archways off the courtyard led to hallways and more doors. Curved padded seating dotted some of the grassy areas, but the streams of people scurrying in and out of the arches didn’t seem inclined to stop and navel gaze.

Until they spotted us. Ryder was oblivious to their stares, or he was entranced by the sudden appearance of a sidhe garden in the middle of a human compound. Either way, he stepped onto the paving and took a deep breath. He was a handsome sculpt of bone and gold amid the darks, pinks, and greens. I didn’t deny wanting him. My skin sang with the want of him, but surrendering to that desire meant handing myself over to Ryder, and I wasn’t quite ready—or willing—to do that.

“You see, for the sidhe—and maybe for the unsidhe as well—the teachers come to us, sometimes spending entire weeks with one child if what they knew interested the student. My historical studies instructor lived with us for nearly half a year.” He scratched his nose, hiding a smirk. “Although to be honest, I think my mothers were considering asking him to join their marriage. But this… gathering together into classrooms and being amongst other students, that is how your schooling was, yes?”

“Nope. Never went to school. It wasn’t… practical. Not for how we lived. We moved about more than the wind, and schooling required sitting still.”

“Are you serious?” Ryder sounded shocked, or at least stunned to silence, and stopped in midsniff of a blush-pink cabbage rose beginning to bloom. “None? At all?”

“Nothing formal. Dempsey’d put a gun in my hand nearly at the moment after I’d wiped myself clean for the first time so I could work.” I shrugged, touching one of the open roses, smearing pollen on my finger. “Mathematics I mostly did through some link courses, because somebody had to do the books and Dempsey is shit for saving money. It’s a bitch once they tossed letters into the mix, but I could plot trajectories like a demon vole digging for worms. Knowing how to blast a shotgun near a vortex helps with those kinds of things.”

I had no comparison to hold up to the university. Reading was something I’d learned out of desperation and boredom, only spurred on by a desire to please Cari’s mother when she asked how I was doing with Jonas’s instruction. The words came easily enough, simple patterns suddenly becoming drops of ink or pixels strong enough to create images in my head. I’d been afraid the first time I’d seen a cat in my mind at the invocation of three letters written on a page. It was spell craft and profane, changing my thoughts with a few passes of graphite and paper.

The words became sentences and then turned into stories, whispers of someone’s imagination reaching out to touch mine, hanging stars in the darkness of my mind until I possessed a milky universe of worlds where there’d only been a void before.

But judging from the look on Ryder’s face, he didn’t quite see it the same way.

“That’s almost criminal.” His mouth worked around the words, and I tried not to laugh.

“That statement there is practically my entire life up until this very moment,” I replied. “Now how about if we go chase down this ex-Stalker of the professor’s?”

“Are you sure you are up to it?” He’d been eyeing me—more than usual—since we’d met up at the warehouse.

“This? Today?” I stepped onto a paving path, smiling at a pack of students slowly wandering by. “Or this chasing our deaths in Nevada?”

They’d wandered by three times since Ryder veered off to look at the courtyard, and making eye contact seemed like the best way to move them along. If anything they slowed down, and one of them—a curly-haired, round-hipped girl who looked barely old enough to order her own bao—waggled her fingers at me.

I felt very old.

The students were young and naïve, unaware I had weapons on me and could kill at least twenty of them before anyone could react. They smiled and laughed, untouched by any grit and filth I’d had smeared into my skin since birth. My back hurt a bit, and there were still twinges in my joints, because being blown half a block by ruptured fuel cells and a rocket was never good for the body. And I was stuck with a sidhe lord who probably was lying to me about something.

So very, very old.

“I am glad you are doing this,” he replied in a low voice, startling me back to the oasis. “The Court ruins—”

“So you said, and here I am, still ignorant of what’s really there. Wait, no. It’s because Marshall had some shots of sidhe porn and you’re all hot and bothered to go see it in person. Something got her dead, Ryder. Something or someone, and we don’t know the why of it.” I jerked my head toward one of the openings. “Let’s get to where we’re going. I feel like a bird in a damned cage standing here, and we’ve got cats circling us, waiting for the door to open so they can eat one of us.”

“This way. The right corridor is where we need to go. It looks private enough.” He cast a glance over his shoulder. “And yes, I agree. We are definitely the birds here.”

The archway led to a zigzag of hallways, but the signs posted on the wall led us easily enough. We turned a corner, distancing ourselves from the gaggle of students we’d found in the main corridor, but I could still hear their voices chattering away, a rapid fire click-click-click of questions and speculation. The archway led to a wide span, cool and softly lit.

“Here.” He stopped suddenly, jerking me nearly off my feet into a niche. I hit a potted plant, its leaves ruffling over my shoulder. “I want to talk to you. About this trip. About you.”

I’d like to say a cold chill ran up my spine when Ryder’s whisper hit me, but if there was one thing I knew about Ryder, he’d inherited his grandmother’s arachnid ways. Every bit of information was spun slowly—and much like a spider, out of his ass—but his web was never clear until I stepped away. And only then did I see I’d been trapped.

I gave myself half a minute before my temper was flailing about as if I’d walked into a nest of spinners and got spider-ass floss on my face.

“I’ve said this before to you, and I will say it again, since our people are dying out—”

“Your people are dying out.” I cut him off. It was the same old argument, again and again. “They’re not my people.”

“We are your people. I am your people,” he insisted. “I am trying to make you understand this. Understand why I am doing this. Let me ask you this. Don’t you care about your legacy? Leaving something of yourself behind? A child? Something? Don’t you ever think about that, Kai?”

I used to. Especially after seeing Jonas with his children, cradling his babies in his massive hands, their pink faces wet from birth and holding the stars in their eyes. I’d thought about it a lot. Then reality kicked in and I was reminded of where I came from—the evil I’d come from—and what he’d made me.

“No. Not one fucking bit. I’m a mule, Ryder. A goddamned mule. I can’t have kids. There’s not going to be any purple-eyed babies who call me Daddy,” I spat back. “I’m unnatural. A fucking chimera. It’s not just a damned nickname they gave me. It’s what I am, Your Lordship.”

“Do you know that for certain? Has anyone ever checked?” 

He could see on my face the answer was no, but I didn’t need someone to tear me apart to tell me what I knew in my gut. 

“My healers—”

“Your healers can barely touch me long enough to cure a damned paper cut, Ryder.” Snarling, I tried to shake him off, but he held on. “And when they do lay hands on me, they’re trying too hard not to puke. What do you think I’m going to say? Hey, while you’re down there, can you check to see if my junk works? You know, reroute the plumbing? So no, I’m not thinking about kids, about a legacy. There’s not going to be anyone after me. And I’m fine with that. Totally one-hundred percent fine.”

“You’re a good… man, Kai. You’d be a good father—”

“Give it a rest, Ryder.” This time I did break loose, sliding away a step. “What kind of child do you think I’d raise? Given the father I had?”

“You wouldn’t shove iron bars and slats under your child’s skin to make a sigil. You’d not starve them and beat them until they become animals in a cage.” 

Ryder touched my shoulder, and my awareness of him set me aflame. 

“Everything you are—while a bit rough—that is who I’d want my child to be. I do not want to lose you to time. That is what I want you to understand. Yes, the elfin have to change. More and more, I see that. I understand that. And maybe you are what we need to change to.”

I sighed, tired of the argument. “Well, then, if that’s the truth, princeling, may Morrígan have mercy on all your souls.”

 

 

WE FOUND Marshall’s office and her assistant. He looked like no Stalker I’d ever seen. Didn’t sound like one either. With the barest of blond scruffs on his chin and an Adam’s apple more mobile than a balloon caught on the wind, the man was about my height, freckled, slender as a reed, and constantly pushed his corn-silk bangs out of his light brown eyes. He looked more like one of the students wandering about the campus, sucking in its rarefied air, than someone I’d expect to have my back on a run, and that instinct hardened as he stuck his bony hand out and introduced himself to Ryder.

“It’s so good to finally meet you, Lord Ryder.” His voice wavered, dropping an octave as he spoke. “I’m Crickets Malone.”

The only response my brain could come up with after hearing that was Huh.

I must have said it out loud, because both Ryder and Crickets looked my way.

“It’s my Stalker name. We all have them. Kind of like a… Stalker thing.” 

He bumbled the last bit, and my eyebrows scraped my hairline. 

“Well, a lot of us do. Not everyone. They’re kind of given to you.”

“Huh.” It slipped out again, and Ryder’s sharp elbow gouged into my bruised ribs. I grunted and returned the hard stare he tossed my way. “And how did you get this… nickname?”

“It’s because I’m stealthy, quiet on a run.” He skimmed a flattened hand through the air, making a slight whooshing sound. “When I’m stalking, all you hear are crickets.”

I choked on a laugh, smothering it with a cough before Ryder flat out punched me in the face to keep me quiet. He shoved his hand out again, this time in my direction.

“So you were a Stalker?” I asked. For the life of me, his face tugged something in my memories, but I couldn’t come up with a time when I’d met him. “And you quit?”

“I got injured.” He rubbed his right shoulder. “Broke it straight through on a run, but for what we need, I can do the job. It’s not like we’re going to hunt dragons or anything, right?”

“Right,” I murmured. “No dragons where we’re going. Maybe.”

“I’m sorry.” His grin curled up over his narrow face, teeth wide and white. “I didn’t catch your name.”

I gave his hand a short, curt shake, then let go. “Kai Gracen.”

The pink drained from Malone’s face, his smile dimmed, and he began to suck on his teeth. “Oh… um. Hello. I’ve… heard of you. It’s good to finally meet you.”

“Bet you say that to all the elfin,” I said, looking for some place to sit. “Kind of cramped in here, isn’t it?”

I’d seen cleaner junkyards. More organized too. From the looks of things, we didn’t have to go to Groom Lake to find the lost sidhe Court or pre-Merge tech. It could have been buried under the piles of books and papers without anyone being the wiser.

The office wasn’t big enough for what Marshall and Malone had crammed into it. A worktable intersected the long, windowless space, with two rolling desk chairs on either side. Only one of the chairs was empty of paper stacks, and the desk was littered with everything from maps to rocks. Two walls were mostly shelving burdened with more books shoved haphazardly into whatever space they’d fit. Most of the softbound books were old with spines that were cracked, and my heart died a little bit with each crease, but I knew how it was. Time battered everything, especially glue and paper.

And nearly all of them about Nevada, Old Vegas, and the surrounding area.

“Sorry to hear about Marshall.” I searched for words of condolence but came up empty, other than the standards. I didn’t know what to say about someone’s boss being murdered. “Ryder said she was killed here, on campus.”

“Someone shot her and left her on the quad’s lawn, but the police said there were signs someone beat her first.” Malone began shifting papers around, clearing off the chairs. “I’m kind of in shock. I mean, I’ve only known her a few months, but she was nice enough. Mostly I graded papers and did research for the museum. She had a dual position, part-time curator there and independent studies here. There aren’t a lot of pre-Merge researchers. Not a lot of universities have the money to sponsor that line of research, but San Diego’s dovetailed it into Underhill Studies so she could continue what she started in New Vegas.”

“Do the police have any idea about her murder?” Ryder prodded gently. “Who would attack a professor? Especially on campus.”

“You’ve got to forgive His Lordship.” I nudged Ryder toward one of the open chairs. “He doesn’t seem to understand there’s people out there who’d kill for a pair of clean shoelaces.”

“They do think it’s a robbery.” 

Malone wheeled one of the chairs around for me, but I ignored it… and him. 

“All of her things were taken, including her link and satchel. They also took her car. The cops believe they caught her in the parking lot when security wasn’t around and were probably trying to force her to let them into the building and something went wrong. That’s why they killed her where they did.”

More maps of Nevada were pinned to the wall behind the desk, some circled with a thick blue marker, and I went around the table to take a look at them. Malone’s eyes followed, shifting between me and Ryder. Unlike the books, the maps were fairly recent, composited photos taken of vast expanses of nothing and dry mountains. The region looked innocuous enough, but I knew better. Hot and scoured by sharp winds, the area was mostly scrub, desert, and large animals with teeth. People were few and far between and usually crazy. There were a couple of tour companies I knew who’d take small groups of tourists into Old Vegas, but those were thrill seekers who spent most of their time in armored buses and were out before the sun fell.

From what I could gather from the maps, Marshall intended for us to go straight up Polka Dot Valley, across the dry salt lake bed, and into the bowels of Bald Mountain. I pulled down one of the maps and put it on the table between them.

“Is this right? These markers?” Ryder and Malone both stopped talking and looked at me. “Sorry, um….” I turned one of the larger maps around, tapping the areas marked off in blue. “Is this where Marshall wanted us to go?”

“One of them, yes,” Malone replied. “That’s an old map. I’ve got a few newer coordinates based on some data she ran. She compiled them herself a few days ago.”

Ryder met my gaze and cocked his head, a silent question on his face. “Is there a problem getting there?”

“Lots of problems. I thought she wanted us closer to the lake, but some of these are past that. Ground up by the mountain’s supposed to be unstable. No one heads out there. It’s pretty much unmapped.” I shrugged, trying to remember what I knew of the area beyond. “If we’ve got solid coordinates, the transport can get us there, but I don’t know what we’ll find once we’re there.”

“I have almost everything she documented for the run, including the site specs she built up.” He scrambled to find something under a pile and came up with sheets of photos. “Mostly everything she gathered isn’t digital. That’s the biggest problem with researching some pre-Merge sites. There were restricted areas, and after the Merge, some of them became inaccessible. It took the professor years to get to a point where she believed she would find something useful. And then… someone killed her.”

“These are of the Court she found near Groom Lake? She only showed me a few.” Ryder took the photos from Malone. I looked over his shoulder, trying to make some sense of the shapes. Most were of fallen walls, but a few showed scrawled writing—possibly on a floor—symbols I couldn’t make any sense out of. “Old elfin. It’s hard to read. The sidhe and the unsidhe share so much of the same language, I couldn’t even tell you if this is Dawn or Dusk, but most of the ones I can make out are fertility glyphs.”

“That’s what the professor said. There’s a woman in Mercury who does supply runs to a few miners, and she got caught up in a dust storm.” Malone traced an area on the map I’d taken down. “There’s natural caverns in the area, and she went into one to wait out the storm. That’s when she found those walls and sigils. I asked the professor if she wanted me to have someone from Elfin Linguistics to look into helping her fund the run, but she told me no, she was going to see if you’d be interested in the find.”

“Because everyone knows you’ve got baby making on the brain,” I muttered. “And this woman just happens to know the one professor looking for stuff in that area?”

“The professor was from New Vegas. Lots of people from that area knew her.” He shrugged. “And she paid them for stuff like this.”

“Are you sure you want to do this, kid?” I asked him. “I don’t know what kind of runs you’ve been on, but this one’s going to stink. Worse than any Pendle run.”

“I kind of have to.” Malone grimaced, squaring his shoulders as he sat up in his chair. “Don’t leave a job unfinished, do the contract—isn’t that what Stalkers swear to? Professor Marshall made it her life’s work to find the truth about what happened to our world. I need to finish what she started. Even if I die trying.”

“Well, that’s good, then, because that’s pretty much what we Stalkers sign up for with every contract that we take. Just a word of advice, though,” I said, jerking my thumb toward Ryder. “Just don’t take tea with his grandmother or any shit from him, and do everything I tell you to as soon as I tell you to. It’ll make your chances of surviving go way up.”




CHAPTER NINE

 

 

“IF THAT boy was a Stalker, I’d eat my hat,” Sparky spat, leaving a fleck of clear saliva floating on the dry, dusty cement walk.

I leaned against the fender of Ryder’s sleek sports car. “You don’t have a hat, Sparky.”

“I’ll buy one.” She sniffed, thumbing her nose. “And he’s wearing a red shirt. No Stalker worth their damn wears a red shirt on a run.”

“Yeah, that was the first thing that tipped me off.” I grabbed my packs out of the car’s hatch. The sun wasn’t up yet, and the metal was cold, frosty from the brisk predawn wind.

One of Sparky’s graying eyebrows lifted, her mouth pursing into a wrinkled, disapproving clench. “And what was the second?”

I started off toward the transport, shouting back over my shoulder, “He didn’t bring any guns.”

A couple of days ago, we’d packed the drover for a three-week trip, mostly rations and potable water, and I’d spent the time driving it about, learning its quirks and speed limits. It handled better than I’d expected, its engine sitting above its front wheels while its laden-down back took corners sharp enough to cut a beard. Sparky’d outdone herself, packing as much power into the machine as she could while not skimping on maneuverability.

The lack of weapons in her design still bothered me, and she’d been reluctant to mount anything on the outside of the drover. Instead we’d punched a few openings out on each side, installed pre-slit membranes, then sealed them tight with pressure lock portholes we could open from inside the transport. I’d have preferred an array of bone-cutting machine guns across the front and rear of the drover’s roof, but the ports were as good as I was going to get.

Sparky followed me into the transport, ducking her head around the side door’s frame. The vehicle barely rocked when she stepped in, its suspension absorbing her added weight. She was silent as I stashed my gear, only cracking a little bit when I retested one of the port membranes by hitting its opening with a shotgun barrel.

“Fine line between too loose and fighting the opening to get the gun out, but it’ll have to do,” I said, frowning when she peered over my shoulder to look out the window. “What?”

“You don’t got a lot of visual there, do you?” She grumbled a bit under her breath, and I caught a few bits of Mandarin curses she’d been saving up for a rainy day. “It’s shit for turning….”

“Be better with something mounted on top, but we don’t have time.” The shotgun slid out of the port membrane with a glooping noise. “Someone broke into the university last night. Trashed the professor’s office.”

“Just her office?” She smacked her lips together, chewing on a piece of licorice gum, its salty blackness scenting her breath.

“Yep.” I made another slide through the port. “Just hers. Don’t know if they took anything. Place was a mess before she was killed. Didn’t get any better with us trying to figure out where she’d wanted us to go. Malone’s on a death quest to bring back Marshall’s Holy Grail, and Ryder wants the elfin to pop out babies like antlered bunnies.”

“And you’re against that?” Sparky took the shotgun from my hands, easily handling its heft, then set it back into the rack below the window.

“Kind of. It feels like he’s trying to give mouth-to-mouth to a dying donkey.” I shrugged. “I just don’t… know.”

“Ever think that maybe you’re not wanting the elfin’s numbers to increase because you hate them?” 

Her question poked at my thoughts, assassinating my resolve. 

“Because of what was done to you?”

“You think that’s it, then? I’m against it because the elfin’s brought nothing but grief to me?” I didn’t want to pick at the scabs riddling the surface of my soul, but Sparky already got them bleeding.

“I can see the word bullshit hovering there on your tongue, boy,” she said, patting my back. “Think about it a bit before you let it out. You can’t go hating your own kind just because of what was done to you, because trust me when I tell you, that’s the shortest way of becoming what you fear the most.”

“You don’t know what they did, Sparky—what he did to me.” A bitter laugh escaped me. “Hell, there wasn’t even a me there. You saw what Dempsey was dragging around back then. I was less than a fucking dog.”

I still had dreams about my time in my father’s workshops. Sometimes strung up through my spine and hung from the ceiling or slowly being skinned, a little strip at a time for spell components. When the guard took me that day, he didn’t steal Tanic’s son; he crippled the Lord Hunt Master by taking his most powerful and practically endless source of blood magic resources.

Or at least that’s what I’d guessed. I wasn’t exactly going to go around asking for confirmation.

“No, I don’t, kiddo,” she replied softly, a garrulous croak to her voice. “But I was the one who helped Jonas and Dempsey cut that iron out of you, and not one damned time did you bite us. You lay there, crying and squirming a bit, but you knew somewhere inside that wild, savage brain of yours that we were trying to help you. And it hurt. God fucking hell, I could see it hurt you.

“I was scared of you, Kai. Scared shitless because you’d already opened up my arm and leg with those sharp teeth of yours and my face was scratched to fucking hell from your nails. I might even have bled out if Jonas hadn’t sealed up my wrist.” Sparky took a breath, her body shuddering from the effort. “I’d been in the wars. Hated the elfin with every damned bit of my soul, and when I saw you for the first time, I wanted to bash your head in with a rock like you were a rabid possum bent on killing everything in front of you.”

“Then why didn’t you?” My throat closed, tightening around something thick threatening to burst from my chest. “Would have saved you guys a shit ton of trouble.”

“Because someone did that to you, and it made me puke thinking about it.” Her hand was still on my back, her fingers lightly pressing into my barely healed ribs. “Because when Jonas made that first cut, you screamed and fought when the blood ran out of you. It was so thick and black and rotten. The stink of it was horrible, but once he made the cut and we got that first tiny piece out, you curled into me and cried into my hands. How could I hate the elfin after that? I could hate what was done to you… how so many of us died in the wars, but right then, I didn’t care if you were human or elfin. I fell in love with that young boy lying on my workbench as still as he could so we could undo what a monster did to him.”

“I love you too.” My arms were around her before she could pull away, and I gave Sparky a tight hug, whispering into her silvery hair, “Doesn’t a day go by when I don’t think about how much you guys gave to me. What you’ve done for me.”

“Then you go and do it for others. Be the man your father isn’t.” She thumped at my back, unerringly finding each and every bruise lingering under my skin. “Go help Ryder find a way for the elfin to make babies. Then you go and be someone those babies look up to. Pass on the good people’ve done for you. That’s what I taught you then, and that’s what I’m saying to you now. Make me proud, Chimera Gracen, and we’ll call it all even.”

 

 

SPARKY’S LANDING was far out enough from the city I couldn’t see anything but San Diego’s faint glow on the southern sky. Ruins of old buildings and streets were slowly being consumed back into the hills, beaten down by the elements, ungulate herds, and the occasional wayward dragon looking for someplace safe and quiet to die from its battle wounds. The recent rains left grasslands a rich verdant, but Sparky’s place was mostly dirt, cement, and asphalt, especially near the fuel tanks. A pipeline rig sat on one of the upper mesas, its triangular pumping head poised at the ready to pull up any oil Sparky might need from the tanks buried in the hillside.

She’d set up shop at an old storage facility, first as a mechanic, then adding in a refinery for Stalkers and travelers with combustion or dual-use engines. Expanding to developing new mixes and a place to stash cars and vehicles since a gas vehicle couldn’t be run inside of city limits, Sparky’s Landing was a neutral zone, a place where grudges were to be left at the main gate and pulling a gun on someone meant a lifetime ban. I’d spent a lot of time scrambling around the buildings, hiding from Dempsey or curling up with the dogs under the clear sky during the cold high desert nights and staring at the stars. I knew the smell of the place, a hint of oil and the sweet burned tickle of sunbaked dirt and grasses mixed in with a liberal amount of exhaust, welded metal, and dog.

It was early enough we could repack the hatch and still get a full day’s ride in. I’d lost Ryder to Sparky, who wanted her accounts settled before we headed off into the vast wasteland of nothing and more nothing with a chance of being gnawed on by woodland creatures who would be singing us a good morning. The supplies were the last thing we needed to get into the transport, and Malone was moving a little bit too slowly for my liking, because when I came out after my talk with Sparky, there were still boxes stacked up along the drover’s front wheels.

Crickets was apparently the first cross I was going to have to bear before sunrise, because I found him in the rear of the transport, loading in the ammo I’d tagged to go into the back cabin. Other than the red shirt, which damned him as an amateur, it was just another less subtle cue about Malone’s lack of extensive Stalker experience.

The least of which was his damned nickname.

There was no damned way in any god’s hell I was going to call a grown man Crickets.

I didn’t blame him for not hustling. It was too early in the morning to do anything other than the bare minimum of thinking, and I’d already been wrung out to dry by Sparky, so I wasn’t firing on all cells either. Rapping the side of the transport, I got Malone’s attention.

“Hey, ammo goes inside. We’ll need it if we run into problems on the road.” I tried to keep my tongue civil, but I heard Dempsey hovering at the edges of my tone. “See? Box is marked inside. Food crates are marked hatch.”

“Oh, of course.” Malone stumbled over his own tongue, clicking it against the roof of his mouth. “I’ll move them into—”

I’d been in Malone’s presence for the past few days, and every time I asked him something, he stammered then shuffled away. Since I’d bathed at least once every day, I didn’t think I reeked, and Ryder assured me I smelled fine. After sniffing my ear—but fine was the verdict.

But something about me was making Malone nervous, and it rankled me. He was young—too young to have gotten more than a few jobs under his belt before he was out on injury—but he could have made his way through the Post with small hops and retrievals or ainmhi dubh pelts. His face… haunted me. I kept seeing it out of the corner of my eye, and for the life of me I couldn’t remember where.

“How about if we’re straight with one another, Malone?” I leaned against the hatch, blocking his way. “You’re not much on guns, are you?”

“What makes you say that?” Lack of coffee probably made his voice reedy, but it quivered and danced around when he spoke.

I made him nervous for some reason. Could have been anything, from knowing I was Dempsey’s to something more serious like a dislike for pointed ears and teeth, which made no sense after I’d considered he’d enrolled into the university to study the Underhill and its races.

“You didn’t bring any of your own,” I pointed out.

For a split second, I thought he was going to deny the truth, even though it was as clear as the Carlsbad sky he’d lied through his teeth, but he shook his head, giving me a lopsided grin I’d come to see a lot on his scrawny face.

“No, not really. I mean, I shoot just fine, but I’m more of what you call—” His brown eyes flicked about, searching for something around us or a word inside of his head. “—a tracker. I’m good at hunting down things. Like digging out clues. It’s why I went into research once I left the—”

Malone was going to go on. I could see it. He had that same beatific look on his face Ryder got when he was about to launch into a long diatribe or lecture me about the cultural significance of some small little scribble he’d found on the edge of a rock tablet. I was going to give him five minutes to talk himself out then hurry him along.

We were burning daylight.

But that wasn’t the only glint on the horizon.

Something shiny flashed from a stand of trees on the ridge next to Sparky’s driveway. I wasn’t sure what light caught on the metal or if it was actually metal, but it grabbed my attention and wouldn’t let go. Malone was still talking, a buzzing noise of nonsense weaving in under the rush of breeze in my ears. What I didn’t hear were birds. It was early—way early—a time when the plains and hills were normally awash with every tweet, chirp, and squeal of avian variety, with a few mammals tossed in for good measure.

Instead we were surrounded by silence—a very deadly silence.

Until the gunshots started and the ground bounced with ricocheting bullets.

“Chi wo de shi.” I grabbed Malone and swung him behind the transport.

He was light, barely Cari’s weight for all his height, and he flew easily. The hatches opened out, but there was a foot of clearance under the doors, not enough to give me cover, but it was as good as I was going to get. My Glocks were out of their holsters and in my hands, and I shouted over my shoulder at Malone as I began to fire up at the hill.

“Rifle. In the long blue ammo box.” Whoever was on the hill had something much more lethal than my Glocks, and either Malone or I needed to return their fire with something with more of a kick to it.

“What do you want me to do with it?” he shouted back.

“Are you fucking kidding me?” I had to reload, ejecting the clip then scrambling to open up one of the boxes to grab another. They were fitted into foam, making it hard to get one out with one hand. Kicking at Malone’s foot, I turned away to duck as far into the transport’s cover as I could when another volley cut up the side yard. “Load up and shoot back!”

The transport was taking heavy fire, rocking slightly when something big hit it. I heard one of the dogs yelp, and my heart twisted, hoping it only took a bit of shrapnel and got out of the way. Whoever was on the hill was after either me or Malone, and since I hadn’t pissed anyone off in a couple of days, I was going to put my money on Malone. My gut told me whoever’d taken Marshall out was now gunning for our red-shirt-wearing plebe.

I heard Malone click the shells in, and I kept my head down, trying to give him as much clearance as I could to use the hatch as protection while shielding my hearing. I thought I’d covered all my bases, but I hadn’t counted on Malone really not knowing how to shoot. Especially since he didn’t seem to know the difference between a shotgun and a rifle.

Not until shotgun pellets peppered my ass and calf and Malone’s startled screams when I knocked the weapon away from my legs and cursed him out. There was blood, not a lot of it but enough for me to taste copper on my tongue. My jeans leg flapped, torn in places, and my skin was pebbled with dark holes, puckers forming over the heavy gauge blasted into my calf. My boot protected my ankle, but my knee creaked a bit, maybe taking a pellet or two, but I wasn’t sure.

Mostly because whatever Malone’d hit me with, it was like someone’d shoved firecrackers under my skin and lit the fuse with a flamethrower.

“Diu nei ah seng! Are you trying—” More gunfire and I dove down, dragging Malone with me. The shotgun tumbled out of his hands, and I resisted the urge to kick it under the drover so he couldn’t get his hands on it again. “Rifle! I said—Kāne’s balls—what did you load that with?”

My leg burned, and I wasn’t looking forward to the time spent digging each and every single bit of buckshot out from under my skin. The fire spread, turning to agony, and my leg muscles weren’t responding like they should have. Clamping my hand on the open hatch, I pulled myself up, hoping I was out of sight of the shooters.

Bullets pinged and bounced off of the drover, a piece of broken-off metal singing past my head. Malone scrambled to get to his feet, but I pushed him back down. An open shotgun shell box spilled orange cartridges over the hatch floor when I grabbed the rifle’s box. A step back sent biting pains up my back and down to my ankles, twisting my stomach around until I had to swallow back the coffee I’d drank an hour ago.

“Fucking iron rounds,” I muttered to myself. “He used the damned black dog rounds on me.”

A boom shook the air as I got the rifle loaded up and ready. There was a brief whistle, and then the hillside exploded in a shower of rocks and dirt. I couldn’t see who’d launched the round, but my guess was Sparky, especially when another short-range ball crackled over us and pummeled the spot where I’d seen the glint among the predawn-lit trees.

Dirt rained hard, splattering us, the chunks damp and ripe from the morning dew. Something struck my buckshot-filled leg, and I went down on my knees, biting back another curse for Malone’s nostrils to be infested with sucker lice. Battered by rocks and debris, the hatch door swung inward, slamming me on the side of the head and nearly taking the rifle out of my hand.

Pushing the stock against the ground, I heaved myself up, using the rifle for leverage and balance. There was some screaming, mostly coming from behind the ridge. Then the roar of a heavy engine being started up echoed down through the hills. Lodging the rifle on the hatch door, I sighted on the now smoldering tree line, catching a peek of a Jeep roof bouncing over the hill’s uneven ground. A head came into view, balding or shaved down to a dark circle near enormous ears, dancing in and out of my scope sight. I took the shot at nearly the exact same moment Sparky let loose her final volley.

The ground trembled beneath our feet, and the hillside gave, unleashing a tidal wave of boulders and broken tree trunks. I dropped the rifle and dove into the hatch. Grabbing Malone by his Ganesh-damned red shirt, I hauled him up, and the wave of rocky dirt slammed into the drover, snapping the hatch door off and taking it along for the ride. I lay there, covering Malone with my body until the grumbling earth settled, my pulse pounding away in my ears and my leg seizing up with pain from the iron-flecked embers burrowed under my skin.

We lay there in the quiet for a few minutes, and then Sparky called the all clear. Slapping Malone across the head, I got out of the hatch, leaving Malone to fend for himself. I didn’t care if he set up a taco stand in the drover’s back compartments, so long as I didn’t have to look at him for a few minutes—maybe even half a day.

“Asshole. Going to get me dead before I even leave the damned area.” My leg wasn’t good. Or at least not good enough to walk on.

Unable to walk straight, I used the side of the partially buried drover to balance on, doing short hops when the ache got too much for me to put my weight on my foot. The Landing looked more like a war zone than a refill station, and behind me, Malone groaned something about his neck and apologies.

“Kai!” Ryder shouted from the Landing’s office window. “Stay there! I’m coming!”

“Sure, you do that,” I grumbled back. “Because I’m not sure I’m going to make it to the end of the damned transport much less the fricking office.”

He moved quicker than I expected, because I took another three steps and then Ryder was on me, grabbing at my waist and lifting me up. It would have been nice to lean on him, to use his strength to ease the stress on my leg and, stupidly, even help me forget about the pain working through me, but I knew better.

I knew Ryder better.

“Let me help you, ainle,” he cajoled, sliding his arm down to the small of my back and around my hips. “Is it so hard to accept—”

Another shift in the ground and we both tensed, waiting for another avalanche to hit, but the quiver was small—very small—and we stopped our hobble to the main cinder block building to watch a man’s head, his thick, springy hair awash in flames, bounce down the hill and roll across the Landing’s side yard. The fiery head continued its merry path, disappearing from view as it tumbled off between the buildings.

“Well, at least we got one of them,” I snapped, taking another step toward the office, where Sparky was coming out of the door with a first aid kit. “And once I get all the shot out of my leg, we’re going to have a little talk with your friend Crickets.”




CHAPTER TEN

 

 

AS MUCH as I loved Sparky, she was the last person in the world I’d want to be lying down in front of and bent over an arm of an old beat-up sofa, stomach down with my jeans off and my teeth clenched into a pillow.

Sadly, as she was also the only one within thirty miles that I’d let dig ironshot out of my body, I was there, with my injured leg stretched out over an ancient couch and wishing I were anywhere else. There wasn’t enough whiskey in all of San Diego County to make it any less painful, and to make matters worse, I had Ryder and Crickets at ringside.

“Hold still, boy,” she grumbled at me, digging back down into a hole. “It went pretty deep. I’m having to chase down some of your jeans with the damned things.”

“This fricking hurts, Sparky.” I couldn’t look at Crickets. Not without wanting to murder him. “You try lying still while someone’s melon-balling your leg.”

Blood was running down my calf, hot and quick, soaking into the towels I’d tucked under my knee. The brindle bitch who’d take a bit of shrapnel across her ear licked at my face, a soft comfort between two injured veterans from the same battle. At least her war wound was justly earned. Mine was friendly fire—making me not so friendly anymore.

The stainless steel tools Sparky’d laid out on a sterile pad looked more like torture devices, but I’d been taken apart by the undisputed master of pain and agony, so the hooks, pincers, and tweezers were more flatware for a formal dinner party than anything else. Sparky wasn’t used to working on meat. Mostly everything she broke down was metal or plastic and didn’t complain when she dug in, and when someone was unfortunate enough to get shot on a run, Jonas or I were normally the ones who dealt with it.

Dempsey’d been useless. I’d sooner take five solid right hooks from Dempsey than have him dig a bullet out of me. Only thing worse than Tanic putting the iron bars in me was Dempsey trying to take them out. Luckily, Jonas had taken over then.

“Bite,” Sparky warned me, and I tasted feathers and dust as she cut deep into my skin. “Almost done, kiddo.”

“You never were a Stalker, were you, Mr. Malone?” Ryder said softly. “And that is why my Stalker is lying here injured instead of driving us to Nevada.”

There was steel in his voice, anger hammered hot and left to hang. Haughty and arrogant, Ryder’s regal bearing spoke of centuries of rule and power, a legacy of ruthlessness and manipulation normally kept gloved in a charming, velvety demeanor. The velvet lay in tatters at Malone’s feet, the edge of Ryder’s ire slicing across his throat and belly as neatly as a knife.

Malone shifted, the bar stool under him screeching on the office’s dusty floor, his eyes on everything but Ryder. He met my gaze once, didn’t like what he saw there, and let his attention wander off.

“Might as well talk to him, Malone,” Sparky warned him. “Because I’m about five minutes away from being done with picking iron shot of out Kai’s backside, and if Ryder doesn’t get his answers now, you’re not going to like how Kai’s going to get them out of you.”

My world became a sea of faded pink cabbage roses on hunter green and lots of pain. Sparky was going in deep, and my stomach churned with the taste of my own blood. I wanted to scream for her to stop pulling me open, promising her anything to make the anguish go away, but a part of me whispered, What if she doesn’t stop? What if she does to you what Tanic did? Because you trusted her.

Ryder’s hand pressed down on my back, his fingers stroking at the keloid dragon my father left there. I soaked in his vanilla and green tea scent, his sidhe blood perfuming his skin, and my lungs loosened. His strength poured into my spine, muting the spiderweb of liquid fire Sparky wove through my nerves. I felt better and mostly hated how much I loved having his touch on me.

“Don’t get in the way, Your Princeship,” Sparky snarled. “I’m trying to work here.”

“And I can see where Kai learned his impeccable manners,” Ryder drawled, but his fingers remained, resting on the jut of my right shoulder blade. “But as for you, Mr. Malone, I need a few answers.”

“First off, I’m not your Stalker, Ryder. You rent me. Just like everyone else.” I was going to hate myself in the morning, or perhaps even sooner, but I cleared my throat and croaked, “And you two are scaring the kid stupid. Yeah, he almost got us both killed and shot up my leg, but I’m sure he had a really good reason for lying through his teeth. Don’t you, Malone?”

“I didn’t think I’d actually… have to shoot someone.” His Adam’s apple dove when he spoke, his words crackling and sharp. “I didn’t even know you’d brought a Stalker with you. I thought he was another sidhe! Who the hell brings Kai Gracen with them to talk about a pre-Merge dig? It just all went… wrong.”

“Shit! Sparky! Leg!” My leg twitched at her next dig. Twisting my head around to avoid the dog’s furiously licking tongue, I grunted at Malone. “Did you know the guys who were shooting at us? Did Marshall piss somebody off? Or was she hiding something about Groom Lake?”

“Are you sure it’s connected to Professor Marshall?” Malone worried his teeth against his upper lip. “She was murdered… but we don’t know why.”

“It’s got to be connected to her. The guy I was trying to snag between the trees looked like the same man I’d seen driving the armed scooter, and none of us here recognized the rolling head. They had to have followed us up here somehow, because the only thing connecting you to Sparky’s is this trip,” I explained. “So we’re sniffing around something someone else doesn’t want us to find… something Marshall’s already died for. Since people don’t try to kill me unless I’m about to stumble on their take, I think someone’s hiding something and doesn’t want us to get to it.”

“My grandmother had nothing to gain by trying to kill you,” Ryder mumbled.

“Your grandmother isn’t people, Ryder,” I sneered. “And she had everything to gain. For what it’s worth, I’m a resource for you. Getting rid of me takes me off the board in that Parcheesi game you’ve got going with her. Someone wants us removed from the game, a game Marshall started. Then you went and became Player Two. Probably not what they were expecting, but if they’ve already killed Marshall for sticking her nose into things, they’re not going to look at us and say oh, sorry, you we’ll let go traipsing off into the Emerald City with your pet Stalker.”

“I only understood half of what you said to me right now.” Ryder’s fingers stilled on my shoulder. “But enough to ask Malone here about what Professor Marshall was hiding. What is it she expected to find up there? Do you know? Is the elfin Court verified, or was it merely something to lure me into funding her expedition?”

“The photos were real. I was there when the courier brought them in, and she was excited. Yes, she knew it would convince you to fund the trip. She’d been excited to go but….” He pushed his sweat-knotted fine hair from his face, stress tightening his cheeks and lips. “It was supposed to be an easy, simple trip. Nothing dangerous.”

“And the former Stalker story?” I cocked my head. “You didn’t think that was going to turn out to be dangerous?”

“That was….” He swallowed, his throat working hard. “Someone asked me if I was a Stalker because they found out I used to work at the Post. I just didn’t… deny… it because I thought it would make me look cool. You know how it is, right? I mean, okay, not you but—”

“So you did it to pick up girls? Or boys, not going to discriminate.” Sparky stopped in her excavation and looked up at Malone’s mumbled agreement. “That’s got to be the dumbest thing I’ve heard. How did you think someone wasn’t going to find out?”

“I didn’t think about it. I almost swallowed my tongue when Ryder told me who he was.” Malone gestured at me. “I should have said something then. I just didn’t know how to.”

Humans were funny things. I’d seen a few go through puberty and hit adulthood, a short sprint of bone growth, chaotic behavior, and raging hormones. I’d watched Cari learn to walk, struggle with her clairvoyance, grow breasts, and take up a gun all in the time it took me to age another minute. Both Dempsey and Sparky shrank and grayed while the lines on Jonas’s face deepened into grooves.

I’d remained the same once I’d filled out, learned how to speak and love. As old as I felt, Ryder estimated I was barely an adult now—it was hard to tell considering what Tanic’d done to me—but Malone’s struggle was a universal one, one shared among most humans I knew, and I felt it intimately.

He wanted to be… accepted. To be looked at and be regarded as a person. To matter to people around him. Where I’d just wanted to be human—to the point of getting a knife to saw my ear tips off and pulling my teeth. Ryder assured me it wouldn’t have worked. The scars on my body and notches in my ear were anomalies, aberrations brought about by Tanic’s flesh craft and spells.

Ryder didn’t seem to quite understand why that hadn’t been a reassurance.

Because His Lordship never spent any part of his life looking at himself in a mirror and wondering why about so many things reflected there.

I twisted about to look behind me. “Sparky, do you have something else we can take into Mercury Valley? Assuming the drover’s out for the count.”

“Smaller. Maybe a bit more defensible,” she mused. “Hard to sleep in, though.”

“We’ll have to deal with what we’ve got. Do you want to let these guys have whatever Marshall had tucked into her secrets, Ryder?” He’d let his hand fall away when I’d moved to talk to Sparky, but his warmth lingered. “’Cause we can just let it go.”

“I can’t risk that.” Ryder shook his head. “We’ll have to get there first.”

“The university would love anything we bring back.” Malone shifted again on his seat. “Um… you bring back.”

“Do you want to come?” I caught his attention with my question, and Malone jerked his gaze toward me.

“I haven’t said I was willing to take him with us,” Ryder interjected.

“Once again, Your Worshipfulness, you forget the rules of the contract.” As hard as it was to look intimidating and official while lying down on a floral couch and getting my face bathed by a dog of indeterminate origins, I gave it my best shot. “While we’re on or planning a job, I’m in charge. You have no say in things. Remember that.”

“You just say that because you like bossing me around.” He sighed. “Admit it.”

“I totally admit it, but if Malone here wants in, I say we take him. He’s the only Marshall substitute we’ve got.” Nodding at Malone, I asked. “Do you want in?”

“Yes,” he answered before I even had time to finish my question. “I swear to God, I’ll do anything you want me to do.”

“Just do what I tell you and don’t question me. Not like His Lordship here. Just one thing, what’s your real name?”

“Robbie,” he replied with a slight frown. “Why?”

“So I know what to scream at you before I shoot you for not doing what I tell you to do,” I replied. “Because I’m sure as hell not calling you Crickets.”

 

 

BY THE time we hit the pass to Temecula, I’d worked out most of the kinks in my relationship with the squat behemoth Sparky saddled us with. The square, clunky beast was a bitch and a half to turn on tight corners, but like the drover, it came packed with a powerful engine, solar panels to charge its fuel cells, and best of all, a pop-up telescoping turret on the former-HETS flat roof. Sparky’d modified the M911 Heavy Equipment Transporter, a chunky eight-wheeled tow used to haul tanks, into an inelegant powerhouse with a modified armored back shell for storage and fold-down bunks. With the cab elongated to seat four, it was functional and utilitarian.

It looked like an oversized ambulance and, painted a drab gray with uneven black and brown spots, it was also butt ugly.

But it did the trick, and when a rhinoceros challenged the front end in San Marcos, the transport took the hit, shook it off, and kept going as if nothing happened.

My two passengers, however, didn’t fare as well.

Malone was still talking about it, and Ryder sported a bit of green around his cheeks.

“Did you see the size of it?” Malone squeaked from his perch on the backseat. “Thank Odin this thing’s lifted up, or we’d have bought it for sure.”

“Day’s young, Robbie,” I muttered. “Lots of time left for buying it.”

“Bit… bumpier than in the Mustang, isn’t it?” Ryder’s teeth chattered a bit when we hit a patch of crackled asphalt.

“Mustang wouldn’t be good for a run like this. It’s built for speed, not endurance. Where we’re going, there’s no roads.” I ducked my head down to peer out of the windshield. “I’d like to get us someplace we can stop for the night.”

“A campground?” Malone asked.

I shook my head, nearly in time with the truck’s rattling suspension. “Nah, there’s motor inns along the 15 stretch. I’ll bunk down in the back of Bertie—”

“Why do you feel the need to name all of the vehicles you drive?” Ryder grabbed at the dashboard when the road dipped. “Watch the—did you not see that—what was that?”

“Pink faerie armadillo,” I replied. “They used to be smaller. Like… cat-sized.”

The sidhe gave me a long, steady glare. “That was a lot larger than a cat, Kai.”

“Which is why I saw it. It’s hard to miss a six-foot-long, carnation-pink, frilly mound moving across the road, Ryder,” I countered. “Now will you let me drive?”

It was late afternoon, the golden sun slithering down the peaks a few miles from Rainbow. The grasses were heavy at the tips, bowing down with the weight of their seeded heads. The freeway broke into a stretch of old a‘a fields, the road slicing through the crumbling, ropy lava in long, sweeping curves. Piles of hammered down chunks dotted the sides of the two-lane road, debris left behind when the military rebuilt the roads following the Merge. Nothing was left of the communities along the San Marcos corridor, and only a few structures remained standing in Escondido, outliers at the edge of a city sucked down into Underhill if it survived at all. The Wild Animal Park remained mostly intact, bolstered by the sudden appearance of a freshwater lake and underground rivers breaking up to the surface.

Movement near a rise of massive house-sized boulders caught my attention, and I slowed the transport down, angling my head to see around the truck’s side-view mirror. Beige and brown slipped between the gray stones, blending into the dirt patches and slides running down the low mountains.

“If we’ve got time on the way back, I’m going to grab some antelope from the hills.” With the grasses at their greenest following the rains, the herds were easy to spot on the craggy landscape. “An eland would be nice. I can split a share between me, Sparky, and Dempsey and leave the rest of it for Jonas’s crew.”

Ryder’s face was hard to read, and judging from the snorfling going on behind me, Malone’s excitement over the rhino waned to a point where he’d drifted off into sleep. As much as I liked the way Ryder looked, the assessing glances he threw my way were unsettling.

“What?” I finally asked after a few minutes of pointed silence.

“I am reconciling my image of you. Every time I think I understand who you are, you do or say something and everything shifts.” He inclined his head toward the rear bench seat. “I would have thought of all the people you’d want to shoot, Malone would be one of them. Yet you not so politely told me we were taking him along on this trip, regardless if I wanted him to come or not. That… surprised me, and I don’t think you did it solely to annoy me.”

“No, that was just a bonus,” I admitted. “And it wasn’t like it didn’t cross my mind. Seemed like I would just be kicking a kitten, and I try to avoid doing things like that. Bad for the soul, and that’s the one thing you get to take with you when you die. When you show up in front of whichever god’s got gate duty that day, you want your soul to be as clean as you can get it. I’ve got enough blood on my hands they might not even answer the bell when I ring. I don’t need to be rubbing shit into my ledger too.”

“And once again—” Ryder chuckled. “—you shift.”

“Yeah, well, we’re going to keep shifting. I’m going to take you on a detour.” A dip in the grass to the right of us was the only sign I had for the road I’d been looking for. Slowing the transport down, I turned, easing the truck’s massive tires onto the track. “It’s going to get a little bumpy, but it’ll be worth it. Trust me.”

“Always,” he whispered. A flick of green again, the light hitting his eyes, and then Ryder turned away to stare out of the window. “I would only wish it was reciprocated.”

“I trust you.” His gaze turned back on me, sharp and cutting. I shrugged and continued, “Okay, so it’s a little shaky sometimes, but I’m working on it. Mostly.”

The drive was a steep grade down one ravine and up the next. The trail went dead a few times, and I had to slow the transport down to pick it back up again, gleaning the subtle differences on the ground by the way the light bounced off of the dirt and rocks. It was easier in the transport than in my truck, its wheels eating up the distance between the road and a spot in the hills I’d always found magical—a spot I, for some inexplicable reason, wanted to share with Ryder.

We entered a grove of thick trees, and the afternoon heat peeled off of us, the truck bathed in cool shadows as I made the final turn into a leaf-canopy-sheltered clearing. I could smell the water, clean, fresh, and sweet, but our destination lay hidden in the dense thicket. A few final bumps and the clearing emerged from between the trees, a semicircle of tiny hot-spring pools dug into mica-flecked golden rock sitting on the edge of a slender, white-capped river.

It was a pretty enough place, with the rock bed glistening from the crystalline spray frothing up from the river, but it was the tiny fleck-fish living in the hot springs that made the trip worthwhile.

They glowed.

And not the simple bioluminescence of a firefly. These minuscule flying fish swirled with colors, throwing off spritzes of flares and flurries as they hopped from one pool to the next, changing hues before they hit the water again.

It was a meteor shower caught in the shadows of sky-swallowing trees, a lace curtain of light and splashes set against the white of the river beyond. And every time I visited the springs, it took my breath away. Much like it stole away Ryder’s, judging by the awestruck look on his face.

“Oh… Kai,” he whispered, leaning forward in his seat. “This is… I have no words.”

“It’s why they call this place Rainbow. Well, now. It was called Rainbow before apparently, but after the Merge, guess the name works better now.” I turned off the transport, killing its loud rumbling engine so we could bask in the river’s melodic burble. “Literally one of my favorite places in the world. I wanted you to see it.”

“It is… glorious.” Ryder patted my thigh, a quick touch through my jeans. “Thank you. For sharing this. For… surprising me. Thank you.” He was quiet for a long while, not disturbing the comfortable thrum between us, then asked, “Why don’t more people come here?”

“Too difficult to get to in a normal car. Even some trucks. My old girl? No problem. It’s powerful enough and can take a beating, but it’s hardy.”

“Like a destrier,” he agreed but saw my slight frown. “It’s a horse. A very large horse.”

“I forget you guys didn’t have tech before the Merge.” It had been a surprise to discover the elfin’s sciences were practical, a society built more on the arcane than technology. “Adapted to it pretty fast, yeah?”

“Thankfully. Horses, while lovely, are a lot harder to maintain than a car. It’s been so long since we’ve lived that way. Our technology was rudimentary, much like the humans’ magic. When the Merge… shook our world, we gained a science we hadn’t had before. This world benefits both of us, elfin and humans alike. A twisting of fates fitting into one another. We gained science, and the humans found magic.” Ryder’s dimples flashed on either side of his cheeks, a smile deep enough to warm the emerald-gold facets of his eyes. “Two halves never meant to be together but now… joined.”

“Like me,” I teased.

“Maybe you were made for this world, Kai,” Ryder whispered, his hand back on my thigh. “Have you thought of that, perhaps?”

“Yeah, sometimes.” I let my fingers trace over his nails, enjoying their smooth texture. “Or maybe—just maybe, Ryder—it was made for me.”




CHAPTER ELEVEN

 

 

THUNDER HOUNDED our asses all the way into Temecula. I’d felt the first drops of rain hit my nose when Ryder and I stepped down from the transport to watch the hot pools’ leaping fish leave sparkling rainbow trails in the deepening dusk. The rain held off its fury during my maneuvering the truck out of the creaking forest, and Malone slept through our mad scramble back into the cab, only waking up with a porcine snort when the transport’s heavy tires grabbed at the road when we left the dirt track behind us.

Then the sky gods sliced opened their grief and wept.

“The water’s pouring down the hills,” Malone observed from the backseat. “It looks like rivers.”

“Yeah, not something we want to be in. This area gets flash floods when a storm hits too fast and too hard.” A streak of lightning cut a swath under the bank of granite-hued clouds, forking out to tickle the sky’s belly. “We’ve got one more gulch to go and then we’ll be on the Temecula flats. Water drains off the mesas and into the black rock below. Let’s hope Changa’s got some space for us or we’ll be sleeping in the truck.”

Booms shook the hills a few heartbeats after every flash, the rumbles coming fast and faster as the thunderstorm began to hit its stride. The strikes grew furious, bleaching the sky with each pass and growing stronger until the clouds were spangled with forks. Water rose up from the sides, swamping the transport’s heavy tires, but its weight kept it pressed down into the road. I hit a patch of deep water, a dip in the road filled past its curves, and the truck shimmied back and forth. Fighting the swerve, I battled the rear end, swearing as I threw my weight into turning the steering wheel to bring all eight wheels back onto the asphalt.

“Kai, watch out!” Ryder clutched the dashboard.

“I see it,” I growled, my hands clenched on the shaking steering wheel. “Hold on.”

There was no missing the house-sized boulder crashing down the mountainside and headed straight for the road. It left craters in the ground as it bounced, a nearly impossible feat for something larger and heaver than a full-grown kraken, but the storm apparently suspended physics because it jumped and dove as if it were made out of rubber. Gushes of water followed it, a slurry of dirt, smaller boulders, and trees.

Amid the coursing, dank waters and tumbling rocks, I spotted something else—many somethings—and my teeth ached from my clenched jaw. I hadn’t been certain when the first splash of two crimson lights sparked bright against the dark hills, and I’d almost convinced myself I’d been seeing things when another pair joined the first, then another. The shadows moved across the rocks, avoiding the avalanche of boulders with sure-footed leaps from crag to crag.

And keeping up with the struggling transport’s egress.

“Black dogs,” I muttered to myself. There was a niggling want to call Ryder’s attention to the magic-spawned horrors shadowing us, but there was more than enough to worry about without adding ainmhi dubh to the mix.

There was no way of knowing if they were a rogue pack or one with a Hunt Master. A few glances to check on their progress confirmed my fears—they were hunting the transport, keeping their distance but never falling behind. My brain hoped for rogue, cut free of their command restraints following the death of their maker, but my gut told me I was wrong.

Most rogue ainmhi dubh lurked around outlying settlements, feeding off of humans and livestock rather than culling the herds roaming San Diego’s mesas and canyons. They’d never stalk a vehicle, it wasn’t in their nature, not unless they were commanded to… and their Master told them exactly who or what to track.

So they were definitely hunting the transport. Or… one of us.

It didn’t take a genius to figure out the odds. Of the three of us, I was the most likely candidate, especially since I’d probably killed my brother the last time I’d seen him. Probably. Valin could have survived the plunge into the 163 rapids. I’d hoped I’d never know the truth of it, but fate sometimes decided differently.

As it always did.

I punched the truck’s acceleration pedal as hard as I could, praying Sparky used every last bit of her brilliant mind to dump power into the heavy-duty cell engine. Fast wasn’t the way to drive in a growing storm, not with the minilakes forming in the road’s uneven surface, but hydroplaning and fishtailing were a hell of a lot easier to live through than being crushed beneath tons of solid, dense rock.

The transport wasn’t fast enough. Almost but not quite. The rush of water hit the back tires, pushing us off the road. My shoulders took the brunt of the steering wheel’s wrench, and my arm shook and screamed with the pain of keeping the truck straight and moving forward. Something hit the back cab. Then the tires found a bit of purchase and the transport shot forward, twisting and sliding on the water-soaked roads.

With the exception of Malone’s praying and Ryder’s heavy breathing, the transport felt fine, its engine grumbling along as the tires moved freely in their wheel wells. When I tested the steering wheel, it responded sluggishly, more from the water than any damage, and the transmission shifted up and down as we moved through the gears.

“You can stop asking Thor to save us, Malone,” I called out over my shoulder. “We’re through the worst of it.”

“That’s what you think.” 

Ryder’s breath hitched, and I could feel his heart pounding through the hand he’d clenched over my right thigh. 

“Knowing you and the trouble you get into, Kai, I am going to say that was just the start of it. So pray all you like, Malone, because we’re going to need it.”

 

 

VIOLET CRACKLE weed covered most of the ruins, their twisting vines crisscrossing the bones of the fallen buildings. The V-shaped main tower’s metal bones rose up from the fog, the jutting bent beams bristling with the vine’s enormous serrated leaves. Bits and pieces of the buildings’ gaming history peeked out. An Ace of Spades neon sign hung lopsided and broken from a blown-out window, the storm banging it against a pair of heavy steel doors standing in the middle of a weed-engulfed plot, the rest of the cigar shop’s walls scattered in ruins behind a weatherworn dumpster lying on its side.

Only a string of squat, plain-faced bungalows remained of an old hotel, its cheery turquoise and gold wooden sign welcoming us to Changa’s when we drove in. The wood was burned at the ends and flecked with lava grit, but the sign’s grinning sun leered out from under the low stand of squat palms, its toothy smile nearly black from soot and dirt.

A few heavy rigs were squatting in the corner of the parking lot, huddled together as if muttering about the rain over beers and cigars. Their drivers were probably doing just that in Changa’s lounge, eyeballing the men and women Bryan, the owner, somehow conned to work at the stop. The front office was a long rectangle of space with an L-shaped high counter and mainly served as the entrance to the restaurant and lounge.

It was early enough in the day for the kitchen to be fully fired up, and from the sound of clicking dishes and glasses filtering past the beaded curtains separating the dining room from reception, the kitchen was doing a booming business. The place hadn’t changed since I’d last been there. The carpets were still an odd vomit of mingled colors, indeterminate swirls dappled with greenish stars, and for some reason a faded red P broke the pattern every foot or so.

A couple of burly women stood hunched over a rollo-slots machine, dumping wooden nickels into the thing then jerking the lever to watch dancing fruits spin about before stopping in a high-kicking chorus line. A hairless, ancient Chihuahua lay stretched out on the carpet at their feet, a grimy, fat land manatee staring off into the distance or perhaps the wall. I couldn’t tell exactly because its eyes roamed about, bulging and flexing while the machine sang its chiming ditty.

Leaning against the reception counter was Bryan, a lean middle-aged man, his amiable mouth set into a nearly permanent smile beneath a trimmed mustache. Dressed in slacks and a bright orange button-up shirt, Bryan was regaling everyone with his glory days as an elephant trainer or tire salesman, because much like the dog’s wandering eyes, it was hard to tell which way Bryan was headed when he started telling a story.

Judging by the smirking leer Bry gave me when he spotted me, Ryder, and Malone by the door, he’d just gotten worked up and was bringing it home.

Bringing it home to a haughty, elegant sidhe woman with emerald-gold eyes.

I didn’t need Ryder stiffening to a board next to me to tell me who the woman was. She wore parts of his face, pieces I was drawn to, from his long-lashed enormous forest-dappled eyes to his full lower lip. Their cheekbones were nearly the same, hers a touch rounder, and her chin was pointier, angling her jaw down a sharp, inward slope. Her hair was whiter than his, more starlight than metallic sunbeams, a starker contrast to the coppery antique gold streaks underneath.

But while she had the look of her brother, her expression was pure Sebac, a cunning, cruel knife of a smile profaning the mirror of Ryder’s generous, amiable mouth. Turning, she flicked her gaze over me, and if anything, her face hardened still, flattening any softness in her appearance. Malone she ignored, only having a glittering stare for me.

“Ryder, Clan Sebac, Third in the House of Devon and High Lord of the Southern Rise Court, I greet you,” she murmured in sidhe, and my body jerked inward, reacting violently to a language too similar to my father’s, a behavior learned under dull iron implements and sharp steel. “I see you still have the beathach sgeunach Grandmother disciplined before—”

“Do not finish those words, daughter of Devon.” Ryder flung his sidhe at her, a furious volley of molten anger, splattering her with its visceral sting. “You’ve crossed into the Southern Rise. You do not have my leave to breathe its air, much less speak poorly of my luranach.”

I knew less than nothing about how the sidhe said hello, other than it sometimes devolved into a list of clans, houses, and maybe even what they ate for dinner the night before. Since my sidhe was mostly cobbled together by what I’d learned in vids and its similarity to its darker cousin, unsidhe, I didn’t understand what she’d called me or the last word Ryder said, but it definitely wasn’t something the woman wanted to hear, because she bristled, straightening her spine, and tilted her chin with an arrogance so casual, she wore it like I wore my favorite T-shirt.

“Introduce us, then, Lord Ryder,” she sniffed. “So I may know your luranach.”

I was about to tell Ryder I didn’t need an introduction or snap that I was his nothing, but he was angry and serious, so I let it go. She’d suckled on Sebac’s marrow and knitted herself a skin from the old woman’s venomous bones. There really was no mistaking who the bitch standing at the counter was. The only question was why was she there and what the hell we were going to do about it.

“Kai, Clan Gracen, Stalker and Defender of the Southern Rise Court, please meet….” Ryder paused, slanting an inscrutable glance at the woman. “I would like you to meet Ciarla, Clan Sebac, Fourth in the House of Devon, Sister to the Southern Rise High Lord and Heir Contender to the Clan Sebac… and blood mother to our nieces, Kaia and Rhianna.”

 

 

THE SQUARE bungalow was more of a semidetached yurt made out of adobe and steel with enough space for an outhouse-sized bathroom and a single broad bed. Like the main building, it wore its years poorly, but Bryan did his best, considering Changa’s was the only rest stop on the 15 corridor for nearly fifty miles. The carpets were industrial grade dark gray tiles easily yanked up for cleaning, and the linens were always fresh. I knew for a fact the bedspreads were washed after each guest left, and the fuel cell charging fees were pretty decent, kept low by the enormous solar farm set up behind the ruins. Changa’s restaurant served massive amounts of hot food, and while not anything to rave about, portion sizes were big, and the staff was always friendly.

It was the last place I’d expect Ryder to feel comfortable in, but in seeing his sister, Ciarla, I’d come to realize he was a hell of a lot more human than I’d given him credit for. He wore jeans and a T-shirt, and his blond hair was a bit shaggy, not the polished sleek I’d seen at Elfhaime.

So it came as a surprise to me that he’d held up my birth certificate to his damned, back-stabbing sister and pretty much declared war on her, because I’d supposed—in the small, stupid brain I’d been given—he understood my reluctance to broadcast my bloodlines.

“I don’t understand what’s going on.” Malone huffed out his cheeks when he sat at the end of the wide feather bed. “She’s your sister? Then why the formal introductions? And why are you angry, Kai? How am I going to learn if no one explains anything to me?”

“Because Ryder’s a fifl,” I spat back, my gaze never leaving Ryder as he paced off our bungalow’s tight confines. “Because he’s a gods-be-damned idiot. And don’t tell me it was a mistake. Your kind never make mistakes.”

“My kind?” Ryder stopped in midstride, turning toward me. “You forget, you are half of my kind.”

“I’ve never been a politician,” I retorted. “I hunt down menaces, not be one.”

“I am a servant of my people.” His bloodline slithered into his words, hard slaps to remind me of who he was and where he’d come from. “Anything I do is to protect and nurture them.”

“Maybe….” Thing was, I could slap just as hard back, especially when pissed off and unreasonable. “But isn’t that what Sebac probably told herself when she started her damned Clan?”

Ryder bared his teeth, canines glinting. “You go too far—”

“See, Your Lordship, sometimes I don’t think I go far enough,” I countered. “Because you seem to think it’s a good idea to just toss my relationship with those kids out into the room, and she sure as hell knows I’m not related to you.”

“I….” Ryder stopped when Malone leaned forward. Frowning, he asked, “Maybe you should grab something for us to eat and bring it back here. Before the restaurant closes. Oh, and towels. We asked for towels.”

“Yeah, I could, but this is much more interesting,” he admitted. “I could write a whole paper on sidhe relationships from just what I observed today. Also, Bryan assured me he would find us more linens for the bed, blankets so we don’t have to share.”

“I’m not a goddamned research hamster, Malone.” I stepped in between Malone and Ryder. “And what makes you think I’m not sleeping in the truck, Your Lordship? Or better yet, making you sleep in the truck while Malone and I share the bed?”

“Because you don’t know him,” Ryder replied softly. “He shot you, you don’t trust him but you trust me, and lastly, because if you slept in the truck, that would leave the two of us vulnerable—without your protection—and that goes against everything you are, Kai Gracen.”

“Yeah, well….” The damned sidhe Lord was right. “Well, screw you. Not like you’ve paid me yet. There’s no way—”

“I know about Dempsey, Kai,” he murmured, taking a step closer to me. “And I’ve taken care of him… for you. So in many ways, yes, you have been paid.”

The heat between us intensified, and the tickling awareness of a nearby sidhe flitted over my skin. I wanted to tell him to screw that off too—all of it, his prying, Dempsey’s illness, and the ball-clenching need I had for him. I wanted to tell him all sidhe affected me the way he did, but it would have been a lie. I lusted a bit for his cousin Alexa, and I liked the look of a pretty-faced male guard I’d seen the last time I went to visit the girls, but no elfin—no one—dug into me like Ryder did.

I just couldn’t show it. Not unless I was willing to hand myself over to Ryder and agree to his leash.

“Robbie, go get us some food and have Bryan charge it to my account.” I jerked my head toward the door. “Give the grown-ups a couple of hours to work this out.”

“Fine,” he grumbled, getting up off the mattress. “But if the two of you do it, not on the bed, okay? Because I’m going to have to crash in a bit, and I am not sleeping on the floor.”

 

 

“HOW DID you find out about Dempsey?” I’d waited until Malone was out of the room before I perched in the spot he’d abandoned. “Who told you? ’Cause it sure as hell wasn’t him.”

“Actually it was.” Ryder smiled at my disbelieving snort. “We were at the hospital. I saw him in the corridor after I left Jonas’s marriage. He wearing one of those gowns they had put on you, so I knew he wasn’t merely visiting. A hello then led to a question, and he told me—let me see if I can remember his warm words—to fuck off, you cat-bastard and go crawl back into the tree I’d come from.

“After that eloquent conversation, which reminded me so much of the loving discussions you and I have, I headed to Billing to settle Jonas’s account and struck up a very interesting conversation with the department head there.” He sat down next to me, the mattress giving enough for me to put my hand down so I didn’t lean into him. “It was then a simple matter of asking to pay Dempsey’s account. People get very talkative when you are willing to pay off someone else’s debts.”

“I can fucking take care of him. I don’t need you to—” Anger tightened my gums, squeezing at my teeth, and my jaw hurt from my clenching down. “Dempsey is my responsibility. You had no damned right—”

“I have every right, Kai. You are….” Ryder exhaled. “He is your family. For all intents and purposes, your father. I’ve made my intentions to you known, I’ve pulled you into the Court—into my protection—as much as I can, and still you fight me on every little thing. I ask nothing from you but to let me help, and you argue, bite, and spit like an ainle caught in a hunter’s trap. The billing person told me you’d paid off some of his outstanding bill, but he—Dempsey—was a risk. He’d let the bill go on too long. They don’t have faith in him, and you—”

“I’m a damned elfin,” I hissed. “They don’t see him as anything to me but another human, and I have no reason to pay off his treatment.”

“Which is… ludicrous.” Ryder chuckled. “As if anyone meeting that man would think someone would help him out of anything but affection.”

“He’s going to need more tests,” I choked out. “I can’t—they don’t know if they can heal what he’s got.”

“They can. With enough money. Sadly, that is what is driving his treatment, not any concern for his longevity, but that is an easy piece to take off of the board. He will get better. I promise you this, Kai.” Ryder sounded confident, but I wasn’t reassured. “I’ve asked Medical to charge his treatments to the Court. He is your family, your clan. Dempsey is as much my responsibility as Alexa or the twins because of what he means to you.”

“You shouldn’t have done that. I can pay for his shit, Ryder. You don’t have the right….” Biting into my anger, I reeled at its bitterness and swallowed. “I can take care of him. I’ll work more jobs. Take down more black dogs. He’s mine to worry about.”

“What is your problem with my help, Kai?” His hand brushed the hair from my temple, and I jerked back, not trusting myself if he touched me for too long. Ryder’s expression dipped into a bit of sorrow, and then amusement lightened his green eyes. “You worry about me having too great of a hold of your life?”

“My life? How about over me? You pay for this thing with Dempsey and then the next time something comes up, it’ll be you stepping in again, and then again, until I get too used to turning to you.” I growled, rubbing my hands on my thighs to work off my nerves. “Every credit you spent is another thread—another rope—around my neck. I won’t—can’t—let you own me, Ryder. I just fricking can’t.”

“So you would let your pride and fears condemn Dempsey to a painful, lingering death?” Ryder cocked his head and stabbed me with his soft words. “When I have the means to help Medical cure him?”

I’d eaten more crow than I could handle that day, but apparently I’d left a little piece behind on my dish. Shaking my head, I whispered, “No, but… shit. You can’t just shove into my life and do things. Not without asking. You can’t just push in and expect me not to be pissed off about it. When you do that, you’re no better than Sebac.”

He flinched, but I needed him to understand a man’s pride—my pride—and Ryder nodded slowly, then said, “That I understand. But would you have asked me for help? Would you have reached out to me?”

“No, probably not.” I glanced over at him and swallowed the last black feather on my plate. “But I should have. Next time I’ll think about it. If it endangers someone, then yes, I’ll… ask.”

“Then I promise to ask before I do something I think will help you.” He patted my thigh. “Now I need you to understand why I announced your bloodline to my sister. Since we are working on understanding one another.”

Yeah, I’d forgotten I was still pissed off at that, but he’d come halfway, so listening was the least I could do. “Shoot. Go ahead. Make it good.”

“You are… dangerous,” he started. “The sidhe in Elfhaime know of you… know of what Sebac tried to do to you. You stood up to her, Kai. Spat in her face and walked out with your head high. Not many can say they’ve done that. Everything you did up in Elfhaime laid the foundation of your house… of your clan.”

“I put a couple of guards into the dirt, and your grandmother made me cry like a baby,” I reminded him. “Not very respectable there.”

“You were attacked and put them down without drawing blood.” Ryder shook his head at my short, barking laugh. “Well, okay. Some blood. But Sebac tried to… unmake you, Kai. Simply because you are what you are… who you are, and in that, she had no right. She tried to kill you, and you pushed back, refusing to bend to her spell. She couldn’t kill you, Kai. As much as she tried, she couldn’t.”

“So what? You told everyone that?” I scoffed. “You hate her, but she’s your grandmother. You wouldn’t turn her in for that. That’s—”

“You are my… friend, Kai. More than that, but we shall use that very human word. Sebac is now pulling as many threads as she can to save herself, because the other clans have held her responsible for her attempt to murder you. The Sebac can control many things, but gossip spreads the truth in many forms, and sometimes the truth comes back with teeth and an undeniable hunger,” Ryder interrupted. “Yes, I filed a complaint against her. You are of my Court. I have acknowledged that. She might have the Clan, but I have eons of sidhe tradition behind me. I am a High Lord. She openly attacked one of mine, and for that, she will have to pay. The Courts will make her pay.”

“So you’re telling me everyone with pointed ears pretty much knew I’m some damned monster Tanic made in his workshop the moment I walked out of the Sebac’s kill room?” I hissed at Ryder’s nod. “Well, shit. What about Ciarla? Does anyone know she gave those healers my brother’s seed instead of her husband’s?”

“Some do, but it’s not… discussed openly,” he answered softly. “Not because I am ashamed of their—your—bloodline but because I do not want them to be targets. The Clan heads and High Lords know of their bloodline, and some are in favor of giving them to the Dusk Court, but I do not want them to go to the unsidhe. I don’t want to lose them to their father—your brother, Valin—because I know he will do to them what was done to you.”

“They’ve pulled sidhe. They are sidhe. With the exception of yours truly, the elfin can only be one Court,” I reminded him. “As much as Valin cuid Anbhas wanted to mess with my mind about stealing them to raise, there’s no mistaking that Ciarla’s daughters are sidhe.”

“The Dawn Courts haven’t decided if the twins are sidhe yet. But by declaring them a part of your bloodline, I’ve protected them regardless of how the Courts decide.” Ryder gave me a slim smile. “I’ve acknowledged your Clan, counted you in my Court, so it doesn’t matter if the Courts decide they are unsidhe. They are still a part of my Court because you are their uncle.”

“What? You think that the Dawn Court’s going to just hand them over to the Dusk because they don’t like the way the kids were cooked up?” It was stupid, but knowing what I did of the hard-shelled, tradition-bound sidhe, I wouldn’t put it past them. The girls I’d helped break from their eggs were considered as unnatural as I was, merely because they’d been created in a petri dish then carried by a human surrogate. “You’d think they’d be happy about it. You’re the one always going on about how you guys don’t make enough babies. Sure, it’s weird, but… apparently it’s all you’ve got going for you.”

“The Dawn trusts magic more than science. Which is why I need to get to that abandoned Court. If here is a record or a spell there to help with fertility, I need to find it. The Court looked old, probably vacated well before the Merge for one reason or another. It might hold answers we’ve lost to history and arrogance. We are—as a people—very arrogant,” he said ruefully. “I will admit to being glad I made Alexa stay at Southern Rise. Ciarla is a complication.”

“Yeah, what about Ciarla?” Ryder’s sister excused herself from the office once the introductions were done, promising her brother she’d meet him later to discuss her plans. I personally had my own plans for her—ones involving a sharp blade or two—but Ryder wasn’t feeling the love for violence like I did. “You think she’s going to go to Balboa to take the kids?”

“No, she can’t. Not after declaring I’d been the one to use unsidhe seed on her eggs.” Ryder shook his head. “Alexa will protect the girls, but I’m curious as to why she’s here. She has no reason to be in the area. None whatsoever.”

I had a theory, something to do with Ciarla’s lying nature and her assumption the world owed her everything, but a scream cut through the night, slicing apart any idea I might have tossed at Ryder for consideration. The scream was human, male, and one I’d grown to know.

“Malone!” I was off the bed and grabbing my guns before Ryder stood up. It was a hard juggle to get the door open, but the knob eventually gave way and I was in the night air, searching the storm-rattled parking lot for the piece of naïve trouble we’d brought up with us.

I found him ten yards down the walk, standing near a sunburned palm tree and shivering in the cold rain, his hands white from clenching plastic bags of takeout food and his eyes wide with fear. I was about to ask him what he was doing in the rain when the dark around him blinked and pairs of crimson lights popped up, sparking malevolent flecks of primal evil glowing through the damp night.

The ainmhi dubh had found us, and from the number of eyes shining back at me, I sure as hell didn’t have enough bullets on me to save Malone’s life.




CHAPTER TWELVE

 

 

THE DOGS were ugly, flat black shapes dappled with uneven mottles of muddy gray. They weren’t the largest I’d seen but were plenty large enough to cause damage, heavyset and squat with hulking shoulders and broad, horned, triangular heads and stubby spikes running down their slimy, sloping backs. They smelled worse than death, more like the spoiled grime of rotten skin and fat left to rot in a moist, dark crevice. Saliva dribbled from their uneven mouths, long trails of acidic spittle pocking the walk with tiny craters where the drops hit the cold cement. These dogs were nearly toad shaped; short, powerful back legs bent and tucked under them with longer limbs in front, paws bristling with uneven claws.

They were definitely ugly, but then all ainmhi dubh—the black dogs of the Wild Hunt—were ugly, foul-wrought creatures formed of blood, hate, and magic. There’s no beauty in hate, no elegance or delicacy. Even the brutish stamp of harsh planes and hard lines held an attraction in its sternness, but the ainmhi dubh were in a world of ugly all their own.

The magic in a black dog’s creation was at best unstable, at its worst, chaotic. It showed in their bodies, misshapen and twisted forms forged by their creator’s imagination. It took power to shape an ainmhi dubh and even more power to infuse it with life. Most took on canine or avian forms, their bodies changing as they aged and their unsidhe Master fed them more of his or her power throughout their lifetime.

A Wild Hunt meant status and power at a Dusk Court, shadows sent to slaughter anyone who crossed their Master. With the Merge, more and more unsidhe attempted to create their own Hunts. Very few unsidhe succeeded, and even fewer were strong enough to hold their creations in check.

And when a Master lost control of their Hunt, the ainmhi dubh consumed them first before going rogue and hunting whatever flesh was nearby.

I made good money bringing ainmhi dubh pelts in. They were a Stalker’s bread and butter. A powerful ainmhi dubh bitch could throw a litter within two years of her creation, but each subsequent generation grew weaker, spreading the caster’s magic thinner and thinner until it couldn’t sustain any more creatures.

There was no outcry from animal lovers to protect the ainmhi dubh. A black dog pack would sooner take down a toddler than feed from a tied-up goat. They fed on fear, thrived on the extinguishing of intelligent life, and preferred human or elfin for food over an animal any day.

And Robbie Crickets Malone sure as hell looked like food to the three dogs circling him in the middle of the Changa’s parking lot.

“Don’t move, Robbie.” I kept my voice low and steady, a calming strand for Malone to grab onto. His piss-soaked pants tainted the rain-dewed breeze with the smell of urine, a sharp scent woven through the rank stench of wet black dog, and Malone quivered, his arms shaking hard enough the plastic bags sounded like rattlesnakes. “Just listen to me and you’ll be okay.”

I was lying. There was a zero chance in hell Malone was going to get out of that circle of hounds alive. All I could hope to do was keep him distracted and still. Moving would only drive them to a frenzy. Ainmhi dubh fed on fear nearly as much as they did flesh, energizing the arcane power in their blood. Malone was scared. Even I could smell it on him, but he clamped his gaze on my face and locked his knees, staring straight at me as if I could bring the gods down to wipe his ass.

But sometimes a lie was all a person needed to die well.

“Kai…,” Ryder called out again from the edge of the bungalows.

“Get inside, Ryder,” I ordered. I couldn’t think about him. Couldn’t worry about him. The damned sidhe lord had to get his ass someplace where there was a door between him and the ainmhi dubh. Of the three of us, he had the best chance for survival. “Go! Now!”

Ryder made some noise behind me, and one of the dogs slithered a foot away from Malone, its head angled to one side, alert and poised. The crunch of gravel beneath the thing’s paw and a shift of its shoulders told me its attention had wandered from Malone to the soft sound behind me. A door slammed, and Ryder cried out to someone to get back, to get inside. Then the monster’s ears perked up at the sweet, querulous sound of a little girl asking someone what was going on.

The ainmhi dubh leaped, and I began firing.

Black dogs don’t die easily. Whatever magic cast to form their skeletons was earth-bound, granite hard, and impenetrable, and the rounds I’d loaded into the Glock weren’t iron. I could only hope to repeatedly shoot at the same site, and by a slim chance, the dog’s skull would shatter under the repeat impact. Iron rounds were better. They disrupted the unsidhe Master’s spell work, and the bone turned brittle, shattering if shot again.

So many ifs and too few bullets.

The first pop went to the dog lunging past me toward the child’s voice, then another in the flat spot between the first creature’s eyes. Its powerful legs carried it nearly past me in two bounds, and my gut twisted, fouling my hope. Its back legs kicked out, sending waves of gravel and mud out behind it, and its jaws opened wide, smoking spittle flinging out in silken tendrils behind its broad shoulders. The bullets slowed it down enough to make it stop and shake its head, probably trying to get the ringing out of its ears.

I heard Malone scream, a terrifying shrill rattle, and my world slid into silence as I shut everything around me down.

There was no saving Malone now. Not until I took care of the larger dog before it tore past me. There were too many options. Too many dogs. I didn’t know if Ryder got the curious back into their rooms or even if he’d gotten to safety. These were young, smaller than a mastiff but still plenty powerful enough to kill, but their bodies were unscarred and sleek. Newly formed but better constructed and larger than an apprentice’s first dog, the hounds were going to be a bitch to kill, so I was borrowing trouble when I glanced over toward Malone.

He was bleeding from little nips and tugs, teasing bites meant to scare their victim to a heightened frenzy. The bags were torn, probably from him swinging at them, and food lay at the ainmhi dubh’s feet, an obvious wealth of protein and fries.

The black dogs ignored it all, snapping at Malone, their garrulous whines and coughs echoing in the rising fog.

“Might as well borrow some trouble. Come on, you bastards. Time to kick you back to the hell you came from,” I muttered. “Run when it’s clear, Malone!”

I couldn’t kill the two dogs snapping at Malone, but I could wound them enough to hobble their hunt. The Glocks barked, and I laid down as much fire as I could at the dogs’ feet. I popped one in the paw, blowing off a clawed toe, then another. They began to howl, furious at the pain, and Malone bolted for one of the nearby palms. He was limping, probably injured, but I’d done everything I could for him. Everything moved too quickly but at the same time, dragged along as Death circled us, looking for the first soul he would reap.

Personally, I courted Death, seducing him to draw near and rake me open to steal away my life. Or at least that’s what it felt like—laughing in Death’s face, almost daring him to choose me first. Especially since as soon as I’d unloaded a clip at the two smaller monsters, the largest dog was on me, drawn by the gunfire and the promise of my unsidhe blood.

It snagged my jeans, tearing at my thigh with a nipping bite. A piece of my skin was caught in its teeth, and it shook its head, ripping my flesh open. The ainmhi dubh was a black streak against the grays, and then someone somewhere turned on the parking lot’s flood beams, blinding me with a curtain of searing white light.

The ainmhi dubh were even uglier in full light, mutated gargoyles too hideous to squat on church waterspouts. They smelled the same, though, and I was smeared with the larger dog’s slimy ooze where it rubbed up against my leg.

Silhouetted in the bright glow, the black dog feinted away to dive toward the shadows, angling its run toward the bungalows. Its paws scrambled to get purchase on the mud, its legs working furiously. Its back end shimmied away from me, tucking its stubby tail under.

“Oh, no. No. No. No running, you piece of shit,” I said, shoving my guns into my waistband.

I jumped at it and tried to dig one hand into its spongy flesh, anchoring myself against the sidewalk’s edge. My arms were still sore from fighting the truck’s flight through the raging waters and rockslide, and my back popped alarmingly when the dog curled around to snap at me, nearly flinging me off.

There was a flash of gold hair in the shadows beyond the sidewalk, and then Ryder burst into the hot circle of light. Wielding a thick crowbar over his head, he looked ridiculous or maybe heroic, depending on who would tell the story of our deaths. I tangled with the dog, and Ryder brought the crowbar down, smacking me in the shoulder. The jarring blow rattled my teeth in my head, adding to the pain lurking in my joints. Then the dog’s head turned, its jaws snapping close to my face, and its spit struck my skin.

The burn was familiar, a fire I’d been teased with from the moment I could recognize the difference between my own flesh and the hard surface I was strapped to. One of my Glocks slithered over my left hip bone, so I drew it out again. Closing my eyes against a spray of acidic spit, I shoved the muzzle of one of the Glocks into the ainmhi dubh’s throat and unloaded as many rounds as I could. The gun’s blasts were short, powerful golden blows slicing through the dog’s greasy black flesh, the stink of gunpowder a welcome sulfurous slap across my face compared to the death reek of the writhing dog’s body.

The dog stumbled, going down on its chest, but its legs were still pumping away, the tiny speck of gray matter it’d been given focused solely on one thing—killing the sweet-voiced piece of meat it heard mewling its distress. Blood and brain gushed from the bullet wounds in its throat and head. It stumbled, snapping at the air, but its eyes were already fading, their crimson light flickering in the misty air.

My hands and arms were burning from the dog’s blood splatter. Red welts rose up on my skin, a few blistering where larger drops hit, but the dog’s youth lessened the potency of its sting. Shaking off the pain, I tossed Ryder one of the Glocks.

“Finish the damned dog, Ryder!” I shouted at him as I dug out my other gun. I had two knives on me and another clip. There were enough bullets left in the Glock for Ryder to make short work of the ainmhi dubh writhing on the ground. “I’m going to help Malone.”

It was a simple eject, snatch, and reload while I sprinted across the parking lot to the other two dogs, and the empty clip went wide, clattering when it hit the asphalt. The ground was wet, and ahead of me, the dogs were tearing at the base of a clump of tall, staggered bark palms, their thick, bulbous trunks oozing from numerous smoking bites. Smears of blood dribbled down the tree’s bark, vaguely hand shaped and a good sign of Malone’s climbing ability. The fronds were thick, obscuring the top of the trees, but a thin wheezing whimper came from above, barely audible over the black dogs’ snarling and snapping.

I began firing when I got within five feet of the monsters and prayed I could take at least one down before I ran through the clip.

The smaller one kept to the trees, clawing at the trunk, but the larger one—a male with gender barely emerging from his paunch—caught a bullet on the side of his head, and he turned, the ricochet taking off most of his left ear. The blood hit a low-hanging frond, cooking its yellowed tips to cinders. A wisp of smoke lifted up from the dead leaf, the curl hammered by the thickening rain. The dog’s haunches dropped, and I squared off, resting my palm under my hand, and aimed again.

I squeezed the trigger, but the ainmhi dubh was already moving.

The gun jerked in my hand, hot casings flying into the cold air. The rain came down hard and fast, striking my face with icy slaps, but I couldn’t blink, couldn’t look away from the squat dense monster barreling toward me. Another shot, another bloom of blood from the ainmhi dubh’s forehead, but if the damned thing felt anything, he wasn’t showing it.

The male was almost on me, its fetid breath curdling the air, and I braced for the hit, tallying up how many bullets I had left before I was forced to use a knife. If I could get to my knives. The hit never came. His haunch struck my leg, nearly twisting me around. Then the monster was gone, passing me in a streak of bloody fur and acidic blood.

I took a step back, half wishing I hadn’t given Ryder my other gun. With targets on either side of me—the male and the unsexed ainmhi dubh at the base of the palms—I was outmaneuvered and certainly out-fanged. There was a short clip in my back pocket, but I didn’t have enough time or distance to reload if I ran out of bullets. I took aim at the smaller dog when a warble wormed its way through the rain, a thin, plaintive line sharp enough to dig through my eardrum and burrow down into the base of my skull.

Its piercing sharpness curled into my brain, laying a hot scalpel into my ear, and I shook my head, trying to clear the buzzing spreading through my skull. I blinked, and the smaller hound snarled, drawing my attention again.

After taking one last snap at the trunk, the smaller ainmhi dubh broke off and charged after the first, its ears flat against its misshapen head when it picked up speed. It flew on rapidly churning legs, nearly too quick for me to track, hot on the trail of the male.

Rogue packs never ran from a fight. Never.

So someone—somewhere—was controlling them. And from a distance.

I broke into a run after them, but the dogs blew past the bungalows, disappearing into the sage. I got twenty feet into the grounds, stumbling through the dark, but the shadows swallowed the ainmhi dubh whole, leaving me nothing but smoldering brush and a curious tinny squeal lying just under the sound of the wind.

“A whistle?” I cocked my head, straining to filter out the pitchy cry, but the rain and Ryder’s shouts for help with Malone drowned out anything I might have heard. Still, I backed out of the sage slowly, keeping my gun up until I felt flat, hard asphalt beneath my feet. “That’s what you’re using to control them, you bastard?”

I didn’t expect an answer. I didn’t get one. Not unless I counted the pea-sized hail falling from the storm-shrouded sky.

“Kai!” Ryder’s shout broke through the storm’s growing fury. “We’ve got Malone!”

Lowering the Glock, I turned slightly to see Ryder and a few others helping pull Malone out of the palms. The kid looked bad, a bloody, oozing mess, but he was still breathing and, from what I could hear, awake enough to complain.

“Coming!” I shouted back. “Hold on.”

The noise faded—if it ever really existed—and I scanned the hillside, looking for any trace of the dogs. There was nothing to see, not that I was expecting anything other than the hard hail and thunder rolling on top of me. Standing there, it dawned on me I hadn’t heard another shot, other than the ones I’d laid into the black dogs. One look at the large dog confirmed my suspicions. It was still twitching, slowly dying while it tore the air up with dangerous snaps of its powerful mouth.

“Pele damn you, Ryder.” There was a crowd forming around the dog, if I counted four people as a crowd, but one of them was a little girl, wearing a flowered pink nightie and no shoes. I left Malone’s extraction to Ryder and walked over to the dog, shooing the bystanders back their bungalows. “Go on. Head inside. Those two might come back. Get back inside.”

It took me ten damned minutes to get rid of the crowd and another three to convince an old woman barely hiding her belly-button-skimming flat breasts under a crop top that I didn’t need company for the rest of the night. With Bryan taking Malone inside to be looked at by the sometimes-drunk medic living in a shack behind the restaurant, I waited until the parking lot was clear before I took another step closer to the slavering black dog lying on the sidewalk curb.

The ainmhi dubh twitched and writhed, its naked belly bloating from the gases building up inside of its dying guts. I sidestepped its paws as it made a slow swipe at my feet. The cement smoked from its drool and the frothy blood bubbling out of its snarling mouth.

“Kai.” Ryder was behind me, my name a soft plea rolled around the gold in his voice. “I….”

“Don’t want to hear it, Your Lordship.” I could taste the hot of my fury in my throat. “I gave you a damned gun I could have used so you could take care of this.”

“I didn’t—”

“Think?” I finished for him. There was no looking at Ryder. Not now. My fingers were shaking when I reloaded my Glock with the short clip I had left. “These cursed things heal faster than we do, and they don’t need a higher brain function to kill. All it needed to do was get on its damned feet, and it’d have been on that little girl like Spam on rice.”

I pulled the Glock’s trigger once, and the ainmhi dubh heaved around the violence of the shot. I gave it another round, satisfied it was dead before I turned to face Ryder.

“I’m going to go check on Malone now,” I said through my anger. “Then you and I are going to talk. And you’re going to tell me everything you know about your damned sister and what connections she has to the unsidhe Courts.”




CHAPTER THIRTEEN

 

 

I LEFT Malone in the mostly capable hands of Doctor Ed with a stern warning to keep the kid alive until morning. It wasn’t going to be that difficult of a task, even for a permanently soused gristle of a man and his one-eyed parrot. Malone’s wounds were mostly superficial, but a few were deep, needing stitches. After Bryan opened up Changa’s tiny infirmary, Ed slammed down a pot of coffee and got to work on our young not-Stalker.

That just left me with Ryder, an empty belly, and a desperate need for a shower.

I’d decided on the shower first, and when I emerged from the steamed-up coffin Bryan called a spacious bathroom, Ryder was coming through the door with boxes of hot food.

Being naked didn’t bother me. Much. Ryder’s eyes on me did. It was a complicated glance, part arousal but mostly resignation, maybe a hint of regret. I didn’t care. I couldn’t care. What I needed was clothes, food, and sleep.

The clothes were easy. A pair of loose fleece shorts and my worries about dangling in the wind were over, and an old T-shirt covered the taint of my father’s house scarring my back. I’d scrubbed the dog’s bite marks raw, paring off any blackened spots with a knife before I’d gone into the shower, but they needed covering or I’d end up sticking to the linens when I slept.

I stuck on a few plasters while Ryder put the food down on the dresser, and then the fight began.

At least it did in my mind. Ryder probably viewed it as a steady, thoughtful conversation where points were made and concessions were given. What I really wanted to do was punch him in the face, eat, and get some sleep.

Or fuck him.

Since that was out of the question, the first three options seemed like a healthier choice, but punching him would probably negate my contract and end up with me losing my license. So, even as good as it would feel, plowing my fist into Ryder’s nose was off the table. I also didn’t have the energy for a fight, so a thoughtful conversation was looking like the price of my meal, but I wasn’t ready to pay quite yet.

Ryder opened one of the boxes, then pulled out a thick paper-wrapped, greasy cheeseburger. He was not playing fair. Especially when he set a plate of nachos down on the box’s lid next to the burger, putting all of it down on the bed next to me with a handful of napkins.

Pride told me to ignore the offering, but my stomach had no shame, so I ate a cheese-and-jalapeño-laden chip.

“I saw Malone in the infirmary. He’s sleeping.” He lobbed the first volley, an innocuous start. “I didn’t get to talk much with the doctor. He seemed intent on gulping down a cup of coffee.”

“Best news I’ve heard all night.” I sniffed at the heat building up on my tongue from the pepper. “Coffee’s a good thing for Ed.”

The nachos and burger were joined by a bottle of black label whiskey, and Ryder asked, “Are you certain this Ed will take care of him? Wouldn’t he be better off here?”

“He’s going to need fluids, and Ed’s a doctor. When he’s sober,” I said through a mouthful of corn chip. “I paid him fifty to stay sober. And gave a twenty to Bryan to make sure Ed kept up his end of the bargain. Malone’s got to go the night without any problems, and then we can reassess in the morning.”

“He was lucky the ainmhi dubh didn’t kill him.” A small shudder worked through Ryder’s torso. “I’d never seen one up close until the river with you and the girls, but I’ve heard what they can do.”

“Lately every damned unsidhe in the county seems to think they’re a Hunt Master, so now we’ve got rogue packs everywhere. I keep hoping the dogs eat them before breaking their leash, but I don’t think that’s happening.”

“You don’t think these were rogue, do you?”

“No, those dogs were toying with him. With us. Right now, Malone should be a piece of bone with its marrow sucked out instead of sleeping in a private room with a needle stuck into his arm,” I explained. “They pulled away without feeding, and I brought one down, the largest one, but the other two didn’t react. They should have attacked me, if that was their pack leader. That wasn’t a rogue pack, Ryder. Someone had a hold on them, and a good hold. There was this whistling sound—”

“I heard that,” Ryder cut in. “I wasn’t sure if it was the wind or… something else. Is that how they’re normally controlled?”

“I don’t know. I don’t think so.” Shoving aside memories of shadows, stench, and pain, I replied, “Whenever I’ve been around a Hunt Master and their dogs, it’s been all verbal or hand gestures, but a whistle isn’t any different than a word. Ciarla knows Valin, but those dogs were too small to be his. Too weak.”

“You think he survived the river?”

“It would take a hell of a lot more than getting shot and tossed into the rapids for Valin to die.” I shook my head. “Her being here at the same time as the dogs can’t be a coincidence. You running into her… that’s by chance. She looked surprised and pissed off to see you.”

“She was… our conversation wasn’t… it was tight, angry underneath the pleasantries. I went looking for her after the attacks, but she’s gone. The hotel manager—Bryan—said she and the two elfin she came with left an hour after we talked.” He pushed a piece of tomato onto a chip but made no move to eat it. “She told me she was heading to Phoenix. At my grandmother’s request. One of the Houses there is in talks with the Sebac about trade.”

“Do you think that’s all they’re in talks for? Trading what?” 

The whiskey was nice, a bite of fire on my gums, and I held the bottle up for Ryder, but he refused, holding up the bottle of fizzy water he’d been sipping on. 

“You believed her?”

“This stop could be considered on the way to Phoenix, but no, I don’t believe her. Phoenix trades for spices and sometimes technology, but I can’t see it being anything important enough to require someone to meet in person.” Ryder sighed. The day was on his face, carving a weary expression on his handsome features. “She and Grandmother have always… fought for control. Ciarla sees herself as the next head of our Clan. My grandmother does… not.”

“Your grandmother is only going to give up control of that clan over her dead body,” I murmured. “Of course, that can be arranged. With your sister following close behind.”

I had problems with Ciarla. Big ones. And questions. Cocking my head, I studied the cheeseburger, wondering how I could shove some of it into my mouth without seeming like a stray dog finding its first meal in a week. As I unwrapped the burger, I found it cut into quarters, and I shot Ryder a brief, questioning glance.

“You cut your food. I’ve seen you eat,” he explained with a shrug. “Nothing that can’t be held in one hand, usually. Or chopsticks out of a container.”

“Huh. Yeah, guess you’re right.” I’d never thought about it much other than doing it to piss Dempsey off. He had clearly defined ways of eating, and it’d been my way of rebelling. Now it was just habit and an odd one Ryder noticed, but I was too hungry to care about it beyond getting the burger into my stomach. “Thanks.”

“You also eat the toppings off of your pizza and then eat the bread,” Ryder added. “You have very strange eating habits, Kai.”

“Yeah, well, I’m not the one whose family is trying to fuck him up,” I pointed out, then grimaced. “Okay, so your grandmother’s tried to fuck me up, and right now, I know Ciarla’s got something to do with the black dogs tonight. Tell me something. When you were concocting that human-carrying-elfin-babies idea, how did you get Ciarla’s… contribution? Were they already cooking and you got them out or… what?”

“Ciarla was already carrying, or so I was told. A couple of healers who said they were sympathetic to the fertility cause removed the eggs and transferred them to Shannon. One of those healers is missing, so I can’t say for certain how she and Valin… created the twins.” Ryder frowned. “I thought she’d gotten pregnant from one of her husbands, but….”

“Instead, she hooked up with Valin, either in bed or in a cup.” I picked up a piece of cheeseburger, opening the bun to see if there were pickles. There were none, and I murmured another quick thanks to Ryder, then took a bite and saw heaven. “God, this is good. Okay, so the Courts think you’re the one who arranged for the sidhe and unsidhe mix?”

“Some of them, yes. Ignorant of the situation, some make decisions based on… old loyalties. Some also damn Ciarla for lying with Valin because he is unsidhe.” He leaned back, pushing his box of food away. “What does it matter what race we are? Sidhe. Unsidhe. Human. From what I can see, we are all going to live well or die horribly… together. Very little separates us. Our magics are all different, our technologies are all different, but that can be shared. We can learn from one another instead of feeding on each other. Why can’t people see that?”

“Because people don’t look into their neighbor’s bowl to see if he’s got enough food,” I answered. “They look to see if that asshole has more. Greed is easy. Sharing’s hard. It’s why parents have to teach that instead of not hoarding shit. We’re all hardwired for self-preservation.”

“Except you.” I didn’t need a road map to point out the sarcasm in Ryder’s tone. “That seems to be something you are severely lacking.”

“Hey, keeping you alive is self-preservation. You die, I don’t get paid,” I pointed out. “Ciarla. What does she gain if she gets control of the Clan?”

“Besides money and power?” He shrugged. “Nothing much.”

“Yeah, but that power… it comes with a hell of a lot of responsibility.” I took another sip of whiskey, hissing at its sting. The cheeseburger lost its appeal, and I rubbed at my eyes. The edge of the bed was soft, a silken promise for how it would cradle my aching body if I simply lay back and let sleep take me. “Kind of like you’re crazy. You and that Court of yours.”

“Do you ever wonder why you and I… fit into one another, Kai?” Ryder chuckled at my scalding look. “Speaking as one crazy man to another.”

“I’m practical. You just think that makes me crazy because you don’t live out in the real world. This thing between us? So you make me hot. A lot of people do.” I saluted him with the small bottle. “Doesn’t mean I’m going to do something about it.”

“What is between us goes beyond physical, Kai. There are reasons why we are drawn to each other.” He picked at the nachos again, moving a chip around the congealing cheese. “You make my bones sing, but that isn’t why I want you. Have I ever felt this before? No. But I might again, but can I take that chance? The thing is, this between us… this is something special… too special to walk away from. A destiny of sorts. A promise of greater things. I can feel that. So can you.”

“No such thing as destiny, Your Lordship,” I grunted. “No one… no god… makes my life but me. I’ve been owned enough, thank you very much.”

“And I keep telling you, I do not want to own you.” He sighed. “Do you want to know why I didn’t use the gun on the ainmhi dubh?”

The whiskey turned sour in my mouth. “What does that have to do with… this push-pull we’ve got going?”

“Everything and nothing.” Ryder gave up poking at the chips, then moved the boxes to the dresser.

“You’re beating a dead horse here, Ryder.”

“I don’t think so. I think that horse is very much alive. You just refuse to see it breathing.” He smiled, a wan, thin, resigned press of his lips, then sat back down on the bed. “I tried to shoot the ainmhi dubh. I did. I’ve shot at things before. Everything in me knew it had to be done, so I held that gun up to its head—or as close as I was going to get—but my finger, it refused to press down on that trigger.

“And I knew you’d be angry, furious actually. As well as the very real possibility of the monster healing enough to grab at the people coming out of the bungalows,” Ryder explained. “But I couldn’t. I couldn’t kill it. It was dying, but I couldn’t bring myself to take its life, so I left it for you.”

“Because you knew I would do it.” There’d been no question about the dog for me. There never was when I stalked the packs running their murderous rampages through the prairies and farmlands outside of the city. “I’ve seen you shoot at black dogs before. Back in Pendle.”

“I’ve never purposely killed anything before.” He shook his head at my incredulous murmur. “Yes, I have fished, but not like… that. I couldn’t kill it.”

“And killing’s what I do.” I let the words go flat. If I thought back to our trip down Pendle or even when I handed Ryder the gun and ordered him to finish the dog off so I could help Malone, it wasn’t hard to remember the tremble in his hand when he gripped the gun’s stock. “And it’s what you can’t do. No shame in that.”

There wasn’t any shame in being unable to take a life… even as wicked of a life as a murderous ainmhi dubh. I wouldn’t expect Dalia to pull a trigger. What right did I have to expect Ryder to? The anger I’d nursed in my belly whispered away, its dank film burned off by the glare of understanding Ryder’s nature.

“You are more than just a killer, Kai. There is so much more than that to you.” Ryder inched closer, dipping the bed down, then crossed his legs, facing me. “You have led a short, brutal life, yet you have not become a shortsighted, brutal person. You inspire people’s loyalty. Even as irascible as you are, people know they can trust you. Your word means something, and you fight for people’s well-being even when you cloak it in pride and stubbornness.”

“That means shit to the elfin,” I pointed out softly. “I’m human, Ryder. I might have pointed ears and fangs, and I might even live thousands of years, but when it’s all said and done, I’m not elfin. And I don’t want to be. Not if it means being like your grandmother… or my father.”

“That is what I am getting at, ainle. As lovely as you are—and yes, I find you extremely desirable—I need who you are as much as I need you. You balance out my flaws, my shortsightedness, my sidhe arrogance. There are things I would not begin to think of, and you do. I envision a world and move to make changes, social or political, and you show me where I have pulled the wrong thread.” Ryder sighed, leaning forward until his breath ghosted over my shoulder and cheek. “The dragon? I was… wrong to pressure the museum to take it down. It wasn’t just your pride up there—”

I snorted. “Big part of it was my pride. I fucking worked hard to get that thing in.”

“You pointed out to me how that dragon fit into the workings of the city, of the people who live off of its bones,” he continued. “I ask the humans to make compromises… I ask you to cleave to the ways of the elfin… but I don’t stop and think about how my actions will affect them. We’ve spoken of this before, but I don’t think you realize exactly how much I need your balance and insight. How much I need to you make sure I never, ever become my grandmother.”

The idea of Ryder becoming like the Sebac was both humorous and chilling. She lived there, in the depths of his eyes, in the cracks of darkness between the green and gold. There’d been times when his voice whispered with the dryness of a dragon’s cough and the slither of a spider’s leg on a cobweb strung up years ago to catch a single, precious fly. The Sebac was holed up in her Elfhaime towers, pulling on her puppets’ strings, content to manipulate the sidhe, but Ryder—stupid, guileless, and bossy Ryder—was smack dab in the middle of San Diego, and any web he spun would have much more dire consequences.

I shifted onto the bed, pulling one leg up and wincing when the plasters yanked at my skin. “And what’s in it for me?”

“I make sure you never become your father.” 

His response cut me as keenly as any spell or knife ever had. 

“We are two sides to a single coin, two wings to one dragon—whatever saying you want to use to describe what we are to one another. What we can be to one another.” His hand ghosted over my knee, sliding goose bumps and desire over my skin. “And tell me that you do not feel me in your bones, like I feel you in mine.”

“No,” I admitted softly. “I can’t, but… you’re asking a hell of a lot of me, Ryder. And I’m not going to say it’s something I want.”

“Just tell me this, then,” he murmured, sliding his fingers off of my leg. “Is that horse still dead to you?”

“Maybe not.” I took a long slug of whiskey, taking the edge off of the pain in my body and the ache in my soul. “But for right now, I’m not going to be checking its pulse.”

“That is fine,” Ryder whispered, then brushed a soft kiss over my cheek. “So long as you don’t put a bullet in its head like you did the ainmhi dubh, there is hope for us yet.”

 

 

“YOU CAN’T take me off this run,” Malone protested. “The doc says I’m fine.”

Since the doctor in question was passed out and lit up with enough alcohol he would burst into flames if someone even whispered fire in his direction, I had my doubts. According to Bryan, Ed stayed sober up until dawn cracked through the storm, then fell nose down into a jar of rotgut he’d stashed in his sleeping bag. From the looks of Malone’s wounds, Ed did pretty much all he could, but I was a little bit grumpy after waking up to find Ryder sprawled over me after pushing all the pillows to the floor. I was stiff and aching, which turned to pissed off once I hooked my link to Bryan’s landline and downloaded my messages.

The first was from Sarah Marks, the de facto mother figure of every Stalker in San Diego, if a stern-faced, round woman with a cutting wit and sharp tongue could be considered maternal. She ruled the Post with an iron fist, doling out contracts and payments with an icy fortitude and snipping precision so keen she could have taught the Fates how to cut threads. I didn’t want the complications her message dropped in my lap, and my practicality warred with my contrariness, with my common sense taking a leave of absence because things were going to get a bit rough.

“Why didn’t you tell me you’re Sarah’s nephew?” I stood at the end of Malone’s hospital bed, arms crossed and staring down at his skinny legs poking out from under the blankets. “And when did you have time to tell her you got bit?”

“She’s the only family I’ve got down here. My folks are up in Eugene,” he explained. “Aunt Sarah’s the one who got me the Post job, but… it wasn’t a good fit, and I wanted to go to the university—”

“You didn’t tell her I was taking you on a run until last night?” Even through the data stream, Sarah’d torn a good chunk of my ass off, leaving its chewed-up remains floating around my update from Dalia about Newt’s tuna orgy and hairball ejection. “She wants you back down there. Now. And considering the shape you’re in, I’m more than inclined to agree with her.”

“You can’t send me back down.” Malone slid out from under the blanket, swinging his legs over the edge of the bed. Shakily getting to his feet, he grabbed my upper arm for support. I held him up, bearing his weight until he caught his balance. “I go back now, I’m never going to be anything other than Sarah Marks’s nephew or a dead professor’s assistant. No one wanted me to work for them, Kai. I wasn’t smart enough… connected enough. This run is all I’ve got.”

Draped in a paper hospital gown, Malone wasn’t much. He was a pale, scrawny scarecrow covered in clean, neat stitches and freckles. A pair of sagging white briefs left him with some dignity, but that was stolen by the desperation in his young face.

“This run’s going to kill you, Malone,” I finally said. “You know that, right?”

“I need to find my place, Kai. How am I going to do that without trying to live?” he pleaded. “Ed said I was good to go—well, before he passed out. I’ve got antibiotics, and the stitches aren’t that bad. You said it yourself, the dogs were playing with me. No real hard damage. Just some scrapes. I can do this. Just… let me go on this run.”

“The boy wants to go, Kai,” Ryder tossed in from his lurking behind me. “His wounds aren’t as bad as yours, and you’re still going.”

“I’ll heal. I’m elfin. He’s human.” I didn’t think that needed pointing out, but apparently it did. “I’ll be healed up in a couple of days. He’ll be lucky if we’re taking those stitches out by the time we get back. And what happens if he throws an infection out in the middle of nowhere? What do we do then? Jog over to New Vegas?”

“Yes, that’s exactly what we do.” Ryder smiled at me when I turned around to glare at him. “Because, while you are in charge of the run, I should at least be able to determine who goes. Robbie is coming with us. And if it gets too much, we veer off.”

“Even if that means those assholes who were trying to kill us gets there first?” I cocked my head at him. “Because you know that’s why they were on our asses. Someone doesn’t want us there, Ryder. Or they wanted something from the professor they didn’t get. It’s not going to be the cakewalk Pendle was.”

“If Pendle was a cakewalk, then we need to redefine your idea of dessert,” he drawled, slithering his sidhe accent around his sarcasm. “We’re armed this time… well, you are. And for what it’s worth, we can at least help defend the transport.”

“You two are as worthless as teats on a fish with a weapon.” I smirked at Ryder’s grimace. “Fine, Robbie comes along, but we’re going to need another gun, because if something happens to me, you two might as well go stake yourself out for the condors.”

“Where are you going to find another Stalker?” Ryder asked through Malone’s excited yips. “Have you changed your mind about Cari?”

“No, Cari doesn’t have the experience to go through Mercury, and she’s a hibiki. If we’re heading into a dead elfin Court, I don’t want to expose her to whatever ghosts are lingering there.” I put my hand up when Malone came in to hug me, stepping away from his flailing arms. “All we need is for one strong echo to grab her and we’re screwed. She’s dealt with humans, and I don’t know what a dead elfin’s imprint would do to her.”

“I hadn’t thought of that.” Ryder grunted slightly, but he accepted Malone’s quick embrace, grabbing Robbie’s arm when he slid on the linoleum floor. “Steady there.”

“Sorry. I need to go find my clothes,” Malone replied.

“And a toothbrush. A shower wouldn’t be a bad idea either. You reek of dog,” I pointed out. “Let’s get the truck ready so we can get on the road. We’ll pick up who we need on the way, providing he wants to go… and doesn’t shoot us for coming up his driveway.”




CHAPTER FOURTEEN

 

 

THE AFTERNOON sun turned the clouds to hammered silver as dawn crept over the eastern ridges. Thin breaks in the storm gilded the sky, slender golden ribbons woven through the muted gray banks. Rivers of crumbling lava stretched out on both sides of the old freeway, black fingers digging into the soft yellow dirt, and the rain left the ground damp and filled shallow gulches to the brim. The miles were rippling card flips of reality, a span of Underhill interspersed with chunks of California, but I kept the transport rumbling forward, hoping to make it through the mountain pass before the night fell.

“Where have all the birds gone?” Malone slurred, more than a little drunk from the painkiller the doctor gave him before we’d left Changa’s. “Oh man, I can’t feel my tongue, but the rest of me is just fine.”

“Just don’t bite down on it,” Ryder advised from the front passenger seat. “How much longer until we get to someplace we can stop?”

“Soon. Over that ridge.” I worried at a small cut on my lower lip, judging the distance between the truck and the lower ridge. “Hard to believe this road used to take people only half a day to get to Old Vegas.”

“In Underhill, those mountains were days away from Elfhaime,” the sidhe lord replied. “And now they are practically within walking distance. Not that I’d walk it. But some would.”

“Yeah, it’s weird all around. I get the feeling Underhill was a hell of a lot bigger than Earth.” I really didn’t know what either world looked like before the Merge. Hells’ rice pots, I didn’t even know how old I was, and considering Tanic rolled me into adolescence before I could form thought, I could have been born post-Merge and not know it.

Which would make me barely out of my teens by elfin standards, but considering I didn’t seem to be inflicted with bad decisions and raging hormones, I doubted it.

An idea came to me, and I frowned at it. “Wait, so the way the Merge folded Underhill into Earth—”

“Or Earth into Underhill,” Ryder slid in.

“Yeah, because right now semantics is important when talking about two worlds going bump in the night.” I cut across to the next lane, avoiding a dead something in the road. It was too far gone to be much more than a bundle of bones and bleached-out fur, but death already delivered its ruthless indignity. I didn’t need to add to it. “The point is, they folded in funky, so you don’t have any idea if this is a Dawn or a Dusk Court. Or can you guess? How close were you guys living on Underhill? Nose to mouth or ass to armpit?”

“Your delicate phrasing, as always, astounds me, ainle,” Ryder sighed. “If the mountain range is where I think it is, then it was a highly contested region. The area was… volatile. Depending on how the land merged, it might have been either Court. From what little I saw in the pictures, it looks as if it were abandoned long before the Merge. The language on the walls was ancient, but there are some spells that use old rituals.”

“So what you’re saying is, you have no fricking clue.” I glanced at him and caught an elegant grimace. “Yeah, okay. Thanks. I love going into the unknown.”

“What does it matter?” Malone belched out behind us. “The courier said the place was all broken up. Looked like no one lived there in forever.”

“If it’s a Dusk Court, then I’m worried about black dogs,” I explained. “If it was a viable place at the Merge, then there could be rogue packs there. If it’s older and there wasn’t a Master there to sustain them, then they’d have died or thinned out.”

“I couldn’t tell,” Ryder admitted. “It definitely didn’t Merge well. The area was mostly filled in with sand, but there was enough to see it was used for fertility spell work. I know nothing about the human encampment there.”

“Scientists mostly,” Malone answered. “It was a research facility, mostly energy studies, but there were a few quantum things going on. Professor says… said… it was classified, and the military was pretty strict about the area, but after the Merge, it was abandoned.”

“So we don’t know what we’ll find there either.” My mind burned itself on the possibilities. “Well, Sparky gave me a radiation gauge, so when we get close, we’ll flip it on and see what it says. It goes red, we get out of there. I’m not growing a damned tail just to chase after maybes and ghosts.”

“Oh, did I tell you I get carsick?” 

The gurgling noise Malone made behind me was alarming. So were the next words that came out of his mouth. 

“Odin, I’m going to—”

I didn’t need to look to know he’d lost his guts. I heard the slosh, smelled the bitter in the air, then simply gave Ryder a disgusted look.

“Don’t say… a thing.” Ryder held his hand up. “Just pull over. I’ll clean it up.”

“Might as well wait until we reach where we’re going,” I grumbled, turning off of the freeway and onto the slip of a dirt road off the shoulder. “From the sounds of it, we’ll need a hose.”

The road’s winding curves didn’t help Malone’s sickness or my temper. Rolling down the window helped only until I caught a whiff of pigs when we passed by a sprawling farm. Then the road darkened as we entered the forest line.

A lot of people hear the world forest and think of green and sunlight. In my experience, most forests stink of shadows and decay brushed over with the bright smell of rain, moss, and a cunning patience. Forests were living things in their own right, crawling out of the space they’d begun to consume more and more around itself until its edges jousted up against something harder and more stubborn. Working farms fought to keep Nature at bay, holding off its encroachment, but the weald’s tendrils were vicious, consuming anything in its way.

We were at the edge of the forest, an outcropping of looming trees and moss-riddled hapu ferns. The dirt road dipped, throwing us out around the bend, and we emerged out of the dank and into the crimson-orange fields beyond. The fields spanned a few acres, with a tall dark building sitting in the middle of them, a slow-turning wind vane mounted on its peak.

“Where are we?” Malone gurgled. “Is that… opium?”

“Those are flowers,” I corrected, then muttered under my breath at the surrounding poppy fields. “That can be turned into opium. Maybe. I don’t know. And if you’re smart, you don’t ask.”

“Stalker rules or your rules?” Ryder quipped.

“Common fricking sense rules. Don’t stick your nose into somebody else’s business. You get to keep your nose longer,” I replied. The poppies turned into scrub and canyon, and the road roughened beneath the truck’s tires. A bend in the road and we were at the edge of a thicket with a heavy metal gate blocking the way. “And we’re here. Don’t get out of the truck. Wait for—”

A blast of buckshot took out one of the transport’s side mirrors, and I swore when Malone grabbed my arm. Shaking him off, I grabbed the sawed-off shotgun I’d shoved between the two front seats, then went out the door, yelling for Ryder to keep Malone down.

“Dutch Truitt!” I rested my shotgun on the window frame of the open door, aiming toward the low bushes where I thought Dutch was hiding. “It’s Kai! Kai Gracen!”

The bushes rustled; then I got my reply. “That asshole Dempsey with you?”

“Why is it everyone you meet hates that man?” Ryder asked from his crouch between the seats. “It is nearly universal.”

“Yeah, long story. Okay, so it’s always a long story.” Raising my hands, I held the shotgun over my head and stood up. “Dempsey’s not here. Just me. And a couple of clients. I’m looking for a gun, Dutch. Hoping you can do a ride along.”

The bushes broke, and one of the largest dogs I’d seen gamboled out of the shadowed tree line. It ignored Dutch’s shouts for it to come back. Its wide mouth, set into a black-lipped grin, and its brace of teeth were more to hold back its long pink tongue than a threat to bite. Shaggy with a thick yellow-brindle coat, the dog was mostly leg and chest, with a long, looping tail thick enough to knock a man to his knees with a single wag.

“Whoa, puppy,” I cautioned, but the damned canine, like its owner, didn’t care one bit what I wanted. “Hey, slow down—”

The dog hit the door at a full run, slamming its massive paws against the metal hard enough to shove me into the truck and pin me in. I dropped the shotgun, my fingers numb from the hit, and my legs buckled, caught along the back of my knees by the inner frame. Unable to move, I half sat, half stood while the enormous sorghum-colored beast proceeded to lick the skin from my face.

“Maggie! Damn it, worst watchdog ever,” Dutch grumbled, working out of the bushes. “Hold on, boy. I’ll come to you.”

He hadn’t changed much. Hells, I was fairly certain he was wearing the same torn overalls and plaid shirt I’d seen him in the last time I’d passed through. Taller than me by a foot, he was wide and grizzled, his broad tanned face embellished with a shock of frizzy white hair poking out of an old black cowboy hat and a full beard, yellowed from years of cigarettes and bad coffee. He limped, his prosthetic leg whirring and groaning over the uneven ground, and while his right eyelid drooped, it did nothing to hide the crafty, skeptical gleam in his hard blue gaze.

Dutch shooed the dog as he leaned his shotgun against the truck. He yanked the door away, then folded me into a fierce, back-pounding hug. My eyes watered a bit as I caught a whiff of Dutch, a mix of bitter nicotine and old dirt, but it was a familiar scent, one I knew nearly as well as Dempsey’s or Jonas’s. I hugged him back, then felt him stiffen.

“Goddamn it, you brought one of those cat-bastards with you,” he spat into my ear, then let me go, shoving me back against the truck’s solid frame while Maggie lumbered after a glass-winged butterfly near the edge of the road. “Where’s my fricking gun?”

“Clients, Dutch,” I reminded him, rubbing at the small of my back where the door latch dug into me. “No killing the clients. Or me.”

“We don’t take—” He stabbed at my chest once with a hard finger. Then his face dropped. “Shit, I forget, you know? The war took a hell of a lot from me, and it’s hard to remember you’re one of them too.”

“War’s a shitty thing,” I murmured, grabbing Dutch’s shotgun just in case his remorse was as short-lived as his control over his temper. “And yeah, I forget sometimes too, but usually there’s someone right there to remind me. Now, you going to open the gate so we can get out of the damned road, or am I going to have to pitch you out here?”

“Might as well come in. Bring your cat-bastard client too,” Dutch mumbled, taking a good look at Ryder over my shoulder. “And while you’re in there, you should air that truck out. Smells like someone puked.”

 

 

I MADE Malone scrub the truck out while Ryder, Dutch, and I sat under his ranch house’s covered porch and drank coffee. Malone wasn’t having much luck, mostly because he was still green around the gills and smelling his own vomit made him gag. Combined with Maggie’s insistence on grabbing at the end of the hose and dragging it away with her, the truck’s interior wasn’t going to be cleaned out any time soon. I didn’t care. It was a good learning lesson for Malone on the consequences of his actions and gave Maggie something to do while we hashed out the job for Dutch.

Dutch heard us out, lit the end of a hand-rolled cigarette, then said, “You all are nuts.”

“That goes without saying.” I shook my head at Ryder, who looked like he was about to protest the slandering of our sanity. “Question is, do you want to do the job?”

Dutch tapped his fake knee, a dull rap of plastic and steel. “Forgot I got this? Don’t see so good either. Used to be I could snipe a hit from a mile out. Now it’s closer to half of that.”

“Yeah, these guys can’t hit the broad side of a barn.” I frowned at Ryder’s slap against my thigh. “It’s true. His Lordship here’s better than Malone, but I’m not going to bet on it. I need someone to help me get them back to San Diego if things go wrong and maybe cover us with fire if we need it. We’re going through Mercury Valley, Dutch, and then there’s this small problem of—”

My words were lost in a popcorn spit of hot steel and screams.

I shoved Ryder down as I reached for the shotgun I’d brought up to the porch for Dutch. The sidhe lord bitched at me, but Dutch began to shout for Maggie to hide, then hooked his finger into a knothole by our feet.

The smell of gun oil hit me, and my mouth watered.

Dutch passed me a Desert Eagle and ammo. Then I was over the porch railing, cutting through the gunfire to get to Malone. Maggie was nowhere to be seen, and the ground spat up chunks of dirt over my boots where bullets dug down, but I couldn’t risk stopping. Counting on Dutch to get Ryder inside, I couldn’t see Malone anywhere until the side door slid open and he sat cradling one of my Glocks, ducking his head every time another shot went off.

“You okay?” 

He nodded. Malone was alive and sporting the same number of holes as when I’d left him to clean out the truck. A damned sight better than I’d hoped for.

“Move over,” I said, jostling in to sit on the doorframe. The truck wasn’t taking as much fire as I’d expected, but that was going to change. Whoever was shooting probably spotted me sprinting toward the transport. Elbowing Malone, I put the ammo down my back pocket. “Going to need you to do something for me, Robbie.”

“What?” Terrified, he looked up at me. I didn’t blame the kid. So far he’d been in my presence for less than a few days and had two gunfights and a black dog attack under his belt.

“There’s no magazine in that gun. I didn’t load it, so it’s not going to do you any good, so put it down.” I caught a piece of wind ruffling my face, a whisper of a bullet angled a foot away from the truck. From the porch came an answering volley, Dutch laying down a steady spread toward the bushes near an old broken-down shack on the edge of his property. “There’s armor built into the sides of this thing, so wedge yourself between the backseats and stay there. I’m going to go take care of that asshole shooting at us.”

“Shouldn’t I load it? Or you load it?” Malone held the Glock out to me.

“You shot me the last time you had a gun,” I reminded him. “So no, it stays as it is. Go get behind the damned seats.”

The Eagle was a heavy piece, throwing me a bit off balance, but as weapons went, it was a glorious, deadly gun. I liked Glocks because they were easy to toss around without worrying about it going off because someone looked at it wrong. With a safety built into the trigger, it needed a deliberate squeeze to get a round off. The Eagle made no such promises. Its safety was a flip latch, and from the looks of the gleaming monster I held in my hand, Dutch welded it permanently to off. Since the Glock’s ammo was tucked away near the driver’s seat, I was going to have to go in with the Eagle, using Dutch’s fire to give me a bit of breathing room.

With as erratic as the gunfire was, I couldn’t be sure if whoever Marshall pissed off was incompetent or, like Malone, didn’t know what the hell they were doing. Still, a bullet through the head killed, regardless, and any second, the asshole shooting at us was going to hit someone.

Dutch gave me another volley, and I headed for the tree line.

“You want a piece of me?” Dutch screamed from the porch, planting a bullet in the shack’s tin roof. It sang and rattled, covering the ground in a sprinkle of powdered rust. His shouting was a distraction, more to draw the attention of our shooter than any ego. “Want me to come out there and put one in you?”

“I’d like that,” I muttered, ducking into the tangled brush.

I hated sage, and California was ripe with it. It grew in places nothing else could grab on to and flourished in everything from sand to clay. No matter where I was, it was right there beside me, grabbing at my face and clothes, but while it was softer than it looked, it was a bitch to climb through, especially when left unchecked for a few seasons of growth.

The sagebrush around Dutch’s place looked like it’d been planted by Balboa himself and blessed by Gaia, because I’d been through death-spider webs less clingy.

“You out there, maggot?” Another shout from the porch, this time one slathered with sidhe. Ryder, probably prompted by Dutch, considering the language. I wasn’t even sure Ryder knew what a maggot was.

“Great, they’re over there bonding while I’m getting my ass shot off,” I muttered, circling the shack. I saw something move and brought the Eagle up. It was like slinging a small bag of rice up from my knee, and I steadied it in a firm grip. “Thing’s like hefting a cannon.”

The sun was dropping fast, turning the tree line into a curtain of maybes and darkness. A shot blew, aimed away from the ranch, or so I thought, but in the pines and sage, it was hard to gauge direction. The shape I’d spotted moved again, and then someone—a man—swore, followed by a very manly scream.

I broke into a run. The shape I’d seen was too big to be Maggie, but I couldn’t rule out another kind of dog. For all I knew, the pack followed us from Rainbow to Changa’s then on to Dutch’s. Or at least I hoped it was the same pack. Having three roaming in the area would be nearly too much to leave behind, and Ryder’s little trip past Old Vegas would have to wait until I collected their pelts.

“Bitch!” someone shouted. Sounds of fighting cut through the air, and I could hear Dutch yelling at me for a report.

There was another scream, and I sprang from the bushes, tearing through the sage. My legs hurt from the healing shotgun blast and ainmhi dubh’s bite. The Eagle’s weight dragged my hands down, but I couldn’t let it drop. Another twist and I stood at the shack’s rear wall, gun drawn and aimed straight at the Latino-German woman standing over a sprawled-out, bony man I’d caught a glimpse of at Sparky’s.

But not as familiar as the woman.

She glanced up at me, an eerie combination of her mother’s soft, pretty features and her father’s steely, grim expression. Her hand was steady, her weapon’s muzzle aimed at the middle of the man’s forehead, and her boot heel lodged into his crotch. He squirmed when he saw me. I’d have squirmed too with a hard rubber wedge pressed into my balls, and he whimpered when he spotted the Eagle.

“Cari.” I dropped the Eagle down, pointing it at the nearly gibbering man on the ground. “What the hell are you doing here?”

“Apparently”—she grinned at me, jerking her head at her captive—“I’m saving your ass.”

 

 

“SAYS HE works for some guy named Oscar Bennett.” Dutch wiped his hands on a rag, cleaning gun oil from his fingers. “Sound familiar?”

I sat on the opposite end of the porch from where Cari and Dutch had handcuffed our shooter—one Johnny Garcia—to an old metal and vinyl kitchen chair. The railing was hard under my ass, but it felt good to let my legs dangle, and it gave me a good view of the ranch grounds. I’d gone back to my Glocks, holstered across my shoulders and on my thigh. With the floodlights on, the yard was blindly bright, blue shadows flung out in all directions from under the vehicles, fences, and the random chicken confused by the inexplicable daylight.

“I know an Orin Bennett. Runs the Diamond Kitty. It’s a elfin fetish club in the understreets. Could be related.” I snuck a peek at Garcia. “Doesn’t explain why this Oscar guy is on our ass.”

I’d left Malone in one of Dutch’s spare bedrooms, worn down from the day and his injuries. By the time I’d peed and got some coffee, they’d already wrung Garcia out. As interrogations went, Garcia was either a disappointment or the best of subjects. He’d started blabbing as soon as they’d sat him down and closed the bracelets over his wrists.

“Get off the damned railing and ask him yourself,” Dutch ordered. “Seems he’s got the willies around the elfin. Ryder got within two feet of the guy, and he began telling us every damned bad thing he’d done since he stole his first lollipop.”

Garcia wasn’t much to look at, and he was unmistakably from San Diego’s undercity ghettos. He was pale, with dark circles under his eyes, and his skin was waxy from lack of sunlight and poor nutrition. His hands trembled against the chair’s arms, his broken, ragged nails digging into the cracked vinyl pads, and his eyes were covered with a nearly translucent white film, a remnant of a long-standing milk-tab addiction. Whoever Oscar Bennett was, he wasn’t hiring the best the streets had to offer. Garcia was as close to scraping the bottom of the barrel as someone could get and still come up with something human enough to hold a weapon.

He was also scared shitless of me, because he started to shake when I drew near.

“God, don’t let him—” Garcia bit his tongue, a dribble of blood oozing from his mouth. “I swear, I don’t know a lot more. I don’t want to die.”

“I haven’t exactly seen him shoot a human up close before, but there is always a first time.” 

Ryder cocked an eyebrow at my snort. He was standing with Cari against the railing, a bit too chummy for my liking, and she smiled sweetly when I glared at her. Ryder caught the exchange and smirked. 

“You won’t have much time to hurt him. Dutch has already called the sheriff’s department. They’ll be here any minute now to take him away.”

“You obviously don’t know the sheriff’s department. This guy’s probably still going to be here for the summer harvest.” I pulled up a chair, then sat down, straddling the seat and resting my arms on its back. “Why don’t you tell us about Oscar? Why’d he leave you here? ’Cause I’m assuming your buddy Oscar’s long gone by now.”

“They were going to do the job up past Old Vegas and come back for me. I was supposed to keep you guys here a bit, slow you down.” Garcia’s spit bubbled on his lip, turning pink from the cut on his tongue. “I was going to slash your tires, but it didn’t look like you were going inside, so I tried shooting at them.”

“Tires are reinforced. No tube. Can’t flatten them,” I informed him. “Weird that Oscar would dump you here.”

“I didn’t want to….” Garcia’s eyes flicked over to Ryder then back to me. “He’s got one of those unsidhe with him. And his black dogs. One of them ate Spiro after we got away from Changa’s, just bit his head clean off. He wasn’t even doing anything, but bam! Spiro bends over to pick up his gun and that thing eats his head. I wanted out. Oscar said I could do this job and he’d come grab me on the way back down.”

“More likely Oscar was hoping we’d kill him,” Dutch interjected, rubbing at Maggie’s ears. “Pretty risky, hooking up with an unsidhe and a pack.”

“Ballsy. Where’d you guys hook up with the unsidhe?” I asked Garcia. “In San Diego or up here?”

“Outside of Rainbow.” Garcia confirmed my suspicions. The pack on the hill were probably the same ones who chased us down the freeway and into Temecula. “A couple of the guys didn’t want to stick around if the unsidhe was going. Said it went against their beliefs. They’re Humans First guys. Real assholes. Oscar was going to meet up with one more person then head up to the salt flats.”

“One of those guys Spiro?” Cari grunted when Garcia nodded. “Good way to keep zealotry stoked. Have the thing they fear kill one of the group so when Oscar needs them to turn on the unsidhe, they’re already primed.”

“Yeah, either that or this unsidhe’s got less control over his dogs than I think he does.” I tapped my fingers along the chair’s metal back.

“What is this unsidhe’s name?” Ryder stepped away from the railing and came up to stand next to my chair.

“Does it matter? Not like we’d know him personally,” Cari grumbled.

“What, you think this unsidhe’s connected to Ciarla?” It wasn’t that far of a leap. Ciarla’d been traveling with a couple of elfin according to Bryan, but we’d only seen her. “He could be from the Tijuana Court. It’s like a thing with them, calling up ainmhi dubh and then getting eaten because they can’t control them.”

“From what I gather, the Dusk Court below the border is at war. Too many factions and Clans struggling to gain power. No one has the upper hand, and bringing an ainmhi dubh pack up would go a long way in helping a House gain control. Since I’ve been in San Diego, I’ve been gathering information on the Houses there, so I know the names of the more powerful families,” Ryder filled in. “I ask because if it’s a Tijuana pack, then chances are Ciarla meeting us there was a coincidence.”

“So if he’s from up North, then it’s a damned good chance they’re connected.” I rocked the chair forward a bit, swinging closer to Garcia’s face. He paled and I smiled, baring my fangs. “You remember this unsidhe’s name?”

“Yeah, it’s….” Garcia’s mouth screwed in on itself. “It’s Ciméara cuid Anbhas.”

He slaughtered the name, but it was a good enough pronunciation to make the edges of Ryder’s mouth go white and his expression flatten. I shook my head, refusing to believe the stupidity laid out before me. Then Cari chirped up.

“What? Do you know him, Kai?”

“Yeah, kinda of,” I said. “Because that guy’s passing himself off as me.”




CHAPTER FIFTEEN

 

 

I WAS going to lose the fight to send Cari back to San Diego. Dutch refused to come, pointing out I had another Stalker ready and willing to come with us while she stood by, smirking. My reluctance was… complicated, but Cari wasn’t having any of it and politely told me so while we watched the sheriff and Dutch chattering away with a shivering Garcia looking like he’d rather be shot than stand in the icy rain.

It wasn’t just that I didn’t want to agree with her reasoning. There was a hard rock of worry and regret in my belly. I wasn’t sure where it’d come from, but I felt it. It was the same gnawing ball of acid I got when one of her brothers tried to edge in on one of my runs. Politely saying no didn’t work for the Brents. Not one of them liked hearing it, and Cari was no exception.

The only thing I had going for me was the possibility of falling off a cliff or dying in some dramatic fashion to save her mother the effort of skinning me alive. While survivable, not my favorite afternoon activity.

Ryder was a warm, welcome length to my left, leaning on the railing as he watched the rain and the chickens dashing about the lit-up yard. My back was to the rail, arms crossed and waiting for Cari to make her case. She hit hard and fast, gutting my arguments before I even had a chance to make them.

“Malone and Ryder aren’t accurate shots, and I’m a licensed Stalker.” She paced over to me, jabbing my chest with a finger. “Sure, I’m not as good with a gun and knife as you are, but no one is. And I can’t get the shit kicked out of me and bounce back up because I’m human, not elfin, but that’s how it goes. I’ve been licensed since I was old enough to carry a gun and have done more runs than most guys my age. Hell, I even have an apprentice—sort of—which is a hell of a lot more than you’ve done. So give me one good reason why I should let you waltz out of here without me in that truck.”

“I watched you learn how to walk,” I said softly. “I don’t want to be the one who takes you home in a bag, Cari. I just don’t.”

“You’re going to have to get over it, Kai,” she spat back. “Look at me. Right now we’re pretty much the same age. And in a few years, Dios willing, I’ll be older than you. Ryder, talk some sense into him.”

“True, we age differently, and it is probably difficult for Kai to adjust to that. He is very young himself, and we all—the elfin—now have to accept how humans speed through their lives. It is a shock to our beings. You age so quickly, and to us, you die before you’re barely past your childhood,” Ryder spoke up. “But you cannot fault Kai for wanting to protect you. Despite his growly, off-putting nature, he is a nurturer.”

“He is, and I don’t fault him,” Cari assented, then grimaced at me. “Don’t give me that grouse face. He gave you a compliment. What you don’t realize, Kai, Dutch is too old to be out doing runs. Even if he’s just riding shotgun, he can’t do the job. I can. I will. Besides, it’s not up—”

“Damn it. This is my fricking run,” I snapped through her words. “I swear on Pele’s fire, if one more person says it’s not up to me—”

“It is up to you,” Ryder said gently. “I’ve forced too many things onto you. I can say that. Marshall. Malone—the first time—because the second was your choice. And every time you’ve accepted my decisions, even when you’ve told me they were bad ones. Kai, this decision is yours. If you say Cari doesn’t come on the run, then she doesn’t come on the run. It’s up to her to convince you.”

It sounded too good to be true. Ryder never simply handed control over, and I stared at him, trying to ferret out the catch in his words. He met my gaze, then snorted, shifting his weight to his other foot and bumping my hip with his.

“Do you want me to say I was wrong?” he asked, nudging me again. “Fine, I was wrong. Sometimes, part of leading is admitting mistakes were made. Would you like me to sign something stating that? Or is just admitting it good enough for you, ainle?”

“Pretty sure I’m going to blink and there’s going to be a white rabbit telling me to hurry up because we’re late for tea.” Ryder backing out of the conversation didn’t help. If anything, it made things worse because I had to be rational. And rational told me we needed Cari something fierce. Sentimental, however, told me something different. “It’s not that I think you can’t do the job. What the hell would I tell your family if something happens to you, Cari?”

“You tell them I went out kicking ass, and you get drunk with them,” she murmured, patting my hand. “Because that’s what’s Stalkers do. Even if you’ve watched them grow up, Kai, it’s what we do when one of us falls. You bring me home, let Mama dress me in something pretty, and drink yourself sick while what’s left of me is on the pyre. Just like I would do for you.”

“Well, I don’t have anything pretty so….” I trailed off and truly looked at the woman I’d watched grow up from a toddler with pigtails and a chipped front tooth. “It’s fucking hard, Cari. You’re asking a lot.”

“No more than I ask from my other brothers,” she replied. “Or my dad. I’m a Stalker, Kai. It’s all I know, and if I die doing it, then so be it. The Fates spoke my name, and I answered.”

I wanted to wrap her in that bubbly stuff people use for vases and fragile things, the kind we’d spend hours popping between our fingers in the back of Dempsey’s truck while he and Cari’s father were hunting black dogs on the far ridge. It was hard… too damned hard… to watch her walk into a firefight or get pinned down by a salamander, much less ever seeing her fall to the ground, twitching and gasping for her last breath.

It would kill me. Flat, straight-out kill me.

But it would kill Cari more if I didn’t let her live—or die—in whatever way she wanted.

Not like I could actually let her do anything. But on this run—letting her on my run—I was pretty much saying she was good enough to stand toe-to-toe next to me against anything that came our way.

“Okay, you’re in.” I held my hand to ward off any celebrations. “But there’s rules.”

“Like what?” She cocked her head to the side, smirking at me.

“One, Malone doesn’t get a gun unless it looks like we’re going to die. Asshole’s already shot me once. Not going to happen again. Two….” I ticked off on my fingers. “Shit, I don’t have a two. If I think of one, I’ll bring it up.”

“You’re not going to tell her to do everything you say?” Ryder shot me a teasing look from under his lashes. “Like you did with Robbie and me?”

“I don’t have to, Your Lordship. Cari knows what she’s doing.” I pushed off the railing, giving Ryder’s ass a pat as I straightened up. “And I’m pretty sure it’ll be a cold day in some hell when you just do what I tell you without asking why.”

“I don’t know about that,” Ryder called out to me as I walked away. “It’ll depend on what you’re telling me to do.”

 

 

SHADOWS WEREN’T supposed to move. Sure, some did. Light changes. Wind shifting trees. Perspective altering a bit at a single point because the world turned a microscopic click.

None of that was true this time. No, I blinked and the horizon blinked back.

We were on the edges of Mercury Valley, two days into the long haul up the 15’s remains and a hard jog to the left after Zzyzx. Motels along the way made the trip fairly easy with hot food, hotter showers, and warm beds, something I wouldn’t pay for if I were on my own. Dempsey beat that into my head early on. Renting someone else’s bed was as good as throwing money into a river because I’d never see it again and there was no reason to it. A sleeping bag and a front seat was plenty fine and handy whenever Dempsey rolled out of a truck stop drunk off his ass and spoiling for a fight.

The warm air coming through my open window was varied and sharp, a cutting metallic edge to its bite. It carried with it the scent of stagnant water and heat. Much of the area was high grassland prairie, with pockets of Earth high desert and Underhill randomly cropping up. Past the outer range of mountains lay vast, sunbaked plains with rare pockets of water thrown in just to make things interesting. The outer valley was bumpy, crevices hiding gulches ready to crumble open at the slightest provocation, but it was fairly easy to spot the vulnerable areas.

Migration trails were broad and shiny, beaten down nearly to dirt, and grazing cropped the grasses down almost to the roots. The recent rains left bogs in places, and long-legged herons picked through the water-heavy dips, snacking on drowned rodents and toads.

With the mountains rising on either side, the valleys were separated by tall ridges, steep slopes high enough to require a bit more power from the truck’s engines but still manageable. When the Merge struck, the federal government fought hard to maintain its infrastructure, reasoning it would give humans an advantage during the war against the elfin and reach townships and small cities gone dark from lack of resources. Sometimes they found entire communities thankful for a way out of the hell thrust upon them, but more often than not, the only thing waiting for the human rescuers was death.

We were following one of those roads, a broad flat swath of uneven hard clay patched with packed-down gravel the Army began to lay down, then abandoned. There were a lot of reasons the Army started roadwork then left the job half-done. Much of it had to do with finances. It made no sense to build a road back to someplace no one lived anymore, and in some places, it was simply best not to give the nightmares roaming there an easier way to move about.

I’d kept the transport going full bore through the valley, my link blipping in tune with the maps and sonar scans Marshall handed over to Ryder before someone put a few holes in her. We’d gone back and forth on if that someone was Oscar Bennett, and I’d left a message for Orin at the Diamond Kitty, but the cute-voiced woman who’d answered the call said he was on a centering retreat and would give him my message when he returned.

Tonight was going to be the first time we’d all bunk in the transport, a much smaller and tighter version than the monster we’d initially bought from Sparky. I didn’t miss the drover’s bulky rear end, making steering the beast a bitch and a half, and I’d hated its low-to-the-ground frame. What I did miss was its pop-out sleeping quarters and, more importantly, the membrane-protected embrasures on its sides, because the undulating horizon had me more than a little worried.

“Caridad, get into the turret. I think we’ve got company.” I glanced over at Ryder, who’d fallen asleep in the front passenger’s seat. “Hey, Your Lordship. Might need you here.”

“What? What is going on?” 

Ryder was… flustered when he woke, a wide-eyed, blinking tousle of confusion and sputtering. Hardly the picture of a sidhe High Lord, but even arrogant, pushy assholes put their pants on one leg at a time. I’d gotten accustomed to giving him a few minutes to get his brain in gear after waking him up, but I needed him to get his feet under him quickly. 

“Okay, I am… awake. What?”

“Grab the shotgun.” I pointed at the sawed-off, over-under Yildiz holstered behind his seat, a string of shells looped around its barrel. “Load it up.”

I’d spent an uncomfortable couple of days getting Ryder familiar with a shotgun, an hour or two before we left in the morning and again when we set up lodgings. Showing him how to get an accurate bead meant getting up behind him and holding the gun steady while he shot at water-filled milk jugs, moving the barrel up and down until he got a good feel of how to aim. On our Pendle run, he’d done more damage to my still-healing Mustang than to the black dogs chasing us, probably because he really didn’t want to kill anything.

We would need another gun if things got tight, and since Malone was next to useless, Ryder’d promised to work past his reluctance and help out in a pinch.

I’d promised to hold him to it, and the wave of dark shapes barreling toward us looked like a hell of a pinch.

The rear cabin’s pop-up was smaller than our original drover’s, not big enough to sleep in and meant to be a watchtower for when we locked down for the night. It also made a hell of a gun turret, with jalousies wide enough to shove an assault rifle’s barrel through and do some fairly accurate shooting. We’d tested it out at Dutch’s before we left, but that’d been while the truck was parked. It was going to be another thing entirely for Cari to pick off anything while we were moving.

But I sure as hell wasn’t going to stop.

“What is that?” Malone piped up from behind me. “Coming towards us.”

“Could be anything. Moving that fast and that wide? Nothing good.” I kept one eye on the massive dark wave moving toward us. “Cari? How’re you doing back there?”

“Almost got it.” The small tower’s crank gave a few more whines, and then it locked down into place with a loud clunk. “We’re good!”

Keeping the transport as steady as I could, I glanced in the rearview mirror, watching Cari pull down the folded ladder built into the tower’s walls, wedging its rubber feet against the floor. She nearly lost her balance when she put her foot on the first rung, but a fast grab of her leg by Malone kept her steady. Wedging herself into the space, Cari took the rifle from Malone and anchored the barrel.

“Scope show anything?” I kept my eyes on the road, looking for a steep mesa. If I needed to park the truck, I wanted it someplace against a ridge and high enough it could be defensible. The angle of the road shifted, putting the growing darkness on my rear quarter panel, not the best place for me to discern what we were running from. “Bison?”

“Malone, be ready to hand me more ammo if I need it. Yeah, I think they’re bison. Maybe beefalo,” Cari confirmed. “But they’re running hard. Like something’s chasing them.”

“Yeah, that’s what I figured.” The transport was already pushing as hard as it could go. Made for durability, not speed, it would probably take the impact of a bison herd jostling, but I didn’t want to risk it. A few good hard shoves from a two-thousand-plus pound animal and the truck would be worse for wear. “We’ll be able to outrun them—”

Something hit the undercarriage of the transport, and the whole truck lurched to one side. My back tightened as I fought the steering, the scars across my shoulder blades twisting with spasms when I wrenched the wheel back. We skidded off the road, the rear tires spinning over the edge of a strip of tar-patched asphalt.

“Can you keep the truck on the road, Kai?” Ryder smirked at me. “I might have to load a shotgun soon.”

“Yeah, funny,” I shot back. The road jogged again, zigzagging around small hillocks. “Watch behind us and let me know if they get close. And put your damned seat belt on, Ryder.”

“What is chasing them? Can you see?” Ryder twisted in his chair and latched the belt, his expression troubled. “How are there bison here? Aren’t they a midcontinent animal?”

“Were. Operative word there, Your Lordship. Now they’re everywhere there’s a flat plain and grasslands. Problem is, they stampede, and they’re huge. Once they get going, it’s like a tidal wave of meat, hooves, and pain, and they don’t stop. So hold on,” I ordered them. “Road’s going to get bumpy, but if we can hit a straightaway, we can outrun them.”

That was going to be easier said than done, because one second I was staring at road, and then the next it was all darkening skies and dust.

I hit something in the road. A large something, but I couldn’t see what. We were airborne in a second; then the truck bounced. My teeth rattled as the broken pavement rocked the truck’s frame. Then the hill dropped out from under us and the truck flew from the road.

We landed again, harder this time, and the hit slammed us forward in our seats. Ryder held on tight to the shotgun, but his shoulder struck the dash, the seat belt he’d just latched in breaking or separating on impact. I grabbed at his waistband with one hand while keeping the other on the wheel, giving up some control of the truck to get him back in his seat. Malone was shouting something I couldn’t make out, and the transport shuddered once. Then its right-side tires began to lift off the road.

“Sona ba bi tsi.” Landing at a recess in the road, the truck should have been fine. We should have been moving forward, heading away from the herd barreling toward us and not sliding down a moving hill. Gunning the engine did nothing, and I could see jack from the driver’s seat. “Ryder! I need some eyes on what’s going on. Hole?”

“Um… no,” Ryder yelled back at me as the ground exploded up around us. “Wyrm!”

I put little faith in divine intervention. Sure, I called out gods’ names like I was ordering Chinese from a street cart surrounded by drunk sailors, but when it was all said and done, I didn’t actually believe any entity existing in the ether of the universe was going to swoop down and save me.

So in my mind, when the several-ton truck I’m driving slides off the back of a massive desert wyrm, praying to a dragon spirit was definitely not on my list of things to do. Apparently Ryder did not share this cynicism, because the sidhe pouring out of his mouth was less cursing and more praying.

For the wyrm.

Not for the truck.

Some people’s children.

“Hold on. It’s going to roll!” I shouted behind me, and the wyrm began to scream, letting loose a sonic wave of rage and pain.

There wasn’t time to do much more than wedge myself in. I didn’t care about the shotgun bouncing around in the wheel well by my feet, and I could only hope Cari was strapped down into a rig. I was panicking because Ryder was loose, his arms flailing about, and his legs were dangerously close to the windshield. His body shifted toward the middle of the cab, and I turned in my seat, grabbed any part of him I could reach, and held on.

I felt his heart beating against my arm, his back crushed into my chest. I’d given up trying to maneuver the truck. The wyrm was going to fling us off like we were a flea, and there was nothing more to do than hold on tight to the blond, irritating sidhe lord that got me into yet another one of his messes.

Ryder shifted, grabbing at my legs, and I buried my face in his hair, inhaling the sidhe on him. His scent stung my lungs, setting fire to my blood, and my longing for him chased my fear. The world was tumbling around us, and I was smelling his goddamned hair and pressing my hand against his chest to hold his heart.

The open windows and jalousies filled with plumes of gritty sand, a rasping scour across my exposed face and arms. Ryder turned his head, protecting himself as much as he could, but there was no escaping the tiny sirocco unleashed upon us. For a long, agonizing second, the sky sat under the horizon, mountaintops digging down into its storm-promised clouds, and my stomach lurched with the roll.

I heard a yelp and crashing sounds behind me, then a spit of angry Mexican, fouling the already thick air. Another shift and the transport slammed tires down into the road. Then the wyrm shook itself loose.

Desert wyrms were dragons. No one argued that. Unlike the fiery, angry lizards battling their lives out in Pendle, wyrms were solitary creatures, preferring to scurry down into sand dunes and bake in the sun, rarely emerging, then returning to their slothful nest. Frilled and lacy, they were a more delicate fern of a lizard than their more sturdy, reptilian counterparts, but they did one thing very well once they were awakened—and that was eat.

Its wheaten scales were soft, pliable over its long body, but its short, squat legs were powerful, and a wyrm ate by raising its entire length up, then crashing down upon its prey, knocking it senseless or simply squashing it into a pulpy mass. With a flat-snouted sea horse head, a desert wyrm looked as if it would sip its food. The snout was a lie. In truth, it was a nictitating membrane held in tight by an unlocking maw, and when a young desert wyrm opened its mouth, it could suck down a cow without even blinking.

Too bad for us this wasn’t a young wyrm, because by the size of its head and the snapping streamers whipping about its opening jowls, we—and the truck—were goners.

A rushing waterfall of sound battled with the wyrm’s leathery screams, and I caught a glimpse of an orange goat eye in the windshield. Then all I saw were scales and rivulets of coursing sand. The ground shook, rattling the truck’s glass, and everything turned dark as the wyrm lifted itself up to strike.

“Stay there and get that damned belt on. I’ve got some yelling to do at you later.” I brushed my lips against Ryder’s cheek, then dumped him into the passenger’s seat. The truck was stalled, but the fuel cells could have held, and I pumped the ignition, looking for a charge on the gauges. “Cari! You alive?”

The response I got was far beyond my lingual comprehension, but it was enough to reassure me she was fine.

“I’m fine!” Malone shouted. “Got the gun!”

“Nice, Robbie.” Wiping the sand from my eyes, I blinked and stared at the wyrm’s elongating belly. It wove back and forth, posturing and asserting dominance. “Cari, can you get a shot? It’s going to stop dancing soon.”

“You bet your ass I can,” she reassured me. “Just drive.”

“Trying!” I gritted my teeth. “Come on, baby. Let’s get us out of here.”

While the gauges showed the lines were intact, the cells could have cracked or, worse, fallen out of sync. The display rolled up green, and I hit the starter, gunning the engine to life. Its raspy roar was lost, however, by the arrival of the bison.

If the wyrm kicked up the sand, then the bison brought with it a storm. The road was gone, smashed beneath the dragon’s churning body. Its mouth was fully extended, blocking out what little sun we had left. Horns and furry backs swarmed around the transport, slamming into its high sides.

“Holy shit,” Cari yelled from the turret. “There’s nightmares. The bison are running from nightmares!”

I threw the transport into drive and accelerated. The truck jerked forward, carried on the wave of bison. A slide to the right and the wheels found traction. Holding my breath, I forced the transport to full throttle, rolling through the herd as the dragon struck the road.

The ground cracked beneath its weight, and the wyrm came back up, its cheeks filling with panicked bison. Blood splattered across the truck’s side and through the open window, hitting me in the face. I choked on the hot fluid, my eyes stinging. I couldn’t see well, blinking through bits of fur and bone, but Malone’s shouting filled me in.

“It’s right on our ass!” Robbie’s voice cracked. “Oh God, we’re going to die.”

“Only I get to say that.” I glanced at Ryder. “Right? Only I get to complain about dying.”

“Complain later. Drive now.” He went pale when the herd shifted. “Watch out for its tail.”

I ducked and hit the brakes at the same time. Stupid, but I ducked. The dragon’s feathery tail swished over us, and my heart skipped, right before the fronds struck the truck’s rear cab. Driving was like trying to shove my way out of rush hour traffic on the upper streets and I had the world’s biggest, angriest cop on my ass. As well as a raging mob of crazed thugs, because the nightmares weren’t that far behind.

Pressing the accelerator down, I shot the truck forward and found a hole in the herd, leaving the desert wyrm to the unholy beasts surging across the plains. I wasn’t going to stop until I knew we were safe. There wasn’t any need to look over my shoulder at the monsters coming at us. Their hooves were a thundering echo on the ground as the wyrm writhed and sang.

“God, it’s… oh God, they’re taking down the bison,” Malone gasped. “Oh, Odin and his crows.”

“Yeah, well, better them than us,” I muttered. Then I heard Ryder’s tumble of sidhe and sighs. “We’re clear. Nightmares, bison, and dragon are all too busy chewing on each other to give a crap about what happens to us. You don’t have to pray for us anymore, Ryder.”

“I’m not praying for us, Kai.” He turned in his chair to face me, grief staining his green eyes. “I’m praying for the dragon. That could have been us back there, dying under those monsters’ teeth. Instead, the wyrm is fighting our battles while we escape with our lives.”

He was serious. It was in his voice, a somber, rich roll of respect and pain. I could understand that. Ryder watched me, hooded eyes on my face. Giving him a small smile, I kept my eyes on the road, distancing us from the carnage behind us.

“I get it. I do,” I said. “Because without that wyrm, those nightmares would be eating elfin tartare right about now. So give it all the thanks you’ve got stored in there and some of mine too.”




CHAPTER SIXTEEN

 

 

“YOU CAN see forever from here.” Awe filled Ryder’s voice to the point of breaking. “Look at the sky. Such a big sky.”

I glanced up. The stars were a milky spread of lights and colors pouring out of the black. A frosting of clouds lingered at the edges of the surrounding mountains, a hint of rain in the brisk air. The threat of a storm hung around us, whisperings of thin, piercing drops and light hail.

“Yep. It is. Now come help me with this so we have a place to sleep, Your Lordship.” I rattled the tie-downs to the hard-side tent I was erecting on the transport’s long, flat roof. “The kids are going to take the cab tonight. We’ll switch tomorrow.”

The turret was a bit dented from the truck’s tumble, but it still went down, sitting flush with the rear cab’s roof. There was enough room to set up the two-man tent near the end by the cab and still have a few feet to set up watch outside the cover. A cupped ridge near the foot of a steeply angled hill was a perfect resting spot for the night. We’d stopped a bit earlier than I’d have liked, but defensible camping places weren’t a dime a dozen, and with the truck backed into the clearing a few hundred yards off of the road, the tree line on either side shielded the site from most of the wind.

“You need help up there?” Cari yelled from inside the truck. “If not, I’m going to do a rubdown shower then crash.”

“Nah, go ahead. I’m going to get His Lordship to blow up the mattress.” I tightened the last tent rung to a loop on the truck’s edge, then yanked the panels into place, popping the structure up. “Ryder, if you want something to sleep on, you’d best get that mattress inflated.”

Watching Ryder set up the mattress was hilarious. One tug of the suction ring and the blow-up bed expanded out, hitting him in the chin. Chuckling, I helped him wrestle it into the tent, then zipped up the screen flaps to keep the bugs out.

Dinner was a few-hours-old memory, and my stomach growled, chewing on itself in complaint. I dug out a few packets of ramen and instant miso soup, threw everything but the saline broth packets into two heat packs with some water, then sealed it up. After handing one to Ryder, I made myself comfortable on a folded bedroll, stretching my legs out in front of me.

“What is this? What do you do with this?” Ryder settled down next to me, moving gingerly. “It looks… odd.”

“Why don’t you settle down a bit and rest?” I asked. “The pain’s making you a bit nuts.”

He and Malone took the brunt of the roll—Ryder because he hadn’t been strapped down properly, and the kid opened up a few of his dog bites. A slap of skin glue and the cuts were sealed, but there was no helping Ryder’s deepening bruises, other than a bit of aspirin and sympathy.

“It’s noodles. Here. Press down on the outer pack, then shake it a bit,” I instructed, breaking the heat element with a crunch, then setting the bag down as it began to puff up. “Just don’t shake too hard. Give it a few minutes and we can eat.”

“Suppose I break it?” Ryder poked at the heat square, then again, harder, when I sighed at him. “What did you put aside? What was that?”

“That’s the shoyu packet. It’s powdered. Useless for soup but pretty good with rice. Like furikake.” Leaning over, I broke the pack for him, trying not to laugh when he huffed in a breath at the heat. “Didn’t they have camping in Underhill? Or was roughing it going out with your second best horse?”

“We had transports,” Ryder grumbled back. “The current fuel cell engine is based on our designs. An elegant combination of elfin and human technologies. Before that you were running electricity and we were using steam and magic. Both very poorly, I might add.”

“Hey, there were some kick-ass electric motors back in the day,” I refuted. “Sure they cost a hell of a lot and the cars weighed a shit ton, but they were powerful.”

“Not for the average buyer, then,” Ryder scoffed back at me. “Ours were difficult to maintain at times. It’s funny how, even during a war between races, there are those who find a way to meet in the middle for the greater good.”

“Funnier you said you were running when talking to me about human stuff.” The packets were done heating, so I carefully vented a corner, letting the excess steam out. Wedging them between our makeshift seats, I left them to cool.

“Probably because I think of you as being human in those kinds of things.” Ryder leaned over and sniffed at the steaming packets. “I don’t even know when or where you were born—”

“I don’t know if I’d count myself as born,” I cut in. “I was shaken up in a bottle then shoved back into a sidhe for cooking.”

“Regardless of how you were conceived, you were still born,” Ryder continued. “You probably weren’t born here, do you think? Do you know?”

“I think on Underhill. Even with Tanic aging me, my mental capacities weren’t accelerated, so basically he had a floppy blubbering kid for a lot of it. Might have been there for fifty or sixty years? Maybe a bit more. Then add on the forty-something years after the Merge.” The packets were cooled off enough to eat, and I tore one open all the way, then passed it over to Ryder with a pair of metal chopsticks. “Dempsey said he figured when he got me I was about thirteen or fourteen, if he had to guess by human years. Hard for him to tell too. Not a lot of food and a hell of a lot of pain. Mostly that’s all I remember; being hungry and hurting all the time. So, add it all up, and I’d say I’m probably… what? A hundred? A little bit more?”

“With all of that, then yes, it would be hard to tell,” Ryder conceded. “Still, a good guess I think. I’m a few hundred years older than you are, but the Merge complicated things. It’s difficult now. Our calendars are different. We have to adjust how we tell time.”

“Yeah, things got all kinds of screwed up.” The ramen was a savory burst of salt and soybean paste in my mouth, and I chewed, thinking. “Hey, the whole is-this-Earth-or-is-it-Underhill question—the stars should tell us, right? I mean, are they human or elfin stars?”

“Neither and both,” Ryder answered, tilting his head back as he chewed a mouthful of ramen. “The stars are… we had the same stars. That’s the curious thing… as if we existed in the same place but… not. If anything, the skies now have more stars than before, as if space peeled back a layer of black. The moons are… the same. The planets have multiplied. Those have merged as well, adding sidhe to human and vice versa. It’s one of the conundrums puzzling all astronomers, regardless of race. Didn’t they discuss this in school?”

“Didn’t go, remember?” I fished a piece of kamaboku out from the broth. “Read a lot, but science wasn’t my thing. Wasn’t practical in a lot of cases.”

“Yet you can reason out thermodynamics and trajectories.” He chuckled. “While driving. And shooting at things that want to eat us.”

“That’s different. That’s… like origami. Folding the possibilities,” I explained. “I didn’t know about the stars thing. Kind of screws with the mind, doesn’t it?”

“More than one brilliant mind has said so,” Ryder replied. He sniffed at a piece of gobo, then nibbled tentatively at the root’s end. “This food is very interesting. I’ve had noodles before, but these are… earthier. More flavorful. We try to incorporate human foods into our meals, and Damas—our house manager—she gives sidhe cooking classes to humans at a school near the Court. Food is often the best enculturation practice.”

“Hard to hate someone when you both rave about the carne asada fries down by the pier.” I held a piece of fish cake out for Ryder to eat. He raised his chopsticks, but I shook my head. “Just eat it. Don’t pass things that way. It’s… bad luck. Like wearing red while on a run.”

He bit into the pink-and-white swirl, smiling at its taste. Swallowing, Ryder nodded and dug through his packet, coming up with a piece. We ate in the brisk silence for a few minutes, the sky turning around over us. The creamy curl of stars and dust spread up in a column over the mountains’ silhouette, brushing away the last bits of a pink-gold sunset to roil in a rich sea of blues and purples. There was no true black in the sky, not on the cold desert plains and salt flats. The brittle pale pools shone hematite, mirroring the universe on either side of the hard-pack road.

Malone made some murmuring comment, and Cari’s laugh rang out nearly as bright as the meteor flares arching across the sky’s back. I finished my noodles, then drained the broth, suppressing a burp. Ryder picked through his food, too engrossed in the sparkling blanket stretched over us.

“You know what I don’t get—and don’t take this wrong,” I amended quickly. “But you guys go all crazy over the dragons like they’re some precious thing, and the bastards are all over the place. You’re always acting like you’ve never seen one before. Like today—”

“We almost died today, and yet that is something you simply shrug off. But yes, the dragon—that wyrm—was not a kind I’ve seen before. I could scarcely count the number of dragons I saw before the Merge, and now, as plentiful as they are in the skies above Pendle, I am still awestruck by them.” Ryder’s words caught me by surprise. “That is something else that’s changed besides the landscape. Dragons were scarcer in Underhill. Here? They are everywhere, and we, the elfin, struggle to maintain a respectful distance, whereas you—”

“Make them chase an old Mustang and pancake them on the road,” I finished for him. “For you, they’re a religion, and for me, they’re a menace.”

“Don’t get me wrong. Dragons are dangerous. I just am not prepared to see them up close. Not like in Pendle.” Ryder huffed a small laugh. “And definitely not landing on one while being chased by large, furry cows.”

“Bison, those were bison. Most of them.” I scratched my nose, then pulled my jacket closed. “Maybe it just seems like there’s more of them because the world’s smaller and there’s fewer places they feel okay in. Honest? This is the first time I’ve seen a wyrm on the flats. Most of the time, lizards stick to the Underhill parts. Everything else roams, you know? Like the nightmares and medusa salamanders, and don’t get me started on the damned ainmhi dubh. Those are like fricking roaches.”

“My first instinct is to protect them. The dragons—not the ainmhi dubh—but if they encroach on settlements, then… and it pains me to say this… they need to be controlled.” He shook his head, his gold-streaked hair turned nearly silver under the moonlight. “Today, I felt as if the wyrm was a shield. It could have killed us easily but instead let us pass by. The cows were food. The nightmares were a threat. But it did not attack us. I have to see some kind of intelligence in that.”

“We were in a metal box, Ryder. Probably not the most appetizing thing on the menu.”

“Is there no room in that mind of yours for reflection?” He cocked his head, studying my face. “Some trickle of awe in your mind over the arcane?”

“I don’t hold much with religion or philosophy,” I countered gently. “Not that I spit on gods or even that lizard thing you’ve got going on, but I can’t count on anything or anyone to help me. I’m not saying don’t pray or thank a god. Just don’t expect a hand to get out of trouble. If it happens, then great. Toss some incense into the fire and leave a bowl of rice, but you’ve got to help yourself up first.”

“Not you,” Ryder tsked at me. “You don’t help yourself first. You think of others—act for others—first. Work for others’ well-being before your own. Dempsey’s illness. Jonas’s family. Malone’s pride. All of that factors into what you do. You, Kai Gracen, are a sentimental fraud.”

“Whatever.” I rolled up the empty ramen packets, then stuffed them into the meal kit alongside the used chopsticks. “Thing is, I’m not going to ask you to kill a dragon, Ryder. I’m going to do everything I can to make sure that doesn’t need to happen, but if ever you’re in a spot where you’ve got to choose between you and a dragon—you better not choose the damned dragon. And if that makes me a sentimental fraud, at least I’m a live sentimental fraud.”

“It’s nice, this. Talking to you. You’re learning about me. I’m learning about you.” He tilted his head back again, drinking in either the air or the stars. I couldn’t tell which. “It’s a good relationship we’re building. I am grateful for you giving me this chance, Kai. If nothing else, we can maybe be friends.”

“But you still want to jump my bones,” I teased and got a look filled with suspicion and daggers.

“Well, yes, but that went without saying. Or at least I went without saying it.” Ryder shivered as a nippy wind caught us both in the face. “Now it is said, what do we do about it?”

“Right now, nothing. You’re going to catch some sleep, and I’m going to pretend to wake you up in four hours to take over watch when I’m probably going to let you snore for about six.”

“And tomorrow?”

“Tomorrow, we’ll see. Probably still no bones jumping.” Shaking my head, I reminded him, “I don’t have sex with people I know, Ryder. That’s been a hard, fast rule for… forever.”

“Nothing is forever, Kai. Not rules. Not people. What are you so afraid of?”

A melancholy crept into me. One I’d beaten back on more than one occasion. There were a lot of regrets piling up at my feet, and most were bittersweet. Ryder was tempting, so damned tempting, but there were strings attached to him I didn’t know if I wanted to pull. Same went for his cousin, Alexa, and I’d loved Dalia since the moment I’d met her but knew she deserved better than me, a better life with kids and a husband who’d grow old with her. It all left me alone and sitting in the ruins of my life. The people who shaped me were dying, and I was staring into a vast unknown with a damned golden-haired, emerald-eyed sidhe lord staring back at me.

“We’ve known each other for what? A couple of months now? Not that long by human or elfin standards. And sometimes you push. I’m not good with push.” Sighing, I rubbed at my face, suddenly exhausted and talked out. “You’re asking me to change something I’ve got to keep me from getting involved too deeply, and I don’t know if you’re worth it. I don’t know if I’m worth it.”

“I am. You are. I keep saying this, and still you don’t believe me. I know. Everything in me says so.” Ryder stood as carefully as he sat down, groaning softly when he straightened his knees. “Wake me in four hours, please. If there’s to be no bones jumping, you can at least get enough rest. The humans’ dead god knows I’d rather face a dragon down than deal with you without any sleep.”

 

 

WE REACHED Groom Lake midafternoon on the third day in. Or rather, according to a dumbstruck Ryder, we reached the Underhill mountains the elfin called Oighear Bhais and the earthen salt flats they now dominated. The maps we were following were dead wrong about the place. Either the mapmaker was drunk or had no depth perception, because the small range and massive expanses indicated on the map were nowhere to be found. Instead, the salt plains were about as flat as a three-breasted hooker peddling her wares under C street, and referring to the crenulated obsidian spires cutting into the flat chrome sky as something as small as mountains was laughable. Cupping an ellipse of a fog-shrouded valley, the crags dominated the landscape, throwing long, jagged shadows across the gray, dusty packed earth with its tufts of Underhill forest woven in between its folds.

We’d come through a thick misty bank with next to no visibility, and I’d just made the decision to find a place to pull over when the road swooped around a gulch and dropped us into the mist-shrouded valley. The pea soup made it hard to see down into the former flats, but there were faint sketches of crumbling buildings outlined against the bright gray fog. Stopping the transport, I left it in idle and climbed down to get a better look at where we were heading, with the others tumbling out to stretch their legs and, in Malone’s case, blurt out a river of questions I had no answer to.

“Shush.” We needed quiet. Or at least to maintain the quiet sitting on the valley floor. “Hear that?”

“Nothing,” Ryder murmured softly. “That’s… troubling.”

“Marshall’s courier didn’t say anything about the forest patches, did she?” 

Malone shook his head, and I listened again, hunting for any sign of wildlife. 

“So either there’s something wrong here or—”

“Someone or something’s already down there,” Cari finished.

There should have been birds or something making noise. The air was wet enough to moisten the valley, the mists spritzing a damp kiss on my skin, and a few thin waterfalls slid down the mountains’ sharp, black rock face, disappearing into a thick haze below. Most of the old forest was a combination of thick pines and oaks, but a few stands of cotton floss shone among the dark greens. The elfin birch stands were fantastical, pink and powder blue swirls topping black-dappled white trunks, swaying slightly when the wind picked up.

Then the afternoon was broken by an enraged howling roar and the sky filled with dozens of flapping black wings.

“Bats?” Malone asked, his eyes following the swarm as it migrated to the opposite side of the valley.

“No, worse. Snakes.” Flyers weren’t a bad thing. They showed a fairly healthy ecosystem, but even if I hadn’t already heard the rumble, I’d know there was something larger living on the valley floor. The winged snakes were scavengers, preferring to snack on the remains of a kill instead of hunt on their own. “Bats usually keep to themselves. Flyers are curious. We’ll be picking snake shit out of our gear for weeks if we’re not careful.”

“Do you want to take the transport down or walk it?” Cari came up behind me, slinging her rifle strap over her neck to let her weapon hang at her hip.

“No, Malone won’t make it.” I cut the boy off with a shake of my head before he could protest. “You’re dog bit and tumble dried. Don’t be an asshole and try to tough it out.”

“Yeah, not like Kai,” Cari interjected, and Ryder snorted, catching a laugh before it escaped.

“Shut up and get back into the truck, Caridad.” Jerking my thumb toward the cab, I took one last look at the valley.

The road we’d followed to get here petered out a few hundred yards down the slope, but I’d expected that. Salt flats tended to eat up any asphalt laid down on top of them, and the old highway to Groom Lake probably hadn’t survived the Merge. Not much survived the Merge in the inner corridor. Old Vegas was a wasteland of burned out geezers, snarling reptilian monsters, and con artists, which, according to Dempsey, was pretty much what the city had going for it before. A few birds circled the trees, darting shapes too round and small to be anything other than avian, but the uneasiness lingered, murmuring through the leaves.

“Think that guy Oscar beat us here?” Cari asked. “If he was heading here?”

“He was. The loser he’d left in Dutch’s henhouse was pretty adamant. Marshall told someone something, and now they’re looking for God knows what. Can’t be Ryder’s screw-a-sidhe-fecund spell. No one in their right mind would be wanting that.” It was a small poke, and he bared his teeth, mocking me with my own gestures. “There’s too much noise in this. Ciarla, a Hunt Master with young, powerful dogs, and a pack of humans with a connection to Malone’s dead mentor. None of it connects, or at least nothing I can see.”

“Because we are missing a piece of the puzzle. We know Oscar’s name but not what he wants or why he wants it,” Ryder pointed out. “That is our biggest problem?”

“Right after whether or not the ground’s going to hold the transport’s weight.” I was willing to leave Malone in the truck if the flats were fragile, but I’d have to leave someone with him, and I couldn’t not take Ryder. He was the only one who’d know what the hell we were looking at. Cari watched me, her eyes pinned to mine as I divided out the risks versus the rewards. “We’ll need to fire up the sonar and see what’s under our feet. If we’re lucky, it’s solid pack. If not, then….”

“Don’t go borrowing trouble just yet, Kai,” she countered. “Come on, Malone. Let me show you how this works so you can be running the scans while I’m on turret duty.”

I stayed quiet while they climbed back into the transport, wincing when the sonar flared on and caught the edge of my hearing. Something about the hum made my eardrums itch, and I’d have put it down as an elfin problem, but it didn’t look like Ryder was bothered one bit.

Or at least not by the sound. Something else chewed at him, something darker and thinner than a bounce-back of echoes into a giant salt lick.

“What’s up?” I turned, standing shoulder to shoulder with him, staring out at the chopped-salad landscape and the stygian, glassy mountains looming over us. “’Cause you’ve got that face… that pinched-up thing going on with your mouth and eyes I usually only see when Alexa’s flirting with everything that breathes.”

“Alexa always flirts. It’s her nature. These mountains, Kai. Remember when I told you this area was contested?”

“Yeah.” My blood was unsettled in my veins at the sight of the black stone. The place bothered me on some level I couldn’t pin a donkey tail to, and Ryder seemed to be right there with me. “Do you remember it from before? Where this was?”

“These mountains—this stretch of them—were unsidhe. Old settlements, old bloodlines began here, forming Houses and then Clan, but they would have migrated to the Courts, just like the sidhe did, leaving their old crèches behind.”

“Anyone know what’s here?” I contemplated the range. “Any of the sidhe done any surveying? Someone maybe we can link to if we’ve got a signal? If we ever get a damned signal.”

“Not that I know of. No one has come out here, at least no sidhe that I know of. It hasn’t been important to map out places. Just like the humans, we’ve concerned ourselves with the people we have with us, not those who are long dead.”

“There’s not been a lot of time to go digging up the past. We’ve been too busy rebuilding and counting our dead.” That was something I understood well. Every race—sidhe, unsidhe, and human—were torn apart by the Merge. There were probably entire human cities left to ruin because there simply weren’t enough resources to go around. “Marshall did say the university has only just begun exploring the Central Valley. Don’t think anyone’s got out here yet. Would the unsidhe come looking for something here?”

“There wasn’t any Court left at Oighear Bhais, but I couldn’t tell you for certain.” His shrug was apologetic and his smile rueful. “We spent so much of our lives in a cold war with the unsidhe, avoiding one another as much as possible, the Dawn Court has little information about the Dusk. I know Oighear Bhais was sacred to the unsidhe. There were temples with priests, but I don’t know exactly where. The mountain range was long, stretching through several territories, but the black glass, that belonged to the unsidhe.”

“So what you’re telling me is….” I turned Ryder’s words over in my head. “That there could possibly be unsidhe monks living down there? Near the mountains?”

“Possibly,” he sighed. “Maybe even probably. I wish I could be more certain. I was not expecting… this part of Oighear Bhais to be here. Marshall’s notes were too unclear. Are you going to be okay with the unsidhe, if we find any?”

It was my turn to grimace, then mutter, “Why? Why would I need to be okay about the unsidhe?”

“Because if they want to return to a Court,” Ryder replied. “No elfin—other than you—wants to be alone. I’d be honor-bound to help them.”

“Of course you are,” I tossed back. “Well, let’s hope there aren’t any down there, because Oscar’s got a Hunt Master, and all we’ve got is a Malone, a pretty hibiki, and two elfin. Not a winning hand there, Your Lordship, no matter what card game you’re playing.”




CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

 

 

WE FOUND the unsidhe ruins at the far end of the valley, broken elegant spires half buried under sheared-off obsidian flakes from Oighear Bhais’s glassy black face. It was also where we found the body.

Elfhaime made my skin crawl, but Oighear Bhais’s dead, nameless city was so much worse. My blood curdled in my veins, a bilious, anger-laced vomit flowing through me, filling my stomach with iron knots and clenching the scars on my back. It took everything I had in me to stand in the ice-flecked fog and keep my guts inside of me, but walking away wasn’t an option. Not now. Not ever, really, but if I had to choose one time I’d have loved to walk, it would have been standing there in the cold afternoon shadows of Oighear Bhais, contemplating the unsidhe horrors waiting for us in a dead city’s ruins.

There were echoes of beauty and elegance, spiderweb-thin bridges folded in over toppled turrets and crumpled-in chateaus. The ruins predated the Merge, possibly even most human civilizations, but it’d been a long time since feet touched the city’s broken cobblestoned walks or anyone looked through its arched windows. Bits of bright colors popped through the darkness and crawling vines, murals torn apart by time and the elements, but spots remained, glimpses of a past life.

We were awash in death’s echoes, its frigid fingers reaching through time to brush at our faces, reminding us nothing lived forever. Even if the ground sang with eons of steeped malevolence, we were listening to a dirge, and it was making me sick.

Ryder’s hand on my shoulder stilled the nausea, and I took a long, shuddering breath, hoping to chase away the stink of fear in my lungs.

“He’s human,” Cari remarked, hunkering down to examine the dead man. Placing her hand on the small of his back, she murmured, “Cold too, but this place is iced over. He’s stiff, so rigor mortis pretty much has him locked solid, but once again, last night dropped to almost freezing.”

“Yeah, that’ll prolong it.” I nudged the dead man’s bare foot, spotting a dirty, worn sneaker lying a few feet away. “Cold shortening—see how the muscles are contracted—so yeah, he was probably here from last night. Let’s flip him and see if we’re lucky enough for it to be Oscar.”

We weren’t.

“Oh God, his….” 

Malone turned green, and I pointed to a small red bush at the edge of the salt flat rivulet. He almost made it, and Ryder stepped closer to the dead man as we all ignored Malone’s retching.

Stepping out of the way of the man’s unfurling damp intestines as they slithered free from a wide gash across his abdomen, I took out the sheet I’d downloaded at Dutch’s. The data I’d gotten from the Post on Bennett was sparse, hardly more than a picture and some contacts, most of whom were dead. Flicking through his known associates, I found one that came close to resembling the chewed-up man lying at my feet and angled the trans-sheet to compare. Cari and Ryder peeked over my shoulder to take a look.

“Definitely black dog. Guess the cockroach at Dutch’s was right. Oscar’s got himself a Hunt Master.” I studied the flickering screen. “Maybe it’s this guy? Henry? We’ll have to print him down to know for sure.”

“Hard to tell,” Cari muttered, squinting at the photo. “His face is kind of eaten up. I mean, we know there’s four of them—three now if you count this guy. I can do a reading on him if you want me to. He’s probably got enough juice left in him I could get something.”

“Assuming they didn’t pick any more up like we did, they’re down to three. And no, no reading. It’s not worth the risk or the time. They’re out there in this mess of a place,” I countered. “I’d rather get in, let Ryder get what he can, and get the hell out.”

“Still, dropping one of your men.” Cari tsked. “That’s kind of cocky or stupid. That leaves Oscar, the unsidhe, and one other guy. If I were that last guy, I’d be kind of worried. Oscar’s outnumbered now, and people aren’t going to stick around if you keep shaking them off like they’re nothing.”

“Outnumbered but probably not outgunned. My guess is Oscar and the spare guy can shoot, and the unsidhe’s got a pack. I’d say odds are good for him.” I nudged Cari’s shoulder with my arm. “And you know, some people are harder to shake off than ticks. Remind me to have a talk with Bryan about blabbing his mouth off at the sight of every pretty, puppy-dog-eyed chica.”

“Hey, it was easy to catch up with you at Dutch’s after Sparky rang me up.” Cari gave me a playful irritated hiss. “I was already at Aguanga, dropping chickens off for my mom. Short stop at Changa’s and I was right on your ass, which you should be happy about, considering I popped that asshole for you in the yard. If you’d answered your damned link, I would have met you at Bryan’s place instead of leaving my truck with Dutch.”

“Sure could have used your help at Changa’s,” I admitted softly. “Might have taken down the pack then, and this guy would go off stealing hubcaps in the lower city instead of being a chunk of frozen haggis in the middle of a salt flat.”

There was little remaining of his chest or torso, and his face hadn’t fared much better. His cheeks were marked with deep gouges, and a good chunk of his lower lip was gone. A piece of his scalp flapped forward when we turned him over, slopping blood over his forehead. His right hand was gone, and his left was missing several fingers, probably from holding them up to defend himself from the dogs’ attack.

I’d seen that kind of injury often enough to know the guy’d gone down fighting. Fingers and hands were usually missing after an attack, as well as noses and ears, but those seemed to be a favorite after-killing snack of the ainmhi dubh. Jonas reasoned the damned things liked cartilage, but I thought the dogs just liked the taste of snot and ear wax.

“Definitely black dog chow.” I handed the sheet to Cari to get a better look at the dead man’s wounds. “So this begs the question, did the Hunt Master lose control of his dogs and they killed this guy, or did he piss Oscar off and became a lesson for the guy that’s left?”

“While I’d like to applaud any joining of human and elfin efforts, I am vastly underwhelmed at this one,” Ryder said, glancing back at Malone. “Are you going to be all right? Do you need something from the truck?” 

Malone answered with another round of sloppy regurgitation, and Ryder sighed. 

“Let me get him some water and something for his stomach.”

“Antibiotics he’s on probably aren’t helping. There’s yogurt drops in the truck. And some ginger chews.” I called out after Ryder, “Make sure he gets something in him to calm his guts, because we’ve got to find that workshop of yours in all of this mess. While you’re doing that, Cari and I are going get his prints and then see if we can’t give this poor bastard a halfway decent burial.”

 

 

“THE MAP Marshall got has only part of this place mapped out, so we’re going on half-shit information.” I spread out a trans-sheet on a broken pillar, then anchored one end with a small rock, laying out our position on the map Marshall’s courier sent her, and tried to figure out the legend from the glowing lines across the grid.

We’d gotten the transport as close to the ruins as we could, but I didn’t want to risk the ground falling in under it. Sparky’s instruments bounced back a hell of a lot of empty chambers beneath our feet, and while the bedrock looked solid enough, I wasn’t that trusting. The transport was as secured as it was going to get, but if need be, they’d be able to get inside quickly. Malone took time out from puking to key his handprint into the unlock pad on the side door, and we’d plunged into the dead city. I’d kept the packs as light as possible, but Malone struggled with the weight. A bit of reshuffling, some grumbles from both humans, and we’d been off to find Ryder’s holy grail of elfin fertility.

The walking went well enough among the candy-sweet scent of the Underhill trees. Faint whispers of birdsong filtered through the ripples of forest, but it was odd walking through the striped landscape. We went from salt flat to towering trees with the mountain range cutting into most of the steely sky.

Tapping a yellow blotch on the sheet, I tracked back to where our location blinked in blue. “It’s not far from here, but look at the fall line of the mountain.” Taking another look around, I mapped it out in my head and didn’t like what I came up with. “I think we’re going to be heading underground. Or at least under some rubble.”

“Great. You know what’s underground? Giant spiders,” Cari hissed at me, her eyebrows shoved in close over her nose. “Or worse, centipedes.”

“Centipedes?” Malone blanched. “I don’t know—”

“It will be fine. Just keep your boots laced tight and your pants tucked in. Cari, stop scaring the new guy,” I warned her. “There’s stories I could tell about you.”

“Like my brothers didn’t haze me,” she replied. “And I’m serious about the spiders. Keep your head covered, Robbie, or you’re going to get scalp-bit.”

“How large are these insects?” Ryder whispered at me, bending down to study the map. His hair tickled my cheek, and I brushed it away from my nose.

“Depends on how much they’ve had to eat and what kind they are. Tarantulas aren’t that bad, but I don’t know what the elfin brought with them.” I studied the wall of black mountain taking up most of the sky. “You got any idea about what’s waiting for us in there?”

“Not a one,” he confessed softly, his breath as light a touch on my cheek as his hair. “But if at any time you think we’re in trouble, we can leave.”

“So long as Malone doesn’t run screaming if he sees a centipede and Cari doesn’t set fire to every spider, we’ll be fine. Transport’s locked down, and if push comes to shove, you guys head back and throw the latch up behind you.”

“She doesn’t actually have a flamethrower, does she? Fire and cobwebs don’t go well together.” Ryder glanced at the youngest Brent then back at me, catching my grin. “You have a very sick sense of humor.”

“Last chance to back out,” I offered. “You know they’re going to be waiting for us, right? There’s something there Oscar wants, and we don’t know what that is. We could be walking into something a hell of a lot worse than spiders, Ryder. You’ve got to promise me that if things go ass up, you’ll grab Malone and Cari and get them out.”

“And what about you, Kai?” One saturnine eyebrow peaked on his forehead, and his smile gave me a flash of wicked fang. “Do you expect me to just leave you behind?”

“Yeah, I am.” I rolled the sheet up, dousing its lights. “Because I’m expendable and you’re not.”

“So you keep saying,” Ryder murmured, sliding his hand across the small of my back. “But I am going to disagree with you. I’ll get them out, but don’t think I’m going to leave you behind. I would sooner die than leave you behind like they did that man. Consider that my promise to you.”

I studied his face, firm, resolute, and pretty. He was growing on me, this sidhe. Useless as hell, but still, growing on me. My smirk was probably all the answer he needed from me because Ryder turned away, shaking his head.

“Thanks,” I said to his back, only loud enough for the two of us to hear. I wasn’t sure he caught it, not until I saw him stop and his spine stiffen.

“You’re going to be the death of me, Kai Gracen,” Ryder grumbled. “The very death of me.”

“You’ve got to understand something, Your Lordship,” I replied, stepping through the weeds to pass him. “That’s exactly what I’m trying to avoid.”

 

 

“SPIDERS,” CARI grumbled behind me. “What’d I tell you? Fricking spiders.”

Underground, in a word, sucked. The vids always made venturing into a cave or dark recess as some magical experience where wonders unfolded at every turn. The reality of picking the way through a rocky enclosed environment left much to be desired. There was ambient light from the cracks in the buildings’ roofs, but for the most part, we were shuffling from one bit of darkness to the next, keeping the black away with link and pack lights. Spacing ourselves out by six feet, it gave us enough light to see where we were going, but barely.

“Not much farther,” I said, consulting the map again. “Ryder, hope you grab everything you need in one going, or we’ll have to do this again tomorrow noon.”

“We should have left it to the morning, maybe?” Malone slid on a loose rock, his light bobbling crazily across the walls. Cari caught him by the elbow, righting him. 

“Thanks.”

“No problem,” she replied. “Morning’s no good for this. The way the mountains are, this place wouldn’t get any sun. It’d be harder to see.”

“And colder,” I reminded them. Not that it wasn’t cold now. A hundred feet in and we could see our breath in the air, but the path wound back around, bringing us closer to the valley floor. “No idea what Marshall’s contact was doing in here, but at least she was thorough. Paths are all clear and marked.”

“I wonder what led her here to begin with,” Ryder said, edging in to get a better look at the light-up map. “These were ruins before the Merge. There’s nothing to find here that would be of use to a human.”

“Hey, elfin stuff might make good money. You’ve got universities like the one in SD where Marshall taught. They’d gobble up anything someone brought out and pay you to go back for more.” I tilted the sheet so Ryder could make out our progress. “Artifacts are a great business if you’ve the stomach for it. Me? I’ll stick to bounties and pelts.”

“I’ll compromise on the dragons.” He nodded at the stacks of flattened buildings around us. “But I won’t be looking kindly on the pillaging of the dead.”

“I’m with you there.” I looked over the edge of the map to where Cari and Malone were resting.

She had him mesmerized with a story about her first takedown of a bounty, angling her hands in the air to demonstrate the run she had through the barrio. We’d stopped in a lighter section of the path, the ceiling mostly sky and a few black spires, but the crevice’s opening was completely blocked in by high stone walls. I wasn’t sure if the city had been built into the mountains or if Oighear Bhais simply decided to eat its young.

Whichever it was, the discomfort in my blood and skin hadn’t lessened, and with each step we took toward Ryder’s endgame, the more I disliked being there. My heart was pounding loud enough for my ears to throb, the notch itching furiously. I reached up to scratch at it then stopped short when the shadows ahead of us flashed with crimson spangles.

The ainmhi dubh folded out of the dark, long, heavy monsters run wet with sweat and ichors. Their dappled gray flesh sported patches of fur and scales, their squat, powerful legs straining to cross the rocky ground to reach us. I counted three in the space of a blink, a male and two genderless pups. Most packs had a female—most wild packs, anyway—and usually a Hunt Master didn’t run their ainmhi dubh until there was an alpha bitch in the mix.

As bold as brass, the male stalked toward us, leaving the two pups to follow. I tracked them, skirting the break in the path, keeping to the far side of the crevice as the male stalked us. There was no seeing past them. The way curved back under the mountains’ weight, the shadows deepening their hold on the space. Even with the light coming through the openings above us, none of it touched the mountains’ entrails. It was impossible to see if the unsidhe Oscar brought with him was lurking behind the curve, but I knew he was there. Felt him tug on the ainmhi dubh, then let their leashes drop.

I had my shotgun out and in my hands before Ryder could gasp in alarm. Then the black echoed with the booming slams of iron pellets hitting damp, unnatural flesh. The ainmhi dubh screamed, a horrible echoing cry of rage, then feinted, his fangs glistening when they caught the light.

A piercing whine like the one I heard at Changa’s cut through Malone’s frightened shouting, and then Cari followed up my shotgun with a few blasts of her own. My reload was quick, a few slammed-in shells, and I had the muzzle nearly point blank to the male’s temple when the whistle curled up into my brain and yanked me down to my knees.

My shotgun fell from my hands, and my left elbow stung, gouged by a piece of rock. Oighear Bhais’s guts were as sharp as its exterior, slick knives with a keen edge and a thirst for blood. I slammed the heel of my hand into my temple, trying to rock loose the biting tickle eating away at my brain. Shaking, I rode the blunt pain, following it out of the sharpness in my ears. Another trill and I was on my hands and knees, retching at the unrelenting sound.

The ainmhi dubh sailed over me as I writhed, heading straight for the sidhe lord behind me.

I knew fear. Hell, I’d drank fear deep inside of me before I ever took my first sip of water. But being brought down under an ainmhi dubh’s paws and waiting to hear the crunch of Ryder’s bones in its ravaging jaws woke up a terror in me I didn’t think existed.

Something inside of me cried at the thought of his death. I thought of my twisted guts when Dempsey told me he was dying and the heart-wrenching pain in my chest when I stood over Jonas in the hospital, but there was an entire river of anguish and uncertainty I’d yet to swim in. The fleeting idea of Ryder dying was a toe dip into that frigid watery fear, and it wasn’t a plunge I was going to look forward to.

I’d grown used to the damned sidhe and his stupid, entitled ideals that would get him killed or worse in the real world. And I damned him for it all.

The whistle meant nothing. The pain meant nothing. There was nothing left in me but an all-consuming fear biting away little pieces of my soul. I grabbed my shotgun and surged to my feet, firing at the massive, slavering animal intent on tearing Ryder apart.

The first blast tore a hole in his flank, spinning the ainmhi dubh around, and I slid my finger to shoot again when a bloom of fire and smoke tore out of Ryder’s hands and the black dog’s head rang with the shot. The ainmhi dubh turned, skittering on his scrambling paws, talons tearing on the rocks to leave faint smoldering blood trails in its wake.

I stood, panting and choking on my terror. The damned sidhe lord stood, one of my Glocks clasped a bit too tightly in his hand, and it shook slightly, but Ryder kept it aimed at the large male. The dog panted heavily, circling around us, and Cari turned to shoot as the smaller dogs leaped out from the jagged rocks above Malone.

Robbie saw them first and froze, trembling with fear and shock as the smaller ainmhi dubh came straight for him. It didn’t flinch when Cari’s shotgun blast hit the male, cracking its skull open, and there was nothing Ryder could do to save Malone in time. Cari stood between us, and if I fired, my shot would slice right through her. I dove to the left, hoping to get a wide shot off, when the prickling sound coming from the shadows bit down into me and something… unnatural… slithered out.

“Stop!” I screamed at the dogs, and that something feathered out of me, an ill-tasting and sickening tendril of need I couldn’t keep inside of me. It tasted of Tanic and of old blood, clotted and swollen black with malevolence. The tendril snapped out, pulling from my sternum, and flung itself outward, slapping at the ainmhi dubh.

For a long, agonizing second, the dark lay around me, edging in closer, a fabric of black tugged in by something clenched in my core. My shoulders burned, and my ears were wet with blood. The damp along the inside of my shirt was enough to tell me my scars wept, and I held my breath as the ainmhi dubh landed at Malone’s feet then turned to look at me, their crimson eyes fired with rage and hate.

And looking at me to feed them more.




CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

 

 

I FELT the dogs’ essence in me. Their sickeningly foul bleakness filled me, stretching out my skin and mind until I feared I would pop from the pressure of their presence. They slithered around in my thoughts, sucking up bits and pieces of sour things I’d thought I’d hidden away. The ainmhi dubh found my resentment of Jason in Dalia’s life, fitting into a spot I’d half wished for. Dalia was a lie I’d told myself, an echo of humanity I’d never really live out but wanted so much I could taste it. They fed on the hatred I had for the bones shaping my face and body, for the blood running through my veins—elfin blood—too muddied to be sidhe or unsidhe and leaving me without a hope for a child with my face.

They dug in deep, searching for any bit of ire and loathing I had in me. My frustration with Dempsey, my lifelong need for his approval was enough for them to lick and bite at until something shinier caught their attention. A flare of their eyes burned crimson sparks through me, and the injured male stumbled upon a secret I’d shoveled animosity over since the first time I’d breathed in his scent.

Ryder.

Gods-be-damned and cursed Ryder.

The ainmhi dubh’s hunger was all consuming, and they stripped away the distance I put between myself and Ryder, leaving me raw and open to how he affected me. Then they turned and dug into my fears, finding my brother… my father… and I knew in my guts if they drank from that well, there would be no stopping them from tearing us all apart.

I closed my mind against their prowling, and they fell away, leaving me wrung dry and angry at being… in control.

They stained my insides, and even as I took a step back, forcing myself to lower the shotgun at the smaller ainmhi dubh, the black dogs were a part of me. The male screamed, his mouth open and slavering with long threads of burning acid, and the two pups ducked their heads, rolling onto their shoulders and showing their throats. The shotgun grew heavy in my hands, but the dogs’ hunger tugged at me. I blinked and they melted into the shadows, either coming back around for another attack or—

“Robbie, stay very still,” I ordered him. The dogs were restless, confused, and Malone’s hard breathing could set them off to attack.

“Male’s behind you, Kai,” Cari said flatly, her shotgun trained on a spot to my right. “And I can see the other small one by the rocks.”

“Ryder?” I called out. I couldn’t see him. I’d turned my back to track the younger dogs, counting on the male to see me as a greater threat than the sidhe, but I couldn’t be sure if he was okay. “You doing fine back there?”

“I’m good. Your gun is a great deterrent, but I don’t think it will be much of a threat in a minute or two. The ainmhi dubh are getting stronger… healing.” He sounded worried. “I think something is feeding them. The Hunt Master must be close by. If we can find him—”

“Yeah, not so much the unsidhe and more… someone else,” I ground out. “He’s nearby, though. Their Master. I can… taste him.”

The male was pushing at the doors in my mind, looking for a way in. My back was drenched with sweat and probably blood, because I could smell the faint sweet metal fluid in the air, spiced with a bit of cinnamon and confusion. They held themselves in place, fighting to be loose of a tenuous bond they had with… the unsidhe mage they’d been given to. The ainmhi dubh were tearing at their bindings, straining at the thinning thread connecting them to someone they didn’t know the scent of.

I was familiar. My blood was in their veins, or at least enough of it for them to know me, and when I swallowed, I tasted Tanic cuid Anbhas in my throat and belly. They were my father’s creatures, and they scratched at the edges of my control, begging to get inside and feed on whatever darkness they could find in me.

I’d had ainmhi dubh in me before—in more ways than one—but this time was different. This time I was sentient and the magic-fueled monsters were looking for me to guide them, feed them… to Master them.

By Pele and Morrígan, I desired to own them, control the ainmhi dubh and bend them against the unsidhe using them to attack us. And once he was a slick of blood and gore on the ground at my feet, I would turn them against Ryder, for lodging a kernel of hope inside of me and making me want to be a part of what he was creating at the Southern Rise Court, even though I knew in my soul I would never ever truly belong.

Because I was more of a monster than the ainmhi dubh begging to serve me.

“Lord Valin?” The query was in unsidhe, and the words tethered themselves to my memories. “What are you doing here?”

I couldn’t see who’d spoken. He was lost behind the rocks, but there was more than enough illumination for him to see me. Especially as the sun sank farther west, painting Oighear Bhais and its crumbling city with a steely white light.

The black dogs jerked their heads, tugged at the sound of their Master’s voice, but their eyes were pinned to me. A few plates of rock tumbled to the crevice floor as the male took tentative steps over the uneven ground, coming up to my right. Cari twisted, keeping her shotgun trained on the larger dog, and I flicked my fingers toward me, urging her to take a step forward and put some distance between her and the male. Malone’s terrified eyes were watering, and he wove on his feet, a sure sign he’d locked his knees.

“Ryder? Cari? Going to need you guys to dive soon. And Robbie? You’ve got to breathe,” I murmured. “I’m not going to let anything happen to you.”

“Don’t want to bring this up, but it didn’t go so well the last time,” Malone tossed back. He clenched his hands, pulling his arms in tight. “Can we maybe just kill them this time?”

“Ainle, the unsidhe.” Ryder yanked at my attention. Fumbling to reload his Glock with a new magazine, he nodded at the curved path. “He’s coming around.”

“Why are you with… humans?” he murmured, moving about behind the rocks. “And speaking Singlish? I know why I am working with such filth, but you? Why would you align yourself with these…?

I didn’t know the word he used. It sounded like pork, but that made no sense to me. Whatever it was… whatever it meant, it was ugly and filthy, dragged through a thickened, muddy disgust. My brain grabbed at the language he spoke, sifting through racial memories and years of dark, stifling conversation, but I’d never spoken it myself.

There was too much fear I’d trigger something inside of me and I’d somehow find myself chained to a table again while my father’s Wild Hunt ate at my legs and chest for their weekly meal.

Confused, the dogs paced, their acidic slobber pocking the stone while they tracked the sound of someone moving behind the curved ridge farther down the path. Their eyes flickered with bursts of red light. Their Master emerged, slim and narrow-shouldered with black-streaked cobalt hair and narrow golden eyes. A part of me felt like I should have recognized him. We were bound together in a way very few would understand, much less experience, and it pissed me off not knowing who was on the other end of the tether.

He knew who I was, though. I saw it in his face and his stance when he stepped out from the overhang. His shoulders went back, and his chin, a pointed wedge of bone, tilted up in challenge. He tugged at the dogs’ arcane leashes, mentally pulling at the magic binding them to him, and I felt its jerk in my belly and at the front of my mind.

But the ainmhi dubh didn’t respond.

Caught between us, the black dogs snarled, twisting their bodies about and shaking their heads. I couldn’t find a way to sever their ties to me. Even as I kept my mind clamped shut against their incessant pounding, I didn’t know how to loosen their grip on me.

I was also scared down to my marrow about what they’d do if I succeeded.

Then it became necessary I succeed, because if I didn’t, the unsidhe would undo us all.

“You are not Lord Valin.” The unsidhe’s words were a mangled toss of hiss and shadows, fuzzed and darkened echoes of Ryder’s own bright, spangled sidhe. The elfin tongues were similar enough to be understood, common words shared across borders, and dislikes and subtle nuances were often the difference between peace and war. This time there was no mistaking the recoil in the Hunt Master’s tones, but something else lay underneath the dark, a trembling sliver of fear he couldn’t hide under his bravado. “You are High Lord Tanic’s Chimera. The creature he is looking for.”

“I’m Lord Tanic’s nothing,” I ground out in Singlish over Ryder’s growls. Leveling my shotgun at his head, I jerked my head toward the way we came. “Take your dogs, get the hell out of here, and we’ll have no trouble.”

“I have a better idea, golem,” the Hunt Master responded in unsidhe, smiling wide enough to make my cheeks hurt to look at him. “How about if I let my dogs kill your sidhe master and return you to where you belong?”

“Yeah, I was kind of expecting you to say something along those lines.” I grinned back, returning his arrogance with a dash of my own. “Oddly enough, I’m okay with that.”

The shotgun was loaded with iron pellets, since I knew there was going to be a pack. Luckily, anything that hurt me would kick any elfin’s ass, but unlike me, he hadn’t spent decades with bent iron dowels rusting away under his skin and poisoning his blood.

“Kill me and the pack will slaughter your owners.” His screechy laugh echoed around the chamber. The unsidhe raised his hands, and I could feel him gathering his power, filling the chamber with a heavy, ominous air. “And then they will kill you.”

“See, shortsighted. I wasn’t planning on killing you,” I said with a shrug. “Because if it’s one thing an ainmhi dubh hates more than its prey, it’s the asshole holding its leash.”

I was about to pull the trigger and blow his shoulder off when a shot rang out from the darkness behind him. The bullet did its business, bursting the unsidhe’s skull into meat-flecked bone fragments.

Then the black dogs ripped loose, taking a part of me with them.

“Kai! Get down!” Ryder yelled unnecessarily.

I didn’t need to be told to dive, and there was no time to nurse the anguish in my guts, but I emptied my shotgun into the ainmhi dubh tearing their master apart. Swallowing the gore cresting up into my throat, I cradled my gun against me, then dove at Malone, shoving us both into the hard black rock. Cari’s shotgun blast echoed mine, but I wasn’t sure if she’d aimed at one of the ainmhi dubh or at the unsidhe screaming in terror at the far end of the crevice. I had to trust Ryder to take cover, but I couldn’t see anything other than the fallen ebony rock shards and the crimson flashes in my mind as my father’s monsters tore away from my soul.

My shoulders wept with the pain, and I tasted my own blood at the back of my throat, welling up from every broken bone, every split in my skin, and every bit of metal Tanic’d hooked into my meat. We rolled, coming to an abrupt, teeth-shaking stop when I slammed us into a boulder. Wedging Malone behind me, I rose up onto my knee and dragged the shotgun up and around, grabbing at the barrel to steady it. A quick eject shot out the empty shells, and I reloaded in a blink. Slamming the stock into place, it took me less than a skipping heartbeat. Then I had the male in my sights, but the smaller ainmhi dubh were hidden behind their Master.

Or at least what remained of their Master.

I don’t know how many rounds I emptied into the male, at least four before I realized my ammo belt was lodged under Malone’s hip and I couldn’t reach any more shells. Tugging at the belt, I got Malone to move, but the dogs were shifting, their muzzles wet with blood, and the wispy smoke coming from the unsidhe’s acid-scalded body began to thicken, shielding their flanks. The hot stink of gunpowder, blood, and iron clogged the air, the sunbeams coming through over the thick stone walls glittering with dust and shot residue. I got to my feet, stepping toward the frenzied pack tearing chunks from the unsidhe under their paws, and spotted Cari shielding Ryder as she pumped another round into one of the smaller black dogs.

The male roared a challenge at me, his mouth black with bubbling blood and acid. Long strands of torn tendon hung from his muzzle, a piece of gristle hanging from a lower fang. He crouched, gathering his low-sloping haunches beneath him, then lunged, his massive jaws cracked unnaturally wide open and right at Cari as she sent two expended shells flying from her shotgun’s barrel.

She wasn’t going to make it. She was too slow or the dog was too fast. Either way time counted it, the ainmhi dubh would be on her and Ryder before she could get another shot off. Ryder’s Glock was refusing to load, the magazine hitting something, or he was angling it wrong.

And I was too far to do anything other than scream at the ainmhi dubh to stop.

I don’t know where the words came from, but they were dark and bubbling, a tarry gush of unsidhe I couldn’t keep inside of me. It stole my breath away, sucking the air from my lungs, and I coughed, choking on the wrongness in my throat, but the dog jerked his body sideways and planted his feet, his sharp talons flaking the rocks beneath his broad paws.

And they all paused.

The smaller ainmhi dubh padded toward the male, snuffling up along his flanks, then lowered their heads, teeth bared at Ryder and Cari. The panic in me grew, and my breath hitched, hiccupping the words staggering off my tongue. The male lurched, his claws kneading at the loose gravel, but he held steady when the stream finally trailed off, and we were left standing in a very deadly silence.

“Oh Dios.” Cari crossed herself, then flicked her fingers at the male dog, warding him off. “What are they waiting for?”

Ryder knew. Ryder in his filthy sidhe way knew I’d grabbed at the dogs’ cut mental leashes and was holding on for dear life. He took in a short breath and caught my gaze, giving me a small smile when I tilted my head. I saw him, but for the life of me, I had no idea how I was going to let go without killing all of us in the process.

“Kai, focus on me. You’re doing fine. Think of what you told Malone and just breathe. I can help you get out of this… to let them go.” 

Ryder’s Singlish cut through the unsidhe roiling in my head. I looked over at him, realizing my knees were aching from being slammed into the hard ground, and my wet skin itched where it was sticking to my shirt. 

“You’re lost in this, yes? You don’t have to say anything. You just need to concentrate.”

Nodding was too much effort. So was swallowing, but my throat was dry, cracked from the torrent of sick I’d just thrown out. The air was too hot and everything was too close. I blinked, and my face tightened from the ripple of my muscles moving my eyelids.

“Hold them with you,” Ryder coaxed. “Please.”

“Trying, Your Lordship,” I whispered. “Just… please….”

I shut myself down, my focus pinned to the roiling crimson eyes fixed on my face. My blood still burned in me, moving with a rush of stink and acid. I’d become a crucible, cupping a foul smelt of pot metal forged by a man I’d hate until I exhaled my last breath.

Holding the dogs scared me, and I was choking on my growing fear, but I held firm, staring the dogs down, because I’d be damned if I’d give in to Tanic’s creatures. I’d come so damned far from the battered, mewling meat puppet he’d made me into, and I wasn’t going to let his monsters drag me back down into that existence.

“Cari, slowly edge over to where Kai is,” Ryder coaxed her. “We’re blocking the ainmhi dubh. We’ll want them to have a clear egress once Kai lets go.”

The fear in her eyes when she looked at me was possibly the worst moment of my life—beyond anything my father had done to my body and mind—because I saw the break in the trust she had in me, and I couldn’t hold my head up when she shuffled by.

I never knew my heart could break into so many little pieces.

“Listen to me, Kai.” 

Ryder’s hand on my back kept me from falling apart. His breath on my cheek held me up, and his soft murmurs sanded down some of the sharp edges cutting me open from the inside. 

“It will be fine.”

His whispers were ice on the heat of my thoughts, skittering across the molten surface of my panic. The dogs felt like they were stitched into me, tugging at the razor-sharp threads running through my brain. A sharp pain flared up behind my eye when the dog shook his head. His muzzle peeled back, and his long black-spotted teeth mocked me with a vicious smile. I felt him trying to shake loose of me, the serrated binding running through us sawing away at my brain—physically catching angry hooks into the squishy gray meat trapped inside of my skull. The flares were rapid-fire and searing, making me long for an ice pick to dig out the teeth chewing me up inside. I looked away from the ainmhi dubh and caught my reflection in the glassy black rock.

If Cari’s fearful glance broke me, then my father staring back at me in the bowels of Oighear Bhais was my undoing. Startled and angry, I jerked in shock, and then the shale chips under my feet gave way, sending me tumbling back into Ryder’s side.

My mind tore apart when the ainmhi dubh wrenched free, and I grabbed blindly at the sidhe lord, unable to do anything other than scream helplessly from the pain running through me. The smaller dogs howled, challenging me or the male, but I couldn’t tell which. Hell, I couldn’t tell where my skin ended and my pain began.

The male wrenched away, rolling his shoulders and twisting about. The line tugged again, sawing away another chunk of my brain, and the pain exploding behind my eyes was too bright, too strong to bear. Something wet dribbled out of my left nostril, and when I wiped at it, I drew my hand back to find it covered in blood.

Another tug and the inside of my skull sloshed.

“Can’t… hold them, Ryder.” Sucking in air, I tried to fight the ainmhi dubh for control. The two smaller dogs whined, trapped in the power struggle between me and the male. Something… slipped, and my spine rippled with agony as the male tore free.

They slid away from me, as black and viscous as the unsidhe I’d somehow found in the recesses of my brain. The dogs burbled, flowing over my bones, biting into my brittle joints as they surged out of my control. The bond between us unraveled, snapping back into me with a lashing wail, and I tasted blood, a river of it pouring down my gullet to sit in my bile-swollen belly. The world spun, dimming with each heave of my chest until all I could see in front of me were the black dogs’ vivid scarlet eyes. I fell… and kept falling… unable to find the ground but caught in a red-lit amber.

“Cari! Now!” Ryder seemed to be screaming inside of my head, his angle-chopped Singlish sliding around in the clotted sludge left in my skull.

Gunfire filled the chamber, echoing reports and gunpowder stings slamming into my too-tight skin and broken mind. Malone shouted something indistinct, and Cari’s shotgun carried on its booming replies to the fleeing ainmhi dubh snarls. The dogs were running, running hard and free. I wanted to go with them, be with them, but I was trapped as neatly as I’d been when stretched out over Tanic’s worktable for him to peel apart. It seemed like a forever before the crevice was thick with silence again, and I sagged in on myself, hung up over Ryder’s left elbow.

“Malone, grab that pack. I need to see to Kai.” Ryder shifted, holding me fast, his arms wrapped tight around my chest and his knee shoved up against the small of my back. I blinked, still unable to get the crimson out of my vision or the hurt out of my heart. “Cari, he’ll need some water—”

“No, she….” I couldn’t talk around my tongue. It felt swollen and stuck to the roof of my mouth. “Scared of me, Ryder. She’s scared of me.”

“I’m not scared of you, guey,” Cari whispered softly, a shaky warmth in the cold filling my bones. “But that doesn’t mean I’m not fricking terrified.”




CHAPTER NINETEEN

 

 

“WELL, THERE wasn’t much left of him, was there?”

To say Malone was stating the obvious would have been… stating the obvious. Of course there was nothing left of the Hunt Master. He’d been a smear on the rocks from the moment he lost control of his pack—a pack he’d been given by the bastard who’d made me. I’d always thought of Tanic as my father, but after the invasion of my mind by his foul lurchers, I was beginning to have my doubts about what exactly he’d used to impregnate my mother. I had more in common with Tanic’s Wild Hunt than I did the unsidhe remains oozing out from under Cari’s soles.

I was as weak as a wet kitten and about as grumpy, but I’d won the argument to keep pressing forward since we’d only twenty minutes of hard walking in the maze of fallen tunnels and sheltered crevices to get to Marshall’s proposed dig. Our advantages were we had a map, and Oscar Bennett was down one Hunt Master and the pack was in the wind. I didn’t know what else he had up his sleeve, but I wanted to get what we’d come for and get the hell out before he ambushed us again.

As for the dogs, we were far enough from any settlements for me not to worry about the damned things taking down a human, and with the nightmare herds stalking the southern road, the black dogs would probably die out before they became any kind of threat.

If not, then I’d come back for them.

And with any luck, I might even be able to kill them.

Ryder and I were holding up the rear while Malone and Cari tromped on ahead. It wasn’t the best of situations. In fact, I hated it, but common sense told me I’d need at least half an hour to catch my breath, and the ache in my brain apparently alarmed the sidhe lord to the point where he was willing to abandon his search. I, on the other hand, had no intention of being tucked into bed and spoon-fed chicken broth until I felt well enough to head back to San Diego.

I didn’t drive through all of that crap only to turn tail just because my maybe-father’s long, bony fingers reached into my brain and dug around looking for the apricot pit he’d left there.

“You can talk to me about it,” Ryder whispered behind me. “Nothing you say will go anywhere beyond us.”

I glanced back at him, my shoulder blades pulling tight from the tape and gauze he’d slapped on my weeping scars. He smiled, a gleam of benevolent understanding in the murky stillness, and I shook my head at his poking. The smile dimmed a bit, but a brush of his fingers on my side more than made up for the loss of warmth. My skin was taut and oversensitive, and Ryder sure as hell wasn’t helping, leaving fire trails wherever he touched.

“I’m….” I’d planned on lying. Fully intended to flash my teeth at the blond haunting my every step and lie my ass off about the discomfort knotting my intestines, but my brain had other ideas. “I… didn’t expect the dogs to… fuck. They executed him, Ryder. Just like they did that guy out in the ruins. Just to stall us. Who does that? Who kills their own people?”

“And you wonder why I think you would be a good lord for my Court.” 

Ryder hooked his fingers into a belt loop on my torn jeans, slowing my step. Coming up against me, he was a brush of heat away, branding me with a long, simmering line down the left side of my body. 

“For all your coarseness and threats to do me harm, I know you would never shoot me. Not like that. To defend us, yes, but not… you weren’t responsible for his death.”

“I was just going to clip him,” I explained softly. “I figured if we could break his concentration, the ainmhi dubh would sever their pack bond with him and run. Eating him? That wasn’t… I couldn’t stop them, Ryder.”

I didn’t know how to tell him I’d felt the black dogs creeping around in my mind, their hunger digging through my memories until I was sick from the images slamming into my thoughts. Apparently I didn’t have to, because he sighed heavily, then said, “You fought with the unsidhe for control of the pack, didn’t you?”

I debated denying it, but the truth was too raw to scrape over, so I nodded, grateful for the smoky gray light coming through the fissures above us because there were enough shadows to hide in. “I… I was so damned scared they were going to eat you and Cari. Ain’t going to lie. Scared down to my toenails and then they were just in me…. Pele’s breath, I just wanted them to stop. Nothing else.”

“Your eyes turned… red, like an ainmhi dubh,” Ryder confessed. “It was a… tell, of sorts.”

I snorted. “Great, now I’m becoming one of them.”

“Not necessarily,” he replied, stepping around a fall of rocks. “I’ve seen the same thing happen to my grandmother when she casts an intricate spell.”

“That’s about the same thing.” I made a face. “Sebac. Ainmhi dubh. Kind of hard to tell the difference if you’re comparing soulless predator to mindless eating machine.”

Ryder said something, but his words were lost beneath Malone’s excited shout. The passageway turned in, angling down into the dark. Cari swore, either at Malone or something ahead, and I limped forward, using the butt of my shotgun to steady myself on a boulder jutting into the passage.

The turn was sharp, a hard left hook heading us back toward the ruined city outside, and the ground grew uneven, veined with cracks wide enough to catch on my boot heel. We were out of the crevices scalloping the front of the mountain, and I turned on my link light to see where I was going. Ryder kept tight on me, his fingers still hooked into my belt loop as I carefully picked my way to Malone and Cari.

“He’s got to shut up,” I grumbled while Malone continued to make odd noises ahead of us. “Boy might as well send up a flare gun and tell Oscar where we’re—”

Another turn in the path and we worked around a house-sized boulder lodged against an unyielding brick and mortar wall. Sliding through the gap between the rock and another wall, we emerged into a massive chamber and the darkness fell away, a curtain of black pulled back with a quick shift in angles and light.

And by the gods too numerous to name, there was so much light.

The natural amphitheater once was open to the sky, but the unsidhe and possibly the Merge shut it away from exposure. Like the mountain, the walls were stygian and reflective, but instead of an unyielding staunch of black, the enormous space was dotted with flecks of glowing blue light, turning the domed cavern into a tiny captured sea of stars buried deep in the mountain’s belly.

A thin stream ran through the middle of the amphitheater, its floor thick with the remains of buildings and enormous chunks of rock broken off of the cavern’s walls and ceiling. Flicks of luminescent white creatures danced through the slow-moving water, but I couldn’t tell if I was looking at some kind of crustacean or fish. The blue spots flickered and dimmed, at times entire spans flaring up to a painful brilliance only to ease back into a soft cobalt glow.

“It’s night-finder moss,” Ryder rumbled in my ear, awestruck and humbled. “It takes years to grow even a foot of it. This would have taken… centuries to cover.”

“Marshall’s notes said there was light in the chamber, but this?” I turned around slowly, thankful for Ryder’s steadying hand at my back. The air was crisp and cold, sharp in my lungs after the dust-mote-heavy stillness of the corridors. “This is insane. Is it safe to touch? This moss stuff?”

Ryder nodded, and I lightly pressed my fingers into the bristly covering. It was wet, damper than I’d expected, and my hand glittered when I pulled it back. The white-blue glow bathed us, and the sparkling moss’s light deepened the green in Ryder’s enormous almond-shaped eyes. A few feet away, Malone crouched next to the stream, his knees dangerously close to the edge. Cari stood behind him, an evil glint in her eye, and as he craned his neck to look at something, she nudged his ass with her toe. His wild-eyed panic was hilarious, and Cari laughed when he ended up elbow deep in the water with his knees spread wide over the bank to stop himself from falling in.

“They’re cute together.” Ryder pressed at my back, a not-so-subtle urge to continue down the path.

“What? Cari and Malone?” I scoffed at the idea. “Cari would eat him alive.”

“Stranger things have happened, ainle,” he replied. “Would you have said a few months ago you and I would be standing at the edge of an unsidhe compound, hoping to find an answer to the declining elfin population?”

“You hope to find an answer,” I pointed out, skating the edge of a mossy bank. “Don’t forget, I’m here for the cash and the glory.”

“Oh yes. That.” His eye roll was so strong I could hear it in his voice. “How could I ever forget?”

 

 

THE RUINS were the stuff of nightmares.

And I had more than my fill of nightmares. 

But mostly, it was the overwhelming unsidhe-ness of the place that sent shuddering whispers of spoiled blood and shattered limbs through my brain.

If I’d wanted to turn around and backpedal when I’d first seen the black mountain, I’d since graduated to turning tail and running until Oighear Bhais was nothing more than a speck of a bad dream in my rearview mirror.

Marshall’s notes were extensive but written in a curlicue logic even Malone had a hard time understanding. Armed with a glowing notepad, he walked through the space we’d found, measuring off spans with a few strides only to be turned around at a dead end. I left him to his wanderings and took a moment to stare at the slice of city trapped behind an avalanche of glossy rock.

Elfhaime—the sidhe city—was a riot of graceful lines, delicate expanses, and impossibly floating towers. The white mountain and the city built around it shone under the SoCal sky with a diamond-sharp brilliance so bright it hurt, while Oighear Bhais’s ruins murmured dusty regrets of its once magnificent past.

The dead city now only reminisced of its faded, delicate elegance, but only in a passing whisper between brutal, harsh walls and tiered walkways. The city’s architects delivered a blunt, unyielding sprawl, each shaken building uglier than the next, and I wondered how the hell some of the structures were even useful. Some were tall, connected with walkways and the remains of abstract sculptures, but there were too many cell-wide buildings barely large enough to take a breath in much less hold a person.

Much of the walls were a dull moray-eel brown, spackled with dark spots and the occasional window, but there were traces of beauty as well. I imagined the city had been a delicate balance between art and function, despite the heavy-handed glut of squat, closed-in buildings. Traces of colorful murals of strange creatures covered more than a few walls, slivers of red and purple caught up in the mossy blue light, but in the jumble, it was hard to make sense of the buildings, the fallen structures forming a maze of toppled walls and caved-in ceilings.

It was hard to imagine anyone once lived in the rubble. Even harder to believe we’d find anything to help the elfin continue to live, but Ryder seemed determined as he picked his way through the seemingly endless trail of chambers.

There were signs of past inhabitants, mainly in wooden fragments and broken pottery, but I stepped into yet another long, empty, roofless room and kicked a piece of stone with my foot. It rolled over, fragile and golden, then came to a rest on a patch of sparkling moss.

The stone had eyes.

Two almond hollows stared back up at me, a delicate canine tooth shaking from its perch on the skull’s upper ridge. Bone tentacles erupted from one of the skull’s unfused parietals, a curious aberration along the otherwise smooth surface. I was about to bend down to pick it up when Malone’s shout cut through the still, cold air.

“Lord Ryder! I found something!” Malone’s excitement pitched his voice to a squeak, and its echo bounced around the chamber. I couldn’t see where he’d gone, but Ryder apparently did because I got a head jerk from the blond sidhe, and then he disappeared through a darkened archway.

“They’re going to get eaten by a giant tarantula.” Cari stomped past me. “Swear to God, I’m going to turn a corner and find a seven-foot spider picking their bones out of its teeth.”

“I thought most spiders injected a toxin into their prey so everything liquefies under the skin so it can all be sucked out like a juice sack.” 

I ducked to one side to avoid the rock Cari threw at my head. It sailed past my ear with a soft whistle, and she followed up with a gesture so offensive I knew her mother would make her wash her hands with acid to get rid of its stench. 

“Nice. So very nice. You used to be such a sweet little girl.”

“I was never a sweet little girl, you asshole,” she shot back. “Now hurry it up before something has them for lunch.”

We found Malone and Ryder at the amphitheater in a long stretch of a chamber still sporting some of its roof. Unlike the rest of the rooms we’d been in, the floor here was clean of debris and rocks and the walls were more or less intact. More of the same scrawled animals covered the interior, glints of metallic paint flashing with blue speckles from the rippling moss clinging to the cracked plaster walls.

Oddly enough, a stone counter sat perched on triangular wooden supports along the chamber’s long wall, its gleaming, veined slab a slash of chalky white cutting through the muted rainbow murals. Ryder and Malone stood in front of the flat stone, shooting images of its surface with some of the equipment Malone’d dragged with him.

“Cover the door outside,” I ordered Cari. “Oscar’s still out there somewhere, and if they’re excited to find this, we’ve got to guess this is what that asshole is looking for.”

“You got enough ammo?” She cocked her hip, balancing her shotgun on her leg. “You went through a hell of a lot back there with the dogs.”

“Yeah, I think I’ll be okay. I went through my iron shot mostly.” I patted my weapon’s stock. “Malone’s holding my ammo belt, but I’m going to switch with Ryder and take my Glocks back. Damned things did jack shit against those dogs.”

“Yell if you need me,” she replied as she stepped out of the chamber. “I’m going to see if I can find someplace high enough to see more than the wall in front of my face. Maybe we’ll be lucky and I’ll spot Oscar before he spots us.”

The place stank of blood magic, or at least that’s what my little lizard brain screamed at me as I studied the nearly empty room. I couldn’t tell if it’d ever been outside of the mountain, but the lack of windows along the back wall led me to believe someone didn’t want to let a lot of light in. Unsidhe symbols wiggled around the edge of the ceiling, elongated curved shapes spelling out words I could almost read. It was maddening, and just as I thought I’d figured something out, the shadows shifted and its meaning was lost to me.

Six-foot hexagon tiles covered the floor, their edges fitted in so tightly I couldn’t see any grout, but their ceramic glaze held enough of a sheen to reflect the sparkling moss growing along the upper walls. Deep cobalt roofing tiles were stacked up in a corner, an enormous triangular gap in the ceiling opening the chamber up to the outside cavern. Other than the counter and fallen-in roof, the room was empty, but the feeling of something being out there watching haunted me as I walked around.

“Kai, come see this,” Ryder called out to me. “Definitely fertility rites of some kind are laid into the stone. I should have brought a healer with me to look at this, but pictures should be enough. Once we document everything here, I can take it back and see if we can use any of the ritual.”

Malone grinned back at me, clearly delighted at the find. They were cute, nearly trembling with excitement and rambling at one another in a string of unrecognizable babble made up of medical phrases and arcane power triggers.

“This is what Marshall—”

I wasn’t listening much to Ryder’s drone. Something else tugged at my brain, an oddity in the middle of the devastation of past lives. Staring at the counter, I asked, “How come the wood’s still here?”

“What?” Malone popped his head up from what he’d been studying, his corn-silk shock of hair standing up nearly straight from his skull. “What wood?”

“The counter’s got wooden supports.” I pointed to the brackets underneath the stone. “It’s damp in here. That stream kicks up a lot of moisture, and yeah it’s cold, so that’ll hold off decay for a bit, but the wet? That’ll eat through wood like nobody’s business.”

“What does that have to do with—” Malone started to say, but Ryder cut him off with a sharp clench of his fingers into Malone’s shoulders.

“It’s pine, I think.” I crouched down to get a better look. “Did they have pine on Underhill?”

It wasn’t like I went around sniffing at logs and declaring their origin like one of those wine snobs who swished a swallow around in their mouths and droned on about raisins, smoke, and honey. I couldn’t scratch a plank of wood, put the shavings on my tongue, and tell jack shit about the tree it came from, but pine I knew. Mostly because it smelled like a cleaner version of the tree-shaped air fresheners Dempsey used to hang in his truck after he’d eaten at a taqueria.

If I’d been troubled by the wood before, the blood-speckled grooves on the slab’s edge were more than enough to send alarm bells going off in my head.

“The wood looks new.” Ryder took up too much space next to me, his shoulders blocking the wash of light from the moss behind us. His fingers ghosted over a bolt through one of the supports, the fastener’s dull matte metal a silvery spot against the pale frame. “These are human made. Someone’s been here. Recently.”

“Safe bet, I think.” I straightened up and found Malone standing a few feet away from us, a gun shakily gripped in his slender hand. He chewed on his lower lip, worry sending a dark flush through his pale skin. “Well, I’ll be damned. Ryder, next time my gut says to not bring someone along, don’t let me talk myself out of it, okay?”

“What?” He glanced over his shoulder when I tapped his back, then stood up to stare at Malone. “Robbie? What are you doing?”

“I think this is called someone screwing us over,” I commented. “Classic, really. Normally it’s a relative or someone with a deep-seated longing for revenge, but in this case, I’ve got nothing. What the hell are you thinking here, Malone? What the hell is so damned important you’re willing to risk me carving you up once I get that gun away from you?”

“Money, my dear Chimera. Money and the threat of his family dying a terribly long and frighteningly horrible death,” a female voice said from the shadows in the outer hallway.

An unsidhe woman stepped into the chamber, her lean body framed by the outer archway. She was tall, a slender sylph of pale skin and black leather pants, easing into the space as if she were returning home after a quick jaunt into the upper city. Her eyes were unsidhe copper, a bright bronze despite the blue glow oozing from the walls, and her violet and white hair was cropped tight to her jawline, accentuating the alien-oddness of her sharp, vulpine face.

I didn’t know who she was, hadn’t laid eyes on her in my entire life, but her hungry grin was mockingly familiar.

Tucking a strand of gossamer white hair behind her upswept, pointed ear, she smiled at me and said, “Hello, my dear brother. You have no idea how delighted I am to finally meet you.”




CHAPTER TWENTY

 

 

“RIGHT. MY sister.” I kept my hand away from the shotgun I’d slung down my back, but it was only a foot and a quick grab at Ryder’s waistband for my Glock. “You’re older than Valin. Sorry, lady. You’re kind of long in the tooth, but I don’t remember you being around when he was stewing me up. If there’d been a daughter he could scrape an egg out of, I wouldn’t be standing here and he’d have been popping out unsidhe overlords like they were pieces of gum.”

“Being Tanic’s get is not something to boast about, and being considered his is a liability, of sorts. Then Valin failed to drag you back to where you belong, and Tanic reached out to me. But your existence… complicates things for all of us. It isn’t the healthiest of positions,” she conceded with a tilt of her head. “My Lord Tanic gladly calls me daughter… because his sons have failed him so, so much.”

“And Ciarla? How’s she connected to you?” I pressed. “Because she met a couple of elfin at the hotel in San Diego, and I’m guessing one of those two was you.”

“Ah, the sidhe lord’s sister. I hear her children are sidhe, another one of Valin’s failures…. A useful but problematic tool. She probably could be called Tanic’s… whore.” Her smile was hungry again, an arrogant wrap of teeth around her face. “Much like you are to her brother, Ryder.”

Ryder took a step forward, but I kept him back with a brush of my elbow against his belly. Her eyes narrowed, and she came farther into the room, skirting Malone’s gun. Robbie’s hands were shaking, and I was more worried about the damned traitor accidentally plugging us because he didn’t know what he was doing.

“You can die just as easily as anything else,” I said, hoping to bluff her out. Damned Malone had my ammo belt on him, and I hadn’t gotten my Glocks back from Ryder. Things were going to shit, and while I had a couple of knives on me, I didn’t like carving someone up. A black dog was one thing, but a person—not my cup of tea.

“Human?” 

The unsidhe looked worried, and she raised her left hand, crooking her fingers into a claw. I felt a draw of power in the air, and the pull sickened me, dragging serrated threads through my belly. 

“You were supposed to disarm them.”

“His shotgun’s empty, and I have his ammo belt,” Malone informed her. “There’s another Stalker, but she’s gone out to do recon.”

“Do I need to send you out to go kill her?” the unsidhe asked pointedly. “Because so far, human, you’ve not done anything other than herded these two against the wall. So little work for so much reward.”

“I sent Cari back to the truck. I’ve run out of ammo, and her shells don’t fit my shotgun. She probably won’t be back for about an hour.” I noticed Malone made no mention of the Glocks Ryder still had on him, so I matched her smile, wondering how long it would take me to get my hands on one of the guns and possibly kick Malone in the teeth at the same time. “Got to be honest with you, I’m kind of tired of siblings falling out of every tree. Especially since all they seem to want to do is kill me.”

“Oh, I don’t want to kill you, Ciméara cuid Anbhás,” she purred at me. “I want to remake you.”

“Aisla?” Malone broke in before I could ask what she meant. “We should just get what we came for so we can get out of here.”

“We need Oscar, human, and the others. They are retrieving what I need to complete this,” she tsked. “And do not presume you have any say with me. You’ve seen what I will do to people who push me.”

“I don’t understand.” Ryder sounded as confused as I felt. “Why are you here? What was so important for you to kill people—your own men—to reach this place before us?”

“The pretty monster standing next to you is what I needed here, not you, Lord Ryder, but he would not have been here without you. Without something to lure him to the middle of nowhere. You were easy enough to bait, and by killing you, I weaken San Diego’s Court and sever one of the chimera’s bonds.” Her coppery gaze flicked over me. “But seeing him… hearing him… I see he is tainted. I doubt he’ll be of any further use to Lord Tanic. He’s human now. Stinks of human. Reeks of their words and culture.”

“You kill because you like it.” I cocked my eyebrow at her. “The kid with the dogs? The one using my name? You sent him after us and then shot him. That was you, right? And what about the poor bastard outside in the city? What did he do to you? How long does Oscar have?”

“I have no intention of killing Oscar. Or at least not yet,” Aisla corrected me, slithering across the hard floor to get to the counter. “I need him. At least for a little while. And why kill? Oh, my little monster, how does that human saying go? You have to crack eggs to make… whatever it is they make out of eggs. I’m going to have to crack a few eggs to get what I want… and one of them is you.”

Ryder shifted, edging closer to me, but his attention was on Aisla. I glanced at Malone, mostly to gauge his willingness to shoot us, but he wouldn’t look me in the eye. Ryder’d shifted the Glocks around, using his jacket to hide their grips. Twisting his shoulders toward me, Ryder hooked his hand into his pocket, pulling back the leather jacket’s panel and exposing the guns to me.

Aisla caught the movement, her keen snake eyes fixed on Ryder’s face, but I stepped forward, blocking her view, then asked, “So, Malone, she worth doing this for? You say they’re threatening your family? Like Sarah? Who? Who the hell can they get near that you couldn’t protect?”

“You heard what they did to Marshall, and she’s been in on this since they first started planning a month ago. She only changed her mind about helping them when she found out they’re going to kill Ryder,” Robbie retorted. “I’m second string, guys. If I didn’t help them out, they were going to kill my aunt and mother. Besides, I need the money. I’m not good at anything. The professor was going to fire me anyway. She wasn’t going to go through with this… handing Kai over to the unsidhe.”

“And you are fine with it?” Ryder prickled. “After Kai saved your life, how many times? They would have killed you back at Sparky’s and have tried to kill you since. Are you forgetting that?”

“Maybe he thought it was all near misses so it would look better for him?” I tossed in, turning to keep my eye on Aisla. The unsidhe woman seemed to be paying less and less attention to us, but I knew her kind. Hell, Ryder’s grandmother probably would have cackled gleefully and adopted Aisla on the spot if she thought she could pass the bitch off as sidhe. “Tell you what, Aisla. So far you’ve done nothing to us directly. We just all go our separate ways—no harm, no foul—and no one else gets hurt.”

“Not quite, brother,” Aisla murmured as she drew a knife out from somewhere on her body. “There’s a small matter of you.”

My elbow hit Ryder’s arm, and I fought the urge to grin at his clumsy attempt to bring himself close enough for me to grab the guns. “If you think you’re dragging me back to Tanic, you’ve got another think coming to you.”

“I’ve no intention of dragging you anywhere, Kai.” 

The look she tossed over her shoulder wasn’t a pleasant one. In fact, it made me long for a bath. 

“I just need a little bit of your blood. Okay, maybe a lot of your blood, but since you’ll be dead, I’m sure you won’t mind.”

I reached for the Glocks just as a pair of ainmhi dubh padded into the thick-walled chamber and came up with two handfuls of loaded gun.

Ryder sucked in a mouthful of air behind me, and I felt the waves of revulsion pouring off his body in a tide of sharp horror and disbelief. A second later, Robbie Crickets Malone went down in a dead faint, his body hitting the uneven floor with a resounding thump.

What came through the door was beyond horrific. I had no word for what I saw other than abomination—exactly what everyone with pointed ears called me.

The creatures were unlike any black dog I’d seen before, and I’d skinned enough of the damned things to write a book on their twisted, arcane forms. For one, they were a blush ivory color, iridescent pinks and greens roiling under their marble white skin. On any other creature, the tone would have been enchanting, a unicorn kiss of hues on a snow-bright canvas. They were more simian than canine, sexless, with sloped-back hips and long flat apelike hands and feet with stubby flat nails where ainmhi dubh had claws. Bowed spines angled their backs down, their powerful shoulders and legs thick with patchy spoiled-milk-colored fur, and they loped into the room on all fours, then rose up into a bowlegged, swaggering crouch, their knuckles nearly dragging on the ground as they approached Aisla.

The larger of the two held something in its powerful jaws, its long sharp teeth cradling the dark object in a gentle bite. The ainmhi dubh dropped back down to its front legs and rubbed against Aisla’s open hand, smearing a line of spittle across her palm. Smiling, she stroked at its blond fur, then ran a fingertip along the ridges on its forehead.

“As you can see, Chimera, I don’t kill all of my minions,” she remarked softly. “Some of them, like Oscar here, can be quite useful.”

Time and the unsidhe had not been kind to Oscar Bennett.

There was a bit left of the man whose picture I’d seen on the Post’s data sheet. The flat planes of his European ancestry were gone, replaced by a mockery of elfin features. His blond hair was now a mane, thin in spots, a dry straw thatch set on his elongated skull, while the skin around his color-daubed violet eyes turned upward, stretched tight with the edges laid over with a heavy lid. The ends of his mouth were pinched in, and the bone along his cheeks and jawline jutted up, creating hard ridges barely contained by his taut skin.

The man had been turned into a funhouse-mirror pet, a wax-pencil drawing done by a toddler, of a monster dreamed up to live under beds.

“You’re a flesh-shaper. Like Tanic.” Realization hit me hard, because stupidity makes a mark when it leaves the body. There’d been only one unsidhe lord who was depraved enough, sick enough to sculpt out a person’s form to such a repulsive horror, but from the looks of Oscar Bennett, Tanic now had some stiff competition on that score. “Holy shit, you are his.”

“You are supposed to heal the body.” Ryder’s horror was thick and bitter, a slice of ume served up with a cup of bile. “Not do… this.”

“This is how you make an ainmhi dubh, Lord Ryder.” Aisla slid behind Oscar, using him as a shield. “We all start off with a base. The stronger the animal, the stronger the ainmhi dubh, and what greater animal to work with than a human?”

Oscar spit out what he had in his mouth and rubbed his muzzle along Aisla’s hip, nearly knocking her off balance with his enthusiastic preening.

The object was as familiar to me as my own ass. I’d stolen many an egg, usually cold dead in a nest scraped together by a neglectful dragon. There was good money to be made in an unfertilized dragon egg, but like all things, the prettier and bigger, the better. It was flat in color and, while decorative, looked more like something easily purchased at an overpriced faux-import store to decorate an ugly table you still had to assemble when you got home.

Not the stuff dreams were built on.

“Nice egg you’ve got there, Aisla. Useless on the open market, but hey, still, a nice egg.” I didn’t know the type of lizard it’d come from, and its lack of color could only mean one thing—it was fertilized. Aisla’s pet human hadn’t dragged a gold mine in with his mutilated mouth. It was a piece of shit taken from an active nest. “You did kind of go overboard making ainmhi dubh just for a game of fetch.”

Leveling the Glocks, I pointed one at what remained of Oscar and the other at Aisla. The smaller ainmhi dubh wasn’t much of a worry. Unlike Oscar, it seemed confused, weaving then turning about in circles. Its enormous blue eyes were filled with pain. I knew that pain. I intimately knew the torment pouring out of the creature’s—the former human’s—soul. Imprisoned in an anguish with no end in sight, I’d wanted to die. Killing the smaller ainmhi dubh would be a mercy.

Killing the other two would just be a pleasure.

“The egg? That is how I am going to make a new you, Chimera. Because much like the ainmhi dubh, something like you needs a base to begin with. That is what is written on these walls, monster. The key to your existence. The words spoken over a sacrifice to create the likes of you.” 

Aisla’s serpentine smile got even wider. My look of surprise must have been hilarious, because Aisla burst out into hearty laughter, Oscar snickering in a hyena chortle as he skulked around her knees. 

“Did you actually believe Tanic created you without adding something else into the mix? That is how the spell works. A bit of sidhe, a dab of unsidhe, blood, death, and a pinch of something extra—our genesis, our own beginning—a dragon’s egg.

“You might as well put your weapons away, little monster, because it will be so much easier to make a new one of you if there is more of your body to work with,” Aisla said, flicking her hand out with a sharp snap. “Oscar, get it for me.”

Funniest thing about dragon eggs is most lizards are negligent layers, shooting out hard pellets of yolk and whites without doing anything to kick-start a new generation. They’re like large, predatory chickens, with little brain power and a ravenous carnivorous appetite. Dragons lay scores upon scores of eggs, sometimes gulping them down even as they’re laying them to satiate their never-ending hunger. The draconian species would overrun us all if they were more interested in sex than food, but luckily for the world’s continuing existence, a female lizard would as soon have breakfast served fresh out of a nest—be it her own or her neighbor’s—than sit on an unfertilized clutch.

The operative word there being unfertilized.

Because once a dragon has flown and mated, a nest of fertilized eggs becomes a female dragon’s primary focus, and she will tear through entire cities to retrieve one of her stolen treasures.

Which is why any Stalker with a brain cell in their head never ever plucks a matte-finish dragon egg out of a nest.

And they sure as shit don’t stick around the immediate area to find out just how invested the momma dragon is in her little reptilian offspring.

Unfortunately for me, Ryder, and Malone, this particular momma dragon wouldn’t give two shits about which mewling sack of wet meat took her precious egg. She was just going to make sure the last thing we saw was her gullet, and if we were lucky, we’d all be dead before she shat us out against the mountain’s rocky crags.

The dragon hit us hard and fast, a pearlescent ebony blur of scales, teeth, and rage. She came down silent, only the faint whistle of her wings beating the air alerting me to the incoming danger. The keen of her wind-filled membranes jerked me into moving, and I shoved the Glocks away, then launched myself at Ryder in a desperate hope to hide us from her hate-filled gaze.

And I went flying into a wall when I tripped over Malone’s damned unconscious body.

The room was in shambles, large swaths of tiles and spackled walls tumbling down on top of us. I couldn’t see for a moment, as massive dust clouds kicked up from the floor and the room dimmed, losing some of its light when its blue moss covering fell beneath the dragon’s massive body.

A heart-wrenching breath later, the roofless chamber was open to the cavern’s ceiling, and the cobalt speckles valiantly fought to cut through the rising dust storm, but the gray motes were thick around us. There was also the small matter of the dragon’s bulk blocking out a good portion of the glowing moss as she circled around again for another strike.

Someone was screaming in terror, and I assumed it was Aisla, but through the high-pitched keening and the magnificent ear-shattering roars of the enraged dragon, I heard gunfire and a ribbon of Mexican words more suited to a schoolyard challenge to jump rope than a life-and-death battle with a giant flying lizard.

Cari came in hot, spraying the air with shotgun blasts as she ran into the room. Her hair was wild, tufted out from her head, and a few bits of glowing moss glistened from spots in her dark locks. Her focus was on the dragon, and I caught a bit of movement sliding around near the long blood-speckled counter.

Oscar.

And his mockery of a gaze was locked right on me.

The dragon dove again, all silence tossed to the wind, and she came in screaming, her hot rage only matched by the long threads of cold purple fire streaming out of her gullet. Like most things from Oighear Bhais, her coloring ran to a stygian pitch, but with sprays of bright star fields beneath the gloss. An odd blend of legs and serpentine coils, she was a classical draconian queen, broad belly scales a deep midnight violet against the black pearl covering the rest of her body. Her talons were black, as were her raptor feet, easily blending into the rocky ground. I’d never seen her type before, but I knew her form and her purpose.

Because I wore her markings and her wings on my back. The seeping scar sticking my shirt to my flesh was a near-exact match for the hematite span of her membranes and the hooked claws at their bend. She landed hard, shaking the ground with her mighty weight, and as she tossed her head back to shriek her challenge, Oscar struck.

Straight for Cari.

She responded with a round of iron pellets that did nothing to slow the damned thing down.

“Son of a bitch.” I grabbed at the fallen Glocks and struggled to stand with some authority. My legs were unsteady, and there was a curious hum under my skin, one I couldn’t seem to shake off. Ryder was moving slowly and waved me off when I called out his name.

“Go help,” he coughed out, tossing me a spare clip. “I’ll see to Malone.”

To say the dragon was an obstacle was like commenting on a spray of mist hitting my face during a hurricane. There were several tons of pissed-off scale and furious meat between me and Cari, but the lizard didn’t seem all that interested in me when I skirted around its back legs. Her tail whipped up, nearly taking my head off, but her focus was on a pile of rocks where the smaller formerly human ainmhi dubh lay partially crushed beneath a large boulder. Its legs were twitching, running for its life even in its death. I didn’t know who the man had been, but I could only hope he was free of the nightmare Aisla trapped him into.

I had no words for the profanity of his new existence. What she’d done went beyond anything I’d ever imagined one person could do to another, and the transformations she’d wrought on the two men settled any doubt I had that she was Tanic’s get.

But Aisla was nowhere to be seen, and hoping she was under the pile of rocks with the other ainmhi dubh was just too much to wish for.

I came around the dragon’s rear and into a fierce dogfight. Cari was pinned up against the counter, one hand holding a revolver and the other a long knife glistening with a stream of murky red blood. There was so little humanity left in Oscar’s eyes now, their edges beginning to flicker crimson around his blown-out pupils. I spotted the dragon egg lying beneath a section of pine supports, and Oscar lunged forward when the dragon’s claw swiped at his side.

He was slowly changing as we fought, his skin mottling with dull slug-colored patches, and his hands were cramping in, the flats of his palms curving as his bones began to knit together. His mass was growing, bubbling out into new muscle, and ridges of bone formed along his spine, raw white slabs breaking through the thinning skin along his back.

His jaw cracked as he sank his teeth into the lizard’s leg, his savagery muted by the dragon’s steel-hard scales. Slamming her leg down, she threw Oscar loose, and he bounced once before landing on his hobbled paws. The dragon’s eyes turned molten with anger, spinning copper swirls through her pupilless purple eyes, and she screamed as her wings snapped out, one tip glancing off my shoulder to spin me around.

Then she took to the air again, blocking most of the light as she went.

The wind from her launch was strong enough to blow Oscar off balance as he turned to attack us. The floor beneath his evolving feet was wet with blood, and a gash on his shoulder, probably from Cari’s knife, began to weep, marbling his skin with rivulets of watery pink.

Lifting one of the Glocks to shoot Oscar in the head proved to be a mistake, as my arm went into spasms, twisting my muscles. My shoulder blades were tightening, either seizing up from the compromised scar tissue under my skin or healing up wrong, tangling into the gauze and fabric covering my abrasions. Huffing past the pain, I held the muzzle steady and squeezed the trigger.

It was a clean shot, plowing a bullet right between Oscar’s eyes and shattering the broad ridge of his newly formed muzzle. He twitched with the shot, the bullet’s momentum spinning his head to the side, and blood blossomed from the smoking black hole marring his marbled skin. I squeezed the trigger again and again, hitting first his left eye, blowing it out of its socket. Then another bullet pierced the soft flesh of his nose pad, turning it to a rosebud of mangled meat, but Oscar kept coming.

I was about to take out his right eye when a pile of rocks near the entrance moved and Aisla shoved her way clear of the debris.

There was no time to alter my aim, and to be honest, I wasn’t all that worried about the flesh-shaper, not when I had her pet dog barreling down on me. Cari was more of a concern, as she leaped onto Oscar’s back, digging her blade into his shoulder blade then twisting the handle about. Whatever foul-tempered god looking after ainmhi dubh decided to up his game, because the blood pouring from Oscar’s wounds was now viscous and leaving smoking scallops on the ground where it dripped. Cari’s knife began to melt into his wound, and he shook hard, trying to throw her off.

My arm was still shot up with tingling spasms, and somewhere above us, an angry black-pearl dragon was about to make another dive into the shattered chamber. I couldn’t risk looking for Ryder or even yelling at him to leave Malone to be eaten by the dragon or even Oscar, if there was any space left in his stomach after he chewed us apart, depending on whether or not we could kill him.

So Aisla was the least of my damned worries, especially when she limped to the middle of the room, dragging her right leg behind her and peering out at me over swollen, bruised cheekbones.

The very least of my worries.

Until she raised her arms, hooked her hands into the air, and let loose a slithering ululation of arcane unsidhe. Then my world went red with pain and my broken soul became hers.




CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

 

 

FEAR TASTED exactly like blood.

Sure, there were subtle differences. Blood packed a bit more tang, where fear skirted the edge of lightning and sulfur, but the base flavors were the same—a sickly thick liquid meat taste heavy enough to pool on the back of my tongue and edge into the ridge of my throat, closing off any chance I had to breathe around it.

I’d swallowed a lot of blood—and fear—over the years, except this time I was also choking on Aisla’s fist as she tightened her grip on everything I’d ever been and would be.

She owned me, and I couldn’t find a way out of the chains being soldered shut around my soul.

Aisla poured everything into me, a hot, slick steel river to cauterize my will and slice me off from the life I’d built for myself. Bits of my core were snapping free, severed by Aisla’s spell. I was unraveling, my memories slowly being picked away, flicked off like faded petals from an overblown rose with decayed, moldy hips.

I now knew how the ainmhi dubh felt when I’d wrested control from the unsidhe Hunt Master Aisla killed only a few hours ago.

She peeled me apart, undoing layers of my life, then plunged her ethereal fingers into my core. I lay more open and vulnerable than I’d ever remembered, my bones crinkling with the memory of being a different shape, different forms, and my nerves were awash with a fiery pain, forked embers crawling through my body and reaching deep into my flesh.

I remembered my wings.

My shoulder blades itched and seeped. There was an emptiness along my back, one I couldn’t comprehend. Then came the molten pour of blood into my body, followed by a lightning storm of magic, until I became something else—something I wasn’t supposed to be—and what I should have been was burned away by….

Tanic.

A part of my mind screamed for the skies, for blood and for meat to sink my teeth into. I was ravenous for the wind and the arrogance of being a predator feared by every creature beneath me. All of that slipped away, carried off by a weaker flesh but a more powerful shaping. I lost my claws, and my brain grabbed on to a slender thread of mutation so far buried in my makeup it’d been lost in time.

Aisla found that thread and yanked on it, pulling at the damned twisted strand of the elfin blood in me until I couldn’t hold back my raging screams.

She was going to take away more than my wings and scales. She was going to end my existence, erase the Kai Gracen I’d forged from the chimera monster Tanic cooked up using the spells dug into the room’s stone counter.

And I couldn’t do jack shit about it.

“Kai.” 

A speck of light hit me, a drop of sound in the middle of the dark and red. I swallowed, catching my throat on the swell of my tongue, and I choked, struggling to breathe. Another drop struck, shock waves of sidhe in the chaos of Aisla’s magic. 

“Kai, get down.”

I tried to laugh. Every god knew I tried. My limbs weren’t my own, and there was a foul stench in the air, a sour, dead skin reek I knew belonged to an ainmhi dubh. My eyes worked first, filling with blue motes of light, then a rush of ebony scales, tipped purple and frost, and I found myself falling into an abyss, screaming through the void enveloping me. I couldn’t even yell as I tumbled into the forever, my carved-out wings useless as the wind rushed past me.

Ryder.

Damn him. I told him to get Malone and get the hell out. Instead he was right next to me, shoving me to the ground, spitting out sidhe curses near my ear. Something hard gouged my stomach, and the pain jerked me loose of Aisla’s hold, and I breathed in, a hard rush of air full of sweet, slightly travel-sticky sidhe lord.

I was still holding a Glock in my hand, fully loaded and primed to kill. What worked once was going to have to work again. I was betting my life and soul on it.

My aim was off. Hell, my whole brain and body were off, but my senses were full of Ryder and fear, so there was little to lose in squeezing the trigger. And the boom—the huge, earsplitting boom—rattled the air, and Aisla’s shoulder fountained with blood.

Her spell snapped, and my mind pulled back its unraveling tendrils, binding me back together in a rush of throbbing pain. Every inch of my body ached in some way, and my fingers were clenched so tightly around my gun I couldn’t seem to unbend my knuckles. Ryder’s hands were under me, trying to lift me to my feet, and I gurgled a bit around my tongue, spitting out a mouthful of dust and debris.

I was free.

“A little help here!” Cari shouted, breaking me further, and I staggered to my feet, weaving a bit as I brought my Glock up again.

“Wait.” Ryder shoved the ammo he had into my back pocket and steadied me, giving me time to shake some sense into myself. “You’ll need this.”

Oscar had broken loose during my seizure, the wound on his back eating away at the stub of her knife embedded into his spine. She’d gone for her shotgun, trying to reload as the mutated human clambered over the rocks to reach her.

Hitting an open patch on the floor, Oscar rushed in for another attack, his bloodied paws slapping at the ground. His form wavered, the flesh on his side sagging as his legs worked to carry his bulk forward. A few feet away, Aisla was crawling over the rocks, clutching at her injured shoulder to staunch the bleeding. Snarling, she barked a line of unsidhe, and Oscar’s limbs firmed, his mottled skin tightening over thickening muscles. Her outraged screams were no use. A step later, Oscar’s paws elongated, and he lost traction as his fingers reemerged, long, flapping boneless snakes, slick with blood and ichor.

His teeth, however, remained sharp, and the acidic dribble from his jaw burned Cari’s flesh when his spit splashed over her hand. Her hands trembled as she cocked the shotgun, but Cari was a second too slow, a bit too late. Her finger was barely on the trigger when Oscar hit her, and they both tumbled over chunks of broken wall. Cari landed wide, but Oscar’s bulk caught on the debris, dangling him over her sprawled-out body. She wasn’t moving, or at least not that I could see, and my already torn-up heart seized up again.

“Go to Cari,” Ryder shouted at me, heading toward the stumbling unsidhe. “I will take care of the unsidhe!”

I had both hands on my gun and half staggered over, running as hard as I could, scrambling over the mounds of rock and tiles. Catching sight of Oscar’s head as he lifted himself up from the rubble, I planted a bullet into the back of his skull. The metal cracked bone, and he jerked sideways, his now fully crimson eyes wild with rage.

A shotgun blast came from behind me, too hot and too near for my liking. The pellets tore into Oscar’s flank, digging deep into the muscle. He yelped, a high-pitched yip sharp with alarm, then turned to face me.

Or rather us—as Malone hobbled out from the archway holding a shotgun in front of him.

He stared me down, a scarecrow of a man with fright bleaching the color from his skin. The freckles across his cheeks were dark embers against snow, and his mouth trembled as he sucked in a breath. A bit of blood ran down his jaw, but all things considered, he was pretty much intact.

One of the bullets in my Glock had his name on it.

I just didn’t know if I wanted to use it.

A bloodcurdling roar echoed above us. Somewhere in the vast chamber, the dragon glided on silent wings, angling for another attack. I saw the cave moss lights go black in areas, vast lizard-shaped regions, then flare back to life when she passed. I couldn’t worry about the dragon. There was nothing to fight her with, and we had more immediate concerns.

Namely, a damned unsidhe flesh-shaper and the toy poodle thug she’d made in my ancestors’ basement.

The ainmhi dubh padded out of the rubble, and out of the corner of my eye, I spotted Ryder hemming Aisla in. She had a knife, and he was armed probably only with his arrogance and sharp wit. While dangerous to my sanity, he was outclassed unless he had something on him I couldn’t see.

“I’m sorry,” Malone mewled. 

He sounded contrite, but backstabbers always did when they were caught. Oscar was weighing his options. Cari was stirring behind him, but we were his immediate threat. Or at least I was. 

“Please, Kai. They were going to hurt my family. Aunt Sarah—”

“Day’s not over yet,” I promised. “Still time to return you to your momma in a body bag. Go help Cari and stay clear.”

Oscar leaped for us as Aisla made her move on Ryder, damning us to a dance I didn’t know the steps to. Killing Oscar would be satisfying, but it felt like murder. Killing Malone would have felt fantastic, and that definitely fell into the murder category.

I could deal with the ainmhi dubh. He needed putting down, and I was certain there was nothing left of the human he’d once been. Not now. Not as I saw his eyes flare with red light and the hideous dead gray patches under his skin begin to spread out, connecting slowly and erasing his pearly hue. Shooting Aisla hadn’t freed Oscar. Nothing would free Oscar. Nothing but a few well-placed bullets and then hopefully death.

No one—human or elfin—deserved to live as a puppet. Not even an asshole like Oscar Bennett.

I went in firing. If Malone double-crossed me, I only needed one shot to take care of him. That left me plenty for Oscar.

Malone headed to Cari, keeping the shotgun up in case Oscar charged, but the ainmhi dubh was focused on me. He lurched as he walked, his half-formed feet flapping and catching on the rocks. A fleshy tendril tore off, caught on a jut, but the ainmhi dubh barely noticed, his injured head low to the ground and his eyes pinned on my every move.

There was chanting, unsidhe words darkening the air, and the sounds of a struggle behind me, but I kept my attention on Aisla’s ill-formed monster. I had to trust Ryder to take care of things. As hard as it was to let go, I felt calm inside, an odd, tingling faith whispering reassurances that he had my back. It was a strange feeling, a stone I could step on to keep myself steady. I watched Malone reach Cari. Then he put the shotgun aside, crouching over her as she sat up.

“Just you and me, dog,” I muttered at the ainmhi dubh. “Let’s send you back to hell.”

My first shot pinged against the floor, a ricochet after Oscar feinted to the left. The shrapnel or something caught him, because his side began to bleed, but he kept coming. Another bullet, then another, hitting his chest then his fat canine jowl, but he’d either caught his second wind or Aisla was pouring all of her juice into his existence, gambling he would get me before I could kill him.

Lunging at me, Oscar hit low, knocking my feet out from under me, and I tucked myself in, hissing at the sear of his blood on my skin. My jacket arm bubbled and cooked where he tried to bite me, and my already torn jeans were little help in keeping his spit off of my legs. Shoved down into the floor, I turned, trying to get a good clean shot, but Oscar twisted about, shaking me like I was a jackalope he’d hunted down on the lava fields.

“Cuireadh tu eagal air nasam hanaich, Ciméara,” Aisla shouted at me, a curse on my life or maybe just telling me something I already knew. She was holding Ryder off, her hands glowing with a putrid yellow light, and he jumped back when she dove at him. “Rach a dhìth.”

Death came.

But it didn’t come for me.

Oscar’s throat lengthened as he snapped his bristling maw, trying for my face with a forceful shove. I responded by twisting my arm, not caring for the pop in my shoulder, but there wasn’t any time for delicacy. Aisla was pouring everything she had into him, strengthening his form until my body creaked with his added muscular weight. Pushing the Glock’s muzzle against the dog’s jaw, I felt it catch on a condyle, and then I squeezed the trigger.

I only had a few bullets left, but I made good use of them. The back of Oscar’s head bulged when the first shot scattered metal shards through his brain and attempted to break through his skull from the inside. The second did the trick, following the path already forged through his crinkled flesh and hitting the sweet spot I’d cracked along the upper ridge, blowing spongy gray matter out of the hole I made in his skull. My final shot went wider, angled by Oscar’s falling body, and the dog’s jaw disintegrated under a rush of gunpowder and metal.

Kicking the ainmhi dubh off of me, I stood up as Aisla slapped Ryder’s face, releasing the magic coating her palms. The room’s air turned sick with a sulfurous fetor, and Ryder went down in a thick cloud of yellow spores.

My ribs ached, and I was coughing up blood, but Ryder’s fall got me to my feet. He was still moving, crawling to get to clean air, but Aisla’s spell lingered over him. Fumbling for the clip in my pocket, I nearly dropped the Glock as Aisla straightened her shoulders, raised her arms with blood pouring out of her wound and down her side, then began to bind me again.

Or at least she tried.

Because the room went dark with the arrival of one cold-fire-breathing, angry lizard.

There is nothing louder than an angry dragon, especially one missing an egg.

She landed hard and fierce, her wings stretched out from her body. About the size of a transport bus, the dragon filled the broken room, her sleek body easily folding into the space with her long tail slashing at the air above my head. Thick, long spikes bristled down her back, undulating in ripples as she hunched over the dead ainmhi dubh, tearing at Oscar’s flesh with her sharp curved talons. The lizard’s scales whispered as she moved, a powdery dusting of sound under the whoosh of her wings mantling. Roaring, she breathed, shooting out tendrils of ice-azure flames. Her screaming rage poured from her open mouth, the length of her throat working hard while she buffeted us with the storm of her cries.

Aisla kept chanting as if there wasn’t an enormous raging lizard between us, her hateful words skulking through me and wrapping around my spine. I was ready for her this time, stronger inside even as my body longed to collapse to the hard ground. Pain was key—her pain, not mine—and I reached for the only weapons I had available to me, the reloaded Glock and a prayer I could aim straight, because the pain of my strained joints and flesh was making my eyes water.

“You are nothing, Ciméara.” Aisla’s hands began to glow again, sparks arcing between her fingers. “And I will remind you of that.”

“Yeah, yeah, yeah. Blah, blah, blah,” I shot back. 

The dragon turned and cocked her head, one of Oscar’s legs dangling from her mouth. She stared down at me, probably seeing me for the first time, and her eyes narrowed, slitting into metallic slivers under her heavy ridged brow. 

“Oh shit.”

Oscar’s limb fell to the ground with a wet splat, and the dragon took a cautious step toward me. I went from being nose to ass to catching the lizard’s full attention, and Oscar didn’t seem to be doing it for her.

Having to choose between killing Aisla and ducking the dragon, I’d go for dragon avoidance every time. Unfortunately for me, there really wasn’t any place to hide. Most of the rubble was easily brushed away for a massive lizard, and I didn’t want to draw her attention toward any of the others. Ryder was in the archway, out of range of Aisla’s smite, while Malone and Cari were tucked behind a large pile of debris by the stone shelf.

The dragon’s head loomed, her serpentine neck twisting about until her breath ruffled my hair. The fiery wisps ghosting from her nostrils gave off enough heat to slightly scald my face, but she held back, her enormous copper-shot eyes whirling as she studied me. A huff of air blew from her muzzle, feathering the frills around her mouth, and I got a lungful of dragon breath for my troubles.

I could hear Aisla droning, but oddly enough, I didn’t care. The black-pearl dragon simply stood there, coiling around herself so she could breathe me in. For all I knew she was contemplating what part of me to start with, a nibble of an elbow as an appetizer or perhaps a hand. Who didn’t love munching on a crispy hock? Aisla was a distant, murmuring nuisance, especially while I was staring up at a mouth full of long white teeth.

There was a tug, a familiar hateful tug, and my stomach clenched at the feel of Aisla digging in. I grunted, unwilling to take my eyes off of the pearl lizard, but I needed to break the unsidhe’s hold on me. Severing contact with the dragon was going to be a risk. Most predators stalled their attack for as long as their prey stared them down, but Aisla’s threads were beginning to thicken, tightening to strangle my thoughts, and I didn’t have much time left before I’d fall to her will.

“Don’t eat me, dragon,” I muttered. “Just… don’t.”

I dropped my eyes from the lizard and found Aisla among the fallen walls. She looked worse for wear and determined. Bloodied and covered with dust, she stared through me, her mouth moving around a sibilance of arcane meant to bring me to my knees. I lifted the Glock, forcing my leaden arm to respond. My fingers were numb, and I fought to pull on the trigger when the dragon blocked my view of Aisla.

There wasn’t much time to complain about being knocked on my ass by a dragon’s tail. My feet seemed to find air at the same time my finger locked down on the Glock’s trigger, and the gun recoiled in my hand as I shot a bullet up into the cavern’s ceiling. The rocks gouged into me, bruising my already battered flesh, and I was wedged in against the dragon’s tail and a plastered slab, more helpless than a fat kappa rolled over onto its back.

The lizard stretched herself lean, wings tucked up against her back. Then her triangular head shot out and she snapped Aisla’s head off with a delicate snip of her long snout.

I could have sworn I heard Aisla’s casting continue all the way down the dragon’s throat until her decapitated head hit the lizard’s belly.

The unsidhe’s body didn’t seem to notice it’d lost its head, and the dragon went after its flailing torso. Rolling over, I searched the shadows under the counter, cursing the broken-off sections and praying what I was looking for was safe and sound. If not, we were all going to die, because none of us were in any condition to run anywhere, and there wasn’t much we could do about the dragon.

What I was looking for shone dully in the blue-speckled black.

“Malone!” 

His head shot up from behind an upright tile, and I pointed to the egg lying a few feet away from his right arm. 

“Throw me the egg!”

“Hold on!” he shouted back, fumbling to reach the orb. His fingers caught on one of the swirls, and he scrambled on his knees to catch it before it rolled farther away. Malone grabbed it and cradled it to his belly. “I can’t throw!”

“Give it to me.” Cari pushed herself up, her face dark with bruising. One of her eyes was swollen shut, and a slender piece of her scalp flapped by her ear, the torn spot already scabbing over. Taking the egg from Malone, she hissed, then clutched at her side when she turned, but Cari was already hefting the ovoid into an underhanded throw. “Catch!”

The dragon egg arced in the air, aimed straight for me. I was rising up to catch it when it struck me in the stomach. Heavier than it looked, its shell was surprisingly soft, flexible, and warm to the touch. Something moved inside of it—a hatchling, obviously—but I hadn’t expected it to have so much life. The egg was small compared to its mother, but I’d seen newly hatched dragons that were barely the size of a raven birthed by behemoths so large it was amazing they could walk, much less fly. The spiraled surface squeaked against my fingers, and whatever fascination Aisla’s dying body had for the dragon, it was soon lost at the sound of the egg hitting my flesh.

She turned slowly… magnificently… and I finally understood the reverence the elfin placed on their draconian cousins. Silhouetted by the soft blue glow around her, she was an elegant curl of death and maternal instincts. The flare of anger never left her eyes, but she was cautious, slithering over the floor as she eyed me up, probably wondering how she could eat me and not harm the egg she’d come for.

The dragon was on me before I could place it on the floor, one nostril up against my cheek, and she shoved me into a standing wall, trapping me against its hard, flat surface. Then she did nothing, one plate-sized eye churning with colors as I held my breath and prepared to die.

She… preened against me. Rubbed the side of her jaw on my cheek and down my neck, her scales pricking at my skin, and I felt a bit of drool or something smear over my throat.

“Kai, don’t move,” Ryder advised.

“Like I haven’t noticed there’s a huge damned dragon giving me a hickey?” The egg pulsed against my chest, and I pushed it at the lizard. “Just take it. And please, by Buddha’s belly, don’t… eat… me.”

It felt odd begging a dragon for my life. I’d killed a few in my time. If anyone deserved to be slurped up like a slushie on a hot day, it was me. Karma had parked its fat ass on my shoulder and was laughing so hard, tears were coming out of its skin, but there I was, hoping the lizard would grab the egg and go.

Something hard pierced my skin, and I winced, gritting my teeth, and took what I thought was going to be my last breath, but after the first prick, the dragon withdrew, pulling back to tower over me. My neck was bleeding, a trickle at least, but I didn’t care. So long as it wasn’t a gush and my artery wasn’t spurting out my life, I didn’t care. Carefully placing the egg on the ground, I backed up, blindly feeling my way around the rocks until I was a good ten feet away and could risk letting go of the dank, reptilian scent in my lungs.

She was gone in a powerful rush of air and mass. Plucking the egg between her front claws, the black pearl slapped her wings out and thrust herself up toward the rocky ceiling. The coiled strength in her body carried her up, impossibly high, and it seemed like forever before she pumped her wings again. Then the black took her in and she slipped away into the far reaches of the mountain’s belly.

Ryder caught me before I landed on my face, and I sagged into him, exhausted and worn down past my marrow. Malone hovered at the edges of the room, Cari having shaken off his help then approached me with a limping walk.

“Crap, you’re too damaged to return for a full refund,” I teased. “Guess I’m going to have to keep you.”

“Yeah, screw you, Gracen,” she shot back, resting on a part of the fallen counter. “You’ve got something on your neck. Looks like you were attacked by a very hungry rabbit or maybe a sidhe lord without any common sense.”

“Don’t bring me into this,” Ryder replied with a chuckle. 

He put his fingers under my chin, probably intending to push my head up so he could see my wound, but I shoved at his wrist. 

“We’re back to this, then? You fighting me?”

“When have I stopped?” 

He gently shoved at me again, and this time I let him look. His curious frown and sidhe murmur was troubling, especially since I couldn’t see what was going on. 

“What is it? It’s stopped bleeding.”

“You’ve got a scale. Under your skin. Right under your jaw,” he said, poking at the spot. 

I felt nothing but his finger stabbing into my neck. Hissing, I jerked away, but Ryder stroked my skin. 

“You can’t feel the difference. It’s soft. And you’ve already healed over the spot.”

“Great, that’s just what I need,” I grumbled, rubbing at my neck. “She’s marked me.”

“Only fair,” Ryder countered. “You wear ink for your kills. You should carry her mark in exchange for your life. We’ll have a healer take it—”

“No thanks.” I shook my head. “I’m done with healers and flesh-shapers. If I want it out, I’m using a hot knife and a bottle of whiskey. Now how about if we get what we came for and get the hell out of here? I want to put some distance between me and this damned mountain before that dragon changes her mind about having second dinners.”




EPILOGUE

 

 

“YOU SURE you want to do this?” I eyed the pile of rubble we’d dragged back with us to San Diego. From five stories up, the broken-up slab seemed like an insignificant and poorly designed garden decoration tossed into a corner of the elegant courtyard below. “There’s no going back with it. Do this, it’s lost, because I’m not going to go knocking on Tanic’s door to ask to borrow a cup of blood magic.”

Ryder’s conflicting emotions played out over his face with such intensity, I felt I was watching him go through an alleyway of half-priced hookers with his pockets holding only a few specks of lint. He crossed his arms over his chest, assuming what I’d come to think of as his bossy sidhe lord stance, and stared out at the city below.

We’d limped back to San Diego in a bruised, battered, and bloodied mess. Ryder’d talked me out of handcuffing Malone to a rail for the entire trip, but it’d been close. He spent about five minutes begging for absolution before going silent when I shoved a Glock’s muzzle up his nostril and threatened to pull the trigger. His aunt Sarah was waiting for us when we pulled up in front of the main entrance to Balboa Park, a staunch maternal presence I’d looked up to since before I got my own Stalker license.

I disliked what Malone did to us, but I hated that Sarah hadn’t been able to look me in the eye.

“You could have shot him. The family was never in danger. Ever. Hell, Bennett took advantage of Robbie because he’s gullible and as dumb as a piece of straw, but that doesn’t excuse things,” she’d said in a crumbled, breaking voice. 

My anger flared, more because Malone brought his aunt to this—a scraping, open raw fear in her words and eyes when she finally looked me in the face. “By all rights, no one would have blinked twice if you’d shot him dead right then and there, Gracen. And no one would have called it murder.”

“Yeah, I do a lot of things—not all of them good—but murdering children isn’t one of them,” I replied. “Next time he crosses me—”

“He crosses you again….” Sarah’s rage flared, and I smiled at the fire in her eyes. “Robbie so much as looks at you wrong and I’ll shoot the little bastard myself. You have my word on that, Kai. My word.”

With a kiss on her cheek and a murmur reassuring her I held her in the highest regard, I’d done everything I could. The rest of it would be up to Malone, but Sarah understood, giving me a curt nod and a bone-breaking squeeze before she dragged her stupid but alive nephew out of my sight.

I should have shot him. Crickets Malone.

It was pretty standing at the top of a growing sidhe tower, its ivory base cradled by a lush forest and knitted stone bridges, and watching the city light glisten around us. Sitting in the middle of reclaimed sidhe territory, the Southern Rise Court rose up on the edge of the upper level’s downtown, a young, living city reaching for the stars amid glistening steel skyscrapers.

Growing buildings from the ground was a complicated thing, or so Ryder’d informed me. The elements had to agree on shape and function before the earth responded to the architect’s spell, and sometimes the results were… odd, to say the least. The spire stretching up near the edge of the Court’s outer ring didn’t match the others, not quite. It was a creamy splay of delicate stone and wood, but there were odd differences, silvers and dark metals worked into the staircases and window frames, not to mention the curiously random fossilized ancient creatures dotting the walls. The tiny redheaded builder in charge of the High Lord’s dwelling confessed to being perplexed about the structure’s eccentricities until Ryder assured her the balcony-scalloped spread was definitely what the sidhe land intended to grow.

Because, he’d told her, the Court was getting itself ready for me.

And as much as I didn’t want to agree with him, the damned place made my blood sing nearly as much as he did as soon as I’d seen it. The structure wasn’t complete, not by any means, and there was still my obstinate reluctance to join anything, much less a sidhe Court, but the land apparently gave as many shits as I did and was growing me a place to live whether I wanted it or not.

Luckily for all involved, it was taking its sweet time doing it, and at the rate it was going, it would be forever and a day before it was finished enough for anyone—including me—to call it home.

Something else that pissed off the bristly, owl-eyed architect, because she wanted things done right and right now. I don’t know what Ryder said to her to move her along, but she’d skulked off to study the stone we’d brought with us, challenged with the puzzle of how to melt the counter and its runes back into the ground.

I turned around to lean my back against the mostly stable balcony rim. It was an odd thing, a half-moon jutting out from a long room facing the river. The balcony curved sharply up, lipping into a railing of sorts. The three-foot-tall lip was separating in places, leaving its thickened top ridge intact but creating an arabesque cutout through the stone. Slivers of rust-veined metal were beginning to push out of the stone, forming thin flashing along the holes’ edges. I’d worried the Court was pulling its resources from the under streets, weakening the supports, but the architect reassured me it wasn’t. The tower—the living stone—was reaching past the San Diego I knew and tapping into the ruins buried deep under the Park.

But as pretty as it was to stare at the evening sky through San Diego’s high-rises, Ryder’s shuffling was driving me insane. Poking his ribs, I finally said, “Talk to me, asshole. You’re just going to let your angry dwarf melt the stone back into the ground? We took some hard damage to get that stupid piece of rock, and now it’s going to be a what? A fountain? What was the point?”

“I didn’t know… this is hard for me to explain, Kai. Have patience with me.” He looked away, setting his jaw. We stood shoulder to shoulder, although he had a bit of height on me. It wasn’t enough to intimidate, not when I knew he didn’t have it in him to gut a fish unless the fish punched him in the face first.

I gave him a second then poked him again, and Ryder gave a sniffing huff liberally laced with sidhe lord arrogance. Nudging him again to remind him I cared very little about his supercilious manners, I said, “Try using your words. Use little ones if you have to. Very little ones, because I’m not that bright.”

“You’re very….” He pulled himself up and caught my smirk. “It is hard to get used to you teasing me.”

“I said I’d give you a try. And hell, I can be an asshole. If you’re willing to work with that, the least I can do is extend you the same courtesy.” I shrugged. “’Sides, technically you can still yank my chain. There’s always that to look forward to. All I’m doing is asking if you’re sure about this. Your healer said she could extract something from whatever that is on the stone. She just needs time to do it. Morrígan knows, if there’s one thing the elfin have, it’s time. Or are you scared you’re going to end up making more monsters like me?”

Ryder’s head jerked around so quickly I was afraid it was going to snap off and bounce down the side of the building. Eyes narrowed, the smugness left his expression, replaced by a simmering affront. “Do not ever call yourself a monster, Kai. Not in my presence. Not ever again.”

“If the horns fit, Your Lordship,” I shot back, widening my smirk. “Look, it’s not complicated. You guys need babies. Those pieces of stone can help you make babies. Just don’t use blood magic and dragon eggs to do it and you’ll be fine.”

“What was done to you… to make you….” He trailed off. “Please know, I would not trade your existence for the world—for any world—”

“But I am literally your worst fricking nightmare,” I finished his unspoken thought. Ryder was troubled, in his marrow troubled, and while I hated to be the one to scrape him open, sometimes that was the only way a festering wound would heal. “The sidhe aren’t willing to accept children carried by a human surrogate—”

“Shortsighted and close-minded idiots,” Ryder groused.

“You wanted to be grand poo-bah. That means you’ve got to compromise. Unless you want to end up like your grandmother, Sebac,” I reminded him, and he wrinkled his nose at me in disgust. “Well, that compromise means that spell. That stupid old, creaky mess of runes and ingredients my father fucked around with to make me. Why did he do it? No idea. Maybe just because he could, but why doesn’t matter. The fact is, a flesh-shaper—a healer—did it, and that means it’s a viable alternative for your Court.

“Just… don’t use a dragon egg. Because I’ve got to tell you….” I rubbed at the hematite triangle glistening on my skin below my jaw. “It kind of creeps me out to know Tanic made me out of a flying lizard and leftover elfin juice.”

“It actually explains a lot about your… temperament,” Ryder teased, then sobered. “Our people believe we were born from dragons, or at least share many of the same ancestors. Perhaps Tanic was verifying the truth of that myth.”

“Like I’ve said before, I’m not going to waltz on over to his house to ask him.” I knew what he was fighting. I could almost hear his gut arguing with the doctrine he’d been raised on. Hardest thing in the world was to go against the dogma fed to you since before you could walk, and Ryder was choking on some of the biggest conflicts he’d ever come across in his life. “What are you worried about? Other than maybe turning your entire race into… me.”

Ryder was quiet for so long, I was beginning to worry he’d fallen asleep, but eventually he sighed and leaned his elbows on the balcony railing. I settled in next to him, and he shifted over, pressing against my side. Somewhere in the forest, a panda roared, or at least I hoped it was a panda, because I was still a bit too tender and bruised to go fighting off another dragon.

Ryder’s warm whisper carried on the brisk night breeze. “If my Court was made up of elfin exactly like you, I would consider myself blessed.”

“I’m going to remind you of that when the twins are old enough to walk and bite,” I countered.

“You deflect and dodge because you, Kai Gracen, are afraid of your emotions, of being connected to people, but I know that prickly nature of yours hides a very large heart,” Ryder said. “You care for a human man most would sooner turn their backs on, but you did everything within your power to ensure Dempsey’s health. That gargoyle you call a cat is a menace, and even though you’ve given a piece of your heart to a woman, you stepped away so she could find happiness and you flirt with my cousin, hopefully to irritate me but I know you find her attractive where many don’t. You worry for everyone, even for me. As much as you complain about me and grumble about life, you care about this world and its people, Kai Gracen. So how can you respect me when I am about to bury everything you are because what made you is an assault on my beliefs?”

“You got your hairs in a knot when I sold a dead egg to a museum and nearly lost your mind over the dragon skeleton.” I pushed against him, catching a whiff of sweetness from his skin. “I can’t see you being too happy about what Tanic did to make me and probably the others. Because I wasn’t the only one. Just the only one that survived. Burying that slab? That’s just common sense. I’m wrong, Ryder. Fricking wrong on every level where the sidhe are concerned, and no one—including me—wants someone else to find that thing and make more monsters.”

“When are you going to believe me when I say you are not a monster? We revere dragons, consider them our cousins. How can I not revere you?” 

He sighed, sliding his arm around my waist. It was a comfortable, casual touch. I didn’t do comfortable or casual touches, but Ryder seemed to need the contact. 

“I don’t want anyone to use that magic for ill, but neither do I want you to believe I think you’re wrong.”

“That spell? Those rocks?” I nodded to the pile. “It’s all just a tool. Who wields that tool—and why—makes the difference. You know who else has that tool? Tanic. It’s already out there. He brought it over with him from Underhill. Aisla went looking for it, probably because he wouldn’t share it with her. Don’t put the stone back into the ground. Let your healer do her work. Trust your gut, Ryder. Give your people fat, happy babies.”

“And if someone takes that tool and abuses it?” he asked softly. “Then what?”

“That’s where I come in,” I answered. “Because that’s what I do. Maybe that’s what I’m meant to do.”

“Of all the things I have held, you are the most precious, the most treasured.” Ryder leaned into me. I let him rest his arm around my waist for a few moments before I began to pull away, but Ryder held on, refusing to let me go. “What if the one who abuses this power is me? What if—one day—I become what I hate the most? What if I become Tanic? Become Sebac? What will you do then?”

“Then I’ll kill you,” I promised gently. “Because you’d want me to. To protect your people. To protect your Court. And I’d do it quickly so you wouldn’t even feel a thing.”

“That is possibly the most romantic, sweet thing I have ever heard you say, Kai Gracen.” Ryder’s smile was a sensual slide of humor and desire, lightening the dark in his eyes. Kissing me softly on the edge of my mouth, he whispered, “And if that ever happens, I will love you even more for keeping that promise.”
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The Kai Gracen Series: Book One

 

Ever since being part of the pot in a high-stakes poker game, elfin outcast Kai Gracen figures he used up his good karma when Dempsey, a human Stalker, won the hand and took him in. Following the violent merge of Earth and Underhill, the human and elfin races are left with a messy, monster-ridden world, and Stalkers are the only cavalry willing to ride to someone’s rescue when something shadowy appears.

It’s a hard life but one Kai likes—filled with bounty, a few friends, and most importantly, no other elfin around to remind him of his past. And killing monsters is easy. Especially since he’s one himself.

But when a sidhe lord named Ryder arrives in San Diego, Kai is conscripted to do a job for Ryder’s fledgling Dawn Court. It’s supposed to be a simple run up the coast during dragon-mating season to retrieve a pregnant human woman seeking sanctuary. Easy, quick, and best of all, profitable. But Kai ends up in the middle of a deadly bloodline feud he has no hope of escaping.

No one ever got rich being a Stalker. But then few of them got old either and it doesn’t look like Kai will be the exception.
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The Kai Gracen Series: Book Three

 

Stalker Kai Gracen knew his human upbringing would eventually clash with his elfin heritage, but not so soon. Between Ryder, a pain-in-his-neck sidhe lord coaxing him to join San Diego’s Southern Rise Court, and picking up bounties for SoCalGov, he has more than enough to deal with. With his loyalties divided between the humans who raised him and the sidhe lord he’s befriended and sworn to protect, Kai finds himself standing at a crossroads.

When a friend begs Kai to rescue a small group of elfin refugees fleeing the Dusk Court, he’s pulled into a dangerous mission with Ryder through San Diego’s understreets and the wilderness beyond. Things go from bad to downright treacherous when Kerrick, Ryder’s cousin, insists on joining them, staking a claim on Southern Rise and Kai.

Burdened by his painful past, Kai must stand with Ryder against Kerrick while facing down the very court he fears and loathes. Dying while on a run is expected for a Stalker, but Kai wonders if embracing his elfin blood also means losing his heart, soul, and humanity along the way.
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Kismet Andreas lives in fear of the shadows.

For the young tattoo artist, the shadows hold more than darkness. He is certain of his insanity because the dark holds creatures and crawling things only he can see—monsters who hunt out the weak to eat their minds and souls, leaving behind only empty husks and despair.

And if there’s one thing Kismet fears more than being hunted—it’s the madness left in its wake.

The shadowy Veil is Mal’s home. As Pestilence, he is the youngest—and most inexperienced—of the Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse, immortal manifestations resurrected to serve—and cull—mankind. Invisible to all but the dead and insane, the Four exist between the Veil and the mortal world, bound to their nearly eternal fate. Feared by other immortals, the Horsemen live in near solitude but Mal longs to know more than Death, War and Famine.

Mal longs to be… more human. To interact with someone other than lunatics or the deceased.

When Kismet rescues Mal from a shadowy attack, Pestilence is suddenly thrust into a vicious war—where mankind is the prize, and the only one who has faith in Mal is the human the other Horsemen believe is destined to die.
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“Kai is my favorite type of character – the tough, scrappy, outcast, snark-monger extraordinaire.”
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“Heart-pounding action, dramatic betrayals, and creepy backstories are all in a day’s work for Kai.”
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