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Detroit Kiss

 

By Rhys Ford

 

For Javi Navarro, Detroit will become another blood-splattered city in his rearview mirror after he puts its dead back into the ground. Expecting an easy hunting job, Javi instead finds a kiss of ancient vampires on the hunt for a descendant of their long-dead creator.

Reclusive Ciarnan Mac Gerailt abandoned his family legacy of blood and death magic after it nearly destroyed him. Unfortunately for Ciarnan, the Motor City can only be saved if he resumes his dark arts and joins forces with Javi Navarro, the hunter who brought the vampire apocalypse—and hope for the future—straight to Ciarnan’s front door.


 

 

One

 

 

IT WAS a tiny noise at first. Deliberate. Slow. So very different from the noises they’d heard over the time since their master and his enemy fell. Nothing like the scrabble of rats or the soft tread of a lost pet who’d somehow found its way into the sewers and happened upon their dark, hungry tomb.

Those sounds came with the erratic, quick beat of a heart on edge.

These tickles of echoes brought with them showers of dust and crumbling plaster.

And more importantly, the dark, heavy schlub of sweet human blood coursing through strong, vibrant hearts.

It was the promise of nectar and life. The revenants edged closer to one another, crossing through long-held territories in their underground prison. They crawled over the remains of the mages who’d died battling one another—one defending his right to dominate the humans within his grasp, while the other came to serve justice and retribution to the man who’d brought Detroit nearly to the brink of ruin.

There’d been many more of their brethren then. Twelve in each kiss, and twelve of those—a kiss of kisses—but one by one they’d fallen, dying of hunger or under their death-siblings’ teeth when the hunger ate away their control. The battle between life and death magic broke the walls, sealing them all in, and in their dying breaths, the mages continued to fight, leaving behind a pocket of ravenous hunters with nothing to slake their thirst besides the occasional stray animal and the remains of the mages themselves.

Divided, the vampires feasted on the two corpses, absorbing their meat and drawing on the magic from the mages’ flesh. Their hunger changed and they turned on one another, consuming the weaker who’d eaten off of the same body, until one long-ago day, only a full kiss remained. Six for each body—six hungry for the blood of the mage they’d consumed.

Boiled down to their most primal essence, the kiss slept, feeding only when something small came into the death mage’s old quarters, until one day the sounds above them changed—growing louder as the heartbeats came nearer—and they woke, gathering to where the swoosh-thump of hot blood resonated through the brick. As they packed in tight, their hunger grew to a fever pitch, and the kiss clung to the wall, their nails digging into the crumbling mortar all while on the other side, the sounds echoed and clanged.

Soon after the scent of sweet, hot human blood spilled into their tomb, a chunk of brick fell. It hit and bounced down into the space, and a shaft of light broke through the darkness. Scrambling to the ray, the revenants hunkered down, snuggling up as close to the rocky face as they could.

Then waited.

 

 

LIEUTENANT FERGAL Mulroney pulled into what looked like a battlefield after all of the armies were gone. Parts of the street were pristine and gleaming, virile spears of prosperity set in the ruins of an embattled city. What gave the area a war zone feel were the herds of abandoned construction trucks corralled in by a couple of weary, battered cop cars. A light wind picked at streamers of yellow and red tape warning pedestrians away from an innocuous brick building set between an ancient department store gleaming with gentrification and a dry laundry business boarded up with plywood announcing their closure, and Mulroney didn’t need a paranormal sciences degree to know there was a vampire hunter on the prowl.

Also, he recognized the vintage black 1970 Challenger parked in front of the department store, its gleaming sleek body screaming bad-ass and dangerous—much like the hunter who owned it.

Javi Navarro spotted him as soon as Mulroney parked. The Hispanic man waved at Mulroney to acknowledge him, then broke off the conversation he’d been having with one of the cops lounging by a Caterpillar backhoe. Well built and compact, Navarro was a few inches shorter and leaner than Mulroney, but the weight of being a bounty hunter hung on him like a cloak. The man hurried down the sidewalk as Mulroney closed his car door, and he tensed, unsure if Navarro was going to greet him or challenge him for being on the scene.

“Hey, Mulroney!” Navarro hailed him, a bright white smile breaking over his face. “Man, glad you’re here. This shit is gone to hell in a handbasket woven by a cat who didn’t give a shit.”

“Never like to miss an invite to this kind of party. Almost as if they pay me not to miss the fun.” Mulroney shook the bounty hunter’s outstretched hand. “Good to see you, Navarro.”

“Ah, make it Javi. I’m going to be squatting in your city for a bit. Might as well be friendly. Hey, nice car.” Javi whistled as he walked down the length of the new Camaro Enforcer the city issued to its detectives. “I went old-school myself.”

“Yeah, I can see that.” Mulroney chuckled. “You’re enforcing stereotypes, you know. Remember that old show? The whole vintage ride and a hunter. People are going to talk.”

“I saw a few of those. It was like they went out of their way to get everything wrong.” Javi scoffed. “Vampires walking around, holding jobs and shit. If that were true, it’d make my life a hell of a lot easier and I could focus on the important crap like why the hell there’s a werewolf pack operating a deep-sea fishing company in Morro Bay.”

“Car was hot, though,” Mulroney pointed out.

“Shit, who the hell in their right mind would pick an Impala?” The other hunter spat in mock disgust. “They did it for the back seat, swear to God. That Chevy’s rear end is shit, slides all over the place, but the back seat is big enough to camp in.”

“Saves on hotel costs,” he replied with a smirk, and Javi grinned back.

“Didn’t know you were that cheap you can’t afford even paying by the hour,” the man teased, and Mulroney flipped him off with a playful one-fingered salute. “’Course if you can’t last an hour—”

“Okay, now you’re just wrong,” Mulroney protested lightly, falling into step with Navarro as they headed to the front of the building. “Never ever disparage how long a man can last. That’s about as bad as talking shit about his mother.”

“Fair enough.” Javi threw his hands up in quick surrender. “Just saying, sometimes old-school is best. But yeah, this thing here? It’s a shit job.”

Mulroney paused and tagged the other man’s shoulder, bringing Javi up short. “I appreciate you coming here. I know you were nearby, but you guys aren’t cheap and the city’s strapped for cash. Hell, it’s always strapped for cash, but we aren’t prepped for this kind of thing. Not on this scale.”

“Dude, from what I was told, it was a massacre. I think it’s going to take an army to take this shit out.” The hunter nodded toward the ticker-tape parade of crime scene tags attached to the building’s front door. “I haven’t gone in yet. Nobody out here wants to go down there, and you know it’s bad if Detroit patrol cops won’t darken a door.”

“Great,” Mulroney drawled. “Well, it’s been a long time since I wore a uniform, so I guess I better go show these guys how it’s done.”

 

 

FROM WHAT the construction guy said over the phone, Javi was prepared for a kill site like no other, but nothing could have prepared him for what they walked in on. The stench of vampire clung to the structure, and beside him, Mulroney took everything in, drinking up the deconstructed walls. Most lieutenants rode a desk, but not Mulroney, and it showed as he moved easily around the torn-up area. He was definitely someone who was out on Detroit’s mean streets, taking the hits every day, determined to make it back home to his wife and kids every night and ensuring every other cop in Detroit had the same chance too. A floodlight dangling from a support beam swung slowly on its long cord, catching on the cop’s shoulder as they went by.

“Shit, you can smell them. It’s like rotten death.” Mulroney whistled under his breath. “Damn. It’s like gross central. Where’s the kill spot? In the kitchen?”

“Nah, looked like this place used to have a back room during Prohibition. Probably, the owners wanted to make it this cool hip speakeasy thing.” Javi motioned to a bookcase swung away from a long wall. The gap let them see a peek of the dingy room hidden behind the hinged furniture. “Would have worked too—”

“If it wasn’t for those pesky meddling ticks.” Mulroney flashed him a smile, his rugged worn-in face warming with humor. From the wrinkles on the guy’s nose, Javi guessed the cop figured out where the smell was coming from. Pointing to the bookcase, he quirked up one eyebrow. “In there, then?”

“Yeah, in there.” Javi took a deep breath. “Let’s gird our loins and all that shit.”

The bookcase moved easily and the putrid rank grew stronger. They both gagged, choking on the roil of stench coming from a fissure in the floor. Barely a foot and a half wide, the steep of a vampire lair was only tempered by one thing—the ocean of tacky, drying blood covering most of the speakeasy’s cracked floor.

“Holy crap.” Mulroney sounded as shocked as Javi felt. “Do they know how many ticks were here? Sorry, revenants. Vampires. I was told by brass that tick is offensive.”

“Only if you’re a tick. So far none of them I’ve brought down has complained. Haven’t gotten a clue about the numbers. Someone’s going to over the tapes but—mostly it’s blurs and watching the construction crew die. Not for the weak-stomached.” Javi shrugged. “I’m more worried about how strong they are. And if we—pretty much me and you guys—can take them out. More than one, that’s for sure. Hell, how many could have been down there?”

“And what if there’s more waiting?” Mulroney quipped.

“That’s why we’re all carrying guns, Mulroney,” Javi teased.

A heavily muscled man in heavy gear worked at the fissure with a jackhammer while a few others stood by with weapons, muzzles aimed at the dark slash in the concrete. It took them a good fifteen minutes to break through the floor. Given the carnage and the responding officers’ reluctance to cross the threshold, they tried to be careful, not wanting to disturb the vampires’ lair.

Once the fissure was wide enough for them to look down into the cavern, Javi dropped in one of the crew’s shock-resistant lanterns and they poked their heads in, Javi’s shotgun at the ready in case of a surprise attack.

The room was empty of revenants, but the dusky husks of extinguished vampires littered the floor and a messy scatter of bones lay on top of the remains, their long shanks broken apart and gnawed on as if something sucked out the marrow from within.

“Hell,” Mulroney whispered, pointing at the skulls lying a few feet apart from each other. “Who the fuck do you suppose those guys were?”

“Mages,” Javi replied. “Look on the ground. Well, where you can see the floor. Those are casting runes—death magic. Holy shit, Detroit. A speakeasy. That’s what? A hundred years, maybe a little bit more?”

“Yeah,” Mulroney agreed. “About that. Why?”

“Two men.” It was a shock. What he saw was something he thought no one would ever find. Stumbling across the site of what he suspected was one of the most historic events in paranormal history was mind-blowing. “Mages, probably both of them. Fuck, Mulroney. Do you know what we’ve found?”

“No fucking clue, man. That’s why I asked you.” The lieutenant snorted. “I’m a cop. I deal with simple things like drive-by shootings and murders. Vampires, mages, and everything else haven’t been on my radar much. I leave that kind of shit to guys like you who ride in on their black horses and woo our women.”

“Don’t like women so, guess you’re safe on that account,” Javi shot back. “What your guys found here is… like the Holy Grail and the Arc of the Covenant for hunters, man. Or maybe Amelia Earhart.” Javi exhaled hard, his heart pounding with excitement. “I think we’ve found their last battle. Shit, it all adds up. Two bodies, vampires, and look over there! That’s a staff, and I bet you it’s rowan. Something a life mage would carry. Dude, this has got to be it. You’re going to have historians squatting here for years if I’m right.”

“You want to let me in on the joke here, Indy?” Mulroney poked at Javi’s side. “I’ve got no clue what you’re talking about.

“Mierda, we have found the mother lode of mage lore. The final battleground of two of the most powerful mages of their generation—John Roget and The Mac Gerailt.”

 

 

THE CHECKBOARD Diner’s pancakes were as awesome as the street cops promised, and they’d gone through two stacks each before coming up for air. Mulroney patted his belly, probably glad the maple syrup was hot and real, a sweet balm to wash away the vampire stench resting in his nostril hairs. Picking at his bacon, Javi chewed slowly, then refilled their coffee cups, leaving a little room for cream.

It was late. They’d taken some time to examine the room and its contents, trying to not step on the mages’ remains, but the bones were too tossed about, and other than removing the skulls for burial, it was a lost cause to gather up the skeletons.

Not like they could tell which broken shard belonged to which mage.

“So let me get this straight—because I’m not up on the whole mages and other stuff. I can ID the monsters. I just don’t know what or who made them,” Mulroney said, after listening to the dump of lore Javi gave him while they’d waited for their food. “We’ve got one death mage and one life mage—”

“Death mage is the bad guy. Supposedly kidnapped people to kill so he could make vampires from them. Very bad man.”

“Why Detroit? Why not Chicago?”

“Probably because Detroit didn’t have the organized crime problem Chicago did back then, but it was pretty rich. A lot of money was coming up through bootlegging and manufacturing, but it wasn’t big enough for a large-scale outfit to move into,” Javi explained under the quiet rattle of utensils and conversation in the mostly empty diner. “There were some smaller families here, but not like Chi-town. That place was crawling with vermin. Easier to move things in and out of ports and roads there. Lots of traffic, and people don’t look too closely at things in a city. Or at least that’s what people thought. No one asked the guy. The Mac Gerailt was kind of a ‘shank now, undead later’ sort of dude.”

“But he was enough of a bad-ass that everyone knew about him?” Mulroney mused. “And this Roget, he decided he was going to take Mac Gerailt down?”

“Had to. No one scared The Mac Gerailt, and it didn’t look like he was stopping any time soon.” Javi stirred a packet of sugar into his coffee. “Mulroney, three hundred people went missing in Detroit in the span of a month at the height of this mage’s work. That was way back when there were Tommy guns and people said skiddle-dee-doo. We don’t get that kind of numbers now, and there’s gangs out there with long-range artillery. Mac Gerailt was an asshole and Roget drew the short straw. Still, no one knew where The Mac Gerailt’s lair was located, but after all of the murdering and revenant-making stopped, everyone figured Roget did the job. He just never came back.”

“So it sounds like we found them then,” he agreed. “But now what?”

There’d been little left in the room. A few pages ripped out of a journal and mostly mold-eaten books, too covered in furry black to be of any use, but the name Mac Gerailt was clearly embossed on a leather-bound ledger tucked into a crevice in a fallen bookshelf. A glint of gold on the floor turned out to be a signet ring, barely large enough for a man’s pinkie and embossed with an elaborate R. John Roget’s name was inscribed on the inside, enough evidence to confirm Javi’s suspicions.

“Roget’s family moved to Detroit after he went missing, but I don’t know a lot about them. Something about the widow wanting to find her husband’s body. Obviously she didn’t, but I don’t know if any of the family’s around. They’re going to have a hard time piecing him back together unless the coroner’s going to do it.” Javi shrugged. “The Mac Gerailt clan are over the pond, I think. They’ll probably kick up their own fuss about what’s down there. Brace yourself for a lot of battles between stuffy professors and rich assholes.”

“So the next question is, why would they leave? The vampires?” Mulroney gestured with a piece of bacon. “There were people around, but they ignored them. I mean, thank Gods for that, but makes it harder to hunt them down.”

“Vampires seek out their masters when they’re separated. Something about the blood pulling on them. Could be they’re being drawn to someone or something.” Javi sipped at his coffee, swallowing before continuing. “Could be even a relative with some untapped power is sitting someplace doing accounting. Right up until a couple of revenants break through his office window and tear out his throat. They need to feed. And usually it’s their master that feeds them.”

“The video showed the… what are they called? A kiss? A flock?”

“A kiss.”

“Well, the kiss broke. The damned things split up. A couple of blurs went one way, but most of them went in the opposite direction,” Mulroney pointed out. “What the hell is up with that?”

“I’ve been thinking about that,” Javi interjected, pulling the salt and pepper shaker out of the condiment well and placing them in front of Mulroney. “Suppose something happened to the vampires during the fight. Hell, I don’t know. Maybe Roget was strong enough to break Mac Gerailt’s spell and got them vamps to turn on him or something. Maybe some of the ticks actually are looking for Roget’s blood instead of Mac Gerailt’s. Or maybe they’d been wired to hunt down someone before the fight happened and they’ve gone off to do some murdering on their own.”

“So that means we’ve got to find… hell, whoever is related to both of those guys.” Mulroney whistled low and hard. “Dude, too many. We don’t even know… hell, where would we start?”

“We start by looking for mages. The vampires are probably going to hunt down the strongest link they’ve got to their master or his enemy. Kind of like a blood tie,” Javi explained, sliding the salt shaker over to Mulroney. “Usually, mages don’t have big families. Something about the magic cuts down on the swimmers or something. We track down if these guys had any great-grandkids and find the one most likely to become a tick Slurpee.”

“And then?”

“Then we see if they’ve got mojo. We might need a life mage to help take these vamps down.” The hunter frowned, turning the pepper shaker over, spilling a few grounds onto the table. “And more importantly, we’ve got to make extra sure there isn’t a death mage out there ready to take over great-granddaddy’s vampire army.”


 

 

Two

 

 

DETROIT WAS dying. Or at least trying to.

She’d been dying for a while now. Lots of things brought her to the brink. Everything from corruption to selling herself cheap, the lady’d done it. She’d done it all. Now the wrinkled, rattling carcass of her used-up body stood on the street corner of life hoping for that one last car to roll out of the darkness—hoping that one true Golden Trick would see her beauty and take her home.

There were a lot of people who weren’t quite ready to let Old Dame Detroit slip off gently into the night. Despite the decay and dissolution, pockets of resistance were growing—tiny hubs of humanity clinging like lichen and barnacles to the slumbering, aging behemoth whose bones were too brittle to hold up her own weight.

Evidence of the ragtag groundswell shone between the death shrouds the city’s caretakers pulled up around her. A massive gardening effort where a foundry once stood. A spot of brightly painted refurbished houses on a street more cracks than solid asphalt. A three-block-wide field with partially erect brick walls and chain-link fence holding Bob’s Chicken Output Consortium where, if he wanted, Javi could pick up his own twelve eggs for a dollar.

The smell and sound of the chicken ranch was overwhelming, powdery and bitter with an occasional storm of clacks and clatters more in tune with an arriving train than any fowl. Still, it was a sign of life on the old girl—a flush of young skin peeking out between the tired feathers of her plucked-thin boa.

Of course, he’d probably feel a hell of a lot more optimistic about the Old Broad if he wasn’t cruising through her deserted, seemingly war-torn streets looking for the undead.

But if he was going to go hunting for bloodthirsty rabbit during duck season, he needed to know who else was out there in the field with him.

“So, let’s go find out what Fong is up to.” His phone wasn’t happy about searching through business listings in Detroit. Javi wasn’t all that thrilled either, since it seemed like the old Cantonese moved around more than a popcorn kernel in a pan of hot oil. After getting the fifth address hit, Javi growled, “Would you fucking stay in one place, you sneaky bastard? And fuck me hard and call me a squeegee. You were sitting right on top of them.”

Fong’s seemingly permanent address was less than three blocks away from where the legendary mages battled themselves to extinction and a group of innocent construction workers became take-out sushi all because they broke through one little wall.

The Challenger rumbled throatily as he drove slowly through the beaten-down neighborhood, its engine’s growl echoing off brick and cement. His car glided over the rough street, its suspension taking the hit for the road’s uneven surface. He’d paid a lot to upgrade its undercarriage, and during times when the road was pocked like a stressed-out teenager’s face, Javi was glad he’d eaten vegetable ramen for three months to pay for it. The 1970 Dodge was his biggest expense, but since he spent more time in it than most people did in their own houses, he figured it was a good trade-off.

“At least it’s easy to get parts for.” He patted his car’s dashboard. “That’s another thing that pisses me off about that show. How the fuck do you repair an Impala on the fly like that? Shit, there’s only so much OEM to go around.”

He was tracking mostly by instinct. The revenants’ last feeding off the construction workers was hours past, but the blood they’d gotten probably would sustain them for a little while longer. Trapped for decades in a tomb with only rats and unfortunate strays wandering in from the sewers, they’d woken to the delicious feast of very muscular and fatty men. And from what he’d seen of the workers once the vampires were done with them, there hadn’t been enough left of their meat and bones to make a hot dog.

But the blood and flesh would only go so far, and the creatures would have to hunt again—preferably someplace they could hide, snatch their victims off the street, then drag them off to feed on their prey without interruption. A vampire hunted more like a wolf spider, driven by instinct rather than intelligence. Any will left in them was purely primal. What made this pack extra deadly was no one knew how many they were or if they’d truly imprinted on the mages’ remains, their arcane constructed bodies shaped and molded by the years spent in the resonating throb of their last meals—their creator and the life mage who’d taken him down.

He was driving into an area with a bit more mix of residential and small businesses. Laundromats and bodegas were stacked underneath layers of small apartments with thick iron grates on every window. The landscape ran to grays with small tints of washed-out color coming from curtains nearly hidden behind windows layered with dirt and grime. Most of the businesses were shuttered for the night, but a few stalwart were open, a worn-out bar called the Diamond Kitty and a couple of pool halls with more lights on than people inside their walls.

The streetlights were intermittent at best. Some flashed on and off, filaments battling to survive decay, while others already succumbed, the streets below them shadowed and menacing. Anyone walking the sidewalk would be forced to play a hurried, uneven hopscotch from one circle of light to the next—and probably hoped death would reach out and strike in the spaces in between.

A flicker—a tiny shift of black on black—caught Javi’s eye.

It was the slightest of movements, more… something than a human would move, and he slowed the Challenger, then slid it to the side of the road in front of Fong’s place. Shutting down the engine, Javi sat in the odd heavy silence and waited—waited for the black to come at him.

The flicker happened again, shorter this time and a few feet from where he’d seen it last.

That meant nothing. He could be looking at one or three. Hell, he could have even been looking at seventeen gray cats dancing to “Mambo Number Five.” But just in case, Javi reached for his shotgun anyway.

Because nothing said hello like a good shotgun blast.

He’d have known Fong’s even without the hanzi sign on the front of the building—mostly from the smell of the man’s sweaty gym sock tea leaking through the brick walls. It was an old structure, three stories tall, and its main entrance cut across the outer corner to capture now nonexistent walk-in traffic. The windows above the shop were dark and empty of curtains, showing no sign of anyone living in the spaces. For all he knew, Fong broke down all of the walls so he had a place to store contraband. It wouldn’t have been the first time in the old man’s life he’d run something illegal out of his place.

Hell, Javi wouldn’t have been shocked if he found out the ancient Cantonese was running a moonshine business with unicorns making daily deliveries to monasteries. And knowing Fong, the man would offer to cut him in on the action within five minutes of Javi walking through his door—then run off with the money before Javi even left the building.

The butterfly flick of shadow caught Javi’s attention again, and he took the shotgun with him before he locked the car up behind him.

He’d taken three steps across the night-shrouded street when the creature finally emerged.

It slithered closer, its dry acrid odor carrying on the wind. Oddly enough, of all the hunters he knew, it only bothered him, leading Javi to wonder if he might actually be allergic to the damned things. Whatever the reason, revenants made his nose twitch, and it was useless as a superpower because by the time he could smell it, the vampire was already upon him.

Much like it was right then.

The extinguished streetlamp above him rippled then shook as the creature fell on him, its limbs akimbo as preternatural joints bent in ways a human was never meant to function. Javi only caught a glimpse of its gleaming stare as its eyes caught the dim light coming from the pool hall’s neon sign. Then the creature blinked, more to hide its location than to moisten its eyes.

His mentor, Howard Dempsey, could have told him the former human’s race and probably economic class, but in the end, none of that mattered. All Javi was focused on was keeping the thing’s gnawing teeth away from any part of his body and blowing it out of existence.

It was hard to remember the cursed ticks were once human.

As just as hard to forget it.

Problem was, not only could the damned things bend and twist like a yoga master with no spine, they were also fast—much faster than the average human being. So by the time someone actually saw one, it was already too late and that unfortunate person was being made into bologna by the vampire’s blunt teeth.

He let loose his first round while the thing was still in midair. Even with his quick reflexes, the damned creature got the jump on him, and Javi was going to have to play catch-up.

The sharp scent of the shotgun’s blast covered the creature’s roasted aphid stink, but that was the extent of the damage. Although reduced to an animalistic intelligence, vampires recognized known threats and predators. Shotguns apparently played a pretty big factor in where this one came from, because nearly as soon as Javi brought his muzzle up to fire, it was twisting away, a tumbleweed of dry flapping skin and bones.

Or maybe he figured out Javi was more of a threat than lunch.

Whoever the tick’d been in life, he’d been big, because now the vampire’s desiccated body had large flaps of skin connecting its arms and legs, a wing suit of dried membrane it could glide on if it got high enough. The streetlamp was certainly high enough, because it caught a small breeze and floated for a moment before it tucked its limbs in tight and plummeted to the street.

A few pellets might have hit the thing, but Javi wouldn’t know until he’d downed the creature. It landed a few feet away, its back to the ground and its limbs folded into a complex origami resembling a badly thrown game of pick-up sticks. Twisting its head around, the vampire growled and snapped its teeth, skittering on its broken fingers until it was away from the light.

“Fucking thing,” Javi spat as he checked his shotgun.

He’d meant to only let off one round, but it was always good to check. Getting jumped by something that would rip out a throat with dull spoons was enough to get the blood pumping, and adrenaline sometimes made people do stupid things. Like fire twice and empty their shotguns when they really needed that second round to finish the job.

That lesson was one learned hard, and sometimes just once was enough to end up as a tick’s bangers and mash.

After reloading the spent chamber, Javi snapped his weapon back up and realized he’d taken his attention off the creature at the wrong moment. Torn between knowing he had ammo and tracking the deadly revenant, he had to divide his attention, and the vampire slipped away into the shadows in the second he’d taken to crack his shotgun open.

“Clever boy.” Javi slid around an abandoned Monte Carlo, careful not to topple it from its brick-and-wood risers. Stripped clean of anything useful, it lay beached against the curb, a rusting steel cetacean much like the city it’d been dumped in.

Sidling up against the back quarter panel, Javi peeked around the corner to watch the shadows for movement when the vampire’s drawn-back mouth must have caught a strong breeze, because a telltale keening undulated through the street, the mimicry of a child’s toy gone wrong.

He’d been nineteen when he’d first heard that horrific screeching whistle, hunting with a few of Dempsey’s friends. They’d all frozen up when the brittle, rolling noise filled the air. The wind grabbed at them—Chicago, if Javi remembered correctly—and the large men he’d been taking shit from the entire evening suddenly all turned into little whiners, shivering and quaking.

The lone woman of the bunch grabbed Javi and pushed him forward, matching his stride with hers as they went blasting through the kiss that had descended from the train tracks. It was only later when she’d told him what made those eerie, spine-wrinkling sounds—the wind forcing through the vampires’ peeled-up lips and over its teeth to any holes it might have in the back of its head.

A Blood Mage’s Whistle, she’d called it, and told him to use it to hunt the damned things because if you could hear it, then the vampire was close and usually really fucking hungry. She’d been saying something about how far back the creature’s mouth was wrapped made the sound louder, but Javi never got to hear the rest of it. One of the creatures they’d been hunting snapped her neck straight off her slender body and began to chew it open like it was a particularly tasty cherimoya.

That’s when he’d learned the creatures were also very deadly silent and a shotgun blast aimed just right—at the join of the throat to the head—would kill a tick in midbite.

“Now or never, Navarro,” he told himself. “Go kick some ass.”

He stood at the moment the vampire struck. Too close to get a shot off, Javi was pushed back by the creature’s surprisingly heavy weight. The momentum of their collision sent him barreling into the building—right through one of the long glass windows of Fong’s shop.

The iron bars across the glass were rusted through, crunching and folding over him as the window gave. Javi fought the creature’s attempts to latch on to his face, instinct driving him as he shoved down the fear burbling up from his curled-in balls. Kicking at the thing, he rolled sideways as the window gave under their throes, and he shoved the creature away as hard as he could as they went in.

One thing about Fong, he was a hoarder. And apparently in this incarnation, operating a pawn shop of some sort, because a bank of metal shelves filled with everything from baby doll heads to rubber boots caught Javi before he could go any farther into the shop. A stuffed turtle bounced down on his head; then something plastic with a bunch of arms tangled in his hair. At some point he’d lost his hair tie, so the top knot he’d pulled it back in was gone, and he fought to figure out what was cobweb, toy, or hair and get it out of his face so he could see.

Unlike the street, the shop was lit up—mostly. It was also full of screaming and teeth-gnashing and hot Cantonese curses, most of which were being laid down on the vampire, but a few were definitely aimed at Javi. Standing up was a challenge. The floor slid out from underneath him, an insecure mess so slippery he half expected a pair of droids to be querulously asking him if he could tell them what level he was on.

“No! Not him! He’s a good customer!” Fong’s heavy round voice crackled with anger. “Damn it! What you bring in here? A lich? Why?”

From what Javi could see, the vampire’d landed on a too-skinny Black man dressed only in a torn tank top and jeans. Most of the tears appeared to have happened before the creature lit on him, but Javi couldn’t be sure. The blood, however, was fresh and bright on the man’s washed-with-something-dark shirt.

“Shit, where’s my shotgun?” Digging through the debris of Fong’s shop wasn’t going to work. The weapon could have been anywhere. Hell, it could still be outside if he’d dropped it before going through the window. Grabbing an old lawn sickle, Javi jumped over the fallen shelves and merchandise to get into the fray.

It was already too late for Fong’s customer. His eyes were already milky and dead, and his throat’d gone gray where his flesh’d been ripped out. Flaps of skin jiggled over thin layers of fat, and something resembling a white starfish opened and closed as the vampire gnawed through the man’s neck. Clutching its prey in his cadaverous hands, the creature dragged the dead man back until it was partially hidden behind a glass-topped counter filled with costume jewelry. More intent on keeping Javi from its meal than worried about being killed, the vampire took large bites out of the man’s exposed flesh, jerking its head back and forth to get the meat loose.

“Bah, he owed me money, Navarro.” Fong’s wrinkled face barely seemed to have space for his eyes, and Javi wondered how the man even saw. “Five grand! Who is going to pay that now? And look at my shop! Do you think insurance is easy here? They never pay! Shit, they think we go around smashing our own places up to get the money!”

Fong was built like a nautilus, folding in on himself until his head was lower than his shoulders, and a thin copse of gray hair shot out of his chin in a wild attempt at a beard. He had a better result with his mustache, a nearly comically black Fu Manchu Javi half believed the old man grew only to enforce a pre-War stereotype of wisdom and cunning.

The truth was, Sam Fong was about as Chinese as a hot dog and about as human. Javi didn’t know what the old man was, but human certainly had no part in it.

“You got a gun, old man?” Javi lunged at the vampire. “Bitch at me after I kill this thing!”

The sickle was flimsy, made more for weeds than sawing apart human jerky. Something larger would be preferable, but he knew just by glancing at them that the katana lined up above the top shelf were cheap knockoffs usually sold three for ten dollars at a swap meet.

As Javi swept the partially lit room for another weapon, the vampire broke free of its prey and jumped, skittering across a glass case—directly toward him.

Its hands clacked on the smeared glass, either from its nails or, more likely, finger bones broken through the dehydrated flesh. It had the sound of a thousand wooden pegs hitting a tin roof, or how Javi imagined a spider sounded to a fly trapped in a spit-honeyed web.

As the vampire barreled for him, Javi got his first good look at it—if staring at a mindless predator covered in shit and blood as it ran to tear out your throat could be considered getting a good look.

It was gray, a monochromatic study in battleship and dead. When it moved on all fours—normally this time—the up-down motion caused the skin flaps at its sides to billow out as if they were sheets hanging on a clothesline on a breezy day. In life, the man might have been hairy. There were certainly signs of a pelt along its belly, shoulders, and back, dark splotches much like the worn nap of a child’s ancient teddy bear.

Any resemblance to a beloved toy was lost as soon as anyone saw the thing’s face, because that certainly was enough to put anyone off ever sleeping with the lights off again.

Death and a blood mage did a good job at making a horrific monster. Shorn of any hair on its skeletal head, the vampire had pasty gray skin sucked clean of any moisture and spread tight across the bone, highlighting every ridge in its skull. Its nose was gone—a sunken tangle between its magic-infused yellow eyes. Cartilage didn’t last long after death, and a blood mage certainly wouldn’t waste the effort to have the creature’s features remain plump and healthy. They were made to be killing machines, and monsters were best when they were frightening.

This one certainly got high marks in that area. Even more so when its long thin lips peeled back away from its jaws and Javi caught a glimpse of the speckled tongue still lying in the creature’s mouth. He suspected it was actually covered in minute suckers, a way for the vampire to feed off the blood it got from spurting veins and chewed flesh. Luckily, he’d never had a chance to test that theory, and now certainly wasn’t going to be the time he started.

Not when he was armed with a fucking gardening sickle barely thick enough to cut down dandelions at a petting zoo.

It hit hard, heavy, and fast. Even as prepared as Javi thought he’d been, the vampire took him down. They tumbled over, smashing through stacks of Beta cassettes, with Javi landing on his back. The videos scattered and Javi slid with them, carried into Fong’s checkout counter. The cash register rang out and a flood of key chains, mint tins, and multicolored Koozballs rained down on his head.

But he was still holding the sickle, and Javi had it at the ready when the vampire pounced.

It landed square on his chest and groin. Twisting around a bit, Javi fought with the strong creature to get to its neck. The revenant thrashed about, confused at its prey’s attack but determined to consume Javi anyway. Its hands raked a stinging line across Javi’s cheek, and he felt the tip of a nail puncture his lower lip, and Javi tasted his own blood.

Something in the vampire’s makeup must have hit on the scent of blood in the air, because the thing stiffened and went in for the kill.

Up close, the thing was even more terrifying, and its mouth reeked of offal and shit. A piece of intestine dangled from its lip, one end hooked around a broken molar. The vampire’s hands scrabbled to get a good hold on Javi’s leather jacket, and he felt one of its feet digging into his shin, slicing through his jeans. Shoving up with his shoulder, Javi got the sickle angled up and under the creature’s elongated jaw, feeling its skin give slightly when the blade touched its tough flesh.

It was like sawing through one of his Tia Nina’s pork chops—tough and unwilling to give way. The thing’s skin tore slowly, agonizingly so, and a few inches away, the vampire’s teeth gnashed at his face. A piece of chewed meat flew out from its gullet, hitting Javi square in the forehead, and he jerked his head to the side to avoid the splatter.

“Screw this,” he grunted as the vampire tried to carve his face off with another swipe of its mottled fingers. “I’m using the wrong fucking end.”

It was a battle to keep the vampire under control, so he gave it. Kicking the creature as hard as he could, Javi got some distance between them and flipped up onto his feet, gaining his balance back. The creature recovered, landing on its hands, then turned, falling onto all fours to navigate the debris-laden floor.

Javi feinted at the last moment, hooking the sickle blade into its neck. Lodging the blade in deep, he held on to the wooden handle and slipped around the vampire’s thrusting body, using the creature’s momentum to push it forward. The blade came loose at the right moment, just as Javi was able to get behind the lunging creature and straddle its bony back. Grabbing the sickle’s handle from the front, Javi anchored his feet against the vampire’s sides and twisted, wrapping the thing’s neck around the thick bamboo handle.

“Gonna kill you like one of papi’s chickens, you fuck,” Javi cursed at the vampire. “Die, you mother fucking thing. Die.”

It snapped, unable to withstand the torque of Javi’s strong jerking yank. Its neck bones gave one by one, a crackling frenetic sound. Then its head popped off, flying off the vampire’s withered body. It arched up and over the clutter in Fong’s shop, its trajectory uneven and wobbly. A second aloft, then it landed, crashing into a display of robotic unicorns in shiny purple boxes before rolling to a dead stop against the still-closed front door.

The revenant’s body slowly began to shut down, its limbs hammering the floor in soft buffeting strikes before finally going inert. It sagged inward, then crumbled in, magic no longer holding its tendons and ligaments fluid along its bones. Panting, Javi stood slowly, wiping the sweat from his forehead as the scattered unicorns giggled and whinnied about cupcakes and lollipops. 

A noise behind him jerked Javi around, and he raised the damaged sickle up, ready to pry another vampire.

Fong emerged from behind the counter, holding his hands up in surrender. One of those hands held a sawed off-shotgun, and Javi growled at the quivering man.

“Found the shotgun,” Fong squeaked, his mustache dancing about his face. “You want?”

“No.” Javi straightened, then advanced on the man. “What I want is to know where the hell I can find a blood mage here in Detroit—and they need to be related to The Mac Gerailt.”


 

 

Three

 

 

“WANT TO suck their brains.” Shaddock peered out at the children playing soccer on the street below. “They look tasty. Sooooo tasty.”

Ciarnan Mac Gerailt didn’t have to glance at his dark faerie familiar to know she had her wee snub nose pressed up against the glass as she salivated over what she imagined was a feast of yummy morsels below. He looked anyway because the broken-winged creature deserved as much of his attention as he could give her.

After all, she’d flown through the fires of Hell to be with him, Falling with Ciarnan when everything went oh-so-wrong, and paid as great of a price as he did when his world went to shit.

Barely as tall as his hand and stick-thin, Shaddock was a vibrant splash of chaos and color. Her crooked butterfly wings fluttered as best they could behind her slender back, leaving purple-and-black ripples in the air behind her. Standing tiptoe on the windowsill, she stroked the window with her delicate talon-tipped fingers and licked at a spot on the glass with a black serpentine tongue Ciarnan knew from experience could burrow down into a human’s ear and pierce through the drum.

He’d summoned her when he was barely a journeyman, and when the pretty, large-eyed death fae popped up in his arcane circle, he’d nearly sent her back, but her bloodthirsty plea to be fed human flesh convinced Ciarnan she was the one for him.

Years later, Shaddock was still his—as loyal and as bloodthirsty as ever. Even if her meals ran to more mundane meats since he no longer practiced his clan’s legacy magic.

She complained about her change in food choices and often moaned about the lack of a good fatty-rich human liver in her diet but seemed content on the organ meats he bought at the butchers’. Especially the sheep eyeballs he periodically got for her as a treat. He looked forward to her squeals of delight when he presented her with one that evening.

Elric was easier. A thick bone and a moment’s peace while his fae burden slurped up eye innards would leave him content for days.

Hopefully it would be quiet enough for him to read a bit that evening. Something was in the air. He’d felt it when he woke up that morning, and for all her snarling, happy ways, Shaddock was bouncing off the walls more than normal.

Much more than normal, and not just because she was lusting after a group of children playing outside or the flock of sparrows sitting on Mrs. Kapisky’s clothesline.

Shaddock preened when she spotted her reflection in the glass, patting down the long strands of fine black hair billowing about her gamine face. He caught her mirrored gaze and smiled at his faerie as she worked out a tangle from the long silken strands and feathers making up her dandelion poof hair.

“Shaddock is sooooo pretty,” she crooned at herself, making a moue as best she could out of her Venus-fly-trap mouth. “So pretty. The prettiest.”

The barest plump of lip swell gave her a kissable imprint, but the faerie was definitely a predator, with a maw bristling with sharp fangs hooked inward to help her gouge meat out of her victims. Her dusky gray skin was mottled in hunter green and deep violets, and she liked it when he took her shopping at the toy store, delightfully browsing through the doll clothes for something new to wear.

He thought her beautiful.

She did too.

His massive white wolf mix, Elric, had no opinion since he couldn’t speak, but he was patient enough with her, even as she tugged on his broad bat-wing ears to steer him along. She used Elric as a mount, standing on his head and guiding him as best she could with pulls, tugs, and screeches. Ciarnan didn’t have the heart to tell her Elric probably didn’t feel or care about where she wanted to go and most of his wanderings had more to do where Ciarnan was going than anything else.

There was going to be teriyaki tomorrow for dinner. He’d made plans for it and then, after a quick check of the refrigerator, realized he didn’t have any green onions. A quick glance outside of the theater’s second-story window assured Ciarnan he had enough time before a fall rain hit to go outside and grab some from the garden he’d made in the empty lot next door.

The question was if there were any to be found.

The neighborhood wasn’t just gutted by economic ruin, it also was abandoned by most of its businesses. A loaf of bread at the corner store cost five dollars, but traveling by bus to get it some place cheaper meant paying the fare as well as getting home late—usually way after the sun went down. Mostly everyone in the surrounding apartments locked themselves up tight by six o’clock. And that was just for the monsters they knew existed.

He’d been one of those monsters siblings whispered about under blankets late at night when everyone else was asleep. He’d been the Boogey Man, Death, and an Evil Clown Doll all rolled up into one, but those times were gone—long gone. His shattered left leg reminded him of the price he paid for falling in love with evil. Shaddock’s once beautiful wings were a constant stab of guilt whenever he got too complacent about his role in the deaths of his apprentices.

His leg was penance. One he bore consciously. Shaddock had been hurt badly in the fight to control what he’d summoned up. When he’d been lying in the ruins of his circle, stewing in the hot remains of his friends and colleagues, Shaddock begged him to heal himself. To use her. To use what was left of her and let her crumble to ash. She’d been willing, so very willing, to give everything of herself so he could survive. He could have then. He could have sucked in all of the energy he’d stored in her tiny little body and poured it into his wounds.

But doing so would have killed her. And with the smoking pieces of a dead demon searing his dead skin, Ciarnan finally realized the cost of his ambitions—the lives of everyone he’d held dear. And that nearly included his tiny, maniacal, marrow-sucking familiar.

He’d pulled back the power he’d placed into the circle and divided it between them, healing Shaddock as much as he could while keeping himself alive. Then he’d walked away from it all—the blood, the death magic, the summoning—without any remorse but with so many regrets.

Shaddock thought him insane. There were days when he had to agree with her. Especially as he was about to head outside into the war zone they called Detroit so he could snip off green onions for his teriyaki sauce.

He wasn’t even sure if he liked teriyaki, but it was one of the few things he really knew how to make, and Shaddock was fond of it.

“Okay, she likes bathing in it, but still, fond counts,” he grumbled as he wrapped a long scarf around his neck and pulled a long black peacoat over his lanky body. “Shaddock, mount up if you want to go with me.”

“Eating brains?” She perked up, her pointed ears quivering where they poked out of her black thistle hair.

“We do not eat brains anymore,” Ciarnan reproached. “Or at least human ones. And not the kids. I’m going out for green onions. You can come with me or go on lusting at what you’re never going to get through the window. Your choice.”

“Better if we had brains,” she muttered at him.

After grabbing a reusable bag and snips, he headed to the door, leaning heavily on his cane. His twisted right leg hurt like hell for some reason, and not for the first time, Ciarnan wondered if it was getting worse. Or, he reminded himself, winter was coming and his torn-up limb was complaining ahead of time about sliding around on icy sidewalks.

Elric suffered Shaddock launching herself off the sill and onto his back with his usual placid grace. Hell, Ciarnan grinned at the dog’s long-suffering eye roll when she grabbed his ears. He probably didn’t even notice her slight weight. The ear-tugging was a different matter.

“Stop yanking on his fur, Shad,” Ciarnan scolded, holding open the door to the stairwell. “It’s not polite. Shit, like you’ve ever been polite. Just… stop.”

“Can’t steer then!” she announced, digging her sharp heels into the dog’s broad shoulders. Elric continued at his own pace, falling in behind Ciarnan as they headed downstairs and out into the nippy Detroit afternoon. “Needs to hurry. Go faster! This bad dog. Too slow. Need new one.”

Ciarnan could hear the dog’s heavy sigh all the way down the sidewalk, and he stopped to wait for Elric to catch up. Leaning down, he scratched behind the canine’s ears, suppressing a grin when the blood-bound wolf mix tilted his shoulders to get a good angle for the caress.

“Falling off! Stop!” Shaddock flailed, and she slid across Elric’s broad shoulders, the sleek fur on his neck too silky for her to gain purchase on. “Bad!”

“Hold on to his collar,” he ordered. “You won’t slide around like a drunken troll then.”

“Hey, Mr. C! I’m still only at the five-eighths mark!” The little boy approaching him was exactly seven and five-eighths, a caramel-skinned dynamo with enormous honey-brown eyes and a winning smile missing a tooth in the front. Ciarnan knew how old he was because there’d been a countdown ever since he’d turned seven. James’s mother thought it was silly until Ciarnan pointed out it was an excellent way for the homework-hating elementary school student to learn his fractions.

Little did he know he’d be living in a hell only previously visited by a boy named Milo and his dog, Tock.

James was accompanied today by his shadow, a little sister named Bethany who, as far as Ciarnan could tell, only could function if one or more of her fingers was in her mouth. She drooled more than Elric and seemed much less house-friendly. He’d put her age at four, but since James came up to nearly his hip—and since Ciarnan was over six feet tall—the kids were overachievers in the height department.

“Afternoon, Mr. James.” Ciarnan held his hand out for the young boy to shake. Tipping his head at the little girl, he smiled. “And to you, Miss B.”

She said nothing. Just stared up at him.

“Why you so tall, Mr. C?” James craned his head back to stare up Ciarnan’s tall body.

“Why are you so short, Mr. James?”

“Because I’m a kid,” he snorted cockily.

“Well, I am not. So I am tall,” Ciarnan pointed out.

“Say hello to Mr. C so we can get down to business, Bethany,” James ordered his sister, nudging her in the shoulder. “We’ve got to get back home. Can’t be standing here talking all day.”

The multiple ponytails on her head bobbled about when she nodded her hello, her face set in a stone seriousness only achieved by deep contemplation and young children. Her index finger was joined by her thumb, and she drooled around them, her mouth working into an intense suck as she studied Elric.

He ignored her. It was a one-sided love affair. Much like his dealings with Shaddock, Elric suffered Bethany’s attentions with an uncomplaining dignity, but Ciarnan caught the pained look on the dog’s face whenever the little girl smeared her spit-covered fingers over his pristine fur.

“He has his dolly,” Bethany finally pronounced.

“Not a dolly!” Shaddock stood up on Elric’s back and shouted at the little girl. It was useless, since most humans only saw the mundane where the faerie existed, but one day Ciarnan was certain his little fae would do something to shock the kids into seeing her.

He’d cross that bridge when he got to it. For right now, he ignored Shaddock’s bellowing and nodded at James’s little sister. “Yes he has.”

Bethany continued to stare at the dog, fascinated either by his ice-white fur or that it looked like Elric was carting around a frilly-ball-gown-wearing plastic toy in his thick leather collar. After a second she garbled, “It’s so pretty.”

“And what do we do about his dolly?” He looked down at her expectantly.

“Do not touch the dolly. It’s ’Lric’s.” She blinked, her liquid brown eyes huge in her tiny face. “And I have my own dolly.”

“Yes, you do.” He turned to James when the young boy cleared his throat. “And what can I do for the two of you?”

“Momma wants to know if she can buy some tomatoes.” James held up a grubby dollar bill. “She said she can pay you more in a couple of days if you need more.”

“This should be fine. Tell her no more payment is necessary.” He took the grimy bill, folding it and tucking it into his pocket. “But you will have to pick them. And don’t let your sister take a bite of one and throw it away. That’s why I have a hundred of the damned things growing next to the fence.”

Ciarnan edged around the children, heading for the empty lot he’d purchased a few years ago. A tall wooden fence blocked anyone from seeing in from the street, but the families living in the nearby buildings certainly could look in. It wasn’t a secret garden, by any means. He’d put the fence up mostly to keep stray dogs from running through the rows of vegetables.

Surprisingly, it also kept out the deer that seemed to be making their way into the inner city. And while the canine totally ignored any strays, Elric perked up and peered out the window when a doe ambled across the wide avenue to nibble at the grass along the fence one evening.

“Last thing we need is for you to start hunting in the streets. The good people of Detroit are already scared of you,” he’d told the hybrid at the time, but now he wasn’t so certain. “You start hunting then Shaddock will start hunting. And that will lead to very bad things.”

Some of the neighborhood strays were looking rather lean themselves, and a wild deer would prove too strong of a temptation for their hunger. He didn’t need them to start hunting children, which would be the next step if they got desperate enough.

“Just… pee everywhere,” Ciarnan told Elric. “Let them know this is your territory.”

“Shaddock can pee!” She lifted up her dress skirt, a princess combination of repugnant pink and green. Like all fey, she had no genitalia and was literally as smooth as the doll whose clothes she wore. “Can pee lots!”

“I want them to go away, Shad,” he muttered under his breath so only she could hear him. “Not have them recruited to serve you in some kind of crazy wild dog army.”

“Can I open the gate, Mr. C?” James jumped up and down under the latch. It was set high on the fence so none of the children could get into the compost heap he had going in a corner of the lot. One angry mother pounding on his front door after her child came home smelling like rotten fish heads and coffee grounds was enough. “Please?”

“Hold on, let me help you up.” He dug the keys out and handed them to the little boy.

They made a big deal of unlocking the latch and pushing the door open. Bethany wasn’t having any of their nonsense, and she pushed in past them, focused on getting the tomatoes her mother wanted.

The vampire got her before Ciarnan even cleared the gate.

His magic screamed to be released. Even as the little girl’s blood splattered across Ciarnan’s face and down his neck, the power he’d trained up from inside his soul welled up and demanded to control the creature tearing apart Bethany’s flesh.

And for a brief moment—an agonizing, hot, sensual moment—he almost gave in to its seductive call.

She was still screaming, which gave Ciarnan hope. There was too much going on behind him for Ciarnan to do more than order James to stay back and pray Elric wouldn’t get into the fray. Obviously, whichever God looked after fallen death mages, they weren’t answering their prayers, because the wolf mix was on the vampire before Ciarnan could take another step.

Bethany went flying, landing in a thicket of ripening zucchini. Shaddock went the other direction, her high-pitched caterwaul modulating as she tumbled ass over teakettle. He spared James a quick glance and reached for the closest thing he had on hand to beat the vampire off—a rusted shovel he used for turning the compost heap.

The thing stank. It’d been a long time since he’d been up close and personal to the reek of a revenant. Hell, he couldn’t even remember the last one he’d made, but here one was, and for what he could feel tugging at his tattered soul, it was somehow bound to him.

Which made no sense. None at all. Especially since he couldn’t remember ever binding an old Asian woman to his blood. Not a one.

It moved like all undead moved, disjointed and oddly arachnid, its limbs bending in ways he’d forgotten they could bend. Unhindered by the pull of muscles on a bone, the lich dropped to all fours and scampered back, its flat, stretched-out breasts flapping against the loose skin on its belly.

He almost thought of the vampire as her and she, not it. Humanizing it in the back of his mind. The need to call it to him was there still, echoing and singing away as he hefted the shovel up and screamed at James to get his sister out of the way. Bethany’s crying got stronger, and Ciarnan took that as a sign she wasn’t as badly hurt as he’d thought.

The girl’s blood on the thing’s gray skin frothed pink where the vampire’s tongue touched as it slithered from its broad frog-like mouth. The creature had fed recently. Ciarnan noticed strands of sticky spit forming along its stretched-out lips, more a function of its supernatural digestive system than anything organic left alive in its body. This was a top-of-the-food-chain predator, probably one that would eat through its kiss-mates if left unattended.

Whoever created it knew what they were doing, because its movements were smooth, none of the herky-jerky stumbling mistakes a young mage would make. Its muscles would be clean off the bones, allowing only the effortless glide of seasoned tendons to work the creature’s locomotion. The singsong of its joints was clear, much like a cello bow stretching across polished bone. If Ciarnan had time or inclination, he’d have captured the thing and taken it apart just to appreciate the stellar work.

Instead, he had to kill it before it ate a child he knew. Or before its existence seduced him back onto a path he no longer wanted to tread.

Temptation should come to him in the form of a lean-bodied man with a wicked smile and promises to bring pleasure Ciarnan had never known. It sure as by all the Hells shouldn’t have been wrapped up in the drying skin and bones of a long-dead Asian woman with half of her face carved off by a fire.

Elric circled the creature, going around to nip it from behind. Somewhere in a tumble of hard-shelled squash, Shaddock swore up a storm, blistering the existence of any undead within a five-mile distance. From what Ciarnan could hear, her wings were tangled and something got on her dress. He hoped it would take her a long time to get loose, because the last thing he wanted was to deal with a flightless faerie when he needed to kill a vampire.

“E, drop,” Ciarnan ordered. The wolf mix growled low in his throat but obeyed, skulking back and folding in on himself. His hackles were still raised and Ciarnan could sense his blood was on fire with the need to take the creature down, but he couldn’t risk the dog. Not when Elric was his only sane—and silent—companion. “Okay, tick, let’s see what you can do.”

It came at him in a frantic rush. Bethany’s cries faded into the distance, and all Ciarnan could hear was his own hard breathing and the steady pound of his heart. The underground watering system cycled through nearly half an hour ago, so the loamy soil was damp and squishy beneath his sneakers.

And damned if he didn’t keep thinking about the creature as her instead of it.

The vampire slashed at him, digging its claw-shaped feet into the ground. Tearing up a patch of broccoli he’d hoped to nurse back to health, it scrambled to get purchase on the muddy row, tangling its legs in the toppling vegetation.

He’d really been looking forward to that broccoli too.

It caught him on his damaged leg, and one of its talons slipped through a tear on his thigh, hooking down into the piece of bone he’d reconstructed for his kneecap. The pain was incredible, and he felt it snap back into place with a sickening snick when he jerked away from the undead creature.

Somewhere in the tangle of fat-bodied squash, Shaddock howled in anguish as her body absorbed his pain. Her swearing turned to Russian, a sign she was pissed off, but not the fluid Bengali she only used when she was about to tear through someone’s sinuses.

Something he was quite happy not to think about.

The creature feinted to his left and Ciarnan almost fell for it, but the vampire’s eyes were fixed on the bleeding little girl behind him. Its shoulders jerked to the right at the last moment, and Ciarnan struck, bringing the sharp edge of the old shovel down into the dirt.

He missed its head but caught its hand, shearing it clean from its thrashing body. The creature didn’t scream in pain, but it did lay its head back and shriek, a familiar call for the rest of its kiss to come join it on its hunt.

Ciarnan hoped like fucking hell there weren’t any other undead to hear it, because he knew for damned sure he wouldn’t be able to hold back a third-kiss, much less a full one, with only a shovel and one damaged dark fae.

He hit at it again, tearing through its shoulder. The strike wasn’t clean, but he got the blade lodged up under the joint, deep enough for him to get leverage. Twisting the handle, Ciarnan jerked the creature to the side, severing many of the tendons along its whole arm. Shreds of skin flapped as it skittered to the side, hoping to reach the children quivering against the fence.

Of the meals it could feed from, James and Bethany were the most desirable. When he’d called up his own kiss, Ciarnan bred his own revenants on the same principle, learning from his great-grandfather’s teachings. A vampire cued in on human flesh was easier to control, less distracted by any passing animal. Hell, he’d known some who’d cued theirs to eat anything—useful if one wanted to end a roach infestation, but impossible to manage when trying to ring a kiss around a casting circle.

There were enough dead people to go around, his father Malcolm once told him. Enough to feed the occasional vampire without anyone even noticing they were gone. He’d taken that little piece of advice to heart, but he’d be damned if he let some unknown mage’s creature feed off the kids he let pick vegetables and fruit from his garden.

Especially since they’d already paid for the tomatoes.

“Bitch!” Shaddock was free, mostly. Snagged in a bramble of thorny vines, the fae fought to loosen her skirt. “Kill!”

“Trying to, Shad,” Ciarnan shot back. He hefted the shovel up over his head and was about to swing when he heard a man shout out behind him.

“Get down! I’ve got it.”

Too many years of being on the blood tour of every baby mage within one thousand miles made Ciarnan twitchy. They came in droves, sometimes two at a time, to challenge him to beat them or beg to become his apprentice. He dealt with them as he dealt with any nuisance he wasn’t feeding on a day to day basis. Severely and often violently.

So no one could really blame him when the man’s shotgun blast startled Ciarnan and he followed through on his swing, slamming the flat of the shovel into the shorter man’s temple. The vampire’s headless body flew past them, landing in a bundle of skin and bones against the thicket, where Shaddock had moved on to Italian invectives to get her point across.

“Brutto figlio di puttana bastardo!” she spat at the creature, plucking another curling tendril from a spangle on her dress. “Ce l’hai piccolo!”

“It was female,” Ciarnan absently answered her. “No dick. Small or otherwise.”

The man he left where he’d keeled over. A trickle of blood ran down from a cut above his eye, but his breathing was steady enough, so Ciarnan wasn’t worried about him dying. While handsome, the man stank of trouble, more than the vampire did. Lush brown hair fell down a strong, pretty face, and his thickly muscled arms and chest were certainly nice to look at through the thin T-shirt he wore molded to a beautifully sculpted torso. His hands were rough, a sign of someone who worked with them, and the shotgun he’d dropped was well-oiled and certainly used, if the sleek spots from wear on its stock were any clue.

His jeans were worn in and followed the lines of powerful thighs, the denim cupping a heavy bulge below an old leather belt. His motorcycle boots were dirty from walking through the garden, and the bottoms were only slightly worn down, although it looked like they might be on their second or third soles.

Yes, Ciarnan thought, definitely dangerous, but not the typical blood mage—and not someone looking to add a Mac Gerailt head to his trophy wall.

Ciarnan walked slowly over to where Bethany and James were cuddled together and crouched, using the shovel to support him. His leg ached and he’d lost his cane somewhere in the vegetation, but all of that could wait. First he had to see to Bethany and figure out a lie to tell her mother.

“Let me see, Miss B,” he coaxed. “I want to see what the bad… person did.”

“Did you see that thing?” James’s eyes were wide, and awe filled his voice. “And man, that guy came in and you took them both out! Its head went whoooosh and then the guy’s face looked like—”

“Let’s worry about your sister first, James.” Ciarnan moved a handful of puffy ponytails out of the way to examine Bethany’s neck. It wasn’t as bad as he’d imagined. The creature’d gotten a nip at the skin behind the little girl’s ear, and head wounds bled like a son of a bitch. A few stitches and she’d be fine. “Come on, let’s get you all patched up and we can tell your mommy about the hobo biting you.”

“It’s always the hobos. Damn hobos,” James mumbled. The boy would be easy to convince, but a spark of something in Bethany’s eyes gave Ciarnan cause for concern.

“Come on, honey. Elric will come with us,” he started to say, but Bethany shook her head and pointed at the bushes by the man he’d knocked out. “What is it, honey? He won’t hurt you. I’ll take care of him.”

“I know. You bished him good,” she replied solemnly. “But look at ’Lric’s dolly. She’s gonna go bite that man’s face.”


 

 

Four

 

 

“A GODDAMN bounty hunter,” Ciarnan growled, throwing the man’s duffel bag across the room. It rattled and clanged, and Ciarnan belated remembered the shotgun shells and ammo clips he’d seen tucked in amid the man’s sparse clothing. What he didn’t remember was if those kinds of things went off when tossed around. “That’s the last frigging thing I need. I’d rather have a baby mage.”

“Ooohhh, gummy bears!” Shaddock pounced on the bag nearly as soon as it came to a rolling stop. She was into the plastic bag before Ciarnan could tell her not to, and when she emerged, she was holding a green bear head between her hands, chewing away happily on one of its ears.

“Shaddock…,” he sighed.

“Sorry.” The fae had the good grace to look at least somewhat guilty, and Ciarnan wondered if he’d finally gotten through to her—until she held up the head and said, “Share, right? Want some? Get you red if you want. Those good too.”

“I—” She looked so sincere and quite happy with her cheeks plumped out with… whatever it was gummy bears were made out of, Ciarnan didn’t have the heart to reprimand her. He’d buy the damned hunter a new bag. “Just don’t eat yourself sick. Take three and I’ll store the rest away for you. Okay?”

A few feet away, Elric chewed away on a massive carrot, his golden eyes hooded in quiet contentment. The hybrid’s nibbling started and stopped in fits as he dozed off every few bites, only to jerk back awake when his head drifted down and the carrot’s frilled ends tickled his nose.

“Let’s see what his phone tells us, shall we?” He was talking to no one since Shaddock was head down in a clutch of gummy bears and riding a sugar high.

Even on days when a bounty hunter didn’t barrel into his life, Ciarnan’s conversation choices were mostly limited to an insane dark fae and a phlegmatic white wolf dog who was probably pondering what he’d done in his past life to be saddled with a former death mage.

The hunter was passed out on the bed he had in the spare room, and his familiar was too busy beheading candied bears to be of any use. The easiest conversationalist in the building he used for a home was Elric, who’d finally nodded off into the end of his carrot, its greenery ruffling with each doggie snore.

“Let’s see who you are then,” Ciarnan muttered. Turning the phone’s screen on, he was slightly horrified to find the hunter hadn’t locked it. Casting a disparaging glance toward the spare bedroom, he swiped through the man’s last calls and found… nothing. “Okay, we’ll ignore photos for now. He’s erased his recent calls but ah, I’ll bet he hasn’t deleted his mapping data. Did you come here on purpose or did the tick lead you here?”

And with a few taps of his fingers, Ciarnan frowned at the results. “Fuck, you’re looking for me. What the hell?”

He was less than happy to discover who the hunter’d looked up before he’d headed over to Ciarnan’s home. It was a familiar address, more so because he avoided that area like the plague if possible, even making sure none of his business interests were even in the same neighborhood, but like a bad penny, Fong Leung popped up every time Ciarnan turned around.

And from the time stamp on the hunter’s searches, he’d spoken to Fong yesterday, holed up in a cheap motel, then headed over to Ciarnan’s converted old theater building after he’d done a lukewarm hunt for information on Mac Gerailts.

“So Fong, you sent him here.” A few delicious ideas floated up to Ciarnan’s thoughts about what he could do to the Cantonese pain in his ass, but it would have to wait. What he needed now was information, and Fong was definitely the person to give it to him. Dialing the number from the hunter’s phone, he waited patiently as it rang on the other side, then smirked when a garrulous ancient voice crackled over the line.

“What you want, Navarro? I told you where he was. You go and deal with it.” Fong paused and then a beat later said, “Javier? This you?”

“Hello, Fong.” It was with great satisfaction that Ciarnan heard the creature on the other side of the phone fumble the receiver. “How are you doing, you fecking lizard? Want to tell me why you put a hunter on my tail? And come up with a reason why I shouldn’t kill you for it?”

“I thought you were done with the whole blood-death magic.” Fong’s heavily accented English peeled back into a flow of fluid Cantonese. “No more killing for you, remember?”

“I’m done with the magic part of things. Doesn’t mean I can’t wring your scrawny neck. Now answer the question, why did you put a hunter on my ass?”

“He came here asking questions and put a vampire down in my shop. What was I supposed to do? I owed him.”

“Knowing you, you charged him for the damage and are now dissecting the creature for spell components.” Ciarnan hobbled over to one of the couches he’d set next to an old-fashioned wood-burning stove. Easing down into the cushions, he bit back a relieved groan to have the weight taken off of his knee.

“Aftermarket on them is good,” Fong cackled.

“I’ve got another one you can have if you shoot straight with me. What’s up with the hunter?”

“Did you kill him already? Why don’t you ask him?”

“I winged him a little bit.” Ciarnan couldn’t help but wince when he remembered the sound of the old shovel hitting the man’s head. “He’ll be out for a while. And I’m calling you now. I’ll talk to him when he wakes up. If he wakes up. Talk to me, Fong, and I might let you have the old Guizhou vampire I’ve dehydrating in a case downstairs.”

“Guizhou?”

“Yep, and inked up in occult signs I haven’t seen in years. I’m thinking she ran an apothecary or something when she was alive. Her fingers have that blue stain on them. You know the kind I mean. From squid guts and stuff.” He heard Fong’s teeth chittering together with excitement. “But she’ll be firewood if you don’t start jabbering. Now.”

“He told me he was looking for a Mac Gerailt, preferably a blood mage. Since you’re the only one I knew in the area, I told him where you were.”

“And you did that all for one vampire? Kind of selling me out cheap there, iguana.”

“Don’t be like that, Mac Gerailt. Vampires are high-ticket items,” Fong protested. “And he promised me more if I came across with the information. Said there were a few bonded to your blood and they were going to be hunting you down. I told him where you were because there were people in between you and those bloodsuckers and those things eat—”

“The day you give a shit about human life is the day I wear a tutu and dance around on a fat white pony,” he snorted. “Pull the other leg.”

“No leg pulling, Mac Gerailt. I am telling the truth,” Fong insisted, and Ciarnan almost believed him. Almost. “You should have seen the one that came through my window. Strong. Vicious. I’ve not seen one that… deadly before. And Navarro said they were cued in on you. I thought you stopped making them so I got kind of scared—you were back to doing that. If you were, the hunter—”

“You thought I went back to practicing and was over here making revenants? And you sent this guy to kill me if I was? Is that about right?” Ciarnan hissed. “So you sold me out, pretty much, yes?”

“Wait, no!” Fong stumbled over his words. “If you were making vampires, wouldn’t you want someone to stop you? Well, the now you. Not the then you which would be you now if you were doing it…. Are you making vampires?”

“No,” Ciarnan snapped. “And yeah, I’d understand you giving me up to a hunter if I were practicing, but I’m not—despite the vampires roaming about looking for my blood. None of this makes any sense.”

“He told me there was a pocket of them—maybe a full kiss? They don’t know the numbers—”

“They?”

“Him and the cops. Some construction guys found a sleeping kiss and woke the whole shitload of them up. Nothing left of the construction guys. Or the kiss. Navarro’s chasing after some of them—they’re heading somewhere else, but Navarro wouldn’t tell me all of it. I told him it would be helpful if I had provenance on the revenant, you know for spell purposes, but he wouldn’t tell me that either.” Fong grumbled. “It’s like he thinks something dangerous would happen or something. I’m just using it for rejuvenation potions. Who made the damned thing doesn’t really matter but it helps sell them.”

“I didn’t make them,” Ciarnan mused. “So why would they be cued in to me?”

“Maybe your daddy sent them.” Fong’s smirk came across loud and clear. “Does he want you dead? He’d be able to attach them to you because you two share bloodlines, right? Unless your mama tickled someone else’s dragon—”

“Leave my mother out of this,” Ciarnan remarked. “And she tickled a lot of dragons. She killed them too. There’s a reason she’s called the Black Widow. But my father, that would be something he’d do if he’s in the area but he’s not. Last I heard, he was in Hong Kong but that could have changed. What else did he tell you? About the vampires he’s hunting.”

“This would be easier if you spoke to him,” Fong continued in Cantonese. “What I am giving you is whispers on whispers. He said he was looking for you. After that, I know nothing.”

“No, you’ve given me enough.” He glanced to the bedroom where he’d dumped the unconscious man. “I’ll see what I can shake out of this Javier Navarro.”

“You let me know what you decide about that other vampire you have.” Fong’s greed slithered through the phone. “Okay?”

“Sure, Fong. I’ll deliver it personally.” Ciarnan grinned at the man’s choking fit. “It’ll be good to catch up. Don’t you think?”

 

 

THE WORST part about waking up naked, Javi discovered, was never really knowing how he got there. Okay, so he wasn’t really naked. Missing a shirt wasn’t naked. But missing his shotgun and anything else he could use to defend himself? Definitely naked.

A headache of epic proportions was a clue—either too much tequila or whiskey. It’d been a long time since he’d been beer drunk, so that was out. Blinking, he focused on the pain and found it was centered on one side of his face, so he quickly ruled out hammered and went straight to—

Shoveled.

He’d been shoveled. Like a fucking dog infected with rabies.

Or worse, a killer bunny gone rogue.

“Fuck. The vampire!” Javi sat up and immediately regretted it.

The room swam about and his stomach crawled halfway up his throat, threatening to go the rest of the way if Javi didn’t lie back into the cushions. A quick examination of his face told him he’d been stitched up on his forehead over his eye. The skin around the cut was puffy and felt bruised when he ran his fingers over the spot. His cheek didn’t feel too great either.

“Goddamn mage,” Javi swore. “They’re usually not so… weaponized.”

It was stupid to have been captured, and from what Fong told him about the man, Ciarnan Mac Gerailt was not someone to fuck with. A fourth- or maybe even fifth-generation blood mage, the man probably raised vampires for show and tell in preschool. And then let the creatures eat anyone he didn’t much care for.

Kid who stole his crayons? A light snack for Ciarnan Mac Gerailt’s pets. And if the teacher complained, she was the next dish on the buffet.

“Shit, those kids. What was he doing with those kids?” Javi struggled again to get upright, but his body only slid about on the sheets. The very nice sheets. Sheets one didn’t normally find in a rent-by-the-minute motel or dungeon. In fact—Javi took a good look around him—the room looked more Monte Carlo than Monte Cristo.

The room was a good size, at least twenty feet across and, from what he could see through an open door, had its own bathroom. The sleigh bed and the plump mattress he’d been placed on were soft enough to sink into, and the standing lamp next to him looked like something someone named Tiffany would make. The place smelled like furniture polish and sugared tea, running heavy on the plush dark velvets, cream walls, and tiger oak floors.

Definitely a step up from most places he crashed to get a few hours’ sleep before hitting the road again.

“Get up, Navarro.” Gritting his teeth, Javi tried to leverage himself off the bed. “Got to see about those kids.”

“The children are fine,” a smooth hot caramel voice assured him from the doorway. “In fact, they probably should be in bed by now—hopefully having brushed their teeth after eating a plate of their mom’s spaghetti.”

“Jesus, dude! You scared the shit out of me.” Javi’s heart joined his stomach in his throat. “What the fuck?”

Moving became nearly impossible. His legs weren’t responding, but his heart was going a mile a minute. If anything, his blood was now rushing about his body as if there was something on fire someplace in his veins and he just couldn’t find it.

It didn’t help that the man now standing at the end of the king-sized bed was fucking hot.

Javi hadn’t gotten a good look at the mage when he’d come through the garden gate, but lying up on the pillows, all he could do was look.

The man was tall—or at least taller than he was—and obviously from a long line of very strong-boned genetics, because he looked more perfectly carved statue than human. His hair fell in soft waves around his fallen angel face, and what Javi thought was a deep inky color turned out to be shades of umber, ebony, and burnt sienna, streaks hidden within the dark strands much like a black jaguar hid its spots.

Completing the monochromatic theme, the mage’s eyes churned with storm clouds, a rich cool gray stare meant to grab a hold of Javi’s spine and shake loose his confidence.

He might have been shaken. If he could have moved more.

“What did you do to me?” It took nearly every bit of strength Javi had to lift his shoulders clear off the bed. “And God, you’re hot. Who knew death mages could be so fricking hot.”

If he could have crawled into the feather top of the mattress, he would have. His tongue and mouth seemed to be in collusion with one another, connecting the part of his brain he normally clamped down tight.

“I gave you something to knock you out while Elric and I dragged you upstairs.” The man moved into the room, leaning heavily on a silver-topped ebony cane. His limp was noticeable, and his eyes tightened at the corners when he pulled a high-back chair to the side of the bed. The mage sat down and studied Javi, his gray eyes piercing and hard. “You’ll probably have more bruises on your legs than you’d like, but it took a bit to get you into the lift. You’re heavier than you look.”

“I work out a lot. Keeps me in shape,” Javi responded before his brain could shut down. “And I don’t like being shorter than most guys, so being ripped gives me an edge. Fucking hell, what did you give me?”

“A simple narcotic. Homeopathic, really. A small thing a friend of mine from Nepal taught me,” he replied as if Javi wasn’t blurting out every thought he had crossing his mind. “It has a very welcome side effect of being a truth serum of sorts. I thought in this case, it might be nice to get a straight answer from you right away and cut through any half-truths you might decide I needed to hear.”

“So you drugged me. Dick move, mage. Major dick move. I’m going to kill you once I get my body back,” Javi growled. “Really slowly.”

“Maybe.” The man’s cold gaze flicked over Javi’s face. “But just because I don’t practice magic anymore, doesn’t mean I can’t kill you first. If I wanted to, I could slit your throat right now. Or even smother you with a pillow. No one but the children know you’re here—well and Fong but he’s easily take care of. A vampire body, much like the one I have in pieces in the theater below us, would do, or if he’s particularly problematic, he’s very fond of almond cookies. And since many poisons taste like almond, we could very easily have one less lizard to worry about in a matter of moments.”

“You wouldn’t kill Fong,” Javi said after studying the man’s face.

“Oh? What makes you think that?”

“Because you were more concerned about the children than yourself.” The primal part of Javi’s brain kicked in and his memory replayed what he’d seen in the walled-off block of vegetables and fruit trees. The man’d been standing between the vampire and the children, wielding a very mundane shovel—which hurt like fricking hell when he’d been laid out by it. “And you’ve got a dog. Guys with off-leash dogs aren’t usually assholes. Those guys usually have some thick chains around a dog they’ve beaten into aggression. Yours was just laying there. Waiting.”

“All that means is that I like children and dogs,” he pointed out. “I’m a Mac Gerailt. Killing worms like Fong is second nature to us.”

“Maybe.” Javi eyed him carefully. There was a hint of a smile on the man’s sinful mouth, and those storm-ridden eyes were lighter than they’d been a few moments before. “But I’m calling bullshit. Why else would you have stitched me up? That tells me you give a crap. Which is kind of odd for a blood mage.”

“Ah, but see, Mr. Navarro, I am no longer a blood mage.” Mac Gerailt tapped the floor with his cane. “But the question for me is, why are you here looking for one? And why a Mac Gerailt in particular?”

“Because someone found The Mac Gerailt’s final battle—”

“What?” He’d gotten the man’s attention. Ciarnan Mac Gerailt sat up and the enormous white wolf thing Javi spotted in the garden was suddenly in the doorway, its jaws firmly around a long thick carrot. The mage noticed the canine and smiled, waving it back. “It’s okay, Elric. I’m okay.”

Whoever bred the wolf had to have used the largest damned dog they could find, because Javi could have sworn it was the size of a Tibetan Mastiff. Still, the canine grumbled a bit, then flopped down across the threshold to nibble delicately at the carrot it held firmly between its massive front paws.

It didn’t take much imagination to see the dog was sending Javi a message. Fuck with his mage and he’d snap through the bounty hunter’s bones as easily as he did his carrot.

“Roget was supposed to have gone to him,” Mac Gerailt murmured, mostly to himself but loud enough for Javi to hear him. The man’s startling gaze snapped up and pinned Javi through. “Was that who did it? Did Roget finally put an end to my great-grandfather’s horrors?”

He couldn’t have stopped his tongue even if he wanted to. Somewhere along the line between being smashed in the head with a gardening implement and waking up in a stranger’s guest room, Javi found himself liking the mage—liking the man who said he’d given it up.

And even with his tongue loosened by some kind of insane potion, he couldn’t even hate Mac Gerailt for probably drugging him—because he’d have done the exact same thing.

His brain ran a mile in less than a second, and Javi’s tongue struggled to keep up. He told the man everything, from the construction workers breaking through the wall, their last moments of terror, and finally the hunt for the escaped kiss. Hunting was Javi’s calling, and he did it mostly by instinct and what little knowledge the researchers had on what made a vampire work. Halfway through his spilling out everything he knew, Javi realized if the man really had given up practicing blood magic, Mac Gerailt might be willing to share a few of their long-held secrets to help fight anything a mage might throw at him.

Including vintage vampires intent on hunting down their creator’s offspring.

“Mórrígan, so Roget did get him.” Mac Gerailt exhaled hard as he leaned back into his chair. The wolf mix looked over from his place at the door but other than a twitch of its ear didn’t move an inch. “If my great-grandfather was sealed in there with him and they both died, The Mac Gerailt’s vampires would feed on their bodies last. The clutch would fight each other first, leaving only a kiss—ten, maybe twelve at most. It’s instinct for them. The strongest would have to survive and then they’d feed on what was there.”

“That many then?” Javi frowned. “But some of them peeled off to go after… well, we think they went after one of Roget’s descendants. Why would they do that? I’ve only got theory to go on here, man.”

“And your theory is telling you they’ve imprinted on the last mage they ate. Two bodies can support twelve vampires. It would sustain them for a lengthy hibernation, but yes, that kind of ingestion would turn their purpose.” Mac Gerailt’s eyes brewed another storm. “If they last fed on a mage or other vampires who fed on one, they’d be imprinted on that blood as their food source. Even going dormant, they’d eventually hunger for that bloodline.”

“So pretty much, they’ll eat anyone, but what quenches their thirst is more of the blood they fed off of for—” Javi did the math and whistled. “More than a hundred years.”

“That kind of sustained feeding basically takes their original cue—human flesh—and fine-tunes it so the only thing that could really satisfy them would be more of the same.” Mac Gerailt’s mouth twisted into an ironic smirk. “It’s how blood mages create vampires to kill someone they can’t reach. Find a relative or two—preferably a child or parent—then lock a newly created lich into a room with them and in a few weeks, you have the perfect assassin, primed for a single bloodline. Unfortunately, in this case, the targets are myself and whomever had the unlucky karma of being Roget’s relative.”

“I’ve got to get the rest of those things killed before they hunt more people down.” Javi tested his legs again Frustrated at their sluggish response “Look, either let me go or kill me. Just… do something. I guess it would be too much to ask you to help, right?”

“I wish I could,” Mac Gerailt said softly. “The easiest thing to do would be to draw a summoning circle and call them all here. They could be killed then without anyone else’s life being jeopardized.”

“So why not do that? And when is this thing going to wear off? I can’t just lie here.”

“It’ll wear off in an hour or so,” the man said, standing uneasily. His cane wobbled a bit, but he gripped its handle tightly and pushed down to steady himself. “And why can’t I help? Because I can’t practice magic anymore. I don’t cast… anything. Everything I do is… outside of those spheres. I can’t risk falling back into that power. It’s an addiction I can’t let get a hold of me again, Mr. Navarro. So no, I can’t help you that way.”

“And if they kill a hundred people before they find you? Then what?” Javi snarled. “You okay with that?”

“No, I’m not.” A sadness seeped into Mac Gerailt’s handsome face, and his mouth tightened with a deeply felt pain. “But better a hundred dead from the vampires than the thousands I’ll kill if I cast again. That’s the hard facts, Mr. Navarro. Better a few than a wasteland of death. I can tell you one thing I am regretting right now, though.”

“Yeah, what’s that, you fucking coward?” he spat. “It’d take you too long to pack your shit and leave us all high and dry before the next one finds you?”

“No, I’ll stay and fight them. I just can’t cast a circle to call them to me.” Mac Gerailt shook his head as if amused by Javi’s anger. “What I regret is that my father is out of town. The vampires would be doing the world a huge favor if they’d eat him first, but we can’t have everything we want. Can we, Mr. Navarro?”


 

 

Five

 

 

THE NEXT one hit at three in the morning.

Ciarnan woke to the sounds of screaming, horrific human cries nearly lost in the cold fall storm slashing at Detroit’s battered streets. The rains came hard.

So did the screams.

He fumbled for his cane, reaching for its handle in the dark. Something else moved in the apartment, stealthy feet unfamiliar with their surroundings. Swearing came—a hot Spanish rough with emotion, and the coarse rub of spiced words poured down Ciarnan’s belly and curled over his cock.

“Kill!” Somewhere in the main room, Shaddock was either cheering the vampire on or screaming for its death. Knowing the faerie, either would work for her. So long as there was some spilling of blood and rending of flesh, she wasn’t picky.

Even better if there were a spare eyeball or two she could suck on.

Rough fur under his hand helped Ciarnan get his bearings. Elric bore his weight, the canine’s shoulders stiffening as he braced under Ciarnan’s lean. Patting the wolf mix, Ciarnan waited a moment for his vision to adjust, then blinked when the lights came on in the main room, its inset medallion chandeliers chasing away every bit of shadow they could find.

“Navarro,” Ciarnan called out softly as he found his cane. “What are you doing?”

He was cold, despite being dressed in loose cotton pants and a T-shirt. Rain always sent shivers through him. Lightning smelled like electricity and blood, a familiar scent for a child of death mages. He couldn’t clearly remember the hours spent bathed in the hot blood of his father’s victims, but it’d been a constant while growing up. He’d cut his teeth on summoning chalk and washed his hands in water brought up from a far-off hell before he’d turned ten. And each memory was embossed on his mind with a flash of light and the perfume of sulfur-smoked skies crackling behind the heat of freshly poured blood.

Much like the metallic tinge in the rain scent coming through the partially open window in his bedroom.

He limped to the front room and found Navarro fighting Shaddock off. The dark faerie was digging through the pockets of the man’s military-style pants, a wiggling set of butterfly wings poking up from a deep compartment on the side of his calf.

“Get the fuck out of there, Barbie.” Navarro’s growl didn’t seem to faze the fae. To be fair, Elric’s throaty rumble was more impressive, and the man seemed flummoxed by the slender legs kicking up out of his pocket. One of his hands hovered over Shaddock’s feet, and from the confused look on the man’s handsome face, Ciarnan could guess he wasn’t sure if it was okay to just grab the fae and yank her out.

“I wouldn’t if I were you,” Ciarnan warned him. “She’s got very sharp teeth, and human flesh is her idea of a Happy Meal. If you pinch her wings, you can pull her out gently and she can’t get to you that way. Well, with her teeth anyway. She’ll still be able to use her nails. Fae are very bendy.”

Navarro tentatively pinched Shaddock’s wing tips and tugged gently on the faerie’s squiggling body. The struggle was an ongoing one. Shaddock’s sharps nails pierced through the pocket, and one must have punctured the man’s leg, because he yelped in protest.

“A little help here,” he pleaded softly. “I don’t want to hurt her.”

“That would be… difficult,” Ciarnan said, hobbling over to where the man stood. “It took a seventh-level demon to do this to her. A human yanking on her wings is like a piece of sand hitting an elephant’s toenail.”

“Well, get her out of there. That thing’s coming closer, and I want to kill it off so I can go back to bed. Some asshole hit me in the head with a shovel today and it hurts like a mother—”

“Hold on.” The man’s earthy scent was distracting, an erotic tickle on senses Ciarnan buried deep down inside of him a long time ago. It’d been too long since he’d touched another man. Nearly celibate for the past few years, Ciarnan’s body raged to attention at the pungent presence of a hard-bodied, attractive male. “Stop moving around, Navarro. She’s hard enough to grab a hold of as it is.”

Shaddock’s wings were slippery. Despite their lepidopteron appearance, they were slick to the touch, and Ciarnan had to slide his fingers to their delicate spines to get a better grip. Tugging gently, he coaxed her out. She came up unwillingly, spitting and fighting at the extraction, all the while holding on to a mint tin she’d found in the depths of the man’s pants.

“Mine!” The faerie clung to her treasure, snapping at Ciarnan’s fingers as he tried to dislodge it from her arms. “Found it. Mine.”

“It doesn’t count as found if you’re digging in a pocket,” he scolded lightly. “Give it back.”

“She can have it.” Navarro shrugged at Ciarnan’s curious glance. “There’s only a couple of mini Altoids in there.”

“She’ll think she can get her way about everything, you know.” He placed the now humming fae onto Elric’s back, and the wolf mix plodded over to the fireplace and plopped down into the stack of feather pillows he’d claimed as his bed. “There, you’re all clear.”

“Good. Now, the question is, are you coming with?” Navarro stared him down—something Ciarnan would have thought impossible given the man was shorter, but then height was never a sign of how big a man’s balls were. “Any help you can give would be good.”

“Why would I do that?”

“Because your grandfather—”

“Great-grandfather actually,” he corrected.

“Whatever fuck-grandfather did this—he put those things out there. And now they’re feeding on people too poor or too stupid to be out of the rain and dark in this hellhole of a neighborhood.” Navarro slid a knife out his duffel and into a complicated multiple sheath harness he had around his waist. “There’s evil out there, brujo, and you’re the most qualified to tell me how to take care of it.”

“They’re hardly evil,” Ciarnan mumbled. “Creatures driven by a hunger but they’re tools. Just like anything else. Like your shotguns. Like your knives.”

“So that’s a no then?” The man’s mouth slimmed into a tight line and his shoulders squared off, taut and rigid at Ciarnan’s responding shrug. “Okay so maybe the vampires aren’t evil, but the mages—your great-grandfather back then sure as shit was. And maybe you’re done with the shit but the evil still remains. These were people. People who were going about their lives and are now feeding on other people because some fuckhead thought it would be cool to make them into tools. If that isn’t the definition of evil, then I don’t know what is.”

“Evil isn’t found out there. Not really.” Ciarnan heard the bitterness in his voice. “And I stepped away from all of that because yes, it encourages evil. These kind of things—these tools breed evil inside of us.”

“So there’s nothing you can do to call these tools to you or something? No marching broomsticks carrying buckets spell?”

“I don’t do… spells anymore. Remember?” Ciarnan ground out between his teeth. Tapping his crippled leg with the tip of his cane, he pointed out the damage he’d done to himself. “This is what happens when you stick your hands into the fires of Hell, Navarro. What’s out there isn’t even close to being wicked. My friends—people I trusted and loved—we cracked the world open to see what true evils lay inside of it. Which was ironic. Because all we had to do to find the most wickedest of evil was to glance in the mirror. It was right there in front of us the whole time.”

“Look, not to interrupt this little trip down memory lane you’ve got going on here but there are people out there—outside there—dying right now. Those other guys you’re talking about? They’re dead already. I’m worried about the people I can save—those helpless meat puppets you guys liked fucking playing with.” Navarro’s eyes turned to honey, warmed by the fire in his voice. “Thing is, us puppets don’t know how to fight these things. You guys made them and then let them go and people like me have to deal with them. Now I could really use your help—however the hell you can help me. So you can either stay in here and whack that pity piñata you’ve made for yourself or you can schlep your sorry ass after me and help me fight. Your call.”

“Is that supposed to be a paint-your-face-blue-and-scream-at-the-troops speech? Because it certainly lacks… sympathy,” Ciarnan snapped back.

“You want sympathy, go find a priest,” the bounty hunter snarled, shoving ammo into the pockets of his black BDUs. “Although the way things sound like they’re going outside, you might have to wait until he’s done performing last rites on the whole fucking neighborhood. Now either put some shoes on and grab a shotgun or stay here out of my way.”

“I don’t know how to use a shotgun,” Ciarnan admitted. “They’re… inelegant weapons.”

“Who do you think you are? Batman? ‘I don’t use guns.’” Navarro scoffed. “Can you use a knife?”

“I’m good with blades, yes.” Ciarnan was going to continue, but the man tossed what looked like a machete at him. He nearly dropped his cane to catch the sheathed weapon before it hit his chest. “This isn’t a blade. It’s… a scythe. I was thinking more along the lines of a… sword.”

“Well, you can go get your rapier and play Dread Pirate Roberts later, Mac Gerailt.” The look he got from Navarro could have only been described as withering, and as if to underscore the man’s disgust, his smirk mocked Ciarnan as much as it aroused. “Right now, we’re going to kill us some vampires.”

 

 

JAVI KNEW he needed to concentrate on finding the vampire, but the long-legged man next to him was making it very difficult. Even with his heavy limp, Mac Gerailt kept up with him, probably because all of his height was in the man’s limbs. And from what Javi could see in the fit of the mage’s cotton sleep pants, those were very nice legs indeed.

The jeans Mac Gerailt wore now weren’t bad either, and Javi struggled to distance himself from the man, keeping the mage a few steps behind him whenever possible. He’d been pushing too hard, because after three blocks, Mac Gerailt stumbled and grunted out one of the most ball-twisting sounds of pain Javi’d ever heard.

“You okay?” Javi glanced back over his shoulder. The mage was bent over, rubbing his damaged leg, giving Javi an excellent view of the man’s firm thighs. Glancing up at the spitting sky, he threw an angry reproach up to the heavens, muttering while he made his way back to the mage. “Did you have to make him so fricking hot? Couldn’t you have left one button unpushed?”

“Just a little sore, Navarro.” Mac Gerailt waved Javi off. “I probably strained it in the garden yesterday.”

“Yeah, you were kicking that vamp’s ass pretty good,” he remarked. “Let me give you some ibuprofen for that. It’s probably inflamed. And while you’re at it, might as well call me Javi. I’ve already bled on you. Close enough to be calling you family.”

“I so do not think of you as family when I look at you…. Javi,” the mage drawled. “But yes, you should return the favor and call me Ciarnan.”

The man’s mouth was definitely made for sin. The dim light from the one working streetlamp above them played with his plump lower lip, silvering its rise. It was a mouth made for biting, and Javi imagined sinking his teeth into the ripe flesh, pinking and bruising it while he stroked at the man’s body. He also thought they’d look great wrapped around his cock, tightening over his thick shaft while Javi buried his hands into Ciarnan’s night-streaked mane and fucked the mage’s mouth as hard as he could.

He was so wrapped up in being wrapped in Ciarnan’s lips, Javi didn’t see the vampire leap down from a fire escape above the alley until the damned thing was already on top of them.

Its stench had been hidden in the rain, the misty drizzle carrying the stink of Detroit’s garbage-laden streets on the wet wind. Up close, with its teeth nearly pressed on Javi’s jugular, he couldn’t help but inhale the nose-curling sour of its spoiled-fat smell. He landed in one of the garbage piles, scattering a pair of rats hiding beneath a cardboard flat.

The rodents scrabbled over Javi’s face and chest, fighting to get away and back under cover. Drawn by the scurrying movement, the vampire snapped its head around its neck, tracking the enormous rats’ path. Water ran from its curved-in hands, weedy lines of drips falling from its broken nails. The creature was skinny, smaller than the other two Javi’d dealt with, and it pounced, leaping sideways to snag one of the rats in a skittering dance across the wet pavement.

A horrific squeal creaked out of the dying rodent when the vampire’s skeletal fingers pierced through its rough gray fur. The sound of rat bones cracking apart rang out; then the vampire sank its blunt teeth into the animal’s thrashing body, nearly ripping its head off in one bite. It sucked off the rodent’s life, pulling in on its spurting blood until the rat nearly curled up around the creature’s misshapen jaw, its tiny claws raking at the vampire’s tough skin in a last-ditch effort to survive.

Javi didn’t wait for a second chance. He rolled back over to get to his feet, reaching for the shotgun he’d lost when the vampire struck. Somewhere in the dark, the mage struggled to get upright, knocked down by one of the creature’s flailing limbs when it’d flashed by him.

He couldn’t find his shotgun. Panic hit; then the weight of his Glock on his thigh sank through Javi’s scrambled brain. Popping off the leather strip holding down his holster, Javi drew his weapon just as the vampire tossed the rat away and turned to face them.

Firing, Javi hit the creature square in the forehead. A dark circle bloomed between its eye ridges, but the thing kept advancing. Javi fired again, but this time the vampire was waiting for it and it leapt away, hooking its clawed fingers into the grout breaks of a nearby brick building. Then it began to move, its desiccated torso fishtailing back and forth, its limbs jerking up and down in a full run.

“Ciarnan, stay back! It’s on you!” In the split second before the creature’s attack, the mage became… human in Javi’s eyes. Suddenly, the niggle of resentment he’d not known he nursed in him became as withered as the animated corpse scaling the building’s side.

“I’m okay.” Ciarnan was on his feet, crouched and ready for the revenant’s strike. His shoulders were relaxed, rolled back as he gripped his cane in one hand while holding the long dagger Javi’d given him in the other. “Watch your back. There might be others.”

“Shit.” It was a rookie move. The thing could have been with another one of its kind. He’d known a kiss sometimes broke up into singles but oftentimes hunted in pairs, with one cutting off its prey to drive it to the other to take down. “Wish there was some way of knowing if they were together. Fuckers should wear shirts that say Thing One or Thing Two.”

“Next time I make one, I’ll keep that in mind,” Ciarnan grumbled at him. “Just don’t hold your breath. I don’t intend on doing that any time soon. Now where did the damned thing go?”

The shadows ate up the slender, gray-fleshed creature, and Javi had to look hard to find any sign of it. There were too many hanging things in the cramped space between the buildings for the vampire to hide in. A fire-escape landing directly above them, its grate thickened with layers of rust and peeling paint, was a good place for the creature to hide, but when Javi moved a few inches to investigate, he heard the snick-snick of the thing’s hands and feet digging into a brick wall behind him.

“Here.” Ciarnan hobbled over carefully, keeping his weapon and cane up. He’d tucked Javi’s lost shotgun under one arm, and he turned, offering up its stock.

“Thanks.” He grabbed the shotgun as he holstered the Glock. “Sure you don’t want a gun?”

“Unless you feel comfortable getting your ear or nose shot off, I’d say no thank you,” Ciarnan replied dryly. “I can’t even throw a baseball in a straight line.”

“We get out of this in one piece, that’s the first thing I’m teaching you.” He glanced behind him, feeling the pressing heat of Ciarnan’s body against his back. “Okay, maybe not the first thing but eventually.”

The man’d flirted before, and damned if Javi wasn’t going to respond to it. He’d been on the run for too long, hopscotching from city to city to put down one monster or another. There’d been a quick tumble in the back room with a pretty-eyed store clerk one midnight somewhere back in Austin, but that’d been the last time someone other than Javi’s own hand had been wrapped around his dick.

“Are we really thinking about… doing something between us, hunter?” Ciarnan’s velvety words tickled up against Javi’s spine. “Because if we are, I’ve got to tell you, I seriously doubt there is anything you could teach me.”

“Ah but would you be willing to give it a try?” he shot back, then stilled, catching a shiver in the deep shadows beyond the alley. “Shit, what is that?”

He peered through the darkness, trying to make sense of the shambling mound coming at them. Thicker than any vampire he’d ever seen, it grew even larger with every step it took. Ciarnan looked over Javi’s shoulder, then pushed both of them up against one of the walls, pressing into the bricks as much as possible.

“That, my friend, is a troll,” Ciarnan whispered into Javi’s ear. A hint of the mage’s heat wrapped around his lobe, warming the small silver earring he’d gotten from his mother. “Just, stand still. Let it pass through. They’re harmless. They don’t even see or hear you.”

“Then why are we whispering?” Javi hissed back.

The mound became a moving rock, its blunt features only a hint on the craggy surface of its mottled skin. Lichen spread in patterns over his jowls, and long trails of Spanish moss draped down its hunched-in shoulders and round belly. Where its arms were long and oddly jointed, its legs were nearly nonexistent, more folds of a thigh and shortened calf tucked up against its body as it waddled back and forth. Its feet were large, jutting out nearly the length of Javi’s forearm. Overgrown with carbuncles of wood and shavings, its toes scraped on the pavement as it toddled by, leaving a trail of dusty peels in its wake.

“Because where there are trolls”—the man’s voice dropped to a husky roll—“there are death riders following in their wake. They’re drifting under the storm. There, under the mists.”

In the swirling fog and drizzle, Javi could make out shapes, and his mind struggled to turn them into some semblance of human, but the faces he saw were nowhere near any man he’d ever seen. Tusks fought for space above lips and beside broad noses, and ethereal manes sprouted up over elongated curved-back skulls. The wind carried the translucent creatures, their many arms clawing at the air as they wove above the troll’s shaggy head.

“What are those?” Javi’s breath ghosted a cold swirl in front of him, and he pressed back into Ciarnan’s long torso, bringing his shotgun up to defend them.

“That, my friend,” Ciarnan whispered back, “is what happens to a death fae’s soul when it dies. It is doomed to trail behind the walking stones. Never resting. Never finding peace. That is the fate I refused to give Shaddock. I could have used the magic in her body, in her making, to heal this damned leg of mine, but if I’d done so, she would have ended up like that. And if they hear you—if they see you—they are driven insane with the lust for blood they cannot drink. So we whisper, not for our sake but for theirs.”

The vampire had no such respect for the dead, including itself. It chose that moment to strike, swooping down through the souls of the departed fae and scattering them to the wind. The troll howled, an awful rumbling scream of torn rock and lightning, but the revenant launched itself at the men pushed back against the alley wall.

It hit Javi first, but its hands snagged in Ciarnan’s hair, tangling them both into the vampire’s clutches. The mage’s blade slid into the creature’s side, nearly skewering Javi’s arm when he brought his shotgun up to fire.

The booming blast drove the vampire back, and its grip in Ciarnan’s mane tightened as it flew. Dragged off his feet, the mage stumbled and fell over, his limbs splayed out on the filthy wet cement. Javi dodged the creature’s flailing claws, rolling around to get a better shot.

He let go of the second round, blasting through the vampire’s hip. The lich’s jaw folded open, creaking apart to snap at Javi’s head. Its teeth scraped across the hunter’s forehead, catching briefly on the stitches above his eye. The wound tore, splattering blood across the revenant’s crackled lips. It paused, caught on the taste of the sweet metallic liquid, and its tongue slithered out. Plump from prior feeding, the suckers on its meaty appendage opened and closed over the tiny drops, lapping away the precious blood.

“Fucker,” Javi spat, shoving at the creature with the butt end of his shotgun.

Ciarnan slashed at the vampire’s arm, hacking at its nearly petrified flesh. The blade stuck, its edge caught in the revenant’s elbow joint. It let go of the mage, dropping on all fours to scoot back and circle around the men.

Drawn by the blood, the death riders swarmed over the vampire, shoving through its skull to bathe in the splatter on its face. The creature ignored them at first, then batted away at the mist-shrouded phantoms, its gleaming eyes piercing through the darkness. The faint glow of the fae souls shimmered and reflected in the revenant’s dead gaze, turning its eyes to beacons shining out of its emaciated head. Nothing it did could break the nomadic dead loose, and the lich scrambled back and forth, flailing erratically. Javi took the creature’s distraction to reload while Ciarnan fumbled with his cane.

“Hey, brujo,” Javi grumbled. “You’re getting in the way.”

The cane’s handle twisted in the man’s fingers and he yanked it up, freeing the steel blade hidden in its shaft. “Shut up, hunter. And get ready to blow this thing’s head off.”

Ciarnan moved in, sliding on the damp slick pavement. Strewn garbage made his footing uneasy, but he recovered in time to stab at the creature’s head. The tip of the cane-sword slid into the vampire’s eye. It gave in to the steel, popping audibly. A slick black gore gushed from the orb, slicing through the phantom mist riders. They clung in the air for a moment, bathed in the vampire’s viscera; then in a blink they fled, riding the mists to catch up with their trundling anchor.

Javi shoved two more rounds into the shotgun and slapped it closed. Aiming high, he warned Ciarnan back. “Step back, brujo. Let’s put this bastard to bed.”

He let both barrels go and the shockwave of the blast reverberated through the alley. The vampire recoiled, carried off by the rounds. Its skull held for a moment, then gave in to the scatter of metal blown through its bone.

It folded, dropping off the wall in a scrambled heat of skin and tendon. The creature’s arms fought its demise, scrabbling over the ground in a last-ditch attempt to reach the mage, and its efforts carried it a few inches until it nearly touched Ciarnan’s sneaker.

The mage lifted his foot and brought it down onto the creature’s head, smashing the vampire’s skull clean off of its spine. It sighed, creaking out its final vestiges of animation before expiring, its skin sagging down over its stiffening ligaments. A second later, its flesh sloughed off its spine, tendrils of dust ghosting over the puddles at their feet as the wind picked up the revenant’s debris.

“Think it was defending you?” Javi panted, shaking off the pain in his shoulder. “Could be why it jumped me first instead of you.”

“No, I don’t think so,” Ciarnan said, carding his fingers through his tangled hair to smooth it down. “It was more interested in eating me than protecting me. More likely it was attacking you because it saw you as a predator closing in on its prey. You don’t exactly come off as helpless. More like competition.”

“Things are smarter than they look then. Never would have thought killing ticks with a blood mage would be sexy but, here we are.” Javi cupped Ciarnan’s chin and rubbed at the man’s lower lip. His nerves thrummed, responding to the craving and adrenaline burning through his body, and Javi felt a soft whispering gasp escaping Ciarnan’s mouth. “When was the last time you got down and dirty with someone? No strings attached? Just a good time?”

“There’s always strings, Navarro,” Ciarnan replied softly. “You might not see them. You might not even feel them but they are there. Tugging on you. Sometimes cutting down deep and you can’t feel them until you’ve almost bled out.”

Javi’s heart twisted in his chest, and he drank in the sadness in Ciarnan’s soulful gray gaze. “Fucking hell, brujo. Who hurt you so bad?”

“I did it to myself, Javi,” Ciarnan murmured, then laid a soft kiss on the heel of Javi’s hand. “I brought it all down on myself.”


 

 

Six

 

 

WHEN CIARNAN’D purchased the old 1920s theater, he’d not taken notice of its interior’s disrepair. The top floor of the structure was what drew him, as well as the empty lots around it. He’d bought the entire block as a package, fixed up the smaller building on the corner, and leased its lower floors to merchants while allowing a property manager to handle renting out the twenty or so apartments on the upper floors. He’d slunk into his shrouded building and licked his wounds, distanced from anyone around him by a broad half-street and empty, weed-choked lots.

Certainly using the stage as a place to store vampire husks never crossed his mind. He’d left that kind of life behind, but it certainly hadn’t deserted him.

And with the hungry revenants came a perplexing, hard-bodied Hispanic with a brash personality, loud shotgun, and even louder mouth.

Javi Navarro also had the most graceful hands he’d ever seen…. Ciarnan could easily imagine the man’s callused palms running over his ass, cupping Ciarnan’s balls with a delicate touch and flicking his nails through the fine hair on Ciaran’s thighs and belly.

Except as he stood in the ruin of some entertainer’s wild-eye dream, instead of Javi Navarro stripping Ciarnan’s clothes from his worn-out and tired body, the man was instead dissecting extinguished revenants so they wouldn’t rise again.

“I could help you, you know,” Ciarnan offered again. “I just have to make certain I don’t bleed on them.”

“Yeah, I can’t risk it,” Javi muttered as he sliced through one of the creature’s shoulders, separating a ball joint from its socket. “Did you forget they’re keyed in on your blood? And if there’s any whiff of it on their bodies, they could come back?”

“Yes, theoretically,” he said carefully, thinking back on what he remembered about revenants. “Maybe. This wasn’t my area of specialization. But I do recall something in my great-grandfather’s papers about him using a businessman as bait.”

“Bait for what?” Javi paused in his knife work.

“He tied the man down and let six—I think it was six—vampires feed off the man, then he locked them in with the body for a few days. Over time they consumed every bit of his flesh, down to the bone. And when he released them, they were ravenous—keyed in on that man’s blood profile. I’d actually imagine it had something to do with altering the genetics of the vampire itself, but back then, deoxyribonucleic acid coding hadn’t been—”

“What was the point of locking the vampires in?” the hunter interrupted.

“Oh, remember I told you? Once they were let loose, they would go seek out anyone with that man’s blood profile. Basically, anyone in his genetic line. It was an experiment since most mages only worked with a single target with multiple cues. He reversed that. Single cue for multiple targets. Wiped out a whole clan that way. It wasn’t enough for him to use a revenant to assassinate one person. He wanted to erase the entire bloodline, render them extinct.” Ciarnan studied Javi’s cuts, curiously noting the man deboned the revenant as a butcher would work a chicken. “Really, just the limbs and the head being removed is enough—”

“So wait, your great-grandfather who ironically died locked up in a chamber with his greatest enemy used to basically train vampires to wipe out an entire family? Why?”

Ciarnan shrugged, trying to recall what he read. “I think the man in question insulted him. Or insulted my great-grandmother—his wife. The Mac Gerailt wasn’t exactly known to be a forgive-and-forget kind of man. By all accounts, he killed over thirty-two mages just because they were competition. No telling how many humans he’d feuded with.”

“There is something seriously wrong with your family,” Javi muttered. “And now, some of his own is coming to bite his descendants in the ass. Literally. The fucking karma of it all.”

“I doubt he’d have been bothered by it. He killed his second son because the boy didn’t show any sign of being a mage. He reasoned that Henry weakened the bloodline.” Ciarnan looked around the theater, once more marveling at the drop-down seating and the stage nearly street level. The construction of the tiny production house was ingenious, and its plaster-and-wood molding was breathtakingly beautiful. “You know, I should really put some money into refurbishing this part of the building. I could even convert it into a living space.”

“Do you hear yourself?” Javi stabbed the knife he’d been using into the wooden table they’d laid the vampires on. “One second you’re talking about your great-grandfather offing one of his kids and then in the next breath, you’re talking about redecorating. What is wrong with you?”

“Henry Mac Gerailt died a long time before I was born,” Ciarnan pointed out. “I didn’t kill him. Do you want me to be horrified by what my great-grandfather did? I am in some small way but I was raised in that… kind of family. Are you asking me if I am shocked he did it? Then the answer is no, I am not.”

“And you’re okay with it?”

“By okay, do you mean would I do the same to a child I had? Because no, I would not. Believe it or not, I know what is wrong with me. I am a Mac Gerailt.” Ciarnan tried to ignore the painful twist burrowed deep in his chest. “But I am the first Mac Gerailt to walk away from a legacy of death and blood magic. Did you think the family just allowed me to stroll off with all of their secrets and not do anything about it?

“I know what they are capable of. Any one of them—except my mother—will kill me on sight. But that doesn’t mean I don’t miss them. As screwed-up as we are by—anyone’s standards—they are still my family. It is all I know.”

“Shit, and I thought Thanksgiving dinner at my nana’s house was rough,” Javi grumbled, picking his knife back up. “You seriously need to find new people to hang out with.”

“I did,” he remarked, then cocked his head, a bit ashamed to admit what his life turned into since his fall from the Mac Gerailt clan’s grace, long stretches of loneliness brightened by a few sparks of visiting children and Shaddock watching Japanese cooking shows. “But then you’ve met them. Bethany will be a handful, but James has a good head on his shoulders. And I intend for it to stay there.”

“What happens when someone in your family comes after them? Or they’re outside when those vampires come looking for you?” Javi exhaled and dropped his head, placing his hands on the table to stare off into the seats in front of the stage. “Yeah, you need people around you but how are you going to protect them? I can’t believe I’m saying this but don’t you think practicing magic—even defensive magic—would help you?”

“What would you have me do?” Ciarnan drew closer, and he waited to see if the dismembered vampire would twitch in his presence. It lay on the table, as inert as it was when they’d dragged it in. “I’m already living in a wasteland of a city. And you toss off words like ‘practicing magic’ like it is easy to pick up and put aside when I’m done with it. Magic—blood and death magic—eats away at the soul. Or at least my soul. It burns through the body and mind until black is white and up is down. The day I pick up chalk to summon a demon is the day I’m signing those kids’ death warrant. It would be an easier death if I slit their throats out in the open after luring them along with candy. Would you want that for them? For anyone?”

“And what about these vampires? What happens when those kids go outside tomorrow and they’re pretty much looking like juice boxes in sneakers for those monsters? Or anything else your family might send after you? What then?”

“Then… I don’t know,” Ciarnan admitted. It’d been something he’d thought about constantly, and as his roots in the neighborhood deepened, he was more and more reluctant to stay hidden in his apartment and let the world take care of itself.

“Aren’t there other magics you can do? Life and whatever the fuck else is out there?” Javi put down the knife, then wiped his hands with alcohol swabs to cleanse away any speck of vampire from them. Carefully rolling up the dissected revenant in the sheet they’d placed under it, he tucked in the corners until the thing was shrouded in thick cotton.

“None of that will call the rest of the kiss to me.” Ciarnan thought about what he’d learned about revenants from his father, searching his memory for any teachings other than blood magic to summon a lich. “I’m not really up on those practices. I’ve had some technical training and I could probably make something up if I had to, but they’re not my specialization. I might even make things worse.”

“There’s got to be a way you could call them here.” Javi’s smoky golden eyes peeled back Ciarnan’s resolve as if it were rice paper wrapped around a bit of mocha candy. “Because I’m telling you, we can’t fight these things off one by one. It’ll be easier to lay down a trap of some kind and take them all out.”

“I’d have to be willing to…. You don’t know what you’re asking.” He could feel the seductive fire of his magic simmering in his blood. It called to him, scratching through his veins at even the thought of flaming resin, gritty chalk, and the sweet oblivion of the universe pouring through him.

There was Shaddock to consider and how she’d suffer if he lost control of the binding. Her spirit, broken and trapped in the mortal realm, would wander through the mists, forever driven by a bloodlust she could never quench. Who would care for Elric? The wolf mix would turn wild and perhaps even savage the very children he once played with.

“What happens if I fall back into that darkness? Have you thought of that, Javi Navarro?” He blinked, trying to clear away the burn of emotions in his eyes. The tears were stubborn, clinging to his vision and stinging with the pain of a thousand tiny cuts. “Did you think about what damage I could do to this city if I let what is inside of me go? I am stronger than my great-grandfather ever was. I am the culmination of generations of mages and armed with the knowledge of mankind’s exploration of the scientific realms. Do you think I’d stop at something as mundane as a bloodline-seeking kiss of vampires?”

“I can tell you I’d hunt you down like one of these guys right here. I’d make it quick and clean, but you want the truth?” Javi cocked his head and reached for Ciarnan’s face, ghosting a trail of astringent over his skin.

“Yes, Mr. Navarro,” Ciarnan whispered, and he leaned into the man’s touch, despite the pain he felt in his soul and the overwhelming need to retreat into the safety of his solitude. “Please tell me the truth.”

“The truth is you’re stronger than that. You have something every Mac Gerailt before you didn’t have.”

“What is that?” This time, Ciarnan pressed harder into Javi’s cupped palm, reveling in the rugged scrabble of the man’s hand on his cheek. “An insane, broken dark fae with a deep love for gummy bears and chicken kidneys?”

“Well there is that, but I was thinking of something else.” Javi stepped closer and brushed his lips over Ciarnan’s mouth, taking Ciarnan’s breath with him when Javi drew away. “You have a conscience and a soul—even as shattered as you might think it is, it’s stronger and more powerful than you believe. You walked away from that shit once—by yourself. This time, Mac Gerailt, you’re not alone. You have me. Because I’d rather hold you tight than kill you dead. There’s something between us. Something deep. Don’t know what it is or why it is but it’s there. Anything to help you ride out the storms. I want to be your friend, Ciarnan, if you’d let me. If you want me. Do you?”

Ciarnan let his breath out, sinking into the man’s touch. “Yes, Javi. I think I’d let you. But know what you’re getting into. Life with a blood mage—even one who’s given up the death and destruction it brings—is still hell to live with.”

 

 

MULRONEY’S TEXT update flashed across Javi’s screen as he crossed the threshold into Ciarnan’s upper-story apartment. The lieutenant was obviously tired, but the cops were holding their own despite losing a few officers to a vampire pair lurking under a bridge. Javi could practically feel the other man’s fatigue in the words he chose and the sense of floundering they both felt. He took a minute to type out as much as he could remember about what Ciarnan shared about vampires, then signed off with a heartfelt wish for luck for everyone helping in the hunt.

Javi tried not to feel guilty about sleeping or even taking a shower. He’d pushed himself further without sleep before—much further than where he was now—and knowing there were more vampires roaming the city ate at him a little bit. His tired fought a losing battle with his desire, despite all the ammunition he had telling him sleeping with—fucking—the mage would be a bad idea. If he stopped long enough to think about it, he’d go into the mage’s spare bedroom and turn his back on the arousal seething through him.

“Screw that. Because God, I fucking want him. My teeth hurt for wanting him. What the fuck is up with that?” He caught sight of himself in an ornate gothic mirror hung on a short wall between their rooms. “If I’m going to die in a few hours, don’t I get a chance to live as much as I can?”

The day tore at his calm, and even now, his mind was racing about, trying to find an angle to hunt down the rest of the ravenous creatures crawling through Detroit’s rough-scrabble streets. Ciarnan was a bright spot amid the pain and fatigue. And Javi was going to bathe in that light for as long as he could.

“Shit, I can give as good as I get,” Javi promised his reflection. “Because if anyone needs someone to hold on to him, it’s that guy right in there.”

He was tracking filth and sorrow through Ciarnan’s living room, stepping over the sleeping mound of canine lying across the small hallway. Shaddock squeaked at him from a leopard-print ferret hammock slung up in an origami metal shelf unit, but she was back to snoring delicate whistles before Javi could respond.

“Lazy thing.” Javi chuckled then turned, facing the partially open door to Ciarnan’s bedroom.

The sound of a shower going was a welcome one. He felt grungy in places he didn’t even know dirt could reach and the cut above his eye throbbed, crusted over with blood where the vampire’s claw snagged at a stitch. Pressing his fingertips to the door, he pushed the door open, then shut it behind him, keeping the world out of the space for as long as he could.

He found the man naked and under sheet of water pouring from a flat jut in a stone-tiled shower. The glass walls shutting the steam in were moist with condensation, with heavy beads running down through the fogged windows, playing peek-a-boo with Ciarnan’s long, pale form.

That door was open as well, a small crack of an invitation just barely wide enough for Javi to hook his fingers into, but it was enough. Standing on the cold tile outside of the stall, he stripped his clothes off, tossing them into a pile on Ciarnan’s discarded jeans and shirt. Stepping in, he reached for the tall man standing nearly motionless under the artificial waterfall, taking his time to study Ciarnan’s lanky body.

The ravages of Ciarnan’s final spell marbled the man’s skin and bones. One leg was gnarled, his thigh roped with bands of twisted scarring. More marks lay just under his flesh while others glossed slick skin from healed burns. A scrawl of inked cuneiform wrapped up his hip and around to his lower back, nearly intersecting a branded gloss of druidic symbols. Javi traced one of the marks, marveling at the similarities between the feel of the water pouring over his hand and the sleek skin beneath his fingertips.

“This is… Welsh? Right?” He looked through the dark curtain of Ciarnan’s wet hair to find the man’s piercing gray eyes boring into him. “It looks familiar.”

“Awen.” Ciarnan’s smoky rumble floated through the water coursing around his head and shoulders. “It means bard. Of sorts.”

“Is that what you would have become if you’d not been a mage?” He stroked at the circled lines and dots. “It looks like lightning striking the sky.”

“Maybe you’re the one who should bear this mark.” Ciarnan’s laugh was short and bittersweet. “You’re looking for stars in a pond where fireflies drown. I’m not much of a poet. Or a storyteller. My mother branded me when I was born—with magic—so I would have a sweet tongue. I told her it was a waste of a blessing. I can’t even tell a joke.”

“Pretty sure that mouth of yours can make some very sweet sounds.” Javi boldly cupped the man’s cock, stroking it up to its base. Ciarnan hissed at the contact, throwing his head back in pleasure, and Javi murmured softly, “See? There you go. Sweetest thing I’ve ever heard.”

Javi lathered up the scrub he’d taken from the man’s hands, liberally working up a vanilla foam in the nylon mesh. He took his time washing Ciarnan down, exploring every inch of the man’s body and letting the mage roam freely over his. They laughed softly when Javi’s nose filled with water and he snorted, joking he didn’t want to drown before he had a taste of Ciarnan’s spill in his mouth.

“Tell me we can move this to your bed,” Javi whispered, sluicing suds from Ciarnan’s belly and wiping away a patch of stubborn bubbles ghosting over the mage’s silky cock.

“I would hope so. I didn’t do a quick scurryfunge just so you’d come take a shower and leave.”

Javi came up short for the word, searching through the list of terms he’d been ordered to memorize for his entrance exams to a college he’d never attended. “Okay, you got me. Is that a real word?”

“It means to tidy up quickly before your company hits the front stoop.” Ciarnan pressed his thickening cock up against Javi’s rigid length. “Fabulous word.”

“Did your mother teach you it? Sounds like something a mother would say.”

“My mother hasn’t done a scurryfunge in her entire life. In fact, I’m fairly certain if she even catches sight of a broom, servants’ heads will roll.”

“Not a domestic diva then?” Javi ground down a moan as Ciarnan’s fingers traced down his spine.

“She is barely domesticated, never mind domestic.” Ciarnan cocked his head. “Now do we really need to have my mother in here with us or can we leave her out there. With Shaddock and the dog?”

“That has my vote,” he said, curving his hands over Ciarnan’s hips. “Come on, mage. Let’s get you inspired to do a little singing for me.”

 

 

THE BED was soft. And huge. When he’d bought it, Ciarnan was imagining he’d need the room because of his height. Now, he was glad for its width as well because it allowed them to spread out and luxuriate in the feel of their touching skin.

Slightly damp from the shower, Ciarnan’s hands squeaked over Javi’s shoulders, and when they kissed, the man’s tongue tasted of coffee and sin. And something indescribable Ciarnan couldn’t pinpoint until the hunter cupped Ciarnan’s ass to knead its firm muscles.

“I want in you so bad, brujo.” Javi rolled Ciarnan over, covering him with his broader body. “Tell me yes, Mac Gerailt. Tell me I can have you.”

It was desire. A true desire to be deep inside of Ciarnan’s warmth. To kiss him. To hold him. To want nothing from Ciarnan but pleasure and a shared joy. He couldn’t remember when he’d ever had a lover who wanted to give as much as he got in return. All of his encounters before the accident were mostly physical, a selfish push-and-pull based on lies or mutual satisfaction. He’d let older mages fuck him because it would further his relationship with them, whoring himself out for the knowledge they possessed. Had he done the same? He’d have liked to say no, but what of the times when another mage’s apprentice sidled up to him and seduced him under their masters’ noses? What of then? Was it really for pleasure, or did those nights stink of power and sexual satiation instead of… making love?

“Stop thinking, Ciarnan,” Javi ordered. “Just put all of that shit aside and for once in your life, just be a normal human being.”

“I don’t think….” He paused, swallowing. “I don’t think I’ve ever been a normal human being.”

“Then, my brujo, let me show you the way,” Javi replied, sliding up Ciarnan’s chest. “Because that’s where all the fun is.”

Javi was… everywhere. With everything. His mouth ravaged Ciarnan’s lips into a tacit surrender while his fingers ran circles around Ciarnan’s nipples, teasing them into hard nubs without even a whisper of a touch. The man’s thigh slid down and rubbed at Ciarnan’s cock, pushing it back into its nest of curls. His balls responded to the pressure, folding in over themselves to tickle his taint. His skin burned to be touched; then, when the hunter’s hands found one spot, another ached to be stroked.

He tried to keep up. There were too many tastes on the bounty hunter’s delectable body. From the salty sting of his plum-dark nipples to the sweet curve of musk under his arm, Ciarnan tasted it all. And when Javi turned a certain way, the man’s wide cock slipped out and tempted Ciarnan to wrap his lips around its hefty girth.

Turning under Javi’s body, Ciarnan suckled the man’s cock into his mouth, flattening his tongue on its velvety head and cupping it up into his soft palate. Javi stiffened over him and his hips rolled, pushing his hair-dusted crotch into Ciarnan’s face. The man softly fucked Ciarnan’s mouth, murmuring snippets of hot Spanish while tangling his fingers into Ciarnan’s damp hair. Wrapping the strands around his clenched fingers, Javi led Ciarnan’s dance around his cock, plunging into the depths of his throat, then pulling back slowly. Ciarnan glanced up at the hunter, his cheeks hollowed with suction, and the pleasure darkening Javi’s cheeks made Ciarnan suck even harder.

“Shit, I’m going to blow,” Javi murmured roughly. His hips trapped Ciarnan’s shoulders, pushing them sideways into the bed. “God, you look so fucking hot doing that. I never thought—damn, I need inside you, brujo.”

The click of a bottle opening jerked Ciarnan’s attention away from Javi’s flushed face. One moment he was sucking down the man’s cock, then the next, his lips were gasping for the taste of the man’s flesh, left empty when Javi pulled free. A quick reshuffle and he was on his back again, with Javi’s fingers exploring the deep cleft of his body, teasing at the opening hidden there.

“How long, brujo? Do I have to be extra careful? Or can I fuck you into the bed like I want to?”

The man’s rough talk did something to Ciarnan’s belly and throat, because they both were on fire with need. His cock leaked, its slit soaking wet from Javi’s fingers stroking back his foreskin, and his balls hurt, needing to be touched and grabbed, anything to release the pressure building up inside of them.

He pushed back onto Javi’s fingers, forcing the man to penetrate him. Two of Javi’s oiled tips went in, and Ciarnan heard a growling mewl escape him. He tilted his hips up again, but he didn’t have the strength in his damaged leg to get enough leverage to lift himself up.

“Stay there, baby,” Javi said, plundering Ciarnan’s depths. The man’s fingers were broad and long, pressing up into Ciarnan’s walls. There was a snap of a condom being seated around Javi’s dick, and a silly whisper crossed Ciarnan’s mind, wondering if the man had something big enough to cover the heft he carried between his legs. Javi’s hot gaze raking over Ciarnan’s torso and face held him back from asking. So did the growl when Javi pinched one of Ciarnan’s nipples. “I’m going to get you ready.”

Ciarnan knew he was on display. As Javi knelt between his bended knees, Ciarnan’s body was laid out under him—too pale, too damaged compared to the hunter’s muscular golden form. His cock danced about, pinked at its drawn-back hood. The cool air on his sensitive tip was nearly as arousing as Javi’s nails brushing over the tender, exposed skin, and Ciarnan couldn’t stop himself from gasping when the hunter bent over to lick at the pearled fluid collecting in Ciarnan’s slit.

“I like the taste of you, brujo,” Javi growled, lifting Ciarnan’s legs up until his calves rested on Javi’s shoulders. “Now let’s see if you like the feel of me inside of you.”

It was like being peeled apart by a star. His mouth ached from the press of Javi’s cock against his lips, and during a brief inhale of worry, Ciarnan wondered if the man would even fit. The slide of his head against Ciarnan’s rim burned and the shock of it reverberated up his legs. A string of popping nerves set off fireworks along Ciarnan’s spine and he jerked up, his hips lifting from the mattress. It was all Javi needed and the man slid in, cramming the breadth of his meat into Ciarnan’s ass. They remained there, seated against one another, panting from the effort and overwhelming sensations pouring through both of them.

Then Javi’s hips moved and Ciarnan forgot how to breathe.

The man reached up inside of Ciarnan with the length of his cock and grabbed a hold of whatever humanity remained buried in him. Every stroke played over a spark of desire, smashing lightning forks over his nerves. Javi drove him hard, their bodies damp with sweat, and still Ciarnan wasn’t allowed to peak. As he reached the edge of his release, Javi slowed, drawing his thrusts out in a tantalizing pull through Ciarnan’s entrance.

Ciarnan grabbed first for Javi’s hand, ignoring the burst of pain traveling up his leg and into his hip. He held on tight, working his fingers until his knuckles bled white through his skin. Balancing on his knees, Javi seemed to understand Ciarnan’s need to anchor himself. He felt like he was about to spin free of the bed—hell, off of the planet—when another shockwave of pleasure struck him hard in the gut.

Above him, Javi’s head was bowed, the slender gold chain and medallion he wore around his neck swaying above Ciarnan’s chest. A drop of sweat beaded on Javi’s chin and it fell, striking Ciarnan’s sternum with a tiny salty splash. The bed dipped next to Ciarnan’s shoulder, Javi’s fingers brushing up against his upper arm where he pressed into the mattress to keep himself balanced as he pounded his way through Ciarnan’s spine.

The flickering flame in his core began to erupt again and he gasped, wanting it to either consume him into ash or burn hot enough to take them both, melting their bodies together so Javi could never leave him. That thought frightened him, and Ciarnan’s desire stumbled, its long hard pace caught on the unseen bramble of Javi Navarro’s intrusion into his life.

“Let me see you… come for me, brujo,” Javi pleaded, his hips ratcheting hard into Ciarnan’s clench. “Jerk yourself off. Come on, baby.”

It was such a familiar thing to do, but the heat of Javi’s slightly accented whispers and the press of the man’s body on his hips pulled Ciarnan into a depth he’d not been in for much too long. Still gripping Javi’s hand, he stroked himself off with the other, his fingers trembling too much to choke down the base of his shaft. It took him a few tries before he could match Javi’s push, pulling down his cock and up again, hooding his dick’s head with its foreskin and seed.

He’d just rimmed his cockhead in the webbing between his thumb and fingers when his balls tightened up into their hollow and just let go. The initial spray hit Javi’s chin and he leaned into the gush, catching a few drops between his parted lips. Seeing the white splash of his come against Javi’s sun-kissed skin drove Ciarnan the rest of the way, and his body seized then surrendered, casting a solid stream over his lover’s hard stomach.

Shuddering around Javi’s length, Ciarnan felt the man fall into his relief. Javi’s fingers tightened on Ciarnan’s hand while the other dug hard into Ciarnan’s hip. There was a promise of bruises and aches in his grasp, but Ciarnan rocked his hips up around the man’s spurting cock, riding the heat inside of him while Javi’s cock filled its sheath.

They sagged into each other, slipping over damp skin and trying to ease their aching bodies back into something other than a tangle. Javi didn’t go far. Once he undid the condom and disposed of it, he rolled back over, using a damp towel one of them tossed onto the floor to clean Ciarnan off.

A bit of the sun crept through a break in the blackout curtains covering the room’s long wall of windows and Ciarnan shifted, turning so the lemony glow didn’t hit his eyes. Javi lay on his side, propped up on his elbow and studying Ciarnan.

“Thank you,” he whispered to the hunter. “For… this. For everything.”

“Brujo, mutual. Trust me.” Javi kissed Ciarnan’s mouth carefully, avoiding a small cut on his cheek.

It felt right. Too right. Lying in the push of a rising sun, Ciarnan couldn’t imagine letting something as simple as having a lover beside him go. It would hurt if he got too used to it—too used to Javi. What was worse, he could imagine someone’s pain if they’d embraced the rightness, looking forward to it every day only to have it taken away from them because he didn’t step up and do what he could to prevent someone’s death.

There in the burgeoning sunlight and creeping sleep stealing into their tired bodies, Ciarnan shifted his thoughts around and reached out, touching Javi’s lips with his fingers.

“I’ll do it, Javi. I’ll cast the circle to call the vampires to me.” He struggled to keep out the wavering in his voice, but it shone through, malevolent glitters of fear thrown between them. “Just… if something goes wrong, please take care of Shaddock and Elric for me.”

“Nothing is going to go wrong.” Javi pressed a kiss onto Ciarnan’s fingers, his smile a sweet curve on his handsome face. “I won’t let it. I won’t let you go back into that darkness. I’ve had too much fun with you to let this be a one-time thing. So trust me, brujo, I’m not going to let you fall.”


 

 

Seven

 

 

NORMAL MEN would take the time to cuddle, or one would cook the other breakfast, perhaps bringing a tray back to the bed they shared after a long night spent exerting themselves in ways that made their bones ache.

Of course, normal men, Javi thought as he peeled the skin off a dried blanket octopus, wouldn’t be trying to cobble together ritual components to fight off the remains of a vampire kiss. Hell, normal men probably just had a cup of instant coffee and some cereal before passing gas under the covers and hotboxing their lovers with the smell.

Men were disgusting that way sometimes, Javi admitted. Including him.

Glancing at the very serious-looking mage sitting a few feet away, Javi couldn’t imagine Ciarnan passing gas in the same room as anyone else, much less inflicting it on someone he shared a bed with.

“Damn, my mind goes to some disgusting places,” Javi muttered under his breath. “Gotta be the octopus.”

They hadn’t spent as much time in bed as Javi would have liked. Hell, he probably could spend months buried inside of the mage or even—although he hadn’t had the pleasure—enjoyed Ciarnan’s hard length plunging into his ass for probably as long if not more. Instead, he was stripping lengths of rubbery dried seafood and wondering if they had what it took to kill a few bloodthirsty vampires.

Peering at a glass jar of fermented cow brains sitting on the counter next to him, Javi shook his head. “Not what I had in mind when I said surf and turf for a dinner date, but guess it’s going to have to do.”

Ciarnan made a small sound, barely audible, but it was enough to bring Elric’s ears up. The wolf mix looked at Javi, as if expecting the hunter to do something other than stand in the kitchen tearing apart what he considered to be fine snacking food.

“Whatcha need, C?” Javi wiped his hands on a wet kitchen towel and walked over to the couch, stepping over the white dog. “You okay?”

“That jar there. Can you get it for me?” The mage dug his long fingers into a spot on his thigh. “I’d ask Shaddock but….”

The dark fae was passed out, having gotten into the fermented meats and slurped up some of the steeped alcohol. She belched one long cyclone of a burp, then toppled off the counter, landing with her wings spread up around her on the rug below. Javi apologized but Ciarnan waved him off, obviously used to his familiar’s excesses.

“Here, let me do that for you.” Javi snagged the small jar, then edged in on the couch next to Ciarnan. “I’m guessing this is some magical infused lotion you got from a small village in Tibet?”

“It’s a numbing gel. I got it from the drugstore down the street. It was on sale. Two for six dollars,” Ciarnan replied dryly. “But sure, we can go with Tibet.”

“Pull your pants down.” Javi couldn’t stop himself from grinning. “God, I’ve been waiting all afternoon to say that.”

“Insatiable or incorrigible? Which would you like on your gravestone?” Ciarnan grumbled, but he lifted his hips and tugged down his cotton drawstrings. It obviously hurt. Javi could nearly feel the pain himself from the anguish on Ciarnan’s face.

“Okay, no reverse cowboy next time,” Javi promised, unscrewing the jar.

“I don’t even know what that is, but I’m assuming it has to do with some sexual position. And truly this is more from running around on slippery wet cement than anything you and I did.” The mage eyed him as he scooped up a hefty smear of the balm. “Whatever you do, be sure to wash your hands thoroughly before you go to the bathroom or there will be no cowboy for a long time, reverse or otherwise. That stuff deadens the nerves. You’ll give new meaning to three-and-a-half-inch floppy.”

“Shit, I’m longer than that. And who the hell uses floppies anymore? We’re all digital now.” He snorted as Ciarnan pointed at the soft bulge at Javi’s crotch. “Mean, dude, straight-up mean. Hit a man where it hurts the most.”

“Sadly, I didn’t have a chance to do that yet. Maybe once we’re done saving Detroit.” Ciarnan waggled his eyebrows. “I’m looking forward to it. Crossover lechery at its finest.”

“See, that’s what I like about you, you’re funny but it’s like you stepped in from another century or something.” Rubbing his hands together, Javi spread the salve over his palms. Leaning in, he began to massage the twist of thick scar tissue running down and across of Ciarnan’s leg. “Didn’t you go to school? Even one of those places with their own ties? Some place where you beat other kids with cricket bats and take their stock portfolios?”

“School… public or otherwise… was definitely out of the question.” He hissed when Javi’s fingers found a hard knot. “I was homeschooled. Tutors for regular subjects in the morning and then arcane lessons in the afternoon. Sometimes a few get-togethers with other mages’ offspring but that really was more for the social interaction than anything else. Kind of like sniffing one another’s butts to see who had the most power.”

“You didn’t have kids you played with? Brothers or sisters?”

“Trust me when I tell you that my mother was infinitely wise in only having one child—me. She’s not maternal in any way.”

“Then why’d she… you know?”

“She felt it would be a good thing to do. Having a child generally reinforces a woman’s powers in some of the disciplines. And it was rather more of a business relationship between her and my father. They liked one another well enough in the beginning. It turned acrimonious when I started learning about rituals.” Ciarnan muffled another cry when Javi worked on a spot. “It hurts but God that feels good.”

“So your mom didn’t want you learning magic?”

“God, no. That wasn’t it at all. She didn’t like me being taught only death rituals—what most people call blood magic. She felt my father was limiting my disciplines. They fought fairly violently over it.” Ciarnan paused when Elric padded over and put his enormous head into his master’s lap. Stroking at the dog’s ears, he shifted so Elric’s shoulder wasn’t in Javi’s way. “She’s a dual discipline practitioner. My father follows only blood magic.”

“Dude, I only know about life and blood.” Javi jerked his chin to the counter littered with what they’d assembled for the summoning. “A lot of us aren’t too up on what goes on in the mages’ circles until it spills out and we’ve got to clean it up.”

“It’s fairly simple. There are four disciplines: life, death or blood, elemental, and spectral or spectrum magic.” Ciarnan made another face, nearly as pained as the last. “Are you sure you want to hear this?”

“Are you sure you want me to keep going? Or do you want me to grab you a fifth of Jack and you can drink yourself silly?” Javi cocked his head. “And yeah, this shit’s interesting.”

“No on the drinking. It’ll muddle my brain and we need to get this ritual done properly. One wrong sigil on my part and we’ll be fighting off a zombie horde instead of pulling in vampires.”

“Really? Zombies?”

“Really. Zombies,” Ciarnan replied seriously. “There are specializations in each discipline, but there’s also a lot of crossover. Zombies and vampires are a fine line—a combination of both life and death disciplines. And where a vampire can be controlled, a zombie is more or less a roaming eating machine. So I have to be sure that what I’m doing doesn’t create more of a mess for us than what we started off with.”

“Guess I always figured life was good and blood was bad.” Javi realized what he sounded like and groaned. “Sorry.”

“No, you’re not far off the truth. It’s harder to do harm with life magic. So much of it reverberates back onto the practitioner. And death magic is well… not exactly for the faint of heart. A blood mage will use pieces and parts of creatures in their magic. Life mages are mostly tapping into ley lines and manipulating the physical forces of things around them.

“Elemental magic, another of my mother’s disciplines, can control the four elements. A spectral mage actually manipulates the wavelengths. Anything from resonance to microwave, they can control it. That’s a harder discipline to master. It requires a lot of science and creativity. I’d wanted to study it but most mages only touch on it at a very shallow level.”

“Because it’s harder to do?”

“Because you have to understand the possibilities of what you can do. It’s not just microwaving a hot dog, it’s the ability to split an atom if you’re not careful about it. It’s the most dangerous but the least practiced of magics. Mostly because the mages who dabble in it rarely survive the dabbling.”

“Shit. And your mom is one of these guys?”

“Not to that extent, but yes, she studies that discipline. It was important to her that I have a base in all of the spheres. My father doesn’t share that philosophy. Other than learning how to tap into a ley line to feed your magic, he doesn’t see much use in any of the others. Helpful against vampires but useless if it were zombies.”

“And you gave it up?”

“I walked away from it. Something went… wrong. Horribly wrong and I lost—everyone I was close to. I can’t risk that again.”

“So you don’t do magic or you don’t let anyone get close?”

“Either. Both,” Ciarnan admitted softly. “Until you, anyway. What are you going to do when we’re done here? Where are you headed?”

“I don’t know.” He continued to rub at the man’s thigh. It was muscled beneath the scarring, although it felt like a tangled mess of nerves and skin at the surface. The wolf mix grumbled at being jostled away, but Javi needed to get to a spot along the side of Ciarnan’s leg. Huffing his displeasure, Elric flopped back down onto a floor cushion, rolling over onto his side with a heavy sigh. “Maybe I should see what Detroit has to offer in way of hunting. It’s kind of a war zone out there. And then there’s the whole bit about people coming to kick your ass dilemma that crops up once in a while. I mean you saved my life. I owe you one.”

“I tried to split your skull in two with a shovel. Pretty sure that means you don’t owe me anything.” Ciarnan’s voice was soft, but Javi heard the velvet of emotion beneath the man’s calm. “If you choose to stay, Elric and I have the space.”

“Do I have to stay in the guest room? Because it’s nice and all but—”

“Only if you want to.” Ciarnan’s voice dropped to a whisper as Javi’s hands roamed up away from the scarring.

“I don’t know. I really liked sharing yours.” Javi leaned in, slanting his mouth over Ciarnan’s. He drank from the mage’s lips, teasing at their part with the tip of his tongue. Exploring the man’s hips, he slid his fingers under the elastic of Ciarnan’s underwear, about to dip under the fabric to fondle the man’s balls. Ciarnan stopped him with a sharp hiss and Javi froze, panicked. “What? Did I hurt you? Shit, washing my hands right now.”

“We can’t… do anything right now, Javi.” Ciarnan tugged at his pants with one hand while waving the other toward the books he’d been poring over. “Bigger things. More important things.”

“Damn. It’s just that—” He leaned back, resting his head against the couch. “Fuck. You’re right. I know you’re right. It’s… you drive me nuts, man.”

The man made him hot under the collar and worse, between the legs. Ciarnan touched something inside of him. It wasn’t just lust. There was something undeniably strong attaching them together despite their vast differences. He felt it. He knew Ciarnan felt it. But the mage was right. For all they knew the vampires were closing in on them right at that moment, and they were ill-prepared for anything to go down—no time to play slap and tickle.

“You drive me nuts too,” Ciarnan replied, patting him on the leg.

“You sound so… polite.” Javi laughed, a hearty burst of sound he couldn’t hold back if he tried. The slightly injured expression on the mage’s face was hilarious. “It’s cute.”

“I am a death mage specializing in demon summoning and flesh-shaping and you think I’m cute?” Ciarnan’s eyebrow nearly touched his hairline in mockery of Javi’s laughter. Sniffing imperiously, he teased, “I can have my minions tie you to the bed and flay you for your insolence.”

“Yeah, sure you can,” Javi snorted, stealing one final kiss from Ciarnan’s mouth before getting up off the couch to finish what he’d started in the kitchen. “Considering I am one of your minions, I don’t think it counts if I actually volunteer to get tied up. And as for flaying? I’ve seen what you’re packing. I’d let you flay me with that any day… as soon as we’re done here. Because once those ticks are dead—and I mean really dead—it’s just going to be me, you, and a vat of lube, baby. A whole vat of lube.”

 

 

IT WAS scary.

Ciarnan was man enough to admit it, even out loud if he needed to. But from the tight pinch of Javi’s mouth, he didn’t think it needed saying. What they were doing was insane. What he was attempting was fucking crazy—to borrow a phrase from Javi’s muttering. He hadn’t practiced magic in years, and other than a few—very few—spots of ley line sips, he hadn’t poured any power into his body since he’d overloaded it dancing with a Prince of Hell.

What had he been thinking? Ciarnan shook his head. Then or now.

Instead of packing up and leaving the city, he was standing on the stage of an abandoned old theater, scribing out a summoning circle with pig blood, chalk, and gold spray paint. The first two were normal everyday mage things. The gold paint was what he was going to use instead of mixing up his own reflective liquid. It was a simple solution to a two-week process and, surprisingly, looked and smelled about the same.

The make-do-with-whatever mindset Javi Navarro brought to the table was alarmingly beneficial.

Mostly.

There was no getting around the fertilized eggs cracked into black sand and mixed to a frothy grit. Javi gagged at the smell, and as soon as he spotted a beak, he was out of the kitchen like a shot, heading to the bathroom with a green flush to his ashen skin. He came out a minute later, shaking off the sick and wiping his face with a hand towel. Determined to “man up,” as he put it, he’d come back to help, but Ciarnan let him off the hook with a knowing smile.

It wasn’t the first time he’d had someone get sick on him during ritual preparation. He’d wondered then if it would be the last.

The theater echoed with its own ghosts. Tattered backdrops of badly painted landscapes and buildings hung from the rafters, canvas sheets crackled with age and flaking paint. A few of the arched ceiling’s fat cherubs lay in pieces on the old worn carpet, their dusty remains ground into the matted, oily nap. Glimmers of the theater’s illustrious past shone through the grit, but they were slowly fading with time. Its burgundy walls were probably richly hued when fresh, but Detroit’s fast-changing weather buckled the old plaster, swelling it with moisture, then shattering it with an intense, bone-sucking heat. Ciarnan was certain he spotted a handful of mushrooms growing along the baseboards near the orchestra pit, but it was difficult to see in the dark of the badly pitched structure.

“I should pour money into you, old lady.” He spoke to the structure’s picked-over velvet seats with their faint musty popcorn smell and the tarnished faux gold leaf winking through thick layers of sticky grime. His hand slipped and his fingers brushed over one of the runes he’d just finished. Its latent power stung his skin and he shook off the feeling, only slightly surprised at the circle’s building energy.

He struggled to maneuver along the floor. The last circle he’d drawn—Ciarnan pushed away that thought. He couldn’t think of his friends, of his apprentice—of anything other than the runes he’d researched and double-checked. His focus had to be on the now and not the then.

As he worked, he felt the power building around him, laying a stratum with each stroke of chalk. His knees ached from moving around the perimeter. After years of neglect, the hard stage floor was buckled in places, and his legs seemed to find every bump and groove, usually with his bad kneecap.

Something this powerful—this invasive—was insane to attempt alone, but there wasn’t any choice. Ciarnan’s shunning his own magic bred suspicion in other mages, and they’d sooner gut him on sight than help.

“If any one of them even cared about The Mac Gerailt’s leavenings,” Ciarnan grumbled. “They’d see it as an act of nature. The culling of the weak. I can’t let that happen to James and Bethany. Shit, nobody deserves to die like that. The terror alone.”

And if anyone knew about what it was to die in pure terror, it certainly was him. He’d seen enough people go screaming into their deaths. No, definitely not something he’d want for the two chubby-cheeked children who’d gorged themselves on the first crop of cherries he’d gotten from one scraggly tree. Their mother hadn’t minded. She was a lovely gun-shy woman whose name always seemed to be whispered than said aloud, so he’d never truly caught it, but she worked hard to raise good people in the ruins of a city abandoned by its own inhabitants.

No, he couldn’t lose her either. Even the grumpy old Chinese man who ran the take-out place was irreplaceable, and not just because he made a wicked fish head soup or slipped Ciarnan bones for Elric when he thought no one was looking.

“You can do this alone, Ciarnan,” he told himself. “Too much is at stake to just walk away.”

“Shaddock is here.” The dark fae hooked her fingers into his shirt and climbed up his side, her nails scraping at his back as she scrambled to reach her favorite perch. Plopping down on his shoulder, she began to card through Ciarnan’s hair, stroking at his scalp to calm him. Her wings drooped around his ear, and she fluttered them, settling them back as much as she could given their broken spines. “Shaddock will help. Ciarnan will do good.”

“I’m always good when you’re around, Shad.” He stroked at her thick hair, scratching at the tips of her ears where they poked through her wild mane. “But I’m going to tap into the leys alone. I want you to be safe.”

“Shaddock helps. So much magic. So much power.” She nipped at his earlobe with her sharp fingers, nearly piercing his skin. “Am familiar. Not dog. Or that human. This one.”

“I know,” he assured her. “And if I need you, I’ll get you, okay?”

She seemed mollified, and Ciarnan let her sit there playing with his hair as he finished the rest of the runes. Lying to his fae was harder than he thought it would be. For all of her bloodsucking ways, she had a good heart—well, as good of a heart as any demonic faerie could have. He just wouldn’t be the one to break it any further than he already had.

“Oooooo! Coffee! Our human’s brought coffee!” Shaddock slid down Ciarnan’s arm, her lopsided wings beating as quickly as they could to carry her into Javi’s path. Landing hard on the stage, she got her fingers into his jeans before he could take another step and scrambled up the length of his body just to dunk her head into one of the cups he was carrying in.

“You know, if anyone told me I’d be spending a Saturday afternoon with a hot guy dumping shit on the floor while Hellmouth Barbie drinks out of my coffee, I’d have told him to stop doing ’shrooms.” Handing Ciarnan the cup with the upside-down fae in it, he said, “Here, this one’s yours.”

“Thank you.” Taking the coffee cup, he fished out the sputtering fae, her legs kicking furiously while Ciarnan shook her dry. “Mine, Shad. Last thing we need is you on caffeine and sugar.”

“What else do you need me to do?” Javi slurped at his mug, then put it down on the table they’d dragged out to hold the supplies they were going to use. “I don’t think I’ve hunted down a newt and plucked his eyes out yet.”

“No newt eyes. That’s for scrying.” Ciarnan laughed. “And I prefer to use sheep eyes. Nothing senses danger like a prey animal. To answer your question, nothing. I’m done. We should… just do this.”

“It’s the middle of the afternoon!” Javi protested. “What happened to casting in the cloak of the night and all that shit? I thought you said the moon was at the perfect phase for this.”

“It is.” He tried to stand up, but his knee was uncooperative. “But the moon is at the right phase no matter if it’s day or night. We don’t need to see it to have it be the right time. Besides, vampires are weaker in the daytime. If we can draw them to us now, before the sun goes down, it’ll be easier to eradicate them.” Another push and Ciarnan slid back, landing on his ass. Holding his hand out to Javi, he sighed. “A little help here, please?”

“Sure. But if your psycho butterfly gets into my coffee before I can drink the rest of it, I’m taking it out of your pay.” Javi hooked his hands under Ciarnan’s arms and leveraged him up to his feet. Brushing off Ciarnan’s ass, he took a quick grope, gasping in mock outrage when Ciarnan pushed him away. “Hey, there’s an assistance fee.”

“Bill me,” Ciarnan groused.

“It’ll add up, you know. A grope to a hand job, and then you’ll be stuck in a bent-over position for a couple of hours just because you let your payments slide. That’s how these things work. Never get in bed with a grope shark. They’ll chew your ass off. Literally.”

“Let’s see if there’s enough left of me to grope when I’m done here, okay?” He tried to sound flippant but failed. Javi frowned and began to move toward him, but Ciarnan held him off. “No. If you touch me, I’m going to not want to do this because feeling you on my skin is a hell of a lot better than crawling through the ether to look for my great-grandfather’s playthings. Just… hold that thought and when we can, I’ll be glad to pay any bill I might have racked up.”

“You are not going to die from this,” Javi ordered.

Defying Ciarnan, he crossed the floor and cupped the man’s face, planting a deep kiss on Ciarnan’s mouth. There was a bit of tongue and then their breath grew hot and desperate, trapped between their lips without surcease. Ciarnan came up for air, gasping, and his lips stung from the contact, simmering with a power all of their own.

“Now, go get those fuckers to heel so I can kill them and we can screw like horny bunnies on Pixy Stix.” Javi grinned. “And if you’re a good boy, I might even let you top me first before I make you pay that grope bill.”

 

 

DIMMING THE lights in the theater turned the beaten auditorium into an eerie shadowed cavern, one filled with monsters Javi couldn’t see but definitely could feel. Ciarnan gave an explanation about the magic he was about to cast, but other than the mage saying something about bending light to open up the connection between his blood and The Mac Gerailt’s revenants, Javi was lost.

Not as lost as Shaddock, because for some reason, Ciarnan sitting alone in the middle of the rings of runes and sigils distressed her. There’d been a tiny fight—tiny on Ciarnan’s end but raging on the part of the fae—about her being with him, but a few emphatic shakes of his head and Javi found himself holding a pissed-off dark faerie muttering Russian curses under her breath.

“It’ll be okay, Shad,” he assured her, wishing he felt as confident as he tried to sound. 

As soon as Ciarnan’s ass hit the floorboards, the circle began to shimmer and shift without the man making a single sound. The murderous faerie gave one last struggle then slumped into Javi’s hands, trails of black tears running from her enormous eyes.

“Bad mage. Shitty magic,” she grumbled.

“Yeah, me too,” he agreed. There was no helping Ciarnan. They’d even locked Elric in the apartment upstairs, and only Shaddock’s insistence on being with them prevented her from keeping the wolf mix company. His stomach clenched at the first hum of Ciarnan’s voice hitting the sigils; then something dark and sour bit through his guts, twisting them into a tangle. Javi was certain he’d be able to use his intestines as a macramé plant hanger if they survived the afternoon.

They had to survive the afternoon. The man owed him at least a blow job.

At least.

Ciarnan began to chant. The words were odd. Rolling and reminiscent of foggy glades and peat. A sense of dank crawled through the sounds, rippling with rainbows of grays and blacks Javi could taste up in his nose. He snorted, trying to clear out the pungent scents. The sigils began to smoke, and the piles of cloyingly sticky sand he’d carefully laid at certain points on the circles began to flare with light blue flames. The odors grew stronger, darkening further until they muddled in his lungs, and then Shaddock stilled in Javi’s hands, her slender body going rigid right before the circles around Ciarnan exploded.

The markings splashed upward, forming concentric circles of murky light around Ciarnan. They spun about, deep rich hematite hues sparking with flashes of gold and red. The flames on the ground grew, nearly obscured Ciarnan’s cross-legged form, licking higher with each monotone word spilling out of the man’s mouth. Shaddock screamed, either in terror or anger at being excluded, but Javi held on to her, struggling to remember how to breathe.

Engorged with power, the rings thickened and Javi’s blood jumped in his veins. The simmering power lying beneath Ciarnan rose with the fires, arcing up into the rings, bright streamers dancing with eyeless faces and tortured mouths. Whatever Ciarnan was calling up to assist him, it responded enthusiastically, pouring up into the rings until they were as broad as Javi’s palm.

Ciarnan exhaled and the fire suddenly died, collapsing in on itself as the circles continued to spin and dance around him. Javi held his own breath when a cymbal smash of thunder broke through the daylight and the theater plunged into a darkness too thick to cut through—even with the lightning snapping at the building’s open inner doors. The frames flashed white, but the light penetrated only a few inches, burning Javi’s eyes.

Another flash of lightning hit and Javi jumped, nearly dropping Shaddock. The floor shook beneath them, the stage’s boards creaking and bowing as Ciarnan continued his spell. Shaddock clutched at his hands, swaying to Ciarnan’s chanting, and Javi threaded his fingers together to cradle her. They both gasped when Ciarnan’s eyes suddenly snapped open and stared right through them.

The storm outside ran through the swaddling darkness, fractures of light splitting apart the shadows and slamming into Ciarnan’s seated form. He jerked with each stroke of electricity pouring in from the doors, his gray eyes sparkling with a bluish glow as the intensity of the storm grew.

Ciarnan’s spasms seemed to last forever, and Javi nearly flung himself into the circle to pull the mage free when the man stilled, his eyes searching for his lover and his beloved fae amid the rings’ heaving glow.

Spreading his arms out, Ciarnan took one stuttering breath, then cast out his final line, flinging the words out through the shadows and past Javi’s trembling body. The sounds hit him full in the face and he reeled, shocked and numbed by the energy pouring off the mage.

A tiny fleck of blood formed under Ciarnan’s nose, joined by another, until a thin stream poured down one nostril and then the next. He continued to flow air and force into the word, holding the note until the blood gushed from his face, splattering his clothes and the stage floor. The sound turned into a scream, an unholy reckoning of blood and ownership, and despite himself, Javi took a step forward, drawn to the pull in the mage’s voice.

Then everything went silent—a too-still quiet without even their heartbeats to break through the nothingness around them. The universe held there—for an eternity, or only as long as it took Javi to feel a touch of fear on his soul—then the world began to turn again and Ciarnan collapsed onto the stage, the rings fading into air with only a whisper of decay left in their wake.

Javi crossed the stage in a leap, dropping Shaddock into Ciarnan’s hair with a stern warning to not get squished. Hunkering down, he slowly turned the man over until Ciarnan lay on his back. Desperate for some sign of life from the man, Javi pressed his hand on Ciarnan’s chest, hoping to feel him breathe. A jerking hitch of his torso and Ciarnan’s eyes snapped open, the storm clouds roiling in their silvery gray folds.

“Make sure the outside doors are fully open, Javi. The wind’s picked up and could have shut them a bit. We don’t want them to peel off if they think they’re blocked,” Ciarnan rasped. “They’re coming. Gods help us—they are coming.”


 

 

Eight

 

 

CIARNAN’S BLOOD boiled with a hungry rage. It fed him, pouring through the magic he’d set on fire in his veins when he was just a child and turned a handful of air to cold flame. He heard the whispers of his great-grandfather’s ritual. The words slithered beneath his skin, pricking up the hair on his arms and legs. His spine drank up the hissed echoes, folding them over as if tempering steel before threading up his back to burst out over his shoulder blades and over his chest.

And amid all of it—there were the screams. An infinite endless howl of tortured screams.

The howling came from the vampires, their primal drive fueled by the souls of those they ate, and beneath the stacks of men, women, and children crying out for release, their own withered essence lay in ashes, fractured pieces of their former humanity broken down by the weight of pure evil—an evil they’d become because of one man’s insatiable thirst for power over life.

Reaching down into that magic—the tsunami of howls and agony—Ciarnan grabbed hold of that single beaten steel thread and yanked, drawing his great-grandfather’s evil to him.

And they came.

He couldn’t tell how much time flowed over him as he drew them closer, rolling up the strings of their existence as a knitter would a ball of yarn, but he could sense their every skittering step as they drew near. Ciarnan forced their progress, refusing to let any of the remaining three vampires tied to his bloodline get distracted or taken off course. A hot burst of blood near one set it to fighting him, but he willed it to continue forward—demanding it ignore its hunger and come to its master.

Because his great-grandfather’s creatures had become his—or were his for as long as he could hold them.

The pull on the vampires was hard on the thread, and in his mind’s eye, Ciarnan could see the steel filaments snapping, weakening the link with every inch he drew the revenants closer. It was going to have to be enough—it had to be strong enough to last until all of the creatures were inside of the theater and Javi closed them in. If he let go of one—if he let even one snap through the controlling ethereal line—it would be lost to them and the creature would savage anyone unlucky enough to cross its path, desperate to replenish the energy it’d wasted in fighting Ciarnan’s control.

One would be a disaster.

Losing three would be an apocalypse.

“It’s breaking, Javi,” Ciarnan whispered. He couldn’t risk speaking out loud, as if somehow tossing his fears into the air would give them wings and they would fly up into the skies, freed to become the truth. “I don’t know if—”

“Hold them, C,” his lover encouraged. “I see one of them now. Just… keep going. You can do this.”

It was going to be close. He needed to reserve enough of himself to help Javi kill the creatures, but once he broke the circle, the vampires would be loosened from his control. If he pulled on them too long, he would exhaust his reserves and fall unconscious, leaving Javi alone and opening himself up to be fed on.

Ciarnan hurt.

His once shattered bones recoiled at the magic coursing through him, remembering the backlash of his last spell. He was on his feet before he knew it, driven up more from the pain than any desire to get up off the floor. His thigh was sticky for some reason, and as he shifted to ease the pounding ache along his muscles, the skin of his scars unfurled, bloodying his jeans.

He was about to surrender when the first click of a revenant’s bony fingers echoed across the plaster cherubs overhead. Risking a peek through the haze of magic clouding his sight, Ciarnan caught the shadowy whisper of a vampire’s slow progress across the theater’s ceiling, its movements slow and deliberate while it fought the leash Ciarnan tossed around its withered reedy soul.

If the stench of one made him gag, standing in the presence of three was enough to put Ciarnan off food for the rest of his life. He’d grown unused to the rank foulness of the undead, filling his world with the scent of the living, and now he could barely stomach the odors rolling off their decayed flesh. The creatures carried with them the curdle of unwashed human and rotten fat, their dry skin lubricated by the wastes thrown out by their victims’ flesh and blood. He spotted one of the larger vampires trundling quickly across the ceiling, its limbs stretched out to grab a hold of anything it could to reach the stage where Ciarnan waited for the attack.

In life, the revenant must have been a bull of a man and clearly one of the younger creatures in his great-grandfather’s clutch. Dominant, it’d probably fed first, establishing its territory near a break in the sealed-off room that’d become his ancestor’s tomb.

The boom shocked him. It was loud, and with it came a milky darkness. It took Ciarnan a second for his eyes to adjust while the shadows slunk away under the rise of the theater’s lights. The chittering grew louder, clicking and snicking echoing all around him.

Ciarnan blinked once—and the threads broke, their unraveled tendrils snapping back to hit him deep in his marrow. Tumbling back, he slammed into the table, jostling the remains of their spell components. Shaddock launched into a screaming attack at one of the vampires heading toward him, her hands raked up into claws.

The fae’s wings beat at Ciarnan’s hand as he grabbed at the table to steady himself. Its wooden legs screeched loudly, nearly drowning out Shaddock’s cursing shouts. His cane rolled across the table, striking his knuckles, and he made a grab for it, wrenching it off the table. Javi’s machete lay near it, its edge shining with wicked promise, and Ciarnan snatched it as well, hefting the heavy blade up as the first revenant launched itself at him.

The vampire’s face was fleshier than the others he’d encountered. Skin folds sank its eye sockets back, flopping over the creature’s thick forehead ridge. A faint skim of eyebrows remained, thick black tufts poking out in sparse bushes along its loose gray skin. The remains of a pair of trousers hung from its heavyset hip bones, their jut catching the tattered fabric loop riding up and down on the creature’s sunken torso. Its rib cage was massive, looming its chest out over its shrunken belly. More skin folds draped down over its crotch, hiding the vestiges of its sex, but its flesh rolled and flapped, moving with the creature’s lurching gallop across the theater’s wall.

Ciarnan would have been fascinated if he wasn’t so focused on the one part of the vampire he had to avoid at all costs—the thing’s massive broad teeth.

The former man had been wealthy; his nearly perfect bite attested to his social status. This was a man who’d taken care of his body as best he could, perhaps even working hard to retain his health. It had done him no good—or perhaps even worse, his vitality drew the attention of the one man no one wanted to be noticed by: The Mac Gerailt himself.

Strength and vigor made for a long life in the mortal world, but in the realm of blood and bone, they made for an incredibly powerful revenant. The Mac Gerailt probably harvested the man, culling him from life specifically to infuse his dead body with death magic, adding a strong but savage creature to his stable of revenants.

And now that revenant was keen on returning the favor of death to one of The Mac Gerailt’s descendants.

“You got that one, brujo?” Javi called out to him from the murky theater. “Got my hands full in a bit!”

“I’m fine—” Ciarnan shouted back; then the shadows boiled, spitting out a ravenous vampire intent on drinking him dry.

The creature crashed into Ciarnan, hitting him square in the chest. They tangled, and somewhere between them, Shaddock clung and screamed, her arms a purple blur along the creature’s face as she grabbed handfuls of its flesh, tearing off strips as they fell.

“Fuck,” Ciarnan gasped when the vampire grabbed at his throat. The damned thing was heavy, nearly too heavy for him to shake off. The machete was wedged between them, but Ciarnan twisted, hooking the blade’s tip into the thing’s rib cage.

It caught, too rigid to bend even under the revenant’s immense strength, but Ciarnan felt the machete’s handle twist in his hand, nearly jerking out of his grasp. A yank freed the weapon and sent the creature spinning off him. He and Shaddock attacked it at once. Ciarnan scrambled to his feet, swinging the machete in wide arcs while the dark fae jumped, her uneven wings catching enough air to glide her onto the vampire’s head.

“Die!” Shaddock burrowed down into the creature’s scalp, ripping as she went. The creature flailed at its head, but the dark fae clung to the revenant’s stringy hair, raking at its scalp with her sharp talons. “Fall down! Fall down!”

If he had the time, he would have told the faerie the thing was already dead. If he’d had the breath to spare, he’d have laughed at the fierce expression on her face and the determined growl she gave as she yanked on the vampire’s sparse hair.

But he had neither.

His palms were moist with sweat, and a disgruntled tickle in his brain whispered to Ciarnan about the lies movies told about fight scenes. Dodging bullets and taking punches with detached aplomb, the fictional silver-screen hero never seemed to worry about dropping his weapon or, worse, catching his toes on a loose board.

Shaddock finally got the creature’s attention when she grabbed at the remains of its nose and nearly shredded a nostril with her sharp nails. Some tiny bit of nerves must have remained in the vampire’s brain stem, because it howled and tried to shake her off.

Fighting the need to vomit from the vampire’s stomach-turning odor, Ciarnan shoved the machete as hard as he could, praying the blade would not get caught on one of the creature’s petrified rib bones. The metal flat slid through, piercing the ashen remains of the vampire’s shriveled internal organs.

The machete dug in deep and caught on something deep inside the vampire’s guts. He’d lost his cane somewhere—where or when, Ciarnan had no clue. All he knew is he had both hands free, and with a tight hold on the long blade’s handle, he yanked hard, severing the vampire’s spine.

Ciarnan felt the snap more than he heard it; then the revenant crumbled, a wound-down broken toy as the magic fled its body. Gasping to catch his breath, Ciarnan leaned over the oozing corpse and pulled the machete free.

Shaddock was delighted, diving down into the offal and spoiled blood from the creature’s recent feeding, painting herself in its goo with a fiendish smile. Her rage simmered still, wings fluttering in rapid beats, but she gloried in the fall of her enemy, crooning at Ciarnan as he tried to stand up straighter.

“Don’t eat any of that,” he ordered the snarling, pissed-off fae. Unable to find his cane, he limped down the stairs, leaving Shaddock to rip at the vampire’s crinkled body. “Stay here, Shad. I’m going to go help Javi.”

 

 

THE DAMNED thing was too strong—too fast—and too damned cunning. For all its supposed animalistic drive, the bag of bones and skin hunted him down with the skill of a wolf spider going after an injured fly.

They were playing hide-and-seek among the theater chairs. The vampire had more than its own fair share of advantages. Lighter, faster, and nearly the color of a bleached shadow, it stalked Javi’s every move. He’d lost the other one against the age-stained white ceiling, and he tried to listen for the other creature’s telltale skittering sound, but it was difficult to hear anything over his own breathing.

Or the heavy pound-pound of his heart as it beat in fear.

There was definitely a battle going on behind him. Shaddock’s wailing battle cries were impossible to ignore, and then there was the thump and drag of a body echoing from the stage floor. He tried not to worry—fought not to fret over the mage—but it was impossible not to.

He’d grown fond of the damn brujo. In the span of a few days, Javi Navarro had fallen in love with a hunter’s worst nightmare—a death mage with the power to unleash demons and summon up an army of revenants.

Because damn it, three was a fucking army when one was talking vampires.

A shimmering trail of color ghosted against a wall, and Javi brought up his Glock, waiting for the creature to show. He’d loaded up with rhino-hide cutters, packing as many clips as he could, but hell, if he’d been able to find a machine gun, he’d have built a turret and blown everything in the theater to Kingdom Come.

Knowing the damned things, they probably would have just spat out the rounds and kept on coming.

“Like fucking velociraptors,” Javi muttered, crouching behind a row of broken seats. Taking a moment to scan the walls for the second vampire, he caught an echoing shush of nails on carpet near him. Sniffing, he let his nose guide him to where the first creature skulked low to the ground, hoping to catch him unawares.

He was ready for it.

What he wasn’t ready for was the gaping maw shooting out of the thing’s side and latching onto his leg.

Javi hit the Glock’s trigger, in shock from the revenant’s vestigial symbiotic twin chewing at his thigh. The dominant twin grabbed his face, sinking its filthy nails into his cheek. Blood ran down his neck and the creature’s tongue lapped at it, snaking out in a black fleshy whip from its gaping mouth. The lower twin’s teeth were sharper, cutting through his jeans and into the skin below. One spindly hand crept out of the fleshy pocket it’d hidden in, tiny tentacle fingers dabbing into the blood spreading out from the wound.

Shoving at the creature did nothing other than get the parasitic twin to dig its teeth in deeper. Jerking his face to the side, he was able to break contact with the dominant revenant long enough to bring his gun around and aim at the vampire, hoping to loosen its grip on him.

The pain was immense, crawling through his nerves and tingling down into his toes. As he steadied his gun, Javi fought off the dominant twin’s clawed hands as they attempted to get another grab on him while the symbiotic revenant lapped and gouged out small scallops of his flesh, shoveling them down its rapacious maw.

Sweat poured into his eyes, clouding his sight, but Javi was past the point of caring. He just wanted the damned things off him. Switching hands, he laid the gun muzzle up against the chewing parasite and fired, turning his head to avoid the plume of powder, bone, and blood splattering up from the lower revenant’s blown-off head.

The creature reeled back, hissing as its innards worked to suck at the blood it was losing from its side. Arms flailing, the vampire slapped at the spot its parasitic twin once resided, knocking aside the vestigial arm sliding about at its skin pocket’s lip.

“Yeah, fuck you,” Javi growled, bringing the Glock up again as he limped back to give himself room. “Goddamn vampires.”

His second shot sliced through the dominant vampire’s neck, shattering its spine and lopping its head clean off. The creature’s mouth was still chewing as it tumbled up and away from its body, its tongue frantic to revive its energy stores with the blood it’d sucked off Javi’s broken skin.

Javi tried to take another shot, aiming for the parasite’s pocket in case the revenant’s twin could fuel its main body, when the world tilted and he was shoved back into the wall. He got a whiff of curdled cheese and lard before everything went black and he fell. He blinked and choked on his own spit as the image of the second vampire’s mouth closing over his face burned into his mind. Then the dark silence took him.

 

 

HE COULDN’T reach Javi in time. The gun went off and the vampire flew back, crackling apart as it rolled about. A smear of blood darkened the torn-up carpet and cement and Ciarnan nearly slid through it, his foot jerking out from under him. His hip dipped and he hit the edge of a theater seat, its hard wooden lip digging painfully into his side. He’d just gotten righted when the ceiling revealed The Mac Gerailt’s final vampire, a pale spindly revenant bristling with wicked-looking teeth in its black-rimmed mouth.

The creature took Javi with it to the floor, and there was a sickening thud when Javi’s head struck something hidden in the shadows.

It was the sound of Javi’s flesh being torn open that drove Ciarnan into the fray.

He wasn’t sure how he’d gotten to the creature’s side, but it seemed he was there before he blinked. The hunter was wet with spilled blood, and Ciarnan’s foot struck something hard, sending it flying into the revenant’s shoulder.

The vampire reared back, slapping at what looked like a misshapen shrunken head. Ciarnan refused to let his confusion cloud in and slammed the machete down onto the hunched-over creature’s arm. A chunk flew off the creature’s flesh, the meat flapping like one of Shaddock’s wings in its ungainly flight. Swinging the blade again, Ciarnan flew forward as the weapon broke and the steel skewed away from the fight, lodging a few feet away into one of the theater’s plaster walls.

“Shit.” Ciarnan threw the handle at the creature, a last-ditch effort to break its attention and draw it toward him.

Surprisingly, it worked. Either the rap of wood against its skull turned the revenant around or, more likely, the scent of its desired prey lurking nearby made it let Javi go and begin a crouching shamble toward Ciarnan.

The problem was, he had nothing to fight the creature with. His cane was lost somewhere on stage, and the vampire stood between him and Javi’s weapons. That in mind, he tried to edge around, hoping he could feint his way near the hunter, but the revenant pounced before he could take another step closer.

Unlike the bruiser he’d left in pieces on stage, the remaining vampire was stick-thin and frail-looking. More wary than the others, it bobbed about, waiting for an opening to take, and when none seemed to appear, the creature bolted forward, grabbing at Ciarnan’s shirt with its gaping mouth opened nearly far enough back to split its skull.

“No,” Ciarnan snarled, punching at the vampire’s skull, but the creature kept coming, its teeth snapping at any piece of Ciarnan that came near. Unable to get to Javi’s weapons, Ciarnan reached for the one thing he’d promised he’d never take up again.

A promise he’d already broken as soon as he put a piece of chalk to the stage floor and drew his first rune.

The magic he called wasn’t bound in death and blood. He knew he wasn’t strong enough to fight his great-grandfather’s spell. The magics laid down by the old man were too powerful, too steeped in time to break. No, Ciarnan knew he would have to go another route, fueling his intentions with his bloodline and the sheer desperation of wanting his lover to survive.

He called upon life to draw back the blood used to create the vampire, the one component of the vampire’s gestation he could command—a blood he carried in his own veins.

The energies surged through him, a green swirling cyclone fed by the forces of nature moving in on a fallen city. Life would always overcome death—one of his mentors whispered to a young Ciarnan just learning how to control the chaos bubbling up inside of him. There is always a counter-magic to whatever is cast because the universe will balance itself out, returning things to their natural form.

Ciarnan wouldn’t work against his great-grandfather’s magic—he would unravel it.

The blood came to him slowly, a sluggish gathering beneath the vampire’s infirm flesh. The creature twisted, unsure of what rolled through its body, and it hissed, caught in an uncertainty it couldn’t resolve. Behind the creature, there was a shifting of Javi’s legs and then a soft moan when the hunter rolled over, his hands pushing up against the carpet. Beyond a small glimpse and a sigh of relief, Ciarnan drew back, pulling the vampire with him.

The tendrils and flickers Ciarnan saw in his mind’s eye covered the vampire’s body, its skin glowing with life as Ciarnan set its creator’s blood on fire.

“Fire,” Ciarnan whispered. “That is what I need. Sort of like—How about a little fire, Scarecrow.”

He pushed, throwing all he had into altering the iron and chemicals of his great-grandfather’s ancient blood sacrifice until he could almost taste the sharp acrid sting of kerosene and sulfur wafting off the creature’s twitching body. Its arms spun about, slapping over its rib cage, and its hands dug into its skin, trying to pry off its own flesh to reach what was burrowing up out of its own bones.

“Cynnau.” The word slid from him—an old phrase he’d picked up from his Welsh relatives. Ciarnan wasn’t even certain he was using the right word, but for this, the word itself didn’t matter as much as the intent. Pushing every bit of magic he had in him down the threads he’d gathered up from the revenant’s body, he whispered again, “Cynnau.”

The vampire exploded.

It tried to run on faltering legs, its knees buckling as it folded, unable to hold on to its form. The creature’s churning flesh burst outward and the vampire became a column of flames, the carpet beneath its feet smoking.

Through the smoke, Ciarnan was caught in the hunter’s golden brown gaze, and he smiled, glad to see Javi getting to his feet. The man took a limping hop toward him and Ciarnan shook his head, holding him back with a wave of his hand.

“You should… probably wait for a bit,” Ciarnan warned.

“Why?” Javi glanced at the vampire; then fear clouded his face. “Are you okay? What did you do?”

“Not what I did but… going to do.” Ciarnan wove about on his feet; then he toppled over, still talking as he began to pass out from the magic leaving his body to pour into the vampire’s engulfed blood. “Don’t want to squish you when I fall.”


 

 

Epilogue

 

 

JAVI GOT more than a few curious looks walking through the hospital with a re-stitched-up eye and a prominent limp. Favoring his vamp-bit thigh, he maneuvered past a gurney where an old Black man sat counting coins out in his hand.

“Hey, you got a quarter?” The man’s grizzled beard was yellow with nicotine stains and his hands shook, jingling the coins in his palm. “I’m trying to get enough for some damn coffee from the cart outside. Bitch nurse, he won’t spare me a quarter, and I need a fix. Crap they serve in the dining room ain’t even strong enough to make my nipples hard.”

“Yeah.” Javi dug into his pockets and came up with a twenty from his wallet. “Here. Go crazy.”

“You sure? Man needs to hold on to his cash, you know. Just need a quarter.” His sun-scarred eyes blearily sought out Javi’s face. “I don’t want to take your last, boy.”

“Nah, I’m good. You just spread it out for how long you need, tío.” A throat clearing down the hall caught Javi’s attention, and he nodded to the old man. “Catch you later, man.”

“You Navarro?” The approaching cop was about Javi’s size but definitely with a few more pounds of muscle on him shoulder-wise. Worry and strain added a couple of years to his puppy-young face, and the shadows in his clear gaze probably hadn’t been there a few days ago. He had the look of someone who’d gotten his first good taste of the supernatural right before he was waterboarded with a glut of paranormal boo-wigglies.

Javi knew that look well.

He’d worn it once a lifetime ago.

“You one of Mulroney’s?” His boots made an uneven squeaking noise on the hospital’s clean floors, his limp dragging one foot slightly across the linoleum. “Who’d you piss off to get assigned to answer to that asshole?”

“He’s my uncle. Kind of raised me.” The hero worship in the young man’s dark eyes shone bright, a shy flush of pink creeping across officer’s face as he rubbed at his rumpled dark hair. “I’m Danny. Danny Mulroney.”

He was about to shake the guy’s hand when Mulroney’s voice carried out of a nearby room. “Hey, is that Navarro? I want to talk to him about what he’s done to my damned city.”

“Fucker doesn’t even respect a hospital,” Javi snorted. “Come on, kid. Let’s go see what that asshole uncle of yours is up to.”

Danny grinned sheepishly. “He told me to get him coffee. Do you want some?”

“Coffee would be great.” Javi jerked his head toward the old man on the gurney. “He says the cart outside’s got the only drinkable coffee around. I don’t know what asshole takes but I’ll drink anything hot.”

“Heard that, bitch,” Mulroney greeted Javi. “Damn, what the hell happened to you? Tripped and fell on an ugly stick?”

“I’m not the one lying on my ass in a backless kitchen towel.” He grabbed at Mulroney ’s broad hand and clasped it, shaking vigorously.

The muscular cop was pale but otherwise looked fairly intact. A few thick bandages wrapped large stretches of skin, and an IV dripped fluids into Mulroney’s veins. There was a speck of toothpaste caught in Mulroney’s beard scruff, and the man’s fingers were scratched up, tiny cuts Javi knew were mirrored on his own hands.

“You get it done? Or are you here hiding from the vamps?” Mulroney teased, but a sliver of worry spiked through his words.

“No, we’re all good. Got them all. Worst fucking game of Pokémon I’ve ever played. All the bastards were the same, and on top of that, I got a mutant in the mix.” Javi grinned widely at Mulroney’s lifted eyebrows. “Oh wait until I tell you about the thing with two heads. It was fucking insane.”

They traded stories, going over what they’d learned about revenants, when Danny returned with three cups of coffee fragrant with a strong sweet steam, obviously from the fabled cart outside rather than the sour bitter of a hospital brew. Pulling a chair up to sit next to his uncle, the young man sipped cautiously, careful not to spill anything on his uniform.

“So Roget doesn’t have any relatives in the area or did you catch all the ticks before they found anyone?” Javi shook his head.

“He’s got a few great-somethings scattered around. One of them’s a shot putter, nice broad woman with a wicked left hook. Stay on her good side if you ever meet her. She took out one of the ticks with a couple of flower pots and some pent-up rage,” Mulroney replied between sips. “Talk to me about the blood mage. All this time, he’s been squatting in Detroit and not a damned whiff of him on the streets. That tells me he’s either working the straight and narrow or he’s so fucking slick, he could run us to the ground before we even blinked.”

“Ciarnan’s one of the good guys. Literally been to Hell and back, saw the light—or at least a light—and won’t be a problem for you.” Javi kept his face as poker dead as he could, but something tugged at the corners of his mouth, probably a latent memory of the morning he’d spent riding Ciarnan after they’d woken up sprawled over each other in Ciarnan’s bed. Both of them were too bruised and aching to do much more than share a few kisses once in a while, but Javi definitely had plans for when they were more mobile. “He quit magic cold turkey and I went and dragged him back into it, but if I hadn’t begged and groveled, we’d all be bowing to our tick overlords.”

“Somehow I can’t see you groveling, Navarro,” the lieutenant quipped, grinning at his smirking nephew. “Even the kid here agrees with me. But you’re sure? I don’t have to worry about him deciding to take over Detroit like some giant radioactive lizard?”

“Doubt it. He gave up blood magic. Danced too close to the fire and got burned. Said it makes you crazy if you boil in it too long and if anyone would know about that—”

“It would be the guy whose great-grandfather practically invented the tick as we know it,” Mulroney grumbled. “Well, shit. Tell you what, before you head out to the next city—”

“Yeah, about that,” Javi cut in. “I don’t think I’m going anywhere.”

“You thinking of making Detroit your home base?” Mulroney asked softly, wincing when he shifted positions. “That’s kind of something I wanted to talk to you about too. The city’s trashed, Javi. Shit’s moving in here and Detroit needs… help. These people need someone who knows what the hell goes bump in the night. I’ve got family here and friends. Someone’s got to hold the line, you know. Not saying I want to pin a badge on you but it would be good to have you around. Especially since the mayor likes throwing money at bounty hunters instead of fixing potholes.”

“Funny how shit goes down. I’m thinking of doing the same thing. If Ciarnan will have me.” Javi picked at the lip of his coffee lid. “Brujo and I… we connected, you know? Like hard. And the shit place he’s in, it’s like Grand Central for everything with teeth and claws living in the shadows. Then there’s the crap of him walking away from the Evil League of Evil guys. He turned over a new leaf—fuck, he turned over the whole damn tree. That’s gotta put a target on his back but he’s not budging. There’s people he’s calling his own. I think he needs someone to stand with him. Guess that’s going to be me.”

“So this really is it?” Mulroney sighed with relief. “Detroit.”

“Yeah, man,” Javi agreed. “Detroit Rock City. Home sweet home.”

 

 

CIARNAN’S WAR-TORN neighborhood was as he’d left it—except for a pack of chubby-cheeked children playing fetch with a large white wolf hybrid who looked more like a frolicking puppy than a fierce defender of the mage repotting some kind of plant. Ciarnan looked up when he heard the rumble of the Challenger’s engine, and Javi was given a wry smile when he pulled the car up to the curb.

“Hey, how much for the little girl?” Javi called out through the passenger window.

“That kind of talk will get you gutted. Her mother’s pretty feisty,” Ciarnan replied smoothly. “Park your beast and come keep me company while I get this eggplant out.”

“You’re sexy when you talk all dirt and fertilizer,” Javi shot back. “I’ll leave it here for now. Easy enough to slide it into the garage later.”

He locked up the car, then caught an errant red rubber ball with a snap of his hand when it came flying at his head. James and another kid of indeterminate gender called for Javi to toss it back, and he lobbed it over to them, chuckling when Elric snatched it out of the air to play keep-away with the laughing kids. Ambling up to the cement benches in front of the theater, Javi inspected Ciarnan’s folding table laden with seedlings.

“Yep, they look like plants,” he announced, giving Ciarnan a sloppy kiss—much to the loud disgust of the children playing on the lawn. “You’d think they’d never seen two men kissing before.”

“It’s not the men part,” Ciarnan laughed against Javi’s lips. “Amie has two dads. It’s the kissing thing in general. That part’s yucky when you’re that age.”

“Thank God I grew out of that age,” he said, sliding his arms around Ciarnan’s trim waist. “I plan on doing a lot of that kissing stuff.”

Ciarnan leaned back a bit, an expectant expression on his face. “So, you’re going to stay?”

“Yeah, for as long as you’ll have me,” Javi replied softly. “Maybe even beyond that because if you kick me out, I might have to fight to get you back. I’m good with that.”

“Things might get a bit… hairy here,” the mage admitted. “Detroit’s getting wild. Nature hates a vacuum—mundane or supernatural.”

“That’s what I’m kind of counting on, brujo.” Javi stole another kiss, one accompanied by another chorus of gacking and horking noises. “I could do without the peanut gallery but you—you okay with me?”

“More than okay, Navarro,” Ciarnan whispered.

“Javi!” Shaddock popped up behind Ciarnan’s shoulder, startling the hunter with a burst of purple-and-black whirring. Her wings beat furiously, a blur of color against her slender mottled body. “Look! Shaddock is all better.”

“Oh fuck, C, what have you done?” Javi stared at the dark faerie, both fascinated and horrified by the curling black-fanged grin eating up most of her face.

“I fixed her. Using the life magic I pulled in from the vampire. It had to go somewhere and I couldn’t use it on me,” Ciarnan explained. “It was perfect. She can fly again. It’s all she ever wanted.”

“Yeah, good for her,” Javi exclaimed with a grimace. “But brujo, now how are we going to keep her out of booze-soaked brains? I love you, man, but I’m not going to be cleaning up fae puke every morning. I’ll fight off your vampires and anything else Detroit throws at me but faerie horf? That’s all on you, babe.”


Keep reading for an excerpt from

Black Dog Blues

by Rhys Ford

IT WASN’T a great day to be me.

The nick below the tip of my right ear itched, and when I scratched at it, the itch fled, traveling down my stomach and into my crotch. I willed it to go away, and after annoying me for a few seconds, it disappeared. I was cold, stinking of blood from the three elfin shadow dogs I’d already killed, and grumpy because there was still a live one out there I had to hunt down.

I smelled the last dog before I saw it. Nothing can mask the stench of an unsidhe cur. They reek like a week-old herring rolled in the juices of a bloated corpse left out in the sun. I checked the thunder gray sky for rain and sniffed for any water. Wet black dog could make a dead man vomit, and the smell would soak through the metal bed of my truck.

“Come to Kai, baby.” I snuck a peek at the thing, peering around the tree I’d hidden behind. “I need some groceries.”

The black dog looked like a mange-infested mastiff that’d fallen into an iguana’s gene pool and was about twice the girth of the others I’d already taken down. It appeared to be male, but gender didn’t matter if a dog got a lot of meat to eat, and this one looked like it ate well. Its long lizard tail doubled as a weed-whacker when it stomped through the brush, taking out huge arcs of grass with each step, and its belly dragged on the ground, a fat, happy lizard-dog bastard out for an afternoon snack.

Even though it was close to me, its forehead and short snout wove in and out of view behind boulders along the hillside’s slope, keeping me from a kill shot. The coarse ebony fur on its body ran to thick, wrinkled gray flesh on its legs, long claws growing out of its reptilian paws. One of its smaller back horns was broken, probably from a mating fight, but from what I could see as it opened its maw to scent the air on its tongue, all its finger-length teeth were intact.

Good thing, because I wouldn’t want to be only half-chewed when the damned thing ate me alive.

I pulled up my shotgun, cracking it open one last time to check its slugs. With the hound coming around the trees, I would have to wait for a clear shot. Dempsey liked a knife or a bow. Stalker should hunt like a man, he grumbled in my head. I liked having a sawed-off shotgun or a pair of Glocks I could reload.

“Fucking Dempsey and his crossbows. I’d have to shoot the damned thing five times with a bow when a damned slug can do it in one or two.” When it came down to it, I’d rather be alive with gunpowder on my skin than have my picture hanging up on the Post’s tribute wall to the manly Stalkers who died taking something down. “Crossbows are shit.”

“God, that thing stinks.” My eyes watered from the smell. Resisting the urge to check my ammo again, I waited as the wind shifted and sent a brief thanks to the slaughtered god when my nose cleared of black dog.

The dog was almost in full view, and the change in wind direction helped me more than the hound as the breeze stole my scent away. Its broad chest vibrated as it laid its head back and howled, the piercing keen of its eerie song echoing across the area as it called for the others in its pack. If I had any luck, it would soon be joining their dead bodies in the back of my truck.

The thing was going to be a bitch to drag down to the road. Bounty laws said I couldn’t leave the body behind, mostly to protect wildlife from eating a black dog’s acidic meat, so I’d have to drag out every pound of its dead body to the truck after I killed it. Carry out what you kill, Dempsey beat into me.

“Or find some stupid elfin kid to do it for you.” I snorted.

The hound didn’t have to worry about dragging me off the mountain. If it got me, it would eat me on the spot, probably spitting out the zipper of my jeans and my earring when it was done. With luck, I’d get the chance to pee myself first, because my bladder began complaining loudly, and the itch returned to my bits.

It turned, and a flicker of a red eye gleamed in the black of its face. Holding its head lower than its massive shoulders, it skulked across the ground, hitting on my scent. I couldn’t hide from its nose. Damned things could track prey over anything.

The dog snagged my trail, growling as it moved its head back and forth to scent. I held my breath, letting the scent-trail draw it closer. It crept quickly over the forest floor, making a slithering sound through the leaves. If it wouldn’t have given the dog the drop on me, I would have laughed. The thing was nearly as large as a tik-tik cab. The only way it could hide was if a lorry dropped down in front of it.

With its sloping body tucked down, the black dog stilled; its wide nostrils sniffed at the air. A curl of its tongue lapped around the brush of teeth, long strands of milky saliva roping down to cover a clutch of weeds. The leaves shriveled and burned when the hound’s spit struck, tiny wisps of smoke rising around the black dog’s head as the acid ate through the greens. The wind shifted again and caught my scent, carrying it to the dog. It turned, found me staring at it, and leaped straight for me.

Singlish is really an ugly language. It has its toes in many lingual puddles, from old Britain to Cantonese with hot dashes of wasabi Japanese, but there were times when only the ugly gutter back street Nippon would do.

This was definitely one of those times.

“Kuso!” I brought the shotgun down as the black dog barreled toward my hiding spot. The wind shift carried something of me on it, and the creature found me as easily as if I’d jumped out into the open and waved my arms around.

The hound smelled the death of its pack on me, and it was pissed.

My first blast hit it between the eyes, jerking its head around. I took the recoil, easier for me than a human, but the gun bead shook, and I had to resight. For a long scary moment, I thought the shot went wide. The black dog kept coming, its earflaps laid back and its mouth opened wide enough to pop my head off with a single bite, but a trail of black gore spit up behind its head. It was hit, but not enough to bring it down.

Bringing the shotgun back around, I let loose the second round, aiming for one of its eyes. Its head jerked back again, and its cheek shattered, the eye popping into a wet mess, but the damned thing kept coming. I dropped the gun and grabbed for the Glock lying in the grass as the black dog’s paws dug into the ground in front of me.

It went over me just as my hand closed on the grip. Twisting to get another shot off, I ate dirt when the black dog’s weight shoved me into the ground. It hit hard, and I choked on my wind, coughing to pull enough air into my chest to inflate my lungs. Flipping over, I couldn’t breathe. At nearly five hundred pounds and as fragrant as whale puke, the hound covered my legs and torso, pinning me against a bed of pine needles.

My brain told me the thing was dead, but my mind wasn’t what needed convincing. The dog’s mouth snapped and tore at the air near my head and shoulders as its body twitched frantically. Lines of foam polluted its pink-rimmed lips, acidic ropes of spit that burned my skin, and I placed the barrel against the creature’s flat skull and pulled the trigger.

Bone chips stung my cheek, and I tasted powder before I could get my mouth closed. The blast blossomed out of the dog’s head, and its skull spat out furred chunks and scaly skin. I fought to breathe as its spasms slowed, its legs stiffening out behind its body. Slowly, the glow in its eyes dimmed, turning the vivid red lights to a dull gray. It twitched once more, then went still, as dead as the rocks digging into my back.

“About time you died, damned thing.” Exhaling with relief, I tried squirming out, but the dog’s weight settled hard on my shins, trapping me against the forest floor.

Leaning back into a bed of dried pine needles, I stared up at the sky and sighed. “Ah, fuck me. Oh no, we’re not doing this shit.” Growling at the shattered head, I kicked the thing in its belly. “I am not going to lie here like some fricking bed of cabbage under sashimi. You are getting the hell off me.”

It was a strain to bend forward, but I reached behind my legs to scoop out handfuls of needles from behind my knees, hoping I could give myself enough wiggle room to slide out. The ground sloped up sharply behind my shoulders, and I kept hitting my head against forest debris when I tried to get leverage. A few flailing tries and I cursed the damned thing again. The dog had me pinned, and the not-so-great day went straight to shitty when one of its enormous paws dug straight into my already strained bladder.

“Hey, mister, why’d you shoot that dog?”

It sounded like a kid, and from the silhouette I could make out when I twisted my head to the side, it looked kid-shaped. It moved into the light, and the shadowy thing turned into a dirty-faced child wearing a pair of white briefs and a thin T-shirt. Like most children under knee level, I couldn’t tell if it was a girl or a boy, especially since it was wearing what looked like generations-old hand-me-downs.

“Hi. You’re not out here alone, are you?” I smiled, keeping my elfin canines hidden. Sharp incisors do not a warm, welcoming smile make. I hoped the kid hadn’t wandered off from some campsite. The last thing I needed was to have a lost bawler to deal with as I dragged the dog back to my truck—if I figured out a way to get out from under it. “There’s a mommy or daddy around, right? Please tell me you come with someone bigger attached to you.”

“Yeah, we live right there.” S/he pointed behind us, up the ridge. “All of us. Mama, Daddy, and everyone.”

“Is someone home right now? Maybe someone really big who can help get the big dog off me?” Someone once told me to talk to kids like I was excited to see them, told me it was easier to convince them to do things if children heard the things in a happy voice. Every kid I’d ever met had always made me a liar, but I was using as happy a voice as I had. I’d buy the kid anything it wanted, but it looked too young to bribe.

“Daddy’s big!” The runty human studied me. “Bigger than you. Stronger!”

“Good,” I replied. I’d be glad to lose in a size-pissing contest if it would help me get the feeling back in my feet. “Can you go get Daddy?”

“Jaime! Where did you get off to?”

Craning my neck to stare up the slope, I sent a belated thanks to Iesu and Buddha when the short cliff above me suddenly sprouted another person, taller and definitely a woman.

I kept the happy voice up, but by now it was less happy and more badly-needing-to-pee. “Who’s that? Someone you know?”

“That’s Mama!” The child beamed, waving its arms above its head to get the woman’s attention. “Mama! It’s one of those pointy-eared people! Can I keep him? He can sleep next to my turtle!” 

 

 

“YOU KNOW what I miss, boy? The blood,” Dempsey said around the cigar stump in his mouth. “I miss the blood the most.”

Up to my elbows in said blood, I spared the human who raised me a look and offered him my knife. Isolated, Dempsey’s place was a good spot to dispose of black dogs’ bodies, and laying down a slab table with runnels to catch the gore into a cistern made the job even easier. “If you want to, I can leave this to you. That leg of yours is bad, but your hands still work.”

“You’re not too big for me to wipe my ass with.” Spitting a chunk of loose tobacco off his tongue, he hitched himself up onto the bed of the truck. “And the moment you say that’s because I have a big ass is the second I break that pretty face of yours with a backhand.”

He’d always been a big man, with coarse features and a grizzle of beard no matter how often he shaved. A run up the coast had brought him to his knees, a swipe of a giant scorpion’s tail blowing out his leg. Despite the fierce limp hobbling his walk, Dempsey hadn’t changed much, even if his days of being a Stalker were done.

I’d give Dempsey this—he might have retired from the Stalker business, but he was as mean as the day he’d taken me as winnings in a card game. I didn’t have any doubt that he could hand me my ass, so I kept silent, having learned from experience how quick the large man could move, even with his gimped leg. I might be stronger and quicker than most humans, but Dempsey was meaner than anything I’d ever met. Keeping my mouth shut was usually the wisest thing to do.

When he was retired out, Dempsey looked for someplace to live and found a few acres in Lakeside that were cheap. A couple of battered storage containers had been easily converted into a large home, and after a few burns from the cutting torch, I’d gotten the hang of making windows while Dempsey welded the metal rectangles into place. A few coats of paint and a deck made the place almost homey, although the gun racks in the kitchen put a serious dent into the suburban image the place struggled to put up. We’d left most of the sage and brush around the perimeter; the brambles were a natural barrier for anything large to plow through.

“Spent a lot of money and time feeding and teaching you, boy,” he’d growled at me across the kitchen table, biting back a snarl as he took a shot of Jim. Too banged up to do the job, he’d had to turn over his license, and his mood roamed from mad to mad drunk. “Time to pay up for that.”

Being a retired Stalker didn’t come with a pension plan, and Dempsey never had been smart with his money. Most of it was spent on whiskey, poker, and women, so when the time came for him to step back from jobs, he looked to me to support him. I gave him a third of my earnings in exchange for a place to burn black dogs’ bodies. Since I lived in the city, it was a cheaper way to dispose of the useless meat. The incinerator at San Diego Central Works was expensive and too often down for maintenance.

I could think of a thousand things I’d rather be doing than dragging around skinned carcasses of black dogs while looking for a place to burn them. Sitting on a fire-ant hill covered in honey came to mind.

“Took down four, then?” He stepped closer, inspecting the large alpha male I’d killed last. “Good job, that. Skulls are ruined, though. Don’t know why you can’t make a kill without shattering the skull. Used to be a Stalker was known by the skulls he’d collected.”

“Because I’d rather be alive than have a trophy? If it makes you feel better, I waited until I could spit on it before I shot.”

Bringing the dog down from the mountain hadn’t made it any smaller. If anything, the thing seemed bigger, nearly impossible to get out of the bed of the truck and onto the cutting slab. The mound of black dog lying out on the concrete was the last one I had to do. The others were already skinned for the bounty, and the carcasses piled up to be burned. I’d already put charcoal into the pit. After a brief discussion with Dempsey, we both agreed the dogs weren’t worth wasting any precious gasoline. They’d have to burn with good old Kingston like the others before them.

“We’ll get a good bounty on these.” He nodded at the furs stretched on the rack, the raw skin sprinkled with salt to soak up the excess gore. The Post didn’t need them tanned, but I disliked carrying decaying skins through the city, and ocean salt worked quickly on dog flesh. I appreciated him doing the salt. My skin was still tender from the acidic blood. Getting salt on the burns would be hellish. “Should get what? Five hundred for the smaller ones? Maybe more?”

“Probably more,” I agreed, gripping the male’s paw and slicing up around its shoulder. “The Post’s offering a hundred for every hand length now. It went up last week. Lots of the dogs in the area. SoCalGov’s getting flak for all the packs roaming in the farmlands. Dead people don’t pay taxes.”

“True. Government would want to avoid that.” Dempsey walked around me, avoiding the line of blood filling the cement channels. His hand came up to scratch his nose. I flinched a little, unable to stop myself from jerking back. Growing up with Dempsey sometimes meant my lessons were given with a hard fist as much as rough words, and my body seemed to instinctively remember that, although I couldn’t remember the last time he hit me.

Working my fingers under the cut skin, I separated the pelt from the black dog’s body, ignoring the burn of its blood on my hands. Being elfin, I’d heal from the poison-ivy-like rash within minutes of pulling my hands from its carcass, but it still stung. Gloves were more of a bother than they were worth. Latex melted and stuck to flesh, and leather ones were too expensive to replace after every dog skinning. Even Dempsey, when he could be bothered to help with a skinning, went barehanded.

With the fur off in one piece, I began the task of taking the carcass apart. A black dog bounty paid per handspan, measured carefully by the clerks down at the Post. Bounty was paid not only for the pelt but also for the kill. Stitching together a pelt that had been cut meant waiting for the money to be released while the Post determined if the fur came from a single animal or had been cobbled together from separate pieces for a bounty. Trying to pass off strangely cut dog pelts brought in short a leg or haunch usually meant a yanked license.

A real Stalker knew all the tricks and never played them. Having a firm reputation for being reliable and honest was nearly as good as being a keen shot. Dempsey might be an asshole, but he never shorted anyone or ran off on a job. He’d left Stalking behind with his head held high, and people still spoke about runs he’d done along the coast. Other than a warm woman at night, it was all he’d wanted. Well, he also told me he wanted to die in his bed at the age of ninety-eight from being shot by a jealous husband, but a warm woman at night would be good enough.

Dempsey took over shoveling chunks of dog meat into the pit with his bare hands. He worked quickly, keeping his contact with the acid down to a minimum. Grinning unevenly, he stopped long enough to ruffle the hair at the back of my head, getting gore and guts on my neck. “You can hose yourself off outside. You stink like the dog-hugger you are, and that black mop of yours is all dusty, like you were rolling in a barn. There’s some of your clothes in the back room. I’ll bring ’em out for you.”

I didn’t argue. I’d spent the night in the truck’s cab, parked under one of the tall trees, after getting to Lakeside at nearly three in the morning. The sun was barely up when Dempsey knocked on the truck window to wake me up with a cup of coffee as pitch black as the dogs I had lying in the truck bed. The tarp I’d spread over the truck’s seat wasn’t very comfortable to lie on, but it kept the fabric clean. I had a crick in my neck and stank from cutting open gullets filled with rotting meat. The coffee in my belly was a distant memory, and I still needed to drive back in to San Diego. A shower would go a long way in shaking me awake.

The outside shower’s water was cold, leaving me with pinpricks on my skin and shivering when the wind hit my bare ass. The dog’s weight left me sore, and I was covered in purple and black bruises. Moving to the side was a bit painful, and I was sure my back had suffered as much as my legs had, perhaps even more, from being rubbed against the rocky hillside. A few spots of dog blood had made it through my jeans, scorching the two hand-size Asiatic dragons tattooed on my hip and back. The blistered skin didn’t look like it had lifted up any ink, but I’d have to wait a few hours to see if it healed smoothly or whether I’d have to make a trip down to the Flying Panther to fix it.

“That last damned dog was a bitch to move. Must have been an escapee from a Wild Hunt. Damned elfin can’t keep track of their own hunting packs, and we always got to go out and wipe up their messes.” Dempsey gave me a once-over as he handed me a worn towel, frowning at the bruising on my thighs. “What the hell did you do? Ride the damned thing to death?”

“If I’d ridden it to death, I wouldn’t have been under the damned thing when it died,” I said, taking the towel and trying to use its sparse pile to soak up the water on my naked belly. The air whistled between the outdoor spigot and the trees around it, catching on every icy drop on my skin. He stood staring at me for a moment too long, and I started to wonder if he’d switched the side of the street he walked on. “What?”

“Haven’t really looked at you in a few years. Grown up a bit. You’re not as skinny as you used to be. Muscled up nice.” He moved his cigar from one side of his mouth to the other. “Finally got some meat on that stick body of yours. Hell, I could have waited a few years and pimped you out for money instead of teaching you to Stalk.”

“Nice of you to have a backup plan in case the job gets too hard for me,” I muttered, grabbing at the clothes he held out for me. I looped the wet towel over a branch then slid on my jeans, shaking out the water from my hair as best I could.

“Not like I didn’t have offers for you before. That face of yours and those purple-blue eyes,” he scoffed, leaning on the tree. “Lots of folks thought you were tasty, even with you being elfin, but whoring’s too much work for too little. Stalking’s easier, and you don’t have to worry about someone not paying up. Well, not as often.”

I couldn’t help but laugh. Part of being a Stalker meant having to take private jobs when Government Issue was lean. We’d both been burned too many times to count after a run.

“’Sides, not like you wouldn’t have stabbed anyone who pissed you off,” Dempsey said. “You cut enough people with your teeth when I first got you. Savage little cat-bastard.”

Dempsey’s words didn’t bother me. We’d been down this road before. He’d been suckered into taking a mostly wild elfin in a poker game, calling a bluff that resulted in the bluffer passing me over the table as payment. I hadn’t understood a word of Singlish, and up until that point, I’d spent more time bleeding than eating. Over the years, I’d heard him wonder if it wouldn’t have been more profitable just to sell me to whoever would give him a good price. But sponsoring me as a Stalker was one of his better ideas, especially on those mornings when his fondness for drink kept him in bed. I was more motivated by the hunger in my belly, where Dempsey needed only a fifth to survive on for a week.

Considering where I’d come from, Dempsey was a godsend, no matter which god sent him.

“Not that I don’t want to bask in the warmth of your undying love, Dempsey, but I should head in and drop off the furs, then get some sleep. I’ll have the Post drop your share into the fund,” I said, pulling on a faded red T-shirt. “The account’s the same, right? They can do a transfer.”

“Yeah, same account,” he replied. “Stay a bit. I’ll bring out some food. Might as well feed you before you head back into the city. You can always eat. I’ve fed that damned stomach of yours long enough to know that. You probably need some more coffee in you too.”

“Yeah, I could eat.” I was hungry. I was always hungry, but I didn’t expect Dempsey to invite me in. The woman he was with hated elfin with a passion. She refused to be in the house if I stepped into it, calling a priest to bless the place whenever I crossed the threshold. It was easier to eat on the porch with him and afterward toss my paper plate and wooden chopsticks into the fire with the burning dogs.

He gathered breakfast quickly, and we sat eating rice, cold Spam, and wet eggs as the flames burned through the dogs’ bodies. I tossed my plate into the fire when I was done and lit a clove cigarette, filling my lungs with the kretek’s husky sweetness to wash away the stink of burning dog.

Dempsey’s plate joined mine after a few more mouthfuls. Standing next to me, he put his chewed-on cigar stump into his mouth, lit the end, then drew it back to life with a few pulls. Blowing out a stream of smoke to battle the dogs’ reek, he pursed his lips and stared off into the distance.

“You could have just sent me off with some food, you know.” I spotted the sun behind the gloom in the sky, surprised to discover it was only midmorning. Dempsey must have woken me up after only a few hours of sleep.

“Nah, that wouldn’t be right,” he growled. “You know it’s not good to eat on the run, and a Stalker should always have his man’s back. Be a shame if I’d spent all that time beating some sense into you and left that bit out.”
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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.

 

www.dreamspinnerpress.com

 


[image: ]



 

When Xander Spade went through the Looking Glass, he wasn’t looking for salvation. He’d been running from the devil who took his soul, only to fall prey to the greatest monster in Wonderland City, the Queen of Hearts. Years later, the Queen is dead and Xander has a chance to go through the Looking Glass and back home where he belongs.

Xander’s devil wants him to find a little girl who escaped into Wonderland City, before her presence brings down an apocalypse of uncontrollable chaos to the already mad world. Along with Jean Michel, the former Knave of Hearts, Xander now is in a race against time to find the missing child before all Hell breaks loose and he loses his chance to go home.
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Wayward Wolves: Book One

 

Gibson Keller’s days are fairly routine: wake up early, get some work done, drink lots of coffee, and take care of Ellis, his older brother, stuck in wolf form after coming home from the war. It’s a simple life made up of long runs on two legs—or four—and quiet evenings…. Until Ellis chases a handsome man off a cliff and into the frozen waters beside their cabin, changing Gibson’s life forever.

For Zach Thomas, buying an old B&B is a new start. Leaving behind his city life, he longs to find peace and quiet, and hiking the trails behind his property seems safe enough—right up to the moment an enormous black wolf chases him into a lake, nearly drowning him. Discovering werewolves are real astounds him, but not as much as the man who rescues him from the icy water, then walks into Zach’s heart as if he owns it.

Loving a werewolf—loving Gibson with all his secrets—has its challenges, but Zach believes their love is worth fighting for, especially since his heart knows the big bad wolf is really a prince in disguise.
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Welcome to Dim Sum Asylum: a San Francisco where it’s a ho-hum kind of case when a cop has to chase down an enchanted two-foot-tall shrine god statue with an impressive Fu Manchu mustache thatʼs running around Chinatown, trolling sex magic and chaos in its wake.

Senior Inspector Roku MacCormick of the Chinatown Arcane Crimes Division faces a pile of challenges far beyond his human-faerie heritage, snarling dragons guarding C-Town’s multiple gates, and exploding noodle factories. After a case goes sideways, Roku is saddled with Trent Leonard, a new partner he can’t trust, to add to the crime syndicate family he doesn’t want and a spell-casting serial killer he desperately needs to find.

While Roku would rather stay home with Bob the Cat and whiskey himself to sleep, he puts on his badge and gun every day, determined to serve and protect the city he loves. When Chinatown’s dark mystical underworld makes his life hell and the case turns deadly, Trent guards Roku’s back and, if Trent can be believed, his heart… even if from what Roku can see, Trent is as dangerous as the monsters and criminals they’re sworn to bring down.
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Book One of Ink and Shadows

 

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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