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Dedication

I dedicate this to my brother Steve, who has faithfully served our country. Thanks, Steve.

Prologue

For those readers who have not read the first book, “Sum Yung Gye: Elf Detective,” there are a few points that I'd like a new reader to know. In the not too distance future, scientists fear a worldwide pandemic and are feverishly working on a serum that not only would vaccinate people, but prolong their lives. The testing was not complete when an outbreak of plague erupted in China. Fearing the worst and hoping for the best, doctors in America made vaccination mandatory.

What happened was a cure, but one-fourth of those receiving the serum changed. Oh, the medical gurus tried to explain the "Great Accident" away; they said deep down in our DNA, elves, dwarves, orcs, and trolls of mythology had always been there. Still, that didn’t explain why a small portion of people now had powers — magic powers. Those who had the ability to use magic were rare, though.

The second event was that national currencies became archaic. People used International Credits or just plain credits. For financial transactions, USB sticks with credits were often used like old-fashioned credit cards. Yeah, a few remote places exchanged gold and silver, but everyday commerce evolved to credits. 
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Chapter 1

––––––––

The rain pelted down in big drops to soak Detective Allison Jones as she stood in the alleyway entrance. Her short blond hair was plastered to her face, and her dark suit was soaked. Allison was a young-looking thirty, but five years with the state law enforcement agency and one bad relationship had jaded her, giving her face a lean, tiger-hungry look. 

Mutants and drugs, Allison thought, a bad, bad combination.

Detective Jones held her pistol down at her side and peeked around the corner. The trail of rain-washed blood led toward two large dumpsters. Somewhere up the alley was an enraged, knife-wielding cook, a bleeding teenage daughter, and a drug-dealing boyfriend. Drugs, mutants, and domestic violence, the worse kind of trouble, she thought. With a quick glance across the narrow alley between the two buildings, she saw her partner, Ben Hunter, who waited, his pistol up and ready in a two-handed position. Their eyes made contact.  

Briefly, she lowered her eyes and stared at the small river of water rushing by, hoping that the torrent might hold the answers, but nothing spoke to tell her what to do — wait or go? In the distance, she heard the sirens of their back up approaching, and for a moment she thought of waiting, but she discarded the thought and stepped out into the alleyway. Her advance up the narrow alley would have to be the hard way, one step at a time. 

“Ben,” she yelled across the alley. “Ready?”

Ben nodded his head.

The rain seemed to sense the moment and came down harder, reducing Allison’s field of vision to a few yards. Gun extended, her eyes swept the left side of the alley while she advanced one foot after another. Her eyes darted across the alley to check where her partner was. Ben hugged the right wall and mirrored her movements.

Inching forward, she reached the first trash dumpster and paused. Not wanting to be surprised, she backed up and side stepped to peer over the rim of the dumpster. Even in the rain, the stench from the garbage was overpowering. For a second she almost lost it. She stepped back. The interior was filled with half-burst bags of food. What a smell. Who could hide in there? She thought. 

She counted to three, but nothing moved. Satisfied, she looked ahead to the next dumpster ten yards away and carefully took a step toward it. Water running over her shoes soaked her feet. Her heart raced. A coil of tension tightened across her chest with each step. The cook was a mutant, an Orc. Orcs were tough. Mutants. She hated them. They were unpredictable. 

Across from her, her partner eased forward, up to an entryway, and took position to cover her for the next dumpster. Allison stepped like a hunting cat sneaking up on its prey, moving and stopping then moving again. Her ears were attuned to every sound, and that was a good thing. The sound of a splash behind her made Allison freeze and spin in place. She saw a shape outlined by the rain.  A bulky image with a greenish hue to its skin emerged, arms rippling with muscles and fangs jutting out of his lower jaw. Worst of all was the gleaming steel blade of his butcher knife. The knife’s blade was a foot long.

The Orc snarled, squatted, and leaped toward her, swinging the butcher knife overhead to plunge the blade down into her. For a second, mesmerized, Allison watched the steel blade fall like an Old Testament judgment; then she reacted, bringing her pistol up to the center of the Orc’s chest. She fired twice. The reports of her 9mm made her ears ring. 

Time stopped.

She watched individual raindrops fall, watched the knife meet her shoulder and sink in, and felt the explosion of pain as the point drove into her. Hot blood washed down her breast. Then the assailant collided with her, driving her backwards. His sour breath, a mixture of stale coffee, cumin, and peppers, made her gag. With one hand, he tried to wrench free the knife, and with the other, he punched her face. 

She fought the pain, knowing that a second strike would kill her. There was no time left. Her pistol buried between them, still pointing in the Orc’s chest, she fired. Fired again. She felt the recoil of the gun — heard her attacker’s screams — and then she fell backward. 

The water cushioned her fall, but the Orc landed on top of her and his weight pushed her down deep into the water. Their faces were only inches apart. She watched the Orc’s face change from a smile of triumph to surprise to fear of death. Allison let her head flop back, the water running on her cheek; it was icy cold. She felt giddy, light headed. The world seemed to waver and become Shane’s face. He was smiling at her. Then darkness embraced her.  

Chapter 2





Shane Ireland sat at his mahogany desk, feet propped up, with an amber glass of magic in his hand — 18-year-old single malt whiskey, the good stuff. What could be finer to celebrate his good fortune and toast the Christmas season? He had hit the lottery; a rich lady had hired his services for an unreasonable amount to find her spoiled daughter who was overdue to spend the holidays with Mommy. But the best part, beside the credits, was the daughter was in school in sunny Florida, the Sunshine State. Shane cast his eyes out of his second story window that overlooked a bleak and chilly afternoon in Stump Town, the wrong side of the tracks in East Portland, Oregon.

With visions of white sandy beaches, swaying palm trees, and coconut oil-lathered beach bunnies in bikinis, he raised his glass to thank ole Saint Nick for his gift. Just as the smooth liquid touched his lips, he heard Dolly, his secretary, all around personal assistant, and significant other, answer the phone in the adjoining office.

“Shane Ireland Detective Agency, how may I help you? Oh, he’s in. I’ll put you right through.”

Shane’s mood suddenly dropped at the way she had said, “Oh,” and he put down his whiskey to pick up the call.

“Shane,” Detective Ben Hunter, Allison’s partner, blurted out. “Allison’s been hurt, bad.”

Shane sat up, “How bad?”

“Bad,” came Ben’s reply. Ben took a deep breath and then plunged on. “We went on a call domestic violence and drugs. She took a butcher’s knife in her left shoulder. An Orc stuck the damn thing into her up to the hilt! I — I tried to stop the bleeding, but —”

Shane waited — waited for Ben to gather himself back together. A thousand questions ran through his head, but he asked Allison’s partner only one. “Where are you?”

“Portland General, Room 418.”

“Hang on, Ben, I’ll be right over,” he said and put down the phone, his plans to escape to sunshine, fun, and tropical amour put on hold. Allison was family, and no one messed with Shane’s family. No one. Not too long ago, she had been the one, but he had blown the relationship apart. Blown it by getting drunk and giving in to drunken lust with a pair of willing arms and soft skin. Allison came home that night and caught him in the midst of blind passion. She had been heartbroken — stunned — and stumbled out without a word, though Shane had tried to beg forgiveness, but the damage had been done, leaving the both with a black hole in their hearts.

Shane stood, tossed the whiskey back, and then placed the glass on his desk. The sudden vision of Allison’s body lying in a coffin scared him, shook him badly. He stumbled toward Dolly. When she saw the look on his face, she asked, “Shane, what’s wrong?”

“Allison. She’s been hurt. She might not,” his words trailed off, afraid if he said the words, they might speak the nightmare into existence. Dolly got up, came around her desk, and hugged him. She held him tight. Dolly was one of those rare women who did not resent an ex; she accepted that Allison was a part of Shane. She was family. 

“I’m so sorry, Shane. Do you want me to drive you to the hospital?”

“No, I can manage, but thanks, Dolly.” He kissed her.

“You sure?” Dolly asked. Shane nodded. “Call me if you need anything.”

“I will,” he replied.

Shane barely remembered driving to Portland General or parking in the garage. At the hospital, he ignored the elevator and skipped, teleported, up the stairs to the fourth floor. When Shane mutated, he had become a pointy-eared elf with the ability to teleport, or skip, as the mutants called his gift. Skipping in a crowded hospital was dangerous. Shane might have rematerialized in the very spot as someone using the stairs, causing a collision or, worst case, a merging with someone else’s body. Not good. But he was in a hurry and skipped up anyway. 

Allison’s room was easy to find; a uniformed officer stood guard at the door. Shane walked in. The officer held his hand out to stop him. “ID?” Shane pulled his private investigator's ID out of his back pocket and handed it to the uniform. “Shane Ireland, I thought you were bigger,” the uniform said as he handed Shane back his credentials.

“Nah, you’re thinking of my friend Sven Olsen. He’s a troll.” Sven’s name rang a bell with the officer.

“You mean that big ass troll on the Harley?”

“That would be a yes,” Shane said and pocketed his ID.

“Go on in, Mr. Ireland. Detective Hunter said you were coming.”

Shane eased the door open enough to get by and entered. Allison lay on a bed, asleep. In one arm dripped ringer’s lactate with a morphine drip, in the other, blood. Her nurse, an old friend of Shane’s from his hospital days, took her pulse even though Allison was hooked up to a monitor. Seeing Shane, the nurse smiled at him. “Her vitals are okay, Shane, but she’s lost a lot of blood. If she wakes up don’t be too long, honey, she needs all the rest she can get. Dr. Cobb had to stop a lot of internal bleeding.” With one last check, the nurse slid out and let Shane step up next to Allison.

Over his shoulder, Shane whispered, “Thanks, Shellie.” 

In the corner, he saw Ben waiting. They waved at each other, afraid if they talked, they might wake her. Shane felt his heart clinch as his eyes took in her pale face and clammy white skin. Unconscious of his action, he gently took her hand and felt for a pulse.

In her dreaming mind, Allison stood by a lake. The lake was vast, wild. She heard a voice, Shane’s voice. Why is he here? Allison felt her anger rise like a desperate swimmer struggling to reach the surface. 

She opened her eyes, blinked. Her lungs took in a deep, deep breath and then she saw him, his blond hair, piercing blue eyes, ravishing good looks, and pointed ears. He was holding her hand, looking down at her with concern on his face. Bastard. He won’t even let me die in piece. But he’s a damn good-looking bastard, she thought. Her reserve faltered. Finally, she stared up and asked, “What are you doing here?”


Shane gave her a smile. “Pardon me for caring,” he said, his smile never leaving his face.

Hearing her voice, her partner, Detective Hunter hurried over to the bed. She shot Hunter an accusing look.


“You invite him?”

“Guilty,” Hunter replied. “You gave me a scare, boss.”

Mimicking Monty Python, Allison said, “I’m not dead yet, Ben,” and then tried to pull her hand away from Shane, who firmly held on tight.

“How do you feel?” Shane asked.

Knowing that once upon a time Shane had been a medical student, she snarled back, “Strong enough to shoot you.”

Shane laughed. The sound of his laugh made her smile, but she quickly frowned to hide her feelings. “That’s a start, Allie,” he said.

The use of her private pet name ignited her emotions. She was mad. Three years and the wound in her soul still felt red-hot. Would it ever go away? Her heart monitor spiked and started making beeps as her numbers climbed.  Shane let go of her hand and stood back. “Calm down. Calm down, please. I just came to see how you were doing. I’ll leave.”

“Fine. You saw. I’m going to make it. Now go,” she said. Her shoulder began to ache again, and she slumped back. Confused and wanting to lighten the mood, Detective Hunter stepped up to the other side of the bed. “Boy boss, you nailed that Orc right through the heart.” 

Allison smiled at Hunter’s attempt at humor. She gave Shane a quick glance. “Got to keep in practice, right Shane?” Suddenly, sharp pains in her chest made her catch her breath, and she fumbled for the call button. Shane reached over here and pushed pain drip for her. Instantly, morphine brought relief. She lay back on her pillow with a sigh.  

“Better?” Shane asked. 

“Better,” she said, the pain dulled by the narcotic. 

Shane studied the monitor: heart rate 150, BP 160/100. “Deep breaths, slow exhale, easy, easy. Let the painkiller work.” His voice soothed her, and she drifted out of conscientiousness. Her heart rate slowed, her blood pressure came down, and her breathing became normal. Nurse Shellie came up beside him. 

“You still have the touch, Shane. Now out,” Shellie whispered.

Defeated, Shane and Ben backed out of the room into the hall. Outside of Allison’s room, Shane said, “That was close, Ben.”

“Too close,” Ben said. 

“What happened?” Shane asked.

“I’ll tell you about it, but I need some coffee. How about you?” Ben said.

“Yeah, I think I do. Hospital or the evil empire?” Shane asked.

Ben chuckled. “Starbucks. Even a cop has his limits. Say, Shane, heard you were leaving for Florida?”
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