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Dedication



 

“Come back! Even as a shadow, even as a dream…”

— Euripides, Herakles

 


Author’s Note

This novel follows the events of the novelette, Skin. Skin contains no major plot points and is not necessary to understand the events of this book.

 

However, if you would like to read Flint & Harbinger’s first night together, check out Skin.

 

 

This book contains sexual situations. It is not intended for anyone under the legal age of adulthood. All characters depicted in sexual situations herein are over 18 years of age. This book is not to be used as an informational guide to any type of sex or sexual education.

 

Some topics within this book may be sensitive or disturbing to some readers. Reader discretion is advised.

 

For detailed information on the topics addressed, please visit the author’s website or scan the code below.
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ONE

Flint

 

Harbinger is going to wreck him.

Flint barely has the SUV in park before she tugs down the zipper of his slacks, single-mindedly focused on taking care of the hard dick she’s been teasing.

They’re late for a meeting. Granted, it’s with the Orena Investigative Division, so neither of them minds a lascivious detour. But their front windshield isn’t tinted, and this fast-food parking lot is more cramped than Flint would like. Across the asphalt, a pair of nyads usher their children into the restaurant without a glance toward the SUV, but Flint still presses his tusks against his fist. His elbow digs into the door as Harbinger takes him into the wet heat of her mouth.

“Harbin…”

His cock muffles her hum. It’s an intoxicating sight, the massive stone-colored swell of his length disappearing between her lips. She gives no sign of stopping, spitting over his head until it’s slick enough to wrap both her skeletal hands around it.

When her lips stretch around him again, Flint’s grip tightens on the steering wheel. “That can’t be comfortable.”

Harbinger edges him into the back of her throat until he curses. She pops off with a flourish. “You’re right. Would be much better in my ass.”

Flint scrubs a hand down his face. “For fuck’s sake, Harbin…”

But she isn’t deterred, knocking her skull helmet to the floor and clambering over the center console into the backseat.

Flint doesn’t have that luxury. No affordable vehicle accommodates his gargantuan gargoyle stature. Instead, he adjusts his dick back into his pants, shoving off his seatbelt and squeezing out the driver’s side door. He scans the area as his bat-like wings stretch, one hand running through the graying temples of his black hair. There are a few empty cars in the lot, plus a couple of people arguing as they prepare to drive off. Flint nods cordially as they pull away before two hands are on his shirt, tugging him into the back of the SUV.

He locks the doors behind him, pulling up the divider to the front seat before he lets Harbinger distract him. Bone-white skin peeks through the front of her black catsuit, undone all the way between her thighs. All her bones protrude, pronounced among fat and muscle, skeletal features carved into her flesh. Her banshee body is somewhere between living and death that Flint wants to drag his mouth over.

She pins him back against the seat, her slight form against his colossal one, pressing against the round curve of his stomach when she fists him out of his pants again.

“You act like you’ve been deprived,” he taunts.

“I was,” she insists, “for seven years.”

Before Flint accidentally touched her bare skin and became the only person who could get this close. Before him pulling her to safety ruined her plans to keep the world at arm’s length. Before they became more than partners, and she became privy to his emotions.

He guides both her hands in one of his, dragging up and down his cock. Frustration twists into her shoulders and the sweat above her lip as she tries to stroke faster. Classic Harbinger: always running, running, running, diving headfirst, never slowing down.

“Flint…” She grits through her teeth, but he keeps both her hands trapped against him. It takes all he has to keep his red eyes trained on her. To not let his dick twitch between her slick palms.

His horns brush the ceiling as his head tilts. “Do you need something?”

He can’t fight a smirk at the way she’s torn between watching his eyes and the precum beading where their hands tighten around his head. His dick barely fits in both her hands. Still, she grips him tighter until he hisses.

“You gonna make me beg?” Harbinger mutters. “We’re already behind schedule.”

Like she gives a fuck. And still, she tries to use it against him, to force him to move, to have him diving headlong into the rush with her. Flint doesn’t change his pace, resting his other arm behind his head like he has all the time in the world. “I don’t mind telling the whole Orena Investigative Division that we’re late because you needed your pussy stretched out.”

Harbinger groans. “Fuck the OID.” Her opaline eyes find his again. She’s practically salivating at the sight of his head disappearing between their fists. “Give it to me.”

“I gave it to you last night.”

Her laugh stays on her lips, voice hoarse when she manages to speed her hands. “What, are you rationing me? Giving me dick once a week until a new shipment comes in?”

“I should.” Flint lifts his hips, fucking into their melded grips. “You need a break once in a while.” The chiding slips between foreplay, where she’s less likely to disregard it. “This size difference isn’t a joke.”

Harbinger lifts to her knees, lip tucked between her teeth. “I promise you…” Her skeletal face hovers in front of his, her hands still trapped beneath his claws. “I’m always wet enough.” She stirs hips against his hand, brushing the bare skin of her stomach against his cock until she shudders. “You can check, if you want to make sure.”

Innocence drips from her pout, but Flint knows better. His eyes narrow…and still, he can’t keep his gaze off her mouth. “Let me get the lube.”

“We didn’t use any the first time.”

“Because someone was impatient.”

“Someone’s impatient now, too.” Her clit brushes his knuckles, and the car fills with the sound of her gasp. “Color?”

Flint can’t deny her. Even if he wanted to. Even if they were in the middle of the OID, her hand on his thigh, her dangerous mouth begging to have him. The only thing that could keep Flint off of her is a threat to her life. Which there isn’t, he reminds himself. He cuts his eyes out the window to make sure —

Then Harbinger’s cunt slips against his fingers, and their groans shred through the quiet.

“Told you,” she breathes. They both focus on their hands stroking over him, dragging his cock between her thighs. “Color?” Harbinger prods again. It’s the system he instituted. Red to stop, yellow to slow, and —

“Green.” His finger flicks against her clit to make her curse. “Maybe I should fuck you like this.” Flint doesn’t give away the ache she always causes in him. The one he tries to tamp down on so she doesn’t feel it. “Make you grind that little pussy against my hand until you get what you need.” He strokes both their hands up to his head, and she’s almost close enough to sink around his cock…

But not close enough.

He covers his cockhead with their fists again. She whines her frustration, and Flint clicks his tongue as she tries fruitlessly to climb into his lap.

“Flint…”

He can’t help but laugh at the warning in her voice. Lowering his mouth, tusks brushing her chest as he pushes aside the fabric and swirls his rough tongue around one of her nipples. Finally, he releases her fingers from the cage of his. “Fine. You want to ride?”

She’s halfway in his lap before he finishes. He holds her back with a clawed hand around her waist, digging a sizable condom from one of the bags in the trunk.

Harbinger squirms in his hand. “We could leave the it off, you know.”

Flint grunts his distaste, tearing into the packet and slipping the condom over his girth. “Not for the first time in a parking lot.”

Harbinger’s gaze clings to the sight of him, no less aroused by the barrier. “That’s your hang-up, not mine. It’s not like we need it.”

She tries to slot her hips over him, but he keeps her suspended as he reaches for the bottle of lube in the center console. “It shouldn’t be just my hang-up. You feeling my emotions complicates things; you know that. That kind of skin-on-skin contact could overwhelm you.”

Disappointment flickers across her face, but she slows her movements. A hint of guilt rises in him, but they can’t be that careless. Not now. Not here. Their eyes meet before he promises, “We will do it. Soon.”

A softer smile settles onto Harbinger’s lips before she leans close, reigniting the heat in his stomach when she drags herself against his cock. “Then I’ll take what I can get for now. Please.”

Holding out is futile for both of them. Flint squeezes lube into his hand and fists over himself, those same slick fingers dragging between Harbinger’s thighs. She sinks halfway over his dick like she’s starved for it, and Flint’s head knocks back against the seat as she clenches around him.

Working her way down, taking another inch as her hand braces against the window beside her. Black and white hair unwinds from her braid, static lifting it on end. “Fuck, it never gets old.”

Flint could stay like that — halfway inside her, letting her take what she wants — but Harbinger is determined. She needs more. Catsuit slipping off her shoulder, she sinks to the hilt.

The sight is intoxicating. Distracting. Around them, the backseat is humid and sticky, feeling much smaller than it had when they were both in the front. Flint’s gaze flicks to the tinted windows, checking the perimeter of the vehicle before Harbinger’s fingers pull his chin back.

“Am I boring you?”

She punctuates the words with another lift of her hips before she buries him deep again, both their eyes rolling back. He claws against her suit. Every sound is lewd, hot and slick, sweat and desire when Flint keeps her hips pinned to him and winds deeper.

That’s his answer; Harbinger is anything but boring.

She fumbles for something to hold onto, cheek smearing against his when she pants. “Gods, more. Fucking please.”

Everything about her is frantic, taking all he gives like she’s outrunning death, and all Flint can do is try to hang on. To shield her, to slow the hectic motion of her hips, to keep his senses heightened while she does whatever she can to sever his attention.

It’s a constant battle of wills; him trying to keep her alive, and her careening out of his grasp.

He remembers the moment they first touched. The bullets pelting his rock armor. The terror on Harbinger’s face. The blood he had to spill to save her.

He had to.

He had to.

Harbinger’s too exposed in this position. Flint rolls her underneath him, stretching her back out against the seat, his wings struggling to unfold over the headrests. A look passes over her face. Something like awe before her smirk settles. “Knew there was a reason you sprung for the big backseat.”

As if his mind had been anywhere near here when they’d started tracking leads seven years ago. His hand splays against her stomach, engulfing her torso, his rocky gray skin contrasting against the white and black of hers.

All he can do is wind his hips into her. Her boot slips against the glass behind him, hands flying to the door above her head when the skin of her stomach bulges to accommodate him. Her eyes shut on a whimper. “Why is it so hot?”

“Because you like making room for me.” His hips jut against the bottom of her thighs. “You like having me in your stomach. You like your body being half made up of my cock, don’t you?”

The thought makes her moan, leveraging against the door to meet his thrusts, breasts bouncing with the motion. She doesn’t tear her gaze from where their bodies meet. Where she stretches around him. Where he grinds against that spot deep inside her. With every thrust, he fucks out her stilted groans, picking up the pace until he’s the only one who can speak.

“You’d take it if it was even bigger, wouldn’t you?”

Harbinger bites the sleeve of her suit until Flint gets a thumb against her clit. Her hips stutter. Her whimpers heighten. Flint smirks. “‘Cause you’d take anything if it meant you could have this dick. Isn’t that right?”

Shudders rack through her, head craning back against the door as she screams. Waves of her orgasm clench around him, hot and tight, almost enough to send him over the edge with her. He clamps a hand over her mouth, enough to muffle the sounds as his gaze darts to the parking lot.

No one pays the rocking SUV any mind.

Once Harbinger quiets, he pulls his hand back from her ragged breaths. He smooths a touch against her thigh, withdrawing before she digs her heels into his ass.

“Keep going.”

It would be easy to pull out of her grasp…but the warmth of her body is so inviting, windows fogging with their breaths as he runs a claw down her sternum. “I don’t need to —”

Her grip around him tightens. She bolsters up on her elbows with a growl, as if she’s the imposing gargoyle. “If you don’t fuck me ‘til you come —”

It’s enough for laughter to rumble out of his chest. Then he delves in deep again, pressing a moan out of them both. The SUV shifts on its wheels with each thrust. A blissful grin slips across Harbin’s face, fingers trailing through the condensation on the glass. “You’re rocking this whole fucking car.”

Flint doesn’t stop. Doesn’t slow, dragging out completely before he’s buried again, and Harbinger’s strangled curses stifle under the low rumble of his voice. “You wanted it deep, didn’t you?”

It’s filthy, her pussy spreading over him, his cock slick with her desire. She reaches between her legs, but he pins her hand back against the door. “You want to come again?” A claw retracts on one of his fingers, circling her clit. “Greedy little thing.” There’s no hiding the softness in his voice, but he presses her further, working into her in time with his circles. “Tell me.”

She squirms in his grip until his motions tighten to that perfect rhythm. Her body strains to reach for him. “Yes, I’m fucking greedy, I want it — fucking deeper.”

A smile breaks across his lips. “That’s my fucking girl.” He hardly has to ask before she’s arching, helpless, needy. “Then give me another one.”

Only like this can he get her compliant. Open. Willing to do as he asks. To let him direct her, protect her, to squeeze out her lawlessness until she’s a puddle beneath him.

All that chaos ricocheting inside her as he swallows her moans, her fingers digging into his shoulder. His tail coils around her leg, and she clenches around him.

“Yes, fucking — use your tail. Wrap it around me.”

There’s temptation to let go, to give her exactly what she’s asking for, but it’s too dangerous. He can’t. Not when he could lose control. When the mace shape sprouting from the end of his tail could hurt her…or worse.

When he retracts it, she groans her frustration, but he doesn’t stop rolling into her. Dragging their bodies together, beating hearts and staggered breaths filling the space. “Come on.” His teeth scrape her neck. “Do it again for me. Come again, baby. Give me another one.”

Now, he lets loose on the hold he has around his emotions. When she’s so strung out on desire, he can let everything else slip into her, too: his devotion and doubt and desperation. All the things he tries to keep buried, pouring out of him and into her.

It’s a flood of him delving inside her, and he can tell when it hits. When her eyes widen, neck arching, body writhing beneath him as she comes apart again.

That’s what pushes him over. Her fingers curling in the back of his hair, mindless words passed from her mouth to his. He rocks in deep, buried between her thighs when his release takes him, his low growl vibrating up the column of her throat.

The SUV stills. Sweat plasters them both together. A tiny laugh bubbles out of her, stray hairs clinging to her face over the warm blood in her cheeks. “I have a feeling the OID is gonna know why we’re late.”

“I told you…” Flint pulls slowly out of her, both of them groaning at the loss before he ties off the condom. “I’m gonna tell them exactly why we had to stop.”

His lips tug up past his tusks as she nudges him with her boot, resecuring the buttons on her catsuit. Flint works himself back into his slacks, shifting up off the seat, pants pulled taut against his thighs as he tucks in his button-down.

Harbinger moves up to her knees, draping arms over his shoulders. “I think you needed that even more than me.”

Her taunting teeth in his pointed ear are enough to make him shudder. He works his belt buckle back into place, checking out the window again. “How do you figure?”

Her brows hike when he glances back to her. Point proven. “You’ve seemed distracted the past few weeks. Even while I was sucking your dick.”

Shame swells in his cheeks. He tries to hide the emotion, even as he knows she can feel it. “For good reason. Neither of us want to go through what happened at the restaurant again.”

It’s an excuse. A way to rationalize how on edge he’s been since that day. In Flint’s dreams, he still sees it; their client squirming behind the counter. Harbinger’s brows knit in confusion. Then the panic in her eyes as she called Flint’s name the second before gunfire started.

No matter how quickly he’d pulled Harbinger to safety, it was a big dose of luck that kept them from bleeding out on the floor.

Harbinger’s voice cleaves into his thoughts. “Should I, I don’t know, learn some acrobatics to keep you entertained?”

“No! Gods…” Flint scratches at his beard. “It has nothing to do with you. Or…I guess it has everything to do with you.”

He rests back against the seat before he looks at her. Harbinger isn’t offended, tuned into him the same way they’ve been since they began this partnership. It eases some of the tension in his neck. “I know we’ve been careful since the restaurant. Taking the jobs with the lowest risk —”

“And the lowest pay.”

He winces. It’s true. But Harbinger moves closer, draping her legs over his lap and resting her arms on her knees. “I’m giving you a hard time.” She picks at a thread unraveling on the inside of her suit. Shit: they’ll have to replace or patch it soon. Another expense. “I know I was resistant when you suggested we take lighter work, but, I mean, hell. I’m not exactly chomping at the bit to get shot at again.”

Flint twists the end of her braid around a claw, following the strands of white woven through the black. Horns honk in the distance as a car runs a red light at the intersection. It draws his focus — even now, in the midst of their discussion about his distraction. He tries to keep his eyes on Harbinger, despite his body’s nagging reminder to make sure they’re not in danger.

“But we’re running low on cash,” Harbinger finishes. She tries to understand Flint’s concern, but a sigh escapes. The two of them have made ends meet for years, but getting picky with their cases means their finances have taken a hit. Flint’s being overcautious. He knows he is, but that doesn’t make it any easier to take risks for a bit of money. It’s not a simple thing to put them — to put her — in danger.

Unfortunately, Flint’s definition of ‘potentially dangerous’ has grown in the months since the restaurant.

“It’s just…” Harbinger won’t quite look at him. “The slightest thing sets you off now, Flint. Meeting in a secluded area? No thanks. Object too obscure? Try again. Paying too much? Next. Like your mind’s already whirring through worst-case scenarios before we make first contact.”

She’s not wrong. Lately, the smallest uncertainty grows into an intrusive thought for him. Harbinger has been patient. Understanding. But it’s no secret their funds are drying up. They skip lunch more often than not, sporadic nights spent in the backseat of the SUV instead of a motel room. Hell, money’s the reason they agreed to today’s meeting in the first place.

Not that Flint loves the idea. The OID has been on his back for years, and the way he fought back at the restaurant shined a spotlight on him. The bullets and shell casings, along with the restaurant’s malicious ties, were enough to clear Flint…

For that crime. Who knows what else the OID has dug up in the time since? Things from Flint’s past he isn’t sure how Harbinger would take.

“Maybe the OID will have something for us,” he sighs. Harbinger’s skeptical look says it all, but they both know they’re running out of options. She plucks at the fraying string again, lifting her eyes to his.

“At least we’re together.”

It warms his chest. Words spring into his mouth — things he hasn’t been saying, things he wants to — but Harbinger’s eyes widen like she feels it.

“We’d better get going.” She swings her legs off his lap and climbs back toward the passenger seat, leaving him alone.

It’s always hardest after sex. When her body’s so close, a warm reminder of how much he has to lose. They’ve been partners for so long, but this added physical layer is new. Fragile. He told her the first night that he didn’t expect anything, and Flint can’t risk what they’ve built just because he wants more than he thought he did. Especially when Harbinger pulls away any time the feelings swell in Flint.

He gets a handle on his emotions again, pushing out the door and back into the driver’s seat. Harbinger slumps as the ignition cranks, flicking to a rock song on the radio.

“Let’s get this over with.”








TWO

Flint

 

They’re fifteen minutes late by the time they pull up in front of the OID building, an intimidating concrete structure at least ten stories high.

Flint checks the clock on the dash: sixteen minutes late. Which is extended by the checkpoints and haranguing they go through before they’re left in a meeting room on the ninth floor. Harbinger’s helmet reflects the fluorescents as she slouches back in her swivel chair, Flint standing behind her.

After a few minutes, the door swings open on Agent Tamneth, a blonde elf with a sour disposition on his pale face. Tamneth does his best to appear professional, chin lifted as he slots sunglasses into the pocket of his suit jacket. “Harbinger. Flint. Nice to see you again.”

“Wish we could say the same.”

Harbinger’s helmet muffles her voice, but there’s no mistaking her words. Tamneth prickles, but he knows better than to look to Flint for any help. Flint doesn’t even lift an eyebrow. Tamneth brushes past the tension, sinking into the chair across the table. “Thank you for meeting with us today.”

“Your voicemail didn’t leave much of an option.” Harbinger examines her gloves. “I believe the word ‘warrant’ was used.”

Tamneth flicks his watch face toward him as he shuffles paper on the desk, a subtle reminder of their punctuality — or lack thereof. “I know it’s been a while since our last encounter —”

“You mean when you called me a con artist in front of the courtroom because we testified for the defense?”

Tamneth smooths a hand back through his hair before he locks his fingers on the table. “What else would you call it when you take people’s money and tell them what they’d like to hear?”

Harbinger’s head tilts as she hums. “I prefer the term ‘freelance-seer.’”

“I understand our working relationship —”

“Get to the fucking point.”

Even without Harbinger’s abilities, Flint can read her. The irritation spiking from her shoulders, arms crossed over her chest. Flint does nothing to make her distaste more palatable, his eyes narrowed across the table when Tamneth speaks again.

“Instead of remaining at odds, the OID would like to work together.”

“Quite the change of tune from ‘con artist.’”

Tamneth does all he can to keep his tight smile in place. “Even if I question the validity of your ‘abilities,’ the OID is willing to make certain concessions for this case.”

“What case?”

Tamneth pulls papers from the folder before him, turning the pages so Flint and Harbinger can read them. “These are non-disclosure agreements. We have something we’d like you to look at. With your…‘powers.’”

Flint scans the document. Harbinger keeps her eyes on Tamneth. “What case?”

Tamneth doesn’t budge. “If you sign these agreements, we can share that information with you.”

Even reckless Harbin is skeptical. Flint doesn’t hesitate. “We’re not agreeing to anything until we know exactly what you’re asking us to do.”

Tamneth sighs, steepling his fingers. “It’s for the Raymond Reid case. Suspected kidnapper, torturer, serial killer —”

“Reid?”

Flint’s stunned. Harbinger’s posture changes, helmet tilted toward Tamneth like he may give something else away.

“He was all over the news earlier this year when you arrested him.” Flint remembers the images of an unassuming white human, glasses, receding brown hair. Exactly what you’d expect.

“We suspect Reid’s been active for a few years, but his movement increased exponentially in the nine months before his capture. His victim count is likely between fifteen and twenty-five adolescent girls.”

“Teenagers?”

Tamneth pulls a round of images from the folder, an array of young girls from various family photos. Toes digging into sand at the shoreline, teeth sticky and stained with candy, first car keys dangling from fingers. All smiling.

Flint’s stomach twists.

Harbinger turns a picture gingerly toward her. “And you think they’re all…dead?”

Tamneth gives her a hard look. “It’s very likely. They all tend to fall into the same population: thirteen to seventeen, white, human or human-appearing.”

“Wow,” Harbinger drawls. “That’s the one demographic you care to look for. And you still haven’t figured this out?”

Flint fights the tug in his chest. It’s tragic, but he knows what Tamneth is doing. Playing on their heartstrings, trying to soften them for whatever comes next. Whatever favor the OID has to ask. “If you know all of that, why do you need Harbinger?”

Tamneth leans back in his chair, as if it pains him to admit it. “We’ve found plenty of circumstantial evidence tying Reid to the crimes; witness accounts and recordings placing him in the vicinity of each girl’s last known location. But we haven’t been able to recover any of the bodies. No trophies, no DNA, nothing concrete.”

It lances through Flint. He knows Harbinger can feel it, but neither of them reacts save for the barest tilt of her helmet. Flint’s voice is level. “What are you asking us?”

He knows how the OID operates. The things they ask without thought, without consideration. The selfish demands they make of people. An ember of rage starts to flare inside him when Tamneth speaks.

“We want you to use your abilities on Raymond Reid.”

“You’re out of your goddamn mind.” A threat rumbles through Flint’s voice. “Absolutely not.”

For once, Harbinger doesn’t give it a second of consideration. “I’ve told you a hundred times, it doesn’t work like that. With living things, I get the present. Emotions. With objects, I get the past. Memories. I can’t make them cross. And I’m not getting tied to a fucking serial killer forever. Besides,” her fingers press to the table, “banshee abilities are still considered hearsay. We have you to thank for that. If that’s why you brought us here, you’re wasting all of our time.”

“We thought you might say that —”

“Then why would you fucking ask?” Flint snarls. Tamneth holds up both hands in surrender, trying to quell their indignation.

“We have to try.” Tamneth looks exhausted, but Flint can’t scrounge up any sympathy for him. Not when the OID has brought so many of these problems on themselves with shoddy tactics, racial profiling, and internal misconduct. “These girls’ families have no answers. Reid hasn’t talked since we arrested him. He lawyered up right away, and our leads have dried up. Without any physical evidence, it’s going to be next to impossible to get a conviction.”

“She’s not reading him.”

Harbinger rests a glove on Flint’s wrist. It’s the only thing that makes him realize his red eyes are flaring. That he hasn’t breathed since Tamneth suggested it.

“I’m not reading him,” she confirms. It loosens a bit of the stress strapped across Flint’s chest. “If that’s all — “

“Wait.” The situation is slipping through Tamneth’s grasp much faster than he anticipated. His teeth grind as if he hates to admit it. “There is another option.”

Flint huffs a breath. “Your ‘other option’ had better be real fucking good after that stunt.”

Tamneth’s gaze cuts between them. “We’ve acquired an object of Reid’s. We’d like you to read it.”

Harbinger’s eyes narrow. “And what is ‘it,’ exactly?”

“It’s magical. Something we haven’t seen before. We can’t be sure exactly what it does.”

“Where’d it come from? Why don’t you bring me his car keys or something?”

“Raymond Reid was meticulous. Very private. Maliciously clever: we have no record of him needing glasses. We suspect he used them to appear more mild-mannered. When we arrested him, his house was spotless. Every inch clean, no trinkets or personal effects or much furniture. It’s as if he has somewhere else to store things, but there’s no other property on record, no storage unit, no family. We never recovered his vehicle. Our forensics found no traces on anything.”

“Then where’d you find this object?”

Tamneth’s eyes are cool on Flint. “We recovered it from a private stash Reid kept hidden in his home. This was the only object there.”

Harbinger mulls over the possibility, but Flint doesn’t need to. “It doesn’t matter. She’s not doing it.

Tamneth eases to his feet. “Now, wait —”

But Flint’s ready to shut Tamneth down when Harbinger’s hand closes over his. She doesn’t look at him, which means one thing. Flint’s stomach drops.

She speaks before he can. “You’d have to pay us. A lot. Double what you’re thinking.”

“Harbinger —”

“We could compel you,” Tamneth challenges. “Charge you with impeding the investigation, obstruction of justice. Reopen the restaurant investigation…” Tamneth’s eyes cut to Flint. “And a few others.”

Flint doesn’t let his expression shift. Harbinger leans across the table, helmet winking in the fluorescents. “We can sit in a jail cell for a few days. It won’t get you any closer to solving this case.”

Tamneth’s jaw clicks. “Fine.”

“Put it in writing.”

Flint moves between them. “You can’t be fucking seri-”

For the first time, the edge in Tamneth’s voice sticks in Flint’s thoughts like a briar. “If Harbinger reads this item for us, we’re prepared to compensate you both.”

Every alarm bell in Flint’s mind clangs. Harbinger keeps her helmet toward Tamneth. “Can you give us a moment alone?”

He straightens his papers before he steps out of the room. Harbinger doesn’t turn to Flint until the door clicks shut. Flint doesn’t give her a chance to speak first. “Absolutely not.”

“Hold on…” Her gloved hands lift in an attempt to placate him. She knows this is ridiculous. It stokes his indignation.

“No, Harbin! Are you joking?” It’s only once Harbinger places a hand on his that he realizes he’s shaking. From rage, or fear, he isn’t sure. A cup trembles at the other end of the table before he withdraws his hand and tries to calm himself. “You can’t risk gods know what for the fucking OID because they can’t handle an investigation.”

“I wouldn’t be risking it for them. I’d be risking it for the girls.”

Pain shuts Flint’s eyes, shallow breath scraping in his chest. Of course she sees it that way. Of course Tamneth has gotten to her bleeding heart, the one she hides before she rushes into danger. She’s so intent to keep everyone out of harm’s way before she flings her body at the nearest problem without a care for what it means for her.

“I know you want to help.” Flint opens his eyes and meets the reflective sheen of her helmet. Gods, if he could see her face…if they could talk, maybe she’d understand. “Will you open your visor? Please.”

He tries to keep the strain out of his voice, but from the way her body tenses, she hears it. She unhinges the skeletal jaw of her helmet. The jawbone falls open to show her face, eyes following him when he leans closer.

“I know you want to help,” he repeats. “But it’s not — “ He exhales through his nose, but Harbin doesn’t interrupt, mouth pressed in a thin line. “They don’t know what this object is. And I know you want to do right by those families, but you can’t help everyone to your detriment. You don’t know what this would do to you. How it might hurt you. You remember the restaurant…”

Her gaze shifts away from him. He doesn’t hold that day against her; he’s told her as much. But he hasn’t forgotten, less for what danger it put him in and more for her. How easily she could have been hurt. How quickly her life could have ended.

“I know what happened at the restaurant was a little reckless,” she acknowledges. “But this is different.”

“How?”

“Because it’s not putting you in harm’s way. Because they already have Reid in custody. We’ve been looking for something low risk with high reward, and there is…” Harbinger swallows like it pains her. “Nothing higher than OID money. And if we don’t help them, those girls will never come home. We both know that. You said it yourself; the OID doesn’t know how to handle an investigation. They’re out of ideas. This is one thing we can do — one thing that’s safe. One thing that can get us the money we need.”

“But it’s not worth it if you’re at risk!”

“I’ll be fine.” She smiles gently.

“You don’t know that.”

“I do: no object has ever harmed me, not even magical ones. No lasting effects. Hell, I might not be able to get anything off of it, anyway.”

Defeat swarms his chest. His shoulders fall. “I don’t like this, Harbinger.”

That’s finally enough to slow her. For her to take one of his hands between both of hers. “I understand.” Her fingers trace the back of his hands: chipping, discolored, and scarred from years of protecting her. “I’ve been trying to take things easier. To go slower. We’ve been cautious for months, but I can’t…” She takes a deep breath, eyes slipping shut. “I can’t leave those girls out there alone. Someone has to care about them. What’s happened to them. Someone who can do something. I can’t do nothing if I can help.”

He hates it. Strain is evident on his face, through the threads of his emotions flowing into her…but he can’t control her. Can’t keep her, can’t contain her if she wants to do this. It’s her choice. Her ability. Her body. Finally, he sighs.

“Fine.”

But it’s not, and he does little to tamp down on the turmoil swirling inside him. Maybe he’s selfish for wanting to keep her as close as possible — as safe as possible — but he can’t help the relentless uncertainty in his chest.

Her hands stop moving over his. Voice soft, crawling past the edge of her helmet. “You don’t have to come with me.”

As if it were a choice. As if leaving her on her own would ever be an option. “Of course I’m going with you.” His eyes harden on hers. “But if we do this, we do it our way. You let me set the terms. Agreed?”

She nods.

It’ll have to suffice.

Flint lifts his gaze toward the door. “You can come back in.”

No doubt Tamneth’s been listening, but he waits a few seconds before he opens the door again. Harbinger clicks her helmet back into place, and Tamneth stands at the end of the table.

“If we do this, you pay double our asking price,” Flint begins.

“Of course,” Tamneth agrees, “And —”

“I’m not finished.” Flint lifts his hand. “All of it gets deposited into our account. Today. If we incur any ailments from this work, you pay for our medical services as long as they’re necessary.”

“That’s —”

“Non-negotiable.”

After a moment, Tamneth’s eyes narrow until he nods. Flint leans back, wishing the weight would slip off his shoulders. “Draw up the contract, then. We’ll start once the bank confirms the money is in our account.”

Tamneth gestures toward the door. “Then follow me.”







THREE

Harbinger

 

Even if Harbinger weren’t privy to Flint’s emotions, he wears them on his face. The glare he levels at Tamneth is poisonous enough that Harbinger wonders if they should keep an antidote on standby. She’s glad she’s not on the receiving end of it.

But the feeling Flint reserves for her is worse. A knowing sadness radiates through his steps as they follow Tamneth down the corridor. Flint keeps his focus on their cell phone. He’s not surprised this is the path Harbinger has chosen to take, but he is disappointed, which is worse than anger or fear or any other emotion that rattled around the conference room. It’s enough to make her second-guess herself. To consider turning on her heel and flipping the OID off as they disappear out the door.

But they can’t do nothing.

She knows what Flint would say. Yes, we absolutely can. But Harbinger can’t. Can’t leave those girls out there alone. Can’t leave their families in the wake of tragedy. Can’t leave them with no resolution, stories untold, mysteries unsolved.

Banshees hang between life and death, slipping through the Veil and brushing against the ether of what was and could have been. If Harbinger can’t use her power for good, then what’s the point? What use is this fucking ability if she can’t help?

Even if the girls are dead.

She and Flint need something that’ll pay without putting them in danger. It’s a compromise; one she doesn’t love making, but a risk she has to take nonetheless. Flint will have to get on board. Never mind that they don’t really know what touching this thing will do to her, but Harbinger has to believe it’s safe enough.

She’ll touch this object. Tell them what she sees. Move onto the next.

Flint stuffs the phone back into his pocket. “The money’s in our account.”

She thinks he breathes a little easier. Maybe she’s lying to herself.

They come to a stop in front of a metal door as Tamneth holds out the NDA’s. Flint inspects them for a second time — a third, when Tamneth gets huffy — before they sign. Tamneth swipes his badge against a digital panel.

The door unlocks. Harbinger gives Tamneth a wide berth when she steps into the stark white room. It’s vacant, save for a small, clear box on the lab table. Harbinger’s head tilts before she steps closer.

“Harbin…”

She looks back at Flint, meeting the worry in his eyes.

“You don’t have to do this,” he murmurs. “We can still leave.”

His emotions rise within her, a mixture of doubt and guilt and frustration. But she plasters a confident smile on her face before she realizes her helmet blocks it. “Don’t worry,” she soothes. “It’ll be fine.”

Thank the gods their connection goes one way, and he can’t feel her mounting uncertainty.

Tugging on her fingertips, she pulls off one glove as Flint’s hand stretches out to take it. With murmured thanks, she steps toward the table, leaning to get a closer look.

The object looks like a scrap of black fabric, no bigger than the pad of her finger, but it’s odd. A mixture of states of matter: solid, liquid, gas. Its colors shift like a shadow, adjusting when Harbinger changes angles, vanishing like smoke or blending into the corners of the case.

She calls over her shoulder. “You’re sure you don’t know what this is?”

“Correct.” Tamneth waits by the door. “It’s the last thing we recovered from Reid. No one has been able to determine what it does.”

The box unlatches, flipping open to expose the object held against the bottom of the case like a specimen. A creature with its wings pinned. Flint’s swirling unease heightens her own, but she pushes past it, the black markings on her fingers drifting toward the object.

She sucks in a breath.

Flint starts to protest.

And then, her fingers touch down.

Her mind is sucked away. Submerged, pulled deeper, like the heavy tug of a drain. She’s not underwater. She’s elsewhere, surrounded by swirling black shadows, fog creeping across the edges of her vision. Everything is hazy, oil smeared over a camera lens, a murky quality that seeps over her like dread.

It’s unlike anything she’s touched. No web of interconnected strings zig-zagging through events. There’s nothing she can follow, no way to categorize what she sees. It’s not like she’s touched an object at all.

More like something alive.

But it’s nothing like touching Flint. Every part of this is subtle, lapping against her like a tide rising on the beach. Slow, gradual, until it could envelop her. Until it could drown her. Until it could swallow her whole.

There’s movement beside her.

She tries to follow it, but it’s like slogging through mud, buried in a dream, an abstract of the world she knows. She tries to make out the shapes in the distance, white noise swelling in the space around her.

Something breathes down her neck.

Harbinger jerks back, cleaving the connection and stumbling as she gasps to the surface. Back in the real world, room tilting, her head lolling back before she comes to. Flint’s broad arms keep her off the floor, his voice rushing into her ears.

“What happened?”

Her heart races against her ribs. She searches for Tamneth’s face. “What is that?”

He shouldn’t know the answer. No one has been able to determine what it does. But his eyes stay trained on her, monitoring her reaction…

Like an experiment.

He makes no move to answer. “What did you see?”

Flint tucks her closer to his chest. “Give her a fucking minute!”

Nausea roils in her stomach, head swimming at the sudden influx of sensation. Black spots bloom in her vision. She clicks her helmet open, gulping for air as her legs wobble beneath her.

Flint’s hand is steady across her back. The need to vomit slowly passes. After a moment, Flint guides her to her feet, and Harbinger steels herself against Tamneth.

“What is that?”

He doesn’t bother to look surprised any more, face settling into a cold expression as he motions to a pair of armed guards down the hallway. “It’s a night terror.”

“A what?” Surely she misunderstood. Her jaw tightens, mind whipping in a new direction. “So you knew the whole time. That’s why you called us. It wasn’t some ‘object’ you found.”

“It’s new technology we’re testing. We extracted it from Reid’s mind.” Tamneth jerks his chin toward the box on the table. “That’s a piece of it.”

Harbinger can’t fathom it. Why would the OID develop tech like that? Her mind whirls from the sensation, hands holding her helmet straight as her body tries to regulate.

“What did you see?” Tamneth insists, stepping closer. Her head jerks up the same time Flint does.

“Oh, fuck off.”

She takes her glove from Flint’s hand, trying to jam it back over her fingers.

“So you did see something.” Tamneth’s eyes are dark. Flint rises to his full height behind Harbinger.

“You paid me to read it,” she seethes. Flint made sure to negotiate that loophole. “Not tell you anything about it. And I’m sure as shit not going to now. This is why I don’t trust organizations. ‘Something Reid had stashed away.’ Fuck off!”

Tamneth tilts his head. “Technically, Reid did have it stashed away…in his mind.”

The look Flint gives should be enough to send Tamneth running. Unfortunately for all of them, he doesn’t know when to leave well enough alone.

Harbinger’s about to tell him as much when a strange feeling tugs in her chest. Experimental. A line of rope disappearing into the dark with something at the other end.

“Oh no.”

Flint turns back to her, worry surging next to something else.

Someone else.

Harbinger’s throat tightens. “I’m connected to it.”

It takes a moment for Flint to understand. “You’re…” He whirls on Tamneth. “You said it wasn’t alive!”

Tamneth’s glare slices toward Harbinger. “It’s not! Not by any normal metric. Doesn’t need to breathe. Doesn’t have a pulse. Doesn’t eat or sleep.”

Flint grinds his teeth. “But?”

“But,” Tamneth continues, “it is sentient.”

Harbinger steadies herself on the table. Just like that, she’s bound to an unknown variable. Something that doesn’t feel like anything else she’s touched. Something that’s not the dead weight of an object, nor the constant ebb and flow of another person.

And she’s stuck with it.

Forever.

A sickening feeling churns in her stomach. Déjà vu, a cracked egg spreading over her mind, tiredness dulling her senses before the brush of invisible fingers across the back of her neck.

“So you used her.” Flint’s anger whistles like a tea kettle. “Without her consent. You’ve tied her to this thing for the rest of her life, and you don’t even know what it does!”

Tamneth lifts his chin without the decency to look ashamed. In fact, he looks a little proud. “It’s a small price to pay to protect the public.”

Flint closes the space between them, clawed hand raising, but the guards lift and cock their weapons toward Harbinger.

“Careful, Mr. Flint.” Tamneth’s voice is low and level, an eerie knowingness in his expression. “I’d hate for your temper to get the best of you again.”

Again?

Confusing emotions string through Flint when he looks at her: fury, shame, biting nostalgia. But all Harbinger can make out is the tension through his shoulders.

Slowly — slowly — Flint takes a step back. There’s no use fighting back here. Not when they’re deep inside OID headquarters, surrounded by weapons and false claims and political pull. Harbinger clenches her fingers around Flint’s forearm, to stay close. “Where’s the rest of it?”

Tamneth lifts a brow. “The rest of what?”

“The night terror. You said there’s more. That it’s sentient. Where’s the rest?”

Flint’s body is still tight with rage. “Harbin, forget it. Let’s —”

“I can’t,” she whispers. Her fingers dig into Flint’s arm, voice just loud enough for him to make out. “If I’m connected to this thing, I need to know what that means.”

There’s a long moment before they both turn back to Tamneth. Harbinger locks her helmet visor back into place, and Tamneth steps back to allow them through the door. She keeps a hand on Flint’s elbow as he tries to calm the bitter hatred spiking through him.

She can’t think about it. Can’t focus on what this means, because if she does…

There’s a subtle pull on her consciousness.

What the fuck? What the fuck? She’s been so careful to keep these connections at bay, and now, this thing…

Who knows what this means for her abilities? Her body? Her life? She nearly lurches over a trash can, desperate to expel this disturbance, but it’s not that easy. It never has been. She’s never gotten to choose who and what has access to her.

Only once Flint steadies her does she realize she’s leaning into him. She gives her best reassuring squeeze, but he’s too wound up to relax.

She just had to read this object.

Of fucking course she did.

Tamneth swipes his badge against another panel, and a pressurized-door unlocks. “The cuffs we have on it should prevent it from changing shape. It’s restrained to the chair.”

Flint stops Harbinger in the doorway. “Why is it restrained?”

Tamneth forces his eyes away from Harbinger. “During the course of our study, we’ve lost a few agents.”

Flint is incensed. Harbinger’s head falls, eyes slipping shut, trying to breathe through one blow after another.

A night terror. From a serial killer. Melded to her for the rest of her life. Able and eager to kill.

It can’t be real. Like Harbinger is pulled from her body, floating above herself, watching as Tamneth stands rooted in his righteousness and Flint fights down his helpless anger.

Pick it up. Then put it down.

It’s a phrase she hasn’t thought in so many years, the mechanical way she learned to cope with her powers. She can still picture it. Smaller, skeletal hands holding her gloved ones. Knees trembling outside a tall wooden door. Milky white eyes staring back, set into a face mirroring her own.

Pick up the object. Read what they ask for. Then every feeling it gives you, every horrible thing you see, push it away.

Pick it up. Then put it down.

Harbinger clings to the thought of that awful wooden door, the distant squeeze of fingers around hers.

Then, with a slow breath, she opens her eyes and steps into the containment chamber.





FOUR

Harbinger

 

An empty chair is cast in shadow in the middle of the room. Confusion clouds Harbinger’s thoughts, still trapped in her memory, until her eyes focus on the darkness enough to make out an arm. A leg. An almost-human shape strapped to the chair.

He’s dark in varying shades, shifting from pitch black to dim gray. Fire-like wisps flicker at the top of his head, like the black flame of a candle. Around him, the air gives off static. Harbinger can make out the line of his shoulders, the lithe expanse of his chest, all tapering to his waist. Metal straps hold his throat and ankles to the chair, thick handcuffs locking his wrists together in his lap.

She knows it’s ‘him,’ because he prods at their connection until he catches sight of her. His eyes have no pupils, just two glowing yellow slashes that match the gash of his mouth when he smiles.

Flint edges in front of her, but the creature doesn’t make a move for them…not that he could. Instead, his gaze lingers on Harbinger’s skull helmet behind Flint’s elbow. When the terror speaks, a chill rakes up the backs of her knees.

“Sorry for staring, sweetheart, but you look like death itself.”

His cadence is smooth, unperturbed, no audible tell that suggests he’s a prisoner against his will. But there’s a haunting quality to his voice, like a distant thud. A flicking tongue. An object moved
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