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      It's not much of a life, taking bounty hunts on vampires. But as a disgraced former deputy, Lincoln Marshall's not exactly knee-deep in job offers, and airplane tickets are expensive after the apocalypse. His dying father is all the way across the country in Northgate. It's Lincoln's last chance to see him, and he'll do whatever it takes to get there - even though the werewolf pack in Northgate is still out for his blood.

      Sophie Keyes, the one and only Historian, needs Lincoln's help. She fears the gods may be out to kill her. So Lincoln drags her back home despite his better instincts - only to learn that home's not exactly safer than Reno. Some preternatural monster is killing hospice patients in Northgate.

      Sheriff Noah Adair is convinced the killers are werewolves. The werewolves are convinced Lincoln Marshall is the killer. And Lincoln thought surviving the post-apocalypse had been bad enough before all this crap.

      Book 2 of the A Fistful of Daggers series.
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        It is not the hearers of the law who are righteous before God, but the doers of the law who will be justified.

        ROMANS 2:13, ESV BIBLE

      

      

      

      
        
        
        The things I will do, what they are, yet I know not. But they will be the terrors of the earth. You don't know where you are, do you? You're in a prison of your own sins.

        MICHAEL CRICHTON, WESTWORLD

      

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      Meadowood Mall was under quarantine after a demon attack. The status sounded more dramatic than it looked from the outside; police had wrapped yellow tape around a few parking lot entrances, a cluster of bicycle mounted officers stood watch, and bored civilians walked past with barely a glance.

      Only four deaths had been verified so far. It was enough for a quarantine, but not a very good one.

      Lincoln Marshall had no trouble passing the tape. The police weren’t watching the food court doors a few hundred feet to the right of the bus terminal, so he strolled right in with Spencer on one side and a pump shotgun cradled in his opposite arm.

      Spencer was a short, wide man with a patchy beard and smart eyes. He wore his pending bounty hunting license clipped to his jeans pocket, but he didn’t carry a gun. He didn’t need the added firepower. “Smells clear out here.”

      “Everything looks fine to me too,” Lincoln said.

      The environment was fine the way that anything was fine these days. Crossing the parking lot meant winding through a lot of cracks and sinkholes. There weren’t many cars, and the one illuminated sign flickered.

      But Lincoln didn’t see any visible signs of the demon. If it wasn’t strong enough to ooze out the mall, then that meant everything was fine.

      The tinkling of shattering glass echoed over the parking lot. Lincoln shook the sleeve off his fist, reached inside, and unlocked the door.

      Spencer stuck his head in and sniffed. “Yep. It’s close.”

      Lincoln checked over his shoulder to make sure they were still unobserved. Only one person watched them—a woman almost a foot shorter than Lincoln. She had thick hair turned coarse by desert sand blowing through it. Her cheekbones and nose were baked red-brown, and her forehead was creased with sun damage.

      She carried a sword, which sometimes looked like it was made of steel and sometimes like it was made of obsidian, depending on which way Lincoln tilted his head. It most often looked like a flamberge: four feet long, with a minimal cross guard and a serpentine blade.

      Inanna was a huntress. Debatably the best hunter of any kind that Lincoln had ever met. He wasn’t surprised she’d followed him here—she’d never miss a chance to go after a demon, especially if it meant she got to annoy Lincoln on the way.

      Inanna hefted the flamberge. “I’m right behind you.”

      “It’s not like I can stop you,” Lincoln muttered.

      He entered. The food court’s stale, lightless air hung close, and his booted footsteps squeaked through the quietude. Lincoln knew that parts of the mall had reopened—they must have, in order for a demon to have reason to hunt there—but he couldn’t tell if the food court was in use. The pizza place was definitely closed, and it looked like the fish and chips shop hadn’t sold anything in a decade. Maybe the Chinese food place. It smelled like orange and pepper when Lincoln passed with Spencer gliding silently behind him.

      This part of town was slower to rejuvenate than others. There wasn’t much demand for shopping after the apocalypse yet, and the demand wasn’t likely to get better unless someone could control these attacks.

      “It’s too quiet.” Inanna walked in a half-crouch, her motions fluid, her eyes alert. “If our quarry isn’t making noise, then it’s likely it knows we’re coming, and it’s hiding.”

      “I know,” Lincoln snapped. Inanna may have been a legendary huntress, but he’d practically grown up in a deer blind.

      Spencer glanced over. “Did you say something?”

      Lincoln shook his head. Shouldered the shotgun. “Still no signs.”

      “I’ve got a scent,” Spencer said. They emerged from the food court to a wide hallway with skylights, and he followed them to the left.

      Meadowood Mall was a series of interlocked crescents with dozens of shops, though few had begun selling again. Most rooms were empty aside from scattered garbage. Only the biggest corporations had returned, and essentials were more popular than luxury items. Build-A-Bear had been replaced by a gun store. The old jewelry shop had transformed into an REI. Sears now occupied two large retail spaces rather than one, and their tool department serviced the entire region.

      At the moment, even the occupied stores had their shutters rolled down, tightening the quarantine. Staff had been sent home, pretending that home would be safer than the mall.

      At least here, they knew where the demon was waiting.

      Lincoln crouched behind a sunglasses stand to check his gun again. His shotgun was in working condition, but so old that he feared it would fail at the wrong moment, and he triple-checked it compulsively.

      Spencer sank next to him. His nostrils flared as he sniffed the air. “Did you bring the moonstone?”

      Lincoln tossed a small velvet bag to Spencer, who caught it with the reverence such an expensive trinket deserved. Lincoln watched over the counter for signs of attack as Spencer stripped off his shirt and pants, stashing them in a tactical bag. Keeping track of his belongings was not a luxury; even though local bounty hunters had formed a small alliance to share supplies, the supplies they shared were still few and far between. If Spencer died today—a likelihood their ilk faced on a daily basis—there would still be other men who needed his clothes. They couldn’t let anything get shredded.

      Lincoln wasn’t keen on his only jacket getting stained, either. He got out of the splash zone, taking up position behind a Verizon stall instead.

      He been working with Spencer and Javi long enough that he didn’t need to watch the shifter change shapes.

      The sickening pop-crunches were enough for Lincoln to vividly recall the sight of human teeth replaced by long coyote canines. Those snaps were probably knees reversing. Spencer’s shrieks sounded like the ones he made when fur spread over his flesh like wildfire. The grinding would be vertebrae splitting and extending into a whiplike tale.

      Inanna wasn’t watching Spencer either. She never stopped moving silently between the stalls, ears tilted to the sky, gaze flicking over every corner.

      “It must hear the Son of Bau’s transformation, so why no response?” Inanna asked.

      Lincoln shot a look at her. “Son of Bau?”

      “Skinwalker,” she said, impatient. “Shapeshifter. He is loud and we’re not attacked, so remain alert. The demon could be placing a trap.”

      “I know,” he hissed.

      “You did not know Son of Bau,” Inanna shot back. “Forgive me for educating a willful fool.”

      “A willful…?” Lincoln clenched his teeth against further words. Inanna was old. Really old. There was about as much point in trying to argue with her as with his grand-aunts and uncles, who’d have argued their way into the grave over the pettiest things.

      If Inanna wanted to think him a fool for not knowing millennia-old references, fine.

      Spencer’s form swelled behind the other kiosk. His animal form was bigger than a mundane coyote’s; he’d have struggled to hide behind a small car, much less a mall jewelry stand. Even knowing that he wasn’t Spencer’s prey tonight, Lincoln’s heart jumped at the sight of his silhouette.

      The enormous coyote head swiveled, golden eyes surveying Lincoln. Its body was scrawny and lean, unlike Spencer’s stocky form, but the eyes—those were definitely Spencer’s eyes, and he was asking Lincoln for guidance.

      “Go ahead,” Lincoln whispered.

      The shifter still made no sound as he slipped into the shadows deeper within the mall, nose tracing patterns on the ground.

      Lincoln’s pocket buzzed, and he jumped. He kept forgetting he carried a cell phone. The Office of Preternatural Affairs had recently started licensing vigilantes to help control preternatural crime, and they sweetened the pot by offering technology, weapons, and extra rations to those who signed up. That meant luxuries like cell phones.

      The only people with that number were part of Spencer and Javi’s vigilante collective. If they were calling him on a job it must be an emergency.

      He fumbled for earbuds, cramming one into his ear and leaving the other dangling over his collar. “Hello?”

      “Lincoln?” It was a tentative female voice. There were only men at the house the vigilantes shared.

      “Who is this?” Lincoln asked. “How did you get this number?”

      “It’s Ashley,” she said.

      No wonder her voice sounded familiar. Ashley was Lincoln’s cousin. She was a cute girl with a great big mouth, sort of like Julia Roberts, and blond hair like Lincoln’s.

      Unlike Lincoln, she used to be a witch. He hadn’t seen her since she left their hometown, Mortise, in order to study with a coven in Colorado.

      That had been when the trouble started.

      The White Ash Coven had discovered that Ashley’s magic was infernal in origin. It turned out that Lincoln’s great-great-whatever had been raped by an incubus, introducing infernal blood into the line, and Ashley had been a human with rare warlock magic.

      Rare, and dangerous.

      The White Ash Coven’s high priest had been inclined to kill her for it. Or worse—vivisect her soul to analyze the magic. James Faulkner was the kind of monster who’d kill a coven member if it meant learning the smallest tidbit about warlock magic.

      Ashley had been screwed until Lincoln threw himself on the coven’s mercy to save her.

      She hadn’t even thanked him for it.

      Lincoln was tempted to hang up. Spencer had sniffed his way up the hall, chasing the scent of a demon, and Lincoln needed to follow. “What did you do this time? Is it the White Ash Coven again?”

      “It’s not like that.” Ashley sounded like she was biting back tears.

      Lincoln turned from the hallway and stepped into the doorway of the Disney store. “This better be important. I’m working. This is a work phone, in fact. How’d you get the number?”

      “I found you through the Survivors’ Connection database. Your application to become a vigilante was registered there. That sent me to your house in Reno, and the house forwarded me to you. Isn’t it weird for you, being a vigilante? Outside the law?”

      Not that weird. Lincoln’s nasty track record with law enforcement prevented him from getting a job as local police. Even Reno PD wasn’t desperate enough to take a guy whose file labeled him a corrupt cop.

      The OPA would have taken him, but Lincoln knew the guys up top, and he didn’t want to deal with those assholes. Dealing with assholes like Spencer and Javi was bad enough.

      Becoming a vigilante was as close as Lincoln could get to justice, and even that was temporary. He just needed to scrape together a few thousand dollars—enough for a plane ticket—and then he would be onto the next mission. Looking for the next answers.

      “You didn’t call about my work,” Lincoln said.

      “I didn’t. It’s about Uncle John.” Ashley drew in a shuddering breath. “He’s dying.”

      Something clattered in the nearby Borders. Lincoln was on alert instantly, but he could only see shadows inside the store—impenetrably black shadows.

      The hair stood on the back of his neck.

      Spencer was following a scent on the other side of the mall, and the coyote wouldn’t be mistaken about that scent. His nose was too good.

      But maybe there were two demons.

      Lincoln’s mind spun with Ashley’s words as he crept nearer to Borders, keeping his shotgun aimed at the floor.

      Dad is dying.

      It shouldn’t have been possible. John Marshall was only in his sixties. When Lincoln had last seen him, he was still running Grove County’s lumber mill with no sign of slowing down.

      He couldn’t be “dying,” not in a gradual way with plenty of warning. It just wouldn’t happen like that. Fall off a roof, maybe. Get hit by a car while doing roadside repairs, sure. Die rescuing a school bus full of children, probably.

      Sickness… No way.

      “Damn,” Lincoln said. Something scraped inside of the Borders again. It was rhythmic, conscious. Alive.

      “They say that he only has a few days left,” Ashley said. “Susannah is here taking care of him.”

      Susannah was Lincoln’s mom, divorced from Dad for fifteen years. She’d whored around on him. Gotten what she deserved. She and his Dad hadn’t been on speaking terms since, so it must have been serious to bring them back together.

      “Do you need money?” Lincoln asked.

      “We need you at home,” Ashley said. “Come back to Mortise.”

      Inanna stalked to the other side of the Borders doorway. She stroked her fingertips over the glass display, tracing the curved shape of barnacles growing over it. There shouldn’t have been barnacles in Borders. There shouldn’t have been barnacles anywhere near Reno, where there hadn’t been oceans since dinosaurs walked the earth.

      The demon was inside of Borders.

      Lincoln’s father was dying in Mortise.

      “I gotta run,” Lincoln said. “I’ll call you later.”

      Ashley tried to speak again, but Lincoln hung up.

      And just in time.

      The face that flashed out of the bookstore should have been scarier than the memory of Ashley, or the idea that Lincoln’s father was wasting away in a hospital bed. This face had fangs and horns. Its skin was colorless, belonging to a demon born in places sunlight never touched. The eyes were inky black.

      Lincoln would have preferred to fight a thousand of these rather than think about Ashley’s phone call.

      “Shoot it,” Inanna commanded.

      Lincoln didn’t pull the trigger. The demon was moving too fast—a shot at this range would be fatal.

      Instead, he swung his elbow, twisted his body, and brought the shotgun’s butt to bear. The demon’s momentum brought its face against metal. Bones cracked. It cried out but had too much momentum to stop.

      The demon bowled Lincoln over. They rolled together past the Dippin’ Dots stall, and Inanna stepped easily out of the way, looking irritated. “Always go for the kill!” she barked.

      “Shut up, bitch!” Lincoln growled.

      The demon had won the advantage. It straddled him, immovable despite the fact it weighed nothing. Claws dug into his collarbone. It stung like fire, and oily black oozed out of the wounds.

      His fear evaporated. Between the barnacles, the ooze, and the horns, this looked like a type of kelpie. Not a demon at all, but easy to mix up.

      And easy to kill.

      Lincoln punched it where the gills would be, hiding under its shirt near the rib cage. It gasped with pain. Flecks of black splattered from its mouth. He punched again, this time with the rigid blade of his hand, and he slammed it straight through the flaps into its body. He felt brittle bone.

      Something snapped when he twisted, and the kelpie was easy to fling away after that.

      “That good enough for you?” Lincoln snarled at Inanna.

      She gave an unimpressed grunt. “Finish it.”

      “The bounty’s only good if it’s alive.” He stood over the squirming creature. It looked so pathetic now.

      Inanna’s lip curled, but she was looking at Lincoln in pity, not the kelpie. “The glory of the hunt is in death!”

      “Mortals have to worry about the glory of economics.” Lincoln yanked back on its horns and slammed his heel into its skull.

      One shot. The horns severed. The kelpie collapsed.

      Without horns, there was no fight to the guy. It flattened and gasped facedown on the peeling linoleum. Black oozed from its injured gills.

      “You’re a disappointment,” Inanna said.

      “The feeling’s more than mutual.” Lincoln crouched next to the kelpie and held the paper bounty beside its face so he could compare. They had the same tiny runes carved into their eyebrows. It was a match. This was the piece of shit that had killed his way across four states before landing in Lincoln’s territory.

      “Ba-set Mal, you’re officially under arrest for murder.” He wrapped a chain around the kelpie’s throat and clipped it tight. Magic sizzled.

      “Arrest,” Inanna said scornfully. “This is what’s become of my soul?”

      “I can’t believe this is my life either,” he spat back.

      The coyote emerged from the other hall. Spencer had followed the scent in a loop around Meadowood Mall, tracing the path of the kelpie as it had slaughtered through the mall.

      When Spencer loped over, he passed through Inanna. The vision shimmered and then vanished. Spencer never showed any sign that he’d seen her.

      Because Lincoln was walking around with a piece of a god in his head, and it was a hell of a lot less fun than he’d have ever expected.
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      The Reno Police Department received bounties at their jail on Parr, north of the University of Nevada. Spencer and Lincoln were far from the only vigilantes hoping to take home cash; the secured waiting room was stuffed by tired-looking vampires held in wooden collars and the mundanes who had caught them. Ba-Set Mal was the only bounty with a pulse. Vampires were like rats: a lot more common, and easy to exterminate.

      Lincoln had scraped up a few thousand dollars from low-value bounties on vampires. He was about to earn twice as much from a single kelpie misidentified as a demon. He caught more than a few envious glances from the other hunters.

      “Keep an eye on the room,” Lincoln muttered to Spencer. “And a nose.”

      “So long as you keep a hand on Ba-Set Mal,” Spencer said.

      Lincoln wasn’t letting go of the kelpie long enough to take a piss. This bounty was his. Nobody would get between him and his money—not other vigilantes, and especially not the quarry himself.

      Ba-Set Mal didn’t look likely to run, though. Getting his horns kicked off had left him spilling black fluid down his face and his skin shivering like it might crawl off his bones.

      He was still in better shape than most of the vampires. The backlog meant that some of them had probably been waiting for processing all night. Starving vampires looked like skeletons on their chairs.

      A police officer emerged. He gave an envelope to a vigilante on the bench, then took that vampire into the back with him. The door shut again.

      Spencer had perked up at the sight of the cop. He sagged again when he disappeared. “Damn.”

      “Give it a few more minutes,” Lincoln said. “They know we’re here.”

      “I don’t know if we’ll be delivering the bounty alive if it takes a few more minutes. He’s gonna bleed to death before anyone sees us at this rate.”

      “He’ll survive. This guy is bleeding a lot because he’s juicy, and that’s because he fed on a lot of victims.” Lincoln jerked Ba-Set Mal’s collar, making him whine. “We’re lucky we caught him, as strong as he must be.”

      Lincoln was generous saying that this was a “we” thing. Spencer’s ability to shapeshift gave him strength, and therefore a huge leg up against men with mundane strength like Lincoln. But he’d been a tradesman before Genesis, an electrician who worked at a warehouse outside of town. So his only physical conditioning was how much time he’d spent on his feet, and he had no combat training at all.

      Brute force could only take you so far when your enemies were as powerful as you.

      No, this catch was entirely Lincoln’s.

      He was going to have to split the bounty with the entire collective anyway. Spencer, Javi, Li, all of them. That was the deal Lincoln had agreed to when moving into the house. He got a few bucks from their catches, and he had to share his too.

      The kelpie slithered low in his chair, head rolling on his shoulders. He looked like he was trying to rub invisible ants off his skin. “Get up,” Lincoln snapped, yanking him back into the seat.

      “You should’ve killed me,” the kelpie moaned.

      “You don’t get out of this that easy. You will face justice.”

      The kelpie’s eyes were welling up with something that looked more like ink than tears. “I couldn’t help it, man. I couldn’t help it. I was so hungry. If I had known—”

      “Stop talking,” Spencer said. He looked nauseated.

      The waiting room door opened again, and all of the bounty hunters looked up.

      This time, an OPA agent emerged, holding a clipboard.

      Agent Swallow had paid out several of Lincoln’s bounties before, so she needed no introduction. She handed her paperwork to Lincoln. “Ba-Set Mal’s identity has been verified. All you have to do is sign.”

      Lincoln signed with his name and the number for his pending vigilante license. He gave her the clipboard.

      Agent Sparrow gave him an envelope of money.

      Lincoln lifted the flap to count the stack. Currency had inflated since Genesis rebooted the world, since supplies were scarce and the economy could only be described as limping at its most generous. A dozen fresh eggs cost hundreds of dollars. Even by those standards, the kelpie’s bounty was handsome.

      The final total made Lincoln’s heart skip a beat.

      “Don’t react,” Spencer whispered.

      Lincoln kept his features smooth as he tucked the envelope inside his jacket.

      “Thanks for a good, clean catch. Have you thought about working for the Office of Preternatural Affairs?” Agent Sparrow asked as she took hold of Ba-Set Mal’s collar.

      “No,” Lincoln replied. End of subject. It wasn’t the first time Agent Sparrow had brought up the idea, and it wouldn’t be the last.

      “The offer stands,” she said.

      “I know.”

      She dragged Ba-Set Mal into the back. The tension didn’t leave the room this time—all the bounty hunters were watching Lincoln now, like the envelope had burned a target into his jacket.

      Lincoln grabbed Spencer’s shoulder and headed for the door.

      “Even a small percentage of that cash is pretty good,” Spencer said in a low, hurried voice. Excitement gleamed in the beads of his eyes. “Do you think it’s going to be enough for you? You must be excited to see your girlfriend again.”

      Lincoln’s gut knotted up. “I told you not to talk about that.” He’d gotten drunk one night and told the collective why he was saving up so much money. They hadn’t let him forget it.

      “But you are gonna get to see her, aren’t you?”

      Lincoln handed Spencer the envelope. “Have Li split that and leave my share on my pillow. Don’t fuck with me. I’ll know if either of you fucked with me.”

      “Chill out, man. Nobody’s gonna steal from you. We’re not like that.”

      “Go,” Lincoln said.

      The shifter left.

      Lincoln had hooked up with Spencer out of practicality, not because they liked each other. Their first meeting had ended in the coyote shifter kicking out Lincoln’s teeth. He wasn’t going to say he hadn’t deserved it, but it also wasn’t grounds for friendship.

      What kept them together was a mutual willingness to kill for pay. If not for the beer, they wouldn’t know anything about each other beyond that.

      It was better that way.

      Spencer had already vanished into Reno’s seamy nighttime when Lincoln reached the street corner. Shifters didn’t need cars to get around; their super speed meant they could cross the entire Truckee Meadows on foot in an hour.

      Lincoln, on the other hand, was confined to the broken public transportation system. It meant he was always lagging behind. Always waiting to catch a bus, hire a car, or walking at a slow, human speed of four miles per hour.

      Tonight, Lincoln decided to hoof it. Reno wasn’t especially dangerous in the dark. The nightmare demon infestation had vanished in Genesis, vampires were commonly indoor hunters, and most shifters were normal people who didn’t want trouble from anyone. They certainly didn’t want trouble from the guy wearing a trench coat on a seventy-degree evening. Lincoln’s shotgun hid nicely under the back, and his foot-long dagger made of falhófnir horn could be concealed by a flip of the lapel.

      Even with the trench coat, Lincoln caught himself shivering. A cold wind picked up when he passed the train trench. It didn’t die down once he hurried to stand behind the bowling stadium, either.

      His foot slipped on the sidewalk. He looked down to see fractal patterns of ice spreading underneath him in shades of neon blue, as if reflecting the lights from a casino on Virginia Street. But he was too far away to catch a reflection that vividly, and the night shouldn’t have been cold enough to frost.

      Distant strains of music reached his ears.

      “Fuck,” Lincoln muttered.

      The music came from inside of himself. It sounded like his ribcage housed an entire orchestra that he could only hear through the vibrating of his teeth. Cellos, violins, maybe even an acoustic guitar. The melody made him think of misty forests. It reminded him of full moons and foggy lakes and crystal caves.

      It reminded him of people that he had been hoping to never speak with again.

      Lincoln glanced around Center. It was a few hours before dawn, and utterly silent. The bars were already closed and barred. The last two people on the sidewalk were rushing toward a pay-by-the-week motel, probably heading to hotel rooms subsidized by the government.

      Once the door swung shut behind them, Lincoln should have been alone.

      Music grew in volume. The sidewalk turned to a sheet of ice under his feet. Icicles formed under a stop sign as fog billowed out of a nearby alleyway.

      Lincoln stepped around the corner, hand on the hilt of his falhófnir dagger. The entire alleyway had come alive with ice and mist, and vibrant turquoise light seeped from between the bricks.

      “What do you want?” Lincoln asked, voice bouncing off of cement and rattling metal trash cans.

      A feminine silhouette appeared in the mist, backlit by cold starlight. Her skirt was split like raven wings, exposing the smooth length of her bare legs wrapped in heeled gladiator sandals. A bustier emphasized her massive breasts, like twin moons below the lovely face of a woman who had thought it was a good idea to tattoo a cobweb beside her left eye. Jewelry dangled from her ears, her hair, her fingernails.

      Ofelia Hawke, the queen of the Winter Court, made the whole world warp around her when she stepped onto Earth. Manipulating a ley line to reach Reno was a staggering show of power—and totally unsurprising from a faerie queen.

      “I want you, Mr. Marshall,” Ofelia said. Her husky voice was seductive. “It’s been a long time since we talked.”

      “I’m pretty sure I’ve got no business left with you,” Lincoln said.

      “Not with me,” Ofelia agreed. She stepped aside, blowing away the rest of the mist with a sweep of her hand.

      Another woman emerged from behind her, staggering under the weight of an enormous backpack, two tote bags, and a hip pouch.

      “Hello again, Mr. Marshall,” she said cheerfully.

      Sophie Keyes had come to Earth.
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      For every hundred humans who came back from Genesis as a preternatural, a hundred more hadn’t returned at all. The world had lost hundreds of millions of lives in a blink, and as a result, many businesses that collapsed would never return. Not even a necromancer could resurrect institutions where every last employee had died.

      On the other hand, there were places like the Little Nugget Diner.

      It had always been open for twenty-four hours a day and would always be open for twenty-four hours a day.

      And if you could afford a forty-dollar burger, they still had the greatest greasy diner food in the entire state.

      Lincoln directed the Historian and the Queen of the Winter Court to a wobbling table crammed between two slot machines. An ash tray smoldered in its center, and ketchup dotted the table. It was next to a mirror so Lincoln could keep an eye on Sophie while he ordered dinner for all of them.

      Sophie Keyes in Reno, Nevada.

      He never would have expected it.

      “Four Awful Awfuls,” Lincoln told the cashier. A hundred and sixty dollars even. They weren’t collecting sales tax, and there wasn’t a damn thing to do about it. There was no tax agency to receive reports of fraud anyway.

      The world’s post-Genesis disarray was a mixed bag. Mostly bad—no taxes meant no state services, like cops and hospitals—but there was some good in the chaos too. The same flickering lights that indicated another brownout meant that security cameras couldn’t draw enough power, either. There wouldn’t be any video footage of Sophie in the Little Nugget.

      Sophie Keyes was the one and only Historian. She alone knew a secret history that predated Adam and Eve—or so she claimed. That secret history meant she had spent her life in isolation, protected by a few guardians who had been missing for years. Lincoln’s path had crossed with hers during a job in the Summer Court. Right around the time that Inanna had shown up, in fact. Lincoln’s strange relationship with Inanna was another of Sophie’s secrets now. She was one of the only people who knew that Lincoln carried a Remnant of Inanna’s soul inside of him.

      They’d split again as soon as the Summer Court job was done. Lincoln had wanted to see where their partnership might go, on a personal level, and Sophie hadn’t.

      End of story.

      But there she was, sitting uncomfortably atop the stack of her luggage, out in public for possibly the first time ever. Little Miss Recluse’s eyes were so big that they served as mirrors for the slot machines glimmering around her. She picked a smoldering cigarette butt out of the ash tray and looked at it wonderingly until Ofelia took it away.

      “Fries are almost ready,” said the short order cook leaning against the counter. He wore a grease stained apron that might have once been white, and no hairnet or gloves. No taxes also meant no health department. “Who’re those pretty ladies with you?”

      Lincoln followed the cook’s gaze to the table. The queen was smoking hot—no question of that. But Sophie was almost as pretty as she was smart, naïveté in regard to cigarettes aside. Lincoln had almost convinced himself she wasn’t as pretty as he remembered. Round face, uplifted chin. She was dainty, from her little ears to her delicate wrists and her crossed legs. But she was weird. She wore a swallow-tail jacket with the flaps hanging over her luggage, almost like a pianist sitting on his bench. Her boots were sidhe-made, glimmering faintly in the darkness.

      “Back off,” Lincoln said through his teeth.

      The cook’s face darkened. “Don’t wanna share, amigo?”

      “They’re not mine to share.” Not Ofelia Hawke, and especially not Sophie Keyes. She’d practically run away when Lincoln made the mistake of trying to kiss her. It was the single most humiliating moment of his life since Genesis. And he’d gotten his ass kicked by Javi the first time they met.

      When he returned to the table with Ofelia and Sophie, Lincoln carried two huge baskets on each forearm—four burgers with about four pounds of french fries. It was a lot to spend on one meal, but when a queen visited from another plane of existence, it was worth the splurge.

      “Dig in,” Lincoln said, sitting at the corner of the table.

      Ofelia did. She picked up the burger—she needed both hands—and tilted her head to take a big bite of all the dripping layers. Her mouth was too full to speak, but she gave an approving nod and thumbs up as ketchup slid down her chin. She had concealed her otherworldly clothing using magic, and now she wore tattered denim shorts, cowboy boots, and a crop top that revealed an enormous belt buckle. A little bit of ketchup didn’t do anything to detract from her outrageous curves. Somehow, it made her look even sexier.

      Meanwhile, Sophie had made a fork and knife appear out of her bag and was cutting her burger into quarters.

      “The hell are you doing?” Lincoln asked, already halfway through his first Awful Awful.

      “This is an astonishing amount of food, and modern medical science correlates excessive red meat consumption with developing heart disease,” Sophie said. “Furthermore, women are more susceptible to heart disease than men, so it’s in my best interests to eat a smaller portion than one such as yourself would regard as appropriate.”

      That was another way Sophie was so weird. She was only pretty up until she opened her mouth.

      “I mean to ask, what are you doing here?” Lincoln asked. “I thought you were staying in the Summer Court until one of your guardians found you.”

      “I did plan to stay in my cabin, but I experienced an attack most strange,” Sophie said.

      “Strange is normal in the Middle Worlds.”

      “Though I don’t disagree, I posit that this experience was not gaean in origin,” Sophie said. Gaean was a word indicating preternaturals native to the Earth planes, including the Middle Worlds. “This assault originated from powers unknown. It may sound absurd to you, but I felt as though the world were unfolded and presented to me in its array of jagged pieces so that I could see the entirety of time. The world was a shattered teacup, and I would also shatter if I did not escape. Thus, I escaped. I fled my cabin and the Summer Court.”

      Lincoln’s eyebrows lifted. He’d seen too much strangeness to debate her, but even that sounded weird to him. “All right.”

      Sophie had finished cutting the burger but still didn’t eat. She toyed with her french fries. “I know how it sounds. You must believe me to be insane, and I can hardly blame you for it.”

      “I don’t think you’re insane, but…” Ofelia wiped her chin clean with a napkin. “You might have eaten a funny mushroom. I’ve never seen anything like that in the Middle Worlds. Manipulating time and reality—nobody has powers like that.”

      “God could do it,” Lincoln said.

      “Sure,” Ofelia said. “Have you seen NKF around lately?” The question wasn’t as casual as it sounded. The coals of her eyes were burning tunnels through his skull. In their depths, he could almost see Inanna’s sun-baked face glaring back at him.

      He looked away first. “No.” Not exactly a lie.

      Lincoln inhaled the rest of his burger. He didn’t realize how hungry he’d gotten. All this time eating corn-based government rations had left him starved for actual substance, and heart disease aside, greasy red meat had hit the spot.

      When he reached for the last burger, Ofelia claimed it first, fries and all. She didn’t look even slightly guilty.

      “Let me see if I get this straight,” Lincoln said, sitting back with his arms folded. “So, Sophie either got attacked or ate a mushroom. Then she hopped on her falhófnir and went to the Winter Court instead of Falias.” Falias was the only city in the Summer Court, and the seat of Titania and Oberon.

      Sophie nodded. “We did not leave Titania on good terms. I had no desire to be arrested—only rescued.”

      It was such a Sophie thing to do. She’d decided that she needed to be rescued, so she’d mounted a powerful, magical beast to ride halfway across the deadly Middle Worlds. She’d probably had to avoid death a half-dozen times along the way.

      “Why’d you come looking for me?” Lincoln asked.

      “I still don’t know where my guardians are, and you are the only person who will protect me like they would.”

      His eyes narrowed. “Will I?”

      Titania wasn’t the only person Sophie had left on bad terms, after all.

      “I suspect that you will,” Sophie said. “You’re not a man who leaves a woman defenseless.”

      Lincoln couldn’t bring himself to respond. He took another bite of french fries and nodded.

      He’d protect Sophie Keyes all right. He’d protect her for exactly as long as it took to find her guardians or vanquish her enemies—whatever came first. And then he’d put the strange, lovely, infuriating woman far into his past.
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      Javi’s hunting collective occupied a house in old Sparks, not far from the abandoned movie theater in Victorian Square. The house used to be used as a dojo; they’d knocked down a couple bedroom walls to make an exercise space big enough, leaving two bedrooms for five men. The lights were still on when Lincoln got back from the Little Nugget. Everyone was home and awake.

      Spencer gave a low whistle when the women entered. “What’s going on here?”

      “These are my associates, Ofelia and Sophie,” Lincoln said.

      “I’ll be out of your hair in a minute,” Ophelia said. She had only planned to escort Sophie to Lincoln’s house for safekeeping, and she was already looking antsy to leave. “Where should I drop Sophie’s bags?”

      “My bunk’s in the room on the right,” Lincoln said. He shared the room with Spencer, while the other three guys were in the bedroom next to it. “You mind letting Sophie have the room for a night? Just until I figure out what to do with her.”

      “She can stay as long as she can put up with the smell,” Spencer said.

      Sophie gave a laugh. “I’ve lived with men before. It won’t trouble me.” Her blinks were growing slower, her head heavy.

      Lincoln took the bags from Ofelia and put them next to the weapons trunk in his bedroom. Spencer only ducked in long enough to grab his toothbrush then backed out, leaving Sophie and Lincoln alone in moonlight.

      “The bottom’s mine, but I don’t got clean sheets for you,” he said. “My mama would be awful disappointed for the filth I’m putting a guest in.”

      “I didn’t sleep for nigh unto three days to reach Ofelia, riding on adrenaline and fear,” Sophie said. “You could give me a bed of nails and I’d know no difference at this point.” She sank onto the edge of the bed with a sigh. She shut her eyes, tipped her head back against the rail. “I didn’t come to you just for protection.”

      He’d figured. “Talk about it tomorrow?”

      Sophie mumbled.

      Li popped his head into the room. He must have just come out of the dojo; his tee was plastered to his back by sweat. He was a young guy, early twenties, about five-eight and a hundred eighty pounds, all muscle. “I heard we’ve got a houseguest. Hi! I’m Li! If you need anything—anything at all—you just let me know, all right? Ask anyone for Li.”

      Sophie didn’t seem to hear. She’d sunk back against the mattress, still hugging one of her tote bags, and her eyes were shut.

      Lincoln elbowed Li out of the room, closing the door. The other household residents had appeared too, but Esteban and Javi were engaged with Ofelia. They didn’t have a clue there was royalty among them. Esteban was excitedly showing her their liquor collection, and Ofelia laughed loudly at some joke Lincoln didn’t hear, her head thrown back.

      “Two for two,” Li said. “Nice job, Marshall.”

      “Ofelia’s leaving, and you’re not going anywhere near Sophie,” Lincoln said in a low voice. “You didn’t see either of them. You got it?”

      Li sobered quickly. “This isn’t a party, huh?”

      “No. It’s work.” Lincoln caught his reflection in the blade of a bastard sword hanging on the wall. He scrubbed the day-old scruff on his chin, watched the lines bracketing his mouth deepen as he frowned. He didn’t even look like someone who knew what house parties were, much less organized them. “Can I trust you to be discreet?”

      “If it’s work, yeah, of course,” Li said. “I’ll be good.”

      He sounded like he meant it.

      And he probably did. The five of them had been occupying the house for almost two months. They didn’t have much conflict. The only food in the fridge were those nasty corn-based rations, which nobody felt the need to fight over. All their good weapons were issued by the OPA and intended for them to share. They didn’t fight over money either. If the guys weren’t beating each other’s asses in the dojo, they were usually sleeping or working, and it made for a quiet house.

      Lincoln still wasn’t about to leave Sophie there for long. He wasn’t sure what the price tag on the one and only Historian might look like, but he didn’t want one of the other vigilantes getting curious.

      At the moment, nobody knew who Sophie was, and Ofelia was edging for the door.

      “Walk me out,” the queen told Lincoln, extending her hand toward him.

      Li whistled naughtily. Ofelia laughed and flipped him off.

      Lincoln stepped outside with the queen. Their house had an enclosed porch with exercise equipment scattered around. It was dark enough inside that the lightless street outside looked gray under the waxing moon. A single car drove past. The muffled voices of the men inside rose in laughter again, fading as they moved back into the dojo.

      Ofelia’s glamour was beginning to fray. The air felt cold beside her. “The cathedral is gone,” she said. “The one from Falias. It vanished weeks ago—not long after you did.” Her eyes were much more intelligent than her brother’s, and it was uncomfortable to bear the brunt of her piercing gaze.

      “Are you suggesting that I stole the cathedral?” Lincoln asked.

      “That would be crazy, wouldn’t it?” Ofelia asked. “This is a crazy world. The Summer Court’s going mad without the cathedral. People are wondering if Titania is who she says—the chosen prophet of God. Fear of God may have been the only thing that prevented the Ard from attacking Falias, too.”

      “Sounds like a shitty situation for Titania.” And also, like it wasn’t Lincoln’s problem. The Summer Court hadn’t been friendly hosts during his visit. He wouldn’t call them enemies, but he also doubted they’d piss on him if he caught fire.

      “Should I help them?” Ofelia asked. “Should I try to save Titania from this mess of her making?”

      “I think what you mean to ask is if I spoke to God inside the cathedral.”

      “Did you?” Ophelia asked.

      Cold or not, it felt too stuffy in the patio. Lincoln propped the door open with his foot to inhale the cool nighttime breeze. Sage and the tang of late-summer blooms floated on the air. If he thought that he smelled myrrh, that might have only been his imagination—not Inanna waiting invisibly at his shoulder.

      He hadn’t smelled myrrh in the cathedral. He’d smelled whiskey, roasting meat, and apples, like an autumn barbecue.

      Lincoln had stepped into the cathedral twice at this point, once while it was in the Summer Court, and once on Earth. Both times had been similarly uninformative. And both times, he’d left with the distinct feeling that he wasn’t done yet. That he would be back soon.

      “I can’t tell you if I saw anyone in the cathedral,” Lincoln said. “I’m not sure myself.”

      “What did you see?” Ofelia asked.

      “I don’t know.” Lincoln wished that he knew. Nightmares of the Genesis Void had cartwheeled into dreams of his lifetime in the cathedral. Every night, he tried to pierce the haze—tried to see things he hadn’t been able to see within Falias. He always failed. “It looked like it was filled with a bright fog. I felt like someone was in there, but couldn’t see a face, didn’t hear a voice. I was just…there.”

      She balled her hand into a fist, long nails digging into her palm. Her flesh had cooled to a blue-tinged shine. “I thought you had my answers.”

      “I don’t,” he said. “Not yet. But I’ll tell you this: I don’t think Titania lied about talking to God. I think that she’s experienced the same thing I did in there and doesn’t have a damn clue what to say about it.”

      “Perhaps it’s so, and if I choose to believe that, it may delay war between us,” Ofelia said.

      Lincoln startled. “War? Is it that bad?”

      “That’s up to Titania.” The last of her glamour peeled away, tugged by a breeze. She was revealed in a flurry of raven feathers. Buxom, towering, shimmering. Her knuckles were dotted with sharpened gemstones. “I wish I knew why God won’t bring the cathedral to speak to me, but it’s not your fault. You saved my brother. I owe you for that.”

      She extended her hand toward him. Ophelia cradled a tiny crystalline pyramid—a four-sided dice. When she dropped it into Lincoln’s palm, the tips of his fingers chilled.

      “Roll it when you want to see me again.” Ophelia’s fingernails trailed down his sleeve, scraping the canvas of his jacket lightly. “When I respond to that, I will give you anything in my power.” She dragged her bottom lip between her teeth, eyes flicking down Lincoln’s body. “Anything at all.”

      A cold wind gusted through. The patio door rattled. Raven feathers cycloned and fell.

      The Queen of the Winter Court was gone.
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        * * *

      

      Lincoln reentered the house to find his roommates gathered in the kitchen—the closest thing to a communal area that they had. It was weird seeing them all out at once. “There a problem?”

      “Good question. Is the girl okay?” Spencer asked, nodding toward the door beyond which Sophie was sleeping.

      Lincoln let out a breath, hands resting on his belt. Not far from the hunting knife in his pocket. “Why?”

      “We’ve got a right to know who’s sleeping under our roof,” Javi said.

      The mood in the room was tense—too tense. They didn’t know Sophie like he did. All of them had been around in this strange world long enough to know the most innocent-looking creatures could prove the deadliest.

      Considering the way Li kept looking at the bedroom, maybe it was good for them to be a little afraid of her.

      “She won’t be here long, and I’ll keep her on a short leash, but give her space to be sure,” Lincoln said. “And don’t let yourself get caught alone with her.”

      “What would she do?” Javi asked.

      Knowing Sophie, she’d probably lecture them about ancient mythology or how terrible the police were. Maybe both. “You don’t wanna know. I wish that I didn’t know. Give her space.” He emphasized that, made it sound ominous. Like she might eat their eyeballs out of their skulls.

      Assenting nods from all around.

      “Did the other one leave?” Esteban peered through the curtains to the patio.

      “Ofelia’s long gone,” Lincoln said. But she’d left him with an uncomfortable erection that wasn’t going down. At least this one was the natural type that came from talking to a woman with magically appealing cleavage at eye-level, not the kind that came from succubi.

      “Damn. I wanted to invite her to wrestle.” Esteban grabbed his katana off the coffee table—the spot where he usually forgot his sword, and where he never remembered he’d left it. Lincoln had shoved it to the floor a dozen times just to make space to put his feet up. “I’ll be in the dojo if anyone wants me.” He headed out, sword swinging at his side.

      “I’m always ready to punch your teeth out!” Li bounced after him, wrapping his fists afresh.

      “Not me. I’m blasted from going after Ba-Set Mal,” Spencer said. He stretched out. “I’ll sleep on the couch here, if Marshall thinks we’re safe to sleep. Or should we rotate watch?”

      Lincoln shook his head. Something was after Sophie, and it very well might attack that night. But how would a cluster of shifters fight off some kind of cosmic threat? If it distorted perception and time, strength alone would be useless. “There’s no way anyone knows this woman is here. We’ll be fine tonight.” A reassuring lie.

      Javi slapped his knees. Stood up kinda hunched over, like his back was hurting him. “All right. Then I’m gonna sleep. Got an early job tomorrow.”

      “Another bounty?” Lincoln asked.

      “Volunteer crew,” he said. “Cleaning up the UNR campus. They’re gonna open the dorms to refugees soon.” He flexed a bicep, which didn’t look real impressive. The strength in shifters wasn’t muscular. “Think you’ll have time to come?”

      Lincoln wouldn’t have wasted his time on unpaid work even if he could have. “Got plans.”

      “Not your flight?” Javi said. He’d given Lincoln a ride to the airport last week to buy the ticket to Las Vegas, so he knew which flight Lincoln was scheduled to take. “Isn’t that your girlfriend in there? The one you were looking for?”

      “Sophie’s not anything to me,” Lincoln said curtly. “And that trip to find my girlfriend is postponed now. Can’t afford two tickets.”

      “Shame,” Javi said. He followed Li and Esteban out. There were already sounds of fighting from the dojo, since it never took Li much time to get into the action.

      Spencer shifted on the sofa, sticking his jacket under his head for extra cushioning against the exposed plywood arm. “It is a shame. You almost smiled when you got that money from Agent Sparrow. It’s the only time I’ve seen you looking almost happy.”

      “Good night,” Lincoln said. It was the only thing to say. There was nothing worth explaining.

      The idea of going to Las Vegas to look for Elise Kavanagh—the Godslayer—hadn’t made him happy. Nothing about Elise made him happy. Never had. Never would.

      But when he slid down to sit on the patchy carpet in front of Sophie’s door, he was surprised to feel heavy with disappointment.

      Lincoln had wanted to go to Las Vegas. He’d been looking forward to finding Elise.

      He took the dagger out of his boot. It was pearlescent pink in this lighting, wickedly spiraled from hilt to cruel tip. He’d spent a little of his bounty money to buy a piece of ebony and borrowed a neighbor’s tools to carve its hilt under the watchful eye of Inanna.

      He sat in front of the door all night, spinning the dagger in his fingers to watch the light distort over its sidhe blade.

      By the time dawn arrived, he’d made a decision.
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      Sophie Keyes did not know where Lincoln slept, or if he slept at all. Twelve hours passed in a blink of oblivion. She woke to find the bedroom empty, and she took a few minutes to sit in the half light of morning, shaded by horizontal blinds.

      The yellow light warming her skin was from Earth’s sun. She hadn’t felt its heat in years. The familiar scent of sweat and dirtied socks emanated from the hamper in the corner, and it almost smelled like she was living among her guardians again. She hadn’t lied about her comfort with the odors of close cohabitation with multiple males. More than comfortable, she was nearly consoled.

      She took time to tidy herself. Change her clothes. She was groggy from sleeping too long, so she splashed water on her face. She brushed her teeth as she wrote notes in her journal.

      Sophie was rereading the page when she finally stepped out of the bedroom…and ran right into Lincoln Marshall.

      “Oop!” She stepped backward hastily. “I’m so sorry!”

      Lincoln didn’t respond like a normal person would have. He just stood there and glared like a particularly resentful redwood. He was no less intimidating on Earth than in the Middle Worlds, though that was another thing Sophie found appealing about him; she’d been raised by men as scary as him. He likely wouldn’t appreciate it if he knew that the mere girth of his arms made her want to snuggle him like a teddy bear.

      Of course, Lincoln was not the man Sophie’s biases perceived him to be. He was a Remnant of Inanna, god of war and fertility—mostly war in Lincoln’s case. He had a chip on his shoulder larger than Mount Everest was tall. And his disdain for Sophie radiated more clearly than ever.

      Whether it was because she was a Black woman (a fact Lincoln had made clear was a serious issue) or because she’d rejected his advances, she wouldn’t bother guessing. Her brilliant mind, full of arcane history, seemed to go completely blank when Lincoln glared at her like that. He was a full sensory experience, overloading her with the scent of his sweat and the shine of his strangely bright hair, a shard of shattered sunlight. He should have been a Remnant of the likes of Apollo, not Inanna.

      “I’ve got an appointment and you’re coming with,” he said.

      It wasn’t as though Sophie could argue. She was the one who was making demands of him, the one invading his life.

      Just kidding. Of course Sophie could argue with him.

      “I hardly think this is the time for you to be meeting appointments,” Sophie said, snapping her journal shut and tucking the pen in its spine. “You need to protect me, and the best offense is a good defense, as they say. It’s of the utmost importance that we should determine who has attacked me.”

      He turned and walked out of the house.

      “Didn’t you hear me?” she asked, scooping her most important backpack off of the ground and chasing after him.

      Lincoln got into a car parked on the curb, which clearly did not belong to him. She couldn’t imagine him as the kind of man who would drive something so tiny and rusty. Then again, Sophie did not know what kind of car a man like him would drive, since she could not think of any other cars off the top of her head. She had usually used a bicycle back on the farm.

      “Didn’t you hear me?” Sophie asked again when she got into the driver’s seat. “Whatever attacked me in the Middle Worlds is likely to track me here. We must prepare to fight if you hope to defend me.”

      “I’m working on it,” Lincoln said. “Put on your seatbelt. It’s the law.”

      Sophie twisted to find an actual seatbelt hanging beside the door. She’d read all about people riding in cars, of course—books had always been her primary entertainment and her way of connecting with the outside world. But this was her first time pulling it across her chest to insert it into the buckle with a satisfying click. She squirmed with delight.

      Lincoln was staring at her.

      “What?” Sophie asked.

      He put the car into gear and pulled out.

      This little sedan clunked on every turn, accelerating sluggishly and coughing
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