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      Jamie stared out over the basin Redemption City sat in. The lights at night always made the place look nicer than the actual dirty, crime-ridden reality. Reaching down, she patted the hood of the older Toyota Corolla she currently sat on, leaning against the windshield. It was the first time she’d had something so nice in her entire life.

      Technically, it wasn’t hers. It belonged to Dax, Tomi, and Mama Adele—as she asked to be called—and it came with a job. Their New Orleans soul food restaurant had taken off, but the seating area wasn’t that big compared to the production capacity the kitchen had, and the crowd at Dax’s bar hadn’t adopted the restaurant in large numbers quite yet. But the restaurant received a lot of phone calls asking if they did deliveries. So, their friend Boudreaux “hooked them up” with the used Corolla.

      She wasn’t sure what that meant, and she didn’t ask. She’d been around Dax’s crew enough to realize Dax, Tomi, and Boudreaux might be getting up to some shady stuff. Though from what she’d seen after they’d retaken Tallulah’s bar from the bikers, the shady stuff seemed to mostly involve stealing whatever they could from the Nazi bikers. Therefore, it wasn’t really stealing in their book. Or hers, for that matter.

      For as much trouble as the racist assholes had caused her, Dax, and his people, they all deserved some recompense.

      She pulled her phone from her pocket and checked the hour. It was time to report in with Mama Adele and start delivering orders. Gathering up her empty fast-food containers, she tossed them in a garbage can and climbed behind the wheel, dropping her half-full soda cup into the cup holder. A smile spread across her face as the engine purred to life.

      It wasn’t the roar of a sports car or the rumble of a motorcycle. It was a Corolla and sounded like one. But to her, it was the best sound. Freedom. It also meant a steady paycheck, occasional tips, and a bank account slowly increasing its size. And that would lead to her own apartment.

      She owed Suzie big time for letting her crash on her couch until she could save up enough to get her own place. Jamie was tired of being dragged around to cheap hotels by her mother. More so, she was exhausted with the constant tension between them. It was a new and strange feeling to be around people who looked out for each other and helped those they could, even if they didn’t have much. It definitely stood out from how things usually went in Red City and in her own family. She liked it.

      She was still wary and cautious, but for the first time in a long time, she felt mildly optimistic about her life.

      Turning the music up, she reversed and exited the parking lot of the scenic overlook. A pleasant thirty minutes later, she parked in front of Mama Adele’s Soul Food and walked in.

      “Ah, excellent timing.” Berta, a thin Black woman of medium height, stapled a brown bag shut and set it on the counter. “First order of the night is ready to go.”

      Jamie grabbed the bag and inspected the order ticket to get the address, which she put into her phone’s map app. “Alright, it’s a short one. I’ll be back in fifteen.”

      Berta smiled then picked up the phone. “Mama Adele’s. Yes, we deliver.” She winked at Jamie and shooed her out the door.

      With a bit of pep in her step, she pushed the door open, held it for some customers as they entered, and returned to the car. It was a job, and it was hers. It was the first time in her life she’d felt like she held a bit of control over her own destiny. At least a little.
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      Jamie had just dropped off another order and was about to walk back to the car when she heard an all-too-familiar rumble growing louder—several motorcycles coming her way. They had the telltale obnoxious growl of Harleys and other large, custom road bikes. It might be any number of possibilities. There were a few biker gangs that operated in and around Red City besides the Black Suns, though they’d been the baddest. At least they had been until Dax decimated them.

      Hell. It could be a friendly motorcycle club. Some middle-aged guys trying to capture a rebellious youth they’d never had. She snorted and pushed down a cynical chuckle. That was as likely as her winning the lottery without buying a ticket. Especially this time of night. And although this wasn’t the worst neighborhood in the north part of Red City, it definitely wasn’t rich-guy-motorcycle nice.

      She stepped behind a tall, skinny evergreen tree next to the sidewalk and peeked around it in the direction of the rumble. The lights appeared to be coming toward her but were still off in the distance.

      Making sure the coast was clear, she crouch-ran around the car, climbed into the driver’s seat, and started the car, leaving the headlights off, though she couldn’t help the brake and reverse lights.

      As quickly as she could, she pulled away from the curb and goosed the gas pedal. The small car zipped along. She wished it was souped up like Suzie’s Civic. Then she could haul ass. But the Corolla did well enough.

      Fortunately, the road dipped as she drove down a slight hill, and she lost sight of the headlights of the bikes, which meant they could no longer see her. Spotting a decent option, she turned right, drove slowly until she had enough space to turn around, and parked behind a tall pickup truck that had been jacked well beyond utilitarian needs.

      She killed the ignition and slipped out, shutting the door quietly to avoid drawing the attention of any nosy neighbors. With a wary eye, she looked at the windows of the nearby houses to ensure no one was peeking around a curtain. Once she felt sure she hadn’t been noticed, she walked up next to the truck, dropped onto her belly, and rolled under it. The high clearance made it easy. It also provided a nice clear view of the road she’d just ducked off.

      Her timing was perfect. The rumble grew louder, and the road lit up with headlights. As they rolled by, she lost count of how many there were. And despite how good her supernaturally enhanced wolf-shifter eyes were, she couldn’t pick out any distinguishing marks on either the bikers or their bikes in the back and forth of light and shadow.

      She groaned quietly as a thought intruded on her. If she was smart, she’d wait until the night was silent and the bikers were long gone. But smart wasn’t something she’d been accused of being too much lately.

      “Fuck,” she mumbled to herself.

      Carefully, she crawled her way backward until she was in between her car and the pickup truck and stood up. She kept low and slow to avoid notice and got back into the driver’s seat.

      As soon as the last biker passed, she started the car and backed away from the pickup. Leaving the headlights off, she pulled onto the road and turned after the bikers.

      “This is a terrible idea.” She reached to the center of the console and turned the radio off so she could concentrate more fully. And since it was summer, she opened the windows. The pleasantly warm evening air, ripe with the scent of flowers and trees, mixed with the exhaust of the passing motorcycles and flooded the cabin of the car. The open windows also turned the volume up on the loud engines, which was the real reason she’d opened the windows.

      But for now, she didn’t need to worry about following them based on sound; the swarm of headlights in front of her were easy enough to follow on the straight road. She had no idea where they might be going.

      She didn’t know this part of town at all, save for a few delivery trips she’d done over this way. She’d spent most of her life in a different part of Red City. Her main adventures into other neighborhoods and the surrounding environs had been with her friend Cory, when they did their wolf runs and followed them with a trip to some burger joint he’d heard of and wanted to try.

      The thought of Cory brought a brief pang of loss. Once he had gotten wrapped up in the chaos her father’s gambling debts had caused, his mother forced him to cut off contact with Jamie and moved them out of town. She still hadn’t heard from him. Not an email or a text or a phone call. And that hurt even more.

      Fighting back a burn in her eyes, she shook her head and took a deep breath. Concentrate. Bikers.

      Up ahead, taillights flared to life as the bikers put on their brakes and slowed. A surge of adrenaline zipped through her veins. She hoped they hadn’t spotted her tailing them. Maybe she should have turned on the headlights. If they spotted a vehicle following them with the lights off, it would probably look more suspicious than just a random car being on the same road—suspicious enough that they might investigate.

      She made a snap decision and flicked on the headlights. In front of her, the bikes began turning at an intersection, splitting into two groups. One group went left while the other turned right.

      “Crap, crap, crap…”

      She wasn’t sure where either road went, and she didn’t want to make a choice that would result in her becoming trapped down some dead-end with no escape. Looking first left then right, she decided to follow the group turning right. Left took her farther north toward the edge of town. The roads could be troublesome that way. The right turn led back into town and would provide plenty of side streets to escape down if she needed them. At least that’s what she hoped.

      She resisted the urge to speed up. Being calm and not attracting attention was the wiser move on a road that originated in bad decisions. But she couldn’t trust that this huge group of bikers weren’t the ones looking to kill her and her new friends. She might have been cynically naive about a lot of the deepest, darkest parts of Red City, but she was learning fast. This many bikers riding together was probably no coincidence. They likely announced the resumption of hostilities after the last narrow victory.

      Bad men rarely gave up when they got their asses kicked. They just rounded up more bad men and tried again. It was only when the good people got complacent that the bad guys stood a chance at victory. And even then…

      Once she made her decision and her turn, she felt slightly more confident…for a few minutes. Until the next choice.

      Although the bikers didn’t split up again, they did move onto smaller roads that led into the really bad part of town. Carjackings weren’t common in Red City, but they weren’t unheard of. She’d hate to lose the car she’d been entrusted with. If the bikers didn’t reach their destination soon, she’d have to cut off her pursuit and let her better-decision-making skills take control again.

      She was considering her options when the bikers slowed and turned into a fenced-off compound. Quickly, she grabbed her phone, opened the map app, and pinned her current location. Now she just had to make good her getaway.

      She kept her eyes forward, although she did add a bit of an angle to her head so she could keep a watch out of the corner of her eye. Peripheral vision was better than nothing.

      As the bikes rolled into the compound, she saw some people walking out of the buildings. A brief flash of white highlighted in the headlights of the bikes drew her attention. Risking a quick look, her jaw dropped, and she inhaled a gasp of air. A large white dot the size of a fist with bent lines radiating from the edge stood out in stark contrast to the black leather vest it was stuck on.

      It was the logo of the Black Suns.

      They were back, and there were a lot of them.
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      Dax pulled up to the bar in his black 1965 Lincoln Continental and parked along the street in front of Mama Adele’s restaurant. He didn’t like that he’d been called in to the bar on a rare night off. Sighing, he climbed out of the car and shut the door with a loud whoomp that sounded too loud in the quiet night.

      It was now after the bar’s closing, so he pulled the keys from his pocket and let himself in. A bit of light trickled down the hallway that led to the beer cooler, the office, and the tearoom. He heard the slight murmur of conversation.

      “It’s me,” he called out.

      The pocket door into the tearoom slid open. “Hey, Dax. We’re back here. Grab a bottle of whiskey,” Little Suzie replied.

      He wondered who “we” was, but he’d find out soon enough. “There’s one behind the bar in there.”

      Suzie scoffed. “I don’t like that one. It tastes like kelpie jizz.”

      “What?” He wasn’t sure he’d heard her correctly.

      “You heard me. That Islay stuff tastes like stanky Band-Aids and kelpie jizz. Grab a bourbon.”

      He wasn’t going to argue Suzie’s tasting notes. He had no idea what kelpie jizz tasted like nor did he want to find out why Suzie knew, though it was probably something she’d made up for comedic effect. He still didn’t always get human humor. Most of the time he lacked a lot of the cultural touchpoints to get the reference or the basis for the jokes, and by the time he dug through the memories trapped inside the brain of the biker body he’d hijacked, even if the reference was there, the moment would have passed, and he still wouldn’t have gotten the joke anyway.

      He grabbed a decent bourbon from behind the bar and headed to the tearoom. Jamie Rodriguez, a tallish, young Latina woman of eighteen with short black hair, sat on one side of the long, communal table that ran down the center of the tearoom. Suzie, a short, chubby Black woman, sat opposite her. Suzie was in her mid-twenties. He didn’t remember her exact age. He hadn’t filled her out hire paperwork, Tomi had.

      If Jamie was here in his bar at this time of night, it probably wasn’t good news. She generally avoided him. No doubt the eighteen-year-old, who’d seen him commit wholesale slaughter many times in his skeletal form, was scared of him, especially since she’d shot him once. He’d forgiven her for it. It hadn’t truly been her fault.

      Setting the bottle on the table, he went behind the bar along the back wall and picked up three whiskey drams he kept there so he wouldn’t always have to fetch them from the front if he or Tomi wanted a whiskey.

      “Grab four. Tomi will be here too,” Suzie said.

      She’d called them both in. He didn’t like that. It meant something bad was likely in the wind. Little Suzie had only been working for him for a few months now, but Tomi’s cousin was already a fixture in his business life and had done amazing work as a wheel woman to keep Jamie alive during their escape from the bikers at Tallulah’s bar. And Suzie was Tomi’s family, the daughter of Adele’s sister, which made her part of his family since Adele and Tomi had adopted him when he turned up in Red City as a freshly exiled entity.

      Without speaking, he set the glasses down and filled them, sliding two toward Jamie and Suzie. A moment later, Tomi slid the door open and closed on his way in. As he moved into the room, heading to the side of the table Jamie sat on, Dax handed him one of the glasses, then sat next to Suzie.

      As soon as his butt hit the bench, Dax threw back the shot of whiskey in one go and refilled his glass. “OK. Hit me with the bad news.”

      Tomi followed Dax’s example with his own shot. “I don’t know, it could be good news…that called us in here…after closing. Yeah, that could be it.”

      Dax shook his head slowly at his friend.

      Jamie took a quick sip, grimacing a little as she set down her glass, and inhaled deeply. “The Black Suns are back in town.”

      “Are you sure?” Dax asked.

      She nodded and frowned. “And there are a lot of them.”

      “Well, fuck.”

      Tomi filled up his glass again. “You said it.”
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      Dax pulled his phone out and began firing off texts. The first went to Boudreaux, warning him to keep an eye out for any bikers. He had a huge network of people he could tap into, plus he’d always been very useful as an ally. The next went to Madame Delphine, inviting her to tea. The gris-gris she’d made him had proven themselves during the last few escapades. Maybe she’d have something interesting to offer in their next round of hostilities with the bikers.

      He also fired one off to The Rat—the strange man who controlled at least most of the city’s rats along with the weird warren of tunnels under the city where he and the rats lived. They’d had been invaluable allies. The Rat had finally come to trust Dax enough to give him his phone number.

      Last, he sent a text to Ragnar. He was no friend to the wolf shifter bikers and had run afoul of them when they’d taken over his friend’s roadside dive outside of town. Dax didn’t have Tallulah’s number, so he asked Ragnar to relay the message to the rest of his band and associates.

      Dax’d sent them each a request to meet up so they could all talk over the potential threat to their disparate interests. Compared to where he’d started at the beginning of the year, he’d come across an impressive list of people in his ongoing war with the bikers. Going it alone wasn’t an option anymore, not that it had been a very effective one to begin with.

      Practically as soon as he hit send on the last message, his phone buzzed in his hand. He nearly dropped it in surprise. It was Ragnar.

      Dax answered the call. “Hello?”

      “Hey, Dax. Just got your message, obviously.”

      “You’re up late.”

      “Yeah, just finished a show. Anyway, thanks for the heads up. I won’t be able to make a meeting. Me and the band are in Texas right now on a tour.”

      “I’m sorry to hear that.” He paused for a minute. “Sorry, that sounded odd. I hope your tour is going well but was hoping to have you here, if you know what I mean.”

      Ragnar chuckled. “No worries. I know what you meant. We’ve seen a few of those Black Suns bastards down here but not many. If we hear anything, I’ll be sure to reach out.”

      “I appreciate it, and take care of yourself. You’re all alone way down there with no quick help.”

      “I know, man. But thanks for the warning.”

      “Can you relay the message to Tallulah?” He probably could just call the bar’s business line and get her, but he had no idea if the police had the all hardlines tapped—his, Tallulah’s, and likely Delphine’s too.

      “You can do it yourself. I’ll send you the contact as soon as I hang up.”

      “Thanks. I appreciate it.” Dax hoped he kept the disappointment from his voice. Ragnar and his crew were good to have in a scrap. Dax’s list of allies had grown over the last few months, but it was still a small list. “And good luck on the tour.”

      “Thanks, I’ll catch ya later.” Ragnar hung up.

      A moment later, Dax’s phone vibrated with a message announcement. Tallulah’s contact had arrived. So, he sent her a message. At the moment, that was the best he could do.

      “OK. As soon as I hear from everyone else, I’ll let you know if we’re going to have a meetup.” He sat back down. “Now show me where this compound is.”
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      After Dax sent the others home, he sat in his Lincoln and stared at his phone, scrolling through the map and location Jamie had given him. He thought he had a route that would get him close enough without passing right by it. Word of the car he drove had probably been sent to the rest of the gang, and a classic car like his wasn’t exactly common, so he didn’t want to be seen driving by the bikers’ new hideout.

      Starting the car, he pulled onto the street and followed the winding directions to the location he wanted. It didn’t take him long; it wasn’t too far from the bar compared to their usual haunts on the other side of town. That worried him.

      So far they’d largely avoided the north part of town in numbers. He’d hoped they’d keep to their part of Red City. But if they were spreading out, it would make it even more difficult to track them down. Now they had two spots on the north side of Red City.

      After he parked, he grabbed a pair of binoculars from the glove compartment and stepped into the night. There was no sidewalk along the unimproved road, but he figured the bikers would avoid riding down this kind of street so it would be a slightly safer option. The gravel and nasty potholes wouldn’t be kind to motorcycles or their riders.

      Most of the houses he walked by looked abandoned, with partially boarded-up windows and doors. He counted maybe a handful of windows that hadn’t been broken out. As he approached the section of pavement that ran in front of the compound, he took a left to walk parallel to it, putting more weed-choked lots and more abandoned houses between himself and the bikers. Once he drew level with their compound according to his map, he walked through the knee-high weeds and by the side of the ramshackle house into the back yard.

      Unfortunately, the fence separating the house from the one behind it—the one that faced the bikers’ compound—was in solid shape. Or at least there weren’t any slats missing.

      He stared at the fence for a moment, then reached into the aether and pulled out his scythe. He’d corroded metal bars before, hastening their death. An old, unmaintained wooden fence should be no problem. In short order, he turned five slats into decayed debris. With the scythe returned to the aether, he ducked under the crossbeam and into the backyard.

      Now that he was so close to the compound, he found the shadier side of the house and crept along the wall, ducking low and trying to blend in with the weeds. Once he hit the front corner of the house, he had a clear view. He lowered himself onto his knees and put the binoculars to his eyes as he poked his head above the weed line.

      Sweeping his gaze along the front fence of the compound, he found several bikers patrolling it. They didn’t appear to be carrying any machine guns, but they no doubt had handguns concealed somewhere on their persons. Concertina wire ran along the top of the fence. There’d be no getting in by climbing over. Even if he avoided slicing his flesh open on the razor wire, he couldn’t move fast enough to avoid detection from the patrols.

      In the background, there were several smaller buildings surrounding two larger ones. Dozens of motorcycles were neatly lined up in front of the two larger buildings. There were a few unmarked vans as well. If there was a body for every bike, it meant there’d be many more than he’d faced before, even when he’d rousted them out of their own bar. And there was at least one more compound nearby. Jamie had said when they’d split up, this group looked slightly bigger, but not by a lot. That definitely wasn’t good.

      Shadows moved across the well-lit windows of the two large buildings. A few people milled about outside. The occasional bark of a loud laugh broke the silence, but that was it. He couldn’t hear anything they were talking about. Not from across the street.

      Well, that wasn’t exactly true.

      He could detach his spirit from his body and drift across the street to spy on the bikers and see what they were doing. He’d done it before when he’d rescued Jamie and her parents from the biker bar. But he’d had Tomi there to keep an eye on him and make sure nothing bad happened to his unattended body. He’d only done it one other time, but that had only been for a few moments.

      He stared at the compound and the bikers, his unoccupied hand sitting on his thigh, his index finger tapping out a steady rhythm as he thought over the options. What was the point of coming all the way out here if he went home empty handed? He already knew there were a bunch of bikers here. He didn’t need to see that with his own eyes.

      “This is a dumb idea,” he mumbled to himself.

      Getting up, he crouch-walked backward so he could keep an eye on the fence and ensure he’d gone unnoticed. He didn’t want to do what he was planning if they saw something moving about and sent some guys over to investigate.

      Once he cleared the house, he stepped through the hole he’d made in the fence and looked around the backyard. There. A scraggly rhododendron bush dominated the back corner of the lot.

      By the time he got situated, he had plenty of scrapes and raw spots from crawling under the bush. He should have switched to his skeletal form first, but what was done was done.

      Still erring on the side of caution, he sat quietly for ten minutes, though it felt like an hour. Silence ruled the two yards. It was time.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            SIX

          

          DAX

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Dax took a moment to ensure he’d created a firmly anchored tether to his corporeal form. He didn’t want to risk the death of his body or transform into some sort of unhoused being. He didn’t know if he’d deteriorate and become like those trapped spirits at the morgue. That was something he’d have to deal with eventually, but right now, survival was at the top of his priority list.

      He gave a last tug on the tether. Satisfied it would hold, he slipped his spirit out of his body.

      The world, already desaturated by the low light of the night, slipped even more into the realm of the monochromatic. Before heading to the compound, he lifted into the air and surveyed his surroundings. He didn’t see another living soul save for the bikers.

      A humorous thought flitted across his mind as he looked down at his motionless body. He was essentially a balloon, floating above his own head and attached by a thin thread. He’d have to be more careful than the proverbial kid with a balloon. If he drifted away, the problem wouldn’t be as simple to fix as buying another one or simply getting over the ephemeral interaction.

      He descended to the ground and floated through the hole in the fence. He waited at the roadside for a car to pass, then crossed over to the compound. Since he was in the aether, he paused to inspect the fence. There appeared to be something more than steel wires woven into the mesh of a chain link fence—something magical.

      He couldn’t tell what it was, but it extended through the entire fence and into the concertina wire at the top. So to avoid it, he went up instead of through, floating clear of the fence and landing on the other side.

      He thought about walking the perimeter to see if he could learn anything from the guards working the fence line, but decided he didn’t really have the time to be that thorough. He made his way toward the largest of the buildings—the one that seemed to be getting the most traffic.

      Weaving his way through the motorcycles—more out of habit than necessity—he stopped by the door and waited until someone opened the door, then slipped in after them.

      The room looked like a communal space with card tables and folding chairs spread about. Mostly, the tables had beer and liquor bottles on them. Bags of fast food rested on a few. Everything about the place looked temporary and hasty.

      He couldn’t tell if it was just him, or the general feel of the room, but a low level of tension pervaded. Eyes were wary as they flicked around. Shoulders were a bit higher than they should be, and there was a brittle, almost false, quality to the outbursts of laughter.

      He examined the men and their clothing, focusing mostly on tattoos, vests, and coats—all the places where their logos or group affiliation might be marked. Everyone in the room wore the white “Black Sun” logo from which the club got its name. But some wore variations of the design he hadn’t seen before.

      The Black Suns had brought in people from another chapter since they were underpowered after running afoul of Dax the first time they’d made an attempt on his life. It seemed the difference in markings represented other chapters. There were enough commonalities to pick out maybe two or three other chapters, besides the local markings he did recognize.

      That explained the tension.

      The Black Suns were a Norse, pagan, white supremacist, wolf shifter, outlaw motorcycle gang, which was a whole lot of identity. Ostensibly, they were all part of the same club, but they were explosive, violent men—and the crowd was entirely made up of men—who didn’t know each other well, if at all in many cases. A misspoken word or a too-challenging eye could lead to violence and chaos. These men no doubt believed in the false “alpha wolf” narrative and were trying to size each other up in relation to their own positions within their own clubs.

      Working his way through the crowd, Dax looked for side rooms or an office where he might find someone in leadership. Though this wasn’t something he normally thought, he really wanted to find Sigur or Ivar. They were the two leaders he knew. They’d be the ones to listen in on for the best intelligence. Unfortunately, the few side rooms he found seemed to be unoccupied. He’d have to circulate through the main room and see what he could pick up.

      Eavesdropping had never been a hobby of his. He did it a bit at the bar, but mostly because it was a small space and people tended to talk loudly in a bar with loud music, especially after a few drinks.

      He wandered from table to table, sifting through the minutiae of small talk as burly bikers got to know people from other chapters. In a lot of ways, it reminded him of some of the first dates he’d witnessed at the bar, until he reached a table near the back of the room next to one of the doors he’d checked earlier.

      The three men sitting at the table weren’t relaxed or even feigning it, like so many of the others were. They leaned across the table, their heads close together and their drinks largely forgotten except for the occasional quick sip that felt more perfunctory or fidgety, as opposed to a desire to drink.

      A white man without a beard drained his glass and filled it from a bottle sitting in the middle of the table. He lifted the glass but didn’t take a drink, instead looking around the room. “I’m not sure I’ve seen this many chapters in one place that wasn’t a national rally.”

      “When will Sigur and Ivar get back?” one of them asked.

      A particularly shaggy bearded biker replied, “Same time I said five minutes ago when you asked.”

      “Fuck you.”

      “Just relax. They’re meeting with a local power broker who can provide us some extra protection.”

      A third one patted his vest, revealing a hard, straight shape under the leather. “What do we need extra protection for? I have this.”

      “Not everything can be solved with bullets, even those fancy magic ones they’ve been handing out. We were told to sit tight and keep everyone in check. That’s what I’m going to do. Now why don’t you calm down and keep your shirt on. I didn’t come here to get dead—either from our target or Ivar and Sigur. They are wound up tight, and it’s our jobs as the enforcers to do what we’re told and set a good example.”

      The biker who’d been complaining shut his mouth and ground his teeth, the muscles in his cheeks flexing. The one with the thick beard raised an eyebrow, and that was all it took to quell the moment of near rebellion.

      Dax would have to keep an eye on that one if they came up against each other in a direct engagement. Fortunately for him, he didn’t rely purely on muscles during physical engagements. Years of reaping Earth’s finest warriors—many of whom didn’t wish to go quietly—had honed his direct combat skills to a razor’s edge nearly as sharp as his scythe. And that was before he brought any of his magic to bear, though his magical power was severely curtailed compared to his glory days.

      He reached for his pocket to check for the time. But he had no pocket and nothing in it. Looking around for a clock, he only found blank, beat-up walls. The bikers hadn’t added any of the homier touches one might put into a new space. Then again, he doubted this would be their new clubhouse. This was just a gathering spot for the many out of towners coming in to aid the local boys.

      Wanting to check the time to see how close dawn was, Dax moved around, looking for an exposed wrist with a watch or a cell phone with the screen facing up. He wasn’t sure if he could maintain the tether in daylight, so he thought he’d better make sure he had a plan in case it was near dawn. The only times he’d tried leaving his body had been at night. He shouldn’t have an issue in the light, but he’d only been exploring his powers in his human form for a few months. Everything he tried was an attempt to see what power was left and how he could use it to protect himself and his friends without pushing over the unknown line his watchers kept.

      Finally, someone flipped their phone over to check something and he was able to see the time. He needed to hang out as long as he could. But despite lacking his mortal flesh, he felt the urge to yawn. The tether holding him to his body also felt like it was getting heavier. With still a couple hours to go until dawn, he wasn’t sure if he’d be able to make it until then.
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      As Dax was deciding what to do, the issue was solved for him. Ivar, Sigur, and a third, unknown biker walked into the room. Sigur was a bit taller than the other two men, his dirty blond hair freshly cropped on the sides and long on top. His beard was longer than the last time Dax had seen him.

      Sigur appeared to have added more tattoos. Dax couldn’t see any skin free from them on the muscular biker with the dirty-blond hair. The third looked like a barrel of a man, resembling a professional strongman. He had a long, brown beard that was split in two, with each section braided. The greasy brown hair coming out of the bottom of the black bandana he wore on his head was gathered in a ponytail and tied with several thongs, gathering it into a long rope that ran down to his mid back. His faded black T-shirt was slightly too small, and his stomach hung out of the bottom of it. All in all, he looked like the classic stereotype of a dirtbag, outlaw biker.

      All the bikers quieted as they entered, all eyes training onto them as they maneuvered their way through the room toward a door Dax had guessed might be an office. He shot through the tables and waited by the edge of the door. This was too good of an opportunity to waste.

      Sigur fished a set of keys from his pocket and unlocked the door, pulling it open. As soon as there was enough space, Dax hustled in and moved to the back corner. Two of these men were likely magical in some way. Ivar was probably the runesmith enchanting the bullets and other mundane weapons Dax had been encountering.

      He didn’t have a read on what kind of power Sigur had, just that Jamie had felt it and commented on its dark nature. Though it could have been entirely the man’s aura. He oozed sinister and malevolent energy. Dax resisted the urge to probe into the man’s life thread to discover what kind of power he might possess. If Sigur could work with death or the spirit world, messing around with his essence might tip him off to Dax’s presence.

      The third man felt almost mundane in comparison. He was certainly a wolf shifter like all the rest of the men, but that was probably all he was. His power derived from his swagger and confidence, and, no doubt, a healthy dose of violent reputation. The eyes looking at him as he passed through the room had held their fair share of fear.

      Dax just wished he knew what positions they held within the overall structure of the gang. Ivar was likely the de facto president of the local chapter after Jamie had killed the last president to protect Dax. Sigur had breezed into town with his own gang to help Ivar reestablish the Black Suns in Red City, but Dax didn’t know if he was a president in his own right, some sort of general fixer, or something else entirely.

      The third man was a complete mystery. Hopefully the trio of bikers were feeling particularly loquacious tonight and would reveal a healthy bit of information Dax needed.

      “Do you trust the bitch?” the man with the belly asked, plopping down into a wooden chair at a round table. The chair groaned under the stress of the man’s bulk.

      Sigur held up a hand. “Let me secure the room.”

      He pulled out a bag from inside his vest and returned to the door, locking it. Then he dipped his fingers into the bag and pulled out some sparkly dust and sprinkled it along the floor in front of the door and then along the top of the door’s frame. He stalked across the room to the room’s lone window and placed some more dust along the bottom of the window and the top of frame. After that, he stopped in each of the room’s four corners, dropping a pinch of dust into each spot.

      Something magical snapped into place, straining the tether anchoring Dax to his body. He didn’t like that, but he could deal with a little discomfort in the name of proper espionage.

      He pulled his attention away from the magical feeling. It wouldn’t do to miss something important because he was distracted by trivialities.

      Sigur had his phone pressed to his ear. “Stand by the door and listen. Text if you hear us or not.” He hung up. “Hey, fuck you!”

      Dax startled at the loud yell. Everyone in the other room should have heard it. This wasn’t a soundproof booth. And everyone in the building were wolf shifters. Even if they weren’t in their wolf forms, their human forms still had enhanced hearing.

      After what felt like forever, Sigur’s phone buzzed. He typed a message back, a wicked grin spreading across his lips.

      “Well?” the man with the belly asked. Ivar, standing behind a chair with his arms folded across his chest, tilted his head and raised an eyebrow.

      “Didn’t hear a thing,” Sigur replied.

      Ivar nodded and sat down. “At least we know the dust works. She might be mildly trustworthy, at least as much as one of her type can be.” He said the last with a bit of mild distaste threading through his words.

      “What about the other piece?” the third man asked.

      Sigur snorted, joining the other two men at the table. “We’ll see, though it’ll be hard to confirm its effectiveness. Unless we can catch us a ghost to test it on.”

      “I can go make us one,” the third man said, adding a guffaw at his own violent humor.

      “I’m not sure any of the boys would volunteer for that,” Ivar added, grabbing a bottle of whiskey off a nearby decrepit sideboard. He opened the sideboard and pulled out three glasses, spreading them around the table and filling them.

      “We’re going to have to trust her. For now,” Sigur said, taking a solid drink from his glass. “Mutual self-interest and a recommendation from our paycheck.”

      “I still don’t like it.” The third man drained his entire glass in one go, grabbing the bottle for a refill.

      “Neither do I, Grinder, but our employer is getting impatient and the national chapter told us to get the fucking job done if we want to keep our heads attached. We’ve all done shit we don’t like before,” Ivar said.

      Sigur nodded slowly. “Enemy of my enemy.”

      “Well, before we say anything else, set up the fucking crystal.” Grinder rolled his eyes and mumbled, “I can’t believe we’re using a fucking crystal.”

      Sigur snorted a half chuckle, one side of his mouth tipping up into the barest of smiles. Reaching into his vest, he pulled out a large chunk of crystal about the size of his fist. It appeared to be clear with milky veins running through it. Cupping it in both hands and holding it up to his lips, he mumbled something Dax couldn’t hear.

      A pulse of power and a flash of white light emanated from the crystal. As the light hit Dax, he felt momentarily exposed. Sigur carefully set the crystal in the middle of the table. The other two men, their eyes open a little wider, leaned away from the
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