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The Carnival of Mysteries just arrived in Sutton County. They say if you cross the fortune teller’s palm with silver she can read your future like a map. Right now all Ledger Conroy wants to know is if he has a future. 
Back in Sutton after over a decade, Ledger’s plan had been to bury his father--recently deceased convicted serial killer and less-well known warlock, Bell Conroy--clear the property, and then finally wash his hands of being a Conroy. Instead there’s a cured human heart in the larder, a pissed off pretty boy who is definitely not human at the door, and a debt to the devil that Ledger’s just inherited.
Devil. Monster. Something like that. He’d not asked for its pedigree
Whatever it was, it's given Ledger a week to fulfill the terms of his father’s contract. Or else he’s never going to leave Sutton again. With pretty-boy Wren at his heels, more to make sure Ledger doesn’t skip town than to provide assistance, Ledger tries to track his father’s sins across Sutton. The problem is there’s so many of them.
Ledger is faced with old grudges, a Sheriff that thinks Ledger knows more about his father’s crimes than he’s ever said (and isn’t wrong), and a dead man with a book shop. Not to mention the on-going distraction of Wren, who can't decide whether to be a hindrance, a help, or just hot.
Luckily Ledger has a nose for this sort of work.Sting in the Tail is part of the multi-author Carnival of Mysteries Series. Each book stands alone, but each one includes at least one visit to Errante Ame's Carnival of Mysteries, a magical, multiverse traveling show full of unusual acts, games, and rides. The Carnival changes to suit the world it's on, so each visit is unique and special. This book contains a dealer in dark collectibles, a man who's NOT people, and a monster with a debt it expects to be paid. 
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Dirty Work (Dirty Deeds #1) 
“The bad guys shift as we work out the puzzle, but the new feelings between Clay and Grade
just keep getting stronger… TA Moore never lets her fans down.”
—Paranormal Romance Guild
Bone to Pick (Digging Up Bones #1)
“If you like mystery, crime, super steamy sex scenes between two antagonistic men, and lots of intrigue, Bone to Pick definitely must be your next read.”
—Love Bytes
Shift Work (Night Shift #1)
“Damn Ms. Moore, it’s like you got me at hello. Or was it naked in the elevator? Either way the hook was set and as I read, I was all yours.”
—Paranormal Romance Guild
Hex Work (Babylon Boy #1)
“If you enjoy a good mystery with lots of twists and turns and some surprising chemistry with some magic thrown in, I think you’ll like this kickoff to Babylon Boy.”
—LoveBytes
Dog Days (Wolf Winter #1)
“… Flawlessly written… Each page was a new surprise, and this story was unlike anything I have read—I had no idea what would come next. Quite simply, I want more.”
—The Novel Approach
Stone The Crows (Wolf Winter #2)
“… the second novel in the Wolf Winter series by T.A. Moore, and it’s a stunner at every level and element.  Horror, urban fantasy, and romance.  There is nothing this author and book doesn’t excel at.”
—Scattered Thoughts and Rogue Words
Wolf at the Door (Wolf Winter #3)
“Cold and dark. Ferocious and unforgiving. Brutal and beautiful. This last instalment in the Wolf Winter trilogy takes all the pieces from the previous books and twists them some more into a finale that will take your breath away.”
—Paranormal Romance Guild
Cash in Hand
“Cash in Hand is a fast-paced, twisty turn of a story that really kept me in its clutches to the very end.”
—Love Bytes
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Chapter one

BELL CONROY HAD died alone and unmourned. 
There was no one to write an obituary, but he was Sutton County, Ohio’s most famous son. His passing couldn’t go unmentioned, even if it was a “just the facts” death notice in the Sutton Herald.
He’d been fifty-six.
He’d been released from prison on compassionate grounds when he was diagnosed with cancer.
Cause of death: suicide.
The families of his eighteen victims would probably never get the bodies back.
Sorry. 
Not famous. Infamous.
Ledger took the second turn after the red barn. The road was technically paved, but one of the downsides of being a well-known serial killer was that the county didn’t spend a lot of money on the upkeep of your properties. The rental car—the only one available on short notice—creaked and rattled as it jounced along the rutted, potholed road.
A half-hearted scarecrow had been strung up on the property line. It hung from a scrubby tree and stared at the road with Sharpie-cross eyes. A shock of red yarn hair had been stitched onto the burlap sack head. That was from the twenty-year-old mug shot. Between age, prison, and cancer, the hair had left this mortal plane years before Conroy had.
Ledger hit the brakes as he reached the gates and let the car roll over the cattle grid. He pulled onto the patchy grass outside the house, turned off the engine, and got out of the car. There was a white van parked in front of the house. Ledger rolled his sleeves down over his forearms and buttoned the cuffs as he stared at the vehicle.
He’d booked the flight the moment he heard the news about Conroy and driven straight here from the airport. It looked like that hadn’t been quick enough.
The vultures had beaten him to it. 
Ledger snorted to himself. 
One vulture, anyhow. 
He started toward the house. The driver’s side door opened as he passed the van, and Benjy Hark scrambled out. The lanky gray-haired man fell into step next to him.
“You’re too late,” Hark said. “I’ve already spoken to the son and made an offer on it as a job lot.”
“A fair offer?” Ledger asked.
Hark took a beat. “Fair enough,” he said, pulling his glasses out of his top pocket. “As far as the son knows, anyhow. It’s not like this lot is worth anything to him. I’m doing him a favor, really.”
“Well, him and your wallet.”
Hark snorted. He lifted his glasses and breathed on them to mist the glass, then polished the lenses with the end of his tie.
“And what?” he said. “You’re going to walk in there and offer him the black market value on his inheritance? Don’t try and kid a kidder, Ledger. You’re not any fucking better than the rest of us.”
Ledger smirked briefly in response. He couldn’t argue with that. In their line of work—sourcing dark Americana for the sort of people that weren’t really people—it was hard to pretend otherwise. They were in this for the dirty money. Their only excuse was that the heirs had no way to capitalize on their dead relative’s collection. As a moral justification, it was thin.
To say the least.
Not that there was moral justification for much in their business. The Catholic Church had a monopoly on the bones of saints and the effects of the blessed. On the other hand, the trade in sinners and their leavings was an open market… and a profitable one. Who wanted to pray—and pay—for a miracle when they could wring a demon’s price from the junk that had soaked in a monster’s misdeeds for years.
And for the low, low price of cold, hard cash, Ledger would find it for them.
“I never said I was,” Ledger said. They reached the porch and climbed the three sagging steps to the door. Something had been scrawled on the wood in red paint, but it had been mostly scoured away. Killer? Murderer? It could have been either, Ledger supposed. Both were true. “But I know that Conroy’s heir isn’t going to take your offer.”
Hark slid his glasses on and squinted at Ledger through the lenses. Despite his best efforts, there was still a fingerprint on the glass. There always was. It was surprisingly easy to pick up minor curses in their line of work. 
“You’ve already spoken to him?” 
Ledger reached into his pocket. “You could say that,” he said as he pulled out the keys the lawyer had left for him. “I am him.”
He unlocked the door, stepped inside, and closed it behind him in Hark’s face. 
Look at that. It was like having your abusive, cultist dad drop dead was just all brightside and no downside at all.
It had been fifteen years since he’d last stepped over the threshold, but he didn’t even need to look as he hung the keys over the hook on the wall—that was where they went, where they had always gone. Ledger had made the same reach a thousand times before he left. More. He stood there and took in the slightly threadbare state of the hall and the shiny-stepped stairs that led up to the second floor. The house smelled faintly of hospital and strongly of sin.
“I should have told them just to burn the place down,” Ledger muttered to himself as his gaze caught on the notch-scarred doorframe. The tally of heights stopped when they’d been eight and six. Ledger grimaced and pretended he’d not noticed that. Or remembered it. “What the fuck am I going to do with it now?”
Nobody answered him.
That was about right. Ledger had never gotten a good answer for anything in this house.

      [image: ]The coffee was from Walmart.
The disturbing fan mail was international.
And it was probably best not to think too hard on where the human heart had come from.
Ledger lifted the heart out of the labeled Tupperware box and examined it. It was dried out and leathery, lighter than it looked like it should be. A small hooked cheese knife was attached to it by a string knotted twice around the aorta. Slivers had been carved off the fatty sides.
It was probably some folk remedy. Not an effective one, Ledger assumed, since Bell had killed himself rather than see out his last three months.
But then Bell had lost his direct line to Hell decades ago. With no demonic miracles on tap for a remission, Ledger supposed he’d had to make do with what he could get.
Ledger tossed the heart into the box with the rest of the “things I don’t want to have to explain to the firemen/police/nice doctors in the mental hospital two counties over.” The last time they’d put him in there, the only reason he’d gotten out was because one of Bell’s victims managed to escape in the middle of the night and get down to the road. And even after that, they’d not believed Ledger about the magic or the demons. They’d thought that was just trauma.
But you only got one get out of a paranoid schizophrenic diagnosis free because Dad actually was a serial killer card in your lifetime. Ledger didn’t want another grippy-sock vacation because someone thought the jar of human fat in the downstairs bathroom was anything to do with him.
Who even did that anymore? Even the most traditional warlocks just bought their human-fat soap in artisan form on Etsy, with oatmeal added for exfoliation.
The heart slid down in the corner of the box, and Ledger wiped his hands on his chinos as he looked around the kitchen. He tried to work out if he’d missed anything. He shouldn’t have. This was, after all, essentially his day job. It was different here, though. In the house he’d grown up in. Every time he got into his stride, he’d find something—a toy soldier that Bell’s rat had hidden from them in the hideyhole under the stove, their mom’s tarnished silver spoon that had come from her great-grandmother, and a knife that Ledger was fairly sure should still have been in an evidence box somewhere—that threw him. 
No. He’d been thorough. The kitchen was clear, and that meant the downstairs was finished. That just left upstairs and the basement.
So, either where Bell had rotted out his last days on earth or the little prison he’d built to keep his victims under the house until he could get time off work. 
Basement first, then. Before that, though, he needed to get this stuff cleared out.
Ledger grabbed a handful of old T-shirts he’d liberated from the wash basket and shoved them in on top of the box. It would hide what was in there from casual nosiness and work as kindling when he got around to disposing of them. He sealed the box shut, tape layered over the top of it to keep everything in, and lifted it to carry out to the car.
He tried to ignore the little voice in his head that had totted up just how much he could get for everything in the Weird Shit box. Even if he just sold it to Hark at his clueless-rube rates. It would gall to be taken for a sucker, but if he was going to toss it all on a bonfire, it would still be a profit.
Ledger opened the back door with his elbow and stepped out into the sunlight. He stopped to let his eyes adjust and then went down the steps to circle the house. It would have been quicker to go through the house, but he appreciated the fresh air.
As he rounded the corner, Ledger shifted the box onto his hip so he could fish in his pocket for his keys. Hark had finally left. He’d probably not gone far.
The intrusive little voice in the back of Ledger’s head burst through again: Hark wouldn’t leave without another try at Ledger because this house was a gold mine.
No.
Ledger had done a lot of things in his life that he hadn’t planned. That came with the territory of being Bell Conroy’s kid—before or after he’d got caught. One thing he’d never done, though, was take anything beyond what he had to from his dad.
Some of that was pride, maybe even a bit of self-respect in there, but mostly it was just common sense. Bell had not been a man you wanted to be in debt to. Not when he was alive, and probably best not to tempt fate now he was dead.
Ledger had just fished his keys out of his pocket when a battered black pickup, coated in dust and dirt from the road, screeched up the drive and fishtailed to a stop just shy of driving into the house. Ledger stopped where he was and waited to see if he wanted to get involved in this.
The driver’s door was shoved open, and a pissed-off young man scrambled out. He stalked to the front door and hammered on it with a clenched fist.
“Conroy,” he yelled. “You worthless old bastard. What the fuck did you do?”
When no one answered, he stepped to the side and peered in through the window, hand cupped against the glass. Whatever he saw—or didn’t see—made him swear and kick the side of the house.
“He’s not there,” Ledger said as he stepped out into view.
The stranger jumped at Ledger’s voice and swung around to glare at him. He was almost ridiculously handsome, with scruffy brown hair and a square, strong-boned face. His eyes narrowed briefly, and then he visibly took a moment to adjust his manner. The anger was shoved back down until it was just a hard glint behind dark eyes, and he curled his mouth in an easy grin. Despite the fact that Ledger had seen it done better, he still felt the urge to relax into the charm. He resisted it.
If nothing else, his new visitor was way—well, a bit—too young for Ledger.
“Sorry about that,” the man said. He came down the steps and stopped on the last one. That made him about half an inch taller than Ledger. “Inside joke. You’re…?”
“Busy,” Ledger said. “And like I said, Bell’s not here.”
He turned and headed for the car. If Bell’s angry caller, whoever he was, wanted to continue the conversation, he could do it while admitting he was shorter than Ledger. The lights on the rental flashed as Ledger thumbed the fob. He stuffed the keys back in his pocket and hitched the box up as he reached out to unlatch the trunk.
“Let me.” The man stepped past Ledger to pop the latch, pushing it open with one arm and then holding it up as if it needed the brace. Or he didn’t want to let Ledger slam it closed again.
Ledger hesitated but then leaned in to dump the box in the back with the rest. He could smell the temper-warmed cologne on the man’s skin, a musky whiskey scent over good leather. Or, Ledger reminded the part of him that wanted to fall for the act, the man could just be a day drinker.
“We got off on the wrong foot,” the man said as Ledger straightened back up. He stuck his free hand out and let it hang there expectantly. “Wren Bones.”
That knocked Ledger off course. He pressed hold on the withering retort he’d been about to make and raised his eyebrows.
“Really?”
The man grinned and ducked his head. He gave up on the handshake and rubbed the back of his neck with his free hand. 
“I get that a lot,” he said. “But, yeah. Handed to me at birth.”
Despite Ledger’s best intentions of staying uncharmed, his mouth had gone dry, and he could feel the flush spreading up his throat. There was a stack of report cards in the house—assuming Bell hadn’t burned them—that described him as “clever, but makes bad decisions.” He might have gotten older, but that hadn’t changed much.
Except that a one-night stand with a bad boy in leather was a bad decision, one he’d made before and would again. This was different. Ledger would need a thesaurus to find a word for how disastrous it would be to listen to anything from someone dumb enough, or bad enough, to do business with Bell Conroy.
“OK,” Ledger said. He turned around and leaned back against the car, the curve of the bumper warm against his thighs. “You can put a pin in the charm offensive, Mr. Bones.”
“Call me Bird. Everyone does.”
Bird Bones? Ledger couldn’t resist the automatic once-over from broad shoulders down to heavily-muscled thighs under taut, strategically-faded denim. He couldn’t see it. When he dragged his eye level back up to Wren’s face, he caught the smug smirk before it was tucked away.
“No,” he said. “Whatever your business with Bell, you’re about two weeks too late.”
That was how long the officer who contacted Ledger had said that Bell had been lying there dead, anyhow. Another reason Ledger wasn’t looking forward to the clear-out on the second floor.
Wren stared at Ledger for a second, as if that would help him judge Ledger’s truthfulness. Then he grimaced and stepped back from the car. 
“You’re sure?” he said.
Ledger shrugged. “As far as me and the coroner go, sure,” he said. “So, if you want anything from him? Go to Hell. That’s the last forwarding address I have for him.”
Wren stared at Ledger. His jaw was clenched so tight that Ledger could feel a tension headache forming in sympathy. The whole “put a pin” in the charm offensive thing apparently meant that Wren’s temper got free rein instead. 
“Fuck,” Wren spat out. He turned, hands clenched into fists, and stalked away. Then back. His shoulders were hunched up toward his ears, and he was still cursing under his breath. “Son-of-a-cheating-bitch. Goddamnit. What the fuck…”
He stopped suddenly, right in front of Ledger’s car. His chest rose and fell as he breathed raggedly, and then he punched the driver’s side window. 
Ledger flinched and jumped up off his perch. 
“Shit,” he said as he put some distance between him and the car. “What the fuck?”
Wren shook his hand. Blood splattered from his split knuckles onto the dirt. He spat on it for good measure and then turned back to Ledger.
“Bell cheated me,” he said.
“Sounds like him,” Ledger said. “Also sounds like a you problem.”
Wren gave a strangled laugh and shoved both hands into his hair. Blood matted into the dark curls.
“You have no fucking idea. When my boss finds out—” Wren stopped himself, took a deep breath, and closed his eyes. When he opened them again, the mask was back. Ledger didn’t comment. It was probably for the best, and Wren did have a nice smile. There was a dangerous edge to it, but Ledger already knew he had a type. “What do you have in those boxes?”
Ledger glanced from the car to the house and then back to Wren. Desperate men did desperate things, and Ledger was going to trash it all anyhow.
“Do you know…” He tried to remember a local player who’d still be around. He’d not been back here for a while, and Middle America had a lot of turnover in their monsters. The coastal regions were more stable. “Robbins. Ash Robbins. He works out of Lexington.”
Wren looked annoyed at the change in topic. “What does that have to do with…” The question trailed off as realization dawned on him. A smile—and this one wasn’t that nice—flickered over Wren’s mouth as he stepped toward Ledger. “Seriously? You think I’m human?”
Ledger didn’t miscalculate. He was diligent. He was thorough. 
He was clever, but sometimes he made bad decisions.
Wren took another step forward, close enough that Ledger could smell his cologne again. Then he leaned in, close enough to kiss if Ledger wanted to make this any worse. His breath was sharp-mint sweet. That might have been to hide something.
“What’s in the boxes?” he asked.
Ledger wanted to answer. It would feel… unnaturally good… to just tell Wren what he wanted. He bit the inside of his lip until he was back in control.
“What are you?” he asked instead.
Wren cupped a hand around the back of Ledger’s neck, his fingers warm and rough. Whatever he was, it had to breathe; Ledger could feel the tickle of warmth on his jaw.
“What does that matter?” Wren asked. “You racist?”
“I’m careful,” Ledger said. He put his hand against Wren’s chest and pushed him back. One step. Then two. Wren leaned against his hand, his weight braced on Ledger’s stiffened arm. He didn’t feel bird-boned. “Tell me what you wanted from Bell. If it’s in the boxes, or I find it in the house, I’ll tell you.”
After a moment to consider that offer, Wren snorted and straightened up. 
“Or take it for yourself,” he said. 
“I didn’t have to make the offer,” Ledger said. “Take it or leave it.”
Wren looked sour. He lifted his hand to his mouth and absently licked the blood off his knuckles. Ledger had to swallow hard and shift his weight, the heat lower than his face this time. He ignored the tug of attraction as he stepped away from Wren and slammed the rental’s trunk down.
“And I’ve not got all day,” he said as he turned back around. “Make up your mind.”
It took a second. Wren finally grimaced and reached into his pocket. He pulled out an envelope and handed it to Ledger. “I need this,” he said. 
Ledger lifted the flap with his thumb and pulled out a sheet of fragile, dusty parchment that crackled as he carefully unfolded it. The ink had faded to a light brown, and the embossed stamp at the top had been flattened out by the years. The creases where it had been folded were so worn into the paper that the lettering was completely rubbed off.
Ledger frowned as he skimmed his eye down over what he could decipher of the age-blurred—and never that legible to start with—crabbed writing. It was an old deed of transfer for property in New York State, circa 1881.
“It’s a forgery?” Ledger said. “It looks real enough.”
Wren gave a contemptuous snort. “That’s the point of a forgery,” he said. “Bell sold that to me. He got an extra year’s life, and I got fucked over. I need the real one.”
“I’ll look for it,” Ledger said. “If it’s there, you can have it.”
Wren narrowed his eyes. “For what?”
Ledger paused. He didn’t want it—whatever it was—and it would go onto the bonfire with the rest otherwise. It had no value to him. Gifts were never a good idea, though. The terms of exchange should always be established upfront. It was safer that way. 
“Fifty bucks,” he said.
“Money?” 
“OK, make it forty,” Ledger said as he folded the letter back up. “You drive a hard bargain. Come back tomorrow. If Bell had it, I’ll have found it by then.”
Wren stared at him for a moment, then shook his head.
“You’re a weird one,” he said. “I could have given you the woman of your dreams, you know, but forty bucks it is. Tomorrow.”
He stalked back to his idling pickup, climbed in, and screeched away.
Ledger shook his head.
“The only woman I dream about is the dinner lady who chewed her nails and spat them into the food,” he muttered as he walked around the car to look at the window. It was broken but not shattered. The glass bagged in the frame, a spiderweb of cracks spread out from the impact point. “I’d rather have forty bucks than fingernail stew.”
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Chapter two

IT WAS GOOD to know that Bell was going to leave this mortal coil the same way he’d spend his afterlife. 
On fire. 
Good riddance. Ledger sat on a hard plastic chair and watched a cleaner wipe dust off the fake flowers that decorated the small chapel. He checked his watch. It had been forty seconds, give or take, since he did that last.
He shifted position. It made the chair legs scrape on the tiles and the cleaner jump. She dropped her cloth and swore out loud as she turned to glare at him. Ledger raised an apologetic hand. He’d felt apologetic since he came back. Everyone knew who he was. It didn’t matter how long ago he’d left, there was no mistaking Ledger for anyone but a Conroy. They all had the same look: tall and lanky, with dusty blond hair and a face you could plane wood on.
They had the same reputation too. Bell might have been the worst of them, but nobody had ever much cared for the Conroys.
While the cleaner went back to work, Ledger checked his watch again.
Sixty seconds.
To distract himself, Ledger pulled Wren’s envelope out of his pocket. He pulled the old deed out and unfolded it. The light in the chapel was unexpectedly good, all harsh overhead fluorescents that made it easy to see. It was still hard to read. Whoever drafted it had handwriting like two spiders fighting with fountain pens, but he could pick out the inconsistencies.
It looked genuine.
The paper felt right, the script looked like what Ledger would expect of an old document, and the wording was spot on. 
Nothing about it looked like it was worth anything to the kind of people that traded a year’s life for a bit of paper. 
Ledger folded the page back up and lifted it to sniff along the crease, where every hand to touch it had pressed the fold to get it crisp and wear the paper thin. It smelled old and dusty, with a hint of vanilla sweetness that cut pleasantly through the aggressively floral chemicals that filled the funeral home.
Atrocity—and that was the only thing anyone in this line of work paid for—smelled like salt.
So why had Wren wanted it? And how the hell had Bell—a man who couldn’t even stay out of jail with a demon in his back pocket—gotten hold of it?
The mystery of it tugged at Ledger.
He didn’t particularly like his line of work. He was good at it, but that wasn’t the point. Most of his days were spent turning over grave goods for anything that had soaked up enough sin it could be milked for it. The rest he spent in negotiations with the things that could use that tainted milk.
It was a step up from Bell. At least Ledger didn’t make his own sins to sell. Not a huge step, admittedly.
Sometimes it could be satisfying, though. When he couldn’t just depend on the stink of salt, and he had to work to find what he’d promised.
The chapel door creaked behind him, and Ledger shrugged his distraction off. The key to those satisfying hunts was that he was paid well for them. For forty bucks, he’d flick through some old photo albums, not do a deep dive into New York state property archives.
He tucked the deed quickly back into the envelope as he got up and turned to greet the funeral director, Matthew Lonsdale, Snr. When the funeral home had opened, he’d been one of the Sons on the sign. He’d buried a dozen of Bell’s victims, what they found of them anyhow, after the trial.
“Usually, you have to wait for this,” Lonsdale said. He held out a padded envelope that hung heavy in the bottom and waited for Ledger to take it. His hands left sweaty smudges on the thick paper, and he glanced nervously over at the cleaner. When Ledger didn’t take the envelope fast enough, he jiggled it nervously. “Under the circumstances, however, I thought it was best to do as you asked.”
Ledger took the envelope and nearly dropped it.
It was still warm.
In his line of work, there wasn’t a lot that bothered Ledger. This did. The envelope squatted warm and sweaty against his palms, making his skin crawl. It was the closest he’d been to Bell in a long time.
“That’s… Thank you,” he said. “I appreciate that.”
Lonsdale nodded and wiped his hands against his thighs. Then he pulled a money clip out of his pocket, peeled off two hundred dollars, and handed them to Ledger.
“Amy shouldn’t have taken your money,” he said. “That’s not how we work.”
“Give it to charity,” Ledger said. “Or tip your cleaner. Thank you.”
“Thank you,” Lonsdale parried. He gave the envelope a look of distaste. “It’s not how we usually do things, but… I’ll be glad when he’s gone.”
Ledger took the hint. He tucked the envelope under his arm and let himself out of the chapel. Habit had him pull his sunglasses out of his jacket as he left the building, but he stopped with them halfway to his face. It was still daylight—it only felt like he’d spent all day waiting to char his dead parent—but the clouds had rolled in. Rain splattered the pavement. Ledger hooked his glasses into his shirt and broke into a jog to get to the car.
The rain soaked the envelope quickly. It would have been a good idea to keep it dry—Lonsdale probably didn’t want Bell turned to mud in his parking lot—but the thought of tucking the envelope under his jacket made Ledger’s gorge rise. It would be solid and warm against his hip, like a fat lapdog.
If the envelope split, it split.
It didn’t.
Ledger scrambled into the car and tossed the envelope onto the passenger seat. He started the engine, and the radio crackled at him. It had lost the station.
“There’s only the one,” Ledger muttered. He jabbed at the buttons a couple of times, but the display just cycled up through the bandwidth and back to where it started. Ledger sighed and turned it off. “Great. I get to drive back without Sutton County’s thoughts on the new sewer plant. Big loss.”
He pulled out of the spot and onto the road.
The splatter of rain turned into a downpour as Ledger reached the town limits. It soaked his shoulder and arm as he lowered the cracked window. He kept his eyes on the road as he reached over to blindly grab the envelope. As he drove past the abandoned Wallace gas station, he hung what was left of Bell out of the window and shook the envelope out. The rain caught the ash and battered it into the road. Bits of bone clattered against the side of the car and, when Ledger checked the mirror, bounced down the road.
If Hark wanted to find bits of Bell to sell as relics…
“Good luck to him,” Ledger muttered.
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He scrambled out of bed on adrenaline-fueled autopilot. The sheets were tangled around his legs, and he cracked his knee on a bedside table that shouldn’t be there. A bottle of water tipped over, rolled off the table, and onto the bed. It soaked the nearest pillow and the sheets underneath.
“Shit.” 
Hotel room. Ledger lifted the bottle off the bed, although it was too late for damage control, and tossed it in the trash.
Whoever was at the door banged on it again. Ledger wasn’t the only one who’d been jarred out of his sleep—or whatever—by them. From one of the other rooms, a woman yelled, “Shut the fuck up!”
Ledger scrubbed both hands over his face in a quick proxy for being awake and went to open the door, just in time to stop the next tattoo of knocks. Wren stood on the walkway outside. He dropped his hand back to his side.
“It’s tomorrow.”
The light from the strip club opposite was too bright for this time of night. Ledger squinted his eyes closed and pinched the bridge of his nose.
“I meant at a decent hour,” he said.
Wren laughed, low and dirty. “There’s nothing decent about me.”
He pushed past Ledger into the room. Ledger briefly considered throwing him back out, but then he’d just hammer on the door again. If they were going to talk now, it might as well be inside.
As he went to step back and close the door, the woman yelled again, “Next time, stay up to let your fucking whore in.”
Ledger blushed. He could feel it scorch all the way from his chest up to his temples. The fact he was only wearing a pair of light pajama bottoms made it hard to hide.
“Oh,” Wren said as Ledger slammed the door. The other man had sat on the edge of the bed. He sprawled backward, weight propped on his elbow as he looked at Ledger. The dim light made it feel soft and intimate. “So that’s why you didn’t want the woman of your dreams. You wanted me.”
“Still trying to barter me down from that forty bucks?” Ledger asked. He flicked the lights on. That didn’t help. “I didn’t find any other deeds at the house.”
Wren held up a finger. His knuckles were bruised and swollen from their earlier encounter with Ledger’s car. His split lip, a ragged line just to the left of his cupid’s bow, was from something else.
“Same deed,” Wren corrected. “Just the real one.”
Ledger had thought about stopping to get a bottle of whiskey earlier. He’d decided against it. Maybe that had been a mistake.
“No deeds, real or fake,” he said. “You still owe me forty bucks.”
“No,” Wren said. He rolled up off the bed and stalked toward Ledger. “It has to be there. The old man had it. I saw it.”
The tension in the room was suddenly wire-taut. It felt dangerous. It sucked the air out of Ledger’s lungs and tightened his chest. The thought of stepping back didn’t occur to him until Wren had already stopped—room still left between them—and it would have seemed overdramatic.
Ledger raked his hair back from his face.
“He had a good forgery. Maybe you saw that.”
Wren stared at him, eyes narrowed, and then abruptly turned away. The sudden release made Ledger feel somewhere between relieved and let down. He made a mental note to shake himself later—the number of ways the heavy feeling in his cock was a bad idea would take more time to go over than he had right now—as he let out an unsteady breath. Then immediately sucked in a new one as Wren grabbed his carry-on case and tossed the contents onto the bed.
“What the hell?” Ledger spluttered in protest. “I told you, I didn’t find it.”
“Maybe you lied,” Wren drawled, his voice dry with sarcasm. 
Ledger stepped forward and grabbed his shoulder.
“That’s enough,” he said. “I already told you—”
Wren turned and shoved him hard enough that Ledger hit the thin wall between the bedroom and the bathroom before he realized what was going on.
“If I want you to touch me,” Wren said flatly, a flicker of something bright, hard, and old in his eyes, “I’ll already have my hand in your pants. Got it?”
Unnatural dread filled Ledger’s bones. It was cold and thick, enough to lock his joints and pin him in place. It was an effort to remember to breathe. He’d have agreed to almost anything Wren wanted, but he could only muster a scratchy gasp.
Wren looked… sorry, maybe. He looked something, at least. It didn’t stop him. He turned his back on Ledger and searched the three days’ worth of clothes and toiletries with dispassionate efficiency, fingers dipped into pockets and fabric balled up in his hands. Then he flipped the case open, split down the middle like a clamshell. Wren pulled a switchblade from his pocket and thumbed the blade out with a hard click.
“Cut up… my suitcase,” Ledger gritted out. It made his chest hurt to speak as he forced air out of stiff lungs, “I add it… to your… bill.”
Wren paused, knife poised over the lining, and looked over his shoulder at Ledger.
“That’s new,” he said. “Most people just piss themselves.”
Ledger grinned, thin and hard. “It’s not my first time on the carousel.” The more he spoke, the easier it got. That wasn’t always a good thing. The next step was that his mouth ran away with him and he promised something he couldn’t deliver. 
Or worse. Something he could. 
Wren chuckled. He stabbed the knife into the case and left it there as he reached into his jacket for his wallet. It was battered, the seams half-stitched where the thread had broken, and patched with a strip of duct tape. Wren pulled out a couple of notes and folded them one-handed as he walked over to Ledger. He hooked a finger in the waistband of Ledger’s pajamas and pulled it out just enough to tuck the money into the gap. 
“Happy?” Wren asked as his knuckles grazed along Ledger’s stomach. His smile conjured up two deep, crooked dimples in his cheeks and split the half-formed scab on his lip as he leaned in. “Turned on?”
Ledger tilted his head back against the wall. It wasn’t that Wren didn’t smell good—and the fear that gripped Ledger was just… in general—but right now, he needed air. All the air he could get.
“I feel like I’m standing on the muddy edge of my own open grave,” he said. “So, not really.”
“Some people are into that,” Wren said. “You never know. Relax. It’ll wear off.”
“Like I said,” Ledger said. He closed his eyes. The frantic beat of blood through his veins made an audible sound inside his skull. “You’re not my first.”
Wren chuckled and kissed Ledger on the cheek, his mouth soft and warm. That was unexpected. The surprise of it made Ledger open his eyes and look down into that dark, shiny gaze. 
“It’s not personal,” he said as he turned away and went back to the search. “I just don’t trust anyone who did business with Conroy.”
“I can understand that,” Ledger said. He swallowed, and it didn’t taste like lemon and ash on the back of his tongue. It really did pass, and quicker than it seemed. “I feel the same about you, and you had a choice about doing business with him.”
Wren just snorted as he carved the suitcase open. When he didn’t find anything other than more suitcase, he closed the blade against his thigh and tucked it back into the pocket of his jeans. While he checked the drawers, Ledger slid down the wall, long legs tented in front of him, and caught his breath.
“I told you,” he said. “This is my job. I don’t rip my clients off.”
Wren picked up the dog-eared local-attractions magazine from under the TV and shook it. An old perfume tester card fell out onto the floor.
“Forty bucks isn’t enough to keep someone honest,” Wren said.
“I already told you, you’re not my first,” Ledger said. “I wouldn’t get much repeat business if it got around that I stole from them.”
Wren tossed the magazine aside. He stood there for a moment as he chewed on the edge of his thumbnail. A frown pinched his eyebrows together, and there was blood on his thumb from his lip.
“How much trouble are you in?” Ledger asked. 
Or at least it sounded like him. He’d not meant to ask. From experience, minding his own business was easier on the conscience. 
As he looked over at Ledger, Wren seemed very young and very tired. He swallowed raggedly and looked like he very much wanted to take the offer of… whatever it was. Sympathy, Ledger supposed. There wasn’t much else he could do.
Then Wren dragged a smirk up out of somewhere, cocky and blood-streaked on his mouth, and shook his head.
“Not as much as whoever has that fucking deed,” he said. “I hope you weren’t too fond of Conroy because I’m going to give his corpse the same treatment I gave your suitcase. Don’t spend that fee all in one place.”
He let himself out, leaving the door open behind him.
Ledger stayed where he was. He watched the night sky through the crack in the door as the breeze from outside cooled the fear sweat that had broken on him earlier.
What the fuck had Bell gotten himself into?
Ledger thought about that, then braced his feet and used the wall to lever himself up from the floor.
And how long, he wondered, until he could leave town and say it wasn’t his problem anymore?
He grabbed his stuff off the bed and shoved it untidily into the ripped-apart shell of his carry-on. The money shoved into his pants scratched his stomach, reminding him it was there. He pulled it out and counted it as he walked over to close the door.
Fifty dollars. 
Great. Ten bucks for the case. Ledger tossed it onto the dresser, under the TV, and crawled back into bed. That would buy him a handful of garbage bags to carry his stuff onto the plane and leave him change for Starbucks.
He tossed the wet pillow onto the floor, rolled to the other side of the mattress, and tried to get some sleep.
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Chapter three

Ledger dreamed about Wren. 
He woke up with a hard-on and his heart in his throat, his skin damp with clammy sweat.
“Some people are into that sort of thing,” the memory of Wren’s voice drawled in Ledger’s mental ear.
Great, that’s all he needed. 
Ledger sprawled back on the bed and rested his hand on his stomach. The skin twitched under the brush of his skin. He did OK financially—the cursed-antiquities trade had its ups and downs, but he was good at what he did—but he didn’t think anyone had the money to casually support that kink.
He thought about how easy it would be to slip his hand under the waistband of his pajama pants and wrap his fingers around his erection. His cock twitched in reaction, and heat smeared under his skin like warm butter. The tip of his tongue touched his lower lip, a brief caress, and his hand drifted down.
Ledger threw a handful of half-put-together fantasies of broad shoulders and a tight ass against the wall of his libido to see what stuck. The dregs of his dream tangled with them—rough hands, worn leather, and the nick of a knife against his throat—and he tilted his head back into the thin pillows. He kicked the sheets off and hooked his knee up as he wrapped his hand around his cock through his pants. The soft gray fleece outlined the shaft as he gripped it, a darker spot at the head where pre-come soaked through the fabric.
He tightened his grip and bit his lower lip at the throb of almost-painful pleasure that sank down into his hip bones. Before he could get started properly, though, his phone went off. The discordant rattle of notes was a persistent interruption he couldn’t jerk off through. By the time he rolled out of bed and padded over to turn the alarm off, the thought of going back to cheap sheets and a sweaty mattress didn’t appeal.
His cock disagreed. The dull ache of it argued its point right up until he got into the shower and turned the cold water on. That did the job.
Ledger turned his face up into the stream of water and closed his eyes as it battered his skull. He didn’t need any complications, particularly not ones that tied him to Bell’s legacy. The only reason he was back here was to divest himself of any interest in whatever passed for an estate. Not take on Bell’s sins.
He didn’t have the shoulders for that.
Besides, Ledger thought as he turned the water from cold to hot and reached for the shower gel, he still didn’t know what Wren was. Not that he was a speciesist, but there were different precautions to take.
Humans could give you STIs; a demon could give you an STD—sexually transmitted damnation. And praying mantises weren’t the only things that
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