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Black Hound

METAL MAGE RUE SMITH is no one’s fool. When dark elves try to invade her junkyard and trick her out of precious black metal, she fights dirty. With killer robots and a floating Watchtower made from classic cars, she dominates the monster plagued Yard and terminates the bad guys.

Despite deafening construction on the dwarf fortress next door and unwanted attraction to her evil security chief, she kicks monster butt and holds her own with the city’s elite, until a near fatal accident almost ruins it all. One of the most powerful metal mages on the planet, she’s used to going it alone, but she’s going to need friends to tame the Yard’s wild magic before time runs out.


Heat level: sweet. Contains no graphic love scenes.

Expect reasonable amounts of gore as monster heads explode and plenty of action.
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RUE’S EYES WERE ON her father even as the guards pushed her to her knees. The black stone bruised her kneecaps, but her father was taking a beating. A fist hit his stomach and he doubled over, dry heaving. She cried out and lunged for him, struggling against the guards.

The woman in front of her scoffed. She was a dark elf, with obsidian skin and braided white hair and was clearly in charge. Her smoke gray robe brushed the design in the stone floor, and she looked smug, as if she’d accomplished something great. She sent an amused glance at Rue’s father’s systematic thrashing, the smack of fists on flesh echoing from the stone walls.

A black dog prowled the perimeter of the round stone room, yellow eyes glowing. Was he a pet? Definitely a threat.

Rue searched desperately, pushing her magic, but there wasn’t a speck of mined metal anywhere. They’d been taken in their pajamas, in the dead of night, and the elves had been careful. One didn’t steal a mage without extreme care.

Whoever the elf woman was, she’d sent the men to kidnap Rue and her father. “Come now, so tenderhearted! Think of it this is an incentive to behave.” She flicked a hand and the beating stopped. It was a warning.

Rue bared her teeth. She wasn’t going to bargain; this piece of trash had kidnapped them and beat her father unmercifully. Rue had heard of strong mages being taken, enslaved for the dark elves’ fight clubs. Massive money was made on the illegal games, and if this woman was a slaver, she had no pity.

The woman watched her for a moment, dark eyes drifting over the slave collar clamped to Rue’s neck, as if the enchanted bone would be enough to hold her. Pre-convergence, she was probably a big shot, but she had a lot to learn about modern mages. The old rules were obsolete, and rage changed everything.

“Nothing to say? That’s for the best. You’re my slave now, and your father’s life depends on your cooperation.” She signaled the guard, who kicked her father’s kneeling body to his back and stomped on his stomach.

Her father had a weak heart. A tough old man in so many ways, but his body couldn’t take this. She felt him die, felt him leave. He was gone.

The woman was frowning at her father’s body. She hadn’t realized what she’d done yet.

Horror and grief turned to rage. Rue would show her.

***
[image: ]


RUE CAME BACK TO HERSELF covered in blood. The bone collar lay broken on the floor, along with the bodies. She’d pulled the iron from their blood, ripped it through their skin. The memories were muted by rage, but they’d learned the hard way that metal didn’t have to mean smelted ore. Humans had plenty of useful trace metals, including potassium, iron and zinc.

Elves did, too.

A quiet whine made her look at the dog. He thumped his tail once, head tilted in query. Why was he still alive? Not that she would purposely kill a dog...

Her throat tightened as she looked at her dad. She checked of course, her hand bloody against his tan skin, but she already knew he had no pulse. His eyes were open, and she closed them, throat tight. They were a long way from home, and she had to go.

“I don’t want to leave you, Daddy,” she said, her throat raw. Her dad was a practical man; he would tell her to run. Live and fight another day, he’d say.

That’s when the dog said, “I can help.”
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NOXIOUS FUMES ROSE from the junkyard, lending a ghostly vibe to hulks of rusting cars. Light flashed off opinion as something peered through a window and darted away, disappearing behind a dilapidated bus and a hill of old tires. Crumpled sheets of tinfoil floated in a ghostly wind, suspended like silver kites, making visibility difficult.

Originally four acres, the Convergence, the merging of the old elven world with Earth, had transformed places like the junkyard into spreading pools of magic. Now that the dying and upheaval had ended, cities like Spokane were determined to tame the magic, or at least keep it from engulfing huge portions of prime real estate.

Mages like Rue were the answer. They fed on magic, controlled it, and the junkyard was brimming with her flavor of metal magic. She’d signed an agreement with the council and plunked down a hefty chunk of change as a good faith deposit. In one year, she’d have anchored the Yard and paid off her loan...or she’d die trying.

Lights ignited in the junk; monsters with glowing eyes stalking breakfast.

“Last chance, cuz. You doing this?” The retired Army Ranger chambered a round, casually sighting the glowing eyes. Ike looked the part, tall and lean, military haircut touched with gray, scars on his weathered skin. “Looks like hell’s flash sale out there. Reminds me of cleaning out Grandma’s house when she died. Crap everywhere.”

His friend Bruce was manning the machine gun mounted on the roof of the Humvee. Tattooed, the former Navy gunner now worked on the bomb squad for the local police.

An iron eagle, eyes lit blue in scanning mode, perched next to him. The robot was one of Rue’s intricate drones, powered with a magic battery. He was paired with a set of goggles that could see what he saw, which was handy in the field when a laptop would be cumbersome. Of course, Rue didn’t need a remote to control the bird. She couldn’t see through its eyes, but she could mentally direct its flight and hear it speak through her headset.

They’d recruited two other buddies, who were busy scanning the neighborhood with hunting rifles.

She swallowed the urge to snap at him again for dragging his friends into this; she was his last living blood relative, and she wasn’t going into danger without backup. Overprotective? Yeah, but she loved him for it.

She flashed a smile. “You know that stick man poster that says, ‘Help! There’s a dinosaur charging!’”

He smirked and added the other stick man’s part. “Yes! Go get it! That’s lunch.”

She stepped out of the Humvee. As soon as her feet touched the ground, the magic surged. Delicious, deep and inexhaustible, the power made her feet itch, her toes curling in her boots. She breathed deep, eyes half closed in ecstasy. She’d been starved for this.

Rue was twenty-three and dwarf trained. She knew the many kinds of metal, how to bend it to her will, and she’d outgrown the pool of metal magic the dwarf mages shared. This vast lake of magic was more than enough, and it was all hers if she could tame it.

“Snap out of it, cuz. You’ve got work to do.”

She blinked at Ike’s rough command. She’d been mesmerized, standing out in the open in front of a monster spawning ground like a pothead before the world’s largest field of marijuana. Time to quit screwing around.

She drew her baton, twirled it to warm up her wrist. A line of blue circuits ignited as it powered up. Fully charged, the magic battery would give her a boost, help prevent exhaustion. Mages were known to work until they collapsed, and she’d been warned to be careful. The magic lake was inexhaustible, but she wasn’t. Ike would make sure she didn’t faint and get eaten.

Nobody knew where the monsters came from. Some said the magic pools were doorways to another dimension. Others thought the magic twisted natural creatures, turned them into monsters with no fear of man. Once spawned, the monsters were free to roam and devour any humans or animals they encountered. Humans had learned to build their houses strong, with iron bars over the doors and guns in every house. Children learned that guns were not toys and caring parents taught them to shoot.

It was amazing how quickly hippies learned to kill monsters if they valued their hides. The government couldn’t protect every citizen from hordes of fire breathing, mutant hedgehogs. World peace was a great goal, but monsters couldn’t be reasoned with.

That’s where heroes came in.

Day one was spent letting the monsters know the Yard was under new management. Step one was to establish a perimeter. She sent the eagle into the air. Powered with a magic-charged battery, it was programmed to highlight approaching threats with red laser lights, acting as an early warning system. Some of the monsters weren’t flesh, so Rue transformed a garbage truck and a tractor into robots to crush anything that wouldn’t bleed. That was the easy part; ignoring tons of crushing metal and bullets was difficult, even with electronic earplugs. The sharp smell of gunpowder, blood and burning fuel added to the distraction.

Spiders made of car engines and cable made a terrible sound when shoved into the garbage truck’s trash compacter. Worse were the dog sized rats that crept out of the shadows, armed with titanium teeth and a taste for human meat. They died with a high-pitched squeal when stitched with a machine gun, spraying green blood like burst water pipes.

Closing her eyes to the sounds of war, she sank deep into meditation, seeking a suitable anchor in the piles of scrap...

Her eyes popped open and she laughed.

“What?” Ike demanded. He took careful aim and popped something with six legs and chainsaw pincers. The awful meld of metal and flesh went down, legs flailing. 

“Nothing.” She closed her eyes and seized the mammoth boat anchor, probably from a cargo ship. It still had three links of chain, and she quickly formed more, crushing and shaping cars into links, leaving the non-metallic bits in a discard pile out of the way. Space cleared as she transformed junk, giving her room to work as she sank the anchor deep, driving it through the dirt until it lodged in the pool of power. Sweat poured down her back as she wrestled the suddenly obstinate magic, applying sheer brute force to weld the anchor in place.

She broke off, staggering a bit as her vision blurred. She waved off Ike. “I’m good. Just need a breather.” She grabbed a bottle of juice and chugged it, then downed a handful of trail mix; staying fueled was critical when burning that kind of energy. Refreshed, no longer needing the deep meditation, she slipped into a lighter trance and gathered the floating trash, pulling it from the far reaches of the Yard until she had a floating disk two feet thick and the size of a swimming pool. She attached it to the chain and grinned in satisfaction when it rose into the air.

She began to sort cars, aware that the sounds of gunfire ceased as monsters and humans paused in awe. One by one, she cut the front ends off trucks and stacked them on the disk, then topped them with a tier of classic cars, until she had a wedding cake of cars three layers tall. Someone swore as the color bled off the cars, leaving brushed metal behind. She hardened and thickened the metal, smoothed the rough edges inside and replaced windshields with bullet proof, mirrored glass. A type of pressed metal, the glass was heavy, but the gravity defying foil didn’t even dip. It hung there, four stories above the ground, gleaming in the afternoon sun.

She staggered; realized Ike had her arm in a firm grip. Her vision blurred.

“That’s it for today,” he said, leading her to the Hummer.

“But...”

Ignoring her protests, he loaded her into the SUV and handed her a bottle of juice. “No. I’m taking you home and loading you up with lots of red meat. We can come back tomorrow.” He’d put a brisket in the smoker, and his wife was doing her part by preparing a feast for the (hopefully) triumphant hunters.

“But we didn’t even go inside!”

“Your toy will be there tomorrow...if it survives the Yard. In fact, I’m cool with letting it hang out a few hours, just to make sure that thing’s going to stay airborne.”

“Did you see that? That’s the coolest fortress ever,” Bruce enthused as he slid inside and closed the sunroof. “I can’t wait to see the inside.”

“Can you build me a house out of classic cars? That’s pretty sweet, girl,” one of the hunters said with a grin. “What else can you do?”

“Not much now,” she mumbled, slumped in the seat. She’d never been so tired. Good thing she’d brought Ike. “Tomorrow,” she slurred. She was thankful she’d given the guys a huge box of lead and buckshot pellets for reloading earlier, a gift for risking their lives and spending a fortune in bullets. She was so tired, she’d be lucky to bend a spoon, much less mass produce ammunition.

Ike looked at her doubtfully. “We’ll see.” 
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AFTER IKE’S WIFE EMMA had fussed over her and fed her, Rue went to her loft over Ike’s industrial size garage and took a nap. It had been a while since she’d worked up to her magical potential, and she was still groggy when she woke. Half-heartedly, she tinkered with a robotic cheetah, but gave up when she found she had only a gnat’s worth of power left. Clearly, she was going to have to balance money making work with anchoring the Yard, but that was a problem for later.

Many people assumed that as a metal mage, Rue could simply pull gold and precious metals out of the ground at will. While she could, deposits of any significance rarely occurred near pools of metal magic, limiting what she could access. That, and dwarves had an uncanny affinity for finding and claiming easily accessed deposits. They viewed mages like her as interlopers and were aggressive about driving her away from their territory.

Mage she might be, but she wasn’t going to traipse through the hostile wilderness seeking gold.

Fortunately, there were many opportunities for a clever girl to earn money; the copper wire in the Yard would be a good start.

Restless, she moved to the window to watch the sunset. Early fall had brought chill winds that made eighty degrees feel brisk, but it was stuffy in her room, so she cracked a window. The paved yard was neat, but filled with the typical mechanic’s collection of cars in various stages of repair. Ike and Rue both had black thumbs, but Emma had filled half barrels around the tiny yard with vegetables and some kind of red flower...geraniums? Rue couldn’t remember if that was what they were called, but they were pretty. As she was admiring them, a black dog trotted into view.

Rue hissed. She hated black dogs. “Get out of here! Go on, git!”

The dog panted at her. He sat, staring at her as if daring her to do something.

She narrowed her eyes and considered throwing something, but it was only a dog. Stupid, maybe, but it hadn’t hurt her. She looked around, searching for the big water gun she used to shoo the neighbor’s goat away. The stupid animal was always escaping and was murder on Emma’s garden.

By the time she found it, the dog had disappeared.

Uneasy, Rue rubbed the black mark inside her left wrist. The rune was a daily reminder that not all black hounds were family pets...
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“I CAN HELP.”

The hound became smoke and reformed into a man. A tall dark elf dressed in unrelieved black, he had no visible weapons. Instead of the usual long white hair and teak or gray skin, this elf’s military cut was inky, his skin like carved obsidian. Like all elves, his ears were pointed, but they looked particularly wolfish on him. Midnight eyes gleamed with iridescent green like the feathers of a black duck.

He didn’t give her time to stare. “Greetings. You’ll want to run; they’re coming.”

She sent a frantic look at the door and then her father, torn. “I can’t,” she whispered, even though she knew she would. Shock and grief insisted she couldn’t leave him like that.

The stranger seemed to understand. “Here.” He waved a hand and smoke rose from her father’s body, leaving a pile of ashes. He closed his hands as if holding an invisible ball and the ash condensed, leaving a smooth gray marble. He scooped it up and thrust it in her hand. “Ashes to ashes, right? Time to run.” Which he did, leaving her to follow.

She had little choice; it was either follow the devil she’d just met or meet new ones. She ran after him, clutching the precious marble. Her captors had brought her down a mine shaft in an elevator and though a long series of corridors. The tunnels were dimly lit, smooth stone, and she had no idea where she was.

He sped up, racing around a gently curving corner, and came to an abrupt halt at the bank of a black river.

She skidded to a halt and looked with dread at the dark water. Did he mean to swim it? She could see stone steps on the other side, within swimming distance. She looked at the water suspiciously. Anything could be in there.

“Scared?” He was barely winded and didn’t seem concerned. “I can help.” He pushed her.

It was only a three foot drop, but dark and shocking cold. Her scream was cut off as she hit the water. Freezing water made her lock up, but panic drove her to swim.

“This way,” the elf said, swimming for the stone steps on the far side.

There was no time to debate. She wasn’t fast, but she could swim...something he might have asked before pushing her.

Something slimy brushed her leg. Adrenaline spiked her blood, made her faster. Next to her, something displaced water. She shrieked as it hit her thigh with bruising force and left a hot line of pain on her calf. She floundered and the elf was there. He muttered a word and there was a hot explosion under the water. 

“Swim!” he ordered. As soon as they reached the stairs he seized her arm and tossed her up the steps. She scrambled up, dripping river water, shuddering with terror and cold.

He reached the top before her and hauled her up to the stone road, his hand somehow dry and warm. Behind him, a few dim lights announced the outskirts of a town.

Sure enough, he was bone dry. Stupid, smoke sniffing fiend!

“Are you trying to kill me? What was that?” she rasped as she yanked her hand away. This man was dangerous.

He scanned her, checking for damage. “A pet of sorts. We feed it prisoners,” he said absently.

“So you pushed me in?” she cried.

“So ungrateful. Can you walk on that leg?” He knelt and flicked away her shredded pajamas to check her calf.

She swatted his hands away. “No thanks to you!”

He pinned her with a stare. “You’re welcome to save yourself.”

There was a small silence. Finally she let out a harsh breath. “How do I know this is a rescue?”

“Hm. I suppose I could be luring you to my secret chamber to torture you.” He nodded in approval and stood. “I like it. Suspicion looks good on you.” He tilted his head to the road and began to walk. “This is the way to the prison. Since I’ve already helped a slave escape, I may as well cap the day with a prison break.”

Like it or not, he knew the way out. She limped next to him, bare feet silent on the cold stone. She wanted to retort with a snappy comeback, but she was too busy shivering. The air was as chilly as a root cellar and the water may have washed away the blood from a busy day of murder, but without soap she still smelled like a slaughter house.

Sickened by the reminder of her father’s death, she shivered harder.

He glanced at her. “Unfortunately we’ll have to get you washed and dry first. You won’t get far like this and I won’t be around to nursemaid you if you develop a sniffle. You’ll need clothes, too. The cartoon chickens are creepy.”

She laughed in disbelief. After the day she’d had, he thought her pajamas were creepy? Her laughter sounded so unnatural, it made her uneasy, so she laughed again.

He frowned. “A glass of liquor might be in order. You need something to steady you.”

He cast a bit of glamour to darken her pale skin and lighten her brown hair. If he did anything to hide her blue eyes, she couldn’t tell.

The laundromat he chose was depressingly run down, but it had a shower in back. The lady who ran the place barely glanced up from her TV as she took his money.

The shower tile was cracked and grimy. It had one crusty hand towel hanging on a hook. The wall soap dispenser had harsh orange soap, but the water was blissfully hot.

She blotted her hair with a paper towel when she was done, one eye on the locked door.

There was a quick knock. “Crack the door and grab this bag. I got you some clothes.” There were some baggy sweatpants and a shapeless hoodie, very large, probably from the laundromat lost and found. He’d bought a pair of cheap sandals from the mini-mart next door. They weren’t warm but at least protected her sore feet from the cold floor. He handed her a hot sandwich and tea when she stepped out and took her to a cheap hotel.

“Lock the door,” he said sternly. “If you have to rest, sleep lightly. I’ll be back shortly with better clothes and some supplies. The dwarves will know the way out, but there’s snow in the air and you’ll have a long walk. Don’t hesitate to kill if anyone but me comes for you.” He turned to smoke and was gone.

Rue gingerly sat on the bed, wrinkling her nose at the smell of smoke, mildew and other unpleasant things.

She took the marble she’d found in the sweatshirt pocket and held it. She thought she’d dropped it in the river, but somehow the elf must have retrieved it. Why was he helping her? Who was he?

She closed her eyes and brought the fist with the marble to her heart. It felt like her chest was going to crack with pain. What would she do now?
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RUE BLINKED AND LET go of the memory. It was over; she didn’t need to think about him. She’d been seventeen and naive when she’d been taken. She was twenty-one now and dwarf trained, more powerful and a lot wiser in the ways of the world.

She’d been in shock, had fallen half in love with her “savior”. Now she knew a dark elf did nothing without a motive. He thought he owned her; she’d like to see him claim her.

She looked with cold intent at the yard, but the dog was truly gone.

Smart dog.
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“I’M GRATEFUL WE WAITED to try that thing out,” Ike said, staring in consternation at the “floating palace”.

Rue winced as the giant, warty green bear cubs climbed the chain, chasing a bug the size of a basset hound. Although they were the size of an adult polar bear, she knew they were cubs because their mother was as big as an elephant. Annoyed, the pea-green mother bear grabbed the chain to follow. She was too heavy, so the chain dipped slightly. With a growl, she put both paws on it and pulled, making the car palace bob like a ship in rough seas.

Bruce sighted the bear through the machine gun. Although his two hunting buddies had also come, he was the one who always ended up on the roof. “Green with yellow blobs. That thing looks like something floating in the toilet after eating corn.”

“Ew! Thanks for that. Go ahead and shoot it. I’ll bury the body.”

“A woman after my own heart,” he said approvingly, and shot the beast behind the shoulder, the high powered round punching through thick hide and hitting the heart.

Rue activated her robots, which had gone dormant in her absence. As they approached now twitching bear, she formed a spear out of a rusty pipe and shot it through the bear’s head before rapidly killing the cubs. She knew some would consider it brutal, but if not exterminated, the animals would wander into the city in search of food. They wouldn’t hesitate to catch anyone who couldn’t outrun them.

She had the robots drag the monsters away and bury them; the former tractor was great for digging holes.

There were no monster attacks today, so it was easy to focus on improving the car palace...she really had to think of a better name for that. She made the chains razor sharp, adding spikes for good measure, and made four sharp spiral columns to brace the platform. It was no longer free floating, but she could worry about that later.

Barely winded, she grinned at her escort. “Ready to go inside? I’m calling it the Watchtower.”

Ike opened his mouth, but shut it as a car elevator descended from the belly of the tower. “Huh.”

She hopped in the Hummer. “Cool, right? I didn’t want to leave our ride undefended.”

“You’re sure it’s stable?” Bruce peered at the elevator nervously.

“Yes.” If it was one thing she knew, it was metal. Rue enjoyed the ride as they ascended, finally able to see above the junk. The noxious fumes didn’t bother her; they were mostly at ground level, and puddles of poison usually contained a lot of metal that could be manipulated, rendering them harmless.

The platform reached the inside of the Watchtower and locked into place. They stepped out, admiring the great hollow space. Car windows let in plenty of light, illuminating the brushed steel interior.

Bruce’s voice echoed as
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