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            PROLOGUE

          

          IVAR

        

      

    

    
      Ivar peered out from behind the steel bars meant to block the tunnel entrance into the underworld of Red City. Things like locks and social mores meant nothing to a man with bolt cutters. They meant even less to a man who had keys obtained from corrupt officials. He checked the time. Still early.

      He’d returned to Red City the evening before, crashing in one of the Black Sun Motorcycle Club’s safe houses. Other than the dust, no one had used the place since before the fire at Valhalla. Every time he thought about the ashes of their bar and clubhouse, he was forced to tamp down his burning rage, banking it away to use against those who’d nearly destroyed his club. When he found the girl, he wouldn’t hold back.

      He’d urged Ulf to hire someone to take out the mark, preferably one of the high-end killers for hire the club liked to use when they didn’t want to expend their own blood and sweat to get a job done. But Ulf had gotten greedy and wanted to kill two birds with one stone.

      But the stone had betrayed them, and the mark had killed most of the club and burned down their clubhouse. Fortunately for him, the regional bosses rightly blamed Ulf for the events leading to the destruction of the club. Though they’d tasked Ivar with fixing the problem. If he did, he’d get to reform the local club as the new president. There was a lot of money to be made in a city like Red City, assuming he could reestablish the club’s contacts after such a boneheaded failure to complete their contract. That was one of the reasons he’d decided to lie low and keep out of sight. He didn’t want his contacts seeing him until he was ready to present himself from a position of power.

      Gritting his teeth, he dropped the spent cigarette and snuffed it out under the sole of his motorcycle boot. A shift in the wind brought a whiff of putrid garbage to his sensitive nose. He couldn’t decide if it was better than the occasional stench of sewage drifting through the tunnels toward the gate where he now stood.

      He pinched his nose briefly. “This fucking city stinks.”

      Pulling out the pack, he tapped it several times against the palm of his hand, then shot out a single stick on the upswing, clamping down on the pack before it flew out completely. He grasped it with his lips and returned the mostly spent pack of unfiltered cigarettes to his pocket. He’d have to find a place in this part of town that sold his brand. The unfiltereds were getting harder to find. Sighing, he shook his head. He didn’t want to have to start rolling his own. With the flick of his thumb, his Zippo sparked to life as he moved the flame to the tip of the cigarette.

      He’d kill for a couple belts of whiskey to help settle his nerves, but he didn’t want to be seen in some random bar. He’d have to find a liquor store that stayed open late and pick up a bottle after his meeting.

      Checking the time again on his wristwatch, he took a long drag and narrowed his eyes as he listened into the distance.

      Like clockwork—assuming it was who he was meeting with—a car stopped nearby and someone stepped out, the whump of their closing door announcing their approach. Ivar took the cigarette between his thumb and forefinger and flicked it away with his middle finger, sending it tumbling into the darkness as little glowing pieces fell away from the cherry like dying stars.

      He pushed open the steel-barred door and stepped into the shadows of the underside of the overpass. He liked Kondor. She always arrived on time and had never failed to complete her assigned task. Normally, he wouldn’t trust something this important to a woman, but Kondor had come to the club with a well-earned reputation. If you paid her to kill someone, they died.

      An average-looking woman—both height and weight—strode confidently toward him. Her shoulder-length blonde hair swayed around her pale white face. About her, there was always a whiff of magic. It was said that no client or victim had ever seen her true face.

      She stopped about ten feet away and nodded shallowly, briefly revealing her face, her lips drawn into a neutral line. “Ivar. It’s been a while.”

      “Kondor.”

      “So…” She patted her pockets briefly. “Can I have one of those unfiltereds?”

      Stepping forward, he pulled out the pack and slipped one out of the opening.

      She took it and stepped back, quickly lighting it before releasing a puff of smoke. “I hear you’re out of a home.”

      He ground his teeth together before forcing his mouth open to answer. “Yup.”

      “My condolences on Ulf’s death.” Her expression remained neutral, almost disdainfully so.

      A growl rumbled from this throat. “If it wasn’t for Ulf, we wouldn’t be in this mess. If he’d hired you in the first place, he’d still be alive.” He spat onto the ground. “Stupid fucker.”

      “I guess that makes you the president now.” Kondor smirked, raising an eyebrow.

      He scoffed. “President of what? Piles of bones and swirling ashes?”

      She gave a half-hearted shrug—the sign she had reached the end of her interest in the small talk.

      He inhaled sharply through his nose. “I have a job for you.”

      “I’d assumed as much. You want me to take out the people who burned your club down?”

      “I only need one person killed. I can handle the little stoolie myself.” He’d enjoy it, too.

      The girl would pay for betraying them. As soon as he found her. It wasn’t easy to find someone without feet on the street, and it was even harder when the someone was a no-one without much of a trackable presence.

      He pulled out an envelope with the details and a picture of the mother fucker who’d murdered his brothers and burned down his clubhouse. “This is the piece of shit I want you to kill.”

      She popped open the envelope and pulled out the picture. “This the guy that torched it?”

      He nodded tersely.

      “Double the rate.”

      His eyebrows shot up. He was normally better at controlling his expression, but… “What? We have an agreed upon rate.”

      “If this guy took all you guys out and came out alive, this requires hazard pay. And you better tell me anything important I need to know now, or the price will go up. Or I’ll keep the money and put the bullet in your brain.”

      He growled but stepped back, forcing himself to calm down. He knew her practices. He knew her procedures. With a sigh, he ran a hand through his greasy, unwashed hair and told her how the mark had burned down the club. “And one other thing. The bullets I made don’t seem to work on him.”

      Her eyes widened. He wasn’t sure he’d ever seen her display that much emotion before.

      “The ones that we’ve both tested and used many times? The ones that always work on supes?”

      He nodded.

      A clench of the jaw was her only reaction. “You’re lucky I don’t triple the rate, but your club has sent a lot of business my way. Consider the deal struck as soon as you wire the money into my offshore account.”
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      Dax peered at his watch surreptitiously for the third time in an hour. Normally, Tomi would be working the night shift with Little Suzie, but he’d asked for it off. In truth, Dax didn’t need to even be there. The rough rain had kept even the regulars home. Usually it didn’t rain this hard in the middle of the spring.

      He was glad he’d taken the bus this morning. The ride would have been very unpleasant on his motorcycle. Plus the check he’d made upstairs on the roof had proved it was keeping out the weather well enough to hold them until they could get someone in to give it an in-depth look-see. Overall, it wasn’t too bad of a day. Now if only Tomi was having a similarly good evening…

      “Don’t worry about Tomi,” Little Suzie said, stopping to lean up against the bar. “He’ll be fine.”

      Today, the short Black woman had her natural hair in two puffs. She wore holey black jeans and a black band T-shirt with the collar cut out and the waist hem removed to reveal her midriff. Her thick-soled Docs elevated her a couple inches, though she was still a few short of average.

      “I know. It’s just been a while since he’s had a date.” It had been a couple months since the night Dax’d burned down the biker bar, and he was glad things seemed to be returning to normal. Though, the extra work of getting the restaurant ready for Adele to open filled a lot of the spare time he used to have. Soon, they’d be able to at least open for to-go business while they finished the more decor-oriented work.

      Little Suzie snorted. “You’re not kidding.” Tipping her head toward the can of beer in front of him, she asked, “Need another?”

      He lifted the can and threw back the last warm swallow. “Gack. Yeah.”

      Laughing, Suzie cleared the empty and grabbed a full one from the undercounter cooler, popping the top and setting it in front of him.

      A skinny white man in ratty, faded black jeans and a matching denim jacket sauntered a bit unsteadily to the bar. “Suzie, my love, when will you agree to go out on a date with me?”

      Suzie glanced toward Dax, rolling her eyes. “When you stop being a straight white man, Chet.”

      “Alas, our love will go unrequited then…”

      “ ‘Our’? You got a mouse in your pocket or something?”

      Straightening up on his bar stool, Dax swiveled around and put on his grumpy face, which in all fairness was almost always his normal expression. “Chet. You know you’re not supposed to hit on the bartenders. If I have to warn you again, I’ll eighty-six you.”

      Chet leaned toward Dax. “But⁠—”

      “Unless the next words out of your mouth are an apology and a promise to remember the rules, I’ll add you to the wall of assholes right now.”

      Chet, head hanging, turned toward Suzie and mumbled something.

      “I’m sorry. I didn’t hear you.” Suzie leaned closer, her hand cupped around her ear and an eyebrow raised.

      “I apologize, Suzie. I won’t let it happen again.”

      Narrowing her eyes, Suzie nodded once, her shoulders relaxing a little. “What can I get you?”

      “A shot of whiskey.” He set a ten-dollar bill on the bar.

      Pulling a rocks glass from the stack, she plunked it down on the bar top a bit more forcefully than was necessary and grabbed the whiskey from the trough where the other well liquors were stored. She kept a careful eye on the pour, making sure Chet didn’t get a drop more than what was considered a shot.

      Chet almost made like he was going to complain then caught the thunder in Suzie’s eyes and thought better of it, slamming the shot back.

      Suzie snatched the ten. “Thanks for the tip.”

      Sighing, Chet wound his way through the bar and left.

      “Thanks for having my back, Dax,” Suzie said, clearing the glass from the bar.

      Dax shrugged. “Everyone deserves a harassment free work environment. If he does it again, take his picture and add it to the wall of assholes.”

      Tomi had found an old polaroid for the purpose not long after they opened the bar. When it broke, they replaced it with one of the new versions that were becoming popular. Once a patron made the wall of assholes, they rarely got off of it. It was a far more reliable justice system than the courts of Red City.

      “If he argues or tries to give you shit, bring out the judge.” Dax smirked and winked at Suzie before taking a deep drink of the cold, cheap beer.

      The judge was a two-thirds sized wooden baseball bat they kept behind the bar to handle anyone who decided they’d had more booze and balls than brains. They’d never had to use it in earnest—usually a mere appearance was enough to get the idea across.

      The door to the bar opened, and Dax swiveled on the bar stool, sagging in disappointment when a white man in his late twenties or early thirties wearing a gray suit walked into the bar. The few regulars who had ventured out looked up from their conversations to check out the stranger. With the talk fading, the Pixies track on the jukebox sounded louder.

      Men in suits, in Dax’s experience, meant trouble. But city officials and inspectors rarely were out and about at this time of night. If it was a liquor agent running an ID sting, they typically sent someone who looked barely legal and tried to dress appropriately to the venue. Dax narrowed his eyes as the man approached the bar, calmly weaving his way through the tables.

      They still hadn’t seen hide nor hair from the bikers. He expected retaliation at some point; too many had escaped. Though sending a man in undercover in a business suit seemed a bit out of character.

      The man stepped up to the bar, staring at the wall of liquor bottles on the back bar. Absentmindedly, he hoisted himself onto a stool. “Damn, you’ve got a good whiskey selection. I’d like some of the Dickel Bottled in Bond, please.”

      “I’m going to need to see your ID first,” Suzie asked.

      She must have been getting the same vibe Dax had. The man raised an eyebrow but grinned politely, pulling his wallet out of the inside breast pocket of his suit jacket, and handed it to Suzie. She looked at it thoroughly under the light of the small lamp they kept behind the bar, even going so far as to take out the UV flashlight they kept for checking seals and larger denomination bills to make sure someone wasn’t trying to float a counterfeit by them.

      Making a small noise to indicate it surprisingly checked out, she handed the ID back to the man. “Dickel Bottled in Bond it is. Rocks?”

      “Neat, please.”

      She reached for one of the scratched-up rocks glasses, like the one she’d just served Chet in. The man winced, his eyes flicking to the nice dram glasses they kept for higher quality whiskeys. She snickered and grabbed a dram glass for him.

      He pulled a credit card from his wallet and set it on the bar. “Can you leave it open?”

      Suzie nodded and grabbed the card, clipping it up by the register. The man took a sip and sighed happily, going back for another drink.

      “Rough day?” Suzie leaned against the bar, propping herself up on one elbow.

      “I just finished work.”

      “Yikes. I’m guessing you weren’t working the swing shift at the old suit factory.”

      The man chuckled. “No. Accounting. Quarterly taxes are due soon. Didn’t want to go home to unpacked boxes, so I thought I’d see what this place was about.”

      Dax eyed the man. He seemed to check out, though he wasn’t sure why a man in a suit would pick their dive for his drinking needs. He thought about taking a peek at his life thread to see if he could glean anything from it but decided against it. The man appeared to be just a whiskey lover in a suit looking for a drink.

      The only suspicious thing about him was Dax’s heightened paranoia after the recent shootings. Unless the man did something more questionable than existing in a suit, there was no reason to elevate him to the level of a potential danger and snoop in his thread.

      “Well, welcome to the House of the Rising Sun Pub and Teahouse. I’m Little Suzie.”

      He nodded and extended a hand. “I’m Geoffrey.” He leaned a little closer after Suzie shook his hand. “Is this really a tearoom?”

      Suzie snorted, her eyes flicking toward Dax. “In the back room, though it’s not open this time of night.”

      “Hmm,” Geoffrey sat back on his bar stool and contemplated his whiskey, the conversation apparently exhausted.

      Everyone was welcome at the Rising Sun, but they didn’t often get someone in a suit who chose to stay as a patron. Geoffrey seemed comfortable, ordered a good whiskey, and was polite. They could do far worse than a regular customer of his type. But Dax would keep an eye on him until they were certain he wasn’t affiliated with anyone that wanted Dax dead.

      The sound of the door opening drew Dax’s attention away from the new customer, but before he could swivel around to see who it might be, Suzie called out, “Hey, Cuz!”

      Dax relaxed. Tomi had arrived—Dax checked his watch—at a time that meant nothing to him. He didn’t know if this time indicated a good date or a bad date. He’d never even been on one. It seemed a silly human pursuit and meant nothing to him.

      “So… How’d it go?” Suzie waggled her eyebrows at her cousin.

      Tomi, a heavy Black guy, wore his customary black T-shirt and jeans, though they were new and in good condition. He had a black beanie pulled over his short, black, curly hair. Saying nothing, he pulled his large bulk up onto the barstool between Dax and Geoffrey, resting his elbows on the wooden bar top. With a groan, his head sank onto his hands.

      “Not well, I take it?” Dax asked quietly.

      “I don’t know,” Tomi replied, leaving his head in his hands.

      Suzie reached out and patted his forearm. “Sorry, Cuz. Can I get you a little liquid condolence?”

      “Give me a tallboy of Rainier.” Tomi lifted his head when she slid the beer in front of him.

      Dax spun to face Tomi, resting his elbow on the bar. “What happened?”

      “I’m not sure. We seemed to be doing good. The conversation was flowing. I made her laugh a few times. I thought I was a shoo-in for at least a second date. Then…” He huffed and shook his head. “Then she asked me my star sign.”

      Suzie snorted. “Seriously? ‘Hey, baby, what’s your sign?’”

      Tomi nodded, taking a deep drink from the can. “I didn’t think anything of it, so I told her. Then it was like Antarctica in there. I could see her interest waning until she called the date, saying she had a meeting in the morning she needed to get rest for.”

      “Did she say why?” Suzie asked.

      “No. I was so thrown off by the sudden change, I couldn’t get my mind working fast enough. All I know is she asked me my sign, then couldn’t get out of there fast enough.”

      “That sucks, Cuz. If that’s all it took, then she wasn’t a good fit for you.” Suzie patted his hand then walked to the end of the bar to help a customer.

      “She’s right.” Dax reached over and squeezed his friend’s shoulder. “You’re the best guy I know. If she couldn’t see that, then she’s a fool.”

      “Thanks, boss.”

      Dax felt bad for his friend, but at least it had only been a first date. It’d been a while, but the last time Tomi dated anyone, he’d gotten attached after a few dates and been sad for a while when it didn’t work out. He’d probably get over this quickly. But what did he know?

      Tomi shoved the empty can toward Suzie.

      “Want another?” she asked.

      “No, I’m going to head out. I have to help Mama in the morning.” He shoved the heels of his palms into his eyes and sighed.

      Dax signaled to put the beer on his tab, not that any of his employees ever paid full price.

      Standing up, Tomi waved then headed out the door without saying anything.

      “I hope he’s not too upset,” Dax said.

      Suzie shrugged. “He’s always been a bit of a romantic, so he can take it a hard when things don’t go as well as he wants them to. But he’s resilient.”

      Finishing his beer, Dax threw down a few dollars to cover Suzie’s tip. “Since it’s not likely to pick up, I’m going to head home and make sure the Morty hasn’t burned down the apartment.” He paused before stalking toward the door, finding the nerve to step outside.

      “Later, Dax.” Suzie turned to Geoffrey. “Another?”

      Geoffrey leaned onto the bar. “Sure. Uh, who’s Morty?”

      Suzie laughed. “His kitten.”
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      Dax cast a flick of his wrist wave over his shoulder by means of a goodbye, then pushed the door open, hesitating again. Apparently getting shot a couple times when leaving his bar made a guy jumpy. He didn’t feel anything sinister waiting for him, but his human body seemed to want to respond, anyway. He huffed and shook his head. It was OK to be cautious when several someones wanted him dead.

      Stepping out into the rainy night, he ducked his head and popped the collar on his leather coat as he walked toward the bus stop. He might have preferred having a car, but Boudreaux still hadn’t finished working on the 1965 Lincoln Continental sedan he’d recently “acquired.” But a bus was better than his motorcycle in this kind of weather until his car was ready.

      His eyes narrowed as a shadow emerged from across the street and darted across the dark pavement. Nearby, a lamppost flickered irregularly as adrenaline seeped into his bloodstream. The street was dark enough without another one going out. If it did, who knew when city maintenance would get to it.

      Focusing on what looked like the shape of a woman, he tried to avoid making it obvious so he didn’t look like a creep, but he also didn’t want to be politely shot. He slipped back into the shadow of the bus stop, letting it partially block him from view and the rain. The woman stepped up onto the sidewalk and strode purposefully in his direction. If she didn’t step into one of the buildings, she’d pass right by him. As she passed under the flickering streetlight, it illuminated the face of Minh—the daughter of the convenience store’s owner, Thuc. Her long black hair cascaded around her shoulders and fluttered in the breeze. Behind her, the bus stopped a few blocks away. She looked over her shoulder and slowed.

      Reaching out, he tried to find the impending threads linking himself and Minh to the world, looking to see if there was any fraying as they extended forward. Both lines appeared solid with little of interest in the immediate future beyond the closer linkage they’d gained when he and Tomi had freed her from a kidnapper a couple weeks ago.

      As the bus approached, it back lit Minh. Reaching into her coat, she grabbed something. Dax tensed, preparing to shift out of his human flesh and into the skeleton and robe of the Grim Reaper—the form he’d been forced into because of his banishment. It didn’t render him impervious to damage, but it made it a lot harder to sustain injuries.

      “Psst, Dax.” She looked over her shoulder. The bus was nearly upon them, blocking them from the view of the other side of the street. “Here.” Something plastic in her hand caught the light and flashed as she held it out. “Take it.”

      He reached out and snagged it as she walked by. At no point did she make eye contact or even look at him as she passed by. Behind him, the bus’s hydraulics hissed as it lowered itself to let him board. With a shake of his head, he stepped out of the shelter and onto the bus, flashing his pass as he moved by the driver.

      He stuffed the flat piece of plastic into his coat, wanting to wait until the bus was moving. As it pulled into traffic, he looked for Minh but she’d disappeared from view, crossing in front of the bus to return to the other side of the street or turning onto the side street by the bar. They’d never spoken more than a handful of words to each other at her dad’s convenience store. He had no idea why she’d been captured and caged by someone who collected supernatural creatures and beings. But she was a mystery for later. The disc she’d handed him was the more immediate curiosity.

      After a couple blocks, he pulled out a plastic CD case from his pocket. Inside was a DVD with the date of the first shooting written in sharpie on it—the day he’d found Morty.

      He stashed it in the lockable pocket inside his jacket and zipped it, securing the disc. As they wound through the neighborhood, he looked out the window, staring off into the middle distance as streetlights and neon signs flashed through the raindrop covered window. There was always something churning under the surface of Red City. Unfortunately, Red City seemed to have too little surface and too much churn. This time, it had caught him in it.

      Since he’d been exiled to the mortal plane by Earth’s death gods, he’d tried to keep a low profile. He didn’t have the juice to mix it up with the heavy hitters in Red City. He just wanted to run his bar and disappear into a city full of supernaturals where his quirks might go unnoticed. But someone had finally noticed him and decided he needed a lead injection. He didn’t like the paranoia that seemed to be taking over his life. But multiple murder attempts could do that.

      After he pulled the cord for the next stop, he stepped off and stopped at Ciudad Roja Taqueria to pick up a burrito and a horchata before heading home. Morty greeted him at the door by pouncing on the chains of his motorcycle boots. Taking the straw from his bag, he ripped the tip off the paper wrapper and blew into the straw, sending the sheath flying deeper into the living room. Morty flew after it, rearing up before attacking it. With the kitten out of the way, he grabbed a plate and set it on the coffee table.

      He dropped the disc Minh had given him into his DVD player and sat down to his dinner. A grainy black-and-white image of the front of the convenience store and a bit of the bar’s sidewalk flicked onto the screen.

      “Ah, scintillating viewing.”

      Morty looked up briefly from his straw wrapper to see what his person might want, then backed up to make a running charge at his new treasure. It had been too much to hope she’d edited it down to the time in question, but he’d have to be grateful for even getting the DVD. Thuc hadn’t seemed interested in providing the video even after Dax’d checked back when there weren’t any cops around.

      After he finished his burrito, he sat back with his horchata to watch people wander in and out of the store with the occasional car parking out front. When the sucking sound announced his beverage was empty, he paused the video and fetched a beer from the fridge.

      The first hour redefined tedium, then he found the button to speed it up. Then it was double speed tedium. Nothing looked suspicious—just customers entering and exiting. Every car disgorged a driver or passenger to head inside and back out again before pulling away from the curb.

      Yawning, he paused the DVD and turned on the sound system, playing a metal mix he’d been working on. If he didn't have something to keep him awake, he’d never make it through the security video. Two hours of watching the video had seemed like so many more, and now it was after midnight, and he had to open the bar in the morning.

      The kitten, tuckered out from his new toy, had passed out on his back, his plump white belly pointing up. With food and shelter, Morty had thrived in the short time he’d lived with Dax. And in return, he found the aggressive little ball of black and white fuzz to be amusing. Something he rarely found anything to be. Other than Tomi and his family, he’d tried to avoid making the sort of attachments that would sink him deeper into humanity. Mostly, he just skimmed quietly along the surface, hoping not to be seen.

      Bending down, he scooped up the kitten and carried him back to the couch, setting him next to his leg. The animal barely stirred. With music and a kitten to keep him occupied, he returned his attention to the DVD.

      He nearly missed it, but when a car pulled up and didn’t drive away, he rewound and slowed it down. There. Someone had exited from the passenger side and ducked into the store. The man acted as if he knew where the camera was and kept his head pointed down, except when something must have drawn his attention. The man looked up for the briefest of seconds before hiding his face again. Rewinding, Dax put it in slow motion, going nearly frame by frame until he caught the face and paused.

      He jolted, startling the kitten. “Son of a…”

      Detective Ryan said there’d been a witness who’d seen Dax get shot. He just didn’t mention that the cop himself was the witness. And possibly the shooter. Other than when he’d first arrived in Red City and claimed the body of the biker he now wore, he’d never killed anyone in cold blood—only in self-defense. For Ryan, he might make an exception.
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      “Fuck, man.” Tomi stood up and paced the length of the long table in the tearoom. “I knew Detective Ryan didn’t like you, but I didn’t realize he’d be willing to kill you.”

      Dax snorted, folding his arms. “He’s a Red City cop through and through—a petty schemer and a corrupt bastard.”

      “But to kill you because you won’t pay for his protection racket?”

      “Tomi. You’re not thinking big enough.” Dax paused as the timer went off. He picked up the small clay teapot and filled his and Tomi’s cups. “There’s no profit in killing your mark. And that biker gang didn’t sic a kid on me randomly out of the blue.”

      “You sure about that, boss? You sure they didn’t finally figure out where you got the money when you first”—he rolled his hand, looking for a word or phrase—“appeared and took over that body. I realize you blasted off the tattoos and got a haircut and shaved the beard, but you still look like the gang’s enforcer.”

      “It’s possible. But why now? Why so many years later? What it’s been? Over five years? Other than when they first came sniffing around, it’s been quiet for a long time.”

      Tomi opened his mouth to speak but closed it with a clack of teeth when Dax held up his hand.

      “Also, think of the timing. It seems like entirely too big of a coincidence that Randal Ryan, who is fundamentally a petty coward, would take a pop at me at the same time as that kid. And we still don’t know who killed Jason.”

      Tomi scowled. “Yeah.”

      Dax held up his hand with three fingers raised. “That’s three bullets likely intended for me, but we only can account for two of them. Jamie and Ryan”—he folded down two of the fingers—“or whatever lackey he had pull the actual trigger if someone was in that car with him. But that third bullet. The one that killed my employee and your friend, it was meant for me. Was it Ryan again? I’m certain it wasn’t the kid. Or was it the biker gang mistaking Jason for me?”

      Tomi pursed his lips and nodded. “I agree. It’s so rare to run into honesty in this city, when you see it, it leaps out at you. She put one in you, but she didn’t clip Jason.”

      “So, we can remove her from the list on Jason, but we can’t assign the guilt to Ryan yet. It’s entirely possible the bikers had another gun in play.”

      “Are you sure?” Tomi took a deep breath and exhaled noisily before sitting down to his teacup. “Saying they’re linked means someone with a whole lot of pull wants you dead. Who have you offended that badly?”

      “Besides the bikers? No one that I’m aware of. At least in this city. I thought I’d been doing a decent job of being a nobody. At least in Red City…” Dax let the steam from his tea waft into his nose and relax him with its complex, earthy aroma.

      “Yeah, but what about…you know, before?”

      “They’re supposed to leave me alone. That was the deal.”

      Tomi raised an eyebrow. “What deal?”

      Shaking his head, Dax held up his hand. “Let’s just say that’s a bit out of your league and leave it at that.”

      He’d never told Tomi why he’d been exiled to earth and forced to live as a mostly human, nor had he mentioned the visit from Baron Samedi after they’d celebrated their victory over the bikers. Tomi, as far as he could tell, was pure human—death and trickster gods weren’t something he was capable of handling.

      Sighing, he shook his head. “Let’s just say, I was given a tip by an unreliable source that I may not have gone as unnoticed as I wanted.” He wobbled his head side to side as he debated what to say next. “Well, it would be more accurate to say someone is keeping more than just a passing interest in me.”

      Tomi narrowed his eyes. “What? When did this happen?”

      “Right after we celebrated our victory.”

      “And you took all this time to tell me?” Anger crept into his voice. “Dax, you’ve got to keep me informed of shit like this, especially when I’m putting my life on the line. I can’t have your back if you keep me in the dark.”

      Dax clenched his jaw, the muscles in his cheeks twitching. With a sigh, he shook his head and took another drink of his tea. Seeing he was nearly out, he hit the button on the kettle so he could steep the leaves again.

      “I’m sorry, Tomi.”

      “Look, Dax. I’ve known you for more than five years now. I know you’re not quite human, in more ways than just your…origin. But I’d like to think we’ve become friends in that time.”

      Dax nodded. “I consider you my closest friend.”

      “Good. Then don’t keep me in the fucking dark!” Tomi’s anger rose as did the volume of his voice. Calming down, he added, “You’re a weird motherfucker. Both times getting shot only emphasized that. And the morgue…”

      The morgue had been particularly harrowing. He’d been confronted with dozens of angry spirits tied to the earth in ways that felt unnatural compared to normal spirits. That was something he didn’t want to deal with now, especially with more immediate dangers to his physical well-being.

      He didn’t even want to think about what would happen if he started messing with the spirits of the dead, not with the Baron’s warning. He’d been banned from escorting the souls of the dead as part of his deal. If he suddenly wiped out a whole morgue of trapped spirits, it might invite more scrutiny than he could deal with under the present circumstances. He’d just been happy to free the spirit of Jason.

      “Fair enough. I was told that I was being watched and that I had been since my arrival.”

      “When we first met?” Tomi asked.

      Dax nodded. “Yeah. I replied that I knew I was being watched. It had been strongly intimated that I would be. My source then told me that not everyone watches with their eyes.”

      “Implying that someone was doing something active to you?”

      “That was the gist.”

      Tomi rubbed his hand over his jaw as he thought. “And that’s it? Do you have any idea who specifically is out to get you? From your old days?”

      Shaking his head, Dax sighed. “No. Not really. There were a sizable number of psychopomps—death gods and soul guides—allied against me. But things could have changed since then and it could be someone with a new axe to grind or with an old one that chose not to grind it then. There are just too many options.”

      “Psychopomps? Well, fuck.”

      “That’s pretty much what I thought.” Dax turned the kettle off and filled the small clay teapot.

      “Do you think someone…not human…could be putting out a hit on you?”

      “There are lots of nonhumans in this city.”

      “You know what I mean. It’s not some werewolf who has a bone to pick with you.” Tomi smirked.

      “I see what you did there. No. It’s not a werewolf or a vampire or some witch.”

      Dax didn’t actually know if that statement was true. He knew that the death gods were watching him. And Baron Samedi’s warning, if he could be trusted, would back up the assumption that it was likely one of those entities behind a conspiracy to kill him. In this body and in this time and place, he was uniquely vulnerable to harm. They would never have a better opportunity to remove him from the cosmic chessboard. But that didn’t mean some supernatural being couldn’t also have a beef with him, though he doubted few if any knew his true identity.

      Well, the manbo knew his true identity or strongly suspected it. She was a sharp one and wise. But he trusted her. Partially because Tomi’s mama trusted her but also because of the aura she put out into the world. She wasn’t particularly tied to the prevailing morals of her fellow humans, but she did right by her community and sought to bring goodness and balance into the world.

      “This is someone with a lot more juice than a werewolf or a mage. Unfortunately, there’s not a lot we can do about it at this time. The best we can do is ferret out their contact point and get them to stop hiring out to kill me.”

      “Cut off the head of the snake just below the neck?” Tomi turned off the tea timer and poured the liquid into their glasses.

      “Exactly.”

      “How are we going to do that?”

      “It’s not my favorite idea, just my only one at the moment…”

      Both of Tomi’s eyebrows shot up. “The Rat?”

      “The Rat.”
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      It was another shitty day at school. It had at least been something of a sanctuary away from her family life, but even that had been stripped away because of her father. Not even the familiar and comforting scents of the school library could soothe her.

      She hadn’t thought her life could get much worse after being forced to shoot a man to pay off her father’s gambling debts to a gang of Nazi wolf shifter bikers, but she was wrong. The relief that had come after escaping with her life and the life of her parents had quickly faded after she and her mom Sharon briefly moved in with her bestie Cory and his mom Linda.

      For the first couple of days, she’d felt lighter than she could remember. Then Linda turned cold.

      “Hey, Jamie.” Cory—a tall, handsome white kid with shaggy brown hair—stopped next to their favorite library table and looked down at her. Even weeks later, he seemed hesitant to approach her, as if afraid she blamed him for his mother’s actions. And that lack of previous closeness hurt the most, adding to her general misery.

      She shoved out the other chair with her foot so he would take the invitation to sit. “Hey, Cory. How you doing?”

      He sighed and shrugged. “Shitty. Mom took my car keys away.”

      Jamie’s brown eyes shot open wide as she blinked quickly. “What? I just thought it was a regular old grounding.”

      “Me too. I wanted to run and get a soda at the corner store, but when I went to get my keys, I couldn’t find them. I asked her if she’d seen them, but she said she’d taken them, and I wouldn’t be getting them back anytime soon. Now, it’ll be forever before we’ll be able to go for a run and burgers again.”

      A tiny pit opened in her stomach. She’d already guessed this would be the result, but Cory seemed optimistic that he could sneak away once he got ungrounded as long he didn’t expressly say he was going to hang out with her. He was naïve to think that would happen, but some small part of her had kept hold of that dream. Even though they’d probably never run together as their wolves again, the idea had been a small modicum of hope.

      She sighed in frustration, rubbing her eyes to stop the threat of tears. “That sucks, Cory. I’m so sorry. It’s⁠—”

      Cory reached out and covered her mouth with his hand. “It’s not your fault. I’m eighteen. I made my own decisions, and these are the consequences. They suck, though. I never thought my mom would do this to me, but…”

      “Yeah.”

      Linda’d always been sympathetic and kind to Jamie, doing her best to look out for her because of the failings of her father. But this time, her son Cory
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