
  
    [image: A white man with red hair and beard performs rune magic while holding a magic sledge hammer. He stands in a dark, dirty alley with the moon shining behind him.]
  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            RED CITY RUNESMITH

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Red City Runesmith - A Wolf Shifter Urban Fantasy

        Book 0 - Runing With The Wolves* - Fall 2025

        Book 1 - Road to Rune - June 24, 2025

        Book 2 - On The Rune Again* - 2025

        Book 3 - Runing On Empty*

        Book 4 - Runing Wild*

      

      

      
        
        *Forthcoming

        Titles and release dates may be subject to change.

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

    

  


  
    
      ROAD TO RUNE

      
        RED CITY RUNESMITH

        BOOK 1

      

    

    
      
        C. THOMAS LAFOLLETTE

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Broken World Publishing]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        ROAD TO RUNE

        C. Thomas Lafollette

      

        

      
        A Broken World Publication

        13820 NE Airport Way

        Suite #K395495

        Portland, OR 97251-1158

        Ancient Sword Shattering

        Copyright © 2025 by C. Thomas Lafollette

        ISBN 978-1-960766-23-6 (ebook);

        ISBN 978-1-960766-24-3 (paperback)

      

        

      
        Cover Design: Ravven

        Editing & Proofreading: Amy Cissell

      

      

      All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, including photocopying, recording, or other electronic or mechanical methods, without the prior written permission of the publisher, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical reviews and certain other noncommercial uses permitted by copyright law. For permission requests, write to the author at editors@brokenworldpublishing.com.

      This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, places, events, and incidents are either the products of the author’s imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Your Free Book Is Waiting

      

    

    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

      
        Chapter 21

      

      
        Chapter 22

      

      
        Chapter 23

      

      
        Chapter 24

      

      
        Chapter 25

      

      
        Chapter 26

      

      
        Chapter 27

      

      
        Chapter 28

      

      
        Chapter 29

      

      
        Chapter 30

      

      
        Chapter 31

      

      
        Chapter 32

      

      
        Chapter 33

      

      
        Chapter 34

      

      
        Chapter 35

      

      
        Chapter 36

      

      
        Chapter 37

      

      
        Chapter 38

      

      
        Chapter 39

      

      
        Chapter 40

      

      
        Chapter 41

      

      
        Chapter 42

      

      
        Chapter 43

      

      
        Chapter 44

      

      
        Chapter 45

      

      
        Chapter 46

      

      
        Chapter 47

      

      
        Chapter 48

      

      
        Chapter 49

      

      
        Chapter 50

      

      
        Chapter 51

      

      
        Chapter 52

      

      
        Epilogue

      

      
        The Red City Runesmith Strikes again in

      

    

    
      
        The Red City Reaper Rides For The First Time In…

      

      
        Your Free Book Is Waiting

      

      
        Acknowledgments

      

      
        About the Author

      

      
        Also By C. Thomas Lafollette

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            YOUR FREE BOOK IS WAITING

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
          
            [image: A bearded man holding a sword. He stands in front of the Antwerp cathedral.]
          
        

      

      Death Uncaged is a Dax adventure novella that takes place between A Shot for Death and Death Orders A Double and is exclusive to the Dispatches from C. Thomas Lafollette newsletter. Please sign up for your free copy and you’ll also receive a twice-monthly newsletter with news, book updates, recipes, drinks tips, and other fun stuff. Your email will never be given out, rented, or sold.

      
        
        Free Copy of Death Uncaged

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ONE

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Ragnar squinted against the heat of the fire as he worked the bellows. “Just a little hotter,” he mumbled to himself.

      The coals needed to be just the right shade of red to heat the metal. Smithing was about fire and fire management. If the metal wasn’t treated properly, you could bang on it all you wanted, but you’d never get the right results or even good results. His father had taught him that.

      His father…

      Ragnar felt burning at the corners of his eyes, which had nothing to do with the heat of the forge. Now that he was back in Red City, there’d been times when he’d wanted to call his dad to get his opinion. Once he’d had to stop himself as his finger hovered over his father’s number on his phone.

      His father would never pick up again. There’d be no advice. Or fatherly teasing. Or any more arguments. Sure, they’d been spirited, but they’d never been malicious. They’d loved each other too much to disrespect each other. Now Gunnar was dead.

      Murdered.

      There’d only been one time Ragnar had seen his dad truly angry—when Ragnar had tangled with some members of the local chapter of the Black Suns, a white supremacist, wolf-shifter, outlaw biker gang. His father had worked to keep the bikers from harassing the people he protected and feared Ragnar’s interference would tip the fragile balance.

      There. The fire looked just right. With his tongs, Ragnar grabbed the piece of steel he’d selected for his project and plunged it into the hot coals. He had to put aside thoughts of his father to keep a close eye on the heat and maintaining it with the bellows. Pulling the metal from the fire, he checked it and returned it to the coals. Not quite ready.

      Since he’d returned from his band’s tour of the southwest, he’d spent a lot of time in his father’s forge. Mostly because he didn’t have one of his own. He’d given up the small one-room apartment when his lease had come up just before the tour so he wouldn’t have to pay rent for a shithole he wasn’t interested in returning to.

      The forge was also the only place he found a bit of peace and respite, surrounded by his dad’s tools—the tools Gunnar had taught Ragnar with. Sure, Ragnar had his own tools. But gripping the tools his father had handled felt like the last way to be close to him.

      Ragnar pulled the metal from the coals. It was ready. As he put hammer to metal, the vibrations of the impact running up his arm felt like an embrace. When he’d been too small to do more than the most basic of tasks in the forge, he’d sit in the little nest of blankets he made and watch his dad work. The steady rhythm of bellows and the hammer on metal. The heat of the forge. The soothing voice of his father.

      Gunnar had liked to keep up a running commentary as he worked, teaching and guiding. Most of the time it’d been about the practicalities and philosophies of smithing. Other times it was about their ancestral religion and their Norse paganism. Sometimes, his dad had spoken about other things like life and family.

      The combination of heat, rhythm, and his dad’s voice worked to put the young Ragnar to sleep almost every time. When his father was done in the forge for the evening, he carried the boy in and put him in his bed.

      At the moment, Ragnar had the heat and the rhythm, but he’d never hear the words of his father again. They only existed in his memories and in his heart now.

      When he had finished the second of the two halves, he prepared to forge weld them together. He could use the welding machine in the back corner, but this project demanded the respect of the old ways—the ways his father had taught him.

      Ragnar, learn to forge weld properly, then I’ll teach you the newer ways, his father had said.

      But the welder is faster, dad.

      I know. But learning how to do it the old way is important.

      Ragnar had rolled his eyes but did as has father taught. Now all those lessons flowed through his arms and hands into the project in front of him. Once the two halves were joined, he plunged the piece into the quenching bath, raising a hissing plume of steam that seemed to carry away with it a bit of his numbness.

      The emotional numbness had been a defense mechanism to allow him to help his friends being hunted by the Black Suns to escape. But it hadn’t gone away once they’d made it home to Red City. Fortunately, this project had allowed him to work through some of his grief. While he was hammering at metal, he also pounded through the walls of his emotional detachment, creating cracks. The hiss of hot metal in water opened those cracks a bit wider.

      Once the metal was cool enough to touch, he inspected the weld and the rest of the project for any imperfections. When he found none, he smiled softly.

      A less fastidious smith would call the project done. His father’s words from another lesson drifted through his thoughts. It’s functional. It’ll do its intended job. But it looks unfinished. And even though everything below the surface is adequate for the task, the eye of the beholder will perceive weakness. And perception is reality.

      Satisfied that the piece was ready for the next stage, he filed off all the rough edges and buffed it until it shined. There wasn’t a single rough spot or spur anywhere. He ran his hand over its length. Smooth as silk.

      Next came the engraving tools. Once the metal was securely clamped in a rubber-padded vice and all the tools were set out, he took a few moments to center himself. Like the visually unfinished project, he could create adequate runes to do the needed job with only half his focus. He’d learned that early. He had a way with the rune magic. Even his half-assed runes were often more powerful than the work of people who’d put their full focus on the project. But this project deserved nothing but his absolute best.

      Though he sat and meditated for a while before starting, he couldn’t find the clinical detachment he sought. Focused intention led to powerful runes. But the detachment he wanted was much different than the emotional numbness dominating his core at the moment.

      Sighing, he stood up and passed through the wandering stream of moving air generated by the fan he’d turned on to help mitigate the forge’s heat. His cheeks felt cool. He wiped the back of his hand across one of his cheeks. Tears.

      This project had started the process of breaking the shell of numbness. He’d let it continue its work. This wasn’t a project for clean, professional focus. The piece demanded more.

      With each line he engraved, with each rune pattern he finished, the cracks were forced wider until his detachment could no longer hold together, and it crumbled. Through blurry, tear-filled eyes, he worked with a tight, emotional focus. When he could barely see, his fingers and the magic guided him as he poured his heart and soul through his hands into the piece.

      When he etched the final rune, something inside him settled. He felt empty as he hunched over the glowing metal hull. Placing one hand on each side of his creation, he leaned down and breathed over it. Then with the last puff of his breath, he kissed it.

      “I love you, Dad.”

      Something inside him clicked. He felt just as empty, but now it was a clean, pure emptiness—a place of profound awareness and wholeness with himself and his surroundings.

      A soft knock on the door behind him alerted him to someone else’s presence. Without looking up, he knew it was his Uncle Roy. Ragnar felt the older man’s aura through his connection to the forge and smithy.

      Roy cleared his throat quietly. “It’s time.”
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      “Are you finished?” Uncle Roy asked.

      Ragnar, still hunched over the vice holding his project—his back to the man who’d once been a dear friend of his dad’s—nodded. “I am.”

      He unclamped the piece and stood. Handing it to his uncle, he turned away and found a box of tissues so he could dry his cheeks and blow his nose. After he dropped the tissues into the fire and watched them flare to nothing, he faced his uncle. Roy inspected the hull of the two-foot long, steel longboat with a look of profound awe on his face.

      “Boy, this is some of the finest… I’ve never seen anything quite like it before.” He finally tore his eyes away, his brow furrowing. “But there are no attachments points for the mast or for securing the lines.”

      A sad smile spread across Ragnar’s face. “There are.”

      From a nearby shelf, Ragnar picked up the wooden mast and cloth sail Roy had made earlier. His uncle had requested the honor of making them in memory of the man who’d once been as close as a brother to him. The mast and yardarm felt rough from the runes carved into them. The runes representing his father’s name—Gunnar—along with a prayer, had been carefully written on the material of the sailcloth.

      Roy handed the hull back to Ragnar. Shaking out the threads that were to act as the ropes for the sail, he placed the base of the mast into the longship. A golden glow spread from where the mast touched the steel of the hull up the mast, out the yardarm, and down the lines and sail.

      When the glow receded, the pieces—steel, wood, line, and cloth—were one.

      Roy exhaled with an appreciative whistle. “I stand corrected.” He reached out and grasped Ragnar’s shoulders. “Your father would have been so proud to see what you’ve done with this. It’s magnificent.”

      The sad smile returned to Ragnar’s lips. While his father had always been a demanding teacher, he’d also always been effusive in his praise and pride, even when making suggestions or pointing out areas for improvement.

      “Thank you.” Ragnar blinked hard to stave off another bout of tears.

      Roy nodded and a faint smile disturbed the line of his thick, steely gray mustache. “It’s time to go get cleaned up.”

      Ragnar followed his uncle out of the forge, through the backyard, and into the house and set the finished steel longboat in a cradle that had been designed for such projects. His father had made more than his share of them for local Scandinavian immigrants and their descendants, and anyone else in the community he looked after who wanted them. This was the first time it had been Ragnar’s turn to make a funerary longship. He wished with everything he had that it hadn’t been because his father was the one who the ship was for.

      Ragnar gathered the bath robe from his childhood bedroom where he’d been staying since his return to Red City and crossed the hall to the second bathroom for a shower. After he finished, he dressed and headed downstairs. His mother, wearing a conservative black dress and a pillbox hat, sat in her favorite chair across from Roy, who sat on the couch. His mother’s red hair, which Ragnar had inherited from her, had been recently cut shorter so it brushed her shoulders instead of cascading down her back. She almost looked like a throwback to a previous decade thanks to her outfit.

      Ragnar walked over and kissed his mother on the forehead. “Are you ready?”

      She nodded.

      Roy, having found a store with western-style clothes, wore a black western-cut shirt with pearl snaps, black jeans, a pair of black cowboy boots, and a bolo tie. He’d been forced to abandon all his clothes in Colorado when he’d helped Ragnar and his friends flee from the Black Suns Motorcycle Club. There weren’t many stores that carried western-style clothes, Roy’s preferred style, in Red City. His medium-long steely-gray hair was swept back and nearly touched his shoulders.

      “I’ll drive,” Roy said, standing up.

      Ragnar helped his mother to her feet, even though she was perfectly healthy and didn’t need it. He just wanted to be there for her in any way he could. On the way to the door, he picked up the longship and its cradle, holding them carefully so as not to damage the delicate thread lines and woodwork of the mast.

      After the heat and metallic smells of the forge and the stuffiness of the house, the fresh late-summer air felt refreshing, and contained a hint of the coming autumn. He looked up and down the street. A few of the earlier turning tree varieties had already started shifting colors. Movement under one of the trees caught his attention—only someone sitting on a sport motorcycle, either getting ready to leave or having arrived.

      Once they got to the family sedan, Ragnar set the longship and its cradle in the back seat behind the driver, then helped his mother into the car. He climbed into the back behind his mother. She was a short lady and had slid the seat forward to accommodate Ragnar’s long legs.

      Uncle Roy drove them out of Red City into the hills and left the radio off; no one seemed to want the silence broken. Ragnar stared out the window. The city changed to suburbs and then hills as they climbed out of the basin Red City sat in. The day had been a been a bright, sunny end-of-summer, early-autumn day. The fresh air streaming into the car from the vents felt cleansing after the stinky, polluted air of Red City. He inhaled it deeply, holding it in his lungs so his body could purge the ugliness of the city he called home.

      They turned off the highway and passed by the reservoir. While it was the nearest large body of water to Red City, there was no way anyone would hold a funeral there. Sure, the lake was the final resting place of many bodies, but none of them had wanted to end up there. It was the favorite dumping ground for Red City’s cops and crooks alike.

      No. Their destination was farther into the hills.
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      An hour later, they arrived at a beautiful mountain lake surrounded by pine trees, weeping willows, and white-barked beech trees. This high above Red City, more leaves had begun their yearly transformation from verdant green to their autumnal pageantry.

      Ragnar snorted quietly to himself. Apparently, he was still feeling philosophical and a bit poetic after the work and artistry he’d poured into the funerary longship. He looked over at the ship secured safely on its cradle. The runes carved into the wood of the cradle ensured the boat remained safe and upright—it had been a nice piece of rune work by his dad.

      A sad smile gently pushed up the corners of Ragnar’s lips. His work celebrating his father’s life rested in a piece his father had made to commemorate the lives of those in their community.

      When the car crunched to a stop in the state park’s gravel parking lot near the lake, he quickly got out and opened the door for his mother, helping her out.

      “Thank you, Ragnar,” his mother said, reaching up to bring his head closer so she could kiss his cheek.

      “I got the ship, boy,” Uncle Roy said quietly.

      Ragnar let Roy take the ship. He wondered when his uncle would stop calling him “boy.” He was nearly thirty-two. But in all fairness, Uncle Roy had known him for more years as a child than as an adult. Ragnar had just come back into Roy’s life a few weeks ago. Ragnar still didn’t know what had caused the rift between his father and the man who’d been his best friend. He’d asked his mom, but she said it was a story for Roy to tell.

      The parking lot was unusually full. The mountain air was cool as it approached dusk. A lot of people had shown up to pay their respects to his father. He saw his friends—Melinda, Mississippi Pete, and José standing near the path down by the lake. Melinda wore a black pantsuit and a dark-red shirt. José wore a black suit and a white shirt with a thin black tie. Mississippi Pete, who went by Sippi, was dressed much like Uncle Roy but with the addition of a tall, black-felt cowboy hat that looked a few gallons short of the full ten.

      Ragnar turned to look behind him as the gravel crunched, announcing another car entering the lot. A big, shiny black classic Lincoln Continental rolled to a stop. The man behind the wheel sent a shiver up Ragnar’s back.

      Dax owned a dive bar and had become the target of the Black Suns. On multiple occasions, if rumor held true, they’d used rune-magicked bullets to try to kill him but had failed. Those bullets were what had brought the man into his father’s acquaintance. Dax had sought out expertise on the runes, and his friend Manman Delphine had called in Ragnar’s father.

      The tall, skinny white man with black hair walked around the car and opened the passenger door for Delphine. He had a bit of a stoop to his neck and shoulders and a beak of a nose, which gave the man an almost vulture-like appearance. The tall, Black trans woman had been a close friend of his father’s, as well as an acquaintance of Dax’s. Though the manbo and Gunnar represented vastly different schools of magic, they’d grown close, mostly over whiskey and cards. His dad hadn’t been much of a drinker, but he made an exception when they got together.

      Dax, along with Delphine who rested her hand on his forearm, walked toward Ragnar and his family. Delphine stepped forward and kissed Ragnar’s mom on each cheek. “Erin, I’m so sorry for your loss. Gunnar was a dear man and wonderful friend.”

      Erin nodded, a cordial but sad smile coming to her face. “Thank you, Delphine. I’m glad you could join us.”

      “I wouldn’t miss it for the world. And please know, if you ever need anything, don’t hesitate to call, even if it’s just to hear a friendly voice.”

      “Of course. Thank you.”

      Delphine gestured to Dax. “This is my friend Dax. He was acquainted with your husband. Gunnar did some rune consultations for him.”

      Dax offered his hand to shake. “My condolences, ma’am. Gunnar was a good man and cared very deeply for his community.” He stepped over to Ragnar and shook his hand and gave him a nod. “Ragnar.”

      “Dax. Thank you for coming.” Ragnar hadn’t expected to see the man, but he appreciated the appearance nonetheless, even if he was kind of a spooky bastard. They’d become allies of a sort after they’d worked together to retake Tallulah’s bar and defeat the bikers.

      Speaking of the devil, Tallulah rolled up in an old pickup truck and came over to pay her respects.

      “I didn’t figure to see you with all the work at the bar,” Ragnar said to her.

      “Ragnar, honey, that’s why I have staff.” She gave a closed-lipped smile to him. “I’m so sorry. More than you can know.”

      Since they were all clustered together, he gestured to Uncle Roy, who had been standing awkwardly and quietly out of the way. “Everyone, this is my father’s friend Roy.” Roy nodded a greeting since his hands were full with the longboat.

      Roy looked toward the sun after the last hand was let go. “I think it’s time to move down to the lake.”
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      Ragnar extended his arm to his mother, and together they led the procession down to the lake, gathering people as they walked. Off to the side of the path, he noticed Constance standing with her parents. They’d been blocked from his view by some other mourners. His eyes, drifting away from Constance, noticed a white woman in a black leather jacket and sunglasses standing a bit away from the other small groups. She had a slight olive cast to her skin. He didn’t recognize her. She must’ve been a friend or relative of one of his dad’s many acquaintances. Movement in front of him drew his attention back to Constance.

      His gut twisted as she approached and stopped in front of him.

      She kissed his cheek and hugged him. “I’m so sorry, Ragnar. You dad was a kind, generous man.”

      “Thank you,” he replied quietly.

      Connie turned and spoke with his mother. He didn’t hear what they said. He hadn’t expected to see her today. He hadn’t seen her since she’d stormed out of the parking garage outside the Denver airport a month ago. Although he should have made the effort. His parents had really liked Constance and had welcomed her into the family.

      He mumbled responses to Connie’s parents before they moved on to talk to his mom. Once Constance and her parents finished, they joined the back of the crowd as they resumed the walk down to the shore of the lake.

      His mom leaned over and pitched her whisper so only he could hear her. “Connie is looking lovely today.”

      It wasn’t the first time his mother had mentioned her appreciation for Connie. He thought his mother was holding out hope they’d get back together. With each passing day where they didn’t speak, that idea moved further from reality.

      When they reached the lake, they joined everyone who’d showed up to honor his father. Bob walked up and hugged his mom, kissing her cheeks, then turned and shook Ragnar’s hand, all the while side-eyeing Roy. Bob was his dad’s best friend and had been for years. He had grayish-brown hair and a beard and wore a gray suit and white shirt. Ragnar had no idea what his relationship had been with Roy or even if they’d crossed paths. Ragnar didn’t remember them ever being in the same space together, but memories of Uncle Roy were still fuzzy and few and far between, clouded by years and youth.

      Bob led the service, but Ragnar didn’t hear a word of it. He just stared out over the pristine mountain lake. The cool breeze danced over the water and brought the freshness of the mountains to him, encouraging him to breathe deeply and fill his lungs with it. The fading rays of summer filled the air, though hints of autumn added a bit of spice to combination.

      “Ragnar,” Uncle Roy said quietly. “It’s time.”

      He nodded and took the longship from his uncle’s hands and moved along the corridor the crowd had opened to the water. The sun had reached the point where it lit the sky on fire with oranges, reds, and deeper, darker colors at the highest realms as it slipped behind the western mountains. It was a spectacular sunset.

      The breeze picked up, and a few leaves floated on its embrace to land in the water. The steady beat of a shaman drum joined the rustle of the wind through the leaves. He wasn’t sure who’d brought it, probably one of his bandmates.

      Squatting, he set the steel longship in the water. It sank to the perfect level, riding like a real longship. He gave it a push. As soon as it left the shadow of his body, the wind filled the small sail and carried the ship out into the lake.

      As it sailed away from the shore, the metal began to glow, first along the lines of the runes. Then the glow intensified and spread to include every inch of the steel longship. As it spread over the mast and sail, a flash of brilliant light illuminated the boat, forcing him and likely everyone else to squint against the brightness. When his eyes readjusted to the growing darkness, the boat no longer appeared small but steadily grew until it was as big as a true longship. Behind him, the mourners gasped once they realized what they were looking at. The murmurs of excitement brought him a feeling of satisfaction. His father would’ve been proud.

      The longship still glowed, but now it groaned and creaked as if it were made of wood and riding up and down the brutal waves of the North Sea.

      As the murmuring died down, the sound of singing grew louder, accompanying the drum that had started earlier. He watched his ship sail farther into the lake—a glowing ship of magic as the familiar voices of Mississippi Pete, Melinda, and José sang, “Helvegen.”

      Chuckling quietly to himself, he shook his head. It was a great song by Wardruna but not a revived ancient death song, as it was often rumored to be, or at least presented. But thematically, it was perfect. That was what his friends had been working on since their return to Red City. Melinda’s husky contralto led the melody while Sippi and José dug into the harmonies.

      Now that the boat was safely in the middle of the lake, flames began licking across it, rising up the lines and sails until the whole thing appeared to burst into flames like a proper old-school Viking funeral.

      Ragnar swallowed around the lump in his throat. “Goodbye, Dad.”
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      Ragnar stood at the shore by himself until the last ember winked out, consumed by the lake. When he felt a presence by his side, he looked over and saw the top of his mother’s head.

      “It was absolutely lovely, Ragnar. Your father would have been so proud of your work.”

      “Thank you, Mom.” He sighed. “I miss him so much.”

      “Me too. More than you can understand.”

      He didn’t take offense at her words. She’d known his father longer, for one thing. Sure, he’d had breakups with girlfriends, but he’d never known the true loss of one he’d loved for so many years, through good times and bad. Not like his mother. He wrapped an arm around her shoulder, pulling her in close.

      “I love you, Mom.”

      “I love you too.” She placed an arm around his waist. “It’s time to go. Your friends are waiting for you.”

      “Let me take you home.”

      “No. Bob offered. You need to go be with your friends and howl at the moon.”

      He chuckled. “OK, Mom.” He leaned down and kissed the top of her head.

      She laughed and gave him a last squeeze. “You’ve been taller than me since you were twelve. I’m proud of the man you’ve grown into.”

      He cast one last glance out over the lake. It was good and truly dark. Not a single piece of his ship was left afloat or aglow. Letting go of his mom’s shoulder, he turned around and offered her his arm. Their wolf-enhanced eyes would let them safely walk up to the lot, but he wanted to offer her the courtesy so they’d both have an excuse to share the touch of a loved one. Both of their lives were emptier than they’d been a few months ago, and he needed this closeness.

      They walked in silence, the murmur of conversation growing as they neared the sidewalk in front of the lot. The crowd had diminished significantly while he’d stared out over the lake. The only people who remained were his bandmates, Manman Delphine, Dax, Uncle Roy, and Bob. A glint caught his eye, drawing it deeper into the parking lot. The woman with the pixie cut sat astride a sport bike. He wondered⁠—

      “Take Roy with you. I think he needs some people around him. He’s been too isolated in that cabin in Colorado,” his mom said, interrupting his thought process.

      Ragnar knew what she meant. After he, Melinda, José, Roy, and Sippi escaped from the Black Suns in the Rocky Mountains and made it home to Red City, he’d noticed Roy’s awkwardness over the last few weeks. When action had been needed in the Rockies, Roy was calm, cool, and collected. But ask him to talk to people for more than a few sentences, and he’d find an excuse to fade into the background.

      “Have fun, dear.” She stopped and pulled him around so they faced each other. Once again, she grabbed his cheeks and brought him down so she could place a kiss on his forehead. “And be safe.”

      “I will, Mom.”

      Bob noticed them and drifted over. “Ready to go home, Erin?”

      “Yes. Thank you.”

      “No problem. Glad to do something. Take care, Ragnar.” Bob escorted Ragnar’s mom toward the cars.

      “Fuck,” Melinda said.

      Ragnar heard it a moment later—the sound of motorcycles. And it wasn’t the higher-pitched tone of sport bikes, either. He jogged forward. “Bob, get Mom in the car, and get her out of here. Now!”

      Bob didn’t answer, but he guided her into the car, jumped behind the wheel, and sped away just as a group of headlights cleared the entrance of the parking lot. Ragnar watched the car’s rear lights fade away. He hoped the bikers hadn’t blocked the road farther down the line.

      The sounds of boots crunching on gravel grew louder as the bikes shut off one by one. Everyone now faced the bikers, who were approaching on foot.

      “Did we break up the little gathering?” one of the bikers asked. He stopped at the edge of the parking lot, leaving plenty of space between himself and the small group of remaining mourners.

      “What do you want?” Ragnar barked out, his anger growing. The bikers couldn’t even allow him and his friends a single day of grief.

      “We came to pay our respects to the man who kept things quiet so we could mind our business.” He sauntered a bit closer.

      Ragnar clenched his jaw, hate burning in his veins. He took a step forward, but a hand on his shoulder stopped him from taking a second one. He hadn’t noticed when his friends had moved up next to him.

      Melinda stepped forward, partially blocking him with a shoulder. “Get the fuck out of here. Is nothing sacred to you?”

      “It was a nice display; I’ll give you that. Too bad it was wasted on this lot.” The biker sneered at Ragnar’s friends.

      Dax stepped between Ragnar and the bikers. “I thought I told you the Black Suns weren’t welcome in Red City anymore, and that I’d kill anyone riding with a Black Suns logo.”

      Ragnar shivered. Dax had done something with his voice, adding weird harmonics and disharmonies into it. Ragnar wasn’t sure if it was a trick of the moonlight, but Dax’s skin and hair seemed thinner, as if his skull were showing through his outer layers.

      The biker’s smug expression slipped off his face for a second, and he took a half step backward. “We’re not in Red City.” The words tumbled from the biker’s lips. “This area isn’t part of the deal.” The biker turned back to Ragnar. “We came here to warn you, Ragnar Gunnarsson. Toe the line or reap the consequences.”

      “What consequences?” Ragnar bit out and took another step.

      “Toe the line. Or join your father.”

      Ragnar lost it and surged forward, but he was yanked back by multiple pairs of hands and arms. He roared incoherently and tried to break loose, but his friends smothered his movement.

      Dax extended his arm. A massive scythe appeared in his hand. “You can’t threaten a man on the day of his father’s funeral.”

      The biker managed to pale even further in the moonlight as his jaw dropped open, and he took a few steps back.

      “Get the fuck out of here!” Melinda stalked forward. “Slim, put it away. I won’t allow killing on the day of a good man’s funeral.”

      That calmed Ragnar a little, and he regained a modicum of composure. Melinda was right. His father wouldn’t want there to be violence on a day like this and certainly not because of him.

      “Too many good people die every day,” Dax said, his voice getting every spookier. “Too few bad ones join them.”

      “That may be true. But these scumbags won’t be joining them today,” Melinda said sternly.

      “She’s right,” Ragnar said. “Dad wouldn’t want this, no matter what.”

      Giving one curt nod, Dax seemed to solidify. “You get to live today, biker scum. Now get out of here before I follow you until the clock strikes tomorrow.”

      The bikers backed away slowly, trying to maintain their sense of superiority, but once they neared their bikes, they turned and ran. Soon the roar of custom motorcycles filled the night.

      It had started out a peaceful, quiet night. But the bikers had ruined that too. Everything they touched turned to ashes.

      Ragnar and the group watched after the bikers for a while until the engines were no longer audible.

      “Come on,” Sippi said, breaking the silence. “Let’s get over to Tallulah’s. We have some drinking and singing to do.”
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      Ragnar stared out the car window and stewed the entire ride to the Honky Tonk Woman. Why couldn’t the bikers have left them one day to mourn without exerting their poisonous presence on him and his friends? He concluded they’d never know peace until the bikers were no more. On that point, he certainly could agree with Dax.

      When they finally parked the car, Ragnar took a minute in the backseat after his friends stepped out and waited for him nearby to clear his mind. This was supposed to be a celebration of his father. He also knew it was a show of support and love from his friends in a dark, difficult time. He couldn’t drag his anger and desire for vengeance into the event.

      He took a deep breath and exhaled it noisily. “OK. Let’s do this.” He climbed out of the car and joined his friends.

      “Ready, Ragnar?” Melinda asked.

      He nodded and followed everyone into the bar. A sign on the door read, Closed for a private event. Tallulah stood behind the bar and as soon as she saw him, she leaned over and whispered something to the bartender, then cut across the room and gave him a giant hug. “The ceremony was lovely.”

      “Thank you. I’m glad you were there.”

      The bartender joined them a moment later with two glasses in her hands. She handed them to Tallulah, who handed one to Ragnar. Tallulah had changed out of her subdued funeral clothes into a red western-cut shirt, jeans, and a pair of boots. Her wavy light-brown hair flowed over her shoulders.

      “A dram of the best whiskey in the house.” She raised her glass.

      Ragnar touched his glass to hers and took a drink. It was indeed some fine whiskey. “Thanks, Lue.”

      “It’s the least I can do. Your table is over there.” She pointed at a table with a handwritten sign on it that declared it reserved. A place like the Honky Tonk Woman didn’t do reservations, therefore they didn’t have premade signs.

      “I’ll send over the usual drinks for everyone,” Tallulah said, heading back to the bar.

      Ragnar joined his friends around the table and took another drink of his whiskey.

      “It’s a full crowd tonight,” José observed.

      He was right. The place was packed. A moment later, a server with a tray full of drinks distributed them around the table.

      Tallulah climbed the two steps up to the stage and stopped behind a mic. “Hello, everyone! Thanks for coming out the Honky Tonk Woman tonight to celebrate the life of Gunnar Magnusson, who unexpectedly passed recently. For you longtime friends of the bar who don’t know him, he’s the father of the front man of one of our favorite local acts—Ragnar and the Desert Rattlers.” Tallulah stopped and looked around the room. “Everyone got a drink?” When no one called out a “no,” she hoisted her glass of whiskey
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