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      Dax leaned against the scarred wooden bar top, looking over the sparse mid-morning crowd. Each time the front door opened, the knots between his shoulder blades clenched tighter. Until he’d become a human, he’d never known the annoyance and discomfort of physical responses to emotions. Something had felt off since he’d parked his motorcycle, something that was all too familiar. Something dark.

      Death was present everywhere all the time, especially in a place like Red City. But today, something about the constant undercurrent niggled at the back of his mind. Every time someone came or went, a whiff of a frayed life thread entered, teasing him, taunting him.

      He checked his watch. Tomi was late, which was unlike him. His bar manager and friend was one of the most reliable people he knew. Dax swallowed nervously and pulled in a deep breath through his nose, breathing slowly so as not to make noise. Even concentrating on every detail, he couldn’t sort it out, he couldn’t identify where the thread came from, went, or to whom it belonged. He figured that if it belonged to someone he knew well, it would be easier to find the owner. At least, that’s what he hoped. He stopped a frustrated grunt from escaping his lips. Still nothing.

      With a quick scan down the bar to distract himself, he pushed off and strolled to the balding white patron at the end of the bar. “Can I get you another round, Bill?”

      “Yeah. I got one more in me,” Bill replied, slugging down the last swallow before sliding the glass the short distance toward Dax.

      Setting the glass by the sink, he grabbed a clean pint glass and filled it with Pabst before setting it in front of Bill. Four dollars were already waiting on the bar. Dax grabbed them, dropped one in the tip bucket, and deposited the other three into the till.

      A gust of cold, moist air and another hit of impending darkness blasted through the freshly opened door. He whipped his head around to the front. Still no Tomi. Ginger, one of his morning regulars, shivered for a second then proceeded into the bar. He liked Ginger as much as any of his regulars, but the disappointment of not seeing his friend added to his discomfort.

      Dax’s worry compounded. His manager was never late. Well…rarely. But never forty-five minutes late, and certainly not without calling.

      “I didn’t expect to see you in today, Ginger,” Dax said. “What can I get you?”

      Ginger ran a hand through his shaggy, wet red hair, flinging away some of the accumulated rain. “Hadn’t planned on it, but got home after work, and the heat’s out in the fucking building. The super has no idea when it’ll be back on.” Ginger hung his coat up on the hook under the bar.

      Dax pushed off the bar and turned toward the glassware. “That’s unfortunate. The usual?”

      “Yeah, the usual.” Ginger turned toward Bill, running a hand through his damp hair again. “Hey, Bill.”

      Bill chucked his chin toward Ginger. “Yo, Ginger.”

      Dax grabbed a bucket glass and poured in a heavy shot of Jim Beam then filled a half pint for the beer back. After he set it down, he refilled his coffee from the carafe on the counter, cradling the cup in both hands to warm them as he leaned up against the back bar. After he felt it had cooled enough, he took a sip and made a face.

      “Gack,” he tossed the coffee into the sink then followed it with the rest from the carafe. He couldn’t tell if it was just bad coffee or the increasingly bad mood he found himself in as he tried to home in on the sense of death. He couldn’t even tell if it had happened or was only the potential of future events. He used to be so much more in tune with the threads of life and death—before his exile. Before being forced to live as a human.

      Bill laughed. “You’ve got to get better coffee.”

      Dax scowled. “It’s fine when it’s fresh.”

      “Do your taste buds work, bro?” Ginger asked. “Even fresh, it tastes like shit.”

      Shaking his head, Dax shrugged. “If you want good hot beverages, I’ll make you tea. Coffee is just wake up juice.”

      “You can keep your hot leaf juice,” Ginger replied, with a coarse laugh.

      Bill chuckled along, nodding at his friend down at the other end of the bar. “It’s cold as fuck out there. Get some better coffee. I might want a Spanish coffee sometime.”

      Dax narrowed his eyes and looked between the two men. Coffee cocktails would be an up charge compared to their usual PBRs. He’d have to talk it over with Tomi, if he ever showed up. Looking up at the clock, the ball of tension in his gut tightened further. An hour late.

      Movement out of the corner of his eye drew his attention. A tall, fat Black man stepped out of the hall leading from the back of the bar. He’d shucked his coat in the office already, but the black beanie he wore glistened with rain. Dax sighed in relief, his shoulders dropping but only fractionally.

      “Sorry, boss. Had to help my mama with something this morning, and she insisted on making me breakfast.” He shrugged. “You know you can’t say no to her when she insists on offering food.”

      Dax nodded. “No worries. How is your mama?”

      “The same. But when does she ever change?” Tomi washed his hands in the sink before drying them off. “Looks like I missed the morning rush.”

      “You didn’t. This is it. If you can handle this unruly crowd, I’m going to head to the bank.” He’d hoped Tomi’s arrival would alleviate his sense of dread, but not only did it linger, it had intensified. Even with Tomi’s presence, he couldn’t discount him as a possibility. He still couldn’t figure out why his sense of death was vibrating his awareness nor where it was intersecting his own life thread.

      “Have fun. It’s nasty out there.”

      Dax grunted and stepped into the hall and down to the office, pulling his keys from his pocket. After he threw on his black leather coat and a scarf, he opened the safe and pulled out the deposits from yesterday. His brow furrowed. The envelope was much thinner than he’d have preferred. Though this bar had never made a robust revenue in the years since he and Tomi opened it, he’d hoped things would pick up some. At least they kept enough money coming in to keep the employees paid, the bank off their backs, and enough left over to keep a roof over his head, barely. Stuffing the deposits into the custom zipper pocket inside his coat, he padlocked the pocket closed. He grabbed his helmet and pulled it over his shoulder-length black hair.

      He pushed through the back door, shoving it closed, and paused under the awning in the alley. The rain had picked up since he’d opened this morning. It poured off the awning in rivers. Sticking his pale white hand out, he let the cold, late winter rain wash over it. An involuntarily shiver ran through him. At least it washed some of the stink of the alley away.

      He sighed. “I need to get a car.”

      Inhaling deeply, he narrowed his eyes. The hint of death lingered. He shook his head, frustrated with his inability to track it. Being a human definitely hampered his former strength. About to close the visor of his helmet, he stopped when he thought he heard something. Looking down and to the left, he almost missed the movement in the shadows.

      “Mew.” A tiny kitten stepped out of a half-soaked box—the awning provided protection to part of it—but the rain was quickly winning the battle as it seeped into the rest of the cardboard.

      In the dark gloom of the rainy day, the black kitten looked like a smudge. Pursing his lips, Dax squatted down. The kitten looked curious but stayed back. Holding out his hand, he left it hanging until the kitten approached and sniffed his fingers. He gave it a scratch under the chin. The kitten gave a half-hearted purr then shuffled back toward his box, looking over his shoulder before disappearing into its shadows. Was it the kitten’s life thread?

      Shrugging, he flipped down his visor and walked to the end of the long awning and mounted the big, custom chopper motorcycle. Kicking it to life, it rumbled loudly, adding its sound to the rain and the few cars moving down the street. He joined traffic and headed toward Redemption City First National Bank. Fortunately, they had a parking garage nearby, so he didn’t have to park in the rain.

      After he made his deposits, he slipped into a nearby coffee shop, picked up a proper cup, and sat down to warm up. Bill and Red were right. The coffee he served was shit. He’d have to get something better. When he finished, he tugged his helmet on and darted outside to run toward the parking garage. He really needed to get a car if he was going to make it another winter in Red City.
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      Dax hoped Tomi had the inventory finished before he returned to the bar so he could call in his order to his beer distributor and the liquor store. If the bar was still dead, he wanted to get his tasks finished and head home. Tomi could have the bar for the day.

      After parking under the awning, he glanced toward the box. The kitten raised its head then returned it to its paws as it curled into a ball. He narrowed his eyes, wondering and worrying about where the kitten’s mother was. Sighing, Dax headed into the bar and shucked his coat, shaking the excess water off it before hanging it in the office along with his helmet.

      When he popped his head into the bar, the same handful of people were exactly where he’d left them. Without a word, Tomi handed him the clipboard. Nodding, he returned to the office and closed the door, turning on the small space heater. He tossed the clipboard onto the desk and sat down. As he ran his eyes over the pages, he realized he hadn’t assimilated any of the information.

      He looked toward the door and sighed. Standing, he slipped out of the back and propped it open with a brick. He squatted down next to the box and folded the flap back, revealing the kitten within. It lifted its head and gave a weak “mew.” He gently laid his hand on the kitten’s back, closed his eyes, and reached out.

      Tracing the thin tendrils backwards, he felt only severed connections and death. Even the largest of the threads led back to nothingness. Pulling back his awareness, he pushed forward this time but only found a short, fraying thread that ended abruptly… If he did nothing.

      He shook his head and scooped up the kitten. It felt like nothing but skin and bones. Wrapping his awareness around the kitten, he found a few fleas eking out a meager existence on the poor kitten. As he homed in on them, he clipped the threads tying them to life. Once the last tiny life winked out, he pulled the brick out of the door and stepped in, letting it close behind him as he returned to the office. Holding the kitten, he stared around the office, wondering what to do. His eyes settled on the stack of sixteen-ounce cans he kept for back stock.

      With one hand, he took out the four six-packs of tallboys from their cardboard flat and tossed the shallow cardboard tray onto the floor. Then he grabbed a package of bar towels, peeled off the wrapper, and wadded up the towels into the bottom of the flat. Once he had what looked like a good nest built, he grabbed another bar towel, carefully dried the kitten off, and set it in the box, covering it with a towel. Finally, his eyes settled on the space heater, so he turned it to face the box.

      While the kitten snuggled into its box, he pulled up a browser on the computer and looked for the nearest pet store. When he found one between the bar and his apartment, he sent the address to his phone, then called in his orders to his vendors. He’d never had a pet before. He wasn’t sure if he’d keep the sad ball of fluff, but he couldn’t let it die on his stoop. It felt too soon to send the little orphan on to join his mother and siblings who’d already crossed the veil.

      When he finished the few last pieces of paperwork for the day, he pulled on his leather coat then scooped up the kitten in a towel, stuffing him into the same pocked he’d stashed his bank deposit in, though he didn’t zip it all the way. The kitten didn’t seem interested in fighting. It wiggled around for a few seconds then settled into a ball. A faint purr vibrated just under Dax’s chest as he walked out front.

      “Tomi, I’m heading home. Call me if the things get busy.” The speech had disturbed the kitten who wiggled around before resettling.

      “You…uh…got an alien about to burst through your chest there, boss?” Tomi smirked, gesturing toward Dax with his head.

      Dax pursed his lips and shrugged. “Don’t worry about it. Office is locked.” Then he pointed at Bill and Ginger. “And I’ll get some better coffee.”

      “ ’Bout time,” Ginger mumbled before throwing back the rest of his Jim Beam.

      Dax turned and raised his middle finger before disappearing down the hall. He grabbed his helmet and scarf, putting them on quickly before stepping back into the frigid pissing rain. When he sat on his bike, he checked the alley’s exit to see if it was clear, noting a sedan parked in front of the convenience store across the street. He patted his pockets looking for his keys but came up empty. As he dismounted, a shot cracked out from across the street, spraying cinder block shards from the wall.

      A second shot sounded, and pain exploded in his chest near his right shoulder. The shot knocked him off balance as he tottered backwards, slipping on the wet concrete of the alley. A third shot whizzed over his head, grazing his helmet before it smacked into the ground. Stars exploded across his visor like an IMAX astronomy show except with far greater detail and clarity.

      Through the fog of his ringing ears, he heard tires spin out, rubber screeching against wet pavement. Behind him, the back door squealed open. He needed to remember to get some silicon lubricant for it. The mundane thought made him laugh.

      “Ow! Knock it off, you little shit,” he mumbled as the kitten growled and dug in his claws.

      “You OK, boss?” Tomi said quietly.

      Groaning, he lifted his visor and pushed himself to sitting then patted his chest over the kitten. “Calm.”

      The hand seemed to steady the puny kitten as he settled back into a still lump on his chest. He jolted up as Tomi scooped him up under the shoulders, sending blinding agony radiating from the gunshot wound.

      “Fuck!”

      “Shit, did they hit you?” Tomi asked, nearly dropping him in the hurry to stop causing his boss pain. “Man, I’m sorry. Fuck.”

      He knew his friend would feel bad for hurting him—Tomi was a pretty gentle guy—but right now, all he could focus on was the pain. Dax staggered to the other side of the alley, propping his good, left arm against the wall to stabilize himself. He wasn’t in danger of falling over, but the rain cascaded over him, seeking out any dryness he had left.

      Bill poked his head out the door. “Should we call the cops or an ambulance?”

      Pushing off the wall, Dax waved him off with his left hand. “No. I just landed funny on my shoulder. Let’s leave the fucking authorities out of this. They cause more problems than they solve.”

      Bill snorted. “Need a belt of whiskey, then? I’ll go grab one for ya.”

      Tomi pointed aggressively at the bald white man. “Hey. You stay away from my side of the bar, you hear me?”

      Raising his hands in the air and backing away, Bill winked. “I’ll be good. I’m just going to go back and nurse my Pabst.”

      Once the door shut, Dax sagged back into the wall, letting it prop him up. “You better go make sure they don’t decide to serve themselves while we’re out here.”

      “You sure, boss? You don’t look too steady.”

      Not wanting to worry Tomi too much, Dax pushed off the wall and stumbled before righting himself. The kitten, apparently not liking being tossed around in his secret hideaway, squirmed before letting off a weak growl.

      “What the hell’s moving around inside your coat, Dax?” Tomi crossed his arms and stared at the lump moving around inside the leather coat.

      Leaving his right arm dangling, he carefully unzipped his coat, then dropped the pocket’s zipper a couple inches. The kitten shoved his head out of the gap and hissed.

      “Hush, you.” Dax tapped it gently on its nose.

      With a final grumpy growl, the kitten pulled its head back in and settled down again.

      “What are you doing with a kitten?”

      Dax shrugged, hissing and wincing at the pain in his right shoulder. He reached across his body and touched his shoulder, drawing back a bloody hand running thin from the rain.

      “Shit, you did get shot,” Tomi said.

      “It didn’t hit anything vital. I’ll be fine. You know that.” He’d been shot before, but he found he was still annoyed by it, bordering on pissed off. Perhaps the reason he couldn’t find the source of the thread flirting with death was because it was his. He’d been distracted by the kitten, thinking it might have been the tiny creature’s line intersecting with his. He’d think about it later.

      Tomi furrowed his brows, his lips drawing into a thin line across his face. “Whatever you say⁠—”

      They perked up at the distant sound of sirens.

      Dax shook his head, wincing. “Looks like someone around here still has hope Johnny Lawless will do something.” He sighed. “I’d better get out of here before they arrive. You know the drill if they come in.”

      “Yeah. You know the regulars do, too. Nobody heard or saw anything.” Tomi scowled briefly before fishing his keys out of his pocket.

      “Tomi,” Dax called to halt his manager. “Can you grab my keys off the desk and hand them out to me?”

      The Black man nodded, ducked inside, then reappeared a couple moments later and handed the keys to his boss. “You better hurry up.”

      He nodded and took his first steps carefully as water sluiced down the alley toward the gutters running nearly bank full alongside the sidewalk. He straddled the motorcycle and kicked it to life, cursing as the vibrations rattled his bones and jarred the wound. For the third time that day, he wished he drove a car. A nice, easy automatic that he wouldn’t have to shift.

      Flipping down his visor, he reached out with his right arm and wrapped his fingers around the grip on the handlebar. The movement brought tears to his eyes as he gritted his teeth through the pain. The ride home was going to be hell.
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      By the time Dax made it home through the cold wet streets of Redemption City, he was exhausted and on the verge of passing out from the pain of gripping a handlebar and navigating through traffic. After he stashed the chopper in the secured parking garage, he staggered over to the elevator. A handwritten “Out of Service” note stared back at him like a giant middle finger.

      Growling, he pushed the button, willing to risk a plummet on the odd chance it worked. Nothing. He stifled a string of profanities and made his way to the stairs. It was only a four-story building, but after being shot, each step felt like Everest.

      He groaned when he opened the door to the fourth floor and stumbled out, bouncing off the opposite wall. Keeping his left hand out, he trailed it along the wall in case he needed to catch himself. Once he arrived at his door, he fished his keys out and fumbled with them before finally getting his less coordinated hand to slide the key home.

      He slipped in the door and awkwardly removed his helmet one-handed just in time to avoid whichever busybody had opened their door to see what the staggering noise was. They probably just thought he was drunk. He dropped the helmet with a heavy plastic thud.

      The bathroom. He needed to get to the bathroom and its easy-to-clean tile floor. After he shut the door behind him, he pulled a dry towel from the rack and made a little wad in the tub on the opposite side of the drain. Unzipping his coat and the inner pocket, he waited for the kitten to pop its head out then snagged it with his left hand, prying it out of the warm pocket.

      The kitten didn’t protest too much when he set it down in the towel, but instead of making a nest, it investigated the tub. It was safe for now. Even as small as it was, it was too big to slide under the door, even if it climbed out of the tub.

      Groaning, Dax turned around and nearly fell into the mirror above the long vanity. He propped his left hand against the mirror and stared at his own pale white sweaty face, a drop of perspiration dangling from the end of his prominent eagle-like beak nose. He let it fall into the sink, unable to wipe it with the right hand and unwilling to risk face-planting into the mirror if he relinquished his stability against it.

      He needed to shift. He tried to pull in his other form, but it didn’t come. It was almost tangible, but something tethered him to his corporeal body. Closing his eyes, he concentrated and tried to separate his other self from his façade.

      The sweat on his face intensified as he grimaced through the pain. Focusing inward, he followed the tendrils of the deeper agony of being unable to transform. They followed parallel with the thrumming of the wound. As he stretched and tried to peel this body away from his flesh, he found the source.

      The bullet.

      The tether was thin, tenuous. It wouldn’t take much to snap it. Taking a deep breath, he grunted and slid his awareness next to the bullet, then gripped the tendril tying him to the flesh of his body and pushed outward, anchoring himself between the bullet and his grip on the tendril.

      Straining, he nearly gave up. But as the thread frayed, he poured more strength in until it snapped. The sudden release nearly floored him. The only thing keeping him upright was the vanity locking his knees upright and the friction of his hand stuck to the mirror. He breathed through the jolt of red-hot agony the snap caused.

      When the corners of his vision returned from the nearly faded out blackness, he reached for his other self and found it unencumbered. The flesh of his body disappeared into the aether where he stored it when it wasn’t in use.

      Without flesh to hold it in place, the bullet dropped, bouncing off his ribs but staying contained within the confines of his clothing, though his pants threatened to slide down without an ass and hips to hold them in place. Each time the bullet touched his bones, it sent a searing flash of pain through him. When it scraped down his femur then bounced off his tibia into his fibula, he almost fell backwards. Finally, it came to a stop inside his motorcycle boots, resting against the bones of his heel.

      Stumbling backwards, he sat awkwardly on the edge of the tub and nearly slipped backward into it but halted himself with a bony-fingered grip on the porcelain-covered cast iron. Once he stabilized, he reached down and pulled the boot off, turning it upside down. The bullet plinked to the floor and rolled in a semi-circle. It left an arc of blood where it’d rolled.

      The relief of removing the bullet from his body was instant, like a cold beer on a summer day. His fleshless ribs expanded and contracted more out of habit than any need to fill lungs that weren’t there. He straightened, his vertebrae popping as he rolled his back straight. His bare skull and empty eye sockets stared back at him from the mirror.

      “Mew.”

      He startled. During his struggle with his body and the bullet, he’d forgotten the kitten. Behind him, the kitten stretched up, swatting at the chain connecting his wallet to his belt. Reaching down, he scratched the scrawny kitten’s neck with the tip of his finger bones. The kitten leaned into it, purring.

      You are lucky I found you or you would be a dead kitten—Mortuus Catulus, Dax thought, projecting it into the kitten’s brain. He laughed, the sound raspy and breathless. Morty.

      Standing, he pulled off his leather coat and found the hole, sticking his finger through it. He set it aside and stripped off the rest of his sopping clothes, throwing them into the shower so the blood wouldn’t stain the floor. When he was fully naked, nothing but bones, he put his flesh back on, wincing in pain.

      He turned to look in the mirror. The wound was still there, though it looked like it had mostly closed up. It should be gone. Looking down, he stared at the bullet. He’d been shot before, but never like this. All he’d had to do was shed his flesh and let the bullet drop, and he’d been nearly good as new. It had never been a struggle to slip out of his mortal face before.

      Squatting, he inspected the bullet. Scratches drew his eye. They didn’t look like the normal striated action marks on a fired bullet. Taking a deep breath, he reached out, hovering over it before grasping it between his forefinger and thumb. Even through his flesh, he could feel the tug of the bullet, though it was only a dull, tingling sensation seeking to find a way through his defenses.

      He stood and rinsed it off in the sink. Holding it in the light, he turned it slowly. There were marks engraved on it. They appeared to be runes, but he wasn’t an expert. It looked like the striations had scratched through some of the marks. He’d need to find someone to tell him what the marks meant.

      “Mew!”

      He set the bullet down beside the sink and turned around, placing his hands on his hips. “What am I going to do with you?”

      The kitten tried to jump up to the ledge of the tub but slipped on the smooth porcelain, sliding down the edge to land in a heap. It was hard to see through the grime, but it looked like he had a white chin and chest. As scrawny as he was, food would need to be a priority. He grumbled and pulled out his first aid kit and cleaned and dressed his wound.

      “I guess I’m going to have to go back outside, my little fuzzy friend.” He shut the shower door and pulled the bathroom door closed behind him. The kitten couldn’t get up to much mischief locked in the bathroom.

      He pulled on some dry clothes and grabbed a bullet hole free coat from the closet. Before he closed the door, he grabbed an umbrella and a large backpack. He’d brave the bus. It’d be drier and easier to bring home supplies than on his motorcycle. Patting his pockets and finding them empty, he returned to the bathroom and grabbed his wallet and cellphone. He had a message alert.

      Tomi had sent a text containing a single question mark.

      Dax sent back a thumbs up emoji. They’d touch base in person instead of leaving anything anyone official could subpoena. With the backpack over his left shoulder, he ventured out the door and into the rain to acquire kitten supplies.
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      Knock. Knock.

      Dax jolted awake. The kitten startled, digging his needlelike claws into his leg.

      “Damn it,” he grunted, peeling the kitten off his leg. He held the kitten’s torso so he couldn’t get any claws into his skin and stood up, unlocking the door. “It’s unlocked.”

      He flopped back onto the couch, groaning as he bumped his right shoulder. The kitten wiggled out of his hand and pounced on something invisible on his lap. Once Morty’d stuffed his belly to near bursting and taken a nap, he seemed to have some energy to burn.

      “Hey, boss. How ya doing?” Tomi shut the door behind him and held up a six-pack of bottles. “Beer? Grabbed a sixer of pales ales from the cooler.”

      Dax nodded, absentmindedly moving his fingers for the kitten to chase.

      Tomi set the beer down on the end table and pulled off his damp, faded black denim jacket covered in patches and hung it in the closet. He wore a black T-shirt and black jeans with a few rips in them. Before he stepped further than the door, he took off his beat-up Docs. He grabbed a pair of bottles from the holder.

      “What the hell is that?” Tomi pointed with the bottle before prying the cap off and handing it to Dax.

      “It’s a kitten.”

      “I can see that. He looks less pathetic after a bath. Since when did you want a pet?” Tomi sank into a worn-out recliner opposite of Dax and took a deep drink of his bottle.

      “I’m not sure I want one, but I couldn’t leave him there to die.”

      Tomi nodded and grunted, taking another drink.

      “Ow.” Dax pulled his finger out of the kitten’s mouth, then shed the flesh of his hand, leaving only bones. He ran his fingers down the kitten’s back.

      “No matter how many times I see that, it still makes my skin crawl.” Tomi feigned a shiver then took another drink of beer. “The cops were disappointed they missed you. Your old friend Detective Ryan in particular.”

      Dax snorted. “I’m sure he was annoyed one of the bullets didn’t find a home between my eyes.”

      “He intimated as much.”

      “What’s the story?”

      “The usual. Music was too loud. Didn’t hear anything. You’d already left. Had no idea where you’d gone.” Tomi covered his mouth and belched.

      “The usual.” Dax raised his beer and tipped it toward his friend and bar manager.

      “Oddly enough, none of the neighbors saw you leave on your bike.” He chuckled, finishing his beer before grabbing another.

      The kitten pounced on Dax’s hand and bit into the finger bone before bouncing away, hissing. Instead of reengaging, the kitten decided to curl up into a ball on the opposite side of the couch.

      “So, what the hell happened?” Tomi asked, popping his socked feet up on the coffee table. One of them had a hole in the heel.

      “I don’t know. Not really. I climbed onto my bike and realized I didn’t have my keys. If I hadn’t stepped off at that moment, the first shot would have probably taken my head off. As is, the second hit me”—he reached over and pulled the collar of his t-shirt down to reveal the bandage. A bit of blood had seeped through, leaving a pink rosette in the middle—“right here. That shot knocked me to the ground and probably saved me from being hit by the third shot. After that, they skedaddled out of there.”

      “Shit. You’re bleedin’ still?”

      Dax nodded, stood up, and walked into the kitchen. When he returned, he dropped a plastic baggy in Tomi’s lap. “That’s the culprit right there.”

      Tomi held up the bullet, pulling the plastic tight around it so he could inspect it more closely. “What’s this etching? Looks like some Viking shit.”

      “I don’t know either. There’s something…extra to it. It tingles to the touch. At least mine.” Dax grabbed his beer from the end table and took a drink.

      “Do you mind?”

      “I didn’t wash it in soap, just rinsed it.”

      Tomi nodded, setting his beer down, and pulled the bullet from the bag. Leaning closer to the lamp, he turned it in his fingers as he stared at it.

      “Do you feel anything?” Dax asked.

      “I don’t think so. It’s hard to tell if it’s just the squick factor of it having been in your body, or something.” He shrugged. “But then again, I’m just a human. What do I know? What do you pick up?” He dropped the bullet back into the bag and headed into the kitchen, turning on the water in the sink.

      Dax waited until Tomi returned, wiping his damp hands on his pants. “Now, it just tingles. Kind of like electricity, just on the edge of being a burning sensation. I tell you what, it hurt like a son of a bitch all the way home.”

      Tomi chuckled. “I bet it wasn’t easy to navigate that big choppa of yours.” He always added the Arnie inflection.

      “It wasn’t.”

      “So, the big question is who?” Tomi asked.

      “I don’t know. I haven’t rubbed anyone wrong in a while. Assuming it was even meant for me.” He gave a half shrug with his left shoulder.

      Tomi snorted. “They set up aiming for your bike at your bar. Did you get a look at them?”

      “No. I saw a sedan parked in front of Thuc’s, but I wasn’t paying much attention.”

      At some point, Tomi had picked up the baggie with the bullet and was mindlessly fidgeting with it. “We need to figure out who’s taking potshots at you. I don’t feel like picking my teeth with a stray bullet meant for you. I don’t have your…uh…special abilities.”

      “I don’t suppose you know anyone who can look at that bullet and tell us what those markings might be.” He tipped the neck of his beer bottle toward the baggy in Tomi’s hand.

      “I realize there were Black Vikings, but I ain’t one of them.” He narrowed his eyes, staring closely at Dax, then exhaled slowly. “I’ll ask Mama if the manbo will speak to you.”

      Dax raised an eyebrow. “Manbo?”

      “Voodoo priestess. She fled New Orleans after Katrina. When we did.”

      He nodded. “Thanks.”

      Tomi checked his watch for the time. “I have to go. I have a date.”

      “Catch ya later.” Dax gave a single wave as Tomi slid his jacket on.

      “And don’t name the cat. If you name the cat, you’ll never get rid of him.”

      “Morty,” he mumbled.

      “What?”

      “I named him Morty.” He spoke the words a bit louder and clearer but looked away from Tomi.

      “Morty?” Tomi shook his head and laughed. “Congratulations. You’re now a cat owner.” He continued laughing as he shut the door.

      The sound of the heavy door hitting the jamb woke Morty, who stretched then made a running pounce at Dax’s hand. He rolled the kitten over onto its back and let the little fluff ball play with his skeletal fingers before it fell back to sleep, its four legs akimbo.
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      Mr. Carter droned on endlessly about supply and demand as he pointed to simple graphs projected onto the room’s wall. She knew it would be a mistake to take the senior economics class, but Cory wanted to because he liked the teacher. Unfortunately, the class was mostly filled with douche bros who always talked over her. Despite the low demand, there definitely was a surplus of assholes packed into this small classroom. It was just another day at Augustus “Gus” Atlas High School.

      When the bell went off, Mr. Carter waved to get everyone’s attention. “Don’t forget your essays are due on Monday!”

      With that, the class dissolved into chaos as everyone scrambled to be first out of the door.

      “Finally!” Cory said, slamming his textbook shut.

      “Yeah,” Jamie said. Her reply lacked Cory’s enthusiasm for the end of the school day, even though she was glad to be done with econ.

      “Come on. I’ll drop you off at home.”

      She nodded, tossing her books into her backpack. “Thanks.”

      “Hey, if you want to work on the essay this weekend, just come over if you need a little quiet.” His brown eyes filled with sympathy.

      “Let’s get out of here before the lot is jammed up.” Jamie slung the bag over her shoulder and followed Cory through the door and to the parking lot.

      The tall, athletic young man carved a swath through the crowds of students making their way to the exits to begin their weekend. Cory waved at friends as they worked their way through the halls. Jamie nodded to her friends, though far fewer than Cory.

      She and Cory had been friends since they were kids. When Cory hit puberty, he grew tall and good looking, but he’d never abandoned Jamie, who was smart but awkward. Once they made it out to the parking lot, they climbed into Cory’s old beat-up Kia. It had a fender that didn’t match the original color and more scratches than she could count, but it ran and got them where they wanted to go…most of the time.

      “Do you want to go to my house?” Cory asked.

      She wanted to. Cory’s mom always made her feel welcome. “No. If I don’t go home, Dad will pitch a fit. Maybe I can come over later.”

      “Sounds good. We’ll find something to stream and veg out.” He stopped the Kia in front of her apartment building. “Good luck.”

      “Thanks. Talk to you later.” She shut the door and trudged toward the entrance to the building.

      The closer she got to her apartment, the slower she moved. When she finally hit the last step up to her floor, she paused and took a deep breath before opening the door that led to her hallway. Gathering her resolve, she crossed the threshold into the hall and almost ran into the tall, blond, white man with his hair pulled back in a ponytail. He was dressed in a black leather jacket and dirty jeans. A scraggly beard completed his look. He held his hands in front of him, blocking her door.

      “Watch where you’re going, girlie,” he grumbled.

      “Sorry,” she mumbled, adrenaline dripping into her veins. Wondering what her dad had done now, she slouched a bit, the knot in her gut tightening. “This is my apartment.”

      “Let her in,” a voice yelled from inside.

      The man stepped aside, grabbed her shoulder, and shoved her through the door. Catching her balance, she paused by the couch and dropped her backpack next to it.

      “Now we’ve got a little audience here for you,” the same voice said.

      “No… Let her go,” her dad said, though he sounded strained.

      She closed her eyes, deflating more.

      Someone snorted. “And deprive her of a chance to see what kind of man her father is?”

      She had no delusions about the kind of man her father was. She didn’t need to see his latest failure firsthand. But she was smart enough to know that she didn’t have much of a choice, so she followed the sound of the voices into the kitchen. The first thing she saw was her father strapped into one of the kitchen chairs, his face bloody and swollen. His messy brown and gray hair looked sweaty, drops of perspiration glistened on the ever-expanding bald patch and dripped down his graying brown hair. He slumped in the chair, one of his hands resting on the table, his fingers splayed out in directions they shouldn’t be able to naturally. Seeing her walk into the room, he started sobbing.

      “Oh, now, be a man.” Leaning forward, the man directing things came into view. He was tall and broad with greasy gray hair. The top was mostly gone, the rest was pulled back into a lank ponytail that fell between his shoulders. He wore a black leather vest over a flannel shirt. “You want to set a good example for your…daughter, I’m guessing? You can at least serve as a good object lesson about paying your debts and not making wagers you can’t meet.” The man leaned back in his chair. “If people don’t pay their debts, then what of the families and children of the people to whom you owe money? What about the employees your debt holders support?” He nodded at someone standing out of sight.

      Another tall man stepped into view and punched her father in the face. She winced at the sound of fist on flesh. Her father rocked back in the chair, but the man grabbed his shoulder and slammed him back onto all four chair legs. Broken sobs slipped from her father’s bleeding, swollen lips.

      She tried to back away but stopped when she ran into a mountain of muscular flesh. Whoever it was grabbed her shoulders and roughly shoved her back into the kitchen.

      “You can’t learn if you don’t observe,” the leader said, turning back toward her father. “Now, what am I going to do with you, Toby? Judging by this shithole, I can’t squeeze much more blood from the turnip that is your life. Unless…” He turned his head and looked Jamie over. “I might have some tasks your lovely daughter can perform.”

      “No!” Her father tried to surge from the chair, but the restraints held him. The muscle laid a lazy backhand across his cheek with a crack, calming him down as he whimpered.

      “She’ll do what I tell her, or I’ll find other ways for her to pay back your debt.” The boss stood up. His shirt was unbuttoned too far, revealing a thatch of gray and brown chest hair. A Hammer of Thor hung from a large gold chain around his neck. Grabbing her jaw with a meaty hand, he leaned close. His rank breath smelled of the whiskey. “We’ll be sending you a messenger who will give you a little job to perform. You refuse, and we’ll return to escalate the situation. And you don’t want to see me again. Understand?”

      She nodded weakly. “If I do this one job, will my dad’s debt be cleared?”

      The boss snorted. Flecks of spittle hit her face as she cringed away. The goon behind her grabbed her head and held it steady.

      The leader twisted his thick neck to address her dad. “She’s got more spine than you do, Toby.” Returning his gaze to her, he squeezed her jaw. She winced. “Depends on the job, girlie.” He released her face, then turned, but before he finished the turn, he slapped her cheek. Stars exploded in her vision, and her neck wrenched as the goon behind her held her head still. “Just so you know I’m serious.”

      The goon let go of her shoulders, and she sagged against the wall, tears burning in her eyes. She sat dazed as the bikers turned and left while her dad blubbered.

      “Wh…what’s going on? What are you doing in my house?” the voice of her mom called from the entrance to their apartment.

      “Honey… I’m sorry,” her dad mumbled. “I’m so sorry.”

      “Oh my god, what happened?” Her mom stood at the entrance into the kitchen, her hands covering her mouth as she stared on in horror. “Jamie?”

      Shoving her way to her feet, Jamie pushed past her mother and stumbled out of the apartment. The tears finally fell, burning tracks down her cheeks.

      “Jamie! Get back here,” her mom called.

      Ignoring her, Jamie bolted toward the emergency exit, blasting through the heavy door, and ran down the stairs, barely keeping her balance. When she hit ground level, she shoved the door open and ran behind the building, hoping to avoid the bikers. The sound of noisy motorcycles fired up from the front of the building then disappeared into the distance.

      With the threat of the bikers receding, the tears turned into racking sobs as she staggered away from her apartment building, picking up speed as she tried to run away from her life.
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      Jamie, her feet pumping and her lungs burning, ran through the rundown park and into the neighborhood next to hers. By the time she reached Cory’s house, her clothes were drenched on the outside from the rain and the inside from sweat. She pounded on the door. A minute later, Cory’s mom opened the door, letting her in.

      “Oh, sweetie, what happened to you? You’re positively soaked. Oh my… What happened to your face? Did your father do that?”

      Jamie shook her head.

      “Wait here, dear. I’ll get you a towel.”

      “Mom?” Cory called, rumbling down the stairs. “Is Jamie here?” He stopped at the bottom of the stairs. “Damn. What the heck happened? I would have picked you up…”

      She opened her mouth to speak but couldn’t force the words from her lips. Her tears, which had slowed to a trickle on the harsh run over, started again. Cory’s mom, Linda, reemerged with a towel and a pair of jeans.

      “Here’s a towel and some dry jeans and socks for you. They should work well enough. Cory, grab her a t-shirt and let her change in your room,” Linda said.

      They both responded to her kind but firm voice. Cory led her to his room and dug out a black t-shirt and a hoodie, setting them on his bed.

      “I’ll wait outside for you.”

      Jamie nodded and sniffed, wiping her nose on her sleeve. Cory squeezed her shoulder on the way by, shutting the door behind him.

      “Let’s get out of here so Mom doesn’t interrogate you. She means well.” He paused for a moment. “Tell ya what, I’ll treat you to burgers and shakes. Meet me downstairs. I’m going to see if Mom will give me a twenty,” Cory said through the door.

      While he talked, she stripped down to her underwear and bra. Using her wet t-shirt, she swiped it over her face to sop up the mix of sweat, rain, and tears. Once she had on her baggy mix of borrowed clothes, she slipped out to the bathroom to give her face a proper wash and finger comb her hair. When she felt put together enough to head downstairs, she took a deep breath and fixed her best attempt at a neutral expression on her face—anything beyond that wouldn’t have been possible.

      Cory and Linda were waiting for her in the living room when she emerged. As Linda stepped closer to Jaime and pulled her into a hug, Cory gave her an eyeroll. Wrapping her arms around Cory’s mom, Jamie welcomed the warm embrace and the affection of her best friend’s mother.

      “You don’t have to say anything, but if you ever need to talk, I’m here for you.” Linda rubbed her back soothingly.

      Jamie sniffed, trying to keep the tears from returning. “I know. Thank you, Linda.”

      Linda released her with a final squeeze. “You two get out of here and try to enjoy your Friday. Call me if you need anything.”

      “I will.” Jaime stared down, not wanting to make eye contact with Linda in case her eyes held pity.

      “You ready, Jaime?” Cory asked.

      She nodded and followed Cory to the door.

      “Have fun and be safe.”

      “We will, Mom.” Cory smiled at his mother and held the door for Jaime.

      They didn’t say anything until they were buckled into Cory’s Kia. Turning on the engine, Cory twisted to face her, patting her knee. “Do you want to go for a run first? I heard about a place that sounds great. It’s mostly stopped raining, but I have some towels in the trunk.”

      She thought about it. The dash over hadn’t relieved her stress, only adding to the desperation that had driven her to sprint all the way to Cory’s in the pouring rain. Runs with Cory, though, allowed her to forget about her daily life for a while.

      “Do you want to pick some road music? Or do you want me to handle it?” Cory asked.

      “You do it,” she replied, turning to stare out the window at the front of Cory’s house.

      The sight of the green door always brought a sense of peace and diminished anxiety as she neared the sanctuary. Since first grade, she’d been fleeing to his house whenever things got bad at home, which seemed too often, especially the last few years as her dad’s gambling addiction worsened. When his boss fired him, it should have served as a wake-up call. Instead, he ran through the meager money Mom had stashed aside for emergencies.

      She sighed and gazed out the rain-spattered window, letting her eyes go unfocused at the passing lights sparkling through the drops. As she tried to empty her mind, she found her head bobbing to the music. The lights grew thinner, eventually disappearing as they left the limits of Redemption City behind them. After a few turns, Cory pulled off the road and stashed the car behind a small stand of trees.

      Cory unbuckled his seatbelt and peeled off his hoodie and t-shirt. “This is it. Just on the other side of the hills, there is a nice forest we can run through.”

      Jamie kicked off her shoes and socks then stepped out of the car and stripped the rest of the way, throwing her clothes into the passenger seat and closing the door. Before the cold could eat all her body heat, she made the shift. Falling onto all fours, she shook out her silvery-gray fur and jogged around the Kia, meeting Cory on the other side just as he shifted.

      He sneezed and shook out his mostly black fur. Stepping closer to Jamie, his tongue lolled out as he darted forward and licked her wolfy face before turning and loping off toward the hills. He stopped after fifteen feet to make sure she was following. She dashed after him. For the first time since she’d gotten home, she felt a bit better.

      The rain-damp air felt pure and cleansing outside the city. The smell of decaying leaves and rich soil added to the heady aroma. But mostly, she reveled in the feel of her muscular lupine body stretching and bunching as her nails dug into the soil to propel her forward. She wanted to raise her muzzle to the sky and howl her joy but restrained herself.

      Once they disappeared into the woods, a mix of firs and denuded deciduous trees, they played a game they’d been playing since they were old enough to disappear and shift, which resembled a mix of hide and seek and tag.

      The simple focus of hiding or finding her target centered her and allowed her to push the last of the anger and humiliation away. Both of them huffing and puffing, they decided they were finished and flopped down on the dry needle-strewn ground beneath a particularly large fir tree.

      Cory rolled onto his side, letting Jamie rest her head on his thick barrel of a chest. They lay there, listening to the sounds of the night as they mingled with the wolves’ breaths and the beating of their hearts. When the gurgling of Cory’s hunger injected itself into the quiet symphony, Jamie stood up and let her tongue loll out in a wolfy laugh and gestured in the direction of their parked car with her head.

      Cory launched to his feet and jumped up on his hind paws, gamboling around to amuse her, then dashed off at a speed that was a bit foolhardy for as tightly packed as the trees were. Instead of following at her own pace, she took off after him, enjoying the recklessness of sprinting through the trees. When she caught up to him, he slowed to a more respectable pace. Once they broke free of the trees, he reduced his speed even further to allow them time to cool down before they arrived at the car.

      Jamie’s stomach was growling, too, now that she’d worked off the worst of her emotions. Her normal low-level anxiety returned as she neared the point where she’d have to shift back to her human body, but the run and play had left her feeling content and drained. The gurgling in her stomach was just hunger, which was a nice feeling after everything that had happened that day.

      She looked forward to wherever Cory had planned for dinner. He always knew the best places to get burgers and delighted in finding new burger joints to try out. He no doubt had found one out this way and then found the place to go running so they could stop there after.

      The already cold night had dipped down close to freezing. Her breath fogged in front of her as she scrambled to dive into her clothes as fast as she could before flopping into the passenger seat and slamming the door shut.

      “Careful with my baby, she’s not as spry as she used to be,” Cory complained.

      She stuck her tongue out at him. “Take me to the burger joint, driver. And make it snappy.”

      Cory laughed. “I’m glad you’re feeling better.”

      He fired up the car and pulled back onto the road. Winding through the countryside, he led them to a small town and what looked like a hopping local burger joint.

      “Do you want to go in or drive through?” Cory asked.

      “I don’t feel like peopling in a strange new town.”

      “Drive through it is.” He pulled into the line.

      When he rolled down his window to place the order with a person in a window, the smells rolling out of the restaurant intensified the growl in her stomach as she salivated in anticipation. After they collected their burgers, fries, milkshakes, and sodas, Cory pulled back onto the road and headed back toward Red City. They nibbled on their fries while he drove to their next destination. Fortunately, it wasn’t too far away. They pulled onto the road that led up to the bluff that overlooked the city.

      They were the only ones in the parking lot, so they found a great spot that allowed them to overlook the city below them. The lights twinkled while flashes of shifting neon in various neighborhoods spilled their garish light pollution into the night sky.

      “From up here, you can forget the city is an utter shithole,” Cory said around bites of his burger.

      “Almost.” Even up here, it was a bit harder to forget when she lived in the household that she did. She dipped a few fries into her chocolate shake before popping them into her mouth.

      Cory gave her a long look before returning to staring out the window at the city and focused on his food. When they’d finished everything and stuffed all the wrappers and boxes back into the bag, they sipped on their sodas as the music played.

      After he sucked down the last of his soda, he turned to her. “So. Are you going to tell me what happened? I mean, it’s OK if you don’t want to, but I’m here if you need to talk.”

      She sighed and paused before launching into what she’d been subjected to after he’d dropped her off that afternoon. “It’s my dad…”

      Cory listened raptly, only interrupting a couple times to ask clarifying questions. After the last words tumbled from her lips, they sat silently. Reaching over, Cory grabbed her hand and squeezed it. The warmth of his hand fought off a bit of the cold the retelling had filled her with.

      “And so you have to do something for a gang of dirtbag bikers to pay off your dad’s debt? That’s fucked up. I’m so sorry.” Cory ran his hands through his shaggy brown hair.

      “Yeah. I can’t wait to graduate and get out.”

      “Jamie, you don’t have to do this alone. I’ll help you.”

      The earnestness in his eyes nearly broke her heart. “You can’t get involved. Not with these guys. They’re bad, bad people.”

      “We’ve been best friends since we were six. I’m not going to abandon you when you need me most. The two of us together will do better than just you by yourself.”

      “Look, Cory. It’s not going to be something like fetch a rare herb from a far-off mountain. This isn’t a video game. It’s going to be something illegal. I can’t drag you into that. Your mom would kill me. I’m probably going to get killed in the process.” She sagged forward, resting her head on the dash.

      Cory rubbed her back. “I don’t care.” Cory injected steel into her voice. “You’re not getting rid of me that easily. We’ve been getting in and out of trouble for twelve years. We work better as a team. You know it. We’ll do this together.”

      Sitting back, Jamie stared at Cory, tears brimming in her eyes, before lunging across the car to hug him. “Thank you.”

      “We’re in this together, right?”

      She nodded into his shoulder.

      “Pinky swear you won’t hide anything from me?”

      Jamie sat back and clasped Cory’s pinky with hers. “I promise.”
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      Dax held the umbrella over Mama Adele as Tomi trailed along. She’d insisted on filling Tomi's and Dax’s bellies with fresh gumbo before she took them to visit the manbo. Tomi could never say no to his mama, and she’d never take a no from Dax when it came to her attempts to put more meat on his, in her opinion, underfed bones. The fifty-something Black woman wore her Sunday best—a long, dark blue dress and a silver cardigan under her coat, along with a set of pearls, and a brown flapper cap with a knit flower on the right side over her ear.

      When they arrived at the nondescript shop on the first floor of a four-story brick building, Dax held the door for Adele as she transitioned from the protection of his umbrella to the shop. The scent of incense, herbs, and spices washed over him on the warm air escaping from the door. Tomi slid in quickly while Dax closed his umbrella. The only thing marking the store was a wooden sign that said, “Madame Thibodeaux’s,” and a neon open sign.

      The inside of the shop was a sensory riot of colors and smells. New Orleans jazz played quietly over the store’s speaker system. Wooden masks and figurines hung around the walls and sat on shelves next to a huge variety of beads. Various voodoo practitioner materials sat in bins near and behind the glass case counter. Behind the counter stood
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