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CHAPTER 1



They tell me flying is safer than driving. Every day, millions of people take to the skies and fail to crash and die. Maybe that’s true when flying involves spending hours being delayed in an airport, eating bad airline food, and hoping the person who bought the seat next to yours has showered sometime in the past week. Maybe it’s safer being surrounded by an experienced, professional pilot and crew, a bunch of life-saving devices, and decades of engineering precision.


But when flying means riding piggyback on an airborne djinn who isn’t very good at it, and who might be cranky enough not to notice—or care—if you fall off and drop a thousand feet to your death, it’s safer to swim in a pool full of hungry sharks. When I fly, nobody offers me peanuts or a watered-down drink. I don’t even get a lousy seat belt.


Lucky me.


“Ian, we’ve been up here an hour,” I shouted. “Where’s this damned cave?”


“Close.”


“You said that the last three times I asked.”


“Then stop asking, thief.”


“You’re lost, aren’t you?”


I felt him tense beneath me. “I am not lost.”


“Bullshit.” We were definitely lost. And even if we weren’t both guys, we couldn’t exactly ask for directions. There wasn’t anyone else flying around the open skies above the Appalachians in Virginia right now. I didn’t bother opening my eyes to see if I could help. Every damned mountain looked the same to me. “You sure this is the right area?”


“Yes. Now be silent. I am attempting to scry.”


“Great,” I muttered. Scrying was basically remote viewing, a mental camera that could travel anywhere and focus on anything magical. A nice trick to know—and yet another type of magic Ian wasn’t good at, and I couldn’t do at all. Ian’s wife, Akila, usually did the scrying for us to find our targets, since it was one of her clan’s strengths. We were never going to find the thing on our own. “Maybe we should land before you try that.”


“Donatti.”


“Fine. Shutting up.” I’d give it a few more minutes before I complained again. My arms ached from the awkward grip across Ian’s chest, and my cramped body begged for a stretch. At least we hadn’t flown all the way here from upstate New York. We had a hotel room in some little village farther down the mountain, and when we finished this, we’d use the mirror there to get home the same way we’d come down.


If we finished this at all.


My gut clenched, and not from airsickness this time. We’d dragged ourselves here to kill another Morai. For the past year, I’d been helping Ian hunt down and destroy the snake clan, the djinn responsible for wiping out the Dehbei, his clan. Well, our clan, I guess, since technically he was my great-great-great-you-get-the-idea-grandfather. But I was mostly human, and there were at least ten generations between Ian and me.


I didn’t like killing. I assumed the Morai didn’t like being killed. But they were vicious bastards, and Ian’s revenge became mine when their clan leader, Lenka, had tried to take out him, Akila, me, and my woman and son. We’d destroyed Lenka, and had been tracking the rest ever since.


Ian assured me that after this one, we had only seventy-eight or so more left. At the rate we were going, I figured I’d probably be ancient and drooling in my oatmeal when we caught the last one. If I lived that long.


“There you are, snake.” Ian spoke softly, but I heard him just fine. The venom in his voice would’ve transcended a tornado. Louder, he said, “We are landing now. Hold tight.”


“Like I’m not doing that already.” Still, I shifted and locked my hands together. I felt him slowing, losing height, and finally we landed with a dull thud. I opened my eyes to make sure there was ground beneath us, then let go and stumbled back a few steps while my legs remembered how to stand. “There’s gotta be a better way to travel,” I said. “Any suggestions?”


He ignored me. I would’ve been insulted, but I was used to that from him.


I let out a sigh and scanned the area. This was just about the summit of the mountain. In front of us, a jagged opening in the rock face revealed a deep cavern, dappled with sunlight that streamed through what I assumed were holes in the ceiling, and fading to black beyond. Cool, dank air wafted from the mouth of the cave like an ancient breath. Anything could be hiding in that patchwork of light and shadow.


With my luck, it’d be something with teeth.


It actually took me a few seconds to find Ian again. Nature wasn’t my element, but he blended right in. As always, his clothing was earth toned, dirt brown everything—boots, pants, vest, no shirt. He hated shirts. The leather duster he always wore, no matter the temperature, had rumpled a bit during the flight. Standing perfectly still, staring into the cave with coiled bloodlust in his eyes, he looked every inch the predator he was. A wolf ready to strike.


I cleared my throat. “Maybe we should wait awhile before we go in there.”


Ian’s black-ringed eyes narrowed, and his lean features drew into a scowl. “Are you afraid, thief ?”


“Ex-thief,” I said automatically. “I’m retired, remember? And no, I’m not scared. Unless there’s bears. But my point is, you’ve been flying forever, and you scryed too. You can’t have much juice left.” Djinn magic drained when they used it in the human realm, and it took time to recharge. “I won’t be able to save us if things go wrong.”


Ian snorted. “This one is still sealed inside his tether. Nothing will go wrong.”


“Those sound suspiciously like famous last words to me.”


“What?”


“Never mind.” I shook my head. Once he decided on something, that was what’d better happen. We were going in. The great Ian had spoken. I frowned and said, “Look, when we’re through here, do you think you could show me a couple of useful spells? I can do the invisible thing, and turn knives into different knives. I’ve got mirror bridges and tether destruction down. But that’s it. I can’t defend myself against these guys, and I’m human. Unlike you, I’ll die.”


Something that resembled surprise eased over his face during my rant. “I have told you, he is sealed. And djinn cannot kill humans.”


“No, but they can cause death to happen. And they aren’t all going to be sealed.”


Ian frowned. “We will discuss this later.”


“Yeah. Sure we will.” I knew a dismissal when I heard it. With a scowl of my own, I crossed my arms and nodded toward the cave. “Confident assholes first.”


He looked like he’d say something else. Instead, he shrugged carefully and walked inside.


I gave it a few seconds and followed. Wasn’t quite as pissed as I made out, but I was getting a little tired of feeling like a fourth-rate lackey. We’d gone into some nasty fights with the Morai over the past year, and my little handful of pathetic tricks never prevented me from coming out banged up and bloody. Ian or Akila always healed me afterward, but there had to be a way to avoid the pain in the first place.


A quick glance around revealed rocks and more rocks. “Remind me what we’re looking for again,” I said.


“It is a bracelet.” Ian stirred a pile of stones with a foot and avoided looking at me. “Thick, tapered. Likely gold.”


“Got it.” I moved toward the left-hand wall, where the most light came in. Ian had the senses of a wolf, and could see in the dark. I couldn’t. The thought strengthened my resolve to push the issue of learning more magic after we killed this guy.


Snake, I told myself. Not guy. I had to think of them as snakes pretending to be humanish—it was the only way I could go through with destroying them. I didn’t believe in murder. At least if Ian was right, this time would be a little easier. I’d only see the tether.


Tethers were important to the djinn. They were personal objects, usually small and made of metal, that bound them to the human realm when they crossed over. And since the djinn were basically immortal, the only way to kill them was to destroy their tethers with a blood spell.


Ian never brought his tether along on our hunts. For obvious reasons.


I reached the wall without seeing anything shiny. From here, I could see about four feet in any direction before darkness bled into the light. Looked like a standard cave to me—not that I’d been in many caves.


Only there was something on the wall that wasn’t standard. Marks not made by weather and water and time. Curves, squiggles, dots, and hash marks arranged in slanting rows, drawn with something dark and maroon tinged that was probably blood. I couldn’t make sense of it, but Ian could.


It was djinn writing.


“Ian, get over here.” I spoke low, knowing he’d hear me and hoping there wasn’t anyone else around to listen. A tingling sensation prickled the back of my neck, and I backed away from the wall. The marks weren’t recent—but they shouldn’t have been there at all.


I blinked, and he was next to me. He noticed before I had to tell him. Cursing in djinn, he reached out and brushed fingertips across the nearest line. “Ward spells,” he said. “They are no longer active. And here …” His hand trailed down a few lines. “A warning.”


“About what?”


“It says, ‘Beware the deceiver.’ I cannot make out the rest.”


“Terrific. Who wrote it?”


Ian gave me a dry look. “How should I know?”


“Make a guess, then.” The tingling on my neck crawled down my spine, and a breeze whispered over me. A warm breeze. From the back of the cave. I turned and squinted into the blackness, saw shadows painted on shadows.


One of them moved. Something flashed briefly, a yellow glint in the dark.


Likely gold.


“Oh, shit,” I breathed. “Ian. I found it.”


A figure oozed silently from the shadows. The bracelet wasn’t lying around the cave—it was on the wrist of the Morai who owned it.


Like all the other Morai I’d seen, this one was bald, with pale white, almost scaly skin. His eyes were yellow, reptilian, with slitted pupils. But there, the resemblance ended. At least the rest had looked half alive.


Filthy rags hung loosely around a gaunt, wasted body only a few steps up from skeletal. He was barefoot, the nails on his toes and fingers way too long and gnarled into thick, yellowed curls. His lips and the sunken pockets under his eyes were an ugly bluish-purple, and the eyes themselves bulged from his head, glittering madly.


He grinned around blackened, pointed teeth and rasped, “Gahiji-an.”


When a djinn knew Ian’s real name, it was never good news.


His burning gaze shifted to me. “Lo an riisal,” he said.


Panic flooded me while I tried to figure out what spell he’d just cast, and how much it’d hurt. I couldn’t speak djinn too well, but I was starting to understand it better—through instinct, not because Ian had taught me any of it. Except the spells I needed to help him out. Finally, my mind plucked out a rough translation: and the apprentice. I stared back.


The Morai hadn’t moved. He was still grinning.


If he knew who Ian was, why the hell hadn’t he attacked? They all did, usually right before we found them. But this one had apparently been standing there watching us, and then revealed himself completely without so much as a threat. Maybe he was insane. I’d seen the same wild-eyed stare from people who lived in alleys and talked to shopping carts.


The Morai shifted his gaze back to Ian. “Rayan. Ken-an ni—”


Ian snarled something, too fast for me to understand, and definitely a spell. A tremor passed through the cave, and the Morai’s feet sank into the ground. The rocky surface closed around his ankles. He blinked, glanced down, looked at Ian. The grin slid away.


My brain worked out what the Morai had started to say. Prince, do you not know … Not know what?


I had actually started to ask when Ian interrupted. “Donatti. Kill him.”


“Christ, Ian. He didn’t do anything.”


“He is Morai!”


Before I could respond, a harsh cry tore from the trapped djinn. Eyes narrowed, teeth bared, he cast a hand out toward Ian and shouted something that was unpleasantly familiar. Ian dropped with a scream and writhed on the ground. I understood what had happened seconds before the Morai sent the same spell at me.


Crud. Why did all the evil djinn have to use flame curses?


I had no way to stop it. The magic hit, and burning pain surged through me and drove me to my knees. I dragged myself back across the floor of the cave, inch by painful inch, hoping this one wouldn’t last long. My flesh had so far failed to erupt in fire, but it sure as hell felt like I’d drunk kerosene and swallowed a match. I could practically smell charbroiled Donatti.


As I attempted to crawl into a shadow, hoping snakes didn’t have night vision, the Morai yanked free of the cave floor. He steadied himself, cried, “Ela na’ar!” and gestured in Ian’s direction. I couldn’t see Ian, but I heard him shout in pain.


My own situation forced my focus back to the sensations consuming me. I blinked against imaginary smoke and tried to forget that flame curses could actually kill if you believed in them enough. Screaming nerves, boiling blood, the faint crackle of fire … it was all in my head.


Yeah, right.


I heard one of them mutter something in the djinn tongue and really hoped it was Ian. An instant later, the false fire consuming me vanished. I gasped in relief and twisted semiupright to see the Morai doubled over and coughing up viscous black fluid. Ian had cast a soul drain on him. I’d seen him do it once—but unfortunately, it hadn’t taken the djinn he’d thrown it at long to shake loose.


Speaking of Ian, where the hell was he? I glanced around, saw nothing in the light, then a flickering glow from a corner caught my attention. It came from Ian, who was executing a strange little dance while he smacked at the flames spreading across his torso.


Shit. I’d never seen one of them actually set someone on fire before. This was bad.


I heaved myself up from the floor just as the Morai got himself under control and stopped leaking soul gunk. He glared at Ian, pointed up, and snapped, “Yiiksar-en.” An alarming crack echoed through the cave.


Ian threw a hand out and shouted something. The Morai went rigid and immobile. Ian must’ve locked him down to keep him from casting more spells. I knew how that one worked—temporary whole-body paralysis. He’d done it on me before. But only to shut my big mouth long enough to prevent us both from getting killed.


More cracks sounded, and a grinding groan announced hunks of rock breaking away from the edges of the roof vent. They fell straight for Ian.


A soccer-ball-size chunk struck his back and knocked him flat. Another big piece landed on his arm, and I heard a bone snap. Smaller stones pelted his legs. Jagged shards rained on his head and sliced his face. He groaned, tried to drag himself away from the rubble.


“Jesus Christ!” I stumbled toward him with no idea what I intended to do. Before I reached him, he glanced up at me and shook his head.


“Get the tether,” he said through his teeth.


Crud. I really didn’t want to do that.


I shifted direction and lurched toward the stiff, furious figure. So much for him not doing anything. I guess Ian was right about them all being evil.


I grabbed for his wrist. The Morai blinked. A hiss rose from his throat, like air escaping from a punctured tire. Hoping there were no spell incantations that went “ssssss,” I wrapped a hand around the bracelet and pulled.


It didn’t budge.


Ian coughed. It was a wet, ominous sound. “Quickly, thief.”


“What do you want me to do, cut his hand off ? It’s stuck.”


“Whatever it takes.”


My gut clenched and rolled. I didn’t think I could bring myself to hack somebody up like that—even if it was an evil djinn. I yanked on the bracelet again. It moved down about a quarter inch and stuck at the base of his thumb.


The Morai’s hissing grew louder. This time, I heard a few vowels in there.


“Blast you, Donatti, kill him!”


Ian had pulled himself up on one knee. The broken arm dangled limp and twisted at his side. Sweat drenched his ashen face and mingled with blood from a deep gash on his forehead. If he wasn’t out of magic before, he had to be now, and there was no way I could fight this guy on my own.


I grabbed for my switchblade, flicked it open … and realized that even if I could pony up the guts to lop his hand off, it’d take too long to saw through with a lousy three-inch blade. Time to improvise.


A hasty mental inventory revealed I’d brought nothing useful. Cell phone, flashlight, a bag of trail mix. That’d help. I could temporarily blind him, force-feed him, and hope he had a peanut allergy.


With my limited magic options, that pretty much left tether destruction—if I could get the damned thing away from him. I might’ve been able to destroy it while it was still on him, but djinn tended to explode when their tethers went, and if I didn’t move quickly enough I’d finish myself along with him.


There had to be another way. I scanned the cave floor, and my gaze lit on a crumbled spray of loose rock. Perfect. I dropped the Morai’s wrist, grabbed a fist-size stone from the pile, and smashed it against his temple. He shuddered and collapsed.


Magic didn’t solve everything.


A sharp gasp from Ian drew my attention. I dropped the rock beside the unconscious Morai and rushed over to him. He’d staggered back against the wall, collapsed, and slumped forward, barely conscious. Bright blood dripped from his mouth.


“Ian.” I shook his shoulder. He stirred, groaned. “C’mon, man. You in there?”


He raised his head and looked at me with piercing eyes. “Idiot. Destroy him.”


“He’s out of it—”


“Now.”


“Fine.” I turned, palmed my blade, and crossed over to the Morai. His closed eyelids twitched in erratic rhythm, and his open mouth had frozen in a sneer around his ruined fangs. The Morai could look more human if they wanted to—Ian didn’t resemble a wolf much, except for his eyes. Their appearance was a testament to their hatred. If they were smart, they could make it a lot harder for us to recognize them.


The arm bearing the bracelet lay flung out from his side. I crouched as far away from him as I could and still be within reach of the tether, sucked in a breath, and sliced my finger open. Blood was an unfortunate necessity for most of the few spells I knew. At least this one didn’t require drawing a symbol, like the mirror bridge. My hands shook enough to ensure a lack of precision.


I smeared a thick band of blood on gleaming gold and tried to concentrate. There were words I had to speak. I always had trouble with those.


Before I could spit out the incantation, the Morai’s eyes fluttered open and found me. A cold smile wrenched his lips. He struggled to breathe and spoke in a guttural whisper. “Riisal’a gekki. Ken’an ni shea-wa. Fik lo jyhaad insinia de sechet.”


A translation ripped through my head, and dull weight settled in my gut—then fingers seized my wrist. The Morai’s lips attempted to form words. More weird warnings … or a spell?


“Ana lo ’ahmar nar, fik lo imshi, aakhir kalaam.”


My relief that the words had come from me didn’t last long. The tether glowed white-hot, and the Morai erupted in flame. I wrenched my hand free, but not before the fire singed my flesh. Real burns this time, turning my skin a ghastly, blistered white. I scrambled toward Ian, half blind, the Morai’s dying scream chasing me like a wounded banshee.


His explosive end shook the world and knocked me prone on the cave floor at Ian’s feet. I curled around my throbbing hand and waited for things to settle down. No need to witness the Morai’s destruction. I’d already seen plenty of them die.


A gray haze settled over me, and I drifted on the edge of senselessness. Eventually Ian nudged me and said something. It took a minute for his words to impress on my brain.


“Donatti. Your hand.”


I tried to move. Pain sliced a ribbon up my arm. “Still there,” I gasped. “How ’bout a nap? Wake me up next week.”


“We must get out of this place.”


“Why? It’s a nice cave. We should camp here.” Though I intended sarcasm, I came across like a doomed Boy Scout in a horror movie. Using major magic always took a toll, and exhaustion weighed me down to the point of idiocy. I barely made sense to myself.


I clenched my jaw and maneuvered onto my back for a look at the injury. It was a lot worse now. My hand formed a frozen claw, the flesh a deep and angry red where it wasn’t sickly white and threatening to burst. The sight of it threw my gut into full boil. I swallowed bile and turned away fast, before I could heave all over myself.


“Close your eyes, thief,” Ian said gently. “I will attempt to heal you.”


“Ex … forget it.” I took his suggestion. “What about you? You’re a wreck.”


“That will have to wait. I do not have enough power left to transform.”


“Oh. Right.” Djinn could only heal themselves in our realm by taking their animal forms. Ian happened to be an oversize wolf, when he wasn’t an angry, vicious, almost-seven-foot-tall human-looking bastard. This little bonus excluded me, since I wasn’t exactly a djinn.


I sensed him move, knew he held a palm just above my throat like he always did when he healed me. The searing pain in my hand diminished to a deep, slow throb. Ian hissed through his teeth. “Not enough,” he whispered. “I am too drained.”


I risked a glance and gave my fingers a tentative wiggle. They moved, so at least my hand wasn’t mummified anymore, but the skin remained red and blistered and streaked with white blotches. The missing top third of my index finger wasn’t a result of the fire, though. I’d lost that a year ago against Lenka—and djinn magic didn’t cover regeneration, so I’d never get it back.


“It’s fine.” I eased into a seated position, exhaled slowly. “I guess this is our cue to walk,” I said. “Want a hand up?”


Ian nodded reluctantly. I knew he hated asking for help, no matter how much he needed it. He was a warrior, or at least he had been four hundred years ago, before he got banished to the human realm. And no self-respecting warrior would let a little thing like crippling injury stand in his way.


His banishment was another reason we hunted the Morai. He couldn’t return home until he’d killed every last one of their clan—Akila’s father, the head of the djinn Council, had seen to that. What a guy.


I arranged Ian’s good arm around my shoulders and lifted. He came up slowly, gained his feet, and motioned me away with murmured thanks. After a beat, he said, “What did the Morai say to you?”


“Um.” I hesitated. Wasn’t sure Ian should hear about it, especially the last part.


“Did you not understand him?”


I didn’t answer.


“It may have been important.” Ian had that determined look in his eyes, the one that said he’d stop at nothing to destroy every last Morai in existence no matter what the cost—to himself, or anyone else. “Can you recall any of the words?”


“Yeah.” I stared at the ground. “He said, ‘Foolish apprentice. He knows not what he sees. Die in service to your master’s madness.’”


Ian recoiled like I’d gut-punched him. “You do not believe him … do you?”


“No.” I sighed. “I think you’re right. We’d better get out of here.” The stench of burned flesh and spent blood hung in the dead air. If we stuck around much longer, I’d have to become a vegetarian, because the idea of cooked meat would stage a revolt in my stomach.


Ian limped out the way we’d come in. I followed him, and tried to ignore the whisper that insisted the deceiver the Morai warned about could be anyone. Even Ian.





Chapter 2



After we’d put some distance between us and the cave, the terrain changed from mostly rock to mostly trees. Ian stayed ahead of me and trudged along at a steady pace, ignoring the arm dangling lifeless from its socket, the massive burn on his chest, and his likely broken ribs. Immortality and stubbornness weren’t the best combination.


I jogged to catch up with him. “Don’t you think we should stop for a few minutes?”


He ignored me.


“Ian.” I grabbed his good arm. “Stop.”


“It was not right.” He looked at me like he’d just realized I was still there. “He should not have been free of the tether. Akila’s vision has never been wrong before.”


Ian’s wife was Bahari—the hawk clan—and had a knack for air magic, especially flying and illusions. She did the scrying beforehand and found tethers so we could go on our little killing sprees. “Uh, there’s a first time for everything?” I said.


Ian shook his head. “There is something else here. Magical interference. This mountain is rife with it, and I do not like it. We must keep moving.”


“Come on, Ian. We’ll never make it back to town walking. Especially not with you beat to hell.” Despite my protest, unease coiled in my gut. Anything that made Ian uncomfortable was bad news for me. Usually painful, bad news in the form of a vengeful Morai. But Ian could barely walk, much less cast any spells, and only time would restore his power. And mine. “Let’s just make a quick pit stop, all right? Give it an hour. You can rest, and I’ll stand watch.”


He cast me a dubious look. And started walking again.


“Damn it, stop being a jackass!”


“I am fine.” He staggered a little, took two more steps, and collapsed.


I cursed under my breath and went to him. “So we’re resting,” I said. “Right?”


“Apparently,” he muttered into the ground.


“Glad you see it my way.” I knelt beside him and tried to look through the trees. “I think there’s a decent clearing up ahead,” I said. “You gonna let me help you get there, or are you comfortable here?”


He let out a long breath. “Very well.”


“You’re welcome.”


Somehow I managed to get him up and leaning on me. My burned hand let out a few shouts of protest during the struggle, and settled back to a persistent ache as we pressed awkwardly forward. The clearing that looked no more than fifty feet away took five minutes to reach, and it wasn’t much of a clearing. Just a semicircular patch of ground covered in browning pine needles. At least there weren’t as many rocks here.


“Okay,” I said. “I’ll let you down here, and—”


“You all just keep movin’.”


The voice, not clearly male or female, came from across the clearing. A shotgun protruded between two trees, with a figure in a wide-brimmed hat behind it.


For a minute my brain went blank. Why the hell would anybody else be on this oversize pile of rocks in the middle of nowhere? The only quasicivilization, the little mountain town where we’d rented a room, was miles away. But the shotgun suggested hunter, so maybe whoever this was had been hunting something they shouldn’t have and didn’t want to be discovered.


The sharp blast of the gun jolted me out of pondering. A cloud of dirt and pine needles burst from the ground near my feet. “Jesus Christ!” I yelled, dragging Ian back a few steps. “You can’t just shoot people.”


Brilliant. I sounded like a Sunday school teacher. That’d deter the nut with the gun.


“I said move. Get on outta here.” The barrel came back up. “I won’t miss next time.”


Ian breathed in shakily. “I can walk,” he whispered. “We will find another spot.”


“Guess we don’t have a choice.”


The gun bearer moved forward and stopped just outside the light in the clearing. “You hurt?” The tone was a few degrees gentler, but no more welcoming.


“Yes. My friend’s arm is broken, and … stuff.” Rattling off a list of Ian’s injuries didn’t seem like it would help. I might have to offer an explanation, and I didn’t have a lie handy.


“You ain’t from town, or that militia bunch?”


Militia? “Uh … no.”


“Saints and shitpokes. Dumb-ass tourists. You from up north too.” The voice edged into feminine territory as some of the coldness wore off. “Were you climbin’, or huntin’?”


“Climbing.” I seized the innocuous excuse, hoping Ian had enough sense not to contradict me. “We were checking out the caves up there and lost our footing. He fell farther than me.”


Ian stiffened, but he didn’t say anything.


She—I was positive it was a woman now—sighed like I’d just confessed to not realizing the sky was blue. “S’pose you better come back to my place, then. It ain’t too far. Your … friend can ride Zephyr. You’ll have to walk.”


I ignored the suggestive way she said friend. “What’s a Zephyr?”


“My mule.” She turned and moved back into the trees.


Ian shuddered and coughed. “A mule,” he murmured.


“Sounds like fun.” I suppressed a grin.


“Indeed.”


“Come on.” I led him across the clearing after the mystery woman. She stood about ten trees in, fitting the shotgun into a holster mounted at the side of a rich brown, wiry-looking animal laden with stuffed saddlebags. The mule glanced up at us, blinked slowly, and went back to munching on a clump of green leafy-looking things.


The woman kept her head bent enough not to show her face under the hat brim, and then she turned her back. She wore a thin black long-sleeved shirt, jeans faded to the color of mud, and men’s work boots. A sheaf of copper brown hair hung down her sturdy shoulders. “Mount up,” she said without facing us. “There’s stirrups and a saddle, so even green slicks like yourselves can figure it out. You ain’t got to guide him. He’ll follow me.”


It took a few tries to get Ian up on the saddle. Zephyr snorted once, when Ian wobbled and grabbed handfuls of stiff black mane to keep from falling, but he didn’t buck or protest. I found the reins and wound them around Ian’s hand a few times. “Better hold on,” I said. “I don’t know if I can pick you up again.”


Ian looked down at the mule and blanched. “Are you certain about this?”


“Sure. It’ll be fine.”


“Jus’ don’t put your fingers near his mouth. They look like carrots to him,” the woman said. “You set?”


Ian groaned.


“We’re good,” I said. “Thank you.”


She made a sharp clucking sound and started walking. Zephyr swung from his feast and plodded along behind her with Ian swaying uneasily on his back.


I stayed next to the mule. Whoever this woman was, she obviously didn’t want to get too friendly. I couldn’t blame her. Ian tended to make people uneasy, and I wasn’t much better.


“Name’s Mercy,” she said eventually. “You?”


“I’m Donatti. He’s Ian.”


“All right.”


She lapsed back into silence.


At first glance, Mercy’s place looked like a few acres of trees had exploded and fallen back to the ground in random piles. An open-face shack with a log fence growing out of it apparently belonged to Zephyr. Just outside the far end of the fence stood something that looked like three doghouses stacked on top of each other. Two smaller buildings, each about the size of two toolsheds pushed together, flanked a small but thriving garden.


The main house might have been a normal shape once, but irregular additions had been patched on until it resembled a deformed starfish. A wide, roofed porch ran the front length, where two screened windows flanked a rough plank door painted bright red. There was a small gray satellite dish on the roof. The huge, squat metal box on the right side of the house, with thick wires feeding in between logs, was probably a diesel generator.


On the left, a curtained shower ring had been fastened to the outside wall. The curtain was metallic silver, the stuff they made solar car windshield covers from. There were duckies embossed on it.


Mercy stopped the mule in the front yard and waved at the house. “Go on and get him inside,” she said, still without turning around. “Just gonna get Zephyr unpacked, then we’ll see about setting that arm up.”


“Thanks,” I said. “We really appreciate this.”


She made a noncommittal grunt that could have been You’re welcome or Go to hell.


I helped Ian down, who’d turned an unhealthy shade of green, and clumped across the yard with him. Hopefully he wouldn’t need too much time to recharge his magic. I wasn’t sure what Mercy intended to do with him, but I couldn’t exactly tell her he’d be fine once he could turn into a wolf again. At least he’d be resting.


We made it onto the porch and through the door. The inside of the place looked a lot more organized than the outside. A pegboard just to the left of the door held a yellow rain slicker, a hooded sweatshirt, and a few empty hooks. There was a massive fireplace across the room, with the hearth and the inside grill swept clean and a few logs stacked in a metal basket beside it, and a sturdy three-foot cross mounted on the wall above. A couch and two chairs were arranged around a low coffee table on one side of the room, and behind the grouping stood bookshelves and a detached closet, with the folding door slightly ajar.


The other side of the room contained a table with bench seats next to a curtained window, and a set of countertop cabinets with a two-burner propane stove. A coffee percolator occupied one of the burners. Next to the cabinets were a water pump and a metal bucket. A desk in the far corner held a newer model desktop computer with a flat-screen monitor, complete with active modem. That explained the satellite dish. I guessed anybody could have internet access these days, even if they lived on a mountain in the middle of nowhere. Two open doorways led to other rooms, presumably the oddly shaped additions.


I settled Ian on the couch but didn’t sit down myself. For some reason, the cross above the fireplace demanded attention. I moved in for a closer look. There were symbols carved on it. More djinn writing.


“Ian. You see what I see?”


He raised his head and grimaced. “Yes. It is a protection spell.”


“What do you think? Should we make a break for it?”


He breathed in, and a coughing fit overcame him. A fine spray of blood flew from his lips and spattered the floor.


“Okay. I’ll take that as a no.”


“She is human,” Ian rasped. “I do not perceive a threat here.”


“Did you happen to perceive the shotgun?” Frowning, I paced back toward the chair. Maybe Ian was too injured to be paranoid, but I wasn’t. First the cave, now this cabin. If whatever the cross had on it was a protection spell, it might’ve been against the Morai we’d just killed—but who put it there? I couldn’t think of many reasonable explanations outside of Mercy knowing something about the djinn.


Ian seemed convinced she was human. But we hadn’t seen her eyes. She’d made sure of that, and it was definitely deliberate. That was the thing about djinn. No matter how human they made themselves look, their eyes gave them away. They always retained the animal qualities of their clan—Ian’s were rounder than a human’s and ringed with black; Akila, like a hawk, didn’t have any whites.


And all the Morai had slitted pupils, with swamp-mean hatred lurking behind a yellow-green gaze.


I opened my mouth to say something and heard scratching sounds. Claws on wood. They were coming from the closet. My heart slammed a few times, and I tried to convince myself it was something domestic. Maybe a dog or a cat. I inched closer, cleared my throat.


The scratching stopped. A low chittering took its place, an alien sound I was sure no self-respecting dog or cat could ever make.


The front door flew open, and Mercy strode in clutching the shotgun. Her head turned toward the closet, where the disconcerting noise had grown louder. “You get outta there, Sister,” she said. “And you better not’ve touched that blanket.”


A small, black, furry hand, disturbingly human looking, poked out and folded the closet door open. The rest of the animal that lumbered out after it was a damned big raccoon. I’d seen smaller pit bulls. For a crazy instant I wondered if there were any djinn raccoon clans, but it didn’t even glance at me or Ian. It went straight to Mercy and sat up on its hind legs, still making that weird chirring sound.


The thing was wearing a pink collar.


Mercy patted a pocket and produced what looked like a handful of dog food. She offered it to the raccoon, who took one piece in each hand, sniffed at one, and stuffed it in her mouth. “All right, Sister.” Mercy put the pellets back and scratched the animal behind its ears, like a cat. “Go find your little ones. There’s fresh fish outside.”


Sister polished off the other nugget, dropped to all fours, and ambled away toward one of the smaller rooms.


“You have a pet raccoon?” I said. Like an idiot.


“Ain’t you a bright one.” Mercy racked the shotgun across two of the hooks on the board. She reached for her hat, hesitated, then pulled it off and dropped it on a peg. And stared at me.


Her eyes were human. But it wasn’t hard to figure out why she’d hidden her face.


Her features were split almost exactly down the middle. One half of her face was tanned and healthy—and the other was dark red, the color of wine, from her hairline, down her neck, and across her ear. The eye on that side was distorted, the lid open too wide and pulled down at the outside corner so it appeared to bulge. Blood red filled in where the white should have been. Her good eye, a pale and pretty amber, dared me to say something stupid or pathetic.


“It must be a bitch finding the right shade of foundation,” I said.


She struggled against a smile, and finally laughed. “Maybe you ain’t all dumb,” she said. “Donatti, you said your name was, and he’s Ian. Right?” She cast a look at the couch and frowned. “He still alive?”


“Yeah. It looks worse than it is.”


“Mm-hm. He gonna bug out if I check him?”


“I will behave.” Ian smiled faintly without opening his eyes. “You have a lovely home, lady. We are indebted to your gracious care.”


Mercy blushed a little. Most females seemed to have that reaction to Ian, even when he was bruised and bloodied. Especially then. But she shook it off fast and went back to being serious. She approached him, stopped. Frown lines furrowed her brow. “You’re burned.”


“Campfire,” I said quickly. “That’s what he landed on. I yanked him out.” I held up my blistered hand for inspection and hoped I didn’t sound completely unconvincing.


“Hmph. You two got no business up in these woods.” A tiny smirk said she’d humor us anyway. “You sit. I’ll be back quick. Need to get some supplies.”


At once, sprawling in one of those cushioned chairs seemed like the best idea since the invention of room service. Even as I sat down, I thought of a dozen things I should do instead of relaxing—call and check in with Jazz, figure out why Mercy had something with djinn writing on it, come up with a better story than “We fell into a campfire.” I figured I’d just close my eyes for a few minutes and then worry myself into a good panic.


Consciousness fell away from me almost before I leaned back.


Eventually, a marginal awareness of someone patting my knee brought me swimming up from sleep. At first it was a dream. I was up against a wall, getting frisked—not a new experience for me, being a thief—but the cop’s hands were tiny, like doll’s hands at the end of regular-size arms. I asked him how he could hold a gun with those. He opened his mouth and chirred at me.


I snapped awake, and found a furry face with a pointed nose and a black mask inches from mine. The shout on the tip of my tongue came out a fuzzy, “Howza-wha?”


The raccoon standing on my lap was considerably smaller than Sister. I guessed he was a boy, because his collar was blue. He blinked bright black eyes at me, reached over, and started investigating one of the zippers on my jacket.


Low laughter drifted my way. “Do you often attract woodland creatures?”


“Yeah. Just call me Dr. Doolittle.” I glanced around the raccoon and found Ian shirtless, bandaged and splinted, seated upright on the couch with his singed jacket and vest folded beside him. “How long’ve I been out?” I asked. “And where’s Mercy?”


“Nearly an hour, and she has gone to pour out the water.” He nodded at the open door. “I am sufficiently recovered,” he said. “We can leave when it is … socially acceptable.”


“I’m surprised you know that term.”


A brief, bitter smile surfaced. “Well, I am a prince.”


I grimaced in sympathy and looked away. It couldn’t be easy for him, being the prince of a murdered kingdom. What the Morai had done to his clan, they’d done thoroughly. Ian was the last of the Dehbei.


Hence his relentless pursuit for revenge.


The little raccoon had gone from checking out my zippers to plucking at my shirt. I watched him for a few seconds, and tried to shift straighter in the chair. He flinched, freaked out, and grabbed handfuls of shirt—and hair—with a frightened bleat.


“Ow,” I squeezed out, suspecting a yell would get me bitten. “Ease up there, little guy. That’s quite a grip you’ve got. If you let go, I promise not to move anymore.”


“Ernest. Behave y’self.” Mercy’s voice from the doorway sent the raccoon chittering again. He released my hair, settled down in my lap, and sent a hopeful look at the lady with the food. “You wanna feed him?” she said.


“Me? Uh, sure.”


She came toward me, a hand in her pocket, and pulled out a few chunks of dog food. I held out my good hand, and she dropped them in. “Here you go, Ernest,” I said, pinching one between thumb and finger and offering it to him. “Dig in.”


He took it, blinked at me, and jumped down to saunter off to the back room.


I laughed. “What’d I do?”


“He’s gone to wash it. The little ones wash just about everything they eat. Make a right mess of things.” Mercy opened a plastic tackle box on the low table. She must’ve brought it out while I was sleeping. It was full of medical supplies—bandages, ointments, pills, a few disposable syringes, and a bunch of stuff I couldn’t identify. She picked out a tube and a plastic-wrapped roll of white gauze. “Let’s see that hand.”


I held it out and tried not to wince while she smeared gunk all over it. “Nasty job you did here,” she said. “Your friend’s worse.”


“Yeah.” I forced myself not to babble on about campfires and falling off cliffs. The less I said, the easier it’d be to keep straight.


She put the tube down, opened the gauze, and started wrapping. “I know you’re full of shit, you know. About fallin’.”


Crud. My gaze flicked automatically to the shotgun. Still hanging by the door. I swallowed, but didn’t say anything.


“Ernest likes ya, so you can’t be too dangerous. Don’t you worry none.” Her hands flew with the gauze, wrapping individual fingers with ease. “I know what it’s like. I got secrets of my own.”


I managed a grin. “I bet you do. There’s gotta be a reason you live up here in Nowheresville by yourself.”


“You mean outside my dazzling beauty?” She tied off the end of the gauze and looked up at me with a smile. “Yeah, I got reasons. Wanna know why my name’s Mercy?”


“Absolutely.”


“It’s the first word my momma said when I popped out.” Uncertainty flickered through her smile, and for a moment it was bitter. “First and last one. To me, anyway.” She stuffed the plastic wrap in a pocket and returned the ointment to the tackle box. “Either of you boys thirsty? I got a few beers chillin’ in the back.”


“I’d love one, if you’re sure you don’t mind,” I said. “Ian?”


“Water would be most welcome,” he said.


“Whatever floats you.” She grabbed the box, headed for a back room, and returned in less than a minute with two brown bottles. She handed one to me, then looked at Ian. “Sure you jus’ want water?”


“Please.”


She shrugged and went to the pump. While she filled the bucket, I looked at the bottle label. The name printed on it was doppelbock. I didn’t think I could even pronounce that. Maybe that meant it was good. I worked the cap off with my teeth, took a swig, and decided it was better than good. “Damn,” I said. “Where do you get this stuff ? It’s amazing.”


“It’s local.” Mercy filled a glass from the pump stream, stopped the flow, and took the water to Ian. “Pick it up in town now and again.”


“You mean that bump in the road down the mountain? Resnik or Rickenback, something like that …”


“Ridge Neck.” She popped her beer and downed a third of it without a pause. “Ignorance capital of Virginia. Might as well’ve called the place Redneck and been true about it.”


I swallowed more beer to hold back a pained expression. Mercy didn’t seem like the type to welcome sympathy. “You said something about a militia,” I said. “Are they in Ridge Neck?”


She shook her head. “Crazy shits got themselves a compound, round the other side of the mountain. Ever’body in town pretends they ain’t there. They got more guns than a county full of sheriffs, though, and there’s somethin’ wrong with them. Inbred, maybe. I seen …” She took another drink. “They ain’t nice, is all,” she said softly.


I glanced at Ian. He frowned slightly, but didn’t say anything. After a moment’s silence, I said, “Can I ask you something, Mercy?”


“Shoot.”


“What’s with the cross, there? It looks like it means something. All those symbols and stuff.”


She blushed, a lot deeper than she had from Ian’s flattery.


“It’s Latin,” she said. “Cal—a friend gave it to me. Supposed to protect me from harm. Bears and such, I suppose.”


This time the look I exchanged with Ian held a lot more concern. Whoever Cal was either knew about the djinn, or was one himself. And Mercy apparently liked him quite a bit. “That’s cool,” I said. “Like a spell, right?”


“Yeah, it’s magic. I’m a witch. Watch out or I’ll hex your ass into next week.” She grinned, drank. “I wouldn’t mind hexin’ a couple rednecks. Mind you, just little hexes. Permanent hemorrhoids’d be a nice touch.”


I had to laugh at that. Even Ian cracked a smile.


We made small talk for a few more minutes and finished our drinks. Finally, I stood and stretched. “I think we’ve imposed on you long enough,” I said. “You have our eternal gratitude—especially for the beer.”


“You’re welcome.”


Ian got up and gathered his clothes. Mercy walked us to the door. “I’m guessin’ you got a way back to wherever you’re goin’,” she said.


“We do. Thank you, lady.” Ian caught her hand and kissed it. She giggled.


I congratulated myself for not kicking him in the shin.


“You’d better get checked out soon,” she said. “Both of you. That arm might not heal proper if you don’t, and you’re due for an infection.” She looked at each of us in turn. “Drop by again if you want. You can bring me a beer and pay me back.”


“We will.” I smiled. Jazz would’ve absolutely loved her.


By unspoken consent, we headed back the way we’d come, up the mountain. Ian would have to heal himself completely for the next leg of our return trip.


Flying. My favorite.





Chapter 3



“So I’ve been thinking,” I half-screamed near Ian’s ear, “wouldn’t it be great to invest in a helicopter?”


“We’ve no need for such a contraption.”


A lone bird zipped past my head. I lurched aside and watched my life flash before my eyes, which I’d squeezed shut to keep from glimpsing the ground half a mile below us. “Why not? It’d be just as fast, and you wouldn’t get drained—”


“No. They are too loud. We would lose the advantage of secrecy.”


“I hate you.”


“Excuse me?”


I raised my voice. “I ate food. Ten hours ago, but I’m still gonna lose it if you don’t land soon. Aren’t we there yet?”


Ian didn’t answer me. That could’ve meant we weren’t even close, or we were but he was too stubborn to tell me. He knew damned well I hated flying. But short of a helicopter or a two-day hike through impenetrable mountains, there’d been no other way to get to or return from the cave where Akila had located the Morai’s tether.


She could’ve flown this distance smoother than a Vegas hustler and twice as fast, being part hawk and all. Unfortunately, Ian—and myself by extension—hailed from the wolf clan. The Dehbei weren’t exactly suited to air travel. My personal flight ability rivaled that of a two-ton boulder, and Ian’s wasn’t much better. At least he could get off the ground. Still, he’d be exhausted again by the time we reached our hotel room, and we’d have to rest before we could open a mirror bridge to take us home.


Home was where the women were. His wife, my Jazz. We’d been gone two days and I already missed her, and our son. I’d lost out on the first two years of Cyrus’s life and had spent the last year playing catch-up between Morai hunts. Now I couldn’t imagine not being his father.


I risked opening an eye, and watched my sentimental thoughts vanish in favor of a deadly view. We’d passed the bulk of the mountain range and started over a stretch of jagged, rocky terrain. From our height the occasional flourish of vegetation looked like green bird shit dribbled across broken asphalt. Far ahead, beyond the wasteland and the rolling acres of forest that followed, a long whitish-gray smear represented Ridge Neck. We’d rented our usual Days Inn room. They had the biggest bathroom mirrors. If Ian gained a little altitude, we could be back on solid ground in fifteen or twenty minutes.


Just when I moved to suggest higher ground, I realized the bird shit below had sprouted leaves. An instant later I recognized the sinking feeling in my stomach as a literal sensation. We were falling.


“Ian! Quit fucking around.” I gave him an awkward shake. It felt like tackling a mannequin. He rotated under me, and I caught a glimpse of wide, unblinking eyes and a rigid jawline. The same expression the Morai had worn when Ian cast a lockdown spell on him.


Then his head slipped through my arms, and he dropped like a bowling ball straight toward a fast and messy demise.


I must have screamed. Rushing air snatched the sound away, and all I heard was a thin whistling above the Niagara Falls roar of the wind. For a minute I considered flapping my arms like Wile E. Coyote, but a regrettably strong awareness of the laws of gravity stopped me. I had to try something, though. Ian might survive the fall, but my human ass would be on the next slingshot to hell in about two minutes—maybe sooner, if the shock stopped my heart before the ground splattered my flesh.


Ian’s stiff form flipped wildly through the air, a good four feet from me and getting farther away. I had to reach him. Didn’t want to find out what happened when a basically immortal being got torn to bits and lived through it, assuming I somehow survived to witness it. I decided to try air swimming. Dog-paddling wouldn’t work, so I straightened my limbs as far as they’d go and headed in Ian’s direction with a series of awkward flaps and spirited grunts, like a constipated angel.


I’d never been in a hurricane before, but the air slapping my face felt like at least category 4. The blinding wind made it almost impossible to get my bearings. Just keeping my eyes open was a challenge. I knew the big light blur was the sky, and the big dark blur was the ground. And the fluttering thing just ahead of my outstretched arm had to be the corner of Ian’s coat. I executed a desperate, clumsy lunge and grabbed for him. My fingers closed around a fistful of hair.


That probably hurt like hell, but I figured he’d forgive me. Eventually.


I managed to drag him partway under me and wrapped both arms around his torso. Now all I had to do was stop us from hitting the ground. No problem. My frantic brain disgorged a handful of typically stupid ideas. I’d just turn those boulders rushing toward us into a giant trampoline, or transmute our flesh into feathers, or repeal the law of gravity. Maybe some passing astronaut would toss us a jet pack in the next five seconds or so.


Or maybe I should get serious and try to stop us from becoming hamburger.


I couldn’t fly, and I couldn’t release Ian from his frozen state. No time to consider who or what might’ve put him there. There was no handy lake or ocean to steer toward and hope for a soft landing that would only break every bone in our bodies. But I needed to survive—and the only thing in my favor was that djinn magic worked on the strength of need and the will of the user. No living being in that moment wanted to avoid hitting the ground more than me.


I closed my eyes, figuring I’d at least spare myself the anticipation and die fast if this didn’t work, and concentrated.


I need to slow down. I need to keep all of my limbs attached to my body. I need to not land on those rocks.


I need a miracle.


Familiar pain balled in the center of my chest and surged hot through my torso. I welcomed the feel of the magic, let it take the lead and hoped it did something useful. For an instant I thought the descent slowed—but then pain eclipsed my awareness of everything except my own screaming nerves.


It had never hurt this much before. I couldn’t even tell if I still had hold of Ian. Time suspended itself while the world vanished behind a solid wall of anguish. I stayed in tortured limbo for what seemed like both minutes and hours, and finally caught a single glimpse of fragmented green. My mind registered tree a split second after the image imprinted on my eyeballs.


My leg hit first, wrenched hard. The back of my head whacked something solid and produced definite nonmagical pain. I decided I’d failed, that the fluid trickling down my neck was my brains oozing from my shattered skull. My last thought before blackness took me was that Jazz would be pissed because I’d forgotten to put the laundry in the dryer before I died.


“… caught us a couple of ugly-ass birds.”


A round of disjointed laughter chased words that felt like spikes in my ears. I assumed I wasn’t dead, because even purgatory couldn’t hurt this much. Besides, I refused to believe demons talked like Boss Hogg from The Dukes of Hazzard.


“He dead?”


“Probably not this’n. See those tats on him? He’s pure blood.”


A cautious relief stole over me. They were talking about Ian, about the raised armband tattoos most of the djinn seemed to have. He’d lived too. But he was likely just as broken as I felt, and definitely unconscious, or he would’ve addressed these morons by now.


Still, the fact that they knew how to recognize and bring down a djinn suggested they weren’t as dumb as they sounded. Young, low-level Morai, I thought. And more than one of them in the same place was never good news.


“What about that one up there? Want me to roust him down?”


I stopped breathing. Their attention would be on me now, and I suspected playing dead was my best bet at the moment. I wasn’t in any shape to take on a djinn alone, much less two of them. I did have to wonder why he’d said up there, though. Where the hell was I?


“Leave him be.” A third voice issued the command, and my gut clenched. Since when did the Morai travel in packs? This one had to be the leader. The steel in his drawl had instantly silenced the other two. “If he ain’t dead, he’s close,” the leader continued. “And I want them both alive for a while.”


“Think they got to the cave before we did?”


“That’s what I aim to find out.”


Crud. They must’ve come here to fetch the djinn we’d just killed. What beautiful timing we had. Even if both of us were completely fresh and unhurt, it’d be almost impossible to destroy three Morai at once—and that was assuming they had their tethers on them. Since we were dead anyway, I decided to risk opening my eyes.


They didn’t notice. Probably because I’d landed in a tree, and the tops of their heads were ten feet below me.


Ian lay facedown on a flat slab of rock speckled with his blood. They’d stripped off his coat and tossed it at the base of my perch. The three of them stood around him and stared like they’d just brought down a gryphon. They were brown haired and muscled, sported deep sunburns, and wore similar clothing: nondescript T-shirts, well-worn jeans, and battered work boots. Slap cowboy hats on them and they could’ve stepped straight off some Texas dude ranch.


These assholes looked human. Had some of the Morai actually gotten smart and learned how to blend in?


One of them prodded Ian’s shoulder with a boot. The motion shook the other two loose from their trances. Another lit a cigarette, and the third wandered over to the tree and hefted Ian’s coat. “Hey, Lynus,” he said. “Mind if I keep his duster? He ain’t gonna need it.”


The shoulder prodder shrugged. “Suit yourself.” His gaze didn’t leave Ian.


“Better be careful, Davie,” the smoker said. “You don’t know where he’s been.”


The remark produced a burst of yuk-yuk laughter from Davie. He gave the coat a shake, grabbed an arm, and yanked his hand back. “Aw, shit. He done got blood all over it.”


Lynus looked up. “Then Val’s gonna want it. Leave it be.”


Davie dropped the coat and wiped his palm on his jeans. I closed my eyes and tried to silence my thudding heart, convinced they could hear it. Lynus’s simple, sharp command had told me enough to kindle real fear. I’d taken him for the leader, but they were working for someone else. Someone who’d want the blood of a djinn. Definitely not good.


“Kit. Help me flip the sumbitch. I want a look at his face.”


“Probably all smashed up now,” the smoker grumbled. But he pitched the cigarette and crouched next to Lynus, and together they heaved Ian into a boneless roll that flopped him faceup. His open eyes stared directly up at me without seeing. A fat gash across the bridge of his nose leaked crimson down his face, so he appeared to be crying blood. His chest heaved once, then settled. He didn’t move again.


“I’ll be …” Lynus knelt and leaned over Ian. His breath left in a low whistle. “He’s Dehbei,” he said with something approaching awe.


“Damn. Ain’t they all dead?” Davie shuffled over, but stopped when Lynus shot a hand out palm first.


Lynus tilted his head up to flash a grin that held more ice than Alaska. “All but one,” he said. “We hit the jackpot, boys. This here’s the prince himself.” His gaze returned to Ian, and his voice dropped into a soft and lethal cadence. “Hey there … Gahiji-an.”


Shit. Whoever these guys were, they knew too much. The one they worked for, Val, had to be a Morai too. They had themselves a nice little nest. Usually they kept to themselves, so they wouldn’t have to share whatever power they managed to grab. Their clan wasn’t exactly close-knit—they hated each other almost as much as they hated the other clans, and humans. If the Morai were banding together, the whole world was in serious trouble.


Lynus got to his feet and squinted up at me. “So that must be the thief. Not sure if Val wants him or not. I’m gonna ring in real quick.” He pulled a cell phone from a back pocket and paced a few steps away to dial.
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