
  
    [image: Jake]
  


  
    
      Jake

      
        Sons of Ymre

        Book Two

      

    

    
      
        Lilith Saintcrow

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Lilith Saintcrow, LLC]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2023 by Lilith Saintcrow

      Cover art © Joe Therasakdhi

      All rights reserved.

      

      Ebook ISBN:

      Trade paperback ISBN:

      

      No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

      

      
        
        100% human-made content; no “AI” was used to create this book or its cover.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        For those who do their best to help.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            

          

          
            Hunted Animal

          

        

      

    

    
      The worst thing wasn’t the majority of his bones broken, the torn muscles, internal organs struggling to heal, or the blood pouring from nose, mouth, ears, and various lacerations. It wasn’t the jabbing of needles when they scraped him off the sidewalk onto a gurney, voices trading cryptic medicalese interspersed with holy shit, how is this guy even breathing?

      Of course he was breathing. He was a predator, after all, and those don’t just lie down and die. If existence had taught him anything, it was that you didn’t survive by quitting.

      No, the worst part was the voice in his head, chuckling and keening, driving ancient, taloned fingers dripping with jeweled rings into the cracks of his psyche.

      Give in. Let go.

      His body, dumb meat that it was, could shiver, shake, and cardiac-arrest all it wanted; the real battle was in the smoking wasteland of consciousness. The temptation to run raving through a funhouse distortion of a city at night, howling at a diseased reflection of a cheese-rotting moon, had to be fought. Balancing on a knife edge of sanity, its thread fraying under the weight of an entire spinning planet, his bleeding fist flashing out and sinking into something too hard to be flesh⁠—

      “Son of a bitch!” someone barked, and he had to laugh because it was true, you didn’t get into the Sons by being a happy, wanted child. No, they took the castaways, the furious rejects, and for good reason.

      As soon as the thought arrived, it vanished under a wall of screeching blackness tearing through his brain, spine arching as his bare, flayed heels drummed cold metal. Thinking about the Sons, about his job, about his mission objectives always ended like that. The thing attempting to hijack his brain didn’t like him contemplating what he had been.

      No, it wanted to break him. And it was doing a goddamn good job.

      “He’s coding!” A hoarse male shout. “Get the pads!”

      They were going to shock him. He wished them all the luck in the world—white light filled his head, his spine arched, bones cracked, and his limbs starfished out. More metal crumpled under his left fist, and there was a short, sharp burst of swearing.

      I think I just hurt someone. It was a sane, rational thought, and the thing invading his head screeched with fury, digging mental claws in, tearing and gouging.

      The ol’ grey matter didn’t have pain receptors, but agony ripped through him nonetheless. He rolled, buckles and heavy straps parting like water, and landed barefoot on the ambulance’s floor, his skull hitting an overhead cabinet with a solid tchuk sound that might’ve been almost funny in another situation.

      Get away. Get AWAY from me. They were civilians, paper dolls in a hurricane, and he could do a fuckton of damage in a very short time. Run. Goddamn you, run.

      That was also bleakly hilarious. A god had damned him—a mad god, a vast being gibbering and crowing with hatred as an eyelash-sliver of its attention settled upon him. Even that tiny fraction was too much for anything mortal; he heard his own howling, a brokenthroat scraping scream echoing as he burst from the back of the ambulance. Bare feet slapped pavement and he went down, skin erased all along his right side—how fast were they going?

      It didn’t matter. Headlights glared, horns blared, and he scrabbled upright, scuttling on all fours like the hunted beast he was.

      He’d escaped the physical, curst-iron chains, but the Mad God’s voice in his head was something else entirely.

      He plunged into blessed darkness full of damp chill and rancid smells—an alley, a natural refuge. The blind imperative to flee, to run until his heart burst, to save the oblivious everyday civilians by getting away rose again, and he moved with all the speed and strength the burning cicatrice on the inside of his left forearm could grant.

      He was even doing great, up until the moment his legs gave out. He went down hard on another flat, empty plain of pavement, rain stitching his back and legs with tiny silver kisses. The noise inside his head wouldn’t quit, bouncing off the walls of a throbbing, too-big skull, and he curled into as small a ball as he could, whimpering.

      How he hated the sound—the broken sobs, the pleading. Worst of all was knowing it came from his own throat, and was absolutely useless.

      Voices, again. Fuck, wasn’t there anywhere free of humanity? He was going to kill someone, he could just tell, and he didn’t need that on his conscience tonight as well.

      “Jesus,” a man said. “What are you doing? Will, don’t⁠—”

      “He’s hurt.” Low and husky, the two words struck him like a slap and he sagged, locked muscles loosening. “Oh, my God.”

      It was a woman’s voice, and maybe that was why the shudders ceased. The sudden calm was treacherous, and he fought it despite the way his entire body unstrung itself, relaxing.

      I’m dying. Fuck.

      “It’s a person,” she said. “Go inside. Get the first-aid kit.”

      “That’s gonna take more than—Christ, Will, don’t go near him, he’s probably high.”

      “He’s bleeding, Jay. If you’re not gonna help, just dial 911 and get someone out here who will.”

      Motion nearby, and a faint tingling all over his wrecked body. He froze, attempting to discern whether this was a new attack, a feint by the hideous thing in his head or its happy little helpers. His consciousness blinked out for a brief span, a deep dark river of relief that ended all too quickly.

      And she—the woman with the lovely, husky voice—was talking. He couldn’t quite hear the words, just a soft lulling cadence through the thumping in his ears.

      His heartbeat, he realized. His ticker was still tocking, even after all this.

      Shifting cloth, voices filtered through throbbing darkness. The woman’s voice lilted upward, a question he couldn’t hear, and there was a strobe-like flutter as his eyelids flickered.

      “How is he still breathing?” The man was talking again, a harsh rasp after the honey of her voice. “Look at his feet. My God, look at his neck.”

      “You’re right, first aid’s not gonna cut it,” the woman snapped, and there was an urgency in her tone that pulled on every muscle and nerve in him. “We need a bag of saline, and some epinephrine. Get the red box from the cabinet, will you?”

      That strange sensation invaded his broken, blood-leaking flesh again. Sometimes they stopped torturing him for an hour or two, hoping a cessation of pain would break him the way sheer agony couldn’t.

      “It’s all right,” she continued, and now the woman was talking to him. Or he hoped she was—the words were soothing, different from her brisk, crisp commands. “It’s all right, calm down. We’re trying to help you, sir.”

      Sir? You’re calling me sir? It was a baffled thought, another sane and wholly rational one, and he clung to it like a drowning man finding a raft in a whirlpool. Someone was producing a low choke-coughing whine, a dry violated attempt at screaming.

      That’s me. I’m making that noise. Running footsteps, and someone else was touching him now too—but the sensation spreading in waves through his battered flesh from the cool, slim fingers didn’t stop, so that was all right. He didn’t care.

      Another short blissful break of darkness, but this time he strained against it because he didn’t want to lose her voice. When he surfaced again, it was to piercing cold and the sickening knowledge that he might start thrashing and hurt her, too. There was a sting in his left arm—a needle? Something else?

      “Crap.” She sounded nervous, now. “Okay, starting saline.” Another new sensation invaded him as the woman spoke again. “Pressure?”

      “Dropping. So’s his pulse.” The man was businesslike, but there was an edge of panic under the words. “Shit. Shit.”

      He wished the man would just shut up so she could talk. The feeling spilling through him was glorious, not just an absence of pain but a tingling edge of something else, something he’d almost forgotten existed.

      “You’ve got to help me,” she said urgently, and the animal at the bottom of his broken soul perked up. Something about that wonderful sensation was important, just like the concept of being of service to her. “Calm down, sir. We’re trying to help you, but you’ve got to calm down.”

      I’m fine, helping you is my job, he wanted to say, and flinched, expecting another flood of furious, smoking, razor-edged pain.

      It didn’t happen. Instead, that strange feeling spread in overlapping rings, and he realized what she was, what she had to be.

      Potential. For a single delirious moment he almost, almost remembered his own name and alphanumerics, too. She’s a potential.

      An image floated in front of him—dark-blue eyes, a small brunette woman with a solemn expression. It whirled away, and another face took its place—long nose, a man’s dark eyes alive with specks of huntglow or corpselight, a disapproving stare over wide, stubble-rasped cheekbones. The third face was an older male’s, greying hair slicked severely back…

      That was the wrong thing to think. Something about the old man hurt far worse than the other two. He froze, hearing the shallow panting of an animal in a trap.

      That’s me. And on the heels of the realization, the sudden inchoate urge to laugh. This is so fucked up. What am I doing?

      “Good,” she coaxed, and the needle in his arm pinched. He felt the chill of something invading his bloodstream, but it was from her, so he didn’t fight it.

      “Well, he’s still breathing, at least,” the man said, all business now.

      “Very good.” The woman continued as if he hadn’t spoken. “See, all you’ve got to do is relax, sir. It’s all right, we’re going to help you.”

      Oh, thank the Dreamers. I think I need it. He braced himself for another whip of pain—thinking about the lirai meant swift punishment.

      But the jeering, nasty singsong of insanity had receded, because she was touching him. Those cool, blessed fingers slipped in blood—his blood—and he tried to blink, to clear his eyes of the crust of dried claret and swelling so he could see his savior. Had he reached a temple? Was he...

      No. I’m not safe. Get away from me, I’m not fucking safe, please, for the love of⁠—

      “Easy.” Her tone didn’t alter. “We’re not going to hurt you, sir. You’re in good hands, all we want to do is help.”

      “One-thirty over ninety, still dropping.” The man’s voice, staccato behind the music of hers. “Pulse at eighty-five and dropping too. Jesus Christ, it’s closing up. Look, look at the⁠—”

      “We’ll worry about that later,” she said, almost sternly. “Maybe we should call Dr. Reznor.”

      There was a formless mutter in reply. His hearing, usually so acute, was muffled again by the thunder of his pulse. He strained to hear her, hoping the woman’s touch wouldn’t leave. He almost, almost remembered who he was, and what he had to do.

      “Shit,” the man muttered when his ears cleared again. “Where the fuck did this guy come from? Jesus.”

      “Don’t know,” she said, soothing him too. “Don’t care, I just want… Good God, his ribs.” She sounded shocked, now.

      Popping, crackling noises. He inhaled, hard, and his ribs made cracking, creaking noises as they reknit—incomplete fusing, though; he needed calories or bloodshed to fuel further healing. His left forearm burned, a brand whittling itself deeper, but that was all right so long as she stayed right next to him.

      He had no idea how he knew, but he did. And that was good enough.

      “He’s...” The man’s voice dropped to a whisper. “Tell me I’m nuts. Are you seeing this?”

      “I wish I wasn’t,” she muttered. “We should call 911. Or Dr. Reznor. Someone.”

      “Nobody’s gonna fucking believe this.” The man let out a sharp sigh. “And I was all set to have a nice Friday night.”

      “Yeah, well, I didn’t have any plans,” the woman said sharply—not quite angry, but close. “Let’s get him as stable as possible, then call 911. They can take it from there.”

      She had the bit in her teeth now, and he slumped against the cold pavement, willing her to stay next to him. As long as she was issuing orders, all he had to do was remain still and ready. It sounded like she was used to managing things, and that was good.

      The Dreamers command, the Sons obey. It was the type of thought that would have brought punishment if he’d still been hanging in the chains.

      None came. He waited for the pain, but it was distant, a hollow seashore echo.

      She had made it stop.

      A potential. Stay with the potential, guard... There was more, but the mission parameters faded maddeningly just at the tip of his mental tongue.

      Fine. It didn’t matter. He had enough of the mission now; he could pick up the rest as he went along, as usual.

      “Will...” The man next to her was used to having his objections flattened, you could tell from the tentative way he said the single word.

      “What, you want to go home? Go ahead.” Those gloriously tender fingers moved—she was feeling along his blood-drenched torso, and he longed to grab her hand with both of his. His arms and legs just wouldn’t work. “His vitals are stabilizing, and you’re seeing this the same as I am. Whatever else this guy has going on, he needs help.”

      The tingling all through him was vital force coming from a potential, yes, and his wounds gulped it greedily just like they suckled at the terrible scorching on his left wrist. Between the two he was a single soap bubble, trembling.

      “For God’s sake.” The man’s sigh was suppressed, but only just. “I’m not going to leave you here alone with a drug addict on a Friday night.”

      “You’re a real gentleman, Jay.”

      Jay? He twitched. The name wasn’t quite right but it echoed inside his head, filling up the space where the nasty, gabbling voice had been.

      “Easy,” she repeated, her tone professional but soft. “We’re going to help you, sir. We’ll get you an ambulance and take you to Darrow General. How’s his pressure look, Jay?”

      “Fuck me,” the man said. “One-twenty over seventy. Pulse at seventy-five, steady. Will you fucking look at that?”

      “I see it,” she replied, grimly. “I wonder if we should get him on a gurney?”

      “Do we even have one his size?”

      “Dunno. Go look, and while you’re at it call the fire department or the EMTs, not the cops. We’re in the business of saving lives, aren’t we? Let’s get this one to the right place.”

      I like her, he thought, and dreaded what would happen when she took her hands away.

      But the few moments without pain had given him an edge, and he used it. The fracturing inside his head intensified when he tried to think of his name, his job, or whatever the hell, so he didn’t. He focused on her instead, and the champagne-bubble sensation all over him as lacerations sealed themselves, as his bones began to fuse more solidly and his internal organs twitched inside their dark little homes, getting back to the work of keeping him functioning a little while longer.

      Stay with the potential. Guard her. Everything else can wait.

      He’d heal, certainly. And as long as he didn’t think too hard, he could keep the sneering, terrible insanity at bay. The brief respite had put him back in the saddle, and that was all to the good.

      He just wished he could remember what the hell he was riding, and where he was going.
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      Be a vet tech, they said. A little easier than being a doctor, and interesting too. Cats and dogs were much nicer than people; any bite or scratch wasn’t personal, merely a product of pain or fear.

      What they didn’t tell you, Willow Grainger now knew, was that anything in the medical field meant seeing a great deal of weird, inexplicable shit—and getting it splattered on you, too. The guy crumpled on the cracked, drizzle-damp pavement of the Sun Valley Veterinary parking lot was in rags which might once have been jeans and a T-shirt, but he was also covered with a thick paste of clotting blood and rancid guck that reeked to high heaven.

      And to think just fifteen minutes ago she’d been looking forward to going home, getting out of her scrubs, and putting her feet up, maybe with a pint of cherry-chocolate ice cream while she stared blankly at some kind of sitcom on her laptop screen.

      But no, she and Jay had waved goodbye to Doc Reznor, finished cleaning everything up, made sure Becky the receptionist got to her car all right—that one was Jay’s job, and he liked it—then spent their usual half hour closing up the back end, making sure all their overnights were safely bedded down.

      And now this.

      The man—he was so filthy and beaten the only certainty was that he was an adult male—first appeared to be at death’s door, and the soft hopeless dry husks of his attempts to scream still echoed inside her head. He was surprisingly heavy for all his wasted leanness, and the rips and gouges in his flesh…

      Well, they were closing up in fast-forward, neatest trick of the week. She couldn’t decide if it was a high-grade special effect or some kind of practical joke, and the sounds he made—scraping, broken gasps of pain—before he seemed to realize there was someone helping him were going to feature in her already too-frequent nightmares.

      It wasn’t the weirdest thing she’d ever seen. But it was close, and if Jay hadn’t witnessed it too she’d be doubting her own sanity. Always assuming she had any left between her childhood night terrors, the other dreams whenever she wasn’t sedated enough to sleep soundly as an adult, and witnessing the suffering of innocent animals day after day.

      Will tipped her head back, a thin fine spring drizzlemist patting her cheeks and forehead. The man had quieted; his ribs moved with deep breathing and his vitals were now steady instead of plunging or rising in wild distress. Her arm ached from holding the saline bag up, and she wished they could get him inside somehow. She’d feel a lot better about this if she wasn’t in the middle of a parking lot after dark, for God’s sake.

      “Easy,” she repeated, and turned her chin aside to cough. Her throat was dry. Jay was inside; she couldn’t see the front window around the corner, just the flank of a brick building with the two treatment-room doors letting out on this arm of the parking lot. People bringing their pets for a merciful overdose of barbiturates could pay beforehand and say their goodbyes privately once the beloved animal’s heart had finished its last squeeze, then exit to their cars and cry in peace.

      Jay would be on the landline at the front desk, getting an ambulance rolling—better than a cell signal, which might drop or be deprioritized.

      “It’s okay, sir. Just stay with me, it’s going to be all right.” Well, that was a lie, but what else could a professional caregiver say? She moved slightly, her knee bumping the bulky blue canvas purse—it lay on its side, and she was probably going to lose her ID or keys just to finish off the damn day.

      The man’s mouth moved. His face was smeared with a heavy layer of blood in various stages of drying as well as filth smelling worse than anything a sick animal could produce; she wished she’d told Jay to bring out some wet wipes or a towel.

      She took stock. Alcohol wipes, the epinephrine they hadn’t had to use, hypodermics and the red plastic emergency case set carefully a foot away. She could maybe get some sterile gauze out of its packet one-handed, but⁠—

      “Dreeeeamer,” the man groaned, in that terrible broken-throat rasp. He moved restlessly, and she was hard pressed to keep his arm with the needle at the proper angle. He seemed to want to curl closer to her. She didn’t blame him; it was probably cold as hell on the pavement and he still looked terribly battered even with the worst lacerations closing up and his vitals steadying. “D-d-d-don’t… don’t…”

      “It’s okay.” She tried to sound soothing instead of deeply unnerved. The thought that if they’d just left a few minutes earlier this could all be someone else’s problem was unworthy of a medical professional, so she did her best to bury it. “I’m not going anywhere. I’m staying right here, we have an ambulance on the way. You’re gonna be all right.”

      The mystery man shook, making a strange choppy noise, his mouth a wide grimace with startling flashes of white teeth, and for a moment she thought he was coding on her. Oh shit.

      Then she realized he was laughing. His ribs heaved, making strange creaking noises.

      Oh, for God’s sake. “Don’t die on me,” she muttered. If he was having an overdose the EMTs could get something in him either with the saline or directly with a big-gauge needle, but they had to arrive while he still showed a pulse. “Don’t you dare die on me, sir. Please don’t.”

      He went limp, then, and she had a bad moment or two before getting two fingers lightly against his carotid, finding his pulse still ticking along nice and strong. She used the stethoscope to make sure, wincing at the way the flat head slid in crud and tacky-wet blood, squinting at her watch in dim light from the one anemic streetlight in order to get some kind of BPM. It contorted her arm holding the saline up, and her shoulder ached—far less of a problem than his injuries, to be sure.

      If someone had beaten him up this badly they might still be around looking to finish the job, and she was a sitting duck.

      She couldn’t get his pressure with half her hands occupied, but his pulse and respiration were nice and steady.

      Will could do nothing but hunch protectively over him, her hair in its yanked-almost-free ponytail loaded with tiny mist-drops, feeling very small and hoping the sound of sirens in the distance meant help was, indeed, on its way.
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      “Oh, Christ Jesus,” the EMT with the curly black hair said, wrinkling his cute snub nose. His name tag was faded, only the M at the beginning clearly legible. “That’s foul.”

      “We got him started on saline just in case he was ODing or something. His BP was high on both ends, pulse above 120, and he looked really beat up.” Jay rubbed at his forehead, a streak of dirt following his fingertips. “He’s evened out.”

      “Sometimes they calm down when they know someone’s gonna help. Seen it before.” The head EMT, a rangy woman with a brunette ponytail and strong chin, glanced at the body on the gurney; their patient muttered quietly, his eyelids fluttering as if he dreamed. The worst of the wounds had stopped their fast-forward healing, but enough remained to show he was in bad shape and he was crusted with so much drying blood and guck he looked almost furry.

      The stiffened rags of his T-shirt flopped as he twitched. Will handed the saline bag to the curly-headed M, who hooked it on a handy armature.

      “His feet are like hamburger,” she said, quietly.

      “Damn. Look at that.” The leader glanced at her. “There was a guy over Southside way who busted right off the sled and out the back door while they were on 92nd Street. Just flew right out and vanished.”

      “It’s that kind of night. Even the cops can’t keep up.” The driver, a stocky blond man, crouched easily and looked at Name-Tag-Just-Says-M. “Ready?”

      In short order they had the gurney’s legs extended and began wheeling the entire contraption for the ambulance. Dapples of red-and-white light splashed against the building’s bricks, the side lot, and Jay’s old but lovingly maintained brown Volvo sedan.

      “Damn.” Will pried at the man’s fingers against her wrist—he’d latched on but good, like a cat desperate to avoid a bath, and as soon as she peeled one digit away, the others curled a little tighter. “He won’t let go.”

      “Sometimes they do that, too.” The woman in charge—her tag said Dina—glanced at Jay. “Neither of you know this guy?”

      “We just finished work and found him in the parking lot.” Jay trailed after the gurney, tugging at the hem of his scrubs’ shirt and watching as Will tried again to loosen the guy’s fingers. “It’s the Willow effect. All the animals like her; they don’t want to let go either. We had a ferret yesterday who⁠—”

      Oh, for God’s sake. Don’t. “Not right now, Jay.” The last thing she needed was another round of stories about how much the feathered and furred adored ol’ Will. She was Sun Valley’s resident super-wrangler of anything irritable and nonhuman, which might explain why she had so much trouble with plain old people. “You taking him to Darrow General?”

      “Yeah, that’s our base. Cops’ll meet us there.” Dina moved with lithe grace on the other side of the shuddering metal contraption, prowling more than walking. “You gonna ride along?”

      I don’t want to. All Will wanted was to get home to that pint of ice cream. On the other hand, Darrow was a short bus ride from her apartment, and it wouldn’t hurt to keep this poor battered guy company for a few minutes. “I guess.”

      “I can drive you home,” Jay hurried to add. “Come on, Will. He’s probably just ODing.”

      “If he is, it’s not from anything I’ve seen.” Dina shook her head, her hair switching like a cat’s tail while watching prey. The back of the ambulance loomed ever closer, brightly lit and no doubt much more sanitary than the parking lot. “Make up your mind. Get in the bus or stay here, we’ve got people to save tonight.”

      “I’ll go along.” What else could Will do? “I hate to leave you with cleanup, but⁠—”

      Jay made an irascible little brushing motion. “No problem. Text me when you get home?”

      “I will.” At first his worry had irritated her, but he treated Becky—and Doc Reznor, plus everyone else—the same way. If there was a mother hen in Sun Valley Veterinary, it was Jay Dawkins. “Thanks, Jay.”

      “Keep holding his hand,” Only-M said, arranging his stethoscope with habitual speed as he scrambled alongside. “Talk to him. I don’t like how his heartrate’s going down.”

      Oh, crap. Will’s heart sank as well, probably in sympathy. She hitched her purse straps higher on her shoulder, hoping she hadn’t left anything in the parking lot, and did her best to keep up.
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      Maybe he was caught in a recurring nightmare. There was the sense of vehicular motion, the reek of disinfectant and pain, a copper tang of blood plus a faint, foul, but familiar odor he couldn’t quite name—and there were strange voices gabbling medical slang.

      This time, however, he had hold of something precious. His fingers locked, not crushing but irremovable, and the warmth spreading all over him from the contact was doing wonders for his deeper wounds. He was almost free of internal injuries now, all the surface lacerations and punctures at least closed up. But he was so tired, and the looming, nagging sense of forgetting something important was a torment all its own.

      It was better than the nasty, hideous gabble of insanity inside his skull, though. He had the idea that particular carnivorous voice was lurking outside a frail, tissue-thin protection, biding its time.

      “Are you seeing this?” A nice light tenor, not the angel with the sweet husky voice or her friend Jay. His ears tingled, separating each set of heartbeat-and-lungwork in the confined space—driver, two incidentals, and her.

      The one who told him everything was going to be all right. Now he had a mission, and it was surprisingly easy at the moment. Stay with me, she’d said.

      Well, he was going to. Especially if she kept that horrible, screeching, invisible enemy away.

      “So I’m not crazy,” the angel said, and let out a jagged breath. “We noticed it too.”

      “See a lot of weird shit at night.” This was another woman, each word imperious and clipped. “Not our fault, not our problem. We just get it to the hospital and unload.”

      “Amen,” the tenor muttered. “Pressure stable, pulse stable. Did you give him anything other than saline?”

      “Nothing.” The angel with the sweet husk to her voice pried at his grasp, but it was easy to keep her wrist trapped. Her fingers had warmed and sent ripples up his arm, collecting in his shoulder before spilling down through his ribcage. “Christ, he won’t let go.”

      “It’s all right. We can get out the Jaws o’Life when we get to Darrow.” The other woman sounded coolly amused now. “Just keep him calm. This is a really small space to be locked in with an 88.”

      “Exactly what I became a vet tech to avoid.” A tremor had worked into that sweet voice, and he tensed. If something was disturbing her…

      “Pulse rising,” the tenor said, calmly. “Easy there, buddy. You wanna talk to him, ma’am?”

      “I’m too young to be ma’am,” she muttered, but there was a soft breeze against his side as the angel leaned closer. He couldn’t drag much of her scent past the blood and effluvia caking his nose, though he tried. “Sir? Sir, try to relax. Listen to me, we’re helping you. You’re in an ambulance, being taken to Darrow General.”

      He didn’t care. All that mattered was the contact under his fingers, the heat-haze spreading up his arm. Protect the potential. Take her to…

      Which was a problem, because he had no idea. A critical part of his mission parameters simply refused to settle inside his head; he tensed just in case the terrible gibbering voice came back, digging its claws through tender brainmeat.

      There were restraints on him, sure, leather and nylon. But that meant less than nothing. A faint creaking intruded on the sudden silence.

      “Uh, Dina?” The tenor sounded uneasy.

      “None of that,” the angel said sharply, and his muscles obediently loosened. When a Dreamer spoke, you by-the-Mad-God obeyed.

      But she wasn’t a Dreamer yet, she wasn’t…

      Lirai. That’s the name. For once it didn’t send a jolt of agony through him to piece that shattered bit of memory together. Just a hazy swimming sense of relief, married to mounting uneasiness.

      “Okay.” Dina was clearly, audibly used to being in charge. “He’s listening, that’s good. Keep talking, or he might start to thrash and the straps might compress⁠—”

      “He can’t break them, can he?” The angel sounded nervous, now. The ambulance’s engine had a knocking in its depths, and strained a bit as the vehicle slowed for a left turn. No siren—he wasn’t a critical case.

      Not anymore. She’s fixing that.

      “Depends on what he’s hopped up on.” The tenor was moving now, too. “Should I⁠—”

      “We don’t know, let’s not mix meds.” Dina put paid to whatever he was planning. “Keep talking, ma—uh, what’s your name?”

      “Will,” the angel said. “Will Grainger.”

      And that was all he heard, because his overloaded brain decided it should get something approaching rest while the getting was good, and soft black feathers of unconsciousness closed over him.
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        * * *

      

      The wounded man was well and truly passed out, but prying his fingers off her wrist before the gurney was wheeled through the sliding-glass doors of Darrow General’s ambulance-only ER entrance was a job and a half. Fortunately, Will had experience, and at least the guy didn’t have claws—or fangs.

      “Good work.” The skinny blond driver helped her hop down from the back of the ambulance; his compatriots had vanished inside with their cargo. “Ever think about coming over to the dark side? The pay’s good, and it’s exciting.”

      “I’m not good with people.” Will had an EMT qualification and kept her con-ed current, sure. Using it was a completely different matter, though the training had been a good base for veterinary work. She stretched, fists digging into her lower back, and eyed the parking lot. Another ambulance had pulled up and was being unloaded; she was glad to be a mere footnote to their evening. “I’m just glad we saw him. In a few more minutes we would have been gone, and he could have laid there all night.”

      “Some folks would’ve just walked right by.” The driver held up an industrial-grade clipboard. “I got your information, and your friend Jay’s in case the cops have any questions. They probably won’t be here for another hour, and I wouldn’t wait.”

      “Yeah.” Will had no desire to try explaining any of this to any variety of law enforcement.

      “You need a ride home? I can radio for a taxi, or⁠—”

      “I’ll catch the bus, thanks.” Will dug in her purse—there was her phone, there were her keys, and her wallet was safe. Hallelujah. “Do you think he’s gonna be okay?”

      “I try not to think about it one way or the other.” The driver hopped onto the back, his legs dangling, and braced the clipboard, setting pen to paperwork with the air of a man habitually resigned to bureaucracy. “It’s just easier.”

      Yeah. Except Will had never learned that trick. “Okay.” What on earth did you say after an experience like this? Her legs trembled, plus the rest of her felt a little woozy; she was sadly familiar with adrenaline aftereffects. “I hope the rest of your night is peaceful.”

      “Doesn’t look likely.” But he looked up, and gave her a lopsided grin. “This one’s a win. Anything else isn’t our job, okay? Don’t let it get to you.”

      “We vet techs say that to each other a lot too.” Will clamped her purse safely to her side and gave a tiny, awkward wave. “Goodnight.”

      She knew the way—around the corner, across two parking lots, then down the zigzag wheelchair-accessible ramp on the embankment lining what locals called Darrow South, right to where the glass rectangle of a bus stop stood under a drench of fluorescent light. She’d walked that particular route enough the last few terrible cancer-ridden days of Aunt Grace’s life, and that was the wrong thought to have on a dark, misty night after seeing up-close the damage human beings could do to each other.

      So much pain in the world, and so few people interested in ameliorating it.

      The shelter’s glass sides were beaded with condensation, and the schedule attached to the post was all but unreadable under a cataract-clouded sheet of plastic. She could walk home, sure, but it was all uphill and Will didn’t quite think her legs could manage. For all that, settling on one of the benches—made of recycled plastic, another small sign announced proudly—was out of the question; God alone knew what was on it and if she sat down she might just fall asleep.

      She dug her phone out, texted Jay, and found the online bus schedule. There wasn’t long to wait. Traffic hurried by on Darrow South, headlights shining migraine-bright, tires making a thick shushing sound on wet concrete. Everyone was too busy to worry about her, which was just the way she liked it.

      Will leaned against a metal support pillar, her coat zipped all the way up—there were probably traces of blood and guck on the fabric; she’d have to look close, do some dab-cleaning at home—and her hands plunged deep into the pockets. The chill was more than physical tonight; her teeth chattered, and the shivers working down her spine were old, familiar, hated unfriends.

      She really shouldn’t be thinking about Aunt Grace. But here she was again, standing at this very particular bus stop on a rainy evening, the only difference being a few intervening years and moving four times so her apartment was now only a ten-minute ride away from Darrow General instead of half an hour if the traffic gods were kind. Maybe she was a moth and the hospital a bright lamp, exerting a relentless pull.

      Her phone buzzed—probably Jay, worrying again. He could wait.

      The sounds tonight’s victim made, those raw husk-broken cries, wouldn’t stop echoing in her head. It was just like she’d dreamed last month. She could probably even go back through her journal and find the exact day she’d jotted down⁠—

      Stop it. Think about the bus, about ice cream when you get home, about anything else. Come on, Will.

      Her hair finally decided the sloppy ponytail it was trapped in was too much effort. She had to free a hand to work the scrunchie out of the tangled mess, and just as she finished another cold, galvanic thrill ran through her.

      What the hell is that?

      The noise pierced traffic, lifting high and clear. It was a long way off, a faint cold whistle threading through the city’s nighttime hum. Maybe it was a siren somewhere, bouncing oddly off skyscrapers or between warehouses?

      No. You know what it is. Will shivered, and her breath halted for a moment. Her shoulders hunched defensively. Less than thirty seconds later the bus hove into sight, a welcome diesel-belching distraction, and she clambered aboard, relieved she didn’t have to swipe her passcard since this was the downtown ride-free area.

      She dropped into a seat two back from the driver, who ignored everything but his job with magnificent, glacial disdain. The smattering of other passengers didn’t give her a second look, and she was utterly grateful for that as well.

      Impossible to deny it. She knew that noise, she always knew that noise. It meant time to move again, and she’d just gotten settled.

      Figured.
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      When he surfaced from a soft grey deathly doze he was strapped to a rickety metal gurney and surrounded by faded curtains hung from rattling plastic hoops, but he knew that wasn’t a problem. The woman with the sweet voice was gone, though, which definitely was an issue.

      A huge one.

      He lay motionless, listening intently. Sounded like a hopping night in the emergency room—the space was full to bursting with pain-noises, a moan next door separated from his cubicle by a single thin fall of cloth too staind for bleach to do more than fade the spots, hurrying feet, medicalese barked from one corner to the next, someone swearing in a low monotone. It smelled like every other hospital he’d had the bad luck to visit, too, the reek of blood, vomit, and other bodily fluids almost staggering under more unphysical aromas of stress, agony, and the blind desperation of animal meat in distress. Over it all was a thick nose-stinging wash of disinfectant, and of course an angel wouldn’t want to be anywhere near this mess.

      No celestial being would harrow this hell for him. For a moment he almost remembered who and what he was, even what had happened to land him here, but the knowledge fled when his head started to pound.

      The horrifying alien thing was attempting to worm back into his brain, and who knew what it would do if it succeeded? He had to find the angel⁠—

      Potential. She’s a potential, not a Dreamer yet.

      Fine. He had to find the potential, and then he’d figure out the rest of it. He was better at improv than plan-following anyway. It was a Younger’s job to…

      Pain lanced his skull. His spine arched, his eyes rolled back, and sweat popped out all over his filthy skin. They’d winched him down with nylon straps and left him temporarily alone, a machine to his right suddenly shrieking; when the seizure stopped he heard approaching footsteps and knew he had only a few moments. The inside of his right elbow burned—they’d jabbed to get a blood draw, and that was bad.

      He was flying above the radar, something to be avoided at most, if not all, cost. How he could know that—tox screens and other bloodwork would show puzzling, contradictory reports—and not know who the hell he was? Not know his own name?

      Unnecessary. What mattered was getting the fuck off this horizontal surface and tracking down his potential. Fortunately, the brief cessation of pain under her touch, plus the temporary haven of unconsciousness, gave him a fighting chance.

      Even in this wasted, battered state, it was all he needed. Or so he devoutly hoped.

      His back arched again, ribs creaking, eyes rolling back in his head as if the howling, screeching thing was attacking once more. Every muscle tightened, and all he needed was a single weak point in the restraints. A buckle with a slightly lower tolerance, a tiny fraying in woven nylon, a bent metal prong holding the cuff around his ankle…

      None of those gave. Instead, when he pitched violently to the right, rocking the gurney—either the one he’d been wheeled in on or hospital version, since beds were obviously at a premium tonight—metal squealed, a rivet popped, and the entire contraption dropped halfway with a crash, like a tired, squatting robot. The sudden jolt gave him hope, but now the machine he was hooked to was really having a party, emitting a high-pitched whine.

      Maybe he was fucking with the electronics. Sorcery could do that.

      Sorcery? Oh. Okay.

      Popping, zinging, crunching noises. He rolled, the gurney shuddering again as he landed heavily on his left side and barely missed stabbing himself with corkscrewed metal struts. One of the thing’s wheels popped off and smacked the curtain hiding him from what had to be the main aisle with a heavy thwip sound, which would have been hilarious if he’d had breath to laugh.

      The fall also jabbed the taped-down needle deeper into his left elbow, and a pole holding a bag of saline and whatever else they’d decided he needed, swayed dangerously overhead.

      He surged upward, tearing the needle free with a quick contemptuous jerk, and would have been well on his way except for the cuff around his ankle. He went down again almost as quickly as he’d lunged upright, face-first to top it all off, and landed hard. There was a jab of pain in his left buttock, which he ignored.

      He had other problems at the moment.

      The curtain was yanked aside, and a wide-hipped, faded-pretty brunette nurse in navy scrubs stared down at him.

      Civilian, he thought, and he wouldn’t have to kill her if he could just get up soon enough. The brunette’s mouth opened, whether in shock or to call for help he couldn’t tell.

      It was there, sprawled on the ruins of a gurney with a metal strut digging into his ass, that he finally, for some goddamn reason, remembered his name.

      Jacob. It was there and gone in a flash, but left enough of an echo he could probably remember it.

      The woman inhaled sharply, her rosy cheeks blanching as he curled like a worm on a hook, ripping the ankle-cuff free. More metal popped and pinged. The machine on the other side gave a strangled screech and a shower of sparks; the nurse in navy flinched, her arms coming up as if she expected to be punched.

      Just take the hit, cupcake. Hurts worse if you try to avoid it. Terrible, smoking delight filled him. He finally gained his filthy bare feet again, ignoring the gout of blood from the wound on his ass—hospitals were always undignified—and it would have been easy to strike her on the way past. She just stood there, trying to process this turn of events and having no luck at all. Quick reaction was trained into cops and medical professionals, but the truly strange outside purely human experience vapor-locked even the best and brightest.

      That’s why it takes a Son to handle the unclean. Another piece of useless, contextless information. The inside of his left forearm burned, a bright crimson not-tattoo twisting and digging deeper like a live brand. Fortunately he was coated with dried blood and less-wholesome substances; they’d be hard put to even tell his hair color, let alone see the livid symbol scored into his skin.

      Get the fuck out of here, Jacob. A dry, ironic voice inside his head—maybe even his own—and he obeyed without question, bowling past the shocked nurse on all fours, hands and bare feet slapping linoleum. The puncture on his rear burned as it sealed—at least he was healing again. There was a lot of misery in the air here; it was good fuel, pure and high-grade.

      Not the best, but he’d take it. Now all he had to do was find some thread, however faint, of his potential’s scent. Fluorescent light stung his eyes so he closed them, nose and ears taking over like good soldiers.

      Grinning, his mouth half-open, moving with inhuman speed, Jacob crashed through the ER with a rising tide of screams and furious-or-amazed obscenities spreading in his wake. His hands and feet left dark smears on waxed flooring, he burst through a locked and reinforced door with a quick wrench to tear the deadbolt free of softer surrounding structures, and shortly afterward glass shattered as he piled through the sliding automatic doors to the ambulance bay, following a dark ribbon of his own stench like a dog retracing its daily piss-marked walking route, leashed to a benevolent owner.

      Cold, fresh air smacked him in the face. He skidded to a stop, head upflung, palms and soles braced on damp pavement. His eyelids fluttered, and he inhaled deeply. The ruins of his clothing flapped, settled. His head tilted slightly, an inquiring movement.

      There. A bright soft fragrant thread filled his nose, along with a reek of exhaust, the smell of cold misty rain, and traces of all the human beings collected in this concrete-and-glass termite mound screaming for analgesic or too wounded to even whisper.

      None of their pain mattered, just like his own was incidental and ignored. The scent filled his lungs as he dragged in yet more air, ribs creaking, the rest of him ignoring the short scream from an EMT on a smoke break and the wondering what the fuck is that from a doctor who had just stepped outside for a breather, her arms crossed high on her chest against the chill and her stethoscope draped around her neck.

      She went that way, on foot. Less than an hour ago.

      So now he knew his own name, hurrah. He had his potential’s scent, even better. But he also knew something else, though quite how he couldn’t tell.

      He knew, in the blind instinctive way he could sense how long it had been since she stood on this particular patch of paving, that he wasn’t the only thing out hunting tonight.

      Jacob bared his teeth and bolted into the parking lot, following a thin, rain-blurred trail.
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      Getting home was always the single best thing about any day, even better than climbing into bed. Sleep had drawbacks, since more often than not it meant hallucination-vivid nightmares; she always wondered why other people found slumber such a haven.

      Still, the hypercolored déjà vu dreams were better than the nightmares, and both were better than the moments in daily life when she knew without a doubt hey, done this before, only I wasn’t awake then.

      Like earlier that night, in fact.

      Peeling out of her black parka was a blessing. Aside from a few smudges there was very little evidence of the horribly battered man in the parking lot, so she hung the coat on the row of hooks near the door and muttered a thank you to whatever divinity looked out for those who had to pay quarters per laundry load. Getting her shoes off caused a deep, involuntary sigh of relief, and she headed for the bathroom at a quick hobble, slightly impeded by the usual struggling out of her scrubs and underthings while trying to walk.

      One short, stinging-hot shower later she was feeling a lot better about the world in general and her corner of it in specific. Her ancient grey sweats and neck-torn Esprit sweatshirt from high school were old friends, and a pair of thick, sloppy hand-knitted socks completed the transformation from Daytime Will to Evening Will, a much more relaxed creature.

      At least in her tiny third-floor studio apartment, rendered almost breathlessly warm in winter by the surrounding units with their heaters on full blast, she was relatively safe even if she’d heard that unearthly whistle and would have to start looking for another place tomorrow—probably on her lunch break while downing a quick burrito in what passed for a break room at Sun Valley Veterinary. She had moving down to an art by now, and since she lived alone she could often avoid leases.

      Nobody understood. It was just… easier to remain strictly solo, and the beauty of her degree and experience was that she was always in demand. She could switch vets tomorrow, move a hundred miles away—though the idea of leaving Aunt Grace’s hometown gave her a funny stabbing feeling in her chest.

      If she didn’t get out soon she might end up with no vet office to apply at, working at Darrow General instead, a moth standing right in the gaslamp flame of human pain and violence.

      That was Tomorrow Willow’s problem. Tonight’s Will opened the freezer, thanked her past self for bringing home ice cream, grabbed a spoon, and settled at her kitchen table, opening her laptop and smiling as it greeted her with a cheery picture of a beach in Fiji.

      “Finally,” she muttered, and got the lid off the carton. Adulthood was wonderful; she pointed her toes under the tiny dining table and stretched luxuriously as an episode of her new favorite rerun—streaming was a blessing too—opened on the screen. A sarcastic, fast-talking woman and her daughter lived in a soap-bubble world of wisecracks, pop-culture references, and neatly organized storylines, the perfect antidote to real life’s messiness. Clear skin, great hair, comfortably decorated single-family houses, sanitized streets, it was just what the doctor ordered.

      There were no animals panting in distress, no infections or leaking wounds, no short desperate coughing cries of pain. Will could watch, laughing occasionally as she sucked on frozen milk or cold sugar-drenched cherries, and for forty-odd minutes or so she forgot every single problem in the universe, forgot the cold misty night outside the apartment’s window—only one, and it looked onto the fire escape and an alley, dark even during summer afternoons.

      Even the constant hum and creaking of every other unit in the building didn’t disturb her. It was a warm blanket made of static, a heavy shell she could crawl under, hermit-crablike, and rest for a few precious hours.

      She could rent a bigger place, sure. She could afford a lot better than this postage-stamp table, rickety chairs, a small collection of thrift-store dishes, the single neatly made futon, the bag of library books, the closet holding only scrubs, sweats, and a couple pairs of jeans as well as one job-hunting blazer-and-skirt in a dry cleaner’s plastic sheath.

      But she could also be out of here in less than an hour if she felt like it, and not shed a single tear over anything left behind except her laptop, which fit quite nicely in her purse when necessary. Living light was the best way to survive.

      I don’t get it, one boyfriend had said, years ago. Were you in the Army or something?

      There was no point or use in explaining. Some people just did better alone, and Will was apparently one of them. Liking it was another question, but she didn’t have to.

      It was enough to simply survive.

      Once the episode was over she heaved a regretful sigh, replaced the last quarter-carton of half-melted ice cream in the freezer for a later rendezvous, brushed her teeth, and turned out the lights. Getting into bed was the very last chore of the day, and she lay in the dark for a long while, staring at an indistinct smear of white popcorn ceiling.

      Was it going to be insomnia, Technicolor bad dreams, or the weird future-telling ones tonight? No way to tell. So Will waited, and waited, and finally dropped into a thin, troubled doze.
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        * * *

      

      It was near three a.m. that a sudden crashing, clanging rattle right outside her window dragged her out of restless tossing. Will barely managed to prop herself on her elbows, blinking in the dark, before glass shattered and a many-legged, fungal-scarred, stinking thing straight from nightmares landed on plain dun carpet just past the foot of her bed.
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