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      Calaveras County, California — April 1968

      

      He didn’t hit the deer, but it was a close thing, the tawny flash appearing suddenly out of the gloom of the towering trees. If not for Ralph Crespo’s good reflexes, he would have hit the buck straight on, no doubt killing the animal and badly damaging the car. Both of which would have been a shame. Townsend had let him have one of the Bureau’s newest vehicles, a candy-apple-red Mustang fastback that had eaten up the miles heading north of LA and now roared through the curves of the Sierras.

      Anyway, Ralph swerved in time, and both deer and car escaped unscathed—although Ralph narrowly missed colliding with a fir tree. Long after the animal had disappeared back into the woods, Ralph let the car idle on the pavement and waited for his heart rate to normalize.

      He wished he could have flown instead.

      Once he got the car rolling again, he emerged from the forest within a few miles and entered a town that looked as if it hadn’t changed much since gold rush days. He took note of the historic inn, which might be a good place to spend the night, but he didn’t stop. Instead, he left town and drove until he reached a crossroads, where he turned eastward between cattle ranches. Turkey vultures and hawks soared overhead, and Ralph rolled down the window to catch a bit of swift air himself.

      He almost missed Coyote Hole Road, a narrow track that angled off the highway and climbed a steep slope with a precipitous drop on one side. It was paved, but barely, and if another vehicle came down the hill, they wouldn’t be able to pass each other. There was no shoulder and no guardrail, so anyone fool enough to take the bends too fast would pay a harsh price.

      After three or four miles, the route flattened out. Horses watched him from spring-green pastures, and there was a sprinkling of modest, surprisingly well-kept houses, each with a pickup truck parked in front and bright flowers blooming in pots on the front porch.

      A mailbox bore the address he was looking for, and he turned onto a gravel driveway and continued around a rocky outcrop to reach his final destination. The little homestead contained a small house, and although there was no barn, there were a few outbuildings: a couple of sheds, a pump house, and something that might have been a workshop or garage. The house itself had unpainted wood-plank siding and a shake roof. If the house hadn’t been in such good condition, Ralph might have thought the site abandoned. There was no garden, no potted flowers, no fenced pasture. The land looked as if it was still in its wild state, complete with brambles, bushes, and ancient trees.

      He got out and leaned against the closed car door, listening to the engine tick. It would have been a good time to smoke a cigarette, but he’d given the things up long ago. Instead he tilted his head up to watch thin clouds drift across the pale blue sky.

      “The cave’s not open to the public.”

      Ralph straightened and looked up at the house, where a person had appeared on the porch. The roof overhang shaded him, preventing Ralph from seeing many details, but it appeared to be a man, short and well-muscled, with his arms crossed. Both his posture and his tone suggested annoyance.

      Ralph flashed a smile. “Do I look like I want to go caving?” He spread his arms as if to show off his silk tie, his expensive dress shirt and suit trousers, and his well-polished shoes. His suit jacket was currently draped over the passenger seat.

      “I don’t want to buy your Bibles, vacuum cleaners, or encyclopedias either.” The man had a faint accent. German, maybe.

      “All right, maybe I do look like a salesman. But I’m not. I have an envelope to deliver.” He reached through the open car window, grabbed it off the dashboard, and held it up.

      “You’re definitely not a mailman.”

      “Not exactly.” Lately he’d felt like a glorified messenger, but there was no point in dwelling on that right now. “Look, I need to speak to Anton Steinmann, please. I came all the way from LA to give him this, and once I do, you can get back to… whatever it is you do.”

      The man regarded him silently for several moments. “Who are you?” he finally barked.

      Ralph sighed. He’d known this assignment wasn’t going to be as easy as Townsend made it seem. They never were. But he’d been driving all day and what he really wanted was a big, rare steak followed by a hot shower. That’s what passed for happiness these days.

      “I’m Agent Ralph Crespo from the Bureau of Trans-Species Affairs.”

      He waited for the response. Most people had never heard of the Bureau and, when he mentioned it, were puzzled or confused. Those who had heard of it tended to be suspicious at best, terrified at worst.

      “Fuck,” said the man on the porch. Well, that was a new one. “Come in, I guess.”

      It wasn’t the most gracious of invitations, but Ralph didn’t hesitate to stride up to the house and ascend the porch stairs. By the time he got there, the man had gone inside but had left the door open. Ralph followed him in.

      Because there weren’t many windows, the interior of the house was dim despite the bright sunlight outside. There was a lot of wood—walls, floor, and ceiling beams—but the focal point of the large room was a massive stone fireplace with a single armchair in front of it. The kitchen was minimalist, with a sink, a range, and a few cabinets. The only personal stamp on the space was a wall of stuffed bookshelves.

      “Are you a federal agent or a home inspector?” There was a hint of humor in the man’s voice.

      “Are you Anton Steinmann?”

      “I’m not going to produce my goddamn ID in my own goddamn house.”

      Ralph liked this guy, who was almost certainly Steinmann since there was no sign of anyone else. Grinning, Ralph handed over the envelope.

      While Steinmann examined the envelope and scowled, Ralph had a chance to get a good look at him. He was short, probably no more than five four, with a muscular upper body and trim waist, and he wore old jeans and a slim-fitting pale green short-sleeved shirt. His shaggy blond hair looked as if it had been cut with a hedge trimmer several months ago. Thick pale eyebrows shadowed his gray eyes and nicely balanced his strong features. Ralph guessed he was in his early thirties.

      Steinmann’s glower deepened after he opened the envelope and started reading. He finally crumpled up the paper. “No,” he said flatly.

      “No what? I have no idea what it says.”

      “You come all the way from LA and you don’t even know what your message is?”

      “My boss handed me a sealed envelope and told me to deliver it. He didn’t give me any details. Chief Townsend works in mysterious ways.” That was putting it mildly. In fact, Townsend’s goals were always murky and his methods often questionable. But unlike most of his fellow agents, Ralph knew Townsend’s history and had at least a hint of what he was made of, and that was enough to earn Ralph’s trust. Mostly.

      Steinmann still held the piece of paper in his fist. High color flushed his cheeks. “Tell your boss to go fuck himself.”

      “If that’s what you want. I gotta warn you, though—he’s a man who tends to get what he wants. One way or another.” Ralph didn’t mean that as a threat; it was just the honest truth. Steinmann would save himself a lot of time and grief if he’d just get with the program now. But judging from the stubborn set of his jaw and shoulders, he wasn’t the type to take the easy route.

      “Get in your shiny new car and get the hell off my mountain.”

      When he was younger, Ralph might have tried to reason with the man, or maybe charm him into compliance. But he no longer had the energy for that. He shrugged and turned toward the still-open door.

      “Do you want to fuck?”

      Certain he’d misheard, Ralph spun back around. “What?”

      Steinmann rolled his eyes. “Sex. Do you want to have sex with me?”

      It had been a very long time since anyone had so thoroughly flabbergasted Ralph. “What makes you think I want that?”

      “Nothing. I have no idea whether you want to fuck. That’s why I asked.”

      “But—”

      “It’s been a long time for me, okay? I don’t get many chances to interact with others. But now you’re here, and you’re not bad-looking, and I’m betting your boss isn’t expecting you back for a while.” He spread his hands. “So why not?”

      The funniest thing was that, while Ralph was perfectly aware that there were dozens of reasons why not, at the moment he couldn’t think of a single one. Steinmann was handsome and intriguing, and Ralph hadn’t slept with anyone since… well, it had been ages.

      Steinmann was peering at him closely.

      “That’s an interesting seduction technique.” Ralph took a step backward, hoping a little more space between them would help his brain overrule his dick. It didn’t.

      “It’s the best I’ve got. I’m not very good with people, Agent Crespo. As you no doubt noticed. I tend to speak my mind. Sometimes it gets me in trouble, but you haven’t tried to punch me in the nose, which makes me think my offer doesn’t offend you.” He raised his eyebrows expectantly.

      A frank conversation—wouldn’t that be nice? Ralph didn’t engage in those often in his line of work. “Someone finds me attractive enough to want to have sex with me.” He shrugged. “Nothing to be offended about there.”

      A small smile played at the corners of Steinmann’s lips. “Even if the someone is male?”

      Ralph smiled back. He almost reached for Steinmann, because he couldn’t remember the last time anyone had touched him and he ached for contact. But he remembered himself in time. “I’m here on a mission, not to get laid.”

      “You fulfilled your job, didn’t you? You were supposed to give me a mystery envelope. You did.” He held up the crumpled paper as if for proof.

      When put like that…. No. Ralph wasn’t thinking clearly, which wasn’t like him. Other agents sometimes ribbed him about his tenacity, his stubborn insistence on sticking to the job, traits that had allowed him to keep his position even after… after he lost many of his special skills. Yet now here he was, all but ready to leap into bed with a stranger—a stranger who was refusing to do whatever Townsend was asking.

      “You’re not an incubus, are you?” Ralph asked, only half joking.

      Steinmann gave a burst of what seemed like genuine laughter. “If so, not a very successful one. Are there really such things?”

      Ralph wasn’t sure. There were definitely demons. He knew this because he’d destroyed a few of them—and on occasion, he’d worked with one of them. But he had no idea whether any of the creatures specialized in luring people into sex. “The world is full of wonders,” he said.

      “Like you.” Steinmann stepped closer, stopping well within Ralph’s personal space, and although Ralph was half a foot taller, Steinmann didn’t appear intimidated. He tilted his head and squinted up into Ralph’s eyes. “What are you?”

      Fighting the urge to step back, Ralph said, “Told you. Bureau agent.”

      “That’s your job, not what you are. You’re trying really hard to appear ordinary, but you slip a little sometimes. Your eyes.” He touched two calloused fingers to Ralph’s right cheek. He was gentle about it, his skin barely connecting, but Ralph shivered.

      Occasionally Ralph allowed someone to catch a glimpse of his true nature. Less so recently, since it felt like a lie. But in the past he’d done it now and then because it was an effective way of getting someone’s attention and, if needed, scaring the crap out of them. But Steinmann didn’t look frightened at all. Just intrigued. Which was both interesting and unsettling.

      “Yes, like that,” Steinmann said. “A flash of different color, a change in the shape of your pupils. Maybe you’re the incubus.”

      “Most people don’t find those changes sexy.”

      That earned a small snort. “Most people are idiots.” Then Steinmann took a deep breath and stepped back, almost out of reach. “Here’s the thing. I’m not going to do your boss’s bidding. The entire Bureau can go screw itself for all I care. But you could spend a couple of hours being plain old Ralph instead of Agent Crespo, and you can tell me what you are because I’m dying of curiosity, and we can fuck. I think we’ll be good together. Then you can head back to your city and your badge, and we’ll both have a nice little memory to add to our collections.”

      That sounded so simple, but Ralph knew better.

      Nevertheless, with the imprint of those fingertips still warm on his skin, Ralph nodded. “I’ll want reciprocity,” he said. “You may not be an incubus, but you’re not an ordinary human either. What are you?”

      “Your boss didn’t tell you?”

      “No.”

      Steinmann chuckled. “I’m surprised you haven’t guessed already. Aren’t you supposed to be some kind of detective? There’s my name. My height. I live over a cave.” He paused, maybe so Ralph could make a guess. When Ralph remained silent, Steinmann grinned. “I’m a gnome.”

      “A gnome?” Ralph may have sputtered a bit.

      “I know. You expected a red cap, a flowing white beard, a round belly. Fucking Walt Disney and those damn lawn ornaments.”

      “Um….”

      “We’re an ancient people, Ralph. We’re guardians of mines and caves and precious stones. We live close to Mother Earth and she sustains us with her mysteries and her riches. And for the most part we keep our noses out of human affairs, which means we’re really none of the Bureau’s business.” He stuck his chin out with more than a hint of belligerence.

      Ralph was charmed. Outside of folktales, he’d never heard of gnomes. Maybe nowadays they were covered during the Bureau training for new agents, but back when he’d joined up, instruction had been minimal except for agents who wanted to specialize. He’d always been more of a generalist. He was delighted to discover something new after all these years. And yes, that mention of precious stones hadn’t escaped his attention either.

      “A gnome,” he said. “That’s wonderful.”

      Steinmann—hell, Anton—relaxed a bit. “Okay. I showed you mine. What about you?”

      Ralph let his teeth glint sharply and his eyes flare carnelian red. That was about the limit of what he could do now. He almost wept for what he’d lost: the iridescent scales, the powerful tail, the deadly claws. The leathery wings that had once allowed him to soar through the heavens. But Anton was waiting, and wallowing in grief wouldn’t do Ralph any good. It was time to astonish Anton for a change.

      “Can you guess?” Ralph asked.

      Eyes bright, Anton shook his head.

      “I am a dragon.”

      Anton gaped. But before Ralph had the opportunity to truly revel in that astonishment, his sensitive ears picked up a sound from outside.

      “Someone’s coming.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 2

          

        

      

    

    
      Anton’s mouth snapped shut, and he stomped past Ralph to peek out one of the front windows. He shifted the heavy moss-green curtain slightly to one side, as if reluctant to let anyone know he was looking.

      “Fuck.” The expletive seemed to reflect resignation more than upset. He threw open the door and stood there, legs apart and arms crossed, blocking the way. Perhaps not incidentally, that meant Ralph was stuck inside unless he wanted to push Anton out of the way. He didn’t bother with that; he could see just fine over Anton’s head.

      Four men were making their way toward the porch. The plump, grizzled one appeared to be middle-aged, the others in their twenties or thirties. It was obvious that they were all related to Anton, resembling him not only in facial features but also in identical scowls. The only difference was their size—they were stouter and taller than Anton, although still short—and their clothing. The newcomers wore colorfully embroidered tunics, as if they were hippies straight from Haight-Ashbury, but their shorn hair was more similar to a soldier’s than to a flower child’s.

      The oldest one spoke first, loosing an angry barrage of words in a language that sounded a little like German. Anton barked back more succinctly but no more happily. Then, without looking behind him, he switched to English. “Mr. Crespo, I’m just informing my busybody uncle that you’re here to look at the cave.”

      Ralph tried very hard to look like a tourist. He knew he wasn’t very good at appearing harmless and innocent, but he did his best. “That’s right. I’ve heard it’s fascinating.” He hoped that made sense, considering that in actuality he’d had no idea the cave existed until Anton mentioned it. Maybe it wasn’t fascinating—maybe it was incredibly boring. But then why would anyone come to the middle of nowhere to see it?

      “The cave is not open to the public.” The uncle’s accent was stronger than Anton’s.

      Before Ralph could respond, Anton spoke. “I told him that. But he drove a long way, so I let him inside to use the bathroom and have a drink of water. Because I’m not a complete asshole.”

      The uncle didn’t look as if he believed a word of that, and Ralph didn’t blame him. Anton was a terrible liar. The two of them exchanged more hostile words, while Ralph kept his mouth shut and the other men tried to look menacing. If it came down to it, Ralph figured he could take at least three of them in a fight. Although nowhere near as powerful as he used to be, he was stronger than a human—or than a gnome, he hoped. Of course, they could be carrying weapons. He’d left his gun in the glovebox of the car. He didn’t like the things and used them only when absolutely necessary.

      Luckily, it looked as if violence would be avoided. After a final, toxic-sounding retort, the uncle spun and stomped away, the others hard at his heels. Anton stepped inside and slammed the door shut. He sagged for a moment before turning his attention back to Ralph. “A dragon?”

      “What was that all about?”

      “You know those stereotypes about unwelcoming hicks? Completely accurate for my people. We don’t like strangers or intruders.” His lips quirked. “Which is one reason why my sex life is so pathetic.”

      “They don’t want me here.”

      Anton shook his head. “They saw you driving up in your fancy car—they live just down the road a bit—and they wanted to see why I hadn’t got rid of you yet.”

      “What did you tell them?”

      “That this house is mine, and it’s none of their fucking business.”

      Ralph wasn’t sure he believed that, but he let it slide. “I should go.”

      But Anton leaned back against the door and grinned. “Dragon. Do you breathe fire?”

      “No.”

      Anton looked slightly disappointed. “Do you ravage the countryside? Hoard treasure? Kidnap damsels?”

      “Ravaging is frowned on for Bureau agents, and I don’t make a high enough salary to hoard anything.” That was a slight untruth. He’d been putting money away for decades, and although he kept it in bank deposits rather than gold and jewels, he supposed that was a hoard of sorts. He certainly enjoyed gazing lovingly at his bankbook.

      “Damsels?”

      Ralph smiled. “Not my type.”

      Anton was still pressed against the door. He looked pensive. “Okay… I get that the fairytales aren’t always accurate. I’ve already expressed my opinion of what people are told about gnomes. But aside from your very interesting eyes and teeth a little on the sharp side, you don’t…. All those paintings and statues with St. George? The dragon looks like a snake or a lizard or a sort of catfish thing. Georgie’s never slaying a handsome guy.”

      It was hard not to bristle a little at that; the veneration of St. George was a sore spot among dragons. In reality, humans had done a lot more damage to dragons than the other way around. But Anton didn’t need to hear his rant. “This is as close as I get to any of those depictions.” Now, anyway.

      After squinting at him for a moment, Anton shrugged. “All right. Now, about that fucking—”

      “What’s the story behind the cave you keep talking about?”

      “It belongs to my family. A long time ago when we were mining this mountain, we stumbled across a natural cave system. It’s extensive. We kept it secret for a while, but when money got tight, my father opened it for guided tours. We closed it back down after he died, but people hear about it and sometimes they come up, hoping to get a look. I keep the entrance locked.” Anton’s eyes brightened and his smile grew mischievous. “Do you want to fuck in the cave?”

      Ralph’s first instinct was to say no; a bed would be much more comfortable. But, well, he’d had plenty of sex on beds, never in a cave. The concept intrigued him far more than he expected, as if he’d been secretly longing for this.

      “All right,” he said.

      Looking delighted, Anton surged forward and grabbed his hand. “C’mon.”

      Anton didn’t bother to put on shoes and seemed impervious to the sharp gravel just outside his house. He dragged Ralph around the corner, through some prickly weeds and tiny pink wildflowers, and to a sturdy-looking little metal shed. He fished a key from his pocket, unlocked the door, and stepped inside. There was nothing to see except a few shelves, a tall wooden cabinet, and a trapdoor set into the stone floor. He waved toward one of the shelves. “Grab a flashlight.”

      “I see well in the dark.”

      “Yeah, me too, but what if there’s no light at all? Not even a glimmer?”

      Ralph took a flashlight.

      Anton had to unlock the trap door as well. It creaked when he opened it, as if it hadn’t moved in a long time, and he leaned it against the wall. “Follow me,” he said, taking a step down into nothingness.

      “What would happen if someone came along while we were down there and locked us in?”

      “There are other ways out of the cave. They’re not easy to find, but I know where they are. This is my home.” Anton disappeared into the maw.

      Despite a lingering uneasiness, Ralph followed. The passageway was barely wider than his shoulders, with steep wooden stairs descending between hewn stone walls. The odors hit him immediately—minerals, dampness, and something else he could only think of as age. He’d once been to Europe as part of an investigation and had visited some Roman ruins, but compared to the cave, those ruins were built yesterday. This subterranean chamber had existed long before humans, dragons, or gnomes appeared on Earth, and it would probably outlast them all. For some reason, that thought comforted him.

      The passageway took several turns, sometimes leveling out for a few yards of uneven stone footing before descending with more stairs. “Most of this is a mineshaft my family dug.” Although Anton’s voice was hushed and he faced away, it was easy to hear him. “It wasn’t a particularly productive mine, so we just kept digging. The whole mountain is carved out with our tunnels.”

      “Do you still mine it?”

      “Now and then. More out of habit than anything else.”

      They fell silent as the path took an especially sharp turn, at which point they had to squeeze through a narrow space that looked like an arched doorway. When Ralph got through, his breath caught. Although they were once again going down a set of stairs, the area had opened up, with a soaring ceiling and a wide empty space between the stairway and the walls. The stone here had erupted into fantastic shapes: long spikes, jagged clusters of crystals, and sinuously curved hanging parts that looked like curtains.

      Anton had paused a few feet below him. “Pretty, isn’t it?”

      “It’s beautiful.”

      “My family’s not responsible for any of this except the stairs. This is Mother Earth’s handiwork.”

      A few of the formations were within reach, and although Ralph wanted to touch them, he kept his hands on the railing. Stroking the rock would feel somehow profane. Religion had never been a part of his life—dragons had little use for it—but this cave felt like a holy place.

      When they rounded another corner, he forgot to breathe.

      He and Anton stood on a flat stone platform with a rock wall behind them and a wooden railing in front. Beyond the rail was… an abyss. Human eyes likely would have seen very little beyond the beams of the two flashlights, but Ralph could make out the details fairly well. A vast cavern yawned around them, with the floor far below and a stalactite-festooned ceiling high above. The opposite side of the cavern was a city block away.

      Anton was watching Ralph closely. “It’s something else, isn’t it?”

      “I’ve seen a lot of astonishing things. This might be in the top ten.”

      “When Papa gave tours, they never came this far. Nobody knows about this part except my family.”

      “And me,” Ralph pointed out.

      “I don’t know why I’m showing it to you. If my uncle knew, he’d— Anyway, it’s the deepest known single chamber in California. You could almost fit Big Ben in here.”

      Ralph chuckled, the sound echoing loudly. “You do sound like a tour guide.”

      “I always thought I’d be one, eventually. I should have been. It’s a bone of contention between me and the others.” He shrugged as if it didn’t matter, even though it obviously did. Then he shook himself and flashed a grin. “Want to go down to the bottom?”

      The stairway descended in tight spirals, the wooden frame shaking a bit with each footstep. It reminded Ralph uncomfortably that he could no longer fly, and that if the thing collapsed, he’d meet his end splatted on the floor of a secret cave. Nobody would even notice he was gone except Townsend, who might or might not look for him—not that it would do Ralph any good if he did. As far as he knew—and hoped—Townsend couldn’t bring anyone back from the dead.

      Ralph breathed a deep sigh of relief when they reached the bottom.

      Anton led him around the space for a bit, pointing out interesting rock shapes and fissures that led even deeper into the mountain. He made sure that Ralph didn’t step on any of the piles of bones that littered the stone floor. Some were animal, a few were human, and a couple were… something else. All of them unfortunate creatures who’d somehow found their way down here and, if they survived the descent, couldn’t get out. That would be a slow and lonely way to die.

      When Anton was satisfied that Ralph had seen enough, he took Ralph’s hand and towed him to a spot very near the chamber’s center. “I’ve brought you here, and now I’d like to have sex with you, but I’m not doing your boss’s bidding. You get that?”

      “Understood.”

      Anton took Ralph’s flashlight and turned it off. He set it on the floor before doing the same with his own, leaving them in absolute blackness. Not a single particle of light reached Ralph’s eyes, which was unsettling but also, he had to admit, thrilling.

      It meant that when Anton tugged him down for a kiss, the sensation was all the more salient. Anton’s mouth was warm and soft, but he nipped at Ralph’s lips with sharp little teeth.

      Ralph was used to taking charge during sex, but today it felt right to allow Anton to take the lead. It was almost as if Anton had him in some sort of spell, which should have been alarming but felt too good for Ralph to care. If this was what being enchanted felt like, he was all for it. It sure as hell beat his regular existence.

      Stopping often to kiss and grope, Anton rid Ralph of every shred of clothing. The air was chilly, but dragons were invulnerable to all but the most frigid cold. Anyway, Anton’s hands felt hot by comparison, and when he stripped himself and pressed against Ralph, it was as if embers glowed beneath Anton’s skin.

      His hands were so heavily calloused that they felt almost like stone, yet he used them with admirable dexterity. Ralph was surprised at how quickly Anton had him panting and rutting against him. Well, maybe it wasn’t so surprising. It had been a very long time since Ralph had done this. Their height difference proved an impediment, however, so at Anton’s urging, Ralph lay back on the hard stone floor and Anton draped himself on top, sucking and biting at Ralph’s body.

      Their noises echoed off the walls and ceiling, until Ralph could almost believe an orgy was happening around them in the dark. Anton’s scent seemed stronger here too, an odor both earthy and sweet. Ralph found himself writhing, licking Anton’s neck and chest, squeezing his muscular ass, lifting his hips to meet Anton’s thrusts.

      There was no way to gauge time. They could have been at it for minutes or hours when the friction became just enough and then almost too much. Ralph cried out as he came, and Anton joined him a split second later, their voices mingling and twining just like their bodies.

      They lay there for a while, Anton compact and heavy atop Ralph, both of them sweaty and panting. And then Anton kissed him a few times. Very sweetly, as a lover would, as if this brief interlude meant something more than just two horny guys boinking. Then he sighed and peeled himself off.

      The sudden flashlight beam seemed unreasonably bright, even in that vast space. But Ralph couldn’t have gotten dressed without it. He likely wouldn’t have even found his clothing since the pieces were scattered about. His tie had somehow lassoed a human skull, and he decided to keep it there.

      He expected that the trek back up all of those stairs would be a slog, but it wasn’t. Anton rapidly ascended with Ralph right behind, neither of them pausing along the way. It seemed as if sex had energized them both, which was a new thing for Ralph. Usually after a good orgasm he wanted to roll over and go to sleep.

      Outside in the sunshine, Ralph squinted as Anton locked the trapdoor and then the shed. They stood there, gazing at each other. Anton looked very much like a person who’d just rolled around on a cave floor with someone else, and Ralph strongly suspected he looked the same.

      Anton finally spoke. “That was good. I mean….” He scratched his head, causing a fine dusting of cave soil to drift to his shoulders. “Maybe it’s been long enough that I forgot how nice fucking feels, but I’m pretty sure that was better than average.”

      Ralph snorted a laugh and nodded his agreement. Objectively, the only thing spectacular about their little session had been the setting. The rest was just some rubbing against a stranger. Nonetheless, it had been better than average.

      A bird called harshly from a nearby tree, slightly startling them both. Anton said, “You can spend the night if you want,” but he was looking away.

      “Your uncle would notice that I slept over and wouldn’t be pleased.”

      “Fuck him.” Anton looked unhappy, though, and a little defeated. He scratched his scalp again. “I guess I shouldn’t stir the pot.”

      Ralph understood. Besides, sleeping with Anton would imply there was a lot more between them than there was, and it was better to not pretend. “I have to head back to LA early tomorrow. I saw an inn nearby.”

      “That place has been in business since the 1850s. My father used to— Well, it’s a nice enough place.”

      They walked to Ralph’s car, which seemed incongruously modern in this setting. It felt as if there should be a horse and wagon parked there instead—a real horse, not a ’67 Mustang. A car wouldn’t stay shiny around here for long; a thin layer of dust had already settled on the red paint.

      When Ralph paused with his hand on the door handle, Anton stepped closer. “Will your boss be angry I said no?”

      “I never try to predict what he’ll do. Anyway, I’ll be fine. My mission was to deliver the letter, which I did. He’s not going to fire me over it.” And even if he did, so what? Ralph wasn’t doing much for the Bureau nowadays anyway. Sometimes he wondered if Townsend merely kept him on out of pity. Problem was, Ralph didn’t have a solitary clue what he’d do without the job. Bureau agent was the last piece of identity he still possessed.

      After a last glance at the house, Ralph smiled at Anton. “Thanks for showing me your cave.”

      “That sounds like a bad double entendre.”

      Laughing, Ralph got into the car. Anton didn’t wait for him to leave; he turned and headed to the house without glancing back.

      “A gnome,” Ralph said with wonderment. And then he drove away.
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