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Author's Notes

Credit where credit is due, all the chapter titles herein were pulled from some of my favorite country songs. I grew up on country music and love it dearly, and could not resist using it for Jackie's story. If you're inclined, give a listen.

 

And the Thunder Rolls – Garth Brooks

Born & Raised in Black & White – Brooks & Dunn

A Good Run of Bad Luck – Clint Black

It's Five O'Clock Somewhere – Alan Jackson

Bubba Shot the Jukebox – Mark Chestnut

Beer for My Horses – Toby Keith

When the Stars Go Blue – Tim McGraw

Storm in the Heartland – Billy Ray Cyrus

Face to Face – Garth Brooks

Bless the Broken Road – Rascal Flatts

 


Part 01: And the Thunder Rolls

Jackie caught the goblin right square between its crazy ass eyes and sighed as the fool thing dropped like a sack of flour to the warehouse floor. He holstered his revolver in a single, smooth move and touched the brim of his hat to the cluster of goblins huddled in the corner. "Ma'am," he said to the one at the head of the pack, who had hired him to do something about a goblin that had tipped from average goblin crazy to crazier than a pack of elves gone drunk and frisky.

He walked over to the body to make certain it was dead and wrinkled his nose at the smell wafting off it. He'd caught whiffs of it before, but now the thing was holding still it was a sight easier to catch. "Poor thing's mind done been scrambled like eggs at Sunday brunch." He tipped his hat back to look up at the head goblin as she approached him. "Ain't got a clue how he was poisoned, but I were you, ma'am, I'd be checking right careful for a traitor in your midst. This sort of thing is near always personal."

The goblin's mouth tightened and she gave a terse nod. "Thank you, Master Black." Reaching into the pocket of the heavy butcher's apron she wore, she pulled out a book not even as big as his hand and carefully covered in plastic wrap. "Your payment. We'll take care of the rest."

"Ma'am," he said again and stood up, resettling his hat and brushing warehouse dust off his clothes.

Outside, dusk was steadily approaching, the hot air cooling as the sun fled. He lightly touched the pistols at his hips, still unsettled from a goblin acting so unlike itself, but made it to his pick-up without incident. Once inside his truck, he drew the revolver he'd just used and removed the bullets. Tucking them away in a pouch on his belt, he traded them for the bullets he normally used, meant to incapacitate rather than kill. He holstered the revolver, then settled into the driver's seat and buckled his seatbelt. A light touch to the steering wheel started it, and without a backward glance, he drove away from the warehouse and through the streets of the city.

He was happy to leave it behind for long stretches of empty, dusty road, happier still to pull into the driveway of his house. Another whisper of magic turned the truck off and he scooped his hat off the seat, not bothering to put it back on as he strode down a cracked, worn walkway and up the stairs to his house. Magic thrummed over him as the wards he'd carefully placed triple-checked he was indeed the master of the house.

Hanging his hat up by the door, Jackie shrugged out of his beat up denim jacket and hung it up beneath the hat. Next he unbuckled his gun belt and hung it next to the jacket, then pulled out each revolver and checked they were good to go. Reaching into the discarded jacket, he pulled out the book.

Wandering further into the house, he couldn't quite believe everything really was packed and ready. He combed a restless hand through his hair, then sighed and glanced at the clock over the living room archway—and remembered it was packed up like everything else. Blowing out an irritated breath, he turned on his heel and strode through the hallway to the kitchen, then on down the hall past it to his bedroom.

He put the book in the nightstand and dumped his wallet, chalk case, and phone from his pockets on top before he double-checked the phone for messages. Seeing none, he smiled in relief. If Roman hadn't called or texted then he must have been able to get away from work and would actually make it. Grinning, Jackie stripped off his clothes and threw them in the general direction of—oh, hell, he'd packed the hamper.

Rolling his eyes, he strode into the bathroom and got the shower going, double-checking that he hadn't been an idgit and packed all the towels. No. He still had some sense left, then. Climbing into the shower, Jackie quickly scrubbed down and shaved. Clambering out, he toweled himself dry as he returned to the bedroom.

He'd packed most of his clothes, but he'd left out a few nice bits. Pulling on his good, dark denim jeans and a dark red button down, he then sat to pull on his boots. Returning to the bathroom, he combed his hair and dug up the fancy cologne his mama had bought him a million years ago.

Back in the bedroom, he slipped his chalk case into his back left pocket, wallet in the back right, and his phone… he paused, smile fading when he saw he had a text. Touching the screen to bring it up, he stared unhappily at the message: Can't make it. Last minute meeting with a client.

Well, hell. That was the third date in a month, and they'd scarce seen each other for the past four. He had a sinking feeling his holidays were going to be mighty lonely, though he had hoped that wouldn't be the case.

Jackie sighed. What the hell was he supposed to do the rest of the night when he'd gone to so much trouble to clear his schedule for Roman? He'd been so eager to tell Roman his surprise. He sat down on the edge of his bed and glanced at the nightstand, picking up the framed photo he always kept there. It showed him and Roman about six months after they'd started dating—nearly two years to the day—when Roman had helped him hunt down a missing elf. Jackie had gotten his ass kicked by another sorcerer that day, but he'd gotten himself cleaned up well enough before the elf's grateful mother had taken a picture of them.

They looked nothing alike, him and Roman. He was plain as dirt, which fittingly enough was about the best way to describe his hair and eyes. No matter how hard he'd once tried he'd never got past being skinny, neither. He didn't look much removed from his Wild West pa, though mama said she'd managed to make him a touch more civilized. Roman, by contrast, was stunning, gussied up near as fine as any vampire, hair a pretty shade of gold and eyes the blue-green of the sea that Jackie hadn't seen in years.

Sighing, Jackie set the picture back on his nightstand and deliberated between working on his grimoires or rustling up dinner somewhere. But damn it all, he wanted to see Roman. He was tired of never seeing his lover. He really couldn't wait to be moved and living in the same city as Roman, even if he still felt gut-torn about leaving the place he'd lived all sixty-nine years of his life.

Now there was an idea. He hadn't yet had a chance to start looking around for a place to stay, since he wasn't just going to presume Roman wanted him to move right in. Moving to the same city was enough of a surprise, though he kinda hoped…

      Well, he had a whole night and nothing to fill it with, so why not get a jump on finding some place to stay? Maybe he could stop by to see Roman at his penthouse, too, when he finally finished up his late meeting.

Plan in mind, Jackie left the bedroom, grabbing his leather duster from the closet before heading out. By the door, he buckled his guns into place, settled his hat on his head, then headed out to the backyard.

Climbing down the back porch, he stepped onto the large, smooth slate work area he'd had put in going on ten years ago. He pulled his chalk case from his back pocket, running a thumb over the familiar engraving of two crossed revolvers and the runes magic, fire, and metal, which had always represented the Black family. It had been a present from a man he had taken on as an apprentice for a short time, one of the few objects Jackie held dear.

He drew out a piece of chalk and set the case aside, then began to draw out a spell circle for transporting, meticulously drawing every rune, working from the inside out. When he was done, he checked it twice, then thrice. Satisfied, he put the chalk away, stepped into the circle, and vanished as he spoke the activating mark.

The odors of the city washed over him and Jackie wrinkled his nose; it was gonna take him an age to grow accustomed to that smell: asphalt, gas, cars, too many people, food and animals and refuse. It was nothing at all like the plains that surrounded him on all sides back home.

Stepping out of the empty lot where he'd appeared, he stared down toward the heart of downtown where he could see Roman's building. He resisted the urge to head for it and focused instead on the taller building about a few blocks away from it. Territory was territory and he wasn't fool enough to enter a territory uninvited without announcing himself.

He walked quickly, glad he'd worn his duster when the clouds above cut loose with a cold autumn rainstorm fit to raise an ark. Jackie was near soaked through by the time he reached his destination, shaking water off as best he could before pushing through revolving glass doors into the building proper.

"Howdy," he said to the security guards at the desk. "I'm here to see His Highness, if'n he might be gracious enough to see a visitor for a few minutes."

The guard nodded, but asked, "What's your reason for visiting?"

"Moving here, I'm hoping," Jackie said, taking off his hat and combing fingers through his hair. "If he's busy, I can leave a card and come whenever he's inclined to see me."

At the desk, the second guard hung up the phone he'd picked up the moment Jackie had announced his reason for being there. "His Highness is busy, but Steward Kennedy will see you. Take the last elevator on the right; swipe this card to access the penthouse."

"Much obliged," Jackie replied and took the card, then walked over to the elevators and did as instructed.

On the floor second from the top, the elevators pinged open to reveal a handsome set of rooms decorated in earthy tones and lit by warm gold light and a bank of windows along one wall. A young man stood up from where he'd been sitting on the couch and hell if the boy didn't look like trouble collared only because it felt like being collared. At his side was a dragon with scales that looked like polished silver. It growled low and easy as they approached him.

Jackie held out a hand. "Thanks for seeing me, Steward. I hope I ain't putting you out none."

"Not at all," Steward Kennedy replied. "I'm Prince Amr's Steward. You can call me Ken. What brings you to Clan Mordred territory?"

"My lover, Roman, lives here and I'm hoping to move here this week or next. I'm spending tonight looking around."

Ken nodded. "Well, be welcome, sorcerer. What's your name?"

"Jackson Black, but most folks call me Jackie."

Ken looked surprised, and smiled as he said, "I've actually heard that name. I think Amr mentioned it once. I forget…" He frowned thoughtfully, and Jackie marveled at how young he seemed to be for a Steward. Granted, age could be a hard thing to gauge in abnormals, but it was more his air, that glint of trouble in his eyes. Made a man curious, but Jackie knew enough to avoid curiosity when it knocked. "Ah, I know. The guns should have reminded me a lot sooner. You're the one who killed that demon in California."

"That was me," Jackie replied, good mood fading. He hated to be reminded of that story. "Never did care much for California, though the ocean is pretty enough."

Ken made a face. "They're all crazy over there, though in their defense, I did piss them off. Serves them right for being stupid, though." He winked.

Jackie laughed. "Sure enough."

"If you run into any trouble here, just let me know. Otherwise, welcome. I'm sure Amr will want to talk to you eventually, but I'll tell him to leave you in peace for a little while. Have a good night."

"Ya'll take care," Jackie said and settled his hat on his head before shaking the Ken's hand again and heading out.

Back on the street, the rain had only gotten worse, thunder cracking and booming so loud the world seemed to shake. Settling his hat more firmly in place, Jackie headed quickly down the street, not really sure where he was going, but not inclined to wait around fancy buildings until the rain cleared.

He had been walking for nearly half an hour when he heard something that didn't belong. In the brief pause between claps of thunder, he heard someone shout—angry, a little scared. There was a reply, he thought, but the thunder drowned it out. Jackie hastened in the direction he thought it had come from, pausing as silence came again—then increased his pace when he heard a bit more fear in the angry voice than had been there before.

Jackie reached the end of the alleyway just as a third voice joined in and watched as a tall, skinny man knocked a smaller, broader man to the ground. A woman stood nearby, dressed in little more than what amounted to a bikini. The man on the ground snarled and Jackie felt magic on the air in the moment before he sprang up and lunged—

A shot cracked out, drowned out in the rolling thunder, and the bastard went flying back, forehead rippling with runes. He grunted and went still as stone on the grimy ground. Jackie holstered his revolver and touched his fingers to the brim of his hat. "Ma'am, Sir. Ya'll alright, there?" He approached the man he'd knocked out and checked him over, made sure the magic didn't do anything it shouldn't. Satisfied he'd survive, Jackie left the fool where he'd fallen.

"Yes, thank you," the woman said, shoving wet hair from her face. She peered at him, skin yellow from the light above the doorway. Jackie could hear and feel bass, though he couldn't hear any music, so they must be behind a club. "Who are you?" she asked, wary but curious.

Jackie started to reply, but it was the fellow beside her who answered, "I've only ever heard of two sorcerers who run around like this is still the Wild West. One of them was in France last I heard, which means you're the younger one."

Tipping his hat again, Jackie replied, "Jackson Black, ma'am, sir. Sorry to say I don't know you on sight. Maybe we should get the lady inside? Her clothes might be good for business, but they can't be very warm."

She laughed. "No, they're really not. Come on in, least I can do is buy you a beer." She hustled them inside, but paused to look out at the man still lying out cold on the ground. After a moment, she let the door swing shut. "What's going to happen to him? I've never seen someone do whatever it is you did."

"Rune bullet," Jackie said, shaking off what water he could, grateful the duster cut the worst of it. "Old trick of grandpappy's. These were his once." He patted the revolvers. "Pa's got his own set, and the good Lord alone knows what he's shooting over there in Europe. Russia, last he called, but he could be clear to China by now knowing him."

"Interesting," she said. "My name is Candi. Thank you again for the help. I swear I punch that asshole twice a week and kick him in the balls once a month and he still comes back. Even banning him hasn't really done much good; he's too good at sneaking in."

Jackie smiled. "Well, he'll think twice when he wakes up sometime tomorrow. My bullets ain't necessarily meant for killing, but they ain't meant for making friends, neither." They reached the end of the hall and he pushed the door open and held it for them, then removed his hat and followed them out to the main portion of the club.

"Welcome to Club Heaven. Looks like there's some open seats by the stage. I'll bring you a drink and some towels. Anything in particular you favor?"

"Beer'll do, ma'am. Any lager's fine, I ain't picky. Appreciate it."

Candi smiled and slipped away, and Jackie followed the other guy. A witch, if he had to guess—the guy didn't radiate enough power to be a sorcerer. They reached the stage area, where a pretty lady in a dress that was more imagination than fabric spun and twirled with more grace than Jackie would ever possess.

Another woman came up seemingly out of nowhere. "Can I take your hat and coat?"

"Much obliged," Jackie replied and handed them over before taking a seat. The other man settled next to him, lightly touching the bruise on his left cheek with a rueful smile. It looked like it hadn't been much of a hit, but Jackie was glad he'd been there to stop the fight before a worse hit had been thrown. There were deep lines etched into the man's face, and if he was less than two hundred Jackie would be surprised. Age was a hard thing to gauge in paranormals, but the man had that air of someone who'd been around awhile—and he knew Pa, which most young folk didn't anymore. "Never did catch your name, sir."

The man held his hand out and smiled. "Name is Holliday, Robin Holliday. I'm a paranormal investigator for this territory. It's been a lot quieter since Rust was deposed by Mordred, but it's still far from boring." He fell silent as Candi appeared and set a tumbler in front of Robin and a beer in front of Jackie. She kissed Jackie's cheek. "Thanks again for the help, Mr. Black."

"Jackie's fine, ma'am, and you're welcome. I hope he thinks twice afore he comes back again."

"I hope so, too," she said and vanished again as the dancer on stage finished and another came on. Jackie watched her for a few minutes, impressed at how easy she made it look, almost disappointed that women generally weren't of any interest 'cause he felt right then that was his loss.

Robin cleared his throat and Jackie turned to him. "Something on your mind, sir?"

"Oh, stop with that sir nonsense. And yes, actually. You're the good luck I've been waiting for, I hope."

Jackie's brows rose. He took a swallow of his beer before asking, "How you figure?"

"I'm stuck on a case," Robin said, staring at his drink as he traced the rim. He let his hand fall after a moment, pushed the drink away, and folded his hands together in front of it. "The truth is I'm old, pushing four fifty and feeling twice that some days. The case I'm on is just too taxing. I can't do the running around it requires. I'm sure you're busy—"

"Nothing that can't wait," Jack cut in and briefly rested a hand on Robin's shoulder. "It's gotten a mite too wet for apartment hunting, and I'm always happy to help where it's needed. What can I do?"

Robin smiled, and until the tension bled away, Jackie hadn't realize just how much was there—but he supposed someone four hundred and fifty years old would know a thing or two about hiding tension. Still, Robin seemed a touch too stressed for just one case, especially with all the experience he obviously possessed. "I'm greatly in your debt. Finish your beer and then we'll go back to my place. I've heard quite a few things about you, and from the way you took care of that man in the alleyway, I suspect it wasn't all as exaggerated as I thought."

Jackie snorted at that. "Ain't hard to point and shoot, pops."

"In the pouring rain at a target you couldn't have seen well and whose abnormal capabilities you couldn't have known? Candi brushes him off as just a general nuisance, but that fool out there is suffering from wendigo rot. He won't completely succumb anytime soon; he got someone to bind the disease for him, but the binding won't hold forever. I'm just waiting for a good excuse to put him down once and for all." He sighed, sounding for a moment every bit of his age. "Not that I could, anymore. I'm getting too old and too slow. Won't be able to run away much longer," he added, the last bit of it slipping into a sad whisper.

"Rather have a quick mind than a quick body," Jackie replied, tamping down on his own trepidation, wondering what the bigger picture was that he wasn't seeing yet. "Both don't hurt, it's true, but if I had to pick, I'd rather be slow-moving and smart than a quick fool. But if it's an able body you need, that's easy enough for me to offer." Jackie finished his drink and reached into his pocket for his wallet. Pulling out a ten, he folded it twice and held it out as the dancer drew close. She smiled and took it, then spun away to the next cluster of men.

Jackie rose and helped Robin to his feet before heading for the door. Candi met them there, frowning in concern. "Leaving already?"

"Work never seems to wait the way it should, ma'am. I'm right grateful for the beer, though. Ya'll need anything, feel free to give me a holler." He pulled out his wallet again and extracted a business card, handing it to her. Another woman helped him into his jacket and handed him his hat. He settled it on his head, then touched the brim. "Ladies, ya'll take care now." He pushed the door open, leading the way back into the night. At least the rain had settled to a drizzle.

He followed Robin down the street, but they hadn't gotten much more than a block away when Robin slowed, stopped, and glanced around anxiously. He shivered visibly, mouth flattening, but he said nothing to Jackie except, "Stay close and keep alert."

Jackie nodded and followed him more closely, keeping his hands ready to grab and shoot. They walked another two blocks, then turned right—and stopped again. "Did you hear anything?" Robin asked.

"Nothing I don't expect to hear," Jackie replied. "But that don't mean much. There's plenty that gets by my fool ears. I ain't feeling nothing, though, pops. Let's just hurry and get wherever we're going." Robin nodded and headed off, and they walked about another block or so until Robin led the way up a set of broken, uneven stairs into a building that might have been nice once, but hadn't seen good days in a long time.

It smelled of must and pipe smoke. Robin reached out a hand and touched the wall, and with a shimmer of magic, lights flared throughout the faded house. "You can hang your coat and hat there," Robin said, pointing to hook along the wall behind the door. Jackie shrugged out of his duster and hung it and his hat up, but kept his guns.

Robin's mouth quirked faintly, but he didn't say anything, just led Jackie into a living room old-fashioned enough it had probably been called a parlor once. He settled on a sofa that reminded Jackie of his mama, stirring an old ache that was never really gonna heal. An ache that ran so deep in his pa, the man had run off to Europe like a damn fool. "So what do you need me for, pops?"

"This," Robin said and pushed a folder across an ornate coffee table. "Get you something to drink? Beer, coffee …"

"Coffee would be just fine, thank ya kindly," Jackie replied and scooped up the file while Robin walked off to see about the coffee.

It seemed a simple enough matter in the end: husband and wife split with a great deal of hostility between them. Wife murdered ex-husband and ran off with a necklace. Jackie wasn't quite certain what part of that sentence baffled him the most. People could be damned stupid.

The necklace was a pendant carved from imp horn and that was never a good thing. Definitely worth murder in the eyes of some. Jackie's mouth flattened just thinking of how much the imp they'd taken it from must have suffered—and likely over and over again, cause folks just didn't want to learn and stop doing stupid shit.

He looked over the wife's information again, liking what he read less and less. An amateur witch comfortable with torture and murder whose powers were supplemented by imp magic … Made Jackie wonder what the hell else she'd done that no one had ever cottoned to. "I can see why you're more than a little stressed," he said as Robin returned bearing coffee, though he still had that niggling suspicion the woman with the necklace was the least of Robin's problems. "So the poor man's family wants the necklace back?"

"You seem like a man who likes his coffee black," Robin said and handed over a faded red and white mug, steam curling from it, the smell of good coffee sharp and aromatic. "Yes, they do—to destroy it. He only obtained it for her and regretted every second of the decision. She killed him for it; they don't want her to have it."

Jackie nodded in thanks. "Only way to drink it, thank you. Any clue where this woman done run off?"

"I know she's still in the city, but every lead I find dies out before I can pin her down," Robin said with a sigh. "She's young and angry, and I'm too old and tired for these games." He sipped his coffee, which smelled of cream and sugar.

Taking another swallow of coffee, Jackie then replied, "Well, that's why I'm here. I can track down one ornery woman and suffer the damage she'll do before I get the necklace back. Is this your latest lead, this … Slate House?"

"Andrew Slate was the original owner. I do not recall the name of his most recent descendant. They're an old alchemist family of respectable ability, as much as I hate to admit it. They only arrived here about one hundred and seventy years ago, give or take. They got on well with the previous territory lord, if that tells you anything."

Jackie's lip curled. Anyone who got along with a syndicate boss wasn't worth the mud scraped off a boot. "Tells me they're right fools. You think she'd be there now?"

"More than likely, but you certainly don't have to go out in this miserable weather—"

"No time like the present, Pa always said. Like I said before, I ain't doing nothing that won't keep." He winked, finished his coffee, and stood up. "Got a number I can call if I do find anything worth reporting?"

Robin held out a business card. "That has my cell number on it."

Jackie took it and handed over one of his own. "I'll keep you posted."

"One moment and I'll get you directions," Robin replied and walked stiffly over to a desk in the corner. He pulled out paper and pen and quickly wrote, then returned to Jackie and held it out.

Jackie tucked it away with the business card. "Much obliged." Robin followed him to the hallway and waited as he shrugged back into his duster and slipped on his hat. "I never did ask why you're in town."

"My lover lives here. I'm hoping to surprise him by letting him know that I do too, now." Jackie smiled briefly, tamping down the trepidation and excitement that wound through him, the ache of longing to see Roman. But Pa would tan his hide if he neglected someone in need, and Robin seemed sorely in need. If he took care of the murderer problem, maybe Robin would tell him what was really eating at him. He touched the brim of his hat, nodding in farewell. "You rest easy, pops. I'll call you soon as I got something worth saying. Take care, now."

He plunged back into the rainy night and pulled out the scrap of paper, standing beneath a street lamp to read the directions written out in a neat, precise hand. Glancing up at the street signs, he tucked the directions away and headed for Slate House.

It was just going on eleven when he reached it, an old house in a loudly-marked historical district of the city. The entire thing was surrounded by a wall that was more ivy than stone. Jackie could just barely feel magic, and he tangled his fingers in the ivy to get a better sense of it. Once, it seemed, someone had laid heavy wards in the wall, but no one had renewed them over the centuries and the magic was more broken and fractured than the stone itself.

That was sloppy and a positively embarrassing waste of good wards. Shaking his head, Jackie brushed off his hands and pushed open the wrought iron gate, making his way carefully up the uneven stone path to the house proper. He could feel more faded magic as he traveled, wards washing over him as he climbed the steps, but they were old, tired things that wouldn't stop a fly from trespassing.

Jackie knocked on the door, resting his left hand lightly on a revolver, ready to draw at the first sign of trouble. It had been quiet since he'd arrived, and he didn't like when things got to be too quiet. He heard footsteps approaching and a moment later the door swung open to reveal a man who was all hard lines and sharp edges. "Who the hell are you?"

Tipping his hat, Jackie replied, "Name's Jackson Black. I'm here on behalf of Mr. Holliday to see about a lady. Is there a Mrs. Bellen on the premises?"

"None of your damned business. Get the hell out of here, or I'll make you leave," the man replied and slammed the door in his face.

Jackie sighed. "I'll take that for a yes." Reaching into his back pocket, he drew out a piece of chalk and began to draw quickly, but neatly, on the door. When he was done he placed his palm in the middle of the spell circle and spoke the activating mark.

His spell burst to life, spreading out over the house like the ivy consuming the wall around it, stealing the old magic for its own purposes, turning the house into a cage. It'd take a sorcerer of his skill to break it and Jackie would have felt that kind of power if it was around. Even the imp necklace wouldn't be a match unless there was someone who knew how to make the most of it, which was doubtful because those who knew how to make the most of what they had seldom relied on hurting other beings for supplemental power.

He waited, and didn't even have to muster patience for it, as less than a minute later the door swung open again and the man from before glared. "How dare you!"

"Simmer down, hoss," Jackie replied. "I just want a word with the lady. Let me say my peace and I'll be on my way, but you wanna keep being mule-headed about it I got nowhere to be." Uttering a few choice curses, the man stepped back and jerked his head, motioning Jackie inside. "Much obliged," Jackie said, removing his hat as he stepped inside. The house smelled of faded magic and was in sore need of a good airing out. The age of the place showed in every crack and worn crevice.

"This way," the man said stiffly.

"You got a name, son?" Jackie asked.

Ignoring him, the man led him into a living room that, like Robin's, might have been taken straight out of history. Eschewing the offer of the uncomfortable looking sofa, Jackie moved to the fireplace to warm up and dry off as best he could.

He turned at the sound of footsteps coming down the hallway and nodded politely to the woman who appeared in the doorway. She was a handsome woman, the kind who could command a room with just a look. She radiated magic, but most of it came from the bone charm carved into the shape of a cross around her throat on a leather thong. From the look of her clothes, she'd been about to bolt again, and she must have been pretty damned determined to risk a motorcycle in the weather.

"Ma'am," he greeted. "That pendant don't belong to you, and I'd appreciate it if you'd let me have it without fuss."

"Who the hell are you?" the woman demanded. "Did that damn detective send you? How did he afford a sorcerer like you?"

Jackie snorted. "He asked, ma'am. You gonna give me that necklace, or you gonna make this difficult?"

"The necklace is mine," she snapped, curling her fingers around it. "I don't care what those bastards are saying—the necklace is mine and they can rot in hell."

"Sounds like a discussion you need to have with them, ma'am, but in the mean time I'll—" He threw himself out of the way barely in time to avoid the flames that shot out of the fireplace, swearing loudly as he rolled back to his feet and drew one of his guns. He fired first at the stone-faced fool from before and then leveled the revolver on the woman. "I've had enough, now. Give me the necklace or else."

She laughed, a hard, biting sound. "You look and sound like one of those men that never strikes a lady." Her eyes gleamed as she gathered her magic.

Jackie shot her and then holstered the gun. He walked back over to the fireplace and picked up his dropped hat, annoyed to see it had not survived the flames. "That's the third one this year, damn it." Sighing, he threw what remained of it in the fire so there wasn't anything left over to be used against him—learned that lesson the hard way back in his younger days—then strode over to the two fools.

The man was out cold, runes rippling over his skin as the magic of the bullet took full effect. Kneeling, Jackie checked him over to be sure he wasn't reacting wrongly to the magic. Assured the man was fine, he moved to the woman. She glared at him, paralyzed by magic, a bruise on her forehead from where the bullet had struck. "It's true, ma'am, that Pa said it ain't nice to strike a lady. But back when they met, mama was a saloon girl with a mean right hook. She broke his fool nose and cracked one of his ribs and said it ain't nice to hit anyone, but only a fool stands there and takes a whoopin' to be nice. So, beggin' your pardon, ma'am, but I've hit plenty of ladies."

He unfastened the necklace and slid it into his pocket, then stood. "Much obliged. Ya'll take care now." Outside on the porch, he touched the door where his spell circle lingered and adjusted the spell to fade away at sunset.

Getting the necklace had been a lot easier than he'd expected. Made him wonder what was going to go wrong…

The thought trailed off as three figures appeared at the gate and prowled toward him, shifting to wolves when they were halfway there and abruptly bursting into a run. That'd teach him to think it had been too easy. Jackie swore and drew his revolvers, getting off two shots—one hitting true but the other just missing.

Then the wolves were upon him. He bellowed in pain as jaws fastened around his arm, slicing through layers of leather and cloth like they were butter. The other wolf wrapped teeth around his ankle and dragged him off the porch down to the muddy ground easy as a wounded calf.

Jackie summoned his magic, grabbed the fur of one of the wolves, and spoke the words of a spell, drawing air through his nostrils when it took and the wolf yelped in pain as he was given a nasty jolt. He did the same to the other wolf, which gave him just enough of a chance to clamber to his knees and lunge for one of his dropped revolvers. Grabbing it, he spun and caught one of the wolves in the chest just as it came at him again. It yelped as it went down.

He screamed when the one got its jaws around his already-wounded arm, but held fast to his gun, put it to the wolf's head, and fired. Panting, already beginning to feel the effects of blood loss, Jackie holstered his revolver and drew out his chalk. He tried to draw a circle for a healing spell, but his damned fingers wouldn't stop shaking. Swearing, he forced himself to his feet and stumbled over to his second revolver. He holstered it then used what strength he had remaining to transport himself to Roman's apartment, one of the few places he could go without a spell circle.

The familiar smell of citrus washed over him as he appeared in Roman's entryway. "Roman?" he called out, hearing music. "I don't want to ruin your carpet—" He broke off when Roman appeared, the scowl on his face immediately vanishing into a look of concern.

"Jackie! What in the hell?"

Leaning against the wall, vision gray around the edges, Jackie said, "Some werewolves got the better of me. I don't have the strength to heal. I was hoping you might oblige."

"Of course," Roman said and stepped close. He smelled like his fancy cologne, spicy and musky, the faintest hint of anise that Jackie had always loved. His long fingers splayed across Jackie's chest and soft words of magic filled the little space, warmth spilling through Jackie as the spell took, closing his wounds and easing the worst of the pain.

Jackie slumped forward, resting his forehead on Roman's shoulder, enjoying as always the way Roman was bigger and broader, nothing even remotely close to his own longer, ganglier frame. Whipcord, mama always called him. Stickboy was what everyone else went with. "Wasn't sure you'd be home," he said eventually, reluctantly straightening, missing the fingers that had been stroking his back.

He looked Roman over and realized he was all dressed up in black slacks and a shimmery, dark blue-green shirt that matched his eyes near exact. Jackie frowned, something about it puzzling him, but he was too tired to work through it. "Glad I didn't wake—"

"Roman?"

The third voice cut through Jackie like ice, the last little piece he was missing to figure out what was nagging him. Roman wasn't dressed for working—he was dressed for seducing.

"Roman, where did you go?" the voice called again, and then a young man—barely more than a boy, really—who could have walked right out of the pages of a magazine appeared in the entryway. His eyes, the clearest, prettiest blue that Jackie had ever seen, widened in dismay. "Oh, jeez. Are you alright, man?"

Jackie shoved Roman away, feeling sick, hands shaking with a barely-contained urge to break Roman's face. He looked at the stranger. "I'm fine. If you don't mind me asking, who are you?"

"Wyatt Thorne…" Wyatt frowned, looking between them. Jackie saw the moment he figured out what was going on, somewhat mollified by the hurt and anger that flickered in his eyes as he realized what Roman had done.

At least they hadn't both played Jackie for a fool.

"I think I'd better go," Wyatt said, and he shoved hard past Roman to the door, slamming it behind him.

Jackie swallowed, staring at Roman's blank face. "Why would you do this? What the hell was so wrong you couldn't talk to me and had to go fooling around behind my back?"
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