
        
            
                
            
        

    
    
       
         
            Pushing Luck
 
            Elliott James

         
 
         
            [image: alt]
            
 
            www.orbitbooks.net
            
 
            www.orbitshortfiction.com
            

         

      


    

  
    
       
         
            
               [image: ] 
               
            
 
            
               Begin Reading
               
 
               Meet the Author
               
 
               Bonus Material
               
 
               About Orbit Short Fiction
               
 
               Table of Contents
 
               Newsletters
               
 
               Copyright Page
               

            
 
            In accordance with the U.S. Copyright Act of 1976, the scanning, uploading, and electronic sharing of any part of this book without the permission of the publisher constitute unlawful piracy and theft of the author’s intellectual property. If you would like to use material from the book (other than for review purposes), prior written permission must be obtained by contacting the publisher at permissions@hbgusa.com. Thank you for your support of the author’s rights.

         

      


    

  
    
      
         
            Pushing Luck

         

         It had been over a decade since I last saw Jamie Belmont, and in that time she had apparently grown a male prostitute. He was attached to her hip, sprouting dark, well-groomed hair and pretty enough that he would have looked feminine if not for all of the gym muscle. His clothes were skintight, expensive, and faux-casual, probably made by some designer with a name like Rutger Hauer. I decided to surgically remove him.

         “Why, Jamie Belmont,” I said in my best Colonel Sanders impression. “As I live and breathe.” We and close to a hundred other people were standing in the reception hall of Russell Sidney’s Atlanta mansion, milling about between two large spiraling staircases and the wraparound balconies they led to. Maybe only fifty people if you didn’t count the high-class hookers or the suspiciously large and rough-looking men who were standing behind buffet tables and beneath serving trays. The latter looked like apes who had been shaved and crammed into red tuxedos.

         “Is that supposed to be a Southern accent?” Jamie demanded in the real thing. Even in high heels, she had to look up to stare me down. Jamie was maybe a shade over five feet tall, a pert and pretty brunette who would have been called a “pocket rocket” in my youth, back before the phrase became a slang term for vibrators. “You sound like Yosemite Sam.”

         “Consarn it, ya varmit!” I scolded her. “I sound genteel! Now shut yer dad-blamed piehole and be charmed.”

         She laughed and fluttered her eyelashes, extending a hand out to be kissed.

         I obliged.

         “But where are my manners?” Jamie turned to her admirer. “Patrick, this is Mark Powell, an old friend of mine. I haven’t seen Mark in…what? Seven years? Eight?”

         Twelve, actually, but it’s not like we had been engaged or anything. My name wasn’t even really Mark Powell.

         Jamie turned her attention back to me. “Mark, this is Patrick of no last name. I believe young Patrick is in the service industry.”

         “We’re all just here to enjoy ourselves,” Patrick said uneasily.

         “Could you give Jamie and me some privacy?” I asked pleasantly, but in a way that made it clear I wasn’t really asking. “We have a lot of catching up to do, and some of it is personal.”

         For just a second, Patrick gave me an evaluating stare that belonged to someone who had grown up in much less expensive clothes. It was a neutral, soulless gaze, and he didn’t like what he saw with it. “No problem.”

         “I don’t know if I should be mad at you or him,” Jamie observed as she watched Patrick’s tight pants walk away.

         “Him,” I said promptly.

         We were there because Russell Sidney ran an illegal poker tournament. He wasn’t a serious criminal, or he hadn’t been a decade earlier. Russell was more a spoiled brat than anything else, a trust-fund baby who didn’t like to be told what he could and couldn’t do, and what he liked to do was play poker. Since the interest off his principal didn’t give him enough money to be a mediocre card player as often as he wanted, Russell started occasionally using his remote mansion to host underground tournaments. He ran an honest, discreet game; sometimes he used the fees he collected to sit in, and sometimes he just watched.

         The entry fee was currently twenty-five thousand, enough to weed out players who lacked means or mettle. It was worth it because while you still had to buy your chips, there was a five-hundred-thousand-dollar prize waiting for the winner of the tournament in addition to whatever money he or she might win as they progressed through the rounds. Moreover, Russell’s family name still had enough power to attract wealthy dilettantes, which in turn attracted the kind of players who prey on them.

         Players like me.

         Being a poker player was never a lifelong dream of mine, but I have been trained to pay attention to detail and have heightened senses. I can literally smell fear and arousal and anger in someone’s sweat. If I concentrate, I can hear someone’s heartbeat; though it gets hard to distinguish in groups, and I usually tune that sort of thing out the same way you might tune out the sound of an air conditioner in the background. As long it isn’t anytime close to a full moon, this gives me a great advantage.

         Unfortunately, my gifts are also a curse. There are people chasing me who can trace their family lines all the way back to the days when dragon slaying wasn’t a metaphor. These modern-day knights have never forgiven me for having been one of them once, and poker is one of the ways I generate income off the grid. My real name is Charming, by the way. John Charming.

         “What’s going on here, Jamie?” I asked.

         She was still hard to read. There was a part of herself that Jamie always kept hidden behind deep internal walls, and there was a part of me that wanted to cut my way through the emotional thorns that surrounded her deepest self, to storm her gates, to climb her tower, to wake her up with a kiss. “What do you mean?”

         “The last time I was here, Russell ran these things like a bed-and-breakfast for people who liked to play cards.” I reminded her. “All very low-key. Eight players tops, no dates allowed. Now there are forty-eight players and Russell’s providing prostitutes?”

         “I call them party favorites,” Jamie said lightly. “I don’t think they’re actually prostitutes. I think he just hires some model wannabes for ambience.”

         I refused to be distracted. “And what’s with all the scary-looking help? This place has gone from good old boys to goodfellas.”

         “More people means more money. More money means more security.” Jamie’s tone suggested I was being slightly slow. “We even have a former sitcom star here tonight.”

         “Then where’s Russell?” I asked. “Shouldn’t he be down here acting like a big shot?”

         She looked surprised. “Russell has cancer. How can you not know that?”

         “It’s not like we pinky swore to stay in touch,” I grumbled. “Russell didn’t say anything over the phone a couple of months ago.”

         “Well, he wouldn’t.” Jamie sighed. “He’ll make a token appearance during the games, in a wheelchair with an oxygen tank. He looks like he’s dead already.”

         I indicated the crowd around us. About fifteen feet away, a heavily sweating middle-aged man who was slightly ahead of the rest of us in terms of where the party was going had hastily put his clothes back on recently. His tie knot was loose, his zipper was half down, and the shirt button over his navel was undone. He was sucking on a plastic inhaler while an attractive brunette watched and jiggled and giggled. I was pretty sure he wasn’t taking asthma medication. “So who set all this up?”

         “Nicole Matthews,” Jamie said. “She’s Russell’s…I don’t know what. Secretary, I guess. Lover. Nurse. She plays poker, too.”

         “This place has changed,” I repeated. “Why do you still come here?”

         “Every place has changed,” Jamie observed bitterly.

         Jamie had held up pretty well over the years, though I could smell that she had started smoking. Her makeup was a little more noticeable, and she was dyeing her hair now, but there was nothing fake about the muscle tone in her arms and legs. It was the hint of bitterness and self-pity in her voice that was new. It made me sad.

         Another trained gorilla walked by carrying a tray of bite-sized pastries.

         “Oh, have you tried these?” Jamie asked me, snagging one off the tray with her left hand as the man went by. She had to stand on tiptoe to do it. “I don’t know what they are, but they’re delicious.”

         “They’re baida rolls,” I offered, grabbing one myself. “Flatbread fried in egg yolk. They’re big in India.”
         

         “How do you know?” Jamie asked, biting into the pastry. “Is that where you’ve been? Traveling?”

         I didn’t answer. You can put anything you want in the center of baida rolls—cream, jelly, meat, nuts—and the smell released when Jamie bit into hers momentarily paralyzed me. They say that everything tastes like chicken, but all meat has its own smell, and in my day I’ve killed just about everything that walks, crawls, hops, glides, and flies. Up until that moment, I had been assuming that some mobster or ambitious wannabe criminal had gotten their hooks into Russell Sidney.

         But that wouldn’t explain why the guests were being fed human flesh.

         “What’s wrong?” Jamie made a living out of watching people closely.

         “I had food poisoning recently,” I lied, plucking Jamie’s baida roll out of her hand before she could protest. “I thought I was fine, but the sight of meat is still getting to me. Would you mind not eating any while I’m around?”

         She swallowed, and my stomach twisted. “Oookay.”

         “I’ll be right back.” I left to dispose of the party treats.

         I preferred not to wind up in any police stations for questioning, and I was surrounded by dangerous men. The guests at the party had already been eating the pastries. The human who had gone into those pastries was already dead. Right or wrong, I stayed silent while the guests continued to sample the hors d’oeuvres.

         And I waited for my hosts to show their hand.

         
            *  *  *

         

         Jamie caught me staring at Nicole Matthews across the room.

         “She’s beautiful, isn’t she?” Jamie said softly. Beautiful wasn’t the word I would have chosen. “Nicole’s” pale flesh was tinged with a slightly bluish color as if oxygen-deprived. The hair on its large, bulbous skull had been shaved down to bristle, and its belly was huge and distended. The talons at the end of its thick sausage-link fingers were curved and sharp, and they glistened with a greasy sheen probably left there by contact poison. Its nose was a puggish lump with two slits, and gray, mossy teeth were jagged and pointed beneath them. It was at least six feet four, wrapped in a kilt made out of human skin and wearing war paint made from blood. If it had a gender, it was probably male.
         

         “She’s something, all right,” I agreed.

         In fact, “Nicole” was a rakshasa.

         If rakshasas aren’t demons, they’re the closest things I’ve ever met. Mostly found in India, they are eaters of human flesh and drinkers of human blood, preferring to dine on young children the same way that some humans put a premium value on veal. Rakshasas can often be found around games of chance, though I don’t know if this is a weakness or a strategy. When rakshasas are not literally eating innocence, they are doing it metaphorically. They live to corrupt and seduce. In some stories rakshasas are dumb beasts, but unless their intellects vary greatly that is an allegorical reference to their bestial appetites. The stories of their cunning and deviousness are more accurate in my admittedly limited experience.

         Psychological profiles aside, rakshasas are formidable for a lot of reasons. These ass jackets are strong—stronger than me—and they have acute senses and regenerate rapidly, but they are illusionists, not shape changers. That is what makes them truly dangerous. Rakshasas can make others see whatever the rakshasas want them to see.

         Fortunately, mind magic doesn’t work on me. It was about the only natural advantage I had over the damnable thing, and it wasn’t even a real advantage. It was more a lack of a weakness than anything.

         “Nicole” made her way across the room.

         “You must be Mark Powell.” The rakshasa didn’t offer its hand. “Russell told me you were coming. You look so young, though.”

         “Don’t tell him that, Nicole,” Jamie admonished. “You’re only supposed to say that when it’s not true.”

         So much for growing a beard to make myself look older. I’m actually pretty good at using a charcoal stick and various plasters to age myself, but I wasn’t risking that in a mansion full of con artists and people who observed closely for a living. Maybe I should have just brought a cane and said things like “By cracky!”

         “I owe it all to clean living,” I said.

         “Oh, I doubt that.” The rakshasa grinned nastily. I looked at the bits of flesh caught between the large, uneven fangs in that frog-like mouth and wondered briefly what everyone else in the room was seeing. “You’re hard to read, but you smell like a wolf in sheep’s clothing to me.”

         “Mark’s only this quiet and polite when he’s sizing people up,” Jamie agreed.

         “I just came here to play poker,” I said. “Not cause trouble for anybody.”

         This was true—that was why I’d come there. If or how I left was going to be a bit more complicated.
         

         “Oh, you’re welcome here,” the rakshasa assured me. “The game was getting boring. I like a challenge.”

         Somehow I didn’t think it was talking about poker.

         
            *  *  *

         

         I won the first game easily. I was sitting at a table with a bunch of clichés: a divorcee whose wealthy ex-husband had dumped her for a younger woman, a self-made multimillionaire who had gotten everything he wanted and discovered it wasn’t enough, and a young hotshot who thought he was hustling me. The latter—he said his name was Jesse but I doubted it—was the only real challenge. The divorcee was having trouble concentrating, and the multimillionaire cared too much. The poker table is not a good place to put your ego.

         Jesse tried to set me up by faking a tell. He would tap his middle finger on the table whenever he was bluffing, and then advertise that he had been bluffing by bragging about it and flashing his cards if he won. Jesse had skills, but he was young, and faking a tell is a delicate art form; if you’re too subtle the people who think they’re good players and aren’t won’t notice, and if you’re too obvious the real players won’t buy it. I pretended to fall for Jesse’s ruse, calling him on a small hand that he wanted me to win, but I was pretty sure I knew what Jesse’s real tell was unless he was a lot more devious than I was giving him credit for. It was subtle, but most animals try to make themselves look bigger when they want to appear threatening, and Jesse straightened his spine whenever he didn’t want someone to call.

         I won three hundred thousand dollars.

         
            *  *  *

         

         The rakshasa drifted over while I was loitering around the fringes of a side game that Jamie Belmont had joined. I was drinking a cup of coffee that I had smelled very carefully while being mildly rude to Brooke with an “e”, who wouldn’t take a hint. Brooke was naturally blonde, young, taut, and had one of the best smiles that money could buy. She thought I was fascinating. But when the rakshasa made its way over, Brooke left hurriedly.

         The rakshasa’s gray, discolored fangs were bared as it approached me, more of them than would have fit in a human mouth. “So who are you here to kill, wolfling? Is it me? That would be exciting.”

         I turned so that all of the soft, vulnerable organs in my torso weren’t quite as easy to reach. This also shifted my balance to the balls of my feet so that I could dodge quickly or stomp down on the side of the rakshasa’s ankle with all of my weight. I switched my cup of coffee to my left hand so that I could drive my right elbow or forearm or hand ridge into at least four different places that would kill a normal person and might slow a rakshasa down. We stood there and observed the game side by side as if old friends.

         “This is your territory.” I said. “I didn’t know what you were, and you didn’t know what I was, but you did invite me here to play cards. That’s all I want to do.”

         The rakshasa gave a tiger growl that scraped meat off on its way up the throat. “I know you’re a good card player. You have more self-control than any loup I ever heard of. But don’t lie to me again.”

         I got it then. The rakshasa thought I was a loup-garou.

         Loups-garous often get confused with werewolves, but they’re much rarer and are basically werewolves turned inside out. A werewolf is a man possessed by a wolf. A loup-garou is a wolf possessed by a man. Basically, an evil spirit takes over the body of a wolf and over a long period of time gradually transforms that body molecule by molecule into a facsimile of its former human self so that it can return to the world of living men and take care of unfinished business. Violent unfinished business.

         Loups-garous aren’t limited to wolves even though that’s what the phrase implies. That’s just what happens when a word or phrase begins in French and is then tossed around over centuries by people who don’t know what the words literally mean or stop to think about them. Kind of like “reality television.” This is why there are old stories where loups are transformed boars, bulls, bears, and even other people, presumably brain dead comatose types or cunning folk who tried to summon a spirit and got more than they bargained for.

         On a practical level, this means that Loups-garous aren’t fazed by silver, but they can’t cross a line of salt. Loups are strong and fast and have enhanced senses, but they don’t regenerate. They also don’t change back into animals during full moons, but their existence is an intense power struggle with the animal containing them twenty-four hours a day, seven days a week, and if they start to lose that struggle their body reflects it. In this respect, it is always a full moon for a loup-garou. They are never more than half-sane to begin with, and they tend to become increasingly unstable over time. Most loups-garous become mass murderers and cannibals by default if they don’t finish their business quickly.

         Me being a loup fit certain facts. Professional gamblers often meet bad ends, and it explained why the rakshasa was smelling wolf. It explained why “Mark Powell” had been gone for years and why I’d come back. And if my skull was already crowded with a walk-in spirit, it might explain why the rakshasa’s psychic abilities didn’t work on me.

         In fact, my being a loup-garou was a much more likely explanation than the truth. I am not affected by mental magic because a knight’s geas protects him from such things, which is also why knights don’t become monsters. I am the only exception I know of, and the circumstances surrounding my transformation are somewhat complicated.

         The rakshasa’s loup-garou theory also explained why I was still alive. Killing a werewolf would mean nothing to a rakshasa, but putting itself on the “things to do” list of a psychotic spirit of vengeance that might keep coming back…well, that would give anyone or anything pause.

         “It’s a little more complicated than you think,” I said, spinning the beginnings of a lie off the top of my head. I wasn’t ready for a fight…yet. “The one I’m after isn’t here, but I’m on his trail. There’s someone here who can help me find him.”

         The rakshasa pointed the claw of its index finger at the table where Jamie was playing. “Is that why you’re so interested in Miss Belmont?”

         I shrugged, more like I was loosening my shoulders for a fight than being indifferent. If the rakshasa figured out that I cared about Jamie, it would use her against me. “I won’t touch anyone while I’m on your territory. You don’t need to know any more than that.”

         The rakshasa smiled a shark smile. “What if I insist?”

         I tried to just give the wolf a little leash then, but it was already straining against its bonds. My teeth bared in a snarl. Rage surged through me, addictive and sour-sweet and hungry. The tips of my fingers itched. “Good luck with that.”

         The rakshasa looked into my eyes and heard the barely submerged rage causing tremors in my voice and smelled what was coming out of the pores of my skin. An almost sexual pleasure lit up its eyes like blowtorches. “And there it is.”

         “There it is.” My voice was reverberating with a growl that came from way down deep, and when I heard it, I shuddered. I couldn’t help myself.

         The rakshasa laughed. It sounded like a garbage disposal having sex. “You’re fun.”

         “No,” I said. “I’m not.”

         “Put your pet back in your pants,” the rakshasa told me. “And later you can use my basement to question your friend. It’s soundproof and has lots of drains. I’d love to watch you work.”

         “I already have a storage shed rented outside Charleston,” I lied. “I’ll be leaving as soon as I’ve won your tournament.”

         The rakshasa chuckled. Or maybe it threw up a little and swallowed. “Good luck with that.”

         Good luck with leaving, or good luck with winning the tournament? It drifted off before I could ask.

         
            *  *  *

         

         “Sir, guests are not allowed here.” The young man was skinny and Indian, with that brand of courtesy that is so blank-faced and impersonal that it is a kind of insult. He was a Hindu if the tilak mark on his forehead was any indication, but presumably not a very good one. His clothes looked like chef whites, but chefs don’t mop the kitchen floor at 4:30 in the morning.
         

         “It’s all right,” I assured him. “Someone will be coming to check up on me soon.”

         He looked puzzled for a moment, but only for a moment because the palm of my hand came up under his chin and snapped his head back hard enough to slosh his brain around a little. His body made a start at balancing itself while he got used to the idea of passing out, and I caught him as he collapsed.

         I didn’t have much time, but there was one thing working in my favor. In a house where human flesh entrées were being served, the kitchen was one place where I was sure there wouldn’t be any hidden security cameras.

         It took about fifteen seconds to drag my new friend into the pantry, another ten to locate the condiments, and ten more to find the tamarind I knew would be in any kitchen where Indian cuisine was being prepared. The tamarind was in paste form, kept in the same kind of plastic jar that peanut butter comes in. I scooped a large blob of the paste into a strip-locked plastic bag that I took from one of the shelves and put it in my jacket pocket.

         I was washing my hands at one of the kitchen sinks when a large blond guard walked in.

         “Where’s Jigar?” he demanded.

         “In the pantry,” I told him, drying my hands on a paper towel.

         The guard was tall and wide with a tree-stump neck and broad, sloping shoulders, and he had gotten away with intimidating people with his size his whole life. Maybe that’s why he didn’t know much about actually killing them. He came in close so that he could tower over me and get in my face, and he was still waiting for me to be scared when I casually reached out and took the Browning 9mm from his unsecured holster and pointed the pistol at his midsection. He’d probably unsnapped the holster in the hallway just in case there was trouble.

         “Here’s the deal,” I told him. I spoke very slowly as he didn’t seem bright. “I would rather die than get taken down to the basement. Do you understand?”

         The guard still hadn’t gotten scared by the gun yet, but when I mentioned the basement, something very like panic flashed across his face.

         “You’re going to walk behind me with your hand in your pocket as if you are hiding your gun. I am going to be hunched over slightly and holding this Browning under my jacket as if I were clutching some ribs that you just broke.” I demonstrated the position.

         “If you hesitate or yell for help or try to duck around a corner, I will gut shoot you through the back of my jacket,” I continued. “Don’t even think I’m afraid of making noise. If you force me to kill myself, I’m taking as many people with me as I can.”

         It took a few stutters and false starts, but we eventually traced the guard’s scent trail back to a small room in the back of the manse. There was a large matte black wraparound counter dominating the room, supporting multiple small screens. The man sitting in front of them was normal-sized, young, and smooth-featured with carefully cut hair and soft-looking hands and a black eye that I never did discuss with him.

         The guard at the monitor station was expecting us, but he wasn’t expecting me to pull a pistol out of my jacket and backhand the Browning’s butt into the forehead of the blond guard behind me. I only moved a little faster than humanly possible.

         It wasn’t smooth. The blond guard had a lot of mass, and completing the turn full circle and catching him with one hand while the other held a gun was awkward. I wound up grabbing his tie and lowering him to the floor by it.

         “Step away from the keyboard or I will shoot you in the face,” I told the guard by the monitors.

         Eventually, I had the smaller, smarter guard sitting on his hands and the blond guard lying on his face. I sat down at the main computer keyboard and entered a Web address to a site maintained by a Finnish hacker. Within ninety seconds, I had downloaded a virus that infected the entire security system. Within a minute, every camera in the house stopped working and they no longer had a wireless connection.

         “What are you doing?” the conscious guard asked numbly. He seemed to be in shock.

         “I’m just making sure my host runs a clean game,” I told him. “It will take a computer expert a couple of days to get the system working again, but I haven’t done anything that can’t be fixed.”

         That might have been a lie.

         “You have no idea what you’re screwing around with.” The guard sounded resigned and despairing. I found it interesting that he said “What” instead of “Who.”

         “Tell your boss that if she really wants a challenge, she’ll have to beat me at cards Sunday without relying on hidden cameras.” I smiled a smile that was a little cold and a little crazy. “Ask her if she still thinks I’m fun.”

         Of course, the hidden cameras hadn’t been set up just to rig card games. They were also there to record the various illegal, immoral, and depraved acts that the rakshasa was encouraging its guests to commit. It would want more leverage than just financial debt later, when forcing them to darker acts. And I wasn’t removing the cameras from the equation because I was worried about playing poker either. I would need freedom of movement if I hoped to survive the weekend.

         But I was hoping that the rakshasas’ love of gambling was more than just legendary.

         
            *  *  *

         

         I won’t tell you what I did with the tamarind. It’s a surprise.

         
            *  *  *

         

         The second round of the tournament wasn’t much more challenging than the first. I was sitting across from a man who was either Albanian or had learned English around Albanians. His accent was faint, but my ears rarely deceive me. He wasn’t a professional card player.

         On my left was the heavily sweating train wreck I’d seen earlier, a man who turned out to be a district representative. He was loud and stupid and pretty much a living testimonial to everything that was wrong with the American political system. He also couldn’t play cards for squat, and he never would have made it to the second round without help.

         I saw some of that help first hand on my right. George Dibbs was a professional card player, but he wasn’t playing to win. He was playing to make me lose. George was a numbers man, a Brillo-haired beanpole with one of those beautiful minds that process odds easily and never forget surface details. Twelve years ago George’s only weakness had been that he played the cards more than the people.
         

         But George wasn’t playing the cards tonight. George was doing his best to keep the congressman in the game while trying to take me and the Albanian out. The more the congressman drank, however, the more self-destructive his playing style became, and George’s game deteriorated until it was desperate and uneven. George was scared.

         Served him right if he was working for the house.

         After I cleaned George out, the congressman lasted maybe three minutes. The Albanian was solid, but his eyes looked slightly to the left whenever he was using the creative side of his brain to try to bluff.

         Winners of the first round were allowed to buy twice as many chips for the second. I won over six hundred thousand dollars.

         
            *  *  *

         

         The smell hit me before I went into my room. I opened the door anyway. The head of the security guard who had been sitting at the monitor station was on the windowsill facing me. Wet tendons and flaps of flesh spread out beneath his neck like flower petals. For some reason, the black eye was the most bizarre part about it. Beside the guard’s head, a word balloon had been smeared on the white wall in his own blood, with a little tail end pointing to his open mouth. In the middle of the red circle was the word: YES.

         Yes what?

         Then I remembered. I had told the guard to ask the rakshasa if it still thought I was fun.

         
            *  *  *

         

         “Why so serious?” Jamie plopped down onto the empty space next to me on the love seat, except I’m not sure they call them that anymore. Names change a lot when you live a long time. “You’ve won almost a million dollars. That means you’ll still have half a million after I beat you tomorrow.”

         I put the memory of the dead guard in a storage closet in the back of my mind. I had to shove the door a little; it was getting kind of crowded in there.

         “Shhhhh.” I put a finger up to my lips. “I’m practicing my poker face.”

         “Did you know that Patrick has moved on?” Jamie informed me. “I just saw him with his hand high up on some old woman’s backside, and it’s all your fault.”

         “Maybe he’s just putting up a brave front,” I said.

         She gave me a heavy-lidded sideways look. “I half expected you to come knocking on my door last night. Were you with one of the rental properties after chasing mine away, Mr. Hypocrite?”

         My world became a very narrowly focused thing. I had always kind of had a thing for Jamie, and she smelled aroused and scared. But I wasn’t exactly in the mood and couldn’t afford any distractions even if I was. And even if neither of those things were true, my body wasn’t currently a safe place for Jamie to hide under. Or on top of. Or beside.

         “I got pulled into another game,” I said. “I didn’t get to bed until after five.”

         “Where was this game?” Jamie was intrigued. “Who was it with?”

         “It started in the kitchen,” I told her. “I was playing with some of the household staff.”

         Jamie clicked her tongue. “Nobody can give you the four-one-one on other people like domestic staff. You always have an angle, don’t you?”

         “Not always,” I said, and then, because I couldn’t help myself: “If I had come by your room, would you have let me in?”

         “In one possible reality I would have let you in,” Jamie explained carefully. “In one possible reality I would have kept you out. Both possible realities exist until I open the door. It’s like Schrodinger’s cathouse.”

         I smiled, but I was distracted. If I blew Jamie off, the rakshasa would know that I wasn’t planning on taking her to a storage shed outside Charleston. If I didn’t discourage her, she might hang around after the tournament.

         “Why don’t we meet up at Dimitri’s Monday at five?” I said. “We can catch up. Winner buys dinner.”

         “Dimitri’s closed down years ago. Are you afraid that I’ll use my feminine wiles on you before the final round?” she teased.

         “Something like that.” I turned my head to say something else and saw Russell Sidney being pushed into the room in a wheelchair by the rakshasa. I don’t know what everyone else was seeing, but Russell was a horror show. His skin was tinged with blue blotches the same color—or discoloration really—as the rakshasa’s. Russell’s brownish-red hair had become coarse and wiry, and his nose seemed to be in the process of collapsing in on itself. His mouth was being pulled wide by some migration of his cheek muscles and he couldn’t close his lips, tooth stubs emerging from his gums like crooked tombstones and causing drool to spill over. The worst part was his eyes; they were barely visible within the bloating face folds, but the eyes were Russell’s, and they were just sane enough to be self-loathing and helpless and terrified.

         “I told you,” Jamie murmured quietly beside me.

         There’s always been some confusion about where rakshasas come from. In some stories they are evil spirits that possess people’s bodies. In other stories they are creatures with bodies of their own capable of physically reproducing. But I understood, then, how rakshasas make new rakshasas. Russell Sidney wasn’t being possessed. He was being changed, the same way people who become werewolves or vampires are changed.

         Maybe it starts with corrupting their victims, getting them to hate themselves one weak decision at a time, leading them into increasingly destructive behaviors and desperate and selfish acts against others. Somewhere along the way feeding their wards human flesh must be part of the rakshasa’s magical induction ceremony too. But whatever was involved, Russell Sidney was some kind of horrible caterpillar in the middle of a transformation.

         He wasn’t going to become a butterfly.

         The rakshasa grinned at me from across the room, a proud new parent.

         
            *  *  *

         

         When I went back up to my room later, the guard’s head was gone.

         
            *  *  *

         

         That night, Jamie came to my room.

         “You’re right,” she said quietly when I opened the door. “There’s something wrong about this place, and I can’t figure it out and can’t shake it off. I’m scared.”

         She really was too. Her heart was hammering and the pheromones she was putting off were a dense mix of lust and terror.

         What was I going to say? One of the rakshasa’s henchmen was standing in the hallway, not even trying to be subtle. He was another big guy but kind of old for muscle work, sparse-haired and gray-skinned with lots of burst capillaries close to the surface on his face. He looked like the survivor of a Charles Bukowski poem.

         A loup-garou would take Jamie into the room and use her for all she was worth. Well, less than what she was worth, really. The fact that he was planning to kill her later would be gravy.

         I let her in.

         The first thing Jamie did was sit on the edge of my bed. She was wearing a short and tight black dress and she had reapplied her makeup. Her knees weren’t touching. “Can I just stay here for a while?” she asked me. “Without any funny business?”

         As it turned out, she couldn’t.

         
            *  *  *

         

         I couldn’t figure out how the rakshasa was cheating. The cards were fresh out of the pack and smelled like it. The dealer probably was a mechanic, but I was watching carefully and didn’t see any sign of bottom dealing. If the rakshasa was a hand mucker, it was the best one I’d never seen. Maybe it was just a better card player than me.

         The kid across from me was another fish in the rakshasa’s barrel. The pudgy little bastard was a better card player than the congressman had been, a pretty good player actually, but he was nowhere near as good as he thought he was. He had the same last name as a famous cereal brand, and presumably that wasn’t a coincidence. He played with the confidence of someone who had always had more than he could lose, the kind of confidence that is a huge advantage in life until it leads to disaster.

         Jamie was sitting on my right and playing a conservative game of duck and cover, staying even until one of us eliminated the other. At the moment, I was the only one bleeding chips.

         Russell Sidney was propped in his wheelchair and sitting at the table next to the rakshasa. He barely moved, and when he did, it was with spastic jerks and twitches. He occasionally made gargling sounds that could have meant anything as long as it wasn’t good.

         “You see, Edwin, this is what separates the winners’ table from every other round,” the rakshasa told the fish. “This table has more to win and more to lose, but there’s less tension in the air. We all understand that the money itself isn’t the most important thing.”

         How attractive was the rakshasa’s illusion of “Nicole” anyway? It spoke with the light assurance of the truly beautiful.

         “Speak for yourself,” Jamie put in. “For me, the money is the only important thing.”

         The rakshasa laughed in a horrible grinding parody of lightness. I almost wished I could hear what everyone else was hearing. “I’m not saying there isn’t tension. I’m saying it isn’t in the air. Look at Mr. Mark Powell over there. The man is a locked box. He could be a bomb. He could be a birthday present.”

         “You seem to know what I’m holding,” I observed.

         The rakshasa waved this off. “One should never underestimate the value of luck. You can’t plan for it, you can’t count on it, but it is a factor.”

         “I don’t believe in luck.” I said. “Things just appear random because we can’t see the bigger picture. Like Einstein said, God doesn’t play dice.”

         The rakshasa pursed its thick, gummy lips. “I don’t believe in God. Like Friedrich Nietzsche said, God is dead.”

         “I’m pretty sure God said Friedrich Nietzsche is dead,” I observed. “Guess who won?”

         “Is this going to be one of those poker games?” Jamie complained mildly. “Philosophy classes are one of the reasons I dropped out of college.”

         The rakshasa ignored her. Its lips parted and fangs peeked out at odd angles. “See, that’s what I’m saying, Edwin. Mark here is the absolute last person I would have expected a sermon from. Is he just saying whatever he thinks will yank my chain, looking for the right crowbar to pry my armor off a little? Or is he other than what he seems? A locked box.”

         “You seem to have found the key,” Edwin said, laughing as I lost three tens to the rakshasa’s three queens. It was a high school bully’s laugh though I had no doubt he had developed it in a series of private schools.

         “Not yet.” The rakshasa laughed. It was the laugh of someone who ate high school bullies. “But I am like a child that way. Show me a locked box, and I want to know what’s inside it. That’s why poker is so much fun. Each hand a mystery. Each hand a revelation. We’re all still children, really, we’ve just gotten better at hiding it. That’s why we find children so…delicious.”

         And the rakshasa actually licked its lips, watching me while it did so. Its tongue was thick and long and gray, emerging like a tentacle.

         Screw it. The next round, I had the opening bid with an ace and a five showing, and I was also holding two other fives and a nine. I held on to four cards as if I were drawing for a straight or a flush and traded in the ace. I slipped the new card under my others without flipping it over. If some hidden watcher around or above me was giving the rakshasa hand signals, let it make anything out of that.

         The rakshasa also took one card. It was bizarre, watching those sausage fingers holding the cards delicately between talons.

         The fish took two cards. Jamie took two.

         I shoved all of my chips into the middle of the table. Three hundred and forty thousand dollars’ worth. “I’m all in.”

         The room went silent.

         “Mark, you haven’t looked at your pull card,” Jamie observed.

         Neither has anyone else, I thought, but I didn’t say it aloud. There were too many…well…I won’t call them innocent…but there were too many bystanders in the room. “Just trying to keep things interesting.”
         

         “There’s nothing interesting about giving up,” the rakshasa observed shortly. Its eyes were oil slicks, and an emotion briefly rippled in their dark and filmy surface like some dead sea creature. For the first time since the game had started, the rakshasa was bothered.

         “I’m not giving up. I just thought I’d take an actual chance,” I taunted. “Instead of just talking about it. That’s why it’s called gambling.”

         The rakshasa made a low, wet snorting sound. “I think you’re holding three of a kind and trying to act like a suicide bomber. I call.”

         Again, was it cheating, or was it that good at reading me?

         The fish smirked and pushed three hundred and forty thousand dollars of his not-earned money forward. “So do I.”

         Jamie folded.

         I turned my cards over. I had pulled the five of clubs. Four of a kind.

         The rakshasa stared at my hand for a long moment. Something in its eyes ignited, a deep smoldering rage that wanted to burn the world down. It threw its cards in without any urbane chatter.

         Well, at least I knew I wasn’t facing a cold deck. The fish made a big deal out of having three kings. Jamie didn’t comment one way or another.

         On the next hand, I had four hearts with a six and a nine showing. I drew one card, again keeping it facedown without looking at it.

         “Does Mark always play this eccentrically?” the rakshasa asked Jamie.

         She shrugged.

         Three raises after opening on a pair of jacks, the fish went all in.

         We all knew the fish was bluffing. He had an odd, resigned calm when he was bluffing and simmered slightly when he wasn’t.

         Jamie folded.

         I called. If I won, the fish was out of the game.

         “You still haven’t looked at your card,” the rakshasa remarked. It didn’t quite manage to sound neutral. It sounded the way someone with obsessive-compulsive disorder might sound while casually mentioning that your socks didn’t match.

         “I’m not betting on my cards,” I said.

         “What are you betting on?” it asked politely. It wanted to remove my eyeballs and put them on toothpicks and eat them.

         I smiled. “I’m betting against you. I think your luck has run out.”

         The rakshasa used its buy-in and called. I had found its button. It could not abide my hint of anything resembling order or greater purpose in the universe.

         The fish sheepishly unveiled…a pair of jacks.

         I turned my cards over: a six, a seven, an eight, a nine, and a ten of hearts. A straight flush. The watchers went crazy.

         I have no explanation for it. I am not an overtly religious man, but I do believe there is something in the universe more than chaos and selfishness. Of course, a lot of people who have that feeling while gambling wind up in rehab. You can believe what you want.

         The rakshasa was absolutely still. It stared at the cards, then looked at me with those murky eyes. When It got up and left the table, it did so without saying a word.

         It was so agitated that it forgot to wheel Russell away with it. I addressed Russell while I was leaning forward to rake in the chips. “I’ve been wanting to say something to you, Russell. This thing inside you that’s eating you alive? I don’t know how much you have left in you, but you need to fight it. Fight it with everything you have. Because it can be beaten.”

         “You have some experience with cancer?” These were the first substantive words Jamie had spoken to me since the game started. It was just her and me now.

         I didn’t take my eyes off Russell. “I know what it is to feel like something is taking your life over inside and out. It’s not enough to just not want to die. We all die. The only thing worth fighting for is being who we really are.”

         Any brief sense of oneness with the universe or destiny had left me. In fact, I couldn’t seem to draw a good hand from that point on. With a considerably lesser stake, Jamie proceeded to annihilate me. I didn’t care. The rakshasa was somewhere doing something and it had been right when it said that the money really wasn’t the most important thing to me.

         I didn’t use my buy-in.

         
            *  *  *

         

         “I’m sorry,” Jamie said later.

         “You’ve never been sorry for winning in your life,” I said.

         We were in a small parlor lined with portraits of Russell Sidney’s ancestors. I was closing the door behind us when something sharp bit into my back. My whole body turned into a big seized muscle full of light.

         
            *  *  *

         

         Water to my face woke me up. My head was lying sideways on concrete with poached eggs where my eyes used to be, but I kept them closed. My throat was sore and sticky from swallowing blood, hopefully mine, and my mouth tasted like burnt copper. I could feel every one of my teeth individually. My body was a cramp surrounded by burning skin. I had been electrocuted. It’s possible to amp up a Taser high enough to mess with a werewolf’s brain functions although this is highly illegal. That kind of voltage will kill a human being.

         I smelled blood and salt and urine and gun oil and tamarind and sweat and Jamie Belmont’s perfume and rakshasa stink. There were six, no, seven other people in the room.

         The urine was mine. As secondary sensations—or at least an awareness of them—gradually returned, I realized that I’d wet myself. Perhaps that’s why they hadn’t stripped me entirely though I could feel cool air on my feet, and I wasn’t wearing a shirt. There was something hard pinching my wrists and ankles, and my arms were pulled tightly behind my back. Cuffs or manacles, then, and heavy ones by the feel of them.

         The last thing I remembered was Jamie saying she was sorry.

         “Wakey, wakey, no more fakey.” The singsong voice was halfway between a purr and the sound of a chainsaw starting.

         I groaned and opened my eyes. The lights were on, which was unfortunate. From where my head was propped on wet concrete I could see the rakshasa holding a black leather briefcase in one hand and a small pail in the other. Jamie Belmont was standing as far behind it as she could.

         A man holding something that looked like a shark stick with a cattle prod duct-taped to it was standing in front of the rakshasa, and two men with sawed-off shotguns were standing on either side of me. The idiots were standing in a crossfire. Two more men were behind me. Pardon me if I don’t describe any of the flunkies. They weren’t human beings to me. They were obstacles. Targets. Bowling pins. Red security shirts. I didn’t personalize them then, and I’m not going to do so now. It’s easier that way.

         Groaning, I pulled myself up to my butt. It wasn’t easy with my hands chained behind my back. Just to help a little, I pulled my hindquarters through my arms so that my wrists were behind my knees. It was a lot harder than it should have been.

         “You weren’t lying about the drains,” I rasped. There was one right next to me, as a matter of fact. The basement was a vast expanse of concrete that went on for hundreds of feet in every direction, though we were relatively close to the stairs. I had scouted the place right after I’d taken out the mansion’s cameras. To my right, a small doorway led to a labyrinth of small claustrophobic rooms with wooden shelves and rusty tools and glass jars. To my left, an access door led to the mansion’s nightmare of a heating and plumbing system, a mismatch of modern additions and redundant boilers, water tanks, furnaces and copper piping. There were washing machines and a series of large concrete sinks lining the west wall, while shower heads with no curtains or cubicles lined the east. Either the latter weren’t used for washing bodies, or they were originally made for migrant workers with no rights to privacy.

         The rakshasa made that satisfied grinding rumble again. “I wasn’t lying about the room being soundproof either. You can scream all you want.”

         I looked around while I hunched and pulled my knees up to my chin and brought my feet up over the chain so that I could pull my arms in front of me. It hurt. I was in the middle of a pentagram of unbroken salt lines. The rakshasa and its guards were standing in a larger secondary circle, also drawn in salt.

         Apparently, the rakshasa hadn’t entirely given up on the idea of me being a loup-garou.

         “Flexible,” the rakshasa commented. “Martial arts?”

         “Ballet,” I said. “I live for the dance.”

         “Me too.” Somehow those words were more ominous for being vague. The rakshasa tossed the black briefcase into the middle of the pentagram. “Let’s take care of business.”

         I looked at the briefcase as if it might go off. “What the hell is that?”

         The rakshasa growled. “The money you won.”

         I actually had known that, had even been counting on it. All supernatural creatures whose cultures revolve around deal making or gambling will honor their debts even if they don’t honor anything else. It was why the rakshasa hadn’t crippled me physically yet, torn out my eyes or cut my Achilles tendons. Holding me prisoner was already pushing the limits.

         “You mind if I count it?”

         Those murky eyes briefly got hot again. The rakshasa was silent for a beat too long. “Go ahead.”

         It wanted me to formally acknowledge that the debt had been paid.

         Whoever had dragged me down there hadn’t found the pick I’d inserted beneath my hair. It was stuck through two nerveless points in my scalp like an acupuncture needle. I removed it casually, then began to openly pick the lock off my leg manacles. It was an easy lock, ripe for the picking. “Give me a second.”

         “Taser it,” the rakshasa said.

         I leaned to the side and the dart went past my shoulder. Unfortunately, it hit the puddle of water I was sitting in.

         My whole body was an exposed nerve. I howled and reached my fingers down and yanked the small metal grate next to me out of the floor, standing up and screaming at the ceiling.

         The rakshasa was not impressed. “If I wanted those leg manacles removed I’d cut your feet off. Count the money.”

         Hurling a heavy circular drain cover like a throwing star when your hands are manacled is no easy thing. You have to move your entire body sideways and shadow the movement of one hand with the other, as if you were flowing water in a tai chi or qigong exercise. I meant to embed the drain between Mr. Taser’s eyes, but a muscle in my left shoulder spasmed or pulled, and I wound up just bouncing it off his forehead. It still knocked him out, though.

         “Fine,” I said while three men with shotguns almost blew my head off and the rakshasa barked at them to stop. I bent down and pretended to fumble with the briefcase latches. I didn’t have to fake much. My hands were tingling.

         “Get on with it,” the rakshasa said flatly.

         I stretched and opened and closed my fists. “Just give me a second to get my hands back online. Or feel free to step in here and open this briefcase for me.”

         “Why don’t you just blow on the salt?” Jamie asked curiously from where she was standing. “Or throw that briefcase over it?”

         I looked at the line of salt and lied. “I can’t.”

         The rakshasa nodded, satisfied. “What did you say to Russell Sidney anyhow? That fool committed suicide while you were down here pissing yourself.”

         I fumbled open the briefcase and began to count the money. “Good for him.”

         “You’ve won all the small battles,” the rakshasa acknowledged. “But you lost the war. Blind luck won’t save you in the long game. You’ve been outplayed.”

         Then the rakshasa stalked over to the stairway, bent behind it, and removed a four-foot section of copper pipe from where I had hidden it. I had crushed one open end into a crude wedge. “Or did you think I wouldn’t smell this?”

         I stared at the pipe. There are very few things that will kill rakshasas. One of them is brass that has been cleaned with ash from a holy fire, but I didn’t have any Hindu or Buddhist priests around to make one of those. Another is copper that has been cleaned and polished with tamarind. Tamarind trees grow in southern India outside holy temples to a Mother Goddess who battles evil spirits.

         The copper pipe was there because I had known that I was going to wind up in the basement one way or the other. I had been hoping for the other.

         “What I don’t understand is why a loup-garou would study up on Indian traditions,” the rakshasa went on. “Unless you really came here to kill me.”

         I addressed the room in general while I continued counting the money. “You people realize that you’re working for a monster called a rakshasa, right? Your stories aren’t going to end well.”

         The rakshasa chuckled. “You might as well give it up. My people are all junkies, perverts, and gamblers. They’ve seen too much and done too much to ever go back to the other side. You’re not talking to decent people.”

         No one denied it. I stopped counting money long enough to look up at Jamie. “Is that right?”

         She didn’t say anything, but she didn’t look away either.

         “Do they know what’s in the baida rolls?” I asked it.

         “Keep counting,” the rakshasa growled. “Or I’ll take it as a sign that you have refused payment.”

         “This thing has been feeding you human flesh,” I told them. “They particularly like children.”

         “Blow his head off,” the rakshasa ordered.

         I had actually managed to unlock my leg manacle, I just hadn’t pushed it open. When I lunged forward, my left foot came free. And no matter what they told themselves, everyone in that room had come to unconsciously accept that the salt lines were a barrier I couldn’t break; I blew past the pentagram with inhuman speed.

         The two men with shotguns on my right and left were so startled that they yanked the triggers in a panic and discharged both barrels without thinking. They blew each other away. A stray pellet that never would have hit me if I hadn’t been so stiff caught the back of my right calf and another took off a tiny piece of my right heel, but I was already past their firing zone.

         I went under the cattle prod that the foremost thug was thrusting forward, twisted into the slide and pulled his wrists in the direction that they were already going, taking one knee and guiding him over my shoulder in a full flip. He was a big man, and he was completely covering my body when the third guy with a shotgun fired from the other side of the pentagram. I felt the impact behind my shield’s torso and got stung by a few loads that penetrated his back. They burned, but they didn’t retain enough momentum to go through the top of my skull or the bone of my shoulders. A stray pellet sliced through my right forearm where it was sticking out a little bit, but it was no big deal.

         The rakshasa charged forward with a roar, but I plucked the cattle prod off the ground and swung the tip into the rakshasa’s upper thigh. The rakshasa screamed and dropped the copper pipe.

         Maybe I should have moved to finish it there, but the rakshasa was convulsing and the guy across the room had the breech of his sawed-off shotgun open. The corpse at my feet had a sidearm holstered at its side, and I bent down and removed the gun—a Beretta—and hands still manacled, arms shaking, fired several shots into the last thug’s center mass.

         He wasn’t wearing a bulletproof vest.

         Unfortunately, the rakshasa had been faking the extent of its convulsions. From where it was lying on the floor, the rakshasa’s meaty fist closed around the open manacle still trailing from my left ankle and pulled. Pulled hard. My upper body went down and the back of my skull slammed against the concrete. I like to think it was the residual numbness in my hands that made me lose the gun, but either way the rakshasa pulled its heavier, stronger body over my legs. I tried to bring a knee up, but its weight was on the manacle connected to that foot. I brought my hands up, but one of its fists grabbed the chain still linking them.

         The rakshasa was bigger than me, stronger than me, had all the leverage, and literally had my limbs tied up. It was roaring in triumph when the copper pipe rammed between the V formed by tendons in its back neck and stabbed upward into its brain.

         There was a reason Jamie Belmont had won the poker tournament. The rakshasa stiffened, its torso arced, and black blood began to spill out of its nose. I shoved it off of me.

         Jamie seemed frozen, blood drained from her face. She looked like she would have thrown up if she was the sort of person to do such a thing.

         “Are you all right?” I asked as I pulled myself across the floor, towards the man I had only knocked out with a drain cover. She didn’t want to answer that question and just watched as I pulled the man’s head off the ground and broke his neck with a sharp twist.

         “I can’t believe how close you called that,” Jamie said. Her face and voice were both tight, so tight that it seemed like something was threatening to break inside her. “It worked out almost exactly the way you predicted it.”

         Outplayed my ass.

         “It even got out the copper pipe like you said it would,” Jamie continued shakily. I kind of had the feeling she was talking so that she wouldn’t have to stop and think about what had just happened: the feel of the vibrations in her hands that had travelled up the pipe, the sight of the unnaturally dark blood that had welled slower than blood should, the sound made by the neck I had just broken, the smells all around us.

         “Ego,” I commented. If Jamie felt like babbling, I was having the opposite reaction.

         “I still can’t believe you let me take you prisoner,” Jamie said. She dropped the pipe and seemed embarrassed by it. Her hands were trembling.

         “You had to prove your loyalty.” I hauled myself up to my feet and felt a thousand pricks and stabs tear through my body. “And it had to feel like it was in complete control. That’s the only reason this happened the way it did after all the guests were gone.”

         Jamie clasped her shaking hands and stared at them. She was used to controlling any sign of anxiety, and a part of her was wondering if her nerves were shot, if her poker playing was screwed up for good. The game was into her that deep. If it hadn’t been, the rakshasa never would have gotten a hold on her in the first place.

         Maybe her thoughts were following the same trail mine were. In any case, she whispered: “I knew it was a demon. I thought I had sold my soul to it.”

         Crouching, I located the pick. “If you did, I’d say you just got a piece of it back.”

         “You’re not a demon are you?” She was making a statement with a question mark on it, not really asking me. “You never would have taken a chance on me if you were evil. You’re not really some loup whatever.”

         I went back to work on my wrist manacles. “No.”

         “What are you then?” Had it just been last night that we’d slept together? When she had confessed what she had been doing for the rakshasa — manipulating games, feeding people little pieces of false luck, getting them good and hooked. We seemed to be staring at each other from different worlds across a span of centuries.

         I ventured a smile. “I’m your Prince Charming.”

         I didn’t know it until later, when I saw myself in a mirror, but my mouth was covered with blood from where I’d bitten my tongue while tasered.

         Jamie shuddered. “There are still four people upstairs, and I think the household staff might be more dangerous than these men.”

         “I’ll handle it,” I said.

         “Are you going to kill them?” Jamie seemed more curious than concerned. It was probably shock.

         “Yes,” I said.

         Jamie raised her chin. “Are you going to kill me?”

         “No,” I said.

         Her voice trembled. “Why should I believe you?”

         I shrugged and removed the manacles from my wrists. “Because you do.”

         “Dammit, would you talk to me?” she snapped.

         “I’m in a lot of pain,” I exhaled and sucked in a slow shuddering breath while I straightened my legs, bent down, and pressed my forehead against my knees. “I got very scared back there, and now some of it is working its way out a little. I need a minute.”

         “Fine,” she said, and I watched Jamie walk over and retrieve the Taser and a shotgun from the floor, rifling through the pockets of dead men for ammunition. I wondered if she was still playing a game, still figuring odds. Had she only sided with me because she knew working for the rakshasa was a losing game and I was a way out? Would she try to stun me or blow my head off from behind once I’d taken care of the rest of the rakshasa’s henchmen? It would be a way to bury the last witness to her shame, and my winnings would go nicely with the sum she had won. Jamie could always tell herself that it was the smart play, that I was a monster and it was the only way to be sure she was safe, the only way to leave this frightening new world that she had gotten lost in and burn all bridges behind her.

         How much had working for the rakshasa changed her? How well had I ever really known Jamie Belmont?

         I thought about that while I unlocked the manacle around my ankle. Hopefully I was just considering all possibilities out of habit. I had always liked Jamie. But the truth is, you can save people from just about anything but themselves. With a player like her, I wouldn’t know what cards she was holding until she showed her hand.

         I stood up and called to her.
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         John Charming isn't your average prince…
         

          
         

         He comes from a  line of Charmings—an illustrious family of dragon slayers, witch  finders and killers dating back to before the fall of Rome. Trained by a  modern-day version of the Knights Templar, monster hunters who have  updated their tools from chain mail and crossbows to Kevlar and  shotguns, he was one of the best. That is—until he became the  abomination the knights were sworn to hunt.
         

          
         

         That was a  lifetime ago. Now he tends bar under an assumed name in rural Virginia  and leads a peaceful, quiet life. One that shouldn't change just because  a vampire and a blonde walk into his bar…right?
         
 
      


    

  
    
      
         
            Chapter 1

            A Blonde and a Vampire Walk into a Bar…

         

         Once upon a time, she smelled wrong. Well, no, that’s not exactly true. She smelled clean, like fresh snow and air after a lightning storm and something hard to identify, something like sex and butter pecan ice cream. Honestly, I think she was the best thing I’d ever smelled. I was inferring “wrongness” from the fact that she wasn’t entirely human.

         I later found out that her name was Sig.

         Sig stood there in the doorway of the bar with the wind behind her, and there was something both earthy and unearthly about her. Standing at least six feet tall in running shoes, she had shoulders as broad as a professional swimmer’s, sinewy arms, and well-rounded hips that were curvy and compact. All in all, she was as buxom, blonde, blue-eyed, and clear-skinned as any woman who had ever posed for a Swedish tourism ad.

         And I wanted her out of the bar, fast.

         You have to understand, Rigby’s is not the kind of place where goddesses were meant to walk among mortals. It is a small, modest establishment eking out a fragile existence at the tail end of Clayburg’s main street. The owner, David Suggs, had wanted a quaint pub, but instead of decorating the place with dartboards or Scottish coats of arms or ceramic mugs, he had decided to celebrate southwest Virginia culture and covered the walls with rusty old railroad equipment and farming tools.

         When I asked why a bar—excuse me, I mean pub—with a Celtic name didn’t have a Celtic atmosphere, Dave said that he had named Rigby’s after a Beatles song about lonely people needing a place to belong.
         

         “Names have power,” Dave had gone on to inform me, and I had listened gravely as if this were a revelation.

         Speaking of names, “John Charming” is not what it reads on my current driver’s license. In fact, about the only thing accurate on my current license is the part where it says that I’m black-haired and blue-eyed. I’m six foot one instead of six foot two and about seventy-five pounds lighter than the 250 pounds indicated on my identification. But I do kind of look the way the man pictured on my license might look if Trevor A. Barnes had lost that much weight and cut his hair short and shaved off his beard. Oh, and if he were still alive.

         And no, I didn’t kill the man whose identity I had assumed, in case you’re wondering. Well, not the first time anyway.

         Anyhow, I had recently been forced to leave Alaska and start a new life of my own, and in David Suggs I had found an employer who wasn’t going to be too thorough with his background checks. My current goal was to work for Dave for at least one fiscal year and not draw any attention to myself.

         Which was why I was not happy to see the blonde.

         For her part, the blonde didn’t seem too happy to see me either. Sig focused on me immediately. People always gave me a quick flickering glance when they walked into the bar—excuse me, the pub—but the first thing they really checked out was the clientele. Their eyes were sometimes predatory, sometimes cautious, sometimes hopeful, often tired, but they only returned to me after being disappointed. Sig’s gaze, however, centered on me like the oncoming lights of a train—assuming train lights have slight bags underneath them and make you want to flex surreptitiously. Those same startlingly blue eyes widened, and her body went still for a moment.

         Whatever had triggered her alarms, Sig hesitated, visibly debating whether to approach and talk to me. She didn’t hesitate for long, though—I got the impression that she rarely hesitated for long—and chose to go find herself a table.

         Now, it was a Thursday night in April, and Rigby’s was not empty. Clayburg is host to a small private college named Stillwaters University, one of those places where parents pay more money than they should to get an education for children with mediocre high school records. This sort of target student—an underachiever with upper-middle-class parents—not surprisingly does a lot of heavy drinking, which is why Rigby’s manages to stay in business. Small bars with farming implements on the walls don’t really draw huge college crowds, but the more popular bars tend to stay packed, and Rigby’s does attract an odd combination of local rednecks and students with a sense of irony. So when a striking six-foot blonde who wasn’t an obvious transvestite sat down in the middle of the bar, there were people around to notice.

         Even Sandra, a nineteen-year-old waitress who considers customers an unwelcome distraction from covert texting, noticed the newcomer. She walked up to Sig promptly instead of making Renee, an older waitress and Rigby’s de facto manager, chide her into action.

         For the next hour I pretended to ignore the new arrival while focusing on her intently. I listened in—my hearing is as well developed as my sense of smell—while several patrons tried to introduce themselves. Sig seemed to have a knack for knowing how to discourage each would-be player as fast as possible.

         She told suitors that she wanted to be up-front about her sex change operation because she was tired of having it cause problems when her lovers found out later, or she told them that she liked only black men, or young men, or older men who made more than seventy thousand dollars a year. She told them that what really turned her on was men who were willing to have sex with other men while she watched. She mentioned one man’s wife by name, and when the weedy-looking grad student doing a John Lennon impersonation tried the sensitive-poet approach, she challenged him to an arm-wrestling contest. He stared at her, sitting there exuding athleticism, confidence, and health—three things he was noticeably lacking—and chose to be offended rather than take her up on it.

         There was at least one woman who seemed interested in Sig as well, a cute sandy-haired college student who was tall and willowy, but when it comes to picking up strangers, women are generally less likely to go on a kamikaze mission than men. The young woman kept looking over at Sig’s table, hoping to establish some kind of meaningful eye contact, but Sig wasn’t making any.

         Sig wasn’t looking at me either, but she held herself at an angle that kept me in her peripheral vision at all times.

         For my part, I spent the time between drink orders trying to figure out exactly what Sig was. She definitely wasn’t undead. She wasn’t a half-blood Fae either, though her scent wasn’t entirely dissimilar. Elf smell isn’t something you forget, sweet and decadent, with a hint of honey blossom and distant ocean. There aren’t any full-blooded Fae left, of course—they packed their bags and went back to Fairyland a long time ago—but don’t mention that to any of the mixed human descendants that the elves left behind. Elvish half-breeds tend to be somewhat sensitive on that particular subject. They can be real bastards about being bastards.

         I would have been tempted to think that Sig was an angel, except that I’ve never heard of anyone I’d trust ever actually seeing a real angel. God is as much an article of faith in my world as he, she, we, they, or it is in yours.

         Stumped, I tried to approach the problem by figuring out what Sig was doing there. She didn’t seem to enjoy the ginger ale she had ordered—didn’t seem to notice it at all, just sipped from it perfunctorily. There was something wary and expectant about her body language, and she had positioned herself so that she was in full view of the front door. She could have just been meeting someone, but I had a feeling that she was looking for someone or something specific by using herself as bait…but what and why and to what end, I had no idea. Sex, food, or revenge seemed the most likely choices.

         I was still mulling that over when the vampire walked in.
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