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        Las Vegas, The Near Future

      

      The place hadn’t changed a bit. That’s the thing everybody says when they’ve been gone from the old stomping grounds for a long time and then come back to find the same faces on the same seats at the same bar, probably drinking the same drinks they had been when you left.

      Only the Mandolin Rain had changed. It was darker, for one. Dirtier. Almost like someone had zapped most of the energy out of the place and left it on life support. They’d taken out a bunch of the tables to make room for a foosball game that nobody ever played, judging from the thick layer of dust on it. The red velvet curtain that once led to the famed back room was gone, and the door had been boarded over and nailed shut.

      None of the old faces were here, neither. Used to be I’d walk into this place, and people would rush to see me or run to avoid me. But now there were maybe half a dozen tired souls in this place, and two of them were the bartender and a cocktail waitress. Not a single one looked up when I came in and took a seat at a table by the wall.

      Well, that was all right. I hadn’t come back to Vegas for the Mandolin, after all. But it would’ve been nice to have someone recognize me and start up the grapevine before I made my big return. I’d always enjoyed a good rumor, especially when it was about me.

      The cocktail waitress deigned to notice me and heaved off the bar where she’d been chatting up the bartender. She headed toward my table like I’d interrupted something terribly important and she resented the hell out of me for it. That was fine though, maybe I had. After all, I wasn’t the type to yuck on someone else’s yum, if ya catch my drift.

      Her nametag said Brandi, and the blaze of white in her dark hair said she was a dabbler in the other trade that went on in places like the Mandolin. There’d always been a bunch like her around here, people who picked up a single spell or a magic trinket in some poker game, or one of the tiny, hidden shops of the underground, and decided they were suddenly experts in the occult.

      “Get you something?” Brandi said in a bored tone, barely looking at me.

      “Yeah, you can. I’ll take a Scotch on the rocks,” I said. “Something from the top shelf.”

      That got a little more of her attention. It was a universal trait of cocktail waitresses everywhere, whether they worked in normal Vegas or the underground circuit. Give them just a hint that you had money, and you suddenly went from ‘waste of my time’ to ‘highly valued customer’ because they were looking for big tips. The behavior didn’t bother me much. Cocktail waitresses had to earn a living, too.

      She looked me up and down, taking in the long coat, the leather half-gloves, the double star pendant and the roulette watch.

      “Did you want something else with your drink, sir?” she said, licking her lips. “Maybe something … hot?”

      At least some things were still the same around here. ‘Hot’ meant magic items, but if I took her up on the offer, she’d try to sell me a pack of trick cards or a snap-bang matchbook or a ‘lucky’ poker chip, something long on flash and short on substance. And she’d overcharge me for it too.

      “Not today, sweetheart,” I told her. “Just the drink.”

      All the ‘valued customer’ come-ons fell out of her face and her body language, and she rolled her eyes a little as she walked back toward the bar without another word.

      I ignored her switch in demeanor. Like I said, I didn’t mind the fishing for tips game, and I’d leave her a big one anyway. As long as she didn’t try to pass off watered-down rotgut for good Scotch.

      While the waitress was conversing with the bartender about a lot more than just my drink since I’d once again been relegated to ‘nobody important,’ the front door opened and a group of four guys in their early twenties piled in. I recognized them instantly, or at least their type because I’d been them once a long time ago. A gaggle of punks, fresh from Cato’s or The Trove or another place where they’d just gotten their first taste of real magic, drunk on their own power and looking to cause trouble.

      Well, that wasn’t going to happen in my bar. Even if it wasn’t my bar anymore.

      They walked by my table without a second glance, and I stood as they approached the bar with a kind of rough, malevolent attitude. You know the kind, just looking for someone to give the hard squeeze. Didn’t even need an excuse for it.

      The bartender seemed to sense their purpose and motioned for the cocktail waitress to go somewhere else out of the way, but the punks reached them first, and she was trapped.

      “Hey. Barkeep.” The sad little gang’s obvious leader, a fresh-faced, grade A douchebag with spiky blond hair in a leather coat and big boots, slammed a fist on the counter and grinned. “Give us your best bottle of whiskey, and all the cash you’ve got in the register. Or we can just break all the bones in your body and take it.”

      “Get out of here.” The bartender narrowed his eyes at the young thug. “I told you the last time, don’t make threats you can’t keep.”

      “I don’t remember you saying that. Any of you guys hear this dickhead mouthing off to me last time?” the leader said, and his peanut gallery answered with exaggerated laughter. “Because if you had mouthed off to me,” the douchebag went on, looking back at the bartender, “you’d be in traction right now.”

      With that, he pulled something small and glowing out of his jacket and held it in front of him, and the bartender held his hands up and shrank back. Shit, that was an Agony Orb. I thought they’d outlawed those things.

      I sighed and moved closer to the bar. From the corner where the punks had blocked her in, the cocktail waitress saw me and pulled a half-frightened, half-angry expression, one that said an older man like me shouldn’t get in the middle of a fight between younger, hotter blood.

      I ignored the look. “Hey, assholes,” I called. “Didn’t your mothers ever tell you not to play with the grownup toys?”

      All four of them whirled toward me, and the leader grinned like Christmas had come early as he stepped around the rest of them, pointing the Orb at me like a gun.

      “Thanks for volunteering, old man,” he said with a sneer. “Now, I can show this dickhead what happens when he tries to cross the Hex.”

      “Really? That’s what you’re calling yourself, huh?” I shook my head and tucked my arms behind my back so that I could spin my watch without him noticing. “Back in my day, fake-ass punks like you had actual intimidating names like Axel and Dagger.”

      “Yeah, and what do they call you, old timer?” one of the others said with dripping sarcasm.

      I shrugged. “Seth, mostly,” I said as I double-tapped my watch face and brought my arm around to check the spin. “But you can call me ‘oh shit, please don’t hurt me anymore.’”

      The watch landed on six. Perfect.

      Punk Leader opened his mouth, probably to deliver some witty retort when I slipped into alterspace and vanished from his sight. But I could still see him, his friends, and the rest of the bar, even though everything looked grainy and shimmery. I stepped up and snatched the Agony Orb from his outstretched hand, heard his muffled shout of what the hell! as it disappeared. I tucked the Orb into the trunk I kept with me in alterspace for quick grabs, and then moved back into position and waited until the shifting spell ticked down. Three, two, one …

      When I reappeared in the same plane as the bar, the sulfur smoke of alterspace unraveling from my body like fog, Punk Leader blanched and stumbled back a few steps. The rest of them were coming over to join him but reluctantly, like they’d suddenly decided maybe they were robbing the wrong bar.

      “What’s wrong with you?” I said, brushing a bit of dust off my coat. “Oh, I see now. You lost your little glowy thing. Well, with a name like the Hex, I’m sure you have plenty of tricks you can demonstrate on me to scare the dickhead over there.”

      The leader recovered and snarled, raising his fists. “How about I just beat the shit out of you?”

      “So now we’re having a fistfight. Cool.” I held a gloved hand out palm-up and summoned my pair of dice from alterspace, feeling the slight, reassuring weight settle on my hand. “Let’s see how many times I have to hit you before I allow you the privilege of leaving this bar.”

      I rolled the dice on the nearest table, and they landed on double sixes. Okay, so apparently six was my number today.

      “Boxcars,” I said, calling the dice back and raising my own fists in front of me as they burst into green flame. “That means the House loses.”

      I had to give the punks just a little bit of credit because they didn’t back down right away. The leader and one of the others came at me together. I ducked the leader’s swing and drove a flaming fist into the underside of his jaw, sending him crashing onto a table twelve feet away that shattered under his weight.

      The other one glanced a blow off my arm as I shifted and drove my fist into his gut. He tumbled to the floor and skidded on his back until his skull met one of the foosball table legs with a loud crack.

      Meanwhile, Punk Leader was dragging himself from the wreckage, trying to stand. “What are you doing?” he wheezed at the other two, who were frozen in place and staring slack-jawed at me. “Take him down!”

      One of them moved like he was going to try, and I jabbed a fist in the air at him. A ball of green flame shot from my hand and hit him in the chest, staggering him as the flames flowed over him and wrapped around his throat, causing him to start gasping for breath.

      “You’d better get your buddy outside, if you want him to live,” I said to the last one, pulling a small vial of lifewater from my pocket and tossing it to him. “Get this down him,” I added. “It will cancel the spell before he chokes, as long as he drinks it right away.” I smirked. “As annoying as you all are, I didn’t come here to start killing dumbasses.”

      No. I just wanted to show them that one Agony Orb didn’t make them wizards.

      The guy on the floor with the cracked skull groaned and rolled over, slowly pushing himself up as his buddy led the one with the flame necklace out the door. He looked around blearily and scrambled after the two exiting punks.

      But the leader was still trying to come at me, limping slightly with blood dripping from his mouth.

      “That Orb cost me a damned fortune,” he spat. “Give it back.”

      “Here’s another tip. Don’t spend money you can’t afford to lose,” I told him. “Look, kid, your friends already did the smart thing. I’m trying to let you join them. Are you really gonna make me hit you again before you get the point?”

      He bared his red-smeared teeth in a desperate grin. “You can try.”

      As I drew back a flaming fist, the punk pulled a switchblade from his pocket, pointed it at me and pushed the button on the handle. Instead of ejecting a few inches of steel, it fired a glowing blue dagger into the air. A ghost blade, designed to cut through anything and impossible to block through ordinary means.

      I sighed as I raised a forearm, letting the projection hit the magic-reinforced gauntlet tattoo beneath my sleeve and break apart into harmless sparks.

      “You really want to lose all your toys today, don’t you?” I said, surging forward to grab his wrist with my flaming hand.

      He screamed and opened his fingers, and the switchblade clattered to the floor.

      I stepped on the weapon so he couldn’t get it back, not letting go of his wrist as the enchanted flame burned into him.

      “When I let go, you’re going to turn your ass around and walk out that door, and you’re never putting so much as a toe inside this place again,” I said, fishing in my pocket for more lifewater. “Understand?”

      The punk nodded, his eyes widening with pain and fear. “Please,” he whispered.

      “What was that? Did you just say ‘oh shit, please don’t hurt me anymore’?”

      The nodding got more frantic.

      “That’s my name,” I said and uncorked the lifewater with my teeth. I poured it over my hand and his wrist, and the green flame sizzled out. “Go on, get out of here. And think of something better than Hex, for God’s sake.”

      I released him, and he spun on a heel and darted for the door like there was a whole pack of alterhounds behind him.

      “Kids these days,” I muttered as I shook out the other burning fist, pocketed the enchanted switchblade, and walked toward the bar. Both the bartender and the cocktail waitress stared at me in wide-eyed shock as I planted my ass casually on a stool.

      “Oh, you can bill me for that table if you want to,” I told the bartender before turning my eyes to the waitress. “So, how about that Scotch I ordered?”

      The bartender gasped out a breath. “You’re Seth Wyatt, aren’t you?”

      “And here I thought everyone had forgotten me,” I said with a grin. “Yes, I am.”

      “Holy shit,” he said, and looked at Brandi, the cocktail waitress. “This guy’s a legend. He won the Four Skulls tournament three years in a row, and … like, didn’t you save the world or something?”

      I snorted. “Yeah, something like that. My drink?”

      “Oh! Of course. Right away, sir,” the bartender said as he scurried off.

      When he left, Brandi came over and took the stool next to me. I was suddenly important again, and now she was really turning on the charm in a big way. A take-me-back-to-your-place way.

      “I have heard of you,” she said with a brilliant smile. “But everybody said you left Vegas ten years ago, and no one knew where you were going.”

      “That’s true. I did,” I said as the bartender set a tumbler in front of me with a few ice cubes and a healthy shot of amber-gold liquid. “Just got back into town, actually. And I wanted to stop by this place to indulge in a little nostalgia about the good old days since it all started in that very room.” I pointed at the nailed-over door where the red velvet curtain used to be.

      “Wow, really?” Brandi gushed. “What happened in there?”

      I took a sip of my Scotch. It was the good stuff, just like I’d asked for. And I did have a few hours before my meeting with Golar so I could spare some time to tell the story.

      “Well, it went down kind of like this,” I said. “A bouncer, a half-demon, and a punk kid walked into a bar …”
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        Las Vegas, Twenty Years Ago

      

      Ever since I won the roulette watch off Cayn a few weeks ago, the invites and challenges had been pouring in. Now, I was headed to the Mandolin Rain for a poker game in the infamous back room. I’d been in the place a few times for drinks, but only the big shots got to use the back room.

      I guessed I was a big shot now.

      It was raining down here. Again. Underground Vegas, ten square blocks of gambling, shopping, dining, and other nightlife delights hidden beneath the City of Lights. They called it UV, the joke being there was never any sunlight. A handful of low-grade warlocks maintained the weather spells, and lately they’d been making it rain just about every night. One of them must’ve been depressed.

      This was where the real magic happened, literally.

      I was a block away from the bar when a low, hissing voice came from the shadow of an alley just ahead of me. “Looking for something hot, my friend? Follow the lady, and she’ll lead you to the power you crave.”

      The voice was familiar. I was already groaning when mellow white light flared in the shadow, revealing a short, thin figure in a long red hooded robe standing behind a battered folding table just inside the alley. Two pinpoints of red glittered from beneath the hood.

      “I’m busy, Alistair,” I said as I neared the alley, intending to just keep right on walking. “And it’s raining out here, in case you haven’t noticed. Maybe you should find an inside place to rip people off.”

      “Seth?” This time there was no ominous hissing in his voice as he lowered the hood and flashed a sheepish grin. “Seth Wyatt. I didn’t recognize you in your … uh …”

      “Same coat I always wear?” I said with a heavy dose of sarcasm.

      Alistair was a fixture in the UV, always fishing for hungry newbies who’d jump at any chance to win magical items. His Three Card Monte game wasn’t rigged, exactly. He was just faster than humans could follow thanks to regular doses of vampire blood, which also let him pull off the theatrics with the glowing eyes and guttural voice. If anyone actually managed to pick out the queen, he’d give them a snap-bang matchbook and tell them to play again, trade up for better prizes. Part confidence man, part carnival barker, all pathetic, that was Alistair.

      “Yeah right, sure. That is your coat, isn’t it?” he said in a wheedling voice. “Hey, Seth, I hear you beat a Collector. Won something really hot. Is that true?”

      I sighed and stopped in front of Alistair’s table, resigning myself to a very short conversation. If I didn’t talk to him, he’d follow me up the street and into the Mandolin, and the patrons in there would eat him alive. “Yeah, I did,” I told him. “He was really pissed off about it, too.”

      Alistair gave a reedy laugh. “Fuck yeah, he would be. Nobody beats a Collector.”

      I shrugged modestly, even though I was pretty damned proud of myself. It was true. The Collectors looked human, but they weren’t. They were dark elves working for some mysterious master. At any given time, a dozen or so Collectors circulated throughout the UV, bargaining for people’s souls. Normally, it was a straight deal, one soul for whatever ancient relic or magic power if you sign on the dotted line, no challenges required. But sometimes, they would offer to play, to let people wager their souls for a chance to win something powerful. The whole ‘Devil Went Down to Georgia’ thing. Hardly anyone who knew about the Collectors took them up on it because they never lost.

      Except Cayn had lost to me, and I didn’t even have to cheat.

      “So, can I see it?” Alistair said. “The watch, I mean.”

      “Sure, why not?” I held my arm out and pushed my coat sleeve back. “There it is.”

      He leaned over the table and stared at my wrist. The ‘watch’ was actually a bronze cuff bracelet with a roulette wheel about two inches in diameter set into it. Soft green light illuminated the wheel beneath the glass covering. It was numbered zero to sixty like a standard roulette wheel, and I could spin it by double-tapping on the glass.

      Cool shit happened when I spun the wheel.

      Alistair’s eyes widened as he looked at the roulette watch. “That is sweet,” he said. “Never seen anything like it, for sure. What’s it do?”

      “Magic,” I said with a smirk as I pushed my sleeve back down. “Look, I gotta go. Get in out of the rain, will you?” I glanced at the three playing cards lying face down on his table and tapped the one on the right. “By the way, this one’s the lady. See you around, Alistair.”

      As I walked away, I heard the slight scrape as he picked up the card I’d pointed to, and then he cursed loudly. “How’d you do that?” he called after me.

      “I’m just that good,” I said without looking back.

      A minute later, I’d reached the Mandolin. The two bouncers stationed outside the double front doors were big, burly slabs of damp and grumpy, and I didn’t recognize either of them. They wore dark suits and earpieces, and each of them packed a normal sidearm and a Null baton for dealing with unruly magic elements. They glared at me as I walked up.

      There were two ways to get into the Mandolin Rain. If you were there to drink and mingle, you paid the ten-dollar cover to the bouncers. But if you were headed for the back room, you either had to be on the list or show an official invitation. I had the second one.

      “Yeah?” the bouncer on the left said when I stopped at the door.

      “I’m here to meet Blaze,” I said as I produced the small, blank white card I’d been given by a contact last night at the Lucky Susan.

      The bouncer grunted and pulled a magelight scanner wand from inside his jacket. He took the card, slid it between the two framed glass plates at the end of the handle, and pushed a button on the device. Purple light flowed across the glass, revealing my name written on the card in blotchy, dull red ink.

      “All right,” the bouncer said as he yanked the card out and handed it back. He looked at his buddy, who nodded once and then pushed one of the doors open. “Follow me, then,” he said as he went through himself.

      I followed him inside. The Mandolin was packed and noisy, every table occupied and the bar lined up three deep with people ordering drinks. A good handful of the patrons wore colored streaks in their hair, most of them white, but I spotted a few that were green or red. It was supposed to be a sign that they could hook you up with the occult, but mostly they just sold cheap baubles that broke the second time you used them or weak enchantments that wore off in an hour.

      The ones with real power didn’t advertise so blatantly. Either you knew exactly what to look for, or they approached you if they thought you had potential.

      That was how I’d gotten into the magic game. I’d been approached.

      Even though he was as big as a house, I still almost lost the bouncer in the crowds a few times. Finally, we reached the back of the bar, where a red velvet curtain hung in a doorway on the back wall. The bouncer pulled the curtain back, revealing an elaborately carved, glossy black door with no handle. He loosened the snap on his Null baton and slotted the end into a round recess in the center of the door.

      Green light flashed from the recess, and the door creaked open. “Go on in,” the bouncer said.

      I walked through, projecting all the confidence I could muster. For some reason, the bouncer came in after me and closed the door while I was taking in the room. Seemed like he was staying for the game, which was my first hint that something was off.

      At first, I was a little disappointed because the back room didn’t look all that legendary. It just looked like an oversized storage room, kind of stuffy and laced with a faint sour smell, with a couple of utility shelves against the wall and a round table in the middle. There were five chairs at the table, three of them occupied by rough-looking characters with amulets and occult tattoos.

      One of the guys at the table stood and greeted me with an oily smile. “You must be Mr. Wyatt,” he said. “I’m Blaze. Glad you accepted my invitation. Have a seat.” He gestured at the empty chair directly across from him. As he did, I noticed the short talons at the ends of his fingers and realized that the sour smell in the room was sulfur.

      Oh, good. Blaze was a demon.

      I pulled out the chair and sat down, and the bouncer took the last empty seat. “Look, Blaze, I’m sure you’re a friendly demon and all—”

      “Half-demon, actually,” he said as he lowered himself slowly into his chair, not taking his eyes off me. “And if you’re concerned about the brimstone smell, it’s not me. Apparently, they had to Null a demon in here last night who was less than happy about losing. Isn’t that right, Morris?”

      The bouncer grunted agreement.

      “Uh-huh. Well, that brings me to my next question,” I said. “Why is the bouncer in this game?”

      Blaze laughed. “Morris isn’t here to play. This game is just between you and me,” he said, glancing at the other two men around the table. “These men are just here to witness. I wouldn’t want you to think I was trying to cheat you.”

      The feeling that something wasn’t right about this returned. True, demons were notorious cheats, but having ‘witnesses’ never stopped them. But I figured I’d at least find out what he was going to propose before I walked out of here. “All right, what’s the game?” I said.

      “Five-card draw poker. We’ll play through five thousand in chips,” Blaze said. “Your roulette watch against ten million dollars.”

      I couldn’t help laughing. “Come on. If I wanted money, I’d just go play the rubes up in normal Vegas,” I said. “If you really want me to wager the watch, you’re gonna have to do better than that.”

      “Fine,” Blaze said with just a hint of irritation. He snapped his fingers, and a pair of dice appeared in a puff of black smoke on the table in front of him. They looked ancient, made of either ivory or bone that was yellowed with age, and the black pips shimmered with color like tiny oil slicks. “Combat dice. Each roll produces a different magical effect.”

      Now that, I could play for. “Okay, half-demon,” I said. “You’re on.”
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      For some reason, Blaze was in a hurry to get through this game. He’d started the ante at a hundred and doubled it every hand. I slow-played him for the first few rounds, trying to get a feel for what he was doing, but when the fifth hand was dealt with a twelve hundred ante, he pushed it.

      The half-demon had first bid. He looked at his cards for a minute, and then slid a substantial stack of chips into the middle of the table. “One thousand,” he said evenly, without a single twitch.

      I had to credit him for having no obvious tells. That didn’t mean he had none, just that he wasn’t going to give me enough time to figure them out. He was definitely going to try closing out the game on this hand, and he was convinced he’d win.

      I had a kind of sixth sense when it came to card games. Part skill, part intuition, maybe a dash of card counting and near-photographic memory, and possibly just a smidge of magic. Not enough that anybody could tell because magical cheating was strictly forbidden in the UV. You did that, you’d have an Executor on your ass faster than you could say ‘what, this re-inking spell?’.

      Still, I wasn’t about to let this guy win my watch. And I wanted those dice.

      “All right,” I finally said as I plopped a matching stack of chips in the center. “I call.”

      The tiniest smile flickered on Blaze’s face, just long enough for me to get more suspicious. He took one card from his hand and put it face down on the table, and I did the same, leaving me with four diamonds and a decent chance at making a flush with the draw.

      One of the goons Blaze had brought with him was acting as dealer. I watched him carefully as he gave us one card each, just to make sure he wasn’t bottom-dealing or trying to spell the cards. But he’d dealt straight for the whole game, short as it had been.

      I picked up my card to find the three of diamonds. As I slotted it into my hand, I watched Blaze lift his card slowly, stare at it for a few seconds, and then tuck it at the end of his hand. His expression was completely unreadable.

      After a moment’s consideration, he pushed all his chips into the middle without a word. He was going all in, just like I figured.

      I gave myself a little extra time to think. In a two-player, five-card round, the odds were almost nonexistent that he’d managed a better hand than a flush. But nothing about him suggested he was bluffing. Maybe he did have me beat fairly, but I figured it was more likely he’d try something stupid and expect me to play along and roll over, on account of him being a scary demon and all.

      So I decided to bet on demons being dumb, smug bastards and matched his raise, which left me with not enough for another ante. “Okay, let’s see ’em,” I said.

      He raised an eyebrow. “You call, you show.”

      “Fine.” I laid my cards on the table, pretty diamonds all in a row. “Now let’s see ’em,” I repeated.

      For the first time, Blaze showed a trace of emotion, and it was surprise. He wasn’t expecting me to have a high hand. He snapped the fan of his cards shut, blinked at the table a few times, and then spread his cards slowly.

      I caught a whiff of fresh sulfur as he laid them down. He had a straight flush.

      At least, he would’ve had a straight flush if there was such a card as the eleven of hearts.

      “Yeah, that’s hilarious,” I said as my unease grew sharply. Nobody was dumb enough to try such a blatant cheat, not even a demon. Or a half demon. “So, are we calling that a misdeal, or are you just straight-up conceding to me, and this is your idea of a joke?”

      Blaze smiled a very unfriendly smile. “I’m calling that a straight flush,” he said. “I won. Give me the watch.”

      “Bullshit you won.” I noticed the other men at the table tensing to make a move, including the bouncer. That was especially unsettling because it meant Blaze had bribed the bouncer to get in on this trap, and he was the only one who could open the door to the room.

      Lucky for me, I didn’t need the door.

      “The watch, Mr. Wyatt.” Blaze extended a hand across the table. “I don’t think you need me to explain what’s about to happen if you don’t hand it over.”

      No, I didn’t. But I also wasn’t going to hang around and wait for it to happen.

      I braced my hands under the edge of the table and flipped it hard, straight at Blaze, using the momentum to tip my chair back on two legs at the same time. I smacked the floor pretty hard, but it was just in time to avoid the bouncer’s meaty fist swinging for me. And now he was going for the Null baton.

      I rolled back and sprang to my feet, just as Blaze batted the table aside with a roar and started to get off the floor. One of the other guys was up and heading for me, and the last one was helping Blaze to his feet.

      The bouncer was closest, already drawing the baton back. I rammed a fist in his underarm, making him yelp as his nerves pinched, his fingers twitched, and the baton fell from his hand. As he swore and dropped to make a grab for it, I smashed my knee into his face and brought my arm up, ready to activate the watch.

      That was when the whole room filled with a dull red glow and everyone froze in place, suddenly unable to move, though we could all still talk.

      I laughed because I knew what was coming. “Bye-bye, Blaze,” I said.

      It was a shame I couldn’t see his face when the Enforcer materialized in the center of the room, all black robes and silver chains and leathery skin. A glowing sigil pulsed in the center of his outstretched, taloned hand. “Magical cheating has been detected in this room,” he said in a voice like a thunderstorm. “If the guilty party confesses now, he will only receive a five-year playing ban.”

      I recognized this particular Enforcer and decided to poke him a little, just for the fun of it. “Only five years, Titus?” I said. “C’mon, this guy must have had a few strikes before now. I think you should Smite him. You must be dying to Smite somebody, right?”

      Titus turned slowly in my direction, his amber eyes flaring beneath the hood. “Wyatt,” he said. “Tell me you’re confessing. Please. If that is the case, I may decide to Smite you twice.”

      “Not this time, buddy. Not the last time, either,” I said. Titus had tried to bust me at least four times in the past few years, but he never could catch me. It infuriated him. I’d tried to tell him that pure skill got me this far, but he wasn’t buying it. “Can I just tell you who was cheating, so we can get this over with? I’ve got things to do.”

      Instead of answering me, Titus turned slowly and glared at everyone else in the room, one at a time. “Confess,” he said. “This is your only chance.”

      “All right,” Blaze spat when the amber eyes burned into him. “I confess.”

      “Yeah, and he owes me a set of combat dice,” I added helpfully.

      Titus groaned as he closed his palm over the glowing sigil, freeing everyone to move again. There was a thump as one of the goons fell over when his body unlocked. “Blaze Eiloch,” the Enforcer said, and the name appeared in glowing white script in the air. Titus passed a hand over the floating words, and they burst into tiny flames that sprinkled ash on the floor as it burned out. “You are prohibited from gambling for five years. Now, give … Mr. Wyatt his winnings.”

      “Thanks,” I said as I walked past the agitated Enforcer and approached Blaze with a hand out. “Maybe try something a little less dumb than the eleven of hearts,” I said with a grin. “You know, in five years when you’re allowed to play again.”

      The half-demon’s eyes narrowed. He snapped his fingers, and the dice appeared on my palm in a little puff of smoke. They were nice and heavy, definitely ivory. And I could feel the magic coming off them in warm little pulses.

      I nodded and pocketed the dice, then turned and strode for the door. “I guess you’ll have to open that up for me,” I said to the bouncer. “Oh, hey, Titus. What do you nice Enforcer type people do about bouncers who take bribes and try to beat up honest patrons?”

      “I don’t take bribes, you little shit,” the bouncer growled.

      Titus made a sound that was close to a laugh. “If I see any honest patrons, I will be sure to protect them from injustice,” he said. “You, however, are a scoundrel.”

      “Scoundrel? I like that. Maybe I’ll put it on my business cards.” I stopped by the door and glanced back at the bouncer. “Any day now, Tiny.”

      It took him a minute of grumbling, but he finally jammed the Null baton into the center depression, and the door swung open.

      “Good evening, gentleman. And Titus,” I said as I walked out.

      The Mandolin was still crowded on the other side of the door. I slipped into the crowds and hurried for the exit, figuring that Titus wouldn’t stick around long now that he’d gotten his conviction and the rest of the assholes would probably come after me. Once I got outside, I’d use the watch and put a little distance between them and me, just until I figured out how to handle the latest vendetta I’d managed to tangle myself up in. I had a pretty long list of those already.

      But the second I stepped through the door, the bouncer who was still outside whacked me with his Null baton, shorting out my magic. I was on the ground with an aching gut before I knew it, and then Bouncer Number Two dragged me into the alley beside the bar.

      Where Blaze and the rest of the goons were just coming out of the back to meet me.
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      The second bouncer forced me to my knees, and Blaze loomed over me with deep red sparks flashing in his furious eyes. “I’d apologize, but I’m not sorry,” he said. “Cayn needs that watch back. And as for the ban, I’ll just take my payment for that out of your ass.” He grinned and cracked his knuckles.

      “Hey, the ban is your own damned fault,” I said as I processed his words. So, this asshole was working for Cayn. I was a little pissed off that the Collector hadn’t come to me himself demanding the watch, or at least tried to play me for it. He would’ve lost again, but I would’ve respected him for the effort.

      Now I just hated the cowardly bastard and his little thug squad here.

      “I think I’ll file an appeal, and you can be my witness,” Blaze said, and then smashed my jaw with a fist. “Unless you’d rather die. That can be arranged, too.”

      Damn that half-blooded hellspawn. I was right in the middle of my second evening nap. Now I’ll have to kill him.

      I spat blood on the ground and chuckled at the whispered voice in my head.

      “Is there something funny about what I just said?” Blaze drew a fist back for another blow.

      “Well, here’s the thing.” I raised my head to look at him. “You just made Princess angry.”

      He hesitated with a questioning look on his face, right before tendrils of white mist radiated from my chest and formed a large, dense shape beside me. As it started to solidify, a low, warning growl filled the alley.

      Blaze took a half-step back and stared at the emerging form. “Not possible,” he whispered and glared at the bouncer behind me. “Didn’t you Null him?”

      “Yeah, he did,” I said as I sprang to my feet, wiping a little blood from my mouth. “But Princess does what she wants.”

      There was a flash of light from the rapidly forming shape, and the goons made various panicked noises as the remains of the fog unraveled from my very solid, extremely furious, massive white tiger. Normally I’d have to summon Princess from the tiger tattoo on my chest, but she could summon herself when my life was threatened, even when she was sleeping like she had been when Blaze offered to kill me.

      She was not happy about that. Cats loved their naps, even big cats.

      Princess yowled and lunged at the half-demon, and the two of us went to work.

      I took on Bouncer Two behind me. While Princess clamped her jaws around Blaze’s arm and swiped her claws at one of his associates, I fed the big guy a set of knuckles and followed up with a knee to his groin. Hey, if they were gonna fight dirty and come at me five to one, I’d give them dirt right back. He dropped with a liquid howl, and I broke his nose for him.

      Meanwhile, Princess whipped Blaze through the air and smashed him against the brick wall of the alley, and then pounced on Bouncer One with her teeth aimed at his face. I pivoted and ran for the half-demon, who was struggling to his feet with blood dripping from his arm.

      “This isn’t over,” he growled and chanted a short string of Latin words. Then he snapped his fingers.

      He and the two non-bouncers promptly dissolved in black smoke.

      I sighed and walked over to Princess, who was playing with the howling bouncer she’d pinned beneath her weight. And by playing, I mean only slicing him to ribbons instead of tearing his throat out. “You’d better let him go. He’s not the one who made the threat, and I’d rather not spend the rest of the night explaining a couple of dead bouncers to the enforcers.”

      Princess turned her glittering green eyes on me. Do I have to?

      “Yes, you do,” I said. “I promise I’ll get you some fresh meat that tastes way better than him.”

      The bouncer made a funny gurgling sound when I said that. His buddy had already turned tail and run off.

      Fine. Princess leaned down and snarled in her prey’s face, and then climbed off him reluctantly.

      He moved surprisingly fast for a guy who was bleeding in two dozen places and probably had at least one broken bone.

      “Well, that was fun,” I sighed as I watched the bouncer stagger-sprint away, and turned back to Princess. She’d settled on her haunches and was busy licking the blood from her paws. “Did you hear the rest of what these assholes said? Apparently, they’re working for Cayn.”

      The Collector? Her voice in my head was mildly surprised. Collectors are not allowed to hire muscle unless a bargain has been broken.

      “Yeah, well, I didn’t break any damned bargain. I didn’t even make one with him. I’m not stupid enough to give my soul away,” I said. “But he wants the watch back. That’s what they came for.”

      Perhaps you should pay a visit to Golar, then.

      I sighed again. Golar was the resident magic historian, a warlock with a particular gift for identifying the origins and abilities of magical items. He ran a pawn shop in the Dregs, the southwest corner of the UV. Nobody liked going to the Dregs for anything, but if you needed information on an item, you had to see Golar.

      I’d already brought the watch to him once. He showed me the basic functions and told me it’d take a full day to really dig into it and figure out its origins, and I hadn’t wanted to part with it for that long. But maybe I’d have to if I wanted to know why Cayn was so damned anxious to get it back.

      “All right,” I finally said. “I wanted him to identify the dice, anyway.”

      Princess looked at me. What dice?

      “Damn, you really were sleeping hard, weren’t you?” I took the dice from my pocket and held them toward her. “I won them off the half-blooded hellspawn you were just chewing on.”

      She stretched her head forward, sniffed at them, then wrinkled her nose and sneezed. Sulfur. You should really have those sterilized, she said. Well, they seem powerful.

      I shrugged and put them back. “You done licking yourself?”

      I suppose. Princess stretched languidly and then started purring when I stroked her head and scratched between her powerful shoulders. You’re welcome, she said. You really must stop having your life threatened while I’m napping, Seth.

      “Yeah, I’ll try to work my death threats in around your sleep schedule,” I said with a grin. “So that leaves me with what, a twenty-minute window when assholes are allowed to try and kill me?”

      Something like that. She smiled, even though it looked like a snarl with the amount of fang in her expression.

      I returned the smile as I thought about how lucky I was to have Princess around. I’d gotten her through a fortunate accident a few years ago when I played my first demon, a fact I wasn’t aware of until he started a fire-and-brimstone tantrum halfway through the game. I’d already taken him for the original wager, and he was desperate to keep going. That was when he offered to bet the tiger.

      At the time I had no idea Princess was magic. All I saw was a weakened, clearly abused animal in a cage, and I was furious enough to play for her even though I had no idea what I’d do with a white tiger once I’d won. Which I did. When the game was over, and the demon was forced to pay up, he’d pressed a searing palm to my chest and left the tiger tattooed there.

      That was when the whole unraveling-into-mist thing happened, and I heard Princess’s voice in my head for the first time, just two whispered words: Thank you.

      She’d been my guardian ever since. And come to think of it, Princess wasn’t exactly unknown in the UV, and plenty of people knew I had her … so why had Blaze been so surprised? That didn’t make sense. At the least, Cayn should’ve known about her and warned him.

      I did mention that I was done, Princess said, pulling me from my thoughts. Now, if you don’t mind …?

      “All right. Go back to sleep,” I said. I’d have to puzzle out that little mystery later.

      She blurred into fog and curled toward me, settling on my chest. Going back into the tattoo would, unfortunately, tire her out more since she’d had to use her own magic. I’d have summoned her back myself, but the effects of the Null baton wouldn’t wear off for another twenty minutes or so.

      I’d just have to hope I didn’t get jumped by any more bastards working for Cayn on the way to the pawn shop.
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      I was a few blocks away from the Dregs when I ran into a familiar, not unwelcome face headed toward me. Arden Grant was five and a half feet of curvy, blonde fun at the tables and in the bedroom. We hooked up pretty frequently, but I hadn’t seen her in the UV since a few days before my semi-famous game against Cayn.

      She seemed happy to see me, judging from the way she wrapped herself around me and practically sucked my face off while the other people on the sidewalk parted around us like the Red Sea and made disapproving noises.

      “Hi, Seth,” Arden said when she let go and stepped back. “I hear you actually beat a Collector. At cards, I mean. Can I see the watch?”

      “Nice to see you too, Arden.” I chuckled and glanced around before I pulled my sleeve up. “There it is.”

      She cooed and poked at the watch a few times, and then flashed a grin at me. “Elias says you can smoke out like a demon with that thing. Is it demonic? I hope not, because my cousin had a demonic item once, and it killed her.”

      “It’s not demonic. I think.” I tugged my sleeve back down, looking again to see if anyone was paying attention. The shit that went down with Blaze was making me paranoid. But there was actually a good chance Arden might know something about it or be able to find out. She had a talent for finding information. “Hey, Arden,” I said. “What do you know about Cayn?”

      “That’s the Collector you beat, right? Not much,” she said with a little shrug. “Why, do you need to find him?”

      “No, but he’s trying to find me.” I gave her the quick and dirty version of what happened at the Mandolin, and her eyes got bigger the more I talked.

      She frowned when I finished. “Isn’t that against their rules?”

      “Yeah, it is,” I said. “Listen, do you think you can find out what his deal is? I’d rather not have to keep looking over my shoulder, wondering when’s the next time I’m gonna get dragged into an alley and jumped by a bunch of assholes.”

      “I’ll look into it for you.” She smiled and batted her eyes at me. “Hey, I’m headed up to the Chute. Big blackjack game tonight,” she said. “Wanna join me?”

      “Can’t right this second, but I can meet up with you there in a little while,” I said. “First I have to go to the Dregs.”

      “Ugh. Why?” she said, wrinkling her nose.

      “To see Golar. He might be able to help me figure out why Cayn wants this damned thing back so bad,” I said, glancing down at my covered wrist. “What are you doing after that?”

      “Hopefully, I’m going over to your place with you,” she said as her smile turned seductive. “I’ve been gone too long, and I missed you.”

      “Sounds good to me,” I said. “You have been gone a while, haven’t you? What were you up to, anyway?”

      She gave a little shrug, and then leaned in and kissed me. Damn, she tasted good. “See you tonight,” she said as she walked away.

      As I headed for the Dregs again, Princess spoke up in my head. Remind me to schedule a nap for when she comes over.

      I grinned. “You’re not jealous, are you?” I said. “Come on, you know I love you.”

      She didn’t respond for a minute. I want you to be careful, Seth, she finally said. Collectors can be powerfully influential, and if Cayn is truly breaking the rules to target you, he may try to use anyone. Including your girlfriends.

      “I don’t think I have to worry about Arden trying to kick my ass,” I said, running through my hookup list in my head to see if there was anyone I should worry about. Layni, Mist, Emma … nope, nope, and nope. None of the people I actually liked would piss on a Collector if it were on fire. That was a big reason I liked them. But Princess would still worry, so I said, “I promise I’ll be careful.”

      Good. And now it’s time for my first late evening nap.

      I felt her presence ease back. By then I was in the Dregs, a couple of square blocks of permanent deep night punctuated with street lamps that gave off dirty pools of light and a low-lying yellow fog that never seemed to lift. There’d been a fairly steady stream of people before I hit Hemlock Street, the northern border of the neighborhood, but here there was almost no one out.

      The Dregs were where shifting shadows lurked in every alley, where desperate gamblers came looking for ways to settle their debts and ended up paying a price that was almost as steep as the costs of dealing with the Collectors. Still, the Dregs offered a better choice. Broken bones healed eventually, but a damned soul was forever.

      Golar’s pawn shop was on the corner of Foxglove and Myrrh. With the amazingly creative name of Golar’s Pawn Shop, the place was a long, narrow brick building that ran half the length of the block, but customers only got to see the front quarter or so of the shop. The rest of it was all storage and workrooms protected with various types of wards and magic seals, where Golar could test items without the risk of cursing himself or exploding.

      I walked in the glass front door and entered the murky, cluttered space of the storefront. From somewhere in the gloom to my left, a pair of eyes glittered, and a croaking voice called out, “Somebody’s here! Somebody’s here!”

      I ducked just as a flurry of wings burst toward my face, and Golar’s talking raven wheeled past me and banked, headed for the counter at the back of the storefront. “Somebody’s here!” the raven croaked again. “Somebody’s here-here-here!”

      I laughed and shook my head as I started through the store. It was a talking raven, but the bird could only say two things: ‘somebody’s here’ and ‘fuck you, gimme a cookie.’ Not exactly a marvel of a magical animal.

      A door behind the counter opened in response to the raven’s persistent babble, and Golar stepped through. He was a short, stout man with a long black beard and blue runes tattooed all over his bald head, rumored to be part dwarf, although he’d never confirm or deny it. Whatever else he might’ve been, he was definitely a formidable warlock. No one who knew anything ever tried to rob Golar’s shop.

      They were still scraping pieces of the last guy who tried it off Pallando Square, three blocks from here.

      The raven bobbed up and down excitedly on the edge of the counter when he caught sight of Golar. “Somebody’s here!” he cawed again. “Fuck you, gimme a cookie.”

      “Yes, I see that someone’s here, thank you.” Golar fished around in his robes, came out with a piece of biscuit and tossed it to the raven. “Here you go. Stupid bird,” he said.

      The raven caught the treat and flapped off with it, disappearing somewhere in the gloom.

      “Seth Wyatt, isn’t it?” Golar said as he came up close behind the counter. “The fellow with the interesting watch. What can I do for you?”

      “A few things, actually,” I said. “I just got—”

      There was a distant, muffled explosion from somewhere in the depths of the building, and something screamed.

      Golar didn’t even glance back. “I did warn him not to push that button,” he said mildly.

      “All right, then. Anyway.” I wasn’t going to think about who or what Golar had pushing buttons back there. “I just got a pair of combat dice from a half demon, and I wanted to find out how they work. Plus … yeah, about the watch …”

      “You’ve decided to investigate its origins after all.” Golar’s mouth contorted into a smile, and he rubbed his hands together. “I must admit, I am intensely curious about that piece. I’ve never seen anything like it.”

      “Yeah, I know.” The first time I brought the watch into the shop, the day after I’d won it, Golar had been extremely disappointed when I declined to leave it with him. “I don’t suppose there’s any chance you could make it a rush job?” I said. “I’ve kinda got a Collector on my ass trying to take it back, so I’d rather not be without it for long.”

      He raised his currently hairless eyebrows, which he must’ve singed off again with some magical fire or another. “They aren’t supposed to do that.”

      “That’s what everyone keeps telling me,” I said. “How about that rush job?”

      Golar thought for a minute. “Pay me double the fee, and I can do it in twelve hours.”

      “Done,” I said. Since Golar actually accepted money as payment instead of magic or favors, I could afford whatever price he felt like setting. I had four different accounts with several million in each, the bankrolls I’d built up playing regular people in normal Vegas, and it was easy enough to win more when I needed it. “How much?”

      “One hundred thousand for the watch. Doubled, that would be two hundred thousand,” he said with a small smile.

      “Yeah, thanks for the math lesson.” I shrugged and got my wallet out. “What about the dice?”

      “I’d have to see them first,” he said.

      I took them from my pocket and moved to drop them on the counter. Golar’s hand shot out lightning-fast, catching them before they hit the surface. “Are you insane?” he said. “You got these from a half-demon. One does not simply roll demonic dice to see what happens.”

      “Sorry. One’s old habits die hard,” I said. “If I’ve got a pair of dice, I roll ’em.”

      “Then it’s amazing you are still alive,” Golar muttered as he peered at the dice in his hand. “Well, they don’t seem to be cursed, at least. I can analyze them for five thousand.”

      I laughed. “Is that all? They must not be very useful, then.”

      “If you’d like, I can charge you more,” Golar said dryly.

      “Nah, it’s a deal. So that’s two hundred and five thousand,” I said and pulled out my Black card. “You take plastic, right?”

      Golar sighed. “If I must. But there is a fifty dollar processing fee.”

      “Whatever. Just put it on my tab,” I said.

      He shrugged and wrestled a weird-looking metal and plastic contraption from under the counter, dropped it on the surface, and then produced a small stack of index card sized paper packets with perforated edges. “This may take me a few tries,” he said.

      “Is that a manual credit card machine?” I said, watching as he slid one of the paper packets into a slot and settled my card on a metal plate above it.

      “Yes. We aren’t connected to the Internet in the Dregs,” he grunted.

      Golar managed to ruin three paper packets before he got a readable carbon print of the card. He tore off the perforated edge and handed me the pink copy from beneath the yellow and white ones along with my card.

      “Bring cash next time,” he said as he shoved the machine back under the counter, and then picked up the dice he’d set carefully aside. “All right, let’s have a look at these. Come with me.”

      “You mean back there?” I said, pointing behind the counter where the explosion and the screaming had come from.

      “Of course.” He put a hand on his hip. “Unless you’d rather take the chance that you won’t end up with a crippling curse or demonic dementia if you try rolling them untested?”

      “Yeah, that doesn’t sound fun,” I said. “I’m coming.”

      I walked around the counter and followed Golar into the mysterious depths of his shop.
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      After a short and disturbing journey through strange, dark corridors, Golar led me into a room with soft blue walls and a black tile floor. In the center of the room was something that looked like a giant fish tank, positioned on a black marble stand with runes and sigils carved into it. The fish tank was empty except for two rag doll effigies, each about six inches tall with black shoe button eyes and red yarn hair, lying limp on the bottom.

      “You did say these are combat dice?” Golar said as he closed the door behind me and headed over to the fish tank.

      “Uh, yeah. That’s what the half-demon said, anyway.” I followed him and watched as he lifted the tank lid and took one of the dolls out. “And what’s this thing?”

      “This is a magical combat simulator,” he said, holding the dice against the doll’s belly. He whispered something into its ear, and a green glow flashed from the doll. “Green. Interesting,” he said as he placed the doll back on the bottom of the fish tank and close the lid.

      I raised an eyebrow. “Why is green interesting?”

      “It means the dice aren’t demonic. If they were, the magic would have flashed red.” Golar circled around the fish tank, opened a small and nearly invisible compartment just above where the doll lay, and placed the dice gently inside. “Green could be nearly anything else,” he added.

      “Oh, good. Mystery dice,” I said, still watching the fish tank. I’d heard Golar had some interesting magic inventions of his own hanging around his warehouse, but this was the first time I’d seen one. Come to think of it, no one I knew had been invited into the back of the pawn shop.

      I wasn’t sure whether I should be honored or worried.

      Golar pressed a palm against the pedestal and spoke a word, and the carved sigils and runes lit up with soft white light. As the simulator activated, both effigies inside the tank started moving. They stood and faced each other, the one he’d pressed the dice against traced with a muted green glow.

      “Now, Alice will demonstrate the combat abilities of the item against Lucy,” Golar said. “This may take a while since she’ll have to continue rolling the dice until she’s tried each possible combination.”

      I smothered a laugh. “You named your little rag dolls?”

      “No, I did not.” Golar turned a flat look on me. “These dolls contain the souls of customers who have made me upset.”

      I went still. “They what?”

      “That was a joke,” Golar said without laughing, and then turned back toward the fish tank.

      I decided not to make fun of Golar’s dolls anymore.

      There was a loud series of rattles and clanks as the dice tumbled around in the little container, and then came to rest on five and two. Alice the glowing green doll held a little stuffed arm out toward Lucy. A blast of green energy shot from her hand and struck the other doll in the chest, flinging her against the fish tank wall. Then Alice started walking forward, still firing green bolts from her hand. After seven blasts, she turned and walked back to her side of the tank.

      Lucy lay on the ground, smoldering from seven black scorch marks in her stuffed body. Eventually, the stricken doll rolled over and pushed up, and then staggered back to her starting position, where she was suddenly whole again.

      “Okay, so you get as many blasts as the number of the roll,” I said, thinking how strange it was to watch two little rag dolls fighting in a fish tank. “And, er, Alice looks fine, so I guess there’s no backlash from using the dice.”

      Golar shook his head. “Not necessarily,” he said. “We must test them thoroughly. The effects of the dice may be different for certain rolls, or even for different combinations that add up to the same number.”

      “Okay, then,” I said with a shrug. “But it seems pretty straightforward to me.”

      Alice’s next roll was an eight, six and two on the dice. She walked across the tank and blasted Lucy eight times. It took the little rag doll victim longer to get up this time, but she managed to stagger back, and Alice rolled another seven. Three and four this time. Once again, she unloaded seven green bolts into poor Lucy.

      But after both dolls reset again, Alice rolled a two and a one. And instead of attacking the other doll, she held her position as the green glow around her intensified, and the number 3 appeared in flickering green light on her chest.

      “Uh. She’s not doing anything,” I said. “Maybe three is a dud roll.”

      Just as I finished saying that, Lucy ran at Alice from the other end of the fish tank with both arms out. Blue-white lightning burst from the little victim doll’s hands, straight toward Alice, where it broke apart into a shower of harmless spark against the green glow.

      “Well, then,” Golar said as he waved a hand over the fish tank. Whatever he’d done dialed Alice’s green glow back to muted and made the little 3 vanish, and Lucy trotted back to her reset point. “Obviously, a three roll creates an impenetrable magic shield that lasts for three minutes.”

      “Yeah. Obviously,” I said, wondering how Golar could be so sure. But it was his combat simulator, so he probably knew what he was talking about.

      Alice kept rolling. She landed on six and got six energy blasts, and then another combination of eight on the dice produced eight blasts. Six, seven, and eight were the most common rolls you could get with two dice since there were three possible combinations for each of them, so I guessed I’d be firing a lot of green energy bolts with these things.

      An eleven roll gave Alice the impenetrable shield for eleven minutes. Golar reset the simulator so we wouldn’t have to wait until the spell wore off, and then she rolled snake eyes.

      Her little shoe button eyes glowed an intense green. She walked forward, holding both hands out, and stopped about halfway to Lucy. When she gestured forward, a massive green fireball exploded from her cupped hands and completely engulfed the other doll in green flames.

      I could’ve sworn I heard Lucy screaming as she sank to her knees, blackening all over. She thumped sideways and lay still as the green fire continued to burn.

      Alice staggered back, with tiny streaks of what looked like blood running from her now-black eyes.

      “Holy shit,” I gasped. “Is Lucy dead?”

      Golar stared open-mouthed at the fish tank for a few seconds, and then rushed over and opened the lid. Alice looked up when he did, and her little head followed his motions as he slid an arm inside and held a hand palm-out over the burning Lucy. He murmured a few words, and the flames went out, leaving the doll a charred, smoking lump.

      He slid her gently back to her reset point, and the black faded from her little body. She stirred slowly and got back up. Only then did Alice turn and head back to her own starting place, where the blood vanished from her eyes.

      “Well, that was quite different,” Golar mumbled as he closed the lid again. “It seems that the less likely the roll, the more powerful the spell. There is only one possible combination to roll a two. Although it does appear you’ll pay a price for such power.”

      I winced as I thought about Alice’s bleeding eyes. The spell she’d thrown with snake eyes looked like it’d stop just about anything, but damn. It was going to hurt using it.

      Alice went back to it, hitting a few more middle-range bolt combinations before she rolled something new. A four roll made her little hands burst into green flame, and a glowing 4 appeared on her chest. She strode toward Lucy and hit her with a flaming fist uppercut. The other doll flew up and smashed into the lid of the fish tank, then thudded back to the floor.

      Lucy staggered to her feet, and Alice approached her and delivered a blow to her midsection, driving her against the back wall. After two or three more power punches, Golar stopped the simulation and sent them back to their reset points. “I think we’ve got the general idea,” he said.

      “Right. Four minutes of super-fists,” I said with a grin.

      The next few rolls turned up energy bolts, shields, and a ten-minute flaming fist spell on a ten roll. Then Alice rolled a nine. The instant the dice landed, a little 9 glowed on her chest, and she blurred across the tank impossibly fast. She pounced on Lucy, hitting the other rag doll with piston blows as her arms moved at lightning speed. When she jumped back, and Lucy got up, Alice zipped around her on all sides, almost taunting her as Lucy tried to land a punch.

      “Enhanced speed and reflexes, nine minutes,” Golar noted aloud as he reset the simulator.

      I figured that a five roll would be the same thing, only for five minutes. Alice proved me right eventually. Soon, the only roll she had left to demonstrate was boxcars.

      It took another four rolls to hit double sixes. When she did, her fists burst into green flames like they had on the four and ten rolls, but this time there was no number on her chest.

      “Nice. Infinite super-fists,” I said as I watched her advance on Lucy. “I guess you could probably stop them now.” I couldn’t believe it, but I actually felt bad watching poor Lucy get beat up so many times, even if she was just an effigy.

      Golar held a hand up. “Wait. There may be an additional effect.”

      I waited. For the first minute or so, Alice just power-punched Lucy around the tank, smashing her into walls and ceilings. But then she hung back, waited for Lucy to get up, and pumped a fist in the other doll’s direction.

      A ball of green fire shot from her hand, smaller than the maelstrom of burning death she’d used with snake eyes. When the fireball hit Lucy in the shoulder, green flames raced in a spiral down her arm. The little doll threw her burning arm in the air and waved it frantically, running in circles as the fire tightened like strings, blackening her burlap skin and warping the stuffing beneath.

      Alice threw another fireball. This one hit Lucy right about where her breastbone would’ve been and wrapped a necklace of green fire around her neck. Lucy put a hand to her throat and fell to her stuffed knees, jerking and twitching as though she was gagging on something.

      “Very interesting,” Golar said as he walked over and stopped the simulation. Alice shook her hands until the green flames went out and walked back to her starting point, while Lucy dragged herself across the fish tank floor toward the other side. She almost didn’t make it.

      I watched as Golar shut the simulator down and both dolls slumped to the floor, lifeless once again. He took the dice out of the compartment and handed them to me. “Well worth your five thousand, I would say,” he said as I slipped the dice in my pocket. “Now, the watch?”

      I sighed and slowly loosened the three clasps on the back of the bronze bracelet. As I removed the roulette watch and handed it to him, I already felt naked without it. “Twelve hours,” I said with a glance at my cell phone to confirm the time. “I’ll be back here at exactly 9:17 tomorrow morning.”

      “And I will have answers for you then,” Golar said as he hustled me toward the door, anxious to get started on this interesting new one-of-a-kind magical item. I stepped into the dark hallway beyond, and he came out and closed the door to the fish tank room. “Come on, then. Hurry up,” he said, trotting briskly down the corridor.

      I hustled to follow him, not wanting to get lost back here. The scream I’d heard earlier still kind of haunted me. And besides, I had something else to do in the meantime. The Chute was always good for a fun night, and I was looking forward to bringing Arden home later.

      I’d missed her, too.
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      The Chute was the biggest, busiest, most profitable casino in the UV, and probably the most important building in the city. Other than the obvious casino floor and luxury hotel rooms, the massive domed building also served as the hub between the Underground and the normal world.

      The only way in or out of the UV was through the portals at the Chute. Most of them led to various points in Las Vegas, though there was also a portal to Atlantic City and another to Monaco. Of course, you had to actually pay to take the Jersey or Monaco portals. The Vegas transports were free, but only because the Enforcers wouldn’t allow Fezak to charge people to leave.

      Fezak owned the Chute. He was a goblin, which meant he was excessively greedy and would’ve charged his own mother to use the bathrooms if he thought he could get away with it. And yeah, I felt comfortable saying all goblins were greedy. Some people might think that was speciesist and try to claim that not every goblin should be lumped together in the category of selfish, hoarding, overcharging little green weasels with magic.

      Those people had never met a goblin.

      I didn’t know Fezak personally, but I’d seen him driving around in his ridiculously pimped-out golf cart. It was the only motorized vehicle allowed in the UV outside of the AutoCabs, the constantly circulating black cars that only tourists bothered to flag down for the thrill of being driven a few lousy blocks. But unlike the understated AutoCabs, Fezak’s golf cart was gold-plated, trimmed in platinum, and randomly bedazzled with precious gems, and the damned horn played ‘La Cucaracha’ when he honked it. Which was often.

      At least I hadn’t seen Fezak tonight, and I didn’t have to worry about him or the portals. I had gambling and Arden on my mind, not necessarily in that order.

      I walked through the huge neon-and-glass entrance of the Chute right around ten P.M., when the night was just getting started. The front lobby and the area around the desk were packed with people, and probably a handful of not-quite-people, milling around to check in or meet up with their parties or just hang around to take in the atmosphere. Hybrids like that half-demon asshole I’d played earlier today tended to make their way to the UV, where they usually weren’t looked at twice and could mostly go about their humanish lives.

      The crowds didn’t thin out too much when I got past the lobby. Plenty of people crowded around and between the dozen or so long rows of slots, video poker, and pachinko machines that made up the front part of the casino, and cocktail waitresses swarmed through the mobs with their trays, angling for tips. I made it past the machines and took a right past the central bar, toward the blackjack tables. The tournament Arden mentioned had probably started already, but I figured I might play a few rounds at a loose table if she was still in. Even though poker was my main game, I could usually walk away from blackjack with a profit.

      Turned out I didn’t need to amuse myself because Arden was already on the sidelines. She caught sight of me heading her way and rushed over, wearing an adorable pout. “I went bust in the first round, can you believe that?” she said, shaking her head. “That’s five grand I’m not getting back tonight. Oh, well. How was your trip to the Dregs?”

      “Dark. Terrifying. The usual,” I said with a smirk. No one actually enjoyed going to Golar’s, and most people were just glad to come back out alive. “So, did you still want to stick around and play a while, or what?”

      She smiled slyly. “Actually, I’d rather go play at your place, if you don’t mind.”

      “You’re on,” I said. It wasn’t like the Chute held anything new and interesting for me, and I didn’t need the money.

      Arden led the way back through the blackjack area and past the main bar, then slowed and glanced over at the poker tables on the other side of the bar. “Hey, are you going to enter that?” she said as she stopped and pointed at something. “You’re eligible this year, and tomorrow’s the last day for signups.”

      I followed her gesture to a big banner sign over one of the closed poker rooms that read Four Skulls Tournament: Register Here, 9 A.M. to Noon.

      “Holy shit, I forgot all about that,” I said. The Chute held an annual poker tournament with a steep entry fee and strict rules. You could only enter if you’d been on the Underground registry for at least three years, and I’d missed that qualifier by a few weeks last year. It was a single-winner, single-prize tourney, and the prize was always a unique, powerful magical item. “I can still sign up tomorrow, you said? What’s the prize this year?”

      She tilted her head up and grinned. “A luck pendant.”

      Okay, I didn’t know what that was, but I needed to win it. “The entry fee’s still five million cash, right?”

      “Yup, but you don’t need it yet,” she said. “You have to make it through the qualifying rounds first, and it’s only a grand to register for those. Just remember, you have to be here before noon.”

      “No problem,” I said with a shrug. I’d have plenty of time in the morning to stop back at Golar’s a little after nine, pick up my watch, and head to the Chute. “Okay, let’s get out of here.”

      “Leaving so soon?” an annoyingly familiar and unwelcome voice said behind me. “Don’t go yet, Wyatt. You haven’t heard why you should never come back here, especially tomorrow.”

      I was already bristling before I turned around to look at him, knowing damned well it was Joad. And there he was, in the flesh.

      If I had a nemesis, it was Joad Baylor, winner of last year’s Four Skulls and all-around smug bastard. His poker skills were about the only thing he had going for him. In all other respects, he was a miserable excuse for a human being, a trust fund baby and a naturally selfish, condescending dickhole whose parents had kicked the bucket a few years ago and left him a limitless fortune. And he used that fortune to accumulate power and influence in the UV. Nobody actually liked him, but everyone pretended to because he could either buy you or flatten you.

      I’d never climbed on the Joad Train, and he hated me for it. In fact, he was my first vendetta.

      “Why, what’s happening tomorrow?” I finally said. “Are they finally going to arrest you for being a colossal asshole without a license? Because I’ll tell you right now, nothing would make me miss that.”

      Joad shook his head like he felt sorry for me. “You might as well not bother entering the tournament,” he said. “Your pathetic ass is never going to win, especially against me.”

      “Yeah?” I snorted. “If my ass is so pathetic, why are you worried about me entering?”

      “I’m not. I just thought I’d save you the trouble of losing all that money,” he said, and a threatening look flashed in his eyes. “Don’t enter the Four Skulls, Wyatt. This is your only warning.”

      He pushed between Arden and me, sauntering toward the slot machines, and I grabbed Arden’s arm as she lunged for him with an irritated growl. “He’s not worth it,” I told her. “You know if you even tried anything, he’d call an Enforcer down on you.”

      She sighed and relented. “He’s still a world-class douchebag,” she said as she glared after him. “You’re not gonna listen to him, are you? I mean, now you basically have to crush him like a bug in the tournament. It’s like a moral imperative.”

      “Yeah, tell me about it.” I knew I could beat Joad at poker, I’d just never gotten the chance to try. The son of a bitch would get up and leave the table if I sat down where he was playing. So yeah, he was definitely worried that I’d beat him, and probably humiliate him in the process.

      But there was something more behind this warning. I’d seen it in his eyes, a purely lethal threat that’d never been there before. And I had a strong feeling that his ‘last warning’ was just the beginning.

      Unfortunately for him, that only made me want to crush him more.
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      My place was a penthouse apartment at Moonlight Gardens, one of the few residential buildings in the UV. Every apartment building in the area had exorbitant prices, long-ass waiting lists, and certain unspoken rules that guaranteed some people would be placed in a unit a hell of a lot faster than others. I hadn’t been one of those people when I got the apartment. But I’d known from the first time I set foot in this secret little corner of the world that I belonged here, and that I had to stay.

      So instead of sticking my name on some list and waiting years for the chance at being placed, I’d challenged the first person I found who already had an apartment, and won it off him.

      At least the rain had stopped by the time Arden and I started walking back from the Chute, so we were relatively dry by the time I entered the lobby of my building. I waved to Jon, the overnight desk man, as we passed through the full-length magelight scanner on the way to the elevators. When we reached the top floor, where the only door led to my place, I dug my keys from my pocket and got it unlocked.

      By the time I stepped through and turned to hold the door for Arden, she’d already stripped naked. She walked past me with a wicked smile, dropping her clothes in the middle of the living room.

      We only made it as far as the couch.

      An hour or so later, after we’d had plenty of fun to make up for lost times, Arden got up still naked and padded toward the kitchenette across the room. “Want a beer?” she called over her shoulder.

      “Yeah, sure.” I groaned a little as I dropped my arm over the side of the couch and stirred through the clothes on the floor, looking for my boxers. I’d almost forgotten how … energetic Arden could be, especially after we hadn’t hooked up in a while. And I did take a few hits in that alley fight, so now I was extra sore.

      Arden circled back with two beer bottles, already opened, and sat next to me as I pulled my boxers on. “Damn, I missed that,” she said as she handed me a bottle, and then took a generous swig of hers. She watched me start on mine, and then said, “Where’s the watch?”

      “Had to leave it with Golar,” I said as I settled back on the couch and let Arden snuggle up. “He needs time to poke at it, find out what makes it tick.” I smirked at my unintentional joke and swallowed cold brew. “So, did you find out anything about Cayn?”

      “Not much yet, but I’ve got feelers out. I should hear something soon.” She trailed her fingers up my thigh, making me shiver. “I hate the Collectors,” she said. “Why doesn’t the Council just ban them from the UV or something?”

      I shrugged and drained half my beer. “Who knows? Maybe they figure people should be smart enough not to sell their souls.”

      The Council was, for lack of a better word, our government. There were six members, five directly related by blood to the city’s founders, and the sixth a ‘representative’ of the people who lived here. The rep was always hand-picked by the Council and really wasn’t much more than a token, so they could pretend they cared about the people. Meanwhile, the five of them made the rules and used the Enforcers to … well, enforce them.

      As far the Council doing anything about the Collectors, I didn’t see that happening. They’d been here long before my time, probably before anyone on the Council was even born. And even if the city decided they weren’t welcome anymore, it wasn’t like anyone could stop them from coming. Besides, the only trouble they really caused was for the morons who gave up their souls.

      Until now. I still didn’t know what Cayn was up to, but if he’d gone rogue, I wasn’t going to be the only one with Collector problems for long.

      “Well, I think the Council should do something about them,” Arden finally said as she bent to the floor and started sorting her clothes from mine. “They’re awful. I had a friend, an acquaintance really, who sold her soul to one of them for, like, a hundred million dollars or something. She killed herself a week later.” She shuddered, stood and started dressing. “Do you know anybody who did it?”

      I smirked and took a swig of my beer. “You mean besides Dwight Osborn? No, not really.”

      “Dwight?” she said with a gasp. “What’d he get out of it?”

      “A perfect body, movie-star looks, and a big … tool,” I said. “Until the day he dies. I guess he’ll look like that when he’s ninety if he lives that long.”

      Arden giggled. “Poor guy. You know, he’s good-looking and all, but he’s really not my type.”

      She was just fastening her bra when a phone went off somewhere in the clothes. “That’s not mine,” I said, shaking my head at the obnoxious ringtone. “What is that, Justin Bieber or something?”

      “Seriously? It’s Bruno Mars,” she said as she grabbed her crumpled pants and fished her phone out. “And if you don’t like him, there’s something wrong with you. He’s adorable. Oh, I gotta take this.” She tapped the screen and stood, pacing away as she answered. “Yeah, it’s me. Did you find something?”

      I set my beer on the coffee table, then stood and stretched. Might as well not bother getting dressed the rest of the way. I wasn’t going anywhere else tonight, and I still had to summon Princess so that she could eat and stretch her legs. I’d wait until Arden left for that.

      While Arden listened intently to whoever was on the phone, I walked across the room to the floor-to-ceiling windows overlooking the UV. My view included Casino Row with its explosion of busy neon lights, the bustling entertainment district, and the far-off darkened corner beyond it all that was the Dregs. The domed roof of the Chute stood out like a massive blister in the center of it all, with constantly shifting colors shimmering across its white surface.

      I was lost in the view when Arden cleared her throat tentatively behind me. I turned to find her biting her lip, one arm folded across her waist with her phone dangling loosely from her hand. “What’s wrong?” I said.

      “That was one of my feelers.” Her blue eyes filled with worry. “He said … well, he’s not entirely sure, but …”

      “It’s something about Cayn, isn’t it?” I said. “Whatever it is, just tell me.”

      She shuddered. “He may have put out a call to everyone who’s bargained with him,” she said slowly. “Anyone who brings him the watch … gets their soul back. Plus, they get to keep whatever they sold it for.”

      A cold feeling seized my gut. The Collectors definitely weren’t allowed to screw with their own bargains once they were made. I wasn’t sure exactly how many people had sold their souls to Cayn, but any one of them would try to kill me to get that deal.

      If I didn’t figure out what was going on and put an end to this soon, someone was going to put an end to me.
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      “Somebody’s here!” the raven screamed when I walked into the pawn shop at nine the next morning. I followed his clumsy flight to the back desk and waited while the bird croaked out the world’s most annoying doorbell until the door behind the counter opened.

      Golar emerged with a scowl and squinted at me as he searched his pockets for a treat. He tossed the raven a half-slice of bread, and as it wheeled away, the short warlock heaved a breath. “Seth. You’re early,” he said. “Your item is not cooperating with my efforts. I don’t suppose you’d consider allowing me to keep it for another day?”

      “Not a chance.” With who knew how many desperate people after me for a chance to get their souls back, I’d need every advantage I could get. And the watch gave me a powerful advantage. “What do you mean, it’s not cooperating?” I said.

      “I mean, the origins of the item continue to elude me. What’s more …” He broke off with a sigh. “You’re sure I can’t persuade you to let me keep it.”

      I shook my head. “Gonna need it back. I’ve got bigger problems than where it came from.”

      “Very well, then. Wait here,” he said and went back through the door.

      It wasn’t long before Golar returned with a small, lacquered wooden box. He placed the box on the counter and traced a glowing sigil on the lid with his finger, and the small lock on the front popped open. “I’ll tell you what I did manage to discern,” he said as he took the roulette watch from the box and handed it to me. “When you vanish using the watch, you are actually moving through alterspace.”

      I raised an eyebrow as I fitted the watch on my wrist and closed the three clasps. “Isn’t that the dimension where the Collectors are from?”

      “It is,” he said. “The item will shift you and anything you may be holding into alterspace, for as many seconds as the result of the spin. You should also be aware that once the shift ends, it can’t be used again until the same number of minutes have passed.”

      “Okay, that kind of sucks,” I said. “So, if I spin a thirty, I get thirty seconds of invisible time, but then I can’t use the watch again for half an hour?”

      Golar nodded. “That’s correct. Also, you do not want to land on zero.”

      “Why’s that?” I said, worried about the sudden ominous note in his voice.

      “Because rather than shifting you into alterspace, a zero spin shifts something from alterspace into our dimension.” Golar paused and looked up for a second like he was searching for the right words. “It is a creature, rather like a large dog. Invisible to the naked eye to all but its target, though I did manage to catch a glimpse of the beast. I have decided to call it an alterhound.” After another pause, he added, “It ate my assistant.”

      I winced in horrified sympathy. “How did you get rid of it?”

      “I didn’t,” Golar said. “The creature returned to alterspace once it finished savaging Hrown. Now I’ll need a new revenant to assist me.”

      “Er. I’m sorry for your loss.” Hrown was probably who I’d heard screaming last night after he pushed the button he shouldn’t have pushed. “Okay, so don’t land on zero,” I said, glad that the odds were long on that happening. I only had a one in sixty chance of summoning a murderous dog from an alternate dimension who wanted to savage me. “Anything else I should know about this thing?”

      Golar gave a considering expression. “The item has an additional function,” he said slowly. “Unfortunately, I was unable to determine exactly what that function was, or how to access it. Other than the ability to shift between dimensions, the watch appears to be a combination lock of some sort.” His gaze fell on the watch face. “But I don’t know how to engage the lock function … or what it unlocks.”

      I didn’t know either, but I had a strong suspicion that this ‘other’ function was the reason Cayn wanted the watch back. And now there was no way in hell I’d let him get his hands on it so he could unlock whatever it was. “All right. Thanks, Golar,” I said.

      His hairless eyebrows lifted. “I suppose you’ll want a partial refund since I was unable to completely identify the item.”

      “Nah, we’re good,” I said. “You found out plenty. Keep the fee.” I’d also apparently cost him a revenant, and those weren’t cheap, so I figured we were even.

      “How kind of you. In that case, allow me to present you with a few bonuses,” Golar said as he ducked beneath the counter and rummaged around in something that clanked and rattled a lot. He came back up with a solid metal cylinder about four inches long and an inch around, with a symbol embossed at one end. “This sigil will help you to use your combat dice more effectively. If you’ll retrieve them and hold them with your hand on the counter, palm up?”

      “You’re not gonna whack me with that thing, are you?” I grinned as I grabbed the dice from my pocket and placed my hand where he said.

      He ignored the question and pressed the embossed sigil against the heel of my palm. It stung like a bitch. When he pulled the metal cylinder away, the sigil was tattooed on my skin in dark blue, shimmery ink. “Now, you can simply close your hand and touch the sigil to send the dice into alterspace, and to summon them back to your hand,” he said. “This should also work to recall the dice after you’ve rolled them, no matter where they land.”

      “Really? Let’s try it out,” I said, and curled my fingers around the dice. When I made contact with the sigil, there was a small blue flash inside my fist, and I felt the slight weight of the dice vanish. I opened my hand to make sure they were really gone. “Same thing to bring them back, right?” I said as I made a fist and touched the symbol.

      There was another flash, and the dice were in my hand again.

      “That’s one hell of a spell.” Grinning, I set the dice on the counter, stepped back and pressed my fingers on the sigil. The dice vanished and reappeared in my hand. I sent them back to alterspace and took a moment to admire my new magical tattoo.

      Then there was a whisper in my head. It’s not as nice as your other tattoo.

      “Of course, it’s not,” I reassured Princess. “You’re beautiful.”

      Golar stared and blinked. “Pardon me?”

      “Oh, sorry. I was talking to Princess,” I told him.

      “Ah. Your … tiger, isn’t it?” he said carefully, glancing around like he was worried she was going to show up. “Anyway, I have another item I believe you’ll find useful, that will work nicely with the watch.” He walked to the left, came around the counter, and dragged something from the gloomy aisles of the shop. It was a wooden chest, about four feet long and three feet tall. “Here you are.”

      I stared at the chest. “And that would be …?”

      “It’s a Tethered Trunk.” He wrapped his knuckles on the lid. “If you shift it to alterspace and activate the tethering spell, it will always be there waiting for you, no matter where you shift from,” he said. “You can store useful items inside for fast access, especially if they’re larger than you can comfortably carry.”

      I nodded and smiled, starting to see the potential for this thing. “That actually sounds kind of amazing,” I said. “How do I activate the spell?”

      “Once you’ve positioned the trunk where you want it, place your hand on the lid and say ‘tu esti al meu,’” he explained.

      “Really, that’s the spell?” I said. “You belong to me?”

      He cleared his throat and looked away. “It is a somewhat older model,” he said. “But the magic will hold.”

      “All right, then.” I shrugged and crouched next to the trunk, double-tapped the watch face, and then grabbed one of the trunk handles while the wheel spun. “Be right back,” I said.

      “Of course,” Golar said with a tuneless laugh. “Unless you land on zero.”

      I had time to think of a few colorful words in response before the watch stopped on twelve, and I vanished.

      A gritty, shimmering film washed over Golar and the pawn shop as the distant howl of wind muffled all sounds. Now that I knew I was in another dimension, I could just make out the suggestion of a flat, blasted landscape around me and a handful of semi-transparent tangled lines that were probably some kind of dead trees. They weren’t far away, so I dragged the trunk to the ghosts of trees, pressed a hand to the lid, and spoke the activation spell.

      I still had a few seconds, so I circled back and stood behind Golar until the spell wore off. And then I said, “Boo.”

      The height-challenged shopkeeper jumped straight up and turned in mid-air like a startled cat, wearing a shocked expression. When he landed with a thud on the floor, he narrowed his eyes at me. “I’d appreciate it if you never did that again,” he said.

      “I won’t, then. At least to you.” I grinned and headed for the door, waving over my shoulder. “Thanks, Golar. I gotta run,” I said. “There’s a big tournament signup with my name on it.”

      He grumbled something in response as he went back behind the counter. I couldn’t quite make it out, but it was probably unpleasant.

      Outside the pawn shop, I pointed myself straight toward the Chute and started walking. It was quarter to ten, and it wouldn’t take me more than fifteen, twenty minutes tops to get there from here. Despite knowing that all of Cayn’s victims were out there somewhere and might be looking for me, the day had started off pretty good.

      Until I walked out of the Dregs and came face to face with Joad Baylor.
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      Turned out I probably shouldn’t have worried about people who’d sold their souls, because Joad was plenty to worry about. As always, he was dressed in an expensive, perfectly tailored three-piece suit that informed everyone how rich he was.

      He also held a small, glowing sphere in one hand, which I was pretty sure was an Agony Orb. I didn’t have any experience with those things, but I’d heard they were just what the name suggested. They caused indescribable, incapacitating pain.

      And this close to the Dregs, there’d be no one around to prevent him from attacking me with it.

      “Hello, Wyatt,” Joad said. “I suppose it’s too much to assume you’re out here instead of at the Chute because you decided to heed my warning.”

      “Not a chance, asshole. I’m on my way there,” I said. “Do you want to tell me what your problem is with me entering the tournament?”

      His eyes flashed with the same lethal fury I’d glimpsed yesterday. “Not particularly,” he said.

      I was already reaching for my watch when the smug bastard blasted me with the Orb.

      The rumors got at least one part wrong. The pain wasn’t indescribable, because I could describe it just fine. It felt like I’d gotten stabbed a hundred times at once, and then set on fire.

      But it was incapacitating. I was writhing on the ground, half-blind with the pain and trying not to scream when Joad loomed over me like a malevolent skyscraper. “Did you really think I couldn’t stop you?” he said casually as he crouched down. “You were nothing without that damned watch, and you’re still nothing with it.”

      Okay, that kind of pissed me off. First of all, I’d been doing just fine before I got the watch. I sure as hell had a lot more respect around here than he did. And second, there was no way in hell he’d keep me from entering the tournament.

      I wanted to say all that to him. But at the moment it hurt too much to speak all those words, so I settled on the one word that’d do the most good and gasped out, “Convoca.”

      Smoke rose from my chest. My vision was still too blurred to see Joad’s reaction, but I heard him curse just as Princess started to growl. He scrambled away, and I focused on breathing, on getting control of my body again as the tiger’s growl escalated to a roar.

      Just as I pushed up to a seated position, there was a flash of light in my peripheral vision, and Princess screamed in pain. He’d hit her with that damned Orb.

      “Son of a bitch!” I gritted my teeth and lunged to my feet, riding the edge of my own scream as I pivoted toward Joad. He looked surprised that I’d managed to get up, but I was just too pissed off to let crippling pain stop me. He’d hurt my Princess. “You’re gonna pay for that,” I ground out.

      Joad recovered from the shock and laughed as he aimed the Agony Orb at me again. “As if I wouldn’t be prepared to stop that mangy beast of yours,” he said. “By the way, this will kill you with a few more blasts.”

      While he was babbling, I touched the sigil on my palm to recall the dice. Couldn’t take the chance on using the watch right now, since I hadn’t tried to summon Princess back while I was shifted yet. I had to make sure she was safe first. I rolled the dice, and Joad glanced toward the sound when they clattered to the pavement and landed on six.

      “What the hell are you—”

      It was all he got out before I blasted him with six green bolts, one after another, hitting him in mid-air a few times as the force of the attacks lifted him off the ground. He flew back and smashed against a building across the street.

      Ignoring the gawkers that had started to stop and gather, I rushed over to Princess. She was lying on her side, panting rapidly and foaming at the mouth with her eyes rolled back to the whites. “Can you hear me?” I said hoarsely as I knelt next to her, keeping half an eye on Joad. The bastard was already getting to his feet. “Will you be okay if I summon you back?”

      Yes. Her voice was a weak scrape of sound. I can rest.

      I nodded and stroked her gently. “Intoarcere.”

      As Princess unraveled into fog and returned to me, I pushed back to my feet. Joad was up and running, charging his Orb to a streaming brilliance as he smoldered in six places from the hits he’d taken. “You ruined my suit, Wyatt!” he screamed. “I’ve ended people for less!”

      I double tapped my watch, held my breath. And the stupid thing landed on three.

      Cursing silently as the world turned grainy around me, I rushed at Joad, who’d faltered a little when I vanished. Three seconds wasn’t nearly enough time to get away, but I could still hurt the bastard. I nailed him with a fist to the jaw, and as he sagged with the invisible blow, I circled behind him and brought an elbow down between his shoulder blades. He dropped to his knees with a snarled cry.

      By then I was visible but still behind him, with three minutes until I could try the watch again. So I recalled the dice and rolled. This time they came up five.

      Great. Five minutes of enhanced speed and reflexes weren’t that helpful, especially when I was still in agony with normal movement. But I only had to last for three.

      Mentally reminding myself to set up some kind of timer system so I’d know when these effects wore off, I went after Joad hard with fists and feet. Maybe I could keep him down long enough to disappear. But he was just as much of a brawler as everyone else down here, and even with my magic-enhanced skills, he managed to block most of my moves. Probably because the pain kept me from using the ability as well as I could.

      He lurched away, rolled once and sprang to his feet, trying to get a shot with the Orb. I managed to knock the thing out of his hand, but he dove for it immediately. Even though I hit him on the way down, he slid across the sidewalk and grabbed the sphere, and then fired another jolt at me.

      The bolstered reflexes let me avoid taking another full blast from the Agony Orb, but it caught my arm, and the fresh pain that surged through my body knocked me to my knees. I shook my head fiercely as my vision swam and doubled, trying to glare at the little knot of lookie-loos hanging at the corner, watching me get my ass kicked. Whoever they were, I’d settle up with them later.

      “Goodbye, Wyatt,” Joad said from behind me, right before a foot slammed into my back and punted me forward. “Honestly, I would’ve preferred to beat you at the poker tables, but I’ll be just as happy this way.”

      I double-tapped the watch face, hoping the three minutes were up. Nothing happened. “Why do you care about the tournament so much?” I said, trying to push past the pain again and get up. It wasn’t working so well this time. Speaking wasn’t doing me any favors either, but I had to try something. “You already won last year. Who gives a fuck whether you do it again? It’s not like you couldn’t buy yourself all the goddamned luck pendants you ever wanted if you felt like it.”

      “I have my reasons,” Joad said. This time I detected a hint of fear in his voice. Interesting. Maybe he could buy every luck pendant in existence, but this one had to be won. There must’ve been something special about it.

      Which meant I really needed to win the thing.

      “I can be reasonable, you know,” Joad said as he grabbed my hair and wrenched my head back. “Just decide not to register for the tournament, and I won’t hit you with this again.” He held the Agony Orb in front of my face.

      I couldn’t take another blow from that thing, and I knew it. But I peeled my lips back into a snarling smile. “How about you fuck off, and I don’t hunt you down after I beat you?”

      Joad released me with a shove and stepped back to point the Orb at me. “I did try to let you live,” he said a little too loudly. “Everyone can see that.”

      Now, why the hell would he say something like that?”

      I tapped the watch face frantically, hoping the stupid thing would work. This time the wheel blurred into a spin. As it ticked slower, Joad thrust the sphere forward, and the glow inside the Orb brightened, about to discharge a whole lot of pain and probably death.

      Then the little silver ball inside the watch dropped into the 42 slot, and I shifted into alterspace.

      I could still see Joad through the grainy shimmer, see his face contort with rage as the crackling bolt exploded from the Orb and passed through nothing where I’d been a second ago. I felt an echo of the attack, not nearly as bad as a full blast, but enough that I had to press my mouth shut so I wouldn’t scream as I dragged myself away. Forty-two seconds wasn’t forever, but it was plenty of time to make sure he wouldn’t find me.

      At least, until I was ready to be found.

      I stumbled about half a block and walked through the outer wall of a Chinese restaurant, headed for the restroom where I could shift back without anyone noticing. I wouldn’t be able to spare much time to collect myself, but at least I could wash up a little.

      Then I was heading straight for the Chute to sign myself up for the Four Skulls tournament. Mostly because Joad didn’t want me to. I still intended to win, but it was a good thing the event didn’t take place right away.

      Today just wasn’t my lucky day.
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      I got to the Chute with ten whole minutes to spare, and I was pissed.

      Joad Baylor had made himself scarce. I wasn’t surprised since it’d been a big enough risk for him to attack me near the Dregs where there wasn’t much of an audience. The crowds were too thick on Casino Row. We might’ve been separated from the rest of the world in the UV, but we still had laws against murder.

      When I walked into the big casino, the noise level seemed to drop a few decibels as everyone within sight of the front doors stared at me. Yeah, I knew I looked like hell. But I wasn’t paying attention to any of them as I plunged through the bustling lobby until I caught sight of a familiar figure pushing people out of the way as she made a beeline toward me.

      “Seth, where have you been?” Arden said as she approached. “I waited here, then I went back to your place and — oh my God, what happened to you?”

      “You mean who happened,” I said. “Where’s the damned signup? I’ll tell you on the way.”

      “Come on,” she said, grabbing my hand and practically dragging me past the rows of slot machines. She pulled a small vial of clear liquid from her inside pocket and pushed it into my hand. “It’s lifewater. Drink it, and tell me what’s going on.”

      Lifewater was a fairly common, generic healing potion sold in just about every shop in the UV. You could drink it or pour it onto an injury, and it’d put out most types of magical flames. It also tasted like ass. But it wouldn’t do me much good to apply the little vial externally since I hurt all over. So I yanked the cork out with my teeth, spat it on the floor and tossed the potion back.

      I shuddered as it went down, already feeling slightly more alive. “Thanks,” I said. “Anyway, I ran into somebody out by the Dregs. Last name rhymes with smug bastard. Or maybe tailor, one of those.”

      “Joad?” Arden gasped as she steered us left past the slots and through the blackjack tables. Now I could see the sign on the door to one of the big poker rooms: Four Skulls Tournament Signup. “So, what he said last night …”

      “Yeah, apparently he was serious about wanting me not to enter this thing,” I said, almost running into Arden when she stopped abruptly and yanked the door with the sign open. “The bastard had an Agony Orb. He hit Princess with it.”

      “Holy shit,” Arden said, finally slowing her pace as we entered the room. “I’ve heard those things are awful, that they can kill you. Screw the tiger, what about you?”

      I am fine, by the way, Princess whispered in my head. She still sounded weak, but at least more like herself. Please thank your girlfriend for her concern.

      I smirked and shook my head. “I’ll live. As long as I get registered for this tournament,” I said as I looked around the room. They were obviously winding things down, with two people off to the side clearing promo materials and stacks of papers off a conference table while four or five casino employees were moving the poker tables and chairs back into place on the main floor.

      “Hey,” I called, waving a hand in the air as I rushed toward the people at the table. “I need to sign up for the Four Skulls.”

      One of them, a blade-thin man in a white polo shirt and rimless glasses, sniffed and glanced at the thick metal watch on his wrist. “Cutting it a little close, aren’t we?” he said with a look at his co-worker, a pretty middle-aged brunette in a black hostess dress. “I’m not sure we should allow any more signups. Especially for street punks.”

      “Jeremy, dear,” the woman said. “Would you kindly run to the restroom and remove that stick from your ass?” As the man huffed and folded his arms, the woman extended a hand to me and smiled sweetly. “Hello, there. I’m Tiffany, and we’d be happy to register you for the tournament.”

      I took her hand. “Thank you. Sorry, I’m late, but it’s been a rough morning.”

      “I see.” She looked me up and down, her expertly made-up eyes widening a fraction as she took in my disheveled state and the bruise Joad left on my face. “Do you need medical attention?”

      “Nah, I’m fine. Just walked into a street pole outside,” I said evenly. I didn’t want the hassle of trying to report Joad to the casino for attempted whatever they wanted to call it. There’d be an investigation, things would get messy, and I might not get the chance to beat the bastard in a fair game. “So, what should I do, here?”

      “Well, first I’ll need to see your registry card,” Tiffany said, all smiles again. “Just so I can verify your qualifications.”

      I fished the card out of my wallet and handed it over, and the hostess glanced at the mostly bare table and frowned. “Jeremy, where is that scanner?”

      “I put it away an hour ago,” the accountant-type guy said with a huff, unfolding himself to rummage through one of the boxes stacked behind the table. “You know, when people stopped showing up to register?”

      “Really, Jeremy. The rules clearly state that entrants are allowed to sign up until noon today,” Tiffany said as Jeremy handed her a magelight scanner, similar to the one the bouncer outside the Mandolin had. “And 11:55 is clearly not noon.”

      “Yeah, well it’s 11:58 now,” Jeremy muttered. “Since we’re going to be pedantic.”

      Arden and I exchanged a glance, and she giggled. These two were something else.

      Tiffany ignored her co-worker and scanned my registry card, then handed it back to me. “Congratulations, Mr. Wyatt, you meet the qualifications to enter the Four Skulls tournament!” she said with forceful enthusiasm like we were suddenly on a game show or something. I half expected confetti to start falling from the ceiling. “The registration fee is one thousand dollars, cash only,” she continued. “If you’re unable to pay the fee—”

      “I’ve got it,” I interrupted, returning my card to my wallet and pulling out the cash I’d grabbed that morning. “I hate to push, but maybe you could hurry this up?” I said as I handed her a thick stack of fifties. “I don’t want to get disqualified because my name wasn’t on the list in time.”

      “Oh, of course. Right away,” Tiffany said, slightly flustered as she produced an electronic device that was almost a cell phone from her jacket pocket and gave it a few taps. She turned the screen toward me and held the device out, showing a black screen with a small blue dot in the center. “If you’ll just place your right thumb here, you’ll be all set.”

      I shrugged and pressed my finger to the dot. The device beeped softly, and a blue horizontal line ran down the screen from the top. When I pulled away, there was a fingerprint where the dot had been.

      “There we are, you are now registered,” Tiffany said in her bright game-show tone as she turned the device toward her and started tapping again. “Fingerprint identification will be required for the qualifying round, as well as the tournament itself, should you make it that far,” she said. “Are you familiar with the structure of the Four Skulls tournament?”

      “Why don’t you tell me about it?” I said. “I want to make sure I don’t get confused.”

      Tiffany smiled. “Of course. The first step is the qualifying round, held right here at the Chute,” she said, practically beaming as she gestured around the room. Her gaze fell on Jeremy, and she scowled slightly. “Which is, of course …”

      Jeremy heaved a breath and rolled his eyes. “The crown jewel of the Underground, where the fun never stops. Ask us about our special suite rates exclusively for valued players in the Four Skulls tournament,” he intoned, and then flashed a narrow gaze at me. “No, really, ask us. I dare you,” he said.

      “I’ll pass,” I said with a smirk. Funny as it would be to make this guy spit out the rest of his spiel, I was happy enough making the registration deadline to cut him some slack.

      “Anyway,” Tiffany said. “The qualifying round will be held tomorrow at noon, in our fabulous Esmeralda Room. The top one hundred players will compete in the tournament, which takes place over two days in our Grand Ballroom, beginning exactly one week from tomorrow.” She paused for a breath. “And remember, you must be on time for both the qualifying event and the tournament itself. Late arrivals will be disqualified.”

      “Yes, good luck with that,” Jeremy said with a faint sneer. “You seem so punctual, I’m sure it won’t be a problem.”

      “Oh, I’ll be there,” I said. “Thanks for the concern, though.”

      As Arden and I headed out of the poker room, I decided I’d pay a visit to The Trove, stock up on lifewater and maybe a few other things. Joad still had three opportunities to stop me from winning the tournament and try for the watch again, and I planned to be prepared.

      Nothing and nobody was going to stand in my way.
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      The Trove was basically the big-box store of the UV. Situated at the heart of the entertainment district, the square two-story brick building kept the basics, the mass-produced stuff, cheap tricks and essential staples along with non-magical wares on the first floor. Downstairs, you could get novelty magic, single-use spells and tokens, an array of weak charms and talismans that were more for show than actual protection, and potions from useful stuff like lifewater to pickups and boosts that bordered on addictive like vamp blood. They also had a pretty decent clothing section.

      But the second floor was where they kept the good stuff, the costly items that actually worked. Not that The Trove carried anything unique, ancient, or uber-powerful. Cato’s was the place for one-of-a-kind items that cost an arm and a leg, though you could always try your luck for less at Golar’s pawn shop and risk his ‘unique’ merchandise actually working. Right now, though, I didn’t want The White Wizard’s Staff or some other magical artifact from the dawn of time the likes of which none have wielded, or whatever. I just wanted something reliable and useful, and The Trove was fine for that.

      I grabbed a basket at the entrance and threaded my way through the first floor. I grabbed a few cases of lifewater vials, a box of smoke capsules as a last-resort backup in case I needed to make a quick escape, and a nice pair of fingerless leather TacTouch gloves that should still allow me to work my summoning sigil through. Then I headed up the spiral staircase, and when I reached the second floor, went straight to the Customs desk at the back.

      As I expected, Mist was sitting on a stool behind the counter, reading the latest issue of Arcanery while she twirled one of the dozen or so amulets around her neck at the end of a finger. Her bright blue hair fell in waves to the middle of her back, and the leather outfit she wore, not much more than a corset and a scrap of a skirt paired with thigh-high boots, showed off all the right curves.

      I didn’t hook up with Mist as often as I did with Arden, but it was always fun when we got together. She made literal sparks fly.

      She saw me coming and flashed a liquid smile, setting her magazine on the counter next to the cash register as she stood from the stool and came around to my side. “Hey, Seth,” she said, tugging me toward her for a kiss on the cheek. “Long time, no see. Where’ve you been lately?”

      “Oh, you know. Ducking the paparazzi, shit like that.” I set my basket on the floor and grinned as I leaned against the counter. “How’s business?”

      Mist gave a lazy shrug and stood next to me. “It’s been quiet, actually,” she said. “Suits me fine since I get more time to read.”

      “Yeah, well I guess I’m here to ruin your quiet time, then,” I said, smiling as she gave a little pout. “I need something customized, and it might be a little tricky. But I know you can do it.”

      “I am the best,” Mist said as she tossed her hair back and stretched her arms in front of her, pantomiming cracking her knuckles. “So, what are you looking for?”

      I nodded toward the display of effect timers to the right of the Customs desk. Commonly called FXTs, they were pin charms that alerted you when a spell wore off or that an item was charged and ready to use. An FXT had to be customized in order to work with a particular item or spell, but I wanted something a little different. “Think you can bind two items to the same FXT?” I said.

      She raised an eyebrow. “Ooh, a challenge,” she said. “What are the items?”

      “These,” I said, touching the sigil on my palm to recall the combat dice. “And this.” I pulled my sleeve up to show the roulette watch.

      “So that’s it, huh? The famous watch,” Mist said as she stared at the bracelet, her eyes glittering with interest. “I have to say, it’s a beautiful piece. Do you know what kind of base magic it uses? I mean, you got it from a Collector, but that doesn’t mean it’s dark elf magic … or does it?”

      I shrugged a little, debating on how much I should tell her. Not that I didn’t trust Mist to keep my secrets. But a lot of places in the UV tended to have undetected ears listening, especially in the entertainment district, and I wanted to keep as many details as possible out of public knowledge. “Let’s just say it’s not demonic, and neither are the dice,” I finally said. “Does that help?”

      “I guess it’ll have to if you’re going to be all secretive,” she said with a tiny smile. “All right. We’ll see what I can do.”

      I picked out an FXT charm in the shape of a skull, and Mist held the dice and the charm in one hand while she wrapped the other around the watch, which I refused to take off. It took her a few tries to get the binding spell to stick right, but she smiled as the little skull charm finally glowed blue and winked out. “All right, that’s all set,” she said as she pressed the dice and the charm into my hand, holding it a little longer than necessary. Not that I minded. “Anything else I can help you with?”

      “Actually, there might be,” I said. “I’m in a … situation, let’s say, and I’m looking for something to give me an edge. I just don’t know what I need, exactly.”

      Her eyebrow went up again. “What kind of situation?”

      “Well, it’s like this.” I gave her the short version of Cayn wanting the watch back and the deal he’d offered his victims. “I don’t exactly have a list of people who’ve sold their souls to Cayn, and I guess I’d like a little warning when there’s somebody around who might try to kill me,” I said once I finished explaining. “Maybe that’s what I’m looking for.”

      Mist shook her head. “Great, now I have to worry,” she said. “But I think I’ve actually got the perfect thing for you. I found it the other day while I was rummaging around in the back. Hang on.”

      She disappeared through a door behind the counter. A few minutes later, she returned with a long, slender box covered with a thin film of dust and set it on the surface. “This was a custom order that apparently came in years ago,” she said. “Before my time, so I don’t know who made it. But it’s a Soul Amulet, designed to glow when it’s around a Collector or someone who’s been marked by one. The guy who ordered it never came to pick it up.” She frowned, and added, “I asked about it, and the rumor is that he vanished from the city a few days after he commissioned this. People say the Collectors got him.”

      “Yeah, that might have something to do with it,” I said with just a trace of worry as she opened the box, revealing a blood-red crystal on a silver chain. It almost sounded like Cayn had gone after someone else the same way he was coming for me … and with the other guy, he’d succeeded. “Do you know the name of the guy who ordered this?”

      She thought for a moment. “I think the name on the slip was Victor,” she said. “Yeah, Victor Nash. I remember he had the same last name as Christopher Lambert’s fake name in Highlander.”

      “Okay, then.” I reminded myself to check into Victor Nash, to find out if maybe he’d bargained with Cayn and had something go wrong. “I guess I’ll take poor Victor’s amulet, then, and the rest of this stuff. Can you ring me up? I don’t want to wait in line downstairs.”

      “If I have to, but only because it’s you.” She smiled and started punching numbers into the cash register. Everything came to around three grand, and I paid with my card. That was another advantage to shopping at The Trove; they took plastic.

      “So, what are you doing tomorrow night?” Mist said as she bagged my items. “Elias is throwing a party at his place, and I don’t have a date yet. And by date, I mean someone to sneak off upstairs with for a while.”

      I grinned at her. “In that case, allow me to volunteer then,” I said. “What time?”

      “I’ll be there around nine.” She leaned across the counter, holding the brown paper shopping bag toward me. “Don’t keep me waiting too long, Seth. I’ve missed you.”

      I promised to be on time as I grabbed my bag and headed back downstairs. On the way, I took the Soul Amulet out and slipped it around my neck. I still couldn’t believe the exact thing I needed for this problem not only existed but had been commissioned by someone else.

      I’d have to find out more about this guy soon. But for now, I thought I’d grab something to eat, maybe hit one of the smaller casinos to sharpen my game for tomorrow’s qualifying round, and swing by the practice ranges to test the timer charm. Not necessarily in that order.

      But when I hit the sidewalk and started down the block, my amulet started to glow just before someone grabbed my arm and spun me around. I found myself looking into gleaming red eyes beneath a hooded red cloak, and a guttural voice poured out from the shadowed depths of the hood.

      “Hello, Seth,” Alistair said as his hand squeezed my wrist like an iron band. “I’m sorry, but I am going to need that watch.”
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      “Alistair,” I managed, trying to twist away from him. Damn, he’d gotten a really good grip on me somehow. I’d never thought he had it in him. “Wait, you sold your soul to Cayn? Man, you must’ve gotten the worst deal ever out of it, unless you have some secret life I don’t know about.”

      I was shocked, but I really wasn’t all that worried about the short, scrawny, two-bit street hustler taking the watch from me. At least until he picked me up by the wrist and slammed me into the outer wall of the Chute hard enough to make my teeth rattle.

      “Never mind that,” Alistair snarled in his fake-guttural voice. He must’ve been hitting the vamp juice real damned hard. “Just give me the watch. I don’t want to kill you for it, but I will.”

      I sighed. “No, you really won’t,” I said, finally wrenching my wrist free to double-tap the watch face. “But I don’t want to kill you either, so just give me … sixteen seconds,” I finished as the roulette wheel landed and I vanished from his sight.

      Sixteen seconds. Enough time to stash my purchases in the Tethered Trunk and hopefully put Alistair out of commission before he hurt himself. I dropped the bag in the trunk, keeping half an eye on Alistair’s grainy, half-transparent image as he bellowed and turned in circles looking for me. I landed two good blows on him, the gut-face combo, and he staggered back shaking his head.

      Just as the timer charm gave a soft chime and I shifted back out of alterspace, Alistair’s glowing red eyes flared incredibly bright, and he charged me like a bull.

      “Damn, son!” I shouted as I sidestepped him and called the dice to my hand. “Did you drain a whole vampire just to come after me, or what?”

      He let out a frustrated roar. “Give it to me!”

      “Not a chance.” I rolled the dice on the sidewalk, ready to recall them as soon as they landed. Any of the energy bolt rolls would’ve been fine with me, since I didn’t want to seriously hurt Alistair, just slow him down enough to call an Enforcer. I felt bad for the guy.

      The dice landed on double ones. Snake eyes. That was probably the worst roll I could’ve hoped for in this situation. I had no idea how much the massive attack I’d only seen in miniature was going to hurt Alistair, or me, for that matter. I remembered the way the little doll’s eyes bled when she landed this roll.

      And whatever happened to the caster with this spell, I was already starting to feel it. Sharp pain exploded in my head as my hands burst into green flames, and I sucked in a harsh breath as the pain spread through me like needles in my bloodstream.

      Alistair was charging me again. I sent the dice back to alterspace and raised my arms, preparing to throw an attack that might kill him. “Don’t make me do this, buddy,” I said as the pain in my head intensified, and I felt something warm and wet run down my cheeks. Awesome, my eyes were bleeding. “If I hit you, I’m pretty sure you’ll never play Three Card Monte again.”

      He looked at me, and then stumbled and halted mid-run. “How did you …?”

      At first, I thought the muted red glow that surrounded us was a side effect of the vamp blood overdose Alistair had to be on. But then I realized I couldn’t move at all either. Oh, good, someone had beaten me to calling an Enforcer.

      And since today was turning out to be my unlucky day, I wasn’t surprised to see Titus materialize between us, his amber eyes practically sparking as he glared at me.

      “Mr. Wyatt. I should not be surprised to find you involved in this disturbance,” he boomed in his thundery voice as the glowing sigil on his outstretched palm pulsed briefly. “And yet, behold my face of surprise. Confess now, so I can finally Smite you.”

      “Confess to what?” I said, genuinely confused and still in a lot of pain since I hadn’t been able to discharge the dice spell thanks to Titus’s suspension field. “All right, I confess that Alistair is trying to rob me, and to being totally shocked that he sold his soul to Cayn.”

      Titus turned his head slowly to regard Alistair, who’d gone silent and refocused his enraged stare on the Enforcer. “And yet you are the one poised to cast a lethal spell,” Titus said as he turned back to me. “I am responding to a report of attempted murder, Mr. Wyatt, and you are holding the weapon.”

      “What, this? This isn’t lethal,” I said, although I wasn’t entirely sure about that anymore. If the Enforcer didn’t drop the suspension field soon, the damned spell might kill me. “Lucy got hit with it, and she didn’t die.”

      Titus was not amused. “So, you have also attempted to murder this Lucy?” he said.

      “I don’t think that’s possible. She’s a rag doll.” I took a careful breath and tried to ignore the pain still coursing through my veins. “Look, Titus, it’s pretty obvious I’m in distress here,” I said. “Maybe this is normal for whatever you Enforcers are, but people don’t generally bleed from the eyes. So, could you lower the suspension and let me discharge this spell before it shreds me apart from the inside?”

      If Titus had eyebrows, I was sure he’d just raised them sarcastically. “Or I could not do that and allow your allegedly non-lethal spell to do what I’m not permitted to, no matter how much I would like to,” he said.

      “Come on,” I said through gritted teeth. “I am not trying to kill Alistair. He’s trying to rob me, and I’m trying not to get robbed. That’s the whole story.”

      Titus waited another few seconds, probably enjoying my torture, and finally closed his hand over the sigil. I sagged in relief as control of my body returned to me, then drew my arms back and shoved them over my head, sending the green blast of the spell harmlessly into the sky.

      Turned out I should’ve waited just a few more seconds, because once the suspension field dropped, Alistair ramped up into frenzy territory and charged toward the Enforcer, holding a switchblade he must’ve just pulled.

      “Titus, look out!” I shouted as I lunged for Alistair. Truth was that Old Leatherface probably could’ve taken care of himself, but I was already moving. Besides, it wouldn’t be all bad if I showed a little concern for the Enforcer’s well-being. Maybe he’d lay off looking for an opportunity to Smite me for a while.

      I tackled Alistair to the sidewalk, feeling all the wiry, unnatural strength that thrummed through him beneath my hands. I couldn’t believe how juiced he was. This much vamp blood should’ve killed him, but he was very much alive and flinging himself around like a cat trapped in a box. He cracked his own head into the concrete, hard enough to make me wince, and the hand holding the switchblade drove into my upper arm.

      There was no blade at the end of the handle, but something ripped through my flesh all the same. Blood ran hot down my arm and soaked my jacket sleeve as a spectral blue, vaguely knife-shaped form shot all the way through me and flew off into the night. Son of a bitch, that hurt.

      “That’s enough out of you,” I snarled at Alistair, and clocked his jaw hard enough to bruise my knuckles. His head snapped to the side, and he finally went still.

      I scrambled off him with a gasp, grabbed one of the lifewater vials from my pocket and poured it over my arm. The screaming pain eased to a throb, and I could feel the bleeding slow but not stop. Whatever he’d just cut me with was going to leave a mark. “There, you see?” I said to Titus as I backed away from Alistair, who’d already started to twitch again. “It was all him.”

      Titus practically radiated anger, probably because he still couldn’t do anything to me. “I suppose it was,” he said as he stepped over to the unconscious man and grabbed his arm. “He will be detained and questioned. As for you, Mr. Wyatt, I’d appreciate it if you would at least attempt to stay out of trouble.”

      “Hold on. I want to ask him—” I stopped talking and heaved a sigh when Titus abruptly disappeared with his prisoner.

      He’d have taken him to King Towers, the UV’s administrative building where the Enforcers operated out of the basement. They generally didn’t allow visitors, so I’d have to wait until they let Alistair sleep off the vamp blood and wring whatever confession they could get out of him before I could perform my own interrogation on the street hustler. Something I definitely intended to do as soon as possible.

      Maybe Alistair knew something about this whole mess with the watch and the tournament. And if he did, he was damned well going to spill it to me.
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      I got to the Chute around eleven the next morning, with a good hour to spare before the qualifier rounds started. Once I’d checked in with my thumbprint and ID at the Esmeralda Room and got my first table assignment, I headed for the main bar to see who else would show up first. Mist and Elias, the old man throwing the party tonight, were both entering the tournament, and Arden would be here to watch the fun, though she wouldn’t be at Elias’s place tonight.

      I hadn’t hung out with Elias since before I played Cayn for the watch, which was actually unusual for me. The old man had been my ticket to the UV after years of searching for a way in. Of course, no one knew the real reason I’d been so determined to come to the city, to stay here, and I intended to keep it that way. Life in the UV would get complicated for me if people found out, so that mission was something I had to handle alone, and discreetly.

      But Elias was family, more or less. I’d met him at a high-stakes game in normal Vegas, and he’d seen potential in me. The personal invitation to this city came about a week later. Since then, I’d found out that he was not only rich, powerful, and owned the biggest library of books on magic and lore in the world but was also a necromancer.

      I didn’t let that bother me, though. Everybody needed a hobby, and Elias’s happened to be magic that involved dead people.

      Once I’d elbowed through the drinking, chatting throngs, I ordered a Fireball and took my harmlessly flaming drink to one of the few open tables in the vast seating area that ringed the circular bar. As I watched the crowds, a woman at the bar counter caught my eye, and not just because she was drop-dead gorgeous with long red hair, big green eyes, and a skin-tight leather bodysuit. She looked familiar. I’d seen her around, mostly at the smaller hole-in-the-wall casinos and a bar or two, but I’d always been too busy to find out more about her.

      Right now, she was talking to a sad sack of a guy hunched over his drink at the counter, but her gaze kept straying in my direction and staying on me longer. Eventually, the man she was talking to shook his head, drained his drink, and signaled for the bartender, and the redhead turned and headed toward me.

      I flashed her a grin as she stopped at my table. “If you’re looking for someone to buy you a drink, you’ve got good instincts,” I said. “Whatever you want, it’s on me.”

      “Whatever I want?” she said with a seductive smile, sliding into the seat across from me. “Let’s talk about what you want instead.”

      Damned if that didn’t put a prick in my happy little balloon. That was a pitch line if I ever heard one. “Sorry, sweetheart. I don’t pay for that kind of a good time,” I told her. “But I’m a nice guy, so I’ll still buy you a drink if you want.”

      She looked surprised for a few seconds and then laughed. “Maybe I’m not selling what you think I am,” she said as she crossed her legs and leaned toward me, her full lips twitching at the corners. “I can get you any kind of a good time you’re looking for. Anything you want in the whole world. And it won’t cost you a dime.”

      “Shit,” I said as the light dawned. “You’re a Collector, aren’t you?”

      “Actually I prefer ‘dream broker,’ or even ‘personal angel.’ Those are much nicer terms, don’t you think?” she said. “My name is Zorah. And you are?”

      “Not interested,” I said, tossing back the rest of my Fireball. “I like my soul right where it is, thanks.”

      Her smile turned crooked. “Ah, a hard sell. My favorite.”

      “You keep barking up this particular tree, and it’s gonna bark back harder,” I said as I looked into her dazzling green eyes. It really was a shame that she was a bottom-feeding abomination who professionally ruined people’s lives because, otherwise, she was incredible. “I don’t make bargains with Collectors. I beat them and take their shit. Haven’t you heard that, or don’t you monsters talk to each other?”

      “Monsters?” she echoed, looking faintly hurt. “That’s a little unfair, you know. We never force anyone to sell their souls. That choice is entirely up to the human.” I couldn’t help hearing the faint disdain she injected into the word ‘human.’ “And no, I don’t talk to the other … monsters, if I can help it. They’re the competition.”

      I raised an eyebrow, suddenly interested in spite of myself. Admittedly, I didn’t know much about Collector politics. “So, what, you guys have an office pool going for who steals the most souls every week or something?”

      “We don’t steal,” Zorah said, her eyes flashing. “We have rules.”

      “Oh, yeah?” I said as I grinned. It was kind of fun making her mad. “Well, your co-worker Cayn isn’t exactly following the rules these days. In fact, he’s breaking them left and right, trying to get something back that I won from him.”

      She gave a slow blink. “You’re Seth Wyatt, aren’t you?”

      “Yeah, that’s me,” I said. “So you do talk to the competition.”

      “No, I don’t,” she said stiffly, “but I have heard of you. And what I’ve heard is that you cheated Cayn in a card game and somehow managed not to get busted by the Enforcers.”

      “Excuse me, but that’s a load of bullshit.” Now I was the one getting angry. I went to a lot of trouble making sure I had a reputation as an honest gambler. “I don’t cheat, period. I beat that son of a bitch fair and square, and he’s trying to pull some kind of take-backsies by reneging on his bargains.”

      That really got her attention. “What bargains?” she said as she sat up straighter.

      “All of them,” I told her. “I never made a deal with Cayn, but he’s offered a pretty sweet bargain to all his victims. Said if anyone brings him what I won from him, he’ll give their souls back and let them keep whatever they sold it for. So now they’re all trying to kill me.”

      Throughout my little speech, Zorah’s expression slid into shock. “He can’t do that,” she said. “It’s not allowed. What did you win from him, exactly?”

      I shrugged and pulled my sleeve up, exposing the roulette watch. “This,” I said, figuring most everybody knew about the watch already, so there was no reason not to tell her. “And before you ask, the answer is no. I have no idea why he wants it back so badly.”

      The Collector stared at the watch for a long moment. “I don’t, either,” she finally said in a considering tone. “But I’m almost inclined to help you find out.”

      “You are?” I said. “And why would you do that?”

      “I don’t know. Maybe because you’re cute.” She smiled again, but there was something bitter in the expression. “And let’s just say I have no love for Cayn, and leave it at that. Now, if you’ll excuse me,” she said as she pushed her chair back from the table and stood, “I have work to do.”

      “Oh, right. Things to do, people to fuck over for eternity,” I said. “You have fun with that.”

      She paused for a moment. “You know, some of us monsters aren’t so bad,” she said in a soft tone as a look of abject sorrow washed over her face for just a second. “And some of you humans are a lot worse than us. Maybe I’ll see you around, Mr. Wyatt.”

      I kinda wanted to say ‘not if I see you first’ or something equally witty and lame, but instead, I just watched her melt into the crowds. I didn’t know why, but I almost felt sorry for her. It might’ve been just the mutual hatred for Cayn or that she’d called me cute, but I didn’t think so. In fact, I got the sense that she was trapped somehow, stuck in a job she hated, even if it was a job that happened to be reprehensible.

      Someone called my name, and I pulled away from thinking about gorgeous, evil Collectors as I spotted Elias and Mist making their way toward me. I waved them over, looking forward to the distraction of friends before the qualifiers started.

      Unfortunately, I didn’t think I’d be able to stop seeing Zorah’s haunted eyes or the misery that’d shown briefly on her face anytime soon.
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      The tournament qualifiers were set up in two rounds of five-player table games. You had to place in the top three of the first round to advance to the second, and the top two from each second-round table qualified for the tournament.

      I’d already qualified, and now I was just playing down my last second-round opponent because I could.

      His name was Santino, and he wasn’t half-bad at the game. He’d pulled off a pretty impressive triple-barrel bluff early on that forced another player out, and had been set-mining the most aggressive player at the table before I took that guy out with a squeeze play. But now his stacks were riding low, and he’d gone into conservation mode. Which meant I had to push him into the pot.

      I did it with a reverse tell, staring long and hard at the flop like I couldn’t believe the cards had betrayed me. I was actually sitting on a pair of pocket aces and a third to match them with on the table. Meanwhile, Santino glanced at his chips with a stone-faced expression and hunched over the table a little, so I figured he’d connected with the pair of eights that came up with the ace on the flop.

      He went all-in on the turn when the dealer laid down a king. But to his credit, he barely twitched when I laid out the double aces to his eight and king. And I could see it really burned him when another king came up on the river, giving him a strong two-way hand that still couldn’t beat me since my full house was aces-high.

      Still, he was cool about it and shook hands after the game ended. We wished each other luck at the tournament, and I headed for the bar area where Elias, Mist, and Arden had grabbed a table.

      “I knew you’d win,” Arden said when I sat in the empty chair beside her, across from Mist. “It’s too bad you didn’t draw Joad at one of your tables, though, because he’s in too.”

      “Of course he is,” I said. “But hell, I’m glad for that. It’s no fun if I’m not the one who beats him.”

      Elias laughed and shook his head. He was in full Gandalf mode today, with his long gray beard and loose gray, belted robe. All he needed was a stupid pointy hat, but he’d never be caught dead wearing one of those. “Now I know why I’ve been dreading the day you could enter the Four Skulls, Seth,” he said. “I’m never going to win this damned thing. Not that I need to,” he added with a wink.

      “Yeah, you don’t have a shortage of fame and fortune,” I laughed and looked from him to Mist. “You guys are both in, right?”

      “Barely,” Mist said with a good-natured sigh. “I mean, Elias kicked ass, as usual, but I just made it by the skin of my teeth. Placed third and second.”

      “Well, my dear, you made it. That’s what matters,” Elias said, giving her arm a fatherly pat. “And that’s exactly what we’re celebrating tonight. All these victories.”

      “I’m kinda bummed you guys are going to have all that fun without me,” Arden said as she pouted a little. “Wish I could make the party, but I’ve got a gig at the Starlite.”

      “Which will be awesome,” I said. Arden was an entertainer, a damned good singer who also happened to be able to enhance her act with magic. When she performed, she drew some of the biggest crowds in the UV. “Besides, it’s not like Elias is going to stop throwing parties,” I added with a smirk. “He’d have a party to celebrate finding a twenty-dollar bill in the pocket of his other robe, and he’d spend a few thousand to throw it.”

      “Guilty as charged,” Elias said, grinning. “And speaking of parties, Seth, I haven’t seen you at my last few. Is there something you want to tell me, possibly about a rogue Collector trying to have you killed for a watch?”

      “Er, yeah,” I said with a deliberate cough. I could tell Elias was upset that I hadn’t come to him about it right away. “I was going to talk to you about that tonight. I mean, it’s a pretty recent development, but I’m handling it. More or less.”

      “Yes, so I hear. Mist told me about the amulet,” Elias said. “At least some people manage to keep an old man informed when his friends are being hunted in the streets by everyone who’s ever sold their souls to that Collector.”

      “It’s not like that,” I said as I mentally added, Well, not yet, at least. “I mean, the only person who’s tried to come after me so far was Alistair.”

      Arden gaped at me, and Mist nearly choked on her drink. “That twitchy street guy who runs the Three Card Monte scam?” Mist said as her eyes widened. “What the hell did he sell his soul for? He doesn’t have anything.”

      “Yeah, that’s about what I said.” Honestly, I almost wouldn’t have been surprised if he’d sold it for a hit of vamp blood, but Alistair wasn’t actually stupid. He was weak and sad and kind of smarmy, but his mind was sharp enough to fleece most of the tourists he enticed to his table. “Maybe I’ll ask him after the Enforcers let him go.”

      “Hold on. He got picked up by an Enforcer?” Arden said. “For what?”

      I shrugged. “Probably should’ve been attempted murder, but I doubt that’s the charge they’re going to use,” I said. “Titus is the one who took him, and he doesn’t care if anyone’s trying to kill me.”

      For some reason, Elias looked distinctly uncomfortable when I mentioned Titus. “Why did an Enforcer show up at all?” he said. “As far as I know, they don’t consider Alistair a threat.”

      “Someone called them,” I said. And the more I thought about it, the more I suspected that the someone was Joad. If any of the Enforcers, especially Titus, managed to pin something on me, I’d never make the tournament. Titus would Smite me into next Tuesday if he got half the chance.

      And Joad knew it. He’d been there the first time I tangled with Titus.

      “You know what, there’s something I have to take care of,” I said as I stood from the table. The Enforcers might’ve let Alistair go by now, and I wanted to find out if they had said anything to him about what happened. If Joad was trying to frame me out of the tournament, I might have to take preemptive action to avoid having every bone in my body broken. “Good luck with your gig tonight, Arden,” I said, and then nodded to Elias and Mist. “See you guys at the party.”

      After a round of goodbyes, I headed back through the busy casino with my thoughts in a whirl. All of this stuff — Joad and the tournament, Cayn and the watch, Victor Nash and the amulet he’d commissioned years ago that somehow met my needs perfectly — felt like it added up to a much bigger picture, but I was missing a hell of a lot of puzzle pieces. And I had to find them soon.

      I was so focused on getting to the exit so that I could look for Alistair, I almost ran straight into someone who’d stopped directly in front of me. I did a double-take when I took in the red hair, green eyes, and leather suit.

      “Mr. Wyatt,” Zorah said in almost a whisper, looking around as if she was afraid someone might be listening. “I’d really like to talk to you if you have time. Somewhere else.”

      It was then I realized something I really should’ve noticed before. She was supposedly a Collector, but my amulet wasn’t glowing in her presence. There was something wrong with this picture. “I’m not sure that’s in my best interests,” I said evenly as I met her worried gaze. “You’re not really a Collector, are you?”

      “How …?” Her brow furrowed slightly, and she glanced around again. “I really am, but … it’s kind of a long story,” she said. “I’ll tell you if you’ll have dinner with me. Right now.”

      She sounded almost desperate to get out of the Chute, and for some reason, I kind of felt obliged to protect her from whatever was scaring her. “All right,” I said. “I know a great place on—”

      “We’re going to the Black Cauldron,” Zorah said quickly. “I, er, made a reservation. Okay?”

      “Okay,” I said slowly. I knew of the place, but I’d never been there because it was a grungy little hole in the wall that everyone avoided on principle. But judging from the way she was acting right now, maybe that was the point. “Let’s go, I guess.”

      She grabbed my hand and practically dragged me toward the exit. I gave a bemused smile as she pulled me along, intrigued by all this cloak-and-dagger stuff.

      Whatever she wanted, this was going to be interesting.
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      From the outside, the Black Cauldron looked like someone had decided to nail a bunch of boards across the front of an alley and call whatever was behind it a restaurant. The place was squeezed between a souvenir shop and a secondhand bookstore on Arthur Avenue between Merlin and Camelot, like an unwelcome squatter or a disease waiting to happen.

      But once we got through the door, it was a completely different story.

      “Holy shit. How does nobody know about this place?” I said as I walked inside behind Zorah. There was definitely magic at work here, because the interior was easily four times bigger than the outside and a hell of a lot nicer. In fact, I felt a little dizzy at the abrupt change from shabby to sophisticated. The lights were low and pleasant, gleaming gently off polished wood and brass fixtures. Tables took up most of the place, and the small bar to the left had no stools. Apparently, they wanted their customers to sit down and dine like civilized people.

      Zorah gave a little shrug and waved down a figure standing off to the right. “They keep a low profile,” she said as the figure she’d summoned drifted over to us … literally. As in, he didn’t touch the ground, and he was kind of see-through. But he was wearing a nametag and an apron with a picture of a cauldron on it. “Hey, Jacques,” Zorah said like it wasn’t any big deal that our waiter was a ghost. “Can we get a booth?”

      “Sure thing, Zee,” the ghost said as he pulled two menus from a stand next to the entrance. “Good evening, sir,” he said to me and floated toward the dining room. “Right this way.”

      “Uh. Am I crazy, or is our waiter kind of … dead?” I said under my breath, letting Zorah lead the way. “Because he looks like a ghost, but I could be wrong.”

      Zorah smirked over her shoulder at me. “I believe they prefer the term ‘corporeally challenged,’” she said.

      “They?” I frowned and looked around at the few occupied tables and the two other waitstaff I could see. Everyone in an apron was semi-transparent and floating. “So, you’re saying all the employees here are … er, corporeally challenged,” I said. “Well, that explains why nobody comes here.”

      “I don’t see why that should stop them. Ghosts are people too. For the most part,” Zorah said, smiling at Jacques.

      The waiter nodded, stopped next to a booth and gestured. Zorah slid in first, and I sat at the edge next to her. “Can I start you off with a drink?” he said as he laid the menus down.

      “We’ll just have a pitcher of beer,” Zorah said, and then glanced at me. “I mean, unless you want something else.”

      “Beer works for me,” I said with a grin.

      Jacques drifted off, and I glanced at the menu without really looking. I was more interested in Zorah. “So, I guess you come here often?” I said. “Since you know the waiter and all.”

      “Sometimes,” she said as she smiled and stared at the menu. “It’s usually pretty quiet here. I like that.”

      “Really. Are you saying you’re shy?” I shot her a sidelong look. “That doesn’t seem like a very good trait for a Collector. Oh, wait, I mean ‘dream broker,’” I said, shaking my head. “You can give it all the cute names you want like corporeally challenged, but that doesn’t change what you are.”

      Her shoulders stiffened. “You don’t know anything about me.”

      “I know you’re a Collector,” I said. “You say it’s a long story, but I don’t see how there could be much more to it.”

      “Of course, you don’t see it. You’re human.” She sighed and looked at me. “Look, I’m not supposed to tell you anything about this,” she said. “That’s why I brought you here. Even this place isn’t as safe as it should be, but it’s a lot better than the Chute.”

      Well, at least I knew that was the truth. There were plenty of eyes and ears around, especially in the big casinos. “Okay, I get the point,” I said. “But you haven’t actually told me anything, have you?”

      Just then, Jacques floated over with a pitcher of beer and a pair of frosted plastic tumblers. “Are we ready to order?” he said.

      “I’ll have my usual, please,” Zorah said as she handed him her menu, and then looked expectantly at me.

      “Uh, yeah. I’ll have …” I skimmed the menu, trying to decide between the Cauldron Blackened Steak and the Big Bat Burger. “Hey, Jacques. Mind if I ask you something?” I said. “Why does a ghost need a job? I mean, I’d think you would want to enjoy your eternal rest, not go into customer service.”

      Jacques laughed. “Honestly, that whole eternal rest thing gets boring pretty fast,” he said. “And this job’s got great benefits. Like all the food I can’t eat.”

      “Yeah, that must be awesome,” I said, grinning. “I’ll try the steak, medium well.”

      “You got it,” Jacques said as he took my menu. “Just call me over if you need anything.”

      As the waiter bobbed gently away, Zorah separated the glasses and poured them both full. “I bet you think all the Collectors are dark elves, don’t you?” she said softly.

      I raised an eyebrow. “Aren’t they?”

      “Most are. They consider it an honor to collect souls for … the master,” she said with a shudder. “But a few of us didn’t choose this particular job and never would have.”

      “Wait a minute,” I said. “Are you saying you were forced into service?”

      “I was bought, more or less.” She wrapped both hands around her beer glass but didn’t drink it. “I’m not a dark elf. I’m … something else,” she said, shaking her head as her expression turned bitter. “I can’t exactly tell you what I am, but I can tell you that this isn’t what we do. We’re a peaceful race, and we generally avoid humans. I have to say, I’m starting to understand why.”

      “Hey, we’re not all bad,” I said, already feeling kind of sorry for her, even though I wasn’t sure how much of this I believed. “I don’t know about the rest of them, but I’m pretty awesome.”

      That got her to laugh a little. “I guess I’m impressed that you wouldn’t sell your soul to me. Or Cayn,” she said. “I really can’t believe how easy it is with some people.”

      “Yeah, well, if I had to do it, I’d definitely make a deal with you over him.” I took a sip of the beer, glad to discover that it was smooth and ice cold. “But I’d never do it. So, how about you tell me about this master of the Collectors and how he ended up buying you?”

      Her lips thinned. “I can’t.”

      “There’s a surprise,” I said. “How much of an idiot do you think I am? I mean, Collectors tell more lies than demons. Do you really expect me to believe that you’re being forced to go around taking people’s souls?”

      She gave me a sharp look, and then sighed. “I guess I don’t expect you to,” she said. “All I can say is … well, look at me. It’s pretty obvious I’m not one of them.”

      I guessed she did have a point. And my amulet didn’t glow around her, so that went a long way toward proving that no matter what else she was, she wasn’t like the other Collectors.

      “Okay, fine. Maybe you’re not lying,” I said. “So, if you’re not going to spill the details of your sob story, why did you bring me here?”

      “Because, believe it or not, I want to help you,” she said with a sigh. “What you said about Cayn breaking the rules … it’s not good. I may be able to find out what he’s up to, but I have to know more about what happened with you and him and that trinket of yours. And then, maybe, we can stop him.”

      “So, you’re trying to save my life, huh?” I smiled and shook my head. “All right, then. I’ll tell you about it.”

      There wasn’t much to tell, really. I’d run into Cayn at the Oaken Barrel, one of my favorite small casinos because there was never any trouble, where he was aggressively trying to seduce one of my friends into selling her soul. Emma wasn’t quite falling for it, but she was close enough to interested that I felt like I had to intervene. And when I told the son of a bitch to go pound sand somewhere else, he decided to try making me his next mark.

      Eventually, he figured out there was no way in hell I’d bargain with him. So he changed tack, attempted to appeal to the gambler in me. He said he’d play me for a contract, and if I lost, I’d still get whatever I wanted in exchange for my soul. He wagered the roulette watch and a promise that he’d never come into the Oaken Barrel again if I won.

      He’d been so goddamned smug, so convinced I’d never be able to beat him, that I had to take him up on it. And he’d been furious when I won, but he gave me the watch and left the casino without any fuss.

      “I didn’t hear another word about it until a few days ago, when this half-demon set up a private game and then tried to jump me and take the watch after he lost,” I said as I finished telling her the story. “He said Cayn sent him to get it back. And then I find out about the deal Cayn’s offering to his victims. Obviously, something happened between the game and a few days ago that made him decide he needs the watch.” I shrugged and drained some of my beer. “I just don’t know what.”

      Zorah stared into her drink as if it was going to give her some answers. “I don’t know either, but I’ll try to find out,” she said, and let out a quick breath. “Cayn has to be stopped.”

      “So, you do want to save my life,” I said with a smirk. “How sweet.”

      “Honestly, it’s mostly that I want to bring Cayn down,” she said. “I can’t stand that asshole. He’s the meanest, dirtiest, most fanatical Collector out there, and he should have been out of commission a long time ago.” She glanced at me and smiled a little. “But I guess saving your life is a good thing, too. You’re all right, for a human.”

      “Thanks for that glowing compliment,” I said, and lifted my glass. “Here’s to bringing Cayn down and saving my life as a side effect.”

      She laughed and clinked her glass with mine. “I’ll drink to that.”
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      After a pleasant but strange dinner with Zorah that left me with more questions than answers, I spent a little time walking the streets and looking for Alistair, to no avail. Eventually, I gave up and headed for Elias’s place. When I got there around nine that night, the party was already in full swing.

      Elias lived in one of the three actual mansions in the UV, with the other two belonging to Fezak, the goblin owner of the Chute and the five Council members from the city founders’ families. Each of the mansions had a distinct flair of personality or lack thereof. Fezak’s was supposed to be Victorian, but he’d painted it with so many garish, clashing colors that it almost hurt to look at. The Council mansion was just as austere and stuffy as the people who lived there.

      And Elias’s was Gothic all the way, with black shingles and arched iron windows, turret towers topped with gargoyles and decorative spires. Ravens felt compelled to roost on his roof, and if there were ever lightning down here, it would be drawn to flash dramatically around the place.

      The double front doors were thrown wide open, and a steady stream of people flowed in and out of the place, mingling and chatting, carrying various drinks that smoked, sparked, or flamed. I made my way through the crowd, greeting and waving and shaking hands, keeping an eye out for Mist. I was looking forward to stealing some time with her before I got down to partying.

      Finally, I made it inside the house and to the vast main room, which would’ve been a living room in any other place. But here, it was a grand ballroom. Just like he did for every party, Elias had pushed all the furniture against the walls to leave plenty of room for people to hang around, or dance if they felt like it, beneath the massive crystal chandelier. The music was pumping, the floor was packed, and so was the wide curved staircase and the balcony that circled the room. A few creative couples had floated themselves above the crowd to take a few twirls around the chandelier.

      I’d just spotted Elias and was making my way over to greet him when Princess spoke up for the first time today. I’m not sure you should be around so many people right now, she said in my head. Who knows how many of them are working for Cayn?

      “Good morning to you, too,” I said with a relieved smile. Joad had really taken a lot out of her with that damned Agony Orb. She’d barely eaten last night, and she’d been sleeping almost constantly. I was glad to hear her up and about, if a bit cranky. “You worry too much. That’s why I have the amulet, you know,” I said. “To keep people from sneaking up on me.”

      And it worked so well with that female Collector, Princess said dryly.

      “So, you were paying attention,” I said. “Well, apparently, she’s the exception to the rule.”

      I still didn’t know what to make of Zorah, to be honest. I wanted to trust her, but it was hard to believe her story when she claimed she couldn’t give me any details about anything. But for now, the one thing I did believe was that she wanted to take Cayn out of the picture. We definitely agreed on that.

      “Anyway, I’ll be fine,” I said to Princess. “How are you doing?”

      Tired, but mending, thank you, she said. I’m going to sleep. Just try to stay out of trouble, will you?

      “I’ll do my best,” I said just as I reached Elias and an older woman in a sapphire blue dress he was currently talking to.

      Elias looked at me with a furrowed brow. “Your best what?”

      “Nothing. I was talking to Princess,” I said, and nodded at the woman I didn’t know. “Hey, there,” I said. “I’m not here to interrupt, so carry on. I can wait.”

      “Actually, Elias and I were just finishing up,” the woman said with a smile. “For now, at least.” She winked at the necromancer and then extended a slim, bejeweled hand toward me. “I’m Leila Monro. And you are?”

      “Seth Wyatt,” I said, shooting a grin at Elias before I shook her hand. “Nice to meet you.”

      “Ah, the prodigal son. It’s nice to meet you, Seth,” she said and then turned to Elias. “Tomorrow, then? I’ll be ready at six.”

      Elias gave a muffled cough. “Yes, six will be fine,” he said with a stiff little bow.

      “All right. See you then.” She flashed a dazzling smile, and her fingers trailed along Elias’s arm as she walked away.

      I watched her for a minute, and then laughed when she was out of earshot. “See, I told you that you’re never too old to score,” I said.

      “It’s just business,” Elias muttered, but a small smile creased his lips.

      “Sure, it is. That was a real business-like wink she threw at you,” I said as I clapped the old man on the shoulder. “Hey, you haven’t seen Mist around, have you? I’m supposed to be her date tonight.”

      “No, I haven’t seen her yet,” he said, looking around at the crowd. “But since your date hasn’t arrived, maybe you could indulge me for a minute and follow me to the library? I need to know a bit more about what’s been happening with you the last few days.”

      I shrugged. “Sure, but I don’t know much about it yet myself.”

      “That’s exactly why we need to talk,” he said. “Come on.”

      I followed Elias around the back of the crowded ballroom to the short hallway past the staircase, where the locked door to his library stood at the end. He never left the room open with a full house, since his collection of books, scrolls, and tablets was worth millions by itself. He opened the door and ushered me inside, and then stepped through and locked up behind us.

      The circular room that contained the library was almost as big as the ballroom, with packed shelves of books covering every wall and reaching all the way up to the vaulted ceiling and its wasted skylight, since there was no sun down here. Tables and desks with individual lamps were arranged in a loose grid at the center of the room, and several overstuffed armchairs were positioned closer to the shelves. Overall, it was a room that demanded quiet reverence.

      Elias gestured for me to sit at the nearest table, and he took the chair across from me. “So, what’s the deal with this watch of yours?” he said. “And why is this Collector so desperate to get it back?”

      “That last part’s the one I don’t know,” I said. I told Elias briefly about the half-demon Blaze, and Arden finding out about Cayn’s deal with his victims. He already knew about Alistair. “As for the watch, I had Golar check it out. He figured out how it works, but he couldn’t find much more about it. Like, he doesn’t know what kind of magic it uses or where it came from.”

      Elias frowned. “That’s unusual and a little worrying,” he said. “Golar can pretty much identify everything. What did he learn about it, if not its origins?”

      “Well, it shifts the user into alterspace for as many seconds as the spin lands,” I told him. “Unless it lands on zero, in which case it summons an invisible killer dog. Golar called it an alterhound, and I guess it ate his revenant.” I flashed a crooked smile. “Haven’t run into that particular problem yet, myself. Oh, and he also said the watch has a secondary function, that it’s some kind of combination lock. But he doesn’t know how to engage the function or what it’s locking.”

      “This doesn’t sound good, at all,” Elias said. “In fact, it sounds like you shouldn’t be using that watch for anything. You don’t know what else it might do, and what happens if you summon one of those creatures?”

      I shook my head. “It’ll be fine. I’d like to think I’m a little more skilled at combat than a revenant,” I said. “Besides, I’m honestly more worried about Joad and this bullshit about keeping me out of the tournament. I think he’s trying to get me picked up by the Enforcers, and Titus really has it out for me lately. He keeps showing up every time.”

      Once again, Elias looked incredibly uncomfortable when I mentioned Titus. “You’re sure about that?” he said. “I mean, that Titus is making it personal?”

      “Yeah, pretty sure. He called me a scoundrel,” I said with a grin. “But I kinda like that. Anyway, I’m not that worried about Titus. What I really want to know is why Joad’s so desperate to win this year.”

      “Yes, that is somewhat strange.” Elias seemed relieved to change the subject away from the Enforcer, which I thought was somewhat strange. But I wouldn’t ask about that right now. “I’d assume he really wants the prize. It’s some kind of luck pendant this year, isn’t it?”

      “That’s what I heard.” I stood and stretched, eager to get back to the party and see if Mist was here yet. “Maybe you could dig around, find out more about it? Fezak might actually speak to you.”

      Elias got up slowly, still looking concerned. “I’ll do that,” he said. “But Seth, I want you to be careful with this watch. You don’t know enough about it, and if you end up somehow engaging the secondary function … well, you may regret opening whatever it’s keeping locked.”

      “I’ll be careful, I promise,” I said. “I’m not going to mess with it too much. But the shifting thing is really handy, especially when a bunch of people are trying to kill me.”

      “All right. That’s all I can ask,” Elias said as he headed for the library door to unlock it. “Now, I think there may be a party going on outside this door. We should probably join it.”

      I laughed. “Good idea.”

      Just as we both stepped out of the library and Elias was locking the door back up, I caught sight of Mist pushing through the crowd toward the back of the room. At least all that bright blue hair made her easy to spot. She was wearing a shimmery silver dress that was more gauze than material and clung to her curves in a way that practically made my mouth water.

      “I knew I’d find you two hiding out back here,” Mist said as she broke through and entered the short hallway. “So, what’s going on, a secret conference or something?”

      “Nah. I was just filling in the old man on my new life as a giant, flashing target,” I said as I slipped an arm around her waist. “You look incredible.”

      “Thanks,” she said, blushing as she leaned in to kiss my cheek. “Hey, Elias. Awesome party, as usual,” she said.

      Elias nodded and smiled. “Thank you, my dear. And now I believe I’d better mingle with the guests before they get nervous.” He gave the two of us a long look and raised an eyebrow. “By the way, I’d recommend a third-floor bedroom. They’ve been aired out more recently,” he said and waved as he walked into the crowds.

      Mist managed to blush even harder. “I guess we’re not as discreet as we thought, huh?”

      “I’m pretty sure he knows everything that goes on in this house,” I said. “And he doesn’t mind, obviously. So … third-floor bedroom?”

      She giggled and slipped a hand in mine. “Sounds good to me.”
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      We ended up spending almost an hour in the bedroom, and it was a very good hour. When we eventually snuck back down like a couple of guilty teenagers, the party was still going strong. We made our way around the balcony, chatting briefly with a few people we knew along the way, and eventually got clear to the stairs.

      “Did you want to hang out up here, or should we go down and get some drinks?” I said.

      “Drinks first. Then we socialize,” Mist said as she slipped an arm through mine. “I want you all to myself for a little while longer.”

      I grinned. “Yeah, I think I need to catch my breath for a few minutes, too.”

      As we started down the stairs, my Soul Amulet started to flicker, and then pulse with a soft glow. “Well, shit,” I said as I slowed and glanced down. “That’s probably not good.”

      Mist looked at me and gasped. “Isn’t that the amulet I sold you at the Trove?”

      “Yeah, it is.” I stopped in the middle of the staircase and stared out across the crowd, looking for anyone who might be focused on me. It didn’t take long to figure out who’d tripped the amulet’s alarm, and my gut gave a little twist when I recognized him. Long dark hair, pointed ears, dressed in battered leather wraps and boots practically up to his asshole. Cayn himself. “Who the hell let him in here?” I muttered under my breath.

      Cayn saw me looking at him and gave a very unpleasant smile. Then his lips started moving. I couldn’t hear him over the noise of the party, but from the direct stare and the way he held himself, I could tell he was casting a spell. Before I could react any further, he gestured sharply toward the bottom of the stairs. The air shimmered, and something big and black, sort of dog-shaped, semi-transparent and snarling stepped out from the nothing.

      I glanced at Cayn again, and this time I made out the shape of the single word that left his lips.

      Fetch.

      “Oh, shit.” I took a step toward the beast, keeping my eyes on its glittering red gaze. So far it was moving slowly. “Mist, you need to go back upstairs and stay there. Somewhere away from me,” I said without turning around.

      “Why, what’s going on?” she said. “Oh my God, is that Cayn?”

      From the corner of my eye, I saw the Collector heading back through the crowds toward the exit. “Yeah, but it’s not him I worried about. It’s the dog.”

      “What dog?” Mist nearly shouted as a few heads started to turn toward the stairs.

      Okay, so this was the same kind of creature Golar had talked about. Nobody could see the damned thing but its intended target … me. “Never mind, just go!” I called back as the dog-thing let out an unearthly howl that seemed to shake the room, even though no one reacted.

      Summon me, Princess said suddenly. I’ll take care of the beast.

      “No, you’re still not rested enough,” I said as I moved another step down and called the combat dice to my hand. “That thing might be able to kill you, and I’m not taking that risk.

      And you don’t think it will kill you? she said.

      “I guess we’ll see.” I tossed the dice on the stair, and my roll landed on six. Hopefully, energy blasts were better than nothing. “Get out of the way!” I shouted at a trio of giggling girls who were headed toward the stairs and already within a few feet of the alterhound.

      They gave me dirty looks until I fired off a green bolt at the dog. Then one of them screamed, and more people started to take notice.

      Unfortunately, all they saw was me blasting a spell at nothing. The green beam went right through the insubstantial dog and hit the floor, leaving a small scorch mark as it exploded into harmless sparks.

      That was when the dog charged me.

      I summoned the dice back to my hand and sent them back to alterspace, seconds before the black creature leaped. I dove aside, but it caught my arm and its teeth sunk into my flesh. With a fierce growl, the alterhound whipped its massive head around and tossed me over the banister.

      I hit the floor on my back and groaned, scrambling to my feet quickly as gasps and shouts circulated around the room. If I couldn’t blast the damned thing, at least I had to lead it out of here, away from all these people. I tapped the roulette watch twice and moved back as the dog sailed over the railing, landing on all fours right where I’d been seconds before.

      The watch landed on 27, and as I shifted into alterspace, the world around me shimmered into grainy, flickering monochrome ghosts.

      Everything, that was, except the dog. Now it was very solid and very angry.

      I turned and sprinted across the ballroom, passing right through people on the way, ignoring all the murmurs and cries as everyone tried to figure out what the hell just happened. The alterhound thundered along behind me, shaking the ground as it ran. Once I got outside and past the crowds, into Elias’s empty private drive, I turned to face the creature and fired the remaining five blasts from the dice at it.

      Two of them actually hit the damned thing, drawing a few pained yelps and the stink of singed fur. But the counter on the watch ran down before I could throw the last three, and the attacks did nothing once I’d shifted back out of alterspace.

      Those two blasts weren’t nearly enough to stop the hound.

      “Goddamn it,” I said aloud, looking around for something I could try to use as a weapon. The watch wouldn’t work again for nearly thirty minutes, and I definitely didn’t have that long before I was dog chow. The beast was already shaking off the effects of the bolts and coming toward me again.

      “Seth!” a woman’s voice called from behind me. “Here, take this.”

      I whirled around just in time to catch sight of Zorah, who was wearing a pair of strange-looking leather and brass goggles. She tossed a long, slender metal object at me, and I caught it reflexively. It was bronze, about three feet long with a wicked point at one end. Kind of looked like a railroad spike mounted on a sword handle.

      “Great,” I said as I walked back from the advancing, snarling dog. “What is it?”

      “It’ll kill that damned thing, that’s what,” she said. “Hurry!”

      She didn’t have to tell me twice. The alterhound loped toward me, picking up speed, and when it lunged at me with spittle flying from its gleaming fangs, I crouched low and drove the spike into its breast as hard as I could.

      The dog let out a gurgling whine and thumped to the ground, landing on its side with semi-transparent black gunk oozing out around the spike. Its sides heaved a few times, and then its red eyes rolled back into its head as the creature shuddered into stillness.

      I shuddered out a breath and looked at Zorah, who’d stopped several feet back. “How did you know …?”

      “I was following Cayn. I’m sorry, but I can’t stay,” she said as she removed the goggles and shoved them in her jacket pocket. “You can keep the weapon. Looks like you might need it.”

      “Wait a second,” I said as I took a step toward her. “Can’t you—”

      “I have to go.” She shook her head, spun on a heel and just about sprinted down the drive, toward the main road.

      I sighed and watched her for a minute, and then shuffled over to the dead alterhound and yanked the bronze spike thing out. It came free with a nasty, wet sucking sound and a loud crack. The blade was solid, but the black blood coating it was spectral and shimmering like oil.

      Perhaps you should call it a night? Princess said with concern in her voice.

      “Nah, Cayn’s long gone,” I said. “Besides, they’re gonna want to know what all that was about.”

      I suppose. But let me repeat … please do not get yourself killed.

      “Believe me, I’m trying not to,” I said with a grimace, walking toward the lawn that bordered the drive. As I knelt to wipe the blade clean on the grass, two figures came out of the house and headed toward me. Mist and Elias, both of their faces tense with worry.

      I could hardly wait to explain how I’d been attacked by an invisible dog.
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      The morning after the party, I woke up ridiculously early with a snarling stomach, thanks to a too-early dinner followed by a steady stream of alcohol. Fighting that alterhound hadn’t helped much, either. At least I’d made sure no one else at the party had gotten hurt, and things had settled down once I’d more or less explained to Mist and Elias what happened, and Elias had told everyone that things were fine.

      Apparently, no one had noticed Cayn coming in, and no one saw him leaving. But I knew I didn't imagine him there because Mist had seen him too.

      A quick look in the fridge convinced me to go out to breakfast. Not that I didn’t have food; I just didn’t want to be bothered cooking any of it. I showered and dressed, and as I headed out the penthouse door to the elevator, Princess said, Maybe you should stay home today. I don’t like what happened last night.

      “Yeah, I’m not too thrilled with it either.” I shrugged. “But I’m not going to let Cayn or Joad or anybody else force me into hiding.”

      Not hiding. Maintaining the home base advantage, she said. Besides, it can’t be considered hiding, since they probably know where you live.

      “If that’s supposed to make me feel better, it didn’t work,” I said, smirking as I thumbed the elevator button to head down. “And you just proved my point. It’s not hard to figure out where I live so any of these assholes could attack me here just as well as out there. Which means I might as well go out and enjoy myself if they’re going to come after me anyway.”

      I patted my trench coat to make sure the dog-killing spike was still in there and found my thoughts turning to Zorah again. How she’d shown up just in time and claimed to be following Cayn, even though he was already gone when she got to the mansion. How she conveniently had to leave, right that second, without answering any questions.

      Admittedly, she had saved my life or at least saved me from being delivered to Cayn in a bloody heap. Because the Collector had definitely told the dog to fetch.

      Princess made a sound of displeasure as the elevator dinged and the doors slid open. I still don’t like you going out alone, she said.

      “Well, I won’t be alone. I’ll have you,” I said as I stepped into the elevator car and hit the lobby button, watching the doors close.

      Obviously. She didn’t sound convinced. You will summon me, should anything happen?

      “That depends on how you’re feeling,” I said, idly watching the small, silent TV screen above the elevator panel that played a constant news feed from the normal world. Celebrities and politics and other shit I didn’t have to think about anymore and hadn’t for years. “Like I said, I won’t risk losing you.”

      I feel better, thank you for asking, she said. I mean it, Seth. Don’t hesitate to summon me.

      “I won’t. But I don’t think I’ll have to.” Sure, it felt like half the city was after me, but I could handle it. I’d dealt with plenty of vengeful assholes before. Down here, fighting off opponents was practically a way of life.

      The elevator stopped, and I walked through the lobby and stepped outside. It may have been eight in the morning, but it was still nighttime in the UV, like always. Today the weather wizards had gone for a pleasant sixty-five with low humidity and a warm, gentle breeze. I’d gotten used to living in the never-ending night, so much that on the rare occasion I visited the rest of the world, it felt alien to see the sun in the sky.

      Last night’s experience at the Black Cauldron had been interesting enough that I felt like trying a new place out for breakfast this morning. I remembered a little café with sidewalk tables a few blocks off the main Restaurant Row that I’d never checked out, so I headed straight down Wizard Way, the main avenue through the heart of the city. Since most of the people around here were night owls, the few early risers tended to stick to the main drags, and it wouldn’t hurt to be around witnesses.

      Just in case Joad got it into his head to attack me again.

      Seth? The tentative voice in my head surprised me since I’d thought Princess had gone back to sleep. I think … I might have remembered something last night. About my past.

      “You did?” Okay, that was unexpected. Princess never talked about her amnesia, and she’d never even indicated that she wanted to remember her past. “What about it?”

      I’m not sure yet. Princess paused, and I could feel her searching for words. It had to do with that creature, the hound. Something about it … frightened me. But it was a remembered fear. After another hesitation, she said, Does that make sense at all?

      “Yeah, I get what you’re saying. Not that particular dog, but a memory that they exist,” I said as I passed the intersection of Wizard Way and Restaurant Row and slowed to glance down side streets. “Right?”

      Yes, exactly. She gave a soft sigh. Something tells me I don’t want to remember my past. There is a great darkness there.

      Her words were chilling. “Well, whatever’s back there, it’s not going to catch up to you. I won’t let it.” I spotted sidewalk tables down Familiar Lane and headed that way. “I promise I’ll keep you safe.”

      Thank you, Princess said softly. Though honestly, if it’s as bad as I feel it is … you may not be able to.

      I decided to worry about that when we knew more. But whatever it was, wherever she’d come from, I’d make sure I didn’t hurt her. “Well, just let me know if you remember anything else,” I said as I neared the café and read the sign above the door: The Wilting Flower. No wonder I’d never eaten at this place, with a name like that. But I was already here, so I might as well give it a try. “Meanwhile, let’s get some breakfast.”

      You enjoy yourself. It’s time for my early morning nap, Princess said. I promise I will eat later.

      “All right. You’d better,” I said, still a little worried about her. She hadn’t had much of an appetite since Joad and his damned Agony Orb. “Goodnight, Princess.”

      Her answer was a wordless, contented shiver of sound as she curled up and slept.

      I’d no sooner seated myself at one of the sidewalk tables in front of The Wilting Flower when a bleary-eyed, white-haired waitress who looked like she should’ve retired thirty years ago came out through the doors with a plastic self-serve coffee pot in one hand and a dark blue mug in the other. She headed for my table, squinting at me. “Haven’t seen you before, so here’s the rules,” she said as she put the coffee pot and mug in front of me. “We don’t do tea or crappuchinos here, none of that fancy stuff. You get coffee for breakfast if you want it, water if you don’t. This is the menu.” She took a small plastic square from her apron pocket and slapped it down.

      With a slight frown, I leaned over and read the brief list printed on the plastic-coated paper:

      BREAKFAST

      1. Just Keep the Coffee Coming

      2. Not That Hungry

      3. I’d Like Some Food

      4. Starving

      5. Massive Hangover

      6. Surprise Me

      I blinked a few times, picked up the menu card and turned it over. There was nothing on the back. “Interesting choices,” I said. “So, what’s for lunch, Three Martinis through Haven’t Eaten In Weeks?”

      “It’s not lunch time, is it? It’s breakfast time,” the waitress said shortly. “So you get breakfast. And don’t bother asking me what’s the special, because everybody does. It ain’t funny.”

      “Got it,” I said with a smirk. “Okay, I’ll take the number six. And I’ll keep the coffee.”

      “What a surprise,” the world’s oldest waitress deadpanned as she snatched the menu back. “Don’t you try flirting with me either, Mister Sir. I’ve got offers out the wazoo, and I don’t have time for all of you men.”

      “Damn. There goes my plan for the evening,” I said.

      She glared at me, then whirled and stalked back into the restaurant.

      I decided I liked her.

      While I waited for my surprise breakfast, I fixed myself a steaming cup of coffee and took a tentative sip, fully expecting the stuff to taste like hot tar. But it was surprisingly good. In fact, it might’ve been the best coffee I’d ever tried in the UV.

      I finished the first cup fast and poured a second, realizing that I felt a little sleepy. That was the opposite effect coffee was supposed to have. I chalked it up to the long night and the early start and figured the second cup would perk me right up.

      But when I’d gotten about halfway through the mug, I was downright drowsy.

      The café door opened. I expected the brusque old waitress, and maybe a plate of live octopus or metal shavings drizzled with maple syrup or something equally surprising. Instead, a slim man in a stained white apron, with long blond hair pulled back in a ponytail and a skull-and-crossbones earring dangling from one ear, walked out and headed confidently toward my table.

      My amulet started to glow as he approached.

      “Hey, back off,” I blurted as I stood from the table, and the whole world suddenly spun around me.  I collapsed to one knee almost without realizing it. “The hell’s going on?” I said, my tongue thick in my mouth.

      “Relax, Mr. Wyatt,” the man in the white apron said. “I’m the head chef here. Just wanted to tell you that breakfast is going to be delayed for a few minutes.”

      Hearing my name from this complete stranger’s mouth spiked adrenaline through me, and I almost managed to get up. But not quite. “You poisoned me,” I said or tried to say. Except none of my muscles would cooperate the right way, and what came out of my mouth was a garbled mess of sound.

      The guy was talking again. “It’s only a sedative. You’ll be fine as soon as—”

      That was all I heard before blackness closed in around me.
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      I woke up in a comfortable bed, which was about the last thing I expected.

      The first thing I did was sit up too fast. I’d figured I must’ve been tied down, but when it turned out I wasn’t, I bolted upright, and the blood rushed to my head, making my surroundings spin like a carnival ride.

      “Take it easy, Seth,” a voice said. “It’ll wear off in a minute.”

      I knew that voice, and it only made this whole situation more confusing. “Zorah?”

      “Yes, it’s me. I’m sorry about all this secrecy,” she said as my vision slowly settled, and I made out a wall with a dresser against it across from the foot of the bed. “But I found out a few important things, and I needed to tell you in private.”

      I blinked a few times, clearing away the rest of the bleariness, and turned my head toward the sound of her voice. She was sitting on the edge of an easy chair next to an end table with a lamp on it, the lines of her body tense as she watched me nervously. “So instead of, I don’t know, getting a motel room or going for a walk, you had me drugged,” I said. “Because that’s a totally sane way to have a private conversation.”

      “You’re right. It’s not sane,” she said. “But I can’t take any chances that someone will find out I’m helping you. If it gets back to him, he’ll kill me. And it won’t be quick.”

      “Gets back to who?” I said. “Cayn?”

      She stared at me for so long, I thought she wouldn’t answer. Finally, she said, “Oberon.”

      From the way she said the name, in a half-scared whisper, I guessed that must be the mysterious ‘master’ that everyone said the Collectors had, but no one knew anything about. Still, I wanted to make sure. “And he would be …?”

      “In charge,” she said abruptly, her tone closing off that particular avenue of conversation.

      “Okay, then.” Some of the thickness had drained from my senses, and I was starting to feel normal again. I eased over to the side of the bed and swung my legs slowly down, so I was seated facing her. “Shit, your guy really whammied me,” I said. “I mean the chef or whatever. I’m assuming he works for you.”

      “Not exactly. Leonard is … one of mine,” she said carefully.

      I knew what that meant. He must’ve sold his soul to her, which explained why my amulet lit up. At least he wasn’t one of Cayn’s. “So, what’d he get out of the bargain?” I said. “Because if it’s that shitty, ridiculous restaurant, you gave him a raw deal.”

      “My bargains are confidential,” Zorah said, her eyes flashing with an emotion I couldn’t place.

      “Well, I guess it’s nice that your so-called clients can trust you.” That was as far as I planned to get into the whole thing about her being a Collector. I was close to believing her story about somehow being forced into the job, especially considering the way she’d said Oberon’s name, but I wasn’t quite there yet. “Anyway, what did you want to tell me?”

      She sighed and bit her lip, then leaned forward and clasped her hands between her legs. “It’s not as much as I wanted to know, at least not yet,” she said. “But I did find out why Cayn wants that watch back so badly … enough to break the rules for it. Which, unfortunately, he has permission to do,” she added bitterly.

      “Are you kidding me?” I said. “So even if we stop him, Cayn’s not going down for this.”

      “Oh, he will go down. If he fails.” Zorah’s hands broke apart, and she flexed them and stood. “But then you’ll have an even bigger problem because that watch belongs to Oberon.” She shivered slightly and looked away. “He is absolutely furious. He needs it for something, and if Cayn doesn’t get it back, he’s not going to just forget about it. He’ll send something else after you. And whatever it is, it’ll be a lot worse than Cayn.”

      Great. As if the multiple vendettas I had going against me weren’t enough, now I had the master of the Collectors on my ass. That didn’t seem like it’d end well for me. “Okay, so what do you recommend I do about this?” I said. “If you say give Oberon the watch back—”

      “No! You definitely shouldn’t do that.” She looked straight at me with worried green eyes that reminded me of Princess. “Whatever he wants it for, it’s bad, because Oberon doesn’t do anything good. Ever.” A bitter expression flashed across her face. “Unfortunately, I’m not sure what you should do, other than wait for me to find out more about what’s going on. And not let Cayn get his hands on that watch.”

      “Trust me, that’s not in the cards,” I said, thinking about the other function of the watch, the lock part. And how a luck pendant might be useful in getting a random device, like a roulette wheel, to land on certain numbers in sequence. Say, to open a combination lock.

      The idea that started to form in my mind was not a pleasant one.

      “Hey, Zorah,” I said carefully as I considered how to frame this. She was obviously reluctant to say anything about Oberon, but maybe if I mentioned the other pieces of this potential puzzle, she’d draw the same conclusions I just had. “Do you know a guy named Joad Baylor?”

      Frown lines creased her brow. “Not personally,” she said. “I hear he’s rich and kind of a prick, but that’s all I know. Why?”

      “Kind of a prick. That’s an understatement.” I shook my head. “Him and I have never been friends, but right now we’re downright enemies. He wants to keep me from playing in the Four Skulls tournament because he seems convinced I’m the only one who could beat him. I think he tried to get an Enforcer to detain me the other day. And right before I went to sign up for the tournament, he definitely tried to kill me.”

      Her mouth fell open. “Couldn’t you report him to someone?”

      “I probably could, but I’m not sure they’d do anything. It’s Joad’s word against mine, he’s richer than me, and the Enforcers don’t like me. One in particular,” I said, still wondering why Titus held such a grudge … and what Elias knew about it. Because the old man obviously knew something he wasn’t telling me. “Anyway, for some reason, Joad is hell-bent on getting this year’s tournament prize, which is a luck pendant.”

      If that rang any bells for Zorah, it didn’t show in her face. “Why does he want it so badly?” she said.

      “I have no idea. But there’s something else that I didn’t think about in connection with Joad and the tournament, until just now,” I said as I glanced at my coat sleeve pulled over the watch. “I had Golar check out the roulette watch, and he says it has a secondary function. It’s some kind of lock. And now I’m thinking, random spins plus luck might equal hitting a certain combination.

      Zorah blanched the instant her mind put it together. She started moving slowly toward the bed. “You think he wants to unlock the watch,” she said.

      “Maybe.” I gave a deliberately casual shrug. “Or maybe he’s working for someone else who wants to unlock the watch.”

      “Oberon,” she whispered, turning and sinking down to perch beside me.

      Yeah. That’s what I’d been thinking.

      “Does your boss ever hire contractors to do his dirty work?” I said. “I mean, if that’s something you can tell me.”

      She shuddered and closed her eyes. “Usually he just forces whoever he wants to do his bidding, on pain of death,” she said, her lips barely moving. “But with humans, he’s found it more … productive to appeal to their greedy nature, their lust for power. That’s why he bargains for their souls. It’s rare for him to strike a deal directly with a human, but it has happened.” She looked at me with deep concern. “If you’re right about this, Oberon could be planning something far worse than I thought.”

      I raised an eyebrow. “What did you think he was planning?”

      “Oh, just the usual,” she said with a wan smile. “Death and destruction, things like that.”

      “Great. So now you think he’s got something worse than death and destruction in mind?” I said. “Well, I guess that means we’ll just have to stop him, or at least stop Cayn and Joad. Right?”

      “Right,” she said uncertainly, but then she pulled herself together a little. “I’ll see if I can find anything out about this tournament prize and about Joad,” she said. “I’m not sure how long it’ll take.”

      “Let’s say it won’t take longer than two days because that’s when the tournament is happening,” I said.

      She winced at that, and a resolute expression came over her. “All right. Two days,” she said and started to stand. Then she looked at me and settled back down. “I don’t usually do this, but I really like you. And if you’re not busy, well, there’s a bed right here …” She trailed off and blushed slightly. “I mean, since we’re going to work together and all, I thought maybe we could have a little fun.”

      For a second I wondered if I was really going to sleep with a Collector. But I did believe her story about being forced to work for Oberon, and she was trying to rebel against him. And I was definitely interested in her. “I think you’re right,” I said as I slid my jacket off. “It’d be a shame to waste this perfectly good bed.”

      She flashed a quick smile, leaned over and kissed me. I groaned as she tugged at my shirt and drew back to take it off. But when she caught sight of the tattoo on my chest, she froze and stared at me.

      As if she’d seen a ghost.

      “What is it?” I said, glancing from the likeness of Princess back to her shocked features. “Do you know her?”

      Zorah recovered instantly and laughed, and it sounded perfectly normal. “Your tattoo has a gender?” she said. “No, I can’t say I’m acquainted with any tigers. Is, uh, she someone you know?”

      “Kind of,” I said slowly. I knew I hadn’t imagined the stunned look on her face, the flash of recognition in her eyes. She’d played it off smoothly enough, but it had been there. She knew something.

      Then she was unbuttoning my jeans and slipping her hand down them, and I decided that my questions could wait a little while.
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      Later that night, I was once again headed to the Dregs, this time in response to Golar’s summons. He’d actually used his raven to send me a written message asking me to come to the shop, and the damned bird wouldn’t go away until I gave it a cookie. Luckily, the ‘talking’ raven couldn’t immediately tell the difference between a cookie and the crumpled napkin I’d found in my pocket from one restaurant or another.

      But I’d stopped to buy a small pack of crackers on the way to the pawn shop, just in case the bird decided to hold a grudge.

      I still didn’t know where Zorah had taken me. When we were done, she’d used a transport spell to bring me from the random bedroom to the alley behind The Wilting Flower, and then she’d hurried off to investigate the possible link between Joad and Oberon before I could question her about the reaction to my tattoo. Which was fine for the time being, but I was going to ask her the next time I saw her.

      Meanwhile, I kept a sharp eye out for Joad, Alistair, or anyone who made my amulet glow as I entered the dregs and made my way to Golar’s shop.

      I reached the place without incident and walked in, a handful of crackers at the ready. When the raven came pinwheeling out of the gloom, screeching, “Somebody’s here! Somebody’s here!” I held up the treats and waved them a bit.

      “Here, bird. Sorry about the napkin,” I said as the raven swooped down and snatched the crackers from my hand. “Hope you didn’t try to eat it.”

      “Gimme a fuckin’ cookie!” the raven croaked as it flapped toward the desk at the back. “Somebody’s here, gimme a fuckin’ cookie!”

      Well, at least somebody had their priorities straight.

      Golar shuffled out from the back of the shop before I reached the desk and glanced at the bird. “It looks like you already have a fucking cookie,” he said as his gaze moved toward me. “Edgar is a fantastic doorbell, but a poor conversationalist.”

      So the raven’s name was Edgar. How original. “Hey, Golar,” I said as I stopped on the other side of the desk. “You do know we have these things called phones now, right? Seems like a quick call or text would’ve been easier than sending me a raven.”

      “I told you, this is the Dregs,” he said with a shrug. “No Internet, and no cell signal. The Council certainly isn’t going to install a landline for us, either.”

      “Yeah, I guess they wouldn’t.” The Council had never been terribly interested in improving the Dregs. “Anyway, what did you want to tell me? You said something about the watch.”

      Golar nodded and pulled something from the oversized pocket of his lab-style coat … something that looked a hell of a lot like the roulette watch. In fact, I had to check to make sure I was still wearing it.

      “While I had your item, I created a replica in order to run additional tests. It’s crude, of course,” he said as he placed it on the counter. The fake sure as hell didn’t look crude to me. “The replica has none of the functionality of the actual item,” he went on. “But I was able to more closely investigate its properties, and I learned a few things.”

      I raised an eyebrow. “You must’ve gone to a lot of trouble to make that,” I said, pulling my sleeve up to visually compare the real thing to the copy. Far as I could see, it was impossible to tell them apart by looking. “Why did you? Not that I’m complaining, I’m just curious.”

      “Because you paid me to identify this item, Mr. Wyatt, and I haven’t finished the job yet.” Golar almost looked insulted, like I’d impugned his honor as a businessman or something.

      “Oh. Well, in that case, carry on. And thanks,” I said. “By the way, I did find out it used to belong to a guy named Oberon if that’s helpful.”

      Golar’s eyes practically bugged out of his head. “None speak that name lightly,” he said. “You’re certain of this?”

      “Yeah, pretty sure. I guess he’s in charge of the Collectors,” I said, looking carefully at him as I tried to decide how much I should mention about what Zorah told me. Eventually, I settled on, “I hear he’s a giant bag of dicks.”

      At that, Golar choked on something, and for a second I wondered if I’d have to pound his back. “I suppose that’s one way of putting it,” he said when he caught his breath. “What do you know about him?”

      I shrugged. “Not much, other than what I just said.”

      “That is not surprising. Little is known of him,” Golar said, looking like he was considering how much distance he could put between himself and me. “He is the king of the dark elves, cruel and powerful, with a great lust for conquering. And that concerns me in light of what I’ve discovered about your item, knowing it belongs to … him.”

      “Belonged. Past tense. It belongs to me now.” I was honestly surprised at Golar’s reluctance to say the guy’s name like he was Voldemort out of those Harry Potter books or something. “So, are you gonna tell me what you found out, or do you need to go somewhere and cry because I said Oberon?”

      Golar narrowed his eyes at me. “You should not take this matter lightly, Mr. Wyatt. If the dark elf king chooses to target you …”

      “Okay, I got it. He’s a scary badass,” I said. “Now, what about the watch?”

      The height-challenged shop owner sighed. “First off, the item has a unique property regarding ownership and removal,” he said. “It appears that if you were to … er, be extinguished while wearing the item, it would cease to function.”

      I blinked at him. “Wait, you’re saying that if I die with the watch on, it’s broken?”

      “Yes, precisely,” he said.

      Okay, that was definitely interesting. I wondered if Cayn knew about that particular little quirk. Maybe he did since Alistair said he didn’t want to kill me. And if it was true … well, it was in my favor. All those assholes out there who’d sold their souls only wanted to beat me down and take the watch. “Anything else I should know?” I said.

      Golar’s expression sobered more than usual. “There is,” he said. “The reason that knowing who formerly owned this item concerns me. You’ve mentioned that the Collector is trying to take it back from you?”

      “Yeah, Cayn’s doing his level best on that front. He sicced one of those alterhounds you ran into on me last night at Elias’s party,” I said. “From what I hear, Oberon is pissed off and needs the watch for something.”

      “That is exactly what I was afraid of,” Golar said. “I’ve discovered the secondary function of the item.”

      I frowned. “You mean the lock?”

      “Yes. I should have seen it sooner,” he said, drumming his fingers once on the counter. “If the correct combination is spun on the item, it will open a stable, direct portal from alterspace to this realm. A portal that can admit something much larger and more substantial than an invisible hound into our world.”

      I knew what he was getting at right away. “Something like Oberon, right?”

      Golar nodded. “I would expect that, yes. Something very much like the conqueror king … and his unstoppable armies.”

      Yeah, that definitely sounded bad. “Okay. Thanks for the heads-up,” I said. “Don’t worry, though. I’m not letting him get the watch back.”

      “I hope so,” Golar said in grave tones. “For the sake of the world, I truly do.”

      Awesome. So now I had the chance to save the world, and all I had to do was keep Cayn’s grubby hands off my watch.

      I could handle that.
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      I left Golar’s pawn shop and headed for Casino Row, not entirely sure what I planned on doing for the rest of the night. Maybe I’d try to find Zorah and fill her in on the news from Golar, or look for Joad and interrogate him myself about the possibility of working for Oberon, or just wait and see if any of Cayn’s groupies felt like attacking me.

      I was a few blocks from the main drag when my amulet started to glow, and I spotted the next step I’d take standing on the street corner ahead, right back to his old habits.

      Alistair.

      He didn’t see me at first. The little, hooded ferret was busy with his latest mark, a young, wide-eyed couple who were obviously new to the UV scene. Alistair’s favorite kind of prey. The boyfriend, I assumed, was burdened with thirty or forty pounds of shopping bags and shuffled impatiently from foot to foot while his girlfriend watched the cards blur around the table, the corner of her tongue poking from her mouth as she concentrated.

      “There we go, that wasn’t too hard, now was it?” Alistair said in his vamp-blood-enhanced voice as his hands stopped moving and the cards stilled. “Find the lady, she’s hiding in plain sight. One, two, three, which card will it be?”

      Fighting a smirk, I stepped closer to the rickety table. “It’s the middle one,” I said.

      The young couple turned their big-eyed tourist stares on me, and Alistair flinched and backed away one rapid step.

      “Seth! Er, hi,” he stammered, looking around like he was hoping for a trap door he could jump through. “I’m kind of in the middle of a thing …”

      “Is it really the middle one? I thought maybe …” the girl said, reaching out to pick up the center card and turn it over. She gave a happy squeal when she revealed the queen of hearts. “Oh my God, I won! Look, Vinnie, I found the queen!”

      The boyfriend pulled a dutiful smile and avoided looking at me. “You sure did, baby,” he said. “Can we get out of here and go back to the hotel now?”

      She started to pout, but then her smile beamed through again. “I can’t believe it! What did I win?” she said.

      “Yeah, give the lady what she won,” I said as I fixed a stern gaze on Alistair, who was trying to melt into the sidewalk. “I bet it must be something way better than a matchbook, right?”

      “A matchbook?” the girl echoed, looking from me to Alistair with a flash of disappointment. “That doesn’t sound very magical.”

      Alistair gave a nervous laugh. “Of course, it’s not a matchbook, dear lady,” he said, with most of the false, hollow boom faded from his voice. “I would never … I mean, behold!” He tried to inject more confidence as he folded his empty hands together and then opened them to reveal a small, clear glass ball. “The amazing Color Orb. Simply press it against something and speak a color, and magic will happen. Change the color of your clothes, your hair, your pet poodle,” he chanted in a dry, desperate patter, glancing at me like he hoped the incredible display of generosity on his part would keep me from snapping his bony neck.

      “Oh, wow, really?” The girl took the orb carefully and held it against her blue shirt. “Pink,” she said, and gasped as a pale pink spread through the material from the point of contact and transformed the shirt. “Holy crap, that’s awesome!” she said, turning a sunny grin to her boyfriend. “Did you see that, Vinnie?”

      “Yeah, I saw it.” The boyfriend was eyeing me warily, trying to hustle her away. “Lila, can we—”

      “Let’s go back to the hotel. I want to change my whole wardrobe,” she said as she started down the street.

      Vinnie gave a brief sigh of relief as he followed her.

      When they were out of earshot, I turned back to Alistair. “Not so hopped up tonight, are you?” I said, moving a deliberate step toward him. “What happened, did the Enforcers find your stash?”

      “Um. I …” Alistair tried to gather his cards with shaking hands, but they kept falling to the table. “Hey, listen, Seth, I gotta go,” he said as he moved back and banged the rickety table with a hip, hard enough to lift one of the legs off the sidewalk. “We’ll talk later, huh?”

      I shot an arm out, grabbed his wrist and squeezed. “We’ll talk now.”

      “I’m sorry!” he blurted, sounding on the verge of tears. “That was stupid, I know it was. Look, I promise I’ll never try to kill you again. Okay? Just don’t—”

      “I’m not going to hurt you, Alistair.” I loosened my grip slightly. “Not as long as you answer my questions.”

      “Sure, Seth. Whatever you want. I’ll tell you anything,” he babbled.

      “Okay.” I nodded and let go, and he snatched his arm back and rubbed his wrist, head bowed. “First, you don’t happen to know anything about Joad Baylor and why he’s trying to keep people out of the Four Skulls so he can win, do you?” I didn’t actually know if he’d been intimidating anyone else away from the tournament, but I wouldn’t put it past him.

      Alistair shook his head so violently, for a second I thought it’d fall right off. “I don’t know, I swear,” he said. “Joad never talks to me. He hates me, just like—”

      Even though Alistair didn’t say it, I heard the everybody else that belonged at the end of that statement. I did kinda feel bad for the guy, which should’ve been surprising since he tried to kill me. But I knew he never would’ve succeeded.

      “It’s cool. I believe you,” I said. “Just thought I’d ask, on the off chance. What I really want to know is whether you heard anything about me when the Enforcers brought you in.”

      “Oh, yeah, I heard stuff,” he said, sounding overly eager to please. “I mean, they don’t really talk much, you know? But that one Enforcer, the big one who grabbed me …”

      “Titus,” I supplied for him, holding back a groan. Of course, he’d have something to say.

      “Right, Titus. He’s terrifying, I’ll tell you that.” Alistair actually shivered a little. “Anyway, he said … what was it? Something like he knows you entered the Four Skulls, and that you’re gonna try to cheat, and he’ll be the one to bust you because he’s working the tournament this year.”

      Fantastic. There was always an Enforcer at the Four Skulls, ready to Smite anyone who so much as twitched their cards in a funny way. The Tournament was a huge deal in the city, and Fezak had talked the Council into providing him with extra security muscle for the event years ago after one particular gambler successfully cheated his way to the winner’s seat with non-magical means. That scandal was still a legend in the UV.

      And it was something I wasn’t even going to think about, for very personal reasons.

      “Is that all he said?” I asked Alistair.

      “No. He also said you’re a scoundrel and a young punk who’s going to get himself killed,” Alistair said cheerfully and then gave a throat-clearing cough. “I mean, obviously you’re not any of those things. It’s just what he said.”

      “I know. Don’t worry, he tells me that a lot.” Except for the part about me getting myself killed, which almost made it sound like Titus cared what kind of trouble I got into down here. But I doubted that. He was probably being sarcastic. “That’s all of it?”

      Alistair nodded. “Everything I heard.”

      “Okay, well … thanks, I guess.” I wasn’t sure how helpful that’d be, but at least it was a heads-up that I’d have to be on my best behavior at the tournament. Not that I wasn’t always, anyway. “Hey, Alistair. I want to ask you something else, but you don’t have to answer if you don’t want to,” I said. “I have to admit, though, it’s driving me nuts.”

      “Ask me what?” he said.

      I frowned. “What did you sell your soul for?”

      He stumbled back almost imperceptibly and stiffened. I figured that meant he was about to decline answering me, but then he spoke in a raw, hesitant voice that sounded nothing like he usually did when he was either vamped up or wheedling. “Her name was Jonica,” he said. “I know what it sounds like, that I sold my soul to make her love me. Because what woman would? Love me, I mean. But it wasn’t like that.” He paused for a few seconds and then plunged ahead. “She couldn’t see me, and that’s all I bargained for. Just the chance to know her.”

      “You sold your soul for a chance?” I said, not sure whether he’d been crazy confident or unbelievably stupid.

      “You would have if you’d ever seen Jonica.” A wistful note entered his tone. “I wasn’t always … this,” he said, sweeping a hand at himself. “I was young once, like you. And this place was full of magic. I loved her the minute I laid eyes on her, knew we had to be destined for each other, but our paths never would’ve crossed. I thought if she just knew me, we would click. Fall in love. And we did.”

      I sensed a smile somewhere in the shadows of his hood. “I didn’t think much of my soul, really. It wasn’t a big deal. I just figured I wouldn’t need it when I was dead.” His voice turned rueful as he added, “Like I said, I was young.”

      “So what happened?” I said, already starting to feel even sorrier for him. “I mean, you don’t seem like you’re … married, or anything.”

      “I was. For five beautiful, amazing years,” he said. His next words were a whisper. “But then she died. Violently. And … that was that, and here I am.”

      For some reason, that made me furious. Not at Alistair, but at Cayn, for agreeing to a bargain like that. Hell, it honestly wouldn’t surprise me if the Collector had something to do with Jonica’s death. That kind of twisted practical joke seemed right up the bastard’s alley.

      And now I was getting an idea. Something to do with the fake watch Golar made, and the fact that the real watch wouldn’t work anymore if I died while I was wearing it. The idea was probably crazy, but I decided to chase it anyway.

      Because what if it worked?

      “I’m so sorry, Alistair,” I said. “I really mean that. You got a shitty bargain.”

      “Thanks,” he said with a sad little laugh. “I don’t suppose you’re sorry enough to give me the watch?”

      “Uh, no. Not that sorry,” I said.

      He shrugged. “Didn’t think so. But I had to try.”

      “I know you did.” I almost wanted to tell him about my idea, but I didn’t want to give him any false hope. If I figured out how to pull it off, though, he’d have to be in on it … and I was sure he’d agree because it would involve killing me. Or at least making it look like he had. “Listen, maybe you should head in for the night, get some rest,” I said. “It feels like they’re going to make it rain again.”

      Alistair loosed a long breath. “Maybe you’re right,” he said as he gathered his cards, this time without dropping them, and started folding the table down. “Thanks for not killing me, Seth.”

      “No problem,” I said. “Same to you. See you around, buddy.”

      He didn’t respond to that, and I didn’t expect him to. So, I shoved my hands in my pockets and headed back the way I’d come, toward the entertainment district. Suddenly I wasn’t in the mood to gamble anymore.

      But I could definitely use a drink or five right now.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            23

          

        

      

    

    
      I hadn’t been to the Painted Horn in a while, but I headed there because it was the least likely place I’d run into anyone I knew. When I got like this, when I remembered, I needed to be alone.

      The bar was on the corner of a block just outside Casino Row, an unassuming building in contrast to its bordering-on-gaudy name. What made the place different from the norm was the bouncer, Fred, who happened to be a sphinx. Not a mysterious guy, but an actual stone statue with the body of a lion and the head of a human.

      You wouldn’t think that a sphinx would make a very effective bouncer, but Fred was the entrance. He was stationed on a hollow stone pedestal about six feet high with a sliding panel at the front, and that panel would not open without Fred’s say-so.

      Luckily, he was pretty easy-going for a sphinx. As long as you got his riddles three mostly right or even somewhere in the ballpark, he’d let you through.

      “Hey, Fred,” I called as I reached the entrance, waving up to the carved lion-human hybrid with the flickering red eyes. “Haven’t seen you in a while. How’s it going?”

      After a brief pause, Fred’s deep voice boomed down from the pedestal. “Welcome, weary traveler, to the Painted — oh, it’s you. Good evening, Seth.” If the sphinx could actually move, he probably would’ve relaxed a little. “Things are fine here. I have some new riddles,” he said.

      “Oh, yeah?” Fred usually claimed to have new riddles, even though they were always the same three. But he was over two thousand years old, so anything that happened in the last century was ‘new’ to him. “Okay, lay ’em on me.”

      The sphinx made a grinding sound that was probably him clearing his throat. “In order to pass my gate, traveler, you must answer my riddles three,” he said. “What walks on four legs, then two, then three?”

      I smirked. He always started with the classic one. “People,” I said. It was technically ‘man,’ but what the hell, I’d be inclusive.

      “That is correct.” Fred’s eyes flashed. “What is destroyed if you speak its name?”

      “Silence,” I answered. So far, he was two-for-two.

      “Again, correct.” There was another flash. “What is the airspeed velocity of an unladen swallow?”

      I almost choked on a laugh. Okay, so he did have a new one. I thought for a minute, and then said, “African or European?”

      “Very well done, Seth! No one ever gets that one,” Fred boomed, making a sound that might’ve been a laugh. “Usually I have to ask something else, like ‘What can run but never walk?’ or ‘Why did the chicken cross the road?’ to let you humans pass. The management instructed me to use an alternate last riddle after I didn’t let anyone inside for three days.” The stone panel at the front of Fred’s pedestal retracted down with a ponderous grumble. “Have a good evening.”

      “Yeah, you too, Fred.” I waved again as I ducked into the opening, walked through the hollow space, and pushed the second, unlocked door open into the bar.

      Inside, the place was busy but not packed. Upbeat jazz music filtered through the place, weaving deftly among conversations and shifting music and the clinks of glasses and bottles. I made my way to the long, blond oak bar and found a seat near the end, with empty stools on either side. An older male bartender materialized in front of me after a minute, and I ordered three shots of straight whiskey with a rum chaser.

      As he left to get the drinks, I thought about the past and deals with the devil … or a dark elf masquerading as one. I thought about what I couldn’t, didn’t allow myself to when I was around other people.

      I thought about my father.

      Everyone called him Ace. It was such a damned cliché, a gambler going by Ace, but then everything about him was the same old story. A drunk, a liar, always so sure the next hand would make him rich, always wrong because it never did. But I kept buying into his fantasies and so did my mother, right up until he left us when I was ten. That was the oldest cliché in the book, the drunk gambler leaving his wife and young child to seek his fortune and never returning.

      It wasn’t until years later that I learned he’d left us to come here, to the UV. He’d certainly made a name for himself in the city as the man who sold his soul for the biggest cheat in history and then disappeared with his prize.

      And I’d come to find the pathetic bastard, and ask him why.

      So far, luck hadn’t been with me on that front. Though there wasn’t a lot to search in the UV compared to just about anyplace else in the world, I’d searched every corner. I’d carried out inquiries, taking my time, being discreet. If it got out that I was the son of John Burdon, my reputation would never recover. I’d taken my mother’s maiden name long ago when I first learned where my father had vanished and decided I would find him.

      I needed answers, and he was going to give them to me.

      The drinks were on the bar, three pale amber shots and a fourth, darker glass. I hadn’t even seen the bartender place them. I downed the whiskey, shot by shot, feeling the fire of it race down my throat and pool in my gut.

      As I grabbed the shot of rum, my amulet lit up at the same time a woman I’d never seen before took the stool to my left and smiled at me. “Buy me a drink, handsome?” she said in husky tones.

      I considered the proposition for about half a second while I took her in. Dark hair with a white-dyed forelock, Celtic tattoos on her forehead and across the bridge of her nose, elaborate silver rings on every finger. Trying too hard.

      “No, thanks,” I said casually as I tossed the rum back with one hand while I summoned my dice with the other, keeping my hand closed around them. “I don’t buy drinks for people who’ve sold their souls.”

      She looked surprised, but then a sly smile crept across her face. “I guess we can skip the introductions, then,” she said as a much larger shape took the seat to my right. A third bulky figure loomed behind me. “How about you come outside with my brothers and me, and we can talk about how you’re gonna hand that watch over?”

      “Your brothers, huh?” I glanced right, saw a big block of a guy sitting next to me, and another one just like him from the corner of my eye. “Sounds like a family affair. I think I’ll sit this one out.”

      The big guy beside me grabbed my arm with a ham-sized hand. “I’m afraid Axel insists on your company,” the woman said with a disarming grin.

      “Well, if Axel insists.” I shrugged and stood from the stool, no intention of going anywhere with them. “Let me ask your opinion on something real quick, though,” I said as I opened my hand and rolled the dice on the bar counter. “What do you think of these?”

      They landed on three and three. Six bolts, two for each of these assholes.

      That’d work.

      My hands glowed green. That drew their attention long enough for me to recall the dice and blast the man who was holding me. He flew off the bar stool and smacked the floor, and I sent another bolt at him before I whirled to give the other brother my attention. Two green blasts propelled him backward into a small crowd of gawkers that had gathered to watch.

      By then the woman was moving, off the stool and backing away with an arm outstretched. She was chanting something under her breath, and an orange-yellow light gathered in her palm.

      “Sorry, sweetheart. Too slow,” I said and blasted her off her feet.

      Most of the bar had gone quiet by now, the only sound left the strains of jazz music floating on the air. I got my wallet out, slapped three twenties on the bar counter and nodded at the stunned bartender. “That’s for whatever they can’t pay for now and my drinks. Keep the change,” I said as I turned away, stepped over the unconscious form of Brother Number Two and headed for the exit.

      So much for quiet reflection. I guessed just for tonight, I’d go drink at home.
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      I was on the move relatively early the next morning, headed for the Chute. The tournament was tomorrow, and I had to get the cash for the entry fee. Which meant I had to head topside to the normal world and hit an actual bank.

      Honestly, it was not something I was looking forward to. I didn’t miss the rest of the world at all, and I avoided going up there as much as I could.

      At this time of day, too late for the all-nighters and too soon for even the early birds, the Chute was strangely quiet. All the glitz and glamour were still present, the flashing lights and frantic sounds of the slot machines, the bright colors and rattling clacks of the roulette wheels and Plinko games, the drone of the dealers calling out plays. But there weren’t many at the tables, and only a few dedicated slots players sat on their stools and pulled their levers with gimlet-eyed patience, waiting for that big payout.

      I moved quickly through the main casino toward the back of the place and entered the portal hub. The room was about the size of a school auditorium, with twelve doors along the back wall and twelve queue lines marked with rope barriers snaking down toward them. Every other queue bore a small standing sign next to the entrance listing the portal destination, both city and street address, and the adjacent doors with queues marked ‘Do Not Enter’ were for return trips. The first four pairs went to various destinations in Vegas, and the last two would bring you to Atlantic City or Monaco, respectively.

      And of course, there was the large sign suspended from the ceiling in the center of the room, listing the portal rules. Only one person through the door at a time. Transported personal belongings must not weigh more than one hundred pounds per person, per trip. Leaving through a return portal is strictly forbidden. Portal transport side effects may include a headache, nausea, rash, abrupt changes in skin color or molecular configuration, and in rare cases, agonizing death. Management not responsible for damages caused by portals, use at your own risk. And finally, have a nice day.

      The big sign also listed use rates for the paid portals. Atlantic City would set you back three hundred one-way and five hundred for a round trip, while Monaco jumped to eight hundred one-way and twelve hundred if you wanted to come back. A little higher than airfare, but the portals came with the convenience of not having to bother with airports, other people, or travel time.

      Normally this room would be packed with visitors and residents heading to Vegas, tourists and regulars streaming in, and high rollers jaunting off to AC or Monaco. But at this hour, only a few half-awake commuters plodded down the Vegas queues, going to day jobs or appointments or whatever they did outside of the city.

      I entered the third Vegas line with a destination address somewhere on West Flamingo Road. It was the closest portal to the bank I needed to visit, though I hadn’t used this one in a while and couldn’t quite remember where it came out. I didn’t have to worry about the baggage weight requirement since I didn’t have any baggage on me. Just my wallet and watch, along with the amulet and the alterhound-killing railroad spike, which I’d decided never to go anywhere without. Just in case.

      Two people were ahead of me when I reached the other side of the room, one of them just opening the door onto the complete darkness behind it. It was a guy in a decent off-the-rack suit, a stockbroker-looking type. He stepped through and closed the door behind him, and a flash of multi-colored light traced the edges as the portal activated.

      After a few seconds, there was a soft chime as a green sign that said READY lit above the door. The woman ahead of me, a young and nervous-looking brunette in a sundress, took a step forward and grabbed the door handle. Then she let go like it had burned her and sucked in a quick breath.

      She turned to glance at me, embarrassment flushing her cheeks. “I’m sorry,” she said. “I … I don’t think I’m ready yet. You go ahead.”

      “Are you okay?” I said, pretty sure I knew why she was having problems. Though everyone used the portals to get in and out of the UV, people who came to the city for their very first visit had to take the non-magical way in through the abandoned silver mine, situated just outside Vegas. They also had to be accompanied and vouched for by a sponsor who was a UV resident, and this young woman here was alone and scared. Her sponsor should’ve been with her. “First time using the portals?” I asked.

      She gave a hesitant nod. “I just … I need to go home and think about all this,” she said in a near whisper. “It’s a lot to take in.”

      I understood that too. Underground Vegas could be incredibly overwhelming for first-time visitors, especially if they’d never been exposed to real magic in the normal world. “Well, I know that sign up there looks terrifying, but it’s just so Fezak can cover his ass. That’s the guy who owns the casino.” I wouldn’t mention that he was also a goblin. She was freaked out enough as it was. “Hundreds of people use these portals every day, and not one of them has ever died. Only one got a rash, and it turned out that was because he’s allergic to portal magic. So, don’t worry, you’ll be fine.”

      Some of the doubt eased from her expression, and she looked like she wanted to be relieved but couldn’t quite get there yet. “Do you promise?” she said. “I mean, the sign says agonizing death. Why would it say that?”

      “Because Fezak has a strange sense of humor.” I’d almost said goblins instead of Fezak, but I managed to catch myself. Didn’t know the casino owner personally, but I’d met a few goblins, and they all pretty much considered anguishing death throes the height of hilarious jokes.

      I gave the girl an easy smile and nodded at the closed door. “I promise it’s perfectly safe,” I said. “Why don’t you go on through, and I’ll be right behind you to make sure you’re okay?”

      “You’d do that for me?” she said with the beginnings of a smile. “All right, I’ll do it. Thank you … uh, I’m Lizbeth,” she said.

      “Seth. Nice to meet you,” I said as I moved back to give her a little more space. “Go ahead, Lizbeth. I’m right behind you. Oh, and I’d suggest that you close your eyes once the door’s shut. It’s easier that way.”

      “Okay,” she said uncertainly. She took a deep breath and glanced at me, then opened the door and plunged through.

      I waited while the portal light shimmered, and the spell reset. When the green READY sign flashed on, I grabbed the door and pulled it open, stepping quickly into the darkness. I shut it behind me and closed my eyes as the magic surged through the space around me, brightening the world beyond my eyelids. After a dizzying rush that felt like I’d been yanked off the ground and a few seconds of feeling like I was freefalling sensation, there was a sound like a cork popping from a champagne bottle, and I felt solid ground beneath my feet.

      When I opened my eyes in the darkness, my hand shot out to find the doorknob somewhere in front of me. I grasped it and turned, pushed the door open and walked into a shabby, dimly lit hallway. There was a door with a push bar at the far end of the corridor with a broken exit sign above it.

      At first, I didn’t see Lizzie. But then I heard someone retching and found her huddled against the wall about ten feet away with a puddle at her feet.

      I rushed over and crouched next to her. “You all right?”

      “Yeah, I’m fine.” She gave me a sheepish look and straightened, wandering away from the puddle. “I, uh, didn’t close my eyes. That’s all.”

      I chuckled. “I tried to warn you,” I said. “But look at you. All in one piece and not dying in agony.”

      “Thank you. I don’t think I would’ve done it without you,” she said with a smile, and then drew in a slow breath. “So … where are we, anyway?”

      I remembered what this place was, now that I’d regained my bearings. I’d only used this portal a handful of times before. “It’s an abandoned church,” I told her and pointed to the exit door. “We go out that way, walk a few blocks, and then you can grab a taxi to wherever you’re going.”

      “That sounds like a relief,” she said. “Uh, would you mind walking with me?”

      “Not a problem,” I said. “I’m not in a big hurry.”

      We moved down the hallway, pushed the door open. The bright Vegas sun dazzled my eyes with hard brilliance before I’d fully stepped outside, and I had to squeeze them shut for a minute or so until the white spots stopped flashing behind my eyelids. Being away from sunlight for months at a time did that to you, made your eyes hyper-sensitive to the natural light.

      I grabbed the sunglasses I’d brought along and slipped them on, breathing a small sigh of relief as I opened my eyes behind them. “Okay, it’s this way,” I said to Lizzie as I started up the cracked sidewalk alongside the faded church, with its boarded windows and the splintered remains of a steeple reaching from the roofline like claws. Honestly, the place kind of gave me the creeps.

      “So, who’s your sponsor?” I asked the girl when we reached the road and headed right, toward the sound of traffic. “They should’ve at least come to the portals with you, you know.”

      Lizzie gave a rueful smile. “His name’s Horace, and I told him not to come with me,” she said. “We kinda had a fight, and I just … I thought I could do it alone. I’m really glad you were there, Seth.” Her breath hitched a little and then settled. “I don’t know if I’m going back. I have to think about it.”

      “Well, I’ll tell you this. The city’s a great place, but it’s definitely a lot to handle the first time,” I said. “If you do decide to go back, maybe you should do it without Horace. He sounds a little less than useful.”

      She laughed. “Yes, that’s exactly how I’d describe him. Maybe … er, if you don’t mind, maybe I’ll look you up if I come back? Do you live there somewhere?”

      “Yeah, I do. Moonlight Gardens, the penthouse,” I said with a grin. “It’s pretty easy to find, so if you decide to visit the city again, feel free to swing by.”

      “I just might,” she said with a hesitant smile. “Thanks again, Seth. You’re so nice.”

      “It’s no problem,” I said. “Now, let’s flag a cab so you can get home.”

      Once we reached the busier section of Vegas a few blocks from the church, I signaled the first cab I saw and bundled Lizzie off, making sure she had an actual destination for the driver and wasn’t just running aimlessly. If she’d asked for the airport, a hotel, or the nearest casino, I would’ve been worried about her and would probably try to help her out further. But she rattled off a street address that sounded residential, and I moved back and waved as the taxi drove off.

      Already filled with a vague uneasiness at being up here in the sun, surrounded by normals, I flagged a cab for myself and gave the address of my bank. The sooner I got this little side trip over with, the better.
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      Desert Bank and Trust wasn’t one of the biggest financial institutions around, and that was why I used it. True, it wasn’t that unusual in Vegas for people to make large, irregular deposits and withdrawals, so my banking habits weren’t too big of an issue. But Desert wouldn’t have raised any eyebrows if I’d brought in a bag of crumpled bills splashed with blood, and I valued their discretion.

      I had the cab drop me off a block away from the bank, in front of a men’s store. I’d need something to put the cash in. Two million in cash was way too much to fit in my wallet, or even in all my pockets. Near the front of the store, there was a display of soft-sided briefcases and portfolio bags alongside racks of ties and folded dress shirts in plastic sleeves with cardboard in the collars.

      It reminded me that I hadn’t worn a proper suit in years. Not since my mother’s funeral, in fact. Her sudden and unexpected passing had kicked the search for my father into high gear, finally leading me to certain unadvertised high-stakes poker games and, eventually, Elias.

      But I wasn’t going to think about my mother. Not here and now, so much closer to where she’d lived and died.

      I grabbed one of the larger soft briefcases and rang out, barely registering the three-hundred-dollar price tag. It was another vast change from life before the UV, having money. Knowing if I needed a few million bucks and didn’t already have it, I could just win it. Money provided a shocking kind of security because it turned out that you really could buy anything. Even a whole new identity with zero ties to one of the most famous criminals in the underground city.

      Briefcase in hand, I left the shop and walked toward the bank, ripping the price tags off my purchase as I went. Desert Bank and Trust was at the corner of the block, a squat brown two-story building with industrial windows that looked more like a prison than a bank. Especially considering that most Vegas banks were glittering chrome-and-glass highrises, just as flashy and ostentatious as the city they served.

      Once inside, the transaction went smoothly, as expected. I sat down at a desk across from one of the ‘financial advisors’ — not a teller, of course, because the people who had desks at a bank would be insulted if you called them tellers — whose nameplate identified him as David Forrester. I told him what I wanted, and he checked my ID and asked the appropriate security questions, calling me Mr. Wyatt while I stuck with David for him. Eventually, David left the desk, and in fifteen minutes he came back with four large, zippered canvas pouches filled with banded stacks of hundreds. Half a million in each.

      He offered to call me a cab, probably thinking I didn’t want to walk around in public with all that cash on me, but I declined. I already had the perfect place to stash the money.

      When I left the bank with the money pouches tucked away in the briefcase, I headed down the street to find the closest quiet alley. There was an unspoken rule, at least among the residents and frequenters of the UV, that real magic wasn’t to be used where normal people could see it. So I needed to be out of sight, but only for up to sixty seconds. It couldn’t possibly take longer than that.

      I’d just stick the money in the Tethered Trunk that Golar had given me, leave it in alterspace. That way no one could possibly steal it.

      I neared an alley and slowed, glancing around to make sure no one was paying attention to me as I slipped into the narrow space and hunkered behind a flaking green city dumpster. Since I could see both alterspace and the actual world when I used the watch to shift, it wouldn’t be a problem to deposit the money, and then take up the same hidden position.

      I double-tapped the watch and stared as the wheel blurred around beneath the glass. I’d be ready to move fast, in case I only got a few seconds to stash the cash. The little roulette wheel slowed, and I watched in disbelief as the tiny ball bounced into the single worst possible slot. The zero.

      A liquid snarl filled the alley, starting the instant the roulette wheel stopped. It was coming from my right, on the other side of the dumpster. That meant the creature was between me and the street, blocking the way out. I’d never be able to fight one of those things in this narrow space.

      Praying that a zero spin meant zero minutes until I could use the watch again, I tapped the glass face twice. And the wheel started spinning.

      I pulled the evil dog blade from my jacket and stepped out from behind the big green container to face the flickering beast, just as the watch landed on sixty. Why the hell couldn’t it have done that the first time?

      As the watch stopped, my surroundings went shimmery, and the alterhound solidified. This one wasn’t quite as big as the one Cayn had sicced on me, but it was plenty pissed off and had just as many teeth. It was already lunging for me. I dropped to one knee, let go of the briefcase and used both hands to plunge the weapon up hard into the dog as it jumped.

      The black creature shrieked and twisted in midair, and I shoved it back as I wrenched the blade free, watching it land hard on the ground that was both the dusty, cracked earth of alterspace and the dirty concrete of the alley at once. One massive paw still twitched a little, but that thing wasn’t getting back up.

      I snatched the briefcase and hustled to the stand of trees, and my trunk. Once I’d stowed the money, I figured I had probably thirty seconds left in alterspace, and something compelled me to take a quick look around. For the first time, I realized that this scraggly little grove was a few feet from the edge of a cliff, and I walked toward it, half-wondering what would happen to me back in my realm if I fell off that cliff here.

      What I saw beyond the cliff took my breath away. There was a massive castle almost directly below me, and someone … no, something standing on the ramparts. It was male and human-like, except the figure had to be nine or ten feet tall, not counting the massive, multi-pronged antlers sprouting from its head. But whatever that thing was, it didn’t give me the biggest shock.

      That came from the two white tigers flanking the horned creature like security guards. Tigers that looked an awful lot like Princess.

      As I stared down, trying to process what I was seeing, my world solidified, and I was suddenly staring at a brick wall a few inches from my face. The back of the alley. My heart skipped a few beats and then kicked into frantic gear as I realized I’d come damned close to shifting back to the world inside that wall. Didn’t know what would happen if I did that, but I imagined it wouldn’t be good. I really had to be more careful.

      But seeing that monster and his white tigers had shaken me. Because if Princess came from that world …

      “Hey, Princess. You awake?” I said as I made my way out of the alley, already looking for a taxi to flag down. Honestly, I wasn’t sure what I’d tell her, or what to ask.

      Yes, unfortunately, she replied. I’m afraid I can’t sleep through one of those creatures attacking.

      “Okay, so you saw what I did?” I asked her. “The castle, the big horned guy, the, uh …”

      The other tigers. There was a slight wince in her voice, a sad note. I did see them. I wanted to recognize them, to have some kind of memory, but … nothing. There is still nothing from before, other than those damned dogs.

      The first cab I flagged pulled to the curb, and I climbed in the back and gave the West Flamingo Road address for the abandoned church. As the car accelerated onto the street, I said, “I have an idea about where we might be able to find out more.”

      The cabbie glanced nervously in the rearview, like he hadn’t quite heard me but suspected he’d picked up a crazy man for a fare. “What was that, buddy?” he said.

      “Nothing. Just ending a quick call,” I said, quickly producing my cell phone to show him. I didn’t want any of the normals looking too closely at me, remembering me. When I was in Vegas, I needed anonymity.

      He nodded with a relieved look and went back to driving, and I settled into the seat. I already knew Golar didn’t have much information on alterspace, but I was willing to bet that somewhere in his huge, expensive library, Elias did.

      So I’d make him my first stop when I got home, where I belonged.
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      I felt slightly better when I got back underground, away from the sun and the normies and the huge, invisible pressure of the real world. It was raining again, a light mist that eventually permeated everything, including my clothes. By the time I got to Elias’s mansion, I was definitely on the damp side. And yet, it was still somehow better than being around people. By a huge margin.

      Even though it was dark as night, the place still looked different in the daytime. Without the parties and lights and people spilling through like champagne, the massive Gothic structure was a brooding hulk, a sleeping demon waiting for the stroke of midnight to reclaim the world. Most of the time, the ominous atmosphere worked to Elias’s advantage, since it kept people who didn’t really know him from bothering him at all hours of the day.

      I rang the front doorbell, listening to the deep chimes that echoed the opening notes of Beethoven’s 5th through the house as I stepped back and waited. It was still before noon, so it’d take Elias a few minutes to get to the door.

      But when it finally opened, instead of Elias, there was an older woman in a silk robe with apparently nothing beneath. She looked somewhat familiar. I blinked and searched my mind for a name to go with the face, and finally recalled her from the party.

      “Leila Monro,” I said, attempting to hide my knowing smile. Considering how Elias had been acting around her, there was no way she’d been ‘just business.’ “You’re a much prettier greeting than I expected.”

      She blushed slightly and smiled back. “Hello, Seth. Elias is … well, er, he’ll be right down.” She stepped back and held the door open. “Please, come in.”

      I walked inside just in time to catch Elias thumping down the wide spiral staircase, grumbling under his breath. Also wearing nothing but a bathrobe. “Morning, old man,” I called out. “Did I come at a bad time?”

      He lifted his head and did a quick double-take, and then coughed and turned aside as his pace down the stairs slowed. “Oh, it’s you,” he said. “I wasn’t expecting anyone.”

      “Yeah, and I didn’t plan on stopping over right now. Sorry about that.” I meant to apologize for the obvious interruption, which I was sure he understood. “So I was just wondering if I could borrow your library. You don’t even have to keep me company since you already have some of that,” I said with a quick, smiling glance at Leila.

      Elias reached the bottom of the stairs and started across the great room. “Sure, that’s fine. I’ll show you in,” he said as he reached us and gave Leila a slightly embarrassed look. “I’m sorry, this will only take a minute.”

      “No, I’m sorry. Don’t hold it against him,” I said to the woman. “But I do have to mention, if a certain person hadn’t insisted that a certain matter was business-related —”

      “All right. I get the point,” Elias interrupted, shaking his head with a smirk. “Now you know, so just … call ahead next time, will you?”

      “You got it,” I said. “Good to see you again, Leila.”

      “And you as well.” She laid a hand on Elias’s arm. “I’ll just … wait upstairs, shall I?”

      He swallowed once. “Of course. I’ll be right up.”

      She walked away, and as Elias started for the library, I chuckled and fell into step beside him. “Sorry about the business thing. I just had to tease you a little,” I said. “It’s been a while for you, hasn’t it?”

      “Yes, it has. Far too long.” He tried to look stern, but a genuinely happy smile broke through. “She is wonderful, isn’t she?”

      “She must be, if you think so,” I said. Elias was generally an excellent judge of character. “So, how long has this business arrangement been going on?”

      He shrugged as he stopped in front of the library doors. “A few weeks,” he said, and turned to me with concern. “If you don’t mind my asking, Seth, what are you looking for in here?”

      “To be honest, I’m not exactly sure yet.” I considered not telling him for about half a second, and then decided to spill the details. About Cayn and Zorah and Oberon, and Princess remembering the alterhounds, and what I’d seen in alterspace when I shifted. The massive horned creature, the castle, the white tigers.

      Elias didn’t look happy to hear any of that. “That monster you saw, the castle. It’s probably Oberon, don’t you think?” he said. “I mean, alterspace is the realm of the dark elves, and he’s apparently their ruler. So what are you getting yourself into here? Because it sounds like you’re going to start screwing with the dark elves on their own turf.”

      “Yeah, maybe. If that’s what it takes,” I said as I watched him unlock the library.

      He pursed his lips. “Seth … maybe you should just give this Oberon his watch back.”

      “Hell, no. Didn’t you hear what I said about it being a lock that he wants to open?” I said. “Golar called him the conqueror king and said he has unstoppable armies. And if this watch shifts between alterspace and here, where do you think he’s going to try conquering next?”

      Elias blanched slightly and shook his head. “Just don’t do anything rash, okay?” he said. “You have a tendency to take on problems alone, even when they’re way too big for you. Remember that you have friends, people who care about you. Find out what you can … and tell me about it this time.” He gave me a thin smile. “Everything I have on alternate realms is in the H section, for Hell No. Knock yourself out, and just close the door when you’re done.”

      I grinned. “I take it you’ll be busy when I leave.”

      “If everything goes well, yes, I plan to be very busy.” He patted my shoulder, gave a nod, and walked off.

      I wandered into the vast library, scanning the shelves slowly until I found the H section. There was a shelf labeled Alternate Realms, which was helpful given Elias’s unique filing system. I scanned titles like ‘Is Your Soul Damned? What You Need to Know About Hell’ and ‘Thomas Mariner’s Guide to the World of the Fair Folk’ and ‘Witches Are From Mars, Warlocks Are From Venus,’ and eventually found a few likely candidates for information. A slim volume, more pamphlet than book, called ‘Oberon, Titania, and Their Chyldren’; and ‘Alterspace: Hub of Realms.’

      With both books in hand, I took a seat at one of the tables and looked at the Oberon book first. The pages were old and yellowed, and the lace binding had frayed and loosened several of them. I flipped through with care and found that most of it was full-color illustrations, done in styles like the old European masters. Though the paintings varied pretty widely, most of them that were labeled Oberon showed a tall, man-like figure with antlers and furry, back-bent legs like a deer’s, ending in hooves instead of feet. Titania, who was apparently his wife, was depicted as elfin, a human with pointed ears and no horns. Their ‘chyldren’ were sometimes human, sometimes satyr, and occasionally deformed shadows with glowing eyes.

      As I got toward the end of the thin book, I realized some of the loose pages had actually been shoved in and weren’t part of the original volume. More paintings, but these took on a definitively darker tone. Oberon’s silhouette rising above a landscape in flames. Oberon with long spears in both hands, each of them strung with multiple bleeding, mangled corpses like people-kabobs. Oberon holding a whip, towering over huddles masses of figures in chains.

      Oberon eating his wife and all of his ‘chyldren.’

      Okay, so that was disturbing. If there was any truth to these images, then Oberon was more than just a bag of dicks. He was a true monster.

      I put the little book aside and moved on to ‘Alterspace: Hub of Realms.’ Like the picture book, this volume was old and battered, its spine frayed and cracked and its pages musty, like no one had opened it in a long time. The front page, where most books listed the publisher and date and copyright information, just repeated the title, and the text started on the next page.

      But where I expected to read about dark elves, this book claimed that alterspace was the world of the ‘Changelings.’ Not fairy substitutes for human kids, like the way I’d heard the term before, but a race of dream walkers and spirit guides who existed between realms and were connected to all of them. Apparently, they took different forms, many of them animal, and were shapeshifters.

      If the tigers I’d seen on the castle ramparts, and possibly Princess too, were the native beings of alterspace … then what the hell was Oberon doing there?

      I read on, hoping for some clues. It took a while to understand a lot of this stuff since it was written in an archaic dialect with a bunch of vague, mystifying phrases thrown in for good measure. From what I could tell, according to the book, alterspace was the one realm with a connection to all other realms, and its native people worked to spread peace to every race in existence. There was a royal family, but they didn’t rule so much as guide their people.

      And then I came to the last chapter, which was called ‘The Fall of the Great House of Lucian,’ and read with dawning unease:

      It came to passe that a great darkness fell upon the lands; the hornéd shadow of the conqueror king. Great was his thirst for the blood of the peoples, and he did slew the House of Lucian, that most benevolent of rulers, gentle to the last they were. And though he did strike the beating harte of the realm, and cause all manner of blight and desecration, we take solace that his power cannot be completed, and his mighty reache cannot exceed the boundaries of the realm. For he is Bound within by the seal of the House of Lucian, and the way to other Realms is shut to him, and only the Changeling forever lost can open the way.

      The text went on, basically rehashing the same thing over and over. Somehow, the Changeling race had managed to neuter Oberon and keep him trapped in alterspace. But obviously, he was searching for a way out, and it sure as hell seemed like the roulette watch was part of that way.

      And I was almost a hundred percent sure that Princess came from this place. Not only that, but Zorah had definitely recognized her, or at least what she really was, from my tattoo.

      I needed to have a word with a certain red-headed Collector.
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      I’d seen Zorah at the Chute before, trolling for victims, so I thought I’d check there first. Now that it was later in the day, the place was packed. But I figured she’d stand out with that shock of red hair, even in the crowds.

      Unfortunately, the only bright red I’d seen so far were a few women’s dresses and an outlandish feather boa.

      I hadn’t seen anyone I knew well enough to ask if they’d happened to spot Zorah, though none of my friends would know her. Like I said, I wouldn’t hang around with anyone who liked the Collectors … which was probably going to create a little bit of awkwardness when they found out what happened between Zorah and me.

      But I did believe her story, especially now that I knew more about Oberon. I just had to know why she’d reacted that way when she saw my tattoo.

      “You there, Princess?” I said under my breath as I wandered through the crowds, still hoping for a glimpse of red hair. I’d told her about alterspace and Oberon and the Changelings on the walk to the casino from Elias’s, but none of it rang a bell for her. She still only remembered the alterhounds, and being terrified of them.

      Yes, I’m here, she replied. I haven’t remembered anything new, in case you’re wondering.

      “I was actually going to ask about Zorah since I didn’t before,” I said. “Do you recognize her at all?”

      I felt her vaguely puzzled silence before she said, The female Collector? No. Should I?

      “I’m not sure. But she seemed to recognize you, or at least my tattoo of you,” I answered. “She actually looked kind of scared for a minute.”

      Well, I couldn’t say why, Princess said. I’ve never attacked her, as far as I know.

      “Yeah, I didn’t exactly get the impression that she was scared of your teeth, even though she should be. She sure did seem familiar with you though,” I said, my steps slowing as I heard heated voices coming from a nearby alcove. Two males, talking in rapid whisper-shouts, and both of them sounded familiar. In fact, they sounded exactly like Cayn and Joad, my two biggest current enemies.

      I decided to try finding out what they were arguing about.

      I moved closer, staying hidden behind passing people until I reached the wall next to the alcove, where I pressed back to listen. This could be interesting.

      “… have no idea what you’re doing, human scum.” That was Cayn, and if tone could kill, Joad would’ve exploded into bloody chunks with those words. “You’ve damned yourself, but I don’t care what happens to you. Do not meddle in my affairs.”

      “He’s my affair, freak. And I’ll handle him however I want,” Joad shot back in a sharp hiss. “I don’t work for you. I work for him.”

      “And you truly believe that is somehow better?” Cayn said scathingly. “Do you think he will reward you? Which doesn’t matter in the slightest now because he’ll destroy you whether you succeed or fail.”

      “He is going to reward me, actually. With your job,” Joad said. “But I guess you already knew that, so that’s why you’re trying to stop me.”

      “Fool!” Cayn grated. “You cannot kill him. If you do—”

      “Then I’ll win,” Joad said. “Which means you lose.”

      Cayn started to say something else, but there was a flurry of movement from the dim alcove. I turned away just as one of them stomped out and plunged into the crowds, and caught sight of Joad’s furious expression as he pushed people out of the way.

      I was thinking about following the bastard when Cayn spoke just behind me. “It seems your damnable luck still hasn’t run out, Mr. Wyatt. Now I may actually have to protect you from that arrogant piece of filth.”

      Damn it. I’d suspected I’d understood their conversation, but now I was sure. “So, Joad’s planning to kill me so I can’t play in the tournament,” I said as I turned slowly to face the enraged Collector. “And you can’t let him, because if I die, the watch stops working.”

      Cayn looked stunned. “How do you know this?”

      “I’ve been doing a little digging on my own,” I said, not even the least bit worried about Cayn trying anything against me here. With so many witnesses, his hands were completely tied. “And I gotta tell you, I don’t like what I’m finding out. Your boss, for example. Oberon.”

      He flinched when I said the name and glanced around wildly as if he expected the guy to turn up here. “You’re as great a fool as your friend Baylor then,” he said tightly. “Just give me the watch. End this now, or you will live to regret it … which is a prospect worse than death, believe me.”

      “First of all, Joad Baylor is not my friend,” I said. “Why the hell would I be friends with a guy who’s trying to kill me? And second, no way in hell. I’m a little fuzzy on the details, but I have a good idea what your boss wants with this thing, and he’s not getting it back.”

      “If only that were true.” Cayn actually looked sorry for a few seconds. “He will retrieve the watch, one way or another. You could save yourself immeasurable pain and sorrow if you surrender it to me willingly.”

      “Not happening,” I said. “And no ten-foot-tall, bloodthirsty monster with antlers is gonna change my mind, so what the hell makes you think you can?”

      This time Cayn blanched along with the flinch. “He’s come to you?” he said hoarsely. “Not possible. If he had …”

      “I saw him by accident, in alterspace,” I said. “Standing on some castle with a couple of white tigers. You don’t happen to know anything about those tigers, do you?”

      Cayn started to bare his teeth in frustration, but then he forced himself to calm down. “Play me for it then,” he said. “The watch. Surely a gambler of your caliber can win a simple game of poker, and I have treasures far greater than that. I’ll wager anything you want.”

      “Oh, I’m flattered. But I’m still not gonna take your bait,” I said. “And you didn’t answer the tiger question.”

      “Such matters are not your concern,” he said in a simmering growl. “I will get that watch from you, one way or another.”

      I smirked. “Keep on believing that, if it makes you feel better. Meanwhile, I guess you’ll be pretty busy protecting me from Joad, right?”

      Cayn spat something in a language I didn’t understand and then pushed past me. I couldn’t tell where he was headed through the crowd, but I had a feeling he’d gone looking for Joad. Probably hoping to catch him somewhere isolated so he could kill the bastard and get back to harassing me full-time.

      Much as I hated Joad, I kind of hoped Cayn wouldn’t manage to kill him. I really wanted to beat him in the tournament.

      But that was tomorrow, and today I had other things to take care of. Like finding Zorah and getting her to tell me what she knew about Princess or white tigers in general. Obviously, she wasn’t at the Chute. I could probably check around at the other casinos, see if she was working the crowds for souls at a less conspicuous location, but I had a better idea.

      I didn’t know where she was, but I knew someone who did. Her buddy the head chef at The Wilting Flower.

      And lucky him, he was going to tell me all about it.
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      There were a few ways I could approach the head chef at the Wilting Flower for information. I could walk in the front door and demand to see him, maybe threaten the ancient waitress. I could sneak around back and use the service entrance. Or I could shift into alterspace, walk straight through everything, and be right next to the guy when I shifted back.

      That last plan made the most sense. Of course, if I used the watch, I risked summoning another one of those damned dogs. But I figured the odds were even lower that I’d spin a zero since I’d already done that today. So, like any good gambler, I took the risk and headed behind the building where Zorah had left me earlier to activate the watch.

      My spin landed on 32. That gave me plenty of time.

      As the world blurred and shimmered around me, I moved inside, through layers of wall and into a large dry storage area. After the storage was the kitchen, a place of sizzling griddles and stainless steel and sinks, occupied by exactly two people who seemed to be handling whatever business the restaurant had just fine. It couldn’t be much, given their ‘eclectic’ menu and ‘welcoming’ atmosphere.

      The head chef stood at the center prep island, chopping something green and vegetable-like. The other occupant of the kitchen, a white-haired man in a stained apron, stood in front of the stove watching hamburgers turn to charcoal with an industrial spatula gripped in one swollen hand.

      I stood behind my target and watched him chop until I saw and felt myself shift back fully, and then grabbed both his arms, twisting the one with the knife hard enough to make him drop the potential weapon on the floor. He drew in a surprised breath but didn’t scream.

      The old man looked over about as fast as an eroding mountain, and then shrugged and turned back to his meat.

      “Hey, pal,” I said to the head chef, who still hadn’t tried to move or even look around. “Remember me? I was here for breakfast, and you drugged me. That didn’t make me very happy.”

      “Yes, I remember you.” This guy sounded too damned calm, and I was getting suspicious. “If you want to see Zorah, you’ll have to let go, so I can lead you there.”

      Okay, I wasn’t expecting that. “Maybe I don’t want to let go,” I said. “That whole drugs-in-my-coffee thing didn’t exactly create a bond of trust between us.”

      He sort of shrugged awkwardly, since I was still holding his arms. “We can just stand here all night if you want to,” he said. “Doesn’t really seem like a good deal for either of us, but whatever.”

      “Are you stoned or something?” I said as I relaxed my grip and took a second to kick the knife away before I let go fully. “I’m threatening you, here. I could hurt you or kill you.”

      Mr. Head Chef gave a soft laugh as he turned around to face me. “Threats don’t really bother me,” he said. “I mean, I’ve had plenty. Most people stop threatening me eventually, once they realize I’m not going to threaten them back. Now, do you want to see Zorah?”

      “Yeah, I do.” I stepped back to give him some space, trying to figure out when I’d apparently decided he wasn’t going to try anything dumb. I mean, this guy had already knocked me out and dragged me to some mystery bedroom, so I knew he wasn’t innocent. Plus he’d sold his soul. But I was still absolutely convinced he meant what he said about bringing me to Zorah, and he wouldn’t harm me.

      I really wanted to know why.

      “The short and simple version is that I’m psychic,” the guy said without prompting, regarding me with mild amusement. “And you should trust Zorah. What she does isn’t her choice.”

      Great. I’d never met an actual psychic before. Most people who claimed to be either were spectacularly practiced fakes or had a minimal sixth sense that was pretty much worthless unless you were looking for your car keys or couldn’t remember your own birthday. If this guy was legit, and he actually could read my mind …

      “Don’t worry. I can, but I don’t,” he said. “By the way, my name’s Leonard. Not Mr. Head Chef.” He smirked and walked past me, beckoning with a gesture. “This way.”

      I followed him through the kitchen, to a door that opened onto a set of wooden stairs leading down. The air in the stairwell was cool and dry, with a half-musty smell that wasn’t particularly unpleasant. There was a basement at the bottom of the stairs, more dry storage from the looks of things. We crossed the length of the room and came to another door, this one heavy steel and triple-locked.

      “Okay, listen,” Leonard said as he produced a ring of keys from his pants pocket. “I brought you down here because Zorah trusts you, so that means I expect you’re going to keep what’s behind this door to yourself. Because there could be a whole lot of trouble for a whole lot of people if you don’t. Understand?”

      I frowned. “Yeah, all right. Mum’s the word.”

      “I certainly hope so, Mr. Wyatt.” He opened the locks, one at a time, and then pulled the heavy door open on creaking hinges. The space behind it was nothing but a rectangle of shimmering light.

      This was a portal.

      Right away I understood what he meant about people getting in trouble. The only portals permitted in the UV were the ones at the Chute. “Where does it go?” I said, taking a wary half-step back. I wasn’t exactly in the habit of plunging through random portals.

      Leonard smirked. “Basically, this is Zorah’s front door,” he said. “It goes to her house.”

      “So this is where you brought me before?” I said.

      He nodded a confirmation. “It’s the safest place in the city because it’s not actually in the city.”

      Okay, now what happened before made a little more sense. I still didn’t appreciate being drugged, but I could more or less understand why Zorah and her informal bodyguard, or whatever this guy was to her, didn’t just come out and tell me there was an illegal portal in the restaurant basement.

      It also meant that we’d been in her bedroom, and not some random hotel.

      Talking to Zorah was important enough to risk the mystery portal, so I stepped through. The effects of the magic were stronger and rougher than the portals at the Chute, especially the freefall after the initial swoop. My gut twisted unpleasantly through long seconds of feeling like I’d been dropped down an elevator shaft, and eventually I ‘landed’ in the physical world with a jarring thud.

      I found myself in a living room, more or less, with rustic-looking furniture and a large stone hearth at the far end. A faint, eerie whistling came from my left, and I realized the sound was coming from the window that looked out over a blasted landscape, carpeted with cracked dry earth and boulders and stunted trees. This was alterspace. Without the blurred filter my watch created when I shifted, the place looked even more desolate and broken.

      It made me sad, wondering what it was like here before Oberon came along.

      Before I had a chance to call out for Zorah, the lady in question walked briskly into the room from a doorway next to the hearth at the far end. Her appearance startled me, not because I wasn’t expecting to find her here, but because she was brandishing a very large, very lethal-looking sword.

      “Hey, don’t shoot. Or thrust, or whatever you do with those things,” I said as I held my hands up and smirked. “Your friend Leonard let me in. I need to talk to you.”

      “Seth.” My name emerged with a sigh of relief as she lowered the sword and glowered at me. “You really should’ve warned me before you walked through my front door, you know.”

      “Yeah, well I would’ve, except I don’t exactly have a phone number for you,” I said. “And I doubt you’d get a signal in alterspace. That is where we are, isn’t it?”

      She paled slightly and placed the sword on the mantle above the hearth. “Are you going to turn me in?”

      “Nah. I’m pretty sure you’re not running a smuggling operation out of this place, or whatever the Council thinks people would do with private portals.” I lowered my hands and moved further into the room. “Listen, we really need to talk.”

      “About Joad?” she said. “I did find out he’s working for … my boss, and the tournament prize definitely has something to do with his plans. But I don’t have any more details yet.”

      “Yeah, I know. I ran into Joad at the Chute, arguing with Cayn. It was actually kind of ironic, but I’ll tell you about that later,” I said. “Right now, I need to hear what you know about Princess.”

      Her brow furrowed. “Princess?” she echoed.

      “The tattoo on my chest, the one you recognized but then said you didn’t.” I took a half-step toward her. “See, here’s the thing. She’s not just a tattoo.”

      Zorah shook her head and moved toward the couch by the hearth, her feet faltering slightly. “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” she said hoarsely.

      “I think you do,” I said. “Let’s find out for sure. Convoca.”

      As the mist unraveled from me and shaped itself, Zorah let out a gasp. She staggered the rest of the way to the couch and sat down hard, her green eyes riveted to the shrouded form of the tiger. “So it’s true,” she whispered, her gaze darting from the mist to me. “You’ve bound one of the Domni.”

      “What? Wait a minute, I didn’t bind anybody,” I said as Princess solidified, the mists rolling away from her like dust. “And what’s a Domni?”

      This place, Princess said in my head as she bared her teeth and growled low in her throat. I remember this smell. I do not like it.

      I didn’t smell anything, but then again, I wasn’t a tiger with hyper-tuned senses. “Don’t worry. We’re not in any danger here, Princess,” I told her. “There’s a quick exit back to the city right behind us.”

      “She speaks to you?” Shivering, Zorah leaned forward slightly, and I was surprised to see tears standing in her eyes. “How did this happen? How did you …?”

      Princess calmed down and padded across the room, approaching Zorah carefully. She’s not one of them, she said in a slightly breathless tone. She is … one of us.

      “Did you remember something?” I said as my heart skipped a beat.

      Nothing specific. But I feel that she and I have much in common. Princess stopped in front of Zorah and, very gently, laid her massive head in the Collector’s lap.

      Zorah threw her arms around the tiger and burst into tears.

      I watched awkwardly for a minute and finally made my way to the couch to sit next to Zorah. “I’ll tell you what I know,” I said, “and maybe you can fill in a few gaps for me when I’m done.”

      She raised her head and sniffled, wiping her streaming eyes. “Please, tell me.”

      I explained the condition I’d found Princess in, how she’d been kept and abused by a demon. How I’d challenged the bastard and won her away from him, and the way he transferred ownership through the tattoo. “She didn’t remember anything before the demon, but now a few things are coming back to her, here and there,” I said. “Like the alterhounds. She remembers them and not fondly.”

      “Yes, I can understand that,” Zorah said softly as she kept an arm around Princess, who was clearly loving the attention. “The mas — Oberon used those beasts to slaughter so many and nearly wiped out the Domni altogether.”

      At the mention of the dark elf’s name, Princess made a thick, angry sound.

      “She knows him. Of course, she does,” Zorah said as she drew an unsteady breath. “This world was ours. The Changelings,” she said. “Many races, one people.”

      I raised an eyebrow. “So you’re a Changeling?”

      “Yes, of the Vulpa race. But your Princess is Domni, the most powerful and revered of our people. They are … they were the ruling class, the nobility until the dark elves invaded our world.”

      I was startled enough to almost laugh, even though that wouldn’t be appropriate at the moment. “I guess you’ve got the right name, then, Princess,” I said. “You’re nobility.”

      She snorted. I do not feel noble.

      “Maybe you are, and maybe you’re not. But we’re definitely going to figure all this out,” I said. “Zorah, do you happen to know who she is, exactly?”

      Zorah shook her head. “It’s embarrassing, really, but … in this form, they all look alike to me,” she said with an awkward smile. “If she shifted into her human form, I might recognize her.”

      My jaw practically dropped open. “She’s a shifter?”

      “Of course. All Changelings have both human and animal forms,” Zorah said. “The Vulpa can take the form of foxes.”

      I looked from her to Princess. “Did you know you could do that?” I asked her.

      I did not. And … I don’t think I can, Princess said slowly. It is possible that whatever binding magic holds me has limited my abilities. If there is a way for me to change, I cannot sense it.

      Nodding, I told Zorah what she’d said. “We’ll just have to find a way to fix that,” I said. “Don’t worry, Princess. I’m going to figure out a way to set you free.”

      “If you do that, you must keep her far away from Oberon,” Zorah said, her expression turning grave. “He’s enslaved the few Domni that he didn’t slaughter, and if he finds there’s one who has escaped him, he’ll have no mercy. He will hunt her down.”

      This Oberon guy was becoming a lot more of a problem than I thought possible. I already knew I had to stop him from invading my realm … but it looked like I’d have to stop him, period. Of course, I had no idea how to do that.

      But I was damned well going to figure it out.
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      Thanks to what I overheard between Cayn and Joad, I’d spent the rest of the day after talking to Zorah expecting another attack. But things stayed quiet, so I figured Cayn must’ve headed him off at some point. That didn’t mean Joad would refrain from trying to get to me another way, and I was still very conscious of the way he’d tried to frame me with the Enforcers. I wouldn’t put it past him to pursue that route again since Cayn probably wouldn’t try to stop me from being arrested. He just didn’t want me dead.

      The next morning, the day of the tournament, I retrieved the entry fee from the Tethered Trunk at my place so that my watch would be ready to use in case I needed it on the way. But I arrived at the Chute without incident two hours before the tournament start time. And of course, the place was already packed.

      I found the registration line and waited behind a few dozen people, taking in the atmosphere of buzz and excitement. With a hundred qualified players and the biggest event in the city, it seemed like everyone who lived in or had ever visited the UV must’ve been here. Aside from the mass of spectators, every player had probably invited their own cheering section. Mine was probably around here somewhere, even though a few of them had entered the tournament themselves.

      The registration line moved at a slow but steady pace. I scanned the crowd occasionally for Arden, Mist, Elias, or even Zorah, who’d said she would be here to watch. At the same time, I half-listened to the conversation between the two guys in front of me, one was an older man who’d been in the city for a while, and the other was a young hotshot who’d only just qualified this year, like me.

      “You know about the Null field, right?” the older man was saying as the line inched forward. “No magic allowed during the tournament.”

      The younger one tried for a sage nod like he knew everything about everything. “Keeps people from cheating. I guess they don’t trust us, even with the Enforcers around.”

      “Oh, there’s going to be an Enforcer right at the tournament. Front and center.” The old man glanced around conspiratorially, and then added in a loud whisper, “It’s all because of the guy who cheated the whole thing, some years back. What was his name …? John Burdon, that’s it. A real lowlife. No one liked him, even before he pulled all that off.”

      My gut seized hearing that name, but I kept my features neutral and continued looking away like I wasn’t paying attention to them. I just had to remember that no one could connect me to him, and I’d be fine.

      The young know-it-all sucked in a sympathetic breath. “Yeah, I’ve heard about him,” he said. “Didn’t he, like, slaughter half a dozen people trying to escape after he got caught?”

      Okay, that kind of pissed me off and made it harder to keep my mouth shut. I hadn’t heard that particular rumor yet, but no way was it true. My father might’ve been a cheating scumbag, but he was no murderer. He’d never had a violent bone in his body.

      “That is what they say, my young friend,” the other guy said, nodding along. “I was around back then, and I definitely remember a rash of deaths. In fact, the psycho might still be in the city to this day. They say that he was killed, but no one ever found his body.”

      I came closer than ever to reacting with that one. It was another rumor I hadn’t heard … that John ‘Ace’ Burdon was dead. Everyone assumed he’d vanished, gone to ground with his prize and probably escaped the city. I’d come here to find out the truth and any possible leads.

      Whoever this old guy was, he seemed to know more about my father than I did. I was about to inject myself casually into the conversation, try to finesse something more out of him, but just then the person in front of him walked away from the registration table, and Mr. Information stepped up for his turn.

      Behind the table, the dynamic duo of Tiffany and Jeremy, the same people who’d signed me up for the preliminary round, chatted up the old guy as they verified his ID and took his money. I listened in and found out that his name was Colin Mayer, he’d lived in the city for thirty years, and this was his tenth attempt at the Four Skulls. If he’d been here that long, maybe he really did know something.

      I made a mental note to get to know this guy as soon as possible so that I could pump him for info.

      Before long, I was at the table facing a beaming Tiffany and a scowling Jeremy. The latter looked at me like I was a bug on his windshield as he said, “Oh, I remember you. Nice of you to bother showing up on time, Mr. Wyatt.”

      “Hey, it’s the least I could do, since you were so nice about me coming in under the wire last time,” I said, returning his sour expression with a grin as I set the briefcase with my entry fee on the table and pulled my wallet. “Let me just grab my ID.”

      Tiffany flashed a frown at her co-worker and then turned to me with her game-show smile. “Congratulations on qualifying for this year’s Four Skulls tournament,” she said, taking the ID from my hand and running it through the portable scanner. “And now, if we could just have your thumbprint?” She handed the card back to me and held the scanner out.

      I pressed my thumb against the dot on the screen, and as the green light flashed, a bunch of text scrolled up the screen. Tiffany turned the scanner back and read the words. “Okay, Mr. Wyatt, you’ll be playing in the third seat at table two, in the first round of our opening games. Please be in your seat no later than fifteen minutes before the official start time of noon, and thank you for entering the Four Skulls Tournament at the Chute.” Her faux-hostess grin nearly split her face, and she suddenly turned it on Jeremy with a kind of ferocious cheer.

      A pinched expression crossed Jeremy’s face. “The crown jewel of the Underground. Fun for the whole family, bring the kiddies,” he said in a completely flat tone. “Check in at our front desk for exclusive suite rates and while you’re there, why not ask about our dildo and fleshlight rentals?”

      “Jeremy!” Tiffany sputtered as her face turned a dark shade of pink. “What on earth has gotten into you today? Apologize to our guest, this instant!”

      I choked on a laugh and looked away from her incensed gaze. “No apology necessary,” I said, glancing at Jeremy as he snickered behind a hand. I could only imagine how bored out of his mind the poor guy was, having to repeat the party line over and over in the shadow of Tiffany’s colorful, distracted patter. “Oh, and Tiffany, you should probably take a breath pretty soon. You’re turning a very interesting color.”

      Jeremy actually laughed as Tiffany huffed out an affronted breath. “Good luck today, man,” he said. “I think I’ll check out a few of your games. Seems like you might make it pretty far.”

      “You can bet on it,” I said, grinning as I walked away with a wave.

      I moved off through the crowds, and it wasn’t long before I ran into Arden. Or rather, she ran into me. The little blonde wrapped me in a squeeze, pushed up on her toes and kissed my cheek, and then stepped back beaming.

      “You made it,” she said. “No trouble from you-know-who?”

      “Not so far,” I told her as I smiled back. “So, I don’t think I asked you before, but why don’t you ever enter the Four Skulls?”

      “Because unlike some lucky people I know, I don’t have two million dollars to burn,” she said, poking the tip of her tongue out at me.

      I laughed. “Hey, I’m not burning anything,” I said. “This is an investment in my future of humiliating Joad Baylor.” And the first step in preventing the king of the dark elves from conquering our world, though I wasn’t going to get into that with Arden. Not yet, anyway. “Who else is here?”

      “We’ve all got a table over here,” she said as she grabbed my hand and started tugging me through the crowds, toward the main bar. “I guess it’s the usual crowd. Shelby and Lee, Horace, Ophelia and that Nighthawk guy she’s been hanging with. Johnny Six shut down the Oaken Barrel for the day and brought Silvia over. Oh, and Elias and Mist got here early, so they’re already registered.”

      “Early?” I said with a smirk. “I dragged my ass here two hours ahead of time, and I thought that was early.”

      Arden giggled. “Your early’s always been a little later than everyone else’s.”

      I shrugged. “Guilty as charged,” I said. It was true, my internal clock tended to stray toward late territory, but I’d always been a night owl, even before I made the permanent move to the city of endless night.

      Just as I spotted the crowded table filled with friends, I noticed another familiar figure at the main bar. One with a distinctive mane of red hair. “Okay, I see where you guys are,” I said to Arden. “Why don’t you go on over, and I’ll be there in a minute? I just have to talk to somebody real quick.”

      Arden raised an eyebrow and followed my stare to the bar. “You know, I figured you’d be the first one to get to know her,” she said with a fond smile. “The redhead, right? Why don’t you invite her to join us? We’ve all seen her around lately, but no one’s officially met her yet.”

      “Yeah, I’ll do that,” I said, not sure if that was actually going to work out. Arden obviously didn’t know that Zorah was a Collector, but someone else in our group might. If that was the case, things could get very awkward. Especially since I doubted Zorah wanted to tell her life story to a bunch of new strangers. But I’d invite her over anyway, and see what happened from there.

      As Arden headed for the table, I went to the bar. Zorah caught sight of me as I approached and shifted on her stool, turning with a hesitant smile. “Hey, Seth,” she said. “I told you I’d come. And I’m not even … doing any business today.”

      “Well, that’s good to hear, but don’t get yourself into trouble,” I said. While I was at her place yesterday, we’d talked a little about the Collector thing, and she told me they actually had quotas to meet for buying souls, like cops and traffic tickets in the normal world.

      Of course, then we’d done a little more than talk.

      Color rose to her cheeks as if she’d read what I was thinking. “I won’t. I’m actually ahead of things right now,” she said as she averted her gaze. At least it was a sign that she didn’t enjoy her job. “So, you’re all signed on or whatever you do for these things?”

      “Yep, checked in and paid up.” I moved a little closer, so I didn’t have to raise my voice over the crowd noise. “Hey, listen, a bunch of my friends have a table over there,” I said, nodding toward the group, even though she probably couldn’t tell which table I meant. “Do you want to join us? They’re pretty curious about you, and to be honest, I’m not sure if any of them know about your job. But you don’t have to tell them anything you don’t want to.”

      Her breath caught slightly as she followed my gesture. “I don’t know,” she said, catching her full lower lip with her teeth. “I mean, I’m not even sure why I talked to you in the first place. I’m glad I did, don’t get me wrong,” she added quickly. “It’s just that I’ve been careful not to make any friends here, because of what I am. No one understands.”

      “I understand,” I told her, taking her hand. “Look, ‘Collector’ is not what you are. It’s what you have to do, at least until I can find a way to get you out of it. And I’m definitely going to. But until then … you don’t have to be alone.”

      She shivered, closed her eyes, and after a minute she stood from the stool. “Okay,” she said with forced determination. “Let’s do it.”

      I smiled and led her toward the table, glad she was going to take the chance. I didn’t figure any of my friends would give her grief, even if they knew her secret.

      And if they did, I’d just make sure they stopped.
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      Zorah fit right in with the group. We spent a while talking and laughing, just shooting the shit. About forty-five minutes before the start of the tournament, the bunch of us headed for the Grand Ballroom, hoping for decent spectator seats and making sure those of us who were playing got to our seats in time. Mist and Elias had a bit more leeway than me since they were both starting in the second of the four-round first game.

      It probably shouldn’t have been a surprise that every seat in the place was already filled.

      A huge but normally quiet space compared to the rest of the casino, the Grand Ballroom was a pandemonium of movement and lights and noise. The room often hosted live concerts and shows, so there were built-in cushioned bleachers around the perimeter, but today they’d also set up banks of chairs in front of the bleachers for additional seating. This crowd was easily a few thousand strong.

      Poker tables were set up on a large, shallow platform in the middle of the room, one in the center and four more arranged in a diamond around it. There was a large RESERVED FOR FINALS sign on the center table, and a few of the players had already taken their seats at the surrounding tables, where dealers were stationed to monitor the chips, check place cards, and generally keep things as calm as possible. On top of that, video cameras had been set up at each table, no doubt wired to run feeds to the four huge monitors mounted high on the walls that faced each section of seating.

      But out of all this chaos, it was the other figure on the platform that drew my attention. The black-robed figure strung with silver chains like a gruesome anti-Christmas tree, standing with folded arms as his glowing amber eyes scanned the room incessantly.

      Apparently, the rumors that Titus was the Enforcer assigned to this year’s tournament were true. Lucky me.

      I let out a sharp sigh. Both Arden and Zorah heard me over the noisy room and looked at me with concern. “What’s wrong?” Arden asked.

      “Nothing. I just noticed that my favorite Enforcer is here,” I said, looking anywhere but at Titus, in the hopes that he wouldn’t spot me and start harassing me. “Does anybody see that douchebag Baylor around? I’d like to get a few jabs in before the tournament starts.” Maybe it was petty of me, but I wanted him to know I wasn’t afraid of his bullshit threats. And even if he’d thought about trying something, the Null field in the ballroom would stop him.

      “You know, he’s made himself pretty scarce lately,” Arden said, her brow furrowing like she hadn’t really thought about it until just now. “Usually he’s out throwing his money all over the place, every night. But I’ve barely seen him the past few days.”

      Zorah looked troubled. As Arden drifted toward the rest of the group, who’d wandered ahead in a futile attempt to look for seats, Zorah grabbed my arm lightly to hold me back. “Joad is very likely suffering from the strain of working for … him,” she said, still unwilling or unable to speak Oberon’s name. “He doesn’t usually work with humans. The leash he places on his slaves is powerful, designed to suppress much of their own magic so they can’t rebel. And since most humans have no natural magic …”

      “It must be hitting Joad in another way,” I said, suddenly realizing that he really hadn’t looked too healthy when I caught him arguing with Cayn. Maybe he hadn’t come after me because he was too weak to fight. Not that I felt one iota of sympathy for the bastard for aligning himself with scum like Oberon. “Well, too bad for him. I can’t think of anyone who deserves it more.”

      Zorah gave a grim nod. “If he fails today …”

      “He will fail. There’s no way I’m letting him win.” I forced a smile I didn’t feel, thinking about what this meant for Zorah. She hadn’t mentioned a leash before. That had to suck, having something that was constantly draining her magic. I was more determined than ever to get her away from Oberon. “Come on, it looks like they found some seats,” I said as I led her toward the group. “I think this is gonna be a good day.”

      Surprisingly, my friends had managed to find some empty chairs near the front of a floor section. I had a feeling that either Elias or Mist, or both of them, had been creatively persuasive in getting some other people to abandon their spots, but I wasn’t going to knock their methods. By now it was twenty minutes to game-time, and I had to get to my seat at the table.

      I said my quick goodbyes and headed to the platform, taking the three shallow steps to reach the top. It didn’t take long to spot my name at the center seat of one of the tables. But as I moved to take the chair, I suddenly felt a stare burning through my back.

      Even though I didn’t have to look to figure out who it was, I turned and found Titus glaring directly at me. He wanted to let me know that he was watching me, in case for some reason I tried to cheat the un-cheatable like some kind of newbie moron.

      Or like my father had managed to do, somehow.

      For the first time, I found myself wondering if Titus knew my secret. The Enforcers had been here since the beginning … or at least, some of them had. I didn’t know exactly what they were or where they came from, or whether the Council had brought in more of them as the city’s population grew. But the Enforcers had magic that no one else was able to use, or even really understand, so maybe he did know. Hell, maybe he’d been the one to catch my father.

      And if good old Ace had escaped Titus, and he somehow knew who I really was, that might explain why the Enforcer was so hell-bent on bringing me down.

      I dredged up a carefree grin and waved at Titus, practically daring him to come at me. That probably wasn’t the best idea I’d ever had. But he just kept glowering at me, stiff and unmoving, so I took my seat and gave my thumbprint to the dealer in exchange for my rack of chips. Three of the other players at my table were already seated, and the last one arrived just as my chips were pushed in front of me.

      Damn. I’d still been half hoping to get Joad at the first table, humiliate him early, but no such luck. Maybe he had some kind of inside connection with the tournament that prevented him from being matched against me, or a courtesy choice of table because he’d been last year’s champion. But he couldn’t avoid me forever. Unless someone else knocked him out first, I’d see that scumbag at the winner’s table, and he’d walk away a loser.

      But I did have at least one interesting person for the first round. The last player to arrive, the man who’d taken the seat to my right, was Colin Mayer. The old guy from the registration line who seemed to know a few things about my father. Now might be a good time to break the ice with him.

      As we waited for noon, I turned toward him, all smiles, and extended a hand. “Seth Wyatt,” I said. “It’s my first time playing the Four Skulls.”

      He looked surprised for a second, but then he grinned and shook with me. “I can tell it’s your first time, young man. Most of these old cads don’t bother making nice with the competition.”

      “Thanks,” I said with a laugh. “I’m not sure if that’s a compliment or an insult.”

      “Let’s call it a compliment. I’m Colin Mayer.” The older man stared at me a little too long, and for a second I got a little paranoid. If he’d been here when my father was, if he’d seen him, maybe he’d noticed some kind of resemblance. Not that there was much of one, in my opinion. But he smiled again, and I relaxed inwardly. “Maybe you’ll get first time lucky,” he said. “But I’ll tell you, this is my tenth try, and I’ve never gotten further than game two. There’s some serious competition around here, even when there’s no cheating going on.”

      “Cheating?” I said casually as if I had no idea what he was getting at. “I thought that’s what the Null field and that guy over there were for.” I sent a brief nod toward Titus, after a glance to make sure he’d stopped staring at me.

      “Yes, the Enforcer. We didn’t always have one at the Four Skulls,” Colin said in a sorrowful tone that was almost mocking, or maybe I imagined the sarcasm. “That started about ten years ago after a man actually cheated the tournament and won.”

      I made my eyes widen a little. “Really? I’ve only been here three years,” I said. “What happened?”

      “Well, I’ll tell you—”

      Colin was interrupted when an exuberant female voice boomed over the loudspeakers through the room. “Ladies and gentlemen, welcome to the fortieth annual Four Skulls Tournament at the Chute!”

      I winced and laughed to myself as I recognized the voice. Tiffany, once again playing her game-show host role to perfection. As I scanned the room again, I noticed a glass booth overlooking the ballroom above the bleachers, containing a row of six chairs behind a counter outfitted with microphones. There was Tiffany, with Jeremy slouching in the seat beside her, looking like he’d rather sink into the floor and fall to his death than listen to any more of her showboating.

      The other chairs in the booth were occupied by two men in dark suits, flanking a pair of goblins. Fezak, I presumed, and possibly his rarely seen and even more rarely discussed wife, though from this distance it was hard to tell whether one of the goblins was female. Actually, it was hard to tell up close.

      As Tiffany prattled on about the wondrous marvels of the Chute and how everyone should spend all their money here with an occasional dry interjection from Jeremy, I tuned out the announcements and focused on my game. I’d already started studying the other players, inventorying their tics and mannerisms so I could compare them with their reactions to the cards.

      Nothing was going to keep me from that winner’s table.
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      The first game was almost embarrassingly easy. If I didn’t already know this was Colin’s tenth attempted tournament, I’d suspect they put all the first-timers at the same table. Honestly, I could’ve cleaned them all out in less than thirty minutes, but I slow-played most of the game because I didn’t want to humiliate them completely.

      There was only one person at this tournament I planned to humiliate. And when I finished the game, I still hadn’t seen him here. Hell, maybe he’d dropped dead from the strain of working for Oberon.

      That would kind of suck since I still really wanted to play him.

      I made my way to the seats where my friends had gathered, going through the rounds of hugs and back-clapping. After a few minutes of chit-chat, Elias and Mist headed for the platform for the start of the second round. I’d actually managed to stall the game long enough so that my table was the last one finished, which was a fairly good strategy for me. Make the other remaining players think I’d struggled to win, that I was an easy mark. I had plenty of double-bluffs, sandbagging, and other fun tricks up my sleeve for later.

      “So, has anybody seen Joad yet?” I said over the general din as the crowds shifted and shuffled, some headed out with defeated players, others angling for better seats. “He must have already registered at least.”

      Arden shook her head as she looked around at the others, who shrugged or gave similar negative gestures. “It’s weird, isn’t it? Usually, he’s making himself the center of attention.”

      “Yeah. Weird,” I agreed as I scanned the huge, crowded room again. It was unlikely I’d be able to pick Joad out of this crowd, especially since there were so many guys in suits, but I tried. Still no sign of him. “Well, I don’t know about you guys, but I’m starving. Think I’ll drop into the Canteen for a bite.” The Canteen was the name of the Chute’s in-house restaurant. Not very creative, but neither was the Chute. But that was goblin humor for you … and Fezak’s naming conventions were slightly more thought-out than typical goblin standards. Any other one would’ve probably called this place Casino, and the restaurant would be named Restaurant. “Anybody want to join me?”

      “I will,” Zorah said, already standing beside me. “If nothing else, I could use a drink.”

      Arden smiled and patted my arm. “Save a few extra seats, okay?” she said. “I’m going to watch Elias and Mist and then we’ll join you.”

      “Sounds good. See you soon,” I said as I offered an arm to Zorah. She slipped a hand through, and we started through the throngs toward the Grand Ballroom exit.

      Just as we stepped through the wide open doorway into the main casino, someone collided with me, hard enough to almost knock me to the floor.

      “Hey, what the hell —” I started to say as I righted myself but cut myself short when I recognized the asshole who’d shoved me. “Joad,” I said tightly, arranging my face into something like a grin. “Believe it or not, I’m actually glad to see you.”

      “Oh, really,” he sneered as his gaze darted warily around. He was probably on the lookout for Cayn, another surprising and notable absence from the tournament so far. “Can’t say the same about you. I was hoping you’d dropped dead and saved me the trouble.”

      “Why, Joad. Is that a death threat?” I said with all the false concern I could muster. “You do know there’s an Enforcer here, don’t you?”

      “And you know they can’t do anything without proof,” he hissed.

      Joad was still scanning everywhere, his eyes showing too much white. In fact, he really looked like shit overall. His immaculate suit was loose and rumpled, his hair wasn’t perfectly combed, and there were dark patches under his eyes. He even looked like he’d lost a few pounds, placing him firmly in the gaunt and sickly category. And his breath was awful, rancid like he’d been eating rotten meat or something.

      I leaned close to him, trying to hold my own breath so I wouldn’t get a whiff of his. “I guess working for Oberon is a real shit-show, huh?” I said.

      “How …?” he sputtered and then narrowed his eyes at me. “Out of my way, you slimy little worm,” he snarled, shoving me aside as he stalked past us into the Grand Ballroom.

      I shrugged and turned to Zorah. “I think he might be scared.”

      “Yes, that’s quite possible,” she said with an uneasy smile. “And I’d like to be far away from him right now if you don’t mind.”

      “Great idea,” I said. “Let’s go.”

      The Canteen was just as packed as the casino itself, but I figured that would be the case. I requested the soonest available table for six, in case a few stragglers came along with the others, and the server told me it’d be about an hour, maybe a little less. So Zorah and I found seats in the cramped waiting area, where we talked for a bit about anything and everything except Oberon and the uncertain future. Princess woke up from her fourth daily nap while we waited, and she joined the conversation, with me conveying what she said to Zorah.

      By the time we were brought to a table and had drinks in front of us, Arden, Mist, and Elias had arrived to join us.

      “How’d it go?” I said as they took seats around the table. Turned out we didn’t need the extra seat, but that worked for me. The people here were basically my inner circle, and I was glad for the time to hang out before the next game started.

      Elias responded first, laughing under his breath. “Well, I’m still in, but I suspect that won’t be for long,” he said. “As for our dear blue-haired friend …”

      “I lost,” Mist grumbled, but then a smile flashed across her face. “That’s fine, though. I was playing with my winnings anyway, so I’m still not down.”

      I gave her a knowing smirk. It was the curse of the gambler, constantly balancing a lifetime of wins and losses to decide whether you were up or down at any given time. Even if you happened to be flat broke, everything was fine as long as you’d won more than you’d lost.

      “Well, at least we’ve got quite a while for this meal before we’ll have to go back in there,” Elias said as he opened the menu in front of him. “There’s still two more rounds in the game, and then a two-hour break before the next one starts. I’ll have plenty of time to digest everything.” He glanced at me and raised an eyebrow. “Of course, we won’t have the next placements until all the rounds are through. And no offense, Seth, my boy, but I hope you’re not at my table.”

      I laughed as I glanced at my own open menu. “None taken. I’d promise to go easy on you if you are, but you know I’d be lying.”

      That got a round of laughter from the table. “You know, I only lost because of the Enforcer,” Mist announced to no one in particular. “Not that he did anything. It’s just that those … uh, guys, creep me out.” She looked around with a slight frown. “Does anybody even know what they are?”

      Murmurs and shrugs responded, but I happened to notice that Elias’s features tightened a bit, even as he shook his head. I’d seen him react that way before whenever I brought up Titus, and now I really wondered about it. Did he know more about the Enforcers than he was letting on?

      I wanted to ask him, but this wasn’t the time or place. So I pretended I hadn’t seen his expression.

      “They are kinda freaky, aren’t they?” Arden said as she gave Mist a sympathetic look. “I wouldn’t want one of them breathing down my neck while I was trying to concentrate on a game. And hey, speaking of Enforcers,” she added as she sipped from the complimentary ice water the server had placed on the table. “Did anyone else notice that they had another one come in and take over for the one who’d been standing there? It was weird because I didn’t think Enforcers got tired.”

      A cold chill raced down my spine. “You mean Titus isn’t playing guard dog in there anymore?” I said hoarsely. “When did that happen?”

      “Just before we left the ballroom to come here,” Arden said with a tiny frown. “Why, what’s wrong?”

      Her question was answered when a red glow washed over the table, and everyone froze in place as a sickly familiar voice thundered just behind me.

      “Seth Wyatt,” Titus boomed. “A magical cheating device has been detected on your person. You are hereby charged with attempted fraud at a licensed casino game, and you will be taken to King Towers to await sentencing.”

      The whole table immediately erupted in shouts of protest, but I barely heard them as Titus’s leathery hand clamped around my upper arm, and we both vanished.
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      I was pretty sure I’d never been this furious in my life.

      No one went into the basement at King Towers unless they’d been taken there by an Enforcer, so I wasn’t sure what to expect. Mostly I figured it’d be like any other prison, with cells and bars and people yelling for their phone calls or their lawyers. Not that we had lawyers in the UV.

      But it was nothing like that. Titus teleported me directly into a small, stone-walled room with no doors, no windows, the only opening a small vent in the ceiling fifteen feet above, and then he vanished from the room without a word. I had plenty of them for him, but he didn’t listen to a single one.

      I’d spent the first few minutes proclaiming my innocence at the top of my lungs, hoping the bastards were listening through the vent or something, and the next few trying to get the hell out of the box. There was obviously a Null field, but I still tried to activate the watch, call up my dice, summon Princess, and finally started going through my pockets looking for anything that would go off.

      That was when I found it. A rolled flash paper imprinted with a re-inking spell tucked shallowly in the front right pocket of my coat. Where Joad had bumped into me.

      “Hey, assholes!” I shouted as I held the little roll of paper up, waving it over my head. I’d never use a re-inking spell. All it did was change a single playing card to a different card so you could cheat one hand, and I had way too much respect for my game to use cheap tricks like this. “You see this? It’s not mine, goddamn it! I just found it in my pocket, and I’ve never seen the thing in my life. Are any of you dicks paying attention?”

      Just as I finished my rant, a red glow filled the room, and I couldn’t move. There was a puff of smoke in front of me, and an Enforcer appeared. This one wasn’t Titus.

      “Look, whoever you are, I’ve been set up,” I said as the Enforcer’s shining amber eyes stared at me, unwavering. “This isn’t mine, you hear me? Joad Baylor slipped it in my pocket at the Chute, because he’s trying to keep me from finishing the tournament.”

      The Enforcer reached up and plucked the spell paper from my frozen fingers. “You have been found with a magical cheating device in your possession,” he said, passing a leathery, clawed hand over the scroll. When he did, the little paper lit up like Christmas for a few seconds, and then burned itself into ash. “This device was treated with an anti-Null barrier,” the Enforcer said. “Attempting to bypass a sanctioned Null field is a serious crime, punishable by Smiting.”

      I tried to swallow, but my throat wouldn’t cooperate. “It’s. Not. Mine,” I said as forcefully as I could. “Are you deaf? If you want to Smite somebody, go get Joad Baylor. That spell was his, and he stuck it in my pocket. He’s already tried to kill me once, but it didn’t take, so now he’s trying to frame me instead.”

      The Enforcer cocked his head like he was analyzing something. After a long pause, he said, “The Enforcer who brought you in has the final say over your guilt or innocence.”

      “Titus?” I said, trying to keep the groan from my voice. “Look, that guy really has it in for me. Can’t somebody else handle this one?”

      “Titus will hear your case, and he will make a fair decision,” the Enforcer said.

      “No, he won’t! Listen, just take me back—”

      The Enforcer vanished abruptly, along with the red light, and I lost my balance and hit the stone floor with a pained grunt.

      I made a conscious decision to stay calm, and not to exhaust myself screaming at nothing. It wasn’t easy. For a while, I paced the confines of the room, trying not to compare the stone box to the coffin. I measured the space by walking beside the walls, one foot in front of the other, and estimated it was eight by eight feet. When I got tired of moving around, I sat against the back wall and stared up at the vent.

      Time passed, and no one showed up. I had no idea how long I’d been there. It might’ve been ten very long minutes since not-Titus came in here, or maybe it’d been three hours, and I’d already missed my start for the second game of the tournament. Fury camped in my gut and stayed there, a slow boil seeping through my veins as I started envisioning what I’d do to Joad when I got out of traction. Because I had no doubt that whenever Titus bothered to arrive, he’d Smite me in a heartbeat.

      When the smoke filled the center of the room, at first, I thought I was hallucinating. And when Titus solidified in front of me, it took a hell of a lot more willpower than I’d known I possessed not to launch myself at him and drive a fist into his bony, horrifying face.

      Somehow I managed to remain calm as I pushed up to my feet. “What, no suspension field?” I said to the Enforcer, who hadn’t moved since he materialized. “Aren’t you worried I’ll attack you or something?”

      “As much as I would enjoy seeing you try, Mr. Wyatt, we both know you’re far too smart for that,” Titus said.

      My jaw would’ve been hanging open if I wasn’t too surprised to let it. “Was that a compliment?”

      “No, it was not. Simply an observation.” Titus moved toward me slowly. “My colleague has informed me that you are claiming you were … framed, by a Mr. Joad Baylor.”

      “Yeah, that’s right,” I said. “Come on, Titus. A re-inking spell? Why would I bother with something as simple and obvious as that?” I had no idea why I was attempting to explain anything to him, or why he hadn’t just Smited me already. But I kept going anyway. “I’m pretty sure I already told you Joad’s throwing everything he can at me, trying to either kill me or get me out of the Four Skulls. Hell, this latest little scheme of his probably worked. I don’t know what time it is, but I was supposed to be at the tournament table at quarter to five, so … just go ahead and Smite me. It doesn’t matter now.”

      Titus made a long, drawn-out rattling sound that was probably supposed to be a sigh, even though it sounded like a snake preparing to strike. “As it happens, Mr. Wyatt, I believe you,” he said.

      This time my jaw did drop. “You what?” I shook my head. “Say that again.”

      “You heard me,” Titus snapped. “While Mr. Ryerson was in custody, he gave testimony that suggested Mr. Baylor … has it in for you, I believe were his words. Additionally, you have demonstrated a basic sense of decency. Though it wasn’t necessary, you did attempt to save my life.”

      “Yeah, you’re welcome,” I said. “Who the hell is Mr. Ryerson?”

      Titus blinked his amber eyes. “Percival Ryerson,” he said. “I believe you know him as Alistair.”

      Holy shit. Alistair’s real name was Percival? I almost laughed, until I realized that I had nothing to be happy about. Even though Titus had decided I was innocent, Joad still got what he wanted, the bastard. I’d have been disqualified from the tournament by now.

      Titus took a step closer. “You will accompany me back to the Chute, so I can resume my post.”

      “You know what, I’d rather not,” I said as my fury rekindled. “Can you just drop me off at my place or something?”

      “I supposed I could,” Titus said, shrugging beneath his cloak. “But you will miss the start of the next game. The current time is twenty minutes to five.”

      “Shit, are you serious?” I nearly shouted. My legs actually wobbled in relief, and for a few seconds, I thought I’d collapse again. “Okay, you got it. I’m accompanying you.”

      With a curt nod, Titus grabbed my arm.

      In a blink, I was standing with the Enforcer in the middle of the platform in the Grand Ballroom. The abrupt shift from near-silence to roaring chaos made me wince, and I squinted my eyes against the bright wash of lights. When my senses adjusted, I shook my head to clear it and turned to Titus. “I guess I owe you one,” I said. “Thank you.”

      I thought he might’ve smirked, but it was hard to tell through the shadows thrown by his hood. “Just stay out of trouble, Mr. Wyatt. Please.”

      “That’s exactly what I’m trying to do,” I said with a grin, waving as I headed for the only empty seat at the poker tables, which had to be mine. On the way, I caught sight of Arden, Zorah, and Mist in the crowds with the rest of our group, all of them waving and cheering loudly. I waved back and then slowed as I walked past a full table where I recognized two of the players. Elias … and Joad.

      Elias broke into a broad, incredulous smile. As I nodded in return, Joad caught sight of me, and his reaction wasn’t quite as friendly. The color drained from his face, leaving an unhealthy shade of gray behind, and his eyes burned like coals as he clenched his jaw.

      “What’s wrong, Baylor? You look like you’ve seen a ghost,” I said evenly.

      He sputtered something incoherent and turned away fast.

      I shrugged and took my seat, giving my thumbprint to the dealer at the table with just a few minutes to spare. This time I wouldn’t bother slow-playing if the game went easy. I wanted the final round, the big showdown. And as much as I loved Elias, I hoped he wouldn’t beat Joad.

      Now more than ever, that was my job.
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      The second game of the Four Skulls tournament actually presented me with a few challenges, and I enjoyed it. Two of the players at my table, Bucky Sharpe and Sheryl Lavergne, were very good, and it took me a while to pick up on their tells. Even without any soft-playing, my table was still the last one finished. The game had come down to Bucky and me, and I was forced into playing it conservative for a while since he’d thrown some reverse tells into the mix.

      But I finally brought him all-in with a full house to his two pair, and he was good-natured about losing through the customary handshake at the end. And as the casino staff swarmed the platform to clear away the extras and move everything to the final table, I headed for my friends in the crowd. I hadn’t been able to talk to them since Titus brought me back at the last minute.

      They were waiting on their feet, with hugs and congratulations and tons of questions. I gave them a quick explanation of what went down as I looked around, noticing the absence of a certain redhead.

      “Where’s Zorah?” I asked.

      Arden gestured vaguely to the ballroom exit. “She was talking to some guy, and they went out to the casino a few minutes ago,” she said. “Said she’d be back soon.”

      I held back a frown. Hopefully, Zorah wasn’t out striking deals for souls, though I couldn’t really blame her if she’d taken an opportunity.

      “So, how’d your game go, Elias?” I said, making sure I didn’t sound too eager.

      The older man shrugged. “Lost to Joad, but I wasn’t surprised about that. I do wish that sleazy jerk hadn’t been at my table, though,” he said. “Wouldn’t have minded playing a few hands in the final against you.”

      “Damn, I’m sorry.” I clapped his back in sympathy. “At least you won’t miss the money, right?”

      He laughed. “What money? That was chump change.”

      The overhead loudspeaker cut in with an echoing click, and the noise levels in the ballroom dropped to a low buzz. “Ladies and gentlemen, we’re pleased to announce the roster for the final game of this year’s Four Skulls Tournament!” Tiffany effused in a magnified voice. “Competing in the first chair is Balthazar Smith, a five-year resident playing in his second annual tournament.” As she spoke, the monitor screens around the room showed a photo of a dark-haired, dusky-skinned, unsmiling man with eyes the color of polished maple. “Last year, Mr. Smith finished third overall in the competition.”

      The crowd gave the obligatory cheer, and I cocked an eyebrow. “That’s a demon name if I ever heard one,” I said. Most demons only had one name, and half of them just tacked Smith on the end if they needed something for legal purposes.

      “And in the second chair,” Tiffany announced as the excitement subsided, “we have first-time player Seth Wyatt, a three-year resident of the city.”

      I might’ve been imagining it, but I thought the crowd cheered a little louder for me. I grinned and gave a little wave as the monitors flashed my ID photo, which was definitely not the best picture of me. But I didn’t mind.

      “Playing in the third chair tonight, we have Ivory Beach,” Tiffany went on after a minute, and the monitor screens changed to a thirty-something woman with flowing white-blonde hair and sapphire eyes, wearing a crooked smile. “Miss Beach has been a resident for nine years, and was the winner of the thirty-fifth Four Skulls tournament.”

      More loud cheering for Miss Beach. “She was at my table earlier,” Mist half-shouted over the commotion. “She totally killed it. Better watch out for her, Seth.”

      “Oh, I will. I’m watching out for everybody,” I said. Especially Joad. I wasn’t sure whether to be relieved or disappointed that I wouldn’t be sitting right next to the bastard.

      “In tonight’s fourth chair will be Dario Lancaster, who is celebrating his fiftieth year as a resident of our fine city,” Tiffany’s fake-excited voice boomed over the speakers. On the monitors, a photo showed up of a smooth-faced, slender man with brown hair and hazel eyes who didn’t look a day over thirty. It made me a little uneasy. If he’d lived here for fifty years and looked like that, either he wasn’t human, or he’d sold his soul. “Mr. Lancaster is a three-time winner of the Four Skulls tournament.”

      “Does anybody know that guy?” I said as the crowd swelled into the expected cheering.

      “He’s all right. He owns the Curiosity Shop,” Elias said. “You know, that bookstore next to Cato’s? Lives there too, so he doesn’t get out much.”

      I nodded. It didn’t explain the way he looked, but if Elias vouched for him, it was good enough for me.

      “And competing from the fifth chair, we have Joad Baylor,” Tiffany announced. I thought her forced cheer wavered a little when she said his name, but I probably imagined it. As the weasel’s photo flashed onto the monitors, Tiffany continued, “Mr. Baylor is a six-year resident and the winner of last year’s Four Skulls Tournament.”

      There was a lot of cheering for Joad. Probably because everyone owed him money, favors, or both.

      “Well, there you have it,” Tiffany said when the crowd settled. “Our final game will begin promptly at nine. Players are reminded to be in their seats at least fifteen minutes before the start time. Any late player will be disqualified. And while you’re waiting for the big finale, folks, why not try your luck in the main casino? Remember, everyone’s a winner at the Chute.”

      There was a brief pause in the announcements, and I imagined Tiffany giving poor Jeremy the evil eye. Finally, he droned his bit into the microphone. “The UV’s biggest, brightest casino, where the fun never sleeps. Ask our staff about complimentary slot machine tokens for senior citizens, and don’t forget to—”

      A squawk and a feedback whine cut him off, and Tiffany came back through. “Thank you, Jeremy,” she said stiffly. “That’s all for now, ladies and gentlemen.”

      I chuckled under my breath. That kid was probably going to get fired sitting in the booth with Fezak, but I got the distinct impression he didn’t care one way or the other.

      “Okay, so we’ve got an hour,” I said as the talking in the room ramped back up, and the slow exodus began. “What should we do with ourselves?”

      “I vote for staying right here,” Arden said with concern edging her voice. “I mean, look what happened during the last break. Joad almost got you disqualified, and now you’re in the final. He’ll probably try something even worse.”

      Much as I hated to admit it, that was probably the best idea. I didn’t think Joad would succeed at whatever else he was going to try, but I also didn’t want to waste the energy thwarting him. I’d have to be at the top of my game for the final round.

      Just as I opened my mouth to agree with Arden, I caught sight of a flash of red hair swimming against the exiting crowd, headed this way.

      “Hey, there’s Zorah,” I said, raising an arm to wave. As she got closer, I made out the look of distress on her face and started to worry. “Excuse me for a second, guys,” I said as I started out to meet her, knowing she probably wouldn’t want to discuss whatever was wrong in front of people who didn’t know she was a Collector.

      She reached me and grabbed my arm like a lifeline. “Seth, I’m so glad you made it back in time,” she said. “What happened with that Enforcer, anyway?”

      “Not much. Joad tried to frame me for cheating, but Titus and I came to an understanding.” I looked back at the center platform, where the Enforcer in question still stood, watching everything. At least he wasn’t glaring at me for the moment. “But that’s not why you look like somebody walked over your grave, is it?”

      “No, it isn’t.” She glanced around briefly and moved in closer, lowering her voice to a near whisper. “One of the casino officials owed me a favor, so I got him to let me take a look at the tournament prize,” she said. “It is a luck pendant, but it’s not just that. There’s a very powerful enchantment on it. I couldn’t get a clear read, because my magic is … well, not as strong as it should be.” She cast her eyes down and released a short breath. “But I was able to read that the spell is specific, keyed to one person. Not human. And I think I know who because I’ve felt that energy before.”

      I raised an eyebrow. “Please don’t say Joad.”

      “No, not him.” She pressed a trembling hand to my chest. “I felt it from her. Princess.”

      With her words, I felt Princess stir inside me. How is that possible?

      “I have no idea,” I said and repeated the question to Zorah.

      The reluctant Collector shook her head slowly. “I don’t know, either,” she said. “But if he wants it, I’m afraid …”

      When she didn’t continue, I put an encouraging arm around her. “What are you thinking?” I said. “Go on, it’s okay.”

      She shuddered. “Maybe the luck pendant isn’t the key to the lock,” she said, so softly that I almost didn’t hear her. “Maybe … he needs Princess to open the way.”

      My blood ran cold at the thought, especially since it carried the ring of truth. If Princess really was from the ruling class of alterspace, it was possible she could be the key.

      But Oberon would get his hands on her over my dead body.
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      Joad seemed a hell of a lot more confident than he should’ve been at the final game.

      He looked even worse than the last time I’d seen him. His eyes were bloodshot and bleary, the bags under them big enough to hold a week’s worth of groceries. Sweat pooled at his temples and dampened his collar, and his clothes had somehow gotten more rumpled. It almost looked like he’d been in a fight just before the game or something. The player next to him, the creepily youthful Dario Lancaster, kept inching his chair away and sending half-horrified glances in Joad’s direction.

      It occurred to me that I hadn’t seen Cayn at all today. The Collector probably should’ve been here, if for no other reason than to make sure Joad didn’t kill me and ruin his precious watch. But he was conspicuously absent, and I started to wonder if Joad had somehow put him out of commission.

      But whatever the rich little prick had been up to, it hadn’t affected his game. He’d stayed sharp and played hard, and after the first hour, we were down two players. Only me, Joad, and Ivory Beach remained at the table, and things weren’t looking too good for Ivory.

      The dealer had just laid the turn, and Ivory had first bet. I knew she’d connected with the flop since she looked away fast when the last of the three cards were turned over, which meant Joad knew it too. Now she was deliberating just a little too long on her bet, and I figured she was about to go all-in a few seconds before she pushed her remaining chips into the center.

      “The bet is five thousand, five hundred,” the dealer called out.

      Where Ivory’s decision had been too slow, Joad’s was too fast. He immediately counted out chips from his stash and stacked them in front of his cards. “Call,” he said.

      “Five thousand, five hundred to you, sir,” the dealer said as he turned toward me.

      I already knew my play, but I gave it a few seconds anyway. All I had was a lousy pair of fours with an ace kicker, and I knew Ivory wasn’t bluffing. I’d let Joad take her out since even if he took this pot, I’d still be up on him. “Fold,” I said as I slid my hole cards toward the dealer, and he raked them into the muck.

      Once I opted out of the all-in bet, Ivory and Joad turned their hole cards face-up. The community cards were two tens, a nine and a king, and Ivory held a pocket pair of kings, giving her three of a kind. But Joad had a ten and jack, so even though his three-of-a-kind didn’t beat Ivory’s, he could hit either a straight or a full house on the river. All he had to do was get lucky.

      Ivory went rigid and kept her gaze on the deck as the dealer went for the top card. “And here’s the river,” the dealer said as he turned the card over.

      Queen of hearts. Joad made his straight, and Ivory was out.

      There was a polite round of applause as the three of us stood, and Ivory turned toward me almost desperately, holding out a slim hand. “Good game, Mr. Wyatt,” she said in a voice that strained to stay even. I got the distinct feeling that she dreaded shaking hands with Joad, and I didn’t blame her.

      “You too, Miss Beach,” I said. “I’m sorry.”

      I wasn’t sure why I’d apologized. Because she’d lost, or because I felt sorry for her with the impending formality of touching Joad. But my sympathy turned out to be misplaced because she didn’t even turn to look at him. Once she released my hand, she walked off the platform without a single word or glance at the man who’d knocked her out of the game.

      A faint noise of disapproval spread through the crowd. They probably thought Ivory was a poor sport, but they weren’t close enough to get a good look at Joad. Or smell him.

      He really was a complete wreck.

      “And we’re down to the final two players in the fortieth Four Skulls Tournament!” Tiffany bubbled over the loudspeaker. “There will be a fifteen-minute break, and then the game will resume. Players, please remain in your seats.”

      As the dealer walked away from the table to stretch and probably find a drink somewhere, I settled back in my chair and looked at Joad, who was studiously re-stacking his chips. “You know, I really hoped it’d come down to this,” I said. “You and me, having our own private showdown in front of thousands of people. You know, so you can’t cheat or try to kill me.”

      Joad raised his head slowly. His sunken eyes burned fever-bright. “You’re dead anyway, Wyatt,” he said in low, menacing tones. “With everything you think you’ve figured out, I’m surprised you don’t know that. He’ll never let you live.”

      “Who, Oberon?” I said, laughing when he flinched at the name. “Look, I don’t give a damn what old antler-head thinks he’s going to do. I’m not letting him win … and you shouldn’t either.” I leaned toward him, cringing a little at the smell, and lowered my voice. “They call him the conqueror king, you know,” I said. “And guess what he’s trying to conquer next?”

      Joad blanched, and a rivulet of sweat streaked down the side of his face. “Nothing’s going to stop that now,” he hissed. “If you had any sense at all, you’d take his side while you still can.”

      “You know what, Joad? I almost feel sorry for you,” I said. “But not enough to let you win.”

      He flashed a sneer, looking like himself for just a second. “You don’t have to let me, Wyatt. I’m better than you, and I always will be.”

      I let that one slide and sat back with a shrug. “Guess we’re about to test that theory.”

      We spent the rest of the break in silence, and I used the time to mentally replay the game so far. Knowing that the most likely scenario was Joad and me facing off at the end, I’d watched him more closely than the others. And he was good, though I’d never admit that to him. He’d bluffed successfully more than once, pulled off some pretty complicated long plays, and constantly switched up his tells.

      But I had picked up on a pattern, one he’d used at least twice, spacing it out so it wouldn’t be obvious. Twice when he bluffed, he’d check and call through the turn, and then bet aggressively on the river to force everyone else out. And both of those times, I’d folded before the river.

      At least, I was ninety-nine percent sure he’d bluffed those hands. In this game, it wasn’t mandatory to show your cards when you were the last player standing, and Joad never did.

      I’d taken the opposite approach and showed mine when I bluffed, just to make him feel bad.

      Finally, the break ended, and the game resumed. I had a feeling Joad was going to drop back and start running a conservative game, at least for a while, since he wanted to draw this out just as much as I did. So, I matched his style, checking and keeping the bets small, sacrificing a few blinds on early folds until I got bored and went aggressive.

      Unfortunately, Joad wasn’t bored enough yet, and he kept folding every time I bet big.

      We’d been at it for a tense half-hour when Joad apparently decided to make his move. Our stacks were running almost even, with his slightly higher than mine, and the size of the pot at the turn would either put me over his stacks or give him the first significant advantage over me. The community cards had a potential flush with three diamonds showing and a pair of sevens that could connect with pretty much anything else.

      Joad had first bet, and he raised me three thousand. It was the highest raise he’d made since Ivory was played out, and it left me to decide whether he was bluffing. Considering the extremely conservative plays he’d been making, there was a strong likelihood he’d connected. The flush was the most obvious, but I wasn’t holding any sevens so he might have trips, a full house, or even quads.

      I’d already made the flush with two diamonds in the hole, ace and king, which also gave me two pair with the community sevens and my ace, matched with the ace of hearts on the table. So if the river gave up an ace or a seven, I’d have a full house. But even if the river didn’t pay, the flush would beat anything but quads.

      He wasn’t bluffing, but the risk was acceptable. “Call,” I said, counting out three thousand in chips to push in.

      Joad didn’t react to my play, and he didn’t raise. The dealer turned over the next card and revealed the seven of spades. Trips on the table raised the odds that we’d both made a full house but also meant that Joad could’ve drawn four of a kind.

      He checked the bet, his expression utterly neutral as his eyes met mine and stayed there. He was daring me to raise. But I had a good feeling he hadn’t made quads, and if he had a full house, my aces would probably take it. Unless his pair was aces, too.

      I decided to let it stand, and laid my cards down.

      Joad stared at my ace and king for half a second and then flipped his hole cards calmly. He had the fourth ace and a queen. Which meant my king kicker took the pot.

      The crowds applauded as the dealer pushed the chips toward me, and I organized the stacks and watched my opponent. His blank expression remained, and beneath it, he was either supremely confident or terrified. I honestly didn’t care which one. I had almost five thousand on him now, and I planned to take it all.

      As the next hand started, I picked up on the pattern I’d noticed before. If I checked, Joad checked. If I raised, he called. He didn’t play with his cards, fidget with his stacks, or look around the room. In fact, he barely moved at all.

      And on the river, when I raised two thousand, he sat up straighter in his chair and pushed everything forward. “All in.”

      This was definitely the same pattern. Joad was bluffing, trying to force a tide change that would cripple me. But still, I was only ninety-nine percent sure the other plays had been bluffs, which left a one percent chance that he had a dominating hand.

      I waited longer than I should have. All the cards were out, and I’d only built three of a kind with a pocket pair of jacks and a third in community. But in addition to the jack of spades, the community cards had the nine and king of spades, the king of hearts, and the ten of diamonds. Joad could’ve made a straight, flush, full house, quads … or even a royal flush. In fact, the odds were extremely low that he hadn’t made any of those hands, all of which beat my trips.

      Which made this the perfect opportunity for him to bluff. He’d expect me to realize that there was almost no chance he had a crap hand, and he wanted me to fold so he could shift into aggressive play and get me on the defensive.

      That wasn’t going to happen.

      He’d already started to look smug, sure I was going to fold when I flashed him a massive grin. “Okay, Baylor,” I said as I slowly counted the pot overage from my stacks, pushed the rest in, and turned over my not-so-strong pair of jacks. “I call. Let’s see what you’ve got.”

      The switch from smug to furious happened in a flash. “You son of a bitch!” he roared, half-standing from his chair and bumping the table hard enough to rattle the chips. “No way. No fucking way!” Veins bulged in his neck, and he started to reach for his pocket.

      “Sit down, Mr. Baylor,” a deep voice said as Titus approached the table from the edge of the platform. “Keep your hands visible, or I will take you into custody now and ask questions later.”

      I almost laughed out loud. That must’ve really chapped Titus’s ass, having to defend me in public.

      Joad’s face flushed darkly as he lowered himself to his seat in jerks and spurts. He glared at me, reached for his hole cards, and threw them face-up on the table. Two of hearts, five of clubs.

      Nothing. He had absolutely nothing.

      The crowd erupted in cheers, applause, and shouts, drowning out whatever Tiffany was trying to say over the loudspeakers. For a minute, I was too stunned to react. I knew he was bluffing, but I didn’t actually believe it until I saw the cards. And truthfully, his bluff should’ve worked. The odds had absolutely been in his favor.

      But I’d read the bastard right, and I’d won. I’d actually won the Four Skulls.

      This was fucking awesome.
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      They had a little award ceremony on the platform, with Tiffany and Jeremy coming down from the announcer’s box to present me with the prize. Tiffany droned on for a few minutes about the history of the item, which had been crafted by the great warlock Magnus Fortuna during the Black Death epidemic of the 1300s and some other stuff. Jeremy had the honor of handing me the luck pendant, encased in a slender, hinged glass box, and he never had to say a word to the crowds.

      He grinned as he gave it to me. “Great game, man,” he said. “I hope this thing actually works.”

      “Me, too,” I told him as I shook his hand, and then Tiffany’s. The pendant was a silver interlocked double star, one hanging from the lower point of the other, on a heavy silver chain. And for something that was supposedly made in the 1300s, it gleamed like it was brand new. I decided to put it on right away and opened the box as I descended the platform, leaving Tiffany behind to exhort the delights of spending all your money at the Chute.

      The chain was long enough to put the necklace on without opening the clasp, so I slipped it over my head and tucked the box into my jacket pocket. Wasn’t sure what was supposed to happen, but I didn’t feel particularly lucky when I put it on. I’d probably take it to Golar so he could figure out how it was supposed to work.

      Elias, Arden, Mist, and Zorah had stuck around until the end of the tournament, and they mobbed me when I walked off the platform. I got congratulatory kisses from everybody but Elias, who gave me an awkward hug instead.

      “I knew it,” he said. “I didn’t stand a chance against you. Excellent game, my boy.”

      “Thanks,” I said with a modest shrug as I casually scanned the Grand Ballroom. Joad had left in a rush the instant they’d officially called the game, so I didn’t really expect to spot him in here. But I couldn’t dismiss the idea that he might try to jump me again, to take the pendant since he hadn’t managed to win it.

      I’d mentally replayed his outburst at the end of the last hand, and it only made me more suspicious. He’d been trying too hard to act outraged like he wanted everybody to see how pissed off he was about losing. But something in his eyes had been cold, almost mocking. As if things had gone exactly the way he wanted them to.

      Zorah must’ve noticed that my mood was a little off because she took my hand gently and waited until I looked at her. “Are you okay?” she said. “You look … worried.”

      “Maybe I am,” I said softly, leading her a little away from the rest of them as they discussed which bar we should hit to celebrate. “I’m not sure, but there was something about Joad that didn’t feel right. I don’t think he was nearly as mad as he was acting, and that makes me think he didn’t actually need to win.”

      She frowned. “That doesn’t make sense. Of course, he’d need to win, if he wants to live. Unless …” She broke off with a soft gasp and stared at the pendant. “He couldn’t have,” she said.

      “Couldn’t have what?” I glanced down at the necklace. The too-shiny, too-new pendant that was supposed to be eight hundred years old. “Shit. You think he switched it out, don’t you?”

      She gave a shallow nod and reached toward it. “May I?”

      “Yeah, go ahead,” I said.

      Biting her lip briefly, Zorah cupped the double star charm in a hand and murmured a few words under her breath. She waited, and her brow furrowed as she opened her fingers slowly. “Nothing,” she said hoarsely. “This pendant is no more magical than the floor we’re standing on.”

      “That son of a bitch,” I spat. My mind raced for a minute as I tried to figure out how the hell he’d pulled this off, but I quickly realized it didn’t matter how. The only thing that mattered was finding him and getting the real pendant back before he could deliver Oberon the means to do something horrible to Princess.

      “Come on,” I said, leading Zorah toward the platform where Titus still stood like an evil statue. “Hey, guys, you’ll have to start the celebration without me,” I called to the others as I passed them. “We have to take care of something. Just text me where you’re going, and I’ll meet you there.”

      They had questions, but I didn’t have time to answer. I kept moving.

      Titus realized I was headed for him with Zorah in tow and turned to fix an angry amber stare on me. “What do you want, Mr. Wyatt?” he grated. “You’ve won, and you are still alive.”

      “I want to report a few crimes,” I said as I stopped in front of him. “Theft, for one, and probably cheating. It’s cheating if you steal a prize from a sanctioned tournament, right?”

      The Enforcer folded his arms. “This is not amusing,” he said. “The prize is right there, around your neck.”

      “No, this is a fake.” I yanked the pendant off, and the chain snapped easily. That definitely shouldn’t have happened with a powerful, one-of-a-kind magical item. And if that wasn’t enough proof, I immediately spotted more. “Look at this,” I said as I held up one of the broken links. “It’s just brass coated with silver, and the silver is flaking. This was not crafted by Magnus the Great or whoever in 1300s Europe.”

      Titus’s expression grew thunderous. “It seems you are correct yet again, Mr. Wyatt,” he said sourly. “And I suppose you know who is responsible for this.”

      “Yeah, and so do you. It’s Joad Baylor,” I said. “You should’ve detained him when you had the chance. So can you find him, like, right now? Because if we don’t catch him fast, he’s going to hand over half of the conquering-the-world keys to Oberon.”

      Even as I said it, I wondered if Titus knew anything about Oberon. But from the way he grabbed me and immediately vanished us, I was guessing he did.

      He also brought a very surprised Zorah along with us, since she was still holding my hand when he teleported.

      We reappeared in a half-empty AutoCab lot at the north end of the city, and I understood right away what Joad was doing way up here. This place was a few blocks from the abandoned silver mine, the only way in and out of the UV that wasn’t magically monitored.

      But he hadn’t made it there yet. He was fifteen feet away and headed for the street that ran behind the lot when we materialized, and he whirled toward us with a snarl that was barely human. “What the hell do you think you’re doing, Wyatt?” he said. “Following me? You have no right to—”

      “Give me the pendant, dickwad.” I started toward him, ignoring Zorah’s gasp of warning. “I know you swapped it. And I’d love to see you explain yourself to Titus here.”

      If Joad was surprised or concerned, he didn’t show it. He just sneered. “There’s no proof of anything,” he said. “Your little pet Enforcer there can’t detain me unless he gets a confession.”

      “I think what you just said was close enough,” I told him, expecting Titus to cast a suspension field any second now. “So why don’t you—”

      While I was talking, Joad had been reaching into a pocket. Suddenly he pulled out a small leather pouch and slammed it hard on the ground between us. The pouch burst open, and the heavy smell of sulfur filled the air as thick red smoke billowed out, impossibly fast.

      Great. Demon magic. This was not a good sign.

      Blinded by the smoke, I felt the same jerk-and-fall sensation that came with portal transports. The smoke was slow to clear, and before I could get myself oriented again, there was a flash of white light from somewhere nearby. Whatever it was seared my shirt and sizzled into my flesh like someone had pressed a hot iron against my chest.

      “That should take care of your goddamned tiger,” Joad called from somewhere in the gloom beyond the thinning red smoke. “And now, it’s your turn.”

      My heart raced as I stumbled away from the sound of his voice, desperately blinking to try and restore my vision. “Princess,” I gasped, “you okay?”

      I am, she said in my head. But … I cannot summon myself.

      “Shit, okay, let me try. Convoca,” I said.

      Nothing happened.

      “Goddamn it!” I shouted, just as another white flash went off in the darkness. I dove out of the way, this time catching a brief glimpse of the surroundings in the afterglow of the magic attack. It looked like we were in some kind of abandoned building, a big space with a dirt floor, rusty corrugated steel walls, and a bunch of clutter pushed into piles. Which meant this was the Dregs since it was the only place in the city where building code violations meant nothing.

      And where the hell was Joad pulling this magic from? These attacks weren’t from his Agony Orb. In fact, they seemed like natural magic, which he definitely didn’t have.

      “Don’t worry, Wyatt. I’m not going to kill you,” Joad’s voice taunted from the gloom. “I’m just going to hurt you so badly that you’ll never wake up. He’s given me the power.”

      My gut churned. So that’s how he was doing this. Oberon must’ve have given him some kind of boost to make sure he didn’t fail.

      “Are you planning to use that watch, Wyatt?” As Joad spoke, he hurled another white bolt, forcing me to scramble out of the way. The attack missed me by an inch. “Go ahead. I can still see you, no matter what you do.”

      This time I’d managed to see him briefly when he threw the magic. He was wearing a pair of brass goggles, like the ones Zorah had on when she helped me defeat the alterhound. Oberon must have given those to him too. They’d let Zorah see the dog, so I had to assume that Joad wasn’t lying. He’d be able to target me even if I shifted into alterspace.

      “I’m disappointed, Joad,” I called as I summoned my dice, hoping the chatter would distract him for a minute instead of drawing more fire. “I mean, working for Oberon is bad enough. But it looks like you’re doing business with demons, too. What was up with that pouch?”

      “Wouldn’t you like to know,” he shouted back as another blaze of white raced toward me. I hit the ground hard and rolled the dice. In the darkness, I had no idea what they’d landed on.

      “Actually, I don’t want to know,” I said as my hands glowed green. So I had energy bolts, but no idea how many. “I’m not planning to make friends with demons anytime soon.”

      Instead of replying, he shot more white fire at me. I ducked and blasted back, watching the green bolt light up the room as it traveled in Joad’s general direction. Unfortunately, it missed him by a few feet, but now I had a better idea where he was.

      I sent more bolts, barrage style, and hit him with the fifth one. I heard a strangled cry and a thud as he fell, but the glow vanished from my hands. I must’ve rolled a five.

      “Nice try, Wyatt, but you’re not going to win this one,” Joad called out as I called the dice back to my hand and quickly rolled them again. At least they didn’t have a delay like the watch. “You’re about to wish you’d never been born.”

      More white light flared, and at the same time, a green glow surrounded me completely. I let out a laugh and started toward Joad, the light of the magic barrier giving me all I needed to see. Whether I’d rolled a three or an eleven, it’d be enough.

      “What …? How …?” Joad sputtered as he stepped back, raising a hand that glowed white. He blasted an attack at me, and it fizzled against the barrier in a shower of sparks. “No!”

      “Too bad, Baylor. You might have the actual luck pendant, but I think your luck just ran out.” I recalled the dice, rolled quickly, and this time my eyes burned hot as my fists lit up. I slowed and drew my hands back. “Snake eyes,” I said, grinning as the blood dripped down my face. “You lose.”

      I blasted him without hesitation. The green fire engulfed him, and he let out a liquid scream as he staggered a few steps and fell to his knees, still burning. He finally fell over, blackened and smoldering and silent, just before the green glow faded away from me.

      Guess I must’ve rolled a three before the snake eyes.

      I stood there for a moment in the dark, trying to catch my breath as the strain of that last attack hit me. I felt drained and achy, my mouth dry and my legs weak. But at least my eyes had stopped bleeding.

      Before I could decide what to do next, there was a rushing sound like a match being struck somewhere behind me. It almost sounded like an Enforcer’s teleport spell. That was confirmed when Zorah’s voice sounded in the darkness. “Seth, are you in here? What is that smell?” she said, and then soft yellow light filled the space.

      I turned to find Zorah and Titus standing a few feet away. One of them, I wasn’t sure which, had produced a small, hovering ball of apparently harmless glowing energy. Zorah looked past me and made a horrified choking sound. “Is that Joad?” she rasped.

      “Yeah. Uh, sorry about that,” I said and stared at Titus. “Let me guess. You’re finally going to Smite me.”

      Titus looked slowly from the smoldering corpse to my bloodied face. “Clearly, this was self-defense,” he said. “There will be no Smiting necessary.”

      I couldn’t help grinning. “I have no idea why you’re being so nice to me, but I’ll take it,” I said. “Thanks. I just hope I didn’t destroy the pendant along with him.”

      Luckily, I hadn’t. The luck pendant was around Joad’s neck, and I lifted it carefully from his crackling remains and dropped it in my pocket. There were still flaky bits of ash clinging to the metal, and I didn’t want to put it on until I’d cleaned it off. “Okay, so am I right in assuming we’re in the Dregs?” I said.

      Titus nodded. “The spell he used in the parking lot temporarily blocked my powers, and of course, they are also weaker in this area. But I did manage to find you.”

      “Yeah, thanks for that. Seriously,” I said. “Well, I guess while I’m down here, I might as well stop in and see Golar about the pendant. Want to come with me, Zorah?”

      She shook herself to clear the shock and smiled. “Sure. I don’t have anything better to do.”

      I took her hand, located a door out of this place, and then faced Titus. “Listen, I don’t know how to … I mean, thank you. Maybe someday you’ll tell me why you decided to help me out.”

      “Perhaps I will,” Titus said, and I thought I detected the ghost of a smile. “Do not kill anyone else tonight, though.”

      “Hey, I can handle that,” I said, giving him a half-wave as I headed out.

      Now I only had one more enemy to take down, and I knew exactly what to do about him.
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      “I’ve never been here,” Zorah said when we reached Golar’s pawn shop. “It seems … nice.”

      I laughed as I pulled the door open. “Trust me, it’s not,” I said as I walked in and led her behind me. “Golar’s cool, though. Just watch out for the raven.”

      “Raven?” she echoed as the door closed behind us.

      As if mentioning the bird had summoned it, Edgar swooped out of the gloom and flew over my head, low enough to ruffle my hair. “Somebody’s here! Gimme a fuckin’ cookie!” he screeched. “Somebody gimme a fuckin’ cookie!”

      Well, that was a new one. Same words, but he’d combined them in a slightly different way. Maybe Edgar had a few brain cells to rub together after all.

      Zorah laughed as I patted my pockets, looking for the package of crackers I still had somewhere. “He talks?” she said with delight. “What a sweet bird!” She held an arm out and damned if the raven didn’t perch right on her.

      “Somebody’s here, cookie!” he cawed at her. He was really getting creative tonight.

      I found the crumpled cracker pack, fished out a whole one and held it out to the bird as Zorah gave him a fond head scratch. He waited a few seconds before he snatched the treat and bobbed up and down once, almost like he was saying thank you, then took off toward the back counter.

      Golar was out of the back by the time Zorah and I reached the counter, shaking his head at the bird as it reduced the cracker to crumbs that sprayed all over the surface. “I should’ve gone with the enchanted rabbit,” he sighed as he swept the mess away. “Thank you, Edgar, that will be all.”

      “Somebody’s here!” the bird squawked as he flapped his wings and soared back into the gloom.

      “Good evening, Seth and friend,” Golar said. “Pardon me for saying so, but you look awful.”

      “Yeah, I kinda figured that,” I said. “This is Zorah. Zorah, Golar.”

      She gave a hesitant smile. “Hello. Nice to meet you.”

      “And you as well. How interesting,” Golar said as he leaned over the counter a little, looking at Zorah closely. “Your magic signature is very unique. Have you been tested?”

      “Don’t mind him,” I said loudly, giving Golar a meaningful look. “He doesn’t get out much, and I think he keeps his manners stored in the back somewhere.”

      “Ah, yes. Well.” Golar rocked back on his heels and regarded me with a raised brow. “What brings you to the Dregs at this hour?”

      “A few things. This, for one,” I said, drawing the luck pendant from my pocket and placing it on the counter. “But first, do you know anything about enchanted tattoos? Because I have a really big problem going on here.” I waved a hand at my magic-burned chest. “I can’t summon Princess anymore.”

      Zorah gave me a sympathetic squeeze. I’d already told her the story on the way over here, and now that I’d had a few minutes to think without some asshole trying to blast me into a coma, I was really worried.

      “Hmm. That does seem troubling,” Golar said as he bent forward and stared at my chest. I waited for an awkward minute or two until he finally looked up. “I’m afraid I can’t repair something this complex,” he said. “However, I do know someone who can. You’ll want Bowie at Voltage Ink to work on that. He’s the most skilled at enchanted tattoo work.”

      “Okay, I’ll do that,” I said. “But what about Princess? I mean, is she going to be okay until I can get this fixed?”

      “Well, I’m no expert on enchanted tigers,” Golar said. “But my guess is that she’ll be fine. In her bound form, she most likely wouldn’t require much in the way of water or nutrients, since she isn’t expending any energy.” He paused with a slight frown. “Didn’t you mention that a demon gave you the tattoo with some kind of spell? If that’s the case, Bowie may only be able to offer a temporary solution. You may need to find that demon to resolve the issue completely.”

      “All right. Thank you.” I trusted Golar’s educated guess over most of the expert opinions, and his explanation made sense. I’d definitely find the demon as soon as possible, and see Bowie in the meantime. “And what about the pendant?” I said, gesturing at the double star necklace.

      Golar’s eyes gleamed with excitement. “That looks very old,” he said. “I could probably give you a quick surface analysis in, say, thirty minutes or so. Of course, if you’d like a clear, detailed record of this item’s history and abilities …”

      “I can leave it with you for a few days, right?” I said with a crooked smile. “You know, I figured you’d say that. And this time I’m willing to part with it briefly. How long?”

      He rubbed his hands together and carefully picked up the pendant. “Give me thirty-six hours, and I’ll make sure she sings to me.”

      “You got it. Thanks, Golar,” I said. “Oh, and I also want to buy a few things before I go.”

      The prospect of money didn’t excite him nearly as much as playing with the pendant, but he slipped the necklace in his lab coat pocket and nodded. “All right. What are you interested in?”

      “That replica you made of my watch.” I almost laughed at his surprised expression. “And if you’ve got it, I’m also looking for a little valerian root and viper hemp.”

      Golar’s surprise turned to narrow-eyed suspicion. “Do I look like an apothecary to you?” he said. “And don’t think I’m not aware of what one might do with those particular ingredients.”

      “Hey, it’s for a good cause. I’m saving somebody’s soul,” I said. At that, Zorah gasped and stared at me, but I shook my head slightly. I’d explain when we were done here. “So do you have the stuff or not? You can get as indignant as you want to, Golar, but I think you do.”

      He grumbled something and reached under the counter. “As a matter of fact, I do,” he said, producing two small plastic bags that contained knotted twists of plant matter. He went back under for a minute, and then set the counterfeit roulette watch down. “That replica is going to be expensive,” he said. “It was not easy to make.”

      “Whatever you want, I’ll pay it,” I said as I reached for my wallet. “How much?”

      The short shop owner was already headed for the back. “You can pay me when you pick up the item,” he said, waving a hand over his shoulder as he opened the door leading to the depths of the place. “Goodnight, Seth. Zorah.”

      Before either of us could reply, the door closed behind him.

      I shook my head as I turned from the counter. “He’s a little weird, but he’s got skills,” I said. “So, how about we get out of the Dregs?”

      Relief settled over Zorah’s face. “Good idea.”

      We walked out of the shop and headed for the edge of the neighborhood. “So, what was that about saving someone’s soul?” Zorah said as we hustled along.

      “It’s kind of a long story, but it involves one of Cayn’s customers,” I said. “And I think I might even be able to put Cayn out of commission in the process. But, listen … I want you to go somewhere safe until it’s over, okay?”

      Worry lines appeared on her brow. “Why? I mean, if you’re going to get hurt …”

      “No, I’ll be fine,” I said, at least ninety percent sure I wasn’t lying about that. “I’m worried about you because what I’m about to do is probably going to piss Oberon off, and I don’t want you anywhere near me when that happens so he can’t blame you. Okay?”

      She gave a reluctant nod. “If you’re sure you’ll be safe.”

      “I’m sure.” Mostly sure, I amended silently. “Maybe you could wait this out at your place.”

      “I could,” she said as a suggestive smile spread on her face. “Or maybe … I could wait at your place.”

      “Yeah. You could definitely do that,” I said, warming up to the idea real fast. I dug into my pocket, pulled out my apartment key and handed it to her. “You know where it is, right?”

      “Moonlight Gardens penthouse.” She licked her lips and ran her fingers down my arm. “So you’d better make it there in one piece.”

      I decided I would if it killed me, which actually fit right in with my plan.

      Because I was about to die.
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      I took care of a few things on the way to Casino Row. For one, I had to text Arden and let her know I wouldn’t make it to the bar tonight, but we could all hang out tomorrow, and I’d tell them what happened. It took a few back-and-forths to calm her down after I explained that I was fine and Joad was dead. At first, she didn’t believe me. But finally, she promised to let everyone else know and made me swear I’d call her first thing in the morning.

      Once I’d settled that, I had one more set piece to arrange. I used the watch to shift into alterspace and grab the Tethered Trunk, bringing it back into the regular world with me. I’d need a safe place to stash the real watch while I wore the fake.

      It didn’t take long to find Alistair. He was in his usual alley behind the rickety table, calling out his carnival patter to everyone who passed by. But when he saw me approaching, his face lit up, and he hustled around the table. “Seth! I can’t believe you actually came,” he said, and then his expression wilted slightly. “I mean if that’s why you’re here. And … damn, you look terrible!”

      “Yeah, I know. Thanks,” I said as I set the trunk on the ground and pushed it under his table. “Don’t worry, it’s only going to help us pull this off.” I still had plenty of lifewater in the trunk for the burns, but I’d held off using it to make this more believable. “So, you’ve got everything I told you to get?”

      Alistair nodded so eagerly, I thought his head might fall right off his neck. “Yep, everything’s right here,” he said as he patted his pocket, and something clinked inside it. “Extra vamp blood, candle, summoning spell, the works.”

      “All right. That’s good,” I said, reluctantly opening the locks that held the watch in place. I hated taking it off, but I couldn’t risk just putting the duplicate on my other wrist. Cayn would definitely check my body. I stowed the roulette watch in the trunk and then clasped the fake in place. “Nice, right?” I said, holding it up for Alistair to see. “It’s almost a perfect replica, except it doesn’t work.”

      “Wow. I just … wow,” Alistair breathed, looking like he might cry. “I really can’t thank you enough for this, Seth. It’s … it’s going to work, isn’t it?”

      “Yeah, it’s gonna work,” I told him. “Don’t worry about it.”

      I’d keep all the worrying for myself so that Alistair could focus on his role in this little act of ours.

      The rest of the preparations didn’t take long. I ground up some of the valerian root and viper hemp, sprinkled them both into a vial of vamp blood and shook it to mix everything. Theoretically, the combination would make my skin cold and clammy, slow my heart to almost imperceptible, and force me into a shallow breathing pattern that would prevent the telltale rise-and-fall of my chest. Cayn had to believe I was dead for this to work.

      I borrowed a pocket knife from Alistair and ran the tip of the blade across my throat, leaving a shallow cut that dribbled blood. Once I’d taken the concoction, he’d pour another dose of vamp blood over the cut and down my neck to make it more convincing. Then he’d summon Cayn and start the fun.

      As ready as I’d ever be for this, I sat on the ground in front of the table and pulled the cork from the vial of death-faking. “You all set?” I said.

      “Yeah, I’m ready.” Alistair actually sounded calm. I shouldn’t have been surprised since he really was good at acting. He did it all day, every day, while he was attracting unsuspecting tourists.

      “Okay. Here we go.” I forced out a breath and chugged the contents of the vial. Damn, that shit tasted awful. I had no idea how Alistair could keep drinking this stuff all the time. “Remember, you have to demand that he cancel your contract,” I said as I laid back on the sidewalk, already feeling woozy and sluggish. “He made a deal, and he has to keep it.”

      “Exactly,” Alistair said as he knelt beside me and dumped cold blood on my neck. He straightened, placed a candle on the table and lit it, then drew a small paper packet out. My vision dimmed as he tore the packet open and dumped the contents into the flame. There was a bright flash, and then everything went mostly dark for me.

      I closed my eyes and waited, listening to the distant and now-muffled sounds of the city. It wasn’t long until I heard approaching footsteps, and then Cayn’s voice. “Is that …?” he choked out, and then shouted, “What have you done, you idiot!”

      “I got the watch,” Alistair replied, not even flinching at Cayn’s roar. “Look, you can just take it right off him. He’s dead.” I felt a cool, damp hand grab mine and lift my arm, and then someone fumbling with the clasps on the fake watch.

      “Out of my way!” Cayn bellowed. There was a meaty thump, and I figured the Collector had probably sucker-punched Alistair. Cayn’s fingers pressed against my neck, squelching through slippery blood, feeling for a pulse. He wouldn’t find one.

      “Damn you,” Cayn growled as he gripped my arm hard, removing the watch with rough motions. “You’ve broken it! I warned you, all of you, to leave him alive!”

      “Yeah, well I didn’t get that memo.” I hardly recognized Alistair in that low, threatening tone. He hadn’t even taken any vamp blood, and he sounded like something that had just dragged itself from the pits of hell, looking for someone to rip apart. “And I got your damned watch, so I want my contract canceled, Collector. Now.”

      There was a long, frigid pause. Finally, Cayn said, “I keep my word, street scum. Even when others do not.” Another sound reached my ears, like something burning. “Your soul is your own, for what it’s worth. Which is nothing, now that you’ve destroyed—”

      “You have failed me, Cayn.”

      The new voice, one I’d never heard before, echoed through the air like doom. I risked slowly cracking an eye open and found that it didn’t matter because Cayn was paying zero attention to me now. He was focused on the enormous, half-formed and semi-transparent figure flickering in the shadows of the alley, just behind Alistair.

      Oberon. He wasn’t anywhere close to completely in this world, but he’d managed to force enough of himself through to terrify the piss out of Cayn, along with probably everyone else in four or five surrounding blocks of this place.

      “Sire,” Cayn stammered as he fell to his knees on the sidewalk. “This human—”

      “You are to blame for this. And you will pay the price.” The flickering shadow-shape of Oberon moved forward, and Alistair scrambled out of the way as the specter loomed over Cayn, reaching out a massive hand. He gripped Cayn’s head in his fingers, and the Collector let out a long, splintering scream as something dark blue and glowing faintly ejected itself from his mouth. Whatever it was faded into nothing.

      “Cayn, you are banished from the realm,” Oberon’s shadow boomed out. “Consider yourself fortunate that I have spared your miserable life. But know that my mercy is a curse upon you because I have taken your power for my own.”

      With that, Oberon rippled and faded into nothing.

      A heavy silence seemed to fall across the world in the wake of the conqueror king’s appearance. By now the effects of the cocktail I’d swallowed had worn off enough that I could feel my heart beating and my lungs filling with air. I opened my eyes carefully, saw Cayn still kneeling with his eyes closed, and decided to get up.

      Alistair rushed over to help me. Once I was on my feet, I waved him off with a nod and a tired smile. “I’m okay,” I said. “He did void your contract, right?”

      As Alistair grinned and nodded, Cayn’s eyes snapped open at the sound of my voice. “You,” he said in a heavy rasp, stumbling to his feet. “This is not possible! Damn you, Wyatt, how did you break the watch? There’s only one way to destroy it, and you are—”

      “Not dead. Crazy, right?” I said, trying to sound more alert than I felt. I was still shaking off the effects of the herbs and the vamp blood. “Here’s the thing, Cayn. That’s actually not the watch you’re looking for. The real one’s locked in a vault at a bank, and your boss is never getting his evil hands on it.”

      I figured Cayn would start screaming some more, but he didn’t say a word. Instead, he rushed at me. So I cocked an arm and punched him square in the nose.

      Something snapped beneath my fist, and Cayn fell to the ground, dazed and dripping blood.

      “Well, what do you know? Looks like you’re a pathetic human now, just like the rest of us,” I said as I stood over him. “You can handle this guy, right, Alistair?”

      Alistair cracked his knuckles. “If he needs any more handling, I’ve got it.”

      “Good.” I clapped him on the back, then grabbed my trunk from beneath the table. “I’ve gotta get home,” I told him. “See you around, buddy.”

      I walked away grinning as the curious crowds started to gather, now that the danger was over. I was sore and exhausted, still concerned about a few big issues I’d have to deal with soon, and the nasty taste of vamp blood that lingered in my mouth didn’t help anything. But I’d taken out two of my biggest enemies, struck a serious blow to another one, and become an official tournament champion, and now I had a gorgeous woman waiting for me at my place.

      Overall, today was a very good day.
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        Las Vegas, The Near Future

      

      “So yeah, that’s how I won my first Four Skulls tournament,” I said to the crowd. It had grown from Brandi the waitress, the bartender, and a couple of guys who’d been sitting on stools when I walked into the Mandolin to a few dozen people who’d wandered in while I was telling the story and stuck around to hear the rest. “Back then, things were a little crazier around here, you know?”

      Brandi had been inching closer the whole time I’d talked, and now she was practically sitting on my lap. “But what about Oberon?” she said, her enrapt gaze on my face. “And what happened to Princess? Did you ever find that demon? And the Collectors … I mean, I’ve heard rumors about them, but there aren’t any in the city. How did that happen?”

      I laughed and held up a hand to stem the tide of questions. “All of that is another long story,” I said as I glanced at the clock on the wall. “And if I don’t leave now, I’m going to be late for my appointment. Golar hates it when I’m late.”

      The pretty waitress sucked in a surprised breath. “You mean the pawn shop is still here?” she said. “Oh my God, where? I’d love to meet Golar, and the raven, and—”

      “Take it easy,” I said, grinning as I patted her hand and heard the rest of the crowd muttering, echoing the same questions. “These days, Golar doesn’t like to be disturbed. You’d need an appointment to see him. But I could put in a good word for you if you want.”

      “What about me?” a twenty-something man with a spray of dyed black hair called from the back of the crowd, raising a hand in the air. “Can I get a good word too? I bet he’s got some good shit in his shop, wherever it is.”

      There was a chorus of agreement as more hands went up. “Okay, settle down,” I said with a chuckle. “Tell you what. I’ll ask Golar about making a signup sheet or something, so everyone can get an appointment. I can come back here tomorrow night for a while.”

      “Can you tell us more of the story when you come back?” a young girl with bright red hair who reminded me almost painfully of Zorah said as she nearly jumped up and down with excitement. “I want to hear about Princess and make sure she’s okay.”

      I smiled fondly, and my eyes might’ve misted up a bit. “Well, I can tell you that she’s perfectly fine,” I said. “But that’s not much fun by itself, is it? So yeah. Tomorrow night, I’ll tell you all about Princess, and why there are no Collectors in the city anymore.”

      The small but boisterous crowd actually cheered.

      As I stood from the stool and stretched, Brandi grabbed my hand and leaned in close. “Hey, Seth, what are you doing later tonight?” she whispered. “I get off work at eleven, and I’ve got a place nearby. Right around the corner. Maybe you could come over for a while, and we could … have a little fun?”

      That sounded good to me, except I had a better idea. “Tell you what,” I said. “Why don’t you head over to Moonlight Gardens when your shift is over? I should be there by then. Just go straight up to the penthouse.”

      “The penthouse?” she squealed. “Oh, I am so gonna be there!”

      I grabbed the shot glass from the bar counter and tossed back the rest of my fourth tumbler of Scotch, then said my goodbyes as I headed for the door. When Golar contacted me, he said he’d found something huge, something I’d be extremely interested in, and I couldn’t wait to find out what it was. And now I even had someone to look forward to after the meeting.

      I might’ve been gone for too long, but it was good to be back.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Thank You for reading!

          

        

      

    

    
      
        Curious about what happens to Seth next?

        Find out in Double or Nothing!

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Author’s Note

          

        

      

    

    
      Dear reader, if you REALLY want to read the next Forsaken Mage novel- I’ve got a bit of bad news for you.

      Unfortunately, Amazon will not tell you when the next comes out.

      You’ll probably never know about my next books, and you’ll be left wondering what happened to Seth and the gang. That’s rather terrible.

      There is good news though! There are three ways you can find out when the next book is published:

      1) You join my mailing list by clicking here.

      2) You follow me on my Facebook page or join my Facebook Group. I always announce my new books in both those places as well as interact with fans.

      3) You follow me on Amazon. You can do this by going to the store page (or clicking this link) and clicking on the Follow button that is under the author picture on the left side.

      If you follow me, Amazon will send you an email when I publish a book. You’ll just have to make sure you check the emails they send.

      Doing any of these, or all three for best results, will ensure you find out about my next book when it is published.

      If you don’t, Amazon will never tell you about my next release. Please take a few seconds to do one of these so that you’ll be able to join Seth and the gang on their next adventure.
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