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      There are many sounds in this world that people consider to be soothing; the distant hum of a lawnmower on a sleepy summer afternoon, the dawn chorus of birds, and rain on a tin roof, to name but a few. To me though, nothing relaxed the spirit and calmed the mind like the soft rasp and gratifying click of a twelve-gauge shotgun shell being slotted into the loading port of my Winchester Model 87.

      I took a deep breath, sighed it out slowly through my nose, and allowed myself a small smile. Outside the enormous window of my converted warehouse apartment in Bushwick, a capricious drizzle was starting to fall over New York along with the evening. The streetlights had only just flickered lazily into life, each one now crowned with a halo of orange mist. The ubiquitous sound of sirens wailed mournfully in the distance. Overhead, the last rays of the dying sun fought a losing battle with the light pollution across the underside of the mackerel skin clouds.

      “It’s going to be one of those nights, is it, you moody bitch?” I muttered, my eyes gazing out across the East River at the unmistakable, one-hundred and two storied art deco celebrity that was the Empire State Building.

      Fuck me, but I loved New York. Loved the way that the glitzy, glamorous veneer of the place had almost—but not quite—eclipsed its dirty, seedy soul. The city reminded me of a jewel-encrusted Hollywood actress who has made it to the top and is now the toast of the town, her fame concealing the fact that she sucked a hundred dicks and broke a hundred hearts to get there.

      I grinned out at the night again. I chambered a round with a pleasing shick-shuck of the lever-action—which, as far as sounds go, is up there with the cracking open of a beer can or the extracting of a cork out of a good bottle of merlot in terms of satisfaction—and loaded one last cartridge into the weapon.

      “Wowzas, Matt,” said a rather high-pitched and enthusiastic voice from behind me, “when it comes to intimidating things to see when walking into a room, a man loading a shotgun and gazing pensively out into the night has got to be up there!”

      I turned around, placing the Model 87 carefully on a side table. My foster-brother Lennox had just walked into the room. His jet-black hair was slicked back on his head in a style that would have garnered an appreciative nod from the Fonz. A pair of thick tortoiseshell glasses perched on his long nose. He was about four and a half feet tall and kind of swarthy, with pointed ears and avocado-green skin.

      He was, in short, a goblin.

      “Shit, Lennox, it’s only just gone six pm,” I said. “I’m not usually used to seeing you until I get back from work.”

      Lennox shot me a grin and walked over to the fridge. “Yes, well, if you must know, I finished work on the little invention I’ve been tinkering on, and I have a promising meeting with some potential investors.”

      I raised an eyebrow at this. I had a lot of respect for my foster-brother’s brain, but little to no regard for his commonsense. He had been somewhat of an engineering ninja during his college days and had made a mockery of every test that he had ever sat. However, he had been ejected during grad school after one of his clean energy prototypes exploded after hours, reducing a wing of the engineering block to rubble and killing a team of janitors. After his expulsion, Lennox had called me up and said wistfully, “That’s the problem about pioneering right out on the edge, Matthew; you get a cracking view and a new perspective, but it’s not very safe.” He seemed quite unperturbed that his invention had claimed the lives of half a dozen innocent cleaners.

      “Is it something that is liable to turn my apartment into a crater?” I asked him.

      Lennox tapped the end of his long, green nose. “I’d tell you,” he said, “but then I’d have to kill you.”

      I looked slowly from my foster-brother to the shotgun on the side table and back again. “Is that, right?” I said, smiling wryly.

      Lennox cleared his throat uncomfortably and extracted a bottle of cranberry juice from the fridge, unscrewed the lid with a deft twist of long, dexterous fingers, and took a long pull. He had a real thing for cranberry juice, did Lennox.

      “You got yourself another UTI?” I asked as I buttoned my crisp white Armani shirt.

      “No,” said Lennox, missing my stab at humor as usual. “You know, the cranberry’s power of healing is not limited only to the urinary tract—though, for some reason, most people focus on this aspect of their nutritional properties. They also aid in digestive health, liver function…”

      I tuned out while Lennox rambled on. That was the thing about geniuses and wunderkind; they might be able to give you the square root of pi as easy as, well, pie, but Lennox wouldn’t have been able to spot irony if it was served up to him with a parsley garnish.

      I carefully fastened my tie while my foster-brother babbled on. It was one of my special bespoke working ties—hand-stitched Italian silk with a thin garrotte of high-tensile piano wire running through it. I had personal experience of how well it could handle the strain when it came to quietly disposing of a three-hundred and fifty pound were-rhino, and it looked the bee’s knees too.

      Once my tie was knotted just so, I took my jacket from the back of the chair over which it had been resting. This too was a custom bit of gear, paid for by my generous employer, Don Balducci. I had broad shoulders and a muscular chest but a long, trim torso. My favorite suit—a fucking beautiful three-piece of blue herringbone tweed—was tailored to fit me like a glove. It was also what they called ‘bullet-resistant’, made from a material that was fifty-percent lighter than Kevlar and a shitload thinner and more flexible. I didn’t know the ins and outs of it—no doubt Lennox could have bored the pants off me if I’d asked him about it—but I did know that it had cost Don Balducci a cool fifteen grand. I hadn’t yet been required to test its efficiency when it came to bullet stopping, but I hoped that for that sort of money it’d do its job—if it was ever required.

      “Matthew? Matt?”

      I blinked, looked up while I shrugged into my fancy jacket. “Yeah, Lennox?”

      “I–I just wanted to say, man, that, you know, I’m grateful for you putting me up these last couple of weeks, you know?” Lennox said. He fidgeted on the spot.

      “You’re my foster-brother,” I said simply. “We’re family. It’s no problem.”

      Lennox nodded. The bottle of cranberry juice twisted backward and forward in his clever hands. I prided myself on my intuition, but even Stevie Wonder could have seen that Lennox had something else on his mind.

      The two of us had attended the same college—myself on a track scholarship, Lennox riding the tsunami-sized wave created by his prodigious brain—until I was forced to drop out. That was the year when I, along with about one-percent of the population of the United States, found out that I was an Umbra.

      Umbras are, essentially, a race of people that sit between normal humans—whatever the fuck a ‘normal’ human is—and the Otherworlders; your goblins, lycans, boogeymen, and other monster-folk that came through the portal at the turn of the twentieth century. Umbras are, physically, human in every respect. The only hint that a stranger might get that the person they were talking to was not strictly human was in their hair color. Mine, for instance, was a midnight black so deep that it shone a rich blue in direct sunlight if I let it grow out. That—as well as to showcase the scar that looped from my temple around my right ear—was why I kept it short on top and shaved around the back and sides. Physiologically though, we are stronger, faster, and possess far more endurance than the average human. We are gifted with the sort of abilities that are found only in the most elite of human beings—Olympians, professional athletes, and strongmen, for example. With training, an Umbra can easily surpass the cream of the human crop.

      Needless to say, when our race and its abilities were discovered, neither humans nor Otherworlders were very happy about it. In a world that preached acceptance for all, it was impressive the way that both of the other races formed a mutual dislike for the Umbras. There were many upshots of our new classification, one of which was that I had my scholarship rescinded. It was deemed that my natural abilities were in some way ‘unfair’. Still, it wasn’t all bad; that year it was uncovered that the Philadelphia Eagles’ entire offensive line was made up of Umbras and they finished last in the Eastern Division.

      “You gonna spit out your question, Lennox, or are you going to chew on it a little longer?” I asked, buttoning my waistcoat and smoothing my tie.

      “I just—you know, I was just cogitating once more on how it was that you came to find yourself in the, ah, racket—if that’s the right word—that you’re in, man,” Lennox said.

      “I told you when you turned up on my goddamn doorstep, man, it was a natural progression of circumstances,” I said.

      “Yeah, yeah, yeah, yeah, I understand that,” Lennox said, pushing his spectacles up his crooked nose, “but it’s just so—so—so cool, you know. Like, that that actually took place within our little family, sort of thing.”

      I snorted. “Whatever you say, Lennox. It is what it is. I dropped out of college, took up with a bunch of people that our foster parents would have called ‘undesirables’—”

      “Tut-tut-tut, Matthew,” Lennox scolded me mockingly, “you should be ashamed of yourself. Not least because you acted so stereotypically.”

      I laughed shortly. “Yeah, well, that sort of thing is a stereotype for a reason, isn’t it? It’s because it happens a lot. I had no other options, needed money, ran with the wrong crowd, dabbled with the sort of pricks that put the petty in petty-crime, yadda-yadda-yadda. Next thing you know, I’ve drawn the attention of my employer.”

      “Don Balducci?” Lennox asked, though he knew full well that was who I worked for. I figured he just enjoyed the little shiver of fearful respect that the Don’s name conjured in people.

      “That’s right,” I said. “The Don heard about that particular penchant I had for being able to see surges and disturbances of magic in the real-time. He figured he could make use of that. And so, here I find myself.”

      I stepped around an ebony coffee table, on which a much-thumbed novel, Creation Mage sat, and crouched down behind one of my comfortable leather sofas. I opened a cabinet, revealing a small safe, and punched a code into a number pad. There was a pause, then a homogenous voice issued from the safe. “Poor people have it, rich people need it. If you eat it, you die. What is it?”

      “Nothing,” I said.

      There was a whirr and a solid clu-thunk, and the door of the safe swung open. I reached inside and pulled out a pair of Colt 1911 Combat Commanders and a handful of spare magazines. The matching handguns were stainless steel, shorter in the barrel than the classic 1911 so that they were easier to conceal and had walnut grips etched with a single bull’s horn. The corno portafortuna was an Italian symbol for luck. The weapons had been gifted to me by Don Balducci; a little thank you for detecting the rhythmic thaumaturgical heartbeat of a timed hex-mine. The device had been planted in one of his illegal distilleries where he’d been brewing murder rum—the latest synthetic magical alcoholic stimulant doing the rounds of the local college campuses.

      “Oh, come on!” Lennox cried delightedly. “A gun safe that asks you riddles to gain access to it?”

      “The latest thaumaturgical model,” I said.

      Lennox shook his head. “You must be earning too much money.”

      I snorted. “Is there such a thing?”

      “Now, that you mention it,” Lennox said, looking around my spacious, but modestly furnished apartment, “what the hell do you spend your money on? All jokes aside, you must be doing tolerably well for yourself.”

      I shrugged enigmatically. “I spend a shitload on whores, drink, and guns, Lennox, and then I squander the rest.”

      I loaded the Colts and slipped them into the double-shoulder harness I wore under my jacket. I fastened the spare mags into pouches on the harness and on my belt.

      “Look, Matthew,” Lennox said, watching me with wide eyes as I went through my pre-work routine. “I know that before I appeared on your doorstep and sought succor we hadn’t seen each other in a few years, and I appreciate that you’re into the whole mafioso scene now and there’s probably a code of silence or whatever, but can you tell me something?”

      I buttoned my jacket and then sat on a chair and fished my boots out from under it. “What?” I asked.

      “Have you ever actually, you know, killed anyone before?”

      I grunted non-committedly.

      “Oh, come on,” Lennox pressed, “you can tell me! We’re family!”

      “Why would it matter?” I asked. “You’ve fucking killed people, haven’t you?”

      Lennox waved a dismissive hand at me. “Oh, please, those poor souls were sacrificed on the altar of science,” he said. “Besides, it’s not like I meant to have that doohickey of mine explode and vaporize them, is it?”

      I looked at the agitated goblin. “Honestly, Lennox,” I said, “sometimes I wonder.”

      I laced up my polished brown leather brogue boots—loafers would have looked better with my suit, but they’re a real pain in the ass if you have to administer a work-related kicking to some motherfucker or chase someone down—and walked into the open kitchen. I opened the cutlery drawer and pulled out a curved Karambit combat knife. I slipped the knife into a sheath at the small of my back, walked back over to the side table, and picked up my trusty Model 87.

      “So, who the fuck are these investors you’re meeting with?” I said, checking the safety was off on the shotgun—it was my opinion that anyone who managed to blow their own foot off with my Model 87 just because the safety was off shouldn’t have been using it in the first place.

      “Well, they’re not investors per se,” Lennox said. “More government representatives who may or may not be interested in my little innovation. A shark-tank of sorts.”

      “I see,” I said. Part of me wanted to ask what it was that my genius foster-brother had whipped up in the spare room that he had turned into a laboratory, but I didn’t have the time to hear his explanation.

      “But,” said Lennox with the over-casual air of the ludicrously keen, “if you were to make the introductions with your pal, Don Balducci…”

      “And start an arms race?”

      “I never said it was a weapon!”

      “It’s always a fucking weapon with you, Lennox. Even if you set out to build a nun’s nursing home, you’d end up with a goddamn munitions factory.”

      Lennox muttered and took another swig of cranberry juice.

      I sighed and looked the goblin in the eye. “Look, if these government guys get your gadgets, then it won’t be long until they end up on the streets, but at least they might do some good elsewhere before that happens.”

      Lennox laughed. “What a tender heart you have,” he said. “But, to appease your skepticism, I shall divulge to you that, thanks to those pesky devils in China, I’ve started going in for the more… espionage focused items.”

      “Is that right?” I said, trying to keep the dubiousness out of my voice.

      Lennox snapped his fingers. “In fact,” he said, “I’ve got a little something for you. A thank you present of sorts.”

      The goblin dashed off to his room. I glanced at my Omega and saw that I only had a few minutes before I was due to be picked up.

      Lennox reappeared as I was shrugging on my overcoat in the hallway. He was positively vibrating with suppressed excitement; an Energizer bunny on crack would have been hard pressed to be anymore pumped up.

      “Here you go,” he said, holding out one long-fingered hand.

      In his palm sat an iridescent chip. It looked like little more than your average computer chip, but it moved and shimmered in the lights like something that was alive. It was what you might have got if you could have solidified mercury. I’d never seen anything like it.

      “I like to think that I’ve seen my fair share of metals, brother,” I said, squinting at the chip in Lennox's hand. “I’ve turned more than a few incautious fences’ faces into hamburger meat in the pursuit of gold, platinum, and silver, but I haven’t ever seen the likes of this…”

      “Well, I’m hardly surprised, Matthew,” Lennox said, “this little baby is constructed from the few fragments of reclaimed metal that I managed to salvage from around the site where the portal opened; the portal through which our monstrous brethren—my ancestors!—entered the world all those years ago.”

      Without conscious thought, I found that I had extended my hand out to the goblin. “What does it do?” I asked, my voice little more than a growl and my eye fixed on the little chip.

      “Well, as for that…” Lennox tipped the chip into my hand.

      For a moment the chip just sat in my palm. Innocuous. Ordinary. Then, with a sudden burst of intense heat, which I likened to having a cigarette stubbed out on my skin,the little metal device simply disappeared into my palm.

      “Lennox,”' I said slowly, fixing my foster-brother with the sort of stare a wolf might give a sheep that it bumps into one day, “what the hell was that thing?”

      “Well, to be precise, it was—”

      I cut him off with a sharp gesture of my hand. “Just tell me, it’s not going to have any adverse effects is it? The job I’m tasked with tonight, it’s not the sort of thing that lends itself to having me spontaneously shit myself at some point.”

      “No, no, no, nothing like that,” Lennox said, holding up his hands in a placating gesture. “Nothing at all like that, Matty boy.” He swallowed. “I mean, was I expecting it to take to you like that? No, probably not in all honesty.”

      I held up a finger. Lennox shut up.

      “Remember, Lennox, we’re family, which means that I probably won’t kill you if anything untoward happens to me tonight because of this,” I said.

      Lennox relaxed slightly. “Well, that’s prom—”

      My hand shot out and grabbed the goblin’s nose. “No, I don’t get to kill you. Just give you the sort of slapping that will result in this pretty proboscis of yours ending up on the other side of your face.”

      Lennox swallowed. His eyes flicked down to the shotgun in my hands. “Right. Right. Um, so, what, ah, what ammo are you packing in the shotty tonight?” he asked, in a transparent attempt to change the subject.

      “Segmented shells,” I growled. “A solid slug that divides into three parts. It’ll turn a beastkin’s head into something you can pass through a sieve.”

      Lennox gulped audibly.

      I clapped him on the shoulder. “Have a good night. I’m off to work. Good luck at your government shark-tank.”

      I waited by Irving Square Park, on the corner of Halsey and Wilson with my shotgun concealed under my overcoat. I wasn’t there long before I was picked up by Don Balducci’s chauffeur; a taciturn man known solely as the Driver.

      I stowed my boomstick in the trunk, climbed into the front seat of the Bentley Mulsanne, and shut the door. Instantly, I was transported from the damp Brooklyn streets to first-class. It was a hell of a motor, that Bentley, and well worth picking up if you had a spare half a million dollars kicking about. The Don was a man who clawed and pulled his way up from the bottom of the crab bucket, and was not shy of flaunting his ill-gotten gains.

      The Driver greeted me with a nod of his head and a grunt.

      I settled myself in the luxuriously appointed leather seats, and the Driver pulled out into the traffic. We sat at the lights, waiting for the little gas-imp, sitting in its tiny booth, to change from red to green. I looked over at the man next to me.

      “Chatty today,” I said.

      The Driver looked at me. “You tellin’ me that you’re excited to play bodyguard on Miss Alessia’s twenty-first birthday, Laine?” His Queens accent was so thick you could have smeared it across a bagel and sold it to tourists.

      “I don’t reckon what I feel comes into it, one way or another,” I replied. “Besides, if I wanted to kill a man—a man like the Don, who swaddles family up in his own ideological wrapping made up of honor and reverence, and places them on an untouchable pedestal which he expects others to respect just because he does—his only daughter’s birthday would be as good a time to pop him as I can think of.”

      We drove along in silence for a while. Then, the Driver said, “You’re a special kind of bastard, ain’t you?”

      He was probably right.

      It took us just over half an hour, taking the 278 over the Brooklyn Bridge, to fetch up outside the Don’s stunning townhouse mansion in the Tribeca neighborhood. Many of his business associates—and by that, I mean those people nursing the biggest rivalries, acidic jealousies, and toxic grudges—were surprised when they found out that the man who practically ran New York’s underworld lived in the city. I guessed they expected him to be in some estate on Long Island or something, not surrounded by neighbors. However, they didn’t know that the Don had bought the properties opposite him, behind him, and on either side and filled them with his own men.

      We were only parked at the curb for twenty seconds or so—just long enough for me to clamber out and open the rear door, before Don Balducci and his daughter, Alessia, stepped out of the imposing front door and were ushered to the car by a team of trusted guards. The Don stalked down the path that fronted his mansion like a great hunting cat, like someone who knew that he was the King of one of the most hostile urban jungles on earth. This impression he exuded was emphasized by the fact that the Don, and his daughter, were beastkin, tigerkin to be specific—Otherwolders who looked basically human, except for a few tiger traits. Tiger ears poked from out of their hair, and they sported long striped tails and larger than average canine teeth.

      “Matthew,” the Don said in greeting as he climbed into the Bentley’s capacious rear.

      I nodded, waited for Alessia to climb in next to him, my eyes scanning the street, then shut the door behind them.

      The Driver eased on the gas as soon as the boss and his daughter were settled, the big V8 rumbling as we took off into the night.

      The weather looked to be closing in as we drove north toward West Village and the club that Alessia had apparently singled out to host this seminal birthday. There was the occasional slow rumble of thunder, as if some heavenly entity was moving the furniture around upstairs, and rain spotted the Bentley’s windscreen.

      The Don was imposing; a man built to command, born to be a force of nature. He and I were of a height, about six-three, but whereas I was trim and in shape, the Don looked as if he had been carved out of a block of the finest prosciutto di Parma. He was big, beefy, and square, with very little neck. His thick fingers were festooned with heavy gold rings—knuckle-dusters he could wear in respectable society, as he never ceased to remind me—and his hair was almost pure white.

      Alessia resembled her father in the same way that a butterfly resembled a caterpillar. She was drop dead gorgeous. The Don and her might have been related but, thankfully, she had inherited her mother’s devastating good looks. If she had been any other powerful New Yorker’s daughter, she would have been married off to some eligible rich boy by the time she was twenty and would no doubt have raised a few kids of her own out in the Hamptons. The Don, however, was not your average wealthy Italian New Yorker. He was hellbent on grooming Alessia to take over the family business, despite the fact that the young woman could quite easily have taken up a career as a supermodel if she had wanted. She was long-limbed, willowy, and graceful. Her shimmering copper-orange hair and green eyes were the sort that would have stopped traffic, had she ever been allowed to wander the streets like a normal person.

      I had always wondered, if not been surprised, at the Don’s insistence in making Alessia his protege. She and I had always been on cordial terms, but she’d never really struck me as particularly interested in taking over the family operation. She had more of a passion for reality tv, shopping, and socializing than she did for heading a criminal enterprise. Despite this, the Don was adamant; Alessia was the only surviving member of the litter that his wife had died giving birth to.

      The Don and Alessia were talking business in the back, carrying on a conversation that they had obviously started in the house.

      “An immovable blockhead, is he?” the Don asked.

      “Uh, daddy, you could sharpen an ax on that man’s head,” she replied. “He’s not going to move in his views. Easier just to expunge him and find a business partner who is more malleable.”

      “We cannot just go around killing all those who differ in their views in business, mi tesora,” the Don replied.

      Alessia sighed impatiently and flicked her tail in annoyance. “God, you are so old-fashioned.”

      Don Balducci chuckled indulgently and poured his daughter a glass of Cristal from the wine cooler that was set between the two rear seats of the Bentley.

      Alessia took a swallow and then leaned forward to speak to me.

      “What do you think, Matthew?” she asked.

      Her breath was warm on my neck, and I could smell her perfume. I gave myself a little shake.

      Do not let your imagination go there. Do not do that. She’s a looker, no doubt about it, but she’s the fucking boss’s daughter. The Don is the sort of man that can wine you, dine you, and treat you like the son he never had and still have a blade drawn across your throat for eyeing Alessia. Don’t you forget it.

      “What do I think about what, miss?” I asked politely.

      “If some stubborn old ass was digging his heels in about something or other—I forget what exactly—you’d just take care of him wouldn’t you? If you held my father’s position in this town?” Alessia asked.

      “What, just bump this guy off, you mean?” I asked.

      “That’s right.”

      I refrained from casting an eye over my shoulder at Don Balducci. “I guess it would depend on the situation, Miss Balducci. Who this business partner was and how much he was going to cost the family. Your father has always said that he never confuses business with sentiment—unless it’s extremely profitable.”

      Don Balducci gave a deep bark of laughter from behind me. “Ah, Matthew, my boy, I have always said you were a sharp one, eh.”

      “Spoil sport,” Alessia said, though I fancied I caught a smile in her tone. “Pretty sharp for an Umbra though.”

      I didn’t rise to the jibe. “As you say, miss,” I said, my eyes scanning the road ahead.

      Alessia swallowed the last of the champagne and wiggled her glass in front of her father in the universally understood sign for a refill.

      “Do you have to put up with much grief for being an Umbra, Matthew?” she asked me.

      I considered the question. “Not for a long time, miss. Word got around.”

      “That you worked for my father?”

      “I suppose.”

      “What was the last thing anyone ever said to you about it?” Alessia asked.

      I frowned and cast my mind back a few years.

      “I can’t remember the exact words flung in my direction to be honest. You know the sort of original stuff that comes out of the mouths of the wrong kind of men in the wrong kind of bars.”

      “I hope not,” the Don rumbled.

      “But you dissuaded this man?” Alessia said.

      “Oh, sure. I told him to close his head,” I said.

      “Hm. And that worked?” Alessia asked.

      “Well, not exactly, but putting his head through the wall did,” I said in a neutral voice.

      A thoughtful silence greeted these words.

      “You didn’t know your parents, did you, Matthew?” the Don said abruptly.

      “No. I didn’t,” I replied carefully. “They were from Brink City, so I figure they were most likely Arcane Dust addicts, same as most of the Umbras who end up there.”

      “You’ve no reason to assume your parents were dust addicts, Matthew,” the Don said.

      It took all my reserve not to turn in my seat and scrutinize the old man’s face, but a slight frown creased my brow nonetheless.

      “And you have a reason to assume they weren’t?” I shot back at him before I could check myself.

      Out of my periphery, I saw the Don shift slightly in his seat. He tugged at the lapel of his brand new white linen suit, rubbing it between forefinger and thumb in a sure tell, which I had identified long ago, to mean that he was sitting on something—and not just his ass.

      The motherfucker does know something… But what?

      It was then that I comprehended how I had just spoken to the man.

      “Don, I apologize…” I began, turning around to face him.

      Don Balducci waved my apology away. “It’s fine, boy,” he said in his deep cigar-laden bass. “There are few things more delicate than family, eh?”

      And it was then, as I turned back to the road, that I caught it. A pulse, a surge, in the very fabric of the world. It was the equivalent of a thaumaturgical heartbeat, and was the reason that I had come to the attention of the Don all those years ago. As far as I knew, I was the only human or Umbra that could detect malicious magic with the naked… whatever the fuck part of my anatomy I detected it with. A lot of the time it pulled at my chest and guts like an outgoing tide, while sending my skin to prickling. I also saw, clearly if it was close at hand, the generation of magic as a neon blue aura around the caster.

      “Pull over,” I said curtly to the Driver.

      The Driver looked at me. We were cruising down Greenwich Street on a Saturday night in a river of headlights. It was clear that he thought I was out of my fucking tree.

      “Pull the car over now,” I said, in a voice that brooked no argument.

      “Do as he says, Driver,” Don Balducci said.

      The Driver swerved over to the curb, right outside the New Ohio Theatre, and a storm of horns greeted us. A gaggle of theater goers, fresh out from enjoying a performance, looked in our direction. I saw the tall, black clad forms of a coven of witches among them, blinged out Versace broomsticks over their shoulders. New York’s witch population must have been why half the crumby theaters in this town were still in business—they loved a bit of melodrama.

      Heedless of the anger of our fellow motorists, I flung open the door and stepped out into the falling rain.

      Where did that magical energy come from? Where did I feel it issue from?

      The magic had been faint, but it had felt as if it had the potential to get stronger somehow. As if the caster was moving fast. I stared around me, but the myriad headlights refracting off the rain and water befuddled my eyes. The rain was coming down a little harder now. Perfect streaks, caught in the flat orange glow of the streetlights and turned to liquid fire. The traffic hissed by. Thunder rolled sullenly through the forest of skyscrapers. The storm was building.

      They say that New York never sleeps, but I disagree. I believe that it sleeps with every single man and woman that calls it home at one time or another. New York fucks us all in the end.

      Tonight though, was not to be Don Balducci’s night—or mine—I was determined on that point.

      Another throbbing pulse of magic—this time far closer—was the only warning I got that shit was about to hit the fan. Then, out of nowhere, out of the sky itself, half a dozen figures crashed down into the road. They landed with such force that they cracked the asphalt where they hit, sending up sprays of mist into the phosphorescent glare of the countless ambient lights.

      “Gargoyles!” I yelled over my shoulder at the idling Bentley. “Fucking Stonespine goons!”

      Cars slammed on their breaks and tyres screeched wetly as six more gargoyles came punching down out of the heavens, landing in crouches and looking about them with their gleaming red eyes. A van careened into the back of a yellow cab and sent it skidding sideways through the window of a florist.

      “Fucking Stonespine family,” I muttered, popping open my suit jacket and whipping out my Colts in an action that was as natural to me as breathing. “I fucking hate gargoyles.”
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      To a casual glance, the gargoyles might just have been humans—albeit, humans with leathery wings protruding from their backs—wearing dark gray military fatigues. However, on closer inspection, an observer would find that that lumpy tactical gear was, in fact, an even stony hide. On the whole, gargoyles didn’t go in for guns—unless they were pulling some very high risk caper. They preferred using knives or their wicked black claws.

      I was not a casual observer. I had had far more to do with the Stonespine criminal family than I cared to remember. There were those people to whom a hard look were enough to dissuade from doing anything rash, but the Stonespines were the other sort of people; the sort who only understood a no when it was presented to them in the barrel of a forty-five. There was no negotiating with them. So I didn’t waste my breath.

      The Colts kicked in my hands as I opened fire and paced back toward the car. Shell casings fell tinkling into the wet road. The deep boom-boom-bo-boom of my weapons echoed and reverberated through Greenwich Street like cannon fire. People screamed, and the packed group of theatre-goers scattered like a herd of gazelle at the appearance of a cheetah. The witches mounted up and took off screeching into the night. One round sparked off a lamppost, causing one of the gargoyles to duck. The next .45 ACP round took the fucker right in the throat and threw him backward with such force that he crashed through a glass bus stop.

      I grinned and unloaded on a second gargoyle as it leapt over the hood of an abandoned Toyota hatchback. Two bullets thunked into its chest, sending what looked like stone fragments flying, and the creature fell backward with a curse.

      A tinkle of glass brought my head snapping around. The gargoyle that I’d nailed through the neck was getting slowly to his feet, rubbing his throat. He saw me looking and leered in my direction.

      “Gonna have to do better than that, fucker!” he spat in his gravelly voice.

      “Goddamn stoneskin,” I muttered as I emptied my clip into him.

      The rest of the Stonespine goons were closing on me, using crushed cars as cover as they converged on me.

      Three more fell to my guns, though not fatally, before I ran dry and the slides locked.

      Empty.

      Turning, I bellowed at the Driver. “Trunk! Now!”

      I’m going to write these guys a love letter with my Brooklyn typewriter! I thought, gritting my teeth.

      The Queens native stabbed the trunk release button, launched himself out of his seat and ran around the back of the vehicle. At the same time, Don Balducci climbed from the rear of the vehicle. His bushy Italian eyebrows were lowered like a couple of thunderheads. In his hand was a thick, black club.

      I ejected my spent magazines with an easy flick of the wrists and laid one pistol on the hood of the Bentley while I reloaded the other swiftly and then vice versa. I managed to squeeze off a couple more rounds before the first two gargoyles engaged with me.

      I nudged aside the thrust of the first creature’s knife with my forearm, before whipping around and delivering a brutal spinning back elbow strike to my other enemy, sending him reeling. I popped another round into the guts of the first gargoyle, and he fell backward with a shriek of pain. Before I could capitalize on this, the second creature had stepped in and knocked one of my pistols from my hand. We grappled with each other for a moment. My prodigious natural Umbra strength, increased by two hours in the gym every morning, was easily a match for his monstrous brawn, and we strove in a stalemate for a few seconds.

      “Vaffanculo, you sons of whores!” came a roar from off to my right.

      I cast an eye in that direction and saw the Don laying about him with his club. He moved well for an old guy, and it was obvious to me that he and the club were intimately acquainted. In the heartbeat or two that I watched, he cracked the skulls of at least three gargoyles and sent them staggering.

      The gargoyle I was grappling with also shot a glance at the Don. As the red eyes slid momentarily away from mine, I wrenched my weaponless hand out of the gargoyle’s grip and grabbed him by the throat. In that instance, as my skin touched that of my foe’s, a burning shock emanated out from where Lennox’s weird little chip had sunk into my hand. At the same time, the skin around the gargoyle’s head and face faded from a granite gray to a fleshy pink.

      “What the fuck?” the gargoyle rasped, clearly feeling something was amiss.

      I raised an eyebrow. “Yeah, that’s new,” I said, and put a bullet through my opponent’s bottom jaw. The gargoyle's head exploded like an egg, sending brains and blood showering out to mingle with the rain. He dropped like a stone.

      I emptied my gun at a few more of the Stonespine gang. Bullets ricocheted off metal and tarmac. Glass shattered. Screams pierced the night.

      “Driver, reload these for me!” I yelled at the other man, scooping up my dropped Colt and tossing the pair of handguns and a couple of spare mags at him. “And pass me that fucking shotty, will you?”

      The Driver lobbed the Winchester 87 at me, and I plucked it deftly from the air. I leveled it at a gargoyle heading in the Don’s direction, its knife raised, intent at skewering Balducci through his unprotected back.

      A twelve-gauge segmented shotgun shell, when fired from only a few yards away, will go through a car door like it’s a cola can and will leave an exit wound in a wild yeti the size of a volleyball. I don’t care how fucking tough your skin is, if you catch one of those puppies in the back of the melon you are going to know about it.

      Or not, as the case maybe.

      The head of the gargoyle, who had been about to stick the Don in his broad back, burst like a cement cantaloupe. Shards of bloody stone flew in all directions. I worked the lever action and sent an empty smoking cartridge somersaulting into the New York night.

      “You’re dead, you figlio di puttanas!” bellowed Don Balducci.

      I dropped two more gargoyles with my trusty ‘87, then a third. They were definitely dead, those guys. You can’t go running about the place, fighting and carrying on, with only half a head, a hole in your chest the size of a grapefruit, or your entire throat missing.

      My last two shots found their marks, but were too far away to deal lethal damage. One plucked a gargoyle from midair as he leapt at the Driver—who had taken charge of my Colts and was laying down some suppressive fire—and flung him unceremoniously through a coffee shop window. The last round sent a female assailant spinning into the back of a crashed SUV, caving in the rear windshield.

      It was clear that bullets and clubs were not going to win us the day. In a desperate flash of understanding, I realized that there was only one way that we were going to get out of this ambush alive. I had to make use of whatever the hell it was that Lennox had accidentally implanted in me.

      I set my empty shotgun on the hood of the Bentley, wincing slightly as the barrel left a groove in the paint. Throwing caution to the wind, I snatched my little curved knife from out of its sheath at the base of my spine and engaged the enemy head on.

      There is really, truly, nothing more exhilarating than a good old-fashioned knife fight. I tackled the gargoyle closest to me around the middle, and the two of us tumbled over the hood of a Corvette. The gargoyle landed as lithely as a cat on the other side, and came at me with a textbook hook kick. I blocked it and countered with a knee strike, followed by a roundhouse kick that caught my opponent right in the face. It must have rung his bell a bit because I was able to duck inside his guard and touch him lightly on the face with my chipped hand. Once again, the armored stone skin faded to pink. The gargoyle darted at me with a jab, growling low in his throat—which was ironic, because that was exactly where I planted my knife. I wrenched the blade sideways. Blood fountained up, and my enemy dropped.

      “All right,” I panted as another gargoyle came pelting in my direction. “Handy as this is, Lennox, you may have some explaining to do if we make it out of this.”

      Block. Block. Counter. Lunge. Block. Counter.

      I allowed the gargoyle to land an uppercut to my ribs, absorbing the brunt of the blow with my abdominals, then stepped in and hit him with a palm strike, hard under his arm. The skin in that region of his torso faded to pink, and I plunged my hooked knife up into his armpit. The gargoyle gave a gurgle of surprise and spasmed backward, collapsing to the deck and tearing my knife from my grip in his agonished death throes.

      Just then, a cry made me spin. I squinted, rain speckling my vision as I saw the Don pointing in my direction.

      “Matthew, get Alessia out of here!”

      I turned and was just in time to grab Alessia as she tried to sprint past me. Her face was twisted in a snarl of fury.

      “Hey, wait, where the fuck do you think you’re…”

      It was then that I realized I was clutching her bare arm with the hand in which Lennox’s augmentation nestled.

      In front of my eyes, Alessia morphed. Her canines became even more pronounced, elongating down toward her chin. The muscles in her legs and arms became more defined. Her beautiful countenance took on a more predatory and feline cast—more tiger than human—and her bared limbs sprouted the unmistakable white striped orange fur of nature’s biggest hunting cat.

      “What the fu—” I started.

      Alessia looked down at herself, running her jade eyes over her transformed body. “Hmm, that was unexpected…” she said. Then she looked up at my surprised expression. “What’s the matter, Matthew?” she purred. “Cat got your tongue?”

      Those lines snapped me out of my frozen state. I gave her a small smile.

      “Stay close,” I said.

      The two of us made our way through the mess of ditched and wrecked vehicles and began taking out the rest of the gargoyle ambush party. The Don was still holding his own with his club, holding off a pair of cautious, dagger-wielding members of the Stonespine outfit.

      It became quickly apparent that Alessia’s outward appearance was not the only thing that had been changed. As we engaged with the few remaining gargoyles, it was clear that she had been imbued with a tiger’s instinctive thirst for blood, killer reflexes, and lack of compunction when it came to shuffling someone off their mortal coil.

      We fought together, weaving a ballet of death with our enemies. I was, by far, the more skilled and technically proficient fighter, so I would scrap it out with our foes until I got into a position in which I could utilize Lennox’s augmentation and change their skin from stone to flesh. At that point, and with little urging, Alessia would charge in like a fucking freight train and carve them apart with utter abandon. She eviscerated two gargoyles and gouged the eyes out of a third’s head with the claws that sprung from her thumbs like a pair of switchblades.

      Eventually, I managed to get hold of the final member of our ambush party and corner him between two vans that had smashed head on into each other. I could see what was going through the stupid motherfucker’s head. I’d seen it countless times before. First they try to run, then they try to bargain.

      He’s looking to make a break for it. He’s looking to fly out of here.

      But that wasn’t going to happen any time soon. Don Balducci, breathing heavily and leaning against a smoking GMC pick-up, had broken one of the gargoyle’s wings with a savage overhead strike of his club, and the limb dragged uselessly on the ground behind the member of the Stonespine gang.

      The gargoyle stopped, his back to a van. His red eyes met mine. He must not have liked what he saw there because he started to babble. Pleading thinly veiled in bravado.

      “You fuckin’ Balducci scum,” he hissed, “ain’t you got any decency? Ain’t you got any integrity? Huh?”

      “Coming from a creature that just tried to ambush me on the way to my daughter’s birthday party, I find your words as nonsensical as I do insulting,” Don Balducci said from behind me.

      The gargoyle licked his slate-colored lips with a stony tongue.

      I looked at the Don, who gave a curt nod.

      “Decency and integrity are fancy words,” I said, turning back to the gargoyle, “but they never kept a man alive.” I patted the ugly fuck on the side of the neck. My touch turned his skin an inviting pink. I pulled him close. “And I’ve got a fucking zest for life, pal.”

      The edge of my hand crunched into the gargoyle’s windpipe once, twice. The creature’s eyes bulged. His mouth opened as he tried futilely to draw air past the unclearable obstruction of his own smashed throat. I watched him sink slowly to the ground, his fingers clawing at my bullet-resistant suit, claws scrabbling across the thin armor.

      He dropped into a puddle, twitched a little, his heel kicking weakly and then lay still.

      Without a word I signaled that we should all head back to the car.

      “Where’s my shotgun?” I asked the chauffeur.

      “Trunk,” he grunted.

      “Good.”

      Once we were back inside the luxurious vehicle, the Driver planted his foot down and got us the fuck away from the scene of the fraccas.

      I scrubbed rain and gargoyle blood out of my stubbly beard. The shit smelled like gasoline. I pulled out a handkerchief from my coat pocket and cleaned off the filth before I ran a hand through my saturated hair. I reloaded my handguns, which the Driver had tossed into the footwell. The snapping of the magazines into the magwell seemed to act as a catalyst for the Don to clear his throat. Instinctively, I turned in my seat to face him.

      The Don wasn’t outwardly furious. He was completely calm and collected as he smoothed back his mane of white hair between his tiger ears. It was only because I was so familiar with the man’s moods that I knew that his silence indicated how livid he really was.

      “You’ve been hiding something from me, Matthew,” he rumbled as the Driver cut right down 10th Street and swung the car onto Hudson. “I knew you weren’t showing me all you could do. Always knew you were special, even for an Umbra. You sucked the stoneskin right off those gargoyle motherfuckers. Then you gave a boost to Alessia. That was something.”

      It was only then that I realized that his anger wasn’t directed at me for changing his daughter into some arcane-tigress-werebeast, but at the Stonespine family. I was glad. I liked the old man, but I didn’t like him enough to let him kill me. I chanced a glance at Alessia and saw, to my relief, that she had already morphed back into her usual beautiful shape.

      “Thank you, sir,” I said, looking back at Don Balducci.

      “Si, you really proved your worth to me tonight. Your loyalty.” The Don regarded me through his deep-set brown eyes. “All the more reason to send you on your way, I think.”

      I frowned. “You don’t want my services anymore?”

      “I need them more than ever, now that the Stonespine Family have shown their hand. The Coalition won’t be able to get out of this now. But you won’t be around to see the fallout, Matthew.”

      “I won’t be?” I asked. “But who will watch your back?”

      The Don gave me a cold, shark’s smile. “I have many men willing to die for me, but I have just the one that I can truly trust. You.”

      I rubbed at my stubble again, nonplussed.

      “Then, where am I going, boss?” I asked

      The Don’s smile grew wider, and he leaned back into the shadows of his seat. The leather creaked under his weight as he made himself comfortable.

      “I am sending you,” he said, “to Brink City.”

      Brink City… It was the fucking wild west out there. The last frontier when it came to criminal enterprise. A multi-tiered, cut-throat place full of monsters and junkies, thieves and whores, lycan biker gangs, selkie strip joints, and underground zombie fighting pits. It was a city of bandits, a place where many Umbras were born, raised, and died at the bottom of the barrel. It was a land of opportunity for anyone ruthless, driven, and smart enough to reach out and take it.

      I opened my mouth to speak—though my mind was blank as to what I might actually say.

      The Don held up one large hand. “I will furnish you with gear—weapons, equipment, and so forth—and money to get you started.”

      “Started?” I asked.

      The Don ignored me. “I am also going to send my sweet Alessia along with you because, while I trust you Matthew, you are not blood. Besides, perhaps Alessia might learn something, no? Perhaps you can temper the fire in her soul.”

      I was at a loss as to what to say.

      Alessia, on the other hand, flashed me a dazzling white smile and purred. “If whatever you did to me earlier is anything to go by, I think we’re in for a helluva time, Matthew.”

      While Don Balducci gazed out of the window at four cop cars roaring across Charles Street, I looked at the stunning auburn-headed vixen next to him.

      I didn’t know what the fuck was going on, but if the look in those jade eyes was anything to go by, I had an inkling that I might soon find out whether the carpet matched those fiery red drapes.
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      The Driver pulled the Bentley Mulsanne up outside my Bushwick apartment building and glanced over at me. We had made a quick stop at one of the Don’s many hidden safehouses to have showers and wash the stink of gargoyle blood off of us. Then we’d grabbed a quick bite to eat from a diner, seeing as the party was no longer a safe option for Alessia and the Don to attend. Although he didn’t utter so much as a word, it was clear in his eyes that he had had quite enough for one evening.

      I gave him a pat on the arm. “Well, Driver, if I don’t see you, let me just say that I’m going to really miss our long, enlightening talks.”

      The Driver stared at me for a second longer, then turned to gaze out of the windscreen.

      “Well, all right, then,” I said. I looked into the back of the car where Don Balducci and Alessia were sitting silently. “Miss Alessia, I’m sorry that your evening was ruined by those Stonespine bastards.”

      Alessia gave me a slow, lazy smile. “Don’t you go blaming yourself, Matthew,” she said, her green eyes gleaming and white teeth glinting. “Besides, that was a far more exciting way to ring in my adulthood than some dull party. Me not being at my own party will only do wonders for my already enigmatic reputation.”

      My eyes ran over her countenance of their own accord. Red lipstick coated her full, sensuous lips. Blood spattered her face. Diamonds gleamed at her throat. Her tongue licked thoughtfully at one oversized canine.

      I’d never really been a gambling man. I didn’t enjoy being at the mercy of the wheel or the flip of a card. I liked to have the say-so myself. There was something about Alessia Balducci though—Don’s daughter she may have been—that made me want to stake everything I had and roll the dice. She had breathtaking looks, a keener mind than I had given her credit for, and more guts than I could have imagined. I didn’t doubt that she could handle a gun too. Now that we were leaving town together, I’d have to tread carefully if she made a grab for mine.

      I looked at the Don and was disconcerted to see a slight smile playing over his thick lips.

      “Sir,” I said, “thank you for this opportunity. I won’t let you down.”

      “Si, si, I know, my boy,” the old tigerkin said. “But do not thank me yet, eh? And remember, I take thirty-percent of everything you earn. Alessia will make sure of this. The Driver will pick you up in the morning and take you to the airport.”

      I opened my door and stepped out into the street, careful to keep my shotgun concealed under my long overcoat. I caught sight of the scratch that had marred the duo-tone paint on the top of the hood. Where my shotgun had scratched it. I pointed it out to the Driver and shook my head.

      “Just when you think the Stonespines couldn’t be any more disrespectful…” I said.

      It might not do to speak ill of the dead, I thought, but surely you can saddle them with your boss’s detailing bill.

      I walked around the luxury motor, heading for the door of my building. The sound of a car door opening made me turn. Alessia unfolded like a dream from the back of the Bentley. Her legs drew my eyeballs like a couple of ball-bearings to a magnet.

      “Miss Alessia, what are you—”

      “This is your place?” Alessia cut across me, looking up at the converted warehouse that I called home.

      I nodded.

      “Shit, Matthew,” she said, “we’re going to have to make sure we get you some better digs when we get to Brink, hm?”

      She walked cooly past me, as if she owned the joint—which, now I came to consider it, the Don might just very well do. Her perfume seemed to caress my cheek with a silk-gloved hand. It was the first time in my life that I became aware that temptation and violence had the same smell: orange blossom.

      I looked back at the car, as if there might be answers for me there. To my consternation, Don Balducci’s tinted window was down and he was watching me. He looked totally at ease, but I noticed that his tiger ears were cocked forward and not moving; a sure sign that he had been listening intently to the exchange between his daughter and myself.

      “Boss, I’m not sure…” I indicated vaguely over my shoulder at Alessia, who was waiting impatiently at my door.

      The Don’s voice was amiable, but his eyes were as cold and deadly as the beast he shared his blood with.

      “It is her birthday, Matthew,” he said. “Alessia is an adult now. All I can do is guide her in her choices, not make them for her.” He extracted a thick robusto cigar from his inner jacket pocket and lit it. He took a few luxuriant puffs and then said, through the thick cloud of pungent smoke, “You look after my piccola ragazza. You’re a good worker, but even the best employees can meet with accidents if they don’t comport themselves like gentlemen, si? You will be traveling together tomorrow. I will make sure her luggage comes with the car.”

      The Don’s window wound up and obscured him from sight. Only the glow of his cigar was dimly visible through the tinted glass. Then the Bentley took off. Its horn blared as it crossed Hancock Street, scattering a bunch of drunken dryads who looked to be out on a bachelorette party, and it disappeared around the corner.

      “So,” Alessia said from behind me, “what now?”

      I was still cautious, even though it appeared I had the Don’s blessing for whatever it was that was going to happen next. Still, it was tough work to keep a handle on the lust building inside of me. A fight to the death can do the work of two dozen oysters if you’re willing to give it a chance.

      “Do you want to come in for a drink?” I asked.

      Alessia snorted. “I had my champagne in the car,” she said, stepping into my sphere of personal space and fixing me with those emerald eyes of hers. “What else have you got?”
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      Alessia and I stumbled out of the private elevator, which led from the lobby directly to my top floor apartment, and crashed into the wall opposite. My coat fell to the floor, and my shotgun landed on top of it. The copper-haired woman’s legs were wrapped around my waist. One of my hands was tangled in her auburn tresses, my other arm had her lifted off the ground, supporting her firm, curvaceous ass. We kissed roughly, hungrily. Tongues danced across lips and teeth, squashing and writhing against one another. Alessia bit my lip, drew blood, and laughed as I let loose an involuntary growl.

      “Ah,” she gasped, “my father’s hardest man turns out to be a softy after all! Laid low by a lady!”

      I pulled back from her, grinned, and licked the blood from my lip. “I didn’t realize I had a lady in here as well as you.”

      Alessia gave a little laugh and slapped me playfully in the face. Then she pulled me to her, crushing her lips against mine, moaning into my open mouth, her nails leaving hot tracks at the back of my neck. Blood pounded in my ears. My breath came hurried through my nose. My hands fumbled at my jacket, and I wrestled out of it, leaving it lying on the hallway floor.

      “You better fuck me like you fight,” Alessia muttered into my ear as we spun about and crashed into a bookshelf, spilling novels across the pine floorboards. “Hard and sure and without mercy.”

      A grimoire—a memento from a mage who’d required some heavy reminding that he owed Don Balducci a bag of gold and a couple of spells—let out a loud wolf-whistle as it fell open. The spellbook then filled the hallway with miniature fireworks.

      With great agility for someone wearing four inch heels and clinging to me like a koala on a eucalyptus tree, Alessia extended a leg, flipped the spellbook shut and kicked through the door that led to the laundry.

      “Where’s your bathroom, Matthew?” she asked me, peeling herself out of my grip.

      I gestured down the hallway with a nod. Alessia stalked off down the corridor, her heels wrapping a crisp, sharp staccato rhythm against the wood. She paused halfway down the long hall.

      As I watched from where I leaned against the wall, she slowly hiked up her skirt to reveal a pair of the most enticing lacy red underwear that I had ever laid eyes on. She walked, still with her skirt pulled up around her waist, down the rest of the hallway, her ass and hips moving with that special female elegance.

      The beautiful tiger-woman paused in the doorway of the bathroom and looked back at me. It was a good thing that the human body was made of sixty percent water—anything less than fifty and that look would have set me aflame like a scarecrow with a methylated spirit problem.

      “You coming?” she asked in a low voice.

      I might have been a few months over thirty, but I still had to force myself not to scamper after her like some obedient house pet. I walked after her, pulling my tie over my head as I went and caught the door before it could shut behind her.

      Alessia turned, and there was a hunger on her face. Her canines gleamed in the dim lights surrounding the large mirror. She was biting her lip, and her chest rose and fell.

      I was next to her in two paces, then I surrendered to the lust and delight of surviving yet another bloody scrap, and I was gone. The bathroom became abstract colors as we kissed. The delicate lighting dimmed around us. My concentration shrank down to encapsulate our two writhing bodies.

      She bit my bottom lip and pulled on it. I picked her up, her legs wrapped around my waist once more, and sat her on the counter as we pawed at one another like a pair of ghoulish fiends. She had a handful of my short hair in a vice grip, and the pain was sharp and good. My callused hands, criss-crossed with white scars, gripped her around her slim waist as we grunted and moaned like a pair of ravening things.

      I dropped my hands to her ankles, ran my hands up her silky legs, and pulled her underwear—and calling that tiny piece of cloth underwear was a touch on the generous side, there were probably fairies out there wearing bigger panties—down to her knees.

      My hand moved slowly up the inside of Alessia’s thigh, seemingly of its own accord, and my fingers slipped inside her. She gave an animal moan, and that immature little boy that resides in the back of all male brains noted that she was scrupulously shaved.

      With my free hand, I started to shrug out of my shoulder holster. Alessia though, grabbed my hand and stopped me.

      “No, no, leave your guns on,” she panted. “My father is always boring me silly about having safe sex…”

      At the mention of the Don, I paused in my exploration of her wet sex, my thumb stopping as it circled her clit.

      Clearly, Alessia knew what was up with my hesitation. She grabbed my hand and forced my fingers harder and deeper into herself. “Relax, Daddy approves of you.”

      “How about we let the Don sit this one out, huh?” I said.

      Alessia giggled, moaned again, and fumbled with my pants. I quickly unbuttoned them and ripped off my belt. She reached into my boxers and grabbed me roughly. We played with each other as we kissed more slowly, tongues darting, hands caressing and stroking.

      Then, in a giddy rush of desire, I tore her delicate G-string off—rather than mess about getting it off over her shoes—and then I was inside her. I slammed her up against the mirror that backed the sinks, and she gasped. The glass cracked, and a couple of shards tinkled to the stone floor.

      It was that sex which is all reckless abandonment, where nothing exists but the physical connection and the primal animal need for fulfilment.

      We fucked against the wall, then spun, and I was holding her as she bucked down on me. Then we were up against the wall again, and there was an emphatic crash as we plowed into the towel rail and smashed it to the floor.

      The only sounds existing in my world were the guttural, harsh breathing of the woman I had pressed up against the cool wall tiles and the occasional sounds of something breaking as we careened into it. After what might have been seconds or hours, Alessia’s breathing started to become more ragged, more urgent. I could feel that dam inside of myself filling up too, starting to brim over. The sound of my balls slapping against Alessia’s asscheeks picked up speed.

      “Yes!” Alessia cried. “Yes! Come on, fucking fuck me!” The last word dissolved into a wail of ecstasy and pushed me over into my own private red abyss.

      I grabbed Alessia by the throat, while her tigress’s tail whipped back and forth, as we climaxed together. I felt the chip Lennox had given me burn in my palm. And, as she came, Alessia morphed from one shape to another—flickering from Italian tiger-kin goddess to a sexy creature that was more tiger than human, and back again.

      Half an hour later, we emerged.

      It was only then that I realized that Lennox still wasn’t back from his meeting. I counted myself lucky that we hadn’t barreled into the bathroom and caught him releasing some bum slugs—as he colorfully referred to taking a shit. I imagined we looked slightly disheveled, but we probably weren’t all that bad. Alessia’s wavy copper hair was mussed, and I guessed mine probably looked similar. As we dressed, it was nice to see that all our clothes were cum-free. All our clothes, that was, except Alessia’s ruined panties. She’d used them to clean herself up with, judged them to be superfluous to her needs, and discarded them in the trash.

      I led her into the kitchen. We stood on either side of my granite-topped counter while outside, the storm that had been brewing upped its game and lightning flickered over Manhattan Island.

      “So,” Alessia said, pushing a lock of hair out of her face and cocking her head at me, “how about that drink?”

      “Martini?” I offered, knowing that I definitely had some vodka in the freezer.

      “So long as you have olives to go with it.”

      “Oh, you’re one of those fussy w—”

      “Ah, ah, Matthew,” Alessia said, wagging her finger at me and stretching like a cat, “the Devil is in the details, remember.”

      I pulled the vodka from the freezer and took a swig straight from the bottle. “I think the Devil already had his money’s worth tonight, don’t you?”
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      It was half three in the morning when Lennox burst into my room and came nose to nose with the muzzle of the Colt that I kept on my nightstand for just such nocturnal disturbances. The smell of cranberry juice and disappointment followed him in.

      “Oh,” he said in a sharp whisper, his eyes crossed, as he looked down into the yawning maw of the barrel, “sorry. Didn’t, ah, realize that you weren’t alone.”

      Slowly, I uncocked the hammer of my semi-automatic. “Well, now you do.” I lowered the Colt.

      Lennox’s gaze flicked over to the sleeping form of Alessia next to me. His crafty yellow eyes narrowed.

      “Is that—is that Alessia Balducci?” he hissed delightedly.

      I kept my trap shut, hoping vanely that this might encourage my foster-brother to shut the fuck up himself. No such luck.

      “It is!” he whispered. “Boy oh boy, you don’t discriminate when it comes to letting off your pistol, huh?”

      When I still refrained from answering, Lennox slapped me gently on the shoulder and said, “Coffee?”

      I sighed. “Oh yeah, it’s almost four,” I muttered, “that’s when I usually have my first cup o’ joe.”

      “Great,” Lennox said, missing the sarcasm as per usual. “See you in the kitchen.”

      “Jackass,” I said as I slipped out of bed and pulled on a t-shirt and boxers.

      On entering the kitchen, I found Lennox sitting on the benchtop, swinging his bandy legs and looking at the floor morosely.

      “Coffee?” I asked.

      The goblin pointed at a steaming mug by the sink.

      I took a slurp and sighed appreciatively. Like most good chemists, engineers, and scientists, Lennox made a hell of a brew.

      “So,” I said, “let me guess. Turned out not to be a UTI after all? Gonorrhea? You loved a woman that wasn’t clean, right?”

      Lennox glanced up at me. He looked gutted.

      “The bastards double-crossed me,” he said simply.

      I nodded sagely. “Who were you meeting with again?”

      “The government.”

      “Right. And you’re surprised that they fucked you over?” I smiled. I shook my head and rubbed thoughtfully at my stubby chin. “I might be, what many consider to be, a gangster, Lennox, but governments… Well, let’s just say that a man who dips his hand into another man’s pocket is considered a thief and he’s ostracized by society, but a bunch of guys who can dip their hands into everyone else’s pockets simultaneously, well, they run the country.”

      Lennox shook his head. “But I was really onto something with this one, Matt.” He hopped down from his perch, opened the fridge, pulled out the cranberry juice, and added a generous splash to his coffee. He took a fortifying slurp. “Yes, yes, yes, I was really onto something, but they bloody well took it, looked at it, and confiscated it.”

      “See,” I said, “that’s the problem with a university education. You get these lofty ideas, as if what you create elevates you above normal people. The fact is, life isn’t like those old tragedies you studied in Classics. Men don’t fall from the heavens after doing some worthwhile deed. They fall from the curb and into the gutter.”

      Lennox shook his head. “There’s no just reward for the hard working entrepreneur in this world. Seems that the man who makes something doesn’t matter as much as the bastard who can steal it and sell it.”

      I took another sip of coffee. “Yeah, well, what do you want me to tell you? Life’s a bucket of crap with a razor-wire handle. Now, dust yourself off and get back on the horse and all that shit.”

      Lennox squared his knobby shoulders. “You’re right,” he said. “How was your evening anyway? How was the party? Clearly, you had a good time, eh, eh?” He wiggled his eyebrows at me in a manner that made me want to knock his teeth out.

      “Yeah, the party,” I said slowly. “Turned out that what should have been a pleasantly mundane evening, guarding Don Balducci turned into an assassination attempt by the Stonespine Family.”

      Lennox looked up delightedly from his coffee. “No way,” he said, awe coating the two words like honey.

      “Yes way,” I said. I stretched and looked at the clock. Four o’clock in the morning. Too late to go back to bed, too early to do anything else but sit and drink coffee. “What’s more, I got a… promotion I guess you’d call it.”

      “Doing what?” Lennox asked.

      “I think I’m going to head up a new little offshoot of the Balducci organization out in Brink City.”

      Even as I said it, a secret sliver of my heart wondered how I might go about turning this branch of the Don’s business into my own separate empire. Carve my own legacy out of Brink City bedrock.

      “You’re going to Brink City?” Lennox asked.

      “That’s right. With Alessia.”

      “But, what about me?” Lennox said, his spectacles teetering on the end of his long nose.

      “Look, I was happy to keep you out of trouble and up to your eyebrows in cranberry juice, Len—though I admittedly became less keen on the idea after that goddamn chip sunk into my skin—but I don’t think Brink City is the place for you. Speaking of your fucking chip; that thing gave me powers.”

      “It did?” my foster-brother said ecstatically. To my surprise—and consternation, as nothing that excited Lennox this much could possibly be anything less than bad news—the goblin downed the rest of his cafe au cranberry and executed a perfect backflip. “What happened?” he asked, his face suddenly contorted into scientific concentration. “Relay every minutiae.”

      So I told him what had gone down in the West Village, the whole shebang. When I finished, Lennox looked at me thoughtfully.

      “This is very odd, very odd indeed. Impossible I might even dare to say, if it had come from any other source but you.”

      “Why impossible?” I asked, draining the last of my coffee.

      “That chip was only meant to enhance what was already there, within you. It shouldn’t be able to make you do it to other people.”

      I shrugged. “Maybe you made a mistake.”

      Lennox shook his head. “Nah, I don’t make those.”

      I grinned. “What about the clean energy project that blew up the science labs and killed the janitors?”

      The goblin looked a little chagrined. “Yes… Clean energy project… Hm, well, if I’m being totally transparent with you, Matt, I might have to admit that that was actually an explosive device that worked, well, quite perfectly actually.”

      My eyebrows threatened to disappear into my hair. “You built a bomb? At college?”

      Lennox put his hands up in defense. “Oh, come on, you and I both know that the clean energy thing is boring as all hell. Bombs blow up! They’re far more interesting!”

      I chose to ignore this. Hopefully the subject would never come up again. “But I’m an Umbra,” I said. “I don’t have magical abilities beyond being like a better human.”

      “Not anymore, brother,” Lennox said. “That chip is there to stay.”

      “You’re a fucking amazing scientist, Len, but you’re also a total idiot sometimes,” I said. “Are there going to be any more unexpected side effects to me having this thing floating about inside of me?”

      A calculating look suffused the goblin’s naturally cunning face. I sighed inwardly. That look never boded well for anyone standing within ten feet of my foster-brother.

      “Hm, yes, well, it’s hard to say with any degree of certainty,” he said. “I mean, who’s to know whether there might be adverse or hitherto unexpected complications that might take an expert to resolve…”

      I sighed out through my nose. “Well, I’d hope you would, Lennox, seeing as you made the fucking thing.”

      Lennox wagged his head thoughtfully. “I suppose,” he said slowly, as if the thought hadn’t occurred to him five minutes before, “that I could come along too, you know, in a technical capacity? You know, be a Batman to your Robin sort of thing?”

      The look I gave him was so stony you could have used it as a breakwater.

      “Fine,” I said, “you can come along, but just know that if you ever refer to me as a Robin to your Batman again, I’m going to use your eye socket to open my next bottle of beer.”

      Lennox gave me a salute. “No problemo, brother! Happy to be on board.”

      I looked down at him, at my foster-brother, and I wondered if he could tell how pumped and ready I was for this next chapter in my criminal career just by the way I stood.

      “So, seriously,” I said, a specter of a grin floating across my face, “do I have anything to worry about? With this magical enhancement chip of yours?”

      Lennox beamed and patted me on the arm. “I’ve no clue, brother, but we shall find out together shan’t we?”

      We sat in the lounge, drinking coffee and spinning yarns for a couple more hours, until I heard Alessia get up and turn the shower on. I only had to wonder for a second how she knew where the bathroom was, and I smiled to myself when I remembered.

      She emerged twenty minutes later, looking as radiant as all hell. She was dressed in her skirt from the night before, but had thrown on one of my dark navy silk shirts and tied it up at the naval. Somehow, she made even this look glamorous. She was like that, was Alessia. She could throw on anything and make it look like she’d had it custom made just for her. Her heels clicked against the floorboards as she walked lazily into the room. Her red hair was piled up in glamorous disarray on top of her head.

      The river of inane babble that had been flowing unchecked from Lennox’s mouth dried up at the source when Alessia entered the room. She looked down at the goblin. Her gaze left him squirming like a worm on a hook.

      “Who the fuck are you?” she asked in her coolest voice.

      “This,” I said, “is Lennox. He’s the one responsible for imbuing me with the powers we all got to enjoy last night. This guy made me able to turn you into that were-tiger, ah, thing.”

      Alessia’s eyes narrowed as she scrutinized the goblin.

      Lennox, smiling awkwardly, held out his hand. “How do you do?” he said. “A were-tiger, eh? Hm. Just when you thought life couldn’t get any richer, eh?”

      There was a pause. Then Alessia pointed a finger at Lennox and looked at me. “I like this one,” she said. “I like this one, Matthew. Who did you say he was again?”

      “Lennox,” I replied. “He’s my foster-brother.” I took a breath and wondered if I wasn’t going to regret bringing the nutty little shit along. I knew that I probably would. “And he’s coming with us.”

      The Driver picked up the three of us a couple of hours later. I had a fair-sized bag packed, while Lennox only carried a duffel stuffed with all sorts of electronic equipment.

      “You’re not bringing any spare clothes, genius?” I asked.

      Lennox gave me a pitying look. “Of course, I’m bringing spare clothes, Matthew. Honestly… I’ve got a spare pair of boxers tucked down one end. Jeez…”

      “One spare pair?” I said as the Driver squeezed our two bags into the Bentley’s massive trunk, which was already full to bursting with Alessia’s luggage. “That’s it?”

      “Yeah, but that’s two days, isn’t it? Wearing them inside and outside.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Don’t forget back to front too.”

      “Oh, yeah! Hey, Matt?” Lennox said.

      “What?”

      “You reckon they’ll have cranberry juice in Brink?”

      “Get in the fucking car, Len.”

      It was only a twenty minute drive from Bushwick to LaGuardia Airport, and we arrived with plenty of time for our flight. The Driver dropped us in an underground parking garage while he went off to take care of the luggage. He told us that he’d been on airport runs more times than he could recall, and that if we wanted to get to the terminal with the least amount of stress and bother, all we had to do was walk up a level and take the stairs.

      “They’ll take you right into the domestic terminal, Miss Balducci,” he said. Then he glided off to get the luggage seen to.

      I should have known to treat any advice given to me by a native of Queens with extreme caution, but I was feeling jacked up with excitement and the prospect of the expansion in Brink City. Not to mention the thought that, perhaps, Alessia and I might take up where we had left off the night before.

      The muggers materialized out of the myriad shadows of the underground parking lot with commendable quiet. None of them were using or brewing magic, which explained why my thaumaturgical senses didn’t give us any warning.

      “Well, well, well,” came a rough voice from behind us, out of the shadows cast by a pair of dusty cars that looked like they had been parked in the underground parking lot for twenty years.

      Nothing, and I mean absolutely nothing good ever followed on the heels of the words ‘well, well, well’. The only people who used those words on a regular basis were cops and robbers—and I had plenty of experience with both. I turned resignedly around, reaching instinctively under my armpit for the gun that wasn’t there. I couldn’t pack heat while traveling through an airport.
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      “Hello, boys,” I said. “What can we help you gentlemen with?”

      There were eight of them. Eight desperate, stinky-looking motherfuckers. Hairy, matted, and on the short side. You’d have to be as thick as a rhinoceros omelette not to recognize them as dwarves. Mountain dwarves, judging by the rusted pickaxes they carried on their belts, probably wandered down to the big smoke from the Catskill Mountains.

      “Hello, boys,” Lennox piped up, trying and failing miserably to imitate my threateningly debonair tone. “What the fu—”

      I clipped the goblin around the ear to shut him up.

      “There are many fine things in this life, lads.” I gestured at Alessia. “The whisper of a beautiful woman in your ear. The firm press of the walnut stock of a Model 87 into your shoulder. The sharp bite of good spirits in the back of your throat.”

      The dwarves looked blearily at one another. It was clear they’d been down here for some time. By the wild, lost look in the eyes of the one standing closest to me, I wagered that they’d gotten their hands on a bit of Arcane Dust and had been living the dream down here for a week or so.

      “Now,” I continued, “judging by the state, not to mention the smell of you, I’d say none of you have had a woman for quite some time. The fact that we’re still standing means that you’ve no guns—otherwise you pussies would have used them without declaring yourselves. So, all that’s left to you is the booze.”

      “What the bloody hell are you on about, stranger?” slurred one dwarf with a particularly foul and matted beard that stuck out at a right angle from his face.

      I pulled out a crisp one-hundred dollar bill and flourished it. “I’m offering you beer money, lads. Beer money if you’ll let us mosey on our way.” I had no beef with these inebriates, and I didn’t want to waste time—or potentially ruin my suit—in dealing with them if it could be helped. Plus, there was always the chance that they might use the money to buy some food, rather than something they could hoover up their noses.

      The dwarf with the gross beard started choking and slobbering. It sounded like he was gargling his teeth. Took me a moment to twig that he was laughing.

      “How’s about we have your whole wallet? How about that for a deal, mister?” he spat.

      “This is all the money I have,” I lied.

      “No, it’s not, Matt,” Lennox said helpfully, “I saw a wodge of cash in your billfold. Must have been at least…” He tailed off as his clever brain caught up with his stupid mouth.

      “I fink you’re lyin’, boy,” Grossbeard said to me.

      I nodded. “Biggest mistake we can make in this life is to think that we know anything about anything, buddy.”

      “So, your wallet’s not on the table, is that how it is, mister?” Grossbeard took a step toward me, and the other seven dwarves closed with him, like a pack of hyenas.

      “There’s no wallet,” I said. “And if there was a table, I’d only smack you over the head with it. Now. Do you want the C-note or not? You’re about to make us late, and if that happens, I’m going to have to let this lovely woman go Chuck Norris on your asses.”

      The eight pairs of dwarf eyes looked at Alessia.

      “I think we’ll take our chances,” Grossbeard said. He pulled out his rusty pickaxe.

      “Righto,” I said with a shrug. I pressed my chipped palm to Alessia’s neck.

      I could see Lennox, where he was strategically taking cover under a parked car, goggle as Alessia transformed in front of us.

      “Holy Christ on a bike,” I heard my foster-brother mutter as Alessia let out a shriek of delight.

      The dwarves, to a man, looked as if they had all suddenly fallen down the mother of all ketamine holes. The faces behind the scruffy foul beards went the color of sour milk.

      “What in the name of all that’s—” one began to say, but then Alessia was on him and raking him with her claws, tearing his face into grisly ribbons.

      Another dwarf, to his credit, immediately tried to help his friend by yanking hard on Alessia’s tail. He instantly proved the old idiom right and was rewarded by a devastating spinning hook kick, which caught him in the temple and spun him on the spot. He was unconscious well before he hit the ground.

      With a cry, the rest of the drug-addled dwarves drew their rusted weaponry and charged at Alessia.

      I grabbed one as he pelted close by me, my fingers twining through his greasy locks and almost pulling him off his feet. He roared in pain, and I took advantage of his open mouth and rammed his face into the concrete pillar I was standing beside. Yellow teeth scattered in all directions. The dwarf collapsed senseless, mouth pulped and bloody.

      The mountain dwarves had an inherent ability for earth magic, and it was obvious that one at least among them was a practitioner. I identified the rascal in question as he hammered great chunks of mortar from another concrete pillar and bewitched them to fly in our direction at terminal speed, under his guidance. The first one he aimed at Alessia, but it missed her by—literally—a whisker and drove into a dwarf behind her. The poor little bastard hurtled backward and was crushed into a row of motorbikes about twenty yards away. The second chunk of masonry was aimed in my direction. I feinted left, then dodged right, and it sailed harmlessly by my shoulder and exploded against the far wall, sending shrapnel flying. Lennox let loose an undignified squeal.

      Two more dwarves closed on me while the magical practitioner continued to fire lumps of cement at Alessia and I. A small piece of stone actually glanced off the were-tigress’s shoulder, but all it did was alert her to the location of the dwarf mage. With a snarl, Alessia bounded over a dwarf just as he swung his pickaxe at her knees. She used a parked BMW X5 as a springboard, setting the alarm to wailing, somersaulted over another flying rock that obliterated a row of strip lighting in a shower of sparks, and landed right in front of the dwarf magic user.

      “Please, no,” the grubby would-be mugger said in a small voice.

      Alessia swiped her claws across his throat, and arterial blood sprayed gleefully out in its sudden freedom. The SUV behind the dwarf was painted in gore, giving the owner an instant chore to do as soon as they got back from their vacation.

      I blocked an inexpert and desperate haymaker from one of the two dwarves in front of me and kicked the other one in the face. Before the first dwarf could recover, I smashed my knee into his face, spreading his nose across his beard. He howled—but only for a second or two. Alessia came up behind him and wrenched his head around with a gristly snapping sound.

      I stepped forward and drove my heel into the throat of the dwarf I’d sent sprawling with the kick to the face, crushing his vertebrae.

      That left only one. To say that he looked like a lost little boy who bitterly repented mixing with the bigger boys would be doing him a great injustice. I was pretty sure he would have pissed himself, if his cock and balls hadn’t already crawled up into his belly.

      Alessia and I regarded him for a moment. Alessia made to step toward him, but I held out a hand and stopped her.

      “No, let’s leave this one, shall we?” I said. “Magnanimous in victory and all that?”

      Alessia gave me a look and then shrugged. “Fine,” she managed to say, past her huge canine teeth. Then, just like that, she morphed back to her old self.

      The dwarf seemed to wilt, so relieved was he.

      “Thank y—” he started to say.

      A boot came out of nowhere and smashed into his nuts from behind with a dull thwump.

      The dwarf went cross-eyed, grabbed his plums, and sank to his knees. Lennox stood triumphantly behind him.

      “Lennox, wait a sec—”

      Lennox rammed one of his screwdrivers into the unlucky dwarf’s ear canal and twisted. The dwarf stiffened, his eyes rolled back in his head, and he keeled over sideways. Dead.

      “I got one! I got one!” Lennox said, skipping around his fallen foe and booting him every now and again. “Did you see that?”

      Alessia looked sideways at me. She brushed off her skirt and dabbed with a finger at her mascara. “This shit,” she said, “is why I usually fly private.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “So, you see,” Lennox explained to Alessia, through a mouthful of complimentary peanuts, “the chip that took to Matt here, like a fish to water, has granted him the ability to enhance the powers of those of the magically inclined around him. It has given him this ability, but I don’t think it actually grants anyone else any new powers. It just enhances those they already have.”

      “Which is why, because of my status as a tigerkin, I turn more… tigery?” Alessia asked, careful to keep her voice down, even over the roar of the Airbus’s jet engines.

      “Correct,” Lennox said. “Now, tell me? What is the transformation like?”

      Alessia made a thoughtful face. “It’s intense,” she said. “I feel myself sharpening, honing down to a finer edge, if that makes any sense.”

      “Interesting,” Lennox said. “Clearly the chip boosts your predatory senses and your killer instinct. Very interesting. Yet it would seem that it doesn’t override your logic. The way that you are able to listen to advice, like not killing that last dwarf—wrong as that advice might be—proves that.”

      We had been flying for close on four hours. For three and a half of those hours I had put up with Lennox nattering away next to me as I had poured over the manilla folder that Alessia had produced from one of her many bags. It was a file that the Don had put together on Brink City; the rough layout of the place and what he knew of the families there—those organizations we might rely on for help and those we should try not to fuck with.

      I craned my head to look past Alessia and see out of the window. My breath caught in my chest. A blaze of light—visible even now in the late afternoon light—spread out below us; a neon cancer eating up the untouched desert around it.

      “So this is it,” I said, not taking my eyes off the spread of glass and concrete, towering apartment blocks and smoke trails that issued up into the clean air. “Brink City. The place of my birth.”

      I felt a hand on my forearm. “And the place where you’ll rise in infamy,” Alessia said.

      The smile that tugged at the corners of my mouth was an eager one. The smile of a shark that scents blood.
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      By the time that we had gone through the whole rigamarole of leaving the Brink City airport, the afternoon was on its way out and the early evening was starting to reach tentative fingers across the skyline. I led the way out of the airport with Alessia tight on my right shoulder and Lenox tagging along at the rear.

      This is it, I couldn’t help thinking as we strode through the sliding doors and out into the warmer climate of America’s last great cesspool. This is it. This is your future. Your opportunity to take greatness in hand.

      “Daddy will have a car waiting for us,” Alessia said in my ear. “Like I told you when we landed, someone will have already grabbed our baggage.”

      A warm wind was blowing off the desert that completely surrounded the city. The airport, like most airports, was on the outskirts of Brink. Beyond the control tower and the airfield, all that could be made out was barren scrub, stunted trees, the sharp brown outlines of distant arroyos, and some low, arid hills. The smell of jet fuel hung heavy in the air. The whine and roar of planes, and the cry of cabbies waiting in the ranks, drowned out almost everything. It was a tricky place to spot an ambush, so I quested out with that handy extra sense of mine, trying to detect any hint of malicious magic.

      Nothing.

      My attention was snared, however, by a sign held aloft by one of the many uniformed drivers that loitered outside of the terminal. Well, I say held aloft, but the actual sign was levitating in midair, suspended there by magic. It wasn’t scrawled in black permanent marker either. The name glittered and glinted like silver braid against a background of deepest sable.

      

      
        
        LAINE

      

      

      

      It was a surprise to see my name up in lights, as it were. Normally, it would have been the Don’s or, in this case, Alessia’s. However, it made sense to have mine up there. No point broadcasting to anyone that might be watching and in the know that a Balducci was in town. That sort of information would probably be worth a lot of money to certain people.

      The driver, positioned under the sign and leaning nonchalantly against a blacked-out Range Rover, wasn’t the sort of chauffeur that I might have been expecting. Though the driver wore a well-cut black suit, dark aviators, and peaked cap, the angle of her hips and the impressive swell of her tits proclaimed it was most assuredly a woman. And she was of the fairy persuasion.

      “This way,” I said, keeping my head on a swivel as I led the way toward the waiting vehicle. I chanced a quick look behind Alessia’s svelte form to make sure that Lennox hadn’t wandered off somewhere, or accidentally exploded something or someone.

      As we neared the chauffeur, I saw that she wasn’t exactly cut from the same sort of cloth as your average Tinkerbell. Sure, she might have been a fairy and had the glittering wings folded on her back, but this chick was wearing her suit—wing-slits tailored into the back—with a sort of fashionable disdain. Under her chauffeur’s cap, her hair was shaved along one side and the rest was dyed a bubblegum pink. Tattoos flowed across the shaved part of her scalp—and I do mean flowed; they were obviously done with an occult ink because the designs moved and rippled as she moved her head. Piercings ran all along the edges of both her pointed ears, and each nostril was studded.

      As we approached, the fairy pulled her aviator’s down a fraction and regarded us over the top of them. The sclera of her eyes were mauve instead of white and the pupils violet instead of black.

      “You’re Laine?” she asked in a melodic voice.

      “Could be,” I said.

      The fairy pushed up the sleeves of her blazer, revealing more moving tattoos depicting leaves and wind gusts and griffins. She pulled out a thin black cigarillo from her breast pocket and lit it with a snap of her fingers. After she took a deep pull, twin streams of smoke issued from her nostrils.

      “Laine,” she said and nodded. “You look like him. You look like the sort of man I was told to keep an eye out for.”

      “Oh, yeah, and what sort of man is that?” I asked.

      “A man who moves like the shadow under a thundercloud,” the fairy said. “A polite guy. A killer. Someone who should not be fucked with.”

      I grunted. I liked this girl. I liked her style. I gestured to my companions. “These are—”

      “I know who they are, slick,” she said, through another mouthful of clove-smelling smoke. “Who do you think sent me to pick you up, huh?” She opened the rear door of the Range Rover and motioned for Alessia to get inside. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Miss B,” she said to the tigerkin woman as she clambered into the backseat. “My name is Macy.”

      “I’m Lennox,” said my goblin foster-brother, smoothing back his black hair and holding out a long-fingered hand.

      Macy took his proffered hand, and they shook. “How nice for you, Lennox. Now, in you hop, and I advise you to keep those fingers to yourself if you like their current configuration, okay?”

      Lennox nodded and went to open the front door.

      “In the back, Lennox,” I said. I always found it preferable to keep Lennox as far from the controls of a moving vehicle as humanly—or goblinly—possible.

      Lennox sighed, climbed in beside Alessia, and shut the door.

      “Luggage?” I asked Macy.

      “Already taken care of and in the trunk,” she said.

      “All right then, let’s hit the road.”

      Macy stubbed out her smoke, blew one last smoke ring, and sent a smoky swallow fluttering through it.

      “Neat trick,” I said, grasping the handle of the passenger door.

      “I’ve got better ones than that,” Macy said as she walked around the front of the SUV.

      “I bet,” I said with a small smile.

      Macy raised her hands. “Welcome to Brink City! From what I’ve been told by Don Balducci, it sounds like you’re going to have yourself quite an interesting time here.”

      I raised my eyebrows at that, and my smile took on an excited edge. “And here was me thinking it was shaping up to be a cocktail of crappy options, bad decisions, and dire consequences.”

      Macy grinned back and opened her door. “Like I said; interesting.”

      We rolled out through the airport gates and took a looping road out onto the two lane highway that led into Brink City proper. For the first ten minutes of the trip, my attention was focused on my door mirror as I attempted to ascertain whether we were being tailed or not. All seemed clear though, so I turned my attention back to Macy, though I glanced periodically into the mirror just to make sure all was well

      She was certainly a looker, this woman, and I got the impression that only a foolish person would let themselves believe the fairy stereotype. To me, it appeared that she knew how to handle herself. She looked fit and toned, and had a sort of tension about her that reminded me of a coiled spring. She was also clearly carrying a piece, if the subtle bulge under her arm was anything to go by.

      “Macy,” I said, “have you got any weapons for us? The Don said he’d have a little something waiting but, as a new lad in this city, without a gun I feel a little…”

      “Naked?” Macy supplied.

      “Right.”

      Macy flicked her pretty purple eyes in my direction, then looked back at the road. “Check under your seat,” she said.

      I reached under the tan leather seat, and my hand closed on the handle of a small plastic case. I pulled it out. It had a three digit combination lock.

      “What’s the code?” I asked. “Actually, you know what, don’t tell me.”

      I twirled the dials.

      6-6-6.

      “The number of the Beast,” I muttered.

      “That’s right,” Macy said, “and you better believe me when I tell you that this town is full of those.”

      I snapped back the catches and flipped the lid of the little case open. Inside were three handguns, a few boxes of bullets, and some spare magazines for each weapon. I extracted the first handgun and held it up. The pistol looked small in my big, callused hand.

      “Ah, yeah, I was thinking that might be more suited to Miss Balducci,” Macy said. “Smith & Wesson M&P M2.0 Subcompact. Nice and small and concealable.” The fairy looked at Alessia in her rearview mirror and gave her a wink. “Perfect for those outfits that are a little lacking when it comes to places to hide a firearm.”

      “What’s the stopping power like with this thing?” I asked dubiously.

      “Does the job,” Macy said. “Trust me. That’s a nine-mil. Carries twelve in the mag and one in the pipe. Reliable.”

      I handed the gun into the backseat, slapping Lennox’s grasping fingers aside.

      “You know how to use one of these?” I asked as Alessia took the Smith & Wesson from me.

      In answer, Alessia ejected the magazine, checked it was full, slapped it back into the magwell, cracked the slide to see that there was a round nestling in the chamber, and flicked on the safety. She raised a perfect eyebrow at me.

      “I may enjoy binge-watching The Kardashians, but I’m still my father’s daughter, Matthew,” she said.

      “What about me?” Lennox asked, looking longingly at the subcompact handgun that Alessia stowed away in her handbag.

      “There are three weapons,” Macy said.

      I pulled out another small handgun.

      “FN 509 Compact MRD,” Macy reeled off. “Another nine-millimeter with a thirteen shot capacity. Packs a punch for how big it is.”

      I handed it back to Lennox, but I caught myself at the last second. “I’ll hang onto this one, I think,” I said.

      “Hey, what the—” Lennox started to complain.

      “Lennox, the chances of me handing you over a weapon are already so slim that they might be considered anorexic,” I said. “There’s no way in hell I’m going to give you one in an enclosed space.”

      I let Lennox grumble and pulled out the last gun. I sucked in an appreciative breath.

      “I heard you were a fan of the Colt 1911,” Macy said. “The Don made a point of saying so. That there is a—”

      “Nighthawk Custom Kestrel,” I said. I whistled softly to myself. The handgun was finished in all-black nitride, except for the hammer, trigger, ejection port, and muzzle.

      I cracked the slide and saw the fat .45ACP round sitting in the chamber. “It’s got the threaded barrel upgrade I see, and the gold bead sight,” I said, turning the beautiful and deadly bit of engineering over in my hands.

      “I’m glad you like it,” Macy said.

      I ran a finger over the hawk that was set against the moon on the grip. “Yeah. This’ll work.”

      “There’s a harness in the back of the car too,” Macy said.

      I settled back in my seat, feeling just a little more at ease.

      “There should be one more item in the box,” Macy said.

      She was right. It was a knife. Simple clean design, with a blade bearing an unfamiliar stamp.

      “Who made this?” I asked.

      The fairy tapped her pierced nose.”A gal’s got to have her little secrets,” she said. “But that right there is made of an iron and silver alloy.”

      “Silver?” I asked.

      “Presumably for the types of undesirable individuals that we might find ourselves in altercations with here,” Lennox supplied from the backseat, unable to resist breaking out of his sulk to impart knowledge. “Vampires, lycans, the undead…”

      “Humans don’t like getting stuck with it much either,” Macy said with a wicked grin. “Just bear in mind that it’s softer than steel, but it’ll find a heart or artery no worries.”

      Ahead of us, looming out of a fug of smog and smoke, the city of Brink drew steadily nearer and nearer. It was a forest of civilization, a jungle of towering skyscrapers that reached up into the smoggy heights. The tops of the highest buildings—those that were in the very center of the jungle of concrete and glass, scaffolding and elevated walkways—were actually lost in the grimy atmosphere, where pollution met lowering, neon-stained, clouds. It was like a vast, collective pyramid that grew steadily taller and taller toward the middle.

      “We’re passing through the outskirts of the city proper now,” Macy said as she steered the gleaming Range Rover through the sort of ubiquitous suburban neighborhoods that lie between airports and cities all over America.

      I looked out at the dismal streets with a proprietorial eye. Already, I was starting to view things differently, to look at them with an eye for the potential they might hold. The faces that looked up at us as we passed were accusatory, untrusting, and jealous. These were the sort of people that I could relate to. I had been one of them not too long ago. I’d counted myself as one of them before the Don had plucked me from their ranks and introduced me to his world.

      I turned my gaze back to the metropolis. I had a feeling that these peripheral people would play a part in my ascendancy, but it was the city center that held the real promise. I cast my eyes up at the central skyscrapers.

      Yeah, that’s the heart, I thought. That’s where the lifeblood of this place flows from and to. And the lifeblood of a city is money.

      From what I could make out, the city became more and more built up as you worked your way into the very center of Brink. The buildings became taller and more elaborate, until your eye was drawn to the very center; to a building that rose, like a spear of pearl and mercury, up into the abode of the saints.

      I allowed myself a dry little chuckle at this piece of imagery. If Brink City’s reputation was anything to go by, saints were the last things one was likely to encounter here.

      “I can’t help but notice,” said Lennox, “but the scale of these buildings far surpasses those of the Big Apple.”

      Macy smiled without mirth. “Yeah, the buildings are bigger. Some of them are basically entire subcultures unto themselves. The whole of Brink is composed of countless different factions, families, races, and worlds. It’s a place where ideologies, beliefs, and vendettas collide. It’s a cultural melting pot. A powder keg. A fucking volcano.”

      I nodded and continued to stare out at the city as we wormed our way further into its heart.

      “No doubt you’ve already done your research on our lovely little city, so much of this won’t be news to you, but I figure I’ll give you the full, unabridged tour.”

      I hadn't really done any research, if I was honest. Research wasn’t really my style. I preferred to get a feel for different environments on the ground. Go into things with an open mind, without any preconceived notions as to how things should be or should work. I approached all things with a certain degree of caution and distrust, which had served me well.

      “I know something of Brink,” Alessia said from the backseat, “but I’d appreciate a brief tour so that we can all acclimate ourselves to our new...home.”

      Macy guided the Range Rover through the city streets, pointing out certain landmarks and places of interest. I stored all the information away. It was all good, all potentially helpful. Information was second only to money when it came to easing one’s way through a new habitat—the Don had always said that; had always told me that if money was a set of teeth, then information was a set of claws.

      I couldn’t help but observe too that, even down here where things looked roughest, there were still some gorgeous women walking about—though they looked wary, skittish, and a little used up. Most were obviously of the magical persuasion too. I definitely spotted a beautiful nymph slinking surreptitiously from one parked car to another, checking to see if they were unlocked. Out of the corner of my eye, I could have sworn I caught a glimpse of a dracaenae in the mouth of an alley—though the half-woman half-dragon was gone when I turned for a closer look.

      “You’ll notice how the buildings don’t just get fancier and more sophisticated the closer you get to the city, they actually get cleaner and more cared for the higher up you go too.”

      I craned my eyes upward. Macy was right. It seemed, generally, that the slums and ghettos were at the feet of the enormous tower blocks, while poverty also became more pronounced the further you ventured from the city center.

      “Yeah, I see that, now that you mention it,” I said.

      “Basically,” Macy said as she steered the luxury SUV through the dirty, trash-blown streets, “you’ve got different gangs inhabiting different sectors of the city—just like any other big city. What makes Brink just that little bit more unique—and that little bit more dangerous—is the fact that clashing criminal factions can also segregate themselves vertically.”

      “What?” I said.

      “You’ve got criminal organizations—hoods and gangsters—here who actually observe territories that are divided upward?” Lennox asked. “You mean that one crew can control a building from the basement up to, say, the fifteenth floor, while another crew runs things from the roof down to the fifteenth?”

      Macy nodded. “In layman’s terms, yes,” she said.

      “What if there’s a fire?” Lennox asked.

      “What?” Macy said.

      “What if there’s a fire?” Lennox repeated. “What if there’s a fire, and the gang that controls the top half of a building has to make their way down through the only existing fire-escape? Does the gang that controls the bottom half of the building let them through—seeing as it’s an emergency? Is there a toll that needs to be paid? How does that work?”

      “Lennox,” I said, “just button your lip, yeah?”

      Lennox lapsed into silence.

      We cruised through a few neighborhoods without stopping for the traffic lights. When I mentioned this blatant disregard of the road rules, Macy told me that the sector that we were currently traveling though was a hotspot for carjackings.

      “There are a lot of folk—Umbras mostly—whacked out on drugs here,” she said. “They’re desperate. Steal anything to get their next fix. Harpies and half-elves for the most part.”

      “What’s their drug of choice?” I asked.

      Macy puffed out her cheeks. “Take your pick; Dingers, Rip, Sparkle-rub, Ifritjuice, Bluecaps… Mostly though, it’s Arcane Powder.”

      I nodded, trying to concentrate on her words. The further we drove into the heart of this criminal utopia, the more haywire my magical sense seemed to be going. This wasn’t like New York. Here, magic had been allowed to run free by the government—I assumed it was because the local police force just didn’t have the resources to keep things in check. Malevolent magic was all over the place. People were using it to bribe, steal, seduce, mug, and drug. I couldn’t keep up. I was feeling and seeing pulses of pernicious magic everywhere.

      With some difficulty, I tried to block it out. I closed my eyes, but still saw the surges of thaumaturgy blooming across the backs of my eyelids in bursts of gold and poisonous green.

      “Who—who are those people?” I asked as the Range Rover rumbled past a derelict park. Of all the space in this part of the city, it was this small square that was bereft of civilians. Instead, there were only brown weeds, cracked concrete, and a pair of statues. The sculptures were of a man in a two piece suit and a woman in a ball gown. They seemed to have either fallen down or been pulled over.

      “An Umbra couple,” Macy answered shortly. “A powerful and connected husband and wife who were hunted down and murdered when the Umbras were outed.”

      It struck me as strange that, amongst all this humanity, this place only had been left alone. There weren’t even any empty beer cans or cigarette butts that you might expect to find in such a place. That sight—those statues—was the world in a nutshell, to my mind at least; came in squeaky clean and went out dirty. Before I could ask who the people had been, a sudden clapping in the back of the car made me look around.

      “Ah, I have it,” Alessia said. She was looking at Macy. “It’s been bugging me since we got into the car. You’re a korrigan!”

      Macy blushed. For at least a minute, we drove along in silence. The atmosphere in the car was heavy. It was charged. It was the same sort of atmosphere that you get when you’re riding along with a dead body in the back. Obviously, I was the only person in this motor who was unfamiliar with what a korrigan was.

      “Merda santa! You are! ” Alessia crowed. “Tell me, Macy, can you read my future?”

      Macy laughed. “I can’t just read someone’s future. I have to be drawn to a person. Our fate threads have to align.”

      She glanced across at me. It occured to me that she was hoping to share a look—the sort of look that a driver might share with the help. However, on this occasion, as our gazes locked, her purple eyes widened. A burst of white-hot heat emanated out from the chip that sat somewhere under the skin of my left palm. Macy’s mauve pupils dilated.

      “Whoa,” she said softly.

      The Range Rover, momentarily rudderless, swerved onto the curb. Its side mirror actually clipped some hapless delinquent, as he was attempting to steal an unattended bicycle, and sent him sprawling across the sidewalk.

      “Whoa, whoa, whoa,” Macy said, and jerked in her seat. She blinked a couple of times and got the SUV under control again.

      I chuckled. “You’ve got to be fucking kidding me, right?” I said. “You’re some sort of psychic? And you saw something?” I looked into the back at Alessia. “Is this all part of some plan?”

      The tigerkin woman shook her head mutely.

      I turned back to our driver. “Okay,” I said, “I’ll bite. What the fuck did you see?”

      Macy licked her lips and touched at her bright pink hair in a distracted fashion. “I saw a whirl of confusion,” she said. “A mixed up maelstrom of darkness and pain.”

      “Sounds like your run-of-the-mill Saturday night,” Lennox muttered from behind me.

      “I saw you holding this darkness back,” Macy said, “with—with a host of Otherworldly women at your side.”

      Doesn’t sound so bad, I thought. The women part at least.

      I looked back at Alessia, thinking that I could share an eyeroll with her at the very least. However, the Don’s daughter looked gravely serious.

      “That sounds ominous,” she said.

      Macy nodded.

      “As a learned scientist,” said Lennox in the sort of supercilious tone that would have invited a kick in the bollocks from a Buddhist monk, “I’ve always found prognostication to be far too inaccurate to be worthy of much consideration.”

      Privately, I agreed with my foster-brother. Prophecy, to my mind, was a slippery business. Was it set in stone? Or did one see what they wanted to see in a ‘prophecy’ and then act in a way that brought it about?

      “It was definitely a prophecy,” Macy said earnestly. “And you can take it from me, they don’t lie. It seems like you have to collect one of every kind of Otherworlder woman if you’re to stop the end of the world.”

      “Collect?” I asked, with a cool smile. “This sounds like something out of a comic book.”

      Macy gave me a knowing sidelong glance. “That’s the prophecy. You can either take it or leave it, but for the good of all of us, you should take it seriously.”

      I chuckled, albeit a little uneasily. “Alright, lady. You’ve had your fun. Let’s keep driving.”

      We traveled on in silence. Outwardly, I was skeptical. The more I thought about Macy’s words though, the more I wondered about the prophecy. It might have been bogus, but then it might have been the real deal. The look in her eyes, the tone of her voice… They had dripped with sincerity. With truth.

      And why the fuck would she feel obliged to spin a yarn like that? I thought. Collecting one of every kind of Otherworlder woman to stop some encroaching darkness? That’s some impressive impromptu work, if that’s what it was.

      It sounded like something from a fantasy story, and I hadn’t read one of those for a good while—not all the way through at least. Sure, I’d enjoyed them a lot when I was younger, but the real world had come along in recent years and made a show of whipping out its dick and turkey slapping me in the face. There hadn’t been too much time to indulge in literature.

      Maybe I’ll get the chance to take part in my own novel, I thought distractedly as I tried to blank out the little visual aura that heralded someone on the side of the road using a weak stunner spell to steal someone else’s wallet.
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      Macy steered the car off the main road and into a sidestreet. “All right, we’re nearly there.”

      “There?” I asked. “Where is ‘there’?”

      We’d cut right off the main thoroughfare, and were now cruising down a more industrialized section of this borough of Brink. There were mechanics—my trained criminal eye identified them immediately as chop-shops—and gunsmiths, tyre shops, and welding workshops. A few bars, the sort of places where you could guarantee a fight every night, punctuated the warehouses and depots. It was a rough neighborhood, a dangerous and dirty neighborhood. I smiled coldly to myself. It was just the sort of place a man like me could feel right at home in.

      “There are a lot of killers around here,” I said to Macy, watching a group of scarred up, muscle-bound and tattooed cyclopes eyeing the Range Rover as we rolled by.

      Macy laughed. “Yeah, you could say that. There are some mean motherfuckers in this part of town. The sort of folk who will kill someone for their girl and their money, but end up with neither.”

      I nodded. “So, why have you brought us to this sunny and delightful spot?”

      “Don Balducci asked me to set you up with a local gang; a low-level crew who could act as an in for you guys,” the fairy driver explained.

      “You’re not an ‘in’ for us?” I asked.

      “I’d have helped you out myself, but I’m not all that well-connected. More of a freelancer than anything. You want guns? I can kit you out. A ride someplace where you won’t be followed? I’m your girl.”

      “My father has already talked to me about this, Matthew,” Alessia said, leaning forward and touching my arm. “We could have strolled into this city with my father’s money and father’s reputation and my father’s contacts and set up shop with no initial worries, but. . .”

      I nodded understandingly. “Right. No initial worries. But as soon as the big mutts that run this junkyard got wind of a new dog in the mix—throwing about money and leaning on a name that carries weight in New York—they’d be on us quicker than a sneeze through a screen door.”

      Alessia squeezed my shoulder. “That’s right. You’re here to set up your own outfit, right? No one needs to know that the empire you build has any affiliation to the Balducci Family.”

      “So, I’ve used a contact of mine to sort out a meeting between you three and a lieutenant of the Bloody Rams,” said Macy.

      “The Bloody Rams?” I asked.

      “They’re basically a bunch of half organized hoodlums that push drugs out of the warehouse I’m taking you to,” Macy said. “You meet with them, use some of the Don’s money to purchase some of their product—I think they’re trying to move a fresh shipment of Gnollnuggz at the moment—and that helps you build a reputation as someone who it is safe to do business with. They don’t know you’re connected to Don Balducci, so unless you want them to know about it, don’t go saying anything.”

      Macy squeezed the Range Rover down a side alley, past overflowing bins and the huddled forms of the homeless, dead, and the freshly mugged.

      “Here we are,” she said, bringing the SUV to a halt outside a particularly grotty and dilapidated warehouse door.

      “Lennox,” I said, “reach into the trunk and pass me that shoulder holster, will you?”

      Lennox obviously recognized my tone. It was the tone that didn’t invite any sort of smart-ass comments. It was my no-fucking-about tone of voice. The tone of voice that acknowledged that, no matter how many people were standing in the room that this meeting was to be held in, there would be one extra entity in there that no one should see, and that was Death.

      I messed about tugging off my jacket, pulling on the harness, fastening the Nighthawk into place, and wriggling back into my jacket again.

      “Let’s go,” I said.

      “Even me?” Lennox asked as Macy and Alessia opened their doors.

      I smiled wryly at my foster-brother. “Don’t tell me that now that you’re about to get your first proper taste of the mafioso life you’ve suddenly remembered you’ve got better places to be.”

      Lennox gulped.”What if—theoretically, of course—I was to tell you that I was a little, ah, nervous?”

      “I’d tell you that we’re all fucking nervous, man. Didn’t you know that?” I grinned my carnivore’s grin. “You’ve just got to act braver than the other motherfucker and, if you can’t act braver, then acting crazier than them is a good secondary option.”

      “Crazy… Got it,” the goblin said.

      “Lennox,” I said, “I also implore you to keep your mouth closed during the negotiations. Drug deals are nervy affairs. There’s no trust. Each party is looking for a reason, and an opening, to fuck the other over most of the time. So keep it zipped, okay?”

      “Okay.”

      “Remember, you’re a rabbit and these assholes are rattlesnakes. Respect that.”

      “Okay. Hey, Matt, if I’m a rabbit and they’re rattlesnakes, what does that make you?”

      I felt the comforting press of the Nighthawk Kestrel under my arm. “I suppose I’d be a bird of prey, Lennox.”

      I turned away and walked to the warehouse door. Truthfully, I wasn’t afraid. Not in the slightest. This sort of shit—walking the line between profit and bloody disaster—was when I felt most alive.

      I raised my eyebrow inquisitively at the nondescript duffel bag that Macy had just retrieved from the trunk of the SUV.

      “The cash,” she said.

      I nodded. “Keep a tight hold of that. You got any idea how many of these Bloody Rams we can expect to show?”

      Macy shrugged. “This warehouse is one of their minor distribution centers, not their main digs. There shouldn’t be too many of them.”

      Through a rusted steel door. Down a corridor that smelled strongly of goat’s piss. Through another door sealed with a combination pixy lock. Out into the unflattering glare of industrial floodlights.

      “Boys,” I said, before I could even see who the hell I was doing business with, “how the fuck are you? Let’s not beat around the bush; I’ve the money, you’ve the drugs, let’s get this deal done.”

      There was a crunching sound from out of the darkness, beyond the dazzle of the harsh lights shining down from the rafters. It sounded like someone chowing down on a crisp Granny Smith.

      “So,” a lilting, male, Irish voice answered me, “ye want to do business do ye?”

      A figure walked jerkily out of the gloom. The owner of the voice stepped out into the light. He was a faun—any dumbass could see that, due to legs like that of a whitetail deer and a human torso—with a thick thatch of ginger hair on his head, a freckled face, and piercingly blue eyes. He was wearing a bowler hat and a waistcoat over a bare and hairy chest and was chewing on a…

      “Is that a potato?” I asked.

      The faun cast a baleful look at me. “Aye, it’s a friggin’ spud, what’s it to ye?”

      I managed to keep a straight face.

      Fucking amateurs, indeed, I thought.

      I closed one eye, then the other, subtly letting my eyesight acclimatize to the new surroundings.

      After only a few seconds, I could make out all that I needed to see in the dim light. Half a dozen fauns, were spread in a nice even semi-circle around the warehouse. The goat-men were dressed in an eclectic hodgepodge of gear; a couple wore leather jackets over bare hairy chests, another sported a string vest and had a sawn-off shotgun resting over his shoulder, while yet another was completely naked—apart for the furry legs, which acted as pants for a faun—except for an eyepatch and a cowboy hat.

      Apart from their goat-like legs, what all the fauns had in common was a patch or tattoo somewhere on their person: a bloody ram’s skull set against a four-leafed clover. I imagined that they thought they looked organized and intimidating, but what they really afforded me was a nice uniform view. If I’d had a submachine gun, I could have roasted all of them in one arc of fire.

      Thinking of submachine guns, it looked as if there were only small arms on display. There was the faun with the double-barreled sawn-off—a good choice of weapon for such close quarters, though he only had two shots—and the rest had a collection of pistols. The potato-eater had an Uzi slung across his back. That more than anything told me that this lot were probably all mouth and no trousers—what the fuck good was a submachine gun if you couldn’t get to it within two seconds?

      Once my eyes had adjusted to the light, I could see that the warehouse itself was rundown, but surprisingly tidy. Now that I was in the belly of the beast, on hostile ground, my gaze had turned tactical. I noticed a collection of oil drums against one wall, noted the fresh black oxidized stain down one that told me that there was gasoline in them. They could be handy if things went south—that much gas in one place would go off like a bomb if you could get a flame to it. In terms of cover, there were a bunch of miscellaneous crates stacked about the place and a forklift parked nearby. There was also a Chevrolet Express van within diving distance, the ticking of its cooling engine telling me that it had been used only a little while ago. There was also a row of cars parked up against one wall and covered in dust sheets. I guessed they were probably stolen and waiting to be moved to a chop-shop. One wall was actually an enormous roller-door, presumably leading out to a road that was large enough to admit trucks into the warehouse. I could see the mechanism that opened it to one side. If we couldn’t go back the way we came, that would be our next best exit strategy.

      “So,” said the lead faun—a geezer who had a pair of curling horns sprouting from his forehead and a sour expression plastered across his mug, “Macy tells me that ye’re a man that I’d do well to do a bit o’ business wi’? Is that right?” He took an overly large bite from his potato and crunched on it, in what he probably thought was an intimidating manner.

      “Hm,” I said. “Yeah. Yeah, I could be. So long as you motherfuckers don’t scamper back to Narnia once I give you the money.”

      The faun with the potato stopped in mid-chew.

      “What was that, boyo?” he asked.

      “Nevermind,” I said. I scratched at my stubble. “Look, shall we just get this over and done with...? What’s your name?”

      The speed with which the faun blurted out his name was a testament to the amateur nature of his operation.

      “Leeroy,” he said.

      “Right. Okay. Leeroy, you have some Gnollnuggz for me. My associate has the money.” I indicated Macy who was standing by with the leather duffel. “Let’s make a nice even trade, yeah? Then we can fuck off, go and eat some sushi, and retire to our hotel rooms, and you guys can step back through the wardrobe and make sure that Aslan is tucked in for the night.”

      I shouldn't have made the wisecrack at all, but this little shit was grating on my nerves.

      Leeroy didn’t get the specific jibe—which was a good thing—but he understood the tone.

      “Macy sorted out a deal with ye, I understand that,” the Irish faun said. “But, judgin’ by the cut o’ ye clothes and the car ye arrived in, I’d say ye’re worth about twenty-five grand more than what we agreed on…”

      “Is that right?” I said. I’d had this kind of thing happen before, back when I was lower on the totem pole in Balducci’s outfit. But it was a fine balance. Make yourself look too poor and you might find the dealers don’t think you mean business. Come across as too stacked and you’re likely to get this kind of problem, where the dealer thinks you can afford to pay ten times the going rate.

      “Aye,” Leeroy said.

      “That’s not going to happen, Leeroy,” I said.

      I felt, more than heard, Alessia and Macy shift behind me. Actually heard Lennox gulp. I didn’t take my gaze from Leeroy’s face, but in my peripheral vision I could see the hands of the semi-circle of fauns inch just that little closer to their weapons.

      Suddenly, Leeroy’s temper flared up. He flung his half eaten potato away. “Who the feck are ye lot, anyway?” he snarled, his hooves snapping against the concrete of the warehouse floor. “Ye are new in town. So, maybe, I’m doin’ ye a favor in showin’ ye how things play out in Brink. Now, give me the fuckin’ backup cash I know ye have in the car back there!”

      I sighed.

      Why can’t life be easy…

      “Let’s just remain calm and keep things affable, yes?” Alessia said.

      “Shut up, bitch!” Leeroy spat, his blue eyes bulging, veins standing like cords in his neck. “No one is talkin’ to ye!”

      I heard Alessia take a deep breath. I held out a hand to cut her off before she gave this faun a tongue-lashing.

      “Anything else you want in this whole grand, double-cross narrative you seem intent on pursuing, Leeroy?” I asked.

      “Aye,” he said, missing the irony with as much adeptness as Lennox would have, “now that ye mention it. I think it might be nice of ye to pay a bit of a fresher’s tax to us, like.”

      “To the Bloody Rams, you mean?” I asked.

      “Aye.”

      “Hm. Well, this is Don Balducci’s daughter,” I said, “so you can see where the trouble might lie in that proposition.”

      There was a very pregnant pause. I could understand why too. There was a lot hanging in the balance. There were some hurried whispers. Then, Leeroy said, “She ain’t the Don’s daughter. She’s yer fuckin’ trophy wife. Yer just tryin’ to make her out as Balducci’s kin so that ye can get out of—out of...”

      His voice tailed off when he met my mercilessly level gaze.

      “She’s just some whore,” Leeroy the faun said, though his voice betrayed his increasing desperation. “There’s no way that I would have been silly enough to insult the daughter of Don Balducci… is there?”

      There was a scuffling of hooves from out in the gloom. Another faun shuffled forward and whispered into Leeroy’s deer-like ear. Leeroy’s ear twitched. Drooped.

      “Oh,” he said.

      “Yeah,” I said.

      The Nighthawk Kestrel had appeared in my hand without me realizing it. My thumb moved. The silver hammer cocked back.

      “That pistol is a piece of crap,” Leeroy said, his voice rising an octave or three in its hysteria. “It’s too pretty. Ye can’t hit shit with that thing.”

      I looked down at the matt black handgun in my hand, then up at the faun standing in front of me and ringing his hands. I concluded that there were a couple of ways to build a reputation in a town like this. One was in fair dealings and prompt payment, the other was swathed in fear and soaked in blood.

      Leeroy raised his hands in a placating gesture. “You don’t have to do anything crazy,” he said.

      I raised my gun and pointed it at the faun’s head. I shrugged. “Sounds like a challenge, Leeroy.”
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      The faun, Leeroy, wasn’t what you might have called a handsome dude in the first place, but he looked a shitload worse after my .45ACP hollow-point went through his eye and blew out the back of his head before he could even consider firing his Uzi. Skull fragments and gray matter went in all directions, coating the two fauns nearest Leeroy in blood and gore. There was a stunned silence, broken only by Leeroy’s body hitting the floor with a dull thump.

      “And here’s me thinking his head was bound to be bone all the way through,” I said.

      The fauns scrambled for their weapons.

      “Into cover!” I bellowed, squeezing off another couple of shots at the shotgun-toting faun and heading for the shelter of the parked van. One of my bullets smacked into his shoulder and sent him to the ground, swearing as only an Irishman could.

      My goblin foster-brother, Lennox, was standing, shellshocked. I grabbed him and towed him behind the Bloody Ram’s parked Chevrolet van, just as a burst of small arms fire strafed across the windscreen and showered glass in all directions. I chanced a quick glance around the rear of the van. Alessia was crouched behind a skip bin filled with garbage and scrap bits of rusted metal. She had her subcompact pistol in her hand and a determined look on her face. Macy had rolled behind one of the heavy wooden crates that were dotted about the warehouse and was peppering the scattering fauns with shots from a Glock 19C.

      “One of the little assholes is blocking our exit!” Alessia yelled, firing back at the doorway through which we had entered as if to emphasize her point.

      Another burst of pistol fire sent me ducking back into cover, narrowing my eyes as one of the van’s tail lights exploded like a red plastic bubble. I returned fire, switching between targets, driving a faun back into the cover of a crate, my bullets chewing splinters out of the dense wood.

      “Here, take this!” I said to Lennox. I reached to the small of my back and pulled out the FN 509 pistol that I hadn’t allowed him to have earlier. I shoved it into his hands.

      “What–what–what am I supposed to do with–with this?” the goblin stammered.

      I dropped flat on my back, aiming under the van and blew the ankle out from the faun with the eyepatch. His spindly deer leg snapped clean in half under the onslaught of my bullets, and he fell screaming—until I silenced him with a round through the chest.

      Sitting behind the wheel of the van, I looked up at Lennox. “You fucking shoot the assholes who are trying to shoot you, Lennox.”

      Lennox stood like a stunned mullet, looking from me to the gun in his hands and back again. “Shoot…”

      “Shoot the fauns!” I yelled.

      Lennox jumped, the loudness of my voice, combined with the snap of a stray bullet flattening against the side of the van, jerking him back to reality. The gun went off in his hand as he flinched. The round whistled past the end of his nose, ricocheted off an overhanging light, and buried itself in the neck of one of the fauns wearing a leather jacket who had been trying to sneak up on Alessia. The faun gurgled and dropped to the ground, blood pooling around his head as his hooves beat out a rhythm to his death.

      “That’s the stuff, Len,” I said.

      “I did it! I did—”

      I pulled Lennox closer to the van as the faun with the sawn-off shotgun, his perforated arm held limply at his side, let loose with both barrels in our direction. One of the side mirrors was reduced to smithereens, and the front grill rang as lead shot smashed into it. I fired back, but the faun pressed himself into cover behind the forklift, my bullets sparking and whining as they pinged off the solid metal.

      Fucking drug deals, I thought. So many more wouldn’t end up in blood and murder if both parties agreed to meet somewhere like a foodcourt or a Starbucks, rather than these goddamn decrepid warehouses.

      I thumped a fist against the Chevy van that Lennox and I were hiding behind—and a lightbulb went on in my head. I turned and ripped open the sliding side door of the van, which happened to be on the side that we were on.

      “Bingo,” I said.

      There were five gym bags sitting in the cargo space of the Chevy. Hurrying, not forgetting that we were in the middle of a gunfight, I wrenched one open. It was full of tightly cellophaned bricks of what looked like regular weed, except that instead of green it was a dark red.

      Gnollnuggz.

      I grabbed a couple of bags and pulled them out. Lennox looked up and grinned at me as I dumped one at his feet and looped the strap of the other over my neck and slung it across my back.

      “So this shitshow won’t have been in vain?” the goblin asked, chucking the second bag over his shoulder.

      I nodded. “May as well make sure we didn’t waste all these nice bullets for nothing.”

      “Give it up, fellas!” Macy yelled as she popped out from behind a crate and squeezed off a couple of nine-mill rounds. “You’ve already lost two of your pals, and it’s starting to smell a lot like last chances in here!”

      “Aye, lost two, but if ye tink there are only the four of us left, yer shit out o’ luck, darlin’!” came a reply.

      That doesn’t sound promising, I thought as I ejected a spent magazine and slotted in a fresh one. I patted my jacket pockets. I only had one more spare mag and a pocket full of loose bullets.

      There was the distinctive sound of a door crashing open toward the rear of the warehouse, then the clatter of a lot more cloven hooves running into the open space. I chanced a glance around the van. About a dozen more fauns had just arrived on the scene, and they looked pissed.

      Over behind her crate, Macy spread her glittering fairy wings and crouched down. “I’ll draw their fire!” she said to Alessia and myself. Her wings hummed instantly into life so that they were nothing more than a shimmering blur.

      “Cool,” Lennox said.

      Then, Macy launched herself into the air. Her chauffeur’s hat whipped off her head in her speed and she shot upward like a pink-haired rocket, up amongst the rusted girders that criss-crossed the high ceiling.

      The response was immediate. There was the crackle of submachine gun fire, and the flickering glare of multiple muzzle flares lit the dim interior of the warehouse.

      Macy flew with the agility of a dragonfly, zipping around the girders, pressing herself against them, dropping down to fire at the fauns below. She spun and dodged, while bullets flew in all directions, punching into the grimy windows lining the top of the warehouse, sending glass down in a lacerating rain.

      While the fauns did their best to pluck Macy out of the sky, I snatched Lennox’s gun out of his hand and called out to Alessia. “Time to go! Get over here, I’ll cover you.”

      I didn’t wait for her to reply, but stepped around the van with the two handguns raised and started shooting at every faun in sight. The sheer noise of all those weapons being discharged in that enclosed space, large as it was, would have made the Alamo sound like a soothing lullaby.

      Three fauns went down under my hail of gunfire before the other reacted. By that time, Alessia was behind the van with Lennox, peeking out and taking potshots of her own. I nailed one last faun—my bullet ripping off his bottom jaw in a savage spray of blood, which left his tongue lolling against his chest like some hideous purple eel—before I spun back behind cover.

      “Macy, let’s go!” I yelled. There were too many fauns for us to take now that reinforcements had arrived, and I’d learned long ago that the best way to survive odds that weren’t in your favor was to hightail it out of there. For an instant, I contemplated trying to set off those gasoline drums, but quickly dismissed the idea. That much fuel going off would most likely incinerate everyone in the building, including me and my team. It was too bad. It would’ve been quite something to see.

      “Back the way we came, Matthew?” Alessia asked as Macy dove like a falcon for the warehouse floor.

      “Yeah, back to the car. Lennox, make a dash for it and get that door open. Go!”

      Lennox, propelled by my voice as effectively as if it had been a hot poker, sprinted for the door through which we had come. Bullets chewed up the ground at his heels as his spindly legs ran, the bag of Gnollnuggz bumping up and down on his back He crashed unceremoniously through the door with a flying shoulder-charge that quite impressed me.

      Macy landed heavily next to me. Her gun was empty in her hand, and her face was creased in pain. “My wing…” she groaned.

      I looked and saw that there were a couple of neat holes, still smoking around the edges, perforating the thin membrane of her left wing. We’d have to get them patched up, but that wasn’t likely to happen just yet.

      “You can’t fly?” I asked.

      Macy shook her head.

      “But you can run, can’t you?” Alessia asked.

      Macy nodded.

      “Then go,” I told the women, loading my last spare magazine into my Kestrel. “Go!”

      The two women made a dash for it, and I followed behind them, my pistols bucking in my hand, my face lit with the joy of battle and the flash of gunfire. Cordite hung heavy in the air. Two more fauns fell to my guns by the time I reached the door and found the others in the corridor.

      “I’m almost out,” I said.

      Judging by the weight of my pistols, I had maybe four or five rounds left in each weapon. I popped back out of the door and gut-shot a faun that was charging toward me. He dropped shrieking, some of his insides now very much on the outside. That gave the rest of the Bloody Rams pause for thought, and they hung back, peppering the doorway with bullets.

      There was a thunderous, wrenching crash at that point. I risked a look back out into the warehouse and saw that one of the most badass pick-ups I had ever laid eyes had just rammed its way through the warehouse’s roller-door, leaving it buckled, busted, and open to the street. The vehicle was a Dodge Ram that looked like it had overindulged on steroids and spent all its free time at the gym. It was layered with homemade armor plating that had been welded inexpertly to the bodywork and had a cow-catcher welded to the bullbars. In the bed of the massive rig was a crew of four fauns manning a heavy-machine gun set on a tripod.

      “Ah,” I said.

      The gun swiveled in the direction of the doorway, but I was gone already.

      I hurtled down the corridor after the others, just as the faun on the trigger opened up. 7.62mm rounds tore into the rusted door, pulverizing it and ripping it from its hinges. They ate into the stonework, sending chunks of brick plummeting to the floor. A few stray rounds whizzed down the corridor and struck the ceiling. Dust rained down.

      I burst out of the door that led into the alleyway in which Macy had parked the Range Rover. Alessia and Lennox were already in the car, but the wounded fairy hung by the open driver’s door, her gun in her hand.

      “Uh-uh,” I said, pointing to the passenger side, “you got us into this mess. I’m not about to let you drive us anywhere.”

      Macy opened her mouth to argue, but I stopped her. A gun pointing in your face will do that. “You can either get the fuck in the other side or I’ll shoot you here and leave you,” I said simply. It wasn’t a threat, it was a statement, and I meant every word.

      Macy walked around to the other side of the car as I jumped into the driver’s seat and tossed the gym bag full of drugs that I was carrying into the back seat. I pressed the ignition button, and the Range Rover’s powerful five-liter supercharged V8 rumbled into life. As soon as Macy was in, I flicked the car into reverse and turned to the injured fairy.

      “I hope you’ve got comprehensive cover,” I said, and planted my foot into the carpet.
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      The car roared backward down the alleyway, leaving the acrid smell of burnt rubber in its wake. I used the mirrors to navigate as best I could, but it wasn’t long before one and then the other was ripped off the car as the Range Rover scraped backward down the alleyway. A couple of the Bloody Rams emerged from the doorway that we had just vacated and fired a few parting shots after us, but only one sparked off the hood, leaving a nice tear in the paintwork.

      “Ah, man,” Macy moaned. She was sitting awkwardly in her seat, trying not to put pressure on her perforated wing.

      “I’ve got a feeling that a bit of missing paint is going to be the least of your troubles, Macy,” I said, my body twisted in my seat as I strove to see out of the rear windshield. “Because, chances are, I’m going to fuck this ride up.”

      The Range Rover smashed through a collection of trash cans and then suddenly burst out of the alley and onto the road. I wrenched down hard on the steering wheel and flicked on the electronic handbrake. The car slid sideways and around. The horn of a tricked-out old Cadillac blared as the nose of the Range Rover slid an inch past its grill. I caught sight of a couple of dumbfounded orcs staring at me from the front of the Caddy, but the next moment, I had switched the Range Rover into drive and applied the gas pedal once more. The V8 bellowed, the twenty-inch tyres took hold of the road, and we boosted off.

      “That was cl—” Alessia began.

      The Bloody Ram’s pick-up-cum-armored personnel carrier roared out into the road behind us, its back end fishtailing wildly. Even with all that weight of armor and that big-ass gun on the back, the vehicle could still move like a bat out of hell. Briefly, I wondered what the hell kind of enchantment the Irish faun gang had put on the engine to get that sort of pull out of it. Behind it, a black Honda Accord followed, a faun leaning out of each back window, toting rifles of some description.

      In the rearview mirror, I saw the muzzle of the machine gun on the back of the armored pick-up light up and heard its deadly chatter, even over the roar of the Range Rover’s engine. I swerved left, into oncoming traffic. The bullets that had been meant for us ripped into a hatchback that had been beetling along in front of us. Rear bumper, brake lights, and windshield disintegrated under the barrage of lead. The poor bastard driving the little car was pulped in his seat, his blood splashing across the inside of the front windshield.

      “Jesus!” Alessia exclaimed as the now driverless car careened left, no doubt due to the corpse having sagged on the steering wheel.

      The pick-up, following not far behind, hit the hatchback head on. The cow-catcher went under the little car and flipped it up and over the Bloody Ram’s vehicle and sent it smashing down, upside-down, on the road behind.

      “I don’t think Jesus is sitting in for this one,” I said.

      I weaved the blacked-out SUV through the oncoming traffic, hoping that the Bloody Ram’s vehicle wouldn’t be as nimble and able to maneuver through the onrushing cars. However, whatever faun was driving the rig, they were doing a fine job of getting it through about ninety-eight percent of the traffic. The other two percent of the cars he simply smashed into, allowing the cow-catcher to do its work and fling them from the pick-up’s path.

      “Reload whatever weapons we have left,” I said. “We won’t be able to take out that armored thing, but we can maybe pick off the Honda.”

      I flung the car back into the correct lane and slid sideways down a sidestreet. The move worked as I’d hoped. The bigger, heavier pick-up missed the turn and had to continue straight. The smaller, unarmored vehicle was left on its own on our tail.

      “Get those windows down and light that thing up,” I said as I maneuvered the Range Rover up onto the sidewalk to avoid a traffic jam up ahead. Pedestrians scattered like pigeons from our path.

      Alessia and Macy were firing from their windows as we went, trading bullets with the two fauns in the back of the Accord. In my rearview mirror, I saw the Accord’s windscreen spiderweb as one of Alessia’s bullets hit home. Almost instantly though, one of the rifle-carrying fauns managed to strafe the driver’s side flank and catch our Range Rover with a burst of automatic fire. I ducked my head just in time, and glass from my window cascaded into my lap.

      I veered off the sidewalk and back onto the road, narrowly avoiding a trio of occu-bikes—expensive magically-infused motorcycles enchanted to float rather than drive in the traditional sense—that were sat idling at a red light.

      The Accord followed me and plowed into one of the occu-bikes, flinging the rider across the road and into the path of an oncoming semi, which ran over him and left bloody tyre tracks in its wake. The damaged occu-bike sparked fitfully, the magic that imbued it uncoiling from wherever the manufacturers had stored it to be harnessed for power. With a dull ba-dumph, the magical vehicle exploded in an expanding ball of bright yellow plasma and twisted metal. All the windows and glass in a twenty yard radius shattered. Pedestrians were knocked stunned to the ground if they were lucky, and ripped to tattered chunks if they weren’t.

      It was at that point that two things happened. The first, was that the armored Dodge Ram pick-up reappeared on the scene, swerving out of a sidestreet. It crashed through a graffitied phonebox, crushed an unfortunate gnome under its churning tyres, then took up position to the rear of the Accord.

      The second thing that happened… was Lennox.

      He had been leaning over the back of his seat and rummaging around in the trunk. As the Bloody Ram’s machine gun-accessorized pick-up rejoined the party, Lennox emerged from his excavations holding what I thought, at first, was a bottle of something.

      “Hey guys,” he said, scrutinizing the object with a scientist’s interest and turning it over in his long green fingers, “what do you suppose this little doohickey is?”

      Unsurprisingly, Alessia, Macy, and myself were all slightly preoccupied, what with trying to keep the suicidally determined Bloody Rams from catching up with us. A burst of machine gun fire just missed us and punctured the fuel tank of a parked car, and it exploded not five yards away as we roared along. The heat of the explosion washed through my busted window even as we passed it, and I thought I caught the whiff of my hair smoldering.

      “Shit, they’re using incendiary rounds!” Macy yelled as she ducked back inside the car to reload.

      “Kind of looks like a weird… grenade, or something…” Lennox was continuing to babble to himself. He flipped the object over in his hand. A glance in the mirror revealed to me that it was about the size of a beer can and painted a dark blue with a pink ring around it.

      “Hey what’re you doing with—” Macy said, pausing in the act of leaning back out of the window.

      “Oh, look,” Lennox said, his eyes narrowed behind the thick lenses of his tortoiseshell glasses, “it even has a little pin thing.”

      And he pulled it out and held it up to his face for inspection.

      “You fuckwit, that’s a goddamn hexgrenade!” Macy screamed.

      Lennox stared at the thing in his hands for a long, long moment and then, like someone with a hot potato, gave a little squeak and tossed it sideways out of the window.

      In my rearview mirror, I saw the object bounce off the road, strike a parked car, and roll back into the middle of the road, just as the Accord with its two psychotically angry, rifle-wielding, Irish fauns in the back drove over it.

      There was a flash of bright white light, and the Accord simply burst apart. For a moment, every single component of the vehicle—the exhaust, the wheels, the wheel nuts, the fanbelt, the radiator—as well as the three unfortunate members of the Bloody Rams riding in it were outlined in brilliant, pure light. Then, the next second, with an awful sucking, rending noise, the separate parts of the car and the three gang members were sucked back together again and compressed into a ball of metal, plastic, rubber, and flesh about the size of a trash can.

      Lennox pulled his head back into the window. His eyes were wide, his hair windswept. Then, bizarrely, a huge grin illuminated his cunning face. He reached over and punched me on the arm before he let out a loud “Cha-hoooo!” of delight.

      “Great sizzling shitballs! Did you see that?” Lennox crowed. “Did you see that? The way it burst apart and then collapsed in on itself like a neutron star! And the fauns! Did you see the fauns? Good gravy granules, the fauns! Crushed into nothing! Pulped! Macerated!”

      It was, I was fairly sure, the first time that I had seen someone strut while they were sitting down and wearing a seatbelt.

      “Surprisingly bloodthirsty little fucker, isn’t he?” Macy said to me in an aside.

      “You’ve no idea,” I said.

      “And who, might I ask, is going to pay for the hexgrenade?” Macy questioned. “Those things don’t come cheap.”

      “You’re welcome,” Lennox said to Macy, then he glanced at Alessia and myself in turn. “You’re all welcome!”

      Before Lennox could break his arm from patting himself on the back so much, he was silenced by a rattle of bullets hammering across the back of the Range Rover.

      “It’s the damned pick-up!” Alessia yelled, firing a couple of futile rounds at the armored vehicle. The nine-millimeter bullets may as well have been plastic ball-bearings for all the damage they inflicted.

      “And we’re also about to run out of road,” I said.

      It was true. There was a smoking, steaming obstruction up ahead that looked like an accident of some sort. Traffic was backed up for about a block, and this particular piece of road was devoid of intersections or alleyways down which we could have turned.

      A movement to my left made me snap my head around. The Bloody Ram’s pick-up had pulled alongside us. The team of fauns manning the machine gun were laughing. One of them waved cheerily at us. The gun swiveled around. The gunner took careful aim, obviously savoring the moment before he squeezed the trigger and sent us all careening to hell, like a fat, juicy steak.

      Then my guts throbbed and tugged uncomfortably—a sure sign that some serious hostile magic had been unleashed nearby, though my attention was glued on the muzzle of that big fuck-off machine gun.

      There was a searing, crackling burst of purple energy, and the armored Dodge Ram stopped as if it had just plowed straight into a brick wall. Actually, it wasn’t like that because even a brick wall would give a little when three tons of metal slammed into it at sixty miles per hour. No, it was more like it plowed into the side of a mountain. A big one. The armored car crumpled up like a metal accordion, the fauns in the back thrown forward and turned to slurry against the magical wall of crackling purple energy.

      The force of the expanding spell, whatever it had been, actually caused our car to lurch into the air and jump sideways. The accelerator went soft under my foot, telling me that we had lost power. I yanked on the steering wheel, but it had locked in place. In a last ditch attempt to do something, I stamped on the brake with both feet. The Range Rover touched back down to earth, slid sideways, clipped a bench, and spun in a full three-sixty. It came to rest in a stinking cloud of tyre smoke. Looking down at the dash, I saw that the surge of magic must have tripped the onboard computers and turned the SUV off.

      “What the hell was that?” I asked no one in particular. There was no need to check whether the Bloody Rams were dead. The only way they could have been deader was if they were already boxed and buried.

      “The law,” Macy said simply. She pointed through the cracked windscreen.
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      The Brink City P.D descended from the heavens like a bunch of superheroes. They wore tight fitting uniforms of navy blue, which I recognized as police-issue trauma suits. Over the top of these they all wore hard body armor—seeing as cops usually wore soft Kevlar armor, which could stop pistol rounds but little else, this was a testament to how dangerous the streets of Brink could be. Their feet were booted, their hands gauntleted, and their heads helmeted. They were armed mostly with standard assault rifles, but one of them had a large unfamiliar cannon in their hand. Purple energy flickered in its wide muzzle. It was the magically-powered jetpacks that the officers wore on their backs though, that had captured my attention.

      “I always thought that that was just a saying,” I said. “But I guess pigs really can fly.”

      The four of us climbed out of the Range Rover and walked out to meet the cops with our hands held aloft.

      The figure that had been holding the supernatural cannon stepped from the group, handed the weapon to an associate, and removed their helmet.

      Platinum blonde hair streamed out as the police officer turned and tossed her helmet to one of the other cops. When she turned away, I realized that she alone didn’t wear a jetpack. Her ability to fly came from a pair of feathery, angelic wings protruding through specially cut slits in her uniform.

      Bereft of her headgear, I could see that the woman was tanned and blue-eyed, with full lips and a pixy nose. The way that she moved, the clipped instructions she gave the other members of her squad, and the alacrity with which they obeyed all pointed to this stunning woman being the commander of this particular unit. The woman walked boldly up to us, her bright blue eyes flicking from one face to the next, as if she were trying to read the thoughts behind our eyes. Mind reader? No, she was some breed of angelic Otherworlder who thought she could divine the thoughts of someone if she stared long enough.

      When she was ten paces away, she stopped and stood with her hands on her hips, regarding us.

      Casual, non-confrontational stance, I noted, but her hand’s only a few inches away from her sidearm, and her holster is unclasped. She’s no fool, this one.

      The woman’s eyes came to rest on Macy, and a small smile flitted across her lips. Macy managed to hold the woman’s gaze for a few seconds, but then the fairy blushed and looked away.

      “Nice to see that you’re running with a different crowd these days, Macy,” the female cop said. “I’m glad you took my advice about untangling yourself from those Triad psychos at Onyx Heights. For a while there, I thought the BCPD were bound to find you washed up somewhere with all your fingertips cut off and your teeth pulled out. You’ve kept your head down for so long I was beginning to think that you were done with Brink City. Although, all the scum I talk to in this line of work always tell me that no one is ever finished with Brink until Brink is finished with them.”

      Macy said nothing. It seemed that she had decided to adopt the old criminal standby of not responding to anything an officer of the law might say, unless it was posed as a direct question.

      “You didn’t get out of this one unscathed though, huh?” the platinum blonde beauty said, looking over Macy’s shoulder at her wounded wing. “Tut-tut. Allow me to speculate; you tripped and fell on top of a couple of forty caliber bullets that someone had carelessly left lying about?”

      Macy remained silent. The cop shook her elegant head, then barked over her shoulder, “Bosco! Get over here. Bring the lesion epoxy.”

      Bosco turned out to be a medic, and a highly attractive female one at that. Her skin, when she removed her helmet, was the color of silver birch bark and her close-cropped hair reminded me of the leaves of a bonsai tree. She stood to attention just behind her commanding officer’s shoulder when she arrived, but a playful smile was on her lips and her eyes bored boldly into mine.

      Is she eye-fucking me right now? I thought, returning the stare with interest. Officer Bosco’s dark eyes narrowed, and she licked her lips in a way that could only be described as lascivious.

      One of those cops who likes to get her hands dirty in more ways than one. Interesting.

      “Yes, Captain?” Bosco said, giving me the speediest of winks.

      The winged blonde said, “Use your epoxy to patch up Macy's wing, will you? She’s had herself an accident.

      While Bosco patched Macy’s wing with some sort of healing spray, the platinum-haired cop switched her gaze to Lennox, Alessia, and myself. I stared blankly back. The truth was, it wasn’t a bravado thing; I just couldn’t stop looking at the woman—cop though she was. She seemed to be getting lovelier the longer I looked at her. I noticed the faintest lines in the corners of her eyes and mouth, and I guessed that she was closer to forty than thirty, though she looked fucking amazing. She also had a very thin, very telling scar, running right across her throat, though I could only see that because we were within spitting distance of each other.

      “My name,” she said, “is Captain Shepherd. Captain Coretha Shepherd.” She paused to see if anything there was going to be anything forthcoming from us. There wasn’t. Not even Lennox opened his mouth, though I could feel him shifting restlessly next to me.

      “You can put your arms down now,” Captain Shepherd told us.

      I lowered mine slowly. The last thing I wanted to do was give the 5-0 a reason to pop us, after we’d gone through all that shit back there with the Bloody Rams.

      “I don’t recognize your faces,” Captain Shepherd said, “which leads me to believe that you are new to town.” She looked pointedly over my shoulder at the crumpled wreck that was all that remained of the Bloody Rams’ custom pick-up. “I see you’ve been ingratiating yourselves with the locals,” she said sarcastically. “Any left alive aren’t going to be happy if they find out what happened here.”

      Still, we said nothing.

      “You’re a long way from New York,” Shepherd said, turning her shrewd gaze on Alessia. She ran her eyes over Alessia from the crown of her head to her toes, taking in her tiger’s tail and ears,

      “How does she—” Lennox started to whisper, but I gave him a surreptitious boot in the shin.

      “Why not take a picture?” Alessia said coldly.

      “Well, funny you should say that,” Captain Shepherd said, “but I was going to take you down to the station for just that reason, you know. However, my commander is on good terms with Don Balducci, and he might not approve of me bringing in his daughter and the hired help. He’d probably suspend me just for talking to you, let alone hauling you to the precinct  in handcuffs.”

      Despite the tightness of the corner we were in, I couldn’t help imagining certain scenarios involving Coretha Shepherd in which I wouldn’t mind wearing a pair of handcuffs.

      I hitched a diffusing smile onto my face and said, “Don Balducci? What’s that respectable New York businessman got to do with anything, Captain?”

      “We had the Bloody Rams’ warehouse psy-tapped,” the captain explained with a frigid stare in my direction. “I don’t know what you or Don Balducci’s daughter are planning here, but if it’s a vacation, you sure picked some shitty companions to drop in and visit.”

      “What can I say?” I said. “I asked Macy here to take us to the best venison joint in town, and we ended up at that warehouse. We must have got our wires crossed.”

      I thought that I detected a subtle thawing in Captain Shepherd’s demeanor, although she didn’t go so far as to smile. She cocked her head at me and bit her lip thoughtfully. Then she asked, “Who are you?”

      “Come on, I shouldn’t have to do your job for you,” I said with another small smile. “Besides, if I just told you, it’d rob me of all my mystery, wouldn’t it?”

      “You might feel more inclined to talk if you were sitting on the other side of an interrogation table from me,” Captain Shepherd said. “In one of our special rooms where there are no cameras.”

      “Jumping right into the torture!” I said softly. My smile stayed on my face, but my eyes were hard. “Call me an old romantic, but you’d have more luck with a good bottle of pinot noir and a t-bone steak than with half an hour of waterboarding.”

      In spite of her icy cool, Captain Shepherd gave a little incredulous laugh. It was a pretty sound and made me want her all the more. She shook her head.

      “If you’re planning on causing trouble, or starting up some satellite of the Balducci Family, you’ll find it isn’t so easy. The Brink City PD has a reputation for being corrupt, but I’m making it a personal mission of mine to clean it up.”

      You can try, I thought, but Don Balducci has deep pockets and money talks. And when the cash is talking, ethics go walking.

      “Very commendable, Captain,” said Alessia, who was probably thinking the exact same thing that I was, with only a hint of irony in her voice.

      Captain Shepherd’s gorgeous baby-blues shifted from Alessia to Lennox. Her brow crinkled. “And who is this?” she asked me.

      “It rankles me that people always ask that,” Lennox said huffily. He pushed his spectacles up his nose and eyed the police captain in an unfriendly fashion. “I mean, it’s not as if I didn’t just blow up a car carrying three thugs who were all armed to the teeth or anything! Not as if I didn’t make the mother of all shots by rebounding a bullet off a light fixture and hitting a faun in the carotid artery or anything.”

      Captain Shepherd shot me a dazed look. It was one that many people wore on first meeting my foster-brother. “Is he confessing?” she asked me. “To a multiple homicide? To a police captain?”

      “It’s shock,” I said half-heartedly. “Doesn’t know what he’s going on about.”

      “I must say,” Lennox went on, “that I find it very fitting that the captain of the police department is an Astral—and going by the name Shepherd too. Very fitting. Very fitting indeed!”

      Captain Shepherd gave Lennox one last look and then turned to Alessia. “Miss Balducci, you’re on our radar now. Might I suggest that you, Macy, and your charmingly enigmatic friend keep your noses out of trouble.” She jerked her head at Lennox. “And that goes for this goblin too. The gods know that he’d be better suited to a padded cell than a cold one in the precinct. Remember, my squad and I might not be around to save you next time. Your car would have been knocked out by the thaumaturgical surge of our anti-auto cannon, but it should be fine to drive now.”

      With a curt nod, Captain Shepherd turned on her heel and marched away. She conferred briefly with her squad and then, as one, the team of cops took once more to the air. I shielded my eyes with my hand as they took off, the downdraft of their packs blowing rubbish and debris all over the street. I followed the sexy police captain with my eyes, until she zipped behind an apartment building and disappeared from view.

      “Let’s get away from here,” Alessia said, leading the way back to the Range Rover, which was looking very worse for wear.

      “I don’t think dealer warranty covers bullet holes,” Macy tried to quip, running her eyes along the pockmarked SUV.

      I wasn’t in the joking mood right then. I needed answers to one pressing question, now that we were out of immediate danger, and I meant to have it.

      “Get in and drive,” I said shortly.

      “I thought you wanted to drive?” she said.

      “We’re not driving anywhere specific right now,” I said. “And what I chiefly want at the moment, is to be able to keep my eyes on your hands. There are few better ways to do that then have them on a steering wheel. Now, get in and drive.”

      Once we were back on our way, Macy glanced at me. “You don’t trust me.”

      “How astute,” I said, my voice as chill as an Artic breeze. “Tell me, Macy, did you fuck us over back there? With the Bloody Rams?”

      Macy eyes widened. “What? No! No, I swear!” Her eyes glanced toward me again. They widened a fraction when she spotted the Kestrel that I’d taken out and had sitting portentously on my thigh.

      “Oh, you swear. Okay, I’m convinced,” I said acidly.

      “Look, man, I promise you. I never thought the Bloody Rams would be stupid enough to double-cross you!” Macy sighed exasperatedly. “Those fucking hopeless sons of bitches! They had to go and get greedy. Shit!” She slammed her hand on the steering wheel. “They were my main connection, and now that’s fucked. They were my last good source of income. Shit!”

      Now that the shooting had stopped and the smoke was clearing, it was evident to me that Macy was evaluating her situation. You can’t fake the sort of desperate anger that bubbles up once a person realizes that they are back to square one.

      I put my gun away. I hadn’t ever shot a woman, let alone executed one, and the thought that I might have to pop that particular cherry today did not sit very comfortably with me. The way that she was considering her future, more than the possibility of me caping her, made me figure that she was telling the truth. Clearly, she didn’t think she had done anything that deserved a bullet in the head. There would have been a lot more tears and sobbing and begging if that had been the case. Guilt sits heavy on people. Twists them. Turns them into shitty actors. Macy just looked desperate though, and while I might not be able to trust her completely, I could still make use of her. Desperate people made amenable tools.

      “All right,” I said, “I believe you. Alessia, what does your womanly intuition tell you?”

      “She’s telling the truth, Matthew,” Alessia replied. “I’d wager my Manolo Blahnik collection on it.”

      I nodded.

      “Hey, don’t you want to know what I think?” Lennox blurted out.

      “Fine,” I said, “what does your womanly intuition tell you?”

      “Ha-ha,” my foster-brother replied.

      “Yeah, you can trust me,” Macy said. “I can help you. You’re new in the Brink. You need someone to show you around.”

      “Yeah, because you’ve been a stellar tour-guide so far,” I said drily.

      Macy licked her lips, knowing that her future hung in the balance.

      “Well, Macy,” I said, after a little more thought, “it looks like my entourage needs a driver, and until I decide otherwise, you’ve got the position.”

      The run-in with the Bloody Rams might have looked outwardly like a step backward, but it was actually a success. I’d built our reputation—shown that we weren’t to be fucked with. We’d managed to salvage a couple of gym bags stuffed with Gnollnuggz that I could push when the time came, Macy was a semi-permanent employee of my outfit and now totally in my pocket. I’d even had an amicable meeting with the local law enforcement—the lovely Captain Shepherd and flirtatious Officer Bosco—and while many career criminals had a blanket hatred for the pigs, I’d always been partial to a bit of sizzling bacon. Overall, it was a pleasant introduction to Brink City, all things considered.

      Macy let out a long breath. “Thank you. I promise I won’t let you down. I’ll do my best.”

      “And if you don’t. . .” Lennox said, in what he probably thought was an ominous voice, but only made him sound like a sex-offender hiding in someone’s closet. “This is what happens... “ He drew a thumb across his neck. “Ugh… Ach! Urgh…! ” Then he rolled his eyes into the back of his head, poked out his tongue, and fell back into his seat.

      “Wow,” Alessia said. “Bravo. And the Oscar for biggest numb-nuts goes to…”

      Macy let out a breathy laugh. “Okay,” she said, “now that that’s settled, where are we off to?”

      Alessia leaned forward. “We’re off to our new base of operations,” she said. “Where hot showers will be the order of the day, I think.”

      I gave her half a glance out of the corner of my eye and saw her smile. Obviously, we were both recalling the last time that we walked into a bathroom together.

      “Yes, our new base,” Alessia said and passed me a slip of paper. “Type that address into the GPS.”

      I grinned and did as she asked. Alessia squeezed my arm gently, then sat back in her seat. I felt a shiver of anticipation pass from my stomach down to my crotch.

      They say that desire has its own secret language. Now, I might not have been fluent, but I certainly knew enough to get by.
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      “Holy shit,” I said, looking up out of the cracked windscreen and gazing at the aristocratic mountain of stone spires, towers, elaborate guttering, slate roofs, and arching Gothic windows. “Are you sure this is the right address?”

      Macy pointed at the GPS screen on the Range Rover’s center console. “We’re at our destination. Unless you put in the wrong address…”

      “The address is fine. The address is correct,” Alessia said with certainty. “My father isn’t the sort of man to mix up his twos with his fives or anything like that. One doesn’t make it to the pinnacle of New York’s thriving organized crime scene without being meticulous in every detail. Besides, this is the only house set in this… parkland, or whatever you call the desert equivalent.”

      Lennox cleared his throat. “I’m thinking that that isn’t so much public parkland as private property.”

      We had followed the GPS out into a swathe of untouched desert filled with stunted trees, ubiquitous cacti, and scattered boulders, past the outskirts of the city. The evening proper had started to drape its purple and gold cloak over the landscape. We’d bumped our way down a dusty and seemingly unfrequented road, marked by a rusted sign that read: B LVE RE WAY.

      I looked at the sign, trying to piece it together, but it held no meaning to me. I observed that there were no recent tyre tracks, no discarded beer cans or other garbage to show that this route was ever really traveled. This road from the highway had turned into a definite driveway of sorts, which had been punctuated by pairs of statues—manticores, dragons, rocs, and gorgons, to name a few. Eventually, we had fetched up outside a pair of enormous wrought iron gates, fifteen feet high, topped with vicious-looking spikes and flanked by a pair of carved sphinxes.

      And, most definitely, locked.

      I got out of the car and approached the gates. I looked carefully at the lock set smackbang in the middle of the two gates, illuminated by the busted-up Range Rover’s headlights. I prided myself on knowing a fair bit about locks, having played my part in more than a few robberies since joining the Balducci crime syndicate, but I had never seen the likes of these before.

      “I don’t suppose the Don gave you a key along with that address did he?” I called to Alessia.

      The Don’s daughter craned her head out of the car. “No. No, he didn’t.”

      I sighed. My temper was beginning to fray at the edges. All I wanted was to get under cover; somewhere I could be relatively certain that no one was going to try and kill us. I wanted a drink—one stiff enough to use as an ironing board, for preference—and maybe a little alone time with Miss Balducci.

      I raised my booted foot and took aim at the lock.

      “Wait, wait, wait, wait!” came the squeaky voice of my goblin foster-brother.

      I lowered my foot and turned to see Lennox scurrying forward, his small feet scuffing through the dust. He gave me a commiserating look and patted me condescendingly on the arm.

      “Violence never solved anything,” he said.

      “This coming from someone who blew up a car not two hours ago,” I said.

      “Well, yes, there are times when… Very special circumstances... Look, violence never solved anything, as far as locks are concerned then, can we say that?”

      “Sure,” I said, although I didn’t quite believe him.

      Lennox peered closely at the lock. He made a few little noises, which I took to mean that he was thinking hard. He muttered and scratched at his head.

      “Well,” he said, after a few moments, “as far as keys go, this is an arcane lock, and does not have a key in the traditional sense of the word—it doesn’t even have a keyhole.”

      “What kind of lock doesn’t have a keyhole?” Macy asked. She had stepped out of the car and come to inspect the gates herself. “It looks too old to have any sort of electronic mechanism, surely?”

      “Correct,” Lennox said.

      Macy frowned as she looked up at the gate. “I guess we can just scale it then?”

      “You can’t fly over?” I asked.

      Macy shook her head. “The spray that Officer Bosco chick used on my wing has patched the holes and started the healing process, but the epoxy wouldn’t stand up to the rigors of flight. Thirty beats per second puts a lot of strain on wings. You don’t want to be flying half-assed, you know.”

      “Fair enough,” I said.

      “But I can climb this thing no worries,” Macy said.

      I threw out a hand as she stepped toward the gates. “I wouldn’t do that if I were you.”

      “Why?” she asked.

      I pointed to the top of the gates and all along the high stone walls that stretched out from them. Above the spikes running across the very top of this barrier there was also a shimmering sort of haze—almost like a heat haze.

      “What the hell is that?” Macy asked.

      “Lennox?” I said.

      Lennox peered up. “Ah, yes. That would make sense. That slight shimmer in the air that you see is caused by a magical disturbance distorting the air molecules that it comes in contact with. Magical protection like that is very old, very powerful, very rare, and very, very expensive. I wouldn’t be surprised if the whole building,” and Lennox pointed to the forbidding stone mansion beyond the gate, “were encased in an invisible dome. No wonder there’s no outward sign of squatters.”

      “How’s it going, you three?” Alessia called from the car. She sounded bored.

      “Cautiously,” Macy called back. “I’d keep chilling if I were you.”

      “This magical forcefield,” I said. “What does it do? Do you get zapped or something? Like an electric fence?”

      “Hm, it’s less an electric shock and more a case of being microwaved,” Lennox said, a definite note of relish in his voice. “I’m fairly sure an enchantment of this strength would cook you from the inside out in a few seconds.”

      “Nasty,” I said.

      “Matt?” Lennox said, in that tone of voice that always made me dread what was about to come out of his mouth next.

      “Yeah,” I said.

      “Have you ever tortured anyone?”

      “What kind of fucking question is that?”

      “A yes or no one.”

      I let out an exasperated sigh. ”Look, I mean, sometimes people might require a little bit of… forceful persuasion when it comes to divulging information, coughing up money, or remembering certain things like lockbox combinations. What are you getting at though?”

      The goblin shrugged. “I just thought, you know, that if one was able to harness this sort of magic… Microwaving someone might just be quite handy in certain situations, that’s all.”

      “So,” I said, hoping to change the subject and cut Lennox off before he really warmed to his theme and had us standing there all day, “we have a lock and no way to open it. Great.”

      “On the contrary,” Lennox said. “I think these two sphinx statues are a clue as to how to open these gates.”

      My mind analyzed what he was saying in an instant. “A riddle?” I asked.

      “That’s right,” Lennox said. “The sphinx were always known to be a bunch of annoying puzzlers, according to legend.”

      “Shit,” Macy said, “I was going to say that I might know a guy who is good with locks, but not that kind. Riddles, huh? That’s not my bag.”

      “Luckily, it is my dear foster-brother’s,” Lennox said, grinning at me. “If you want to get your hands on his weapons at home you have to answer a riddle to get into his safe and—”

      I waved Lennox into silence. I stepped forward, expecting one or both of the stone sphinxes on either side of me to come alive, but nothing happened.

      “All right,” I said shortly, “let’s have your fucking riddle then.”

      The voice that answered did not come from the sphinxes, but issued from the gate itself, in a metallic voice like the clang of bells and crash of pots.

      “Poor people have it, rich people need it. If you eat it, you die. What is it?”

      I blinked, momentarily taken aback. It was the exact same riddle that opened my gun safe back in New York.

      “Nothing,” I said in a suspicious voice.

      There was no ominous squealing creak of rusted hinges, no forbidding flash of lightning or gust of desert wind. The gates simply opened straight away, swinging wide as if they had been oiled that morning. Overhead, the sky faded from the yellow and mauve of an old bruise to the calming blue of early night.

      “That was easy!” Alessia called from the car.

      “Yeah,” I said as Macy, Lennox, and I made our way back to the waiting Range Rover. “Yeah, it was.”

      It was the kind of riddle with a widely known answer, so I suspected that this lock had some kind of magical voice-reading capabilities. Which meant that, whoever had armed it, had also logged my voice signature. Had the Don set this up? I let the thought slide as we drove through the gates and up the meandering crushed gravel driveway.

      There were gardens on either side of the driveway; overgrown affairs that looked like they hadn’t been tended to in decades, rank with spiky desert shrubs and weeds, all but handed back to the wild. There was no sign of any living creature though—no mice, no lizards, no snakes. Clearly, the protection that had encapsulated the mansion grounds might let in seeds and the like, but nothing that had a heartbeat.

      We followed the drive up to a massive circular parking area that flowed around an ornate, but long dry, fountain, which fronted the enormous mansion. A few cars that would have been absolute beauties in their day sat in the parking area in front of the stately home—a 1967 Plymouth Barracuda, 1964 Pontiac Tempest Le Mans GTO, ‘69 Buick Riviera, Ford Mustang GT, and an AMC Eagle wagon from the late seventies.

      As we parked up outside the gigantic front doors of the looming mansion, I looked over at the row of classic American automobiles and shook my head.

      “I’ve pulled a lot of shit in my time,” I said, “but leaving those things out for the desert to cover in dust—that’s a real crime.”

      I got out of the car and looked up at the brooding facade of the manor house. The windows were dark, but not boarded up as I thought they might have been. The exterior of the gigantic house was in little better repair than the gardens which we had driven past. Desert dust coated much of it, a couple of stretches of guttering had fallen and there was just a general air of neglect about the place.

      Once though, this would have been one hell of a residence, I thought to myself.

      “Any idea how your father came across this place?” I asked Alessia as the four of us walked up to the enormous wooden front doors.

      Alessia shook her head. Her tiger tail whipped from one side to another in a vaguely disquieting manner. “No, he just told me that it was a safe place, despite its looks. Unequivocally safe.”

      Like the gates, the massive oaken doors swung open as if they had been freshly greased that very day. As they did so, soft light bloomed throughout the cavernous entrance hall that was suddenly revealed. I guessed that there were hidden occult light-globes floating about the atrium—to supplement the light given off by the ornate chandelier that hung from the ceiling—and they had been activated when the doors had opened.

      “Wow,” Macy breathed as the light grew. The gloom of the falling night was pushed back and the immense space was revealed.

      ‘Wow’ just about covered it.

      The modest three-bedroom house in which Lennox and I had been raised by our foster parents could have probably just squeezed inside the entrance hall. It was dominated by a grand, sweeping wooden staircase with enough timber for a three-masted galleon. Enormous paintings hung on the walls, along with enough ancient weaponry to stock a fair-sized arsenal. There was also, hanging over one doorway, a bull’s head that was so enormous and monstrous in its proportions that I was inclined to think that it must have been sliced off a minotaur. Whereas the outside of the mansion looked as if it had not been touched for many, many years, the inside looked almost lived in.

      “Is it just me, or does this place look like it’s inhabited?” I gazed at the gleaming chandelier, the waxed and polished balustrade on the staircase, and the spotless Persian rugs covering most of the marble floor.

      “I’m more inclined to think we’d just broken into someone’s full-time residence, than lucked our way into an abandoned house,” Lennox said.

      “I agree,” said Macy, looking around in wonder at the sparkling splendor of the place.

      “Yeah, it’s what one might be tempted to call an interesting dichotomy of a building,” Lennox said.

      “Deserted on the outside, warm and homely on the inside?” Alessia said. “Sounds like a commercial for a sort of domestic chocolate bar.”

      I ignored the quip. “The Don didn’t make any mention of us meeting anyone here, did he?”

      “Not to me,” Alessia replied.

      “And you don’t know who the previous owners of this place were?” I asked.

      Alessia shook her head.

      “I believe I may be of assistance, as far as the matter of previous owners goes, sir,” said a crisply efficient British voice from on the balcony above, which was accessed by the magnificent staircase. “And allow me to welcome you back to the manor once more, young master Belvedere.”

      I whirled about, Kestrel in my hand and hammer cocked, eyes questing for a target.
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      A serene figure was gliding across the balcony, heading for the top of the staircase. He was an old man with a high forehead, pencil-thin mustache, and pure white hair. He seemed quite unruffled by the fact that he had a gun—three guns, what with Macy and Alessia having pointed their weapons up at him too—aimed in his direction. He was dressed in the black and white livery of a head butler or footman, with black shoes polished to a mirror sheen and a white bow tie so exactly placed that it would have perfectly balanced a spirit-level.

      I had not detected any malicious magic—nothing at all that would have warned me that this polite, unassuming butler had been lurking in the shadows above. So far as I could tell, the man didn’t mean to harm us. Not using any magical method at least.

      “You don’t look surprised to see four strangers in a house they clearly have little business in being in,” I said. I kept my gun leveled between the butler’s sanguine eyes as he descended the stairs, but my finger loosened a little on the Kestrel’s trigger.

      “Why would I be surprised to see you here, Master Belvedere?” the old butler asked, genuine curiosity shading his words.

      I frowned. There was that name again. And, suddenly, I recalled the busted signpost that had pointed us up this road in the first place: B LVE RE WAY

      Belvedere Way.

      “I think you’ve got me confused with someone else, old timer,” I said. “My last name is Laine.”

      “Matthew Laine, sir?” the butler asked.

      My eyes narrowed, and I shot a glance at Alessia. “That’s right,” I said slowly.

      The old man’s eyes crinkled as he smiled a knowing smile.

      “What the hell is an old British dude doing all the way out here, in a deserted mansion that I’ve never even heard about, on the outskirts of Brink City?” Macy burst out.

      The old butler turned to her. “Ah, miss, I am, in actual fact, not British. I am not, in fact, of any nationality at all. This accent was deemed to be the one that my makers thought most likely to appeal to those with financial means enough to purchase me.”

      “Aaaaand, I’m lost,” said Alessia, her gun hand dropping to her side.

      “Holy-fucking-shit!” Macy burst out, her all-purple eyes wide as dinner plates in her pretty face. She ran a hand through her pink hair and stared up at the butler. “You can’t be—Are you a—”

      “He’s a friggin’ arcane automaton!” Lennox said in a hushed voice.

      “I thought those things were all destroyed decades ago,” Macy said.

      The old butler smiled benignly at Macy and Lennox, seemingly quite at ease at having them discuss who—or what—he was right in front of his nose.

      “Um, excuse me,” Alessia said, slipping her gun into her handbag, “but what in the blue fuck is an… arcane automaton, was it?”

      Lennox walked unabashedly up to the old manservant and tugged on his tailcoat. Then, with typical Lennox disregard, he poked the venerable old geezer in the stomach.

      “The arcane automatons were, to do some utterly mind-boggling concept simplification, servants in which technology and magic were blended. The sole intent of the makers of these guys was to manufacture the most realistic and efficient servants that had ever been created. However, due to how stunningly real they appeared and acted, various lobbyists and conspiracy theorists ended up killing any hopes of them going into mass-production. In fact, bands of technophobic vigilantes made it their mission to track down and obliterate the few arcane automatons that made it out of the factory.”

      I looked at the old man, who looked back at me with watery blue eyes.

      “He’s a robot? A cyborg?” I asked.

      Lennox gave me a patient look, or as close to a patient look as someone as impatient and intelligent as Lennox could get to a patient look. “That’s a bit like calling the Atlantic Ocean and everything in it ‘a bit of water’, brother, but yes, I suppose calling our friend here a cyborg wouldn’t be too inaccurate.” The goblin looked up at the old man who stood about a foot taller than him. “What’s your name by the way, automaton?”

      “My name is Benedict, sir, Benedict Frobisher. At least, that was the name I was given by my manufacturers on the date I was made sentient. I would, of course, be happy to change it to any other name you selected.”

      A wicked grin lit my foster-brother’ face. “Even Stinky McButthole?”

      “Lennox,” I said warningly.

      “If I may, perhaps clarify your explanation of my origins, sir,” Benedict Frobisher said. “Whereas a cyborg is traditionally a being constructed from both organic and biomechatronic body parts, I would say that we—that is to say arcane automatons—were also constructed with magic. Magic, as it were, was the binding agent that made us so successful, as far as emulating human beings went.”

      I ran my eyes over Benedict’s face, taking in every crease and wrinkle, every liverspot and wayward eyebrow.

      “So, you don’t age?” I asked.

      “No, sir. This was the skin that I was constructed with over sixty years ago.”

      “It’s pretty damned convincing, isn’t it?” Alessia said. The tigerkin had come up for a closer look at the arcane automaton.

      “Thank you, Miss Balducci,” Benedict said.

      “How do you know who I am?” Alessia asked sharply.

      “Your father described the three members of the party he was sending here in some detail, miss,” Benedict said. He turned to Macy. “I regret that I am not acquainted with your name though, miss…?”

      “Macy,” Macy said. “You can call me Macy. Hold the miss.”

      “Macy,” Benedict said. “I shall commit the name to my memory bank.”

      All this talk of names suddenly brought an extremely pressing question to the forefront of my brain.

      “Benedict,” I said, cutting across Lennox’s babblings about how excited he was to be able to study a real-life arcane automaton, “when we walked in here, you called me Master Belvedere.”

      Benedict looked at me, past the pistol which I still had pointing at his wise old face—I wasn’t much of a one for trusting humans, let alone robots that looked like humans— with the sort of unsettling pride that a parent might bestow on their child. “That’s right, sir.”

      “Why?” I asked bluntly.

      Benedict smiled warmly and gestured around the extravagantly decorated hall. “Because this is Belvedere manor, sir,” he said, “and this is your home.”

      I blinked and lowered my gun before I slipped it back under my jacket. I ran a hand through my hair, feeling the long scar that looped from one temple around my ear—a reminder of what happened when you didn’t keep your eyes all the way open.

      “What do you mean this is my home?” I asked, trying to keep my voice level. I had wanted a drink before, but now I felt like I really needed one.

      The butler took me by the arm and guided me over to where an enormous portrait hung, above a gleaming suit of armor.

      “Perhaps this will help you understand, sir,” he said.

      I looked up at the painting, at the faces of the two people that were depicted in it. A man stood behind a woman who was seated on a straight-backed chair. He was wearing an all-black suit and looked to be tall, if the woman sitting in the chair was anything to go by. His hair was bright, traffic-light red, as was his beard, which he cut in the shovel style. The woman was elfin, slim and pretty. She had large eyes that exuded a liquid quality, even in painted form. In her arms was a baby, bundled up in a light blue swaddle. Her hair was a deep blue—almost black—but I knew that, were she to stand in direct sunlight, the blue would come leaping forth like a flame.

      It was what happened to my hair.

      “You know, they look a lot like you,” Macy said from over my shoulder.

      “I guess they do a little,” I admitted.

      Macy snapped her fingers distractedly. “I feel like I’ve seen these two, or their likenesses before, but where…?”

      I felt a hand on my arm. It was Alessia. She was peering intently at the picture.

      “You said, in the car the other night, that your parents were from Brink City, didn’t you?” she asked me.

      I continued to stare up at the portrait that this old butler robot, or whatever the hell he was, was trying to tell me was of my parents.

      “Yeah,” I said, “yeah, they were from Brink City, as far as I know. But, I mean, I always figured that they were like most of the other luckless bums in this town.”

      “You assumed?” Alessia said.

      “Yeah,” I admitted.

      “My father has always said that assumptions are dangerous things,” Alessia said.

      I rubbed distractedly at my beard. Then I looked from the painting and around the sumptuous appointed hall. ”But this… I can’t have come from all this, could I?”

      “Why not?” Macy said. “Chances are, that baby grew up to be someone. Why not you?”

      “Yeah, and if you really don’t think you can have come from all this, can I have a go at coming from all this?” Lennox asked. “I think I could give being a millionaire a red-hot go, if I was just given the chance.”

      “Shut the fuck up, Len,” I said distractedly.

      “Roger that,” Lennox said.

      “Your father knew about this,” I said to Alessia, turning to face her. “You remember, on the way to your birthday party, he said something about my parents not being Arcane Dust addicts. Even then, he said it with such certainty, didn’t he?”

      Benedict Frobisher cleared his throat with a sound like a biscuit being carefully broken into three pieces. “If I may, I believe Don Balducci was aware of your connection to this place, Master Belvedere. I came to such a conclusion while I was on the telephone with him. He was telling me how I should prepare for your imminent arrival. This house has not been lived in by humans for a little over sixty years, you see, so he was instructing me on how best to make it habitable for your party. The kitchens have been totally revamped—a new fridge-freezer, dishwasher etcetera—as well as stocked with food and alcohol. The bedroom furniture is all new, as are the sheets and towels, which have all been freshly laundered. I have kept the rest of the interior of the house in fine order, as I would have done had the Belvederes still been in residence.”

      “Where did you get all the gear from in so short a time?” Macy asked.

      “Amazon, obviously,” Lennox said.

      “No, Mr Lennox,” Benedict replied, “fortunately I did not need to send out as far as Brazil for the comestibles or linen. I was able to source most things locally.”

      Lennox looked confused for a second or two, then he chuckled. “No, Benny boy, what I meant was you obviously just jumped online and ordered off the internet, right?”

      This time it was the automaton’s turn to look puzzled. “I am unsure of what line you are referring to, sir,” he said, “but I assure you I did not jump on anything, though I might have shifted from foot to foot while conversing with suppliers over the landline.”

      Lennox shot me a startled look. “A landline? They still have those?”

      “Wait, wait, wait,” Macy said. “Hold on one second. Our good pal Benedict here just said that this place has been abandoned for sixty years, right?”

      “That is correct, Macy,” the old butler said.

      “Yeah, right. So, if this place has been sealed up for over half a century,” Macy pressed, “and Matthew is, like what, thirt? How can these people be his parents? Surely, you mean they’re his grandparents, Benedict?”

      Benedict shook his venerable head. “I assure you, Macy, that once I have learned a fact and verified it, that fact remains within my memory banks for as long as I remain operational. There is no way that I can be wrong in this.”

      “But how can that be?” Alessia asked.

      “I am not sure how to answer that question, Miss Balducci,” Benedict said, a slight apologetic cadence to his voice. “It is how it is because that is how it is. Additionally, I served the two people in the portrait faithfully for quite a few years before they disappeared one day forever. I remember talking to them. I remember seeing young Master Belvedere here when he was brought home from the hospital. I remember everything I ever witnessed.”

      “An automaton doesn’t have any reasons of its own to fabricate things,” Lennox interjected.

      “Yeah, but the timeline!” Macy said.

      “The timeline makes no sense. Matthew can’t be sixty. If he is, I want the name of his dermatologist,”Alessia chipped in.

      “Don’t you remember anything weird in your past?” Macy asked me.

      I kept my mouth closed. Not wanting to say anything.

      “‘Course he doesn’t!” Lennox sneered. “Bit of a hole to have in your memory, isn’t it? Having your age miscalculated by thirty years.”

      This fucking insane discussion disolved into an incoherent babble of voices, each one trying to outdo the other in terms of volume and urgency.

      My head was whirling, and I put up my hands to preempt anymore of this insane blathering.

      “Everyone, shut it!” I bellowed.

      The noise died. My three companions turned to look at me. It was a good feeling. A potent, rushing sort of feeling. I realized that it was, perhaps, my first taste of power.

      “Look,” I said, “all this information would be overwhelming at the best of times. At the end of a fucking long, fucking bloody day like today, it’s too much.” I turned to the butler. “Benedict, point us toward the comfiest sitting room that this joint has to offer. Get us some of that food and alcohol that you mentioned earlier. While I’m drinking and looking at the food over the top of my glass, I’d like you to unpack the little luggage we have in our car out there. You can’t miss it, it’s the Range Rover that looks like it’s been to Hell and back. Only then shall we even think about discussing all this shit.”

      Benedict bowed his head. He was smiling slightly, and I had an eerie feeling that I was reminding him of someone.

      “Very good, Master Belvedere,” he said.

      “Great.” I clapped a hand on my foster-brother’s shoulder. “I don’t know about you, but I could murder a goddam beer.” Sometimes, the only way to find clarity was to look at the world through the bottom of a bottle.

      “It’d be about the only thing you haven't murdered today,” Lennox said.

      “Lennox, none of what happened today was murder. It was aggressive self-defense.”

      Lennox nodded.

      “Fuck the beer,” I said. “Benedict, I think we’re going to need something a little stronger.”

      “I have just the thing, sir,” he said.

      “And maybe some showers first too,” I added.

      The butler nodded and, with great solemnity and much ushering, conducted us from the room and through one of the doors that led off from the main hall of Belvedere Manor. Through the passages and rooms that made up, if Benedict was to be believed, the stately home that now belonged to me.
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      “Now, this is a fucking lounge, isn’t it?” Lennox said, gazing happily about the enormous room Benedict had led us to.

      It was one hell of a space, that was for sure. Lennox, Macy, Alessia, and I sat about a large square table, on comfortable sofas. We were warmed by a roaring log fire so big that we could have just tossed the fucked up Range Rover into it to get rid of it.

      Apart from the fire, the room was lit by masses of tall wax tapers that glowed with a cosy yellow light. In one corner of the lounge was an enormous stuffed beast that Lennox assured me was an abominable snowman. It certainly looked like one, but I was taking whatever my foster-brother told me at that point with a handful of salt. Lennox was a small dude, and he had the alcohol tolerance to match. It hadn’t taken too much of the smooth cognac that Benedict had placed on the table before the overzealous little idiot was practically speaking in tongues. The only way that his words would be worth anything now was if they were somehow stapled to a twenty-dollar bill.

      “Look, look, look, look here, man,” Lennox was saying to me, squinting out of one eye while his brain tried to catch up with his lips. “Look, look, what I’m sayin’ is, right? That sure, our foster-parents might not have had as much, um, money, as these Belvederes, but they were still damned fine parents, you know? Remember that value is not the same as, um, as uuh, as worth! Yes, value is not the same as worth, or it might be the other way round… My point is that, ah, shit… What the hell was I talkin’ ‘bout again?”

      I poured Lennox and myself another measure of the warming liquor. “There, drink that. I feel like if you get more hammered you might start coming at sober from the other side. Either that or you’ll pass out. It’s a good result for the rest of us no matter what.”

      Lennox wagged a finger at me or, at least, he wagged his finger at where he thought I was. “Ah, deary me. You know sometimes—jus’ sometimes, you know—I think that winos must be the happiest people.” He hiccuped. “At least they know what to blame their problems on, you know?”

      I knocked back my drink and poured myself another. “Yeah. And in your case, the list of potential reasons for your problems must be as long as you are short.”

      His words had made me start thinking about a problem that Benedict had drawn my attention to as he was showing us to our rooms and the showers.

      “Regrettably, Master Matthew, the family accounts have all been frozen. I have managed to pay the property taxes and purchase those items with what was remaining in another account. But, unfortunately, you are, to put it plainly, rather broke.”

      Well, that just meant we’d need more of an infusion of cash from the Don, but he’d need to see some progress before he did that.

      The sharp smack of a palm being slapped onto the wooden table top stole my attention from my foster-brother’s philosophizing—if you could call it that.

      “I’ve got it,” Macy said, slapping the table again and pointing at me. “I’ve goddamn got it, boss.”

      “Got what?” I asked.

      “I’ve been trying to remember where I’ve seen the likenesses of those two people holding the baby in that portrait,” she replied.

      “Your parents,” Alessia supplied, from where she was slumped on her section of couch, one long leg flung artfully across the other. My tipsy eye ran up that leg before I could stop it, all the way until it reached the hem of Alessia’s skirt, which had ridden up just enough to kickstart my imagination into life.

      “Potential parents,” I said. “We don't know anything for certain. The timeline is certainly a bit of a head-scratcher.”

      “Anyway,” Macy said, “I realize where I’ve seen them before. They had a marked resemblance to those two fallen statues that we passed, in that deserted park, when I was taking you on that little tour of the city.“

      With all the shit that had hit the fan between getting picked up at the airport and now, it seemed like a lifetime ago. I tried to recall the statues but couldn’t picture their faces. I hadn’t taken that much notice at the time. I’d had more important tactical concerns to worry about; whether we had a tail, scanning ahead for potential ambushes, and keeping my eyes skinned for potential sniping positions and killing corridors.

      “I honestly can’t recall the specifics,” I said. “They were just fallen humanoid shapes in a park to me.”

      Macy sipped her cognac and swilled the delicious liquor around her mouth. She swallowed. “I’ve passed that park a hundred times, you know—a thousand. It just became one of those things that you end up looking at all the time but never really seeing. It’s like the name Belvedere. I heard that name so much when I was growing up, but it’s only now that we’re sitting down and relaxing that it’s taken on any significance.”

      “What are you talking about?” Alessia asked, taking the words right out of my mouth. “You know something about them?”

      Macy shrugged, plucked a couple of grapes from a platter on the table, and popped them into her mouth. “I know something of the family name,” she said carefully. “Whether it’s about the two people in that portrait I couldn’t be sure.”

      “Well, what the hell did you know?” I asked shortly. It’d been quite the day. I wasn’t in the mood for pissing about.

      “Well, basically, the Belvederes were a philanthropic family who focused most of their time and money on helping the Umbra population of Brink.”

      “Why specifically the Umbras?” I asked.

      Macy shrugged. “They were Umbras themselves. They managed to claw their way out of poverty. Despite all the discrimination that Umbras have to put up with.”

      Lennox raised his head from the table on which it had been resting. A piece of brie was stuck to his forehead. Half a cracker was wedged into the bit of melted cheese. He held up a finger, as if he was addressing a university lecture hall.

      “Allow me to pon-pon-pontificate, if I may,” he stammered, “and guess that things did not work out well, hm? When a type of people buck the trend in a ‘civilized’ society, make something of themselves, and try to even the playing field for the less fortunate, well… that’s what’s called rocking the, um, the... “ Lennox tapped his chin with one long finger. “The…”

      “Boat?” I suggested.

      “That’s the one,” Lennox said, and slumped back against the sofa cushions, his mouth hanging open, the cheese and biscuit still stuck to his head.

      “Well, he may be a useless drunk,” Macy said, “but he hit the nail on the head with that one.”

      “How’d you mean?” I asked.

      “Well, this was all years ago, you understand,” Macy said. “And I’m only recounting rumors and gossip that trickled down from on high, as it were, you know? Essentially, from what I can gather, the Belvederes were garnering a lot of support—unsurprisingly—from the Umbra population. They were helping them break down the stigma that surrounded them—the jealousy of the humans and the disdain of the Otherworlders. Then, one day, the Belvederes just vanished.”

      “Poof! Vanished!” Lennox hiccuped, and the cheese and biscuit let go of his forehead and fell into his lap. “Ah, don’t mind if I do!” The goblin popped the morsel into his mouth.

      Alessia made a little noise of disgust and muttered, “Goblins…”

      Macy continued as if there had been no interruption. “They were found a week or so later, butchered all to shit, but the baby was never found. I think, from the rumors and the tales that still get bandied around in bars and stuff like that, that the High-Risers were involved.”

      “High-Risers?” I asked. “Who the fuck are they?”

      “They’re the celestials that live on the top floor of the Neon Flower—the tallest skyscraper in the city. I don’t think you would have been able to see it yesterday because of the smog, but the pinnacle opens up like the petals of a flower during the full moon.”

      “And these High-Risers,” Alessia said, seeming almost more interested in this local history lesson than I was, “people think they had something to do with the disappearance of the Belvederes?”

      A log shifted in the enormous fireplace, and a flurry of sparks rose and made a break for it up the chimney.

      Macy shrugged again. Then, she helped herself to a toast point and some chicken liver paté.

      “It was talk, speculation,” she said. “Nothing ever came of it, as far as the cops were concerned. Maybe because there was no truth in the rumors, or maybe because there was and the High-Risers hushed it up. If you keep your ears open in some of the Umbra bars around town, you’ll still hear, in the small hours, theories on why the Belvederes were taken out—an old grudge from the Otherworld is a common one. The celestials are an old race, you know. They’ve been around a while. They’re filthy rich and play pretty dirty, by all accounts.”

      I nodded. For me, who had spent most of his adult life embroiled in the seedy underbelly of society, that tale was as old as time. The most ruthless family or group within a city cheats, steals, and murders its way to the top of the dung heap. Then, they use their ill-gotten money and connections to transform themselves into the upper crust. This social mountain conquered, they weave about themselves an aura of cultured respectability. However, it only takes an outsider to come along and start upsetting things, with new ideas and fresh policies, for those merciless tendencies of the upper crust to come to the fore once again. I had seen it first hand with Don Balducci; the exterior of the rich, respectable businessman merely concealed the remorseless and savage pitbull underneath, like a chocolate-covered razorblade.

      “So, this kid,” I said. “He wasn’t found with the parents.”

      Macy shook her head. “Nope. He disappeared, presumed dead by the BCPD.”

      Alessia gazed levelly over her glass at me. She took a long swallow of the amber liquid, and I watched the muscles in her throat move.

      How the hell can a woman have sexy throat muscles? I thought. Is that normal? Have I just been missing that until right now?

      “Matthew,” she said, “I’d say that all the evidence is pointing to you being this missing Belvedere kid.”

      I nodded slowly. There could be no denying it. It sure was looking that way. But there was still this unexplained gap in time. They’d been dead almost sixty years, but I was only thirty. At least from what I could remember. Hell, magic existed, which meant that stranger things had happened.

      “Look, that might be the case,” I said, the words sounding alien in my own ears, “but the fact remains that we came here for a reason, right? We came here to set up a satellite family for Don Balducci. That hasn’t changed. That is what we are going to do.”

      That dry little cough, which announced that Benedict had something he would like to slip into the conversation, sounded from out of the shadows behind us.

      “Fuck me running, Benedict,” I said, “you move on slippered feet don’t you?”

      “I try my best not to intrude on discussions, sir,” the old butler said.

      “But you have something to say now, I presume. That’s why you’re making that sound like a dog with a chicken bone in its throat?”

      Benedict gave me an apologetic smile. He stepped over to a sideboard on which an old-fashioned radio sat. The size of the enormous lounge room disguised what a behemoth that radio was, but it was a monster. Benedict started twiddling the dials on it, and the sound of static blended with the crackling and spitting of the fire.

      “It’s just that I overheard you speaking of Mister Balducci, sir, and I thought it incumbent on me to draw your attention to the fact that that gentleman was currently the focus of some media coverage.

      Alessia sat up straighter on her couch. “What are you talking about, Benedict?” she asked, shedding the look of sleepy languor like a shawl.

      Instead of answering, the butler gave the tuning knob a final tweak, and a news bulletin filled the quiet of the lounge room.

      “... the businessman was well-loved by many who knew him, in boroughs ranging from Brooklyn to Chelsea, but was also suspected of having ties to some of New York’s most infamous crime syndicates,” said a male reporter. “Although he was revered as a philanthropist and supporter of local businesses, the New York native’s name was also connected to his very own crime family—perhaps the most prevalent on the streets of the Big Apple.”

      Alessia gasped and covered her mouth with her hand. Her jade eyes were wide and, for the first time that I had known her, I saw her frightened. Her striped tiger’s tail drooped over her shoulder.

      The voice on the radio continued. “Luciano Balducci was found dead in his home in Hudson Yards only a few hours ago by his chauffeur, along with a number of his closest associates—also dead. Details at this stage are scant and unverified, but there are also rumors circulating that they were killed during a dinner party. These same rumors state that bodies of a few federal investigators were also among the slain…”

      While the reporter continued for a few seconds more, talking of suspected enmity between the Don and other New York gangs, as well as the Don’s charitable work in and around New York, I watched Alessia. It seemed to me that the woman—so brash and headstrong and sure of herself—had dissolved before my eyes. She had lost that surety, had her foundations washed out from under her in an instant. She looked like any other frightened twenty-one year-old.

      From what the reporter had said, it appeared that the Don was killed during a dinner party with federal investigators. The reporter continued to expound upon the current theories, the primary one being that business associates of Luciano Balducci had discovered that he was having amicable meetings with the law, and that this massacre might have been some kind of underworld punishment.

      Which meant the media was painting Don Balducci as a snitch. Whether or not it was true, this changed everything.
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      This asshole reporter had just outed the Don as some kind of rat, which may or may not have been true. I doubted Don Balducci would ever turn traitor, but crazier things had happened.

      “Fucking deficiente!” I said, using one of the Don’s favorite lines. Macy withered at my words. Lennox remained passed-out with his head on the table.

      Alessia’s eyes met mine. The luster had faded from her emerald gaze; it was now dull and broken. Her face was pale and drawn.

      “Moron?” she said thickly, as if she was having trouble controlling her lips. “Who are you calling a moron? My father, or the reporter?”

      “Both,” I growled.

      Alessia opened her mouth to automatically defend her father, but I held up a hand to cut her off.

      “I’m not saying that your father had turned rat, before you jump down my throat about it. God knows what he was meeting those assholes for, but the Don should have known better than to meet personally with fucking federal agents! He should have sent a representative.”

      “Like you, you mean?” Alessia asked softly.

      I blew my cheeks out before I poured myself another drink—a big one—and necked it straight back. The subtle bite of the smooth liquor in the back of my throat seemed to open a part of my brain that I’d put to bed for the evening. Suddenly, my mind was spinning, running ahead like a cheetah over grasslands, chasing down the fallout of this little pickle of a situation.

      “That goddamn reporter,” I said through gritted teeth. “He might just be doing his fucking job, but him saying it like he did… Every wiseguy from Manhattan Island to Brink is going to think that the Don was nothing more than a snitching pezzo di merda.”

      A part of my brain was surprised at just how much Italian I had picked up during my time with the Don. Who would have thought my skills for bilingualism would come out when the man who had been—essentially—my mentor was laid out on the mortician’s block.

      Lennox came to with a snort and looked blearily around. He caught sight of Alessia’s wan face and nodded to himself. “I wasn’t dreamin’ then?” he slurred. “The Don has, ah, been shuffled off his mortal coil?”

      I shot him a look that said he better choose his words really carefully, seeing as the Don’s daughter was sitting not a yard from him.

      “Then, to use the immortal words of Shakespeare,” Lennox said, holding up his empty glass in salute, “we’re fucked.”

      Macy shot him a cold look and turned to me. “Are we?” she asked.

      I gazed levelly at her until she looked away.

      Things certainly weren’t looking as rosy as they had been a mere five minutes ago. Not only was the Don a corpse, but his entire empire was compromised. Anyone who had anything to do with the Balducci family, if they believed the reports on the news, was going to think that the boss had been a rat. That was only natural, only human instinct. Criminal families worked from the top down; so if the boss was dirty, then the whole family was dirty by affiliation—painted by the same brush. Sure, some low-level employees—the mules and fingermen, the whores and the pushers—might be able to find work with other gangs with which the Balduccis had had a relationship, but they’d always be the object of suspicion. The main problem though, was that the Balducci name now commanded no respect.

      And without respect there can be no fear.

      “The NYPD, alongside the FBI and DEA, are currently investigating what we can only assume was mob-executed justice or a revenge killing of some kind,” the reporter, a different one this time, said. “There were confirmed reports from neighbors of black clouds forming above Balducci’s home shortly before the chauffeur called the police, and signs of what appeared to be the presence of summoned demons and dark magic.”

      “Satanic magic?” Lennox’s large goblin ears pricked up at the mention of demons. “I don’t think gargoyles are into that, so it’s not the Stonespines. If it were satanists, then Balducci is probably painted all over the damn house. Blood makes for excellent summoning circles, or so I hear.”

      In a flurry of skirts, Alessia got up from the sofa and ran from the room. She knocked the table as she went, sending crystal glasses and food all over the gleaming wooden floor.

      I shot a cold look at Lennox, but Macy did the honors of giving him a hearty punch in his spindly arm.

      “Ow! What was that for?” Lennox asked.

      “It’s for being about as tactful as a sledgehammer to the dick,” Macy said, and she punched him again.

      I sighed and got to my feet.

      Now that the Don was dead, we were all in the shit, buried good and deep. But Alessia had just lost her father. I might not have known my biological parents, if I really was the kid from the portrait, but I remembered what it had been like to bury my foster parents. It hadn’t exactly been a barrel of laughs, and the least I could do was try and be there for Alessia.

      I left the other two by the fire, grabbed a fresh bottle of cognac from the drinks trolley, and walked out of the room. I pulled the cork from the bottle with my teeth as I went. It made a satisfying thwop sound as it came free. I grinned bitterly. Spat it away. Took a huge swallow. I had been hoping for a bit more satisfaction than that to top off the evening, but it looked like that might have to wait.

      “Benedict!” I barked.

      The butler was at my side in an instant. “Yes, sir?”

      “I need you to point me in the direction that Alessia just went.”

      “Of course, sir. The young lady will be in the quarters that I set aside for her. They are not as comfortable as the master suite—that I reserved for your good self, of course—but they are more than adequate, I am sure.”

      “Benedict,” I said, trying to keep a hold of my rapidly slipping forbearance, “Alessia’s old man just traded in his fedora for a harp, I’m pretty sure that the only thing she’s going to want from her room is a shower and a bed. Now, where the hell is it?”

      Benedict guided me soundlessy to the outside of a large door, which was covered in a moving, swirling pattern of gold gilt.

      “She’s just in here, sir,” Benedict said. With a little bow, the arcane automaton departed.

      I waited until I was sure he was out of sight, then knocked on the door.

      From inside, Alessia called, “What? Who is it?” Her voice sounded slightly muffled, as though she were speaking through a pillow.

      “It’s me,” I said.

      There was no answer.

      Now that it came to it, I wasn’t sure if I was the guy for this sort of delicate work. I was pretty good at manufacturing grieving family members, but had little experience when it came to consoling them.

      I had liked the Don, of course. I had respected him and I had learned as much from him as I could. However, I had also never kidded myself as to what kind of man he was. He was a gangster—a top mob boss in New York City. As far as concrete jungles went, that was up there. Despite the two-thousand dollar suits, the Thanksgiving turkeys he supplied to the poorer Brooklykn neighborhoods, and the amiability that a lot of power and a lot of money gives a man, the Don had been the fattest dog in a dog-eat-dog town. When they performed the autopsy, they’d find a double backbone and the word ‘villain’ running all the way through him like seaside rock.

      I knocked again and repeated myself. “It’s me. It’s Matthew. Look, I’m not much good at this sort of thing, but if you need a shoulder, or whatever, you can have mine.”

      Still no answer.

      I tapped the fresh bottle of liquor against the door. “I’ll leave this outside your door. There’s a reason that getting shitfaced at times like this is a cliché, you know. It’s because it’s the only thing that works.” I took another swallow from the bottle. “Except revenge.”

      The door was wrenched open from the inside. Alessia stood in the doorway, silhouetted by a fire burning in a hearth behind her. She held onto either side of the doorframe, and her head hung down, her face obscured by the thick red curtain of her hair.

      “You know,” she said thickly, pain etching every word as they slipped between her luscious lips, “I always entertained the notion that, my father being the man he was, I might see him die one day.”

      I didn’t say anything. There wasn’t anything to say.

      “But I never thought that he’d go out like this,” Alessia said. I noticed her fingers tighten on the door frame. “Never with dark magic.”

      Good, I thought, she’s full of rage, rather than grief. I should have known that a tigerkin’s initial reaction to something like this would be fury.

      This was probably the only way the Don would have left this world. He’d been heading down this road his whole life. Mutely, I held the bottle of cognac out to the grieving heir of the Balducci crime empire.

      Alessia looked up and, despite the fact that the fire was smoldering and crackling in the hearth behind her, I saw flames licking at the insides of those furious jade eyes. She took the bottle from me, tipped her face to Heaven—where Don Balducci most certainly wouldn’t be watching from—and took a few deep swallows. Some of the liquor spilled from her lips, and I watched a few drops roll down her chin, down the smooth line of her neck, and disappear into the depths of her cleavage.

      It might just have been one of the sexiest things that I had ever seen. And while I might have been an asshole, I wasn’t asshole enough to let that thought linger. This was a grieving woman; the last thing I should have been doing was eyefucking her.

      I tore my gaze away and saw that Alessia had stopped drinking. She was regarding me with cat-like concentration.

      “What do we do now?” she asked, and I knew that she was talking business not pleasure.

      “We turn our minds to winter,” I said. “We stay cold and logical. Then, when the time is right, we’ll find out who did this and we’ll make them pay. And the sons of bitches are going to pay and then some, and while they’re paying up, you can stand over them and laugh your perfect ass off.”

      She ran her tongue over her lips, sucked the spilled cognac off them with a sucking sound that plucked at my libido like a harp string. I was trying my best not to be an asshole, but this beautiful tigerkin woman was making it damn hard.

      Fuck it. I was an asshole through-and-through, and taking Alessia’s mind off her father’s death could even be considered a good deed. At least, that was my excuse if God ever asked me about it at the pearly gates.

      “But, there's something we’re going to do before that,” I said. The firelight reflected in my eyes, shone in my dark blue Umbra hair.

      Alessia pushed the door open wide. “Yeah,” she said, “you better get your ass in here then.”
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      Alessia pulled me into her bedroom, and I kicked the door shut behind me. Colored paper lamps floated about the room, supported by what I assumed was an intrinsic magic within the mansion. The fire glowed, fanned every now and again by the desert breeze that blew in off the steppe and through the open window. The wind smelled like the smoke from the city and the dust from the desert.

      Alessia dragged me into the center of the room, in front of the fire. She pulled me close, aggressively, her white knuckled hands gripping the lapels of my bullet-resistant jacket.

      “You know what you said about finding the people responsible for what’s happened?” she asked.

      “Yeah,” I said, gazing down into her face and noting the tears that sparkled in the corners of her eyes. I also noted the snarl that curled the corners of her mouth.

      “I’m going to hold you to that Matthew,” Alessia said.

      Her larger than normal canines gleamed hard and white in the sporadic light of the fire.

      “You won’t have to hold me to it, Alessia,” I said. “I’ll make sure we find these motherfuckers. It’ll be my pleasure.”

      “Speaking of pleasure... “ Alessia’s hands slipped down the front of my jacket, made their way inside, and ended up at my belt. “Right now, I need something to take my mind off my father.” She unbuckled my belt with a nimble flip of her hand. “And that means I want you to fuck me.” She spat into her palm. “And fuck me hard.” She unzipped my fly and reached boldly into the front of my pants, into my boxers, and found my cock rising to meet her. “And don’t you fucking dare stop fucking me until I tell you to.”

      

      Before she could get the next word past her lips, I was upon her, pressing her backward, crushing my mouth against hers, my stubbly chin spiky against her smooth chin. There was a dull thump as we collided with a chair sitting in front of an ornate dressing table and knocked it over.

      “That’s it,” Alessia growled into my mouth, nipping at my lips with those damned canines of hers and stoking my lust to newer heights. “That’s it. Start as you mean to go on! Treat me rough! I can handle it!”

      I kissed her hard, pushing my tongue between her lips and running around the inside of her mouth while she moaned. She tasted like cognac certainly, but there was something else on her breath, something that had an edge of tobacco to it. It took me only a few seconds to realize that it was the unique, herbal tang of Gnollnuggz.

      She must have secreted a little bit out of the stash, I thought. Smoked a little to dull the pain of her father’s passing. Well, I suppose that little bit shouldn’t cut into our profits too much.

      I pressed my big frame roughly against her, pushing her further back, up against the dressing table. There was a clatter as a bottle of perfume landed on the glass-topped table. I heard Alessia gasp involuntarily at this coarse treatment, but the smoldering embers of sexual yearning in her heart and head and sex seemed suddenly to burst into flame. I could tell that she wanted me, wanted me more, almost, than anything else. I grinned. It was a good feeling, and I meant to use that knowledge to tease her to the point of climax a few times before I let her cum.

      I pulled off my jacket, breaking our kissing so that I could toss it over the back of a couch sitting by the open window. This slight delay obviously didn’t sit well with Alessia because she pulled her skirt off and kicked it across the room, then pulled her underwear to one side and started playing with herself.

      “Come on,” she said. “Didn’t I say I wanted you to fuck me? Then do it!”

      I came to her again, picked her up as easily as I might a sack of potatoes, my hands clamped under her buttocks. I sat her on the top of the dressing table, sweeping her make-up aside as we continued to kiss and tongue each other hungrily. I pulled her legs apart, and Alessia gasped with delight.

      My hand went straight up to her crotch and started to knead roughly at the front of her underwear. It was callous and unrefined groping, as if I was in a mad rush to have her naked flesh under me—which I was. I felt Alessia respond, bucking against my hand as I rubbed at her soaking wet sex. She pushed herself up on her hands so that I could pull her panties down, and I heard the glass top of the dressing table crack.

      My fingers probed and squelched at her wetness. Occasionally, in my haste and lust, I would run my fingers across her asshole and feel Alessia tense up and quiver with building ecstasy. Once or twice one of my fingers probed into it, fingering her ass for a few moments while she bucked against me and panted.

      “Finger fuck me, come on! Please finger fuck me! I’m close, oh God, I’m close!” Alessia said, not even trying to keep her voice down.

      I grinned, the Gnollnuggz sure did heighten a chick’s sensitivity. I liked to pride myself on having a touch with the ladies, but this had to be a new PB for me. I obeyed, my fingers pummelling into Alessia’s sex—two, then three and then four, stretching her lips to their limit—while I leaned forward to suck and bite her erect nipples, which she had freed from her top.

      “Choke me!” Alessia said suddenly in a high breathy voice. “Choke me, or I’ll fucking scream this place down!”

      In a great flood of sudden womanly relief, Alessia suddenly came. I clutched her by the throat, firm and tight, and this only seemed to add to the intensity of her climax. My fingers still blurred in and out of her as she orgasmed. All of a sudden, a wash of lady juice sprayed down Alessia’s legs and onto her high heels, which I just realized she was still wearing.

      “Show me that fucking cock,” Alessia demanded, her voice raspy with passion. “I want to taste it, I want it in my mouth, down my dirty fucking throat.”

      Shit, I didn’t need telling twice. My fingers now twined through the hair of the tigerkin woman. I pushed her down so that she was kneeling on the thick cream-colored carpet. Then I pushed my pants down so that they were around my knees and tilted my head back as Alessia hungrily went to work on my cock.

      As good as the blowjob was, it wasn’t long before I needed more. I had a visceral urge to be inside of Alessia Balducci.

      I pulled her to her feet, turned her around, and made her stick out her ass to me while she clutched the dressing table. I reached forward and hooked one index finger into the corner of her mouth like a fish-hook, forcing her head sideways so that she had to look at me. I stared cooly back at her as I started to fuck her, ruthlessly penetrating her as deeply as I could. Alessia let out some lewd cries as my nuts slapped with every thrust onto her clit.

      Alessia said she wanted it rough, and so I gave it to her rough. I fucked her as selfishly as I ever had anyone before. I edged her closer to another orgasm before pulling back and letting her recover. Then I brought her to the brink again, and once again stopped, before starting all over.

      Eventually, however, I thought that enough was enough. With her face pressed hard against the cracked glass of the dressing table, I pistoned into her. As soon as I felt her climax, I emptied myself into her. I jerked spasmodically as I came, my world turning to shades of red and pink.

      “That,” I heard Alessia say, from seemingly far away, “was just what the doctor ordered…”

      We collapsed backward onto the bed, peeling off the rest of our clothes until we were both naked. Then we covered ourselves in the fresh duvets.

      “Matthew?” Alessia said after a while.

      “Yes?”

      “I’m not going to push down my grief, I’ve decided,” Alessia said, her tone strong and matter-of-fact, “nor am I going to wallow in it. I’m going to channel it.”

      “We need to find someone to channel it at first,” I said. “Remember what I said about keeping a cool head.”

      Alessia made a little noise in her throat. It might have been a growl. ”Not at those who killed my daddy. Not yet. I’m going to lead in Brink City with you, Matthew. I’m going to channel my rage into that. What do you think about that?”

      I turned slowly to look at her. Something about what she was suggesting—that we should be some sort of team, was it?—didn’t sit right with me. Maybe it was the fog of post-sex relaxation that made it hard to think, but I couldn’t agree with her. I wasn’t going to lead alongside someone. Not now that the Don was dead and gone.

      We locked gazes, and something passed between us then. It was as if a battle was fought with our eyes; a primal struggle for supremacy that was more animal, somehow, than the intense fuck we had just shared.

      Alessia, after a good twenty seconds or so, sighed and looked away.

      “Fine,” she said with a grudging smile. “I’ll be your right hand here then. But only until New York is safe for me to return to. Then I’ll pick up where Daddy left off.”

      “Sure,” I said with a roguish grin, “but you never know, you might just like being on my right hand so much that you decide to stick around. You were sure enjoying riding it just then…”

      Alessia smiled sleepily and wriggled in close to me. “You’re trouble, Matthew,” she mumbled. “Before long, Brink City is going to know just how big a trouble you are.”

      I lay awake a little while later, while Alessia slept nestled into my shoulder. The girl had the spirit of a tiger—the animal she called her kin—but she felt quite small and delicate, lying naked against me, her slim body huddled against my brawny frame.

      While I floated in that pleasant post-coital zone that separated climaxing from sleep, I did some thinking. The Don had always done good by me, but like Alessia, I wasn’t about to wallow about his demise. He’d lived by the metaphorical sword his whole life, and now he had died by it. That was, perhaps, one of the oldest laws of the concrete jungle: the king of the jungle is only as effective as he is vigilant, as he is feared, as he keeps his heart a stone and his self-importance in check. He had sent me to Brink City to make a satellite family for his organization—to craft a new arm for his empire.

      Now that he was dead though, I had no reason to do that.

      I could start something of my own.

      And with that exciting and comforting thought, I gave a little groan of satisfaction. I let the cognac and the post-sex fuzz enfold me in their velvet embrace, and I fell into a healing sleep that was as dark as the devil’s riding boots.
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      Alessia and I reconvened with Lennox, Macy, and Benedict the next morning. We sat around a beautifully laid breakfast table in a conservatory overlooking the shitty, dusty yard and toward the vast smoke of Brink City.

      The place where I was determined my empire would rise.

      After the brief conversation Alessia and I had shared the night before, I was feeling more focused and more inspired than I had ever felt. I would sculpt something out of the shit and mess of this world. I was going to take Brink City by the balls and show it who was Boss. It didn’t matter what obstacles lay in my path, whose toes I’d have to stand on, or who had to fall for me to achieve my ambition. This was a serious business—as serious as the business end of a forty-five—and I meant to get it done.

      The mood was subdued, but my mind was full of possibilities as I sipped the excellent cup of coffee that Benedict placed in front of me.

      “So,” Lennox said through a mouthful of poptart, “what do we do now?”

      My foster-brother was looking a little fragile this morning. I attributed that to an almighty hangover, courtesy of last night’s cognac. To test my theory, I set my coffee cup loudly onto its saucer and gave it an experimental rattle. Lennox winced, as if I’d wrung a gong next to his earhole.

      “God, would you keep it down?” he moaned. “Have you no respect for a dying man?” he realized what he had said and looked guiltily over at Alessia.

      The tigress paid his comment no heed, however. Instead, she said, “The plan has changed a little, Lennox.”

      “It has?” Macy asked. “In what way? We’re not trying to further your family’s ambitions out here?”

      Alessia opened her mouth to field the question, but I spoke over her. This, I felt, was as good a time as any to set the new ground rules and let everyone know where they stood.

      “The Don is dead,” I said bluntly. “He no longer has any concerns with the living, which means that we no longer have to concern ourselves with his wishes. This is my outfit now, understand. This is my house. This is my base of operations.”

      I paused, allowing a few seconds to elapse. A few seconds in which anyone could voice any objections.

      Predictably, Lennox chimed in. “Does that mean I’m second in command?” he asked. “You know, what with me being, um, family and all? Are we going to have a little bit of a—”

      “If you say anything about Batman and Robin, Lennox... “ I said warningly.

      “I was going to use Tony Montana and his cousin Manny as an example,” Lennox said enthusiastically.

      I gave my foster-brother a bemused look. “You remember what Tony does to Manny in Scarface, don’t you?”

      Lennox paused in mid chew. “Oh, yeah... “ he said.

      “This isn’t a democracy,” I said. “If I learned one thing from Don Balducci, it’s that this all works top-down. I’m, effectively, a dictator. I tell any of you to do something, and you better fucking do it, or you risk everything that we have. Get that into your heads right now. It starts here.” I gave Macy a stare that she could have bent a horseshoe around. “It starts with loyalty. Now, the Balducci name is pretty much fucked, so we’ll have to work it all out for ourselves and start from the ground up. Alessia, you’re going to have to keep your head down for a while, work out some way to make yourself unrecognizable as a Balducci.”

      “I could think of some ways,” she said. “That chip of yours did a number on me once, do you reckon it could do it again?”

      I looked at Lennox. “You think it could make a change that was almost permanent?” I asked him.

      Lennox looked thoughtfully at me. He tapped his chin with a spindly green finger. There was a light in his eyes that spoke of a challenge laid down.

      “I believe it could make a change nearly permanent,” the goblin said. “It might require a touch-up every now and then, but you don’t seem to have any problems. . . well, touching up Miss Balducci here.”

      Alessia rolled her eyes at Lennox.

      “Not Balducci,” I said as a plan crystallized in my mind. I drained my coffee, stood up, and looked out of the window toward the city. “Her name’s Ally Belvedere now. And me… I’m Matthew Belvedere. We’ll say that Alessia is my wife, and I’ve returned to claim my family’s fortune. It’ll make a good front for our less reputable business endeavors, which, I might add, we’ll be starting as soon as we get a good lay of the land. This,”—I paused to reach into my jacket and remove the creased manilla folder Don Balducci had given me. It contained the various groups in Brink who were either allies, enemies, or fair game—”is now useless.”

      I tore it to shreds and tossed it onto the breakfast table.

      “We make our own way from here,” I said, and turned to look back out over the desert toward Brink City.
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      The next few days passed in a slow whirl of preparation as I got our new base of operations sorted out and organized. I ordered Benedict Frobisher, our friendly resident robot butler, to start making the neglected sixties and seventies muscle cars outside Belvedere Manor roadworthy again. We still had Macy’s Range Rover, scarred, beat-up, and riddled with bullet holes as it was. But it was hardly the sort of vehicle to reconnoiter a city in—it’d stick out like a diamond in a chimney sweep’s earlobe. Luckily, Benedict proved to be a dab hand with a wrench. Soon, my robot butler had the Buick Riviera up and running again.

      Once the Buick was working again, I sent Macy and Lennox to scope out the urban terrain within Brink City. Lennox had, among other things, packed a selection of surveillance gear—along with his single extra pair of underpants—and so they went out to hear what might be heard and see what might be seen. Chiefly, I was interested in whether any word of Alessia Balducci’s arrival in Brink City had been picked up by the ever-sensitive Brink City grapevine. Seeing as we had killed all the Bloody Rams at the meeting—as far as I knew—if any whisper of her presence was circulating through the city’s intricate criminal network, I’d attribute it to one of Captain Shepherd’s squad, supplementing their police salary with a bit of light informing.

      I wanted to trust Macy, but the professional criminal in me was having a hard time with it. I liked her, and my gut suggested that her trusting the Bloody Rams had just been a mistake on her part. Still, I’d sent Lennox to accompany her on these recon missions to ensure that she wasn’t playing two sides. If she came through with the goods and managed to secure the meeting that I was after, I was prepared to put the past behind us.

      Much to her frustration, I made Alessia—or Ally, as I kept having to remind myself to call her—stay at the manor with me. This was not just for her own individual protection, but for the protection of this new organization that I was now heading—the Belvedere Family as I called it in my head. I didn’t need an acerbic, vengeful tigerkin out on the street, bringing all sorts of heat down on us.

      Ally had assured me she was capable of staying patient when it came to hunting down those persons responsible for her father’s death. Even so, I wasn’t going to take any chances. I’d been handed a golden opportunity to start an empire of my own here, and I wasn’t about to blow it through lack of intelligence and prudence. If I’d learned one thing from Don Balducci, it was that pride and overconfidence would kill you just as assuredly as a bullet or a spell.

      “I can control my passions, Matthew,” she told me, the first time I stopped her walking out the door with Lennox and Macy, who were off on a recon mission.

      I smiled at her then, recalling the sex we’d enjoyed on our first night at the mansion, and every night since.

      Ally grinned back. “Well, I can control certain passions then, is what I mean,” she said.

      “No, you stay here with me,” I’d told her. “There are things to organize. Besides, I’ve seen people promise to keep their emotions in check and fail when pushed, and that had been involving things far less intense or personal than the murder of their father.”

      To her credit, Ally hadn’t put up a fight—but she hadn’t looked very happy about it either.

      We spent the intervening days sorting and categorizing the equipment the Don had shipped over to us before his demise. It had arrived, according to Benedict, the very night that we ourselves had arrived. I had wondered how the hell the Don had managed to do that; transport a couple of very hefty crates stuffed to bursting with weapons, ammunition, equipment, and blocks of cash at the same rate as we had traveled. It just went to show, I supposed, just how effective a lubricant money could be, when it came to greasing wheels. With enough money and a generous enough hand, a man could move mountains.

      The Don, as was his wont, had not skimped when it came to the supplies, weapons, and ammunition. I would have liked to think that this was purely out of respect for the years of loyal service that I spent in his employ but, realistically, it was safer to assume that he had wanted his little girl and heir to be as protected as was humanly possible. When you’re walking through the valley of the shadow of death, it always pays to have a bigger staff than the other guys, if you can.

      During transit, the weapons and gear in the crates had been disguised behind a single layer of Lucky Charm cereal boxes—an irony of sorts, seeing that the first thing we had done in Brink City was turn a bunch of Irish fauns into burger meat. I was surprised at this, as the Don would have paid off anyone who might have potentially kicked up a fuss about him air-freighting a large consignment of guns—from the mayor of New York to the custom agents. However, it became apparent that this had been a personal touch, for when I cracked open the first wooden crate with a crowbar and revealed the layer of Lucky Charm cereal boxes, Ally let out a muffled half gasp half sob.

      “What?” I asked, bewildered. Surely, no one had that much of an aversion to Lucky Charms?

      Ally quickly got hold of herself and wiped away the single tear that had managed to escape down her cheek. She swallowed a couple of times, cleared her throat, and said, “It’s nothing. Lucky Charms were my favorite cereal when I was a kid is all. For a while, they were all that I’d eat. I remember that my dad would make an effort to be home for dinners every Wednesday night, and I’d serve us up two bowls of Lucky Charms, you know. It was just a thing…”

      I didn’t say anything, but handed her a box of cereal, and she grinned.

      “Maybe we can have a bowl in his memory later,” she said. “But first, let’s see what else he’s sent us.”

      The answer to that question was firepower, and lots of it.

      The first case was crammed full of Heckler and Koch 416 assault rifles, boxes of 5.56mm NATO, 9x19mm Parabellum ammunition, and half a dozen Brugger & Thommet MP9 submachine guns. I picked one of these little babies out and turned it over in my hands. I ejected the magazine and saw that it was pretty big—probably held thirty rounds—and the weapon had a silencer already attached to it.

      “Handy if we ever have to do any quiet work,” I said to Ally, setting the MP9 on a table.

      “Oh yeah, because quiet work is so you, Matthew,” she said drily.

      She had a point there.

      At the bottom of the crate, under the boxes of the ammunition for the assault rifles and submachine guns, was a layer of Safe Life Defence FRAS body armor. These vests—FRAS standing for Flexible Rifle Armor System—provided Level III armor protection, while still being fairly easy to move around in and not overly bulky. This particular body armor would help to stop any bullet up to about a 7.62mm rifle round—though you’d still be in a world of pain if you were unfortunate enough to take one of those in the ribs.

      “Your old man wasn’t messing about, huh?” I said, holding up one of the vests. It weighed about fifteen pounds.

      “I suppose he didn’t want to take any chances with me,” Ally said. “If only he’d been so careful himself.”

      The second crate contained a selection of explosives: M67 fragmentation grenades that looked like they’d been picked right out of the factory, MK3A2 concussions grenades that relied on producing intense short-range shockwaves to fuck up enemies, M84 flashbangs, and about two dozen bricks of Semtex plastic explosive.

      “All this shit looks like it came straight off the factory floor,” I said to Ally.

      She shrugged. “Daddy had a lot of connections amongst the military contractors. You don’t want to be buying second hand when it comes to grenades now, do you, Matthew? You’ve heard the expression ‘buy cheap, buy twice’? Well, you don’t get that option if you’ve got a subpar grenade on you.”

      I couldn’t fault that.

      As shiny and new as our little collection of explosives were, the pistols had obviously been around the block. There was a batch of CZ 75 BD nine-mil pistols, which had had their serial numbers welded over, while a bunch of the ever-popular Beretta 92A1 looked to have had their serial numbers erased with a milling machine. I could see Don Balducci’s logic in this; in the middle of some particularly kinetic disagreement, it was all too easy to misplace a pistol. It was also sometimes necessary to throw away a handgun after completing some little assignment, and the less chance there was of that pistol being traced the better.

      There were also a few small tactical drones—Black Hornet 3s, which weighed only thirty-two grams and could fly at about 13 miles an hour—and tracking dots. The tracking dots I had used before and was well aware of how helpful they were. They were adhesive, could be stuck on practically anything, and then tracked on your cell phone. The second crate was topped off by a few sets of ATN PS154 night-vision goggles, a couple of Mossberg Shockwave shotguns, and enough twelve-gauge and solid slugs to give any adversary pause for thought.

      All in all, it was a damn good haul and would doubtless prove to come in extremely useful—if our opening confrontation with the Bloody Rams had been anything to go by. The cherry on this gunpowder-rich sundae though, for me, was the fact that my lever-action Winchester 87 shotgun was stowed in with the two Mossbergs and, in one corner, wrapped in a cloth bag, were my matching Colts.

      “Well hey there, my little trouble-makers,” I said as I pulled them and their shoulder harness out of the bag. “I’ve missed you two.”
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      By the fourth day of us having established ourselves at Belvedere Manor, Macy had determined that no word of Alessia’s Balducci’s arrival had reached the keen ears of the street. This was managed through some careful and patient detective work on her behalf—and no doubt hampered by my overeager foster-brother. This was great news for us. I wanted the Brink City underworld to be as stable as ever it was. Even the rumor of a Balducci being in town would have the Brink crime families tightening their security, especially after the disgrace that the Don had been seemingly working with the feds.

      Macy had also succeeded in organizing a meeting with the head of the Guernsey Family; a reputably beautiful and ambitious faun going by the name of Queen Charlotte Guernsey. It was the Guernsey Family that controlled, and took a tribute from, the Bloody Rams gang. It was this woman that I hoped to meet with. We’d slaughtered one of their tributary gangs, and the only way we could clear the bad blood would be to meet with each other and talk it out. It was risky business, entering the den of a family who probably wanted your head, but I figured it better to face the problem head-on and come to an agreement rather than get popped when you weren’t looking.

      When Macy and Lennox arrived back at the mansion that evening, she recounted the news while Ally and I sat in the lavish drawing room.

      “Nice work, Macy,” I said after she and Lennox had finished giving me the details. “This meeting will be essential for clearing the bad blood between us. You didn’t tell her that we were actually the party directly involved in the fight at the warehouse, did you?”

      Macy shook her head. “I just said that my boss had information about it that she would find helpful.”

      I nodded, turned away, and shot a quick glance at Lennox. My foster-brother gave a subtle nod, indicating that what Macy said was the truth.

      “I still don’t get why we want to make friends with these people,” Lennox said, walking over to a sideboard and grabbing a handful of pecans from a bowl. “Why don’t we just ice them? Nothing is less likely to kill you than a dead person, surely? Unless, of course, the corpse in question had had all its orifices sewn shut by some fiend and been left to decompose for a few days, and the resulting methane buildup was then touched off by a naked flame causing a fairly localized, but potentially lethal, explosion…”

      I let the goblin talk himself out. Sometimes that was easier than finding something suitably heavy to throw at him.

      “We’re not going to ‘ice’ them,” I said, “because we don’t want to look like we’re setting up a competing family—since it’ll be in the best interests of all the other families to take us out and retain the status-quo that already exists here.”

      Lennox started choking on a nut, which gave Macy the perfect opportunity to step forward and crack him across the back. The pecan shot out of the end of Lennox’s nose and was caught deftly by Benedict the butler, who happened to be gliding through the door at that moment. He looked at it with mild interest.

      “I—I get you,” Lennox wheezed, dabbing at his streaming eyes. “With the preservation of this family in mind, you’re going to make some sort of deal with a low-level family. These Guernsey’s?”

      “Ten points to you,” I said.

      “That makes sense,” Macy said. “Queen Charlotte Guernsey has lofty ideas, but the Guernseys are, at the end of the day, still only running casinos and gambling parlors on Level One of the city.”

      “Only a fool would try and muscle their way to the top of the food chain with no sort of relationships with any other family in the city underneath them,” Ally said. She took a sip from the glass of white wine she was drinking. “All you end up doing is completely surrounding yourself with enemies.”

      “Exactly,” I said. “I’m going to be patient and smart about this. There’s no real rush. Too much haste will only result in us ballsing the expansion of our enterprise up. In this game, fucking up is tantamount to digging your own grave. Lessons are sharp—razor sharp.”

      I glanced over at Ally, but she was stoically drinking her wine. Her jade eyes betrayed not so much as a glimmer of anger or sadness. In just four days, she had managed to move on from her father’s death and put her mind and heart into our new direction.

      “The aim of the game,” I continued, “is to find ways to put everyone in our pockets. We have to hold off on any real altercations with the high-risers until it’s completely unavoidable.”

      “Basically, we need to find a way to ensure that our existence is more beneficial to other families than our eradication, is that what you’re saying?” Lennox said.

      “I always said you were a smart cookie, Lennox,” I replied.

      “So,” Ally said in a smooth voice, “now that this meeting is set up, does that mean we’ll all be attending?”

      I nodded. “Yeah, we want to cement a relationship with at least one other family as soon as possible. We’ll all go.”

      “Even me?” Lennox asked excitedly, spilling his nuts all over the ground in his delight.

      “Yeah, even you, brother,” I said.

      I made a show of looking around the grand drawing room, which we had made an unofficial war-room of sorts. There were weapons stacked about the place, and a few maps of the different levels, boroughs, and sub-sections of the city spread on tables and pinned to the walls.

      “I mean, I’ve just inherited a mansion,” I said. “I can’t be leaving you here all alone and have you burn the thing down around your ears.”
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      Lennox came to me the following morning, his long-fingered hands clasped in front of him, a look of preoccupation on his sly goblin face.

      “Len,” I said, taking a last bite of the bacon sandwich that I had been enjoying, “what the hell are you still doing here? I thought you and Macy were going into the city for one last bit of reconnaissance before the meeting tomorrow?”

      Lennox nodded, his green-skinned fingers twisting around each other like a bunch of randy, emaciated snakes. “That was the plan, yeah. But something’s come up.”

      I sipped my coffee, washed down the bacon sandwich, and took a second to study my foster-brother. He looked unusually serious. The coffee was dark and sweet, just the way I liked it. I had to hand it to Benedict, once you explained how you liked your food and drink, he hit it out of the park every single time.

      “Something’s come up, has it?” I asked. “It better be important, because you and Macy’s mission is pretty goddamn crucial. We need to know whether any word has spread that Alessia Balducci is in Brink.”

      “Well, you see, Matty,” Lennox said slowly. “I think I’ve found something. A hidden area of the manor, so to speak.”

      “Hidden? Hidden where?”

      “I was poking about in the cellars, seeing what sort of grog the Belvederes had squirreled away—I came across a barrel of excellent shiraz, with a lovely cranberry nose to it, by the way—”

      “Stay on topic, Len,” I said mildly.

      “Right. Right you are, Matty. Anyway, I was having a little sticky beak down there, and I came across a row of those really fucking massive barrels, you know—what the Frenchies call a foudre, right? Now, there were half a dozen of these enormous vessels—I’d say, at a rough glance, they hold about three-hundred hectoliters—and five of them were dead empty and had had the bungs knocked out of them…”

      “And the sixth?” I asked.

      “The sixth was empty too,” Lennox said, “but the bung was still in place. I tapped on it, right at the bottom of the foudre, but there’s not a drop in it, I swear. I had a bit more of a look and what do you reckon I found on one edge?”

      “Hinges,” I said promptly.

      “Actually, I found hin… Hey, how the hell did you know that there were hinges?”

      “You said you thought you’d found something hidden,” I said. “Makes sense that it’d be a door.”

      “Okay, smartass,” Lennox said, “there you have it. A hidden door.”

      “Did you open it?” I asked, voicing the pertinent question.

      Lennox shook his head. “Wasn’t strong enough.”

      I could believe that. There had been many times when Lennox had been required to call in reinforcements when confronted by an uncracked cranberry juice lid.

      “Have you asked Benedict about it?” I said. “If anyone can clear up whether there are any secret parts to this place it’d be him.”

      Lennox nodded and cocked his head as he looked at me. “That’s just it, you see. I asked our dear old automaton, but he got very cagey. Very cagey indeed. In fact, I’d go so far as to surmise that he blew me off somewhat.”

      “What makes you think that?” I said.

      “He told me, rather stiffly, that his programming required that he only answer such questions when asked by the master of the house. You.”

      I looked around in my seat. Benedict had been standing at statuesque attention while I breakfasted, attentively pouring more coffee for me whenever my mug was running low. Now, though, he had vanished.

      I wiped my mouth with a napkin and got to my feet. I patted myself under my arm and found that I wasn’t carrying my Colt Combat Commanders. I’d left them up in my room on the bedside table.

      “All right, Lennox, you’ve piqued my interest, man,” I said. “You run off and grab one of those CZ 75 BDs and a Mossberg shotty—just in case—and I’ll meet you at the head of the cellar stairs in five.”

      “Where are you going?” Lennox asked.

      “I’m just off to build a log cabin,” I replied. “I’ll meet you by the cellar.”

      It was actually ten minutes later that I walked through the kitchen and found Lennox sitting on an upturned bucket. He was twirling the CZ pistol around one long forefinger, the muzzle zipping past the end of his nose with every revolution. He looked like a small, green cowboy. He glanced up at my approach.

      “Jeez Louise, brother,” he said, “what kept you! Was it coming out sideways or something?”

      I whipped the twirling handgun out of Lennox’s hand and checked it.

      “You’re aware that this is loaded, yeah?” I asked.

      “Duh,” Lennox said, channeling his inner thirteen year-old girl with unerring accuracy. “What good’s a gun if it’s not loaded?”

      “And you know that the safety was off and that these pistols have very light triggers?” I said.

      Lennox paled a little. “I thought the safety was on.”

      “Yeah, well, it wasn’t.”

      Without me having to ask, Lennox handed over the Mossberg.

      “Good call, Duke,” I said.

      Lennox led the way down the stairs and into the cellar. I had expected to step down into a dank crypt of a place; all stone arches, puddles, and oozing, slimy walls. However, after descending some fifteen worn stone steps, I stepped out into a very dry, very tidy open space. It was dark down here, the cavernous place lit only by the odd flickering hover-bulb powered by magic. If properly conjured and contained, magical lights could last for years, but it was clear that no one ever came down here.

      “Which way?” I asked Lennox, my voice automatically dropping to the level reserved for hospitals, libraries, and banks.

      “Follow me, Matty,” Lennox said in his usual high and piercing voice, which reverberated off the stone and bounced away into the darkness.

      Goblins were good in the dark and had an excellent sense of direction when underground. I had always found this an ironic fact, because Lennox, after four days of being in the house, still struggled to find his way from his bedroom to the breakfast table each morning. On two occasions I’d had to send Benedict out to locate him.

      “How fucking big is this place?” I asked.

      We were making our way through a maze of old shelves. They must have held enough bottles of vintage wine and port to get a decent-sized army absolutely ratshit drunk for a week. There was also a lot of furniture down there, hidden under dust sheets and wrapped in plastic. Boxes of books and scrolls were stuffed into a row of cabinets, and I wondered what secrets they held. If I took the time the time to go through all that paper and parchment, would I find records of the Belvederes? Would there be something in there that would explain the whole mystery about how I was thirty, but had, apparently, been born sixty years ago? Were there documents and accounts that might hint at why my parents had been taken out, and by whom?

      “It stretches away right under the house, as far as I can tell.” Lennox tapped on an enormous buttress as we walked past it. “These are the support columns for the main building,” he explained. “There are heaps of them, as you’d expect for such a big old place. I’m pretty sure though, that this hidden door leads beyond the perimeter of the house. I think that wherever it leads has been carved out of the desert rock.”

      We passed some more dust sheet covered furniture, then the shapes of a few objects snagged my attention.

      “Are those…?” I started to say before I pulled off the dust sheet of one thing we were approaching. “It is,” I said as the object beneath was revealed.

      It was a beautiful vintage Triumph Bonneville motorcycle. The dust sheet, combined with the dry, airless conditions of the cellar, had done its job and the motorcycle looked perfect. It was painted in an eggshell blue, except for the fuel tank, which had a red racing stripe along either side. I whistled with appreciation then looked over at the dust sheet next to the motorcycle. I pulled this one off too. Underneath this one was a BSA Rocket 3.

      “You know what I see here, Len?” I asked my foster-brother.

      “Pussy magnets on wheels?” Lennox suggested.

      “No. I see a reason for this big-ass cellar to have another way in.”

      “What do you mean?” Lennox asked.

      “You don’t ride motorcycles like this up and down the stairs, brother,” I said patiently. “I’d say that there’s an entry point somewhere that leads out into the desert.”

      “A secret entrance, like the Batcave?” Lennox asked, his eyes shining with excitement.

      “Yeah… I guess,” I said carefully.

      “Cool,” Lennox breathed dreamily.

      Lennox led us on, snaking through the assorted debris of things that had been tucked away for storage without any real intention of being pulled out ever again. The whole massive space reminded me of someone’s attic crossed with a crypt, but on a far grander scale. With the stone that pressed in all around and above us, no sound permeated from outside or upstairs. It was utterly quiet.

      Finally, after five minutes of scuffing along, the row of six enormous barrels loomed out of the ill-lit gloom.

      “It’s that one there.” Lennox pointed to the second one from the right.

      I moved closer. My eyes had adjusted to the poor light, so I was able to make the hinges of the secret door when Lennox pointed them out to me.

      “Yeah, looks like a door doesn’t it?” I said.

      “Do you reckon you can get it open?” Lennox asked.

      “I have had two bacon sandwiches and four cups of coffee this morning. May as well give it a try.” I handed Lennox the shotgun.

      I heaved on the spigot at the front of the foudre, trying to use it to get a purchase. As soon as I gave it one heaving pull, I knew that it wasn’t rust or anything like that which was making the hidden door so hard to open.

      “I can feel a resistance from this side too,” I said, pointing at the other side of the foudre. “Like there’s some sort of bolt engaged.”

      Lennox and I looked around the edge of the great barrel for a few moments, but could find nothing that might tell us where the concealed lock was.

      “Goddamn, you son of a whore bitch titty head!” Lennox suddenly raged. “We’re one lock away from getting our very own Batcave, and we’ve been defeated by some fucking, no-good French, giant barrel piece of cat turd mother f—” he gave the bung a vicious kick.

      There was a grinding ker-chunk as the bung slid into the face of the wooden foudre. Then a c-c-c-click.

      I looked down at my foster-brother who’d stopped in the middle of throwing a John McEnroe of a tantrum.

      “Did you just accidentally Sherlock Holmes that shit?” I asked.

      Lennox shrugged, his eyebrows heading so far north that I thought he was going to lose them in his thick slick of black hair.

      I pulled on the door and, after a moment of resistance, it swung ponderously open.

      Immediately, a wash of potent and malignant magic washed over me, sending my magical sensory faculty into DEFCON 1.

      “Shit,” I said, grabbing Lennox by the shoulder as he happily hopped into the opening jaws of whatever the hell was waiting down there. I pulled the goblin along behind me and, as quickly as I could, closed the huge door.

      Though it was hard to describe, if the sensation had been a smell, it would have been rotting meat. If it had been a sound, it would have been claws down a chalkboard. It had sent shivers all the way up my spine and through my molars.

      “What the hell, man?” the goblin asked in a peeved voice.

      I explained what I had just felt. The feeling that had assailed my extra sensory perception had been so strong I was almost astounded Lennox hadn’t been able to feel anything.

      Lennox looked puzzled, as well he might. “Magic? Potent, bad magic?” he asked me again.

      “Without a shadow of a doubt,” I said.

      “But how could anything be alive down here after sixty years? And if it’s radiating such evil magical intent, it can’t have snuck up to the house in the dead of night to get food or anything, can it? You would have felt it?”

      “Yeah, I would have.”

      “Even if you were asleep?”

      “Lennox,” I said, “that’s the thaumaturgical equivalent of someone throwing a bucket of cold water over you. I’d have felt that, even if I’d drunk two bottles of whisky.”

      “I wonder what it could be then?” Lennox said, and the light of fascinated, scientific interest was kindled in his eye. I didn’t like that look. It was the sort of inquisitive look that Lennox got shortly before he reduced a building to rubble, or laminated some poor college lab partner to the ceiling of their laboratory.

      I was spared telling Lennox to get his skinny ass back upstairs and grab every gun he could hold, while I stayed down here and watched the door, by the arrival of Ally and Macy. The two women were both holding Brugger & Thommet MP9 submachine guns, and I could see that Macy also had a Beretta tucked into her belt.

      “What the hell are you two doing down here?” Ally asked.

      “More relevantly,” I said, “how did you guys know we were down here? And what’s with the hardware?”

      “I was looking for Lennox,” Macy said. “We were meant to hit the road twenty minutes ago. When I couldn’t find him I came looking for you, and I bumped into Ally and she said that she hadn’t seen you this morning either.”

      “Then we managed to track down Benedict,” Ally interjected, “and he told us that he didn’t know where the two of you had gone, but he suspected that you were in the cellars. When I asked the old boy what the hell you were doing down there he got a little...weird about it. Wouldn’t give me a straight answer.”

      “Yeah, that’s right. He was guarded or something,” Macy said. “Anyway, it gave me the bad juju. So we grabbed a couple of bits and pieces from the War Room and came down.”

      “As for tracking you,” Ally said, “I’m part tigress, darling. And also,” she clicked on a penlight and pointed it down to the ground where mine and Lennox’s tracks were clearly visible in the dust and grit of the cellar floor, “it’s not like you have to be a detective to figure that mystery out.”

      “What are you guys doing down here anyway?” Macy asked.

      Lennox explained, more or less, that he had been following a hunch that had grown on him after he had found this concealed door and asked for an explanation from Benedict.

      “I wonder what his deal is about this door?” Ally asked.

      “I’d be willing to bet that it’s got something to do with that fact that there’s some fucking mean and potant magic behind this door,” I said.

      “What do you mean?” Macy asked.

      “I felt it. Felt this… surge of vindictive magic, as soon as we opened the door,” I told her.

      “But I thought that you only felt or saw magic when it was aimed at you, aimed at you and with malice in mind?” Ally asked. “Isn’t that right?”

      “Yeah, but I still get little tastes, even if the bad magic is only being used in my surrounding area,” I said. “This though… This was like a slap in the face, only…” I paused trying to articulate the feeling. “Only, it was directionless, you know. Wherever that magic was emanating from, it wasn’t aimed at me or Lennox or anything specific, I don’t think.”

      I looked at the trio standing around me. I became aware that they were waiting on me to make a decision. These guys would follow me, whatever I decided to do. This was a key moment for me to showcase that the Belvedere Family didn’t fuck about—especially in their own base of operations.

      “This is my goddamn house,” I said simply. “I don’t like the feel of what’s through here. What I like even less is that there might be some magical asshole freeloading on my property. Let’s go evict the son of a bitch.”

      There was that wonderful snapping, clacking chorus of weapons being cocked. It was the only answer that I required.

      I heaved the heavy door open once again. Once more, that feeling of very bad, rotten magic—full of bile and aimless hate—flowed out and hit me in the chest like a wave of sewage. My extra sense picked up no visual sign. This was enough to tell me that, whatever was loosing this magic, wasn’t too near us.

      “Follow me,” I said to those behind me as I held the Mossberg at the ready.
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      The doorway opened into a rough cut, subterranean passageway that led from beneath the mansion, toward the desert. There was the sound of water flowing distantly. Strangely, there were still floating globes of light occasionally hanging in the air of the passageway.

      “So, this is man-made,” I said to Lennox, Macy, and Ally, “but it definitely looks like the Belvederes wanted to keep this place secret.”

      “To me,” Ally said, “these look like catacombs, though why there’d be catacombs out here I have no clue. But the Don used to store drugs and liquor in tunnels similar to this out near Pelham Bay Park.”

      We carried on through the catacombs. We moved silently, only talking to point something out or call a halt so that we could listen. I could feel the aura of malignant magic building. Eventually, when I could almost taste it, I turned to Ally.

      “I think you’re going to need a boost for this,” I said to her.

      She smiled at me before I upgraded her with my augmented chip. Her form became more monstrous; her limbs more toned, red fur sprouting along her exposed forearms, and her legs becoming more like those of a tiger. I noticed that, while her nails had turned into claws, her hands hadn’t grown all that larger, so she wouldn’t have any trouble pulling the trigger of her MP9.

      “How about me?” Macy asked.

      I shook my head. “I’m not desperate enough to boost your powers. Besides, the last time all you did was have a vision of me collecting monster girls. I can’t imagine another of those would be much help at the moment. And if it’s something different. . . let’s just say you haven’t earned it.” And, if I were being honest, I wasn’t entirely sure I trusted Macy completely just yet.

      “Alright, boss,” the fairy replied.

      Lennox began to jibber and mutter under his breath.

      “What?” I asked, but I felt like I already knew what he wanted.

      “I think—I think—I, uh, think that you should maybe, um, use that chip I made on me,” the goblin stammered.

      “I don’t know if that’s a good idea, Len,” I said.

      “Matty, I get that you’d be reticent in handing me a firearm, I get that, I do,” Lennox said. “I’d probably only manage to blow my own elbow off or something, but the chip only enhances what is already there... “

      A long, drawn out wail of apoplectic despair suddenly echoed down the corridor. It shivered through the air and ended on a mournful note that hung around the back of my brain.

      “The fuck w-w-was that?” Lennox squeaked.

      “A ghoul,” Macy said promptly.

      Another moan seemed to issue out of the bowels of the earth. The sound somehow managed to articulate that the issuer hated everything and everyone without reservation. Then, there was another. And another.

      “Ghouls,” I said. I checked that I had indeed got a twelve-gauge shell sitting in the chamber of the Mossberg Shockwave. I turned back to Lennox. “All right, brother. I guess you get your chance. Those fucking things would have smelled us by now.”

      I clapped my augmented palm to my foster-brother’s clammy green cheek. I felt the cigarette-hot burn in my palm as the energy flowed out from me.

      I waited to see what shape Lennox would turn into, but there seemed to be no outward difference.

      “Shit,” I said, shaking my hand. “Maybe I broke it.”

      “That’d be about my luck,” Lennox said in a quavering voice. “Just when we’re about to get picked apart by ghouls.”

      “Look, man,” I said, “I promise we’ll figure it out, but right now, I need you to creep down there and use your goblin stealth to see what we’re dealing with, okay?”

      Lennox looked appalled by this plan, but he raised his chin and said, “Yes, boss.”

      Then, in a twinkling, he vanished.

      I blinked. “What the…” I began to say, but then, skidding to a stop in front of me with a huge grin on his face was Lennox.

      “Did you see that speed?” he crowed.

      “Actually, no,” I said.

      “Exactly! They’re not ghouls either, by the way.”

      “They’re not?” Macy asked.

      “Nope, they’re some type of lizardmen, but they look dead to me—or undead. Whatever. Anyway, they smell pretty ripe.”

      “Ghouls or lizardmen,” I said, “they’re squatters and they’ve got to go.”

      “Come on then,” Lennox said. “Get your slow elderly ass out there and take these things down!” he urged. “There must only be a dozen or so, and you won’t believe the place they’re milling about in!” And he was gone again.

      Christ, I thought, that’s all we need; Lennox ripping around at seventy miles per hour on foot. My foster-brother, a regular speed demon.

      I followed his lead though and walked briskly out into the cavern beyond the passageway to find the source of this malignant magic and put an end to it.

      On exiting the passageway, the first thing I noticed were the lizardmen. No surprise there. Their grossly elongated, spindly arms dragged across the ground behind them. Their bulbous red eyes glowed in their sockets. Black pointed teeth knifed out from rotten gums. Spined tails whipped out from behind their malnourished forms. Lennox was right; they looked dead. The scaly skin, which was visible through the rents and holes in the brown wraps they wore—appeared to be soft, rancid, and a nauseating gray color. Also—

      “They stink!” Ally gagged, stepping out of the passage behind me and gagging. “Talk about being in need of some serious Chanel Number Five.”

      The undead lizardmen were moaning and groaning their way around a large cavern that looked to have been quarried and blasted out of the rock without the slightest bit of finesse. There were all sorts of rusted metal tables, cabinets, and pieces of equipment that I didn’t recognize. The latter was probably what had excited Lennox so much. There were all sorts of instruments hanging on the rough walls and, over in one corner a couple of strange looking booths that reminded me of all-glass English telephone boxes.

      The lizardmen had been shuffling around like old drunks when we’d entered but, on seeing us, they suddenly lifted up their heads as one and cried out in their hideously miserable voices. Their red eyes blazed, and they came lurching quickly towards us.

      “No time for introductions, then?” I said before I let loose with the shotgun in my hands.

      I was expecting the twelve-gauge slug to tear through the diseased-looking flesh like wet newspaper. However, to my surprise, the zombie lizardman I’d fired at took the shot in the thigh with little consequence. The gray flesh rippled and seemed to absorb the force of the buckshot. The little lead balls tinkled to the floor.

      The lizardman came reeling on. I tried another shot at him, this time hitting him in the chest, but with the same disappointing result. Next to me, Ally unloaded at another lizardman with her MP9, but the nine-mil rounds simply bounced off him.

      “What the fuck!” she cried in exasperation.

      Then, Lennox zoomed out of the blue and tripped the lizardman heading my way by kneeling where he was about to take his next step. The playground tactic worked. The lizardman went head over biscuit and landed at my feet. I put the muzzle of the shotgun to the top of the reptilian head and squeezed the trigger.

      This time, the lizardman’s noggin popped like a dropped egg. Green, decomposing brain matter splattered across the floor and over my boots.

      “Son of a bitch,” I cursed. “I just had Benedict polish these puppies.” Then, I turned to Macy and Ally at my side. “Headshots!”

      By then, the eleven remaining lizardmen were on us. I struck one with the barrel of my shotgun, then sent another stumbling back with a kick to the chest. In the room this afforded me, I pointed my shotgun at another, pulled the trigger, and turned its head from a solid into a liquid. The lizardman dropped, twitching. I switched my aim to take out the one next to it, but then had to abort the shot. Macy had got herself in a bind with it and was straining to get her MP9 up to fire at its head. I watched on, as Macy let go of her submachine gun, which her lizardman was twisting out of her grip with terrible strength. She reached down, whipped the Beretta from her belt, stuck it under the lizardman’s jaw, and put three rounds through its face and head, taking it down.

      Ally was the only one of us who had broken free of the close-quarters fighting. She had used her tigerkin agility to leap over the closing circle of lizardmen and come at them from the rear. She shot one of our foes through the back of the skull with a burst from her MP9, then batted another aside with a meaty punch to the side of the head.

      As I shot another of our scaled foes in the chest to push him back and give me a little breathing room, Lennox zipped in like a streak of green lightning. The goblin smashed the lizardman right between the legs with a sledgehammer that he must have found on one of the work benches. The lizardman let out a dismal screech of rage. As it opened its mouth very obligingly, I shoved the barrel of my Mossberg between its black teeth and let loose the last shell, spraying gore in all directions.

      There were only seven of the fuckers left now. That quickly became six as Lennox sped invisibly into the fray and cracked another lizardman behind the knee with the sledgehammer, sending him down to the ground so that Ally could dispatch him by smashing in his skull with a ruthless stomp.

      I rolled over a rusted bench and out of the reach of one of the zombie lizardman’s long, grasping arms. The thing’s needle-sharp claws hissed over my head. The shotgun was out of ammo, and I had no time to reload it. The lizardman flung the iron workbench, which must have weighed at least one-hundred pounds, out of its way like it was made of cardboard. It advanced upon me, where I was back up against the cavern wall. It made a keening whine in its throat, and its crocodilian mouth opened wide. I reached for the pistol in my holster.

      Macy appeared over the creature’s shoulder and cracked the monster over the head with the butt of her MP9. Then, while it was bent over, its neck snapped, she emptied thirty rounds into its back. I stepped aside and, using the lizardman’s own impetus to help me, rammed its head into the rock wall with a sickening crack. Then I did it again and again and again, and one more time for luck, until my hand was slick with foul-smelling green goo and the lizardman had crumpled to the floor.

      Five to go, I thought, catching my breath. I nodded at Macy in thanks, and the fairy flashed me a grin back.

      As I rejoined the fight, I saw Ally, claws out, shaving slices of dead flesh from the face of one of the lizardmen like slivers of meat from an Iberico ham. She stabbed her claws through the creature’s red eye and into its brain, killing it, then lunged at another that was making tracks toward me. The upgraded tigress twisted the monster’s head around a full 360 degrees before the other dead lizardman had hit the ground.

      With space to maneuver now, Macy popped one of the surviving lizardmen through the back of the head with a headshot from her pistol from about twenty yards as it attempted to escape down the passageway we had come from.

      Another lizardman came at me, screeching, its elongated arms held above its head. I drew my pistol and, thinking of my favorite pair of soiled boots, put a bullet through each of its eyes, sending it crashing to the dirt.

      There was a yell from my left. Despite having gained superhuman speed, Lennox had been caught by the clutching claws of the last lizardman. Our final enemy was pulling the goblin inexorably toward itself, its mouth open, white drool hanging from its fangs.

      I raised my gun, but before I could get the shot off, Macy was at the monster’s back and had an arm around its throat. She gave a roar as she pulled the creature’s head back, inch by inch, away from Lennox. Then, quick as a snake, she pulled out a stiletto from where it was sheathed in her boot and stuck it into the earhole of the lizardman. The creature shrieked, but the shriek was cut off when Macy twisted the knife then punched it further into her enemy’s head. The lizardman stiffened, gave a last little croak, and collapsed dead.

      “Th-thanks,” Lennox said in a shaky voice, rubbing his wrist where the lizardman had been gripping him.

      “You’re welcome,” Macy said with a little smile. She slapped Lennox on the arm. “Any fucking faster and you’d catch up to yesterday, but you still almost got killed, eh? Only you could manage that. I’m impressed.”

      Ally laughed, and Lennox cracked a grin.

      The fight was over, and the malicious magical aura was wiped out along with the lizardmen.

      Now, we had a chance to look around the room. To my untrained eye, it looked like an old science lab. It contained a bunch of equipment, benches and a stack of what looked like cauldrons in one corner. But it was the telephone box-looking booths that captured my gaze. I had no clue as to what they were, but my eyes kept returning to them.

      Lennox wandered over and stood beside me as I looked thoughtfully at them. He cleared his throat and said, “Well, I guess we know how you might be sixty years old now."

      “What? How?” I asked.

      Lennox nodded at the all-glass booths. “I’ll need some time to study them but, unless I miss my guess, they’re some kind of cryo-sleep/time capsule device.”

      I looked at him. “Get the fuck out of here, Len,” I said.

      Lennox raised his eyebrows. “I’m serious, man. Let me look into it, but I’m pretty sure that’s what they are.”

      I shrugged. “Whatever tickles your pickle.”

      “This place, can I have it?”

      “I don’t know if I want you hanging around down here. You’re already weird enough as it is. You stay down here, you might start growing moss on your elbows and getting up to even crazier shit than you normally do.”

      Lennox looked at me aghast. “Oh, come on,” he whined, “this place is fucking perfect for me! I could use this as the workshop of my dreams!”

      I looked around at the bare rock walls. Shit, I couldn’t think of a reason why not. There was all the natural sound-proofing you could wish, and we’d always know where to go when we needed to find the goblin.

      “Sure, Len,” I said. “It’s all yours.”

      As we trooped back through the catacombs and into the cellar, I found myself walking along next to Macy. The fairy had really proved herself tonight. She had helped me out of a tight corner and had single-handedly saved the life of my foster-brother. As far as gaining my trust back, she was doing a fucking good job.

      “Good job back there,” I said, touching her on the shoulder. “That was gutsy, ruthless fighting—exactly the sort of attitude this family needs.”

      Macy shrugged.”I told you, I want to help the Belvedere Family. That wasn’t bullshit, Matthew.”

      “I’m starting to believe it,” I said.

      We trudged along in silence for a little bit longer and then I asked, “So, how come I haven’t heard of more of your kind, more korrigans?”

      Macy licked her lips, glanced at me, then looked fixedly at the floor. “There aren’t many of us left,” she said. “Not anymore. We were pretty much killed off in the eighties, during the lynchings that surrounded the Satanic Panic. We aren't viewed as evil anymore, but there are few people who trust us, even amongst the criminal fraternity.”

      “Shit, that’s saying something,” I said.

      Macy grinned sadly. “Yeah.”

      “But, I mean, what kind of crim wouldn’t want you as part of their organization?” I asked, trying for delicacy, but not really nailing it. “You can read the future. That in itself makes you a hell of an asset.”

      “Yeah, but you see,” Macy replied as we strolled past the vintage motorcycles, “korrigans can't really tell the future anymore, not with any certainty. Somehow, our magic has weakened, become less accurate.”

      “But you—”

      “Matthew, if you were to enhance me—like you did Ally, like you’ve just seemingly done with Lennox—I could be more of a boon to you…”

      I considered this, but something still held me back.

      “Not just yet,” I said. “I don't know if I can trust you completely. Just keep doing what you're doing, and when the time is right, I'll give you the boost you want. I can’t afford to take chances, Macy. You can either respect that or we’re going to have to have a whole different conversation…”
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      The AMC Eagle station wagon rumbled along with a throaty, deep reverberation. I grinned to myself as I sat behind the wheel of the squat, square machine. Under Benedict’s tireless and meticulous cleaning, the Eagle had emerged from its covering of dust and sand and revealed as a beautiful, midnight black. The multi-spoke chrome wheels gleamed in the light of the setting sun as we rolled through Brink City.

      The 4.2 liter straight-six grumbled richly, like something that was fed on caramel and fire rather than petrol. Sure, maybe I should have been chauffeured, seeing as I was the head of this operation and all, but there are some cars that you get driven in and some that you just have to drive—and the Eagle was the latter. As it was, Lennox sat next to me in the front, while Ally and Macy sat in the back.

      When we were five minutes away from the address Macy had been given for the meeting, I turned down the radio and addressed the others. “Let me please reiterate, especially to you Lennox, that the first order of business today should be diplomacy.” I stressed the word and poked my goblin foster-brother in the side of the noggin.

      “Ow, I get you, I get you,” he said.

      “Just making sure,” I said. “There’s no need for us to make any additional enemies.”

      “Additional?” Macy asked. “We haven’t made any yet, have we?”

      “Look, we don’t know for certain what this Queen Charlotte knows or suspects already,” I said. “Not for certain. By taking on the Bloody Rams, we could have started a war with the Guernseys and not yet be aware of it, so let’s find a way to make that bad blood—if there is any—go away. We’ll provide them with something as a bit of a peace offering.”

      “But, what do we have to offer?” Ally asked, her tiger ears twitching.

      “Well, that’s just it,” I said. “I’m hoping that we’ll be able to find out what this Queen Charlotte needs, and help her out.”

      “What if she doesn’t need anything?” Ally asked me.

      I gave a mirthless laugh. “A criminal that doesn’t need or want anything? Jesus, wouldn’t that be something.”

      We pulled into the valet parking area of none other than the Neon Flower—the highest and broadest building in all of Brink City—a few minutes later. While we were waiting in a short queue of cars, I turned around in my seat and beckoned Alessia—Ally, I thought. The sultry Italian tigerkin woman leaned toward me.

      “Can I help?” she asked, that captivating perfume of hers wafting over me.

      “I need to change you again,” I said. “Turn you into that form that you were in the night we fought the gargoyles. I don’t want any sharp-eyed employees of this Guernsey woman to pick you out and realize who you are.”

      “All right,” Ally said.

      I reached out my chipped hand. As I moved it slowly toward the bare skin at the side of Ally’s throat, the chip in my palm started itching and vibrating. As soon as I touched Ally’s skin, the chip burned white hot for an instant. Then, before my eyes, the Don’s daughter morphed. She became fiercer, more predatory. More a tigress with womanly traits than a woman with the traits of a tigress. Within a couple of seconds, the transformation was complete.

      “How do I look?” Ally asked.

      The thing was, as scary as she might first appear, Miss Balducci was still a hot piece of ass in her tigress form.

      “No one will recognize you,” I said.

      Ally winked at me.

      “I thought you said that the Guernsey Family was pretty low level? What are they doing in the Neon Flower?” I asked Macy in a quiet voice as the valet gave me a ticket and climbed into the Eagle.

      “That’s right,” the fairy said to me. “They’re small fry. Level One is the bottom rung of this particularly exclusive ladder. What really matters, and tells you a lot, is how high they are above the street—and not just metaphorically.”

      I nodded. After living in New York, where territories were very much dictated by regular geography—streets, rivers, and highways acting as obvious physical territory lines—the whole vertical hierarchy thing in Brink took some getting used to.

      We made for a set of revolving doors leading into one of the atriums of the Neon Flower.

      “And remember,” Macy said to everyone as we approached, “the Guernsey family specialize in casinos. They’ll have cameras, spy-bots, and privacy jinxes set everywhere. There might even be some psy-taps from the BCPD. The moment we step into this building, you may as well assume that your every move is being watched by someone.”

      As we waited at the elevator bank in the main lobby, Lennox let out an awed gasp. He glanced around in wonder, soaking in the technology that surrounded us, like a goblin-shaped sponge. He kept letting out little squeaks and gasps as he noticed things, muttering about security and tech-to-magic ratio. Eventually, he let out a hissing gurgle, like a pot boiling over a stove. I tapped him on the shoulder.

      “Will you try and play it cool, man?” I hissed at him while Ally and Macy wandered over to a big-screen monitor showing some of the Brink’s hottest celebrities and where they were headed for the night.

      “I am playing it cool,” he said.

      “Playing it cool is being dressed in a tuxedo and sipping on a martini. Whatever the fuck you’re doing is the equivelent of a man in leopard-print underwear doing shots of Formaldehyde out of a hooker’s butthole.”

      “Sorry,” Lennox said, “it’s just that—well, I’ve just figured out the answer to my fire escape conundrum.”

      “Fire escape conundrum?” I asked.

      “You remember, when we were first driving through the Brink, I asked about fire escapes in the Neon Flower. In the event of a fire, people on higher levels would have to navigate their way through the territories of lower-level families and organizations?”

      “Well, please, enlighten me, if the sharing of this knowledge is going to stop you prancing from foot to foot like someone who’s about to shit themselves.”

      “I think the higher levels have access to a corporeal transporter!” Lennox said, looking as if he was about to bust a nut, he was so excited.

      I looked at him with a carefully blank expression.

      “A corporeal transporter,” Lennox said again.

      “You mean a teleporter?” I asked.

      Lennox winced, as only those burdened with insane intelligence can when confronted by a simplified and commonly used idea. “Well, no, calling it a teleporter wouldn’t be strictly correct,” he said, trying to keep his tone level and hide the pained look that flickered across his cunning face.

      I loved it when he got all scientifically defensive like this. All our life, growing up together, that big old brain and insatiable curiosity of his had landed us in trouble, and always I had managed to bail us out of it. These were the moments where I was able to pay back a fraction of the debt he had racked up with me over the years. Dumbing these sort of things down really rubbed my foster-brother the wrong way.

      “Does it transport people from one place to another by magic?” I asked.

      “Yes, but—”

      “Then it’s a teleporter,” I said.

      “Yes, but you see, it’s not just magic that—”

      “Teleporter.”

      “There’s also an element of science to—” Lennox tried to say.

      “Hm. Yeah. It’s a teleporter though, isn’t it?”

      “In manner of—”

      “You step into a booth of some kind and the next second you step out of another in another building or on another floor,” I said, really playing the general idiot card for all it was worth. “Sounds pretty teleporter-like to me.”

      Lennox hung his head. I could see his thin chest moving. He was clearly caught up in some deep emotion. After a few moments of intense inner turmoil, he looked up at me. He appeared far from impressed with my antics. He pushed his spectacles up his crooked nose.

      “I know what you’re doing, you geriatric fuck,” he said.

      “What?” I asked. “Geriatric? I’m a year older than you!”

      “Not according to Benedict and that painting, you dusty old fart.”

      “Look, don’t throw a tantrum at me, just because I told you you’re talking out of your ass with these teleporters.”

      “They’re not—”

      “I’m a simple man, Len,” I said. “I call a spade a spade and a teleporter a teleporter.”

      I thought I heard my dear foster-brother mutter something about sticking a spade somewhere where the sun doesn’t shine, but then Lennox shook his head. “I’m going to be the bigger man here, Matthew,” he said.

      “That’ll be something to see,” I said, just about managing to mask my grin. “Seeing as you’re a foot and half shorter than me. And a goblin.”

      “My point is,” Lennox burst out, “is that this technology—having a corporeal transporter—”

      “Teleporter,” I supplied.

      “—is a huge expense,” Lennox finished. “I’m talking lots of moolah here. There must be some serious coin floating about in this city, brother, because I think I read somewhere that the White House is only equipped with one of these things. If I’m understanding things correctly, this building alone has five, maybe more!”

      I laughed. “Alright, brother.” I beckoned Macy and Ally over.

      “We’re just going into Level One of the Brink City criminal underground,” Macy said, “but we’ll need to be careful.”

      “Level One?” Lennox asked. “How many are there?”

      “Five,” I said. Lennox looked at me like he couldn’t believe I’d know this. “I memorized all those documents I tore up from the Don,” I explained. “He had it all in there. All five levels, and a good number of the families who make them up.”

      “Well,” Macy said, “there’s technically six levels. If you count the street as a separate entity from Level One. It’s made up of street-gangs that have associations with different families on different Levels. The Bloody Rams, for instance, are one of those, and they’re overseen by the Guernsey Family; a Level One group of fauns.”

      I nodded in the affirmative.

      “What are the Levels, then?” Ally asked.

      Macy held out one hand. The occult tattoos that were just visible on the back of her hands crawled in the harsh light of the lobby. She began to tick the Levels off.

      “Level One is ruled by loose associations of beastkin families, and is mostly given over to gambling.

      Level Two is the territory of the changelings—were-creatures of various kinds; lycans, shapeshifters, and all those sort of nasty motherfuckers. There are a lot of contract-killers on Level Two. You want a cut-price assassin, that’s where you go calling. They’ve also got a few other legal and not-so-legal enterprises under their sway. Level Three belongs to the undead; the vampires, ghouls, liches, banshees, etcetera. They make a huge amount of money in the underground fight circuit.”

      “Like, illegal street-fights?” I asked.

      Macy waggled her hand. “You’ve seen a cock fight?” she asked. “Or pit dogs?”

      “Yeah,” I said, feeling a little uncomfortable. I could kill a man, beastkin, or otherwise, but to torture an animal? That was fucking disgusting.

      “Right, well they make a killing—excuse the pun—on zombie pitfights. Zombie versus zombie, sure, but they make the bulk of their money having humans or Umbras fight zombies.” Macy swallowed and looked awkwardly at me with her odd, all-purple eyes. “They get the Umbras that are fucked up and addicted to Arcane Dust, the ones who will do anything for a fix or money to buy their next fix. Then they have them fight to the death with zombies.”

      I raised my eyebrows. “That’s… That’s pretty barbaric,” I said.

      “People pay big money to go and see it,” Macy said.

      “Reminds me of the days of ancient Rome,” Lennox said, his tone waxing lyrical, “when man and beast were pitted against one another in—”

      “And Level Four?” Ally asked, overriding him.

      “Level Four belongs to the dragonkin families; dragonlings, wyverns, and whatnot,” Macy said “They sell high-value items: high class clothing, jewelry, metalwork, all that kind of thing. They’re basically fences for the upper-crust. Most of the works are genuine. Most of it is plundered from poorer, less civilized peoples from around the world.”

      “And Level Five?” I asked, as I noticed the elevator starting to come to the ground floor.

      “Level Five…“ Macy said. “Level Five are a conglomeration of celestials; angels and demons, and rumored to be led by a court of demigods. These guys are, as you’d expect, cloaked in mystery. They’re the fucking billionaire movers and shakers of this town—functionally, they’re the leaders of Brink City, and while they don’t outwardly show themselves as corrupt, they could definitely be considered as the head of a very long and very dangerous snake. They’re the high-risers, the ones who live at the top of this very building.”

      “All the crime families live in the same building, this Neon Flower?” Lennox asked.

      “No,” Macy said, “but it’s the biggest building in the world. It’s more like a city in itself. And that means there’s a lot of territory to war over. You have Brink City, then you have the Flower. We’ll only get a taste today, but it’ll be sure to put some zing on your tastebuds.”

      There was a soft ding, and a set of elevator doors over to our left slid open.

      “Come on, ladies,” I said as I held the doors open. The two monster girls hurried along into the elevator with Lennox and I.

      Macy pressed the button for Floor Six. There were over eighty floors in total.

      The elevator rose up for a few seconds before it came to a halt. The doors slid open. We stepped outside, into the whirling maelstrom of chaos that was a bust casino floor.
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      “All right,” I said. “We have a few hours before the meet. Let’s use that time to get the lay of the land. Feel the energy of the place. Try and see what kind of operation this Queen Charlotte is running here.”

      “Looks like a pretty fucking sweet one, if you ask me!” Lennox said, ogling a pair of showgirls as they flounced past. They were fairies, like Macy, but were wearing about four-hundred percent less clothes than she currently was. Their wings were glitzed up and covered in diamantes, their sizable breasts covered only by nipple-tassles. As they shimmied their way through the heaving crowds, Lennox’s wide eyes followed them like a Labrador that’d just seen a couple of meatballs bouncing off down the street.

      The gaming floor was a vortex of color and noise; a deafening, maddening, wonderful confusion of vice. The bellow of drunken customers crashed and mingled with the noise of the slot machines. There was music and laughter and cursing.

      I led the way through the throng, taking in the sights while trying to keep one eye on Lennox. Luckily, after the clusterfuck with the Bloody Rams, Macy seemed to consider herself on probation. She was shadowing me as competently as any bodyguard. When it became evident that I was making sure that Lennox wasn’t going to wander off and screw the pooch in some mammoth way, she caught my eye.

      “Don’t worry,” she said, “I’ll make sure he doesn’t get lost and end up bringing World War Three down around our ears.”

      In this casino, the traditional games that punters enjoyed the world over had been injected with a little pizazz. I didn’t know whether that was a feature of Brink City casinos in general, or whether it was exclusive to those run by the Guernsey Family. Either way, I couldn’t help smiling at the many weird and wacky games.

      I walked past a roulette table just as the ball was released down the little ramp and onto the ball track. Only, it wasn’t a ball. It was a tiny little white imp, which had a forked tail, miniature horns, and a tiny trident. It looked like a child’s caricature of the Devil—though not red. The little magical creature tumbled down the ramp, rolled onto the wheel, and started hurdling from one number pocket to the next, like a horse running a steeplechase. Eventually, it tripped up and was whisked away by the spinning rotor part of the table. It tumbled about the place, letting out little cries of pain and annoyance as it was flipped and buffeted around the wheel until, eventually, the rotor slowed enough to allow it to collapse into a pocket. It lay there, breathing hard and looking dizzy.

      “Black eight!” cried the woman manning the wheel. The waiting gamblers roared in frustration or screamed in joy, depending on their bets.

      “You reckon anyone ever goes to the cops about, I don’t know, imp brutality or something?” Lennox asked me.

      I nudged him and pointed over to a blackjack table where a couple of Brink City’s finest were sitting and idly watching the crowd. Even as Lennox and I watched them, one of the cops leaned forward and sucked a thick line of sulfur-yellow powder up his nose with a rolled up twenty-dollar bill.

      “I don’t think they’re looking into any fresh cases just yet, do you?” I said to him.

      “Not unless it’s a case of beer.” Lennox chuckled.

      Clearly, there was more lawlessness here than you’d find back in the Big Apple. More flagrant flouting of the rule of law. More obvious corruption. It was little wonder that Captain Shepherd was in the minority as far as honest cops went.

      We continued through the teeming mass of people, pausing only to watch two centaur security guards—both wearing the classic black shirts with ‘security’ emblazoned across the front in white capitals, ear-pieces, and matt-black horseshoes—drag a shabby-looking half-elf away from a craps table.

      “We told you, Ernie,” one of the centaurs said as they pulled the struggling half-elf away, “the Queen don’t want to see your face in here until you settle your debt—and the clock is tickin’ on that, my friend. Now, we got to kick you out.”

      “Come on, boys!” Ernie wheedled as he was towed through the jeering crowd. “You know I’m good for it!”

      “We know, Ernie,” the other centaur said, “and you know that we’re good for a fuckin’ good kickin’, eh?”

      I didn’t envy the hapless Ernie. I’d fought a few centaurs in my time, and one thing was for sure: they knew how to kick.

      My eyes were drawn on more than one occasion to the many women strolling around the casino. While the showgirls had been wearing next to nothing, it seemed skimpy outfits were par for the course as far as female attire went. The amount of scantily clad ass around the place was a sight for sore eyes. Women of all races, sizes, and species moved around the casino floor. They wore outfits that looked like they might’ve been crafted from tooth floss, PVC, fishnet and, in the case of a voluptuous dark elf, whipped cream. I thought Lennox was going to snap his own neck, his head was going back and forth so fast.

      “Oh my God, oh my God, oh my God, oh my God!” the goblin said, his eyes fixed on something across the room.

      “What?” I said.

      Lennox pulled off his spectacles, gave them a quick polish, and put them back on. “It is!” he squeaked. “Pleasure Boxes! And they look like they’re the latest version too!”

      Pleasure Boxes were full-body VR immersion cubicles—the latest incarnation of the booth in which lonely guys would pay their ten-spot, sit inside, then jack off to whatever female excrescence appeared from behind the curtain. These new contraptions allowed the paying punter to choose from a plethora of pornstars, actresses, athletes, and other famous people with which to simulate any sort of sexual fantasy they desired, then immersed them so deeply in the illusion that they actually felt that they were fucking these people.

      This was morally reprehensible, of course—not to mention illegal—but I had already formed my conclusion about Brink City and illegality: namely, that so long as you weren’t actively murdering someone in public, you could get away with a good deal before the police stirred themselves to deal with you.

      Morally reprehensible and perverted was, naturally, Lennox’s middle name.

      “All right, little fella,” I said, handing my foster-brother a small sheaf of bills, “try not to pull that asparagus stalk of yours out at the root while you’re in there, okay? It won’t grow back.”

      Lennox snatched the money out of my hand. “Thanks, Pops,” he said, grinning cheekily up at me. “Come and grab me when you’re done getting your prostate examined or whatever the hell you’re going to do.”

      “Already got prostates on your mind, eh?” I said. “In that case, I want you to make me a promise that we will never discuss your time in the Pleasure Box. Ever. I don’t want to know who—or what—is involved in your sordid fantasies.”

      Lennox’s eye flicked quickly over to Macy. The fairy did not miss the furtive glance. She shook her pink-haired head. “Christ, would you get the fuck out of here already.”

      The goblin saluted and grinned again. “Yes, ma’am!” he cackled, and hurried away.

      “Right,” I said, once dear old Lennox had disappeared into one of the booths, “what do you guys fancy doing? A little blackjack? A little baccarat?”

      “I think,” Ally said, pointing one clawed finger in the direction of flashing lights that could only herald an arcade, “that we should head in there and take a look.”

      “I’m with Aless—Ally,” Macy said. “I already feel that we’re gambling with our lives just coming here. I don’t think I need to wager a few bucks on the fall of a dice to get my kicks.”

      “The arcade, though?” I asked skeptically. I looked over at the floating holographics that glided around and over the arch marking the entrance to the arcade.

      Macy grinned and slipped her hand through my arm, while Ally did the same on the other side.

      “Yeah,” the fairy said in my ear, “but it’s a Brink City arcade…”

      We ended up, to my delight, at a shooting gallery, though this wasn’t like any shooting gallery that you would find outside of Brink, I was sure. Rather than the pathetic air rifles that a shooting range in an arcade like this would usually have, this gallery was packing the sort of worn-looking AK47s that you might expect to find in the back of a Serbian drug-dealer’s Mercedes.

      “Ah, well, now what do we have ‘ere?” the florid fellow manning the stall said. He had the crusted, deep umber skin of the golems and wore a top hat cocked over one eye. “A couple of lush ladies and a spunky fellow to match! Can I tempt you in a round or two with one of my pop-guns here?” He slapped a beefy hand onto the stock of one of the assault rifles lying on the counter.

      I slapped down a few bills on the counter. “Two,” I grunted.

      The golem scooped up the notes like a man who had learned long ago that, no matter what you did, you always got your hands on the money first.

      “You aren’t shooting?” Macy asked me.

      “Spoil sport,” Ally said, smiling widely.

      “You gals duke it out,” I said. Then in a lower voice, I added, “I better keep an eye out.” The truth was, the hairs on the back of my neck had just stood up in response to some external stimulus and, on looking about, I had spotted a couple of suspicious-looking lycans staring in our direction. As soon as they saw me looking at them, the two muscular werewolves, wearing matching leather vests, turned and disappeared into the crowd.

      What the fuck were those guys looking at? I wondered, before turning back to the shooting gallery.

      The targets were set about twenty-five yards away and were about the size of dodgeballs. They were holographic too and, while the guns were real, it quickly became obvious that the ammunition was also, somehow, holographic or magical in nature. The guns roared and bucked in the hands of the women, shell casings fountaining out of the ejection ports. The bullets struck the targets in puffs of rainbow smoke, and the targets vanished with a glitching flash.

      “Oh, you she-devils!” the golem behind the counter roared good-naturedly when Macy and Ally had spent all their bullets.

      “Didn’t do too badly, did we?” Macy said, nudging Ally.

      “Not bad at all,” the tigerkin replied.

      It seemed the two women were getting along swimmingly. Nothing like spending some lead to build a bond, even if what you were shooting were just a couple of ephemeral targets.

      The golem plonked down a pair of stuffed showgirls on the counter. “Doubtless you’ll rob me blind with your skills! But let me propose this wager. You get a magazine each—thirty shots—and you have to hit fifty targets between you. You do that, and you both get your pick of outfits from the winner’s wardrobe.” He indicated a selection of extremely skimpy outfits hanging on the wall beside him. Collectively, the twenty garments hanging there probably contained the same amount of material as one regular t-shirt.

      “How much?” Ally asked. She was smiling at the challenge.

      “An even two-hundred bucks for the pair of you, and that’s as fair as you’ll get anywhere,” the golem said. “And you’ll get your money back if you win.”

      The girls turned around and looked at me. I peeled off another note and handed it to the golem. He whipped it out of my hand, snatching it like the wind.

      The girls were good, but it quickly became apparent that they weren’t good enough. The magical ammo thumped into the back of the gallery as a few of their shots missed. Since the golem had mentioned this intriguing deal with the costumes—and I had actually looked at the delightfully skimpy things that he was putting on the line—I had taken a bit more interest in their shooting. I was counting the shots as they squeezed them off, their rifles set to single shot.

      “Stop!” I said suddenly.

      Ally and Macy held their fire.

      “Oh, is the big bad wolf about to come over and save the little lambs?” the golem said. “Is he gonna huff and puff and blow the targets down?”

      “The thought had crossed my mind,” I said with a shrug.

      The golem licked his lips. “They’ve got to get twenty-five more targets between ‘em,” he said. “I’ll let you have one of their rifles. By my count, this lass,” and he motioned at to Ally, “has—”

      “Twenty-six shots left, yeah,” I said.

      “All right, buddy, you’ve got a—”

      The AK was pressed into my shoulder and bucking in my hands before the crusty shit could finish his sentence. Target after target glitched out of existence as each and every one of my rounds hit home. Within twenty seconds, the twenty-five targets had been eliminated.

      The golem looked at me, dumbfounded. His mouth was hanging slightly ajar. I pointed the AK at him and fired. The holo-round whacked him in the chest and burst like a puff of rainbow against him. He gave a little yelp.

      “Beginners luck,” I said, tossing the rifle down on the counter. “Girls, make sure you pick out something nice, eh.”

      The two women gave me a knowing look before exchanging flirtatious glances with each other. Then, in a miraculously short time considering how long it usually takes women to pick out clothing, they both pointed out a couple of outfits. The clothing basically amounted to shoestring lingerie. It was right up my alley.

      “Too bad you can’t try it on here and now,” I said, peering around at all the half-naked women that were strutting about the place. “You’d probably blend in more than you do now.”

      “Well, we have time for a private catwalk, don’t we?” Ally said. Her tail swished lazily around behind her, in a way that I found quite transfixing. “And I saw one of those pay by the hour room rentals back the way we came…”

      Macy fluttered her wings excitedly. “We’d be killing time and staying behind closed doors,” she said. “Tactically sound.”

      I grinned a wolfish grin. A warmth spread through my stomach at the thought of what they were really suggesting.

      “Oh, sure,” I said. I looked over, toward the Pleasure Boxes. “We can’t let Lennox have all the fun after all.”

      We checked ourselves in for an hour into the casino’s very own, very modestly named, Palace of Love Hotel (Relationships by the Hour). The garishly uniformed faun clerk ran his eyes over me in a way that told me he didn’t trust me, which suggested that he was a smart fellow. His gaze moved from my boots, up my body, and onto my face, but when he met my eyes, his own stare swerved away.

      “Your key, sir,” he said simply.

      “Thanks,” I said as I took it.

      With Ally and Macy by my side, I led the way through the small lobby and up the stairs toward the second floor where our room—according to the small map by the reception desk—was located. At the stairs, I looked back. I couldn’t be certain, but I thought I saw a couple of broad, hairy backs wearing leather vests—which I could see now were emblazoned with some sort of patch on the back—vanish out of sight from where they had been observing the hotel reception.

      Those lycans again.

      I opened the door and let the two women, who were chattering excitedly, walk in ahead of me. I kept it open for just a fraction longer than usual, checking the corridor in both directions, then closed it and drew the deadbolt across.

      When I turned back into the room, Macy and Ally were already in various stages of undress. The room was exactly how I would have imagined such a room to be; cheap furniture made to look far fancier than it actually was. Cheap sheets. No windows.

      Perfect for what was doubtless about to go down.
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      “Without being presumptuous,” I said, “if anything of a sexual nature is about to go down, did you want me to turn you back to your regular form, Ally?”

      She shook her head. “Oh, no. I feel so much more… powerful and aggressive in this form. I want to see what it’s like when we, you know... “

      “Oh, I didn’t even think of that!” Macy said, her fairy wings fluttering with excitement. “Matthew, is there any chance that you can use that chip in your hand to alter me, maybe? Bring out the fey side of my fairy nature?”

      I shrugged. I wasn’t about to turn down any request asked of me by these two hotties.

      Fairies were notoriously promiscuous and flighty creatures, and so I wasn’t surprised when Macy casually shrugged out of her jacket, removed her pants, then pulled her shirt over her head. Now that she was standing in her lingerie—which was the same shade of bubblegum pink that her hair was—I saw that her tattoos covered most of her body. Inked ivy crawled and moved up her toned legs, and a couple of dragons snarled and blew flames at one another across her chest.

      I reached out my hand and caressed Macy’s smooth thigh with my chipped palm.

      Instantly, the chip burned. Macy gave a little gasp, then morphed. Her skin darkened and changed to a rich blue, a couple of little horns sprouted from near her temples, and her wings grew larger and shone with a captivating pearlessence.

      “Oh, man,” she said. “Oh, man! I feel—I feel…”

      Ally patted the other woman on her winged back and grinned. “Yeah,” the tigerkin said, “it’s invigorating, isn’t it, babe?”

      Macy grinned back. Then she snatched up her new outfit and thrust the other outfit into Ally’s hand. The transformed fairy then dragged the other woman by the hand toward the bathroom.

      “We’ll be right back,”, she said from over shoulder, “and you can tell us what you think of these outfits that your speedy trigger fingers won for us.”

      I settled myself on a red velvet sofa and smiled. “Sounds good to me.”

      The women disappeared and left me alone with my anticipation, but not for long. When they emerged from the bathroom, I was almost at a loss for words.

      “Holy shit,” I managed to say as the two newly clothed women giggled.

      Ally and Macy were wearing identical lingerie; confections of black and red leather and lace that left absolutely nothing to the imagination. Ally did a slow twirl, and I saw that the back of the lingerie playsuit was a thong.

      “Holy shit,” I said again.

      The women laughed.

      “You said that already, boss,” Macy said.

      Ally put her arm around Macy while I continued to watch from the sofa. The tigress stroked the fairy’s pink hair and ran a finger down her cheek. Then Ally reached backward, grabbed a handful of Macy’s toned ass, and said to her, “You know, I am a little jealous of you, Macy?”

      “What about?” Macy purred back, cocking her horned head to one side.

      “I mean look at that ass,” Ally said, and she gave Macy’s bottom a playful smack. “And then look at mine.” And Ally turned around and ran her hand over her own delicious derriere. She gave her own, more rounded ass a smack. To me, sitting on the couch as I was, the two behinds looked equally fantastic in their different shapes.

      Macy turned to look at the tigerkin, and there was a crooked smile on her lips. “Yeah, but look at these titties though,” she said, nodding at the Italian mobster daughter’s impressive rack. The fairy took hold of Ally’s bra and pulled it slowly over her head and tossed it onto the floor. Then, slowly and teasingly, Macy ran her hands gently around the tigerkin’s beautiful orbs, her trailing fingertips leaving goosebumps in their wake. Ally shivered with delight.

      The two women were face to face now, standing right in front of me. Ally reached around behind Macy and unhooked the delicate bra that she wore and pulled it off the fairy’s shoulders. Macy’s smaller breasts with their little, dark blue nipples were revealed. The two women moved together so that their tits rubbed up against each other. The women looked at each other and giggled shyly.

      Macy gave Ally’s nipple a little tweak and then held out her hand to me.

      I got to my feet, drinking in the sight of the two half-naked women. That view would stick with me for quite some time, I knew that with certainty.

      Macy took my hand and placed it on one of Ally’s big jugs. I squeezed it. Then, with my other hand, I took one of Macy’s breasts and rubbed my thumb over her nipples. I did the same with Ally. As I toyed with the two women’s nipples, Macy reached down and pushed her hand into my trousers, managed to unbutton them and work them down to my thighs. My half erect cock sprang cheerfully out, like a puppy invited for a walk.

      Macy took it in her hand and stroked it. Then Ally leaned forward and kissed the fairy gently on the lips. I watched, entranced, as Ally’s tongue darted out and licked Macy’s lips and probed into her mouth. Macy sucked it gently.

      Meanwhile, and with no conscious thought, I stuck a hand down Macy’s new thong-backed panties and ran my finger around her sex. I slid my finger inside her and felt that she was already wet and ready.

      The two women broke apart, smiling at each other as if they were sharing in some guilty secret. Then Macy turned to me and kissed me. Lost momentarily in a blaze of lust, I was only distantly aware that Ally had gotten to her knees. She enveloped me in wet warmth, and I groaned. The tigerkin had the tip of my member in her mouth and was running her tongue around the tip.

      “Don’t mind me,” she said. Then she plunged down on it, taking the whole length down her throat in a deepthroat that would’ve had Jesse Jane applauding.

      I pulled my top off and watched Ally work my prick like a professional. I glanced at Macy, and saw that she was standing in that unbelievably erotic outfit, gazing at the spectacle of Ally giving me head with a hungry, intrigued expression.

      I stood in the middle of the lounge-cum-bedroom as Ally gave me one of the best blowjobs of my life; slurping and sucking on my cock like a woman who didn’t need to breathe. Every now and again, she would lean her head back to spit on the head of my knob and stroke me while she looked submissively up at me. Her tiger ears twitched as she smiled up at me. Had it not been so fucking sensational, I might have worried about those huge canines turning me into a eunuch but, as it was, I was plenty distracted.

      Macy pulled off her new lingerie and placed the outfit carefully on the back of the sofa. Then she lay herself down on the couch I had vacated, her wings spread behind her and her legs spread in front of her. Idly, she started fingering herself as she watched Ally sucking me off. I found the spectacle of the fairy playing with herself while she watched me and the Italian tigerkin a huge turn on.

      I pulled Ally to her feet and kissed her, my slippery cock twitching eagerly as it rubbed up the inside of her thighs. Then I turned her around and pushed her down so that she lay between Macy’s legs. Ally was a smart cookie and instantly began lapping at Macy’s box, causing the pink-haired fairy to groan and stretch her arms over her head. As the tigerkin licked and slurped at Macy’s wet pussy, Ally ran her fingernails up the fairy’s stomach and twisted at the dark nipples. Ally’s tongue danced over Macy’s clit, and I watched the way that Macy gasped and squirmed when Ally sucked on it.

      Seized by a visceral need to be as dirty and primitive as I could, I knelt beside the sofa and spat directly onto Ally’s exposed sex. The tigerkin woman gasped, then gave a little moan of longing. Without even a moment’s hesitation, I pressed my tongue into Ally’s tight fuckhole. Ally groaned long and loud into Macy’s sex.

      “Holy fuck, this is the best fucking business trip ever,” Macy said.

      I sucked my own finger for a moment, then slipped it into Ally’s vagina, as far as it would go. Ally gave a little scream and growled, “Fuck yes, that’s it, Matthew! He’s got his finger inside me, Macy! Do you want me to do the same to you, you naughty little fay?”

      Macy moaned in the affirmative, and Ally slid two digits into her. Macy gave a ragged cry, and her wings fluttered—the fairy equivalent, it looked to me, of a human’s toes curling with pleasure. My cock felt so hard that it might shatter. It felt as if it was vibrating with the need to shag something. I pulled my finger out of Ally’s sex, then, without a warning, I lined my cock up with her glistening slot and plunged my dick into her.

      Ally screamed with pleasure, her eyes screwed shut and her forehead leaning against Macy’s pubic bone. She paused in her fingering, so Macy started to rub furiously at her own clit, watching me as I thrust into Ally as hard as he thought she could take.

      “Yes, yes, yes, that feels so fucking good! Fuck that pussy, Matthew. Show Macy what you’re gonna do to her.”

      I thrust away, watching Macy watching me.

      Suddenly, I pulled out of Ally, leaving her gasping in horny frustration.

      “I want to fuck you, Macy,” I told the fairy. “Sit up.”

      “Yes, boss,” Macy said obediently.

      Ally swung her fantastically long legs out of the way, her striped tail caressing my face as she moved aside. I grabbed Macy by the thighs and maneuvered her so that her ass hung off the edge of the sofa. I spread her thighs and started to slowly and teasingly run the tip of my rod up and down the quivering opening of her sex, spreading her lips with my bellend.

      Macy groaned, and her groans only intensified, the longer that I teased her. She tried to grab my hips and pull me into her, but I was too strong and wouldn’t let her.

      While I baited Macy, edging her closer and closer to climax, Ally sat on the headrest of the sofa directly over Macy’s upturned face. The tigerkin grinned at the fairy below her—and with teeth like hers, it was one hell of a grin—then slid down, smushing her box into Macy’s face.

      As I watched this ridiculously erotic performance, I eased my prick into the unfamiliar tightness of Macy’s vagina. As much as she was able to, with Ally sitting on her face, Macy gave a long moan of satisfaction, spreading her graceful fairy’s legs as wide as they could go. At first, it seemed that Macy was too tight to take me, but soon the fairy’s sex opened for me, her lips squeezing me as my entire length was swallowed up.

      I fucked Macy while she ate out Ally, pulling my cock out of Macy’s dripping sex every now and then so that the the tigerkin could suck the fairy’s girl juce off the end of my cock. It was, by a country mile, the most erotic encounter that I had ever experienced.

      Watching the girl on girl action taking place in front of me. Feeling the tight wetness of Macy’s sex as I thrust into it. Smelling the sweet aroma of sex. Listening to the sound of the two women grunting and moaning like a pair of wild beasts. It was a complete sensory overload.

      Eventually, I pulled out. Ally clambered off Macy’s face, then lay on the thickly carpeted floor.

      “C’mon, Macy,” she said. “Lie that skinny ass on top of me and let’s see who gives the best head. I bet I can make you climax first.”

      I sat on the couch and watched the two young women take up the time-honored sixty-nine position. They started to grind their pelvises into each other’s faces as they licked each other out. Every now and again, one or the other would extricate her head out of the other’s crotch and, with eyes tight shut, start to whine with ecstasy.

      “What a show…” I muttered to myself.

      It turned out that, as far as cunninglingus went, fairies had the edge over tigerkin. It wasn’t too long before Ally’s tail began to twitch spasmodically and she began to growl deep in her throat. She was teetering on the brink of an orgasm. I decided I’d even the odds a little, so I got off the couch, where I’d been watching.

      I knelt down behind Macy, who was on her knees, and slipped my cock back into her. Macy let loose a guttural cry as I began pounding into her.

      All three of us reached the point of no return at the same time. Ally let forth a mewling roar as she came, her tail suddenly stiffening, then going limp. On top of her, Macy’s back arched, as I fired my load into her, and her wings blurred for a second or two, making me close my eyes against the surge of air. It was a release as I had never known it, strengthened all the more by three of us climaxing simultaneously.

      The two supernatural entities and I collapsed onto the carpet in a sweating, tangled heap. We lay there for a while, panting, smiling up at the ceiling and enjoying the rush of endorphins that bathed our brains in a comforting glow.

      The ambitious crime boss inside me refused to while away time that could be spent scoping out Queen Charlotte’s domain.

      I slapped the two women on their gorgeous rumps. “Come on, let’s hit the shower and get the hell out of here. Our time must almost be up.”

      The shower was only just big enough to fit all three of us. We were all pressed up in a deliciously close, slippery, and soapy proximity. Now that I was under the hot water, I found that my mind was sharp, focused. That special mood was upon me; that mood where I felt perfectly ready to walk out the door and face the world—face it and kick its fucking head in if I had to. Lightning was in my veins and purpose in my bones. All I wanted was to meet with the head of the Guernsey family and begin my ascendency to the top of this city’s underworld.

      “Matthew?” Macy asked from behind me.

      “Yeah,” I said.

      “Seeing as you now have two monster girls as part of your entourage, have you given any more thought to the whole prophecy thing? You know, you and a hoard of Otherworlder women holding back a swirling, hungry darkness that seems to be coming from the magical realm?”

      I could feel the slight scratching sensation of Macy’s piercings on my back as she lay her head against me.

      “I’ve had a little bit of a think about it, off and on, yeah.” I ran my hands idly up Ally’s sides as she washed herself in front of me. “I figure I can make some connections, seek out some other non-human women who can join our little entourage. I won’t bring just anyone on board though. They actually have to provide some worth to the Belvedere Family. I’m not going to lie to you; I’m not one-hundred percent sold on the whole prophecy thing, but I’m open-minded enough to cover my ass. I’d hate to be caught with trousers down when it comes to an encroaching darkness.”

      After our shower, the two women got dressed back into their skimpily provocative outfits.

      “You’re keeping those on?” I asked, my approval of this evident in my tone.

      Ally winked at me, her tail drooping over one of her own shoulders like some sort of mink scarf. “Don’t you think it’s better to blend in with the crowd, Matthew?” she purred.

      “You have a point,” I conceded.

      “Besides,” Macy said, smacking her ass playfully, “it’ll give you something to look at while you’re watching our backs, won’t it?”

      I was laughing to myself as we left the room. We entered the corridor leading to the staircase that would take us down to the lobby. My eyes were primed and ready to spot anything that might be a threat. In spite of the fantastic fifty-seven minutes the three of us had just passed, I had not forgotten about those glimpses of the leather vest-wearing lycans. Seeing them once might have been coincidence, but twice… I didn’t think so.

      Macy and Ally were getting some extremely hot and heavy glances thrown their way from the males milling about the casino floor—not to mention a good few of the females too. I smiled to myself as I saw the ogling eyes and the slack mouths that followed my two associates through the cavernous space. It was good to surround yourself with beauty, with things that others wanted. It heightened peoples’ respect for the man who walked with them. Sure, it meant that you occasionally had to fend off those who were keen to take the nice, pretty away from you, but that afforded you an opportunity. The kind of opportunity where you got to showcase exactly how you dealt with such people.

      “Ladies,” I said, “let’s swing by the Pleasure Boxes and pick up whatever remains of my dear foster-brother, shall we?”

      I’d never enjoyed watching two people walk as much as I did Ally and Macy as we strolled across the casino floor. The sight of those two asses moving along in front of me…

      Well, I could have walked to Australia and back and probably not gotten sick of that view.
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      We found Lennox sitting on a bench just outside the roped off area that marked where the Pleasure Boxes were. He looked both drained and content, replete and exhausted. He looked very much like a goblin who had just run a marathon and then dined well at a banquet in his honor. It was a mark of how relaxed and full of good cheer he was, that he only stared openly at the sight of Ally and Macy in their lingerie playsuits.

      “Shit,” I said, “you must have taken yourself to the limit. Two half-naked women standing right next to you and you’re not even drooling.”

      Lennox managed a tranquil grin and took a slurp from a bright blue electrolyte drink.

      “How about we, ah, find somewhere to sit down for an hour or so, eh?” he asked, his voice weak and sleepy.

      “You are sitting down,” I pointed out.

      “Yeah,” he replied, “but, you know, maybe we could sit somewhere a bit more comfortable. Have a drink. One with lots of ice.”

      “Is that so you can ice your balls with it?” I asked.

      Lennox gave me a little chuckle, which made me think I’d just pinned the tail on the donkey.

      “Hey, what’s going on over there?” Macy asked. She was pointing her tattooed arm in the direction of a set of tacky golden doors at the far end of the huge space.

      Even from where we stood, some forty yards away we could see the gleam of the crappy golden paint and the press of people attempting to get through. I squinted. Over the doors, more holographic advertisements were floating. They flashed quickly between a selection of different humanoids systematically battering the shit out of one another: a troll laying out an elf with a haymaker, a naga performing a butterfly kick on a dwarf, and a jotunn being smoked by a well-placed stomp to the face by a half-orc. These images abruptly cleared, and huge 3D letters took their place, spelling out:

      

      
        
        FIGHT NIGHT THIS WAY

        CAGE BATTLES

        POTENTIAL WILD CARD BRAWL!

      

      

      

      “I think I’ve found out how we’re going to pass an hour,” I said, hauling my goblin foster-brother to his feet, “and find you a place to sit down.”
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      The golden doors led up to another floor of the casino, a huge space that reminded me of an old theater—one that had been neglected and allowed to fall into slight disrepair. It was packed with people, the scent of excitement and the unmistakable yet indefinable buzz of a crowd baying for blood. In the middle of the large room was a large fighting cage, square, about fifteen or twenty yards on each side. The cage wasn’t exactly what you’d expect to see in a legitimate fighting arena. The floor of it was bare earth, not a mat, and the actual cage itself was rusted and had a definite jagged quality to it. Using a large wad of Don Balducci’s money as an incentive, we managed to snare ourselves a table near the edge of the fighting floor, one table back from cage-side.

      “You reckon Queen Charlotte will be here?” Macy asked, leaning across the table so that she could be heard over the din of the crowd.

      I shrugged and looked around. “Seems like the sort of place that she might show her face,” I said. “I know that Don Balducci thought it was important to make sure that he was seen at certain things, certain gatherings and parties and race meetings—that sort of thing. This looks like the sort of the thing that a low-level family leader in this town might rock up to.”

      Macy nodded.

      “That’s some powerful deductive reasoning, Matthew,” Ally said. She too leaned forward, and her breasts pressed together in a very distracting manner.

      I shrugged again. “Hey, look, even if she doesn’t show, at least we’ll get a bit of entertainment out of this, right?”

      I sat back in my seat and looked casually at the surroundings. The crowd, I noticed, could be divided into three categories; those spectators who’d probably paid the least money and were standing, then those seated at the tables around the cage—like myself—and, finally, those seated up on a balcony running around the theater hall.

      That upper tier is where she’ll be, this Queen Charlotte of the Guernseys, I thought.

      I scanned along the rows of seating up there, looking for a face that might stand out. However, there was a whole smorgasbord of wealthy, smug, and entitled-looking people sitting on the balcony, and I had no idea what this Queen Charlotte even looked like.

      “Hey, Macy,” I asked, “do you know what Queen Charlotte looks like?”

      Macy shook her head. “I never spoke with her to get this meeting. Just with representatives.” Her purple eyes narrowed, and she looked sideways at Lennox, who was sitting next to her and had just slumped against her blue, naked shoulder in a sort of exhausted daze. She gave him a sharp jab in the ribs with her elbow, and he yelped and sat up straight.

      There was nothing for it but to settle back and enjoy the fighting.

      A suitably eloquent and captivating announcer entered the cage ten minutes after we sat down and began to list the rules of this particular brand of cage fighting. He was a hefty dwarf—as hefty as a dwarf could be—who was about as wide as he was tall, but had a voice on him that could crack stone. According to him, the only rule of brawling in the Guernsey casino cage fights was that there were no rules.

      “Should one of our contestants, in the heat of battle and by absolute accident, of course, be tragically shown the door to the next world, they will, with much sorrow and lamentation, be tossed into the alleyway behind this building and left for the rats!” he cried.

      The crowd roared.

      “The winner will be supplied with a handsome cash prize—the purse being dependent on the battle!” the dwarf announcer continued.

      The audience cheered again, their bloodlust stoked up to boiling point now. It was an intoxicating sound that set my pupils to dilating and a prickle of anticipation running down my spine.

      “Without further ado then,” the dwarf cried, “let’s get ready to rumble!”

      The crowd erupted, and I cheered along with them. With impeccable timing, a rather saucy female water nymph flounced up to our table and deposited an ice bucket containing a bottle of champagne and four glasses in front of us.

      “With the compliments of the house, sir,” said the water nymph, her ethereal and very short green dress floating about her like seaweed caught in a swell.

      “Who sent it?” I tried to ask, but my voice was drowned by the screaming of the crowd as the first two fighters walked out to the ring. The water nymph smiled, as if she had known exactly what I had asked despite the noise, and slipped away.

      I peered around at the tables nearest us, hoping to see someone of the female persuasion watching us knowingly. But everyone was focused on the fighters, who were now entering the cage. The competitors began going through the usual pre-fight routines, which apparently consisted of leering at one another and making throat-slitting gestures.

      I looked up at the eager punters on the upper balcony. Most were leaning forward, caught up in the thrill of the opening fight, eager as anyone else to see the first drop of blood spilled. It occured to me, looking up at that balcony, that there were two kinds of people that rose to the top of this world: the cream and the scum.

      I wonder what camp I fall into? I thought. Then, I gave myself a little shake and turned back to the fight. I guess it didn’t matter. I was going to make it to the top of the pile, no matter what, come hell or high water.

      The ring of the bell cut through the noise of the crowd, and the first one-on-one combat commenced. The first battle was between a wood elf and a dark elf. Both combatants were agile and lithe and dangerous. The wood elf was dressed in a figure hugging battle-suit that looked as if it had been crafted out of leaves sewn cunningly together. She had a hard face with merciless eyes of amber. The dark elf wore clothing fashioned out of a material I had never seen before. It looked like she was robed in shadow more than traditional clothing.

      This fight had the makings of a real humdinger, and it started off like a hurricane.

      The female elves flew at each other like a pair of furious hawks, trading blows that almost bewildered the eye they were so fast. Then they would break apart, circle, and go at each other again.

      If I had been a betting man, my money would have been on the wood elf. She looked so focused that I didn’t think she blinked once the whole time that I watched her. However, if I had been a betting man, I would have been a poorer man too. The dark elf stepped in, ducked a vicious twisting kick from the wood elf, and flowed around a follow-up toe kick. With a coolness that almost had me breaking into spontaneous applause, the dark elf head-butted the wood-elf hard in the temple. She must have known her stuff, her anatomy, because the wood elf crumpled up like she had just been taken out by a sniper round. One second she was upright, the next lying in the dirt.

      The crowd erupted. Cheers, boos, and wolf whistles filled the theater.

      The next fight was between a troll and a much smaller, but quicker, orc. The orc was a bandy-legged fellow with a face that looked like it had already been used as a punching bag. The troll came rolling out of his corner like a slowly building storm and lumbered toward his more nimble opponent.

      “I think the orc might underestimate the big guy,” I said, leaning in to speak in Ally’s ear.

      I was right this time. The orc had the moves and the speed, but the troll was patient. It wasn’t long before he caught hold of the orc by the back of the neck as the ugly bastard came in for an eye-gouge—a good tactic against any opponent, I supposed. With a fluidity and speed that spoke of a creature that had planned it all along, the troll swung the orc’s head into the bars of the cage and completely pulverized it. Black blood sprayed in all directions. The troll roared as it threw the limp body of the orc away, but the crowd roared louder still.

      “Shit,” Macy said. “That announcer wasn’t kidding, huh?”

      The fights unrolled before us. Some were short, but many wore on for ten minutes or more. Blood lay wet and dark on the dirt floor of the battle arena. I was so enraptured in the fights that I barely thought about our meeting with the Guernsey Queen. Still, as the fights proceeded, I kept one eye out for a faun woman that might be Queen Charlotte.

      By the sixth battle, the crowd had settled down a little. Many were eating and drinking and chatting among themselves. The noise though, was still impressive. When the sixth loser—a minotaur that had not lived up to the hype of his kind and had had both his horns ripped off by an ogre—had been dragged unconscious from the cage, the announcer appeared once again.

      “Ladies and gentlefolk!” he bellowed. “As you all know there is a wild card fight scheduled here this evening. In fact, this battle will take place next!”

      There was much cheering at this. Clearly this was the part of the evening’s entertainment that many enjoyed the most.

      “Yes, two lucky contestants will be selected from our crowd here this evening,” the dwarf continued, “and pitted against a tried and tested team we have waiting in the wings. If these two random contestants—thrown together by fate and chance—manage to beat this team, they will go on to battle our two raining house champions, the one and only team of Ergo, the naga, and your favorite selkie, Ruccel!”

      I wouldn’t have been surprised to see dust fall from the ceiling, such was the reception of these two names. This naga, Ergo, and his selkie partner Ruccel, must have been quite the fighters to garner such adulation.

      “And now, the selection of our lucky contestants will begin. This is, of course, totally random.” The way he said it made me think it would be anything but random. “Your Majesty, if you would project your spotlight onto one who has caught your eye…”

      Your Majesty… I thought. Does he mean Queen Charl—

      Suddenly, my world turned all to light. I blinked, unable to see a fucking thing because of the eye-searing spotlight pointing straight at me.

      Across from me, Lennox suddenly said, “You must be fucking joking me! Matthew… it’s you.”

      “No shit, Len,” I managed to say as a couple of strong sets of hands hauled me to my feet and dragged me out of my seat. “No shit... “

      As I was bundled unceremoniously toward the cage, the spotlight that had been shining directly into my face tweaked off to the side. My vision was unobscured for just long enough that I was able to see the person behind the light.

      A woman. Short—very short—propped up on a pile of cushions, in the VIP seating above. She had blonde hair piled haphazardly up on her head, a great deal of make-up applied to her face, and a pair of small horns protruding from her forehead.

      As I looked up at her, she caught my eye and batted one heavily penciled eyelid at me in a very theatrical wink.

      “Queen Charlotte,” I muttered to myself as I was hauled toward the fighting cage, “a pleasure to make your acquaintance…”
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      I was towed inexorably backstage by the two large and quite insistently muscular golem security guards. That was the thing about golems; they were supremely suited for this sort of heavy, unrefined work. Hell, they must have weighed a good six-hundred pounds apiece, and only about an ounce and half of that weight would have been brain. Instead of tattoos, the squat creatures were carved with runes and golem hieroglyphs.

      The golems pulled me into a dingy room with a shitty dressing table that looked as if it was used to cut up and do drugs rather than apply make-up. A rake-thin female ifrit stood up from the chair behind the dressing table.

      “This our first random contestant, is it?” the ifrit sneered, running her fiery eyes over me.

      I gave her one of my coolest killing looks. “Call me a cynic, but I’m starting to think that there might not be too much about this that’s random.”

      The ifrit woman had blue flames for hair, and they flickered as she laughed. She popped a cigarette into her mouth and lit it by pressing her finger to the end of it, as if her digit was one of those in-car cigarette lighters.

      She puffed thoughtfully on her smoke. “My name is Melinder the Cinder—not that it matters to you, I suppose. Most likely you’ll be dead in about thirty minutes, an hour tops.” She cocked her head and exhaled a plume of smoke out the side of her mouth. “Though, to be honest, you don’t look like you’ll go down easy. To my eye, you’ve more the look of a fox that’s just been shown into the hen house, rather than a cow being led to slaughter.”

      Despite the fact that this fire demon was obviously in the employ of Queen Charlotte, I couldn’t help but like her. She was as spiky and sharp as a needle and lemon juice cocktail but, at the same time, there was something undeniably honest about her bluntness.

      “Strip ‘im down to his trousers,” Melinder the Cinder told the two golems. “I like the idea of this one half naked but still in his suit pants. An interesting dichotomy to present to the crowd, don’t you think?”

      The golems looked like the sort of individuals who struggled with most single syllable words, let alone ‘dichotomy’, but they grunted and began pulling my bullet-resistant jacket off with clumsy, thick fingers. The jacket could deflect bullets, but I wasn’t certain that it was golem-proof. I held up my hands and said, “Whoa, whoa, whoa, fellas, do you mind? This is a fucking expensive suit.”

      Melinder the Cinder chuckled. The sound was like the shifting of popping coals in a brazier.

      “I’ll lose the jacket and the shirt,” I told her, “just don’t let Pinky and the Brain here undress me, eh?”

      The golems rumbled threateningly and cracked knuckles the size of avocado stones behind me.

      “Calm down, boys, calm down,” the ifrit said to the golems. She took another drag on her smoke and exhaled. She nodded. “Go on then,” she said to me.

      I pulled off my jacket, then unbuttoned my shirt and took that off too. Melinder the Cinder ran her eyes over my chest and torso, noting the scars that punctuated my skin.

      “My, my,” she said, her dark eyes glittering in her dark face, “the ladies are going to love the look of you. Yummy.” She leaned forward and ran a professional hand over my abdominals, then poked me hard in the chest with her finger. “And not all for show either. Not just some gym junky. That’s muscle with a purpose…”

      I folded my jacket and shirt and handed them to her. “I’ll be back for these,” I said.

      Melinder the Cinder nodded. “I’ve a feelin’ you very well might be.” Then she added, “And lose the shoes, big boy.”

      I pulled off my boots and kicked them under the dressing table.

      “What are the odds on any of these ‘random contestants’ ever winning through this thing?” I asked.

      Melinder the Cinder seemed like a straight shooter, and she didn’t disappoint me. “The odds on your survival are of a considerable length.” She was looking at my crotch as she sucked back another lungful of smoke.

      I nodded. Then I reached into the pocket of my pants and pulled out five crumpled C-notes and handed them to her. “That’s what I like to hear. Put this on my team to go all the way will you?”

      Looks like all it had taken for me to become a betting man was my life on the line. Well, if you were going to bet on anyone, it might as well be yourself.

      The ifrit choked on her next mouthful of smoke. “Yeah,” she guffawed, “all the way to the fuckin’ pearly gates.”

      I was led out the way that I had come, stripped to the waist, adrenaline flooding through me. I could feel my heart beating, strong and sure inside my chest. Could feel the air being sucked in and out of my lungs.

      My nostrils flared as I was marched out by the golem guards, back out under the harsh, bright lights of the theater. I kept my eyes lowered as I was escorted to the cage and pushed roughly through the door, so that my vision wouldn’t be impaired by the blinding spotlights.

      Who could say how this little impromptu match would start or when? However it kicked off, being able to see was a distinct advantage over fighting blind.

      I wonder if they know that I’m an Umbra, or whether they think they’ve just gotten their hands on some poor schmuck of a human being? A man who has stuck his neck out a little too fast, and a little too far.

      One thing was for certain: Queen Charlotte wouldn’t know about Lennox’s chip embedded in my palm. From what I had seen thus far, the fighting had been constrained strictly to the physical prowess of the contenders—that was to say, no magical abilities had been on show. However, it was some comfort, standing under the glare of those unforgiving lights, to know that I had the ability to strip Otherworlders of their powers, while being able to enhance the powers of anyone fighting alongside me.

      Speaking of which…

      I looked up from the hard-packed dirt at my feet as the harsh spotlight swung away to focus on the cage door once again. From out of the murk of backstage, a figure was being escorted by two golems—they could very well have been the same golems who’d hauled me into the arena. It was hard to tell since, when it came to golems, it was the decorative touches that set them apart.

      The figure was female and was walking with a slight limp, as if she had gone a couple of rounds with someone that didn’t like her very much already. She was shoved hard through the cage door and almost fell. Instinctively, I held out a hand and caught her before she went ass over tit. I saw that Melinder the Cinder had had her stripped down to her underwear. The woman looked up at me.

      And I found myself staring into the extremely attractive face of none other than Officer Bosco. Her close-cropped, bonsai-like hair was disheveled. Her dark brown eyes were large and apprehensive in her silver skinned face, but they lit up when she recognized me.

      “The mystery man from the Bloody Rams car wreck,” she said, straightening up. “Of all the people I thought I might see here, I never thought—”

      “Yeah, yeah, what a delight,” I said, surfing across her. My eyes were glued to the corridor that led from backstage, waiting to see who or what would come strolling down it. “How about we save the pleasantries for if we get out of this alive. What the hell are you doing here anyway? Me getting entangled in this sort of situation is one thing, but a cop…” I ran my eyes over her face, taking in the cut lip, grazed chin, and eye that looked to have been freshly blacked. “You look like you’ve been in the wars.”

      Bosco gave me a wry smile. “Yeah, you could say that. I was part of an undercover op focusing on rooting out corrupt police that were a part of Queen Charlotte’s payroll. It was the perfect gig, seeing as I counted myself among them.”

      I raised an eyebrow at this and leaned forward so that my words wouldn’t be overheard—as if they could be amidst the din of the fight theater.

      “You’re dirty?” I asked.

      Bosco gave me a knowing look. “Bit of a personal question, mystery man, but yeah, you could say that I’m somewhat biased as far as looking the other way where the Guernsey Family is concerned.”

      The dwarf announcer was standing outside the cage. He looked as if he was receiving some instructions from a runner that had just come down from the top deck of seating.

      “What the fuck did you do to end up in here then?” I asked Bosco.

      She shrugged. “I got a little greedy, you know. Racked up a few debts with the wrong people and had to ask Queen Charlotte for more money.” Bosco spat onto the dirt floor. The saliva was tinged pink with blood. “Turns out that she’s a tight bitch and doesn’t like being squeezed, even by us cops. So, here I am. Doubtless she’s keen to see me laminated to these cage bars in the name of sport, then I’ll be dumped out back for the rats and that’ll be that.”

      “You seem remarkably calm about it,” I said, watching the dwarf announcer step through the cage door and stump over to us.

      “Well, it ain’t over yet,” Bosco said.

      “Ladies and gentlefolk!” the dwarf announcer cried as he reached us. He was holding one of those old school metal microphones in one hand. “Would you give a hearty round of applause for our randomly selected and quite willing contenders!”

      A chorus of jeers and boos emanated out from the spectators. I thought I might have heard Lennox’s high-pitched voice, coming from somewhere out beyond the blaze of light, say, “Go for the balls, Matty! Go for the fucking gonads!”

      “Now, before they can move on to face our reigning team champions,” the dwarf said in his deep voice, “they must prove themselves against a couple of fighters that we here at the Guernsey Paradise Hotel and Casino know you’re familiar with. They’ve recently been on a bit of a training quest to the depths of the desert in which our fine city of Brink resides. Now, for your pleasure, they are here tonight, in fine form, and simply spoiling for a chance to show off their newly honed skills to their home crowd!”

      The crowd let loose a collective throaty roar of delight.

      “Can I get some noise for our very own elemental barbarian brothers, Rat and Bremkis!” the dwarf shouted into his microphone.

      The crowd did as requested, once more shaking the interior of the theater with their cries and whistles. As they cheered, two men appeared from out of the tunnel that led backstage. One was grossly fat, the other thin as a whip with a pointed face and rodent-like eyes.

      “Who do you reckon is Rat?” I asked Bosco under my breath.

      The two barbarians entered the cage, the door left open behind them so that the dwarf announcer could exit. The pair raised their hands above their heads and beamed around at the crowd. They looked the part, I was willing to give them that much. Dressed in brown all-leather fighting gear, they reminded me of a combination of medieval executioners and an 80s glam-rock band; somehow they were managing to strike a balance between intimidating thugs and professional wrestlers.

      For a man like me, who had always fought in the streets and for the highest of stakes against the most desperate of opponents, they held about as much fear as the plate of scrambled eggs I’d had for breakfast that morning.

      “You reckon we can get out of here?” Bosco asked me out of the corner of her mouth.

      I gave her a no bullshit, appraising look.

      “They’ve already given you a little working over, huh?” I asked. “A little softening?”

      Bosco nodded. “Yeah, nothing too major, but not the sort of thing that I’d want to experience again.”

      I made a noise in my throat. It was the verbal equivalent of a shrug. ”Yeah, well, I’ll help you make it through this,” I said. “But if we do, you’re going to owe me.”

      Bosco looked sideways at me. Her lip curled. “Is that so?” she asked.

      “Yeah, that’s so.”

      I figured it was better to have a cop in your pocket than not. At least having them in your pocket meant that you knew exactly where they were. All you had to do was reach in there now and again to give them a squeeze to remind them that they were yours.

      “Yeah, that’s so,” I said. “Otherwise, I don’t really have a reason to help you out here. In my line of work, a dead cop—be they straight as a dog leg or honest—is usually preferable to a live cop.”

      Bosco gave me a long, penetrating stare, which I returned without blinking. Then, she nodded.

      “Thank you, ladies and gentlemen, thank you!” the dwarf said as the cheers for the two barbarian elementals died down. “Now, before we get into what has all the makings of a real teeth-rattler of a fight, let’s hear from one of our brave, random selections.” The dwarf swaggered over to me on his short legs, a shit-eating grin plastered over his bearded face. “Now, sir,” he said, “you’re a fine, fit looking lad, aren’t you? May I ask what your name is and what brings you to Brink City?” The dwarf shoved the mic into my face.

      I wasn’t sure whether this little fuckstick had been briefed by Queen Charlotte to ask me these questions, but it was a fucking clumsy bit of fishing nonetheless. He knew that I wasn’t from Brink City, which might have been a guess, but I figured that this little bit of information had come from above. And that meant Queen Charlotte probably knew a whole lot more than I wanted her to know.

      Still, I had to keep my head in the game and concentrate on the present moment.

      I grinned down at the announcer and said, “Sure, you can ask,” I said.

      I snatched the microphone out of the dwarf’s hand before he knew what the hell was going on. Then, in one swift move, I smashed the metal mic once, twice into his agog mouth. The crunch of breaking teeth filled the room, and the dwarf keeled over backward; his mouth a bloody mess, drool and white shards of teeth festooning his beard.

      The whine of the microphone filled the suddenly silent theater.

      I’d always wanted to do a mic drop, and the sound of the microphone thudding to the dirt and then cutting out was like music to my ears. I looked over at the two elemental barbarians and pointed at them. They looked a little stunned, as if that hadn’t been the introduction they had been expecting.

      “Right,” I said, “which one of you pricks wants to take a nap first?”

      As one giant entity, the crowd roared into life like a smoldering fire that’d found its way into a hayloft.

      Bremkis, the big fat fucker, who was as wide across as a couple of axe handles and looked as if he subsisted on a diet of beer and cheese, bared his teeth at me.

      “All right, butterhog,” I said, “I’ll start with you.”
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      There really is only one thing that matters when it comes to fighting for your life in a cage: make sure that you discard everything that you thought was important or essential in being a valued member of society. I’m talking about morals, care for your fellow man—woman or Otherworlder, mercy, distaste at violence, and compunction of any kind. Replace these with simply surviving. It doesn’t matter how you do it, but the alternative is not worth bothering with, in my opinion.

      Briefly, as I darted forward to engage with Bremkis, I wondered what sort of elementals these guys were. My gut feeling was that they had some connection with earth magic. They certainly looked as if they would have been right at home in some underground warren or cave somewhere—especially the smaller one, Rat. In the end though, it wasn’t likely to matter. There seemed to be a no magic rule, and that was just fine and dandy with me.

      I hit Bremkis with a punch to the gut that would have knocked the stuffing out of a smaller man yet hardly moved the big man. He had a soft gut, but I figured I could make it a deal softer if I punched it enough, and so I set to work. The fat bastard was obviously not one of the world’s big thinkers, more the type of dumb motherfucker that couldn’t hit the floor if he fell out of bed, but he was clearly tough. He was a head taller than me, and he laughed down into my face, misting my cheek with stinking spittle, as I spun and struck him with a rear elbow strike. Where my elbow connected with the underside of his stomach, wavelets spread out under his leather jerkin like ripples on a big fat pond.

      Bremkis retaliated with an unsophisticated haymaker that I ducked easily. I cracked him another few sharp jabs in the kidneys, then danced away and—

      —was smashed into from the side by Rat. The smaller barbarian might have been thin but, as he grabbed me, I could feel the muscles under his skin, like knots in a rope. Off balance as I was, Rat drove me staggering into the cage with a crash; his arms wrapped about my waist, his head tucked in by my side. The wind was knocked momentarily out of me, and I felt the rough abrasiveness of the rusted metal bars tear at my back as we wrestled.

      I attempted to use the chip in my hand to suck out the magic from my opponent, but came up empty. I glanced up at the cage and saw the light in a metal box flicker. There were runes along the front of the box, and I figured it was a magic-disabler of some kind. Which meant I couldn’t use my chip for as long as that thing was operational. It also meant I’d have to use my head and my fists to get out of this mess, not Lennox’s backyard magic-tech. Whatever the tech was, it didn’t seem to be having the same effect on these earth elemental assholes.

      Over Rat’s bent back, I saw Bremkis lumbering toward Bosco. The dryad cop feinted left, then sprinted right, briefly wrongfooting the fat giant. She gained enough room to climb the fifteen-foot high side of the cage before she launched herself at him. She landed on his shoulders with the accuracy of a stinging wasp.

      With commendable alacrity and stability, Bosco balanced on the man’s meaty shoulders and chopped downward with the edge of her hand, right where his shoulder met his neck. Bremkis roared in pain and flailed like a bear that someone had shaved for shits and giggles. Bosco slapped his hands away and smacked her cupped hands down onto his ears.

      There was a collective “Ooooh!” from the crowd as Bremkis sagged. However, a moment later, they were cheering with elation. Bremkis managed to get his sausage-like fingers around one of Bosco’s ankles, and he flung her from him like a ragdoll. Bosco performed a full cartwheel in the air and plowed face first into the dirt in a spray of soil. Her momentum carried her on, and she rolled and rolled and slammed into the metal bars of the cage. The crowd screamed its approval.

      Channeling every ounce of my natural Umbra strength, I cracked my elbow down hard into Rat’s ribcage. Had it not been for the fact that he was an earth elemental, I would have shattered at least two of his ribs like porcelain. The wiry guy grunted, and his grip around my middle slackened somewhat. I reached down, hooked my own arms under his chest, and lifted him with a roar of exertion.

      He might have been a delicate-looking flower, but that was the thing about earth elementals; they’re goddamn dense. With an effort that involved every muscle in my chest, back, and arms screaming for mercy, I flipped Rat up and slammed him down onto the ground. It was what a professional wrestler might have called a textbook powerbomb. The crowd groaned as one as Rat’s breath exploded out of him in one great wheeze. His rodent eyes bulged in his head, and the force of the impact clacked his jaw together with an awful snapping noise and sent blood bursting out of his nostrils.

      Apparently kicking a man when he was down was a reprehensible and uncouth action that was best avoided. But I’d never agreed with whatever ideological buffon had first said it. As I swung my foot back and took aim at Rat’s ribs once more, I wondered how long that same man would have lasted in this cage. Probably all of a second. I used that kick to send a message to Queen Charlotte, who was doubtless watching the action unfold with great interest. The message read, quite simply: Fuck you very much.

      My Umbra strength sent Rat flipping sideways into the air and across the fighting floor, where he landed in a heap and lay wheezing softly.

      That’s taken him out of the fight for a little, I thought. Now to deal with the pork wagon.

      Bosco was in real trouble. As rotund as Bremkis obviously was, the caged fighting area wasn’t exactly huge, and he had gotten a hold of her again. The barbarian had her by the throat now and was laughing as she punched and kicked vainly at his obese and almost invunerable torso.

      Lennox would have been proud when he saw me come up behind the gigantic blob of an elemental and drive my bare foot up and into the fork of his legs with as much gusto as I could manage.

      Bremkis dropped Bosco, and she fell heavily to her knees, breath rasping in her throat. After only one full breath, she struck out with a lightning fast inward strike that caught the fat bastard square in the sausage and beans yet again. Bremkis fell silently to his own knees, not even having the ability to utter a cry or squeak of pain.

      I was just about to try and put my heel through the back of the big man’s head when Bosco cried, “Watch out!”

      I dodged sideways as Rat returned to the attack, his punch, which had been targeted at the base of my skull, hissing past my nose. The smaller barbarian looked as rough as old dogs’ tits after our brief altercation moments ago, but I couldn’t fault his persistence. He stumbled past me, and his striking arm went through the bars of the cage.

      With a predator’s instinct, I delivered a hand blade strike right to the elemental’s exposed elbow joint. The crack of breaking bone echoed around the theater like a gunshot. Rat screamed, his face contorted in a grimace of undisguised torment. Never one to pass up an advantage, I stepped back, pivoted, and struck out with a back snap kick, once more targeting Rat’s busted elbow. Cartilage and tendons were pulverized out of place, and Rat’s arm bent in the complete opposite direction, as a spike of bone—probably the radius—jutted through his skin.

      “No…” Bremkin said through tears of pain that the double bollock smashing had brought to his piggy eyes. “Rat!” he screamed.

      “‘Fraid so, big-boy,” I said.

      Bosco clocked him with a doozy of a side snap kick, and my elbow strike connected with the other side of Bremkis’s head a second after. The effect of the two blows coming from opposite directions was to essentially knock the kneeling man out cold without sending him falling either way. It was quite impressive really, the way he stayed perfectly upright while his mouth hung slack and his eyes remained open.

      “Is he dead?” Bosco asked me.

      I poked Bremkis in the forehead, and he keeled slowly over backward, right on top of the announcer who had just begun to stir from where I’d laid him out with the microphone. The dwarf attempted to cry out in sudden pain, but was unable to suck in enough breath for a proper scream, what with the fat barbarian catching some zees on his chest.

      The crowd had fallen silent once more. Defiantly, I looked around at the crowd. I stared up to where I thought the good Queen Charlotte might be sitting and called out, “I guess that should shorten the odds a little, eh, Your Majesty?”

      This show of cheek sent laughter ruffling around the huge space. A few jeers echoed out from the cheap seats. Then, all of a sudden, the noise in the place had been turned back up to eleven.

      It was all I could do not to channel my inner Russell Crowe, raise my arms, and cry out, “Are you not entertained? Are you not entertained?”

      Instead, I grabbed the microphone from where it lay on the floor and looked up to where the Queen was surely sitting.

      “I’d call that a win!” I yelled into the mic. To my surprise, it still worked even after I’d used it to break the dwarf’s face. “Bring on the next, and let’s hope they’ve got more balls than this sorry pair!” I nudged the fallen Bremkis with a toe. “Especially this one.”

      The cage door screeched open, and a team of golems trudged into the cage, staring at Bosco and me with baleful gray eyes. Two of them lifted the unconscious form of Bremkis and carried him away, while two more helped the still screaming Rat and the dwarf with the broken teeth out of the fighting ground.

      “Your goose is fuckin’ cooked!” the announcer said, through his fucked up mouth as he trudged out.

      I winked at him. “You best be jogging on, friend,” I said, “otherwise I’ll get back to whipping you like a red-headed stepchild.”

      The dwarf spat a bloody glob at my feet and stumped out.

      Once the cage was free of the first-aid party, there was the sound of a microphone being picked up and an excessively girlish voice with an Irish accent and just a slight dusting of whiskey and tobacco. “Bring in Ruccel and Ergo.”
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      There was nothing to herald the arrival of the Guernsey Paradise Hotel and Casino’s best fighters. No fanfare of trumpets or over the top rock music. One moment the cage was empty except for myself and Bosco, the next it was home to two additional fighters: Ergo and Ruccel. I saw now why the crowd loved them so much, or at least part of the reason. Ergo was a naga, and Ruccel was a selkie.

      Ergo was an athletic dude, as hairless as an egg, whose skin had a very, very light pattern of scales running just under the surface. He had no nose to speak of, a straight gash for a mouth that ran almost from one ear to the other—or, at least, the holes he had in the place of ears—and a cobra’s cold, piercing eyes. As a Naga, he’d also be as fucking fast as a diamondback and strong as a Burmese python.

      The naga were believed, by humans who didn’t know any better, to be semi-divine beings that were half human and half cobra. What they really were, of course, were Otherworlders who had been warped and changed by time, environment, and thaumaturgical exposure into beings that were basically beastkin, like Ally was.

      Ruccel was, as I had already identified, of the selkie persuasion. The selkie were shapeshifting Otherworlders who could alternate between human and seal forms. There was a belief that they had actually come through a different portal hundreds of years before the portal through which most of the Otherworlders had fled into our world at the turn of the twentieth century, though this had been neither confirmed nor denied by the selkies themselves. They were a taciturn and secretive race, renown for being hotblooded and good fighters, though it was also said that they carried around their brains in their back pockets they were so impressively dumb. While Ergo looked more like a man crossed with a snake, Ruccel, although humanoid in shape, was mostly seal on the outside. His hide was slick brown fur, his hands were large and oddly flat, and his head was round and hard-looking. He gazed at me with his big, brown liquid eyes and smiled a cold little smile.

      A bell sounded, and the fight began. The first flurry of attacks from Ergo drove me backward at such a pace that it was all I could do to keep my balance and defend myself. The naga moved sinuously, twisting around and away from my occasional counter-punch as if the very air was oil.

      Nearby, Bosco was in similar straits. She was pinned against one of the walls of the cage by the selkie, Ruccel, his powerfully muscular arms raining body punches in at her like a tireless bar-brawler; left, right, left, right, left, right. His strange sealskin hide gleamed in the harsh lights of the theater.

      The noise of the crowd was like a tangible force, like a current. It buffeted us, rising and swelling and playing along with the fight as the combat progressed. They were a sporting crowd in ecstasy. They had seen—as far as they knew—two random strangers come together as a pair of underdogs and defeat more established opponents. They howled and bayed at us like a massive pack of bloodhounds that had scented the foxes. Yes, they would have enjoyed seeing us defeat the two barbarian brothers, because who didn’t like to see the fall guy rise?

      But the crowd had satisfied that particular urge and were now looking forward to Bosco and I having our craniums smashed in. The only questions were how long would it take, and in what creative way would we be dispatched?

      I managed to block a curving side thrust kick from Ergo, then catch the cockily telegraphed lunge punch that followed it in my hand. For a moment, the two of us were locked together, not five inches apart. Then I nailed the naga with a headbutt that sent him staggering.

      I pressed my advantage, forgetting anything that resembled technique, and tried to get my hands around his neck so that I could squeeze the fucking life out of him. I managed to get a grip on the back of the figure-hugging shirt that he wore and pulled him close. Then I swung my arm up and jabbed him hard in the throat with a two-finger strike.

      Ergo choked, and I lashed out with a side kick that should have broken his kneecap and slowed him down some, but somehow he slipped aside. Then he was on me again, driving me back with a shower of punches, which I managed to mostly block. As I was driven backward, I tripped over something that was lying in the middle of the fighting floor. I went over backward, but managed to collect myself and turn the fall into a neat backward roll. When I regained my feet, I saw that the thing I had fallen over was Bosco. She had been floored by Ruccel and was on her hands and knees, trying to collect herself.

      I knew that the selkie had to be right behind me, so I sprang forward, feeling his foot whisper past the back of my scarred head, and launched myself off Bosco’s back like a springboard. I landed in the arms of the unsuspecting Ergo, who was coming after me, and we both went to the floor. I managed to land a couple of meaty punches to the bald naga’s dome before a strong, furry forearm that smelled strongly of haddock, grasped me around the throat and hauled me off of him.

      “Fuck you, man,” I growled and struck out backward with an elbow. I connected satisfactorily, but Ruccel maintained his grip and continued squeezing. Despite everything I could do, my vision began to narrow as the selkie began to constrict my windpipe.

      Abruptly, Ruccel’s grip loosened, and I felt him jerk a couple of times. Ergo chose that moment to charge forward again and I lashed out with my foot and caught him right in the stomach, stopping him in his tracks. Taking advantage of Ruccel’s loosened grip and Ergo’s position, I used the naga to launch myself up and over Ruccel’s head, breaking his grip as I flipped backward over him. Landing behind the selkie, I kicked him hard in the back of the knee and then booted him, Spartan style right between the shoulder blades. He was propelled forward and crashed into his teammate, and the two of them landed in a heap.

      I turned around and saw Bosco behind me. There was a trickle of blood coming from the corner of her mouth and, unthinkingly, I reached up and wiped it away with my thumb. This action was met by a host of wolf whistles and yells from the crowd.

      “Look,” I said quickly, “do you trust me?”

      Bosco looked as surprised as if I’d just asked her to marry me. “What? No!” she said.

      “Yeah, well, we’re in a tight spot,” I said, “so that’ll have to do.”

      The selkie and naga charged at Bosco. It appeared that they were going to try and take out the dryad, who was clearly more fatigued than myself. Get rid of the injured opponent, half the enemy number and then double-team me. I sprinted right, hoping that it looked like I was hightailing it out of the way. I was only planning on being away from the action for a few moments. Hopefully Bosco would be able to hold up under the double onslaught for that long.

      At a flat run I used the bars of the cage as stepping stones and ran up the wall, above which the little, rune-covered box glowed with its eerie light. When I reached the top of the cage, I swung my leg around in a flying roundhouse kick. The strange little metallic box, sat on top of its little pole, shattered and spun away into the crowd. Abruptly, a very slight pressure, which I hadn’t even realized had been there until it wasn’t, was lifted. The momentum of my kick spun me about and I fell back into the cage. I landed on all fours just behind Ruccel and Ergo, who were pounding on Bosco. A sharp kick in the back of Ergo’s knee, paired with a chop to the throat, sent the naga falling backwards. Ruccel turned his attention to me, but by then I had already got my hands around his face and thrown him backwards over my outstretched leg. He hit the ground hard.

      Knowing we only had seconds before the two Otherworlders returned to the attack, I reached out and touched Bosco on the arm with my chipped hand.

      The dryad stiffened, then morphed. Bosco was suddenly two feet taller, with longer arms and legs resembling the limbs of a young sapling in its prime. Her eyes glowed a menacing green now, instead of deep brown.

      “The no magic policy, though?” she said, looking down in amazement at fingers, that now resembled knotted roots.

      “Fuck that,” I said. “What are they going to do, kill us? I’d rather beat these two assholes and see what happens than potentially die in here, in front of this crowd.”

      Ruccel and Ergo, now recovered and ready for round two, started toward me and Bosco. The enhanced dryad sent her vine-like arms whipping toward Ergo the naga while I lowered myself and ran straight for Ruccel. Even as I moved towards him, I saw his teeth lengthen into sharp yellow tusks. He had realized that the device that inhibited magic use had been destroyed and it looked like he meant to make the most of it. To gain himself some more time to change further, the selkie attempted to dash aside, but I closed in on him, grabbing him around his waist and throwing him to the ground. My chip burned in my palm as my hands touched his slippery, seal-like skin. He roared as the oily, dark flesh melted away, leaving pink, human-like skin beneath.

      While I was caught up with Ruccel, Bosco had engaged with Ergo. As my tussle with Ruccel went this way and that, and I attempted to keep him in his weaker human form, I saw that Ergo had changed too. His neck was swollen and had fanned out, taken on a very cobra-like shape, though not as pronounced as the actual snake. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw him open his wide mouth, a pair of thin fangs slipping free of otherwise toothless gums. With a jerk of his head, the naga sprayed venom in Bosco’s direction, but she dodged aside. The spray of venom hit the cage bars and instantly started corroding them. Bosco stepped in and clobbered Ergo with a branch-like arm, flinging him out of my sight.

      That did not look good, but I had no time to dwell on it.

      Ruccel and I rolled and thrashed, throwing punches and clawing at one another. The selkie had the weight advantage, and he used it well, pinning me to the dirt and working on me with powerful knee strikes to the thighs and stomach. We had worked our way up against the cage, the tops of both our heads pressing against the widely-spaced rusted bars.

      “Just...bloody...die,” Ruccel said as his thick, oily fingers crept up my chest toward my throat.

      I looked up and saw the one chance that I might have at getting out of my predicament. The light was glinting off of Ruccel’s dark hide, and his face dripped with slimy perspiration.

      With a superhuman jerk, I wrenched myself sideways, then kneed Ruccel as hard as I could in the seat of his pants. The selkie was catapulted forward, and his oily head slipped through the bars of the cage in front of him and got wedged. The rusted bars lacerated him deeply across the face and blood welled out of the gashes.

      I rolled to my feet, watching the selkie thrashing helplessly, his head stuck between the cage’s bars. I realized that everything I did now had to be weighed against how it would serve my reputation. Should I show some compassion and save this seal-guy?

      “Fuck that,” I said as I stomped down hard on the back of Ruccel’s neck and broke his spine against the bar lodged under his chin.

      I looked around, just in time to see the supercharged version of Officer Bosco wrap her root-like fingers around Ergo and hoist him up from the floor. She had his dangerous mouth clamped shut with her strong fingers. She held him there for a second or two, looking unsure as to how to proceed. Then, Ergo caught her with a juicy kick to the side of her head. Bosco’s face snapped around, then turned slowly back to regard the naga in her grip. Her eyes glowed a brilliant emerald. Vines shot from her forearms, wrapped around Ergo’s head, and crumpled his skull.

      Just like that.

      She sucked her vines back into her forearms, and Ergo tumbled to the floor, his head a pulped mess.

      And then, it was over. Our opponents lay dead in the dirt at our feet.

      Bosco and I were left, in the center of the cage, breathing as if we had just completed a thousand yard dash and then had to wrestle a couple of yetis. My chest heaved in and out, while next to me Bosco leaned against the cage and sucked in air for all she was worth. She had returned to her normal shape already, now that the immediate threat of violence had passed. The crowd were going apeshit—whether out of anger at the unexpected morphing of my partner or by the result in general, it was hard to say.

      A team of golems swiftly entered the cage and roughly seized Bosco and I. We were pulled out of the cage, hustled us out of the bright lights of the fight-theater, and shoved into the backstage passageway. Through the dizzying corridors we went once again until, with a push, I was deposited in front of my old pal, Melinder the Cinder.

      “Handsome,” she said through a cloud of smoke, “you’re back.”

      “Told you… I would be,” I managed as my breathing and heart rate started to normalize. “Had to get my clothes, didn’t I?”

      The ifrit laughed and motioned at the pile of clothes waiting for me on the dressing table. There was a large wad of money balancing on top.

      “What’s that?” I asked as I pulled my boots on and laced them up.

      “Your fuckin’ winnings, smart boy,” she said. “Minus my bookkeeping commission, of course.”

      I stood up and looked down at Melinder as she leaned nonchalantly against the dressing table. She was a little older than I would normally go for, probably verging on the half century, but there was something about her that I found very alluring.

      “Interesting fact; the word ‘bookkeeping’ is the only word in the fuckin’ English language with three consecutive double letters,” Melinder said as I buttoned my shirt.

      “Is that right?” I said.

      “Yeah. You can tell that to Queen Charlotte. Maybe it’ll soften her up while she’s deciding the best way to pull you apart.”

      “I don’t suppose I’ve earned anything in that little death match?” Bosco asked.

      “You earned a few more minutes of your life,” Melinder said as she puffed on her smoke. “I’d say thats, well, it’s priceless really, isn’t it?”

      I shrugged my jacket back on, feeling my muscles groan at the movement. “I like you, Melinder the Cinder. You ever feel like you want a change from dressing up the soon-to-be-dead, you come and see me.”

      “And who the fuck are you, handsome?” Melinder asked. The ifrit opened her mouth, revealing the inside of a throat that glowed like a furnace, and popped her spent cigarette into it.

      “You keep your ear to the ground,” I told her. “You’ll be hearing plenty more of me, don’t you worry.”

      After Bosco and I were dressed, we were escorted roughly along a series of corridors and up a couple of flights of corkscrewing stairs until we faced a plain green door without any sort of handle or lock. One of our golem guards gave the old rap, tat-tat-tat, rap coded knock. The door was opened from the other side.

      Bosco and I were propelled into a spacious room carpeted with thick cream blue shagpile carpet. The door closed behind us. There was a lot of gold gilt in evidence, relief carving, and numerous paintings in clashing styles hanging on the wall—as if the owner of the office was attempting to cultivate a certain level of class.

      They had been dead wrong on that score. It was perhaps the most hideously gaudy office I’d ever set foot in, and I’d accompanied the Don to some fucking eyesores.

      The only saving grace as far as furnishing went—though it did not go with the room at all—was a lovely walnut desk, topped with green leather. Behind it was a chair of worn, studded leather and, in the chair was—

      “Ah, the brave champions,” said the blonde-haired, heavily make-upped faun who had shone the spotlight down on me back in the theater. She had an overly syrupy voice, sweet enough to make your teeth rot. It might have been sexy were it not coming from a woman who was as likely to kill me as fuck me.

      “Allow me to introduce myself,” she continued. “I am Queen Charlotte Guernsey. Welcome. You two fought bravely. But I believe we all have something to discuss?”

      “I’ll say,” I said, my face completely deadpan. “I don’t know if you noticed, but I’m pretty sure we were set up to be killed back there in the theater.”

      Queen Charlotte smiled. The smile did not touch her copiously mascaraed eyes.

      “I was thinking more along the lines of something that took place a few days ago,” she said. “A little mishap in a warehouse…”
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      Queen Charlotte sat across from Officer Bosco and me and waited for us to speak. It was a tried and true tactic, letting the silence stretch so that the person under interrogation eventually cracked and blurted out something—anything—to break the uncomfortable silence.

      The Queen should have realized that a bent cop and a career criminal weren’t bothered by this silence. It was our bread and butter—though police officers and villains habitually ate from different sides of the table of the law.

      “You’ve got nothing to say?” the Queen eventually said while Bosco and myself stared stonily at her. I could tell she was pissy that her tactic hadn’t worked. “Nothing about the fiasco at the warehouse? My warehouse, I’ll add. Why don’t we be totally transparent with each other?”

      “I’ve always wondered about that,” I said.

      A slight frown creased the foundation covering Queen Charlotte’s forehead. She might have been pushing mid-forties, but she was still a sight to behold. She wore heavy makeup, but rather than make her look tacky, it only served to highlight her natural beauty.

      “Wondered about what?” she asked.

      “The idea of being ‘transparent’ with someone—especially in this business,” I replied. “I mean, you’re either telling someone something that they can see straight through or telling them something that they can’t see at all.”

      I thought this might rile the head of the Guernsey family up a little. I wouldn’t have minded that, as people often show you who they really are if you annoy them enough. Instead, Queen Charlotte gave a breathy little chuckle.

      “Ah me, oh my!” she said in her soft Irish accent. “It’s not often that I get a chancer such as yourself sitting in front of me and find out that he’s somewhat of an intellectual!”

      “I don’t know about that,” I said, keeping my eyes on Queen Charlotte, “but I do make it my business to be observant. For instance, since being in this room, I’ve observed the two faun guards behind your shoulders. They wouldn’t be able to get to you before I did, if I were to leap over this desktop and stab you with that lovely gold fountain pen you have there—which has a very pointy nib on it, by the way.”

      Queen Charlotte smiled icily at me. “Ah, but could you be faster than their bullets?”

      “Their guns are holstered under their armpits and both of them have their jackets buttoned,” I said, my gaze still fastened on her face. “If I were suicidal and didn’t have plans that would be ruined by being gunned down by them, you’d be dead either way.”

      Charlotte raised her thickly penciled eyebrow.

      “I also observed that Reynolds portrait that you’ve got hanging by the security door that we just came through—” I said, jerking my thumb over my shoulder.

      Queen Charlotte’s fixed smile actually genuinely brightened a touch at that, as she interrupted me. “Ah, an art lover,” she said. “Yes, I bought that at auction—”

      “—is a fake,” I finished.

      The smile on Her Majesty’s face congealed like an egg left on a plate overnight.

      I shrugged. “Trust me. I’ve knocked over enough auction houses to know that the brush strokes on that portrait are too heavy to have been made by Reynolds himself.”

      Queen Charlotte leaned back in her chair and studied me like an interesting bug trapped under a glass. “Allow me to illustrate my powers of observation,” she said. “I know that you arrived in Brink City with none other than Alessia Balducci by your side.”

      I felt Bosco look across from me, and I cursed inwardly. The fact that the crooked cop had reacted to that nugget of news may as well have been a thumbs-up at the faun sitting opposite me.

      “Yes, indeed,” said the faun. “The daughter of the man who once ruled New York with an iron fist decided to take a trip to Brink City… One would have to ask why and to what purpose would such a person be visiting?”

      She left the question hanging in the air like a snare, but I refused to utter a word and land myself in it.

      Queen Charlotte gave a breathy little sigh. “I suppose, now though, that it is an irrelevant question,” she continued. “Seeing as how the word on the street is that Miss Balducci and part of her entourage left Brink to return to New York for her late father’s funeral.”

      That was news to me. I hadn’t heard the rumor at all, let alone thought it up.

      It might have been one of the others, I thought, but they surely would have run something like that passed me. Well, maybe not Lennox…

      “Such a carefully blank expression considering the incident that followed, Mr…”

      Incident?

      “Belvedere,” I said. The name would have to come out sooner or later, and right then I couldn’t think of a reason why I shouldn’t tell Queen Charlotte. I hoped that it might take the pressure out of her probing.

      “Well, Mr Belvedere,” she said. “As I was saying, I find it impressive that a man can retain such outward calm when someone else talks so openly of how Alessia was blown up in that explosion at the Don’s funeral.”

      Where the fuck did this rumor come from? I mused. There must be someone out there who knows what we’re up to, why we’re in Brink. Are they looking to help us? And, if they are, what are they hoping to get out of it?

      Queen Charlotte laughed and tapped her bright red lip with a pale forefinger. “Ah, Mr Belvedere,” she said, “let’s have a dram, eh?” She motioned to one of her guards that was stationed against the wall. “You, Jakub, make yourself useful and pour Mr Belvedere and myself a couple of fingers of Writers Tears.”

      The faun nodded and walked on his dainty-looking deer legs over to a cabinet and began busying himself with glasses and a bottle.

      “I wouldn’t say no to one myself,” Bosco said.

      “Mm, I bet there’s plenty that you’d not say no to, Officer Bosco,” Queen Charlotte replied smoothly. “Bribes being one, a flutter on the ponies another. Thankfully, what bent rozzers like yourself want, is something I don’t concern myself with. Besides, the free air that you’re breathing—not to mention the act of breathing itself—should be heady enough for you right now.”

      The faun guard named Jakub placed a cut crystal glass on Queen Charlotte's desk then turned and thrust the other glass at me, almost slopping the amber liquid into my lap. I took the glass, knocked the whisky back, and thrust it back at the faun before he could return to his post.

      “Same again thanks, pal,” I said.

      Jakub’s eyes flashed at me, and I saw his jaw muscle working as he ground his teeth.

      Queen Charlotte chuckled. “Best do as he says, Jakub,” she said, sipping her own drink. “The man just beat my two best cage fighters after all.”

      Jakub took the glass back off me with bad grace.

      “Good boy,” I said condescendingly.

      Next to me, Bosco snorted softly to herself.

      Queen Charlotte waited for my glass to be refilled and delivered without incident by the furious faun guard before raising her own and saying, “Sláinte.”

      “Sláinte agatsa,” I replied and took a sip of my own drink.

      Queen Charlotte swilled her whisky around her mouth while she studied me. She swallowed and said, “I know that’s all bullshit, of course.”

      “What is?” I asked.

      “The story of Alessia Balducci going back to New York only to be conveniently blown up at her father’s funeral, body burned beyond recognition. I know that, despite the airline tickets that were purchased and used, that she never went back to New York.”

      “If you say so,” I said. “It’s always been my impression that this underground world that you and I have decided to call home is mostly built on bullshit. Anyone who tries to convince you otherwise is probably hustling you twice as hard as you are them.”

      “Very true, but I know that she wasn’t killed, Mr Belvedere,” Charlotte said. “And, to my extensive knowledge, I am the only one that knows that.”

      I didn’t like to point out that, compared to the criminal components of Brink City that operated above her, the Guernsey Family probably knew next to fuck all. However, if Queen Charlotte really did know beyond doubt that Ally was alive and in Brink City, others in this lawbreaking hemisphere probably did as well. We’d have to keep an ear out. Eventually, it wouldn’t matter, but for now, it was best that people didn’t know about Ally Belvedere being Alessia Balducci, or that Matthew Belvedere had ties to the now disgraced Balducci Family.

      “All those who saw you and her and the rest of your little possy—the few fauns that survived the battle at the warehouse—have been liquidated,” Queen Charlotte said, unerringly reading the thoughts that were at that moment scrolling through my head.

      What does this woman want? I pondered.

      “Convenient,” I said in a temporizing tone.

      “So, you see, your little secret is safe with me, Mr Belvedere,” Queen Charlotte continued. “But I must confess I was surprised to see you here tonight with those two women and the goblin. I had imagined you’d be more concerned with keeping your head down and keeping a low profile, perhaps in the same hideyhole that Miss Balducci is currently occupying.”

      So, the disguise that Lennox’s chip had worked on Ally had come under intense scrutiny and not been penetrated. In keeping this secret under her hat, Queen Charlotte was only one of a few people who knew Alessia Balducci was in Brink. The others were Captain Shepherd, Officer Bosco, and the rest of their elite squad of flying pigs.

      “Yes,” Queen Charlotte said, “having you pop up here was something that I found… intriguing. You looked very much to me like a man that had thrown off the shackles of an employer and decided to start up on his own. It smelled a little bit of disloyalty, Mr Belvedere, and that is one thing that I abhor above all others.”

      “Which is why you randomly deliberately selected me for your cage fights?” I asked.

      “That’s right.”

      I nodded. The obvious disdain that Queen Charlotte had for anyone who double-crossed their employer tallied with the reason that Bosco had given me for being in the cage too.

      “So, you thought that you had paired up a double-crossing crim and a cop who you had paid to be loyal to you, but had taken liberties with you?” I asked.

      “That’s right,” Queen Charlotte said, taking another sip of whisky.

      “I bet your Irish soul was singing at the poetry of that,” I said.

      Queen Charlotte laughed. “A little,” she admitted. “A little.”

      “So, you thought that you were ridding the world of a couple of rats, though they were slightly different species?” I asked. “But we survived, and so here we are.”

      Queen Charlotte swilled her whisky around her mouth, obviously enjoying the dull burn of the peaty liquor. Then she nodded curtly. “I see in you some great potential for business, Mr Belvedere. But I want nothing to do with a rat—of any species. So, with that in mind, I think it only fitting that you prove to me that you aren’t one. That you are a man capable of taking orders and doing the right thing at the same time.”

      I knocked back the rest of my drink and put my glass carefully on the table.

      “And how do I do that?” I asked.

      “Shit, I bet I know,” Bosco said next to me.

      “You can see now why I didn’t want to bother with offering you a drink, dear,” Queen Charlotte said to Bosco, in that syrupy sweet voice.

      I looked from Bosco to the head of the Guernsey crime family.

      “You want me to shoot, Officer Bosco here?” I asked.

      “No, no!” Queen Charlotte said. “Do not be absurd, Mr Belvedere, this cream shagpile is only a month old. No, I want you to strangle Officer Bosco.”

      Bosco looked at me. I could tell by the look in her eyes that she knew exactly what sort of man I was.

      No wonder she looked so fucking scared.

      As important as it was that I connected with a low level Brink City crime family, I couldn’t help but think that a cop who owed me her life was an asset.

      And one who owes me her life twice… Shit, the favors that she’d owe me would be worth their weight in gold, surely.

      I stood up slowly. I noticed the way that the half dozen faun guards stationed around the office shifted their postures slightly. The two that I had pointed out earlier causally unbuttoned their jackets so that they could more easily get to the pistols they had stowed in their shoulder holsters.

      “Easy, fellas,” I said. “If I was going to try and make a move on Her Majesty here, I would have done it without so much chin-wagging.”

      I stepped round to the back of Bosco, who seemed to have quit breathing for the time being. The tread of my boots was muffled by the thick carpet as I settled myself into a comfortable stance behind her. From this distance, I could smell the stale sweat from the cage fight on her. Could see the pulse beating hard and fast in her neck. There were a few pin-heads of perspiration at her temple, standing out like mercury against the pale silver skin and green hair. She flinched as I put my hands on her shoulders.

      “Your Majesty,” I said, “normally, nothing would give me greater pleasure than offing one of our esteemed officers of the peace—even if this dryad can scrap with the best of them.”

      Queen Charlotte cocked her head. “How disappointing. I was not expecting a ‘but’ to show its face in your answer.”

      My hands moved up from Bosco’s shoulders to her neck. I needed her to be scared, needed her face to show Queen Charlotte that she and I weren’t in league, needed her to convince the head of the Guernsey family that I really might just kill her.

      “Unfortunately, in this instance, I need Officer Bosco,” I said. “My future plans depend on her involvement to some degree.”

      I was thinking on the fly, but hoped that these generalities would appease Queen Charlotte for now.

      “Future plans?” she asked. “What future plans?” A shrewd light had kindled in her eyes.

      I shook my head mutely at her and indicated with my eyes that I couldn’t say anything in front of Bosco.

      Queen Charlotte gave me a calculating look. Then she swallowed the last of her whisky and nodded at me. I released my hands from around Bosco’s neck, much to the officer’s relief. Queen Charlotte pulled out an old-fashioned tobacco pipe from her desk drawer. She filled the pipe, slowly and carefully, while she continued to think. When she was done with this ritual, she stuck the pipe between her teeth and one of her guards stepped forward with a lighted match and held it to the bowl. Acrid yellow smoke billowed into the air.

      “Fine,” she said through the cloud of yellow pipe smoke. “Frank, show Bosco here the exit will you? All the way to the street. And Officer Bosco?”

      Bosco, still trembling but doing quite a good job at hiding it, turned and looked at Queen Charlotte. “Yes?” she asked.

      “It’s worth mulling over how close you came to dying today, lass,” Charlotte said, twirling a thick strand of her peroxide blonde hair through her fingers. “Might be worth mulling over too, just how easy it’d be for you to still snuff it.”

      Bosco swallowed and nodded before she was ushered from the room.

      “Now, Mr Belvedere, let’s cut the shit,” Charlotte said. “What is this plan you have that that greedy rat Bosco can’t know about?”

      “It involves the BCPD,” I said.

      “Obviously.”

      I sat back down in my vacated chair and crossed my legs. “Firstly,” I said, “let me just say that there are plenty of other ways that I would have liked to spend the last two hours in your casino, other than in that cage. It was fortuitous in a way though, because I had been trying to win Officer Bosco over to my cause for a little while, trying to get her to be my inside woman within the Brink City police department.”

      There were grains of truth to this yarn I was spinning—I did plan on calling the debt that Bosco now owed me for saving her life twice—but I still wasn’t quite sure what fictitious grand design I was going to reveal to Queen Charlotte. It would have to be one that merited me actually wanting a cop on the inside of the force.

      “Now, through your cage fights, Bosco owes me her life,” I explained. “I plan to use her as an integral component to further my cause in this town, but I couldn’t have her hear how exactly that will be achieved.”

      “I see,” Queen Charlotte said. “That makes sense, I suppose, but what the hell is your ‘cause’? Elaborate for me.”

      “Look,” I said expansively, “I came back here because I’m a Brinker through and through. I’m the grandson of the Belvedere family. We have, of course, roots in this town, though they have been somewhat neglected over the past sixty years. I was an employee of the Balducci Family, yes, and our aim was to come out here and start up a satellite branch of that family. However,” and I spread my hands, “you know what happened. The Don is dead. The family name flushed so far down the shitter that it’d take a miracle for it to find its way out again.”

      Queen Charlotte looked at me. “You don’t feel guilty for casting aside your loyalty to the Don, or his daughter.”

      “Loyalty to a dead man ain’t loyalty,” I said. “It’s stupidity. As for Alessia Balducci, I never pledged myself to her. Henchmen like me aren’t included with the furniture and family heirlooms in the will.”

      Queen Charlotte indicated with a gesture that I should go on.

      “So, my foster-brother and I decided to do something different here. We—”

      “Make and sell weapons?” Queen Charlotte interjected. “You’re an arms-dealer?”

      Weapons? Arms-dealer?

      Despite my confusion, I managed to keep my face blank.

      “Like the one that you used in the cage fight?” Queen Charlotte pressed.

      Ah, now I see why she kept me alive this long. Why she really brought me up here.

      The Queen thought the chip that Lennox had built, the one which was now inside my arm and could upgrade anyone with its magical abilities, was an example of the weapons I could deal to prospective buyers. Well, this was an assumption I could use to my benefit.

      Queen Charlotte had just given me a plan, not only to get myself out of this little bind, but a plan that could be the first stepping stone in my fledgling criminal empire.
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      “That’s, right. I’m an arms-dealer,” I said, making out as if this was an astute bit of reasoning on the Irish faun’s part, rather than a gift of a suggestion that she had just given me.

      Queen Charlotte gave me a smug look. Then she gestured at the faun, Jakub, and said, “Bring them in.”

      I turned in my seat, as the main double doors to the office were flung wide, and watched as Lennox, Ally, and Macy were led into the room. I noticed instantly that Lennox’s feet were bound in shackles. Ally, still in her overblown tiger form, was covered in blood. Thankfully, it did not look like it belonged to her.

      “How many died?” the Queen asked, in the same indifferent tone of voice with which she might have said, “Is it raining outside?”

      One of the guards who had escorted the rest of my team members in, stepped forward. He glanced sideways at Ally, as if fearful what she might do to him if he got too close. Ally gave him a wink, and the faun took a step to the side.

      “Uh, the tigress killed three, Your Majesty,” he said, shivering slightly as he recalled what must have been a grisly scene. “The fairy took out one more. And the goblin. . .”

      “Yes, I was about to ask, why the feck have you left the two most dangerous-looking guests untethered and yet bound the goblin in irons?” Queen Charlotte asked.

      “The goblin, ah, well the goblin didn’t kill anyone, but he’s faster than any goblin has any right to be. We could barely get a hold of the speedy little bugger, and when we did…”

      “Spit it out,” Queen Charlotte said, “it can’t be that bad. Look at him. He looks like he should be working in some tech shop somewhere.”

      The faun guard swallowed. “Well, when we did get our hands on him, Your Majesty, he, ah, he ripped Bernie’s nuts out.”

      “He killed Bernie?” Charlotte asked incredulously.

      “Didn’t kill him, Your Majesty,” the guard said, “just tore his balls out.”

      Every eye on the room focused on the goblin with the tortoiseshell glasses who, at that moment, happened to be digging around industriously in one nostril.

      “What?” Lennox asked, ceasing his nasal excavations for a moment. “Oh, don’t look at me like that. It was in the heat of battle, wasn’t it?”

      I couldn’t help but smile. Lennox might have been an unpredictable, bloodthirsty genius—not to mention a pain in the ass to rival a four-fingered proctological exam—but there were times when I was proud to call him my brother from another mother.

      “Queen Charlotte has just rumbled me, Len,” I said to the goblin, hoping he would catch on to my ruse. “She figured out why we’re here. The whole making and selling of your new-fangled weaponry, like the chip in my hand.”

      “Ah, yes,” said Lennox, cottoning on with gratifying speed, “the whole purveying of weaponry scheme. Yes.”

      “So, you’re really manufacturing these weapons?” Queen Charlotte asked, leaning forward. Try as she might, she couldn’t disguise the avarice that shone in the depths of her eyes like pennies at the bottom of a well.

      “That’s right,” I said, and Lennox nodded.

      That’s what she wants out of this, I realized. She thinks that she can strike a bargain with us and get her gang some weapons that will further their ambitions in Brink. Good to know.

      “I see,” the head of the Guernseys said. “Well, seeing as you basically robbed me of my two best fighters down there in the cages, Mr Belvedere, I feel like the least you can do is use your enhancement weapon on a few of my men to settle the debt.”

      The words ‘or else’ hung, invisible, in the air. If I didn’t do as I was asked, we would undoubtedly go through all the rigmarole of cocking hammers, pointing pistols, and threatening. And that’d be a little hard since all my firepower was currently in my AMC Eagle sitting in the parking lot.

      I got to my feet and approached the guard who had brought in my friends. He looked nervously up at me. He was wearing a tight gray long-sleeved top and a combat vest, and rings of sweat were visible under his arms.

      “Your Majesty?” he said, looking at Queen Charlotte.

      Queen Charlotte opened a desk drawer and pulled forth a predictably flashy, over-the-top, and tacky gold-plated Smith & Wesson J-Frame revolver. She pointed it at the guard.

      “Come on now, man,” she said, “let Mr Belvedere demonstrate his magi-tech on you.” She cocked the revolver. “Or you’re fired.”

      The guard swallowed, then stood very still. He was only four-feet tall, this lad, and the easiest way for me to touch him was to pat him patronizingly on his curly ginger head. I did this and stepped back as the faun suddenly bulked out and morphed into a six-foot tall, red-eyed, goat-legged minotaur. He burst out of his shirt, revealing the sort of musculature that Da Vinci would have been proud to draw, and his stubby horns grew and twisted out of his head in impressive spirals.

      “Wow!” Queen Charlotte breathed. She stared with wide eyes at the faun guard, who was looking down at his newly muscular forearms and flexing his massive biceps with complete astonishment. “And, just like that, I have a more powerful and dangerous guard than I had mere moments ago.”

      “Yeah, it’s really something, isn’t it,” I said.

      “And this item, it’s not just a physical change is it? Not just on the outside, I mean? Carson, he will be stronger too, yes?”

      “It depends,” Lennox said, unable to resist informing someone—even if that someone had, to all intents and purposes, taken him prisoner. “It depends on the subject. But, yes, in most cases, the chip enhances what is already there. Strength, of course, is something that all species have to some degree.”

      “Hm, I see,” Queen Charlotte said thoughtfully. She turned to the newly bulked up faunitor. “Carson, show me what you’ve got… on him,” and she pointed to where Jakub was standing against one wall.

      Carson moved swiftly to where Jakub stood dumbstruck and grabbed him by the back of his shirt and lifted him from the floor.

      “Your Majesty, why— What have I done?” Jakub croaked.

      “I hear you’ve been speaking to the Sapphire Cutlasses down on fifty-eight street, Jakub,” Queen Charlotte said. “Chattering away like a sparrow to them for a few extra coins every week. Tut-tut. You know how I feel about loyalty.”

      “But, Your Majesty—” Jakub tried to say.

      “Carson,” Queen Charlotte said, “off with his head.”

      With one violent jerk, Carson the faunitor ripped the smaller faun’s head clean off his body. The upgraded faun was so strong and had such a crushing grip, that he actually pulled the other faun’s spine clean out of his body with an awful ripping sound. Blood fountained up, the arterial spray coming within an inch of the ceiling before it spattered down all over the disgusting shagpile carpet.

      There was a stunned silence.

      “Yes,” Lennox said, wiping blood from the lenses of his spectacles, “so, as you can see, quite a bit more powerful in fact.”

      Queen Charlotte turned from the grisly sight of the still twitching, headless corpse in Carson’s hand back to me. Her face was lit with a glow of quite worrying delight.

      “The carpet, unfortunately, is now stained, but it was a cost I was willing to pay to see your tech in action, Mr Belvedere. And it is some remarkable magi-tech you have at your fingertips. And I do believe I want it.”

      “Excellent. I’m sure that we could come to some sort of arrangement,” I said smoothly. “Once my foster-brother and myself have conferred, we’ll see about selling you some.”

      “But why would I need to purchase it when I have you right here? Tell me that.”

      I could see what Queen Charlotte was trying to do, but she didn’t have a natural gift for this sort of thing. For someone who owned and operated a casino, she should have known how to bluff. Besides, you didn’t have to possess a Lennox-sized intellect to realize that we—if we really had been arms-dealers—held all the cards. We had the merchandise inside of my body where there was no really convenient way for Queen Charlotte to steal it, and it was so technologically advanced that they wouldn’t have been able to replicate it, even if she had been dumb enough to try and cut it out of me.

      “I think we both know why you should purchase it, Your Majesty,” I said, and the woman seemed to read my meaning; which was that she needed—she wanted—us a lot more than we needed her. “How about you and your entourage here have our car brought around and walk us to the exit. While we’re doing that, you and I can talk business and, as a show of good faith, I will transform every one of your guards that we come across on the way.”

      Bless her, but Queen Charlotte really did make a show of pretending like she was considering what to do. I supposed that she was doing it more for the benefit of her contingent of faun guards than for us. She obviously didn’t want to act like an eager, grabby teenager that’d just been offered the latest iPhone in front of her subordinates.

      After a few seconds, she reached for the phone on her desk and dialed a number.

      “Have the AMC Eagle brought around to the front of the casino. Yes, now.”

      Queen Charlotte got to her feet and smiled. “Mr Belvedere and associates, please follow me. And someone release the goblin.”

      We were led down into the casino proper by Queen Charlotte and about a dozen faun guards—all of whom I worked my bit of magic on by touching them with my chipped hand. I thought that the novelty of the transformations would wear off, but Queen Charlotte looked more and more like a young girl who’d been escorted into a life-sized doll’s house, complete with every model of Barbie and a matching Ken.

      We followed her across the floor of the casino, loosely flanked by the faunitor guards. While we walked, Lennox and I took it in turns to tell Queen Charlotte exactly what she wanted to hear; feeding her consignment numbers and timeframes that we just pulled out of the air. It was imperative that we got out of there. We’d worry about delivering all these bullshit promises later.

      I itched to get back into the AMC Eagle, where I had stowed a small arsenal in the trunk and rear footwells of the car. There was something very soothing about the smell of gun oil and the touch of a polymer grip in my hand. Having a gun within reach was the equivalent of a nice mug of hot cocoa for me, albeit a mug of cocoa that you could use to blow someone else’s head off.

      Eventually, and with my mouth aching from all the fake, supercilious smiles, we reached the exit. We passed through the large set of revolving doors, the valets and faunitors clearing a path for Queen Charlotte as she walked with myself and the rest of my small crew toward the waiting AMC Eagle.

      Queen Charlotte cast an eye over the boxey station-wagon. “An interesting choice of ride.”

      “It’s a classic,” I said, picturing my Colts sitting in the glovebox.

      I held out my hand to Irish faun woman. She took it.

      “It’s been quite the experience, Your Majesty,” I said.

      “It ain’t over yet!” came a snarling, husky growl from off to our right.

      I looked up and, as I did so, I became aware that the air was throbbing with the unmistakable sound of multiple motorbike engines drawing nearer. Judging by the bass rumble of the exhaust notes, I figured that the bikes were more likely Harley Davidson Fatboys than Kawasaki Ninjas.

      There was lycan—a werewolf—standing not fifteen yards away from us. He had emerged out of the crowd; his wicked pointed muzzle drawn with hatred, his gleaming yellow eyes staring daggers at Queen Charlotte.

      A tug on my shirt from behind made me turn. Lennox was pointing to the left where another lycan had emerged from the general crowd. This one was wearing the same sort of cutoff leather vest that the other was wearing, as well as a bandana through which his pointed wolf ears poked.

      “Ah,” said Queen Charlotte.

      “You know these guys?” I said as the roar of approaching motorcycles drew ever nearer.

      “Oh, sure,” snarled the werewolf to the right—snarling, of course, was basically par for the course with lycans. “Queen Charlotte fucking well knows us all right. Oh yes, doesn’t she just.”

      “These are the Widowmakers,” Charlotte said as her hand slipped down to the glitzy bag that she carried over one shoulder. “A biker gang. Business partners of mine. Of a sort.”

      “Of a fucking sort!” snapped the lycan on the left, drawing closer, his long fingers flexing, his hackles raised. “You’re proving yourself too much of a liability, you Guernsey lot. Especially after the little warehouse mishap. That was a fucking lot of product that you tried to shift without cutting us in on it.”

      “Yes, well,” Queen Charlotte said, “there were exceptional circumstances…”

      “The Guernsey family is fucking done,” said the lycan on the right.

      I could feel the tension ratcheting up as the newly transformed faunitors closed in around us, waiting for Queen Charlotte to give the kill order. Even the crowd waiting for taxis and cars around the entrance to the casino seemed to sense something was about to go down. There was a sort of breathless silence building, as people stopped to look at what was going on.

      Shit, if things go south, do I side with the Guernseys or leave them to their fate?

      I looked at the AMC Eagle and its hidden cargo of stashed weaponry. Then my gaze turned to the two powerful, lethal-looking lycans closing in. Things were looking like they couldn’t get any messier.

      And that was when the Widowmaker gang roared into the valet parking area on their motorcycles and opened fire.
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      Twenty-five or thirty Harley-Davidson motorcycles came in hot. The sheer, unbelievable, apocalyptic noise they made was enough to scatter most of the crowd of onlookers. The rest were sent scrambling for cover when the werewolves unloaded their automatic and semi-automatic weapons at the fauns.

      As soon as the first of the bikes rolled into the valet parking area, I had grabbed Queen Charlotte by the scruff of the neck and shoved her unceremoniously to the ground, bundling her into the cover of the AMC Eagle that still stood idling by the curb.

      My decision, seemingly, had been made. It was highly doubtful that the Widowmakers would be bothered with letting any unfortunate bystanders go, let alone the people who had been walking out of the casino with the very woman they had come here to kill.

      “Hit the deck!” I yelled at Lennox, Macy, and Ally.

      Many of the motorcycles carried two lycans: a driver, and a pillion acting as a gunner. The werewolves were dressed in similar attire; their long, rangy hybrid legs sticking out from the bottom of shredded black or blue jeans. Some were bare-chested—as bare-chested as humanoids covered in fur could be at any rate—while others wore plaid shirts or ragged t-shirts. They all wore leather vests with their gang patch sewn onto the back; a snarling wolf’s head with a black widow spider dangling by a thread from its jaws. The word WIDOWMAKERS M.C. topped the patch, while underneath, the words BRINK CITY were emblazoned.

      The erratic strobe of gunfire filled the covered valet area like some sort of hellish discotheque. Screams of pain and panicked shrieks instantly punctuated the cataclysmic din.

      Bullets whined and cracked off the flanks and hoods and trunks of the cars parked in the valet station. Sparks winked and flared as streams of submachine gun rounds crackled off fenders and steel bumpers, punched into doors, and drilled in neat rows across windshields.

      Lennox had used his incredible ability for speed, which I had instilled in him with the chip in my palm, to pop the trunk, grab a handful of weapons, then hunker down behind one of the Eagle’s wheels—and all in the space of a few seconds. Currently, he had his hands pressed over his large pointed ears as all around us the world dissolved into breaking glass, exploding plastic, and splintering asphalt.

      I still had Queen Charlotte pressed tight down beside me, kissing the tarmac underneath us, as I said to Lennox, “Len, what did you manage to get?”

      Lennox held up two Beretta handguns and one of the Mossberg shotguns.

      “That’s it?” I said incredulously. “I put two of those H&K assault rifles in that trunk!”

      “I saw ‘em,” Lennox retorted.

      “Then why didn’t you grab them?”

      “I’ve got small hands, what the hell do you want from me!” Lennox cried.

      I cursed and pushed the shotgun into his arms, took one of the Berettas, and handed the other to Queen Charlotte. I racked the slide halfway and saw that there was a round in the chamber.

      Another prolonged burst of gunfire rattled across the flank of the Eagle, shattering the passenger side windows and making it sag downward as the tyres on that side of the vehicle exploded.

      “Motherfuckers!” I yelled in exasperation.

      I hopped up into a crouch and smashed out the window of the door that I was kneeling by with the butt of my Beretta, so that my bullets would have less chance of deflecting and not hitting their intended target. Then, I popped up over the sill of the door and fired through the car and into the ranks of bikers.

      I took one lycan out with a clean shot through the eye. A pink mist burst out of the back of his skull, part of his cheek blowing open to reveal his sinus cavity. He flopped over backward, knocking over one of his fellow’s bikes that was parked behind him. My next rounds ate up the bodywork of the Harley next to him, then caught another lycan in the arm.

      By that time, the rest of the pack was onto me, and I was forced to huddle back down as the Eagle became the target of about seven or eight lycans.

      “This is fucking nuts!” Lennox yelled. He was covering the front of the AMC Eagle while Queen Charlotte covered the rear with the pistol I’d given her.

      “My men will hold them off and buy us some time so that we can get into cover,” Queen Charlotte said, “I’m sure of it.”

      She didn’t sound sure of it, and I didn’t really blame her. It was complete bedlam out here. The fauns that had been escorting us, jacked up as they were by my bit of jiggery pokery with the chip, weren’t invulnerable. I had seen a couple of them fall in the initial werewolf onslaught.

      “I won’t put all my eggs in that basket, if it’s all the same to you, Your Majesty,” I said.

      Using the reflection in the revolving main door of the casino’s front entrance, I stuck my arm up through the window and emptied my gun at a couple of lycans that were edging closer to our position. A few of my bullets thunked into the ribs of one, and he went down howling. The other lycan ran, with great loping footsteps, into the flimsy cover of the valet key desk, spraying bullets from the MAC-10 in his hand as he went. The revolving door burst into pieces, the glass cascading across the sidewalk.

      “Lennox,” I yelled, “what are the girls up to?”

      Lennox, with his supernatural speed, looked around the busted and steaming Eagle so quickly that I barely saw him.

      “They’re pinned down behind a pillar over there. Macy’s got a gun.”

      “How do they look?” I asked.

      “Well… hot, obviously, but I don’t get—”

      “I mean, do they look as if they’re about to be overrun and die, you idiot?”

      He vanished in a blur of motion, returning a second later. “Ally just hamstrung one of the lycans and—ooooh—eviscerated him,” he said, wincing. “I’d say they’re okay for now.”

      I was starting to form a bit of a picture of these lycan bikers. They were like wolves in general, really. They weren’t really built for speed—with those rangy legs and long muscles of theirs, I was willing to bet that most of them could have run a marathon and still had energy left over to go and give the three pigs some grief though. They’d had the element of surprise, but they hadn’t quite capitalized on it. Now, more fauns were turning up from wherever the hell they had been, and it looked like the playing field was about to get a lot more even.

      The werewolves are still a shitload stronger than the regular fauns though, my brain reminded me as one of the regular-sized fauns was dropkicked neatly across the parking lot by one big, beefy motherfucker of a lycan. The faun flailed through the air, then struck a pillar with an audible crunch and fell bonelessly to the floor.

      “Mr Belvedere,” came the Irish voice of Queen Charlotte from next to me. “Don’t you think that it might be a smart idea to do me?”

      My eyebrows contracted in confusion. “Do you?”

      The head of the Guernsey Family rolled her eyes. “Do me. Change me. With that fucking fancy chip of yours!”

      “Ah. Right.” I cupped my hand to Queen Charlotte’s cheek and made a conscious effort to will power or magic or whatever it was into her.

      I didn’t really pay much heed to the way that her form flowed and altered slightly—the way that her legs thickened with new muscle, her horns extended, and her arms lengthened—as there was too much else going on that required my attention. I did notice, however, the way that she let out a very unladylike bellow once the transformation was complete and bounded away like some sort of mad goat-monster on heat.

      Queen Charlotte charged straight at two lycans, catching the pair—who were focused on suppressing a collection of fauns huddling in a service door with their submachine guns—quite unawares. She gored one of the werewolves right through the throat with an enlarged horn, twitched her head sideways, and tore out his windpipe.

      The other lycan managed to bring his gun to bear on Queen Charlotte and squeeze off a shot. The bullet winged her, cutting a line across one of her newly augmented biceps. The goat-monster gave an affronted shriek, as if the lycan had had the audacity to smear mud over that fucking hideous shagpile carpet of hers. With the speed of a spring uncoiling, she turned and struck out with her powerful leg. The blow caught the lycan in the hip and sent him spinning backward. With a yelp, he plowed into the rear door of a parked Honda, and it caved in as easily as if it had been made of aluminium foil.

      I turned my attention back to my immediate surroundings with difficulty and said, “Keep your eyes peeled, Lennox. If I get bitten and turned by a lycan today, or killed in any way, you won’t have anyone to look out for you.”

      I wrenched open the back door of the Eagle and felt around under the seat for the goodies that I had stowed there. I pulled out my Colts, quickly shrugged out of my jacket, and put on the shoulder harness. Then I slipped back into my jacket and snatched my trusty Winchester 87 out from under the driver’s seat. At that moment, I was forced to drop into the rear footwell as some bastard with an Uzi strafed the Eagle with a hail of nine-mill bullets, reducing the vintage leather headrests to confetti.

      While I was down, my face pressed to the cool leather of the back seat, I spied something spherical and oh so familiar under the seat. I grabbed it, pulled the pin, and tossed it through the window. There was a brief cessation in the constant hammering of automatic weapons and someone, with a voice that sounded like they gargled with broken glass, said, “Ah, fu—”

      The concussion grenade went off with a dull thu-doomph. I couldn’t resist taking a peak out of the wrecked rear window of the Eagle. I was rewarded with the singular sight of a five-hundred pound motorcycle flipping slowly into the air. Lycans were running from the scene of the explosion, one limping heavily with a piece of metal embedded in his thigh. As I watched, Macy spun out from behind a pillar and let loose a barrage of five shots that caught the limping figure in the guts and upper thighs.

      The wounded lycan roared and staggered back a pace, but he was a tough-looking bastard, and he didn’t go down. Macy squeezed the trigger again, but her firearm only produced the dead man’s click. She was empty.

      The lycan grinned, blood drooling from his fangs.

      Yeah, he might have been hard as a coffin nail that dude, taking five bullets in the abdomen and still looking to take the fairy who shot him down. Unfortunately for him, he wasn’t hard enough to stop that Harley-Davidson crushing him into the asphalt like a dropped jar of cranberry jelly.

      The rending, clanking crash and the grizzly demise of one of their pack seemed to stun the lycans for a moment. They looked around frozen, noses twitching, tails stiff as wire brushes, like a real pack of wolves might when they heard the sound of the hidden poacher’s gun.

      It was the only opening that we might get to grab ourselves some better cover, and I meant to take it. Shoving a few grenades into my jacket pockets, I cast about for any immediate threats but saw only a couple of faunitors that had just finished pulling apart an errant lycan. Then, I grabbed Lennox by the back of his shirt collar and lifted him bodily from the floor.

      “Hey, what the hell are you—” he started to say.

      “Shut the fuck up and shoot at anything that looks like it’s going to shoot at us!” I yelled, making for the destroyed revolving door.

      With my 87 in one hand and Lennox dangling from the other, I dashed into the lobby. The faux marble flooring was eaten up around me as I dodged behind some pillars rendered in cheap plaster. The pillars burst apart as machine gun rounds pummeled into them. I still had Lennox swinging in one hand as we took cover behind the shoddily constructed ornamental columns. Parts of the ceiling rained down as more rounds thunked into it. A light fixture exploded in a shower of crystal fragments.

      A fresh batch of unadulterated fauns burst into the lobby at that moment, charging through a set of twin doors that led in from the lower gaming floor. This redirected the lycan gunfire for a few seconds. The hapless fauns were scythed down like wheat before the reaper, the walls chewed apart around them. Blood burst from the bodies of the smaller creatures, gobbets of flesh spinning away as bullets tore into them. One faun opened his mouth to scream as a round caught him in the shoulder but, before the sound could escape his throat, his face was turned to a grayish red pulp by two more rounds that hit him in quick succession.

      I ran, with Lennox still in hand, across the lobby, past the vacant reception desk. Looking everywhere as I was, the only reason that I didn’t see the crouching lycan was because the prick was busy pulling out the liver of a faun that was dying on the floor. The first I knew of it was when Lennox let loose with the Mossberg shotgun that he still carried. No warning. No nothing.

      The Mossberg was loaded with solids and from only a few yards away, it took the front of the werewolf’s face off as easy as pie. It didn’t kill the creature mark you, just took its snout and eyes off so that it collapsed sideways, gurgling hideously and kicking pitiably as blood leaked from the disgusting mess that had been its face.

      The recoil of the weapon drove Lennox into my stomach and sent me staggering sideways. I crashed through another set of twin doors, and the pair of us went sprawling across the gaming floor. My 87 was knocked from my hand as I tumbled to the carpeted floor, bouncing a couple of feet away as I landed on my front.

      I knew enough to flip over onto my back ASAP, so I did. Which was nice, because I was just in time to see three werewolves burst through the door that Lennox and I had just fallen through. A couple of them were holding Skorpion submachine guns, while the third had no weapon that I could see, save for claws that were a good deal longer than those of his compatriots and were dripping blood. It seemed to me that this trio had managed to break through the faun ranks and had set their eyes on looting while the coast was fairly clear.

      “Is that a fucking faun ear attached to your claw there, pal?” I asked the lycan with no gun as I got to my feet.

      The big brute looked nonchalantly down and grunted, raised the claw to his face, and popped the ear into his mouth. He chewed slowly, as if he had been enjoying a nice bit of jerky.

      I considered whether I’d be able to get my Colts clear before the lycans with the submachine guns cut me to ribbons. I didn’t think it too likely, but that was better than ending up as an ear on the other bloke’s fingernail.

      I readied myself, noting that Lennox had already zipped out of sight with his super speed and saved himself.

      Cheeky little shit, I thought.

      The lycans raised their Skorpians and—

      The doors behind them burst open yet again, and Ally crashed into one of the gun-toting guards, sending him flying. He must have squeezed the trigger as the tigerkin, already taking layers of skin and flesh off his back with her claws, bowled into him. I rolled out of the way as bullets tore up the floor where I had just been lying.

      Macy came flying through the doors a second behind Ally—literally flying. Her freshly healed wings were a blur as she shot through the open doors and grabbed the other Skorpion-wielding Lycan by the back of his biker vest. Barely slowing, she flew across the room at what might have been forty miles per hour and released the screaming lycan so that he smashed through the Wheel of Fortune.

      That only left Claws to deal with. The two of us locked eyes for the time that, if I’d been a religious man, it might have taken to send up a silent prayer. Then, we went at each other. The impact of the two us coming together set my teeth to rattling in my head. I had the big werewolf by the collar of the shirt that he wore under his biker vest and was using this purchase to stop him from tearing my face off with his bare teeth. It was only my Umbra strength that held him at bay. If I’d been a human, he’d have tore me to pieces. His yellowed fangs snapped an inch from the end of my nose, and his breath smelled as if he’d been a little too assiduous in licking his own asshole clean.

      I grunted as he squeezed my arms in his supernatural grip. Thankfully, my bullet resistant jacket seemed to have been worth its fifteen thousand dollar price tag, because the big bastard’s claws were failing to penetrate its fibers.

      Knowing this, I reached up and clapped one hand around the lycans face, with the sole intent of prising out one of his yellow eyes with my thumb. As it happened, as my palm met his skin, the chip in my hand burned white hot. Suddenly, the strength faded out of the lycan’s grip. The creature’s musculature diminished. He grew shorter, less broad.

      I shoved the suddenly very human person off me. What a contrast it was; to be grappling with a ravening being from a nightmare one second and, the next, to have some lanky, red-eyed, smelly biker with halitosis and a scraggly beard looking at you in complete stupefaction.

      The chip… The chip works its magic again.

      Like it had worked on the gargoyles back in NYC and the fighters in the cage match. Well, it looked like my chip worked on lycans, too. The thought brought a grin to my face.

      I smacked the biker around the head with the back of my hand. “Get the fuck out of here, you jackass,” I said.

      The man gave a quite canine yelp of pain, looked over at the other lycan that was currently being flayed by Ally, and decided that I presented a compelling argument for a premature exit. He dashed off, no doubt heading for an exit that didn’t involve running through a live firefight.

      I scooped up my shotgun from where it lay on the carpet. The wooden stock felt good in my hand, like a tangible connection to my past. The weight of it reminded me that I had survived a fair few scrapes, even if they hadn’t all been quite so hairy as this.

      A final croaking shriek, that was abruptly curtailed by a disagreeable ripping sound, told me that Ally had finished with her lycan.

      Macy landed at my side in a flurry of iridescent wings. Her tattoos no longer moved languidly over her skin, but danced and writhed in excited agitation. Her purple eyes were fixed on the two sets of twin doors leading onto the main gaming floor.

      “Won’t be long until the fighting spills in here,” she said. “The fauns have the numbers, but the lycans are stronger and meaner.”

      As if to highlight her point, there was a sudden increase in the level of noise. It sounded to me like the fauns—some of them being augmented by the magic of the chip in my palm as they were—were being inexorably pushed back.

      Ally appeared at our side then. She was covered in blood from the tips of her clawed fingers to up past her elbows.

      “Dear Mrs Guernsey must really have pissed the Widowmakers off,” the tigerkin said, peeling a piece of flesh daintily away out of the fur on her upper arm and flicking it away with a look of mild distaste on her tigress’s face. “I’m quite impressed in a way. If we make it through this, I must remember to ask her how she managed to rile them up so.”

      “Where’s Lennox?” I asked the two women.

      There was an impression of something green moving at speed from out of the corner of my eye. “Here,” the goblin said, suddenly standing at my elbow. He was out of breath and there was a piece of toilet paper stuck to the bottom of his foot. He was also clutching a large bottle of cranberry juice in his hand.

      “Where the hell did you get to?” I asked.

      Lennox cast a sheepish glance at Macy and Ally, both of whom were making a show of not listening to him. Ally was examining her claws, while Macy was checking over the Skorpian submachine gun that she had taken from the werewolf she had thrown into the Wheel of Fortune.

      “I, uh, had to go and birth a politician, if you know what I mean,” Lennox said.

      I looked at the toilet paper stuck to his foot. “At a time like this?” I asked.

      “Well, actually, it’s proven that during times of heightened stress or anxiety your digestive processes can be thrown out of whack and—”

      “Jesus, and I thought almost having my face torn off by a lycan was going to be my lowlight of the day,” I muttered.

      Lennox went a slightly darker shade of green—the goblin equivalent of a blush. “Yeah, well, that’s why I shot off.”

      “And the cranberry juice?”

      “I passed a bar on my way back. And you know how I can’t resist a drop of good old cranberry j—

      A lateral burst of automatic gunshots—rifle rounds I deemed them this time, judging by the exit holes they left in the wood—punched their way through the doors and zinged passed Lennox and I. The bottle of cranberry juice in my foster-brother’s hand exploded. The goblin gave a high scream of shocked dismay.

      One of the bulked up faunitors smashed through the wall that joined the gaming floor with the lobby beyond, in a shower of plaster and bits of broken timber and chipboard, and was dragged to the floor by a couple of lycans. The two bikers were tearing at the faunitor with their claws, while the desperate Guernsey gang member tried vainly to beat them off with his fists and hooves.

      Shooting from the hip was, usually, not a smart move, but I had little time and reacted by pure reflex alone. I felt the reassuringly familiar kick of the 87 in my hand as I fired at the heavy chains that supported the huge, flashing sign that hung over the twin doorways to the lobby. The sign was your typical casino monstrosity, all glowing golden lightbulbs and neon so bright that it could have cut through the darkness at the heart of a dead star. A few of the links pinged apart as the segmented shell struck them. I racked the lever action, sending a smoking empty shell cartwheeling away, and pulled the trigger again.

      The chain snapped.

      One side of the glaring, flashing sign swung downward and across like the mother of all pendulums. Seeing help coming his way, the faunitor reacted with impressive judiciousness and kicked out at his two attackers. The sign smashed, with the force of an out of control pick-up truck, into the two lycans that were standing over the faunitor. They were so taken by surprise by being hit by at least two tons of steel and glass, that the only sounds they made were a couple of little yoomphs. They were flung sideways and crashed hard into a very solid ATM, which rocked on its weighted base but did not topple. They slid senseless to the floor.

      “Very apt,” Lennox said from next to me.

      “What is?” I asked.

      Lennox pointed at the sign, which was now hanging sideways, the lights at one end all smashed to hell. It was only then that I noticed what it actually said.

      

      
        
        GUERNSEY PARADISE HOTEL & CASINO

        One Step Closer to Heaven

      

      

      

      I couldn’t help but grin at that little irony.

      “Have you got any sort of tactics here?” Ally asked me as I took two fresh shells from my pocket and loaded them into the 87.

      “I was thinking that we should just try and stay alive as best we can,” I said. “What do you guys reckon about that?”

      “Sounds sensible to me,” Macy said.

      I turned my eyes on the fairy. “Macy, you’re the only flying entity in this fight, so I’d make use of that. Give them hell from above. Like you say, these lycans are fucking tough. They must have brought reinforcements, because there has to still be at least twenty-five of the fuckers left out there. Let’s keep them guessing as to where our attacks are going to come from.”

      Macy nodded and snapped back the slide of the Skorpion, loading it.

      The rattle and boom of exchanged gunfire, the yells of pain and panic and the smell of smoke and blood and dust was growing more pronounced.

      “Lennox, use that speed of yours and find a way back out to the car,” I said.

      “But the car is fucked, Matty,” Lennox said.”And I am talking fucked. Worse than that time I backed Dad’s Jeep off the Ocean Breeze fishing pier.”

      “I know Lennox,” I said, my eye fixed on the door and my words coming fast, “but there are still a bunch of grenades in the Eagle, under the seat. I want you to grab as many as you can, sling one of those assault rifles that are in the trunk over your shoulder, and do what comes naturally.”

      “Right…” Lennox said. “And, um, what is that again?”

      “Raise some hell,” I said.

      “Make yourself a pain in the ass,” Macy added.

      “As per usual,” Ally said.

      “Right. Right! Okay!” Lennox said. His cunning eyes glinted like a kid who’d just been given a bunch of nuclear weapons codes and the address of his most despised teacher.

      “We separate, and make it harder for them to hem us in,” I continued, raising my voice as the racket grew louder and closer. “You keep moving. There’s plenty of cover in here. We just take them down one at a time and hope that the fauns pull their goddamn weight.”

      With that final piece of advice, both sets of twin doors smashed open—one tearing right off its hinges thanks to the exaggerated and furious new form of Queen Charlotte headbutting a lycan straight through it—and the battle spilled out onto the gaming floor.
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      Before I ducked into the rows of slot machines, I saw the fauns dropping back, covering each other as they retreated under the lycan onslaught.

      The fruit machines surrounding me suddenly erupted into colored shards of flying plastic as small arms fire raked across them. Quarters and dimes showered out in silver bursts, making a noise like skeletons dancing on a tin roof.

      I ran along the row, the machines exploding behind me under the barrage of nine millimeter bullets. As I sprinted along, I stepped up onto one of the stools sitting next to its corresponding machine and launched myself, thanks in part to my Umbra muscles, into the air. I twisted in mid-air, so that I could get a sight of the doors, and fired off two shots from the 87 in quick succession. One sent a lycan spinning into a decorative fountain—the sort of thing that those terminally incompetent gamblers throw coins into in exchange for a wish—with a splash. The other hit a card shoe on a blackjack table, behind which a lycan was reloading his pistol, and sent playing cards spraying into the air.

      I landed heavily on the carpet, but broke my fall in a roll. I came to my feet just as a lycan rounded the corner. He was brandishing an AK-103 assault rifle and wore a pair of sunglasses. I couldn’t stand people who wore sunglasses inside. Never understood it. Never would. My intolerance for this sort of people was matched only by the disdain I felt for the sort of folks that wore headphones when they were walking along and talking to someone else next to them.

      From only a few feet away, my segmented slug took the lycan’s leg off at mid-thigh, snapping his femur in half like it was nothing more than a dry branch and sending his limb pinwheeling away. As the maimed werewolf fell howling, I spotted another of his fellow bikers not too far away. This werewolf was laying about him, using his empty shotgun as a club against a group of fauns. As time seemed to slow and the seconds dripped like treacle, I watched as he caved one faun’s head in with his makeshift club, reversed it, and smashed the carbon steel barrel into the mouth of another, knocking the faun senseless and off his feet.

      I worked the lever of the 87 as I rose from my crouch, jumped over the lycan whose leg I had just blown off, and drew a bead on the werewolf with the makeshift club. Just as I squeezed the trigger, the werewolf performed the sort of somersault that you might only expect from a particularly frisky gymnast who’d added a healthy amount of methamphetamine to their morning coffee. My slug passed under him, ruffling his tail on its way to obliterating a display of a spinning one-hundred dollar chip. The werewolf landed right in front of me. Knowing that I didn't have time to reload and that it would be futile to even try, I dropped my 87 and reached for my knife in its sheath at my back. I pulled it and slashed it sideways in one smooth motion, drawing the blade across the palm of the lycan’s outstretched hand. My adversary snarled and whipped his hand back.

      “Silver?” he said in a voice that radiated barely controlled bloodlust.

      I shrugged. “What can I say? I like pretty things.”

      The lycan threw a snappy haymaker at me. It was the sort of punch that would have left me with a nose that I would have to blow in installments. Happily, I stepped back from the swing just in time. I lunged in, grabbing the collar of the biker’s vest and cracking my forehead hard into his long snout. I thrust at him again with my knife, but the bastard caught the blade on his claws and wrenched it from my grip. The knife spun out of view.

      I kicked out with a twisting kick. Not giving the lycan time to recover, I grabbed him hard by the ears with both hands. Instantly, I felt the tug of the chip in my palm. This time, I channeled my concentration into draining the magic out of the lycan as swiftly and thoroughly as I was able to.

      For the first time, as I grasped the shape-changing creature’s hairy ears, I felt the tug of the magic that I was withdrawing. I was aware of it in the same way that you could tell the direction of a fire in a room, even with your eyes closed. I focused my mind on this thaumaturgical current and, instead of simply taking it and throwing it to the ether, I channeled it into my own body.

      The lycan struggled for a second or two, but I quickly reduced him to his far weaker human form. I could take most pure humans easily, thanks to my Umbra blood, but I now felt stronger and meaner and more capable of violence than I ever had in my life. Dimly, through the haze of red fury that seemed to have fallen across my vision, my brain supplied me with the idea that, perhaps, this was the lycan magic flowing through my sinews and wrapping my muscles.

      I let loose with a front kick that sent the now human lycan flying backward with the sort of velocity usually attributed to men who make a living being fired out of cannons. The biker hit the counter of a bar almost a dozen yards away, flipped backward over it, and smashed into the display of bottles lining the wall behind it. Bottles of booze rained down, along with bits of broken mirror and shattered shelving.

      I snuffed the air. My nostrils filled with a scent that I instinctively identified as belonging to Macy—leather, hairspray, cherries, and metal—and looked sharply around. I saw the fairy weaving through the air, a lone werewolf peppering the ceiling around her with shots from his handgun. Macy jinked and dived, always managing to be where the bullets weren’t, but I knew that her luck couldn’t hold. My eyes narrowed. I recognized the lycan. He had been one of the lads whom I had taken out with the sign.

      Persistent son of a bitch, I thought, and even that inner observation seemed to be uttered in a growl.

      With a surge of hotblooded wrath, I reached out and heaved the nearest fruit machine off the floor. Then I spun and hurled the two-hundred and eighty pound machine across the gaming floor. It smashed into the distracted lycan and crunched him into the poker table that he had been next to. The table burst apart at the impact, chips and cards flying like shrapnel in all directions. Macy gave me a wave and zoomed off, her purloined Skorpian machine pistol spraying hot lead down onto the lycans that I couldn’t see.

      As soon as I had thrown the fruit machine and seen that it had killed my target, the furious, incandescent anger flooded out of me. So sudden was the change that I gasped and dropped to one knee. My head was so light that it felt as if it might float away. I blinked, trying to figure out what had just happened.

      You took in magic… then blew it all in one effort… Might pay, in future, to spread the usage of that stolen power out a little…

      I felt weirdly weak, but I could already discern my usual strength reasserting itself. I got to my feet. I saw a lycan pick up a faun by the ankles, swing the goat-man around, and dash his brains out against the edge of a baccarat table. The lycan picked up the dead faun’s Beretta PM12 submachine gun and cut down another faun who happened to be running past. The werewolf jumped up onto the baccarat table, threw back his bandana-clad head, and howled with glee. When he dropped his head, his gaze fell on me.

      “Shit…” I said. I reached for one of my Colts but my fingers still felt a little clumsy from the sudden exhaustion of my magic blowout. My hand brushed the grip of the Colt Combat Commander.

      The lycan lowered his weapon and pulled the trigger.

      An orange and black blur came out of nowhere and crash-tackled me from the side. I was rolled clear out of the way of the lycan’s gunfire and came to rest behind the cover of another bank of slot machines. I looked up into the gorgeous jade eyes of Ally Balducci.

      “Can’t keep your paws off me, can you?” I quipped.

      Ally rolled her eyes and slapped me playfully on the chest as, above us, the slot machines were blown to smithereens.

      “You’re welcome,” she said, from where she lay on top of me.

      Despite the not ideal conditions for romance at that immediate moment—the zip and whine of bullets cracking plastic and ricocheting off metal, and the screams of the dead and dying that laced the air like elevator music—I couldn’t help but notice the press of Ally’s breasts against my chest, the feel of her firm ass in my hand.

      “I had it under control,” I said. With every passing second, I could feel myself turning back to my old self. My head was clear. My hands once again in my control.

      Ally ground her pelvis lightly into my crotch, and I felt myself respond. She raised an eyebrow. Over her head a bullet smacked into a light fixture and sent sparks raining down on us like fireflies.

      “Oh, I’m sure. Quite under control,” she purred.

      I cleared my throat and pulled one of my pistols from my shoulder harness. “Excuse me for just one second,” I said.

      I popped out from around the side of the bullet riddled fruit machines, peered down my Combat Commander’s iron sights, and stitched a series of neat red holes across the front of the lycan standing on top of the baccarat table. He gave a barking scream and toppled out of sight, squeezing the trigger as he went and spraying bullets up into the ceiling.

      I helped Ally to her feet, reloaded my gun with a fresh mag, and pulled my other Colt free of its holster.

      Just as I was about to step out and rejoin the festivities, the air blurred and Lennox appeared. He was panting heavily and sweat streamed down the side of his face and dripped off the end of his long nose. The pockets of his pants were stuffed with grenades, and he had an assault rifle slung over his shoulder.

      “Perfect timing,” I said, slapping the goblin on his bony shoulder. I gestured to Ally and said, “Hand her that H and K, brother.”

      Ally put up her hand in polite refusal when Lennox proffered her the assault rifle. “Thanks, but no thanks,” she said. “I think I’m having more effect doing it the old-fashioned way.”

      “Fair enough,” I said. “In that case, Len, stay behind me and pass me that when I ask for it, okay?”

      “What am I, your freakin’ gun caddy or something?” Lennox asked, pushing up his specs and looking at me reproachfully.

      Ally snorted. “My god, chiodo scaccia chiodo!”

      Lennox frowned. “What? What did she just say about me?”

      “She said that you’ll get over it,” I said. “Now, in case you hadn’t quite twigged, this is one of those life or death scenarios that you read about in books and see on TV. Are you ready to pull your thumb out of your ass, hold my gun, and cause some goddamn mayhem? I need you, brother. There’s no one I’d rather have watching my back.”

      Lennox bristled before he swelled like a man who hears the call of the battle trumpets.

      “Yes, boss! Ready when you are!” he snapped back the slide of the Heckler and Koch assault rifle and held it at the ready.

      “Good,” I said.

      “Shall we… clean house?” Lennox asked Ally and myself, waggling his eyebrows in the manner of a man who thinks that he’s just dropped a world-class funny..

      “Oh, a casino pun coming from you,” Ally said stonily. “How unexpected.”

      Lennox gave her a pat on the rump for which, to my complete amazement, he received only a stare that could have cut through tungsten rather than having his eyes clawed out.

      “Come on now,” he said cheerily, “you’re acting like a woman with a chip on her shoulder…”

      I groaned and grabbed the goblin by the collar. “Time to put our big boy pants on and go to work, Len.”

      “Oh, all right, all right,” Lennox grumbled. “Lead on, grandad.”

      I stepped out from around the corner of the fruit machines, back out into the fray.

      It was the sort of madness that took place in a sort of blur and could only be picked apart, piece by adrenaline-charged piece, later on, preferably while you were sitting somewhere comfortable with a cold beer in your hand.

      My world narrowed into a cone of clarity and awareness that spread from the ends of my guns outward. Anything that looked vaguely werewolf-shaped became the target of my ferocity. Empty forty-five casings littered the ground in my wake. I moved in continuously scanning arcs, never stopping in my progress. When my pistols ran dry, I would duck into the nearest available cover and eject the spent ones, slap in new ones.

      I was deep in that zone where survival and outright murder blur into a gray haze. I was dimly aware that, fairly early on, Ally left my side and threw herself into the combat. The fighting had dissolved into a mix of hand-to-hand brawls and pitched gunfights. Ally tore into the lycans, no doubt channeling the pent up anger and hatred that she felt at the world, ever since Don Balducci had been taken out. I witnessed her trading blows with one massive wolf who looked like he could have swallowed a faun whole; blocking the lycan’s punches and hammering him back, as if she had been raised in the wild and bred in the fighting pits instead of eating off bone china and drinking out of crystal her whole life.

      “Len, rifle!” I yelled as I slid across the carpet on my knees, into the cover of a pillar. Lennox, tucked cosily under the solid wood of another baccarat table, slid the H&K across the carpet, and I scooped it up. I ducked around the column, scoping for a target. There were no lycans that needed my particular attention just then, so I took the opportunity to catch my breath and see how things were going in general.

      Macy was flitting from lycan flower to lycan flower like the world’s most bloodthirsty bee, handing out pollen-like violence in an admirably generous fashion. She would swoop in, firing whatever gun she had managed to get her hands on, driving the attacking lycans into cover, allowing the fauns to close ranks and focus on one of their enemies at a time.

      Even Lennox seemed to have been somewhat inspired. He was taking illogical risks that would give him a nervous breakdown when he sat down with a glass of cranberry juice and looked back at them later. My foster-brother, using his newfound incredible speed, zipped around like a blue-assed fly.

      Usually, when it came to scrapping, Lennox was about as much use as an eyeless needle. The poor little idiot just couldn’t win for losing. Today though, utilizing his new ability, he dashed around and raised hell on a grand scale. I witnessed him zoom past a lycan and eject the magazine out of the bottom of the biker’s Uzi without the werewolf even noticing. The lycan pulled the trigger, fired one round, then found that he had no bullets. A faun, seeing the confusion that had gripped the lycan, hopped onto the blackjack table the werewolf had been hiding behind and promptly hit him in the face with a fire-axe.

      “Not bad,” I muttered as I set off again.

      Suddenly, there were a series of explosions that shook plaster dust from the ceiling. A dead faun came somersaulting out from behind a row of slot machines and landed plumb onto a roulette wheel, the spike driving through his abdomen. The next explosion was followed by the sound of cascading glass. The detonation after that one announced the flinging of chairs and stools in all directions.

      “What in the sweet name of fuck is this fresh hell!” bellowed Queen Charlotte, skidding to halt in front of me. Her enlarged horns were covered in blood and there was a patch of gray fur speared through the tip of the left one. Her eyes were bloodshot and slightly crazed, her chest heaving as she sucked great breaths in through her nose.

      “That would probably be my foster-brother,” I said. “He’s got a pocket full of grenades so, if you see him, I advise giving him a wide berth. That is, if you’re fond of the way your limbs are currently configured.”

      We were standing by a large staircase, covered in more overelaborate frescos and moldings, that swept up to the floor above.

      “Your foster-brother, the goblin,” Queen Charlotte said, “he is a clever one, yes?”

      “So sharp it’s a wonder he hasn’t disemboweled himself yet,” I replied.

      “Smart, but a bit of a loose cannon?” Queen Charlotte rubbed, with some annoyance, at a bloodstain on her blouse.

      “I’m not sure if a cannon is a fair representation of the sort of damage that guy can do,” I said thoughtfully. “More a loose stick of dynamite… or a cruise-missile.”

      At that moment, there was movement in the corner of my eye, and a lycan appeared at the head of the stairs above us. He was carrying a rifle and looked quite excited to use it.

      I put a 5.56mm round through each of his kneecaps and sent him crashing down the stairs. He dropped his weapon, and it went off, the round hissing past my ear and blowing apart a television screen behind me. The lycan rolled all the way down the staircase and came to rest at the cloven feet of the head of the Guernsey Family.

      Queen Charlotte looked down, with the face of someone who had just narrowly avoided stepping into a steaming pile of dog excrement.

      “Ugh,” she said scathingly and stamped down, hard, with one of her hooves. The lycan’s head burst apart like a ripe grape under the force of the stomp. Brains and bits of bone spread out with a weirdly pleasing symmetry.

      Wiping her hoof fastidiously on the trousers of a nearby fallen faun, Queen Charlotte fixed me with an eye that did not invite argument.

      “Mr Belvedere,” she said in her soft Irish accent, which was now reinforced with a note of pure steel, “I think I’m right in saying that it’s time we let the dogs out.”

      I had to give the lycans some credit. When it became apparent that they were going to be on the sharp end of the stick, as far as this fray went, the survivors only gave ground grudgingly. With the sheer weight of faun numbers and the particularly savage skills of me and my three colleagues, the few remaining werewolves had been driven from the gaming hall and out through the lobby.

      Lennox seemed to be thoroughly enjoying himself by this point. The goblin was darting around with the speed of a cracked out jaguar, getting cockier and cockier with his ability for pure speed.

      Predictably though, just when we thought the day was won, and the last four remaining lycans had taken up a sort of last stand in the valet parking area, Lennox managed to get himself into a spot of bother.

      “Matthew!” Ally called urgently to me as I made my way out of the gaming floor after I had retrieved my trusty 87 lever-action. “It’s Lennox!”

      Immediately, I started to hurry, jogging through the lobby toward the valet parking area. “What about him?” I asked.

      “He’s got himself cut off!”

      “Of course he has.”

      “He was trying to rescue Bosco!” Ally said.

      “What?” I replied. “What the hell is she still doing here?”

      Macy landed next to us. “She must’ve been in the crowd when the lycans attacked,” the fairy said. “She’s taken a round through the calf. Nothing life-threatening, but she can’t move. Lennox recognized her. Darted in to help, and the lycans have now got them both pinned down behind a car.”

      I knew the score. I knew exactly what would be going through the canine minds of the Widowmakers. I’d had a taste of their magic and their mindset, albeit briefly. They would be wanting to take down anyone they could on their way to that big dogpound in the sky.

      I took cover with Macy and Ally behind a shot-up Maybach just outside the entrance to the casino, the big and very expensive car affording us great protection from the lycans who were still firing potshots in the direction of the fauns. By peeking around the side of the big car, I could easily see the lay of the land.

      Lennox was crouched next to Officer Bosco who was lying prone. Her normally pale silver skin was even paler, and her trouser leg was soaked in blood. The goblin and the dryad were hiding behind a bullet-pocked Cadillac. On the far side of them, the four remaining lycans had holed up behind a bunch of their fallen Harleys. The four werewolves were peppering the Caddy with bullets, making it impossible for Lennox to get away or take any sort of offensive action. He was fast, but I doubted he could outrun a few dozen bullets.

      With a clinical eye, I weighed up our options and decided on a plan of action. I handed my 87 to Ally and flipped the assault rifle over in my hands, so that I was holding it by the barrel and the handguard.

      “Lennox!” I cried.

      “Matty?” Lennox said, looking around until he located my waving hand.

      “The one and only,” I said. “Look, I want you to pull the pin on one of those concussion grenades and toss it right here—where my hand is, you see?”

      “You want me to throw a live grenade at you?” Lennox said, even his genius intellect unable to work this one out.

      “That’s right,” I said. We’d played catch a ton as kids, and I knew that, for all Lennox’s poor hand-eye-coordination, he could pitch with serious accuracy.

      “O-kay…” Lennox said.

      “Ready?” I called.

      “Matthew, what the fuck are you doing?” Ally hissed.

      “Ready!” Lennox called back.

      “You two are mad,” Macy said in awe.

      “Go!” I cried.

      I stepped out of cover at the same time as Lennox lobbed the MK3A2 concussion grenade in my direction.

      I might have been granted a university scholarship for track back in my younger, purer days, but I had always been somewhat of an all-round sportsman. Using the assault rifle as a bat, I caught the grenade sweetly on the upswing and sent it sailing over the Cadillac.

      And right amongst the lycan bikers.

      There was no time for the bikers to do anything. In fact, I was willing to bet that the grenade didn’t even touch the ground before it went off. The heavy concussion wave picked up the four lycans, tore them apart, and scattered them like leaves before the storm. One of the Harleys was sent spinning up into the air and smashed down onto the roof of the Cadillac with a noise like the gates of hell being slammed shut.

      I couldn’t help but grin at the terrified shock on Lennox’s face as he looked up and saw the front wheel of the heavy motorbike dangling about a foot away from the top of his head.

      “What,” he said, “the fuck was that bit of buffoonery?”
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      Queen Charlotte staggered forward. She had reverted back to her original form, as had the surviving faunitors. She looked far less put together than she had done in her office a little under an hour before. Her expensive, ostentatious clothing was shredded along one side, where I assumed she had been caught on the outer edge of an explosion, and one of her glittering earrings was missing. Her make-up, though still in place, had been smeared and her mascara had run from the tears that she had shed due to the smoke and dust hanging in the air.

      She might have been a mess, but I couldn’t help finding her chaotic appearance attractive. She was, for lack of a better analogy, as alluring as a trainwreck.

      “Good grief,” the Queen said, looking around at the obliterated lobby of her casino and the bodies and wrecked vehicles littering her parking area. “It’s quite a mess, isn’t it?”

      I scanned the carnage. Bodies lay in various states of disarray everywhere. Most surfaces were pocked and scarred by bullet holes. Blood soaked the carpets in the lobby and was spread up the walls in expressionist sprays and splashes. It looked like we were inside of some insane, psychopathic Jackson Pollock installation.

      “I’d say that was definitely a contender for understatement of the century,” I said.

      Queen Charlotte pushed some of the peroxide hair, that was now all over her face, out of her eyes. “It would seem,” she said, “that I find myself in Officer Bosco’s position, Mr Belvedere. I owe you my life.”

      I let out a breath, slung the assault rifle over my shoulder, and ejected the spent magazine from my empty Colt. There were times when you shrugged off debts and were happy to render a service to someone—when you picked up a hefty lunch cheque for instance—but this was not one of those times.

      “It would certainly seem that I have done you quite a favor, Queen Charlotte,” I said, holding her eye. “I know I’m quite new on the scene here, but make no mistake: I’ll be calling this debt in at some point. You can bank on that.”

      Queen Charlotte nodded and tried vainly to straighten her torn blouse.

      Macy stepped forward suddenly, shot me a meaningful glance, and addressed the head of the Guernsey Family.

      “If you wouldn’t mind, Your Majesty, I’d like to offer you a korrigan reading.”

      “A korrigan reading? You—you’re a korrigan, girl?” Queen Charlotte said. “I thought you were just a regular fairy.” She looked impressed and shocked in equal measure.

      “Do you consent to a reading?” Macy pressed.

      Queen Charlotte looked a little nervous, but also eager. I kept my questions as to why Macy wanted to do this to myself.

      “I do,” Queen Charlotte said. “I do consent.”

      Macy looked at me, and I gave her a boost with my chipped hand. Her eyes sparked, like those globes that mimicked lightning, and she reached forward and took Charlotte’s hands in her own.

      The Queen’s eyes widened by degrees as a vision fired and flickered through her brain. I knew exactly how she was feeling, what she was experiencing—the torrent of images flashing across the inside of her eyes as if she had a cinema screen pasted across her face. The blur of colors and the rush of noise. Indecipherable individually, and yet, as a whole, the visions all seemed to come together and make sense. The face of the head of the Guernsey Family was smeared and spattered with blood, as were most of the faces of the survivors. However, I could see that Queen Charlotte’s visage had turned a rather pasty white.

      “I take it that you saw something you found about as agreeable as a skunk wandering through your casino, Your Majesty?” I asked, flicking a spent shell casing out from under my jacket lapel where it had somehow lodged itself in the excitement.

      “You could say that,” Queen Charlotte said.

      “And, judging by the look on your face, you put more credence in these sorts of visions than I probably do, yes?”

      Queen Charlotte frowned, looking at me as if she couldn’t quite figure out what I was harping on about. She looked up at me. Now that she had returned to her usual shape, the top of her head barely reached my chest. Her lipsticked mouth worked and she managed to say, “Credence? What has credence to do with it? The fairy lass is a korrigan. The visions she gives are open to interpretation—that is to say, it is up to the viewer to make of the prophecy what they will—but the vision itself cannot be doubted, nor the fact that, in this instant, this vision surely is a prophecy.”

      I nodded placatingly. While I did not share the faun woman’s surety that our respective visions would necessarily come to pass, she clearly believed in this prophecy—if that was what it was. It had obviously rattled her, shaken her to her core and, I had a feeling, made her a little more amenable than she might ordinarily have been.

      “So, how does this affect our agreement, Your Maj— Look, I’m sorry, but I think that the whole ‘Your Majesty’ bit is going to have to stop at my end. I find it all just a bit too… Hollywood, you know? I’m sure your ego will allow me to call you Charlotte, won’t it?”

      A fleeting look of resentment flashed across the faun woman’s face, but then it cleared and she said grudgingly, “Charlotte will be fine, Mr Belvedere.”

      “Excellent. So, Charlotte. I hope that this whole debacle, and the prophecy that Macy just shared with you, isn’t going to affect the alliance that we just tentatively cemented? Nothing has changed? Apart from,” and I gestured around at the ruination and wholesale slaughter that surrounded us, “the fact that you’re going to need one hell of an interior decorator.”

      Charlotte did not laugh, which was no surprise. It was one thing to have your business partners try and kill you. It was quite another to know that it was going to cost you an arm and a leg to clean up the mess that they had made.

      Still, I thought, it might have been a deal more expensive. The Widowmakers weren’t fucking around. It could have cost the Queen of the Guernseys her head.

      “Things have changed, Mr Belvedere,” the faun said. “But not in any negative way. You’re right in thinking that I hold a lot of faith in what a korrigan shares with me. It’s not a common gift, and I feel I would be foolish not to take it into consideration. So, that being said; anything you need from me, it’s yours, Mr. Belvedere. You are the key to preventing the darkness I witnessed in my vision.”

      “You saw the darkness?” I asked, just to make sure that we had, indeed, shared the same vision. “You saw the growing dark coming from the Otherworld and myself standing against it, a crew of assorted women at my back?”

      While I waited for her answer, I could hear glass crunch under the feet of the Queen’s fauns as they checked the lycan dead.

      “I did,” Charlotte said. “And, like I said, that darkness can be interpreted however you like—both metaphorically or literally—but whatever way you cut it, it looks like bad news to me. And if we’re to stop it, you’ll need my help.”

      “The four of us have managed to deal with the obstacles that have reared their heads in front of us pretty well up to now.” I gestured at the entirety of my burgeoning crime family: Ally, Macy, and Lennox.

      “Seeing how all of you fight—especially you—I don’t doubt it.”

      I patted down my pockets, looking for a fresh magazine to load into my pistol, but found that I was completely out. Talk about timing. I slipped the empty handgun into my shoulder holster, inspected my other weapon, and found that I still had three rounds left in it. I looked at Charlotte and tried to impress upon her, with a look, just how determined I was to climb to the top of the Brink City shit pile.

      “Right,” I said. “Look, I assure you that I’m someone that you’re going to want on your side, Charlotte. I can’t make it any plainer than that. You’re probably a little scared of these lycan bikers, these Widowmakers. You’re probably scared of the families that run things on the levels above you. But the person you should really be worried about, is the person standing right in front of you, because I’m going to make a point of being the worst of a bad bunch. It’s the only way to make it to the top of this fucking tower.”

      Charlotte gave me a look, and a shadow of fear stirred in the depths of her tired eyes. “I believe you, Mr Belvedere,” she said. “I’ve seen a lot of men and women come and go in this town. Many hotshots who didn’t realize that it was best to whistle before walking into a stranger’s camp, you understand me? But you… I can tell that you’re a man who doesn’t merely have the vision, but the will to take him to it. Until then though, I can set you up with the other families who’ll want to get their hands on your magi-tech items, and pay you big money for the privilege.”

      “That’s very kind of you,” I said.

      Charlotte sniffed derisively. “Kindness has very little to do with it, Mr Belvedere. I’ll be expecting an even ten percent of anything that you sell, regardless of who you sell it to. I think that’s a very generous offer considering how miserable I could make your life should I choose to.”

      “I can see that me saving your life has made you all soft and sentimental,” I said mildly.

      “There’s no room for sentimentality in business.”

      “I’ll remember that next time a werewolf has you by the horns and is considering whether to have the chops or the shank,” I replied with a switchblade smile.

      Charlotte’s eyes narrowed. “This is the ‘in’ you need if you’re to move anything in the Brink—magi-tech, drugs, stolen property, or anything else—so don’t fuck it up. I’ve agreed to help you, but I can only do so much as a boss of a Level One family.”

      “What about reprisal from the lycans?” I asked. “The Widowmakers don’t strike me as the sort of gang just to slink off with their tails between their legs.”

      “I’ll handle it,” she said. “For now, you need to replicate those chips you have.”

      “Uh,” Lennox put in as he looked up from where he knelt beside the injured Officer Bosco, “that won’t be possible. That is a one-of-a-kind bit of magi-tech.”

      Charlotte bristled a little at this. “Then you come up with something that’s worth selling, something that other customers can actually purchase and take home with them, you know? That chip you have in your arm is indubitably helpful, but it’s not much good to someone wanting to buy it, unless they want to buy you too, I suppose.”

      I gave the head of the Guernsey family a thin-lipped smile. “I’m not for sale,” I said.

      “I didn’t think so,” Charlotte said, with that vaguely annoying, simpering laugh. “So, if I were you, I’d get that foster-brother of yours to get his ass into gear and start earning his keep. I’m sure you’ve already figured this out, but money opens a lot of doors in this city, but it doesn't open all of them. Many people have cash, but there are two other qualities that are key in this game. One of them is to make yourself of some use or purpose to other people, to offer the city and the people who run it something new and naughty that they don’t already have.”

      “And the third thing?” I asked. “I can’t help but think that this third thing is the reason that you’re still on Level One—doing very well for yourself, I don’t doubt, but still…”

      Charlotte returned my smile, but hers spoke of a woman who was aware of her own shortcomings and didn’t like it one bit.

      “The third thing,” she said, “is that you need balls.”

      My face was a mask as I said, in a flat voice, “I can see where you might come up short there.”

      “I mean,” Charlotte said, with ill-humor, “that you need to have the balls for when those above you reach out their hands to take what you have to offer. You need the balls to rip their fucking arms out of their sockets. Alas, I fear that’s where I have come up short all through the years.”

      I understood clearly what she was talking about. It was one thing to dream and scheme, but a whole other kettle of fish to put those dreams and schemes into action.

      “I’m not surprised that you’ve stuck with what you’ve built here,” I said, in what I hoped was an understanding tone. “You specialize in casinos—in gambling. Your life has been all about calculating the percentages, of finding out how to maximize your profits and minimize your losses. I find nothing odd about a family head like yourself not willing to wager everything they have on making a move up a level.”

      Charlotte nodded, but neglected to say anything.

      “Yeah, I see what you mean about needing balls of stone and steel,” I said, half to myself and half to the faun woman standing in front of me. “Betting a crisp twenty-dollar bill on the fall of a card or the roll of the dice is a world away from staking your life on whether or not you can outsmart your competition in this city.”

      “That’s right,” Charlotte said, her Irish accent adding a certain somber cadence to her words. “It strikes me that, perhaps, while I wasn’t looking, I might have become too old for this shit.”

      Privately, I agreed. If I and the other three members of the Belvedere Family hadn’t happened to have been on hand when the excrement hit the proverbial fan, there was no doubt in my mind that Queen Charlotte’s head would even now be decorating the wall of the Widowmaker’s clubhouse. It was a wise idea never to go digging up more snakes than you could kill, and it was clear that Charlotte had done just that. She and her band of fauns—the Bloody Rams most notably—had obviously gotten a little too big for their boots and sparked up a war with the Widowmakers, who clearly thought that less was best when it came to chances for business partners and fucks given about collateral damage.

      Must have been an eye-opener for the Guernseys, I thought. To see the lengths that some criminal organizations are willing to go to settle a grudge or even a score. If those fauns hadn’t been suped up with Lennox’s chip, things might have been very different.

      Still, if this little brush with death had made Queen Charlotte realize that she didn’t have the stomach to go vying with the big dogs anymore, that was all to the good. It meant there would be one less family that the Belvedere crew would be competing with and having to worry about, and that was never a bad thing. Having to watch all fronts constantly was the sort of thing that got an organization into trouble.

      What was doubly great—and what cemented my trust in the pink-haired, tattooed, punk fairy—was the way that Macy had shared the prophecy with Charlotte. This inspired move by Macy had resulted in, not just keeping the Guernsey family out of our lane, but had actually bonded them more closely to us than I could have ever hoped for. Queen Charlotte was going to help us to help herself, yes, but she was also going to help me because she believed in her bones that the prophecy was real.

      Looking around at the bloody ruin and wholesale destruction that had taken place in the Guernsey’s casino, my concrete cynicism started to crumble. Hell, maybe the darkness had already begun to spread. Maybe the Otherworld had begun to empty, and the devils were already on their way.

      “What will you do now?” Charlotte asked me.

      I looked over at the prostrate form of Officer Bosco. Lennox was tending to her wound. The bent cop looked like she was in a fair amount of pain, though whether that was from her injury or from having to listen to Lennox’s constant stream of drivel, I couldn’t tell.

      I pointed at the cop. “I’m going to take her down to the station,” I said.

      That’s one sentence I never thought I’d utter in my life, I thought.

      Charlotte gave me a surprised look. “That’s very charitable of you,” she said.

      “Oh, yeah,” I said, “that’s me; a regular good samaritan.”
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      I picked the blood-soaked, but very much alive, Officer Bosco up in my arms and carried her through the slaughter and wreckage of the Guernsey Paradise Hotel and Casino valet parking area. The young dryad was wan and let out a low moan as I carried her.

      “Could be worse,” I said. “You could be dead.”

      Bosco cracked a dark eye at me. She smiled. “Any longer with that goblin pal of yours and I think death might have started looking a lot more inviting.”

      “Yeah,” I said, “he gets that a lot.”

      “He’s a good friend of yours?” she asked weakly as I stepped around a faun who had been torn clean in half. The corpse’s arm was outstretched and was clutching the leg of its own lower torso. The unfortunate bastard’s entrails had unraveled behind him. It was clear that the faun had dragged himself across the asphalt with the idea that, if he got a hold of his leg, he might be able to stick himself together again.

      “No,” I said, looking back at the injured dryad’s face. “No, it’s a lot more terminal than that. He’s family.”

      “Family?” Bosco asked, her other opening in her surprise.

      “Yeah. He’s my foster-brother. We were both taken in by the same family back when we were kids.”

      “So, you’re stuck with him?” the police officer asked me.

      I flashed her a smile. “It does look that way. Still, he has his uses.” I nodded at her bandaged leg, which Lennox had wrapped in a perfect field dressing. “The little shit sure can tie a bandage.”

      A lipstick-red Chevrolet Traverse pulled up in a space that was free of bodies or broken motor vehicles. It sported gleaming chrome alloy wheels, and the windows were tinted so heavily that you couldn’t see inside.

      I gave a little snort of mirth through my nose. If Queen Charlotte had been a vehicle, she would have been this one for sure.

      “What’s up?” Bosco asked. She had her eyes closed again, but had obviously heard my snort. Not for the first time, I thought to myself that this woman was a sharp one. It would definitely pay to keep her on side.

      “It’s just that everyone—criminal types, I mean—always goes for black on black on black when it comes to their rides,” I said. “It’s as if they think that having a monochromatic color scheme for their vehicles makes them less eye-catching, though the opposite is true of course.”

      The fact that Queen Charlotte had gone against the norm of the all-black gangster-mobile raised my respect for her a fraction.

      Bosco opened her eyes, turned her head slowly, and looked at the Chevy.

      “Wow,” the cop said, “that is very Queen Charlotte, isn’t it?”

      “Ah, I see that you’re admiring my private transportation?” Queen Charlotte said, coming up behind me. “I find that the very least that I can do for you at this moment is offer you a ride to the police station.”

      The driver’s door opened, and a faun got out. The driver moved around to the back of the Chevy and opened the spacious trunk. Charlotte motioned to me, and I walked around to the back of the vehicle and, as carefully as I could, laid Officer Bosco in the trunk.

      “Your car—” Charlotte began.

      I held up my hand. I looked over at the AMC Eagle where it was sitting lopsidedly in front of the shattered revolving doorway of the casino lobby.

      “The car is fucked,” I said. I was no mechanic, but the steam issuing from under the hood and the many bullet holes riddling the bodywork made me think the vintage wagon could be counted as another casualty of the gang battle.

      “I think that would be a fair assessment,” Charlotte agreed.

      “Macy!” I called over to the fairy, who was leaning against the Eagle and chatting with Ally.

      “Yes, boss?” she replied.

      “Get the plates off the Eagle,” I instructed. “And scratch out the VIN plate in the door. Lennox will probably have a knife or screwdriver on him. He usually does.”

      “Got ya, boss,” Macy replied.

      ”There’s no point leaving any information for our friends in blue,” I said. I turned to look down at Bosco, who was stretched out in the roomy rear of the Chevy. “Not that I’m expecting to have too much trouble, as far as the law is concerned, for quite some time.”

      I held Bosco’s eye for a long moment. The bent copper gave me an almost imperceptible nod and looked away.

      That’s right, you owe me, I thought. You owe me big time. And I will collect.

      I turned back to the crippled Eagle.

      “Ally,” I said, “you and Lennox unload our gear out of the back of our ride. Don’t forget to check under the seats. Chuck it in the back of Queen Charlotte’s SUV.”

      The tigerkin nodded and began pulling the leftover weapons and the unused bulletproof vests from the car and piling them on the sidewalk.

      “And Lennox?”

      My foster-brother looked up from where he had been inspecting the smushed corpse of the lycan who’d had the Harley-Davidson land on him. Lennox was prodding at what might have been the werewolf’s brain or liver—or, maybe, a combination of the two—with a bent windshield wiper blade.

      “Yes, Matty—I mean, boss?” he said.

      “Get on a call to Benedict. Tell him to bring a car to pick us up from the BCPD central police station. Got it?”

      “Yes, Matt—boss,” Lennox replied, giving me an enthusiastic salute with the bent and bloody windshield wiper. “You can rely on me!”

      Once we had emptied the destroyed AMC Eagle of all of our gear, weapons, and ammunition and loaded it into the Chevy, I held out my hand to Queen Charlotte of the Guernsey Family.

      “Ten percent,” I said as the little faun woman put her blood-encrusted hand in mine. “Ten percent of any profits that my family’s little venture into magi-tech might accrue.”

      Charlotte nodded. “And, in return, I’ll open the doors to other families for you. Act as an intermediary between you and the sort of people that it would take you many weeks of buttering up to get a sit-down meeting with.”

      We shook.

      “I look forward to doing business with you, Charlotte,” I said as I opened the rear door of the Chevrolet Traverse and climbed in. Ally and Lennox followed suit and got into the back with me, while Macy got into the passenger seat.

      “Likewise, Matthew Belvedere,” Queen Charlotte replied. “I’ll be in touch. Your brother better get cracking on his inventions. The families will be lining up the block to get their hands on his magi-tech once this tale gets out.”

      I nodded, closed the door, and wound down the tinted window. The faun driver—using specially raised pedals to drive the Chevy—started the engine.

      “Charlotte,” I said.

      “Yes, Mr Belvedere?”

      “Don’t keep me waiting, will you? I’m eager to get out there and socialize as soon as possible.”

      Charlotte gave me a curt nod. It was clear that she didn’t relish being spoken to like that, but she was also well aware that she owed her life and her business to me and my crew.

      “And good luck with the clean up,” I said before I raised my window and told the driver to drive on.

      We fetched up outside the central station of the Brink City police department about twenty-five minutes later. The trip had been a subdued one. It probably had something to do with the whole unscheduled, unexpected fight to the death. People tend to get awfully introspective after experiences like that. Once the thrill and shit-yourself-terror of the moment had passed, the adrenaline had leached away and all you were left with was your shaking hands and the dead bodies, folk were often compelled to start evaluating their lives—looking their mortality in the face and figuring out what’s really important to them, you know, man…

      Thankfully, I had been there and done that long ago. I had considered where the road of life had taken me, and where it still might lead me, and I had found myself happy with the places I had seen along the way, as well as the potential destination.

      I was going to make it to the top of this town. I was going to be the man that all organizations in Brink City paid homage to, respected, and feared above all others.

      The smell of fresh blood, stale sweat, and cordite was strong in the car so, despite the potential danger of snipers, I cracked my window. The cool evening breeze brought with it the sounds of the city; gunshots, sirens, muffled music, and the hum of power and magic.

      I had been surprised, during the entire time that we had spent battling the lycans, that that extra sense I had—detecting hostile magic aimed at me or those I was with—had not been tweaked once. The werewolves, regardless of the fact that they were humans touched by Otherworldly magic, had not used any combative magic themselves. Nor had the fauns. It made me wonder how big a part magic played in the day-to-day dealings of the crime families in Brink. I wondered if there might be some really serious money to be made pedaling magi-tech, as Queen Charlotte obviously thought there was.

      “You all right back there, Officer Bosco?” I asked over my shoulder as we rumbled over a set of train tracks.

      “Yeah,” Bosco croaked from in the trunk. “Yeah, I’m still alive, if that’s what you’re asking?”

      I grinned at my reflection in the tinted window.

      “Well, we couldn’t just rock up to the sty with a dead pig in the back of the car, could we?” Lennox said from his position in the middle of the back seat.

      Ally gave a heartfelt sigh from the other side of Lennox. “You’ll have to excuse Lennox, gorgeous,” she said to Bosco. “He’s a sucker for nineties gangster films. He actually thinks that people involved in the life actually talk like that.”

      “And you never watched those sorts of films?” Bosco said weakly from where she was slumped in the back.

      “I didn’t need to, darling,” Ally said shortly, and she went back to staring out of her window.

      “Still,” I said, “Len makes a fair point. It might be the dumbest way to get pinched in the history of cops and robbers: turning up at the police station with a deceased police officer in your trunk.”

      Macy laughed from the front seat. “Yeah,” she said, “and that’s not exactly the sort of legacy that Matthew Belvedere is looking to leave behind him I imagine.”

      “Not quite,” I agreed.

      When the driver pulled up outside the police station, I instructed Macy to go inside and fetch Captain Shepherd.

      “This is a delicate situation, Macy,” I told her. “I want a familiar face to deal with, not some jumped up prick with career ambitions who’s going to take one look at Bosco and try and slap the cuffs on us. Get Shepherd out here, and I’ll talk to her. Tell her that Mr Belvedere wants a friendly chat and to return something of hers.”

      “Yes, boss,” Macy said, and she climbed out of the car. She was still dressed in her skimpy casino outfit but, due to having spent most of the fight in the air, she was fairly free of blood, unlike the rest of us.

      It was a testament to the open-minded and generally blasé mindset of the Brink City population that she got only a couple of stares from the cops who were lingering outside the station, and a single obligatory wolf-whistle from a bum sitting slumped in a doorway.

      Macy disappeared inside while the rest of us waited. We didn’t have to wait long though. Within five-minutes, she had reappeared, leading Captain Shepherd toward our parked vehicle.

      “All right, you two stay here until you hear my signal. Three slaps on the side of the car. Then get out and open the trunk,” I instructed Ally and Lennox. “I’ll go and see how the land lies.” I turned and looked pointedly at the goblin. “And you behave yourself, man, okay?”

      “Oh, please,” Lennox said, “tigress is not my cup of tea.”

      Ally hit Lennox with a thousand-watt smile, her jade eyes gleaming like gemstones in her tigress’s face, her hair falling like coiled bronze around her shoulders. “I’m everybody’s cup of tea, Lennox,” she said. “That’s what make me so fucking dangerous.”

      Lennox shut his slack mouth with a snap, while I climbed out of the Chevy and shut the door.

      “Captain Shepherd,” I said, “it’s lovely to see you again.”

      I meant it too. I’d never really had a thing for chicks in uniform, but the sight of the slightly older woman standing there in her tight-fitting police tactical attire stirred my blood. The scar that ran right around her throat was more noticeable in the flat sodium glare of the orange streetlight under which I stood. For a second, I mused on whether it had been put there by blade or rope—whether someone had tried to cut her and not gone deep enough or tried to strangle her and not gone tight enough. However it had got there, I couldn’t help but think that it added to the raw sexual power that she exuded.

      “So, the enigmatic charmer from the mess with the Bloody Rams is this Mr Belvedere,” she said, stepping closer to me now that she recognized who I was. Her platinum-blonde hair was pulled back into a loose knot at the back of her head. Her startling blue eyes had been sucked of their color in the unforgiving light of the streetlamp. Her skin looked as smooth and flawless as if it had been painted on.

      “That’s me,” I said. “Now you have a name to go with the face.”

      “I wonder if that’s a wise move on your behalf,” Captain Shepherd said. “I never forget either.”

      “Are you that good with phone numbers too?” I asked.

      In defiance of her professional training, Shepherd grinned. She was obviously enjoying our little bit of back and forth.

      “As for the name,” she said, “you’d be hard-pressed to pick one that’s going to attract more attention than that one.”

      “Can’t be helped,” I said. “That’s the only name I’ve got.”

      Shepherd’s eyes narrowed, and she laughed a disparaging little laugh. She looked at Macy who stood leaning against the back of the red Chevy. “You’re trying to tell me that that’s your real name?” she asked me.

      I held up my left hand, then put it down and held up my right, then switched back to my left again. “Scouts honor,” I said.

      “It’s the right hand,” Shepherd said, her big beautiful eyes scrutinizing me closely. “And you hold up your middle three fingers and cover your pinky nail with your thumb.”

      “How the fuck do you know that?” I asked.

      “I...had a brother,” Captain Shepherd said. “But, that’s not what we’re talking about. Your name is actually Belvedere?”

      “That’s right.”

      “As in—”

      “Yeah, as in the Belvederes. The Umbras that managed to piss off the wrong people and get themselves bumped off,” I said.

      Shepherd looked at me for a good long time without saying anything. Then she blinked a couple of times, apparently coming back to her senses, and said, “Whatever you’ve been doing and whoever you’ve been doing it with, you look like you haven’t been playing nice.” She reached out, took one of my lapels between her forefinger and thumb, and rubbed at a bloodstain. “There have been numerous calls going out on the radio this evening. Reports of a full-blown gun battle raging at the Guernsey’s Paradise Hotel and Casino. Lycans and fauns going hell for leather with each other. You know anything about that?”

      I looked at Macy who shrugged. “Can’t say that we do, Captain,” I said.

      “Hm,” the Captain said, raising her eyebrows in theatrical surprise. She looked past me, running her gaze along the flank of the Chevrolet Traverse. “And, you know, this looks a lot like one of Charlotte Guernsey’s vehicles…”

      I turned around, as if noticing the car for the first time. “I couldn’t tell you about that, Captain Shepherd,” I said. “I just called an Uber and this thing rocked up.”

      “Ah,” Shepherd said, smiling at me in a way that made me want to tear her clothes off there and then.

      “So, why aren’t you at this lycan-faun battle?” I asked her, putting my hands nonchalantly in my pockets. “What with you being hellbent on following the letter of the law, shouldn’t you be taking names and cracking skulls, or whatever the police procedure is for that kind of thing?”

      “Well, it sounded to me,” Captain Shepherd said, her eyes flicking from me to Macy and back again, trying to see whether or not she was striking the gold, “like the Widowmakers M.C. had gone to war with the Guernsey Family—though over what, I couldn’t tell you.”

      “Biker gangs,” I said, shaking my head disappointedly, “they’re an unsavory bunch.”

      “Right,” Captain Shepherd said. “So, seeing as sometimes in Brink you have to make the best of a bad situation, I thought that I’d let the fight play out. By the time that we’d have arrived, the collateral damage would’ve already been substantial—if the reports that the fighting started out in the street were correct. From the police’s, as well as the city’s point of view, it made sense to me to let two rival gangs try to wipe each other out. Each lycan and faun that took the big sleep tonight is one more that we won’t have to worry about.”

      “Admirable,” I said. “Looking after your property first and foremost, eh?”

      “You could say that, Mr Belvedere. You could say that.”

      “It was actually with your property in mind that I’ve come to see you,” I said.

      Shepherd said nothing. She clearly had no idea what I was talking about. Shrewdly, and in a way that made my respect for the intelligence of law enforcement reach a hitherto unreached height, she kept her mouth shut and waited for me to elaborate.

      “Now, I would like you to bear in mind that neither I nor my associates had anything to do with this,” I said, in a calm and moderate tone. “In fact, my foster-brother is probably responsible for making sure that we were able to be the good citizens we are and return your property to you in almost perfect condition.”

      Captain Shepherd’s face was a mask. It was the face of a cop who was either about to pull her sidearm or shake your hand.

      I guess we’ll see which, I thought, and slapped the side of the vehicle three times.

      Ally immediately opened her door and stepped out, with Lennox following right behind. She cast a baleful glance at the police captain as she walked around the Chevy and came to stand at my side. The captain didn’t seem to register Ally at all, other than a curious gaze, which meant that her monstrous change was doing as I’d intended and she was unrecognizable as Alessia Balducci. Lennox stood by the trunk, his hand on the release latch and looked at me. I motioned for him to wait a moment.

      Ally presented Captain Shepherd with a vaguely confrontational look, which the captain returned with interest. For a moment, I got to witness the silent battle between two equally beautiful and fierce women. Then, the good captain said, in the typically non-confrontational way that makes dealing with the police such a treat, “Who the fuck is this then?”

      Ally’s top lip curled in a silent snarl, and her green eyes narrowed.

      “This, Captain Shepherd,” I said, “is my wife, Ally Belvedere.”

      “Your wife?” Captain Shepherd said, her eyes taking in the minimal amount of clothing that Ally was wearing. She pointed from Ally to Macy. “They look like a pair of showgirls.”

      I squeezed Ally’s arm to stop her going for the captain right there in the street.

      “Yes, well, as for that,” I said, “we all got caught up in the spirit of Brink City and had one of those Vegas-style weddings.”

      Captain Shepherd clearly didn’t know what to make of all this. Obviously, after a moment’s contemplation, she decided that looking clueless was better than opening her mouth and removing all doubt on the matter. Instead, she motioned to the car. “You mentioned you had some of my property, Mr Belvedere.”

      “Call me ‘Matthew,’” I said, tipping the blonde beauty a wink.

      “You better show me what you mean, Matthew,” Captain Shepherd said.

      I inclined my head and then motioned at Lennox. The goblin pressed the trunk release, and it opened to show Officer Bosco lying in the trunk.

      For the space of about four heartbeats, nobody moved. All eyes were on the captain. The captain shook out her large angel-like wings and folded them again, in a way that made me think of a woman crossing her arms just before she let you have it right in the neck for coming home from the bar too late.

      Bosco seemed to have fallen asleep but came round when Lennox gave her a jab with the windscreen wiper blade that he still had in his possession.

      “Officer Bosco,” Captain Shepherd said, in a tightly controlled voice, “would you mind telling me why you’re lying in the back of this SUV with a bound gunshot wound to the leg?”

      “I was at the Paradise Casino, captain,” Bosco said, her voice feeble with exhaustion. “I was just leaving after enjoying an evening’s entertainment when the Widowmakers turned up and got down to business with Queen Charlotte’s fauns. It was—it was a bloodbath.”

      It was a good lie, as far as it went. There would be little way for Captain Shepherd to prove or disprove that story.

      She tried to sit up but couldn’t. Lennox, always the gentleman, gave her a hand so that she was sitting on the tailgate.

      “I caught a round in the leg in the crossfire. I blacked out,” she said, wincing as she moved her injured leg.

      Nice touch, I thought. Can’t expect details from an unconscious person.

      “When I came to,” Bosco continued, “this goblin here was patching me up.”

      Lennox sketched an impressive courtly bow.

      Captain Shepherd helped Bosco to her feet and put the younger woman’s arm over her shoulder. She peered closely at the dressing that Lennox had tied, then looked up at him and gave a small nod of thanks.

      “That’s some neat work…?” she said.

      “Lennox,” said Lennox.

      While this exchange was taking place, Bosco caught my eye, winked, and blew me a tiny kiss.

      I see it’s going to take more than a bullet wound to curb those tendencies of hers, I thought.

      Captain Shepherd walked Bosco to the steps that led up to the police department’s front doors. Using the railing, Bosco hopped her way up. Captain Shepherd turned. There was a sparkle in her eye, as she regarded me, that spoke of a smile that was just under the professional surface.

      “I owe you, perhaps, Mr Belvedere, but I’ll be keeping an eye on you,” she said. Her platinum hair gleamed in the light that spilled from the station door as Bosco let herself into the station house.

      “You’ll be keeping an eye on me, Captain Shepherd?” I replied. “I’m flattered. But you can bet that I’ll be keeping an eye out for you too…” I smiled and watched the delightful winged woman walk slowly up the steps and disappear inside the station house.

      As soon as she was gone, a set of headlights flickered into life from a car parked in an alleyway just down from the police station. An engine rattled into life, and a Ford Mustang, painted in dilapidated dark blue and spotted with rust, rolled out from the cover of the alleyway. Benedict was at the wheel. The automaton drew the vintage car level with the parked Chevy.

      “All right,” I said, clapping my hands and addressing Ally, Lennox, and Macy, “let’s get our gear loaded before any more cops come out, and let’s get the fuck home.”
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        * * *

      

      The four of us, the four members of the Belvedere crime organization—Lennox, Ally, Macy, and I—sat around the table and each took a deep, appreciative pull of the drinks that Benedict had just placed in front of us. We were home, safe and showered, with our first business partnership sorted and under our belt, and it felt pretty fucking good. We’d even been in what basically amounted to a pitched battle.

      We were sitting in the drawing room, which I had decided to call The War Room. It was the large room in which all our guns, equipment, and ammo were stored in neat piles and rows. The maps of different quadrants of the city hung on the walls, alongside itineraries and lists of things that we needed.

      Lennox drained his tall glass of cranberry juice and smacked his lips appreciatively.

      “That,” he said, “was just what the health professional ordered.”

      Benedict had asked my foster-brother, when he was making our drinks, whether he would fancy a dash of vodka or a wedge of lime in his cranberry juice. Lennox had looked at the automaton butler as if he were a dangerous lunatic and told him to piss off. Now that the goblin had finished, he signaled for a refill from the butler who was at his elbow in a trice.

      “You know what, Benedict,” Lennox said, “I think I will try something a little different this time.”

      Benedict brightened. I figured he thought it was somehow demeaning for a butler to serve drinks that had only one ingredient.

      “Very good, sir,” he said. “What would you like to try? Perhaps a Red Lotus? I always think a splash of lychee really transforms the humble vodka-cranberry. Or, maybe, you feel the need for something a little stronger? If that’s the case, may I suggest a Long Beach Iced Tea, which—”

      “Whoa, whoa, whoa, whoa, whoa, whoa,” Lennox said, cutting the venerable butler off in mid elucidation, “what the fuck’re you talking about, Benedict?”

      “I was merely suggesting—” Benedict tried to say.

      “Well, don’t,” Lennox said. “I was just going to say that I’ll have a little ice with my next drink.”

      I couldn’t help but laugh. Even Ally, who usually had no time for the goblin’s hijinks, cracked a smile, against her better judgement I was sure. It seemed that Lennox wasn’t interested in imbibing when he was tinkering, a fact I’d come to learn about my brother years ago.

      While Benedict busied himself by the drink trolley, Lennox went back to tinkering with the glinting metal object that he had in front of him on the table. It was about the size of a matchbox and looked a little bit like a cross between a mousetrap and an old school flip phone. As I sipped my Old-Fashioned, I watched my foster-brother pull out a tiny precision screwdriver and give the device a little tweak.

      “What have you got there, Lennox?” Macy asked. She was dressed in jeans and a leather jacket. Her piercings glinted and her pink hair was as vibrant as I had ever seen it. No one would ever have guessed that she’d been in a life or death firefight not three hours before.

      Lennox looked up briefly from his fiddling and gave her a small smile. He tapped the end of his long nose. “Ah, if I told you that,” he said, “I’d have to ki… I’d have to seriously try and assault you in some way. Let’s just say that it’s a little prototype I’m working on for the good of the family.”

      “Speaking of the family,” I said, “I think now would be a good chance to discuss what the next step for us is going to be.”

      Ally raised her glass of champagne and inclined her head in agreement. She was dressed in an elegant dress and shawl and had a butterfly knife that she had been trying to master sitting on the table in front of her. “Yes, indeed. We must strike while the iron is good and hot. It’s what my father would have done.”

      “That’s right,” I said as Benedict set Lennox’s fresh cranberry juice down in front of him and faded into the background once more. “Basically, we need to make some fucking money if we want to get anything done in this town. Ambition is a fine thing, as are connections. We have more ambition than we know what to do with, and we’ve already started making connections. However, cash is what greases those particular wheels.”

      “You couldn’t have inherited some cash along with this mansion?” Lennox asked.

      “Nope,” I said. “The accounts were all frozen. Which is why we need to make some money.”

      “You’ve an idea on how to do that?” Macy asked.

      “We follow through with the deal we made with Charlotte Guernsey,” I replied. “After all, I think it makes sense for us to get into the magi-tech game. The reasons are pretty obvious. Firstly, we have Lennox, my brother, and his enormous and perverted brain.”

      “Hey!” Lennox said, but without any real conviction. He knew I had his number.

      “It’d be foolish not to use his talents if it means that we can generate an income for the family,” I continued. “If Queen Charlotte is to be believed, there’ll be quite the demand for magi-tech. This is the ‘in’ that we need. As the new faces on the block, we need to differentiate ourselves from the competition. This could be it.”

      “You said there were reasons for going down the magi-tech road,” Ally said, sipping her champagne, her overly large canines clinking against the elegant glass flute. “What were the others?”

      “The second reason is a purely pragmatic one—basic economics. We would be filling a gap in the market,” I said. “The third reason though, is the one that really sealed this revenue stream, in my mind, as something that we should pursue.”

      “What’s the third reason?” Macy asked, running her finger around the rim of her Dark and Stormy cocktail glass.

      “The third reason,” I said, my eyes gleaming at the thought, “is because magi-tech is the sort of gear that Lennox can install hidden bugs in, isn’t that right, Len?”

      “No problemo,” the goblin said as he made another tiny adjustment to the thing he held in his long, clever fingers.

      “It’ll allow us to basically arm all our competitors—something that they should appreciate and will endear us to them—while also enabling us to keep tabs on what they’re up to. Every item can be bugged. I doubt that we can install universal shutdown mechanisms on all of them, but we can maybe do it to some. This will give us a definite edge over the competition. We’ll be able to know what they know, strike where they aren’t, and pit one against another if required.”

      Macy ran her tongue across her teeth and smiled. “That sounds like a pretty damn good reason to do this.”

      “If we—that is to say, if you decide that the family should do this,” Ally said. “Then we need to start thinking about all sorts of things; secondary suppliers and pushers, engineers to actually make the gear under Lennox’s directions, guards to make sure we don’t get rolled, distributors, and a way to launder the cash that we’re hoping to make.”

      I nodded at the tigerkin sitting across the table from me. “That’s right. We will. But with the combined experience that we have—especially you and I, Ally—we know how to run this sort of operation. We can fucking do this, no sweat.”

      Ally smiled that slow, lazy smile of hers, which never failed to get my libido revved up. I felt her foot slide up my pants legs and press gently into my crotch.

      “Hiring all that manpower is going to be expensive, Matthew,” she said.

      “Yes, but I’ve thought of that too,” I said, trying to keep my hand steady as I took a sip of my drink and Ally rubbed just a little harder with her foot.

      “Have you just?” she purred.

      “The Gnollnuggz,” I said. “We’ve got a couple of bags of the stuff, and it smells like it’s good shit.”

      “I can attest to that,” Ally said and winked at Macy.

      “Right, so we push that to make some cash. Sort out some low level dealers. You know how it goes.”

      Macy nodded and leaned forward, took a generous mouthful of her drink and crunched down on an ice cube. “I can help there,” she said.

      “Hold on,” Ally said. “Can Lennox even make anything along the lines of what we need? I mean, I know he made the chip that he implanted into your hand—and it’s been fucking handy, I won’t deny—but I doubt even he knows what the hell its capable of.”

      Lennox snapped out of the fierce concentration that had a hold of him and said, “Speaking of that chip of yours, Matty boy, I saw that it turned you lycan for all of a second—when you used it to drain the power out of that big bastard who knocked the knife out of your hand. We should look into that. I think it may have far more capabilities than I originally intended... “

      “You see,” Ally said, “even he isn’t sure of its potential.”

      “You said to Charlotte Belvedere that you couldn’t make another one of them,” Macy said to Lennox, “were you telling the truth?”

      “Oh, I was completely truthful,” Lennox said. “The metal used to construct it came from outside the portal from which our people entered this world. Rare stuff, it is. But, even if I could find more of the same material, I wouldn’t make another one of my thaumo-transposer chips.” The goblin laughed lightly. “No, no, no. Imagine the havoc that might ensue if one of those got into the hand—literally into the hand—of some nutjob!”

      A vision of Lennox prodding with a windshield wiper at the mushed corpse of a lycan floated across my vision.

      Talk about the pot calling the kettle black.

      “Then what is it you’re thinking of making?” Ally asked.

      “This,” Lennox said, and pushed the weird little device he had been fiddling with into the middle of the table.

      “What is it?” I asked.

      “A psy-scrambler,” Lennox said. “I got the idea for it after the whole Bloody Rams warehouse debacle. You see, the cops had the place bugged with psy-taps, right? They could hear everything going on in the warehouse.”

      “So what does it do?” Macy asked.

      “Essentially,” Lennox said, assuming the air of a professor, as he liked to do at times like this, “it garbles the thaumaturgical signal of the psy-tap and it renders it useless.”

      “Holy shit, Len,” I said, “this is perfect.”

      “Yes,” Lennox said, sitting back smugly in his chair, “I know.” He took a debonair swig from his cranberry juice and poured most of it down his front. “Goddamn it!”

      “Why is it perfect?” Macy asked.

      “Because it’s something that every criminal organization, from the lowliest street gang to those who run this city from the top of the Neon Flower, are going to want to get their hands on,” I explained. “Not only that though, it’s a piece of equipment that will be taken into every meeting place where dodgy deals go down as a precautionary measure.” I slapped Lennox on the shoulder and almost knocked him out of his chair. “If we can bug these, we have the potential to listen into most of the dealings of most of the criminals in Brink City!”

      The four of us sat back and absorbed this information for a moment or two.

      “Lennox, is this the thing that you were trying to sell to the government just before we left New York?” I asked.

      “Yep,” said Lennox.

      “What do you need to make more of these things?” I questioned.

      “I have a proper workshop already in that chamber beneath the mansion,” Lennox said. “That’ll work a treat.”

      I gave my foster-brother an encouraging smile and nodded. “Yeah, that’ll be perfect. Hidden away. Nice and secure. Exactly where we should be manufacturing illegal magi-tech. What about the actual parts for these new devices though?”

      “Most of the parts for the psy-scrambler, are pretty simple to order and get a hold of, but they’ll be expensive.”

      I took a thoughtful gulp of my Old-Fashioned and swallowed. “I guess that puts even more emphasis on us setting up a sweet deal with these Gnollnuggz.”

      “You said most of the parts are easy to get hold of, Lennox,” Macy said. “Not all?”

      Lennox shook his head. “There’s one particular module for this psy-scrambling device of mine—the component that actually messes with the psychic realm and disrupts it—that’s going to be hard to obtain.” He puffed out his cheeks, removed his tortoiseshell glasses, and buffed them industriously on the edge of his cranberry stained shirt. “I imagine the cops will have these disruption components at the precinct. They likely use them as part of their more specialist gear. Or, perhaps we could find the components among some of the folks on the upper levels of the Flower…”

      “We don’t really want to attract their attention just yet,” I said. “I think it’s imperative that we don’t alert anyone as to what we’re making, otherwise we’ll have some ballsy motherfuckers up here, trying to break down the door and steal your secrets—or kidnap you.”

      Lennox swallowed nervously, though there was a slightly worrying gleam in his eye that told me he was imagining what it would be like to be the object of a kidnapping. He shook his head.

      “But,” he said, “these components are made up of molecular ingredients that are used in very, very small portions in other, more common manufacturing processes and for more everyday items.”

      “Oh yeah?” I asked.

      “Um, yeah,” Lennox said. “What we need can be, uh, can be found in the pleasure boxes…”

      “Like, the ones at the casino?” Ally asked.

      Lennox nodded.

      “That’s where you got this component or whatever the fuck it is to build this prototype, isn’t it?” I asked with a short laugh. “After you played the skin flute until your fingers almost fell off, you stole this little part out of the pleasure box you were in.”

      Lennox nodded again.

      I gave my brother a friendly punch on the arm. “Sounds like we’re taking a trip to the Red Light District, boys and girls,” I said. “Lennox, I hope you brought rubbers.”

      Lennox had perked up immediately at the mention of the Red Light District. “I actually managed to sort myself out with some of those from the casino too!” he squeaked excitedly. He reached into the pocket of his cargo pants and pulled out a roll of condoms and dropped it on the table. The roll of seventy-five cent insurance policies unfurled across the table and dropped off the other side.

      “Extra, extra large and ribbed,” Lennox said, and he winked lasciviously at Macy and Alessia. The girls returned stares that were so wooden you could have carved a set of matching bookshelves out of them.

      “Ah, I’m kidding,” Lennox said happily. “I much prefer goblin women anyway.”

      I could feel the excitement building inside of me. Suddenly, the Belvedere Family had a plan, had direction. I tossed back the rest of my drink and signaled for another from Benedict.

      Yes, things were definitely looking up. We’d sell the Gnollnuggz and make enough money to fund this magi-tech operation we’d thought up. Then, we’d ingratiate ourselves, using Lennox’s inventions, with the rest of the Brink City criminal fraternity. We’d make money, and we’d use our bugged devices to gain valuable intel on what the rest of the families in this town were up to. Then, once we’d gathered enough information on our competition, we would strike.

      Oh yes, things were about to get very interesting for the Belvedere crime organization.
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