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Epilogue
One

It was early June, which in Michigan meant one could amost count on summer being hereto stay. The
dtate was notorious for its“Indian winters,” which lingered forever. When the snows melted, it was all
mud. When the mud finally dried, it was summer...maybe. One could never be sure when the warmth
would comefor good, if ever. Something about that thought resonated deeply with ayoung man whose
life should be just beginning, but who had no ideawhereit would, or should, go.

Griffen McCandles, arecent graduate from the University of Michigan—by the skin of histeeth—was
about to attempt something unthinkable, unimaginable, frightening. That isto say, he was out to get ajob
inthered world.

Hewas gtting in hisuncle€ s office in what was il referred to as Downtown Detroit. The office was
impressive, asit was designed to be. Aslarge asahotd suite, it was plushly furnished for both business
and relaxation. Light poured through one glasswall, which provided aview looking out over the tops of
lesser buildingsto the river beyond. It was aview that testified to and gloried in success, but Macolm

M cCandles, the man who dominated the room and the company, ignored it, choosing instead to study his
young vigtor.

There might have been some smilarity between thetwo in therr tall height, light brown shade of their hair,
or the trong lines underlying their faces. That was where the smilarity ended. Griffen had boy-next-door
features and adisarming smile. Where Ma colm seemed to dominate the scene, his nephew bardly made
arippleinit. He sat in the pants and shirt from his one suit, tie but no coat. Choosing to look casua with

family but coming off asdightly rumpled.

“So, Griffen,” Mdcolm said at last, bresking the long silence, “what did you think of college?’

“To be honest with you, Uncle Mad,” the young man said, leaning forward to speak earnestly, “1 wasn't
that impressed with it. | mean, the theories and grand concepts were interesting and informative, but now
that I’ ve graduated I’ m looking forward to learning the hard lessons you can only get from working in
red lifewith red people and Stuations”
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Malcolm cocked his head.
“Cute,” he said. “Did you write that and memorizeit in advance, or did you crib it from somewhere?’
“Excuseme?’ Griffen sad, blinking.

“Let’scut the crap, shal we?” Macolm said flatly. “I'm fully aware of your college career. | should be,
gncel pad for it.

“Itisonly by charm and quick wits you' ve managed to graduate at all. Not seeming to redlly care about
your chosen magjor, you rarely attended your classes, but seemed to have aknack for writing essays and
papersthat were exactly what your teachers were looking for. If you’ ve earned anything it’ syour
nickname, * Grifter.” A name derived from the time you spent playing poker, at further expense of your
studies. Y ou seem to have an utter lack of ambition in any terms but the extreme immediate. Now that
you' ve graduated, you' re suddenly faced with the horrifying possibility of having to actualy work, and
you' re hoping to land a cushy job with meto maintain your lifestyle with aslittle persona exertion as can
be managed. Correct meif I'mwrong.”

The youth held his gaze for severd long moments before shrugging and leaning back in hischair.

“Asyou sad, UncleMad,” hesad, “let’s cut the crap. Y ou seem to know me pretty well. | guessthe next
questioniis, if you have such alow opinion of me, then what am | doing here?’

Malcolm raised an eyebrow at Griffen’ s directness. He had expected him to evade for atime yet. He
consdered for amoment and shook his head, sadly.

“Y ou should learn to listen to what is said without injecting emotion or judgment into it,” hesaid. 1 never
said | disapproved of your actions, smply listed thefactsas | see them.

“Astowhat you' re doing here, that getsinto why | originally stepped forward to provide for you and
your Sister after your parentsdied. You see, | fet abit guilty, sincel was responsible for those deaths.”

He paused, waiting for areaction, but Griffen smply looked at him, levelly. The young man had
suspected as much, since this uncle that he barely knew had paid hisway through college. Mostly hewas
worried about what to do with hislife. Hisoneinterview a Microsoft for asaes position had been a
disaster lasting lesstime than it took for the interviewer to look at his transcript from the University of
Michigan School of Business. He wasjust changing mental gearsto react to the part about Uncle Mdl
causing his parents' deaths when the well-dressed executive spoke again.

“I didn’'t actudly causethem,” Macolm clarified, “but | did nothing to prevent them ether. Since my
noninterference resulted in the two of you becoming orphans, | felt it was only right that | oversee your
surviva to your mgorities. Unfortunately, I’ m abusy man, so that assistance was mainly in the form of
financiad support, and without direct supervision, both you and your sister have been free to run wild and
do things pretty much the way you wanted. Now that you' re findly coming of age, however, thereare
some things you should know.”

He paused to organize his thoughts. Reaching into a humidor on his desk, he produced acigar and
unwrapped it, but didn’t light it.

“Tell me, Griffen,” he said, “what do you know about dragons?’
The youth blinked in surprise a the sudden change of subject.
“Um...I don't know,” hesaid findly. “Mythica beadts...big lizards that fly and breethe fire. Why do you



ak?’
Macolm smiled & him.
“Wrong on every count...except one,” he said, ignoring Griffen’s question. “Not surprising, redlly.”

“Okay.” Griffen shrugged. “WE€ |l just leave it that they’ re mythica beasts. What doesthat haveto do
with anything?’

Malcolm pursed hislipsasif to whistle, then exhded asmal jet of flameto light hiscigar. Griffen’ seyes
widened even more as his mind whirled.

“That wasn't the point you wereright on,” he said.

Two

Like most people when seeing something utterly beyond the depth of their experience, Griffen wastrying
to rationaize what he had just seen. He wracked his memory for some other time he had seen hisuncle
do predtidigitation or even card tricks. Nothing came to him. Could this be some vague hint that he was
going to get achance at heading up amagic store divison?

“Nicetrick,” he said nervoudy, trying to maintain some foothold. Malcolm merely rolled his eyes, but
Griffen did hisbest to maintain asmile. Hisuncl€ s expression then faded, becoming distant, asif hewas
no longer seeing Griffen, but something far beyond the walls of the office.

Whatever minimad control Griffen had felt coming into this meeting had been completely lost. Hefdt like
hewasfaling, and couldn’t even see the ground beneath hisfest.

“Dragons have been around along time. Longer than humans. Their ability to shape-shift gavethem a
great advantage in the competition for surviva, to a point where they had few red enemies. An old race,
ancient redlly. If one believesthe oldest legends, no asteroid was needed to take out the dinosaurs. The
early dragonsjust didn't like competition. But without massive and cunning predators, dragonsredly had
no chalenges. In hindsight, they became smug and complacent.”

Thejobless recent graduate could see Ma colm was choosing hiswords carefully. Ma colm noticed him
schooling hisfeatures, trying to look attentive. Despite his comments, true though they were, about his
nephew’ s shortcomings, there was afine mind thereif the boy had incentive to useit. Ma colm was about
to give him abig push. It had been awhile since he had been caled on to explain the real world to

anyone.

“They disregarded the humans when they first appeared as being too weak and dow to be of
importance. But the humans had intelligence, and they bred like rabhbits. The dragons bred dow, and
arrogantly didn’t seethistribe of apesastruly any more specid than any other. They busied themselves
with what activities they deemed important, and barely noticed the humans spreading over the globe. By
the time the dragons recognized them as athreet, it wastoo late to stop them.”

Why was his uncle making him listen to such afantasy, and wherewasit leading? Wasthisal some kind
of odd ruse, atest? Griffen thought himself afair hand at reading people, but Macolm McCandles
reveaed nothing, though Macolm did show abrief smile as Griffen started to fidget. Catching the smile,
Griffen made himsdf stop.

“Many dragons could adjust and change, many actudly living near or with humans. Many cultures have
very positive legends about the guidance and protection of dragons. Though not dways using that term,



of course; it came later. However, some of the European dragons, stubbornly refusing to seethe
handwriting on thewall, decided to try to fight the humans. They used their shape-shifting to take on
fearsome gppearances, which gaverise to the lurid images that people today identify as the true form of
dragons. The fact that they are now relegated to the status of myth and legend is mute testimony to the
effectiveness of their antihuman campaign.”

“So what did they look like outside of the frightening guises?” Griffen asked.

“Different, big, depends on who you...Don't interrupt.” Malcolm snapped, eyes flashing back into focus.
Griffen noticed that his manner was now angry, and dightly embarrassed.

Hedidn't know what to make of it, though. Griffen flushed dightly, but didn’t press the question. After
all, what was he asking? How dragons are supposed to look? He couldn’t believe he was getting sucked
into this bizarre narrative so easily. A worried thought flashed through hismind. Did one inherit madness?

Malcolm nodded and continued. “ There was another group, however, who went to their Eastern
brethren, seeking the secret of size shifting to augment their own shape-shifting ability. Y ou may not know
it, Griffen, but Eastern dragons never had wings. When they needed to fly, they would size shift down to
tiny dimensonsand ridethewind.”

Griffen leaned back morein his chair, looking nonchdant. He was aware of hisuncle watching each
reaction, and decided some input was expected. He hesitated, again worried about letting himsdlf dip into
hisuncle' sdeusions, but decided he had little choice but to go dong with the flow of the bizarre
conversaion.

“I don't pretend to know much about the East, and nothing much at al beyond Chinaand Japan,” Griffen
said, trying to keep things sounding normal and make one more attempt at getting the conversation back
on thetrack of why he came herein the first place. After dl, he had attended internationa business
classes...oncein awhile. “But it's been my impresson that they are deadly negotiators. At the very lest,
it snot acrowd | would want to dedl with when they knew in advance they had something | wanted or
needed.”

Griffen stopped again, unsure whether the comment had broken any ice with hisuncle. Again Macolm
McCandles s face showed nothing to give the younger man any reief.

“It was brutal,” Macolm said. “It is unknown today what promises and powers the European dragons
had to surrender, but they achieved their objective and gained the ability to Sze shift. They used that new
skill dong with their shape-shifting to infiltrate and blend in with the humans, even to interbreed with them
in someingtances. Their descendants survive to this day, dwelling unsuspected among the humans.”

“I see” Griffen said carefully. “And now you' re going to tell me that you' re one of those dragons?’
“That’sright,” Macolm said. “More importantly, so areyou...and your sister.”
“That' sinteresting,” Griffen said. “1 haveto admit, Uncle M4, | don't particularly fed like adragon.”

“That's because you' re only just coming into your physica maturity,” Macolm said. “Y our secondary
powers haven't put on their appearance yet, but they should shortly.”

“Secondary powers,” Griffen said, interested despite himself. “ Should | ask what my primary powers
might be?’

“You've had them dl dong,” Macolm said, “but you haven't seen them as being extraordinary. First of
al, yourardy if ever get sck. What'smore, in the few times you’ ve suffered an injury, you hed



remarkably swiftly.”

Griffen started to speak, then held his silence. He had aways been blessed with good hedlth, but he had
aways assumed it was just good fortune. It hardly made him some sort of inhuman lizard.

“Y ou dso have acertain affinity with animas. Y ou can exert your will over theirsto control their actions.”

“Anima control,” Griffen said, and asmirk twisted dightly at the corners of his mouth. Polite attentiveness
wasn't seeming to help him anyway, and he just couldn’t help himsdlf. “Y ou mean like Obi-Wan in Star
Wars?'

“Y ou could say that,” Macolm sad. “Inasmal way. Y ou can draw animalsto you, or send them away.
Y ou can even cam them if they’ re excited. Exactly how much control depends on how much of the talent
you were born with, and how much you’ ve devel oped and exercised it. There are some nondragons who
have smilar powers. Circus animd trainers and some shamans, for example.”

Griffen nodded, trying to keep the skepticism from his expression.

“Uncle Macolm, granted you said dragons were never big scaly beests, Hill, I’ ve never looked anything
but human when | checked in amirror.”

“Ah, and you are wondering how adisguise, for dl intents and purposes, is passed on from father to
on?’

“Pretty much.”

“Dragons are not fools Griffen. Quite the opposite. What good would trading for adisguise be, if every
baby born put its parentsin immediate danger? Let’ sjust say that geneticists barely understand their own
DNA, and aren't likely to get adragon sample.”

Again Griffen held hissilence, but it was more difficult. There was something that disturbed himinthet last
comment. A hardnessin hisuncl€ svoice that was surprisingly intimidating.

“As| wassaying,” Macolm continued, “your senses are notably keener than those of humans,
particularly your powers of observation. | suspect that would account for your success at cards. Whether
it'sgambling or business, dragons have always been ableto ‘read’ their opponents, which givesthem a
gzableedgein conflicts”

“I'll admit I've dways been lucky,” Griffen said with asmile. “Then, too, I’ ve always been fond of
money. sn't that another trait of dragons?’

“Actudly,” Macolm said, “dragons are fond of power. Money or gold issmply oneway of gainingit.
Some turn to politics or warfare to achieve the same thing. There are severad who have gone the route of
becoming entertainers. If you look around our modern society, not to mention history, it isn't that hard to
spot the dragons lurking there. Usually around power, dways at or near the top.”

Ma colm’s expression darkened. Thelook he suddenly shot Griffen wasfilled with greed such as he had
never seen. Griffen could hear his pulse beating away wildly as he watched the executive force himsdlf to
stay relaxed. Griffen wasn't sure what set him off more, the expression, or the obvious show of
iron-willed control.

“Check meonthis, UncdleMad,” Griffen said, keegping up with Macolm’ sthought. “I’ll bethefirst to
admit that I’ m operating with limited knowledge, but I’ ve dways thought that your basic power broker
wasn't wild about sharing that power with anyone dse.”



Malcolm raised his eyebrowsin pleased surprise. His expression dipped back into his more neutra
mask.

“Exactly right,” he said, nodding at the youth. “Dragons are as solitary asthey are greedy. Oh, they may
put on ashow of being friendly, and many are quite charismatic, someto apoint of using another form of
mind control caled glamour, but underneeth it al they’ re pretty self-serving. While temporary dliances
are occasonally formed, they usualy only last until the objective is achieved. There are some ongoing
power blocs, mostly to keep track of and counter the doings of other power blocs, but even those are
tenuous and proneto reaignment.

“Thet brings usto your Stuation.”
“Me?’ Griffen said, suddenly Sitting up straighter.

His expression was atentive, but insgde dl he could think of were the dangers and pitfallsin the current
Stuation. A part of him was curious, but most of him would have been very glad to be anywhere but this
room. Thoughts of ajob were long past. He was more interested in making sure he got out of the building
with hisskinintact.

“That’ sright. Y ou see, your parents were both near purebloods. That's an expression we useto
recognize those with minima human blood in their line. Alone they were each quite powerful, and united
they were strong enough to worry some of the power blocs. When they produced not just one, but two
offspring, that worry grew to open fear...enough to inspire some factions to engineer their deeths.”

Griffen’ shead cocked, body gtiffening. Herardly let himsdf think of his parents, and didn’t care for
Mal colm’s comments about them so far, nor for the dark implications whirling in hismind. He began to
suspect that thiswas the key to thiswhole puzzle. Macolm didn’t seem to notice the changein his
posture, or just didn’t care.

“Now that you' re coming of age, however, things are heating up again. Y ou see, with two near
purebloods for parents, the other dragons are assuming that you' Il have rare strength, particularly once
your secondary powers develop. Many fear that, despite your youth, you' re potentialy more powerful
than they are. Can you see what that means?’

“I'vegot anides,” Griffen said, “but tell me anyway.”

“You've become afoca point of the dragon hierarchy. Somewill be content to wait and see what
powers you devel op and what use you decide to make of them. Otherswill make every effort to recruit
you asandly. | fear, however, that there will be otherswho will smply try to kill you or have you killed
just to be sure those powers aren’t used against them.”

“I| see” Griffen said. “Tell me, you keep saying that al thisis coming down theroad a me. What about
Vderie?’

If other dragons might be out to kill him, where did that leave his Situation with the “dragon” in the room?
If Macolm was so deranged by guilt over losing his brother that his mind has dipped into this dementia,
what would be the next logica step? If logic could apply. Would he wish to kill ariva dragon, even his
own nephew? Would the executive have agun in hisdesk? Or would hetry to rip Griffen’ sthroat out
likeananima?

He swallowed, and tried his best to keep his breathing regular. Ma colm had not once taken hiskeen
eyes off of Griffen, and the younger man redlized he didn’t want his uncle to know just how fast his
heartbeat was going at the thoughts of his possble degath.



“I’m sure others have kept an eye on her, but your sister has aways to grow yet before she' safactor,”
Malcolm said. “Besides, aswild and undisciplined as sheis, | believe there are other plansin store for
her. Using her for breeding stock without her being aware of it comesto mind. For the moment,
however, it would be best to focus on your problems.”

Griffen practicaly ground histeeth at that. He had kept control al through the talk of threatsto him, but
the calloustone about hissigter... Again he kept hisreactionsto himself, still waiting to see how this
would unfold. In any other Situation, though, hewould have le&ft, or bloodied Ma colm’s nose.

“All right.” Griffen nodded. “ So how many of theindividuas or blocs are there, and which onesdo | have
to look out for?’

“Not sofast.” Mdcolm sad, taking along draw on hiscigar. “Filling you in on the generd Stuation fdls
under my duties asyour guardian. Giving you specific information isawhole different bal game. In case
you haven't figured it out, I’ m one of the playersyou haveto deal with. Like your father, I’'m anear
pureblood. Unlike him, however, I’ ve goneto great lengths to keep alow profilein the interdragon
power struggles. If | give you too much help, take you under my wing so to spesk, dl that could change.”

In other words, Griffen thought, Ma colm protected his own ass (or was that tail ?) when he could have
helped save his brother. Griffen wondered why he would do anything esefor his nephew...unlessit
gained him something.

Griffen redized suddenly that he had been dead wrong, and felt like an idiot. Too many monster movies,
not enough sense. Thiswasn't atrap, it was an attempt to increase his uncle' s power. He could see the
recruitment offer coming like atrain down atunne, but doubted it would be anything like what he had
been hoping for when hefirgt entered the office building. Griffen felt like an absolute fool.

“Persondly, I’'m inclined to be one of those who take a wait-and-see attitude. If you want specific help
and training, on the other hand, I’ d need your reassurance and pledge that you would dign with me and
not usewhét | tell you againgt me.”

Heleaned back in his chair and flashed awide smile.

“So | guessthe bal isredlly in your court, Griffen. Do you want to sign on with me here and now, or do
you want to play it as an independent for awhile?’

Three

It was notably early in the day to drink, but Griffen figured he deserved one. Not that he needed one,
mind you, but it would be wel come nonethel ess. Besides, the ground-floor bar in Ma colm’ s office
building wasirresstibly convenient.

Sliding onto astool, he absently gave the bartender his order.. . Irish whiskey on the rocks (beer was so
working class)...and settled down to think.

He had come to the meeting with such high expectations, and now it seemed he had to recaculate his
entire future. Only one thing was sure. The cushy job he had hoped for with hisuncle Macolm wasa
bust. He had known al along that rich, successful people tended to be abit odd, but hisuncle, in the
words of Raymond Chandler, was as crazy as three watzing mice.

Dragons! Power blocs! Executions and assass nationg!

If Griffen had owned any stock in any of hisuncl€ s corporations, he would be thinking serioudy of



dumping it. Of course, to date he had steered clear of such legdlized gambling, preferring the kind when
you got to see your opponent face-to-face.

The nerve of Macolm! Never mind this dragon nonsense. From his own words, he left his own brother

to hang for hisown profit, and held out his hand to Griffen for the same reason. When he figured Griffen
was the most vulnerable, dreading the thought of working and the real world. There was no way Griffen
wanted part of abusinessman, or business dragon, with those kind of priorities and those sort of tactics.

At least he wasn't totdly stranded. He had maybe $20-25,000 he had squirreled away between his
poker winnings and what he had skimmed from his monthly alowance. That and his car, which ran most
of thetime. Origindly he had figured on using the stash on hiswardrobe and maybeto furnish anice
bachelor pad, but he could live on it for awhile until he came up with aviable option.

Unfortunately, most options he could think of at the moment involved working, something he had
managed to fadtidioudy avoidin hislifeto deate.

Maybe Mai would have anidea
Mai!

He suddenly remembered that he was supposed to meet her back at the hotel room with areport on how
his meeting had gone. It wouldn't do to keep her waiting too long. Mai was not agirl to be kept waiting.

They had been playmates and occasiona lovers back in school, and when he had mentioned the meeting
with hisuncleto her, she had offered to tag along....a combination of moral support and a chance for her
to do alittle shopping. He had always known that he was more emotionally involved than shewas. It was
one of the things she found endearing about him, which would worry him if he let himsdlf dwell too much
onit. She never said much about her own background, but the way she went through money it wasa
cinch her family wasn't exactly hurting. Not abad person to consult with about hisfuture. She might even
provide a contact or two.

Hismind invaribly came back to Uncle Macolm. For thefirst time he wondered if it had al been some
kind of complicated joke. Again, he hadn’t had all that much direct contact with the man, but from what
he knew Malcolm was not the practical-joking kind. Something was very wrong. Griffen didn’'t havea
glimmer asto what wasredly going on.

Tossing acouple bills on the bar, Griffen finished the rest of hisdrink in one long swallow and eased off
the stool. The confused young graduate left the building, feding lost and more than a bit sorry for himsdif.

Hetried to console himsdlf that at least now he had a plan of sorts. Hook up with Mai and pick her mind
abit. Evenif nothing came of it, they could enjoy anight on the town and he could attack the problem
freshinthemorning.

Emerging into the daylight, he paused for amoment to squint up at the sky. There were afew clouds up
there, but the temperature was pleasant enough. He' d go ahead and walk the five blocks back to the
hotdl. Taxis should be an avoidable luxury for awhile until he settled hisfuture finances.

“Mr. McCandles? Griffen McCandles?’

Blinking with surprise and from the sun, Griffen redirected his attention from the sky to the man who had
addressed him.

Actudly, there were two of them, though only one had spoken. They seemed ordinary enough, to apoint
where he probably wouldn't have noticed them on the street if they hadn’t approached him. Viewing



them now, however, there was a samenessin their stlance and posture that suggested either military or
police, regardless of their tailored suits.

“Yes?Can | help you?’ he said, glancing back and forth between the two men.

For amoment, the characters from Men in Black flashed through his mind, but he shrugged the image off.
If nothing else, their suits were gray, not black, and neither of them was wearing sunglasses. Apparently
his discussion with his uncle had affected him more than he had redlized.

“There' s someone who would like afew words with you, if you can spare amoment.”

The man speaking took a step backward and gestured toward alimousine that was standing at the curb.
His partner took a step sideways, so that they effectively had Griffen bracketed, blocking his movement
in either direction dong the sidewalk.

Griffen glanced around quickly. None of the other pedestrians on the street seemed to take notice of
what was going on. Perhaps such occurrences were normal in thistown.

He decided nothing could be as strange as hisuncle, but didn't fed like getting in astranger’ scar. Unless
thiswas how the CIA recruited, he redly wanted nothing to do with them. He turned asif to push past
the men, only to have aheavy hand with aniron grip fal on hisshoulder.

“Weredly must ingst, Mr. McCandles,” the man said, and squeezed with his hand.

Griffen fought back ayelp, this man was strong! So much for Uncle Macolm’ s comments about tough
skin, Griffen felt like his shoulder socket was about to be ground to dust. Of course, he redlized
grudgingly, that had little to do with the skin.

With an offhand shrug, he tried to shake the hand off. Tried, and failed. The other man nodded pointedly
to the limo, squeezed once more, then let him go with alittle push. Straightening, Griffen tried to maintain
some dignity, and walked over to thelimo. Ashedid, the back door opened asif in greeting. Not
breaking stride, he stepped into the air-conditioned interior and sank into the nearest sest.

“Mr. McCandles. So good of you tojoin me.” A warm, resonant voice came to him from the depths of
thevehicle. “1 don't believe we ve had the opportunity to talk before.”

Griffen was so surprised, he barely noticed the two suits entering behind him and closing the door before
the limo eased into traffic. He wasn't particularly up on news and palitics, but onewould havetoliveina
barrel not to recognize the man addressing him.

“Senator Langley,” he said, inclining hishead in apalite nod. “An honor to meet you, Sir.”

“Ah, s0 you know who | am.” The man beamed, flashing the smile that the newspapersand TV cameras
loved.

“It would be hard not to, considering your distinguished career,” Griffen said. “I'm just alittle surprised
that you know who | am...or care, for that matter.”

“I"'ve known your family for along time.” The senator waved, negligently. “Congratulations on your
graduation, by theway.”

“Thank you,” Griffen said. “ So, what was it you wanted to talk to me about?’

“More curiosity than anything,” Langley said. “I heard you were meeting with your uncletoday, and | just



wanted to hear how the two of you got along.”

Griffen wasn't sure which was more unbelievable. Theideathat Senator Langley was aware of his
movements, or the fact that he had been waiting outsde hisuncle s office in alimo for an unspecified
length of timeto find out the results of his meeting.

“We got along well enough, | guess” he said cautioudy. “ 1t sthe first time we' veredly sat and talked,
you know. Of course, hedidn’t need an ‘escort’ to get metotak to him.”

“Yes, yes” the senator said, leaning forward impatiently and ignoring the younger man'sdig. “What |
want to know iswhether or not you' ve signed on with him.”

Thiswas getting just too bizarre. Griffen decided that he wanted to draw this discussion to aconclusion.
“No, | haven't,” he said. “Frankly, | found Uncle Macolm too unorthodox for my comfort.”

Langley sat back and stared at him.

“Unorthodox?’ he echoed. Then asmile warmed hisface. “Oh. | see. Y ou mean about the dragons.”
Griffen frowned a him. Was the whole world going crazy?

“Yes. | guessthat wasit,” he managed. “And please don’t tell me that you' re one, too. I’ ve heard
enough about dragonsfor oneday...if not for alifetime.”

The senator blinked, obvioudy startled.

“Me?No. I’'m not adragon. Some of the principas| represent are, however. They're very interested
in..”

“Senator,” one of the bodyguards said.

Somehow he managed to crowd both an admonishment and awarning into the one word. Griffen made a
hasty revision of hisinterpretation of the relationship between the senator and his two escorts.

“Well, the less said about that, the better,” the senator said hastily. “For both our goods.”
“Excuseme?’ Griffen said, now totaly confused.
“Nothing, nothing.” Langley smiled, regaining his composure. “ So, you turned Ma down, eh?”’

“Wadll, actudly | told him I’d think about it,” Griffen said, “but I'll admit | just can’t see usworking
together.”

“Only oneto ahill, en?” the senator said. “| guessthat’ swise. Courageous to the point of being
foolhardy, perhaps, but wise nonetheless. Well, | guess that answers my questions. Don't want to take
up any more of your time. | believe thisisyour hotel.”

Thelimo pulled smoothly over to the curb in front of Griffen’shotdl.
Griffen was arting to have afew questions of hisown, but it was clear the discusson was at an end.
“Right. Well, it was great meeting you, Sir,” he said, reaching for the door handle.

“Jugt onething, Griffen...if | can call youthat,” Langley said. “A friendly word of advice. Get used to
hearing about dragons. They aren’'t going to go away just because you don't believe in them.”



It wasn't until Griffen had amost reached the entrance of the hotdl that it occurred to him that the senator
had never asked where he was staying. He had dready known.

Pausing, he glanced down the street in the direction the limo had gone.

It had stopped ahalf block away. The door opened and one of the “bodyguards’ emerged to stand
besde the vehicle. Though he carefully did not look at Griffen, his posture was unmistakable to one who
knew how to read people. His pose was caculated, threatening, and quite possibly lethal. He held the
pose for amoment, then stuck his head back into the limo, apparently conferring with someoneinside.
He straightened and stared directly at Griffen for along moment, then reentered the vehicle, which then
moved off.

Despite the day’ swarmth, Griffen felt a sudden chill, asif he had just had a close call with an unseen, but
no longer unknown danger.

Four
Mai looked like adoll and ate like acannibal .

Even though she was second-or third-generation American, her Asian ancestry gpparently yielded strong
enough genesthat she could have walked into arole in The Flower Drum Song or maybe The World of
Suzie Wong. She had that tiny, athletic physique one normally associates with gymnasts or dancers, and
radiated enough energy to power an entire city block. Her dress and manner were pure American,
though, and she exuded arich, sophisticated aurathat brought boutique clerks out of their comas and had
any four-gar restaurant head waiter snap to attention asif she were dumming royalty.

Griffen loved being with her, if for no other reason than her dominating presence meant that he could give
his sincere naivety pose arest. No one even looked at him when he was with her. More than that, he
enjoyed her company. Even now, watching her demolish awhole lobster, he took pleasurein her
boundless enthusiasm.

“What isit, lover?’
Her sudden question roused him from hisreverie.
“Excuseme?’ hesaid, caught off guard.

“Y ou werelooking at me with afunny expresson,” she said. “Have| got something stuck on my nose
agan?’

“Not thistime,” he said, smiling at the shared memory. “1 wasjust trying to figure out how you can stuff
50 much food into such asmdl body and not gain any weight.”

“I'm ahigh-energy person and | burn off alot of caories,” shereplied, negligently waving aforkful of
lobster. “Y ou know, kinda like a hummingbird. If | don't eat acouple times my weight every day, |
ghrivd upand die”

“That must beit.” He smirked, watching the lobster disappear into the depths of her tiny mouth.

“You certainly aren’t esting much,” she said, prizing another morsdl of lobgter from its shel. “ Anything
bothering you?’

“Other than being unemployed with no immediate plansfor the future, no,” he said with agrimace.



“I told you not to worry about that,” she scolded, swirling her prize in the cup of melted butter. “1’'m sure
Daddy can find something for you. He owns a bunch of companies and employszillions of people. If he
doesn't have an opening for someone with your talents, he’ s bound to know someone who does.”

“And what talents are those, pray tell?’

“I don’'t know. Maybe he can set you up asamale prostitute for bored housewives,” she said, giving him
abawdy wink.

That got him to laugh out loud.

“All right. Youwin,” he said, holding hishands up in surrender. “It' simpossible to stay depressed around
you. So tell me about your father. What' s he like, anyway?’

“Oh, he' sthetypica Hong Kong businessman type,” she said, returning her atention to her medl.
“Olbsessed with finding new ways to make money. Still kinda old-fashioned in astuffy sort of way, but he
gtill knows how to have agood time. At least you don't have to worry about him hassling you about
being adragon.”

Griffen froze, saring a her.
“Why did you say that?’ he asked carefully.
“Well, ign't that what you said was your problem with working for your crazy uncle?’

“No. What | said wasthat he had some weird notion that he was a haf-human superbeing. | didn’t say
anything about dragons.”

“Sureyou did,” sheindsted. “What's more, he tried to convince you that you and your Sster were
dragons, too.”

“No,” Griffeninssted doggedly. “If anything, I’ ve made apoint of not using that word. It'ssuch acrazy
notion | don't even liketo think about it.”

“Sowhat?’ Mai shrugged. “Maybe what you were describing sounded like adragon and | just put a
nametoit. No big ded.”

“But why that particular word?’" he pressed. “1 mean, when | think of crazy people, | don’t automaticaly
think of dragons. At leadt, | didn’t used to.”

“Look. WEe re getting way off the subject,” Mal said firmly. “Let’ s get thisjob thing settled right now.”
She tossed her napkin on the table and rose to her feet, fishing her cell phone from her shoulder bag.

“I’'m going to duck outside, cadl Daddy, and explain the whole stuation to him. He'll come up with ajob,
and we' || have something to celebrate instead of arguing about your loony uncle.”

Griffen started to stand politely, but she was dready on her way, weaving her way maesticaly through
the other tables. Settling into his seat once more, he stared morosely at his barely touched dinner.

What was wrong with him? He was |etting this dragon thing bother him way too much. He had never
redlly been that close to Uncle Macolm. Why should his obsession with dragons matter one way or the
other?

Still, hewas sure that he hadn’t mentioned dragonsto Mai when he told her about the meeting. The



casua way shereferenced it didn’t seem like a spur of the moment label she had just made up. How
could she know about the whole dragon thing. Unless...

He shook his head asif trying to forget abad dream.

Hewasdoing it again. Hedidn't redly beieve what his uncle had said for one minute. Did he? It wastrue
that the senator’ s gpparent knowledge and belief had given him pause, but he didn’t believe it himsdif.

What was it Uncle Macolm had said about the Eastern dragons? That they stayed apart from their
European counterparts and their descendants, but were suspected to be secretly monitoring Western
dragon activity?

Now that wasredlly getting Slly. The*Ydlow Peril” thing went out with Fu Manchu. Besides, Ma was
as American as he himsalf was.

Hefound himsdf garing at the haf-finished |obster on her plate. Now that wasredly unusual. Once she
darted eating, Mai didn’t let anything interrupt her meal short of anuclear attack...and even then she'd
ask for adoggie bag. Y et when he started pressing her on the dragon thing. ..

Suddenly restless, Griffen stood up and went looking for his dining companion.

Before he could reach the door of the restaurant, however, he was intercepted by their waiter.
“May | hdpyou, Sr?’

Griffen was suddenly awarethat it looked asif her were trying to duck out on the bill.

“No, everything isfine” he said with asmile. “1 wasjust checking to see how my date’ s phone cal was
goingisdl.”

“Phonecd!?’
“Y es. She stepped outside to get better reception on her cell phone.”
The waiter frowned.

“Umm...1 think there must be some mistaken communiceation here, Sr,” he said hesitantly. “The young
lady you were dining with has left. | was abit surprised mysdlf, snce shedidn’'t seemill or upset, but |
saw her hail acab just outsde our door.”

Five
Ma wasn't in their hotel room when Griffen returned. Also missing were her bags and clothes.
He knew from previous outings with her that she was far from the world' sfastest packer. That meant that

she must have been particularly motivated to have gotten back to the hotel, packed, and departed before
he had figured out her ploy and returned himsdf.

Thisdid little to put Griffen’ smind, aready in aturmoail, at ease. What had started out as aclever ploy to
try to land a cushy job had turned out to be the most disruptive day of hislife.

Firg hisuncle Macolm, ingtead of offering him ajob, had given him aload of nonsense about dragons.
Then there was the conversation with the senator and his bodyguards that weren't. Now, on top of it all,
hisold playmate Mai not only turned out to be aware of the whole dragons thing, but had done a
disappearing act rather than answer any questions.



Maybe he should have taken Ma colm more serioudly...or, at less, listened closer.
What al had he said about dragons again?

They werelong-lived, and resistant to illness or injury. Did that mean that he could have taken on the two
bodyguardsif they had come after him? Resistant didn’t mean invulnerable. Besides, what if they were
part dragon themsalves? That grip had hurt.

Griffen shook off that train of thought. Was he really ready to accept his uncle’ sdeluson? Had hislack of
options made him that desperate? He dready had his doubts, and half blamed himself for scaring off Mal.
Who wouldn't run off & such crazy talk?

Anima control. Something about anima control. Actually, that could be kind of nedt. ..if it weretrue.
Unfortunately, there weren't any animalsin the hotel room for himto try it out on. What was more, he
had no inclination to head out onto the city streetsto look for subjects. Then again, could it possibly
work on weaker-minded humans. .. like those without any dragon blood in them? Didn’'t Macolm
specifically mention that dragons were charismatic and able to influence people to a digproportionate
degree? Was that just another form of animal control?

Despite his scattered thoughts, Griffen had to smile. “ These aren't the droids you' re looking for. Move
aong.” No. It wasjust too slly to be taken serioudy. But wasn't he doing precisdly that?

Griffen was pacing the limited confines of the room now, moving from the window facing an air shaft to
the bathroom door and back. 1dly, he found himsalf wishing that he smoked, if for nothing elsethan a
hand prop. As a poker player, he had never developed the habit. Too many tellswere possible just from
lighting a cigarette, as he knew from exploiting the samein others. On the other hand, if what Macolm
had said was correct, getting cancer wasthe least of hisworries currently.

He made himsdlf stop pacing, leaning hisforehead against the wal. The cool plaster did nothing to ease
the achein his head. It wastoo much. Dragons, he was actudly running through the characteristics of
dragons. Histhoughts were colliding, his heart pumping, pulse asloud in his ears asthe absurdity in his
brain. If it had just been hisuncle. Even just his uncle and the senator, though the latter was harder to
brush off. Then Mai, leaving him like that. Ingtantly, without hesitation, asif he were. ..nothing.

Or asif hewere athreat.
A dragon?

What ese? Heightened senses. Now that was something Griffen could relate to. Of course, up until now,
he had dways assumed that everyone €l se had the same powers of observation that he had, but never
devel oped them or used them. Maybe he was something specid.

Leaning away from thewall, he stood still, trying to calm himsalf. He let his concentration go out of focus
and stretched out his sensesto “fed” the hotel around him. The task proving afocusfor hiscam. It was
so easy todo and...

There was someone outs de the door of hisroom!

Now that hewas*listening,” Griffen could hear the minute sounds of bresthing and clothesrustling in the
hall. What was more, they weren’t passing by. They were just standing there.

Hisfirg thought wasthat it was Mai, but he quickly discarded it. Ma would have smply used her key
and comein, or, at least, knocked. Besides, it didn’t sound like Mai. It sounded like someone who was
trying hard not to be heard.



He never even consdered the possibility that it might be someone random trying to remember their room
number. With dl the other weird stuff that had happened today, that would be too much of a
coincidence.

No, someone was specificaly trying to check up on him. But who? Other than Mai, who knew where he
was staying? Ma colm had never even asked. The senator! Or, for that matter, the two so-called

bodyguards.

Or worse? Griffen suddenly realized, he only knew of three that seemed to be watching him, but how
many knew of him?He wouldn’t have known about the senator if he hadn’t been summoned into the
limo. Was this another party interested in the new dragon? Another recruitment attempt?

Or one of the ones who thought recruitment was too risky?

He had sudden visons of someone waiting outside with agun. Or maybe just teeth and flaming bresth.
Terror and absurdity and indignation al flared up in him suddenly. He was torn between a sudden fear of
opening the door, and aburning desire to confront whoever was out there and settle things once and for
al.

And, like adam bresking, al emotions eased away into sudden cam.
They had |eft.

As he had weighed the pluses and minuses of his choices, his senses had il been tracking the figure.
Whoever it was seemed to have moved off while he was sorting out what to do. The threst, redl or
imagined, was gone. His body had relaxed accordingly.

Moving to the door, he first checked the crack of light showing under the entrance, but could see nothing.
Cracking the door, he looked out cautioudy, then boldly stuck his head into the hall. The corridor was
empty. Whoever it had been had vanished completely.

Closing the door, Griffen turned the night lock, then put on the security bar for an added safeguard. His
hand shook dightly, and he redlized he wasn't dl that cam after al. At this point, he wasn't even going to
try to pretend that he wasn't spooked.

Turning away, hisfoot hit something on the floor. It wasasmal piece of paper, possibly anote or an
advertisement had been dipped under hisdoor. He felt another small wave of relief. That would explain
why astranger had approached hisroom.

He stooped and picked it up. Examining it, it turned out to be atarot card...the Knight of Swordsto be
specific. It wasfrom asmal deck, so the card was barely the size of abusiness card. There wasno
writing or other message onit.

Griffen frowned at the card. Instead of finding an explanation to the presencein the hall, he was
presented with anew mystery.

The phone rang; the sound like afire darm, loud in the stillness of the room.

Griffen collected his nerves from where they were clinging to the celling like avelcro cat and reached for
the phone. Aninch from the receiver, he hesitated. There was no way thiswas going to be anything
good...unlessit wasMai.

Cursing himsdlf for being anervous Néllie, he picked up the phone.



“Helo?

There was amoment’ s hesitation on the other end.

“Griffen? Areyou aone?’

Griffen relaxed as he recognized the voice.

“Hi, Uncle Md. Yes, I’'m done. What'sup?’

“I wanted to warn you,” hisuncle said. “ Things have changed since we talked earlier.”
“Changed how?’

“Some of the other dragon factions | mentioned know you' rein town.”

“Nokidding,” Griffen said with asarcastic laugh. “1’ ve dready run into some of them.”
“What happened?’

Griffen proceeded to narrate his meeting with the senator, including his suspicions about the bodyguards.
Ashedid, hefound himself waving hisarmswildly and pacing with the phone next to hisear. Here, done
inthe hotel room, he dlowed himself the physica release, though he was sure his voice would maich it
with at least alittle train.

There were severd moments of slence after he finished.
“Not good,” hisunclesaid at last.

“It getsworse,” Griffen said. “I think there was someone outside the door of my room alittle while ago.
They’ re gone now, but it creeped me out alittle. Whoever it wasleft acaling card. They dipped atarot
card, the Knight of Swords, under my door.”

“TheKnight of Swords?’ Macolm'’ s voice was suddenly very sharp. “Are you sure?’
“I'mholding it in my hand right now,” Griffen said. “Why?What doesit mean?’

“I'm sorry, | can’'t tell you that,” hisuncle said. “It would be too much like interfering. | shouldn’t even be
talking to you, Griffen, but family’ sfamily. All | can doisgive you awarning. Get out of there now. Don't
wait until morning. Get out right now. Asfast asyou can.”

“But where should | go?” Griffen said, taken aback. He glanced at the door, the window, even the door
to the bathroom.

“I don’'t know, and if you think of someplace, don’t tell me. What | don’t know, they can’t get out of me.
Good luck.”

Griffen started to ask something but realized hewastalking to adia tone.

Replacing the receiver, he started gathering up what few clothes he wastraveling with. If nothing s, his
uncle Ma had convinced him he had to get out of the hotel and out of town as soon as possible. .. like,
right now.

Asto where he was going, he had no plansto return to his old campus. The few items he had been
planning to pick up later were unimportant. No, he was thinking of something truly precious. Hissgter.



Vaerie' sschool was Hill in sesson, and he wanted to talk things over with her. Something about what
Mal colm had said about the dragons * having other plansfor her” didn't St quiteright in hismind.

Six
Tooling down the expressway with the morning sun rising on hisleft, Griffen redized hewasn't in the least
tired despite his driving through the entire night. Other than acouple stopsfor fud and aquick sop at a

Waffle House to stretch hislegs and grab a bite, he had been behind the whedl for nearly ten hours and
felt asfresh as when he had Started.

Hefound himsalf wondering if thiswas one of the so-called dragon powersthat Uncle Malcolm had
talked about, then caught himsdlf and forced the thought from his mind. He had promised himself that he
wouldn’t fret over the whole dragon thing until after he had achanceto talk to hissster. Besides, it was
more likely that he Smply enjoyed driving hiscar.

A date trooper eased up beside him with customary predatory smoothness, paused to ook him over,
then glided on ahead.

Griffen was neither worried nor surprised. It wasthe third or fourth time that had happened during this
run aone. He knew he was well within the speed limit, being in no particular hurry, and was used to his
vehicle drawing atention.

It was an old Sunbeam Tiger with its origind British racing green paint, with ablack top and trim. A few
peopl e recognized the body as being the same kind of car that Maxwell Smart had driven during the
opening of the old Get Smart television series. Except Max had been driving a Sunbeam Alpine, not a
Sunbeam Tiger. Only afew sports car fanatics were aware of the difference.

The Alpine was asporty little two seater with afour-cylinder engine. The Tiger, on the other hand, used
the same body, but had a Ford V-8 engine crammed in under the hood. Basically, it was an engine on
whedswith athin candy shell, and could hit 120 mph with comfort.

Griffen had lusted after the car thefirst time he set eyes onit, though even now he felt atwinge of guilt
recaling how he acquired it.

It wasn't redly hisfault, hetold himsef for the hundredth time. The kid who owned it waslegdly an
adult, and no one had put agun to his head to get him to Sit in on a high-stakes poker game. Definitely no
onewas to blame that the kid hung in until he was deep in the hole. It had been afair game, and there
was ho reason for Griffen to fed any guilt over hiswinnings.

Even as hereviewed the evening, however, Griffen found himsdf again shaking hishead in disgust. His
oft-recalled judtifications didn't nearly take into account the whole story. Fair game or no, the kid had no
business being there. He was perhaps a decent frat or dorm game poker player, but he had been way
over his head that night. The only reason he had sat in at adl wasthat he was flattered that Griffen had
invited him to play. Even then, he might have bailed out after awnhileif Griffen hadn’t encouraged and
flattered him, loaning him the necessary cash to hang in while “waiting for hisluck to change.” When the
debts were totaled up at the end of the evening, however, it was clear that the kid would never be ableto
come close to buying back his1OUs. That was when Griffen had offered to tear up the chitsand give the
kid an additiona five grand in exchange for hiscar.

Griffen till felt twinges of remorse over that dedl. It certainly wasn't the last time he had used his poker
and people skillsto further his own ends, but it was the most blatant gambit he had ever pulled smply to
get something he wanted. He felt bad about it, but not bad enough to give the car back. The car, which



he named the Goblin, was his pride and joy, and he had taken his share of trophiesdrivingitin
gymkhanas, those amateur races where you run a driving obstacle course againgt a stopwatch.

Two pickup trucks were cruising dong in the dow lane ahead of him. Without changing speed, he
switched to the passing lane to ease past them.

As he passed the lead truck, he glanced over at the driver, thinking to give him apleasant nod of the head
asaroad courtesy. Instead of meeting his gaze, the man responded by accelerating, matching Griffen's
speed so he couldn’t pull ahead.

Annoyed, Griffen glanced in hisrearview mirror, thinking to pull back in behind the suddenly awake
trucker. Thetrailing truck, the one he had aready passed, had switched lanes and was now sitting on his
rear bumper, aso matching his speed.

A smdl trickle of darm wokein Griffen’ smind. Whether they had intended to or not, the two trucks now
had him boxed in againgt the soft shoulder.

Easing up on the gas pedd, he tapped his brakeslightly so histaillights would flash, trying to sgnd to the
truck behind him that he wanted to dow down and return to hisorigind lane.

Instead of dowing to let him escape, the truck behind him suddenly accelerated, ramming his rear bumper
and forcing him to speed up. The truck aongside him matched the move, not only increasing its speed,
but edging over until itsleft wheds were crossing the center stripe.

Griffen was fully dert now and more than alittle scared. What were these jokerstrying to do? If they
weren't in aclear stretch of road...

Glancing ahead, he saw there was agentle curve to theright less than amile ahead. If hedidn’t do
something, the two trucks could potentialy run him off the road and into the ditch that ran dong the
median.

For amoment, Griffen was tempted to floor the gas and try to outrun them, but he decided againgt it. He
didn’t know what these two had under their hoods, and if he failed to outrun them, they’d dl hit the curve
at an even greater speed.

Therewas, of course, another option.

Wrenching his steering whedl to the | eft, he took the Goblin onto the soft shoulder, then stood on the
clutch and his brake pedd smultaneoudy.

TheTiger did and fishtailed a bit, but came to ahdt asthe two trucks swept past and into the distance.
Heart racing, Griffen saw them dow to their origina speed and reassume position one ahead of the other.

That should have been it. He was out of danger and could either St for afew moments until they were out
of sght or follow at adistance until he found an exit.

Instead, he stared after them through ared haze.
“So they want to play, do they?’ he said out loud.

Dropping his shift lever to low, he popped the clutch and stood on the gas, charging back onto the
expressway with aspray of dirt and aroaring engine.



It didn’t take him long to overtake the pickups. They were driving below speed limit now, back in their
old formation one behind the other in the dow lane.

Dropping his speed, Griffen did in behind them, making it aline of three vehicles. Hefigured if nothing
else, it would make them nervous enough to spark areaction. It didn’t take long.

Studying his opponents at leisure, he noticed something he had missed before. Both truckers had CB
radios, and were talking back and forth asthey watched him in their rearview mirrors.

Apparently they reached adecison. They reduced their speed, seeing if hewould fal into the old trap
and try to pass them.

No ded. Griffen lowered his speed to match theirs, Sitting about ten feet behind the tailing truck.

Thelead truck pulled out into the fast lane, then started to drop back as his buddy held his speed. Unless
he dropped his speed even further, Griffen was going to end up in the same box he wasin before, with
onetruck ahead of him and the other dongside, pinning him againgt the soft shoulder.

Thistime, he had something elsein mind. Instead of dropping back, he moved onto the soft shoulder and
eased up on thetruck in front of him. This placed him in the blind spot of the second truck, while that
truck in turn was blocking the line of sight of the truck dropping back. For amoment, neither driver could
seehim.

Confused, the driver in thetrailing truck craned his heck around trying to get afix on Griffen’s position,
while his partner dropped back quickly to try to establish the box.

With atight smile, Griffen dropped down agear and floored the accelerator. With asnarl, the Goblin
responded, darting along the soft shoulder to passthe truck aongside. Startled, the driver shied away for
a heartbeat, then gunned his own engine and moved toward the soft shoulder, trying to crowd Griffeninto
theditch.

Too late. The Ford V8 engine was wide open and Griffen did past, pulling back onto the highway ahead
of hisattacker.

Glancing in hisrearview mirror, Griffen could suddenly see only onetruck.

Not having encountered the expected resistance, the truck which had tried to run him off the road had
itself goneinto the ditch. Itsfront wheels were mired and twisted at a painful angle, and the hood had
popped open.

That only |eft one.

Thetruck sill on the road dowed momentarily, asif hesitant. Then roared to life again, surging forward.
With hislead, Griffen could outrun him, but his blood was till up. Anger and adrenaine making him act
foolish. Helet thetruck gain.

Not even Griffen knew what he was thinking. No longer was he acting off a plan, but merdly following
the heat of the moment. Helet the truck start to pull up along hisside, not quite a an angle to run him off
the road yet. He only had ill-conceived notions of taunting his adversary before flooring it and leaving him
in the dust. He glanced back, catching sight of the driver through the window.

Caught sight of the driver, past thelength of ashotgun.
Startled, Griffen dmost wrenched himsdlf off the road in shock. That involuntary jerk wasthe only thing



that saved at the very least some damageto his car, if not preventing total disaster. His engine screamed,
drowning out the roar of the blast behind him, and the shot went wide as the Goblin tore down the road,
findly outdistancing his attacker. In hisrearview mirror, anow thoroughly panicked Griffen watched the
truck dow. Hislast glimpse of it wasto seeit turn, pushing over the divider, presumably to go rescue the
other driver.

Putting his car back in gear, Griffen continued aong hisway a a much more reasonable speed. His
fingers gripped the steering whedl, knuckles white, as his pulse pounded through his ears.

Ashis heartbeat dowly returned to norma, he found himsdlf wondering at his recent actions. Even though
things had eased condgderably in Michigan since the late sixties, when the crumbling auto industry inspired
frustrated laid-off line workersto retdiate by running imported cars off 1-94, it was not unheard of for
such incidents to occur even today. Griffen himsdf had survived three such attemptsin the Goblin. In
those cases, he had dodged theinitia attack, then pulled off at the next exit, shaken and glad to be dive.

He had never felt moved to retaiate. ..to counterattack the way he had just now. It had been amistake, a
nearly fatal one. Even though he had no way to know just how hostile the truck drivers had been, it had
been utterly recklessto give up hislead without a clear plan of action. This sudden shift in hisreactions
both puzzled and bothered him.

What bothered him even more was not the fina attempt, but the quick burst of savage glee he had felt
when hisinitid plan had worked and he saw hisfirst attacker in the ditch.

It wasn't until he pulled off the expressway to refuel that he noticed his steering whed was bent dightly
out of round.

Seven

As he approached his sster’ s gpartment, Griffen spied her striding down the sidewalk ahead of him,
obvioudy bound for the same destination. He' d know that rump anywhere.

Not that the rest of her was unremarkable. While he had never actudly lusted after her, being her brother
did not keep him from noticing that Vaerie had astdlar bod.

A bit over six feet in height, his Sister’ s shoulders were a bit too broad and her face abit too round to be
considered aclassic pinup beauty. Still, she was short waisted with ample breasts and legs that ran
forever so that she had no difficulty drawing male attention whether she wanted to or not. What was
more, Vaerie moved with the easy, confident grace of anatura athlete, which shewas. Whereas Mai
awaysreminded Griffen of adall, Vderie dways made him think of apanther...or awide receiver after
aredly good sex-change operation. With her blond hair, it was easy to see why he thought of her as
Vakyrierather than Vderie. Especidly when she wore her hair in braids.

Passing her, he pulled his car over to the curb and got out, leaning againgt the vehicle ashe waited for
her.

She spotted him adozen yards out and lengthened her stride to an easy lope.
“Hey, Bro!” shecaled. “What are you doing here?’

Stll moving at speed, she swept him up in abone-crushing hug and held him aoft.
“Vd...I...QUIT!” Griffen managed, prying himsdf from her grip.



Hetried to recompose himsalf, while not making it too obvious he was trying to get his bresth back. His
sge’ sgredings dwaysleft him feding like he knew what Godzillawas like as a puppy.

“Hey, brat,” hesaid findly. “ Still working out, | see.”
“My God, Grifter. What happened to the Goblin?’

She was staring at the recent damage to his vehicle. He had been avoiding looking at it too closdly,
himsdlf, and her atention made him uncomfortable.

“A couple guysin pickups decided to contest my right to usetheir road,” he said quickly. “I’ll tell you
about it some other time. Right now, we' ve got to talk.”

“Y eah? What kind of trouble have you got yoursdf into now, Big Brother?”
Instead of answering immediately, Griffen peered closaly at the hand she was waving.
“Speaking of trouble, Va,” he said, “would it be impolite to point out that you' re bleeding?’

Vaerie glanced a her hand briefly, then licked the wet and drying blood from her knuckleslike an animal
before answering.

“No big ded,” shesad. “Just some muscle flexer who wouldn’'t take ‘No’ for an answer.”
“Somethings never change,” Griffen said, shaking his heed.

“Now don’t change the subject,” Vaerie pressed. “What' s up that brings you my way...and whilethe
sun’'sup, even.”

Griffen glanced up and down the Street before answering.

“Firg, let’ sfind somewhere we can talk without being interrupted. Someplace other than your agpartment,
if possble. | havealot to tdll you.”

Over an hour, and severd coffees, later at one of the campus hangouts, Griffen finaly concluded his
narration of what he had heard and experienced since visiting their uncle.

Valerie leaned back in her seat and sipped at her lukewarm beverage.

“Huh,” shesaid a last. “ That’ s got to be the weirdest thing I’ ve heard in along time. So what are we
going to do?’

“I dunno,” Griffen admitted. “I’m il trying to figure out if | believeit a dl.”
“Doesit matter?’ Hissster shrugged.

“What do you mean, ‘Doesit matter’ 7’ he said sharply. “Either the world has just been redefined for us,
or alot of peopleincluding our uncle have gone round the bend.”

“And | repest, does it matter?’ Vaerie shot back. “Whether this dragon thing isfor rea or not, enough
people secem to believeinit that it already has redefined our world. | mean, if they’ retrying to pressure us
or kill us, doesit matter if they’reright or wrong? It makes a difference to us and we' ve got to decide
what we re going to do.”



“You know, Vd, that’ swhy | wanted to talk this out with you.” Griffen smiled. “Y ou adways manageto
cut through the bullshit and get right to the heart of the matter. Y ou’ re right, of course.”

“So what are we going to do?’
He had missed it thefirst coupletimes, but it findly sank in.

“What do you mean ‘we 7’ he said. “I' m the one they’' re after. | just wanted to get your opinion and give
you aheads-up.”

“This affects both of us, doesn't it?” Vaerie said subbornly. “First of dl, I’m not going to let you try to
ded with thisaone. Second, if they’ Il be after both of us eventudly, it’' seasier to plan adefense if we
dtick together. Besides, | don't like the sound of that *We have other plansfor her’ bit. If they’rethinking
of trying to use me for breeding stock, they’ ve got another think coming.”

“But what about school?'Y ou can't just pick up and go.”

“Why not?’ shesad. “The semester’ s nearly over, and my grades are good enough that | can skip the
finalswithout serious consequences. | couldn’t concentrate anyway with this thing hanging over our
heads.”

“Vd, look—"
“No, you look.” Vderie cut him off abruptly.

Griffen was used to her changesin mood, but her sharp tone surprised him. She seemed to sensethisand
her tone softened.

“Forget school, schoal isn't important. This soundsimportant, and you need someone you can trust. Oh,
sure, Uncle Macolm was never exactly hands-on with our lives, but abetrayal isabetraya. Not to
mention your little...friend Ma.”

He couldn’t help but wince. When he had been telling her the Sory, she had been most furious over Mai.
At thispaint, Griffen had doubts he would ever see Mai again, but if he did, he’ d have to see about
keeping Vaerie away from her.

“And the senator, that makesthis serious, eveniif it'sridiculous,” Vderie continued, smiling alittle. “I'm
with you, Big Brother. Period.”

Griffen couldn’t think of agood argument for her reasoning. Truth to tell, he rather liked the idea of her
coming aong, even though he hadn't thought of it origindly. Still, something nagged a him.

“I know you too well, Sis. Do you know something else that is prompting you?’ he said.

“No...maybe. Just thinking back. How many timeswould | catch some guy staring at me or following
me, and how often wasit just your average stakeresgque loser? Maybe, just maybe someone was
keeping an eye on me for more than my looks.”

Griffen shivered.
“Recently?’
“No, not recently. Still, you're stuck with me. Accept it.”

“Oh, darn, do | haveto?’



He grinned and she chucked him affectionately on the shoulder. He managed not to wince from impact.
“So what now?’ shesaid.

“Wadll, dl | canthink of isfor usto find asafe place to go to ground while wetry to figure out agame
plan,” he said. “ Someplace no onewould think to look for us.”

“Sounds good for astart,” Vaerie said, rising to her feet. “Just swing by my place so | can pack afew
thingsand we' Il be off.”

“Actudly, Vd, I’'m kindabeet from driving dl night,” Griffen admitted, suddenly not relishing the thought
of hitting the road again so soon. “Why don't | drop you off and check intoamotel sol candegpa
couple of hours before we take on the great unknown.”

“If you worked out once in awhile, you' d have more stamina,” hissister chided him. “Okay then, that
will givemealittletimeto pick and choose what I’'m bringing. A girl’ sgottalook her best, evenif she's
ontherun.”

Eight

Therewasamotel only afew blocks from where hissster lived. The clerk gave the crumpled back of his
Sunbeam a hard look, but when Griffen carded over twenty-one and paid cash in advance there was no
problem. Hisroom was on thefirst floor on the back side of the long, low bulding. Throwing hisbagson
the floor next to abed covered by a garish purple quilt, the young man turned and |eft the room. He
should be tired, but somehow he wasn't. He went back outside and paused in front of hisroom to just
dare at the stars. They were reassuringly the same.

A chill ran up his spine and the hint of a sound caused the young man to look to hisright. A figurea
hundred feet away was silhouetted in distant streetlights. There was something about the way the man
stood there that set off alarm bells. Griffen backed into a shadow near his doorway and watched. The
dark figure paused and then took afew steps. It seemed to the young man that he could sense the dark
man was smiling, but he was equaly certain there was no humor in that smile.

Both stood perhaps a hundred feet gpart and haf-visible in the shadows of the badly lit back of the
college-town motel. The sounds of traffic and adog baying afew blocks away seemed to get louder.
Then it happened.

For thefirst time, Griffen understood what was meant by afight or flight reaction. The need to do
something screamed inside him. The man, thing, dragon, or whatever it was, had seemed to be bigger
and taller now. Without knowing it, he took a step back.

Thenit hit him. If he was a dragon, there would never be a better time to become one. Which only left
one urgent question. How did you change into adragon?

He tried willing himself to change. Nothing happened.

So Griffen decided he would command himsdlf to change, complete with a sweeping arm gesture. No
dragon.

Risking closing hiseyesfor amoment, Griffen tried to picture himself asadragon. “Bethe dragon, bethe
dragon,” heintoned mentally, but al he got was the image of Chevy Chase in CaddyShack intoning, “Be
thebal.”



Frustration led to anger. Okay, if he was going to get mashed by a massve supernatural monster in the
back of amotel, he might aswell go down fighting. He felt rage riseinside him. It seemed to take hold
and hisvision blurred. Everything was out of focus, and the sdewalk seemed to recede. He reached for
thewall and steadied himself while desperately trying to see what his attacker was.

A car came around in the lot. The headlights speared brightly acrossthe sidewalk and the man
disappeared around the corner of the building. Then the lights swung away asthe car pulled into a space.

Griffen dumped againgt thewall and discovered he was nauseous. After two triesthe key worked in his
door. Minutes later the shaking stopped and Griffen risked alook out the door. The parking lot was
pleasantly empty.

Tired ashe was, Griffen was far too wound up now to deep. The surge of adrenaline from his mysterious
encounter had left him feeling shaken and wired up. After checking one more time to make sure the coast
was clear, he made hisway into the motel’ slobby bar and settled in for ashort drink and along think.

Vaeriewasright, of course. It didn’t matter if Uncle Macolm was crazy or sane about the whole dragon
thing. If there were people out there who believed it and were ready to act on it, then he and Vaerie had
little choice but to takeit serioudy aswell. The only trouble was, he didn’'t have the vaguest clue asto
what he should do next.

With school behind him, he had gambled heavily on getting ajob with his uncle Macolm only to have that
crumble completely. Now he was homeless, adrift with al hisworldly possessionsin two suitcases, in
what waseft of hiscar. What was more, now he had Vaeriein tow.

Hooking up with his sster completed the only agenda he had when he blew out of Michigan. Short of
throwing adart a amap, he had no idea of where they should go from here.

“Yo! Bartender! A Jack and Coke for me and another Irish for my man herel”

Thefamiliar voice pulled Griffen out of hisreverie and he craned his neck around to view the figure
griding toward histable.

“Jerome?’ hesaid. “Man! What are you doing here?

The lean, dark man held up one finger sgnding for Griffen to wait amoment as he detoured by the bar to
gather up their drinks. Asaways, Jerome was stylishly dressed, with atan sports coat worn over a
cream-colored shirt with dark brown dacks that set off his coffee-colored skin to perfection. No matter
what situation they were in when they ran across each other, Jerome always made Griffen fed
underdressed.

Fast on the heds of his recognition, however, Griffen felt a sudden stab of suspicion. What was Jerome
doing here?

They were passing friends on campus. Mostly, their relationship had grown from Jerome serving ashis
on-campus bookie on the rare occasions that he bet on footbal | or other spectator sports. They gained a
mutual respect for each other over the poker tables, as Jerome was one of the few that could hold his
own againg Griffen even when he wastrying his hardest. None of thiswould help to explain what Jerome
was doing here, hundreds of milesfrom their mutua stomping grounds.

“Hereyou go, Grifter,” Jerome said, setting afresh Irish down next to the half-finished one dready on the
table and pulling up achair. “ Nice to know someone else who adways drinks the same thing. Smplifies

things”



“Thanks, Jer,” Griffen said, forcing acasuanesshedidn’t fed. “1 sure didn’t expect to see you here.
What brings you to these parts?’

“Lookin’ for you, of course.” Hisfriend smiled, leaning back. “ Fortunately or not, you aren't hard to find.
We need to talk, my friend.”

Griffen’ s head was spinning, and he held up arestraining hand.

“Sow up aminute, bro,” hesaid. “I’ ve been driving dl night and so I’'m alittle dow. Why are you
looking for me, and what do you mean I’m not hard to find?’

“Totdl thetruth, Grifter,” Jerome said, dropping hisvoice, “&after the word got out that you had turned
Mal down, Mosg, that' s the head of my crew, gave me acall and told meto look you up. Now, |
remember you talking about your sister and her bein’ in college here, sol...”

“Haldit. H-o-I-d IT!” Griffen said, waving his hand. “ Jerome, are you going to tell methat thisis about
the whole dragon thing? And that you' re one, too?’

“’Courseit’ sabout dragons,” Jerome shot back. “ And yes, I’ m one, too. I’m way down on the totem
pole from where you are, though. Near as| can figure, I’m maybe an eighth blood at best, which is pretty
powerful for my crowd but nowhere near what you' ve got behind you.”

“Uh-huh,” Griffen said. “ And how long have you known about this?”
“About you or about me?’
“Both.”

“I’ve known about it most of my life,” Jerome said with ashrug. “I wasraised knowin’ it and expected to
liveuptoit. Factis, I'm dated to take over Mose' s business when heretires, or at least be the right-hand
man to whoever does.”

He cocked an eyebrow at hisfriend.

“| understand that they kept you in the dark until yesterday, so | guessit’skindahard for you to get your
head around it. Even 0, you had the ingtincts and the moves aslong as |’ ve known you. Anyone who
knew what they were lookin’ for could spot it.”

“Soyou'veknown dl dong,” Griffen said, not even making it aquestion. Somehow, hisfirg drink was
empty, and he reached for the next. “And you never said anything.”

“Not my placeto,” hisfriend said. “I didn’t know what they had planned for you or how they were
gonnago about it. Likel said, I'm just alittlefish and | don’'t messwith the big boys. | just did what |
was told and kept an eye on you.”

“Y ou make it sound like the only reason you were on campus was to keep tabs on me,” Griffen said.

“That' s about the size of it.” Jerome nodded. “To tell you thetruth, Grifter, I'm older than | look. | got
my degree along time ago. | got sent there specificaly to size you up and report back to my crew...and
I"ll tell you, | wasn't the only one weatching.”

Griffen’ s mind flashed back to Mai.

Aloud, he said, “But why, Jerome? | mean, even if everything you say istrue, what makes me so
important?’



“Like any longtime group, dragons have their legends and prophecies,” Jerome said. “Oh, they’re not
written down or painted on some cave wall or anything, but everybody knows them. One of the
long-standing onesis that someday a near pureblood will come along and change things for dragons
forever.

“Now ‘change’ isapretty nebulousword. It could mean for the better or for the worse. Of course, for

those who are comfortable with thingsthe way they are, change is something they look at with distrust if
not outright fear. The odds of change improving thingsfor them aren’t nearly ashigh asthat it will redlly

messthingsup.”

In hishead, Griffen was hearing hisuncle swords. They’ll try to recruit you or kill you.

“Y ou may or may not be the one who’sgonnado al this,” Jerome continued, “but the legend’ s strong
enough that anyone with astake in thingsis gonnawant to check you out, then try to figure out how to
ded withyou.”

Griffen shook hishead. “Let’ s put dl that on hold for the moment,” he said. “Now, what did you mean |
was easy to find?’

“Likel said, | remembered you had asister here, so that’ swhere | looked for you.” Jerome smiled.
“Figured you d want to talk things over with her once you were enlightened. After that, it wasjust a
matter of cruising until | spotted the Goblin. Man, if you want to move around without bein’ noticed,
you've got to get adifferent set of whedls. That ride of yoursisway too easy to spot.”

While he knew Jerome was right, Griffen bristled at the thought of giving up his beloved Goblin.

“Soit'sdigtinctive,” hesaid. “What are the odds of someone being in my vicinity to spot it if they don't
know whereto look? If you hadn’t known about Valerie, would you be here looking?’

Jerome threw back his head and laughed.

“Man, you have no ideawhat you' re up againgt,” he said. “1 said our crew was small and weak
compared to the big boys. Let me give you an idea of what can be done. One of the top dragons on this
continent is Stoner. Y ou know what he doesfor hisnineto five? He' s one of the high lords of the new
Homeland Security. That meansthat if he wants, he can put your name, description, and the description
of your car out on the computers as ‘ suspected terrorist associate—do not detain but report location and
movement’ and every cop and federa agent will be keeping their eyes peeled for you.”

Animage suddenly appeared in Griffen’'smind. A picture of astate police car pulling up beside the
Goblin and looking it over.

“And you can forget using credit cards,” Jerome was continuing. “ For that matter, there are rumors that
cell phones—’

“Wait aminute, Jer,” Griffen interrupted. “ Do you know this Stoner guy?’
“Only by reputation.” Hisfriend shrugged. “Likel say, we don't travel in the same circles”

“Inyour opinion,” Griffen said, “is he the type to arrange a car accident for someone he' sgot a problem
with?’

“That sounds kinda specific,” Jerome said, cocking an eyebrow. “ Anything in particular you havein
mind?’



Griffenfilled himin on themorning' shighway skirmish.

“I dunno,” Jerome said when he had finished. “ That doesn’t redlly sound like Stoner’ s style. Dragons,
particularly big oneslike Stoner, tend to avoid open confrontations. Too high prafile. I'll tell you what it

might be, though.”
Heleaned forward and lowered hisvoice.

“Even though law-enforcement types are supposed to cooperate when called on, the truth of the matter is
they don't like anyone trespassing on their persond jurisdiction. ..especidly not Feds. If Stoner did put
out atracker on you asaterrorist associate, I’ d say there' s an even chance that while the boysin uniform
would follow the letter of the law, they wouldn't be above calling some of their buddies, maybe retired
buddies, to take an unofficia hand. That would be especidly true down herein the South. The good old
boy right wingerswould loveto get abead on aterrorist...especialy since 9/11.”

“Doesn’'t sound like someone who would dide a card under the door of my motel room,” Griffen said
amog to himsdlf.

“A card?’ Jeromesad. “You mean like abusiness card?’

“No, | mean like atarot card,” Griffen said, and produced the card from the motel, which he was till
caryinginhiswalet.

Jerome |leaned forward and studied the card, then leaned back with a scowl.

“I don't know for sure,” he said carefully. “1 just hopethat isn't whet | think it is”
“What'sthat?’ Griffen said.

Jerome shook his head.

“I think you should wait and talk to Mose about that,” he said firmly. “He knows more about that stuff
than | do. Last thing | want to do right now isto give you bad information.”

“Speaking of information, let me ask you something ese.” Griffen said uneasily. “When my uncle
Ma colm firgt told me about being a dragon, he said something about how my secondary powers should
be appearing soon. | think that’ swhat might have happened this morning.”

“Could be,” Jerome said. “ Sounds like it took some pretty fancy driving to get out from under al that.
'Course, faster reflexes and above-average strength are part of the normal package dedl.”

“That isn't what | wastaking about,” Griffen said. “1 wasthinking more about my temper. | mean, it
should have been over, Jerome. | drove my way out and was Sitting safe on the soft shoulder. | could
havejust let them drive away. Instead, it was like something clicked in my head, and | took off after
them. | redlly don’t remember clearly what al happened after that, but one of them ended upside down
on the median with the other backing up to try to help. That justisn’'t like me.”

“I don’'t know if dragons have tempers any worse than anyone else” Jerome said, shaking his head. “The
problemis, with their powers, they can't afford to giveintoit. You' d better start learnin’ to get ahandle
on yours, Grifter. If you start drawing too much attention to yourself, then you' re gonna have the whole
pack of *em down on your case. The one thing nobody wantsisto have the humans get wise to the fact
there are dragonswalkin’ around among ’em.”

“Which brings usto another interesting point,” Griffen said, leaning back in hischair. “ Or rather, it brings



us back to the original point. Y ou keep talking about Mose and your crew. Just what isit that you want,
Jerome?Y ou said he sent you to look for me. Isthis another of those ‘ recruit him or kill him’' deals?’

“Actually, it’ sthe other way around.” Jerome grinned. “It’ [l be better when you hear about it from Mose
in person, but the skinny isthat we want to sign on with you.”

That caught Griffentotaly by surprise.
“Comeagain?’ hesad.
Jerome laughed.

“Remember when | told you that the big guys who were fat and sassy with the status quo would assume
any change was bad? Well, my crew have been bottom dwellers so long, we figure any change will have

to be an improvement for us. Especidly if weline up early on the sde of the one doin’ the changin’.

“But | don’'t know anything at thispoint,” Griffen protested. “ And there’ s sure no guarantee that these
so-called powers of mine are going to develop at dl.”

“Mose knowsadl that,” Jerome said. “We vetaked it over and we' re willing to take the chance. Look,
right now there are alot of things you need: a place to hole up, time to decide what you' re gonnado, and
information to base your decison on. Eventudly, you' re dso gonna need some financing and manpower
to back up whatever it isyou decide. We can provide al that. All we ask isthat when all issaid and
done, you remember who it was that stepped forward first to side with you.”

“Y eah, but what if | come up empty?’ Griffen said. “Then you' |l have taken sides againgt the big dragons
andlogt”

“We re dready pretty much bottom of the hegp.” Jerome shrugged. “It’ skinda like an oh-and-twelve
football team gambling on anew coach. We got nowhere to go but up. So, what do you say, Coach?1s
it a least worth alisten?’

Griffen hestated. Evenif listening wasn't an actud commitment, it was till abig step. Besides, hewas
feeling more than alittle hurt that Jerome had initiated a friendship under false pretenses. It rubbed the
wound of what Mai had done. A very fresh and raw wound.

On the other hand, what were his choices? Was he ready to face more shadowy figuresin dark parking
lots done? He had just been considering the fact that he and Vderie had nowhere specific to go and no
planto follow. At least Jerome was offering a base of operation and even some financing. It sounded
better than the dternatives...especialy snce he didn’t have any.

“Assuming | say yes...” Griffen said carefully. “What' sour first gep?’

“Firg, | take you home to meet with Mose...and we'll take my whedls. No, don’t worry about the
Gohlin,” hisfriend said, forestdling Griffen’ s objection. “I’ll have someone pick it up and put it in storage.
Even do alittle body work on it to remove the evidence of your little skirmish. She'll be good as new
when you want her again.”

“Actudly,” Griffen said, “1 was going to say that we had to swing by and pick up Vaerie on our way out
of town. She'sin this, too. Not negotiable.”

“Y ou told her about bein’ adragon?’ Jerome winced, then shook his head. “Well, | guesswhat’sdoneis
done. You may regret it in the long run, though.”



“Why isthat?’

“I keep forgetting how new you areto dl this,” Jerome said. “Don’'t tell her this, but it’ s always been
kinda unofficid policy to try to keep the femaesin the dark for aslong as possible about the dragon

thing.”
“How come?’

“Because femae dragons have abad rep. A real bad rep. Now, | won't go so far asto say that al
females, dragon or human, are uncontrollable, but female dragons tend to be wild. Dragon powersand
short tempers don’t make agood mix. Remember how | said that dragons tend to avoid direct
confrontation and high profiles? Well, it' s because when they do square off, folkstend to notice. . .like the
Chicago fire and the San Francisco earthquake. Female dragons were at the bottom of both of those little
newsitems”

Griffen tried to imagine his brawling baby sister with dragon powers, and rejected the image with a
shudder.

“That’' sas may be; just now I’ ve got alot more reason to trust her more than you, old buddy.”

“Grifter, I'm hurt,” Jerome said, but hiseyestwinkled. “You' reaskin yoursdlf if you can trust me.
Y ou've played me at poker, you know my tells. So ask what’s on your mind.”

“How much of it wasred?’

“Is, not was. Griffen, my man, ignoring that it’ sin my best interest to watch out for you. | like you, did
from our first bar crawl.”

Griffen didn’t know what to say, but he remembered that night. They had been lucky not toend upinjail
on an overnighter. It had been ahdl of anight.

“And now here s something to twist your mind around,” Jerome continued. “1 know how thingswork, so
| could ask, was| liking you, or was| under the influence of a dragon more powerful than | ever would
be?’

“Huh. And did you ask yoursdf?’

“Nope, ' causeit didn’t matter. Sometimes questioning doesn’'t hel p. Sometimes, Grifter, you just haveto
go with what works.”

Griffen thought for along minute. Sometimes you have to go with what works. Made sense, and Jerome
was right on one thing. He knew Jerome stells, and he meant every word. Instinct or dragon power, it
didn’t matter. Thiswas someone he dtill trusted.

“Okay, I'min, a least till I've heard the pitch from thisMose.”

“Great! We'll get your sster and get started. The lesstime we are here, the less chance of someone ese
findingyou.”

Griffen nodded and finished off the remains of hisglass.
“By theway,” Jerome said, “have you told your sister about thet tarot card?’

“Only inpassng,” Griffen said. “I realy didn’t know what to make of it and neither did she.”



“Best not mention it to her again until after you' ve talked to Mose,” Jerome said. “ And when you show it
to him, do it sometime when she' snot there. Like | say, femae dragons have arep for overreacting.”

“Y ou say we' re going to meet Mose,” Griffen said, trying to change the subject. “ Exactly whereishome
for you, Jerome? Y ou may have said, but | don’t remember.”

“Exactly where you need to hide for awhile, Grifter.” Jerome beamed. “It’ s got everything you need:
nightlife, casinos, loose women, and it’ s the absol ute best place in the country to disappear and has been
for over two hundred years. We re talking about New Orleansin genera and the French Quarter

specificdly.”
Nine

Griffen excused himsdlf from Jerome, hastily making hisway to the bar’ s smal bathroom. The fixtures
were the chegpest available, metal instead of porceain; with ashabby privacy wall between the urinals
and the only stall. Shakily, he turned the water on and let it pour, splashing only abit on hisface. He
looked up at the mirror, and saw a near stranger looking back.

Despite his stamina on the road and his outward calm, the face in the mirror betrayed just what toll the
last day had taken on him. Dark circles had formed under his eyes. Eyesthat looked strained and just a
bit too wide, like an anima who had only begun to redize thetrap it wasin. Hishair was disheveled, his
clothes rumpled, his posture more dumped and tired looking than he ever had imagined.

Dragons. The word kept coming back to him over and over again. Hissister wasright, it didn’t matter
what he believed. If others, powerful others, thought dragons were real and he was one, they would
respond accordingly. That still left the question, what did he believe?

Staring into the mirror, he didn’t see adragon. He saw a college student, ex-college student, harried and
stressed like any other person might be when faced with the prospects of no job or home. That alone
gave him some minor reassurance in an odd way. He gtill looked normal, not like someone who had their
whole world turned upside down. The thought gave him some amount of calm, and brought atight smile
to hislips.

What did he bdieve?

Hefound himsalf evauating the opinions of those he had encountered. Macolm had dwaysbeen a

distant figure; he didn’t know how to read the man. Likewise the senator, who he had only seen through
the TV. Ma wasredly thefirst real chink in hisarmor. Someone close to him, someone who had shared
his bed. Y et when dragons had come up, she had betrayed her norma characteristics and deserted him.

Now Jerome, another friend. In some ways, a closer friend then Mai. One who seemed to
wholeheartedly believe this dragon nonsense. And, perhaps more important to the insecure jobless man,
wasn't shunning him or running away, but offering out open hands. His invitation seemed from one angle
too good to be true, and from the other angle made perfect sense.

If one believed in dragons.

Griffen had dready made his decision to tentatively accept Jerome sinvitation. That didn’'t mean he fully
accepted the premise behind it. It was so foreign to anything in hislimited experience. He felt adrift, logt,
floundering. He searched his own thoughts and feglings for some solution. Any solution. Only one came
tomind.

“Okay Griffen,” he said to his own reflection. “ They claim you' re adragon, amonster, abeast of power.



So...beadragon.”

He concentrated, willing himsdf to show some sign, any sign, of dragondom. Inside he kept repesating the
phrase “be adragon, beadragon,” trying to avoid distracting himsalf by the obvious corallary of “bethe
ball.” Hefocused histhoughtsinstead on scales, wings, fiery breath. Trying to force some physical sign
that could prove, or disprove, this madness.

So firm was his concentration that hisvision blurred, tears forming in the corners of his eyes and further
blurring hissight. Theimagein front of him stared back, features set in concentration, outline going blurry
from the tears. He pushed, desperately reaching for something, anything, that he could get agrip on.

A sudden wave of nausea broke over him and his concentration broke. He dumped against the sink,
swest pouring off hisforehead from the exertion. There hadn’t been so much asa split second where his
facein the mirror had seemed to him anything but human. Y e, the effort had left him fedling week and
drained, more so than anything he could remember.

The bathroom door swung open and Jerome looked in. He looked over Griffen, frowning dightly.
Something about his eyes made Griffen suspect that he had aready known what he would find before
opening the door.

“Somethingsyou can't force, my man,” said Jerome, confirming Griffen’ s suspicions.
“How did you know?’ Griffen asked.

“Y ou mean ' sdesthefact you ve been in here agood twenty minutes? | know you, Grifter, and | know
what I'd bethinkin, and tryin, if | werein your shoes.”

Griffen shook hishead to clear it. He hadn’t any ideathat he had been in there so long. To him it had
been five minutes, tops. He thought that he must have been lost in thought.

“I dill find thisdragonsthing...”
“Illogical? Impossible? A load of crap?’ Jerome said.
“D. All of the above,” Griffen answered.

“Still coming with me to New Orleans? If only to find out why so many would be lying about something
S0 nuts?’

“Thatisjust it, Jerome. | can be dow sometimes, but | can read people pretty well. If you arelying, you
are better at it than you have ever shown before. 1...I just don't understand.”

“You will, Griffen. So hep me, you will.”

Griffen nodded and straightened himself up. Carefully, he forced his expression to better hide the
tiredness and strain he felt. Jerome smiled and clapped his friend on the shoulder as Griffen walked out of
the bathroom and into the bar proper.

Jerome considered the scene for amoment before following and shook his head. His smile was both wry
and atouch tired.

“Can't seetheforest for thetrees,” he said to himsdlf and then followed Griffen into the bar.

It would be many hours before anyone sober enough cameinto that restroom, and noticed the long,
finger-shaped dentsin the rim of the metal sink.



Ten

Jerome drove a Jeep Cherokee, and the tires sang a high, whiny monotone as they headed west dong
[-10.

Griffen watched the passing scenery and mentdly blotted out the conversation between Vderie and
Jerome as he tried to sort out histhoughts. He still hadn’t managed to get any deep, and the last few days
were taking on an dmost surrea aurain hismind.

Dragons.

Hedidn't fed likeadragon. Infact, he didn’'t fedl any different than he had two days ago. He hadn’t
been able to turn into one when he needed to. Still, Vaerie wasright. It seemed enough other people
believed in it and were willing to act on it that he had to take it serioudy.

Unfortunately, taking it serioudy now had him en route to New Orleans with someone he only knew asa
gambling acquaintance.

Before they had gotten into the Jeep, Vaerie had pulled him aside. Giving Jerome a none-too-friendly
look and asking to talk with Griffen privately. Asusud, she cut sraight through the bullshit.

“Y ou know you are being an idiot, Big Brother,” she said.
“Sowhat eseisnew?”
She sighed and crossed her arms.

“I know he’ syour friend, and you trust your friends too much sometimes. That doesn’t mean you can
trust whoever he worksfor.”

“Maybe we can, maybe we can't, but how can we know till we get there?’ Griffen said.
“Okay, but don't you think his showing up isawfully convenient?’
Shelooked shocked and then angry when Griffen laughed.

“For usmaybe. For him, not achance. Hetimed this very carefully and spent more time and effort than
he wants to admit tracking me down. Not to mention enrolling in aschool and putting in afew years. No,
frankly I didn’t think Jerome had thiskind of patience, which makes me want to meet hisboss dl the
more.”

He wrapped an arm around her waist and gave her a squeeze.
“Little Sgter, you are just mad you can't think of any better ideas.”
“Damn sraight!”

She grinned, finaly relenting, but the first part of the drive had been tense. She had glared at Jerome and
it was shewho findly asked for more detall about the organization. Griffen didn’t stop her, not that he
could if hetried. Besides, he wanted to know, too.

“Now, Mose isthe man who' s been running our crew for awhile,” Jerome was saying. “ Once you get
sttled in, I’ll introduce you to him and he can start teaching you the ropes.”

“So, what kind of specidty isyour crew involved in?’ Vaeriesad.



“Thisand that,” Jerome said, “mostly on the edge of the law. Our main income comes from gambling.”
“Wait aminute,” Griffen said. “ Are wetaking about organized crime here?’

Jerome laughed.

“Like | read somewhere, when you seeit up closg, it ain’'t dl that organized.”

“Doesthe ‘thisand that’ part include drugs and prostitution?’ Griffen said. “’ CauseI'll tell you Jerome, |
don't think | could be part of that.”

“That’ sup to you,” Jerome said. “Y ou might want to take a closer look at it before you make your
decison, though.”

“Why do you say that?’
“I don't think you'll find it' swhat you think. Theway we do it, it'snot like you see in the movies.”
“Suppose you tell me about it.”

“Wall, asto the drugs, we don't do any sireet sdles or anything likethat,” Jerome said. “If aplayer inone
of our games wants some pot or maybe alittle coke, we know some peopleto cal to get him some.
That’' s about the extent of it. If anyone wantsthe hard stuff like heroin or crack, they got to leave the
game and find it on their own, and even then we probably won't let " em back in. We don’t messwith
junk likethat.”

“And prodtitution?” Vderieput in.

“Samething. Wedon't run strings or do any recruiting,” Jerome said. “If aplayer islooking for company,
we know afew girlswe can cdl...not full-time professionas, but bartenders or secretarieswho turn an
occasional trick to supplement their income. Even then we don't take a piece off the top. We make our

money from gambling.”

“Isn't thereacasnoin New Orleansdready?’ Griffen said. “And | know there are somein Biloxi. Why
do peoplesitinon your illegal gameswhen they can gamble legit at acasno?’

“I can answer that in one,” Jerome said. “ Taxes. Y ou win big at one of the casinos, it gets reported to the
IRS. What happens at our gamesis between us and the players. If you win, it’ s pure profit without
paying adiceto Uncle Whiskers”

“There sanother point, too,” he continued. “Maose has been running his gamesfor along time...alot
longer than the casinos have been around. Some of the playersthat Sit in when they’ rein town have been
playing in his games since way back...some of their daddies, too. It'skind of atradition with them, and if
there sonething New Orleansisbig on, it’ stradition.”

“So, how are they going to react when you run Grifter herein onthem?’ Vderiesaid. “Doesn’t that kind
of messup thiswhole tredition thing?’

“Don't rightly know,” Jerome said. “I expect Mose has some plan in mind to ease you in. There might be
afew problems, though. We'll just haveto see.”

“What about you?’ Griffen said.

“What about me?’



“I mean, how do you fed about thiswhole thing with my being brought in. Don’t you have any problems
with that? | should think this pot that’ sbeing set up for me would rightfully be yours.”

“Don’'t worry about that, Grifter.” Jerome laughed. “We ve been taking about thisfor along time. Hell,
the reason | was up in Michigan was to keep an eye on you and see how you developed. If | didn’t think
we d be better off with you on board, | would have either tried to veto the plan or bailed out myself. No
need to worry about me. I’'m behind you one hundred percent.”

He glanced over hisshoulder at Vderie.

“What I'd liketo know,” he said, “ishow al this stswith your sster. She has the same bloodline as you
do, and she' |l be coming into her secondary powers pretty soon. Is she going to have any problemswith
your being treated like the big cheese while she stands in the background?’

“Nice of you to think about that, Jerome,” Vderie sad. “I’ ve never wanted to be the head of anything. |
figure to enjoy the city and help out when and if | can. Mostly, I’m here to cover my big brother’ s back.
Heisn't dways as careful as he should be.”

“Wadll, sure, anyone who' s known him for ten minutes knowsthat,” Jerome said.
Vderie smiled despite hersdlf.

“I would like to get one thing straight, Jerome,” she said.

“Shoot.”

“You are bringing Griffen into this. If you aren’t up front with him, if thisisatrick, atrap, or some crud
college prank, I’m holding you responsible. And you will answer to me, up close and persond.”

There was amoment of dlencein the car, broken by Jerome laughing.

“When | said shoot | didn’t mean straight from the hip! Hey, Grifter, it' sBig Jeke dl over again.”
Catching the reference, Vderie grinned.

“*Y our fault, my fault, nobody’ sfault,”” shesaid.

They both nodded at each other, and the tension that filled the car seemed to seep away .

“It seemswe rein agreement as much aswe can be until we actualy seethe setup,” Griffen said, clearing
histhroat. “ So what’ s the plan, Jerome? What do we do when we hit town?’

“We vefigured to let you take aweek or S0 to get settled in and get to know the town. . .at least the
Quarter. Then I'll introduce you to Mose and he can start showing you the operation and answering your
questions.”

“So wherewill we be staying?” Griffen said.
“We got a place ready for the two of you,” Jerome said. “Actualy, you' |l each have aplace.”

“What are we talking about here?’ Vderie said. “Roomsat ahotel ? That could get red expensivered
fedt.”

“Better than that,” Jerome said. “Y ou see, we own afew properties around the Quarter. Mostly, we use
them to host poker games and sometimes to give out of towners a place to crash. What we' re going to



do ishave you use one of our dave quarters as a home base until everything gets sorted out.”
“Save quarters?’ Griffen said.

Jerome laughed. “Y ou’ re going to have to get used to how we refer to thingsin the Quarter. A lot of the
buildings you seein the Quarter are built around courtyards. Some of the courtyards were used for
gardens, and some were used for carriages or horses. At the back of each courtyard isasmaler building.
Way back when, it was used to house the daves, which iswhy they’re referred to as‘ dave quarters.’
Nowadays, they’ re mostly rented out as apartments. Depending on the Size, either asabi-level single
gpartment, or as two separate gpartments, one ground level and one upstairs. We Il be putting you up in
one of thetwo-unit dave quarters. | think you'll like them. They’ re off the street, and that meansthey’re
quiet...something that’ s sometimes hard to find in the Quarter.

“Anyway, I'll drop you off there with the keys and agrand or so walking-around money. W€l get you a
couple cdl phones so you can stay in touch with each other or cal meif there are any problems. Then
take your time and start getting afed for the Quarter. There's enough to do and seethat | don't think
you'll get bored.”

Eleven

The French Quarter was an unending sideshow of tastel essness. It was steamy by day and seamy at
night.

Griffenfdl inlovewithitimmediately.

The place was incredible enough to pull him somewhat out of his brooding and self-doubts. Failureto
change into adragon, not to mention histroubles coming to grips with the whole Situation, faded to the
back of hismind as he reveled in his new surroundings. Six blocks wide by roughly thirteen blockslong,
it wasaworld unto itsef.

To some, particularly the tourigts, it was a Disneyland for adults. Narrow streets lined with old buildings,
overhung with flower-bedecked bal conies; half-hidden courtyards with picture-book gardens and
fountains; antique shops and boutiques mixed with T-shirt shops and adult speciaty stores, every corner
turned brought new sights and contradictions.

Some tourist towns advertised their scenic nature. When one actudly visited them, however, it would be
readily apparent that unless one found the exact spot the publicity photo was taken from and hunkered
down at precisaly the right angle, the scenic wonders would only be visible from between the hotelsand
office buildings

Such was not the case in the Quarter. As one walked the streets, the eye and mind were captured again
and again by smal wonders; the*gadight” street lamps, the hidden courtyards with flower bedsand
fountains, the old buildings with their cracked plaster and ferns growing out of thewalls, and, of course,
the Missssppi River.

While he experienced it, he couldn’t prevent avague fedling of regret. If Griffen had managed to vist
New Orleanswhile he was dill in college, he might have been able to enjoy it more. Now, with worries
pressed down upon him, he felt more overwhelmed than anything. There was so much in the Quarter to
be overwhelmed by.

Then there was the music. It was next to impossible to escape the music in the Quarter even if one
wanted to. In addition to the expected blues and Dixidland, there were Cgun and zydeco fiddies and
accordions, Chicago blues, piano bars, Irish folk music, rock clubs, and even country/western hangouts.



Thejukeboxesin the various clubs featured anything from Glenn Miller to Billy Holiday to Janis Joplin to
Frank Sinatrato Dr. Hook and the Medicine Show to The Stones, etc., etc. The list was seemingly
endless. Even the street musicians were good, supplying hammer dulcimers, Appaachian groups
complete with cloggers, jazz flute or violin, and one guy who would play classca music on an array of
water filled brandy glasses.

Food was something Griffen had never really concentrated on. Growing up, hisdiet had consisted mostly
of indtitutional food and restaurant fare, the latter being mostly Chinese or German. It seemed that in New
Orleans, food was dmogt ardigion. At the very leadt, it was amgjor pastime right along with drinking
and partying. There were dmost as many restaurants in the Quarter asthere were bars...which wasto
say alot. Along with the upscale Creole and Cgjun local food, there were an assortment of other ethnic
dining opportunities present, including Chinese, Japanese, Samese, Tal, Itdian, Mexican, and Greek.

Nor were the low-end diners neglected, asthere were ddlis, gyros shops, and the traditional KFC/Pizza
Hut fast food assortments. What was more, to Griffen’s delight, many places ddlivered directly to your
door and would aso provide groceries, cigarettes, anewspaper, and apint of liquor if you added it to
your order. All indl, it was amarvelous place to deep late, order abrunch delivered while letting the
world come dowly into focus, and not have to face the world until you were good and ready. When you
threw in the twenty-four hour bars, it was smal wonder that the Quarter was such afavorite vacation
spot for tourists.

Of course, there were other aspects of the Quarter Griffen had abit more difficulty adjusting to.

For one thing, there was the custom of *“hoo-rawing” people on the street. This consisted of hailing to
someone ahaf block away or on abacony, then continuing the conversation at the top of your lungs until
at least pleasantries were concluded, and often until the latest gossip had been exchanged. As someone
who was accustomed to conversing in norma speaking tones, Griffen found this practice vagudy
unnerving.

A bit more ominous was the vague feding of danger that settled over the streets after the sun went down.

Since hisnormal activitieswhilein school had included countlesslate-night poker games, Griffen was
used to watching his back when he walked alone on the off chance that one of the other players decided
to try to recover hislossesin waysthat did not involve skill with cards.

In the Quarter, however, with its round-the-clock bars and steady flow of drunken tourists, it was
apparent to the most casua eye that there was a thriving cottage industry of muggers, shakedown artigts,
and hustlers, ever ready to separate the unwary from the contents of their wallets, purses, and/or
pockets. While the main drag of Bourbon Street waswell lit and closely policed, amere block off that
thoroughfare and one was on their own. People tended to watch the other pedestrians as they walked,
and were quick to change sides of the street or to duck into an open bar if they didn’t like what they saw
coming toward them.

Griffen was particularly distressed by the terrain in this claustrophobic community. The campus and small
college town that had been his old stomping grounds were honeycombed with aleys, doorways, and
shortcuts that one could duck into or through at the least Sign of trouble. In the Quarter, by contrast, al
the sde streets were narrow and one-way with parking alowed only on one side. What was worse, al
the buildings were built flush with the street offering no cover a al. Openingsinto courtyards or passages
between apartment buildings al had locked gates topped by daunting coils of barbed or razor wireto
discourage casud entry. Overdl, during hislate-night prowls, it gave Griffen the same feding of security



asarabbit would fed on acut-over field with hawks circling. He made amenta notethat, if thefeding
persisted, he would have to talk to Jerome about the wisdom of carrying afirearm.

He kept thinking, what if something serious came at him. There was nowhere to hide from someone truly
pursuing him. Even the bars that one could duck into had open fronts and many windows. The constant
patrol by local police gave some solace, but not enough. If something went wrong, someone redlly out for
adragon, al apolicemen might do wasfill out the paperwork afterward.

Stll, dl thiswas not enough to detract from Griffen’s enjoyment of the Quarter. By the end of aweek he
had a good fed for the layout of the streets, and he had even found a bar to frequent that was more local
sarviceindustry than tourigt. It was alittle Irish pub (thet rarely if ever played Irish music) two blocks off
Bourbon. It had two coin-operated pool tablesthat were surprisingly well maintained and had agood
selection of Irish whiskey including Griffen’s persond favorite, Tullamore Dew. More important, it
seemed to be aregular hangout from an interesting assortment of attractive young ladiesin their twenties
and thirtieswho did not seem &t al adverse to striking up a conversation with a newcomer that went
beyond “May | take your order?’

Hewas ditting at the bar there one night, idly watching a closaly contested pool match, when his cell
phone went off. He glanced at the caller ID, more for show than anything el se as there were only two
people who currently had his number, then flipped it open.

“Hey, Jerome. What' sup?’

“Y ou got anything planned for tomorrow? During the day?’
“Nothing specid. Why?’

“I"ll swing by in the morning around noon and pick you up.”
“Okay. What' sthe ded?’

“Figureit’ stime to take you shopping.”

Twelve
“So what’ swrong with the way | dress?’

Griffen was mock protesting as Jerome led the way down the stairs from his second-floor apartment in
the dave quarters. In the back of hismind, however, he had a horrifying image of Jerome outfitting himin
someflashy pimp outfits.

“Bluejeans and T-shirts may befinefor acollege boy who's hustling card games,” Jerome said. “For
what you' re going to be doing down here, though, your wardrobe definitely needs an upgrading.”

They reached ground leve, but instead of heading off across the courtyard, Jerome stopped in front of
Vderie'sdoor and rapped lightly on the frame. Almost a once the door opened and Griffen’ssister
stuck her head out.

“Hi, guyd” shesad. “Hang on, I'll be with you in just acouple more minutes.”
“How comewe retaking Va dong?’ Griffen asked after she disappeared.

“Couplereasons” Jeromesaid. “Firgt of dl, | thought she might enjoy doing alittle shopping hersdlf.
Second, women usualy have a better eye for clothes than men, so she can help usout.”



Jerome glanced at Griffen and gave him aquick wink.
“Third, having her dong will keep you from worrying that I’ m going to dressyou up like apimp.”
Griffen flushed dightly, then laughed.

“Okay. Y ou caught me on that one,” he said. “ Serioudy, though, what kind of clothes are we looking
for?’

“In case you haven't noticed, you can tell alot about people by how they dress...especialy inthe
Quarter,” Jerome sad, leaning againgt thewall. “Mostly, we' |l be working on what we don't want you to
look like. Like | said, the way you' ve been dressing, you look like some college kid in from LSU to
whoop it up on Bourbon Street. That's not good.”

“Of course, there are some other looksto steer clear of. Dark dacks and awhite tuxedo shirt marksyou
as serviceindustry...either awaiter or a high-end bartender. Loose, baggy pants and comfortable shoes
will have people thinking you' re acook. If you wear asuit or a sports coat, you'll either be some kind of
abusinessman or a conventioneer...which isthe same thing but on atighter timetable.”

Jerome shot another Ssdeways glance a Griffen.

“Of course, the best dressers. ..the ones who pay the closest attention to fabric and cut...are the gay
guys. Lord knows we have enough of those in the Quarter. By and large pretty good people, but you
probably don’t want to be mistaken for one.”

“So what kind of look arewetrying for?” Griffen said, starting to get interested in the proceedings.
Jerome shook his head.

“That' sthe problem,” he said. “I don't rightly know. There aren’t many guiddinesfor how you should
dress. We don’'t want you to look preppie, but you can't look like you’ re shopping cut-rate either. |
guessthat’ swhat thiswhole expedition is going to be about. . .figuring out what kind of image you should
have and how to expressit in clothes.”

That wasthe start of one of the strangest afternoons of Griffen’ slife. While he had occasondly shopped
for ashirt or anew jacket, it was nothing like when Jerome and Vaerie led him on afrenzied safari
through the New Orleans clothesjungle.

There were three big shopping centers within an easy walk of the Quarter: the upscale Orleans Plaza
perched across from the casino on the edge of the Quarter, the Riverwalk with its strolling jazz bands and
magnificent view of the Mississppi, and the Orleans Center near the Superdome. All three had to be
cruised and perused before his guides and coaches were satisfied.

Griffen was quickly numbed by the parade and swirl of names and brands as Jerome and Vaerie svept
him from one changing room to ancther. J. Riggings, Banana Republic, Tommy Hilfiger, Rockport, dl
danced by him in adizzying array, occasiondly punctuated by Jerome saying, “We |l take these
two...he Il wear thisone.”

When Griffer tried to comment on the extent of their shopping venture, Jerome just laughed.

“Thisisnothing, Grifter,” he said. “Bethankful you missed being herefor carniva, when shopping redly
getscrazy...especidly the women and their ball gowns. Just think of thisas practice”



Asthelr trek progressed, Griffen’s current outfit metamorphosed noticeably. Toward the end, he could
not help but notice that the sales personne were getting much more attentive and deferentia toward him.
Of course, that might have been affected by the growing number of shopping bags they were
accumulating asthey went.

Griffen himsdf was becoming more and more enamored of his new ensemble. A pair of comfortable
waking shoes, amust in the Quarter, had replaced his old, battered running shoes. His blue jeans had
given ground to apair of lightweight wool dacks, and instead of a T-shirt, he was now wearing araw silk
shirt with adight drapeto the deeves. It was il acasud ouitfit, but Griffen felt noticeably classier just
wearing it. He mentioned thisto his guides, and they both smiled a him.

“You'relooking redly good, Big Brother,” Vderie sad. “We should do this more often.”

“Y ou're getting there, Grifter,” Jerome confirmed. “Get used to wearing these clothes, and in afew days
we Il go see Mose. In the meantime, wear that outfit into that little Irish bar you’ ve been hanging out at
and seeif theladiesdon't Sit up and take notice.”

“Y ou know where |’ ve been hanging?’ Griffen said, alittle taken aback.

“I liketo keep track of things,” Jerome said. “Y ou'll see. The Quarter’ sawhispering gallery. Not hard to
keep track of who' swho and what’ s going on.”

Thirteen

Whether it was his new clothes, or smply that he had been frequenting the samelocal bar for over a
week, Griffen noticed that it was easier to start conversations than it had been when hefirst arrived.
More and more often, people would recognize him and wave hello when he camein, or wander over
with anew tidbit of gossip, or pick up the threads of an earlier conversation they had had with him.

He was pleasantly surprised at how well-read the various people he talked to were. Oh, there was the
customary sportstak that went on in any bar, and a certain amount of crosstalk that went on about
movies and television shows, but there were aso conversations about books people were reading or
passing back and forth. He had envisioned himsalf coming to an intellectual wasteland, and was delighted
to be proved wrong.

One conversation he had was particularly memorableif for nothing else than what it lead to.

It was with alanky young man afew years older than Griffen with shoulder-length dark hair and
wire-frame glasses who went by the unlikely nickname of Bone.

It started Smply enough, with someone making a comment on the movie that was being shown on one of
the bar televisions. Someone came up with the inevitable comparison of the movie to the book it was
based on, and the conversation was on. Other books-to-movies were recalled and compared, everyone
having their own opinion asto the relative merits of each. By thetimeit died down, it was clear that Bone
and Griffen were the two most knowledgeable on movies, though often their opinions differed widely.
Still, they each respected the other’ s expertise and were ddlighted to find afellow aficionado to interact
with.

Each bought the other adrink or two, and the conversation drifted into their own backgrounds. Griffen
had mentioned that he was new in town, but Bone, waved it off.

“Don’'t worry about it,” he said. “Most people who live and work in the Quarter are from somewhere
else. | came down here from San Francisco, mysdlf. Damn few of the current locals were born and



rased here”
He paused to take along swallow of hisrum and Coke.

“What you don't redlize until you' ve been down here for awhile,” Bone continued, “iswhat asmall
community the Quarter really is. We have droves of touriststhat arein and out of here every week
wandering through the bars and shops, but they’ re just window dressing. In short order, you'll redlize that
you know damn near everyone who worksin the Quarter by sight, if not by name. Every flower peddier,
srip bar shill, carriage driver, Street entertainer, and Lucky Dog vendor...you nameit, we al know each
other and wave ‘hello’ when we pass on the street.”

“I’ve noticed abit of that dready,” Griffen said.

“You don’t know the hdf of it,” Bonesaid. “Let metdl you, | had only been down here for about three
months, and one night at about one in the morning, | was cutting up Orleans about ahaf block short of
Bourbon. These three big, football-jock types stopped me and asked how to find Café Du Monde. That
was no big dedl, and | told them, ‘ Straight ahead to the corner, then turn left, then right at the next corner
and cross Jackson Square. It' sright there. You can't missit.””

He paused and grinned at the memory.

“Thethingis, inthetimeit took meto say that, two of the biggest, ugliest shillsfrom in front of the strip
joints came up out of the dark behind them, looked at me over their heads, and asked, ‘ These guys
botherin’ you? The jockswere fregking abit, but | just said that | was giving them directionsto Café Du
Monde. The shills nodded and faded back again and everything was mellow. The point is, though, that all
they saw was someone from the Quarter getting braced by three big dudes and they wereright thereto
lend ahand. That' sthe kind of place the Quarter is. We all know each other. We may not dl like each
other, but we know each other...and we form the circle with the horns out.”

“Wel,” Griffen said. “It'saways nice to know someone has your back in afight.”

Inside, though, he wondered how far that would extend. A part was wondering about whether the
support structure of the areawould be enough to protect Valerieif something, or someone, hurt him.
Deeper, more buried, Griffen felt the need to unburden his troubles on someone who didn’t know enough
tojudge. Still, if he shared al to someone like Bone, or even part, of what had changed hislifelatdly, it
wouldn’t be long before everyone knew. Trust and privacy weren't the same, especidly in the Quarter.

“Oh, it goesway beyond that,” Bone said. “If asuit came in asking about you, it wouldn't matter if you
were hanging out here five or six nightsaweek or even if you were shooting pool on the back table. No
onewould know anything or admit to ever having heard your name. This has been a pirate community for
over two hundred years and the people who are drawn to it aren’t rea big on authority. Almost everyone
has something in their background they would just as soon not have catch up with them, whether it'san
ex after back alimony, aparole officer, or the IRS.”

Griffen thought about it, and began to realize why Jerome had said the Quarter would be agood place
for him to hide out.

“ Another thing, people down herelook out for each other. There' s aways someone to help you carry
your stuff if you have to move, or if you don’'t have a place to move to, there' s dways someone who will
let you crash on their sofauntil you raise the money for anew place.”

Griffen shook his head.



“Sounds amost too good to be true.”
Bone stared at him, then set down hisdrink.
“For aminute there,” he said softly, “it dmost sounded likeyou just cdled mealiar.”

“Whoathere, Bone,” Griffen said, holding up arestraining hand. “If that’s how it sounded, | apologize.
All I meant to say was that what you' re describing isalot different from where| just came from.”

“And whereisthat, if you don't mind my asking? Bone said, dightly mallified.

“Up north,” Griffen said. “Michigan to be exact. Little college town named Ann Arbor. Home of the
University of Michigan Wolverines. . .the team that can’'t win aRose Bowl.”

“Michigan?No kidding?’ Bone sad, dl traces of hisearlier annoyance vanishing. “Com’on. There's
someone | want you to meet.”

Grabbing up hisdrink, Boneled the way to the other end of the bar where an older man with hislong hair
inaponytail sat chatting with a young redheaded woman.

“Excuse me, Maestro,” Bone said. “1 just found another Michigander. Thought you' d liketo meet him.”

The man turned and ran a curious glance over Griffen. At first Griffen figured him for hismidforties, then
noted the wrinkles around his eyes and added another decade to his estimate.

“Griffen, thisisMaestro,” Bone said. “He' sfrom your neck of the woods, except he moved down here
about fifteen years ago. Maestro, thisis Griffen...late of Ann Arbor.”

For amoment, Maestro’ s features froze and his eyes swept Griffen from head to foot. Then he smiled
and extended his hand.

“How’ stheteam thisyear?’ he said as they shook hands.
“Too early totdl,” Griffen said. “Ask meagainin August.”

As he spoke, he wondered about the subtle reaction his name had gotten from Maestro. The answer was
quick in coming.

“The name s* Griffen,” right?” Maestro said, still smiling. “ Do you by any chance know aguy named
‘Mose 7’

Griffen hesitated. Jerome had warned him not to let anyone know where he was living, but nothing had
been said about keeping his purpose in town a secret. Still, hewasn't wild about his name being
recognized aready. If Maestro were athrest...or an assassin, but no. Bone had known him, that made
himalocd, with dl the many levelsthat “locd” implied in these parts.

“Actudly, we haven't met yet,” he said cautioudly. “But he' sone of the main reasons 1’ m down here. If
everything works out right, I’ ll be working with him.”

“| thought the name sounded familiar.” Maestro nodded. “Bone, can | talk with you for asecond?’
“Sure,” Bonesaid. “Back in asecond, Grif.”

The two men moved to thewall, where Maestro spoke to Bone in quiet undertones. Griffen was sure he
was the subject of conversation, but had no idea as to what was being said. He hadn’t often been cut out



of aconversation likethat. Like he was an outsider who had no business being there. Though at least part
of that wastrue. Hewas just starting to build up abit of indignation, and parancia, when avoice
digtracted histhoughts.

“So, new intown?”’

It wasthelittle redhead that Maestro had been speaking with. She was about Griffen’ s age with
medium-length auburn hair that she had back inahair clip.

“I thought | had seen you in here acoupletimesthislast week. I'm Lisa...well, Fox Lisa. Thereare so
many of us named Lisain the Quarter we need nicknames so people know which Lisathey’ retalking
about. ..like guys named Joe or Robert.”

He had noticed her before, but only in the passing awareness any man has for an attractive woman in the
room. Thiswasthefirst time he had seen her up close, much less spoken with her, and the effect was
dartling.

She had a dender build and a heart-shaped face with clear blue eyesthat sparkled when she smiled, asif
she were harboring an unspoken joke. She dso had anose piercing and severa visible tattoos.

Griffen knew hewasin trouble. She was just the kind of woman he was drawn to. She also looked like
fivekinds of bad news, including the fact that, if she wanted to, she could probably wrap him around her
little finger. He decided to set things straight before his fantasies went any further.

“Griffen,” he said, shaking her hand. “Have you known Maestro long?’
Meaning: Areyou with Maestro?

“Oh, | runinto him here and there. We're just bar buddies.”

Meaning: No, we' re not attached.

Hewaited amoment for her to elaborate or clarify. Instead, shetook asip of her drink and smiled at
him.

Big, BIG trouble.

Griffen chided himsdlf, remembering that he was dready plunging into abrand-new Stuation, one
potentialy fraught with unknown dangers. Thisrealy wasn't thetime for him to get involved with anew
flame, however tempting.

“I heard you talking with Bone,” Lisasad, stepping into the silence. “It sounds like you' re asbig amovie
buff asheis”

“It'san old passion of mine,” he said with ashrug. “ Things are dways clearer and more easily resolved in
movies. | guessthe romantic in meisdrawn to that.”

“Wall, | happen to have one of the biggest collections of videos and DVDsin the Quarter.” Lisasmiled.
“And my apartment’ s only ablock and ahaf from here. Maybe we could watch amovie together.”

Griffen fet hisresolve wesken.
“That would be pleasant,” he said. “When did you havein mind?’

“Actudly,” shesaid, wetting her lipswith thetip of her tongue, “1 was thinking about right now.”



For amoment Griffen was taken aback, then he remembered that this was the Quarter, where people
would go to aparty or head for adifferent bar at two o' clock in the morning. Then herealized that Lisa
wasinviting him back to her apartment.

Looking into her bright eyes, his resolve crumbled and he smiled.
“Asl sad, that sounds pleasant.”

They never did get around to watching amovie.

Fourteen

The place Jerome took Griffen and Vaerie to was one of those small houses on aside street in the
Quarter. It was set back dightly from the street and had its own fence and gate with room to park two
carsinfront of it.

Evenin hisbrief time getting to know the neighborhood, Griffen knew that he waslooking at expensive
property, even though it did not look particularly pretentious. Parking was at a premium on these streets,
with people paying ninety to a hundred and fifty dollars amonth for an enclosed, secure parking place. A
home like this one, with its own secured parking, meant money.

Jerome punched a code into the keypad mounted on the pedestrian gate, and led Griffen and Valerie up
onto the porch. He knocked once, lightly, then opened the door on his own. Apparently they were

expected.

While speculating about this meeting, Griffen had found himself wondering the most about exactly what
Mosewould look like. Hisvisions of the man ranged from a ponderous fat man to one that was skeletally
thin. If thiswasamovie, that would be how the role was cast. Powerful crime leaders should ook
dominating...or, a least, impressive.

The man gtting in the easy chair of the smdl living room they stepped into was nondescript. In fact, he
looked so ordinary that Griffen would not have looked at him twiceif they passed on the street. Medium
height and build with short-cropped white hair, he could have been adoorman or cook, or maybe a shop
owner. Even hisdress, consisting of aplain sports shirt and apair or khakiswith hisfeet shoved into a
pair of dippers, was unremarkable.

Perhaps the only noteworthy feature about him was his face. His milk-chocolate-colored skin waslined
with degp smilewrinkles, and his dark eyes twinkled with vague amusement, asif he were waiting for you
to catch onto ajoke.

Griffen found himsdlf liking the man before asingle word had been spoken.
“Mosg” Jeromesaid. “Thisis Griffen and Vderie McCandles. Grif, Vd, thisisMose”

“Griffen. Miz Vderie” Mose said, haf risng from his seat. “Been looking forward to meeting you both.
Just make yourselves comfortable. Can | get you anything? A drink? Some coffee?’

“Coffeewould befine” Griffen said, taking the lead asthey seated themsalves on the sofa. “Va?’
She nodded.
Mose nodded to Jerome, who disappeared into the depths of the house.

“Wéll, before we start talking about our setup herein the Big Easy,” Mose said, “1 expect you have some



questions about being dragons. As| understand it, thisisal pretty new to you.”

“Very new,” Griffen said. “ Questions? Oh, only a couple dozen off the top of my head.”
Mose smiled.

“Fireaway. | probably can’'t answer them all, but maybe we can make astart of it.”

Jerome regppeared with atray laden with coffee, cups, and the condimentsincluding asmal plate of
croissants. The conversation paused whilethey al helped themsalves.

“Wall, for openers,” Griffen said, settling back, “ everyone keeps talking about our ‘ secondary powers
garting to show aswe come of age. What can you tell us about these * secondary powers ?’

“Not much,” Mose said. “Don’t think I'm trying to hold back information, though. It sjust that the
powers have been diluted over the centuries, and now it’s hard to separate what' s fact from what' s brag
or legend.”

“Y ou mention centuries,” Vaerie putin. “If you don’'t mind my asking, just how old are you, Mose?’
The old man laughed.

“There them that say everyone calsme*‘Mose becauseI’m asold asMoses. Truth to tell, I'm not that
old...and they’ ve been calling me‘Mose even when | wasyoung. Say I’'m over ahundred and fifty
yearsold and you' |l be in the right neighborhood. But don't start asking me about the old days or Il
never shut up. Nothing as boring as an old man talking about how things used to be. Y ou’ ve got to
redlize, though, that alot of what you learned as history to me are memories...and | got lots of memories.
Mostly these days| try to keep focused on the here and now. That’ s enough to keep me busy.”

He cocked his head at Griffen.

“But you were asking about the  secondary powers.” Again, it's hard to tell for sure, because even those
that have some tend to try to keep them secret. Draws less attention that way.”

“My uncleMdcolm lit acigar just by blowing oniit,” Griffen sad.

“Y eah, I’ ve heard that some can do that,” Mose said. “ Of course, Mal isahalf blood. Folks like Jerome
and me who are lesser bloods don’t have as many powers.”

He picked up acigarette lighter from the coffee table, lit it, then held hishand in the flame ashe
continued.

“I’ve dways been good with fire. | could hold my hand here dl day and it wouldn’t burn me. I'd fed
some hest, but it wouldn't hurt.”

He extinguished theflame,

“Dragon skin is one of the secondary powersthat pops up in varying degrees. | don't burnand | don't
bruise. Now, if you wasto stick me hard with aknife, I'd bleed like ahuman. . .but even then, it wouldn’t
penetrate too far. It would be like trying to stick a human through athick lesther coat. Y ou could get
through, but not aseadly asif you werejust deding with bare skin.

“Some say that the closer to pure-blood you are, the tougher your skin will be. I’ m not sure you could
get through Ma’ sskinwith aknifeat al. A true pureblood is supposed to be able to shrug off bullets. Of
course, even though the skin doesn’t break, I’'m not sure what it would do to the bones undernesth if you



got hit with abig enough cdiber.”

While he was considering trying the flame trick, Griffen mentaly decided holding off testing whether or
not he was bulletproof for aslong as possble.

“There are al sorts of things some say dragons can have as secondary powers.” M ose continued.
“Dragon skin and breathing flame are both pretty well-known and documented. Size changing and
shape-shifting are talked about, but you don’t actually seeit very often.”

“How do those work, exactly?’ Vderiesaid. “I mean, isit like the Human Torch from the Fantastic
Four? Do you say ‘flameon’ or ‘ shape-shift’ to trigger it?”

“Asl undergand it, it'skind of like your voluntary muscles,” Mose said. “1 mean, the dragon skin, if you
get it, will dways bewith you. Asto the others, once you discover you haveit, you havetotrain it and
learn contral.”

“How do you do that?” Griffen said.

“Likel say, it' slikeamuscle you just learned you have. Imagineif you were just learning to use your
arm. With alittle practice, you can learn to makeit reach out without thinking of exactly how you're
doing it. You aso learn how far it reaches, how fast, and how strong it is”

“Andwith exercise,” Griffen said, “you can makeit stronger.”

“Toadegree” Mosesad. “But it's more complex than that. Sticking with the arm example, if someone
hits you unexpectedly, your arm will flinch away without your thinking. Boxers and karate artists learn to
control that reflex. If you develop some of the stronger secondary powers, you have to learn to control
them aswdl. An unthinking flinch with a secondary power can not only be noticeable to the humans
around you, the actud immediate effects could be disastrous.”

“I can seewherethat could be aproblem,” Griffen said, winking at hissster.
Mose leaned back in his seat and looked at them both.

“It'sno laughing matter,” he said. “Now, | want both you young dragonsto listen to mereal close. I'm
answering your questions about primary and secondary powers as best | can because you' ve asked and
| don’t want you to think I'm holding back on you. The truth of the matter isthat, for the most part, the
various powers don’t mean squat. I1t's how you handle yourself that counts. People should do what you
want them to because they’ re convinced you' re right, not because they’ re afraid of what you'll do to
them if they don’t go aong. Sure, dragons have powers to some extent or other, but mostly it’ sframe of
mind.”

Griffen frowned.
“Please excuseme, Sr. | didn’'t meanto act like I’ mtaking al thislightly. It' sjust that it’ sall so new to

methat | automatically drop back to old defense paiterns. ... like laughing. ...to keep from showing how
confused | am. Some of this stuff you' retelling mel just don’t understand.”

“Likewhat, for example.”

“Wadll, likewhat you werejust saying. | understand that one doesn’t use these powers without a good
reason, and even then only usethem very carefully. It'sjust...well, | keep being told I' m getting this
generous offer because of my power potentia, but then you say it' saframe of mind, not the powers. If it
isn't the powers, or potential powers, and just astate of mind, then what do you need mefor? What isit



exactly that you expect meto do?’
Mose heaved a sigh and ran his hand through his hair.

“That'safar question,” he said. “It’ sthe answer that’ s not so easy. Let metry to cover thisin pieces.
Firg of al, asyou say, you're new to al this. Part of why | wanted you down hereis because I’ ve got
somethings| can teach you.”

Heheld up arestraining hand.

“Let me get through this. | know what you' re thinking. How isthat different from what Ma offered when
he asked you to sign up with him. Well, the big difference isthat you don’t have to be subservient to me
to learn. Thisisgoing to be your operation. We re joining you, not the other way around.

“Astowhat you'll bedoing, first of al we have to teach you the operation. | understand from Jerome
you' re no stranger to betting or bookies, but | don’t think your real familiar with the ins and outs of how it
al works. It's going to take you awhileto learn what we do and to meet the people who do the
day-to-day work.”

“Once you get the fed of things, though, you probably won't be that involved in the actua work. You'll
be management, and most of what you do will be setting policy and making decisons.”

“If I caninterrupt for amoment,” Griffen said, “could you eaborate abit onwhat it is1’ Il be deciding?’

“I'll giveyou an example,” Mose said. “ Something that’ s just come up that I’ m trying to decide how to
handle. There are some poker games around town that aren’t really a part of our group, but that pay usa
percentage to operate. Now one of them that’ srun by ayoung kid named Gris-gris has decided to stop
paying usthat percentage. It's up to me to decide how to react. If it were you in my seet right now,

Y oung Dragon, what would you do?’

“Me? Griffen blinked, taken aback. “1...1 don’'t know. | guessyou’ d haveto arrange for some kind of
punishment to make an example of him.”

Mose threw back his head and laughed.

“| can seewhat Jerome meansthat you truly love your movies. Well, in part you'reright. But if you're
thinking of roughing him up or shooting up his game, you couldn’t be more wrong. Wejust don’t do that
kind of thing. The kind of punishment we deal in would be to cut him off from the network.”

“The network?’ Griffen sad.

“That'sright.” Mose nodded. “Y ou see, we have awhole network of people al through town who
operate cabs or work at the hotels. When tourists or conventioneers are looking for a game, these folks
check them out to be sure they aren't the law, then send them aong to one of our games with aninitiaed
business card to show they’re clean. That's where we get alot of our business and most of our new
regulars. If Gris-griswants to operate independently, his game gets dropped from the spotters’ list and he
has to make do with locas. That' sthe kind of punishment we usualy ded in.”

“That'sdl?’ Griffen said. “I guessit makes sense. | wasjust expecting something alittle more dramatic.”

“Uh-huh,” Mose said. “Wall, it can be abit more tricky onceyou realy get intoit. Likein this case,
Gris-gris has been shooting his mouth off about how he' s going independent and there isn’t anything we
can do about it. Now, whether he stayswith usor not | figureis hisbusiness, but talking that kind of trash
isdisrespectful. That'sawhole different issue to be settled.”



“Sowhat are you going to do?’ Griffen said.
Moselooked a him and smiled.

“Tell youwhat,” he said. “Why don’t you think about it for aday or two, then we'll sit down and talk it
out together.”

“Um...excuseme?’ Vaerie said. “But before Big Brother here got you sidetracked on the Gris-gris
business, you were about to explain how the powersfactor in at al.”

“That'sright.” Mose nodded. “Now, redlize that not everyonein our organization isadragon. In fact,
most of them know even less about dragons than you do. Those people you should be able to lead and
control with nothing but your attitude and presence. There are somefolksyou'll run into who will stland
out as having dragon blood in them, but are totaly unaware of it. They'realittle moretricky to ded with,
because they’ |l be drawn to you without knowing why...some will want to dly with you, somewill fed
the need for aconfrontation. Again, you should be able to handle them without using any kind of

powers.”

“The problem is the dragons who know what they are and what you are. Most will be willing to leave
you aoneif you don't pose athresat to them. There are others, though, who will want to test you or
smply iminate you. That’swhen it will be agood thing if your secondary power potential provesto be
true”

“Would this guy Stoner be one of those?’ Griffen said.

“Definitely,” Mose said. “ Jerome told me about your little set-to on the expressway. He would have the
contactsto try something like that, but it just doesn’t seem like hisstyle. Don't focus al your attention on
him. There are others out there that can be just as nasty.”

“Speaking of that,” Griffen said, “do you happen to know a guy who goes by the name of Maestro?’
Mose and Jerome exchanged glances.
“WEe ve crossed paths a couple of times,” Mose said carefully. “Why do you ask?’

“I raninto him at the Irish pub the other night, and he recognized my name,” Griffen said. “He even
specificdly asked if | knew you.”

Again Mose and Jerome |ooked at each other.

“Don’t worry about him,” Mose said at last. “He sgot his own thing going that does't affect us one way
or the other. Not abad man to have for afriend, though.”

“Isheadragon?’

“I figure him for one of those | wastelling you about,” Mose said. “The ones with dragon blood who
don't know it.”

“Does he have any secondary powers?’ Griffen pressed. “Does he use them?’
Mose shook his head.

“No,” hesad. “He uses aknife”

Fifteen



Mose studied the tarot card Griffen had passed him, then glanced at Jerome,
“Isthat what | think it iS?” Jerome said.

“Depends on what you think it is” Mose said with asigh, “but probably yes. My only question iswhy
you didn't tell me about this before?’

“If you mean before today, | wanted Griffen to show it to you himsdf.” Jerome shrugged. “Besides, |
figured we had abit of time, what with him just having hit town and dl. | wasn't even sureit wasthe redl
thing. If you mean why not earlier, | wanted to wait until Vaeriewasn't around.”

Vderie had finaly gotten bored with the details of even apreliminary briefing on Mose sgambling
operation and had excused hersdlf to run some errands.

“Uh-huh.” Mose nodded. “I can see why you’ d want to keep her out of this until we sort out what's
goin’ on.”

“Excuseme,” Griffen said, “but would someone please tell mewhat it iswe' re talking about?’

“Could be nothin’ but someone pulling your chain,” Mose said. “On the other hand, it could be redl
trouble. Truthis, I’ ve never actualy seen one of these before. Only heard about them.”

“Sinceyou'rethe one | heard about it from, Mose, | thought you should be the oneto fill himin,” Jerome
sad.

Mose nodded, tapping the card with hisfinger.

“Sorry to keep walking around this, Griffen,” hesaid, “but I’'m having abit of trouble getting my mind
around this. It may be that you' ve got George on your trail.”

“Who's George?’ Griffen asked quickly.
“No one knowswho heis,” Mose sad. “But there are rumors about what heis.”
He pursed hislips, then continued.

“There' s supposed to be some kind of fredance enforcer or hit man that dragons hire when they want
something to happen to another dragon. Like | told you, we aren’t big on direct confrontation. Now this
enforcer isn't adragon himsdf, but he' s made a study of how to hurt or kill dragons so now it'shis
speciaty. I've only heard him referred to as* George' or * Saint George.” Y ou know, the Dragondayer.
He' s supposed to charge an arm and aleg for his services, so things usually have to be pretty desperate
or someone hasto have abig hate on to call himin. That’swhy al we haveto go onisrumors. We ve
never been big enough or important enough to draw that kind of big league attention.”

“That'sjust great,” Griffen said with ascowl. “I"ve only known about being a dragon for a couple of
weeks...lessthan that, actudly...and I’ ve dready got a professond hit man on my trail.”

“Don’'t panic yet, Grifter,” Jerome sad.
“Why not?’ Griffen snarled. “ Right now, panicking seemslike a pretty good ideato me.”

“Because panicking never helps,” Mose sad. “It only makes things worse and can maybe even get you
killed. Y ou should know that if you' re as good agambler as Jerome says.”

Griffen thought for amoment, then took adow, deep breath and blew it all out.



“You'reright.” He nodded. “ So, what do we know about this George? What rumors are there?”

“Wadll, redize that we may not be deding with him at al,” Mose said. “It may just be someoneimitating
his style to make you run. Like | say, Georgeisalegend. Almost aboogeyman for dragons. Thismay be
just someonetrying to cash in on that legend.”

“Okay,” Griffen said. “But the question gtill stands. What do we know about him?”
“Wel, first off, he'sabit of an artist,” Mose said.

“I dwaysthought he sounded like abit of anutcase,” Jerome muttered.

Mose shot him alook.

“I thought you wanted meto tdll this” he said tersdly.

Jerome spread his handsin surrender and leaned back.

“Asl wassaying,” Mose continued, “the man’sa sort of an artist. He has hisown way of doin’ things,
and won't change for anyone. Right off the bat, he dways ets his victim know he' s hunting them. That's
what that tarot card isal about. HE s not going to just walk up on you or hit you from behind.”

“Sounds more like a sportsman than an artigt,” Griffen said. “ He' s handicapping himsdlf like afisherman
usngalighttes line”

Mose hesitated, then nodded.

“Youmay beright,” he said. “Never thought of it that way. Anyways, the other thing he dwaysdoesis
that he'll take a couple of dry-run passes at you before he makes hisreal move...just to show you how
vulnerableyou are”

“Maybethisguy isaNative American,” Griffen said. “ That last bit sounds sort of like counting coup.”
“Except in counting coup, your enemy has achanceto kill you whileyou' redoing it,” Jerome said drily.

“Morelikeacat playing withamouse,” Mose said. “He wants you on edge and jumping at shadows
before he does anything. Theway | hear it, though, when he makes hismove, you'll know it. 1t’'ll be out
in the open, face-to-face. What' smore, he'll only make onered try. If you survivethat, he'll walk
a/\/@/_”

“I don't quite get that.” Griffen frowned.

“The story ishe getspaid to giveit one big try. He s paid for the effort, not results,” Mose explained.
“He snot going to keep coming at you. That is, of course, unlessthey want to pay himto try again.”

“He must be pretty good to get hired on thoseterms,” Griffen said.
“They say he' sthe best.” M ose nodded.

“So what exactly can he do to me?’ Griffen said. “From what you were saying earlier, | should be pretty
hard to harm, much lesskill.”

“That would be true for any human that didn’t know what they were going up againgt,” Mose said.
“That' s not the case with George.”



Griffen 9ghed.
“Okay, give methe bad news” he said. “What am | vulnerable to?’

“Wadll, I've dready told you your skinis pretty tough,” Mose said. “We haven't redly tested you out to
see how far your blood has pushed it, but any fire or penetration shouldn’t be able to get through.”

“I can’t help but notice the word ‘ shouldn’t,’” Griffen said drily.

“There are dways exceptions,” Mose said. “While most edgeswon't be able to cut you, I’ ve heard of
some peopl e getting through with weapons with serrated edges.”

“Serrated edges,” Griffen echoed. “ Anything €lse?’

“Just remember what | told you earlier,” Mose said. “Tough skin, like chain mail, only givesyou one kind
of protection. Even if your skin isn't penetrated, you can still be hurt. Y ou can suffer broken bones and
bruisesif you get hit hard enough...like, say, by acar.”

“Then, too,” Jerome put in, “there are things like poisons that could kill you without going through the
in”

Griffen stood up and walked to the window where he stood for amoment, looking ot.
“What you're saying overdl,” hesaid at last, “isthat I'm redly not dl that invulnerable.”

“Let’sjust say it would be best if you didn’t count on it too much,” Jerome said.
best to stay dert and watch out for whatever might be coming at you.”

Coursg, it' salways

“Let’sback up abit here,” Mose said, holding up a hand. “While it may be best to consder and plan for
the wordt, there are some other possihilities here. The most obvious one | pointed out earlier, that it was
just someone running abluff on you up in Detroit to get you running.”

“There sone problem with that, Mose,” Griffen said, returning to his seet. “ That only worksif |
recognized the threat, which | didn’t.”

“But you ran,” Jerome pointed out.
“Only because my uncle Macolm told meto,” Griffen said.
“Inaphone cal that came in conveniently just after the card got did under your door,” Jerome said.

“Asto your not recognizing the threat,” Mose said, “it could also be away to make any dragon you tried
to hook up with think twice before taking you in. | aready told you that dragons can be a sneaky bunch.”

Griffen started to speak again, but Mose held up his hand.

“Lemetry adifferent dant on this” he said. “Let’ sassume for amoment that thisisfor redl, and that the
Georgeisredly after you. That doesn’t necessarily mean that he’ sout to kill you.”

“But you said hewas ahit man,” Griffen protested.

“| dso said he was an enforcer,” Mose said. “ See how this sounds. Macolm told you that you were a bit
of awild card asfar asthe established dragons were concerned. What if one or more of them decided to
hire the George to test you. To put some pressure on you to see what kind of power you have and
whether or not you're athreat to them.”



“Soif | understand you right,” Griffen said, “if hetriesto kill meand I'mwesk, he'll kill me. If he’ stesting
me and I’ m strong enough to stave him off, it will dert the other dragonsthat I’ m strong enough to be a
threst to them.”

“Wall, | wouldn't have put it quite that way, but yes,” Mose said.
“Somehow | don't find that reassuring,” Griffen said with agrimace.

“Cheer up, Grifter,” Jerome said. “Mose has aready pointed out there’ sagood chancethisisjust some
elaborate kind of bluff. Evenif the Georgeis after you, remember where you are. Right now, he hasno
way of knowing you'rein New Orleans. Even if hefindsyou here, what with everybody in the Quarter
knowin' each other, he'll stick out like a sore thumb.”

Everybody in the Quarter knows each other, Griffen thought to himsaf. Except for the couple of million
tourists who roam the Quarter every year. Any of whom could be akiller in disguise. Great. Just grest.

Sixteen

Griffen and Jerome were sitting at one of the small tablesin the Irish pub waiting to meet with Gris-gris. It
was early afternoon, so the place was nearly empty except for them, the bartender, afew people at the
bar, and two guys shooting pool on the back table.

Mesting at a public place had been Gris-gris sidea, though he had approved their choice of the lrish
pub. Despite Mose' s statement that these matters were not handled by rough stuff, apparently Gris-gris
was sufficiently worried that he wanted other people around.

The meeting itsalf was Griffen’ sidea, just as he had proposed to handle the matter himself. Mose had
agreed on the condition that Jerome went along. Everything had progressed smoothly, and now there
was nothing to do but wait.

Thewaiting made Griffen edgy.

With nothing e seto do, hismind was free to mull over anything he might have overlooked and everything
that could go wrong. Try as he might, though, he couldn’t think of anything more to do now to improve
the Stuation.

He had even thought to give the bartender forewarning. All it took was a quiet explanation that he was
going to be meeting with someone and that it might get alittle noisy. The bartender agreed to stay out of
it, on the proviso thet if it got rough they would take it outside and that Griffen would make good any
damages.

The customerswere dl regulars and wouldn’t need any instructions to keep their distance. It wasthe
Quarter.

Stll nervous, Griffen played with his cup of coffee. He had considered having a shot of Irish whiskey, but
decided he needed a clear head more than steady nerves.

“So, Jerome,” hesaid at lagt, just to bresk the silence, “what do you think of my plan?’
“Doesn’'t matter,” Jerome said, watching the door.
“Excuse me?’

“| said it doesn’t matter what | think,” Jerome said. “Y ou and Mose came up with thisidea, and now it’s



inmotion. I'm just hereto back you. If it works, it works. If not, we take it from there.”
“I"d dill like to know what your opinionis” Griffen said.
Jeromelooked at him levelly, then returned his attention to the door.

“Wadll, I'll admit I’'m curious asto why you wanted to handle this yoursdf,” he said. “Would have thought
you had more than enough on your plate right now. For that matter, would have thought you' d want to
wait abit and get afed for things before you plunged in.”

“It seemed likethe only logica way to play it,” Griffen said. “ Gris-gristrying to pull out just when I’'m
coming inistoo much of acoincidence. | think hisproblemiswith me...andif itis, I've got to square
things away with him mysdlf. Hiding behind Mosewon't cut it.”

“Wadl, however it goes, it' sgoing down,” Jerome said. “Here they come.”
Griffen forced himself to take adow sip of his coffee asthe door opened.

The first one to come in was a huge chocolate-colored black man. Easily six foot six or seven, hehad a
thick massive body that made Griffen think of Fat Albert in the old cartoon show. He recognized him as
the one they cal Jumbo who works as a shill and bouncer at one of the strip joints on Bourbon Street.
Rumor was that he also picked up abit of extramoney as astrong-arm man and debt collector. Despite
his size, he was supposed to be very fast.

Pausing just inside the door, Jumbo swept the place with adow, Steady stare. When his eyes met
Griffen’s, they paused and he gave asmall nod of recognition. Meaning: We know each other, but I'm
working. It'sjust ajob, nothing persond. Griffen nodded back.

Apparently satisfied, Jumbo opened the door behind him. A small, wiry, ebony black man camein. He
was maybein hislate twenties or early thirties, and seemed to vibrate with energy. As he moved, he
seemed to throb to the beat of unheard music. Gris-gris.

Jumbo stayed by the door as Gris-gris moved to their table.
“Hey, Jerome,” he said by way of greeting. “ Thisthe new guy?’
Jerome nodded.

“Gris-gris. Griffen.”

“Have asedt, Gris-gris,” Griffen said, gesturing to an empty chair at the table. “I thought we should meet
and havealittletalk.”

“We got nothing to talk about, white boy,” Gris-grissaid. “What | got to say, | can say standing up.”
He pulled himself erect and folded hisarms across his chest.

“Since I’ ve been running my game, I’ ve been paying apieceto Mose. | didn’t haveto, but he's been
operating down here forever and | figured it was only respectful to acknowledgethat. Then | hear he's
bring in some white-bread college boy from up north to take over his operation.”

He unfolded hisarmsand put hisfistson hiships.

“Now, MoseisMosg, but | don't figure | owe you anything. I’ m going to keep my money and keep
running my game and | don’t seethere’ sany way you' re going to change that. Y ou sure ain’'t going to do



itwithtalk. That'sdl | got to say to you.”

The bar was now dead quiet as everyone concentrated on not looking like they were listening in on the
exchange.

Griffen took another sip of his coffee and set the cup down.

“You' rewrong, Gris-gris,” hesaid. “I didn’t ask you to come hereto threaten you in any way. Infact, |
just wanted to let you know that I’ m your new best friend.”

Gris-grisfrowned.
“And just how do you figurethat?’ he challenged.
“Smple” Griffen shrugged. “I’m the only thing between you and her.”

Ashe spoke, Vaerie came off her stool at the bar and grabbed Gris-gris with both hands, damming him
agang thewall.

“You listen to me, little man,” she hissed, her face closeto his. “1 don't give arat’ sassif you run your
gameor not or if you pay in apercentage. But if you dismy big brother again...if | hear about you talking
trash the way you' ve been doing. .. will personally kick your boney ass up one side of Bourbon Street
and down the other. Now, do we understand each other?’

Shegavehimasmall shake.

“| said, do you understand?’

“Um...va? Griffensad. “He can't answer if he can’t bresthe.”
“He can nod,” she said, not looking around.

Gris-gris managed to vibrate his head up and down.

“Fine” Vderie said, setting him down. “1 knew you' d listen to reason. Hey, Jumbo. How' sit going?’
With that she did back onto her bar stool and returned to her drink.
Gris-gris sraightened his clothes, then looked at Vaerie s back.
Sheignored him.

Then helooked a Griffen.

Griffen shrugged and gave alittle grimace.

Finaly, Gris-gristurned on his hed and left the bar, with Jumbo, deadpan, trailing dong after him. Asthe
door closed behind them, the bar talk resumed, alittle louder than before.

Griffen exhaled a degp breath he hadn't redlized he' d been holding.

“| think that went well,” he said, leaning back in his seat. “I’m about ready for areal drink. How about
you?”

“Inaminute,” Jerome said. * Did you notice anything unusua happen during that exchange?’



“You saw it, too, huh?’ Griffen said. “I wasthinking that maybe it wasan optical illuson.”
“Um...what did you see?’

“When Vd picked Gris-gris up and pinned him againgt thewall,” Griffen said. “It looked to melike she
grew about six or eight inches while she was reading him theriot act. She’ sback to norma now, so |
thought it wasjust my eyes playing trickson me.”

“If s0, then my eyesare playing the sametricks,” Jerome said. “But | wastaking about the other thing.”
“What other thing?’

“While she was working on Gris-gris and everyone was watching the action, you blew asmokering.”
“I what?’

“Y ou blew asmokering. A nice round one until the draft blew it apart.”

Griffenlooked at him.

“You'rekidding me. Right?’

“Wadl, whileyou' relaughing at that, sneak apeek a your right hand.”

Griffen glanced down at his hand that was holding the coffee cup.

At firgt he thought he was having trouble focusing his eyes, astheimage wasfading...but hishand, for a
few lingering moments, was covered with leathery scales.

Seventeen

Even though it was only supposed to be temporary shelter, Griffen found himself growing increasingly
fond of the complex he and Vaerie were housed in. He had been puzzled at first by the apparent lack of
neighbors, but when he asked, the answer was quite smple.

Mose owned the whole complex. He used the apartments to host the occasiona poker gameif they
didn’t want the lack of privacy that was the downside of using ahotel room. They also served as*“perks’
for various out of town high rollers, one of the few concessions made to the new competition of the
casino. New Orleanswas't used to Vegas-style casinos, but with ardatively new Harrah'sliteraly
across Cana Street, the locals had to adapt.

The location of the complex was convenient, tucked away on asmal street running parallel to Decatur
one block into the Quarter proper. It was only ablock and ahaf away from Jackson Square with its
wide range of amusements and distractions, and the Street itself was lined with small shops featuring used
books, small restaurants, craft and vintage clothing shops, and even one small local bar, Harry’ s Corner,
that was open twenty-four hours aday.

The complex itself wasimpressive. It had been designed and built in the 1800s by the same person who
had designed and built Pat O’ Brien’s, a popular bar and restaurant on St. Peter in the heart of the
Quarter. Griffen learned this by listening to the carriage drivers who paused at the entrance-way to rest
their muleswhile regaling their passengerswith the history of this particular landmark.

Griffen found himsdf feing not only comfortable, but safe. It was asif, nestled as histemporary home
was in the surroundings, it was protected by the Quarter itsdlf. Hefdt himsdlf relaxing, comforted by old



brick and the constant swirl of activity beyond the complex walls.

After the inevitable wrought-iron gate on the Street, there was alow carriage passage leading to the
open-air courtyard. The courtyard itsalf featured heavily planted gardens, with the gpartmentsin the three
buildings surrounding it reaching up two stories. The second floor was circled by awooden wakway
edged by arailing, affording resdents afine view of the courtyard asthey emerged from their dwelling.

It was on that walkway that Griffen found himsaf one morning in the early daylight hours. Hewasin one
of those rare moods that occasionally strike young men. That is, he had abandoned the music and
lingering crowds of the clubsto return home, but upon reaching that destination, discovered he was not
yet ready to go to deep. Having noted the clear sky and fresh air till not heated by the new day’ s sun,
instead of watching aDV D or curling up to read, he decided to pull achair out onto the walkway and
enjoy the morning while he reed.

Unfortunately, the book he was reading proved insufficient to hold his atention. He had picked it up at
the used bookstore down the street, but as he started to read it, he redlized it was merely areprint of a
novel he had read before, rereleased under anew title with anew cover.

As his attention wandered, his eye was drawn to amovement in the courtyard below. It wasacat...no,
two cats, strolling regaly along one of the walkway's between the gardens.

Griffen had noted them, or other similar cats, in the courtyard before, but had never paid them much
attention. They usually kept their distance, or, if one attempted to call them over, they would either run or
samply fade back into the shadows.

Thistime, as he watched them, Griffen remembered what his uncle Mal had said about animal contral.
On awhim, he set aside his book and descended to the ground leve to seeif there was any substanceto
theclam.

As he approached the animals, however, he redlized that he didn’t have the foggiest idea what was
involved in anima control. Pausing about twenty feet avay, he stared at them.

They ignored him.

After afew moment’ s consderation, hetried to focus a suggestion at them.
“Come here”

It was asimple enough order.

One sat down and began to wash its crotch.

“Come here”

Nothing.

Maybe he should try something else.

“Go away.”

The washer broke off its hygienic activity, and they both began to saunter toward the carriageway.
Griffen felt hishopeslift. Maybe there was something there after al.

“What are you doing up so early, Big Brother?’



Heturned to find Vaerie emerging from her gpartment. She was decked out in sweat suit and cross
trainers, obvioudy ready to go jogging.

Griffen was suddenly embarrassed at having gotten caught in hisanima control attempt. Viewed through
asober and well-rested eye, his actions probably would seem silly. Asamatter of fact, it seemed alittle
slly now even viewed through his own eyes. He was just glad she hadn’t seen enough to be ableto figure
out what he had been attempting.

“Hi, vd,” hesad. “Actudly, I'm just comingin.”

“Wadl, snceyou're up, want to come running with me?’

Griffen had to admit that the suggestion seemed even sillier to him than anima control.
“Y ou know I’'m not much for exercise,” he said evasively.

“You sure?” hissster said. “I’ll spring for breakfast at the Café Du Monde afterward.

“Actudly, it sabout timefor meto crash and burn,” Griffen said. “It' sbeen agood day, but it' stimeit
wasover.”

“Actudly, it sadifferent day,” Vderie sad pointedly.

“Y ou know wheat they say down here,” Griffen countered. “Whatever the clock says, the day isn't over
till you go to deep and wake up again.”

Hissster started her stretching exercisesto warm up her legs.
“Isn’t that usudly for people who work night shifts, like grave shift bartenders and cab drivers?’ she said.
“That and people who can pick their own hours of when to deep and when to be awake,” Griffen said.

“If you say s0,” Vderiesaid, starting for the front gate. “ Anyway, good luck on your animal control. Let
me know how it works out.”

Watching her go, Griffen had amoment of wry despair of ever being able to put one over on hissigter.

“Hey, Big Brother,” Vderie cdled, returning to the courtyard. “L ooks like someone left amessage for
you. Thiswas taped to the front gate.”

She handed him aregular white envelope with his name written on it. He took it and stared at it for along
moment.

“Aren’'t you going to openit?’ Vderie urged.

“Not right now,” Griffen said, trying to sound casud.

“Don’'t worry. If it'sfrom anew woman, | won't tell Fox Lisa”

“Uh-huh,” Griffen said, tucking the envelopein his back pocket.

“So bethat way,” Vderie said, sticking her tongue out a him. “1 can tell when I’m not wanted.”
With that, she turned on her heel and headed for the front gate again.

Griffen waited until he was sure she was gone, then pulled out the envelope again. From thefed of it, he



was afraid he knew what was inside. He opened he missive and confirmed hisfears.

Insde was atarot card. The Knight of Swords. A duplicate of the one he had been carrying in hiswallet
snce Detroit. The sense of safety Griffen had alowed himsdlf to be [ulled into by his new surroundings
crumbled.

George was not only in New Orleans, he knew where Griffen lived.

Eighteen

Despite al the warnings and promises he had received about the rumor mill in the Quarter, Griffen was
sartled with how far and fast the word of his encounter with Gris-gris had spread. Even though the
confrontation had occurred in the midafternoon, by the time midnight rolled around, he had been stopped
or gpproached no less than a dozen times by people who had heard abot it.

“Griffen! What' sthis| hear about you tossing four guys out of the Irish pub this afternoon?’
“Hey, my man! Been hearing talk about how you got in the face of abunch of bruiserstoday.”
“Here. Thisone' s on me. Heard about how you stepped in and settled abrawl at the pub.”

The accounts varied, and none of them were correct. The story being spread was that Griffen had either
beenin afight or settled afight with threeto six guys bigger than he was. When hetried to clarify that (a)
there had only been two people on the other sde, (b) one of the opposition had done nothing but watch,
(¢) he himsdf had not been directly involved, and (d) no punches had been thrown and the dtercation
was nothing more serious than raised voices, he was greeted with exaggerated winks and declarations of,
“Yeah. That'sadwaysthe best way to handleit.”

The pattern continued the next day as Jerome was walking him around the Quarter, introducing him to
the various spotters and runners who were involved with the gambling network. 1t seemed that three out
of four or four out of five of the people he met had already heard of him. What's more, they al madea
point of expressing their gpprova and support aswel astelling him how much they were looking forward
to working with him.

After awhile, thisinflated notoriety began to annoy him, and eventualy generated a seed of worry in his
mind. Eventually, he expressed his concern to Jerome.

“Don’'t worry about it,” Jerome said with awave of hishand. “1t never hurts to have areputation for
being abit of abadass, even if the facts get garbled abit. It s not like you' re bragging it up yourself.”

“Butit was Vaeriethat actudly braced him.”

“S0?You think Gris-grisis gonna say anything about that?’
“Why wouldn’t he?’

Jerome laughed.

“For the same reason Jumbo didn’'t step in when it al went down. It would look bad al around if it came
out that he got backed off by agirl, and even worse if Jumbo had to help him.”

“But isn't he going to come back at me over this?’

“Not much chance of that,” Jerome said. “ That would make it seem bigger and more important than it



dready is. Besides, unless| read him wrong, he smore than alittle bit afraid of your ster.”
“Redly?’

“Uh-huh. To tel thetruth, I’'m alittle spooked by her mysdlf. That’ s one impressive mamayou’ ve got
there...and remember what | told you about femae dragons. Y ou redly don’'t want to get them stirred

up.”
They walked on in silence for afew moments, then Jerome cocked his head.

“Tell meonething, Grifter,” hesaid. “If you didn’t know how Gris-gris and Jumbo would react, why did
you set it 0 it would be Vaeriewho' d do thetakin' 7

“I don't know,” Griffen admitted. “From what Mose was saying, it sounded like Gris-gris had aproblem
withme. | figured it would be better to play it from the angle of his disrespect than making an issue of the
money...and that bracing him for respect would sound better coming from someone esg, like Vaerie. |
redlly hadn’t thought about the whole maeffemal e aspect of it. Cdl it instinct and good luck.”

“Wadl, any gambler needs good luck,” Jerome said, resuming hiswalk. “ Just keep listening to your
ingincts. So far they’ re the best thing you have going for you.”

Jerome swords stayed with Griffen, and he gave them considerable food for thought. He had dways
been good at reading people and Situations. . .something he was now being told was part of his dragon
heritage. Now that he was conscioudy thinking about it, however, his senses and observations seemed
heightened to anew levd.

Now, whenever he walked down the street or sat down in abar or restaurant, he was aware of who was
looking at him and who wasn't. More particularly, of those who looked at him, he was building a sense
of who was friendly, who was curious, who was neutral, and who seemed to be harboring some kind of
hodtility.

For the mogt part, the tourists and conventioneers barely glanced at him, if that. Of the locals, whether if
was dueto his new found notoriety or smply the fact that more and more people were recognizing him as
aQuarter regular, he found an increasing percentage noting his presence and tracking his movements with
the casud attention aveld full of antelopewill giveto agtrolling lion.

It was both unsettling and exhilarating at the same time. Back up north when he walked acrossthe
campus, he had been dl but invisible, his passing noticed by only a scattered handful of acquaintances.
Herein the Quarter, while the transents were oblivious to his presence, he was being watched by the
locals as a power to be reckoned with.

One night, he was walking Fox Lisaback to her gpartment. She had called him from her bartending job
and suggested that he pick her up when she got off work so they could spend some time together, and he
had complied.

It was aweekday night, so the Side streets were virtually deserted except for afew single pedestrians
ether making their way home or to alate-night club for anightcap. The westher was pleasant, if warm,
and he enjoyed her company as she clung to his arm and chatted about the problems that had arisen on
her shift, obviousy decompressing now that she was off duty.



All a once, the night felt wrong.

There was nothing tangible or specific that had changed, but he suddenly redlized he wasfedling edgy and
ahit tense, asif there was sttic dectricity dancing just above hisskin.

A month ago he would have shrugged it off asamood swing. Now, however, he surreptitioudy swept
the street ahead with his eyes.

Nothing in particular caught his atention, but the feding persisted.

Leaning down dightly to kissthe top of her head, he glanced behind them.

One guy waking done on the far sde of the street about a haf block back. No fedling of thresat there.
Helooked ahead again.

There was aman standing in the shadows twenty feet ahead, partialy hidden by the cement steps running
up to an gpartment door. It looked like he was tying his shoelace, but it seemed to be taking him along
timetodoit.

The setup didn’t seem to match the way M ose described the George operating, but he figured it was
better to be safe than sorry.

He kissed the top of Lisa s head again and murmured in her ear.
“Don’'t like the looks of the guy ahead, there. Be ready to get behind me.”

With that he straightened again and continued walking, casudly putting his hand on the knifein his pants
pocket.

Angling their path so it danted closer to the curb, he stopped about eight feet short of the man in question
and made asif tokissLisaonthelips.

The man came out of the shadows and started toward them, one hand hidden in his pocket.
Griffen moved astep forward, steering Lisa behind him with hisleft hand.

“Can we do something for you?’ he cdled while the man was still Six feet away.

The man continued toward them.

“I waswondering if you could...”

“Hold it right there!”

Griffen redlized with agtart that Fox Lisawas beside him, asmdll, black, automatic pistol in her hand
leveled at the man in front of them.

The man frozein histracks.
“Let’sseeyour other hand...and it better come out empty.”
The man dowly removed his hand from his pocket and held it empty at shoulder height.

“I don't want no trouble,” he said. Soothingly.



“Yougothim?

The cdl came from thefar side of the street. Griffen glanced back and recognized the man who had been
walking behind them as one of the two men who had been shooting poal in the Irish pub when he and
Jerome had met with Gris-gris.

“I got him,” Lisacaled back. “Make surehe saone.”
The shadower waved and moved on ahead.

The man under the gun hadn’t moved, but he kept glancing nervoudly down the street behind him and
muttering softly to himsdf.

Fox Lisatook two steps forward, her weapon still leveled, and jerked her head toward Griffen.
“I want you to take along look at thisman,” sheingtructed. “Do you know who heis?’
The man stared at Griffen and shook his head.

“Thisis Griffen McCandles,” she said, drawing the name out for emphasis. “Y ou may have heard of him.
He' ll be taking over Mose' sbusiness.”

The man stared harder at Griffen and said something that sounded apol ogetic.

“Remember him and tell your friendsthey can save themselves aload of troubleif they walk wide around
him. Undersand me?’

“Yesm.”
“All right. Get moving and don't let us see you again tonight.”
The man turned and sprinted away down the street.

“That wasagood cdl,” Lisasaid as she returned her autometic to the pocket in the back of the fanny
pack she was wearing. “Most people wouldn't have spotted...What?’

Griffen continued saring at her.

She cocked her head and frowned.

“Is something wrong, lover?’

“You'recaryingagun,” hesad.

“Y eah. S0? Sometimesit comesin handy...like tonight.”
“It'sjudt...I" ve never known anyone who carried agun before.”

“That'sright. | keep forgetting you' re from up north.” Sheflashed him aquick grin. “Well, you'rein the
South now, and alot of people carry. It'seven worse over in Texas.”

“Isn't that illegd or something?” Griffen managed a last.
Aganthegrin.
“So’sgambling, but we do it anyway. No. Serioudy. It' s not that hard to get a concealed weagpons



permit herein New Orleans. Especidly if you livein the Quarter and have to go out at night. Of course,
being agirl helps. Anyway, al you haveto do istake aclass and get certified so they know you won't
shoot anyone including yourself accidentaly. Other than that, the only big ruleisthat you can’'t carry ina

“Butyou...”

“Think aminute, lover. How often have you seen me ped off my fanny pack as| walked into abar and
asked them to hold it behind the counter for me?’

Griffen redized it was dmost ahabitud routinefor her.

“I thought you were just doing that because it waslike a purse to you and you didn’t want to have to
keep watching it al thetime.”

“That, too,” Lisasad. “Still, it keeps me within the rules. Any other questions?’
Griffen nodded.

“Yeah,” hesad. “Who wasthe other guy?’

“Who?Theonel ran off?’

“No. | meant the guy on the other side of the street,” Griffen said. “ The one that was hanging back until
the action started. He called to be certain you had thingsin hand.”

“Oh. Thet guy.”
“Uh-huh. Y ou seemed to know each other.”
“Yes, wedo.”

“Let metry to makethiseaser for you,” Griffen said. “Unless " m mistaken, he was shooting pool on the
back table at the Irish pub the afternoon Jerome and | met with Gris-gris. Am | right?’

“Wdl , yS.n

“Let metakethis one step further. Am | being body-guarded? Did Jerome or Mose hire you and the
othersto cover me?’

“Not redly hire, even though | have donethat kind of work for pickup money sometimes. It was more
like Jerome asked for afavor. He asked me and afew othersto try and keep an eye on you while you
were getting used to the city.”

She cocked her head and narrowed one eye. Griffen seemed hesitant.
“Don’t even go there, lover. Not if we re going to Say friends.”
“What?’

“I’'m betting your next question was going to be whether or not Jerome asked me to go to bed with you.
That' s dangeroudy closeto cdling meaworking girl. I'll go ahead and tell you so you won’t haveto ask.
The subject never came up. All he asked wasthat | keep an eye on you, and | can do that without
deeping with you. Clear?’



Griffen winced inwardly a her assumption, but didn’t think the truth of what he had thought would be
very comforting—agun againgt someone who professiondly killed dragons didn’t seem afair match. He
redly didn’t want to risk hislover, bodyguard or not, against atruekiller.

“Crydtd clear,” hesaid.

“Fne. Anything dse?’

Griffen thought for amoment.

“Okay,” he said. “What do you know about dragons?’

“Dragons?’ Lisasaid frowning. “What does that have to do with anything?’
He amiled and gathered her asamin hisagain.

“Just curious,” hesad.

Nineteen

Yo Mama s Bar and Grill was ashotgun-style bar just off Bourbon Street across from Preservation Hall
and Pat O’ Brien's. Other than asmall upstairs dance floor, there was nothing to distinguish it from any of
the dozens of barsin the areaexcept its selection of tequilas and that it served the best hamburgersin the
Quarter.

Griffen had discovered it hisfirst week in town and had taken to stopping in two or three times aweek.
Whiletheloca cuisnewasinteresting and he had made a point of trying the gumbos and jamba ayas, he
gl favored abasic burger or Chinese med when his stcomach demanded something familiar. When he
found out that the regular graveyard shift bartender, Padre, shared hislove of old moviesand trivia, it
cemented Yo Mama' s as one of hishangouts of preference.

One of thefew difficulties was determining exactly when wasagood timeto drop in. Too early inthe
evening, and the place was packed with tourists. Too late, and it wasfull of service indusiry people
stopping in for adrink and aburger before going home or moving on to another club.

Usudly, Griffen tried to sop in somewhere between eeven a night and one in the morning. While never
empty, the crowd had usualy thinned enough at that point that he could chat with Padre without
interrupting the flow of service.

This particular evening, he was seated at one of the booths enjoying a Peanut Butter Burger with abaked
potato while idly watching amovie on AMC on one of the televisons that bracketed the bar. Specificaly,
it was The Great Escape, which he had seen often enough that he could dmost recite the dial ogue
without the closed caption subtitles at the bottom of the screen.

A heavyset biker type camein and began to wak down the bar with a heavy, dmost lurching step.

Thisinitsaf was not unusud, asthis stretch of St. Peter was afavorite gathering point for the bikers, and
they would wander in and out of three or four bars with their beers while joking with each other or
comparing the relative merits of their bikes. For the most part, they kept to themsavesand didn’t hasde
anyone, so they were generdly treated like any other customer.

Something about this newcomer, however, caught Griffen’seye. Mildly curious, he watched the man,
trying to figure out what made him different.



On the surface, he seemed not unlike the standard issue biker. Medium-length dark hair that ooked like
it could use washing, athick mustache perched in the middle of a heavy-jowled face with acouple days
beard growth adorning it, black T-shirt with the arms cut off, blue jeans with achain running from the belt
to somewherein his back pocket, and scuffed black boots. Still, there was something. ..

Griffen suddenly redlized that the man was not interacting with anyone. Usudly, when one of the bikers
camein, hewould nod to the bartender and greet any other bikersin the place, even if just with awave.

Thisman wasjugt walking aong, glancing neither right nor left, with his eyesfixed on something on the
back wall. Without looking back, Griffen knew there was nothing on the wall the man was saring at. It
was asmply that unfocused gaze of someone who wastotdly out of it...or who was watching everything
without looking directly a any specific point.

Griffen glanced over at Padre. The bartender was standing blank faced, showing no reaction to the man,
not even aglance.

Then he noticed that the group of three bikers at the front of the bar were putting money on the counter
and gathering up their beers with aquiet, forced casuaness.

At this point, the pieces began to add up, and Griffen was not even alittle surprised when the man did
into the booth with him, ill not looking at anything.

“Isthere something | can help you with, officer?” Griffen said, pushing his plate to one sde.

The eyesfindly focused and the man gave him along stare. Griffen stared back. At last, the man gavea
small nod asif something had been confirmed to him.

“Detective Harrison,” he said. “Vice”

Griffen had not had that much experience dealing with the police. If anything, he avoided them like the
plague. While he generdly respected them for doing ajob he wouldn’t touch with aten-foot pole, it
aways made him abit uneasy to be around anyone who held automatic authority over him.

Perhapsif he hadn't just been watching amovieinvolving Allied POWSs outwitting their German captors,
he would have reacted differently. Asit was, he fdt an overwheming impulse to give thisman ahard
time

“I repest: Isthere something | can help you with?’

“You're Griffen McCandles,” the detective said, ignoring the question. “Word isthat you' re taking over
for Mose”

“Mosewho?’ Griffen said, deadpan.
Harrison stared at him for amoment, then heaved abig sigh.

“Look, kid,” hesaid. “I ain't wired or trying to trick you. Don’'t worry, and don’t try to be cute. Just to
keep things straight, let mefill in afew piecesfor you.”

Heleaned back in his seat.

“Mose’ sgames...the operation you' re dated to take over...it's protected. Not a grift or payoff, at least
not much. | figure some palms are greased somewhere, but mostly he' s protected ' cause alot of the
powers that be who run this city also sit in on his games. Theword isthat we' re supposed to leave them



be, just in case some politicos get caught in araid. We couldn’t spring them without |etting everyone else
go and that shit would be too embarrassing to tolerate. For them, and for me...us. What I'm tryin’ to say
IS, I'mnot tryin’ to trip you up or trick you into self-incrimination.”

“Okay,” Griffensad. “But | still don't know what you' retaking to mefor.”
Harrison’s eyes closed dowly, and when they opened again they wereflat and expressonless.

“I just thought it would be niceif we met face-to-face,” he said. “ Clear the air, so to spesk. Also, if you
struck me as solid, | thought I’ d ask afavor of you.”

Griffen shrugged.
“I suppose. ...if it'swithin reason.”
The detective leaned forward and gave ahumorless grin.

“You'renew in town, Griffen. Still getting used to the way we do things down here. All I'd ask isthat
you don’'t makeit too hard for usto turn ablind eye to your doings.”

“LLike how, spedificaly?’

“Oh, nothing much. Don't be too loud and open with illegal gamesthat should be secret. Keep alid on
things much as anyone can around here. And if you should happen to end up with abody at one of your
games, could you drag it outside or maybe even break up the game before you cal the cops? That way
we don’'t have to ignore what' s going on around it. It' salittle thing, but we' d appreciateit.”

“Sounds reasonable,” Griffen said.

“Good. Glad we understand each other.”

The detective started to dide out of the booth.

“Isthere any chance you could do me afavor in return?’

The policeman froze, then dowly turned hishead to sare.

“Y ouwant meto do you afavor?’ hesaid dowly.

“Nothing big.” Griffen shrugged. “Obvioudy you can say ‘no’ if you don't wanttodoiit.”
The detective sank back into his seat and twitched hisfingersin a“giveit to me’ gesture.

“Likeyou said, Detective, I'm just akid. I'm ill learning how thingswork.” Griffen hesitated a second.
“One of thethings |’ ve heard, though, isthat the police don't like the Feds messing in locd affairs. Isthat
right?’

“Keep taking,” Harrison said.

“Wall, I've picked up arumor that I’ ve been targeted by someone in Homeland Security. A guy by the
name of Stoner. Word isthat he'slooking for me and might use hisfedera clout to have law enforcement
across the country help him find out where | am and what I’ m doing.”

The detective leaned back and cocked his head.

“Exactly what have you doneto earn that kind of heet?’



“I redly don’'t know, gir,” Griffen said as sincerdly as he could manage. “I just graduated from college
about amonth ago. Other than running afew card gameswhile | wasin school to pick up some pocket
money, and thisthing | am doing now with Mosg, | can't think of asingle thing that would warrant that
kind of atention. That's part of what makes me nervous.”

Not as nervous as the George made him, but at least it was clear that Stoner and George were
unconnected. Their styles seemed far too different.

“Agan,” Griffen continued, “I’ ve never experienced it, but I’ ve heard that once the Feds get abeein
their bonnet about someone, it's hard to get them to let go. Oneversion I’ ve heard is that Stoner might
try to say | should be watched for suspected terrorist involvement.”

“Terrorig?’ Harrison snorted. “Y eah. Suddenly since 9/11 every penny-ante pissant they want to mess
with getsthe terrorist label dapped on. But aterrorist poker game. I'll admit, that’sanew one.”

He stared at Griffen for along minute, then got to hisfeet.

“All right, McCandles,” hesaid. “I’ll keep an ear open. Just don't get in the habit of asking for favors.
Got it?’

“Got it,” Griffen sad. “ Thanks, Detective.”

“Don’'t mention it,” Harrison grunted. “ Please!”

“You did what?’
“| asked him for afavor,” Griffen said into hiscell phone.

“Detective Harrison? Harry the cop?’ Jerome' s voice came back to him over the phone. “I should have
warned you about him, Grifter. If there are three copsin the entire city of New Orleans who hate our
operation and having to lay off it, they’d dl be him. Finding away to bust us up would make hisentire
incarnation.”

“I don't know,” Griffen said casudly, smiling ashe did it. “ He seemed reasonable enough to me.”

“Detective Harrison? Are we talking about the same guy? Big white biker-type dude? Looks like acircus
bear gone bad?’

“That'shim.”
“Maybe you' d better tell me about this conversation from the top.”

Griffen complied, starting with Harrison sitting down at his booth and ending with his request about
Stoner.

When he was finished, there was along moment’ ssilence.

“That might doiit,” Jerome said at lagt. “If there' s anything Harrison hates more than our protected
gambling operation, it's having Feds come traipsing around what he considersto be his private turf.
Particularly if they don't bother to check infirst.”

“Y egh, and somehow | didn’t think our first meeting was the right time to ask his thoughts on the
possihility of aprofessiond killer named George being on my trail.”



“Y eah, why don't you wait till the second date for that sort of thing, Grifter. Or, yaknow, maybe never
would be a better idea.”

“Probably right. So, you think he'll doit?’ Griffen sad.

“Fifty-fifty chance” Jeromesaid. “If nothing ese, it might give him something to focus on except usfor a
while. All indl, | don’t seeadownsideto this”

“Just thought you should know,” Griffen said.
“Y egh. Grifter? Remember when we were talking about luck and ingtinct?’
1] Ya,]?i

“I’d say you're giving them both ared workout.”

Twenty

Griffen was shooting pool at the Irish pub as he waited for Fox Lisato get off work. He had never been
much of apool shooter in college, but had started taking the game up since arriving in New Orleans.
Much of the socid lifein the Quarter revolved around the clubs, and one of the main pastimes and
subjects of conversation was pool.

In the time he had been shooting, he had noticed a marked improvement in hisgame, which in turn
encouraged him to practice more. He had even been asked to join one of the pool-league teams, but had
refused because his schedule was so uncertain. The house shooters remained friendly, however, and
were more than happy to show him some drills or to advise him on theins and outs of position play and

sin.

Hewasjust lining up what he hoped would be an easy combination shot, when aminor gir rippled
through the bar, and he glanced up to check the reason.

Gris-grishad just walked in done, and was scanning the place. When he saw Griffen, he held his hands
upina“nohasde’ gesture and walked over to him.

Since everyone knew there was bad blood between the two of them, half the bar was watching closdly.
Some craned their necks to see better, while afew othersleft their seatsto drift alittle closer to the
action.

Gris-gris stopped afew paces from where Griffen stood.

“Mr. McCandles” hesaid.

“Gris-gris.” Griffen nodded back. “Andit’s* Griffen’ or ‘ Grif’ to my friends.”
Gris-gris sface split with awide grin.

“Listen. If you got aminute, | need to talk to you. Can | buy you adrink?’

“No problem,” Griffen said. “Hey, Steamboat! Can you take over thisrack for me?’

Passing the stick over to hisreplacement, they stepped to the bar, gathered their drinks, and retired to
one of thecircular tablesdong thewadll...the same one, in fact, that Griffen had been ditting at for hislast
meseting with Gris-gris.



More and more, Griffen found himsdlf sitting with his back to thewall, facing the doors, wherever he
was. No sense |etting anyone, local or more dangerous threat, have an easier drop on him. Hetried not
to overthink his new paranoia, especially when it seemed to be justified.

“So, what' sup?’ Griffen said, settling into hischair.
Gris-grislooked nervous, fidgeting with hisdrink as he talked.

“There sacouple of things | need to talk to you about,” he said. “Let me get thefirst one out of the way
S0 you don't think the second one has anything to do with it.”

“All right,” Griffen sad. “ Shoot.”
Heimmediately wished he had used a different word, but Gris-gris didn’t notice and plowed on.

“Wadll, firgt of dl | wanted to tell you that I’ ve thought about it and decided to kegp my game with your
organization. I’ ll be using your network and paying you a percentage like before. . .including the payments
| missed during our little difference of opinion.”

Griffen kept the surprise off hisface and smply nodded.

“That’ sgreat, Gris-gris,” hesaid. “I’'m looking forward to working with you.”

He made alittle toasting motion with his glass that Gris-gris returned.

Instead of continuing, however, Gris-gris kept fidgeting uncomfortably, glancing around the room.
“What' sthe other thing?” Griffen said, prompting him.

Gris-gris seemed to gather himself.

“Wedl,yousee...”

He broke off and took another sip of hisdrink.

“What itis...” hebegan again, then stopped.

Griffen frowned & him.

“You're starting to worry me, Gris-gris,” he said. “Talk to me. Areyou in trouble with thelaw? Do you
need money?’

Gris-gris shook his head.

“Nothin’ likethat,” he said. “Look. What I'm trying to say isthat | want to date your sgter...if it'sall
right with you, | mean.”

Griffen sat back in hischair and blinked. For amoment, he could think of absolutely nothing to say.
“Hey, if there saproblem...that’ scool.” Gris-gris said hastily, misunderstanding the silence,

“No. It'sjud...you just caught me by surpriseisal,” Griffen managed at last. “Y ou know, thisisthefirgt
time anyone ever asked my permission to date Valerie. We ve dways pretty much gone our separate
ways.”

“Thenit' sokay?’



“I don't have aproblemwith it,” Griffen said. “1 figureit’sher decison to make.”

Besides, Griffen thought, the rumor mill has been so good that he has worried less and less about her.
Here, the town protected his“little” agter.

“I undergtand that,” Gris-grissaid. “1 just didn’t want you to think | was sneaking around behind your
back to hit on your sster. Some guys get real upset if they think you' retrying to pull afast one”

“Wadll, | appreciate you letting meknow,” Griffen said, finally starting to recover from hissurprise. “It’'s
aways good to keep communication lines open.”

“Speaking of that,” Gris-grissaid, “1 don't have any way to get in touch with her...or you for that matter.
That’swhy | camelooking for you here”

“We can fix that easy enough,” Griffen said. I’ll pass you both our cell phone numbers before you leave.
In the meantime, let me get the next round here.”

Ashewent to the bar to get the drinks, it occurred to Griffen that he should probably check with VValerie
before giving out her cell phone number. The more he thought about it, though, the more hewas
convinced to let things go asthey stood.

Why should he be the only one to have to dedl with surprises?

Twenty-one
Fourth of July weekend meant different thingsto different peoplein New Orleans.
For some it was the Essence Fest, another of the numerous music festivals that dotted the city calendar.

For others, it meant along weekend break from work. Wesather permitting, an excursion to the beach,
the Audubon Zoo, or even just apicnic or backyard barbecue provided a sufficient change of pace.

With the hotels and restaurants full, the service industry dropped it into low gear and worked their tails
off. No rest for the wicked.

For Mose' s crew, and therefore for Griffen, it meant a high-stakes poker game.

It seemed that thiswas ayearly event that agroup of regular players attended, both local and out of
towners. To be accurate, it was one of severa yearly gamesthat Mose hosted, usualy coinciding with
holidays or magor local celebrations. Thiswasjust thefirst big game that Griffen had been invited to play
in since he arrived in New Orleansthree weeks earlier.

While he was at college, there were severa regular gamesthat Griffen would sit in on. These would
usudly be at someone' s gpartment or fraternity house, and would be held on specific nights of the week.
Some of them would begin midday on Friday and continue through the weekend, with playersSitting in,
then leaving to go on adate or deep, then gtting in again. Those gameswere usudly at
nickel/dime/quarter or, in some cases, quarter/half/dollar stakes. The host would usudly pull alow chip
or two out of every pot to cover the cost of the cards (they always used new decks) and refreshments.
Griffen’ sred preference was hdf/dollar/five stakes asit upped the power of the bluff, but Sudents were
traditionally poor and games like that were rare unless you were willing to collect large quantities of
IOUs.

The Fourth of July game Mose hosted was nothing like that.



Instead of Sitting around someone' s dining room table in an apartment, they had a suite a the luxurious
Royal SonestaHotel in the heart of the French Quarter. There was an open wet bar with top-shelf
liquors, and instead of potato chips and pizzathey had trays of sandwiches and potato skins from room
sarvice. They dso had ared casino poker table with two nonplayers (Jerome being one) dternating as
deders.

The stakes were $25/$50/$100 with $500 chips availableiif the betting got fierce. It was the highest
stakes game Griffen had ever sat in on, and he was worried thet it would affect his game. Whilein theory,
one should play ablue chip the same whether it was worth adollar or ahundred dollars, it was hard to
keep the actud dollar value out of one’smind. Asan example, Griffen had dways avoided the
penny/nickel/dime games back a school. For one thing, the amount to be won in asingle evening wasn't
worth the time and effort. More important, the low stakes affected everyone' s play. Even if someone
raised your bluff the limit on the last card, for adime it was easy to cal theraisejust to seeif your busted
flush and one medium pair would stand up.

There was another worry just as bothersome.

Mose had told him that the word was out through many of the regular playersthat Griffen wasbeing
groomed to take over the operation. When they phoned or e-mailed in to reserve a seet in the
weekend's game, they had a so commented that they wanted to meet and play against the new
wunderkind. This made Griffen very sdf-conscious and aware of his age. Even though both Mose and
Jerome counsdled him not to worry about it, he was afraid that the players would consider him too young
to run the operation and take their play el sewhere. That would bodeill for his eventua involvement.

There were five playersin addition to Mose and himself: amiddle-aged businessman and histeenage son
from Oklahoma, asolidly built Philippine woman from Los Angeles who was a surgeon, awel l-dressed
black man who was some kind of politician locally, and a Chinese restaurant owner who Griffen
recognized as asemiregular at the Irish pub. He had wondered about the teenager being allowed to Sitin,
but wastold that it was sort of acoming-of-age ritua. The businessman’ sfather had brought himto st in
on one of Mose' s games when he wasin histeens, and the man wanted to continue the tradition.

Asthe evening progressed, Griffen began to gradudly relax and lose himsdlf in the play of the game. For
once, hefelt that he didn’t have to worry about threats on hislife. All of the players were well-known and
vouched for by Mose, and no one else camein or out of the room. They were al good players, though
the teenager was clearly the weakest, but Griffen found he could read them as easily as he had hisold
opponents a schoal.

Mose had the fewest “tells” with the Philippine lady a close second, but everyone seemed to have those
little habits and gestures that would signa when they had agood hand or if they were bluffing. In addition,
there were changesin breathing patterns and eye blinks that were more telling than the players betting
patterns or table talk. The teenager might aswell have been playing his cards faceup.

When abreak was called after four hours of play, Griffen estimated that he was several thousand dollars
ahead.

“So, Mose. What' sthis| hear that you' re going to be stepping down in favor of thisyoung Turk here?
the businessman said, freshening hisdrink.

“Nothing goes on forever, Mr. Goodman,” Mose said. “| figureit’ stime | started taking it easy.”

“Oh, bullshit,” the businessman said. “Com’on Mose. Y ou were old when | was Junior here sage...and
| keep telling you, it's Hank, not Mr. Goodman. | mean, you cdl Lollie here Tia, don’t you?’



“‘Tid isaSpanishword,” the Philippine woman said. “1t means‘aunt’ and isatitle or honorific, like
when hecdlsyou ‘migter.” Moseisjust being polite.”

“Whatever.” Hank waved. “ And we' re getting off the subject here. | want to hear why Moseisthinking
of retiring, and | don't think it' s just because he' s getting old.”

“Seemsto methat’'sMose s business, not ours,” the politician put in.

“That’sright,” the restaurant owner said. “We play here because Mose runs an honest game and we trust
his judgment about who helets play. | don't think we should start questioning his judgment if hewantsto
step down, much lesswho he chooses for his successor.”

“Gentlemen, please,” Mose said. “Mr. Goodman has aright to ask any question hewants, just likel’ve
got aright not to give any answers | don’'t want. Inthiscase, | don’t mind answering him.”

Hetook asmdl sip of hisdrink before continuing.

“I’ve been running these games for along time now. And | mean aLONG time. That’ s gotten me kind of
st in my ways. Y ou know, thinking, ‘ It' s dways been good doing it thisway before, so why change?
Thetroubleis, the world moves on. Maybe the old way isn't asgood asit could be. Maybe it needs new
blood like Jerome or Griffen here with new ideas to bring some changesin. Just as an example, you
know | don’'t like TexasHold’Em, but it’sdl the rage now. They got tournaments and television shows
on it now, not to mention books and magazines. Maybeit' stimeto giveit atry.”

“So why bring thiskid in?” Goodman said, jerking athumb at Griffen. “I mean, he'sahell of apoker
player, but Jerome' s been around these games for along time. Why bring in some outsider?’

“Asamatter of fact, Mr. Goodman,” Jerome said from the sofa where he was watching televison with
the sound turned off, 1 was the one who recommended Griffen. I’ ve been playing cards with him for
years and have gotten to know him pretty well. I think he can help our network inways| can’'t.”

“Like how?" Goodman pressed. “By bringing in Texas Hold'Em? | don't happen to like that game
mysdlf. If | wanted to play TexasHold’Em, I’d go to the casino.”

“For therecord, gir, | don't carefor it ether,” Griffen said. “If wewere going to try it, my first thought
would be not to bring it into these games, but to set up some separate gameson atrid basis.”

“So what other kind of changes are you thinking of 7" the businessman said, spesking directly to Griffen
for thefirg time.

“Frankly, gr, | don’t know,” Griffen said eadily. “ Asyou pointed out, I'm still very new to this setup. I've
got alot to learn and consider before I d even start to think about changing anything.”

“Onething you might beinterested in,” Jerome said. “ Griffen’ s only been with usfor afew weeks.
Mostly, I’ ve been introducing him around and showing him how we do things. In that time, we' ve had no
fewer than eight independent games contact us and ask to join our network. That’s more than we had
joininthelast year. What's more, the ones |’ ve talked to make it clear that they’ re doing it because they
want to work with Griffen. | think that says something.”

“There. You see, Goodman?’ the palitician said. “Mose knowswhat he' sdoing. Hell, if they were sdling
stock, I'd buy some.”

Mose caught Griffen’s eye and winked.



Twenty-two

Griffen had wholeheartedly adopted the nocturna schedule of a Quarter rat, but Vaerie lacked her
brother’ stastes and habits. More and more she found herself embracing the Quarter by day.

At firg, it had been morning jogs on the Moonwalk to keep her active and in shape. She was used to an
active lifestyle, and it felt good to get her heart rate up and pounding with some ssimple aerobic exercise.
Of course, night or day, there were aways temptations to be found.

Naturaly, after such hedthy and worthwhile endeavors, she deserved a hedlthy bit of indulgence. As
often as not, she ended up breskfasting at the Café Du Monde. The inexpensive and ddlicious beignets,
buried under their mountains of powdered sugar, sent arush through her at least as enjoyable asthe
endorphins her run produced.

She sat as she dways did, right beside the rails marking the boundaries of the open-air café. Though it
meant occasionally being hassed by tourists and panhandlers, it provided her asplendid view of Jackson
Square. Already, as alazy Sunday morning flowed over the Quarter, the Square wasfull of life. Asshe
spped her hot chocolate, another indulgence more satisfying then the strong coffee preferred by most of
the caf€ sregulars, sheleaned back in her chair and watched as the street entertainers plied their artsfor
the scattered groups of ever-present tourists.

Artists hung their canvases on theiron railing of the Square, or set up mobile easelsto do quick sketch
portraits and caricatures. Vaerie knew that on the opposite side of the Square, psychics would have set
up small tablesto read pams and cards and bones. Performance artists, from men painted as silver
robotsto jugglersto living statues who never moved, stood in front of hats or boxes or buckets that held
the smatterings of bills and coins from appreciative passersby. The snappy patter of astreet musician
blended into the soft strains of an accordion accompanied by ayoung girl’ svoice singing in French, and
somewherein the mix alondy guitar repesated the same bluesriff over and over.

Though she hadn’t quite fallen in love with New Orleans as her brother had, she had succumbed to many
of the locd habits. People watching, for example. She found it fascinating the types of people attracted to
the area, day or night, and spent just as much attention on the endlesdy changing stream of tourists as she
did the more stable performers. Whether it be families weighed down by too many children far too young
to enjoy the Quarter at night, or well-dressed professionas on abreak from their various conferences, or
even the expensvely but dovenly decked out retirees just off the cruise ships, each brought their own
style, and their own amusement. And that was without the eclectic mix of locals who sauntered acrossthe
Square or down Decatur Street. They nodded to and tipped the performers just as often asthe tourists,
and knew just how lucky they wereto get such adisplay of humanity anytime they should chooseto
indulge.

After she had finished with her breakfast, she decided to take aleisurely stroll down Decatur Street.
Unlikethetight, channd-like fed of Bourbon, Decatur was split into two lanes to accommodate greater
vehicletraffic. Both sdeswere lined with shops and restaurants, with bars being less common and the
Bourbon Street—style strip club nonexistent. Vaerie found hours could pass just window shopping the
countless shops, which ranged from the tacky T-shirt shopsto upscale clothing and jewe ry merchants.
She usudly found many things she wanted, though limited hersdlf to arare purchase. Shopping wasa
spectator sport for her.

On theway back, she decide to browse through the many galeries on Royd Street. Again, shops ranged
wildly, and not just between paintings and sculptures. There was a cluttered hole-in-the-wall poster
gdlery afew doors down from ahigh-class place that seemed to have nothing but Dr. Seuss art. Vaerie
didn’'t even pause while walking past the famous “blue dog” galery. There were some things about New



Orleansthat she just never would understand.

Of course, above every shop and tucked away in every crevice were houses and agpartments for the
many living in the Quarter. Vderie stopped, amused, watching aman struggle to pull a couch through a
doorway that seemed much too smal. What' s worse, the couch was white, and the man working aone
kept scraping it againgt the dightly grimy door frame or the ground. Vaerie shook her head and smiled,
then silently crept up and took the other end of the couch. When he hauled, she lifted, and the couch

passed through like magic.
“Hey, thanks! Whoa.”

The man had looked up, and caught sight of hisassstant. His jaw hung open just dightly, and Vderie
fought the urge to reach up and push it closed. Instead she replied, with just abit of teasing in her voice.

“Now isn't thetimeto ‘whoa,’” you've il got to get it to your apartment door.”
“And upgtairs. Threefloors” he said with asigh.

Like most gpartments, there was actually a bit of awalk from the street door to the separate entrances.
And the buildings were renowned for spird staircases of dubious stability. Vaerie smiled and cocked her
head.

“Wadll, going to ask for hep?’

“Héll, no. I’m going to ask you up to my placefor adrink,” he said.

“At two in the afternoon”?’

“Hey, it’' sthe Quarter. But, oh, woe is me, there seemsto be anasty old couch in your way.”

“Hal Now you are back to the woe again. Well, | suppose I’ m far too stubborn to let a couch stand
between me and afreedrink.”

“Gredt.”

The man jumped onto the couch, lying back and grinning up &t her.

“Third floor, second door on the left please,” he said, and pretended to close his eyes and go to deep.
Despite the narrow aleyway, Vaderie managed to turn the couch enough to dump him on the ground.
“The operative word was ' help,’” she said.

“It wasworth atry.” The man laughed. “By the way, the name sKid Blue. | play guitar on Bourbon
Street.”

“You'reasdreet entertainer?’ Vaerie said, shaking the offered hand.

“Pul-eeese” Kid Blue said, drawing himsalf up haughtily. “1 play in one of the clubs. I'm with aband.
Andyou?’

“Oh. My name' sVderie. Vaerie McCandles,” she responded.
“I meant what do you do?’ the man said. “What pays your bills?’

“Nothing,” Vaerie said Softly.



Until just now when she vocalized it, she hadn’t reglized how discontented she was with that Situation.

Twenty-three

Griffen had anew resolve as he sauntered down the Moonwa k. He had been sitting around bars and
card gamestoo long. It wastime for him to get back in shape. Well, get into shape, as he had never been
that ahleticaly indined.

Vderie had aways been the fitness freak of the family and, since moving to New Orleans, had taken to
getting up morningsto jog dong the Moonwalk before the midday heat set in. The other day, however,
she had mentioned that she had discovered that someone was teaching afencing classupstairsat Yo
Mama s Bar and Grill on various weekdays. Since the upstairs was only open to the public Thursday
through Saturday nights, the owner was letting them use the space for free.

That done had caught Griffen’ s attention, as he had done abit of fencing with aloca club while he was at
school. He had awry picturein hismind of him and the George, or at least him versus aknight in full
armor, going sword to sword. Of course, nothing like that would happen in red life, even asodd as his
“red” lifewas.

What redlly piqued hisinterest, though, was when she mentioned the teacher’ s name was Maestro.
Griffen was pretty sureit was the same guy that Bone had introduced him to the night he first met Fox
Lisa After dl, how many peoplein the Quarter could there be that went by the name of Maestro.

Joining his class would accomplish two things. First, it would give Griffen some much needed exercise,
and second, it would give him achanceto learn alittle more about Maestro.

Of course, he would haveto get in shapefirg. (Guys getting in shape before joining an exercise classwas
not unlike the thing women do when they clean up before the maid comes.) Maybe abit of power
walking and light jogging to increase his saminaand lung capecity.

That was enough to set him up for today’ s errand. ..a shopping trip through the Riverwalk, the small
shopping center dong theriver just outsde the Quarter. After dl, if hewas going to start exercising, he
would need some athletic shoes...and maybe awarm-up outfit or two.

It waslate morning, earlier than he usualy was out and about, but late enough for thereto be afair
amount of activity aong the Moonwalk. The street musicians were out in force, working the inevitable
crowds of touristswho were getting an early start on their day’ sitinerary. The breeze off the river was
doing anice job of holding the ovenlike heet of midday at bay, and alight, high cloud cover kept the sun
from being blinding. All indl, abeautiful day, and Griffen enjoyed the relaxed ambiance as he made his
leisurely way dong.

Hisreverie was interrupted when his cell phonerang. The cdler ID showed an unknown cdler, but that
wasn't unusud. Since passing his phone number to Gris-gris, he had gotten severd callsfrom strangers,
often setting meetings to ask about joining some satdllite card game to his network.

Flipping the phone open, he held it to his ear while casudly looking around.
“Griffen,” hesaid into therecaiver.

“Mr. McCandles,” amalevoicesad. “I think it' stimewetalked. I’d liketo clear the air between us”



“Andyou are...”
“Thisis Jason Stoner. | believe you' ve heard of me.”

It took amoment for the name to register. Stoner. The man with Homeland Security that was supposed
to be hunting for Griffen.

“Sotak,” Griffen said. *'Y ou have my undivided attention.”
“I was thinking more of aface-to-face st-down,” Stoner said.

Griffen thought for amoment. Hereally didn’t want to be done with this man. Still, his curiogity was
piqued.

“That might take awhileto arrange,” he said. “If you don't mind, I’ d prefer to meet somewherein
public.”

“My thoughts precisdy,” Stoner said. “How about that bench just ahead of you...say, in two minutes?’

Startled, Griffen looked around, trying to seein dl directions at once. There didn’'t seem to be anyonein
the crowd paying particular attention to him, but it was obvious he was being watched.

“How will I know you?" he said, gtdling for time.
There was no answer. Glancing at his phone, Griffen realized Stoner had broken the connection.

Replacing the cdll phone on his hip, he stared at the indicated bench, looked around again, then dowly
walked over to it and opted to stand rather than sit.

Pedestrians continued to stream by in groups of two to six, with an occasiona jogger mixed in for variety.
Nothing there that seemed particularly threatening or ominous.

There were people leaning on the railing watching the river traffic, acouple of tired looking women
herding agroup of shrieking children from aday-care center, and atrio of sailorsin uniform taking
pictures of each other, but no one seemed to be paying any attention to Griffen.

Then aman sat down on the bench. There was nothing noteworthy about him. He was dressed tourist
casud, opting for the polo shirt and light dacks rather than a T-shirt and shorts, and even had asmall
shopping bag that he carried in one hand. Griffen wouldn’'t have looked a him twice if he wasn't
expecting to meet someone. Still, there was something about him...

Suddenly, Griffen redized what was wrong. The man was Sitting absolutely motionless.

If one watched closely, most people were constantly in motion. ..even when supposedly at rest. They
would fidget and look around, or shift their pogition dightly, or fiddle with their clothes, but they were
aways moving. To acard player, these were “tdlls’ about a person’ s thoughts or mood, to be noted and
Sudied.

Thisman just sat, muscles relaxed, eyes unfocused.
Steding himself mentdly, Griffen also took aseat on the bench.

“| assure you, Mr. McCandles, your misgivings are unwarranted,” the man said. “1 mean you no harm.
That’ swhy | wanted to have this conversation.”



“Mr. Stoner?” Griffen said.
The man turned hishead and looked a Griffen directly.

“That iscorrect,” hesaid. “It has come to my attention that you are laboring under certain misconceptions
regarding our relationship.”

“I wasn't aware that we had arelationship,” Griffen said. The stilted, forma speech patterns Stoner used
were contagious. “| have, however, heard that you might be looking for me. Something about dragons.”

Stoner amiled dightly, then his mouth returned to its normal, neutral position.

“ Something about dragons,” he said. “1 suppose that’ s one way of putting it. What have you heard,
exactly?’

Griffen took a deep bresath.

“Wadll, gr, I've heard that you are one of, if not the, most powerful dragons operating on this continent.
I’ve dso been told that, now that I’m coming into my secondary powers, | could be seen asan dly or a
threat. Specifically, they say that you' Il ether try to recruit meor kill me. Since I’ m brand-new at this
dragon thing, hearing something like that tends to make me nervous.”

“Undergtandable,” Stoner said, giving the smdlest of nods. “Wéll, Griffen—May | cal you Griffen?—I'm
here to give you my personal assurancethat | currently have no plansto pursue either of those options.”

Griffen congdered that for afew moments.

“Forgive me, sir, but could you elaborate on that? | can't help but notice the careful use of theword
‘currently’ in what you're saying.”

“Very well,” Stoner said. “My main focusison internationd events...thingsthat could create athrest to
thiscountry. If my information is correct, your current activity centers around running asmall, local
gaming operation. That isof no interest to me at al. Also, asyou mention, you are still extremely new
to...asyou put it...the dragon game, | can see no point in recruiting you until you have developed
considerably beyond where you are now...say, in twenty or thirty years. That isthe Stuation as| seeit
currently. Should either of those conditions change, if you increase the scope of your operation or if your
devel opment takes a sudden surge forward, | would have to reconsider my position. If not, | seeno
reason for usto have any dealings with each other. Isthat clear?’

“Crygd,” Griffen sad.
“Wdl then,” Stoner said, Sarting torise, “if there’ snothing elseto discuss...”

“Um...snceyou're here, gr,” Griffen said hagtily, “might | ask you afew questions? | mean, I’'m new to
al thisand it would be abig hdp.”

Stoner glanced at hiswatch, then sat down again.
“Very well,” he said. “What do you want to know?’

“Wdl, firg of dl,” Griffen said, “if you weren't looking for me, how did you find me?1 find it hard to
believe you just happened to be here.”

“Therewas an inquiry submitted to our officesby thelocal police,” Stoner said. “ They wanted to know if
Homeland Security in generd or | specificaly had any interest in you and if so, why. That gavemea



pretty good idea of where you were. Once | had that, it was easy, with my resources, to find out what
you were doing and what your habits were.”

Griffen wastoo good apoker player to let anything show on hisface, but inwardly he cursed himself. His
clever plan to use Harrison to run an official check for him had backfired. If Stoner had really been
hunting for him, that could have been disastrous. Asit was...

“ S0, you' ve been having me watched?’ he said carefully.
Stoner amiled dightly.

“Don’'t misunderstand me, Griffen,” he said. “ Just because | mean you no harm does not mean I’ m totally
disnterested. A dragon istill adragon.”

“Doesthat mean you' re going to continue having me watched?’

“I'll be keeping casua surveillance onyou,” Stoner said. “Again, more curiogity than anything ese. Inmy
postion, it' srelatively easy to add afew more namesto thelist of those we' re keegping tabs on.”

“What about before,” Griffen said.

“Excuse me?’

“Was my name on the list before | reached New Orleans?’
Stoner sighed.

“If you're referring to that incident on the expressway, that was regrettable. The attack, such asit was,
was spontaneous. Certainly not ordered by me or anyone reporting to me. Y our movements wereto be
noted and reported. Nothing more. Be assured that the officer who |leaked the information to some of his
friends has been dedt with severdly.”

Something in the tone of Stoner’ s voice reminded Griffen that thiswas not aman to be taken lightly...as
if he needed reminding.

It aso made him reconsider exactly what Stoner’ s concept of *not having dealings with each other” might
consg of.

“One more question, Mr. Stoner,” he said. “ Are you aware of a person known as George?’

“The George?” Stoner said, cocking his head to one side. “ That old myth? 1’ ve heard of him, but never
felt the need to run down the truth of the matter or look into hiring him. | have my own organization with a
carefully audited budget. It more than sufficesfor my needs. Why do you ask?’

“Just something | heard,” Griffen said negligently. “No one down here seemsto know much about him. |
thought maybe with your resources you might have more informeation.”

“Nothing I’d consider reliable,” Stoner said, getting to hisfeet. “If you're sSincerely trying to keep alow
profile, Griffen, I’d recommend you leave that subject aone. Asking too many questions could draw
unwanted atention.”

Griffen was having a Peanut Butter Burger a Y o Mama swhen Harrison did into his booth.



“Hey, Griffen,” hesaid. “Y ou owe meacup of coffee”

His poker reflexes cameto hisrescue, and instead of showing histrue fedings, Griffen managed to keep
agdraight face.

“Redly?’ hesad, raisng hiseyebrowsdightly. “How s0?’

“I got good newsfor you,” the detective said. “ One of the computer whizzes down at the department ran
acheck for me on that rumor you asked me about. Near as he can tell, Homeland Security doesn’t have
aflippin’ cluewho you are. No interest inyou at al. That piece of information will cost you a cup of
coffee, sncethat’ swhat | gave him for thefavor.”

Griffen amiled.
“AsJohn Arbucklewould say...” hesaid.
“Excuse me?’ Harrison frowned.

“It'sfrom an old television coffee ad,” Griffen explained. “The whole quoteis‘ As John Arbuckle would
say, you getswhat you pay for.””

The detective frowned some more, then shook his head.
“| don't getit.”

“They were pushing an expensive blend of coffee” Griffen said. “ Their point was that you can get
cheaper coffee, but it will be just that. ..cheaper coffee.”

“Whichmeans...”

“I'll buy you your cup of coffee,” Griffen said, “but we re both being overcharged for that information.”
“Y ou' re saying there' s something wrong with what | wastold?’ Harrison said.

“Let’sjust say | have additional information and let it go at that,” Griffen said with ashrug.

“Let’snot,” the detective growled. “What have you got and where did you get it?’

“Youfirgt,” Griffen said. “How do you suppose your computer whiz went about checking the rumor
out?’

“Do | look like acomputer geek?’ Harrison said. “If | knew how to do that stuff, | wouldn't have had to
ask someone elseto check it out for me. | guess he checked some database or other online. How should
| know?’

“Uh-huh,” Griffen said. “Wadll, | think my sourceisalittle more accurate than that.”

“And just what would that source be, Mr. Been-in-Town-Less-Than-Two-Months?’

“I spoke directly with Stoner,” Griffen said levely. *'Y ou know, the guy with Homeland Security?”
Harrison sat back in his seat and cocked his head.

“I don't getit,” hesaid at last. “If you knew thisguy Stoner well enough to pick up the phone and call
him, what did you need mefor?’



“I didn't say that | knew him,” Griffen said. “And | didn’'t cal him on the phone.”

The detective frowned and blinked.

“| talked to him face-to-face, after he stopped me on the Moonwalk and introduced himself.”
“The Moonwak?’" Harrison said. “He was here? In New Orleans?”’

“That'sright,” Griffen said. “Oh, and you'll like this part. When | asked him how hefound me, he said
that someone from the NOPD had sent an inquiry about meto his offices. Said it made it easy for himto
know whereto look.”

Harrison' sfacefel asthefull impact of the information registered.

“Shit, I’'m sorry, Griffen. Never occurred to me my computer man would be so blatant. | should have
warned him to be more careful.”

Griffen shrugged with acardlessnesshedidn't fed!.

“What'sdoneisdone,” hesaid. “What' sinteresting isthat Stoner said the same thing your man did. ..that
he wasn't interested in me and there was nothing to worry about.”

The detective s eyes narrowed.
“He camedl theway to New Orleansto tell you that persondly?’

“Not only that,” Griffen said, “he had my cedll phone number and knew enough to catch me on the
Moonwalk at eleven o' clock inthe morning. Do | need to tell you that’ s not my normal prowl pettern?’

“The bastard was having you watched before he approached you,” Harrison said flatly. “Hehad a
surveillance operation in my city and didn’t even have the courtesy to et usin onit...even after we
asked.”

“Not ‘had,” Harrison. ‘Has.” Hetold meflat out that they were going to be keeping tabs on me ‘just out
of curiogity.” lsn't that cute?”’

“*Cute’ doesn't Start to cover it,” the detective said, diding out of the booth. “ Keep your coffee, Griffen.
If anything, | figure | owe you acouplefor fingering you. In the meantime, we' |l just see what we can do
about this‘casud’ survelllance team the Feds are running on my turf.”

Twenty-four

It was abeautiful evening asthey emerged from Irene' s. Griffen had resisted coming out, as he was il
uneasy about the idea of Stoner’s men shadowing him, but the others had insisted and, in afterthought, he
had to admit that it had been one of the most pleasant eveningsin hismemories.

Irene swas asmall neighborhood restaurant frequented mostly by locas and afew touristswilling to
wander off the beaten track, and it had afamily-run fed to it. The decor was nothing to brag about, but
the food had been excellent and reasonably priced.

Therewere only four of them, Griffen, Jerome, Vderie, and Fox Lisa, but the conversation had been
easy and as enjoyable as the food. Griffen had been surprised at the range of subjectsthey had touched
on, from books to Broadway thester, to food, to music, to theinevitable gossip of who was doing what



to who in the Quarter. By now he was used to Jerome and Fox Lisaholding their own on an amazing
number of topics, but Vaerie had surprised him by her knowledge and depth of perception. He redized
now how seldom he had actually sat down and talked with hisown sister.

They lingered over coffee and dessert of bananas Foster, aflaming ice cream concoction that he had
never heard of before but had just become one of hisfavorites. He wasinformed that it had been
invented right here in the Quarter a Brennan's. Their waiter, overhearing their discussion, commented,
“That’ sright. They invented it at Brennan's, and we perfected it here.” That earned him around of
gpplause from the diners and an extralargetip.

A rare cold front had come through while they were dining, and, while it was ftill warm by Griffen's
standards, they walked out of the restaurant into alight fog that thickened dowly asthey made their way
down Chartres Street to Jackson Square. Despite the hour and the chilly damp, the Jackson Square
Sreet entertainerswere till working. A hammer dulcimer player was working asmal audience, flanked
by severd tables with tarot readers.

“That reminds me, Big Brother,” Vderie said, glancing a the reeders, “did you ever find out anything
about that tarot card that got dipped under your door back in Detroit?’

Involuntarily, Griffen and Jerome glanced a each other.
“Nothing definite” Griffen said with forced casuaness. “I'm till looking into it.”

Vaerie had caught the glance between Griffen and Jerome, and cocked a suspicious eyebrow at her
brother. Warnings about female dragons aside, Griffen gtill agreed with Jerome sand Mose' searlier
advice. Sometimesignorance was bliss. It certainly would keep Vaderie from rushing toward danger.

“I dill can't believe how good thefood was at Irene's,” Griffen said, trying desperately to change the
subject. “A little place like that.”

“You' ve got to get out more, Grifter,” Jerometold him, picking up on the cue. “I shouldn’t have told you
about phoning out for food. Y ou’ ve been living on ho-hum junk food just like you used to up in Ann
Arbor. New Orleansisaprime dining town. I1t'samost impossible to get abad med unlessyou' re stupid
enough to eat aLucky Dog. Places that don’t have good food and big helpings don’t last long down
here”

A figure emerged from the fog, shuffling toward them. The reminder of the George ill freshin hismind,
Griffen eyed it suspicioudy for amoment, then recognized it. It was one of the street people who seemed
to exist by begging money from tourists. The hair was so short and the face so wrinkled that, with its
body wrapped in a shapeless jacket, for awhile he had been unableto tell if it was aman or awoman.
He had aways brushed off advances in the past and got ready to do it again.

“Isthat you, Mr. Jerome?’ the figure said. “Praise Jesus. | was hopin’ to see you tonight.”
“How you doing, Babe,” Jerome said, coming to astop. “Y ou liking this cold weather we' ve got now?’

“Oh, | loveit,” the beggar said. “Mr. Jerome, can you help me out alittle? | just need another
seventy-five centsto get into the shelter tonight.”

Her voicetook on adight whine, and she glanced around as she spoke. The police did not take kindly to
beggars who bothered tourists in the Quarter.

“Sure, Babe,” Jerome said, passing her abill. Griffen caught sight of the corner of thebill, and it wasa
five. “But you watch out for yourself now. Hear? There are folks out that will take that away fromyou if



you give’em haf achance”

“Praise Jesus. Thank you, Mr. Jerome,” the lady said, backing away with asmile. “Y ou have anice night
now. You and dl your friendsthere.”

Thefog swallowed her up as though she had never been there.

“Why do you do that, Jerome?’ Griffen said.

“Dowhat?’

“Give money to the street people,” Griffen clarified. “1’ve seen you do it adozen times.”
Jeromewas slent for afew moments.

“Have you ever been hungry asingle day of your life, Grifter?’ he said findly, in asoft voice.
Griffen hadn’t, but fought off the moment of guilt.

“That isn't the point,” he said firmly, dmost as much to himself asto Jerome. “1 mean, I’ ve dways known
you as asavvy guy. Somebody would have to be pretty sharp to put one over on you, and I’ d be willing
to bet they never caught you with the same scam twice.”

Jeromeflashed agmile.
“I liketo think that’ strue.”

“So how come you' re willing to give avay good money just because someone walks up to you on the
street and just asksfor it?’ Griffen pressed. “1 mean, | don’t want to sound like a hard case, but
somebody down here told me that begging down hereisareal racket. That some of these supposed
beggars pull down agood buck from sympathetic tourists. | hear some of them have their own cars that
they drive down to the Quarter and park on side Streets before putting on their homeless act. Aren't
there dl sorts of government programsto help the homeless that our taxes are paying for? Why should
we reach into our pockets again to pay for their booze or drug habits?’

“Niceto know you don’'t want to sound like ahard case, Big Brother,” Vaerie said sarcagticaly.

“Hey. That'swhy I’'m asking,” Griffen protested. “I know Jerome, and | know he usually has areason
for whatever he does. When | see him do something that doesn’t seem to make sense, | ask him. That's
one of theways| learn things. Okay?’

They al waked aong in sllence for awhile, and Griffen wondered not only if Jerome was going to ignore
the question, but if he had inadvertently put adamper on the mood of the whole evening.

“I'll tell you, Grifter,” Jerome said at last. “One of the legends...storiesthey tdll in voodoo is how
sometimes one of the gods. ..Changul, | think.. .takes on the form of abeggar and walks among normal
peopleto test their charity. It' saway of seeing whether people redlly fed compassion, or if they just pay
lip serviceto it because the doctrine demandsit.”

Griffen didn’t know what he had expected as an answer, but this one caught him by surprise.

“Cometothink of it,” hesaid, “1 think there’s something Smilar in Norse mythology. | think it's Odin
who issupposed to disguise himsdf asa...”

He cameto an abrupt halt.



“Wait aminute, Jerome. Are you saying that you believe in voodoo? That you' re apractitioner?’
“Why?’ Jerome said, raising an eyebrow. “Would that be a problem?’

“Wadll...no...l don't know,” Griffen managed. “| guess| never gaveit much thought. We ve never talked
much about religion. | guess| just never thought of you as areligious person.”

“I"d haveto say you' re pretty much right on that one,” Jerome said. “ Just keep in mind the difference
between religion and spiritudity.”

Griffen shook his head.

“I’'m afraid you' re going to haveto clarify that one abit, Jerome,” he said. “I’m not sure I’m clear onthe
difference”

“That' stwo of us” Vderie chimedin. “What are we talking about here?’
Jerome turned his head.
“Y ou want to take ashot at this, Foxy Lady?’ he said. “I’ ve never been too good at explaining things.”

“Thereare alot of very spiritua people around who are turned off by organized religions,” Lisasaid.
“They may be in tune with the world and believe deep down in ahigher power or plan, but they are
repelled by the ritudization that’ s superimposed by so-called rdigions, particularly when the priesthood
usesit to dabblein politics or for monetary gain.”

“1 think it was John D. MacDondd in one of his TravisMcGee noves,” Jeromesad. “Init, theman
character describes hisview of organized religion as being marched in formation to look at a sunset.”

“That' sright,” Fox Lisasaid. “For some, religion isgoing to church once aweek and paying five dollars
while paying lip service to thingsthey don't redlly believein. For others...and | think both Jerome and |
fdl into this category. . .there are certain teachings that, while they may fall under the heading of rdigion,
provide acode or away of life. It'snot amatter of ‘practicing’ ardigion, it’sliving it day in and day out.”

“If you open yoursdlf uptoit,” Jerome said, “you'll fed it. Y ou know how, as each new religion gained
domination, they would build their new temples on top of the places used by the old religions? That's
because there are certain focal points of energy in the world, and those who are sensitive can sense them.
New Orleansin generd, and the French Quarter specifically, is one of those kind of places. It practically
vibrateswith energy, and different people react to it differently. That’ swhy it's aways been agathering
point for creative people who express themselveswith art or music...or theater. It's also why we have so
many people who are strongly religious or spiritud...or both.”

“Isthat why everything down hereisdivided into parishesinstead of digtricts?’ Vderiesaid. “1 wondered
about that.”

“That'spart of it,” Jerome said, “but that’ s only been because Chrigtianity or Catholicism has been the
dominant religion herefor along time. Another thing you can look at isMardi Gras. Around the country,
people think of Mardi Gras asthe world' s biggest open party that runs for weeks with everyone getting
drunk and flashing for beads. They miss completdly that it sacarnival and celebration for the start of
Lent. | will guarantee you that on Ash Wednesday, most of the locals you' ve seen partying and working
triples manning the bars and restaurants will be crowded into that cathedral right there and several dozen
other churches around town for Mass.”

Griffen shook hishead again.



“I don’'t know, Jerome,” he said. “Like | said, we ve never redlly talked about any of this before. Y ou've
given mealot to think about. | dwaysfigured that if | ignored religion, it would ignore me. 't there
something in voodoo that saysif you don't believeinit, it can't affect you?’

Jerome laughed.

“Actudly, what they say isthat if you don't believeinit, you can’t summon the powers even with rituas
or charms. Then again there are otherswho will tell you that just because you don’t believe in the gods
doesn’'t mean the gods don’'t believe in you. | told you thisisafoca point. Well, thingsthat can't be
explained by science have away of reaching out and tapping you on the shoulder down here. Wait until
thefirg timeyou runinto aghog.”

Griffen and Vaerielooked at each other, then looked at Jerome.
“Com’on, Jerome,” Griffen said. “ Ghosts? Like white sheets and chains?’

“Morelike disembodied spirits,” Jerome said. “We ve got alot of them down here. Especidly inthe
Quarter. Haven't you seen those Haunted History Tours that are out on the street every night?’

“Of course” Griffen said. “They’re hard to miss. But | dways thought it was pure tourist hokum. Do you
redly believein ghosts?’

“Look at it thisway, Grifter,” Jerome said. “ Every religion throughout timein al parts of theworld have
different buria customs. Onething they al have in common, though, isthe basic purpose of theritual.
That isto lay the spirit to rest. Asinif you don't lay the spirit to rest, it will potentidly hang around and
causeyou grief. That' salot of people believing essentialy the same thing that can’t be explained by
science. To me, that goesway beyond superstition. Think about it.”

Griffen did. For along time after the evening was over.

Twenty-five

Griffen spotted Jerome' s Jeep Cherokee parked on the street as he walked down Rampart. Without
breaking stride, he strode up to the vehicle as his friend rolled the window down.

“Ishedill inthere?”

“Stll there,” Jerome said. “ Sitting at the back table. Tdl, skinny dude with afedoraon.”

Griffen glanced at the two slent men in the backseeat. They gazed back a him without expression.
“What' swith the extratdent?’ he said. “I thought we agreed | would handle this persona and quiet.”

“Never said | agreed,” Jerome said. “For therecord, | still think thisisabad idea. | brought along alittle
backup in case you' rewrong. The man usudly carries, and he' s probably got some friendsin there.”

“Suit yoursdlf.” Griffen shrugged. “ Just let metry it my way firs.”

Heturned and stared at the bar and grill. Anywhere else, it would be described as seedy and run-down.
Here a the edge of the Quarter, it was about average. Taking a deep breath and blowing it out, he
headed for the door.

The brightness of the afternoon sun outside barely penetrated the dimly lit interior. There were about a
half dozen people, al men, scattered around the room and Stting a the bar. A small television set high on



thewall behind the bar was tuned to ESPN, but no one seemed to be paying it any attention.

While nobody stopped talking or looked around, Griffen was sure that everyone in the bar was aware of
hisentrance. If nothing ese, he was the only white person in the place.

The man he was|ooking for was easy to spot. Sitting aone at aback table reading a newspaper. As
Jerome had said, he was agood six and ahalf feet tal, skeletdly thin, and sported a black fedora. There
was asquat butt of acigar smoldering in an ashtray on the table, long with a half-empty cup of coffee.

The man looked up dead-eyed as Griffen gpproached.

“Little Joe?’ Griffen said, coming to astop, carefully keeping hishandsin view.
Theman took abig drag on hiscigar before answering.

“I know yah, white boy?’

“My nameis Griffen McCandles,” Griffen said. “I run acouple card games around town. Something has
cometo my attention, and | thought it would be agood ideaif wetalked about it. May | Sit down?’

Little Joe shrugged and gestured to the chair across from him. Griffen took the indicated seet, painfully
awarethat it put his back to the door and therest of the room. Keeping his concerns from hisface, he
took adeep breath and began.

“About aweek ago, your little brother, Willie, sat in on one of my games. He had abad night, and
dropped about four hundred dollars.”

“I heard " bout that.” Little Joe nodded.

“It happens” Griffen said. “ Some nights aman wins, some nights heloses. The problemiis, I've been told
that you' ve been talking around, telling people that Willie got taken in a crooked game. | thought I’ d take
the time to meet you face-to-face and ask if it’ strue?’

Little Joe took another drag on the cigar.
“Which?If | been talkin’round, or if the game was crooked?’

“I guessif you' ve been talking around,” Griffen said. “1 dready know the game wasn’t crooked. More
important, if it'strue, I’d like to know what makes you think the game was crooked. Asfar as| can tell,
you've never sat in on one of my games.”

“All I knowsiswhat Willietold me,” Little Joe said.

“Uh-huh.” Griffen grimaced. “ Tell me, Little Joe, I’ ve heard you' re apretty sharp card player yoursdlf.
Have you ever noticed that if someonewins, they' reagreat card player. But if they lose, then the game's
crooked or someone was chesting.”

Little Joeflashed aquick grin.

“Y eah, you right. Had to fight my way out of the room a couple times when the losers thought my luck
wasalil’ too solid.”

“Well, the fact of the matter,” Griffen said, “istha Willieisn't that good a card player. He had no
business being in that game. ..way out of league, betting wild against atable of better players. I'm pretty
sureyou dready knew that. Y ou’ re abetter card player than Willieis.”



“And how do you know that?’

“I try to keep track of who the better playersin town are,” Griffen said. “Besides, it’s obviousjust from
gtting and talking with you. Y ou give away lessin norma conversation than Williedoeswhenhe's
playing cards.”

“Sowhy'dyou let him play?’ Little Joe said.

“| suspected he was aweak player, but | wasn't sure until | actualy saw him play,” Griffen said. “ One of
our regulars brought him in and vouched for him, so therewas't much | could do.”

“So where does that leave us?’ Little Joe said.

“It leaves uswith aproblem,” Griffen said. “I’ d like to convince you that it was an honest game so you' |l
quit saying that | run acrooked operation. Right now, though, it'sjust my word againgt your brother’s.”

Little Joe took another drag on his cigar and leaned back.

“I’ve heard about you, Griffen,” he said. “Lots of folks say that you' re not someone to get on the wrong
sdeof. That you' ve got some serious muscle covering you, and that you handle yourself pretty good al
by your lonesome. What surprisesme, and | been listenin’ redl close, isthat it don't sound like you're
telling meto shut my mouth or it’ Il get shut for me.”

“Asl sad, I'dliketo convinceyou,” Griffen said with asmile. “ Threatening you would only make it ook
likel wastrying to pull acover-up.”

“So, what do you havein mind?’ Little Joe said, genuingly curious. “Somehow, | don't think your planis
tojust give Willie hismoney back.”

“Asamatter of fact, for awhile considered doing exactly that,” Griffen said. “Four hundred just isn't
that much money, and if it could kill abad rumor, it could be worth it.”

“But yah changed your mind?” Little Joe smirked.

“Correct.” Griffen smiled. “ Giving the money back would be as much as admitting that we cheated him
out of it. I'd be out the money and still have it being talked around that | run a crooked operation.
There sadifferent solution I’ ve come up with.”

He patted the side of his jacket.

“I’ve got Willie sfour hundred right here,” he said. “What | proposeisthat you and | play for it. We both
know you' re a better card player than Willie. | figureif | can proveto you that I’ m a better card player
than you are, it will convince you that Willielost the money honestly.”

Little Joe eyed him narrowly.

“Y ou're carrying four hundred dollarsin cash? Alone? In aplace like this? What makes you think | won't
just take it away from you without bothering to play for it?’

“That wouldn't prove much of anything, would it?" Griffen said. “Except maybe that you' re tougher than
| am. If | read you right, you' d rather take it away from mewith cards. Besides, | never said | was
done”

Little Joe' s eyes darted around the room, then he raised an eyebrow.



“Waiting outsde,” Griffen said. “Just in casel read you wrong.”
Little Joe nodded dowly.

“I don't have no four hundred dollarson me,” he said. “If | did, | wouldn't risk it dl inagame againgt a
player | don’'t know.”

“How much do you have?’
“Lil" over ahundred.”

“Fine.” Griffen nodded. “Y ou put up ahundred and Il do the same. If you can take my hundred before |
take your hundred, I’ [l pass you the other three hundred as a bonus.”

Moving dowly, he pulled anew deck of cards out of his pocket and tossed it on the table.

“You seem redl confident *bout this,” Little Joe said, not reaching for the cards. “It occursto meyou're
asking meto risk ahundred of my own dollars using your deck.”

“I don’t think there’ senough light in here to seethe marking if it was arigged deck,” Griffen said drily. “If
it will make you fed better, though, we can seeif the bartender has a deck, or we can wait while you
send someone out to buy anew deck from a place of your choice. It shouldn’t make that much
difference, though. I’m going to ing st that you do dl the dedling. We |l just take turns calling what the
gameis”

Little Joe frowned.

“You ill ssem awfully sure”

“I think I'm abetter card player than you,” Griffen said with ashrug. “Y ou don't give away much, but it's
enough for meto beat you.”

“Then you probably know I'm il thinking it might be a better move for meto just take the money.”
Little Joe smiled.

Severd of the others around the bar turned around meaningfully. Though no one actualy reached for
anything, Griffen could clearly see bulges under coats and shirts. A trained gambler, he knew not to bet
that the bulges were cell phones, not guns. Of course, there was what Little Joe had said about his
reputation to handle himself.

Griffen sighed, then reached over and took Little Joe' s cigar from the ashtray. He blew on the glowing
end until it was red hot, not flame, just stoking the embers. Then keeping eye contact with his opponent,
he dowly ground it out in hisown pam.

“I think you' d be wiser to play cards,” he said.

It took Griffen lessthan an hour to win Little Joe' s hundred.
The two men shook hands when they parted company.
Twenty-six

Itissurprising, for an areathat comes close to worshipping food, just how understocked its average
grocery is. True, the physica confines of the Quarter were prohibitive. A massve chain supermarket
smply would not fit in one of the refurbished old buildings that were the norm. So small groceries and



delis stocked the basics, aswell as an erratic supply of speciaty goods and ingredients. And, like so
many other Quarter businesses, many were open 24/7.

Vderie had finished her morning jog earlier than usua, and found hersaf morein the mood to cook up
something than stop into one of the early morning restaurants. No, she redlized, it was more than that.

The run had done very little to relieve her frustrations. She was worried about Griffen, and what had him
digtracted that he obvioudy wasn't up to telling her. Sitting in a restaurant when she was il restless
would betorture. But beating afew eggsinto submisson? Y eah, that could work.

Unfortunately, that meant she needed to get some eggs. Like so many peoplevisting and living inthe
area, her fridge held very littlein theway of supplies. A few leftovers, some soda and favorite snacks,
and abottle of good wine, because one never knows when it could comein handy.

S0, she stopped at the local A& P, the closest thing to a proper grocery, just afew doors down from Yo
Mama's. As she gpproached, she saw some of the average early morning crowd on the street. A drunk
passed out in adoorway, afew musicians and street performers resting against abuilding and sharing a
cigarette, and afew shopkeepersin the process of hosing down the sidewak and opening up their fronts.
There always seemed to be more people who hadn’t gone to bed yet than there were early risers.

She wasjust about to enter the store when she caught the rank smell of too many cocktails and not
enough bathing. She started to turn abruptly, but before she could finish found ahand paming her rump.
Vaerie giffened, letting out a hiss that was as much rage as shock, and finished her turn.

“Hey, baaaaby.”

The man before her was dressed in filthy jeans and ashirt that seemed more a collection of stainsthan
actud cloth. His maited hair and amost black fingernails would have suggested he was homeless, but his
shoes and watch were both high quality. All thiswas a secondary observation to Vaerie. First wasthe
fact that even facing him he was trying to maintain his baance and his grip on her behind.

Vaerie grabbed the man’ swrist and jerked hard enough to fling him into the wall. He sumbled and
cracked hisface againgt the brick, long scratches embedding in his cheek. Whirling, back to thewall and
braced, he jerked out aknife that even Vaerie knew was substandard. A little pocket knife that probably
couldn’t open an envelope.

“I am not your baby,” she said.
“Bitch, | kill you for that!”
“Baby, no. Bitch. | can do that.”

She reached out asif to grab the knife, and he dashed at her hand. While he was focused solely on the
wegpon, shetook a half step forward, and dammed her other foot into his crotch. He sank to the
ground, eyes shut and groaning. She ripped the knife out of his hand blade first, reversed it, and pressed
it under hisnose. His eyes popped wide again.

Which was, of course, when two police officers stepped out of the A& P with abag of groceries.

“Now, there’ s something you don’'t see every day,” one said, looking at the man on the ground with
Vderie ganding over him with aknife.

“Miss, could you drop the blade! Now!” said the other, one hand resting on the butt of his gun.



Vderiedid as shewastold, and stepped away from him. The man gratefully shut his eyes again and
rolled into aball. The police stepped forward, guns il in holsters but clearly ready to clear the leather.

“Whoa, whoa. Y ou best be holdin’ it.”

The officersand Vaderie glanced to the sde, and one of the Street performers had stood up and was
griding across the Street to join them. Hewas atdl, thin man with very dark skin and very white clothes.
Bleached so well they practicaly shone. The police saw his approach, and actudly relaxed margindly.
One nodded hisway.

“Sim, you see what happened?’ the officer said.

“Suredid. Dude saw Ms. Vaerie herelooking dl finein her workout clothes and then forgot everything
he ever did know about manners. When she reminded him, he thought he would cut her for the trouble.”

The two officerslooked from Slim to the man and woman. Vderie, tal, attractive, and in sweat-stained
but otherwise clean apparel. The other, filthy, dirty, and obvioudy still drunk. They nodded to each other
and rdlaxed morefully.

“Ma am, do you want usto run him in? Thelittle weasel might try to push for assault, but | doubt it.”
Valerie caught Slim’s shake of ahead out of the corner of her eye.

“No, that’sdl right. I got minein,” shesaid.

“That you surdly did.”

The officers shared agrin, and picked up their forgotten groceries. Vaerie and Slim watched them head
around the corner and out of sight.

“Thanks, Ms. Vderie. | knowsthisidiot, and the last thing he needsis more trouble with the po-leece.
We both oweyou,” Slim said.

“Y ou’ re welcome, but how come you seem to know me so well?’
“Ah, wdl, to answer that...”

Slim bent down and picked up the knife, looking over it with an expression of disgust. He shrugged, and
pressed it againgt the downed man’ s bdlly. The drunk gave a pathetic squeak, and tried to curl tighter into
himsdlf.

“Y ou open your eyesright now!” Sim said. “Right now, | say. Good. Y ou think you seen some tourist
babe fresh from the hotel and you’ d have some fun. Right? Well, | gots newsfor you, son. Thishereis
Griffen McCandles sSister you tried pawing.”

Theman’seyes shot wider till as he looked from Sim to Vaerie. Hetried to blubber an gpology, but his
words gtill would not come. Slim nodded and straightened up, and without looking chucked the knife
squarely into the nearest trash can.

“That should take care of things. Good morning to you, Ms. Vaerie.” Sim nodded and sauntered away,
and Vaderie sood watching him go. A mixture of emotions warred through her, holding her in her spot.
By the time he was gone, her eyes had narrowed dangeroudy. She started to leave, turned back, and
kicked the man once morein the ssomach, then scomped off.

The other performers cheered from their perch across the street.



Twenty-seven
Onceinawhile, everyone needs advice,

Vaeriefound hersdlf pacing back and forth in Mose sliving room, which wasn't redlly large enough for
her stride. After about four steps, she had to turn and start back the other way. M ose watched her
progress and leaned back in his chair, seemingly completely relaxed. 1t was agood act, considering her
nervous energy had him practicaly twitching. Being in tight quarters with an agitated femae dragon was
something he had learned from long experience to avoid. He was thinking that he either needed to calm
her down or jump out the window and seek cover.

“What am | doing here?’ Vaeriesad.

“Waell, not to put too fine apoint on it, but | was about to ask the samething,” Mose said.
Shewaved off his comment with an impatient gesture.

“Oh, | didn’'t mean here, Mose. | meant here!”

“Thank you for clearing that up.”

Vderiedrew her slf up sharply, but saw histwinkling eyes and the laughter lineson hisface start to
deepen. With an exasperated sigh shefolded hersdf into achair. Sitting stiff backed and wiretight, she
seemed to tower over Mose' s relaxed form. Her expression, however, had relaxed margindly, and she
clagped her handsin her 1ap to keep them from fidgeting.

“I'm not making much senseam 17’
“Wel now, | wouldn’t go that far. Let metake aguess.”

Mose steepled hisfingers and looked over Vaerie closaly. She didn't realize some of the changesthat
showed in her. Her strength and natural confidence had grown, as had her pride. Though she hadn’t
changed dress habits as drasticdly as her brother, what she wore began to cling to her differently as she
began to hold hersdf differently. More noticeably, though, she had anew light burning in her eye, that
even with Mose' s long experience he couldn’t quite place.

He looked over her long enough, that she felt like getting up and pacing again. Findly he opened his
hands wide and spoke.

“Y ou meant here asin New Orleans. Big Brother Dragon has been changing and growing and coming
into hisown, and you' re wondering where yoursis. Fedling restless.”

“More like usdless. | came down hereto protect Grifter, even if hethinksit was hisideato protect me.”
“And you've been doing afinejob at it by my reckoning.”

In aflash she was up on her feet again and Mose fought a reaction to wince. Shetried to pace, gave up
on it, and contented hersdlf to lean againgt the back of the chair. Her hands gripped it so hard it creaked,
but she didn’t seem to notice.

“Finel How do you figurefine! | haven’'t done asingle thing, and he'sgot his other protectors now.”
Mose braced himsdlf, but it was a necessary risk. Instead of another outburst, Vaerie looked shocked,



and with the shock came serious consderation. She sSighed and leaned more against the chair, folding her
elbows under her to brace herself.

“Oh, hell, | can't be. It'sgood that he' s got things working so wdll. It'sonly; | don’'t seemto havea
placeinit right now. Grifter doesn't even redlize that we are seeing each other less and |ess each week,
and he doesn’t even think to ask what I’ ve been up to in between.”

“Which brings up a damn fine question. What have you been up to? More to the point, what got you so
agitated that you found yourself at my door?’

“Areyou blushing?
“No! Of course not.”

She turned away from him, and as a gentleman, M ose discreetly looked out the window. After severa
moments passed, she spoke again. Thistime her voice was softer than he had ever heard from her, and
morethan alittlelost.

“Let’sjust say I’'m not used to being saved in my brother’ s name. It should be the other way around.”
“Ah. Now you are being adlly little girl.”
“WHAT!?

Now sheredly did tower over Mose, seeming to have swelled severd inches. Her dready well-defined
muscles strained in tension, and Mose had to quell hisimagination. For just an ingtant, it had felt much
warmer in theroom. Asif ablast of heat had come out of her mouth with the exclamation.

“I'msorry, did | say ‘little girl’? That was wrong of me.”
Mose watched carefully as she seemed to deflate, and carefully kept histone mild and bland.

“No, it'susudly the boysthat have such easily bruised egos. The insecure, overly macho ones at that.
Surely you don't have anything in common with that sort; do you, dear?’

“Okay, no need to rub it in. Make your point.”

“Hirgt, 9t down. And try to relax abit. Y ou' re impressive enough without having to try and intimidate an
oldman.”

“I wasn't trying—"
“Sitl”

Vderiefound hersdf gtting without redlizing it, and looking deep into Mose seyes. They flashedina
manner she hadn’t seen before, and hisrelaxed pose was gone. Now he was straight and tall, and
seemed filled with strength that normaly lay quiet and dormant in him. He made sure he had her attention,
then leaned back again, not quite going as relaxed as before.

“Now it'smy turn to talk and yoursto listen. Okay?’

Hewaited for her to nod and gave one in return. As he spoke, he ticked points off on hisfingers.



“Firg of dl, you don’'t know what amark you have made here. And not just because you are Griffen's
sdter. | bet thereisn’t adoorman, shill, or bartender who doesn’t nod to you when you walk by. And
consdering from what I’ ve heard you haven't been spending most of your timein their establishments.
But you are known just the same.”

“What do you mean you' ve heard?’

“And that’ s the second thing. If you haven’t figured out by now that everyone talks about everybody in
thistown, you aren’'t as smart as| know you are. Big Brother doesn’t ask after you? That' s because if
anything goeswrong, you can bet he would hear about it in twenty minutesflat. Good news takes longer,
and gets a bit more respect privacy wise, but that filtersin, too.”

Mose held up afinger as she began to interrupt again. She shut her mouth sharply.

“Third, none of that matters. If you think you aren’t keeping Griffen safe, you' re underrating yoursdlf.
And | don't just mean likewith Gris-gris.”

He sighed and shook his head, then stood and walked over to asmal bureau. After afew clinking
sounds, he walked back over to Vaerie and handed her aglassfilled with rich brandy. He sat again,
cradling hisown glassand took along sip.

“In some ways, you' ve got it alot harder than he does, Vaerie. Y ou' ve got atighter linetowalk. You
wonder what you are doing in New Orleans, and how that helps your brother. Well, I ll tell you, you are
keeping him safe, by being safe yoursdlf. Wouldn't be the first damn time a dragon went through family to
manipulate or hurt another one. Not to mention in some circles you would be considered aprize and
target on your own merits. Here, he knows you' re safe, and you know you' re keeping him likewise.”

Hetook another sp and thistime shejoined him, rolling the amber fluid around in her mouth thoughtfully.

“See, thething is, the more active you arein his operations, the more danger you put yoursdlf in. | know
that isn’t easy to accept, but you realy have to balance out how much you are helping himin the long run,
by sticking your neck out in the short. And if you went anywhere ese, he' d have his attention divided,
and as good as he seems to be adapting that would be downright deadly.”

Silently, Mose pondered that those were exactly the reasons he was glad Griffen hadn’t told her about
the most direct threat to him. What help she could offer would be outweighed by his own worry.

“I think | understand,” she said, and leaned back in her chair, thinking over and over hiswords.

“If you don't, you will. I want you to think hard about it, and we'll talk again. The best thing you can do
isliveyour life, well and happy. ' Cause you are the boy’ sjoy and hope, and if something happened to
you, everything we' ve been working to build would crumble to the winds.”

Vaerierosewordlessly and set her empty glass on the table. She looked over Maose thoughtfully, and
leaned down and kissed his cheek. As she turned and walked out he watched her very carefully, and at
least part of his attention was on just how nice asight he was watching. He chuckled to himsdlf asthe
door closed and shook his head.

“Mose, you're getting too damn old for those kind of thoughts,” he said to himself, and rose to pour
another drink.

Hewas doubly glad now that he had advised Griffen to keep his sister in the dark about the George.



Twenty-eight

As soon as Griffen rolled into Yo Mama' s, Padre caught his eye and jerked a head toward the back
booths. Detective Harrison was dready there, nursing a cup of coffee and studioudy ignoring the other
customers.

Griffen briefly consdered reversing his course and easing back out, but it wastoo late. Harrison had
aready seen him and beckoned to him with asmall motion of his hand.

Heaving aslent, inward sigh, Griffen complied. Heredlly waan't feding up to deding with the detective
tonight, but it seemed he didn’t have much choice.

“Okay, McCandles,” Harrison said without preamble. “1 think we' ve gotta plan here. I've been talking to
acouple aboys down at the precinct, and they’ re willing to give ahand. Lucky for you they don't like
the Feds any morethan | do.”

“Okay. Lieutenant.” Griffen nodded. “'Y ou have my undivided attention.”
The detective glanced around, then did adip of paper acrossthetable.

“That'smy own cell phone number,” he explained. “When you spot one of these jokers following you,
givemeacadl with the location and adescription. I'll relay it on to whoever’ sclosest, and we |l handleit
from there”

“Wait aminute,” Griffen said. “1 haveto cal you? How am | supposed to spot these guys? They're
professionals. | don't know anything about tailing people or how to spot someone following me.”

“It'snot dl that hard.” Harrison shrugged. “It’ s actually pretty hard to tail someoneif they’ re watching for
it. Ask your buddy Padre there for afew pointers. He used to be aprivate investigator. I’m more
worried about what we' re going to do with them once we catch them. | mean, we can aways find some
reason for bracing them, but unlessthey declare themselvesto be federd agents, it might be tough to tell
them from some of our homegrown muggers.”

“I might be ableto help you there.” Griffen dug into his pocket and produced his own cell phone.
“Remember | told you | talked with Stoner? Well, before he walked up on me, he called me on his cdll
phone. That means |’ ve got his number.”

“Okay. What doesthat get us?’ the detective said.

“Wadll, | figure these people watching me have to report in somehow, and it’'smy guessthey’re using cell
phones themsdlves. When you stop them, seeif they have Stoner’s number in their directory. Evenif they
don't, there should be one central number they al haveto report to.”

“That could work,” Harrison said. “Not bad, McCandles. Well, let’s see what we turn up in aweek.”
Heroseto leave, then hesitated.

“I know I’ ve asked thisbefore, Grifter,” he said, “but do you have any ideawhy this Stoner guy hasit in
for you? | mean, thiswholeterrorigt thing stinks onice. What' s hisred problem?”’

“Youwouldn't believeitif | told you,” Griffen said with asmirk.

“Try m"



Griffenlooked a him levelly for amoment, then shrugged.

“Theway it was explained to me,” he said carefully, “ Stoner isadragon. As such he collects power and
has done a pretty good job so far. The problem is, he hasit in his head that I’ m adragon, too, and am
just coming of age. He' safraid that | may be more powerful than heis, so he' s having me watched and
tracked in case | become athrest. | try not to think about what he would or could do if he decided | was
dangerous.”

Harrison stared at him.
“Thisisajoke, right?’

Griffen leaned forward and blew gently on the detective’ snow cold cup of coffee. A small column of
steamn rose from the cup. He looked at it, then back at Harrison.

“I know,” hesaid. “1 have trouble taking it serioudy mysdf.”

“I didn’t know you had been aprivate eye,” Griffen said.

Hewas dill finding that alittle hard to believe. Even though he was getting used to theideathat almost
everyone he met in the Quarter had astory behind them, Padre just didn’t seem the private-eye type. He
wasin hismidto late forties with longish hair pulled back in aponytail. It had some stregks of gray, as
did his mustache and goatee, and combined with histhin, wire-frame glasses, helooked morelike a
hippie than like anyone vaguely connected with the establishment.

“That was awhile back, while| wasin Texas,” Padre said, wiping down the bar.

Griffen had gone cruising for awhile and was now back when the place was nearly empty. Early evening,
Yo Mama swas usudly jammed with people ordering burgers, but if one came by late enough, after the
grill was closed, say after three in the morning, the action had usualy died down and conversation with
Padrewas easier.

“I don’t know what you said to Harrison before you took off,” Padre continued, “but it made an
impression. He must have stood there looking at his coffee for five minutes before he findly left.”

Griffen ignored the unasked question.
“S0, can you give me any tips on how to spot someone who' stailing me?’

“It depends on who' sdoing the tailing,” Padre said. “When | wasaPl, it would pretty much bea
one-man operation. Usualy, they weren't expecting it, so the main trick would be to keep them from
naticing you.”

He paused to gather the dirty ashtrays adong the bar.

“There are ways to make smal changesin your appearance. Y ou can wear ajacket you can take off,
even better if it sreversible. Sunglasses are good, and so are hats. Y ou can also switch sides of the street
every so often, so if they glance back, they aren’t dways seeing someone behind them at the same
distance”

He gave aquick bark of laughter.

“Of course, dl that doesn’'t help much if something happensto bring you to the attention of the subject. |



remember once | wastailing aguy through the downtown strip joints during hislunch hour, and abunch
of kids came up to me and asked if | was Weird Al Y ankovic. Of coursg, | told them | wasn't, but they
kept crowding around and asking for my autograph. In no timeflat acrowd had formed....including the
guy | wasfollowing who turned around and came back to see what the commotion was about. Talk
about blowing your cover!”

Griffen laughed dong with him, enjoying the joke.

“Okay. | can seethat,” hesaid findly. “But what if it' salarger organization following you. Say, the Feds,
for example”

Padre shot him anarrow-eyed glance, then turned his attention again to washing the ashtrays.

“That' sarather interesting example,” he said. “But...okay. Outfitslike that have alot of manpower. If
you're playing in that league, they’ d be expecting you to be on the lookout, so they’ d probably assign a
whole team to the job. They’ d probably have radio or cell phone hookups and use rotating front and
back tails”

“Whoa Hold up for aminute,” Griffen said, holding up arestraining hand. “ Rotating whats?’

“Front and back talls,” Padre said. “People following you from ahead of you aswell asfrom behind
you.”

“How could they do that?’ Griffen said. “I mean, how could the ones ahead of you know where you're
going?”

“Eader than you think.” Padre smiled. “Let’ stake an example. If they were on you tonight, they'd
probably have teams spotted in bars or in one of the fast food places. ..except most of those are closed
right now. Unless| miss my guess, they’ d have window seats and be ordering their drinksin go-cups. As
soon asyou leave here, they dl put it in motion, pausing in the door or on the sdewalk, say tolight a

cigarette. If you turn right toward Bourbon Street, they start moving in that direction and have you
bracketed. The samething if you turn left toward Royd.”

“But how do they know whichway I ll turn when | hit an intersection?’

“They guess, but it will be an educated guess. If they’ ve been on you for awhile, they aready know your
main stops and the routes you take to get to them. Thistime of night, they’|l probably be expecting you to
head to your apartment, which meansyou'll turn left and head toward Roya, then |eft again on Royal.
Even if the front team guesses wrong and you keep going toward the river, there’ s no problem. Either the
back team keepsin touch with them and they run parale for awhile, or the back team passes you and
the old front team fallsin behind as the new back team.”

Griffen sighed and shook his head.
“Theway you put it, they’d have mein abox,” he said. “ So what could | do to deal with it?’

“That depends on whether you want to shake thetail or spot who' sfollowing you,” Padre said. “1f you
want to shake them, vary your routine. Go different places or hit the same places at different times of the
day or in adifferent order. Go to amovie and |leave partway through it by aside exit. Hop atrolley car
and ride it up to the Canal Place shopping center, then ride the elevators and escalators at random.”

“Andif I’'m trying to spot them?’

Padre favored him with along look before answering.



“Some of the samethings apply,” he said. “Vary your routine, but lean toward more isolated places
wherethey can’t hidein acrowd. Take astroll dong the Moonwalk at night when there aren’t many
people around. Walk it partway to the aguarium, then turn around and reverse your course. Keep an eye
out for people you’ ve seen before, or people who suddenly stop when you come back at them.
Sometimes grab a cab and go to a bar off your usua prowl! pattern. Then grab awindow seat and see
who pops up that you' ve seen before. .. particularly if they’ re getting out of acar or cab. Oh, and do al
thosethingsabit at atime, soit just lookslike ablip in your routine. If you start doing alot of evasion or
backtracking dl at once, they’ I| know you' re on to them and bring on extrateam membersto make it
harder for you.”

Padre paused to pour Griffen afresh drink, then leaned his elbows on the bar.
“Of course, there' s another way they could be handling it,” he said.
“What' sthat?’

“The easiest way to tail someoneisfrom beside them,” Padre explained. “Y ou could pick up anew
friend or two while you' re hanging at the bars. Someone who laughs at your jokes and buys you drinks,
then asksto tag aong to your next stop. Someone, say, like a good-looking woman who finds you
fascinating. Then they don’t haveto follow you at dl. Y ou' Il belooking for them to hang around with and
will probably tell them what your plans are for tomorrow...or the next week. That makestheir job redl
easy and it'salot harder to spot.”

Griffen started to protest, but then he thought of Fox Lisa. What Padre was describing was exactly how
Jerome had set him up with her origindly. If Stoner was keeping an eye on hisgroup, wasn't therea
chance he already had it in-filtrated? How many people was Fox Lisadoing favorsfor...maybe at the
sametime?

“One more example, Padre,” he said. “What if, instead of a survelllance team, | had a hit man after me.
What would be the story then?”

Padre stared at him hard before answering.

“Y ou do come up with some unpleasant examples,” he said dowly. “Could make a body nervous about
hanging out with you. If ahit man was after you, he wouldn't have to track your every move. Instead,

he' d try to identify your usud patterns...what bars you hang out at, where you live, what routes you walk
between them. Then, dl hehasto doisst and wait and pick histime.”

Suddenly, Griffen’sdrink didn’t taste as good asit had originaly. He drank it anyway.

Twenty-nine

The next day, Griffen decided to try out some of the tactics Padre had coached him on. Asfar as
routines went, Tuesdays were when he usudly hit both Virgin and Tower to shop for new DVDs, s0 it
would make agood test.

As he emerged from his apartment complex, he paused to ook around with new, suspicious eyes.

There was aStreet entertainer Sitting on the far sde of the avenue playing aguitar. Griffen had seen him
there often, but had usualy ignored him as the man really wasn't that good amusician. Thistime, just to
change his pattern, Griffen crossed the Street to speak with him.

“Keegp seeing you out here,” he said, dropping afive into the open guitar case, “but never had thetimeto



stop. Y ou work hard for your money.”
“Hey! Thanks, man. Redlly appreciateit.” The guitarist smiled back.

The man had acdl phonein hisguitar case, and his hair was noticeably shorter than the norm for the
Quarter. Also, even though he was wearing denim pants and jacket, they seemed very <tiff and new.

Griffen strolled toward the Square, but glanced back before he had gone haf ablock. The musician had
stopped playing and was talking on his cell phone.

Uh-huh.

There was a moderate crowd of people on the street, amixture of tourists seeing the sightsalong with a
scattering of locals going about their daytime errands.

Griffen gtrolled dong at aleisurely pace, pausing occasionally to look at the displaysin the shop
windows, then took advantage of the cover of aknot of tourists to duck into a used bookstore he had
never been in before. With aquick glance around, he selected a place where the shelves hid him from the
street, but he could see out. Then he selected a book at random, opened it, and waited.

In the next several minutes maybe two dozen people passed the store headed for Jackson Square.
Again, they were mostly tourists, but afew stood out. A trio of gutter punkswent by with asmall puppy
on arope arguing about something with exaggerated gestures. One young woman, atourist by the look
of her, was pausing every four or five sepsto snap apicture of something...anything apparently.
Lampposts, Dumpsters, storefronts, anything. A delivery man from one of the delis or restaurants came
by with abasket on the front of hisbike. He was walking the bike instead of riding it, which was alittle
strange, but Griffen redized he recognized him and turned his attention el sawhere.

A Latino mae caught hiseye, waking by at anorma pace wearing the uniform black pants and tuxedo
shirt of the serviceindustry. A green jacket topped his ensemble. A waiter. From the Court of Two
Sigers, by thejacket. What was unusua was that it was the wrong time of day for him to be going to
work. Too late for the breakfast and lunch crowd, but too early for the dinner crowd. Still, maybe he had
gotten acdl tofill in for someone.

Finding nothing he could definitdy label unusud, Griffen was about to give up and move dong when he
spotted the Latino again. The man was returning on the far sde of the Street, but moving dowly and
looking through the windows of la Madd eine, arestaurant Griffen sometimes stopped at for alate lunch.
He reached the end of the windows, then turned and stared back toward Jackson Square. Findly, he
produced a cedll phone, keyed anumber, then spokeinto it briefly.

Within minutes, another man gppeared. This one was wearing a suit complete with a convention badge
displayed prominently on the lapd. The only thing that made him vaguely distinguishable was that he wore
awide green tie and was carrying a bright orange shopping bag. Normdly, Griffen wouldn’t look at him
twice on the street. The man went into a brief huddle with the Latino, then they both walked hurriedly
toward the Square and the video stores, splitting so that they were moving some fifteen feet apart.

Bingo!
Griffen smiled and reached for hisown cell phone.

By thetime hereached Yo Mama s, Griffen wasin afoul mood. After waiting on pins and needlesfor
over six hoursfor some kind of word asto what, if anything, had happened, this summons to meet with



Harrison seemed amost anticlimactic.

The detective was there ahead of him, holding down a booth, and waved him over as soon as he walked
through the door. The fact he seemed to be in agood mood did nothing to ease Griffen’ s dispostion.

“Sit down, Griffen,” the detective said. “Y ou got asteak dinner coming to you courtesy of the NOPD.”
“I didn’t know they served steaks here,” Griffen said.

“They do,” Harrison said. “They’re just not as popular astheir hamburgers. Mostly, the hoi polloi prefer
to eat cheap.”

“Actudly, I've dreedy eaten,” Griffen said.

“Wel, it spaid for in advance,” the detective said. “ Just tell Padre the next time you' rein the mood for a
Steak.”

“I'll remember that,” Griffen said.
Harrison peered at him.

“Areyou okay?’ hesaid. “Y ou sound kinda peeved. We don't buy steaks for people every day, you
know. Asamatter afact, that steak dinner bonus was supposed to be for me. | decided to passit along
toyou instead.”

“It' sheen 9x hours,” Griffen said. “Y ou could have called.”
The detective leaned back in his seat and scowled.

“Did | misssomething here?’ hesaid. “Am | reporting to you now on the chain of command? Jeez, you
sound like my wife”

Even though he was young, Griffen knew enough to be aware that when someone compared you to his
wife, it wasn't acompliment. He decided it wastimeto lighten up alittle.

“| didn’t know you were married,” he said.
“I’'m not. Not anymore.” Harrison sighed. “1I’d forget to call her, too. Shedidn’t likeit either.”

All of asudden, the detective seemed more like aman and lesslike a cop. It made Griffen uneasy. He
preferred to think of Harrison as a cop.

“I’m sorry to hear that,” he said. “ So what happened after | called you?’

“Oh, it was beautiful!” Harrison said, regaining his good mood. “Firgt of dl, we managed to pick up al
three of them...good descriptions, by the way. | was alittle worried about the Latino. ..afraid we' d get
tagged for profiling. ..but they were al carrying, which madeit red easy. Seemsthat someone told them
that thistown of oursis dangerous.”

“Sow down alittle,” Griffen said, holding up hishand. “Profiling?’

“Sorry,” the detective said. “1 keep forgetting you' re not in the business. Profiling has been dl therage

ever snce 9/11. Homeland Security isreal big onit. Basically, it means keeping a specia eye on people
who fit the profile of aterrorist or acareer criminal. It' s not abad technique, and you can build up anice
case againgt asuspect usng it, but the civil rights groupsdon't likeit. All too often, the profileincludesa



referenceto aracia or nationa group, so we get accused of treating anyone of that group asacriminal.
Now, I’'m sure not going to try to say that al blacks are criminas or that dl Arabs areterrorigts, but the
records do show that a disproportionate percentage of criminas or terrorists do come from those
groups. Trying to ignore that fact when you' re looking for potentid perpsisjust plainsilly.”

Griffen actudly had afair idea of thisfrom reading the newspapers, but after having gotten off on the
wrong foot with Harrison, he figured it wouldn't hurt things to give the detective a chance to show off a
little. From the extent of the speech, the longest he had heard from the otherwise gruff cop, it worked.

“So the fact that one of them was a Latino was aproblem?’ he said.

“As| darted to say, it never came up,” the detective said. “ All the boys did was stop them and ask for
some identification. We had plausible stories for doing that if they had raised ahasde, but the fact that
they were d| carrying firearms moved everything past that point in ahurry. That meant they had to show
not only identification, but their permitsto be carrying, so it became readily apparent that they were
federad men from the get go. Then the only question was what they were doing in New Orleans.”

“What did they say?’

“One of them...the Street entertainer.. . tried to bluff hisway through, saying he was just here on vacation.
Y eah, right. Like federa agents aways spend their vacations standing on the street in the French Quarter
playing guitar for loose change. The other two admitted they were on assgnment, but wouldn’t say what
it was. That' swhen thingsredlly got fun.”

“What did you do?’

“Took 'em down to the station on Roya and let them talk to the chief. He had them get this guy Stoner
on the horn so he could confirm their story. Stoner admitted that he had an operation in place down here,
but refused to tdll the chief any more about it claming it involved nationd security.”

The detective broke off and laughed.

“I wish you could have seeniit,” he said with agrin. “If there s anything the chief hates more than Feds on
histurf, it sbeing told that it' s none of hisbusiness”

“Hetold Stoner in no uncertain termsto get histeam the hell out of town, and that if he ever ran an
operation down here again without going through proper channels, the chief would persondly seeto it
that any agents he caught would do time aswell as getting their pictures plastered dl over the
Times-Ficayune”

“What did Stoner say?’

“Hedidn’t likeit, no. Not one bit, but there was nothing he could do but agree. With the chief in the
mood he was, if Stoner had tried to bluster hisway out of it, the chief would follow through, startin’ with
the three already in custody. Of course, he had to get in one good lick before he hung up.”

“What wasthat?’

“He said something to the effect that the chief had better hope that Homeland Security never got the
chance to return the courtesy that the NOPD had shown them.”

Griffen scowled and shook his head.

“That doesn’'t sound good,” he said.



“Jugt alittle face-saving bluster,” the detective said dismissively. “ Thereisn’t much he can do againgt the
wholecity...or the police force, for that matter. If hetries, he’ sin for asurprise. The chief had him on the
speaker phone and taped the whole conversation.”

Griffen sighed and shook his head again.
“What isit?’ Harrison said.

“I don’'t know,” Griffen said. “1 mean, I’ ve heard about how local cops don't like the Feds coming into
their territory, but it dl seems...l don't know, alittle petty isdl.”

“You've never had to ded with them likewe have,” the detective said with asnort. “ Comein throwing
their weight around and treating us like dirt. They act like the whole force isincompetent, on the take, or
both.”

It occurred to Griffen that he had met Harrison when the detective was growling at him about having to
put up with protected gambling operations, but it didn’t seem like agood time to point that ouit.

“Wall, enjoy your steak,” Harrison said, diding out of the booth. “I’ ve got to run. The boys are getting
together for alittle celebration, and | told them I’ d stop by. We owe you one or two for this one,
McCandles”

Griffen sat staring for along time after the detective had left. He was still staring when Padre came up to
the booth.

“ S0, do you want that steak now?’ the bartender said.

“I'll takearain check on that,” Griffen said. “ Sit down for asecond, Padre. What al did Harrison tell
you?’

“Enough that | could tell they caught the ones shadowing you and that they were Feds,” Padre said. “He
seemed redlly happy about it.”

“Yeah,” Griffen said, making aface. “Tel me, isit just me or doesdl thisseem alittle too easy to be
true?’

“It'snot just you,” the bartender said. “ Remember what | said about the possibility of aninfiltrator? It
could be that whoever’ s running this show is pulling alittle misdirection. Let you catch the obvioustails so
you relax and don’t look around internaly.”

“I remember, and I'm keeping an eye out,” Griffen said. “Of coursg, it doesn't redly matter.”
“It doesn't?’ Padre said.

“No, it doesn't,” Griffen sad. “Weredly aren’t doing anything that meritsfedera attention. The only
reason | said anything to Harrison wasto switch his focus from our operation to the Feds, and that seems
to have worked out just fine.”

Thirty

Nighttime Bourbon Street was the usua kaeidoscope of color and sound. Even on adow weekday night
it swirled with energy unmatched by the “hot spots’ in most cities even at their most celebrative. Some of
it was because there was so much packed into asmall area. A lot of it was both due to the no traffic,
pedestrian nature of the street after seven o’ clock, and the go-cup ordinances that alowed the revelersto



wander from club to club with their drinksin hand. Most of it, however, was because of the mood.
People came to Bourbon Street to have fun. To see and be seen and party like there was no tomorrow.
If, at times, the gaiety was alittle forced or strained, well, they were there to enjoy themselves and were
bound and determined to do just that.

Tonight, Vaerie was on amission, and had convinced Griffen to escort her as *a change of pace from the
rut he was getting into.” He had gone along with it partly because he agreed that he needed to do
something different, and partly because he enjoyed the music clubs.

That was Vaerie smisson. She had met amusician, sort of helped him haul stuff into his new gpartment,
and he had invited her to come hear hisband play. The trouble was, she couldn’t remember which club
he was playing in, the name of the band, or even his namefor that matter. Then, too, there was the minor
detail that there were two to three dozen clubs adong an eight-block stretch of Bourbon Street that had
livemusc.

By Griffen’s calculations, there was no way they could stop and have one drink at every club without
running out of energy, money, or both. Not drinking redlly wasn't an option. With the overhead, mostly
rent, the Bourbon clubs paid out every month, they couldn’t afford to have people taking up the limited
seeting and floor space without their contributing to the coffers. There was aone-drink minimum at most
places, and even a Coke would cost you six dollars.

He pointed this out to Vaerie, but she waved him off. To art with, what she did remember was that the
musician in question played with a“cover band.” That is, aband that mostly played popular rock and
rhythm and blues music made popular by name bands. That meant they could bypass the clubs that
played Dixidland, Chicago blues, Cgun, or folk music. That substantially reduced the number of clubs,
but it sill left alot. Griffen, however, had long since learned to recognize when hissster was set on an
ideaand didn’t bother trying to argue. Instead, he just drifted along with her, enjoying the night and the

company.

“I dill can’t believe we re doing thiswhen you can't even remember the guy’ sname,” he said asthey
paused at a cross street that | et the cabs cross Bourbon.

“You know how it is, Big Brother,” Vaerie said with ashrug. “ He mentioned his name when wefirst met,
but | didn’t redly make amentd note of it. After we spent some time together, | was embarrassed to ask
him to repest it. That' skind of why I’ m trying to find him again. | want to seeif thefirst impression holds
up. If it does, | can catch his name when you introduce yoursdlf.”

“Isthat why you wanted meto comedong?’ Griffen laughed. “Not that | mind, but...”

A soft shovein his back sent him staggering forward a step. Catching his balance, he turned quickly,
expecting to find aclumsy drunk or abad pickpocket.

Instead, he found himsdlf looking at the horse of a mounted policeman, which waslooking back at him
with soft brown eyes.

Startled, Griffen took another step backward.

The horse followed, ignoring itsrider’ sattemptsto reinitin.
Vderie, of course, waslaughing hystericaly.

Griffen looked sternly at the horse.

“No!” hesad firmly. “1 can’'t even have acat at my gpartment. There sno way they’d let mekeep a



horse”

The horse looked hurt and shook its head.
“I think you broke its heart, man.”

Griffen looked around.

Standing afew feet avay was a street entertainer, amime by the look of him. He wastal and skeletdly
thin, wearing an al-white outfit crowned by atop hat decorated with red, white, and blue stripes.

“Hey, Sim,” Vaerie said, sepping forward. “How’ sthe crowd tonight?’

“So-50, Ms. Vderie” Simsad. “Therearealot of *em, but they ain't parting with their money. Guess
they think ‘tipping’ isacity in China”

“Y ou two know each other?” Griffen said, still tracking the horse, which was now being turned away by
the officer on its back.

“We'vemet,” Vderiesaid withasmile.

Griffen wondered about that smile but decided not to ask.

“Y ou must be Griffen McCandles,” Sim said, holding out hishand. “I’ ve been hearing things about you.”
Griffen shook the offered hand.

“I hopethat noneof itisthat I'm ahorsethief,” he said.

“Oh, the beast just took ashineto you, isal.” Sim laughed. “1t happens sometimes.”

“We'reout to do alittle club crawling, Sim,” Vderiesaid. “Want to tag dong?’

“It' stempting,” Sim said. “But | got rent due soon. I" d better keep working the crowd.”

With that he waved and wandered off down the street.

Griffen didn’t take too much note of his passing. Instead, he was thinking about the horse.

Something hit him asharp blow high on hisback, staggering him afew steps. Catching his balance, he
turned quickly, but there was no one behind him close enough to have hit him. Scanning the crowd, he
reglized his back was wet.

“Hereitis, Big Brother,” Vderie said holding up alarge plastic go-cup. “1 think someonethrew it a you
from one of the balconies.”

Griffen shifted his gaze and studied the crowds on the bal conies that bracketed the street. They seemed
to al betourigs, with no familiar facesvisble.

He redlized he smelled of beer. He dso considered how it might have been if the go-cup held something
other than beer.

“Yagottalovethistown, even if it does get abit crazy fromtimetotime,” Vderie said, waving at the
crowds.

Griffen found himsalf wondering if it had been the George counting coup on him, or if it had redly just



been adrunken tourist blowing off steam.

He was gtarting to see what Mose meant when he said the George' s stylish approach could make his
victim jittery, jumping a shadows.

They never did find Vderie smusician.

Thirty-one

Griffen was stting on the Moonwalk, the haf-mile-long pedestrian walkway that wound aong the
Missssppi River from the cathedrd to the Aquarium of the Americas, watching the sun rise over the
Missssippi. Because of the bend in theriver that gives the crescent city its name, in the Quarter, one
could experience the unusua phenomena of watching the sun rise over the“West Bank.” Though the
locals had long since taken it for granted, Griffen was ill new enough to the areato find the paradox
amusing and often prolonged his night an extrahour or two just to witnessit.

Also, he wasidly watching the activity of the wharf rats along the edge of the pier. Maybe he was just
gtarting to notice things more, but he didn’t recall them being this active when the sun was up.

“Seemslike every timel seeyou, you be firrin’ up thewildlife”
Griffen looked around and found the lanky black street entertainer standing behind himin full costume.
“Hey, Sim,” hesad. “Areyou up erly or late?’

“Early,” the man said. “ Competition’ s getting pretty heavy for street space snce they started regulatin’
where we can entertain.”

There was an ongoing fight in the Quarter between the Street entertainers, particularly the tarot readers,
and the painters, asto who did and didn’t have the right to set up shop on Jackson Square.

“Isitjust me” Griffen said, “or are the rats d ong the wharf more active than norma?’

Sim peered dramaticaly at theforaging rodents. “Naw.” he said firmly. “They bejust trying to grab some
food before the heat of the day setsin. Don't take it persondly. | wasjust pullin’ your chain alittle. Well,
hang loose, Grifter. | gotsto be gettin’ to work.”

“Watch yoursdlf, Sim,” Griffen said, waving good-bye.

Turning hisattention to the rats again, Griffen found himsdf frowning. Until the street entertainer made his
comment, it had never occurred to him that his presence might be affecting theloca wildlife.

Staring hard at them, he tried to will them to go away. They steadfastly ignored him. Glancing around, he
tried again.

Hiscell phonerang, starting him out of hisexercise. Glanced at the caller ID, he flipped it open.
“Hey, Mose” hesaid. “What' sup?’

“Didn't think you was going to be awake, Grifter,” came the old man’svoice. “I wasgoing to leave a
message on your voice mail, but thisis even better. When y’ al went shoppin’ awhile back, did you
happen to pick up asuit?’

“No, wedidn't. I’ ve got my sports coat and dacksthat | used to use for interviews and thester dates,
but never figured I'd need afull suit,” Griffen sad. “Why? What' sup?’



“Wll, try to pick one up today or tomorrow.”

Griffen frowned dightly.

“Okay. Any particular reason?’

“We got usafunerd to attend,” Mose said. “A suit isn't really necessary, but it’ sa nice gesture.”

“Whoa. Hold on aminute, Mose,” Griffen said. “ Sorry, but | don’t do funerds. Weddings either, for that
metter.”

There was amoment’ s pause before the answer came.

“I can understand that, Griffen. Nobody redly likesto go to funerds. Still, | think you should go to this
one. It'sone of our people.”

Griffen was now very atentive.
“Who? | mean, what happened?’
“Do you remember Reggie? Works as a spotter for us at one of the hotelsin the CBD?" Mose said.

“Older guy? White hair and mutton chops?’ Griffen said. “Yeah, | remember him. | didn’t even know he
wassck.”

Therewas ashort snort of alaugh at the other end.
“Not sick. Lead poisoning,” Mose said.
“New Orleans plague,” Mose said. “Went and got himsdlf shot last night.”

Griffen was stunned. He looked out over the river again, the scene now having taken on adightly surredl
aspect to it. Then he remembered he was on the phone.

“Sorry, Mose,” he said. “ That freaked me out for asecond. Remember, I'm just akid from the Midwest
who'sled ashdtered life. Thisisthefirst time someone |’ ve known has been shot.”

Griffen turned from the river and started to walk away, heading toward Café Du Monde and Jackson
Square. He held the phone to his ear as Mose talked.

“I hateto say it, but start getting used toit,” Mose said. “It’ snot al that uncommon in New Orleansthese
days. Just be thankful you livein the Quarter.”

“What happened?’

“Jeromewill fill you in onthe details” Mose said. “ Tak to him while you' re picking out asuit. Likeit or
not, you should be at that funeral. He was one of ours, and folkswill expect you to bethere. It's one of
the downsides of heading up acrew down here.”

“Sure, I'll talk to Jerome, but can't you tell me alittle mor—"

Griffen fdlt afeatherlight tug at his pocket. Ingtinctively, hisfree hand went to his pocket and he twisted to
look behind him. He hadn’t had his pocket picked yet in histimein New Orleans, but his mind flashed
the suspicion that he had just had that new experience.



If he hadn’t been distracted by the phone, he would have been more aware of the stairsin front of him.

He never caught the barest glimpse of his assailant. Body twisted and off balance, ahard shove threw
him forward. He bardly registered that the shove had been two handed, onejust above his hips, the other
between his shoulder blades, guaranteeing he wouldn’t recover. Then hewasin the air.

The gtairsleading from the Moonwalk down to Decatur Street are aflight of curved, amphithester like
steps. Made out of concrete.

Hisfirst impact was on his Sde, but the force of the hard stepsinto hisribsjerked his body, and his head
hit amoment later. The cell phone dropped from a hand that shot out to try and stop hisfal, but he was
aready rolling. Nails scraped on concrete, and felt asif they would tear. Three more steps went by, each
asharp pain as his body twisted.

Griffen lay stunned. Blood pounded in his ears. Dazed, his eyes caught upon his hand, gripping the step
above him. Hisnailswerelong, dmost claws, and had dug the smallest of groovesinto the concrete.
They dowly receded back to normd.

“Griffen! Griffen what's happening! ?’

Mosg svoice cdled from the falen phone, snagging his attention and jerking him back into focus. He
pulled himself up, intending to stand but groaning and sitting down as pain shot through hisribsand side.
He scrabbled for the phone and put it to his ear.

“I'mhere)” Griffen sad.
“God, lad, where'd you go?”

A few people were rushing toward him, not many. More kept walking, not seeing him. Wouldn't be the
first drunk to fal, even in daylight. He waved off those who approached.

“| fell, down the gtairs”

“Griffen, the thickest skin in the world won't save you from a broken neck.”
“Now hetdlsme. Mose, | was pushed.”

“By who?’

“l don't...wait.”

Griffen reached into the pocket. He redlized, the tug he had felt had not been where he kept hiswallet.
Hand shaking dightly, he pulled out along card that had been dipped in before hisfall. The Knight of
Swords.

“It seems” Griffen said, fear momentarily numbing his pain, “that the George hastaken thingsup a
notch.”

Thirty-two
“I'mtelling you, Jerome, I’'m even lessthrilled about going to afunera now.”
“Hey, a least it'snot yours,” Jerome said

“Yet,” Griffen said, nether one of them had much humor in hisvoice.



They had gotten together as planned to pick out asuit for Griffen. A cheerless chore nowhere near as
interesting astheir last shopping excurson. His mind kept going back to the fall, and how easily it could
have been much, much worse.

Of course, Griffen’smood wasn't improved by the ache in hisribs. Mose had checked him out, and
declared nothing broken. They il protested every time helifted hisright arm too high. He winced as he
tried on asomber jacket.

“Surel can't help you with that?’ Jerome said.
13 Ya”

Griffen waved him off stubbornly and shrugged the jacket on. They were more or lessaone, having told
the salesperson they didn’t need assistance. Griffen wanted freedom to talk.

“Y ou can help me understand about Reggie. How he died and why you and Mose seem to be treating
thisasbusnessasusud.”

“Can't redly treat it asanything e se. It' sthe drug gangs,” Jerome said. “Most murders are within family
or friends when someone gets drunk or mad and goesfor agun or aknife. The so-caled ‘killer’ isusudly
gl stting there when the cops come. It’ s the drug gangs that are pushing the murder rate so highinthis
town.”

“Wait aminute,” Griffen said. “ Are you saying that Reggie was part of adrug gang?’

“No. Nothing like that,” Jerome said with ahalf laugh. “He sold alittle pot and coke onthe sideisal.
Dudewas just stopping by his supplier to replenish his stock and got caught in the crossfireisal.”

“That'sdl?" Griffen said, avague note of hysteria cregping into hisvoice. “Y ou makeit sound likeit'san
everyday occurrence.”

“Itis” Jerome shrugged. “ There are a couple areas of town that are combat zonesfor al intents and
purposes. That' swhere most of the nondomestic killings happen. The gangs have been fighting it out for
who supplieswhat sections of town, and when the shooting starts, they don't care much who'sin the

W@/_”
“Why doesn’'t somebody do something about it?”

“Likewhat?” Jerome said. “Aslong asthere are folks taking drugsfor kicks or to try to make themsalves
fed better about their lives, there are going to be people making money off saling the shit to them. When
there' salot of money involved, they’ re going to fight over who gets how much. Y ou kill off or lock up
one bunch, and someone ese will be thereto step into the vacuum.”

“It just does't seemright, isdl,” Griffen said, dmost to himsdlf.

“Right or not, that’ sthe way thingsare,” Jerome said firmly. “Welcometo the real world, Y oung Dragon.
Y ou can't save everyone, especialy not from themsalves. The most we can do istry to take care of our
own...and in this case that means showing up at the funeral to pay our respects.”

“Well, at least fromwhat | hear your funerals down here arelivelier than in other cities” Griffen sghed.

“Don’'t believe dl the hype, Grifter,” Jerome said. “Not al funerds down here are jazz funerdswith
second lines. Most of them are as sad and depressing as funerds anywhere.”



The funera had been aslow-key and sad as Jerome had predicted. There were no colorful brass bands
or people dancing with parasols and handkerchiefs on the way back from the cemetery. Just long-faced
people who spokein low tones and cried from time to time.

The crowd was mostly black, but there was afair pattering of whites and Latinosin the gathering.
Griffen supposed that they were people from the hotel where Reggie had worked, but never got a chance
to converse with any of them to confirm or deny his assumption.

He had tried to hang back in the group, but Mose had taken him by the arm and brought him forward to
meet Reggie sfamily. They al seemed to know who he was, and were genuindly pleased to meet himin
person, effusivein ther gratitude for his attendance.

Afterward, he and Jerome accompanied Mose back to the latter’ s residence for drinks and conversation.

“Thismay not betheright timeto bring it up,” Griffen said, contemplating hisglass, “but there's
something | want to discuss with both of you.”

“And what would that be, Y oung Dragon?’ Mose said, leaning back in his easy chair.

“I want to implement anew policy inour organization,” Griffen said. “I want to set arule that people can
either work for us or ded dope, but not both.”

Mose and Jerome exchanged glances.

“I don’'t know, Grifter,” Jerome said carefully. “We don't pay our spotters enough for them to live on.
I’'m not sureit’ sfair to cut them off from a source of income.”

“I don't care,” Griffen said firmly. “They’ re dready getting paid by the hotels and clubs they work for. I
that’ s not enough combined with what we pay them, there are other ways of making money in thistown
without sdlling dope onthe side.”

“Y ou’ ve been down on dope ever since you got down here,” Mose said. “ There sno way you' re going
to get peopleto stop using it.”

“I know that,” Griffen said. “I’'m not trying to reform the world or even the town.”
He paused for amoment to gather histhoughts.

“| don't get the whole drug thing,” he admitted. “I’ ve never used them myself, and | don’t understand
what the attraction isthat draws people to them. Fine. There are lots of thingsthat people do that | don’'t
understand or take part in. People are different, and differences make the world go " round. But this drug
thing...”

He hesitated again, then shook his head.

“Addefromthefact that drugs areillegd and dangerous, from what Jerome says there are people getting
killed over them. | can’'t stop it, but | don’t want to contribute to it either. Gambling | don’t mind, but |
don’t want to be the head of agroup of dope deders, even if it sonly asiddine. More specificaly, |
don’t want to go to any more funerasfor our people, meet their families and watch them cry, because
they were dedling dope on the side. Maybe it' s selfish of me, but that’ stheway | fed.”

Jerome looked at M ose, who scratched his head, then ran his hand over hisface.



“All right, Young Dragon,” hesaid at last. “If you fed that strongly about it, we ll giveit atry. We Il put
the word out and give our people aweek to make up their minds. One thing you should remember,
though. After thefall the other day, it' s definitely the George on your tail. Can't think of anyoneelse,
including most other dragons, who could have done that to you without you even seeing their face. I'd
think that was trouble enough without your looking for some more by stirring up the locals with ano-drug

policy.”
Thirty-three
Griffen couldn’t deep.

He dtried cdling it an early evening...wdl, early for him, anyway...and had caled it anight around 2:30
am. He had even managed to go to deep.

Now it was quarter to four in the morning and he was wide-awake. He didn’t know what had avakened
him. There was no gpparent noise, either inside or outside his gpartment, but he was awake and felt no
inclination to go back to deep.

He consdered reading for awhile, but redlized that for some reason he was fedling restless. Yidding to
animpulse, he pulled on his pants and pair of shoes and headed out again.

The courtyard of his complex was quiet. Vaerie' s gpartment was dark. Either she had aso crashed
early, or shewas ill out.

Glancing idly around, he noticed the usuad contingent of the complex’ s stray cats were dso nowhereto
be seen. Apparently it was an off night for everyone.

A scratchy rustling caught his attention. An oversized cockroach, nearly half the size of hisfigt, was
crawling across the flagstones heading straight for him.

Grimacing dightly, Griffen decided to try his so-caled anima-control powers one moretime. Frowning,
he focused his mind into sending the insect amessage, specifically to go away.

The cockroach hesitated, then continued to approach.

So much for animal control. Turning his back on the beast, Griffen crossed the courtyard and let himself
out of the gate onto the strest.

Pausing for amoment, he considered his options. Harry’ s Corner was close and open twenty-four hours
aday, but hedidn’t redlly fed like adrink just now. Instead, he decided to take astroll dong the
Moonwak. Sometimes waking aong the river helped to clear hismind. Evenif it didn’t, perhapsthe
exercise would make him tired enough to deep.

Turning south, he sauntered dowly along the Street, enjoying the quiet of the early morning.

Jackson Square was deserted when he reached it. Even the late-working street entertainers had called it
anight and packed it in, even though the floodlights in front of the cathedral lit the areato near-day
brightness. Griffen didn’t mind. Sometimes having the familiar streets to himself was a pleasant change.

“I believewe need to talk.”
The words were soft spoken, but came to him quite clearly.

Looking around, Griffen saw awoman sitting on one of the benchesthat circled the Square. He hadn't



noticed her before, but she was partialy in shadow so that was understandable.

Hisfirst thought was that she was a panhandler, and that he was about to be gpproached with yet one
more pitch to separate him from afew dollars. On second thought, however, he reconsdered. Shedidn’t
look like apanhandler. She was black, in her late twentiesto early thirties, and dressed in awhite cotton
blouse with alight fabric, multicolored full skirt. There was adark handkerchief wrapped around her
head, but he could still seethat her hair waslong, halfway down her back.

“I'msorry, do | know you?' Griffen said, sdling dightly for time,

“We have never met,” thewoman said, “but | have heard much about you, Griffen McCandles. There
are those who are concerned about your presence in town and what it might mean to them. | felt it was
time to meet you in person and to form my own opinion.”

Despite hisnormal wariness, Griffen wasintrigued. If thiswas a pitch for ahandout, it was an approach
he had never encountered before.

“Y ou seem to have me a adisadvantage,” he said, wandering closer. “Y ou know my name, but | know
nothing about you.”

“My nameisRose,” thewoman said, gesturing for him to join her on the bench. “I am a practitioner of
Santeria...what you would call avoodoo queen.”

It occurred to Griffen that amonth and ahdf ago, he would have found such aclaim to be ludicrous.
Now, he was merely curious, and alittle cautious. Thiswoman didn't look like athreat to him, but how
could he be sure? It was amazing what even ashort time of living in the Quarter could do for one's
outlook on life.

“I don't understand,” he said, taking the indicated seet. “While I’m not a practitioner or abdiever, | have
some friends who are, and to the best of my knowledge I’ ve never been opposed to or even
disrespectful of your religion. Why should my presence be noticed, much less be of concern to anyone?’

“Because you are apower,” Rose said. “A new power herein thisarea. We know of dragons, and have
kept ourselves gpart from their machinations. Word has been passed around, however, that it isyour
intent to exert your influence on dl of us, to attempt to unite the various supernatural eements of thisarea
under you control or command. Y ou can see why this would cause some concern.”

“But that’ sridiculous,” Griffen protested.

Griffen had to conscioudy keep hisjaw from dropping. He was having a hard enough time coming to
gripswith al that was around him. Theideaof trying to control anyone, much less people he’ snever met,
had never occurred to him.

“All I’'mdoing istrying to learn about Mose' s gambling operation. The main reason | cameto town isto
try to get away from dragonswho ether want to recruit me or kill me.”

“| can seethat, now that we' ve met,” the woman said. “1 ook into your heart and | see no greed or even
ambition there...at least not so far. | will attempt to reassure those who will listen, but you can
understand why there are those who are afraid of ...what iSit?’

Griffen forced his attention back to the conversation.

“It'snothing,” he said. “Please. Go on.”



“No. Tell me” Rose pressed. “What isit that concernsyou?’

“It'sslly, but it’ sthat cockroach,” he said, pointing to an oversized insect determinedly making itsway
toward them. “| saw onejust likeit when | wasleaving my complex and...l know it sounds crazy...but
I’d swear it' sthe same one. | think it’ sfollowing me.”

“| see” Rose said, leaning forward to stare at the indicated insect. “Wall, if you like, | can do something
about that.”

“Couldyou? Griffensaid. “I’d gppreciaeit.”

Hedidn't redly believe Rose could do anything, just as he didn’t redly believe the cockroach was
following him. Still, hewas curiousto see what kind of hex or ritua the voodoo queen would come up
with. He didn't have long to wait.

Rising from her seat, Rose poised for amoment, then took along step and stomped hard on the insect
with her foot.

“There,” shesaid, resuming her sest. “ That should take care of it. Someone will have aheadache for
ure”

“I’d say morethan aheadache,” Griffen sad, sifling agrin. “I doubt it hasamind left at al after that.”

“Not the bug, Mr. Griffen,” Rose said, shaking her head. “1’ m talking about whoever was using their
mind to contral it.”

“Control it,” Griffen said, Saring at theinsect’ sremains.

“Remember | told you that some of the folks down here are afraid of you?’ the woman said. “Wall,
there' s one group that has arapport with animas. Even more than the witches and their familiars. It
would not be unlike them to use various animalsto spy on you...or even to attack you if they werefearful

enough.”

“Well, you said that you would tdl them that I'm harmless. Right?’ Griffen said. “That should take care of
everything.”

“| said that | would try,” the voodoo queen said. “Not everyone listensto Rose. | have something here
that might help you with those that don’t.”

She dug into her handbag, and produced something that she handed to Griffen, who examined it. It wasa
double strand of small black and red beads.

“Y ou put those on now, and wear them al thetime,” she said. “They will give you some protection, and
mark you asafriend.”

Griffen followed the ingtructions, then hesitated, suddenly awkward.

“Um, look,” hesaid. “1 don't want to be disrespectful or insulting, but may | make some sort of a
contribution to your temple or whatever to show my thanksfor your help and advice?’

“No need for that,” Rose said with alaugh. “Y ou just remember who your friends are while you're
sorting things out. Y ou may need some dlies, and there are times we might need to call on you for
assistance aswell.”

“| see. Sort of *Someday | oweyou alittlefavor.” Right?’ Griffen said.



“Something like that. But without the hokey sound track.” The woman smiled. “Now, you go dong
home. Y ou won't have any trouble deeping now that we ve talked.”

Griffen was leaving the Square before it occurred to him that he hadn’t said anything to Rose about not
being able to deep. He turned and looked back, but couldn’t see her anywhere.

“Hey, Grifter.”
He spun around to find Jerome approaching.
“Jeez! Y ou Sartled me, Jerome,” he said. “Don’'t sneak up on methat way.”

“Since when was walking down the street * sneaking up on you' ?” Jerome said. “1 swung by your place
to seeif you were still up, but when you didn’t answer | thought you were aready adeep. | wasjust
going to have onelast oneand call it anight.”

“Sorry,” Griffen said. “I guess|’mjust alittle jumpy. | was just talking with one of your voodoo people
and I'll admit, it spooked me a bit.”

“Redly? Who wasit?’

“She said she was a voodoo queen, name of Rose. She gave methese beadsto...what isit?’
Jeromewas saring a him.

“Excuse me. Did you say ‘Rose’ 7’ he said softly.

“That's how sheintroduced hersdf,” Griffen said. “Why? Is she someone important?’
“Grifter,” Jerome said carefully. “ Rose has been dead over eight years now.”

The beads suddenly felt very cold around Griffen’s neck.

“1 don’t likethat. No, suh. | don’t like that one bit.”

Mose was pacing back and forth in hisliving room as Griffen and Jerome watched. Griffen noticed that
the more upset the old man got, the more he dipped into a black southern accent.

“I don’'t know,” he said. “ She seemed nice enough to me.”

“I'mnot talkin’ "bout Rose,” Mose said sharply. “Shewas dwaysafinelady. I'mtakin’ bout what she
told you. 'Bout the animal folks gettin’ stirred up againgt you.”

Griffen frowned.

“But she aso said that she was going to talk to them and try to cam them down. Won't that take care of
it?

“She said she'd try to calm them down,” the old man said pointedly. “ That' s not the samething. What's
more important iswho stirred them up in the first place. That sounds like dragon work to me.”

“Youthink it's Stoner?” Jerome said from where he was leaning against the wall.

Mose thought for amoment, then shook his head.



“Naw. It'snot hisstyle,” he said. “ Stoner ismore one to use his own people. He doesn't have the
patience to work with locals.”

“Any idess, then?’ Jerome pressed.
“My firg thought isthat it might be Mdinda,” Mose said. “ But she normaly sticksto the northeast.”
“Who'sMdinda?’ Griffen sad.

“Old-school dragon,” Mose said. “ She workswith her family. The dragon equivalent of MaBarker.
Greedy ashell. Her main thing isbuilding up wedth...and | don’t mean with investments. She gets her
money the old-fashioned way. She stedlsit.”

“Shelsathief?’ Griffen said.

“Morelikeapirate,” Jerome said. “ She’ sa corporate raider. Buys up weak companies, then breaks
them up and sdllsthem piecemedl. It' s the white-collar version of astolen car chop shop.”

“Thethingis, | don’t see where she' d profit by going after Griffen,” Mose said. “He snot athrest to her.
And there' s not enough money in our operation to interest ahigh roller like her.”

“Don’'t forget she' sgot thosekids,” Jerome said. “ She may be looking for something for them to sharpen
their claws on. If shethinks our operation isweak and ripe for atakeover, targeting Griffen asa
backdoor in would be taking care of two birds with one stone.”

“Could be,” Mose said dowly. “That kind of two-pronged attack, creating adiversion so you don't
notice her marching up on you, would bejust her style”

“So, what are we supposed to do in the meantime?’ Griffen said.

“I'll put out afew quiet federsin that direction and try to get afix on what’sgoing on,” Mose sad. “We
don't want to put any moves on her until we' re sure she' sthe one stalking you. If we rewrong, then
she'll seeit asan attack, and we' |l have to dedl with both her and whoever it redly iscoming at us.”

“I guess | meant, what am | supposed to do?’ Griffen said. “Do | just sit around and play decoy? Or
should | betrying to talk to these animal people mysdlf?’

“Leavethat jobto Rose” Mosesaid. “I think it stime to work on your anima control skillsabit. Justin
casethey won't listen to Rose.”

“I don't know,” Griffen said. “I mean, I'd loveto get sometraining. But I’ ve fooled around with the
animal control thing abit since | got down here, just for curiosity and because it sounded nesat. Frankly, |
haven't had much luck with it.”

“It'slike any other muscle or skill,” Mose said. “ Y ou've got to work with it, practiceit, and develop it
before you can rely on it. Besides, you might have been playing into a stacked deck. If you' ve been
trying to control the animals that you see hanging around you, they could be the very onesthat are
aready under someone e se' s control, watching you.”

“Jugt what animds have you been trying to control, Grifter?” Jerome said.

“Oh, there sabunch of fera catsliving in our courtyard,” Griffen said. “I’ ve been trying to work with
them, get them to come to me or something. Mostly, they just stare a me or ignore me completely.”

Jerome threw back his head and laughed.



“Cats?’ hesad. “Man, Grifter, you can grow old and die before you can get acat to do what you want it
to. Even with adragon’slife span. Those are some of the most independent beasts God dumped on the
earth.”

“It’ s better to start with dogs or maybe birds,” Mose said. “ Tell you what. Come on by tomorrow night
and I'll show you acouple exercises.”

“Um, actudly | have adate with Lisatomorrow night,” Griffen said.

“Cancd it,” Mose said. “Either that or meet up with her later. Right now we have to keep our priorities
graight, and our highest priority isto kegp you dive”

Thirty-four
Griffen was suddenly awake, but he didn’t know why.

Turning his head dightly, he cracked an eye and focused on the large numbers on the digital clock on his
bedside table. 1:30. Okay. Now the question was morning or afternoon. There were no windowsin his
bedroom, and the door was closed, so daylight or the lack thereof was no clue.

Then, he heard themusic. “Singing inthe Rain,” played on acalliope. That madeit onethirty inthe
afternoon. The caliope was on the steamboat Natchez, serenading the tourists boarding for the two
0'clock cruise up the Mississppi. “Singing in the Rain” meant that it was raining out, or soon would be,
and there would be very few touristsfor the cruise.

That was one of the things Griffen loved about the Quarter. Where else could you not only tell what time
it was, but aso the weather conditions without even looking out awindow.

Of course, that gtill didn’t let him know what had woken him up.
Tap, tatap tap.

He started to Sit up, only to find his arm was pinned under Fox Lisa. Hetried to easeit free, but she only
snuggled closer to him, pressing her velvety nakedness againgt him. Okay. There were other reasons than
caliope music that he loved the Quarter.

Fox Lisahad turned out to be a delight as a bed partner. She was as playful as an otter, and asinventive
asamonkey on fifty feet of greased grapevine. Without thinking, he started to respond to her pressure.

Tap, tatap tap.

“Hey, lover,” he said softly, pulling hisarm free. “ There' s someone at the door.”
“Mmmmrphl,” shesaid, rolling over and burrowing into their mound of pillows.
Griffen hesitated, then leaned over and kissed the back of her neck, biting it gently.
“Mmmmhmm,” she breathed, raising her rump dightly and wiggling it.

Tap, tatap tap.

Griffen disengaged himsdlf with asigh and got out of bed. He fumbled in the dark for amoment to find his
pants, then eased out of the bedroom, closing the door behind him.

Even though, as anticipated, the sky was overcast, there was till enough light pouring through the



windows to make him squint. Swaying dightly, he managed to pull on his pants as he made hisway to the
door.

Tap, tatap tap.
“Whoisit?" he called, trying to keep from snarling.
“It's Jerome, Grifter,” came the response.

He should have known. With the security gates on the complex, the only oneswho could have reached
his door without getting buzzed in from the street were hisSster and Jerome.

Opening the door, he stepped back to admit hisvigtor.
Jerome swept in brandishing a paper bag, an ovenlike blast of hot, humid air entering with him.

“Brought us some breskfast, Grifter,” he said. “Fresh from laMadeeine. French roast coffeeand a
couple of napoleons.”

“Terrific,” Griffen said, hadtily closing the door againgt the day’ s heat. “ Just got up. Bewithyouina
second.”

Rubbing his eyes, he made hisway into the bathroom to take care of his morning business.

“You're getting to be ared Quarter rat.” Jerome' s voice came to him through the door. “It'sthe middie
of the afternoon and you' re just getting up.”

“Nothing new there,” Griffen said, zipping up histrousers as he emerged from the bathroom. “I’ ve dways
been abit of anight owl. That’swhy | paid other people to St in on my morning classes and take my
tests back in school. Remember? And keep your voice down. | have company.”

Jerome glanced at the closed bedroom door.
“Fox Lisa?
Griffen nodded.

“Glad to seethe two of you are hitting it off,” Jerome said. “Watch yourself, though, if you start stepping
out on her. Y ou can't keep nothing secret in the Quarter. Wherever you go with another woman, you're
going to run into abartender or awaiter or abusboy who knows you. Even just walking down the street
you'll be spotted by acab driver or arose vendor or aLucky Dog sdller. Y ou might aswell just assume
that the Fox there will know about it the next time you see her.”

“No bigded,” Griffen said, opening his coffee and taking a cautious Sip. “ There' s nothing permanent or
exclusve going on with Fox Lisaand me. We re just hanging out buddies and occasiona lovers.”

“Uh-huh.” Jerome smiled. “The question is, does she know that? | don't recall seeing her with anyone
else since she' staken up with you.”

“Whatever,” Griffen said, suddenly uncomfortable. “ So what brings you here so early? | have afeding it
wasn't just to share breskfast or to talk about my lovelife.”

“Got some good newsfor you.” Jerome dug in his pocket and produced a set of keyswhich hetossed to
Griffen. “Y ou’ ve got your car back. Fixed up good as new. Even had it tuned and itstires rotated.”



“The Goblin?" Griffen said, hismind sill fuzzy from deep. “Whereisshe?’

“Got her stashed away in agarage,” Jerome said. “I’ll take you around and show you where when you
can parethetime.”

Griffen was artled to realize that he hadn’t even thought about his car for nearly amonth. He had been
50 busy learning theins and outs of the gambling operation and the Quarter, not to mention hanging with
Fox Lisa, that he had had little leisure time to think about much of anything €se. The Goblin seemed like
something from ancther timein hislife...pre-Quarter.

“I dunno, Jer,” hesaid. “I mean, | gppreciate your taking care of getting her fixed up and al, but maybe |
should just I her.”

“Sdl the Goblin?’ Jerome said. “Why would you want to do that?’

“Well, shedoesn't redly fit into my current lifestyle,” Griffen said. “I hear it sexpensveto keep acar
here in the Quarter, and you wereright, | haven't really needed one. | can walk or cab it anywhere |
need to go. Besides, weren't you the one who told me that adistinctive car like the Goblin would makeit
too easy to find or track me?’

“Asl recal,” Jerome said, “ Stoner has dready found you. And asfor the expense, you can afford it now.
Besides, she might comein handy if you want to duck out to the burbs for amovie or abit of shopping.
Why don’'t you keep her for awhile before you make up your mind. Once you sdll her, there’ sno way
you can get her back. Don't worry about it right now. Y ou’ ve got enough on your plate. I'll seeshe's
taken care of.”

Griffentook along sip of his coffee as he studied hisfriend.
“I know I’ ve asked this before, Jerome, but why are you doing this?’
“Doing what?’

“All this)” Griffen said. “ Getting my car fixed, taking me clothes shopping, defending me when the high
rollers question whether or not I’ m up to taking over things, dl that. In genera, playing second bananato
me, even though you'’ d be the natura choice to take over for Mose. Why?’

Jeromerolled hiseyes and sighed.
“I thought we had gone over thisaready.”

“Wadll, let’ sgo through it again. For my benefit,” Griffen said. “I’ve got to admit, Jer, | still don't get it.
It'slike I’ ve been given the starring role in a play, but no one has bothered to give me a copy of the
script. What am | supposed to be doing, anyway?’

“All you got to do isjust beyou,” Jerome said earnestly. “ That' s the beauty of it. Y ou' reahigh-blood
dragon, and it’ sin your nature to gravitate toward building power. | can’t tell you how you' re going to do
it. | don’'t know. The other night at the big game, | wasn't lying. Since you' ve sgned on, more and more
of the independent games are wanting to join our organization. Our network hasn’t changed. The only
differenceisyou. Do you know how you did it?’

“Not redly,” Griffen admitted.

“Neither do1,” Jerome said. “But it’s happening. And you haven't even been around for two months. |
don’t know whereit'sal going or how it’'Il get there, but I'min for theride.”



“Okay, Jer,” Griffen said. “I guessI’min, too. | don't pretend to understand, but I'min. Y ou'rethe one
who knows dragons. Hell, two months ago | thought dragons were as make believe as vampires and
werewolves. Now, | not only am dedling with them, I'm...what?’

He was suddenly aware that Jerome was staring at him with abemused expression on hisface.
“Sorry, Grifter,” Jerome said, shaking hishead. “| keep forgetting how new you areto all this.”
“Okay. What am | missing now?’

“It was what you just said, about dragons being as make believe as vampires and werewolves.” Jerome
amiled.

“Yeah. S0?7’
Jerome kept smiling.
“Wait aminute,” Griffen said. “Areyou trying to tell methat thereredlly are vampires and werewolves?’

“If you mean the movie-type vampires that bite peopl€e s necks and drink blood, the answer isno,”
Jerome sad. “What we do have, though, is people who feed off other peopl€ senergies.”

“Feed off them like how?’ Griffen said.

“Thereare actudly at least two different kinds,” Jerome explained. “Onekind isyour classic depressve
that can suck the energy right out of another person or even an entire party and leave them fedling down,
nihilistic. Those peoplelack acertain kind of energy, the kind that lets you enjoy life, but they need it so
they drain it out of the people around them. The problem isthey’ rekind of aliving black hole that just
keep absorbing energy without ever being filled themsdves.”

“ And the other kind?’

“Those are the entertainers, glad-handers, and politicians,” Jerome said. “ They can infuse the people
around them with energy, effectively multiplying the energy they give off, then feed off that accelerated
energy. You can particularly seeit with actors or singers when they’ re working an audience. When

they’ ve got agood crowd, they work it into a controlled frenzy. That energy buoys them and inspires
them to even greater heightsto a point where they lose track of time or even how tired they really are. If
you're ever backstage to see them when they findly come off, it’ slike someone cut the Stringson a
puppet. Once they’ re away from that massve outpouring of energy from the audience, they’ releft with
their own store of energy which is depleted because they’ ve been feeding it to the crowd to get it going.”

He paused and grinned.

“That kind of an energy rush isas addictive as any drug. The only way they can get that high againisto
go back onstage and perform again. Y ou hear about people who have been bitten by *‘the stage bug,’
well, that’ swhat’ s happened. They’ ve been ‘infected’ and ‘live' for that heady fedling they get from a
curtain cal or acrowd of autograph hunters.”

Griffen shook his head.

“I never thought of it that way,” he said. “I mean, | know the high-energy fedling you get at arock
concert or afootbal game, but | never connected it with vampirism.”

““You say po-tato and | say po-tah-to.”” Jerome shrugged. “ The werewolf thing isthe sameway. We



al know people who go through wide swings of mood and temperament...amost Jekyll and Hyde
transformations. That’ s not even going into the ‘ chameleons' that change their wardrobe and speech
patternsto fit various socia Stuations. Most of us had to do that to one degree or other just to survive
our teen years.”

“But therearen’t really people who can literdly change their shape,” Griffen pressed.

Jerome cocked his head at him.

“Not to belabor the obvious, Grifter,” he said, “but you’ re a shape-shifter. Remember?’

“But...”

“Both you and your sigter...Or don’t you remember what happened the first time you met Gris-gris?’
Griffen frowned.

“I’ve been meaning to ask you about that, Jerome,” he said. “I mean, we both saw scales on my arm for
aminute there at the end. From what my uncle Macolm told me, | thought the big lizard thing wasjust a
disguise the old dragons used unsuccessfully to spook the humans.”

“That'swhat | heard, too,” Jerome verified. “Thething is, because of the movies and televison, you've
got the big lizard image locked in your mind when you think of dragons. Theway | seeit, when you're
stressed or get excited, that’swhat your subconscious defaults to when it goes to shape-shift. With
Vderie, what with her being so athletic and all, she seems content to just get larger.”

“But you' re saying there are others who have this power?” Griffen said.

“If you look around the world, amost every culture has some sort of shape-shifter mythos or legend,”
Jerome said. “ There are stories about werewolves, weretigers, and were-bears. There' seven an old
story about a chimera, which is supposed to be able to take on one of severd different anima forms. I've
never run into one, though.”

Griffen pursed hislips.

“Y ou know, it occursto me, Jer, that a shape-shifter, especialy one of those chimeras, would make a
pretty effective George.”

Jerome frowned and cocked his head.

“Y ou know, | never thought of that,” he said. “Of coursg, it sonly since you hit town that I ve had to
think of the George at dll.”

“Goahead. Rubitin,” Griffen said with agrimece. 1t just seemstome...”

The bedroom door opened and Fox Lisaemerged, bleary-eyed and yawning. She was wearing one of
Griffen’ s shirtswith a couple buttons buttoned, giving an dluring view of her cleavage and legs.

“Hey, Jer. How'sit going?’ shesaid inadurred voice.
“Hey, yoursdf, foxy lady.” Jerome smiled back. “ Sorry. Did we wake you?’

“Not toworry,” Lisasaid with avague wave of her hand. “1 can deep through an air raid. Nothing likea
full bladder to get you moving, though. I’ll just wander into the sandbox and go back to bed.”



She headed into the bathroom with short, unsteady steps, shutting the door behind her.
“Sandbox?’ Griffen said.

“Yeah,” Jerome said with agrin. “I don’t know who started it or where it came from, but it’ s doing the
rounds. | think it'skindaclassy.”

Thetoilet flushed, and Lisaresppesred.

“I’ll go back to bed now and get out of your hair,” she announced, groggily. “I’ [l even shut the door so
you and Y oung Dragon cantak in private.”

The two men looked at each other.
“Wat aminute,” Jerome said. “What did you cal him?’

“Hmm? Oh. Y oung Dragon. Some of the crew have taken to calling him that, and | guess| sort of picked
itup.”

“Who'scaling himthat?” Jerome pressed. “How did that name get picked?’
Fox Lisapaused in the door of the bedroom and squinched her featuresinto a grimace.

“Oh, com’'on, Jerome,” shesaid. “I know I’'m not in the inner circle of things, but it doesn’t take much to
figure out there’ s something going on down here. To quote what’ s his name...Morgan Freeman...in
Batman Begins, ‘1 know there are thingsyou can’t tell me, and | won't ask. But don’t treat melikel’m
Supid.””

With that she disappeared into the bedroom, shutting the door behind her as promised.
Griffen looked aquestion at Jerome.

“Uh-huh,” Jerome confirmed. “ Definitely dragon blood there. Probably not as much as me, but it’ sthere.
Somehow, though, no on€e' s gotten around to mentioning it to her. Remember what | said about female
dragons?’

Thirty-five

There are certain momentsin a person’ s existence when they realize they have made a mistake and could
very well diein the next few seconds.

Griffen had experienced one such moment back in Michigan when he had accepted a chalenge to road
race with an acquaintance of hisin the dead of winter. Asthey piled into acurve, hiscar had suddenly
lost traction and began to dide sdeways toward athin line of treeswith an iced-over river just beyond.
Rather than feding petrified with terror or shouting like people do in the comedy movies, asudden cam
descended over him. He knew he had lost control of the Situation, but there was nothing for him to do but
watch asthe eventstranspired. In that particular instance, hiswheels had suddenly found traction on a
patch of gravel and with a surge of power the event was past.

Stepping into the bar’ sdimly lit interior and seeing the scene awaiting him, hefelt that samecamashe
redlized that again he had logt control of asituation and could very well diefor his mistake.

It had started innocently enough. He had been shooting pool with Maestro at the Irish pub when asmall
black kid came through the door and looked around. Griffen assumed that it was one of the tap-dancing



panhandlers that worked the Quarter and figured the bartender would handleiit.

Before the bartender could move, however, the kid made abedinefor Griffen.

“You Mr. Griffen?’

“On my better days,” Griffen said with asmile.

“Huh?’ thekid blinked.

“Never mind.” Griffen 9ghed. “Yes, I'm Grif...Mr. Griffen.”

“Little Joe sent meto find you,” the kid said. “He needs to see you and said to tell you it' simportant.”
“When and where?’ Griffen said.

“He said the same place you two talked last time...right now.”

Griffen started to reply, but the kid spun on his heel and pushed hisway back out into the sunlight without
another word, his misson accomplished.

“Sorry, Maestro,” Griffen said, leaning his cue againgt thewall. “ It seems something has come up.”
“Y ou want company?’ Maestro said, looking up from his shot.

“Naw. Where’m going, they aren’t wild about strangers.”

“Suit yoursdlf,” Maestro said and turned his concentration back to the pool table.

The bar was only three or four blocks away, and as Griffen strolled the distance, he wondered idly what
Little Joe could wart.

Maybe he was being caled to demongtrate his poker skillsagain. Then again, it just might bethat Little
Joe wanted to introduce him to someone.

As Griffen’ s notoriety had grown, he had noticed that more and more people stopped him on the street
to introduce him to their friends or family or whoever it wasthat they were dating. There seemedto bea
certain status attached to just knowing him these days.

What was more, he made a point of going out of hisway to greet people, rather than staying in one place
and making them come to him. As ayoung white man taking charge of a predominately black group, he
wanted to make the impression that he viewed himsdlf asthe first among equals rather than aboss man
who expected othersto run and fetch at his command.

When they had firgt talked, Griffen had leaned on Little Joe pretty heavy. Hedidn't think it would hurt
their relationship if he unbent and responded to the summons as a demonstration of friendship and

respect.
Two stepsinto the bar, however, he realized that he had migudged the situation badly.

Little Joewas at hisnorma tabledl right. But Sitting with him were two other young black men. They
were both decked out in the “home boy” ook that movies and television had made popular, with
oversized shirts and shorts and bandannas wrapped around their heads. In short, they had “dope dealer”
written al over them. But these were the real thing, not some Hollywood pretty boys. Confusing them
with their wannabe suburban imitators would be the same as confusing atimber wolf and atoy poodle.



Griffen did not think they were hereto play cards. Not unless the games they were used to Sitting in on
included having automatic pistols sitting on the table next to their hands.

Then, too, there was the table full of look-alikesin the corner, with an additional three sets of eyes boring
intohim.

He thought back to what Jerome had told him about shape-shifting and deliberately fought back hisrising
panic. Heredly didn't know if he was bulletproof, but would just as soon not find out today. Somehow
he knew that if he startled this group by going into an involuntary shape-shift, they’ d shoot first and not
bother about asking questions.

There was nothing for Griffen to do but stay relaxed and try to bluff it through. Maybe the whedlswould
catch apatch of dry gravel.

“Little Joe,” he said by way of greeting as he approached the table. “I heard you wanted to see me?’

“Griffen.” Little Joe nodded back. “Got a couple folks here who want to meet you. Thisis TeeBo and
Patches. They're brothers.”

From the family resemblance, Griffen assumed the two really were brothers. What was surprising,
however, was how young they were. TeeBo was about Griffen’s age, while Patches was a good half
dozen years younger.

He nodded politely at each of them in acknowledgment of the introductions.
“TeeBo. Patches,” he said. “Isthere something | can do for you gentlemen?’

“Y ou can keegp yo' white-ass nose outta our business...” the younger man began, but his brother cut him
off.

“Petchesl” TeeBo sad. “Remember I’'m gonnahandlethis.”
He continued to stare at Griffen.

“Little Joe here tells me that you' re areasonable man who likesto talk things out if there’ saproblem,” he
sadfindly. “Solet’stak.”

“Do we have aproblem?’ Griffen said.

“That’ swhat we' re hereto find out,” TeeBo said. “I’ ve been told that you won't let your people deal our
product. That true?’

“I'm afraid you' ve been misinformed,” Griffen said.
“I have?’ TeeBo seemed genuinely surprised.

“Wéll, only partidly informed,” Griffen said. “I’m not telling them not to handle your product, asyou cal
it. I'm telling them not to handle anyone' s product. At least, not while they’ reworking for me. If they
want to dedl, fine. | can’'t sop them. But not while they’ re on my payroll.”

TeeBo leaned back in his chair and cocked his head to one side.

“So you ain't doing thisto give someone else an exclusive with your crew,” he said. “Maybe like
someone named T.J.7°



“Never even heard of theman,” Griffen said.

“See. | told you,” Little Joe said.

“Shut up,” TeeBo said. “I’'mtaking to Mr. Griffen here. | wantsto hear about it from him.”
“He slying.” Patchesput in. “Everybody’ s heard of T.J.!”

“I’ve only been in town acouple of months,” Griffen said. “To be honest, | never heard of you two until
just now when we wereintroduced. Wetrave in different circles. All I'minterested inislearning Mose' s

gambling operation.”
“So what you got against dope?’ TeeBo said. “Y ou want usto cut you in or somethin’?’

“I’'m not wild about it persondly,” Griffen said. “But that’ s not the point. I’ m not stupid enough to try to
sop it or to waste alot of time and energy trying to save people from themselves. | only brought in this
new policy when it sarted to interfere with my operation.”

“How you figurethat?” TeeBo said.

“Do you know an old gentleman named Reggie?’ Griffen said.

“Oh, yeah. | heard ' bout that,” TeeBo said. “He worked for you?’

“Only part-timeasadtringer,” Griffen sad. “But working for meisn’t what got him killed.”
“Soit’'slikethat, huh,” TeeBo said.

“I hear that you' refireproof,” Patches said. “ Are you bulletproof, too?’

“I redly don't know,” Griffen said. “Am | about to find out?’

“Shut yo' mouth, Patches,” TeeBo said. “Y ou might learn something.”

He turned his attention back to Griffen.

“If you don’'t mind my asking,” he said, “what’ sthat you' re wearing around your neck?’
Griffen reached up and fingered the beads.

“This?’ hesad. “It'sacharm someone gave me.”

“Someone gave you that?” TeeBo said.

“A woman named Rose,” Griffen said. “Why? Do you know her?’

“Heard of her,” TeeBo sad. “Mr. Griffen, you get those before or after your little trip?’

Griffen blinked, both at the“mister” and the reference. He shouldn’t have been surprised considering
how rumor spread in the Quarter.

“Y ou heard about thet?’ Griffen said.
“Y eah, word is, someone' sred mad wit you.”

Another surprise. Griffen redlized that the George could use arumor mill asyet another way to taunt. Or



even as aweapon.

“After”

TeeBo nodded asif that had been what he expected.

“You seewhat I'm talkin ’ bout, Patches?” he said to his brother.
“Well, lookee herel”

A middle-aged black man in asuit had just come through the front door. Following in hiswake were four
young athletic looking blacks. What was notable about them was that they were al wearing long trench
coats despite the heat outside.

“I' had my suspicions, but now | know,” the man continued.
Tengon danced through the room like chain lightning.

“Chill out, T.J,” TeeBo said. “ Y ou just think you know. We had our suspicions, too. That’swhy we're
here”

“So you'retdling me he' snot cutting me out to deal withyou?’ T.J. said.

“He scutting usdl out,” TeeBo said. “We thought hewas makin’ aded with you, but hetold ushe
never even heard of you.”

“Bullshit,” T.J. said. “ Everybody’ s heard of T.J.”

“Wdl, he'snot dedling with us and he' s not dedling with you,” TeeBo said. “He says he’ smaking his
people choose between working for him or dealing because of what happened to Reggie.”

“That afact?” T.J. sad. “And you believe him?’

“That'sright,” TeeBo said. “Y ou want to know why? Ease over here and take alook at what he's
wearing around his neck.”

T.J. glanced at hismen and gave aquick jerk of hishead. They moved sdeways, fanning out aong the
bar to givethem aclear line of Sght, and fire, to both the brothers and the table of their supporters. Then
he sauntered casually up to Griffen and peered at the beads. ..then jerked suddenly erect asif he had
seen asnake.

“Isthat for real?’ he said to TeeBo.

“He saysthat Rose gaveitto him,” TeeBo said. “He sawhite boy only been in town a couple months. |
don't see him making up astory like that.”

“If heisor if he' slying, he' stoo stupid or too bold to be afraid of anything we might runat him,” T.J.
said, stepping back.

“That'stheway | read it,” TeeBo sad.
The two men looked at each other, then nodded.

“Mr. Griffen,” TeeBo sad. 1 thank you for taking the timeto clarify the situation. Now, if you'll excuse
us, T.J. and | have afew mattersto discussin light of this new information.”



Griffen took thisas adismissa, and, nodding respectfully to the principas, headed out at what he hoped
was adignified pace.

He had caught agrave patch...agan!

Thear never sesemed sweeter nor the colors as bright and reassuring. Even the glare and the heat were
welcome.

Thirty-six

Vaerie had started her morning with another sweet breskfast at Café Du Monde. Thistime, shewasa
bit too distracted to properly appreciate her surroundings, though she couldn’t think of anything that
could quite block it out completely.

Some of the artists and the performers Valerie had grown used to seeing. Others seemed to dternate, or
just appear randomly. Caliope music filtered over from the river, and blended oddly but somehow
appropriately with a bagpipe player on the corner of the Square. A man on stiltswas juggling and pacing,
while awoman with six small poodles circled the Square again and again. Vaerie wasn't quite sure
whether the woman was alocal, or atourist, but she couldn’t help noticing her hairdo matched that of her

dogs.

What digtracted Vderie from her med and the events around her were asmall notebook and afolded
newspaper. It was aloca publication, distributed free in bars and coffeehouses, and it was currently
folded to the jobs section. She had decided to take herself out of her worries.

If Griffen wanted to keep her in the dark, she would find something else to occupy her time. The
notebook held numbers of want ads Vderie had noticed throughout the Quarter, aswell asafew she had
been passed by locas. She mulled over thelist, unsure of what, if anything, she planned to do abot it,
and sipped thelast of her hot chocolate.

The waiter was just clearing away her plate when new movement caught her eye. A man came around
thefar corner of the Square. It wasn't his mere gppearance that caught her eye, though he moved with a
certain amount of casud grace that she found hersdf admiring.

Thered attention getter was the horde of smal girls scurrying around him. Over adozen girls, al dressed
in navy blue skirts and starched white blouses, the oldest of whom couldn’t have been more than ten.
They clamored and giggled around him, asea.of smiling faces, tugging at his pant legs and otherwise
scrabbling for his attention. Pant legsthat Vaerie noticed were extremely well tailored, aswas his dark
red shirt with arubylike sheen.

Behind the group, dressed in full nun habit, was the obvious watcher of the little horde. She stood back
and shook her head, face holding alook of barely conceal ed amusement.

The man turned and threw his hands up, making afierce face and bellowing. All with the predictable
results of sending the giggling girls scattering dl around him, not in the leest bit afraid. One of the braver
onestugged on his pant leg again, and Vderie leaned forward abit watching his reaction.

Herolled his head and presumably his eyesto the sky, flung his hands out to the side, and made a
magician’s pass with them. Suddenly in one hand, he held a bamboo rose of the type that get made and
sold on the street dl over the Quarter. The girl shrieked and clapped her hands, and he bent low and
handed it to her, blowing kissesinto the air by her cheeks. She turned, clutching her prize, and fled, the
rest of the pack chasing after her.



The nun gave him aglare, shaking her finger and not redly meaning ether, and sirode off to try and return
some order to the group. Vaerie couldn’t help but to give off afull, throaty laugh.

At the sound, even though he was across the street, his back stiffened and he turned on his hed, eyes
searching. Therewas no way for Vaerieto hide that she was watching, but she didn't bother. Something
about the way he moved, and now he moved toward her like a man with a purpose, captivated her eye.
She noticed the well-muscled build of his shoulders, and the well-styled line of his hair, and the way
people moved out of the way for him. He strode across the street, apparently ignoring the passing cars,
and stopped afew steps from the rail separating the café from the Street.

“Doitagan,” hesadin avoicethat was soft but compelling, even through the early morning hustle and
bustle.

“Dowhat, precisaly?’ Vderiesaid alittle cooly.

“Precisdly? That wonderful, rich laugh that cuts through the world and was worth more applause then a
hundred little girls”

“Oh, that.” Vaerietried for dismissive, but could fed aflush creeping up her neck. She covered it well.
“Performfor littlegirlsalot do you?’

“Ah, well, | used to give out candy, but for some reason the words ‘ want some candy, little girl’ set off al
kinds of peoplethese days.”

She amiled a him, and gave him pointsfor picking up her tone, and rolling withit.
“Wadll, if youwant alaugh from me, | don't think another fake rose will doiit.”
“Ah, but for the lady, thered thingisamust.”

And just like that hewas holding ared rose, ssem trimmed off but petals bright and fresh. He held it out
for her, not letting his eyes break contact.

“What do you do, stuff them up your deeves before you go out just in case you need a handy pick-up
bit?’

“I think I’ ve got pearls up my other deeveif you' d rather,” he said.
At that shedid laugh. She couldn’t helpiit.

“Y ou try giving me pearlsin thefirg fifteen minutes of ardationship, and I’ m going to start looking for
your sexud predator file”

“Then the rdationship is dready started? Oh, goody.”
“You don't go half fast do you? And no one says goody,” Vaerie sad.
“I thought joy and rapture might be pushing thingsabit,” he said.

Vaerie was used to strong come-ons, and dealing with them, but more and more she was becoming
interested. Seeming to pick up on it, he straightened and tossed the rose over his shoulder.

“Not pearls or roses then. Dinner perhaps? Name the place and time and | shal bethere”

“Y ou haven't even asked my name, or offered yours.”



“Which linewould you prefer? A rose by any other name, or something aong thelines of Dulcinea. As
for mine, I'm Nathanid.”

“Nathaniel what?’

“Oh, Mother won't tell us, just in case we should ever try to track down Father.”

“Hal Oh, you won't get to evade that easily for long Nathanidl.”

“Quiteright, but you must cometo dinner if you want to try for more.” Nathaniel grinned.

He pulled abusiness card out of hisleft pocket and flipped it onto the table casualy. He had yet to close
thefina distance, and he il didn’t. Instead he turned and walked back toward the Square, without a
backward glance.

Vaderie thought for amoment and pocketed the card.

Thirty-seven

It was early August, and the New Orleans summer had descended with dl its sticky, humid splendor.
The ever-present congtruction crews started working early in the morning. ..very early inthe
morning...so they could knock off and be off the roofs and out of the sun before the temperature hit its
peak around two in the afternoon. All the shops, restaurants, and bars were running their air conditioners
at full blast to provide alure and arefuge for the tourists who weren’t used to summersin the South.
Localsran their air conditionersfull blast to keep from going crazy and killing each other. (Those who
couldn’t afford air-conditioning went ahead and went crazy and killed each other.)

If a al possible, one avoided going outside until after the sun set. Unfortunately, it didn’t make that much
difference. The semiregular afternoon cloudbursts didn’t cool things off the way they would up north.
They smply added more moisture so that when one did go out, it had the same fed as stepping into a
sauna

It was early evening, and Griffen was at Mose' s place getting a crash course on sports betting. During a
break, as he was staring out the window, he redlized something he had only noted in passing before.

The difference between the temperature inside the house and outside was so extreme that moisture was
forming on the outside of the windows. Thiswas, of course, the exact opposite of what he had
experienced up north.

He pointed this out to Mose.

“Y ou know, | had abuddy up north who wore glasses. In the winter, every time he came inside out of
the cold, he' d beflying blind for about five minutes because his glasses would fog up. Here, it worksin
reverse. He' d step outside leaving abar and his glasses would fog. . .except instead of being insde where
it swarm and safe, he' d be stepping out onto the mean streets of the Quarter in the wee hours of the
morning. Not the best timeto be flying blind for five minutes.”

He laughed wryly and shook his head.

“I don’'t understand how peoplelivelikethis,” hesaid. “I mean, I’'m doing it myself, but | don't
understand it.”

“After awhile, you get used to it.” Mose sighed.



“Uh-huh,” Griffen said. “They used to tell the freshmen at the University of Michigan the samething
during orientation..." Y ou get used to the cold after awhile.” The problem was, they never redly did.”

“That’sfunny,” Mose said. “ That' swhat folks down here say about living up north. How can peoplelive
likethat? Sotel me, if you never redly get used to it, how did you deal with the cold up there?’

“That’seasy,” Griffen said. “It'snot like we St out on our front lawnsin it. We do the portable
environment thing. We go from our heated homesto our heated cars to a heated office or shopping mall.”

“Wél, it’' skinda the same thing down here,” Mose said. “We go from our air-conditioned homesto our
air-conditioned cars or cabsto an air-conditioned office or bar. Seewhat | mean?’

“Okay. Youwin. Still, I don't think I’ Il ever get used to having an accent.”
Mose laughed.

“Griffen, just because you don’t have the loca accent, doesn’t mean you have an accent. Fip through
any channdson any TV, and ninety percent of the people onscreen will sound like you. Midwesternis
accepted American bland and normdl.”

“Wadll...but you sound that way, too...mogt of thetime.”
Mose smiled, eyes crinkling abit more at the edges.
“Tha suh,’s’causel practice mighty fine”

Griffen noticed that the accent didn’t sound like the usual New Orleans accent. No, it sounded older. He
decided not to pursueit, for now.

“Youwin, again.” Griffen laughed. “ So let’ s get back to my lesson. I'll tell you, Mose, dl this stuff with
the sports betting is crossng my eyes.”

“Just be thankful you came down here in June when thingswere dow,” Mose said. “Not much happening
in sports during the summer . ..except baseball, and not many folks bet on that. In about a month, football
season will gart and the action gets heavy. Then, when basketbd| cutsin, you'll have your handsfull.
Most of the money comes from football betting, though.”

“So let’ sdtart there,” Griffen said. “How do you set the betting lines? | mean, some of those point
spreads get pretty exact. How do you come up with them?’

“Don’t worry about that,” Mose said. “We ve got expertsto do that for us. Y ou're going to be primarily
working the management sde.”

“Well, could you give me arough ideaof how it'sdone?’ Griffeningsted. “Evenif | don't get directly
involved, I'd like to have some notion of the process.”

“Wall, it used to be harder in the old days,” Mose said. “ Today, with the Internet and other eectronic
communication, it'salot easer. There are a couple services we subscribe to that have stringers and
informants al acrossthe country. They keep track of everything from the physica and medica condition
of key players, not to mention their love life and family relationships, to the condition of thefidds,
weether forecasts, and the history of the various coaches and their staff members when they’ ve gone up
againg each other before. All that data gets plugged into computers and they spit out what the most likely
outcomeswill be”



“They can actudly caculate thingsthat close?” Griffen said.

“Sure. Of course, different services have different formulas they use or different thingsthey consider. |
mean, there’ s one that factorsin who the referees will be and their track records for making bad calls.
Because of that, the results aren’t ways the same. That’ swhere our experts St down with the service
results dong with the latest betting lines from the newspapers and V egas and come up with the spreads
well use”

“And then you take bets based on those point spreads?’ Griffen said.

“Oh, we take some direct bets on single games,” Mose said, “but most of the money comes from the bar
cards.”

“Thebar cards,” Griffen repeated. “I’ ve seen some of those around, but never redly got into them
mysdf. How do they work?”

“It saredly sweet system,” Mose said. “Whoever came up with it should get some kind of reward. I'd
say they should get a piece of the action, but there would be no way to control it.”

“What we do is print up abunch of cardsthat list al the NFL games and the top fifteen or twenty college
games aong with the point spreads. We have runners that take them out and drop them off with certain
bartenders around town. If someone wantsto play, they take one of the cards, circle the teamsthey think
aregoing to win, put their name or anickname on it, and give it to the bartender dong with their bet. The
runners pick up the cards and money and bring them to us before the games are played. After the results
arein, they take the money for the winners and drop it off at the bars for the playersto collect.”

He paused to laugh and shake his head.

“Thething is, most people kill themsalves getting greedy. Y ou see, on the back of the card are the payoff
odds. The more games you pick and the more you bet, the more you stand to win. Folkswould usualy
be okay...break even or come out alittle ahead. . .if they stuck with picking just three games. Instead,
they get sucked into picking five or seven games because the payback is bigger. Of course, towin dl
their picks have to be winners...and the more games they pick, the worse the odds are that the games
will dl go the way they think. Folkslike uswho run gambling operations just love the playerswho go with
long shots and try to buck the odds.”

While M ose was spesking, Griffen got up, unasked, to freshen their drinks. Returning from the kitchen,
he set hismentor’ sdrink in front of him, then resumed his sest.

“So, when you say I'll be working the management side,” he said, “what exactly doesthat entail?’

“Wel, firg of dl, you'll havefina say on who we take on asrunners,” Mose said. “That can be harder
than it sounds. The people we want representing us have to be dependable, presentable, and able to
interact with folks from al walks of life and levels of income. People like that aren’t dl that easy to find
these days.”

“Y ou forgot to mention *honest,”” Griffen said.
Mose sighed.

“Now that’ s another part of management,” he said. “Every so often, one of your runnersisgoing to try to
sted from you. Y ou're going to have to sort it out and decide what to do about it.”

“I’'m missing something here.” Griffen frowned. “How can they sted from uswith the setup you' ve got



going?”

“The most common way iswhen they start skimming,” Mose said. “ Asyou can see, most of the people
who do the bar cards don’t get any money back because they lose. A runner can figure that out, so he
getstheideato hold a couple cards back aong with the money instead of turning themiin. If the cardsare

losers, he getsto pocket those bets free and clear. Of courseg, if there’ sawinner in there, he hasto cover
the payoff out of his own pocket.”

“How do you catch something likethat?’ Griffen sad.

“Just like the players, the skimmers get greedy,” Mose said. “If they settle for a couple cards aweek,
they can probably get away withit. If they do, they start holding more and more back. That’swhen we
can spot it. A runner’ stakeis pretty cond stent from week to week with some minor variationsfor big
game weekends. If someone sturn in starts consstently falling short of what we' ve learned to expect,
there s probably some skimming going on.”

“Then what do you do?’

“What you get to do isinvestigate.” Mose smiled. “Y ou have to check around and find out if there redlly
issome skimming going on, and if thereis, if it’ sthe runner or the bartender or both who are doing it.”

“Andif wefind out that someoneis skimming?’ Griffen said. “What do we do?’

“Now don’t be thinking Hollywood gangster scenesagain,” Mose said. “If it’ sthe runner, wefirehim
and put in areplacement. If it’ sthe bartender, we just take that stop off our lit...or recruit another
bartender.”

“That seemsfair enough,” Griffen said. “ Do we do anything about recovering...”
Just then, his cdll phone started ringing.
“Excuse meaminute, Mose”

Heglanced at the cdler ID, but didn’t recognize the caler. For amoment he debated letting it go to voice
mail, but decided it might give M ose the wrong impression about his diligence.

“Griffen here” he said into the instrument.
“Mr. Griffen? Thisis Jumbo. Y ou may not remember me.”

It took a second, but Griffen placed the name and voice. If was the man who had been serving as
Gris-gris s bodyguard when they first met.

“I remember you, Jumbo. What' sup?’

“Something' s happened | thought you should know about,” Jumbo said. “1 hate to bother you, but...”
“No problem,” Griffen said. “Tell mewhat’ s happened.”

Helistened for severd minutes, his mouth tightening into a grimace.

“Okay. | think | get the picture,” hesaid at last. “Areyou on acell phone?I’ll get back to you in alittle
while and let you know. Thanksfor thecal.”

Heflipped his phone shut, cutting off the connection. Then he leaned back in his chair and thought for a



faw moments.

“Okay, Mose,” he said. “ Y ou' ve been saying that we have to take care of our people. Exactly how far
doesthe definition of ‘our people’ extend?’

“Why?What' s happened?’

“Wall, it ssemsthat Gris-gris has been picked up by the police under some rather strange
circumgtances,” Griffen said. “Is he considered one of * our people ? Should we do anything about it?’

“Youtdl me” Mosesad.

“Gris-grispulled out of our network under my management, then signed back on directly with you,”
Mose said. “ Since then, he steered alot of new independents our way. More important, Jumbo called
you, not me. | figure that makesit your cal asto whether or not he' s one of ours. He thinks so, and
Jumbo thinks s0. The only question now isif you think s0.”

Griffen took adeep breath, then blew it out dowly, puffing his cheeks.
“Inthat case, | guesshe' sone of ours,” he said.

“Inthat case,” Mose said, “there’ s an attorney and abail bondsman we usualy use when our people get
into trouble. Hang on and Il get you their numbers.”

“Actudly, Mose” Griffen said, “let metry something dse, firs.”

Heflipped his cell phone back open, scrolled through hisdirectory, and hit the*send” button.
After four rings, there was a pickup on the other end.

“Yeah?' cameagruff voice.

“Good evening, Detective Harrison,” Griffen said with asmile, even though he knew it couldn’t be seen
at the other end. “Thisis Griffen McCandles.”

Therewasabrief pause. Mose' s eyebrows went up and Griffen smiled at him.
“Okay, Griffen. What' sup?’

“ Something has come up, and | waswondering if you could check into it for me.”
Another pause.

“It seemsthat one of our people has been picked up by your colleagues,” Griffen said. “He sknown as
Gris-gris, but hisred nameis...”

“Yeah. | know him,” the detective said, cutting in. “What' s the charge?’

“That’ ssort of what | was hoping you could check for me,” Griffen said. “ According to the information
that was passed to me, they haven't charged him with anything.”

Again, apause.

“Actudly, they can do that,” Harrison said. “Legdly, they can hold someone for seventy-two hours for



questioning without charging them.”

“I'veheard that,” Griffen said. “ This seemsto be a speciad stuation, though. From what I ve been told,
he was picked up because he was walking down the street arm and arm with my sister. Strangely
enough, they let her go.”

He could hear a deep sigh at the other end.

“Look, Griffen. | don’'t know what you' ve heard, but we don’t do that kind of crap anymore. Thistown
runs on tourist dollars, and that would go away redl fast if the cops started hassing every mixed race
couplethey saw in the Quarter.”

“That' swhat | figured,” Griffen said, winking at Mose. “ Asamatter of fact, theway | heard it, the officer
that picked him up was dso black.”

“So what' sthe problem?’ the detective growled. “Am | missing something here?’

“Theinteresting thing is, the way | hear it, that officer so happensto be the older brother of agirl that
Gris-griswas dating before he took up with my sster.”

Thistime, the pause was lengthy.

“Y ou know, Griffen,” the detective said at last, “you have abad habit of pushing my buttons. If there's
anything | hate worse than protected gambling operations or the Feds messing around on my turf, it's
cops who abuse the power of their uniforms. Okay, I'll check into it...and this one’ sworth a beer, not a
lousy cup of coffee.”

Thirty-eight

The lrish pub had never been so damned noisy before. It wasn't people noise either. Griffen had yet to
livethrough aMardi Gras, but had run into some nights when even the dightly out-of-the-way pub had
been packed enough that there were no seats available and the press of strangers had pushed him out
into the night to find something abit camer. So he could have lived with a certain amount of uproar in the
form of men and women looking for agood time.

Dogs on the other hand. That was another story.

It was one of the strange customs of New Orleans, particularly the Quarter. Apartments were so small,
open spaces So rare, that those with canine companions tended to bring their dogs everywhere.
Everywhere. Outside restaurants, groceries, and shops one could often see an animal or two tied up
waiting for its owner. Bars, though, bars were notorioudy lassefair, or wasthat |aissez-faire?

There were seven of them in the pub that night. Not only in, but unleashed and running free. As one, they
garted barking when Griffen walked in. From the incessant yap yap yap of something that looked like it
should be at the end of amop, to the deep rawlf of a Great Dane whose head was easily higher than the
pool table. They moved toward him, barking their heads off, as various ownerstried to quiet them down.
Their shouts, and those of the bartender, were dmost enough to drive Griffen back out.

Stubbornly, he ignored them and pushed his way over to where Jerome sat at the bar. The dogs quieted
eventudly, except for thelittle mop that followed Griffen the whole way and sat on its haunches as he
took aseat. Y ap yap without end. Jerome' s eyes were shiny with mirth, and his smirk was broad and

annoying.



“What'sso funny?’ Griffen said.

“Just thinking that maybe Mose needsto start giving out report cards to his student, Y oung Dragon,”
Jerome sad.

“Oh, shut up.”
“And the parrot says, ‘ Mine, too, must be the salt water.””

Jerome' s smirk broadened, and Griffen glared. Those who knew the abominable and obscure joke
Jeromewas referencing glared aswell. A baled up napkin hit him from parts unknown. The little dog

kept yapping.

“I didn't even try anything to set them off,” Griffen said sourly ashisdrink arrived.

“Ah, but did you try and quiet them?’

“Didn’t occur to me. That racket hit, mainly what | thought of wasthat it wastimefor adrink.”
“We need to work on your reflexes more.”

Which was the perfect time for the fight to break ouit.

Scufflesin the Irish pub were damned rare, and even more uncommon were serious ones. Whatever had
triggered this one had started at the back of the pool tables. A shout, the sound of flesh hitting flesh, the
screech of chairs as those around responded and rose from their seets. By the time the bartender was out
from behind the bar and headed toward the trouble, aman, easily six-five, was pulling apool cue back. It
was clear that he intended to strike his much smaller opponent, and equaly clear that the other wouldn't
be able to do anything to stopit.

The big man started to swing. Those closest sarted to move forward, knowing they would betoo late.
Griffen and Jerome were on their feet, too far back to do any good, but moving forward like everyone
else. And before the man could get any momentum, his arm stopped with such apainful jerk that the
entire room heard his shoulder pop.

The room seemed to stop as one, taking in the scene. The big man, turned around, fist raised to strike
whoever had grabbed his cue. The sight before him stunned and stopped him just as quickly asit had
done everyone else. Holding on to the end of his cue, in ajaw that would have done a horse credit, was
the Great Dane. Itstail waswagging.

Later reports, unconfirmed, claimed the dog waggled his eyebrows.

What came next was one of the reasons Griffen enjoyed this pub so much, and why it had so few
incidentslike this. Both partiesin the fight were not loca's, but everyone who had rushed forward was.
Together, under the guidance of the bartender, the two were pushed outside where they couldn’t damage
the bar. The big man in particular got alot of attention. Outside, shouting erupted as he tried to pick the
fight back up, but the momentum of the anger had been broken. It was clear the smaler man wanted no
part in more, and the larger was persuaded to head off before police patrolled by and got involved.

Sowly people began to filter back in. Of course, they were talking about the events. Drinks were picked
back up, and several people patted the Great Dane, who seemed content to curl up in one corner and
receive adoration. Griffen was one of thefirst back to his seat, and Jerome wasn't far behind. Thelittle
dog sat back in his seat, and began barking. Griffen looked hard at the dog, and it rolled over sticking al
four legsinthear and going quiet.



“Not too shabby, Grifter,” Jerome said.

“Thanks”

“But don't get cocky. Dogsis easy. They want to make people happy.”
“Thanksfor the pep talk. Sheesh.”

The room went quiet again asthe smaler man from the fight walked tentatively back into the bar. Usudly,
if anything like this happened, dl parties were eighty-sixed, or banned, for the night. Repeet offenders, or
those who pissed off the bartender too much, were banned forever. The bartender, and most of the bar,
gavethe man ahard sare. Findly, shyly, he spoke.

“Uh...sorry for thetrouble. I'll leaveif you want. Only...” he said.

“What?’ The bartender said.

“Beforel go, could | buy that dog adrink?’

It was unanimoudy decided that the rule about eighty-sixing could be waved. Just this once.
“Gotsto admit, the man has gyle,” Jerome said with agrin.

Griffen didn’t say anything, staring into the “water back” for hisdrink.

“What isit, Grifter?” Jerome said. “Y ou look like you' ve seen aghost. Wdll, another one.”

Stll slent, Griffen did hisglass of water over to hisfriend. Therewasadice of limefloating in it that
hadn’t been there when they had followed the fight. More to the point, it wasimpaled by aplagtic
toothpick in the shape of asword. Needlessto say, the Irish pub never used plastic swords with their
ganish.

Thirty-nine

Griffen had found that adjusting to his new life had been surprisngly naturd. Both his status asayoung
dragon, and his reeducation and relocation into the French Quarter. All right, his ssomach tied up in knots
if he thought too hard about having an assassin after him. Or about the possibility of failing those who
were coming to depend on him. Still, that later fear started to fade alittle more with each incident.

Hewasn't the only one surprised for that matter. Though they kept it largely to themselves, those he
encountered, including Jerome and Maose, were continualy impressed by the obvious transformations he
was experiencing, and dealing with in stride. However, some surprises hit him harder than others, and
with the surplus of digtractions around him, he had atendency to forget that hislife wasn't the only onein
upheaval.

Hewasin the Irish pub, playing pool on the back tables. His opponent, Padre, had proved to possess
years of serious experience, aswell as aknowledge of position play and strategy that kept him well inthe
lead. Griffen had no problems asking for tips and pointers, nor Padre giving them. Losing gracefully at
pool did nothing to hurt hislocal status. Though every oncein awhile Gris-griswould look up from the
bar and indulge himsdlf in some gentle ribbing. After writing his name on the chalkboard for next game.

Griffen had just tried for ahard dice, and scratched, when he heard the corner doors swing open noisily.
Onething he especidly liked about the pub: no one left or entered without being heard. The cresky doors
on both streets made sure of it. Thistime, the doors were unnecessary, asthe laughter that filtered in



identified the newcomer right away.

Griffen had never heard hissster Vderie laugh quite like that before she had met Gris-gris, but now he
heard it more and more often, and liked it. It was athroaty, merry laugh full of enjoyment and
contentment. Only, Gris-griswas dlill at the bar, and Vaerie was not waking in done.

Griffen hid his surprise and dowly straightened from the table to look over her companion.

Thefirst thing he noticed was how the man moved. Wl no, to be honest the first thing he noticed was
that he was aman, and had his hand around Vderie swast. The second thing he noticed was how he
moved, with agraceful, relaxed stride very smilar to Vaerie€ sown. Hewas afew inchestaller then her,
with dark hair styled and combed back.

His clothes, which Griffen found himself noticing more and more in the Quarter, were wdll tailored to his
body. Dark pants and arichly colored shirt with one button too many un-buttoned. If the body language
had been any different, one might have thought he was gay, he had that excellent sense of styleand
materids, but there was no mistaking his preferences as he held the door for Vaerie and hel ped her
ingde

With awaveto hissigter, Griffen set aside hispool cue and took a step forward. He didn't havetime for
another step; she had crossed the distance with afadt, light step and scooped him up into a crushing bear
hug. He caught a glance of hispool partner as he was swept up, but Padre was dready smiling and Sitting
back with hisdrink, the game on hold. The man who had come in with Vaerie followed in her wake,
gtanding to the sde with adightly amused expression at her exuberant greeting.

“Vd! Air would benice,” Griffen said and pushed on her shoulders.
She laughed, not the same laugh she had used before, and set him back on hisfeet.
“Y ou are such awimp sometimes, Big Brother.”

She grinned in away that made Griffen think she was about to ruffle his hair, so he took a protective step
to the sde and offered his hand to her friend.

“Hi. Griffen McCandles, long-suffering brother to this overgrown Vakyrie”

“A pleasure. Nathanid. | was all prepared to be jealous over that greeting, but the brother part changed
my mind. Besides, | am just not surethat my spineisuptoit.”

Hetook Griffen’shand and shook it with an easy grip. Hisvoice waslike his grip and posture, smooth
and un-forced, with just atouch of rolling accentsthat caught the listener’ s attention.

“Hmm, am | surrounded by fragile things then? Will everyone bresk so easy?Itisto Sgh,” Vaeriesad.

“Absolutely. We are but paper tigersto you. You shdll just haveto get used toit,” Nathaniel said, and
Griffen couldn’t help notice the smile the two shared.

“Can | get you two adrink?’ Griffen said, but Nathaniel waved him off.
“Oh, by no means. Firgt round ison me.”
He turned and strode off to the bar, leaving brother and sister more or less aone.

“Y ou're scowling, Big Brother.” Vderie nudged hisribs gently. He would have bruises tomorrow.



“I am not; he seemsvery...nice”

“Don’t you believeit. Hewas giving anun al sorts of problemswhen we met.” She made sure her voice
carried, and Nathanid turned around with amock grimace.

“I did no such thing, and you shouldn’t spread stories. Mr. McCandles hereisliable to take exception to
my atentionsto hissger.”

“Griffen please, and I'd love to hear thisstory.”
“He was seducing young girls away from the church,” Vderiesaid.
“| was being followed by aherd of ragamuffins who could barely read See Spot Run,” Nathanidl said.

Hewalked back with adrink for Vderie and gin for himself. A plastic cup or “party hat” was set next to
Griffen’ sdrink, amarker of adrink aready bought.

“Minors! Pedophile. And he offered them illicit tregts for following him.”

“Such nagty talk from so lovely alady. Y ou redly will be the death of my reputation.” Nathaniel was il
amiling, and if anything the shinein Vderie seye wasincreasing as they bantered back and forth. Griffen
managed aquick glance at Gris-gris, but found he had disappeared.

“Deny itif you can.”

“| do. Since when does a bamboo rose count as anillicit treat? | told you, they won't let me give out
candy anymore. Besides, it would have taken eight of them to make one of you, what are you worried
about.”

“Isthat a comment about my weight?’

“Oh, no! Someone save me. Griffen, how do you manage to appease your Sster?’

“When she wants you trapped? Y ou are on your own. If you manage thetrick, tell me how it'sdone.”
“Neither of you isto give the other one pointers. It would be cheating,” Vderie said.

She sipped her drink and Griffen tried very hard not to notice that she held it with her left hand, and that
her right was under the table.

Gris-gris had come out of the bathroom and had settled into afar corner of the bar with hisdrink. Vaerie
seemed not to have noticed him at al, which was odd for her, but al her attention seemed to be on
Nathanid. Griffen shrugged; maybe they had had afdling out.

“Areyou alocd, Nathanid?” Griffen said, trying to make conversation.

“Sort of,” Nathanid said. “My family doesafair amount of business herein New Orleansand ownsa
condo here in the Quarter, which has me in and out of town severd timesayear. Right now my brother
and | arein town for a couple weeks, maybe amonth.”

“And what busnessisthat?’ Griffen sad.
“Liquidation mosily. And yoursdlf?”

“| do aslittle as possible; life seemsto work so much better that way.”



Griffen had yet to figure out just what to tell the average person about his occupation. Somehow, running
anillicit gambling ring just didn’t strike him as proper conversation.

Asthethreetadked, Griffen found himsdf liking Nathanid more and more. Heredlly didn’t seem anything
gpecid, but he certainly seemed to hold the attention. The conversation was easy and amusing, for al
parties, and Griffen found hisinitid tenson easing away from him with every sentence. Besides, Vderie
truly seemed to be enjoying his company. Still, something kept nagging & the edge of hisattention. A faint
kernel of worry that wouldn’t go away.

After their drink, the couple |eft. Vaerie explained that she only stopped in to introduce the two of them
before taking Nathaniel to dinner. That started off another bit of banter over who was taking who to
dinner. They were dtill at it, with Nathaniel looking like the eventua winner, asthe door closed behind
them. Griffen shook his head, and finished his drink, walking back over to the pool table where Padre
was dready chaking his cue. After another few moments, Gris-gris got up and joined them.

“Hey, Grifter, got aminute?’
“Of course, Gris-gris.”
“Grifter, | strike you asajealous sort?’

“Wadll, to be honest...” Griffen paused and thought it over very carefully. “1 don’t know you well enough,
Gris-gris. You could be. How wefirst met and dl, yes, that was aform of jealousy among other things.
But that was along time ago, relatively speaking. So I'm willing to give you the benefit of the doubt.”

“Hmm...can’t say you don't got a point. And that’ sfair. | want to be clear, though. | ain't.”

“All right, I'll give you the benefit of the doubt. Still, | was surprised. | thought the rumor mill would have
gotten news of anew manin her lifeto mefager.”

“In case you have forgotten, Grifter, only afew daysago | was dating her. They haven't been together
long enough even for the Quarter gossips.”

Griffen mulled thisover, and it worried him. Vaerie seemed awful .. . attached, for so recent an
acquaintance. He didn't have timeto think it over as Gris-gris went on.

“Way | figurethings, me and your sster had some laughs, | figured we' d have afew more, but if she
wantsto laugh with someone el sg, that' s her business”

“A very good atitude, Gris-gris, though | hear a*but’ coming, don't 1?7’

“You suredo. | don't trust that guy. Been around the block afew times, and he sets off al my bells. It's
not just who he' swith, | want you to understand that. It'shim.”

“He seemed nice and polite and, well, harmlessto me,” Griffen said.

“Y eah, and my gut tells me that’ s because that’ s how he wantsto seem. It was dl just too damn smooth.
With your permission, I’ m gonnacheck him out.”

“Gris-gris, you aren’'t someone | can order to do or not do something. Y ou don't need my permission.
But if you do, and you redlly think you need to, you be careful. Thelast thing | want isyou in trouble, and
thinking thet it was my fault.”

“Com’ on, Grifter. Y ou gotta be kidding me. I’m the only one responsible for me, that’show | likeit. Just



want to make surewe al know who this guy redly is. Besides one smooth damn dude.”
“Some people,” Padre said even as he sank the eight ball, “just have anatura charm.”

Griffenlooked a him close, and fdlt that kerndl of worry grow abit. If nothing else, Nathaniel wasthe
only out of towner who had made an effort to penetrate their group.

Was hislittle Sster dating the George?

Forty
Griffen had to admit to himslf, grudgingly, no place was perfect.

The French Quarter had food, music, endless variety. It was damn near impossible to grow bored there.
Just the other day he had been wandering to his apartment when fireworks had burgt to life above him.
Grand, professiona displaysfired from abarge on theriver just afew blocks away. No holiday, no
specid festivd, just one of the countless conventions that decided to light up the night for thewhole
Quarter.

If festivals and fun grew boring, one could smply St back and watch the young tourigts, or &t least the
young tourist ladies, sweating away in their tank tops and shorts. Asthe old joke went, nice scenery in
the Quarter, the buildings aren’t bad either. Everyday there was something that tugged a Griffen's
attention, and made him glad that, as bizarre as hislife had turned, it had brought him here.

Despitethis, Griffen had one vice that this ddightfully sinful place didn’t begin to address. It supplied him
with congtant booze, delightful sights, and excitement both tame and dangerous. Y €, he fet himsdlf
yearning for just onething.

If only the damned place had a decent movie thester within walking distance!

Okay, s0 it was a petty complaint. He got enough fresh DV Dsthat if he chose to he could plunk downin
his apartment and never leave. Not to mention that the bartendersin hisfavorite pubs would pass him the
remote controlsto the TV s there without batting an eye. Still, it wasn't the same.

Griffen loved movies. Histastesran to the classics. Old comedies, action movies, musicals. But he would
watch anything in apitch, and had. Some of hisfavorites were pure camp, and the proper placeto seea
moviethefirg time wasthe theater. Sure he preferred older films, but the experience of the theater,
surrounded by others, eating cheap popcorn, and losing oneself in whatever new world the screen
presented. It was one of hissimplest pleasures.

He had mentioned it to Jerome one day, because he redlized being crammed in adark room with abunch
of strangerswas't exactly safe. It would be the perfect opportunity for the George to try something.

Jerome had looked & him for along time before answering.

“Griffen, as soon asyou let histhreet dictate whether you do or do not live and enjoy your life...well, |
figure by then he might aswdl just stick aknifeinyour ribs.”

Griffen had to admit, he had apoint. In fact, for Jerome, it was absolutely el oquent.
“All right, then’'m goingto cdl acab and...”

Griffen trailed off, Jerome had started laughing at him. Hard enough that tears were beading in the corner
of hiseyes.



“Oh, hell, Grifter! Sure have been down heretoo long. Tell me when you want to go and I’ ll get the
Goblin pulled out of storage.”

Oh...yeah.
That wasaplus.

Griffen found himsdf grinning afew days|ater. It had been too long since he had driven hiscar. Actudly,
it had been too long since he had seen his car. Apparently Jerome had found a place outside the Quarter
with secure parking, and the equivaent of valet service. They had his spare keys and would just park and
lock it at agiven time and place. Surprisingly, thiswas actualy chesper then the garagesinsde the
Quarter.

The Goblin had been parked on the side of the street, waiting for him. Whoever had delivered it had
aready headed back to their other duties, and Griffen stood for awhilejust looking over her. The clean
lines of the car, the gleaming green. He missed the old Sunbeam Tiger more than he had redlized. Sitting
there, looking to hiseye as eager as hefdlt.

Maybe the movie could wait after dl, afew hours on the road, just tooling around, and alater show. That
sounded about right. Sometimes it helped to have areminder that there was life outside of the Quarter.

He unlocked the door and dipped insde. For afew moments he just sat, hands on the steering whedl,
feding the texture under hisfingertips. Maybe moviesin the theater wasn't the only vice that the French
Quarter wasn't quite built to indulge. He sighed happily and dipped the key into theignition. Turned it.

Nothing.

The smiledowly did from hisface. He turned the key again, absolutely nothing. Not even the engine
trying to turn over. Like the starter was broken, disconnected, or cut. Griffen took the key out, made
sureit wastheright one, dipped it in again. For athird time there was no result.

With agrimace he dammed his hand into the dash. Not hard enough to damage hisbeloved car, but he
was just so frustrated. Now instead of anight out, he would have to call amechanic. He sighed and
leaned his head back on the seat. He rubbed his hands over hiseyes, asif that could redlly easethe
tenson. As he pulled his hand away, though, his eyes caught on something

Therewasasmall white triangle sticking out of hisvisor. He hadn’t noticed it. In fact, he doubted it had
shown before. It was more like his strike on the dashboard had shaken it just enough to emerge. He
reached up, pulled it, and found himsalf holding the corner of aKnight of Swordstarot card.

Griffen’ smind flashed in an instant, even as his hand reached for the door handle. Thisdidn’'t make
sense. What skill was involved in this? Cutting an ignition when he was nowhere near the car? Or was
there something worse in store? A bomb perhaps, that would have detonated if the turn of akey had
worked? And acard he wouldn't have seen without the impact of hishand...

The door was open just acrack when the crash dammed it shut again.

A beer truck, easily four timesthe size of the Goblin. It had been parked haf a space back, Griffen had
noticed it only in passing. Plenty of clearance to back up.

That clearance was closed in half a second, with the roar of the larger engine. It crunched into the back
of the Goblin and threw Griffen forward against the dash. Only his awkward position of trying to open
the door saved his head from cracking againgt the steering whes!.



The second crash came afew moments later. The truck backed up enough for another rush. Griffen clung
desperately to the steering whed of his car, not trying to escape, just enduring. If he dlowed it, the
whiplash from the impacts could have snapped his spine.

Metd screamed and buckled. The strongest part of the Sunbeam Tiger wasits massive engine.
Compared to the truck behind, the back of the car was as sturdy as tissue paper. Griffen felt the seat
smash into his back asthe car folded. He was pinned, trapped. He cursed himsdlf for not being faster.
Onemoreblow and...

Another blow never came.

Griffen saw the truck drive away, but blurrily. He couldn’t focus on the license, or the details, and
redlized he had blood in one eye. A scalp wound, he didn’t know when or how it had split. Nothing is
perfect it seemed, not even dragon skin.

The visor hung crookedly. The blow of the truck would have dumped the card. Nice to see the George
planned things out. Griffen forced the door open, metal shrieking again. It took al hisstrength to pry
himsdlf freefrom the car.

People gathered, a hand landed on his shoulder. He dmost struck out, but redlized at the last moment it
was a police officer. He couldn’t quite make out the cops questions, hiseyeswere al for the Goblin. A
crumpled, broken mess of metal in black and racing green.

Griffen knew he should be afraid. But looking at his prized possession shattered and bent, hiscar, his
friend, hetrembled. Not with fear. With fury.

Forty-one
Griffen soared.

Everyone had dreams of flying, or of faling. Of hurtling through the air, currents buffeting over skin. How
much control one had often depended on the type of person.

Thiswasn't like that. Griffen wasn't at the mercy of the winds, wasn't free flowing through the air. He
could fed the power of muscles straining with each powerful beat of hiswings. Musclesthat he knew, on
somelevd, hedidn’t havein the waking world, but herethey felt right. He didn’t question them, just
exulted in the pounding of hisblood through them, the effortless strength that kept him aoft.

He cut through the currents of the air as a shark did through water. Utterly confident, fulfilled, free. He
was as much apart of theworld as the clouds that passed under him. Sunshine beat down, and felt odd
againg hisskin. Asif it weren't skin at al, but something rougher that soaked in thelight and sent small
waves of pleasure through his body.

Hetwiged intheair, tucking arms and legs beneath him, folding wings around him, unquestioning
suddenly being a six-limbed being. Dreams have logic of their own. He dived under the clouds, saw acity
before him. Lines of energy coursed, etching their own pattern above the web-work of streetsand
buildings. Thecity cdled to him, pulled a him. He gaveinto the pull and sank lower intheair.

Ashecircled over the city, making lazy patterns through the air, he saw a part he recognized. A small
patch of lower buildings, older; asquare of green in front of agreat cathedrd; river on oneside. It was
likethe cities garden, if one had planned out agarden in brick and iron. Severa lines of energy ran
through it, met, throbbed.



Griffen looked upon the French Quarter and saw something beautiful. Something his. Warring emaotions
mixed in the young dragon’ s beating heart. A need to explore, to protect, to build. He looked down from
the skiesand saw histerritory, hishome.

He landed in Jackson Square, and for thefirst time something about the dream disturbed him. Hewas
alone, completely. No people stirred in the Square, no sounds of cars or carriagesfilled theair. It felt
lonely, wrong. In so many ways, the Quarter was the peopleinddeit.

Griffen lifted his head high. Now that he had been unsettled, he dowly became more conscious of
himsdlf. His head was higher off the ground than it should have been. He could see farther; he could smell
theriver beyond Decatur Street. In the odd silence of the empty Quarter, he could hear the lapping of the
water. Something about the scent and smell drew him.

Without consciously moving, hefound himsdlf at the waters edge. He stood on the set of wooden stairs
that led from the Moonwalk to the shore. He found himself drawn more and more to the water,
fascinated by the swirling currents and small waves. Theriver smelled of mud and of age and of power.
An ever-changing steam, that had lived and ran and thrived long before there was ever acity.

Griffen peered closer.

Hefdl into atrancelike state. No longer could he fed the body he inhabited. No longer did he smell
water or city. It was asif the swirling reflection of himsdlf in the water became the entire dream, hisentire
world. It swelled in his sight. Obscure, detailless, just agreen blob in the muddy waters.

Then it cleared, and a scaly mongter stared back at him.

Griffen awoke with astart, lurching up in bed. Then smashing back down as his head cracked into the
celling above. Stars burst into his dready blurring vison, and the bed collapsed under him.

Helay, absolutely stunned. His head throbbed, whether from the dream, the surge of adrendine, or the
impact, he couldn’t be sure. Hisvision swam and he had to close his eyestightly, waiting for thingsto
Settle before daring to open them again. It took severd hard blinksfor hissight to focus.

The clock showed five thirty. He reached up, clumsly and groggily, trying to turn the lamp on and only
managing to drop it off the dresser, earning his head another impact. Hefinally got it turned on, lying on
itssde on the floor, and by then Vderie was pounding on hisfront door.

“Hold on!” Griffen called and pulled himsdlf to hisfeet.
“You diveinthere?’ Vaerieydled back, not managing to hide her worry.
“Think so. Hang on.”

Griffen stepped out of the wreckage of hisbed, still more than alittle shaky. He leaned on thewall and
surveyed what was | eft of what had been alovely piece of cherrywood furniture. Griffen had aways
thought a bed should be more than afew bars of metal to stick abox spring and mattress on. Sadly, he
looked at severa planksthat had been broken right in two.

Then helooked upward, and the last remnants of deep dipped away.
“Griffen! | will bresk thisdoor down!” said Vaerie.

Hadtily, Griffen grabbed a bathrobe and wrapped it around himself ashe went to let hissster in. She
looked him over from head to toe, even turning him by the shoulder as she surveyed for any obvious



damage. Seeing no blood or bruises her expression quickly changed from worry to anger.
“What did you do?’ shesaid.
“I wasdreaming...l wasflying. | saw my face, adragon’sface, and it scared me awake.”

“And that resulted in a crash that probably woke people up three streets away how?” hissster said,
unrelenting.

“I'll show you.”

Heled her into the bedroom and she stared at the mess. Confused and concerned, she walked carefully
around the remains of the bed, face tight with worry. When her eyesfindly flicked upward, he watched
with some satisfaction as she did afull double take, then stared.

“Huh,” she said after along moment, “so dragons have horns?’

The celling was dented, alarge dimplein the plaster about the size of afootball. The gpartment didn’t
exactly have high ceilings, but even so, Griffen would normally have to stand on his bed to touch it. What
was moreworrying was aseries of smal punctures, asif several objects had punched right through. Bits
of flaked plaster fell even asthey watched.

“You don't think you redlly?” Vaerie said, dill looking upward.

“| don’'t know, what € se could have happened?’

“I don’'t know....thisis more than alittle freeky, Big Brother.”

“I would have said frightening, maybe terrifying, but freaky works. Thank god | wasin bed alone.”

Vaerie shook her head, finally looking back at her brother. He seemed no worse for wear, though his
eyeswere just alittle too wide. Considering how little he usudly showed, that was enough for her. She
put an arm around him and hugged him tight to her.

“Poor wittle brother had anightmare?’ she teased, trying to lighten his mood.
“Actudly no, it was kindafun. | still don't understand why that last moment spooked me so.”

“Wdll, I'll say this, you need to work on your control. Imagineif you wereflirting with Fox Lisain the bar
and suddenly your emationstriggered another change. Y ou might split your pants!”

Griffen, startled, jerked his head toward his sister. Even his control couldn’t stop the smirk that spread to
hislips. She thought for asecond about what she had just said, and promptly cuffed her brother on the
back of the head.

“I meant with atail!” shesaid.
“Sureyou did, Sis”
“You're sck sometimes, and I’ m going back to bed!”

She ssomped off, damming his door behind her. Griffen hadn’t seen hissster blush in years. It was
amost worth having to replace the bed.

Forty-two



For couples, especialy young couples, there are few placesin the world that can compare with New
Orleans. Depending on where one looks, a fledgling romance could find the elegance of any Paris stre<t,
the exclusivity of the New Y ork club, or even the hint of dingy danger found in the London Underground.
And that wasjust in the Quarter. No matter what one’ stastes, it could be found in New Orleans.
Besdes, whilelooking, a pair was dmogt certain to find afew surprises.

It was now many days, and dates, from when she had first introduced Nathaniel to her brother, and
Vaerie and Nathaniel werefollowing their ears. Drifting from street to street, stopping by the doors of
bars and clubs to scope out the music inside. There wasn't amanager in town who didn’t try and pipe at
least some of their music into the streets. It was a more guaranteed way of getting bodies in the door than
any club barker.

They had met at ajazz club on the corner of Bourbon and St. Peter. The prices on the drinks had
surprised Vaerie, even with the lack of acover. Though the music was absolutely amazing, it was aso
competing with the hard rock cover band across the street. When Nathaniel noticed that her tapping foot
was in time with the music outside the club, he left generoustips for the waitress and the band and eased
her out the door.

The quality and variety was astounding as aways. In just afew blocksthey had sampled an Irish trio that
kept trying to one-up each other; a blues singer who had to have weighed three times the couple put
together; and asolo female singer with adeep raspy voice. And those were only the ones they had
stopped in to listen to for an extended period. The last was the most fun, at least asfar as conversation
was concerned.

“Shehastobeaguy,” Vderiesad.
“I hateto disagree, but sheisn't.”

Nathanid shook his head, and was silently glad they had grabbed one of the back booths. Vaerie's
voice tended to carry, even when they weren't trying to talk over music. The subject of their discussion
was blissfully unaware of it dl. Shewasin her own world, and happily butchering a show tune beyond

recognition.

“Don’t defend him; | didn’'t say it wasabad drag job,” Vaerie said.

“That isbecauseit isn't adrag job. Just because she has asomewhat rough voice...”
“That voice could grind glassinto powder.”

“Lots of women have deep voices.”

“And more men.”

“| am amazed you haven't gotten us thrown out of somewhere by our ears by now.”
“I haven't been trying to. Would you like meto?’

Vderiegaveady smile over her drink, and Nathanid returned it, with only amomentary roll of hiseyes.
The song ended and the singer took along drag on her cigarette, and then started up on the next. Vderie
winced and thought about leaving, she actudly liked this song. Still, the conversation wasn't done.

“Itisn’'t thevoice so much,” shesaid. “It’ sthe jaw you could open wanuts with and the calves of anone
too fit horse.”



“You'rejust defensive because she' staller than you.”
“Oh, now you areinfor it, buster.”

“Promises promises. In thistown it is ridiculous to wonder, we will just wander down to the clubs where
you are guaranteed to beright.”

“Tempting, but no. Let’swander back to seeif the Irish guys have started brawling yet.”

“Oh, no, you are not going back to flirt with the band again. Bad enough you got them dueling onstage.”
“Litled’ me?’

“Litle?’

Vaerie reached under the table and pinched hisribs. Nathanidl returned the favor, and then was out of
his seat and moving toward the door before she could retaliate. She followed, sweet murder in her eye,
and they hit the Sreets again.

Vaerie bounced through the Quarter with the curiosity of akitten and the energy of apuppy. It wasdl
Nathaniel could do to keep up, but his smile never faded. If anything, as she became happier and more
enthralled with the evening, he seemed to relax and go with the flow more and more.

Findly she decided it wastimefor arest, and they paused in one of the quieter bars. The band, most
likely acover group from their general appearance and instruments, were taking abrief break. The
couple found sests at the end of the bar and ordered drinks. VVaerie leaned past Nathaniel to snag a
bowl of bar peanuts, and he was enjoying the view too much to comment.

“Hey, VA!”

The voice came from behind her, and startled she froze for aminute, still outstretched. Shetried to regain
some dignity, pulling the bowl back and smoothing her hands down her sides before turning around.
Coming toward her from the direction of the age was Kid Blue.

“Vaerie McCandles You findly got around to coming to hear me play,” he said.

“Well, of coursel did,” Vaerie covered. “I said | would, didn’t |7’

“Why, Vderie, you didn't tedl meafriend of yoursworked in thisclub,” Nathaniel said smiling.
Vderietossed him awarning glare, and if anything his smile widened.

“I wasn't sure he was playing tonight, but thought we should check,” she said.

Kid Bluelooked from one to the other, and hisface clouded abit with disappointment and confusion. He

shrugged it off.

“Hey, let me get you two some drinks.”

“No need,” Nathaniel said. “I’ ve dready picked up thisround.”
“Then the next ison me, hear that?’

The bartender nodded to Kid Blue and put out empty cups to mark the next round bought. Nathaniel
nodded and stuck out his hand.



“I'm Nathanid by the way, and yoursdlf?’

“Kid Blue”

The two shook hands, and held the contact |ooking over each other.
“I think your band’ s about ready for you.”

Nathaniel nodded to the stage, where the other musicians were indeed gathering. Kid Blue looked
hesitant, casting aglance toward Valerie. However, he quickly shrugged again, and when Nathaniel
findly released his hand turned back to the stage. Nathanidl leaned into Vderie.

“Musdans hmm?’ hesad.

“Oh, shush, | helped him move acouch.” Vaerie turned back to her drink.
“How much did it move?’

“Oht”

Vaerie punched him in the shoulder, and it wasn't very playful. He rubbed it and looked from her to the
stage and back. By now the group was warming into their first number.

“Let'sleave” hesad.
“I can’'t, not now that hethinks| came herejust to listen. In alittle while maybe.”

“I don't want to stay.” Nathaniel leaned in to her, hisvoice alittle more forceful than she had heard it
before.

“Wadl...neither do | redlly...anymore. But it would be insulting, and maybe hurtful. We Il just finish the
drinksfirg.”

“Thisround, not the next.”

They looked each other in the eye for along moment. Vaerie shook her head, breaking the contact first.
Then she shook it harder, amogt asif clearingit.

“No, that redlly would be an insult. But only these two rounds.”
1] Hre”

Nathaniel sghed and leaned back, seemingly more put out than Vaerie understood. He kept glancing at
her alittle oddly, but the booze and music helped ease them back into a cheerful mood. By the time they
|eft, they werearminarm.,

Kid Blue watched them go, not even getting awave from Vderiein parting. He shrugged, and started a
bluesriff for the next song.

Forty-three
Griffen opened his eyes, and ingtantly regretted it.

Despite thick drapes over hiswindows, light had pierced through. Not soft afternoon or early evening
light either. Thedirect, harsh light of noon. Which meant he had only had about six hours of deep, if that.



What was worse, he knew he wasfully awvake, even if regretting it. He didn’t have a clue what to do with
himsdlf, but trying to force degp was worse than usdess. It wouldn't have been such aconundrumif this
hadn’t turned out to be one of the rare mornings he awoke aone.

So heforced himself up, and ahot shower took care of the last dregs of deep. Surveying the fridge was
nearly as hopeless astrying to deep. Besides, his somach wasn't quite recovered enough from the night
before to want food. What he redlly could use wasthe hair of the dog. Evenif hedidn’t usudly drink so
early, one glass sipped dowly would do aworld of good. That decided, he headed out the door.

And back in the door.

“ Shades, shadeswould be good.” He rubbed his hands over his eyes and went rummaging. Moving
faster than he should have, he banged his shin on the edge of the coffee table. . .hard. Gripping the injured
limb with his hands, he swore savagely. All he needed on top of his heedachewas. ..

Hefroze, looking at his hands. The scales were back. Remembering what Jerome had said, he forced
himself to calm down and bregsthe dowly. The scaesfaded from sght.

Hewould haveto be careful of that and work at controlling histemper. All he needed wasto involuntarily
shape-shift in apublic place.

Moving now with careful deliberation, helocated apair of sunglasses and put them on.

Once he was better equipped against the noonday sun, he left his gpartment again. On hisway out, he
stopped by Vaerie' sdoor and knocked. He knew she led more active aday life than he did. He thought
it might be niceto share alittle company. Besides, she could help him find just what thereisto do in the
Quarter before five p.m. Unfortunately there was no answer, and he was | €ft to hit the Sreetsalone.

From Griffen’ s perspective, the French Quarter by day was awhole new world. By the time he normally
got out and about, galleries and shops were closing, restaurants had aready switched to dinner menus,
and happy hour specias were nonexistent. Always before, when he had been out and about in the day, it
had been with a specific purpose in mind. The shopping trip to improve hiswardrobe, for example. Now
he wasjust wandering, adrift and curious.

Bourbon Street showed some of the most drameatic changes. Oh, there were till tourists wandering in
search of beads and booze. They were fewer, though, and seemed just abit out of place. Asif everyone
€l se had gotten the menu of when the party started, and they missed the note.

What surprised him were the trucks. Bourbon wasfoot traffic only at night, so it was during the day that
ddliveries got made. Trucks delivering beer and soda, food and supplies, or just UPS ddlivering the
occasiond package were parked up and down the street. Strong men with pushcarts loaded with kegs
and boxes moved in a steady stream, preparing the businesses for the night to come.

After afew glancesinto various bars and hot spots, Griffen decided againg visiting the Irish pub. He
didn’'t redly want to seeit empty. Or worse, occupied with that certain kind of drunk who redlly had no
place to go. Those desperate, lonely souls were depressing drinking company at best, and though they
were around at night, they seemed to disgppear into the throng. In the light of day they seemed more
gpparent. Though he didn’t really expect them in the Irish pub, he decided againgt taking the chance.

He wandered toward alittle bar half ablock off Bourbon. At night, it was ahomey kind of place, full of
service-industry workers, locals, and low-key tourists with more sense than most. He was curious, as
close asit wasto Bourbon, just what it would be like during the day. Especidly since they didn’t serve
food, so wouldn't be attracting much of the lunchtime crowd.



It was empty. The music from the jukebox was turned down low, the twin TV swere muted, and not a
soul sat a the bar. The daytime bartender sat engrossed in anovel. She carefully turned the page, putina
marker, and set it down before looking up. When shefindly saw Griffen, her face split into animpish

grin. Hewas so surprised he hadn’t yet managed a second step into the bar.

“So, what will it be, Big Brother?’
“Vderie?”

“No, I’'m her evil twin, hidden from you for dl theseyears. Y ou'reletting dl my ar-conditioning out.
Comein and shut the door.”

Vaerie stood and started to pour Griffen’s usua. He closed the door, and dazedly took a seet at the bar.
Asshe put thedrink in front of him she looked him over criticaly, smilefading dightly.

“Wow, | didn’t expect you to be near this shell-shocked. I’'m going to be charitable and attributeit to a
hangover,” shesaid.

“Wadll...that ispart of it. Just surprised; why didn’t you tell meyou got ajob?’
Just what she needed, Griffen thought. A regular schedule. All the easier for an nto find her.

“Mmm, maybe because | just got it yesterday, and you didn’t get intill seven thismorning. | thought deep
just might be agood thing before | joined the workforce.”

“Congratulations, Sis. | didn’t even know you were looking for work.”
“I noticed. That will be four-fifty for thedrink by the way. And you better tip. | know whereyou live”

Griffen couldn’t help but laugh as he pulled out hiswallet. He watched as she made change, and had to
admit to himsdlf that she could probably make akilling at the job. Persondlity, wit, and tight jeans would
pretty much guarantee her popularity, with local and tourist dike. Still, something bothered him dightly
about the whole thing. She pretended not to watch him as helaid afew bills out of his changefor tip.

Heaso queled hisfears, heped with afew sips of hisIrish. The George seemed good enough to find her
regular schedule or no. Not acomforting thought, though alittle amusing. His persond staker and
possible murderer was professiona enough he didn’t have to worry more. Griffen fdlt like toasting the

irony.
“S0, how’sthe job so far?’

“Areyou kidding? Daytime shift may be the most boring thing I’ ve every experienced. I’ ve sat through
English lit dasses morethrilling.”

“How long till they get you on nighttime then?’

“Wadl, I'm swing shift relief now. So I'll play bar back till I learn the ropes. Figure a couple of weeksto a
month.”

“Don’t you need some type of licensing or paperwork in thistown for abartender’ sjob?’

“Wadl, uh...let’ sjust say you aren’t the only one who can enjoy this dragon game sometimes. The
paperwork has been ‘taken care of’ for me.”

Brother and sster shared alaugh and Griffen sipped hisdrink. The dcohoal really did help him shrug off



the lingering effects from the night before. As herolled it around on histongue, helooked over Vaerie
again, more speculatively. She quirked an eyebrow at him.

“What?’ shesaid.

“No, | think the question waswhy.”

“Why what?’ Her tone wasjust abit hard-edged, just a touch dangerous.
“Why this, why the job? It seemsjust a bit...odd.”

“Y eah, well, so does mogt of our livesfor the past severa weeks.”

Vaerie started pacing behind the bar, fidgeting with the bar rag and searching for words. She stopped
and looked over Griffen, just as he had her. She shrugged her shoulders and leaned againgt the bar,
seemingly at ease. Thetension in her shoulders and back was obvious, though.

“Mainly, | was bored.”
“More bored than this?’ Griffen waved at the empty bar.

“Wadll, adifferent kind of bored | guess. | mean really, Griffen. | dropped out of school; | hopped down
to New Orleans. Thereisonly so much lounging around agirl can do.”

“Wl, how about going back to school? Transferring creditsinto LSU or Tulane?’

“Oh, please. | had given up on my degree awhile ago; it didn’t interest mein the least anymore. | just
didn’t know what else to do with mysdlf, so was going through the motions. Then you needed help, and |
had something to do with mysdlf.

“Ah...I leftyouinthelurchdidn't 17
“And Big Brother snagsthegoldring.”

Griffen nodded and started to frown. He hadn’t redlly considered that. That Vaerie had come to New
Orleans because of him and then he had gotten distracted. Hadn't even known she was looking for
work, how out of touch could he be? Vderie watched his expression, reached over, and clouted him on
the ear hard enough he dmost fell out of hischair.

“Stop that!”

“Thehdl, Vaerie!” He grabbed the side of his head protectively and rubbed it.
“Y ou needed that. No sulking gloom for you.”

“BU

“Don’'t ‘but’ me, Big Brother. Even if minedid get methisjob.”

“gg”

“Oh, you are s0 easy to tease. Look, you left mein the lurch, yes, but | left myself init more. | was back
to not doing anything with myself. That’ swhat thisjob isabout. It works or it doesn't, that doesn’t redlly
matter. There are other jobs. In the meantime, |’ ve got something going, and no reason to mope
anymore.”



“Okay, | can understand that. It’sjust...you can do more than bartend.”

“Of coursel can, Supid. | am Vaerie, hear meroar. But what's wrong with bartending? Just because |
can do more doesn’t mean | should. I’m bored, not awork fanatic.”

“Oh, no, it' strue, the Quarter does corrupt absolutely.”

“Just figuring that out are you? Besides, other than tour guides, bartenders get the best dates. Of course,
| could try tour guide next!”

Griffen shared the laugh with hissgter.

“| just wish there was something | could do to help,” he said.

“Thereis, if youdon't mind sharing,” Vderiesad, till amiling.

“What' sthat?’

“Y ou could let me know what’ s going on that you' re not telling me about.” Vaerie was no longer smiling.
The request caught Griffen off guard.

“What...l don’t...” he slammered.

“Let memakeit easy for you,” Vderiesad.

She moved to her purse, fished in it for afew moments, then returned to where he was sitting.

“I"'m betting it has something to do with this.”

Shelaid atarot card on the bar in front of him. It was amatch for thetwo in Griffen’ swallet except it
was a bit faded and distorted...asif it had been wet and then dried out.

“Where did you get that?’ Griffen said.

“Remember when we were walking down Bourbon and you got hit by ago-cup?’ Vderiesaid. “Well, |
found thisin the go-cup when | picked it up.”

“And you didn’t say anything?’

“Look at who'staking,” she challenged. “1 remember what you said about getting one of theseup in
Detroit, but you' ve been ducking the question every time | asked about it. Then someone trashes your
car and you are jumping more and more at shadows. | kept waiting for you to fill mein, but I’ ve given
up. Sotalk to me, Big Brother. What' s going on?’

Pushed into acorner, Griffen filled her in on the Situation with the George, trying to keep it as casud and
unimportant as possible. For example, he left out that he wasin his car when it was ruined.

“I see,” she said when he had finished. “ So why couldn’t you tell me about this sooner?’

“Wel, Mose and Jerome.....it' sjust that female dragons have a bad reputation for overreacting,” Griffen
said weakly. “Wewere afraid that if you knew, you' d try to take an active hand and maybe get hurt.”

“Uh-huh.” she said, deadpan. “Do you see me storming around or getting angry? | agree, this sounds
way out of my league. I’ m more than content to let you and Mose dedl withiit.”



Griffen fdt muscles rdax that he hadn’t known were tense.

“Y ou don’'t know how much of ardlief that isto me, Vd,” he said sincerely. “Not telling you has been
bothering me. If nothing ese, now that you' re on board, | can bounce some things off you.”

“Likewhat?’
“Wedll, like Nathanidl, for one,” he said. “It seemsto methat...”
Vderiewas suddenly looming over him.

“Y ou leave Nathanid out of this,” she hissed. “I care for him and he caresfor me. End of story. Go off
and play whatever dragon games you want, but keep away from ugl”

With that, she marched back to the end of the bar and picked up her book, pointedly ignoring him.
After amoment, Griffen finished hisdrink and left without saying anything more.

So much for femae dragons not being temperamentd.

Forty-four
At firg, Griffen took little notice of the spatters on the sdewalk.

Mostly, he was coming to grips with exactly how spooked he was by the events of the last week. He

didn’'t usualy comein thisearly, but somehow cruising the Quarter late at night had lost its apped. He
realized now that he had been reluctant to come out &t al. It wasn't so much that he was scared. Just

totaly out of hisdepth.

V oodoo queens and dope dedlers. People using animals to spy on him or perhaps even to attack him.
Life on the University of Michigan campusin deepy small-town Ann Arbor had failed to prepare him for
this

The now familiar scenery of the Quarter suddenly seemed abit ominous and threatening. Wastherolling
boom box that had cruised past him afew blocks ago just showing off, or wasit one of the packs of
dope dedlers keeping tabs on him? Wasit hisimagination, or did the tarot readers on the Square stop
talking to each other to watch him as he walked past?

He suddenly focused on the splatters on the sidewak. Origindly he had dismissed them as splashesor a
leak from some tourist’ s go-cup. But the red was too dark for ahurricane, the letha rum drinksthey
served at Pat O's. Besides, they were too regularly spaced.

It was blood! Someone who passed by recently was bleeding!

Griffen stopped in histracks and studied the splatters. Squinting dightly, hetried to see how far ahead of
and behind him they extended.

Theimmediate problem was, they seemed to be the same size in both directions. Was he waking away
from whoever was bleeding, or walking up on them from behind. Given a choice, which would he want it
to be?

Lacking any data or plan to base his moves on, he decided to continue on home. It was ablock and a
haf farther, and if he made it without incident, it would be someone else' s problem.

Watching the street around him, he proceeded. There was someone sitting on the curb at the corner



ahead. Griffen was about to cross the street, when he recognized the figure as Gris-gris.

“Hey, Gris-gris,” he said, gpproaching the man.

“That you, Mr. Griffen?’ Gris-gris said, looking up.

“Yeah. Say, did you natice...”

Griffen suddenly redlized the man was hunched forward dightly, pressing hishand againgt hisside.
“Hey,” hesad. “Areyou dl right?’

“Some dude stabbed me,” Gris-grissaid. “Just walked up and nailed me as| waswalking along.”
“Hold tight. I'll call an ambulance,” Griffen said, reaching for hiscell phone.

“Don't bother,” Gris-grissaid. 1’ ve been stabbed before, and worse than this. Couple stitches and some
tape and I'll befine. It's more embarrassing than anything.”

Griffen had run into this before in the Quarter, but ill wasn't used to it. Where he came from, if you
were hurt you went to a doctor or an emergency room. Here, people tended to doctor themselves, up to
and including setting broken bones.

“Who did it? Did you recognize him?’
Griffen was thinking of the dope deders he had tangled with recently.

“Never saw him before,” Gris-grissad. “That' swhy he caught me flat-footed. Just some white dude.
"Bout your height, military haircut, built like afootball player. Thing was, he knew me. That'swhy | come
looking for you.”

“What do you mean?’ Griffen frowned.

“It' swhat he said after he stabbed me,” Gris-grissaid, wincing dightly. “He sad, * Stay away from
Vaderie Thisistolet you know | meanit.” Then hejust walked away. Didn't even run.”

“Vdeie? Griffen sad, trying to absorb the information.

“That'show | know he knew me, or leastwise that I’ ve been seeing your sister. | thought you should
know, so | came looking for you.”

With astab wound in hisside, Griffen thought.
“Y ou sure you don't want meto call an ambulance?” he said aloud.

“Naw. Jumbo’ sworking door tonight on Bourbon,” Gris-grissaid. “He' Il patch me up. Bouncerskeep a
pretty good firgt-aid kit on hand dl thetime.”

“Atleast let mewak you there,” Griffen said.
Gris-grisflashed asmile.

“That'd just be embarrassing,” hesaid. “Like | say, the dude shouldn’t have been able to walk up on me
that way. The fewer that know about it, the better | likeit. Just help meup and I'll be on my way.”

Griffen thought as he watched Gris-griswak away, no more unsteedy on hisfeet than haf the drunksin



the Quarter.
What exactly was going on?

From what he had heard of the George, it wasn't like him to threaten, much lessinjure a bystander. What
was more, the comment about Vaerie would make no sense.

He had met Nathanid, the guy Vaeriewas currently dating, but Gris-gris had seen him aswell and would
have recognized him. Was she seeing someone else? Wasit just another jeal ous clash, or wasthere
something deeper involved. Because she kept alow profile, Griffen tended to forget that shewasa
coming-of-age dragon, too. Maybe there were others not asinclined to forget.

Heredlized something else aswell. He wasn't spooked by what was happening anymore. Instead, he
was getting mad.

Forty-five

Wednesday was pool-league night and the Irish pub was crowded when they rolled in. Jerome was
trying unsuccessfully to explain to Griffen about the Saints.

“I know it'scrazy,” he said. “But that’ sthe way it is. However lousy their last season was, the fans il
hang in there and follow them. | am; last year was one of their worst seasons ever, and people are till
lining up to buy season tickets.”

“But that doesn’'t make any sense,” Griffen said. “1 mean, if it sbasically the same team and the same
coaching staff, won't the fans bail out on them?”

“The publicity people dways manage to cook up someline, and everybody eatsit up. The starting
quarterback, Aaron Brooks, had an injured shoulder during the final games of last season and gave a
piss-poor performance. The fans wanted him replaced, but Hadett inssts that now that his shoulder is
better, he'll be his old self again. People believe it because they want to believe.”

Griffen shrugged.
“If you say s0.”

“You' ve just been spoiled cheering for the Wolverines.” Jerome laughed, ebowing hisway to aspot a
the bar. “I1t' saways easy to cheer for ateam that’ s a perennid winner. It takes a specid kind of fan to
keep cheering for ateam that usualy ends up in the bottom third of the division.”

The bartender set their usud drinksin front of them.

“These are on the lady at the table by the door.”

They craned their necks around for alook, then turned quickly back to the bar.
There was amoment’ s sillence, then Griffen spoke.

“Didn’'t you tell me something about how the locas here in the Quarter will never give you away to an
outsder?’

“That’stheway it usually is,” Jerome said softly. He beckoned the bartender over. “What did you tell
her...exactly?’

“I didn’t tell her anything,” the bartender said. “ She camein an hour ago and ordered awhite wine, then



sad that when Griffen camein, she’' d buy the first round for him and anyone he waswith. | assumed she
was someone you knew. Why? |s something wrong?’

“Oh, weknow her dl right,” Griffen said. “1 just didn’t expect to see her here.”

He glanced over at the table again, and made eye contact thistime. The woman waved gaily and
beckoned him over.

He gathered up hisdrink.
“Wdl,” hesighed, “I might aswell find out what she wants.”

He picked hisway through the crowd, pausing for amoment to let someone complete their shot on the
pool table, then pulled up achair at the woman’ stable.

“Longtime, no see, Mai,” hesaid. “What the hdll are you doing here?’

“Watching them shoot pool,” Mai said easily. “ Some of these shooters are really good. Y ou got apiece
of thisaction?’

“It'sapoal league,” Griffen said. “They’re shooting for trophies...and you haven’t answered the
guestion. What are you doing here? Don't try to kid methat you came dl the way to New Orleansto
watch the locals shoot poal.”

Mai cocked her head like abird and looked at him.
“lan't it obvious?’ shesaid. “| came down hereto seeyou.”

“Right,” Griffen said with agrimace. “Just like old times. If | recall correctly, though, the last time we saw
each other you waked out on mein the middle of dinner.”

“Sorry about that,” Mai said, wrinkling her nose. 1 had to report in that you not only had been brought
on board with your dragon heritage, but that you suspected that | knew more about dragonsthan | had
leton.”

“So now you admit it,” Griffen said.

“Of course.” She shrugged. “Now that you’ ve had sometime to get used to the ideaand to settlein
down here, | thought I’d drop inand say ‘Hi.””

“That' sdl? Just say ‘Hi’ 7" Griffen pressed.

“Don't beslly,” Mai said. “I’m supposed to do what | was doing before. Keep an eye on you for the
Eastern dragons....like Jerome was doing for Mose.”

“I see” Griffen said. “And now that | know you know, and you know | know you know, I’'m supposed
to just ignore all that and let you hang around as a self-admitted spy?”’

Mai reached across the table and took hold of his hand.

“Don’'t belikethat, lover,” shesad. “ That' s only what the Eastern dragons think I'm doing. I’ ve got my
own agendathistime around.”

“ And what would that be?’



She sighed and pursed her lips.

“Wall, | was going to work up to thisdowly,” she said, “but since you' ve asked | might aswell cut to the
chase. Inanutshell, there' safaction of the Eastern dragons, specifically the young ones, who want to
throw their support behind you. I'm here as their spokesperson to approach you and seeif we can work
something out.”

Griffen leaned back in his chair and stared at her. Suddenly, the noise of the pool matches seemed far
avay.

“I...1 don't know what to say, Mai,” he managed at last. “ That' s something that had never even occurred
to me. I’d have to hear alot more about what it entailed before | could even start thinking about it.”

“Of course,” Mai said. “In the meantime, though, | have a present for you. Call it atoken of goodwill.”

She rummaged in her purse for amoment, then produced a small notebook, which she shoved acrossthe
tableto Griffen.

“Y ou know how Asansloveto gamble?’ shesaid. “Well, here saligt of locd Asanswho run various
gambling concerns. After | talked to them, they al want to sign on with your organization.”

Griffen blinked a her.
“What exactly arethey expecting from me?’

“Just to beincluded in your network,” she said. “ They want to use your spottersto steer touristsinto their
games...and maybe get included in the police protection you' ve set up. In return, you get a percentage of
their action.”

Griffen felt aquick spike of greed. If Mai’ s offer waslegitimate, then not only would it mean some mgor
moniesfor the operation’ s coffers, it would be afeather in his cap for bringing the new games on board.

“Am | expected to help run their operations?’ he said carefully. “1 mean, I’ ve heard of mah-jongg and
fan-tan and pai gow, but | don’t have the foggiest ideaof how they’re played.”

“I can teach you enough for you to get by,” Mal said, laying her hand on hisarm. “It’ Il befun.”

“Hi, lover.”

Fox Lisawas suddenly standing there. Though she spoke to Griffen, her eyeswere locked on Mai.
“Who' sthe fortune cookie?’

Griffen roseto hisfeet, shedding Mai’ s hand as he stood.

“Mal, thisisFox Lisa” hesad. “Lisa, thisisMai, an old friend of mine from college.”

“With theemphasisonthe‘old,” Lisasaid, baring her teeth at Mai.

Mai flowed to her feet. To Griffen, it dmost looked like acobraraising its head and spreading its hood.
Even though Ma was afull head shorter than Fox Lisa, she suddenly looked larger.

“With the emphasis on the ‘we' ve been loversfor along time,’” she corrected. “Little girl, you don't
really want to go sdewaysto me. | don’'t mind sharing oncein awhile...and that could be fun, too. .. but
nobody takes from me. Y ou may have abit of the blood in you, but you aren’t dragon enough to go



head-to-head with me.”

“How about me?’ Vderie was suddenly there, looking & Mai over Lisa shead. “Am | dragon enough to
qualify?”

“You must bethe sster,” Mai said with asmile. “Y ou I’ ve been looking forward to mesting.”

A hand fdll on Griffen’ s shoulder, pulling him backward. It was Jerome.

“I need to talk to you, Grifter,” he said. “Now!”

“But...” Griffen gestured weakly at the three women, but they didn’t even spare him aglance.

“Now!” Jerome repeated, leading Griffen the few stepsto the bar.

“What isit?’ Griffen said, craning his neck to try to watch the confrontation.

The three women were seated now. Mai and Vaerie were maintaining an erect posture, eyes locked.
Fox Lisawas leaning forward, speaking rapidly.

“Remember what | told you way back when about femae dragons?’ Jerome said, stepping to block the
line of sght. “Well, believe me, Y oung Dragon, you do not want to be in the middle of that right now.”

“Uh-huh.” Griffen said absently.
“Damnit. Pay attention!” Jerome snapped. “ Think of the Chicago fire. The San Francisco earthquake.”
“Yeah. S07’

“So bad things happen when femae dragons get together and start quarreling.” Jerome said. “In fact,
there sonly onething | can think of that’ sworse.”

There was a sudden burst of laughter, and both men turned to look. The three women were sitting with
their heads together now, grinning and giggling like schoolgirls.

“Don'ttell me” Griffen said. “Let meguess”

“Gotitinone” Jerome said with asigh. “The only thing worse than femae dragons quarreling iswhen
they get together and redlly hit it off.”

Forty-six

Griffen had sarted to make semiregular visitsto Mose. Part of it was updates and planning sessonsfor
the organization. Griffen had free rein for the most part, but he aso had the senseto use Mose asan
experienced mentor and sounding board. Besides, it was expected that they should mest, asign of
respect. Somehow the Quarter rumor mill aways seemed to know when Griffen had passed through
Mose s gates, though never any hint of what was discussed inside.

The other part of these meetings was further training and learning about just what it was to be adragon.
After dl these weeks, Griffen gill had more questions than answers. Though Mose claimed not to have all
the answers the young dragon would need, he certainly had more than the young man had. In fact, it
didn’'t hurt to have Mose around just while Griffen practiced on his own. The older man knew what signs
of progressor problemsto look for.

Today Griffen seemed more preoccupied than most. Mose had to keep repeating himsdlf to get his



attention. It was asif something had been nagging at Griffen, and he just didn’t know how to put it into
words.

“Sojud spill it dready,” Mose sad.
“Huh?’

Griffen shook hishead and redlized that Mose had been giving him a piercing gaze for about five minutes.
He flushed a bit and shook his head.

“What do you mean, Mose?’
“Wdl, something sure has you distracted today. New gd in your life?’
“Old one come back again...but no, that’s not quiteit.”

“Sowhy don’t you tell mewhat it is, SO we can stop wasting both our time. | swear you haven’t heard
haf what I’ ve said snceyou camein.”

“You'd probably beright. Okay, Mose. Tell me about glamour.”
It was Mose sturn to say “huh” and give Griffen another hard look. He gathered histhoughts carefully.

“That' s some random train of thought you' ve got, Grifter. Before | sart, though, I’ ve got to ask, who you
thinking of putting the glamour on?’

“What? No no no, other way around maybe. How do you tdll if it's being done? How do you counter it?
That sort of thing.”

“Ah...Wel, damn, son, if it will set your mind at ease, | can seeright off that no on€ sgot aglamour on
you.”

“You can seeit?’

“Yesand no, you can see the change in the person, maybe something in the eye. The heavier it's been
laid, thelonger it lasts, the more you can seethe signs.”

“Okay, thisisagood start. But, Mose, it wasn't me | was worried about.”

“Damn, that might change things. Okay, let’s start with the basics. What do you know or think you know
about glamour?’

“Nothing redlly. It' s only been mentioned in passing, I’ m honestly surprised | remembered the name.
From what | cantell, it's something between supercharisma and the Jedi mind trick.”

“Okay, give me amoment, thisisn't going to be easy.”

Mose leaned back in hischair and haf closed hiseyesin thought. Every oncein awhile hislipswould
purse, asif he weretrying on aword for fit. Griffen watched, his curiosity growing. None of his questions
so far had required quitethisleve of thought. He wondered why this one topic was so different.

“Glamour isatrickdething,” Mosesad findly.
“Trickse?" Griffen couldn’t help himsdif.

“Back off, we re talking about glamour for crying out loud. Just be glad I’ m not going to bring eves and



fariesinto the damn mix.”
“Good.. .| don’t think | want to know.”

“Me neither. And that's part of the problem. | don’t do glamour; | don’t know many who do. It’s not
anything as mple asyour growing scaes or fire breathing.”

“Smple?

Griffen didn't try to keep the irony and sarcasm out of histone. His experience with such powers had
been dl involuntarily, and down right awkward. Hearing it referred to as smple added to his frustration.
Mose narrowed his eyes.

“Y eah, ample. Look, thingslike that, it doesn’t matter much how it happens. Aslong asyou know how
to trigger it. Like your muscles, doesit matter the chemica exchange that makes one tighten and another
loosen so your arm bends? Not redly, aslong as you can bend your arm at will, and ingtinctudly if in
danger.”

“And glamour isdifferent?”

“Yeah, itis. There are ahandful of powers out there...wdll, that doesn’t matter just now. Glamour isal
about perception. Part of it isthe dragon’s natura charisma. But that becomes augmented, and just how
depends on the person who' sdoing it.”

“What do you mean?’

“Wall, to be blunt, | don’t think | could teach you glamour if | tried, I’'m not even sure you could manage
it. Because part of itisalieto thevictim, but another part islying to yourself. And lying to yourself on
purposeisatricky business. Y ou have to believe what you are making them believe, but, of course, a
part of you knowsit'sjust the magic. Y ou can seethe pitfdlsin that?’

“1 think | need adrink; | amost understood that.”

“Y eah, pour us both one. And remember, thisain't exactly my area. I’'m passing on thirdhand knowledge
at best”

Griffen got up and poured the drinks. As he passed oneto Mose, heraised hisin silent toast and they
both drank. Griffen sghed as he sat back in the chair.

“I would never have bdieved I’ d run into something that made fire breathing ssem ample,” he said.

“You'redill young; you'll runinto alot more,” Mose said. “In the oldest legends glamour and illuson
were dmost the same. One could be made to see monsters and nightmares and all sorts of things.
Though | haven't heard of anything like that in the modern world, soit’s probably just myth.”

“Okay, thisisall very confusing. Let’ s get back to basics, how can you counter it? Does just knowing it
is happening act as defense? Or does it take more.”

“Knowing what’ s going on helps, and can keep you protected against casua leakage. But against adirect
attack, it takes abit more. Glamour of your own isthe best. But redlly al you need is an exertion of will
to reassert your persona perspective.”

“Which is done how?’

“Well, for you, you could probably just think hard. But actudly thisiswhere some of the old legends



about counter curses and protective charms pop up from. Y ou can use an object, somewords, or even a
hand gesture to focus your will behind. A physica reminder of what you are doing.”

“Oh, grest, psychic cue cards.”

“Something like that. Also, if you arered good, with the physical ade you can disrupt them entirely.
Their own liefdters, o if they are spreading their attention and affecting aroom alittle push from you can
free the whole group. But it’s harder if they are just focused on oneindividud.”

“Could glamour be used to force someone to kill another?’

“Not that | know of, at least not if that killing goes against the person’ s deepest nature. Again, the old
legends...well, you might trick someone into thinking the person they were killing was someone or
something dse. Still, | think that’ s pure myth, though.”

“I’'mfinding thisred hard to bdieve” Griffen sad.

“But it fitswhat you' ve dready suspected,” Mose said.

“Yeah. Yeah, it does. | think Vaerie' staken up with someone who's more than he seems.”
“Huh, well, maybe | could take alook at her; seeif she'sunder a’ fluence.”

“From what you've said, only afew people have serioustaent at this, evenin dragon circles. Any idea
who might betargeting Vaerie?’

“Too early to say, | might know better when | see her. It' ssuch astyle thing that if I’ ve seen their work
before!’ll recognizeit.”

“And can | use my will to break her hold?’

“Yes and no, you can help, but with adragon of her stature, you will aso have to teach her how to break
it. Assoon asit comes from within, everything that he haslaid on her should crumblelike abadly made
house of cards.”

“Good.”

“One morething, Griffen, and thisis purely from what I’ ve heard. If | had aguess, touch would amplify it.
Don't ask why, pheromones directly, adirect channd to the psyche, | don’t know. But keep your guard
up. Story goes, when two glamour users touch and go to war, the effects on the loser are devastating.”

“How devastating?’
“Wadll, the loser is pretty much stripped of hiswill, and the winner’ s own isimposed directly.”

Mose paused and sipped hisdrink, and asmdl tremor ran through hisbody. If Griffen didn’t know any
better, he would have thought the man was afraid.

“This here being New Orleans. Ever heard of zombies?’

Forty-seven

It was Monday night. Actudly, it wastwelve thirty in the morning on Tuesday, but by Quarter reckoning
that was gtill Monday. Aswas becoming his habit on Mondays when there wasn't agame on the
schedule, Griffen set asde the night to watch amovie or three on DVD.



Thereason for thiswas smplicity itsdlf. Officidly, new DV Dswere released nationally every Tuesday.
The Quarter, being the Quarter and fiercely competitive for every dollar, had devised away around this
rule. Both the mgjor multimedia storesin the Quarter, Tower and Virgin, stayed open until oneinthe
morning on Mondays, alowing them to sdl the new releasesto the late-night Quarteritesthat didn’t want
to wait until the next day.

Griffen had done his shopping thisweek a Tower. Even though it was a couple blocks farther from his
complex than Virgin, they often had better prices. There was aso a better selection of the old moviesthat
hetreditionaly favored.

Waking dong the riverside of Decatur Street, he mentally reviewed his sdlectionswith no smdl degree of
sf-satisfaction. Of particular pleasure was finding the old Danny Kaye movie, The Five Pennies, on
DVD. Ever snce stopping in to listen to Steamboat Willie and his band play in an open-air bar on
Bourbon Street, Griffen had been dightly nostalgic for the old big-band sound, and this movie about Red
Nicholswasjust the thing to satisfy that craving.

As hewalked, however, he dowly became aware that someone was behind him. Whoever it was neither
fell back nor closed the distance, but seemed content to match his pace. That in itsalf was noteworthy,
snce, as atransplanted Northerner, Griffen tended to walk faster than most of the leisurely strollersin the
Quarter.

His recent experiences had made him wary, so he decided to try one of the techniques Padre had
coached him on to check atail. Pausing in midstride, he set down his bag of DV Ds and stooped down,
loosening and retying his shodace. Thefollower didn’t stop, closing the gap between them. Reclaiming
his purchases, Griffen straightened and looked back. The gpproaching figure was ingtantly recognizable.

“Hey, Sim,” hesad. “How'sit going?’

“Actualy, | waskindalookin' for you, Mr. Griffen,” the street entertainer said. “Can we talk for afew?
Maybe over by theriver?’

A smdl darm sounded in Griffen’smind.

“I’'msort of inahurry,” he said casudly. “ Can we do it another time?’

“It' sredly important,” Sim said, hisvoiceflat.

Griffen sared a him for along moment.

“Do we have aproblem, Slim?’ hesaid.

“That' swhat | want to find out,” the entertainer said. “Shall we?’

He gestured toward the Moonwalk.

Griffen continued to hesitate.

“You know, Sim,” hesaid carefully, “1 haven’t had much luck with surprise mestings lately.”

“Yeah, | heard about that,” Slim said. “But | ain’t no damn dope deder ambushing you. I’m coming to
you head on and axing to talk.”

Griffen made hisdecison.

“Lead on,” he said, gesturing for Slim to precede him.



The two men waked through the parking lot beside the Jackson Brewery, now a small shopping center
of stores, crossed the railroad and cable-car tracks, and emerged on the Moonwalk by the paddie
whedler, Natchez, silent and deserted at this hour.

Sim mationed for Griffen to St on one of the bencheslining the Moonwalk, while he himsdlf stood staring
at the river and the tour boat. After aminute or two passed, Griffen began to grow restless.

“So. What can | do for you, Sim?’ he said, breaking the silence.

“I"ve been hearing alot about you, Mr. Griffen,” Slim said, not turning around. “ Some of it good. Some,
not so good. Been watching you myself trying to figure you out, but | can’'t make up my mind. I'vefinaly
decided to talk with you direct.”

The man turned and faced Griffen, hisarms folded across his chest.
“What isit you'redoin’ in my town, Mr. Griffen?’

“I thought that was common knowledge,” Griffen said. “Mose has asked me to take over hisgambling
operation, and he and Jerome have been teaching me the ropes.”

“Andwhat ese?’ Sim pressed.

“Might | ask, firgt, what your interest in dl thisis?” Griffen countered.
Sim gave him asmilethat held no humor at all.

“Takealook over your shoulder and figureit out yoursdlf.”

Griffen turned dowly in his seat and looked back.

Ratsl Twenty...no, closer to thirty of the large wharf crestures were arrayed in aloose haf circle with
him at thefoca point. They weren't snuffling around or foraging for food. Instead, they were sitting
dlently and garing a him.

A totally ingppropriate thought flashed through Griffen’s mind—he was glad he hadn’t picked up the
remake of Willard on DVD.

With an effort, he broke off his examination of the animas and turned back to Slim.
“So,” hesad. “You're one of those. The animal control people or hoodoos or whatever.”
The Street entertainer grimaced.

“Never did likethat name,” he said. “We aren't redly agroup. We don't have mesetings or conduct
rituals or anything. We're just afew people with the same skillswho know each other. Can't rightly see
why anyone would want to try to take us over.”

“Menether,” Griffen said. “Least of dl, me. I’ ve got enough on my plate aready.”
“That ain't exactly theway it wastold to me,” Slim said.

“Yeah. | heard that someone had given you folks some cock-and-bull story about my having a hidden
agenda,” Griffen said. “Well, I'm telling you, man to man, that | have no interest in controlling your group
or trying to useit in any way. | might like to sit down and talk with you someday, but that’ s pure
curiogity. If you didn’t want to share your secrets, well and good. That’ syour call.”



“Uh-huh,” Slim said. “ Of course, that’ swhat you' d say if you were hatching some kind of plan.”

“So, what am | supposed to do to proveit?” Griffen said. “1’m dready doing nothing. | haven't even
tried to contact any of you, much less cozy up to anyone.”

“Isn’'t that what | told you before?’

Both men turned. Rose was sitting on the next bench. Neither man had seen her approach.

To say theleast, Griffen was relieved to see her.

“Areyouinthis, Rose?’ Sim sad. “Areyou taking hissde?’

“Don't need to,” Rose said. “ The man’ sadragon, and a strong one. He doesn’t need any help from me.”
Suddenly, Griffen waslessrelieved.

“Wéll then, have you maybe got an idea’ bout how we can resolve this?” Sim said.

“I’'ve been thinking onit,” Rose said. “ Seemsto methe only way Griffen here can convince you that he's
not after you folksisfor him to prove to you that he doesn’t need you.”

“And just how ishe supposed to do that?” Slim said.

Roseturned her attention directly on Griffen for the first time that night.
“Show him,” shesaid.

Griffen blinked and cocked his head &t her.

She gave him asmal wink and nodded her head.

Heturned his attention on therats.

They moved forward in aloose line, passed under the bench hewas sitting on filtering by hisfeet, then
stopped intheir origind formation. .. but hafway between Griffen and Sim with their eyesfocused on the
entertainer.

Slim moved back a step. The ratsfollowed.

The entertainer looked at Griffen and nodded dowly. Griffen nodded back.

Suddenly the rats scattered, disappearing into the shadows and over the edge of the pier.
Silencereigned for along minute. Then Slim stepped forward and held out his hand.

“| appreciate your takin’ the time to speak with me, Mr. Griffen,” he said asthey shook hands. “If you' d
liketo tak about thisfurther sometime, I’ [l be happy to exchange information with you.”

Turning, he walked away down the Moonwalk without |ooking back.

“How did you know | was strong enough to do that?” Griffen said after the entertainer had gone. “1’ve
never tried anything like that before.”

“I didn’t know for sure,” Rose said. “1 knew Mose had been working with you, though, and it seemed
like agood time to see how far you had developed.”



She stood up and started to walk away, then turned back.

“Y ou know, don't you, that thisisn’t the real problem,” she said. “The big question iswho pointed these
folksat you and why.”

“Moseisworking onit,” Griffen replied.

“Tdl him towork harder.”

Forty-eight
“I missthe cards,” Griffen said.

“Who are you kidding, lover, you are just fighting the urge to stack up the dominos and knock them
down likeakid,” Fox Lisateased from hisleft Sde, carefully arranging her hand.

“Heis, isn't he?’m amazed you' ve lasted thislong, lover,” Mai put in from his other sde.

The two women paused amoment to narrow their eyes at each other, asthey seemed to do every time
one of them used that pet name for Griffen. But they were too busy smirking to hold it long.

“If everyoneis done over there?” Mose sad.
He was sitting opposite Griffen at the table, and was amused as hell by the whole setup.

“All right,” Mai said looking at the hands. “ Griffen loses outright, Fox pushes, and Mosewins. Again.
Y ou’ ve got to be chesting.”

“How could | cheat?Y ou brought the dominos.” His eyes twinkled.

The group was at Griffen’s gpartment and playing pai gow, or rather learning it under Mai’ s careful
ingtruction. Though usualy it was played with more, Ma had handled the invites. That had triggered a
few warning bdlsin Griffen’s head, but he was glad that M ose was getting a chance to look her over. He
wanted advice later on the whole situation with the Eastern dragons. Tonight, though, dragon talk was
kept to aminimum. Mainly because of Fox Lisa s presence. Instead, they talked gambling, and played.

Each hand used, instead of cards, four Chinese dominoes, with pairs being made and scored. Towin,
both pairsin ahand had to meet the dedlers pairs, but a“push” was achieved if the front hand, or lower
scored pair, beat the dedler’ s front hand but the rear hand, the other pair, lost. Then the player broke
even. If neither pair best the dedler’s, asin Griffen’s case, it was an outright loss and away went his
money. Mose was building quite a stack of Griffen’smoney, and enjoyingit.

Mai dedlt the next round, and went through a brief reminder of the Gee Joons, Gongs, Wongs, and pairs.
Griffen watched the shuffling of thetiles, which wasitsdlf intricate and fairly ritudistic, and once again
failed to remember the pattern. He just hoped he never had to play dedler for out of town gamers. Ina
lot of ways, he fdt like he was back in school again.

Wi, except in schoal, he hadn’t ever been between two such interesting and unpredictable women. He
was getting damn confused by dl the mixed sgna s floating around—between the gentle teasing, the
taunts at each other, and the occasiona wandering hand under the table. He aso had them laughing about
him over hishead, helping each other cheat him out of money, and pulling Mose into their act when he
made any serious mistakes. He should have run when he found out that Mai had arranged the sesting.

“Fan-tan was easier. Let’ s go back to that,” he said.



“No way, Grifter, it’' seasy because it’sfar too closeto pure chance. | like alittle strategy,” Fox Lisa
sad.

“Beddes, you need to learn this, at least well enough that you can fakeit,” Mal said.

“And you quit too easily sometimes, youngster. Stick that chin up for another blow and put more of your
money on thetable”

Mose's eyes shone more and more. With Griffen as a convenient target, he could lean back and enjoy
things completely. The ladies were having far too much fun tormenting him. Fox Lisaleaned over and
poked the bills Griffen pulled out and put on the table. She winked at Mose.

“I know whose pocket this came from, but whose money isit redly?’ she said.
“Oh, my, that wasalow blow,” Mai sad.

Ma was purring.

“It' Il be mine soon. Mosg, you are dedling for awhile,” Mai said.

“Ha Wondered why you invited me,” Mose said.

“Why to discuss my connectionsinterested in your gambling ring, honored Sr.”
Mai batted her eyelashes, and Griffen choked on hisdrink.

“Honored ir! That’sit; I'm heading to the nearest bomb shelter,” he said.

Griffen started to rise and the girls, laughing, grabbed his arms and yanked him back into his seat. Mose
laughed with them as Griffen pretended to struggle. He decided to dodge the inquiry.

“That’ s between you and Griffen, I'mjust hereto play.”

Mai nodded her head gracefully, and pushed the dominoes hisway. If anything, he shuffled faster and
with more skill than she had, and Griffen once again failed to be able to keep track.

The night progressed at about that speed, though despite being outclassed and distracted, Griffen did
pick up therulesfarly quickly. It was not a highly complicated game, though it had touches based more
on aesthetics than anything ese. Which madeit highly different from anything commonly seenin Western

gambling.

After about an hour more, Mose rose and stretched. He started to gather up hiswinnings, and his coat,
and took his glassto the kitchen sink.

“Wall, kids, it' s about time | moseyed home. Can't keep up these late hours anymore,” he said.
The others exchanged aglance, not believing it in the least.
“Need an escort home, Mose?’ Griffen asked, risng from the table.

“Lad, you areafool if you' d part such charming company for an old man. | can take care of myself.
Though | will have aword outsde with you if you'll pardon us.”

Outside, Mose paused to ook up at the sky. Despite being in acity, there were dways afew stars
visblein thefairly subdued lighting of the Quarter. A bright diver of moon hung over the ky. He didn't



look at Griffen as he spoke.
“Y oung Dragon, you be careful with that one,” he said.
“Which one?’

“Don’'t get cute, Grifter. I’ m serious. My dealings with the Asian dragons hasn’t been much, but that is
one dangerous lady. She will aways have her own agenda, and you will never, ever, know what itisin
whole. | think she honestly likesyou, but that doesn’t make one bit of difference. And when dedling with
her, don’t ever think that what you say is exactly what she hears.”

“Yeah, | had figured that out. | think.”

“Good. Now forget it for anight and go back in and enjoy yourself. Those two are planning the kind of
night that isinevitable. Don't fight your destiny.”

Mose smiled to himself and walked away. Griffen blinked and turned back into the gpartment.

Fox Lisaand Ma watched him with agleam that made him think of women looking at an intricate,
seven-layered, chocolate confection. Something sinful and sensual but when dl is said and done,
something to be devoured. He closed the door behind him and surrendered to destiny.

Somehow, strip pai gow redlly did make it easier to remember the rules.

Forty-nine

Onething that Nathaniel truly seemed to revel in wastaking Vaerie out to dinner. Shewassuch a
contradiction at the dinner table. Poised and eegant, but with the same enthusiasm in indulgence that she
always showed. Every reaction to each new treat was magnified, and for some reason her palate seemed
to befairly limited. He kept managing to find new dishes that she had never tried, and each time she
attacked the new dish with childlike glee and ravenous hunger.

That evening, they were dining at the Rib Room, the hotel restaurant at the Omni Royd Orleans. It was
New Orleans e egant, without the coat and tie rule of Antoine's.

They had just gotten through their appetizers, chatting companionably, when Nathaniel stiffened violently.
Vaerie paused, forkful of crab cake halfway to her mouth. Sherarely saw such sudden reactionsin him,
and this one left her puzzled. Sheturned in her seet, and if anything her expression became more
confused. Coming through the door were Griffen and Mai.

“Nathanid, what' swrong?’
“Wdl, uh...”

By now the maitre d’ had stepped up to the two and started to lead them to atable. Griffen saw Vaerie,
and asurprised smilelit hisface. She redlized that was a good thing, for if he had been coming just to
check out her and Nathaniel on a date, she would have been serioudy pissed. Griffen leaned over to
whisper into Mai’ s ear. She turned toward Vaerie and Nathanidl, and the smile that had started to
blossom froze instantly. So did her step.

Nathaniel and Mai stared at each other asthe M cCandles|ooked from their dates to each other,
uncertain.

Mai straightened her back and an angry hiss escaped between gritted teeth. Nathaniel winced, and



pushed his chair back. Just enough to stand and run without hesitation. Mai stalked forward, and
suddenly every eye was on her. She dripped with anger, but the sway of her hips and the arc of her step
was as sensua asit was dangerous. Griffen’'s jaw dropped noticeably as he watched her from behind,
and even Vaerie was captivated.

“Nathanid,” Ma said, voice dripping venom.
“Careful, Mal, you will corrode the slverware.”

Nathanid made a negligent wave with his hand, and suddenly attention al around the room drifted away
from Mai. The sudden and instant allure she had was broken, and conversations started up again. Griffen
approached cautioudy, shaking his head asif to clear it. Mai hissed again.

“How dareyou,” she said.
“Compensate for your lack of control? It isn't asif | don’t have practice.”

Nathaniel’ stone was dmost unchanged. His usud confidence leaving it ssemingly unhurried and
unworried. However, his eyes kept drifting to the door, and to Valerie.

“Almost as much practice asyou have in causing othersto lose theirs.”

Mai’seyesfel on Vderie directly. She stopped and stared, and comprehension dawned in her eyes. For
an ingtant, her composure softened, then she turned back to Nathaniel and, if anything, her anger was
magnified. Griffen thought he should interfere before someone got hurt.

“| take it you two know each other?” Griffen said.

“You might say that,” Nathanidl said.

“I know more than he wants you to know,” Ma said, then addressed Nathaniel. “How’ s Malinda?’
It was Griffen’ sturn to stiffen.

“That was unnecessary, and probably very unwise.” Nathaniel sighed. “But since you ask, Mother is
fine”

“What isgoing on herel 7’

Vaerie dammed her hand into the table. The fork, forgotten, buried itself into the surface and
permanently imbedded a bit of crab cake into the wood. Nathaniel reached out and rested ahand on
hers, talking abit more quickly, though very socthingly.

“Nothing, my dear. A jedous and very ex-associate who wants to ruin an otherwise fine evening.”

“Stop that,” Mai said, looking at Vaerie. “Stop it right now or | swear I'll kill you like | should have last
time”

“Oh, redlly, thereis no need to be so melodramatic,” Nathanidl said.

“I am not quite sure what you two have between you. But if you are doing anything to my sster at this
moment, | will do worse than anything Ma can think of.”

All attention went to Griffen as he spoke. His voice was both cold and hot a once, and he seemed to
swdl with anger. His hand, which had been resting lightly on Ma’ swaist, had begun to show thefirst



sgnsof scaes. Nathanid very, very carefully let go of Vaerie shand, and leaned back in his chair again.

“Very well, thenitisover,” Nathanid said. “Y ou understand, of course, Mr. McCandles, thiswill change
the game between yours and mine. Though not immediatdy.”

“I’m not sure which of you three | am supposed to be angry at just now. So someone just answer my
question.” Vderie' s hand clenched and Ma sighed.

“| suppose thisis not the place. Well, time for an age-old escape. Valerig, let’ s head to the ladies' room.
Lover, don't kill thetwip in public. W€l be right back.”

Vderielet hersdlf beled away, and the two men stared at each other for along moment. Griffen bristled,
rage and suspicion rolling in his blood. Nathanie merely looked dightly put out, which irritated Griffen
more and more. Nathanid wasthe first to speak.

“Y es, Mdindais my mother. However, thiswas not about you and your little empire. My sole interest at
this point was your Sster. The whole thing with the animal people was adiversion to hold your attention
whilel courted her. We had avague idea of trying to lure her into joining our family.”

“Of course, you left her completely freeto make up her own mind. Not influencing her in any way.”

“Of course not.” Nathanid laughed, and Griffen dmost broke his nose right there. “That is not how these
thingsare handled. | did what came naturdly to me. It isnot my fault that your Sster wasdl but
unprotected.”

“No, but that is no longer the case. | think you should be leaving now.”
“Ah, quite s0.”

Nathanidl rose, leaving money on the table for the check, and headed out the door. Griffen stared after
him, dill reining in hisown impulses.

It was agood ten minutes before Mai and Valerie emerged. Vaerie was red with fury, and stalked right
past Griffen without aword. Ma and he exchanged a glance and followed after her.

Fifty

It was clear that Valerie' s path was taking her back to the complex where her and Griffen’s gpartments
lay. So, Mai and Griffen felt abit more at ease hanging back some and giving her some space. Asthey
approached the complex, the firgt thing Griffen noticed wasthat Vaerie had |eft the gate open wide,
maybe with afew new dingsin it from being dammed much too hard, he thought. The door to Vderie's
gpartment was half-open, and the crashing from insde left no doubt that she was ill in.

Griffen and Mai exchanged another glance, and she took a step back to lean againgt the nearest wall. He
nodded, and proceeded forward aone. At the door he pushed his head in dightly and knocked lightly.
Vaeriewas bent over and digging for something in her closet.

“vd?'

She swung around, haf-surprised, but mostly just till very angry. The shotgun in her hand finaly came
clear of whatever obstructions she had been clearing from the closet. It swung around with her.



Griffen yelled and ducked back out the door, but no gunshot rang out. He tentatively stuck his head back
inthe door, but Vaerie was aready coming out, pushing past him and heading toward the gate again.

New Orleans may belaid back in some respects, but avery pissed off woman holding avery large
shotgun stalking through the streets was bound to attract attention.

Mai stepped between Valerie and the gate, standing straight and radiating outward calm. Vaerie sopped
infront of her, eyes narrowing. Griffen made afast decision and stepped next to his sister, grabbing her
hand tightly in his. The muzzle of the gun was pointed more or less safely at apatch of empty ground for
the moment.

“Vd, you haveto stop and think,” he said.
“Too busy. I'll savethat for later, Big Brother.”

Her voice was oddly detached, and not like hissigter at dl. Griffen haf wondered if it was some sort of
backlash from the glamour bresking. He aso fought the urge to glance at Mai, wondering if she had
triggered this somehow. He quickly dismissed that idea, though; she was the one standing between
Vderie and the gate after dl.

“Vderie, thisisn't theway. Killing isn't going to solve adamn thing,” he said.
“How about kneecapping?’ she said.

“Little harsh for the crime, don’t you think?’

“No! No, | don't!”

She whirled to face Griffen fully, and in agesture of her anger hurled the gun away from her. It hit and
chipped abrick under the impact. Thankfully it again did not go off. Though maybe, just maybe, the
barrel was dightly bent now. Sheydled into hisface.

“How can you say that Griffen! That bastard completely invaded my mind, my persondity! What
punishment could ever be equd to that! ?”’

“Probably none can, so any you try isjust going to leave you unfulfilled and unsatisfied,” Griffen said.
“Yeah, well, I'mfeding pretty damn hollow right now! So | won't be any worse off.”

“Y ou would be and you know it. Not only inside, but think of the trouble. Forget that this scumbag has
family, dangerousfamily. You could wind upinjail, Sis. If you were lucky, it would be for one night for
toting that damned gun around. If you succeeded, adamn sight longer.”

“So what am | supposed to do! ?’
“Act likeadragon,” Mal said, and stepped forward.

Both McCandles|ooked at her. She took astep past them and found herself a seat in the open
courtyard. With apassing glance at each other, brother and sister followed. Griffen gently but firmly took
Vaerie sarm and helped her git. She glared at him for amoment, but was grateful for the seet.
Adrenaline and rage had made her muscles tense and unsteedy.

“Y ou do not day adragon by killingit,” Mai said. “Especidly not one like Nathaniel who has many
relatives who would avenge him. Y ou are adragon, you have the time, the ability, and the cunning to wait
and plot. Y ou find when heis most vulnerable and take from him what he took from you.”



“Takewhat?' Vaerie sad softly.
“Power.”

Griffen looked at hissigter carefully, mind racing. Pieces clicked into place, and he found himsdlf nodding
without redizing it.

“Weforget sometimes,” he said. “Being adragon is more than just how we act or what we can do. It's
what we are. |’ ve never seen you this upset, and that’ s because Nathanidl attacked something that every
dragon seemsto deeply love. In their bone and blood.”

“Power,” Valerie said softly, and nodded.

“So you walit. You plot. Y ou think! And when the time comes, you will make Nathaniel fed every inch
what you arefeding now,” Mai sad.

“Yeah. That | cando.”

Vaerie seye gleamed, but it was agleam Griffen knew and was happy to see. She was till pissed, but
her spark was back. Silently he hoped Nathaniel had the good sense to never, ever comewithin a
thousand miles of Vderie again. For hisown sake.

“And in the process you are living your life, building your own power back, growing and learning. So that
when the time comes you will dready have moved so far beyond thisthat he isnothing but atiny fleato
you. A fleayou will squash anyway, because you are adragon, and we do not tolerate vermin.”

Mai’ s eyes burned, too, as she spoke, and that was an entirely different spark. One that Griffen wasn't
sure he was comfortable with at al. He wondered just how long Mai had been waiting for her own
retribution, and just how safe it would be to be near the two female dragons, as dlies.

He decided to change the subject.
“Now, wherethe hdl did you get ashotgun?” he said.
“Oh, umm...Gris-grisgaveit tome. Just in case.”

Vaerieflushed abit, and it was such achangein her that Griffen was dmost happy enough to drop the
wholething right there. Aimost.

“We livein the French Quarter, behind security gates, and under protection. And you need ashotgun in
your closet that you couldn’t even get out quickly?’

“Hey, | didn't say theideawas great, but it was apresent,” she said.
“And just where were you marching off to with it?’

“He pointed out his condo to me one time when we were out walking,” she said. “| figured I’ d start
there”

“Ss..”

“Leaveyour sgter done, Griffen. Infact, | think it istime you let her done for the night. She needsto
decompress,” Mai said.

“What about you?’ he said.



“If shedoesn't mind, | will stay with Vaerie. Wewill have girl talk and ice cream and single malt scotch.
Important hedling things. No men alowed.”

“Hey, that doesn't sound hdf-bad,” Vaeriesad.
“Okay, okay, | cantakeahint. Hell, it snot like | ever got dinner. Va, you sure you're okay?’
“No, but I will be.”

Griffen nodded and left. Ma watched him go, but Vaerie waslooking down at her hands. When the gate
had shut, Mai let out along sigh.

“Men. They have no understanding of closure.”

“Huh?’ Vderieblinked, surprised by the change of tone.

“Come. We shdl pay Nathanid alittlevigt.”

“What about al that crap you just said about power and waiting?’

“I meant every word. That does not mean you let the little shit dip away scot-free thinking heis safe.
Leavetheslly gun. It won't cometo violence. But you deserve more resolution than ice cream.”

Vaerielooked a Mai closely, and dowly smiled. She nodded and stood, heading into her gpartment to
grab acoat. And maybe to run acomb through her hair. Never let them see you less than perfect. Mai
grinned, and whispered to herself abit breathlesdly.

“Beddes, if thereisonething dl dragons crave besides power, it’sdramal”
Fifty-one

The two didn’t have much trouble getting into the building. Or perhapsit would be more accurate to say
that Ma didn’t have any trouble getting past security gates and locks. Vaerie wondered more and more
about her brother’ s ex, but was more intent on the current goa. That goal was clear. To confront
Nathanid, and let him know she was no longer under histhrall. Also to let him know therewould be a
reckoning in the future.

They climbed the stairs to the top floor of afairly upscae condo, onethat in the Quarter could easily rent
out for twenty-five hundred dollars plus. The two looked at each other asthey reached the actual
gpartment door. Ma smirked, and stepped to the Side, gesturing thet it was dl Vaerie's.

Usudly it isnot practica or often possible for an ordinary person to kick adoor in on one go, but Vaerie
had motivation.

The door dammed open and stayed open. The two strode in, both looking utterly confident. Asif they
owned the building and anything, or anyone, ingde. Ma hung back afew steps, letting Valerie take the
lead, but it had been agreed between them that Vaerie would not be left without backup. Mai was
perhaps enjoying her role aswingman abit too much.

The place was well-gppointed, but empty of persondity. All the furniture had to have come with the
gpartment, laid out with adesigner’ stouch and not atrace of persona warmth. Likewisethe art and
decoration. There wasn't asingle sign of the man who lived here. No personal pictures, not a spare book
onthetable, not even adishinthe sink.



It could have been a show apartment, completely unlived in. For amoment Vaerie thought that was just
what it was. Then Mai nudged her and brought her attention to asmall coffeetable.

Sitting on it was a string of pearls, and abamboo rose.

Vaerie picked up apiece of boring statuary, and brought it down on the pearls as hard as she could. The
rose splintered and flew through the room as so much shrapnel.

“I dwaysliked violencein women,” agruff voice said from the doorway.

The man blocked out the doorway, and was not Nathanidl. He had the build of alinebacker, or avery
dangerous marine. He had to have been six foot six, with short blond hair and anasty glint to hiseye.
Vaerie drew hersdf up to her full height, but she didn’t have hisbulk. Sherardly felt dwarfed by anyone,
and though he wasn't that much bigger than she was, he managed.

Mai, adoll compared to either of them, was more used to it, so took a step forward and spoke first.
“Wasthat in, or to?’
The man ignored her and took astep forward, still blocking the main exit entirely.

“I had wanted to be Stting in the chair waiting for you. Maybe with the curtains drawn and asingle lamp
for back light. But Brother wanted you to find hislittle gift first. He aways was too soft.”

“Brother? Nathanid?’ Vaerie said.
“Yes. Youmay cal me Thor.”
“Or you could cal him what his mamanamed him. Theodore,” Mal sad.

The big man, Theodore, turned his head to glare at Mai. The expresson madeit quite clear that graphic
and nasty and not particularly imaginative things were happening to her in his head. She didn’t blanch, or
appear to react at dl, but just glared back. After atime he turned back to Valerie.

“If the Adan dag says anything about my maagain, | tossyou both out of the window,” he said.
“What do you want?’ Vaeriesad.

“What | want doesn’t matter. Not in any of this. Ma said to watch Brother’ s back, | watched his back.
And he till gives me shit for jumping the gun with your other boyfriend. Thelittle card runner. Not that it
matters.”

“What did you do to Gris-gris?’

Vderietook astep forward, anger starting to boil back. Theodore, or Thor, looked marginally
impressed. Or maybe just pleased.

“Damn, Brother had you under good. Didn’'t even hear about Gristle or whatever you call him getting a
bit of stedl between theribs. Don’'t worry, babe, helived.”

“Get to thedamn point,” Vderie said.

“I was, before you interrupted me. Despite dl that, I'm still watching Brother’ s back. Now thiswas his
game, top to bottom, | just was here in case things get rough. Maybe another game starts now, maybe
not. Up to Maand the others. | could give ashit. But if you try anything, anything &t al, you can bet it



won't be touchy-fedy glamour and expensive dates next time.”
“| don't care how tough you are, threatening meis not agood idearight now,” Vaerie said.

“I’'m not threatening, I’'m telling. Y ou don’t want to find out my idea of adate, babe. Thismessisdone. If
you try to come back at us, you or yours, then me and mine are going to roll over and bury you.”

Heturned and |&ft, just like that. Didn't even bother to close the door behind him. Vaerie took astep
forward, and stopped. She didn't see the point, didn’'t see what it would accomplish. Mai looked her
over and Sghed.

“So? Scotch and ice cream wasit?” Mai said.

“Emphasis on the scotch.”

Vaeriewas dtill staring at the door.

“Y ou know, that family isredly starting to piss me off,” she said, and strode out the door.

Mai nodded, cast onelast glance to the smashed pearls, and followed.

As Thor |€eft the condo, he failed to notice the two figures standing in the shadows across the street. With
no apparent haste, he sauntered leisurely toward Bourbon Street.

“That'shim,” Gris-grissaid. “ That’ sthe dude.”
“He' sdl yours” Griffen said. *Y ou might want to usethis. I’ ve got a hunch he hastough skin.”

He passed alarge pocket knife to Gris-gris, who quickly thumbed the blade open. The blade caught the
light, and showed a series of deep serrations dong the cutting edge.

Gris-gristook astep in pursuit, then paused.
“How did you know?’ he said.

“Once Nathaniel showed histrue colors, | remembered that he had mentioned he and his brother were
staying at the family condo,” Griffen said. “I thought that Vaerie had caved in abit too easily, so | hung
around outside our complex and tagged dong when they |eft. Cdled you on my cell phone so we could
hook up aong the way, and here we are. Maybe it was along shot, but we are into gambling, after al.”

“Areyou surethiswon't cause trouble with Nathaniel’ sfamily?’ Gris-grissaid, till hesitating.

“ After what they didto you and Vd, | don’t redlly much care” Griffen said coldly. “Just don’t messhim
up too bad. | think they’ re about to blow town and wouldn't want that delayed by a stay in the hospital.
Oh, and don’t mention thisto the girls. Let’ skeep it between the two of us.”

Fifty-two

After everything that had happened, Griffen felt obliged to take Vaerie out to anice dinner. If nothing
else, hefdt they both deserved ardaxed evening in each other’ s company.

Tonight, their restaurant of choice wasthe Desire Oyster Bar in the Royd Sonesta Hotel on Bourbon
Street. While he normally avoided Bourbon Street except for listening to specific groups, he had



developed ataste for the turtle soup they served at the Desire. That coupled with half aroast beef
po’ boy sandwich made for avery satisfying, filling medl.

Asthey were reaching the end of their medl, Griffen noticed an Asan gentleman and two young white
men being seated at atable a short distance away. He specifically did not make eye contact or wave a
greeting, but the Asian spotted him and nodded in smiling acknowledgment. Griffen nodded back.

“Whoisthat?’ Vderiesad.

“He saplayer from one of our games,” Griffen said. “He' saredly niceguy. A chef who relocated here
from Atlanta and opened his own restaurant over on Decatur.”

“I notice you waited until he nodded to you before you nodded back.”

“I figureit'sbasc manners,” Griffen said. “1 don’'t know who he' swith or why they’re here, but it could
be awkward. If | waved a him, he' d either have to explain that he knows me from anillegal card game,
or make up afast story on the spot. If he faked it, they might stop me for conversation at alater point.
Since | wouldn’'t know what hetold them, | could easily messthings up for him. It'seader to let him
acknowledge the acquaintancefirst.”

“I see” Vderie sad thoughtfully.
A well-dressed black man approached their table.
“Excuseme. It sMr. McCandles, isn't it?’

“That’sright.” Griffen said, rising and shaking the offered hand. “ Only | prefer * Griffen’ ininforma
gtuations”

“Griffenitis” Theman smiled. “Sorry to interrupt your meal, but | was hoping you could do measmal
favor.”

“It depends on thefavor.” Griffen smiled back.

“Nothing illegd, | assureyou,” the man said with alaugh. “Y ou seg, | don't get to spend much timein the
Quarter latedly, and the young lady I’ m with this evening wants to hear some readl New Orleansmusc. |
was hoping you could recommend someplace.”

“Wall, it depends on what kind of music you want,” Griffen said. “If you likethe old classcslike“Basin
Street Blues,” Steamboat Willie and his combo are playing just down the street here, in the courtyard
across from the hotel’ smain lobby. If you want Cgun and zydeco music, then go down acouple blocks
across Toulouse to the Steak Pit. Denny T. is playing there tonight, and he' sthe best Cgjun fiddler I've
heard in the Quarter. Playsalot of Doug Kershaw materid. On the other hand, if you'd liketo try
something alittle different with more ambiance, Sean Kelly’son St. Louis between Bourbon and Royal
would be my suggestion. Beth Patterson is playing in there tonight, and she dways puts on agreat show.
Sometraditiond Irish music with alot of parodies, and her own materid. It' s not like anything you' Il hear
anywheredse”

“I'll try that. Thanksamillion.”
The man waved and returned to histable.

“You'reredly settling into the Quarter scene, aren't you, Big Brother,” Vaerie said. “Should | ask who
that was?’



“Another one of our players” Griffen said. “I think he/ sone of theloca politicos.”
“I noticeyou didn’'t introduce me,” Vaerie sad.

“Totel youthetruth, | couldn’t recdl hisname,” Griffen said. “Besides, | noticed that he didn’t bring his
escort over to introduce her to us either. Of course, that’ s probably because the young lady that’ swith
himig't hiswife”

Vaerie choked on her drink, then dabbed at her mouth with her napkin.
“Iseverything dl right, folks?’

The waiter, a stout, white-haired black gentleman, was hovering at the table.

“I think we' refineg,” Griffen said. “Just alittle more coffee and the check, please.”
“I'll be right back with the coffee, but there’ sno check tonight, gir.”

“No, gr, Mr. Griffen,” thewaiter said. “ There Il be no check for you tonight or any other night you come
inon Amos s shift. Amos, that’sme, Sir.”

“Pleased to meet you, Amos,” Griffen said. “Thisismy sger, Vaerie”
“I thought that’swho it might be.” Amos smiled. “Niceto meet you, Ms. Vderie”

“I'm il alittle confused, Amos,” Griffen said. “How isit that you know me and why are you comping us
thismed?’

“Wadll, sr, | knew who you were when you walked in tonight. A lot of the folks here in the Quarter know
who you are and what you do,” Amos said. “I guess| just know alittle more than most. Y ou see,
Gris-grisismy sster’ sboy, and the whole family isgrateful to you for helpin’ him out when he got in that
scrape with the po-leece.”

“You're Gris-gris suncle?’ Griffen said. “No fooling?’

“No, sr. | wouldn't joke about athing like that,” Amos said earnestly. “ Gris-grisdwayswas abit of a
wild one, and we' ve dways been alittle worried for him. It' sabig load off our mind that he’ sworkin’
with afine gentleman such as yoursdf, Mr. Griffen, and seeing afinelady such asyoursdf, Ms. Vderie.
Anyway, anytime you come in here on my shift, your money’sno good. It'stheleast | can do to say
thank you.”

“That' svery nice of you, Amos,” Vaderiesaid.

“| appreciateit, Amos,” Griffen said, “but it presents me with abit of aproblem. You seg, | redly likethe
turtle soup here, and was planning on coming in more often. Thetroubleis, if | do that now, with you
comping me, I'll fed like I’ m taking advantage of your generosity.”

“Don’t you worry about that none, Mr. Griffen,” Amossaid. “Y ou comein here as often asyou like. I'd
like nothing better than to see you in here every day.”

“All right, dl right,” Griffen said, throwing up his handsin mock surrender. “I know when I’'m best. But |
ingg that if | bring aparty in here, | pay for it, not you.”



“WE Il haveto see about that.” Amosgrinned. “I’ll just get your coffee now.”

Griffen laughed and shook his head asthe waiter retreated.

“What do you think about that?’ he said.

“I think you' reredlly getting into thiswhole dragon thing,” Vderie said, without smiling.
“What do you mean?’

“The whole thing with people catering to you...waving a you and coming up to your table and giving you
freebies. You'reredly garting to enjoy it.”

“Hey. It'sdl part of thebusiness,” Griffen said. “Y ou know, contacts and cocktails. It' sthe samein any
business. It'sjust a bit more exaggerated herein New Orleans.”

“And since when did you concern yoursalf with business?’ Vaerie shot back.
Griffen sudied her for amoment.

“Issomething bothering you, Little Sster?’ hesaid at last. “ Y ou’ ve been making little commentslike that
al through dinner.”

“Yes...No...l don't know,” Valerie said, shaking her head. “It’sjust that you’ ve changed since we got
down here. Maybe you can't seeit because it’ s happening gradually, but only seeing you every now and
then, it' s gpparent to me.”

“Changing like how?’

“Think back, Big Brother,” she said. “When you were in school, you never thought beyond today. Y ou
liked the soft, irrepongible life and only lived for the next card game or woman. Any attempt to get you
to take anything serioudy would have you running for the horizon. Now look at you. Y ou' re heading up
an entire gambling operation, schmoozing with theloca bigwigs, and working at setting policy and
procedures. That's abig change no matter how you look at it. The thing isyou seem to be enjoying it.
You'retaking to it like aduck to water.”

“So, are you saying this changeisagood thing, or abad thing?’ Griffen said thoughtfully.

“I don't know yet,” Vaerie said with agrimace. “Thejury isstill out on that one. It'sgood to seeyou
enjoying yourself. On the other hand, we aready know you'rein the crosshairs. Actualy, we both are.
The weather may be cooling down abit, but I’ ve got afeding things are going to get hot for us.”

Griffen considered what his sister had said for severd moments, then rose from his seet, tossing some
money on thetablefor atip.

“Hateto eat and run, Little Sister,” he said, “but | think | need to have a chat with Mose. Maybe catch
up with you later.”

“She' sright, Y oung Dragon,” Mose said with asmile. “ Of course you' ve changed. Y ou' ve had ideas and
opinions ever Snceyou got here. The differenceis, now you' re doing moretelling than asking.”

Griffen frowned.



“That makes me sound pretty pushy and arrogant,” he said.
“No. That makes you sound confident,” Mose said. “It makes you sound like adragon.”
Heleaned forward in hischair.

“Look at al you' velearned and donein alittle over two months,” he said earnestly. “Y ou’ ve got agood
handle on our operation. Y ou’ ve handled acouple of potentialy nasty situations pretty much by yoursdlf.
Y ou’ ve even made some changes in policies that have been in place for decades. Everybody in the crew
looksto you for leadership...and alot of folks outside the crew aswell. For anew dragon, fresh out of
the box, you' re doing yoursdlf proud. If | had any doubts about turning the |eadership over to you,

they’ relong gone.”

“I guess.” Griffen Sghed. “ Say, Mose. About the whole thing with taking over the leadership. How long
do you figureit will be before I’ m ready for that?’

Mose threw back his head and laughed.

“Young Dragon,” he said, “you haven't been paying attention. I’ s aready happened. | just said that
everyoneislooking to you for leadership, and that includes me. For dl intents and purposes, you arethe
dragon of thiscrew.”

Fifty-three

Griffen was dtill thinking about what Mose had said as he unlocked the front gate and let himself into the
complex courtyard. Behind him, the now familiar sounds of the city faded. The clip-clop of apassing
carriage being the loudest as he shut the gate.

It was true that he was pretty much running the gambling operation now. But did that really make him the
locd dragon? He had nowhere near Mose' s experience or wisdom. More important, on many levelshe
knew he lacked the confidence and his abilitiesto truly be aleader. The head honcho.

Suddenly, the lightsin the courtyard, those fake gaslamps New Orleans was famous for, went out.

Griffen stopped in histracks. He had been so absorbed in his thoughts that he had rel axed his now
habitual scan for trouble or tension. This, however, wastoo blatant to ignore.

The courtyard was not completely dark. Therewas abit of ambient light from the street, and alittle
coming from between the curtains of his upgtairs apartment where he usudly kept alight onintheliving
room, even when he was out. There was dso one gaslamp on apost till lit, creating aten-foot pool of

light

A figure stepped out of the shadows in the courtyard and into that pool of light and stood there, waiting.
It was ashort, dightly built man. It took a moment, but Griffen finaly recognized him as the man who had
been in thefight at the Irish pub the night someone had dipped the lime dice into hiswater back.

“Mr. McCandles? | believe we have some unfinished business.”
“And you would be the George,” he said, keeping hisvoice level.
The man bowed dightly.

“So you have heard of me. | was starting to wonder there for awhile.”



“Isthisit, then?’ Griffen said. “The showdown & high noon?’

“Considering the hours you keep, | fdlt that the wee hours of the morning would be more gppropriate,”
the George said. “But basicdly, you're correct. Thisisit.”

Griffen began walking aong one of the paths between the flower beds, more to be doing something and
to hide his nervousness than anything else. The George watched him, turning dowly to match his progress
but not leaving his poal of light. There was something about the way that he watched:; atilt of his head, or
the shine of hiseye, or perhapsjust his stance that made Griffen’ s ssomach knot. Thisman wasa
predator.

“Before we gart, do you mind my asking aquestion?’ he said. “Are you out to kill me, or just to test my
powers? We never have been ableto figure that one.”

“Doesit redly matter?’ the George said.

The George made agesture, awave of his hand that struck Griffen asabit too thestrical. Especidly
under the circumstances. Beneath the predator lurked a showman, and a cocky one at that.

Thelonelamp flickered and blinked out.

“It doesto me,” Griffen sad, trying to adjust hisnight vision to the new darkness. “I’ ve never killed
anyone, s0 I'd liketo know if I'm fighting for my life, or just to defend mysdif.”

“In either case, you' |l be defending yoursdlf,” the George said. “If it eases your mind, though, | don’t
think you can kill me.”

The voice had shifted locations, now coming from the shadows behind Griffen. The move had occurred
far too fast and slently to be naturd.

“How—" Griffen said without thinking, then caught himself. Now was not the time to admit ignorance.
Too close to weakness.

“How do you think?’ the George said.

Thevoicewas at yet another place, closer, but not close enough for Griffen to find him in the darkness.
The George chuckled, enjoying the chance to taunt Griffen directly. Griffen drew himsdf up, mind
working quickly.

“Teleportation,” Griffen sad. “Very impressve.”

“Over short distances,” the voice replied from adifferent pool of darkness. “It takesup alot of my
energy, S0 | don't do it often. Thoughi it did allow meto push you down the sairsand get mysdf ina
position to see your face asyou landed. It’ sthe smple things one enjoys.”

Again the voice shifted.

“I just wanted you to realize what you' re up againgt. | can aso seein the dark better than you.”
Griffen fought back a surge of panic.

Panic doesn't solve anything, and it can get you killed.

Mose swords came to him asif the old man werein the courtyard with them. He forced himsdlf to
remain cam and to focus on anayzing the situation.



The George had picked the time and place for the confrontation, and was using the darkness both to
conced hislocation and to unnerve his opponent. Well, he wasn't the only low-light speciaist around.

Griffen let hisown mind flow out, seeking for the fera cats that frequented the courtyard. He couldn’t see
through their eyes, but could gain some awareness through them. And cats are aware of everything. He
made contact, and reached out a gentle probe.

Uh-huh.

He turned his back on the direction the voice had last come from and spoke directly to a spot some
fifteen feet away.

“Youmay beright,” he said. “ Somehow, though, | expected something a bit more to the point than a
game of hide-and-seek.”

There was a pause, then dl the courtesy lights came back on, reveding the George precisaly where
Griffen had anticipated.

“If youwill,” the George said with ashrug. Hislips curled dightly, displeased with being so easily cdled
out. “I" ve aways had aweakness for the dramatic, and was ahuge fan of film noir when it first came

“That' sanest trick with thelights, I’ [l admit,” Griffen said, slepping into a clear space. “Isthat another
power, or do you have amechanica gimmick?’

“It' sapower,” the George said, circling dightly to maintain the distance between them.

Y &, Griffen fdt, he was dso staking him. The man moved liquidly, much like acat himself. Though one
larger and more dangerous then theferd cats of the courtyard. The whole time he maintained eye
contact, and hislips curled in dightly mocking amusement.

“Likethetdeporting, it'sonly good over short distances and uses up alot of my energy.”
“Fed freeto drain asmuch of your energy asyou want,” Griffen said. “I’ ve dways liked specid effects.”
“Don’'t worry. | have more than enough energy for the task at hand.”

The speed with which he moved was absolutely shocking. Thiswasn't teleportation, just pure physical
quickness. Griffen raised hishand to ward off the blow he saw coming, but it was afeint. The George's
other hand cracked in a backhand dap that rocked Griffen’ s head back and sent him staggering back.

“My,” the George said, fifteen feet away again in an eye blink. He was rubbing hishand with afaint
wince. “Y ou are tougher then most of those | encounter. I'm mildly impressed.”

Griffen steadied himsdlf, but he could taste blood in hismouth. A tiny trickle dipped from the corner of
hislips, and the George nodded. Satisfied.

“First blood to me. Fed freeto try areturn blow.”
“Andif | refuseto play your game?’
“Why, then thiswill grow tiresome quickly, and my temper will grow short.”

But Griffen hadn’'t waited for him to answer. He reached out, and the George turned about at the snarling
yow! of two scarred old tomcats that |eaped through the air at hisface.



His eyes widened, amistake. Clawsraked at his cheek, drawing blood, before he could knock the
beasts asde. They landed heavily, and crouched back, hissing a him.

He hissed back, and they cowered more.

Griffen tried to make use of the digtraction, rushing the George and swinging ablow at him. Again with
greased quickness the George moved away, foot catching Griffen lightly on the ankle and dodging.
Griffen stumbled, but not much and the George stepped away, bringing the gap between the two men
wide again. Griffen brought himself back around as the George postured.

“Oh, very good, second blood and quite unexpected. Redlly, boy, I’ ve known dragons three times your
age who hadn’t done so much.”

“What are you, anyway?’ Griffen said, fishing for information, and searching for tactics. The catswere no
longer responding; they were closed off to him. “Other than an enforcer for hire, that is.”

“Fromwhere| stand, he' s dead meset,” Vaerie declared loudly, emerging from the door of her apartment
wearing aloose-fitting swesat suit. Her eyes shone with rage.

“Stay out of this, woman!” the George ordered, not taking his eyes from Griffen.
“Not achance,” Vderie sad, garting forward. “ That’s my brother you' re smacking around.”

As she moved, she began to grow visibly until shewas nearly half again her normal height. The sweat quiit,
first loose, now strained againgt her proportions.

“I warnyou,” the George snarled. “Y ou are not strong enough for this contest.”
Vaerie cameto astop ten feet from the George.
“You're probably right.” Shesmiled. “That’ swhy | brought afriend.”

From behind her back she produced the shotgun Gris-gris had given her. At her new size, it dmost
looked like atoy in her hand. Still, itsroar was deafening in the silent courtyard as she fired it point-blank
at the George.

The man was blown from his feet and went sprawling into one of the flower beds.

“Heard the cats. I ve told you before, Big Brother,” Vderie cdled, “ you worry way too much about
fighting fair.”

“Va! Don't...” Griffen cdled, but hewastoo late.

The George was on hisfeet standing behind Valerie. Grabbing the back of her swesat suit, he pivoted and
threw her five feet into awall. He snatched and wrenched the shotgun from her hand even as she flew.
She rebounded and lay in a bonel ess hegp on the pavement of the courtyard.

Griffen’ svison began to blur. He could fed his skin tightening and his muscles shift as blood pounded in
his ears. He didn't need to look to know his arms now had scales.

“Shell bedl right,” the George said, tossing the weapon away dismissvely and turning back to hismain
target. “1 don’t hurt bystanders. She'll be bruised when she wakes up, but...”

With aroar, Griffen charged him...... And the George was gone!



As Griffen lunged through the space the George had occupied a moment before, something struck him
hard from behind, driving him to hisknees.

“Sorry if it snot asword,” came the George' svoice, “ but that would be abit obviousto carry on the
Sredt.”

Looking back over his shoulder, Griffen saw that the George was holding ameta baton, one of the
collgpsible ones popular with some policemen. Turning his head was a mistake, even as he registered the
wespon, the George' sfoot dammed into hisface and knocked him fully down, sprawling.

“I thought about the sword. | saw thelittle toy you usefor your fencing practice. But, it would have been
like daring an infant to attack me with afly swatter. Hardly sporting.”

For amoment Griffen was held rigid with parayzing anger. Again hefdt his body tighten asfury changed
him.

“Bedides, it takes aspecid blade, and thisreally does more dam—"

With asnarl Griffen pushed himsalf to hisfest, twisting toward histormentor in the motion. Even ashe
turned, histail lashed out for the man’s head.

Histal?

A surge of joy surged through him as Griffen found his powers responding to his need. The moment’s
digtraction cost him his advantage.

The George was gone again.
Thistime, the blow camelow on his back, drawing agasp of pain as he ssumbled forward.

“See, thick skin doesn't protect you from broken bones. Not even plated with scales,” the George said
from across the courtyard. “Y ou should know. ..Hey!”

Vaerie had wrapped her arms around hislegs from where she was lying on the ground. She tightened, so
strong that the George' s face twisted with pain.

“Y ou tak too much,” she growled, ralling like the athlete she was and. ..
... They ported again, both of them. Thistime barely ten feet from where Griffen stood.

He seemed to sag for amoment with exertion. Vaerie grinned savagely and took the opportunity to wrap
her legs around one of the treesin the courtyard. For amoment, they blurred, the George trying to port
again, but only for amoment—he was stuck.

Fighting for balance, the George struck at her with his baton, she sagged, but if anything her grip clenched
harder...

...And Griffen had him.

Taken off guard by the sudden violence of the attack, the George barely had a chanceto give ayep of
surprise before Griffen’ s hands closed on his neck.

The George' s baton went flying as Griffen lifted him bodily into the air, ripping him from Vaerie sgrasp,
and dammed him down on the walkway . ..



And he was holding alarge spotted cat, aleopard, by the throat. Ignoring the claws raking hisarms, he
tightened hisgrip...

And hewas holding agiant snake that writhed in hisgrip and hissed vicioudy. It bit into Griffen’sarm, but
fangs could not penetrate scales.

Enough was enough.

Griffen took adeep breath, and exhaed ajet of his strongest flame full in the creature sface. The
creature redoubled its struggles, then suddenly went limp.

Griffen didn’t trust it, he lifted the beast and dammed it down one more time. Reptilian head knocking
againg the ground.

Releasing hisfdlen opponent, Griffen moved quickly to hissster’ sside. Shewasjust sarting to tir,
dowly trying to get her hands under her so that she could rise,

“Jugt liedll, Little Sster,” Griffen said soothingly. “It' sal over. Take afew to get yoursdlf oriented.”
“Held onto the bastard,” Vaerie said weakly, eyesflashing.

“Yesah. Yeah, youdid. My Vakyrie”

“I told you | don’t hurt bystanders.”

Griffen whirled to face the voice.

The George was standing in the center of the walkway, apparently unharmed. Even the scratch from the
cats had vanished.

“I dso said you couldn’'t kill me,” he said, smiling at Griffen’sexpresson.
“What areyou?’ Griffen said dmost to himself.

“Theimportant thing isthat I'm defeated,” the George said, holding his hands up, pams out in surrender.
“Thetest isover, and you’ ve won. Someone badly underestimated you.. .l suspect it was me.”

“Butl...you...”

“Asto the other, the current name for what | amisachimera. That’s someone who can shape-shift into
multiple animal forms, though you didn’t give me achanceto really show off most of them. Also, | have
extremely rapid regenerative powers. As an added bonus, as you may have noticed, I'm fireproof. It
comesin handy when on€e' s hunting dragons.”

“I see)” Griffen said, rigng to hisfeet. “ And after al you' ve been putting me through, including tonight,
I"’'m supposed to just let you walk away?’

“| serioudy doubt you could stop me,” the George said. “But tell you what. Just to save wear and tear on
both of us, I'll makeyou aded. I'll tell you onetruth. If you agreeit’ s valuable enough, you let me walk
without any further nonsense.”

“Y ou mean like who sent you after me?’ Griffen said.

“Sorry. That'saprofessiona no-no,” the George said. “But remember, you have to agree that what | tell
you isvauable. Otherwise, it's no deal and we' re back at where we are now. What have you got to



lose?
“Okay,” Griffensad. “Let’ shear it.”

“Thisiscompletely confidentia, you understand,” the George said. “ Just for you and your sister, since
shegot hersdf involved.”

He glanced at Vaerie, who had managed to prop hersaf up on her hands.
Griffen nodded.

“All right, hereit is. The whole George legend thing? How no one knowswhat | ook like or how | do
thethings| do? It sredly very smple. I'm only one of ateam. Together, we operate under the name of
George”

“| can see where that would give you an advantage,” Griffen said.

He now redlized how the lime had gotten into hiswater back without the man he was facing having been
anywhere near where he had been sitting.

“This could beimportant to you in the future,” the George continued. “As| said, the current contract is
over. If someone decides to pony up to send us after you again, it won't be me you' |l be seeing.
Understand?’

“All right. Fair enough,” Griffen said.

“Nol” Vderiesnarled. “You aregoing to just let him walk?”
She started to push hersdf onto her feet, Sze swelling again.
The George tensed.

Griffen put arestraining hand on her shoulder.

“Let him go. It'snot worth killing for,” he said softly.

Vaerie looked him over, emotionswarring in her eyes, but nodded grudgingly. For once the George
Stayed silent.

“Do you need meto let you out?” Griffen said.

The George looked at him with atolerant smile, then winked and bowed, flourishing with his baton. He
vanished.

Griffen shook his head and helped his sister to her feet. Asthe two of them walked back toward their
gpartment proper, Griffen redlized that he was no longer lacking in confidence about his abilities and
powers as a dragon.

Epilogue

Griffen was sprawled in hisliving room watching a DV D when his cdll phone rang. Heflipped it open
without taking his eyes from the screen.

“Griffen.”



“Y ou disgppoint me, Mr. McCandles”

It took a moment to place the voice. When hedid, achill ran through him and he sat bolt upright, muting
the movie with the remote.

“Stoner? What now?’

There wasthe briefest pause and it took that break for Griffen to realize he had snapped at this powerful
man. Nothing like a brush with death to increase one' s confidence.

“| was under the impression that we had reached atacit agreement the last time we spoke,” Stoner said
asif Griffen had not spoken. “ That you would limit your activitiesto your loca gambling operation and, in
turn, | would leave you done.”

“Wedid. I mean, | have,” Griffen said Hetook a deep breath and centered himsalf before continuing.
“Excuseme, dr, but isthere aproblem?”’

There was along, pregnant pause at the other end.

“Am | to understand that you fed there has been no change in the scope of your activities?” Stoner said
alast.

“No, | don't,” Griffen said. “If you have information to the contrary, could you please explain it to me?
Believe me, Sr, | have no wish to go sdewaysto you.”

“I'm referring to your renewed contact with your little Asan friend.”
“YoumeanMa?’

“Precisdly,” Stoner said. “ Y ou're aware, of course, that sheisadragon. More specificaly, and Eastern
dragon. Did it not occur to you that forming an dliance with the Eastern dragons goes well beyond the

scope of alocal gambling operation? That now you' reinvolving yoursef in international matters, andin

doing so, infringing on my particular areaof interex?”’

“Whoa. Hang on aminute,” Griffen said. “I haven't formed any kind of an dliance. Mai has used her
influence to bring some of thelocal Asan gamesinto our network. That'sdl. There’ snothing
internationd inthet.”

There was another pause.
“Nothing was said to you about forming an dliance?’

“No. Well, she said something about some of the young Eastern dragons being interested in my
leadership. | said I'd think about it. That'sdl. | haven't agreed to anything.”

Stoner sighed heavily on the phone.

“I’'m afraid you gill have alot to learn about group dynamics, Mr. McCandles,” he said. “ Especidly
when it comesto the Eastern dragons.”

“I don’'t undergtand,” Griffen said. “I haven’t agreed to anything.”

“Moreto the point, you didn't say ‘'no,”” Stoner said. “In some cultures, if one does not immediately
refuse aproposd, it impliesthat they’|l agreeif certain details are worked out. Apparently, that is how
your response was taken.”



“What makesyou say that?’

“I have reliable information that there is active recruiting going on within the Eastern dragons,” Stoner
sad. “More specificaly, the recruiting isbeing done in your name. I’ m told the response has been
enthusiagtic. . .to the point where the old-guard Eastern dragons are quite upset over it.”

“But | haven't done anything!” Griffen protested. “I had no ideathat Ma was going to do anything like
this”

“Unfortunately, part of thejob of being aleader isthat you are eventudly held responsible for the actions
of those under you,” Stoner said. “ The Eastern dragons now consider you to be athreat. Someone who
isactively working to undermine their power base. Under the circumstances, | have to agree with them.”

“Y ou mean you see me as an enemy now?’ Griffen said.

“That’swhy | was giving you this courtesy cdl, Mr. McCandles. To inform you that we are now at
hazard.”

Griffen heard the words like a sentence of doom. All that had passed, and he still was't out of danger.
“What am | supposed to do now?’ he said carefully.

“I am not the one you should look to for advice in this situation,” Stoner said. “I am, however,
sympathetic enough to your dilemmacto offer up acouple friendly suggestions.”

“And thosewould be...?" Griffen urged.

“Firgt, look to your defenses. | don’t believe you are anywhere near powerful enough or prepared
enough to congder going on the offensive.”

“Anything dse?’

“Yes” Stoner hesitated amoment before continuing. “I am not the biggest threat to you at thistime. If my
information is correct and the Eastern dragons are uniting against you, you have bigger thingsto worry
about than me.”

Griffen started to thank him but redlized the connection had been cut off.

He sat staring at thewadll for awhile. It dowly dawned on him that the George had only been thefirst
chalengein hisnew life asadragon.
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