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  EXCERPT FROM HEART OF A DRAGON


  Author’s Introduction


  I’ve spent a lot of time and words on building up the city of San Valencez, California. It’s the home of the rock group in my novel Deep Blue, the city where Donovan DeChance works his magic in an underground filled with wizards, demons and magical creatures. It’s one city over from Lavender, California, where my novels On the Third Day, and Maelstrom take place, and the police department’s finest is one Tommy Doyle—the Psychos ‘r’ Us cop, whose first major appearance was in a short story, and who then appeared in the novel Sins of the Flash.


  I based San Valencez, very loosely, on San Diego, where I lived for many years while serving in the US Navy. I have come to love the place, which I have shared with my long-time collaborator Brian Hopkins on at least one occasion. Zolo, a detective with a mental glitch he overcomes by reciting poetry to himself, works out of the same Department as Doyle, and he’s had some interesting adventures of his own.


  In Hoods: The Beginning, I wanted to do something with the youth of the city. It stands to reason, considering the number of paranormal and otherwise extraordinary citizens, that the younger generation would be no exception. I’ve wanted to try my hand at a group of supers for some time, and, while these are not “A” list Marvel or DC heroes, I think you’ll find them interesting, maybe addicting.


  I hope you’ll love the book, and if you do, I hope you’ll give Heart of a Dragon a chance when you are finished. It’s the first book in “The DeChance Chronicles,” and I suspect that, if you stick with this series, the worlds will eventually collide. There is an excerpt from Heart of a Dragon at the end of this book. Now I will step aside and let you get on with the story.


  —David Niall Wilson


  Chapter One


  Eddie


  There were exactly two ways to reach home. Eddie had to pass through territory owned by Los Escorpiones, a local gang. There was no way to reach home without crossing their turf, but there were two options. He could use the alley that cut half the distance, but that route risked an encounter in a closed space. If the alley turned out not to be empty, he’d be caught with no good way to dodge through, and no way to escape. The slightly safer route was down Forty-second Street, around on Market, and back up Thirty-eighth. That way he avoided the alley and had a better chance of spotting someone lurking along the way. Every day since he’d been very young, he’d made his choice. It was like tossing a warped, hateful coin and calling tails, when there were only two heads. If he got caught in the alley, a beating was certain. Everything in his pockets would be forfeit, and he’d probably be lucky to get by with a limp that would stick with him for a week. If he went the long way, he had a half-assed chance of avoiding confrontation, but he was in for a run. They’d spot him. No way to avoid that. They always did.


  Eddie Russo wasn’t a big kid. He stood about five feet ten inches, though his mom said his size eleven sneakers meant that was about to change. His hair was cut medium length, long as he could get away with and not anger his father, while simultaneously not being pounded at school for being a nerd. Nothing about him stood out except, sometimes, his eyes. He had bright blue eyes that could catch the light just right, usually when he smiled.


  Tonight, he didn’t feel like smiling, or running.


  Eddie had been at the ballpark. The San Valencez Dragons had played the Spartans from nearby Lavender, California, and he’d managed to sneak in and see most of the action. He had a knack for finding the right moment, aiming himself like a bullet, or an arrow to the heart of a crowd. When all eyes were turned the wrong way, he passed. When those same eyes turned back, he appeared to be part of a family, or a school group—he never stood out. He was in the right place, at the right time.


  In his pocket, he felt the bulge of the ball he’d caught—the home run in the bottom of the eighth inning that had won the game. If he took the alley, they would get it. There was no way to avoid them, and they would take everything he had. If he took the longer route? He thought about the small space on his dresser where he’d already imagined the ball resting, thought about the stand he planned on making for it. He had to get it home. They wouldn’t even understand. They’d throw it in a dumpster somewhere, never to be found.


  But he was tired, and he was hungry, and he thought, maybe, if he was very lucky and very fast, he might just make it through. Sometimes things worked out. The baseball in his pocket was proof of that.


  It was late in the year, and the streets grew dark early. Soon baseball would give way to football, and the wind off the bay would have a hint of chill. There would be more rain, and the already gloomy streets of the city would grow gray with grime and sludge. The sun had nearly set, and long shadows stretched from lamp posts and the arched entrances of old brick buildings. He passed the open mouths of dead-end alleys, and once or twice he caught the glimmer of eyes, reflecting pinpricks of the day’s dying light. Cats, or homeless men, hungry and prowling.


  There were plenty of things to look out for on the edge of the Barrio, a ten to twenty block area surrounding Santini Park, and bordered by the southernmost edge of San Valencez. Eddie didn’t live in the Barrio, but he lived close to the fringe, and the gangs that walked those even darker streets leaked out around the corners, hid in the alcoves and alleys, always looking for an opening they could expand into.


  There were drugs, and shootings. There were other gangs, and now and then they scuffled over turf. There was the weird Voodoo Shop down by the junkyard, and there were even rumors of darker things—crazy things—that had happened in the past. Eddie had heard the stories, or versions of them. He stayed clear as best he could and wished with all his heart that his parents would move deeper into the city.


  The alley that cut across from Market was dark, wider than most, and had become a regular hang-out for younger members of Los Escorpiones, Latin street punks not quite ready for the full-time life of crime lived by their elders but trying to make a name for themselves. They used the alley like a spider uses a web. Now and then one of the homeless wandered in, or a lost kid running away from whatever they called home. Neighborhood businessmen used the alley by day, taking in supplies at the rear entrances of Market Street shops. They kept their dumpsters in the alley, returned their bottles and recycled old boxes—but they never ventured into that dark pit by night.


  Eddie stood on the sidewalk and stared down the dark passage. He tried to clear his mind and took a deep breath. It wasn’t too late to go around. It would only take him ten or fifteen minutes longer. He knew it would cause trouble at home—his mother would worry. His father might get angry. No matter how many times he explained about the gang, about the walk home and the danger, no matter how many times he limped in with bruises, or a black eye, they just didn’t understand. The thought of adding his father’s anger to what was undoubtedly going to be a bad evening overshadowed even the thought of another beating, and even the thought of losing the ball. If he came home beaten and bruised, but on time, his father would probably say nothing. If he came home late….


  He cocked his head, closed his eyes, and listened. He didn’t really expect to hear anything. The boys he was watching for were quiet, fast, and dangerous. Their power was in their stealth. They stood in the shadows, and they waited. You could stare into that alley for an hour, studying every nook and cranny, and be certain it was empty, and then when you ventured in too far, they were there. Sometimes it seemed as if they were always there. The question was, did they already know that he was coming, and either way, was he fast enough to get past them?


  Something was different, though. For once, the alley was not quiet. He heard voices and the scuffing of feet. He heard cursing and the unmistakable sound of heavy blows falling. Someone had entered the alley ahead of him—someone else was the target. If he played his cards just right, and if he moved like a skinny bolt of lightning, he might be able to use whatever was going on to his advantage. If they were busy enough—distracted enough….


  Eddie slipped around the corner into the alley, coming up short at the near end of the first in a long row of dumpsters. Something was happening near the other end of the alley. He’d expected to see a body on the ground, someone being pounded and kicked into submission. He had not expected to see a real fight. Apparently, Los Escorpiones had not expected it either.


  There were at least four of the dark, slender gang members slowly circling a taller boy. He wore a black t-shirt, had his hair cut oddly short—almost like a Marine or something—and he was not backing down. Eddie noticed with amazement that a fifth gang member was already down, slumped against the side wall of the alley.


  One of the others lunged, but before he was able to bring the radio antenna in his hand down on the intruder’s head, the boy spun. The motion was fluid, so simple at its core that Eddie thought it was too slow, and so perfectly executed that the second gang member, whose blow was blocked easily, never saw the right cross that drove him to the ground. Before the others could react, their victim became the aggressor, dropping back a step, pivoting, and sending a crashing uppercut into another Escorpione’s jaw.


  “Holy crap,” Eddie said softly.


  The third gang member dropped, and that left it three on one. They were losing the battle, but the three Latinos were not beaten. Not yet. They spread out. Instead of circling, they formed a triangle, two standing almost shoulder to shoulder. Those two drove forward, ready to hold and grapple with their target, while the third fell back, waiting for his moment to strike.


  There was no hesitation. As the two moved in, their target blurred. He side-stepped to the right, hooked the front-leg of the first gang member, and at the same time slammed his fist into the back of the boy’s head. The Escorpione stumbled, and when the blow struck it drove him face first to the floor of the alley. His partner, not backing down, swung a roundhouse toward the intruder’s head, but it struck air. The boy’s fist pounded home, driving all air from the gang member’s lungs, followed by another beautiful right cross to the jaw. It looked like, impossible as the odds had been, Los Escorpiones had met their match.


  But there was one left, and with sickening certainty, Eddie saw he was moving too fast. While his partners had engaged their prey, he’d pulled a knife, and even as the others fell, he slipped behind the newcomer. No amount of speed was going to stop that blade, and, without considering the consequences, Eddie acted.


  His one dream in life was to play professional sports. He had begged, pleaded, and begged some more, but his father had no interest in athletics, and saw no reason any boy of his should waste time on them. No matter that Eddie was gifted. No matter that he had not missed a basket in five years. No matter that he could throw a rock a hundred yards and hit a can cleanly. No matter, because no son of his father’s was going to be better than his old man at anything.


  It was his secret. His ace-in-the-whole. The thing he intended to bank on when he finally graduated school and had the chance to bust out of the hole that was his family and his life. Eddie had no intention of following his father into oblivion, no matter how much the old man might want it. His mother understood, but she held her silence. Eddie didn’t blame her—one day soon he knew he would leave her behind, and she had to look out for the years to come. He hoped she found a way to make it work.


  None of that mattered now, and all of it mattered. It all seemed to come to a head, driving past his defenses and his fear. He drew the baseball from his pocket, cocked his arm, and threw.


  It didn’t arch down the alley, it shot like a bullet. It struck the gang member directly in the back of the head and flattened him. The knife fell and clattered on the floor of the alley, and the tall boy, still bouncing on his toes, spun, startled. He glanced up and saw Eddie standing, arm still down across his chest after the throw. Their eyes met, locked, and held.


  They stood like that for a long moment, Eddie at one end of the alley, and this tall newcomer at the other. Then, the boy leaned and picked up the ball, staring at it. Eddie hurried down the alley toward him.


  “We have to get out of here,” he said.


  The boy didn’t move.


  “You threw that?” he asked. “From all the way down there?”


  Exasperated, Eddie nodded. “Yes. He was going to stab you. We can’t stay here. There will be more, and we need to be gone. I’m late, and you…who are you?”


  “Bobby,” the boy said. “Bobby O’Brien. I’m new here….”


  “No kidding,” Eddie said. “I’m Eddie—friends call me Shooter. You think I could have my ball back?”


  Bobby looked down, grinned, and then tossed the baseball to Eddie.


  “Thanks,” he said.


  “Don’t mention it.”


  They hurried out the far end of the alley together, and Eddie turned right toward home.


  “You live around here?” he asked.


  “We’re renting a room two blocks over,” Bobby said. “Me and my pop. Sort of had to leave the last place we lived.”


  “You going to school here?”


  Bobby nodded. “One more year, if I survive.”


  “Don’t take the alley,” Eddie suggested. “Maybe I’ll see you around.”


  “Maybe you will…Shooter,” Bobby said. “And thanks again.”


  “Don’t mention it,” Eddie said. “I’m glad you were there. I didn’t want my ass beat, and I didn’t want to walk an extra half mile to get home. My dad would’ve been sore.”


  “Yeah, mine too,” Bobby said.


  Eddie turned then. He waved a last time and tore off down Forty-second toward home. When he glanced back, just as he hit the entrance to his apartment building, there was no sign of Bobby. The street was dark, and very empty.


  By the mouth of the alley, less than five yards from where the two had exited into the street, a dark shape peeled free of the shadows of a recessed doorway. A young girl, dressed in black, stood very still, writing in a small notebook. She glanced down Forty-second Street toward Eddie’s house, scribbled something, and then turned toward the Barrio, tucking whatever she’d been writing into a fold of her jacket.


  As she moved, she fell into an odd, sliding gait that drew her nearly flat against the wall as she passed, blurring her form. One moment she stood in the dim light of dusty streetlights, and the next, though she’d only moved a few yards, she simply disappeared.


  Chapter Two


  Bobby


  Bobby walked up the chipped concrete steps of the old apartment building and pushed through the industrial-strength metal doors. They weren’t locked, but he could see that it had been possible at some point in the past. The evidence was there of several installed deadbolts, and even the scratches from chains that, at one point or another, had attempted to close off the place. The doors were strong, but anyone who really wanted to could get in. The only thing that prevented more breaking and entering in the building was the lack of anything worthwhile inside to steal, and the likelihood that whoever might be inside was armed and angry. It was just how things were.


  The first hall he entered was lined with ancient, wrought metal mailboxes. Most of them were in bad shape, bent, or even broken so that they could no longer be locked. Number 247 was still intact, the glass coated with a combination of grease, cigarette smoke and grime so thick he couldn’t see for certain if there was anything inside. He fished the key out of his pocket, unlocked the box, and slid free a thin stack of envelopes. Two were ads for credit cards, two were bills, and the third—embellished with a fancy stamp and the address of a gym downtown—was a check. These were the only three kinds of mail they ever received, and Bobby knew if he left it to his pop, they’d stay in that box until the landlord, the police, or someone much worse came knocking on the door to send them on their way. It had happened too many times before.


  The elevator door was barred, with scrawled warnings over the dingy metal surface in case someone was dumb enough to tear off the bars and take it for a spin. It did not work. It would not work—ever again. Like so much of the building, it had begun to settle in and wait for entropy to do its thing. There were old beer cans, wads of paper, and other remnants of the past inside. There was a plastic-coated certificate from the last inspection that had been performed on the system, but it was covered in graffiti and grease. Forgotten. That was the best word for the entire building.


  The stairs were long and steep—high ceilings giving each floor a two-flight stretch. The steps themselves were concrete poured over metal, the tips of each step corrugated and stained. They looked as if they’d been there forever and would be there when the rest of the building crumbled around them. Bobby could never climb them without imagining the pain and damage falling down would cause. He could almost imagine the metal polished, and the concrete clean and smooth. Like the decorative mailboxes below, they spoke of a better time, when the ghetto was not so close, and the tenants had not all been on the downhill slide toward nowhere special. The building had strength. The hint of its original character remained, just not enough to lift the depression formed of crackling, bare-bulbed lights and the stale, sweat over garbage over urine scent that permeated the halls.


  Bobby hadn’t had time to meet any of the neighbors, though he’d caught sight of a few of them, either slinking in after whatever they spent their daylight hours doing for money—or escaping as quickly as they could down the stairs and out into the streets. It wasn’t a place people stopped to make small talk, and the odds were most of them just wanted to be left alone. That was actually fine with Bobby. He had his pop to take care of, and his schoolwork. He just wanted to get through the next couple of years, and then out.


  He unlocked the door to number 247 and entered, closing it behind him. The apartment was bigger than a lot of places he’d lived. He and his pop had their own rooms, and there was a third that had been set up as a home gym. The living room sported a twenty-seven-inch flat screen TV—not an LCD or Plasma, but the old-school kind with the fat back end full of cathode ray tubes. It was plugged into a worn set of rabbit ears that picked up exactly three networks and two UHF channels, if the weather held. There was a couch covered in old blankets and throws to hide where the stuffing was trying to leak out onto the floor, and a plain wooden coffee table littered in equal parts with soiled dishes and beer cans. The coffee table held about three days’ worth. It was only day two, but Bobby thought he might not be able to stand looking at it for the duration. It would have to be cleaned. Food would have to be made.


  Not yet.


  His pop was sitting in a worn-out overstuffed chair that had been in the place when they moved in. His feet were propped up on one of the only bare spots on the coffee table. He was watching the news. He didn’t give a rat’s ass about what was going on in the world, but when anything to do with sports was on the air, he was all ears. The announcer was giving a run-down of the day’s ballgame, and Bobby wandered over to watch. They were highlighting a home run in the eighth inning, and he watched as the ball cleared the wall in left center and dropped neatly into the hands of a lucky fan. The camera zoomed in, just for a second, and Bobby let out a gasp.


  “What?” His pop said. “What’s the matter with you?”


  “Nothing,” Bobby said. “Just that kid. I think I saw him today, on the street.”


  “Huh,” his pop said, already losing interest and returning his attention to the TV screen.


  Bobby changed his mind, leaned down, and started gathering up the dishes and the trash on the table. He still felt the rush of adrenalin that had come over him when the gang had jumped him, and he needed to wind down. It took three trips to get all the garbage out, the bag pried out of the sticky, over-filled can, tied, and carried out back. He put the dishes in the sink to soak. Through it all, the only time his pop moved was to slide his feet a few inches to one side so Bobby could finish wiping off the table. The temptation to kick those feet right off the table and get into it was almost too much to bear, but he needed to think, and he knew if he started a fight, it would go on for the duration—wherever that might lead.


  Pop was a fighter. He’d been making the rounds of local tough man contests and mixed martial arts tournaments for years. He was tough, tricky, and mean. The problem was, he was also getting old. He’d lost half a step, maybe less, but it was enough. He could still throw a punch, could put up one hell of a brawl, but the younger guys were starting to get his number more often. The drinking didn’t help, and the losing didn’t help the drinking, either.


  Every time someone cracked him and sent him sprawling, he got a little meaner. Once or twice, he’d gone the coward’s route—low blows and loud bluster hiding the first hint of fear. Bobby knew the old man wasn’t afraid of a beating, but he was afraid his days of being able to administer one were coming to an end, and at that end there would be nothing left. In the world where Bobby’s pop presided as king, there was no backup plan.


  Bobby saw how that ending would play out all too clearly. It was the point where he was going to have to veer off and take his own road, and it both saddened, and inspired him. There was a big world out there, and he knew he had a place in it. Despite the moving, the craziness, the beatings, and his mother’s death five years back, Bobby’s grades were good. He worked night and day—cleaning, studying, taking care of his half-broken father, and dreaming. Doing the dishes, cooking dinner, clearing the trash, all of it was part of his ritual, the ritual that kept him sane. Never stop. Never let any of it get a step ahead of you. Swing, and follow through. The irony didn’t escape him that his method of working it all out in his mind mirrored lessons his pop had drilled into him all his life.


  Pop probably thought that when his own days in the ring, alleys, and back-lots of bars ended, Bobby would step in and they’d just go on like always. He had
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