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AUTHOR’S INTRODUCTION

Welcome to The DeChance Chronicles. Starting with the first book – Heart of a Dragon – filled with Voodoo, dragons, motorcycle clubs and magic, to Vintage Soul, where a beautiful 300-year-old vampire is kidnapped, and onward. I am binding these first four books (plus the two bonus novellas) together because I intend to be writing about Donovan, Old Mill North Carolina, San Valencez California, and all points in between for a long time to come, and I want as many of you hooked and along for the ride as possible. You can purchase each of these books separately, but my thought is – the best time to convince someone to move from book one to book two is right at the moment they finish book one…so I put book two right there and did the same with books three and four. By the time you finish, I hope to have finished “A Midnight Dreary,” the fifth official book in the series. All of my stories tend to blend together though. If you like Cletus Diggs and Old Mill, NC (the setting of the fourth book, “Kali’s Tale,” there is another Cletus novel out there waiting. If you like Geoffrey Bullfinch, or Rebecca York from the original series “O.C.L.T.” there are several more books out there, as well as two more on the way – my own Crockatiel (set in Old Mill, NC – not surprisingly, and involving O.C.L.T. and Cletus J. Diggs and David Bischoff’s The Noose Club.

The third book in the series is My Soul to Keep & Others, a collection of three novellas. The first, the title story – is the Donovan DeChance origin story. The other two novellas (which we have moved to the end of this omnibus) are “The Preacher’s Marsh,” which is involves the setting for part of book IV, Kali’s Tale, and The Not Quite Right Reverend Cletus J. Diggs & The Currently Accepted Habits of Nature, which provides a LOT of back story on Old Mill, NC – the setting for the rest of Kali’s Tale. I would actually recommend that you read them both prior to reading Kali’s Tale, but they aren’t required. Knowing Cletus, though, and the town – the abandoned Pope Plantation outside of Old Mill, these things might increase your enjoyment of the series as a whole, and will certainly fit well with Kali’s Tale.

I’m also going to mention that there is a fifth book. It’s titled Nevermore – A Novel of Love, Loss & Edgar Allan Poe, where Donovan DeChance has a cameo appearance. This book follows directly on after Kali’s Tale, (though it takes place in the past) and is something you should probably read in preparation for the fifth book of the DeChance Chronicles, now in progress, titled A Midnight Dreary. All of these books tie together, and while they are all read and loved separately – as a whole, they are more satisfying…

Enough of me going on and on – I give you – Books I – IV of The DeChance Chronicles.

David Niall Wilson

http://www.davidniallwilson.com


HEART OF A DRAGON

Book I of The DeChance Chronicles
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“I do not care what comes after; I have seen the dragons on the wind of morning.”

—Ursula K. Le Guin, The Farthest Shore

 

 


Chapter One

The park was quiet. Clouds scudded across the last remnant of the sunset, obscuring the muted reds and golds that clung to the skyline. The hum of streetlamps kicking to life brought dim, yellowed illumination to the night, but it did little to ease the menace of the encroaching shadows. Instead, it shaped them and drew them out in elongated patterns on the rolling hills and small forested patches of Santini Park. The hint of a storm crackled in the evening air, bringing the heavy, water and ozone scent of thunderstorm and the soft flicker, far off over the ocean, of lightning fingers stretching down toward the rolling waves.

On the East side of the park, other shadows moved. They slipped from alleys, slid from between parked cars and out of the darkened doorways of decayed apartment buildings and dingy warehouses. Eyes, teeth, jewelry, and blades glimmered softly in the dying light. They crossed the street stealthily, entered the park in silence, and disappeared into its depths. No words were spoken, but there was fluidity to their combined motion, and purpose. They entered like a horde of vermin and disappeared into the darkness.

Moments later the silence was shattered by the thrumming roar of a single engine. It wasn’t the purr of a sports car, or the roar of V-8 power, but the steady throb of a large V-twin, powerful and throaty. The echo of that sound resonated through the park, caromed off buildings and reverberated in the depths of alleys. The sound multiplied and grew, challenging the distant voice of the thunder for dominance of the night. The first bike slid down Holley St. and into sight at the edge of the park. Its single headlight sliced through the blackness. The rider rolled to a stop, the bike’s polished tank and chrome reflecting the weak light of the streetlights. He pushed the kickstand down and stepped off. He left the engine running.

Black hair swept over his shoulders, tied back with a silver clasp that caught the light when he moved. The clasp was a spider, long legs twined about his ponytail tightly. His eyes were small chips of blue ice. His chest was bare beneath a cut-sleeve denim vest, faded and crisscrossed with stains and patches, chains and memories. He was lean and strong, long muscled legs beneath tight jeans ending in scuffed engineer boots ringed by a leather strap, decorated with chipped conches. From his belt a long knife swung, slapping lightly against his thigh.

He stood for a long time, bike leaning on its stand, the engine throbbing. He swept the park with a cold gaze that seemed able to cut through the shadows. Nothing moved but leaves sliding quickly across the grass, caught in the grip of the approaching storm. There was no sound but the bike, and the whisper of wind through the trees.

Snake waited another moment. He wanted to see them, to know they were there, and where, but he also knew that wasn’t going to happen. They’d drawn him here, and there was no choice but to get on with it. He reached over and killed his engine.

He raised his arm and waved it in a slow arc. The sudden silence that had fallen when the engine died was broken by the soft throb of more engines. They ground to life and then rose to a sudden roar. The darkness was crisscrossed by brilliant slices of light, dispersing as the bright headlight beams sliced through it, and reforming as each passed, single file. They parked in diagonals, lining the edge of the park. There were dozens of them, each pausing for a moment, canting to one side to catch on its kick stand, then falling to silence.

The storm crept slowly closer, just off the coast and heading inland. The lightning flashes grew in brilliance and frequency. Snake stepped forward onto the soft turf of the park common, and the others filled in behind him, row upon row, tattered jeans, dark eyes, their weapons, belts, and leather gleaming with steel and silver. Each wore a sleeveless denim vest with the club’s colors, blue and green dragons, whirling in a tight 69, devouring their own tails. The top bar simply stated the obvious: “Dragons MC.” The bottom rocker, lined in blue, read “San Valences, CA.”

A tall, dark-skinned man stepped up beside Snake and scanned the shadows. Vasquez was leathered and worn, years of sweat and road-dust sun baked into his skin; his arms were corded with muscle born of hard labor. His eyes were deep brown, nearly black, and his hair blew free and shaggy about his shoulders.

“They’re out there, Snake,” he said softly. “I smell them.”

Snake nodded, not speaking. He breathed slowly and gathered his energy. He sensed them too, shifting through the shadows. Los Escorpiones. The thought of the young, violent Latinos made his skin crawl, but he knew he could show no sign of fear or weakness. The others could spare a moment to think of how their hearts were growing chilly and empty, or how their lives were riding on the actions of a few short moments. Snake had no such freedom. If he faltered, their courage would break, and they would be finished. Leadership always came with a price.

Along the line Snake heard the shuffle of booted feet, the soft clatter of weapons, and slowly the growing murmur of nervous voices. It was time. They were charged and ready and he couldn’t afford to hesitate and let that moment pass.

He threw his head back suddenly face turned to the churning clouds of the approaching storm and screamed. His fists were clenched, arms curled up and back toward his chest and the sound rose, unfettered, from deep within his soul. At that moment, the lines broke, and the Dragons surged forward. Pent up rage, fear, and adrenaline burst in a flood of screams, merging their voices and their hearts with the energy of Snake’s bellowed challenge.

As they thundered down the sloping field, shadows melted free of darker shadows and Los Escorpiones were on them. The storm broke at that moment, as if the heavens sensed the coming clash and wanted their rightful share of the fight. The lightning flashes were so closely spaced that the landscape became a strobed parody of battle, like a scene from a poorly written zombie movie.

The darkness was split by cries of anger and pain. Each flash showed pale, drawn features and flashing metal. Gunshots rang out, lost in rolls of booming thunder, and echoed beyond them. Warriors crashed together, weapons drawn, lips curled back in the fury of battle and the terror of death. The scent of blood and screams of anguish washed away in sudden torrents of rain; the grass soaked blood and water into its heart and the sky was striped and marbled with the anger of the Gods.

The storm grew in fury; they slid and slipped on mud and the gore of the fallen, and they fought. Blades ripped soft skin and hard tendons. Gunshots, half-wild in the heat of the battle and the clutches of the storm, ripped through hearts and heads, spattering the ground, trees, and combatants with bits and pieces of those they’d called brother.

Vasquez towered over his opponents, a mountain of flesh and bone they tried again and again to scale. They clung to his shoulders, and he shook them off. His blade ripped through limbs and organs with wild, uncontrolled abandon. Bodies flew from him, tossed, reeling from heavy blows, and his dark eyes shone, alive with reflected lightning and deep-seated rage. 

There were too many. For each he knocked aside, two more slid from the shadows. And they were fast. It wasn’t the speed of youth; Vasquez was fast. It was inhuman speed. They shot out of the shadows and tried to climb him like a tree, swarming like rats over something dead and rotting.

Vasquez bellowed in rage, kicking and slashing, leaving a trail of Escorpiones strewn across the park, but it wasn’t enough. Those he left broken and sliced rose again as if nothing had touched them and launched at his throat.

About ten yards away, locked in furious combat with a young, lean Latino, Snake saw Vasquez going down. He cried out, called for help from the others, but there was none to be had. Snake brought his knee up suddenly, slammed it into the boy’s chin and snapped back his head. The Escorpione fell, but as Snake turned and leaped toward Vasquez, another rose from the shadows, and another. Too many.

He wheeled and pistoned his fist into the jaw of the first that lunged at him and sent him skidding across the muddy field. Then he reached for the second and cursed as a sharp blade raked his forearm. He pulled back and kicked instead, knocking the boy’s legs from beneath him. Snake pounced, grabbed his opponent’s long hair and yanked back hard. He slid his blade in between ribs, out, and back. He let the boy fall and turned. Something was wrong. They were too fast. When they fell, they didn’t stay down. It was crazy, and he had no time to figure it out. He fought for his life.

The wind picked up suddenly. Rain whipped into their eyes and blurred one body to the next and each face to the shadows. Snake couldn’t see Vasquez any longer, though there was a rolling, flailing pile of bodies a few feet to his right. He spun toward them, caught a form moving up on his left and swung to grip the man’s throat, only to find it was a Dragon he held. They met one another’s gaze for a long moment, leader, and follower, and then he released and turned away.

At that moment, Vasquez roared free of the mass of flesh that held him, flinging bodies to either side and swinging his huge fists like hammers, all thought of weapons forgotten in the heat of the moment. Escorpiones fell away like dust, and still it wasn’t enough. As Snake cried out to the huge biker, his arm outstretched toward that wild, untamed face, the night exploded once again.

It wasn’t lightning. A single gunshot and Vasquez’s throat erupted. Blood spurted and splashed; his huge hands gripped the hole uselessly, his eyes shocked, voice silenced. The Escorpiones who’d swarmed over the big man only moments before scrambled back, wild eyed, not certain at first who held the gun, or who’d been shot.

“No!” Snake screamed, he leaped for his fallen brother, just failing to catch the massive body as it crashed to the ground. Rain and mud and gore coated Snake’s hands and his jeans as Vasquez slumped at his feet. In the distance, the muted wail of sirens sounded, and Snake became aware, slowly, that it wasn’t over.

He leaned in quickly to check for a pulse, but the ruined mess that had been Vasquez’s throat relieved him of that hope. No way was the big man alive. Lightning flashed again, and Snake looked up, caught the rising, urgent whine of the sirens and shook the tears from his eyes. The Escorpiones were scrambling back, the approaching police driving them even more urgently than the scent of Dragon blood. Snake knew he had only moments to act.

He leaned down, turned Vasquez quickly, dragged the denim vest from the man’s shoulders, and clutched it tightly in his hand. He turned and shook it at the sky. He screamed again then, in torment, and in rage, screamed to be heard above the voice of storm and sirens. The sound echoed, endless and powerful.

The Dragons knew that sound. It began the battle, and it ended it. Already they were turning from the last remnants of their private skirmishes, dragging their tortured and injured bodies through the mud, cursing and slipping, fighting to reach their bikes and the streets before the police arrived.

Snake hesitated. He didn’t want to leave Vasquez like this. He didn’t want to abandon the remnant of his friend to the city and the police and the reporters who would swarm over the park come morning. He wanted to spin back the hands of time and free himself of the pain, end the guilt and the huge, empty, gut-grinding pain of the reality at his feet.

He shook his head a final time, glanced down at Vasquez’s inert form, then spun and raced to his bike. It would serve no purpose to be taken in and questioned. He had a greater responsibility, and though it ate at his soul, he would stand up to it with honor.

The bikes were sluggish in the rain. Some of them wouldn’t start at all, and were pushed down side streets, obscured by rain and darkness. Snake kicked once, twice, and his engine ground to life. He gunned it, felt the throb of the big V-Twin, and wanted to just pop the clutch and slam himself and the bike, pain and responsibility be damned, into a building. He worked the throttle, revved the engine carefully to dry the distributor, and spun it in a quick skid that nearly bounced him off the curb before the tires caught. He roared up the street and slid down thirty-eighth as the cops hit the main drag at Laurel and Thirty-Sixth. They would find what they really wanted. No one moving and nothing but another mess to clean up. They didn’t want to cuff and question in the rain. They didn’t give a spit in the wind for the lives of any involved. Vasquez’ bike remained, canted to one side, and forgotten beside those of five or six of his brothers.

Turning toward The Barrio, Snake gunned it and shot recklessly through the storm.

In his dreams, Salvatore Domingo Sanchez shook. The wind whipped against the thin outer walls of his shed mercilessly, threatening to rip the tired old structure from its foundation and send it spinning away into the storm, which loomed like the maw of some huge, malevolent beast. That is how his nightmare started.

Then he was walking down a beach. The soft sand beneath his bare feet, sifted through his toes and the salt-spray from the ocean teased his senses. It was dark, no moon, and no stars. There was only the beach and the roar of the waves crashing on the stones further out to guide him along the shore.

Circles of glowing light loomed through the darkness, huge and imposing. They did not flicker, as torches might, or pierce the darkness in long beams, like those of flashlights, or headlights. They glowed, hoarding their illumination, using it only to draw his gaze and thoughts into their depths. They were eyes. Salvatore shuddered as the outlines became clearer, and though he wished with all his heart to turn and to run, he could do nothing but pad slowly down that unknown beach.

The sound of the wind beyond the walls of his shed became the breath of something large and sinuous, and the rain, crashing in heavy waves across the time-worn walls and tin roof the scrape of talons on stone and sand. Salvatore clutched his dirty, tattered sheet closer about his thin frame. The glowing orbs grew in size as he approached until they filled his vision, and out beyond the crashing waves, lightning crackled against a backdrop of purest ebony. Salvatore concentrated during those flashes of light and tried to make out the form of what lay beneath and around those eyes. He failed. There was an amorphous shadow against the backdrop of pure darkness that was the moonless sky, but no outline, no structure that he could apply to make the thing more real, or less terrifying.

Salvatore’s heart thudded in his chest, seeming to miss every other beat in its hurry to skip from one moment to the next. He tried to breathe slowly but could not seem to fill his lungs at all, forced to settle for small gasps or air that served only to raise his heartbeat to a thundering pulse in his head.

The lightning flashed closer, and he tossed in his sleep, nearly slipping from his narrow cot to the dirt floor beneath. Flashes of green and gold flickered from the darkness in that instant, and then faded. Salvatore blinked, hoping the strobed image would take a more defined shape in his private darkness, but it did not. Again, all he saw were the huge, yellowed eyes, glaring down at him. He felt the thing’s hot breath and knew its rage—its thoughts.

He stepped closer still, and the sky around him exploded in a sudden burst of light. The fury of the storm washed over the beach, drenching him; the lightning flashed so suddenly, and so bright that his sight was stolen. His breath ended in the sudden wave of water, ears pounding with the twined beat of surf and storm and the roar of thunder, rippling over the sand and melting to a mind-shattering scream of rage.

Salvatore reeled under the assault. He fought to close his eyes and blank the nightmare images from his thoughts. He fell back, landed roughly on the damp sand, and he saw it. The dragon reared over him in the strobed lightning illumination, its form and rage embedding themselves in his mind and soul.

Salvatore shook his head and whispered, “No,” to the howling wind and roaring dragon, but there was nothing he could do. The dragon screamed and soared into the darkness, visible now, though barely. The sky melted from image to image as only dreams and nightmares can. Salvatore screamed then, too. He knew this Dragon, recognized the pulsing heat at the center of the creature’s image. He wanted to cry out, to scream a warning, but it was too late.

The Dragon wheeled once, roared its defiance into the face of the storm, and flipped to its back in mid-air. It hung there for a long moment, and then plummeted toward the sand and waves. Salvatore turned and crawled toward the surf. He wanted to scream again, but the image of the falling dragon had robbed him of breath once more. He whispered, low and soft. “No.”

The sudden crack of thunder too close to the shed ripped through Salvatore’s dream and brought him bolt upright on the cot, shivering uncontrollably. His sheet was drenched in sweat, and wind whistled through the cracks in the walls and tore at him, dragging goose bumps up to ripple over his skin. His teeth chattered, and his eyes were open so suddenly, and so wide, that he was momentarily blinded. He saw nothing but the final image of the dream. Nothing but the dragon.

He gasped and fought to calm his heart, and his breath. The dragon released his vision, but it was trapped inside him, thrashing and raging against the storm that was his mind. He glanced toward the doorway, wanting to rush out into the night, and to find out what had happened. The visions never came to him without cause

Slowly, Salvatore rose, pulled his tattered jacket down from its hook on the wall and wrapped it around the damp sheet. He closed his eyes, but sleep was very slow to come, and not deep enough to provide rest. He dreamed of the dragon until the sun reached soft orange-red fingers over the skyline to tempt him from his bed. Finally, he rose, dressed, and slipped out the door into the fresh morning air, where he walked to Old Martinez’s steps and sat on the cool concrete to wait the “Prophet’s” arrival. All he could expect was a warm cup of tea and a slice of bread, but at least he would not greet the morning alone.

 


Chapter Two

Donovan DeChance sat by his fire and stared into the flames, lost in thought. He was a tall, striking man with long dark hair that washed back over his shoulders. His eyes—at first glance—seemed black, but they flashed violet if he turned his head just the right way. At that moment, he was idly stroking Cleopatra, his Egyptian Mau, and worrying over a problem that had haunted him for years. It seemed no more likely to be solved in that moment than it had in any of the other thousands he’s spent pondering it, but he persisted.

The main room of his home was a combination library, den, living room and office. The walls were lined with floor-to-ceiling bookshelves so tall that there were rolling ladders attached to each to make the uppermost shelves accessible. Along the base of the shelves were crates filled with more books, manuscripts, scrolls and documents. The contents of those crates overflowed onto the floor and spread out to cover every horizontal space in the room with the exceptions of his chair, his desk, and the altar in the corner.

On the table beside him a tumbler of whiskey waited beside the slip of paper that had sparked his mood. It was a delivery notice—three more crates to arrive within the next couple of days. He knew he could find room for them along one of the walls, or behind his couch, but that wasn’t the problem. Soon, something would have to give, and he wasn’t ready to abandon his bedroom, or the few hideaways remaining to him.

When the phone rang, he stared at it, at first unable to draw his thoughts back into the moment. He seldom got unexpected calls. For a moment he considered letting the answering machine handle it. He glanced at the crates and stacks of books and sighed heavily.

“Soon,” he said, lifting Cleopatra carefully off his lap and standing. “Soon we will figure this out, Cleo, or you will find yourself sleeping four feet in the air on papyrus scrolls.”

Cleo yawned, stretched, and rubbed against his leg as he stepped to his desk and reached for the phone. Even the phone was old. It was black with an elegantly curved handset, and it looked out of place beside the wide, flat-screen computer monitor and the CPU.

“Yes?” Donovan said.

“It’s Cord. I have information I think you’ll be interested in.”

Donovan frowned. He glanced at the fire, and at his chair, then back down at the phone. He considered chancing it and trusting his security, then sighed heavily.

“Not on the phone,” he said. “Club Chaos. Ten o’clock.”

“You’re buying,” Cord said.

The line went dead, and Donovan hung up. Cord was one of a string of informants and less-than-reputable denizens of the San Valencez underground who reported to Donovan regularly. The darker half of the city rested in a delicate balance, powers vying for control on all sides, new players dropping into the game unannounced, and Donovan couldn’t afford not to remain current. He dealt in information and knowledge. His life often depended on knowing just a little bit more about things than anyone else involved in them, and so, instead of sitting and sipping whiskey as he tried once more to solve the conundrum of too many books and too few shelves, he turned toward the city.

“You’ll have to watch the place for me, Cleo,” he said. “I’m not expecting company, but we never know, do we?”

The cat stared up at him and licked its lips. The connection between the two was a deep one. If Donovan closed his eyes, he could watch himself through Cleo’s eyes. He often wondered what the cat saw in those moments, but, once again, it was a subject for another time and place.

Donovan stepped to one of the few shelves in the room that was not completely overflowing with books and studied a small rack. Charms and pendants dangled from metal hooks. There were vials filled with powder, rags and pouches, and an array of stones lined up in careful symmetry. He never went to Club Chaos without proper preparation, particularly when Cord was involved. The man was much smarter than he let on, and Donovan wasn’t naïve enough to think he was the only beneficiary of that intelligence.

He studied the pendants carefully. He settled on an equal-armed cross in deep amethyst. It was set in an intricate pattern of silver with tiny carved characters along each band. He slipped this over his neck and dropped it beneath his shirt. He took a second group of green crystals that dangled from strong, thin chains joined by a loop at one end and dropped them into his hip pocket. He studied the rest of the shelf carefully, and then turned away. It was going to be a quick trip, and there wasn’t any particular threat. He had his usual protections, and on any normal day they were enough. He just liked to have something up his sleeve for emergencies.

Cleopatra hopped up onto his desk and watched him with wide, baleful eyes. He stepped over and scratched her between her ears. She arched her back and pressed into his touch. Donovan smiled.

“Keep your eyes open, Cleo,” he said. “I don’t want any surprises when I get back.”

Donovan glanced at the phone. He considered calling Amethyst. He knew she’d probably meet him if he asked her, and he’d feel better if someone else at least knew where he was. He shook his head, frowned, and turned away from the phone. He had no idea where his sudden paranoia was coming from, but he’d learned over a long life to trust his instincts, and though he didn’t sense any particular danger in meeting with Cord, something felt wrong. No reason to drag anyone else into it, whatever it might be.

He stepped out of his door, locked it carefully, closed his eyes and set the wards. He felt ancient forces converge as he mouthed the incantations. The ornate wooden door grew unfocused, shimmered for a moment, and as he stepped away it took on the aspect of a more mundane frame—painted dingy white and stained from too many handprints and boot toes over the years. Donovan had stayed in those rooms a very long time, and he’d made a number of “upgrades”—he liked to keep them to himself. He owned the entire building, though it would have been difficult to trace it back to him. It allowed him to make hidden modifications, and to come and go as he pleased, while appearing to those around him to be just another tenant.

He avoided the elevators and took the stairs to the first floor. Once there, he turned toward the back of the building. There was a maintenance exit that led to an alley behind the building, and he slipped through it quietly into the muggy southern California night. He stood very still in the shadows and waited. If anyone had been watching for him to exit, they’d follow. If anyone outside was waiting for him, he wanted to know they were there before making a move.

All that stirred were scraps of paper in the breeze. The alley opened on the street at one end; at the other was a solid brick wall. Donovan turned away from the street. When he reached the rear wall, he walked along it slowly, counting bricks. He touched the thirty-third from the right, on the eighth row from the bottom. The brick shimmered. Donovan stepped back and watched as the tombstone shaped outline of a doorway formed on the surface of the wall. Three stone steps led down into the darkness beyond the doorway, and he took them quickly, running down all three, back up two, and then stepping back down and pushing on the wooden door ahead of him. It swung inward, and he stepped through, leaving the alley behind.

The door closed behind him with a click, and he stood in a corridor. Stone walls stretched out to the right and left. Along those walls doors were lined up at even intervals, trailing off beyond his sight. The air was cool and dank and there was an odd, smoky scent in the air.

Torches shone at intervals along the corridor, but there was no indication of how long they’d burned, or who might have lit them. Donovan had discovered references to the corridor in a crumbling diary written by an early Californian explorer. It matched notes in ancient European texts, and at least one carefully preserved Asian scroll. All indicated a set of corridors, a nexus providing a central entrance and exit to a series of portals. The network was vast, and if everything he’d read was correct, all of those doorways might not open onto Earth. Fortunately, all of those he’d managed to open did.

There were lesser portals known to many of the denizens of San Valencez, but to his knowledge, Donovan was the only one to discover this older route, and he kept his secrets very close. Sometimes a secret was the difference between life and death.

When he’d discovered this first entrance, he’d purchased the building closest to it. The wall and the brick were an illusion—the steps that led down to the portals each had their own wards. His opened with a simple mathematical solution contrived of climbing and descending the correct number of stairs in the proper order. Others required more intricate keys and rituals. It was a mystery he’d only begun to unravel, but it had proven extremely useful. He believed that there had once been keys, possibly formed of crystal, but their location was lost to time

The corridor was ancient and powerful, and he never stepped into it without a twinge of nerves. Whatever power had created the portals and the corridor that joined them had stood for centuries, perhaps longer. The thought of how far they might stretch, and of who—or what—might share that corridor at any given time was sobering. It was also possible for magic—over time—to fade, or warp. He didn’t think he wanted to be in the corridor when that happened.

Donovan walked slowly away from the doorway that led to his alley. As he walked, he counted the doorways on his right. He’d found that if he tried to watch the doorways on both sides, it threw off the count in some arcane manner. Fourteen doors down he stopped, turned to his left, and crossed to the portal directly opposite. He opened the latch and stepped onto a short stone stair that led up into the alley outside Club Chaos.

 


Chapter Three

The sky was dark with clouds. Drizzle misted the air and dripped down the glass windows of shops and diners. Neon signs blinked, flashing their multi-colored messages to shadow people on the streets. Donovan walked to the end of the alley and glanced up and down Hawthorne before ducking back into the shadows beside Club Chaos. There were other entrances, but they wouldn’t take him where he needed to go.

There are cities within cities. What we know and believe we know about places and events is based on our observations, and experiences. The alley beside Club Chaos looked like any other alley; it was dark and littered with debris blown in by the wind. One thing set it off. Near the center, there was a phone booth. There was nothing remarkable about it, and unless you really thought about it, even the most logical question might not occur. Why was it there?

There was no reason for a phone to be located in a dark alley. It was unlikely that those passing on the street would see if it they needed it. It was even less likely they would leave the safety of the streetlights and rummage in their pockets for money to make a call there in the shadows, particularly in a time when everyone from school children to the elderly had a cell phone.

Donovan glanced over his shoulder toward the street and saw that he was alone. He ducked into the booth, tucked the receiver under his chin, and dialed 360.

The phone booth was the entrance to the many facets of Club Chaos. There were levels upon levels to the place, each serving a different segment of the city’s population. Live music played on most levels. There was jazz, reggae, rock and even swing in one of the older sections. Donovan wasn’t interested in the night life, or the parties. Not this time, anyway.

When the booth spun, he stepped into a dark room lined with candle-lit tables. A polished wooden bar ran along one wall. There were no bright lights. There were no mirrors. It was a quiet place where sound didn’t carry. Donovan closed his eyes for a moment, and then opened them to acclimate his sight.

A lone figure sat at the bar. He was tall and thin with long gray hair that spread out around his head like a nimbus of dirty string. He didn’t look up from the tumbler of whiskey in front of him, but Donovan recognized Cord immediately. He crossed the room and took the stool beside him.

“Whiskey,” he said to the bartender, “on ice with a little water.”

Cord remained silent until Donovan had his drink and the bartender retreated. It didn’t take long. They called this bar “The Crossroads,” lying as it did somewhere near the heart of Club Chaos, but they might as well have named it “Discretion.”

“So,” Donovan said at last, glancing at Cord out of the corner of his eye. “You said that you had information?”

“You brought money?” Cord asked.

Donovan frowned.

“I never pay before I know what I’m getting. You’ve dealt with me before.”

Cord slid his gaze sideways. The man’s face was angles and slits. His eyes barely seemed to be open, and his mouth was set in a grim line. The informant’s skin seemed to be stretched taut over a pointed chin and high cheekbones. There was no way to read his emotions, assuming they existed. He stared at Donovan for a moment in silence, and then turned back to his drink. He spun the tumbler slowly on the damp napkin it rested on and started to talk.

“There are things happening in the Barrio.”

“Martinez?” Donovan asked quickly.

“Not Martinez. Anya Cabrera.”

Donovan frowned.

“Anya has always been active in the Barrio. That’s hardly a great secret.”

“She has expanded her operations,” Cord said. He turned to meet Donovan’s gaze. “She has taken up with Los Escorpiones. They now participate in her rituals, and they are spreading their influence, challenging for territory.”

“Voodoo is a very old practice,” Donovan said slowly. “While I don’t claim to understand those who find comfort in it, it’s not inherently dangerous, unless there’s something more?”

“Oh, there’s more,” Cord said.

The man fell silent. Donovan waited a moment for the rest of the information, and then realized they’d reached the turning point. Nothing more would be forthcoming without payment, and the only question remaining was—how much, and would the information be worth the price? He considered what he knew about Anya Cabrera. As long as he could remember she’d held court in one or another of the dark corners of the city. She had a shop that was open by day, selling candles and amulets, hexes and wards. Most of it was pointless and powerless, but she was a shrewd woman. Enough power trickled through her door to keep clients coming and going in a steady stream.

Cord wouldn’t have called him if things hadn’t changed. Donovan slid his hand into his jacket and drew a fifty from an inner pocket. His jacket was his single greatest asset. He’d designed it, adding pockets and hidden slits in the lining over the years. It was armed with small scrolls, scraps of parchment, pendants and charms. He also kept it well stocked with a variety of money in various denominations. Some of it was very old, some of it was from places far away. Most of it was green and folding and worked just fine in Club Chaos. He laid the bill on the bar, but closer to his own drink than to Cord’s. He didn’t turn to watch the man, nor did he worry that the money would be snatched. He waited, and after a moment Cord began to speak.

“The Loa walk a fine line between this world and their own,” he said. “They enter when the wards are set, and the moment is right. They walk and they talk through the living, and then they depart. That is how it has always been.”

Donovan said nothing. He knew all of this, and knew that Cord was only building to his point.

“Anya Cabrera is summoning the Loa,” Cord said, “but they are not departing as they should. Some have remained days, or weeks. Each time she holds her ritual, the portals remain open longer; the veils have grown thin. She controls them—the living, and the spirits who inhabit them. She plans a war.”

“You have seen this?” Donovan asked.

Cord nodded. “Last night in Santini Park, there was a battle. You may have heard?”

Donovan nodded. He’d known there was to be trouble—two local gangs—but it hadn’t seemed of importance. There were many such groups in the city, and quite a number in the Barrio. Power was a tenuous thing, and always under contention. Donovan kept tabs on such activity, but rarely found a reason to get involved.

“Anya Cabrera was in Santini Park?” Donovan asked, at last.

“Not in person,” Cord said. “But she was also not far distant, and before the battle, there was a ritual. Some of those who fought were the possessed.”

Donovan thought about this for a moment. When he didn’t respond, Cord continued.

“Several of The Dragons fell. One of them was Vasquez. If the storm hadn’t broken when it did, it would have been worse. Anya Cabrera intends to run any power from the Barrio that is not under her control. The boundaries between the Barrio and the rest of the city are already tenuous. This could be a problem.”

Donovan nodded. He withdrew a second fifty from his pocket.

“Vasquez? You’re sure? The one they call El Gigante?”

Cord nodded. He didn’t look up as Donovan passed over the money. “If anything changes, I’ll be in contact.”

Donovan remained seated as Cord slipped off his stool and faded into the shadows. There was only one exit from the room, and it led into the phone booth. There were chambers in the back, and darker alcoves where larger groups could sit and speak in silence. No matter how loudly you conversed at The Crossroads, the sound didn’t carry. The bartender continued quietly polishing beer glasses and watching the door. If one looked carefully enough, there were other exits. Donovan had never questioned it; he appreciated the privacy afforded and was pretty sure he didn’t want to tangle with whoever provided it.

After giving Cord time to make his departure, Donovan rose and left the bar. The alley was as empty as it had been when he arrived. He straightened his jacket and stepped out into the street, turning uptown toward home and blending into the growing evening crowds.

During the day, Donovan avoided the streets as much as possible. His striking appearance and slightly antiquated wardrobe tended to attract too much attention with the sun high in the sky. At night, a different city emerged. Those who were out and about had their own agendas, and their own concerns. They had no time to worry about a tall, lone figure walking quickly away into the city. Donovan didn’t want to take the portals … he wanted to think.

His knowledge of Anya Cabrera, and of voodoo, was rusty. There had been no reason to pay attention to the old woman for some time; the more active power in the Barrio was an old man named Martinez, and Martinez was content to remain within comfortable borders. San Valencez was a large, sprawling city with many levels of apartments and ghettos surrounded by outlying suburbs. The Barrio was only a small, southern quarter, home to poor Latino families and bordered by the territories of two gangs—The Dragons, and Los Escorpiones. The form of Voodoo practiced by Anya Cabrera had a very small following in the city, but it was concentrated in and around the Barrio.

Still, Donovan knew some things. He thought back to other times, and other places far from San Valencez and California. Donovan had come by his learning through long travels and even longer nights of study. He’d visited Jamaica, and Haiti. He’d spent time across the border in the jungles of South America and the cities of Mexico. Back in his study he had books, manuscripts, hand-scribed notes he’d taken himself, and he thought that it was time to review some of them and refresh his memory.

There are many channels of energy running in and through the world. Places of power rested where they crossed, and lines of magic littered their trails. Each of them was the source of mysteries and rituals, but one thing was true of each and every one—there was a balance. Nothing came without cost, and there were rules. When the rules weren’t followed, the balance became skewed, and when that happened it was no longer an individual concern. Imbalance in one quarter led to a similar imbalance somewhere else—equal and opposite. Donovan had devoted much of his life to the protection of that balance.

If what Cord had told him was true, Anya Cabrera was dangerously close to upsetting it. There was a reason the Loa only visited during particular rituals, and there was a reason they needed to return. While controlling them on this plane might seem simple and appealing, control, like anything that required effort, wore thin over time. The thought of those dark spirits walking the streets unfettered sent a chill up his spine.

He passed Forty-Second Street and turned, glancing in the direction of Santini Park. He knew that any evidence of the night’s activity would have washed away in the storm The area was probably cordoned off by the yellow crime-scene tape and sawhorses, shadowed and forgotten by night. He turned away and continued toward home. He had reading to do, and he needed to get word and questions out to other contacts. It was looking to be a long, interesting night.

 


Chapter Four

Salvatore sat cold and miserable, huddled on Martinez’s front step. When the old man finally rose and stepped outside, he glanced down and shook his head.

“How long have you waited here?” Martinez asked.

Salvatore shrugged. “I watched the sunrise.”

“Come inside,” Martinez said roughly. “It is too drafty here for my old bones, and there is tea.”

Salvatore stumbled to his feet and followed the old man inside. He glanced around, as he always did, intrigued by the small home’s interior. Shelves and alcoves lined the walls. Each held vials of powder, rolled strips of paper, old books bound in worn, rough leather, feathers, candles, and more. There were symbols, or letters in a language that Salvatore was unfamiliar with, painted on the walls. There were rugs and tapestries depicting strange places, and stranger creatures.

The air was scented with herbs and spices, and other aromas more difficult to place. It was impossible to say why, but the simple smell of the place calmed him, and the thought of the hot, pungent tea Martinez always served helped him order his thoughts. He knew he would have to tell Martinez about the dream, but he didn’t know how to start, or how to bring it to life in words. Sometimes the old man listened with careful interest, and other times he silenced Salvatore in scorn. The latter was rare, but Salvatore had a good memory. This time, he knew, it was important that the old man listen. The image of the fallen dragon, lying prone and lifeless on the beach, flickered through his mind.

Martinez glanced over his shoulder, and Salvatore dropped his gaze. A moment later they were seated at the battered kitchen table. To Salvatore’s surprise, the old man gave him bread and butter with his tea.

“You haven’t slept,” Martinez said.

“I dreamed,” Salvatore said simply. “It was very real.”

“Tell me,” Martinez said softly.

Salvatore sipped his tea to clear his throat, glanced longingly at the bread and butter, and then did as he’d been asked.

“I was in another place,” he said. “There was an ocean, and there were eyes; great orbs of light that filled the sky. I was frightened, but I could not look away. Then I saw it. It was a dragon, huge and powerful. It screamed, and I wanted to run, but I could not move.”

“Did it see you?” Martinez asked. The old man’s voice remained calm, but when Salvatore glanced up, the old man’s eyes glittered with a light Salvatore had seldom seen.

“Yes.” Salvatore said. “It turned to me, but then, something happened. Very suddenly it flew into the sky.”

A sudden knock on the door interrupted Salvatore’s story. He fell silent, uncertain what to do.

“Wait,” Martinez said. “Eat your bread and drink more tea. We aren’t done here.”

Martinez rose and answered the door. Salvatore shook his head slowly to clear it of visions and reached for the bread. His fingers trembled with hunger, and he fought the urge to stuff all of it into his mouth in a single bite. He spread the butter over it evenly and took a small bite from one corner.

When Martinez opened the door, a large, dark haired man stood outside. The man’s arms were covered in tattoos. His hair was long, pulled back in a ponytail. He wore jeans, boots, and a denim vest covered in pins and colorful patches. A chain dangled from his hip, looping back and fixing his wallet to his belt. Salvatore had seen the man before, though he did not know his name.

“What is it, Jake?” Martinez asked.

Jake’s face was drawn and pale, and much like Salvatore, he seemed to have gotten little or no sleep. He held another vest in his hands, and he twisted and wrinkled the fabric nervously as he stood, as if on the verge of some outburst, or emotion.

“It’s Vasquez,” he said softly. “He’s dead. Last night, in Santini Park…”

“I have heard,” Martinez said, cutting the man off gently. “I did not know it was truly El Gigante, but I heard many died.”

Jake nodded. “It was Los Escorpiones, but…something was wrong.”

“Come in,” Martinez said, stepping aside.

The old man glanced at Salvatore, then back at Jake.

“It is okay to speak in front of the boy. He does odd jobs for me. He will be…discreet.”

Jake glanced at Salvatore, frowned, and then nodded. He stepped inside and a moment later, he’d joined them at the table. Martinez poured another cup of tea. Jake took it without even glancing at it and poured a long shot down his throat, ignoring the burning heat.

“This will sound crazy,” Jake said. “but it’s true. I was there, and I saw it with my own eyes. If it hadn’t been for the storm, I doubt I’d be here to tell the story.”

Martinez sipped his tea and waited. Salvatore ate his bread slowly and kept his eyes averted, pretending not to listen.

“I’ve fought Los Escorpiones before,” Jake said finally. “They are snaky bastards, but they’re just men. We’ve had something of a truce for several years now, but lately they’ve spread out and gotten too bold. We heard rumors that things had changed, but Snake figured it was just talk. Last night we were supposed to put them in their place. We didn’t expect to win, exactly, just to reassert ourselves. If you don’t make a show of power now and then, your borders tend to shrink. No one was happy about it, and the stories didn’t help. By the time we got there, with the lightning and the storm clouds gathering, everyone was spooked. Everyone but Snake.

“At first it seemed like we were the only ones in the park. Then they were there. I swear to God they were not human. They moved faster than any men I’ve ever seen. I cut one of them at least three times, but he wouldn’t stay down. Snake said no guns, but after a few minutes a couple of the guys pulled theirs all the same. It didn’t seem to matter. They couldn’t get off a clean shot, and when they did it was like shooting smoke.

“We lost five men, and another ten were cut or hurt. Just before the storm broke, they took Vasquez. I wouldn’t have believed it if I didn’t see it. He went down under a mountain of them, and we thought he was done, then he just erupted—rose up like some sort of crazed monster in an old movie and started flinging the little bastards off him like they were rats. It didn’t matter. They took him down—and that’s when the sirens rose. We took the colors from those we lost, and we got the hell out of there.”

Jake paused for a moment then, catching his breath. It seemed as if the big man might break down, but he got control of his voice, and he went on.

“I’m not one to run from anything, but I’ll tell you. I was glad to turn my back on that fight—happy to get away with my life.”

He glanced down then and saw that he’d twisted the vest in his
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