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It wasn’t weird that I was running away. It was weird that I met a man with no eyes running in the opposite direction.


A few minutes earlier, I’d come out of the Columbia Restaurant with a stomach full of swordfish and wine. I had no business eating there, but I was so deep in debt that paying for an expensive supper hardly seemed to matter.


Blowing the rest of my cash at Bobbi’s, my favorite cigar bar, didn’t feel like it would matter, either. So, a little buzzed, I ambled down Seventh Avenue, past other Cuban and Italian restaurants, vintage clothing shops, botanicas, and candy cane-shaped wrought-iron lampposts. Since it was a weeknight, there weren’t too many people on the sidewalk. But some of the bars had live music even so. Death metal pounded through a closed door. Jump blues strutted out an open one.


I stopped to listen to some of the latter. The guy on trumpet was good. And as I loitered there, I happened to look on down the street to the spot where my ’57 Thunderbird was parked. What I saw gave me a jolt that sobered me right up.


Pablo and Raul, the Martinez brothers, were waiting by the car. Worse, Raul spotted me at the same moment I spotted them. Big as a dumpster and just as charming, he gestured for me to come on. When I didn’t, he spoke to Pablo, who then lumbered toward me.


Pablo was even bigger than his brother, his bowling ball-size muscles, receding hairline, and the hair-trigger viciousness in his piggy eyes proof of the life-changing power of steroids. Could I handle him, and the tire iron he carried around in a gym bag, too?


It wasn’t absolutely impossible. Hell, I’d seen combat in Afghanistan and come out of it in one piece. But even if I managed to get in touch with my inner Extreme Cagefighter, it wouldn’t solve anything. It would only escalate the situation. I turned and walked back the way I’d come.


Pablo followed.


I considered ducking into one of the bars. But I had a hunch that if Pablo caught up with me, he’d likely try to beat my ass no matter how many witnesses were watching, and I wanted to avoid getting cornered. I scurried down the narrow alleyway between two brick buildings.


At the other end was the branch campus of Hillsborough Community College, the boxy cinder-block classroom buildings a clunky contrast to the old Latin architecture in the rest of Ybor City. I jogged across a parking lot to the nearest one and started trying doors.


Locked. Locked. Unlocked, but because a class was in session. The professor, a chunky, middle-aged ex-hippie chick with gold-rimmed glasses and long gray hair, broke off her lecture to frown at me.


“Sorry,” I said, closing the door. I glanced around. Pablo was stalking across the parking lot.


Shit! I’d hoped I’d lengthened my lead by more than that. It wasn’t fair that someone so humongous could move fast.


But I was pretty fast myself, and now that we were away from Seventh Avenue, and its cops and security cameras watching over the tourists, it was time to prove it. I ran flat out.


Which took me into a tangle of streets lined with small, shabby one-story houses and duplexes—shacks, really—some built just a couple steps from the curb. It was what’s left of the Tampa of our grandparents, or great-grandparents, assuming they were working-class.


I figured I could lose Pablo in that dark little slum. Then I’d just have to pray that he and Raul wouldn’t deliver their message by trashing the T-bird.


My father had loved that car, I did, too, and visions of shattered headlights, battered Raven Black tailfins, and slashed Flame Red upholstery were almost enough to make me turn around and go back. But only almost. I kept moving ahead, and that was when I met the man with no eyes.


I spotted a shadow moving in the patch of murk under the spreading branches of an oak. Thinking that Pablo had somehow gotten ahead of me, or that Raul had joined the chase, I faltered. Then the shadow stumbled out into the moonlight, and I saw that it wasn’t either of the thugs, or anybody else who could hurt me. The guy was old, skinny as a praying mantis, and wore grubby, badly fitting clothes like one of the homeless, not that I’m sure I noticed them immediately. It was hard to pay attention to much of anything except the empty sockets weeping blood where his eyeballs should have been.


I wasn’t the kind of guy who volunteers at the Salvation Army or sends money to African orphans, and I had my own problems. But the old man had just had his eyes poked out! Hoping that I’d already shaken Pablo off my tail, I headed toward him.


He heard me coming, cringed, lost his balance, and fell on his butt. “Easy,” I said. “I’m not going to hurt you. I’m going to get you to a hospital.”


At first, he didn’t answer. I realized he was sizing me up as best he could. He sniffed twice, like he could smell me from fifteen feet away.


“You’re not part of it,” he said.


“If you mean, I’m not whoever hurt you, you’re right. I’ve got my phone.” I reached into my pocket. “I’ll call 911.”


I hadn’t done it to get Pablo off my ass, because that, too, would only have made my situation worse. But I could do it to get the old man an ambulance.


Except that he said, “No! No police!”


“No,” I said, “not the police. Doctors.” Meanwhile, I moved closer, into the butcher-shop smell of his blood mixed with his natural eye-watering funk. Closer in, I could see little wounds all over the top half of his face. They made his skin look like a sponge, and made me think it hadn’t been two big jabs that destroyed his eyes, but rather, dozens of little ones.


“No authorities,” he said. He tried to get up. I took him by the arm and helped him, and then I could feel him shaking.


“You need a doctor,” I said. “You could keep bleeding, or go into shock. You could get an infection.”


But he wasn’t listening. He swiveled his head and sniffed. “Are they coming?” he asked.


I looked around, saw nobody, and told him, “No, it’s fine.” I took out my phone, opened it, and punched in the numbers.


The old guy grabbed for me, and, even though he had to grope, managed to get hold of my forearm. I tried to pull free without being too rough about it.


Something zapped me. The sensation sizzled through my body, from the spot where he was gripping me, through my shoulders, and on up the arm that was holding the phone. Which broke apart in a flash of heat and a crackle.


Reflex made me throw the pieces to the ground. “Shit!” I shouted.


The man with no eyes let go of me. “I told you,” he said.


I wasn’t really paying attention. I was busy looking at my hand, then using it to feel around my ear. I might end up with some blisters, but I didn’t think the little explosion—if that was the right word for it—had really hurt me.


I wondered what the hell had just happened. It had certainly seemed like the old guy had done something to the phone, except that I knew it was impossible. The phone must have been defective, and caught fire on its own.


“Get me under cover,” the old man said. “Inside somewhere.”


“Good idea,” I said. I could call 911 on the phone in some helpful person’s home. I looked around for someplace that looked occupied, and didn’t look like a crack house. I spotted the blue glow of a TV shining through some curtains.


I reached to take the old guy by the arm, then hesitated. Even though my brain insisted he couldn’t really have zapped me, my hand didn’t want to touch him.


Footsteps thumped the uneven sidewalk. Sweaty, rumpled, and scowling, Pablo jogged out of the dark.


By that time, I felt more annoyed than sorry for the old man. So I don’t know why I didn’t just take off. Stubbornness, maybe. I’d made up my mind I was going to help him, and that was that.


“It’s stupid to run,” Pablo said, huffing and puffing a little. “It only makes it worse.”


“Can we do this later?” I answered. “Look at this guy. He needs to go to the hospital.”


Pablo’s eyes flicked to the old man, then back to me. “Not my problem.”


“Come on. Act like a human being for once in your life. Get out your phone and call 911. I’ll wait with him.”


“You should worry about 911 for yourself. Have you got Mrs. Sullivan’s money?”


I sighed. “I ran from you, genius. What do you think?”


Pablo glared. “I think you act stupid and talk stupid. I’m not somebody you want to piss off.”


The guy with no eyes sniffed and pivoted back and forth. “They are coming! We have to take cover!”


Pablo took a second look at him, and then, a little curious despite himself, asked, “Is he nuts?”


“It seems like it,” I said.


“What happened to him?”


“I don’t know. He was like this when I found—”


“Where is there a house?” the old man asked. “You need to get me inside.”


“Jesus Christ,” Pablo said. “I can’t believe you stopped to help… well, him. But that’s your tough luck.”


“Look,” I said, “I’m going to get the money.”


“You definitely are,” Pablo said. “Because I’m going to give you some motivation.” He unzipped the gym bag.


I rushed him. No point waiting for him to get the tire iron in his hand.


But I didn’t make it that far. Take the shivering note of a gong. Mix it with the throbbing you get in your chest when you stand right in front of the speakers at a rock concert. That’s the way I suddenly felt inside. It started in my arms and shoulders, where the old man’s zap had stabbed through me, and vibrated through my whole body. It made me dizzy, and I fell on my face.


By the time the dizziness passed, Pablo was standing over me with the tire iron raised. I gathered myself to lunge at his legs and tackle him.


His voice shrill, the old man wailed, “They’re here! Look and you’ll see!”


Pablo and I didn’t look. We were intent on one another. But we didn’t have to. Something swooped right between us.


It was a woman as tall as my hand is long, with the wings of an insect. But not cute like Tinkerbell. Black eyes bulged from a long, narrow head that reminded me of an Afghan hound. The toes and fingers looked like talons, and the whirring wings were the color of filth, like a roach’s.


Pablo yelped and jumped back, which probably saved me from a dented skull. I flinched, too. Another little flying woman thrummed past me on the right. When I jerked around in her direction, I saw that there were at least four of them, all whirling around Pablo, No Eyes, and me. Then they shot off into the dark.


We were all quiet for a second. Until, his voice an octave higher than before, Pablo said, “Moths.”


Hoping it would keep me from sounding as spooked as he did, I took a deep breath. “Whatever they were, they’re gone.”


“No!” the old man said. “Idiots! Why aren’t you listening to me? Those were scouts. Now that they’ve found me, they’ll bring the others.” He was right. I heard “the others” buzzing. Flying in a swarm, they sounded like a hive of angry wasps.


“Screw this,” Pablo said. Abandoning his gym bag where he’d dropped it on the ground, he turned around and ran.


I wanted to run right after him. Instead, I grabbed the old man and hauled him toward an abandoned house, with graffiti-covered plywood nailed across the windows. It was closer than the house with the TV glowing through the window, and I didn’t think we had a lot of time.


I was right. The buzzing grew louder, and then something bumped down on top of my head, not quite hard enough to hurt. I felt a tug as the fairy grabbed a handful of my hair. Then a little clawed hand reached down over my forehead for my right eye.


I snatched and yanked the fairy off my head, losing a few strands of hair in the process. She was upside down in my hand, but that didn’t stop her from ripping gashes in my skin. Bending her legs in a way no human could, she managed to use her feet as well as her hands.


Yelling, I simultaneously squeezed her and shook her like a dog shakes a rat. She went limp.


As I dropped her, a dozen of her sisters hurtled at me. Behind them droned fifty or a hundred more.


They were too close, and there were too many. There was nothing I could do to stop them from rat-packing the old guy and me. But I needed to. Needed it like I’d never needed anything before.


I felt another vibration ringing through my insides. But this time, it didn’t make me dazed or dizzy. Instead, I felt it shoot out of me, at the creatures I was frantic to push away.


The two or three fairies in the lead smashed into something I couldn’t see, like bugs splashing against a windshield. Their sisters stopped short and flitted back and forth. They seemed to be looking for a hole in the invisible wall.


Or waiting for it to fall down. As I suddenly sensed it would, and in just a few more seconds.


I’d let go of the old man to deal with the fairy that had landed on my head. I turned, looking for him, and found him on his knees with the twisted body of one tiny woman in his hand and a couple more crumpled in the grass around him. His ears dripped blood from cuts and scratches.


I realized the fairies had a system for hurting someone. First, they took his sight, and then they went after his hearing. The idea might have made me sick to my stomach, except that there wasn’t time.


I grabbed the old man and dragged him stumbling up the two concrete steps onto the stoop of the vacant house. The door didn’t have plywood nailed over it, but it was locked. I kicked it. The latch held.


The buzzing behind me got louder. I didn’t have to look to know there was nothing holding the fairies back anymore.


Bellowing, I booted the door again. It flew open and banged against the wall.


I lunged inside, jerked No Eyes in after me, slammed the door, and leaned against it. Since I’d broken it, I needed to brace it to keep it shut.


After a second, the fairies started pushing from the other side. Even with a bunch of them working together, they weren’t strong enough to shift the door and my weight, but in the long run, it probably wouldn’t matter. There was almost certainly a way for small creatures to slip inside such an old, dilapidated wooden building. They just had to hunt around and find it.


And I wouldn’t even see them coming. With the door shut, it was black inside.


I put my back to the door, then examined my bloody, throbbing hand by touch. The cuts weren’t deep. I guessed that was something.


“What are those things?” I asked.


“Brownwings,” panted the old man. Judging from the sound of his voice, he was still just a step or two away from me. “Lesser fey.”


“I don’t know what that means.”


“Well, there isn’t time to explain. We have to try to escape.”


“I’m all for that. How did you get away from them before?”


“I had a… well, call it a weapon. But it was like a gun with only one bullet.”


“And you can’t reload?”


A buzzing and pattering came from overhead. The brownwings were prowling around on the roof.


“No,” the old man said. “The imp only had to perform one service to earn its freedom. And without my eyes, it’s difficult to use my other talents.”


There was something funny about the way he was talking, and after a second, I figured out what it was. “You don’t sound very upset about losing your eyes just for their own sake.”


“They’ll grow back,” he said. “But not in time to help me here.”


“Mine won’t,” I said. “Not if the brownwings get me. That… thing that happened before and held them back. Can you make it happen again?”


“What ‘thing?’”


I realized that, since he hadn’t seen the fairies smack into the invisible wall, he thought we’d simply outrun them. And I didn’t know how to explain. But I figured I had to try.


“When my phone blew up—when you made it blow up—I felt like I was shaking inside. Then, when all the brownwings were about to catch up with us, I felt the same thing again. For a while after that, they couldn’t get at us. It was like there was something in their way.”


“A ward!” the old man said. “But none of the others would help me. We haven’t cut any deals. And you say you felt something?”


“Yes.”


“Hold still.”


After a second, something bumped my chin. Startled, I jerked back despite his warning. He made an impatient spitting sound, and then his hands fumbled their way around my face, like he was trying to figure out how I looked. Meanwhile, he snorted and snuffled. It all made my skin crawl—he felt as dirty as he looked and smelled—but I didn’t push him away.


Finally he said, “You’re one of us.”


“One of who?” I asked. The plywood covering a window creaked as the brownwings pried at it.


“One of the Old People,” he said. “Or at least you have a drop or two of our blood. And when I used your arms to aim my jinx, I sparked you.”


“I don’t know what any of that means.”


“I woke your gifts. Which you then used to hold the brownwings back.”


“I did that?” Even though that was more or less how it had felt at the time, it was still a hard idea to wrap my head around.


“Yes, and it was the only work you’ve performed tonight. You’re young and strong. Maybe you can do more.”


“I don’t understand.”


“I know! Stop telling me and listen! Remember the shaky sensation you told me about. Make yourself feel it again.”


I tried, essentially by imagining as hard as I could. It started a kind of echo shivering inside me. I wasn’t sure if it was all just memory and wanting or something more.


“Maybe I’ve got it,” I said.


“‘Maybe’ is no good!” the old man snapped. Blowing right into my face, his breath was as rancid as his BO. He sprayed spit, too. “You have to trust the power.”


“All right,” I said. “I trust it.”


“Now imagine force streaming out of you like before, only this time, even stronger. Strong enough to smash every fey to pulp.”


I tried. I tried to be an atom bomb that only blasted fairies. The vibration shot out of me.


My strength went with it. My legs gave way and dumped me on the floor. I banged my head against the door as I went down.


The brownwings all buzzed louder. In their death throes, I hoped. But then the noise got softer again, and the door hitched open a crack. I didn’t have my weight solidly planted against it anymore, and, still alive, healthy, and pissed-off, the fairies were shoving it.


Floundering in wood dust and termite wings, I threw myself against it. It cut off a tiny arm as it banged shut. The room went completely dark again.


Along with the buzzing, snaps and crunches sounded all around. The fairies were picking and clawing their way in wherever they’d found a weakness.


“Useless,” the old man growled. For a moment, I’d given him real hope, and it had energized him. Now that I’d crapped out, he sounded ready to give up.


“Screw you, too.” Awkward because I had to keep bracing the door, I clambered back onto my feet. “I could have run away like Pablo. I didn’t have to stop to help you in the first place. Hell, maybe if I let the brownwings in, they’ll concentrate on you and leave me alone.”


“I don’t recommend it. You already made yourself their enemy, and they don’t forgive.”


“I wouldn’t really do it anyway,” I said. “But I could use some help, as opposed to just hearing you bitch. If using these… abilities is all about imagining, then it seems like you should be able to do it blind. Hell, maybe you can even do it better.”


“No,” he said. “My anatomy’s not like yours, and my brain doesn’t work like yours. With my eyes gone, I can’t visualize. That’s why someone sent the brownwings after me early, when murder would breach custom.”


“Then they don’t want to kill us?” I asked. Not that going through life like Helen Keller seemed a whole lot better.


“They won’t kill me. It doesn’t matter what happens to you.”


The house kept popping and crunching as the brownwings tore it to pieces.


“Okay,” I said, “let’s see if I can get the shaky feeling going one more time.”


“Even if you can,” said No Eyes, “I doubt it will do any good. You have no training. It was a fluke that you were able to accomplish anything before.”


“Remember when you said I need confidence? You’re not helping.”


“Very well. Try, then. Tell me when you have it.”


I tried until I was straining like you strain to make out tiny print. All I found was an aching, empty place.


“It’s been a long time since I was anyone’s vassal,” the old man said. “I never thought I’d have to go back.”


“Right,” I said. “That’s the really bad part.” Then the vibration shivered out of the center of me. “Wait! I feel it! What do I do with it?”


“I don’t know. The forbiddance came naturally to you, but you can’t make it strong enough.”


“Then think of something else!”


“Your only hope is to try something else that seems natural and right.”


In that case, we were probably screwed, because how could anything about this situation seem “natural?” But I tried to think of things I liked, things I did all the time. Cards. Backgammon. Pool. The T-bird… which we could drive away in, if only it were here.


I reached for it with my mind. I pictured it sitting in its parking spot on Seventh Avenue and wanted it. I hadn’t really thought any of this through, but I guess I hoped it would vanish from beside the meter and appear at the shack’s front door.


Instead, I shot up out the top of my own head. Then I could see. My body glowed red, and the old man’s glimmered blue. The few sticks of furniture someone had left behind shined too, though nowhere near as brightly.


My body fell down. Fortunately, the old man comprehended something of what was happening. Tripping over one of my outstretched legs but staying on his feet, he scrambled to the door and held it shut.


I’d heard of “out-of-body” experiences, and about then, I realized I was having one. It’s scary when you’re not expecting it. My first impulse was to jump right back in.


But that would just mean I’d be there to feel every slash when the brownwings clawed me apart. I’d tried to do something that would save the old man and me, this was the result, and I needed to run with it. I visualized the Thunderbird again.


I rocketed right through the ceiling and out into the night. Some of the fairies on the roof sensed something and pivoted in my direction, but I was hundred feet above them before they finished twisting around.


I streaked south, over roofs, trees, and power lines. I was going where I wanted, but it didn’t feel like I was flying like Superman. It was more like I was a leaf blowing in a hurricane, or a rider on the world’s biggest rollercoaster.


I shot over the branch campus, then straight through a water tower with an ad for one of Ybor’s cigar companies painted on the side. Then I dropped like a rock.


I fell through the porthole hardtop and landed behind the wheel of the T-bird, without any hint of a jolt except what my imagination supplied. Loud voices jabbering in Spanish snagged my attention. I turned and looked out the passenger-side window.


Raul was still on the sidewalk where I’d seen him last, and now his brother was with him. As near as I could make out from just a few words, Pablo was trying to convince Raul that he’d really seen ugly little flying women, and Raul was pissed off because he thought Pablo was on drugs. Extra drugs, I mean.


Obviously, neither one had noticed my arrival. I hoped they couldn’t see me. I could see myself, my hands, complete with scratches, but not my face reflected in the rearview mirror.


I started to reach into my pocket, then froze. Why would I have my keys? Why wouldn’t they be back on my physical body?


I tried to push the treacherous thought out of my head. I still had clothes on, didn’t I? Then I’d still have my key ring, too. It would be in my pocket because I needed it to be. Because I willed it to be.


It was.


Grinning, I pulled it out, slid the key into the ignition, and turned it. It moved easily—really easily—but the ignition slot and cylinder stayed where they were. Because the key wasn’t any more solid than I was.


Except that I had to be a little bit solid, didn’t I? The seat was holding me up. I could feel it against my back and under my butt. Maybe if I tried, I could make myself thicker. More real.


So I concentrated on that, then tried the key again. For an instant, it seemed to catch, but then it turned without even the slightest resistance, just like before.


The same thing happened on my next try. And the one after. I almost had it, but not quite.


Someone shouted. I looked up. Raul and Pablo were glaring at me through the windshield. My struggle to make myself solid had turned me visible.


Raul grabbed for the handle of the door on the passenger side. The horrible thought occurred to me that, with me in my soft in-between state, he might be able to pull me apart like cotton candy.


Fortunately, the door stayed shut. I’d locked the car when I gotten out to walk to the Columbia.


“Give me your damn tire iron!” Raul snarled.


The order stung Pablo into motion. He reached inside the jacket of his warm-up suit and pulled his favorite weapon from the waistband of the pants. In another moment, Raul would use it to smash a window, and reach inside to drag me out.


Then the key turned the cylinder, and the dual quad engine roared to life. I snatched for the shifter with one hand and the steering wheel with the other, put my foot on the gas, and had no trouble touching any of them. I floored the accelerator and shot away just as Raul was winding up for a swing.


I felt like laughing for about half a second. Then I remembered that my real problem was still ahead of me. In fact, for all I knew, the fairies had torn my body apart already, and I was a real ghost.


I drove fast, and blew my horn at two couples crossing the street. One of the guys yelled and pulled his date to safety as the T-bird swerved around them with inches to spare. I made a left turn through a red light. Brakes screeched, and other drivers’ horns blared at me.


It scared me, but not as much as when my hands started feeling numb and mushy on the wheel. I tried to think them strong and solid again.


I raced under an I-4 overpass, then took a right. Blackness jumped at me. I’d been in such a hurry to get away from the Martinez brothers that I’d forgotten to turn my lights on, and Ybor was bright enough that it had kept me from noticing until now.


I switched them on and felt a fresh stab of panic, because nothing looked familiar. I was in the right sad, seedy little neighborhood, but where exactly, in relation to the house where the old man and I had holed up?


I was afraid I’d just have to drive around and pray I spotted it in time. But then I felt a tug inside my head.


I realized I had an instinct that told me where my real body was. I hoped that meant that it—I—was still alive. It seemed like it ought to. But the only thing I was sure about was that I didn’t really know any of the rules of this crazy new game I was playing.


I blew the horn as I drove up over the lawn. I hoped the old man would hear and understand what it meant, or else that it would scare the fairies.


I hit the brakes, tried to put the T-bird in Park, and my hand passed right through the shifter. I willed solidity back into my fingers, and the second time, it worked.


Melting back into a pure ghost was easier. Too easy. I was almost past the point of no return when I realized I’d forgotten to pop the door locks. Then I had to strain for what felt like forever to make my fingers firm enough to do the job.


Once I did, I finished dissolving and wished myself back in my body. I shot through the windshield and the front of the shack. Then I was lying in the dark, with buzzing, snapping, and cracking noises all around.


“I’m back,” I croaked. “That’s my car outside.”


“How am I supposed to get to it?” the old man asked. He was still bracing the door, and his voice came from right above me.


I accidentally bumped him as I climbed to my feet. “We run. I’ll guide you. Are you ready?”


Something banged at the back of the house, and then I heard a louder buzzing. Some of the brownwings had finally broken in.


“Go!” the old man yelled. He jerked open the door. I gripped him by the arm and we dashed out onto the stoop.


If all the fairies had still been in front of the door, they would have ripped us apart. But they were all over the house, picking and scratching holes, except for the ones that had already made it inside. Only a few were close enough to attack instantly.


Still, a few could be enough to take us down, or to delay us until the rest caught up with us. I flailed with my free hand, smacking them and tumbling them through the air. But mainly I hauled the old guy along as fast as I could.


I shoved him into the passenger side of the car, bumping his head in the process. The night got darker as a buzzing cloud of brownwings blocked out the stars above me. Knowing I didn’t have time to go around, I scrambled over the hood of the car. Even though I was scared out of my mind, there was a little piece of me that hated doing it. But a perfect paint job wouldn’t do me much good if I was too blind or dead to enjoy it.


One brownwing thumped onto the side of my head, and another landed on my shoulder. They clawed and scrabbled as I carried them into the car with me, gashing my cheeks and forehead but somehow missing my eyes. Screaming, I slammed the door, then pulled them off me and beat their long little heads against the dashboard until they quit squirming and scratching.


The engine was still running even though there was no key in the ignition anymore, or at least, none that I could see. I wrenched the wheel and stepped on the gas.


Fairies clung to the hood and glass and glared at the old man and me. I had the terrible thought that, really, there was no way to get rid of them. No way at all. But once I accelerated, they started shaking and blowing off. And as I turned onto a wider street, with other traffic and more lights, the ones who’d hung on until then flew away of their own accord.




[image: ]  CHAPTER TWO  [image: ]


The causeway that runs along and then across McKay Bay goes by docks the shrimp boats use and berths where freighters put in for maintenance and repairs. Surrounded by gantries and scaffolding and all lit up, the big ships glowed like ghosts in the dark.


No Eyes had me stop at a spot where there were no docks or boats, small or big, just a narrow strip of sand and pebbles leading down to the black water. We walked down to it, and I stood looking out while he muttered words I didn’t understand. He picked open one of the scabs on his cheek and flicked drops of blood at the channel.


I had no idea why he’d wanted to come here, or why he was doing what he was doing. Which may have meant that I was stupid to stand around while he did it. But my brain was on overload.


While the fairies were attacking, I’d been too busy trying to cope to think about how crazy everything was. But once we got away, I kind of went into shock. And when the old man told me to drive him to the causeway, it was easier to do it than ask questions. I only insisted that we stop at a 7-Eleven along the way for disinfectant, Band-Aids, gauze pads, and tape.


But I regretted being so cooperative when the thing rose out of the water.


At first, all I saw was the dark bulb of a head as big as a fat ten year-old, and the oily gleam of black, slanted eyes. Then, splashing in the shallows, coiling, clutching, and pulling, the octopus’s tentacles hauled it onto the shore.


I yelped and tried to drag the old man backward. He resisted and snapped, “Calm yourself! This is the being I was calling.”


Well, of course it was. How dumb of me not to have realized. I took a deep breath, and, against my better judgment, held my ground.


“Murk,” the old man said.


“My lord Timon,” Murk wheezed, like it was hard for him to breathe out of the water. There was a tiny clicking, too, that his beak made opening and closing. “Someone hurt you.”


The old guy frowned. “It’s trivial. And I killed several of them.”


“If you say so.” The octopus’s eyes shifted in my direction. “Is this for me?” His tentacles stirred.


I started to backpedal, my shoes crunching the sand and stones. Timon raised a grubby hand to reassure me.


“I have a use for him,” he said. “He’s helping me get around.”


“Then this is a rude, miserly sort of summoning,” said Murk.


“I’ll make it up to you,” Timon said.


“You’re well known for making such promises. Not so well known for keeping them.”


“I said, I’ll make it up to you! Meanwhile, it is what it is, and I am who I am.”


Murk grunted. “That’s for sure. What is it you want?”


“There’s a tournament underway.”


“I know. The Twin Helens told me.”


“My injuries make it impossible for me to continue. I need a champion.”


“You surely don’t mean me.”


“My old friend, who else would I even consider? You’re powerful and cunning. If not for bad luck, you might already be a lord yourself.”


“If not for my master holding me down, you mean.”


Timon frowned. Another drop of blood oozed from his right eye socket; he’d refused any of the bandages I’d clumsily used to patch myself up. “If you want your freedom, and a piece of the bay to call your own, you can have them. All you need to do is win.”


Murk laughed. It sounded like a muted trombone—wah-wah-wah—played by someone running out of wind. “What I want, my lord, is to see you broken.”


Timon looked genuinely surprised. “Why? I haven’t treated you so badly. Any of the others would be worse.”


“That remains to be seen, doesn’t it?”


“Don’t let spite stand in the way of your own best interest.”


“It’s not in my best interest to let myself be blinded or worse, now is it? I know who your opponents are.”


“Then have it your way, coward! I’ll get Festering Sam. See how you like it when he’s a lord, and you’re still kowtowing to me.”


“He won’t represent you, either. No one will. We all talked about it.”


Timon stiffened, and when he spoke again, it sounded choked. “Are you saying that every single one of my minions is a traitor?”


“No, my lord. I’m saying that even vassals and thralls have rights, and we’re exercising them. That’s all.”


“When I’ve sorted this out, I’ll give you a thousand years of nightmares.”


“Then it’s a good thing I don’t need a lot of sleep.” Murk’s eyes shifted back to me for a moment. Then he hauled himself back out into the water and slipped beneath the surface.


Up until then, Timon had held himself straight and defiant. Now, his whole body slumped. For a second, I thought he might fall down.


Like I said, I was dazed and bewildered. Yet even so, I’d figured out that there wasn’t much about the old guy that was likable. Still, I felt sorry for him. Maybe it was because we’d just come through danger together.


“It could be,” I said, “that Murk was just trying to rattle your cage. You may still have some… vassals who are willing to help you.”


Timon shook his head. “No. What he said had the ring of truth.”


“What did you do to them all, anyway?”


He showed me that a person can glare without eyes. “Nothing I didn’t have a right to do! Nothing that caused any harm! So what if they suffered a few terrors and humiliations in their dreams? Dreams aren’t real! Isn’t that what your people say?”


“I guess.”


“Any of the others would do worse. As the ungrateful scum will find out in due course. Unless… ” He cocked his head. “Tell me about yourself.”


“I’m just a regular person.” Even as I said it, I realized that regular people don’t create “wards” and drive cars during out-of-body experiences. But it felt true. “Tell me about you. About all of this.”


He shook his head. “You first.”


“You know what? To hell with that. I’m not one of your stooges—”


“Actually—”


“—and I’m done letting you boss me around. Answer my question, or I’ll get back in the car and drive away.”


That might be the smart thing to do anyway. But I didn’t want to, and not just because I felt bad for him. The things I’d seen were terrifying, but fascinating, too. How could a person suddenly discover that his own hometown was full of monsters, and that he himself had some kind of half-assed superpowers, and not want to find out more about it?


Timon sniffed twice, like his nose could tell whether I really would follow through on my threat, and then he scowled. “Have it your way. I assume you know at least a little bit about folklore. Demons, witches, and the like.”


“Well, I saw the Lord of the Rings movies. The first and the third one, anyway. And you’re telling me that all those things are real?”


“You’ve already met some of us. Do we seem real?”


I swallowed. “Yeah. But then why doesn’t everybody know about you? Why haven’t I ever seen you before this?’


“We prefer to keep our society apart from yours, and just dip into your world when we need something. It’s easier that way.”


“Okay.” Interested as I was in what he was saying, his funk was burning my nose again. I took a step back so I could inhale less of him and more of the saltwater smell of the bay. “And in your ‘society,’ there are lords who run everything. And you are one.”


He smiled a crooked smile. “You sound skeptical.”


“No offense, but you look like a homeless person.”


“I spend some of my time living like one. But that’s perfectly acceptable, because I’m not human. Something that seems unpleasant and degrading to one of you doesn’t have the same effect on me.”


“So you’re okay with dumpster diving and never bathing or changing your clothes.”


“Believe me, I have joys and luxuries you can’t even imagine. It’s just that I partake of them in the mansions and gardens of the inner world.”


“Meaning, other people’s dreams.”


He gave me a nod. “You understand.”


“Not really, but let it slide for now. A bunch of you lords are having a tournament? What’s that all about?”


He hesitated. “It’s complicated. To be a lord is to own one or more fiefdoms—”


“What, now?”


His mouth tightened like he wasn’t used to being interrupted. “Property. Pieces of the earth and all they contain. Lesser beings who live there do so with the lord’s permission, and owe him tithes and duties.”


“When you say ‘lesser beings,’ are you talking about your own kind?”


Timon hesitated. “I was, but not because the system doesn’t encompass humans. It’s just that you’re at the bottom of the ladder. Possessions, not subjects.”


The way he said it gave me a chill. I tried to snort the feeling away. “Well, I guess you can look down on us all you like, as long as you aren’t really trying to control us.”


“But we are. We do, like gods. You just don’t perceive it.”


“Why? I mean, what do you want from us?”


“It depends. As you’ve already seen, we vary from one to the next, and so do our needs. But most of us rely on you in one way or another.”


“You mean, you’re parasites.”


“Were you a ‘parasite’ on the swordfish I smell on your breath?”


“Is that comparison supposed to make me feel better?”


“I don’t mean that we literally eat you. At least, not all of us, and not in great quantities.”


“And what do you do? You, personally?”


“I already told you, more or less. Did it sound so very horrible?”


It sounded kind of like mental rape, but I realized I still had the same options as before. I could run away from all of this, or I could find out more. And I was still curious.


So I took a breath, and then said, “You were going to explain about the tournament.”


He nodded like he was glad to change the subject. “Yes. The tournament. My people love games and gambling. You might even call it a mania. And when lords play, we often risk a portion of our dominions. Lesser stakes don’t have a lot of meaning.”


“And when the stakes don’t mean anything, you don’t get the same rush.”


He smiled, showing teeth that looked stained and crooked even in the dark. “I had a hunch you’d understand.”


“Yeah. I pretty much do. Pablo—the steroid addict with the tire iron—was after me because I owe money to a loan shark. I borrowed it to shoot nine-ball.”


“And it didn’t go well?”


I grinned. “Actually, I crushed the guy. It was the gin game three nights later that was the problem. But anyway, you’re in a tournament, and one of your opponents sent the fairies after you so you wouldn’t be able to continue? You must be pretty good.”


“I’m very good. But understand that while my adversary’s ploy was heavy-handed and gauche, it wasn’t exactly cheating. What happens away from the table is part of the game, too.”


“Then you guys play rough, and maybe you’re better off out of it.”


Timon shook his head. “That’s the problem. I can’t afford to be ‘out of it.’ Even the finest gamblers have losing streaks, and I’ve been on one. I’m playing for the only fief I have left, which means I’m playing for my freedom.”


“Why the hell would you bet that?”


“Why did you win big at nine-ball and immediately go broke playing gin?”


I sighed. “For the action. I get you.”


“Actually, there’s even more to it than that. A noble who won’t play looks timid and contemptible.”


“Chicken.”


“Yes.”


“Well, at least nobody will call you that.”


“They’ll call me ‘my lord!’ because I am not sinking back down to live as a commoner. I’m going to win, and you’re going to help me.”


I blinked. “Come again?”


“The others have no choice but to accept you as my proxy. You have gifts—unplumbed and untrained, but still—and you live in my dominions.”


“Maybe, but—”


“In addition to which, you’re a born gambler. That, too, is our blood coming out in you. It might even be my blood.”


I glared. “I know who my father was.”


“What about your great-great-grandfather? I’ve been around a long time.”


It was still a disgusting idea, but I realized it wasn’t the main issue. “Whatever. The point is, I haven’t volunteered to stand in for you.”


“But you’d be a fool not to, because I’ll reward you. How much do you owe?”


“A hundred and fifty thousand.” It wasn’t really quite that much, but I needed a little something leftover for myself, didn’t I?


“You’ll have it.”


I took another look at his rags and filth. “Are we talking about dream money or real money?”


“I told you before, don’t be misled by my appearance. Few things are easier than acquiring human cash.”


“Well… damn it, no!” What the hell was I thinking? “If I get involved in this, then the same person who sent the fairies after you will sic them on me.”


“Actually, I doubt you’ll see the brownwings again. Even if they’re still game, sending the same agents twice would be an extremely uncreative move, and detrimental to one’s reputation.”


“Is that supposed to be a good thing? At least we got away from the brownwings. The next creatures could be worse.” I pictured the orcs, Ringwraiths, and the rest of the Dark Lord’s crew from the Frodo movies. I wondered which ones were real, and roaming around in the night.


“I’ll be there,” said Timon. “I’ll protect you.”


“So far, hasn’t it been me protecting you?”


He waved that detail away. “My knowledge will protect you, assuming you even need protecting. You may not. Players don’t assault each other constantly, and your human blood, and lack of reputation, should cause the others to underestimate you.”


“Maybe you’re overestimating me. You haven’t even told me what game it is you’re playing. Maybe I’ve never even heard of it.”


The old man smiled. “It’s No Limit Hold ’Em. Does that ring any bells?”


“Well… yeah.” The truth was, I was a good poker player. I sometimes imagined myself really committing to the game, studying it, grinding away at it sixty hours a week, building up a bankroll, until I was ready to play against Brunson, Negranu, Helmuth, and the rest of the pros you see on TV. But so far, like all my big schemes, I hadn’t done anything much about it. Since my dad died, and I lost Victoria—my ex-fiancée—it was hard to get motivated.


“Well, then,” Timon said. “You’ll be in your element.”


“Sure. Right at home with the pixies and the talking calamari.”


“But that is where you belong! You have a birthright. I explained that humans are chattel, but you don’t have to be. This is your entry to a nobler condition.”


“I’ve never minded being human. I sure haven’t seen anything from your world that I’d rather be.”


“Then you’ll be happy to close the door on your gifts and never use them again?”


I started to tell him yes, but then I realized that would be a lie.


“It will take a while to assess your strengths and limitations,” Timon continued, “but I can already tell you have the potential to become quite powerful. Maybe powerful enough to live forever. Certainly powerful enough to laugh at humans swinging clubs.”


Well. When he put it like that.


Really, I don’t know what finally decided me. Maybe curiosity, or the chance to get the Martinezes off my ass. Or maybe it was the prospect of a whole new kind of action. During our last and worst fight, when I guess I’d finally pushed her too far, Vic called me a “degenerate gambler,” and maybe she was right.


“Okay,” I said, “I’m in.”


“Excellent! In that case, you’d better tell me your name.”


For a second, I didn’t want to give it, like that was the thing that would really seal the deal. Then I told him it was Billy Fox.
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It turned out that the poker game ran from midnight to just before sunup. That meant my new partner had about an hour to get me ready, and no comfortable, convenient place to do it in. Nobody would have let him into a bar or restaurant even if the top of his face hadn’t been a scabby, eyeless mess.


So we prepped sitting in the T-bird, right where I’d parked it by the water. I tried not to think about how Timon’s funk was stinking up the interior. It was too late to worry about that anyway.


When it was time, he had me drive downtown. And park in front of the Icarus Hotel.


There are places in downtown Tampa that get dark and lonely at night, after all the office workers have gone home, and this was one of them. The hotel had stood empty for as long as I could remember, and the awnings were faded and sagging. Layers of flyers and posters covered the soaped-up ground-floor windows. An empty crack vial crunched under my foot as Timon and I climbed out of the car.


I shook my head. My new partner claimed that he and his kind were the secret bosses of everything, but so far, I hadn’t seen much—including the venue for the lords’ big tournament—to convince me that they didn’t all live like bums or wild animals. I wondered again if he could possibly come up with a hundred and fifty grand, and then the limo pulled in behind us.

OEBPS/images/ch-1a.jpg





OEBPS/images/ch-1.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781597804448.jpg
RICHARD LEE BYERS





