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      Brawley drove north on 75 then west on 10, Texas bound.

      Remi rode shotgun, grinning fiercely. Her bare feet were pressed into the dashboard. She had showered away the gore and borrowed sweatpants from Nina and one of Brawley’s white T-shirts, the excess fabric of which she had lifted over her midriff, gathered behind her, and tied off, creating a hammock for her tremendous breasts.

      Nina generated a telekinetic barrier that kept the RV’s damaged windshield from buckling. She spent the drive machine-gunning tangled curses and pacing back and forth, all jacked up about the albino tiger and the steaming carnage they had fled in Miami.

      Sage lay upon the Murphy bed, blond and beautiful and stark naked, pale as a shaft of moonlight with a tiny calico cat curled up against her tummy.

      Now the sun was up, and they were passing through the Panhandle, nearing their first stop.

      “Here,” Remi said, pointing to the peeling billboard half lost to roadside foliage.

      Redneck Riviera RV Park and Fun Center.

      Beneath the faded letters, a smiling cartoon alligator in sunglasses held a volleyball. Across the alligator’s midsection, a black-and-white sign announced Closed Forever.

      Across the whole billboard, glowing psi script warned, Scar turf. Stay the fuck out or suffer the consequences.

      “Scar turf,” Nina read aloud, standing between Brawley and Remi, who filled the front seats. “Your gang must’ve missed the memo on Southern hospitality.”

      “It’s all or nothing with the Scars,” Remi said. “No better friend, no worse enemy. Love or hate. Hope I’m still on the happy side of the fence.”

      “Wait,” Nina said, her mismatched eyes swelling with apprehension. “We’re about to enter the turf of a Carnal biker gang, and there’s a chance you’re not on good terms?”

      Remi shrugged her toned shoulders, bringing the tattooed murals to life. “I haven’t visited since becoming a bounty hunter. A lot of Scars are ex-cons. We’ll see.”

      “Great,” Nina said, and gave Brawley’s shoulder a squeeze. The bullet wound there was completely healed, as were his broken bones and all the internal damage he had suffered in Heaven and Hell. Opening his Carnal strand had even healed the career-ending neck injury he’d received getting stomped by Aftershock.

      “Why don’t you just drop me off here,” Nina said, “and I’ll sleep in the weeds.”

      Remi grinned. “Those weeds are full of gators and copperheads.”

      “Don’t worry, darlin,” Brawley said, reaching back to rub Nina’s lower back. Then he hit the blinker.

      It would be good to get off the road. He wasn’t stiff or sore or tired. Those days were behind him now. But eight hours on the road was a long damn time any way you cut it, and he was ready to stretch his legs.

      “Yeah,” Remi said, and ran a hand up Nina’s thigh. “We’ll take care of you.”

      Nina wriggled away and slipped behind Brawley’s seat. His first wife was in a strange place, he knew. She was still frightened of Remi, who had hauled her off to jail in the past. But the two were bonded now. Nina was twitchy with fear and desire.

      “The Scars have a dozen spots like this,” Remi said, as they pulled down a narrow lane that tunneled through the heavy roadside foliage. “Old campgrounds, safe houses, motor lodges. They’re always on the move. We probably won’t even see them.”

      “Ugh,” Nina groaned. “I hate that word.”

      “What word?”

      “Probably,” Nina said, gripping Brawley’s shoulder and the RV jounced over a large mud puddle. “Anytime someone tells me not to worry because something probably won’t happen, it’s guaran-fuckin-teed gonna happen.”

      The thick forest gave way to a wide clearing dominated by a small lake over which a mantle of dissipating fog sparkled in the early morning light. Cabins dotted the shoreline.

      To the right, a block building with boarded-up windows stood before a cracked and faded parking lot. Weeds bristled from the cracked macadam. Huddled close to the abandoned building were courts for volleyball and basketball, a tot lot playground, and an oval swimming pool.

      “Look,” Nina said, sounding excited, “a pool.” But as they drove past, she groaned again.

      Beyond a sagging chain-link fence, the pool was empty save for a shallow puddle of green water dotted with litter.

      Brawley headed toward the cabins. The plan was to crash here for a couple of days while a Gearhead Remi knew fixed the RV.

      Red-winged blackbirds cried from atop swaying weeds that towered above the overgrown lawns surrounding the cabins. Out of this weedy field, vines had slithered like snakes to scale the cabins, the trash cans, the trees, everything.

      “See?” Remi said. “The place is empty.”

      They parked beside a large, lakeside cabin. Sage woke and stretched, making Brawley ache with desire. The little calico blinked her big, amber eyes, stretched, dropped lightly to the ground, and slunk away into the back of the RV.

      An outsider would have no way of determining that the skinny feline was actually a deadly young Beastie whose only possession in the world was the Desert Eagle .50 AE she’d taken from the corpse of an infamous psi mob hitman whom she’d killed.

      Brawley went out into the morning.

      It felt good to stretch his legs. The day was already hot and humid. The air was rich with a good, green smell, like a field of alfalfa after a soft rain.

      The cabin was a crude, clapboard affair half-covered in a kudzu, but it would do. He liked the porch and figured it would be good to sit in the rockers that evening, drinking a beer and talking to his women and watching fish strike bugs out on the lake.

      A picnic table robed in kudzu squatted a short distance from the cabin, half-hidden in the tall grass like a massive predator.

      With this thought, his mind shifted again to the albino tiger. That son of a bitch was a genuine, grade A problem.

      The albino tiger wasn’t just a Beastie. He barbecued those people with electrokinetic lightning. And according to Sage, only Cosmics could generate wormholes.

      Which meant, despite what everybody said about the Culling, that the Order screwed up twenty-three years earlier. Because the albino tiger was clearly a power mage.

      The bastard had even shown up in Brawley’s dreams.

      He didn’t even know what that meant.

      What he did know was the albino tiger had murdered his parents and now wanted to kill Brawley and his women.

      Which meant the black-and-white son of a bitch had to die.

      But not yet.

      Throwing down with that cat right now wouldn’t be swagger. It would be suicide.

      Brawley had formed a game plan on the long drive. It was time to lay low. Go to ground. Gather strength.

      Head home to Texas, explore his new powers, master splicing, and maybe meet some new girls along the way.

      Then, he’d go tiger hunting.

      First, however, they would catch their breath in this overgrown campground. Everyone was cloaked now, so they could stay hidden easily enough.

      And Remi knew a local Gearhead who could fix the RV’s windshield, seal the buckshot holes, and maybe even improve the Winnebago’s gas mileage, which would be nice, since filling the RV hit the wallet harder than funding an open bar at an Irish wedding.

      Inside the cabin the air was stale and hot, but the place was in good shape. Dusty yet dry, with cobwebs in the corners but no sign of mice or snakes, which was nothing short of miraculous for an abandoned lakefront cabin in Florida.

      He saw a kitchen, a living room with a big sectional couch, and a hallway that led to bedrooms and bathrooms.

      Brawley started hauling shit inside, wanting to grab clothes and food and firearms before delivering the RV to Remi’s Gearhead friend. It would be a good idea to clean up the blood, too. There was a lot of it.

      The girls started unpacking but soon stopped to argue over sleeping arrangements. Apparently, none of the cabin’s beds were big enough to fit Brawley and his three women.

      He let them have at it but figured they’d give Callie one room and drag two king-size mattresses into the living room so he and other three girls could all sleep together.

      Sleep. Heh.

      This would be interesting.

      “Fuck that,” Remi said. “You guys already had a go with him. He’s mine tonight.”

      “Illogical,” Sage said. “Our husband’s most recently had sexual intercourse with you.”

      “Yeah,” Remi said with a cocky grin, “and he loved it.”

      Brawley set an armload of ammo on the kitchen table and headed back outside. He paused on the porch to watch a blur of hummingbirds zipping back and forth from a feeder hanging from the roof beam.

      His intuition prickled. The red juice inside the feeder was running low, but it couldn’t have been filled too long ago. Surely not so long as it had taken for the campground to look like a scene out of a post-apocalyptic movie. Who had filled it?

      But then Callie surprised him, emerging from the RV in one of his white t-shirts, which hung most of the way to her knees.

      It was the first time he had seen her in human form.

      Callie was a scrawny little thing, skinny arms and legs and seemingly no figure at all in the t-shirt, which hung from her narrow shoulders like a thin cotton smock. She had a cute face with big, amber-colored eyes and a tiny button nose.

      Her most striking feature, however, was her straight, shimmering hair, which she had pulled back in a long, loose ponytail that spilled down her back like a multicolored waterfall. Her hair was nearly as mottled as her fur, a vaguely brunette cascade shot through with streaks of blond, red, and jet black. A line of pure white stretched from her forelock across the crown of her head and emerged, diminished, from the twisted scrunchy in a prism of white hairs that sparkled among the other colors like fresh snow in the morning light.

      “Hey,” Callie said, offering a nervous half-smile.

      “Morning,” Brawley said, and for the thousandth time had to stop his reflex to tip the hat he no longer wore. “Sleep good?”

      Callie gave a little nod. She seemed to be having a hard time meeting his eyes. She would look at him and look away. Look, then look away. Long lashes fringed her big, nervous eyes.

      “Hope you don’t mind. I borrowed one of your shirts,” Callie said with a self-conscious laugh. “It’s a little big.”

      Looking down at herself, she smoothed her hands over the white fabric, flattening the thin cloth to her naked body and making her tiny nipples poke out. “Oh,” she said, turning bright red, and released her hands, which didn’t seem to know what to do then, fluttering in and out of each other like flustered butterflies before her lower abdomen.

      “I don’t mind,” Brawley said.

      Callie bit her lip and grew even brighter red. “You don’t?”

      “Nope,” Brawley said, grinning at her for a second before adding, “You can borrow my shirt.”

      “Oh,” she said, and looked at the ground again, either disappointed or embarrassed. Or maybe both.

      Brawley wasn’t going to waste time worrying about it. He wanted to crack his Beastie strand, but he didn’t know where this girl’s head was at. Until a couple of days ago, she’d been traveling from tourist trap to tourist trap, the star of her uncle’s Cat Wizard show.

      Now her uncle was dead, and she was on the run with a band of fugitives, all of them—Callie included—with blood on their hands.

      So no, he didn’t know where her head was and doubted she did, either. How could she?

      Besides, Callie seemed young. Like really young.

      Legal, he reckoned, but he wouldn’t go putting it to some lost little girl who didn’t know whether she was horny or horrified.

      He would protect her. And yes, maybe more down the road. But for now, he would clothe and feed the poor girl and help her get her life back on track.

      “Why don’t you head inside and listen to the girls argue,” he said. “It’s fixing to get downright interesting.”

      Callie gave him half a smile. “Okay. Thanks, Brawley.”

      He climbed back into the RV, got a load of food, and carried it inside, where he grinned to see Callie disappearing into the back bedroom and the other girls wrestling one of the king-sized mattresses into the hallway.

      Sometimes, it’s best to just let people figure things out on their own.

      He went back and forth, hauling stuff from the Winnebago into the cabin. The girls dragged out a second mattress, creating a gigantic futon, and started unboxing things from the RV.

      Callie’s head popped into the hall, her tiny nose twitching. “I smell mice.”

      “Time to earn your keep, cat girl,” Remi said. “You a good mouser?”

      Callie cocked a hip and crossed her skinny arms over her chest. “I liked you better when you were hobbled.”

      Remi smiled wolfishly. “Good luck getting one on me again, kitty cat.”

      Callie shot her daggers and stomped back into her room, seeming like pretty much every teenage girl Brawley had ever known.

      “We’re taking bets,” Nina said. “You want in, cowboy? Ten bucks.”

      “What’s the bet?”

      Nina beamed. “We’re guessing what kind of Beastie you’ll be.”

      “I hypothesize that you are a bull,” Sage said, as she knelt on the floor to stretch a sheet across one mattress. “Bestials manifest in what one might call their spirit animals, and bulls have obviously played a significant role in your life.”

      “You can say that again,” Brawley said, figuring the sexy librarian turned outlaw was probably right. It was a strange thought, having some wild animal locked up inside him, waiting to break free.

      “Fuck that,” Remi said. “My man is all stallion. A wild mustang running free, huge cock and all.”

      Brawley laughed.

      Nina shook her head, grinning mischievously. “He’s a stork.”

      “Stork?” they said in unified confusion.

      “Sure,” the purple-haired telekinetic said. “He’s tall, quiet, and deadly.”

      “Deadly? Lions and tigers and bears are deadly,” Remi said, “not storks.”

      “Tell that to fish,” Nina said. “There used to be a stork that hunted the creek behind juvie, and he—”

      Brawley slapped his tough little punker on the ass. “If I’m a stork, darlin, maybe I’ll bring you a baby soon.”

      Nina scooted away from him. “Don’t look at me like that, cowboy. I’m down with having your kids but not for a while.”

      Brawley shifted his eyes to his newest wife.

      Remi shook her head. “Not me, handsome. Carnals are fertile for life, and we live a long, long time. We breed late.”

      Brawley glanced toward Sage, who squinched her nose, inching her glasses up the bridge. “Husband,” she said, “you might recall Tammy’s reluctance to bring her children into this dangerous environment. That concern presently rings true. I do, however, look forward to bearing your children in the future. Until then, you will find it difficult to impregnate us.

      “Psi mages are far healthier than fuggles. We are generally fit and disease free, highly resistant to viruses, and have practically no incidence of allergies or autoimmune conditions. We never contract sexually transmitted diseases, and pregnancy occurs only if both parties desire conception.”

      Brawley nodded, taking it all in. So my parents wanted me. Even if they gave me up as a newborn, they wanted me.

      “All right,” he said, looking from woman to woman, “but once things settle down, I want kids.”

      “I would let you put a baby in me right now,” Callie said matter-of-factly, coming into the room with a bowl of cereal. She flopped down cross-legged on the couch and took a big spoonful of Fruit Loops.

      The other girls just stared at her with dropped jaws.

      “What?” Callie said, then froze, a little milk dribbling down her chin, which turned bright red along with the rest of her cute face. “I mean, if we… you know… if we were together is what I mean.”

      “Skinny little thing like you?” Nina said. “Brawley would split you in half, girlfriend.”

      Callie brightened deep scarlet.

      Brawley said. “How old are you, darlin?”

      Callie lifted her tiny chin, going from embarrassed to defensive with speed only a teenage girl could manage. “Eighteen.”

      Brawley raised a brow. “You sure about that?”

      “Yes,” Callie said, her defensiveness shifting toward anger. “I just turned.”

      “When was your birthday?” Sage asked, curious as always.

      Callie lifted her chin again and gave a little sniff. “Two weeks ago. Almost two weeks.”

      “Still wet behind the ears,” Brawley said.

      “That’s not the only place she’s wet,” Remi said with a devilish smile, and started rubbing herself between the legs. “Schlick, schlick, schlick.”

      “Shut up!” Callie said, popping to her feet, and a wave of milk spilled from her bowl. She stomped her bare foot, strode off to the back room, and slammed the door behind her.

      Nina gave Brawley a playful shove. “I think she likes you.”

      “Yeah, well, she’s just a girl.”

      “And what are we,” Remi said, gesturing at Brawley’s females, “senior citizens?”

      “You three are savages,” Brawley said. “Gorgeous, glorious savages. Callie doesn’t even know what she wants yet. She’s still half kid.”

      “Half kid my ass,” Remi said. “Callie’s nowhere near as innocent as you think. She killed Dutchman’s people like you might kill a fly then chained me to a bed and jilled off across the room. It was a small room.”

      “That sounds like a remarkably arousing scenario,” Sage said, going pink.

      “Pipe down, perv,” Nina said, and poked Brawley in the chest. “You mean to tell me you’re okay with polygamy, blowing away bad guys, and crossing state lines with a drop-dead gorgeous fugitive with purple hair, but you’re worried that little Miss Crack-My-Strand is barely legal?”

      “It ain’t about legality,” Brawley said. “It’s about decency. People start doing things based solely on law and punishment, the whole world will go to hell. Besides, her and me just met.”

      “Shit,” Nina said. “You’ve known her longer than any of us. This all started because you pulled her furry ass out of the water.”

      Brawley laughed. “Fair enough.”

      Callie came back out, bopping into the room as if nothing had happened, the spoon rattling around in her empty bowl. She smiled hopefully. “Would it be okay if I have more cereal, Brawley?”

      “Sure, darlin,” Brawley told the skinny little waif. “Go ahead and eat as much as you want.”

      “Thanks!”

      Brawley went back outside to finish unpacking the RV.

      He was hungry, but he wanted to get settled before eating. Food tastes better without unfinished business hanging over your head.

      On the grander scale, of course, he had heaps of unfinished business. But he would tackle those problems one at a time. It wouldn’t do any good to sit around dwelling on the rest.

      Women could juggle three or four things at a time, all while talking on the phone and trying to sort out how they really felt about something that happened last Friday.

      But men do best handling one job at a time.

      Life comes at you pretty fast. Wherever you find yourself, men of the world, you’d best know whether you’re there to fuck or fight.

      When it’s time to work, work. When it’s time to rest, rest. Same goes for riding bulls or making love or unpacking a damn Winnebago. Whatever you’re doing, slow the fuck down, do it right, and save yourself a world of trouble.

      And yet when he heard the splash of a jumping fish, he couldn’t help but pause. The fog had lifted, and the lake was dappled with rings. So many fish were striking the surface, it looked like it was raining.

      By the time he could finish unpacking, eat breakfast, and drop off the RV, the fish would be laying low. But this evening, he’d grab his pole and the trusty old blue bucket his buddy Joe had given him and just sit a while, staring at a bobber. Slow things down a little. Clear his head.

      Now that was a plan.

      A pang of unease struck him as he walked around the side of the RV. He barely had time to even register it or the blur of movement before the stock of a firearm smashed into his face.
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      The pain was exquisite.

      Brawley reeled backward.

      The mystery attacker drove forward, slamming the butt of the weapon into Brawley’s face with all the speed and power of a jackhammer.

      Brawley wanted to duck or counter, but the steady rain of strikes rocked his head and kept him off-balance. Every smashing blow filled his head with sparks. He felt his nose snap; felt his teeth go crooked; felt cuts open over both eyes and across his cheeks and down the middle of his forehead.

      The attacker was fast and strong and oddly silent, pounding Brawley’s face to a pulp without so much as a whispered curse.

      Brawley couldn’t get ass under his shoulders, and his staggering boot heels raced after the rest of him, trying and failing to get under his ass.

      Realizing balance was a lost cause, he cut his losses and sat down as hard and fast as he could.

      His attacker vaulted overtop him.

      Brawley quickly rolled to one side, got to all fours, and jerked his head as a black engineer boot whooshed past, slashing the air where his head had been only a fraction of a second earlier.

      A Carnal, Brawley thought.

      He popped into a crouch and twisted around.

      His attacker, a stocky guy in a filthy t-shirt, raised a shotgun to his shoulder.

      Brawley released a wallop of sizzling red force from his left arm.

      An invisible linebacker slammed into the guy’s midsection, folded him in half, and threw him several feet.

      The shotgun discharged into the air.

      The guy hit the ground and was back on his feet half a second later, racking the pump and bringing the shotgun back around.

      But Brawley had his balance again. And not just physically. That was good news for this trigger-happy asshole, because otherwise the man would be deader than hell.

      Luckily for him, however, Brawley had put two and two together. This guy was a Scar and didn’t know Brawley from Adam.

      So rather than smashing the guy’s skull and pulping his brains, Brawley just walloped him again, broadening the blast and bowling him over.

      The shotgun tumbled away.

      “Leave it,” Brawley said, drawing his XDS.

      But the stupid son of a bitch jumped for the pump.

      Tired of people trying to kill him, Brawley released the rest of the energy in his arm. This time, he bundled the force, swung it overhead, and blasted the guy with a hammer blow.

      The Carnal’s lower back flattened with a loud cracking sound. His side popped like a boil, pitching a gory tangle of viscera into the gravel.

      The guy shouted once then growled curses and lurched awkwardly toward the shotgun several feet away. With his broken back and burst gut, he looked like a road-flattened bullfrog with a bad attitude.

      “You’re game,” Brawley said, wiping his eyes. His own wounds had already healed, but blood still drained from where the cuts had been. “I’ll give you that.”

      “Fuck you, Unbound scum,” the guy said. “Should’ve blown your head off.”

      You didn’t, though, Brawley thought, so I’ll give you one more chance.

      He pointed toward where the Carnal’s intestines were slithering across the driveway, retreating into his broken body.

      “Your guts are covered with gravel,” Brawley said. “Stop fucking around, and we’ll get you cleaned up before you pull all that shit inside you.”

      “Go fuck yourself,” the guy snarled, still dragging his shattered body doggedly across the driveway. He was the smallest Carnal Brawley had ever seen, a wiry hundred-and-fifty-pounder with stringy hair, beady eyes, and a goatee fringing a mouth full of crooked teeth. The little bastard was fast and strong, but he hadn’t made himself pretty or beefed himself up like a bodybuilder, and his tattoos were mostly crude blue jailhouse jobs.

      “Weasel!” Remi said, approaching with one of the AKs. The other girls followed. Sage had her Glock. Callie had the Desert Eagle. Nina’s outstretched arm might as well have been a bazooka.

      The stubborn Carnal turned toward the girls. “Remi?”

      “In the flesh,” Remi laughed. “I see you’ve met my husband.”

      “Husband?” Weasel said. “You married a fucking force mage?”

      “That’s… complicated,” Remi said. “Let’s get you cleaned up or you’ll be shitting gravel for a week.”

      While Remi crouched down and started picking rocks from Weasel’s viscera, Brawley holstered his pistol and drew his arm full of fresh energy.

      As Remi worked, Weasel winced and cursed. “Why the hell didn’t you let me know you were here?” Glaring at Brawley, he said, “You fucked me up, asshole.”

      “I don’t like people trying to kill me,” Brawley said.

      “Trying to kill you?” Weasel laughed. “Never pictured Remi marrying a drama queen. If I wanted you dead, I would’ve blown your damn head off.”

      “Brawley’s hard to kill,” Remi said. “And you’re lucky he didn’t smash your brains. He’s not exactly known for mercy.”

      Brawley went back to unpacking the RV. The threat was neutralized.

      As Brawley carried the final armload into the cabin, Remi wiped her bloody hands in the grass, and Weasel pulled himself back together.

      “Quit your bitching, Weasel,” Remi said. “Now you men shake hands and put all this behind you.”

      Weasel narrowed his beady eyes and made no move to comply.

      Brawley stepped forward and offered his hand.

      Weasel hesitated.

      Remi smacked him in the back of the head, making strands of stringy hair hop. “Don’t be an asshole.”

      Grumbling, Weasel shook Brawley’s hand.

      A second later, just as Brawley expected, the little bastard grinned and started squeezing like a vice, trying to crush his hand.

      Using Carnal energy was easy, almost unconscious.

      “The fuck?” Weasel said, tugging like an animal with its leg in a trap.

      Brawley snapped a few bones and ground Weasel’s knuckles for a second, letting him know. Then he tossed the damaged hand away.

      Weasel drew his broken hand to his chest, eyeing Brawley not with anger but suspicion. “What the hell? You’re too strong for a force mage.”

      “Never challenge a cowboy to a grip contest,” Brawley said.

      Weasel shook his head and turned to Remi. “Leave it to Remi Fucking Dupree to go marrying some crazy asshole that makes no damn sense at all.”

      Remi filled the air with her fearless, beautiful laughter and drew the Scar into a hug. “We’ll explain everything, Weasel. Now, this shit is in the past. Agreed?”

      Weasel shrugged. “Sure.”

      “Dust in the wind,” Brawley said.

      Gesturing toward the other women, Remi introduced each in turn.

      Weasel gave each woman a nod.

      “They’re Brawley’s other wives,” Remi said, and laughed at the Scar’s confused expression. “Well, not crazy hair. She’s a psycho-kitty. Buckle in. I’m about to blow your mind.”

      Brawley headed inside, leaving Remi to deal with her old friend.

      The other girls followed.

      Brawley peeled off his shirt, stared at the torn and bloodstained rag for a second, and dropped it in the trash. His jeans were covered in blood and other matter, but they were salvageable. He started to unbutton them, remembered Callie, and looked up to see her standing there, beet red again, her huge amber eyes staring at his body, her tiny nipples straining hard against the white t-shirt.

      The dominant primordial beast within Brawley, roused by the fight, now eyed the anxious little cat girl. His Carnal urges roared, and his jeans grew uncomfortably tight as an erection swelled inside the bloody denim.

      Callie’s huge eyes bulged further, the dark pupils swelling. She fidgeted and swallowed with seeming difficulty.

      That’s my white t-shirt she’s wearing, Brawley thought. Ought to take it back. Rip it off her. Tear it in half and take her over my knee and spank her skinny ass for borrowing it without asking.

      Then he drew back from these dark thoughts. The dominant primordial beast had been clamoring within him since he’d cracked his first strand. Now, with Carnal energy rushing through his body, he was going to have to watch out if he wanted to keep on being the man he had always tried to be.

      “Did I do something wrong?” Callie asked. She was still having trouble meeting his eyes. This time, however, instead of dropping her gaze to the floor, she kept bobbing up and down from his face to the massive bulge in his jeans. “You look so angry.”

      “No, darlin. You didn’t do anything. I’m just…”

      “He’s just horny,” Nina laughed.

      Brawley nodded. “And hungry. The story of my new life. Hungry and horny. How are we set for bacon and eggs?”

      “Six pounds of bacon, six dozen eggs,” Sage said.

      “That’ll get us started,” Brawley said. “Let’s fry it all up. Be a doll and reach me those Fruit Loops, would you, Callie?”

      “What? Um… oh… sure.” The little cat girl turned and bent to retrieve the cereal from the couch. The t-shirt lifted to the top of her thighs, and Brawley’s Seeker curiosity joined his Carnal urges, dying to know what the skinny girl looked like under that shirt.

      Just go over and lift it the rest of the way, he thought.

      But he crushed the impulsive notion. This was going to take some getting used to.

      Even the best of men hunger for beautiful women. Having urges, even frequent and powerful urges, doesn’t make you a bad person. It’s how you respond to those urges that determines what kind of man you are.

      Brawley wasn’t going to let these new Carnal urges turn him into a leg-humping dog.

      Then, as Callie swung back around with the cereal, the baggy shirt hung open. Without even meaning to, Brawley spied the small, shadowy breast inside, and the savage lust within him roared once more to life.

      Callie must have noticed his eyes, because as she handed him the cereal, she brightened yet again and flatted the shirt to her chest with her free hand.

      Nina laughed, pointing at the massive bulge in his jeans. “I know you’re a Carnal and all, but that’s just fucking ridiculous.”

      Brawley shrugged. “Let’s eat. Later, you can come in the shower with me and have a closer look.”

      He turned to give Callie a grin, but the little cat girl turned without a word and B-lined it for the back room. She closed the door behind her.

      Nina grinned. “Is it just me, or was girlfriend walking a little funny?”

      “I believe that Callie is sexually aroused,” Sage said. “I suspect she is going to masturbate.”

      Nina laughed. “You know, for being such an egghead, you don’t really pick up on subtlety all that well, do you?”

      Sage cast a glance down the hall and squinched her glasses up. “I, too, am feeling sexually aroused. I would enjoy watching Callie touch herself.”

      Brawley threw his arms around the two women. “Leave the poor girl alone. I teased her enough. Help me cook up this grub. After I drop off the RV, we’ll take a shower and do something about your sexual arousal.”

      But then Nina was pushing his chest and straight-arming him out of the kitchen. “Oh no you don’t, mister. Have a seat. You’ve been going nonstop since forever. We cook. You just sit there and look all hot and shirtless. Want a beer?”

      “Sounds great, darlin.” Brawley dropped his ass in a chair and let them do something nice for him. He would return the favor once he got them in the shower, which he then realized was right next door to Callie’s room.

      A soft whimper came from that direction.

      Was the little cat girl really rubbing one out?

      As he considered the notion, his dick did the impossible then, growing even bigger and harder.

      Nina handed him a cold Bud.

      “Thanks, darlin.”

      “No problem, babe,” she said, started to lean in for a kiss, then pulled back. “You’re all covered in yuck.”

      “It’s my blood… mostly.”

      She took a big step backward and shook her head. “And that’s a big nope from this wife. Meet me in the shower if you want to kiss.”

      “Now you’re speaking my language,” Brawley said, and drained half the beer in a single pull.

      Nina turned to help Sage, and Brawley took a second to appreciate her juicy ass and Sage’s long, toned, runway-model legs.

      Working together, the women laughed and chattered, both of them horny and happy. A few minutes later, Brawley was on his third beer of the morning, skillets covered all four burners, and the air was full of the good smells and the crackling sizzle of frying bacon.

      Watching his gorgeous, awesome wives pull together a breakfast fit for a grizzly, Brawley smiled.

      He finished his beer, and before he had even set the empty down, Sage was sauntering toward him with a sexy smile and new beer.

      Yes, people would persist in trying to kill them.

      But right now in this moment?

      Right now, life was good. Damn good.
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      Brawley drove deeper into the pine forest, bumping over the rutted dirt road.

      Remi, riding shotgun, said, “I still can’t believe you three didn’t call me inside.”

      “It was just a quickie in the shower.”

      “Bullshit,” Remi said. “From here on out, if you’re fucking, I want in.” She slipped a hand between her legs and growled with frustration. “Ever since we bonded, I’ve been soaking wet. You drive any faster over this bumpy road, I’ll squirt.”

      Brawley pushed the gas. The RV jarred over the rough road.

      “Stop,” Remi laughed, clutching herself. “I want you, handsome, not the road.”

      He laughed and let off the gas. “Sounds good, darlin.”

      Remi had smoothed things over with her Weasel, who had dropped into the property as a Scar scout. From what she said, he was a good dude.

      Brawley had no hard feelings. If Weasel wanted to get along, they’d get along. If not, so be it. Life is too short and violent to entertain false alliances.

      “There’s the yard,” Remi said, and the forest opened to reveal a vine-covered chain-link fence topped in a triple strand of barbed wire. Within the compound, mountains of twisted scrap and stacked junkers sparkled in the midmorning sun.

      The sign out front read Cotter’s Scrap and Salvage.

      Pulling up to the gate, Brawley said, “They don’t mention the garage.”

      “Cotter gets by on word of mouth. My friend can fix anything. I mean anything. Hit the horn three times.”

      Brawley laid on the horn. “What’s his name?”

      “Who?”

      “Your Gearhead buddy.”

      Remi laughed. “Frankie.”

      “What’s so funny?”

      But Remi nodded toward the trailer. “Heads-up, handsome. Here we go.”

      The fence slid open, and Brawley pulled into the lot. The fence rumbled shut behind them.

      He pulled up beside an old blue F-150 in front of a trailer with the word OFFICE spray painted unceremoniously across its faded siding.

      Behind the office, a network of dirt paths connected a haphazard assortment of outbuildings, heaped scrap, and ranks and ranks of decrepit vehicles half-eaten by creeping vines.

      At a glance, Brawley saw hundreds of cars, several boats, and an overturned shipping container that had spewed a delta of rusting parts onto the muddy ground. The real shocker, however, sat beside the office: an honest to goodness train engine scabbed with rust, webbed in vines, and crawling with graffiti.

      Before Brawley could even guess how they got a damn train engine in here, the morning erupted in staticky barking. A silver blur streaked around the trailer and skidded to a stop outside his door.

      It took Brawley a second to understand what he was seeing.

      The pit bull-sized mechanical dog jumped, bringing itself even with his window. Its bear trap jaws clacked loudly, and its empty floodlight eyes stared straight at Brawley.

      “Cotter’s robotic junkyard dog,” Remi said. “It’s a little on the mean side.”

      “You don’t say.”

      The dog bounced up and down, wanting blood.

      A haggard old man in a sleeveless red-and-green flannel came limping out of the trailer. One orange-stubbled cheek bulged with chew. He regarded Brawley with a sour look, spat a line of dark juice on the ground, and snapped his fingers.

      Instantly, the dog quit barking, trotted back, and sat at the man’s side staring at the RV.

      Brawley opened the door.

      The dog stayed put.

      The old man eyed Brawley suspiciously as he stepped down from the Winnebago.

      “Cotter,” Remi said.

      The old man looked her up and down and spat again. “Remington Dupree,” he said. “World-famous bounty hunter and blood traitor.” He smiled nastily, showing a mouthful of brown teeth.

      “Fair warning,” Brawley said. “Whatever you say, I’m listening.”

      The old man turned slowly in his direction with a look of drawn out disrespect that Brawley recognized from a lifetime of brushing up against back country hardasses. “You’re feeling froggy, you go ahead and leap, boy. But fair warning to you, too, hotshot. You so much as fart in my direction, and my dog will rip your balls off.”

      “I’ll kill him first, then,” Brawley said matter-of-factly.

      “Enough,” Remi said. “Cotter, we need some work done.”

      The old man’s eyes flickered over the RV. “It’ll cost you. Bullet holes always cost extra. You go to Midas with bullet holes, people start asking questions.”

      “We can talk about that,” Remi said.

      “What do you need?”

      “New windshield, plug the holes, and some custom work.”

      “What kind of custom work?”

      “I’ll talk to Frankie about that.”

      “Frankie doesn’t have any say in the matter. I set the damn prices.”

      “And you gouge me every time,” Remi said, climbing back into the RV. “We’ll let you know what we want on the way out.”

      They drove deeper into the yard. Remi directed Brawley past dead cars and sagging trailers adrift in weedy lawns in bad need of cutting.

      They pulled up to a half-pipe hangar of corrugated metal thirty feet high and four times as long. Within, a fountain of bright sparks illuminated the gloom.

      They got out and crunched across the gravel. Loud music was playing inside. The Rolling Stones, Mick Jagger telling the world he couldn’t get no satisfaction.

      “Frankie!” Remi shouted at the shadowy figure busy welding.

      The helmeted head rose, and the sparks died. Frankie stepped forward and lifted the visor.

      And Brawley grinned, realizing now why Remi had laughed when he’d asked, What’s his name?

      A tremendous smile gleamed on Frankie’s beautiful, grease-streaked face. She peeled off her welding helmet, and a shimmering curtain of jet-black locks spilled onto the shoulders of her dark coveralls.

      The women embraced. Frankie shut her eyes, still smiling, and gave Remi a good squeeze.

      When they stepped apart, the Gearhead stared at Remi like a long-lost sister. “Where have you been?”

      “Key West, mostly. Now we’re on the road. Francesca Ratchford, meet my husband, Brawley Hayes.”

      “Husband? Get out. Are you serious?” Frankie’s luminous green eyes shifted from Remi to Brawley. Her A+ smile glowed brightly. “Husband?”

      Brawley stepped forward and stretched out a hand. “Nice to meet you, Frankie.”

      Frankie pulled off a glove and shook his hand. Her grip was firm. Her green eyes burned with vitality and amusement. “Nice to meet you, too, Brawley.”

      “Somebody shot the hell out of Brawley’s RV,” Remi said, drifting toward a refrigerator against the wall. “Got any beer?”

      “Help yourself,” Frankie said. “Grab me one, too. I’ve been welding all morning.”

      Frankie unzipped her coveralls and wriggled free. There was nothing cutesy in the movement. No slow reveal, no showing off. It was simply an action she had done countless times.

      But as the raven-haired Gearhead extricated herself from the dark suit, Brawley couldn’t help but stare. She was all woman. Not skinny, not fat. Curvy but firm. A study in healthy roundness. Hers was a classical beauty, ripe and timelessly alluring, with the wide hips and full breasts of a fertility goddess.

      With a body like that, Brawley thought, she could strut sitting down.

      Frankie wore a pink tank top and old bib overalls, one side of which had come unbuttoned. Darkened with perspiration, the tank top clung to her bronze skin. Beads of sweat rolled hypnotically into the valley between her large breasts.

      Frankie pulled a red, white, and blue handkerchief from her pocket and mopped her brow, where a few sweaty bangs clung to her forehead, splitting the red line left by the helmet.

      Then the gorgeous Gearhead reached behind her, pulled a blue-and-white trucker hat from her back pocket and shoved it unceremoniously onto her head. The hat read LIFE IS GOOD.

      It was a pleasure to watch her move.

      Brawley’s body responded, crackling with Carnal force.

      Remi came back with three PBRs. Frankie toasted them. They drank and carried their beers out into the sun to have a look at the RV.

      Frankie ran a hand gently over the riddled front quarter panel the way a horse lover might caress the shoulder of a wounded mare. “Buckshot?”

      “That’s right,” Brawley said. “Damage up front was from an AK.”

      Frankie stepped back, studying the constellation of holes. She shook her head, looking sad. “Why would anyone shoot a big, beautiful vehicle like this?”

      Brawley took a pull off his beer. “Don’t be too hard on them. I reckon they were aiming at me.”

      “I won’t even ask,” Frankie said, giving him half a smile. “I always knew it would take a special kind of bad boy to tame Remi Dupree.”

      “First of all,” Remi said, “I am not tamed. And Brawley’s no boy. He’s a man. A good one. Really, really good.”

      Frankie’s grin widened, bringing cute dimples to life on her cheeks. She walked around the front and studied the grille and windshield. “How’s your Suburban running, Remi?”

      Remi frowned. “Yeah, about that…”

      Frankie turned to her with concern. “Don’t tell me you sold the Suburban.”

      Remi shook her head. “Some assholes ambushed me on the highway. The Suburban didn’t make it.”

      Frankie was horrorstruck. “I loved that vehicle.”

      Remi put an arm around her. “I know you did, sweetie. So did I. If it’s any consolation, the guys who shot it are all dead now.”

      “Wait a second,” Frankie said, and her eyes flicked rapidly back and forth between Remi and Brawley. “Are you…”

      Brawley waited.

      Frankie blinked at him, a look of terror dawning on her pretty face. “You are, aren’t you? You’re the power mage.”

      Brawley nodded.

      Frankie took a long drink, her eyes never leaving him. When she lowered the can, her body was tense, and her eyes were wary. She took a step back, retreating toward the garage, and offered a D- imitation of her A+ smile.

      Turning to Remi, she said, “Sorry, but I can’t help you guys, okay? If anyone—” She broke off. “Look, I won’t say anything, all right? I promise.” Her fingertip slashed back and forth, tracing an X over one breast. “Cross my heart and hope to… um… hope you’ll believe me. Because you should. I’m telling the truth.”

      “Calm down, sweetie,” Remi said, throwing an arm over the frightened Gearhead’s shoulders. “Brawley’s good people. You really think I’d throw in with an asshole?”

      Frankie looked at her and blinked.

      Brawley knew he could take the edge off with just a squeeze of Seeker juice. Tell the girl everything was cool, make her believe it.

      But even after only a few days as a psi mage, he had grown wary of using his power to manipulate people. Part of it was decency. He wouldn’t want people playing with his perception of the world.

      But mostly, his reluctance was due to pure, self-serving pragmatism. Because it seemed to him that once a Seeker started down that path, they would have a hard time finding their way back.

      Lies are like kudzu. Once they root in, they grow and grow and grow, twisting their way into every crack and crevice. And he sure as hell didn’t want to live his life filling everybody’s heads with false notions.

      So he watched and waited.

      Frankie kept glancing at him, her eyes growing bigger with every glimpse. “The news said…”

      Remi gave her a gentle squeeze. “Sweetie, you know I would never put you in danger. Brawley is the best man I’ve ever met. Promise. Now, what’s the news saying?”

      Frankie chugged the rest of her beer and blinked at Brawley for a long moment. Then she let out a shuddering exhalation, seeming to come to a decision. Some of the tension went out of her shoulders, and the wariness faded from her eyes. “If y’all haven’t seen the news, you’d better come on in.”

      Inside the hangar, the Stones had been replaced by the ultimate driving song, Golden Earring’s “Radar Love.”

      Frankie winked at the stereo, and it went silent. She grabbed three more PBRs and led Brawley and Remi over to one of those old 1970s TV sets built into a piece of furniture.

      Brawley’s grandmother used to have a similar set. Black and white and so fuzzy you spent half your time fiddling with the antenna. The speakers of Grandma Hayes’s TV had been weak and weird, the voices sounding like they were coming up out of a deep well.

      But when Frankie snapped her fingers and brought this ancient TV to life, the picture was crisp and colorful, and the sound was clean and sharp.

      For a few seconds, a soap opera couple argued over what to do about someone named Jessica. Then those characters disappeared, replaced by a silver-haired man whose long, lean face was punctuated by intense eyes and softened slightly by a subtle yet reassuring smile. The man wore a suit the color of orange sherbet and a matching tie striped orange and cream.

      “…assured that the Order will remain vigilant until the fugitive and his accomplices are brought to justice,” the man said. His stately voice matched his face, fancy duds, and politician’s smile. “Thank you for your continued support. Goodnight.”

      The man disappeared.

      “Janusian hasn’t given an address in years,” Remi said. “What did he say?”

      For a second, the screen displayed a white, seven-pointed star against a wavering field of navy blue.

      “You’ll see,” Frankie said. “The loop’s been playing for hours.”

      The man reappeared, greeted the psionic community, and identified himself as Pater Janusian, Arch Mage of the Order. “I would like to address the tragic events that unfolded early this morning in South Florida. Shortly after midnight, a major psionic event occurred outside Heaven and Hell, a popular Carnal nightclub in Miami. Officials are still investigating the particulars, but early reports suggest that over two hundred flesh mages were killed in the incident, making this the single most catastrophic event our community has suffered in over two decades.”

      The man paused, perhaps giving the audience time to digest his words, then sat up a little straighter. “Unfortunately, a considerable number of Federal Paranormal Investigations agents responded to the call and were also massacred by the responsible party. The Order has gone to great lengths to minimize potential ramifications of this event. However, the non-psionic government will doubtlessly pursue further investigations.”

      Janusian stared directly into the camera. Despite his age, the man radiated strength.

      “Our community survives only through the admirable discretion of its members,” the Arch Mage said. “I call upon each of you this day to rededicate yourself to that discretion. An historic moment is upon us, a moment that could pass silently into the past or mark our violent end. With the FPI operating under a heightened state of awareness and aggression, it is critical that we in the psionic community do all that we can to avoid bringing attention to ourselves, our families, or our community.”

      Janusian leaned forward, staring intensely into the camera. “Now, I must address recent rumors concerning the emergence of a new power mage. To this point, the Order has neither confirmed nor denied these rumors. We were reluctant to make an official statement until we were satisfied by its veracity. We can now say with absolute certainty that the unthinkable has, indeed, occurred. Earlier this week in Key West, Florida, an unknown individual opened his or her second strand, becoming the first confirmed power mage in twenty-three years.

      “The event coincided with harrowing loss of life in both the psionic and non-psionic communities. The power mage fled north, leaving a path of death and destruction in his or her wake. At this point in time, we are not prepared to officially attribute this morning’s horrifying events to the power mage, but he or she is unequivocally our prime suspect, and you can rest assured that the Order will do everything in our power to bring this individual to justice.”

      Janusian leaned back slightly and once more showed viewers his politician’s smile. “I understand that this news is profoundly unsettling, but we urge you, please, do not panic. Remain calm yet alert, and immediately report any suspicious activity or unusual persons to your local Order officials. We are offering two hundred and fifty thousand dollars to any individual who provides information leading to the capture of the power mage. Furthermore, we are offering a two-million-dollar bounty to anyone who brings us the power mage, dead or alive.”

      Two million dollars, dead or alive. Brawley let that sink in for a second. That was one hell of a bounty.

      Janusian paused again, staring into the camera.

      “Ladies and gentlemen, let us remain composed, united, and vigilant. Together, we will overcome these challenges. The psionic community will persevere. The Order will work around the clock until the fugitives are brought to justice. Thank you for your continued support. Goodnight.”

      The loop concluded, and the seven-pointed star returned. Frankie killed the TV and turned toward Brawley, her eyes glittering with fresh apprehension. “Did you kill all those people?”

      Brawley shrugged.

      The Gearhead pulled back like he was a rattler ready to strike.

      “I killed thirteen Carnals in that night club,” Brawley told her. “It was self-defense.”

      “The assholes tortured me,” Remi said. “I’d be dead if Brawley hadn’t saved me.” She took his hand in hers then reached out and took Frankie’s hand. “Sweetie, it was kill or be killed in there. We had nothing to do with what happened outside.”

      “They’re trying to hang the wrong horse thief,” Brawley said.

      “What happened?” Frankie asked. She was still frightened, but Brawley sensed that she did believe them. He also sensed that she was trustworthy and deeply valued her friendship with Remi. That was a relief. Otherwise, he would have to wipe her memory and ride off with a broken windshield. And that would be a shame. He was tired of driving with his head cockeyed and really wanted to get to know this girl better.

      Remi described the nightmare that unfolded after they left the nightclub, how Brawley had cloaked them, and how the albino tiger had slaughtered everyone.

      “Another power mage?” Frankie asked, obviously horrified. “Why would he do that?”

      “He was looking for me,” Brawley said.

      “You know him?”

      Brawley shook his head.

      “Who is he?”

      “No idea,” Brawley said. “But I know he killed my parents.”

      “I’m sorry,” Frankie said. Then she cast a glance toward the hangar doors.

      “Don’t worry, darlin,” Brawley said. “He’s not on our tail now. He was hunting me but didn’t track me to the nightclub. The big blow up between the Carnals and the FPI drew him.”

      “And you know this because you’re a Seeker?”

      Brawley nodded. “Among other things.”

      Frankie relaxed a little and took a long drink.

      “Will you help us?” Remi asked.

      Frankie bit her lip.

      Eyeing those white teeth and the full, red lip pinched between them, Brawley figured he’d like to take over for her.

      “I don’t want to get into any trouble,” Frankie said.

      “You won’t,” Remi said. “Everything’s cloaked.”

      Frankie looked to Brawley for confirmation.

      “Deeply. One of my other wives is one hell of a Seeker.”

      Frankie arched an eyebrow. “How many wives do you have?”

      “Three,” Brawley said. “Remi, the Seeker, and a force mage.”

      The Gearhead looked at him for a second. “So, as a power mage you can, like, do all that stuff?”

      “Yes, ma’am. Three days ago, I was just a dirty old cowboy.”

      “Wow,” Frankie said. “Three days, three wives…” Then she broke off, blinking rapidly.

      Remi laughed.

      Brawley pulled a wad of cash from his pocket. “We’ll pay you in cash.”

      “Wait,” Frankie said, looking startled. “What?”

      “To work on the RV,” Brawley said. “Fix the windshield, the body, make some mods. Remi said you could work the engine.”

      Frankie smiled, instantly transformed by discussing the Winnebago. “I could do all sorts of stuff with that big beauty.”

      “How much?” he asked.

      Her mouth wriggled uncertainly. “I just do the work. Cotter sets the prices and takes the money.”

      “He still paying you peanuts?” Remi said.

      Frankie looked sad. “It’s my fault. I signed the contract.”

      “I’ll pay Cotter,” Brawley said, “but I’ll pay you a bonus, too.”

      Frankie smiled, impressing him again with her lovely mouth and teeth. “That’s sweet, Brawley, but I couldn’t take the money. I agreed to hand over every penny, including tips, to Cotter until I…” She trailed off, looking sad again. “It’s complicated.”

      “Well, if you could help us out, I’d really appreciate it,” Brawley said. “Especially the windshield. Pain in the ass, driving with my head sideways, and we have a long trip ahead of us.”

      Frankie looked wistful. “That sounds amazing. Just drive off. Where are you going?”

      “Texas,” Remi said, and gave her a hip bump. “Come with us.”

      Frankie laughed. “I wish. But you know I can’t, Rem. You go ahead and leave the RV and take the Caddy. I’d tell you to wait, but I’m not sure about the windshield. I’ll check the yard. Even if we don’t have one, RVs are a dime a dozen in this neck of the woods.”

      They thanked her.

      Frankie smiled brightly, bringing her dimples back. “Tell Cotter to charge you for the glass and the bullet holes. After that, we’ll see. I might not be able to take tips, but I never said I wouldn’t do extra stuff for friends. I’ll see what I can do.”

      “Thanks, sweetie,” Remi said, hauling Frankie into another embrace. “You’re the best.”

      Frankie pulled a set of keys off a pegboard and pointed to an old, green Cadillac parked alongside the hangar. “She doesn’t look like much, but she’ll get you where you’re going. Guaranteed.”

      She tossed the keys to Brawley.

      “Thanks, darlin,” Brawley said. From his back pocket, he pulled the strange little book he’d found in the Miami mausoleum. Feeling it in his hand, he had to wonder about the two missing items his parents had apparently left for him. “You know any Cosmics for hire around here? I want somebody to take a look at this for me.”

      Frankie paused, thinking about it, then said, “Maypole.”

      “That a person or a place?”

      “That’s a person. I don’t know his first name. He’s a bit odd.”

      “What Cosmic isn’t?” Remi said.

      “There are other Cosmics close by. There’s even a boutique in town that offers a whole menu of services. But the thing about Maypole is he wouldn’t rat you out.”

      “Sounds like the right guy,” Brawley said. “Where’s he at?”

      “Little town called Braidusville. Different world up there.” She told them which roads to take. “Keep going till you run out of town, and the cemetery will be on your right. Go on in, and you’ll see Maypole’s shack. Tell him the girl that fixed his AC sent you.”

      “Thanks,” Brawley said.

      “Don’t head up there yet, though,” Frankie said. “Maypole’s a late riser. You show up before noon, he’ll run you off.”

      Brawley nodded. That would give him time to pick up a few things, do some training, take care of his women, and send them out clothes shopping. Nina needed more. Remi and Callie had none at all besides those they had borrowed.

      “Watch out for Maypole’s wife,” Frankie said. “She’s a strange bird. Keeps a paper bag on her lap. You say something she doesn’t like, she’ll show you what she keeps inside.”
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      “Honeys, we’re home,” Remi said, pushing through the door.

      Sage was reading on the couch with her legs folded beneath her. She looked up and blinked at them from behind her glasses.

      Nina had field stripped the MAC-10 and was in the process of reassembling the boxy submachine gun.

      “Grabbed some stuff on the way home,” Brawley said, dropping the grocery sacks on the counter.

      Nina popped up, gave him a quick kiss, and went for the bags.

      Sage closed her book and laid it in her lap. “How did it go at the garage?”

      “Good,” Brawley said. “Cotter overcharged us, but the Gearhead thinks she can fix up the RV pretty quickly. And she gave me the name of a Cosmic who might be able to help me figure out the book.”

      Sage tilted her pretty head and smiled. “She, huh? I detect a change in you, husband.”

      “I like her,” he admitted. “You would, too.”

      On the ride back, Remi had explained Frankie’s situation.

      Frankie grew up in the suburbs of Tampa, daughter to a dispirited Gearhead father and a pain in the ass fuggle mother.

      After cracking her strand, Frankie’s world blew up. Junior year was a blur of spinning gears. Her grades crashed and burned. Her mom went apeshit, and her dad was too much of a pussy to interpose.

      Frankie quit school, hit the road, and soon ran out of money. Right after hitting rock bottom, she met Cotter, who conned her into working for him.

      Indenture was an old tradition in the psionic community. Seeker attorneys drew up contracts that stipulated the conditions of apprenticeship. Once finalized, the contracts were legally binding. Governing attorneys instantly sensed breaches of contract, which were punishable under a draconian code that had endured through the centuries.

      Desperate to make it on her own and taken in by Cotter’s phony warmth and the idea of learning her trade on a sprawling junkyard, Frankie hadn’t read the fine print and hadn’t understood the accounting to which she had agreed. She hadn’t understood things like net versus gross, or deductible operating expenses, or what Cotter had meant by training fees or reasonable wages.

      Cotter was lower than a snake’s belly in a wagon rut. But Brawley respected Frankie for how she was handling the situation.

      A lot of people, they got their ox in a ditch, they set to crying. But Frankie worked seven days a week, clocking fourteen-hour shifts in hopes of breaking free.

      Even working that hard, though, the gorgeous Gearhead wouldn’t escape for a long, long time. A decade, Remi reckoned, maybe longer.

      “Pie!” Nina hollered, hoisting the dessert overhead like a victorious hockey player displaying the Stanley Cup. “I love pie!”

      “Enjoy,” Brawley said, glancing around. “Where’s Callie?”

      “Girlfriend got all anxious after you left,” Nina said. “Went in her room, trotted back out in cat form. Then she walked out the door and disappeared in the tall grass.”

      “I believe that Callie is hunting,” Sage said. Then she narrowed her blue eyes for a second. “Yes. She’s hunting on the other side of the lake.”

      “I’ll keep an eye out for her,” Brawley said, starting for the door. “See y’all soon.”

      “Wait,” Nina said, and shut the door with her mind. “Aren’t we going to get freaky?”

      “You know it, darlin,” Brawley said. “But I got to try something first. You girls get warmed up. I won’t be long.”

      Brawley walked the path to the lake. He saw no sign of Callie.

      Reaching the water, he dropped his ass onto the sandy beach and glanced around the lake, taking in the numerous pavilions, fire pits, and boat launches.

      They would use the nearest pavilion tonight. He and Remi had grabbed beer, steaks, corn on the cob, chips, marshmallows, and, of course, Nina’s lemon meringue.

      A beautiful day stretched out before them. Sex and a cookout, all while the RV was getting fixed. He might even learn a thing or two about the mysterious book his parents had left him.

      Not bad.

      But he couldn’t just fuck and eat and hope for good news. He needed to work, needed to prepare for the next time he crossed paths with the albino tiger.

      Because his Seeker sense told him that they would meet again. And common sense told him he’d need every advantage he could muster in order to survive.

      He wanted to do more than just survive. He wanted to kill the son of a bitch and avenge his parents.

      He slid inside his skull, shaped his consciousness into his inner self, and stood atop the dark pediment within the shadowy cavern of his mind.

      Before him wavered the three open strands. Red, yellow, and pink. Behind them, four inactive strands jutted up pale and stiff like the splayed fingers of a corpse’s hand.

      Which of these would he crack open next?

      Part of him wanted to call Callie right now. Ask her was she sure, then get it over with. Put it to the little Beastie right here on the sandy beach. Crack his strand and welcome her to the family.

      But something in him still hesitated. His reckless life had taught him a thing or two. Recently, Bella had reminded him to listen to his gut. If he felt any reservation about a girl, it was best to take things slow. As he’d been reminding himself a lot lately, bonding was forever.

      He needed to get a better handle on the cat girl before going down that road.

      Callie seemed all right. A little different, maybe. But she had spirit. She’d saved Remi from Dutchman’s people and had tracked Brawley down to warn him about the people hunting him.

      She didn’t have much meat on her bones, but she was a pretty girl, and he liked her eyes and hair, and there was something erotic about her hard, little nipples. His dark side wanted to dominate the horny waif, strip her skinny ass, and chastise her for compulsive masturbation.

      I would let you put a baby in me right now, she’d said.

      That excited his primordial beast more than anything. He wanted to bend her over and breed her, wanted to pump her young womb with seed and give the scrawny cat girl not just a baby but a whole litter of tiny power mages.

      He grew hard at the thought, the idea of fathering her children very arousing to him.

      That, he thought, is a problem.

      Because an erection was part of the waking world, a reaction of his flesh and blood. And right now, he needed to commit wholly to the task at hand.

      So he blocked out thoughts of Callie and kids and tabled the question of which strand he might open next, focusing instead on the glowing strands before him.

      Perhaps it would be easier to splice while using his new Carnal strand. He coaxed forward a short length of the pink strand, which felt different than the others. Hotter. And rather than buzzing or vibrating, the Carnal strand throbbed like a giant artery.

      He laid the drawn power at his feet.

      Which should he pull next?

      Maybe it didn’t matter. But splicing Carnal energy and Unbound force might create one hell of an explosion.

      He seized the yellow strand, hauled a short portion from the depths of his mind, and dropped the buzzing length beside the throbbing pink cable.

      As with previous attempts, he detected no attraction or repulsion between the drawn strands, no arcing, nothing.

      Good.

      With a bounty on his head and the tiger on his trail, he needed to master this.

      He crouched and braided the strands one over the other.

      When he’d twisted a short length of psionic cordage, he stood there for a second, feeling that same adrenaline he’d always felt climbing into the bucking chute. The braided strands didn’t lurch and snort like a bull, but they’d go zero to sixty as soon he hauled back. Trying to splice was like climbing into the chute and having the gate fly open before you had a chance to even grab your bull rope.

      So be it.

      He tugged back, jerking both strands.

      The braid turned a blinding white and whipped left.

      Yanked from his feet, Brawley held on tight, clinging with his arms and legs.

      The fused force lurched up into the darkness and shook back and forth like a high-pressure hose on the loose.

      Brawley forced himself to keep a cool head. Getting worked up wouldn’t help any. He knew better than to try and muscle it. So he concentrated on his balance and focused on his hips.

      The supercharged braid rushed toward the pediment then whipped sharply to one side.

      Brawley squeezed his knees, trying not to overcompensate, because he figured he knew what was coming next.

      Sure enough, the sizzling white braid slashed back in the other direction.

      Brawley held on tight, spun halfway around when the braid lurched to a stop, and swung back around before the braid arched back like a whip ready to crack.

      It was the moment Brawley had been waiting for. As the pulsing braid lifted high, he loosened his grip a little and slid down the spliced strand.

      The braid shot forward, trying its bullwhip trick, but Brawley had hurried halfway to what would have been the whip’s handle. The snap of the braid still jarred the hell out of him, but there was no loud crack, and he managed to hold on.

      Barely.

      Then the braid collapsed in on itself like a serpent falling into a coiled position.

      Brawley’s feet hit the pediment then leapt away as the braid shot once more into the air.

      Brawley’s feet slipped, his legs followed, and for a second, he was holding on with only his hands. His chest, abdomen, and legs were no longer in contact with the strand, and his arms were stretched out to full extension.

      Not good.

      He reacted quickly, pulling his body back against the up-rushing column of power and tried to grab hold with his legs again.

      But then, as if sensing Brawley’s vulnerability, the braid quit its upward rush and yawed hard to one side, then swung back the other way in a tight curve.

      Brawley’s legs whipped uselessly behind him as the raging strand spun like a lariat.

      Brawley held tight with his arms, squeezing the braid to his chest, but the spliced force whipped faster and faster, whirling like a tornado.

      With each revolution, Brawley’s grip loosened slightly, and he couldn’t get his legs into the game. His body was trapped in a losing equation of centrifugal force.

      The whirling braid slammed to an abrupt halt, breaking Brawley’s grip and sending him tumbling once more into the surrounding darkness.

      He snapped back into consciousness beside the lake. For a time, he just sat there catching his breath and grinning like a madman.

      An improvement. A definite improvement. It was the first time he’d survived a whip crack and the first time he’d encountered the twister move.

      He would keep climbing onto the damn thing until he covered it.

      Once he caught his breath, he went back in.

      After a dozen wrecks, he stood and dusted himself off and stared out at the wind-rippled surface of the lake.

      He had not managed to conquer the twister, but he had beaten the whip almost every time.

      Progress.

      The bull rider in him wanted to climb back on, but from previous sessions, he had learned to bide his time. A little beacon of pain pulsed at the center of his mind. It was nothing. But if he kept riding the braid, he’d end up all beat to hell.

      Better to orchestrate his efforts. Go at it, take a break, and head back in later. That would increase his chances.

      Besides, he was all charged up now and ready to take care of business back at the cabin.

      When he came through the door, he was greeted by one hell of a sight. For a moment, he said nothing and just stood there watching and growing hard as granite.

      Nina lay hogtied on the floor. She squirmed, helpless and naked, her purple hair dark with dampness. A short distance away lay her discarded towel.

      “Just like old times, huh, Nina?” Remi said.

      The Carnal bounty hunter was naked, too, standing with her back to Brawley, her shapely ass and muscular back covered in ink and dripping with water from a recent shower. “Remember that time you tried to run from me over by the Hemingway House?”

      “Let me go, Remi,” Nina growled. “I’m warning you.”

      Remi laughed. “Pipe down. Brawley will be back soon. He’ll like the little present I wrapped up for him. Wonder if he’ll use you like a fuck doll or force you to watch while he—hey!”

      Remi flew backward onto the couch, eyes wide with surprise. Her arms jerked up over her head, making her breasts wobble. The shocked Carnal strained in vain against invisible restraints. “What the fuck?”

      “You think I’m still that scared little girl you tracked down, but I’m stronger than you now,” Nina snarled. “I might not have your speed or muscles, but I can do things you could never dream of.”

      The women were so focused on their battle for dominance that they hadn’t even noticed Brawley.

      Which was fine by him. This was downright entertaining.

      Remi started cursing but then cried out as her knees jerked apart, spreading her legs wide.

      “I hope you’re flexible,” Nina said.

      Remi’s legs shot up straight and pressed into her body as if the ankles were gripped by invisible hands over her head.

      Remi strained, unable to break free from Nina’s telekinetic bondage. She was upright, ass under her, arms over her head, and legs jutting up, the thighs pressed against her upper body. Her glistening sex was spread wide open.

      “You’re the fuck toy,” Nina said. “And we don’t have to wait for Brawley. You might be able to bench press the RV, but I can gather force out of thin air. Gather it, shape it, and use it.”

      “Let me go,” Remi said, “or…guhlk…” Her mouth spread wide open. Her eyes bulged. So did her throat.

      “Suck my dick,” Nina said.

      Remi’s eyes were wild with surprise and frustration and something else.

      This is turning her on, Brawley realized. She’s not used to being overpowered.

      Then Remi was gagging rhythmically. Her head bobbed in time with the lewd sound. Her pretty mouth stretched wide open, and with each stroke of the invisible rod, her lovely throat bulged.

      “A week ago,” Nina said, still lying there naked and hogtied, “I wouldn’t have been able to do all of this, not simultaneously. But Brawley made me strong. Lucky you. Now I can hold you down and fuck your mouth at the same time. In fact, I can do more than that.”

      Remi’s eyes bulged even wider, and beneath her deepthroat gagging, she whimpered with surprise.

      And not just surprise, Brawley realized. Arousal, too. Remi was so turned on, she could barely take it.

      “What do you say we warm you up for our husband?” Nina said.

      Remi’s exposed sex opened slowly, as if being spread by invisible fingers. The swollen pink flesh glistened with her juices.

      Remi moaned, eyes fluttering, as her sex stretched wider.

      “I’m going to give it to you from both ends,” Nina said, leering from her position of hogtied nakedness. “Ready?”

      “Mmhm,” Remi whimpered, beyond even faking resistance now. The tiny force mage was taking the muscular Carnal, using her, owning her, and Remi loved it.

      Then Sage sauntered into the room, wrapped in a fluffy, white towel and combing out her long, blond hair. Her glasses were fogged over, but when they turned in Brawley’s direction, she smiled. “Welcome back, husband. I sense that your training went well. Are you enjoying your wives’ spirited struggle for dominance?”

      “I am,” Brawley said, stepping into the room and unbuckling his belt, “but their battle is over. I’m fixing to remind them who’s in control.”
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      Brawley pulled off a boot. “Nina, let her go.”

      “Aw,” Nina pouted. “I was just getting ready to spitroast her.”

      “Let her go,” Brawley said. “Now.”

      The bound beauty huffed with disappointment but obeyed.

      “Ha!” Remi shouted, and sprung from the couch.

      “Stop,” Brawley said.

      Remi froze, and her triumphant snarl faded.

      “Get back on the couch,” he told her. “Get back like you were. Exactly like you were. Like Nina was still holding you in place.”

      “What?” Remi said. “Why?”

      “Because I told you,” Brawley said, and the dominant primordial beast rose in him, rising a geyser of Carnal lust. If that little cat girl strolled in now, he’d fuck her straight into another dimension.

      Grumbling, Remi returned to the couch, lifted her legs into the air, and held her arms overhead. “There. Happy?”

      “Almost,” Brawley said. “Open that pretty mouth of yours and stick out your tongue.”

      Remi obeyed, opening her mouth wide. Her wet, pink tongue stretched out. A thin line of saliva stretched down, drooling onto her hard nipple.

      “That looks good on you,” Brawley said. “Now you just wait your turn.”

      Remi gave a slight nod, her eyes glittering with wanton desire.

      And because he was feeling cruel, Brawley gave her a squeeze of Seeker juice. “You’re aching for it, darlin.”

      Remi moaned, and her eyes fluttered.

      Impulsively, he was tempted to push her over the edge and make her cum. She was so aroused she’d squirt halfway across the room, soaking Nina’s naked, hogtied body in the process.

      Tempting. But no.

      He was going to handle this old-school.

      He dropped his pants, and his erection popped free, standing tall and proud and thick as his wrist, pulsing with Carnal energy.

      “Sweet mother of pearl!” Nina exclaimed. “Keep that thing away from me. It’ll never fit.”

      “We’ll make it fit,” Brawley said.

      “Oh shit,” Nina moaned.

      Sage lifted her fogged-over glasses, and her blue eyes swelled. “Husband, your penis has grown even larger. I am simultaneously daunted and aroused.”

      Brawley was so horned up that even Sage’s myopia seemed somehow erotic to him. His primordial beast eyed her as prey, recognized her poor vision as a weakness, and demanded he take the lithe beauty first.

      “Get over here,” he said.

      “Wait,” Nina said, “what about me?”

      “Me first,” Remi said.

      Glancing at Remi and Nina, Brawley said, “You two pipe down and watch. You don’t call the shots. I do.”

      The blond beauty smiled and padded to him on bare feet. “Here I am, hus—oh!”

      Brawley ripped the towel from her body and tossed it to the floor.

      Sage stood before him, clad only in her glasses. Her small-breasted runway-model body was pale and smooth, clean and fragrant.

      He spun her around, facing her toward the other girls, then bent her over.

      “Please insert your enormous penis in my vagina,” Sage begged.

      Meanwhile, her sister-wives writhed with longing, eyes locked on Brawley’s erection as he held it in one hand and slapped it crisply off Sage’s firm, milk-white ass.

      “Make eye contact with them,” Brawley said. “Let them know what they’re in for.”

      “Yes, Master,” Sage agreed, her voice uncharacteristically throaty with desire.

      He pressed his tip lightly against her sopping wet mound, parting the silky folds, but the head was too large to penetrate.

      Grabbing her quivering hips, he pushed slowly forward, spreading her and forcing the tip inside.

      Sage whimpered.

      He gave a quick Seeker scan, registered her slight discomfort and extreme arousal, did the math, and pushed forward.

      “Oh!” Sage cried as a few inches slid inside, spreading her to the limit.

      Her soft channel gripped his throbbing girth tightly.

      Brawley pumped back and forth with short strokes, easing slightly forward with each plunge.

      Soon the gorgeous librarian was uttering undignified grunts and crying out in tangled shrieks too passionate and primal for words.

      These sounds spurred the beast in Brawley, but he could plunge no deeper, not without damaging his love. He was so thick that she could take only five or six inches, leaving over half his length out of play.

      He yearned to slam the rest of his shaft deep inside her sweet canyon, but he would not give in to the raging beast within him, would not lose his mind and hurt his lovely Sage.

      Rough play was one thing, a turn on, but he had no urge to cause actual pain. Similarly, he could use a woman, playing at objectification, but in truth they were bound mind, body, and soul, so her pleasure was his pleasure and vice versa.

      As a Carnal, he could expand or reduce his length, girth, and hardness at will. But this was his natural size now, and he wanted to keep it that way. So he stayed the course, ravaging Sage with short strokes that left her panting like a savage beast.

      Nina and Remi writhed, mad with lust and tortured by anticipation.

      Brawley pulled free.

      Sage gave a little cry, and all the strength went out of her. Her legs turned to water, and she would have fallen to the floor if hadn’t caught her around the waist.

      “So sorry… husband,” Sage panted. “I tried… too large for me.”

      “Not for long, darlin,” Brawley said. “We’ll just keep practicing and get you stretched out in no time.”

      Crouching, he hoisted her onto his shoulder in a one-armed fireman’s carry. His free hand slapped her on the ass then slid between her legs.

      Her soaked mound was puffy and slick and hot from the pummeling. He slid his middle and ring finger inside her battered sex and curled them in a come-hither gesture, stroking the sensitive spot on her inner wall and making her whimper with pleasure that mounted quickly.

      Sensing Sage’s approaching climax, he stopped messing around, straightened his digits, and finger-fucked her fast and hard, jackhammering her wet hole with his two fingers as she squirmed and squished and whimpered.

      Seconds later, Sage went rigid, gave an undignified grunt, and shrieked with release, bucking as she showered him in her sweet juices.

      Brawley hoisted the still cumming girl off his shoulder and sat her on the ground before him.

      She knelt there, trembling, with one hand braced against the floor and the other shoved between her legs, squeezing her sex as the epic orgasm throbbed on and on. Her glasses had gone askew. Golden strands of disheveled hair draped across her face, half obscuring her grimace of pleasure.

      Sage’s body bucked with the never-ending climax. Her eyes were squeezed shut, and her mouth hung slightly open, uttering an animalistic “Uhn, uhn, uhn” as wave after wave of euphoria crashed over her.

      “Stick out your tongue,” Brawley commanded.

      Sage was still cumming but nonetheless responded instantly. She jerked her head back, wrestled her grimacing mouth wide open, and thrust her glistening pink tongue into the air, arching her back, outthrusting her perky breasts, and making her ribs strain visibly against her pale flesh.

      Brawley exploded, blasting rope after heavy rope onto her gorgeous face. Driven by lust and Carnal force, his climax went on and on, filling her mouth until it spilled over and obscuring her delicate features beneath in a thick mantle of hot cum.

      Still erupting, he took pity on her face, angled his stout pole downward, and blasted away splattering her breasts, crotch, and thighs with pearly ropes.

      “Come on,” he said. Taking Sage by the arm, he helped her to her feet. Then he led the cum-blind girl across the room and laid her down beside Nina, who strained fruitlessly against the ropes which Remi had used to hogtie her.

      Nina’s mismatched eyes stared wildly up at him, crazed with desire. “Me next, babe,” she begged.

      “No,” Remi called from the couch. “Me next!”

      He pointed at the horny Carnal without turning toward her. “Stay in position, Remi. No talking. Legs up, mouth open, tongue out.”

      She didn’t say another word, and he didn’t bother checking. He knew she would obey.

      He rewarded Remi by releasing a trickle of Seeker force, targeting her pleasure and taking her to the absolute brink of climax. He left her quivering just this side of euphoric oblivion, aching and ragged, so close to the edge that if a passing breeze tickled lightly across her enflamed clit, she would explode like a geyser.

      “No cumming,” he growled, and the bounty hunter whimpered her assent.

      He glanced at Sage, who lay there covered in semen, still quivering with the aftershocks of her earth-shattering orgasm.

      “You,” he said, grabbing a fistful of Nina’s purple locks, “clean her.”

      Nina gasped, and he pushed her head forward, holding it an inch from her sister-wife’s cum-covered face, which Nina began to clean with long swipes of her tongue, moaning with arousal as she slurped up his thick seed.

      Sage’s hands found Nina’s face and drew her in. Their mouths met, and their tongues plunged into a passionate dance, flicking and thrusting and spinning, swirling semen and saliva in a frenzied kiss that only served to stoke their mutual lust.

      And their lust was Brawley’s lust. Half mad with desire, he swung around behind his hogtied wife, lay on his side, and pushed his huge member against her tight channel.

      It was no good. The tip of his swollen head battered her outer folds and enflamed clit, making her whimper with pleasure, but the way she was hogtied, he couldn’t spread her legs, so her tiny slit was locked tight.

      He didn’t have the patience to untie her. So he rolled her onto her back and straddled her chest. Gripping her head in his hands, he shoved his gigantic erection forward.

      Nina’s bright eyes bulged as she struggled to stretch her lips around the massive head. He fucked her mouth with short, pulsing strokes.

      Meanwhile, Sage slid a hand between Nina’s legs and started strumming her clit like a guitar.

      Climax built rapidly in Brawley, swelling his balls until they throbbed like he’d taken a hoof to the sack.

      “Don’t swallow,” he growled, and then he exploded into Nina’s mouth.

      When the first jet of hot seed hit her tongue, Nina squeezed her eyes shut and whined, struck by her own orgasm. She lay there convulsing in her restraints as he blasted her with wave after wave. Cum filled her mouth to the brim and spilled over, flowing in thick rivers down her flushed cheeks and throat and pooling in hollows of her lovely collarbones.

      Brawley’s release raged absurdly on, his balls aching as jets of warm seed leapt free. Again, he took mercy, adjusting himself mid-climax in order to avoid drowning his hogtied wife. Instead, he painted her perfect tits with a heavy blanket of thick cream.

      Being a Carnal was awesome. But his love madness also shone a bright light on the attendant dangers of becoming a flesh mage. With a roaring libido, limitless endurance, and an apparently bottomless well of semen, it would be all too easy to spend the rest of his life fucking dawn to dusk and beyond.

      No matter how great this felt, however, and no matter how much his beautiful wives yearned for it, he had to keep his sex drive in check, or he’d fuck his way into oblivion. They would have their fun, but he needed to spend his time training, not getting his rocks off.

      But he wasn’t going back to training just yet.

      “Don’t swallow,” he said again, scooping the beautiful force mage from the ground. Her green eye stared lovingly up at him. The other eye was closed, pasted shut by an errant rope of semen.

      Cradled in his arms with her mouth full of hot cum, Nina moaned softly and twitched with the final waves of her powerful orgasm. He carried her across the room to where Remi waited dutifully, mouth open, tongue straining forward, like the cross between a gonzo porn star and a baby bird begging for a meal.

      “When I came in,” Brawley said, “you two were trying to sort out who’s boss. Don’t bother. I’m the boss. You girls are bound now, so you’re going to have to learn to play nice… and share.”

      He turned Nina’s head, spilling a waterfall of cum into Remi’s waiting mouth. The Carnal whimpered and strained, lifting her mouth, slurping and swallowing, using her tongue to hasten the draining seed into her mouth. The Carnal beauty gobbled every drop, gasped with lust, and begged for more. Her perfect body shuddered with enflamed desire, still teetering on the brink of climax.

      Brawley settled Nina gently onto her back, stretching her out on the couch beside Remi.

      “Sage,” Brawley said, beckoning to his blond Seeker. It seemed like they had known each other much longer than two days; longer than two years; longer, in fact, than two lifetimes. “Come and lower yourself onto Nina’s face. Let her clean you.”

      Nina smiled mischievously up at him. “Thanks, babe. May I swallow this time?”

      “Go for it,” he said. “Suck her dry.”

      As the leggy blonde lowered her messy sex onto Nina’s eager mouth, Brawley turned his attention to the horny Carnal beauty quivering with anticipation beside them.

      Taking himself by the root, he patted her outstretched tongue with the underside of his unrelenting hardness.

      Remi purred, trying not to cum.

      He smoothed a hand over Remi’s flushed cheek. “You can close your mouth now, darlin. I want to see that pretty smile of yours before I fuck you senseless.”

      Remi’s smile was brilliant. “Big talker,” she said.

      “We’ll just see about that,” he said, getting in front of her, taking one of her long, firm legs over each of his shoulders.

      “I have to admit I like the way you’re taking charge, handsome,” Remi said, “but I sure hope you’re going to give me more than a second-hand mouthful of cum.”

      Beside them, Sage moaned softly, swaying back and forth overtop Nina, painting her mouth in a blend of her juices and his seed. “Your ministrations are both soothing and exhilarating, sister-wife.”

      Nina writhed within her restraints, out of her mind with lust, and strained forward with her lips and tongue, greedily licking Sage’s slit.

      Hefting his meaty shaft in one hand, Brawley let it drop heavily against Remi’s tattooed thigh. “You want to cum now or later, darlin?”

      Remi smiled up at him, her eyes fierce and feverish. “Both, of course. Duh.”

      “Smart ass,” he said, and taking his erection in hand, he slapped her once, crisply, right in the clit.

      Remi erupted. Gripping her thighs, she screamed with pleasure. Her head rolled backward, and her huge breasts pulsed, swelling and contracting, and the veins in her neck stood out boldly. Her perfect body bucked with a climax of supernatural strength, spraying his abdomen and manhood and thighs with hot waves of sweet essence and filling his nostrils with a fruity aroma that made his mind swirl and set his desires ablaze.

      Enough fucking around, he thought, and plunged his manhood deep into her squirting sex, burying his enormity balls deep in her throbbing channel. Her slick walls contracted tightly around him, locking him in place, and cinched tight as a hose clamp around the base of his shaft.

      “Mine,” she said, grinning triumphantly up at him. “You’re a grade-A stud, handsome, but you’re a brand-new Carnal. And that means you’re out of your league. You had your fun teasing and edging and bossing me around. Now it’s my turn. Meet the real boss: my pussy.”

      Her opening retained its viselike grip on the base of his shaft, but the walls of her sex began undulating rhythmically, stroking and squeezing him from base to tip in rolling convulsions that felt better than anything Brawley had ever experienced this side of bonding.

      Remi grinned up at him, all cat-who-ate-the-canary, as her magic slit locked him in place and milked him, trying to steal his seed, his power, and his dominance.

      Brawley grinned down at her. This was going to be fun.

      “I might be a new Carnal, darlin,” he said, “but I’m way more than just a flesh mage.”

      Remi’s eyes flickered with doubt, and she redoubled her efforts, milking him furiously in a frantic attempt to break his will and bust his nut.

      Brawley released Seeker juice, not a trickle but a rush, leaned forward, and whispered into her ear, “Let go of my dick.”

      Instantly, the cinched ring at the base of his shaft dilated, releasing him, and he pulled free of her voodoo slot.

      He nipped her ear with his teeth and whispered, “Now go down on Nina. Make her crazy. Make her cum like she’s never cum before. And speaking of cumming, I’m going to pound you from behind, and you’re going to cum with every single stroke.”

      He leaned back, cupped her chin in his hand, and stared into her eyes. Remi trembled.

      “Do you understand?” he said. “Every. Single. Stroke.”

      Remi nodded, her eyes submissive and eager and nervous all at the same time.

      Moving with the smooth speed of a sex-crazed Carnal, Remi swiveled into position, burying her face between Nina’s legs and lifted her ass, spreading herself for Brawley, who got on his knees behind her and angled his pulsing hardness toward the glistening paradise between her firm legs.

      A few heartbeats later, Nina was already crying out in orgasm. The hogtied beauty’s exclamations were muffled by Sage’s grinding mound, which was rapidly swelling toward another explosion of its own.

      Remi was merciless. As the purple-haired beauty warbled with climax, Remi upshifted her ministrations, eating the poor girl alive.

      Brawley slammed his shaft home, burying himself to the hilt.

      As directed, Remi came. Hard. And loudly.

      Brawley drew a heavy charge of Carnal force. Suddenly, he was thrumming with strength and virility and hunger. He felt like he could jump a bus or outrun a cheetah or shot put a piano across a football field.

      Instead, he expanded his already massive manhood, filling Remi and making her cry out, “Too much, handsome! Too much!”

      Seizing the sexy Carnal’s hips, he yanked back and slammed into her again, burying himself deep, deep inside her.

      Again, she screamed with climax. He felt her juices spraying against his thighs, felt her whole body convulse with total release, and knew that this surrender both enraptured and humiliated the proud Carnal.

      This was it. His moment to break her and make her his, to stamp his dominance indelibly into her sex and her soul, exactly as Remi needed him to do.

      He pounded her mercilessly, pumping away like a savage, stretching her to the limit with every thrust.

      And with every thrust, Remi cried out, rocked by yet another explosion of ecstasy.

      Slap—“Oh!”

      Slap—“Fuck!”

      Slap—“Brawley!”

      On and on and on, pounding and grinding and humping, owning this fierce beauty, ruining her, breaking her in front of the other wives, who soon joined Remi in a three-way explosion that proved too much even for Brawley.

      “I am experiencing orgasm!” Sage announced in an urgent yodel, and her pale, slender body jerked spastically as she soaked Nina’s glistening face with her juices.

      This was too much for Nina, who popped off again, shuddering within her restraints and lifting her hips to thrust her exploding sex into Remi’s greedily probing mouth.

      Remi climaxed again, screaming for the 200th or 300th time in as many seconds, and then cried out again a second later as Brawley bellowed with release, flooding her glorious womb with gallons of hot seed.

      Then they were done. Someone untied Nina. Everyone was happily spent in the afterglow and they lay in a sweaty tangle for some time before pulling themselves up and heading into the kitchen.

      Brawley popped a beer.

      “That was some next-level bullshit,” Nina said, tearing open the lemon meringue pie.

      Brawley pulled her into an embrace, and the little punker squeezed him with all her might.

      “I love you, Brawley Hayes,” she said. “I really do.”

      “I love you, too, darlin,” he said, “just like I told you that morning out at breakfast.”

      He reached over, grabbed Sage, and pulled her to him. “I love you, too, Sage.”

      “And I you, husband,” Sage said, laying her face against his bare chest.

      Remi leaned back against the counter, eyeing the three lovers almost warily.

      Brawley crooked a finger. “Come here, Dupree.”

      Remi hesitated, narrowing her eyes. “You really fucked me up on the couch. I won’t walk straight for a week.”

      “Shut up and come here,” he said with a smile.

      She rolled her eyes but straightened and came to him, and he pulled her into the group hug. “And I love you, Remi,” he said, planting a kiss on her forehead.

      “I love you, too, handsome,” Remi said, stretching her arms around the girls. “I love all three of you.”
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      Brawley drove the Caddy north, twisting along narrow country roads washboard rough with disrepair and flanked by swamps and pine forests and long tracts of junk trees and numerous grassy, briar-snarled patches surrounding defunct businesses and boarded-up homes moldering toward oblivion.

      Then the world opened up, and the Caddy was sailing across a sea of tobacco fields. Here and there, a clump of dilapidated shacks interrupted the sprawling green. Passing a roadside flea market and produce stand, Brawley glimpsed folks puttering among the chattel, moving with a sullen slowness that seemed to him the kinetic manifestation of the Southern drawl.

      He wasn’t sure if this was Florida, Alabama, or Georgia. They were all so close here, he remembered from the map. Not that it really mattered, because maps deceive. In some corners of the world, ten miles of asphalt can deliver you unto a land wholly unrecognizable from your point of departure, state lines be damned.

      And no matter what the map said, this was the Deep South.

      The hard road buckled, crumbling into a half-finished jigsaw of cracked macadam pocked with potholes. A short time later, Brawley arrived at Braidusville, which amounted to a gas station, a bar, an IGA, and an unpaved ladder of rutted side streets lined in run-down shacks with overgrown lawns and sagging porches, the region’s deep and longstanding poverty suffusing everything, hanging palpably over these homes like a heavy smog.

      Skinny children stopped their bicycles as the Caddy bumped slowly past. Their mouths hung open, and their bright eyes stared after Brawley like they were seeing a ghost.

      Which made sense, considering his destination. At the far end of the final cross street, he hung a right.

      Here the houses ended, replaced by shadowy oaks draped in Spanish moss. The road narrowed to a single lane. The first tombstones appeared. One here, three there, looking pale and lost among the trees and tangled foliage.

      A little farther on, the graveyard began in earnest. The trees retreated from tracts of mossy ground studded with stubby headstones crumbling with age and exposure to the elements. The markers’ pale faces stared blankly out devoid of etchings, the names, dates, and epitaphs having faded long ago into obscurity.

      That kindly bothered Brawley. For if we are not beholden to the dead, then we are no better than flies and doomed, each and every one of us, to vanish into a past without so much as an echoing whimper.

      At the far end of the clearing squatted a little shotgun shack with a sagging roof and a screened-in porch canting badly atop makeshift cinderblock supports.

      Brawley parked and got out. The air was stale and sour.

      The screen door whined open, and a rawboned man in a filthy bathrobe came down the steps. His eyes shone brightly in his dark, gaunt face. He was bald save for a few scraggly wisps of gray hair that clung to the sides of his tall, sweaty head like clouds gathered around a lofty peak of rain-lashed stone.

      He was tall with scrawny legs, a flat chest, and a little pot belly. His enormous bathrobe hung from his bony frame like the weather-beaten clothing of a scarecrow that had lost all its stuffing. Besides the bathrobe, he wore only blue boxer shorts, white tube socks, slippers, and a thin leather lanyard around his neck. Hanging from this necklace was a twisted and scaly pendant that Brawley believed to be a chicken’s foot.

      The man stood there with his hands on his hips, spreading his bathrobe so that his naked potbelly jutted out almost defiantly. A long, pale line of thick scar tissue ran across the man’s belly.

      Brawley raised a hand. “Howdy. You Maypole?”

      “Mayhaps I am and mayhaps I ain’t,” the man said. “One way or the other, whatever you’re selling, I ain’t buying. And if it’s religion you’re pushing, keep your damned pamphlets. I already got more gods than I know what to do with.”

      “Frankie sent me,” Brawley said.

      “What Frankie? Frankie who?”

      “Pretty girl, green eyes, works for a man named Cotter,” Brawley said. “Says she fixed your AC.”

      “Oooooh,” the man said, and nodded, a smile creeping onto his face. “That Frankie. Real looker, that one. And good with her hands. A lifesaver. It’s on account of her I wear this robe all the time.”

      His scrawny shoulders hopped up and down. “Summer days, I sit inside sipping hot chocolate and picturing my miserable-ass neighbors dying of heat stroke in their little sweat boxes.” His rasping laugh chortled into a coughing fit. He thumped his chest and hacked a wad of phlegm on the mossy ground beside a weather-worn tombstone as pale and blank as a dead man’s toenail.

      Recovered from his fit, the man stuck out a hand and said, “Yeah, I’m Maypole. What can I do for you?”

      Brawley shook the man’s hand, mindful of Maypole’s arthritis-swollen knuckles. “My name’s Brawley,” he said. “Frankie tells me you’re a Cosmic.”

      Maypole nodded, but his expression went cagey. “Hold that thought, son. Come on inside and we’ll talk.” He panned a glance across the sea of stones surrounding them. “The dead got nothing better to do than eavesdrop and gossip.”

      Maypole went up the steps and shuffled inside. Brawley followed.

      The old porch creaked beneath their feet. Its shadowy confines smelled of mildew and wet newspaper. Brawley cast a glance back through the rusted screen at the old Caddy sitting among the blank tombstones.

      And in that strange second, Brawley was struck by a bolt of fearsome homesickness. He couldn’t wait to get back to Texas. He missed the open skies and big country. He missed his folks and family and friends. He missed brisket and Whataburger, even if the sons of bitches had sold out. He missed Blue Bell ice cream, breakfast burritos and chicken fried steak, pecan coffee and sweet tea and Shiner. Texas was a proper state, a proper republic, and he had never, in all his years on the road, missed the Lone Star State so much as he did in that moment, glancing out another man’s window at another man’s world.

      The lightning bolt of homesickness struck and vanished, a curious yet powerful experience recognizable to any man who’s left home for long stretches to soldier, drill, or drive.

      Of course, that goes triple for a Texan.

      But before heading home, Brawley needed to wait for his RV, and he was going to learn whatever he could about the strange book in his back pocket.

      They entered a small kitchenette. The smothering heat and damp porch smells disappeared, the air here refreshingly cool and redolent with odors of cooking grease and cigarette smoke.

      It was a small place with only two doors opening off the kitchen. One stood ajar.

      Through the half-open door, Brawley spied a bare mattress lying atop maroon carpet. Over the mattress, half a dozen fly tapes pebbled in buzzing black spots corkscrewed down from the sagging ceiling like the world’s most gruesome mobile.

      Behind the closed door, someone coughed.

      Brawley glanced in that direction, remembering Frankie’s warning about Maypole’s wife.

      Maypole whisked his fingers in a dismissive wave “That’d be Loretta. Don’t mind her none. Take a seat now, take a seat.”

      “I’m all right,” Brawley said. “Truth be told, I’m kindly sick of sitting.”

      Maypole laughed, pulling a pack of Pall Malls from his bathrobe pocket. “All right, son. Have it your way.”

      Moving slowly and deliberately, Maypole pulled a cigarette from the pack and snapped off the filter. The tips of his slender fingers were blunted and yellow. He tucked the cigarette into his mouth and twisted a stove knob. A burner clicked rapidly and huffed to life. Maypole bent and touched the tip of the cigarette to the blue flame and straightened and turned off the stove and exhaled a pale cloud, blowing a stream up at the ceiling.

      “Now,” the man said, “how come you’re looking for a Cosmic?”

      “Hoping you’ll look at something for me,” Brawley said. “A book.”

      Maypole didn’t say anything for a few seconds, seeming to think about it as he took another drag. Then he expelled another runnel of smoke, and one corner of his mouth lifted in a grin. “It ain’t your personal memoir, is it? Cause I’d sooner draw a warm bath and fetch a razor.”

      Brawley laughed. “No, sir.”

      “Is it sexual in nature?”

      “Not to my knowledge, sir.”

      “Oh well. I might take a look at it anyway.”

      “It’s not a normal book. In fact, I’d say it’s downright unusual.”

      “Now you’re talking my language, son.”

      “Somebody left it to me. That’s all I know, mostly.”

      “Or all you’re telling, anyway,” Maypole said. “Left it to you, huh? I hope that’s not your way of saying you took it off somebody you killed.”

      “No, sir. My parents left it to me. But even that was a tad peculiar.”

      Maypole nodded. “Let’s see it.”

      Brawley stood and pulled the small book from his back pocket and handed it over.

      Beyond the closed door, a toilet flushed. Brawley heard running water.

      The old man turned the book in his hands, smoking as he studied the dark, gem-studded cover and its seven-pointed star. Maypole opened the book, arched a brow, turned a page, and muttered something under his breath.

      The bathroom door popped open. A large, blond-haired woman came out. Loretta was much younger than Maypole, maybe thirty. With her plump body, round eyes, and tall pile of feathery blond hair, she looked like a gigantic chicken.

      Brawley nodded. “Ma’am.”

      Loretta stared at Brawley for several seconds without speaking, then disappeared into the bedroom.

      Maypole closed the book and gave a low whistle. He looked up at Brawley with a new expression. Keen interest and perhaps wariness. “This thing’s peculiar, you got that right. Just who were your parents, son?”

      “I don’t know,” Brawley said.

      “The plot thickens,” Maypole said, eyeing Brawley for a moment.

      Loretta thumped around in the back room. Brawley heard crinkling sounds.

      “Do yourself a favor, son,” Maypole said. “Throw this thing in a lake and forget about it.”

      “I’m in too deep to do that,” Brawley said.

      “I’ll bet you are,” Maypole said. “I’ll just bet you are.”

      Loretta came back into the room carrying a brown paper bag. She settled her bulk into one of the kitchen chairs, staring at Brawley with a sullen expression and clutching the bag on her lap.

      “Look, son,” Maypole said, “I got a nose for trouble. And you smell of trouble like a kicked skunk smells of stink. But you smell just as sweet as roses next to that book of yours. Get rid of it.”

      Brawley shook his head. “I need it to get where I’m going.”

      “Where’s that?”

      Brawley shrugged. “On down the road.”

      “On down the road,” Maypole echoed, handing the book back to Brawley. “You go fooling around with that tome, you’re going to open doors that can’t be closed again.”

      “What is it?” Brawley said.

      Maypole squinted at him over his cigarette and shrugged. “Sometimes, there’s no peephole, and a man can’t see through a door to know what’s banging and growling on the other side. But he can know it’d be a damned dumb idea to open the door for a peek.”

      There was a rattling of paper as Loretta opened the bag on her lap. One hand hovered, ready to plunge inside the sack. “You ask too many questions.”

      Brawley turned in her direction, ready to flip her chair if she went for the piece. He had business with Maypole. Besides, he really didn’t feel like getting shot.

      “Did you not hear me?” Loretta said. The words of the question came out choppily as a string of gunshots, each syllable louder than the last. “You ask too many questions.”

      “Put the gun away, ma’am,” Brawley said. “It would make one hell of a racket in this little room.”

      “Loretta, listen to the man,” Maypole said. “Put it back in the bag and roll her shut, honey.”

      Loretta ignored Maypole, staring at Brawley like the world’s largest fighting rooster all gaffed up and ready to go.

      “A man more worried about the racket than the gunshot wound,” Maypole said thoughtfully. “You a Carnal?”

      Brawley nodded.

      “That settles it, then. Ditch the book. It’s only for Cosmics.”

      “Let’s just pretend I’m a Cosmic, too. Or that I’m going to become one.”

      Maypole’s eyes widened slightly. They were shrewd eyes, intelligent and calculating, tempered by experiences well beyond the weird, little, grease-stinking confines of this claustrophobic shack.

      Maypole stared a few seconds longer, taking one final drag off the dwindling Pall Mall. He grabbed an ashtray from beside the sink and stubbed out the smoldering butt. “Shit. Only one of you sons of bitches left in the whole damn world. One. And you gotta come here? I mean, what are the odds?”

      “I reckon the odds don’t matter much now,” Brawley said. “I’m here. You gonna help me or what?”

      “You open your mouth again, and I’ll blow your damn brains out,” Loretta crowed, yanking a revolver from the bag and pointing it at Brawley.

      Brawley looked at her.

      Maypole said, “Loretta, put that damn gun away before you get us both killed.”

      For a few seconds, Loretta held the weapon in shaking hands. Then she eased the hammer down, dropped the revolver back in the bag, and rolled it shut. Without another word, the woman stood, disappeared into the bedroom, and closed the door softly behind her.

      “Don’t mind Loretta,” Maypole said. “She’s a bit possessive and maybe a touch antisocial. But she treats me good and cooks nice and rubs my feet when they get to hurting, so I love her. Let me see the damn thing again.”

      Brawley handed him the book, and for the better of a minute, Maypole leafed through the pages, studying them in silence.

      Then the old Cosmic quit turning pages and seemed to stare through the book, and Brawley knew the man was weighing things in his mind and coming to a decision.

      Maypole sighed and closed the book and set it on the countertop between them. “This thing’s locked up tighter than a clam with lockjaw. We’re talking layered defenses. Cosmic, Seeker, something else. Must be powerful shit inside for them to ward it so hard. See that seven-pointed star on the cover? I suspect this book is full of special magic. Spells usable only by power mages, maybe. We’re talking highly forbidden shit here.”

      Maypole opened the book again and pointed at the shifting script. “Can you read that?”

      “No, sir.”

      “But you’re sure the book was meant for you?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      Maypole shut the book and thought for a while. “Some books are tailored to single readers. But if you can’t read the script, something’s missing.”

      “My parents said they left me two other things besides the book,” Brawley said, “but they weren’t there.”

      “Where are the other two things?”

      “I don’t know.”

      Maypole frowned. “Could be the book’s waiting on one of them. Or both. Or neither. Could be you that’s missing something.”

      “Is it because I haven’t opened my Cosmic strand yet?”

      “Mayhaps it is,” Maypole said, trailing off.

      “And mayhaps it ain’t?” Brawley guessed.

      The old Cosmic grinned at that. “Pretty much. See, I wouldn’t expect you to be able to use the book without cracking your Cosmic strand, but you should be able to see the writing.”

      Brawley shook his head. “I see symbols and stuff, but they keep moving.”

      Maypole tapped another Pall Mall from the pack, snapped off the filter, and lit it on the stove burner. He blew a line of smoke at the ceiling and said, “Something’s missing. Not just the strand. The book needs something. Could be that it can only be read in a specific location or a certain hour of the day. Or it might be waiting on something from you. Proof, maybe.”

      “Proof of what?”

      Maypole shrugged and took another drag. “That’s what it feels like, though. Like the book is waiting on you. Like you have to do something or say something or pass some kind of test.”

      “How do we figure out what it’s waiting on?” Brawley said.

      Maypole looked at him, looked at the book, shook his head, and stared at the floor. “I hate like hell to get tangled up in this. I really do. This shack ain’t much, and my wife’s crazier than a shithouse rat, but this is my life, and I love it. I really do.”

      Brawley nodded, waiting.

      “If the Order catches wind of me giving you a hand, you know what they’ll do?”

      “Yeah, I know.”

      “But you still want me to help, don’t you?”

      “I’d be grateful if you would.”

      “No, you wouldn’t, son,” Maypole said, staring into his eyes. “You might think you’d be grateful, but you won’t be. Some books are not meant to be read. Some gates should remain unopened.”

      “If you can’t help me, I understand,” Brawley said. “A man cuts his own path in life whether he admits it or not. Everything we do, we do because we choose to do it. I could use your help, but with it or without it, I’m going to unlock this book. If I don’t, I’m a dead man, and my women are all dead, too.”

      Neither man spoke for the better part of a minute. The kitchen was silent, save for the hum of the air conditioner and a distant crinkling from the bedroom, as if Loretta was opening and closing the paper sack indecisively.

      Finally, Maypole broke the silence, speaking without looking at Brawley, without even lifting his head. He stared at the floor, an inch of smoldering ash sagging from the tip of his cigarette.

      “I knew a power mage once, back before the Culling,” Maypole said. “Guy by the name of Hempstead. Lived just down the road, believe it or not. Good guy. Liked to fish. Ran a bait shop. Wasn’t hardly ever open. Guess Hempstead liked fishing better than selling bait.

      “Tell you the truth, I never even knew Hempstead was psionic, let alone a damn power mage. I mean, he seemed common as dirt, except everybody said he was shacked up with two different women. He talked regular and dressed regular. His johnboat was so banged up, I used to wonder how it even stayed afloat.”

      For a second, Maypole’s eyes went out of focus, spiraling into old memories. “Then, the night of the Culling, the Dragon herself showed up and killed Hempstead and his women and kids and burned their house to the ground.”

      Maypole shook his head, his eyes a thousand miles away. “Those kids were just little. One almost ready to start school, the other two still in diapers. Just babies. They might have never even cracked a damn strand, but that evil bitch McLeod killed them deader than hell.”

      Maypole lifted his eyes, and Brawley was surprised to see tears streaming down the old man’s cheeks. “You understand what I’m saying, son? These people were just plain folks was all. Just regular folks living their life and raising their kids as best they could. I came running outside and heard one of the women screaming as the house burned.”

      Maypole’s eyes glanced past Brawley as if he were looking through the door out into the graveyard. “They talk to me sometimes,” he said in a haunted voice. “Well, Hempstead and his wives and their oldest. The younger kids couldn’t talk much. They were too little. When I hear them, it’s mostly just crying.

      “Some nights the middle child, this pretty little toddler, she’ll start laughing, you know? The way kids do sometimes when they have it rough but can’t take the pain anymore. Like she’s pretending, even just for a few seconds, that the Culling never even happened. But her laughter never lasts. Those are the nights she cries the hardest, once she breaks down. The poor little thing howls like she’s burning all over again.”

      The old man shuddered, wiped the tears from his face, and started fumbling in his bathrobe for another cigarette. Once he got it lit, he took a long drag and stared Brawley in the eyes. “I’ll help you, damn it,” he said, “but do me a favor, if you get the chance, and kill that murdering bitch they call The Dragon.”

      Brawley nodded. “I promise.”

      Maypole opened a cabinet, removed a pile of baking sheets and muffin tins, and detached a false panel from the wall. Reaching into the space behind, he withdrew an unremarkable shoe box, which he tucked under one scrawny arm.

      “Come on, son,” Maypole said, and walked outside.

      Brawley followed him deeper into the cemetery. When the path stopped, they continued, twisting circuitously through what looked increasingly less like a graveyard and more like what it was, a tangled slashing growing up with briars and saplings and clumps of bamboo with an occasional tombstone jutting up as lost and lonely as a cloud in a clear sky.

      Maypole stopped before a rank of graves marked only with pyres of rubble. He opened the shoebox, revealing what looked like the stash of a strung-out pack rat: dozens of pill vials and plastic baggies and an assortment of unidentifiable items wrapped in aluminum foil.

      The old man brushed his fingers over the jumbled contents with the curiously dexterous purposefulness of a blind man reading Braille.

      Maypole selected a few items and set them on the ground and closed the case. Then he pointed at the central grave and told Brawley to sit.

      Brawley lowered onto the grave.

      Maypole peeled the foil from a cylindrical package, revealing a long coil of dark cordage that appeared to be constructed not of fibers but strips of dried flesh.

      “What’s that?” Brawley asked.

      “Don’t ask,” Maypole said, shaking out a short length and laying it on the ground beside Brawley. Little by little, the old man stretched the grisly rope upon the ground until he had surrounded Brawley in a rough circle.

      Maypole started speaking in low mumbles, uttering a string of what to Brawley sounded like pure gibberish. As he spoke, the old man moved in an odd choreography of gestures and positions. Finally, he stepped one foot into Brawley’s circle, tapped the soil, and withdrew his foot quickly. “Belst,” Maypole said, drawing out the word, “Veel etton agreel belst-vadoon.”

      The soil beneath Brawley trembled. It was a subtle thing, there and gone, like the whispering aftershock of a distant earthquake.

      “Feel that, son?” Maypole asked, uncapping a pharmaceutical vial.

      Brawley nodded.

      “You right-handed?”

      “Yeah,” Brawley said. “Well, ambidextrous, mostly, but I favor my right.”

      “Hold this in your right, then,” the old man said. Tilting the vial, Maypole dumped a tiny, black shard into Brawley’s palm. “That’s obsidian. It’s pure and elemental, forged by fire and earth, with a cutting edge finer than steel.”

      Brawley nodded, pinching the flake of glassy stone between his thumb and forefinger.

      “As you have likely gathered, I speak with the dead,” Maypole said. “But the answers you’re hunting, the dead will never give me. You will have to ask yourself.”

      “All right,” Brawley said.

      “You’re sitting on Hempfield’s grave. He deserved better, but there wasn’t any money. I put them in the ground and said some words, and it was the best I could do.”

      Maypole lifted a little leather pouch from the case. He opened it, reached inside, and withdrew a pinch of yellow powder. “Augustus Lamar Hempfield,” Maypole intoned, sprinkling what looked like mustard powder onto the ground inside Brawley’s circle, “we call to you from the other side. Hear our words.”

      Again, the ground trembled.

      “Now I need some of your blood, son,” Maypole said, and made a slashing motion across his palm.

      Brawley drew the obsidian across his palm, opening a line that welled crimson.

      “That’s good,” Maypole said. “I’m going to say some words. When I’m done, you sprinkle some of that blood on the ground. Then ask me about the book. If you’re lucky, I’ll answer, but it’ll be Hempstead’s voice, not mine. You follow?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “All right, then. When it’s time to ask questions, be quick about it. These gates don’t stay open long.”

      Brawley nodded to show that he understood.

      Maypole unhooked the chicken foot from around his neck and started rattling away in that strange language and striking weird poses again. Only one phrase was recognizable, and he repeated several times.

      Augustus Lamar Hempstead.

      When Maypole finished, Brawley shook blood from his healed hand onto the grave.

      For a second, nothing happened.

      Then the ground shook beneath him, harder this time, and Maypole moaned eerily. The man tottered, mouth slack, eyes rolled back.

      “Maypole?” Brawley asked.

      The old man shook his head.

      Brawley was tempted to ask the possessing spirit’s name and location but remembering Maypole’s directions, cut to the chase instead. After all, he wasn’t here to plumb the depths of the spirit world; he was here to unlock the secrets of the strange and powerful books his parents had left him.

      “What is this book?” Brawley asked.

      Maypole’s arm lifted in Brawley’s direction. The hand opened.

      Brawley handed him the book.

      A shudder went through the zombified Cosmic, and another moan rose from his throat.

      “I need to use the book,” Brawley said. “Can you help me?”

      “You aren’t ready to use the book,” Maypole said. As predicted, it wasn’t his voice speaking. The voice didn’t sound like that of anyone named Augustus Lamar Hempstead, either. It was decidedly feminine and vaguely familiar. Perhaps one of Hempstead’s wives?

      “Why not? What do I have to do?”

      “You must first secure the two missing items,” the spirit said, “Son.”

      Brawley’s heart jumped. “Mom?”

      Maypole’s mouth opened again, but the voice of Brawley’s mother faded, undecipherable beneath what sounded like the howling of a winter wind. The sound ebbed away, and Brawley caught the tail end of what his mother’s voice, reduced now to a whisper, was saying, “… after the Culling.”

      For a second, everything was silent.

      “Mom?” Brawley called. “Are you there?”

      Then his mother’s voice returned, so faint now that he caught only patches of what she was saying, words and phrases whispered between stretches of breezy silence. “Seek the second item… Thibault, Louisiana… rest stop off Interstate 10.”
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      Jamaal pulled into the strip mall, killed the engine, and sat for a minute cycling through his sensors.

      Dutchman was fishing. He’d left this morning after unleashing his creepy-ass Cosmic hitman.

      After the previous day’s events, Jamaal now knew that Uno was a dark summoner. A rare breed these days, thanks to “The War of the Wizards,” which had wiped out many Cosmics and most of the dark summoners, Eleazar Blackthorne chief among them.

      All Cosmics were strange, but dark summoners were the strangest of all; eerie bastards who used psionics to open gateways to other realities, drawing power and sometimes actual beings from alternate planes of existence.

      Now Uno was out in the world, using all that dark, hocus pocus bullshit to track down the power mage and his women.

      Jamaal turned his attention from Dutchman and opened the sensor he’d attached to Krupski’s cufflink. Instantly, he found himself in that perspective, jostled by his young partner’s bouncing leg.

      Jamaal took in the stained beige carpet, the row of chair backs, and shoulders and heads of the agents sitting in front of the Krupski. Short haircuts for the men, bobs and ponytails for the women. Jamaal smelled coffee and spearmint gum, these smells merciful distractions from the backdrop odor of a roomful of Order personnel who’d worked all night trying to untangle the clusterfuck in Miami.

      Jamaal listened for just a moment, which was long enough to confirm what he’d already suspected: the Order had no real leads. They were stumbling forward, as blind as a man with his head shoved up his ass all the way to the shoulders.

      Which was fine by Jamaal. Because he really didn’t feel like telling little David Mack that his sister was dead.

      Though with the big-ass bounty Janusian had announced, Nina Mack’s survival was merely putting off the inevitable.

      Sad, that. If Jamaal had had his way, they’d have clipped her wings long ago, and she wouldn’t be in this mess. Now the poor girl was going to die, and it would fall to Jamaal to deliver the news to Xander, who was still searching frantically for his daughter, and young David, whom Jamaal had placed, along with the boy’s vicious she-bear of a mother, into protective custody.

      Jamaal listened for a few seconds longer, but the stench of the unwashed, stressed out bodies filling the hotel conference room turned his stomach. With the incessant bouncing of Krupski’s leg and the flickering fluorescent lights overhead, Jamaal started feeling sick.

      Just as he was preparing to retract his consciousness, a voice at the front of the room called everyone to attention. The agents stood as one. Jamaal’s perspective rose with Krupski’s cufflink to reveal the officer walking to the podium.

      Danica “The Dragon” McLeod was a lean redhead in a dark business suit. She had the spare build of a runner and a hard face punctuated by a pair of close-set eyes devoid of mercy or humor or anything recognizably human. Her best feature, a Roman nose that could’ve been downright fetching, was wasted amid a visage that inspired only fear and loathing.

      “Be seated,” the world’s scariest pyrokinetic said, and those in attendance complied.

      The Dragon debriefed the agents, repeating Janusian’s message to the public and adding details Jamaal would have assumed. Her delivery was coldly robotic as she listed the things the Order had done, was doing, and would do.

      It was mildly surprising that such a terrifying individual could be so very, very boring.

      But then Danica “The Dragon” McLeod said, “At this point in time, we are not ready to confirm or deny reports concerning the so-called Tiger Mage.”

      Jamaal sat up straight in his seat. What the hell?

      He listened as McLeod gave them what little information she had. Or rather, what little information she had been told to share.

      Holy. Fucking. Wowzers.

      Jamaal reeled.

      The Tiger Mage. Back after all these years.

      It was like learning that all those laughable childhood bogeymen were real after all. The monster under your bed; the thing in your closet; the mournful, hungry creature howling outside your window during the windy midnights of your youth. McLeod’s mention of the Tiger Mage was like reaching late adulthood only to learn those childhood spooks were actually real, and hey, they were getting the band back together.

      But who was he kidding? This was worse than that. Far, far worse.

      Because the Tiger Mage hadn’t just been a monster. The Tiger Mage had also turned Jamaal and his colleagues into monsters.

      The psionic community had known very little about the Tiger Mage because he was, among many other things, a powerful Seeker who took great pains to cloak his existence and disguise his acts.

      But enough of his acts had been observed to create the terrifying urban legends surrounding him. These stories varied wildly but agreed on one point. The Tiger Mage was somehow related to the late Eleazar Blackthorne.

      Some claimed the two were allies.

      Others insisted the two mages were enemies locked in a struggle for complete control of the psionic community.

      Still others believed Blackthorne had feigned his death and the Tiger Mage was none other than the deposed wizard having somehow evolved into a power mage.

      Whatever the case, the Tiger Mage’s atrocities were legendary. Atlanta. Honolulu. Anchorage. San Diego. And Horseheads, New York.

      Fucking Horseheads.

      Before that horrifying April day, Jamaal had never even heard of Horseheads and still wished he never had.

      All those families. All those kids. Nothing but scorched earth where once had sprawled a pleasant park.

      To this day, whenever Jamaal saw a rogue balloon drifting off through the open sky from some kid’s birthday party, his blood turned to ice.

      It was Horseheads that had brought Jamaal on board. Along with countless other agents who otherwise would never have complied with the nightmare directive of the Culling.

      But the Tiger Mage had convinced them, at least for that one terrible night, that the Culling was necessary.

      Because that same night, they received the chilling news that for the first time in a thousand years, two power mages had violated the prime directive and conceived a child.

      It had to be the Tiger Mage, they agreed. And if a regular power mage could do what he had done in Horseheads, of what horrors would the offspring of mated power mages be capable?

      So they had done it. They had all signed off on the darkly decisive plan of a young, impressive agent even then rising through the ranks of the Order.

      Janusian had convinced them, and they had done it.

      And since that dreadful night, when Jamaal woke screaming from nightmares that weren’t actually nightmares but rather memories returned like ghosts to haunt him in the paralysis of sleep, he would lie there telling himself, We had to do it. We had no choice. The prime directive. The Tiger Mage.

      And if, despite these assertions, the voice of Sarah Heath continued to echo in his mind—He will come for you, he will come for you—Jamaal would tell himself, We had to stop the Tiger Mage. Had to. Otherwise, he and his offspring would have killed us all.

      That was why Jamaal and his colleagues had, for one night only, agreed to become monsters.

      Not to destroy, but to preserve. Not to kill, but to save.

      At least that’s what Jamaal had been telling himself for twenty-three years.

      But if the Tiger Mage still lived, if the Culling had failed to destroy him, what had Jamaal and his colleagues actually accomplished? More to the point, what had they done? How would he still those midnight demons now?

      Sitting there in the strip mall parking lot, Jamaal felt like his car had been sucked into a tornado that was spinning him off toward Oz.

      Where had the Tiger Mage been all these years? Hidden away, watching the world, biding his time as he gathered strength? And why had he returned? Why now?

      But the answer was obvious.

      The Tiger Mage had come for the new power mage.

      But again… why?

      Did the Tiger Mage wish to kill the new power mage? To render him for power? To eliminate a threat?

      Or had the Tiger Mage killed all those Miamians to protect the new power mage?

      Were the two power mages working together?

      Then a truly terrifying thought rocked Jamaal.

      Were they blood?

      He will come for you.

      “Fuck this,” Jamaal said, and popped his door. If he sat here stewing, he’d go nuts. He had to find the power mage. Now.

      He scooted to the edge of the seat, grabbed the “oh shit” handle, and hauled himself into a standing position.

      His leg locked up, burning from his ass cheek to the bottom of his foot. For half a minute, all he could do was stand there and growl.

      The Third Eye, the colorful old sign atop the store announced. Curios sold. Fortunes told. Over recent years, Hazel had added Walk-ins welcome, and PSI MAGE DISCOUNTS.

      Jamaal hobbled up to the store, ignoring the CLOSED sign. He knew the door was unlocked. And inside, oh so faintly, he sensed Hazel. Despite his proximity, however, he needed to push to verify her presence. It was like straining to identify a song playing on a neighbor’s radio turned down low.

      Which explained why the previous day, while scanning from his office, he hadn’t detected Hazel at all.

      He’d meant to check on her again sooner, but he’d crashed hard, slept for fourteen hours, and burned his morning analyzing the Miami event and trolling the Latticework for any sign of the power mage, Remi, the Mack girl, or the missing librarian.

      Hopefully, Hazel would shed some light on her mentee.

      The old girl was cloaking hard. It would’ve been easier for her to go completely dark, but she had left a sliver of perceptibility. Just enough for a strong Seeker to detect if he got off his bony ass and crossed town to check on her.

      Jamaal knocked. Waited.

      Nothing. And no surprise.

      Formalities like these were a pain in the ass to a Seeker. And that went double for a Seeker on a mission.

      He rapped again and opened the door and called out. Still nothing.

      Hazel’s aura persisted, faintly, beckoning from deeper inside the store.

      Jamaal hadn’t visited for years. And yet so little had changed.

      The Third Eye still wore its clever disguise, a dim and dumpy shop with all the trappings of a snake oil fortune teller in costume jewelry and a mail order turban. The murky crystal ball, the dream catchers, the glow-in-the-dark crescent moon and stars clinging to the ceiling, glowing faintly and peeling away with age. The only thing new was an additional layer of dust.

      Once again, Jamaal was thankful that he had joined the force, saving him from a life of a pantomimed absurdity. Of course, Hazel likely didn’t wake screaming from nightmare memories, so maybe she’d been the smart one after all.

      Following her tenuous aura, Jamaal passed through a rattling curtain of beads, down a short hallway, and through a door that opened onto a circular courtyard paved in cobblestones carpeted in moss. The air was cool and sweet with the aroma of the tropical flowers lining the walls.

      Hazel lay motionless upon a hammock stretched between two palms. Her eyes were shut. Her glasses were pushed back in her frizzy white hair. Her gnarled hands were folded atop the tie-dyed smock covering her emaciated body. Her face was smooth with the terrible serenity of the dead.

      But even as this terrible thought occurred to Jamaal, a grin split the ancient Seeker’s face, and her rheumy eyes shot open.

      “I’m not dead yet,” Hazel laughed, “so don’t you go trying to look up my skirt, Jamaal Whittaker.”

      Sliding her glasses onto her eyes, Hazel lifted her head to smile at him. “Unless you mean business, that is. I haven’t gotten lucky in thirty-three years, four months, eighteen days, six hours, four minutes and… well, you get the point.”

      Jamaal laughed, suddenly regretting having not visited sooner. And not on business. Hazel was good people. Old and mostly alone, a person who appreciated a visit.

      Jamaal lifted his left hand and tapped his wedding ring. “No dice, Hazel,” he joked back. “Still haven’t sold Shawna on the whole mistress thing.”

      “Lucky for you, sonny. You couldn’t handle this.” Hazel sat up with a groan that sent a chill down Jamaal’s spine.

      He had dodged arthritis so far, but it was only a matter of time now before his body’s rebellion skipped merrily into that inflammatory briar patch.

      “I cracked my strand at Woodstock,” Hazel said. “Did I ever tell you that?”

      “You did,” he said.

      Hazel shook her head. “Never grow old, Jamaal.”

      “Too late.”

      She snorted derisively. “When you were forty, you felt old. Then you turned fifty and realized you’d been stupid to think forty was old. Fifty was old. Then you turned sixty, and—”

      “All right,” Jamaal said. “I get it. Age is all in your head. But aren’t you being hypocritical calling yourself old?”

      “No,” Hazel said with a grin, “because I really am old!”

      They both had a laugh at that.

      “It’s good to see you,” Jamaal said. “I stopped to ask if you—”

      “I know why you’re here,” she said. “It’s why I let just a bit of aura shine.”

      “Thank you,” Jamaal said. “I wanted to ask—”

      “Like I said,” Hazel interrupted, “I know why you’re here. And please excuse my interruptions. Perhaps even a whippersnapper like you can appreciate that an old Seeker like me grows weary of predictable conversation.”

      “I’m no stranger to those notions,” Jamaal confessed.

      “And suddenly we find ourselves adrift once more within exciting times,” Hazel said. “A new power mage, the return of the Tiger Mage—”

      “You know about that?” Jamaal said.

      Hazel nodded.

      Which was confusing. “How? The Latticework?”

      Hazel shook her head. “I haven’t been on the Latticework for days,” she said, and a wistful smile came onto her face. “How long has it been since you unplugged? For a day or more, I mean.”

      “A long time,” Jamaal said. “Never, I guess. Not since I first plugged in.”

      “It’s strange,” Hazel said. “Like being blind, I suppose, or maybe that analogy occurs to me only because of the cataracts spreading like polar ice caps across my eyes. But the comparison holds, I suppose.

      “Unplugging from the Latticework is a shock,” she said. “All that information just shears away. You feel like you’re falling. But then you start picking up on other stimuli. Hints and portents. Notions. The blind person learns to trust her hearing, her sense of touch and smell. The old ways return.”

      Hazel tapped a twisted finger to her forehead. “And then, the third eye reopens. I’d say mine is just peeking now. But over the coming days, I suspect it will open wide. Do you remember what it’s like, Seeking without the Latticework?”

      “Yes,” Jamaal said.

      “Really?”

      “No,” he said. “Not really. I mean, kind of. But it’s like a false memory. It’s been so long. Sometimes, I think using the Latticework makes us forget and leaves us with that false memory so that we won’t get curious enough to unplug.”

      Hazel nodded. “I suspect that you may be correct. And I think you will enjoy unplugging more than you remember.”

      Jamaal laughed. “Enjoy it? I’m not unplugging.”

      “Yes, you are,” Hazel said. “Now be a gentleman and hand me my cane. Must’ve dropped it while dreaming. That’s one thing I had forgotten. Dreams are so vivid when you’re unplugged. But you’ll see for yourself soon enough.”

      Jamaal started to protest but didn’t bother. Hazel was slipping a little. If she wanted to think he was unplugging, so be it. He was here to ask questions. She would be resistant, of course, to surrender information about the fugitive who had been her mentee, but he would press. He needed a lead, needed to find this power mage.

      “I was hoping to ask you some questions,” he said. “You might be reluctant to answer, because they concern—”

      “Sage,” Hazel said, surprising him. “Sonny, didn’t I just tell you I’m too old to waste time with predictable prattling? Let’s cut to the chase. Unplug.”

      He paused to consider her demand and the only possible rationale. For one reason or another, the old woman wanted privacy. She was basically checking him for a wire. “And if I unplug, you’ll share what you know?”

      Hazel sighed. “Such tiresome interplay. You disappoint me. I remembered you as a more interesting man. But yes, I will. Unplug.”

      Jamaal disconnected from the Latticework. It was jarring, but his mind still teemed with information, so the sensation was almost pleasant, like the silence of a house after the power goes out but before the heat of the world destroys the cooling effects of the air conditioner.

      “Set up a passive doppelganger node,” Hazel said, “in case anyone checks to make sure that you’re logged in.”

      “It’ll be all right.”

      The old woman shook her head. “No, it won’t. Activate a construct. They’re watching you.”

      “Who’s watching me?”

      “You know who,” she said. “Now do it.”

      Jamaal nodded, suspecting that Hazel was correct, and wondered briefly why he had resisted her assertion at all. Of course Central was keeping tabs on him.

      It took a minute to set things up. But it was time well spent because if the Order was monitoring its agents, the doppelganger node would keep anyone from noticing that he had unplugged.

      But the dummy was passive. And that meant until he plugged in again, there would be no data collection or information caching for later use. Because that sort of active proxy node would require a tendril of connection to the Latticework, and he knew Hazel wanted total separation.

      “All right,” Hazel said, once he had finished. “I met the power mage and helped him, and I aim to help him again.”

      For a second, Jamaal just stared at her.

      Hazel split the air with what would’ve been a cackle in a less kindly woman. “What’s the matter, officer? Cat got your tongue? You thought I was going to play it tight-lipped, huh? Well, if you had come to see me a day ago, you would’ve been right. But things have changed. You have changed.”

      “Me?” Jamaal said, surprised again.

      Surprised but not contrary. Because Hazel’s statement had the unmistakable ring of truth.

      “You know you have,” Hazel said, “though maybe you don’t know how you’ve changed or what that means. We can talk about those things. We have much to discuss. First and foremost, you need to understand the things I understand. You need to know the truth about Sage and Nina and Brawley.”

      Jamaal felt a spike of excitement. He hadn’t expected Hazel to cooperate at all. This was huge. Hazel really was slipping. If she wanted to help this guy, why give his name to the investigating officer? “The power mage’s name is Brawley?”

      “Yes,” she said, and even unplugged, Jamaal knew she was speaking the truth. “Brawley Peckinpah Hayes.”

      Jamaal’s heart was pounding now. “Tell me about him.”

      “Oh, I’ll do better than that,” Hazel said. “I’ll show you. And then you and I are leaving town.”

      Jamaal was happily bewildered. The dread that had accompanied the news of the Tiger Mage’s return lifted away like fog in the rain, replaced by fresh hope.

      Maybe he could still save his retirement after all.

      “Where are we going?” he asked.

      “To meet Brawley, of course,” Hazel said. “But first, we have to stop and get someone.”

      Jamaal laughed, unable to contain his excitement. And, he realized, his relief. “Who?”

      “Someone who needs our help,” Hazel said. “Someone who will help Brawley.”

      “All right,” Jamaal said, and started to say more, but then Hazel took his hand, and a flash flood of information roared out of her and into him, filling his mind with images and memories, gleanings and suspicions, all of it shot through with glittering splinters of irrefutable prophecy.
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      A bull rope, Brawley thought, heading back to the cabin from his lakeside training spot. That’s what I need. A damn bull rope.

      He had pushed harder this time but had nothing to show for it except a bass drum headache thumping at the center of his skull.

      He had tried different splicing combinations. Carnal and Unbound. Unbound and Seeker. Carnal and Seeker.

      The braided force of each combination had a different feel. None was easier or harder to harness than the others.

      Pulling and weaving force was a cinch now, as was hauling himself onto the braid. Most of the time, he could hold tight while the thing shook and whipped, but every time the pulsing cordage spun into tornado mode and slammed to a stop, it snapped his grip and tossed him.

      He’d get it, though. He’d ride that son of a bitch yet.

      Not now, though. If he kept pushing without a break, he’d blow a head gasket.

      Besides, he needed to learn how to use his individual powers and had to help the girls prepare for whatever was coming their way.

      They were cautiously excited by his experiences in the graveyard.

      His mother’s voice lingered in his ears, a sweet song he dearly wished he’d heard more clearly.

      But he’d heard enough. Now they had a destination. And in a stroke of remarkable luck, Louisiana just happened to be on their way to Texas. Stopping would cost them nothing.

      Unless, of course, the vague misgivings he and Sage both felt when discussing the second item proved to be warranted. Then stopping might cost them dearly. Might cost them everything.

      It was a risk he would take. He was determined to unlock the book, and apparently, he needed all three items to do so.

      Few good things were acquired without risk.

      When he got back to the cabin, the Caddy was gone, and the girls had left a note saying they’d taken him up on his offer and gone shopping for clothes.

      Good. He hoped Callie had gone with them.

      The faster that girl got some clothes, the better.

      Opening his Carnal strand had changed him. He was hornier than ever, all the time. During his calmer moments, this made him extra cautious about any leanings he might feel toward bonding with the cat girl. With eternity on the line, he couldn’t afford to let his dick do his thinking for him, especially if his dick was pulsing with Carnal juice.

      Beyond that constant and sometimes befuddling arousal, however, being a Carnal rocked.

      He felt powerful and super energized. Nothing hurt. Every injury, large and small, even his neck, was completely healed. He hadn’t even realized how much pain he’d been in until it was gone. After years of hurting 24/7/365 and constantly sucking it up, the absence of pain was a blessing like none other.

      The only other downside to all this Carnal vigor was a pervasive physical restlessness. His body wanted to move; wanted to sprint and leap, fight and fuck; wanted to push its limits; wanted to assert its dominance, rip out the throat of the world, and chug the stream of hot blood.

      Instead, he cracked a beer.

      Slow things down, he told himself. Still your mind, master your body.

      Carnal juice was more intuitive than that of other strands. Healing was autonomic. Bursts of strength and speed, from what little he had tested them, seemed just as natural as normal effort and exertion.

      He also sensed that many body modifications would be as simple as concentrating on a notion and releasing power. Erasing scars, for example, or growing big muscles.

      Not that he gave a shit about any of that. His body had served him just fine for twenty-three years, scars and all. Erasing those scars now would dishonor days gone by. For scars record the history of our bodies, the whole history, not only damage to our flesh but also the internal fortitude necessary to endure suffering and rise again.

      Brawley could follow his scars like a road map as they told the story of the long and painful path he had traveled to win the world championship, and he would no sooner eliminate them than he would toss his golden buckle in the trash.

      Bella had wanted him to blow himself up like a bodybuilder. Brawley called bullshit on that. Why would he want to do something like that? He’d just end up having to buy a whole new set of clothes.

      He would, however, have Remi show him other stuff. How to punch like a post driver and how to harden parts of his body, stuff like that. And if he could manage a mod like Colton Finn had pulled with his skull, that would be all right. Having a bulletproof noggin would come in downright handy, what with so many people trying to blow his brains out.

      From Nina, he wanted to learn to employ his telekinetic force more flexibly and precisely. He also wanted to work on the speed of his draw and the accuracy of his telekinetic projectiles. Ideally, he would learn to divvy out energy into smaller, more economical rounds and fire them with the range and accuracy he’d come to expect from his old Model 700.

      From Sage, he wanted to learn to create psi sensors and wanted to get better at the things she had already taught him, from cloaking himself and others to querying the ether to manipulating truth.

      For now, however, it was time to catch his breath and get back to basics. So he poured a bowl of Fruit Loops, turned on the TV, and climbed onto the medicine ball.

      There he stood, keeping a bend in his legs and using his hips to balance as he ate the cereal.

      Then he put down the bowl and flipped through the channels until he came to a boxing match. It was a good fight, the rerun of a recent title match between two welterweights, both guys strong and fast, going for it.

      He enjoyed watching boxing, and he used to have a set of old eight-ounce gloves in the barn. Growing up, he’d pull them on from time to time and knock it with friends and farmhands from a neighboring ranch, though some of the caballeros knocked the hell out of him. Mexicans are tough as nails, have real heart, and love boxing. And some of the old boys on the farm had boxed before crossing the border.

      Brawley could usually whip his friends, even crazy-ass Tanner, who had him by a couple of inches and forty or fifty pounds.

      But the boxers kicked the shit out of him. No two ways about it. He couldn’t hit them. And they seemed to hit him with everything they threw. He kept coming, but his dogged persistence did no good other than earning him the nickname “El Toro.”

      But as he watched the match on TV, something funny started happening.

      He started picking up on what the fighters were doing. Their technique, their footwork, their patterns. The way they jockeyed and feinted, trying to get into position, looking for angles.

      He’d never noticed this stuff before. Not really.

      Now it was rushing over him, rushing through him, so that he not only saw what they were doing but also understood it.

      He doubled down on his focus wanting to learn.

      He sensed the fight within the fight. The battle for small advantages. The constant strategic battle wherein each fighter attempted to exert his will upon the other, not just trying to land punches but shifting the overarching patterns of the conflict toward a dynamic that favored his strengths and negated his opponent’s advantages.

      Brawley hopped down from his medicine ball, swiveled into a fighting stance, and started shuffling around in front of the TV, first mimicking one fighter, then the next.

      What happened then was nothing short of amazing. He didn’t need a coach yelling at him, telling him what he was doing wrong or how to correct it.

      By focusing his Seeker mind on the action, he understood each motion instantly; and what’s more, his body, thanks to the Carnal energy coursing through it, felt each move, analyzing every aspect of the punch or feint or dip. This analysis occurred purely, registering on a level beneath language or even thought.

      And this pleased Brawley, because he had learned long ago that thinking was slow. To rise above, a man needs to learn to trust his body.

      He was certainly trusting his body now. He mirrored the fighters’ motions, jabbing his way in and dipping invisible punches, avoiding the blow by a fraction of an inch in order to counterpunch effectively.

      He swiveled away from sudden aggression, pivoted into a favorable position, and fired back with thundering combinations, ripping five, six, seven hard shots that attacked his imaginary opponent from different angles, mixing it up, left, right, body head, straight shots, hooking shots, on and on and on, clenching his jaw and breathing through his nose with every punch.

      His body felt everything. The speed and power of each punch. The proper degree of extension. The way each punch loaded the next strike, twisting his shoulder into position like a cocked hammer, ready to fire the next cross or hook or uppercut. The position of his non-punching hand, his chin, his elbows.

      Everything, all at once.

      Carnal force crackled through him like laughter, fueling his muscles and optimizing coordination, a process that was greatly enhanced when he released a trickle of Seeker juice, which allowed him to feel not just the nuances of his own actions but also the things his opponent was doing.

      In this way, the fight came to life within him wholesale, all at once. Even as the fighter he was mimicking ate a counter hook, he felt it coming, parted ways with the champ, tucked his chin, and raised his right hand.

      Brawley descended into the fight, grooving on the secret beauty of this brutal dance. And there was beauty here, he realized, a terrible beauty hinged on primal significance. The world stretched razor thin with everything on the line.

      Not just belts and money and the adoration of a bloodthirsty crowd but each man’s measure of himself, an estimate that would be changed forever in the wake of this tenuous moment. And there is no prize so cherished, no currency so coveted, no wealth so valued as self-worth tempered by combat.

      Bull riding is the most dangerous sport and the most glorious. But there is no reckoning of self equal to a fight. Boxing, with its strange pairing of unbridled savagery and civilized rules, optimizes this reckoning then magnifies its impact by inviting spectators and ritualizing the aftermath.

      There is no prouder creature than a man with a gloved fist held aloft by a referee, and no creature more miserable than a fighter unmanned before supporters and detractors alike, his shattered pre-fight boasting echoing in his ears like a pronouncement of eternal damnation.

      This emotional truth flooded Brawley like a part of the fight because it was part of the fight. The lion’s share, actually, the living, beating heart of conflict that pushed men to their physical limits and beyond.

      After a few rounds, Brawley’s mind, having managed to hold both fighters’ perspectives simultaneously, added a third point of view, giving him an awareness of how and where he could, as a Carnal, improve upon what the combatants were doing.

      Not in terms of speed or power. Even without Remi’s instruction, he knew he was already faster than Floyd Mayweather and more powerful than Mike Tyson.

      The improvements occurring to him now were adjustments he could make midstream, independent of speed and power. Places where he could dip punches rather than blocking them. Dip them and roll straight into a counter.

      This lightning analysis led to another Seeker-fueled revelation.

      Few Carnals would ever bother to unravel these nuances. They didn’t need to. With their speed and strength, power and durability, reflexes and regeneration, even half-trained Carnals could kick the shit out of top-ranked pros.

      So they didn’t need to learn nuances. Even those who fought each other, if the fights he’d witnessed in Heaven and Hell were representative of Carnal matches, relied more heavily on rage and power than anything resembling intelligent strategy or nuanced tactics.

      He suspected that this was due in part to the restlessness he had felt since cracking his strand. Carnals were like a bunch of sixteen-year-old boys drunk on testosterone, tempted always in the face of adversity to simply say fuck it, throw caution and common sense to the wind, and swing for the damn fences.

      They had evolved into a culture of hyped-up, superhuman hotheads who never had to learn from their mistakes. Because even if a stronger, faster Carnal kicked their ass, they simply regenerated, laughed it off, and turned their attention to crushing someone else or getting laid. Having those options did not cultivate a culture of nuance or reflection.

      But Brawley was a man who respected training and technique, and half of this experience was governed by an extra strand, all that Seeker juice getting in on the game, delivering a fullness of understanding that an aspiring boxer couldn’t hope to gain in years of training.

      Seekers had photographic memories. And having united his strands on this task, he would remember not only the facts but also the feeling of everything he was witnessing and doing.

      In quiet moments during coming days, he would be able to replay it all in his head, seeing and feeling and understanding everything with the clarity of this first experience.

      Then he would improve upon it, experimenting with adjustments, toggling between perspectives, extrapolating responses and counters in trees of possibilities like a grandmaster analyzing middlegame chess tactics by calculating responses to candidate moves and following a game out to its various and inevitable conclusions.

      Checkmate, Brawley thought with a grin, keeping his lead foot outside the lead foot of the imaginary southpaw before him.

      A shocking knockout ended the fight in the closing minute of the twelfth and final round. Brawley laughed aloud, turned off the TV, and cracked another beer.

      His body felt great.

      Hell, his mind felt great, too. Alive.

      Not just because his body was charged up and pumping away with maximum efficiency but also because he had, by utilizing two strands, synched body and mind. It was beautiful, the flip side to the half-sickness he’d felt the night he’d fired a careless blast of Seeker juice into the mud and taken a mental dive into the history of an everyday monster named Teddy Driscoll.

      It wasn’t splicing, but today’s double-strand application left him feeling euphoric.

      Also, he was pleased to know that, while he had so far failed to splice strands, he had managed a kind of synthesis that could prove as valuable as splicing, synchronizing two energies with an end result that was more than a sum of its parts.

      Then the girls came home, riding their own feminine brand of euphoria, and did something that made Brawley forget all about boxing and strands and pretty much everything else in the world.
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      The girls chatted giddily, everyone jazzed up, full of laughter, and heavily laden with purchases, bulging shopping bags thrown over their shoulders like fresh-killed game over the shoulders of men returning home after a successful hunt.

      Seeing Brawley, they exploded in a fresh wave of excitement, everyone talking at the same time, telling him about their shopping trip, the clothes they’d found, and funny things that had happened.

      “Oh,” Nina shouted, “just wait until you see how cute Callie looks in her new dress!”

      Brawley smiled and nodded, happy that they were happy.

      Currently, Callie was wearing not a dress but sandals, khaki shorts, and a lightweight blouse the deep blue of Texas spring, when they stop mowing along the highway and God dresses the world for a time in bluebonnets.

      Callie was wriggling with happiness but nervous, too. She kept sneaking glances at Brawley and straightening her new clothes. A couple of times, he noticed her opening her mouth to speak, but then another girl would burst out with something, and Callie would close her mouth again.

      Finally, Callie threw herself against Brawley, hugging him fiercely. “Thank you so, so much.”

      Brawley patted the girl’s back as she squeezed him. Her ribs felt like chopsticks beneath his big calloused hand. “For what, darlin?”

      “I never went shopping like that before,” she said, nuzzling into his chest. “I’ll pay you back. I swear.”

      “Don’t worry about it,” Brawley said. “You saved Remi’s life. A couple sacks of clothes is nothing.”

      Remi peeled the cat girl away and took Brawley by the arm. She had managed to replace her leather pants and black tank top and seemed pretty happy about it. Leading Brawley to the couch, she said, “Sit down, handsome.”

      “What for?”

      “We want to show you what your hard-earned money bought.”

      “What, like a fashion show?”

      “That’s right,” Remi said. “And lucky you. We look hot!”

      He was too restless to sit there for a makeshift fashion show. Besides, he had to work on splicing. “That’s all right, darlin. I’m glad you girls got some clothes. I’ll see them as you wear them.”

      “Oh yeah?” Nina said. Grinning mischievously, she dipped a hand into one of the bags and came back out with a thin strip of lacy red fabric dangling from one finger. “That’s too bad. We were so excited to show you what we got.”

      “Oh,” Brawley said, and leaned back. “I guess I could sit for a spell.”

      Nina grinned, dropped the lingerie back into the sack, and handed the bag to Callie, speaking to the girl without looking at her. Instead, Nina eyed Brawley, grinning wickedly. “Here’s your stuff, Callie.”

      “Thanks,” Callie said, blushing.

      Brawley shook his head at Nina, letting her know he’d picked up on her little trick.

      Remi tapped Callie’s shoulder and pointed toward the fridge. “Get Brawley a beer.”

      “Sure,” Callie said, electrified with excitement. She fetched Brawley a beer. Then the women whisked her to the back of the cabin, tittering giddily.

      Brawley had never been a big fan of excited girls in packs. Usually it meant showing off and fake laughter and bullshit.

      But this was different. He loved his women and cared about Callie, and there was nothing phony about their levity.

      He loved seeing them happy together. And seeing these deadly beauties giggle like schoolgirls was a curious pleasure, like gentling a wild mare.

      Brawley sipped his beer and stretched out his legs and waited.

      Down the hall, feminine laughter blended with the sound of crinkling bags.

      The sound of the bags took him back to crazy-ass Loretta, who had been sitting, sans bag, at the table when he and Maypole had gone back inside. She barely seemed to notice them. She stared blankly, her face slack, like a wet chicken. She didn’t even smile when he peeled off a dozen hundred-dollar bills and handed them to Maypole as thanks.

      Poor old girl, he thought, then he forgot all about Loretta.

      Nina strutted into the room, playing it up like a model on the catwalk. She wore a billowy short-sleeve blouse of white linen knotted beneath her breasts, knee-length camouflage cargo shorts, and black Converse high-tops.

      Nina gave a little spin. The lowrider shorts slid down, exposing the curves of her upper ass and the arousing T of a black G-string.

      “Do you approve, cowboy?”

      “I sure do, darlin. You look sweeter than peach cobbler.”

      “Aw, thanks, babe,” Nina said, and kissed him deeply before heading back down the hall.

      Sage came next, swishing her hips and wearing a tight denim one piece cinched with a thick leather belt. With her long limbs, lithe frame, and luxurious hair flowing behind her like a golden cape, she really did look like a fashion model.

      Her new dress was very short, stretching only an inch or two beneath her slim yet shapely ass. A row of large buttons ran all the way up the front. She had left these buttons unfastened from beltline to throat, exposing a V of pale, smooth flesh that woke the sleeping giant in Brawley’s jeans.

      Sage spun, cocked a hip, and spun back around, hands on her waist. “Thank you, husband. This purchase was frivolous, considering that I, unlike the other women, was able to bring most of my wardrobe from Key West, but I do hope that you approve.”

      “You look like a million bucks in brand new bills, darlin.”

      “That is very kind,” she said, leaning down to kiss him almost chastely on the cheek. “To thank you, I will never wear anything underneath this garment.”

      Sage’s tiny fingers closed around his big hand, raised it under the hem of her new dress, and pressed it briefly to wet heat between her legs. “Whenever you see this dress, you will know that I am ready to thank you.”

      Brawley slid a thick finger inside her, but Sage wriggled free, stepped back, and straightened her clothing, eyeing him momentarily with a playful smile before retreating into the rear of the cabin.

      Next, Remi pranced barefoot into the room. She had erased her tats again and wore a simple white sundress of thin fabric that clung to her curves like a silk pillowcase. The fabric lifted weightlessly into the air when she gave a little spin, revealing the simple white cotton panties beneath.

      She turned her back and grinned at him over one shoulder. Then she flopped down into his lap and pulled his head to her neck, filling his nostrils with an intoxicating perfume.

      He kissed her neck softly and watched goosebumps rise along her forearms and thighs.

      “Thank you, handsome,” she whispered. “Do you like my sweet, innocent side?”

      “I love all of you, darlin. All your sides. You.”

      “I love you, too,” Remi said, twisting halfway around his lap. She pulled his head down, pressing his face into her incredible cleavage and filling his nostrils afresh with the lovely aroma, which he realized was part perfume, part her. Then she leaned close and nipped his ear. “We are going to eat you alive tonight, handsome.”

      “I like the way you think,” Brawley said, hard as steel again. But then Remi was pulling free of his lap.

      He grabbed at her, but she twisted from his grip with Carnal speed that lifted the spinning sundress all the way to her armpits, giving him a quick flash of her bare breasts.

      “Get your fine ass back here,” Brawley said.

      “Nope,” Remi laughed, and as she retreated down the hallway, her tattoos bloomed to colorful life along the magnificent canvas of her firm flesh.

      These women had him riled up like a buck in rut.

      They were doing it on purpose, of course. Teasing him, having a little fun. Well, soon enough, he’d show them what came of that game.

      For a second, he thought the show was over, but then he heard the unmistakable clicking of high heels on hardwood floors approaching from down the hall. With a slip and skitter, Callie stumbled into the room, tapping along with choppy little steps as she tried to regain her balance. She turned bright red. “Sorry,” she said with a nervous smile. “I’ve never worn high heels before.”

      Brawley said nothing. He just took a pull off his beer and looked at the young girl standing there in the clothes he’d bought her.

      Yes, she was wearing heels. Red stilettos. He was aware of this. Technically.

      But his eyes were too busy to do more than glance at her feet.

      Above the shoes, red stockings clad Callie’s slender legs. Thin straps ran from the top of these sheer stockings to a lacy red garter belt, which complimented the remainder of her clothing: a lacy red bra and matching red panties that stretched alluringly over the puffy notch of her wide thigh gap.

      Her body was small and lean with flat abs and a tiny waist and prominent hip bones. Her breasts were small and looked very firm as she struggled to maintain her balance.

      “Um,” Callie said. “Do you like it?”

      She bit her lip and stared down at him with a red face and hopeful eyes. She was trembling, he realized, and once more didn’t seem to know what to do with her hands, which transformed once more into a pair of anxious butterflies fluttering before her lower abdomen.

      “I do,” he said, leaning forward with his hands on his thighs.

      “They said to show you everything,” Callie said, and turned.

      The Brazilian cut panties covered very little of her ass, which turned out to be a shocker. His impression of Callie had been straight skin and bones, but her cheeks were as tight and round as ripe cherries. There was something incredibly erotic in the contrast between her spindly frame and this sweet, sexy ass. Brawley’s erection started throbbing like a toothache.

      Callie turned back around, and suddenly, words tumbled from her in a rush, as if she feared she might otherwise lose her courage and leave them unspoken. “Thank you so much, Brawley. Thank you for saving me and for taking me with you and treating me so nicely and for buying me food and clothes and protecting me.”

      Callie hurried forward and knelt on the floor in front of him. Her movements were very graceful. Her tiny hands spread his legs, and she shimmied forward between his thighs. She blinked up at him, tears glistening in her huge, amber eyes.

      “I will never stop thanking you, Brawley. Not ever. I would do anything for you. You and the girls are all I have in the world, and they’re being so nice to me, and you are so nice and strong and just really, really awesome.” She laughed nervously and turned bright red again. “Please let me stay with you.”

      “I’m not kicking you out anytime soon, darlin,” he said, patting her bare shoulder. Her skin was smooth and warm, the lean muscle beneath catlike in its spare firmness.

      “Thank you, thank you, thank you.” Her long lashes glistened with tears of gratitude. She exhaled a shuddering breath, obviously relieved, and laid her head in his lap like it was a pillow. But when her cheek pressed in his hardness, Callie gasped and jerked with surprise, her huge eyes bulging.

      Brawley did nothing, letting her have free rein, and waited to see what she would do.

      Without a word, the cat girl settled her cheek once more onto his enormous erection. Her eyes glanced fleetingly into his. Then she closed her eyes and sighed, a small smile coming onto her pretty face.

      Brawley reached down and ran a hand through her many-colored locks. Her fine hair slid through his thick fingers, soft as cat’s fur.

      Callie nuzzled him like a cat, rubbing her cheek against his throbbing length, and purred with contentedness.

      The non-Carnal portion of Brawley’s mind hollered in the distance, trying to get his attention.

      She’s only eighteen, that part of him protested. And she’s led a strange and sheltered life.

      But Brawley, full of Carnal lust, barely registered these complaints or those that followed.

      She’s vulnerable. Wait and see how she feels about things down the road.

      But his Carnal side called bullshit on that. He wanted this girl. Now.

      You don’t even know her, the rational part of him argued. And bonding is forever.

      This last thought got through because bonding would impact not only Brawley and Callie but also the other girls. He had to be careful, had to be sure.

      Piss on that, his Carnal side growled. You’re a reckless soul, and you want this girl. The women can sort it all out. Besides, if they didn’t want this, why would they get you all horned up then send Callie out here in fuck-me heels and lingerie?

      And he had to admit his Carnal side had a point.

      He plunged his hand once more into Callie’s hair. This time, he gathered a fistful and held tight.

      Then Callie started to lick.

      Her eyes were still closed, and her cheek was still pressed into his aching manhood. Her tongue pulled across his swollen shaft, rasping across the denim in a slow, rhythmic, catlike licking. Her little face bobbed slightly with each swipe of her tongue, and the purring intensified in her bare throat. The action was pure feline affection.

      It was such a strange action, he had to wonder. Was she making a move? Or was her inner cat coming out, unconsciously showing warmth?

      After several seconds, her ministrations dampened a dark stripe across the lap of his jeans, and his whole length from balls to tip was swollen and aching.

      One of Callie’s eyelids parted slightly, and she stared up at him, her iris huge. “Brawley? Can I… unzip your pants? I’ve never even kissed a boy before, but I want you to put your thing in my mouth. Please?”

      A faint voice at the back of his head started harping but was instantly drowned out by his Carnal side, which roared, If a beautiful woman asks you to put your dick in her mouth, do it.

      Callie’s pretty face stared hopefully up at him. He pushed it gently aside and grabbed his zipper.

      But before he could unzip his jeans, his danger sense fired and the world outside exploded in a roar of approaching thunder.
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      Another day, another dime, Larry Donovan thought, glancing out at the bright, sunny day beyond the partially boarded-over windows of his shop.

      He had hung a big, bright sign on the plywood out front announcing, YES, WE ARE OPEN!

      But it hadn’t done much good. Because the damaged store front, the gorgeous weather, or just plain old shit luck was keeping customers away again today.

      No sooner had this thought occurred to him, however, than a vehicle pulled in. An old, yellow panel truck spotted with body putty, it reminded Larry of an overripe banana on wheels.

      The driver’s side door opened. The driver, a short guy, maybe Mexican and maybe not, climbed out. The man moved slowly. He was built like a thumb and wore a baggy, black-and-white bowling shirt, Wayfarer shades, and a little fedora. His fat cheeks were beardless, but below his bulbous nose, he had a thick, black mustache and soul patch.

      Musician, Larry thought, and figured the guy used the panel truck to cart the band’s equipment from gig to gig.

      And lo and behold, before closing his door, the guy pulled out a black guitar case. Then he shut the door and disappeared behind Larry’s shot-out window, lugging his case with him.

      Go figure, Larry thought. He’d been excited, thinking he was finally getting his first customer of the day, but instead, some failing musician was going door to door, trying to book gigs in all the wrong places.

      Larry hitched his pants and prepared to tell this fella too bad, so sad, but gun buyers weren’t looking to be serenaded by a blues band.

      The bell tinkled as the door opened, and the guy came in. He looked at Larry with no expression on his face, set his guitar case on the floor, and turned around.

      For a second, Larry thought the guy was leaving. “Can I help you, sir?” he called, because you never knew. This guy might be here to buy something after all. Maybe he was looking to pawn the guitar in trade. Besides, it didn’t cost Larry a dime to be nice to people.

      If the guy heard Larry, he didn’t show it. Instead, he fiddled with the door.

      When he turned back around and bent to grab the case, Larry’s blood ran cold.

      The man had flipped the sign from OPEN to CLOSED.

      Larry’s heart hiccupped. The son of a bitch was looking to rob him.

      But Larry was ready. He’d been on point ever since that weird-ass event the other night. He remembered only vague details, and his security cams had been wiped, but whatever happened had left him edgy.

      So as the man crouched down and started unsnapping the guitar case, Larry grabbed the stubby Mossberg from beneath the counter, put it to his shoulder and said, “Hold it right there, mister. Put your hands in the air.”

      The little guy stopped fiddling with the case and put his pudgy hands into the air.

      Good, Larry thought. He had no urge to shoot somebody and didn’t feel like adding further damage and one hell of a big blood stain to his already banged-up store.

      “That’s it,” Larry said. “Stand up now. Nice and easy. That’s it, buddy.”

      The little guy complied, muttering as he rose. He turned to face Larry, hands in the air, muttering in a language Larry had never heard.

      Meanwhile, the stubby little weirdo stared at him, his face as blank as a high-stakes poker player.

      That’s when Larry understood what was going on.

      Drugs.

      And not just the hobbit leaf. This guy was lost on the hard stuff.

      Hence the slack face and muttered nonsense. Hell, there might even be an honest-to-goodness guitar in the case, this joker so high, he was planning to rob Larry with an acoustic.

      The guy coughed and started making weird hissing sounds.

      Yup, drugs.

      And then the man’s fingers started twitching over his head. Not just twitching randomly, though. His fingers twisted with a purpose, forming odd little symbols as if the guy was delivering an alibi in sign language.

      Larry knew what the symbols were, too.

      Gang signs.

      This guy was a gangbanger, tweaking hard.

      In other words, a major headache. No telling what this guy might do.

      Larry’s intuition surprised him then, shrieking, Shoot him! Shoot him now before it’s too late!

      Which was an absurd notion, a suggestion that, if followed, would ruin Larry’s life and land him in prison for a long, long time.

      So he ignored his intuition.

      It was time to call the damn cops. Which sucked. Because after the last couple of days, he was sick to death of cops with their endless questions and suspicious eyes, grilling him for hours about something he really couldn’t remember.

      Sidestepping his way down the counter toward his phone, Larry lowered the shotgun to his hip, keeping it trained on the weirdo. No chance of missing at this range with a short-barreled 12 gauge.

      But then the lights started flickering, and just like that it was cold. Not just cold. Freezing.

      Larry stopped in his tracks, badly confused.

      To his right, there was a sound like a rusty zipper dragging open. A blast of icy air howled into him, filling his nostrils with a strange, sharp, and extremely unsettling odor that was acidic and animalistic all at once.

      Larry whipped in that direction. A squawk of terror leapt unbidden from his lungs.

      Ten feet away stood a monster.

      The thing was seven or eight feet tall. Two pairs of short, stubby arms jutted from its thick, blue-scaled, serpentine body. The lower set of arms terminated in four-fingered hands tipped with chitinous black talons. The upper arms ended in massive, black lobster claws.

      The thing’s head was a gigantic eyeball, a luminous blue sphere with a pure white iris the size of a dinner plate. At the base of the eye, a pair of enormous black mandibles clacked menacingly.

      Beneath these black scimitars, at the union of the snakelike body and the eyeball head, what looked like an asshole packed with bristly hairs cycled open and shut, dilating and contracting, dilating and contracting.

      What the thing was and where it had come from, Larry didn’t know and didn’t want to know.

      Behind the beast, reality had… torn. That was the only word for what Larry was seeing.

      The far end of his store had disappeared, replaced by a shimmering gash through which Larry could see another world. A nightmare world of midnight hues. A sheer cliff of black stone scabbed with ice and obscured by swirling snow. A stand of stunted and skeletal trees, black as obsidian, writhed alongside a crevasse exhaling blue steam and what sounded to Larry like the lamentation of penitents in hell.

      Larry was so stunned that by the time he registered the monster’s movement, the thing had covered half the distance between them, lurching toward Larry with a weird, unearthly hitching, its mandibles and claws clacking loudly.

      Larry fired the shotgun, racked the pump, and fired again. The first shot smashed a hole in the thing’s scaly chest, raining luminescent white goo onto the carpet. The second shot burst the eye, most of which leapt away in a spray of white pulp.

      The monster dropped without so much as a click.

      Larry racked the pump, expelling the spent casing, and stared for a second at the strange rift and shimmering world beyond. Seeing no immediate threats, he turned to face the weird little guy who’d started all this.

      As he turned, however, he realized with an explosion of panic that the stubby man had used this opportunity to get close. As in right fucking beside him.

      Larry brought the Mossberg around, but the guy was too close. The barrel thumped into the man’s arm. The guy stared up at Larry through those dark Wayfarers, his expression blank as a corpse, and hissed another tangle of weird nonsense as he poked a finger into Larry’s chest.

      Wild with panic, Larry tried to jerk away but couldn’t. His mind raged, but he was paralyzed. From the neck down, his body was as rigid as a stone statue.

      Only statues didn’t feel temperatures, and Larry’s entire body ached with the sudden cold.

      “Who were they?” the short man asked.

      “Who do you mean?” Larry asked, his voice a terrified warble.

      “The ones who killed the FPI agents,” the short man said, his voice calm and heavily accented.

      “I don’t know,” Larry said. “I can’t remember.”

      The man stared at him for a second. “It’s okay. You will.”

      “All right,” Larry said, latching desperately onto the man’s confidence. “I will remember, and I will tell you.”

      Saying nothing, the man turned and walked slowly back around the counter. He had an odd, bouncing gate. He walked on the balls of his feet, like the world’s shortest, roundest sprinter. His upper torso was oddly erect, and his arms swung lifelessly at his sides like slabs of dead meat.

      “I don’t have much in the register,” Larry called, “but it’s all yours. I don’t care. I don’t even care.”

      The man said nothing, crouching down to pull items from within the battered black case.

      Whimpering, Larry rolled his eyes in that direction, watching in confused terror as the man withdrew an odd assortment of items from the battered case.

      A sack of sugar. A bloated wine skin. A pack of bright sidewalk chalk. A Ziploc bag of pale sticks. Several short, thick, black cylinders. A bundle of thin, multicolored filaments bound by a twist of leather.

      Larry tried to think, but terror had reduced him to little more than a raving commentator with an audience of one: himself.

      And so, as the stubby man removed a long, slender blade from within the baggy confines of his bowling shirt, slit open the paper sack, and started tossing handfuls of white crystals upon the floor, Larry’s mind could only deliver the play-by-play.

      He’s spreading sugar on the floor.

      Then the man unbundled the filaments and spread them atop the sugar.

      Looks like hair, Larry thought. Human hair.

      The man carried the plastic bag into the center of the mess and stood there for several seconds, muttering in his strange language. Then he unzipped the bag and turned in a slow circle, shaking loose the pale sticks seemingly at random.

      Not sticks, Larry thought. Bones. Dried bones stripped of flesh.

      He hoped to hell those were chicken bones.

      The man studied the position of the bones, then squatted down and swept a finger across the sugar, etching a line between two bones.

      The man crab-walked from crouch to crouch, tracing elaborate symbols in the spilled sugar then retrieved the bloated wine skin.

      Muttering and hissing indecipherable words that made Larry’s head hurt, the man uncapped the skin, held its nozzle close to the ground, and squeezed out a thin stream of dark liquid, slowly tracing the lines he had furrowed between the bones.

      By the time the man finished his painstaking geometry, Larry had passed through half a dozen emotional states. He’d begged and shouted, raged and cajoled, reasoned and bargained.

      The man ignored him, pulled a thick cylinder of pink sidewalk chalk from the pack, and traced the perimeter of the sugarcoated area with painstaking precision.

      Then he returned the pink chalk to its container and selected a stick of pure white. Holding this, he circumnavigated the mess, crouching down decisively in what to Larry seemed arbitrary positions to draw symbols upon the floor. When he finished, ten or fifteen of these bizarre scribbles orbited the complicated shitshow spread across the center of Larry’s store.

      This was so, so bad. Voodoo shit. Had to be. But Larry wouldn’t allow his mind to fully consider this or he knew that he would spiral into madness.

      The man moved within the mess, positioning the stubby, black cylinders, which Larry now recognized as candles, amidst the sugar and bones and whatever the hell he’d been spreading around.

      Then he pulled a Zippo from his pocket, sparked it to life, and retraced his steps, chanting a garbled stream of nightmare gibberish as he lit the wicks. Thick, foul-smelling smoke rose into the air.

      “Listen,” Larry said, his throat raw from raving and threatening and begging. “I’ll give you anything. I’ll do anything. Just let me go. You don’t have to do this.”

      At long last, the man seemed to hear him. He turned in Larry’s direction, his face still as impassive as a stone mask, and said, “I must know the truth. They hid it within your mind. Hid it from you. Hid it from the Seekers. But with help from the Deposed Lord, I can find it.”

      Then the man did something that surprised Larry as much as anything he had done so far. He smiled.

      “Dutchman thinks he owns me. Valdez thinks he owns me. But I have never served anyone except the Deposed Lord.”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Larry whined. “I just want to go home.”

      “You will show me the way,” the man said. “You will render unto me the services of the tracker. You will feed the Deposed Lord and hasten his return.”

      The man came around the counter and stood in front of Larry, whispering nonsense as he unbuttoned his voluminous shirt. When he had finished, he spread the two halves of the unbuttoned shirt, moving with a glacial slowness that was unspeakably terrifying.

      As the fabric spread, Larry’s eyes swelled, taking in the intricate and otherworldly images etched upon the man’s flabby body. Alien script, jagged and cosmic and wholly unknowable; strings of numbers that shifted like living things upon the bronzed flesh; spiked and slanting symbols bent at impossible angles lost to the minds of men; and above all else, the crouching, cavorting, and cantering images of unearthly creatures too terrible to behold and impossible to name, demons and gods and demon-gods from a place outside time and beyond sanity.

      Larry screamed and screamed and screamed.

      The man brandished his wicked blade, muttering nonsense. Then the man dragged the knife across his own belly, bearing down hard, carving himself like a Thanksgiving turkey.

      And Larry did give thanks. Because instead of murdering Larry, the crazy son of a bitch had just killed himself.

      The long slit gaped across the tattooed belly like the mouth of a catfish. But instead of spilling a tangle of coiled intestines, the long slit opened a window onto another world, where an emaciated figure in dark robes sat upon the black throne, his haggard face locked in a severe frown, the eyes above burning red like twin stars on the verge of supernova.

      “Lord!” Larry’s stubby tormentor cried. “Your faithful servant has a gift for you. Please, Lord, send your faithful servant a tracking demon so that he might do your bidding and hasten your return!”

      “Yes,” the wasted shape upon the otherworldly throne hissed.

      Larry opened his mouth to scream, but maniacal laughter spilled involuntarily from his mouth, laughter that continued even when it felt like his insides were crumbling into a swirling miasma of dust and light.

      Larry’s laughter cut off sharply. His body went rigid. And that was that for Larry Donovan.

      All the color drained from his face, which was locked in a mask of unknowable terror. A second later, his hair was pure white, and his eyes were completely black.

      The glittering particles that had been Larry Donovan emerged from his frozen chest and condensed into a wavering ribbon. This shimmering borealis of sparkling essence slithered through the air and plunged into the gruesome hole gaping across the unholy gut of the stubby man.

      “Yes,” the man upon the throne hissed, inhaling the glittering river of disintegrated matter and releasing a dark bundle that rose up and up toward the gaping slit. “Yesssssss…”
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      Brawley stood and pulled the curtain aside.

      A chrome-spangled river of steel and leather-clad flesh was flooding the campground.

      The Scars.

      The girls emerged from the back room, buttoning shirts and tying shoes and checking firearms.

      Remi wore engineer boots, a new pair of black leather pants, and a tight black tank top. Her tats were back, and a cautious smile lit her face. “They’re either going to kiss me or kill me,” she said, reaching for the doorknob.

      Brawley laid his hand atop hers. “Either way, darlin, we’re in this together.

      They stepped outside. The other girls followed.

      Motorcycles rolled past the cabin in a circular current, revving and roaring as their riders strafed Brawley and the girls with hardass stares.

      On and on the river flowed, a never-ending stream of bikers looping round and round, all sneers and sunglasses. With each pass the torrent thickened. A hundred bikes, two hundred, three hundred. Their passing beat the tall weeds flat. The collective roar of their engines was deafening.

      Finally, the bikers lurched to a stop, revving their engines and forming a circular steel wall around Brawley and his women.

      The Scars looked like pirates of the road kicked back on their big, stripped down hogs with their motorcycle boots jacked against the pegs and their muscular, tattooed arms spread wide to grip ape hanger handlebars.

      The women were half-naked savages with killer bodies and dangerous, glittering eyes. Some rode pillion, clutching their men possessively like the “old ladies” of fuggle outlaw clubs.

      Other women drove themselves. These were fearsome, feral beauties armed to the teeth, a challenge burning in their eyes. Many had women of their own riding pillion behind them.

      The men sported long hair and drooping mustaches and a variety of beards from spiky goatees to full-blown Gandalf beards shot through with gray.

      Those gray hairs were a statement, Brawley knew, a symbol of what separated the Scars from flesh mages like those he’d met in Miami.

      Some body mods were obvious: thick muscles for the men, perfect tits for the women. But they didn’t look like a bunch of bodybuilders and runway models doing a shoot in Sturgis. They looked like what they were, an outlaw motorcycle club of wild Carnals covered in dust and grease and sweat.

      True to their name, the Scars never erased damaged flesh where they had been stabbed or shot or burned. Furrows of scar tissue notched their muscular bodies like kill marks carved into a gunfighter’s pistol grip.

      They displayed these disfigurements with the same menacing pride with which they wore their colors, a bright red heart crisscrossed with zippers of blue scar tissue.

      Remi had told Brawley about The Unstoppable Heart. Now, he saw it everywhere, sewn onto vests and sleeveless denim jacks; tattooed onto python biceps and hairy, sunbaked backs; stitched into boots and saddle bags and flags fluttering behind panheads and softails and dyna glides.

      The Scars revved their engines filling the air with a deafening racket and exhaust fumes.

      Brawley waited.

      Motorcycle clubs pretend not to care what people think of them, but they care, all right. A lot, in fact. They need everybody to know that they rejected polite society.

      Now they were trying to intimidate Brawley. Well, he’d just wait for them to finish their show.

      Finally, one of the bikes separated from the pack and rolled out into the open space before Brawley and the others. The driver was a broad-shouldered, stone-faced man with close cropped black hair and a squared-off goatee streaked in gray. Beneath a bright red bandana, sunglasses sat atop a crooked nose.

      The man’s muscular body was clad in boots, jeans, a leather vest, countless tattoos, and even more numerous scars, some of which were so massive and gnarled they looked like they’d been made by chainsaws. A huge bowie knife was shoved into his wide leather belt, and his boxy hands were knuckled with heavy rings that would ravage the flesh of anyone unlucky enough to be punched by his terrible fists.

      For a few seconds, the man just sat and stared, his expression made more severe by the long vertical scar that ran down one cheek like a permanent frown line.

      Then he lifted an arm overhead and slashed it downward.

      Instantly the engines cut as one, and the deafening roar of the horde snapped off into silence.

      None of the bikers spoke or fidgeted. They sat in their steel mounts, staring in silence. Behind them a breeze wrinkled the surface of the lake, carrying to Brawley the smell of the horde: a blend of motor oil and sweat, dried blood and semen, cigarette smoke and booze and weed.

      Remi stepped forward. “Still a fucking showoff, huh, Daddy?”

      A beaming smile split the rugged face of Braxton Dupree. “Still a disrespectful pain in the ass, huh, Remington?”

      Braxton dismounted, joined by a striking woman who could have been Remi’s sister but who was, Brawley realized, her mother, Talia Dupree, Queen of the Scars.

      The three embraced savagely, their fierce affection on full display as if their reunion wasn’t being watched by hundreds.

      Brawley liked that and liked the way Braxton and Talia held Remi tight. He had grown up surrounded by love that was equally fierce if not so physical, never doubting his family’s dedication to him, even when they were tanning his hide.

      Brawley felt bad for his other wives. Sage’s parents were distant and distracted Seekers.

      Nina’s father was a sweet-talking, telepathic deadbeat. Her mother had abandoned her. And her young half-brother, who knew nothing about psionics, was imprisoned beneath the wing of his bitchy fuggle mother.

      Brawley also felt bad for Callie. The anxious cat girl had been raised on the road by her uncle, whom the psi mob had murdered only two days earlier.

      So it did Brawley’s heart good to see one of his women, the fierce and fearless Remi, wrapped up in the unapologetically loving embrace of her parents.

      However, danger still lurked here. Brawley’s Seeker senses clanged. Malice hung like a heavy smog over the massed bikers surrounding them.

      Before Brawley could pinpoint the source, Braxton Dupree released his daughter and gave a surly nod in the direction of Brawley and the girls. “Who the fuck are they?”

      Remi said, “Mom, Daddy, meet my husband and sister-wives and… um… Callie.”

      “Husband?” Braxton said, his expression darkening rapidly.

      “Sister-wives?” Talia said, and her eyes grew hard and suspicious.

      Hundreds of rough-ass bikers straddled their iron horses, waiting.

      Brawley hooked his arms around Nina and Sage and walked forward. He gestured for Callie, whose skinny body was still clad only in stilettos and red lace, to follow. The cat girl’s amber eyes were huge with fear, but she tottered over and slipped in beside Nina, who pulled her close.

      Brawley drew even with Remi and nodded without smiling. “Sir,” he said. “Ma’am. I’m Brawley.” And he held out his hand to Remi’s father.

      Braxton Dupree just stared for half a second.

      Brawley battened down the hatches.

      The first time you meet a girl’s dad, he’s going to puff out his chest and talk some shit. His protective instincts are aroused, awakening the inner caveman that lurks even within the skulls of even the most soft-spoken, civilized fathers. In that moment, a father doesn’t want to shake your hand; he wants to bash your brains out and dump your corpse on the front step to ward off would-be suitors.

      It’s the way of the world.

      His mouth is going to write checks his ass can’t cash. So be it. Let it slide. Don’t grin like a puppy and play into his bullshit. Stand tall. But give the guy a pass if he acts like an asshole the first time you meet.

      As long as he doesn’t mistreat your girl, that is. In that case, all bets are off, all passes are revoked, and you must step up or live forever beneath a yellow pall of cowardice in the eyes of father and daughter alike.

      So Brawley waited, prepared to let the guy strut a little.

      But then Talia, who had been looking back and forth between her daughter and Brawley, changed everything.

      “No shit,” Talia said incredulously, a very Remi-ish grin coming onto her face as she put everything together. “My gorgeous, pain-in-the-ass daughter. Go figure. One power mage in the whole world, and you throw in with him.”

      Abruptly, the beautiful woman pulled Brawley into an embrace. “Welcome to the family, Brawley.”

      And the circle of onlooking barbarians roared with approval.
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        * * *

      

      The Scars attacked the campground with a vengeance, brush hogging the tall grass and weeds, hacking vines, and repairing damaged buildings. Brawley pitched in, working alongside Braxton and Weasel, who’d been downright friendly since the club had shown up.

      Most of the Scars welcomed Brawley with open arms. A few stared and whispered. Only one, Braxton’s sergeant-at-arms, actually sneered.

      That’s where the trouble would come from, Brawley knew without so much as a trickle of Seeker juice. All day, the hulking asshole had been glaring at him.

      So be it.

      The girls hung with Talia. Remi was in her glory. Sage was happy, too, studying the biker gang and grinning like a marine biology student in a pool full of dolphins. Nina had everyone in stitches.

      Only Callie seemed tense. She stuck close to the girls and kept glancing in Brawley’s direction, probably checking to make sure he was okay.

      Word that Callie was not Brawley’s wife must have passed through the ranks, because Scars kept cruising past her, trying to chat her up. But Callie rejected one and all and continued to stare in Brawley’s direction.

      She might be young, Brawley thought, hacking through another vine, but she ain’t fickle.

      His feelings for her quickened. There is no quality in a woman so attractive as loyalty.

      As the work neared completion, Braxton clapped Brawley on the arm. “Want to do some shooting?”

      They grabbed ammo and a twelve pack and strolled alongside the lake, drinking and talking. Mostly drinking, truth be told, neither man being much of a talker.

      They had covered the basics while working. Where Brawley was from, where he was going, what he thought of Remi.

      The silence suited Brawley. After all, a rare few mastered small talk.

      Back in Texas, these masters of empty talk haunted bars and gas stations and porch rockers. There was a rhythm to their idle chatter, a lyrical draftiness that relied on repetition and a lurking, subtle humor.

      Their small talk was inextricable from their personalities, just as it was inextricable from the region itself, peppered as it was with equal parts gossip, weather, and local expressions. Having lived among them, one could not think of August heat without picturing these folks mopping their brow and offering up something like, “Phew-ee, it’s hotter than a stolen tamale, ain’t it?”

      Small talk with most people, however, was painful. Better than a poke to the eye with a sharp stick, Brawley reckoned, but he avoided it as much as he could.

      Apparently, Braxton was of a similar mindset.

      They reached the rear of the campground. A rusting dumpster stood in front of an old split rail fence. The dumpster was half full of empty bottles.

      They set a row of bottles on the top rail and took turns popping them cowboy style.

      Brawley had his XDS. Braxton used a pair of long-barreled .44 Magnums.

      “You ought to start packing another piece,” Braxton said. “You’re a Carnal now. We can fire two pistols just as easy as one.”

      “Thanks for the tip, sir,” Brawley said, figuring he’d follow his father-in-law’s advice. “And I have to say, you ought to consider carrying something with higher capacity.”

      Braxton grinned. “Good point. Haven’t seen any real action in a long time. Not a firefight, anyway. Maybe I’m getting soft.”

      “I doubt it.”

      Braxton drew both pistols and went down the line, obliterating the bottles with impressive speed and accuracy.

      “I heard about Miami. All those FPI agents you killed.”

      “I killed two who ambushed me down in Marathon,” Brawley said, “but not the ones in Miami.”

      As they shot and drank, he broke it down for Braxton, explaining what had happened the previous night, starting in the nightclub and wrapping up with the albino tiger.

      For a few seconds, Braxton just looked at him. “The Tiger Mage, back after all these years. He was supposed to be dead.”

      Brawley shook his head. “Well, sir, he ain’t. He killed those people like it was nothing. Two, three hundred people just like that. Four, five seconds, tops. Who is he?”

      “A madman and a murderer,” Braxton said. “The worst kind of power mage. Twenty-some years ago, he was hell in stripes, fucking up fuggles and psi mages alike. For a while there, seemed like he might overturn the whole apple cart. That’s what the Culling was all about. Killing off the power mages but mostly the Tiger Mage. He’s hunting you?”

      “Hunting me,” Brawley said, “but he’s not on my trail.”

      “Yet.”

      “Yet.”

      They were silent for a time as they reloaded and set up another rank of bottles.

      Then Braxton said, “You and your women can stay with us.”

      “Much obliged for the offer, sir,” Brawley said, “but I reckon we’ll be moving on down the road. I got unfinished business to see to.”

      “Gathering more wives?”

      Brawley nodded. “I’m fixing to open all seven strands. But there’s more to it than that.” Briefly, he told Braxton about the gifts his parents had left him and how he’d learned the location of the two missing items. “As soon as we get the RV back, we’re hitting the road.”

      Now it was Braxton’s turn to nod. His dark eyes stared out at the green wall of vegetation beyond the fence, the muscles in his jaw bunched up like a fist. “You want to leave your wives with us? It’d be safer for them.”

      “Thank you, sir, but no,” Brawley said. “We look out for each other. Besides, I don’t put a lot of faith in hiding out. Seems like a good way to let the other guy make the first move.  Once I crack all my strands and figure shit out, I’m going on the offensive.”

      Braxton laughed bitterly. “I can see why Remi likes you, son. You’ve got grit. But if you change your mind, you and your women are always welcome to ride with us. That’s an open invitation, no expiration.”

      “Thank you, sir.”

      Braxton grinned. “You going to shoot those bottles or are you hoping a strong wind will come along and knock them over for you?”

      Brawley left his pistol holstered. “Actually, I gotta try something.”

      Telekinetic blasts were awesome, but he needed to work on his flexibility and speed. Unfortunately, he didn’t know how to do what he wanted to do with the energy crackling in his arm.

      Dipping into his head, Brawley pulled a short length of sparking red force and used his mind to break this into several glowing fragments. He willed these in conical slugs of crackling energy and lined them up on the firmament of his mind like cartridges on a countertop.

      The whole affair had taken around ten seconds, an eternity in combat terms. Oh well. If this worked, he’d focus on speeding up the process. Nina would help.

      But first, he had to see if it would even work.

      Braxton watched in silence, eyes glittering, interested to see what a power mage could do.

      With the telekinetic ammo buzzing in his skull, Brawley eyed a Corona bottle and imagined releasing one and only one round. There was a little shutter-click sensation in his forehead, and the bottle shattered, taken dead center by a single shot.

      He shifted his eyes to the next bottle and pulled the mental trigger again.

      The bottle exploded.

      His eyes flicked and fired, flicked and fired, flicked and fired, moving down the row until he’d plinked all the bottles.

      Six bottles, seven shots. He’d hit the Jim Beam bottle high, smashing only the neck, and finished the base with a second round.

      “Not bad,” Braxton said. “A little slow.”

      “For now,” Brawley said. “This was my first time. I’ll get faster.”

      He was happy with the results. Telekinetic blasts burned a ton of force. Using smaller rounds would carry him through a long firefight.

      Day faded toward dusk.

      Braxton blasted away with his big revolvers, pointing out the drawback to Brawley’s Unbound projectiles. They were silent and therefore lacked the terrifying wallop of a firearm. “That sound’s a weapon all to itself, especially at the start of a firefight.”

      Brawley agreed, sort of, but pointed out the flip side. The sound of gunshots, like the barking of dogs, brought others to the fight.

      When it was his turn to shoot, he went back and forth between the XDS and his telekinetic rounds. He didn’t miss again, and by the time they quit plinking, he’d cut the load time to a few seconds and could fire the rounds as fast as he could fire the pistol.

      Not bad. Not bad at all.

      As the sun melted into the horizon, they burned the last of the ammo and drank the last of the beer.

      Braxton slapped him on the back. “Let’s go drink.”

      “Sounds good, sir.”

      Brawley turned toward the lake. At the far end, silhouettes danced around a bonfire of cleared brush, cavorting like wild savages.

      They started walking in that direction.

      “Remi tell you about her sister?” Braxton asked.

      “Some.”

      “Tell you Winnie’s locked up?”

      Brawley nodded. “She’s pretty torn up about it.”

      “We all are,” Braxton said, “but Remi got it into her head that it’s her fault, and that’s bullshit.”

      Brawley nodded again.

      “The FPI has my baby girl locked up in that fucking Chop Shop,” Braxton said, his voice suddenly thick with emotion, “and here I am, partying like a rock star.”

      “I reckon if there was a way to rescue Winnie, you would’ve done it a long time ago.”

      “You got that right, son. Couple of guys who ride with us spent time in there. The facility’s in the Smoky Mountains. And I mean in them. Deep underground. Maximum security, state of the art. And to make matters worse, the Order keeps an eye, making sure nobody tries anything.”

      They walked in silence for a few strides.

      “But Miami crippled the FPI,” Braxton said, “and they’ll be hunting you with all they’ve got. The Chop Shop will be running on a skeleton crew.”

      Brawley looked at him. “You gonna try to bust her out?”

      Braxton nodded. “I’d rather die trying to save my girl than keep on living knowing that her heart’s breaking fresh every day, wondering why her daddy hasn’t come for her.”

      “Well, don’t go rushing into a suicide mission. You got another daughter out in the world.”

      That seemed to rankle Braxton. “You think I don’t know that, son? You think an hour of any day passes without me worrying about Remi?”

      “Sir,” Brawley said, “you give me a little time to crack these strands and figure out what the hell I’m doing, and I’ll ride with you.”

      Braxton smiled. A veil of emotional fatigue clouded his hard, vibrant features. “I appreciate the offer, son, but this is a father’s errand.”

      “A family errand,” Brawley said. “I’m in.”

      Braxton shook his head. “You take care of Remi. Make me some grandkids. And in the meantime, you’ll be doing your part by drawing off heat and manpower.”

      “I’ll keep stirring the pot,” Brawley said, “but if you think Remi will let you hit the Chop Shop without her, you don’t know your daughter so well.”

      Braxton laughed. “You have a point. That girl’s a hammerhead just like her mother. So don’t tell her.”

      “No can do, sir,” Brawley said. “I keep no secrets from my wives.”

      “Shit,” Braxton said, and spit into the lake. “You’re a piece of work, son. I can’t help but like you. But you’re going to be a pain in my ass with your sirs and ma’ams and all that cowboy code bullshit.

      “You want a happy life, you’d better learn to hold your tongue, because women aren’t like us. They latch onto something, they don’t let go of it until it’s dead or all dressed up in feathers, whatever they’re aiming for, timing be damned.”

      “I appreciate the advice.”

      “But you won’t take it.”

      “No sir, I reckon kindly I probably won’t.”

      Braxton shook his head. “Whatever happened to opposites attract? You’re even more stubborn than my daughter.”

      Brawley grinned. “I don’t know if that’s possible, sir.”

      “You got a point,” Braxton said. “Trouble is, you’re both still wet behind the ears. How old are you, son?”

      “Twenty-three,” Brawley said.

      “Twenty-three,” Braxton said. “I’m one hundred and forty-one years old, kid.”

      “Well, then you should know better than to go attacking a place like a Chop Shop just because your daughter’s in there. You won’t do her or Remi any good if you’re dead.”

      For a few silent seconds, the words hung in the air between them like the echo of a slap.

      Braxton stared through him. When the man spoke again, his eyes remained out of focus, as if he was staring into the past… or perhaps into a timeless abyss where one might rearrange the pieces of his life into a more favorable position.

      “Never have daughters, Brawley. Everybody says girls wrap their daddies around their little fingers, but that’s not the half of it. A son will butt heads with his father until the day he’s a man and maybe even until he has sons of his own and starts to realize what a jackass he’s been. It’s just the way we’re made.

      “But girls are sweet. So sweet. Sweetest thing in the whole damned world, a daughter. There is no close second. Even in the middle of a screaming fight, all a daughter has to do is hug you, and all is forgiven. That makes a man vulnerable.

      “A daughter will rip out your heart and eat it right in front of you, and all you’ll be able to do is tell her to chew slowly so she doesn’t choke. There is no limit to the love a man feels for his daughter, and every girl is born knowing that. There is nothing a man won’t do, nothing he won’t suffer, no one he won’t kill, for his daughter.”

      For an awkward moment, Brawley thought the hard-as-nails King of the Scars might break into tears.

      But the Carnal merely cleared his throat and turned toward Brawley, and suddenly, his eyes were Remi’s eyes: hard and dark and fierce.

      “Remi and Winnie know all this,” Braxton said. “They’ve known it every hour of every day since the FPI took my baby away from me. And yet I have not rescued Winnie.” He took Brawley by the arms, and his boxy hands were like vises. “Do you know how that feels, knowing your girl is suffering in a cage, wondering why her father has forsaken her? Knowing that her sister, who always thought you were the toughest guy in the whole world, is wondering the same thing?”

      “No, sir, I can’t imagine.”

      “I’ll wait for you if I can, son,” Braxton said. “But hurry. Hell isn’t being hurt by others. Hell is having to stand by while others hurt the people you love… and knowing those loved ones think you have forsaken them.”

      Up ahead, the party raged. There was a lot of noise. Shouting and laughter, music and the roar of engines, an occasional gunshot. The flames of the huge bonfire glimmered upon the oily blackness of the lake’s surface.

      “Oh,” Braxton said as they drew near, “heads-up. Ramrod will try to start a fight with you later.”

      “Who’s Ramrod?”

      “My sergeant-at-arms.”

      “Big, mean-looking son of a bitch with a bunch of bullet scars on his belly?”

      “That’s him,” Braxton said. “Don’t take it personally. It’s his job. Somebody new shows up, he’s supposed to test them. But he won’t force it. Just let him talk his shit and wave him off.”

      Brawley nodded. “We’ll see. No promises.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            12

          

        

      

    

    
      Tammy cracked the kids’ door just wide enough that she could work by the sliver of light that fell through the gap. Then she tiptoed inside and gritted her teeth, growling quietly when she stepped on something hard.

      Standing on one leg, she squeezed her foot, staring down at the offending object.

      One of Ty’s toys, of course. A cowboy complete with not only one but two six-shooters. The boy not quite seven years old and already obsessed with guns.

      How many times do I have to tell him to pick up his toys? she thought, trying to squeeze the pain from her arch. By seven, he should be mature enough to keep his stuff picked up.

      But in all fairness, she thought, by twenty-seven, I should be smart enough to wear shoes walking into a dark room likely littered with toys.

      She glared down at the cowboy. To make matters worse, the plastic gunslinger reminded her of Nina’s boyfriend, Brawley. And that son of bitch was definitely on her shit list now.

      The news out of Miami was terrifying. She just hoped Nina was okay.

      At least the crazy bastard had been good to his word. She’d received the money order that afternoon. She appreciated the extra cash, too. But Brawley was still on her shit list. She’d skin him alive if Nina was hurt.

      Hurt… or worse.

      But she wouldn’t allow herself to think along those lines. She just wished she hadn’t shielded her friend’s mind. Then she could check in on her.

      Ty breathed softly from the top bunk, out like a light. The boy was just like his father. A hard charger, he never wanted to go to bed. Then as soon as his head hit the pillow, he was out like a poleaxed calf. Whatever he did, the boy went all in, whether it sleeping, eating, badgering his little sister, spreading sharp-ass toys all over the carpet, or chasing Luna around the yard.

      Speaking of Luna, the little bichon frise was barking up a storm outside. Probably hollering at those assholes across the way. Whatever the case, if Luna woke the kids, Tammy would skin her alive.

      Tammy fetched a diaper from the top of the dresser and crouched down by the lower bunk where little Hannah lay diagonally atop the covers. Her tiny little toes poked from the bottom of her princess nightgown, pink and pudgy and perfect in the shaft of light from the hall.

      Tammy straightened her little girl atop the bed. Hannah stirred drowsily. Unlike Ty, who slept like the dead and woke like a live wire, three-year-old Hannah was a light sleeper but a slow waker. Her nights were patchy, her mornings blurry. In that way and many others, Hannah favored her mother.

      One thing Hannah had inherited from Charley, however, was her temperature. The little girl was a furnace. Even with the AC on—and since getting cash from Brawley, Tammy had left it on all night—little Hannah had thrown off her covers and her strawberry blond bangs were dark with sweat and plastered to her hot little forehead.

      Hannah’s eyes opened, blinking groggily. “Mommy?”

      “It’s me, Peanut,” Tammy whispered, caressing her daughter’s cheek. “Shh now. Mommy just wanted to give you a kiss.”

      Hannah smiled faintly, her eyes drowsing shut again. “Love you, Mommy.”

      And wham—just like that, Tammy’s heart melted.

      Raising two kids alone was tough. She missed Charley so much. Missed his big, booming voice, his easy laughter, and his calloused hands. Missed the feel of those hard hands on her body and the sight of them, holding coffee or beer or little Hannah, who had looked so damn small in those big hands of his, the baby just fourteen months when her daddy died.

      Tammy wiped at her eyes. Here we go with the waterworks again, she thought. It’s been two damn years. Shouldn’t they have dried up by now?

      But she knew they hadn’t and doubted they ever would. Not completely.

      Nor would she want them to.

      Because that would mean something. A letting go, a moving beyond. Whatever you called it, a cessation of tears would mean forgetting to a degree the man she had loved and still loved and would always love, and she hoped to hell that never happened.

      You’re a mess, she told herself. A grade-A mess.

      But she was doing her best. And even though raising Ty and Hannah alone was tough and scary, she was grateful to be doing so. Fiercely grateful.

      Tammy was exhausted all the time and wracked by worries, mostly to do with money and this shitty neighborhood. Ty was a bull in a China shop most of the time, and Hannah was already proving that the terrible twos are a myth. The damned threes, on the other hand, will kill you.

      But oh, she loved them. Loved them with the fire of a thousand suns. Loved them more than she could ever have imagined loving anything.

      And one slurred “Love you, Mommy” from her little girl filled Tammy with joy and gratitude and wiped away all the bad, the loneliness, the exhaustion, even Ty’s refusal to pick up his stupid toys and Hannah’s terrible three tantrums. All of it gone with a single whispered profession of love.

      Well, almost all the bad stuff.

      Worry remained.

      Because that was the price of love.

      She removed Hannah’s heavy diaper, balled it up, sealed it, and spread a new diaper beneath her daughter’s little butt.

      Hannah shifted, murmuring softly, half-awake, half-asleep.

      Tammy positioned the diaper and fastened it, thinking for the hundredth time that she had to look into nighttime diapers. Lucy said they worked a lot better.

      But then again, Lucy’s husband was alive and gainfully employed.

      Nighttime diapers, amazing or otherwise, were expensive, especially because you couldn’t borrow your parents’ Costco card and buy them in bulk, the way she could regular diapers.

      Of course, if it saved a diaper per night, that would stretch them out, saving money. Enough to make up the difference?

      Her brain refused to grab hold of the math. Again. And again, she wondered if the whole world was run by some secret corporation that banked on tired moms not having the energy to sort out the cost differences between diapers.

      No, she thought. That would be too mundane. Too benign.

      The world wasn’t run by anyone. It was a battleground. Order and chaos waging their never-ending war. Neither would win, of course. Neither could. Order was a sandcastle at high tide, and chaos was nothing, literally nothing, without some constant against which to churn. In fact, total chaos would be nothing more than order.

      Which came first, the chicken or the egg?

      Both of them.

      And that’s why you’re not a philosopher, Tammy thought.

      She kissed her babies goodnight, tiptoed from the room, and shut the door.

      The damned dog was still barking. It was much louder here in the hall.

      She’d call Luna and just sit for a while. Take it easy. Maybe go through the old magazines her mother had given her. People, Guideposts, Reader’s Digest. Sure, staying up would cut into her sleep, but sometimes your conscious mind needed a break, too.

      It was tempting, now that she had a wad of cash, to subscribe to cable again. Sit back, watch something mindless like The Bachelorette or House Hunters or Married at First Sight. Lose herself in someone else’s mild drama.

      But she wouldn’t. Because “wad” was a bit of a stretch.

      She’d blown half of it catching up on rent and bills, then lost her mind and racked up a two-hundred-dollar bill at the grocery store.

      It was stupid, blowing all that dough on stuff they didn’t need. Junk cereal—the real brands, not generic—a book for each kid, and a frigging ice cream cake, like it was someone’s birthday or something.

      But damn if it didn’t feel good to see those kids’ huge smiles.

      That’s what had done it. Tammy knew she should save the money, stretch it, but she couldn’t resist the temptation of making Ty and Hannah happy.

      They had the rest of their lives to eat spaghetti and potatoes and whatever meat was on sale stretched with rice or beans or cabbage.

      So much of the time, Tammy felt like a failure. So it had been awesome surprising them like that, making them light up with excitement.

      Regardless of where they lived or how many other kids had worn their hand-me-down clothes or whether their junk cereal was brand or generic, her kids were mostly happy.

      But it broke her heart sometimes when she realized that maybe Ty wasn’t quite as happy as he acted. That maybe, just maybe, he was pretending to be happier than he really was because even at seven, he had learned that he needed to protect his mother.

      That broke her heart.

      So fuck it. She’d blown some cash.

      For a few hours there, the splurge had made her kids 100% legit happy and allowed her to relax and feel good about herself.

      But now, with the kids sleeping, the dog barking outside, and the kitchen clock ticking loudly away, marking the passing seconds that carried her inexorably forward through time toward her next rent payment, she knew she’d been foolish, splurging as she had.

      Oh well. She still had close to three grand, and that was three grand more than she had had before Nina showed up, wanting the shield.

      She hoped her friend was okay. Hoped all of them were okay. Even Brawley.

      He was a good man. She had sensed that loud and clear. And she didn’t believe what the news was saying. Or rather suggesting, the Order way too slick to flat-out accuse Brawley and the girls of killing all those people.

      Luna stopped barking.

      And then Tammy heard a sound that chilled her blood. Two car doors shutting in her driveway.

      Had they come back? Were Nina and Brawley and the blonde standing on her doorstep, riddled with bullet holes, looking for a place to hole up?

      She hoped to hell not. Because she loved Nina and wished the others well, but she would not endanger her kids by harboring three blood-soaked fugitives.

      Someone rapped softly on the door. No matter who it was out there, if they woke the kids, she’d skin them alive.

      She started for the door but paused halfway across the kitchen and focused her mind, reaching out, scanning for thoughts.

      Wish she’d open the damn door, an unfamiliar consciousness thought, I’m stiff as a stone broomstick after that ride.

      Tammy tiptoed to the door, peered out the peephole, and saw two people standing outside. One, an elderly, bespectacled woman in a bright dress, she instantly recognized as the source of the overheard thoughts. She had never seen the woman before in her life and had no clue what she could be doing, standing on Tammy’s doorstep at this hour.

      She’d also never seen the man, but one look made her stomach churn like it was filled with greased eels.

      Sixtyish, haggard, and grim, the man was dressed in slacks and a button-down shirt. His tan blazer hung open, giving Tammy a glimpse of the pistol shoulder-rigged inside.

      A cop. And considering his thoughts were shielded from her probing, not just a cop but an agent from the Order.

      Shit.

      Brawley, you son of bitch, what have you gotten me into?

      The cop rapped again, louder. His face revealed no impatience. Mostly, he seemed to be staring across the lane at the nightly firepit thug convention. But she knew he would just keep knocking until she answered.

      Oh hell.

      She reached back, swept her smokes off the counter, lit one, and opened the damned door, doing her best to look pissed rather than afraid.

      “What the hell do you want? My kids are sleeping.” She blocked Luna from coming inside, not wanting the little dog to trip the old woman.

      The man offered a smile. He didn’t put much into it. “My apologies, ma’am.” He flipped open some credentials she didn’t even try to read. The seven-pointed star she’d glimpsed verified her suspicions.

      The Order. Shit.

      “Ms. Schultz?” the man said. “My name is Detective Whittaker, and this is my… colleague, Hazel. We’re sorry to bother you at this hour, but—”

      “Oh, spare the procedural hooey, Jamaal,” the old woman said. “She understands. Can we come in, Tammy? I’m stiff as a—”

      “Stone broomstick,” Tammy finished for her, bringing a smile onto the old woman’s face. “Sure, come in, but keep it down, okay? If you wake the kids, I’ll have a hell of a time getting them back to sleep, and my three-year-old will give Mom hell while I’m at work tomorrow.”

      They came in and stood around the kitchen, talking in whispers.

      Jamaal was hunting the power mage, whom he referred to by name.

      That was surprising. It meant Brawley had fucked up somehow. And Brawley didn’t seem like a man who fucked up often.

      “We’re also looking for a friend of yours,” Jamaal said. “Nina Mack.”

      Tammy said nothing, took a drag, and tried to look like she wasn’t screaming inside. What the hell had she gotten herself into, helping those three?

      “We’re also hunting for my mentee, a pretty Seeker with hair like melted gold.”

      Tammy folded one arm beneath her breasts and exhaled a stream of smoke. “I don’t know where they are.”

      Hazel nodded. “She’s telling the truth.”

      Jamaal smirked. “I know.”

      “My apologies, sonny. I’m not used to hanging out with other Seekers.”

      “Apology accepted,” Jamaal said. “Now, Ms. Schultz—”

      “Tammy,” Tammy said. She wasn’t buying Jamaal’s friendly banter, but that didn’t mean she couldn’t play along.

      “Tammy, then. It’s late, so let me cut to the chase. We know they were here, and we know you helped them. Now we want you to help us.”

      Tammy squinted at him over her cigarette, trying to act tougher than she felt. “Or else?”

      “There is no ‘or else,’” Jamaal said. “At least not the way you mean it. I’m not here to threaten you.”

      “Mhmm,” Tammy said, voicing her skepticism. “I’m waiting for whatever comes after you say, ‘but unfortunately.’”

      “Oh, I like this girl,” Hazel said with a grin.

      Tammy sideswiped the old broad with a quick peek and found Hazel’s thoughts were in line with the smile and words.

      Hazel chuckled, patting her white hair. “I’d forgotten how it tickles when a Bender reads your mind. You get to be my age nobody cares what you think.”

      “Tammy, I meant it,” Jamaal said. “I am not here to threaten you. We’re just hoping you’ll help us find Nina and her friends.”

      Tammy took a drag and let it go almost immediately, shaking her head. “You’re barking up the wrong tree. I have no idea where they are.”

      “And wouldn’t tell us if you did,” Hazel said, still smiling. “I do like you, Tammy.”

      Keeping her eyes locked on Jamaal, Tammy spread her hands. “Wrong tree, boss.”

      “You shielded Nina from her father,” Jamaal said. It wasn’t a question, and Tammy didn’t bother denying it.

      “No harm in that,” Tammy said.

      “Not unless you’re Xander Mack,” Jamaal said. “The man’s scared shitless.”

      “The man is a manipulative piece of shit.”

      Jamaal shrugged. “Perhaps. But he loves his daughter.”

      “So do I,” Tammy said. Her fear had evaporated beneath the heat of anger. “Which is why I’d rather be in hell with a broken back than help you toss Nina in jail.”

      “We’re not looking to lock her up,” Jamaal said. “We’re looking to save her.”

      “Yeah, right. That’s some Seeker bullshit. Why not just pull a Jedi mind trick on me? Or quit half-stepping and ransack my brain?”

      Jamaal sighed. “Tammy—”

      “Wrong tree,” Tammy said again and gestured to the door. “Look, I hate to be rude, but it’s late, and I have to work tomorrow. Back-to-back shifts, if you want to know the truth, and every second I spend standing here not telling you anything is a second I could be sleeping.”

      “I wouldn’t hurt Sage for all the world,” Hazel said. “I’m her mentor. And I plunged the depths of Brawley’s truth. He’s a good man. An important man. In fact, I believe that he and his women might very well be humanity’s last hope.”

      Tammy looked at her, blinked, and shifted her gaze to Jamaal, who nodded. “Hazel showed me everything. We need you to help us find them. Not so we can stop them. So we can help them.”

      Tammy went to take another drag but realized that her Newport had burned to ash. She pitched it into the sink and blasted it with water.

      They were telling the truth. She was almost certain they were. Of course, it could be some Seeker trick. But if so, why go to all the trouble? Why not just ransack her and be done with it?

      “I meant what I said,” Tammy told them. “I really don’t know where they are.”

      “But you connected with Brawley’s mind,” Hazel said, “and his energy is bright. You could contact him again.”
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      Brawley sat on the sand beside his women and Callie.

      The bonfire burned brightly, lighting up the beach. On all sides, Carnals gathered in tangled groups, fighting and fucking.

      The Scars were loud and violent and oversexed, but their orgies and brawls lacked the wired meanness Brawley had witnessed in Heaven and Hell.

      Not that the Scars were misunderstood angels. They ran drugs and guns and extorted people across thousands of miles of highway. But they weren’t narcissistic psychopaths like the Miami Carnals.

      Instead, they were heavily tattooed hedonists, pushing their supernatural bodies to the limits.

      Remi and her mother sat arm in arm talking nonstop. With madness raging on all sides, Remi seemed calmer and happier than ever.

      Brawley reckoned polite society’s bullshit probably ran Remi ragged most of the time. He could relate. At home he was easygoing, but outside of Texas, so-called civilized folk were a near-constant burr in his saddle.

      Riding at big venues like Vegas and Madison Square Garden, he had learned to stop going out on the town. Because whenever he did, some group of city boys with gym muscles and bright white smiles would start jacking with him. They’d come over and start playacting, overdoing a drawl as they complimented his hat and boots and called him “pardner” and laughed behind their soft hands like a bunch of little girls, cocky but weak, not a crooked nose in the bunch.

      Trouble was, you started handing out life lessons in big towns like that and un-straightened a few of those perfect noses, you spent the night in jail. Even if the sons of bitches deserved the licking.

      Which all boiled down to polite society again. When people start relying on cops to sort their problems, all sorts of abominations become possible.

      So yeah, Brawley reckoned he understood why his gorgeous Carnal wife seemed so relaxed amidst the insanity of the wild-ass savages who’d raised her.

      Then Sage and Nina got up and headed for the cabin to hit the bathroom, and Brawley was left alone with Callie.

      For a while, they sat and drank in awkward silence while all around them Scars partied hard, filling the air with the smacking of flesh on flesh.

      “So you aren’t gonna kick me out?” Callie asked out of the blue.

      “You keep asking, I might.”

      “Don’t.”

      “Maybe I should. You’re just a girl.”

      “I’m not that young. You’re only twenty-three.”

      “It’s not just your age. You aren’t ready for this.” He wasn’t sure if he believed that or not. But they had to hash shit out, and now was the time to do it. They would both think clearer without her mouth in his lap.

      Callie spoke without looking at him. “You think I’ve had an easy life?”

      “I reckon probably not.”

      “Well, you reckon right.”

      Brawley took another drink. As a Carnal, he could now drink however much he wanted without getting drunk. Luckily, he could also allow the buzz to build. All day, he’d been tending a pleasant haze. “We’re heading for trouble.”

      “You think I can’t handle trouble? I killed Dutchman’s people. I killed Dos. He was a hitman. Have you ever killed a hitman?”

      Brawley leaned back. “A few, I reckon.”

      “Yeah, well.” Callie’s voice trailed off. She chewed her lip and stared into the campfire, her many-colored hair dancing in the firelight. “That doesn’t mean I can’t take care of myself.”

      She was a pretty little thing. That was for sure. But the world was full of pretty girls. That didn’t mean it was full of women you could spend your life with.

      “What do you want out of life?” Brawley said. “I mean really.”

      Callie shrugged her skinny shoulders. “This. Sitting here. With you, I mean. The whole thing, you know? Coming here and being with you and having someplace to go. But mostly, just being with everybody, and feeling…”

      She trailed off, embarrassed again.

      Brawley reached out and touched her chin and turned it gently in his direction.

      Her big amber eyes shined in the campfire light, aglow with fresh hope. She licked her lips.

      And Brawley knew what she was hoping for. It was such a small hope, a girl wanting her first kiss. So small it was almost pitiful.

      If he leaned over and gave her what she wanted, that would seal the deal. She’d be smitten. Forever and ever, amen. But he figured he needed to at least give the girl a chance. Needed to help her see what she was getting into.

      “Darlin,” he said, “you might not have lived an easy life, but you’ve lived a different life. Traveling with your uncle, doing shows, living out of motels. I know that life a little from being on the bull riding circuit.”

      She nodded. “It was okay.”

      “How do you even know?”

      “I lived it, didn’t I?” She was getting a little feisty now, irritated.

      Good. He needed to break her out of her shell and see what was underneath. “So you think. But maybe it’s not so easy to know whether your life is different.”

      “I knew,” she said. “I mean, I thought about it. A lot.”

      “Did you go to school?”

      She frowned. “Not much.”

      “How much is not much?”

      “When I was little, before my parents died, I went to school like most kids. Then everything happened, and my uncle started taking care of me. That was third grade. Halfway though the year.”

      “And after that?”

      She shook her head. But then a fiercely defensive look came onto her face. “But I’m not stupid.”

      “I didn’t say you were stupid.”

      “Would you say if you thought I was?”

      “If you asked me.”

      “Do you think I’m stupid?”

      “No,” he said. “But I don’t think you’re ready for this. And more to the point, I don’t think you know what you want.”

      “That’s a lie. I do know what I want.” She took a drink. “I want you to let me stay with you.”

      “I won’t throw you out on your ass. Not yet.”

      “When, then?”

      “I’m just trying to help you sort yourself out. There’s a big world out there.”

      “And I’ve seen most of it,” she snapped. “More than you’ve seen, probably. How many states have you visited?”

      “I have no idea, darlin.”

      A tight, little smile came onto her face. Damn if the girl didn’t look smug. “I’ve seen all the states. Most of them more than once.”

      “Alaska and Hawaii?”

      Callie shrugged one shoulder. “Alaska. We drove up through Canada a couple years back.”

      “How was Alaska?”

      “Cold.”

      Brawley grinned. “Cold. I reckon so.”

      “My uncle was an optimist. He always thought there was something big waiting just around the bend. Always searching, always a week from finding the right spot. Every now and then we’d find a good gig and hang around someplace for a month or three.”

      Callie stared into the fire, a wistful smile coming onto her face. “Like this one place in Mississippi. It was loaded with casinos, and a hotel hired us to put on our show for a whole summer. The next hotel over had this high diver act, and I’d watch that two or three times a day from our window. And the chef there used to put extra whipped cream on my pancakes, no charge. That was a nice place.”

      Her smile faded. “But if we waited around long enough, bad luck would find us. That’s the way it felt, like bad luck was always hunting us.” She blinked into the fire for a second, but Brawley could tell she wasn’t done talking yet. “Maybe it was just my uncle. He never did have much luck. Maybe I’m going to be all right now.”

      “Maybe. And maybe you got a say in that. I won’t say there’s no such thing as luck, but I reckon we mostly make our own. Otherwise, what’s the point of life?”

      Callie blinked at him, and a cute grin came onto her face. “You’re a character.”

      He arched one eyebrow.

      “The way you look at everything and all. I like to listen to you talk.”

      “Yeah well, that might wear thin quicker than you think.”

      “No, it wouldn’t. Not ever. You want to know the truth?” Callie said, and paused to take a long drink before staring into the flames again. “I do believe in luck. Not just bad luck. Good, too. I think maybe you’re the first good luck I’ve ever had.”

      Brawley laughed bitterly, shaking his head and polished off his beer. “Darlin, if I look like good luck to you, you’d better get yourself some glasses. Strong ones, lenses an inch or two thick. Because if there’s one thing I ain’t, it’s good luck.”

      “You’re just saying that because you want me to go away,” she said. “You want to get rid of me but you feel bad about it.”

      “I want what’s best for you.”

      “How would you know what’s best for me?”

      Brawley shrugged. “I won’t claim I do. I just don’t want to take advantage of your current, precarious situation and rope you into something you might regret down the road. You and I start running together, it’s forever. And that’s a long time, darlin.”

      “I’ll be spending forever all the same, and I’d rather spend it with you than without.”

      “There’s a lot of guys out in the world.”

      “I don’t want them,” Callie said and leaned past him to pull another beer from the six pack. “I want you.”

      “You want to know what I think you should do?” Brawley said.

      Callie shook her head. “No. I don’t even want to know. But you’re going to tell me anyway, aren’t you?”

      “I’d have to say that I can’t believe this is the best course for your life.” He tossed his empty onto the ground and grabbed the last beer and opened it and added the cap to his bulging pocket. He tossed the cardboard carrier into the flames and sat for a second, sipping the beer and watching the cardboard smoke and catch fire.

      “Why don’t you like me?” Callie asked. “Is it my boobs?”

      “Huh? I like you just fine, darlin.”

      “I know they’re little. Not like the other girls.”

      “That’s not it.”

      “Is it my face? Or my hair? Or just because I’m so skinny?”

      “Darlin, you’re pretty as a picture. I like you. I’m attracted to you.”

      She smiled and some color came into her cheeks. “Really?”

      “Really.”

      She lifted the beer to her grin, and her cheeks burned bright red. “I thought you did. In the living room. I mean, it felt like something was happening. Like something was about to happen.”

      “I felt the same thing,” Brawley said. “But I reckon that might have been a mistake, if we hadn’t gotten interrupted.”

      She whipped her face in his direction, her amber eyes narrowed. “Why? What’s so wrong with me?”

      “Darlin, there’s nothing wrong with you except maybe for one thing. Me. I might be wrong for you. All wrong. It’s something we have to figure out if you want to stay.”

      “I want to stay.”

      “I know. At least, I know you think you want to stay.”

      “I want to stay.”

      “I can help you know for sure.”

      “I don’t need your help. I already know for sure.”

      “No, you don’t. You couldn’t. Again, it’s not just your age. You’re scared and alone in a world you don’t understand.”

      “Maybe I understand more than you think. Just because I didn’t go to school, just because my uncle kept me away from boys, it doesn’t mean I’m stupid.”

      Brawley shook his head, taking another drink. “Keep your claws in, darlin. Nobody’s calling you stupid. But how can you know you’re ready to hitch your wagon to a man when you haven’t ever even had a boyfriend?”

      “I just know, okay? I think you’re great, all right? You’re handsome and strong and decent and brave, and I want to be with you.

      “And I want to be with the girls, too. I know they don’t take me seriously. They think I’m silly. But they’re still nice to me. And they’ll see. I’m not stupid.

      “This is fate. You, me, the girls. We all started out in different places, but our paths all led to the same place. You pulled me out of the water, and I saved Remi, and now we’re all together, and that’s the way I want it, because I really, really like you. I’m telling the truth.”

      “I know you are, darlin. That’s the thing about being a Seeker. You always know when somebody’s telling the truth or lying, and you’re sincere as the day is long.”

      “Well, what’s the problem, then? If I like you and you like me, what’s the problem? You’re making me crazy, Brawley. And if you’re a Seeker, can’t you just look in the future and see whether we’re together or not?”

      “I’m not that kind of Seeker.”

      “What kind are you?”

      “I don’t rightly know, not yet. I seem to be good at some things. One time, I accidentally latched onto a penny and went for a crazy ride back across the lives of different people who’d touched it.”

      “That must’ve been weird,” she said. Then she looked thoughtful for a second and said, “Can you do that to me?”

      “What?”

      “Ride me.”

      Brawley grinned.

      “Seek me, I mean,” she said, blushing again, “or whatever you call it.”

      “I could do that. I will, if you want. But first, I want to show you the truth.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I want you to see who I am, where I’ve been, where I’m headed, everything.”

      “You can do that?”

      “I reckon I probably could. I’m new to this. But yeah.”

      She swiveled around to face him. “Do it, then. Do it to me.”

      Brawley nodded and reached out and touched her cheek again. Her skin was soft and warm, and her eyes swelled at his touch. He stared into those big, amber eyes.

      She fidgeted a little and blushed again and looked away.

      He waited.

      She looked into his eyes again.

      And he let her have it.

      He held the concept of himself in his mind. Who he was, where he’d been, what he’d gone through. He opened a window onto things he’d done, good and bad and otherwise.

      He showed her the love he felt for his women. What he would do for them, what he expected in return.

      He laid open his opinion of Callie. All of it. His desire and gratitude and the hopes he held for her. Also his concerns, which he had found so difficult to put into words. Her youth and inexperience and the troubling notion that her inexperience might make her vulnerable to him in some way she would come to regret.

      Most of all, he pictured the future, the challenges they faced, the dangers, the long odds, the great black thundering heart of danger into which she would transfuse herself should she choose to graft her life to his.

      Callie straightened as if she’d touched a live wire. Her eyes went impossibly wide and bright, and her little mouth fell open. With this shocked look on her face, she stared at him, through him, as he flooded her mind with a full understanding of who he was and what life alongside him would mean for her, should she choose to bond with him.

      Callie hugged her knees to her chest and started rocking back and forth, back and forth, like a girl coming down from a crying jag.

      Once he finished, she just kept staring like that and leaned back. And back. And back.

      At the last second, Brawley lurched forward and caught her before she could fall off the log.

      Callie jolted into wakefulness and blinked at him. Her eyes flicked back and forth in short swipes, scanning his face. She was breathing hard, bewildered.

      Shit, Brawley thought. That was a mistake. I scared the hell out of her, and now she’s going to bolt and swear off the male race forever.

      Callie jerked forward, threw her arms around his shoulders, and buried her head in his chest. “Oh Brawley,” her muffled voice said. “I love you. I really love you.”

      And heaven help her, the words rang of truth.

      “That wasn’t my intention, darlin. I just wanted you to see what you were thinking of getting yourself into.”

      His flood of truth had broken a dam within her, and all the emotions it had been retaining rushed forth in a powerful wave. “I’ve loved you since the moment you saved me from the ocean. I mean that was part of it, you saving me. But since then I haven’t been able to stop thinking about you for even a second. I kept thinking about you and picturing your handsome face and remembering what it felt like being in your arms.”

      “You clawed the shit out of me.”

      “I’m sorry about that. I was scared.”

      “That’s okay.”

      She glanced quickly sideways, blushed, and grinned at him. “You woke something in me. I mean, ever since we met, it felt like I was in heat. That happens with cats. But I don’t mean that. I mean in my human form. Like now. Always, I mean. Do you understand?”

      He nodded.

      “Is that how you feel about me? I mean, I know you feel sort of… you know… but—”

      “Hey, asshole,” a deep voice interrupted. “I heard Weasel almost whipped you. Fucking Weasel!”

      Ramrod threw his head back and roared with laughter. Barbecue sauce glistened among the gray and red hairs of his bushy steel-and-copper beard.

      “Heard he would’ve smashed you if you hadn’t cheated.”

      “Cheated.”

      “All that pansy force mage bullshit.”

      Ramrod was a big dude, fat and thick, like a chunk of marbled ribeye with a bad attitude. Meanness came off him in waves like heat rising from summer blacktop.

      Knots of scar tissue ran in a low mountain range across Ramrod’s bulging stomach, where an automatic weapon had ripped him open. Above these scars, a third-rate tattoo read DEATHLESS. Patches covered his leather vest, indicating rank, things he’d done for the club, and other shit Brawley didn’t care about.

      Brawley’s arm crackled with telekinetic force. But remembering Braxton’s warning and advice, he didn’t rise to the bait. Besides, after all the blood and guts he’d waded through over the last few days, he didn’t feel like fighting.

      “Not interested,” Brawley said.

      Then a wave of sand hit him in the face.

      “All right,” Brawley said, standing up. Within him, something shifted.

      He stood, brushing himself off.

      Chuckles rippled through the spectators.

      He knew this was a ritual, knew Ramrod was supposed to fuck with him, but that was mattering less and less with each passing second.

      “Aw, you don’t like getting sand kicked in your face, pussy? What you going to do about it?”

      Brawley didn’t say anything. He was ready to blast the hulking sergeant-at-arms with telekinetic force.

      Smiling bikers were forming a loose circle around them.

      Ramrod grinned, showing a jack-o’-lantern smile where he hadn’t bothered to regrow missing teeth. “You think you can just come in here and party with the Scars? You want in the club, I’m the door. You got the balls to fight me? One on one, man to man? None of your mumbo jumbo pansy force mage bullshit. We fight like men.”

      It was tempting. But really, Brawley just wanted to drink his beer and finish talking with Callie before the girls returned. “Let’s just go our separate ways, buddy.”

      Ramrod laughed like Brawley had said something hilarious and glanced around to share the joke with the bystanders. Turning back to face Brawley, he reached out with one of his big, dirty hands. “How about I throw you in the lake instead?”

      A .50 Desert Eagle slid past Brawley, pointing at Ramrod’s face. Callie’s eyes bulged with apprehension, but her hand was steady.

      Nice, Brawley thought. The girl might be young, but she had more guts than you could hang on a fence.

      Ramrod snorted. “What, you need your women to fight for you?”

      “Like I said, let’s just go our separate—”

      “You don’t drop that fucking pistol,” Ramrod shouted at Callie, “I’ll take it away from you and shove it up your skinny ass!”

      Brawley pushed the muzzle of Callie’s pistol gently downward and leaned in to kiss her cheek. Then he held out his bottle, “Hold my beer, darlin.”

      Turning back to face the hulking sergeant-at-arms, Brawley said, “I was going to let you have your fun, buddy, but you just committed the unpardonable sin. Nobody threatens my women.”
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      Cars passed sporadically along both lanes of Route 1, everyone going places, doing things, thinking. All of them leaving the past behind and driving into the future, unaware they were trapped in the present. No one would pay any attention to the panel truck parked beside the road or the short, stubby man in the bowling shirt.

      The clicking in Uno’s pocket intensified, speeding up until it was almost a single note.

      The power mage had been here.

      Uno walked back and forth, studying the tire tracks and footprints. Some were fresh. He studied them, memorizing sizes and shapes.

      Across the road was a strip mall. Had the power mage gone inside?

      Perhaps.

      But Uno did not wish to render another subject.

      A steady stream of customers entered and exited the store. People wanting candy and greeting cards and hydrogen peroxide. People buying food and shitting, people being born and dying.

      Uno shook his head.

      Forget them. Forget them all.

      He hoped to find what he needed here in this rutted turnoff and get on the road. Eventually, he would learn the power mage’s exact location. And then…

      Click-click-click.

      Uno withdrew the warm little ball from his pocket. The tracker’s flesh was fever-hot and slick with a greasy perspiration that matted the sparse and wiry fur to its trembling, bony body.

      Click-click-click-click.

      Uno crouched down and opened his hand. For a few seconds, the thing remained still, a baseball-sized sphere of gray flesh with knobby bones poking out here and there among the dark hairs.

      The tracker went silent. Clicked. Went silent again.

      Then moving slowly, the tracker unfurled its body and stepped from Uno’s palm onto the ground, a four-legged beast with skinny shanks and a wasp waist and a relatively thick chest, its body type reminding Uno of a miniaturized poodle. The head, however, looked nothing like a dog’s.

      The head looked like a bruise-colored paint roller with a deep nap. Here and there from the tubular head jutted a profusion of stubby gray appendages like furry pipe cleaners. The tip of each appendage sprouted a cluster of the whiskery hairs that vibrated like so many seismograph needles. All along the tracker’s body and head, angry little blisters oozed a grayish seepage that smelled like fresh buttermilk. At the center of each oozing bump, a little mouthlike aperture dilated briefly open, closed, reopened, closed again.

      A car passed.

      Once the vehicle rounded the corner, Uno could hear the tracker sniffing. The tubular head swung low, brushing wiry hairs across a large footprint that looked to have been made by a pointy-toed cowboy boot, size twelve or thirteen.

      The demon skittered abruptly sideways like a crab.

      Trembling, the thing reached with one clawed foot and scraped at the mud until a coppery disk popped free.

      A penny, Uno realized, crouching down. A 1929 wheat penny.

      A mouthlike hole opened at the end of the tracker’s tubular head. The slimy, quivering body contracted once, twice, three times. With a squishing sound like someone squeezing a rubber glove full of jelly, the tracker vomited a wobbling mound of milky gray mucus onto the old coin.

      The tracker whined, lowered its head, and brushed the mess with its whiskery hairs.

      Then it sucked all the vomit back into the hole from which it had spewed.

      By the time Uno had crouched to scoop up the strange creature, the tracker had already started clicking again.

      “Yes,” Uno said. “Show me the way. Show me the way, and we will hasten the Deposed Lord’s return.”

      Uno was strong now. Stronger than ever before, thanks to the favor of the Deposed Lord, who was delivering a constant flow of force through the gate Uno had opened within his body.

      Remembering his master’s promises, savoring them, Uno pocketed the little demon, climbed aboard the panel truck, and started the engine again.

      Across the street, a woman stood just outside the pharmacy, smoking a cigarette and staring thoughtfully up into the dark sky. But even as Uno stared in that direction, his vision blurred, and he was seeing a place.

      Not the place. Not yet. But an important place nonetheless, a steppingstone that would carry him closer to the power mage.

      He pulled onto the road, the general direction strong in him.

      The tracker’s clicking grew faster as Uno entered a trailer park and faster still as he bounced along rutted lanes. Finally, he pulled up behind a line of vehicles parked in front of a dilapidated mobile home, before which several thugs lounged around a firepit, drinking beer and smoking weed and trying to act hard.

      Click-click-click-click.

      Uno turned off the truck and pocketed the keys and got out. He took one step toward the lawn party, but the tracker stopped clicking and whined plaintively. Uno stepped into the lane, facing the trailer on the other side, where a little white dog stood beside a rickety porch, barking.

      The tracker started clicking happily.

      Uno took another step, but the thugs started calling to him, asking him who he was, what the fuck he was doing, and did they say he could park that piece of shit truck there?

      Uno stood there, studying the trailer. There were two cars in the driveway, a beater and a nondescript sedan, dark in color.

      By the intense whining intermingling with the tracker’s clicking, Uno judged that the trailer across the road was very important.

      The sedan was just generic enough, however, to suggest the presence of police or government agents. The FPI, maybe, or the Order.

      Who? How many?

      Whatever the case, they merely represented an annoyance. Not long ago, he would have avoided such a situation. But now, with everything coming together…

      “What are you, deaf?” someone shouted, and a hand shoved Uno’s shoulder from behind.

      “You will serve me,” Uno said.

      Another shove. “The fuck you say?”

      “Look at his hands,” another voice said. “Motherfucker’s throwing signs.”

      Mumbling in a language much older than all of humanity, Uno turned.
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      Brawley ducked, and Ramrod’s boot blurred overhead.

      On all sides, Scars screamed for blood. The bikers formed a makeshift ring roughly twenty feet by twenty feet on the beach near the bonfire.

      Brawley slipped away, moving laterally through the sand, ignoring the demands that he stand and fight.

      To hell with that. This big son of a bitch hit like a fucking mule kick.

      They’d been going at it for a while.

      The hulking sergeant-at-arms rushed forward, attacking again with supernatural speed, and again, Brawley caught him with a lightning-fast one-two.

      The jab shattered Ramrod’s nose. The cross snapped his jaw.

      But Brawley didn’t let this damage fool him into stepping on the gas pedal.

      A second later, the big bastard was whole again and swinging for the fences.

      Brawley dipped under a looping haymaker, countered with a left hook to Ramrod’s DEATHLESS tattoo, and slipped away.

      Ramrod stood in the sand, glaring at Brawley while his ribs knitted back together. He spat blood. “Stop dancing and fight, pussy.”

      Brawley waited in silence. He wasn’t going to talk shit. He’d let his actions speak for him.

      Nor was he going to give in and go toe to toe.

      Everybody wanted a slugfest. Ramrod. The crowd. Hell, even Brawley’s own body, surging with Carnal energy, wanted to go square up and throw down.

      But that would be dumb, like a matador tossing his sword and trying to headbutt a bull to death.

      No, Brawley would stick to the plan, applying all the lessons he’d learned from studying the boxing match, and take this big, loudmouthed bastard apart piece by piece.

      Ramrod shuffled forward, attempting a more measured attack.

      Brawley set to rocking, then slipped away when the attack came, and the pattern continued.

      Ramrod attacked. Brawley countered, careful not to overcommit, and pivoted to safety, fighting with the quick in-and-out style of a collie dog.

      His body was an orchestra of speed and power, every muscle screaming for joy as he ducked and countered, clipping Ramrod with shot after shot.

      His mind was equally euphoric, processing the moment, slowing it, applying the lessons of the fight he’d watched and absorbing new gleanings from this conflict, even as it unfolded.

      Ramrod plodded after Brawley, cursing. He was big and dangerous but slow like a rattlesnake in winter.

      Finally, he passed a tipping point. Recovering from Brawley’s counterpunches had drained his psi force.

      Brawley knew this.

      Ramrod knew it, too. And what’s more, Ramrod knew that Brawley knew. For the first time in their drawn-out fight, the specter of fear flickered within the big biker’s eyes.

      Ramrod had forced the fight, and now, his worst nightmare was unfolding here on the beach. A smaller man, a wiry outsider without a single tattoo, a guy who could’ve blown Ramrod’s head off with a telekinetic blast, was whipping his ass in front of the Scars.

      Ramrod lumbered forward in yet another desperate attempt to make things right.

      Brawley didn’t even bother jabbing. He caught the charging biker with a check hook to the jaw and backpedaled out of range.

      Ramrod shook his head and bellowed with frustration. Again, he paused. He was breathing hard now, and the split the hook had opened in his lower lip stayed opened this time. Blood streamed down his face, leaking from the wound like sand from a dwindling hourglass.

      The Scars hollered, cheering Ramrod and challenging Brawley to mix it up.

      But they saw what was happening, too. Brawley could see it in their eyes and hear it in their cries.

      The fiercest among them, their champion and gatekeeper, was being dismantled by an outsider. Decimated. Unmanned. And they were all the less for it.

      Brawley’s dominant primordial beast raged within him. He was not cruel by nature, but this son of a bitch had crossed the line by threatening Callie, and now, by God, he was going to pay the fucking price.

      For the first time in their long fight, Brawley marched toward his opponent.

      The crowd cheered, eyes blazing.

      But Ramrod laughed and waved Brawley off. “Enough, dude. You proved your worth. You can fight.”

      The Scars were stunned. A few smiled, and sporadic cheers popped off, along with a smatter of clapping. Someone rushed forward to clap Brawley on the back. Another started to raise his arm in the air.

      Brawley shook his arm free and pointed at Ramrod. “We’re not done.”

      The crowd fell silent.

      Ramrod waved him off. “Fight’s over. You’re welcome here.”

      Brawley shook his head. “You threatened my woman.”

      Ramrod rolled his eyes, which were swelling fast. It was a strange and pitiful gesture in such a big, supposedly tough guy, and it stoked the violence within Brawley.

      “Hell, I didn’t mean nothing by that,” Ramrod said. “She was pointing a gun at my face.”

      Brawley pointed toward Callie, who stood between Nina and Sage, her amber eyes shining. “Apologize.”

      “Sorry,” Ramrod mumbled, shaking his head before the word had even left the corner of his mouth.

      Brawley stepped forward, drilling his eyes into Ramrod’s. “Not good enough. Get down on your knees and beg forgiveness.”

      “Huh? What are you, fucking twisted?”

      “You have no idea,” Brawley said. “Now get down on your knees and apologize, or I’m going to finish this.”

      The hulking biker snorted derisively. His eyes went from Brawley to Callie, and Brawley knew the man was weighing his options.

      Ramrod was hurting. That was obvious in the way he hunched with one hand pressed to his ribs. It had probably been decades since he’d had to endure pain for more than the few seconds it had taken his juice to heal it.

      But now he was all out of juice and all out of time.

      “Make your choice,” Brawley said.

      And Ramrod might have gone to his knees—Brawley could feel the big man leaning in that direction, all the fight gone from him—but someone snorted, and laughter rippled through the crowd.

      This mockery was too much for Ramrod. You can beat an asshole into temporary humility, but he will remain an asshole.

      Fresh anger blazed to life in Ramrod’s eyes. “Fuck you!” he shouted at Brawley. Then he pointed at Callie. “And fuck her, too!”

      Brawley said nothing. He was done talking. He walked straight forward.

      Ramrod raised his fists. “Come on, you fuckin—”

      Brawley’s fist smashed through the biker’s guard. The big, bearded head jerked, shedding blood.

      Brawley unloaded on him. To this point, he had been sticking and moving like a slick boxer not only to play it safe but also to frustrate his hulking opponent.

      But now his anger flipped a psionic switch, and a brutal fountain of Carnal force erupted, flooding him with superhuman speed and strength and hardening his bones to steel as he launched a hellish barrage of power punches, left-right-left-right-left-right, swiveling his shoulders and shifting his weight with every shot, throwing this bigmouthed asshole a beating that he and his biker buddies would never, ever forget.

      Every punch smashed bones and tore flesh. In under two seconds, Brawley’s fists shattered both bearded cheeks, snapped off teeth, and reduced Ramrod’s nose to a smear of blood and loose cartilage.

      Ramrod wobbled, ready to go.

      Brawley popped back half a step, rocked to his left, and launched a blistering double left hook. The first shot pounded Ramrod’s liver, folding him in half. The second hook slammed into the bloody beard and tore the jaw loose from the big head, which fell forward and face-planted in the sand.

      “That’s enough, son,” Braxton said, rushing forward.

      Brawley nodded and stepped back from the unconscious mess. He turned slowly, panning his gaze around the crowd. “I didn’t want to fight. I just wanted to sit here and have a few beers.”

      The crowd watched in silence as Brawley walked over and stood among his women, one arm over Remi and Callie, the other over Nina and Sage.

      “We thank you for your hospitality,” Brawley said. “We will be good friends to the Scars. Allies. But if any of you says anything about my women, you will regret it. I promise.”

      For a second, everyone was silent.

      Then Weasel shouted, “Spoken like a true Scar!”

      And the gang of Carnals erupted with cheering.

      The moment was over.

      They carted Ramrod off toward medical attention, and the party returned to life.

      Somebody handed Brawley a beer, and he sat down with his women, who pressed close, hugging and kissing him as bikers drifted past to shake his hand or pat his back, their eyes filled with something that hadn’t been there before.

      They had welcomed him warmly. But now they respected him.

      “Show off,” Remi grumbled jokingly.

      “Our husband fought very intelligently,” Sage said. “I found it curiously arousing.”

      “Yeah,” Nina added with a wise-ass smile, “but are you sure you got your point across?”

      Callie leaned in to touch his arm. “Did you mean what you said?”

      “Darlin, I always mean what I say.”

      Callie beamed, face bright as a fresh-picked tomato. “So I’m your woman now?”

      Oh, Brawley thought, getting what she’d meant.

      Nina and Remi laughed.

      Sage saved him. “Good news, husband, Frankie just turned into the campground. She is returning the RV. We may now leave to obtain the item your parents left you.”

      And sure enough, Brawley saw headlights approaching through the dark woods.
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      “No shit,” Brawley said, grinning from ear to ear as he surveyed the RV’s exterior, taking in the new windshield and refurbished chassis. “How did you fix everything so quickly?”

      Frankie flashed her A+ smile, dimples and all. She was even lovelier after having showered away the grease and sweat. Her pretty face glowed without makeup. She had pulled her glossy black hair into a ponytail, which jutted out the back of her blue and white LIFE IS GOOD trucker hat.

      Her tight, white shirt showed off her incredible curves and emphasized the glow of her smooth, bronze skin, especially within the plunging V-neck, which strained against her large breasts.

      “I work hard and fast,” Frankie said. “Wait till I pop the hood.”

      Frankie trailed her fingers over the repaired grille in a soft caress. “So happy to have her all patched up. She feels so much better now.”

      The hood clicked, coming unlatched.

      “If I had more time,” Frankie said, “I’d attach a little lift to the hood. Among many other things.”

      She turned to lift the hood.

      Patched and faded Daisy Dukes stretched tightly across her big, juicy ass. Her tight, white t-shirt crept up her midriff as she moved, exposing a golden belly button ring in front and the deep groove of her spine in the back. She lifted onto tiptoes making her tanned calves ripple, and whispered something to the engine.

      To Brawley, it sounded like sweet nothings.

      The engine came to life.

      Which made sense, Brawley reckoned, and not just because she was a Gearhead. If she whispered to him like that, his engine would rev, too.

      He wanted this woman. Wanted to feel and taste her. Wanted to squeeze her firm flesh and shove his mouth into her soft, wet places.

      More than anything, he wanted to fill her with his manhood, his seed, wanted to breed her.

      Which was nuts, of course. He didn’t even know Frankie. But that didn’t change a damn thing. After less than a day as a flesh mage, he already understood that his Carnal urges didn’t give a shit what he thought.

      To hell with thinking, his Carnal force bellowed. Live!

      And his blood was boiling. All that “lover not a fighter” stuff was bullshit. Nothing in the world puts you in the mood to fuck like kicking somebody’s ass.

      “Did you soup it up like my Suburban?” Remi asked.

      “Even better,” Frankie said, climbing onto the bumper to lean down into the engine. Her big, round ass was right in front of Brawley’s face.

      His dick was hard as a Louisville slugger.

      Frankie petted the engine, cooing softly, then looked back over one shoulder, her visible eye shining with excitement. “Easy on the accelerator for a while. I tripled her horsepower.”

      “Tripled?” Brawley said, incredulous.

      Frankie nodded. “If I had parts and time, I could’ve boosted her even higher, but she’ll give you what you need.” Holding onto the hood, she leaned back and pointed to a stubby antenna jutting from just above the repaired windshield. “No worries about speed traps. That scrambler will jam radar and lidar, guaranteed.”

      “Awesome,” Brawley said. He hadn’t even asked for a jammer.

      Remi slipped up beside Brawley and gave Frankie’s calf muscle a squeeze. “Tell him about the gas mileage.”

      Frankie hopped down, beaming. “She’ll run smoother now. Happier. Less friction, everything balanced. She should get a few hundred miles to the gallon.”

      “No shit?” Brawley said. He didn’t have to be a math whiz to calculate how much money that would save him over the long haul: a fuck-ton.

      “No shit,” Frankie said, clearly enjoying his surprise.

      He loved her excitement. She had worked hard on the RV and was jazzed to unveil her gifts. This excitement fitted her somehow, seeming a part of her overall fullness, a natural complement to her gleaming eyes, glossy hair, and the healthy glow of her bright smile and smooth, bronze curves.

      Frankie opened the driver’s side door and pointed to its union with the chassis.

      Everything was so clean Brawley didn’t notice anything for a second. Then he saw the extra hinges.

      Frankie explained that she had added them to support the door, which was heavier now, thanks to the steel plate she’d inserted. “I would’ve used Kevlar instead, but I only had a little, and I used that to wrap the gas tank. If we had more time, I’d bulletproof her nose to tail and order run-flat tires, but a girl can only do so much with twelve hours.”

      Frankie shrugged. It was a thing to behold.

      “If we ever come this way again, would you take a look at my moped?” Nina asked.

      “Sure,” Frankie said. “What’s wrong with it?”

      “Nothing. I’d just like to see what you could do.”

      Frankie showed Nina her dimples. “I’d love that.”

      Brawley noticed Sage scanning the RV, her eyes bright with interest. “You installed a surveillance system.”

      Frankie nodded. “It’s basic but might prove useful.” She led them around the Winnebago, pointing out several cameras she’d mounted. “They’re wired into a cycling dashboard display. You can also enable motion detection with or without an audible alarm. Too bad you’re not Gearheads. You could just access the cameras with your minds.”

      “Hold on,” Nina said. “You can do that?”

      “Sure,” Frankie said.

      Nina jogged around the back of the RV. “How many fingers am I holding up?”

      Frankie concentrated for a second, narrowing one eye. “Three.”

      “No shit!” Nina’s voice called from the other side of the RV. When she came jogging back around, she was grinning from ear to ear.

      “Wait a second, Frankie,” Remi said. “Did you install hidden cameras to spy on us, you filthy slut?”

      Frankie threw back her head with rich laughter, and Brawley wanted to lick the bronze flesh of her exposed neck. “Ask me no questions, and I’ll tell you no lies,” Frankie said. “Come inside now. I’ll show you everything.”

      She opened the door and climbed into the RV, filling Brawley’s view with denim-wrapped paradise.

      Remi gave him a hip bump. “Told you she was incredible.”

      “You got that right, darlin.”

      Brawley held the door for his women, who climbed aboard.

      Only Callie hesitated. The little cat girl looked like somebody had stepped on her tail.

      Was she jealous of Frankie?

      Yes, Brawley’s gut responded. Callie had picked up on his attraction, and now the cat girl’s ears were pinned back.

      Well, he wasn’t going to trouble himself over that. He liked Callie and would take care of her, but if she wanted to ride along, she had to ditch the teenage drama.

      He gestured toward the door. “Let’s go, darlin. You don’t want to miss the show.”

      Callie faked a smile. “Okay.”

      He followed her onboard, admiring the shapely ass that seemed so out of place on her otherwise scrawny frame.

      Inside, Frankie stood between the front seats. Someone had given her a beer. She raised it to her full lips and took a drink.

      She showed them how the display worked, explaining the surveillance and alarm systems and pointing out a light that would blink if radar or lidar triggered the jammer.

      “I upgraded all electrical and electronic components. Everything should run smoother and faster, and any problem will give you an alert on the readout. I also overhauled your AC and heat pump, your generator, and the off-the-grid package. The inverter, the batteries, everything. You go off the road, you’ll be good to go with power for a long, long time.”

      Brawley just stared in amazement at this beautiful, hardworking, crazy-talented beauty. It was a lot to take in. She’d done way, way more than he’d asked her to.

      “Oh,” Frankie said, “I almost forgot. Your TV rocks now. And check out your speakers.”

      Suddenly, Journey filled the Winnebago, Steve Perry singing about that small-town girl living in her lonely world.

      “You did a lot more than we asked,” Brawley said. “What do I owe you?”

      Frankie shook her head. “Nothing. Just pay Cotter the agreed-upon amount. The rest was me doing you a favor. I used scrap and stuff I’d picked up here and there. If you paid me, I’d have to give it to Cotter.”

      “Thanks, darlin,” he said. “I owe you one.”

      Frankie’s bright smile returned.

      Brawley wanted to kiss those full lips and cute dimples.

      “My pleasure,” Frankie said. “Thanks for letting me work on her. She’s a big, beautiful girl with all the potential in the world. I really wish we had more time. I could do so much with her.”

      Brawley felt the same way. And not just about the Winnebago. “You like brisket, darlin?”
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      Tammy shrugged. “Theoretically, I could reach out to Brawley again. But he’s out of range.”

      “Understood,” Jamaal said, “but we’ll get you in range. They’re cloaking hard, so we can’t pinpoint their exact location, but we know they headed north from Miami early this morning.”

      “How do you know that if they’re cloaked?”

      “They took someone with them,” Jamaal said. “Someone I know. And they didn’t think to cloak her until they were on the highway.”

      “I’m guessing they were preoccupied by other events,” Hazel said. “Narrowly escaping a massacre can be very distracting, I assume.”

      Jamaal grinned at that. “Based on this woman and her family, I made the educated guess that Brawley headed to the Panhandle.”

      “And my intuition says Jamaal is right,” Hazel said. “When we detected Remi—oh, don’t make a face, Jamaal. What’s Tammy going to do, sell us out to the tabloids?”

      “You would make a horrible detective,” Jamaal said.

      “Thank goodness,” Hazel said. “What a miserable life you lead, chasing people all over. This is my first time, and I have to say it’s exhausting.” She reached out a hand twisted by arthritis and polka-dotted with liver spots and steadied herself against the counter.

      Tammy offered the old woman a seat, but Hazel refused.

      Outside, Luna started barking again.

      “Glimpsing Remi allowed us to take a quick snapshot,” Jamaal said, “and we were able to generate solid conjecture about several adjacent truths.”

      “Brawley, Nina, and Sage are all alive,” Hazel said. “At least they were when they left Miami. Brawley bonded with Remi and opened his Carnal strand, and now, they’re heading for Texas.”

      “Probably,” Jamaal said.

      Hazel nodded. “Probably. Louisiana has also occurred as a possibility. Jamaal and I are both operating independent of the Latticework, so we’re flying blind. But whether it’s Texas or Louisiana doesn’t really matter. We know which way to go.”

      “Which is where you come in,” Jamaal said.

      “Shit,” Tammy said, “you want me to go with you.”

      Jamaal nodded.

      “You think if we drive in that direction, we’ll get close enough that I can call out to Brawley.”

      Jamaal and Hazel both nodded.

      Tammy crossed her arms over her chest. “Forget it. I can’t go.” She poked her thumb in the direction of the bedrooms. “I have two kids sleeping down the hall. Not to mention work tomorrow. Back-to-back shifts, and my jobs are on opposite ends of the island.”

      “They need us,” Hazel said.

      Jamaal nodded. “They didn’t kill those people in Miami. Well, maybe a few of them but not most. There’s been a… development.”

      “Yes,” Hazel said, “the—”

      “No,” Jamaal interrupted, and his voice was different, inflexible. “We will not explain that unless she joins us. Suffice it to say, a reckoning is at hand. We’re talking potentially apocalyptic.”

      Tammy looked back and forth between them, frozen with indecision. She was less worried about an apocalypse than her friend. But she doubted her own power to help Nina and had very little faith in these two Seekers, who seemed old and desperate and more than a little crazy.

      Bottom line, Tammy had two kids to feed. If she lost her jobs, she was going to have a hell of a time doing that. And she’d rather usher in the damn apocalypse than let her kids starve.

      “I’m sorry,” she said. “You two seem really nice, and I wish you luck, but I can’t do it.”

      To make matters worse, Luna was losing her damn mind out in the driveway. Her barking wasn’t just louder. It was frantic.

      Jamaal and Hazel straightened suddenly. It was like an invisible prankster had goosed them both at the same time.

      Oh shit, Tammy thought, registering the looks of concern coming onto their faces. “What is it? What’s happening?”

      Jamaal reached inside his blazer grabbing the pistol.

      Luna, Tammy thought, and rushed across the room to peer out the peephole.

      She saw nothing but could tell that Luna was standing on the step, pressed against the door, barking wildly toward the road. But she couldn’t see anyone or anything out there, and a quick scan picked up no thoughts.

      “Don’t open that door,” Jamaal said, touching her arm.

      “Fuck that,” Tammy said, shaking her arm free and opening the door. “My dog is scared.”

      Luna whined, scratching madly at the screen door.

      “Luna, stop,” Tammy hissed. “You’re tearing the screen.” She popped the doors, and the terrified dog shot inside, her stubby tail clamped tight to her snowy butt.

      Then Tammy saw them.

      Her involuntary scream was loud and long, and her first conscious thought after it had ripped from her lungs was to scold herself, thinking she might wake the kids.

      Then Jamaal yanked her from the door, raising the pistol.

      Tammy raced to the back of the trailer. She had to get the kids, had to get them away from the terrifying things out in the driveway.

      She had merely glimpsed them, but a glimpse was all it took, because white-hot terror had burned the image permanently onto her mind.

      It was the thugs from across the road. Only they weren’t the thugs anymore. Something had happened to them, wiping their expressions and minds utterly, irretrievably blank.

      Marching slowly toward her home, they moved with placid grace. Their eyes had turned as black as a starless midnight sky. In contrast, their skin and hair had turned bright white. Their faces, which usually fluctuated between practiced expressions of boredom and cockiness, were now twisted into masks of unspeakable terror.

      They were dead. Of that, she had no doubt. And they hadn’t just died and risen again. They had died horrific deaths, and now they were coming for her and her babies.

      Tammy pounded through the bedroom door, flipped on the lights and shouted, her voice cracking with terror. “Get up, babies. Ty and Hannah, get up right now. We have to get out of here this second!”

      Ty sat up, instantly awake. “Mommy? What is it? Is it a fire?”

      “Yes,” Tammy lied, knowing Ty feared fires after a trailer down the road had burned last Christmas and a boy he played with had lost everything. “Come on.”

      Hannah mumbled groggily, still half asleep.

      “Hannah, wake up!” Tammy shouted, and before her sleepy daughter could even respond, Tammy scooped the little girl into her arms and turned toward the door. “Ty, come on, sweetie. Now.”

      Ty dropped to the ground, eyes bright with fear. “But, Mommy, aren’t we supposed to get low in case of smoke and—”

      “Come with Mommy right now!” Tammy shrieked, half out of her mind with fear, and the boy broke into tears; a thing he had never done since his father died, not even at the funeral, not even last fall, when he’d broken his wrist down at the creek.

      Now Hannah was crying, too. Not just crying, howling. “Mommy! Mommy! Mommy!”

      Tammy threw her daughter over one shoulder like there really was a fire and they were about to charge through the flames. With her free hand, she latched onto Ty’s wrist. The same one he broke down at the creek, she thought, her mind moving with the uncanny speed of the terrified individual high on adrenaline. I told him not to swing over those rocks, but the older boys were doing it, so he—

      A gunshot boomed in the kitchen. The noise was unbelievably loud, so loud that it filled the room. So loud that Tammy not only heard but also felt it.

      Tammy slammed to a stop, eyes rolling with terror.

      Jamaal stood, half in and half out of the door, pointing his pistol into the darkness.

      He fired again, then again.

      Tammy jumped with each explosion, frozen with fear. Hannah wailed on her shoulder.

      Jamaal fired again. This time, the sound brought Tammy back to her senses.

      Without even making the conscious decision to do so, she hauled Ty into her arms and turned back toward the bedroom.

      Open a window, she thought. Pop a screen, go out the back, and run for it.

      But Hazel appeared before her. The old woman’s face was unnaturally calm.

      “Sweetie,” Hazel said. “You can’t go out that way. Others are waiting back there. You would run straight into their clutches.”

      Tammy opened her mouth to protest but then realized Hazel was right.

      Tammy couldn’t see or hear anyone back there, of course, no more than she could detect thoughts filtering from that direction. These walking abominations had no thoughts. But she was certain Hazel was right.

      Jamaal fired again and turned to shout at them. “Come with me now! We have to get to the car. We won’t get another chance!”

      Jamaal shot out of the house and Tammy followed, holding her children tight. Her lips peeled back from her teeth in the involuntary, primal snarl of a mother ready to kill or die to defend her young.

      Jamaal hurried to his sedan, moving with a limp, and threw open the passenger door.

      Several feet away, a corpse lifted from the ground.

      It was Randy, the only thug Tammy knew by name, the kid nineteen or twenty and skinny as a rail. One morning a week earlier, she had bumped into Randy at the 7-11 after working a pain-in-the-ass double shift and torn him a new one, telling him to turn down the fucking music, she had kids trying to sleep.

      In retrospect it had been a horrible idea, snapping at a young guy who was somewhere between playing gangster and catching his first real stint in jail. If his buddies had been with him and she’d yelled like that, Randy probably would’ve shouted back at her then paid her house a visit later to smash shit and maybe take a dump in her car.

      She had been fried from work and genuinely pissed, though, and luckily, Randy had been alone. He stumbled through an awkward apology, and the next few nights, the music had been a little quieter.

      But now Randy was dead. Dead yet pulling himself off the ground again. One of his arms dangled from the shoulder by a grisly tongue of glistening tendon, the rest of the meat there torn away by one of Jamaal’s bullets.

      Jamaal fired again, and Randy’s skull exploded. He dropped to the ground, his face a caldera of blood and ruined flesh and other matter.

      Then Randy sat up again.

      And Tammy realized that other thugs, mostly disfigured by head shots, were also rising from the ground.

      “Don’t just stand there, sweetie,” Hazel said, pushing her toward the car. “We have to get your babies out of here.”

      My babies, Tammy thought, and her upper lip lifted like that of a snarling she-wolf. Have to save my babies!

      Clutching her screaming children under her arms, Tammy raced after Jamaal, who threw open the rear passenger door and shouted to her before going around the front of the sedan.

      Tammy ducked into the back seat of the sedan. “Luna, come!” she shouted.

      The tiny dog didn’t always come when Tammy called, but this time Luna shot into the back seat like a woolly rocket.

      Hazel shoved the back door shut, closing Tammy off and filling her with a rush of claustrophobia.

      Then the night exploded in gunshots, and Tammy hunkered down, claustrophobia be damned, and clutched her screaming children close, pressing their faces to her body and doing her best to cover their little ears.

      Jamaal fired again. And again. Then his door opened, and he slid into the driver’s seat and started the engine. At some point, Hazel had joined them.

      Something thumped into the rear of the car, and Tammy turned in her seat to see a figure rear up and swing its arm sharply downward like an axe. The back window smashed, raining down glass, and a white hand reached for her.

      Tammy cursed, jerking her head back and forth as the hand swiped at her.

      Jamaal gunned the engine. The car shot forward, and the ghoulish thug fell off the back of the car.

      There was a loud thump. The car shuddered, and something tumbled noisily over the roof and into their wake.

      Jamaal accelerated and jerked the wheel, swerving to avoid another figure, then hung a hard right out of her driveway.

      Beside a white panel truck parked across the street, a short man in sunglasses, a baggy bowling shirt, and ridiculous little fedora pointed an empty hand in their direction as if he were aiming an invisible pistol.

      Cosmic! Tammy thought, and she caught a snippet of thought chiming within the skull beneath that ridiculous little hat.

      You will serve me.

      Then, acting with the primordial lack of hesitation of a mother defending her children, Tammy inhaled all her staggering terror and launched it straight at the Cosmic asshole’s mind.

      Whatever the man had been planning to do was temporarily forgotten. With a horrified scream, he dropped to the ground.

      Jamaal sped away.

      Tammy twisted in her seat and stared out the shattered back window.

      Behind them, the Cosmic crawled beneath the truck.

      Yes, she thought, slammed by a wave of relief, holding her crying children tight. Luna whimpered in the footwell, pressing her trembling body into Tammy’s leg.

      Just as Tammy was going to turn back around and face forward, the terrified Cosmic tossed a sphere into the air. The lighting was poor, and Jamaal was racing off in the opposite direction, so Tammy couldn’t see the sphere clearly. When the object hit the ground, it changed shape, unfolding into a tiny animal, like a rat or a tiny dog or maybe some kind of weird, leggy armadillo, and scampered across the road toward her house.

      Then Jamaal turned again, and they bounced away over the rutted main thoroughfare of the trailer park she suddenly suspected she would never see again.

      Then they turned onto the highway, and Jamaal dropped the hammer, roaring north.

      “We’re okay now,” Hazel said from the front seat.

      Tammy didn’t say anything. She might not be a Seeker, but she damn well knew if there was one thing they weren’t, it was fine.

      She clutched Hannah, who wailed like a siren, to her chest. Ty, tough as always, overcame his fear and wriggled free to ask questions.

      “I don’t know,” she told her boy, and the answer felt right every time he asked another question. “I don’t know, baby.”

      One thing she did know, however. She was going to skin Brawley alive!
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      Cotter looked like he’d swallowed a June bug. “Keep your money, asshole. Not interested.”

      They stood outside his office, Cotter looking old and sick in the yellow glow of the lights outside his office. Beside him the mechanical hound waited, ready to take off Brawley’s leg with its bear-trap jaws.

      But Brawley was ready too. His arm crackled with force.

      “Thirty-six thousand dollars,” Brawley repeated, holding the sack out toward the old man. “Three hundred and eighteen dollars more than remains on Frankie’s contract.”

      Cotter spat a line of tobacco juice onto the gravel. “She ain’t for sale.”

      “I’m not buying her,” Brawley said. “I’m buying her out.”

      “Hell, it’ll cost you a lot more than contract value. You have any idea how much money this girl makes me? Tack another zero on the end and maybe we’ll talk.”

      “Don’t bother to negotiate, husband,” Sage said. “Contracts governing indentured servitude are handled by Seekers. These contracts always allow the servant to pay off his or her obligation and strictly forbid any extra fees or demands by the master.”

      “Son of a whore,” Cotter mumbled and spat on the ground. For a second, he rubbed his orange-stubble jaw. Then a wily smile cranked up the corners of the old Gearhead’s mouth. “The contract says she can buy me out, not some random asshole.”

      Brawley held out the sack to Frankie. “Here you go, darlin. My gift to you. Free and clear. Do with it what you like.”

      “Are you sure?” Frankie asked.

      Brawley nodded. “Are you?”

      Frankie looked over one shoulder, staring back at the hangar where she had worked seven days a week since signing with Cotter.

      Brawley knew she must be experiencing mixed emotions, but when she turned back around, a 1000-watt smile lit her pretty face. “Definitely,” she said, taking the bag. “Thank you, Brawley. You won’t regret this.”

      They had struck the bargain back at the campground. Brawley would pay off her debt. In return, Frankie would travel with them and serve as Brawley’s personal Gearhead for three months.

      The girls were elated.

      Well, everyone but Callie, who got sulky and withdrew into the little bulkhead bedroom overtop the front seats, claiming she was tired.

      After that, they’d packed up and said goodbye to the Scars.

      Braxton gave Brawley a Gearhead-tweaked burner phone to reach him night or day and a .45 Glock 21 so Brawley could “start shooting like a Carnal.”

      Brawley thanked Braxton, but Remi’s parents weren’t done yet.

      Talia rolled out a beautiful black Harley, saying no daughter of hers would be without a motorcycle.

      The gift made Remi cry, but she wiped away the tears, straddled the big bike, and brought it to life, grinning like a madwoman.

      Finally, Braxton had called Brawley and Remi together, given their union his blessing, and handed them their “wedding present,” a wooden crate loaded with two dozen hand grenades.

      All in all, it was proving to be an amazing night.

      Unless, of course, you happened to be a crooked old Gearhead losing your meal ticket.

      “Now you just hold on, girl,” Cotter said. “Who gave you a leg up when you hit rock bottom? Me, that’s who. Who gave you a place to stay and tools to use and taught you how to use them? Me. Now you’re going to leave me high and dry?”

      Frankie nodded. “Spare me, Cotter. You’ve earned a million bucks off me.”

      “Let’s negotiate,” Cotter said. “Work for me. I’ll pay you.”

      Frankie laughed.

      But Cotter grinned, eyes glittering confidently. “One hundred thousand a year. Full benefits. And a ten-grand bonus, straight out of that cash, if you agree to stick with me.”

      It was one hell of an offer. Brawley shifted his eyes to Frankie, who shook her head.

      “Not for a million dollars a year, Cotter,” she said, and thrust the sack in his direction. “Take the money.”

      They packed up her few belongings, Cotter watching them like a hawk to make sure no one stole any of his tools. The mechanical dog clanked back and forth, ready to attack.

      Then Remi got onto her Harley, and Brawley and the other girls climbed aboard the RV.

      Frankie drove.

      As they started to pull out, Cotter shook his fist, sputtering and purple-faced with impotent rage.

      Brawley gave Cotter a parting nod, and the miserable old Gearhead gave him a heartfelt double bird. “Fuck you, asshole!” Cotter shouted as they pulled away. “You ever come back here, you thieving son of a bitch, you’re dog food!”
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      The braided strand slammed to a stop, breaking Brawley’s hold. Once again, he hurtled into darkness.

      Brawley jolted back into the real world. Again, he had ridden the thing all the way up to its tornado trick. But no matter what he tried, the damn thing threw him every time. Trying to ride it was like trying to cover a bucking bull with no rope.

      That’s what he needed to best the spliced braid, he thought yet again, a damn bull rope.

      Beside him purred Callie. She was curled up in a rumbling little knot of warm, colorful fur at his side.

      Good idea, sleep. He wasn’t tired, but he did need to catch some shuteye in order to replenish his juice.

      They were making great time. They’d been on the road for an hour and had already covered a hundred miles. But even at this speed, the RV sailed smoothly on down the highway, purring like Callie.

      Frankie drove, all deep dimples and gleaming green eyes, obviously ecstatic to have escaped Cotter. She had her trucker hat on backwards and was tapping the wheel to the beat of the classic rock playing with perfect sound from the upgraded speakers.

      Beside her sat Nina, who sang along beautifully, even catching some of Grace Slick’s surreal warble as she crooned “White Rabbit.”

      It was a happy scene, the two women hitting it off so naturally, and Brawley was hit by a fresh wave of love for his first wife, who was so good at welcoming others.

      He also felt another pulse of desire for his driver.

      Maybe he and Frankie would get together, maybe they wouldn’t. Either way, he’d done the right thing, buying her freedom. And not just the right thing for Frankie.

      It would be awesome, having a talented Gearhead to work on his stuff. The RV was just the beginning. Back in Texas, the ranch had been failing for years. A good chunk of their money problems and looming challenges had to do with old and broken equipment.

      He couldn’t wait to get home. It would be awkward, explaining these women to his family, but he’d climb onto that bull when he entered the chute. For now, he was just looking forward to being back in God’s country.

      They might break the state line by sunup unless they had trouble finding the item his parents had left him.

      His gut chimed in then, assuring him that yes, there would be trouble. What sort of trouble, he had no idea. Nor did it matter. Whatever came at them, he would face it.

      One more reason to quit training and catch some sleep.

      Sage sat at the dinette bench in a lotus position, studying the strange little book Brawley’s parents had left him. She turned a page, squinted, and moved a slender finger back and forth, as if tracing lines of shifting text.

      Looking up, she smiled, squinched her glasses up the bridge of her nose, and said, “Husband, I believe that the item you are presently seeking will help you to unlock this book. I am not convinced that the second item will grant full access to the book’s secrets, but I do have a strong sense of its unlocking a path toward your accessing the tome.”

      “Sounds good, darlin,” he said, absentmindedly stroking the warm, soft fur of the sleeping cat beside him. The boney little feline rumbled happily without waking.

      “I must confess, however,” Sage said, “that my search for truth is being impacted by the emanations of significant events at play in the world.”

      “Such as?” Brawley felt a hint of what she was talking about. He had a vague sense of things coming together, of various factors hurtling toward an explosive climax. But his premonitions were imprecise, suggesting dread one moment, victory the next.

      “I cannot say for sure,” Sage said, “but I am certain of one thing. Hazel has left Key West. She has been deeply cloaked since our departure but had been releasing little pings from time to time, likely in case I checked on her. Earlier today, she went completely dark. But she just released a tiny ping again. She has left the Keys and entered the mainland.”

      “Is someone after her?” Brawley asked. He hoped not. He sure never meant to endanger the old woman.

      “I do not believe so,” Sage said. “But Hazel must be worried about detection, because she has disconnected from the Latticework. I sense that she is searching for us.”

      “Good luck with that,” Brawley said. “We’re cloaked deep, right?”

      The pretty blonde nodded curtly. “Yes, husband. Hazel is very powerful, however, and as my mentor, she is rather attuned to my psionic signature. If she follows our path, she might be able to intuit certain things as she detects not us but elements of the world with which we have come into contact. Also, I do not believe that she is alone. I have no details, but I sense that she is traveling with more than one person, all of whom are searching for us.”

      “Good people or bad people?” Brawley asked.

      “I do not know, husband.”

      Brawley nodded. His danger sense had prickled lightly as Sage talked, which suggested trouble, but by the faintness of that prickling, he suspected that he had more pressing trouble waiting for him before his path would coincide with Hazel and her companions.

      “White Rabbit” ended.

      Nina asked Frankie to play “Teenage Wasteland.”

      “Baba O’Riley?” Frankie asked.

      Nina looked at the dark-haired beauty like she might have a gear loose. “No, Teenage Wasteland. The Who.” She sang a few lines and shook her head with good-natured incredulity. “I thought you were a classic rock fan.”

      Frankie laughed, and catchy synthesizer music started playing from the speakers, followed by a piano.

      “Teenage Wasteland!” Nina chimed triumphantly and started singing about fighting for her meals.

      Nina’s singing was muted for a second as a loud engine roared on the highway outside.

      Remi had been scouting ahead on her new bike since they left the campground. She would thunder into the distance, do some recon, wait for them to catch up, and then go zooming past them again.

      Now she was riding alongside the RV, ready to give her report.

      Brawley pulled the curtain aside.

      The gorgeous biker chick smiled up and gave him a thumbs-up. Then squeezed her breast with a wink and shot away on the Harley.

      Brawley grinned. Yes, a storm was brewing on the horizon, but for now, all was right in the world. It was as good a time as any to sleep.

      “What’s our ETA, Sage?”

      Sage shrugged. “It is difficult to determine, husband. We are four hundred and twenty-four miles from the rest stop in Louisiana. At our average rate of travel, we could cover that distance in approximately four hours and twenty minutes. However, I suggest that we delay our arrival by stopping to eat.”

      Internally, Brawley bristled at the suggestion. He was get ‘er done to the bone and wanted to grab the second item and head straight for Texas.

      But he paused, realizing he was doing something he’d done countless times before. When he set his mind on something, whether mending a fence or riding a barrel, he never wanted to quit until the job was done; a lot of times, he even blocked out his appetite.

      Considering this, he realized he was hungry now. Ravenously so. Which meant the girls were starving, too.

      He nodded. “All right.”

      “Excellent,” Sage said. “We will stop at Trucker’s Delight in approximately sixty-seven minutes.”

      Brawley grinned at his gorgeous geek girl. Approximately. She had likely used that qualifier not because she didn’t know the precise time or distance—she did—and not to avoid sounding like a nerd by drilling down to the exact time in seconds, but because announcing her calculation to that degree of specificity would be difficult to do with absolute accuracy, given the calibrations necessary for speaking time and the fact that they were in a moving vehicle.

      “Why there, darlin?” Brawley asked.

      “Trucker’s Paradise is just off the exit and will therefore minimize our delay. Additionally, the restaurant is known for good food, large portions, and outstanding value.”

      “Sounds like the right spot.”

      “And,” Sage added with a wise grin, “Trucker’s Paradise is famous for its signature item. They have the best pie in the state.”

      Nina, who had been shaking her purple locks to a badass violin riff, thrust her fists overhead. “Yes! Pie! I love you, Sage!”

      Brawley laughed and stretched out on the bed. Beside him, Callie stirred, blinked, and nuzzled into him again.

      “Wake me when we get there,” he told Sage. “I’m going to recharge my juice.”

      Like most desert men, Brawley could fall asleep at will. He did so now, sliding straight into slumber, where he was instantly sucked into a dream state.

      And instantly found himself wobbling once more upon unsteady legs.

      Four of them, the hooves punching through the cracked and crumbling plane he had visited during his last dream.

      Hot winds scoured the burnt and blasted landscape, which sprawled mercilessly off in all directions. Overhead, the bruised purple sky churned like a dark portent taking shape. Lightning sizzled in the far distance, veining the edge of the world in fire.

      Brawley struggled forward, fighting down the compulsion to blat for his mother. It was no easy thing, for terror was upon him now. The terror of a newborn beast lost in a harsh world.

      A cry rose in his throat, but he fought down the urge, knowing his blat would call not his mother but the terrible predator stalking him.

      He stumbled along until he found a crystalline red road that snaked across the land glittering like a river of rubies. Following this hardpacked lane, he traveled without fumbling.

      Eventually, he entered a forest of tall, black spikes. High above, figures moaned, impaled upon points of the towering spears.

      This grove of suffering struck a chord of fresh panic in Brawley’s heart. He broke into a clumsy run and didn’t slow until the macabre forest ended and he stood at the edge of a broad and crumbling ridge overlooking a vast bowl of red land studded with buttes and mesas and slender fingers of red stone pointing at the churning sky overhead.

      A black river twisted like a great serpent across the center of this desolate valley. Upon its bank, where the red road crossed the black river, stood what Brawley instantly recognized intuitively as his destination: a small adobe building.

      Into the valley he descended, fighting down his panic whenever he lost sight of the little building. Part of him, remembering past dreams, feared the landscape would change and swallow the small house in a cruel nightmare trick.

      Stick to the road, he told himself. Stay on the path.

      And each time he passed an obstructing cliff or boulder, the small adobe structure remained.

      At last, he rounded a plateau of red stone and only a stretch of open badlands lay between him and his humble objective.

      My haven, he thought.

      Overhead, thunder boomed. Only it wasn’t thunder, he realized, quaking with fear. It was a roar.

      Brawley’s gaze rolled skyward.

      Cold, gray eyes glared down from the roiling clouds.

      “Do not seek the second item,” the Tiger Mage’s voice thundered, shaking the world. “If you enter that place, I will come for you.”

      Brawley snorted with terror and started toward the crumbling house.

      “You think you know what you’re doing, but you don’t,” the Tiger Mage said, his voice rich with dark humor. “You tell yourself that you are willing to risk sacrificing yourself in order to achieve your destiny. You cling to the sweetest of lies, believing it’s all up to you and that, should you fail, the consequences will fall solely upon you and you alone. But with every step you take, you sacrifice others.”

      An involuntary blat escaped Brawley, instantly magnifying the overwhelming terror in his heart.

      “You’re no hero,” the Tiger Mage boomed. “You’re a villain. A villain who sacrifices others to reach his own goals. Look down, villain. Behold the gruesome materials with which you are paving your path to destruction.”

      Brawley’s eyes rolled downward. He skidded to a halt and reared back in horror.

      The road he had followed across this crumbling land was paved in the dead. They stared up from within the crimson crystal, like corpses trapped beneath the ice of a frozen river.

      So many dead.

      Brawley recognized most of them as types. Psi Mafia hitmen. FPI agents. Miami Carnals.

      Others, he knew. Junior Dutchman and his Carnal friend, Marco. The FPI agents who had attacked him in Marathon. Colton Finn, square-jawed and scowling. The beautiful, black-haired Irina, and the even more lovely face of Bella, who had only the previous night offered to pledge her life to Brawley.

      Brawley jerked his eyes from this terrible sight and scampered off the road into the crumbling soil, which clutched once more at his hooves. His heart hammered in his chest.

      “Every action has consequences,” the Tiger Mage said. “Those people in Miami? You killed them. You could have ended this, could have surrendered yourself to me, but you valued your life over all of theirs, and therefore, they died. And for what? For nothing. More have died since, and more will soon die if you do not cease your infantile fumbling and surrender. You tell yourself that you can protect your women, but you can’t. You know that. You know how this all ends. Look, fool, look and behold the road ahead, the road you must travel if you continue your selfish quest.”

      Brawley staggered forward and looked down at the final section of roadway that terminated at the dark door of the squat adobe building.

      Everything he loved in this world stared back up at him from the strange red road.

      Nina. Sage. Remi. Callie. Frankie.

      And countless others.

      His parents and cousins and friends. Bull riders he’d known and girls he’d courted. Neighbors and coworkers from different jobs he’d tried and quit, all of them so damned boring. Classmates from the by and by and folks he’d known only in passing, familiar faces from stores and bars and arenas out of his past.

      Staring up at him was everyone who had made up his world, frozen in the throes of agony, all they ever were or did or wanted crushed to nothing to pave his pathway to uncertainty.

      “Give up this foolish game,” the Tiger Mage commanded. “Don’t even bother returning to the waking world, where you might deceive yourself once more into believing you can escape fate. Open your mind now, power mage. Open your mind! Throw off your cowardly cloak and reveal yourself, and I will spare the others. I will descend like an angel of mercy and carry you off to meet your destiny, leaving them to live their lives. Do it now. Reveal yourself! Reveal yourself before it is too late!”

      But then the world shook from horizon to horizon, slammed by an apocalyptic earthquake, and another voice filled the sky, drowning out the Tiger Mage’s demands.
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      “Brawley! Wake up, Brawley!”

      Lines of fire burned down his side and Brawley snapped into wakefulness to find his wives gathered around him, staring down with worried faces.

      Even Remi was among them. Which made no sense. Remi was out in front them, riding ahead on her Harley.

      Then he realized the RV was no longer in motion. Somewhere outside he heard the whining sigh of a downshifting big rig’s air brakes.

      “Husband,” Sage said, “you have awakened at last.”

      Callie reached out to pat his arm tentatively. She was in her fused half-cat/half-woman form, and her big amber eyes were frightened. “I’m sorry for scratching you, Brawley, but you wouldn’t wake up.”

      “You okay, handsome?” Remi asked.

      Brawley sat up, nodding slowly, and felt the scratches in his side closing. “Yeah… I reckon I’m okay. Bad nightmare.”

      “The Tiger Mage again?” Sage asked.

      Brawley nodded. Then he told them about the dream, holding nothing back.

      The women took it well, considering their roles in its grisly conclusion.

      “He is trying to frighten you into revealing your position,” Sage said.

      “Our position,” Nina corrected her. “That son of a bitch isn’t the sparing type. Besides, even if he was, we’d fight him to the death. If you go down, babe, we all go down. Right, girls?”

      The women nodded without hesitation. Even Frankie, Brawley realized.

      He let out a shuddering exhalation, still rattled by the dream. “Thanks, girls. And don’t you fret. I won’t ever lay down my pistols. I’ll fight to the end. But how did he know so much about me? And if he knows who I am, how come he can’t find me?”

      “He doesn’t know as much about you as you are assuming, husband,” Sage said. “His magic didn’t script your dream experiences. Rather, he triggered an emotional response. Your personal fear of bringing harm to your loved ones filled in the details and gave imagery to his message. Even his message relied upon your fears.”

      Sage squinched her glasses up her nose. “The Tiger Mage has no window on your visions. Nor can he know your actions in the dream or hear your words or thoughts… unless he tricks you into opening your mind to him. Then he will know our location and open a gate to attack us immediately.”

      Brawley chewed on that for a second. He was not prey by nature. He was a hunter. And in that pensive moment, his predatory mind came to life, dismissing the lingering terror of the dream. “We play our cards right, we might be able to use that to our advantage,” he said. “Lure him to us.”

      “Yeah,” Nina said, “well, let’s not go luring him to us just yet.”

      “If ever,” Remi added.

      “Never,” Callie whispered.

      “I’m with her,” Frankie said.

      “It is an interesting proposition, husband,” Sage said, “but one that would only make sense after you find and master the items your parents left you, unlock the book, open your strands, develop your abilities, and learn enough about the Tiger Mage to prepare the perfect trap.”

      Brawley grinned. “So you’re saying I need another day or two.”

      “Very funny, cowboy,” Nina said. “Now let’s stop flapping our lips and get inside.”

      “Where are we?” he asked, still disoriented and trying to shake off the persistent clanging of his danger senses.

      “Trucker’s Paradise,” Nina said. “World-famous pie awaits!”

      The parking lot had that eerie vibe turnpike stops so often radiate late at night. Idling trucks hedged the windswept openness. Shadowy figures came and went, people with no business crossing paths thrust by fate and hunger and full bladders into sudden and fleeting juxtaposition. Everything thrummed with impermanence and subtle menace.

      Don’t get weird, Brawley thought as he crossed the lot. He was rattled by the dream and rankled by his echoing danger sense.

      The lot was surprisingly full for the hour, and when they went inside, the place was uncannily packed, most of the seats taken up by truckers, drunks, and a surprising number of families. Parents went nonchalantly about their business, mostly ignoring kids who also went nonchalantly about their business, hooting and making their booths look like the aftermath of a category 4 hurricane.

      The hostess led Brawley and the girls to a big table in the back. People looked up at them as they passed, which was natural enough, Brawley supposed. After all, it isn’t every night you see a cowboy leading a pack of five gorgeous women into a restaurant.

      Nina and Sage sat beside each other. Remi and Frankie sat across from them. Callie, looking small and lonely, sat at one end. Brawley took the other end, which suited him fine, since it put his back to the wall and his face to the main dining area.

      Brawley double-checked his pistols and mags and made sure his arms were loaded with force. Then he opened the menu.

      The girls must’ve been hungry, because they reined in their nonstop conversation and spoke only about the menu. This is a behavior rarely observed among women in groups, especially when the man accompanying them is starving.

      When the waitress arrived and everyone was ready to order, Brawley wondered if he was still dreaming.

      After all, what was less probable, a Tiger Mage booming threats from the stormy skies of an alternate universe, or five females quietly and decisively deciding what to order?

      Brawley asked the waitress for a bacon cheeseburger, rare, with thick-cut fries, a Coke, and a beer.

      Across the restaurant, several televisions were playing an old rerun of America’s Funniest Home Videos. Brawley glanced over just in time to see a blindfolded kid miss a pinata and nail some dude in the nuts.

      Nina laughed. “Best show ever.”

      “Bullshit,” Remi said. “Cops. Bad boys, bad boys…”

      Frankie gave Remi a playful shove. “Leave the singing to Nina. Please.”

      Nina beamed. “I like this girl. What’s your favorite show, Frankie?”

      The beautiful Gearhead bit her lip, thinking for a few seconds.

      “Probably some stupid show about cars or something,” Remi guessed.

      But Frankie shook her head. “The Great British Baking show.” She licked her full lips and offered a bright white smile. “Mm, I’d love to be a judge for that show.”

      Nina laughed, glanced down the table, and roped in the quiet cat girl. “What do you say, Callie? Best show ever?”

      Callie brightened, obviously grateful that Nina had pulled her into the conversation. Callie sat up straight and started to answer, but the TV laugh track cut abruptly, and the speakers beeped three times, like the warning signal of a big truck backing up.

      Brawley and the girls turned toward the nearest TV screen. The image of a kid whizzing down the street on his bicycle disappeared, replaced by a white, seven-pointed star shining against a field of wavering blue.

      A second later, this image vanished and Pater Janusian appeared. Tonight, the Order’s silver-haired Arch Mage wore a lime-colored suit with a light green shirt and a striped, green-on-green tie.

      Along the bottom of the screen a streaming ribbon announced, BREAKING NEWS IN THE POWER MAGE CASE.

      Around the dining room, sporadic laughter popped off. Here and there, grinning people nudged friends and nodded toward one of the many screens.

      They were still watching America’s Funniest Home Videos, of course. While Brawley waited to learn just what in the hell the Order had to say about him, these folks were watching some kid on a bike plow full-tilt-boogie into a mailbox.

      Har-dee-har-har.

      Brawley’s persistent sense of dread quickened.

      “Good evening,” Pater Janusian said, and introduced himself. “I am speaking with you tonight to share new developments in the hunt for the rogue power mage. Our initial investigations have concluded, and we can now say without any doubt that the power mage, acting with complete disrespect for both psionic and non-psionic life, murdered two hundred and seventy-seven people outside the Miami nightclub Heaven and Hell early yesterday morning.”

      “What the fuck?” Nina said.

      “The power mage is still at large,” Janusian reported, “but know that the Order is working night and day to bring him to justice before more innocent people are harmed. He is public enemy number one, and we are requesting the assistance of every member of the psionic community. Please help us to save innocent lives by bringing this monster to justice before he strikes again.

      “If you spot the power mage, do not engage. He is very powerful and extremely dangerous. Instead, report any suspicious activity immediately to your local Order officials. With your help, we will rapidly apprehend this ruthless individual.

      “Be on the lookout for a male in his late teens or early twenties, radiating considerable psionic power. He will likely be in the company of at least three female psi mages and perhaps more. We believe that he is opening his strands as rapidly as possible in order to prepare a devastating strike on the Order or perhaps a major population center.”

      “What the fuck?” Nina said again. Her face was twisted with anger.

      Remi had murder in her eyes.

      Sage merely looked focused, absorbing everything and going about the calculation of whatever analysis she was running.

      Callie glanced around, looking paranoid.

      Frankie stared at Janusian, looking like she’d swallowed a lug nut.

      “At this point in time,” Janusian continued, “we suspect the power mage has assembled a crew of females. For viewers not familiar with power mages, they possess the supernatural ability to seduce members of the opposite sex, converting them into fanatical slaves and allowing the power mage to steal their energy for his own diabolical uses.

      “While these enslaved women are victims of the power mage, they must be treated as willing accomplices, because they will behave as such.

      “Any unusual concentrations of power should be investigated, especially if the concentrated power is contained to a small space. Pay special attention to powerful groups on the move. Large vehicles, motel rooms, busses.

      “And again, if you suspect that you have identified the power mage or his women, do not intercede. Our world has not seen a threat like this since the Tiger Mage himself, twenty-three years ago.”

      “Lying sack of shit,” Nina said.

      Around the room, diners laughed again, perhaps watching one cat knock another off a dining room table.

      “Thanks to tips from the public and the hard work of our agents, we have identified three persons of interest in this case.”
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      “Fuckpissshitterdicks,” Nina hissed.

      Sage’s face filled the screen. Behind her head were shelves of books.

      Pater Janusian said, “Sage Pressley, age twenty-one, of Key West, Florida, is a powerful Seeker and the former historian of the Key West Library. She is believed to have bonded with the power mage and is to be considered extremely dangerous.”

      Sage’s picture disappeared, replaced by a mugshot of Nina, who looked young and angry in her orange jumpsuit, black eye, and then disheveled brunette locks tipped in crimson.

      “Nina Mack, twenty-two, also of Key West, Florida, is an ex-con and gifted telekinetic with a long history of lawless behavior and violent outbursts.”

      “Bullshit,” Nina said.

      “Recently,” Janusian continued, “she terrorized children at a Key West community center. Mack is believed to have bonded with the power mage and is likely the most powerful and dangerous member of the crew. She has been described as unstable, angry, and violent by those who know her, including her own stepmother.”

      “That miserable whore,” Nina grumbled.

      Next, the screen filled with a grainy newspaper photo of Remi, and Janusian announced, “Remington “Remi” Dupree is a Key West bounty hunter, twin sister to convicted mass murderer Winchester “Winnie” Dupree, and daughter of Braxton and Talia Dupree, who lead the Scars, a Chaotic biker gang comprised of Carnals infamous for their cruelty and acts of senseless and extreme violence. At this point in time, it is uncertain whether Ms. Dupree is working with the power mage or if she is his prisoner, but she should be considered armed and very dangerous.”

      “Holy shit,” Remi said, pulling a burner phone from her pocket. “I have to warn Mom and Dad. The Order will definitely be coming for them.” Jabbing buttons, she cursed and walked outside for better reception.

      “…one million dollars apiece for the capture, dead or alive, for these women,” Janusian said.

      Brawley felt like he’d been struck in the forehead with a hammer. The son of a bitch had put a hit out on Brawley’s women.

      “The bounty on the power mage has risen to twenty-five million dollars. Again, dead or alive.”

      Janusian paused again, regarding the camera with a serious, almost sad expression. “We must remain vigilant. With your help, we will bring these ruthless murderers to justice. Then we will return you to the peaceful and prosperous lives you deserve. Thank you and goodnight.”

      There was a brief pause and the loop started running again.

      “This is pointedly unfortunate,” Sage announced.

      “You can say that again, darlin,” Brawley said. Suddenly, he wished Remi hadn’t gone outside to try her phone. Something had changed in their lives, something fundamental, and he knew there would be no going back.

      At least not without killing a lot of people. At the moment, that idea held strong appeal. Especially Janusian, who had put price tags on the girls’ heads. That bastard had to die.

      “How the hell did they get our names?” Nina said. “And talk about a shitty picture to use. I mean, what the actual fuck? Did they have to use one where I had a black eye and no makeup?”

      “Yeah,” Callie said. “That picture makes you look like what they’re saying you are, some dangerous criminal that needs to be hunted down and shot between the eyes like a rabid dog.”

      “I reckon you’re right, Callie,” Brawley said. “Seems to me they’re doing to us what those evil sons of bitches did to the folks in Waco back in the 90s. Painting us as monsters so they can murder us in cold blood without the public even blinking.”

      He turned to Frankie, who looked badly rattled. “How you doing, darlin?”

      Frankie blinked at him, that pretty mouth of hers a thousand miles from smiling. “Okay, I guess. I mean, I don’t know. Scared, I guess. Not of you. It’s just…” She glanced around. “This is like really, really fucking scary, guys.”

      Across the restaurant, several diners laughed at whatever they were seeing on the TV.

      But one customer, a heavyset trucker in wire rim glasses, wasn’t laughing. He stared at the screen, his burger halfway to his mouth.

      Shit, Brawley thought. Dude was not watching America’s Funniest Home Videos.

      Brawley scanned the restaurant.

      Nothing, nothing, nothing…

      Beyond the packed counter, a skinny cook was staring at them from behind the steam table, his eyes hard and suspicious.

      “Let’s go,” Brawley said, standing up. “We gotta light a shuck.”

      “What?” Nina complained. “Can’t we at least wait for the world-famous pie and take it with us?”

      “No, sweet sister-wife,” Sage said, hauling Nina to her feet. “We have been identified and must leave now.”

      As they hurried out of the restaurant, Brawley walloped the trucker with two simultaneous notions: that he wasn’t interested in them and suddenly had to take a piss. Pronto.

      The man popped up and ran to the restroom without so much as an excuse me.

      Brawley turned his focus on the kitchen, but the skinny cook had disappeared.

      Shit.

      Brawley released another squeeze of juice but couldn’t find the guy anywhere.

      So Sage and I aren’t the only Seekers in Trucker’s Paradise. That skinny son of a bitch had cloaked himself. He was probably plugged into the Latticework, screaming their whereabouts to the Order and every truth mage on the planet.

      Brawley couldn’t blame the guy. If the hash-slinging Seeker’s tip bagged all four of them, he would get a twenty-eight-million-dollar payday. And it would take an awful lot of shifts slinging hash to earn twenty-eight million dollars.

      No, Brawley couldn’t blame him. But neither could anyone fault Brawley for putting a bullet through the Seeker’s head.

      Self-preservation trumped twenty-eight million dollars.

      Brawley remembered the crimson dream road paved in corpses.

      Well, he wouldn’t lose any sleep over adding another.

      Unfortunately, the skinny cook had flown the coop, and Brawley didn’t have time to hunt. Remi was outside. Alone.

      They went out the door.

      Remi was pacing back and forth talking on the burner. Seeing them, she said her goodbyes and hung up.

      Then they headed straight for the RV, no one saying much.

      They couldn’t afford to slow down for anything now. They would cloak hard and head West at a hundred and ten per. Find whatever his parents left for him in Louisiana, then haul ass straight to West Texas.

      It was the best plan he could come up with.

      Just as they reached the RV, however, someone shouted his name. He jolted to a stop, ready to pull both pistols, then realized the voice wasn’t coming from around him. It was coming from inside his own skull. And then he registered the blanket of scratchy warmth enveloping his mind.

      Brawley, you son of a bitch, answer me!

      Shit, Brawley thought. Not now.

      Nina touched his arm. “What is it, babe?”

      “It’s Tammy,” he said.

      Nina beamed. “Tell her I said hi!”

      Brawley frowned at his deadly telekinetic and herded her into the RV. “Everybody onboard.”

      Brawley!

      He climbed into the RV, closed the door, and gestured for Frankie to drive.

      Who’s Frankie?

      Don’t worry about it. What do you want? He paced back and forth as the RV accelerated, hating the feeling of the itchy warmth crawling over his brain. Tammy’s timing was awfully suspicious, what with the Order just announcing the big bounties.

      Relax, Tammy’s voice said. I’m not after a bounty here.

      So you say.

      If I was plotting against you, I wouldn’t reach out like this. I’d just eavesdrop. Where are you?

      Where are you? he countered.

      Driving. Well, riding. The kids are with me. So is Hazel. She knows you. Tammy delivered no thoughts for a second. He could feel her hesitation. Jamaal is driving.

      Wait a second. Jamaal and Hazel. Then Brawley’s thoughts slipped from his control and raced along, pondering this information without filtering it. What was Tammy doing with Sage’s mentor? And Jamaal… that name…

      And then he had it.

      Don’t freak out, Tammy said, apparently having read his thoughts.

      You’re with a cop? A cop from the Order, no less? See, that right there is a problem, darlin.

      It’s not what you think, Tammy insisted. Look, I’m really pissed at you.

      Join the crowd.

      Because of you a bunch of assholes came to my house. They were going to kill me and the kids. Jamaal saved us.

      I’m glad he did, but that doesn’t mean I want to shake his hand. And why the hell would somebody want to hurt you?

      In the back of his mind, his own question started to dredge up a response from his most recent Tiger Mage dream, but Brawley did not want to give Tammy a peek into his dreams, so he kicked the thought in the teeth and focused on what she was communicating.

      The guy was a psi mob assassin. Jamaal says he was after you. Says his name is Uno. He’s a Cosmic, and—

      I know who the son of a bitch is, Brawley interrupted. His mind raced. This was bad. How could he protect his thoughts?

      No, Brawley. Don’t you even think about blocking me. Jamaal and Hazel want to help you. They said if I help them find you, they’ll let me go. So where are you?

      Darlin, you’re with a cop. I ain’t telling. And you don’t know. He released a squeeze of juice with that thought.

      Wait, her voice said. Brawley, I know you’re doing some kind of Seeker shit, because you’re thinking about having done it. Just stop. I’m not hitting you with telepathic commands, so don’t you go using your shit on me. You really fucked me over. You almost got me killed. Almost got my kids killed. We’re not safe anymore. We can’t go home, and I’m going to get fired, and I have to take care of my babies. How do you expect me to take care of my babies now, you stupid son of a bitch?

      Tammy’s thoughts were a raw and raging torrent then, and Brawley’s Seeker senses assured him that she was being honest.

      Look, darlin, I’m sorry if you’re in a rough spot. But just like you gotta protect your family, I gotta protect mine. And you’re with a cop.

      For fuck’s sake, Brawley, he’s a good guy! He wants to help you!

      Again, her words rang of truth. But from what Remi had told Brawley, Jamaal was a powerful Seeker. He could have planted the notion in Tammy’s head.

      He didn’t brainwash me, Tammy insisted, reading his thoughts. Brawley sensed a quiver of doubt in her assertion.

      You get away from him, you let me know, darlin.

      How? I’ve been trying all night to reach you, and this is the first I’ve gotten through. I have no clue where you are, and if you go out of range, I won’t know which—

      Texas, Brawley interrupted, bothered by the notion of getting this girl and kids into trouble. That’s where we’re headed.

      Thank you for telling me.

      Brawley released a strong pulse of Seeker force. You will not tell them. You and your kids get away from Jamaal. Come to the Lone Star State and give me a shout. I’ll help y’all. Bring Hazel, too, if you can, but not the cop.

      I don’t know how we can do that. I mean, he’s—

      Figure it out, darlin. Brawley gave her another shot of juice. Any of my thoughts you picked up on without me putting them into words, forget them right now.

      All right. But Brawley—

      No, he thought in a commanding tone. Now back off and leave me alone. No snooping. If you want to get in touch, you just say knock-knock-knock. And if I don’t answer, leave me the hell alone. You hear me?

      You’re a pain in the ass, Brawley. You owe me. Big time. You better not leave us high and dry.

      Give Jamaal the shake.

      You’re asking me to piss off the Order.

      Make your choice, darlin. Ain’t nobody gonna make it for you. Who do you want protecting you and your kids? Jamaal or me?
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      “It’s here,” Brawley said.

      Sage nodded. “I thought so, too, but I wasn’t sure. I sense something.”

      Everyone stood outside the RV, parked a fair distance back from the rest stop facility, which burned brightly in the humid Louisiana night.

      Out on the highway, cars passed sporadically. But traffic was starting to build again as night hastened toward dawn.

      “It’s here,” Brawley repeated, and went about the business of double-checking his pistols, extra mags, and the energy in his arm. He dipped into his mind and quickly prepped a few dozen rounds of telekinetic ammunition.

      Because he not only sensed the item. He also sensed danger. Dread had been burgeoning within him the whole long ride from Trucker’s Paradise.

      By Sage’s frown, he suspected she sensed danger, too.

      “A turnpike rest stop,” Nina said. “Not exactly the hiding place I would’ve expected for some epic power mage artifact, but okay.”

      “Trust me,” Brawley said, “it’s inside.”

      “Perhaps the item’s signal is only perceptible to you, husband,” Sage said. “Your parents or their assignees could have limited its transmission to your psionic signature. All I sense is significance, and I am certain that even this would be imperceptible to me if I weren’t searching alongside you.”

      Brawley nodded. “Could be, darlin. But let’s get the damn thing and figure out the finer points later. I got a feeling we’re in for another shitstorm.”

      “I have the same feeling, husband,” Sage said.

      “Me too,” Callie said, looking around, her skinny shoulders hunched like those of a cat ready to spring away. “It feels like something is waiting, just out of sight. Like a cat-killing dog, one that knows enough to wait.”

      “Guaranteed someone back at the diner contacted the Order,” Remi said. “Let’s get the thing and get out of here.”

      Frankie stood close to Remi, her green eyes full of worry. The poor girl was shaking like a car about to blow its engine.

      He touched Frankie’s shoulder and gave her a squeeze of Seeker juice. “You’re all right, darlin. Do me a favor? Wait in the RV so it’ll be ready to go, all right?”

      Frankie nodded, obviously relieved. Unlike Brawley’s other traveling companions, Frankie apparently wasn’t a full-blown danger ranger.

      “Did you knock out the cameras, darlin?”

      Frankie nodded again.

      “Good work. Thank you.”

      “Let’s go,” Nina said. “I want to get this over. You’ve been talking so much shit about Texas I’m actually excited to see it.”

      “You’re going to love Texas, darlin,” Brawley said, “but I need you to stay in the RV and keep everyone safe.”

      The girls all started talking at once, everyone saying he couldn’t go in alone.

      “You’re not thinking straight,” he said. “You heard that broadcast. They’re looking for large concentrations of power. Together, we have a psi score of over 900 points.”

      “Nine hundred and five points to be precise, husband,” Sage said.

      “Thank you, Doctor Nerdwell,” Nina said.

      “Brawley’s right,” Remi said. “Anyone sees a dude and five chicks strolling along, rocking close to a thousand points, they’re going to wonder.”

      “Especially a rest stop,” Brawley said. “They know we’re on the move. We’re going to make this quick. Nina, Sage, Callie, and Frankie, you stay in the RV.”

      Nina and Callie started to protest, but Brawley stopped them with his eyes and a subtle shake of his head.

      Then he pointed to the back of the lot. “Park back there. Sage, stay on high alert for anyone who takes a special interest in the RV. Nina and Callie, you stay ready to defend. Frankie, you monitor the security and get ready to drive like hell.”

      All four women nodded.

      He turned to Remi. “Give me a ride, darlin?”

      “My pleasure, handsome,” she said, flashing the feral grin he’d come to both love and trust.

      Brawley climbed onto the Harley, deepened their cloak, and watched Frankie drive off toward the back of the lot.

      There were a surprising number of vehicles in the lot, given the late hour. That was good, having so many fuggles around. If the Order did show up, they would be hesitant.

      As they say, he who hesitates is lost.

      And that goes double when violence is involved.

      Brawley’s sense of the item grew as they approached the building.

      Nina was right. It was a weird place to stash an item of great power.

      But the location had certain advantages. It was open 24/7, accessible from either direction. It offered plenty of cover and a quick escape.

      The more he thought about it, the more sense this location made.

      They parked and went inside, where the item’s aura strengthened yet again.

      The scene inside was familiar to him from countless late-night roadside pitstops during his years on the road.

      The restaurants were closed, but several customers and employees milled around in the brightly lit convenience market. The central dining section was mostly empty. People occupied only half a dozen tables. Some were tired-looking families, scarfing down gas station meals. The others were loners sipping coffee and fiddling with cell phones.

      Brawley scanned the lot of them. All fuggles.

      Good.

      “So where is this thing?” Remi asked, studying their surroundings like an off-duty cop.

      Brawley held her question in his mind for half a second and had the answer. His eyes went to the back wall, where a tall guy with an afro was emerging from an opening over which hung a large sign reading “MEN.”

      He pointed.

      “Glorious,” Remi said. “Let’s go, then.”

      Brawley shook his head, watching as two guys entered the restroom. One looked like he really had to go. The other followed, mocking his buddy’s urgency. Both were fuggles.

      “I got this, darlin. You just wait here and look pretty.”

      “Very funny, handsome. Hurry up.”

      “In and out,” he said.

      “That’s what she said.”

      Brawley shook his head. “Nina’s wearing off on you.”

      Remi laughed. “Heaven help me. Be careful, handsome.”

      He gave her a quick kiss and went inside.

      As soon as he passed through the door, he knew he’d been right. The item was in there.

      The two dudes stood at opposite ends of the urinals, still laughing. They sounded Cajun.

      “You drillin’ a hole in the porcelain?” one guy asked.

      Brawley cast a quick glance around the large restroom, seeing no one else but knowing the stalls might be occupied.

      He approached a sink. The automatic faucet kicked on.

      He splashed water on his face, trying to sense where the item was exactly. His attention was drawn to the stalls behind him.

      His sense of danger lingered. Was someone in there, waiting for him?

      He didn’t sense anyone.

      Wanting to wait for the Cajuns to leave, he splashed more water on his face and glanced in the mirror.

      The dudes were finishing up. Good.

      Brawley went for a paper towel, but the dispenser was empty.

      Paper hung like a brown tongue from the next dispenser over. He leaned in that direction, triggering the next sink’s faucet, pulled out a few sheets, and patted his face dry. By the time he’d balled up the towels and tossed them out, the men had left.

      Go time.

      Brawley approached the stalls. As he walked down the row, the sense of the item grew more and more intense. Finally, reaching the last stall, it waned slightly.

      He backed up to the next to last stall and pushed through the door.

      No attacker waited inside. It was just a run-of-the-mill restroom stall in need of cleaning.

      He stepped inside, letting the door shut behind him.

      Where was the artifact?

      Here. Definitely. But where?

      The floor was empty, save for shoe prints and toilet paper and a discarded candy wrapper.

      Within the filthy toilet, a translucent sheet of toilet paper floated in the dirty water like a ghost hovering in a dusky sky.

      He hoped to hell the item wasn’t inside the toilet.

      His eyes went to the toilet paper dispenser, but that felt wrong, like he was moving in the wrong direction.

      His eyes looked up at the lights overhead. Again, this felt like his search had gone off the rails.

      Stepping forward, he felt the opposite sensation. He was getting warmer. He stepped forward until he was right in front of the toilet.

      Warmer still.

      There was nothing on the stall or rear cinder block wall except a few uninspired scribblings.

      But his eyes riveted to the wall at the rear of the stall. Not the uninspired graffiti there but the wall itself. The cinder blocks.

      One block seized his attention. It didn’t look special. It was just an eight by twelve rectangle painted institutional yellow decorated with a Sharpie doodle depicting either a three-legged man or a profoundly obscene stick figure.

      The item was behind that stick figure inside the block.

      Brawley was sure of it.

      He placed his hand on the block and could almost feel the item vibrating just out of reach. Unfortunately, he felt no seam, no latch, no way in.

      He climbed on top of the toilet and stood up just enough to scan the bathroom, dragging his eyes across the wooden door, the row of sinks and mirrors in front of him, and the bank of urinals.

      All empty.

      Then why was his danger sense clanging like a speeding fire truck?

      Jumping down again, he placed one hand on the back wall and directed carnal energy to his other fist, hardening the knuckles to steel. He punched the block with a crisp shot, careful not to pulverize it. After all, he couldn’t risk destroying the gift in the process of extracting it.

      He hit the block again, slightly harder this time.

      A tiny crack shot vertically across the block from top to bottom, jagged as lightning.

      Yes.

      He punched again, harder still, and the surface of the block spiderwebbed with cracks.

      With the next shot, the surface of the block crumbled inward. Chunks of cinder block tumbled away, dinging loudly off the pipes and porcelain and splashing into the disgusting water.

      Brawley pushed his fingers into the broken cinder block clearing away broken pieces and brushing them aside.

      The sense of the item’s presence filled the small space now.

      He reached inside, and his fingers closed on a slender metal item. Instantly, Brawley knew he’d found the second gift.

      He pulled his hand from the rubble. It was a key. A large, yellowish, skeleton key covered in the dust of pulverized cinder block material.

      A key to what, exactly?

      He had no clue. Regardless, he felt the thrill of victory. That had been much easier than he’d expected.

      Beyond the stall, the restroom door whined open, bumped slowly off the wall, and sighed, closing again.

      Brawley’s danger sense spiked.

      He climbed quietly onto the toilet, crouching on the lid, and doubled down on his cloak.

      Because he sensed that a psi mage had entered the room.

      The wooden door thumped softly shut. All was silent.

      Brawley readied his arm and leaned forward to peer out the slender crack in the stall door.

      He saw no one, heard no one.

      But someone had opened the door, and it felt like someone was in here.

      He rose just enough to peer over the stall door, scanned the space, and crouched again.

      Empty.

      Then why was his danger sense wigging out?

      The automatic sink near the door kicked on.

      Brawley rose, peered over the door, and saw no one.

      The next sink kicked on. And the next.

      He saw no one, but something was triggering those sinks.

      His danger sense clanged like a dinner bell.

      You sneaky son of a bitch, Brawley thought, remembering something Sage had told him about invisibility. Some Seekers could make themselves imperceptible to humans but still triggered motion-detecting machines.

      When the next faucet snapped on, Brawley shoved the stall door open and released a telekinetic blast.

      There was a loud explosion, and Brawley flew backwards onto the toilet as if telekinetic recoil had blown him off his feet.

      But the burning pain in his gut and sudden hot wetness there told another story.

      Apparently, getting blasted with force canceled a Seeker’s invisibility. Because his would-be assassin lay semiconscious and wholly visible upon the ground, still wearing his greasy white apron.

      It was the skinny cook who had eyed them at the truck stop before disappearing abruptly. The bastard had cloaked himself, followed them here, and waited to catch Brawley alone, meaning to collect on the bounty.

      He lay broken at Brawley’s feet, flopping awkwardly on the ground, not even going for the chunky revolver he’d used to shoot Brawley.

      The man’s upper body was intact but only barely. The torso was misshapen and lumpy like a duffel bag full of sporting equipment. His face was masked in blood. The jaw flopped up and down with the dogged rhythm of a dying thing fading fast.

      Brawley got to his feet, the pain in his stomach ebbing away as the bullet wound healed.

      “You should’ve stuck with cooking, buddy,” Brawley said, and raised his boot in the air. Then he slammed it down, crushing the asshole’s skull.

      And that was that.

      Brawley studied the corpse for half a second and was struck by a smattering of facts. The cook’s name was Edwin Medara. He had been a restless soul and an unrepentant asshole of the lowest order, who had been working at Trucker’s Paradise in order to take advantage of—

      The rush slammed into Brawley then, flooding his mind and body for a second sizzling euphoria.

      A quick check revealed that killing this asshole had boosted his psi score to an even 200 points.

      The door banged open, and a wild-eyed Remi rushed in sweeping a sawed-off, double-barreled shotgun back and forth.

      Seeing Brawley, Remi said, “You good?”

      He nodded. “But he ain’t.”

      Reaching down, he picked up the dead man and dumped him in the stall. Edwin Medara’s corpse jammed against the wall, his crushed head stuffed into the dirty toilet.

      Brawley closed the door.

      “Whoever finds that guy is going to have one hell of a shock,” Remi said. “What a weird way to commit suicide.”

      Brawley kicked the revolver into the stall.

      “Let’s go,” he said. “My danger sense is squawking like a wet parrot in a room full of cats. People hear gunshots, they call the cops. And I reckon the Order is paying close attention to the fuggle police scanners tonight.”

      Remi nodded and opened the door. “Did you get it?”

      “I sure did,” he said. He held up the key, loving the fierce smile that burned across her pretty face. “Let’s go.”

      The dining area had cleared out. Over in the well-lit marketplace, a few patrons and workers peeked like frightened gophers from behind shelves and counters.

      Brawley strode toward the doors, wishing to hell he had a hat to tip in their direction.

      Soon enough, he thought. Soon enough. Because he had plans concerning that off-limits hat of his.

      Moving cautiously, they left the building.

      The RV was coming toward them from across the lot.

      He scanned the rest of the parking area, sensing nothing unusual. Out on the highway, cars came and went, came and went.

      Somewhere in the distance, others were fast approaching. Fuggle police. The Order. Maybe the FPI.

      Yes, his intuition responded. All of them.

      Remembering his dreams, he shifted his eyes skyward and scanned the darkness for anything else. Namely, a great pair of gray eyes staring down out of the night sky.

      Luckily, he saw no such thing. And no purple wormhole shot through with lightning, either.

      Brawley’s dread lingered. Probably because of everybody coming this way.

      “Come on, handsome,” Remi said, slapping the seat behind her.

      He straddled the bike, studying the strange key as Remi brought the Harley to life.

      There were etchings in the golden shaft.

      Brawley wiped dirt from the key and squinted, trying to read the inscription by the illumination of the sodium lamps overhead.

      Making out the beginning, he felt a thrill.

      Welcome, Son.

      He rubbed at the dust covering the remainder of the message.

      The RV pulled up.

      “You okay?” Frankie hollered over a blast of classic rock. “Sage was worried.”

      Behind her, the other girls’ faces jostled like wayward moons untethered from their orbit.

      “We’re fine,” Brawley said, “but we have to get out of here. Now.”

      To her credit, Frankie didn’t panic or ask for clarification. She gave him a quick thumbs-up and pulled away, headed for the highway.

      The RV pulled onto the highway, Texas-bound.

      Riding the center line, Remi twisted the throttle and zoomed after the shockingly fast Winnebago.

      They whipped past a brightly illuminated billboard, and Brawley finally worked out the rest of the inscription. Shoving the key into his pocket, he muttered the phrase aloud. “Welcome, Son, to Red Haven.”

      The red taillights of the RV disappeared.

      And with them vanished the world.
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      Suddenly, they were tunneling through thick fog spangled with shimmering motes of light and bright orange flashes. All that remained of the world was the highway beneath them.

      Remi buried the throttle.

      They hurtled into the unknown, colorful streaks of yellow light whipping away to either side.

      Now, Brawley thought. Now it’s coming. The danger. The thing I’ve been dreading. Not the punk in the restroom. Something bigger, something stranger.

      This was it.

      He pulled both pistols, ready to fight.

      And out of the sparking, swirling mist tumbled a terrible thing. Black and leathery, the creature made no sense. A wing here, a clawed hand there. Several lumps bulged like boils from the mass.

      Heads, Brawley realized when the lumps split, exposing jagged teeth and waggling black tongues.

      The thing raced toward them, jagging and spiraling erratically.

      Brawley fired the XDS.

      The tumbling thing burst.

      One piece fell away and disappeared into the fog.

      Other sections shot away in separate directions, fluttering and spinning like so many bats.

      That’s what they looked like. Bats the size of vultures, their leathery wings six or seven feet across.

      Remi hunched over the handlebars and raced straight ahead.

      Brawley fired both pistols.

      One creature jerked stiffly and spun away into the mists. Another folded its wings and corkscrewed out of view.

      Another lurched, most of its head disappearing in a puff of black particles. It dropped like a stone, hit the road, and popped into the air, flopping and fluttering like a broken umbrella.

      A bat-thing flashed by, strafing Brawley. Its claws sliced through his shoulder, carving him to the bone. Then it was gone, whipping away into their wake.

      Another creature slammed into the motorcycle, and they almost went down. The thing clutched the front of the Harley.

      Brawley tried to get a shot, but the thing leapt away, springing at Remi with its toothy mouth yawning wide.

      Remi drove a quick jab into the creature’s chest. The blow knocked the bat-thing aside, and it tumbled away into the sparking ether.

      The final creature slammed into Brawley’s chest, almost knocking him from the bike. It was like getting hit by a suitcase fired from a catapult.

      He felt his sternum crack, felt ribs snap away. The air rushed from his lungs, and suddenly, he was folded backward on the bike, holding on only by his legs, his will, and years of bull riding.

      Brawley’s back was flat against the seat, and his shoulders were hanging off the back of the bike.

      The bat-thing latched onto his body. Its claws punctured his thighs, his sides, his damaged chest.

      The thing’s neck stretched like that of a snapping turtle. The head, an eyeless lump covered in bristly black fur, lurched forward. Its toothy maw opened wide and whipped toward Brawley’s face.

      Brawley shoved the Glock forward.

      The mouth enveloped his hand halfway up the forearm. Dagger-like teeth plunged into his flesh, punching through the meat and snapping his bone.

      But in the same instant, Brawley pulled the trigger. The pistol bucked. The creature’s back exploded. Its body went limp, released him, and sailed away into their back stream.

      Brawley’s arm yanked back hard, snagged in the dead thing’s razor teeth.

      For a terrible second, he lay flat against the seat of the bike, trying to tug his arm free as the teeth of the dead thing, still locked onto him, sliced his flesh.

      Roaring, Brawley yanked hard. The bat-thing snapped free and disappeared into the swirling mists behind them.

      Unfortunately, Brawley’s forearm, hand, and Glock went with it.

      Brawley jerked upright, threw an arm around Remi’s waist. For a second, he stared in primal horror at the fountain of blood spraying from the stump where his arm had been.

      But even as he watched, new bones sprouted from his abbreviated arm. A second later, he was flexing a skeletal hand already disappearing beneath writhing layers of vein and tendon and muscle fiber.

      Then he was whole again.

      Amazing.

      But he had no time to dwell on this incredible event, because at that moment the fog shifted, thinning and breaking apart. The motorcycle raced from the clouds like an aircraft coming in for a landing.

      Just like that, everything changed. The Harley was racing atop a crimson highway crossing a dusty wasteland.

      Brawley squinted, sandblasted with grit, and inhaled through his nose, breathing the hot air and recognizing its otherworldly smells.

      Remi slid to a stop, kicking up a cloud of reddish dust that drifted off into the parched wasteland. “Where the hell are we, handsome?”

      “My dream,” he said.

      With a pang of unease, Brawley glanced down and was pleased to see no corpses staring up from the crystalline road.

      Then he looked up. No eyes, no tiger. Just the churning purple sky.

      Dead ahead stood the little adobe building from his dream.

      “What do we do?” Remi asked.

      “Keep going,” Brawley said. “I got a hunch about this key.”

      They drew up to the windowless red structure, which looked like a crude frontier house. Its beams were black, reminding Brawley of the dream forest he’d navigated.

      He looked behind them.

      The land stretched away in a flat pan interrupted only intermittently by the scattered and twisted silhouettes of lifeless trees.

      No buttes or mesas. No hill. No forest of black spikes tipped with impaled humanoids.

      The dream in the RV had been a lie just as Sage had proposed. Somehow, the Tiger Mage had tinged it with horror.

      But those things weren’t here, and neither was the Tiger Mage.

      Thunder rumbled across the sky. The wind picked up, blasting them with grit and filling Brawley’s nose with strange smells like spices from another plane of existence.

      That’s what this was. An alternate universe.

      “Why would your parents bring you here?” Remi asked.

      Brawley shrugged. “The house, maybe. Or something inside.”

      “All things considered,” Remi said, “I have to say I like my parents’ wedding gifts better. Speaking of which, I wish we had those grenades right now.”

      The building had a low porch decked and roofed in dark planks and a door hewn of the same wood.

      Pistol in hand, Brawley crossed the porch, clocking hollowly across the planks like an old-time gunslinger.

      He pressed his ear to the door.

      All was silent.

      Overhead, thunder boomed, growing louder.

      The sturdy door was fitted with a brass knob and plate.

      Brawley slid the key home and turned it experimentally. The lock clicked. The door swung open.

      For a fraction of a second, Brawley saw the whitewashed floor of the crude little cabin and a rough table surrounded by wooden stools.

      Then he stumbled backward, raising his gun.

      Beside him, Remi cursed and brought the stubby shotgun to her shoulder.

      A robed figure had materialized just inside the doorway. A woman, judging by the shape of the body hidden beneath the emerald green garment. From the shadowy interior of its obscuring hood spilled curly locks as red as fresh blood.

      “Welcome to Red Haven,” the woman said.

      “Thank you, I—”

      “Your parents created this place for you to study The Tome of Seven Strands.”

      The woman’s image wavered, and Brawley understood that he was witnessing another holographic clip. But who was this woman? Some friend of his parents?

      “Cross the threshold. Enter Red Haven, and I will tell you my name and how to find me in your world.”

      With a deafening crack, a bolt of lightning struck just beyond the porch, making the hairs on Brawley’s arms stand on end.

      Normally, he would hold the door for Remi, but under these strange circumstances, he reckoned he had better go first. After all, the apparition was talking to him not Remi, and the house might be tuned to his psionic signature.

      “Come,” the robed woman said with another gesture.

      Brawley stepped through the door with Remi at his heels.

      “Welcome,” the woman said. “My name is—”

      Then all hell broke loose.

      The woman’s image broke apart, smashed by the figure that charged through it straight at Brawley.
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      Hands seized Brawley’s throat, and for a fraction of a second, he stared into the sneering face of his attacker. It was a human face. A face he’d seen before.

      It was one of the thugs from Tammy’s trailer park in Marathon. Only it had changed. All the color had vanished from the thug’s face. The tattooed teardrop contrasted sharply with the snow-white flesh. The thug’s eyes glared into Brawley’s, full of malice. There were no irises, no whites, nothing but uniform darkness as black and shiny as beetle shells.

      Brawley shot from the hip.

      The thug’s body buckled, but the cold hands continued squeezing Brawley’s throat.

      Other attackers slammed into Brawley from both sides.

      Remi’s shotgun boomed.

      Crunching blows slammed into Brawley’s head and body. Fists slammed into his face, his ear, the side of his neck. A flailing forearm crashed down across his back, and a foot stomped down on his knee.

      Brawley’s leg buckled.

      Brawley dropped into a crouch and snapped free of the choking hands. He was surrounded by a forest of legs.

      Hands seized his shirt, his shoulder, his hair. One cold hand raked across his face narrowly missing his eyes. A finger shoved into his mouth trying to fishhook him.

      Brawley bit down hard and yanked, tearing the offending finger away, then drove forward, breaking free of the grasping hands and slamming into one of the assailants, bowling him over and knocking him across the room.

      Brawley shot to his feet, mind reeling.

      Because he recognized this attacker, too.

      It was the guy from the gun shop in Marathon. The nice guy, the PBR fan who’d recognized him.

      Holy shit.

      But whatever had happened to the thug had also happened to this man. His skin and hair were pure white, and his eyes were all black.

      The man started to rise.

      Brawley pulled a mental trigger. A telekinetic round punched a hole right between the shining black eyes of the gun store owner.

      A powerful blow smashed into the back of Brawley’s head, filling his skull with sparks and sending him sprawling to the floor.

      Thanks to his crackling Carnal energy, Brawley reacted with superhuman speed and twisted as he fell. In the same instant, he fired the XDS.

      His attacker, another of the thugs from Tammy’s neighborhood, fell back, shot through the chest.

      Another attacker raced forward.

      An unholy trident of recognition, revulsion, and regret skewered Brawley’s heart.

      It was Maypole. A pure white Maypole with obsidian eyes.

      Flanked by thugs, Maypole rushed forward with his scrawny arms raised and his bathrobe fluttering behind him like a terry cloth cape.

      Brawley’s first instinct was to clean them with a telekinetic blast, but he couldn’t risk striking Remi, who was fighting near the door. Remi’s body could recover from damage, of course, but if a blast struck her skull, he would kill his love.

      So he whipped his head from left to right, ripping a line of telekinetic rounds across the abdomens of his attackers.

      They jerked with impact.

      Maypole folded and dropped.

      The thugs stumbled but kept coming.

      Then Maypole’s wife, her thick blond locks now white as mayonnaise, charged in from the side, glaring at Brawley through obsidian spheres.

      The crumpled paper sack fluttered from one fat fist. Her other hand bucked, billowing flame, and a tremendous roar filled the room.

      Brawley’s eye squinted shut as the round burned across his cheek, splitting the flesh and sideswiping the cheekbone hard enough to twist his head around.

      The pistol barked again and again. Bullets pounded into Brawley’s torso, knocking him backward.

      Brawley returned fire, pulling his mental trigger.

      The face of Maypole’s wife collapsed in on itself, and the woman dropped.

      The undead thugs had dragged themselves onto their feet again and were already lumbering toward him.

      Brawley blasted them with telekinetic rounds, knocking them back and buying space and time. He used this slight advantage to rise, steady himself, and assess his environment.

      Remi was off to one side, holding her own against two thugs. With a blur of speed, his Carnal wife swung the sawed-off shotgun, crushing one attacker’s skull with a powerful stroke. Bringing the weapon back around, she slammed the butt into her other attacker’s throat and sent him reeling.

      Then several other pale, black-eyed lunatics were rushing Brawley again.

      With a shudder of revulsion, Brawley recognized among them Maypole’s wife and the gun store guy, both of whose heads were blasted out of shape.

      He’d been thinking of them as zombies, the undead versions of people he’d known. But they were worse than zombies because even headshots didn’t stop them.

      Brawley pivoted, cutting an angle to make sure Remi remained outside his field of fire, and released the wallop of red force crackling in his arm. He imagined the blast spreading away. His brain, true to form, reacted under pressure with more precision than he could have expected during a calmer moment.

      The force leapt from his arm and spread away in the telekinetic equivalent of an open choke shotgun blast.

      The main mass of his attackers dropped, shattered by the blast, which broke bones and tore open torsos, and calved away chunks of pale flesh.

      Only the gun shop owner, shielded by the others, survived. He charged mindlessly forward.

      Brawley lashed out with a powerful kick that struck the man in the gut and tossed him across the room.

      As the man dragged himself once more to his feet, Brawley squeezed his mental trigger half a dozen times, punching holes in the zombie and sitting him down.

      Still the man labored to stand again.

      Meanwhile, the gory mess on the floor was doing its best to launch another attack as well. Decimated bodies flailed, flopping toward Brawley. Severed arms crawled in his direction.

      He drew his arm full of fresh energy and glanced toward where Remi was stomping the remains of her opponents.

      “Die fuckers!” Remi shouted, smashing their wriggling remains.

      Satisfied that she had them under control, Brawley turned back around and put the gun store owner out of his misery with half the force in his arm.

      Then he set to plinking the various limbs and body parts crawling doggedly toward him. The zombies’ blood, thick and brown as old motor oil, filled the air with the ripe sweetness of summer roadkill.

      “You had a point earlier,” Brawley called to Remi. “This is the shittiest present I ever received. Now step back, darlin, and I’ll finish them off.”

      Remi glanced in his direction, fierce and beautiful. Her fighting spirit was in full bloom, and her eyes glowed like furnaces. She spat on the floor. “I got it,” she said, and stomped the wrist of a hand reaching for her. “I’ll turn their bones to soup.”

      But then a thin black line raced across Brawley’s vision and struck Remi in the chest. She froze like a statue in mid stomp, her beautiful face twisted in surprise.

      The attack had come from behind Brawley.

      He whirled to fight, but halfway around, something jabbed him in the chest. He froze in place, paralyzed but still able to see and think.

      Before him stood a short man in a baggy bowling shirt and Wayfarer shades.
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      It was the man’s hat, however—a little fedora that looked dumber than hell—that reminded Brawley of Callie’s warning.

      This was Dutchman’s Cosmic assassin, Uno.

      Before even registering these revelations, Brawley tried to kill the man. But he couldn’t shoot or strike Uno because his muscles were locked in supernatural paralysis by the thing that had jabbed his chest.

      One of Uno’s fingers, he realized. From the middle of the assassin’s left hand, a finger had elongated several feet like a thin tentacle.

      Unable to physically attack, Brawley attacked psychically, pulling his mental trigger and targeting the nose piece of Uno’s sunglasses.

      The air in front of Uno’s face rippled like the surface of a pond struck by a small pebble. The assassin himself didn’t so much as flinch.

      “The power mage,” Uno said. His voice was strange, almost matter of fact. But the corners of his mouth lifted in what was almost a smile. “You will serve me.”

      That’s what you think, asshole, Brawley thought. Maybe he couldn’t attack the guy physically or telekinetically, but he still had another option.

      He wished he could have spoken, which would have magnified the authority of his message. But speech was impossible so he thought his message instead, beaming new truth into the world.

      You have mistaken my identity, Brawley insisted. The real power mage isn’t here yet, but he is coming. Release me and run before it’s too late.

      Brawley felt his Seeker missile fizzle and fade before it could impact the man overpowering him.

      “Are you trying to harm me, power mage?” Uno said. “Don’t bother. I have taken special care with you.”

      Uno pulled a strange little creature from his pocket. For a second, the beast was balled up like a tiny armadillo. Then it unfolded, dropped to the floor, and tottered toward Brawley, clicking excitedly.

      “It is a tracking demon,” Uno explained. “The Deposed Lord sent it to me in the gun shop, and from that point forward, my job got much easier. I went to where you parked in Marathon. Then to the trailer park. That was the real break. The tracker caught a strong sense of you in the home of the Bender woman.

      Tammy, Brawley realized but rapidly discarded the thought. Inside, he scrambled to think of some way to fight back.

      But Uno was shielded somehow, and nothing Brawley launched could break through.

      How then? How could he fight?

      He focused on that single question and released a powerful blast of Seeker energy.

      The response, which rose in him as an iron-clad certainty, was disheartening.

      Uno was safe behind the invisible shields of living armor, a cloaking miasma of microscopic creatures summoned from another dimension.

      The assassin was presently invulnerable to all psionic attacks.

      Presently? Brawley wondered.

      Yes, his Seeker senses confirmed, presently.

      All he could do was wait and draw power.

      But even as this notion occurred to Brawley, his Seeker senses shot it down.

      Drawing power would not be enough. To have any chance whatsoever of defeating Uno, Brawley needed to splice.

      But how?

      “Maypole did not know what you learned through him,” Uno said, the corners of his mouth lifting slightly. “But I packed his eyes and ears and mouth with sensory leeches, and they sucked out the things your friend had seen and heard and said. That’s how I learned of the key. Then I rendered Maypole and his woman to the Deposed Lord who rewarded me with more power, which I used to enhance the prescience of my little friend.”

      As if on cue, the tracker demon sniffed and clicked.

      “The tracker showed me this place, this ingenious little sanctuary beyond the world. If I had attempted to enter from the wastelands outside, I would have failed because I did not have the key. But since I knew the location, a wormhole solved my problems easily. Then it was simply a matter of waiting. Waiting and watching my creatures weaken you.”

      Uno chuckled without smiling. “I thought perhaps the winged creatures would finish you and render your power unto me.” He shrugged. “But it was fun to watch you reunite with old friends here.”

      Brawley had heard enough.

      He had one more bull to cover.

      Brawley descended into himself, relieved to find his internal self still had freedom of movement. He set immediately to work.

      First, he seized the red strand and pulled a length from his mind. Dropping this at his feet, he pulled a long portion of the pink strand.

      Taking them up, he wound them round and round, twisting the longest braid he’d ever pulled.

      What the hell was he thinking? How could this succeed when his attempts with less powerful braids had already failed time and time again?

      Oh well. No time for half-stepping now. This wasn’t training. This was do or die. He had to succeed.

      Rather than simply yanking the braid and bringing it to life, he considered his options.

      The pattern was firmly established. He could ride the damn thing until it spun into tornado mode, but when it snapped to an abrupt stop, the force broke his grip and threw him into the darkness.

      He needed a bull rope.

      But there was nothing.

      Nothing, he thought, staring at the wavering yellow strand that was supercharging his thinking, except…

      But that was an insane idea. Suicidal, even. Like a mutton-busting toddler falling off a sheep and figuring he should climb onto Aftershock.

      But the idea persisted, wrapped within his commitment to double down.

      Only he’d been doubling down all along, trying his damndest to splice.

      Guess it’s time to triple down then, he thought.

      Brawley strode forward, grabbed hold of the Seeker strand, and hauled a generous length of buzzing yellow cable from the depths of his mind.

      He straddled the dormant braid, looped the yellow strand around it, gathered the excess in his riding hand, and hauled back on the whole thing as hard as he could.

      The spliced braids blasted off like a rocket. Brawley gripped the yellow strand in both hands and concentrated on his balance.

      The braid shook violently, trying to throw him. Then rushed downward, and Brawley braced himself for what he figured was coming next.

      The braid snapped hard to one side then rushed back in the other direction and slammed to a stop. Brawley held tight to the thrumming yellow strand.

      It was awesome, having something to grip.

      The braid reared back like a bullwhip.

      Brawley held the yellow strand but gave it some slack and slid down the braid, which lashed forward.

      Brawley cinched the yellow strand just in time. The braid slammed to a stop, jarring him, but he held on.

      Then the braid dropped into a coil, smashing Brawley’s boots into the pediment, then exploded once more into the air.

      Brawley clamped his knees, rolled his hips back, and gripped the yellow strand in both hands, knowing what was coming.

      The supercharged braid whirled round and round, spinning faster than ever.

      Brawley grinned. He couldn’t help it. This was crazy. The ride of a lifetime. Such tremendous forces at play. Such audacious bullshit.

      He roared with laughter.

      If he was going to die, he wouldn’t go out frozen to some asshole’s skinny little finger.

      He would swagger to the end, go out like a cowboy, and ride this damn beast all the way to hell.

      As if calling his bluff, the braid whirled faster.

      Come on, you son of a bitch, Brawley thought, bearing down on the yellow strand. Come on and try. I’m Brawley Peckinpah Hayes, world fucking champion, and you can’t throw me!

      The braid slammed to a halt.

      Brawley snapped out straight as an arrow, his boots pointing out into darkness and oblivion. He bellowed like a savage, gripping his makeshift bull rope of crackling yellow force with every ounce of his strength and willpower.

      His grip did not break.

      The braid froze there, stunned as a broken bull.

      Brawley swung his body back around, wrapped his legs around the thrumming pillar of power, and gave a victorious whoop. As his joyous holler faded into the darkness, the braid began pulsing.

      But the fight was over. Brawley had dominated the braid and mastered its power. Its energy rushed into him.

      He had gambled everything on splicing and won. But splicing had provided a chance not a guarantee.

      He needed to act decisively and intelligently. There would be no margin for error.

      The burgeoning power within him demanded a conduit. Otherwise, it would explode like an overheated boiler.

      He had to choose a strand.

      What would be his best weapon against Uno, his best shot at breaking free?

      With supercharged Carnal strength, he might literally break free then smash Uno’s skull.

      With that much Seeker juice, he might punch a whole straight through everything the Cosmic believed and replace it with enough goodwill to make the bastard hold nice and still while Brawley put a bullet through his brain.

      But ultimately, Brawley believed in force. Raw, explosive power.

      So he poured the bulk of his power straight into his red strand, which rushed upward, towering high up into the cavern of his inner world, dispelling the near darkness with its bright crimson aura.

      Yes, Brawley thought. The tiny reservoir of force he’d left in his Seeker strand reported his telekinetic strength.

      397.

      He laughed aloud but wondered if it would be enough.

      No, his Seeker strand replied. It is not enough to smash Uno’s shield, not enough to strike him.

      Brawley wrestled with this knowledge. There had to be a way.

      Yes, his intuition responded. Yes, there is a way. But not yet…

      Then his Seeker force petered out, the strand utterly depleted.

      From here on out, Brawley was on his own. There was only one thing to do. Luckily, it was a thing for which his life of hunting, training, and hard work had prepared him.

      Brawley knew how to wait.
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      Rising back into the paralyzed reality of his external self, Brawley realized that Uno had finally come to life. In fact, the little fucker had worked himself into a pretty good lather.

      “You see?” Uno said. “Valdez thought I worked for him, but I didn’t. Dutchman thought I worked for him, but I didn’t. I did their errands, but I never served them. I have only ever had one master, the master I serve to this day, this glorious day when I will at last set my master free.

      “The others abandoned the Deposed Lord during his moment of need. But not Uno. I stayed loyal because I had faith. I knew he had not been destroyed as the Order claimed. I knew that my master was somewhere beyond this world, gathering strength and that someday, he would return to reward his loyal servants and destroy those who had betrayed him.

      “From the day of his exile, I kept the War of the Wizards alive, searching for my master. When I found him in the plane of Ever Dusk, he was reduced to a whispering shadow. But I nursed him back to health, feeding him power until he was strong enough to open a special gate that I used to deliver rendered power and he used to send me gifts.

      “For decades, I have served him faithfully, waiting for this day. Now, with your capture, our great moment is upon us. I will render you and your woman and pass your power through the gate to the Deposed Lord, returning him to full strength and finally breaking him free of his long exile. Master Blackthorne will rise again, and I will rise at his side!”

      Master Blackthorne, Brawley thought. Eleazar Blackthorne, the Cosmic who had battled the Order.

      Uno started mumbling arcane phrases again.

      Brawley felt a strange sensation, a crumbling in his chest, as if his insides were turning to dust.

      His survival instincts demanded that he blast the Cosmic, but Brawley stuck to the game plan. He had no Seeker force to query, but the fact of the matter was that nothing had changed. Nothing suggested that Uno was vulnerable in some way that he hadn’t been earlier.

      Brawley waited and forced himself to remain calm, even as the crumbling feeling within him strengthened and his heart fluttered not from emotion but from whatever Uno was doing to him.

      “Prepare for glory, power mage,” Uno said. “Behold the Deposed Lord, Master Blackthorne.”

      Muttering an incantation, Uno unbuttoned his baggy shirt and slowly parted its halves.

      If Brawley hadn’t been paralyzed, he would have jerked away with atavistic loathing.

      Beneath the baggy bowling shirt, Uno had been concealing an abomination. A cavernous hole gaped at the center of his big belly. Within, Brawley could see another strange and shadowy world.

      A dark figure with a skull-like face sat upon a dark throne carved into the side of a mountain.

      Eleazar Blackthorne, Brawley thought.

      Above the emaciated wizard’s leering rictus, red eyes burned with fiery hunger.

      One skeletal hand clutched an arm of the black throne. The other grasped a black scepter tipped with a glowing gemstone of bright fluorescent green.

      “Yessss,” Blackthorne hissed, his dry voice lifting to Brawley, borne up out of that other world upon a frigid wind that roared through the open gate. “Give me the power mage.”

      And then Brawley understood why his intuition had advised him to wait.

      Uno remained safe, walled off behind a living shield. His armor had only one opening. The gate in his gut. Otherwise, force and matter could not pass between Uno and Blackthorne.

      In a sense, Uno’s master, despite being on a different plane of existence, was closer to Brawley than Uno. Or at least, more accessible.

      Within his chest, Brawley felt his life force unknitting, its fibers unbundling and stretching toward the open gate to feed the evil fucker staring greedily up at him from that black throne down there.

      Brawley stared back at Blackthorne, thinking, You want to taste my power, asshole? Try this.

      And he launched a 377-point blast.

      His mind spasmed as the telekinetic howitzer round shot through the gate.

      There was no visible projectile. No sizzling red lightning bolt. No truck-sized tracer round burning bright as it raced into that land of shadows.

      “Yesss!” Eleazar Blackthorne cackled upon the throne.

      Then the invisible bolt struck him center mass. And the cackling, interdimensional asshole was gone.

      Blackthorne, along with his scepter, throne, and even the mountainside into which the throne room was carved all disappeared in a massive explosion of dust and debris.

      “No!” Uno cried, gasping as the gate slammed shut. He staggered backward, clutching his wobbling belly. “No!”

      And suddenly, Brawley was free.

      The crumbling feeling at his center vanished, and into its place rushed the fierce strength of a raging beast that, having at last snapped its shackles, rushes forward to destroy its tormentor.

      “What have you done?” Uno shrieked, suddenly divested of power and lacking the strength and character to summon courage.

      Into that weakness Brawley strode, marching straight at the bewildered man.

      Uno fumbled at his waistline, drawing a pistol.

      Brawley lashed out and batted the gun away.

      “Wait!” Uno said. “No!” And in a last-ditch attempt, he started hissing some garbled Cosmic bullshit.

      Brawley grabbed the little fucker by his lapels, jerked him forward, and releasing a fraction of his remaining Carnal juice, drove his own head forward in a powerful headbutt. His forehead slammed like a bull’s horn boss into the stupid little hat. Uno’s skull crumpled with a satisfying crunch. His body gave one powerful jerk and went loose.

      Brawley dropped him to the floor and just stood there for a second, watching everything that Uno had ever thought or seen or dreamed leak in a spreading pool from his misshapen head.

      The rush hit him then. All the fatigue and pain and imbalance the Cosmic had wreaked upon him vanished in a rush of euphoric vigor that electrified his body and mind, cranking his psi score to a whopping 202 points.

      Brawley turned to Remi, who smiled weakly from where she lay upon the floor. “Nice headbutt, babe,” she said, her voice a faint whisper. “That was hot.”

      He crossed the room and crouched down as she sat up.

      “You okay, Remi?”

      She nodded, rubbing her chest. “Son of a bitch really fucked me up, but I’m okay, I think. For a second there, it felt like I was…”

      “Crumbling?” he guessed.

      She nodded. “Help me up, handsome.”

      He reached down and she took his hand and he pulled her to her feet.

      “How do we get out of here?” Remi said.

      “Good question, darlin.”

      “If I had little red slippers, I’d click the heels, but…” she glanced down at her gore-spattered motorcycle boots.

      Brawley scanned the floor and spotted what he was after: the key.

      It had to be the key.

      And sure enough, turning it in his hand, he saw that the inscription had changed.

      Be brave, Son, and come back soon.

      The first etching had transported them here. This one would take them home.

      Brawley didn’t make the mistake of reading the inscription aloud.

      “Reload that shotgun, darlin.”

      Remi cracked the double-barrel open and got busy plugging in fresh cartridges.

      Brawley loaded a fresh mag into his XDS, studying the room his parents had created for him.

      Red Haven.

      The mysterious, robed woman had said he was supposed to study the book here. The Tome of Seven Strands, she’d called it. And based on that name, Brawley reckoned Sage had been right. The thing held magic usable only by power mages.

      An idea seized him then. He pulled the book from his back pocket and opened to a random page.

      The text remained indecipherable but with one major difference. It had stopped moving.

      Brawley grinned and tucked it back into his pocket.

      Progress.

      Then he noticed the corpses. Their torn flesh was no longer snow white and their blood was red again.

      With a pang of guilt, he noticed a shred of bathrobe material. A terrycloth belt lay twisted like a dead snake.

      I’m sorry, Maypole, he thought, and his eyes found the crumpled paper sack Maypole’s wife had carried through and beyond life. I’m sorry to you, too, Ma’am.

      His eyes went to the remains of the friendly PBR fan.

      I’m sorry, man. Truly.

      It was a pitiful eulogy and lame-ass apology, but it was all he could do.

      For the moment, anyway.

      The weight of their deaths bore down heavily upon him, but Brawley straightened and pushed his guilt aside. Yes, he’d gotten those people killed, but that had not been his intention.

      Beating himself up over it now would only weaken him, and he couldn’t afford weakness. Now, more than ever, he needed strength. Because the best thing he could do for these people was to make sure they hadn’t died in vain.

      Perhaps he would eventually muse on their deaths, but first he had four strands to crack and a shit ton of assholes to kill.

      He grabbed Remi’s hand and opened the door. Seeing no threats, they raced to the Harley.

      “Hold tight, darlin,” Brawley said. “We’re going home.”

      He read the inscription aloud, and the wasteland melted away.
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      Brawley awakened, feeling refreshed after an hour of blissfully dreamless sleep. Thanks to recent boosts, he thrummed with power he’d never felt before.

      Which had apparently put him in the mood because he was pitching one hell of a tent beneath the sheets.

      Nina, Sage, and Remi lounged at the front of the RV, talking and laughing softly, not enough clothes between them to keep a single woman modest.

      His tent pole throbbed at the sight.

      Not yet, he thought. First, a shower.

      After all, he was covered in blood again. Which was getting to be a regular occurrence.

      Weird habit, he thought. Oh well. We all have our vices.

      He wouldn’t rehash the carnage now. He was a hard driver by nature and upbringing, and he had a heap of work ahead. But if you’re in the habit of keeping your nose to the grindstone, you’d better force yourself to take a break once in a while, or you’d run out of nose sooner or later.

      Relax a little, he told himself. Enjoy the moment.

      Dawn was breaking to the east. They were parked alongside a secluded road just over the border in the great state of Texas. He smiled at that. The ranch was still many miles away, but he was in the Lone Star State again, and that meant he was home.

      “You’re awake!” Nina said.

      “I am,” he said, throwing off the covers. He stood and stretched.

      The girls stopped a few feet away, staring at his jockey shorts.

      “Fully awake,” Remi said, her dark eyes gleaming lustfully.

      “You can say that again,” Brawley said. “Where are the other girls?”

      “Frankie took the Harley into town to get coffee,” Nina said.

      “We’d better lock the door,” Remi said. “When I told Frankie what we were going to do to you, she started drooling.”

      “Oh yeah?” Brawley said. He pictured the Gearhead’s lovely mouth, and his erection began throbbing.

      “Frankie might seem like a workaholic dweeb,” Remi said, “but she’s a slut at heart.”

      Brawley laughed. “Is that right?”

      “Remi speaks the truth,” Nina said. “Girlfriend is depraved. A natural-born nympho. You don’t believe me, ask Joe.”

      Brawley was surprised to feel a jolt of territorial jealousy. Which was bullshit, of course, since he had no claim over the gorgeous Gearhead save her professional commitment. “Who’s Joe?”

      The girls laughed like he’d said something funny. They led him to the back of the RV, pulled back the sheet covering Frankie’s modest heap of belongings, and pointed to something tucked behind the tools. It looked like a plastic saddle atop a short, metal box. Sunken into the center of the seat was a threaded hole.

      “The hell is that?” he’d asked.

      “Frankie’s mechanical masterpiece,” Nina had said.

      “AKA Joe,” Remi said.

      And the girls had burst into laughter.

      “It is a masturbation machine, husband,” Sage explained.

      “Designed and tweaked by a horny Gearhead,” Nina added, grinning like a madwoman.

      “A super Sybian,” Remi said.

      “Oh,” Brawley said, adjusting his mental picture of his curvy new traveling companion. Well, that was her business. He laid the sheet back over Joe. “And where’s Callie?”

      “She’s on the hunt,” Nina had said, her eyes glowing playfully.

      For some reason, that made the girls laugh, too.

      “And so are we,” Remi said, grabbing him by the waistband of his jockey shorts.

      “Sounds good,” Brawley said, “but let me get a shower first.”

      The girls laughed again, glancing back and forth with shining eyes, grooving on some inside joke.

      “You three are having fun with me.”

      “Not yet, but we will,” Nina said. “Take your shower.”

      Brawley shrugged and pulled his jockeys down, half-hard despite trying not to picture Frankie on her masterpiece.

      The shower felt great and not just because he needed one. Frankie had improved the water pressure and the heat. It was going to be nice having her around.

      But not at the moment, he thought, lathering up. Because his half-hardness was a thing of the past. He was standing tall and proud again. His body clearly had designs on the three lovely ladies waiting for him outside.

      As he scrubbed away the gore, his mind drifted back to his and Remi’s return from Red Haven.

      As soon as he finished reciting the inscription, the wasteland had disappeared, and they had materialized on the highway.

      Luckily, they hadn’t reappeared into the path of a speeding eighteen-wheeler. In the future, they would have to choose portal locations more cautiously.

      Just ahead, the RV had pulled off the highway to wait for them. Sage had sensed their disappearance and guessed that waiting on the shoulder was the best course of action. Which, given Sage’s abilities, wasn’t surprising.

      What was surprising was the girls had only been waiting for a few minutes.

      Apparently, time passed differently in Red Haven. Brawley wasn’t sure how long he and Remi had been in that strange dimension, but it had certainly been longer than three or four minutes.

      That was important, he knew. A thing to consider. But not now. Because now he was clean, his women were horny, and the mysteries of this and all other worlds could wait.

      A man had to have his priorities, after all.

      He shut off the water and said, “Get ready, girls.”

      Knowing them, they were probably tangled up on the bed, getting warmed up for him. So be it. They had better warm up because they were in for a workout.

      But when he went to open the curtain, someone held it shut.

      The girls giggled from the other side.

      “You’re not very observant, handsome.”

      “Huh?”

      “Look down.”

      A section of the curtain lifted away, and only then did he notice the flap of plastic sheeting that had been sewn over a grapefruit-sized hole in the curtain.

      A hand emerged through the hole. Its slender fingers wrapped around his erection and tugged lightly, guiding him forward. A second later, he was standing there dripping, hands locked onto the bar overhead, naked chest pressed against the wet curtain with his manhood jutting out the hole.

      The slender fingers worked, tugging and fidgeting while the girls laughed. They finally got his balls through the curtain, too. The edges of the hole gripped him tightly just below the sack, increasing his rigidity to somewhere in the neighborhood of diamond hardness.

      “We’re going to play a game,” Nina announced. “It’s called Who Is Sucking You Now?”

      She explained the simple rules. The girls would take turns working on him. He had to guess who was sucking. He couldn’t cheat with Seeker juice.

      “Ready, babe?” Nina asked.

      “You three are crazier than snow in July,” he said.

      “And you love it,” Nina said. “Here we go, babe. Who’s sucking you now?”

      A second later, an unseen woman took his swollen head into her hot, wet mouth. Her hand gripped him firmly by the base of his shaft.

      Brawley wondered which of his wives was servicing him. At this point, it could be any of them.

      As per the rules, he consciously avoided letting his Seeker intuition provide the answer.

      The mystery woman’s hand rose and started pumping his length. At the same time, her mouth plunged forward, gobbling another inch or two. His swollen head was too big for her to deepthroat.

      Not Remi, then. The horny Carnal could unhinge her jaw like a boa constrictor swallowing a goat.

      Nina or Sage?

      Her mouth pulled back. The lips cinched tightly just below the head. Her hand, gripping his shaft firmly, plunged all the way to his swinging balls.

      “Sage,” he said, recognizing her curious technique.

      Girlish laughter exploded beyond the curtain, and Sage’s hand and mouth released him.

      “Very impressive, husband,” Sage’s voice said.

      “Right back at you, darlin.”

      “Beginner’s luck,” Nina said.

      Brawley waited as the girls whispered and moved around. Picturing them naked, he considered pulling himself from the hole, whipping the curtain aside, and tossing all three of them onto the bed.

      But he restrained himself. They were having fun. And hey, he could wait. There are worse things in the world than getting blown by a trio of beautiful women.

      “Who’s sucking you now?”

      The next girl didn’t use her hands. Her mouth enveloped his head, and her tongue wiggled back and forth, using what little room it had to massage the sensitive underside of his shaft just beneath the head.

      It was the sort of attention to sensitive detail he associated with Nina, and he was just about to say so when the woman shoved her mouth forward, burying every inch of his hardness deep in her throat, which contracted around him, undulating around his length from root to tip in a dizzying milking rhythm.

      “Remi,” he groaned, and could’ve kicked himself when her talented mouth popped free. He should’ve pretended not to know.

      “What gave me away, handsome?” Remi said, and by her voice he could picture the fiendish playfulness no doubt lighting her beautiful features. “Oh yeah, I know… my awesomeness.”

      “Yeah, yeah, yeah,” Nina said. “Ready for another mouth hug, babe?”

      “Do not assume by process of elimination that the next participant will be Nina,” Sage advised. “Perhaps it will be she, and perhaps it will not.”

      “Gotcha,” Brawley said. At this point, he just wanted to get the teasing over with and get down to business.

      For a few seconds, nothing happened. The girls whispered and giggled and fidgeted.

      He was just about ready to tell them to quit fucking around, game’s over, meet y’all at the bed, when a pair of lips pressed gently against his engorged tip. Compared to Remi swallowing him whole, the action was curiously chaste, almost timid.

      The lips lingered. The kisser’s breath was hot against his hardness. The soft lips parted, and a tongue tickled across the crest of his bulbous head as if taking a tentative taste of the leaking precum.

      Someone was playing coy.

      Nina, probably, but any of them could be playing the role.

      Whoever it was continued her Oscar-worthy performance, touching his shaft with trembling fingertips that quickly leapt away as if they had brushed a hot stovetop. The shaking fingers returned, tracing lines along his shaft. Another trembling hand joined in.

      The hands were small.

      Sage?

      They hefted his manhood. The mystery girl gave a soft moan. Using both hands, she tried to encircle his girth with her thumbs and forefingers. She failed.

      She gave another moan and started licking his shaft. At first, her tongue caressed him as tentatively as had her fingers.

      The lapping grew firmer, like a girl licking an ice cream cone. Then she forgot the timid act and went crazy, moaning and smacking her lips as her tongue slid back and forth and up and down and her hands enveloped his sack, one on each nut, squeezing and tugging.

      It wasn’t Remi. Couldn’t be. Her hands weren’t that small. Besides, she liked teasing but could never hold out this long without swallowing him whole.

      It didn’t seem like Sage, either. The technique was too frenzied.

      That meant…

      “Who’s sucking you now, babe?” Nina’s voice asked, full of laughter.

      “Yeah, handsome, who’s slobbing your knob?” Remi asked.

      “Have you uncovered the truth, husband?” Sage asked.

      “Wait a second,” Brawley said. All three voices had spoken, and that was one too many.

      Because a mouth was still busy, skipping up and down his hardness, peppering it with soft kisses.

      The girls burst into laughter.

      With some difficulty, he managed to pull himself free of the hole. He whipped the curtain aside.

      His three wives stood side by side, naked and delighted.

      A fourth woman, also naked, covered her tiny breasts with a skinny arm, plunged a hand modestly between her legs, and blushed red as a tomato.

      Kneeling before him, Callie smiled nervously. Her huge amber eyes stared up at his face, studying his reaction as she awaited his decision.
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      “I want to be with you,” Callie said, her voice a trembling whisper. “Forever.”

      Brawley stared down at her for a second. Part of him was pissed at being tricked. He was a man who made his own choices, and his wives had set him up.

      But part of him, including the primordial beast raging within his body, was incredibly turned on by the slender cat girl’s persistent submission. She was frightened, he knew, and deeply ashamed. She trembled with anticipation—no, with hope. Yes, the girls had put Callie up to this, but her desire for him had driven her to this madness.

      “Do it, handsome,” Remi said.

      “Callie genuinely desires to bond with you,” Sage said.

      “Let her have it, babe,” Nina said. “Crack that strand.”

      “Enough,” Brawley said, his voice deep and hard with command.

      The women fell silent.

      “I make my own decisions.”

      Reaching down, he hooked a finger under Callie’s trembling chin and coaxed her to her feet. She rose awkwardly, doing her best to keep her breasts and crotch covered; an absurd compulsion, given what she’d just been doing to him.

      “Look at me,” he commanded.

      Callie lifted her eyes to his and looked away again.

      “Don’t look away,” he said.

      She looked at him again and hesitated.

      “Don’t look away,” he repeated.

      Callie’s pupils dilated, nearly eclipsing the amber pools in which they floated. But she did not look away.

      “You sure you want this, darlin?” he asked.

      Her little chin bobbed up and down in his big hand.

      “Drop your arm,” he said.

      She brightened again, hesitated briefly, and let her arm fall from her chest.

      Her breasts were small. Tiny, pink nipples poked from areolae that were almost invisible in their faintness.

      He lowered a hand to her breast.

      Callie shuddered.

      The small mound was firm and just large enough for him to detect its curve. He gathered the nipple between his thumb and forefinger.

      Callie trembled, breathing rapidly. To her credit, she still had not looked away.

      He brushed his thumb across the tip of her hard nipple.

      “Please,” Callie whimpered.

      “Bonding is forever,” he said, voicing the truth that had become a mantra within his mind.

      She nodded, keeping her eyes locked on his. “I know.”

      Looking down, he said, “Move your hand.”

      Callie bit her lip, hesitating briefly. Then she pulled her hand slowly from between her legs.

      Strands of glistening excitement clung to her flesh, stretching from her trembling fingertips to her sex, a pink and puffy slit within a trim wedge of pubic hair, calico in color.

      Reaching behind her head, he plunged his fingers into her soft multicolored hair and palmed her tiny skull in his big, calloused hand. Then he lowered his mouth to hers.

      She inhaled sharply, quivering with excitement, and for the first time, she was kissing.

      Her kiss was clumsy yet spirited, tentatively choppy one second, fiercely aggressive the next. After a few seconds, she melted into him, pressing her mouth firmly against his, sucking his tongue into her mouth, moaning as her head bobbed.

      Brawley’s hands explored her body, smoothing over the curves, bumping over the rumble strips of her prominent ribs, and pausing here and there to squeeze her firm flesh.

      Callie surprised him then, seizing his manhood in both hands and pumping it aggressively. She broke the kiss and leaned back, eyes wild, panting for breath.

      “Stop teasing me,” Callie said. Gripping his erection, she started marching toward the bed, tugging him after her like a dog on a leash.

      But Brawley was nobody’s dog. He grabbed Callie around her skinny waist, scooped her up, and threw her over his shoulder.

      Callie yelped with surprise, wriggling deliciously as he carried her to the bed and laid her on her back.

      The other women cheered and gathered around, touching Brawley.

      Callie was covering herself again. She clamped one arm to her breasts and squeezed her legs together.

      Brawley stared into her eyes for a second.

      Callie, realizing what her body was doing, moved her arm and opened her legs.

      Staring into his eyes, she smiled. “Please.”

      “You’re going to have to open your legs wider than that, girlfriend,” Nina said, taking one knee.

      “Nina is correct,” Sage said from the other side of the bed, latching onto Callie’s other knee.

      Callie smiled, turning to nod at each woman.

      Nina and Sage spread her wide. Callie’s exposed and swollen sex sparkled with her juices.

      Seizing Callie by the hips, Brawley pulled her to the edge of the bed. Then he pushed between her legs, squatted down, and let his manhood drop onto trembling flesh with a crisp smack.

      Callie stared down, eyes huge.

      His erection stretched from her crotch all the way to her solar plexus.

      “Last chance, darlin,” Brawley said, giving her a second. “You sure?”

      Callie smiled, nervous and brave and excited. “Positive.”

      Brawley took his time, pressing gently against her slippery folds while his wives stroked Callie’s hair and held her hands and offered encouraging whispers.

      Callie rocked beneath him, pressing her sex against his, but he was too big.

      The cat girl whimpered with frustration. “Quit treating me like a little girl,” she said at last. “I’m a woman, and I want this. Put it in.”

      Remi laughed and slapped Brawley hard on the ass. “Yeah, stop fucking around, handsome. In for a penny, in for a pound.”

      “In for a penny, in for a pounding is more like it,” Nina said.

      They’re right, Brawley thought. He’d been taking it too easy, treating Callie like a kid when she was a grown woman. A woman who’d made her choice and was waiting for it, wanting it. Treating her as anything else would be bullshit.

      He pushed firmly forward, bearing down, and his head spread her outer folds.

      “Oh!” Callie cried, and her eyes bulged.

      He paused there, waiting.

      “Keep going,” Callie said.

      He leaned down and kissed her slowly and passionately, muffling her whimpers as an inch of his massive erection entered her.

      Callie’s arms hugged him tightly. After a few seconds, she gave him a squeeze, broke their kiss, and whispered, “Wait a moment, please.”

      She lay there for several seconds, her slick channel tight around him, breathing through the pain. “Okay,” she said, and started kissing him again.

      In this manner, pressing and pausing, kissing and coaxing, they joined. He filled the lovely cat girl inch by inch, spreading her to her limits, and though the experience was hurting her, he could feel pleasure and adoration coming off her in waves.

      The other girls were kindly attentive, stroking and cooing and occasionally darting in to plant a soft kiss on Brawley or his bride.

      Other than these light and supportive gestures, his wives did not get involved. Despite their constant closeness, they were giving Callie her moment, and that only made Brawley love them more.

      Finally, Callie stopped him and smiled. “I think I’m full. I don’t think I can fit any more. Not yet.”

      “All right, darlin,” Brawley said, and planted a soft kiss on her forehead.

      Pushing up, he looked down at their union. Several inches—perhaps half his length—was buried in her swollen mound. The rest of him was purple and corrugated with bulging veins, her opening tight as a tourniquet around his tremendous girth.

      Suddenly, Callie started laughing. It was reckless and wild and happy, as if she’d been holding it in for a long, long time. Perhaps days, weeks, or even years. Perhaps her whole life.

      Brawley grinned down at her. “Don’t snap on me now, darlin.”

      “I’m just so happy,” Callie said.

      “Yeah?” he said, and drew his hips back a little, pulling a few inches from her. He craned his neck and let a drop of saliva fall. It splatted against the swollen nub of her inflamed clitoris, which he began to stroke with his fingertips.

      Callie’s lashes fluttered. “Yes,” she said. She pushed his hands away and squeezed his ass, urging him to plunge back into her. “Now give that back.”

      Brawley slid in and out.

      “Oh,” Callie moaned, her eyes fluttering shut. “Yes.”

      He pumped away with short strokes, in and out, in and out, resisting the demands of the primordial beast rising within him—take her, take her, take her—but giving Callie everything she could handle without breaking the poor girl in half.

      Impaled beneath him, Callie writhed and whimpered and panted. Her eyes were glazed, and her cheeks were flushed. She turned her head side to side like a girl in the throes of a high fever.

      Her body tensed, quivering.

      Sensing Callie’s impending climax, Brawley yanked the blinders from his own excitement. A second later, he too was toeing the edge of bliss.

      Brawley felt a rush of powerful affection for this lovely Bestial. His past concerns were gone forever, obliterated by this moment and by Callie’s beauty, bravery, and adoration.

      She had crossed the state to find him, had saved Remi’s life, and would do anything, he knew, to protect him and his women. All this, and she wanted his seed, wanted him to breed her, wanted to bear his children, whom she would attentively mother and defend with her dying breath.

      And as his pleasure escalated toward the point of no return, he understood the truth. He loved this quirky cat girl, and she loved him. It didn’t matter that she had until this moment been a virgin or that she had, in fact, never even kissed someone until her lips touched the head of his cock.

      Callie’s love was not girlish infatuation. It was true and all-consuming and would not change. She would kill or die for him and their children.

      “What’s happening, Brawley?” Callie cried. “It feels so amazing.”

      The moment of bonding was upon them.

      Heat and vigor glowed in his manhood, his aching balls, his entire pelvic region.

      Callie gasped with surprise, feeling it. Her sex contracted around him. Warmth spread euphorically through them, connecting their psychic energies. “I can feel you,” she panted, moving against him. “All of you.”

      He nodded and kissed her, feeling the blissful heat spreading through her lithe body. The energy binding them sizzled, filling them with power and glory and adoration.

      Brawley barked laughter, loving the look of incredulity on Callie’s beautiful face.

      She was his woman. His and his alone. Forever and ever, amen. And woe to he who wished her harm.

      Callie whimpered, squeezing her eyes shut in an agony of pleasure and anticipation.

      There were no lines between their ecstasy. Hers was his; his was hers.

      Then, that mutual pleasure exploded, and supernatural energy burst from the point of their pulsing union, raced up their intertwined bodies, and flooded their conjoined minds.

      “Oh Brawley,” Callie gasped, hugging him tight. “I’m going to…” Her legs wrapped around him, pulling him deeper inside her.

      Lightning cracked within their minds, filling their heads with bright green light. Twin bolts of sizzling green lightning burst from their skulls and braided together, completing the circuit, and the lovers were impaled upon a rushing river of psionic force that bonded them as one… and more.

      For as they embraced, crying out in wild ecstasy and rutting like beasts, bolts of sparking green light shot away to plunge into the skulls of the other women, who cried out in simultaneous orgasm, as they, too, bonded with Callie. The web of lightning between them throbbed, shot through with the red, yellow, and pink force the women had given to this family.

      Brawley could feel them all—Callie, Nina, Sage, and Remi—just as surely as he could feel himself, and for a moment, there was nothing in this world save for the supercharged braid of their bonding, the five of them joining forever in joy and love, lust and power.

      “Yes!” Callie warbled, thrashing with orgasm and soaking Brawley with her essence, the blood of her innocence, and her total surrender.

      Simultaneously, the other women popped off, completely overwhelmed, and showered the couple with their own juices.

      Brawley roared and exploded, shooting jets of hot cum deep inside his new bride, filling her tender womb with his potent seed.

      Callie screamed with passion, then clamped her teeth down on his collarbone and scratched deep furrows across his back.

      Reflexively, Brawley jerked, jamming his manhood deeper inside her, and came again, instantly triggering an eruption of shared orgasm in all four of his women.

      They shuddered as one, the powerful climax ebbing away, and the crackling latticework of colorful lightning split apart. Separate strands, pure again yet more powerful than ever, whipped away into the women, and a four-colored bolt slammed down into Brawley, electrifying his mind, body, and soul.

      His psi score rocketed to a staggering 206 points.

      Nina, Sage, and Remi crawled into bed then, everyone kissing and caressing and mumbling in happy whispers as the flesh of their trembling bodies embraced in a wordless conversation that was acceptance and congratulations, deep fondness and eternal commitment.

      Brawley hauled Callie into his arms and kissed her head and told her that he loved her, a sentiment quickly echoed by all the girls, each to the others and all to him.

      But then, suddenly, everything changed.

      Something was happening to Brawley. Happening inside him.

      Instead of ebbing away, the crackling force with his body burned brighter, filling him, changing him.

      That’s what he felt most profoundly. The sense of change. The sense of being changed.

      His heart pounded. His lungs heaved. His flesh burned. His bones vibrated, glowing.

      The dominant primordial beast that had been clamoring within him since he’d cracked his first strand now roared triumphantly.

      Callie’s eyes shot wide with understanding. “Get outside, Brawley!” she shouted frantically. “You’ve unleashed your beast! You’re shifting!”
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        * * *

      

      Thank you for reading Power Mage 3!

      If you enjoyed the book, please be a friend and leave a review. When you leave a review, even a short one, you just bought my family dinner, because Amazon will show the book to more people. Thanks for your time and help.

      Brawley’s adventures continue in Power Mage 4. Are you curious about Brawley’s dominant primordial beast?

      Get your barbaric ass on my mailing list.

      Check out the Harem Lit Facebook group, where fans of the genre hang out and talk books. I look forward to meeting you there.

      Until then, don’t approach a bull from the front, a horse from the rear, or a fool from any direction.
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