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FOREWORD
This is the fourth book in a planned series loosely based on a collection of short stories written for a monthly fan magazinefrom 1988 to 1995. My stories featured a character named Antonia Bellero, whose creation was a homage to numerous science fiction and horror films and novels I had read over the years. The result was a string of epic adventures of espionage, fellowship, betrayal, murder, conspiracy, political intrigue and a host of other snippets about the human condition within the confines of a rigidly defined universe established by precedent; one which did not leave much room for innovation. I found it challenging to introduce a character which could exist credibly within that universe without violating the basic rules.
As a result of this outpouring of creativity, I decided to embark on writing more speculative science fantasy stories featuring my characters in my own universe, which is as real for the reader as I can make it. These are fresh and original stories and as such I have designed them to stand alone but linked together by a common theme. Each book explores more of the origins and adventures of Antonia’s people while keeping faith to the original concept. Given the scope and developing ideas which have emerged from the first two books so far, I finally came up with a name for the series which ties in nicely with its mythology: Children of The Dragon.
This series is a chronicle of the Xosan, living vampires from the planet Antellus who were once human but were transformed by a dragon’s blood. They are stories of science fiction, fact and fantasy, myth and history, tragedy and triumph linked together by the theme of the vampire as hero.
There are many facets to this fantasy universe that are as yet unexplored and as I continue to delve into its mysteries the whole is becoming greater than the sum of its parts, much to my own delight. As I write each story, another comes calling to add to the saga and challenges my creativity and imagination.
I hope that you too will be fascinated and entertained by the people who are the descendents of Xosan and the inheritors of the dragon's blood.
--- Theresa M. Moore
Dedicated to Bruce Lee and the Xaolin monks who were the progenitors of the martial arts discipline.
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Michael Alan Burton managed to make it to his desk just in time, tossing his knapsack on the floor as he rocketed into his chair and sailed on its five legged rollers up against the wall of his cubicle just as the news room clock's long minute hand hit the 35 mark. But he knew he was caught when he heard the booming voice of his editor, Charles Allen, yell across the large room, “Burton, you're late!! Get in here!!”
He froze, winced, then glanced across the aisle to his fact checker and all around bud, Jerry Gale, for some sign of support. His friend smiled and shrugged, throwing up his hands. “Don't look at me. I'm not the one who's late.”
Michael was tall and slim but solid, with a shock of thick black hair and cornflower blue eyes, a handsome face that all the women admired and a mind that was razor sharp most of the time. But today he was a mass of awkward impulses from lack of sleep. He frowned at Jerry with narrowed eyes. “Some friend you are,” he said, then got up slowly to walk the forty feet to the editor's glass walled office.
Allen was in no mood for excuses today, and Michael knew better than to try to furnish one. Allen simply pointed at the chair across from the large brown steel desk. Michael sank into it ready for the long lecture about the institutional integrity and honor he had destroyed by waltzing into the news room whenever he felt like it. It wasn't laziness which made him late, it was the god-awful noises coming from the next door apartment in the middle of the night that made him hit the snooze button in the morning one time too many.
“Mister Allen, I'm sorry I'm late but I have been having a hard time sleeping lately...”
“Oh?” Allen rounded on him. “Out partying all night?”
“No, sir. The new neighbors are noisy. I'd move, but you know how the rent's been soaring through the roof.”
Allen was more irritable than usual today. He leaned down and squinted into his face like a drill sergeant. “Are you saying we don't pay you enough, son?”
Michael realized that anything he said was just going to make it worse and cringed a little. “No, sir.”
The old man grumbled a bit under his breath, then relaxed visibly. “Well, anyway that's not why I called you in here. I suppose noisy neighbors are a legitimate reason to sleep in. Okay, you're off the hook this time, but I don't want to see you crawl in here like that again.”
“You can count on me, sir,” Michael said bravely while fighting off the urge to salute. The old man was a veteran of the Viet Nam war, and had been an embedded correspondent with the troops. He was used to sleeping in cold ditches or dodging bullets and picking his way through minefields with little more than twenty minutes of hard won sleep in between sorties, and Michael admired him for that. He also knew that his youth, his college degree and his five years of reporting experience counted for squat until he got better assignments like that one. What he did not know was that today was his lucky day.
“Okay, you know how the Chinese gangs have been up in arms lately,” Allen said, interrupting his thoughts. “Two rival clans have moved into Chinatown and are tearing up the place trying to take it over. I need somebody with a fresh eye, and I'm impressed with the work you have done so far. Are you interested in taking over coverage of this war?”
Michael fought down the impulse to jump up and down and scream his joy at being selected and simply smiled, drew himself straighter and said, “I am, sir.”
“Good!” Allen said, echoing Michael's innocent face. “Go see Wing Ma and she'll catch you up to speed. I want you to know what's going on from top to bottom before you go out there.”
But when Michael told Wing Ma what Allen had in mind she simply shook her head while she closed the steel file drawer in her cabinet and tossed the folders in her hand onto her desk. Ma was middle aged and knew the ins and outs of the news business. She had been at the Chronicle for over ten years. “Michael, I don't think Allen knows what he's doing. I wouldn't send you out to cover the clans. It takes an Asian to understand another Asian, you know what I mean?”
“I'm not sure. Are you saying I can't do this because I'm a white man?”
“Well... yes,” she said. “In order to see what's going on you need to know something about the culture, the history of the Chinese triads. There have been wars between rival clans that last so long that sometimes the factions have forgotten how they started. They have a code of behavior that makes them honor certain traditions that are not revealed to occidentals. This is not warfare the way it's waged in the rest of the world. This warfare is waged with backroom deals, with business mergers, with swift and quiet executions in the middle of the night to eliminate the competition. They are devout capitalists in the purest sense of the word. These factions boost their power by dealing in drugs, human slavery, prostitution, illegal arms sales, you name it. They also deal in money laundering using very legitimate businesses to cover their tracks. The more wealth they amass, the more firepower they accumulate to back their political influence, and the corruption goes all the way to the top.”
“Yes, but this is very important to me, Wing,” Michael said. “I may be getting in over my head but Allen wants me to cover this story and I can't let him down. What can I do?”
“I don't know,” Ma replied. “Let me ask around and see if there is someone you can talk to at the police department. I don't want to see you wandering around in that warzone alone. You might get killed.”
“Thanks for covering my butt,” Michael said, and kissed her cheek.
She smiled and replied, “you are so nice, Michael. You always seem to know what a girl wants. Now let me get you some reading material. If you have time, go to the library and check out some books on Chinese history. You must become the dragon to catch the dragon.”
“Something from Confucius?” Michael asked.
“No, something from Wing Ma,” she said. “Now get out of here. I'm busy.”
Sometime in the afternoon the research cart came trundling up the aisle piled high with papers and folders, pushed along by the young black mailroom clerk. The cart came to a stop next to Michael's desk while he was reading through some newspaper clippings on microfiche. “Wing Ma must have it in for you good, Michael,” the black clerk said. “I've never seen so much stuff come your way before.”
“It's a very important assignment and I've got a lot of background to explore,” Michael explained as he helped the clerk move the pile into a corner of his already overloaded desk.
“I suppose when you're finished with it you want me to move it all back?”
“I'm afraid so, Clarence,” Michael said, smiling at the clerk's low inertia.
Clarence scratched absently at his dark scalp and said, “Why don't you just feed it back to me in little bits? That way the cart won't be nearly so heavy to push.”
“You got a deal,” Michael replied.
When the clerk moved on his attention returned to the folder at the top of the pile. There was no system to research. One either read it or not, and it didn't matter what order it came in. He picked up the folder, opened it, and began reading.
For the next few hours the newsroom was arush with people moving. Michael sat in the center, the eye of the hurricane of activity, reading the pile and making notes until the rest of the room was dark and the only light came from his desk lamp. When he was finished he sat back, rubbed at his aching overworked eyes. He blinked at the moving shadow of the janitor emptying the trash baskets into the master bin before he shut down the computer terminal setting on his desk, then picked up his backpack and turned off the light before he made his way toward the elevator.
2
The next morning he made sure to come an hour early just to make Allen notice that he was trying, and was already sitting at his desk organizing his notes when the phone rang. He picked up the receiver automatically on the first ring and said, “Michael Burton.”
“I am told that you are doing a series of articles on the dragon war in Chinatown,” a smooth and deep male voice said into his ear.
“Who am I speaking to, please?” Michael replied.
“That does not matter. I can only warn you that you will get into a lot of trouble if you delve any further. The black dragon is not amused by your interest,” the voice continued. Its tone was flat and menacing. “Stay out of it, or you will suffer the consequences.”
“Wait. Who are you? Who told you about this?” he asked, the hairs on the back of his neck prickling.
There was a click, and the line went dead. Michael stared at the receiver as he slowly replaced it in its cradle, his mind ringing with alarm. He kept thinking about the words of warning. The black dragon. Who were they? How did they know about his assignment? He leaned over to Jerry and said, “Jerry, see if there's any mention of dragon clans in the archives. I want to pull up the mirofiche and read through about their activities. Check on the black dragons in particular.”
“The dragon clans? Is that what Allen has you working on now?” Gale asked, his eyebrows creeping upward.
“Yes, and it looks like I'm already in trouble. Someone just called me and warned me off,” Michael replied.
Jerry looked at him nonplussed. “You're kidding, right?”
Michael returned his look with a somber expression and shook his head. “Either they have telepathy or I need to pay more attention to whom I tell what I'm doing,” he said.
“Oh, come on. It's probably a crank call. Someone got wind of your project and they're playing with you.”
The phone rang again, making him jump slightly in his seat. It rang again, demanding his response. He picked the receiver up slowly this time. “Michael Burton,” he said.
The female voice that answered this time was younger and more straightforward in tone and clarity. “Mister Burton, my name is Lori Wu, from the San Francisco Police Department. Wing Ma gave me your number and said you needed protection going into Chinatown for a series of articles you are writing. Is this correct?”
“Why, yes, Miss Wu,” he replied carefully.
“Well, I think it's a bad idea, but my precinct chief seems to think it's a good one. May I come up to your office and see you? Say, about two?”
He glanced at his appointment book and noted that his day was free. “Two o'clock. That would be fine.”
“I'll see you then. Goodbye.”
“Goodbye.”
At the appointed time a petite Chinese woman dressed in a brown polyester pantsuit walked off the elevator into the newsroom and approached Michael's desk. Her yellowish tan skin was like smooth peanut butter. Her fine black hair was swept up into a braided bun, and she walked at the head of a trail of swiveled male heads watching her every step as she passed by. She stopped at Michael's desk, looked down at him, and said, “I'm Lori Wu. You are Mister Burton?”
Michael looked up at her and thought she was the most beautiful woman he had ever seen. He looked into her eyes and for an instant there was a strange electric connection between them. She glanced away almost shyly and smiled, severing it. Ever the gentleman, he stood up quickly, dumping the pile of papers in his lap onto the floor, and stretched his hand out in greeting. “I'm very pleased to meet you,” he said, his voice cracking slightly while ignoring the snickers and chortling behind his back. They shook hands. She waited patiently while Michael moved a pile of folders off the extra chair and dragged it over next to his desk so she could sit down, while he scrambled to pick up the papers on the floor and put them into order. After a futile attempt to organize them back together he shoved them into the corner and sat down to pay attention to his guest, covering his embarassment with a smile. “Please, have a seat.”
Wu balanced herself primly on the chair like a grooming cat and her dark brown eyes flashed in the overhead lights as she said, “as I understand it, your editor wants you to cover the dragon war in Chinatown. Has Wing Ma told you what you are in for?”
“Something of it,” he replied. “I got a strange phone call this morning from a man who did not want to identify himself. He told me to back off from this.”
“I see,” Wu said quietly. “Did he tell you why?”
“He told me that the black dragon was not amused with my interest and if I didn't back off from my investigation I would suffer the consequences. Then he hung up. It sounded very much like a threat.”
At this Wu's black eyes widened. “Have you told anyone else about this phone call?”
“No one but my fact checker, Jerry,” he replied as he pointed to Gale, who was busy talking on the phone again. “I can't imagine how these people could know what I'm doing unless someone told them, and I don't believe it was Wing Ma. She took me under her wing when I started working here, and I like to think she's a friend.”
“It's serious,” Wu said, nodding. “Your phone may be tapped or you have a spy in this office.”
“A spy?”
She nodded soberly. “People come and go through these offices every day, Mister Burton. It may be someone new, or someone who empties out the trash every night. A cleaning janitor can make a very good spy for the right price. I'll have someone look into it. Meanwhile, I must warn you that your life could be in danger if you received such a call. I don't think your editor is thinking clearly if he is willing to send you out there alone like this.”
Michael said, “Wing Ma told me something about what I'm up against. She said that to catch the dragon I must become the dragon. It sounds very profound but I don't quite understand what she meant.”
Wu's dark eyes widened again, perceptibly. “She said that?”
Michael nodded.
“I see,” she said. Her face was inscrutable for a few moments while she sat thinking. Then she took a breath and said, “She probably meant you must become Chinese. You must learn our culture and our language, our history, before you can understand the people involved with this war. Did she say anything else?”
“No. Most of our conversation was about the research I needed to do.”
Wu was a serious young woman with a reserved, quiet manner, and Michael found himself liking her more and more because of it. “Let me talk to your editor,” she said. “If he agrees, we can arrange to have you go through a preliminary training course. Martial arts, weapons, basic field work... plus a crash course in Mandarin in case you get caught out there without a translator. You will get to see what we have to do to stop the tongs from clashing in Chinatown, how many man hours and effort we expend trying to keep the peace there.”
“That sounds like an awful lot,” Michael said. “But it will give me the chance to examine both sides of the war.”
“You want to be thorough, don't you?” Wu said. “And I don't want to have to see your body fished out of the bay one day. You've got to learn how to protect yourself. Chinatown is a different world than you're used to.”
To Michael her words made quite a lot of sense. “It's true that most of my work so far has been of a passive nature. Courtroom drama and celebrity controversy are not exactly action adventure, are they? All right, when do I start?”
“It will take a day or so to set up the program. Is there somewhere you can go to stay tonight?”
“I can't go home?”
“They made the first phone call. It may be the only warning you are going to get before they act,” Wu said. “Book a room in a hotel the farthest away from Chinatown as possible. Tell no one where you are going.”
“Okay. Let me talk to my editor --”
Her firm voice kept him from getting up. “Let me talk to him,” she said. “In the meantime, don't change your routine. Do the same things you do every night when you go home. There will be someone watching over you every step of the way.” She reached into her suit pocket, brought out a business card and handed it to him while she stood up. “There's my number. If you need anything from us, call. But above all, be careful. I'll call you when we're ready to begin. Take care, Mister Burton.”
“Thank you, and I hope to talk to you again soon,” he replied.
The detective walked over to Allen's office. Allen seemed pleased to meet her, and greeted her with a smile and a handshake. Michael watched as they talked, then Allen went to the glass partition and closed the blind and the door, shutting out the rest of the news room. Michael turned back to sorting through the pile of papers cluttering his desk while watching the closed blind and wondered what they could be saying to each other. The charm and the curse of a journalist's lot was his innate curosity, and Michael was gifted with it in abundance.
A few minutes later, she walked out of the office and took a side door out of the news room without looking in Michael's direction. He puzzled about it for a minute before he told himself to get to work and stop fantasizing about her.
It was dark again when Michael scooped up his loaded backpack and turned off his lamp, then walked out the door toward the elevator. He thought to stop by the apartment to pick up his essentials and a few other items, then walk down into Northpoint and find a room at an older apartment hotel he had stayed in before.
As he walked toward the BART station he became aware that he was being followed. He did not dare look behind him, turned his head slightly and tried to spot them in the corner of his eye. He could not tell if they were friend or foe. The shadows were too dark to get a good look at them but he was certain they were there. He willed down the feeling of unease and kept walking, hoping to duck into the brightly lit station and find refuge until the train came. The sensation did not leave him until he boarded the train and rode alone in the last car to the platform close to his apartment house.
The tingling sensation reversed course and grew into deep paranoia when a parade of fire trucks, police cars and other equipment raced by with sirens blaring and lights flashing toward the bright conflagration that was his apartment house on fire. It looked like the entire third floor was involved, and his apartment windows were pushing flames into the night. Everything he owned was now beyond any hope of recovery. He stared in shock when he came to stand among an assembled crowd of tenants in their bathrobes and curlers watching while the firemen tried to put out the flames. He spotted the manager standing nearby and moved toward him. “What happened?” he asked. “When did it start?”
The manager was a retired engineer who owned the house, friendly most of the time. He replied, “about twenty minutes ago. It's arson, Michael. I know it is. Those dang kids in seventeen must have started it.”
“Why do you believe it was them?” Michael asked.
“Because I caught them young cusses settin' fire to other things before. They think it's so cute. Well, we'll see what happens when their parents come home from Europe and I sue 'em for ever last cent they got!”
He remembered when the trash dumpster mysteriously caught fire one night a month ago. They were two boys, full of rambunctuous mischief, who had an annoying habit of leaving their skateboards on the stairs or playing their music too loud. Yet, he could not dismiss the feeling that this fire was more than coincidence, more than a subtle warning. Michael Burton came from a long line of journalists going back to the 18th century, and it was his solemn duty and honor to keep up the craft. He did not think his investigation had even begun yet it seemed clear that unknown forces were already at work to prevent it. But to him it was all the more reason to keep going. The gauntlet had just been thrown in his face.
“Was anyone hurt or killed?” he asked.
The manager shrugged and replied, “not a one, thank God. We're lucky I had the fire alarms installed last month.”
He breathed a sigh of relief. Then he spotted a Chinese man in a dark running suit slipping away through the crowd. Instinct galvanized him. “I'll be right back,” he said to the manager.
He worked his way through the crowd in pursuit, trying to catch up with him. The man glanced behind him, saw Michael giving chase, and began to run. His shorter legs were faster than Michael's. He gained ground quickly and was well ahead when the young reporter was forced to stop and bend over, wheezing with fatigue and the added weight of his backpack. After a more few seconds of self pity, Michael raised his head and walked back to the fire scene, vowing that he would find the people responsible and bring them to justice.
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The next day, Michael went to the precinct house and met with Lori and the senior detective in charge of the case. The man's name was Callahan, with graying hair and twinkling blue grey eyes, and he was cautiously friendly. When Michael explained what he was doing he included the facts of the fire, tying them together with the idea that their connection made it too suspicious to be anything but personal. He said he was willing to impart whatever he learned to the police to enable them to catch the people responsible, and that seemed to loosen Callahan’s reserve.
“I'm glad you were willing to work with us,” he said. “This is a very important case and we could use an outsider's view. Detective Wu, would you mind getting some of the case files out of the docket?”
“I'll be right back,” Lori said. When she left the office she closed the door. Callahan gestured toward a chair near his desk, and Michael settled into it. “When I heard what you were planning I was resistant to the idea of allowing a reporter to cover this case because of the danger involved, but the commissioner said it would make for good publicity on our side. We have made a few collars but we're batting zero for catching the ringleaders of these clans.”
“How will I know who is who, then?” Michael asked.
“You won't. It's not that easy to tell who they are. They hide behind a strictly enforced wall of secrecy. We have been trying to catch the Black Dragon clan for almost ten years now, and in all that time every effort we have made has met with failure. We have lost a few undercover men besides. Whatever you learn about them will be helpful to us.”
“I'd like to know who the major players are.”
Callahan replied, “we hear that the leader of the Black Dragon clan is a man called Xuan Longyan. He's got his fingers into everything. He's managed to take over the Hong Kong syndicate with very little resistance. No one knows where he came from, and no one has been able to get close enough to find out what he looks like. The Black Dragons are at war with the Red Dragons. The leader of that clan calls himself Dan Longchi. We know very little about him, but he seems to be focused on disrupting their operations, trying to keep the Black Dragons from succeeding in creating a criminal empire here in the United States. We would rather they stayed in Hong Kong and fought it out over there, but now that they're right here in San Francisco, we can't let them get out of control or the war could spread into other American cities.”
“The Red Dragons sound almost benevolent compared to the Black Dragons,” Michael said.
“We haven't been able to get close enough to any of them to learn the difference. We have only been able to learn what Longchi looks like once, and that only by pure chance.”
Callahan fished into the pile of folders on his desk and took a photo out of it, tossing it down in front of him. “See for yourself,” he said. “This was taken last week.”
Michael picked up the photo. It was a black and white 8 by 10 glossy, slightly blurry from the attempt to capture a moving subject with a telephoto lens. Longchi was not Chinese but Caucasian, with a pale face, long dark hair tied back in a ponytail, and grey eyes. He was getting into a black limousine and had turned his head just at the last second as the camera caught his face.
Surprised by this, he asked, “he's a white man? How do you know that's him?”
“We don't. That's where you come in. We're sure that name is an alias but he has not turned up in any of our files. He has no record. I don't believe someone that powerful is that squeaky clean. If he is part of the clan he has got to have some kind of history, but our searches have hit dead ends.”
“I'm not sure what I can do to help you other than to write about what I see,” Michael said. “I can’t reveal my sources.”
“Just keep us in the loop if you can. I have assigned a small task force of plainclothes policemen to troubleshoot your investigation. If you find yourself in hot water we'll be close by to fish you out.”
“I don't think anyone is going to talk to me if I go in there alone. I will need someone Chinese to help me talk to the locals. They're not going to open up to a white man asking questions.”
“You have a point,” the detective replied. “Okay, I'll see who we have around to give you backup. In the meantime, let me give you some forms to fill out.”
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For the next few weeks Michael was passed off as a rookie cop assigned to the vice squad of the San Francisco Police Department while he began his training. He was given a temporary badge and identity card, and was issued a permit to carry firearms. He was given the routine lecture about his duties and was allowed to sit in on bulldog sessions so he could get comfortable with the routine.
He rode with one of the senior detectives, who took him into Chinatown during the day to show him what he was getting into. He had to stay in the car or he would be spotted by one or the other of the factions he was writing about, so he could not ask questions yet. But he made copious notes in a journal and kept a casette recorder to capture sound bites of the experience for later, when he would turn to the real meat of the series of articles he was writing.
Michael was grimly serious about his lessons, learning Mandarin in half the expected time. He spent a lot of time hanging around the Chinese American cops on the force. At first he was treated like the usual interloper, even with a certain disdain reserved for whites pretending to understand. But when Callahan came to them and explained what was going on, they were more than eager to help him out, even taking him along on their patrols of the district. He would stay in the back of the patrol car and watch while they questioned their informants about the gangs; who the members were and how many; where their known hideouts were. They filled him in when they returned to the cars and drove on, and helped him to practice Chinese by feeding him slang used by the gangsters.
They began to tell Michael about the history and character of Chinatown and its citizens from their own family lives. The rest he learned from observation and his own research. He noticed that the Chinese living there were fearful and reluctant to talk even to their own kind if they saw a police uniform, which made for delicate negotiations to gain access to the information in the first place. It was almost like a ritual, with rules and boundaries which neither side would cross without risking a violation of cultural etiquette and protocols.
Fear was what kept these people secretive. Some of them had come to the city in the 19th century after having built the railroads connecting the country together and kept to the old traditions and culture, rarely changing the way they did things. Mistrust of the whites was born of their maltreatment working the lines and the mines. For others the intimidation they received from the tongs were reminiscent of the kind they knew when they fled Mao's Cultural Revolution.
Some had come to America smuggled in on leaky fishing trawlers with little more than the clothes on their backs, crammed like fresh catch into hot humid holding tanks with little to eat or drink. Some became bond slaves to the smugglers even after paying exorbitant sums to find a place on board; some died during the crossing. Some had come through legal channels but encountered the clans when they opened their small businesses along the crowded hilly streets of Chinatown and found that their tax obligations included the weekly tithe to this or that local tong.
The tongs were composed of armies of dispossessed young Chinese men seeking revenge in one form or another or from a desire to protect their neighborhoods and their way of life. Barehanded fist fights broke out between smaller factions with frequent regularity, and sometimes openly brutal assassinations took place in public places. The police were hard pressed to keep up.
But there was no sign of the dragon clans being involved among these gangs. The dragons occupied a place too far up the food chain to concern themselves with the small fry, but there was command and control coming from somewhere up the ladder and the leaders probably answered in their turn to someone else.
While he was training Michael learned how to handle firearms until he could field strip a 9mm semi-automatic pistol and put it back together without missing a part in thirty seconds. The holes in his paper targets grew closer together until the hole in the center simply got bigger. He practiced juggling guns in the air and shooting left handed, which was more than necessary for the standard routine, but he explained to his instructors that if he lost the use of either hand he could compensate by shooting with the other.
He took the routine beatings of his kung fu instructor with disciplined silence, got up and came back for more punishment. He learned the crouching tiger, the flying crane, the spear of the wind, the hidden dragon. He nearly broke his hands practicing the art of sending the force of his chi into an inanimate object. In the evening he typed through the pain with stoic tolerance.
Then one day he acted on blind instinct and chopped his teacher down with a good right cross. The older man stayed down and could barely move a muscle. Michael did not know his own strength and apologized profusely; said he was willing to pay the medical bills but was told that the department insurance program would pay for it.
The instructor came back less than a week later with his jaws wired shut. He said that Michael had surpassed him by thinking outside the box and making a properly unpredictable move. The man paid him a deep bow or respect with his hands together, and said through clenched teeth, “You are now the dragon's shadow.”
Every night Michael went home to his hotel room in a squad car, going in through the rear instead of the front. He wrote as much as he could and then tucked his notes and articles into an envelope for delivery to the Chronicle every morning. He called Allen from the station house every day and spoke to him for ten minutes, briefing him on his progress.
So far the editor was pleased with his work, but when the second month had passed he said, “your articles are excellent, but when are you going to get to the real meat and potatoes of this thing, Michael?”
“As soon as I'm ready,” Michael said. “I have to get close to one of the dragon clan members first.”
A week later Lori Wu came to him while he was at meditation in the gym. “There is no more that we can teach you,” she said. “I think you're ready to go out there and survive.”
He did not look at her, but narrowed his eyes to slits and said, “yes. But have I become the dwagon?”
She smiled at his bad impression of Bruce Lee and shook her head. “No. Not yet. You must still pass through the nine veils before you become the dragon,” she said. “Now come on. Let me take you to dinner to celebrate your graduation. I know a good Italian restaurant nearby that needs a new customer --”
His eyebrows crept upward. He realized he had been immersed in China for so long that the thought of Italian food sounded close to sacrilegious. “Not Chinese?”
Lori smiled again. “No. Tonight we are not going to think about China.”
He uncurled himself and stood up. He moved toward her and looked into her eyes. “I was sort of hoping that we could eat in tonight.” With that, he took a chance and leaned down to kiss her. Wu let his lips touch hers for a brief moment, then withdrew slowly and said, “Michael... I don't think this is a good idea.”
He drew back slowly, feeling like he had crossed an invisible line. “But, why not? I like you very much, and I've grown very close to you in the last few weeks. I thought you might feel the same way about me.”
She shook her head, “I do like you, Michael. A lot. But... I'm sorry. I'm married.”
His hopes were dashed in an instant by those words. “Oh. I didn't know. I thought you were single. You weren't wearing a ring --”
“It was an arranged marriage between our families. You understand? I don't wear the ring because I did not want the others to know of my shame, but I can't violate my marriage vows as long as he is alive, and I can't divorce him. Such things are not heard of in Xanton.”
“But, you're here, not in Xanton...”
“Yes, but some of my family is here, too. My sisters, my older brother. And if they heard I was having an affair, especially with a white man, the shame of it would destroy them. We're an old fashioned people with ways that go back thousands of years. We cannot change them overnight.”
“I understand,” he said quietly. “Perhaps it would be a better idea if you and I were not seen dining together. It might give other people ideas.” He turned toward the door.
Her voice stopped him. “Michael, if things weren't so complicated I think I could love you the way you want me to...”
At least there was some hope for them one day. Michael replied, “The only thing standing between us right now is the great wall of China, and one day that will crumble, too.”
With that he left her standing alone in the gym room. He marched into the locker room, changed into his street clothes, and walked out of the precinct house alone, barely conscious of the shadows following him all the way to his hotel. And the way he was feeling just then, he dared them to get between him and his goal so he could pound out his frustration on them.
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In the morning Michael went back to his office at the Chronicle and met with his editor. The older man said, “That training program has turned you into a soldier, son. Look at you. You stand straighter, you look stronger, you've got a fire in your eyes I've never seen before. You look like you're full of drive and determination. I like that.”
“Better than the geeky newshound I used to be?” Michael replied as they shook hands.
“Yes. You have grown into a journalist of the true cloth. Make me proud.”
“I'll do my best,” Michael replied with a small smile. He looked past the glass partition of the editor's office wall toward the cubicle he used to occupy and the cherubic face of his fact checker talking on the phone in the other. Jerry spotted him and reached up with his hand to wave without missing a beat. Michael did not know if he would ever see either of them again and waved a silent farewell. “I won't be coming in for the next few days. I'm going underground in Chinatown. If anyone other than the police calls and asks for me, tell them I'm on assignment in Switzerland.”
“Michael, I told you to go out there and get this story, but if someone is threatening your life... are you sure you want to keep going?” Allen asked.
“I have to,” Michael said. “The story has become more than the gang war. I lost my things in the fire. PD is expecting a return on their investment. I don't want to see the newspaper compromised by whatever I must do to get this story, and I may even have to break a few rules to protect myself. Don't worry about me.”
That evening he stood on a corner in Washington Square, waiting for his contact. The street was just as crowded with tourists as ever, but Michael had an eerie sense of solitude as he watched them go by immersed in their blissfully carefree bubbles of happiness. He wondered if any of them had any idea they were in a warzone.
He pictured them in his mind as leaves blown across the great stone plaza of the Hidden City, where two Chinese dragons stood glaring into each others' faces like angry dogs; hissing and coiling their long bodies and their feathered tails; shaking their massive horned heads; and curling their talons into claws before launching themselves at each other in a pitched battle over a mouse warren. The image blew away with the scattered leaves and passed on. °No, too flowery,° he thought. °Stick with the facts, Burton.°
He did not have long to wait. The Chinese man who approached him appeared to be about his age, shorter and lean like a cat. His face was slightly pocked along his cheeks but not enough to make him unattractive. He had probably suffered through small pox or acne when he was a young child. He was wearing black from neck to toe, and carried a black raincoat and umbrella.
“Mister Burton?” he asked. “My name is Joseph Lee. I come from the twelfth precinct. Chief Detective Callahan told me you were in need of an interpreter and assigned me to accompany you into the district.”
“Not just an interpreter, exactly. A little cultural backup,” Michael said as they shook hands.
Lee sized him up with his eyes. “You're a big man, Mister Burton. Among my people, anyone over five foot eight is considered a giant.”
“But, I'm only five foot eleven,” Michael replied.
Lee leaned over and winked. “You look and sound taller than that, but I won't tell anybody. Shall we go? I'm going to take you into some dangerous territory. There are parts of Chinatown where even the police will not go.”
“You don't work for the police? You said you were from the twelfth precinct --”
“I only consult, Mister Burton, just as I am doing now,” Lee replied smoothly as he gestured for movement. “Please. We should not stay in one place too long.”
He escorted Michael into the district on foot while talking about things and ideas of Chinese culture outside of the mainstream. But then Lee went on to talk about the pale ones who drank human blood and who only came out to feed in the night. Michael knew about vampires only from the movies. He knew they coudn't possibly be real. Or could they?
“Wait, wait,” Michael said as he came to a halt. “This is all new territory for me. I never learned any of this from the police.”
“Of course not,” Lee explained patiently. “These are all things that only the Chinese know, Mister Burton. The police know nothing. They only told you what you needed to learn in order to do your job adequately, but they will never understand what it means to be truly Chinese.”
They walked on in silence while Michael tried to digest this. “And vampires? Are there real vampires?”
“Yes, there are,” Lee said. “I am telling you about them because it is essential that you know what you may encounter. These are not like your Dracula, the man who sleeps in a coffin every day and fears the sunlight. These immortals have lived here among us for a very long time. They fight a never ending battle over the lives and souls of humans for their blood. I am told you have seen a photograph of Dan Longchi.”
“Yes,” Michael said, “but what has he got to do with vampires?”
“He is one of them,” Lee said calmly.
“What?!” Michael came to a halt, his mouth open with astonishment. Lee sounded crazy.
As if Lee had read his mind, he asked, “have I given you the wrong impression, Mister Burton?” His expression was innocently puzzled.
Michael resumed walking. “No. No... uh... it's just very hard to believe. I thought vampires were like fairy tales. Fiction, not fact.”
“There is truth behind every fiction,” Lee said. “Did Shakespeare not say, 'there are more things in Heaven and Earth than are dreamt of in your philosophy'?”
Michael shuddered at the implication. “And, they do drink blood? Human blood?”
“Yes, they do,” Lee replied. His calm catlike smile was maddening. “Oh, not the way you are thinking. People come to them. There is no need for them to stalk people and attack them in their beds or on the street.”
“There are people who... feed them?” Michael found himself fighting for breath to still the nausea at the thought.
“Willingly, Mister Burton,” Lee said. “It is said that feeding one of them is better than sex.”
“Whose side are they on? The Black Dragons or the Red Dragons?”
“Neither, or both. That is a choice for the individual,” Lee explained. “This war is not about wealth. It is about power over the lives and bodies of others. The Black Dragons seek to put mankind in bondage to their will, while the Red Dragons seek to stop them. I'm going to take you to see Dan Longchi so that you can learn the truth for yourself.”
“You are a member of the Red Dragon clan?” Michael asked, his horror and excitement of discovery growing simultaneously, and he could not tell if his heart was beating faster because of either one. He felt like the mouse in the middle of the battle between behemoths.
Lee's Cheshire cat smile grew broader. “Yes I am, Mister Burton. What of it you choose to put in your article has no meaning to us, but if you mention vampires at all you will be judged insane, and if the police come to look for us they will not find us. No one can find us if we do not wish to be found.”
As if on cue a sleek black limousine rolled up beside them and stopped, and the passenger side door opened. Lee gestured toward it and told Michael, “Get in. Please, do not make a scene.”
Visions of gangland executions supplanted Michael's rational thoughts. For a few seconds he hovered on the edge of panic until Lee's calm voice assured him, “don't worry, Mister Burton. You will not be harmed in any way. All your questions will be answered in due course.”
To counterpoint his statement a pale long fingered hand extended from the dark interior of the car and beckoned to him, while a warm male voice came from everywhere and nowhere at once. “Get in, Michael.”
Michael Burton approached the car fighting the command with every single step, all of his muscles tensed with the effort, but he was not strong enough. He looked in and saw the man in the photograph sitting in the back seat. He sat down next to Longchi while Lee got in next to him and sandwiched him in. The door slammed shut and locked, but he was barely aware of it from the fearful pounding of his heart in his ears.
“Don't be afraid,” Longchi said to Michael. “I only want to talk to you.” Up close the impression Michael got from the photo was only enhanced by the glowing silver grey eyes. “I am called Dan Longchi among our Chinese friends, but my true name is Alexander Corvina.” As he spoke the car pulled away from the curb and went farther down into the district, past the golden pagodas that marked the center toward some unknown destination beyond. “I heard that you were investigating the clan war between the dragons for your newspaper, and I have read some of your articles. They're quite good, by the way, and I am only curious about your interest. I'm not in the habit of murdering innocents to keep them quiet. There are other less drastic ways to ensure your silence if I choose.”
Michael tried to keep track of where he was going, but that was difficult while looking through darkly tinted windows at night in a rapidly moving vehicle. He said, “Are you going to tell me that you are a vampire, just like Mister Lee says?”
Corvina started at the word, then laughed softly. “How is my drinking a few ounces of blood once a week more terrible than mass executions and wholesale slaughter to settle land disputes? I've been there, and I can tell you it's no walk in the park.”
“You're speaking of the war in Viet Nam,” Michael said. “Aren't you?”
“I was there,” Corvina replied, nodding. “Drowned in the middle of it. What a miserable waste of time and energy, flesh and blood. Horrific. I saw thousands of men, women and children sacrificed over a few hundred miles of jungle. Whole villages and rice fields engulfed in burning napalm and agent orange over a 'difference of opinion'. I still shudder to think of the viciousness and futility of it.”
“So, if you feel that way why are you involved with the Red Dragons?”
“You could say that Viet Nam was a skirmish in our long standing feud,” Corvina said. “The Black Dragons were supplying arms and materiel to the VC and backing the communist regime, while we were fighting to prevent the war from spreading into Laos and Cambodia with very little success. Nam itself was already ruined by the split.”
“And China?” Michael asked, his reporter's instincts kicking into hyperdrive, banishing his initial panic. ”How are you involved there?”
Lee chose to speak, being the best representative himself. “Hong Kong saw an influx of refugees flood across our borders, and the Chinese government either chose to ignore them entirely or turned them away by force. Naturally, along with the burden of housing and feeding the refugees came the culture of greed and opportunism from other quarters. The Black Dragons encouraged it and grew fat on the blood of innocents. They made whole families disappear mysteriously in the night, only to wash up the next morning on our beaches drained of every ounce of blood.”
“Why didn't the world community hear about this?” Michael asked.
“What does the world care for homeless people, Mister Burton?” Lee replied. “The Hong Kong police were not looking for vampires, they were looking for other causes of death. The Chinese gangs were busy consolidating their power so naturally the police turned to executions as the chief cause. It was not unusual to believe that one or more members of a family were singled out as informants or troublemakers and put to death. The dragons made sure that their predations were covered by mutilations and missing limbs, or sharks, to explain the loss of blood.”
“This feud has gone on for far too long,” Corvina said. “It falls to the Red Dragons to break the cycle or America will inherit the conflict of another age. We will not permit this.”
“Then why don't you cooperate with the police and help them track down the Black Dragons?”
“Because we are not prepared to reveal ourselves in that way,” Corvina replied. “We would lose all that we have fought for if we did. We have had to get our hands dirty to accomplish our goals, and your law does not distinguish between crime and desperate necessity.”
Michael said, “I can see that you rationalize the difference too handily. You are not above the law.”
Alexander smiled patiently. “For beings like ourselves who operate in and out of human society, the only laws we recognize are those of our ancestors. They are not that different, as you will see. While we abide in this or that country we obey their laws as diligently as we can, but in the end we must survive, and that is the only law that supercedes all others.”
The limousine took Michael deeper into the district until it rolled down into the underground parking garage of a tall office building set on the corner of Market and Geary. There he was escorted into the building and rode in the elevator with the two vampires all the way up to the penthouse.
The elevator opened into a luxurious condominium furnished richly with Chinese artifacts and furnishings, where a man met them to take their coats. The sight of a Walther PPK slung under the man's left arm told Michael that Corvina left nothing to chance where security was concerned. He was searched and relieved of the police issue Beretta he kept in the holster on his belt and then left free to move around at will.
“Please make yourself comfortable, Mister Burton,” Corvina said. “May I offer you something to drink?” He moved to a liquor cabinet and opened it.
Michael watched Lee talking to the manservant quietly but could not hear what he said. Then they went into another room and left him alone with Corvina. He worked his trepidation down to a manageable level and said, “I'm not here to drink, Mister Corvina.”
“Call me Alexander,” Corvina insisted. “Or better still, Alex. All my friends do, and I have a feeling that you and I will become very close ones in time.”
“How can you be so sure,” Michael asked him. “After all, we've only just met.”
“Then I'm not as good a judge of character as I used to be. I can usually tell what a man has on his mind. That's how I can distinguish between my friends and my enemies.” He returned to Michael with a snifter of cognac and offered it to him. “Try this. Don't be afraid of it. It's not drugged or poisoned.”
He looked at the well manicured fingernails and noticed that the sheen of pearl on them was not enamel. It was natural. They were trimmed to a slight taper instead of blunt. Reluctantly, Michael took the glass and raised it to his lips. The golden brown liquid was like sudden fire going down his throat, and he choked into a spasming cough. “I'm not used to drinking such strong stuff,” he rasped hoarsely. “You got anything smoother?”
Alexander took the half empty glass from him and nodded his approval. “Good. That proves you're not an alcoholic. In fact, I sense that you don't indulge in any of the usual vices. You don't do drugs, you don't smoke, you don't drink to excess. An ideal candidate.” He handed Michael a clear glass of water.
“Candidate for what?” Michael asked as he wiped the tears from his eyes and drained the glass to clear his throat.
“For membership in our little society should the need arise,” Alexander said smoothly.
“Wait a minute. I have not agreed to become a member of anything,” he replied. “What are you telling me?”
“If you should be injured during your explorations we want to be there to help you. If you should die it would be too late, of course, but if you live long enough to ask for it we can make you like us. You are young and full of life. There is courage and strength in you yet unspent, and the fire of your ancestry burns in your blood.” He sniffed the air expansively and added with a slight smile, “it is so strong that I can smell it.”
Michael shook his head. “Maybe I'm already dead and this is hell,” he said. “Or I'm having a really bad dream. You sound like the devil, tempting me with eternal life. Even if I could believe you, it's hard enough to accept that you're a vampire, but...”
“Shall I prove it to you?” Corvina asked. ”Then let me show you.”
He closed his eyes. A few moments later a beautiful long haired Chinese woman came out of the other room and approached him. She was dressed in a red and black satin brocade dress with a slit up the right side, revealing the smooth line of her thigh and leg. She appeared eager for whatever games Alexander had in mind, and she smiled as she rubbed up against him and kissed his rosy lips. “You called for me, my love?” she said, her voice a low purr.
“Yes, Mai-ling,” Alexander said. He returned her fondness with an equal measure. “Would you like to show my friend what he can have if he becomes one of us?”
With a shy smile, she pulled her hair away from her neck, opened her collar and bared two small pink spots on her throat near her pulse. “You may have whatever you need,” she said.
“Just a few drops, Mai-ling.” Corvina took her gently into his arms, opened his mouth and clamped his lips over the spots. She threw her head back and gasped, her whole body stiffening. Her face became soft and erotic as she clung to him, her breath coming harder with passion. She was clearly enjoying it.
Michael watched feeling a little like the third wheel at first, but soon his body started to react. It was like something new he had not been told in biology class, and he had to work hard to will down the forbidden sensation tightening his loins. He shook his head to clear his thoughts and shaded his eyes quickly with his hands. “I've seen enough. Stop this!”
Alexander withdrew his teeth slowly, kisslicked Mai-ling's bleeding throat to heal it and released her. Mai-ling's breathing returned to normal, but when she opened her eyes she looked disappointed. It was a little like coitus interruptus. Apparently she wanted more. “You are not happy with me,” she complained quietly with a small frown, her generous lips pouting.
“No, Mai-ling. I am not disappointed at all,” Alexander replied. He wiped a spot of blood from the corner of his mouth with his tongue, kissed her mouth and gave her a small pat on her rump. “If you want me to I will come to you later and we will finish. I promise. Now please leave us. We have much to discuss.”
“I will be waiting with eager anticipation,” she said. She leaned upward and kissed him on the lips, then walked away, passing Joseph Lee as he reentered the room. He grabbed her hand and kissed it. She lingered long enough to smile again and then passed into the other room.
Lee came to stand near Michael and said, “my sister is a pearl of great value to Alexander. He will not harm her in any way.”
“Is that what he is holding over you to ensure your loyalty?” Michael asked.
“No,” Lee replied. “I am loyal to Alexander because he saved my life, and that of my family, for which we will ever be grateful. He is a close and trusted friend.”
Alexander said, “you can have that. As many women as you want, whenever or however you want them. Or you can choose one woman whom you prize above all and have her stay with you, loving only you for as long as you both live. Youth and strength in abundance and at your command. The third alternative is to stay as you are now. I'm offering you a choice, Michael.”
“And if I say no?” Michael asked. “What if I don't want to become a vampire?”
“Then we will do whatever we can to protect you, but you will live or die in the fullness of your human life,” Alexander said. “However, I feel I must warn you. There have been other times when I have been forced to intervene when I feel a man is worthy of the change.”
“Worthy?” Michael snorted softly. “Who are you to decide who is worthy?”
“Your only friend in this world if you persist in getting this particular story, Michael,” Alexander replied as he moved closer. He stopped when he saw Michael move back to avoid him. “The police are too slow to act. The Black Dragons are deadly killers. They will not think twice about swatting you if you get too close. Their ways of obtaining blood are not as fastidious or moral as ours. You're intelligent and a talented writer. I can't make you do this, but I don't want to see you die, or worse, become a half-dead zombie slave in the service of evil.”
Michael drew himself up straight, looked Alexander squarely in his silver grey eyes and said, “My life is my own. Thank you for your concern, but I can take care of myself. I see what you are trying to do. You're trying to shut me up by befriending me. You think that it will make a difference in the way I tell the story. You want me to take your side. Well it won't work. Have your driver take me back to where you picked me up.”
With a heavy sigh, Alexander looked down at the floor and nodded. Clearly he had not succeeded in penetrating the wall of resistance that had gone up between them and said, “Joseph, take him back.”
Lee looked at him with puzzlement and replied, “Alex?”
“He doesn't want it. Help him however you can but don't try to talk him into changing his mind. He's got to make the choice on his own.”
“Very well then,” Joseph said with a slight bow, then turned to Michael. “Come on. We'll start again tomorrow evening, and I'll take you to a different place.”
Without any deviation from the route the limousine deposited Michael back on the corner where he was picked up. Before he closed the door, Joseph said, “say nothing to the police of your meeting with Longchi for now. I will tell Callahan myself. But I would not write anything about vampires if I were you. I can't guarantee that your readers will find your article credible. But then, my reputation and integrity are not on the line, are they?”
“Let me worry about that. With all the vice and murder going on these days, drinking human blood may not be the worst of it,” Michael said. “There are cults of satanists and other members of the lunatic fringe that do the same thing. You remember the Zodiac killer, don't you?”
Lee nodded. “Then I look forward to reading what you write. I will meet you here again at seven thirty tomorrow night,” he said.
“Seven thirty,” Michael agreed. With that, Lee closed the door, and the car pulled smoothly away from the curb to disappear into the fog drifting in off the bay like a long black ghost.
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The next evening, Michael walked with Joseph Lee into a different part of Chinatown that was off the tourist map: a strip of nightclubs, nudie revues and illegal gambling and sporting parlors. The whole atmosphere spelled dangerous in many ways. The people wandering this part of the district were mostly men of mixed race, scantily clad prostitutes of both sexes, and well paid escorts. Families with children were notably absent from the streets.
“This is the heart of Black Dragon territory,” Lee explained as he walked with Michael along the dark avenue. “Here one can find anything one desires. Illegal drugs, underage sex, blood sports, off track betting...”
“The police can't break them up?” Michael asked him as he ignored the curious and dangerous stares of the pedestrians around him. He had the feeling that looking into their eyes could represent a challenge, and he was not there to start a fight. He was conscious of other denizens watching him with admiring glances, and as they passed several women tried to get his attention but were blocked by Lee's repeated insertion of his own body between them and Michael. He did it so subtly that Michael was not even aware of it.
Lee said, “they try. But these places are like the hydra. Cut the head off one and another will grow in its place. And remember that some of the syndicate hide their activities behind legitimate businesses, so finding a paper trail that leads anywhere is next to impossible.”
“The blood sports?”
“Dog and cock fights, boxing, martial arts exhibition fights, but the best... or I should say, the worst of them... are the dens where men fight each other with their bare hands until one of them dies of his injuries.”
“People actually pay to watch this?” Michael asked, feeling a bit queasy at the idea.
Lee nodded. “They watch and they trade bets. The tongs run these events and collect their cuts from the ticket revenues, and shake down unlucky gamblers who bet too heavily. I am often amazed at some of the things I have seen, Mister Burton. Some of the gamblers are women, and their human bloodlust is worse than that of most vampires I have met. This is still a savage and uncivilized world despite the progress we have made so far out of the dark ages.”
Michael realized that in order to explain the strange and aberrant motives present in people who enjoy the sight of pain and bloodshed he was going to have to immerse himself in it. “Take me to one of them,” he said. “If I can witness one of the fights for myself I may be able to write a better description of the experience, maybe highlight the problem so that people can do something to change their perspective.”
“If you wish,” Lee answered. “But I must warn you that you will not come out of it without feeling dirty yourself.”
“I'll take that risk, but I can't report what goes on accurately without seeing it first hand.”
With a shrug, the Chinese man led him to a nightclub called The Golden Dragon. Its front was awash in red and gold neon light that could be seen for blocks, the long bulbs tricked out in the figure of a Chinese dragon with a long curly body. Lee walked Michael past a line of trendy young people waiting to get in and through a pair of bouncers guarding the door, encountering little resistance as if he owned the place.
Inside, the furnishings were swank and uncharacteristic of the world outside. The music pumping the dancers was distinctly American with a hypnotic disco beat. Strobe lights and exotic dancers placed in cages around the dance floor lent an upbeat atmosphere to the place.
Michael felt a little out of place, dressed as he was in his plain pullover sweater and brown raincoat, jeans and running shoes. A few of the women standing at the edge of the dance floor turned and appraised him with admiring glances, while more than a few of the men watched him with suspicious eyes. He tried to avoid eye contact and eased back into the front entryway before any of them got the notion to approach him and start a conversation he couldn't finish.
He stood quietly watching the people dining and drinking in the adjoining bar while Joseph Lee spoke to the host. The man went to a side door and opened it. Lee gestured for Michael to join him, and the host led them silently past the inner offices and down a long narrow flight of stairs.
The host opened a panel of double reinforced steel and admitted them to a large basement chamber.
It was like landing on an alien world. Michael was caught full in the face by the stench of blood and sweat, mixed together with the cigar and tobacco smoke that made the air thick with a blue fog. The warmth in the closed room was equally oppressive. The noise of the crowd was nearly deafening. The basement had been converted into a small stadium full of people seated on bleachers, cheering and yelling while watching bodies locked together in mortal combat.
Lee caught him by the sleeve and pulled him gently toward a half empty bench about midway from the arena; which was a square linoleum floor set in a recessed pit, surrounded by a giant chain link cage and drenched in overhead lighting. Michael saw and felt what Lee had been talking about. This was a far cry from the veneer of civility the sport of boxing advertised. He was reminded of a stadium in ancient Rome, where the gladiators fought and died by the hundreds to satisfy the bloodlust of the teeming masses crowding its streets.
Some of the women seated nearby were nearly foaming at the mouth as they cheered their heroes on, while most of them concentrated their screams of malcontented joy at a tall pale man covered in a large body tattoo of a black dragon. When Michael saw him his mouth sagged open and he stared with the sudden feeling that he was looking at something not quite human, something not from the world he knew. He sat slowly down, mesmerized.
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