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Chapter 1 

 

Diego Mendez waved off the kid pawning coke vials, in no mood for a buzz tonight. 

When the grunt refused to take a hint, he shot to his feet and palmed a switchblade in one 

motion. “Beat it, fly-boy. ’Less you want to end up with a couple ounces of China Red.” 

The kid’s eyes popped. Stammering an apology, he backed up and stumbled into a 

passing girl, almost dropping the miniature glass tubes in his haste. Diego watched him go, 

then resumed his seat and yanked out his phone. He dialed rapidly and waited. It rang four, 

five, six times before he punched it off with a snort. Where the hell was Raimundo? Christ, 

new people gave him a headache. 

Speaking of new people, he had to start thinking about promoting a lieutenant—all 

thanks to Angel and company. More than just a thorn in his side, the organization’s newest 

House leader and his freakish enforcer were officially full-blown enemies. Who needed to 

be crushed. He couldn’t believe the rest of them were letting Angel get away with murder 

just because Nails didn’t die in the ring. His lieutenant was still dead, damn it. 

Since he’d given his word not to fuck with House Phoenix at that bullshit meeting 

they’d pulled him into, he’d just have to find a loophole. And if Wolff didn’t like it—well, 

he’d like to see the dirty cop try and do something about it. 

Frowning, he scanned the dark and shabby pool hall on the off chance the new guy 

had managed to blunder in without him noticing. The bar and the tables were sprinkled 

with hookers, all his, and a few of his dealers floated around keeping shit under control. 

This place brought in a few bucks—but nothing compared to the fights. His fighters—his 

brothers, compadres—enjoyed far more perks than the rest of the employees. These drones 

were cogs in the wheel, and right now, there was a noticeable lack of cogs named 

Raimundo. 



He didn’t like it when the wheel stopped turning. 

Just as he decided to send one of the other dealers after his latest hire, a cry of pain 

sounded over the noise of the hall from the direction of the front door, followed closely by 

the thud of a body hitting the floor. Muttering to himself, he stood and started toward the 

entrance. He arrived to discover Captain Wolff himself standing over Raimundo, who was 

curled in a fetal position and clutching his face in both hands. The sharp, distinct odor of 

urine rose from the squirming figure at his feet. 

Diego decided that things weren’t going to work out with Raimundo. He didn’t 

employ cowards. 

Sighing, he stepped around the Big R and nodded to Wolff. “Evening, capitan,” he said. 

“What brings you to my fine establishment tonight? Some sort of domestic dispute?” His 

eyes flicked to the man on the floor, and he regarded Wolff with cool displeasure. This little 

visit wasn’t in the game plan. 

Wolff grunted and reached into his jacket for a smoke. “Something like that. Your 

watchdog here started to get friendly with my leg. When I found out he wasn’t 

housebroken, I had to rub his nose in the mess.” The cop grinned down at Raimundo, who’d 

pulled trembling hands away from his face to reveal a cigarette-sized burn where his 

teardrop tattoo had been. 

Shaking his head, he moved back toward the main room. “I don’t wanna know,” he 

said. “C’mon, Wolfie, come in and state your business. I ain’t got all night.” 

A haze of smoke combined with the raucous blare of tejano music from the corner 

jukebox covered the two men’s entrance to the bar. However, the loose groups of gamblers 

and junkies soon noticed his guest, a familiar sight to most of the regulars, and quietly filed 

out into the night. The girls looked at the cop impassively. Worst he could do was bust them 

and let them spend the night resting on their backs without some sweaty lout on top of 

them. They could take care of themselves. 

“I’ll rack, you break,” he called as he made his way to the table closest to the music. 

Wolff followed after plucking a cue from the rack. Pausing at the scratch-and-dent 



jukebox, the cop fished in his pocket and fed a few quarters into the machine as the song 

ended. The frenetic twelve-string guitar and horns dwindled, to be replaced by the steady, 

slow twang of a steel guitar and Hank Williams’s smoky warble. 

Smirking, he lifted the rack from the worn green felt. “Christ, Wolff, your taste in 

music’s bad as your taste in friends.” Laughing without humor, he circled to the bar for a 

beer and watched with narrowed eyes as the older man drew back and sent the cue 

rocketing into the packed triangle of balls with a smooth, practiced motion. Wolff surveyed 

the damage and selected another victim. It roared toward the pocket as Diego returned to 

the table with two open Coronas. “Cerveza, man. On the house.” 

Wolff nodded and sent the five-ball whizzing into the side pocket. His next shot had 

too much force. The cue followed its target down the hatch, accompanied by Wolff’s curses. 

Diego chalked up, bridged on his knuckles and lined for the seven. “You seem a little 

tense, my friend. What’s on your mind?” Still hunched over the rail of the table, he looked 

up. 

“We’re not friends.” Wolff drew on his beer and returned his stare. “Tell me about this 

shit on one twentieth, Mendez. Your boys never skate so close to Harlem without a damned 

good reason. Now I got three Jamaican stiffs in the freezer downtown, and everyone’s 

saying the Puerto Ricans and Cubans are tag-teaming to dry up all the traffic this side of the 

Hudson. No bullshit this time. Why the move?” 

He shrugged and focused back on his shot without a word. As he drew a bead, Wolff 

slammed his bottle down on the table, jolting the pool balls and forcing an exasperated sigh 

from him. 

“Answer me, goddammit!” 

“You know why, man. Business.” Straightening, he set his stick on the floor and leaned 

on it. “The Haitians are all hot and bothered about getting their own shit down into Harlem, 

and they can’t get enough distributors to leverage their way in. So they came to me last 

month, saying that if we choke off the Jamaicans long enough to force the street dealers to 

move their stuff, they’ll front my dust for me and I keep my hands clean. Whole new market 

my own boys couldn’t get near.” 



Wolff paused to drain the last of his beer in one long swallow. “Mendez, when are you 

gonna give all this up? You know there aren’t any old drug lords. Only dead ones.” 

“The minute you retire from the force.” Bent to the table, he grinned and took his time 

lining up, then eased another ball home. “Guess we both know when that’ll happen, huh, 

capitan?” 

“You know, if I thought for one second you were being straight about this, I’d go down 

and turn in my badge right now.” 

Diego shook his head. “You’re full of shit. You won’t quit ’til you put me away—and 

you’ll never do it because you’ll burn with me. Stalemate, baby. But I still win.” 

“Whatever,” Wolff said, and fell silent. 

At the captain’s brusque dismissal, Diego smirked in understanding. Wolff was neck 

deep in the organization’s trenches, just as mired as the rest of them. No one got out alive. 

He surveyed the table, envisioning the next few shots. When he figured one that 

would work, he circled to the long side opposite Wolff and positioned the cue, but before he 

could draw back the captain cleared his throat loudly.  

“Yeah, what?” he muttered, not looking up. 

“Look…I want to know what you’re really going to do about Angel.” 

Jaw clenched, Diego slammed the butt of the stick on the floor. “I said I wouldn’t fuck 

with them, long as they don’t fuck with me. I gave my word, remember?” 

“Come on, Mendez,” Wolff said with a frown. “Angel’s buddy killed two of your 

lieutenants, and his—well, whatever Jenner is, he insulted you in front of all the others. 

Now you’re going to stand here and tell me you aren’t doing jack about it?” 

“I gave my word.” Damn it, he added silently. Jenner was the key to collapsing House 

Phoenix—Angel had balls, he’d concede that, but not much in the upstairs department. And 

his fighter pal Akuma wasn’t much better. Jenner posed the real threat. 

He just hadn’t figured out how to get to the secretive bastard. Yet. 

Wolff stared hard at him for another minute, and at last edged into mute assent. 



“So,” Diego said as he resumed the game. “You comin’ out to my place tomorrow?” 

“No. You know I don’t do the routine bouts. Especially at your place.” 

Offering a one-shouldered shrug, he nicked the nine, sending it on a short trip to pool-

ball limbo beneath the table. “You know, I still don’t understand your strategy. Why only 

participate in the tournament, when you could be raking it in twice a month?” 

“Because unlike you, I’m not a greedy bastard,” Wolff countered with a smirk. 

“Right. And my abuelita’s a linebacker for the Giants.” 

“Now, Mendez. What would your grandmamma say if she heard you talking like that?” 

He grinned. “She’d smack me one. She’s a Bills fan.”  

Temporarily tuning Wolff out, he plotted a course for the eight-ball. A straight shot 

was impossible, since three of Wolff’s balls lay between the white whore and the black 

beauty. This would require considerable finesse—but it was doable. 

Everything was doable. 

While Wolff looked on, he aimed to bank the cue off the side of the table, sawed the 

stick back and forth a few times and let it fly, then stepped back. The blank ball careened off 

the wall and whacked the six with a satisfying thunk, sending it bouncing from the opposite 

bank to bump the eight. The prize ball rolled toward the corner pocket, where it hung on 

the edge, contemplating its fate before finally taking the plunge. 

Smiling, he said, “I win.” 

“You wish.” Wolff’s tone was light, but his eyes were stone. “You can’t win all the time, 

Mendez. One of these days, you’re gonna find that out the hard way.” The cop slammed the 

cue back on the rack and stalked out. 

“You’re wrong, Wolfie,” he murmured. “I never lose.” 

House Phoenix would pay. It was inevitable. 

Because Diego Mendez never went back on his word. 

 



 

Chapter 2 

 

As Jenner moved among the post-workday mob on the sidewalk six blocks from the 

Gendarmes hotel, he saw the approaching man target him—a spindly youth in casual dress, 

smooth shaven and expressionless. In appearance, just another upwardly mobile 

professional on his way home for the weekend. Yet his clothes were ill-fitting and not 

suited to his bearing, and his gaze roamed the crowd erratically, settling for mere seconds 

longer on Jenner than anything else before skipping away. 

It was not surprising that the thief had singled him out. He did present a tempting 

target in the tailored suit he had worn to the office, which combined with his iron gray hair 

hinted at prime mugging characteristics—old and wealthy. The young man nearing him 

could not see the braid that extended past his waist, the only outward physical sign he was 

not what he seemed. 

When the man drew to within a few feet of him, he tucked his right hand into his 

sleeve for an instant. Now the thief would shoulder him in passing. 

Fingers brushed his back pocket. 

 Clumsy. Smirking, he half-turned to meet the man’s eyes and struck with a practiced 

flick of his wrist. 

The man howled. Dropping to one knee, he clutched his arm and stared in horror at 

the steel needle sprouting from between his index and middle finger. 

Unmindful of the small crowd gathered around the kneeling thief, Jenner continued 

toward the hotel. He could have made it worse, but today had been relatively productive 

and his mood bordered on forgiving. He had seen three patients himself, and listened to 

Shiro perform two solo sessions flawlessly. His young kohai’s skills were developing 

rapidly. He would make the boy a psychiatrist yet. 

His disposition soured, however, when he entered the hotel and remembered there 



was to be a fight tomorrow evening. 

He would have to accompany Angel to Brooklyn. 

The lobby resonated with movement and chatter. Dozens of people waited in a 

cordoned line before the reception desk. More filled the clusters of chairs and cushioned 

benches, appearing alternately energized and exhausted. Most clutched suitcases, duffels or 

wheeled totes. They would wait for quite some time. The Gendarmes was highly selective 

with regard to guests, with check-in a notoriously slow process of baggage inspection, 

reference checks and credit screening. 

Jenner had lived here nearly three years now, and did not bother joining the waiting 

throngs. For him, suite 835 was the closest approximation of home. 

A group of East Indian men stood across from the elevator banks, gathered around a 

creased paper map. He paid them no mind as he depressed the up button. One of them 

approached and tapped his shoulder. He turned and glared, but the man ignored his disdain 

and launched a stream of rapid Bengali. 

Though he had been taken to Japan in his childhood and remained there for much of 

his life, he still recalled enough of his native tongue to end the conversation. When the man 

paused for breath, Jenner growled something which loosely translated to shove off, son of a 

pig. 

The man paled, and then flushed with rage and spewed a curse of his own. His 

companions heard him and moved closer, wearing confounded expressions. Suddenly, the 

questioner cut himself short in mid-word and stepped back, shaking his head. 

“Deva,” he whispered. The group turned away, murmuring in low voices as they all 

but fled. 

Jenner faced the elevators again. His clear gray eyes invoked the same reaction from 

most native Indians—he had been called “demon” since his birth. An advantage, actually. 

No one attempted to befriend him. 

Just as a set of elevator doors opened to his left, someone said, “Excuse me, Doctor.” 

On his opposite side, one of the hotel’s security staff held out a brown paper-wrapped 



parcel. “This arrived for you today. Jorgé has been watching for you.” 

Not having expected anything, he accepted the package with a frown and looked 

toward the concierge desk. The slight man seated behind it offered a nod, and he returned 

the gesture. “Thank you,” he said stiffly to the guard as he headed for the closing elevator. 

Once inside the car, he read the return address printed in the upper corner. Serizawa. 

A fist closed around his stomach. Ken Serizawa, the only man he permitted to call him 

friend, was dead. Murdered, less than two months ago. The package must have come from 

Ken’s daughter, Kirei, as she was his only living relative. 

He could not begin to guess what the girl felt it necessary to send him. 

On the eighth floor, he walked to his suite and let himself in. He did not bother turning 

on a light, as he knew precisely where everything was. Placing the package on an end table 

beside the couch, he entered the bedroom and dressed in his gray silk jinbei. He took the 

ornamental dagger from his desk and returned to the main room. 

He settled on the couch, switched on the lamp beside him, and hesitated only a 

moment before slicing the paper wrapping along a seam to remove the box within. 

Inside, a single sheet of parchment lay atop a mass of crumpled tissue paper. He lifted 

it, pleased to note that Kirei had composed the letter with kanji rather than writing in 

English. 

 Greetings Jenner-sama.  

  My father wished you to have the enclosed items. I hope they find you safe and well. 

Blessings on your path.  

  Respectfully,  

  Serizawa Kirei.  

 Brow creasing, he placed the letter on the coffee table before him and began to 

extract the tissue paper. What would Ken have wanted him to have? His fingers skimmed 

something solid and smooth. He reached into the box and withdrew a polished wood 

picture frame.  



Ken Serizawa smiled at him from behind glass, forever frozen in his eternal good 

spirits. 

As he stared at the photograph, unaccustomed emotion tightened his chest. He had 

never understood how Ken managed perpetual happiness. They had both been lifelong 

servants, existing in Tomi Harada’s colossal shadow, and while Jenner had at last been 

released three years ago, Serizawa had remained in service to the Harada clan until his 

death at the hands of Harada’s wife. 

But she was not as much to blame for Ken’s murder as Diego Mendez. Aiko Harada 

was the instrument, an end result to the actions of Mendez—the instigator. 

There was more tissue paper in the box. He pulled it out and saw flashes of pale green 

lying on the bottom. A knot formed in his throat as he removed the two objects with 

trembling hands: jade statuettes, roughly six inches tall. An angel and a demon. He had 

carved them himself, in his youth, and presented them to Ken for his sixteenth birthday. 

The process of creating them had spanned several years, as spare time was a rare 

commodity for servants. The figures represented the two of them. And now, the 

significance of the angel settled over him like a shroud. 

He placed the figures back in the box. For now. It would be difficult to look at them for 

quite some time. However, he knew where to display the photograph. He stood and 

brought the picture across the room to the low table below the window, draped in white 

silk and bearing a small urn flanked by two white taper candles. Kneeling before the shrine, 

he propped the frame against the urn, then lit the candles and bowed his head. 

 Blessings on your path, my friend.  

He rose and returned to clear the clutter from his sitting area. Tomorrow night the 

match would be held at Mendez’s arena—yet another reason not to relish the thought of 

attending. But he could not trust Angel to control himself in Mendez’s presence. The 

Prometheus leader had made it clear he wanted revenge, and his thinly veiled promise to 

leave the fledgling House Phoenix alone would not last for long. 

Mendez was far more intelligent than the rest of the organization credited him. Angel 

did not understand the danger he faced when he made the man an enemy. 



Then again, Mendez had made the same mistake with Jenner. 

 



 

Chapter 3 

 

Though Diego’s arena wasn’t heated against the chill of late October, the crush of 

bodies filling it generated enough warmth to keep it comfortable. He saw no reason to 

bother heating the place. They only used it for matches. The rest of the time, his girls and 

fighters lived in the hotel he’d permanently borrowed from a former associate. With four 

House arenas hosting the bouts on a rotating basis, they ended up here maybe six times a 

year. 

Tonight, the barebones warehouse nestled in the center of a storage graveyard at 

Brooklyn’s west end lived and breathed as hundreds of lowlifes congregated to try and 

make a buck. Tonight, blood would flow in the ring as readily as alcohol flowed through the 

crowds. Tonight there was profit to be made from pain. 

On the blue-lit marquee screen beside the betting table, the match-ups for the evening 

scrolled by. There were nine fights scheduled. Each of the four real Houses had four 

entrants, while Angel’s pathetic stable boasted only two, neither of which would face his 

boys today. Angel himself wasn’t even fighting this time—which was almost a shame, since 

the little hemorrhoid rarely lost. If nothing else, he was a safe bet. 

Since he’d already placed his wagers with the bookie, he headed for the ringside 

tables. The first match pitted Aidan, one of his fighters and a strong possibility for 

lieutenant, against House Dionysus’s ebony giant Eddie. Long as Aidan won, he’d offer him 

the position when they went back to the House. 

Minutes after he sat down, two figures split from the crowd and headed toward him, 

one towering above the other by a full head. Boomer and Cortez had a shared history. 

Before they joined House Prometheus, they’d attended the same juvie lockup, and on their 

release the two partnered for a string of brutal muggings that drove them underground. 

The shorter Cortez was as charming and outgoing as Boomer was brooding and silent. Both 

were devastating in the ring. 



“Hey, boss,” Cortez called as they drew closer. When they reached the table, he pulled 

a chair out and spun it, then straddled it and leaned over to kick the chair beside him out. 

Boomer sat without a word, nodding to him in greeting. 

“How we lookin’ tonight?” Cortez asked. 

“Not too shabby, ’mano,” he said. “Looks like you got a tough draw, though. Tiger’s a 

slippery bastard.” 

Cortez grinned. “I’m not worried about those Pandora pretty-boys. They all got black 

belts, so what. I’ll give him a pair of eyes to match.” 

Chuckling, he went for an inside pocket and pulled out a slim metal snap-case. “How 

’bout a little pre-game chill?” he said, sliding the case across the table. 

“Sweet!” Cortez popped it open. Inside lay a row of rolled joints. He took one and held 

the rest in front of Boomer. “You tokin’ or smokin’?” 

“Smoking,” Boomer said. “Gimme my Marbs back, you mooch.” 

“Sheesh. Touchy, aren’t we?” Sticking the joint in his mouth, Cortez clicked the case 

shut and handed it back. “You see what I have to put up with?” he muttered with a smirk. 

“Oscar the Fucking Grouch. From now on, call me Big Bird.” He shook his head as he 

produced a Zippo and a red box he tossed on the table in front of Boomer. 

“Thanks, Big Bird,” the taller man said. “Wanna hold my hand now?” 

Cortez lit up and favored Boomer with a stream of smoke to the face. “Contact!” he 

crowed. “C’mon, let’s take off.” He stood and waited for Boomer. “Gracias for the grass, boss. 

Catch you later.” 

Diego nodded. “Later, ’manos.” The crowd swallowed the fighters, then through a gap 

in the action, he noticed House Phoenix making its way en masse from the betting table 

toward the ringside seats. He glared into the mob at the mismatched bunch, hoping at least 

one would try to start something. That way he could honestly say they’d fucked with him 

first. 

Angel and his newest pathetic excuse for a fighter, Teevo, were deep in conversation, 



and Akuma was occupied in steering some Japanese girl through the crush of spectators, a 

gesture the woman seemed to bear with mingled appreciation and scorn. They didn’t so 

much as glance in his direction. 

Behind them all was Jenner, alone. No surprise there. The strange thing was, though 

Jenner had been with the organization almost since the beginning, the man rarely attended 

the fights—until Angel came along. Now he showed up all the time. Hell, maybe the old man 

was gay. That, at least, would explain his affinity for the pseudo-Asian silk getups he always 

wore. 

The freak spotted him and fixed dead gray eyes on him. A smirk lifted one corner of 

Jenner’s mouth. The bastard was laughing at his inability to act. In the next second the 

crowd carried the man away, and he forced himself to stay seated. Not here, not now, he 

thought. 

But soon. 

Movement in the roped square ring drew his attention. Shifting for a better view, he 

leaned back and slung his legs on the table as a well-endowed blond woman wearing scraps 

of midnight blue nothing shimmied to the center, a cordless microphone clasped in one 

hand like a lover’s shaft. Gigi was one of his top draws, so renowned for her oral skills that 

when she licked her lips, half the men watching shot their loads. He’d sent her out to 

announce tonight knowing a lot of them would follow her back to the House after the fights, 

and his girls would have plenty of marks to pick from. 

The tremendous commotion of the crowd dropped a few decibels when Gigi smiled 

and brought the mike to her mouth. She gave them a few seconds, and said, “Welcome to 

House Prometheus!” For a moment the noise increased again, then fell off when the 

bombshell blonde continued. “Nothing new to announce tonight, and so…let’s bring it on!” 

As she spoke, Aidan and Eddie separated from the knot of fighters gathered in the pen 

beside the ring and approached the steps leading up to it. Around here, everyone knew the 

way things worked. The rules of the ring were simple: no weapons allowed, and you 

couldn’t kill your opponent. The fight ended when one man couldn’t scrape himself off the 

floor anymore. 



“For our first match, please welcome Eddie of Dionysus, and Prometheus’s own 

Aidan!” Gigi gestured toward the stairs, and Aidan shoved in front of Eddie to come up first. 

When both men stood facing each other, the thunder of the masses drowned the girl’s 

command to begin. Neither needed the prompt. She slid between the ropes and out of the 

way, and the fight was on. 

Aidan lunged forward, arms spread as though he planned to hug his opponent. As 

Eddie lobbed a fist in his direction, he stopped short and drew back just enough to miss the 

blow, then kicked the passing arm upward. Eddie stumbled, but managed to keep his 

footing. 

Then Aidan lunged and brought him to the ground. 

They rolled twice. Eddie wound up on top, wearing a triumphant grin as he brought a 

fist down. But Aidan’s head wasn’t where he’d anticipated and his knuckles crunched the 

mat instead. The force of his strike threw him off balance just enough for Aidan to heave 

him away and gain his footing. Before Eddie could get up, a boot slammed into his side. 

Gasping, the bigger man crab-crawled away and tried to rise. Aidan kept relentlessly 

in step. Another kick sent Eddie sprawling flat, and Aidan stomped across his back to light 

on his opposite side. 

With the next blow, Eddie flipped over, got up fast, and when Aidan came at him, 

caught the side of his head with a fierce roundhouse. Aidan bent but didn’t break stride, 

almost instantly connecting with a punch of his own. Both men stepped back to shake off 

the effects of the other’s strike. 

Aidan flexed a hand and grinned. “You got a hard head,” he said. “There anything in 

it—or is your thick skull the only thing you got goin’?” 

The answer was a wordless snarl as Eddie rushed him. With a shrug, Aidan drew 

aside and tripped him. “Guess so,” he said in mock sympathy as the other fighter found the 

mat again. “Too bad for you, ese. Better luck next time.” 

Eddie groaned, a sound cut short by another well placed kick. The crowd muttered 

disapproval. Aidan obliged their lust for action by standing back to allow his opponent a 



chance to get up. “Come on, big guy,” he said. “You’re boring the shit out of ’em. Do 

something, will ya?” 

“Shut up and fight, punk.” 

“Whatever you say.” 

Smirking, Aidan jerked forward with a fist forming at his side. When Eddie 

responded, he changed direction in mid-lunge and ducked under a wild swing. He came up 

knuckles first and plowed them into his opponent’s unprotected jaw. 

First blood. The mob loosed a collective cry. Then the real fight began. 

Blows flew fast and furious within the ropes. Adrenalin fueled punch after punch as 

both men shed sweat and blood to prove themselves. The one who would remain standing 

wasn’t necessarily stronger—just too stubborn to go down first. 

This time Aidan’s obstinacy held out. 

Accompanied by a satisfied roar from the spectators, the Prometheus fighter 

weathered a vicious gut jab without flinching. As Eddie sagged from the expended effort, 

Aidan clocked him square in the face, and followed up with a knee. 

His breath leaving in a gasp, Eddie dropped and stayed there. 

The crowd took up the announcer’s twenty-count. 

From the sidelines, Diego grinned and offered a thumbs-up. Aidan had the muscle, no 

doubt about that. Just like all his fighters, the man was in top physical condition. But Aidan 

also had the balls to back it, and the brains to put things together. He was perfect lieutenant 

material. 

Only one problem remained. He had to keep House Phoenix from killing Aidan too. 

 



 

Chapter 4 

 

The second match of the night ended when Teevo fell to Apollo of House Ulysses. 

When the final count reached twenty, Angel slipped into the ring and helped the semi-

conscious fighter to their table. 

As the young House leader maneuvered Teevo into a chair, the pensive Japanese man 

seated between Jenner and the woman looked on with concern. “How is he?” 

Angel smirked at him. “He lost. How do you think he is?” 

Shiro Kuroda, known in the ring as Akuma, returned his friend’s smug expression. “I 

would not know. I do not lose.” 

“Yeah, right,” Angel retorted. “Except to me.” 

“Oh, for God’s sake.” Umekai, the newest member of House Phoenix, favored Shiro 

with a reproachful look. “Do you two have to turn this into a big dick contest? Remember 

Teevo—the guy who just got his ass kicked?” 

Teevo stirred and groaned. One eye opened and he muttered, “...’m I dead?” 

“Nah, man,” Angel said. “You’re still kicking.” 

“Goo’.” With that, the eye closed and Teevo slipped out again. 

Angel shook his head and settled into the chair next to Teevo. “Well, Shiro,” he said. “I 

hope you’re as good as you think you are, or I’ll be losing money tonight.” He glanced across 

the arena and caught sight of Diego Mendez through the crowd, who stopped glaring long 

enough to offer a mocking thumbs-up. “What a prick,” Angel murmured. “Hey, Jenner. Do 

you think he’s going to start trouble?” 

Jenner didn’t even turn to see who he was talking about. “No. He is still trying to 

determine how to maneuver around his promise. Mendez believes himself a man of his 

word.” 



“Yeah, right. What was it he said? ‘We don’t mess with him, he doesn’t mess with us.’” 

Angel looked again in the direction of the demented drug lord. “So all we have to do is stay 

away from him. Shouldn’t be too hard.” 

“Do not believe it will be that simple.” Though Jenner’s placid expression didn’t 

change, a note of disgust edged his voice. “Mendez will not simply wait to be approached. 

He will likely attempt to goad one of us into a loss of control.” As he spoke, Jenner looked 

hard at Angel, and Shiro became quietly abashed. His meaning was clear: both of the 

younger men had difficulty controlling their respective rage. 

“Don’t look at me,” Angel said. “No way I’m going to fall for his head games.” 

“We shall see.” 

“See what?” 

The voice didn’t belong to anyone at the table. Angel turned to find Mendez himself 

walking toward them with his gaze on Umekai. He leered at her, then turned to Angel and 

said, “I’m impressed. Didn’t think you’d go in for the flesh market, ese. She your only one so 

far?” 

“Shiro, iikagen ni shite.” 

When Jenner spoke the command, the enraged fighter was already halfway out of his 

seat. Shiro lowered himself back with visible effort. Umekai flushed and looked away, and 

Mendez laughed. 

“How much you got her charging—or you just taking her for a test drive tonight?” 

“She’s our guest,” Angel said through clenched teeth. “Now fuck off.” 

“Sure she is.” Still grinning, Mendez winked at Umekai, eliciting a growl from Shiro. 

“Well, I’d wish you luck tonight, but that’d make me a liar. So I’ll just say break a leg. 

Preferably two. Later, putas.” He turned and melded with the crowd. 

When he was gone, Angel cleared his throat deliberately. “See?” he said. “We can 

handle him, no problem.” 

Jenner seemed about to add something else, but stopped himself as his gaze moved 



just beyond Angel. At once his demeanor grew colder than usual. “Good evening, Doctor.” 

Blinking, Angel twisted in his seat, and then flashed a broad grin at the brown-haired, 

bearded man in the flannel shirt behind him. “Doc! What are you doing here?” He stood and 

offered a hand, trying to ignore Jenner’s displeasure. “You never come to the fights.” 

“Yeah, well, I had a feeling I might be needed tonight.” Seth Stephens—Doc to just 

about everyone—gripped the proffered hand. “Good to see you, Gabe...I mean Angel. Damn. 

I’m sorry.” 

“Don’t worry about it.” Angel’s smile faltered just a bit before he forced aside the 

unpleasant memories. Once, when he and Doc first met, he had been Gabriel Morgan. But 

that person no longer existed. “So how’s that slippery son-of-a-bitch Slade treating you?” 

Doc shrugged and looked away. Serving as private physician to Marcus Slade and 

House Ulysses wasn’t an ideal career move—but like Angel, he’d had no choice. “Same shit, 

different day,” he muttered. “You know how it is. But I came over to check on your pal 

here.” He motioned to the still-unconscious Teevo, who slumped in the chair with his 

dreadlocks obscuring his bruised face. “Unless you’ve gotten around to bringing in a doctor 

of your own?” 

“You know I haven’t,” Angel said with a laugh. “Thanks, Doc. He’s all yours.” 

“Great.” Doc sighed and circled the table to check Teevo’s respiration and pulse. As he 

timed the beats off his wristwatch, he spoke to Angel’s partner. “And how’s Angel treating 

you, Jenner? Better than your last keeper?” 

Jenner’s snort of disdain was his only reply.  

Doc chuckled under his breath at the older man. “Still a master of subtlety, I see. Well, 

don’t worry,” he added as he sidestepped from Teevo’s limp form. “Angel won’t screw you 

over. He’s a good man—despite your best efforts to change that.” 

Angel shot a wary glance at Jenner, but the man surprised them all by offering a 

respectful nod. “It is true that Slade’s greatest success in the ring was my most glaring 

failure as a lieutenant,” he said. “But I have not yet admitted defeat. Perhaps I will purge 

this crippling morality from the boy yet.” 



An awkward silence hung over the table. Doc fished in his pocket for a cigarette and 

lit up, then exhaled with a smile. “Well, he’s already done wonders for your sense of humor, 

Jenner. You aren’t half the uptight prick I remember. See you around sometime.” He turned 

and clapped Angel on the shoulder. “Take care of him, Angel. He needs you more than your 

sister ever did.” He began to drift toward the crowd. 

Umekai glanced at the slumped fighter across from her and called after Doc, “Hey, 

what about him? I thought you came over to fix Teevo up.” 

Doc laughed and gestured at the table. “I left him some good shit to ease the pain. 

Angel introduced me to it. You’d be surprised how well it works.” With that, he melded into 

the mob. 

Umekai stopped abruptly when she noticed a small white foil packet on the table. 

“What the hell—” She frowned and turned the packet over to read Tylenol Extra Strength. 

“Is this a joke?” 

Angel glanced at her and smiled. “No joke, Umekai. See if you can find something to 

drink that’s not booze around here, and let’s get these into Teevo.” 

With a puzzled shrug, Umekai nodded and headed for the makeshift bar. Once she 

was gone, Shiro turned to his sempai. “Are you all right? What did the doctor mean?” 

Jenner’s gray eyes focused as he flashed Shiro a thin smile. “I hope this has been a 

useful lesson to the two of you. As you can see, with the proper restraint, it is possible to be 

civil even to those you despise.” 

“Yeah, we get the point,” Angel said with the hint of a grin. “But face it, Jenner, you’ve 

had way more practice than us. You hate everybody.” 

“Precisely. Maintaining the same viewpoint toward all social interaction complicates 

matters far less than these ridiculous entanglements you call relationships.” 

Both Angel and Shiro gaped at him. After a moment, Angel burst out laughing. “I think 

he just made a joke!” 

Jenner sighed, but the ghost of a smirk traced the corners of his mouth. Angel laughed 

even harder. 





 

Chapter 5 

 

House Prometheus was a mere eight blocks from Diego’s arena, near the edge of the 

warehouse district. When the action ended at the fights, the House was just getting warmed 

up. 

Diego arrived at the hotel after settling his bets for the night to a lobby packed with 

bodies, smoke, and music. The thump of a bass beat vibrated the dimly lit room, vying for 

attention with the raucous chatter of conversation. He stood in the doorway for a moment 

and lifted a hand in dismissive greeting when someone called out to him above the din. 

Whoever it was could wait—he had a lieutenant to promote. At last he spotted Aidan 

seated on one of the worn couches, holding a condensation-dappled can of beer against a 

spreading bruise on his temple. 

Making his way through the crush, he stopped in front of the battered fighter and 

grinned. “Got a sec, ’mano?” 

“For you, I got two seconds.” Offering a weary smile, Aidan lowered the beer and 

popped it open as he stood. The blond girl beside him watched with a pout, and he glanced 

over his shoulder at her. “Don’t worry, Annie,” he said. “Go keep yourself busy and I’ll find 

you later. Just save some for me, a’right?” 

“You got it, baby.” 

Aidan winked at her, then faced him. “What’s up, boss?” 

“C’mon, we’ll go in my office. Sweet match tonight, by the way,” he told him. 

“Thanks, man. Those big ones get tricky sometimes.” 

With Aidan close behind, he started back for the entrance. Outside the lobby, they 

entered the nondescript door at the end of the hall beyond the stairs. He never bothered 

locking it. There wasn’t much to steal—at least, not in plain sight. The room contained a 

ponderous time-scarred desk along the far wall, with a single wooden chair behind it. The 



only item on its surface was a slim silver notebook computer. A few mismatched folding 

chairs and an ancient water cooler, remnants of the hotel’s operative days, comprised the 

remainder of the furnishings. 

There was another door set in the back wall to the right of the desk. This one, he kept 

locked. 

“Have a seat.” He gestured toward the scattered chairs as he circled the desk. When 

they were both settled, he leaned forward and raised an eyebrow. “You know why I wanted 

to talk to you?” 

“Not really,” Aidan replied. “What’s up?” 

“All right. Here’s the deal.” He drew his features into somber lines. “I need a 

lieutenant, and I want to bump you up. But…” Anger sizzled through him. “Those pendejos 

that call themselves House Phoenix have a tendency to ice whoever I promote. The risk is 

more than I’m willing to dish out—so I’m leaving it up to you. If you want the spot, it’s 

yours. If not, I won’t hold it against you.” 

Aidan stared at him without smiling. He finished off his beer in one swallow, then 

crumpled the can in his hand. “They try it with me,” he said, “they’re gonna find out the real 

meaning of ‘risk.’” 

He grinned. “That’s exactly what I was hoping to hear.” Standing, he said, “C’mon, 

mijo. Let me give you a little tour.” 

While Aidan followed, he extracted a ring of keys from his pocket and moved in front 

of the door beside the desk. “Think I’ve got a spare key in here with the stuff I took out of 

Razor’s room. You’ll need to get in here sometimes.” He grimaced at the memory of the 

assassin he’d taken on as lieutenant after Nails’s demise. Razor managed to meet his Maker 

at the hands of Akuma, though he still wasn’t sure how—and he sure as hell wasn’t going to 

ask the Jap about it. He separated the correct key and jammed it into the lock, then opened 

the door onto a wall bearing an assortment of framed photographs. 

He’d forgotten about the pictures. 

Hoping Aidan wouldn’t ask too many questions, he beckoned his new lieutenant 



inside and closed the door behind them. 

Aidan gave a low whistle. “Who’s the babe?” 

 Damn. Without turning around, he replied, “I’ll tell you about it some time, just...not 

right now, okay?” Aidan meant the one of himself, nine years younger, with one arm draped 

around a breathtaking Hispanic woman cradling a red-faced bundle of newborn baby. 

Serafina and Rafael. His wife and son. 

“No problem, man. It’s your business,” Aidan said. 

“Yeah. Right.” Ignoring the bands of pain that circled his heart when he thought of 

home, he turned left, down a short hallway that opened into a storage room. Aidan would 

be only the fifth person to set foot inside it. There had been one lieutenant before Nails. 

He’d caught the bastard siphoning off funds on top of the generous cut he was already 

getting, and had unfortunately been obliged to dispatch with the man himself. 

Next to cowards, thieves were the second highest on his list of sinners. 

“Look around, get acquainted with the place,” he said. “Let me just find that key for 

you.” While Aidan drifted into the room, he left him and headed toward the back where a 

set of shelves built into the wall held several plastic shoe boxes. He passed his wall safe on 

the way, glancing as usual at the display that read ARMED, and the time: quarter after two 

in the morning. Too late to call Sera and ease some of the heartache. 

He scanned the see-through containers until he found the one holding the jumble of 

papers, plastic lighters, and sunglasses he’d gleaned from Razor’s room. There had also 

been two knives in a drawer beside the deceased lieutenant’s bed, a switchblade and an 

elaborate butterfly. Those he kept for himself. 

He took the box down, snapped off the lid and rifled through its contents, moving 

aside papers with barely a glance at them until he located the ringless brass key. Holding it 

in one hand, he started to slide the top back in place. A scrawl of lettering caught his eye, 

JEN, visible beneath the overlap of the sheet above it. He snatched at the paper. 

 JENNER The Gendarmes room number ?? FIND OUT  



The single line huddled among several blocks of notes about Akuma—who Razor had 

referred to as Shiro—and about the island that housed Pandora. It was as though the 

information on Jenner held only fleeting importance, not worth pursuing or even 

mentioning. 

 The Gendarmes. He knew of the place, though his girls couldn’t touch it. Marcus Slade 

controlled the hooker action in uptown Manhattan. The Gendarmes was a posh, exclusive 

hotel on Fifth, catering to dignitaries, celebrities, and anyone else with money who valued 

privacy. The perfect hole for a rat like Jenner. 

Still smiling, he stuffed the paper in his pocket and returned the box to the shelf, 

holding the key in one hand. For now, he had to concentrate on initiating his new 

lieutenant. But the freak’s time was running out fast. 

He had the method. Now he just needed the means. 

* * * * 

Angel frowned at the clock beside the couch. Four in the morning was past the point 

of no return—he wouldn’t get any sleep tonight. Even if he somehow managed to doze off, 

the contractors would start in over his head at eight sharp and wake him anyway. 

Heaving a sigh, he sat up in the dark and tossed a glare in the general direction of 

what used to be his bedroom, where Shiro and Umekai now slept. Eventually Teevo would 

move in too, when the contractors finished adding on the third floor. They’d estimated 

winding up some time next month. 

It couldn’t come soon enough. 

He trudged to the bathroom, more out of habit than need, then emerged and started 

for the stairs leading down to the main floor of the gym. Halfway there he changed his mind 

and walked back through the efficiency kitchen, grabbing a bent pack of cigarettes from the 

counter on his way to the roof. 

A cold and starless pre-dawn lit by the relentless glow of Manhattan greeted him 

when he emerged. He wove his way among skeletal framework draped in plastic sheeting, 

the ghosts of rooms to come, arms crossed over his bare chest to ward off the chill of 



October slicing the air. When he reached the street side of the building, he perched on the 

ledge and lit up with a deep pull. 

Below, an intermittent stream of cars slogged the street. The few people occupying 

the sidewalks moved with purpose, as though they had somewhere important to be at this 

ungodly hour. He watched the activity for a few minutes, unconsciously alert for anyone 

associated with Mendez. Ever since the drug lord had sent one of his thugs to attempt a 

drive-by execution that managed to wreck the gym and sink a bullet in his leg, his 

awareness of just how dangerous the organization really was remained in the forefront. He 

wouldn’t take chances with the lives of his friends—though sometimes, his own didn’t 

matter all that much. 

The now familiar sounds of the city made it too easy to think. Running into Doc again 

had been both blessing and curse. They were close once, but the bond between them was 

forged by pain and disgrace. Even now he could feel the shape of the black wings tattooed 

on his back that gave him his ring persona—markings he’d never sought, bestowing a name 

he’d never wanted. Marcus Slade, the man who’d ordered his capture and transformation 

from Gabriel to Angel, still managed to maintain a stranglehold on Doc’s life. 

But the hand that had wielded the needle, and the acerbic tongue responsible for 

breaking and reforming his mind, belonged to the man he now called partner: Jenner. 

The twisted psychiatrist had been acting under orders, and in some deranged way 

actually believed he had his best interests at heart. After all, the darkness was already 

there, instilled by years of beatings and humiliation at his father’s hands—and Jenner had 

only uncovered his true potential. At least, that was what his partner thought. But Angel 

couldn’t bring himself to believe he’d lived his entire life in a shell of self-delusion. Some 

part of him remained pure. 

Didn’t it? 

He closed his eyes and ran a hand through his shaggy dark hair. He brought the 

smoldering cigarette to his lips, inhaling as he let the sensations of the city wash over him. 

What’s in the ring, stays in the ring. Until the ring followed him home and shook him awake 

at night to remind him that he still didn’t know where he belonged. 



Above the humming rush of tires traversing pavement came a rustle of plastic, too 

distinct for the wind to have caused. 

Someone else was up here. 

Immediately he dropped and crushed the burning butt to extinguish its telltale glow, 

then crouched alongside the slight rise of the ledge and peered into the darkness before 

him. After a moment, a figure coalesced from the gloom, growing more defined as it neared 

his position. He tensed to strike, and when he recognized the approaching silhouette as 

Shiro, allowed his muscles to slacken. 

“Jesus Christ,” he called across the roof, reaching for a fresh smoke. “Thanks for the 

heart attack.” 

“I might express the same sentiment,” Shiro returned as he came to stand before him. 

“What is troubling you, mikata?” 

“Oh, you know,” he muttered as he resumed his seat. “Same shit, different day.” 

Shiro’s brow knitted. “You are concerned about the new bathrooms?” 

“No, I mean there’s nothing new bothering me,” he said after a scant pause. He often 

forgot Shiro’s tendency to misinterpret American slang. The man had lived on what was 

basically a transplanted slice of Japan up until a few months ago, when he’d severed his ties 

to Tomi Harada and joined House Phoenix. Shiro still had a lot to learn about the dark side 

of New York City. 

Then again, so did he. 

“It’s just this mess with Mendez,” he said at last. “I keep wondering when he’s going to 

try something else—and thinking maybe he won’t screw it up next time.” 

“I see.” His features deliberately blank, Shiro sat beside him and turned to stare down 

at the street. “Did you consider that it may be enough for Mendez to know you fear him?” 

He narrowed his eyes. “I’m not afraid of him.” 

“Then why did you react so defensively when you heard someone approaching?” 

“I—” He snapped his mouth closed before he could say something he’d regret. 



Regardless of the way he felt—and deep down he probably did harbor some form of fear—

he knew Mendez delighted in his deadly reputation. Forcing him to jump at shadows would 

score high in his ego book. 

And of course, Shiro would peg that particular insight. After serving as Jenner’s 

apprentice in psychology for eight years, he must have picked up some of the man’s 

preternatural ability for analysis. 

“Perhaps,” Shiro said slowly, “rather than waiting for Mendez to instigate another 

confrontation, we should attempt to encourage his rancor.” 

With the cigarette halfway to his mouth, Angel directed a look at his friend. “You 

mean, start something with him?” 

A languid smile crossed Shiro’s face. “Precisely. We will trigger events prematurely, 

and Mendez will be off guard. Then we can meet the challenge with a measure of honor and 

increase our chances of emerging victorious.” 

“Well, I have to admit I’m surprised.” He drew a concerned breath. “Instigation isn’t 

your style, Shiro.” 

Shiro’s features betrayed no emotion. “Sometimes inaction proves a greater error 

than risk.” 

He stared at him, trying to figure out what he was getting at. Then he recalled the way 

Mendez reacted to Umekai’s presence at the fight. Shiro was trying to protect her. 

The poor bastard was in love. 

Despite his attempt to repress it, a smile arranged itself on his lips. Maybe Jenner’s 

analytical finesse was rubbing off on him, too. “All right, then,” he said, as much from his 

own desire to end the conflict as to soothe Shiro’s worries. “I’m game. What did you have in 

mind?” 

Grinning, Shiro told him. 
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