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  Cody Davenport always knew he was different. At three, he could outrun older kids ... and adults ... and racehorses ... and cars.


  At ten, he tossed a baseball so hard it punched through the brick wall at the front of Mr. and Mrs. Kaplan's house. It also punched through two inner walls, a refrigerator, and the back wall of the house. His father found the ball buried in the trunk of a tree, three streets over.


  At twelve, he picked up a car and threw it across a football field as easily as his best friend Rupert hurled water balloons. He was furious because a group of older boys had thought it would be fun to give him a wedgie. The boys had thought they could get away from Cody in their car. Instead, they found themselves stuck in the roof of the school, car and all.


  It was no surprise to Cody's parents that he was born superhuman. They were just regular folk themselves, but they knew they each carried genes from superhuman ancestors. Cody's particular mutation affected his muscles, causing them to grow incredibly dense, giving him spectacular strength, speed, endurance, agility, and a hide that was near invulnerable. By the time he reached twelve — despite the fact that he had never done so much as a pushup — his little body was as ripped as that of a seasoned boxer.


  As he grew older, Cody was careful to conceal what he could do. The incidents with the baseball and the car had cost his parents a lot of money. There were plenty of openly super-powered people operating across the globe. Some fought in the military against their country's enemies. Others joined the police force. Still others went the vigilante route, assuming colorful aliases and wearing masks to shield their true identities when they used their abilities to right wrongs and protect the weak. There were those who just went about their lives, trying to pretend they were no different from ordinary men and women.


  And, of course, there were also super-humans who went criminal. In Texas and northern Mexico, the Mexican drug cartels were quickly taken over by the merciless, steel-fingered Iron Hand, while the shadowy, flame-breathing Red Raven operated an international smuggling ring out of cities in Florida, Alabama and Georgia. Both slowly spread their operations northward.


  Cody saw what celebrity had done for those who were open about their powers and their identities. They got stalked by disturbed people who harbored weird sexual fantasies, or who were driven by religion-fueled hatred of abilities considered demonic. They got sued or arrested when they accidentally demolished a building or hurt innocent bystanders taking down some equally powerful bad guy. (One of the reasons that super-people joined the military or the police was to get government immunity for their actions on behalf of their fellow man.) Cody knew he could not stand by and watch while law-abiding citizens were robbed, kidnapped, or otherwise victimized. Not when he had the power to help them. But he also did not want his face plastered on the pages of newspapers or flashed across television screens. He did not want warrants and subpoenas shoved in his hands. He especially did not want his parents sued or targeted for retaliation. At fifteen, he pulled on a hooded black mask and a skintight blue uniform with attached black gloves and boots. With his parents' blessing, he went out to kick lawbreaker butt. This vigilante never gave his name, but the press — inspired by his blue uniform, incredible speed and vast strength — dubbed him Blue Diesel.


  It was also at fifteen that Cody came to recognize another way he differed: he was gay. He had realized when he was eleven that he wanted to kiss other boys, but it was something that he thought would go away as he got older. Instead, the desires deepened and grew stronger. He went through a period when he was fourteen where, every other month, he developed a crush on a different buddy. His wishes were always the same. He wanted to sit in their laps, press his face into their necks and have their arms wrap lovingly around him. He actually managed to kiss a couple of them, but they became uncomfortable and pulled away when he tried to take things further.


  He was not ashamed of his homosexuality, any more than he was ashamed of the great power his body gave him. His parents taught him that sexuality was something that had to be managed as responsibly, as carefully, as super strength. He didn't want to force sex on another boy, or cause embarrassment or anxiety to anyone. He just wanted a boyfriend.


  There were a couple of openly gay guys at his high school. Cody tried hitting on each of them in turn. The first, Bobby Janes — a seventeen-year-old senior who favored old baggy jeans and still wore the class ring of his ex-boyfriend on a chain around his neck — was intimidated by Cody's physique. "Dudes built like you don't want skinny dudes like me," Bobby said, his eyes flaring with suspicion.


  "But ... I do want you," Cody protested. "I mean, I'd like to get to know you. Come on, give me a chance." Bobby was rangy, and his face had a rugged appeal. Cody could already imagine those long arms cuddling him from behind.


  Bobby wouldn't buy it. He kept looking around anxiously, as if he expected a hidden camera crew to pop out suddenly. "Nah. I'm not gettin' played. No way. See ya."


  The second guy was Eric Watson. He was also seventeen, but he was much shorter than Bobby. His body was so thick he looked like a walking tree stump. He hung out with a group of girls who spent their lunch period making loud, rude comments about the various body parts of passing boys. Eric was also flustered upon being approached by Cody. "How is it that you even know I'm alive?" He readily accepted, however, when Cody asked him out.


  That Saturday afternoon, they went to the Harvey Milk Community Center, which hosted a dance for gay and lesbian high school kids every weekend. The center was housed in an old movie theater just east of downtown Memphis. Cleared of rows of dirty, upholstered seats, the auditorium was now a meeting room/social hall. Stained glass windows had been installed along the outer walls, depicting proud, hand-holding gays and lesbians. At the back, where once there was a movie screen, a podium stood on a tiered dais. For the dance, the podium had been converted into a deejay booth.


  Off to one side of that booth, Cody and Eric stood together against the wall, safely away from the mass of teens gyrating in the middle of the polished, yellow-pine floor. Cody was shy and Eric tended to do most of the talking, but the date went fairly well. That is, until the thumping House music gave way to a sweet, slow ballad and Cody, swept up in the soaring lyrics about an unending love, turned around and dipped his butt at Eric's crotch.


  "Sorry, honey," Eric said as he backed away. "Looks like we're barking up the same tree here. This ain't gonna work. See ya."


  Cody was six feet tall, blond, blue-eyed and built like an underwear model. He looked as straight as any jock on the football team, and girls came on to him all the time. If girls found him desirable, surely there was a gay guy out there, somewhere, who wanted him. He decided that he just had to bide his time.


  Three years passed before that guy surfaced. Cody was eighteen, his high school graduation only two months away. He was excited about going off to college, and he spent almost every Saturday visiting university campuses. He also felt good about his crime-fighting career. In those three years, Blue Diesel stopped seventeen bank robberies, carried eight car loads of people to safety when a highway overpass collapsed into a gully, broke up a brutal street gang, saved an elderly couple whose runaway minivan plunged into a lake, and defeated the super baddies Iron Hand, Red Raven and Mr. Magic. He was proud that Blue Diesel had been awarded three commendations from the governor (although he hadn't shown up to collect them) and even prouder that Blue Diesel had not gotten a single bit of bad press.


  It was on a Saturday morning trip to Vanderbilt University that Cody met Samuel Rowe. Sam was a sophomore majoring in business administration, and he worked part-time as a tour guide for the school. Cody was one of nineteen prospective students that morning, and Sam couldn't keep his eyes off him. The attention was so exciting that Cody almost couldn't breathe. His shyness had him turning away every time Sam made eye contact, but he always did so with an inviting smile.


  Sam obviously worked out, and in his Vanderbilt sweatsuit and big white sneakers, he came across as a jock. When the tour was done, the questions answered and the university literature passed out, Sam wished his teenaged charges well and dismissed them. Cody hung back so that he was the last of the group to leave. He planned to turn back with a final question. Just as he reached the door, however, Sam said sharply, "Hey, you."


  Cody stopped. His heart was pounding so hard he was sure Sam could hear it.


  "What's your name?"


  "Cody."


  "Well, Cody. Come over here."


  Cody turned and went back into the empty classroom where Sam had begun and ended the tour. Sam was leaning against the podium at the front of the room, his left arm draped over the top for support. He had a round face framed by short, tousled brown hair that was still damp from his morning shower. His smile was casual. "So, where are you from?"


  "Memphis." Cody stopped about five feet from the big, hunky guy. He could already feel the blood rushing to his groin, and he didn't dare get any closer.


  "That means you'll definitely be needing a place to stay here," said Sam. "Why don't I give you a closer look at one of the dorms? I can show you my room."


  Cody couldn't believe what he was hearing. "Your room?"


  "Let's go."
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  The room was fairly big. There was a twin bed that hadn't been made up, a flat screen television perched atop a book shelf, and a compact fridge tucked in a corner. Cody didn't have a chance to take in any other details about the place. He was wearing jeans that weren't tight but still hugged the contours of his butt nicely, and even as Sam closed the door behind them, Cody sensed the man's free hand on his ass.


  "Cody, Cody, Cody, you are fucking hot!" Sam slid his other arm around Cody's chest, pressing in close behind him.


  That was all it took. Cody closed his eyes, his cock springing to full attention and bulging in the tight, cotton fabric of his briefs. He had dreamed for years of being taken forcefully by an older, taller, bigger man. Sam had the height but not the bulk, and he was only two years older, but he definitely met the one criteria that mattered most: he wanted Cody. Cody sent up a silent prayer of thanks and settled back into Sam's arms, ready to be ravished.


  The complications surfaced almost immediately.


  Sam was kneading Cody's ass hard enough to leave bruises on a regular guy, but Cody barely felt it.


  "Wow," Sam marveled. "You must have one hell of a workout routine. Your butt's hard as concrete."


  Damn that super density.


  Cody felt Sam tugging at his shoulders and turned himself around. The excitement in the college jock's brown eyes got Cody even more worked up. Sam grabbed a fistful of Cody's hair, and Cody let his head fall back. The jock leaned in, playfully nipping at the flushing skin below Cody's left ear.


  "Ow, ow," Sam grunted, pulling back. He put a hand to his suddenly aching mouth. "Your neck ... it's like biting a tire or something."


  "Sorry."


  "No, I actually like it. I like how your body feels." Sam's hands roamed vigorously over the blond boy's back. "Your muscles are tight."


  Sam peeled off Cody's sleeveless yellow jersey, admiring the hairless, perfectly shaped torso. He brought his hands up and began to lightly caress the boy's nipples in circular motions. It was an action that sent him into a howling frenzy when guys did it to him, and he peered into Cody's face with heated expectation.


  Cody just stood there, looking off to one side.


  Sam pinched at Cody's nipples. Hard.


  And there was no reaction from Cody.


  Oh, well. Sam slid his hands over the ripples of the boy's stomach and unfastened his jeans. He pushed Cody's pants to the floor, taking a moment to enjoy the sight of the white briefs clinging tightly to the buff boy's hips — and the pulsing cock straining beneath that thin white cloth.


  "Well, well, what have we here?" Sam crooned with a crooked, relieved smile. "I guess you felt something after all."


  Cody had thought the mechanics of having sex would come naturally to him. He felt that he was somehow disappointing Sam here, and he had no clue as to what he could do to make things better. Another apology rose on his lips, but he looked down at his feet instead and said nothing.


  Sam slipped his hand into Cody's briefs and released his cock, which bobbed in the air like a pet happy to see its master. He wrapped his hand around the ruddy piece and began to stroke it passionately.


  Cody frowned, confused. He had jacked off countless times since he was eleven, and he knew a hand on his cock was a highly pleasurable thing. Sam was stroking him perfectly but, oddly enough, he felt ... nothing. Sam's hand was big and it looked strong, but to Cody it was like having a slip of cloth wrapped around his dick.


  "Come on, let's take this all the way." Sam abruptly and quickly stripped off his own clothes. Cody liked the patch of dark brown hair that spread across the jock's chest, the trail of hair that ran down his abdomen to his thickly-fuzzed crotch. He liked even more the big dick that waved just inches from his own. His instincts finally took over. He dropped to his knees. With his nose, he nuzzled the dark head of Sam's cock as it peeked through its sheathe of foreskin.


  "Yeah, boy," Sam whispered.


  Cody opened his mouth and let Sam push himself in. He was shocked at the salty taste of it, of the satiny feel against his tongue and lips. The clean, soapy smell of Sam's crotch hit his nose, heightening the tingles of pleasure that rippled down to his own groin. His cheeks dimpled as he gently sucked in.


  "OUCH!" Sam snatched his cock out of Cody's mouth.


  "What happened?" Cody asked, startled. "What did I do?"


  "Don't suck so hard, man," Sam said. He looked with concern down at his member, which had begun to sag just a bit but otherwise seemed unharmed. "Jeez. It felt like you were trying to yank my dick off."


  "Sorry."


  Sam managed a grin. "It's okay. I'll say one thing for you, that's some talented mouth you got there." He took Cody's arm. "Come on, get up."


  Cody stood, stepping out of his sneakers, jeans and briefs, and Sam guided him to the bed.Naked, Sam sat down, nudged Cody into turning around, and began kissing softly along the cleft of the younger guy's butt. The touch of Sam's lips hardly registered, but just the idea of what he was doing, along with the tiny, smacking sounds of the kisses, made Cody's head spin with excitement.


  Sam groaned, his own excitement fully restored. "I'm gonna fuck you, Cody."


  Cody trembled at the way he said it. "Okay ..." he murmured breathlessly, a declamation of gratitude to the cosmos for at long last delivering a man to ream him. He turned to Sam, head down, arms at his sides, and waited.


  Sam slipped his hand under the mattress and came up with condoms and a small packet of lube. Cody found himself admiring the jock's commitment to safer sex, though it was something with which he need not ever concern himself. He had not been sick even once in his entire eighteen years and, according to his pediatrician, never would be. His immune system was so supercharged that it instantly neutralized any pathogen that entered his system.


  Sam stared at the blond guy's sculptured body, all but salivating. His movements seemed, to Cody, so practiced, so self-assured, as he ripped the foil off the condom and rolled it onto his rigid cock. His eyes traveled slowly up Cody's chest to the blushing face. He frowned. "Hey, don't be nervous. I won't hurt you."


  "I've ... never done this before."


  Sam gave a randy smile. "Okay, since it's your first ride, I'll let you get on top."


  That confused Cody for a moment, and frightened him even more. He wanted Sam in him, not the other way around. Seconds later, he realized what Sam actually intended as the man lay back on the bed, holding his condom-covered cock straight up like a pole. "Get that lube, put some in your butt, then climb up and sit on this. Take it as slow as you need to."


  Cody twisted the tab off the end of the packet and slathered himself with lube. It felt cold and slick. Then he climbed on the bed and straddled Sam's hips. The bed creaked, sagging ominously. Sam gasped, surprised. "Wow. You're a lot heavier than you look."


  Reaching back, Cody gently took Sam's dick and guided it to his back door. He held his breath. He carefully pressed his ass down.


  "Relax, relax," Sam whispered.


  It took nearly two minutes, but Cody's obstinate little pucker finally gave way, and the head of Sam's dick slid slowly inside him. Together, both guys hissed out a sigh of pleasure. Cody sometimes inserted a finger when he jacked off, but this felt a hell of a lot better than his finger. He closed his eyes, rolling his head back as Sam arched his hips, pushing more of the cock inside.


  "That's it, baby. That's it," Sam snapped. "It's half in. Only one half to go."


  Cody grabbed his own cock, surprised to feel that it had gone soft. He had never felt hotter, had never felt more charged with desire. He loved the feel of Sam in him. Wrapping his fingers into a tube, he began stroking himself. His cock thickened, sending up a spasm of delight that caused his ass cheeks to clench.


  There was a muffled but somehow distinct pop.


  Sam screamed.


  "Oh," Cody said, surprised, thinking the jock had climaxed already.


  Sam tried desperately to shove Cody off him. "Get up! GET UP!"


  Alarmed now, Cody slid off Sam and sat anxiously on the edge of the bed. Sam was slapping the mattress and bleating with pain. His dick was still erect but it looked ... crooked. An angry, dark bruise was already growing in his bent piece.


  Sam looked at his dick, and then looked at Cody. His face blazed with disbelief. "You broke my cock!"
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  Cody was both ashamed and astonished to learn that it was actually possible to break a penis.


  He got dressed, helped Sam into his clothes and drove the wounded jock to the emergency room of Vanderbilt Hospital. The urologist on duty there— a slender man around 40 in a white lab coat and wrinkled khakis— listened to their account of the injury, took one look at Sam's swollen, misshapen plumbing, announced a diagnosis of penile fracture and went on to explain how the injury happens.


  "There are three tubes in the penis, the urethra and two others called the corpora cavernosa. They're all wrapped together by a fibrous sheathe called the tunica albuginea. When a guy gets aroused, the corpora cavernosa fill with blood, the tunica albuginea stretches tightly, and bingo, you've got an erection." The man was very animated, making all manner of demonstrative gestures with his hands as he spoke. "If the penis gets bent sharply while its erect, the tunica albuginea will rupture and voila, you've got a broken penis." The doctor crooked his index finger sharply.


  Cody winced, feeling sympathy aches in his own dick.


  "So how do I get fixed up, Doc?" Sam said, his face twisted with dismay and pain. "I gotta wear a splint?'


  The doctor laughed. "No. We're going to run some tests, but seeing what you've got here, I can pretty much guarantee that you'll be having surgery."


  Although he was no doctor, Cody had to agree. Sam's dick now looked like an abused eggplant.


  "We'll go in, drain the hematoma, repair the tears in the tunica albuginea," the doctor continued. "We'll probably insert a Foley catheter, too, just to allow things down there to heal a bit. You'll be here with us a few days, we'll put you on antibiotics and pain medication. You should be back to your old self in a couple of weeks." The doctor gave Sam's shoulder a reassuring pat and headed off to set his treatment in motion.


  "Sam, I am so sorry I hurt you," Cody said once they were alone. "I didn't mean for this to happen."


  "It's all right, man. I guess it's just as much my fault as it is yours. Sex was my idea, remember."


  That didn't help Cody feel any less guilty. "I've got some money saved up. I can help you pay for this."


  "No way. My parents have a great health insurance plan. Everything's covered." Sam gave a strained grin. "Jesus, man, that's some asshole you've got on you. I've had guys squeeze my cock before with their asses, but you take it to a whole new level. It was like trying to fuck Superman."


  Cody developed a sudden, consuming interest in the wall.


  "Hey, you'd better head for home. You've got a four-hour drive ahead of you."


  "Okay." It didn't seem right to just walk away, but Cody didn't know what else to do. "I'm really sor —"


  "For Christ's sake, stop apologizing." Sam raised his hand for a shake. "If you decide on Vanderbilt, look me up when you get here. I like you. We can hang out. We just won't be having sex again. EVER!" He laughed facetiously.


  Cody forced a smile. "Bye, Sam." He left the emergency room, got into his father's car, picked up I-40 west, and mentally struck Vanderbilt University off his list. He couldn't bear to face Sam again. He also left Nashville with a painful realization. His power made him a danger to any human who lacked super strength. There were other super-strong men in the world, of course, but they were all either married to, or romantically involved with, women. At least as far as he knew.


  For the safety and well-being of innocent gay guys everywhere, he decided that he would never have sex again.


  Sometimes, being superhuman really sucked.
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  "Hey, Cody."


  His nose buried in his Sociology of Deviant Behavior textbook, Cody sat on the stone wall that separated the campus of Southwestern University from the bristling green of Walin Forest. He was waiting for Alma, his botany lab partner, to show. It wasn't Alma calling out to him, however. He looked up and suppressed a gasp.


  His friend, Rupert Grant, looked like hell. A redhead with very fair skin and a faint sprinkling of brown freckles across his nose and cheeks, Rupert at nineteen had grown into a lean, fit, broad-shouldered man. He was generally cheerful by nature, easygoing and playful, which made his appearance now all the more startling. There were dark smudges under his eyes that extended down along the sides of his nose. The sallow skin of his face seemed to sag, as if weighed down by the anxiety it clearly carried. Shoulders hunched, he walked with his hands shoved in his pockets, his steps slow and hesitant. He wouldn't look Cody in the eye.


  "Rupert? Are you okay?"


  Rupert shrugged. He leaned against the wall next to his friend, shivering despite the warm spring afternoon. "Have you got a few minutes? Can we talk?"


  "Yeah, sure." Cody closed the textbook and put it aside. He realized it had been four days since he had last seen Rupert. They had been best friends since they were six, and although they were both attending the same college, they didn't spend much time with each other now. Their studies kept them on opposite sides of the campus — Rupert in the Liberal Arts complex, Cody in the Engineering complex. And when he wasn't in class, Cody was either studying, working his part-time job at his father's downtown coffee shop, or patrolling the streets as Blue Diesel. "You look ..."


  "Like shit. Yeah, I know." Rupert took a deep breath, steeling himself. "This is going to sound crazy, but promise you'll hear me out. Okay?"


  Cody nodded. True friend that he was, straight, no-powers Rupert hadn't run for the hills when Cody revealed that he was a gay superhuman. That had been four years ago, and it was heavy stuff for a fifteen-year-old to deal with. Rupert never flinched. He was always there when Cody needed to vent his frustrations and anxieties. Cody certainly wanted to provide the same tolerance and support in return.


  "The other night ... Saturday night ..." Rupert clamped a hand over his eyes, as if trying to blot out a sudden, ugly vision. "... I think I was raped."


  "What? Rupert —"


  "Just listen," Rupert said, cutting him off. He took his hand from his face and stared straight ahead. "There was a rush party Saturday at the Alpha Tau fraternity house. I didn't have anything else going on, so I thought I'd check it out. I got there about eleven, and things were already in full swing. Lots of people, lots of food, music pumping, guys chug-a-lugging, pairing off with girls. You know how it is."


  Cody had never been to a party. He said nothing, wanting to find out who had hurt his friend.


  "You know I'm not into drinking," Rupert went on. "I swear, I didn't touch a drop of alcohol the whole time I was there. I was having a good time just hanging out, talking, joking around with different guys. And then this girl came in. She was amazing." His eyes lit up and became distant as the memory surfaced again in his mind. "She was taller than me, at least six feet. Her skin was polished like copper. She looked like a Native American, but she had thick black dreadlocks, like someone from ... I don't know, the Caribbean or somewhere. God, she was the most beautiful woman I've ever seen, with this incredibly tight body. The way she moved was like music, like flutes."


  "Flutes?"


  "Yeah. You know how flutes sound — sweet, light, alive. That was her. Guys were following her around that frat house like she was the answer to everything, and I was right there with them. She was so far out of my league, man, I knew I didn't have a chance with her, but it was enough just to be there in her music, you know. She took us out on the lawn and danced around with all of us, and from that dancing she picked who she wanted. She picked me, Cody. Out of all those guys, she picked me."


  "Picked you for what?"


  "What do you think? She took me upstairs to this room, got me out of my clothes. Just her touching me almost drove me crazy, man. I was so hard I was afraid I'd go off like a pistol before we could even get in the bed. And once she was out of her clothes and we were on the bed, she pulled me on top of her. Her skin was so hot, blistering hot. The flutes were playing like crazy in my head. And when I came, it was like blasting off into space. My eyes rolled back in my head, my toes curled, my teeth clenched, the whole nine yards. Believe me when I say it was the best sex I ever had."


  "Okay," Cody said carefully. "But Rupert, that doesn't sound like rape."


  "I'm coming to that," Rupert snapped. "I'm laying there on top of her, my face buried in her hair, and I'm so weak for her, so in love with her, that I want to cry. And then she says, 'My turn!' But ... her voice ... it was still musical, but it was so deep, nothing like the girly sound it had before. She grabbed my face with her hands. Her hands were strong. And she pushed my head up, I looked into her face ..."


  A violent shiver ran down Rupert's body. Cody started to reach out and put a hand on his shoulder to comfort him, but then Cody froze. Some instinct told him it was the wrong thing to do at the moment.


  "It was a man's face, Cody. Handsome — hell, it was fucking beautiful, but it was a man's face. Same copper skin, same dreadlocks, same everything, just all man. I suddenly felt this big knot shoved up against my stomach. The dude rolled over on top of me, and I looked down and he had the biggest fucking cock. That thing was huge, a monster. It made me ashamed of my own dick. I started laughing. I thought it was a joke. There was no way that sweet, gorgeous woman, who'd just given me the ride of my life, could have something like that attached to her. The next thing I know, she turns me face down and starts pressing that thing into my..." He finally turned his face to Cody, and his eyes sparkled with gathering tears. "This is the really weird part, man. I'm not gay. I've never even had the slightest curiosity about what it would be like to sex it up with another guy. But some part of me was so wrapped up in her music that I ... wanted that big thing inside me. I yelled at her to do it, then yelled at her to stop. I was so out of it. I was so weak, and she— he — was so strong."


  "What happened then?"


  "I don't know. I must have passed out or something, because I don't remember anything after that except waking up in my own bed. At one-thirty, on Sunday afternoon."


  "Does your mom or dad remember your coming home Saturday night? Did they see someone bring you in?"


  "They told me they were asleep when I got home. They knew I'd gone to a party, so they decided they'd let me sleep late. I drove my car to the party, and it was parked in the driveway, so I must have driven myself home. But I don't remember it."


  "Were you hurt ... anywhere?"


  "No, I don't think so."


  "Did you call the police?"


  "No."


  "Rupe —"


  "Yeah, I know what you're going to say. But what would have been the point in calling the cops? It's not like I was all torn up and bleeding. Hell, I'm not even sure that the guy actually did anything to me."


  "Then why are you shaking?"


  For a moment, Rupert froze, his face paling even more. He turned away, shoving his hands into his pockets again. "I can't sleep. He keeps showing up. In my head."


  "Huh? What're you talking about?"


  "Every time I close my eyes, he's there. And when my eyes are open, I hear his music. It makes me want more of him ... it makes me want to follow him ..." His gaze went distant again, his attention shifting as if it had indeed been caught by a haunting strain of music drifting on the wind. He took a step away.


  Cody grabbed his arm carefully. "Rupert!"


  Rupert turned his head back, startled.


  "Do you know this person's name?"


  "No. She — he never said it."


  "Okay, I think we should get you to a hospital and report this."


  "No, I'm not doing that, Cody."


  "Then give me your keys. You're too wasted to be out here. I'll drive you home."


  Rupert didn't protest further. He handed over his keys.
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  After he had deposited the disoriented Rupert at home — and warned Rupert's worried parents to make sure he stayed put — Cody walked to his own parents' house, letting himself in through the back door. He was grateful that his parents were still at work, as he needed privacy for the call he was about to make. He went directly to his old room, which his father had turned into a "man cave" complete with weight bench, leather sofa, television and DVD player. Cody had been living in a dorm near the Southwestern campus since he started his freshman year at the university. From his pocket, he pulled a prepaid cell phone he kept for the sole use of his alter ego. Punching in a speed dial number got him a suitably quick connection to the Midtown Precinct of the Memphis police department.


  "Doran," a deep voice growled over the line.


  "Lieutenant Doran, this is Blue Diesel."


  Cy Doran was a vice and narcotics detective. Six months ago, he watched as Blue Diesel single-handedly took down a ring of drug dealers who had held police at bay for seven hours using assault rifles. He still felt indebted to the masked vigilante. "What can I do for you, hero?"


  "Have police gotten any unusual reports of rape lately?"


  "Have we?" He blew out a short, bitter grunt. "Over the past three weeks, we've had six women and even a couple of men claim assault by a hermaphrodite. The story's the same for all of them. They run into this good-looking specimen of the opposite sex, they go all woozy and willingly climb into bed with this specimen, and in the middle of the fun, the specimen changes on them. Suddenly the women are being worked over by a woman, and the men are being worked over by a man. Not to put words into your mouth, Blue Diesel, but are you about to tell me that you've run into a case like this?"


  "Yes." Cody stopped himself from blurting out that the "case" involved a friend of his.


  "Well, there's been a string of these assaults stretching from Los Angeles to here. Our Sex Crimes unit is afraid to publicize it because once news of the rapes gets out, the perps move on. Detectives are going undercover, trying to draw them out."


  "You think there's more than one person behind this?"


  "The theory, and this comes all the way from California where the rapes started, is that we're dealing with a brother and sister working as a kind of tag team, using a date rape drug. The victims all say they spazzed out, went floating off into lala land complete with soundtrack."


  "They heard flutes playing."


  "Exactly. We're not actually having this conversation, by the way."


  "Of course not."


  "So. Are you planning to go after these creeps yourself?"


  "Yes." With Doran, Cody always had to force himself not to add "sir." He didn't want to come across as a kid, although he suspected that was exactly how the detective saw him.


  "Good. Just don't let them slip anything into your drink."


  Cody spent a few minutes more on the call, during which he learned that the description Rupert had given of the man/woman he encountered hewed very closely to that given by the other victims in the bizarre string of assaults. Doran also advised him that every past victim of the rapes was now missing.


  "They were kidnapped by the rapists?" Cody asked, suppressing the alarm the information sparked in him.


  "No one knows for sure," said Doran. "Within two days of the rape, or whatever you want to call these encounters, they just disappeared. None of them left a note, none of them have been seen or heard from since."


  "Has any police department developed a lead on the rapists? Are there any suspects?"


  "Nope. Whoever they are, they cover their tracks damned well."


  Cody thanked Doran for the information, and Doran once again warned him to be careful. After ending the call, Cody sat holding the phone in his hands. In the four years of his crime-fighting, he had learned to trust his instincts, and those instincts were telling him now that the police were way out of their league on this one. There was a lot more going on here than a couple of perverts getting their jollies with a date rape drug. His fear for Rupert's safety had spiked sharply, and he planned to stop by to see his friend's parents again on his way home. He wasn't sure yet how he would explain it, but he was going to make it clear that they could not let Rupert leave the house alone for the next few days.


  "Oh!"


  Cody turned, startled to see his mother standing in the doorway, clutching her purse and a jacket in one hand. Her free hand flew to her chest. "My goodness, Cody," she said, pausing to catch her breath. "You scared me half to death."


  "Sorry, Mom."


  At thirty-eight, Audrey Davenport's body was still trim and girlish, her face lean and ethereal. Both she and Cody had sandy blond hair. Audrey's was cut short at the base of her neck, with bangs that draped over her forehead above dark blue eyes. Cody wore his hair long and parted in the center. Cody's face was a mirror of his mother's, her looks strikingly handsome on him. "What're you doing here?" she asked.


  Cody got up and gave her a kiss on the cheek. "I was at Rupe's. I just thought I'd stop by since I was in the neighborhood."


  "Wonderful. Your dad's working late. Here, let me get out of these shoes. My feet are killing me." Audrey started down the hall to her bedroom, Cody in tow. "I haven't seen Rupert in weeks, it seems. How is he? And his family?"


  "He's fine," Cody lied, "they're fine. You worked late today, too, didn't you?"


  "It's tax season, everyone's trying to beat April 15th." Audrey was an accountant with a large firm in Germantown. She tossed her purse and jacket onto her bed, then kicked off her shoes with a grunt of relief. "Are you hungry? I'm afraid there isn't much in the way of groceries in the kitchen just now. Your dad and I haven't had a chance to get to the store."


  "Come on," Cody said, gently taking her hand. "I'll make us turkey sandwiches."


  He led the way to the kitchen and held out a chair for Audrey, who seated herself at the table. She had always kept sliced turkey on hand for days when cooking was out of the question, a situation which had become more frequent as Cody got older, allowing his parents to take on more responsibilities at their jobs. He collected packets of turkey and cheese from the refrigerator, bread, pickles and mustard from the pantry.


  "Well, how have you been, honey?" asked Audrey. "Everything all right at school? Has Blue Diesel been getting out much?"


  "School's fine," Cody answered, layering turkey slices on bread. "And there hasn't been much for Blue Diesel to do lately. But I think that might change in the next few days."


  "You be careful out there. You're strong, but you're not indestructible, you know."


  He smiled. "Don't be such a mom, Mom."


  Audrey watched as he assembled the sandwiches. Her eyes became wistful, and Cody knew what would be coming next. Sure enough, when he set the plate before her with her sandwich, she said, "Have you met anyone nice, Cody?"


  He sighed. "Mom. Why do you do this?"


  "Do what?"


  "You know that I can't take that risk."


  "You need a boyfriend. You spend so much time alone. It's not good for you."


  "Yes, but hurting somebody I like would be even worse." Tossing the hair out of his eyes, he placed two glasses of sweet tea on the table, then pulled up a chair and grabbed his own sandwich. "Now eat," he said with exaggerated sternness, unable to keep the smile off his face.


  Audrey smiled, too. "Yes, sir."
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  It took three nights of stakeouts before he finally hit pay-dirt.


  The first night, Thursday, Cody donned the sleek, formfitting blue and black body suit of Blue Diesel and slipped into the Midtown sex district. It was a three-block long strip of Claybrook Street, bordered by Poplar Avenue on the north and Madison on the south. By day, the area was busy with shoppers, most of them residents of nearby homes who trekked by foot to pick up bread, milk and other staples, or for a soup-and-sandwich lunch at the deli. Once darkness fell and the shops closed, a more unsavory business emerged. The cops called it "Whoreville."


  From an empty alley, Blue Diesel climbed unseen to the top of a three story building, gaining a view of the entire district. He watched as barely dressed women, drag queens done up in elaborate makeup and ensembles, and tough, straight-acting guys served up their stuff. There were customers for all, men young and old who prowled the area in sports cars, SUV's and minivans. By the time an unmarked police car rolled through three hours later, causing buyers and sellers to evaporate like fog, there'd been no sign of any scarlet-skinned exotics. Blue Diesel went home, hung up his uniform, turned on a late-night talk show, and fell asleep.


  Friday Night, Blue Diesel took up a post on the roof of the building across from the Peabody Hotel downtown. The hotel patrons were largely upper middle class businessmen and women. Blue Diesel thought that, on the cusp of the weekend, they would be eager to unwind and thus vulnerable to the charms of the serial rapist. But again, no one matching the description appeared.


  Saturday Night, Blue Diesel went east to Club Senses. It drew a mostly straight clientele, young twenty-somethings looking to work up a sweat on the dance floor and later, hopefully, in the bed of a random stranger. There was a fairly large crowd milling around outside the club, most of them smokers indulging their habit before heading back into the strictly no-smoking building to dance. Blue Diesel sat in the shadows atop the roof of a neighboring building, soft pangs of envy running through his chest at the sight of couples holding hands as they streamed in and out of the club. He was so distracted by his self-pity that he almost missed the emergence of his quarry.


  The man was tall, on the order of six and a half feet, with a trim but solidly muscled build. His skin was as red as tomato juice, and the black, shoulder-length dreadlocks springing about his head were as thick as ropes. He wore only a pair of tight, knee-length black cotton pants. His bare feet, along with his hands, were long, slender and shapely. His face was indeed beautiful — bold black, arching brows over dark eyes, prominent cheekbones, perfectly trimmed black mustache, an almost dainty cleft in the chin. Even over the distance between them, Blue Diesel was stunned by the small, self-assured smile flirting on the man's sensuous mouth, the whole of him radiating an incredible aura of sexuality. At the same time, something in the man's appearance was so inhuman Blue Diesel could hardly stand to look at him. The man was holding a woman by the hand. Small and pretty, she appeared to be no older than Cody, her eyes staring straight ahead in bedazzlement. The crowd parted before them like the Red Sea before Moses, men and women alike staring hungrily at the alien man even as they got out of his way.


  No doubt about it, Blue Diesel thought, he's the one.


  Blue Diesel wondered, as he took a running leap off the roof, how he had missed seeing the guy enter the club. He landed with a thud on the parking lot and ran forward in a blue blur of speed, neatly separating the stupefied woman from the towering man. Stopping at the door of the club, he set her carefully down on her feet and gave her the softest of shakes. She blinked slowly as if just coming awake, her eyes focusing on him. "What ...?" she murmured, looking suddenly alarmed.


  "Go back into the club and stay there," Blue Diesel told her, his voice thickened by his black, seamless mask. "Get someone to call the police." She started to say something, but Blue Diesel opened the door and gently pushed her inside.


  He turned to face the crimson man.


  The man was clearly not pleased with the course of events. His eyes blazed at Blue Diesel. "You little fool. You realize that you will now be taking her place." His voice was deep and surprisingly sweet.


  "Nobody's taking her place," Blue Diesel replied. "The police are on their way. You're going to wait here for them."


  The man gave a slow, tiny smile.


  Blue Diesel's head filled immediately with the lilting strains of a symphony of flutes, the tones achingly sweet, suffused with longing and loss, hope and fire. They brought delight bursting out of the young man's heart, filling him so quickly that his body went into spasms. He couldn't take his eyes off the crimson man, whose face suddenly seemed to be the remedy for everything that was wrong in his life. This man could love him, could give his body the pleasure and pain it longed for. The crimson man raised his hands, and Blue Diesel felt himself drawn in, drowning in the man's otherworldly, compelling masculine heat. Blue Diesel wanted to rip off his clothing and dance naked for his beau, his love. He wanted to give the crimson man every part of himself.


  The music spun faster in his head. Blue Diesel's eyes slid down from the man's shining face, over his perfect chest and abdomen, to the massive bulge that seemed to vibrate within the black pants. Yes, he would take that monster, in his mouth, in his ass, wherever his beau wanted him to take it, forever. He was halfway across the parking lot before he even realized he was dancing toward the crimson man's open and waiting arms. His fingers began scraping over the fabric of his uniform, trying to rip it from his body, failing only because the mesmerism robbed his movements of coordination. The crimson man would make him naked. The crimson man would make everything perfect.


  NO!


  Some small part of Blue Diesel's mind, a part that had not been swallowed into the smoldering cloud of desire swelling through his body, recoiled suddenly, struggling against the deadly attraction. His steps slowed, his body jerking as the conflicting signals from his brain fought for control. He stopped abruptly, shivering.


  The crimson man's smile widened. "Give yourself to me."


  Blue Diesel began walking forward. The swiftly shrinking but still unconsumed piece of his soul panicked. It sent out a final, desperate command. His legs suddenly churned, propelling his body forward in a powerful eruption of speed.


  The crimson man's smile faltered.


  Their bodies met in a shattering collision, the force of it hurling the crimson man backward. Blue Diesel plunged headlong into the ground, his dense body gouging a trench ten inches deep and sixteen feet long in the asphalt of the parking lot.


  Pandemonium followed. Screams ripped through the air, people ran in every direction, and a crash rumbled in the distance. Then the music was gone, and Blue Diesel's head rapidly cleared of the electric lust that had enthralled him. He raised his head.


  Across the parking lot, a car lay against the newly cracked wall of the restaurant next door, crumpled like an aluminum beer can. From the top of the ruined mass of fiberglass and metal, a single copper arm protruded motionlessly.


  Inwardly, Blue Diesel screamed. Oh, God! No ... His heart twisted at the sight of his worst nightmare made real. He had lost control, and a man lay dead because of it.


  He dropped his head, as if it were suddenly too heavy for his neck to support. He should pry the wreckage apart, at least, and spare the cops that grisly burden when they finally arrived. Then he would surrender to them. He slowly pushed himself to his feet, raising his head once more.


  The crimson man stood directly in front of him.


  Blue Diesel froze, stunned. There was no way an ordinary human could have survived that blow. There was no way the crimson man could be standing here, uninjured and smiling, the bulge of his still erect member extending down the front of his left thigh, straining against the black cloth of the too-tight pants that coated his shapely legs.


  A slender, dark hand shot out and grabbed the back of Blue Diesel's head. The sweeping music of the flutes returned. So did the wanton desire for the crimson man. Blue Diesel bent down and ground his face against the crimson man's bulge, his lips hungrily biting at it through the mask, thrilling to the horrible size of it. Bit by bit, moment by moment, parts of him slipped away again into the hot maw of the crimson man's sexuality. In the seconds before he lost himself completely, Blue Diesel managed to lash out in a sharp jab with force enough to shatter a fair-sized house.


  His fist met only air, and the crimson man was now standing off to the dazed vigilante's right. Blue Diesel stumbled sideways, pulled off balance by the momentum of his strike. His mind whirled, sinking into confusion, into blackness. He had to stop that damned music. There, beside him. The crimson man was right beside him.


  Blue Diesel threw out another punch. This time, he saw the tall, ruddy form blur, fade, and shift away from the arc of his fist, solidifying again just out of his reach. He rounded on the man, hoping to put him on the run and give himself a chance to gather his wits. But he locked eyes with the crimson man as he did so, and the music took his will completely.


  Blue Diesel dropped slowly, obediently to his knees. Someone, somewhere in the huddled groups of club-goers, gasped sharply.


  Smiling, the crimson man reached out to stroke the young hero's masked face. There were sirens in the distance, growing louder. He sighed. "As much as I would love to plow you right here in front of these lovely, frightened children, we'll have to take our party somewhere more private. Come." He strode off without giving a backward glance.


  Blue Diesel got to his feet and followed, his steps so anxiously quick that, when the crimson man stopped abruptly, Blue Diesel almost stumbled against his back.


  There was a slow, deliberate click, which Blue Diesel dimly recognized as the sound of a gun being cocked.


  "Police. Put your hands behind your head."


  In his compliant state, Blue Diesel raised his hands. Before him, the crimson man did not move. Blue Diesel could not see who stood blocking the path of the crimson man, but he felt a sudden, alien spike of anticipation.


  "I hadn't planned on a three-way tonight," the crimson man said jauntily, "but I'm flexible."


  The sound of the flutes sharpened in Blue Diesel's head. He could now feel, within his own mind, the sudden panic of the man who held the gun. The raw emotion crashed over Blue Diesel like a wave, making him stagger protectively closer to the crimson man.


  "Stop it!" the gunman barked. "Stop it, or I swear to God I'll shoot!"


  The wailing sirens had become harsh and piercing, mixed with the squeal of tires. Dimly, Blue Diesel realized the police cars were barely two blocks away and closing fast. For reasons he couldn't understand, the thought was profoundly disappointing. He wrapped his arms around the crimson man's waist.


  "Oh, damn it," the crimson man said, his silky voice petulant. "I don't need all this attention just yet. Sorry, boys, I'll find my love elsewhere this evening."


  The crimson man's body dissolved in Blue Diesel's embrace, becoming a shifting red cloud of particles as fine as dust. Desperately, the masked hero tightened his arms, trying to clutch his vanishing lover to him. He stumbled, falling heavily to his knees as the red cloud swept away from him and disappeared in the darkness. A wail of absolute despair bulged up from his gut. Then the music vanished from his head, and what emerged from his throat instead was a disgusted growl of "Jesus!"


  "Blue Diesel." Someone knelt over him, the movements quick and efficient. "Lieutenant Doran told me you might show up."


  Blue Diesel looked up. The man was Asian, no more than 25 years old, his black hair slicked back from his forehead. The sharp lines of his jaw were bristling stylishly with shadow, and his slender face was almost pretty. He still had his police badge clutched in his left hand, but his gun was now tucked in the holster he wore discreetly beneath a black suede jacket. "I'm Jai. Unless you want to spend the next few hours answering questions in a police station, you'd better come with me."


  Blue Diesel pushed himself back to his feet. He followed the undercover cop across the parking lot to a nondescript green Ford Taurus. It was the same car he had seen Thursday night on Claybrook Street. He climbed into the front passenger seat as the cop slid behind the wheel.


  They sped out of the parking lot and down the street.
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  Blue Diesel sneaked sidelong glances at his rescuer, feeling embarrassed. He wasn't used to being the one rescued.


  Jai drove them across town, his racing emotions making him steadily push the car over the speed limit. He caught himself a couple of times and eased off the gas, but before he knew it, he was speeding again. "Fuck it!" he said finally. He slapped his magnetic flasher on the rooftop and hit the siren.


  Jai drove up to the gated main entrance of Overton Park. The policy of closing the sprawling park to cars after dark had been implemented over a generation ago, when it was discovered that gay men used its winding, tree-lined streets for major night-time cruising.


  Jai killed the siren, shut off the engine, pulled in the flasher, and gasped out a sigh. It was only then that Blue Diesel realized how frightened the policeman was. Jai buried his face in his hands.


  "Hey," said Blue Diesel, his voice full of concern. "You okay?"


  Jai nodded. He pulled his hands away. "Man, that was awful. I'd actually staked out another club earlier tonight, but then I got a hunch about Senses. I got there just as that red guy was leaving with that girl." He shook himself as if he were covered with ants. "Come on, I'm too worked up to sit still. I've got to walk this off."


  Jai climbed out of the car, slamming the door. He stepped over the metal barrier that blocked the entrance. Blue Diesel got out and went after him.


  They walked side by side along the edge of the asphalt road. The sky was overcast, the moon obscured, and the shadows beneath the trees were thick. "I'm a telepath," Jai said. "I could feel what that guy was doing to you. I hung back because I could also feel how hard you were trying to push him out of your head. But then he took over your thoughts, emotions, everything." The cop began to take jabs at the air, like a boxer trying to loosen up. Or a man fighting off his demons. "I'm pretty strong as telepaths go. I'm really good at getting into people's heads, and keeping them out of mine. But that red guy slapped my defenses down like they were nothing. He filled me up with that music, and I popped a woody like I've never had before. It was incredible the way it made me want him. If it had gone on another ten seconds, I'd have turned around, pulled down my pants and bent over for him to fuck me right there."


  Blue Diesel shuddered, remembering his own terrible lust for the crimson man.


  Jai shook himself one final time and shoved his hands in the pockets of his jeans. He looked almost shyly at Blue Diesel. "You're gay."


  The masked superhero stopped walking.


  "Sorry," said Jai quickly, stopping too. "I picked that up during your mental fight with that nasty guy. I usually make it a point not to probe another person's thoughts unless I have to." Jai smiled, shrugging. " It's no big deal."


  "It is when you're trying to keep your identity secret," Blue Diesel snapped. "You know my real name, too?"


  Jai hesitated. "Yeah."


  Blue Diesel sighed angrily.


  "I won't tell anyone, man. I swear."


  They stood facing each in the dark for several moments. Blue Diesel reached up and slowly peeled the mask off his head.


  Jai smiled, still visibly shaken from his encounter with the crimson man. "Hey. Nice face, Cody."


  "What's your name again?"


  "Jai Sung. My parents immigrated from Korea before I was born."


  "Well, Jai, did you pick up any information on that creep I was fighting, or did you only raid my head?"


  "I ..." Jai's gaze drifted, his eyes fearful again. "I couldn't read him at all. Nothing. And that's just damn weird, because with even the strongest telepaths I've run into, I was able to pick up something, even if it was just the chatter they were using to shut me out of their true thoughts. It's like that guy had no soul."


  "So what does that mean? He's a zombie or something?"


  "I don't know..." Jai said, his gaze going slowly down Blue Diesel's finely-muscled body to the bulge at the vigilante's groin. Jai's tongue flicked excitedly over his lips.


  Seeing what had caught the cop's attention, still tingling in sexual heat, Cody started pushing his hips forward ... then caught himself. With an offended grunt, he clamped a hand over his crotch. "Hey. Is my meat talking to you?"


  "Oh. Sorry." Jai's eyes snapped back to Cody's face. "But you're right about one thing," he continued. "Whatever this guy is, he's way more than anything the police can handle."


  Cody moaned. "Jeez. Did you get my social security number, too?"


  Jai blushed. "I'm sorry. Really, the mind reading wasn't intentional on my part."


  Cody sat on the ground next to the road. He rested his arms on his knees, anxiously kneading his mask with his hands. "There's definitely something supernatural about this guy," he said. "I fought a wizard once. Mr. Magic. Super strength is pretty much useless against magic. I barely took Mr. Magic down. This red guy's power is a lot worse than Magic's."


  Jai sat down next to the superhero. "Sounds like you're going to need help with this one."


  "And you're gonna help me?"


  Jai raised his hand, as if warding off the suggestion. "Unh uh. I know my limits. No, I'm thinking of Dakarai."


  "Never heard of him."


  "And that's just the way he likes it. He keeps an even lower profile than you do. He's supernatural himself, or half-supernatural, anyway. Guy's the son of a human woman and an African storm god. I worked with him last year. Sex Crimes had this vampire who was going around using his hypnotic power to make his victims suck him off before he sucked them off. Permanently. He played cat and mouse with me for weeks. I couldn't touch him because he had this nasty habit of turning into mist when I tried to tackle him or put a wooden bullet through his cold heart. We called in Dakarai, he took the vamp down in seconds."


  "How?"


  "Fried him. It wasn't pretty." Jai fought back a gag at the memory.


  "And you can put me in touch with this Dakarai."


  "Yeah. We actually hit it off as friends after that."


  "Friends. Really?"


  Jai rolled his eyes. "Okay. Fun friends."


  Cody fought back a tired smile and stood up. "Well, I think I'm going home now. Do I give you my phone number and you'll have this god guy call me, or what?"


  Jai grabbed Cody's forearm. "Wait." He stood up, smoothing back his hair with his hand. "Cody, listen. You're really a wonderful guy. Can we —"


  "No."


  "Aren't you even going to let me —"


  "You were in my head. You know I don't date, and you know why."


  "But won't you just —"


  "No."


  "You know, Superman has Lois —"


  "I'm not Superman. I don't have his control. When I get sexual, my impulses take over, and people get hurt."


  Jai closed his eyes, frustrated.


  Cody sighed, feeling sorry for them both. "Jai. Please. Just tell me how to get in touch with Dakarai."


  "He's in Florida right now. Give me your number. I'll call him, set up a meeting, and the two of you can take it from there."


  "Okay. That sounds great." Cody pulled the mask back over his head, mentally shifting back into his Blue Diesel mode. He waited as Jai produced a pen and a small pad, then gave him the number to his prepaid cell phone.


  Jai tucked the pad and pen away in his jacket, looking dejected. "Well, come on. I'll drive you home."


  "That's okay. I can get there on my own." Blue Diesel turned away, then stopped. He looked over his shoulder at the cop. "Jai?"


  "Yeah?"


  "Thanks."


  Before Jai could respond, the superhero sprinted forward and then vaulted upward, leaping right out of the park.
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  It was a long and restless night.


  The moment Cody made it back to his dorm room, he stripped off Blue Diesel's uniform, left it in a heap on the floor, grabbed a towel and walked naked down the hall to the communal showers. He drew shocked, uneasy looks from a couple of his neighbors. He was hardly an exhibitionist, but something of the libidinous charge he'd gotten from the crimson man still lingered over him, and his cock speared half-erect before him. Even after a long, vigorous scrub-down under the cold shower, he still felt filthy, licentious, aching for the touch of the strange, enticing being.


  When he returned to his room, he saw the message light blinking on his BlackBerry. (It was a birthday gift from his parents, and he never carried it with him when he went out as Blue Diesel because he didn't want to risk losing or breaking it.) The message was from Rupert's mom. Rupert had woken up suddenly, delusional, shouting about love and relationships. He tried to leave the house. His father grabbed him, and Rupert fought so desperately they had to call the police. He was being held now in the psychiatric ward of the Regional Medical Center. In the message, Rupert's mother begged Cody to call her back, to tell her everything that happened before he brought her son home. Cody didn't return the call. He was deeply worried about Rupert but he couldn't deal with that, not tonight. It was all he could do to keep from crawling out of his own skin.


  He climbed into bed. He couldn't sleep. He jacked off repeatedly but could never reach satisfaction, could never release the erotic charge that prickled at him. The crimson man. His thoughts were filled with the crimson man. He wanted to dance, to give pleasure. He wanted to be dominated, used, hurt. Maybe he should have given in. Maybe he should have let the crimson man take him. Cody had struck the fire-skinned man a blow that would have crushed a fragile human body into so much pulp, and the man had bounced back whole as ever. He was obviously beyond any danger from Cody's immense strength. Maybe he was the only person on earth who could give Cody, if not love, at least one fleeting bout of wild, raw, unrestrained sex.


  At some point, close to dawn, he had fallen asleep. He remembered seeing the first pale wash of the rising sun in his window. He woke to the annoying, insect-like buzz of Blue Diesel's prepaid cell phone. The room was bright with sunlight, and he groaned, clamping his left hand over his eyes. He reached out with his right hand, groping, his fingers closing on the base of the brass lamp his mother had given him— and crushing it. Realizing what he had just done, Cody groaned miserably. He released the ruined lamp and found the cell phone, which he picked up and brought to his ear with exceeding carefulness.


  "Yes?" His voice sounded thick and irritable.


  "Hello. It's Jai."


  It took a moment for Cody's not-quite-awake brain to recognize the caller. "Oh. Right. You're calling about the half-god."


  "Demigod, technically. And I can't get in touch with him. I've called him a dozen times since last night. He didn't answer and he hasn't returned any of my calls. That means he's either on a mission or vacation."


  "Vacation?"


  "Yeah. He believes in recharging his batteries. Florida's one of his favorite spots to do that."


  Cody pushed himself up in bed, blinking against the brightness. "Okay. Where exactly is he in Florida?"


  "I'm not sure. Probably somewhere around Lake Okeechobee, but that's a huge lake."


  "Well, we can't wait around for whassisname —"


  "Dakarai," Jai interjected.


  "Yeah. We can't wait around for Dakarai to decide he's had enough fun in the sun. I'll go down there and find him."


  "Fine. I'll schedule a few days off from work and drive you."


  "Thanks, but I can get there faster on my own."


  "After seeing you take off like a rocket last night, I don't doubt it. But you'll never find Dakarai down there without me."


  Cody shrugged, even though Jai couldn't see the gesture over the phone. He squinted at the digital alarm clock on the table. It was only 9:37. He'd barely had four hours of sleep. "Meet me at my dorm room in two hours. I'm sure you got the address when you were digging around in my head. And you'd better wear long sleeves, jeans, gloves and a ski mask with goggles."


  Jai laughed. "Hey. This is starting to sound kinky."


  "We're going to be moving fast. There'll be lots of friction. Don't say I didn't warn you."


  Jai laughed again. "See you in two hours."


  Cody disconnected the call, rolled over, and went promptly back to sleep.
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  The knocks were loud and incessant.


  Cody raised his head reluctantly. "I'm dead!" he shouted at the door.


  "Cody! Open this door!"


  Audrey's voice had always been a great motivator. Cody hopped out of bed and was reaching for the doorknob before he remembered that he was naked.


  "Cody!"


  "Just a second." He scrounged through the closet. He hadn't done laundry in two weeks. He found a pair of jeans, stuffed in the corner, that he'd only worn four days in a row. He slid into them. Every shirt he picked up smelled like the bottom of his high school gym locker. He grabbed his green Charlie Brown Christmas turtleneck and pulled that on.


  "Hi, Mom," he said when he finally opened the door.


  Audrey stepped into the room, looking at him with concern. "Your dad's been calling you for the past two hours. Why haven't you answered your phone? You were supposed to be at work at ten this morning."


  "Oh..." Cody closed the door, shoulders slumping with guilt.


  "What happened? Why didn't you go to the coffee shop?"


  "Blue Diesel ... had a rough night."


  "Trust me, it shows." She ran her fingers through his hair, trying to tame the yellow porcupine atop his head. She seldom asked him for details about his crime-fighting. Hearing that only made her worry more. "You look as if you've hardly slept. Your eyes are so bloodshot I'd swear you've been drinking." She patted his face. "Go to bed. I'll call your dad and tell him you can't make it in today."


  Alarm flashed suddenly in Cody's face. "What time is it?"


  Audrey glanced at her watch. "Twelve oh five," she answered.


  "I have to go." Cody started turning in an anxious circle, scanning the floor for Blue Diesel's costume.


  "Go? Where?"


  "Florida."


  "Florida—?"


  "Sorry, Mom. You gotta leave. I'm really pressed for time here."


  "Just a minute, young man. Don't think you can rush me away. You push yourself too hard sometimes. You may be able to carry a bus on your back, but even you need proper rest."


  "I'm not sure how long I'll have to be down there, but I'll sleep as soon as I get the chance. I promise." He scooped up the Blue Diesel uniform, then grabbed his wallet. He pulled out his cash — twenty-seven bucks — and tucked it into the little Velcro-sealed pouch in the inner left sleeve of the uniform. It didn't seem smart to take a road trip without money on him.


  "This is ridiculous, Cody. Your dad's in the lurch because you didn't make your shift today. And that's fine. We both understand that, with your juggling college and work and being Blue Diesel, something has to give sometime. But running off to Florida now is ridiculous. What possible reason could you have for going down there when you should be resting? Or at the very least, helping your father?"


  "I'm going down there to meet a guy."


  Audrey froze. "Oh." She looked at her watch again. "Is there time for me to get you a bathing suit?"
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  I'm down the hall.


  The voice, comically deep and pretentiously ominous, inserted itself into Cody's head just as he finished sealing himself in Blue Diesel's sleek bodysuit.


  I'm coming to GET you. Bwah-ha-ha-ha-ha-haaaah!


  Cody couldn't help smiling. He reached over and unlocked his door. Seconds later, Jai slipped quietly inside, locking the door behind him.


  "You're a weird cop, Jai," Cody said.


  "And you are one fine hero," Jai said appreciatively as his eyes roved up and down Cody's lustrous body.


  Cody turned to look at the policeman, flipping the hair out his eyes with his fingers. Jai wore a pair of tan carpenter pants, a thick, green and black flannel shirt, and black work boots. There was a small black pouch attached to his belt. He unbuttoned the shirt, revealing the holster he wore over a plain white T-shirt. He pulled out his service revolver, an old Colt Python with a four-inch barrel and bright nickel finish. He checked the safety, making sure it was on, then slipped the weapon firmly back into the holster, securing it in place with the holster straps. Cody was more attracted to guys who were big and rough, but he found himself admiring Jai's slim, firm build. Even with the shadow on his face, the cop could easily pass as just another college student. Hell, shave off the shadow and he could probably pass for a high school kid. A couple of strands of his slicked-back hair had come loose, dangling straight and long over his right eye. It gave him a certain roguish appeal...


  Okay, stop that! Cody scolded himself.


  "Something wrong?" Jai asked as he removed the pouch from his belt. "You looked kinda funny there for a second."


  "I'm just a little tired," Cody replied with a shrug. He turned away, reaching for his mask. "Doran told me that the police department stopped issuing the Colt Python to officers. How is it that you're carrying one?'


  "It was my dad's, the last one he carried before he retired from the force. He said it's a good luck charm, because he never got shot while he was carrying it. It's still regulation. I just carry it because ... well, it was my dad's."


  "Wow. Funny and sentimental. You really are one weird cop."


  From the pouch, Jai produced a pair of black leather gloves, a ski mask and a set of welding goggles. "So, you're going to fly us to Florida?"


  "I can't fly. Didn't you know that?"


  "Hey, believe it or not, I didn't read everything in your head. And you sure looked as if you flew out of the park last night."


  "I can run really fast, and jump really high. That's how we're traveling. The friction doesn't bother me, my skin can take it. But yours can't. And if we run into any airborne bugs, dust, pebbles ... well, let's just say that you wouldn't like when stuff hits your skin at that speed. That's why you need the gear. Suit up and we'll go."


  As Cody pulled Blue Diesel's hooded mask over his head, Jai put on the ski mask, goggles and gloves. Then they stood facing each other. Jai shook his head and laughed. "What a pair we make," he said.


  Blue Diesel turned his back to Jai. "Put your arms around my neck."


  Jai glanced down at Blue Diesel's neat, round Mylar-covered buns and suppressed a groan. He'd had less contact with the crimson man than Blue Diesel had, but he was still fighting a teasing eroticism from the encounter. The sight of Blue Diesel's backside sent Jai's horniness into orbit. "If you feel anything poking you back here, just remember, I'm only human." He wrapped his arms about the younger man's neck.


  "Hold on tight."


  Jai sighed. "I may never let go."


  With Jai clinging to his back, Blue Diesel opened the window and climbed out. Hanging onto the sill, he shut the window and then did a flip, dropping three stories to the ground below. The moment Blue Diesel's feet touched down, he began to run over the dry, grassy, hard-packed turf.


  "Aren't you afraid someone's going to see Blue Diesel leaving Cody Davenport's room and make the connection?" asked Jai.


  "My window's the only one on this side of the building, and it faces the woods," said Blue Diesel. "That's why I took the room. Hang on. I'm going to switch you around." Without missing a step, Blue Diesel reached over his shoulder, took Jai by the arm, and lifted the cop off his back as if the officer weighed no more than a plastic doll. He tugged Jai over his shoulder and cradled him in his arms. They were pounding down a slope toward the woods, with Blue Diesel building up speed as they went. "Okay, Jai, put your arms around me again and hold on."


  Jai did as told. As they neared the bottom of the slope, Blue Diesel made an abrupt jump, hit the ground, then launched them both into the air. Jai watched, amazed as they blasted upward, higher and higher, soaring over the trees. It was so exhilarating, he gave a loud whoop.


  Then, as they cleared the woods and began to shoot over the city, his mind suddenly screamed at him that he was hurtling across the sky, that there was nothing to hold him up here, that he was going to fall. A dizzying rush of nausea hit him. He turned his head, burying his face against Blue Diesel's chest.


  The policeman prayed, careful to keep his thoughts to himself. God, please don't let me throw up.


  The wind swept loudly around them. Jai closed his eyes, savoring the warmth of Blue Diesel's bulging chest. He could feel the steady, powerful beats of the superhero's heart, and the great rush of breath through his lungs. Blue Diesel's strong arms held him snugly. The nausea quickly faded. This is not such a bad way to get around, he thought.


  Soon, he was asleep.
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  "Jai. We're here."


  "Huh?"


  "I'm going to put you down now."


  Jai opened his eyes, raising his head. Everything was blurred. He tried blinking, panic beginning to rise when his vision didn't clear. Then he remembered that he was wearing the welding goggles, which had fogged inside with condensation. He felt himself being lowered, his feet slipping unsteadily as they touched ground. He held onto a pair of wide shoulders while he got his balance.


  "Are you okay?"


  "I'm fine." Jai pulled the goggles and ski mask off his head, then peeled off the gloves. His body was sweaty. He found himself gazing into the masked and unreadable face of Blue Diesel. From the inquisitive tilt of the vigilante's head, it was clear that he was still a bit concerned about his passenger. "Really, I'm okay," Jai added.


  He looked around. They were standing on a rocky shore. To their left, greenish blue water stretched to the horizon, where the sun hung low but was still shining brightly. He shaded his eyes with his hand. To their right, fields of tall, yellowish saw grass stretched endlessly. Insects buzzed around them. The air was hot and humid.


  Jai peeled off the flannel shirt. "Where are we?'


  "Sort of at the northeast corner of Lake Okeechobee."


  Jai looked at his watch. "It's almost five o'clock." He made a quick calculation in his head. "You got us here in just over four hours," he said, his voice hushed with amazement. "And you're not even breathing hard."


  "I took it slower than I usually do, didn't want to make the trip too hard on you. I am tired, though," Blue Diesel replied. "I should probably rest some before we head back to Memphis. So, where is Dakarai?"


  "Hold on. Now that we're here, I should be able to pick up his thoughts." Jai took a step away, closed his eyes and tilted his head back. After a moment, he turned and looked at Blue Diesel again. "He's about thirty miles south, on the shore of the lake. I let him know that we're here and we need to see him. I can have him come up if you —"


  "It's only thirty miles." Blue Diesel sounded a bit miffed. "I think I can handle that. Come on." He scooped Jai into his arms again and ran, his feet churning rocks in his wake. He followed the shoreline of the immense lake, adding speed as he went. Jai's face was pressed into his neck this time, and the intimacy of it made Cody vaguely uneasy.


  Some fifteen minutes later, he felt Jai's thoughts pierce his mind. Slow down. He's close. Do you see a cluster of oak and palm trees, off to your right? Dakarai's there.


  Blue Diesel spotted the stand of trees and veered toward it. The vegetation formed a towering wall, so thick it hid the waters of the lake. Blue Diesel slid to a halt amid knee-high grass, just outside the mass of trees. He set Jai down again.


  Jai cupped his hands around his mouth and called, "Dakarai!"


  "Couldn't you have just sent him a mind message or something?" Blue Diesel wondered.


  "Yes, he could have," came a voice from among the trees. "But he knows how much it pisses me off for him to yell when I'm hunting alligators."


  Blue Diesel and Jai watched, captivated by the figure that emerged from the trees.
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  He appeared to be naked, and he was covered from head to toe in dripping, silky brown mud. His build was brawny, with broad shoulders and a wide chest tapering down to a rippled abdomen, narrow hips and thick, corded thighs. He walked with a confidence and grace that were almost regal. As he drew closer, Blue Diesel could see that the man actually wore some kind of loin cloth, tied around his waist and wrapped into a pouch about his bulging genitals.


  "Dakarai," Jai greeted.


  "Brain Boy! Good to see you." Dakarai's face split into a wide, dazzling smile. He threw his muddy arms open. "Give me a hug!"


  "Don't make me pull my gun on you."


  "As if I'd give a shit."


  Blue Diesel sized up the man, who stood now between himself and Jai. Blue Diesel was six feet tall. This man was a few inches taller, at least six three. His mud-plastered hair drooped over his head like a flattened shrub. He had bright, lively brown eyes that seemed to spark with some inner fire. He smelled like a forest after a summer afternoon rain.


  "Well, who do we have here?" Dakarai said, turning to Blue Diesel.


  "I told you about him," said Jai. "That's Blue Diesel. The super —"


  "No. I mean, who's in the bodysuit? Who's the guy under the mask?"


  "Oh. That's ... classified." Jai gave a nervous smile. "Sort of."


  "What is this?" Dakarai asked, his eyes locked on the masked face but directing the question to Jai. "He's so 'classified' he can't talk?"


  "I talk," Blue Diesel said quietly.


  "Cool," Dakarai crooned. "Now tell me your real name."


  "Dakarai. Helloooo." Jai waved a hand in the muck-covered man's face. "What part of 'secret identity' don't you get? Blue Diesel operates under the radar. Just like a certain son of the Storm God."


  "I'm not asking for anybody to go public." Dakarai pushed his face in close, as if trying to peer through the fabric of Blue Diesel's mask. "I just think it's nice to know the people I'm working with."


  Blue Diesel almost shuddered at the sexy warmth of the man. "I could say the same thing," he said with just enough brusqueness to hide his anxiety. He tried not to think about how good the mud looked on those muscles.


  Dakarai held out his arms. "Oh, you mean the sludge? Playing with the gators gets to be a little messy sometimes. It won't take but a couple of seconds to deal with this." He backed several steps away from Jai and Blue Diesel, and then raised his arms to the sky.


  Thunder crashed in the distance.


  Blue Diesel turned to Jai. "What's he doing?'


  "Showing off," answered Jai, rolling his eyes and smiling.


  From over the horizon, a torrent of rain corkscrewed through the air like some giant, writhing serpent. It arced downward, drenching Dakarai in a roiling, raucous splash. Once the controlled downpour ended, Dakarai walked forward again, his wet body glistening in the sunlight.


  Blue Diesel went still, staring. Now that the mud had been washed away, he could see just how attractive the man-god was. Dakarai's skin had the rich, dark brown hue of polished wood. The dripping, shaggy mass of curly black hair stood out on his head like a lion's mane, framing a face that featured a broad, rugged nose and curvy lips. His dark eyebrows, mustache and goatee seemed neatly coordinated somehow, as if painted on. He appeared to be the same age as Cody, no older than twenty, twenty-one. Blue Diesel's heart swelled with an instant desire for Dakarai, a desire as strong as that he felt for the crimson man.


  Dakarai stopped barely a foot away from Blue Diesel, one corner of his mouth going up in a crooked, mischievous smile. "Okay. I showed you mine. You gonna play fair and show me yours?"


  Blue Diesel sighed. His instincts told him not to do it, but for once, he ignored them. He reached up and pulled the mask off his head in one quick motion.


  And now Dakarai went still, the smile fading from his face. "Uh..."


  "My name is Cody Davenport." Cody held out his hand.


  "I'm Dakarai Munro." The man-god shook hands, his eyes frozen on Cody's face.


  Even after the shake was done, they continued to hold hands. The air between them seemed to crackle with sudden energy.


  Jai silently took in the scene for several seconds. Then he sighed. "Are we having a staring contest or what?" he asked, a bit testily.


  At that, Cody blushed and released Dakarai's hand. He ducked his head with a smile. "I guess I should explain why I need your help, Dakarai."


  "Sure," Dakarai replied, "but not out here. Come on."


  Dakarai strode off, silently leading the other young men along the edge of the woods bordering the lake. Cody's eyes kept going to the fleshy mounds of the demigod's bare buttocks. He became mesmerized by the rhythmic flexing of those globular muscles. The three men covered nearly a mile before a sharply angled, brown-brick A-frame cottage hove into view, nestled on a clearing at the water's edge. They crossed a wooden deck to the side entrance, which Dakarai unlocked using the key that had been left protruding from the keyhole.


  "Doesn't leaving the key like that defeat the purpose of locking the door?" Jai asked dryly as they entered.


  "It's my dad's idea of a joke," said Dakarai, holding the door for his guests. "He put a little curse on the place. Anyone who tries to break in will get a nice hot shock— not enough to do any permanent damage, but enough to make them regret their criminal ways. The first fifty years he owned this place, not a single person broke in, so Dad fused the key in the lock, hoping someone would take the bait."


  "Man," Jai laughed, shaking his head. "Doc, your dad is one sick —"


  "I wouldn't finish that sentence, my friend," Dakarai broke in. "I think Dad's off in Sweden somewhere now, but he has this habit of listening in when someone's talking about him." He closed the door, sneaking another look at Cody. "Have a seat. I'll be right back."


  As Dakarai disappeared down the hall, Cody looked around the living room. The furnishings appeared to be antiques. Fragile, expensive antiques. They wouldn't stand a chance against his density. "Have a seat where?" he asked, turning anxiously to Jai.


  "Don't worry," Jai replied, seating himself on a Queen Anne sycamore chair and tossing his gloves, goggles and shirt on the floor. "My mom collects old furniture. This stuff is sturdier than it looks."


  Cody didn't want to take any chances. He sat on the floor, propping his back against the wall. He took a visual tour. The living room opened into a dining area, and beyond that was the kitchen. The appliances there were thoroughly modern, including a steel, glass-front refrigerator. Tucked on a shelf just below a fully stocked wine rack was a three-foot long, cellophane-wrapped, bloody alligator head.


  "That was a big one," Jai observed, his eyes following Cody's gaze.


  "Just what does he do with the alligators?" asked Cody.


  "Looks like he ate that one."


  "I didn't, smart ass, but somebody's probably snacking on him right now." Dakarai returned to the living room wearing a pair of loose, white knee-length shorts and nothing else. He was vigorously drying his hair with a thick, terry cloth towel. "I sold him to this seafood wholesaler in New Orleans who supplies gator to some of the restaurants there. He put up a good fight — the alligator, I mean. I've got a taxidermist coming by in the morning to pick up the head and mount it for me."


  "Oh, yeah," Jai said. "For your wonderful trophy room."


  "Is that what you do? Kill animals for trophies?" Cody was unable to keep the aversion out of his face as he looked at Dakarai. He had no problem with those who hunted animals for food, but he hated the idea of killing an animal just for sport. It sounded as if the alligator's body went to the wholesaler only as an afterthought.


  Jai braced himself. He knew Dakarai had no patience with anyone who made snap judgments about him, and he felt a swell of sympathy for Cody, sensing the angry tirade that was about to hit the college kid.


  Alarm spread suddenly over Dakarai's face. "No, man, you got it wrong," he replied quickly. "I mean, yes, I do like to wrestle alligators, and yes, sometimes I take the head of a gator as a trophy. But I don't hunt because I'm bloodthirsty. Hunting gators is how I make a living. I sell the meat to restaurants, the hides to different companies that make purses, shoes, belts, whatever. I also go in and remove gators that get into residential areas, snacking on pet dogs and cats."


  Jai was surprised — and jealous — to see that Dakarai actually cared what Cody thought of him. He had been afraid of this, so concerned about what would happen when these two met that he manipulated his way into being present for the event. He was smitten with Cody and wanted to coax him into at least one date, giving himself a better opportunity to convince the handsome blond to look past his fears and take a chance with him. But he could see that the attraction between Cody and Dakarai had not only been instant, it was growing by the moment. Any chance he might have had with Cody was correspondingly shrinking. "Why don't we get down to business?" Jai said abruptly.


  "Yeah, why don't we." Dakarai draped the towel around his neck and sat down on the floor across from Cody. "What brings you down here, man?"


  Cody smoothed the hair out of his eyes. He was feeling nervous again and had to force himself to meet the intense gaze from Dakarai's bright brown eyes. "I use my power to fight criminals, especially the super-powered ones."


  "Yeah, Jai told me as much," Dakarai said patiently.


  "Saturday night, I fought a guy who kicked my ass pretty much without laying a hand on me. He has this ... magic power."


  "What kind of magic power?"


  Cody blushed again. "It's sexual. It makes you want to give yourself to him." He shrugged and looked away, focusing on the mask clutched in his right hand. "I don't really know how to describe it. I think he uses music as a spell or something, and the music makes you think he's the only person in the world who could mean anything to you. You feel that you'll do anything to please him."


  Dakarai frowned. "Describe the music."


  "It's flutes— "


  Dakarai held up a hand, stopping him there. "What did this guy look like?"


  "Tall. Taller than you, actually." Cody fought down a surge of sexual heat as images of the crimson man floated into his head. "He has a beautiful face, a beautiful voice. Muscular. His skin is red, like fire, and he wears his hair in dreadlocks."


  "That's Kokopelli," Dakarai said with a hint of apprehension.


  "Who is Kokopelli?" asked Jai.


  "A fertility god. He was worshipped by the Aztecs, the Hopi. He's as old as sex— hell, from what my dad told me, he is sex — and he also represents the spirit of music. Not to mention the fact that he's a trickster. How is it that you went after him?"


  "He's behind a string of rapes that started in California," answered Jai. "Apparently, he's been screwing his way east across the country. He started hitting the Memphis area a few weeks ago. The Sex Crimes unit sent me in undercover, and Cody was also out there trying to track him down. We both closed in on him at this nightclub, and that's where Cody fought him."


  "Did he take you?" Dakarai asked Cody. An instant later, his gaze shifted anxiously to Jai. "Either of you?"


  "If it hadn't been for Jai, he would have," Cody admitted.


  "And he would've reamed me out good if a dozen cops hadn't scared him off," said Jai.


  Dakarai grunted out a short, flat laugh. "Kokopelli didn't leave because he was worried about any cops. If anybody was in any danger there, it was the police. Their guns couldn't hurt him — hell, he's immortal — and if he'd been so inclined, he could have had those cops screwing each other ten seconds after they stepped out of their cars. No, he left because there was something, somewhere, that he wanted more than you two."


  "So that's what this Kokopelli character does?" Jai asked. "Move around the world making people have sex?"


  Dakarai gave him a wry look. "What part of 'fertility god' did you not get?"


  "But this isn't just about his getting his rocks off," Cody said, staring intently into Dakarai's eyes. "The people he's had sex with have all disappeared. Well, almost all. He took my best friend just over a week ago, and his parents had to lock him away to keep him from running off."


  "Where was he trying to go?" asked Dakarai.


  "No one knows. He's out of his head, babbling."


  "You two would be in the same state if you'd had sex with Kokopelli. He'd own you now."


  They fell silent for a moment. Dakarai stared at the floor, chewing idly on the end of his thumb as he tried to make sense of what Cody and Jai had told him.


  "Does Kokopelli have a wife?" Cody asked. "Or a sister?"


  "The Hopi believed he had a consort, a woman named Kokopelmana," Dakarai answered. "But Kokopelmana is actually the female side of Kokopelli."


  "He's both male and female?" Jai raised his eyebrows as if that were the most ridiculous notion he'd ever heard.


  "Of course," said Dakarai. "His sole responsibility is to make sure every species in his corner of the world keeps reproducing. But he loves sex in and of itself. Male/female. Male/male. Female/female. Threesomes. Orgies. Jack-offs. It doesn't matter. Sex is sex to him. He loves it all." Dakarai stood up. "Guys, I don't like the sound of all this. Whatever Kokopelli is after now, he's hurting a lot of people to get it. We need to find him and stop him."


  "You'll be able to stand up to him, right Dakarai?" Jai couldn't help shuddering at the memory of how easily the crimson man's power had seduced him. "I mean, he won't have you dancing naked in the moonlight the minute you hear his music. Right?"


  "The gods are immune to his influence, unless they choose to give in. I'm part god, but I'm also part human." Dakarai shrugged. "It's a toss-up. I won't know what effect he has on me until I meet him."


  Jai sighed heavily. "Well. That's a comforting thought."


  "I know we need to try and pick up this guy's trail," said Cody, "but I'm really tired. Is there a place where I can rest up, just for an hour or so?"


  "There's only one bedroom here, but you're welcome to use it." Dakarai extended his hand. "Come on."


  Cody was amazed at how easily Dakarai pulled him to his feet. They walked down the hall together with Jai following in their wake. The bedroom was practically filled by a king-sized brass bed. Neatly made, it was the most inviting thing Cody had seen in a while. He slipped past Dakarai and immediately crawled in.


  Dakarai watched, enjoying the view of the blond superhero on his hands and knees. The bodysuit displayed every ripple of Cody's muscles as he moved. Cody stretched out on his stomach. Within seconds, he was asleep. The sight of his pert, upturned ass sent a buzz of desire through Dakarai and Jai.


  "Come to think of it, I'm kind of tired my damn self," said Dakarai. He slid onto the bed.


  Immediately, an exaggerated yawn exploded from Jai. "Yep. It's definitely nap time." He planted himself between the two buff men.


  And he thought that was a very good place to be.
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  Jai woke slowly. He was surprised that he had actually fallen asleep. He was even more surprised to find that he was spooning Cody, and that Dakarai was spooning him. Both were asleep.


  His right hand was cupped around Cody's balls and erect cock. His own dick was hard, pressing through his pants against the wonderful curve of Cody's butt. He could feel Dakarai's substantial hard-on nestled against the groove of his own ass.


  Do ... not ... breathe, he told himself.


  But seconds later, he began to move anyway. He couldn't help it. He was nestled snugly between the two men he wanted most in the whole world, and the situation was bringing his sexual temperature to a rapid boil. His hips shifted back and forth, oh so subtly, alternately pressing his butt into Dakarai's crotch and grinding his cock against Cody's ass.


  Dakarai moaned softly in his sleep. His big, brown arm slowly extended over Jai to embrace Cody, pulling the three of them closer. He began to make little humping motions against Jai's backside.


  I died and went to heaven ... The thought buzzed deliriously in Jai's head. He could feel the tension building in his groin.


  Then Cody moaned, a low growl of pleasure that seemed to rise up from the most satisfying part of a wonderfully X-rated dream. His back arched, pushing his butt back against Jai.


  Jai's pupils rolled up as his eyes closed. The steadily increasing pressure against his cock, along with the thickness grinding into his own butt, was taking him higher and higher, closing him in on climax.


  "I'm gonna cum!" he moaned between his teeth.


  It was all the catalyst the drowsed brains of his fantasy lovers needed. Dakarai shoved his hips forward in their sharpest thrust yet. Simultaneously, Cody punched his ass backward with urgent passion.


  Jai's scream was not one of pleasure.


  Dakarai and Cody both bolted upright, both anxiously piping, "What? What?" They found Jai lying on his back between them, eyes squeezed shut, knees drawn up over his belly, hands wrapped around his crotch.


  "Jai! What's wrong?" Cody asked.


  "The two of you got me right in the 'nads!" he groaned. "It hurts! Fuck, it hurts..."


  "Oh, shit," Dakarai hissed. "Hold on, man. Let us take a look."


  Gently, Dakarai pried Jai's hands free and got the slender man's pants undone. He peeled the pants and boxers off the cop's narrow hips, shoving them down to his ankles. He deftly pushed the cop's knees apart, then he and Cody peered down into the juncture between Jai's legs.


  Nothing appeared to have been ruptured or bruised. Both Dakarai and Cody breathed a relieved sigh.


  Dakarai gently stroked Jai's pained face. "It doesn't look like we did any serious damage, man. I think if we get it nice and cold down there, it'll take care of the pain and keep down any swelling."


  "What kind of cold are we talking about here?" Jai was wary. Dakarai could freeze bottles of water solid in the blink of an eye, just by clutching them in his hand. Jai grimaced at the thought of having his genitals flash frozen.


  Dakarai turned to Cody. "Hey, man. Go in and fill the tub with water. Make it lukewarm."


  The bedroom was filled with the dim, gray light of early evening. Cody's eyes found the door to the adjoining bath. He hopped off the bed and hurried into the bathroom, flipping the light on. It was a small bath but fully equipped, complete with a glass shower stall and a standard-sized whirlpool tub. He turned on the faucet to the tub, and then peeled his one-piece bodysuit off to the waist so that he could test the temperature of the water with his bare hand. He tied the flailing sleeves with their attached gloves around his waist, mentally berating himself as he did so. He'd done it again. Jai was hurt because of him. The activity in the bed had been seamlessly incorporated into a dream he was having, a dream where the crimson man had been making passionate love to him. He hadn't known Jai — or Dakarai, for that matter — was in bed with him, but that was no excuse. Thank God Jai had not been seriously hurt.


  He swirled his hands through the water. It felt tepid enough. He shut off the faucet just as Dakarai entered carrying the now naked Jai in his arms. Cody stepped back.


  "Hey, nice pecs, Cody," Jai said with a wounded grin, eyes locked on the blond's bare chest. "Just seeing those pretty nipples makes me feel better."


  "That's the kind of lust that got you into this mess in the first place, man," Dakarai chided playfully. He lowered Jai carefully into the tub.


  Long, loose strands of black hair dangled over Jai's eyes, giving him a waif's look in spite of his thin beard. He shivered as the water slipped up to his neck. "This stuff is cold," he complained.


  "It's about to get even colder." Dakarai reached over and pushed the button that activated the jets. He put his hands in the churning water.


  Jai's teeth began to chatter. Even standing against the wall, Cody could feel the wave of chill air that swelled out from the tub.


  "How long ... d-do I have to ... stay here?" Jai stammered.


  "Ten or fifteen minutes." Dakarai withdrew his hands. He grabbed a towel and dried them. "Now be a good boy and stay put."


  "Or you'll ... sp-spank me?"


  Dakarai rolled his eyes. "Show some class, Jai, will ya? Let's go, Cody."


  Dakarai ushered Cody out of the bathroom, closing the door. They ambled up the hall to the living room. There Cody stopped. He felt uneasy. With no pockets available to him, he tucked his hands into his underarms. Having no idea of what to say to Dakarai, he looked around the room again. In the fading light, he was struck with how bland the place was. The furniture was nice, but the bric-a-brac and paintings were generic, the kind of stuff you might find in a doctor's waiting room. This couldn't be a place that Dakarai's father visited often, or it would have more of his personality in it. He figured the god used it more as a way station than a vacation spot.


  As his eyes drifted about the room, they inadvertently met Dakarai's. Dakarai's look was full of interest, as if he were studying some rare, precious art piece. Cody turned away.


  "Come on," Dakarai said, taking his arm. "Let's get some air."


  Cody let Dakarai lead him out onto the deck. The sun was gone from the sky, leaving only a pale wash of orange over the western horizon. A few stars were already peeking out from the gathering dark overhead. Frogs chirped in the shallows. Insects skimmed along the surface of the lake. From time to time, the water rippled suddenly as fish ambushed some of the skimmers, sucking them down. Bats flitted through the treetops like sharp, jerky ink blotches, chasing moths and mosquitoes. The air was still muggy, only a few degrees cooler than it had been when Cody and Jai arrived. Cody could feel himself relaxing. He leaned against the wooden rail that surrounded the deck. He wanted to pull himself up and sit, but he was afraid his weight would snap the rail like a twig.


  "Are you always this quiet?" Dakarai asked.


  "I guess I'm just not good company," Cody replied. "I'm sorry."


  "Don't be. Ask me a question."


  "About what?"


  "Anything."


  Cody hesitated. "There's something I've been wondering about. But it's really none of my business."


  One corner of the demigod's mouth went up in a smile. "I'm feeling generous. I'll make it your business."
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  "Okay." Cody looked into Dakarai's eyes. "Were you and Jai lovers?"


  "Yeah, once. We gave it a good try. Did he tell you how we met?"


  "Yeah."


  Dakarai sighed. "I liked him from the start. He's a great guy. Cute. Smart. Fun to be around. Brave as hell. We have a lot in common. Both of us have this crazy notion about taking down the bad guys and making the world safe for all the good folk. We love slasher movies. He isn't crazy about my gator hunting, but he put up with it."


  "So what happened? You couldn't deal with his telepathy?"


  "No, I liked that about him. Believe me, there's nothing like having a telepath talk dirty to you. They can actually make you feel it. The problem was that I'm so much stronger than he is. I was very careful when we were making love, and I still broke three of his fingers, bruised his neck, and cracked one of his ribs. Once, when I was having a nightmare, I even struck him with lightning and burned his chest. I cut him loose because I couldn't stand to keep hurting him that way."


  "You and I have that much in common. Jai wants to take me out. But if he went through all of that with you, why would he think things would be any different with me? He saw in my memories what happened the first time I tried to have sex with a guy. Why come on to me?"


  "I don't know. You can't really help who you fall for. When it happens, it happens. Maybe that's all it is with him."


  Cody felt a twinge of sorrow for Jai. "I hope he finds a nice guy. Someone who'll be good for him."


  "So do I. You want some bug repellent?"


  "Huh?"


  Dakarai nodded at Cody's bare torso. "Aren't you worried about mosquitoes?"


  "Oh. No, it takes a lot to get through my skin."


  "I see."


  Cody wrapped his arms tight around himself. He stared off over the lake.


  Why are the strong, pretty ones always so brooding? Dakarai thought. "Ask me something else," he said, trying to draw Cody back in.


  His gaze still on the lake, the superhero said, "What's it like being a demigod?"


  Dakarai leaned against the wall of the house, only a couple of steps away from Cody. "It has its perks. I'm immune to disease and I never get sick. I'm strong. I may be immortal or, if not, I'll probably live for a very long time, hundreds of years. There's no way of knowing just yet. It took me a long time to grow up. Physically, anyway. According to Jai, I'm still childish."


  "How old are you?"


  "Seventy-two."


  Cody laughed. "Come on."


  "I'm serious, man."


  Cody's smile froze, then faded. "Jesus! You're older than my grandparents."


  Dakarai's expression went flat. "Hey, thanks, man. So nice of you to point that out."


  "Oh, uh ... I didn't mean ... you ..." Cody sighed. "Just give me a second while I pull my foot out of my mouth, okay?" He looked Dakarai's face over. "You barely look twenty-one," he observed, his voice hushed.


  "That's about where my body is now, in terms of physical development. It just took me a lot longer to reach 'twenty-one' than most people. It was tough on my mom. When I was ten, I was barely the size of a toddler. When I turned twenty, I was the size of your average first-grader. Even if I'm not immortal, I'll look the way I do now for a long time to come. You get the picture."


  "Yeah." Cody's eyes gave Dakarai's tight, near-naked body an admiring gaze. "Those are some kinda perks."


  Dakarai shrugged. "There are drawbacks, too. My mom didn't live to see me grow up. She died ten years ago."


  "Oh. I'm sorry."


  "Thanks. Godhood can get lonely sometimes. As a kid, all of my friends were human. They outgrew me, went off to college, got jobs, started families. Hell, all of them are retired now. And I could very well outlive any friends that I ever make. I'm not looking forward to that, watching everyone I care about die."


  "It sounds almost as if ... you're cursed. I don't think I'd even try to make human friends if I were you."


  "I'm not cursed. I'm just me. And I want to have friends. I want to find a nice guy I can settle down with, for however long it lasts."


  Cody looked back over the lake again.


  "I can do things with the weather," Dakarai went on, trying to shift the conversation in a lighter direction. "Not the way my dad can. He can make hurricanes, big F5 tornados, blizzards, the real heavy stuff. But I can do enough to keep my life interesting."


  "Can you fly?"


  "In a manner of speaking. I can ride on the wind."


  Cody turned, his interest piqued. "Ride the wind? What does that mean?"


  "Let me show you."


  Dakarai stepped forward and took Cody's hand. Instantly, a great stream of wind spewed downward, and they lifted off the deck as if shot from a cannon.


  "Whooooooaaaaaaa!" Cody screamed, eyes squeezed shut. He looked slightly nauseated. "I think ...I left my gut down there..."


  "Sorry. Jai told me you do the whole 'leap tall buildings' thing and then some. I thought you'd be used to this."


  "I am. I just wasn't ready."


  "Sorry again. I won't do that to you next time. Here, I'll slow us down some."


  Cody felt their upward momentum bleed away. He opened his eyes. They were out over the water, so high that the lake was like a big, silvery plate stretching as far as he could see. Wind swirled around them, keeping them aloft. In contrast to the stickiness at ground level, the air up here was soothingly cool. They drifted back and forth like plastic toys floating on the surface of a pool. He turned his head to see Dakarai watching him carefully.


  "Are you okay?" the demigod asked.


  "Yeah. How long can you stay up here?"


  "As long as I want to." Smiling, Dakarai reached out, wrapping his right arm around Cody's waist. "I'm going to show you something. Stretch out, like this."


  Dakarai leaned forward as if lying face down on a bed, coaxing Cody into the same posture. "Put your arms back, this way," said Dakarai. He extended his left arm back, along his side. "I know most superfolk who fly stick their arms straight out ahead of them, but it seems to me there's less wind resistance with your arms tucked in close to your body."


  Cody put his arms back. He thrilled to the gusts that rippled along his skin and carried them forward, causing the tethered sleeves of his uniform to snap back and forth like little pennants. He felt like a huge helium balloon, like a sailing vessel plying the ocean in stately fashion. The warmth of Dakarai's big arm around him only made the whole thing perfect. "I like this," he said with the smile of a two-year-old riding on Daddy's shoulders. "When I take to the sky, I don't have this kind of control. It's all about momentum and gravity. I have to be careful I don't come down on somebody's house, or in the middle of a crowded highway. But this ... this is really nice."


  Dakarai gave Cody's waist a squeeze in response. He angled his head to the left, guiding the two of them out in a slow, sweeping arc across the lake.


  "So you're in college?" Dakarai asked.


  "Yeah. Winding down my freshman year."


  "What's your major?"


  "Architectural engineering."


  "How'd you wind up in that field?"


  "It was the only thing in the university catalog that interested me. I like drawing houses. My dad owns this coffee shop, and he wants me to take it over. But I can't see myself watching over a bunch of kids serving lattes and muffins all my life."


  "Yeah, I can see where that might get a tad dull for someone who's been slugging it out with super baddies. Although, sitting at a desk designing houses doesn't seem that much more thrilling to me."


  A flicker of emotion swept Cody's face and vanished.


  "What?" Dakarai asked. "I say something wrong?"


  "No." Cody looked away. "I want a job that doesn't require me to have a whole lot of contact with other people. I guess I'm just too much of a loner."


  "I see."


  Cody smiled. "You see a lot."


  "More than you know." Dakarai winked. "You dating anyone at that college?"


  "Nope."


  "Don't tell me it's because you don't have the time."


  "Well, that's part of it. But it's mostly because of what I told you before. You know what that's like. You broke up with Jai over it."


  "Yeah. But that hasn't stopped me from dating. I figure there's someone out there who can take what I have to dish out. In fact, I do believe I'm flying with him right now. And I can sure handle your little corn-fed ass."


  Cody frowned doubtfully. "I don't know, Dakarai. I'm pretty strong."


  "So am I."


  "Can you jump ten miles? Or outrun a bullet?"


  "No, and no."


  "Then I'm stronger than you."


  "Maybe."


  Below them, ducks floated in clusters on the water, drifting in for the night. Scores of heron stilt-walked through the rushes growing along the shore, periodically stabbing downward with their beaks to snag a final snack of fish or frog before the last, lingering wash of red-orange light faded from the western horizon. Overhead, the sky was deepening from a dark bluish green into black, with more and more stars peeking through the high wisps of gray cloud.


  Dakarai felt the soft burning of fear and desire in his chest at the closeness of this attractive blond man. He was fully aware that Cody could tear an armored tank apart in seconds with his bare hands, but the aching loneliness in the hero's eyes fired Dakarai's protective impulses. He wanted to take care of Cody, hold him, shield him from everything that could cause him pain. It was, he knew, the first rush of affection he was experiencing. If he hung around with Cody, he could very easily, very quickly, find himself in love.


  Dakarai brought his left hand up and softly traced his fingers along the side of Cody's face. Cody flinched at his touch.


  "It's okay," Dakarai whispered, the words barely audible over the gentle whistling of the wind. He began to massage Cody's neck and shoulders, surprised at the tension he felt there.


  Cody gasped, amazed. He could actually feel the powerful pressure from Dakarai's fingers. It vibrated deep into his muscles, generating a relaxing warmth. No one had ever touched him that way before, with a grip so powerful that it made him feel weak. He didn't protest when the kneading hand began working its way down his back. He closed his eyes and held still, waiting for it.


  Dakarai turned suddenly, so that the fronts of their bodies were pressed together. His dick was a soft, thick mass, but it gave an excited jump the moment it made contact with Cody's thigh. That startled Cody so that his eyes fluttered open again. Dakarai gazed into Cody's eyes. The blue of the hero's pupils was dark as ink in the lowering night. With his left hand, he smoothed the fluttering pale hair away from the tanned, boyish face.


  "You're so goddamned beautiful," Dakarai hissed.


  Cody was struck by the rich, dark handsomeness of the demigod's face, but he couldn't voice his appreciation. Emotion choked him. He was floating across the starry sky in the arms of a gorgeous, powerful man. It was magical. He felt Dakarai's right hand slide down to grab his waist. He felt Dakarai's left hand grip the back of his head, pulling him slowly closer. His lips parted to receive Dakarai's kiss.


  The crimson man's face loomed over him.


  "Jesus!" Cody shoved Dakarai violently with both hands, the blow resounding with a sickening crunch. Dakarai shot backward half a mile, losing control of the winds.


  Both men plummeted toward the waters of the lake, so very far below.
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  Cody tumbled, limbs flailing. He was gaining speed as he fell.


  He tried to right himself. If he could get his feet under him, his legs would absorb the force when he hit. But the memory of the crimson man’s music, of its awful, overpowering effects, disoriented him, and he couldn’t bring his body under control. Jai had told him that Lake Okeechobee, for all its vast sprawl, was fairly shallow, a mere nine feet deep on average and barely a foot deep in many areas. Even if he came down in one of the deeper spots, he knew he would hit with such momentum that he would displace a large volume of water and smash into the limestone basin beneath. The blow would not kill him, or even break so much as his skin. But it would hurt. A lot.


  The world spun around him so fast he couldn’t separate sky from earth. It was dizzying. He squeezed his eyes shut.


  The column of wind plowed into him like a runaway semi, punching the breath out of his lungs with a grunt. Now he found himself tumbling sideways, just as helplessly. Gradually, the winds swirling about him slowed him to a halt, turning his body upright. He opened his eyes.


  Dakarai hovered several feet in front of him, drifting closer. His eyes were full of worry.


  "Dakarai, I'm sorry." Cody looked anxiously at the man's dark chest, which Dakarai was clutching with one hand. "Are you okay?"


  "I think so. What about you? What happened up there?"


  The faint strains of flute music drifted through Cody's mind. He couldn't tell if it was memory or something ... more. "It was him. That red guy."


  "Kokopelli?"


  "I feel him."


  Dakarai was close. The concern deepened in his face. He reached out.


  "No!" Cody jerked his shoulder away. "Please. Don't touch me." The thought of the crimson man had brought raw lust bubbling back to the surface. Cody feared he would lose all control if Dakarai touched him. "Take us back to the house, okay?"


  They were hovering only twenty feet over the surface of the lake. The water was dark and flat beneath them. The wind began to carry them eastward. Cody didn't trust himself to look at Dakarai. He stared down. There were plenty of alligators out here. He could see the scaly bulbs of their eyes floating serenely, watching keenly, the rest of their bodies submerged.


  Wet, grassy turf appeared suddenly beneath their feet, passing in a sweeping wave, and then they touched down on the wooden deck of the cottage. Cody could feel Dakarai's worried eyes on him.


  "Are you gonna be okay?" Dakarai asked.


  "I'll be fine," Cody answered quickly, stepping away. "I just need a minute to clear my head."


  Dakarai stopped himself from reaching out to comfort Cody, who appeared both agitated and frightened. Any more stress and he feared the guy would crack. He called, "Hey." He waited until Cody looked up at him, then gave a reassuring smile. "You hang out here. I'm gonna step inside and check on Jai."


  As Dakarai walked toward the door, Cody felt a twinge of panic and confusion. Only moments ago, he'd wanted nothing more than to be away from Dakarai. Now that the demigod was leaving him, he was suddenly desperate to call him back. He crossed to the edge of the deck and sat, closing his eyes.


  He tried to blank his mind, focusing on the croaking of frogs, the splash of nocturnal creatures beginning their nightly hunt. As the minutes passed, the tension gradually eased in his body. He took a deep breath. Finally, he felt relaxed. He got to his feet and went into the cottage.


  Upon entering the living room, Cody heard Jai. "... I still don't get it," the policeman ranted in a loud, quavering but amused voice. "What were you trying to do? Make a copsicle out of me?"


  There was a groan from Dakarai. "Copsicle? I should drown your ass for that one."


  "Better I drown than freeze my balls off."


  "Okay! Okay! For the tenth damn time, man, I'm fucking sorry I left you in a tub full of ice water for so long. Although I have to wonder, if it was so cold, why you didn't just climb your ass out."


  "Because you told me to stay put!"


  "Jai, you drive me crazy."


  "Dakarai, you left crazy in the dust about a gazillion miles back."


  "Shut up and be still."


  Cody made his way down the hall. He peered into the bathroom.


  Dakarai was standing with his back to the door. Jai stood in front of him, draped in the comforter from the bed, his body wet and shivering. Dakarai's arms were wrapped around the cop almost tenderly, his hands rubbing vigorously over Jai's chest and shoulders. Heat swelled out of the tiny room as Dakarai's power gently raised the temperature in an effort to warm Jai.


  Cody turned quickly away, ducking into the bedroom. For a moment, he thought it was embarrassment that sent him running from the intimacy the two men shared. When he closed the door after him and leaned against the wall, his mind replaying the scene of Dakarai cuddling Jai, he knew that he was not embarrassed.


  He was hotly jealous.
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  Cody wasn't sure just how much time passed. He kept waiting for them to come out and find him so they could get the hell out of Florida.


  There were long stretches of silence, broken occasionally by the muffled bantering of Jai and Dakarai, leavened by their easy laughter. Waiting was driving Cody crazy. He thought he would explode. Finally, he couldn't take any more.


  Cody snatched the bedroom door open, tearing it fully from the wall with a rippling CRACK! Immediately he froze, holding the liberated door — along with the jamb and a good portion of ragged drywall still attached — in his hand, thinking that he really hadn't meant to do that.


  Dakarai and Jai appeared in the hall, Jai still wrapped in the comforter but now dry and no longer shaking. Both of them silently took in the scene with puzzled, startled looks on their faces.


  Cody looked away from them and mumbled, "Sorry."


  "Uh ... did that door offend you in some way?" Jai deadpanned.


  Cody started reciting the Pledge of Allegiance in his head.


  "It's all right, Cody," said Dakarai. He stepped forward and took the door in his hands, leaning it against the wall. "In the morning, I'll call the guy who takes care of the place for Dad. He'll get this fixed up in no time."


  Dakarai's eyes lingered, and Cody could see that he sensed something more was wrong with him. "We need to go," Cody blurted, surprised at the roughness in his own voice. "That Kokopelli guy is probably going to hit someone else tonight, and we should be trying to track him down. We can't do that from here."


  "You're right," Jai agreed. He glanced down at himself. "Although I don't think it's a good idea for me to go tiddling around like this.”


  Dakarai looked at him, a big grin shining affectionately on his face. “Did you just say ‘tiddling?’ Dude, that is so gay!”


  “God. Let’s go!” Cody stalked up the hall, the floor shuddering ominously beneath his feet.


  “What’s bugging him?” Dakarai wondered.


  “I don’t know,” said Jai. “He’s very patriotic.”
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  In darkness, amid powerful gusts, the three of them touched down on the roof of the 100 North Main building in downtown Memphis.


  Blue Diesel, once again in full uniform, immediately went to the edge, peering out over the streets. It was shortly before midnight. The sky overhead was clear, full of stars, but a line of rain clouds was marching slowly along to the northwest. There was the usual crush of cars moving north on Third in a yellow stream of headlights, and south on Second in a red stream of taillights. Colorful, shifting crowds milled about on Beale Street. To the west lay the broad, lazy swath of the Mississippi River, its black waters reflecting the array of lights that illuminated the distinctive M of the Hernando-DeSoto Bridge.


  Nothing was amiss as far as he could see. He turned to Jai. "Why'd you have Dakarai put us down here?" he asked.


  Jai had his arms wrapped around his chest, shivering. Although he was fully dressed and the temperature of the wind stream that carried them had been kept warm, the hours-long nonstop flight from Lake Okeechobee had left him chilled. "I need to be up high," he replied. "I'm going to do a telepathic sweep to see if I can get a fix on Kokopelli."


  "I thought you said you couldn't read his mind?"


  "That's true. But I should be able to pick up anyone in the vicinity who's hearing flutes and having nasty thoughts."


  Blue Diesel looked at Dakarai. To the white shorts, the man-god had added a tight-fitting black T-shirt with "Finger Me" printed in stark white letters across the chest, along with a big pair of unlaced black sneakers. As far as superhero togs went, Blue Diesel thought it was a pretty hot outfit. He noticed that Dakarai leaned against the door that led down into the building's topmost floor, his left hand massaging at his chest. He moved closer. Just above the neckline of the T-shirt, he spotted the edge of a murky bruise spread along the collarbone. "Oh, wow. Dakarai, I hurt you."


  Dakarai gave a dismissive shake of his head. "It's nothing, man. You just caught me off-guard."


  "But it— "


  "Really, dude. It's okay. Nothing broken, no permanent damage. Just a little bruise. But I'm impressed you were able to leave a mark. That's something not even a fourteen-foot gator could do." Dakarai looked deliberately past Blue Diesel at Jai, who was now standing at the edge of the roof himself, head tipped back, eyes closed. "Hey! Picking up anything on the God of Sex over there?"


  "No," Jai answered without opening his eyes. "This is probably going to take a while. It would help if you two would shut up back there."


  Blue Diesel leaned in toward Dakarai and whispered, "Just what the hell does he want us to do while he's tuning in? Stand around and admire his cute little ass?"


  "I 'heard' that." Jai shot a look over his shoulder. "I just got some nasty, criminal thoughts. There's a guy luring a gay kid into an ambush, got some buddies waiting to roll the kid for his stash of meth. Front and Beale, if you're interested."


  They were. Blue Diesel immediately took a running leap off the building. Dakarai followed, carried on a blast of wind.


  As Blue Diesel hurtled over the rooftops, he saw Dakarai shoot past him. Ahead and below, he spotted two guys within the bright circle of streetlight at the corner of Front and Beale, exactly as told. One was tall and was talking rapidly to the other, who was shorter and clearly reluctant to go any further. North of the corner, off Front, three more guys waited, crouched in the shadows of an alley. Blue Diesel's trajectory was going to carry him to the corner, and there was no way he could change direction in mid-leap. Luckily, Dakarai spotted the three thugs, too, and turned toward the alley.


  Dropping toward the corner, Blue Diesel glared at the tall guy, an alluring figure dressed in an open shirt and ripped jeans. The gay guy was only a kid, probably not even eighteen, and his looks were just average enough for him to think he was incredibly lucky to have this fine-looking roughneck come on to him. Something had obviously sunk into the kid's head to make him realize this was all too good to be true, because he was now trying to walk away. The tall guy grabbed him by the arm and shoved him against the brick wall of the apartment building at the corner. The kid's head struck the wall with enough force to stun him.


  Blue Diesel slammed to the ground beside the street lamp, the sidewalk cracking beneath his feet.


  The tall guy turned, startled, his fist pinning the kid to the wall. He looked Blue Diesel up and down. "Who the fuck are you?"


  Blue Diesel stood there, saying nothing.


  The tall guy sneered. "What, you supposed to be a big, bad superhero in that freaky tutu?" He released the kid, who slid whimpering to the ground. "Shit. Let's see what you've got." He raised his fist, drew back, and threw a vicious roundhouse punch.


  It never had a chance of landing.


  In a move almost too quick to see, Blue Diesel casually gave the tall guy a backhand slap across the face. The snaky thug smashed back into the wall, and then slid to the sidewalk beside the kid, unconscious.


  Astounded, the kid looked at the thug, then looked up at Blue Diesel.


  Blue Diesel stepped forward and held out his hand. "Give me the meth."


  The kid blinked rapidly. "What?" he said, a nervous smile breaking out on his face. "Wh-what are you talking about?"


  "Don't play games with me," Blue Diesel said. "That guy wanted your meth. Do you realize what he was going to do to you to get it?"


  The kid's chin stuck up. "I could have handled him."


  Blue Diesel gave a cynical snort.


  Dakarai appeared, walking around the corner with a big, unconscious galoot draped over his left shoulder and dragging the remaining two knocked-out, would-be muggers by their shirt collars. He effortlessly dumped them atop their unmoving leader.


  "Yeah?" said Blue Diesel, never taking his eyes off the kid. "Could you have handled them, too?"


  Shaking, eyes on the incapacitated hoodlums, the kid fumbled a clear plastic baggie from his pocket and held it out to Blue Diesel.


  Blue Diesel took the baggie with its fistful of whitish, crystalline shards and passed it over to Dakarai. "Here. Take care of this."


  Dakarai tossed the baggie into the air with his left hand. With his right hand, he sent a bolt of lightning skyward, vaporizing the baggie and its contents in a brilliant burst of energy.


  The kid covered his ears against the thunderclap that followed. Once the sound faded, he gave the two men towering over him an outraged glare. "Do you know how much that shit cost me?" he shouted.


  "Whatever you paid for it, is it worth your life?" Blue Diesel asked quietly. "Because that's what it's going to cost if you keep using that stuff. One way or another, it's going to be the end of you." Blue Diesel glared at the kid a moment longer, suddenly feeling disgusted. "Get the hell out of here."


  The kid scrambled to his feet and ran off.


  Dakarai watched him go. "You know he's probably gonna head straight back to his dealer."


  "Probably," Blue Diesel agreed. "Hopefully he's broke now. Anyway, we did what we could for him." He looked at the unconscious pile of criminals. "What about these guys?"


  "What about them?"


  "We can't just leave them."


  "Yeah, we can. They didn't really commit any crime just now. We broke that up before it could happen. And even if they had, are you ready to take off your mask and testify against them? Besides, we've got a much bigger fish to fry tonight ..." Dakarai broke off. Blue Diesel's attention had been caught by something down the street. He followed the masked hero's gaze.


  A block away, a man stood at the corner of Beale and Main with his hands pushed into the pockets of a gray nylon jacket. He stared at Dakarai and Blue Diesel through a pair of plastic-rimmed glasses.


  "Who's that?" Dakarai asked, catching sight of the slim, middle-aged man.


  "My dad," Blue Diesel replied.


  "Really?" Dakarai broke into a grin. "Come on, introduce me."


  "We should get back to Jai."


  "Fine. After I meet your dad."


  "No."


  "Why not. Your dad doesn't know your friends?" Dakarai looked sharply at Blue Diesel. "We are friends, aren't we?"


  "Dakarai, this is not the time. Dad's coffee shop is right down Main. He must've just left it. He's probably tired. Besides, I don't want anyone making the connection between my family and Blue Diesel. Let's go."


  As if on cue, Jai's voice broke into both men's heads. Doc, Cody, get back here. I've got a fix on Kokopelli.


  "Allow me," Dakarai said. He took Blue Diesel's hand. A wind lifted them into the air.


  Dakarai shot a final glance down at Blue Diesel's father. It was hard to be sure with the steadily increasing distance between them, but he would have sworn there was a delighted smile on the bespectacled man's face.
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  Jai was still standing at the roof's edge when he felt the powerful gust behind him. He turned as Dakarai and Blue Diesel descended to the rooftop. He tried to ignore the fact that they were holding hands.


  "Okay, what have you got, man?" Dakarai asked. "Where's Kokopelli?"


  "I don't know, exactly." Jai kept his eyes on the demigod's face. Dakarai released Blue Diesel's hand, but the two edged closer together until they were practically shoulder to shoulder. Jai tried to ignore that, as well. "I did pick up something pretty weird, though. There are about two hundred people in cars, moving east on I-40."


  "What's the big deal?" said Blue Diesel. "Thousands of people do that every day."


  Jai gave him a casual glance. "They came from points west, and every one of them has a memory of Kokopelli on the brain. That memory is what's drawing them east. They want to worship" — he paused with a wicked smirk to make quotation marks in the air with his fingers — "him."


  "So they're following him," said Dakarai.


  "Exacto."


  "How do they know where he's going?" Blue Diesel asked. "Is he out front, leading a convoy or something?"


  Jai shook his head. "It's all compulsion. I don't sense a particular destination in any of their minds. They aren't even aware of each other. They're acting on faith, so to speak."


  "That's not a lot to go on," Blue Diesel said doubtfully. "If they're anything like my friend Rupert, they could be delirious —"


  "No, it makes sense," Dakarai cut in. "Think, man. You know Kokopelli's been moving east, pretty much in a straight line. He's using his power to draw these people after him. Jai's right. All we have to do is follow them. They'll lead us right to him."


  With a modest nod of his head, Jai said, "Yes, I must admit it. I'm magnificent."


  Dakarai grinned. "Sometimes you really are, man. Come on, I'll fly us— "


  "Wait!" Jai held up both hands. "My magnificence is not gonna go zipping through the air this time. We're taking my car."


  "But— " Blue Diesel began.


  "Yeah, yeah, you and Dakarai can travel faster than I can drive," Jai pressed on. "But the objective here is not to go leaping ahead of these people, but to follow. We can do that best by car."


  "Blue Diesel can't be seen riding around in a car."


  "So take off the costume and go as Cody. You can always suit up again if you have to."


  "But ... I don't have any clean clothes."


  "You can borrow some of mine."


  "That won't work, Jai. I'm bigger than you."


  "Not where it counts."


  "Jai," said Dakarai, "your claws are showing."


  "I don't care, Doc. We're not flying anymore tonight." Jai marched off toward the rooftop entrance. "Meet me at the parking garage of my building in thirty minutes. Out front." He opened the door and disappeared down the stairs, making it a point not to look back.


  Blue Diesel turned helplessly to Dakarai. He held out his hands, gesturing at himself. "Seriously, man. I don't have anything else to put on right now."


  "I wouldn't be offended to go riding down the highway with you buck-ass naked." Dakarai gave the superhero a wink.


  "Get real."


  "And just so you won't feel self-conscious, I'd be willing to take off my own pants. Then you can sit on my lap —"


  "Dakarai!" Blue Diesel snapped, irritated.


  Dakarai laughed. "Okay, calm down. There's a Target in Midtown that's open 24/7. We can pick up some clothes for you there."


  "Man, I have twenty-seven dollars to my name. I can't buy a T-shirt with that."


  "It's cool, I'll cover you. What size do you wear?"


  "Thirty-two waist, thirty-three inseam. Extra large in shirt. Size 10 in shoes."


  "Got it. Wait here for me. I'll be back in fifteen minutes." Dakarai walked to the edge of the roof, casually fell forward, and started drifting away on the wind.


  Cody yanked the mask off his head. He watched until Dakarai's flying form was swallowed into the darkness. His body was wracked with the continued buzz of sexual excitement, derived from memories of the sizeable cock he'd seen between Jai's legs, of Dakarai's enticingly mud-covered, loin-clothed body, of the beautiful, frightening enchantment the crimson man radiated. All of it flowed to his groin, smoldering there and keeping him semi-erect.


  His thoughts kept tumbling back to Dakarai. Something about the man-god made him tremble. Something? he mocked himself. The full, lush mouth, the gleaming eyes, the muscles twice the size of his own, the way he towered over both Jai and himself ... Cody knew exactly what it was about Dakarai that made him weak.


  And horny. He realized he was standing there, mask off, cupping himself with both hands in the cool, bracing night breeze. It was becoming easier, he noticed, to separate the growing attraction he felt for Dakarai from the still present sexual spell Kokopelli had used on him. He knew it wasn't just Kokopelli's power that made him want the demigod so deeply— and that scared the hell out of him.


  He jerked his hands away from his crotch. He had to get his mind off Dakarai. He shook his arms and legs, like a runner loosening himself up before hitting the track. He tried thinking of his mother, a surefire buzz-kill when it came to anything sexual. Oh, damn. He needed to call her.


  He peeled the uniform off his upper body and retrieved his prepaid cell-phone from the little pocket inside his right sleeve. This time, he let the sleeves of the uniform dangle down to his ankles as he dialed home.


  "Cody?"


  "Hey, Mom. I'm back in town."


  "So I heard." Her grin was practically visible through the little phone. "And who is this mysterious young man you're flying around holding hands with?"


  "How— "


  "Your dad just called me with the news. Oh, honey, I think it's wonderful. Wait until I tell Granny Belle."


  "Tell Granny Belle what?"


  "That you have a boyfriend."


  "Mom, I don't have a boyfriend."


  "Your dad says he's black and very handsome."


  "Mom, are you listening?"


  "Oh, sweetie, we're so pleased, so happy for you."


  "Mom —"


  "When will you be bringing him by so that we can meet him?"


  "Mother, I'm going to put a noose around my neck, tie it to a pole, and throw myself off the Hernando-DeSoto Bridge. Right now."


  "You must bring him for dinner, son. How about Sunday? Does you friend like lamb?"


  God! "Okay, Mom, I gotta go. I have to leave town again, and I may be gone for a couple of days, so tell Dad I won't be in to work tomorrow, either. Don't worry about me, all right? I'll call you as soon as I get a chance."


  "Is your boyfriend going with you?"


  "Bye, Mom." He disconnected the call with a frustrated shake of his head. Discussing his love life with his mother made as much sense as having a punching contest with the Hulk.
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  Dakarai returned, floating above the downtown rooftop of the brightly lit 100 North Main office tower. "Cody?"


  "Over here." Cody stood up in the darkened corner where he had been sitting with his bare back against the brick wall.


  Dakarai drifted over and touched down in front of Cody. In his hands, he clutched several white and red plastic bags, as well as a large, black canvas backpack. "I got jeans and a jersey for you, plus underwear, socks and boots," he said, handing over two of the bags. "I also got some snacks for the trip, toiletry stuff— soap, toothbrushes, toothpaste, whatever I thought we'd need. And a bag to stow everything in."


  "Great. Thanks." Cody peered into the bags. "Wish I had time to go home and grab a shower before we leave. I kind of hate to put on fresh clothes feeling as grungy as I do now."


  "I can take care of that." Dakarai retrieved the bags he had just handed over. "Take off that uniform and I'll give you a shower right here."


  "Dakarai, have you heard that most cities have laws against indecent exposure?"


  "Man, trust me, there is nothing indecent about that fine little body of yours. But you want privacy, you get privacy." Dakarai closed his eyes, concentrating.


  Cody's eyes darted around, watching for something to happen. Seconds later, a cloud came quickly down, shrouding the rooftop in a thick, wet fog.


  Dakarai looked at Cody. "Okay. Now give me that uniform."


  Without hesitation, Cody slid the uniform down to his ankles, stepped out of it, and handed it to Dakarai. He felt shy and just a bit chilled, but the way Dakarai leered at his naked body sent a tingle of excitement rushing through his chest.


  "Hold on," said Dakarai. "I'll be right back." Carrying the bags and uniform, he walked away, swallowed by the mist.


  For perhaps a minute, Cody waited. The fog wrapped him in comforting silence.


  There was movement as a tall silhouette appeared, moving through the mist. Dakarai emerged naked, his taut, muscled body walking with easy, sexy grace. The tiny smirk on his face and the impish cast to his eyes conveyed naughtily playful intentions.


  Cody swallowed hard, feeling blood rush once again to his groin in a hot, almost electric spasm. He looked down at his feet as Dakarai stopped only inches in front of him.


  "One shower, coming up," Dakarai said in a low, husky growl.


  Rain poured over them in a warm and gentle stream. Eyes closed, Cody put his head back, fully indulging himself in the massaging sensation of water pelting against his face. He sighed when he felt Dakarai's big, jutting erection poke into his stomach.


  Leaning forward, the demigod slid his arms around Cody's body. His fingers began kneading at the young blond's shoulders, then slowly worked their way down his back. Cody groaned and folded into Dakarai, their bodies pressing together.


  Dakarai tried to ignore the throb of Cody's cock against his belly, concentrating on working his hands over the hero's thick, smooth skin. He bent his head down, his teeth finding the crook of Cody's neck and nipping hard. Cody gave a small, startled gasp, surprised at the pleasurable pain shooting deep into his flesh. He gasped again when Dakarai's hands grabbed his ass, squeezing so hard he thought his buttocks would burst like basketballs.


  "Dakarai..." Cody sighed anxiously, his lips against the demigod's ear.


  Dakarai kissed his way across Cody's chest, over his stomach, kneeling before him. He rubbed the length of Cody's cock with his bearded chin. His lips skimmed the thick patch of yellow pubic hair, his breaths tingling against the skin beneath. His hands went down the back of Cody's thighs, sliding over the calves.


  Abruptly, Dakarai rose. He took Cody's shoulders and turned him. With his right hand, he guided his dick between Cody's buns, the fat knob of his cock stabbing against the hero's tiny hole. Cody arched his back. He wanted Dakarai so badly it brought tears to his eyes.


  Dakarai's hands swabbed over Cody's chest and stomach, spraying water in every direction. Cody thrust his butt against the pole between his cheeks. He wanted it in him, every inch of it...


  And then, remembering what happened to Sam, Cody stepped abruptly away from Dakarai.


  "What?" Dakarai snapped, half-drunk with desire.


  "Let's stop now."


  "Why?"


  Cody turned but did not look at him. "I don't want to hurt you."


  "Baby, go on and HURT me. That was feeling good as hell." Dakarai reached desperately for Cody again.


  Cody backed off another step, moving out of the rain shower. "We have to go, anyway. We're supposed to meet Jai." He tossed his head, flinging the slick, wet hair from his face. He realized that Dakarai's big, strong hands had actually been scrubbing the grunge from his skin under the soothing downpour. He felt clean, refreshed. "You didn't happen to buy towels, did you?"


  Dakarai, with a vicious wave of his hands, dispersed the cloud and stopped the rain, drawing down a hot wind that blasted over himself and Cody, drying their bodies in seconds. He crossed the roof, scooped up a couple of the Target bags and tossed them to Cody. "Here, go ahead and get dressed. We'll go."


  "Dakarai..." said Cody, squirming his way into a pair of boxers. "Don't be mad at me. Please."


  "I'm not mad, man. Just blue-balled." Dakarai quickly dressed. He gathered the rest of the bags and stuffed everything into the backpack, which he slung over his shoulder. When he turned to Cody again, the guy was pulling an orange and white Tennessee State jersey over his head. Cody ran his fingers through his hair, trying to fluff it into some semblance of order.


  So fucking beautiful, Dakarai thought. He swept impulsively across the roof, one arm embracing Cody's shoulders as he planted a deep, bruising kiss on the younger guy.


  Cody staggered when Dakarai let him go. It was as if the kiss sucked all the will out of him and left him hypnotized. For a moment, he thought he was going to drop right on his ass.


  Then Dakarai's arm was around his waist. It felt as natural there as seeing the moon in the inky sky above.


  They rose, and Cody was walking on air.
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  Jai was aggrieved.


  He slumped behind the wheel of the Taurus, which sat squarely in a "no parking" zone on Madison Avenue in front of the three-story, red brick parking garage that matched his three-story, red brick apartment building. He had taken a few minutes for a quick shower at his apartment, and was now dressed in brown canvas pants and a yellow and white striped Polo shirt. His damp black hair had been pulled back and tied with a red rubber band into a short pony tail that draped over the back of his neck. He was carefully parked between street lamps; darkness better suited his present mood. Elbow propped on armrest, chin propped on hand, he sulked like a surly beast locked in a cage without a bone to gnaw on. He didn't react to the sudden, whistling downdraft that swirled over the street, or to the sight of Dakarai and Cody dropping gently down to the sidewalk beside the car.


  Dakarai opened the rear door, and Cody slid into the back seat. With one hand at his neck, Cody looked— Jai couldn't help noticing— rather blissfully dazed. Dakarai tossed a bulging backpack onto the seat, then slid in and closed the door.


  "What am I?" Jai groused over his shoulder. "The fucking chauffeur?"


  Dakarai smiled cheerfully at him. "Hey, driving was your idea. Remember?"


  "I also remember telling you guys to meet me here in thirty minutes. It took you ..." He glanced at his watch. "...forty-seven."


  "Well, excuse the hell out of us, Mr. Minute Man." Dakarai broke into a big, goofy grin. "We got kinda busy."


  "I'll bet." Jai adjusted the rearview mirror and scowled. "It takes a lot of time to do a big, fat hickey."


  Cody's bewildered eyes glanced at the rearview mirror and caught sight of the purplish rose blossoming to the side of his Adam's apple, peeking out above his hand. He self-consciously gathered the collar of his jersey about his neck.


  "We should get going," said Dakarai, ignoring Jai's petulance. "You want me to drive the first leg, give you a chance to catch some sleep?"


  "Oh, heavens no, Miss Daisy. You two sit your dainty asses back there, fasten your seatbelts and leave the driving to me." Jai started the car, shifted the gear into drive, gunned the engine and swerved into the street. He drove west on Madison to Front Street, then took Front north and picked up I-40 east.


  For a time, they didn't speak, or look at each other. Cody felt extremely guilty, though he would have been hard pressed to explain why. Certainly he knew Jai was attracted to him, but he had made it clear to the cop that there could never be any romance between them. It was obvious that Jai and Dakarai still shared genuine affection for each other, but their relationship was long over. Given those circumstances, should Cody go around kicking himself because Jai had correctly deduced that he and Dakarai had been making out? Along those same lines, should he beat himself up because Dakarai was fighting a hefty case of blue balls? (On the flight over to Jai's, he'd noticed that the man-god's cock was still straining beneath the white satiny fabric of his mesh shorts.) Dakarai had come on to him, after all, and it had left Cody with the exact same sexual frustration.


  For his part, Dakarai felt heartened and happy. He would never force himself on anyone, but his feelings for Cody were growing stronger, going much deeper than simple lust. That scared him just as it had when he was with Jai, and he found himself trying to dial back those feelings. Which was strange, given that Cody's body was hardly as fragile as Jai's. The lust, however, was something Dakarai definitely had no problem embracing. He wasn't going to give up the pursuit, not yet. It could very well be that Cody was physically stronger, but he was far more than an ordinary man himself. Sooner or later, Cody would have to see that he didn't pose any significant danger, not to Dakarai. Sooner or later, he would get Cody to open himself up to the possibilities before them both. If Dakarai failed, it sure as hell wouldn't be from a lack of effort.


  Jai was simply feeling pissed and lonely.


  The silence began to grate on Cody. "Hey, Jai," he said, clearing his already clear throat. "Can I ask you something?"


  "Free country," the cop mumbled.


  "How is it that you're driving a Taurus? It's like a family car, something my dad would ride around in. You look like the sports car type."


  "It's not mine. It's police issue, for undercover work. I left my Camaro at your dorm, which is further from downtown than my apartment. So I figured it would be quicker to zip home and pick up the Taurus. And I'm definitely on the job here, so don't go thinking I'm stealing any taxpayer dollars."


  "Oh."


  "Yeah. Oh."


  Dakarai got a sudden urge to deflect Jai's pique away from Cody. "Jai, any idea how long it'll be before we pick up on one of Kokopelli's victims?"


  "We're already trailing a couple." Jai pointed. "See the black Camry up there? Guy driving considers himself straight, but he's jacking off, reminiscing about how good it felt having Kokopelli's dick up his ass. After he screwed Kokomama, that is."


  "Kokopelmana," Dakarai corrected.


  "Whoever." Jai pointed out another vehicle ahead. "The yellow Volvo up there? The two women inside are dykes — "


  "Lesbians," Cody snapped before he could catch himself.


  "Stop bugging me with all this political correctness. As I was saying, the ladies in the Volvo are from Oklahoma. Been friends for years, never thought about dating each other. They both got off on Kokopelmana, fought tooth and nail when she turned into Kokopelli and tried to dick them. They're so desperate to get with Kokopelmana again, they've got her so deep in their brains, they can't even eat."


  "Jeez," Dakarai hissed. "Any idea yet where they're all headed?"


  "Nope. I need to concentrate on the thoughts of the people around us. For all we know, Koko Man could be riding shotgun with somebody, getting a blowjob to keep the trip interesting. Why don't you two grab a nap and let me work on that angle?"


  There was no protest from either Cody or Dakarai. Within minutes, they were both asleep.
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  The car door slammed, waking Dakarai. "What?" he mumbled, sitting up.


  He saw Jai standing outside the car. They were parked at a silver and blue gas pump. There were seven other pumps spaced at intervals across the lot, each perched on its own little canopied concrete island, and all of them currently void of cars. Beyond the pumps was a silver and blue convenience store. There was a car and a jeep parked at the door of the building.


  Jai leaned in through the open driver's window. "I'm just gonna get some gas."


  "Where are we?" Dakarai asked.


  "Good ol' Jackson, Tennessee."


  Dakarai looked around the lot again. He didn't see the black Camry or the yellow Volvo. "What happened to the cars we were following?"


  "The guy in the Camry stopped off at a Shoney's about 75 miles back for a late dinner," Jai answered. "The ladies pulled into a Holiday Inn not too long after that. They're bedding down for the night. Strange thing is, right after the three of them stopped, they forgot all about the God of Sex and started fantasizing about some big, buff, hairy Nordic guy. I still can't figure out what that was all about. But the bottom line is that they're off Kokopelli's trail."


  Dakarai looked concerned. "But how will we— ?"


  "Don't worry. We'll pick up some other Koko followers. They're everywhere out here. Back in a sec." Jai withdrew from the window, crossing the lot toward the store.


  Dakarai yawned and stretched. He needed a bathroom. He figured Cody, who was slumped against the opposite window, probably had to go, too. He nudged the sleeping blond with his elbow.


  Cody's head bobbed forward. He looked at Dakarai, puzzled and bleary eyed.


  "Pit stop," Dakarai said and climbed out of the car.


  Cody clambered out after him. He looked at his watch: 2:36 a.m. He groaned, wishing he were home in his bed. The night air had grown cooler. Dakarai led the way to the restrooms, which were off to the left of the store entrance.


  They emerged minutes later, relieved and slightly refreshed from splashing water in their faces. Loud voices rolled across the parking lot. They saw Jai calmly walking back to the car with two hotheaded guys trailing after him. The guys were both taller and bigger than Jai. One had shaggy brown hair on both his head and his chin, and he wore a tan windbreaker over an unbuttoned denim work shirt, coarse black pants, and scuffed sneakers. The other was heavier, clean-shaven and bald, real skinhead material. He wore a gray, sleeveless jersey which didn't hide the gut protruding over the waist of his faded blue jeans, and there were dark tattoos marching up both beefy arms. The two of them were sneering, shouting over each other as they heaped vitriol on Jai.


  "You want dick, ya little panty ass? How about I shove this fist up your fruity ass?"


  "Nah, man. Fags like that kind of shit. We just need to kick his little fairy ass."


  "Turn around, bitch. I'll show ya what being a man is all about."


  "Fuck your ass up good."


  It went on and on. Jai didn't seem at all bothered by the noise, or the menace looming over him as he unscrewed the gas cap on the Taurus and proceeded to lift the handle on the pump. Dakarai hustled over to the car, Cody in tow.


  "Fellas," Dakarai said, his face glowering with a menace of its own, "do yourselves a favor and get the hell out of here."


  For an instant, the two men looked warily at the considerable builds of Cody and Dakarai. Then the bald one noticed the words on Dakarai's T-shirt, and he pointed it out to his friend. Their contempt came boiling back.


  "Fag's got friends," scoffed the shaggy man.


  "Jesus fucking Christ," spat the bald man. "They're spreadin' it around in packs."


  Jai caught the flicker of motion as the fingers on Dakarai's right hand coiled into a big fist, and he knew the two idiots were only seconds away from a major and unpleasant surprise. Quickly, he said, "It's okay, Doc. I've got this."


  "You hear that?" Baldy shot an incredulous, offended look at his buddy. "This little fudge fucker thinks he can take us."


  "How about we give him the chance and kick his ass?"


  Jai looked flatly at them. "Thanks, but I'll pass. How about you kick each other's asses?"


  The shaggy man's left fist shot out and smashed into Baldy's jaw. Even as his head jerked violently with the blow, Baldy drove a vicious uppercut into Shag's belly. They staggered back into the parking lot, whaling at each other, their faces twisted with what appeared to be a long-standing, mutual hatred.


  Jai whistled a sprightly tune as he filled his gas tank.


  Dakarai looked at him and laughed. "You are so foul, man."


  Confused, Cody glanced back at the fighting pair. "What happened?"


  "Jai got into their heads," Dakarai replied, still grinning. He opened the door and slid into the back seat.


  Cody saw blood spurt from Baldy's nose. "Uh, they're starting to kind of hurt themselves..."


  "Don't worry," said Jai. "I'm not gonna make 'em do any permanent damage."


  "Why don't you just arrest them?"


  "I'm out of my jurisdiction. It'd be too much of a hassle. Besides, the clerk in the store is calling the cops even as we speak." He removed the pump's nozzle from his car's gas spout and hung it back in its cradle, then replaced the gas cap and flipped the little door shut. "Let's go."


  Cody followed Jai around to the opposite side of the car. They both slid in. Jai started the engine and drove out onto the street.


  Behind them, Baldy and Shag rolled across the lot, fists pounding away.
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  They trailed another follower of Kokopelli, a young woman from Little Rock driving a fifteen-year-old Chrysler station wagon that she had carjacked from an elderly man. Traffic was sparse in both directions on the interstate. With the darkness pressing in on all sides, relieved only by the glare ahead from the Taurus's headlights, Cody felt as if they had been locked away from the rest of the world. He put his hand down on the seat. Moments later, he was surprised to find that his pinky had reached over and curled around Dakarai's pinky.


  Dakarai smiled without looking at him.


  In the rearview mirror, Cody saw Jai's eyes roll.


  "So, Jai," Dakarai blurted, "what the hell happened back there at the gas station?"


  Jai shrugged. "The store clerk was young, cute and, according to his thoughts, very gay. So I started chatting him up, as the Brits put it. Those two idiots were in there, and they actually seemed to think I should give a shit that my flirting offended their delicate hetero sensibilities ..." There was a muffled buzz. "Oh, hang on." He dug into his pocket and pulled out a red cell phone, which he flipped open. He glanced at the tiny, glowing screen. "Just got an e-mail from my precinct. I need to see what this is about."


  Jai carefully eased the car onto the shoulder of the road and stopped, shifting into park. He thumbed in his password and opened the e-mail. "Okay, fellas," he said as he read the message. "We got good news and bad news. Good news: Kokopelli is in Nashville."


  Cody felt a tingle of anxiety in his chest. He pulled his hand away from Dakarai's. "How do you know he's there?"


  "That's the bad news. Nashville police have gotten seven reports so far of rapes there tonight. Description of the perp matches our guy— red skin, dreadlocks, so on and so forth. Seven in one night. Koko's stepping up his game."


  "How soon can we get to Nashville?" Dakarai asked.


  "We're at least two hours away." Jai scowled, not liking the implications of that.


  "In that time, Kokopelli could —" Cody began.


  "I know, I know."


  Dakarai shoved the door open, his expression one of anger and determination. "I'm going on ahead. We have to stop him from attacking anyone else."


  "I agree, Doc. And I want to be there as much as you do to take Koko on again. I'm all for flying the rest of the way, but I don't want to just leave the car here on the side of the road."


  "You and Cody stay put. I'll get us there." Dakarai climbed out and slammed the door. He bent down, sliding his hands under the chassis.


  Jai clutched the wheel and Cody braced his shoulder against the door as the car rose and tipped sharply to the driver's side. Within seconds, Dakarai was holding the vehicle over his head. Wind blasted powerfully from the west, lifting both Dakarai and his burden swiftly into the air. They rocketed eastward across the starry sky, their speed increasing as they went.


  Cody was impressed with Dakarai's power. He got a sudden, very pleasant vision of that big, strong demigod manhandling him in the most shamelessly erotic fashion. Then he thought about what was waiting for them in Nashville, and the hot image withered away beneath an onslaught of dread.
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  Jai led the way down the bright, crowded main corridor of Vanderbilt University Hospital's emergency department. Cody felt uneasy as he hurried alongside Dakarai, but the busy doctors and nurses never gave them even a glance.


  They had reached Nashville in just under thirty minutes. Jai had telepathically directed Dakarai to the hospital, where the demigod discreetly set the Taurus down behind a vacant utility building at the back of the campus. Jai had briefly informed his super-strong companions that immediate business awaited them inside before rushing toward the hospital.


  Curiosity and apprehension finally got the best of Cody. "What're we doing here?" he asked.


  Jai shot off the reply without a backward glance. Koko's latest rape victim is here. He's waiting for the cops. We need to get to him away from the hospital before Nashville detectives show up.


  "And these doctors and nurses are just gonna let us walk out of here with him?"


  Of course.


  "But ... why would they do that?"


  Just call it your standard, garden-variety Jedi mind trick.


  They came to a cross corridor and Jai headed off to the left. He stopped at the closed door of the first examination room on their right.


  This guy is still kind of freaked. I'd better talk to him alone. You two wait here.


  "But what if —" Cody began.


  Don't worry, man. No one's gonna bother you.


  Jai opened the door and disappeared inside.


  Dakarai looked at Cody and smiled. "Well, here we are. Alone together again."


  A hulking orderly in pale green scrubs rushed by, plodding squarely on Cody's foot.


  "Sort of," Cody replied to Dakarai with a wince, though he had hardly felt the heavy footstep.


  The orderly looked over his shoulder, both startled and puzzled. "Sorry, man!" he yelled without breaking stride. "For some reason, I just didn't see you there."


  "No problem!" Cody yelled back in exaggerated cheeriness.


  Dakarai eyed Cody with some concern. "You've been on edge ever since we got here, man. What's wrong?"


  "Nothing. I just don't like hospitals."


  "I don't think they make anybody's list of top ten favorite places," Dakarai replied somewhat crossly. "Come on, my friend. Talk to me. I'd like to help if I can."


  "It's nothing. Really. I had a bad experience here, the last time I was in town. That's all."


  "And you don't want to talk about it, apparently. Okay, I get it. But I'm here if you need me."


  Cody shifted topics completely, seeking more comfortable ground. "You know, I just realized that, with his telepathic power, Jai could have almost any guy he wants."


  "Including you."


  Surprise flashed on Cody's face. "You're right. Including me."


  "So you think my buddy Jai is like Kokopelli?"


  "No, that isn't what I'm saying at all. Obviously. Kokopelli uses his magic to take what he wants. Jai could use his power that way, but he doesn't. He seems very lonely to me, though, and it seems strange that he doesn't do something to ... I don't know, make things easier for himself."


  "Like compel a guy he digs to give in to him, even if that guy doesn't want to." Dakarai was suddenly quite pissed. "That would be rape. You may not have known Jai as long as I have, man, but even with the little contact you've had, you know he wouldn't do something like that."


  "I didn't mean anything. I was just wondering— "


  "Well, STOP wondering! Okay? Jai's a good guy."


  "I know, Dakarai. I'm sorry."


  The hurt on Cody's face sapped Dakarai's anger instantly. He reached out, giving Cody's arm an affectionate squeeze. He would have apologized himself for losing his temper, but the door to the examination room suddenly flew open. Jai emerged at a rush, hissing, "Let's move, fellas." He was followed by a guy who had dressed so hastily that his sneakers were untied, his jeans were unzipped and his jersey was twisted on his torso. The guy, combing his fingers through his ruffled brown hair, looked at the startled pair standing in the corridor as he passed, and his eyes lit up with pleasant surprise.


  "Cody?" he said with a smile.


  "Sam?" Cody gasped in stunned reply.


  There was no time for any further talk. Jai and Sam quickly vanished around the corner as Cody and Dakarai ran after them.
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  Minutes later, in the darkened Taurus, there were some lively exchanges.


  Sam, sitting in the front passenger seat, was peering over the headrest into the back seat, smiling broadly. "Cody, Cody, Cody. I can't believe it's you. I never thought I'd see you again. And you're looking sexy as ever! Is that butt of yours still hard as a rock?"


  "Who the fuck is this?" Dakarai snapped irritably at Cody, jerking a thumb in Sam's direction. "And just how does he know what the hell your butt feels like?"


  Cody glared at Jai. "You planned this, didn't you? You saw every memory I have about Sam, you know how embarrassing they are to me, you know I didn't think I could handle seeing him again, and you brought me two hundred miles just to rub my face in it!"


  Jai squeezed the steering wheel with both hands, looking in the rearview mirror at Dakarai. "Doc, would you please do me a favor and slap Cody upside the head to knock some sense into that cockeyed brain of his. This isn't about him. I need to ask Sam some questions."


  "You're still embarrassed about that little thing between us, Cody?" Sam seemed a bit hurt. "Come on, dude, let it go. I'm so over you breaking my cock."


  Dakarai's eyes blazed at Cody. "You broke his cock? Tell me what you were doing to break his fucking cock!"


  Cody winced. "Don't shout at me, Dakarai."


  "Yeah, don't shout at him, man!" Sam snapped at the demigod.


  Dakarai turned to Sam. "I'm about two seconds away from flash-frying your ass!"


  "That would be real smart," Jai snapped at Dakarai. "After all the trouble I went through to get the guy out of the hospital."


  "Why is he even here?" Cody asked Jai.


  "You don't want me around?" Sam asked Cody, looking hurt again.


  "I sure as hell don't," Dakarai said to Sam.


  EVERYBODY SHUT THE FUCK UP!


  Instantly, Sam, Cody and Dakarai froze, surprised looks on their faces.


  "Thank you," Jai said snappishly, gripping the steering wheel as if he wanted to strangle it. "Now, I'm going to get out of your heads and let you all back into the conversation. But I don't want to hear any more sniping or I'll shut you up again. Get it? We're going to talk about what happened to Sam tonight. You guys need to hear this." He relaxed, releasing both the steering wheel and his telepathic grip on his companions.


  Sam turned around, facing forward in his seat. For several seconds, no one spoke.


  Jai looked at Sam. "Okay. Tell my friends back there what got you to the hospital tonight."


  "Right." Sam nodded. "About an hour ago, I was in my dorm, pulling an all-nighter. Big chemistry test in the morning. So I'm at my desk, going over my notes, and out of nowhere I hear this music."


  "Flutes," said Dakarai.


  "Yeah. I thought one of my flaky neighbors was trying to get in some late night band practice. I got up to go tell them to knock it off, and when I opened the door, this freaking tall red ...god was standing there. He was perfect, the most beautiful man I've ever seen. I popped a hard one just looking at him. He grabbed me, pushed me back into the room, kicked the door shut."


  "He raped you?" Cody asked, suddenly alarmed.


  "Raped? Hell, I wanted him as much as he wanted me. I was snatching the clothes off his body at the same time he was stripping me down. I'm strictly a top, and the ass on that man had my cock aching to get into it. But the next thing I know, I'm face down on the bed and the guy is shoving his cock up my ass."


  "And when it was over," said Cody, "you went to the hospital and called the police."


  "I went to the hospital, but I didn't call the police." Sam paused, looking confused and uncertain. "It was weird. No one's ever tried to fuck my ass before, but deep down, I always wanted it to happen. I wanted some big guy to just throw me down and take it. You know? And that's exactly the way it happened with this red dude. The only reason I went to the hospital is because he was so ... well, big. His cock was as thick as my forearm. It didn't hurt all that much when he was screwing me— it felt damned good, actually — but I got scared that he might've torn something up back there. When the doc came into the exam room, I said to him, 'A big hulking red guy showed up out of nowhere, threw me down, shoved his fat cock in my butt, and fucked the hell out of me. I want you to please check for damage.' The doc turned right around and left. When he came back, he told me police detectives were on the way. And I thought it was crazy that he'd called the police."


  "Yeah," Jai said sarcastically. "What sane person would call the cops after hearing what you told that doctor?"


  "Exactly." Sam nodded vigorously in agreement. "I just wanted to make sure I was okay. I didn't want to get the big guy in trouble. I liked the way he just walked in, took what he wanted, and left. Hell, it's turning me on again just talking about it."


  Dakarai made a disgusted face. "Well, shit, don't sit there and cum in your pants."


  "So, Kokopelli strikes again," Cody said to Jai. "But I still don't see what makes Sam's situation so different from the other victims that you went to all the trouble of getting him out of the hospital."


  "What's different is that this time, Koko left something behind." Jai nodded at Sam. "Show them."


  Sam reached down, rolled up his right pants leg, and tugged something out of his sneaker where it had been securely tucked. He held the object up, displaying it to the others.


  It was a flute, roughly eighteen inches long, carved from some dark brown, striated wood. The thing looked sturdy and ancient. One end of it flared out in a long, narrow opening edged by what looked very much like the swollen lips of a vagina. Tiny finger holes ran in evenly spaced intervals along its length. The opposite end, the one with a lip plate curved to fit the mouth of the flautist, was shaped like the fat, bulbous knob of a penis.


  Seeing the business ends of the instrument, Cody's eyes narrowed with revulsion. "Oh, that's just wrong, on so many levels."


  "How'd you get that?" Dakarai asked, astonished.


  "Found it on the floor by my bed after the red guy took off." Sam looked the instrument over and shrugged. "So my visitor played a funny-looking flute. What's the big deal?"


  "The 'big deal' is that your visitor really was a god," Dakarai explained. "Kokopelli, that guy you heard Cody and Jai talking about just now, is the American deity of love and lust. That flute is his talisman, the symbol of his divinity."


  "Oh, like Zeus's lightning bolt or Thor's magic hammer." Sam's mouth suddenly gaped in amazement. "Wait a minute. You're saying I had sex with an actual god?"


  Jai nodded. "Yeah."


  Now Sam looked terrified. "Oh, shit."


  "What?" said Jai.


  "Gods can make all kinds of crazy things happen, can't they? You don't suppose this love god would do anything freaky like ... knock me up or something?"


  Dakarai gave a short, disdainful laugh. "Man, some things are beyond even the gods. Knocking up a dude is one of them."


  "But that brings up the question," said Jai, "of just what Koko is up to? Doesn't it seem odd that he would leave his fertility symbol with Sam? What does it mean when a god gives his talisman to a human?"


  "Maybe Kokopelli just dropped it by accident," Cody suggested.


  "That's probably what happened. I've never heard of a god willingly handing over the symbol of his power to a mortal." Dakarai frowned. "Of course, once Kokopelli realizes his talisman is missing, he'll come looking for it. That'll bring him right to us. We could lay a trap for him."


  "Hey, yeah," Cody agreed.


  Sam swallowed nervously. "Jai sort of filled me in on his being a telepathic cop, and I know you guys really want to catch this red fella. But if he's a god, do you really think it's a good idea to piss him off?"


  "We have to do something," Dakarai said defensively. "Kokopelli's going to come after his flute, regardless. And he's going to be pissed that we have it. So we might as well try to capture him when he does show up." He reached over and grabbed the instrument from Sam's hand. "Better let me hold onto that."


  Sam shrugged again. "Fine by me. But guys, I've got this really strong urge to go east. That red guy who popped my back door cherry is heading that way— "


  "How do you know that?' Cody asked.


  Sam considered the question for a moment, his eyes rolling toward the ceiling of the car as if he would find the answer there. He looked at Cody. "I just feel him. I feel him moving away from me, and that scares me and makes me want to follow him. He's sort of calling me to come after him." In turn, Sam met the gazes of the other two men, looking embarrassed. "Sounds crazy, huh?"


  "Not at all, man," Dakarai assured him. "That's how the God of Sex operates. Once he takes you, you're under his power."


  Jai started the engine. He scowled with bitter anger. "Well, let's see if we can catch up to Koko so I can give him back his dick-flute. And can you guess where I'm gonna shove it?"


  Dakarai tucked the flute out of sight beneath his seat. "Just drive, Jai."
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  "You're superhuman, huh?" Sam looked back at Cody in amazement. "That explains it. I really was trying to fuck Superman." He barked out a laugh.


  "I'm glad you got over it," Cody replied. He'd just told Sam about his power. After what happened at their first meeting, he figured that the least he owed the guy was the truth. "Did your ... dick heal up okay?"


  "Good as new. I was in the hospital for three days. I tried not to think sexy thoughts because it hurt like shit to get a hard-on. There are a couple of little, barely noticeable scars from the surgery, but if you look at my dick now, you wouldn't —"


  "Yeah, yeah, Casanova," Dakarai cut in cantankerously. "Nobody wants to see your dick, okay?"


  I do.


  Dakarai's head turned sharply. "Jai. I heard that."


  Jai's neck reddened. "Oh. Did I think that out loud? My bad."


  Sam looked at Dakarai with a big, friendly grin. "And Jai says you're the son of Shango, the African god of thunder and lightning. That must be cool. What's it like being a demigod?"


  "What's it like being a gaping butthole?" Dakarai shot back.


  "Hey, come on, man. Give me a break. What happened between Cody and me took place almost a year ago. He wasn't your boyfriend then ..." Sam turned suddenly to Cody. "Were you?"


  Cody shook his head. "No. I just met him. And I'm not his boyfriend now." He felt his face warming, and he made it a point to look away from Dakarai.


  "There, see?" Sam said to the demigod. "You got no beef with me, man. Can we all just get along?"


  "Can you just go to hell?"


  "Boys, boys!" Jai said, his tone a warning. "Am I gonna have to send you to your rooms again?"


  Dakarai folded his arms across his chest and sulked. He felt ridiculous. He hated being jealous, and it was driving him crazy that the emotion rose up so strongly in him whenever Cody was involved. The superhero kept pushing him away; he had no claim on the guy, and maybe that was a good thing. Whatever happened months ago between Cody and Sam had nothing whatsoever to do with him. The rational part of his mind understood that. His heart, on the other hand, wanted to see Sam slapped around by big hairy apes for having touched the fine, sweet blond Dakarai wanted all to himself.


  Sam decided not to push his luck. He turned to Jai. "So. You're pretty hot for a detective. What's it like being a cop?"


  Jai didn't answer. His attention was focused on something ahead. They were almost an hour outside of Nashville, traveling east on Interstate 40 toward the North Carolina border. There was little traffic, and the darkness of night pressed in on them like heavy smoke. Jai leaned toward the windshield, squinting. "Guys?" he said. "Am I seeing things or —"


  Now Sam saw it. "Look out! There's a kid in the road!"
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  Jai slammed on the brakes. Tires screeching, the car began to fishtail. The swaying beams from the headlamps flickered over a short, bright form standing astride the dividing lines of the interstate. The car skidded to a halt.


  Jai threw the gear into reverse and backed the Taurus onto the shoulder of the road. "Everybody okay?" he asked as he shut off the engine.


  "Yeah," growled Dakarai, shoving his door open. "Let's pull that kid off the road before he gets himself run over." He looked at the boy again and froze for an instant. Something about the boy was disquieting. On an impulse, Dakarai grabbed the flute as he climbed out of the car. He slid the instrument into his shorts, alongside his right thigh, securing it to his side with the elastic waistband.


  The four men, watching for oncoming traffic, hurried over to the figure standing in the roadway. Up close, the boy appeared to be in his mid-teens but short for his age, barely hitting the five-foot mark. His head was shaven, a small, pale dome, and his dark eyes were narrowed as if in a perpetual squint. There was a lazy smile on his face. He wore a baggy, olive green jumpsuit sporting at least a dozen pockets and zippers, and a pair of black sneakers. In the crook of his left arm nestled a golden guinea pig.


  "Kid, do you realize you almost got yourself run down just now?" Jai snapped once they reached the boy. "News flash, idiot: You're-stand-ing-in-the-mid-dle-of-the-freak-ing-high-way!"


  The boy sneered. "And you're here with me, cupcake. What does that make you?" He turned away, dismissing Jai. "Hi there, Dakarai."


  The demigod was taken aback. "You know me?"


  "You got a proud dad. He showed pictures. I'd tell him to stop that if I were you. Some of those shots make you look like a first-class dork."


  Dakarai scowled. "Who the hell are you?"


  "Skirnir."


  "Oh, shit."


  Jai, Cody and Sam all looked at Dakarai, catching his sudden alarm. "What's with the 'oh, shit'?" Jai asked.


  "This guy is servant to Freyr," Dakarai replied.


  "Who's Freyr?" asked Cody.


  "Norse god of sun, rain ... and fertility."


  Jai, Cody and Sam hissed as one, "Oh, shit!"


  Skirnir grinned. "Freyr got word that Kokopelli lost his little flute tonight."


  "And now Freyr wants it for himself, huh?" Jai saw that Skirnir was still ignoring him, so he turned to Dakarai. "What happens if Freyr gets Koko's talisman? Does it make Freyr top dog in the fertility department?"


  "It could," Dakarai answered. "Kokopelli would have to give up a lot of power to get it back from Freyr. And he'd be giving it up in his own territory, which is a really bad thing for a god."


  "Fellas, you got my master all wrong," said Skirnir with a slick smile. "He's looking out for you. Kokopelli's not gonna be happy that you have his flute. He'll tear every one of you punks a new one, and we all know he's got the piece to do it. Freyr just wants to spare you all that fun and take the flute off your hands."


  "Thanks," said Dakarai, "but I think I'll hold on to it for now."


  "You know, Freyr's hosting your dad right now. They're skiing at good old Mount Nuolja. Turning down Freyr's request for the flute would be — how do the fancy-ass diplomats put it— a serious breach of decorum. You'd be spittin' in Freyr's eye. Neither he nor your dad would like that."


  "They'll get over it."


  "Maybe. But Freyr can be a real bitch when he doesn't get what he wants, and I have to live with him. So I'm gonna take the flute from you snotheads."


  That amused Sam, who chuckled. "Kid, come on. There's four of us, and my dick is bigger than you are. Take your little rat and go home."


  "This ain't no rat, butt sniffer." Skirnir dropped the guinea pig, which landed nimbly on its feet. "Get ready to be ripped into bloody pieces."


  Sam laughed again. "Yeah, right."


  The guinea pig morphed instantly into a golden boar as big as a pickup truck, a great, bristling, ten-ton thing with flaring red eyes and jutting, foot-long white tusks. It snorted an enormous spray of steamy mucous from its nostrils.


  "Shitheads, meet Gullinbursti," Skirnir howled. "He pulls Freyr's chariot, which hasn't seen much use in the past thousand years, so I borrowed him. He's been pretty bored, and he's itching to tear somebody up. You guys just made his to-do list."


  At that, the monster attacked, hooves tearing chunks of asphalt out of the roadway.


  Sam stood directly in the charging beast's path. He was frozen in stunned disbelief, eyes gaping, only seconds from death. Jai threw himself sideways at Sam, intent on shoving the guy to safety, but even as he moved, he saw that the beast would smash into them both before they could get clear.


  He had time to think, Fuck.


  Dakarai was quicker. Wind blasted Jai and Sam off the road, hurling them into the open, grassy fields that lay between the interstate and the dark mass of forested hills. The boar gave a deep, rattling grunt as it passed, enraged at being deprived of the tender flesh it had chosen. It shifted direction impossibly fast for something so massive, spinning toward the next closest target — Cody.


  Cody crouched, bracing himself, arms spread. He had once stopped a runaway bus that lost its brakes and plunged down a hill at 75 miles per hour. The boar was big and undoubtedly powerful, but it would surely be less of a hassle than the bus had been.


  The boar struck him head on.


  The next thing Cody knew, he was lying on his back quite some distance away, in a ragged groove of churned, red earth that his body gouged when it smashed into the ground. It took a moment for him to regain his breath, and his chest ached mightily where the huge, porcine head had slammed into him, but he was otherwise uninjured. The ground rumbled beneath him. He sat up and saw Gullinbursti racing after him to finish the job.


  Dakarai dropped out of the sky in front of him.


  "Stay back!" Darkarai shouted, thrusting his arms toward the maddened beast. Hurricane-force winds screamed into the monster and slowed it, but only marginally. Gullinbursti bellowed defiantly and kept coming.


  Dakarai shifted tactics. Lightning rippled from his fingers in bright, sizzling lances. The bolts struck the ground at the monster's feet and exploded. The blast punched Gullinbursti into the air, sending the creature spinning over the interstate and tumbling into the wide, concave green median.


  The beast was on its feet within seconds. Dakarai saw it coming after them again even as he turned to Cody. "You okay?" he asked, his eyes giving the young hero a worried glance.


  "I'm fine." Cody got up as Dakarai turned back to face the onrushing Gullinbursti. "Hey, you don't have to protect me."


  "That fucking thing is not gonna touch you again," Dakarai snarled, eyes blazing at Gullinbursti. His hands began to glow again with energy. "I swear it."


  "Don't worry about me. I can handle a pork chop on steroids." Cody grabbed Dakara's shoulder and pointed to the west, where Jai and Sam were closing in on a sneering Skirnir. "Go help them."


  Dakarai hesitated, his eyes filled with uncertainty — and a desperate affection so tender it made Cody shiver. "Don't get killed, man, okay?" the man-god blurted.


  Cody smiled warmly and squeezed Dakarai's big arm. "I promise."


  A spiraling column of wind lifted Dakarai into the night sky.


  Something swelled through Cody's body, an emotion that he didn't have time to identify. It energized him. His smile became a broad, cocky grin. Shoulder down, legs pumping, he plowed into the thundering boar with all the grace of a linebacker and all the power of a locomotive.


  This time, it was Gullinbursti who exploded backward, recoiling from a collision that generated shockwaves so powerful they shook trees as far as a mile way. Cody watched as the huge boar plummeted into the median again, hitting the ground like a meteor and disappearing in a gout of pulverized earth. Its squeal, a mix of rage and pain, was horrible. Cody raced after the howling thing.


  A half-mile away, Sam laughed, recovering his footing in the wake of the shockwaves. “Sounds like your little piggie just went to market,” he taunted Skirnir. “Somebody’s having barbecue tonight!”


  Jai laughed, too. “Oh, good one, Sam.”


  Skirnir grabbed his crotch. “Bite me, bitches.”


  Jai pulled his gun, raising it with pinpoint aim. “How about I blow it off, instead?”


  Sam and Jai continued closing in. Skirnir stood his ground, the sneer still on his face.


  “You want to see a real piece, punks?” Skirnir raised his hands in a posture of surrender.


  For a moment, Jai actually thought the little guy was giving himself up. Then he saw that the zipper over Skirnir's crotch had been opened. A shining silver blade, three feet long, extended swiftly from the opening.


  Skirnir laughed at the shock on the two human faces before him. "This is a little present Freyr gave me a while ago for getting him a wife. I call it Slice-n-Dice. In case you sludge-heads can't figure it out, let me tell you that it's a magic sword."


  The sword floated free from Skirnir's jumpsuit, its carved ivory handle unencumbered by any guiding hand.


  "And by magic," Skirnir continued, "I mean that it does whatever the fuck I want it to do. Buh-bye, dicks!"


  The blade slashed at Jai so quickly he had no time to duck.
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  "Look out!" Sam screamed.


  Jai snatched the gun up and squeezed off a shot. The bullet struck the flat of the blade with a sharp zwing, knocking it off its trajectory just enough that its point sliced a long, neat slit in the asphalt only inches from where Jai stood.


  "Jesus!" hissed Jai. If the blade had hit him, it would have split his body like a butcher splitting a chicken.


  The sword spun in the air and came sweeping back at Jai, the blade angling for his neck. Jai fired off another shot — and missed. He ducked, hearing the hiss of the blade as it swept the air above him so closely that it sheared the tips off the strands of his up-flung black pony tail.


  The blade dipped, pivoted and came swinging back in a powerful down stroke. Jai leapt to the side, barely saving his left arm.


  "Take over the little fucker's mind!" Sam shouted, finger jabbing in the direction of the grinning Skirnir. "Make him stop!"


  "I can't!" Jai dodged another stroke. "He's a god. My power doesn't work on him."


  "You took over Dakarai's mind."


  Jai leapt over a swipe at his legs. "Dakarai's half human..."


  "But— "


  "Will you shut up and let me work on keeping this sword out my ass?"


  Sam knew it was only a matter of time before the magical weapon killed Jai. That thought filled him with anguish and rage. Fists clenched, he rushed toward Skirnir with every intention of pounding the little punk into unconsciousness.


  His approach seemed to insult rather than frighten Skirnir. "Bitch, you actually think you can take me?" Skirnir deftly undid another zipper on his jumpsuit. "I oughta snap your neck for that, but why get my hands dirty?" From the unzipped pouch, he hauled out a Glock G31. He took aim at Sam's nose.


  Sam threw up his arms and crossed them over his ducked head. He was expecting gunshot when Dakarai came sweeping down and punched Skirnir in the head. The powerful blow sent Skirnir flying west along the roadway. He bounced one, two, three times off the asphalt before sliding to a halt. He sat up at once, unfazed, the gun still in his hand. He saw a scowling Dakarai drifting swiftly toward him on the wind.


  "Call off that sword," Dakarai said.


  In response, Skirnir raised the gun and fired several shots.


  The bullets ripped holes in the fabric of the "Finger Me" T-shirt, but they bounced off Dakarai's flesh like grains of rice flung at a wedding. "Call off the fucking sword!" he snapped.


  A sedan heading eastward began to skid as the driver caught sight of Skirnir's small body ahead. Skirnir slipped the gun back into his pocket and stood up. The skidding car swerved sharply to his left. Skirnir smashed his fist down on the car's right front fender and sent the vehicle flipping end over end through the air, at Dakarai.


  Dakarai snarled, furious that yet another life had been endangered. He snagged the hurtling car with one hand and gently lowered it to the ground. He peered through the window at the driver, a middle-aged black man who stared back at him in blank shock but seemed unhurt. "Get out of here!" he yelled through the glass.


  The driver eagerly complied, speeding off.


  "I've got Kokopelli's talisman," Dakarai said, strutting deliberately toward Skirnir. "You want it, you're gonna have to take it from me. And you're gonna need all the help you can get, so you better turn your sword and your pig on me before I put my foot square up your smug little leprechaun ass."


  Skirnir snarled nastily. "I hate half-breeds," he spat. "You think a spark of godhood makes you better than the rest of these shithead humans, but you're still scum. Don't threaten me, mongrel. I was plying the skies in the company of the Vanir three thousand years before Shango's bitch squirted you out her ass."


  Dakarai stopped dead in his tracks.


  Skirnir gave a wicked smile, happy to see that he had struck a nerve.


  The lightning bolt came straight down from heaven. As wide as a house, it lit the area day bright as it lashed Skirnir in coruscating waves, a barrage of power hotter than the sun. It vanished within seconds, and even Dakarai had to crouch down beneath the massive peal of thunder that followed, exploding through the air in a violent pressure wave.


  As the rumbling in the sky faded, Dakarai stood up. Ahead, in a wide, circular patch of blackened, smoking, burning ground, Skirnir lay naked and motionless, the clothing vaporized from his body. Dakarai started forward but stopped again as the body vanished abruptly from sight. Raising a hand, he drew rain from over the horizon and began dousing the fires.


  Jai walked up to him as he worked, followed by Sam. "Wow," said Jai, still stunned by the display of power. "I didn't know you could generate so much lightning."


  "I didn't send that one, Dad did." With the last of the fires extinguished, Dakarai dropped his hand, ending the rain. "I told ya, you have to be careful what you say when you mention Dad's name."


  "Looks like Skirnir found that out the hard way," Jai said, staring in amazement at the melted patch of earth.


  Dakarai turned to them. He saw that Sam — face bruised, clothes streaked with mud and grass stains — was holding Skirnir's sword. "Looks like you have a new toy," said Dakarai.


  "Uh, yeah." Sam held the sword up, looking at it as if he couldn't quite believe it was real. "I grabbed the handle, trying to keep it from shish kebabing Jai, and the thing started tossing me around like crazy, trying to shake me off. Once that lightning bolt hit, it went dead." He turned the weapon. "I wish it was small enough to hide away somewhere."


  The sword shrank in on itself, becoming a flat, round ivory disc no bigger than a quarter, which Sam, in his surprise, almost dropped.


  "Ask and ye shall receive," Jai quipped.


  There was a ghastly roar from behind them. The three men turned. "Cody!" Dakarai yelled.


  Some distance away, in the grassy expanse off to the side of the interstate, Cody was being driven back by a rampaging Gullinbursti. His arms were wrapped around the beast's neck, and he struggled to plant his feet. The boar kept tossing its huge head, trying both to gore him with its tusks and fling him away. Finally, Cody got his feet braced against an embankment, and his strength made him the proverbial immovable object, stopping Gullinbursti's charge cold. The frustrated creature roared again.


  Slipping his right arm free, Cody drove an uppercut into the boar's jaw. The force of the punch lifted the monster hog a hundred feet into the air. When the beast dropped back down within range, Cody delivered a swift blow to its head that sent Gullinbursti smashing into the forest. Scores of trees went down amid loud and echoing cracks, their thick trunks snapped like twigs by the boar's hurtling passage.


  Cody stood waiting, eyes fixed on the dark, gaping space where the creature had disappeared. Such treatment would have killed any ordinary animal, even one as big as a truck. But he knew Gullinbursti was some kind of magical construct, and magic wasn't necessarily bound by inconvenient little things like the laws of physics.


  Sure enough, just as Cody could hear the gusts of wind behind him that signaled Dakarai's approach, there came a roar from deep within the forest, followed by the pounding of hooves. Gullinbursti burst from the woods only moments later, red eyes burning not just with rage but clear, unmistakable hatred. Cody didn't even realize he was grinning. He was looking forward to tearing into that side of bacon again. Then, just as Skirnir had done minutes before, the charging Gullinbursti vanished utterly, evaporating from sight in mid-lunge.


  Dakarai landed. He grabbed Cody and turned him. Cody's clothes were ripped and dirty. He had lost both shoes, and his bare feet were caked with muddy red soil. There was grass and mud in his hair, but no blood or injuries that Dakarai could see. "You okay, man?" he asked anxiously. "Did that thing hurt you?"


  Instead of answering, Cody turned back, eyes searching for the departed Gullinbursti, anxious for a rematch. His entire body seemed to burn.


  Dakarai was alarmed by the wild emotion he saw in Cody's eyes. "Hey. Calm down, man. It's over. What's wrong with you?"


  "Nothing. It's just the adrenaline, from the fight." But Cody knew it was more than mere adrenaline boiling in his chest. On impulse, he spun, grabbed Dakarai, and kissed him passionately.


  Dakarai was taken aback only for an instant. His wide, startled eyes slowly closed. Then his arms wrapped tightly around Cody, and he was kissing back with equal fervor.


  "Hey, hey, hey!" Jai had to add a telepathic shove to get Dakarai's and Cody's attention. "No time for the lovey dovey," Jai said. He pointed at the roadway behind them.


  Vehicles had stopped on the shoulders at either side of the interstate, the people within unnerved by the battle that had only just now ended.


  "State troopers are already on their way here. I can hear their thoughts, and those thoughts are not happy ones," Jai said. "We'd better git while the gittin's good."


  They hurried back to the Taurus. Jai, Cody and Sam climbed in, and Dakarai lifted the car over his head. The wind swept them away just as the first flashing, wailing patrol car arrived.
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  Thirty-six minutes later, they were flying over Gatlinburg, Tennessee, a rustic, picturesque town of some four thousand souls nestled among tree-covered mountain ridges.


  Hey, Doc. Sam says we need to stop here. There's a hotel off to your right. See it? Put us down there.


  Gotcha, Jai, Dakarai thought in response.


  The green neon sign and the lobby of the Gatlinburg Mountain Inn were brightly lit, but the hotel, like the town itself, was in slumber mode. Dakarai brought the car down in a darkened corner parking lot on the back of the hotel, near the shipping and receiving dock. "So why are we stopping here?" Dakarai asked as his companions climbed out.


  Sam pointed to a dark mountain ridge bulging upward to the northeast. "That's where Kokopelli's gonna be tomorrow. I feel it. We have to wait for him."


  "I figure we might as well get a room and grab some sleep," said Jai. "We're all beat. I hope I have enough credit on my card to—"


  "Don't worry, man. I'll pay for the rooms." Dakarai reached into the car and grabbed the backpack. "In the morning, I'll find a store and get us all a change of clothes."


  They took three adjacent rooms on the hotel's top floor, overlooking the West Prong of the winding Little Pigeon River. Jai and Sam disappeared into the first two rooms, so weary they didn't even say good night to their friends.


  Dakarai unlocked the door to the third room and held it open for Cody. "You definitely need a shower, man," Dakarai said, unable to ignore the filth that caked Cody's clothes and skin. Cody smelled like a muddy beast.


  "Yeah." Cody pulled off the crusted jersey, stuffing it into the waste basket beside the dresser. Wrapping his arms around himself, he waited as Dakarai closed and locked the door. He wanted Dakarai to shower with him, but the boldness that had fired in him after their battle with Skirnir and Gullinbursti was gone, and he couldn't bring himself to make the invitation.


  Dakarai, as if sensing Cody's desires, dropped the backpack and crossed immediately to him. "Come on, let's get cleaned up." He stripped off the rest of Cody's clothes, kicking them into a heap near the waste basket. Then he peeled off his own clothes and casually folded them, leaving them atop the dresser. They weren't nearly as dirty as the other three men's attire, and he would have to put them on again in the morning to go out. He went into the bathroom, turning on the shower and adjusting the temperature of the water.


  Standing naked and alone between the double beds, Cody felt suddenly nervous and cold. He thought he should check in with his parents. They worried when he was out on one of Blue Diesel's mission, and he wanted to let them know that he was all right. He grabbed his pants and reached into the pocket for the prepaid cell phone.


  His heart sank. He could tell at a touch that it was smashed. He pulled out the phone. It lay on his palm, broken in pieces.


  "Hey. What's wrong?"


  Cody looked up. Dakarai was standing in the doorway, watching him with concern.


  "Nothing." Cody faked a smile. "I was gonna call my folks, but my phone's busted."


  "Hell, just use the hotel phone over there."


  "No, this place will charge by the minute. I don't want to run up your bill."


  "Don't worry about that. I got it covered."


  Cody walked over and dumped his ruined cell phone into the waste basket. "I don't know, Dakarai. You're spending a lot of money, and I don't think there are too many gators around here for you to sell."


  "Man, I do that just because I want to make a living for myself. If I don't sell another gator hide for the rest of my life, I'll be okay. Dad set up a trust fund for me." Dakarai went to the telephone that perched on the nightstand and picked up the receiver. "Go ahead. Call home."


  Cody stared at Dakarai's big naked brown body. The idea of calling his parents slipped quietly out of his head. "Maybe later..." he mumbled. He looked into Dakarai's eyes.


  Dakarai hung up the receiver, then walked over and took Cody's hand, leading him into the bathroom.


  They stepped together into the hissing, warm spray of the shower. For the first few minutes, Dakarai ran his hands over Cody's skin, massaging away the patches of caked red mud. Once the water ran clear down the drain, Dakarai twisted the cap off the little bottle of complimentary shower gel and squeezed a generous portion into his palm. He leaned forward and planted a quick kiss on Cody's forehead.


  Cody stood under the spray, waiting, mesmerized by the motion of Dakarai's big hands as they rubbed slowly together, working up a lather. His hair, darkened by the water, lay in streaks over his forehead and down his neck. He huddled with his fists against his chest, shivering again despite the cozy warmth of the shower.


  Dakarai reached up and turned the nozzle away from them, directing the spray against the tiled wall. He grabbed Cody with his soapy hands and turned him. Stepping in close, pressing their bodies together, Dakarai reached around and began lathering Cody's front, his hands moving in slow, circular motions. Cody lowered his arms, moaning softly at the delicious warmth of the thick fingers that kneaded deeply into the muscles of his shoulders and chest. The fingers slid over his abdomen, stopping playfully for a moment at his belly button. He shivered again when Dakarai's left hand went down and scooped up his genitals.


  Dakarai's dick speared suddenly up the small of Cody's back, as hard as a baseball bat. That brought heat to Cody's own dick, which thickened in Dakarai's palm. Dakarai knelt slowly, nibbling his way down Cody's spine, each bite bringing a startled but very pleased moan from Cody.


  Dakarai kissed the pink, ample mounds of Cody's butt. Cody gasped at the teasing sensations that coursed up his spine. Dakarai's left hand somehow found each aching muscle that had been bruised in Cody's battle with the giant boar and massaged the pain away. Dakarai reached around with his right hand and firmly stroked Cody's rigid cock.


  The rubbing of his back, the wicked kisses on his hard, round butt, the slick squeezing of his dick ... it all quickly became too much for Cody. He could feel himself closing in on climax. No, he didn't want it to happen that way, that soon. He wanted more. "Stop," he breathed, eyes closed, pulling quickly away from Dakarai's hands.


  "What's the matter?" Dakarai asked. "Did I hurt you?"


  Instead of answering, Cody turned. He opened his eyes and looked down at the kneeling demigod. It was as if Dakarai could read through his gaze what he wanted. Dakarai stood up slowly. He put both hands under the shower spray, wetting them thoroughly, then squeezed a huge dollop of shower gel into his left palm. After rubbing his hands together, he lathered the front of Cody's body, then his own. Wrapping his left arm around Cody's shoulder, he smashed their chests together, capturing Cody's dick upright between their bellies. With his right hand, he slid his cock between Cody's thighs.


  The hot, smooth thickness of the cock — pushing up under his balls as the head of it poked out beneath the crack of his ass — made Cody suck in his breath. He exhaled in a long, delirious groan.


  A growl of pure desire rumbled deep in Dakarai's throat as well, and his emotions threatened to overwhelm him. Squeezing Cody's shoulders to his chest with his left arm, he grabbed Cody's ass with his right hand and began thrusting sharply, back and forth, his breaths coming in increasingly rapid gasps at the way the soap-slicked wetness between Cody's thighs sheathed his dick. As he pounded away in that hot juncture, he massaged Cody's cock with the hard ridges of muscle that covered both their abdomens. The sensations were intense, and they were building with each passing moment. The groans coming from both men grew increasingly louder.


  Then Cody heard the flutes yet again, fainter this time but definitely there. The music fired wild impulses in him. He wanted to rip at Dakarai, grab the bushy mane of black hair in his fists, bite and tear at his smooth, brown skin. He wanted to scream. He wanted to throw Dakarai backward, out of the shower and onto the floor. He wanted to have the demigod's thick rod of a cock shoved to the root up his ass, splitting him like an axe splitting wood. He wanted to ride Dakarai across the floor, grinding his butt with frenzied wantonness into the other man's crotch as his fists pounded into that big, beautiful red chest—


  "Stop!" Cody gasped. It was a plea both to Dakarai and to his own spiraling mind, to the compulsions that flooded his brain. If he gave into those ferocious urges, he would cause horrible injury to a man who, at this moment, was the last person in the world he wanted to hurt. He had to end this, get himself away, before he lost control.


  But Dakarai did not want to stop. His hips kept shoving into Cody. His big, powerful arms squeezed Cody tightly to him. The friction from his urgent motions was taking them both higher. The only way Cody could get himself free would be to wrestle Dakarai off him, and he did not dare do that. Wrestling was too close to sex. The music would take what little restraint remained with him, and he would wind up riding Dakarai so hard they would find out if it was possible for a demigod to die.


  Cody threw his head back, thrust his arms out to either side, balled his fists, and made his body rigid. And he prayed. "Oh, God ... oh, God ... oh, Jesus!" He came in spasms so strong it felt as if he would turn inside out. His passion gushed upward, hot and sticky between their chests, his thighs clutching almost desperately at the thickness between his legs. That grip pushed Dakarai over the edge. The big man grunted out a deep gasp, splattering the tiles more than two feet behind them.


  They held on, each resting his chin on the other's shoulder, for what seemed a very long time.


  Cody stepped back, letting Dakarai's semi-hard cock slip juicily from between his thighs. Silently, he reached up and turned the shower's nozzle, flooding their bodies with jetting warm water. He took the shower gel and, using his hands, slowly massaged every inch of Dakarai's body clean. When Cody was done, Dakarai squeezed soap into his hands and returned the favor. After a final turn under the warm spray, Dakarai shut off the water. They stepped out of the shower and took turns drying each other with soft, thick towels.


  From the backpack, Dakarai got the toothbrushes and toothpaste he'd bought for them. They brushed their teeth standing side by side. Then, Dakarai took Cody's hand and led him to the bed. He turned down the covers and let Cody climb in first. He lay down behind Cody, snuggling up to him, sliding an arm around his waist. Cody exhaled in a long, contented sigh, and Dakarai pulled the covers over them. Both men were deliciously spent.


  They drifted away almost instantly.
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  Cody woke up alone.


  He rolled over and draped his arm across the vacant right side of the bed. It was cold. He wondered exactly when Dakarai had gotten up and left him. The thought made him feel strange, as if he had woken up in somebody else's skin.


  He climbed out of bed and went to the bathroom. Their damp towels from last night still littered the floor, and the tub and surrounding tile were smeared with thin swatches of reddish brown mud from the messy shower he'd shared with Dakarai. The maid was going to love them.


  He looked in the mirror. His hair lay in limp, damp clumps over his head, his eyes were bloodshot, and his face was covered with patchy yellow stubble. Maybe it was a good thing Dakarai had taken off.


  He availed himself of the facilities. While doing so, his mind — no matter how hard he tried to focus on other things — kept going back to last night's shower. It was the first time he had climaxed with another person, and just the memory of it was enough to send tingles south to his crotch. Not only that, the person who brought him to that glorious climax was a man he still very much desired.


  It could not be good, then, that he had been so relieved to wake up alone.


  He knew part of it was the same old fears that had kept him alone for so long. Another part of it was the uncertainty of what would happen when he faced Kokopelli again. Beneath all that, however, was the just-now-realized conviction that Dakarai was going to leave him anyway, and it was better that it happen before his feelings deepened. How many stories had he read, how many movies had he watched, where a hopelessly romantic gay man falls for some handsome rogue, only to get discarded like a used condom when the player decides to move on to his next conquest? Hell, why had he even let his emotions get drawn into this? What could he possibly offer a demigod? When he reached middle age, Dakarai would still look like a nineteen-year-old. How many nineteen-year-olds hung around with old men?


  Okay, stop worrying over something that was never real in the first place, he told himself. He shaved with the complimentary disposable razor the hotel had left— along with tiny complimentary bottles of shampoo, conditioner, body wash and other toiletries— on a small mirrored tray between the double sinks. He ripped the plastic off one of the hard-bristled toothbrushes, uncapped the little tube of generic toothpaste, and started brushing his teeth.


  As he scrubbed at his mouth, he reminded himself again how it was a good thing that Dakarai had taken off without so much as a see-ya. Hell, his life was complicated enough already. How many times had he missed work or skipped class because of his mutant, superhuman alter ego? Oh shit. Blue Diesel's costume...


  With the toothbrush protruding from one corner of his mouth, he hurried back into the room. The backpack Dakarai had purchased was lying at the foot of the bed. He snatched up the pack, opened it, and sighed with relief. Blue Diesel's costume was there, rolled into a ball and stuffed right on top of the other contents. He pulled it out. Beneath, there were toothbrushes, toothpaste, deodorant, shaving cream, disposable razors, several pints of bottled water and packs of junk food, still in plastic Target bags. He'd forgotten that Dakarai had bought plenty of stuff to see them through their road trip.


  He unrolled the costume, gave it a shake, then sniffed at the arm pits. There were no rank odors that he could detect. He figured he should be able to get another day's wear out of the thing. With a sigh, he draped the uniform over the bathroom door and went back to the sink.


  He had just finished brushing his teeth when the faint, sweet strains of a single flute trilled in his ears. The red, handsome face of the God of Sex flared in his mind like a burst of flame, the full lips of Kokopelli's sensuous mouth whispering a silent invitation. Cody's cock came instantly to full erection. He was seized with a wild, almost uncontrollable urge to run naked and laughing from the room, down the street, into the woods. Kokopelli was waiting...


  No! Cody clamped his eyes shut, as if that would wipe out the compelling image of the red god in his head. He grabbed his cock and squeezed desperately, literally trying to strangle the heated lust out of his loins. A pained groan bubbled in his throat.


  "Thinking about me?"


  His eyes snapped open. Dakarai was standing just outside the bathroom doorway, holding several Target bags in his hands. He was dressed in tight black jeans, a black, short-sleeved jersey hemmed in white with the number 69 splayed in white felt across the chest, and big, black steel-toed work boots. The shaggy Afro was like a black cloud framing his square face.


  His happy grin was the most wonderful thing Cody had ever seen.


  "You came back," Cody whispered, amazed and stunned.


  Dakarai raised his bag-burdened hands in a DUH motion. "What else was I going to do?"


  In that instant, Kokopelli's face was gone from Cody's mind, and Dakarai was all he saw. He threw himself through the door, wrapping his arms around the demigod's neck. He pasted a kiss on Dakarai's mouth so long and deep they both swooned, sinking down to the carpeted floor in a giggling tumble. They wound up lying flat on their backs, breathless, the bags scattered around them.


  "Damn!" Dakarai gasped, still smiling. "Hang on. Let me go off and come back in again ..." He made as if to get up.


  Cody reached over and grabbed his shoulder. "I'm so glad you came back." He was more grateful than he could even explain at the moment. The power of Kokopelli was still tugging at him, a faint, dull tingling deep in his spirit, but Dakarai's presence made it possible for him to resist it for now. Propping himself up on one elbow, Cody looked down at Dakarai, his eyes filled with a jumble of emotions, affection mixed with anxiety. He traced a trembling fingertip gently across Dakarai's lips.


  Dakarai didn't know what to make of the trepidation he saw in Cody's face. He just knew that he wanted it gone. He wanted everything to be perfect for Cody, something he realized even he could not achieve, but he could definitely provide comfort and support. He sat up abruptly and pulled the smaller, naked man into his arms, holding him tightly despite the sudden burst of fear in his own chest. What the hell was he doing, letting his affections stir again for a human? Cody, unaware of the demigod’s racing thoughts, buried his face against Dakarai's chest, sighed, and closed his eyes.


  Dakarai, Cody, we've got trouble.


  The two men raised their heads simultaneously as the sudden thought invaded their minds. "Jai, what's wrong?" Dakarai asked aloud.


  Sam just took off. I couldn't stop him.


  "What do you mean, he took off?" Dakarai snapped, annoyed.


  I don't have time to spell out all the details, you dope! We'll lose him if we don't go after him. Meet me at the car. Now!


  The urgency brought Dakarai and Cody to their feet. Dakarai grabbed one of the bags and tossed it to Cody. "Here. New underwear and clothes."


  "Thanks," Cody replied. "I need the underwear, but I'm going out as Blue Diesel. I've got a hunch that this is gonna be our showdown with Kokopelli."


  "Yeah," Dakarai said grimly.


  "You go ahead and find Jai. I'll meet you guys as soon as I suit up."


  Dakarai grabbed another of the bags and hurried from the room.
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  Jai paced anxiously back and forth along the driver side of the green Taurus. He was barefoot and shirtless, dressed only in the dirty pair of brown canvas pants he had worn last night. His hair hung in loose black strands around his face. The car was still parked in the mostly empty corner lot behind the hotel, but there was a truck backed up to the loading dock, and the driver, a middle-aged white guy in a gray and red uniform who was hauling small wooden crates of vegetables from the trailer, eyed Jai warily.


  Dakarai absorbed these details in the seconds after he rounded the corner of the loading dock and decided, just as quickly, that the driver was only minutes away from calling hotel security — or the cops. He hurried toward the car. Jai spotted him and stopped pacing.


  "Where's Cody?" Jai demanded.


  "He'll be down in a few minutes. Here." Dakarai tossed the bag to Jai. "Got you a change of clothes. Climb in the car and put 'em on while you fill me in on what happened."


  Jai slid into the front passenger seat, closed the door, then rolled down the window. "Sam came over to my room last night," Jai began as he slipped out of the canvas pants and tossed them into the back seat. "He said he couldn't sleep."


  Dakarai gave a derisive snort. "I'll bet."


  "Cut the guy some slack, man. Hell, he wasn't looking to jump my bones. He was nervous and he didn't want to be alone, which only seems natural considering what he went through yesterday. We had some beers and talked." Jai was dressing quickly in the blue jeans and white Polo shirt Dakarai had purchased, snatching off tags as he went. "Believe it or not, he's a pretty nice guy. I like him. He just came out to his parents a couple of months ago, and they're not handling it so well. They won't talk to him. We sort of have that in common."


  "What's that supposed to mean? You have a great relationship with your parents."


  "I have a great relationship with my dad. My mom's been in denial since I came out. Seven years and she's still asking me when I'm going to settle down with a nice girl and make some babies."


  Dakarai was suddenly miffed. "You never told me that."


  "Didn't think I had to. I sort of figured the hostility she threw your way every time I brought you around tipped you off."


  "I thought that was because I'm black."


  "Wrong immutable characteristic in her case. Anyway, Sam and I talked until we fell asleep. About fifteen minutes ago, we both woke up when Koko's power reached out and hit us in the head. I was able to resist it, but Sam went under completely. He got up like the walking dead and headed out of the hotel. I tried to take over his thoughts but I couldn't get through whatever mojo Koko put in his brain. So I grabbed him, tried to take him down. Then that crazy sword he took from that little Skirnir creep came out of nowhere and made a damn good effort to slice me open. It wouldn't let me get near him after that."


  "Did you see where he was headed?"


  "Into the mountains. When I tried to get into his head, I saw an image that Koko put there. That's what kept me from taking over Sam's mind. It was a picture of the place where Koko wants to meet up. And Sam's not the only one being called in. There were about forty or fifty people on the street, all with the same glassy eyes, walking in the same direction he was going. I did a telepathic sweep and picked up over a thousand minds in this area that all have the same, single thought. They're the people who've followed Kokopelli across the country, and they all want to give themselves to him now. This isn't about sex anymore, Doc. It can't be. Koko's already gotten that from these people. He has to want something more."


  "He's going to do what? Use them in some kind of ... sacrifice to himself?"


  "He's a god. That would be my guess."


  "Shit."


  Jai reached down and pressed a button below the dashboard. The lid of the trunk popped open. "I've got a pair of sneakers in the trunk. Grab 'em for me."


  Dakarai went to the trunk. As he reached in for the sneakers, he saw a blue blur streak past him, and suddenly Blue Diesel was opening the car's rear passenger door. "It's bad, Cody. Kokopelli —"


  "Yeah, I know," Blue Diesel said abruptly. "Jai filled me in telepathically while he was talking to you. We need to move." He slid into the car.


  Dakarai closed the trunk and got into the front passenger seat. He passed the sneakers to Jai. "Put your shoes on and let's go. We're gonna crash Kokopelli's party."
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  They followed Sam in the Taurus for nearly two blocks before they decided doing so didn't make any sense. Sam was one of some fifty slack-jawed people plodding down a quiet two-lane Gatlinburg street lined with little restaurants and assorted boutiques, and while they managed to keep to the sidewalks, the sheer number of them alone was drawing attention from early morning commuters. Pacing along in a car after a pedestrian quickly turned into a bizarre, impromptu parade, with a string of irate and screaming drivers lined up behind the Taurus. Jai was aware that if he didn't move on, he'd get charged with obstructing traffic. Most importantly, Jai already knew where Kokopelli's followers were headed. They sped ahead, taking the road into the foothills of the Great Smoky Mountains.


  Followers of Kokopelli were here as well, climbing methodically up the grassy slopes under the slanting rays of the morning sun. Blue Diesel noticed that, like the ones they had passed in town, the victims were all young. So far, he hadn't seen anyone who looked older than twenty-five. "There are so many of them," he said with quiet worry.


  "Yeah," Dakarai said, impressed. "It would take an awesome power to bring in such a large number of people at once."


  "Or it could just be that Koko's a big whore," Jai added.


  The road took them up into ridges covered with blue-green forests of pine, spruce and oak trees. The air was damp and cool, and the sound of rushing water seemed to follow them. At one point, they passed a wide gap that revealed a white cascade of water tumbling down the mountainside in a spray so magnificent it took their thoughts completely away from the blank-faced people they continued to pass.


  After they had covered several more miles, there were no more of the followers to be seen. Jai abruptly pulled the Taurus off the road beneath the towering, exposed face of a grayish white, Ordovician limestone cliff.


  "Why are we stopping?" Blue Diesel asked.


  "Because where we want to go is over this cliff, and so far, I haven't seen any way to drive this car in there." Jai shut off the engine and climbed out of the car, followed by Dakarai and Blue Diesel. He looked over the area as his companions did the same. "I guess we'll have to walk in like everybody else."


  "Or we can take the more scenic route." Dakarai raised one hand. A gust of wind lifted the three of them into the air, carrying them over the cliff.


  Blue Diesel gasped.


  They were hovering over a sprawling green valley, a great bowl surrounded by 3,000-foot mountain peaks. To the east, a thick, imposing forest grew, spreading up the mountainside beyond, still shaded from the early morning sun and shrouded in mist. Vast open fields of grass lay before the forest, grazed in spots by huge herds of brownish red, shaggy-headed bison and smaller groups of whitetail deer. Both fields and forest were bisected by a wide stream of rushing water that appeared cold even at a distance, fed by the falls they had passed earlier. The stream glittered in the sunlight.


  "This is it," Jai said. "Just what I saw in Sam's head. Look." He pointed. People were already gathered at the edge of the forest, sitting on the ground and patiently waiting in the northeast corner between the steep side of a mountain and the stream. There were at least six hundred of them, and more were coming, making their way quickly and with surprising care.


  "Either of you see any sign of Kokopelli down there?" Dakarai asked, skimming the area with his own eyes.


  "I don't," Blue Diesel replied.


  "Neither do I," said Jai. "But I'm willing to bet the asshole is about to make his grand entrance."


  "Then let's find a nice quiet spot to genuflect when he shows up." Dakarai raised his hands and the winds began to lower them toward the gathering crowd.
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  The sun rose higher. The crowd doubled in size. And there was still no sign of Kokopelli.


  Sitting on an outcropping of rock nestled among trees at the edge of the forest, Cody and Dakarai were playing a game of Strip Rock-Paper-Scissors. For each loss, a button had to be undone or an article of clothing peeled back. Cody, having so far only lost his mask, was winning. Dakarai was shirtless and, with his jeans unbuttoned and unzipped, was about to lose his pants.


  Jai, pacing slowly back and forth on the mossy ground below the rock, shot them an irritated glance. "Funny, Doc, how you never showed so much skin when we played that game."


  "That's because you were lousy at it," Dakarai replied. "And sit still, will ya. You're making me nervous."


  "I'm worried about Sam." Jai stopped pacing, staring through the trees at the hundreds of silent people waiting patiently just outside the forest. "He has to be out there somewhere, but all these people are thinking the same thing. It's like hearing a crowd scream at a football game. I can't isolate his mind from all the others." A pained look crossed his face. "I should have let you guys take the car. I should have gotten out and walked in with Sam."


  Dakarai held up a hand to Cody, pausing their game. He turned back to Jai. "You really do have a thing for the guy, huh?"


  "He's got a weird sense of humor, like yours truly. He thinks about sex seventy-five times an hour, again like yours truly. How can I not like him?" Jai grunted out a laugh. "You know, he was a jock in high school."


  "Never would have guessed that one in a million years."


  "He was captain of the basketball team."


  Dakarai shrugged. "I would have pegged him as a quarterback."


  "He dated the same girl from his sophomore year through graduation and never fooled around with any of the guys at his school. He'd drive out to truck stops for his male to male bonding. He was fucking big, rough truck drivers twice his age. Can you believe it?"


  "If he looked then anything like he does now, that's easy to believe."


  "Yeah." Jai paused. His eyes grew distant, then filled with worry again.


  "So," Dakarai said loudly, "he tell you what happened with his high school sweetheart?"


  "He broke up with her, right after graduation." Jai shook his head. "That's his biggest regret. That he stayed in the closet so long. His girlfriend had fallen in love with him. She was ready to get married. He really liked her, and he hates that he hurt her. He said if he could just take one thing back, it would be that." He looked up at Dakarai. "He's a good guy."


  Dakarai fastened his pants, grabbed his jersey and Kokopelli's carnal flute, then jumped down from the rocky perch. He tucked the flute back into the waistband of his jeans under his left arm and pulled on his jersey. "Come on," he said to his companions. "Let's go out there and find Sam."


  For an instant, Jai looked as if he were going to kiss Dakarai. Instead, he punched the demigod in one meaty shoulder. "I'll keep an open link to both of your minds while we're searching," Jai said, and he ran off immediately, plunging through the woods and into the crowd of people seated on the ground.


  Cody jumped down beside Dakarai, mask in hand.


  "You've been quieter than usual," Dakarai observed.


  "I'm okay."


  "You sure?"


  Cody pulled on his mask. It was, he knew, purely a psychological thing, but he always felt more confident somehow when he was fully suited up as Blue Diesel. The fear he had been feeling ever since they set out this morning didn't vanish entirely the moment the mask was back on, but it diminished quite a bit. "Yeah, I'm sure. Jai went straight ahead. You want to go left and I'll go right?"


  "Fine with me."


  They separated, heading off as agreed.


  [image: ]


  Blue Diesel had been searching through the crowd for nearly thirty minutes. Twice he leapt up into the branches of trees to gain a vantage point for looking over the sprawling sea of patiently-waiting people. No one took the slightest notice of either his uniform or his superhuman acrobatics. And he did not see the person he was after. When he jumped down from the second tree, he headed for the crowd again, planning to wade through them once more.


  He stopped abruptly. Who am I looking for? he wondered.


  It meant a lot — to someone — that he find this person. He scratched at the back of his head as frustration began prickling there like an itch. How could he have forgotten? As he struggled to remember, he noticed that the people before him had begun to move. They seemed to be ambling about, but their actions were hardly aimless. Each person sought out a specific individual within the crowd, and they held hands or slid arms around each other's waists. They're pairing up, Blue Diesel realized, and in that same instant, he was overcome by a powerful desire to be with Dakarai. That's who I have to find, he told himself. And I have to find him NOW!


  He turned, rushing back, retracing his steps. He arrived back at the mound of rock where he had been waiting with Jai and Dakarai. He knew the direction Dakarai had taken from here, and he headed that way, shoving his way carefully through the crowd.


  And seconds later, he spotted Dakarai. The demigod shot straight up into the air from among a mass of people some distance ahead with his gaze locked downward, the blast of wind that lifted him sending several nearby bodies tumbling to the ground. For a moment, Blue Diesel thought— hoped— that the demigod was looking for him. But as electricity began to ripple in frantic blue arcs about Dakarai's body, it became frighteningly clear that he had just come across someone who left him highly pissed off.


  Blue Diesel suspected who that someone was, and it sent dread slamming into his gut like a kick.


  And Dakarai, confirming that suspicion, snarled, "Kokopelli!"
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  The crimson god smiled, and that made Dakarai's skin crawl. "Hello, little demigod," Kokopelli said, waving up at him. "Why don't you come down so we can have a proper conversation?"


  "This is all I have to say!" Dakarai thrust out his right hand. Lightning leapt from his arm and raced downward, a ragged spear of white light splitting the air.


  Kokopelli let the energy strike his head, run the length of his body, and dissipate through his feet into the ground. As the crack of thunder faded, Kokopelli brought his fists to his chest and gave a little shiver, his thick black dreadlocks flaring about his head from the discharge. "Ooh, that tingled," he grinned. The people around him laughed and shuddered with delight.


  In the air above, Dakarai snarled again, disgusted. I'll give the bastard something to smile about, he thought. He spread his arms, extending his will to draw lightning from the clouds to him. The skies on the horizons began to flash in response.


  "Seriously, Dakarai," Kokopelli called up to him again, "you really should come down to earth. Lightning won't hurt me, and if you keep throwing thunderbolts, you'll just burn these fine, sexy folk all around me. Is that what you want?"


  Dakarai doubted the claim of immunity and would have tested it, but there was no denying the danger bigger lightning strikes posed to the mesmerized throng below. He lowered his hands, and the fire gathering from the atmosphere around them quickly faded.


  Just as quickly, he reached upward again, swirling his arms, stirring the air above him into a whirling column of wind. The tornado that formed stretched through the clouds, drawing frigid air from the upper atmosphere. Slashing downward with his arms, Dakarai yanked the glacial air from the sky, bringing with it a mass of moisture from the clouds. He hurled the elemental missile down, keeping it tightly focused, and only seconds later, Kokopelli stood frozen at the bottom of a fifty-foot cone of ice.


  Not bad, Dakarai congratulated himself, surveying his handiwork. Now all he had to do was pick up the land-bound iceberg, fly it out to sea, and that would be that.


  Before he could even begin his descent, however, he saw the red form blur beneath the ice, shifting sideways like smoke blowing on the wind. Then Kokopelli was standing next to the frozen cone. He casually gave his dreadlocks a shake, fluffing them out with his hand.


  He wasn't even wet.


  He looked up at Dakarai once more. "Got any more tricks for me, godling?"


  Dakarai spat out a curse, frustrated at having struck out twice. Still, there were other ways to stop the God of Sex from taking whatever sacrifice these people were going to give him. And, Dakarai realized, that meant taking the fight up close and personal. He willed the winds to carry him downward.


  Jai's thoughts suddenly pierced Dakarai's mind. Doc, I've got Sam.


  "That's great, Jai. How is he?"


  Horny as hell and glad to be with me. He can't keep his hands off my bod, and he seems to be a little dazed in the head, but he's fine otherwise. He actually found me. Turns out he was trying to track me down while I was looking for him. Great minds, you know. I can see you. We're heading your way—


  "No, stay wherever you are. Kokopelli's just below me. I'm gonna try to take him out."


  A date with Kokopelli. Hm. Thought you were into ol' Cody.


  "I'm gonna fry your ass when I see you again, Jai."


  Dakarai deliberately turned his thoughts away from his friend as the winds set him down before Kokopelli. The god was naked and, Dakarai had to admit, uncannily, inhumanly beautiful. His long, sinewy limbs, his muscled torso, his broad shoulders, all looked strong and enticing. His fat cock draped over the bulge of his low-dangling ball sac and hung almost to his knees. There wasn't a mar or blemish anywhere on his smooth red skin, which now glistened with a fine sheen of perspiration. The god reeked of sex. If Dakarai dropped his concentration for even a moment, those divine pheromones would have him tearing off his clothes, just as the people around them were beginning to do.


  Kokopelli towered even over Dakarai, who stared up into the red god's shining eyes. "You're a very handsome child, little one," said Kokopelli, the words dripping voluptuously from his perfect lips. "You're much better looking than your father— who is no slouch when it comes to good looks, I must say."


  "Don't even go that way," Dakarai warned. "I just figured out that your seduction power won't work on me. And I think you know that, too."


  "True. But as with the gods, that applies only so long as you resist me." Kokopelli grabbed his cock in his left hand and gave it a long, slow stroke. "It's in your best interest that you stop resisting me."


  Dakarai smiled. "Hope you won't hold it against me if I don't take your advice." Dakarai reached back and pulled the carnal flute from the waistband of his jeans. He held the flute out before him. "God of Sex, I'll give you one minute to free all these people from your power and get the hell out of here. Otherwise, I'm gonna turn your talisman into ash."


  "Oh, dear me." Kokopelli looked appropriately troubled. "My, what a clever ploy. You'll be happy to know that it would have worked, too ... if that were actually my talisman you have there."


  Dakarai's smile wavered. "What do you mean?"


  "Don't be coy, pretty fella. You know exactly what I mean. That flute you have there is a decoy, something that one of my little sexual conquests carved out of wood for me a long time ago." Still clutching his dick in his left fist, Kokopelli raised his right hand. A flute appeared there, identical to the one that Dakarai held, sporting a penis-shaped mouthpiece and a vagina-shaped flare at the opposite end. "This one is fashioned from lust and wantonness and other marvelous sensualities. If I blow it — pun very much intended — I'll get far more excitement out of these beautiful people round about us than you'll get if you blow that one."


  It could be a bluff, Dakarai told himself, even as he sensed that it was not. He willed lightning into his palm, and the flute he held flashed into flickering flames. He looked at the God of Sex, waiting for his reaction.


  The red god grinned again. "See? That didn't cause me the slightest bit of anguish. As a matter of fact, that little pout on your face is making me hot."


  Dakarai flung the burning pieces of wood to the ground. "So why the decoy? It didn't throw us off your trail."


  "Nor was it intended to. It was meant for Skirnir. He'd been tailing me for weeks, picking off more and more of my conquests before they could follow me here. Each one he stole away lessened the power of the ritual that will begin in this valley shortly. I left the fake talisman to distract him, which it did wonderfully, thanks to your unwitting help. I'm in your debt for that."


  The people in the crowd were all naked now, couples facing each other in every combination— male/female, male/male, female/female — without touching. Their eyes were locked in passion; they were clearly anxious to get at each other but they were also hesitating, holding back as if embarrassed by the presence of the other naked bodies around them. It would only take a few notes from Kokopelli's flute, Dakarai knew, to send them all over the edge.


  "Cool," Dakarai said quickly to the God of Sex. "Let these people go, then get the hell back to wherever you came from, and we'll call it even."


  Kokopelli wagged the flute like a reproving finger. "No, no, no. Trust me, that is not how you want me to repay you."


  Blue Diesel came leaping down between the two divine beings. He ripped the mask off his head, and Cody's blue eyes bore hungrily into Dakarai's face. "Jai tapped into my head, told me to stay back. I tried, but I couldn't do it. I want to be with you." Eyes locked, he started pulling the uniform off his body, anxious to be naked.


  Dakarai reached out, grabbing Cody and pinning his arms against his body. "Stop it!" he snapped at Kokopelli. "Don't make him do this!"


  Kokopelli hunched his shoulders, eyes widening innocently. "I'm not making him do anything. The music I played for him at our earlier encounter only lowered his inhibitions. He's doing exactly what he wants to do right now."


  "You're lying," Dakarai replied. He released Cody, drew back and slapped him hard across the face. As he'd hoped, the blow seemed to break whatever spell had seized the young hero.


  With the uniform peeled down to his waist and his torso bare, Cody blinked at Dakarai. He looked both stunned and ashamed. "Thanks. I couldn't stop myself— "


  "You didn't want to stop yourself," Kokopelli corrected, "until your friend there interfered. Why are you so determined to oppose me?"


  Cody spun to face the God of Sex. "Why? Are you crazy or what? You've cut across the country raping people and taking over their minds—"


  At that, Kokopelli's face darkened to the purple hue of blood, and his eyes flared with ire. The fury creasing his dark brow sent both Dakarai and Cody back a step. "Careful, little human. I have tolerated much from you since we first crossed paths, but accusing me of rape, of violating the free will of any human being for the sick pleasure of it, is one thing I will not take."


  Cody knew Kokopelli's power and respected it, but he also could not forget what Rupert had told him of his night with the exotic red woman. He could not forget the police reports of others who had been similarly attacked. God or no, Kokopelli would pay for what he'd done. Cody stepped forward. "My friend suffered—


  Kokopelli waved the flute impatiently, anger vanishing from his face as suddenly as it had appeared there. "Your friend suffered nothing, except a hell of a nice roll in the hay. That was my female side he got busy with, by the way. Contrary to popular belief, I don't have a wife."


  "Yeah, we knew that. But after he got done, you turned into a man and..." Cody let the accusation linger unspoken.


  "I did switch gender on him, and I did make as if I was going to plug his little backside with this." He shook his hips, causing the outsized appendage to flop obscenely from thigh to thigh. Then the God of Sex roared out an eerie laugh. "You should have seen the way his eyes bulged. I thought they were going to shoot out of his skull like bullets. But I never force myself on anyone, nor do I force anyone to do anything against their wishes — except in self-defense, of course. I did not violate your friend's behind. He passed out from fright at the prospect, I had my laugh, and I drove him home. Hell, I even tucked him into bed. And that was that."


  "You pulled that same thing, that gender switch, with the other people?" Cody asked.


  "I've been doing it for centuries. I never get tired of it."


  Dakarai scowled with distaste. "And just why in hell do you do that?"


  "I am a trickster god. Du-uh." Kokopelli returned the scowl. "Nothing freaks out a straight person more than to lie down with a prime piece of opposite sex, only to discover that it was actually a prime piece of same sex." He looked back at Cody. "Although in the case of your friend, he is not quite as straight as he likes to think. If I had slipped a little bit of the old wiener in him, it would not have been entirely against his will."


  "Okay, aside from getting your jollies swapping out the stuff between your legs," Dakarai said, "what's the point in bringing all these people here and making them strip naked?"


  Kokopelli wagged the flute again. "I did not bring them here or make them take off their clothes. I will say this again: my power is used only to lower inhibitions. I extended an invitation for them to meet me here. They chose to accept. They wanted to take their clothes off once they all got here, so they did. And I would think that it should be fairly obvious by now that they are here to make love."


  "So all that sex is going to ... feed you, or something?" Cody guessed.


  "Of course. It's what I live for."


  Dakarai said, "But there are hundreds of millions of people in the United States and Mexico, and out of all those millions, somebody is screwing somebody at just about any given point day or night. That sex feeds you, so I still don't get the point of this orgy."


  "Only the sex that occurs in my immediate vicinity feeds me, so I have to move around constantly. Think of it this way, little godling. Imagine eating your food a spoonful at time, with ten-minute intervals between each spoonful as you run from place to place to get it, spread throughout the twenty-four-hour day. Your body would certainly be nourished, but it wouldn't be a very satisfying way to eat, would it? I take the little doses of raunchiness whenever they come but, like you, every now and again I just want to sit down to a complete meal." He leapt atop a nearby boulder and spread his arms, the gesture taking in the hundreds of young, nude bodies gathered around them. "Today, I've set myself up with a buffet."


  This time, the crimson god's laughter was warm, hearty, amused. It sounded almost human.


  Dakarai and Cody couldn't keep themselves from smiling.
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  They stepped away from the God of Sex for a quick, huddled conference.


  "You've been under his spell before," said Dakarai. "What do you make of all this?"


  "I think he's telling the truth," Cody admitted, forehead tilted toward Dakarai's. "Looking back on it now, when Kokopelli first hit me with his music outside that nightclub, the urges I felt came from deep down inside me, not from him. For months I've been wanting to just get wild and freaky with a guy, any guy. Give myself to him and let him do whatever he wanted to do to me, however he wanted to do it. That's what came out when I heard that music. I was afraid of those feelings ... afraid of them, but they were mine."


  "So you really believe these people are here because they chose to be," Dakarai replied. "And when this guy starts playing his sex flute, they'll do no more than what they want to do."


  Cody nodded.


  Dakarai considered that for a moment. Then, giving Cody's bare shoulder a squeeze, he turned. With Cody following, he crossed the short distance to stand before the mossy boulder where the crimson being sat patiently waiting.


  "Well?" Kokopelli said.


  Dakarai shrugged, raising his hands as if releasing a bird. "We believe you. So go ahead with your orgy, we won't try to stop you. Pig out, bon appetite and all that. Just give us a minute to collect our two friends and we'll be out of your hair." He hesitated then, feeling the need to say something more but unsure exactly what the more could be. In the silence that followed, Kokopelli's blazing, bottomless eyes bore into him, and the God of Sex pursed his gorgeous lips slightly, as if to blow a tender kiss, or whisper a heady secret.


  Dakarai felt himself start to sweat.


  Cody took his arm. "Come on, let's go."


  "You'll hate yourselves if you leave now." Rubbing the mouthpiece of the flute lightly against his lips, Kokopelli massaged his heavy cock with his free hand. The dick began to grow hard, rising up from his crotch like a cobra.


  Cody and Dakarai froze, staring at it.


  "What you both want is right here," the red god went on, stroking himself oh-so-deliberately. "You only have to put aside your fear and give in to your desires. Dakarai, I will tell you now what your father has kept from you out of misguided kindness. You are indeed immortal, and yes, you will watch any mortal you love grow old, wither and die. That fear, more than any fear of physically hurting him, is the true reason you ended your relationship with Jai, and the reason you resist letting my power release you fully into the arms of the one you want most now."


  Snatching his gaze to the red god's eyes, Dakarai snorted. "That's bullshit."


  Kokopelli cocked his head to one side. "Is it? How many fragile, human men have you bedded since you left Jai?"


  "What does that have to do with anything?"


  "If you'll answer the question, I will gladly tell you."


  Dakarai flicked an uneasy glance at Cody, who was suddenly staring at him. The demigod swallowed hard, then said quietly, "Seven."


  "And of those seven," Kokopelli said, "how many did you hurt when you were having sex?"


  Dakarai frowned. "None."


  "Now do you see my point? You were only having fun with those men. You liked them well enough, but you never felt love for any of them."


  "Wait a minute." Dakarai's eyes flashed with anger. "You're saying I hurt Jai intentionally —"


  "No, it was very much a subconscious action on your part. It gave you an excuse to walk away from Jai and the love that was developing between you. You're trying very hard to make the same mistake again."


  Dakarai opened his mouth to protest. Then he closed it again without saying a word.


  Kokopelli turned to Cody. "And you, little one. If you are not ignoring the needs of your own heart, you outright defy them, again out of fear. Healthy sexual desire is to be embraced, not smothered. And that desire can fuel far more than mere lust, if you let it. To you, as well, I say, stop fighting me. I want for you both what you, in your unguarded moments, want for yourselves."


  Kokopelli leapt down from the boulder, releasing his cock as he did so. He stood naked on the sloping, grassy ground, his inhuman member jutting out an unbelievable twenty-four inches from his smooth groin and as thick as a man's forearm. Cody and Dakarai locked eyes on the massive thing once again.


  "I'm about to give a concert," Kokopelli said, raising the flute. "Go if you want. But if you stay, and give in to me, you will find the same thing all these others here will find— and you will leave here much happier than you came."


  With a dramatic flourish, Kokopelli brought the flute to his mouth with both hands. He paused, and then cleared his throat. "Ahem."


  Cody and Dakarai tore their eyes from the red god's cock and looked at his face. He waggled his eyebrows teasingly at them. They looked at each other. The sight of Kokopelli's monstrously erect cock had sparked an equally monster-sized desire in them both. Each saw it in the other's eyes. They could not turn away. It was as if they were finally, truly seeing each other. Trembling, they joined hands. And they stayed.


  The God of Sex began to play his flute.
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  Being human had its advantages. Cody was immediately taken by the music. Only this time, he did not fear what he felt. He wanted Dakarai, and he didn't worry now about what that might mean or where it might lead. He just gave in to it.


  Grabbing the dangling arms of his uniform, he yanked the costume down, over hips, over his legs, snatching it away until he rose up naked, his emotions racing freely, struck by how beautifully the cool, damp mountain air caressed his skin. He gasped as unrestrained lust threw him into Dakarai's arms.


  Dakarai stumbled back a step as Cody's arms wrapped around his neck, as Cody's legs latched themselves around his hips. He groaned as Cody's teeth locked onto his neck just below the ear, biting down with enough force to tear the throat from the body of an ordinary human. For Dakarai, the nip did no damage; it just hurt in a very good way. He slid his right hand down under Cody's butt, cupping the smooth, firm mounds in his palm. With his left hand, he grabbed a handful of blond hair and yanked Cody's head back, giving himself a moment to think.


  There were two fears that had dominated Dakarai's relationships. One was that he would physically hurt his lover. As Kokopelli had just forced him to realize, he was quite capable of safely having sex with ordinary men. Aside from that, Cody was damned near invulnerable and very likely stronger than Dakarai, so the possibility of hurting the blond powerhouse had never been a factor. But the other fear, of watching a lover wither away over the years, was even now urging him to lock away his emotions. Have fun, get his freak on, yes. But letting his heart open, allowing even the possibility of falling in love? That was a resounding HELL NO.


  Yet ... his father had done it. His father had adored Dakarai's mortal mother and still cherished the memory of their time together. Dakarai knew there would be pain if he fell in love with Cody, but then, there is always pain in any relationship. And what good would an immortal existence be if he let fear of being hurt stop him from ever taking chances, from actually living?


  Dakarai dropped his resistance and let the music sweep him away.
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  Cody grabbed at Dakarai’s clothes, snatching, tearing, pulling. The lusty blond managed to get the shirt off, but to get at Dakarai's pants, he had to release his leg-lock on the demigod’s hips. Kneeling, he unbuttoned Dakarai's jeans and shoved them down his thick, dark, muscular legs. Cody's hands jerked back, trying to rip the jeans off, but the pants caught on Dakarai's big work boots, pulling the demigod's feet from under him.


  Dakarai fell onto his back with a loud, grunting laugh, sprawling across the lush, green grass. Cody worked frantically at getting the boots and jeans off. Dakarai held out his arms and Cody threw himself onto Dakarai's chest, hands groping hungrily at every hard muscle on that richly dark, semi-divine body. The dulcet, teasing notes from Kokopelli's flute washed over them, liberating more and more of their buried desires. They both laughed, as giddy as children at play. Cody reached down and grabbed Dakarai's big, hard cock in his fist, squeezing it with every ounce of his lust, unrestrained by any thought that he might rip the gorgeous appendage off. The groan of pleasure from Dakarai sent another hot rush through Cody. Cody shifted his body around, bringing his face down to Dakarai's crotch.


  He buried his mouth in the thatch of black, curly pubic hair, and for a few moments, he just drank in the sharp, warm scent of soap and sex. He kissed along the length of the cock that lay stretched up and over Dakarai's dimple of a navel. Coming to the tip of the penis, he eagerly gave it a kiss and gobbled the whole thing into his throat.


  Dakarai arched his back and spread his legs, eyes rolling shut as another groan bubbled out of him. He'd had guys give him head before, but never like this. Cody was not skilled at it, but the dense muscles of his throat created a suction more powerful than anything an ordinary guy could even hope to muster. Dakarai shoved his hips upward, driving more of his cock into that luscious mouth. The strong, rapid bobbing motions of Cody's head was driving more than mere bliss, Dakarai knew, as he gave in to the ardor burning up through his chest. He wanted to feel this passion forever, but only for Cody. Only for Cody.


  The two supermen thought nothing of the people around them, whose bodies were tangling in couplings just as frenzied and urgent as their own. They thought nothing of the divinity orchestrating the mass assignations, oblivious to the red god as he danced away from them, playing his flute with one hand while stroking his celestial dick with the other. Their senses were focused entirely on each other.


  Dakarai grabbed Cody's hips, shifting them until he got the muscular blond's groin positioned over his face. He opened his mouth, swallowing Cody's cock.


  "Oh, God!" Cody yelped as he threw his head back, letting the rigid piece slip from his own mouth. No one had ever sucked him before. He never imagined that it could feel like this, the wet, thick heat of a throat gliding over his hard flesh, the unbelievably delicious feel of warm lips nibbling at the base of his dick. Stretching out his body, propping himself up on his hands and feet, he began to pump his hips, driving his cock to the very bottom of Dakarai's throat, pulling completely out, plunging back in, over and over, crying out in passion with each thrust. The punishing strokes were powerful enough to crush rock, but Dakarai took them with ease. He wanted to give Cody pleasure. He wanted to give Cody everything.


  The red god had moved far away from them, shimmying his way through the writhing crowd in the cool morning light, but the intensity and volume of his mystic music never diminished. Their need for each other burned ever brighter, and within minutes Cody was suddenly desperate for more. He pulled himself away, sitting back on his heels in the grass, looking into Dakarai's questioning eyes.


  "What's wrong?" Dakarai asked. "Why'd you stop?"


  "Take me, Dakarai," Cody pleaded, his voice trembling with the need to be plundered. "Take me hard."


  There was a fervent mix of feelings in Cody's eyes — yearning, appreciation, excitement, trust, even the raw glow of a steadily blossoming affection — but there was no hint of fear. Reading Cody's soul through his eyes, Dakarai was overcome with a primal need of his own. He got to his knees, grabbed Cody by the shoulders and pulled him into his arms. Wetting his right index and middle fingers with spit, he brought them down and slipped them between Cody's buttocks.


  Cody froze as the fingers searched, probed and finally pressed into him with skilled, slick swiftness. The sigh that hissed out of him was long and deep. He closed his eyes, enjoying the thrill that tingled through his body.


  Dakarai slid his fingers back and forth, a tactic he used to relax a guy enough to take his oversized cock. Cody clearly wanted him, was already open for him, his ass clutching at Dakarai's fingers in such tight spasms that it made Dakarai's dick ache. He pulled his fingers free, took Cody by the shoulders and pushed him back onto the grass. Cody spread his legs, his breathing going shallow with anticipation as Dakarai climbed over him. Dakarai grabbed Cody's knees and lifted them, draping Cody's feet over his shoulders. Cody felt Dakarai's hand brush against his balls, felt the knob of Dakarai's dick as it was guided between his buttocks.


  And then Dakarai slid into him, inch by wonderful inch.
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  Cody's eyes and mouth gaped.


  It was finally real. It was finally happening.


  A man was fervently shoving a cock inside him, a man who could not be hurt by the involuntary muscular spasms of a superhuman ass. Cody felt the heat and thickness of Dakarai sinking deep into his gut. Cody felt himself squeeze down, gripping the invading dick like a fist, and Dakarai's only response was a note of pleasure that hissed through his teeth. Cody stared up into Dakarai's face, enjoying the way the demigod's eyes rolled back in his head. Dakarai began to thrust into him, slowly at first, but quickly building momentum.


  "Fuck me hard," Cody begged, his own eyes rolling, feeling wonderfully nasty hearing the obscenity roll off his tongue.


  Dakarai did. He let go in a way he had never been able to with any other guy. He gave Cody everything he had, pounding deeply into the blond's upturned butt, the thrusts grinding Cody into the ground. They gouged a crater almost six inches deep before Dakarai realized what was happening. The ground is too confining, he thought. He took Cody's feet and lowered them from his shoulders. Sticking his dick in to the hilt, he slid one hand under Cody's lower back and the other under his shoulders. He lifted Cody, getting first to his knees, then to his feet.


  They looked into each other's eyes, exchanging volumes of feelings without a single word. Then Dakarai's need summoned a wind, and they were swept up over the treetops into the looming blue.
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  Cody didn't know how high up they were. He didn't care.


  He kept his eyes closed, letting his other senses absorb what was happening. Dakarai's arms were tight around him. Dakarai's lips were soft and moist against his ear. Dakarai's dick was deep inside him and pulsing rhythmically, like a heartbeat. The warm air rushed in howling currents about them, carrying them across the sky, but even over those gusts he could hear Dakarai softly whispering "Cody ... Cody..." like a prayer. And of course, there was the music of Kokopelli's flute, still trilling in their souls, rocking them with all the force of the wind.


  The cool moisture of the clouds drenched their skins. He could feel the rivulets of water running down his torso, between his legs, droplets whisking off his back, thighs and feet into the air. There was no ground to use as leverage, and so Dakarai could not pound into him the way he had before. But the winds slowly tumbled them, and that kept Dakarai's cock slipping back and forth inside him.


  Then Cody discovered that they did not need leverage up here. Dakarai was deliberately holding still, letting the wind currents provide the sexy motion, a fact he realized when the demigod's hands suddenly grabbed his waist. With the sheer strength of his arms, Dakarai lifted and lowered Cody's hips, sliding Cody's clinging sphincter over the unyielding hardness of Dakarai's pole. And Cody began to hump his ass, adding his own momentum to the insistent push and pull of Dakarai's hands. This was what Cody had dreamed of for so long. He was being manhandled. He was being dominated by an older (although Dakarai didn't actually look it), bigger man. At his height and build, Cody appeared to weigh roughly two hundred pounds. His actual weight, with the incredible density of his muscles, was closer to a quarter of a ton. Yet the demigod moved his body around with complete ease.


  Dakarai clenched his teeth as his dick speared again and again into the slippery tunnel of Cody's hot, tight, muscular ass. But he was driven by more than simple sexual need. This man, this beautiful man he held, had to be his, and his alone. It didn't matter what Cody might look like forty or fifty years from now. It didn't matter what time would do to him. Dakarai would love him just the same. "Ah, Cody..." he sighed again. It was as if his soul were truly merging with Cody's, as if Cody were the sum of everything that was precious to him.


  His heart racing, his respiration growing ever more rapid, Dakarai growled out a moan. Driven by the wildly swirling passion within him, his will spiraled outward and a vast, brooding black cumulonimbus formed above them with unnatural swiftness. Lightning flickered madly from top to bottom within the monstrous cloud. Wind lashed the grinding crowd far below. The gathering tempest was already out of control


  On the ground, the God of Sex tore the flute from his mouth, threw back his head and, clutching his cock with both hands, howled passionate laughter at the sky.


  Dakarai pushed his head forward, crushing his mouth to Cody's, slipping his tongue between Cody's lips. The rolling motion of their bodies caught Cody's cock between their bellies, massaging it, sending wave after wave of rising pleasure rippling within him, building at the very same pace as the pleasure coursing through Dakarai. At that moment, they were indeed one.


  Screaming into the wind, they came together. As Dakarai flooded Cody's ass, filling the blond guy with every ounce of the love within him, as Cody's hot sperm sluiced up between their grinding chests, the cloud burst, rain showering down in torrents on the hundreds of people below who were all, simultaneously, in the throes of their own powerful climaxes.


  And nearly lost within their midst, an ecstatic Kokopelli burst like a rocket, an orgasmic explosion of red stars that shot a mile into the sky and hurtled westward, vanishing into the clouds.


  Dakarai and Cody clung to each other, bodies shuddering, holding on while the vestiges of their climaxes shivered through them. Then they sank toward the ground, spinning slowly in the cleansing rain.
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  The storm dispersed as quickly as it had formed. Dakarai and Cody found their clothes and dressed; Cody pulled his uniform on but left off the mask. Somehow, he sensed that Dakarai wanted to see his face. They joined hands.


  The surrounding multitude was dressing, too. Some of them had come alone, others in small groups. They were all leaving in sated, hand-holding, blissful pairs.


  Cody and Dakarai walked. They were unconscious of what they were looking for until they heard a wry voice behind them say, "Dudes, holding hands is so fucking gay."


  They turned. Standing twenty feet away were Jai, wearing only his blue jeans and sneakers, and Sam, wearing only Jai's white Polo shirt and a pair of blue boxers. They, too, were holding hands. Their necks were covered with hickeys, and there were purple teeth marks around Jai's nipples.


  "Anybody got a cigarette?" Jai asked.
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  That afternoon, having showered, changed clothes and checked out of the hotel, the four friends said their goodbyes in the parking lot.


  "You guys sure you don't want me to fly you out of here in that car?" Dakarai offered. "I'm more than up for it. Hell, I feel as if I could carry the damn moon on my back." He grinned at Cody.


  "I'll just bet you do," Jai sneered with a smile. He reached out and gave Sam's shoulder a squeeze. "But as much as I love flying in my car, we're gonna drive back to Nashville."


  "That'll take hours," Cody pointed out. "Dakarai could get you there in thirty minutes."


  "You know, sometimes speed is not a good thing. We could use a long drive together," Sam replied. He wore a goofy little smile. He slipped his hand into his right pocket, fingering the little ivory disc that was formerly Skirnir's magic sword, making sure it was still safe and secure. "We've got some things to talk about. It might be good for Jai to quit his job with the Memphis police department and starting working for the Nashville police."


  "And it might be good," Jai added, "if Sam transferred from ol' Vandy to the University of Mempho."


  Dakarai staggered as if his head had started spinning. "Yeah, you two definitely need to be alone. I sure as hell don't want to get caught up in that mix." He gave Jai a hug. Then he stuck out a hand to Sam. "Oh, what the fuck," he said, and he grabbed Sam in a hug, too.


  Cody settled for handshakes with both. Jai and Sam climbed into the Taurus. With a last wave, Jai drove out of the parking lot, heading for the interstate.


  Dakarai looked at Cody, warmth suffusing his chest. "You ready?" he asked.


  "Yeah," Cody said eagerly. "Let's go."


  Scooping Cody into his arms, Dakarai called up a wind, and they began their flight to Memphis.
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  Cody's mother almost burst into tears when he walked into the living room.


  "Oh, Cody. Honey..." Audrey was sitting on the sofa next to his father. The television was tuned to CNN, and from that fact, Cody gathered that they had been watching for any news about Blue Diesel.


  "We were so worried," Audrey continued. She got up and hurried to him, her arms going around his neck. "You didn't call us, and we couldn't reach you. Your father's been here since noon today, waiting with me."


  "Yeah, sorry. Things got a little ... complicated." With his mother hugging him, Cody shot a contrite look past her head at his father. That his busy, overworked parents were both home in mid-afternoon spoke volumes as to just how worried they had been. "I'm really sorry."


  Nicholas smiled calmly from the sofa, lifting his glasses to rub a hand over his tired eyes. He was just a little over five nine, with a slender, boyish build. If not for the lines in his face, he could have been mistaken for Cody's kid brother. "What's the point in having a cell phone if you don't answer it, son?" he asked genially. He was laid back, as always, never letting it show when he was upset with his family.


  "I know, I know, Dad. But I left the BlackBerry, and my prepaid phone got busted."


  "Hm. That must have been some fight Blue Diesel had on his hands."


  "Did you get hurt?" Audrey pulled away from him suddenly. She took his hands and held them out, looking him over. "Are you okay?"


  "I'm fine, Mom. Better than fine, actually."


  "So I take it Blue Diesel won again," said Nicholas.


  "It's ... over." And, to keep them from pressing him for details about his most recent mission, he changed the subject. "Am I too late for dinner?"


  "Actually, no." Still holding his hands, Audrey guided him to the recliner, where he sat. "We haven't even thought about dinner yet. There's a chicken in there I can roast. That won't take long."


  "That sounds good," Cody said. "Is it okay if I have someone over to join us?"


  Audrey and Nicholas exchanged surprised looks. Nicholas shrugged, and Audrey turned back to Cody. "That will be fine, honey. Who're you bringing?"


  "His name is Dakarai. I want you to meet him."


  Audrey put a hand to her throat, a hopeful, could-it-be look on her face.


  "He's my boyfriend," Cody added, surprising himself. He and Dakarai had not talked about that yet, what they were to each other. But he knew it all the same.


  Audrey looked at him, at the sudden glow in his eyes, and she saw it. Her son was in love. The anxiety and loneliness he had worn for years, like an old, moldy coat, were gone from him. His body looked loose and light as he sat there in white jeans and a gray T-shirt so new they still had store tags hanging from them. He was happy.


  Audrey clasped her hands to her chin, trembling. Her mouth opened, releasing a joyous yip, but though her lips kept moving, there was no further sound from her.


  Cody and his father both looked at Audrey, then looked at each other and laughed.
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  "We should have gone to the store," Audrey said, mostly to herself, checking the oven yet again. She adjusted the thermostat on the broiler. "I should have done scalloped potatoes."


  "Mom," Cody said patiently from the dining room. He was setting the table. "Chicken and rice will be fine."


  Audrey ignored him. "And I should have made roasted asparagus."


  "Dakarai will love your sautéed spinach."


  "First impressions, son. They're important."


  "Mother!" Cody smiled, trying to keep his frustration in check. "We could have hotdogs and tater tots. It doesn't matter. I just want you to meet him."


  "Nick," Audrey said, basting the chicken with butter and lemon juice, "do we have any white wine?"


  "I'm making lemonade," Nicholas answered, stirring the concoction with a wooden spoon. "I'm sure Cody's friend will like this just fine."


  Audrey looked at the clock, then looked at her husband again. "Think there's time for you to make a run to the liquor store?"


  "Mom, please —"


  "Audrey..."


  The doorbell rang.


  "Oh," said Audrey, startled. She lunged for the oven mitts and hauled the roasting pan from the oven.


  Nicholas peered into the dining room at Cody and winked at him. "He's here."
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  "Hey." Dakarai had flowers, white callas nestled in clusters of blue hydrangea blossoms, and a dozen red roses.


  Cody looked surprised and pleased. "All that for me?"


  "These are for you." Dakarai handed him the roses, kissing his lips softly.


  "Wow. Thanks." Cody stood there awkwardly, holding the bouquet in one hand and the doorknob in the other. It all seemed so unreal.


  Dakarai waited a few moments. "You should invite me in, then go put those in water."


  "Oh. Okay. Sorry." Cody stepped aside. "Come on in."


  Dakarai, dressed in black chinos, a black Polo shirt and black penny loafers, walked past Cody into the living room. He smelled of spring rain.


  "You look good," Cody said, but he was actually thinking, God, what a great ass you have.


  "Thanks." Dakarai looked around. "So this is where you grew up."


  "Yeah."


  There were footsteps from the dining room. Audrey and Nicholas walked in. "Well, hello there." Audrey's smile was bright and welcoming, while Nicholas's was just a bit shy.


  "Mom, Dad, this is my boyfriend, Dakarai Munro," Cody said.


  "Hi, Mr. and Mrs. Davenport," Dakarai said, carefully shaking hands with Audrey and Nicholas. "It's very nice to meet you. These are for you, ma'am." He handed her the second bouquet.


  "How lovely, thank you so much. Call us Audrey and Nick." She held out a hand to Cody. "I see Dakarai had something for you, too. Here, let me have them. I'll put them in a vase for you. Why don't you get our guest seated."


  "Come on." Cody took Dakarai's hand, leading him into the dining room as Audrey returned to the kitchen with the flowers. He pulled out a chair. "You can sit here."


  "Thanks," Dakarai said, catching himself before he added "baby." Nicholas was hovering nearby.


  Nicholas pulled a lighter from his pocket and started lighting the candles. "Dakarai is an African name, isn't it?"


  "It is, sir," Dakarai replied.


  "You have a bit of an accent that I can't quite place. Are you from Africa?"


  "My father is. I was born in New Orleans."


  "Ask him how long ago that was, Dad," Cody said, sitting in the chair next to Dakarai.


  "I'd guess..." Nicholas rubbed his chin with his fingers, giving Dakarai a thoughtful look. "...twenty years ago."


  Smiling, chagrined, Dakarai said, "That's close enough."


  "Not even," Cody muttered, followed almost instantly by "OW!" when Dakarai reached back and surreptitiously pinched his butt.


  Nicholas ignored the outburst. "So, Dakarai, you can fly. Any other powers?"


  "He can control the weather," Cody blurted with a loud, almost boyish pride.


  "And I can hold my own in a fist fight with the Thing," added Dakarai.


  Audrey entered, carrying the bouquets in separate, water-filled vases. She placed them at the center of the table. "We're having chicken and rice, Dakarai. I hope that's all right."


  "That's great, Audrey. I love chicken and rice."


  "Dakarai was just telling me that he's as strong as the Thing and controls the weather," Nicholas said to Audrey.


  "My," said Audrey. "Are you a mutant?"


  "Sort of," Dakarai replied. "I got it from my father's side."


  "Cody has it on both sides of the family," said Nicholas. "Audrey's father manipulates magnetic fields, and my mother is invulnerable."


  "What about you and Audrey?"


  "The mutation skipped a generation, unfortunately," Audrey answered. "We're completely human, and completely boring compared to you two. Excuse me a moment, I'll get the meal. Give me a hand, please, Nick."


  "I'll be glad to help," Dakarai said, getting up.


  Audrey started to protest, but Dakarai was already moving around the table to join her, so she smiled, said instead, "That's so nice of you," and led the way into the kitchen.


  "If you'll get that..." Audrey nodded toward a large oval platter bearing a steaming, golden brown chicken nestled within a ring of wild rice and mushrooms. "It's a bit heavy."


  Dakarai picked up the platter with one hand and grabbed the bowl of spinach with the other. Audrey picked up a tray holding four bowls of salad and a plate of breadsticks. They returned to the dining room where Audrey announced, "Dinner's served."
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  "How in the world did you two meet?" Audrey looked at Dakarai, utterly charmed by the way he neatly cut the slices of chicken breast on his plate. "Are you a student at Cody's college?"


  "We met in Florida, sort of at this little vacation house my dad owns on Lake Okeechobee. Cody wanted me to help him with —" Dakarai sensed the slight but sharp jerk of Cody's head beside him. "Well, it wasn't anything all that important. And no, I'm not in college. I finished."


  "You went to college?" Cody shot him a startled look. "I didn't know that."


  Dakarai shrugged. "Guess we just hadn't gotten around to that subject yet."


  "What was your major?" asked Cody.


  "Electrical engineering. I've always been fascinated by electricity."


  Nick laughed. "No doubt. So, you're an engineer. I'd have studied architecture, if I'd gone to college."


  "Actually, I'm a gator hunter. I realized that I'm not cut out for working indoors."


  "My goodness. Hunting alligators." Audrey gave Cody a dazzled look, as if amazed that her son had found such a fascinating man. "That must be thrilling."


  "Wow." Dakarai suddenly looked amazed himself. "You two are so cool."


  With his thumb, Nicholas pushed self-consciously at his glasses. "We are?" He seemed to be waiting for a punch line.


  "Yes. Some parents would be completely freaked to meet their son's boyfriend."


  Still smiling, Audrey gently shook her head. "Not us. No. We couldn't be more pleased. We want whatever makes Cody happy. We love our son."


  Dakarai squeezed Cody's knee beneath the table. "I think I do, too."
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  Audrey served oatmeal raisin cookies and vanilla ice cream for dessert. "I'm sorry I didn't have time to bake a cake," she said, embarrassed.


  "This is great," Dakarai assured her. "This is the best dinner I've had in a long time."


  When they were finished, Nicholas and Audrey went into the kitchen to wash dishes while Cody took Dakarai out onto the patio.


  Cody and Dakarai stood shoulder to shoulder, looking up into the dark, starry sky. The moon hung full and bright overhead. There was the muffled rattle of dishes from the kitchen, and cricket song from the yard. Somewhere, a dog barked.


  After a moment, Cody said quietly, "Your dad doesn't know, does he?"


  "That I'm gay? No."


  "You don't think he can handle it."


  "Probably not. I don't really know. He spent a lot of time with my mom when I was growing up, but I haven't seen much of him since she died. He's been around for thousands of years, and he's got these very traditional ideas about men and women."


  Cody took Dakarai's hand. "I'm sorry."


  "About what?"


  "Your dad. I know a lot of gays get all kinds of flack from their families, but I can't imagine what that must be like. I think my parents knew I was gay before I did, and they've always accepted me for what I am."


  Dakarai smiled. "That's good. I'm glad you had that."


  They were silent again, listening to the night around them.


  Cody gave Dakarai's hand a little tug. "Did you really mean what you said back there at dinner, about how you feel about me?"


  "Hell, yes."


  "Good. Because I love you, too."


  They kissed in the moonlight.
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