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    This one is for Sue, who always wanted to know what was going to happen next.


    


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    


    
       
    

  


  
    CHAPTER ONE


    


    When I stepped off the elevator and started toward my office, Esther stuck her head through the wall.


    


    “Hey, Jonathan,” she said. “There’s a Sheba waiting for you.”


    


    “I hate it when you do that,” I said, almost dropping my newspaper.


    


    “Do what?” she asked, all innocent.


    


    “That,” I said, pointing at her head and neck protruding from the wall.


    


    She gave me a grin. “You’re just jealous.”


    


    I swatted at her with the Denver Post. She popped her head back through the wall and into my office. I sighed and entered Shade Investigations.


    


    Esther sat on my desk, running a hand through her short, sleek hair. She kicked her legs through my potential client. Esther wore her standard short, shapeless flapper dress. Not that she had a choice. After you die, you’re pretty much stuck with whatever you were wearing at the time. That will make you think twice if some clown asks you to try on a tutu.


    


    “She called you earlier,” Esther said. Although both her hands were empty, she maintained a posture as if she were smoking a cigarette with one of those long holders.


    


    I ignored Esther because my potential client wouldn’t be able to see or hear her. I died three years ago, and when I was brought back to life, one side effect was being able to see ghosts. It took incredible discipline not to react to someone who keeps talking to you, but I’ve been cultivating that skill. After all, it’s bad for business when you enter a room talking to nothing. The client can’t see anything, so who are you talking to? Could be a six-foot invisible rabbit, could be the ghost of Christmas Past, or more likely, you’re crazy as a shit-house rat.


    


    The client in question was female and had long, auburn hair that spilled down her back.


    


    “May I help you?” I asked.


    


    The woman turned at the sound of my voice, and I instantly recognized her. Naomi Miller, the only woman for whom I’d ever dropped to one knee and opened up a Tiffany’s box to reveal a diamond ring. Of course, she was also the only woman to ever reject my proposal. She even went so far as to walk out of my life, never to return . . . well, until today. That was ancient history, but my brain sure kept that a secret from my heart. I felt like someone had gone all ninja on me and punched through my chest, dug his claws into my left ventricle, and yanked my heart right out of my body.


    


    “Hello, Jonathan,” she said.


    


    I forgot how to breathe for a moment. She was more beautiful than I remembered. It was all I could do to regain my composure. “Naomi,” I said. I tried to make it sound indifferent, but the look on Esther’s face told me I’d missed the mark.


    


    “I want to hire you,” Naomi said.


    


    I needed to sit down. Of course, when people show up at my office, it’s generally safe to assume they’re looking to hire me, but for a split second, I hoped she was really there to say the past five years were miserable without me and she wanted to get back together. She didn’t look particularly miserable. She appeared a bit troubled, perhaps, but that’s normal when you’re hiring a private investigator. I walked around my desk and sat down in my high-backed, leather chair. I tossed the newspaper on the desk beside my laptop. Then I took a deep breath because I realized I hadn’t inhaled since she’d turned around.


    


    “Really,” I said.


    


    She gave me her hurt puppy-dog look. “I know we didn’t part on the best of terms, but I need your help.”


    


    I laughed. “Is that how you’d put it?”


    


    “You and this Jane were an item?” Esther asked, pointing at Naomi.


    


    I tried not to react to Esther, and you’d think that three years of practice would create enough muscle memory that I could manage it, but evidently something showed on my face.


    


    Naomi stood up. “This was a mistake,” she said. “I should go.”


    


    “You haven’t even told me your problem.”


    


    Esther rolled her eyes. “You don’t need to hear her problem. You still have the Johnson case to finish up.”


    


    Naomi looked at me. “You don’t seem too interested in anything I have to say.”


    


    “No reason to be interested,” Esther said. “She rubs me wrong.”


    


    I held up a finger. “Hang on a few seconds, and I promise to give you my undivided attention.”


    


    “Don’t do it,” Esther said when I got up and walked toward the filing cabinet.


    


    I reached up and took down an old Underwood typewriter.


    


    “I’ll be good,” Esther said. “I promise!”


    


    Esther followed me as I carried the battered typewriter out of the office and down the hall. I placed it at the edge of the stairs.


    


    “Sorry, Esther,” I said. “You’re distracting me.”


    


    “Don’t be a wet blanket.”


    


    “I’ll be back for you in a few.”


    


    “This isn’t fair!” Esther tried to follow me back to the office. She made it fifteen feet before she reached the end of her invisible leash and was jerked back a step.


    


    She was bound to the typewriter, and whenever I needed some privacy, such as now, I simply had to move it far enough away.


    


    Esther stood there, fuming, but I knew that once I walked away, she’d just sit down and wait. What else could she do? As I entered the office, I heard her grumble, “Fucker.”


    


    I closed the office door behind myself. Naomi waited by the desk.


    


    “Sorry,” I said.


    


    “What was that all about?”


    


    “Nothing.” I opened a small refrigerator and pulled out a couple of bottles of Gatorade. “Thirsty?”


    


    Naomi shook her head, so I returned one of the bottles to the fridge. I opened my bottle and took a drink. Naomi sat down so I leaned against the desk beside her chair.


    


    “So what brings you back to my gin joint?”


    


    She hesitated, as if making sure I was actually listening this time. Then she took a breath and just spit it out. “My mother was murdered last night.”


    


    She teared up. I reached for a tissue from the box on my desk. She reached for one at the same time, and our fingers touched. Our hands lingered perhaps a moment too long. I found myself wanting to hold her, tell her everything would be all right. But now I could feel the gulf created by five years apart, so I pulled back.


    


    “I’m sorry,” I said. “Do the police have a suspect?”


    


    “They arrested my father.”


    


    “Already? They must have had solid evidence.”


    


    “They do. A bunch of witnesses and a store video recording.”


    


    “What happened?”


    


    “You haven’t watched any TV since last night, have you?”


    


    “No. I was about to read the paper.”


    


    “It probably made the front page.”


    


    I grabbed the Post and opened it up. Sure enough, just below the fold was a story about the murder. I read it. According to multiple witnesses, Kathleen Miller, 55, entered a Safeway store at 6:00 p.m., grabbed a grocery cart, and started into the lobby. Her husband, David Miller, 57, entered the store behind her. An argument ensued that culminated with David driving a sword through Kathleen’s heart. A security guard tackled David and, with the help of a customer, held him until the police arrived. Store security cameras captured the entire event.


    


    “Sounds like an open-and-shut case of murder to me,” I said, lowering the paper.


    


    “I don’t believe it.”


    


    “Were you there?”


    


    “No.”


    


    “Let me get this straight.” I raised a finger. “They have a tape of your father killing your mother.” I raised another finger. “They have witnesses.” A third finger. “He was caught on scene. And you think he’s innocent?”


    


    “It’s a DVD, not a tape.”


    


    “And that changes things?”


    


    “No, but he wouldn’t kill her.”


    


    I shook my head. “So you think the witnesses are lying and the DVD is fake?”


    


    “I just think someone should look into it, and the police never will.”


    


    “Doesn’t sound like there’s anything to look into.”


    


    “Oh, come on. You, of all people, know that things aren’t always what they seem.”


    


    “So?”


    


    “That’s why I came to you.”


    


    “I’m sorry, Naomi. I can’t help you.”


    


    “You’re the only one who can help me. Please don’t turn me away.”


    


    I closed my eyes. “What do you want me to do?”


    


    “I want you to prove that my father is innocent.”


    


    “Naomi,” I said, “I know you want to believe he’s a good man, but trust me when I tell you that you shouldn’t hire me for this.”


    


    “I have money.”


    


    “I know.”


    


    “I’ll pay double your standard rate.”


    


    “No.”


    


    “Triple.”


    


    “This isn’t a haggling session. It’s a waste of time.”


    


    “You have friends on the police force. Will you at least take a look at the DVD?”


    


    “I’d rather be buried naked in a pit of fire ants.”


    


    “Please?”


    


    “What good will it do?”


    


    “I’m hoping you’ll see evidence of magic.”


    


    I know what you’re thinking. You’re thinking my ex-girlfriend is a total loon. Actually she’s a low-level wizard from a long line of wizards. Her father is well respected in the magical community. Well, he was well respected. I doubted many people would hold him in high regard now.


    


    I didn’t say anything. Naomi stood and moved closer to me. She placed a hand on my arm. “Will you look?” she asked and met my gaze. “For me?”


    


    Naomi’s touch brought back too many memories—most of them good. Still, I didn’t want to watch Kathy’s murder. She was a nice woman and had always been kind to me even after the breakup. I stared into Naomi’s eyes and opened my mouth to say no.


    


    “I’ll look at the recording,” I said. Somehow that didn’t sound like “no” to me.


    


    Naomi hugged me. “Thank you so much.”


    


    “And I’ll charge you my normal rate. I expect this to be over by noon, but you’ll be charged for a full day.”


    


    “You can charge me for a week.”


    


    “A day will be fine.”


    


    Naomi released me and tilted her head up to smile at me. “I knew I could count on you.”


    


    I smiled back at her, and one part of me thought things could work out. The other part of me was screaming that no good could come from this. David was obviously guilty, and proving that, which was a foregone conclusion in my mind, would not win Naomi back. It would drive her away forever. What can I tell you? My heart has selective hearing.


    


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    


    
       
    


    


    
       
    


    


    
       
    


    


    
       
    

  


  
    CHAPTER TWO


    


    


    


    Naomi and I stepped into the hall. I could see Esther sitting on the stairs, drumming her translucent fingers on the cold tile floor. Naomi walked with me to the elevator.


    


    “Go home,” I said. “I’ll call you as soon as I have something.”


    


    “I want to go with you.”


    


    I wanted to be with her, of course, but I shook my head. “Do you really want to watch a DVD of your father killing your mother?”


    


    It was hard to argue with that sort of logic, so she didn’t try. “None of this feels real to me,” she said. “I can’t believe Mom is gone. I just feel numb.”


    


    My parents both died when I was sixteen. I spent the first year pretty much in shock, with each holiday slamming home the emptiness, so I knew exactly how she felt. I also knew that there was nothing anyone could say or do to make any of the pain go away. Some things you simply have to carry with you. I didn’t try to say anything. Instead, I pulled her into my arms and held her.


    


    I could feel her trembling as she held on to me. My heart broke for her.


    


    The elevator arrived. I kissed her on the forehead then brushed her tears away. “I’ll call you as soon as I know anything.”


    


    She nodded and stepped onto the elevator. She pulled a tissue out of her purse as the doors closed.


    


    I stared at the steel doors for a moment then turned and walked down the hall to Esther.


    


    “You ready to go back to the office?”


    


    Esther refused to look at me. She turned her head to stare at the wall, her nose in the air.


    


    “Oh, come on, Esther. If you don’t talk to me, who can you talk to?”


    


    “Kelly.”


    


    Kelly was my partner, but she spent most of her time teaching martial arts at her dojo on Colfax.


    


    “I’m sorry. Okay?”


    


    “You’re still carrying a torch for Naomi,” Esther said, finally deciding to turn toward me.


    


    I shrugged. “Always have, always will.”


    


    “Don’t let her make a sap out of you.”


    


    “Too late.”


    


    I picked up the typewriter and started back toward the office. At first, Esther didn’t bother to get up, but as soon as I was fifteen feet away, she slid along the floor behind me.


    


    “Hey!” she said and I stopped.


    


    She got up, brushed imaginary dirt from her dress, and gave me a rude look as if I’d affronted her.


    


    “Have I assaulted your dignity?” I asked.


    


    She made a face and strutted past me.


    


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    


    
       
    


    Patrick O’Malley answered my call on the third ring.  He was a homicide detective with the Denver police, and when I told him I wanted information about David Miller, he tried to push me off by saying it wasn’t his case.  Of course, nobody was actually on the case, so he couldn’t get rid of me that easily.


    
       
    


    “Stick a fork in him; he’s done,” O’Malley said.


    
       
    


    After some back-and-forth, he agreed to get me a look at the DVD.  It cost me only a cheeseburger and some fries.


    
       
    


    After making a few calls, I picked O’Malley up at his house and we hit a drive-through on the way to the District 3 substation on University.  While the Millers lived in Castle Pines out in Douglas County, the murder had taken place in Denver.


    
       
    


    “You knew the victim, didn’t you?” O’Malley asked as he wolfed down the burger.


    
       
    


    “I used to date her daughter.”


    
       
    


    O’Malley jammed the rest of the burger into his mouth.  Around the mouthful, he said, “Naomi, right?”  Small pieces of the burger flew from his mouth as he spoke.


    
       
    


    “Dude, you’re getting shit on my windshield.”


    
       
    


    He brushed off the windshield and wiped his hand across the dashboard for good measure.  “You should have held on to her, Jonathan.  She was a looker.”


    
       
    


    “You have mustard on your chin.”


    
       
    


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    


    
       
    


    When we reached the station, O’Malley led me to an office.  “They have Miller on suicide watch.”


    
       
    


    A detective exited the office as we approached. “What’s up, O’Malley?”


    
       
    


    “Your weight, Tanner.”


    
       
    


    “Damn blood pressure too,” Tanner said.  “Don’t forget, poker night on Friday.”


    
       
    


    “Easy money,” O’Malley said and ushered me into the office.  He pointed to a computer then said, “Miller hasn’t lawyered up yet.  I’m gonna go grab a cup of joe.  Back in a few.  Don’t do anything I wouldn’t.”


    
       
    


    O’Malley was telling me that if David Miller had obtained legal counsel, there was no way I’d be able to see the DVD without his lawyer’s permission.  I wasn’t really supposed to see it, but the DVD just happened to be in the computer.  A quick click of the mouse, and the image loaded.  I leaned over to watch.


    
       
    


    The picture was in color, but it was a bit grainy.  The camera was positioned above the entrance to the store, so it showed the lobby and the first check stand from a high angle.  The store was busy.  Customers entered and left.  Tanner had queued the recording so I didn’t have to watch long before Kathy pushed her cart into frame.


    
       
    


    She was with a man, but I couldn’t see his face.


    
       
    


    A moment later, David Miller entered the frame and grabbed Kathy by the shoulder.  Miller wore a long, tan trench coat, even though it was June.


    
       
    


    David and Kathy spoke agitatedly for a moment as customers filed past.  The man with Kathy started out by looking around, as if embarrassed by the scene, but when David shoved Kathy against the cart, the man caught her and kept her from falling.  The cart rolled out of frame as David pulled the sword from his coat.  It looked like a Japanese katana.


    
       
    


    He lunged forward, slashing down, then up.  Blood splattered the floor and sprayed in all directions as David hacked and slashed.


    
       
    


    It was far worse than the paper had indicated and, although I knew it was coming, it hurt to watch.  David kept hacking at her as she fell to the floor.  He slipped in the blood, trying to slash at Kathy’s unknown companion when the man tried to intervene.  The man tried to jump back, but he also slipped in the blood and hit the ground.


    
       
    


    David resumed hacking away at his wife.  Chunks of flesh littered the floor.


    
       
    


    I wanted to turn away but couldn’t.


    
       
    


    The blade sliced into Kathy’s face, and though I’ve seen worse, I flinched.  While I was inured to violence, it’s always different when you see it happen to someone you know.  It’s more immediate and it hits deep emotional levels you don’t expect.  At least, that’s how it was for me.  Memories of the kind things Kathy had done for me flashed in my mind, and seeing her get slashed apart almost made it feel like the blade was slicing into me too.  In a sense, I suppose it was.


    
       
    


    It seemed like an eternity passed before the security guard, a large, Black man, rushed in and tackled David.


    
       
    


    The man with Kathy scrambled over to help hold David down.  He was clearly yelling, and when he turned his face toward the camera, I recognized him.  His name was Al Davidson, and he worked with David and Kathy.  He was another wizard.


    
       
    


    David fought for a moment, but the guard and Al managed to keep him pinned down.  Then David looked over at his dead wife and the growing pool of blood on the fresh, white floor, and he suddenly stopped struggling.  He stared for a moment as if he couldn’t believe what he saw, then he tried to move toward her, but Al and the guard prevented it.  David clutched Al tightly and buried his face in Al’s sleeve for a few seconds then looked back at Kathy.


    
       
    


    It was hard to tell from the camera angle, but it appeared that David was crying.


    
       
    


    I clicked the mouse to stop the image.  Then I noticed I was seated.  I didn’t remember sitting down.  I sat there in silence for a time then shook my head.


    
       
    


    O’Malley stepped back into the room.  “Ready to rock and roll?”


    
       
    


    I remained seated, just staring at the frozen image on the computer screen.


    
       
    


    “You okay?”


    
       
    


    When I spoke, my voice was practically a whisper.  “Can I see David?”


    
       
    


    “You just saw that he did it, Jonathan.  No ifs, ands, or buts about it.”


    
       
    


    “I need to know why.”


    
       
    


    “We’re just in the habit of catching bad guys.  We don’t worry too much about the why when we nab one with his pants down and his pecker in his hand.”


    
       
    


    “Can you set it up?”


    
       
    


    O’Malley shrugged.  “I can make a call, but that’s mostly up to Miller.  He doesn’t want to see you, there’s nothing I can do about it.”


    
       
    


    “Make the call.”


    
       
    


    “It’s gonna cost you.”


    
       
    


    “I just bought you lunch.  You can’t still be hungry.”


    
       
    


    He waved off my comment.  “You still working with that dyke?”


    
       
    


    “Kelly isn’t a lesbian.”


    
       
    


    O’Malley puffed out his chest.  “Shit, man.  She turned me down for a date, so she’s gotta be a rug muncher.  I’m a lovable kinda guy.”


    
       
    


    “Let me guess, you want me to put in a good word for you?”


    
       
    


    “Fuck no.  I’m not in middle school.  What I want is for you to bring her to my Fourth of July barbecue.  You do that, I’ll set up a visitation pass for you.”


    
       
    


    “Kelly hates socializing so I can’t make any promises, but I will invite her.  Cool?”


    
       
    


    “That’s all I’m asking.  She’s one damn fine-looking woman.”  He opened the door and gave me a wink.  “You’re on for two o’clock at the P.A.D.F.”


    
       
    


    


    
       
    


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    


    
       
    


    


    
       
    


    


    
       
    

  


  
    CHAPTER THREE


    


    


    


    I had a few hours to kill, so I figured I might as well track down the security guard. I called the Safeway and spoke to an assistant manager to determine that the guard was not on duty and was actually employed by a service. I had the guard’s name, thanks to O’Malley, so I called the service and found that he was working another grocery store that afternoon. The store was over on East Colfax in Aurora. It was not the nicest of neighborhoods. Most of the storefronts had bars on the windows.


    


    The guard wasn’t at the front of the store, so I approached the customer service desk.


    


    An elderly, Asian woman had a good portion of the counter blocked off as she stood there, scratching lottery tickets. She had a big stack of losers, but that didn’t seem to deter her. She kept scratching away and would mutter, “Damn,” as she finished each ticket. Every now and then, she said, “Yes!”


    


    A portly man stood behind the counter, selling various Lotto and Powerball tickets and money orders and such. Most of the people in line seemed to be looking for refunds, and most of them did not have receipts. I waited my turn and eventually reached the front of the line.


    


    “Damn,” said the Asian woman and added several more tickets to her pile of losers. There had to be at least a hundred of them.


    


    “Can I help you?” the portly man asked me.


    


    “I’m looking for Eugene. He’s with Arlo Security.”


    


    “He’s upstairs in the office with a couple of shoplifters.”


    


    “Damn,” said the Asian woman. “These are no good. You need to sell winners.”


    


    The portly man grinned at her. “I’m trying, Anita.”


    


    “You not try hard enough.”


    


    “You’re doing better today than yesterday.”


    


    “Excuse me,” Anita said, pushing her way in front of me and sliding five winning tickets across the counter. “Five more, plus another twenty.” She slapped a twenty-dollar bill on the counter.


    


    “Can I just go up?” I asked.


    


    “Last door on the left,” he said, pointing up the stairs beside the counter.


    


    I nodded and went upstairs. Behind me, I heard someone grumbling about Anita cutting in line.


    


    The upstairs level held the break room, which had windows to watch customers shopping. A hallway led down to the restrooms and the store manager’s office. Inside the office, Eugene towered over two kids wearing baggy clothes with the pants down around their knees. They thought they looked cool that way, and law enforcement loved this style because people with their pants around their knees can’t run fast. Of course, sometimes the pants dropped low due to the weight of weapons, but ya pays yer money and takes yer chances.


    


    “Let us go, man,” one of the kids said.


    


    “Shut up,” Eugene said. “You’re lucky I only called your parents.”


    


    “Rather you call the cops, man. My old man’s gonna whoop me good.”


    


    “Should have thought of that before you pocketed those pregnancy tests.”


    


    “They’s for my sister, man.”


    


    “Five of them?”


    


    “She gets lots of action.”


    


    Eugene turned toward me. “Manager’s in the back room.”


    


    “I’m here to see you, actually.”


    


    “I’m kinda busy.”


    


    “It’ll just take a minute. It’s about the murder yesterday at the Downing Safeway.”


    


    “You’re not a cop.”


    


    “Private investigator,” I said and showed him my license.


    


    He shook his head. “I made my statement with the cops. I got nothing to say to you.”


    


    “I just want to know if you noticed anything strange about the murder.”


    


    “Some asshole swinging a samurai sword ain’t strange enough for you?”


    


    “Shit, man, that was you?” one of the kids said. “Fuckin’ A. I saw something about that on the news last night.”


    


    “I’ve been dodging reporters all day,” Eugene said but seemed pleased that his street cred had gone up a notch with the kids.


    


    “Did you hear Miller say anything before, during, or after the murder?”


    


    Now that the kids were paying attention, Eugene was more willing to talk. “I didn’t see anything beforehand because I was dealing with a shoplifter.” He glanced over at the kids as if to tell them he dealt with them all the time. “When I saw the guy with a sword, I tackled the son of a bitch. Some other guy helped me hold him down. The guy struggled and he was pretty strong, but when he looked over at the dead lady, he stopped trying to fight and just tried to get to her. I didn’t know if he wanted to hack her up some more or what. For all I know, he wanted to eat her.”


    


    The kids grimaced at the thought.


    


    Eugene looked at me. “I guess it did get a bit strange then because he started crying. He seemed shocked that he’d gone all berserker. He didn’t fight at all from that point on. He said, ‘Oh, God, no,’ a few times. We held him until the cops came, they took our statements, checked the security recording, and carted the psycho off to jail.”


    


    “When he started crying, did he seem remorseful as well as surprised and shocked?”


    


    “I hope so but I don’t know.”


    


    I thanked him for his time, gave him a business card in case he thought of anything else, and took off.


    


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    


    
       
    


    The Pre-Arraignment Detention Facility is in downtown Denver.  They process more than sixty thousand prisoners a year.  Normally they house two prisoners per cell, but David Miller had one to himself.  I don’t know if that was because he was a murderer or because he was on suicide watch.


    
       
    


    I met with him in the visitors’ area.  We had a privacy booth and were separated by Plexiglas.  I picked up the phone, and once he sat down, David did the same.  We had ten minutes.  After that our conversation would end whether we were finished or not.


    
       
    


    “You here to gloat?” David asked.


    
       
    


    I kept my voice even, though I wanted to reach through the Plexiglas and strangle the son of a bitch.  “Actually your daughter believes you’re innocent, and she hired me to prove it.”


    
       
    


    “You believe her?”


    
       
    


    I shook my head.  “I saw the security recording.”


    
       
    


    He gave me a disapproving look.  “But you’re still taking her money.”


    
       
    


    “Bills to pay.”


    
       
    


    “After watching the video, you’ve determined that I’m guilty, so why are you here?”


    
       
    


    “Because I want to know what the hell is wrong with you.  How could you hack her up like that?”


    
       
    


    David winced at my words.  “I’m already deemed unworthy, so I see no point in answering.”


    
       
    


    He was referring to a meeting from five years before, but I knew he was actually sidestepping because my question had hurt him.  “You’re not answering for me,” I said.  “You’re answering for your daughter, and the way I see it, she’s the only person in the whole world willing to entertain even the possibility that you’re innocent in spite of clear-cut evidence to the contrary.”


    
       
    


    He looked away and lowered the phone for a moment.  When he looked back at me, his eyes were brimming, but he fought back the tears.  He raised the receiver.  “You won’t believe me.  And when you present it to her, I know you’ll slant it so that she doesn’t believe me either.”


    
       
    


    “I won’t need to slant anything.”


    
       
    


    He considered that then shrugged.  “The honest answer is that I don’t remember.  One moment, I was working in my office at DGI, and the next thing I knew, I found myself pinned down a few yards away from Kathy.  Oh my god, the blood.”


    
       
    


    He took a moment to collect himself then continued speaking. “She was dead,” he said.  “But I couldn’t reach her.  All I wanted was to hold her and try to force the blood back into her tattered body, try to heal the wounds, but she was too far away and the wounds were too great.  But why would I kill her?  I love her!”


    
       
    


    “Was she sleeping with Al Davidson?”


    
       
    


    “What?”  The question clearly caught him off guard as if he’d never even considered the possibility.


    
       
    


    “The green-eyed monster is a pretty good motive.  She was with Al in the store.”


    
       
    


    “They were friends, not lovers.  We’ve all been friends for years, but you know that.”


    
       
    


    “Just looking at possibilities.”


    
       
    


    “Look elsewhere.  My wife would never sleep around.  She has—had morals.  She had high standards, and she held herself to them at all times.”


    
       
    


    “I don’t know about that.  She married you.”


    
       
    


    David shook his head.  “You can say what you want about me, but don’t you dare imply that Kathy wasn’t a good woman.”


    
       
    


    Kathy was one of the best people I knew.  People change, though, especially when they’re unhappy.  The woman deserved sainthood for living with David for so many years.  While I couldn’t imagine her being unfaithful, I’ve been surprised before.


    
       
    


    “Hey, it’s been five years.  For all I know, you two were separated or even divorced.”


    
       
    


    “Bullshit.  You may not be worthy of the magical community, but you aren’t stupid.  You’ve already checked on the marital status.”


    
       
    


    I shrugged.  He was right, of course.  One constant in my business is that people will lie to you, and that includes clients.  Since it had been five years, I had made a few calls to verify certain information, such as marital status and financials, before I went to see the recording.  When someone goes out of his way to kill someone, he usually has a motive such as jealousy or money.  David and Kathy’s financials were solid.


    
       
    


    “So why did you kill her?”


    
       
    


    “I would never kill my wife.”


    
       
    


    “You already killed her, David.  She’s dead.  You’re the murderer.  I know it.  You know it.  End of story, roll credits.”


    
       
    


    “I’m innocent.  I may not remember everything but I’m innocent.”


    
       
    


    “Come on, David.  If you believed you were innocent, you wouldn’t be behind bars.  You may not be worthy of humanity in my eyes, but your magic is certainly strong enough that you could unlock your cell with a wave of your hand and walk out of this facility any time you wanted.  So don’t give me any shit about not remembering.  You remember full well.”


    
       
    


    “So why are you talking to me?”


    
       
    


    “Because I want to know why.”


    
       
    


    “Bullshit.”


    
       
    


    He had me there.  When it came right down to it, I didn’t really care why.  I was stalling because I hadn’t figured out how to handle things.  I wanted another shot with Naomi, and if all I did was prove her father guilty inside of a few hours, she would never talk to me again.  So I gave him part of the truth.


    
       
    


    “It’s simple.  I haven’t figured out an easy way to let Naomi down.  She believes in you, and it will break her heart to discover that you’re a cold-blooded killer.”


    
       
    


    “Jonathan, that night is a blur.  I can see Kathy lying there.  Blood everywhere.  But it’s as if I just woke up from a terrible nightmare only to discover all of it was real.”


    
       
    


    “I hope you don’t plan to lawyer up and go for the ‘irresistible impulse’ defense.”


    
       
    


    Colorado is one of the states that allows the irresistible impulse defense, based on the M’Naghten rule, M’Naghten being the first to get off by reason of insanity in England back in 1843.  To top it off, the burden of proof is on the state.  After seeing the security feed of David killing Kathy, I wanted him to rot in jail forever.  Of course, the jail would never hold him if he actually wanted to leave, but I figured his personal guilt and remorse might keep him locked up.


    
       
    


    “I haven’t decided what I’m going to do,” he said.  He stared at me for a moment.  “You don’t like me.”


    
       
    


    “Gee, is it that obvious?”


    
       
    


    “But I want you to do me a favor.  Really, it’s for Naomi, not for me.”


    
       
    


    He knew just what to say to get to me.  I shrugged.  “I’m listening.”


    
       
    


    “Please,” he said.  “Please don’t let her see me like this.”


    
       
    


    “You can turn down visitors,” I said.


    
       
    


    “Really?  If I’d known that, I wouldn’t have seen you.”


    
       
    


    


    
      
        I nodded and hung up the phone.  I had nothing more to say to him.

        

      

    

  


  
    


    
      
        

      

    


    
       
    


    


    
       
    


    


    
       
    


    


    
       
    

  


  
    CHAPTER FOUR


    


    


    


    Before I talked to Naomi again, I knew I needed to make one more stop. Yes, it was clear that David was guilty. There had been no evidence of magic on the security recording, and David himself obviously knew he was guilty or he wouldn’t be sitting there in jail. That said, I felt I needed to talk to one more person before I faced Naomi to tell her that her father was a raving, psychotic murderer. Somehow that didn’t sound like something that would help me win her heart, especially since she had just lost her mother. My stomach twisted in knots. So I cruised out to the DGI offices where Al Davidson worked.


    


    DGI stands for Dragon Gate Industries, and it’s supposedly an engineering firm down in the Tech Center, but in reality, it’s home to a bunch of wizards who ply their trade under cover of a normal business.


    


    A short, Hispanic man named Phil is the guard at DGI. So far as I’ve been able to tell, he doesn’t have any magical abilities, but he’s loyal to a fault. There are real offices in the building where real engineers work for real contractors, but that’s just part of the cover.


    


    “Hey, Phil,” I said as I entered the building.


    


    “Mr. Shade,” he said with a nod. I remembered when he used to call me Jonathan, but that was back when I was welcome here. “I didn’t see your name on the guest list.”


    


    “Check the update, m’man. I have an appointment to see Al Davidson.”


    


    This was true. I’d called Al on my drive from downtown to the Tech Center. While Al didn’t want to see me, he agreed to give me five minutes out of respect for the Miller family.


    


    “I’ll have to verify that,” Phil said.


    


    “By all means.”


    


    Phil picked up the phone, verified my story, and told me to take the elevator to the thirteenth floor.


    


    Most buildings don’t have a thirteenth floor. They go from twelve to fourteen. People are so superstitious. In any case, the elevator didn’t show a button for floor thirteen, but I’d been here many times, so I knew the routine. I pressed twelve and fourteen simultaneously. Both buttons lit up. The elevator rose and the doors opened on twelve then closed. They opened again on fourteen then closed. I hit twelve and fourteen simultaneously again, the elevator dropped one level, and the doors slid open on thirteen. The wizards didn’t want to be disturbed and had built in this little trick to prevent anyone from accidentally discovering them.


    


    DGI didn’t bother with receptionists because if someone found the floor, he probably belonged there. So when I stepped off the elevator, I simply moved down the hall to Al’s office. I’d heard that there was extra security of the magical variety, but I’d never seen anything to prove or disprove that.


    


    Al’s office was decorated with Star Wars movie posters and action figures. Han Solo stood next to Chewbacca on one shelf, and Princess Leia clad in a gold bikini leaned against a jellylike Jabba the Hut. The figures weren’t in their original packages, so I wondered if Al played with them when no one was looking. Al’s appearance—old, bald, and dressed in a business suit and reading glasses—didn’t fit the image you’d expect from the decor.


    


    “Pizza delivery for Al Davidson,” I said as I stepped into the office.


    


    Al had his nose in a book and didn’t look up. He raised a finger and pointed to a chair.


    


    Wizards. No sense of humor. I sat down to wait.


    


    A few moments later, he closed the book. It was a heavy, leather tome probably filled with a variety of ancient spells. Then again, for all I knew, it could have been Lady Chatterly’s Lover. He removed his glasses and stared at me. “Jonathan Shade,” he said then glanced at his watch. “You have five minutes.”


    


    “This won’t take that long. It’s about Kathy.”


    


    “So you said on the phone. A tragedy, of course.”


    


    “I know you two were close.”


    


    “We were well acquainted.” He steepled his hands on the desk. “I’m afraid I don’t understand why you’re here, Mr. Shade.”


    


    “Why so formal?”


    


    “Excuse me?”


    


    “Never mind. I was hired to look into the murder.”


    


    “Whatever for? David Miller is guilty, and he is imprisoned.”


    


    “Let’s just say there are those who believe he’s innocent.”


    


    Al nodded. “His daughter, of course. This must be horrible for her. Have you seen the security video?”


    


    “I saw it.”


    


    “So why are you here?”


    


    “I’m trying to understand why he did it.”


    


    “You’d have to ask him.”


    


    “I already did.”


    


    “So why are you talking to me?”


    


    “Because you were there,” I said, though he had a valid question. I didn’t really need to talk to him. I just wasn’t ready to go see Naomi. I wanted to help her and find some way to get into her good graces while I was at it, but there wasn’t anything I could do on that front. Time could heal her grief, but it wouldn’t change the facts.


    


    “Are you planning to bother every shopper who was there?”


    


    “You were close. When I watched the recording, I noticed that David said something to Kathy before he killed her. Did you hear what he said?”


    


    “I’m afraid not. But if you saw the recording, you’ve probably also read the police report, so you would already know that. So I ask you again, why are you talking to me about this?”


    


    “Well, you wizard types are kinda private. It wouldn’t surprise me if you didn’t tell the police everything.”


    


    He grinned. “I see. But if you think I’d withhold information from the police, why do you think I would share it with you?”


    


    “Because of my winning personality.”


    


    He gave me a look that a foul-tempered teacher might throw at the class clown.


    


    “Seriously,” I said. “Something you might tell me but not the cops is this: Was there anything magical about the murder that wouldn’t show up on the recording?”


    


    “You’re wasting my time, Mr. Shade.”


    


    I pulled out my cell phone and checked the time. “By my estimate, I still have two minutes of your time to waste.”


    


    He sighed. “We’re done here.”


    


    He started to open the book again, but I stood and placed my hand on the tome, pushing it back to the desk. “Did you notice anything strange about David Miller?”


    


    “Aside from the fact that he drew a sword and chopped his wife apart in the middle of a crowded grocery store?”


    


    “Could he have been . . . I don’t know . . . possessed?”


    


    Al rolled his eyes. “Do you have any idea how much power it would take to control a wizard of David Miller’s stature against his will?”


    


    “Not a clue.”


    


    “You’re wasting your time as well as mine, Mr. Shade.”


    


    “Look, David’s an asshole. No question. But he did love his wife, so this goes against everything about his character. He claims not to remember anything, so I’m just asking if it’s possible that someone else—a stronger wizard perhaps—forced him to kill her. It might not be plausible, but is it possible?”


    


    “No, it’s not. As you’re a mundane, I’ll explain this simply. Magic, Mr. Shade, is dying. There is simply no way that any wizard, no matter how experienced, could possibly harness enough magic to control another wizard. A mundane, perhaps, but definitely not a wizard. I don’t know why David Miller killed his wife, but I do know that it was not a case of possession or a doppelganger or any other silly notion you may have concocted. He did it and he’ll have to face the consequences of his actions. Are we clear here?”


    


    “You bet.”


    


    “Can I be rid of you now?”


    


    “Just one more question,” I said in my best Columbo.


    


    Al just glared at me.


    


    “Why was Mrs. Miller shopping over by D.U. instead of out in Castle Pines?”


    


    He sighed. “I was the one shopping, Mr. Shade. Kathleen was with me because she wanted to discuss a private matter. That, of course, is none of your business. Now get the hell out of my office, or I’ll forcibly remove you.”


    


    While I’d love to see him try that, I figured enough was enough. I didn’t really come here to badger him. He hadn’t told me anything I didn’t already know. I knew magic was dying. That was something David and Kathy always complained about. They wished they’d lived hundreds of years ago, when magic was stronger. I pointed out that indoor plumbing was a nice trade-off for the lack of magic, but they were not amused. Wizards are a tough crowd.


    


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    


    
       
    


    As I left the building, my cell phone rang.  The caller ID read O’Malley.


    
       
    


    “Shade’s Morgue,” I answered.  “You kill ’em, we chill ’em.”


    
       
    


    “You need to get new material,” O’Malley said.


    
       
    


    I climbed into my Firebird.  “This from a man who tells the same lame cop jokes at every party?”


    
       
    


    “Yeah, yeah.  Look, I just thought you’d want to know that David Miller killed himself twenty minutes ago.”


    
       
    


    “I thought he was on suicide watch.”


    
       
    


    “Maybe they watched him commit suicide.  Someone really wants to off himself, there’s not much anyone can do to stop him.  Just thought you’d want to know.”


    
       
    


    “Does Naomi know yet?”


    
       
    


    “Yeah.  They made the call to her fifteen minutes ago.”


    
       
    


    “Shit.  Thanks, O’Malley.”


    
       
    


    I ended the call and just sat there.  It made sense, of course.  David was so guilt ridden over the murder that he killed himself.  It happens all the time.  Be that as it may, I felt terrible about it.  What if it was something I said that made him do it?  I know I couldn’t be held responsible for his death, but knowing and feeling are two separate things.


    
       
    


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    


    
       
    


    


    
       
    


    


    
       
    


    


    
       
    

  


  
    CHAPTER FIVE


    


    


    


    As I approached the door to Naomi’s house around five o’clock, I felt lost. What do you say when someone’s folks pull the old murder/suicide? “Sorry” just didn’t seem to cut it. So when she opened the door, I didn’t say anything; I simply embraced her. She held me tightly, and for a few seconds, there was nobody in the world but us.


    


    “Come in,” she said when she let go. She wiped tears from her cheeks. From the smeared mascara and swollen eyes, I could tell she’d been crying a lot. It hurt to see her like that.


    


    Her house was tastefully decorated with an Oriental flare. We sat on the sofa in her living room beneath two paintings of Chinese symbols. I don’t read Chinese, but I knew they meant peace and tranquility because I’d given them to her when we were a couple. I remember that when she hung them up, she told me that if someone came in and told her they actually read Stupid American that she’d have to get even with me.


    


    “So I’m guessing you heard about my father,” she said.


    


    I nodded.


    


    She looked away and I took her hand in mine. “Did you learn anything today?”


    


    “Nothing good. I’m sorry.”


    


    She shook her head. “So he was guilty.”


    


    “I wish I could tell you something different.”


    


    The doorbell rang.


    


    She reached for her purse on the glass coffee table. “I hope you’re hungry. I didn’t feel like cooking, so I ordered some pizza.”


    


    “I’ll get this,” I said. I stood and headed toward the door, pulling a twenty out of my wallet.


    


    I opened the door, and a tall man punched me in the face.


    


    I staggered backward, stunned. The man had long, black hair and dark sunglasses and wore a black leather trench coat. He looked like he’d stepped out of a heavy metal video.


    


    He didn’t have a pizza.


    


    Before I could recover, he bolted through the door and punched me again. This time I fell, but my training chimed in, and I tried to kick his feet out from under him. Unfortunately he moved too fast, and I kicked air.


    


    Naomi threw her hands out toward him, and the air shimmered. As I mentioned, Naomi is a low-level wizard. From the energy blast, I’d say she’d gained some ground in the past half decade. The blast knocked the attacker back a step and gave me time to get to my feet.


    


    He punched Naomi before she could summon up another blast. She hit the wall hard, cracking the drywall and knocking the paintings askew.


    


    I raced over and grabbed the man around the neck from behind. He grabbed my hands and pulled them away from himself. The son of a bitch was strong. I drove my knee into his kidney, but he barely reacted. He twisted around, folding my arms over themselves hard and fast. I flipped sideways and crashed through the glass table. The glass hurt a little, but when I landed on my side against the metal table support, that hurt a hell of a lot more. I couldn’t breathe.


    


    The warrior grabbed Naomi by the throat and lifted her off the floor. “Where are the crystals?” he asked.


    


    She tried to speak, but all that came out were a few guttural choking noises. He drove her into the wall, further cracking it and knocking one of the pictures down. I don’t know if it was “peace” or “tranquility,” but I don’t suppose that matters much. He relaxed his grip on her throat.


    


    “Where are they?”


    


    “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” she said.


    


    “Don’t lie to me, bitch.” He slapped her across the face.


    


    I struggled to get up.


    


    The warrior turned to look at me. “Don’t even think about it,” he said.


    


    Blood dripped into my eyes as I pushed myself to my feet. My side throbbed. I held my ribs and wondered if they were broken. It hurt to breathe. I didn’t get a chance to throw any one-liners at him about how it’s not nice to hit a woman or anything. As soon as I was up, he dropped Naomi and spun around. He moved so fast, I had a hard time blocking his roundhouse kick. But I did block it.


    


    Well, the first one.


    


    The second kick came so fast, I didn’t even see it, and I found myself on the floor again in more pain. I wished I’d worn my shoulder holster. I could have just shot him. But no, my gun was back at the office.


    


    Naomi moved to blast him again, but he caught her hands and held them apart. Energy danced on her fingertips, but she couldn’t direct it toward him.


    


    I grabbed a shard of glass from the table, rolled over, and got up.


    


    He looked back at me. “Not very bright, are you?”


    


    “I have my moments,” I said, taking up a fighting stance. “Come and get some.”


    


    “I’m not here for you.”


    


    I knew he couldn’t let go of Naomi’s arms or she’d be able to blast him again. I also knew he had incredible speed and the only way he could attack me right now was to kick me when I came close enough. I figured I’d catch the kick and slice open his femoral artery. Hey, it was a plan. It wasn’t a practical plan and certainly not a plan I ever got to put into action.


    


    He didn’t kick me.


    


    Instead, he threw Naomi at me.


    


    She hit me like a battering ram, and I crashed backward into the flat-panel television. Mr. Metallica might have thought the energy flowing from her hands would hurt me. It would probably have killed a normal person. While in most respects I am a normal person, I do have one advantage when dealing with wizards: magic doesn’t affect me. It’s the reason I can handle cases such as Naomi’s.


    


    The warrior grabbed Naomi by the leg and tossed her aside as if she weighed no more than a pillow. She crashed into a silver lamp beside the sofa. I didn’t see her land because by that time, the guy had grabbed me and hurled me through the front window. Magic can’t hurt me, but glass sure can and so can a hard landing.


    


    I hit the ground in the front yard as the pizza boy walked up the driveway with his red oven bag in one hand.


    


    “Holy shit!” the pizza boy said. He took a step back.


    


    About that time, I heard another energy blast, and the warrior flew backward out the window, landing a few yards past me. I couldn’t catch my breath or move, but he rolled right to his feet and reached into his trench coat. He pulled out a sword, a katana like the one David used to kill Kathy.


    


    “Holy shit,” the pizza boy repeated, doing his best John Belushi.


    


    The warrior ignored the boy and stepped over me as he stormed back to the house. Another blast of energy sent him reeling over me again, and I looked up to see Naomi jump through the window, hands glowing.


    


    “You’ve really pissed me off now,” Naomi said and blasted the warrior again. He rolled right to his feet as if he were simply performing a choreographed dance and started toward her again.


    


    Only now Naomi’s hands weren’t glowing and she looked ready to pass out.


    


    I lost track of the pizza boy, but I suspect he started toward his car. Meanwhile, the warrior moved to step over me, but now I had my breath back, and I launched a solid kick up into his testicles.


    


    It only knocked him back a few steps. He looked down at his crotch then over at me as Naomi helped me to my feet.


    


    “Nice kick,” he said. “I almost felt that one.”


    


    Almost? We were facing a eunuch? Wonderful.


    


    He started toward us again, sword in hand.


    


    “Plan?” Naomi asked.


    


    “Run,” I said.


    


    Naomi and I ran toward the driveway. I figured if we could put her car between him and us, we’d have a chance. We bolted around the BMW. I saw the pizza guy trying to start his Ford Escort on the street.


    


    The warrior leaped over the BMW. So much for that idea.


    


    The pizza guy pushed open his passenger door. “Get in!” he yelled.


    


    Naomi and I raced toward the Escort, warrior behind us.


    


    Naomi jumped into the car. I made a sudden stop, planted, and side-kicked the warrior. It was like trying to kick a freight train, but it did stop him.


    


    “Go!” I yelled to the pizza guy. “Get her out of here!”


    


    “Very noble,” said the warrior.


    


    I faced him, ready to fight as the Escort tore off down the street.


    


    “But as I said, I’m not here for you.”


    


    He swatted me aside like an annoying insect and took off running after the car. There was no way he could catch them, of course. I ran toward my car. Every step sent pain stabbing through my ribs, but Naomi was safe and that’s all that mattered.


    


    I climbed into my car. Then I saw the Escort’s brake lights flare.


    


    “Just run the stop sign, you moron,” I said.


    


    A semi truck barreled through the intersection, and the Escort screeched to a halt. I started my car and gunned the engine. The tires barked as I raced toward them in my Firebird. The Escort started to make a left turn, but the warrior leaped onto the roof. I kept racing toward them as I watched him raise the sword and drive it through the roof of the car into the pizza guy’s head.


    


    The car swerved wildly and bounced up over the curb, plowing through a wooden fence. The warrior flew off the roof, leaving his sword stuck through the car and the pizza guy’s skull, and the car slammed into a tree. Steam hissed out from under the crumpled hood.


    


    The warrior rose and started toward the Escort. I gunned the engine, bounced over the curb and through the smashed section of fence, and plowed into the warrior. His body flipped up like a rag doll and came down behind me. I did a one-eighty and drove over him again.


    


    The passenger door swung open, and Naomi staggered out. Blood dripped from her forehead. I bolted from my car and helped her to the passenger side of the Firebird.


    


    “You’re going to be all right,” I said. “I’ll get you to a hospital.” I glanced at the pizza guy. He was dead.


    


    I put Naomi into the passenger seat, and as I raced around to the driver’s side, I saw the warrior sit up.


    


    “You have got to be shitting me,” I said.


    


    I leaped into the car, threw it into reverse, and stomped on the accelerator. Grass and dirt flew forward as we raced backward and over the warrior a third time. I heard a satisfying thunk as the back of my car smacked into him. I shifted to drive and bounced over the bastard a fourth time for good measure and aimed for the street.


    


    I heard sirens in the distance.


    


    When I looked into the rearview mirror, I saw the warrior sit up again, but by then, we were on the road. The Firebird skidded a bit when it hit pavement, but the tires caught and we raced down the street.


    


    “Well,” I said. “That was fun.”


    


    “Seems like old times,” Naomi said.


    


    “Nearest hospital is what, Porter?”


    


    She shook her head. “I don’t need a hospital. I’m just a bit shaken.”


    


    I rubbed my aching ribs and thought about the poor pizza guy. There was nothing I could do for him, of course, but he gave his life to try to get Naomi to safety. It felt wrong to just leave him there. I forced myself to consider things I could control. I glanced at Naomi, who stared out the window, holding one hand to her bleeding forehead.


    


    “So the Terminator back there was after some crystals? Care to tell me about them?”


    


    “I don’t have them.”


    


    “That doesn’t help me,” I said.


    


    “I didn’t hire you to help with this,” Naomi said. “I hired you to prove my father innocent.”


    


    “Seems to me this is a little bigger than that. You’re going to need help. That was a Sekutar warrior back there.”


    


    Naomi nodded.


    


    “So you need my help. Talk to me. Tell me about the crystals.”


    


    She hesitated.


    


    “Tell me,” I said.


    


    “Fine. My father was the custodian of one of three crystals that were supposed to hold part of an ancient sorcerer’s soul, but there isn’t much to tell you now because they were destroyed.”


    


    “How and when?”


    


    She shrugged. “I wouldn’t know.”


    


    “So for all you know, they weren’t destroyed.”


    


    I stopped at a red light and glanced in the rearview, half expecting to see the warrior.


    


    “They were destroyed,” Naomi said. “Trust me on that.”


    


    “In that case, do you know who might want these crystals? If we can nail that down, we might be able to figure out who sicced Captain Indestructible on us.”


    


    “Most wizards would want them if they knew they existed, but conventional wisdom is that they’re a myth.”


    


    In my experience, mythology was rarely complete fiction. “Who would know different?”


    


    “The people above my father at DGI. Al Davidson and Anselma Kaiser.”


    


    “I know Al. Who’s this Anselma person?”


    


    “She used to run the Berlin facility. She moved to the States two years ago to take over the Denver branch. She’s more of a figurehead here since Al runs the division for her. She has an office here, but she’s practically retired. My father only met her a few times. I met her once. She’s a royal bitch.”


    


    The light turned green. “I’ll keep that in mind. Maybe I should set an appointment to talk to her.”


    


    “Good luck with that. She’s been in Switzerland the last few months.”


    


    “Cool. Want to go skiing?”


    


    She just looked at me.


    


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    


    
       
    


    


    
       
    


    


    
       
    


    


    
       
    

  


  
    CHAPTER SIX


    


    


    


    Kelly Chan taught at her dojo on East Colfax. When I pulled up and parked, Naomi shook her head.


    


    “No, Jonathan. I can’t be here.”


    


    “It’s safe here.”


    


    “For you.”


    


    “For you too. Kelly will protect you.”


    


    “She’d rather see me dead.”


    


    I couldn’t argue with that point. “What she’d like to do and what she will do are sometimes different things.”


    


    “Sometimes?”


    


    I shrugged.


    


    We got out of the car, and I did a quick walk-around to assess the damage. The front end seemed fine, though the license plate was bent. The back end had a big dent in the bumper. It could have been worse.


    


    We entered the dojo. A class was in session. Red and blue mats lay on the floor, and full-length mirrors lined the long, back wall so the students could see themselves practicing. This evening’s class consisted of underprivileged youth. Kelly loved working with kids, teaching them discipline and self-defense. It was her way of giving back. The difference here was that the kids weren’t tortured if they screwed up.


    


    Kelly saw us come in. She had one of her students take over the class and pointed me to her office. She did not look pleased to see us. Kelly stood five foot four in her current barefoot state and wore a black gi and pants on her slender frame. She entered the office behind us and closed the door.


    


    “You got your ass kicked,” she said. “Again.” She frowned. “You’re making me look bad.”


    


    “You should see the other guy. Not a scratch on him.”


    


    “One man did this to you?” She shook her head. “You’re a disgrace.” She glanced over at Naomi then gave me a hard stare. “And who said you could bring that bitch into my dojo?”


    


    I stepped between Kelly and Naomi. “Calm down, Kelly.”


    


    “I’m always calm, Jonathan. Get that whore out of here.”


    


    “I’m sorry,” Naomi said. “We should go.”


    


    “Don’t apologize,” I said. “Kelly sees it as a sign of weakness.”


    


    “True colors are hard to hide,” Kelly said.


    


    “Naomi, could you give us a minute? Just wait at the entrance, but don’t leave the dojo.”


    


    She nodded and left us alone in the office. I watched her through the window as she sat down in the waiting area and picked up an issue of Black Belt Magazine.


    


    Kelly gave me a disappointed look. “Tell me you didn’t hook up with her again.”


    


    “It’s not like that,” I said. “She’s a client.”


    


    “Whatever she’s paying is not enough.”


    


    “There’s—”


    


    “Who kicked your ass?”


    


    I took a deep breath. “A Sekutar.”


    


    “Impossible.”


    


    “I’m glad you think I could hold my own against a Sekutar, but—”


    


    “They’re all dead, Jonathan. Well, all but me.”


    


    “That’s what I thought too, but look at me.”


    


    She looked me up and down, frowning the entire time. “What happened?”


    


    I filled her in on the day’s events.


    


    “So you ran over him four times and he still got up?”


    


    I nodded.


    


    So did she. “So there are more Sekutar.”


    


    “At least one and he’s one tough bastard.”


    


    “There may be more.”


    


    “Could be. Look, I need you to watch over Naomi.”


    


    “Hell no.”


    


    “Show a little sympathy. She lost both her parents in the past twenty-four hours, and now someone’s trying to kill her.”


    


    “If the Sekutar was sent to kill her, she’d be dead. Someone wants those crystals, and they think she has them.”


    


    “Must be a wizard. A strong one.”


    


    Kelly nodded. There was no way a Sekutar would align him- or herself with anything less than a powerful wizard. Kelly siding with me was an exception, but that’s a different story for another time.


    


    I eased myself into a chair and winced.


    


    Kelly raised an eyebrow.


    


    “Ribs,” I said.


    


    She walked over and pushed on them. It hurt like hell. “Don’t be a baby. They aren’t broken.”


    


    “They hurt like a son of a bitch.”


    


    “Just bruised. Want me to tape them up for you?”


    


    I shook my head. “I just want you to take care of Naomi until I get back.”


    


    “Where are you going?”


    


    “The office. I need to pick up my gun.”


    


    “Like that will do you any good.”


    


    “Might slow him down a bit.”


    


    “Might just make him mad. You’re better off with a sword.”


    


    “Oh yeah, that will be inconspicuous.”


    


    “Nobody will mess with you.”


    


    “Except the cops.”


    


    She shrugged. “So after you get your little toy, what’s your plan?”


    


    “The usual. Kick a few hornets’ nests, see what flies out.”


    


    “You don’t think Al is involved?”


    


    “Oh, I know he’s involved, but I can’t see him sending a Sekutar after Naomi or after some crystals. He’s an old friend of the family and wouldn’t need to recruit anyone. He could just go get them himself without the extra fuss.”


    


    “And the murder/suicide?”


    


    “I suppose it could be unrelated, but that seems unlikely, so it has to tie in somehow.”


    


    “I should go with you when you start kicking the nests.”


    


    I cocked a thumb toward Naomi in the waiting room. “What about her?”


    


    Kelly looked over at Naomi. “She’s not too bright. She’s on her cell phone.”


    


    “Shit.”


    


    I started to get up, but Kelly motioned for me to stay put. She opened the office door. “Naomi, hang up the phone.”


    


    “I’m just trying to get someone to help Jonathan,” she said.


    


    “He doesn’t need your help.”


    


    “He needs a healer.”


    


    “He needs more training. Don’t bring any of your wizard friends over here. Any of them could be in league with whoever sent the Sekutar.”


    


    “I’m not stupid, Kelly. I’m calling a healer friend of mine who is not associated with DGI at all. And she’s available to help Jonathan tonight.”


    


    “I don’t trust you wizards.”


    


    Naomi approached the door. “You probably don’t trust anyone.”


    


    “I trust Jonathan.”


    


    “In spite of what happened to you, not all wizards are evil.”


    


    “I don’t care.”


    


    I pushed myself to my feet. The effort sent shards of pain shooting through my ribs. Even breathing hurt. “That’s enough, you two.”


    


    “Lina can help you tonight, Jonathan. You remember her, right?”


    


    I nodded and looked at Kelly. “Lina’s cool.” I turned to Naomi. “But she won’t be able to do me any good.”


    


    “She won’t be trying to hurt you,” Naomi said. “So maybe she can help.”


    


    “It doesn’t work like that.” I knew from experience that direct magic in any form simply doesn’t affect me. I wished there were exceptions, but I didn’t make the rules.


    


    “Can we at least let her try?”


    


    I looked at the cut on Naomi’s forehead and thought about how her back must be hurting from being slammed into the wall and the residual pain she might feel from the car crash now that the adrenaline was fading away and figured she could use the healing. “All right,” I said. “I’d love to be proven wrong.”


    


    “I’m going with you,” Kelly said.


    


    “Bring some beer, and we’ll have a party.”


    


    “Let me bring my sword,” Kelly said. “Then we’ll have a party.”


    


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    


    
       
    


    


    
       
    


    


    
       
    


    


    
       
    

  


  
    CHAPTER SEVEN


    


    


    


    Lina lived in Five Points, an area near downtown the city was trying to develop into a nice neighborhood the way they’d done with LoDo, but for now it remained one of the bad parts of town. Gang members constantly tagged buildings, and shootings were common. It wasn’t the best place for a family to take an evening stroll.


    


    Kelly parked her black SUV at the curb half a block from Lina’s house. It was the closest space she could find. We all climbed out of the vehicle, and Kelly set the alarm.


    


    “If some gangbanger jacks with my truck, I’ll break some skulls.”


    


    “I’ll protect it,” Naomi said and faced the vehicle. She moved her hands out to the sides then nodded. “That should do it.”


    


    The truck didn’t look any different, but that was the point. The protection spell would keep people away. They wouldn’t know why they were passing up the opportunity to steal the truck, but they’d go after an easier target. If they did try to mess with it, they’d find that they couldn’t touch it. Every once in a while, magic does have practical uses.


    


    As we approached the house, Lina stepped onto the porch to meet us. She was a large, Black woman with a jovial face. She absolutely loved life and expected everyone to be happy around her. Her positive emotions were contagious, and it was hard to be down when you were near her. She should go in to social work.


    


    “Jonathan,” she said and bounded down the steps to pull me into a hug. “It’s so good to see you.”


    


    I grimaced as she hugged me. The pressure she put on my ribs sent waves of agony through me. When she let go, I tried to give her a pleasant smile, but it was a bit forced. “You’re looking well.”


    


    She grabbed Naomi into a big hug. “Oh, sweetie, I’m so sorry about your parents. If you need anything, anything at all, I’m here for you.”


    


    “Thanks, Lina.”


    


    Lina looked at Kelly, who shook her head. Kelly didn’t like people to hug her. Most of the time she didn’t even like people to touch her. Lina didn’t try to engulf Kelly. She simply extended a hand. “I’m Lina. You must be Kelly Chan. I’ve heard a lot about you.”


    


    Kelly accepted the handshake, though she usually forgoes such things since she likes to keep her hands free in case of an attack. “I’m sure you have.”


    


    “Let’s go inside and get you fixed up, Jonathan.”


    


    She led us into her house. On the outside, it looked like the rest of the small houses on the block: a bit run down but kept up as best as possible on a low income. The people who owned homes here worked hard to get and keep them. They didn’t do much as far as landscaping, and the houses could certainly use fresh paint, but the owners did take pride in their residences. Inside, Lina’s house felt like home. The antique furniture was warm and welcoming. The lighting was subdued but not dim. I could smell pork chop casserole and fresh-baked bread.


    


    “Anybody hungry? There’s plenty of food.”


    


    “Let’s get Jonathan healed first,” Naomi said. She pulled out some cash and handed it to Lina. While Lina didn’t make a big deal out of it and didn’t bother to count it, she did operate on the simple principle that if someone puts money in your hand, you close your hand. She made it disappear into one of her pockets.


    


    “Of course.” Lina led me to the sofa. “Have a seat.”


    


    I sat down.


    


    Kelly stood like a sentry by the door, peering outside every few minutes. I didn’t know if she was watching her truck or checking for potential attackers. She didn’t trust anyone who used magic to make a living. If not for the Sekutar attack, she would never have accompanied us to Lina’s home.


    


    Lina ran her hands over my ribs. “They don’t feel broken so that’s good. Lie back.”


    


    I stretched out on the sofa, and she placed her hands on my ribs. “I’ve never healed you before, have I?” she asked.


    


    “No, ma’am.”


    


    She nodded. “This won’t take long.”


    


    “Actually, Lina, it won’t work.”


    


    She smiled at me. “You watch. The body knows how it’s supposed to be. I simply guide it and speed up the natural healing process. I’ve got to warn you that I have to pull the pain from your injuries into myself so I can feel my way along to mend them back together. Don’t be surprised if I cry out or faint. I’m not a big fan of pain. It hurts.”


    


    “I’ve noticed that,” I said.


    


    “All right. Let’s get started.”


    


    She closed her eyes and pressed on my ribs. I grimaced and she looked confused.


    


    “Sorry,” she said. “Let’s try that again.”


    


    She pressed on my ribs again and frowned.


    


    “I don’t understand it,” she said. “I can’t seem to do anything here. That makes no sense. Naomi, come here.”


    


    Naomi approached and Lina placed a finger on one of the cuts on her forehead. As Lina’s finger moved over the cut, it sealed itself and left a tiny scar that would disappear in a week or so.


    


    “I don’t get it,” Lina said. “I’ve never met anyone I couldn’t heal.”


    


    “Don’t worry about it,” I said. “You can work on Naomi while I talk to Kelly.”


    


    “All right.”


    


    Kelly and I stepped outside while Lina healed Naomi.


    


    Out on the porch, Kelly scanned the neighborhood. “You agreed to come here so Naomi could be healed,” she said.


    


    “Seemed like a good idea.”


    


    “Don’t fall for her again, Jonathan. Nothing good can come from it.”


    


    I didn’t say anything. We stood in silence for a few minutes until Lina opened the door.


    


    “Time to eat,” she said.


    


    Kelly passed on the food, but Naomi and I both accepted a plate of pork chops, rice, bread, and salad. Lina was a terrific cook. I suspected she used magic in the kitchen, but she always insisted that she didn’t need magic to fix delicious meals.


    


    “Dessert?” she asked when we’d finished.


    


    Naomi shook her head. “I’m stuffed.”


    


    Lina looked at me.


    


    “No, thank you,” I said.


    


    “Dessert is the best part of every meal,” Lina said. “One look at me should tell you that I never pass on dessert.” She laughed and patted her ample belly.


    


    She served herself a giant helping of apple pie with ice cream.


    


    Kelly entered the dining room. “We should be going.”


    


    I rose and started to take my plate to the kitchen.


    


    “Leave those,” Lina said as she cut into another slice of apple pie. “I’ll take care of them.”


    


    “You sure?”


    


    She took the plate from me and set it back on the table. “Definitely.”


    


    Naomi embraced Lina. “Thank you for everything.”


    


    “You’re welcome, dear. And if you need me for anything, don’t hesitate to come on over. If you want to talk, I’m a great listener.”


    


    “I’ll be all right. I just need to find out what really happened.”


    


    “Have you talked to Cantrell?”


    


    “No.”


    


    Lina patted Naomi’s shoulder. “You might give him a call.”


    


    When Lina ushered us to the door, she didn’t come out onto the porch. Instead, she closed the door behind us. As we moved down the walk, I glanced back at her window and saw her collapse on the sofa.


    


    “Is she all right?” I asked.


    


    Naomi placed a hand on my arm. “She needs to rest. Healers give of themselves in order to heal someone. She’ll probably sleep for a couple of hours after the work she did on me.”


    


    We walked down the block toward the SUV.


    


    “Who’s Cantrell?” I asked.


    


    “A freelance wizard.”


    


    Kelly hit the remote to unlock the truck as we approached. Naomi opened her door and climbed in. I did the same. When Kelly reached for her door handle, her hand hit an invisible shield, and she couldn’t pass through. She tried again and found her hand stopped an inch away from the door. She did not look pleased.


    


    “Oops,” Naomi said. “Sorry.” She waved her hands. “Try now.”


    


    Kelly grabbed the handle with no trouble and opened the door easily now that the protection spell was gone. She glared at Naomi as she climbed into the vehicle.


    


    I knew better than to laugh, but it was hard to keep from smiling.


    


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    


    
       
    


    


    
       
    


    


    
       
    


    


    
       
    

  


  
    CHAPTER EIGHT


    


    


    


    Naomi didn’t have Cantrell’s number stored in her phone, so as darkness fell across Denver, Kelly drove us toward Naomi’s house. Unfortunately there were too many police cars in the neighborhood. The Escort still sat at the end of the block, surrounded by yellow tape. Officers and forensics were going over the area.


    


    “Let’s go to my parents’ house,” Naomi said. “We can get Cantrell’s number from Dad’s address book.”


    


    “Where do they live?” Kelly asked.


    


    “Castle Pines.”


    


    “That’s damn near Castle Rock.”


    


    “Mailing address is Castle Rock, actually.”


    


    Kelly made a face but headed toward I-25. “Somebody owes me gas money.”


    


    We took I-25 to Castle Pines Parkway and cruised down to a subdivision called King’s Crossing. Naomi’s parents had a house next to the Ridge at Castle Pines North golf course. Their backyard bordered one of the fairways, yet no golf balls ever landed in their yard or broke any of their windows. Now that they were both dead, I suspected that would change.


    


    The Miller house was a tastefully decorated, 5,500-square-foot home. They had a finished basement with a dedicated theater room complete with a 95-inch screen, high-definition projector, and 7.1 surround sound. The room held eight theater chairs on risers and had a red velvet curtain that closed over the screen just like at a movie theater. Framed movie posters for Casablanca, The Godfather, and The Shawshank Redemption adorned the walls. As nice as the house was when I first visited, that theater room made the biggest impression. Do I sound jealous?


    


    Kelly pulled into the driveway. Naomi climbed out of the truck and entered the security code to raise the garage door. The garage was empty. I suspected both cars were in the police impound lot since it seemed unlikely they’d still be at the grocery store.


    


    We entered the house through the mud room, and when I opened the door to the living room, I saw the place was a wreck. Furniture had been slit, and stuffing lay on the floor. The contents of the credenza had been dumped out or tossed haphazardly.


    


    “What the hell?” Naomi said.


    


    I held her back. “Kelly and I will check it out,” I said. “Wait here in case someone is still inside.”


    


    Kelly and I swept through the house. Every room was a mess. Dresser drawers lay on the floor, clothing and boxes were strewn everywhere.


    


    I wanted to cry when I went down to the basement and saw they’d destroyed the theater room too. The pool table lay on its side, balls scattered across the floor. The poker table looked intact, but the cushions for the chairs were all sliced open.


    


    I met up with Kelly as I climbed the stairs. “Does this look like the work of your Sekutar brother?”


    


    Kelly rolled her eyes. “How should I know?”


    


    “If you were going to ransack a house looking for a crystal, would you—?”


    


    “I wouldn’t have to ransack a house.”


    


    “Why not?”


    


    “Because I wouldn’t have been stupid enough to kill someone who could have been persuaded to hand it over.”


    


    “Persuaded?”


    


    She grinned. “Applying force when necessary.”


    


    From the look in her eyes, I could tell she was hoping there would be someone to persuade soon.


    


    We went back upstairs and found Naomi in the kitchen, picking up shards of china plates.


    


    “These were Mom’s favorite dishes,” she said, staring at the pieces in her hands. She dumped the broken plates into the trash then sat down at the kitchen table and turned on the waterworks.


    


    Kelly looked away. She was never comfortable with displays of emotion. “I’ll check outside,” she said.


    


    When she left, I pulled up a chair beside Naomi.


    


    “I’m sorry,” she said, sniffing and wiping at her nose. She dabbed her eyes, but the tears kept flowing.


    


    I put an arm around her, but she shrugged it off.


    


    “I’m okay,” she said, fighting back the tears. She stood and took a few deep breaths.


    


    “It’s all right,” I said.


    


    “No, it’s not.” She ran a hand through her hair. “Shit.”


    


    I waited for her to regain control.


    


    She looked at me. “Let’s find the damned address book.”


    


    “I know where it is.”


    


    “Really?”


    


    I nodded. “My keen detecting skills tell me it’s on the floor.”


    


    She didn’t even smile. Oh well. It wasn’t funny but I’d hoped to lighten things up a bit. That wasn’t going to happen.


    


    I was right, of course. The address book was on the floor in the office. Naomi flipped through it and found the name she wanted: Frank Cantrell.


    


    She placed the call and stood tapping her foot.


    


    “It’s sending me to voice mail,” she said. Then, “Frank, it’s Naomi. Can you give me a call on my cell as soon as you can?” She left her number and hung up. She saved Cantrell’s number in her phone.


    


    “You look exhausted,” I said. “I think you’d better stay at Kelly’s tonight.”


    


    Kelly called out, “I heard that, Jonathan, and the answer is no fucking way!”


    


    “I’d rather stay at your place,” Naomi said.


    


    I smiled. “My place it is.”


    


    She turned away from me, crouched behind the oak desk, and stood with a laptop computer in her hands. “Maybe we’ll find something on this,” she said and headed toward the garage.


    


    As we left the neighborhood, Naomi’s phone rang. She pulled it from her purse and nodded. “Cantrell,” she said to me after seeing the caller ID. Then she answered, “This is Naomi.” She held the phone away from her ear a bit so I could lean in and listen too. Her hair smelled like jasmine, and I felt a bit distracted by her perfume. I forced myself to focus on the phone call. I could hear loud country music and crowd noise.


    


    “Howdy, Naomi. Cantrell here. What you got on?” he asked. “Your mind?” I guess he thought he was funny.


    


    “Where are you?” she asked.


    


    “I’m over at the Stampede, checkin’ out some cowgirls.”


    


    The Stampede was a country bar in Aurora where people went to two-step, drink, and hook up. I’d been there a few times, but I’ve always been more of a rocker than a country guy.


    


    “Your wife know you’re there?”


    


    “Not unless you tell her. Let me step outside so’s we can talk.” The music faded away as he left the club. “That’s a damn sight better. What you need, little lady?”


    


    “You’re out of the loop today.”


    


    “You ain’t soundin’ too chipper. Something happen?”


    


    “My parents are dead.” She spoke in a monotone as if she couldn’t believe the words were leaving her lips.


    


    “Oh, shit,” Cantrell said. His whole demeanor changed. “You okay?”


    


    I could hear the concern in his voice, and I instantly liked him.


    


    “I just need some information. Lina said you might be able to help.”


    


    “Anything you need, darlin’. Just name it.”


    


    “Thanks, Frank. I need to know about some crystals. Something my parents were probably working on. I think they were killed because of that.”


    


    “I can’t talk about this on the phone, Naomi. You wanna hear about this, we gotta meet.”


    


    “All right,” she said, looking at me.


    


    I nodded.


    


    “When and where?” she asked.


    


    “Tomorrow morning at eight. I’ll be at the Denny’s at Alameda and Santa Fe.”


    


    “Eight o’clock. Got it.”


    


    “Naomi?”


    


    “Yes?”


    


    “Two things. First, I’m real sorry about your folks.”


    


    “Thanks.”


    


    “Second, you’d best get someone to look out for you tonight. You go someplace safe and don’t tell anyone where you are. You got that?”


    


    “Okay.”


    


    “And you bring someone with you tomorrow morning. Until this thing is over, you don’t go anywhere alone. Promise me.”


    


    “I promise.”


    


    “I gotta go. You be safe.” He hung up.


    


    “Trap?” Kelly asked from the front seat.


    


    “He sounded legitimately concerned to me,” I said.


    


    “I’ve known Frank for years. He’s a good person.”


    


    “He’s a wizard, though, right?” Kelly asked.


    


    “Yes.”


    


    “Trap.” Kelly pulled into my driveway. “I’ll check the condo,” she said.


    


    She’d already driven around the block twice to see if any suspicious cars were around. It was late and I recognized all the cars in the area. Still, Kelly left the SUV running and slipped into my condo alone.


    


    “She cares about you,” Naomi said.


    


    I nodded.


    


    “Must be nice to have someone who cares.”


    


    “You know I care,” I said and instantly regretted it. It sounded lame.


    


    “That’s different,” she said.


    


    I figured it was best not to say anything more. Then I thought maybe I should.


    


    Kelly returned before I could come up with anything that didn’t sound inane. She opened the door and climbed in. “You should hire a maid.”


    


    “All clear,” I said to Naomi. “Let’s go.”


    


    “I’ll pick you up at seven,” Kelly said.


    


    We got out of the truck and watched her drive away. I knew she’d park somewhere a few blocks over and double back so she could keep an eye on the place. I’ve often tried to spot her when she’s watching, but so far I haven’t managed it. She swears she’s never watching out for me in times such as this, so that’s why I never see her, but I know different. Once, I found blood on my back porch, and two weeks later, a thug who’d threatened me turned up in the Platte River. The coroner said he’d been dead for two weeks. Other than that, it’s just a feeling I get that she’s out there, keeping me safe. I always sleep well at those times.


    


    I led Naomi into my condo. It was pretty plain. The furniture was just serviceable. I didn’t have any pictures on the walls. Nothing fancy anywhere. I had some weapons in a chest, but other than that, there was not much that would say anything about me. That wasn’t so my enemies couldn’t get a handle on me or anything stupid like that. It was more that the place never felt like home. It was a temporary place to hang my hat, figuratively speaking, of course, because I don’t have a hat to hang.


    


    Naomi looked around. “Nothing has changed here since my last visit.”


    


    “I bought new towels.”


    


    She turned around to face me, but I couldn’t read her look. The fact was I’d moved in as a temporary thing until we could buy a house together and get married. We never got married, but the temporary housing kinda became permanent. I kept signing one-year leases, thinking I’d finally figure out where I wanted to live and start building a life, meet a nice girl, and settle down. But that was all bullshit. I’m sure some folks would say I’d never decorated or moved because I was still in a holding pattern, waiting for Naomi to come back to me. That was probably true, but it was okay because now she stood here with me again. And although things weren’t going quite the way I’d like, maybe I could find a way to stack the deck and deal out a hand I could use to win her back.


    


    “I’ll throw some fresh sheets on the bed for you. I’ll sleep on the couch.”


    


    “I’ll take the couch. I don’t want to impose.”


    


    “My place, my rules. You take the bed. End of discussion.”


    


    She shrugged.


    


    “If you want something to drink, I have some tea in the fridge. Might be a couple of beers there too. If you want something to eat, you’re out of luck. I haven’t been to the grocery store in a few weeks.”


    


    “I’ll just take some water.”


    


    I started toward the kitchen, but Naomi shook her head.


    


    “I can get it,” she said.


    


    I watched her move into the kitchen and thought about what might have been had we never broken up. With her, I could have been happy. I always hoped I could make her happy too. I realized I was staring at her, so I pointed down the hall. “I’ll get those sheets.”


    


    When I changed the sheets, I tucked the picture of myself with Naomi during happier times into the drawer of the nightstand. She walked in as I closed the drawer.


    


    “I’m sure you’re exhausted,” I said.


    


    She set the water on the dresser and moved toward me. She looked into my eyes then down at the floor. “I keep thinking I should call my mom,” she said. “Then I remember she’s gone. I always called her before I went to bed so we could share what happened that day.”


    


    She leaned into me and laid her head on my chest. I put my arms around her and felt her body tremble as she tried to hold back the tears.


    


    “I can’t believe she’s gone. She’ll never see me get married. She’ll never know her grandchildren.”


    


    I didn’t know what to say, so I didn’t say anything. I just held her. When my parents died, I hated that people kept shoveling platitudes at me. I just held her and thought, Don’t worry. I’m here for you. But I remained silent and let her cry.


    


    After a time, she pulled away. “I feel lost,” she said.


    


    “It’s all right.”


    


    She nodded and kissed me. She parted my lips with her tongue, and I pulled away from her. I wanted her but this was not the right time.


    


    I nodded toward the living room. “I’ll be right out there.”


    


    She gave me a sad nod.


    


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    


    
       
    


    


    
       
    


    


    
       
    


    


    
       
    

  


  
    CHAPTER NINE


    


    


    


    The morning rush at Denny’s was in full swing when we arrived. Kelly wanted to bring her sword into the restaurant.


    


    “You’re kidding, right?” I asked.


    


    “Better to have it and not need it than need it and not have it.”


    


    “They won’t allow you to bring in a sword.”


    


    “Who’s going to stop me?”


    


    She had a point. “You won’t need it.”


    


    “I could say it’s a utensil. Their steaks are tough, and this baby will cut through anything.”


    


    “Don’t order a steak.”


    


    “Why not?”


    


    “Because it’s Denny’s.”


    


    She hesitated then tucked the sword between her seat and the center console. “You’re right. I won’t need it.” She got out of the vehicle and started toward the restaurant.


    


    To look at her, you’d think she didn’t have a care in the world, but I knew she took note of everything, and if anything seemed off, she’d notice.


    


    “Shall we?” I said to Naomi.


    


    We all entered the restaurant. As we passed the cash register, Naomi pointed out Cantrell. Kelly nodded, took a toothpick from the dispenser, and stuck it in her mouth. She rolled it from side to side as we approached Cantrell’s booth.


    


    Cantrell was a stocky man in blue jeans and a cowboy shirt. He wore Tony Lama boots and had a ten-gallon Stetson balanced between the windowsill and the napkin holder. He had a mustache and sideburns that would have made Elvis Presley jealous. I guessed him to be in his early fifties. He rose when he saw Naomi. “Howdy, sweetheart.”


    


    Naomi hugged him then turned to us. “Frank, this is Jonathan Shade and his partner, Kelly Chan.”


    


    “Pleased to meet you.” He motioned for us to have a seat.


    


    Naomi slid into the booth, and I sat beside her. Kelly grabbed a chair from a nearby table, flipped it around so the back faced the booth, and straddled it. I knew she hated to have her back to the rest of the room, but she either trusted me to watch out for her, or more likely, she could use the window reflection to see any danger while she scanned the parking lot.


    


    “You two protecting her?” Cantrell asked.


    


    Kelly flipped the toothpick over with her tongue and kept staring out the window.


    


    “That’s right,” I said. “I understand you’re not affiliated with DGI.”


    


    “Ain’t run with that crowd in a few years, but I keep in touch with a few of the ol’ boys.”


    


    Naomi leaned forward. “When I mentioned the crystal, you knew what I was talking about.”


    


    “Ain’t good to discuss business on an empty stomach. Grab a menu. Breakfast is on me.” He kept glancing out the window.


    


    Kelly looked at me to make sure I noticed, so I let her know I wasn’t as oblivious as she thought.


    


    “Expecting company?” I asked.


    


    “Nope,” he said.


    


    Kelly slid from her chair to the booth beside Cantrell, pulled the toothpick from her mouth, and stuck it deep enough into Cantrell’s neck to draw blood.


    


    “What the fuck?”


    


    Naomi jumped in her seat, but I remained calm and placed a hand on her knee to let her know it was cool.


    


    “Who’s joining us?” I asked.


    


    “Answer or I’ll slit your jugular,” Kelly said as if she’d asked him to pass the salt.


    


    “Jesus H. Christ!”


    


    I shook my head. “I doubt he’ll be stopping by.”


    


    “What are you doing?” Naomi asked. “The man’s a friend of mine.”


    


    “You two as close as your mom and dad were before the murder?”


    


    Naomi shook her head.


    


    I turned my attention back to Cantrell.


    


    Kelly looked over at me. “Can I kill him? Pretty please?”


    


    “Hold up a second,” Cantrell said. “I ain’t—I mean—”


    


    Kelly pushed the toothpick deeper.


    


    “Nobody’s coming!” Cantrell said. “I swear!”


    


    “You keep looking out the window as if you’re expecting someone.”


    


    “No no no,” he said fast. “I was just makin’ sure nobody followed you.”


    


    The waitress approached the table and glanced at the chair, which was blocking the aisle a bit, but she didn’t bother to move it. She looked about sixty and wore a bored look that said she’d seen it all before. Kelly covered the toothpick with her hand and acted as if she were simply getting a bit frisky with Cantrell.


    


    “What can I get you to drink?” the waitress asked.


    


    “Coffee,” Naomi said.


    


    “Coffee sounds good,” I said.


    


    She looked at Kelly. “Ma’am?”


    


    “Orange juice, large.”


    


    “Sir?”


    


    “Uh,” Cantrell said.


    


    “Oh, come on, baby, order what you want,” Kelly said.


    


    Tears leaked out of Cantrell’s eyes, so I knew Kelly was pushing the toothpick deeper. “Coffee!”


    


    The waitress took a step back. “I’m standing right here, sir. There’s no need to yell.”


    


    “He didn’t mean anything by it,” Kelly said. “He has Tourette’s.”


    


    “Yeah, right. You need a few minutes to look over the menu?”


    


    “Please,” I said.


    


    “Uh-huh.” She cast a disapproving glance at Cantrell then moved off.


    


    “You ain’t gonna kill me, are you?” he said when the waitress was out of hearing range.


    


    “Give me a good reason not to.”


    


    “I got tickets to see Kenny Chesney.”


    


    “Who’s opening for him?”


    


    I cut them off. “So, Cantrell, let’s say I believe you and nobody’s going to be joining us. I’m not convinced but we’ll let that slide for now. I want you to tell us everything you know about the crystal.”


    


    “Can she take the pig-sticker outta my neck?”


    


    Kelly looked at me and I nodded.


    


    She pulled the toothpick out and stuck the bloody end into her mouth. I tried not to be grossed out, and I think I managed to keep it to a slight grimace.


    


    “Wizard blood,” Kelly said. “It does a body good.”


    


    Cantrell held a napkin to his throat. “Gal, you’re a mite on the psycho side.”


    


    Kelly just smiled and licked the toothpick.


    


    “The crystal,” I said.


    


    “I ain’t got all the details.”


    


    Kelly pulled out the toothpick again.


    


    “But I’ll tell you what I know.”


    


    “We’re listening,” I said.


    


    “Can she move back to the chair?”


    


    “I just want to be close to you, baby.”


    


    The waitress returned with our drinks. “Ready to order?” she asked as she set the drinks in front of us with practiced ease.


    


    “A few more minutes, please,” I said.


    


    She sighed and moved off.


    


    “Talk,” I said.


    


    Cantrell pulled the napkin away from his throat and glanced at the crimson stain. “The folks down at DGI have been busting their asses to try and bring magic back to its former glory.”


    


    “Yeah, yeah. Get to the point.”


    


    “You ever hear of Blake Ravenwood?”


    


    “That’s a stupid name,” Kelly said.


    


    “Drawing a blank here,” I said.


    


    “He was an evil sorcerer,” Naomi said. “He’s the boogeyman parents in the magical community use to scare the kids. Be good or Blake Ravenwood is going to get you.”


    


    “Bingo,” Cantrell said.


    


    “But he’s been dead for centuries.”


    


    “Not exactly.”


    


    “He was slain by the Seven,” Naomi said. She turned to me. “The Seven was a group of seven powerful wizards who acted as a police force among the magical communities back in the 1600s.”


    


    “That’s just the crap we put into the history books,” Cantrell said. “Ravenwood killed four of the Seven in the final battle before the remaining three captured his soul in a crystal. They broke the crystal into three pieces. The Alyshian, Byzantine, and the Corathian.”


    


    “A, B, and C,” I said.


    


    Cantrell nodded. “Ravenwood’s body was burned to a crisp, but his soul was still alive in those three crystals and kept separate so he could never escape. The crystals were passed down as family heirlooms through the centuries and kept in different parts of the world.”


    


    “You’re a liar,” Kelly said.


    


    “No, they’re always kept in separate countries.”


    


    “Not that.” Kelly nodded toward the parking lot. “Al Davidson is here.”


    


    “I didn’t call him.”


    


    “Maybe you used the Bat Signal,” I said. “Regardless, you let him know he needed to be here.”


    


    “I did no such thing,” Cantrell said. “But I eat here every day, so maybe he’s just dropping by to chat.”


    


    “Come on.”


    


    “He does that a lot.”


    


    “That’s true,” Naomi said. “I’ve eaten here with Frank a few times when Al just showed up.”


    


    “Fine,” I said. “Continue.”


    


    Cantrell looked at Naomi. “Your dad had the Alyshian Crystal. He inherited it from his grandma when his folks passed. Normally it would be passed on to you, but that ain’t gonna happen this time.”


    


    “Let me guess,” I said. “The clowns at DGI thought they could bring back some magic by putting the three crystals together, and in so doing, they unleashed Ravenwood.”


    


    Cantrell shook his head. “They ain’t that stupid.”


    


    Al approached the table. “Frank, please tell me why you’re associating with these people.”


    


    “Have a seat, Al,” I said.


    


    “I think not.” He turned the leave.


    


    I stood and blocked his path. “Sit.”


    


    “Mr. Shade, I can destroy you with a flick of my finger.”


    


    I punched him in the nose.


    


    He sat down.


    


    He blinked his eyes a few times then checked his nose to make sure it wasn’t broken. “You hit me.”


    


    “And I’ll hit you again if you start to pull up any magic. Five-second rule,” I said.


    


    I used to think the five-second rule was the length of time a piece of food had to be on the floor before you couldn’t eat it. Back when I was engaged to Naomi, she told me it was actually the amount of time the average wizard needed to pull up any strong magic. Al didn’t know about my immunity to magic, and I saw no reason to reveal it.


    


    “Point taken,” Al said. “Am I bleeding?”


    


    “I didn’t hit you that hard.”


    


    “I may press charges.”


    


    “And I may kick your ass.”


    


    “You’ll go to jail.”


    


    “Your ass will still be kicked.”


    


    “Or I might kill you,” Kelly said.


    


    “Careful, Al,” Cantrell said. “She wields a mean toothpick.”


    


    “What?”


    


    “Can we get back to the subject at hand?”


    


    The waitress started back toward us, but I caught her eye and shook my head. She rolled her eyes and moved to another table.


    


    “Which subject might that be?” Al asked.


    


    “Frank was filling us in on Ravenwood,” Naomi said.


    


    “That’s right,” Cantrell said.


    


    “This is private DGI business, Frank. We’ll handle it.”


    


    “You’ve been doing a bang-up job so far,” I said. “David and Kathy Miller are dead, a civilian was slain by a Sekutar, and that same warrior tried to kill Naomi. Your private business is now our business. Got it?”


    


    “I disagree.”


    


    Cantrell sighed. “Al, you gotta tell them the truth. Maybe they can help.”


    


    “Mr. Shade is a common thug, and this woman”—he motioned to Kelly—“is an abomination that should have been destroyed with the rest of her lot.”


    


    “Well,” Cantrell said, “this common thug and this abomination have handled two reasonably powerful wizards before breakfast with no sweat off their balls.” He turned to Kelly. “Pardon the expression.”


    


    Al fumed.


    


    “I may not be part of your company,” I said, “but I need to know what’s going on. What did you do with the crystals? Did you unite them?”


    


    “Only a moron would unite them.”


    


    “I ask again, did you unite them?”


    


    “Do I look like a moron to you? Don’t answer that. I wasn’t assigned to the Crystal Project. That was David’s project, but he would never unite them. They haven’t even been on the same continent in four hundred years.”


    


    “Why not destroy them?”


    


    “And unleash Ravenwood? Are you daft?”


    


    “That’s the word on the street.”


    


    “Listen closely. Destroying the crystals is bad. They must be protected.”


    


    “Fine, I’ll treat them like Faberge eggs. Where are they?”


    


    “One is in Brazil, another in Australia. The third, the Alyshian, was in David Miller’s possession. I had hoped to procure it from him after he killed Kathleen, but he didn’t have it on his person.”


    


    Cantrell looked surprised. “You were going to touch it? What the hell were you thinking?”


    


    “I wasn’t about to allow it to end up in some evidence locker.”


    


    “Touching it is bad?” I asked.


    


    “If you ain’t descended from the Three, it is.”


    


    “Color me lost.”


    


    “If you ain’t from the Three, you’re easy to control. Ravenwood can get you to do his bidding.”


    


    “That’s ridiculous,” Al said.


    


    “I doubt you need to touch it,” I said. “After I talked to you yesterday, a Sekutar showed up to kill Naomi. He was looking for the crystal. So you had to tell him where to look.”


    


    “There’s only one surviving Sekutar, and she’s sitting at this table.”


    


    “Bullshit,” I said. “I fought one yesterday.”


    


    “Utter nonsense. You’d be dead.”


    


    “He’s telling the truth,” Naomi said.


    


    “And I should believe you? After all, you were willing to spend your life with this hoodlum. You told him things you should have never shared with an outsider.”


    


    “He wasn’t an outsider.”


    


    “He’s genetically incapable of magic.”


    


    “That doesn’t make him an outsider.”


    


    “Technically,” Cantrell said, “it does. But that ain’t our concern here.”


    


    “I assure you that Blake Ravenwood is not a threat. His soul is still trapped. Even if the Alyshian Crystal were destroyed, the others are so far away that after a few days, his spirit would dissipate and things would return to normal.”


    


    “Normal?” Naomi said. “My parents are dead.”


    


    “I feel the pain of their loss too. But if Ravenwood were actually free, we’d all be dead.”


    


    “So you think the crystal was destroyed?” I asked, thinking about what Naomi had already told me.


    


    “I don’t know.”


    


    “Are you operating on that assumption?”


    


    “As I told you, if that were the case, his spirit would dissipate.”


    


    “Or maybe it would seep into another wizard through osmosis,” I said. “For all I know, Ravenwood is already controlling one or both of you like little wizard puppets.”


    


    “That’s stupid.”


    


    “Really? They didn’t have Sekutar warriors back in the 1600s, so how did he know to send one if you didn’t tell him? How would he know where Naomi lived if you didn’t tell him?”


    


    “First of all, Ravenwood is not free.”


    


    “Really? Then why are you here?”


    


    “I came to discuss something with Frank.”


    


    “But you’ve shared more with us than I ever would have expected. You’re either afraid or you’re hoping I can handle this for you.”


    


    “You? Mr. Shade, you can’t handle anything that involves magic. I looked you up. According to DGI records, both your parents were wizards, and yet you have no magic. Zero. Of what possible use could you be to us? Naomi and Frank, on the other hand, do have magic and would be of great use to us at the moment. Even Ms. Chan could prove useful, but you, sir, are completely worthless to us.”


    


    I tried to ignore the pain his words caused me. My thoughts vanished as Kelly moved.


    


    She jerked Al’s chair backward and jammed the toothpick up to his eye. “I don’t work for wizards,” she said. “And if you speak to my friend like that again, I promise you that I will pluck your eyes out one by one, eat them, then slit your throat and watch you bleed out. Do you understand me?”


    


    Al’s eyes widened as he stared at the toothpick. He was better at hiding his fear than I would have expected, but his voice sounded small when he said, “Yes.”


    


    “Told you she could wield a mean toothpick,” Cantrell said.


    


    Kelly righted the chair and tucked the toothpick back between her teeth. She gave me a look that told me she would always have my back, but then, I already knew that. She leaned close to Al. “Play nice or play dead,” she said.


    


    Al straightened his suit coat.


    


    “I gotta side with Shade here,” Cantrell said. “Who sent the Sekutar to Naomi’s place? That don’t make sense to me.”


    


    “I don’t know,” Al said.


    


    “So it’s possible that either Ravenwood is loose or someone has the crystal and could be possessed by his spirit or something?”


    


    “I admit that it would explain a few things. Perhaps David told him where to find Naomi.”


    


    “And give up his only daughter?” I asked.


    


    “He gave up his only wife.”


    


    “So what do we do?” Cantrell asked.


    


    “Mr. Shade and Ms. Chan can go back to living their lives,” Al said. “You and Naomi can come with me. We can find the Alyshian crystal, and if it’s intact, we can lock it up and this nightmare will be over.”


    


    “No offense, Al,” Naomi said. “I’m sticking with Jonathan.”


    


    “He has no magic. He can’t help you.”


    


    “He’s kept me alive so far.”


    


    “But he—” Al noticed Kelly leaning toward him. He shook his head. “As you wish. Call me if you need me.”


    


    “We won’t need you,” Kelly said. “You’re just something we stepped in, and we need to wipe you off our shoes.”


    


    


    


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    


    
       
    


    


    
       
    


    


    
       
    


    


    
       
    

  


  
    CHAPTER TEN


    


    


    


    Kelly dropped me off at my car and took Naomi with her to the dojo without a single complaint. As I drove to my office, I thought about what Al had said. He was right about a lot of it. I was living in denial. Without magic, there was no way I could win Naomi back. We got together when she knew about my ancestry. She didn’t care that I didn’t have any magic of my own, but when she learned that any kids we had would be unlikely to have magic, that was another story. We didn’t know that for sure, but she wasn’t willing to risk it. She wanted children who could grow up to be wizards. That was something I couldn’t give her.


    


    I’d have to settle for being someone who might be able to keep her alive.


    


    I arrived at the office around 9:30. Esther met me in the hall.


    


    “Just wanted to warn you there’s a torpedo waiting in your office.”


    


    A torpedo was Esther’s way of telling me there was a hired gun waiting for me.


    


    “Thanks, Esther. Just one?”


    


    She nodded.


    


    “How long has he been here?”


    


    “Ten minutes or so.”


    


    “Where is he now?”


    


    Esther poked her head through the wall then pulled back. “Leaning against the window behind your desk.”


    


    “Thanks.”


    


    She moved between me and the door. “Maybe you should scram. He scares me.”


    


    “No worries,” I said and entered the office.


    


    The Sekutar warrior was indeed standing by the window.


    


    “Hey, big guy,” I said as I walked to my desk. “How they hanging? Oh, I forgot, you’ve been snipped.”


    


    Esther moved along beside me, looking worried. “Don’t razz him.”


    


    The warrior smiled. “Jonathan Shade. You’re going to take me to Naomi Miller.”


    


    “Sorry, pal, she’s gotta wash her hair. Anything else I can do for you?” I sat down at my desk and opened the top right drawer where I kept my Beretta.


    


    “You have three choices,” the Sekutar said.


    


    “I can hardly wait,” I said, reaching into the drawer. I kept the gun out of sight as I flicked off the safety.


    


    “You can take me to her willingly, in which case you won’t be harmed.”


    


    “Nice. What are my other options?”


    


    “Just shoot him,” Esther said. “Shoot him now!”


    


    “Option two. I beat you within an inch of your life and you still take me to her.”


    


    “I don’t like that one. What’s behind curtain number three?”


    


    “You die.”


    


    I nodded. “Hmm, let me think.” I pulled out the gun and shot him in the head. “I’ll take option four.”


    


    The warrior staggered and slid down the wall to a sitting position. He shook his head then reached up and, with his thumb and forefinger, dug the bullet out of his forehead. He rose and tossed the bullet onto my desk, where it clattered and rolled to a stop against my closed laptop.


    


    “Uh-oh,” Esther said.


    


    The warrior grinned. “I told you there were only three options.”


    


    At least I knew a bullet to the head would slow him down. I stored that information and nodded. “In that case, is option number one still open?”


    


    He nodded. “Sure. Let’s go but leave the gun.”


    


    “I’d rather take it with me. I may want to shoot you again later.”


    


    “It won’t do you any good.”


    


    “Might make me feel better.”


    


    He laughed. “Suit yourself. Let’s go.”


    


    I stood and tucked the gun into the waist of my jeans. “I trust we’re taking my car?”


    


    “Works for me.”


    


    “Can you spot me ten spot for gas?”


    


    “Maybe I’ll just take your car after I kill you.”


    


    “But option one included me not being harmed, remember?”


    


    “That was before you shot me.”


    


    “All right but I’ve got dibs on killing you first.”


    


    He smiled. “I like you, Shade. You’ve got balls.”


    


    I winked at him. “I had to have a reduction.”


    


    “Take me with you,” Esther said.


    


    I grabbed the typewriter from the filing cabinet.


    


    “What’s with the typewriter?”


    


    “It’s my security blanket.”


    


    He rolled his eyes. “Can we go now?”


    


    “After you, sir.” I bowed and made a sweeping gesture with my free hand toward the door.


    


    Esther stayed by my side, telling me to scram all the way down to the car. She stepped through the car into the backseat. I set the typewriter on the seat beside her and climbed in.


    


    “Don’t let him in,” Esther said. “Step on the gas!”


    


    I unlocked the passenger side, and the warrior got in. He placed his sword between himself and the passenger door then fastened his seat belt.


    


    “Don’t trust my driving?”


    


    “Right-o, daddy-o,” the warrior said.


    


    “Dude, you’re spending way too much time watching reruns of Happy Days.”


    


    “Just drive.”


    


    I started the car and pulled out into traffic. “Let me ask you something.”


    


    The warrior looked over at me. “Ask away.”


    


    “Doesn’t the leather trench coat get kinda hot in June? Is this one of those gotta-suffer-to-look-cool things?”


    


    “You think you’re funny, but I understand you’re afraid and your feeble attempts at humor are simply your coping mechanism.”


    


    In the rearview, I noticed a black Lincoln Town Car keeping pace with us. “You my shrink now?”


    


    He grinned. If he wasn’t careful, I might think he was actually enjoying my company.


    


    “Seriously, then, let me ask you this. If I give you the crystal, will you leave Naomi out of this?”


    


    “You don’t have the Alyshian.”


    


    “Sure I do. It’s back at my place.”


    


    “No, it’s not.”


    


    “Let’s swing by there; I’ll prove it to you.”


    


    “Just take me to Naomi Miller.”


    


    “Okay, but if I take you to her, I’ll have to kill you.”


    


    “You’re welcome to try.”


    


    “I’m looking forward to it.”


    


    I drove the warrior over to Kelly’s dojo. The Town Car stayed a few cars back but kept pace without any trouble. I didn’t even have to slow down. As I drove, I made it a point to see if I could spot the driver, but the windows were tinted. I wondered if it was another Sekutar or if it was one of the wizards. Al or Frank, perhaps? I parked at the dojo behind Kelly’s SUV and took the typewriter from the backseat so Esther could come with us.


    


    “Attaboy! You had a plan,” Esther said, smiling.


    


    I winked at her.


    


    The warrior got out of the car and tucked his sword into his trench coat.


    


    I led him into the dojo. There weren’t any classes in session this early, and the main floor was empty. Kelly lived in the apartment above the dojo, so I knew they were up there. I also knew I didn’t want the warrior going up to her place because he might damage some of her lighthouses. Kelly loved lighthouses and had a collection of pictures and models and such. There was something about being a lone sentry and a beacon of trust guiding ships from harm that appealed to her.


    


    “Wait here,” I said and set the typewriter on the counter by the cash register.


    


    The warrior removed his sunglasses and nodded. He had the cold, dead eyes of a shark.


    


    “Feel free to warn her,” he said. “It won’t do you any good.”


    


    I knew the Town Car would probably pull around back in case anyone tried to escape. I was counting on that, actually, because if it was another Sekutar, I didn’t want him or her coming in before we took care of the guy I had with me.


    


    I moved to the back of the dojo by the stairs that led to Kelly’s place. “Hey, Naomi!” I called up the stairs. “We have a playmate!”


    


    Kelly opened the door and smiled down at me. She loved playmates.


    


    “Be right down,” Naomi called. Of course, Naomi did not come down.


    


    Kelly did.


    


    The Sekutar stepped onto the mats and moved toward the center of the room. When Kelly stepped into view, I smiled at the guy as if to wish him luck.


    


    He looked Kelly up and down. “You’re not Naomi.”


    


    “And you’re not Brad Pitt,” she said. “I guess we’re both disappointed.”


    


    Since the warrior didn’t recognize her, that spoke volumes. I knew Kelly made note of it too. This guy was not a first-generation Sekutar. That meant someone had reinstated the project and created new warriors.


    


    “Shade, if you think I won’t kill a woman, you really don’t know me.”


    


    “To be honest, pal, I don’t want to know you.”


    


    “How would you like to die?” Kelly asked. “Hand-to-hand or weapons?”


    


    “You must be the resident sensei,” the warrior said.


    


    “At your service.”


    


    “You’re hopelessly outclassed, my dear. Step aside and I’ll let you live.”


    


    Kelly walked over to her weapons cabinet and opened it to reveal a broad assortment of blades. There were sais, daggers, katars, and a variety of swords. She selected a nice sword.


    


    “I trust you’re armed,” she said.


    


    He nodded but made no move to draw his sword. “Let’s dance.”


    


    Kelly walked toward him but didn’t raise the sword to a fighting position. She kept it down by her side, leaving herself open. “You may want to draw your sword,” she said.


    


    “For you? Nonsense.”


    


    “Cocky little bastard, aren’t you? It’s no fun if you don’t want to play.”


    


    “Oh, we can play.”


    


    “Your call. You right- or left-handed?”


    


    He smiled. “I’m ambidextrous.”


    


    “Good,” Kelly said. She whipped the sword around so fast, it was a blur. She lopped off the warrior’s left hand.


    


    He stared at the stump in disbelief but didn’t cry out. Sekutar warriors are magically engineered to feel no pain. There was some blood but not much. “You bitch,” he said and drew his sword, a katana much like the one David had used.


    


    He attacked hard and fast, but Kelly didn’t retreat. She simply parried and stabbed him in the chest.


    


    He looked down at the blade in surprise.


    


    She kicked him off her sword.


    


    “This guy kicked your ass, Jonathan?” Kelly asked. “Please tell me that’s a joke.”


    


    He attacked again, clearly pissed now.


    


    Kelly dodged his blade and caught his arm under hers. She twisted and snapped the bone with a loud crack. He dropped the sword.


    


    “You use a katana?” Kelly asked, easily catching the punch he tried to throw with his stump.


    


    “It’s a great weapon. The steel was folded over two hundred times.”


    


    “Yeah, moron, because in Japan, they don’t have much iron. They had to fold the steel two hundred times because it’s inferior. I could go on, but you bore me.” She swept his feet out from under him and planted him hard on his back. “He sucks,” she said and started to walk away.


    


    He was up in a heartbeat. He leaped at her, trying to kick her, but of course, Kelly had set him up. She stepped aside so he struck air. He hit the floor and rolled to his feet, his right arm still twisted at an unnatural angle.


    


    Kelly launched a snap kick to his right leg. His leg splintered and he crumpled to the ground.


    


    “You’re Sekutar,” he said.


    


    “No shit.” She turned to me. “Want me to break his other leg, or can you handle him from here?”


    


    “I got it.”


    


    “You sure? He might be able to spit at you.”


    


    “Cute.”


    


    “You need to get your ass in here for more training, Jonathan. If this loser can kick your butt, you’re really slipping.”


    


    “Thanks.” I rubbed my ribs, which still ached. “Next week.”


    


    “Sooner is better.”


    


    “In fairness, he did catch me off guard.”


    


    “With the first punch, but you should have been able to recover from that.”


    


    “Yeah, yeah. Take a look out back. He had some clown following in a black Lincoln.”


    


    She handed the sword to me. “Kill him when you’re done.”


    


    “You got it.”


    


    I moved over to the fallen warrior.


    


    He looked up at me. “I won’t tell you anything useful.”


    


    “Then this will be a short interview.”


    


    “You’re going to die.”


    


    “We’re all going to die, but you’re going before me.”


    


    “I predict pain in your immediate future.”


    


    “Right. Tell me about Ravenwood.”


    


    “He’s going to kill you.”


    


    For someone who wasn’t going to tell me much, he wasn’t very good. “I gathered that,” I said. “Why does he want the crystal?”


    


    “You know about the crystal, so you know the answer to that. You’re not very good at the interrogation process.”


    


    “That’s okay. At least I’m the one doing the interrogation. So what’s Ravenwood’s plan?”


    


    “Torture for you, old boy. Slow and agonizing. Followed by excruciating and unbearable with a chance of blinding and crippling.”


    


    “With a partly cloudy chance of death and all that.”


    


    “You’re catching on.”


    


    “Care to tell me where Ravenwood is hiding?”


    


    “He’s getting ready to kill you.”


    


    “You going to keep singing the same song?”


    


    “It’s a good song.”


    


    “Even good songs get old.”


    


    “Not this one. You’ll suffer. I may not get to see it, but I can die knowing you’ll soon follow me.”


    


    “I think we’re done here,” I said.


    


    I swung the sword hard and cut into his neck. The blade got hung up in the bones.


    


    “A little harder to cut off someone’s head than you expected, isn’t it?” he asked. “Go ahead, take another whack at it. Put some oomph into it.”


    


    I swung again and hacked deeper.


    


    “Almost there,” he said. “You should probably practice with a sword too.”


    


    I swung a third time and finally severed his head. It hit the floor and rolled. The body twitched and lay still. I half expected the head to keep talking, but the eyes simply glazed into a blank stare.


    


    Kelly returned a moment later. “Two warriors in the Lincoln. They’re watching the back.”


    


    “You kill them yet?”


    


    She shook her head. “As much as I enjoy killing scum bags, I thought you might want to follow them if they decide to leave. If they come in, I’ll certainly kill them.” She looked over at the typewriter sitting on the counter. “You brought Esther.”


    


    “She wanted to come along.”


    


    Kelly walked over to the typewriter and placed her hand on it so she could see Esther. “Hey, girl,” she said.


    


    Esther smiled. “Hi, Kelly.”


    


    “Just wanted to say hi. We’ll talk soon. As you can see, Jonathan stepped in more shit.”


    


    “He makes a habit of that,” Esther said.


    


    “That he does.” Kelly moved away from the typewriter.


    


    Esther grinned at me.


    


    “You two are a riot,” I said.


    


    Kelly looked at the dead warrior. She frowned. “Clean up your mess.”


    


    “Hey, some of it’s yours.”


    


    She walked toward the stairs without looking back. “You can clean that up too.”


    


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    


    
       
    


    


    
       
    


    


    
       
    


    


    
       
    

  


  
    CHAPTER ELEVEN


    


    


    


    Kelly and I stood on the roof and stared into the alley where the Town Car idled. A large, plastic bag sat at my feet. The warriors were still in the car.


    


    “If you’re going to be able to follow them, they’ll need a reason to go somewhere,” Kelly said. “On top of that, in a few minutes, they’re going to want to check on their friend.”


    


    “Maybe their friend can help us out a bit.” I gave the trash bag a light kick, and the contents shifted.


    


    Kelly smiled. She opened the bag. “I love the way you think, but just so you know, they may decide to storm the building rather than retreat.”


    


    “I think they’ll call their boss for instructions.”


    


    “Maybe.”


    


    “You don’t sound convinced.”


    


    “I’m not,” Kelly said.


    


    “You have a better idea?”


    


    “Can’t say as I do.”


    


    “So we go with mine.”


    


    Kelly grinned. “What it lacks in brilliance, it makes up for in fun.” She was clearly looking forward to this.


    


    “Fun isn’t the word I’d choose.”


    


    Kelly shrugged. “You’d better get moving. I’ll wait until I see you pull around back.”


    


    “Sounds good.”


    


    I left the roof and went downstairs.


    


    Naomi met me in the stairwell. “I want to go with you,” she said.


    


    “You’re staying with Kelly.”


    


    She started to protest, but I held up a finger and shook my head. I moved past her into the dojo where Esther stood glaring at me.


    


    “I hate waiting,” Esther said.


    


    “You sound like Naomi.”


    


    “Hey!”


    


    “Sorry, Esther. I’m not going to strap a typewriter to my back. I’ll be back for you soon.”


    


    “Wait here, wait there,” she said. “Being dead has too many disadvantages.”


    


    I left the dojo and hopped into my car. When I pulled around to the alley, I looked up at the rooftop through my T-top. I couldn’t see Kelly from where I sat, but I knew she’d seen me. I didn’t have to wait long for the package to be delivered.


    


    Kelly tossed the Sekutar’s head out, and I watched it drop and plant facefirst on the Lincoln’s windshield. It was a perfect shot. The head bounced off and rolled against a Dumpster.


    


    I expected the car doors to open but they didn’t.


    


    Instead, someone rose up through the roof of the Town Car.


    


    The ghost of a man.


    


    He wore a dark cloak over old-style dress clothes—the sort of thing worn by aristocrats back in the seventeenth century. He didn’t look back toward where I idled at the entrance to the alley. Instead, he looked at the rooftop and levitated up to check things out.


    


    I couldn’t believe it. Ghosts shouldn’t be able to levitate. In my experience, ghosts felt bound to the same rules of gravity as they were in life. Sure, Esther could walk through walls, but when she walked, she always remained on the floor. Maybe it was some sort of sense memory, but this ghost actually floated up to the roof.


    


    Unfortunately Kelly couldn’t see him. I pulled out my cell and dialed her number. The ghost reached the roof and stared at her.


    


    “They didn’t move,” Kelly said, answering the phone without any sort of greeting.


    


    “One of them did. A ghost just soared up to the roof, and he’s looking at you as we speak. Kelly, meet Blake Ravenwood.”


    


    “I thought they couldn’t fly.”


    


    “Evidently we were wrong.”


    


    “Where is he?”


    


    “He went over the edge, so I can’t see him now, but I’m sure he’s still there. Go inside.”


    


    “Jonathan, he’s a ghost. He can’t do anything to—”


    


    Next thing I knew, Kelly sailed off the rooftop. She fell the two stories, smashed onto the hood of the Town Car, then rolled onto the asphalt.


    


    The doors of the Lincoln popped open, and two Sekutar warriors stepped out into the alley.


    


    I stomped on the accelerator and roared down the alley. One of the warriors spun to see me while the other tried to grab Kelly.


    


    One on one, I figured Kelly could take anyone, but I didn’t want to see how she’d fare against two warriors. I slammed on the brakes since I didn’t want to smash up my car. The Firebird skidded to a stop as Kelly slammed her opponent against the wall.


    


    I climbed out, aiming my Beretta at the warrior’s head.


    


    “That won’t do you any good,” the warrior said.


    


    I ignored him and spoke to Kelly as she snapped the neck of her Sekutar.


    


    “You all right?”


    


    “Of course,” Kelly said. “You want me to kill the other guy?”


    


    “Hang tight,” I said.


    


    Kelly didn’t like to hang tight, but I knew she’d back my play.


    


    The Sekutar facing me did not approach. “You’re going to die,” he said.


    


    “You clowns need to buy a new script,” I said. I mimicked him, “You’re going to die.” I shook my head. “Please, dude, that’s so cliché.”


    


    The warrior shrugged. “Doesn’t change the fact that it’s true.”


    


    The ghost floated back down to the Lincoln. I tried not to look at him since I didn’t want him to know I could see him. I considered that an ace up my sleeve.


    


    “The Oriental woman is like you,” the ghost said to the warrior. He didn’t react. He was good. “The crystal isn’t here. I doubt they have it. We’ll check with Miller’s other associates. Get in the car.”


    


    The ghost of Blake Ravenwood walked over and stared at me. I looked through him and tried not to react, though I felt a chill at the base of my spine. Ravenwood’s eyes were like black holes threatening to swallow anything that drew close.


    


    “You’re lucky,” the Sekutar said. “I have other places to go.”


    


    I nodded toward the dead warrior by the wall, thankful to have someplace to look besides Ravenwood. “Don’t leave your brother there. Rats will eat him.”


    


    The warrior smiled. “He lost in battle. He deserves to be eaten.”


    


    “No ‘come home with your shield or on it’ with you guys, is there?”


    


    The Sekutar flipped me the bird, nodded to Kelly, and climbed into the car. The ghost gave me one last once-over then turned away and returned to the Lincoln. I relaxed a little as the car moved forward. Kelly stepped aside and let them pass.


    


    As the car pulled away, the back door opened, and Naomi stepped into the alley.


    


    “You were supposed to wait inside,” I said.


    


    “I heard fighting.”


    


    “All the more reason to stay inside.”


    


    Kelly frowned. “You going to follow them?”


    


    “No need. Ravenwood said they’re checking with the other wizards.”


    


    Naomi looked at me, confused. “Ravenwood?”


    


    “Well, the ghost of Ravenwood, but yeah.”


    


    “Ghost?” Naomi asked, looking even more confused. “You can see ghosts?”


    


    “Long story,” Kelly said.


    


    “I died, came back. Now I see them,” I said.


    


    “Okay, not so long,” Kelly said.


    


    “But I thought—” Naomi said.


    


    “What?” I asked, knowing she was going to say I had no magic, which was the main reason we broke up.


    


    “Nothing,” she said. “We should warn Al and Frank.”


    


    “Knock yourself out.”


    


    She pulled out her cell and scrolled through her contacts then turned away from me to place the first call.


    


    Kelly pulled me aside. “Ravenwood pushed me,” she said.


    


    “I noticed that.”


    


    “But he’s a ghost. He shouldn’t have been able to do that.”


    


    “Yeah. I know.”


    


    “What did he do after I fell?”


    


    “He came down and gave me the stink-eye.”


    


    “He knows you can see him.”


    


    “I didn’t react to him.”


    


    “But you were on the phone warning me about him. He heard me say he couldn’t do anything, and that’s probably why he pushed me, to prove that he could.”


    


    In the thick of things, I hadn’t considered that. “You may be right.”


    


    “You know I’m right. He knows.”


    


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    


    
       
    


    


    
       
    


    


    
       
    


    


    
       
    

  


  
    CHAPTER TWELVE


    


    


    


    While Naomi warned the wizards, Kelly and I went into the dojo. Esther stood as far away from her typewriter as she could get as if she thought that with enough effort, she could drag it with her. She did not look happy.


    


    “I hate not being able to go with you,” Esther said.


    


    “Everyone’s all right,” I said.


    


    “Says you.”


    


    Kelly walked over and placed a hand on the Underwood so she could join the conversation.


    


    “Okay,” Kelly said. “Ask her.”


    


    I shrugged. “Esther, have you seen any ghosts lately?”


    


    “Just me.”


    


    “Ever see a ghost who could fly?” Kelly asked.


    


    “Or who could make physical contact with his surroundings?” I asked.


    


    “No to Kelly. Yes to Jonathan but they have to be mad as hell.”


    


    “Poltergeists. But what if they aren’t pissed?”


    


    “Little problem there,” Esther said and waved her hand back and forth through the counter.


    


    “But you’re standing on the floor,” Kelly said. “You walk up the stairs one step at a time.”


    


    “I can also walk through stairs. So?”


    


    “So why do you use stairs to go up a flight? Why do you sit in chairs rather than fall through them?”


    


    “How the hell should I know? It’s not like I went to ghost school.” Esther pointed to the back door. “Your dumb Dora just came in.”


    


    Naomi walked in and saw us talking to what appeared to her to be nothing. “What’s going on?”


    


    I turned to look at her. “Naomi, I want you to meet my secretary.”


    


    “Secretary?” Esther asked and crossed her arms over her chest. “That’s all I am to you?”


    


    “And my good friend,” I said.


    


    “That’s a little better.”


    


    “Um, what are you talking about?” Naomi asked.


    


    “Come here,” I said and took her by the hand. I led her to the typewriter and placed her fingers on the keys. Kelly shifted her hand to the back of the machine so she’d be out of the way.


    


    “You want me to type a letter? There’s no paper.”


    


    “Funny. Look behind you.”


    


    Naomi took her hand off the keys and turned. “What?”


    


    “Keep your hand on the typewriter,” Kelly said.


    


    “Why?”


    


    “Just do it,” I said.


    


    She touched the typewriter and turned. Esther jumped toward her. “Boo!”


    


    “Shit!” Naomi said, leaping back.


    


    Esther laughed.


    


    “Play nice,” I said.


    


    “I don’t like her,” Esther said.


    


    “Play nice anyway.”


    


    Naomi touched the typewriter again, and Esther gave her a wave. “You sure like to adjust your makeup a lot,” Esther said.


    


    “What?”


    


    “Yesterday in Jonathan’s office,” Esther said. “You kept checking your looks in that compact mirror in your purse before he got there.”


    


    “Naomi,” I said, “meet Esther.”


    


    “I’d offer to shake hands,” Esther said, “but it’s a bit troublesome.” She waved her hand through Naomi.


    


    “Weird,” Naomi said. “You’d think I’d feel a chill or something.”


    


    “I can do that,” Esther said, “but I don’t like to show off.”


    


    Naomi took her hand from the typewriter then touched it again.


    


    “Playing peekaboo?” Esther asked.


    


    “Can anyone who touches the typewriter see and hear her?”


    


    “Normal people usually can’t,” I said. “There are a few exceptions—people who are dying, for example—but not many. What did Cantrell say?”


    


    “He and Al are going to DGI. They don’t want to face a Sekutar without some backup.”


    


    “Maybe they’re smarter than they look,” Kelly said.


    


    “Let’s hope so,” I said. “Just the same, I think we should head over there.”


    


    “Can I go?” Esther asked.


    


    “Not this time. I want you to stay here with Naomi.”


    


    “She’s no fun at all.”


    


    Naomi still had her hand on the typewriter. “I can hear you, you know.”


    


    “Good.”


    


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    


    
       
    


    


    
       
    


    


    
       
    


    


    
       
    

  


  
    CHAPTER THIRTEEN


    


    


    


    Twenty minutes later, Kelly and I pulled into the parking lot at DGI. While Kelly would deny it, I suspected she was a bit nervous about being there. She’d suffered through some pretty awful things in that building, and had it been me, I don’t think I’d be willing to even drive by the place ever again.


    


    “Kelly, if you don’t want to go in, I’ll understand. I—”


    


    “What are you babbling about now?”


    


    “It’s just that . . .”


    


    She looked at me as if I were talking about Elvis farting UFO aliens out of his ass. “What?” she said.


    


    “Never mind.”


    


    “Good. Let’s go.”


    


    She hopped out of the car and strode toward the door as if it were the entrance to an old friend’s house.


    


    Phil met us in the lobby. He blocked Kelly’s path with his hands held out to prevent her from going farther. “I’m sorry, Ms. Chan. You know you’re not permitted in the building anymore.”


    


    I stepped in front of her before she could rip Phil’s head off. “She’s with me,” I said.


    


    He shook his head. “You’re not supposed to be here either.”


    


    “Shall I kill him, or do you want me to just maim him?” Kelly asked.


    


    I didn’t look back at her. “I’m hoping we won’t have to do either.” I remained focused on Phil. “We’re here to see Al.”


    


    “He isn’t here.”


    


    “Sure he is. He and Cantrell are up in his office.”


    


    “Frank Cantrell? He hasn’t been here in years.”


    


    “We’re going up there.”


    


    Phil frowned. “I’m not going to try to stop you, Mr. Shade.”


    


    “Smart move.”


    


    “Doesn’t matter. The floor is empty, and the wards are set. Ms. Chan here won’t even be able to get on the elevator. And while you can get on the elevator, Mr. Shade, there’s no way you can get past the wards, so you’re wasting your time here.”


    


    The elevator had a spell cast on it to prevent any magical beings from entering, but normal people were exempt. As a magically engineered warrior, Kelly would be blocked the same way Naomi’s spell had prevented her from entering her truck. The spell could be removed but only by a wizard. It was just another way DGI cut down on unwanted visitors.


    


    I turned to Kelly. “I’ll go up and verify Phil’s story, but I doubt he’d lie to us.”


    


    “If he lied, do I get to kill him?”


    


    “Sure,” I said.


    


    “I have no reason to lie,” Phil said, casting a nervous glance at Kelly. “Nobody’s up there. Honest. Mr. Davidson came in this morning and gave everyone the day off.”


    


    “Don’t worry, m’man. She’ll kill you quick.”


    


    Kelly looked indignant. “Like hell. Phil worked here when they tortured and killed all the Sekutar, and he didn’t lift a finger to stop it.”


    


    “Sekutar don’t feel pain,” Phil said.


    


    “Not under normal circumstances,” Kelly said. “But magical pain is different, isn’t it?”


    


    “But I didn’t know.” Phil grabbed my arm. He looked like he’d just seen Death incarnate grinning at him and pointing to the watch on its skeletal arm. “Please don’t leave me here with her.”


    


    “She won’t kill you until I get back.”


    


    “That’s right,” Kelly said. “I’ve been itching to torture someone for weeks. We can have some good times while Jonathan’s upstairs.”


    


    “You won’t be able to verify what I said because the wards are on.”


    


    “Maybe they forgot to set them.” The wards wouldn’t stop me, of course, but Phil didn’t know that.


    


    “Nonsense.”


    


    “Can’t hurt to check.”


    


    “Let me come with you.”


    


    “No,” Kelly said and grabbed him by the scruff of the neck like a kitten. She held him off the floor as if he were a dirty diaper. “You’re going to stay here with me, and I’m going to whisper in your ear like a lover all the sweet things I have planned for you.”


    


    I grinned and got on the elevator.


    


    Kelly began talking to Phil in a pleasant tone. “I think I’ll begin by plucking your fingernails out one by one. It just takes a little tug and—”


    


    The doors closed and I didn’t get to hear any more.


    


    It took only a few minutes to verify Phil’s story. The wards didn’t even slow me down. I walked the DGI hallways and checked every office. The lights were all on, but there were no people. The offices held empty chairs standing before desks with computer monitors still glowing. It was as if everyone just up and left and didn’t bother to power anything down. Phil had been telling the truth. The place was completely vacant.


    


    I stood in the hallway and considered this. Naomi had told us Frank and Al were here at DGI. Had she lied to us? Or had they lied to her? Or had they been here when she called but then sent everyone home out of fear that Ravenwood would be coming here? I didn’t know and that bothered me. I tried to force my doubts to the back of my mind by taking deep breaths in through my nose and letting them out slowly through my mouth. This calmed me down.


    


    I returned to the lobby.


    


    Kelly had Phil pinned to his chair. He looked ready to vomit, and she still spoke in a kind voice, “. . . rip off your kneecaps and, oh, Jonathan is back.”


    


    “Okay, Phil, since Al isn’t in his office, where is he?”


    


    “I don’t know,” he whimpered.


    


    “What say you give us his phone number?”


    


    He pointed a shaky finger at his workstation computer. “It’s in there.”


    


    “You’re not going to tell me I can’t have it?”


    


    “They only pay me twelve bucks an hour,” he said. “I’ll print you the list of names and addresses and phone numbers of everyone who works here or has ever worked here. Just please get her away from me.”


    


    “I can do that.”


    


    Kelly stepped away from him, and he moved on rubbery legs to the computer. He pulled up a file, printed it, and handed the sheet to me.


    


    “Here you go, Mr. Shade. This is the list of current employees. Do you want a history? I can pull it up, but I can’t guarantee accurate addresses and phone numbers since people may have moved.”


    


    “This will do for now, Phil. Thanks.”


    


    “You’re not really welcome, but if it keeps her away from me . . .”


    


    Kelly smiled at him then walked over and patted him on the cheek. “You know you enjoyed it.”


    


    He still appeared ready to blow chunks.


    


    As we left the building, I asked, “Is he going to be all right?”


    


    “He pissed his pants.”


    


    “Happy now?”


    


    She shrugged. “Getting there.”


    


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    


    
       
    


    


    
       
    


    


    
       
    


    


    
       
    

  


  
    CHAPTER FOURTEEN


    


    


    


    “So that conniving, little bitch lied to us,” Kelly said as we approached the car.


    


    The afternoon sun hung over the Rockies as I unlocked the passenger door of the Firebird. “We don’t know that for sure.” I ran through the possibilities for her. She didn’t buy any of them.


    


    “I don’t trust her.”


    


    “Play a new song, Kelly.”


    


    “You know how I love the classics,” she said and ducked into the car.


    


    By the time I’d walked around to the driver’s side, Kelly had already leaned over to unlock the door for me. I always figured that anyone who would reach over and unlock the door was a keeper. Of course, Kelly wasn’t someone I’d want to date. Granted, she’s smoking hot, but she’s also more like a big sister to me, so it would feel weird. Besides, I do have a simple rule when it comes to relationships: never date a girl who can kick your ass.


    


    “Let’s review,” I said as I started the engine.


    


    “Boring.”


    


    “I just want to make sure we’re not missing anything here. If we can talk it through, I might let you kill someone later.”


    


    Kelly almost smiled. “Tease.”


    


    I pulled into traffic. “Okay. One wizard kills another, claims not to remember it, then kills himself. Naomi hires me to prove the old boy’s innocent, which should eliminate your theory about her knowingly lying to us.”


    


    “How so?”


    


    I-25 was a parking lot, but it was still the easiest way back to the dojo. It gave us plenty of time to talk.


    


    “Why hire me at all?”


    


    “Maybe she wants to get laid and has to pay for it.”


    


    “You know better than that,” I said. “I never charge for sex.”


    


    “You never get the chance.”


    


    “Ouch.”


    


    “Look, Jonathan, it’s obvious that she has ulterior motives here. Why hire you? I don’t think she cares if you prove her daddy innocent. I think it’s got everything to do with that crystal.”


    


    “Or crystals, plural. But why not just hire me for that? I’d have taken that job for her with no problem.”


    


    “You’d have taken any job for her. She’s got you by the heart, so you’ll always be her little bitch.”


    


    “I’m not that bad.”


    


    “You’re worse. And I’m afraid it’s going to get you killed. It’s one thing when you’re looking into a murder or even looking for crystals that allegedly hold the soul of an ancient sorcerer. It’s quite another when that ancient sorcerer is loose.”


    


    “So maybe it’s about this Ravenwood clown. Maybe he’s trying to possess wizards to regain a physical presence in the world. Al, Cantrell, and the rest always complain about magic dying, and we know that Ravenwood was supposedly one of the most powerful sorcerers in history.”


    


    “So we’ve been told.”


    


    “Granted, it’s all hearsay. We don’t really know anything about Blake Ravenwood other than what we’ve heard. That means it’s research time.” I pulled out my cell and scrolled through the names until I came to Sharon. Then I pressed send.


    


    The phone rang three times before Sharon answered. She worked as a research librarian at CU Boulder. “Library,” she said.


    


    “Hey, Sharon, it’s Jonathan Shade. How’s life, the universe, and everything?”


    


    “What do you need?”


    


    “Right to the point. I can’t just call to say hi?”


    


    “Like that would ever happen. I repeat, what do you need?”


    


    I made a note to call her in a few days just to say hello. “Research assistance,” I said.


    


    “You do tend to have better questions than most.”


    


    Sharon kept a collection of enough stupid questions she’d received in the past year that she could publish a book. Of course, that would compromise her position at the library, so she shared them with only a few lucky souls who needed a good laugh.


    


    “What’s your favorite question of the day?” I asked.


    


    “Some brainiac called and asked me which country the Salvation Army defends.”


    


    I laughed. “Who says education is on the decline?”


    


    “I do. What’s your question?”


    


    “It’s a bit more than a simple question. I need to know anything you can tell me about a man named Blake Ravenwood.”


    


    “Any relation to Abner?”


    


    “It’s not movie related. This guy lived in the 1600s.”


    


    I heard her fingers tapping away on a keyboard. “I’ve got nothing from a quick search. What more can you tell me?”


    


    “He’ll probably be in European history and might only turn up in texts dealing with sorcery, alchemy, and the like.”


    


    “Hmm. I may need to access the Forbidden Texts,” she said, and her voice seemed to drip with delight. “That could take a few hours. I’ll have to call you back. Oh, and it’s going to cost you.”


    


    “It always does.”


    


    “I want to go to a Rockies game.”


    


    “It’s a date.”


    


    “No, it’s a payment. I’ll bring my own date, and you’re not invited.”


    


    “Oh, like a stake through the heart.”


    


    She laughed. “Sorry, darling. You know I like you, but I’ve had enough adventure for twenty lifetimes. I want to find a quiet man and settle down. I want a man who will always come home in one piece.”


    


    “Hey, I always come out okay.”


    


    “You didn’t come out okay three years ago, and you need to know that I won’t always be there to bring you back. So I want two Rockies tickets and two silver dollars. Got it?”


    


    “Done.” I hung up and worked my way across a few lanes of traffic to my exit. “Sharon’s working on it,” I said.


    


    “I like her, Jonathan. She’s pretty cool for a librarian.”


    


    “Librarian by day, Wonder Woman by night.”


    


    “Sounds like the headline to a personal ad.”


    


    I pulled into the parking lot in front of the dojo and shut off the engine. Kelly started to get out, but I put a hand on her shoulder. She looked at me.


    


    “I know Naomi ranks two notches above Hitler in your book, but please don’t accuse her of anything.”


    


    “Oh, she’s at least four notches above Hitler. All I’m saying is that she hired you for a reason, and I suspect it’s something that could get you killed.”


    


    “You’ve got my back, though.”


    


    “I can’t always be there to protect you.”


    


    Lot of that going around.


    


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    


    
       
    


    


    
       
    


    


    
       
    


    


    
       
    

  


  
    CHAPTER FIFTEEN


    


    


    


    We entered the dojo with two middle-aged women who were there for their women’s self-defense class. Inside, there were another eight women busy doing stretches on the tatami mats in front of the full-length mirrors. Naomi sat on a bench, watching them. Esther stood on the mats, working through stretches with the women. I couldn’t imagine how stretching would help a ghost, but I didn’t say anything about it to her.


    


    Kelly glanced at the clock; it was five minutes to five.


    


    “I need to grab a shower,” she said. “Can you lead the class until I come down?”


    


    “What should I teach them?” I asked.


    


    “It’s their second class. Go with the combs.”


    


    I nodded. “You got it.”


    


    Another woman entered the dojo. “Am I late?”


    


    “Class starts in a few minutes,” Kelly said.


    


    “Oh, good.”


    


    Kelly clapped her hands, and the students all gave her their undivided attention. “Hey, everyone, I’ll be down in a few minutes. My friend Jonathan is going to start the class.”


    


    The women looked at me. A few of them smiled.


    


    “Oh, he’s cute,” one of them said.


    


    “Don’t tell him that,” Kelly said. “It will go straight to his head. See you in a few.”


    


    I took off my shoes and padded onto the mats. “Is everyone here?”


    


    The woman who thought I was cute did a quick head count. “I think we’re waiting on Margie.”


    


    “Well, it’s not quite five. Let’s give her a few minutes. Everyone keep stretching.”


    


    I approached Naomi.


    


    “How did it go?” she asked.


    


    “It didn’t.” I told her about the empty floor, and she seemed surprised by the news. If she were acting, she’d been giving lessons to Meryl Streep.


    


    “And?” she said.


    


    “I think they lied to you.”


    


    “Al must have known I’d tell you where they were.”


    


    “He doesn’t like me.”


    


    “I don’t think he cares one way or the other about you. He’s not a big fan of Kelly, though.”


    


    “Really?” I said and sat down. I rubbed my ribs, which still ached. “Because she’s a Sekutar? Does he know she considers herself a ronin?”


    


    “That’s part of what scares him.”


    


    “What are you not telling me?”


    


    She sighed. “Ravenwood is a major threat, Jonathan. If he can control Sekutar, that means he can control Kelly.”


    


    The door opened and a pudgy woman entered. She clutched her purse as if it held her life savings. I made a wild guess that it was Margie.


    


    “Sorry I’m late,” Margie said.


    


    “No problem,” I said.


    


    “Who are you?”


    


    “I’m filling in for Kelly for a few minutes.”


    


    “But Kelly’s here, right?”


    


    “She’s upstairs.” I turned to Naomi. “Nobody can control Kelly, so don’t worry about it.”


    


    “But—”


    


    I held up a hand. “We’ll talk later.” I pushed myself to my feet and called the class to order. I had the women join Naomi on the benches.


    


    I opened Kelly’s weapons case and removed a package of plastic combs. They were yellow and had handles. I opened the pack, handed a comb to each of the women, and kept one for myself.


    


    “Today,” I said, “we’re going to talk about the value of combs.”


    


    “This isn’t a beauty class,” Margie said. She held her purse in her lap with both hands. “It’s supposed to be self-defense.”


    


    “Exactly,” I said. “And a comb is a great item to have with you at all times.”


    


    They looked at me as if I were crazy.


    


    “In some self-defense classes, they teach you to carry your car keys with you as you go to your car.”


    


    I pulled out my keys and held them so one key stuck out from between the index and middle finger of my right hand.


    


    “They say that if you’re attacked, you should punch your attacker with a key like so.” I demonstrated a simple punch.


    


    “There are problems with this, of course. For one thing, you’re going to cut up your fingers in the process. While that’s better than getting raped, a far better way to go is to prevent the attack altogether.”


    


    “And a comb will do that?” someone asked.


    


    “A lot better than keys,” I said. “The fact is that if you’re carrying a comb with you, most attackers will see that you have something in your hand, but they won’t necessarily see that it’s a comb. It could be a weapon, so odds are they’ll wait for easier prey. Part of this is situational awareness. If you look like you’re ready for action, it goes a long way toward keeping you safe.”


    


    “But if they attack you, wouldn’t it be better to have a knife or gun?” Margie asked.


    


    “Depends. Are you skilled with a knife or a gun? What if the attacker takes those away from you? Now you’ve given them a weapon to use against you. But if they take away the comb, what are they going to do? Fix your hair for you?”


    


    This got a laugh.


    


    “Let’s say you’re carrying the comb and some moron does try to attack you. You simply slash the attacker’s face with the comb.” I demonstrated a simple swipe that used one of the handwork patterns Kelly always introduced in her first class. “Now not only have you marked your attacker for the police lineup, but you also have DNA evidence to back you up.” I pointed to the end of the comb.


    


    “Can I try?” Margie asked.


    


    “Sure.”


    


    She set her purse aside and approached me, holding her comb.


    


    “I’ll attack and you defend,” I said.


    


    She started to walk past me, and I grabbed her. She spun and with an incredible fury, she slashed at me with the comb. I dodged the attack.


    


    “Whoa, Margie. Calm down.”


    


    She didn’t calm down. “Combs are useless,” she said and pulled a gun from her waistband. “I want more stopping power.”


    


    Where the hell did she get a damn gun? I wondered. When she pointed it at me, I darted in and slapped the gun to the side, away from the women on the bench. She fired as I moved, but the shot went wide. A gun is a fixed weapon, so it’s dangerous only when it’s pointed at you. As I slapped the gun hand to the side, I grabbed her wrist and twisted hard. She dropped the gun. I swept her feet and slammed her to the floor a little harder than I would in a normal demonstration.


    


    At that moment, Kelly returned. “Who the hell fired a gun in my dojo?”


    


    She saw me holding Margie down while the rest of the class stared in slack-jawed silence.


    


    “Jonathan?”


    


    I looked up at Kelly. “Your student tried to kill me.”


    


    “Get off her,” Kelly said.


    


    I did as she said. Kelly helped Margie to her feet. “Are you okay?”


    


    Margie answered by trying to claw Kelly’s eyes. Kelly caught her hands and twisted them inward, pushing her to the floor again. Margie gasped in pain.


    


    “I don’t think this is Margie,” Kelly said.


    


    “You think?”


    


    “What the fuck?” Kelly said and released Margie. Kelly jumped back and shook her hands as if she’d been stung. She doesn’t really feel pain, so it was something else.


    


    Naomi approached but I pushed her toward the bench. “Stay back.”


    


    Margie climbed to her feet. “You’re better than I thought,” she said.


    


    “Kelly, you cool?”


    


    “Something tried to enter me,” Kelly said.


    


    Margie laughed. “You’re very fast,” she said to Kelly then turned to me. “You’re slower, but this body has severe limitations.”


    


    “Ravenwood?”


    


    “In someone else’s flesh.” Margie’s voice and body but Ravenwood’s spirit. Ravenwood turned to Kelly. “You should join me. I have a place for a warrior like you.”


    


    “Fuck off,” Kelly said.


    


    “If you change your mind, the offer stands.” Ravenwood turned to me. “I may have a use for you too, though I suspect you won’t see things my way and I may have to kill you.”


    


    “You may have to kill me? You sound regretful.”


    


    Ravenwood laughed. “Only a little.”


    


    Naomi tried to approach, but I held her back. “Don’t.”


    


    Ravenwood-as-Margie smiled. “We’ll talk later,” she said. Then she reached up, took hold of her chin with one hand, and the top of her head with the other. She gave a savage twist. The sick sound of snapping bones filled the dojo. Margie crumpled to the floor.


    


    Ravenwood’s spirit stood there, smiling. He looked at me then at Kelly. I tried to make sure I stared directly at Margie on the floor in case he hadn’t realized I could actually see him. He looked at me for a moment then turned toward the door.


    


    Esther rushed over and tried to grab him but hit the end of her fifteen-foot limit. “You’re not going anywhere,” she said. “Try and take my Jonathan for a ride, and I’ll wring your neck for real.”


    


    Ravenwood stared at her as she strained to reach him. “Interesting,” he said. He looked back at me. I tried to avert my eyes, but he caught me. “I was right. You can see me.”


    


    I ignored the chaos of the women rushing to Margie’s side and screeching about someone calling 911. As far as I was concerned, there were only two of us in the room: Ravenwood and myself.


    


    I nodded. “I can see you.”


    


    “They were wrong about you,” he said. “You don’t seem to have any magic, but you have a ghost, which suggests you’re a necromancer. You have a Sekutar for a bodyguard, which suggests a wizard or sorcerer of great strength. Yet you didn’t even notice me trying to enter you during the demonstration. You’re an enigma. Very interesting.”


    


    “I’ll show you interesting,” I said.


    


    “Another time, perhaps. It’s my turn.” He looked at the people in the dojo. Then he pointed at Kelly’s students. Every single one of them stiffened then dropped to the floor.


    


    “What the fuck?” Kelly said.


    


    “Check them,” Ravenwood said. “I’ll wait.”


    


    I rushed to the first woman and checked her pulse. She was dead. “The others?” I asked.


    


    Kelly and Naomi checked pulses. The students were all dead. Ravenwood had simply pointed to them and they died.


    


    “What’s going on, Jonathan?” Kelly asked.


    


    “Is it Ravenwood?” Naomi asked.


    


    “I want you to think about something,” Ravenwood said.


    


    I stood and turned to face him. “They were innocent women!”


    


    He waved the thought away with the flick of a wrist. “I did that without a body to channel my energy. Take this as a warning.”


    


    “You killed them!”


    


    “They were mere humans.” He approached me and stared into my eyes. “You and your friends are only alive because I may have a use for you.”


    


    Ravenwood walked toward the exit, but to get there he entered Esther’s reach. She tried to grab him. He slapped her hard across the face, and she fell to the floor, stunned.


    


    He looked back at me, waved, and walked out the door.


    


    I’d never seen anything make contact with Esther. I rushed to her. “Are you all right?”


    


    She held a hand to her face and looked as surprised as I. “It hurts.”


    


    “But you’re not alive. How can you feel pain?”


    


    “I don’t know but I’m not making it up.” She moved her hand, and I could see a red handprint on her cheek.


    


    “Wow, he left a mark.”


    


    “What?” Esther said. “Is it bad?”


    


    Even ghosts are vain.


    


    I heard sirens in the distance and realized that someone must have called 911 before Ravenwood killed her. I sat down next to Esther and sighed.


    


    “The coppers are coming,” Esther said.


    


    I nodded.


    


    “What are you going to tell them?”


    


    I looked at the corpses of the women and saw Kelly rise and stare at me. I turned back to Esther. “I don’t know.”


    


    But the sirens went past the dojo. They must have been on a call to somewhere else. I felt relieved by that, but that felt wrong because Ravenwood had just killed twelve women without blinking an eye. I felt like a total scumbag to find relief there. That didn’t help the women he killed.


    


    Kelly walked over and pulled me aside. “Those were good women,” Kelly said.


    


    “I’m sorry. He just pointed at them and they died.”


    


    Kelly closed her eyes. “We let them down, Jonathan. I let them down.”


    


    “Kelly—”


    


    “Don’t. We’re supposed to protect those who can’t protect themselves. That’s one of the things you taught me.”


    


    I nodded. I thought I might be sick.


    


    “We failed,” she said.


    


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    


    
       
    


    


    
       
    


    


    
       
    


    


    
       
    

  


  
    CHAPTER SIXTEEN


    


    


    


    Kelly frowned at me. “Why did Ravenwood kill them all?”


    


    “I don’t know.”


    


    Naomi placed a hand on my shoulder. “With Margie, it was the safest exit he had at hand. With the others, it was a demonstration.”


    


    “Something you want to tell us?”


    


    Naomi shrugged. “Ravenwood can possess anyone he wants. Well, except for you, Jonathan. To transfer to another host body, he needs physical contact. You saved me by pushing me back. He tried to get into Kelly, but she was too fast. You, as always, are immune to direct magic. If he can’t transfer, he simply kills the host to set his spirit free. Since he couldn’t possess you, he wasn’t going to take any chances that you would trap him in Margie’s body. So he killed her.”


    


    Kelly walked over to the bench and sat down.


    


    “You okay, Kelly?” I asked.


    


    “No.” Kelly ran a hand through her hair. “It’s my fault that she’s dead. It’s my fault that they’re all dead.”


    


    I shook my head. “This is Ravenwood’s fault. He’s the one who murdered them.”


    


    “Margie didn’t even want to come here,” Kelly said. “It was out of her way.”


    


    “You talked her into it,” I said.


    


    Kelly nodded. “I met her at a battered women’s shelter. She was so timid and skittish. I felt that I could help her, build her confidence, teach her to defend herself. If I’d left her alone, she’d still be alive. Hell, they’d all still be alive.”


    


    “You couldn’t know this would happen,” Naomi said.


    


    “Actions have consequences,” Kelly said. “I accept that. But I also accept responsibility for my students’ deaths. If I wanted to pass the blame around, I could lay the whole thing on you, Naomi. If you hadn’t come back into Jonathan’s life, none of this would have happened.”


    


    “Let’s not do this,” I said. “I’m sorry about Margie and the others.”


    


    Kelly stood and kissed me on the cheek. “I know you are. But Naomi is still holding out on us.” She turned and glared at Naomi. “Aren’t you?”


    


    “What do you mean?”


    


    “You know how Ravenwood transfers. You played dumb when Cantrell brought him up at the restaurant, but you knew Ravenwood was involved. That’s why you hired Jonathan.”


    


    “Oh, come on,” Naomi said.


    


    “Tell me I’m wrong.”


    


    “I know you’re upset, but remember that Ravenwood possessed my father and killed my mother.”


    


    “Well there you go, Naomi. You hired Jonathan to prove that your father was innocent. I think we’ve established that.”


    


    “And?”


    


    “And nothing,” Kelly said. “Your father is innocent. Case closed. Go away.”


    


    “I can’t do that. My father’s name has not been cleared.”


    


    “The body count isn’t high enough for you yet?”


    


    “It’s not like that.”


    


    “Could have fooled me.”


    


    “Okay, that’s enough,” I said.


    


    “No,” Kelly said. “I have a theory. I think Naomi knew Ravenwood was loose before she ever hired you.” She turned to Naomi. “Care to deny it?”


    


    Naomi didn’t say anything.


    


    “And there you go,” Kelly said. “The truth is in the silence.”


    


    I didn’t know what to say.


    


    “You going to admit it?” Kelly asked.


    


    Naomi nodded. “Fine, I knew Ravenwood was loose. I was there when he got free, but he still has to be stopped.”


    


    I closed my eyes. “You were there?” I opened them and stared at her.


    


    “Yes. My father brought the three crystals together, thinking that—”


    


    “He did what?” Kelly said. “Was he really that stupid?”


    


    “He thought that with my help and the help of the two custodians who protected the other crystals that we could control him. Unfortunately Ravenwood killed the other two wizards and possessed my father. I wasn’t actually in the room, so I was able to get away.”


    


    “This all happened without Al knowing anything about it?” I asked.


    


    “Anselma approved the project. We had the three crystals in the same room for weeks with no problem. My father and the other custodians ran test after test, and there didn’t seem to be any danger. They had three Sekutar warriors guarding the room just in case.”


    


    “Three?” Kelly asked.


    


    Naomi sighed. “DGI secretly kept at least seven warriors alive.”


    


    “Including me?”


    


    “You’d be number eight, but DGI didn’t keep you alive. Jonathan did. DGI wanted you destroyed, but my father talked them out of it. He figured if he could get them to spare you, it would make it easier for them to keep sparing the other warriors too.”


    


    Kelly grabbed Naomi by the throat. “I ought to kill you,” she said. “You’re a lying sack of shit.”


    


    “Calm down, Kelly,” I said. Kelly and I knew that the rest of the original Sekutar were dead because we’d been there when they were destroyed and had barely escaped with our lives. Naomi might not know that the program had been reinstated. It wasn’t important either way. We all knew there were more warriors. First generation or second wasn’t really a factor.


    


    “She was in on it from the start,” Kelly said. “Just like I told you. She’s using you like she did before. Only this time, the cost in lives is greater.”


    


    “I hired Jonathan because I knew he’d be safe from Ravenwood,” Naomi said, her voice coming out choked by Kelly’s grip. “And since Ravenwood knows whatever the people he possessed know, I was hoping some of my father’s fear of Jonathan would rub off.”


    


    “Your father was afraid of me?” I asked. That surprised me.


    


    “You couldn’t be controlled. That scared him. I never told him about you being impervious to magic. And now you’re our best hope of stopping Ravenwood.”


    


    “Kelly, let her go.”


    


    “I don’t take orders from you, Jonathan.”


    


    “It wasn’t an order. I just think we can discuss this like civilized people.”


    


    “She’s a liar.”


    


    “Yes, I believe you’ve established that.”


    


    “She’ll keep lying.”


    


    “She has no reason to lie now.”


    


    “She doesn’t need a reason. It’s a habit.” But Kelly released her and stepped back.


    


    Naomi rubbed her throat. “Thank you,” she said.


    


    “Lie to me again, bitch. See if you can thank me after I snap your neck.”


    


    “For someone who thinks the body count is too high, you sure like to play the violence card.”


    


    “When innocent people die, it bothers me. Whatever happens to you, you brought on yourself. Big difference.”


    


    “Naomi,” I said. “I need to know what’s going on.”


    


    “So far, you managed to get Ravenwood’s attention, and he checked you out. I think he was trying to possess you the whole time you were doing the demonstration with Margie. The fact that he couldn’t will keep you on his radar. But I don’t know that he considers you much of a threat or he’d have killed you.”


    


    “Just like that.” I intentionally withheld the fact that Ravenwood said we might be useful.


    


    “It wouldn’t be difficult. You can’t be affected by direct magic, but indirect magic will certainly work on you. He could open a hole beneath you a thousand feet deep and let you fall to your death. He could control all the weapons in Kelly’s cabinet over there and have them all attack you at once. You might block some, but you’d be killed eventually.”


    


    “Nice to know.”


    


    “He’s primarily dangerous to wizards, of course. He doesn’t care about normal people. If anything, he’d think of them as his subjects. He won’t go out of his way to hurt them, but he won’t care if they’re lost as collateral damage, as you just witnessed. I learned a lot before he escaped. We were wrong about so many things.”


    


    “Such as?” I asked.


    


    “Magic isn’t dying at all. Through the centuries, wizards have simply lost the ability to tap into the power lines that encircle the planet. Ravenwood can tap into them with no trouble at all. He waited until the crystals were united, and then he escaped. He tapped into the power, killed two wizards faster than I can tell you about it, and took over my father so he’d have a vessel.”


    


    I considered this. The belief among wizards was that the power lines were fading and that was why magic was dying. Some areas still have more energy than others—such as the ley lines in the Welsh countryside. From what Naomi was saying, the entire theory would have to be reassessed.


    


    “What happened to the crystals?” Kelly asked.


    


    “Destroyed. Just like I said. Ravenwood isn’t going to be recaptured that way.”


    


    “So you let us waste time looking for the Alyshian?”


    


    “I told Jonathan the crystals were destroyed. I’m letting Al and Frank waste time on that. The only reason I even called Frank was because I figured Lina would call him. It’s best to have them searching for the crystal because they would be liabilities if they came in contact with Ravenwood. Al already knows this, or he wouldn’t have cleared everyone out of DGI.”


    


    “And why did you send us there?” I asked.


    


    “I didn’t. You and Kelly just left me here with your pretty, little ghost. Silly me, I figured if I told you Al was at DGI that Kelly wouldn’t want to go anywhere near there.”


    


    “You think I’m afraid of them?” Kelly asked.


    


    “If I were you, I would be.”


    


    “You’re not me.”


    


    “Hold on a second. You said Al knows this, but he doesn’t think Ravenwood is actually free. He was worried about the possibility.”


    


    Naomi sighed. “When I called Frank about the Sekutar, Al was with him. So I figured I’d best come clean about Ravenwood being free.”


    


    “I think you’re all in this together,” Kelly said.


    


    Naomi sighed. “Think what you want, Kelly. Al and Frank didn’t want to believe Ravenwood was free, but they agreed to take precautions anyway.”


    


    “So are they still wasting time looking for the crystal, or did you tell them about that part too?” I asked.


    


    “I didn’t tell them about the crystals,” Naomi said. “The only person at DGI who knows about that is Anselma, but so far as I know, she’s still in Zurich. So yes, I think they’re looking for the crystal. What else would they be doing?”


    


    “Working with Ravenwood, perhaps?” Kelly said.


    


    “Oh, that’s priceless. Next you’re going to accuse me of working with him.”


    


    “Wow, and you’re psychic too.”


    


    “Ravenwood killed my parents!”


    


    I looked at Kelly. “To work with him, she’d have to be able to see him or at least hear him. Right?”


    


    Kelly shrugged. “How the hell should I know?”


    


    “She couldn’t see Esther, so how could she see Ravenwood?”


    


    “Maybe she uses the crystals.”


    


    “How many times do I have to tell you that the crystals were all destroyed?” Naomi said.


    


    “And who told us that?” Kelly asked and gave Naomi an accusatory look. “Why should we believe anything you say? Why shouldn’t I just kill you now?”


    


    I stepped between them and grabbed Kelly by the upper arms. She could have tossed me aside, but she simply stared past me at Naomi. “There’s been enough death for one day,” I said.


    


    Kelly nodded. She looked over at the bodies still sprawled on the floor. “She’s playing us, Jonathan.”


    


    “I know you think so, but I’m not convinced.”


    


    “You could be standing on the gallows and she could be putting the noose around your neck and you’d still be, ‘Oh no, Naomi would never do anything to hurt me.’ When are you going to wake up?”


    


    “Can we deal with this tomorrow?”


    


    “Far better to deal with it now.”


    


    “No, right now we should deal with the bodies of your students.”


    


    She grew silent for a moment. “You’re right.”


    


    I looked at the fallen women. “What do we do with them?” I asked.


    


    “I’ll handle it. Just help me get them to the back room. I’ll notify their families.”


    


    “And tell them what, exactly?”


    


    Kelly didn’t answer. I wasn’t not sure the magnitude of the situation had hit us until that moment. I think we were all in shock. We couldn’t tell anyone the truth. Nobody would believe it. But how could we explain twelve women dying—one with a broken neck and the others who simply stopped living?


    


    “I’ll have to think about that,” Kelly said. She shook her head, and for the first time since I’d met her, Kelly Chan looked completely lost.


    


    We all started toward the bodies, but Kelly spun and shoved Naomi back.


    


    “You aren’t worthy enough to touch them,” Kelly said.


    


    Naomi just nodded. “I’m sorry,” she said. As she stared at the bodies, I thought the ramifications of what she’d helped to set in motion were weighing on her. I saw tears in her eyes as she turned away, and I wanted to go to her, but Kelly and I had other business to handle.


    


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    


    
       
    


    


    
       
    


    


    
       
    


    


    
       
    

  


  
    CHAPTER SEVENTEEN


    


    


    


    That night, I tossed and turned on Kelly’s couch. We agreed that it was best to stay close together. Esther stood in the center of the room, keeping a watchful, if ghostly, eye on everything. Should Ravenwood put in an appearance, she would wake me. I couldn’t get the image out of my mind of Ravenwood pointing and having eleven women drop dead.


    


    Naomi slept in a sleeping bag on Kelly’s bedroom floor. Kelly refused to allow her to use the bed. I figured we’d done a great job getting Kelly to let Naomi stay there at all. Meanwhile, Kelly walked patrols around the building. She wouldn’t be able to see Ravenwood, but she could spot any Sekutar warriors who might want to pay us a visit. It made her feel proactive.


    


    Instead of sleeping, I ran questions through my mind. How deep was Naomi involved in this mess? Did it include other wizards? Since Ravenwood was so powerful, why was he wasting time checking me out, and why was he interested in Naomi? Did he think she had the crystal or crystals? Had they actually been destroyed? If not, could they be used to trap him again? If that wasn’t an option, could he be killed? My first thought was that if he possessed someone, maybe we could kill that person and he would die too, but I knew that was crap because Margie died and he wasn’t affected. How do you stop someone who can simply point at people and make them die? How do you kill something that’s already dead?


    


    Sadly that last question was one that I often wrestled with in my line of work. So many questions. My head felt about to explode. I sat up and rubbed my temples.


    


    “You should be sleeping,” Esther said.


    


    “I wish I could.”


    


    “You didn’t ask me, but I want you to know that I agree with Kelly. I think that Dumb Dora in there is trouble with a capital T.”


    


    “Noted. But I think she’s on our side.”


    


    “You would.” Esther moved closer. “Why don’t you walk away?”


    


    “I don’t think that’s an option anymore.”


    


    “You think that creep who slapped me will come after you?”


    


    “I don’t know. Maybe. He called me a necromancer.”


    


    “Some palooka who can raise the dead? Maybe he thinks that because you can see him. And me too.”


    


    “But necromancers control the dead.”


    


    “He doesn’t know you can’t.”


    


    “I don’t see how that helps us.”


    


    “It might be berries for later.”


    


    “I doubt it. Too many things don’t make sense to me.” I leaned back on the sofa.


    


    “At least you’re thinking about them. Now get some shut-eye.”


    


    “I think I’ll check on Naomi first.”


    


    I rolled off the couch. The bedroom door stood slightly ajar. I pushed it open a bit farther. Naomi sat up in the sleeping bag.


    


    “You can’t sleep either?” I asked.


    


    “Not a wink. You talking to the ghost out there?”


    


    “Yeah,” I said and entered the room. I closed the door behind myself.


    


    “I thought I heard you speaking. Seemed kinda odd hearing only one side of a conversation.”


    


    I sat down on the edge of Kelly’s bed.


    


    Naomi looked up at me with sad eyes. “You think I’m out to hurt you,” she said. It was not a question.


    


    “Don’t confuse Kelly’s accusations with my beliefs.”


    


    “You did stand up for me a bit. That was nice.”


    


    “Don’t call me nice,” I said.


    


    “I like nice.”


    


    “Nice is boring.”


    


    She smiled and rose to put her arms around my neck. “I could use a healthy dose of boring right about now.” She kissed me.


    


    “My kind of bored,” I said.


    


    She kissed me again then pulled off her shirt. “Let’s see how boring we can be.”


    


    I shook my head. “Sorry.”


    


    I pushed her back a bit. There was no way I could make love with her until I knew the true reality of our situation.


    


    “Really?” she said.


    


    “Get some sleep.”


    


    I left her there and returned to the living room without looking back.


    


    “You all right?” Esther asked.


    


    I didn’t answer. I stretched out on the couch and went to sleep.


    


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    


    
       
    


    When I woke up, I felt I hadn’t had any rest at all.  Clearly hours had passed.  Kelly sat at the dining room table with her hand on the typewriter as she spoke in whispers with Esther.  I strained to hear them but couldn’t make out any words.  So I sat up, pretending to be ready to face the new day.


    
       
    


    “What’s for breakfast?” I asked.


    
       
    


    “Whatever you fix,” Kelly said.


    
       
    


    “I miss my old breakfast of joe and sinkers,” Esther said, looking wistful.


    
       
    


    “Coffee and doughnuts?  Sounds good to me.”  I rubbed my face.  “I’ll make a run to the shop, but first I want a shower.”


    
       
    


    “I, for one, would appreciate that,” Kelly said.


    
       
    


    “Me taking a shower or me getting doughnuts?”


    
       
    


    She just smiled.  It was good to see her smile.  After last evening, I wasn’t sure she’d ever be able to smile again.


    
       
    


    To get to the shower, I had to pass through the bedroom.  I eased the door open so as not to wake Naomi.  I stepped into the room and saw that there was no reason to be quiet.


    
       
    


    Naomi was gone.


    
       
    


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    


    
       
    


    “I didn’t see her leave,” Esther said.


    
       
    


    “She’s better than I thought,” Kelly said.  “It’s not that easy to slip past me.”


    
       
    


    “Did she slip past, or was she abducted?”  I held up her cell phone.  “This was on the nightstand.”


    
       
    


    “As if that means anything?” Kelly said.  “Your little head is doing all your thinking.”


    
       
    


    “Not all my thinking.”


    
       
    


    “Just couldn’t keep it in your pants, could you?”


    
       
    


    “Actually I did keep it in my pants, but that—”


    
       
    


    My cell phone rang.  I hoped it was Naomi, but when I checked the caller ID, it read Sharon.


    
       
    


    “Took you longer than a few hours,” I said, happy for the distraction.


    
       
    


    “Your request was not a simple one,” Sharon said.


    
       
    


    “What did you find?”


    
       
    


    “Nothing real.”


    
       
    


    “I don’t understand.  What do you mean nothing?”


    
       
    


    “Nada, zilch, zero information.  I checked everywhere, which is why it took so long.  I even checked the Forbidden Texts at great risk to my personal well-being, so I can tell you with absolute authority that there is no mention of a Blake Ravenwood anywhere in any historical record in any part of this world or in any time period.”


    
       
    


    “So you were thorough.”


    
       
    


    “I’m a librarian.”


    
       
    


    “You said nothing real.”


    
       
    


    “I found one book of mythology in the Forbidden Texts that mentioned Blake Ravenwood as something along the lines of the Bloody Mary urban legend.”


    
       
    


    “Can I have you check a few other things?”


    
       
    


    Kelly and Esther looked at me impatiently, but I turned away from them.  I didn’t know what to make of Naomi’s being gone, but I knew I still needed more information, and maybe it could prove useful.


    
       
    


    “You already owe me Rockies tickets,” Sharon said.


    
       
    


    “And two silver dollars for your collection, I know.  Just run a quick check for me on an artifact called the Alyshian Crystal.”


    
       
    


    “You’ll have to spell that.”


    
       
    


    I did.


    
       
    


    I heard her fingers clicking away on a keyboard.


    
       
    


    “You sure about the spelling?”


    
       
    


    “Pretty sure.”


    
       
    


    “I’ll try a few variations, but I’m getting nothing on a preliminary search.  You want me to go deeper?”


    
       
    


    “Can you check that mythology book you found?”


    
       
    


    “I have it here.  Hang on.”


    
       
    


    I heard pages flipping.  I wondered about that.  I’d never heard of anyone removing one of the Forbidden Texts from the collection.  I wondered if she were in the stacks now.  But if she were there, how could she get a signal to use her cell?


    
       
    


    “There’s no reference to any crystal on the pages near the one that referenced Ravenwood.”


    
       
    


    “Okay.  Thanks, Sharon.  I owe you.”


    
       
    


    I got off the phone, turned to Kelly and Esther, and filled them in.


    
       
    


    “My guess,” Kelly said, “is that there were never any crystals.  I know Ravenwood is real because you saw him and he killed my students, but other than that, I think those damned wizards lied to us about everything.”


    
       
    


    “But why?”


    
       
    


    “How should I know?”


    
       
    


    I shook my head.  “No, I think they told the truth as they knew it.  I think they went out of their way to keep any information about Ravenwood and the crystals out of the historical record.  That way they wouldn’t have to worry too much about anyone trying to track down the crystals to restore him.  It doesn’t take long for bad guys to seem good to some people.  There are women who’d marry Charles Manson, for example, and folks who don’t believe the Holocaust ever happened.”


    
       
    


    “So you think what exactly?”


    
       
    


    “I think that after a few centuries, Ravenwood was reduced to the level of myth but only passed down by word of mouth through the wizard community with that one exception in the Forbidden Texts.”


    
       
    


    “Those creep me out,” Esther said.


    
       
    


    “That’s why they’re forbidden,” Kelly said.  “No sane person would ever want to go through them.”


    
       
    


    “So your librarian dame is crazy?” Esther asked.


    
       
    


    “Not exactly,” I said.  I figured the less said about Sharon’s true nature, the better.


    
       
    


    Kelly paced the floor.  “So we’re dealing with a sorcerer who’s only known as myth in the oral tradition and our only source of information is from people who don’t want us to know anything.”


    
       
    


    “That about sums it up,” I said.


    
       
    


    “Wonderful.  Do you have that printout you got of DGI employees?”


    
       
    


    “It’s in the car.  But I think we should try to find Naomi.”


    
       
    


    “If she left on her own, she won’t be easy to find,” Kelly said.  “And if she was abducted, you’ll probably get a phone call.”


    
       
    


    “Unless they killed her,” Esther said.


    
       
    


    “You’re both so helpful.  All right, Kelly, can you get the printout?  I’ll go through Naomi’s phone and see if I can shake anything loose.”


    
       
    


    “You got it.”


    
       
    


    She left and I scrolled through the names in Naomi’s phone.  I tried Cantrell first, but it went directly to voice mail.  So I tried Al.  Same result.  I didn’t bother to leave messages.  I recognized a few of the names in the phone but not many.  When Kelly returned with the printout, I scanned the names on the list again and thought I might recognize a few, but I wasn’t sure.  The only person I knew but hadn’t tried was Lina.


    
       
    


    I figured she’d be more likely to answer if I used Naomi’s phone.


    
       
    


    She answered on the first ring.


    
       
    


    “Hello, dear,” Lina said.


    
       
    


    “Hi, Lina.”


    
       
    


    “You’re not Naomi.”


    
       
    


    “It’s Jonathan.”


    
       
    


    She was silent.


    
       
    


    “Have you heard from Naomi since last night?” I asked.  “It’s important.”


    
       
    


    “You have her phone.”


    
       
    


    “She left it here.”


    
       
    


    “I haven’t heard from her, but I don’t know that I’d tell you if I had.”


    
       
    


    “Fair enough.  Have you talked to Al Davidson or Frank Cantrell?”


    
       
    


    “Not for years.  I don’t run with that crowd.”


    
       
    


    “That crowd?” I asked.


    
       
    


    “What I mean,” she said, backtracking as if she’d said more than she intended, “is that I’m not a part of Dragon Gate Industries.”


    
       
    


    “Neither is Frank.”


    
       
    


    “I have nothing more to say to you.”  She didn’t sound upset, but she did sound frightened.


    
       
    


    “Naomi is in danger,” I said.


    
       
    


    “So are you, Jonathan.  And you’re bringing that trouble to me too.  I am not involved in this.”  She said the last as if she were speaking to anyone else who might be listening.  Then she hung up on me.


    
       
    


    I imagined her either putting up extra wards around her home or packing her bags to run away until things blew over, three or four hundred years from now.


    
       
    


    If Naomi had skipped out on us, she would have taken her phone.  I felt that in my soul.  I didn’t mention that to Kelly because she’d say Naomi left it on purpose in hopes that I’d play pit bull and chew away at her Ravenwood problem until I killed him or he killed me.  I didn’t believe that.  Naomi had been taken away.  I couldn’t accept any other explanation.


    
       
    


    As soon as I came to that conclusion, the door opened and Naomi entered the apartment with a box of doughnuts in her hands.  She smiled at me.


    
       
    


    “Hey, sleepyhead, I brought breakfast.”


    
       
    


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    


    
       
    


    


    
       
    


    


    
       
    


    


    
       
    

  


  
    CHAPTER EIGHTEEN


    


    


    


    Kelly grabbed a sword from the wall and darted toward Naomi.


    


    “Whoa!” I said, jumping between them.


    


    “It’s not her, Jonathan! It’s Ravenwood possessing her.” Kelly shoved me aside.


    


    “Paranoid much?” Naomi asked. She had her back to the wall, sword tip to her throat.


    


    Esther shook her head. “Don’t trust her, Jonathan. She wants to bump you off.”


    


    “With doughnuts?”


    


    “This isn’t a game,” Kelly said.


    


    “So run me through,” Naomi said. “I know you’d like nothing better.”


    


    “No. If you’re Ravenwood, you’re trapped there until you touch someone or you kill your host body.”


    


    “That would make sense if I were Ravenwood. But I’m just me. I slipped out to grab breakfast for everyone.” She held up the box of doughnuts as proof. “Didn’t you get my text, Jonathan?”


    


    “You left your phone here.”


    


    “I texted you before I left.”


    


    I felt stupid. I hadn’t checked my phone. I’d answered the call from Sharon but hadn’t looked to see if I had any messages. I reached into my pocket for my cell.


    


    “Why didn’t anyone see you leave?” Kelly asked.


    


    “I don’t know.”


    


    “I’d have seen you,” Kelly said. The sword tip pressed hard enough to draw blood.


    


    I finally got the phone unlocked and pulled up my texts. Sure enough, there was one new message. It read, Getting food, BRB - N.


    


    “She’s telling the truth. I have a text here.”


    


    “Why didn’t your phone go off?” Kelly asked.


    


    “I might have turned it off accidentally.”


    


    “Or she might have just sent the text magically.”


    


    I opened Naomi’s phone and checked it. “It’s in her phone too, as a sent text.”


    


    “She’s not stupid, Jonathan. She could send it both places. That’s minor magic.”


    


    “Kelly is right,” Naomi said. “I could easily do that but I didn’t. I don’t know what to tell you to make you believe me. I went out the back door to the balcony and took the fire escape. If you go look, you’ll see that I left it down.”


    


    “Why didn’t you come back that way?” Kelly asked.


    


    “I didn’t want to drop the doughnuts.”


    


    “Bullshit.”


    


    “There has to be a way to prove I’m me,” Naomi said.


    


    “I can tell,” Esther said.


    


    I watched to see if Naomi had a reaction to what Esther said, but she didn’t seem to have heard. Naomi simply looked at Kelly. “Or you can just kill me.”


    


    I turned to Esther. “How can you do that?”


    


    “She’ll just run me through,” Naomi said, looking at me like I was an idiot.


    


    “Take me closer,” Esther said. “I’ll walk through her. If that Ravenwood palooka is in there, I won’t be able to go through her without feeling him.”


    


    Kelly looked at me. “Did Esther say something?”


    


    I nodded. “She said she can tell if it’s Naomi. Hang on.” I went to the kitchen table, picked up the typewriter, and carried it over to Naomi. “Okay, Esther. Check her out,” I said.


    


    Esther stood before Naomi.


    


    “What’s she going to do?” Naomi asked, looking around. She seemed a little nervous.


    


    I didn’t answer.


    


    Esther reached out a tentative hand and touched Naomi’s shoulder. She pushed and her hand went through Naomi into the wall. Esther turned her back to Naomi then took a step backward so she stood inside her.


    


    Esther stepped forward. “She’s all jake.”


    


    “You’re sure?”


    


    “Positive.”


    


    “It’s all right, Kelly. Esther says we’re all clear.”


    


    Kelly didn’t lower the sword.


    


    “Kelly?”


    


    Kelly stared hard at Naomi. Then slowly she lowered the blade.


    


    Naomi smiled. “Anyone for doughnuts?”


    


    “You probably poisoned them all,” Kelly said.


    


    “You want me to take a bite out of each one?” Naomi asked.


    


    “That would only prove you’ve spent years building up a tolerance.”


    


    “Oh, like I’ve been planning to bring you poisoned doughnuts for years,” Naomi said. “You know, yesterday I was afraid of you, but now I just think you’re a bitch.”


    


    Kelly grinned. “That’s the nicest thing you’ve ever said to me.”


    


    Kelly grabbed me by the shoulder. “A word,” she said. She glanced over at Naomi. “In private.”


    


    “Go ahead,” Naomi said. “I’m hungry.” She took a glazed doughnut out of the box and took a bite. Then she rubbed her stomach. “One nice thing about magic is I never have to watch my figure.”


    


    I followed Kelly outside to the balcony. I kept the typewriter in my hands so Esther could join us. The fire escape had indeed been lowered. Kelly pulled it back up.


    


    Then she turned to me and rested a hand on the typewriter to include Esther. “You can’t possibly trust her now.”


    


    “I want to,” I said. Kelly didn’t understand that when I saw Naomi, I saw five years of my life wasted that should have been spent with her. She was not good for me and I knew that, but I didn’t care. I still loved her in spite of everything. But I knew I was kidding myself. I knew I was destined to spend my life alone. So I shook my head and faced reality. “I really want to, but no, I don’t trust her. She’s not telling us everything.”


    


    “Tell her to scram,” Esther said.


    


    “I know you’re both trying to look out for me, but who’s going to look after Naomi?”


    


    “Who gives a shit?” Kelly said.


    


    “I do. I know she’s not being completely honest with us, but she came to me for help. It’s not the first time a client has lied to us.”


    


    “They do that all the time,” Kelly said. “But this is different.”


    


    “How so?”


    


    “She’s not lying about having slept with a maid or something. She’s lying about being involved with a dangerous sorcerer. And I have the bodies of twelve of my students piled up downstairs to prove it.”


    


    “Naomi didn’t kill them.”


    


    “She’s complicit.”


    


    “Maybe. Tell you what,” I said. “I’ll keep my eyes open every step of the way for any sign of betrayal. You both watch my back, but unless you see something real, I want you to stop bitching about her.”


    


    “Why do you think she left by the fire escape?”


    


    “I can think of a reason,” I said. “And I don’t think it has anything to do with not wanting to wake me. I think that you might be right to a degree. She may be helping Ravenwood, but I don’t think it’s intentional.”


    


    Kelly gave me a confused look.


    


    “Think about it,” I said. “She left here by the fire escape, but she left her phone.”


    


    “So?”


    


    “I think maybe Ravenwood was here. I think he came in through the back door, possessed Naomi, and took her away to find out what he could from her then transferred to another host and sent her back here.”


    


    “She’d know that, wouldn’t she?” Kelly asked.


    


    “I don’t know. Maybe.”


    


    “So what do you suggest?”


    


    “Whether or not it’s intentional, I say we proceed with the assumption that anything we tell her, she tells Ravenwood. As such, when you and I talk about anything we want kept secret, we do so in private so she doesn’t hear.”


    


    “What about me?” Esther asked.


    


    “As long as you think the coast is clear, you can talk to me openly, but if I respond, I won’t give any details I don’t want Ravenwood to know.”


    


    “I can do that,” Esther said. “But you have to keep me with you.”


    


    “How are you going to explain carrying a typewriter everywhere?” Kelly asked.


    


    “A half-truth. Esther is with us to watch out for Ravenwood. Naomi will be cool with that.”


    


    “And if Ravenwood possesses Naomi?”


    


    “Don’t let her touch you,” I said. “And if Ravenwood tries to control you, I want you to get away fast.”


    


    “He won’t be able to control me,” Kelly said.


    


    “He’s controlling other warriors, and he isn’t even touching them.”


    


    “I’m not like them.”


    


    “Whatever. If you feel him trying to control you, though, I want you to get away even if you think you can remain in the driver’s seat. We can’t take the chance that you’re wrong. I don’t want you killing me for him.”


    


    “I wouldn’t do that.”


    


    “You wouldn’t. He might.”


    


    Kelly shook her head. She obviously thought I was crazy to think anyone could take her over, but she had to understand where I was coming from. The sorcerer had been able to control at least three Sekutar, and we knew from Naomi that there were at least four others still alive.


    


    “We good?” I asked.


    


    Kelly and Esther nodded.


    


    We went back into Kelly’s apartment. Naomi smiled and moved toward us. She threw her arms around me and planted a kiss on my lips. “My ears were ringing.”


    


    “I’ll bet,” Kelly said. “If you’d heard what I said, your ears would be bleeding.”


    


    “I don’t care what you said.”


    


    “You should care,” I said. “I need you to be honest with me.”


    


    “About?”


    


    “You slipping away without being seen or heard.”


    


    Naomi sighed and closed her eyes. She turned away from me. “I don’t know.”


    


    “You don’t know if you can be honest, or you don’t know what happened?”


    


    She took a deep breath and stared at the floor. When she spoke, her voice was practically a whisper. “I remember going to sleep,” she said. “Next thing I knew, I was at Winchell’s accepting change from the cashier.”


    


    “Ravenwood.”


    


    “I’m sorry,” she said with tears welling up in her eyes. “I couldn’t say anything. Kelly would have killed me.”


    


    “That’s not true. As long as you’re really you, no one will hurt you.”


    


    “If you say so.”


    


    “I do.” I hugged her then tried to lighten the mood a bit. “Did you save me a doughnut?”


    


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    


    
       
    


    


    
       
    


    


    
       
    


    


    
       
    

  


  
    CHAPTER NINETEEN


    


    


    


    The clock on Kelly’s wall read 10:00. We’d polished off the doughnuts, and the empty box sat open on the kitchen table. Esther’s typewriter sat next to the box, and Esther herself occupied a chair across from me. She glared at Naomi. It was wasted effort because Naomi couldn’t see her, but Esther didn’t seem to mind. Kelly had gone downstairs to teach her morning classes. I wondered how the students would feel if they knew about the twelve bodies stacked in the back room.


    


    “I want to see where Ravenwood broke free,” I said.


    


    Naomi shook her head. “I can’t take you there. It’s a secret DGI installation.”


    


    “We just went through this. Open and honest. Remember?”


    


    “But—”


    


    I waved her off. “We’re going. Don’t argue with me.”


    


    “I’m not arguing but I can’t tell you everything. I wish I could, but there are lines I can’t cross.”


    


    “So move the lines. Otherwise, I can’t help you.”


    


    She sighed. “All right. I’ll take you.”


    


    “Good. Esther is coming with us.”


    


    “I can’t show everyone a secret location.”


    


    “She’s dead,” I said. “Who is she going to tell?”


    


    “Kelly.”


    


    “Hell, I can tell Kelly.”


    


    Naomi laughed. “I forgot. You two don’t keep many secrets between you.”


    


    “And she still puts up with me. Hard to imagine, isn’t it?”


    


    “Fine. The ghost can come.”


    


    “What if I don’t want to go?” Esther asked.


    


    I grabbed the typewriter from the table. “You’re always asking to go, Esther.”


    


    She followed me to the coat closet. “Did I ask this time?”


    


    “I may need your help.”


    


    “You could ask.”


    


    “All right. Esther, will you please accompany us on a fun field trip?”


    


    “I’d rather stay here and pretend I can fix my nails.”


    


    I pulled a backpack from the top shelf of the closet and stuffed the typewriter into the pack. Then I slung it over my shoulder. “Pretend in the car,” I said.


    


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    


    
       
    


    The morning wind blew strong through the Tech Center.  Naomi had me park a block away from the building that housed the DGI offices.


    
       
    


    “Follow me,” she said.


    
       
    


    She climbed out of the Firebird and volunteered to carry the backpack.  I nodded, so she slipped it on her back and led me into a Starbucks.


    
       
    


    “She wants a cup of joe?” Esther asked.


    
       
    


    I followed her into the coffeehouse.  Naomi waved to a few of the baristas and moved toward the back by the restrooms, but instead of going into the ladies’ room, she entered their back room.  The place was filled with boxes of supplies—cases of cups and lids, big bottles of syrups and such.  It also held a small, cluttered desk and a file cabinet.  Naomi pulled one of the file cabinet drawers open, reached behind it, and flipped a switch.  The file cabinet slowly swung out to reveal a small door behind it.  After she waved her hands to remove the wards, she motioned for me to follow.


    
       
    


    It was a tight squeeze, but we ducked through into a dim corridor.


    
       
    


    “Pull the door closed,” Naomi said.


    
       
    


    I pulled the handle, and the file cabinet swung back against the wall, covering the doorway.  Naomi waved her hands to replace the wards then led us down the corridor to an elevator.


    
       
    


    “I really shouldn’t be showing this to you,” she said.  “If anyone at DGI finds out about this, I’m toast.”


    
       
    


    “So I shouldn’t add this to my Facebook status?”


    
       
    


    The elevator took us down a long, long way.  I was about to ask if we were heading to the ninth circle of Hades when we finally came to a halt and the doors swished open to a darkened tunnel.  Light from the elevator spilled out and seemed to be devoured by the dark.


    
       
    


    We stepped into the tunnel.  The floor felt like smooth rock, no doubt carved by magic.  The walls were rocky, and in a few places, the stone, sharp enough to cut, jutted out, so whoever carved it didn’t seem to care about the walls.  Then again, maybe they were left uneven intentionally.  Then the elevator doors closed, and the darkness ate the light.  We stood in pitch blackness.


    
       
    


    “Somebody forget to pay the electric bill?” I asked.


    
       
    


    Naomi uttered a spell, and two sconces on the wall flared to life.  They didn’t give off a lot of light, so I couldn’t tell how far the tunnel went in either direction.  Naomi led us off to the left.  As we walked, the flames leaped from sconce to sconce along the wall to keep our current path illuminated.


    
       
    


    We walked for what seemed like a mile but was probably less than a block.  It felt longer because we could see only a few feet in front of us, and when I looked behind us, the darkness seemed to be chasing us.  If I had to hazard a guess, I’d say we were directly beneath the DGI offices.


    
       
    


    The tunnel curved and a dim red glow shimmered on the rocky ceiling, walls, and floor ahead.  As we rounded the bend, I saw a huge gate that glowed red and orange behind a multitude of magical wards that seemed to pulse darkness into the red.  I’d never seen so many wards in one place.  There were hundreds of them—small, dark disks that held back the light.


    
       
    


    “What the hell is this?” I asked.


    
       
    


    “You don’t need to know.”


    
       
    


    I approached the gate for a closer look.


    
       
    


    Naomi grabbed my arm and tried to pull me away.  “Don’t get too close to it.”


    
       
    


    Suddenly it hit me.  Dragon Gate Industries.  It wasn’t just a name pulled out of a hat.  “This is an actual dragon gate?”


    
       
    


    Fire danced behind the wards and seemed to be trying to burn through them.  The closer I got, the stronger the flames threw themselves at the wards.


    
       
    


    “Get back.”


    
       
    


    I stepped back and the flames softened.


    
       
    


    “What’s in there?” I asked.


    
       
    


    Naomi shook her head.  “I hope we never find out.”


    
       
    


    “Is this where Ravenwood broke out?”


    
       
    


    “No, there’s a lab down the hall here.”


    
       
    


    I nodded to Esther.  “Want to take a look behind the wards?”


    
       
    


    “Not a chance,” Esther said.


    
       
    


    Naomi grabbed my wrist.  “If you’re telling Esther to check out the gate, you really don’t want to do that.  It could destroy her.”


    
       
    


    “She’s already dead.”


    
       
    


    “I’m standing right here,” Esther said, giving me an indignant glare.


    
       
    


    “Doesn’t matter,” Naomi said.  “Can we please get away from this?  I don’t like standing so close to it.”


    
       
    


    “All right,” I said and followed her down the hall.  I took a few glances back at it.  The darkness no longer seemed to be closing in on us.


    
       
    


    Esther pursed her lips at me.  “Trying to make me go away?”


    
       
    


    “I didn’t know it could be dangerous for you, Esther.”


    
       
    


    Naomi led us down the hall, and as the flames jumped ahead to a series of sconces, I saw pieces of a shattered door lying on the ground with one piece of oak beam, a two-by-four embedded at an angle in the stone wall at about eye level.


    
       
    


    “This must be the place,” I said.


    
       
    


    “Wow,” Naomi said.  “You really are a detective.”


    
       
    


    “Nothing gets past me,” I said.


    
       
    


    “Except you keep trusting her,” Esther said, jutting her chin toward Naomi.


    
       
    


    I didn’t acknowledge Esther’s jab.


    
       
    


    Instead, I approached the piece of wood stabbing into the wall.  I felt around the splintered edges of the beam.  The energy required to actually embed the wood into the cavern wall would have been immense.  “Unreal,” I said.


    
       
    


    “In here,” Naomi said.


    
       
    


    I walked across what remained of the door and entered the room.  As we stepped inside, the room lit up.  The place looked like it had been a victim of a shock-and-awe attack on a Baghdad neighborhood.  The room stank of sulfur.  Chunks of stone leaned against the cracked, blackened wall.  Cullet littered the floor.  At least, I thought most of it was broken glass until I looked closer and saw that it was shattered crystal.


    
       
    


    “Alyshian and friends?” I asked, squatting to sift through pieces of the crystals.


    
       
    


    “Destroyed,” Naomi said, hands on hips.  “Just like I told you.”


    
       
    


    Esther shrugged.  “So the old bird didn’t lie about everything.”


    
       
    


    “Can they be reassembled?”


    
       
    


    Naomi laughed.  “Look at them.  They’re in a million pieces.”


    
       
    


    “All the king’s wizards,” I said and let the pieces fall back to the scarred floor.  The pieces glittered with light when they hit the ground then went dormant.  I looked around the room and saw what looked like a beat-up wet bar, but the shelves behind it were empty.  I couldn’t see what else was behind the bar, but I figured I’d check it out before we left.


    
       
    


    “Nobody at DGI even knows the crystals were destroyed,” Naomi said.  “They can’t find out.”


    
       
    


    Esther waved her arms at me.  “Jonathan, we need to get out of here.”


    
       
    


    “Hold on, Esther.”  I faced Naomi.  “You said you told Al that Ravenwood was loose.  Wouldn’t that suggest to him that the crystals were destroyed?”


    
       
    


    Esther moved in front of me again.  “We need to go!”


    
       
    


    “Quiet, Esther.  We’re busy.  Naomi?”


    
       
    


    “No,” Naomi said.  “They think the Alyshian is still intact and that they can use it to imprison Ravenwood.”


    
       
    


    “Fine,” Esther said.  “Ignore me.”  She stood in the center of the floor, looked away from us, and started tapping her foot.


    
       
    


    “Why would they think that?”


    
       
    


    “Because I told them my father hid it.”


    
       
    


    “And how do they think Ravenwood freed himself?”


    
       
    


    “They don’t know.  They think that maybe the magic is weakening and he managed to squeeze out.  I let them run with that one.”


    
       
    


    I frowned.


    
       
    


    “I don’t think they believe you,” I said, standing up.  I nodded past her to the open doorway.


    
       
    


    Naomi turned.


    
       
    


    Al Davidson, Frank Cantrell, and a woman I’d never seen stood blocking our exit.


    
       
    


    “An astute observation, Mr. Shade,” said the woman I didn’t know.


    
       
    


    “I tried to warn you,” Esther said.


    
       
    


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    


    
       
    


    


    
       
    


    


    
       
    


    


    
       
    

  


  
    CHAPTER TWENTY


    


    


    


    The woman held a black baton in one hand and wore what looked to me like a horse jockey’s uniform with white pants, red jacket, and black boots. She even had a helmet, which only made her look more intense. Cantrell shook his head. Al looked pissed, but if you ask me, he always looked like someone had jabbed a corncob up his ass.


    


    “I don’t think we’ve met,” I said to the woman.


    


    “You’ll wish we hadn’t.”


    


    I nodded. “Already there.”


    


    The woman waved her hands, and a light shimmered across the doorway and seemed to solidify. I assumed it was some sort of barrier to prevent us from leaving the room. She, Al, and Cantrell stood on the opposite side of the force field.


    


    Cantrell shrugged. “Sorry, sweetheart,” he said to Naomi. At least, I hoped he wasn’t talking to me. That would prove awkward.


    


    “Frank,” the woman said, motioning for him to lean toward her. She whispered in his ear while she slapped her baton against her thigh.


    


    “Should I go listen?” Esther asked.


    


    I shook my head. I suspected the woman was simply getting the lowdown on what was going on.


    


    I nudged Naomi. “Who is she?”


    


    “Anselma Kaiser,” Naomi said. “She’s head of the Wizard Council at DGI.” She looked worried.


    


    Anselma kept slapping that baton against her thigh as she whispered to Al and Frank.


    


    “I’ll bet she has quite a bruise on that leg,” I said.


    


    Anselma turned her attention back to Naomi. “I’m disappointed in you, Naomi.” She shook her head. “You had such potential.”


    


    Naomi looked ready to cry. “We thought we were doing the right thing.”


    


    “Those shards on the floor,” Anselma said, pointing at the shattered crystals with her baton. “All three crystals?”


    


    Naomi hesitated a moment then slowly nodded.


    


    Anselma closed her eyes and took a deep breath.


    


    Naomi stared at the floor.


    


    “And you brought an outsider into our sanctuary? In the old days, you would have been executed for such gross negligence.”


    


    “Good thing these aren’t the old days,” I said.


    


    She shot me a look that would make an oak tree shrivel up and blow away.


    


    “Show some respect,” Al said.


    


    “Blow me.”


    


    “He ain’t one of us,” Cantrell said to Anselma. “He don’t know how this is supposed to go down.”


    


    “I’m not here to educate a vulgarian,” she said. Then to me, “Curb your tongue, Mr. Shade. This only concerns you to the extent that your utter incompetence has exacerbated the problem and endangered the lives of my associates.”


    


    “Hold on a second,” I said, but she refused to look at me.


    


    Al shook his head. “You don’t have the right to address the Head of Council,” he said.


    


    “Fine,” I said. “I’ll talk to you instead. Tell Hitler-with-Tits here that she needs to climb down off her high horse and—”


    


    “Why you . . .” Al started but couldn’t get the words out. Somehow I think I may have overshot the effect I was aiming for by, oh, a few light years.


    


    Al and Cantrell both stared at me in shock and anger. Al’s fists glowed before Cantrell’s, but both of them were drawing up energy to blast me to shreds. The five-second rule for pulling up magic didn’t help me here because there was nowhere to go. I knew that in a moment, they’d discover that I was immune to direct magic.


    


    As they let loose their attack, it occurred to me that maybe I could have been more diplomatic. The room flashed white as the blast shimmered through the barrier. I wasn’t sure what to do when the energy washed over me. Was this supposed to stun me? Kill me? Should I fly across the room and pretend to be injured or unconscious?


    


    In the end, I simply shrugged and gave them an impish grin.


    


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    


    
       
    


    


    
       
    


    


    
       
    


    


    
       
    

  


  
    CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE


    


    


    


    Al and Frank stared at me for a moment, amazed that I wasn’t out of commission.


    


    “What the hell?” Frank said.


    


    “We can’t penetrate the barrier,” Al said.


    


    Sometimes people will believe what they want to believe, and all the evidence in the world won’t change their views. If they’d bothered to pay attention, they’d see that the crystal shards had been blown around my feet and the front half of the room had nothing on the floor. They might have noticed that the wall behind me had wisps of smoke trailing from it. Maybe their view was slightly obscured by the shimmering barrier, but that barrier had not blocked their attack at all.


    


    “You got lucky,” Cantrell said, stabbing a stubby forefinger in my direction.


    


    “Damn, I knew I should have bought a Powerball ticket today.”


    


    I approached the barrier but stopped before I reached it. I didn’t want to just walk through it while they were still under the impression that magic worked on me. That would be stupid, and my mother tried to instill some sense into my head before she passed away. I like to believe that some of it took seed and maybe even grew. Then again, when I was twenty, I felt certain that I knew everything, while these days I felt certain I knew nothing. Amazing how the intelligence goes away as you get older. It can’t be that we learn that we aren’t as smart as we think. Right?


    


    Anselma stared at me. It was a stern look, but from the modicum of respect it contained, I wondered if she realized the energy had passed through the barrier. I decided she must not have been able to tell or she’d have said something about it.


    


    She looked away from me and addressed Naomi. “You and I are going to talk. I don’t want this conversation to be overheard by Mr. Shade. He knows far too much already.”


    


    “I hired him to help.”


    


    “You’ll accompany me to my office,” Anselma said. She gestured to the barrier, and it opened enough for Naomi to pass through. As Naomi still wore the backpack, Esther was forced to follow.


    


    “I guess I’ll be your ears,” Esther said as she passed through the barrier.


    


    Anselma flicked her wrist, and the force field closed up. “We have a great deal of work to do.” The men nodded and trailed after her.


    


    “What?” I said. “You’re going to just leave me here to rot?”


    


    Al and Frank threw another glare at me.


    


    “Can you at least send down a pizza and some beer?” I asked. “Pepperoni would be fine.”


    


    They followed their leader without speaking to me again. Esther moved after them down the corridor and tossed an occasional glance back at me.


    


    As they left, the flames on the sconces leaped along after them and left me in total darkness.


    


    I reached into my pocket, pulled out my cell phone, and flipped it open. It didn’t give off much light, but it was enough for me to see where I was going. I checked the room to see if there was a broom and dustpan so I could sweep up the crystal shards to take with me, but the wizards didn’t bother with such crude tools.


    


    It probably didn’t matter anyway. It’s not like I could put them back together.


    


    I moved behind the crumbled counter that resembled a wet bar. The weak light from my phone revealed an odd-looking, bent stick. I reached down and picked it up then realized it was a severed arm that had been burned to a crisp.


    


    “Charming,” I said and dropped it. I kicked some debris out of the way and found more charcoaled body parts. I guessed they were the remains of the wizards who acted as custodians of the other crystals. So far it seemed Naomi had at least told us part of the truth. I wished I knew what she was going to tell Anselma. Would she tell the old bat the whole truth? She did respect the High Council, so for her it was like being sent to the principal’s office in grade school. Only worse, I guess, since technically the High Council can strip wizards of their station and incarcerate them in specially constructed cells. Maybe if Naomi told them the truth, all the wizards could team up and stop Ravenwood and I could take the rest of the week off.


    


    Somehow that didn’t seem likely.


    


    The phone light went out, so I pressed a button, and the screen glowed again.


    


    I wondered if I should sit down and wait for them to come back. That way, I could carry on the ruse that magic affected me. Of course, that meant I might be waiting for hours. I figured, screw it. When they came back and found me gone, my escape would just be a mystery. I stepped through the barrier and moved back the way we had come.


    


    When I reached the Dragon Gate, I leaned against the wall across from it and gazed into the flames for a time. Could it destroy Ravenwood? If so, was there a way to get him to come down here? I didn’t think he’d accept an invitation, but I stored it away as a possibility. Still, I knew I needed to find a way to deal with him without the gate. I needed something that would work no matter where I faced him.


    


    I took the elevator back to the corridor that led to Starbucks, and when I had a decent cell signal, I heard the beep signaling the arrival of a text message.


    


    I flipped open the phone to read the note. The one-word message was from Naomi: Help.


    


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    


    
       
    


    “Hey, Phil,” I said as I entered the DGI building.  “Get that raise yet?”


    
       
    


    “Oh, shit,” Phil said.  He took a step back from his station and found his back to the wall.


    
       
    


    “Don’t worry; Kelly’s not with me.”


    
       
    


    He seemed to relax a little.  “You know I’m just doing my job here, right?”


    
       
    


    “I know.”


    
       
    


    “You don’t have an appointment.”


    
       
    


    “I know that too.  But I’m here to make an appointment.”


    
       
    


    “Really?” he said, clearly not convinced.


    
       
    


    “Buzz Anselma Kaiser and tell her Jonathan Shade is here to see her.”


    
       
    


    “Ms. Kaiser is in Switzerland.”


    
       
    


    “Phil, I already know she’s here.”


    
       
    


    “She doesn’t meet with regular people, Mr. Shade.”


    
       
    


    “She’ll want to see me,” I said.  “Tell her I’m with you in the lobby.”


    
       
    


    He hesitated.


    
       
    


    “Go on, Phil.  You can do it.  I have faith in you.”


    
       
    


    He sighed and picked up the phone.  He pressed a button and waited then said, “Jonathan Shade is here to see you.”  He frowned.  “No, ma’am.  He’s standing right in front of me.”  More frowning.  “Yes, ma’am.  I’m sure it’s him.  Okay.”  He gave me a look that started with impressed then shifted to what I took to mean sorry you’re about to die.  “She says to go on up.  She’s in thirteen-oh-seven.”


    
       
    


    “Thanks, Phil.”


    
       
    


    I took the elevator and ran through the extra procedures to get to the thirteenth floor.  Al and Cantrell were waiting for me when the doors opened.


    
       
    


    “Hi, guys.”


    
       
    


    “How the hell did you get out of there?”


    
       
    


    “Ancient Chinese secret,” I said.


    
       
    


    “Secret my ass,” Frank said.


    
       
    


    They led me to Anselma’s office.


    
       
    


    Esther met me outside the door.  “They took Naomi away.  Be careful with the old tomato in there.  She’s one cranky bearcat.”


    
       
    


    When Al opened the door, Anselma rose and gave me a nod.  The office consisted of a simple, wooden desk with an intercom system and a telephone.  Anselma’s helmet and baton sat on the edge of the desk.  There were two chairs and a huge window behind Anselma with a beautiful view of the mountains to the west.  There were two more chairs perched against the wall on my side of the room.  One of them held the backpack with Esther’s typewriter.


    
       
    


    “Be seated.”


    
       
    


    I moved the backpack to the floor and sat down.


    
       
    


    Anselma waved Al and Frank off.


    
       
    


    When the door closed, she studied me for a moment and said, “There’s more to you than meets the eye.  I’m impressed.”


    
       
    


    “You should see me on the dance floor.”


    
       
    


    “Don’t push her,” Esther said.  Esther stood by my chair, and if she weren’t a ghost, I’d have thought she was about to have a heart attack.


    
       
    


    Anselma didn’t seem upset right now, though.  She seemed almost amiable.  “I’d like to thank you for trying to help us in this matter.  If you’ll send Naomi’s invoice to us, I’ll see that you’re properly compensated for your efforts.  That said, we don’t require your assistance anymore.”


    
       
    


    “Where’s Naomi?”


    
       
    


    “She’s safe.”


    
       
    


    “That’s not what I asked.”


    
       
    


    “Mr. Shade, surely you can appreciate that we have rules here at Dragon Gate Industries and when those rules are broken, there are ramifications.  Naomi broke so many rules that she faces serious consequences.”


    
       
    


    “I’m sure she does,” I said.  “And I’m sure she’ll be delighted to do penance for years to come once the Ravenwood situation is resolved.”


    
       
    


    “Go home, Mr. Shade.  That is all.”


    
       
    


    “Not quite.”


    
       
    


    “Don’t,” Esther said.


    
       
    


    I leaned back in my chair and spread my hands.  “See, I don’t work for you.  Naomi hired me.”


    
       
    


    “And as she works for us, by extension, so did you.”


    
       
    


    I shook my head.  “Sorry, Aunt Selma, it doesn’t work that way.  I was hired on personal business.”


    
       
    


    “Anselma,” she said, unfazed.  “But if you must refer to me, it should be as Ms. Kaiser.  And Naomi’s business was not personal.”


    
       
    


    “Naomi hired me to help her, and at the moment, I’d say she needs my help.”


    
       
    


    “Mr. Shade, if I call for security, your exit from the building will not be pleasant.”


    
       
    


    I was about to say something clever but alarms blared.


    
       
    


    Anselma stabbed at an intercom.  “What’s happening?”


    
       
    


    “We don’t know,” a tinny voice said.  “The wards are going off but nobody’s there.”


    
       
    


    Esther stepped through the wall.


    
       
    


    “Uh-oh,” I said.


    
       
    


    “What?” Anselma said.


    
       
    


    “I think you’re about to lose your job.”


    
       
    


    “Shit,” Esther said, returning to the office.  “Turn around, Jonathan.”


    
       
    


    I looked behind me and saw Blake Ravenwood’s spirit phase through the door.


    
       
    


    “We meet again,” I said.


    
       
    


    “Meet again?” Anselma said, a hint of panic in her voice.  “I don’t see anyone.”  She grabbed her baton from the desk.


    
       
    


    Ravenwood glanced at me.  “Don’t worry, Shade.  I’m here for her.”  He darted forward and grabbed Anselma.


    
       
    


    Her eyes went wide, and she tried to struggle for a moment—but only for a moment.  Then she dropped the baton.  She tilted her head to one side then the other.


    
       
    


    “This is better,” Anselma said.


    
       
    


    Only now it wasn’t Anselma doing the talking.


    
       
    


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    


    
       
    


    


    
       
    


    


    
       
    


    


    
       
    

  


  
    CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO


    


    


    


    Ravenwood—in Anselma’s body—walked over to stand before me. He nodded to Esther, and she took several steps back. Ravenwood held out his hand—or Anselma’s hand—as if for a handshake.


    


    “It’s quite all right, Mr. Shade.” It sounded like Anselma, of course, but as I knew it was Ravenwood, I wasn’t sure how to react. I mean, Ravenwood was a man, but he was in a woman’s body. Most men would probably just spend hours feeling their breasts, but Ravenwood simply wanted a handshake.


    


    “What’s all right?”


    


    He dropped his hand when I didn’t take it. “Everything will be fine,” Ravenwood said. “Give me a minute and we’ll talk.”


    


    I still didn’t know how to react, so I just said, “Okay.”


    


    Ravenwood looked at the desk. “All this technology is amazing. Back in my day, all of this would have seemed like great magic.” He punched a button on the intercom. “Al and Frank, I’d like to see you, please.”


    


    Ravenwood leaned against the desk and waited for them.


    


    Al stepped into the office and looked over at me then at Ravenwood, but of course he thought he was looking at Anselma. “Ms. Kaiser, would you like me to escort Mr. Shade out of the building now?”


    


    “Not yet. He and I have some business matters to discuss,” Ravenwood said.


    


    Frank entered the office. “What’s going on?”


    


    “Frank, I’d like you to bring me a bottle of Chardonnay and two glasses.”


    


    “Hold up,” Cantrell said. “You and Shade are gonna have drinks?”


    


    “I’m thirsty.”


    


    “Pardon me for saying so, Ms. Kaiser, but I ain’t never seen you drink.”


    


    “You’ve rarely seen me at all, Mr. Cantrell. In fact, you wouldn’t be seeing me now had Mr. Davidson been able to do his job properly.”


    


    Al winced at that.


    


    “I’ll get your drinks,” Frank said.


    


    “Thank you,” Ravenwood said. After Frank left, Ravenwood turned to Al. “Bring Naomi Miller back here.”


    


    “But I just—” Al bit off his words and nodded. “Very well.”


    


    “Thank you.”


    


    Al looked confused as he left the room. Ravenwood closed the door behind him then faced me. “I’m quite impressed with you, Jonathan. May I call you Jonathan?”


    


    I shrugged. “Most people do.”


    


    “You certainly upset Al, Frank, and the woman I now control.” He looked up for a moment as if searching his thoughts. I’m pretty sure he was searching Anselma’s thoughts, though, because he said, “You impressed her with your escape from the underground laboratory.”


    


    “That’s nice. What do you want?”


    


    “From you and your ghost friend? And your Sekutar?”


    


    “Yeah.”


    


    “I really don’t want anything from you. You’re welcome to go back to your normal life, and as long as you don’t get in my way, you and I will have no problems.”


    


    “I don’t trust you.”


    


    He laughed. “If I were you, I doubt I’d trust me either. However, the stories about me are greatly exaggerated. While it’s true that I have a command over magic that the wizards and sorcerers of this age can’t begin to fathom, you have to remember that when wars which forge nations and civilizations are waged, history is written by the winners. My colleagues teamed up to overthrow me, so they painted me as some maniacal buffoon with delusions of grandeur.”


    


    “More like a crazed killer who wants to rule the world.”


    


    “Not the entire world,” he said. Then he stopped and crossed the floor to open the door. Frank entered with a bottle of wine and two glasses.


    


    “Your drinks,” Frank said.


    


    “Thank you,” Ravenwood said. “I’ll call you if I need you.”


    


    “I don’t really work here, you know,” Frank said. He threw me a dirty look and exited.


    


    Ravenwood filled the glasses and passed one to me. “Please drink with me,” he said.


    


    I accepted the glass.


    


    He raised his glass in a toast. “To unsolicited assistance in regaining one’s former glory.”


    


    I held up my glass. “To beautiful women, football, and unlimited wealth.”


    


    He tapped his glass against mine, sloshing some wine on the floor, then downed it in one gulp. I took a sip and set my glass on the desk while Ravenwood poured himself another.


    


    “Drink up, Jonathan.”


    


    “I have to drive,” I said.


    


    “Be careful with the giggle-water,” Esther said.


    


    Ravenwood smiled at her. “Your beauty is intoxicating, my dear woman, though I do prefer women with longer hair.” He leaned his spirit face out of Anselma’s head and tried to plant a kiss on Esther’s cheek.


    


    Esther jumped back. “Sorry, pal, bank’s closed.”


    


    “Please accept my humble apologies for laying a hand on you yesterday.”


    


    Esther turned away from him and moved to stand behind me. I knew she wanted to say something, but since Ravenwood could see and hear her, she kept her mouth shut.


    


    Ravenwood slammed down another glass of wine, poured a refill, and slammed a third. He staggered a bit when he went to pour again. “Okay, perhaps I should slow down. This body is not accustomed to fine beverages.”


    


    “So,” I said. “What now?”


    


    “Now?” He blinked a few times, and Anselma’s body wove from side to side. “I think I’d better sit down.”


    


    He set the bottle down on the desk a lot harder than he’d intended then tried to carefully place the glass on the desk but knocked it over, spilling wine all over the intercom system. He maneuvered around the desk, turned, and let Anselma’s body drop into the chair, leaving his body still standing, his legs still inside Anselma. He laughed.


    


    “We can still talk,” he said. “I’ll just have to stay here. You asked what happens now, and I say that really depends on you. I’m right where I want to be. I can run this organization and work my magic. I’ll want a different body. Something strong and male.”


    


    “So you’re going to kill Anselma.”


    


    “No, I’ll simply have her step down after she assigns another sorcerer to replace her. I will then take that sorcerer’s body, and all will be well.”


    


    “You think she’ll just step down?”


    


    “Until I was freed, she was practically retired and Al Davidson ran this council. So yes, I think she will. If I must kill her, that’s all right, but I doubt that will be necessary. Still, none of this affects you, Jonathan. And as for the rest of the normal people, they won’t know the difference one way or the other. Wizards, sorcerers, and the like have always coexisted with normal people. Our destinies are separate and rarely intertwine.”


    


    “What about Naomi?”


    


    “She and her father released me, so she deserves to reap some benefits. I’m happy to promote her.”


    


    “You killed her parents.”


    


    He shrugged as if it were of little consequence. “The woman was going to tell Al about my release. I had to prevent that because I had too much to learn. Too much to do. I couldn’t allow the wizards of this time to reimprison me.” He shook his head. “Sadly, if I’d known how little they could do with their magic, I wouldn’t have wasted the effort to kill her. As for her father, I had nothing to do with his death. I was using Al Davidson’s body at the time.”


    


    “You tried to kill Naomi.”


    


    “I sent one of her father’s warriors to get the crystals because I didn’t know they’d all been destroyed. I didn’t know that until you found the pieces in the subterranean caverns.”


    


    “Who told you that?”


    


    “I was there, Jonathan.”


    


    “I’d have seen you.”


    


    “Yes, if you’d bothered to look up.”


    


    “Look up?”


    


    “I followed you, always keeping above and behind so you didn’t see me. It’s amazing how people never look to see what’s above them. So yes, I saw the shards and knew I was free. I was so disoriented when I was released, I could never have found my way back there without your help. Oh, someone’s coming. I’d better see if I can rouse this body for a moment.”


    


    He sat down and leaned back into Anselma’s body. He forced her eyes open just as Al knocked on the door.


    


    “Enter,” Ravenwood said.


    


    Al opened the door and escorted Naomi into the room. I got up and thought Naomi might rush into my arms, but she only nodded to me.


    


    “Will there be anything else, Ms. Kaiser?” Al asked.


    


    “No, thank you.”


    


    Al started to go but stopped at the door. He eyed me then looked at the wine glasses, one of which lay on its side.


    


    Naomi took a deep breath. “What now, Ms. Kaiser? Did you decide my cell was too big?”


    


    “I’ve decided to release you,” Ravenwood said, only release sounded more like releash. The body was three sheets to the wind, and he clearly found it difficult to even keep Anselma’s eyes open, much less enunciate.


    


    “You decided what?” Al said and spun around.


    


    Ravenwood blinked as if he’d forgotten that Al was still in the room. I guess Anselma really couldn’t handle her liquor. “She’s free.”


    


    “I don’t understand,” Naomi said.


    


    “She really is a dumb Dora,” Esther said.


    


    Ravenwood laughed at that and waved his hands, which set him off balance, and he slid to the floor under the desk. “I fell out of the chair,” he said and laughed even harder. “Oh, that’s funny.”


    


    “What the hell is going on?” Al said.


    


    I wasn’t sure what to say. If I told him Anselma was Ravenwood, he might rush over and try to apprehend him, but then Ravenwood could simply transfer into Al. Of course, if Ravenwood were telling the truth, everything would be over and I could go home. I didn’t care who ran DGI, and Ravenwood was right about how wizardly concerns rarely overlapped with regular people’s.


    


    My biggest problem was that Ravenwood had killed too many people for me to just walk away. Kathy Miller deserved better. So did Kelly’s students. On the other hand, how many more people would die if I tried to stop Ravenwood?


    


    Ultimately, I decided it wasn’t for me to say. It was really Naomi’s decision.


    


    I decided to take Al’s question exclusively on the surface level. “She’s drunk,” I said.


    


    “How the hell did she get drunk?”


    


    “The usual way,” I said. “By drinking too much. Let’s give her some time to compose herself. What do you say?” And I ushered everyone out of the room, leaving Ravenwood alone in his laughing fit.


    


    Once we were in the hallway outside the office, Al stabbed me in the chest with a finger. “I don’t know what’s happening here, but you’re up to your eyeballs in it.”


    


    “Poke me in the chest again, and I’ll break your finger.”


    


    “You and your Sekutar always turn to violence to solve issues.”


    


    “It usually works.” And wouldn’t you know it, it worked this time too. He certainly kept his fingers away from me.


    


    “This matter has not been concluded.”


    


    “Later, Al,” I said. “Naomi, we need to talk.”


    


    Al shook his head. “You don’t have a barrier to protect you now, Mr. Shade.”


    


    I looked at him. “Al, if your hands start to glow, I’m going to break your nose. And believe me, I can throw a punch faster than you can pull up enough energy to blast me.”


    


    He clenched his teeth. “Damn you.”


    


    “Naomi and I are going to talk.”


    


    “I haven’t given you permission to leave.”


    


    “Let’s see how that works out for you.”


    


    “Can I come?” Esther asked.


    


    Unfortunately her typewriter was still in Anselma’s office, so I gave her a quick shake of the head. She looked back into the office and grumbled something that wasn’t very ladylike.


    


    Naomi and I moved down the hall a ways and found an empty office.


    


    “What the hell is going on?” Naomi asked.


    


    “Ravenwood followed us. He’s taken control of Anselma.”


    


    She gave me a confused look. “We need to find a way to trap him.”


    


    “He’s not going anywhere,” I said. “He’s stuck in a drunk body right now. Three glasses of wine, and your boss was lit up like a Christmas tree.”


    


    “We need a way to kill him.”


    


    “Hold on,” I said. “I’m not sure that’s our best course of action here.”


    


    “Why not?”


    


    “Well, first, how are we supposed to kill him?”


    


    “I don’t know. We’ll find a way.”


    


    “Leaving that on the side, let me point out that he’s right where he wants to be. He’ll switch bodies without killing Anselma after he has her retire. Then he’ll run DGI and work on his magic. He promised you a promotion.”


    


    “He’ll kill me the first chance he gets.”


    


    “He could have already killed you if that was his goal.”


    


    “But he killed Mom and Dad!”


    


    I worried that her voice would carry into the hall, so I motioned for her to keep it down. “You’re right. He did. I think he regrets that, but—”


    


    “Holy shit. You’re siding with him!”


    


    I gently took hold of her shoulders. “No, I’m not.”


    


    She pushed my hands away. “What did he offer you?”


    


    “Naomi—”


    


    “What the fuck did he offer you?”


    


    “Nothing.”


    


    “Liar!”


    


    “Naomi, shut up.”


    


    “Don’t tell me to shut up, you son of a bitch!”


    


    I stabbed one hand into the other in the universal “time out” signal and kept stabbing my fingers into my palm until she calmed down. Once she settled down, I stared into her eyes a moment until I was sure I had her full attention.


    


    “Naomi,” I said. “It’s your decision.”


    


    “What?”


    


    “Whatever happens. It’s your decision. You’re the one who hired me.” I filled her in on what Ravenwood had told me, all of it.


    


    When I finished, Naomi said, “Do you believe him?”


    


    “Yes, I think I do. If you want me to throw Ravenwood into a cell, I will. But once he sobers up, he’ll just snap Anselma’s neck and go find another body. So you really don’t have much time to decide how to proceed.”


    


    “What would you do?”


    


    “I’m not going to tell you what to do, Naomi. Kelly is right. Technically I’ve already finished the job you hired me to do. I proved your father innocent. So what’s it going to be?”


    


    “In my mind, it comes down to one thing. He’s a murderer. He killed my mother, and he drove my father to suicide. Then he killed twelve women at Kelly’s dojo. So I want you to take him down to the Dragon Gate and throw him into it.”


    


    “I can’t do that,” I said.


    


    “You’re the only one who can do it,” Naomi said. She spoke fast and loudly. “He can’t transfer his spirit into you.”


    


    “One point you’re not factoring into the equation is that I’d have to throw Anselma in there too. I don’t like her, but I’m not going to murder her for you. I’m sorry. That’s not how I operate.”


    


    “But it’s the only way! If any of us touch the body, he can take us over. In order to destroy him, one person is going to have to die. One life to save many.”


    


    “I don’t believe he plans to kill anyone else.”


    


    “But he has to be destroyed!” Naomi screamed.


    


    Al and Frank pushed open the door.


    


    “We can hear you yelling clear down the hall,” Frank said. “What say you tell us what the hell’s goin’ on down here?”


    


    Naomi spun to face them. “Ravenwood has taken control of Anselma, and Jonathan won’t do anything about it!”


    


    “Holy shit,” Frank said. “That’s why she seemed crazier than a road runner on crack.”


    


    “We should lock her up while she’s still out of it,” Al said.


    


    They raced out of the office and ran down the hall.


    


    “Wait!” Naomi yelled as she ran after them. “You can’t let her touch you!”


    


    I sighed. I knew things were about to get a bit crazy. Maybe I could just sneak onto the elevator and go home. It sounded like a great plan at that moment, except that Esther would never forgive me if I left her here overnight. I knew it was wasted breath, but I ran down the hallway after them.


    


    “Guys, don’t do anything stupid!”


    


    They either didn’t hear me or didn’t think my advice was good because they burst right into Anselma’s office.


    


    I reached the door. Al and Frank practically leaped over the desk to tackle Anselma. They plowed into her like linebackers in a goal line defense.


    


    “Like touch him,” I said as I raced into the office.


    


    


    
      
        “Too late,” Esther said.

        

      

    

  


  
    


    
      
        

      

    


    
       
    


    


    
       
    


    


    
       
    


    


    
       
    

  


  
    CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE


    


    


    


    Al and Frank yanked Anselma’s body to her feet. Frank stiffened for a moment. He looked at me, and when he spoke, his Texas accent was gone.


    


    “You had your chance for a peaceful settlement, Jonathan. I would have honored our deal.”


    


    “It wasn’t mine to make,” I said.


    


    “What the hell?” Al said.


    


    Ravenwood kept his eyes on me. “Nobody else needed to know.”


    


    “What are you talking about, Frank?” Al asked. “And why are you talking like that?”


    


    “It’s not Frank,” Naomi said as she entered the office. “It’s Ravenwood.”


    


    “But he was in Anselma,” Al said.


    


    “Was being the operative word,” Ravenwood said. “I would still like to settle this peacefully. Who here has the authority to do so?”


    


    Al’s hands started to glow.


    


    “Al, don’t do it,” I said.


    


    Ravenwood gave me a sad smile. “If he attacks me, I’ll kill him and his blood will be on your hands.”


    


    Al let loose his energy blast. Ravenwood waved a hand, caught the energy, then pushed it back at Al. Ravenwood either didn’t need as much time to pull up magic, or he had pulled it up as he spoke, which seemed more likely. Then again, perhaps he was always tapped in.


    


    Al screamed as he caught fire.


    


    The energy snapped Anselma to sobriety.


    


    I shoved Naomi out of the office. I had to keep her safe. Al kept screaming and clawed at his face and body. The flames intensified.


    


    Al’s screams died with him, and he crumbled to ash. The ashes drifted to the floor.


    


    Anselma stared at the cremains and shuddered.


    


    Ravenwood shook his head but kept his eyes on me. “His death is on you, Jonathan.”


    


    “Don’t listen to him,” Esther said. “He’s the one bumping people off.”


    


    Anselma blinked several times, and her gaze went from the ashes that littered the floor to Frank. Some reactions are simply impossible to stop because her hands started to glow too.


    


    Ravenwood sighed. “I don’t think so,” he said. He grabbed her and tossed her through the office window. The glass shattered and Anselma fell thirteen floors to her death.


    


    “Her blood is on you as well,” Ravenwood said. “And just so you’ll know that because you betrayed me, you are now my enemy, I’m going to take someone else away from you. Say good-bye to your little ghost.” He started toward Esther.


    


    “No,” Esther said.


    


    I jumped between Ravenwood and Esther, but by the time I realized he wasn’t actually reaching for her, it was too late. He grabbed the backpack, pulled out the typewriter, and tossed it out the window. Esther’s eyes went wide as she was yanked out the window behind it.


    


    Then, as if he were shooting skeet, Ravenwood pointed a finger and blasted the typewriter into a million pieces. Esther shattered with it, and as the pieces fell, the shimmering bits of ectoplasm drifted out of sight.


    


    “No!” I yelled. I rushed forward, stomped on Ravenwood’s foot, and drove forward with my forearm into his throat. He went down hard.


    


    He knew magic wouldn’t affect me, so he tried to rely on physical power instead. But Cantrell wasn’t a fighter, so the muscle memory wasn’t there to rely on, and I doubt Ravenwood had done much hand-to-hand combat in his day either. After all, why use brute force when you have magic?


    


    I pounded away on him like a madman. He landed a couple of decent blows, but I didn’t care. After all, if you’re in a fistfight, you expect to get hit a few times. I jerked him to his feet then stepped back, spun around, and kicked him hard in the chest. He reeled backward against the wall beside the broken window. I knew better than to kick him out the window. That might kill Frank, but it wouldn’t harm Ravenwood.


    


    He smiled at me. “We’ll play later,” he said and made a gesture. Anselma’s desk flew at me. I easily dodged it, but before I could do anything else, Ravenwood took a swan dive out the window.


    


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    


    
       
    


    


    
       
    


    


    
       
    


    


    
       
    

  


  
    CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR


    


    


    


    By the time I reached street level, a small crowd had gathered around Anselma’s body. Phil and a few men I took to be engineers were trying to keep people back. Cantrell’s body wasn’t there, so I figured it was safe to say Ravenwood was still using it. I saw pieces of Esther’s typewriter scattered about on the concrete.


    


    Poor Esther, I thought. I knelt and picked up a few keys from the old Underwood. I found an S and an L, and stupid thoughts popped into my head with the two letters: Savings and Loan then Sore Loser.


    


    I should have been able to do something to save her.


    


    “I’m sorry, Esther,” I said, staring at the broken pieces of the machine.


    


    “You should be,” Esther said from behind me. “I feel totally ossified.”


    


    I jumped to my feet and spun around to see her standing before me. “Esther! You’re okay!” I wanted to hug her, but it’s hard to embrace a ghost.


    


    “Back off,” she said. “People are staring at you.”


    


    I looked around but only one man with glasses met my gaze. Everyone else kept staring at Anselma’s body or at the roof of the building. The man removed his glasses and approached me. “Jonathan Shade?” he asked.


    


    “Who’s asking?”


    


    “I’m Mike Ender, DGI security.” He held himself like an FBI agent and gave an occasional furtive glance this way or that as he spoke to see if anyone was listening.


    


    “Okay.”


    


    He slipped his glasses on again and looked at Esther. “You aren’t Anselma Kaiser,” he said and touched an earpiece that looked like a standard hands-free cell phone device.


    


    “You can see me?” Esther said. “Must be the cheaters.”


    


    “That’s right, ma’am. I came down to see if Ms. Kaiser’s spirit arose. Did you see her?”


    


    “I just played Humpty Dumpty,” Esther said. “I didn’t see anything.”


    


    “Victims of violent crime sometimes arise, though they usually manage to find their way to the Afterlife.” He pulled out a business card and handed it to me. “If you see her, call me. She’ll need to be debriefed.”


    


    “What about the body?” I asked. “The police should be here soon.”


    


    He removed the glasses. “There won’t be any police here, Mr. Shade.”


    


    “Anselma’s body is right there. She was thrown out the window. It’s kinda hard to hide that.”


    


    “No, actually it’s easy to hide that, but that’s not my department. I’m simply here in case her spirit arises.”


    


    I looked around and noticed two men in business suits walking through the crowd. They moved from person to person, placing a hand on a shoulder, which was soon followed by the person turning and walking back inside. I watched a line of men and women moving toward the entrance like zombies in a haze.


    


    One of the men approached me, placed a hand on my shoulder, and looked into my eyes. “There’s nothing to see here, sir. Please return to your office.”


    


    “No,” I said.


    


    He stared deep into my eyes. His piercing gaze held steady and strong. His irises were spinning, and I realized he was trying to hypnotize me. “Please return to your office. Nothing happened here. Everything is normal.”


    


    “Tell that to Anselma.”


    


    “You’re with DGI?”


    


    “No,” I said.


    


    He nodded. “You must be the detective. Phil warned us about you. We’d appreciate it if you let us handle this.”


    


    “No problem,” I said. “Restructure their memories with your Jedi mind tricks all you want, buddy.” I pointed up at the broken window. “You might want to fix the window, though.”


    


    He smiled. “Nobody can see the window. Someone else will handle that.”


    


    I looked up and I could see the broken window, but I realized that it must be hidden by magic so nobody else could see it.


    


    “All right. I’m going to gather up the pieces from the typewriter that are spread out around here. That cool with you?”


    


    “Not my department,” he said. “Knock yourself out.”


    


    While the DGI crew established order and wiped memories, I gathered up the pieces of Esther’s typewriter.


    


    “Esther, what happens if I miss a few of the pieces?”


    


    “I don’t know,” she said. “I still feel like I drank ten gallons of hooch.”


    


    “I thought I’d lost you.”


    


    “As you’ve been so happy to point out, I’m already dead, so getting the ultimate bum’s rush from a building isn’t going to be the end of me.”


    


    “When Ravenwood destroyed the typewriter, you broke into a million pieces too.”


    


    She shuddered. “Don’t remind me. Just thinking about it gives me the heebie-jeebies.”


    


    I collected as many pieces as I could find and piled them all in one place. There was no way I could carry all of the pieces to the car. I needed a box.


    


    Phil stood off to the side of the building entrance, guiding the last few engineers inside. I approached him. When he saw me, his face drooped.


    


    “Don’t worry, Phil. I just need a box or a bag.”


    


    “Give me a minute.”


    


    While I waited, I tried to call Naomi. I hadn’t seen her since I pushed her out of the office upstairs. She didn’t answer her phone, so I wondered if she even had it with her. Anselma may have taken it from her. I wasn’t sure if she was still in the building or if she’d tried to get farther away for safety. She knew my number, so I figured she’d call sooner or later.


    


    Phil hooked me up with a plastic tote from a janitor’s closet. When I returned to the pile of typewriter parts, two men were loading Anselma’s corpse into a black body bag. A third man cast a spell to eradicate the blood that had seeped into the concrete.


    


    I loaded the bits and pieces of the typewriter into the tote and started toward my car with Esther in tow. “If I missed any pieces, you might feel a tug toward them as we go.”


    


    “I’ll keep you posted,” Esther said.


    


    We hadn’t walked ten feet before she felt a pull.


    


    “Oh!” she said and suddenly popped out of sight and reappeared fifteen feet away. I had taken a few extra steps by then, so she was actually twenty feet from the bulk of the typewriter. She disappeared from the one piece and reappeared right next to me.


    


    “Oh!” she said again. She blinked several times and smiled. “That was the cat’s pajamas. Not quite as good as being in a struggle buggy with a bell bottom but close.”


    


    “Can you say that again in English?” I asked.


    


    “Set the tote down,” she said. “I want to try something.”


    


    “Okay.” I set the tote on the ground.


    


    “Throw a piece of the Underwood over there,” she said pointing toward the parking lot.


    


    “You sure?”


    


    She nodded.


    


    I took a spring from the tote and tossed it about thirty feet.


    


    “Watch,” Esther said.


    


    She disappeared then reappeared a moment later by the spring thirty feet away. “Isn’t that the berries?” she said.


    


    She popped from there back to the piece I’d left behind then popped back to where I stood.


    


    “Can you move more than fifteen feet from any given piece?”


    


    “Let’s find out.”


    


    She walked toward the building. Fifteen feet away, she hit the end of her leash. She cussed then walked back.


    


    “So you have to be within fifteen feet of a piece of the typewriter, but you can basically teleport yourself to wherever any given piece happens to be?”


    


    “Isn’t that the cat’s meow?”


    


    “It’s pretty cool.” And I knew it could prove useful too. “Shall we find the pieces I missed?”


    


    “Absolutely,” she said and popped out of sight. I spun around to see her waving at me a short distance away. She pointed to the piece she’d found. “Come and get it!”


    


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    


    
       
    


    Back at the office, I used bolt cutters and a drill to make a necklace for Kelly using the K from the typewriter and another for Naomi using the N.  I also slipped a piece onto my keychain.


    
       
    


    “You just want me to always be able to find your keys for you,” Esther said.


    
       
    


    “Gotta take advantage of those fringe benefits.”


    
       
    


    I made plans to distribute pieces of the typewriter to various locations so Esther could easily get there by focusing on that particular part.  I placed a big piece of the typewriter in the file cabinet of my office, then carried the tote down to my car.  As I closed the car door, my cell phone rang.  I pulled it from my pocket but didn’t recognize the number.


    
       
    


    I flipped the phone open.  “Shade Investigations.”


    
       
    


    “Jonathan?” Naomi said.  “Thank God you’re alive.”


    
       
    


    “God didn’t have anything to do with it,” I said.


    
       
    


    “I was so worried.”


    
       
    


    “Where are you?  I’ll come pick you up.”


    
       
    


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    


    
       
    


    I pulled up to the Starbucks, and Naomi rushed over to the Firebird.  She ducked into the car.


    
       
    


    Esther waved her hands through Naomi’s head a few times.  “She’s jake,” Esther said.


    
       
    


    I handed Naomi the necklace I’d made for her.  “Put this on.”


    
       
    


    “What is this?” she asked but slipped it over her head.


    
       
    


    “It doesn’t go well with glad rags, but it looks okay with the outfit you’re wearing,” Esther said.


    
       
    


    Naomi looked behind her at Esther.  “This is a piece of your typewriter.”


    
       
    


    “Give the dame a dollar,” Esther said.


    
       
    


    I filled Naomi in on what had happened after she ran to safety.


    
       
    


    “Poor Al.”


    
       
    


    “No tears for Anselma?”


    
       
    


    “She wasn’t one of my favorite people.  At least Frank’s still alive.”


    
       
    


    “His body may turn up.  It wasn’t at DGI, but Ravenwood might kill him and possess someone else.”


    
       
    


    “Or he might just transfer to someone else,” Naomi said.


    
       
    


    “Maybe.”


    
       
    


    I drove over to Kelly’s dojo.  As I pulled into the parking lot, Naomi frowned.


    
       
    


    “What if Ravenwood took Kelly while you were gone?” Naomi asked.


    
       
    


    “Shit,” I said.  “I hadn’t really considered that possibility.”


    
       
    


    “Consider it now,” Naomi said.


    
       
    


    “I doubt Ravenwood has been here, but it’s probably best to have an edge before we go inside.”


    
       
    


    “You aren’t going to bump Kelly off,” Esther said.


    
       
    


    “No, but I’d better be ready to buy us some time just in case Ravenwood’s got her.”  I opened my glove box and pulled out my Beretta.  “If I have to use this, Kelly is going to be pissed.”


    
       
    


    “And how,” Esther said.


    
       
    


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    


    
       
    


    


    
       
    


    


    
       
    


    


    
       
    

  


  
    CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE


    


    


    


    Esther entered the dojo first. I followed fifteen feet behind her, gun held at my waist in ready position.


    


    The lights were off. The dojo was empty. So was the office.


    


    I motioned for Esther to go up to Kelly’s apartment. As she moved forward, I followed. My eyes darted side to side to take in everything. If Ravenwood had taken Kelly, I needed to be ready for a sneak attack. Of course, he would expect me to be ready. I chanced a couple of glances at the ceiling, just in case.


    


    Upstairs, Esther phased through the door then poked her head back through. “The coast is clear. The shower is running.”


    


    That didn’t necessarily mean the coast was clear. I used my key and entered the apartment. I could hear the water running, but I swept through the apartment anyway to make sure everything was cool.


    


    The water shut off.


    


    “Jonathan?” Kelly called.


    


    I didn’t answer.


    


    “I heard you come in. Be an awesome friend and pour me an iced tea.”


    


    Esther phased through the bathroom door then pulled back out. “She’s toweling off,” Esther said. “There’s a sword above the toilet.”


    


    I knew there were daggers in the shower too. “Is it her?” I whispered.


    


    “Yes. Just her.”


    


    I went into the kitchen and poured a glass of iced tea. After I set it on the table, I went to the window and motioned for Naomi to come up.


    


    Kelly opened the door and stepped out wearing a fluffy, red bath towel. She glanced at the gun in my hand as she picked up the iced tea. “Planning to shoot someone?”


    


    “Not if I can help it,” I said and clicked the safety on. I tucked the gun into my waistband then dug in my pocket for the necklace and tossed it to her. “Put this on.”


    


    Kelly caught the necklace by the chain with one hand and looked at it. “This looks like a letter from Esther’s typewriter. What’s going on?”


    


    “Try it on and you’ll see.”


    


    She took a drink of tea, set the glass down, and slipped the necklace over her head. When the key touched her skin, Esther waved to her.


    


    “Esther!” Kelly said.


    


    “You will not believe what happened to me today,” Esther said and launched into a long and colorful explanation.


    


    Esther followed Kelly into the bedroom so Kelly could get dressed. I placed a few pieces of Esther’s typewriter in one of Kelly’s kitchen drawers. I wanted her to be able to pop over here anytime she wanted.


    


    “Esther, I still need you out here.”


    


    She popped into the living room next to me. “What?”


    


    “When I let Naomi in, I want you to double check that it’s still her.”


    


    She nodded.


    


    I opened the door, and Esther waved a hand through her. Esther gave me a nod and popped away to talk to Kelly.


    


    “What was that about?” Naomi asked.


    


    “Precautions,” I said. “We’re cool.”


    


    Naomi practically collapsed onto the sofa. “I messed up, didn’t I?”


    


    “How so?”


    


    “My emotions took over. I was so upset about Ravenwood killing my parents that I couldn’t see the bigger picture, and now two more people are dead.”


    


    “You can’t blame yourself for Ravenwood’s actions,” I said, realizing that Esther had nailed that one. “He’s the one who killed Al and Anselma.”


    


    “I hope Frank’s okay.”


    


    “Time will tell. You hungry?” I raided Kelly’s refrigerator. She had lunch meats and bread and condiments, so I pulled them out to make a sandwich.


    


    “How can you possibly be hungry after today’s events?”


    


    “My stomach is my master,” I said. “I have to obey.”


    


    Naomi approached me and slipped her arms around my waist from behind as I made my sandwich. “I think Ravenwood killed Frank.”


    


    “Maybe. I don’t think he kills unless he feels he has a good reason.”


    


    She leaned into me and rested her head on my back. “You make it sound like he has some sort of honorable code.”


    


    “As far as he’s concerned, he does. Unfortunately we’re on the wrong side of where he draws that line.”


    


    Kelly walked in with Esther. Her hair was still wet. Naomi moved away from me.


    


    “Jonathan, I have a request,” Kelly said as she sat in her favorite chair. She propped her legs up on the table and smiled. “Can we hold off on destroying this Ravenwood guy until he knocks off the rest of the wizards at DGI?”


    


    “Sorry, I think we’re going to need some help from those wizards to stop Ravenwood. The only problem is that other than Naomi, everyone I knew there is dead.”


    


    Naomi shook her head. “You met Stan and Paul at my party back in the day.”


    


    “I don’t remember them. Will they be any help?”


    


    “They’re both low-level wizards,” she said.


    


    “Which means they’re worthless,” Kelly said.


    


    “They’re not worthless. They’re nice guys.”


    


    “Gee, maybe they can distract Ravenwood for us by being nice to him.”


    


    My cell phone rang. I pulled it out and answered. “Shade Investigations.”


    


    “Jonathan, this is Lina. I got your number from Phil at DGI.”


    


    “What’s up, Lina?”


    


    “Frank Cantrell asked me to call you.”


    


    “When was this?”


    


    “Just now. He’s here at my place.”


    


    “Lina, I want you to listen carefully and don’t react to what I’m about to say. Can you do that?”


    


    “Sure,” she said. Her voice sounded steady.


    


    “That might not be Frank. Last time I saw him, Blake Ravenwood had taken over his body.”


    


    “He told me all about it. Frank wants to talk to you.”


    


    “Put him on,” I said.


    


    “He wants to talk to you in person.”


    


    “Tell him I’m on my way.”


    


    I closed the phone and looked at my friends. “I think Ravenwood’s ready to kill me.”


    


    Kelly shrugged. “You do have that effect on people.”


    


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    


    
       
    


    


    
       
    


    


    
       
    


    


    
       
    

  


  
    CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX


    


    


    


    Naomi and I left ten minutes after Kelly and Esther. Kelly wanted to check things out. Esther wanted to help too, so she said she’d go into Lina’s house while Kelly moved around it. If Ravenwood had either Lina or Frank at the moment, she’d warn me.


    


    Naomi didn’t say much on the ride over. When I parked, she put a hand on my arm, and her eyes were filled with concern. She opened her mouth to speak, but I placed a finger on her lips.


    


    “Ravenwood isn’t the first to try to kill me.”


    


    She nodded. She knew it was true, but it’s always different when you’re actually there when the shit is going down.


    


    “I don’t see Kelly,” she said.


    


    “You won’t.”


    


    “I don’t see Esther either, and with this necklace I should be able to, right?”


    


    “She’s probably inside.”


    


    “Did you notice Kelly’s truck?”


    


    “You’re trying to stall me.”


    


    “I’m trying to come up with a way to stop you from going in there.”


    


    “If Frank is really Frank, he may have important information. If it’s Ravenwood, as we suspect, delaying me isn’t going to change anything.”


    


    “Let me come in with you.”


    


    “No,” I said. “As soon as I close the door—”


    


    “I know,” she said. “I’ll put the protection spell around the car. It won’t be enough to stop Ravenwood if he comes for me.”


    


    “Might slow him down enough for Kelly to get here.”


    


    “So she can die too?”


    


    As Naomi’s phone was still at DGI, I left mine with her. If anything happened out here, she’d call me at Lina’s number. I also left the keys in the ignition with the engine running so if things got hairy, she could get away.


    


    I hopped out of the car and started toward the house.


    


    Esther popped in front of me and nearly gave me a heart attack. “Frank is actually Frank,” she said. “So is Lina.”


    


    “Lina is Frank?” I said with a grin.


    


    “You know what I mean,” she said and disappeared.


    


    It was going to take some time to get used to her new trick.


    


    As I stepped onto the porch, Lina opened the door.


    


    “Come in,” she said. She looked around nervously.


    


    As soon as I stepped into the house, she closed the door and set ten different wards.


    


    “Magic store running a buy-one-get-nine-free special on protection wards?”


    


    “Can’t be too careful,” she said. “Frank’s in here.” She led me to the back bedroom.


    


    Frank lay in bed, looking as if he’d been run over by an eighteen-wheeler—twice.


    


    “Howdy,” he said. “I’d get up but that ain’t gonna be happenin’ for a few days.”


    


    I stood beside the bed and turned to Lina, who had already plopped herself into a chair she’d brought in from the dining room. “You can’t heal him?”


    


    “Sure I can,” she said. “But he’s in bad shape. Gonna take a few days. I stopped the bleeding, but now I need some rest. I’ll work on him again when I regain my strength.”


    


    “What happened?” I asked.


    


    Cantrell cleared his throat and winced. “Ravenwood slowed the fall but still shattered my legs and arms when we landed. Engineer came over and Ravenwood transferred into him and dragged me away. Sum-bitch chucked me into the back of my own damn pickup and left me to die.”


    


    “Any idea where he went?”


    


    “Yep. While he was rootin’ around in my mind, I rooted around in his a bit too. I’m guessin’ you got Naomi outside along with your Sekutar?”


    


    I hesitated but Esther had checked him, so I knew it was Frank. I didn’t trust him, but I figured it wouldn’t hurt to share that information. “That’s right,” I said.


    


    “Good boy,” he said. “Thought you might bring ’em if I insisted you come see me in person.”


    


    “Your point?”


    


    “You were at the dojo, right?”


    


    “Yeah. Why?”


    


    “By now it ain’t there.”


    


    “What do you mean ‘not there’?”


    


    He started to say something but shifted and grimaced.


    


    “That’s enough,” Lina said.


    


    “No,” I said. “Talk to me, Cantrell.”


    


    “He’s too weak,” Lina said. “He needs to rest.”


    


    Frank shook his head and motioned for me to come closer. I leaned in.


    


    “You owe me your life,” he whispered and passed out.


    


    “Go on; get out of here,” Lina said. “I need to make dinner and then rest for a spell before I get back to work fixing his bones.”


    


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    


    
       
    


    I walked out to my car, and as I opened the door, Kelly pulled up in her truck.  Esther sat in the passenger seat.


    
       
    


    “Nobody’s around,” Kelly said.  “Something wrong?”


    
       
    


    “I hope not.  Esther, can you pop back to the dojo?”


    
       
    


    “Did you leave a few pieces there like you were supposed to?”


    
       
    


    “Yes.”


    
       
    


    She grinned.  “Here goes nothing.”


    
       
    


    She nodded her head.


    
       
    


    She nodded her head again, harder.


    
       
    


    She looked confused.  “Okay, I’m balled up.  Why can’t I go there?  Is it too far?”


    
       
    


    Kelly gave me a concerned look.  “Something you want to tell me?”


    
       
    


    “I don’t know.  Frank said the dojo was gone.”


    
       
    


    “Gone?”  She did not sound happy.  “What the fuck do you mean, ‘gone’?  My place had better be okay.”


    
       
    


    She peeled out and roared down the street.


    
       
    


    I hopped into my car and followed her.  As we drove toward the dojo, I saw a pillar of smoke billowing into the sky.


    
       
    


    Esther popped into my backseat.


    
       
    


    “Esther, you all right?”


    
       
    


    “Kelly’s scary when she’s angry.”


    
       
    


    As we turned onto Colfax a few blocks west of the dojo, my jaw dropped.


    
       
    


    The entire city block where Kelly’s dojo used to stand was gone.  All that remained was a huge, smoking hole.


    
       
    


    “You might want to keep driving,” Esther said.


    
       
    


    “I can’t do that,” I said.  I wheeled over to the curb behind Kelly’s truck.  I could see her standing across the street from the gaping chasm as a large crowd stared in shock.  I needed to go to her.


    
       
    


    I turned to Naomi.  “When I get out, I want you to slide over to the driver’s seat.”


    
       
    


    “You’re expecting trouble.”


    
       
    


    “There are up to five Sekutar out there somewhere, and it wouldn’t surprise me if they were here, ready to attack as soon as I get out of the car.  If so, I want you to drive away from here and go directly to the CU Boulder Library.”


    
       
    


    “The library?”


    
       
    


    “And ask for Sharon.  Tell her I sent you.”


    
       
    


    I opened the center console and dug through my car registration and insurance and a few CDs to find two special coins.


    
       
    


    I held them up for Naomi to see.  “Give these to her, but don’t touch them unless you’re going to go see her.  Got it?”


    
       
    


    She nodded.  I could see the fear in her eyes, but she kept it reined in.


    
       
    


    I dropped the coins into the cup holder in front of the center console, kissed her, and slid out of the car.


    
       
    


    Esther phased through the T-top and looked around, ready to warn me if anyone dangerous showed up.


    
       
    


    I scanned the crowd of people lining the sidewalks to see if I could spot a Sekutar or anyone who might be paying a little too much attention to me or to Kelly.


    
       
    


    Nobody attacked.


    
       
    


    Nobody even looked at us.  They were all too busy staring at the hole in the city.


    
       
    


    I stood beside Kelly and put my arm around her.  I didn’t have to say anything.  She knew.


    
       
    


    We stood there, staring at what used to be her home.  There wasn’t any debris—no shattered glass or broken boards, no twisted rebar, no chunks of concrete or anything.  The edges of the sidewalk were smooth all the way around, and the hole there plummeted down at least two hundred feet.  Pipes had been severed and the dirt was wet around them, but the city had already turned off the water.


    
       
    


    Kelly didn’t speak when Esther appeared beside her.  Esther walked through several people to look over the edge.  She walked back to us and looked at Kelly, who had already gone from anger to denial to acceptance of the facts.


    
       
    


    O’Malley pulled up in an unmarked police car.  He hopped out, stared at the hole, then moved over to stand beside me.


    
       
    


    “Holy shit,” he said.  “I heard the addresses on the radio and thought I recognized them.  You’re both okay, though, right?”


    
       
    


    “Not physically harmed,” I said.  “Thanks for coming by.”  Then it hit me.  “You said ‘addresses,’ plural.”


    
       
    


    “Oh shit, you don’t know.  Jonathan, the city block that held your office is gone.  Just like this.  So is your condo.  Estimates put the death toll at three hundred, but that could go up.  Same thing happened to two more city blocks.  One in Castle Pines and one—”


    
       
    


    “Naomi’s place too,” I said.


    
       
    


    “Five city blocks just imploded, turned to dust, and dropped into the ground.”  He shook his head.  “Since I met you, I’ve seen some weird shit, but this is the weirdest by far.  This have anything to do with that murder/suicide?”


    
       
    


    I nodded.  “You should keep clear of us for a few days,” I said.  None of it seemed real.  We were homeless.  Worse still, hundreds of innocent people were dead.


    
       
    


    He looked at me as if he planned to say something.  I shook my head, still staring in shock.


    
       
    


    His radio squawked.


    
       
    


    “Sorry, Jonathan.  I gotta go.”


    
       
    


    I nodded.  O’Malley hopped into his car and grabbed the radio as he pulled into traffic.  Life and death continued in the city around us, and not all of it was connected to what we were doing.  Sometimes it’s important for me to remember that.


    
       
    


    Kelly rubbed her nose.  Her breathing was steady, but she simply kept staring.  She’d worked so hard to build up her business.  While her apartment hadn’t been fancy, it had been nice and comfortable.  Now she had to start over again with nothing.


    
       
    


    She took a deep breath, let it out, and finally turned to me.  In a calm voice, she said, “He murdered three hundred people to try to get us.”


    
       
    


    I didn’t know what to say, so I just nodded.


    
       
    


    She looked into my eyes and waited until I was focused on her.


    
       
    


    Then she spoke, her voice still calm as a grave.  “We’re going to kill him, Jonathan.  I don’t care what it takes.  He’s done.”


    
       
    


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    


    
       
    


    


    
       
    


    


    
       
    


    


    
       
    

  


  
    CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN


    


    


    


    Sharon worked in the Special Collections department of the UCB Libraries. Parking, even in the summer, was always a bitch, but eventually I found a space and made the hike over to the Norlin building that housed the main library. The wind picked up as I crossed the campus, but the morning sun was warm. The students looked impossibly young to me.


    


    When I entered the Special Collections, Sharon saw me and smiled.


    


    “I expected you yesterday,” she said as she approached. She wore her dark hair tied into a ponytail, and when I looked into her eyes, I could see the sparkle of ancient wisdom. She held out her right hand, palm up.


    


    I gave her the Rockies tickets, two silver dollars, and the two silver coins I’d shown Naomi.


    


    “No,” Sharon said. “Take them back, Jonathan.”


    


    “If I had another choice, I would. I’m making my payment, and I need you to take me to the stacks.”


    


    “I can’t,” she said. “I have a lunch date.”


    


    “It’s nine o’clock. We have plenty of time.”


    


    She frowned at me. “Time moves differently there.”


    


    “Then tell me how to get to your replacement. Maybe he can take me there.”


    


    “Only if you’re dead. At that point, he’ll accept payment, but as long as you’re alive, you can’t go there unless I take you. Maybe tomorrow.”


    


    “Tomorrow is too late.”


    


    “Take these back,” she said, refusing to close her hand over the coins.


    


    “You don’t have a choice, Sharon.”


    


    “I have not accepted the payment,” she said, “so I do have a choice. Take them back or I’ll drop them. You don’t want to watch them turn to puffs of smoke when they hit the floor, do you?”


    


    She angled her hand, and the coins slipped off the tickets. I caught them and held them up.


    


    “You told me to use them when I needed your help.”


    


    “Help with something bigger than you can handle. Why waste them now?”


    


    “Because I need information, and if it’s available, it’s only in the Forbidden Texts.”


    


    “If it’s just information you need, I can get that for you. All you have to do is ask.”


    


    “Then I’m asking,” I said. Of course, I knew she’d get me information. The problem wasn’t just information. I knew we’d need her help to get through this. I also knew that for her to provide that help would likely make her a target that could disrupt the life she’d built for herself here. She needed to know things were serious, and the coins made that abundantly clear.


    


    “Come with me,” she said and led me to her office. Two large bookshelves dominated the room. I know that’s a shocker—bookshelves in a library, who’d have thought? Standing guard in front of the books on the third shelf were two Spike action figures from Buffy the Vampire Slayer. One Spike had the full vamp face; the other was normal. The normal one looked more like Billy Idol than James Marsters, but there you go. Sharon sat down at her desk and pulled up a file on her computer.


    


    She looked up at me with a very serious expression. “Nobody can know about this.”


    


    “Nothing for them to know,” I said.


    


    Her voice dropped to a whisper. “I’ve been digitizing the Forbidden Texts. If we’re lucky, I’ll already have your information here.”


    


    This was huge. She’d been sneaking into the stacks, removing books to bring back to our world, then returning them. The risk versus reward seemed way off balance to me, but by the same token, Sharon loved information more than anything.


    


    “What will this cost me?” I asked.


    


    “A favor to be named later.”


    


    “I need to know exactly what it will cost. Unnamed favors leave the door too wide open.”


    


    “I won’t abuse the open door.”


    


    “The cat opens its mouth, tells the bird, ‘Hop in. I won’t bite down.’”


    


    “Fine,” she said and pushed away from the computer. “Come back tomorrow.”


    


    “I need the information today.”


    


    She gave me a studied look. “What is it you humans say? If I scratch your back, you scratch mine? I do this for you, and you owe me one.”


    


    “If the information isn’t here, we call it a mulligan.”


    


    “All right,” she said. “What do you need?”


    


    “Information about how to destroy the spirit of an ancient sorcerer.”


    


    “That Ravenwood person turned out to be real?”


    


    “Yeah. A real pain in the ass.”


    


    She pulled up a special file, and her fingers flew over the keyboard. She nodded a few times, grunted a few, and her fingers kept flying.


    


    Five minutes later, she got out of the chair. “Sit down and read the highlighted paragraph.”


    


    “Can’t you just print it out for me?”


    


    “I’ll pretend I didn’t hear that,” she said. “Read it.”


    


    I sat down in her chair and read the paragraph. It was a detailed and wordy section that took up the entire screen, but paraphrased a bit and adjusted to our particular situation, we’d need a powerful wizard to sever Ravenwood’s link to the power lines. Then we had to kill his host body while the wizard keeping Ravenwood cut off committed suicide and used his spirit to destroy Ravenwood’s. There was a bit more to it, some incomprehensible, ritualistic thing. It read like complete nonsense, but it didn’t matter because I knew we couldn’t use it.


    


    When I finished, Sharon closed the file and turned off the computer.


    


    “Get what you need?”


    


    “Thanks, but I don’t think it’s going to work.”


    


    “Why not? It makes sense to me.”


    


    “Oh, it makes sense if you have a spell to take away his magic.”


    


    “You just need a reasonably powerful wizard who can catch him off guard.”


    


    “Wizard, check. Catching Ravenwood off guard, not likely.”


    


    “You can distract him. So what’s the real problem?”


    


    “The wizard has to die.”


    


    “So?”


    


    “So that’s a bad thing.”


    


    Sharon shrugged. “Depends on how you feel about wizards. You owe me one.”


    


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    


    
       
    


    


    
       
    


    


    
       
    


    


    
       
    

  


  
    CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT


    


    


    


    “I have good news and bad news,” I said as I entered the hotel room. We’d elected to go to a hotel in spite of my fear that if Ravenwood knew we were alive, he’d kill anyone to get to us. Technically we were currently risking the lives of all the people in the hotel as well as everyone within a one-block radius. Kelly argued that no matter where we went, we’d be putting people in danger. I had suggested camping up in the mountains where we’d be the only ones at risk, but Naomi’s idea of camping was staying in a hotel room. She countered with the reassurance that Ravenwood had just laid out a massive amount of magic and would certainly need time to recover.


    


    Kelly stood by the window, casually flipping a knife around in her hand while Esther watched. Kelly slipped the blade into a sheath as I came into the room. Naomi, who had been reading, marked her place and set the book aside.


    


    “Good news first,” Naomi said. “I need to hear something positive right now.”


    


    “Sharon found a ritual that will work to destroy Ravenwood.”


    


    “Bad news?” Kelly asked.


    


    “The only way it works is for someone to die.”


    


    When I explained the ritual to them, they were a little skeptical.


    


    “That’s the stupidest thing I’ve ever heard,” Kelly said.


    


    “It will never work,” Naomi said.


    


    “You’re all wet,” Esther said.


    


    Okay, more than a little skeptical.


    


    “I just report what I discover,” I said.


    


    Naomi sighed. “Ravenwood isn’t going to just stand there and let us perform some silly ritual. On top of that, in order for it to work, he’d have to be separated from his magic, which isn’t going to happen. I know a spell that might work on a low-level wizard but certainly not against someone like him. And don’t forget that he has several Sekutar tucked away.”


    


    “It’s all I could find.”


    


    “We’ll have to find another way.”


    


    “I’m open to ideas.”


    


    I sat down on one of the beds and turned on the television.


    


    “Can you see if they have a Charlie Chaplin movie on?” Esther asked. She loved watching the old silent movies. I had kept DVDs of Chaplin and Buster Keaton movies at the office, but now I’d have to replace them.


    


    Hell, we’d all have to replace everything.


    


    Kelly turned off the TV. “You need to find a way for me to kill Ravenwood. Nothing else matters.”


    


    “I found a way.”


    


    “A way that will work.”


    


    “I have a headache,” I said and fell backward onto the bed.


    


    The hotel room door exploded into toothpicks, and two Sekutar warriors darted inside.


    


    “Finally,” Kelly said. “Something to kill.”


    


    Three more warriors raced into the room.


    


    Kelly whipped out her knife. There was no way we could handle five warriors in an open space, but the hotel room was cramped, which meant their swords wouldn’t be of much use unless they wanted to cut each other. That said, the room was too big for us to protect Naomi. I figured the hallway would be even more cramped and we’d have a better chance out there.


    


    I rolled off the side of the bed away from the warriors and grabbed hold of the mattress. I jerked it up and charged at the intruders, trying to drive them back into the hall.


    


    A sword poked through the mattress, nearly skewering me. Kelly threw herself against the mattress, and we pushed the five Sekutar backward.


    


    “Ideas?” I asked.


    


    “Run,” Esther said.


    


    “Not much chance of that now,” I said.


    


    Another sword punched through the mattress and drove right through Kelly. She had her back to the mattress, so she looked down at the sword protruding from her stomach.


    


    “Goddamn it,” she said. “I liked this shirt.”


    


    Naomi stood behind us. Her hands glowed.


    


    “Let them through,” she said. She looked pissed.


    


    Kelly pulled herself off the sword, and we tossed the mattress into the bathroom. We both hit the floor. As soon as we were out of the way, Naomi let loose with a powerful blast.


    


    The warriors flew backward like fleas in a hurricane.


    


    Naomi dropped to her knees.


    


    “She needs some time,” I said.


    


    “Let’s give it to her,” Kelly said.


    


    I grabbed a blanket from the floor and tossed one end to Kelly. We used it to sweep a warrior from his feet. I twirled an end around him, trapping his arms, and kicked his head through the wall. It slowed him down for a moment, but he tore off the blanket and joined the fray long before we were ready.


    


    Kelly snap-kicked a kneecap; then they were on us. We punched, kicked, bit, and clawed. But it was two against five, and those aren’t good odds even if the five aren’t magically engineered assassins who feel no pain. Kelly was lucky; she didn’t feel pain either. I, on the other hand, felt every jab, kick, and punch. I tried to use open-hand techniques because punching these guys, I was likely to break my hands. I used the edges of my hands, chopping, and tried to grapple with one of them. He laughed at me and kicked me through the wall.


    


    I tried to pull myself out, but he grabbed me and slammed me against the ceiling then threw me to the floor. I lost track of what happened at that point. I know Kelly kept fighting, and she gave as good as she got.


    


    By the time I could shake the cobwebs free of my skull, I saw that four Sekutar warriors held Kelly off the ground, each of them gripping a separate limb, and still they struggled to keep her. The fifth warrior had me pinned to the floor with a heavy boot on my chest.


    


    I watched helplessly as a man who looked like a grown-up fat kid from Gary Larson’s The Far Side cartoons walked toward us. I knew from the way he held himself that it was Ravenwood possessing an engineer.


    


    “Shall we kill them?” one of the warriors asked.


    


    “In due time,” Ravenwood said. “I want Jonathan to see this.” He stood in the doorway.


    


    He smiled as Naomi threw everything she had at him. He stepped aside as the blast tore a hole in the already damaged hallway wall. He kept smiling as he entered the room. I couldn’t see him now.


    


    I heard him say, “Oh, the pretty, little ghost is still among us. How nice to see you.”


    


    I couldn’t hear Esther’s reply, but I suspect she told him where to stick it. Next thing I knew, Ravenwood dragged Naomi into the hallway.


    


    She fought him every step of the way. Once they were both within my line of sight, Ravenwood nodded at me. “Watch how she stops struggling.”


    


    Sure enough, she stopped struggling, and the engineer dropped to one knee.


    


    “Oh,” Ravenwood, now in Naomi’s body, said. “This is much better. I can use magic again.”


    


    The engineer looked up at Ravenwood. “Am I free for real this time? My wife will be worried.”


    


    “This time?” I asked.


    


    The engineer looked at me, took in the warriors, then held my gaze. He looked scared. “He made those old men shrivel up and die while I watched.” He looked back at Ravenwood. “You’re going to kill this woman now too? Why?”


    


    Ravenwood shrugged. “Sadly it seems that the wizards today are unable to handle the levels of magic I want to use. Perhaps this body will be better.”


    


    “Can I at least say good-bye to my daughter?” the engineer asked.


    


    “No.”


    


    I watched helplessly as Ravenwood folded his index finger over his middle finger. He drove them through the engineer’s glasses, shattering the lenses. His fingers plunged through the man’s left eye and into his brain.


    


    “Now that’s just nasty,” the Sekutar who held me said. He smiled. “I like it.”


    


    “I appreciate that, Brand,” Ravenwood said.


    


    Ravenwood knelt before me, and it was a little disconcerting to see Naomi and to hear her voice speaking the words. “It was so nice to see you, Jonathan. I wish I could remain here to witness your death, but the authorities will no doubt arrive soon, and I have better things to do than waste my time on them. Look at it this way. At least you know your girlfriend got to live longer than you.”


    


    He ran Naomi’s bloody fingers over my cheek then stepped past us toward the hall. “As soon as I’m gone, kill them.”


    


    “With pleasure,” Brand said. “We’ll meet up with you as planned.”


    


    Ravenwood gave them a salute then took the stairs.


    


    I tried to turn a bit.


    


    “Oh, yes,” Brand said. “Struggle all you like. It makes no difference to me. How do you want to die?”


    


    “You’re giving me a choice?”


    


    “I’m a good sport,” Brand said. “Shall I break your neck or drive a sword through your heart?”


    


    “I have a better idea,” I said, trying to get my feet against the wall. “Let’s just call this a draw and all go to the Outback Steakhouse for dinner. My treat.”


    


    Brand laughed. “A bloody rare steak sounds good. Under different circumstances, I’d take you up on that offer. You’ve got spunk. Alas, I’m under orders to kill you.”


    


    “Hey, it was worth a try,” I said. “If I have to choose, I’ll go with the sword.”


    


    “Good choice,” Brand said.


    


    As he moved to draw his blade, his weight shifted just enough so I could finally get my feet flat against the wall. I grabbed his legs with my arms and pushed off the wall as hard as I could. I hoped my feet wouldn’t just go through the plaster.


    


    Luck was with me. Brand toppled backward, smashing through the drywall.


    


    I swung around and scissor-kicked one of Kelly’s captors’ legs. As soon as Kelly’s foot touched the ground, she bounced up and kicked the guy who held her other leg.


    


    About that time, the elevator doors opened and revealed six police officers, guns drawn.


    


    “Hold it right there!” one of the officers shouted.


    


    Kelly ignored the shout and drove the two warriors who held her arms back into the hotel room.


    


    I started to get up but dropped to the floor when one of the warriors drew a sword and started toward the cops.


    


    “Shoot them in the head!” I shouted.


    


    Brand pulled free of the drywall and tried to grab me, but I kicked at his legs, and he had to jump aside to avoid having his shins pulverized.


    


    Gunfire filled the hallway. I chanced a look toward the elevator. Two warriors strode toward the cops, who kept firing at the chest as they’d been taught.


    


    “Head shot!” I yelled.


    


    One of the cops listened. He shot a warrior in the head, and the warrior fell down. Another cop shot the second warrior in the head, and down the old boy went. By that time, the first warrior sat up.


    


    My hands were full with Brand, who grabbed me and tried to throw me through the wall again. This time I kept my balance, twisted, and flipped him instead. He hit the ground hard and tried to roll with it, but I kept hold of his wrist. As he tried to pull free, I twisted harder and tried to snap it, but he was too strong. I wished I had my gun, but the damn thing was down in the car.


    


    I tried to break Brand’s neck, but bullets zinged past me. “Fuck this,” I said and dived into the hotel room.


    


    Kelly had managed to disable one of her warriors and as I entered the room, she tossed the other through the window.


    


    “Behind you,” she said.


    


    I spun to see Brand thrusting a sword at me. I blocked with the outside of my arm. The blade cut deep and hard, but the wound was superficial. It hurt like hell but I’d live.


    


    By the time I hit the floor, Kelly took hold of Brand and sent him out the window after his brother. She took a moment to pick up a dropped sword and decapitated the other warrior.


    


    “Where’s Esther?” I asked, holding a pillow to my injury.


    


    She walked through the wall. “I don’t like watching violence,” she said.


    


    Gunfire still filled the hallway for a moment. Then I heard screams and bones snapping.


    


    “I think our other two playmates are coming back,” I said.


    


    “How’s your arm?” Kelly asked.


    


    “It hurts.”


    


    “Poor baby,” she said. She nodded toward the hall. “Guess I owe those two an ass-kicking.”


    


    She stepped into the hall.


    


    “Shit,” she said. “They’re gone.”


    


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    


    
       
    


    


    
       
    


    


    
       
    


    


    
       
    

  


  
    CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE


    


    


    


    “I’m afraid,” Esther said.


    


    “There’s nothing to be afraid of,” I said. “Ravenwood has a major head start, and I need your help to find him.”


    


    We were in my car, cruising down I-25. It was late afternoon, and traffic was gearing up for another slow commute. We’d lost much of the day answering questions for the police. Fortunately a few of the officers in the elevator survived and were able to back us up. We played stupid about the Sekutar because it’s easier for the police to accept guys who are hopped up on drugs than those who are magically engineered to be virtually indestructible.


    


    Eventually they let us go. On the positive side, I got medical attention for the gash on the arm. It throbbed a bit, but I was fortunate not to have lost too much blood and not to have gone into shock, which often happens with wounds from bladed weapons. The wound was nicely stitched up and bandaged. With a little luck, I wouldn’t tear out any stitches as we hunted Ravenwood.


    


    “Esther,” I said. “All you have to do is pop over to Naomi, see where they are, then pop right back here.”


    


    “What if he sees me?”


    


    “You’ll be gone before he can do anything.”


    


    “I don’t know,” Esther said.


    


    “He can’t do anything to you.”


    


    “He can scare me.”


    


    “But he can’t hurt you.”


    


    “Says you! He blasted me into a thousand pieces.”


    


    “And yet, here you are.”


    


    Kelly ignored the conversation and stared out the window at the other cars.


    


    “What if he can use the typewriter key to hold me there?”


    


    “I doubt he can do that. And certainly not if he doesn’t know you’re coming.”


    


    “Maybe he will know. Maybe Naomi told him.”


    


    “While it’s possible he might have culled the information about the key from her head, it’s unlikely. Do it for me. Please?”


    


    Esther frowned. She gave me a sigh then popped away.


    


    A moment later she popped back. “I don’t know where they are,” she said. “Some house.”


    


    “Can you go back and look around please?”


    


    “I just went there.”


    


    I pulled off the interstate to stop at a gas station. “I know you were just there. He didn’t see you, right?”


    


    “So?”


    


    “So go back and see if you can step outside. Check for landmarks or an address.”


    


    “I’ll try,” she said and vanished again.


    


    “You want something to drink?” I asked Kelly as I eased up to the gas pump.


    


    “Water.”


    


    “You all right?”


    


    She looked over at me. “Get your gas.”


    


    I climbed out of the car and shook my head at the outrageous gas prices. I wondered if wizards could power a car with magic. If so, it would save a fortune.”


    


    I swiped my credit card and grumbled about having to buy premium. While the tank filled, I went into the little convenience store and bought a couple of bottles of water.


    


    When I stepped outside, Esther stood before me.


    


    “Anything?”


    


    “Not really. Naomi—Ravenwood is talking to the torpedoes. He wants to know why you’re still alive.”


    


    “What about the house, Esther?”


    


    “I couldn’t reach the front, so I can’t tell you much. It’s just a house. Nothing special. There’s a big backyard, though. It could be anywhere. Sorry.”


    


    “That’s all right. You tried.”


    


    “I can go back and listen some more. See if he tells those guys to come after you.”


    


    “It’s up to you. If he spots you, though, I want you to get out of there fast.”


    


    “You know it.” She disappeared again.


    


    I gave Kelly a bottle of water. “You’ll get another shot at your brothers,” I said.


    


    “Whatever.”


    


    I topped off the gas tank and got my receipt. As I entered the car, I said, “Whatever? You don’t want to rain down holy hell on them?”


    


    “I can do that, but unless we can strip Ravenwood of his magic, it’s pointless.”


    


    I wheeled the car over to the street and waited for traffic to clear. “Yeah, but it could be fun.”


    


    “I want Ravenwood dead and gone forever,” she said. “The dojo can be rebuilt, but the lives he’s taken can’t be replaced.”


    


    I’d been thinking much the same thing. Ravenwood had killed hundreds of people trying to get to us. I couldn’t wrap my mind around that concept. All I could think about right then was that poor engineer. The guy had been minding his own business when Ravenwood took him. Then he’d been forced to watch as Ravenwood used several wizards to try to kill us. And finally Ravenwood had killed him more casually than your average person swats a fly. I didn’t even know the engineer’s name, but his death affected me more than the hundreds who died earlier. Part of that was because I watched him die and couldn’t do anything about it. Part of it was that hundreds of people come off as a statistic while a single person is more personal. Most of it was because I couldn’t help thinking about his family—his wife and daughter—who would know only that they’d lost a husband and a father.


    


    Kelly and I didn’t speak as I drove across town. We were both lost in our personal thoughts, though I suspect they weren’t all that different.


    


    I rolled up to Lina’s house. “You coming in?” I asked.


    


    “I’ll wait here,” Kelly said. “Anybody looks suspicious, I’ll kill them for you.”


    


    “I can always count on you for murder and mayhem.”


    


    “That’s not funny,” she said.


    


    I nodded. She was right.


    


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    


    
       
    


    Lina was surprised to see me, but Cantrell, who looked much better now, offered to shake hands.  “I figured you’d stop by sometime today.  How goes the war?”


    
       
    


    “We’re losing,” I said.


    
       
    


    Lina motioned for us to sit down in the living room.


    
       
    


    “What happened to your arm?” she asked.


    
       
    


    “Cat scratched me.”


    
       
    


    She laughed.  “Must be one big kitty.  Wish I could help you out.”


    
       
    


    “Don’t worry about it.”


    
       
    


    She went to the kitchen to fetch some snacks.  When she returned, I filled them in on Naomi’s plight.


    
       
    


    “Shit,” Cantrell said.  “You know who we need to talk to?  Guy named Mike Endar over at DGI.”


    
       
    


    “FBI-looking dude?”


    
       
    


    “You know him?”


    
       
    


    “We met,” I said.  “I ran into him after Anselma died.”


    
       
    


    “His specialty is spirits.  If anyone knows how to get rid of ’em, it’s Mike.  Let me see if I can get him on the horn.”


    
       
    


    I had Endar’s business card in my wallet, but Cantrell already had the number in his phone.  He placed the call.


    
       
    


    Lina leaned back in her chair and wolfed down a package of Twinkies.  “I hope you can save Naomi,” she said around a mouthful.


    
       
    


    “Me too.”


    
       
    


    Cantrell got up and started pacing.  He favored his right leg a bit but seemed to be doing much better.  “Mike,” he said after a minute.  “This is Frank.  Give me a holler when you get this message.  Got a question for ya.  Professional question.  Thanks much.”


    
       
    


    “Voice mail?” Lina said.


    
       
    


    “He’ll give us a yell in no time.  Always screens his calls like he’s some kinda hotshot.”


    
       
    


    Sure enough, a moment later Cantrell’s phone rang.  He grinned at me and nodded as he answered.  “Howdy, Mike.  How’s it hanging?”


    
       
    


    After a few pleasantries, Frank said, “Yep, we got us a pretty big problem here.  You been briefed on the Ravenwood situation? . . .  Good.  Well, the ol’ boy snatched Naomi Miller’s body.  You know any way to send him to the roach motel without killing her?”


    
       
    


    He nodded a few times.  “Shit. . . .  Uh-huh. . . .  Okay. . . .  Will do. . . .  You have any ideas on that front, you give me a shout.”


    
       
    


    When he closed the phone, he looked at me.  “Ain’t lookin’ so good.”


    
       
    


    “I got that impression.  Tell me.”


    
       
    


    “Mike has no clue how to get rid of him.  The problem is that to send him away, first you’d need to get rid of his magic.  Only surefire way to do that is to get him to transfer into someone who ain’t capable of any magic.  Someone like you.”


    
       
    


    “That won’t work,” Lina said.


    
       
    


    I shot her a look.


    
       
    


    “Oh, sorry, Jonathan.”


    
       
    


    “What’s she talking about?” Frank asked.


    
       
    


    “You going to help save Naomi?”


    
       
    


    “I’ll do what I can.  Now spill it.  I’m missin’ something here, and I think it’s important.”


    
       
    


    I hesitated but figured he’d find out soon enough anyway.  “It’s easier to show you than to tell you.”


    
       
    


    “So show me, then.”


    
       
    


    “Try using any kind of magic on me,” I said.


    
       
    


    “Something simple?”


    
       
    


    “Anything.  Try giving me a jolt.”


    
       
    


    “Okay,” he said.  He extended his index finger, and it started to glow like E.T.’s.  He tried to zap me with a simple bolt, and of course, it had no effect.


    
       
    


    “You can try something more powerful if you like,” I said.


    
       
    


    “This might hurt a bit.”


    
       
    


    “Make it hurt a lot.”


    
       
    


    “You asked for it,” he said.  “Call this payback for putting that psycho lady on my ass.”  His hand glowed and he tried blasting me with a powerful shot.  It was enough to stun an elephant, but I just stood there.


    
       
    


    “I’ll be damned,” he said.  “No wonder Naomi went to you for help.  Even kill shots won’t work?”


    
       
    


    “Nope.”


    
       
    


    “Bet that comes in handy unless someone uses magic to throw a piano at you or something.”


    
       
    


    “The problem is that Ravenwood can’t transfer into me.  He’s tried.”


    
       
    


    “I’d say we could just grab some ol’ boy off the street, but we ain’t allowed to do that.  Council says we can’t mess with mundanes.”


    
       
    


    “I’d rather we didn’t get any more innocent people hurt or killed anyway.  That said, if there’s no other way, it might be necessary.”


    
       
    


    “Needs of the many and all that,” Frank said.  “I can’t do that myself, but I won’t stop you.”


    
       
    


    “But how do we get him to transfer into someone else without killing Naomi?  He won’t willingly leave a magical host.”


    
       
    


    “Hate to say it, but there might not be a way around that.”


    
       
    


    I was afraid he’d say that.  I didn’t even want to consider it as an option.  There had to be another way.


    
       
    


    Cantrell paced back and forth, thinking.


    
       
    


    “You keep pacing, I’ll put a vacuum cleaner in your hand,” Lina said.


    
       
    


    “Place could use some cleaning,” Frank said.


    
       
    


    “Better get busy, then.”


    
       
    


    “Is there some way to force Ravenwood out of a host body?” I asked.  “Maybe grab his spirit and hold it?”


    
       
    


    “Sure,” he said.  “All we need is another ghost of an ancient sorcerer.”


    
       
    


    “I can get us a ghost, but not a sorcerer.”


    
       
    


    “Regular ghost ain’t gonna be able to touch him, let alone yank him outta Naomi and hold him while we toss a spell his way to make him dissipate.  If we had them crystals, it might help.


    
       
    


    “Is there anything else that can hold a spirit?” Lina asked.


    
       
    


    “Nothing real,” Frank said.  “There might be some critters from mythology who could take him down to hell itself, but we ain’t living in la-la land.”


    
       
    


    “Actually,” I said.  “I may know someone who can help on that front.  But we’d still have to get Naomi free first.”


    
       
    


    “And if we can’t?”


    
       
    


    “Then we have to keep him from killing Naomi while he’s being dragged away.”


    
       
    


    “You ain’t gonna drag a powerful sorcerer away.”  He looked me up and down then rubbed his chin.  “Well, maybe you could.”


    
       
    


    “Ravenwood knows about me,” I said.


    
       
    


    “He ain’t gonna let you get close enough.  Maybe we should run this by Mike.  See if he can sort out a solution.”


    
       
    


    Esther popped into the house.  “Jonathan, he’s on the move!”


    
       
    


    “Where’s he going?” I asked.


    
       
    


    “Mike ain’t goin’ anywhere,” Frank said.


    
       
    


    I ignored him and listened to Esther.


    
       
    


    “He’s taking his torpedoes, and he’s going to DGI to take over.”


    
       
    


    I turned to Frank.  “Where’s Mike now?”


    
       
    


    Cantrell glanced at his watch.  “It’s five o’clock now, so he’ll be at the office for another hour or so.”


    
       
    


    “Let’s go see him.”


    
       
    


    “I’ll call him and tell him to expect us.”


    
       
    


    I looked at Esther.  “I need to know when he gets close.”


    
       
    


    “Sure enough,” she said and disappeared.


    
       
    


    “Who are you talking to?” Lina asked.


    
       
    


    “No one.”  I didn’t really want anyone else to know about Esther unless absolutely necessary.


    
       
    


    Lina raised an eyebrow.  “If you say so.”


    
       
    


    “You coming with us, Lina?”


    
       
    


    “Hell no.  I never leave the house.”  She looked at Frank.  “He shouldn’t be up and about yet.  I need another day to get him properly healed.”


    
       
    


    “We don’t have that much time,” I said.


    
       
    


    Cantrell slipped the phone into his pocket.  “We’re good to go.”


    
       
    


    When we stepped outside, Frank saw Kelly leaning against the Firebird.  “Shit,” he said.  “She gonna hurt me again?”


    
       
    


    “Only if you try to call shotgun,” I said.


    
       
    


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    


    
       
    


    


    
       
    


    


    
       
    


    


    
       
    

  


  
    CHAPTER THIRTY


    


    


    


    Mike Endar’s office was so neat and clean, it could have been used as a model suite. There were no personal touches anywhere. I would have expected a picture of the wife and kids or at least a stray piece of paper somewhere. To call the place Spartan would imply that he’d actually added something to it.


    


    “Love what you’ve done with the place,” I said.


    


    “Mr. Shade,” he said with a nod. “Ms. Chan. I remember you.”


    


    Kelly shrugged. “I can’t say the same.”


    


    “Good,” he said. He took his glasses out of his pocket and slipped them on. “No ghost?”


    


    “She’s busy,” I said.


    


    “Ghost?” Frank asked.


    


    Mike ignored the question, removed his glasses, and returned them to his pocket. He addressed me. If I hadn’t been standing beside him, I might have wondered whether or not Frank even existed. “I’ve briefed myself on the Ravenwood situation.”


    


    “And you’re aware that he’s on his way here right now?” I asked. “I don’t see any security precautions.”


    


    “Nor will you.”


    


    This surprised me. “So what’s your plan?”


    


    “Other than Phil in the lobby, did you see anyone here?”


    


    “No, but that’s not unusual. I rarely see anyone here.”


    


    He nodded. “There were a few people here twenty minutes ago, but now they’re gone.”


    


    “So you’re using the Run-Away-to-Run-Another-Day method?”


    


    He spread his hands. “Not exactly, but I’m the only wizard on site now.”


    


    “You can’t let him touch you,” I said. “He can take your body from you.”


    


    “I’m aware of that, and I hope he does. That would free Ms. Miller and as part of the security department, it’s my duty to keep the employees safe.”


    


    Esther popped into the office. “He’s outside, Jonathan.”


    


    I nodded to her. “Okay, folks, it’s show time. Ravenwood is outside.”


    


    Mike slipped his glasses on and smiled at Esther. “Hello there.”


    


    “Hey there, sheik,” Esther said with a lustful grin. She started to sidle up to him. “Too bad I can’t get my hands on you.”


    


    “Excuse me?” Mike said.


    


    “She likes you,” I said.


    


    “Who likes him?” Frank asked. “What the hell’s going on?”


    


    “Don’t worry about it,” Kelly said.


    


    Mike’s intercom buzzed and Phil’s voice filled the room. “Mr. Endar? You’re going to have company. Naomi Miller is on her way up with a few friends.”


    


    Mike pressed a button. “Thank you, Phil. I’ll take it from here.”


    


    We stepped out into the hall and waited.


    


    The elevator light went to fourteen then dropped back down, and the doors opened. Two Sekutar warriors stepped out, followed by Ravenwood in Naomi’s body.


    


    The warriors stood aside.


    


    Ravenwood smiled. “Not much of a welcoming committee,” he said.


    


    Mike removed his glasses and handed them to me. “You may find this interesting,” he said.


    


    I slipped them on.


    


    Naomi’s body looked normal without the glasses, but with them, I could see Ravenwood swirling within her. Tendrils of energy wove around and through Naomi, and there seemed to be a glowing blue aura around her. Above Naomi, I could see silver lines of light flowing from a thick web of interlaced mesh that seemed to throb with power. I didn’t know what to make of it, but Mike explained it before I could ask.


    


    “I see you’re loaded for bear,” he said. “Were you expecting to need that much energy?”


    


    “One never knows,” Ravenwood said. “Are you prepared to turn this establishment over to me?”


    


    “Yes, sir,” Mike said.


    


    I handed the glasses back to him, and he slipped them into his pocket. I guess he’d seen all he needed to see.


    


    “No fight?” Ravenwood asked, suspicious.


    


    Mike shook his head. “There’s no reason to fight, sir.”


    


    What was Mike playing here?


    


    “What a pity. I was looking forward to establishing my dominance here.”


    


    “Consider it established, sir,” Mike said.


    


    “Where are my subjects?” Ravenwood asked.


    


    “Down in the catacombs, trying to figure out a method to strip you of your magic.”


    


    Ravenwood laughed. “I almost believe you.”


    


    I was starting to believe him too. Was he trying to get Ravenwood to drop his guard a bit?


    


    Mike shrugged. “It’s the truth, sir. The way you’re tied in with the power lines, there’s absolutely nothing anyone here can do to retain control of the company. To fight you would simply mean my coworkers would be killed. As such, I hereby grant leadership of Dragon Gate Industries to you.”


    


    Ravenwood seemed unsure. “You’re surrendering?”


    


    “Not exactly, sir,” Mike said. “By my reckoning, you’re simply my new employer. Assuming you decide to keep me on the payroll.”


    


    Kelly and I shared a look. Clearly she was confused too. But we held off a little longer in case he had an ace up his sleeve. He was on our side. Right?


    


    Frank turned to look at Mike, as confused as the rest of us. “You’re really just gonna hand the place over?”


    


    Mike shrugged. “DGI is normally run by the most powerful or the most influential wizard or sorcerer. My view is pretty simple. We have no way to fight a hostile takeover because Ravenwood is clearly the most powerful sorcerer here. It would be bad for business, and I’m simply an employee. I work for whomever is in charge.”


    


    Mike approached Ravenwood and bowed his head before him. “Is there anything I can do for you, sir?” Mike asked. “I’d like to make the transition to new management without bloodshed, if possible.”


    


    “I’m afraid there has to be bloodshed. Jonathan, his warrior, and his ghost need to be destroyed, or they’ll keep pestering me.”


    


    “They don’t work for DGI, so they don’t fall under my umbrella, as it were,” Mike said. “I might be able to find a way to eradicate the ghost, but I suspect that if you get rid of Mr. Shade and Ms. Chan that the ghost will not be a problem.”


    


    “This ain’t right,” Frank said. “Naomi, if you’re in there, you gotta fight this son of a bitch!”


    


    Ravenwood laughed. “Her feeble attempts to fight me are over. Are you siding with Jonathan?”


    


    I looked at Frank. “You might want to stay neutral here.”


    


    “Like hell!” Frank’s fists clenched and began to glow.


    


    “As you wish,” Ravenwood said. He pointed at Frank, and a burst of energy sent him flying down the hallway. He crashed into the wall and fell to the floor. He didn’t get up.


    


    “I’ll go down fighting,” Kelly said. She started forward, drawing her sword.


    


    Ravenwood aimed at her, but I jumped in front of her, and his blast hit me and did absolutely nothing. “Kelly, let’s get the hell out of here.”


    


    “Allow me to assist you,” Ravenwood said.


    


    The floor buckled and flipped over, sending me ass over teakettle. I hit the floor hard, and that section flipped up too. Kelly fell on top of me, and the next thing I knew, Ravenwood sent chunks of the floor flying out the window at the far end of the hall. Kelly and I tried to grab the side of the window, but Ravenwood blasted the wall around the window apart, and we went out too. I saw the ground rushing toward me and figured it was time to kiss my ass good-bye.


    


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    


    
       
    


    


    
       
    


    


    
       
    


    


    
       
    

  


  
    CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE


    


    


    


    Bad things happen in threes. First Anselma and Esther were tossed out a window. Next Kelly and I were blasted out a window. It seemed only fair that I should be able to chuck Ravenwood out the window too.


    


    I fell toward certain death, but a sudden pain ripped through my left shoulder and my fall arced around. I smashed through a window and landed in an office on the tenth floor. I hit the floor hard, skidded over, and smashed into a chair, which in turn slammed into a desk then toppled backward to land on top of me. It hurt but it was better than dying.


    


    “Holy shit!” a man’s voice said.


    


    Blood dripped into my eyes, and pain lanced through every inch of my body. My shoulder throbbed. I groaned.


    


    I heard footsteps then someone touched my back. “Holy shit,” the man said again and knelt beside me. “Are you all right?”


    


    “Ooohh,” I said.


    


    “Jonathan?” Kelly said.


    


    I shook my head. Drops of blood splattered on the floor. The cut on my arm had reopened and stained the bandage crimson. My right side hurt a lot more than my left, though my left shoulder felt like it might be dislocated.


    


    The man stood up, looked toward the window, and said, “Holy shit.”


    


    Threes.


    


    “Jonathan?”


    


    “Kelly?” I said.


    


    “I could use some help out here.”


    


    I tried to push myself up, but my left arm wouldn’t work. Yep, it was dislocated all right. I used my right arm to lever myself up. Nothing seemed broken.


    


    The man stood slack-jawed and stared out the shattered window.


    


    I managed to get to my feet and saw Kelly. From my vantage point, she seemed to be hanging in midair, but since I couldn’t see her arms, I knew she had to be holding on to something.


    


    “I’m slipping,” she said.


    


    I staggered to the window and saw that she had stabbed her sword into the building and had a white-knuckle grip on the handle.


    


    My vision blurred and I felt I would pass out. I glanced at the man, who still stared. “Hey, man. Can you help us here?”


    


    “Holy—”


    


    “Dude, get your ass over here.”


    


    He obeyed.


    


    I told him to hold on to me.


    


    I leaned out the window and tried to reach Kelly. She was a little too far out for me to actually get a good grip on her since my left arm was useless.


    


    “Can you swing toward me?” I asked.


    


    “The sword is pulling free. We’ll only get one shot at this.”


    


    “I’ll catch you.”


    


    “What’s wrong with your left arm?”


    


    “It’s jacked. Hang on.” I turned to the man and pointed at my left arm. “I need you to pull on my arm as hard as you can.”


    


    “What?”


    


    “Pull!”


    


    He took hold of my forearm and pulled. One sudden jolt of agony, and I felt the arm roll back into its socket. The relief was instant. My shoulder still throbbed, but it wasn’t incapacitating. I turned back to Kelly.


    


    “Okay, let’s do this.”


    


    “Here goes nothing,” she said.


    


    She swung back and as she started forward, the sword slipped free. I reached for her.


    


    At that precise moment, Esther popped into the room right beside me.


    


    “You’re alive!” she said.


    


    Her appearance and her shout distracted me.


    


    My hand closed on air.


    


    “Shit,” I said.


    


    Kelly fell.


    


    I winced and leaned out the window. Kelly hit the ground hard, and I heard bones breaking even from ten stories up.


    


    “Oh my God,” the man said.


    


    “Uh-oh,” Esther said.


    


    “She’s gonna be pissed.”


    


    “She’s got to be dead,” the man said, thinking I was talking to him.


    


    Esther simply shrugged. “She won’t be too mad. You didn’t do it on purpose.”


    


    I shook my head. I patted the man on the shoulder. “Sorry about the mess,” I said.


    


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    


    
       
    


    When I finally reached Kelly, she lay on the ground with both legs and her left arm broken.


    
       
    


    “I’ll catch you,” she said, mimicking me.


    
       
    


    I spread my hands.  “I got distracted.”


    
       
    


    “I saw Esther pop in.”


    
       
    


    Esther hung back fifteen feet.


    
       
    


    “It’s not her fault,” I said.


    
       
    


    “I know.  I blame you.  Is my sword all right?”


    
       
    


    The blade was bent, scratched up, and chipped.


    
       
    


    “Uh, no.”


    
       
    


    “Wonderful.”


    
       
    


    I knelt beside her and set her left arm.  It seemed to be healing already.  I moved to her legs and felt along them.


    
       
    


    “They’re broken.”


    
       
    


    “No shit, butterfingers.”


    
       
    


    “I missed.  I’m sorry.”


    
       
    


    “‘Sorry’ might be appropriate when you drop a baseball, but it doesn’t even begin to scratch the surface when you drop a woman ten fucking stories.”


    
       
    


    “You lived.”


    
       
    


    “You’re going to need to get me to a hospital.  My bones are knitting together incorrectly.  They’ll have to rebreak them and reset them because you suck.”


    
       
    


    “I know.”


    
       
    


    I tried to pick her up, but my shoulder gave out, and I dropped her to the concrete again.


    
       
    


    “Oh, shit.  I’m sorry.”


    
       
    


    “You’re going to be.”


    
       
    


    I pulled her up, and my side hurt so bad, I couldn’t get her over my shoulder.  In the end, I had to drag her back to my car.  We left the sword because she had plenty of them, including at least two in the back of my car.  Well, she had plenty of them at her place and mine, but I guessed she was down to whatever was in our vehicles.  I managed to get the passenger door open then struggled to get Kelly into the seat.


    
       
    


    “Be careful with her,” Esther said.


    
       
    


    I shot her a look, and she gave me a hesitant grin.


    
       
    


    Good thing Ravenwood didn’t come outside.  We’d have been easily dispatched.


    
       
    


    I had trouble getting the seat belt fastened, and Kelly glared at me.


    
       
    


    “Sorry,” I said for the third time.


    
       
    


    Three was not my favorite number.


    
       
    


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    


    
       
    


    


    
       
    


    


    
       
    


    


    
       
    

  


  
    CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO


    


    


    


    At the emergency room, a kind nurse patched me up and put my left arm in a sling. I made some bad jokes, and she had the grace to at least smile. I found Kelly in a curtained area. She sat on a gurney where the doctor had to rebreak her legs to set them correctly. He was in the middle of lecturing her about getting to the hospital sooner. He seemed to think she’d waited a few weeks to come see him, but of course, she healed really fast. I knew she’d be completely healed within a few hours.


    


    I entered the room. “You all set?” I said, keeping the bad jokes coming.


    


    “You’ll need to get a wheelchair for me,” she said.


    


    “I think I can manage that.”


    


    “I haven’t released you,” the doctor said. “I need to put casts on those legs.”


    


    Kelly shook her head. “No, you don’t.”


    


    “Ms. Chan, your legs are broken. They need to be kept in place while they heal.”


    


    “Don’t argue with the doctor,” I said.


    


    She shot me a look. I knew I was already in the doghouse and ran the risk of eviction from even there. But she knew it wasn’t wise to have the doctor discover that her legs were already healing.


    


    I leaned over and whispered in her ear. “You should have let me take you to see Lina.”


    


    She whispered something that would be physically impossible and illegal in all fifty states and the territories.


    


    “I’ll go get a wheelchair,” I said.


    


    At least the doctor wasn’t looking at me as if I’d broken Kelly’s legs and kept her from help for ages. Maybe it was a good thing that I was pretty beat up myself. Regardless, I wanted to get us out of there before the police showed up. If the doctor thought Kelly had been abducted and tortured, he’d make a report and we’d be detained for hours. As it was, we had to wait while the doctor put casts on Kelly’s legs.


    


    Eventually we were able to get out of there. I wheeled Kelly out to the Firebird.


    


    “Where’s Esther?” she asked.


    


    “She popped out while you were cussing in the car,” I said. “I think she’s keeping tabs on Ravenwood.”


    


    “I wasn’t cussing in the car,” Kelly said.


    


    I let that go. If she wanted to rewrite history in her own mind, that was okay with me. But when I initially suggested taking her to Lina, she went off on a profanity-laced diatribe about wizards in general and Lina in particular. Esther had shaken her head, said, “Bored now,” and popped away.


    


    We reached the car, and I was helping Kelly into the passenger seat when Esther suddenly appeared. I jumped but in my defense, it’s hard not to be startled with someone appears right in front of you.


    


    “Jump much?” Esther said.


    


    “Where were you?” Kelly asked.


    


    “I didn’t want to watch you bump off a doctor, so I thought I’d check on Ravenwood.”


    


    “I didn’t bump off a doctor,” Kelly said, indignant.


    


    “She wanted to but I told her it was bad form.”


    


    “Hey, I was nice to the doctor.”


    


    “Sure you were,” Esther said, clearly not believing her. I found this amusing. Esther looked at me. “How are you feeling?”


    


    “Like I’ve been hit by a truck. If I had my way, I’d go to bed for a week. Why?”


    


    “Because that’s how we can get Ravenwood.”


    


    “Hit him with a truck?”


    


    “No. Get him to feel like he needs to rest for a week.”


    


    I leaned against the car. The sun had pulled its disappearing act, and the streetlights were coming on. “I’m listening,” I said.


    


    Esther smiled. “Every time he uses magic, he needs to rest. Right?”


    


    “Okay,” I said. “What are you suggesting?”


    


    “Get him to use more magic. Lots more.”


    


    “How?” Kelly asked.


    


    Esther shrugged. “I just work here.”


    


    “The only thing that comes to mind is to have a bunch of wizards attack him at once. He’d have to defend himself, and that might get him to use quite a bit of magic. Speaking of wizards, did Frank survive?”


    


    Esther nodded. “Ravenwood has him at DGI down in the catacombs.”


    


    “Did everyone else want to be like Mike?”


    


    “Sure looked like it to me,” Esther said. “Nobody tried to argue with Ravenwood at all.”


    


    “Wizards,” Kelly said and spit. “Bunch of spineless pussies.”


    


    “How do you really feel?”


    


    “Like going home. Oh wait, I don’t have a home. And why don’t I have a home? Because Ravenwood can use lots of magic and just switch bodies to rejuvenate.”


    


    “Good point,” I said. “We’d need him to use more magic but not be able to transfer. Any ideas?”


    


    “Get him an audition on American Idol.”


    


    “Leave the humor to me, babe.”


    


    “Don’t call me babe.”


    


    “Can I call you babe if I have a good idea?”


    


    “No, but if you have a good idea, I might forgive you for dropping me.”


    


    “I didn’t drop you,” I said, feeling guilty. “I just missed.”


    


    I moved around to the driver’s side of the car. Kelly leaned over and unlocked it. I pulled off the sling and tossed it in the backseat so it would be easier to drive.


    


    “What’s your idea?” Esther asked.


    


    “Sharon,” I said and held up my cell phone.


    


    I called Sharon and as the phone rang, I started the car and backed out of my space. She answered on the third ring as we left the hospital parking lot.


    


    “You’re interrupting my date,” Sharon said.


    


    “No hello? No how are you?” I asked.


    


    “What do you want, Jonathan?”


    


    “We need your help.”


    


    “Not tonight, you don’t.”


    


    “I was thinking tomorrow afternoon.”


    


    “I’ll get back to you.”


    


    I hung up and looked at Kelly. “Guess it’s hotel time again.”


    


    “You’d better stop at the store. You’re going to need ibuprofen tomorrow morning.”


    


    “Tomorrow, hell. I need it now.”


    


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    


    
       
    


    


    
       
    


    


    
       
    


    


    
       
    

  


  
    CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE


    


    


    


    I lay in a strange bed, trying to find a position that didn’t hurt. Every time I moved, it sent shards of pain slicing through my ribs, shoulder, back, legs, and arms. I felt like Indiana Jones when Marion asked him where it didn’t hurt, except my elbow hurt too.


    


    Kelly was already asleep in the next bed. Must be nice not to feel pain.


    


    Esther stretched out on the bed beside me. “Can’t sleep?” she asked.


    


    “Bingo,” I whispered.


    


    “If I were alive, I could give you a nice massage and we could fool around all night.”


    


    “Hedonist.”


    


    “You don’t have to whisper. Kelly’s asleep.”


    


    Kelly could sleep through an atomic blast, but if you stepped within two feet of her, she’d wake instantly, even if you weren’t breathing. Simply displacing the air seemed to alert her. But Esther was right, I didn’t need to whisper.


    


    I rolled onto my side to face her, and I wished she were Naomi and that things were different. Thinking about Naomi, I had to sigh. I’d failed her. I knew that in order to get Ravenwood, Naomi would probably have to die. Either he’d kill her trying to escape or we’d have to kill her to get him. I felt like I was betraying her by even thinking about it.


    


    More than that, I wasn’t sure I could do it.


    


    Ravenwood wanted me dead, but other than that, I didn’t care much about his plans. He could do to the wizards whatever he saw fit. They were a bunch of stuck-up douche bags, and Kelly was right that not one of them had any backbone. They couldn’t be trusted except to act in their own best interests and even then only if it didn’t pose some risk to their status in the Council. They’d all been running scared for years, and whenever a group of them tried to do something different, such as creating the Sekutar warriors, it blew up in their faces.


    


    There were lone wizards who were okay, but those who tried to work together always ended up deferring to whomever was in charge out of fear.


    


    “Smoke is coming out your ears,” Esther said. “You must be trying to think.”


    


    “Sorry.”


    


    “It’s all berries.” She gazed at me for a moment. “You’re thinking you’ll have to take Naomi for a ride, aren’t you?”


    


    “Yeah.”


    


    “I don’t like her, but I don’t want to see you hurting. If anyone can save her, it’s you. When you get her out, are you going to give each other handcuffs?”


    


    “Kinky.”


    


    “You know what I mean.”


    


    “Rings?”


    


    “Yes, but the other handcuffs might be fun too. If I were alive, I’d let you handcuff me.”


    


    I grinned. “Which kind of handcuffs?”


    


    She winked at me. “Whichever kind you want.”


    


    “Jonathan?” Kelly said.


    


    “Sorry, did we wake you?”


    


    “No. I haven’t been able to sleep.” She sat up in bed.


    


    I painfully turned to face her. “Me either.”


    


    “You’re too busy getting Esther all hot and bothered.”


    


    “She started it.”


    


    “She’s safe.”


    


    “What?”


    


    “You know I love you like a brother,” Kelly said. “And normally I wouldn’t tell you this, but—”


    


    “It’s okay, Kelly. You’ve had the hots for me for years. I know. And you’re looking mighty hot in that little black sports bra.”


    


    “You wish,” she said. She was wearing the bra. We’d sent our clothes down to be cleaned, so we were stuck in our underwear.


    


    “No, you really do look hot.”


    


    “And you’re trying to make jokes to avoid a serious discussion.”


    


    “Guilty as charged,” I said.


    


    “You need to hear this, though. If we can save Naomi, and understand, that’s a big if—”


    


    “I know.”


    


    “But if we can do it and you two try to have a relationship, you have to open up to her.” Kelly took a moment to collect her thoughts then spoke some of the truest words she’d ever said to me. “In the years I’ve known you, you haven’t had any relationship that lasted more than six months.”


    


    I started to interrupt, but Kelly shook her head.


    


    “Let me finish,” she said. “You do great for a while, but the only women who always stay part of your life are Esther, Sharon, and me. Do you know why that is?”


    


    “Because you’re all awesome?”


    


    “Because we’re safe. Esther is dead; Sharon is, well, she is what she is; and I’m like your older sister. My point is that once a relationship gets to the point where you need to take things to another level, you end things. The girl is too serious. Or you do stupid things to sabotage it like showing off the fact that magic doesn’t affect you, which didn’t exactly endear you to the Miller family.”


    


    “Naomi ended it, not me.”


    


    “You pushed her to it. She clearly wanted to take things further. You wouldn’t open up, and she finally gave up and moved on. I can tell from the way you look at her that you’re still in love with her. I’ll admit that I haven’t paid much attention to how she’s looking at you because I just want to strangle her, but if we can save her and if she feels like you do, I will promise to be nice to her. And you need to open your heart to her. I know it’s a risk, but you need to do it and see what happens.”


    


    With that, she pulled up the covers, lay back, and went to sleep.


    


    I lay there in the dark with her words echoing in my brain. I turned back toward Esther, who shook her head.


    


    “I’m not going to be nice to her,” Esther said. “You can cash that check at another bank.”


    


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    


    
       
    


    The next morning, I woke up stiff and hurting.  I tried to get up, but my body wouldn’t cooperate.  I heard water running, so Kelly was in the shower.  I glanced at the clock: 7:45.  I closed my eyes and tried to go back to sleep, but a few minutes later, the water stopped.  A few minutes after that, Kelly came out dressed in the same clothes as yesterday, only they were cleaned and pressed.  I must have slept through the hotel staff returning our clothes.  Kelly’s hair was still wet.


    
       
    


    “Shower’s all yours,” she said.


    
       
    


    “Tomorrow.”


    
       
    


    “All the excitement has caught up to you.”  She approached the bed.  “Turn over.”


    
       
    


    I struggled to comply.  She tossed the covers aside and began to massage my shoulders.  It hurt like hell.


    
       
    


    “Ow!” I said.


    
       
    


    “Crybaby.”


    
       
    


    She didn’t ease up on the pressure.  She massaged me hard and added extra pressure to certain points.  I was being tortured, but fifteen minutes later, my stiff muscles felt much more supple, and the pain was mostly gone.


    
       
    


    “Drink a lot of water,” she said.


    
       
    


    “Thanks.”


    
       
    


    “Grab your shower.”


    
       
    


    I got up and looked around.  “Where’s Esther?”


    
       
    


    “Keeping tabs on Ravenwood.”


    
       
    


    “Cool.”


    
       
    


    “You’d better hurry, though.  She’s hoping to pop into the shower with you.”


    
       
    


    “That would be a lot more fun if she weren’t a ghost.”


    
       
    


    “Go,” Kelly said.


    
       
    


    I showered without a ghostly voyeur then joined Kelly in the hotel restaurant for breakfast.  Esther showed up as I was finishing my bacon and eggs.


    
       
    


    “Ravenwood is at DGI,” Esther said.  “Do we have a plan?”


    
       
    


    “Yes,” I said.  “I plan to get another serving of eggs from the buffet.”


    
       
    


    “We’re waiting to hear back from Sharon,” Kelly said.


    
       
    


    “I haven’t even met her, and she creeps me out,” Esther said.


    
       
    


    Kelly nodded.  “Me too.”


    
       
    


    “Really?”


    
       
    


    “She’s freaky,” Kelly said.


    
       
    


    I laughed.  “That is the technical term.  She’s supposed to be clearing her schedule for this afternoon.  I’m expecting her to call anytime now.”


    
       
    


    “You’re banking on her helping us,” Kelly said.


    
       
    


    “Without her, we’re screwed.”


    
       
    


    “You don’t want to owe her.”


    
       
    


    “I have the payment.”


    
       
    


    “You haven’t used the tokens to get her to come out here, right?”


    
       
    


    “I’m hoping she’ll want a different payment.”


    
       
    


    “What are the tokens?” Esther asked.


    
       
    


    I dug them out of my pocket and showed them to her.  They were ancient, silver coins.


    
       
    


    Esther marveled at them.  “They must be worth a fortune.”


    
       
    


    I shook my head.  “Not here.”


    
       
    


    “At the risk of being pushy, you should call her,” Kelly said.


    
       
    


    I nodded, put the tokens back in my pocket, and took out my cell phone.  I placed the call, and Sharon answered on the second ring.


    
       
    


    “I was about to call you,” she said without a greeting.


    
       
    


    “Were your ears burning?”


    
       
    


    “I’d like to meet this Blake Ravenwood.  It isn’t every day one gets to meet a mythological figure.”


    
       
    


    “Ha!  Speak for yourself.  Shall we discuss payment?”


    
       
    


    “Where are you?”


    
       
    


    I told her.


    
       
    


    “Be there in a minute.”


    
       
    


    She was actually there in five seconds.  I had time to flip my phone closed and stick it in my pocket before she entered the restaurant.


    
       
    


    “How did she get here so fast?” Esther asked.


    
       
    


    “She opened a rift,” I said, but Esther didn’t hear me because Sharon held her gaze.


    
       
    


    “Hello, Esther Carmichael,” Sharon said as she approached the table.  “You missed our appointment back in 1929.”


    
       
    


    Esther’s eyes opened wide, and she staggered through the table.  “Y-you’re Death?”


    
       
    


    Sharon laughed.  “Not exactly.  I’ve been known to ferry souls to the afterlife.  My name is Charon,” she said, pronouncing it with the hard K sound.  “But these days I go by Sharon.”


    
       
    


    Kelly and Sharon had met before.  That had been a fun night with Kelly saying she thought Charon was a man.  I expected them to come to blows, but Sharon had been amused and said sometimes she’s a man and sometimes she isn’t.


    
       
    


    “You’re not worried about the other customers seeing and hearing you?” Esther asked, still standing in the center of the table.


    
       
    


    “Not really.”


    
       
    


    Of course, mundanes would simply see a sharply dressed woman joining friends for breakfast.  If they tried to listen, they wouldn’t be able to understand the words.  They’d sound like a foreign language unless she chose to include them in the conversation or they were within an hour of death.


    
       
    


    “Thanks for coming,” I said.


    
       
    


    Sharon sat down and nodded to Kelly.


    
       
    


    “I have to know,” Kelly said.  “Why do you want to be a librarian?”


    
       
    


    “Librarians have more fun,” Sharon said.  “Beyond that, I love having instant access to knowledge all around me.”


    
       
    


    “About the payment,” I said.  “I need to know what your help is going to cost me.”


    
       
    


    “Not the tokens,” she said.  “You may need them but hopefully not today.  As for payment, I might not charge you.”


    
       
    


    “That’s not good enough,” Kelly said.  “Like the song says, don’t pay the ferryman.”


    
       
    


    Sharon spread her hands.  “As I don’t know what may be required of me, I can’t set a price just yet.  I’ve not seen the spirit of a sorcerer in centuries.  Sorcerers and wizards usually die horrible deaths that destroy their souls.  Magic has a heavy price, after all.”


    
       
    


    “So what happens if we get there and your price doesn’t work for us?”


    
       
    


    “Then don’t pay.  You can handle things for yourselves, and I’ll go back to my stacks.”


    
       
    


    “Good enough for me,” I said, knowing Sharon would cut me some slack due to our history.  “Esther, can you check on Ravenwood?”


    
       
    


    “Sure.”


    
       
    


    “I’d like to go with you,” Sharon said.


    
       
    


    “Fuck that,” Esther said and popped away.


    
       
    


    Sharon laughed.  “Spunky.  I like her.”


    
       
    


    “She really had an appointment with you back in 1929?”


    
       
    


    Sharon shrugged.  “I don’t know.  I only said that to get a reaction.”


    
       
    


    “That’s not very nice,” Kelly said.


    
       
    


    “This coming from you?”


    
       
    


    Esther popped back and kept her distance from Sharon.  “Ravenwood is still at DGI.  He’s holding a meeting.  Mike Endar is there, and Ravenwood told him to check the room.  When Endar pulled out his glasses, I knew it was time to scram.  I can hide behind one person, but if two can see me . . .”


    
       
    


    


    
      
        “Good work, Esther.”  I stood.  “Would you three lovely ladies care to crash a party with me?”

        

      

    

  


  
    


    
      
        

      

    


    
       
    


    


    
       
    


    


    
       
    


    


    
       
    

  


  
    CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR


    


    


    


    When we reached my car, Kelly and Sharon both tried to get into the front seat.


    


    “Hop in back,” Kelly said.


    


    “Like hell,” Sharon said. “You get in back.”


    


    “Ladies,” I said. “Is there a problem?”


    


    “No,” Kelly said. “This silly tart thinks she’s the alpha bitch, but she’s going to get into the backseat like a good little puppy.”


    


    “That little space hardly qualifies as a backseat. Ever heard the term respect your elders?”


    


    “You’re everyone’s elder, but you look spry enough to get in the back to me.”


    


    “Do you have any idea what I could do to you?” Sharon asked.


    


    “Take your best shot.”


    


    I shook my head. “Kelly?”


    


    She stared daggers at me from across the roof of the car. “Don’t even think about giving her the front seat.”


    


    I tossed her the keys. “I have a better solution. I’ll ride in back. You drive.”


    


    Kelly snatched the keys out of the air and gave Sharon a look of superiority that practically shouted, Ha! I get to drive and you don’t. “Maybe we can draw down next time,” Kelly said with a smug grin.


    


    “I look forward to it.”


    


    I climbed into the backseat with Esther. It was incredibly cramped, but when I bought the car, I had no intention of ever riding back there. I stretched my legs across the seats, which meant they passed through Esther. She maneuvered herself to be seated facing me, with her legs intermingling with mine. She took the opportunity to play a bit of ghostly footsie and winked at me.


    


    “I’ve been wanting to get you into a struggle buggy since I first met you.”


    


    “Behave,” I said.


    


    “Do I have to?”


    


    “You’re such a tease. Would you be this bold if I could actually touch you?”


    


    She gave me a serious look. “Bolder.”


    


    Esther had always been something of a flirt, but she’d been stepping it up since Naomi showed up. I knew Esther liked me, but I didn’t think she liked me. Kelly had once told me that Esther had a crush on me. Of course, Kelly took it a step further to knock me down a peg by adding that I was the only guy Esther had been able to talk to in eighty years. Aren’t friends wonderful?


    


    Kelly raced through traffic like Mario Andretti. I tried not to watch because her driving always scared the hell out of me.


    


    “Can’t you go any faster?” Sharon asked.


    


    “Sure,” Kelly said. “Fasten your seat belt.”


    


    “I don’t need one.”


    


    “She was talking to me,” I said.


    


    I suspect that Kelly grinned, but I couldn’t be sure since I couldn’t see her in the mirror. She tromped on the accelerator and roared down the highway. The speedometer pegged at 125, but I knew we were going faster. Traffic cops weren’t high on our list of worries at the moment.


    


    We made it to DGI in one piece and didn’t leave too much carnage in our wake.


    


    Kelly parked near the Starbucks where we could see the DGI building without being visible on their security cameras. We remained in the car while we worked out a plan.


    


    “We need to get Ravenwood to use vast amounts of magic,” Sharon said. “I can think of one thing that will get his attention.”


    


    “You going to give him a lap dance?” Kelly asked.


    


    “Okay,” Sharon said, “I can think of two things, but a lap dance won’t get him to use any magic. It would certainly distract him, though. Unless he’s gay.”


    


    “You’d turn Don Juan gay.”


    


    “I swing both ways, darling. Come to my place, and I’ll teach you a few things.”


    


    Kelly looked her up and down. “I’ll admit I’ve always been a little curious, but—”


    


    “We’re here to stop Ravenwood,” I said, slapping the back of the center console, “not get you two laid.”


    


    Sharon shrugged. “Nobody’s ever slept with me and lived anyway.”


    


    “Can we focus on the problem at hand? You said you had an idea.”


    


    “You’re going to think I’m insane.”


    


    “Already there, Sharon. Talk.”


    


    “Show me the Dragon Gate,” she said.


    


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    


    
       
    


    Fifteen minutes later, we stood in the catacombs, staring at the Dragon Gate.  The wards struggled to keep the flames at bay.  The corridors were a lot brighter due to Sharon’s casting a simple lighting spell.


    
       
    


    “So Naomi’s initial plan is the winner?” I asked.  “We get Ravenwood down here and toss him into the gate?”


    
       
    


    “How would you lure him down here?” Kelly asked.


    
       
    


    “I could tell him we’re having a pizza party in his honor.”


    
       
    


    “I don’t think they had pizza in his day.”


    
       
    


    As we talked, Sharon approached the gate.  The flames moved away from her.  I held up a finger to Kelly and stepped toward the gate.  The flames tried to reach me as I moved closer, but Sharon moved closer to me, and the flames ran away from her.  She reached up, took down a ward and tossed it through the gate into the fire.


    
       
    


    “What are you doing?” Kelly asked.


    
       
    


    “Opening the gate.”


    
       
    


    “Isn’t that a bad thing?” I asked.


    
       
    


    “I’ve got it under control for now, but yes, it will be a very bad thing in about twenty minutes.”


    
       
    


    “But you can stop it, right?” Esther asked.  She kept her distance from the gate.


    
       
    


    “I don’t know but I think Ravenwood can.”


    
       
    


    “You don’t know?”


    
       
    


    “That’s right,” she said and tossed another ward into the gate.  “I’m not a wizard.  I can do a few tricks but nothing major that doesn’t apply to my former office.”


    
       
    


    “So you can open this, but you can’t close it.  Are you sure this is the way to go?”


    
       
    


    “No,” she said.  “You have something better?”


    
       
    


    “What is this thing exactly?”


    
       
    


    “There are a number of gates scattered around the world.  According to legend, they lead to an alternate dimension, and it’s where the dragons went when they left your world.”


    
       
    


    “Right.  What is it really?”


    
       
    


    She smiled at me.  “Doorways to other worlds.”


    
       
    


    “Who built them?”


    
       
    


    “Warp slaves, probably.”


    
       
    


    “What?”


    
       
    


    She took another ward and tossed it into the fire.  “I’m not here to give you a dimensional history lesson.  I’m going to need all of my concentration to control this until Ravenwood gets here.  Understand that when he arrives, I won’t be able to help you with him.  I’ll have to make sure nothing comes out of here.”


    
       
    


    “Things can come out of there?”


    
       
    


    She nodded and tossed another ward into the gate.  “That’s why I need to monitor it.  The odds of a dimensional army being ready to jump through are rather slim, but there are some creatures that are incredibly patient and will wait by a gate for millennia if necessary.”


    
       
    


    “They need to get a life,” I said.  “Need some help with the wards?”


    
       
    


    “No,” Sharon said and pushed me back.  “The fire is drawn to you, Jonathan.  It’s not magic, so you will get burned.  I’m making good progress here.  A few more and I suspect we’ll be triggering alarms upstairs.”


    
       
    


    “I think we already triggered it,” Kelly said.


    
       
    


    Four wizards clad in business suits approached.  One of them took the lead.  “What the hell are you doing?”


    
       
    


    “Opening the gate, of course,” Sharon said.


    
       
    


    “Desist immediately!”  His hands started to glow.


    
       
    


    “Five-second rule,” I said.


    
       
    


    Kelly knew what I meant, and we rushed forward.  Kelly decked two wizards while I smacked down the other two before they could pull up their magic enough to use against us.  I hit the wizard who had already started summoning his magic, and when he struck the ground, bursts of light shot from his hands and moved dust particles around in little puffs.


    
       
    


    Kelly pulled a few zip-ties out of her pocket.  I looked a question at her.


    
       
    


    “They come in handy more often than you’d expect,” she said as she bound the wizards.


    
       
    


    “You know, maybe we should just call Ravenwood down here.  With the alarms going off, he might keep sending flunkies.”


    
       
    


    “Call him how?” Kelly asked.  “There’s no way you can get a cell signal down here.”


    
       
    


    “I could pop up and let him see me,” Esther said.


    
       
    


    I nodded down the hallway.  “That’s all right, Esther.  There’s a lab over there.  They probably have an intercom or a phone.”


    
       
    


    “You just want to rile him up,” Esther said.


    
       
    


    I grinned.  “I like to play to my strengths.”


    
       
    


    I moved down the hall to the room with the smashed crystals.  Kelly and Esther followed.  Sure enough, there was an intercom on one of the counters.  I scanned the buttons.  They were numbered but didn’t have names.


    
       
    


    “All right, Esther, I’ll take you up on your offer.  Pop up and see where Ravenwood is hiding out.”


    
       
    


    “Okay,” she said and popped away.  She reappeared a few seconds later.


    
       
    


    “What’s the good word?” I asked.


    
       
    


    “He’s in an office, but it’s a big one.  Since he’s standing by the window, I can’t make it to the hallway to see which room he’s in.  Sorry.”


    
       
    


    “That’s all right.  We’ll do this the old-fashioned way.”


    
       
    


    I punched a button at random.


    
       
    


    “Hello?” I said.


    
       
    


    Nothing.


    
       
    


    I tried three more buttons before I got a response.


    
       
    


    “Who is this?” a woman’s voice said.


    
       
    


    “This is the psychic hotline,” I said.  “I understand you’re having relationship troubles.”


    
       
    


    “Excuse me?”


    
       
    


    “You’ve seen the ads for our competitors on late-night television,” I said as if reading from a script.  “But rather than have you call us, we figured that since we’re real psychics, we’d call you.”


    
       
    


    “Is this Trifon?  You’re going to get in trouble if Ms. Miller catches you goofing off.”


    
       
    


    Kelly nudged me.  “Quit playing around,” she said.


    
       
    


    “No, this isn’t Trifon,” I said.  “This is Jonathan Shade calling for Naomi Miller.  Can you put her on the line, please?”


    
       
    


    “I don’t want to make waves,” she said.  “Ms. Miller has already fired three people.”  She lowered her voice.  “And when I say ‘fired,’ I mean that in the literal sense.”


    
       
    


    “Fine.  What button do I push to get her office?”


    
       
    


    She didn’t comment on my psychic shortcomings.  She simply said, “Thirteen-oh-seven.”


    
       
    


    “Thanks,” I said.  I turned to Esther.  “Can you go up and keep tabs on Ravenwood?  Let me know what he does after I talk to him.”


    
       
    


    “All right.”  She vanished.


    
       
    


    I punched the button labeled 1307.


    
       
    


    “Candy gram for Ravenwood,” I said.  “Candy gram for Ravenwood.”


    
       
    


    “Who is this?” Naomi’s voice said.


    
       
    


    “The ghost of Christmas Future.”


    
       
    


    “Mr. Shade.”


    
       
    


    “Got it in one,” I said.  “I’m flattered.  Listen, we’re having a grand old time down here opening up the Dragon Gate, and we thought we’d invite you to the party.  Is your dance card filled?”


    
       
    


    “You can’t open the gate, Mr. Shade.  You’d die.”


    
       
    


    “Good thing I’m not the one opening it, then.”


    
       
    


    “Your Sekutar friend can’t open it either.”


    
       
    


    “She’s standing beside me right now.  Guess you’ll just have to go for curtain number three, which includes an all-expense-paid trip directly to hell, do not pass Go, do not collect two hundred dollars.”


    
       
    


    “Your ghost friend is here in my office, so you brought someone else with you.”


    
       
    


    “Give the girl a cigar.”


    
       
    


    “What is it you people say these days?  Fuck off, Mr. Shade.”


    
       
    


    “You make it sound so sexy.  Have it your way.  I’ll just have my friend open the gate, and we’ll see what comes out.  Have fun rounding up all the weird critters.  I understand it’s a tad more difficult than herding cats.”


    
       
    


    I clicked off the intercom.  Kelly and I started down the hall to join Sharon when Esther appeared before us.


    
       
    


    “He’s sending his torpedoes down.”


    
       
    


    “Ravenwood isn’t coming?”


    
       
    


    “Nope.”


    
       
    


    Sharon turned from the gate with a ward in her hand.  “I think I can change his mind.  You just have to speak a language he understands.”


    
       
    


    She motioned with her hands, and fire shot out of the gate and whipped toward the ceiling.  She made a pushing movement skyward, and the fire burst through the rock and blasted upward through the ground floors.”


    
       
    


    “Stop!” I said.  “There are innocent people working in the offices on the lower floors.”


    
       
    


    “All right,” she said and pulled the fire back down.  Molten rock dripped to the floor.  Chunks splattered on the ground and sent wisps of smoke twirling up.


    
       
    


    “The warriors are taking the elevator?” Sharon asked.


    
       
    


    “Definitely,” Esther said.


    
       
    


    “There won’t be any people in the elevator with them, so let’s go with that.”  She sent the fire down the hall.  It roared through the elevator doors and shot upward.


    
       
    


    I couldn’t see what happened, but as I understand it, the fire slammed into the elevator car, shot it up through the shaft, and blew it out the top of the building.  It landed three city blocks away.  The warriors lived but I suspect they had to have been at least shaken if not stirred.


    
       
    


    We didn’t have to wait long for the fire to rocket back down the shaft.  Ravenwood, in Naomi’s body, stepped out of the elevator doors behind the fire.  He pushed the flames back toward the gate.  It seemed to be taking all of his energy to push it along.


    
       
    


    Sharon winked at me.  “One sorcerer, hold the magic.”


    
       
    


    Ravenwood jammed the fire back into the gate.  He waved his hands, and new wards popped into existence, holding the fire back.


    
       
    


    Once he’d set enough wards to keep the gate closed, he turned to Sharon.  “Congratulations.  You just got on my bad side.”


    
       
    


    “You have a good side?” Sharon asked.


    
       
    


    He unleashed a powerful blast at her, and she spread her arms wide, leaned back her head, and soaked up all the energy he threw at her.


    
       
    


    “That feels good,” she said.  “Keep it coming.”


    
       
    


    “How much magic does he have?” Kelly asked.


    
       
    


    “A lot.”


    
       
    


    I realized a few seconds too late that we shouldn’t have spoken.  After all, when Ravenwood came down, he was focused on closing the gate.  After that, he was focused on Sharon.  Now that we’d spoken, he turned Naomi’s eyes on us.  He threw an energy blast our way, but it changed direction and shot toward Sharon instead.


    
       
    


    “Sorry,” Sharon said.  “I’m a selfish bitch.”


    
       
    


    “Works for me,” Kelly said.


    
       
    


    The energy seemed to drop in intensity.  I could see the exertion taking its toll.  I moved over to Ravenwood.  Had he been in somebody else’s body, I’d have punched his lights out, but I couldn’t bring myself to hit Naomi.  Unfortunately he didn’t have any reservations about using her to hit me—or kick me in this case.


    
       
    


    He brought Naomi’s knee up into my crotch.  At first, I thought it wasn’t a direct hit because I’m pretty quick when it comes to protecting the boys, but then I realized I was too slow.  I had that moment of no pain when I realized how much it was going to hurt in a second.  The agony ripped through me, and I dropped to my knees.


    
       
    


    Ravenwood pushed an extra-wide shot at Sharon then pulled it back.  His shift surprised Sharon, and she stumbled forward, off balance, and fell to the ground hard.  While she was distracted, Ravenwood spun and blasted Kelly.  The energy blast wasn’t as strong as his earlier shots, but it still knocked Kelly off her feet.


    
       
    


    Ravenwood took off running down the hall.  He passed the obliterated elevator and kept going.


    
       
    


    One of the bound wizards shifted and opened his eyes.  I lay on the ground, gazing at him, pain holding me in place.  His eyes looked unfocused, but that may have simply been my impression through my pain.  I knew I needed to do something before all four of them awakened.


    
       
    


    Sharon pointed down the hall.  “He’s weakened!  He’ll need at least fifteen minutes to regain enough strength to use any serious magic.”


    
       
    


    Esther knelt beside me.  “You have to go after him!”


    
       
    


    “Give me a minute,” I said, still trying to catch my breath.


    
       
    


    “You don’t have a minute.”


    
       
    


    “I have about fifteen minutes.”


    
       
    


    “I’ll stay with him,” Esther said and popped away.  As she disappeared, I saw the first wizard focus his energy and snap the zip-tie.


    
       
    


    “Shit,” I said, knowing I couldn’t move fast enough.


    
       
    


    Kelly’s foot came down hard on the wizard’s head.  His face planted into the floor with the sound of cracking teeth.  Kelly leaned down and helped me to my feet.


    
       
    


    Sharon slapped the other wizards awake then smacked their heads down hard on the ground.  “Mild concussions should keep them off of us for a while,” she said.


    
       
    


    Kelly supported me.  “Can you stand on your own?”


    
       
    


    “I think so,” I said.


    
       
    


    “Good thing you’re not planning to start a family.”


    
       
    


    “Let’s get after Ravenwood,” Sharon said.  “If you want the girl to survive, you’ll need to make sure he doesn’t kill her to escape.”


    
       
    


    That was all the reminder I needed to push myself through the pain.  We rushed down the hallway.


    
       
    


    Esther appeared before us.  “He saw me,” she said.  “I’m not going to be much help now.”


    
       
    


    “Why not?” I asked, but as we moved around the next corner, I saw the reason.  The necklace with the typewriter key lay on the ground up ahead.


    
       
    


    I stopped to pick it up.  “Where did he go?”


    
       
    


    Esther pointed.  “There are stairs over there.”


    
       
    


    We raced to the stairwell.  I took the stairs two at a time, expecting to find Naomi’s corpse on a landing.


    
       
    


    Fortunately her body wasn’t in the stairwell.


    
       
    


    Unfortunately the stairs kept going and going and going.  By the time we reached the top, I was out of breath.  We burst through a door that led to the sidewalk on street level.  We were about half a block from my car.  I looked in every direction.  I gasped for breath.  “I . . . don’t . . . see . . . Naomi.”


    
       
    


    Kelly nodded toward an RTD bus.


    
       
    


    “Get the . . . car,” I said to Kelly since she still had the keys.  I tried to run toward the bus where a woman who might be Naomi climbed aboard.  I couldn’t get enough air into my lungs.


    
       
    


    Kelly and Sharon ran for the car.  Neither of them seemed tired.


    
       
    


    I clearly needed to get in better shape.


    
       
    


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    


    
       
    


    


    
       
    


    


    
       
    


    


    
       
    

  


  
    CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE


    


    


    


    I staggered down the street but couldn’t reach the bus before it pulled away from the curb. I stopped and placed my hands on my knees as I doubled over. I leaned back and tried to pull air into my seizing lungs. Every breath burned.


    


    Kelly pulled up beside me. The passenger door flew open, and Sharon, without a single complaint, crawled into the backseat with Esther.


    


    “You just going to stand there?” Kelly asked. “Get your ass in the car!”


    


    I hopped into the passenger seat, and before I’d closed the door, Kelly peeled out and tore down the street after the bus.


    


    As we drove, I rolled the window down, happy that my breath was coming easier now. I opened the glove box to get my spare key so I could remove the passenger side T-top.


    


    I lifted the T-top off and handed it back to Sharon. She set it on the seat through Esther. Esther probably complained about it, but I didn’t hear her because by then, I was standing on the passenger seat, holding on to the edge of the roof. Kelly caught up to the bus. I strained to look through the windows, but I couldn’t tell whether or not Naomi was aboard.


    


    I crouched down. “Esther, I need your help.”


    


    “What can I do?”


    


    “I want you to jump into the bus and tell me if Naomi is there.”


    


    The bus moved down Arapahoe Road at forty miles per hour.


    


    Esther looked over at it. “I don’t know if I can do that.”


    


    “Sure you can. You just jump through it.”


    


    “I’m scared.”


    


    “Of what?”


    


    “I don’t know.”


    


    “You can’t get hurt,” I said. “Come on. You can do this.”


    


    She looked nervous but nodded and joined me on the passenger seat. She climbed up so her feet were on the top of the passenger door. She crouched there, holding on to the roof. She looked at the pavement rushing by beneath us and shook her head. “I can’t do it.”


    


    “Yes,” I said. “You can do it. Focus on the bus then jump over.”


    


    She looked up at the bus. She took a moment to work up her nerve. She looked back at me, and I gave her a nod. She nodded in return then looked at the silver metal and vaulted through the side of the bus.


    


    I tried to see her through the window.


    


    Kelly slammed on the brakes, and I had to grab hold to avoid flying out of the car. The tires screeched and as the car slowed, Esther flew through the back of the bus and hit the road. Cars ran through her as she bounced along beside us. She popped back into the Firebird, cussing up a storm.


    


    “You’re all right, Esther,” I said.


    


    “Says you!” She patted herself down. “Am I in one piece?”


    


    “Yes,” I said. “Is Naomi there?”


    


    “Yes.”


    


    “Is Ravenwood still possessing her?”


    


    “Oh yeah. He spotted me but then I got bum rushed from the bus and—”


    


    “Sorry, Esther,” Kelly said. “As you can see, the asshole in front of us stopped.”


    


    “Be fair, Kelly. It’s not just the guy in front of you.” I pointed down the road. The left turn lane overflowed into our lane.


    


    “I don’t see the bus,” Kelly said.


    


    I stood on the seat and looked out. “They got stopped at the light too.”


    


    “If someone gets off the bus, it could be that Ravenwood switched bodies,” she said.


    


    I watched three people exit the bus. I wished I had a pair of Mike Endar’s glasses. “Esther, let’s check those passengers.”


    


    I hopped out of the car and Esther followed.


    


    We moved around the stopped traffic. Several drivers looked at me as if I were insane. The left-turn arrow switched to green.


    


    I trotted up to the first person who exited the bus. “Excuse me,” I said. “Do you know what time it is?”


    


    The man stopped and checked his watch. “Quarter to one,” he said. Esther passed through him and shook her head.


    


    Traffic started to move behind us. I raced over to the next couple, a woman and her young daughter. Esther passed through them and shook her head.


    


    Horns sounded behind me, and I turned to see that Kelly had wheeled over to the curb, blocking traffic. I ran over and hopped into the car. The driver behind us flipped us the bird. Kelly floored it and the tires barked as we took off after the bus.


    


    “What are you going to do?” Kelly asked as she pulled up alongside the bus again.


    


    I looked at the side of the bus. I couldn’t jump over. The closed windows were too small. The other side wouldn’t work unless the bus driver would open the door. That didn’t strike me as likely. Besides, I didn’t want to be like Keanu Reeves from Speed. The back of the bus didn’t even have a window, just an advertisement for a comic-book movie.


    


    “Cut them off,” I said.


    


    “You got it.”


    


    Kelly darted ahead and swerved into the lane in front of the bus. The bus driver swerved to avoid the collision and skidded to a halt.


    


    I bolted from the car and pounded on the door of the bus. The driver opened the doors.


    


    “What’s wrong with you?” the driver asked.


    


    “Business,” I said. “Won’t take a second.”


    


    As I climbed aboard, I heard Naomi’s voice. “Oh my god! That’s the man who tried to rape me!”


    


    “What?” a big man said and stood up. “That true?”


    


    “He’s been stalking me. I have a restraining order, but they aren’t worth the paper they’re printed on. Please don’t let him hurt me.”


    


    I had to hand it to him. Ravenwood learned fast. Naomi’s voice sounded pitiful and frightened. The big guy started down the aisle toward me. The driver closed the doors to prevent me from escaping. “I’m calling the cops,” the driver said.


    


    “You do that,” I said. I waited until the big guy was close enough then stepped on his foot and shoved hard at his chest. He fell and as I came down on top of him, I dropped my knee into his gut. I stepped over him as he tried to breathe.


    


    Another man tried to grab me, but I caught his wrist and twisted hard. I pushed him back into his seat. I wondered if Ravenwood was using a bit of magic to help push people to attack me, but I didn’t think he could have recovered enough to do that.


    


    “Everyone, stay calm,” I said. “Everything is under control.”


    


    Naomi rose and started touching people’s shoulders while edging toward the set of rear doors. Ravenwood seemed to think I’d believe he’d switch bodies. Somehow, I couldn’t see him giving up the ability to use magic. “Open the doors!” Ravenwood shouted to the driver.


    


    “Cops are on the way, ma’am,” he said. But the back set of doors swished open. I didn’t worry about whether the driver opened them or if Ravenwood used a bit of magic. Ravenwood darted from the bus and took off running through a crowd of people. I gave chase. The bus driver, too, jumped down from the bus but didn’t try to follow.


    


    Ravenwood tried to run, but Sharon stepped out of the crowd to block his path. “I don’t believe we’ve been formally introduced,” she said and tried to grab him.


    


    Ravenwood dodged her and raced down the sidewalk toward the intersection where traffic moved at a steady clip.


    


    “Stop him!” I said.


    


    Sharon slid a finger through the air, opening a rift. She stepped through it, and I saw another rift open at the corner. She appeared there, walking through a portal from one spot to another. It was the same way she’d gone from Boulder to the restaurant earlier. I knew she needed to be careful about doing that too much because it drew unwanted attention.


    


    Ravenwood saw her and ran straight at her. I was afraid he’d tackle her into traffic and Naomi would be killed, but Sharon caught Naomi’s body. She stiffened a bit.


    


    “Oh, you think you can transfer into me? I don’t think so.” Her face hardened and she shoved Ravenwood away. “No you don’t!”


    


    “You all right?” I asked as I caught up to them.


    


    Sharon nodded. “Another second and he might have been able to take me. Bastard is strong.”


    


    “You have no idea,” Ravenwood said.


    


    “End of the line, asshole,” I said.


    


    He turned to run, but the Firebird bounced up over the curb and slid to a stop, blocking his path. Kelly climbed out. “Sorry I’m late,” she said. “Traffic sucked even going around the block.” She pulled one of her swords from the car. Sunlight glistened along the blade.


    


    Ravenwood turned to me and gave me a look Naomi might have used. “Jonathan, it’s Naomi. Please don’t let them kill me. You have to find another way.”


    


    The words cut into my heart.


    


    Kelly held the sword, ready for action.


    


    “Kelly, put the sword away,” I said.


    


    “I won’t kill her, Jonathan. A few cuts will just cause her to go into shock.”


    


    “Put it away, Kelly!”


    


    She reluctantly lowered the blade.


    


    Ravenwood smiled and that smile on Naomi’s face unnerved me. “I didn’t think you’d want to see Naomi die. You two are in love, correct?”


    


    “I’ll do whatever I have to do in order to stop you,” I said. I tried to sound like I meant it.


    


    Sirens sang in the distance. The police would be here in no time.


    


    “We can still strike a deal,” Ravenwood said. “Let’s go back to DGI. I’ll transfer into Cantrell or any other wizard you like. Naomi can go free. I’ll leave you alone, and you leave me alone.”


    


    “I understand you’ve been killing wizards,” I said.


    


    “Only a few.”


    


    “No deal.”


    


    I took a step toward him.


    


    He nodded and kept smiling. “Last chance.”


    


    “It’s over, Ravenwood.”


    


    “Not quite.”


    


    A black Lincoln careened over the curb and plowed into my car. The sound of wrenching metal filled the air. Kelly jumped up to avoid the collision and landed on the hood of the Town Car. Three Sekutar piled out of the car and drew swords. Sharon moved to intercept them. Kelly rolled off the hood toward Ravenwood but facing the warriors. She raised her blade.


    


    Ravenwood, still smiling, reached for Kelly’s arm.


    


    Kelly spun around and Ravenwood threw Naomi’s body onto the blade. Kelly was fast but not fast enough to pull the blade away in time. Naomi’s body fell onto the point, and next thing I knew, Ravenwood pulled himself onto the blade so the sword cut all the way through Naomi’s body. He pulled himself along the blade, trying to reach Kelly.


    


    “No!” I yelled and raced toward her.


    


    Kelly let go of the sword to avoid being touched.


    


    Naomi dropped to her knees. I knelt beside her and took her in my arms.


    


    “Don’t die on me,” I said.


    


    “Touching,” Ravenwood said, looking up at me with pain-filled eyes. “But I’m afraid Naomi is a goner.”


    


    The warriors advanced. Sharon looked back but kept her position, ready to defend us.


    


    Kelly stood behind me, also ready for battle. “I’m so sorry, Jonathan. He was faster than I expected.”


    


    Four police cars bounced over the curb behind the Lincoln, and officers piled out. They aimed guns over the open doors.


    


    “Everyone stop!” one of the cops yelled.


    


    “I’ll handle them,” said one of the warriors. He turned and started toward the cops. They opened fire. He staggered back a step as bullets struck, but the cops aimed at his chest, going for center mass, and that wouldn’t slow him down much.


    


    “We need backup!” one of the cops shouted into the radio.


    


    The warrior vaulted over the door and swung his sword, and the cop’s head bounced into the street.


    


    An SUV swerved to avoid the head and sideswiped a Toyota. They screeched to a stop. Other cars swerved, but I didn’t hear any more crashes.


    


    Traffic came to a standstill. While one warrior killed the cops, the other two approached us.


    


    “Step away from her, Shade,” Brand said. His leather trench coat was burned, and his face was blackened by fire. His partner was in similar shape.


    


    “Fuck off,” Kelly said and planted herself in a fighting stance between the warriors and me.


    


    “Oh, good,” Brand said. “A worthy adversary.”


    


    The warriors attacked.


    


    Kelly spun, catching the first warrior’s arm with her free hand. She turned and brought the elbow down over her shoulder so the arm bent the wrong direction with a loud snap. Kelly took his sword then pushed him toward Sharon, who grabbed him by his good arm and threw him to the ground.


    


    Kelly faced off with Brand.


    


    Ravenwood tried to pull the sword up as if he were performing seppuku. I grabbed Naomi’s arms and fought to keep him from finishing the task of murdering her.


    


    Naomi’s hands glowed a bit as Ravenwood’s magic started to recharge. He gave me a smile. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw a manhole cover lift out of the street. It flew at me like a giant Frisbee. I dodged it and felt Ravenwood pull the sword up. He tried to pull out the blade, but I wrapped my legs around Naomi’s body and held the sword in place. He twisted and struggled. Every move he made carved up Naomi’s insides. Her eyes began to glaze, but Ravenwood’s efforts did not diminish.


    


    “Hang on, Naomi!” I shouted. “Don’t die on me.”


    


    Kelly tossed Brand through the window of a diner behind me. I heard the sound of metal clanging against metal and of punches and kicks landing, but I didn’t watch. I remained focused on Naomi.


    


    Esther knelt beside me. “I’m sorry, Jonathan,” she said.


    


    Ravenwood’s spirit started to rise out of Naomi’s body.


    


    “Hold on, Naomi!” I cried. “Please, hold on!”


    


    As the battle between warriors raged on, Sharon approached me. “It’s time,” she said leaning forward. She kept herself back far enough that Ravenwood couldn’t reach her.


    


    “Time?” I asked.


    


    Sharon nodded then said, “Naomi, Jonathan is right. Hang on for as long as you can. As long as you’re still breathing, Ravenwood can’t go anywhere.”


    


    Sharon placed a hand on my shoulder. “You’ll need to carry her.” She reached out and drew a line in the air.


    


    I lifted Naomi’s body. Sharon kept her hand on my shoulder, and we stepped through the rift.


    


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    


    
       
    


    


    
       
    


    


    
       
    


    


    
       
    


    


    
       
    

  


  
    CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX


    


    


    


    Ravenwood struggled but I held on to Naomi as we stepped into a gloomy and smoky realm. The air smelled of old fires with a hint of fresh rain playing counterpoint. Sharon kept her hand on me.


    


    We stood on a barren hill overlooking a large river that fed into a cave. Hundreds of charred trees lay on the blackened hillside. The sky appeared to be a soft gray, and rain drizzled from dark clouds that threatened to open up with torrents. The threat hung there but never delivered. Instead, small droplets leaked from the sky as if it were crying. I knew where we were because I’d been here myself three years ago on the day I died.


    


    We stood over the River of Sorrow, known in mythology as the Acheron. I knew we weren’t in Greece, of course. No, we were looking at the river that leads to Hades. My heart thundered in my chest as we began our descent toward the river. I could see thousands of lachrymose spirits lining one side of the river. They were paupers who didn’t have the necessary payment to cross into the Underworld. I remembered that they called the perpetual drizzle the libations their descendants poured as an offering to the gods to keep their spirits from returning to the land of the living to haunt them.


    


    The spirits didn’t see us approaching. They simply stood on the banks of the Acheron and cried. They had no place else to go and nothing else to do for all eternity.


    


    I saw a small, ivory-colored boat moored to a dock and a robed and hooded man standing before it. He watched us but made no movement.


    


    “My replacement,” Sharon said. “I’ll do the talking.”


    


    Ravenwood stopped struggling and Naomi’s body went limp in my arms. Her breath came in ragged gasps.


    


    Tears welled in my eyes. I felt like I fit in with the crying spirits here. We approached the ferryman, who kept a cowl over his face. He held a long, wooden pole that tapered at the top. The stained lower section of the staff looked as if it had spent eons submerged in nasty water.


    


    “You should never have come back,” the boatman said to Sharon. “You have many enemies here.”


    


    “Are you one of my enemies?”


    


    “No.”


    


    “Then I don’t care. I have a spirit for you.”


    


    The boatman looked at me, and beneath his hood, I could see that he appeared to be a clean-shaven young man with long, blond hair. His eyes appeared ancient, and when he looked at me, I could feel him staring into my soul.


    


    “You’ve been here before,” he said.


    


    “He’s not crossing,” Sharon said. “She is.”


    


    The boatman looked at Naomi. “Two spirits in one body,” he said. “I don’t see that every day.”


    


    Ravenwood rolled hard in my arms. He caught me by surprise. The boatman was too close, and Ravenwood managed to grab him. The boatman dropped his staff and grabbed Naomi’s arms, trying to pull her off.


    


    Sharon attempted to pull the boatman away, and I tried to step backward. I saw Ravenwood’s spirit leave Naomi’s body and enter the boatman. He stopped, swept the cowl off his head, and smiled.


    


    “This will do nicely,” he said, and his hands began to glow.


    


    Sharon grabbed his arms. “The payment, Jonathan!”


    


    Naomi’s body grew suddenly lighter as I saw her spirit drift out of the corpse to stand before me.


    


    She gave me a sad smile as I laid her discarded body down. I had to pull Kelly’s sword from her body so I could lay her flat on her back. I knew what Sharon wanted. I dug in my pocket for the two silver coins. I placed one coin on each of Naomi’s closed eyes. On my previous visit to this realm, I thought you needed only one coin and that it went in the mouth of the dead, but what can I tell you? Even Hades has inflation.


    


    “Your duty of office outweighs all else,” Sharon said. She jumped back, pushing his arms away from her. “No you don’t!”


    


    Ravenwood struggled to stop, but his body pulled him forward. He growled, scooped the coins off Naomi’s eyes, and motioned for Naomi’s spirit to step onto the boat.


    


    “This isn’t right,” he said.


    


    “It’s your office now. You can fight it all you want, but you’ll still do what’s required of the position.”


    


    “Once this is done, I’m going to kill you both.”


    


    “We’ll make it easy for you,” Sharon said. “We’re going with her.”


    


    “You don’t have payment,” Ravenwood said as he slipped the coins into the folds of his robe.


    


    Sharon smiled. “I don’t need payment.”


    


    Ravenwood pointed at me. “He does.”


    


    “He’s with me and he’s not staying here.”


    


    “Oh, he’s staying here all right,” Ravenwood said. “I’ll see to that.”


    


    “Then you won’t object if I tag along while you deliver Naomi’s spirit,” I said.


    


    Ravenwood picked up his staff then stepped onto the boat. His eyes rolled back in his head, giving him a nearly skeletal appearance with thin skin stretched across the face. It looked downright creepy. He smiled at me. “Climb aboard, Mr. Shade.”


    


    I stepped aboard, keeping Kelly’s sword in my right hand. Blood dripped from the blade and landed on the boat. I glanced down and saw that the vessel was built from human bones, and as the blood splattered on the deck, flesh formed around the bone where the blood struck then faded away, leaving the bone clean.


    


    “Get the mooring lines,” Sharon said.


    


    I untied the lines from the cleats fastened to the dock, and Ravenwood used the staff to push us away from the bank.


    


    He pushed us along the river with the staff, though the current would have done the job regardless.


    


    Sharon stood beside me and grinned, pulling me to the stern to be as far from Ravenwood as we could get. “We’re almost there,” she whispered. “Once he enters the Underworld, his spirit won’t be able to leave.”


    


    Naomi’s spirit stood at the bow beside Ravenwood. She turned to look at me. Her eyes were filled with love in spite of the fact that I’d failed her. I fought back tears as she moved toward me.


    


    “Jonathan,” she said, “thank you for everything.”


    


    “I couldn’t save you.”


    


    She shook her head and placed a ghostly hand on my cheek. “It’s all right,” she said.


    


    “Pardon me while I put my finger down my throat,” Ravenwood said.


    


    Naomi ignored him. “If I’d truly placed my trust in you, I’d still be alive.”


    


    Confusion showed in my eyes.


    


    She kept her hand on my cheek. “I was playing both sides, Jonathan. I wanted power but I also wanted you. I made the wrong choice when it counted.”


    


    “He took you.”


    


    She gave me a sad smile. “Yes, but prior to that, I betrayed you.”


    


    Ravenwood came up behind her. “She set me free, Shade. Not her father. Her. She broke the crystals.” Ravenwood laughed.


    


    We approached the entrance to the cavern.


    


    “He’s telling the truth,” Naomi said. “I hired you not to prove my father’s innocence, but because I knew you’d be able to find Ravenwood. He was too strong for me. Even with all my preparations.”


    


    “She sold you out,” Ravenwood said. “I wasn’t even looking for you after I destroyed your office, home, and dojo. Naomi suggested destroying her place and her folks’ home too. Covering up evidence, of course.”


    


    “And you’re telling me this now . . . why?”


    


    “I’m dead,” Naomi said. “I want you to know that if I had it to do over again, I would choose you.”


    


    “Nonsense,” Ravenwood said. “If she had it to do over again, she—” He spun around as we neared the entrance. “What the hell?”


    


    “What’s the matter, tough guy?” I asked.


    


    “He’s feeling his spirit getting pulled toward its final destination,” Sharon said.


    


    “No!” he said. He struggled to move toward the stern, but before he reached it, the entire boat drifted into the tunnel.


    


    “Guess you’re stuck here,” Sharon said.


    


    I kept Sharon and Ravenwood on only the periphery of my attention. My primary focus was Naomi.


    


    “I’m so sorry,” she said. “I called him and decided to make a deal. I volunteered to let him take me if he’d spare you. Obviously he didn’t agree to the terms.”


    


    “So you called him?”


    


    She nodded. “When you went to see Sharon. I took my cell into the bathroom with me and made the call. I knew Esther was busy watching Kelly flip knives around in the hotel room, and I wanted to save you. I’d been playing both sides, but seeing you—being with you—I knew you deserved better. Can you forgive me?”


    


    “People died because of you.”


    


    “I know.”


    


    The Sharon/Ravenwood exchange switched tone, and I changed my focus.


    


    “Fine,” Ravenwood said. “I can still have you killed.” He whistled three notes—mid range then one note up and one note down. “Attack!”


    


    A dog leaped from the bank of the river onto the boat, and I’ll be damned if it didn’t have three heads. The boat rocked on the water. The dog growled and looked ready to pounce on us but Sharon laughed.


    


    “Hi, Cerberus. Did you miss me?” She knelt to scratch two of the heads behind the ears. The dog instantly settled down. “It’s good to see you, boy, but you need to get back to guard the entrance.”


    


    Cerberus barked twice then leaped back to the riverbank. Sharon rose and nodded to Ravenwood. “The pull on your soul is getting stronger.”


    


    “It’s not happening,” he said.


    


    As we sailed deeper into the cavern, a lantern on the bow started glowing. Ravenwood grabbed Sharon.


    


    She shook her head. “You can’t transfer to another host down here,” she said.


    


    He released her then flexed his hands. Sweat beaded on his forehead.


    


    “Your magic won’t work down here either. Bob should be able to force you out in a few minutes.”


    


    “Bob?” I asked.


    


    “My replacement,” Sharon said.


    


    Up ahead, the river flowed around an island. I could see people gathered there. They didn’t seem to be moving.


    


    The boat glided over to a pier and stopped of its own accord.


    


    “This is my stop,” Naomi said. “I go to be judged. I’ll face up to all that I’ve done, and I’ll accept whatever judgment they render. But only one opinion matters to me: yours.” Her eyes pleaded with me.


    


    I considered what she had done. She had used me. She had played me like a well-tuned guitar. Her actions had cost people their lives. However, she wasn’t asking me to forgive her for them. That wasn’t my place. She only wanted my forgiveness for what she had done to me.


    


    I stared into her eyes.


    


    “Can you ever forgive me?” she asked.


    


    I shook my head. “What’s sad is that after all this time, you think you have to ask.”


    


    She tried to embrace me, but her arms passed through me. She moved her ghostly face close to my ear and whispered, “I love you.”


    


    It was the first time she’d ever said those words to me.


    


    With that, she turned and walked away. She climbed off the boat and walked down the pier toward a group of spirits. While they looked human, they didn’t seem to pay much attention to anything. They simply stood around without any expression on their faces. I guess the afterlife is pretty boring. Either that or they must enter some sort of suspended animation until Judgment Day.


    


    The boat started to pull away from the dock. Now that his duty to Naomi was complete, Ravenwood was no longer bound to the office. He jumped out of the boat to the pier and raced toward the group Naomi had joined.


    


    “Damn it,” Sharon said. “We can’t let him stay here. Bob will be missed, and if that happens, I’m in some seriously deep shit. I can’t set foot on the grounds here without alerting some unsavory types that I’m here. That would not be a good thing.”


    


    “I’ll get him.” I started to follow Ravenwood.


    


    Sharon grabbed my arm. I turned to face her.


    


    “If you can’t catch him fast, remember that blood makes the grass grow.”


    


    That didn’t make any sense to me. Was it part of some ancient mythology? I could never keep all the mythologies straight, and even when I did remember them, the reality was often quite different.


    


    I jumped to the pier, sword in hand, and followed Ravenwood. He ran through spirits. They didn’t seem to notice him; they simply stood on their mist-shrouded ground. I saw Naomi step into a line of people and close her eyes. My heart wanted to drop out of my body. I forced my eyes away from her and focused on Ravenwood.


    


    “Aren’t we a bit old to be playing hide-and-seek?”


    


    Many of the spirits looked to be soldiers and warriors. I couldn’t remember what, if anything, that meant. Was this some realm discussed by Virgil that gave military men a place to go that wasn’t quite the same as Hades? I had no clue.


    


    Ravenwood tried to hide behind a group of spirits. I knew I didn’t have much time. I didn’t want to miss the boat, and trying to swim in the Acheron didn’t strike me as a good idea.


    


    I ran right at Ravenwood. When I drew close, I whipped the sword around and tried to slash him.


    


    “Blood makes the grass grow,” I said. It sounded so familiar.


    


    Ravenwood jumped on me.


    


    I flipped him to the ground, and the rest of the saying emerged from the murky reaches of my brain. “Marines make the blood flow,” I said. Of course, I wasn’t in the Marines, but I still didn’t understand what Sharon was trying to tell me.


    


    Ravenwood tried to kick my legs, but I easily avoided his attack.


    


    “You’ve been a real pain in the ass,” I said.


    


    “You can die here as easily as in your city,” Ravenwood said. He rolled to his feet and rushed me.


    


    Without his magic, I knew he wasn’t much to talk about, so I punched him in the face. Pain thundered up my arm, but he did not go down.


    


    He grabbed me and swung me hard. I tried to keep my balance, but he was incredibly strong. I flew sideways, lost my grip on the sword, hit the ground, and rolled. I picked myself up off the ground and faced him, ready now.


    


    “I may not have my magic,” Ravenwood said, “but this body does have some advantages down here.”


    


    I attacked but he caught my fist in the air. I tried to hit him with my other hand, but he caught that one too. He kicked me hard in the chest. I felt the air burst from my lungs, and when I hit the ground, I couldn’t breathe.


    


    He reached into his sleeve and pulled out a long, wooden staff. It looked to be the same one he’d left on the boat. I didn’t know if it was a case of that being part of his office and that the tools were always at his disposal or if he’d opened a rift and pulled it from the boat. It didn’t matter. The end result was the same.


    


    He swung the curved staff and brought it down hard. I rolled to the side but still caught a glancing blow on the ribs. It sent waves of agony shuddering through me as they were the same ribs the Sekutar had bruised several days ago.


    


    I curled up into a fetal position, trying to protect my vitals as he pounded me with the staff.


    


    Finally I managed to catch my breath. My arms and sides screamed in agony. No wait, that was me. I tried to crawl away, and he smashed me across the back.


    


    I did a face-plant and rolled over as he swung again. I managed to block the blow with my forearm; then I rolled hard to the left and cut myself on Kelly’s sword. Smooth move, moron. I got to my knees and touched the cut. My hand came away bloody.


    


    “Feel free to try the sword,” Ravenwood said. “I’ll wait.” He kept his distance. The smile on his face told me he was enjoying this.


    


    I picked up the sword and rose to my feet, using my bloody hand to push myself up. For a moment, I thought one of the spirits had moved toward me, but when I looked at it, I saw that it stood motionless.


    


    “Ready?” Ravenwood asked.


    


    I responded by rushing him. I swung the sword, and he managed to parry with the staff. I spun and slashed downward at him. He dodged and laughed.


    


    “This is more like it,” he said.


    


    We attacked and parried and jabbed. The clang of steel on wood filled the air. I kept thinking the sword should cut into that staff, but the wood didn’t look even nicked. Ravenwood swung hard and I jumped back to avoid the attack, and when I hit the ground, I did a backward somersault to my feet. I saw blood on the grass, but it disappeared into the ground. One of the spirits shifted on his feet.


    


    I looked at the spirit, but now it wasn’t moving. It stood as impassive as the ages.


    


    Ravenwood attacked again, and I parried and countered. He didn’t seem to grow tired, but I found the effort of swinging the sword beginning to wear on me. My shoulder burned and my shirt was stained with blood. I jumped to the side to avoid another swipe of the staff. I fell through a spirit, and the spirit suddenly straightened. Once I passed through, it resumed its old stance. I glanced at my shoulder. The bloodstain was gone. I could still see the cut, and blood began to seep out of the wound again, but passing through the spirit had cleansed it momentarily.


    


    Blood makes the grass grow.


    


    I looked at the sword. Naomi’s blood still stained the steel.


    


    “Are you tired?” Ravenwood asked.


    


    I nodded.


    


    “Ready to give up? I can kill you fast and end your misery.”


    


    “I’m not that miserable,” I said.


    


    “The woman you love is dead. You failed to save her. You can’t win, Shade. You are a pathetic excuse for a man.”


    


    I laughed. “This pathetic excuse for a man has fought your sorry ass to a standstill.”


    


    He considered that then nodded. “Perhaps not so pathetic. Maybe if I kill you, you’ll remain in the Elysian Fields. Perhaps, like your Naomi, you’ll have earned a place here.”


    


    And that’s when it finally hit me.


    


    Blood makes the grass grow.


    


    “Maybe,” I said. “One thing I do know for sure is that you don’t belong here.”


    


    He leaned on the staff, content to chat. “In this body, I do belong here. I can go wherever I please. You, however, are lost here. The boat is gone. Sharon can’t rescue you or help you in any way. I can take my time and kill you fast or slow. The choice is yours. I have time.”


    


    “I don’t think you do,” I said and placed the sword tip against the ground. I leaned on it the same way he leaned on the staff. The blade bit into the ground and slid deep, Naomi’s blood seeping into the grass.


    


    I looked around.


    


    Nothing happened.


    


    Had I miscalculated?


    


    Could I be wrong?


    


    Did I need the blood of the living?


    


    Did I need to cut myself and let my own blood pour on the ground?


    


    I looked around and saw only the spirits of dead soldiers standing around, ignoring our discussion as they had ignored our battle.


    


    Ravenwood glanced around too. He laughed. “Were you expecting help from ghosts?”


    


    I shrugged. “A little.”


    


    He laughed harder. “You amuse me. It will be a shame to kill you. Pull out the sword, and let’s finish this as warriors.”


    


    I gripped the sword and pulled. It didn’t budge.


    


    “Problem?” he asked, twirling the staff around.


    


    I smiled. “For you,” I said.


    


    He laughed again. But that’s only because he hadn’t looked behind him.


    


    I pointed.


    


    “That trick was ancient even back in my day.” He approached me, ready to swing the staff.


    


    “Okay, but I warned you.”


    


    I sat down.


    


    He looked at me as if I were crazy, but after a moment, staff poised to deliver a killing blow, he did glance behind him.


    


    Naomi’s spirit smiled at him. “Hello, Blake,” she said.


    


    And she reached into the ferryman’s body and gripped Ravenwood’s spirit. He struggled, trying to get away. She pulled him out of Bob’s body, and Ravenwood stood there in stunned silence.


    


    Then I heard a rumble, and the ground beneath me shook.


    


    “You should go, Jonathan,” Naomi said. “I’ve got this.”


    


    Bob shook his head, confused.


    


    I patted him on the back. “You all right, Bob?”


    


    “Release me,” Ravenwood said. “They’re coming!” He struggled, punched, kicked, and twisted, but Naomi held him tightly.


    


    The ground seemed to roll beneath my feet. The spirits around us wavered, and the grass blew in a soft breeze. Dirt danced on the ground.


    


    “We need to get to the boat,” Bob said.


    


    “Let me go!” Ravenwood yelled. “They’ll take you too, Naomi! They’ll drag us to the pit of Tartarus!”


    


    “You’re the one who doesn’t get it,” Naomi said. “They won’t drag you down. That pleasure is all mine.”


    


    “You’ll be trapped down there too!”


    


    Naomi nodded. “But the people I care about will be safe.”


    


    She wrapped her spirit around his and drove him to the ground. Wisps of energy tore free from his eyes and he screamed. Naomi pushed him beneath the ground, and the scream died. She followed him under, and the ground shuddered.


    


    “We need to go,” Bob said.


    


    I grabbed Kelly’s sword, which came out of the ground easily, and we raced to the banks of the Acheron. The boat was long gone. The water now flowed back toward the land of the living. Sharon stood on the dock and approached the land when she saw us.


    


    “You made it,” she said, stopping a few planks from the riverbank.


    


    “Where’s the boat?”


    


    “Probably back at the entrance by now.”


    


    Bob nodded to Sharon. “Thanks for the help. I got sloppy.”


    


    “You should thank Jonathan, not me.”


    


    “Actually, he should be thanking Naomi,” I said.


    


    Bob walked to the edge of the pier. “You two might want to stand back.”


    


    Sharon shook her head. “I don’t want to set foot on land here.”


    


    “You don’t work here anymore. You can’t change the current. It will only take a minute.”


    


    “They’ll know I’m here.”


    


    “But they won’t get here before you’re gone.”


    


    She had no choice but to trust him. She glanced down at her feet and slowly stepped from the planks of the dock to the sand of the shore. I stood beside her.


    


    Bob took his staff and thrust it into the water. Fountains of liquid shot into the air, swirled around, and crashed back into the river, drenching the entire pier. Sharon pulled me away from the edge so none of the droplets could hit me. When Bob turned toward us, his face was hidden by the cowl, but I could see that his hands, still clutching the staff, were skeletal. He leaned the staff against his shoulder, shook the water from his bones, and held his hands out.


    


    Muscle, veins, sinew, and flesh wove around his bones until his hands returned to normal. When he approached us, I saw that his face had been burned away too. I watched it mend itself back together. The Acheron now flowed toward us. A minute later, the boat returned.


    


    “Shall we?” he said.


    


    The spirits started marching toward us.


    


    We raced to the edge of the pier and hopped into the boat. Bob pushed us into the current and waved his staff through the water. The water shifted direction again and carried us back toward the entrance.


    


    The spirits stopped at the edge of the river.


    


    “They know,” Sharon said.


    


    “That you were here?” I asked.


    


    She nodded.


    


    “So?”


    


    “I wasn’t supposed to leave here, Jonathan. They’re going to come after me.”


    


    “You have time on your side,” Bob said.


    


    “What do you mean?” I asked.


    


    “Time works differently down here. In your world, you’ve been gone for only a few minutes. Down here it’s been more than an hour. They’ll need time to assemble a team to go after you, and they might not even bother. I’ll certainly put in a good word for you. It’s also possible that they didn’t notice your presence.”


    


    “The spirits did.” She seemed afraid. I’d never seen her scared before.


    


    “You could stay and face them,” Bob said.


    


    “I like my life up there,” she said. “I don’t want to give it up.”


    


    “I’ll cover for you,” Bob said as the boat exited the cavern. He steered us to the edge of the river by the paupers.


    


    “Thank you,” Sharon said.


    


    Bob shook my hand. “Thanks for saving my ass.”


    


    I nodded.


    


    He placed a hand on Sharon’s shoulder. “Good luck,” he said. “If they ask me, I’ll send them in the wrong direction. If the gods are smiling on you, nobody will ever find you.”


    


    “They won’t be smiling,” she said.


    


    “You never know,” Bob said. “Don’t abandon hope.”


    


    “Right,” I said. “Let’s go home.”


    


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    


    
       
    


    


    
       
    


    


    
       
    


    


    
       
    

  


  
    CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN


    


    


    


    When we stepped through the rift back to Denver, Kelly and Esther leaned against my damaged Firebird with two headless Sekutar lying on the pavement.


    


    “Nice of you to join us,” Kelly said.


    


    “Ravenwood is history,” I said.


    


    Esther smiled. “You’re a darb.”


    


    Sharon kept looking over her shoulder. “I’d love to stay and chat, but I don’t want to be here in case we’re followed.”


    


    I heard sirens approaching—more backup.


    


    “I don’t think any of us should be here,” I said. “But I’m more worried about the cops.”


    


    Sharon nodded to me, opened another rift, and stepped through it.


    


    The front of my car on the passenger side was crumpled, the headlight popped out of its housing. It could have been worse.


    


    “I only see two warriors,” I said.


    


    “Brand stopped fighting once you took Ravenwood away,” Kelly said.


    


    “And you let him live?”


    


    “That’s not all,” Esther said, disgusted.


    


    When we climbed into the car, several people started toward us as if to tell us we couldn’t leave, but I had a sword in my hand and I’m guessing they’d seen Kelly behead the two dead warriors. The people changed their minds about getting involved and backed off. I knew they’d give my license plate number to the police, but I wasn’t too worried about it. I’d get in touch with O’Malley before then and go down to the station to sort things out.


    


    Kelly tossed me the keys.


    


    “You have something more to tell me, Kelly?” I asked as I started the car. I was pleased that the engine fired right up.


    


    “It’s nothing.”


    


    “It’s not nothing,” I said as I backed down off the curb. I could see antifreeze on the sidewalk, but it appeared to be a minor leak. I felt sure we could make it to the police station.


    


    “Tell him,” Esther said.


    


    “Tell me what?” I asked.


    


    Kelly shrugged. “It’s not a big deal.”


    


    “What?”


    


    Esther fumed. “She has a date with Brand on Friday.”


    


    “Excuse me? The son of a bitch tried to kill us and you’re going to go out with him?”


    


    Kelly shot Esther a look that said tattletale. “He’s cute,” she said.


    


    “Oh, boy,” I said. “Don’t tell O’Malley until after we’ve cleared all this shit up.”


    


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    


    
       
    


    By the time the Fourth of July rolled around, my injuries had mostly healed.  My shoulder still gave me the occasional twinge, but Kelly had been working on it after training at her new dojo.  She insisted that I train every damn day.  My heart just wasn’t in it.


    
       
    


    Sometimes Brand was there to be my sparring partner.  I know Kelly told him to take it easy on me, and to his credit, he listened to her.  He was incredibly fast, but he always pulled his punches.  In some ways, I wished he wouldn’t.


    
       
    


    We sat at the picnic table in O’Malley’s backyard, eating hamburgers, hot dogs, potato chips, and assorted goodies.  We washed it all down with ice-cold beer.


    
       
    


    O’Malley watched Kelly and Brand laughing and holding hands.  He looked disappointed, but he’d taken it well and was dating a woman named Donna who worked in the evidence room.


    
       
    


    As for me, I didn’t have a new office yet, but I did find an apartment.  Esther went shopping for decorations with me.  She insisted that it should feel like home.


    
       
    


    I wasn’t sure any place would ever feel like home, but I went through the motions of life anyway.


    
       
    


    Every night in my dreams, I tried to save Naomi, but she’d still leap onto that sword and I’d hold her as her life bled out.  For weeks I wasn’t sure I’d ever be able to get over it, but last night things hit a turning point.  I didn’t wake up crying when she died.  Last night, we rode down the Acheron, and she gave me a look filled with love and forgiveness.  She kissed me and faded away like a forgotten memory.


    
       
    


    When the people you love die, they leave an emptiness inside you that can never be filled.  You carry that emptiness with you forever.  The trick is to fill the rest of your life with good things.  I looked around at my friends.  They were laughing and smiling, and I knew they were there for me.  I figured that was a damn good start.


    
       
    


    


    
       
    


    THE END
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    CHAPTER ONE


    


    You ever have one of those days where dead people just won’t leave you alone? Well, I’d been having one of those months, but it didn’t get too crazy until Miranda Hammond walked into my life. Picture this: it’s a cool Tuesday morning in early December. Denver in late autumn wasn’t too bad this year. We had more mild days than arctic freezes and the temperature hovered in the high thirties. I could deal with it, but I had the car heater going.


    


    I pulled into my apartment parking lot and noticed a beautiful blonde leaning against the wall by my door. Esther stood beside her for a moment, but saw me and popped into my passenger seat. I should probably mention that Esther is a ghost. As always, she wore her short flapper dress. She was a secretary who died back in 1929. For many years, she couldn’t get farther than fifteen feet from her typewriter, but six months ago, the Underwood shattered and we kept most of the remains. She can teleport to any of those pieces whenever she likes. She loves the new mobility.


    


    “Hi, Jonathan. I think the Sheba is here for you.”


    


    “Hmm,” I said.


    


    “If it’s a blind date, you got lucky.”


    


    “No date,” I said. “How long has she been here?”


    


    “Ten minutes tops.”


    


    “Is she alive?”


    


    Esther frowned. “It didn’t occur to me to check.”


    


    “Well, let’s see what’s cooking.”


    


    Esther popped back to the woman and walked through her. Esther tapped her chest and gave me a thumbs-down.


    


    Great. Just what I needed. Another dead person. What can I tell you? My life is complicated. I stepped out of the Firebird, closed the door, and shivered as the wind cut into me. Too bad I couldn’t carry the heater with me.


    


    As I approached the door, the woman turned toward me.


    


    “Can I help you?” I asked.


    


    “Are you Jonathan Shade?”


    


    “According to my driver’s license,” I said.


    


    Her voice was silky smooth and, while at first glance, I’d have placed her in her early thirties, when I looked into her eyes, I adjusted the number closer to forty. A well-preserved forty, but her eyes held wisdom. She wore black slacks and a red blouse buttoned all the way to the top. She didn’t seem to notice the cold, but being dead, she wouldn’t. She stepped closer.


    


    “My name is Miranda Hammond, and I want to hire you.”


    


    “Is this about Sharon?” I asked.


    


    She gave me a confused look. “What makes you think that?”


    


    “I’m psychic,” I lied.


    


    She gave me the I was born at night, but not last night look. “Could have fooled me.”


    


    “Come on. You want to hire me to take you to a woman named Sharon. Been there, done that, sold the T-shirt on eBay. I’ll send you a bill.”


    


    She placed a hand on my chest. “I don’t know anyone named Sharon.”


    


    “You may know her by another name.” I moved past her to unlock my door. “The spirits play tricks sometimes.”


    


    She shook her head. “May I come inside? I really need to talk to you.”


    


    “Sorry. I’m not taking on any new clients at this time.”


    


    “Mr. Shade, I need your help. I was told you were my best shot at handling my little problem.”


    


    I grabbed her forearm, turned it, and placed the pads of my middle and ring fingers on her wrist. As Esther had indicated, Miranda did not have a pulse.


    


    “Pretty little crazy dead girl, go back to your grave.”


    


    “I’m not dead. Really.”


    


    “Pretty little crazy undead girl, go back to your grave.”


    


    I opened the door, entered my apartment, and closed the door behind me. As I expected, the woman knocked.


    


    “Is she a vampire?” Esther asked.


    


    “I don’t believe in vampires.”


    


    The woman kept knocking. “Please open the door, Mr. Shade!”


    


    Esther frowned. “She was trying to get an invitation to come inside.”


    


    “You’ve been around for more than a century. Have you ever seen a vampire?”


    


    “I spent most of my time in a filthy storage closet. It’s not like I was out enjoying the night life.”


    


    “It’s eleven o’clock in the morning, so even if vampires existed, she wouldn’t be out right now. Or maybe she’d be all sparkly.”


    


    Miranda persisted with the knocking.


    


    I sighed, turned around, and opened the door.


    


    Miranda stood there, fist raised to knock again. “Oh,” she said.


    


    “Are you a vampire?” I asked.


    


    She blinked. “No.”


    


    “A vampire wouldn’t admit to being a vampire,” Esther said.


    


    “Right,” I said. “At least you aren’t covered in glitter.” Leaving the door open, I turned, walked over to the sofa, and sat down.


    


    Miranda hesitated then entered my apartment. “I’m guessing it’s all right for me to come inside.”


    


    “Whatever. Shut the door. This place costs a fortune to heat.”


    


    She closed the door.


    


    Esther moved in front of Miranda and stared at her mouth. I suspect she was trying to see if Miranda had elongated incisors. Since Miranda couldn’t see Esther, she walked right through her and stood before me.


    


    “Spill,” I said.


    


    Miranda took a moment to look around the apartment. “You have no furniture,” she said.


    


    “I have a sofa.”


    


    She was right, though. Aside from the sofa, I didn’t have any furniture in the living room. My old condo and my office had been destroyed, and while I rented an apartment, I hadn’t bothered to furnish it beyond the sofa and a few essentials. Esther kept trying to get me to replace everything, but I felt more dead than Miranda. The decorations I let her talk me into buying still resided in bags in the closet.


    


    “I don’t trust her,” Esther said. Esther didn’t trust anyone.


    


    Miranda took a deep breath and let it out slowly. That made her blouse expand in interesting ways, but I reminded myself she was dead. Look in her eyes.


    


    “Let’s hear it,” I said.


    


    “I don’t know who I can turn to, and you came very highly recommended.”


    


    “By whom?”


    


    “Naomi Miller.”


    


    I felt a knife in my heart. “Naomi’s dead,” I said.


    


    “I heard. I’m sorry. I work at DGI Engineering.”


    


    The fact that she added the word Engineering told me she didn’t realize that DGI stood for Dragon Gate Industries or that the thirteenth floor housed a bunch of wizards. Naomi had worked there as a wizard. Yes, a real wizard.


    


    “Naomi and I used to go to Starbucks every morning before work,” Miranda said. “One day over lattes, she told me that if I ever had a problem—a problem that seemed too weird for normal people—that I should look you up. She said you handle strange cases all the time and nobody could do it better. I don’t know who else I can talk to about this.”


    


    “Let me guess. You died and now you’re back and it’s freaking you out.”


    


    “I’m not dead, Mr. Shade.”


    


    “Sorry, Miranda, but when your heart stops beating, that’s the textbook definition of dead.”


    


    “Denial much?” Esther said.


    


    “A year ago, I had a problem with a guy I dated. He worked on a different floor and he seemed nice, but he got really attached to me really fast. I tried to break it off with him, but he wouldn’t let go.”


    


    “Your very own stalker. How nice for you.”


    


    “He left me twenty messages a day. I changed my number and had two terrific days without him bothering me.”


    


    “Then he got the new number, of course.”


    


    “That’s right. And he told me that he would win my heart one way or another.”


    


    “By leaving you twenty messages a day. That always works.”


    


    “A month ago, I read a book about stalkers and I finally realized the smart thing to do was to get a second phone, but I kept the original phone too. That way I could have my friends and family call my new number, but stalker boy could leave me all the messages he wanted. As long as the phone was live, he wouldn’t know I’d switched numbers and eventually he’d give up.”


    


    “That’s usually effective as long as you’ve told the guy you’re not interested.”


    


    “I told him that time and again. Of course, now I know I should have said it once and then ignored him from then on.”


    


    “That’s all well and good, but I don’t do domestics. You should—”


    


    “Let me finish, Mr. Shade.”


    


    I shrugged and motioned for her to continue.


    


    “He came down to my office. He told me that if he couldn’t win my heart, he’d have to steal it.” As she spoke, she unbuttoned her blouse. She slowly opened it enough to reveal an incision in her chest.


    


    “What the hell?” I said.


    


    “He stole my heart, Mr. Shade. I want you to find him and steal it back.”
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