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   Chapter One
 
    
 
   It was a Wednesday when everyone started trying to kill me.
 
   Carlisle called the night before with a job.
 
   Carlisle’s my agent. He calls about once a month with an employment offer and for the most part, I take them. If I’m up against my house payment then there’s a good chance I’ll be tracking down a lost soul or trying to get a trace on a murder. When he read me the details of this case I almost laughed.
 
   “An old lady lost her husband while he was walking their dogs in a park. That’s all you’re giving me?”
 
   “What do you want, Phineas? They come to me with a sob story. Cops can’t help. I need a pro. They all want the same thing. Was it painless? Did he have any last words for me? You know the drill.”
 
   “Yeah, his last words were ‘why in the hells did you send me out to walk a Pomeranian?’”
 
   “Very funny. You want the job or what? If you’re busy I can shuffle the work off to Conover. He’s dying for something.”
 
   “Stu? He’s dying because he’s ninety years old. I’ll do it, but I wanna to go on record as not being thrilled.”
 
   “Yeah, great. I’ll add that to your file. I keep one filled with all your bitching and moaning.”
 
   “You’re all heart.”
 
   “Yeah. I am.”
 
   I jotted down a few notes and then clicked off.
 
    
 
   **
 
    
 
   Mrs. Whitfield was a handsome woman with white curls and a pair of glasses complete with gold chain to keep them around her neck. When I opened the door to her knock I was surprised that she didn’t scare away every bug in the neighborhood. She wore Eau de Mothball perfume with a will. Her hair was done up in a bun and she sported a dress that was probably made, by her, in the sixties. 
 
   She was the spitting image of a schoolteacher from the same decade. I kept my smartass comments to myself and my knuckles buried in the sleeves of my robe.
 
   I’d learned that none of my prospective clients took me seriously if I answered the door in jeans and a t-shirt. So I kept a black robe that had shapes of moons, planets, and a magic wand sewed on the front and back near. As much as I would like to say the robe had some magical benefits, it was just a gimmick that was about as dangerous as a wet paper towel. In fact I had tripped more than once on the stupid hemline. Don’t get me wrong, warlocks do wear robes, but they’re normally imbued with some kind of properties or laced with otherworldly powers. That’s right; I said it, ‘otherworldly.’
 
   “Mrs. Whitfield. I appreciate you stopping by, but do you know what I do for a living?”
 
   “Certainly.” She pushed her schoolteacher glasses up her nose with one finger as she gazed up at me. “You’re a witch that can communicate with the dead. I didn’t think a witch would be so tall and normal.”
 
   I covered my reaction with a cough.
 
   My lanky frame towered over her at six feet five. She had a comfortable rotundness that made me think of the stereotypical grandmother cooking pies and reading stories to children.
 
   “Warlock. I’m a warlock, not a witch.” I corrected her, but didn’t add that I was necromancer for two reasons. 
 
   One, because I didn’t feel like spending the next half hour explaining the difference. 
 
   Two, because I tried not to say the ‘Necro’ word whenever possible. People just didn’t have respect for those that played patty cake with corpses.
 
   “Right, a warlock.” She nodded like she met my kind every day.
 
   “I get impressions and sometimes they point me in the correct direction during an investigation.”
 
   “So the ghosts don’t talk to you?”
 
   “No ma’am. They just guide me. Now tell me what happened.”
 
   “The police said that my Clarence was killed by a roving band of homeless men.”
 
   I hadn’t seen anything in the newspaper or on TV and wondered if the cops had spun the story to protect her. Maybe she was in denial and had constructed the story to explain away a gambling debt. Maybe her husband’s secret gay lover got angry.
 
   One thing was for sure. If Carlisle was sending me on a wild goose chase I wanted money up front.
 
   But Carlisle didn’t work that way. When I finished I’d get my cut. He was sort of like a pimp. A warlock pimp. 
 
   Go ahead. Laugh it up.
 
   “Tell me more about your husband.”
 
   “He was an ex-marine and a sweetheart. He took the dog to play at the park. He didn’t come home.”
 
   “May I ask how he was killed?”
 
   She sobbed, dabbed at her nose, and then looked up at me with red-rimmed eyes. 
 
   “He was killed very violently, Mr. Cavanaugh. He had over a hundred stab wounds to his body. Can you do the job?” Her face was very sad, especially her eyes. She had lost a loved one and I suppose it wouldn’t hurt to have a little heart for a change.
 
   “Carlisle told you our fee? You also cover expenses for potions, formulas, blood work, and materials used in rites.” 
 
   “They went over the rates and I can pay. He’s dead and in the morgue. I don’t imagine you need any more blood work.”
 
   “Wrong kind of blood work, ma’am.” I smiled. I didn’t tell her that I might have to find a remnant, bring it home, cleanse out any blood, and then consume it. A hundred years ago this was mystical. Warlocks thought they got life force or the thoughts of the dead from their blood. Now we knew about DNA and the tree of life it contained, but it was still cool to play it off as mysticism.
 
   “Harold had some money in his life insurance, but he was already sick so he took some of it out to get ready for the end.”
 
   “Took some out?”
 
   “Cancer, in the pancreas. It was terminal so the insurance company let him withdraw half of his policy. Do you know what that pancreatic cancer means, Mr. Cavanaugh?”
 
   I nodded but didn’t speak.
 
   I did indeed. Depending on how far along he had been, his life expectancy might have been months or it might have been a year. Either way he had dug into his policy and taken out money to pay for medicine and possibly chemo. Maybe he had planned to take the rest and run for Tijuana. Couldn’t blame a guy for wanting to die with a smile on his face.
 
   When she looked down at her old and cracked plastic purse, I took pity on her and said I would take a look and work out a discount rate with Carlisle if I felt like the case was worth pursuing. I was essentially giving away my services for free but I felt a hint of pity.
 
   I don't really believe in karma, but come on. Sometimes it pays not to be a dick to little old ladies.
 
   This mission was strictly exploratory. I wasn’t even planning to pack heavy. Just the basics. Check for a whiff and then high tail it to the house. I was already half convinced that Mrs. Whitfield was a flake anyway and her husband wandered away, probably to escape the cloying smell of mothballs that followed her. I’ve never in my life seen Bilbo, my two-pound tarantula, hide so fast as when she walked in the door.
 
   Next time I’ll take notice of that little fact and set off the alarm bells myself.
 
    
 
   **
 
    
 
   I was up to my ball sack in muck, rain puddles, overgrown grass, and more than a few discarded beer cars before I realized that my prospects for the night weren’t looking so hot. 
 
   I should just get the words “expect the unexpected” tattooed on my palm. That way I could smack the hell out of myself every morning.
 
   It should have been an easy job, but there were a couple of things I’d learned in my short existence. No job is ever what it seems and the client always fudges some facts.
 
   It was dark, without even a proper mist. If I was going to be traipsing through the woods at oh-dark-thirty, the least the ground could do was offer up a little bit of creep factor. Of course it was raining. You can’t go anywhere in this damn city without the clouds rolling in and pissing on you. Then there was the moon--also a no-show. Probably hiding out behind all the clouds. Not that I could see either one since looking up just got me a face full of water.
 
   In my mind I was creating the warlock version of a golf umbrella. Big puff of black that would expand when tossed into the air. I had the whole thing worked out. A couple of glyphs to control it, kick some elemental ass for the propulsion mechanism, and make them get along with some words of binding.
 
   That’s when I spotted him.
 
   The demon was a little guy. Like someone had taken your garden-variety salamander, made it the size of a fat pug, then tossed it into a lake of slime and hate. There were at least eight eyes angled around its head, and when he snuffled the ground they shifted in every single direction of the compass. I got dizzy just trying to track all his ocular movements. His mouth was a horror that gave him the appearance of a freaky pie with teeth. Skin mottled grey, slimy, and in some places slack. It hung over his back legs, and when he shuffled forward all that mass shifted around his body. It sounded like he was covered in half filled water balloons. If I’d had a dart gun, I could’ve dumped a gallon of demon ooze on the ground.
 
   He lowered his head and sniffed. Looked up and stared at the clouds as if distracted. I held my breath because I wasn’t sure if the little bastard had nostrils. Rain pelted the bizarre mouth, letting water run out of a pair of gills along its neck.
 
   I held my breath until I got dizzy. If I made a noise, moved a millimeter, it might well become aware of me, and then I would either be in for a fight or a test of its loyalties. Of course it could always ignore me and continue to hunt whatever it was here for. As long as it wasn’t me, I was happy to let Mr. Shifty Eyes snort bugs and mud for the rest of the night.
 
   I thought relief had arrived when I heard barking in the distance. Mr. Demon on the hunt? Meet your victim. But the evil pug didn’t even need to move its head.
 
   Shit! I decided that breathing was an important part of staying alive and spent a few seconds sucking in air as quietly as possible.
 
   He took a ponderous step away from me, and then one more.
 
   Earlier, I had pulled down my eyelids and rubbed a thick ointment onto them. It burned like fire and made me want to reach for a gallon of saline solution. But after a few minutes the burning gave way to a dull itch that felt like summer allergies. It sucked, but it was also a small price to pay for night vision. It wasn’t perfect. I didn’t get a crystal clear version of the world like a changer might, but it was at least as good as the goggles the military employ. I knew this because I had tried to sell the army the formula. That didn’t sit too well with the league. There was talk of stringing me up. 
 
   Others just wanted to kick my ass. Arcanist’s have no sense of humor.
 
   The demon didn’t give up. He just stared in eight directions while his nose sucked at the ground. I could take my chances with a blast of lighting, or maybe freeze him in place until the morning then try to have a unit pick him up. That would be a funny conversation. 
 
   “This is Phineas Cavanaugh. I need a demon picked up at Alear Park in Auburn Washington. How long until you guys can get here?” 
 
   “How long until you can piss off?” would be the likely answer. 
 
   The safest thing to do would be to leave the damn thing alone and get back to my house. Then I could come back in the morning and try to pick up a remnant of Clarence Whitfield, the dead guy I was hired to track down.
 
   Yep. That would have been the smart thing to do.
 
   The problem was I loved a challenge, and it sometimes got in the way of the common sense side of my brain.
 
   I slashed my hand through the air and mouthed words. This would keep my scent hidden. My pinky finger was covered in a potion of dubious design. Something I had developed all by myself. The league didn’t like that too much either. If warlocks were going to be coming up with new formulas, they wanted to profit from it. That’s why they got pissed about the night vision goop, too. It wasn’t that I stepped out of line and spoke out of school; it was because they weren’t getting a cut.
 
   This park was an unlikely place to find a warlock, and even more unlikely to find someone of my calling, a necromancer. We preferred to keep a low profile since no one wanted our filth around. Genus Warlockus Necromanus were the whipping boys of the warlocks. We got no respect because we liked to dig in the dirt and talk to the dead. But were demonologist any better? I’d certainly never met one that I liked. Who wanted to consort with denizens of the six wards? All demons did was lie and stink up a room. Plus, if you lost your cool or spoke the wrong words they were just as likely to haul your screaming ass back to their fiery pit as look at you.
 
   But you mention warlock to someone and they get an uncomfortable look. Say necromancer and they suddenly have business in another state.
 
   Even the league didn’t like necros, though we got officially sanctioned not long after everything went public in the nineties. That was a fine time to live through. The nightly news centered on witches, warlocks, and all manner of ‘Fae’ creature that had kept their asses well and truly hidden for the last few centuries.
 
   Then someone opened their big fat mouth. At first he was a laughing stock, but after making a skeleton not only walk around on live television but also attempt to speak, it became clear that there was more involved than a charlatan’s tricks. He was ostracized, kicked out of the league indefinitely. Warlocks cursed his name and changers crapped on his lawn.
 
   It took me a long time to get back in everyone’s good graces.
 
   But that’s another story.
 
   There was no chance of me finding a trace of blood in this park. I had an idea where the murder had gone down, but any bloodstain evaporated the second the rain arrived. Even if I had some high tech police spray to squirt all over the ground, I’d need a biplane and a couple of thousand gallons.
 
   The park was a one off. Converted from a cow pasture and farm house back in the 70s, now it was mainly used as a dog park. During the day you could bring your golden retriever and work off its energy, if you had a strong enough arm. At night, it was closed and silent.
 
   I’d spotted a small rise to the east that was surrounded by tall maples. It had made a perfect location to land behind and hide my pitchfork. Then it was just a quick half-mile jaunt that saw me cursing my ridiculous robes. They dragged across the ground and created a soggy mess that soon soaked into my boots, socks, and jeans. I probably looked like a refugee from a renaissance fair.
 
   The walk wasn’t bad and went a long ways toward waking me up. I should have been in bed, but the widow had been very specific about the place where her Chucky had passed while walking their Pomeranian. It made me suspicious of his death. Pomeranians? Really? A man can only take so much – maybe he jumped in the river.
 
   I slid from behind a tree and motioned again to nullify my scent. The potion worked but only in five minute spurts. And I wondered why it’d been a financial failure.
 
   I slid a potion out and worked at the cork top with my fingertips. The bottle itself was a hundred years old and had seen more action than a roman statue. It was thick and the cork was in there deep and tight. I seasoned my corks over several months to remove any traces of water before they spent time in a humidor. The last thing I wanted was some of the crazy concoction spilling while I’m was a thousand feet in the air.
 
   Frogs were making an unholy racket somewhere to the south. I thought there might be a small pond in that direction. This time of year, it, and the area around the water, were probably a swamp.
 
   The demon grunted and stared straight at me. I froze in place, reasoning that if I’d already stood here for close to an hour, I had time to blend in, become one with the shadows. 
 
   Another note to self, “I’m no damn ninja.”
 
   “Oh crap,” I muttered and worked at the cork with my fingernails.
 
   It came up on hind legs that were severely disjointed. One knee pointed toward me, the other knobbed and jointed in the opposite direction. Bumps dotted its limbs like giant pockmarks. I thought the beast was small, but it had been keeping its form in a tight ball. Its body expanded, tripling in size as if filled with air, or something it was tapping into on the other side of the cusp.
 
   Two arms stretched and moved up and down, as if trying to sense me. The little cuss had a third limb that was folded close to its chest. This one opened up like a praying mantis preparing to strike. It was long, serrated along its forepaw, and ended in a massive hook that looked deadly even in the poor light. I had to assume it was welded in place because I’d never heard of a demon born with knives. Claws the size of goats, sure. Actual metal hooks? That was a first.
 
   The rain let up just as I took a step back and got my foot stuck in yet another puddle. Water and gunk rushed to suck my foot into the ground.
 
   It moved faster than quicksilver. The main problem with demons was their inability to focus on anything else once they had a target. I’d made the mistake of assuming it was hunting something else. That it’s presence here was purely coincidental. Last note of the night to myself, “You are an idiot.”
 
   “Bad demon. You’re off my Christmas list.” I panted and did the smart thing. 
 
   I ran for my life.
 
    
 
   **
 
    
 
   I swear I am going to get in shape. 
 
   How many times have you said that and actually done something about it? There was no way you’d find me at the gym, because no one wanted to see a pasty white warlock on a treadmill. Oprah? Yeah. Me? Not so much.
 
   I huffed and puffed as I took off at my idea of a sprint. That was, legs pistoning as fast as they could. While my arms worked like a broken windmill that was already two sheets to the wind.
 
   I had to be realistic. My fork was too far for me to make it before the demon caught up. I didn’t have a chance in the hells of going toe to toe. To make matters worse, the vial wasn’t cooperating. My guess was that initial panic had caused me to jam the cork all the way inside the tube.
 
   If I had known I was going into a fight tonight, I would have brought a different set of potions and maybe a giant crossbow or three, with a small army to carry it. I should have asked my changer friend Frank Two-Feathers to watch my back, but I thought he was watching the back of a cute little falcon out in Edgewood.
 
   I should have been armed with Draco Dracaena and Ash Laurel. The latter for psychic protection, the first for physical. Instead I had a few doses of frankincense and periwinkle. This helped me focus and see through the fog that separates us from the cusp. I knew a warlock that used to smoke pot to get the same effect. He crashed his fork while staring at the moon and, if the story was true, howling a Peter, Paul, and Mary song at the top of his lungs.
 
   I cut to the right and sacrificed a breath to get my teeth around the cork and was rewarded with it sliding halfway out.
 
   Feet thumped behind me. I risked a glance over my shoulder to confirm what my sense of self-preservation was already telling me. The hairs on the back of my neck stood on end and I swear I felt the demon’s breath playing across them.
 
   I nearly stumbled over a rock, but righted myself and pounded over the grassy ground, hoping to avoid any leftover dog shit. It would be just my luck to hit a pile of St. Bernard crap and go flying. Then it would be just me and the demon, mano a demon-o a manure-o.
 
   I got my other hand around a wax paper pouch with a small mark burned into it. I was trusting to my system because there wasn’t enough light to see, and even if I relied on my warlock sight there was no way to steady the pouch as I ran.
 
   So I sniffed it and would have smiled except my lungs hurt too much.
 
   The glass vial in one hand, packet in the other, I dumped the two into one palm, clapped my hands, and then tossed the mess into the air with a quick flurry of words. That should confuse the demon, make him want to stop and talk to himself for a few hours before the confusion wore off.
 
   The spell helped bind the ingredients and also spread the ensuing mess to the wind. The flakes rose in the air, spread out and were immediately doused by rain. The clouds had decided to open up and drench now of all times. Sometimes I think someone up there doesn’t like me, or someone down there, on the other side of the cusp.
 
    
 
   **
 
    
 
   I sped over the ground and cursed myself for not coming more prepared with at least my imbued chest piece. It might not stand up to a couple of slugs from an assault rifle, but for a warlock it was as strong as wearing a shield straight out of a science fiction movie. I should surely have a blade with me. Probably a silver dagger with a couple of glyphs, nasty ones, to slice through armor or demon and find a heart, no matter where it lay in the creature’s body. I once fought a demon that looked like a wildebeest. Damn thing ran me down like a toreador without a red cape. My chest piece saved me, and when it came back and leapt toward me, I slid forward on my butt and sliced it from neck to groin. 
 
   It took two days to wash the stench off.
 
   I risked another glance over my shoulder, but the bastard hadn’t gotten lost and was still right on my ass. I was at least a quarter mile from my fork and about a quarter second away from being demon chow. As I leapt over a small puddle, I noticed a pentagram etched into the ground. It was surrounded by flower leaves and a healthy sprinkling of blood. 
 
   Oh hell, this was no accident. Someone had been up to no good and I’d stumbled into it. It made sense. The place a person died (the more violent the better) was the perfect location to call up one of the little guys from the first or second ward. But conjure a big one and you are just as likely to be on the receiving end of whatever you had planned for your victim. The police wouldn’t know how to read the scene. They didn’t have a book on the occult. Maybe the old man had stumbled on a ritual and had been killed by the demon that was currently chasing me.
 
   I looked back and gave a little scream of horror as the beast reached out with that hooked middle arm and caught me across the back. His blade sank into my robe and touched my skin, but I stumbled forward and avoided being skewered. 
 
   I pounded to a halt and spun to the side. The demon flew by and I reached out with one arm as it passed to slap its bald little head in a childish gesture. Its ears were tiny and only one had a lobe, but it was upside down. I yanked my hand back and found it covered with demon slime. Gross. 
 
   The practical side of me advised rubbing some of it into the vial I'd just emptied into my hand. The other side wanted me to put my hand in boiling water then a nice cold bath of isopropyl alcohol. We warlocks have come up with some dandy potions over the centuries, but nothing cleaned demon phlegm quite like the classics.
 
   The little Danny De Vito looking monster spun on its ridiculous back jointed leg and came at me fresh and full of vigor. I could have tried a kick to its chest. Maybe caught the arm and hooked it over to impale it in the thing’s chest. I might have had a chance at a throat strike that would slow it down.
 
   There was actually a better chance of an errant asteroid surviving entry to earth’s atmosphere and crushing the little demon.
 
   Every damn potion I had was useful for tracking. I even had one set aside that would help make a water and wind proof cover from my robe if I was stuck in a tornado – or a good old fashioned Seattle rainstorm.
 
   That was it!
 
   I ran toward the river as the demon came back in pursuit.
 
   The vial came loose and this time I cupped it in my hands to keep it from being washed away. Then it was a simple matter of coating my hands while whispering the words. I whipped my non-dominant left hand downward across the black fabric. Then my right hand upward and across my breast.
 
   My back burned from the demon’s blade and I got the distinct impression blood was leaking into the fabric. I hoped so. Few things solidified a spell like fresh plasma.
 
   I knew from the whistling sound that it was coming, and I ducked. The blade passed over my head and brushed my hair. One more of those and I was going to be a headless runner for all of two seconds. I spotted the river and uttered the last word of the spell. Throwing my hands in the air helped complete the transition.
 
   My robe billowed and formed a sphere. I curled my body as I leapt off a rock and into the ice cold water of the rushing outlet known as White River. The protective ball was a stroke of genius and it saved my ass. The robe had nothing imbued to make it less porous. The water, though slow, seeped in and took me right to the bottom. 
 
   At least it kept its shape.
 
    
 
   **
 
    
 
   I staggered out of the water and pulled my soaking robe over my head and dropped it for later retrieval. I ran my fingers through my long black hair and yanked out more than a few branches. Reaching into an inner pocket, I took out a few packets, hoping they weren’t soaked through.
 
   My wish did not come true.
 
   At least the vials were in good shape. I inspected a few in the poor light. I wasn’t sure about the contents of several of them, so had to go by basic shape for familiarity. If I was wrong, the demon might find true love or run around with an uncontrollable erection for a few days.
 
   I almost wished I had a gun. On second thought, no reason to piss the thing off any more than it already was.
 
   As if I wasn’t already soaked to the bone, the rain had not let up. I cursed. Well, not a curse – curse. More the kind that is supposed to make you feel better. Just like everything else this night, it didn’t work.
 
   I shivered as the chill really settled in. The ground sucked at my feet as I tried to creep across it. Between the suction at my leather boots and my teeth chattering, I must have sounded like a walking water bag trying to juggle dominoes.
 
   I took to the trees and tried to blend in, but my Soundgarden t-shirt, one of the only white tees I actually owned, stood out even in the crappy light. My jeans, mismatched white and blue socks, and lack of a jacket left me feeling exposed, underdressed, and very very cold.
 
   The demon was nowhere to be seen, so I broke into a trot and ran out of breath exactly thirty eight seconds later. 
 
   I moved to the east and padded as quietly as I could. Still no demon. Well, maybe it went into the water and forgot how to swim. He’d wake up in the Pacific Ocean and have a hell of a time getting back. By then I would be long gone.
 
   I slid to a tree and perched behind it, hands on my knees and breath puffing in and out. If I made for my fork I would be there in about five minutes. Assuming I was on the right path and could find the landmarks I had committed to memory, the main one being the bathroom. 
 
   I moved out again and made for another tree that was partially covered by shrubs. I slid behind them, cast my eyes back and forth, and exited the other side.
 
   There was a smaller tree in my path. I went to duck behind it and almost let out another scream. It was no tree!
 
   The demon spun on me and all eight horrid little eyeballs stared through my skull. I babbled a spell of binding but it smashed through the rite so fast I barely had time to roll out of the way.
 
   I ran for it, hoping against hope I was on the right path.
 
   My shirt sucked at my body so I yanked it off, spun, and flung it at the demon. It probably expected another spell to tear apart, based on the shape of the multiple mouths that seemed to form a smile. It really did look like a psychotic cherry pie.
 
   The shirt smacked into the demon and covered its face. Its third hand rose and hovered in the air before it caught on a low hanging branch. The demon was whipped backwards as all that forward momentum came to a sudden stop. Sadly, its arm didn’t break off.
 
   I flat out ran for it and slipped into the puddle I had been looking for.
 
   I went flying, body skidding across the ground, which left the most annoying case of grass burn I have ever experienced.
 
   But the pentagram was there, just in front of me. I slipped on soaked hands and knees until I fell face first into the shape. My head shot around just as the sky decided to piss on my parade by opening up again and cascading ice cold water on my already freezing body.
 
   I cried words, but my mouth was full of grass and dirt so they came out slurred. Even Mother Earth was not impressed with my efforts tonight.
 
   My left hand struggled behind my back to scoop up a little blood while I spat nature all over the pentagram. It wasn’t even a very good one. The person that drew it must have had a terrible shake because the lines weren’t straight. I was no expert on summoning, but whoever did this had no respect for the art.
 
   The rain let up right over my head. The demon had managed to get the drop on me. Not only that but he made the ugliest damn canopy.
 
   I rolled over as the hook came down again. It struck the earth an inch from the mark and stuck. I ripped my blood-covered fingers down and smashed them into the circle and uttered the words. This time they came out.
 
   So did the mark.
 
   I lifted the pentagram off the ground and held it gently, even though I wanted to jump up and run into tomorrow. The ground smoked where it had been. Flower leafs wilted and then turned to ash. The blood that had started the spell turned black and then went in a puff of smoke that was sucked away by the rain.
 
   “Stop!” I bellowed and the demon did.
 
   When it spoke, the voice made me want to bash my head into the ground. 
 
   Have you ever heard someone scream while their mouth was filled with marbles as they simultaneously pulled eight fingernails down a chalkboard? Really? Cause that would be more pleasant than whatever the demon said.
 
   It went to the ground and shuffled around on all threes, once more looking like a giant toad.
 
   The barking came again, and closer this time. I looked around for the source but there was nothing in the immediate vicinity. It had to be after midnight and the evening had been a complete bust. No matter how much I searched the ground, I had been unable to locate the murdered man’s scent. To top it all off, I had a demon in thrall and no idea what to do with it, so I decided to do something extra stupid.
 
   I took one of the larger vials out of my jeans pocket and popped the cork. It smelled like lavender water. Something easy to make that didn’t cost an arm and a salamander leg. Pouring the fluid out was like tossing money on the ground, but it left me with an empty vessel. Next was the delicate art of ushering the pentagram shape, which I did with numb and shaking fingers. It fled into the tiny opening, and when I muttered a binding spell the demon sank into the ground.
 
   The night lit up as a portal winked open, giving me a glimpse of one of the wards. I shook my head because it looked like a giant room layered in obsidian, pock marked with giant puddles of molten lava.
 
   Then something hit me. A blast of warmth suffused my body and I suddenly felt like I could take on a demon. A couple of them. Hell, maybe an army. It was like icy cold electricity had ripped into my core and then exited through my hands and feet, but it left me feeling like a new person. I had the insane urge to start letting spells loose for no other reason than I could. Fire and ice. Stop the stupid rain. I had them all in my grasp. Christ, I was more delirious than I thought possible.
 
   The portal snapped shut, snatching my very brief glimpse into the underworld, but not before I watched a figure dash out of view.
 
   The form had a human shape and it was covered in pure white, which made no sense at all. What self respecting demon dressed like in white? They dove at something scratched into the ground. A pentagram like shape similar to the one I had just stolen. Serves you the right--sending an unsanctioned demon. If I ever got ballsy enough to return to the league I was going to bitch about it. Maybe fill out a complaint. Call my congressman. Send a letter to the president. 
 
   Who was I kidding? I just wanted to go back to bed and pretend like this evening never occurred.
 
   The barking grew closer. Now what in the fresh hells was this? I didn’t have anything left, unless I tried to control the demon in the bottle and that was not going to end well for anyone. I had about as much luck winning Powerball.
 
   A shape pushed itself through the mist that now hung over the ground. From the fog came a small black nose, followed by fur. I wished for the hundredth time that I had a weapon.
 
   The dog was brown and its fur was drenched and pressed to its side. It had tiny black eyes that stared back at me with something like hope. It shook and its little tail wagged pathetically.
 
   Tonight wasn’t a complete bust, because I had found one of Mrs. Whitfield’s Pomeranians. I scooped the dog up, rubbing its head and whispering reassuring words. It shied away at first, but before I knew it the mutt was licking my face. The walk back to my fork wasn’t so bad after all.
 
    
 
   **
 
    
 
   When I finally made it home, which was a chore considering I had one extra passenger that had never been on a pitchfork. All I wanted to do was crawl into bed. I didn’t have anything resembling a dog bed so I took a pillow off the couch, one I would probably have to have dry cleaned, and dropped it on the floor. I set the Pomeranian down and went to find him something to eat.
 
   The dog regarded me with haunted eyes. Brown puffs of fur stuck up in every direction. The smell of wet dog did not help. How long had the little guy been out in the woods?
 
   When I returned, he was guarding the pillow like it was his new best friend. He still shook, but whether from fear or cold I wasn’t sure. Probably a combination of both. I reached out to pet his head but he gave a little growl. Just a slight warning that said “I don’t know you but if you mess with my pillow say goodbye to your favorite shoes.”
 
   “Fine, let’s see how you like bread and water, mutt,” I muttered. 
 
   It turned out he liked the combination quite a bit.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Two
 
    
 
   I woke to banging and assumed it was Mrs. Whitfield come to find out how the job had gone. Rolling over, I flipped open my beat up cell phone. It dripped water on the nightstand, but at least it displayed an amber glow from the tiny screen. I had missed three calls and all from Carlisle. I rubbed sleep from my eyes and glanced at the clock. Showing up at a warlock’s house at seven in the morning should be illegal.
 
   I managed to stumble into my robe and make it to the door without tripping on anything. The dog sat on his pillow and raised one corner of his mouth to show teeth. Not much of a smile but at least he didn’t growl. I gave the room a cursory glance and didn’t find a stain or pile of dog shit. Well bully me. With any luck, that was Thora at the door and she could just take him right on home with her. 
 
   “Hi butthead,” I muttered as I walked by. He lowered his head but didn’t leave his pillow. His eyes traveled from me to the corner of the room, and when I looked I figured out what was wrong with him.  Bilbo, my two pound tarantula, had eyes on the stuffed toy of a pup.
 
   “Bilbo, if you eat that dog I’ll take you to the zoo and leave you.”
 
   The spider did not deign to answer.
 
   “Look Mrs. Whitfield …” I slid the metal blind aside and peered out the three inch hole to find that my older client wasn’t there at all.
 
   Distaste showed on her face from the moment I opened the door. She tried to stay cool but I heard a gulp. I looked down to make sure I was wearing pants.
 
   She was dressed like a cop trying not to look like a cop. Black polyester slacks to match her car. A white button down shirt poked out of a rain jacket that she clutched together at her chest. Her blond hair was a curly mass that somehow gave her a fresh-faced look. She didn’t wear makeup. Her skin was pale and made even more striking because of her clear blue eyes. 
 
   She held a piece of paper in one hand at about eye level. She lowered it when she saw me and didn’t look impressed.
 
   I’d never seen this woman in my life, but sometimes you get that feeling. Know what I mean? Like you need to get to know someone on an intimate level.
 
   I realized that the paper had my name and picture on it, and she’d been using it as an umbrella.
 
   No gun that I could see. That probably meant she wasn’t easily rattled. I took a liking to the woman right away because not everyone could walk up to the front door of a warlock and just bang on it like a long lost friend.
 
   That had to be her black car in the driveway, but it looked far too sporty for a regular cop. More like something the local police and state patrol would drive. Gone were the days of black sedans, because I think the police just want a cool ride to drive to work. Who wouldn’t want to dash around town in a jet black Charger with electronics jammed into every nook and cranny?
 
   The sun rose behind a pair of clouds that looked grey and fat with rain, but the sky also had a pink tinge. It was about to be a perfect late September day. The kind that made me want to stay indoors and read an ancient tome of foreboding, or maybe experiment with a few new potions.
 
   Red sky at night, sailors delight. I thought. Some would call it a harvest moon but I called it an omen. Pink skies always reminded me of blood. Mists of the stuff, like getting punched in the face so the spray of crimson obscures your vision for a split second.
 
   “You Phineas?”
 
   I hated having the robe on this early in the morning. I should’ve still been asleep and dreaming of demons sent over the cusp, like my little friend from last night. If I knew a cop was coming I would have put on something more malevolent. Sometimes it just came down to appearances, much like the cop standing in front of me. You wanna be a bad ass, start by looking like one.
 
   “Yep,” I replied. “Phineas Cavanaugh, necromancer to the stars.”
 
   “So you really do magic and cast spells?” 
 
   “If you’re looking for a parlor magician, try Google. I’m a busy man.”
 
   She rolled her eyes and looked back at her car.
 
   “Got an appointment?” The last thing I wanted was a cop showing up asking questions about my nighttime activities, no matter how cute she was. I hadn’t done anything illegal. I was just wary of those in authority. It had been my experience that people in uniforms were the worst. People in uniforms bashed down doors and dragged people into the night.
 
   “I didn’t know I needed one.” Her eyes roamed over my porch. Maybe she was looking for a dispenser to take a number. She didn’t speak for a few seconds and that was just fine with me. The more uncomfortable she felt the quicker I could get back in bed and nurse my hangover. A lot had changed over the centuries, but one thing remained the same. Drinking absinthe could be a bitch.
 
   The cop sighed and crossed her arms with a crinkle of rain jacket that dribbled water on my ‘Don’t Piss Off The Warlock’ welcome rug.
 
   “I’m Detective Andrews from the Seattle police department, and I was hoping for some advice.”
 
   “Lost love? Wanna win him back with a potion? I can do that for a fee. But you have to pay for the ingredients and my time.” I paused dramatically then leaned so I towered over her. “My time does not come cheap.”
 
   “You can create a potion to make someone fall in love?” She stared at me. “Where were you in college when I was trying to get my Civics teaching assistant in bed?”
 
   “It’s not that easy.” I smiled. “I can create an alluring aura so the recipient is enamored toward you, but it fades in a day or two so you have to work fast and impress him or her in other ways.” 
 
   This was true, to a point. We normally don’t talk about our work for obvious reasons. I could make up something that would make a guy think he was madly in love with her for a few weeks at best, but he would wake up from that little honeymoon with a wicked headache and a whole lot of anger. 
 
   It had never worked out for previous male clients because the only thing worse than a woman scorned was a woman fucked with.
 
   “I’d like to talk to you about some work. We have a special case and I think we need some special help. I don’t want to be here but we’re pretty much out of other options.”
 
   It’d been a long time since someone in any official capacity asked for my help. They used to, but the Randall case put an end to my steady stream of revenue. No one would have suspected a fifteen-year police veteran of being a serial killer, but I knew differently the moment I met him because he reeked of the dead. After that debacle the jobs just dried up.
 
   I sighed and opened the door all the way and gestured her inside. The Pomeranian barked twice, probably realized he was in a stranger’s house, and went back to hiding from my tarantula.
 
   I had the wall that made up the angled stairs removed when I purchased the place and added a wooden stairwell done up in ‘creepy,’ along with paintings of tortured souls and bas relief demons staring out of the hallway walls. The corners had small shelves mounted with leering demons, angels, and hovering gods. I liked to think that it added to my allure, just like the robe. But just like my raiment, they served no other purpose.
 
   She followed me into the kitchen, which was connected to a small but unused dining room. Shelves lined the walls and a workspace was built under it, currently covered with a big black velvet cloth. I liked to work at night because some ingredients don’t react well to sun. Plus, I’m, you know, a freaking necromancer.
 
   I eyed the coffeemaker suspiciously.
 
   “I’d offer you some coffee but I’m not sure how old it is. Maybe a day, maybe three.”
 
   “I’m fine. If you have some water that would be great.” She had to notice the sparseness of the kitchen. The lack of appliances other than stove and refrigerator. I don’t eat at home much, and when I do it’s usually a microwave meal. 
 
   “Nice house. Had it long?”
 
   “A few years.”
 
   “Wife?”
 
   “I’m good, thanks.”
 
   “Uh, sorry to hear that?” She chuckled.
 
   I ran the tap for a second and then offered what I hoped was a clean glass. She regarded it with a dubious eye but took a sip anyway. I noticed her eyes were tired and dry. I opened myself to her aura but it was recessed. You can tell a lot about a person from the circles that surround their body, but hers were withdrawn and dull. Combined with the lassitude she was attempting to hide, I knew what the problem was right away.
 
   Addict. Probably pills. I bet if I went through her car I would find a prescription bottle full of painkillers. Well, it wasn’t my problem, although I could help her. People need to want help. That’s the first step to a cure, no matter how strong a potion I prepare. Rehab works the same way and both are a bitch. Unless someone wants to change, they’ll be back to their old ways in no time at all.
 
   “Don’t be. We have an on again off again relationship. Right now we’re off because she thinks I can’t get my life together.”
 
   “Women, eh?” She took a long pull from the glass. I could discount it as rain but I suspected the little drops on her forehead were actually tiny beads of sweat. Maybe it was close to her next dose, next fix, whatever it was she slid down her throat to make it through the day. I didn’t judge since I have had my fair share of addictive crap poured down my gullet over the years. Drugs, booze, and an assortment of weird stuff that only ‘we others’ knew about, but I would probably share if the price were right.
 
   “You should be talking to my agent, Carlisle. He arranges my work.”
 
   “I know about that bounty hunter, but this case isn’t like that. This is a real murder investigation, not chasing ghosts.” She waved her hand in front of her face like she was chasing away an annoying fly
 
   “Pulled the shortest straw?”
 
   “Very funny. I just don’t believe in this magic stuff but I got volunteered. So be nice and tell me to go away.”
 
   “Go away.” I smiled.
 
   She stared up at me for the count of three and then turned to go.
 
   “Wait. Wait. I didn’t mean it.”
 
   “Oh we’re good,” she said and headed for the door. 
 
   She wore sensible loafers that didn’t clomp across my hardwood floors.
 
   “Oh come on, officer … didn’t get your name.”
 
   “Andrews, detective.”
 
   “Detective is your first name?”
 
   “Sure.”
 
   “Don’t be bitter. Why don’t you take a seat and tell me about the case? That way you can go back with a clear conscience, knowing you did as your superiors asked.”
 
   “Superiors? Who talks like that?” She sighed, looked around the room, and then went back to the kitchen. I moved aside. She opened my fridge and studied the interior then sighed again and looked around with distaste.
 
   “I can summon a Pepsi machine.”
 
   “I like Coke.”
 
   “How does that react to the other stuff?” 
 
   “Pardon me?”
 
   “Nothing. Never mind.” Probably not the best time to bring up the drug abuse.
 
   She picked up her water glass and drank deeply. I watched but didn’t speak. Maybe she was just gathering her thoughts. Maybe she was about to slam the glass down and storm out again.
 
   I decided to make the first move. “You want help finding a killer?”
 
   “It’s just complicated and, quite frankly, I don’t understand how anything can make the kind of wounds we’ve seen. People torn up, ripped in half. It’s enough to make you old and grey.”
 
   “I don’t see a hint of it. Quite natural really.”
 
   She looked up at me again but her face was stone.
 
   “I don’t help the cops. I used too.”
 
   “Why not? We’re not bad guys.”
 
   “Let’s just say I had a run in a few years ago and the case didn’t turn out like I expected.”
 
   “They said you might be bitter. Did you know they eventually ran Peters in on different charges? The guys in the slam knew, though. He was stabbed to death a month after he went into the pen.”
 
   “Couldn’t have happened to a better guy.” I stared into space as I remembered the image of his small and broken victims. The oldest had been nine. The youngest--let’s just say I put that out of my memory, and I have seen some wild shit during my very long life.
 
   “It was before my time on the force.”
 
   “Tell me what you know. At the very least I may be able to send you in the right direction.” Now that my plans for sleeping all day were ruined, I supposed I could make the best of it. With the lack of leads from the job last night, it was probably in my best interest to earn a few bucks if I could.
 
   I had to admit that she had my interest. Not many agencies would even admit we exist. Warlocks and witches were a novelty. A Wednesday night news article to be discarded along with the police blotter. Since we went live back in ’93, it is safe to say that we are tolerated at best. The fact that we openly touch the other side and do crazy stuff like zip around on pitchforks is lost on all those nimrods. We don’t fall into their neat little definition of what is the norm.
 
   Of course, they set this little forgetfulness aside when it comes to taxes.
 
   “It started a week ago when we found the first body. This is pretty gruesome stuff – uh, are you okay around blood and stuff?” 
 
   “I think I can handle it.” And I thought I could. Then she pulled a brown envelope from an inner pocket and dumped a small stack of photos into her hand. Next she laid seven or eight pictures out on the counter.
 
   The victims had died in pain and horror. They were not so much ripped open as shredded. One victim was a man around twenty-five. A big guy that looked liked he could have worked construction. One of his arms was missing and great gashes ran the length of his torso where his guts had been pulled out. Someone had tried to be polite and push the things back in. But ropy masses, like snakes crawling through blood, protruded from his stomach. His throat was missing and I suspected that was only to shut him up when his screams drove the attacker crazy.
 
   The detective was right. These weren’t knife wounds.
 
   The next victim was a woman in her sixties. Judging by the wounds on her back, someone or something had flipped her over and torn out her spine. There was a pool of blood around her form. The attacker had pulled her head back and slammed it into the ground. The attacker was very powerful judging by the protruding brain matter. I didn’t think someone dropped from a building would show that much damage.
 
   The last photo was of a pair of kids, and if they were teens I’d be surprised. A boy and a girl who were probably lovely except their faces were missing. I had seen enough.
 
   “This wasn’t done by a person.”
 
   “We know. It’s like a bear or a cougar attacked them.” She paused and took another sip, hand shaking as she set the glass down on the countertop. I couldn’t tell if it was from her addiction or from the pictures. Surely a hardened detective was used to stuff like this. Then again I never got used to it and I worked with the dead.
 
   “That’s not a bear attack. I wish Doc wasn’t working at the necropolis. I bet he’d know right off.”
 
   “Sorry? A doctor?”
 
   “Doc. He’s an old necromancer that works near the cusp. He’s just about the oldest warlock I know. Older even than my teacher Salazar. He’s been studying dead stuff longer than some civilizations have been around.”
 
   “Think we could get him?”
 
   “You have a better chance of getting a true reading out of that psychic you mentioned. Doc doesn’t do freelance.”
 
   I had another suspicion. If a demon were involved--and I certainly wouldn’t put that out of the realm of possibility considering the night I’d had--the wounds would have been much cleaner. When a demon, the real thing, struck, it was with lethal but exacting force. Sure they could be cruel and play with a victim like a cat with a plump mouse, but they were normally instructed to be about their task and then return to their realm.
 
   Lucky for me the demon from last night was a push over. The kind of push over that almost killed me. Heavy on the word ‘almost.’
 
   “So you don’t think it’s a human killer? It may be something from the,” she stifled a cough, “other side.”
 
   “From the other side?” I raised my hand and gestured theatrically. “Could be, but I hope, for our sake, it isn’t. Trust me, detective, you don’t want anything from beyond the cusp on this side.”
 
   “That’s why we came to you to find out, and to explain this stuff to us. We want to hire you in an unofficial capacity. Look over the crime scene, do your – well whatever you do--and then tell us what you find.” She talked as if I had already taken the job.
 
   On one hand, it would be great to get some press around the police station, to show that we warlocks weren’t something to scare the kiddies at night. It would be a real coup if I could solve the case and everyone went home happy. Problem was I didn’t trust the authorities one bit. I had no doubt they would use me and toss me aside once they brought the beast down.
 
   If the attacker was what I thought it was, it had to be stopped anyway, so it would be refreshing to do it under the guise of fighting crime. 
 
   “How much?” I asked while the wheels in my head spun.
 
   “How much?”
 
   “I don’t work for free.”
 
   “Oh, sorry, of course. What do you normally charge?”
 
   “Five hundred a day. You pay for any glamours and ingredients if I need to make potions. I provide all my own spells and I work alone.” Wow, did that last bit ever sound cliché. The fact was I didn’t always work alone, but in this case having a cop around would be more of a danger to her. One misplaced toss of a potion, or a cowboy who thought he could take on a netherworld beastie, and it could be curtain calls.
 
   “That much? There’s a psychic that works near the downtown branch. She said she would do it for a hundred a day.”
 
   “What’s her name?”
 
   “Maureen Rielly. Why?”
 
   “Because I never heard of her, that’s why. All you’ll be is out a couple of hundred bucks and in for a few bad leads.”
 
   “Who’s to say you’re any different?” she asked me point blank. “I’ve seen magicians make rabbit’s disappear.”
 
   “Like I said, you want parlor tricks you came to the wrong place. I’m a certified warlock with a calling in necromancy. That kind of talent doesn’t come cheap, my dear. And I’m about as real as it gets.” I didn’t tell her that I’d probably have to cut my ‘agent’ Carlisle in on the money so I had padded the amount to cover him.
 
   “Let me guess. You are the best, and we should pay your exorbitant fees in the hope you lead us to the killer.” She stuttered at the end of the sentence, probably unsure what to call my line of work.
 
   “I am good at what I do. Some might call me the best.” Well some that actually liked me. The rest of the guild was more likely to spit at the sound of my name. They were an uptight bunch with long memories. I wasn’t the first to go into business for himself, but I was one of the highest profiled. My rates took into account a certain amount of danger. It meant I would more than likely have to launch a full investigation, which would involve a little necro-magic. Dark stuff, but calling up traces of the dead was my true specialty. Humans didn’t trust us. Other warlocks didn’t trust necros. It was lose-lose for me.
 
   “Okay, I’ll see if I can authorize it. When can you get started?”
 
   “As soon as you get it authorized.”
 
   “Right, of course. How do I get ahold of you?”
 
   “You prick your left index finger and splash the blood in the air and say my name three times, then once backwards. I will arrive within moments.”
 
   “Are you fucking kidding me?”
 
   “Yes I am.” 
 
   She burst out laughing and her shoulders unclenched for the first time since she’d arrived. I wrote down my phone number and she slipped it into her pocket.
 
   “Can I keep the pictures?”
 
   “Mind if I ask what you want them for? Please don’t tell me it’s for some weird occult stuff.”
 
   “It’s for some not so weird occult stuff.”
 
   “Mr. Cavanaugh, I don’t know if you think this is a joke, but people are dying out there.”
 
   “I apologize, detective. I’ve been around death for most of my life and it’s given me a morbid sense of humor.”
 
   She studied me for a moment so I studied her back. Jokes aside, I wondered if it would be worth risking a potion on her. I tossed the thought away immediately. The only thing worse than a woman scorned is a woman fucked with.
 
   “I need them back. They aren’t exactly evidence but they belong in a file.” She sighed and handed them over. “These are copies, but don’t lose them or it’s my ass.”
 
   “Now that would be a crime.”
 
   She sniffed and looked away.
 
   I carefully placed the photos back in the envelope and studied it for a moment. Murders like this weren’t good for tourism and it made sense that they would want to get to the bottom of them as soon as possible.
 
   “Detective, can I ask you a quick question about a different case?”
 
   “If I can talk about it. Sure.” She put her stony face on, which was a real shame.
 
   “I’m helping Thora Whitfield. You may not know the case, but her husband was murdered at Alear Park in Auburn. I went out to find a trace last night but came up blank. Any chance you can do me a solid and tell me what happened? She’s an older lady and I think she might have been confused about some of the facts.”
 
   Andrews produced an actual pad of paper with a tiny spiral ring at the top. She extracted a pencil stub and jotted down some words. I wondered why she didn’t use some kind of electronic device. Were the police more behind the times than me?
 
   “Whitfield you said?”
 
   “Right. Thora.”
 
   “Strange. I didn’t hear about a case. I’ll check the computer for you if you give me a minute.”
 
   “Sure. And I wouldn’t expect you to know every case in King County.” 
 
   “That’s just it. I work homicide so I would know about it. Name doesn’t ring a bell.”
 
   It did for me, though. The wrong bell.
 
   I showed the detective out. She didn’t even look annoyed at the fresh deluge that pelted the ground. I held my hand out to gather a handful of water in my left hand, leaned over and blew on it, muttered a few words, then poured the water into my right hand. It was easy when I wasn’t running for my life and had energy to spare.
 
   Andrews stopped and craned her neck upward and marveled as the rain fell in a circle but didn’t touch her. She shook her head and got into her car. The rain haze followed and continued to form a perfectly dry halo. Was I showing off? 
 
   Maybe a little bit.
 
   She sat for a few minutes, typing on a computer mounted to the dash.
 
   The detective walked back to my door and shook her head. She left her jacket in the car this time. Andrews tapped the pencil stub on her notebook but kept glancing up at the sky, which continued to rain all around her.
 
   “Neat trick.”
 
   “I have my moments.”
 
   “I don’t know where you heard about a murder because nothing went down at the park.” 
 
   “That can’t be right.” I scratched my head.
 
   “Trust me, Phineas. There was no murder at the park.”
 
   “But the woman was so …” So what? so convincing?
 
   “Sounds like someone got a hex placed on them. That’s what they’re called, right?”
 
   “Funny, detective.”
 
   She nodded and handed me a card. It had her name, department, and phone number on the front. I flipped it over and saw an address near Pioneer Square in Seattle.
 
   “I got your authorization for one day. When can you be there?” 
 
   “Call it five. You guys like the nightlife, right?”
 
   “Yeah. We like to boogie.”
 
   “Hey, detective. If I give you this woman’s name can you run her for me? You know, tell me if she has any priors.”
 
   “I’m one of the best detectives in Seattle and my skills don’t come cheap, Phineas.” She grinned and turned away.
 
   When she was halfway to her car I reversed the spell.
 
   “Asshole!” She spun and yelled before dashing for her vehicle, but it did turn her shirt into something form fitting. I settled for the cheap thrill.
 
    
 
   **
 
    
 
   I tried to wrap my head around the case. I knew it wasn’t a demon and I knew it wasn’t a man. Sure someone could construct some claws that would emulate what I suspected, some sick Freddy Krueger shit, but this was made by something less exact. These wounds were done in anger, not for need. Not as part of a hunt.
 
   I flipped the pictures out and looked them over. I lined them up by date and then studied each one, looking for clues. There wasn’t much to go on so I probed deeper, tried to get a feel for the images on the paper. I sought out any hint of a soul, any last residue that might remain after death. It’s better to look at a body up close, to study the wounds and taste the essence of the person who passed on, but sometimes I can fake it.
 
   This was not one of those times. Any residue would need to be extracted at the source. 
 
   I gathered them up, put them back in the envelope, and went back to bed. Fifteen minutes later the dog started barking so I had to go rescue it from Bilbo. 
 
    
 
   **
 
    
 
   I buzzed Carlisle before heading out.
 
   “I got a job in Seattle.”
 
   “What kinda job? I didn’t send no job.”
 
   “I know. The cops came to me.”
 
   “Cops! What the hell are you running, Cavanaugh?”
 
   “Would you quit the hardass act and listen to me for a second?”
 
   “Sorry, Phin. I got my reputation and all.”
 
   I shook my head.
 
   “It’s no big deal. Just heading into Seattle to check out a few murders. Probably back before you go to bed at eight. Don’t worry. I plan to cut you in on ten percent.”
 
   “Very funny, and it’s thirty! I make thirty.”
 
   “You make thirty if you send the job my way. You didn’t do shit, but I thought I’d show some respect. Capiche?” I added with a roll of my eyes.
 
   “Fine. Twenty.”
 
   “Carlisle, I am hanging up this phone, and when I hang up you aren’t getting anything. Got it?”
 
   “Fine. Ten percent.”
 
   “Did you hear anything from the Whitfield woman?” 
 
   “Her check bounced. You believe that shit? What kind of a world do we live in when you can’t even trust a sweet old lady?”
 
   “That’s because she wasn’t an old lady.”
 
   “What are you talking about? She had grey hair, glasses, and a cane. Spoke real slow – you met her.”
 
   “I met someone. I asked the cop about it and she said there was no murder in Alear Park.
 
   “Lemme do some checking around. See what I can find out on the old … whatever she was.”
 
   “She was working for someone. The whole thing was a setup. Someone left a summoning pentagram and a surprise for me. And when I say surprise I don’t mean a gift. It was a demon.”
 
   “All this occult crap freaks me out, know that Phin? I like you and all but I try not to think about the magic and stuff like that.”
 
   “You’re a wonderful pimp, you know that?”
 
   “Phineas, for the last time I’m not a goddamn …”
 
   “Hey Carlisle. Does this sound like a phone hanging up?” I clicked off.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Three
 
    
 
   Before I left for my trip to Seattle, I took the dog to a kennel for a couple of days. It was the least I could do considering the little runt played some part in the mystery I’d been tricked into and I had no idea how long I might be gone. 
 
   If Thora’s story was a bunch of bullshit then who had the dog even belonged too? The best lies were always grounded in some sort of reality, so maybe her husband had been involved after all. Either way I couldn’t just let the dog tear my place to shreds while I was out and about.
 
   Thora would have to wait. Right now I had a good paying job.
 
   The tools of my trade are unique. Each witch or warlock has a particular set but I consider mine to be the most varied. Perhaps not the strongest in each discipline, but I had my moments. When I’d picked necromancy, my guardian, Salazar, told me it was just as good as any other as far as he was concerned. Since the league didn’t like necros, it was my petty way of sticking it to them. I was only nineteen at the time and didn’t know a damn thing. Had I to do it all over again, I probably would have picked something that relied on less digging around in the dirt. You can’t imagine how bad a human corpse can smell after a few days of rotting.
 
   I ran my hand over a hidden glyph on an ornate door in the hallway. It responded by warming to my touch and pulsing, wood expanding, as the passageway became corporeal. The door swung open to reveal my stash.
 
   The closet didn’t exactly exist in this world. It expanded to something like a walk-in closet, with a workstation for quick potions and a grounding stone so I didn’t fry my ass to a crisp when dealing with elementals.
 
   Shelves lined the walls, and on those shelves existed a collection that had taken me over a hundred years to put together. Books, scrolls, vials, wands (don’t laugh, they were in fashion a few centuries ago), stones, and more than a few scarred bones. It was a curio shop for the damned.
 
   I took an etching stone and placed it in a pouch. Charcoal sticks went alongside them and then a large leather worked chest piece with a pair of straps that went over my shoulder and one that wrapped around my waist. I concentrated and imbued it with a heavy spell of shielding. It was no coincidence that the middle plate covered my heart. It was an old and cruel piece of metal that had demons claws etched for each point. No matter how loose I wore it, part of the talons always bit into my flesh and that’s how it became stronger, at my expense.
 
   There is always a price for playing with the best toys.
 
   I took potions from my work shelf, noting each on a slip of paper so I could bill the cute detective an exorbitant fee later on. I took two vials of brimstone. A special blend that I imbued with a little acetyl because it could incinerate just about anything that got in my path. 
 
   Moonwater was next. A small dose in case I ended up in the dark. I could rely on my eye salve but this was a tried and true formula that would last for hours. A concoction of virgin blood and soft clay for animal control. Other things, probably unnecessary, joined the vials on my bandolier. I took some lead chunks in case I needed ammo. I wouldn’t be caught dead with a gun, but you never know when a few peppers of hot lead could turn the tide in a battle. Yeah, yeah. I hear the irony in that statement.
 
   I pulled out a vial from the night before and remembered that’d I’d trapped a demon in it. I stared into the depths of the murky fog that occupied the glass container and nearly dropped it when a few eyeballs focused on me. Maybe later I’d take him to my workstation in the backyard and drop him on a binding stone and send him back home. Or maybe I’d leave him there as the world’s greatest watch dog.
 
   I put him on the dining room table so I didn’t forget about his damned soul when I was done.
 
   I was going in ready for a fight because that little voice in the back of my head (you know the one) was babbling quite excitedly.
 
   Armed and armored, I strode to the shed and drug out my giant pitchfork. It wasn’t the tines that made it look old. The wood had been bound by brass straps a couple hundred years ago so it wouldn’t split in wet weather. The device came from a solid maple branch that was too large to wrap my hand around. There was a solid groove around the center where a hanging rope rubbed it raw over a couple of years of use. Those witches back then refused to hide their talents and paid the ultimate price. We have come a long way since then but this was a very rare piece. Not just any hunk of wood will do. It has to meet certain requirements. 
 
   Then I grabbed my leather biker jacket, goggles, and motorcycle rider spiked helmet.
 
   Why the helmet? Because I’m a warlock and it looks badass.
 
   The sky was far from clear. I didn’t see a single star in the sky. The grey was so deep it had layers. Rain, clouds, and lack of light were going to make for a very cold and dismal flight into town. 
 
   I stumbled over a new molehill and nearly went down. It would be a sad state of affairs if I fell and impaled myself on my own tines. A chuckle greeted me from the woods that hung over the back of my house. They provided a deep canopy of green privacy – except for some of my visitors.
 
   “That you Frank?” I called 
 
   A hawk’s thrilling call answered
 
   “Where you going, crazy man?” he called. A shape fell out of the tallest tree, wingspan stretched so wide I thought it was a glider at first.
 
   Frank ‘Two-Feathers’ Black took form before the bird could land. Instead of the talons he had sported a few seconds ago, he landed on two very human feet. The rest of his body became a hazy black blur as he took shape. Before me stood a naked man with long hair that swept his back, some of it falling in front in a perfect cut that looked like he just stepped out of a western.
 
   “Hey Frank.” I greeted and leaned over to draw a quick hex on the little molehill I’d nearly tripped over. Nothing against the mole, he was just doing his job, which seemed to be making my life suck every time I tried to mow this mess of a backyard. I just put a little dissuasion on his latest home so he would go burrow around the green belt.
 
   “Cursing the earth. What will you white men do next?”
 
   “Gee Frank, I don’t know, maybe sell you some fire water.”
 
   He laughed as if that was the funniest thing he had ever heard and came to stand beside me. Frank was slim and had grey hair at his temples. His skin was a honeyed brown that looked like he had an all year tan. I bet he never burned. Leave me in the sun for five minutes and I would sell my soul for a tube of aloe. I doubt anyone would take a tanned warlock serious anyway. What next? A supermodel witch with piercing blue eyes and a pair of fake Victoria’s Secret Angel wings? I thought of Glenda and sent the memory back where it belonged.
 
   He was a Makah, an old tribe that settled along the banks of the Columbia River over 3,800 years ago. They were excellent mariners that ranged up and down the coast of the Pacific Northwest. Once a large and proud tribe, there numbers had been reduced to under a thousand by centuries of ‘progress.’
 
   Frank had told me many tales of his youth over the years, including how he came to be a changer. It was an interesting story that combined him soul searching, smoking large amounts of hallucinogens, and finding his inner spirit animal. It was all bullshit. Changers just were. They didn’t learn it. Like witchcraft, you were either born with the ability or you weren’t.
 
   There were quite a few natural changers in the world, but most of them kept their secret safe for obvious reasons. Why go out of your way to tell people you are a freak of nature, able to assume an animal form whenever you choose? 
 
   When we came out, so did the changers, but I can assure you that there are stranger things in the world than our races.
 
    “Looks like you are going out to raise hell. What has you so worked up?”
 
   “Murders in Seattle. I’m gonna go poke around.”
 
   “Ouch. When you poke around bad things happen. They have to call in entire fire departments. Stock markets crumble. Winged monkeys take flight.”
 
   “Hey, that was a fire imp, and I had nothing to do with the warehouse burning to the ground. It was pure bad luck.” Coupled with a brimstone spell gone awry. I ran across the imp after a couple of drinks and jumbled a word or two. So instead of gathering mist from the air and chasing him off, I accidentally set him on fire, which is sort of like preparing a needle for a heroin addict. He ran around in larger and larger circles, apparently enjoying the way the wind made the flames flare up. 
 
   “I heard about the murders. Some tourists got tore up bad,” Frank said. 
 
   Frank wasn’t as old as me but there was sadness behind his gaze. His features were a contrast of wrinkles and sun kissed leathery skin. When not dashing around at night, he was often doing work for charities or Native American rights, although he did grumble about the casinos and how he should have invested in one years ago. Frank was a good man and a good friend.
 
   The biggest problem with Frank was that he felt free to walk around naked when he was freshly morphed. “Changer’s don’t carry clothes,” he had told me on more than one occasion.
 
   “This is the Pacific Northwest. Serial killers are a dime a dozen.”
 
   “But you don’t think that’s it, do you?”
 
   “I think something did a number on the victims. Something that’s not human and not demonic. No glyphs I could see. If a demon were unleashed in Seattle, the league would be up to their neck in lawsuits.”
 
   “Could be a changer. Could be worse. That’s why I plan to accompany you.”
 
   “Ah Frank, you’re all heart. I’m just going to look around, not get into trouble. Don’t you have some female hawks to chase around or baby deer to terrorize?”
 
   “Someone has to keep an eye on you since Glenda dumped your pale butt.”
 
   “It wasn’t even a real relationship. Jeez, Frank,” I said, but it stung.
 
   Christ, he has to go and bring up Glenda. He may as well punch me in the gut and piss on me while I was down. I stared at him for a moment until he looked away, then he smiled in that impish way of his and slapped me on the back.
 
   “Just think, chief, maybe we can hook up with some girls in Belltown later on.”
 
   “Right, Frank. I’m sure they will go for a tired warlock dressed from head to toe in black and a naked Indian.”
 
   “Hey brother. I look good naked.” He strutted a few feet away. In the blink of an eye he jumped and formed in the air. His hawk shape beat at the night sky and he was away like a shot.
 
   My take off wasn’t as clean. 
 
   I zipped up my black leather jacket, slid goggles over my eyes, and then strapped on the helmet. All that gear weighed me down but it was better than screaming around in wind that would feel fifteen degrees cooler than the actual temperature.
 
   I threw my legs over the band of maple like it was a fence. The wood was still warm, the curious after-effect of using it the night before. It was just like a regular pitchfork, until I felt through the layers and found the edge of the cusp. I wrestled with the barrier for a half second before channeling a touch--just a tiny amount into the wood that responded with something like glee. 
 
   So you have read the books about the boy wizard (and I have always wondered where she got some of her info) and how he uses a broom to flit around. Sounds like fun, right? 
 
   Let me try and break down why it’s not. 
 
   Ever been in a small plane when the air is breaking through cracks and tiny holes in the fuselage or streaming in through the windows? Pretty loud, huh. Now, imagine you are plastered to the windshield.
 
   First of all you can’t hear a thing because of the air rushing past your ears. Forget about talking to someone as you fly. It screams and whips by, creating a howling banshee cry. The air is also ice cold when it hits your body. The leather helps but it isn’t enough. But because you have to concentrate on staying aloft, forget about a spell to stay warm while you’re up there.
 
   Take offs are the worst part. 
 
   I took a few awkward steps.
 
   Running with a pitchfork between your legs isn’t the smartest thing a man can do. Hit a bump and you’re singing soprano for the evening. I forked my fingers and slowly raised them. The wood responded and even warmed as I funneled more energy. I was in the air in a half heartbeat and then roaring over the woods two beats later. Energy caressed the tines and made some kind of deal with the air that allowed me to stay aloft. As much as we have researched witchcraft, we don’t really understand half of it.
 
   Back when we came out of the magic closet, a bunch of physicists tried to break our art into a science. They worked with the league, sequestered themselves in a lab with a couple of witches and warlocks. They came out with a huge volume of research papers but they still couldn’t explain jack.
 
   My stomach was in my throat in another heartbeat and I wished I had thought to prepare some ginger tea because it really took the edge off motion sickness.
 
   I passed houses and stores a moment later and kept heading north. I took to a respectable height to avoid the stares, but not high enough so as to run into air traffic. I buzzed to the east a bit so as to avoid Auburn’s tiny airport.
 
   A shape came up behind me fast and I ducked involuntarily. There was a screech as Frank zipped overhead, his mighty wings beating at the sky in a display of precision that never ceased to send chills up and down my cynical old spine. The hawk beak turned, tiny eyes moving with them, and I swear he winked at me.
 
   I gave him the finger in return.
 
   I passed from cloud to cloud. Rain from one, and a mist from another.
 
   We sailed over the landscape and I veered toward Interstate 5 and let it guide me into the city. Not that I could get lost up here. Landmarks were etched in my brain that hadn’t changed in many years. The lay of the land, the sweep of the hills. The northwest is not a flat area. It’s covered in green, which makes finding landing spots a pain at times. You can’t exactly land on a street, and a backyard is normally too short and apt to draw the ire of the homeowner. It’s best to find a small neighborhood and make sure there aren’t any cars about to back out of driveways.
 
   I have a large plot of land and an area setup for landings, but it isn’t without its risks, like the molehill I tried to close up earlier. Landing on that could make problems, like a sprained ankle, broken wrist, or a thoroughly ruffed up sense of pride.
 
   Frank swooped away from me and dove toward a pair of smaller birds below. He screamed past them and they took off in another direction.
 
   Was that how he got his kicks?
 
   It only took about ten minutes to reach the outer limits of the city. Traffic was clogged up as it led into Seattle but I peeled off, following Alaska way so as to bleed of speed and height with gentle dips and pulls at the stick.
 
   My hands were sweaty around the old groove where the hangman’s noose used to lay. Can’t wear gloves on a fork. It breaks the contact with the cusp and the wood. Break the bond and break up on the ground.
 
   The buildings came up fast, warehouses and shops, a luxury automobile dealer and a donut shop. People stopped and glanced up. Look Mom, it’s a bird, it’s a plane, no, it’s a filthy witch up to no good.
 
   Someone cat-called to me. A long low whistle. Frank flew over the man and deposited a load of white that splattered at his feet, sending the hapless guy jumping back in shock. I burst out laughing.
 
   We flew over the baseball stadium and then the football stadium, which for some inexplicable reason couldn’t have been combined. Taxpayers would be paying those things off for decades. They were beautiful, though. Especially the baseball field with its moving roof. Best thing in Seattle is a roof.
 
   I wanted to get close to the crime scenes so I dropped low, passed over a Starbucks at about thirty feet, and flared a bit of power into the tip, pulled up sharply, and made a running landing.
 
   There was a canopy of trees over the birthplace of Seattle called Pioneer Square. A pair of passersby saw me come in and dashed out of the way. The man had his Mariner ball cap on backwards and gave me a look that was pure hostility. Some tourist snapped pictures and then exclaimed as Frank landed on a huge tree branch.
 
   Buildings rose on either side, casting this part of Seattle in perpetual shadow. Night was approaching so streetlights popped on all over the place. I moved to the sidewalk as quickly as I could because I didn’t want to stand around and answer questions from tourists. Cars whipped by from light to light, barely stopping for the timed necessities. There was a huge pothole and a city bus blasted over it, bouncing hard and causing the riders to leave their seats, and then look surprised as they came down even harder.
 
   This part of the city was built, in pieces, over old Seattle. A fire was set off by a carpenter and thirty three blocks burned to the ground. The truth was that a band of witch hunters were in town and got wind of a local coven. They were hiding among the ‘seamstresses,’ what the ladies of the evening called their profession when the city was a booming frontier town, and were caught off guard. The fight was fast and furious, with men drawing guns and shooting indiscriminately. I was holed up with a honey haired banker’s daughter at the time and came out to see fireballs ripping across the road. 
 
   A pair of witches went down first. I’d worked from the shadows to draw glyphs as quickly as I could. At first it slowed the men with guns. Then a very angry Meredith Jones, mistress of the coven, strode onto the street in a black dress that swept the ground. She turned her gaze on the men, whispered words that broiled in the air, and tossed shaved brass upward. She accelerated the shards and the men went down with their bodies ripped to shreds.
 
   It was a hell of a sight.
 
   Then she unleashed brimstone and left smoldering corpses. That’s when a lucky shot from one of the men hiding in a general store caught her across the shoulder. She spun around and the fire swept from her fingertips and splashed across a carpenter’s shop. It didn’t take long for the wooden structure to catch. We fled the scene a moment later, me struggling, still drunk, into my trousers and a shirt of wool. Damned scratchy old things that always seemed to smell of animals no matter how much they were washed. The banker’s daughter barely got into the first layer of her dress, and we fled because the flames were already leaping into the night. 
 
   The smell was terrible, cloying. It stole our breath and we pounded up the street and away as fast as we could. Her bodice was undone, and every time I glanced over her breasts, which were full and milk white, threatened to spill out. I think her name was Ellen or maybe Elaine. She’d later grow up to be a prominent figure in the city, having gotten the wild side out in her youth.
 
   I was no use. We started drinking a foul brew they claimed was beer and then moved onto the old standby, whiskey. I remembered the night as a haze, me unable to concentrate enough to get off any spells to help contain the blaze.
 
   Meredith died that night, and just like that another of our kind was gone. She was a powerful witch in her day, and narrowly escaped the trials and certain death at the stake, but not a date with a fiery end.
 
   I set my fork in a dark corner, leaned it against a wall, and then added my goggles and helmet. A quick pass and the imbued glyphs camouflaged the gear. It was still there and anyone looking closely would see it. The spell was more of a way of making someone’s eyes slip past. As if to say: Hey, look at that terribly interesting but featureless wall.
 
   “Are you a witch?” a little voice asked. I looked down and a boy about seven or eight was standing there with a tiny yellow umbrella in one hand.
 
   Kids. So cute I want to eat them up.
 
   “No.”
 
   “Cause you look like one.”
 
   “I’m a warlock, and I can change you into a toad with a flick of my fingers.” I snapped my hand out and waggled my fingers at the kid because I am a jerk like that.
 
   The kid looked at me without fear.
 
   “Cool. Can you change my mom into a lollipop factory?”
 
   “That’s just weird. Why don’t you go throw stuff at the seagulls?” I frowned.
 
   Then his parents rushed over, concern etched on their faces over their child consorting with a madman on the street. I guess I did look a bit strange in my robe, but the covenants required us to go around in public dressed so. No racial profiling necessary. We were forced to wear our raiments. Some treated it like a uniform, as if we were about the work of the authorities.
 
   I ignored the stares and took out the envelope. The pictures were still in order so I extracted the first one and looked at the address scrawled at the bottom. I followed the street to First Avenue and then located the cross street. I walked back and forth, passing an alley that reeked of piss and shit and decided that was probably where the first murder had taken place.
 
   I explored the oft-traveled back way until I located a chunk of wall that more or less matched the background in the photo. There were a couple of large black bags here with green labels on them. That couldn’t be good. I shifted them to the side and half expected to feel body parts shifting around in them, but it was just clean up gear. Probably forgotten by the forensics units. I made a mental note to let Andrews know her department wasn’t picking up after themselves.
 
   The ground was clean under them and I dropped to my knees and extracted some tools from a pouch. I drew a glyph in white so I had a guide, then I etched over it in charcoal. I added a drop of my blood, pricked with the little bone knife.
 
   I pressed it to the ground in the center of a mark that looked like a three-year-old tried to write his name. A little puff of smoke rose and I waited for the feeling. I stayed, head bowed for a few minutes, but the residue was gone.
 
   “You praying, chief?” Frank interrupted me.
 
   I half pounced to my feet with a spell on my lips, words of power forming for a strike, but it would have been against a brown skinned naked man.
 
   “God, Frank, you scared the shit out of me.”
 
   “Is it my manhood?”
 
   “Would you get dressed? You’re gonna bring the cops over.”
 
   “They are already here.” He looked pointedly to the end of the alley where a black sedan was sitting. I couldn’t make out the shape at the wheel but I was betting it was Detective Andrews. I wondered how long she’d been there. The car motored away as I stood up. 
 
   “Frank, don’t you have any shame?”
 
   “Are you afraid the women will see me and want to go for a ride?” 
 
   I made a point of looking anywhere but there. 
 
   “We Makah are not shy and never have been. I have hunted without clothes, fought without clothes. Of course, only in the summer. This weather is too cold even for me,” he leaned over to whisper. “Shrinkage.”
 
   “Then get some pants!” I said.
 
   And with that, he took to the air once again. A pair of women dressed as goths walked past when he veered.
 
   “Too cool,” one said to the other.
 
   “He’s just showing off.” I watched him take wing, screech, and then depart.
 
   “Yeah. Showing off. So what do you turn into?” the one with a pink bob asked.
 
   “I’m a warlock,” I said, a tad defensively. I might not be able to change into a feathered animal, but I still had a few tricks at my command. “I don’t change into anything except grumpy in the morning.”
 
   “Really? Will Ricky Parson fall in love with me?”
 
   “He’s in love with a vampire.”
 
   “I knew that jerk had the hots for that chick in 4th period. What’s her name?”
 
   “Natalia, I think,” her friend responded.
 
   I ducked out of their conversation.
 
   I took out the second photo and tracked down the address. It was also in an alley near a big green dumpster that reeked of refuse. I repeated the process, wishing I had some of that crap the cops put on their nose to cover the smell.
 
   There was no residue at this location either. I stood up with creaking knees and walked out of the alley. It was now full dark and I needed a little energy, so I strolled into a Starbucks, of which there are just about one on every corner.
 
   The place was quiet. Music piped in that sounded like some Diana Kroll. It’s always a good idea to keep the caffeine addicts sated while they sip. Play some Metallica and there might be a riot.
 
   Figures sat behind laptops, faces obscured while they surfed the free wi-fi or worked on the next great American novel. I have a friend named Jonathan that writes books. He said he camps out at a coffee shop four to six hours a day. I wonder what they would say if I came in here with my parchment paged books and drew in charcoal and blood for a few hours.
 
   There were three people in line so I joined them. The person in front of me turned, looked me up and down, glanced at his watch and then strolled out. Warlocks, chasing people out of coffee shops since 1993.
 
   The woman asked what the guy ahead of me was interested in. He rattled off a complicated drink and she made marks on the side of the cup that would make an arcanist proud. I took in the muffins and donuts in the glass enclosure.
 
   When I stepped up to the counter, I already had a couple of bucks in hand. The barista’s nametag said Ashley but the last three letters were struck out with a ballpoint pen. She tried not to stare but her eyes failed that little challenge and they drifted over the belt of potions, pouches, and instruments of witchcraft that adorned my robe under the unzipped leather jacket.
 
   I had watched a documentary a few months ago about people that dressed up like superheroes and patrolled the street. They had complicated outfits complete with masks and tools. I looked at my gear and choked back a laugh.
 
   “Um. Can I help you?” She continued to look my gear up and down. I sure knew how to impress the ladies.
 
   “Thanks. I’m trying to get into a fraternity.”
 
   “You look a little bit old to be in college.” She smirked.
 
   “Okay. I’m a sofa repairman. I make house calls.”
 
   “That I almost believe.” Ashley’s hair was a shade of auburn that bordered on red. She had a dash of sprinkles across her nose. No face rings to speak off, no tattoos. What was a girl like this doing working at a Starbucks?
 
   She continued to stare with the most amazing emerald eyes I had ever seen.
 
   “Right. Tall Americano, but put it in a big cup. I’m flying tonight.”
 
   “So you make house calls in other states?” she asked as she wrote on the side of a cup.
 
   She gently swayed to the music. It was customary to enter any coffee shop in Seattle and be greeted by either surly hipsters or college students with noses studiously buried in books. Ashley wasn’t eighteen. She looked young but her cool confidence had to put her closer to thirty. 
 
   I handed over a few bucks and she handed back some change. I didn’t want to look like a cheap ass so I dropped a dollar in the tip box.
 
   “That’s right. There’s an emergency in Denver. A chaise lounge is in danger of being left in a previous decade.”
 
   “Sounds thrilling. Do you have your own jet?” 
 
   Ashley bumped the male barista out of the way and arched her eyes at the cash register. He sighed and rubbed at his quarter inch of facial stubble. His hair looked like he’s spent half an hour making it appear as if he had just woken up.
 
   “I do as a matter of fact. But it barely seats two.”
 
   “Worst pickup line ever.” She looked up from under her auburn curls.
 
   My face flushed.
 
   “No, I wasn’t trying to be smooth.” I tried to recover.
 
   “Clearly.” She grinned and finished my drink.
 
   “Pardon me?”
 
   “Do you want room – in the cup?” She pointed at it and stared pointedly at me.
 
   “I’m an idiot. Sorry.”
 
   “I don’t know if you’re an idiot but you do dress … strangely.”
 
   “Tools of the trade.” I rattled my bandolier.
 
   “I meant the leather. Were you in a motorcycle gang in the seventies?”
 
   “You’d be surprised what I did in the seventies.”
 
   “Right. Me too. I was a gleam in my mother’s eye. She probably wore flowers in her hair and danced in meadows. Were your parents hippies?”
 
   “More like gypsies. They had some stranger rituals.”
 
   She laughed as if I were joking. I didn’t know who my parents had been. For all I knew they had been gypsies. She also had the wrong century in mind.
 
   I sipped the coffee and burned the hell out of my lips, but I didn’t take my eyes off her.
 
   “The lid does have a little warning on top that the beverage you are about to enjoy is hot.”
 
   “Maybe I can’t read so well. Can I sue? My lip is going to swell up like a plum.”
 
   She chuckled and spun around to pick up a small clear plastic cup. She dumped a couple of pieces of ice into it and handed it to me. I stared at it for a second then took a piece and nursed my swollen lip.
 
   “Not anymore. You have acknowledged the burn was your own fault by applying ice instead of calling a lawyer. Now, if you had called a lawyer right away and made a complaint maybe they could have helped. But I’m now a witness to the fact that you freely took aid and even smiled when I mentioned the warning on the lid.”
 
   “You are good,” I conceded.
 
   “I should be. I’ve put enough money into my legal career to buy a house.”
 
   She took a cup from “just woke up and forgot to shave” and read the side. The same hieroglyphics meant something to her because she squirted some kind of liquid into the cup and then hit it with espresso.
 
   “Maybe we can work together to bring down the man?” I suggested.
 
   “I work for the man. Not a good career decision. So what are all those vials really for?” 
 
   “I’m a warlock.” 
 
   “The sofa repairman was a better line of work.”
 
   “You don’t believe me?”
 
   She laughed. “I had a friend once that was into the occult. She dated a guy who claimed to be a warlock, but I think he was playing her. The only trick he could do was get her out of her panties, which were notoriously frigid.”
 
   I sputtered as I took a sip of coffee.
 
   “Warlocks have a few more talents, I can assure you.”
 
   “Right. Well. I should get back to work now.”
 
   “Nice chatting with you, Ashley.”
 
   “Ash. I go by Ash.” She flashed me a smile then grabbed the next cup and ignored me. After a few seconds, I decided that I didn’t look very smooth after all and walked out of the coffee shop.
 
   There was something about Ashley – Ash -- that I couldn’t get out of my head. Was it her confidence? Her easy laugh at my bad jokes? I should have gone back and continued to make an ass out of myself, but I had a job to do.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Four
 
    
 
   With picture in hand I was convinced I was at the spot of one of the murders. My tools came out and I repeated the spell again. This time I was in luck, but the form was nearly depleted, and when its corporeal energy was exhausted there would be nothing to latch onto.
 
   “How goes it?” the voice of Detective Andrews interrupted my concentration. I was hunched over, studying a form, which was barely a wisp. To anyone else it would have looked like the barest hint of smoke. More like a light mist rising off the ground on a warm morning. At least I got something more concrete this time. A few of the first locations gave me nothing.
 
   I followed the direction it leaned toward and marked a spot on the envelope. I was drawing the location of each body on a crude map while a suspicion formed.
 
   “You following me?”
 
   “Yes,” she said. “So how is the investigation?”
 
   “I’m getting a little bit, a hint. I hope the next one tells me more. I started with the oldest murder, and by the time I get to the newest one I should be able to triangulate the location. From there I use the oldest tool in the book.”
 
   “A spell?”
 
   “Wrong book. Intuition.”
 
   “My ex had good intuition. He left me for someone that had their life together.”
 
   Andrews looked better than she had earlier in the day and I guessed she’d recently had a dose of whatever she was addicted to. She had on a non-descript dark blue jacket that would probably look very official with SPD printed on the back.
 
   I sipped the coffee as I studied her eyes. She glanced up and down the street and I could tell she was much calmer. More relaxed and accepting. Maybe too relaxed. How much and what was she on exactly?
 
   “Hey Phineas, I hope I didn’t say anything to offend you earlier. I’m really disturbed by the murders and, well, I don’t normally turn to paranormal means to solve them. Okay, I’ve never turned to paranormal anything.”
 
   “No worries, and I’m not offended in the least. Walk with me,” I said and we fell into step together.
 
   We passed several bars on the way up Yestler Street to the next location. Revelers sipped beer outside so they could smoke, bundled up in thick jackets but laughing at jokes just the same. There weren’t many tourists this time of year but I marked one or two, probably here on business. The emerald city did have a reputation for the high tech.
 
   “So you’re not married?” I asked.
 
   “Was. He left and took the kids.” She didn’t sound bitter.
 
   “Sorry to hear that.”
 
   “So was I. I was even sorrier to learn he left me for another man. It’s okay now. We make better friends than a married couple.”
 
   Jesus ..
 
   “I saw that little move at the crime scene. Was it real?”
 
   “Real enough.”
 
   She didn’t say anything for a few seconds.
 
   “I’ve seen ...”
 
   “Some wild things in your time, but you’ve never seen magic. I’ve never heard that one before. Bet you’ve never seen monkeys fly out of someone’s butt either. Doesn’t mean it can’t happen.”
 
   “Very funny, smart guy.” 
 
   “I’ll take that as a compliment.”
 
   A cold breeze kicked up and threw my robe around my body. A blast flew up and rushed over my chest, cooling the pentagram there. The chill that followed sank into my bones and made my hair stand on end.
 
   “Oh.”
 
   I stopped in front of a nondescript green door. There were no signs, but I was familiar with it. 
 
   “The next location is in this alley, just around the …” she said, stopping to watch me as I stared at the door. “You know where that goes, right?”
 
   “I know, and I think I know what our problem is. You ever seen a real angry changer go rogue detective?”
 
   “Sometimes it’s like you’re speaking a different language. I’ve never seen a changer, let alone an angry one.”
 
   “They get too used to their other shape. Maybe they kill a guy for no real reason except for the thrill. They get addicted to the blood and then they fall for the solitude. The part that was human is slowly leeched away and they become their other self.  Well I think that’s our problem, and I think he’s using this area as a base of operations.” It was the longest thing I had said to the detective.
 
   She stared at me and her eyes seemed to grow together as she considered my words. The detective was angry. That much was clear. There was a lot of prejudice against my kind, but it was worse when it came to the changers. Fear of the unknown peaked when humans were able to change into animals.
 
    “You serious? A goddamn changer, here?”
 
   “Changers are everywhere and most want to be left alone. We may have a unique one. I can’t remember seeing a changer go wild like this in a long time.”
 
   “How long?” 
 
   “Maybe a hundred years ago. Might be a bit less than that. I’d have to check the records.”
 
   “A hundred, huh?” She scoffed.
 
   A couple of guys walked by holding red cups. Unless I missed my guess, the cups were full of beer. If it was illegal to drink on the street, Andrews didn’t seem to care.
 
   “I don’t trust them.”
 
   “Why not? They’re people.”
 
   “I don’t know. No one likes their kind.”
 
   “Have you ever talked to one before?” I felt ridiculous standing outside the site of a potential murder investigation while we discussed the same old prejudices that have haunted the races for millennia.
 
   A blob of white fell from the sky and slapped the ground next to the detective’s feet. I looked up at the top of the building and could have sworn I saw two massive hawk feathers slip over the side.
 
   “Shit!” she said and jumped back.
 
   She brushed herself off, as if the bird crap had touched her. That reminded me to ask Frank if he took a crap like a normal guy when he was his human shape.
 
   “So, anything here? Can you sense it or something?”
 
   “Not unless I do some fancy spells that will take a lot of time and cost the Seattle police force a lot of money.” Well, I had one sign and it was weak. I just had a gut feeling that something was up, especially since we were standing in front of the entrance to the subterranean passages that made up the Seattle underground. “It’s more of a feeling, I guess.” 
 
   “Beats the crap out of what I have been doing.”
 
   I waited for her to elaborate.
 
   “Running in circles, chasing leads that didn’t pan out. You know, jack shit.”
 
    
 
   **
 
    
 
   As I mentioned earlier, Seattle was built on top of the burned out husk of a city. The old council had promised to pay to rebuild. While they were busy putting in streets, shop owners and merchants grew impatient so they started to build right on top of the old locations. This led to a two level Seattle that took time to navigate. I remember reading about some poor drunk who fell to his death from the top road to the bottom road while construction was underway.
 
   Over the next fifteen years, the city was rebuilt and the one below became a harbor and passage for women of ill repute. Nothing against them personally. It was a frontier town and there were only so many jobs for single women.
 
   Over the years the walls inside fell down. They created dangerous spots to wander around, and then someone had the bright idea to turn the underground city into a tourist spot. Technically the city underneath was condemned but how in the hell do you tear down a bunch of buildings that support other buildings?
 
   Now if you take the tour you will see underground passages, some staged furniture, and disheveled rooms. There is a bathroom with toilets that flush backwards because they’re below sea level. You can see casts of hats, bowls left in dust, and plenty of signs warning you not to leave the tour group. 
 
   Andrews looked up and down the street and then smashed her shoulder into the door. She leaned back and rubbed her arm.
 
   “Shall I?”
 
   “Just because I’m a woman doesn’t mean I’m not tough.”
 
   “I have no doubt about either.”
 
   “Either?”
 
   “That you are a woman or that you are tough as nails, but I had a more subtle idea.”
 
   I rummaged in a bag and took out a little vial of clay. Pulling out a piece the size of my fingertip, I held it under my mouth and muttered a few words. The clay was then jammed into the lock. I counted to three and was greeted by a click.
 
   “Breaking and entering?”
 
   “You started it.” I grinned and, to my surprise, she grinned back.
 
   “You didn’t see anything, right? Cause I didn’t see anything. The door was like this when we got here. Probably a homeless guy.”
 
   “That’s exactly what I saw too.”
 
   The entryway reeked of the three Ds of underground life-- dirt, dust, and detritus. Andrews pulled a flashlight from her jacket and I felt along the wall until I located a light switch. To my surprise, the switch resulted in a long string of lights coming on. 
 
   “What the hell?” she said and slapped the switch off. “Ever heard of the element of surprise?”
 
   “I’ve heard it is bad for your health.” 
 
   A shadow of a smirk met me in the dim light of the doorway, thanks to the streetlights. 
 
   The briefly lit image of the entry was just bricks and a fenced in walkway that was meant to keep tourist on a pre- determined path. Spider webs criss-crossed every hallway, and I knew I was in for a night of constantly cleaning my robes. Consorting with creepy crawlers in the night. Think about that, kids, the next time you consider studying witchcraft.
 
   “So how do we do this?”
 
   “You try not to get in my way.”
 
   “Hey, who’s the cop here?”
 
   “Look, detective, I appreciate the backup, but have you ever faced down something like this? He or she is probably six plus feet tall. It will have razor sharp claws and a snout longer than your forearm. As soon as it senses fear it’ll attack and try to rip your throat out. As soon as it smells blood it’ll go into a frenzy and then it is even harder to stop. You can shoot it and it will cause damage, but not enough. You can empty your gun into its chest and it will smile while it snaps off your face.”
 
   She swallowed and her grin fell.
 
   “I have hollow point loads in my car. I can grab them if you think it will make a difference. See, they enter one way and explode on the way out. Makes a hell of a mess.”
 
   “Won’t matter. If it is what I think then they won’t slow him down. He’ll be on you in a heartbeat until you stop screaming.”
 
   She took out her handgun anyway and checked the load. It looked like a big gun. The barrel was a massive hole that she raised and pointed into the dark hallway as she checked the sights. She slipped the magazine out and looked it over. I watched this, not impressed. She was very professional, but leave the lead balls to the amateurs.
 
   I took a vial out of my pocket and opened it. I held my nose away and then bumped a black globule onto my finger. Created from a potent form of demon spore, the stuff was made to cover a person’s scent, make them take on the smell of their surroundings. It was similar to the stuff I had used the night before. Hopefully it would work a little more consistently. I rubbed a bit of the noxious stuff into my hair. It stuck and then faded with a hiss. The smell made me want to retch. I should have had this with me last night instead of the junior mint version I’d concocted on the fly.
 
   “Don’t move.”
 
   “Keep that shit away from me!” She didn’t know how right she was about the main ingredient.
 
   “It’ll help hide you from the changer. Trust me on this one.” I leaned over to rub some into her hair. She flinched back, so I took her chin in my hand. The detective’s skin was warm, flushed. I stared into her eyes for a moment. She stared back but I couldn’t read her. A puff of hair had fallen over her forehead so I pushed it back and got some of the spore applied.
 
   “That is truly foul.” She took my hand in hers and pushed them aside.
 
   “I’ll help you wash your hair later.”
 
   “You did see my gun, right?”
 
   My bandolier held the good stuff. I ran my fingers over the lead tops until I found one with hash marks under a pair of wavy lines. I extracted and studied the vial. It was dark, and when I shook it the potion inside moved languidly, as if it didn’t conform to normal thermodynamics.
 
   “You get into trouble and you throw this right at the son of a bitch. I don’t care how scared you are. This’ll make his day suck worse than you can imagine.”
 
   She studied the vial, but it was black glass and didn’t give a hint to its contents. She held it up and then looked at the stopper. Then she ran her fingertips over the wax seal.
 
   “I wouldn’t do that if I were you.” I warned.
 
   She gave me a crooked smile. “Bad juju?”
 
   “Bad brimstone. Probably melt your brain and then how will I get paid?”
 
   She slowly moved the bottle away from her body. Her little smirk was also tucked away.
 
   “Just don’t expose it to air. It’s fine as long as it’s locked up.”
 
   “But you want me to throw it.”
 
   “If it’s an emergency, sure. But run, or drop and curl up in a ball. Praying is optional.”
 
   We walked along a creaking stairwell that was new compared to the rest of the place. Though it was over a hundred years old, the architecture was similar to the roman Victorian buildings in the older parts of this district. Doors were still doors and window sills, though missing glass, were made of brick and wood. Dust covered everything up to a quarter of an inch thick. If we got into a fight, I feared for my allergies. No amount of witchcraft had ever been able to stop the sneezing.
 
   Detective Andrews light stabbed out and traced lines across the crumbling walls. When we came to the first drop, I stepped ahead of the detective and she handed me her light without a fuss. I took my time painting the wall with it while sniffing the air. About the only thing I smelled was a shitload of dust. I stifled a sneeze before it could rattle the walls. I stopped at a landing and listened.
 
   A shape formed ahead. Something only I could make out. The salve in my eyes was good for more than just seeing in the dark.
 
   The form was slight, so I guessed it had been a female. She studied me as I studied and approached her. I opened myself to her and waited for her to respond in kind.
 
   We touched.
 
   She wasn’t going anywhere for a long time because she couldn’t let go. Her husband had been a good man until they didn’t find gold in California, so they moved to Seattle hoping to start up a carpentry business. His work ethic was not that great and he took to drinking when he lost job after job. He became abusive and one drunken night he determined that she was running around with a piano player. He took one of his hammers to her head.
 
   I concentrated on the form I thought was attacking people in this area and she did a shimmer, which I took for yes. Her form was vague, like a puff of barely visible cotton ball. The underground slid away from me and I felt her guiding, showing me what she had seen over the last few nights.
 
   It came late, usually covered in blood. It was massive, with a chest like a bodybuilder, only covered in fur. Elongated snout, razor sharp teeth – it was a creature made for nothing but killing. Then it was a man again and then the thing. That didn’t make sense. If a changer had gone rouge it should be in its animal form, not switching back and forth.
 
   “What are you doing?” the detective called.
 
   “Shh,” I hissed.
 
   “Blame a girl for asking why you’re swaying like a moron,” she mumbled.
 
   The form showed me the paths it had taken while crisscrossing her abode. It was like an old black and white movie seen through a foggy window. There were ripples where it walked, and I took this for the way the ghost saw things move in our world. The old world intruded on this one and left me confused when I saw the faces of the living among the burned out husk of the under city. Children, men, and women in home stitched clothing. Dogs running in the streets, then the echo of nothingness as tourists wandered the halls.
 
   There was nothing I could do. Like an addict that refuses to give up their drugs, this one refused to give up their essence. I moved away and gestured farewell. She answered with a sad attempt at a curtsy.
 
   “We gonna move on or you gonna sit there and shuffle back and forth like a drunk?”
 
   “I was talking to a ghost. I think I know what we are facing, and I think I know where it headed last night.”
 
   “A ghost? Okay, Phineas, I can take so much of this stuff before my head explodes, but talking to ghosts?” She had her hand on her forehead, the other tucked into a pocket by one finger. She fidgeted. Was it nerves or the stress of being an addict?
 
   “What is it you think I do, detective? I deal in witchcraft and I deal with the dead. Why scoff when I mention a ghost? They’re everywhere you know, all around us, but most don’t or can’t manifest. It takes a strong one, usually the recently dead who still have a grip on our world, to be able to show me what this one did. Didn’t you see the movie with Demi Moore?”
 
   “Jesus.” She looked upward and then back at me. “So what? She just started talking? How come I couldn’t see anything?”
 
   “Because you don’t have the sight.”
 
   “The what?”
 
   “It’s something we’re born with. Some suppress it, ignore it, or walk away from it. Those of us that embrace it come into our power early in life.”
 
   “How the hell did I get mixed up in this?” A loud rumble down one of the boarded up passageways between the buildings interrupted her protests.
 
   I crouched low, fingers splayed.
 
   “I’d call that a clue,” I whispered.
 
   “I know clues, Phineas, and that was most definitely not one. That was something big and really pissed off.”
 
   Andrews had her gun out in a half heartbeat. It was huge in her hands but she wasn’t shaking any more. Still, I groaned at its appearance. That’s just what I needed, to have her start firing wildly in the confined space.
 
   “Wait here,” I said, and I left no doubt in my voice that I didn't want her to heroically follow. She shot me a look of distaste.
 
   I leapt over the railing and landed in a puff of dust, which really pissed off my allergies. After holding my breath for a couple of seconds to stifle the sneeze, I reared back and let one fly. It echoed up and down the passageways like a shot.
 
   Then I did it again.
 
   Some dangerous warlock, eh?
 
   “Was that a spell?” Andrews said.
 
   “No one likes a smartass.” I muttered.
 
   “But everyone loves a little ass,” she muttered back.
 
   I popped a vial and dipped my finger in. The residue, as the elhorh ellay evaporated, burned so badly it felt like I was going to lose my finger. With my smoking tip, I drew a glyph in the air. A nasty one that would tear through flesh. I perched it in front and walked into the dark room. There, I caught sight of a spirit in the distance and moved toward it, hands held out like a zombie as I navigated fallen bricks, crushed mortar, and worn chunks of wood that were molding to the floor.
 
   I had to bring out a vial of see-all and apply a smear to each eye. The world came into view, like I was staring through really amazing night vision goggles. Then I was walking through a weird backwards world, or so my corneas informed me.
 
   I came across great swathes of dust and upturned debris where something large had walked over this area many times.
 
   There was a scent in the air that reminded me of a wet animal. I sniffed at it and followed. The passageway wound one way and then the other, and after a few more twists and turns over rubble and choked side passages, I came across something that took my breath away. It was a hole into the cusp. 
 
   I’ve mentioned the cusp before. It’s the thing that separates your world from the other. From the world you think you want to know about but, trust me, you don’t. After the cusp there are seven wards. That’s nothing new. Dante spoke of them centuries ago. There are a few schools of thought on his accuracy, but most think he wandered too close and possibly had some hallucinogens working in his favor. Mushrooms and other components are not the sole domain of the modern day drug user.
 
   The cusp is power, but it is also a prison. You can really think of it as hell. We witches and warlocks are able to touch that side for brief moments of time and channel the power for our own needs.
 
   I turned another debris laden corner and stepped under a low hanging roof that was sinking into the ground. Inside, I found another break in the wall and there, much to my surprise, was a blood-mire
 
   A blood-mire is, in its simplest form, a linking of plasma to the other side of the cusp and they were insanely rare. How one ended up here was something I should have taken straight to Salazar.
 
   I gasped out loud then stifled it with a grimace. When nothing leapt from a corner and tore me to shreds, I figured I was safe for now. Stepping under the broken wall then near the bubbling patch of red, I sighed with ecstasy as the smell washed over me. 
 
   The first thing I did was extract a spare vial from my belt and lean over to fill it. The blood was cold, which meant it was old and dying, but it would come in handy in future potions.
 
   I walked into it, robes held high, and waited.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Five
 
    
 
   Knee deep in a blood-mire, I hid between two buildings that were at least a hundred years old and covered in dust, mites, and spiders. My legs were going weak because I’d been here for an hour. I wanted to fall over, drop shaking to the ground, and just rest. Then I heard the sound again and I hoped it wasn’t Detective Andrews trying to sneak up on me.
 
   Glamoured to the gills, the glyphs pulsed against my skin with the beat of my heart. The shield was warm against my chest and the glyph I’d readied still throbbed in front of my eyes.
 
   The snuffling continued, and I took the same vial I had used earlier and extracted another dose of the demon spoor. The potion worked to hide my scent, and the smell of the mire would help confuse the animal. The two together, with any luck, would keep me safe until I could sneak up on the beast.
 
   I would need something powerful if the changer came at me in its form. I went by memory and extracted a bottle that was good for at least one very short term fireball. No sense in burning down the city, again. I held the potion up before me and, with my thumb and forefinger, slid the little cork stopper out.  Only the thing slipped out of my grip and hit the edge of the bloody patch and bounced for an eternity across the old paved road now gone to waste.
 
   Oh crap!
 
   There was a flash in the dark, just on the edge of my perception. I could sense a shape that was huge and hulking.
 
   The thing was much smarter than I gave it credit for. It faded from one shadow to the next on the ledge above then dropped with a thump behind me. I turned slowly, fearful of what I would see. 
 
   I would like to say that the thing wasn’t as scary as I thought it would be. That it was a smaller version of the creature I had suspected. I’d like to say it was just a man with knives in the night, seeking out victims for some mindless violence.
 
   It was none of those things. 
 
   The shape rose before my eyes, a hulking form of shaggy fur and bristling claws. The head was elongated like that of a large dog. Its nose snuffled and tested the air as it looked for me, and I realized that the glyphs and potion were keeping me hidden.
 
   It was a full-blown werewolf in the depths of transformation and it looked really pissed.
 
   I didn’t move, didn’t breathe. The beast towered over me at seven and a half feet. Its snout tested the air again as it slid one massive foot forward. Its claws were easily five or six inches long and they dripped fresh blood.
 
   The werewolf stepped toward me. A vial’s little lead cap flew through the air, over his head, and hit the wall to his side. 
 
   He spun around and I tossed the contents of the vial at him. Words wove through the air as I forced the liquid to action. A burst of flame caught it unawares and rushed past its head, singeing its hair. There was a little bit more of the stuff in the vial so I hurled it as well while the werewolf backed away in fear. 
 
   Then it did something I did not expect. It dropped low as the flame passed over its head and then sprang up and into the air. It was a calculated move that was not normal for something in the throes of transformation. A thing that is all animal needed to kill, hunt, hide, and turn again. It wasn’t even a full moon for Gaia’s sake.
 
   I shook out the remains of the vial I’d accelerated with the spell and fell backwards into a roll that put me on my feet a couple of feet away. Blood from the mire splattered the walls and floor in obscene patterns. 
 
   Then I did a little repeat of the night before. I ran.
 
   The bottle hit a barrier and went up in an explosion that shook everything around me. An ocean of dust swept off the walls and ceiling. I was drowning in the stuff. I heard a wall or two go down and wondered how bad it would affect property values. The smell was cloying. Dust and spent brimstone made me want to grind my teeth together and bite off my tongue.
 
   I dashed through the crack in the wall I had worked my way under just in time to escape the werewolf’s claws. Between the pounding of my heart in my chest and the rush of blood, I also heard my robe tear. I left behind part of the black fabric and fled down another hallway. 
 
   The spirit that helped me earlier stood in the middle of the corridor between the buildings and tried to move out of my way. Too late. I dashed through it and kept going. There was a rending crash behind me and I felt more than heard the beast tear through. The rest of the walls were going to fall.
 
   When I rounded the last corner, I was panting for breath. The beast was close behind so I slid to a stop, turned to face the beast, and released the glyph I had prepared earlier. One moment it wasn’t there then the shape seared the air as it appeared.
 
   It turned bright orange as it streaked toward the werewolf. The shape was like a pentagram with ragged edges that expanded as it touched the air. 
 
   The beast dove to the side at the last second and the glyph sailed past to plaster itself all over the wall. Where it touched matter, the razor sharp edges vibrated and tore into it with a rending that sounded like metal squealing against metal. 
 
   The wolf was hit by a trailing edge that ripped away a line of fur. It howled in pain as it lost a huge chunk of skin. The beast whimpered like a dog, spinning in circles on all fours, trying to get a look at its back.
 
   Then it was on its feet and coming at me again.
 
   “Phhhinneassss” it growled.
 
   The fact that it managed a word wasn’t the shocking part. How in the hells did it know my name? I was called in by the good detective with little warning. How could it know I might be here? Something stunk and it wasn’t just the dust and burned out buildings.
 
   I strode around another corner and it was right there, about to leap. I could swear I felt his breath on my neck, his slobber waiting to drip into my hair.
 
   I ducked and rolled just as it leapt. It sailed overhead, but I was back on my feet in a split second thanks to a ridiculous amount of adrenaline pounding in my veins. I prepared the shield for a full attack by channeling a little bit of power. It went ice cold against my chest then heat boomed through the piece and surrounded my body in a cloak of energy that would hopefully deflect the beast. The price of this protection was my blood as the edges contracted and dug into my skin. I gritted my teeth and thought of the bright side. Me living longer.
 
   Sudden booming shook the concrete around me. The werewolf had been in mid-leap when the detective opened up. The first slug caught the beast in the shoulder and threw it to the side. The next shot missed but the one after that took it through the back and punched through its chest. 
 
   The railing was only about fifteen feet away and, sure enough, there was Andrews in the classic stance, feet spread, arms extended, two-handed grip. She blew a puff of hair out of her fierce eyes and fired again.
 
   I jumped to my feet and sped off in pursuit, black robes a twirl and threatening to wrap around me if I did any more acrobatics tonight.
 
   The creature let out a howl of pain, but I doubted the bullet had done real damage. The problem was that some changers were enhanced so that they healed quickly. Werewolves were an aberration of nature, a reorganizing of cells and DNA that went back centuries. Someone had created them as the perfect killing machine, and now one knew my name.
 
   Their ability to heal quickly was not a legend at all. The way they formed had something to do with it. Frank said that if he was hurt in his hawk form, he would come out of it with the same injury. Wolves didn’t have that problem. They could take massive amounts of damage and most of it would heal. It was no different than changing into another shape. The wounds just changed into regular skin and tissue.
 
   We had to get to it and stop it while we had time. It was true that silver was harmful to them, but the thing that would kill them quickest was a little something that I had in a vial.
 
   I climbed up onto the railing with the detective’s help. She pulled me up, for which I was grateful. My arms were weak, my legs shaking, and I was breathing like a long distance runner. The truth was that I was still very sore from all of the running and the little dip in the river the night before. Tomorrow I probably wouldn’t be able to get out of bed without a healthy dose of Ibuprofen. I crawled to my feet and looked at Andrews, who was staring over her gun.
 
   “Shit, now I have to fill out a report. How the hell am I going to do that, Phineas? A wolf-man? I don’t know what will be worse, the paper work or the laughter.”
 
   “I can tell you that I, for one, appreciate it.” And I did. No telling what the fight would have degenerated into if she hadn’t opened up when she did.
 
   I moved off in the direction the beast had gone. It was easy to follow the trail of dust. Besides, there was no sense in standing around and getting cozy, slapping each other on the back for the fine job we had yet to do. 
 
   I ran up the stairs in pursuit. There was a steady trail of blood. Splatters that stood out on the wooden walkway like a calling card. The detective was right on my heels, threating to overtake me. Wonderful. She was a pill addict and was still in better shape than me.
 
   After an eternity of huffing and puffing, legs on fire, feet encased in boots and screeching at the abuse, I reached the entrance to the Seattle Underground. The door had been damaged when the detective forced it open. Now it was in splinters. I took a few seconds to gather a spell, using my concentration to cover the fact that I needed a few seconds of rest.
 
   I expected Andrews to look worse for wear but she didn’t. In fact she was flushed with excitement.
 
   I took a couple of deep breaths. She moved to my side and reached out to inspect my robe, which was now torn in several places.
 
   “You all right?”
 
   “Never better. I don’t know how you did all that crazy stuff but I am impressed, Phineas.” She grinned like a lunatic.
 
   “Score one for the good guys.”
 
   “I’m not easily impressed.”
 
   “Yeah? Does that mean I’m going to get some kind of personal medal?”
 
   “Probably not on my watch, but I might buy you a drink.”
 
   “A drink? That’s a good start.”
 
   “And it will be a good enough finish.” 
 
   “Do you always decide when to finish?”
 
   She smiled but turned away and moved to the door. What was left of it hung by one hinge and sheer determination. I stepped across the threshold and was greeted by screams all around as the beast indiscriminately tore into anyone that got in its way.  I had never seen a changer so angry.
 
   Andrews was off in pursuit as I huffed up the sidewalk. Two nights in a row of this had taken its toll. I was also exhausted from using so much magic. It might sound easy, all this drawing glyphs in the air and calling on the dead for help, but it’s not. It can be exhausting. Salazar called it a balance. Mother Nature’s way of making sure no witch or warlock got too powerful. And the more adept the spell slinger, the bigger the toll it took on them. Heavy hitters like Balkir, head of Demonology, could bring something up from the second or third ward, which no average warlock would ever attempt.
 
   “Out of the way!” the detective yelled. 
 
   People did not get out of the way. They turned to see who in the hell was yelling. The creature leapt across the street, paws barely touching the road, muscles rippling under all that matted fur. A car slid into the cross section, saw the shape, and tried to swerve. It ended up smashing into an old pickup truck and then bouncing up onto the curb. The sound of metal on metal was horrifically loud. The driver got out and stared after the shape that bounded onto the sidewalk.
 
   Andrews continued her pursuit and I was right behind her. The detective had her big hand cannon drawn and I had a pair of vials in mine. I was reading the lids with a practiced thumb when the detective had a clear shot, stopped, and took it. The gun roared again and it threw the werewolf onto the ground. Forward momentum smashed it into the wall.
 
   I dashed across the street and jumped the curve. We were near the Starbucks we used earlier. The few late evening customers looked up at the sound of the gunshot. Some stood and others began packing their belongings. 
 
   The creature rolled to its side then came up growling. I didn’t have a glyph prepared so I relied on another potion. I tossed a simple concoction of mushrooms and frog venom. It struck near him, so I asked the wind for help. A puff of a breeze, something you might barely notice unless it was trickling down your neck, was all it took to carry the gaseous smoke upwards, seeking the creature’s face. 
 
   It tried to jump out of the way of the nauseous gas and smashed through a plate glass window. Shards exploded as the werewolf tumbled into the shop. Tables were tossed aside as the hulking form attempted to maneuver in the small space. A pair of customers dove to the ground. One, a man in his early twenties, grabbed a laptop bag and held it to his chest like a talisman. Sorry to say that even if it contained a laptop the device would be little use against the angry changer, whose five inch claws would cut through it like a hot knife through butter.
 
   The beast got a glimpse of Detective Andrews and her gun. It snarled and dropped to all fours, oblivious to the piles of broken wood and shards of glass. It wavered and I almost cheered as the potion took effect. Then I cursed as the beast shook its head and howled.
 
   Frank dropped from the sky with a scream. He tucked his wings in close then dropped into the portal left by the shattered window. The werewolf’s flank was the target and Frank tore into it with a screech. It rolled in pain and smashed into the man with the laptop clutched to his chest. His face wore a look utter fear. Hey, barista, I didn’t order two pumps of a Hollywood horror movie with my latte.
 
   Frank came screeching in again, wings arching, and feathers flying. His massive talons extended and then sliced into the changer. 
 
   With the overhang, he didn’t have room to maneuver and disengaged right after the strike. He hit the ground and hopped back and screamed loud enough to stop any passersby that weren’t already looking in at a seven foot tall werewolf.
 
   Andrews was through the door and yelling for everyone to get down. They were slow to react, most looking on in confusion. A woman did hit the floor, but a pair of Asian tourists looked on with mouths gaping. Good lord, hadn’t these people ever seen an action movie? When a guy bursts in with a gun and yells “Get down!” you kiss the goddamn floor.
 
   I tried to prepare a glyph, got it mostly formed, but lost my concentration for a second when I got a look at the barista behind the counter. She was staring at the beast and she appeared terrified. I did a double take and realized it was Ashley, whom I’d badly flirted with not an hour ago.
 
   I cranked up another shape and decided that I had a clear shot and unleashed it with a whip of splayed fingers. Then I accelerated it with a word and the net was loosed. It tangled the beast’s feet, making it fall over in a heap. It howled for all it was worth, the sound making people on the ground cry out in fear. 
 
   Frank changed before us and stood as naked as the day he was born. Andrews didn’t know which to focus on--the naked Indian with two feathers streaming down his back from his long black hair, or the creature we’d brought down.
 
   Frank picked up part of a chair and smashed it onto the wolf’s head. Wood splintered and Frank was tossed across the room. He veered into his hawk form and ended up flapping his wings until he settled on the ground, kicking up dust and debris as his wings steadied him.
 
   The beast surged to its feet and razor sharp claws lashed out to tear into a young man trying to back away from it. Hot chocolate and whipped cream spilled down his jacket and he screamed in fear. The claw tore into his leg, low near the calf, and his mother was suddenly pulling him back, probably saving his life.
 
   The werewolf struggled to its feet but fell over again as I approached, hand held out with the last vial as I waited for my turn. It hit the counter and the pastry display was crushed. Pieces of glass and wood exploded in every direction as the hulking beast struggled to get away. 
 
   The net wouldn’t hold long and his claws were still slashing. There was a grunt and then a scream as someone behind the counter tried to avoid being slashed. I glanced up to see it was Ashley. She stared at the horror on the floor and then at me, her emerald eyes going wide. Then she picked up a plate and hurled it at the beast, striking it between the shoulder blades.
 
   “Go old man,” Frank croaked.
 
   He beat his wings once in the small space and jumped in to tear at the werewolf’s eyes. Before the creature could snap at Frank and tear into a wing, the great hawk was away. Frank jumped to a counter, wings popping out and snapping up to get a little lift. Then he took flight and dove in for attack again.
 
   The beast had its eyes on Ashley. It struggled to its feet and swung at Frank with the back of its paw. My friend was tossed to the side, hitting Andrews, who was trying to get a bead on the beast with her gun. It was far from the ideal weapon but it would buy us a few seconds. 
 
   Frank went down in a heap of feathers. He was hurt, wings flapping as he tried to right himself, but he got back to his feet and stumbled away, one wing bent in pain.
 
   Ashley fell back, struck the giant metal oven, and gasped in pain. The werewolf spun on her and extended a claw.
 
   I had to do something!
 
   As much as I had lamented the gun, I reached for the lead shards and found them buried deep in an inside pocket. I drew them forth and blew on them. Then I flung them in an overhand throw that would have been about as powerful as a child tossing a tennis ball.
 
   Ashley screamed in horror but slapped his paw away.
 
   Even with breath and a few spoken words, the distance between the beast and I wasn’t enough to reach any real velocity. For every piece of magic in the world, there is a little thing called physics that prevents things from getting out of hand. You won’t ever see a warlock rocking across the sky at Mach 3. He would be torn from his fork and left flailing as he fell from the skies.
 
   But the lead got the creature’s attention. It struck his head and actually made a sound like thumping a coconut. If I’d had more time and a lot more room, I might have made a real knot back there. Instead I made him angrier.
 
   The werewolf turned on me, raised its head, and howled like there was a full moon.
 
   I wanted to turn around and run until I hit tomorrow, then scrape the dirt out of my old sarcophagus and sleep until next week.
 
   It dove toward me, one claw a blur aimed for my face.
 
   I ducked and rolled forward, my back colliding with a chair. I ended up on my ass with a table falling toward my crotch. I crab walked out of the way as the edge crashed between my spread legs.
 
   The wolf was back, and I had to wonder at the crazy circumstances that had found me running from a demon the night before to facing off against a blood-mire influenced changer the very next day.
 
   Andrews came to my rescue. She rose and emptied her gun into the werewolf’s back. Blood sprayed and fur flew. Frank hopped away and found a table to hide behind. 
 
   The wolf screamed in anger and pain then turned on the detective, who was popping her magazine loose.
 
   I propelled myself forward and slammed the vial onto the great beast’s head as hard as I could. The tiny jar broke and quicksilver spread. There was a roar of pain and I was hit hard enough to send me flying into a table, over it, and into a chair. 
 
   My body screamed in pain and my head exploded, making me see stars as the back of it smashed into a crushed laptop.
 
   Struggling to all fours, head swimming and breath coming in ragged gasps, I ran my hand over the back of my head but didn’t find blood. Just a lump that throbbed under my touch. It would be much larger before the night was over.
 
   I staggered upright and Frank was there to help me to my feet.
 
   “Not bad for an old man,” he said in that pedantic voice with its slow measured pace. He kept one of his arms close to his side and rubbed at his elbow.
 
   “Who you calling old?”
 
   “I just call them like I see them.” Then Frank copied me by falling into a chair.
 
   Andrews slid forward, her long jacket sweeping the floor. In a way, she reminded me of some action hero. Well, an action hero that would be filling out paperwork all night. 
 
   The werewolf thrashed on the floor, smoke rising from its head where the deadly fluid had stuck. I didn’t want to kill him. I really didn’t. I just wanted to secure him, ask a few questions, maybe make a formal request for the council to step in and investigate the case.
 
   He was half man shaped now, pale legs kicking as the quicksilver ate into his brain. Red and frothy blood tinged with grey spilled onto the floor. 
 
   Its eyes fixed on mine, one blue and one a dull black. Some intelligence remained behind those eyes when it spoke words that chilled me to the bone.
 
   “Phineasssssss.” And then it coughed blood from its half snout, half nose. 
 
   I reeled back in shock. Again he said my name and it surprised the hell out of me. How could he know me, let alone know I would be hunting him? Had he planned to kill me?
 
   The life faded from the beast’s eyes and I sat back on my feet, crouching beside the guy. His features were unfamiliar to me. He had blue eyes, but the irises were barely visible as his pupils dilated in death. Strange to see such dark eyes on a changer. Very expressive, which would give me something to think about when I hunted down the bastard that sent him after me.
 
   The act of changing really does channel the person into the beast they become. Frank, for instance was a very thin, wiry guy. He was also immensely strong, but carried himself with a gait I would call almost feminine. But not to his face, since I was fond of my nose and didn’t like the idea of getting punched in it.
 
   The wolf man had broad shoulders, long arms, and a chiseled chest. He had to have spent years in the gym to maintain such a look. Nearly every inch of his body was covered in dark hair.
 
   His face was contorted in pain and most of the top of his head was gone. Melted by the quicksilver concoction I had smashed there. I rubbed my hand on the side of my robe.
 
   He was still warm, and I almost cried out when I touched him. Hate radiated from him like a furnace. Whatever he had been in life was gone, nearly sucked into the animalistic need that had consumed his existence.
 
   Andrews stepped to my side and started to say something. She had the barrel of her gun pointed at the man and I motioned for him, a gesture that hopefully conveyed my sentiment that “We couldn’t make him any deader.”
 
   “You okay?” she asked with genuine concern. I suppose I looked a mess.
 
   “Yeah  ... no. Give me a moment.”
 
   I hurt. Every inch of my body felt like I’d been put through a ringer. My head was the worst, from where the back of my neck had impacted with a chair. Bruises would mark my back and I would have to salve the old wounds where the cruel metal pentagram bit into my chest. It was not as constricted now, since the spell had worn off.
 
   Andrews stepped back, long coat swirling around her shoes, dropping bits of dust and clumps of crap from our late night tour of the underground. A siren peeled in the distance, the sound rising and lowering. Pretty soon this place would be swarming with cops. How in the world were we going to explain this? I would just have to work under the assumption that Andrews would back up my story, and more importantly my activities during the investigation.
 
   But before any of that could take place I needed answers.
 
   I touched the man again and dove deep.
 
   His soul was a mess, shredded and hurt. Like an abused child, it shrunk from me. But souls didn’t feel pain. This one was trying to depart, to escape from me or run from whatever had caused it so much anguish. I held on, delving, feeling around the confines of its prison. There was something there, in his chest. I could feel it like an anchor that wouldn’t let him go.
 
   Then an angry force ripped through the body. It felt like a red hot blazing hand raked my innards from chest to groin. I reared back in shock then howled as pain flooded my body. I thought to say a word, just one. Something powerful, but then it was gone and I was flying backwards. I was thrown onto my back, the air exploding from my body. But that wasn’t the worst of my problems, as I felt like my entire form was suddenly on fire. I howled again, but it was a wordless cry. For a few seconds I swam in a haze and stared at a mural on the ceiling. Angels and demons made up animated figures that fought. They struggled against each other, ripping and tearing. Demons with feet and talons. Angels with swords and shields. The ground was covered in blood that made it slick, but they continued to dance across the sea of crimson. No, that wasn’t right. It couldn’t be. I was in a coffee house on good old earth. Not some plane of existence where the forces of good and evil constantly faced off.
 
   The hand had been red hot, glowing, evil with intent. If it was real, and not some malevolent apparition, I had no doubt it would have killed me. It would have reached into my chest and torn my heart from it like a man tearing the wings off a fly.
 
   A demon spirit had somehow possessed the changer.
 
   I tried to take a breath but it was so hard. Then Andrews was there and leaning over me. She put her hand over my chest and recoiled when she felt the metal pentagram affixed there.
 
   “I’m okay,” I croaked between dry lips.
 
   “You don’t look okay, partner. You look like you just got dropped from about twenty feet. What the hell was that? I mean I thought I saw a giant red hand going at you.” 
 
   “I don’t know. Something reached in and …” I heard a whoosh. I thrashed to the side because my body was in flames. A conflagration that coated my body from head to foot. I rolled, desperate to smother the blaze. 
 
   Andrews moved fast. She tore her jacket off and jumped on me, smothering the fire. I thrashed beneath her but she held me down. To be honest, I had about as much energy left as a tired puppy.
 
   The barista, Ashley, came to the rescue with a pitcher of water, most of which ended up on my face. I beat at any spots that still seemed warm and looked down. Smoke rose from Andrews’s jacket but at least the flames were out. 
 
   The same could not be said for the man I had killed.
 
   I rolled out of the way again as I got a glimpse of the changer. He was on fire as well but the flames were white hot. His body crackled and the smell of burning hair made me want to gag.
 
   “Ah Christ!” Andrews yelled and grabbed anything that looked wet and poured it on the body.
 
   I rolled over and patted at the flames as well, but I didn’t have a potion ready that could possibly help. Where was all that water from my trip in the river the night before? 
 
   “Does this kind of stuff happen to you all the time?”
 
   “Not until you showed up.”
 
   “How was I to know Lon Chaney Junior was hiding underground waiting to wreck havoc on half the city?”
 
   “I distinctly remember asking you to stay out. Remember? I clearly said ‘This is very dangerous.’ But you followed anyway.”
 
   “And it got your ass saved.” She finished the argument succinctly.
 
   I lay on my back for a few moments, reveling in the aftermath of the battle and the fact that I was still alive. Then the shakes set in and I had to roll on my side and pull my legs up to stop from throwing up. I must have been a sight. It was a wonder the detective didn’t laugh at my bravery.
 
   “Is he okay? I have more water.” A familiar voice chimed through my thoughts, which were going in at least fifteen different directions.
 
   “I think I’m good,” I muttered and wished for a pair of Percocets. I supposed I could have gotten snarky and asked the detective for some.
 
   Andrews didn’t stick around for our conversation. She rushed to the man that had been injured and leaned over to talk with him. The detective crouched by his side and looked the guy over. I had a tincture in my kit. Something I could use to help him stay lucid until the ambulance arrived. I should’ve probably been using the stuff on me as well.
 
   I sat up and attempted to stand, and then I landed on my butt again. Ashley patted my shoulder like I was a kid, but she stared at the body on the floor. Her hand slipped and she almost fell down. She landed next to me, putting on a show as if she meant to do that.
 
   “Are you okay?” I asked.
 
   She turned her eyes on me but didn’t smile. Her face was a mess, covered in soot, with a piece of wood stuck in her hair. She looked shell shocked, almost in a daze. I didn’t feel much better, but I still reached out and plucked the chunk from her curls.
 
   “What. Was. That.” She stared into space.
 
   “Changer. A very very angry changer.”
 
   
  
 

“He looked like a … a dog.”
 
   “Werewolf,” Detective Andrews said. She was back at our side, looking me over this time.
 
   “I don’t believe it,” she said.
 
   “I wish it hadn’t been real too.” I said matter of factly.
 
   “Me too. He was dangerous. Made a real mess in here,” Andrews said.
 
   “That’s not it.”
 
   “What?” Andrews asked.
 
   “Second one in two days,” I muttered.
 
   “Second what?” 
 
   Andrews found a pile of napkins that had been scattered across the floor and picked up a handful. He shook them out then handed them to me. I wasn’t sure if I was supposed to cry into them or wipe the water off my face.
 
   “Second time someone’s tried to kill.”
 
   “Now why would someone want to kill you? You’re so charming.” The detective scoffed.
 
   “I wish I knew,” I said, then leaned against Ashley. If she was going to sit next to me, I was going to take advantage of the situation. Detective Andrew eyed us but I couldn’t read her look. For some reason, I got the feeling that she didn’t like seeing me with the other girl.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Six
 
    
 
   My kit was still in one piece but the leather was singed. Shame. I loved that bag. Salazar had given it to me when I was just a kid.
 
   I applied a salve to a small cut on Ashley’s chin. It wasn’t deep but there was a small trail of blood. I dabbed at it with a fresh piece of cotton that was miraculously dry. She kept her chin tilted upwards. Her teeth bit and pulled her lower lip up so her skin pulled taut. Ashley’s complexion was unblemished, skin smooth and so soft I wanted to do a little more touching than with just the cotton. Her eyes stared down at me as I worked at the wound. It was a job that only took a few seconds but I managed to stretch it out.
 
   She even wore a hint of some flowery substance that was able to mingle and even overpower the stench of smoke. A few strands of her hair had been touched by a flame. I ran my hands over the area and thought of a spell that might restore it in a matter of days instead of weeks, but I had nothing left. If another werewolf walked in the door and demanded my heart, I wouldn’t have had enough energy to beg for him to come back tomorrow.
 
   “So.”
 
   “So,” I said, but avoided her eyes.
 
   “I thought you repaired chairs.”
 
   “Sofas.”
 
   “Right.” She let the word hang in the air.
 
   “And I sometimes help track down rogue changers.”
 
   “The robes, the vials, the Latin ... tell me more about your profession.”
 
   “Latin?”
 
   “I heard you muttering just before … just before crazy stuff happened.”
 
   “That wasn’t Latin.”
 
   “Whatever. Just tell me what you do.”
 
   This gave me pause. If I flat out told her the truth this might be a very short conversation. Sure, I would just tell her that I was a practicing warlock living in Seattle. That would go over well. I was never into impressing people, preferring to let my actions speak for themselves. But this was a girl. A very attractive girl. 
 
   I really had one option. I would lie.
 
   “Magician. I work at the circus.”
 
   “I never asked your name.”
 
   “Phineas.”
 
   “That's it. No middle or last name?”
 
   My lips split in a smile. I instantly regretted it because they were cracked from the flames. They weren’t burned too deeply, but I should’ve been applying the salve to them.
 
   “Cavanaugh. No middle name.”
 
   “Okay then. Phineas No-Name Cavanaugh.” She used the kind of tone a mother takes with a child. “You destroyed my shop, my livelihood. I was almost eaten and you were almost burned to a crisp. The least I deserve is an answer to a relatively simple question.”
 
   I gulped. “Fine, but don’t say I didn’t warn you.”
 
   “You could have warned me before you turned this place into a disaster area,” she said as she looked around the remains of the shop.
 
   Detective Andrews coughed and went to check on her patient.
 
   “I’m a warlock.” I waited for her to recoil, to move away from me.
 
   She didn’t respond, opting to take the salve from my hand, dab some on her finger, and then start to work it into my lips before I could protest.
 
   “I don’t know what that means. All I know is that you saved my life.”
 
   “Mpph.”
 
   “Shh. You saved my life, so I’m obligated to you in some way.” 
 
   My eyes arched up.
 
   “Not that way!”
 
   My eyes arched down.
 
   “But in some way.”
 
   She leaned over, one finger still on my mouth, and pressed lips to my cheek. 
 
   “Are we even now?”
 
   I did the smart thing and didn’t nod.
 
   She put the cap back on the salve.
 
   “You two are real cute together. Now, if you don’t mind, I need to get a few things on report. Let’s go Phineas.” Andrews had amazing timing.
 
   “I don't do reports. Just write whatever you need to and I’ll sign it later.”
 
   “Not gonna happen, tough guy. First we stop by the hospital and get you checked out. Then it’s my office for a few hours. How do you like your coffee?” She looked around the Starbucks and her smirk fell.
 
   “From a functional machine if poffible.” I quipped through numb lips.
 
   Ashley hid her smile behind a hand.
 
   She got up and poked around the wreckage until she found a scrap of paper. She went behind what was left of the counter and rooted around until she found a pen. Then she wrote something and brought it to me.
 
   “Call me here when you feel better. We can talk about my debt then. Do warlocks have yards? Maybe I can come over and mow it.” Then she went back to start sorting out the wreckage. As she walked away, she kept her eyes up and off the body on the floor. I couldn’t say that I blamed her.
 
   “Thanks, ma’am. I would like to take your statement later,” Andrews said as she walked away.
 
   “Can’t you take my statement later too?” I asked, head tilting in her direction. 
 
   “Sorry, Phin. She was a bystander. Right now, I’m not sure you aren’t an instigator.”
 
   “Hey, this was your idea.”
 
   “Yeah. And lucky for you I was along for the ride so I can back up your story. I thought you guys were supposed to be smarter than this.”
 
   “So did I,” I lamented.
 
    
 
   **
 
    
 
   A pair of policemen in blue came in the door and looked at the mess. One was short and overweight by about a hundred pounds. He had a receding hairline and sort of reminded me of a young Danny DeVito. 
 
   His partner was Asian and tall. He looked the scene over and his mouth dropped open. The shorter one reached for his side arm but left his hand there as he surveyed the scene. Andrews opened her badge and held it high and the two relaxed.
 
   “Hell of a mess!” the shorter one said in a jovial voice, like he enjoyed this stuff.
 
    “Whole night was a mess,” Andrews replied.
 
   The three conferred while I concentrated on getting my feet under me. Debris lay everywhere from shattered windows, broken tables, and destroyed countertops. The coffee machine was mostly intact, but a steady jet of water shot upward.
 
   Ashley and Mr. Scruffy-beard worked at something under the counter until the water shut off. Where in the hells had he been hiding during the entire attack?
 
   I felt useless, so I took a seat on what remained of one of the benches. It was close to the window and as soon as I sat down it started to rain. With the window gone that meant that I got an early shower. Still, I was grateful to be alive and let the water wash over my head and run down my hair. When it started to trickle down my back, I decided it was enough and sat up.
 
   I caught a glimpse of a small arm under the only remaining table in the store. It was in the corner, near the entrance. There was a small L shaped cubbyhole of a space with just two seats facing each other.
 
   I dragged myself to my feet. 
 
   A kid was backed into a corner, under a booth. He was holding his arm. I dropped down and looked into the dark. He was scared, and the black robe covered in burn marks that I wore probably didn’t help matters.
 
   “Come on out and I’ll look at that arm,” I offered.
 
   He shook his head and stuck his lip out. It trembled and he looked like he was about to break into tears. Where was his mother or father? They had to be in here somewhere. 
 
   No doubt he was scared. I would be terrified of me too. Dressed in black, covered in dust, dirt, and probably countless spider webs from the half hour we had spent underground. Came running in here hurling a spell, and then all hell broke loose.
 
   “Come on, bud.” I motioned with one hand.
 
   Maybe he’d had enough of hiding and decided the coast was clear. He crawled out and took a seat on what was more or less a clean spot on the floor. He studied me from beneath long hair that was swept all in one direction, like he’s gotten a spiral haircut during a hurricane.
 
   I popped the top on the salve and studied what remained. I made a mental note to bill the police for that as well.
 
   “Let me see the cut.”
 
   The kid stared at me like I had fangs.
 
   “That dog isn’t coming back, okay? He’s sleeping over there.” I pointed at the shape under Detective Andrew’s ruined jacket.
 
   “I like dogs. Is he really asleep?” The boy was blond to his roots and even had light eyebrows.
 
   “Yep.”
 
   I found a gash on the kid’s arm and applied the salve. Within seconds, he grinned as the pain faded.
 
   “Feels better,” the kid said but didn’t even break into a smile.
 
   “Charles!” A sharp female voice broke in.
 
   He jumped up and ran to a woman that had to be his mother. She looked at the mess, her eyes wide, and then she looked at me in my robe with the tools of my trade hanging from belts and hooks. She gasped again, but at what particular part of me I had no idea. Maybe it was the soot covered skin. Maybe it was the robe. Maybe it was the fact that I was bleeding through my beat up t-shirt in the shape of a pentagram from my chest.
 
   “He’s fine, ma’am,” I started to say but she grabbed him up, pressed his head into her shoulder, and marched out of the Starbucks.
 
   I sat in misery and waited for a chance to make a break for it. But luck was not on my side because a few minutes later Detective Andrews came for me. The next stop would have been the hospital . However I talked her out of that with a fanciful tale of attending a medical center for my kind. I didn’t have insurance and didn’t want to be stuck in a machine that would scan me. We liked to keep out of such places if at all possible. Too many questions that needed answers that normal people were not ready to hear.
 
    
 
   **
 
    
 
   Hours later, hand aching from signing what felt like a hundred pieces of paper, we left the police station. Most of the reports were done on the computer, but each was printed and handed to me to look over. I signed for my fee, made up a bunch of crap that sounded good for my expenses, and was informed that a check would be mailed within six weeks. Two jobs in a row without immediate payout meant ramen dinners for the foreseeable future.
 
   The police station was about as generic as any I’d seen on a procedural drama. The big difference was that there weren’t a bunch of yelling perps waiting to be booked. There was no screaming lieutenant, and a distinct lack of ladies of the evening sitting in line, waiting to be booked. Police stations on television were so much more interesting.
 
   Cops walked by Andrew’s desk, looking me over. I got everything in the book--derision, scoffing, and in one case a genuine “pfft.” 
 
   “Can’t you hurry up the check? This looks like a big place. Maybe you can get someone to sign for it. I’ve already signed enough papers to join the military. What’s one more?”
 
   After getting my ass kicked by a pissed off changer, six hundred and eighty bucks would go a long way towards making me feel better. They probably owed me more for all the ingredients, but honestly I got tired of detailing every little item on the expense report Andrews handed me.
 
   Andrews got up several times to hand in paperwork or bring something back from a special hell where they kept reams of documentation. The north face of the building was filled with expansive windows. I watched rain roll in, stop, and then come in again. It seemed like every time I looked up it was one or the other. Maybe I should’ve forgotten my fork and hit up the detective for a ride home. The only thing more miserable than flying in the rain was flying in Chicago in the winter, particularly in the Great Lakes region. It’s so cold there it feels like you are living in an icebox.
 
   I heard a familiar voice over the chatter, clack of keyboards, and all the coughs and sneezes that went with September in Seattle. I looked around until I spotted Ashley at one of the desks. Poor woman. It was bad enough she had been subjected to the changer and his violence. Now she was stuck in the purgatory that was the police station. 
 
   She did look awfully cute, though, with her green apron folded in her lap, buttons ripped off her shirt so it hung open, revealing enough flesh to make me look twice.
 
   Andrews was leaning on someone’s desk, pointing at some text on a computer screen, her voice rising with frustration. I looked around again and remembered I was more or less a guest here.
 
   “Come here often?” I asked.
 
   “If it isn’t the magician.”
 
   I let that one slide because I was tired and she was cute, even with soot and debris in her hair and streaks of carbon across her forehead. Her auburn locks hung limp and forlorn, but her bright eyes more than made up for it. I was, once again, struck by what an attractive woman she was.
 
   I pointed at an empty chair. The woman in uniform looked up from behind her computer and shrugged so I dragged it to Ashley’s side.
 
   “Second worst pickup line ever.”
 
   My cheeks roared with fire. Again.
 
   “I wasn’t trying to …” I stopped when her eyebrows went up. 
 
   “Smooth, right? I thanked you earlier for saving my life, but that was before I realized one thing.”
 
   “You mean you are taking your thanks back? I’m pretty sure you can’t do that in this state.”
 
   “Very funny. I’m not taking it back, but I am not a happy girl right now.”
 
   “You’re alive. Got away with a few bruises and a cut that should heal right up.” I said and reached out to take her chin in my hand before I realized what I was doing. She looked only slightly scandalized so I went with it. First rule of improvisation, right?
 
   “I’m alive, but what about my livelihood?”
 
   “Huh?”
 
   “You destroyed my shop! The place where I work. Did you ever think about that before you started tossing fireballs around, or whatever the hell they were?”
 
   “Er.”
 
   “I’m sure it’s just another day to you, going around blowing stuff up, but it’s not okay with me. And that man—he died!”
 
   Tears started in the corner of her eyes and I suddenly felt like the biggest jerk in the world. I fumbled for something to offer in the way of a tissue, but all I came up with was some scorched cloth.
 
   Glancing up, I caught Andrews staring at us, but her face was unreadable.
 
   I dragged my chair toward Ashley and put a hand behind her neck to pull her close. At first she pulled back, and I thought she was going to push me away. But she relented and actually leaned into me. I breathed her in and felt like the night was almost worth it just for this moment.
 
   “I’m sorry,” I said, but it was almost a question.
 
   “Jerk.” She hit my chest. The pentagram dug into my skin, but I didn’t mind so much. When she looked up at me she had a fresh line of ash on her forehead, but I didn’t have the heart, or the tissue, to help.
 
    
 
   **
 
    
 
   “They found another body in the underground. Same MO.”
 
   “I’m sorry.”
 
   “At least we got him, and we couldn’t have done it without you. Nice work, Phineas.”
 
   “I meant I’m sorry about the bodies. The killings were meant to draw me out but I have no idea why.”
 
   “Don’t be so full of yourself.”
 
   “I’m not. That thing knew my name.”
 
   “It barked your name?”
 
   I sighed and dropped it. When I’d had a night of sleep, I was going to come back and get to the bottom of this.
 
   After we left, she asked me, for the fourth or fifth time, if I needed to go to the hospital. I tried to sound mysterious when I told her I had better care at home. By better care I meant a bottle of absinthe and a soothing balm or three.
 
   Detective Andrews was quiet while she drove me back to the scene of the crime. News vans had arrived and cameras stood in a line, pointed at reporters who repeated the same story over and over. I watched for Ashley, but she had either called it a night or gone to the hospital. While talking, I had surreptitiously checked out her aura (get your mind out of the gutter) to look for any trauma. She bore only scratches but had been on the verge of a panic attack. Holding her close and talking had kept it at bay.
 
   “I hope this hasn’t put you off police work.”
 
   “Are you kidding me? I haven’t had this much fun in months.”
 
   “Sometimes I can’t tell if you are serious or messing with me.”
 
   I didn’t answer.
 
   “I thought about it. Why don’t you tell me about the incident from the night before?”
 
   “It was the case I asked you about. Last night I was doing an investigation. A demon tried to slice me in half.”
 
   Detective Andrews slowly turned her eyes toward me.
 
   “Pardon?”
 
   “A demon. Nasty bugger with three arms. One had a hook welded to it.”
 
   “A demon.”
 
   “You just pumped a werewolf full of lead and you’re going to scoff at a demon? Well not to be a downer, but I’m pretty sure that changer was possessed by a demon.”
 
   Andrews fidgeted and looked at her watch for what seemed like the thirtieth time in the last fifteen minutes. She had a steaming cup of police station coffee in the car’s front seat divider. 
 
   “Warlocks, werewolves, and now demons. I suppose the next thing we will have to deal with is a vampire.”
 
   “Pussies,” I muttered. The last vampire I met had been far from debonair. He lived in a cave on the outskirts of Everett and existed on the blood of small animals, or a deer if he could manage to sneak up on a sleeping one. He was spindly, fragile, and mad with blood lust. It set in when they got older and needed more and more of the stuff. In some ways, they were worse than drug addicts. 
 
   “I thought vampires were all the rage.”
 
   “About three hundred years ago. I need to get you more hip to the occult, detective.”
 
   “I’ve had about enough to last me a lifetime. No offense, Phineas, but would you mind getting out of my car and traipsing back to your house?”
 
   “So that’s the end of our date?”
 
   Her eyes met mine. I smiled but she didn’t return the gesture.
 
   “It’s not every day I meet a guy I actually like, and for some reason I like you, Phineas. I don’t know if it’s the mysterious stranger shit, or the saving my ass shit, or just having a plain shit week.”
 
   “Uh.”
 
   “Hold on.” She reached across the seat and popped open her glove compartment. A paper bag lay in the back. She tugged it out, removed a bottle of whiskey, and poured a generous amount into her coffee.
 
   “Yummy,” I said but I wished I had a cup too.
 
   “Try it.” She handed me the cup.
 
   I looked down at it then took a sip. The coffee had enough alcohol to put me on my ass. It was delicious. 
 
   “Why bother with the coffee? Wait a second, are you trying to get me drunk?”
 
   “Save the wise cracks. Besides, you seem to have a thing for the skinny barista.”
 
   “We just met. I don’t know. The girl is smart and studying to be a lawyer.” Why was I defending someone I didn’t even know?
 
   “Whatever. It’s not like I’m about to drag you back to my apartment and do things to you you’ve only read about in books.”
 
   “I’ve read a lot of books.”
 
   “Zip it.”
 
   “About your apartment …”
 
   “Not going to happen because we have to work together, and if we have to work together you won’t take me seriously if you’ve seen me without clothes. It’s happened before.”
 
   “Do you have a third nipple or something?”
 
   “No, I do not have a third nipple. You know what I mean.”
 
   “I can go first,” I offered.
 
   “You can go home.” She leaned over to open the door.
 
   I caught her hand in mine and pulled her close. She tried to pull back, but I ran my long fingers up her arm, shoulder, and neck until my hand was behind her head. She didn’t try to get away this time. Instead she gripped the back of my head with her hand.
 
   “I’m the take charge type,” she informed me.
 
   “That makes two of us. So what would be your first take charge move?”
 
   We were so close that if I leaned forward, even an inch, our lips would touch, and if our lips touched I wondered what would happen next. But the moment hung between us and was gone just like that.
 
   Some take charge types we were.
 
   Maybe I was just exhausted or maybe I was just a little bit intimidated. Whatever the reason, I decided it would be smart to call it a night.
 
   I pulled away and opened the door.
 
   “Detective,” I said, and she looked at me in the poor light of the overhead dome. “It was nice working with you. If you ever want to get off the pills, I can help.”
 
   Her eyes lit up with sudden rage.
 
   “Go home, Phineas, and stop acting like you know the first goddamn thing about me.”
 
   Right. Time to call it a night indeed.
 
   Andrews grabbed the door handle and slammed it shut, threw the car in drive, and screeched the tires as she made an impressive exit.
 
   I shook my head and went to find my fork. I had half an urge to follow her. Instead I did the smart thing and went home.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Seven
 
    
 
   I was beat and just wanted to go to bed, curl up with some Lovecraft, and call it a night. Bilbo had a pair of moths in her massive web and she was delighting in wrapping one of them in silk. The other fought against its bonds, but it was a losing battle.
 
   Sleep.
 
   It was too late to go get the Pomeranian. I hoped the little guy was better. I wasn’t sure what to do with him. If the dog really did belong to Thora Whitfield, I was going to return it along with her demon.
 
   I made it to the bathroom, stripped, and left my clothes in a pile for later disposal. In a real fire, if I had any sense. Then I stumbled into a pile of books, righted them. Hit my ancient wood dresser hip first, and from the amount of pain I would have a honey of a bruise tomorrow. It would look good with all the others.
 
   The chest piece was the last thing to come off. I had to carefully peel it from my skin, which was slicked with blood. I actually stood in place, swaying for a few moments, wondering if I should just go to bed and ignore the blood that would soak my sheets. 
 
   Common sense prevailed and I took a quick shower. A layer of my fading supply of balm coated my chest, numbing the area. I sat on the side of the bed for a moment, gathering energy. As it filled my center, I let it leak out and seek the wounds. They responded by stitching together. It was a little bit like sutures only not as strong.
 
   If Glenda were here she would have had me sutured up in a heartbeat. She was ten times better at the healing arts than I had ever been. Glenda should have become a druid or healer, but she said her calling was always witchcraft. 
 
   My bed had never looked so inviting, even with the horrific creatures etched deeply into the massive wood frame. Animals, changers, witches, warlocks all stared out at me. Salazar had owned the frame and gifted it to me when I left the university for good. It was beautiful and it was terrifying. Much like the power I had been born, or cursed, with, depending on which side of the debate you fell on.
 
   A hawk’s cry shrilled outside. I flashed the bedroom light twice to let Frank know I was home and more or less alive. I wondered if he slept in hawk form at night or if he changed and also had a bed. I chuckled when I thought of Frank sitting in a nest while Mrs. Hawk went hunting.
 
   I crawled under the messy sheets and closed my eyes but didn’t so much fall asleep as pass out.
 
    
 
   **
 
    
 
   Wards blew me out of sleep. They flashed like New Years was in full swing and I was in the center of Times Square. I fell out of bed in my haste to reach a weapon that wasn’t even there. I had been having a disturbing dream about changers dancing on my future grave. Frank was in the lead, shifting from human to hawk form every few seconds.
 
   I slid the curtains back to reveal an empty yard. They weren’t here yet, but they were on the way.
 
   I stumbled to the closet, knocking over the same stack of books I’d righted before I fell asleep. I glanced down and was relieved to see the wounds on my chest were healing rapidly. That meant I’d had at least twelve hours, so it would be evening. I didn’t feel rested. I felt harried and worn out. My eyes were coated in grit and seemed to be gummed together. I was also covered in sweat but it was drying. Healing did that. My temperature rose in response to the spell and balm. The combination had always been likely to trigger the body’s response, like it was fighting an infection.
 
   I stumbled into the bathroom, poured a huge glass of water, and sucked it down. I felt like I hadn’t had anything to drink in a week. Let the threat come at me. If I was going to be in battle, I wanted to do it hydrated.
 
   There was only one good robe left in the closet. The rest were old and tattered, but it was cool. Sometimes it looked convincing to go out dressed in something that looked like it was fifty years old.
 
   I threw on the first one my fingers met and shrugged it over my shoulders.
 
   I was down the stairs in two heartbeats. Then I slipped on my battered boots and regretted not taking the time to at least put on a pair of socks.
 
   I was already preparing a spell. A nasty one that would hurl multiple glyphs at my intruders, freezing them in place until I decided what to do.
 
   I wrestled the iron bars and conventional locks open then slammed the back door open. I was out and in the post pre-dawn air, breathing in the fresh smell of grass and rain. Water pelted me as soon as I got a few feet from the rear awning.
 
   The figure in tattered black dropped from the sky like a brick. At the last second he pulled his pitchfork up and swooped over the ground like an inebriated condor. The pole wavered one way then the other. At one point, it turned all the way over and the rider was forced to hug his body to the stick to keep from getting a case of really bad road rash. 
 
   The acrobat came to a stuttering stop no less than eighteen feet from me. He jumped off the pitchfork and then rammed the end into the ground, all in one more or less smooth motion. Points for landing, but overall I could have done a better job stoned on peyote. What were they teaching the kids these days? How to land as far away from a person as possible?
 
   He swept his floppy black hat off as he walked towards me. I didn’t recognize this warlock but he could have had glamour on for all I knew. They were good at that stuff now. Back in the day we had to work at a decent potion to pull off some of the disguises they got over at Barney’s House of Tinctures. 
 
   He pulled his white earplugs out of his head and the raucous double drum beat of some heavy metal band emerged from the tinny speakers in short staccato patterns. He was shorter than me and thin as a board. He was all gangly limbed, which might explain why he didn’t drive for shit. Probably one of those ADD kids that would have lived on a skateboard if it weren’t for the calling.
 
   “Dude. You Phineas?” His voice crackled. 
 
   I slipped the ivory knife back into a pocket and let my guard down.
 
   “Yep. Who’s asking?” I kept my voice neutral.
 
   “I’m Lorette, out of Skyway. I’m second form but I’m pretty good. I mean, I get by and the teachers say I have a whole lot of potential.” 
 
   Of course they did. The league didn’t get paid if they sent half ass magic users away. About one in twenty were worth training. The rest stayed on and worked for the league or for the corporation. They always needed researchers and guinea pigs. Now why in the hell was someone from Skyway at my house? It was pretty clear that when I cut my ties I wouldn’t exactly be welcomed back with open arms. 
 
   “Yeah? You came all this way to tell me your life story?” I wasn’t in the mood for Skyway bullshit today. I’d just spent the last twenty-four hours up to my neck in trouble. I was still rattled from the encounter with the werewolf. Still trying to figure out how the hell it knew me. There was no way it could have lured me there – unless someone told the detective to find me. Now that made more sense that my current theory, which revolved around coincidences so crazy they would make a cryptologist run for the hills.
 
   “They asked for you, man, and only you. Said you were the only one.”
 
   “Beat it, kid. Come back after I get some rest. Give me about a week.”
 
   “Can’t. They need you now. There’s been a murder and the council’s asked for you.”
 
   “So tell them to send an emissary tomorrow. I’m tired.” I turned away, eyes on my backdoor. I wanted to crawl back into bed and die for a few more hours.
 
   “Can’t do it. We got no chancellor to send one,” he said in that annoying froggy voice. Sounded like Kermit hacked up a hairball.
 
   “Just have Salazar draft someone. Christ, kid.” I said in parting and stomped away over the mist covered ground.
 
   “He’s dead.”
 
   “What?” I spun on him.
 
   “Salazar’s dead. That’s why we need you. They have no idea who killed him.”
 
   Ah hell.
 
   “How did he die?”
 
   “Probably a demon, second ward or lower. No one heard a thing. Balkir sent for you. He’s head of the school now.”
 
   “Balkir?” I asked. Gods. That was about the worst news I had ever heard. Where Salazar had been an even hand interested in progressing things slowly, Balkir was a ramrod. He started the research division against protests, but the league made money so they let him go nuts. I left after one of his projects went bad. Killed a lot of budding young students. Balkir didn’t even have the balls to take the rap. Blamed it on equipment, but a lot of us knew. How in the world had he worked his way up to a position to take over?
 
   “Poor Salazar, man,” he added, which told me plenty. A guy like Salazar didn’t go down easy. Whatever went after him had to have been big and mean. Something fast, and something that could slice though glyphs like butter, and that kind of muscle didn’t come cheap. Salazar was too smart to attempt to bring something that nasty into our world without a lot of help.
 
   “We found him split open. His heart was missing,” the kid said after I stood in silence for a minute. 
 
   I tried not to show it but inside I was devastated. If anyone had ever been a father to me it had been Salazar.
 
   “Give me a minute.” I said and wandered away to collect my thoughts.
 
   Salazar.
 
   Sometime later, I began to think it through. The kid walked to the greenbelt and rooted around. He was probably looking for frogs. Always a use for frogs at the school.
 
   My mind raced as I tried to imagine the scene. In and out, sliced open. The demon would have to leave a trace. If I got there fast enough I may have enough ecto aftertaste for a full reading. If nothing else, I could always just ask the little monster that killed him.
 
   “I’ll get my fork,” I said at last. 
 
   The kid looked over his shoulder and bobbed his head.
 
   I ran upstairs and grabbed my battered gear. I stopped by my private stash and hauled out a box of powerful potions. Then I added things to my pockets, stripped, and strung the vest over my chest. It hurt like a bitch when the metal ends bit into my half formed stitches. Back in my robe, I tossed accouterments over my chest. With a few extras in my pockets, I strode back downstairs, touching and activating wards as I went.
 
   Next stop was the shed. It looked like any other wooden structure meant to hold a lawnmower, gardening tools, and whatever house repair items were left over from the last renovation.
 
   I touched the silver lined lock and channeled a very small spark. The hook slid out and the bottom dropped open. I had this one specially made. A regular lock was enough to keep the kids out if any ever ventured onto my property. Something that was highly unlikely as everyone around me thought the place was haunted.
 
   But I had things in here that I needed to keep out of the hands of people like me. Folks that knew about power, how to use it, and some that abuse it. 
 
   I’m a warlock, so you would expect the place to have a few spider webs, but that was not the case. It was so frightening sometimes I didn’t want to go inside. Cobwebs were so thick they could probably be combed like shag carpet. Things skittered and ran. Squeaks and scratching claws sounded. Anyone in their right mind would turn around right about now and run.
 
   I entered and went to the back. There was a spot that was dirtier than the rest of the wooden floor, which was saying something because it was almost as bad as the Seattle underground. I grasped a knotted rope that was invisible thanks to a concealing glyph. With an ear-piercing screech, I lifted the hidden door. Stairs led to what was quite literally my man cave.
 
   Tapestries hung from the wood-slatted and reinforced walls. The north wall held a huge painting of H.P. Lovecraft. It wasn’t there as any kind or ward. It was purely a show of respect.
 
   I grabbed a fresh bandolier and start strapping potions onto it. Never know when a good vial of newt-burst will come in handy. There were at least a half dozen, all full. I added an extra dose of vitriol. Then I slugged back a few ounces of Rockin’ Witch and felt the caffeine laced potion blast into my center. Fresh energy flowed along my limbs thanks to the infusion of garlic, ground tiger tooth, and some ginger from the island of Marcelleta.
 
   I was back upstairs in a few minutes, locking the lab up tighter than a nunnery.
 
    
 
   **
 
    
 
   The night was cold and dark when I threw my leg over my fork and hit it with a spark. The old wood thrummed to life and wanted to lift right away. We both began the laborious effort of getting into the air.
 
   Clouds rolled across the sky, blanking out any chance of seeing the moon, again. I would feel better if I could see it. Nothing like a giant white blob in the sky to make you feel like you have a sense of direction. My leathers rippled in the wind and air once again took every chance to find my skin. One of these days I had to find a way to stay warm in the air.
 
   Lorette trailed behind, following but not well. His fork kept dipping. I motioned him near and slowed my own ride.
 
   “What’s up?” he yelled.
 
   “Where’d you learn to fly?”
 
   “What’s wrong with my flying?”
 
   “You don’t fly straight, and that landing earlier? Messy,” I yelled over the howling wind.
 
   “Hey man, I’m pretty good for my age. I’ve only been flying for a few months.”
 
   “How old are you?”
 
   “Seventeen. Why?”
 
   I had been a lot younger than that when I first started training under Salazar.
 
   “You should be doing loops at that age is all.”
 
   “Not much focus on flying these days. The money’s all in research, you know, so we spend a lot of time on theory and alchemy.”
 
   “Never know when a forks gonna save your life, kid.” 
 
   “Never know when a potion will either.”
 
   Good point. Still, the school owed it to the kids to teach the fundamentals. Lorette reaffirmed my fears when he took his eyes off the horizon and dipped. He righted himself, though, and managed to fly more or less straight.
 
   I sighed and moved ahead, taking the lead once again.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Eight
 
    
 
   Half an hour later we swooped in on the Richmond Building, which lies on the outskirts of Everett and houses Skyway. I hit the roof hard and threw a splash of power into the landing. My feet stayed steady as I touched the surface and then pulled up to a sharp stop. The forks tines dragged through gravel, leaving four straight lines.
 
   Lorette landed behind me, but none too gently. I thought he was going to hit the side of the building. However he pulled up at the last second with the end of his tines. He rode it, then burst upward and threw his own splash.
 
   “The skateboarders call it grinding. We call it beveling.” He chuckled and took off his helmet and goggles. His leathers were next, joining a pile at his feet. He grabbed them up in an unwieldy mass and gave me a half salute.
 
   “Where did it go down?” I asked Lorette.
 
   “Come on. I’ll take you.”
 
   I followed, even though I had spent a may years here and knew the layout like my own home.
 
   This place used to be a corporation, but the league bought it when we went live back in ’93. Since then it had been used to train witches and warlocks in the arts, just as they were taught back in the old days. Except now they used computers and had theories about our power, where it came from and how we managed to infuse spells with it. 
 
   We walked down hallways I knew, but they had been changed. Once covered in ancient tapestries and works of art from centuries past, now they were a uniform white, and the floor, once creaking wood, had been replaced with patterned carpet one might see in an office building. In my absence, someone had turned the League of Warlocks into a corporation.
 
   I guess it could be chalked up to progress. We used to be hated, ostracized, hunted down, and killed. Then someone figured out a way to make money from our research. Youth potions, virile balms. We nearly put Pfizer out of business when we made a better Viagra that came from a natural source. No one bothered to tell the manufacturer that the stuff had demon sperm in it. Just a hint, you understand. We weren’t completely crazy.
 
   I had taught the basics here until I had a dispute with one of the professors—Eldon Balkir. He was a bitter old warlock that claimed to have known Merlin. Said they used to get toasted at a pub together back in the day. I always thought he was full of shit.
 
   We passed students in the hallways as we descended the few stairs to the executive quarters. They occupied a quarter of the thirteenth floor. Had, I should say, assuming what the kid told me was true and the old man was really dead. I still had a mind that this was some kind of cruel joke. It wasn’t April but I was hoping I would walk into the room and Salazar would yell “Gotcha!” If that happened, I was going to turn the kid into a newt and leave him that way for a week.
 
   Balkir stood outside the door studying a tiny scroll as he walked back and forth. His pate was bald and covered in an intricate tattoo of swirls and thorns that I swear grew larger and more complex with every year that passed. His face was wrinkled, but he still wore a long white beard that he kept trimmed to a point. His moustache rose into waxed curls. Balkir always looked like an evil magician about to take the stage and thrill an audience by sawing a scantily clad woman in two. 
 
   His lips moved, but he hadn’t acknowledged us yet. His red robe was pulled taut over his massive chest. He might have been old as dirt but he was a fitness nut. He claimed that if the arts ever failed him he would be able to fight his way out of any situation. I’d like to see him fight the demon that tried to kick my ass a few nights ago.
 
   Another man stood a few feet away. He was tall, nearly as tall as me, and he glared as I approached. Lukan was one of Balkir’s understudies. He and the old man were thick as thieves. Lukan and I had never gotten along. Our arts were in opposition, but that wasn’t it. I always imagined him as the kid that pulled wings off flies and watched them try to fly.
 
   Lukan was a good looking man. Something that had also always bugged me. Why was he here studying when he should be at home, stepping out of a GQ magazine. When he had first arrived at the school he immediately took to chasing after Glenda, who tolerated his advances. She stopped in from time to time to assist with experiments and also to see me. Of course I was never allowed near her coven.
 
   But Lukan had never given up his pursuit, and one day it nearly brought us to blows. Luckily, Salazar had stepped in and sorted us out with strong words. I felt foolish, especially later when Glenda said she wasn’t interested in Lukan. I asked her why and she said he was too pretty. I asked her what she thought of my looks and she just smiled. I never pursued that line of questioning again.
 
   Two guards stood outside Salazar’s old oaken door. They were both dressed in classic white, and both had pentagrams burned into their foreheads. These guys were powerful. What was Balkir so scared of?
 
   “What’s shakin’, Balk?” 
 
   “Use my name, cretin,” he shot back.
 
   Lukan shook his head. I wanted to scratch out a ward of blasting and wipe the look off his face with a fireball. He always had his eyebrows pinched together. I supposed to show his superiority. All it did was make him look like a smug dick.
 
   “Sure, Balkir, sure. You want a title to go with it?”
 
   “Watch your tongue,” Lukan said, and then dismissed me to study whatever book he was reading. Probably something on how to make and keep enemies.
 
   “So I’ll just go now,” Lorette squeaked. 
 
   “Thank you, son.” Balkir gave the kid a grin that was just creepy. Like a half rotted Halloween pumpkin.
 
   Lorette walked away, already jamming headphones deep into his ears.
 
   “I didn’t want you here but the council pressured me. Things have changed, Phineas. You’d do well to remember who runs the league now.” 
 
   “Yeah,” Lukan added. Probably because he felt left out of the conversation.
 
   “A league, by definition, is a governing body. So who do you govern with?” I asked.
 
   “Whomever I see fit to choose,” he replied.
 
   “Lucky me.” I smiled, but it was one of those smiles you grant someone that is mentally challenged.
 
   He didn’t get the joke.
 
   Same old Balkir. Back when I heard my calling for the dead, he had scoffed. Balkir consorted with demons. That’s how Salazar had spun it the first time I had a run-in with the bald old man. I was no older than Lorette and had just dabbed my fingers in the blood of a dead man and tasted it. Balkir had slapped my hand and called me unclean. But I had seen him work magic, with ash, bone, and sigils, summoning demons late at night, so who was he to call me unclean?
 
   “I have the authority of the league to back me up,” he said.
 
   “Great. I’ll just call it a night and go home. You can go on with your authority and send someone else to find out what happened to Salazar. I’ll pay my respects later.”
 
   Lukan looked up and his brow furrowed even farther. Something I didn’t think possible. There should be an Olympic event for what his eyebrows were capable of.
 
   “I have no time for your games, Phineas.”
 
   “Have you considered adding a rasp to your voice, maybe wringing your hands, when you say stuff like “I have no time for your games.” I said in my best Darth Vader.
 
   Balkir’s face flushed, but he reined it in and took on a smile. It was one of the scariest sights I had ever seen.
 
   “Mind your tongue, charlatan!” Lukan said in a shushing tone, like I was a child.
 
   “Lukan, shut up. The adults are talking.” Points for condescension. Not so much for my lame line.
 
   “You two.”
 
   “It’s my fault.” I said magnanimously.
 
   “It is?” Lukan asked.
 
   “Yep. I have a smart mouth and sometimes it gets the better of me.”
 
   “That is true.” Balkir stroked his white goatee, as if appraising me.
 
   “Assholes bring out the worst in me,” I grinned from ear to ear.
 
   “You absolute charlatan.” Lukan pulled his eyebrows even farther together. So much so that he looked like someone had put them in a vice and tightened them until his bones popped.
 
   “Look who’s talking. The last summoning you pulled off involved a horny imp named Fester, and Fester was more interested in getting in your pants than doing your bidding.”
 
   Balkir suppressed a laugh with a well-placed cough.
 
   That had been a fun night. We had washed Lukan’s underwear in a strong mixture of saltpeter and ginseng. The imp had been drawn to it like a mouse sensing Gouda. The fun part had come when the little guy turned out to have a pact with an ice elemental and froze Lukan in place while it went at his pants with sharp little teeth. If we hadn’t intervened, Glenda and I, I’m sure Lukan would have had a very unexpected oral experience.
 
   “I’ll be seeing you, Phineas,” Lukan said, spun on his heels, and departed. I’d like to say he limped away under my spoken barbs, but he somehow managed to maintain that air of superiority as he strode down the hallway with his head still held high.
 
   “You are right, of course. You have been gone for a long time. You have been out of touch with us and the changes. But we do need you.”
 
    “Fine.” I said, trying to feel somewhat vindicated while simultaneously watching my back for a swift dagger. “Just tell me why the hell you guys rousted me in the middle of the night. What, no one capable of doing a simple reading?”
 
   “Nothing is simple about this. Just go in.” He motioned toward the door.
 
   I gulped when I was reminded of why I was here. My mentor, my best friend, a man that had been a father to me, lay dead in the other room.
 
   “I’ll do what I can.”
 
   “We went back a long way. He deserved better.” Balkir looked down, but I got the distinct feeling he didn’t feel all that much loss.
 
   Salazar and Balkir? They went back a long way all right, but there had never been any love between the two. Not exactly enemies, but if Salazar brought an issue before the league it was a certainty that Balkir would be there to take the complete opposite stance. 
 
   The question bugged me still, why me? It wasn’t like I had any special abilities. Half the necromancers in this building probably possessed superior skills.
 
   The two security guards moved to either side of the door. 
 
   Old and hand carved, the oak door had been cut from a tree over a century ago. Salazar had once told me that it was over two hundred years old, but back then I didn’t really care. Now I looked at it in awe. The hand carvings were gorgeous, terrifying in their manner and somewhat grotesque, but gorgeous just the same.
 
   The room was just like I remembered, like a cross between a medieval lab and a modern day science station. For every empty vial there was a glass jar filled with murky fluid or body parts from humans, animals, and more than one tiny demon. There were a pair of fairy wings in one and part of a unicorn horn in another, although it looked more like a curved tusk to me. People scoffed when you mention unicorns, but they weren’t so rare once upon a time.
 
   I was surprised to see a pair of computers on a desk. The next shock was a set of large monitors on the walls. I wondered what in the world possessed the old man to become so technologically inclined. I moved closer to get a look at an image on one of them. A page from an old book was displayed, but I didn’t recognize the writing. The image was yellowed and some of the edges were burned away. It was hard to make out but it looked like tiny figures had been hand drawn in the margin. 
 
   Balkir had followed me in. He stood in the corner of the room and stared at a figure on the floor. I hadn’t gone right to him because I wanted a moment to walk around the study area, get a feel for what my old friend had been doing when he was killed, but that wasn’t the only reason. I was also fearful to see the body of my mentor. He had been so strong in life. I simply didn’t want to face his corpse.
 
   The room had a chill to it, like the air conditioning had just kicked into high gear.
 
   Blinds now covered the windows. I missed the dark drapes that had hung here. Rarely opened, they were apt to see use late at night when the moon’s glow was desired or needed. A backdoor led to his sleeping quarters. Salazar had been vested in the league and rarely left it. Like the other parts of the building, the flooring had been replaced by carpet, although a sectioned off summoning area was covered in marble chunks and a raised runnel of ivory that was used to hold fluids or powders. Glyphs were worked into ebony shards that lined the corner of the room. This was a complex location that fell on an old ley line. Power radiated from it, almost calling to me.
 
   I fought down a wave of dizziness and shook my head. That wasn’t right. I had spent many nights in this location, performing a rite or trying to bring an imp over to our side for work, but I’d never had a sinking spell near the pedestal.
 
   I rubbed at my temples and looked around the room. Balkir studied me intently but didn’t say a word.
 
   Finally I went to Salazar’s body and knelt.
 
   He was shrouded in an old black robe that covered his face and body but left his ankles and feet exposed. I reached out and touched the skin of his calf and felt nothing but cold. I nearly broke into tears when I made contact.
 
   I slid the robe aside, leaving his head covered for now. I wasn’t ready to see his face.
 
   His chest was opened as if punctured by a large object. Ribs and sinew lay exposed like he lay upon a coroner’s table. Only there was nothing surgical to the wound. This was something done in haste, something done in – fury. I could feel the hate radiating from the wound. I wanted to step back, leave the room, go back to Seattle and ignore all this bullshit.
 
   Instead I shifted aside the dread that gnawed at my own chest and drew a glyph in the air. Then I pull out a vial of a glowing purple fluid and popped the cap. Balkir didn’t move or say a word. He just watched as I prepared my rite.
 
   I poured a drop on the floor and drew a tiny shape with it. I felt like I had just taken a lighter and held my fingertip in the flame. I drew a line, and then I put another drop on his other side and drew another form. Shadows seemed to tug at the room, lights shifted, and I thought I could hear chains rattling in the distance.
 
   Finally it was time. I tugged the robe to the side and exposed his face. I thought I had prepared myself for the image, but I was wrong. A cry of rage escaped my mouth.
 
   His death had been horrible. I was sure someone had tried to close his eyelids but something hot had melted the flesh of his brow, practically gluing them open. His eye sockets were empty and stared at what might have been the most horrific sight. The last thing he had ever seen had also made his mouth open in a scream that I swear still assaulted the air. I tried to concentrate on the rite, but all I wanted to do was find the person responsible for this and use my fork to impale them on the tines and watch them howl in pain as life left their body.
 
   “I’m sorry, Salazar,” I said under my breath. I had to clench my fist and bring it down on my leg in anger. The pain helped bring me back, helped me center and continue the rite.
 
   With shaking fingers, I drew on his forehead, right about his eyes. The shape was a star with the point running longer than the others, and straight down until it touched the top of his nose. Then I muttered a word and drew a slash through it, a viscous stroke that parted his skin and made the air smell of burning flesh.
 
   A form rose from the wound. A head that was bald and feral. I staggered back and stared in shock. The thing turned to me, eyes red, livid, ablaze with malevolence. There were horns on its head and a chain ran from one side of its flat nose, punched through what would have been his cheek, came out the back of its face, and then attached to a long and drooping earlobe. 
 
   “He is mine. Be gone and take your charlatan tricks with you.” The voice sounded like nails on a chalkboard, children screaming in pain, sandpaper on metal. It resonated around the room and sent me reeling. Balkir backed away, hopefully to prepare a nice spell of obliteration. After all, demons were his specialty, not mine. The demon moved his head, watching Balkir, who muttered words that seethed through the air and made me want to bash my head against the floor to stop their incessant buzzing.
 
   “Balkir, let him speak!”
 
   The guards poked their head in the open door and gasped. They drew glyphs, forming chains of binding. I wanted to shout for them to stop but it was too late.
 
   The demon turned his burning gaze on the security guards and gestured. They were picked up and thrown across the room. One landed on top of a desk covered in old vials then scrambled around as the glass containers burst, spraying colorful fluids in every direction. The other was unlucky enough to miss the wall and smashed through the blinds covering the windows, then with a noise like a detonation the glass gave and the guard plummeted below.
 
   While he was distracted, I activated my wards. Cruel metal barbs bit into my chest as the shield fell into place.
 
   The demon fixed me with his burning gaze, and I swear he was smiling with that lipless cut of a mouth drawn back over cracked and moldering teeth. If he weren’t bound to his ward, he would rip me limb from limb.
 
   “Hello, Phineas Cavanaugh. The kin know you well and await your, shall we say, imminent arrival.”
 
   “Yeah? You second ward? I like to know where my new home will be located.”
 
   “Third, human. I thought you would be smarter.” His voice made me want to bite my tongue in half.
 
   Demon’s always lie, so he was probably second. If a fourth ward were somehow brought to this realm it would probably be the end of us all. Chalk up one clue.
 
   “Who killed Salazar?” I liked to get to the point.
 
   Kneeling upright so I could see the demon’s face, I dropped my hand to the side and pawed at my bandolier. 
 
   “Should we bargain, Phineas? I know you must have something to offer.”
 
   “How about my soul?”
 
   “As if you had one. Nothing else to offer? No bargain to strike?” That voice was driving me insane. I wanted to claw my eyes out and shove them in my ears.
 
   “Okay, see you around.” I said and took out a vial of saltpeter.
 
   “Wait.” One word. It was a start.
 
   “I’m all ears.”
 
   “An offering, perhaps?”
 
   “Just blood. I won’t take a chance on you raising some half spawn of mine.”
 
   “Ah Cavanaugh, you take the joy out of the hells.”
 
   I hated this. Balkir should have come to my side and done the offering. He was good at this kind of stuff.
 
   I took the razor sharp piece of ivory from my pouch and a small vial from another. The cut was quick and burned when I tilted my palm over the opening. I drained enough to half fill the container and then wrapped a small binding around the wound. 
 
   “Thanks for the help, Balkir.” I looked up but he had retreated to the other side of the room. He watched with wide eyes as if he were excited by the proceedings. Nasty old fart, he was probably enjoying my bumbling around in his realm. I bet he was taking notes on my mistakes so he could mock me later.
 
   I poured the blood on the corpse of my old teacher. The crimson fluid burned and turned into smoke. Wisps of grey rose from the stain and coated the room in a coppery smell. The demon leaned over and inhaled. His eyelids flickered closed. He kept at it, his lipless mouth pulling farther apart in that horrid imitation of a smile. I popped the top of the saltpeter and let some stick to my bloody fingertip.
 
   The overhead lights flicker as the demon withered in pleasure. 
 
   Then he went for me.
 
   I was braced for it but he came in like a flamethrower, all piss-anger, black hate, and aggression. I strove for words and unleashed a powerful glyph laced with the saltpeter that should have raked the demon with punishing claws. They rippled as they flew against my new adversary and were -- rebounded.
 
   I fell back in a flurry of robes once again, my hand going to my pouch as I crawled around a bulky metal lab table.
 
   He probably saw his reflection on the other side and turned away. Not much protection, and the minute he figured it out I was dead. My blood should have satisfied him, been a sufficient offering to keep him on this plane. But there was no way he could have escaped his ward. He was bound, and only a master summoner could have freed him. However that required someone to go beyond the cusp and that simply didn’t happen. What was the beast even doing here? I had called Salazar’s soul, not this fire dweller!
 
   I reached for a vial at the end of my bandolier. The fluid was clear and almost languid. I grabbed the container and popped the top. Moonwater.
 
   I scrambled around to the other side of the room. Instead of being bound in place, the demon had taken form. It was squat, built like a bulbous toad, and covered in pus filled warts that moved over the surface of his mottled black skin. He had one ragged horn on the left side of his head. The other was snapped halfway along its length on that side of his scorched face. He looked like he’d been dragged over an icicle.
 
   “Why’d you kill him?”
 
   “Ask me when I’m feasting on your soul.” He rose to his full height, three legs unfolding one after another, joints pointed backwards so his two back legs looked reversed, and towered over me. He would rip me limb from limb if this didn’t work. 
 
   The night before I had faced a smaller version of this demon, but it was a minor threat compared to this beast. The first demon had been young, with the only thing going for it being speed and a wicked curved blade attached to a third arm. Even armed and armored I was no match for this fresh apparition from hell.
 
   “Hey asshole, you look parched.” I slashed the air with the contents of the vial. It came out in an arc and spread in a mist that would be the equivalent of spraying acid at a human. When it struck his flesh, he was going to be in a world of pain and much more pliable. I might even be able to figure out a way to bind him. At the very least, Balkir should be able to step in and cast some kind of net over the demon. 
 
   But the fluid evaporated before it could touch his skin.
 
   Oh shit.
 
   That stuff was blessed by a saint. It should have sent him cowering, should have had him screaming.
 
   The room rocked when he howled with laughter. I staggered back around the little table, pressing my back against it. What did I have left that would be any kind of use against this demon? I still had a bit of the blood-mire, but I hadn’t even had a chance to sit down and treat it. It was pretty much useless in its current state. I supposed I could drink it and use myself as a portal, maybe send the demon to wherever it had originated from.
 
   Balkir appeared at last and he was chanting. He had a large stick in his hand, a wand I hoped. It couldn’t be a staff because warlocks didn’t use such things and expect to be taken seriously. He struck the ground and the room went silent. Felt like the air was sucked right out of it. 
 
   “Demon, attend.”
 
   The thing turned blazing eyes on Balkir and then there was a flicker … of respect? 
 
   What the hell was going on here?
 
   “Our game has gone on too long and I have new commands. Capture Phineas and contain him. I will release you from the remainder of our agreement.”
 
   I turned my gaze on the old man and studied him for the briefest of moments. He stood, feet spread, arms locked around the staff.
 
   “You killed him?”
 
   “Not me, fool.” He nodded to the demon with a grin.
 
   “See how funny you think this is.”
 
   While crawling out of the demon’s line of sight, I had removed a fresh vial from my bandolier. The bottle sat like a lump of lead, cold as a winter night. I didn’t bother to open it. Instead I crushed the glass, unmindful of the shards digging into my already burned hand.
 
   I dove forward and found my metal desk again. The demon moved like rasping paper, all sinew and desiccated muscles. I stood up and blew that fine powder in his direction, muttered a primer, and cover my head with my arms. I curled up in a ball as the sulfur and brimstone reacted to the air. The two substances took form and flew at him like an angry ball of wasps.
 
   The explosion was immense. I had time to strengthen the shield. It bit into my flesh, making blood flow.
 
   I curled my body, but it still felt like I was dropped from the second story of a building. I couldn’t breathe, and all I heard was a voice in my head screaming as flames washed over the room. Everything in sight went up in the conflagration.
 
   Balkir was caught up in the explosion, his body thrown against the wall so hard that it had to have snapped bones like twigs. I caught the look of surprise in his eyes, the look of fear, and it send a wave of comfort into my soul. That’s right, you prick. That was me paying you back.
 
   With the old guy out of the way, at least momentarily, I risked a glance up and saw the demon striding through the fire, distended legs moving fast. Then it was nearly on top of me and I barely get off a new vial, this one filled with maiden’s blood. The glass shattered and the demon came to a staggering halt. He sniffed the air then looked at the red stain. His malevolent eyes went downright melancholy, so I decide to slip outside the room and see if anyone else in this cursed building had caught on that there was a battle happening and I needed help!
 
   As I fell out the door, I was greeted by a flurry of faces, some inquisitive, some fearful, and some pissed. That last blast probably shook the entire building and I knew they didn’t want any trouble from the local authorities.
 
   Lukan wasn’t there. Where was his Sir-nosy-ness? He should be here with his spells at the center of the battle for his master, as well as his nose up Balkir’s ass. That told me a lot about Lukan. He either knew about the attempt on my life and had helped, or he was a chickenshit and was in hiding.
 
   A couple of fresh security guards arrived. One of them dragged his gun out of a holster. It was a big caliber pistol that looked heavy as a lead pipe. He poked his head in the room before we could call a warning and was snatched away. He screamed, but only long enough for his head to be ripped off with a sound that reminded me of fabric being torn. The other guard looked at me, aghast, turned on his heel, and ran. He was the only smart one out of us all.
 
   I leapt forward, grabbed the door handle, and slammed it shut.
 
   Among the few faces that didn’t follow the runaway guard was one other I did not expect. Her black hat was drawn up high so the floppy end didn’t cover her eyes. Her robe was also dark and looked like it was woven out of thick black spider silk. There were patterns, but they seemed designed to expose flesh in some areas as much as cover it up in others. It wasn’t sheer, there were just large swaths missing, but it had to be fashionable because she was not about to show up in a frumpy black get-up like me.
 
   “Hey, Glenda. Long time no see.” I smiled at her in what I hoped was a winning way, but I was all too aware that my face was probably covered in blood and soot.
 
   “Phineas,” she said by way of greeting. “I should have known.”
 
   “It’s not my fault! Balkir’s lost it. Son-of a bitch loosed a demon in there.”
 
   She glared, but at least she didn’t try to turn me into a daisy or cast a shrinking disease on my manhood.
 
   Glenda blinked and shook her head. “You mean to tell me he tried to bring the building down just now?”
 
   “That part was me.”
 
   I scrambled back, trying to get to my feet but getting caught up in my robe instead, which was, much to my annoyance, smoking. That made three in two days. I should just buy stock in Robes-R-Us. 
 
   The door! If I could get to it maybe I could reverse one of the glyphs and keep the demon on the other side for a few minutes. That would give us enough time to wait for reinforcements. Maybe a cannon would show up, or a small tactical nuclear weapon.
 
   That hope went like the grin on my face. The door didn’t exactly shatter. The flame that rushed through it burned the heavy wood to a cinder, and then kept going through the opposite wall. A howl flooded out of the room, and the demon came right after it. Smashed through the wall and took out another lab. He stumbled to a skidding halt and went over with thrashing limbs.
 
   Guards flooded in the room with the demon and opened up with some serious firepower. They had silver nets, shock guns, and a priest. Christ, where did he come from? He dashed in the room with his hand raised, chanting words to bind the creature.
 
   “Draw him away. I’ll check the old man. Maybe he has something we can use against the thing. He was waving a staff around earlier.”
 
   “Balkir with a staff? Have you gone completely mental?” Glenda yelled over the pandemonium.
 
   “Hey, they brought me here. I didn’t ask for this shit!”
 
   The demon screeched as the guards let loose with everything they had. It hit the ceiling and went through. The men pursued, shooting into the hole it left behind. Wonderful, if it got behind us I was toast. I wished I had a mountain to hide behind, a gallon of saints’ blessed water to soak in, or a herd of Xhallix from the third ward to lay the bastard out.
 
   Glenda took to the air and punched through the hole. She spun and lighting arched across the ceiling.
 
   The demon smashed through the floor at the other end of the hallway. He chased his tail in terror because it was coated in an icy substance and smoking, or misting. I wasn’t sure about the physics involved.
 
   Glenda stood bravely to the side and pointed at the puddle of liquid. Flashes glimmered in the tiny pool and then pulled wisps of power from its surface. She yanked her arm back with the little wand and then whipped it forward. The blue arc struck the demon and threw him across the hallway, then sent him smashing through the flimsy wall at the end, then the wall after that. Wires and tubes disgorged from the wounded plaster and then fizzled in the afterglow of the blast.
 
   “Keep him busy!” I called, in what I hoped was my best action hero voice. She stared at me like I was a mentally challenged dork and rolled her eyes.
 
   I dashed into the room and located Balkir. He lay in a heap of robes, forehead leaking blood into his eyes. It ran down his aristocratic hooked nose and onto lips that had sneered at me on more than one occasion.
 
   I took in my remaining potions and pulled out a nasty black one. I held it away from my face as I broke the wax seal. A voice called in the room, pulled at my brain, made me want to scoop it out and show it to the teacher. But I tipped the thick fluid over the hurt Balkir. It slipped out and fell onto his chin. Then it went to work, creating a web over his mouth that evaporated a second or two later. I was already muttering words, high black magic that I wasn’t supposed to know. Good thing I used to read a lot.
 
   I hauled him into a sitting position and slapped him. He gazed at me with a dazed look, eyes rolling back into his head. He tried to mutter a spell but it didn’t come out, thanks to the web. He’d be able to speak but I doubted the words would be friendly.
 
   “Asshole. Tell me why you had a demon kill him!”
 
   “So young. So very young in the ways of our kind. A few decades of life. What is that against the millennia I have lived?”
 
   God I hated it when they start talking about the old days like they were part of some exclusive club of old farts.
 
   “You can’t understand the draw of more power, more more more. And when he found the piece, I had to have it. But he was wily, that one. Oh, he was so smug about it. Said it was too much, so he hid it. But I knew he would be calling you back soon. He all but said you were the only one that would comprehend.”
 
   A blast echoed out in the hallway, then a scream and an explosion that shook the building again. Why did I agree to come here in the first place?
 
   “I don’t have until tomorrow to hear the end of this boring ass conversation. Get to the point! How do I stop the demon?”
 
   “You can’t.” His head leaned forward and blood ran from his nose. It appeared that I had done damage after all.
 
   Screams from the hallway then a howl as the demon fought. A shape sailed past the door. A human form that wasn’t doing so voluntarily. It smacked into a wall with a sickening thud. If that demon came in, I was tempted to either make for the roof and grab my fork, or jump out the window.
 
   I was tired of being a nice guy. The carved ivory tusk was in my hand before I knew it and I press the tip against his shoulder, then harder until it broke skin. It sank in a half an inch before I twisted it. I had his complete and undivided attention now. I could tell because he screamed in agony, eyes rolling around in wide open sockets. He looks like he was about to pass out so I slapped him again – harder this time.
 
   “How do I stop him!”
 
   “You can’t!” His breath came out hot and fetid. Blood flecked spittle drooled down his paper white skin. His cheeks were a patchwork of wrinkles, and grey whiskers poked out in every direction.
 
   Then the tusk dug in again and his eyes went livid. Words formed on his lips but nothing came out. The silence potion wouldn’t hold forever and I wondered if I would have to kill him before I got my answers. I was all too happy to drag the sharp blade across his throat and watch him bleed out before my eyes before the demon came back and consumed me.
 
   Wait. The demon was enraged to begin with. He completed his task and was given a prize. It would have to be a good enough offering to get him to leave his comfortable world of magma and twisted creatures.
 
   “What did you promise the demon for the contract?”
 
   “This isn’t some silly movie where I reveal my plans simply because you have me at your mercy. Unless you intend to kill me in cold blood, me, the head of the league, I recommend you release the spell. It can’t have long to fade anyway. Few more moments, I should say.”
 
   “Asshole.” Then I decked him. A full from the shoulder punch that knocked his head to the side. His eyes rolled up into the back of his head and his mouth went slack. My hand and wrist howled in pain from the strike. 
 
   Balkir fell to the side and spit blood and at least one tooth.
 
   Son of a bitch, the demon wanted me and I gave him the perfect catalyst. My life blood--was that all one of those things cost nowadays? The wretched soul of a tired warlock? And me, the fool for falling for such a trick. Ours were pathetic.
 
   As if he could read my revelation, the wall near the doorway exploded inward and I was thrown to the ground. The demon rose up on two front legs. His frog like head darted back and forth, a tongue that was split along the middle rolled out and tested the air. The smell the demon emitted was terrible, like old garbage left to rot in the sun.
 
   “Destroy him!” Balkir screamed through broken teeth. I wanted to spin and kick him.
 
   Glenda came in behind the creature and loosed another blast of witch fire. It arched into the room and slammed into the demon full force, shoving it across the area and out the window. He wore a look of shock as it fell. His feet scrambled for the window, but they only touched shattered glass and it fell into the night.
 
   “Glenda, here!”
 
   She rushed to my side, concern etched on her face, and I almost felt a moment of gratitude. She really was lovely, with dark hair whisking about her face. She looked almost ethereal with that ageless skin and luminous blue eyes that had made me stop in my tracks more than once. For a moment I thought she was going to hug me, but she went to the old man instead. She stroked his face and whispered his name.
 
   Oh.
 
   “He’s the killer, Glenda!”
 
   “What?”
 
   “The demon killed Salazar for him and he offered me as a prize.”
 
   “That’s absurd.” 
 
   The demon’s howl from below made us both look up. The building shook again and I could only imagine what it was doing to the ground floor as it tore its way back inside. I hoped there weren’t any people down there to get in its way. Car alarms screamed in the night. I should’ve gotten on my pitchfork and run, but I couldn’t leave these people alone.
 
   Then again, what good was I? I was exhausted, I’d used most of my powerful potions, and I didn’t have any last minute spells up my sleeve. I was afraid that Balkir was going to win. So I should’ve killed him then, denied him the satisfaction of seeing me scream as the demon devoured my flesh and took my soul. Maybe I could’ve disguised the old man as me, switched clothes. I almost laughed at the absurdity, then my head snapped up and I locked eyes with Glenda.
 
   “All those times you threatened to turn me into a snake or a frog, were you just kidding?”
 
   “Sort of. I mean, I could transfer your essence to an animal and let you live like that for a short time, but the spell is just an old trick from when I was a kid. Most witches and warlocks – it doesn’t work on them.”
 
   The floor rattled beneath me.
 
   “So you could transfer me into the old fart here if I wanted to.”
 
   “Yes, but he would just fight it off. He only need say a word and you would …”
 
   “I silenced him.”
 
   “Do not listen to his lies!” Balkir roared. He rolled to the side and came up with the staff. He aimed in my direction and managed to utter a single word, but he could not complete it.
 
   “Does he look sane?” I tried to reason.
 
   “He looks mad, and I would be too if I were to be silence. Balkir is the head of the league now!”
 
   Balkir tried again to utter a spell. His eyes were livid, and when nothing came out of his mouth he threw the stick at me. I leaned to the side then threw my arms up in the air while looking pointedly at Glenda. She wasn’t impressed.
 
   “I don’t know why, but he wants me dead! Glenda, would I lie to you? Come on. Why in the world would I come back now and try to kill Balkir? Does it make any sense?” She stared at me then shook her head, as if she were trying to make up her mind.
 
   “Lies from a charlatan!” Balkir roared and tried to get to his feet.
 
   Boards rattled as the demon, presumably tired of the ground floor, made his way back toward us.
 
   “Think about it, Glenda. What else would he kill Salazar like that? Did you see his body? His chest was ripped open and his heart was gone! What can do something like that?”
 
   “Not a demon. Salazar was too strong.”
 
   “This one is different. Blood, it’s after blood. It had Salazar’s and now it has mine.”
 
   She stared at me and I saw something click.
 
   “What’s the plan to stop the demon?” The wind outside the broken window picked up and Glenda had to shout to be heard.
 
   Collin, the head of security, barged in between them holding a giant oak wand in his hand. He looked pissed. I hoped he wasn’t about to turn the thing on me after he saw the bodies on the floor. I had the urge to jump up and down and point at the old man in front of me and yell: “It was him!”
 
   “I should arrest him now.” Collin spat.
 
   “Phineas claims it wasn’t him,” Glenda said, but her voice still rang with doubt. A broken light fixture fell to the floor at that moment and the bulbs shattered with a resounding crash.
 
   “Oh, I know it wasn’t Phineas. He loved Salazar like a father, but that’s not how I know. Balkir reeks of blood magic.”
 
   “You can’t be serious.”
 
   “I sensed it last night as well. We ran a finding spell and traced it to this room.”
 
   The building shook again. We had seconds.
 
   “We don’t have time for this Mickey Mouse bullshit! Glenda, can you transfer my essence?”
 
   “Yes, but there’s a price! You may not survive, and if you do you’ll be sick for a few days. Not the flu sick, but more like the worst hangover of your life sick.”
 
   “I already feel like that. Now do it and let’s get this over with. When the demon goes for him I want you to put me back.”
 
   “What if I can’t?”
 
   I stared at her as the roof started to shake again. The demon was close; it reeked of brimstone, ash, and my blood. I wanted to jump on my pitchfork and set my sights on somewhere tropical. Then what? Run for the rest of my life? The son of a bitch would track me down and it wouldn’t take long. Meanwhile a lot of people would get hurt or killed.
 
   It sucked to have a conscience.
 
   “Just get it over with.”
 
   Glenda’s eyes blazed. She stared back into mine and I felt like she was genuinely fearful for me. She thought I had just come in fresh. She didn’t know that just a few hours ago I had been fighting a changer. Or that just a day ago I had squared off against another demon. 
 
   It was too late. The room exploded around us, but she was already moving. A potion went into her mouth and then her lips were on mine. Before I could back away, I was sucked out of my body and into a swirling vortex of pain and blackness.
 
   There was no sound, no breath. A void encompassed me, and when I tried to think, what should have been my head was instead a giant box of pain. Then I felt like my skin was being pulled off. It was a shame that I had no mouth because all I wanted to do was scream bloody murder.
 
   Then the vortex opened up again and it was a rollercoaster ride to a shuddering stop that ended with me gasping for breath while staring out of a stranger’s eyes. Balkir woke up and screamed behind me, but he was no longer in control. I stared out of one bloody eye, my view distorted, like I was stuck in a fish bowl. Pain racked my body and made me scream, only nothing came out because I had forgotten to inhale.
 
   The room was ripped open and the demon was suddenly there. He batted aside one of the students, shook off a hastily cast ice harpoon from Collin, and went for me. The ‘me’ I was now. Not the ‘me’ I was fifteen seconds ago.
 
   Blood was life and life was essence. All that I had been, and all that was tied to my body, was now inside of Balkir. It didn’t matter whose skin I wore. My soul was being sought by the demon, and no matter where I hid or whom I hid in it would find me.
 
   Glenda fell back, holding a couple of pieces of straw she had produced from somewhere. She wrapped them around her fingers, tying them as she chanted. Within seconds she had a man shaped object in hand. She was chanting as loud as she could, her hands covered in blood. I wanted to reach for her, only the demon reached for me first. 
 
   It snapped up my body in elongated hands. The demon’s mouth had been a slit, but it opened wider and wider. I tried to claw free, though its talons sank into my body. No, Balkir’s body. He screamed somewhere in the back of my head, but I was almost oblivious to it as the demon’s fangs sank into my back and stomach. It lifted me into the air and shook like a dog. I screamed in Balkir’s voice. Blood splattered everywhere, and I knew I was going to be sucked into the maelstrom with the creature then tortured for an eternity. The only comforting thought was that at least I would be taking Balkir with me.
 
   There was a sharp pain as Glena raised her little stick man above her head and stabbed in into my leg, but it wasn’t my leg at all. It was the leg of a man that lay crumpled on the ground. 
 
   The demon tore Balkir’s body in half. However, I didn’t even feel it as I was once again in the vortex.
 
   Pain made my soul shirk in agony; pulsing waves of it made me wish for death, only I knew this would be my world for an eternity. The demon had us now and we were completely at its malevolent mercy.
 
   The void closed into a tiny space, and I went from intense all over pain to serenity as I floated on a sea of calm introspection.
 
   Then the peace I had briefly felt was shattered as consciousness kicked my ass out of the fugue state. I was back. More accurately, back in my body with my soul, even though I felt like I had been passed through a meat grinder, flattened into a patty, and then cooked under a broiler. There was no single part of me that didn’t hurt and, worst of all, I couldn’t breathe!
 
   I opened my eyes to darkness. That’s when I realized that Glenda had her mouth pressed to mine as she breathed life back into me. But it was nothing as amazing as a spell to resurrect the dead. No, that was left to my kind. Rather, she was performing CPR. I wished I were lucid enough to appreciate her attention, because her lips were warm and soft and the only thing that didn’t cause discomfort.
 
   Her eyes bore into mine and seconds later I falling into them, like the lost soul that I was. She gestured then placed one hand over my forehead and dumped a foul brew down my throat. I gagged and tried to beg her not to silence me. Then darkness was all around.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Nine
 
    
 
   The void was immense.
 
   My essence floated and enjoyed a moment of freedom. The pain had faded, although I was aware that my body was a mess. Was it too late to wish that I were dead?
 
   A voice spoke my name and a figure rose like a flame before my eyes. The face was familiar, but I couldn’t say why because my mind was still a jumble. It spoke, and after a few words I became aware that the voice was talking to me. No, it was calling to me, and to my great disbelief it seemed to belong to a person in even greater pain than I.
 
   “Phineas, look to the staff. All that has been kept from you will be clear.”
 
   I shook my head, only there was nothing to shake. It was the voice of an old friend. Awareness came again, this time of loss. Not of mine but that of a loved one.
 
   “Salazar?”
 
   “Phineas, the staff!”
 
   “Salazar! Tell me what you mean! Why did Balkir kill you? Why?” But I was shouting at a ghost. I thrashed, though it was no use. I needed to follow him, but something bound me. So I fought, though I had no strength. It was a maddening struggle. 
 
   Then someone pounded on my chest and fire raced across my face. I opened my eyes and formed a spell that would incinerate the room. 
 
   The words evaporated before I could utter them.
 
   Glenda stood before me and she did not appear pleased. She had that disapproving look on her face, and it was only compounded by her arms being crossed under her breasts. Her hair pulled back in a tight pony tail. Her smooth skin was marked by lines of consternation as she looked me over.
 
   “Stop!” She put one hand over my wrist and forced my fingers down to my chest. I had been pounding against something like I was trapped. 
 
   “You’re going to hurt yourself, or the wall. My bets on you.”
 
   “Urgh,” was the only intelligent thing I could manage.
 
   “If you do that again I’ll tie you to the bed.”
 
   “I thought you weren’t into that stuff,” I croaked.
 
   She pressed my wrist down once more, this time pinching the skin when she withdrew her hand.
 
   “Ow!”
 
   “Big baby.”
 
   I was back, back in a body. My own judging by the amount of pain that was building. The worst was in my chest, where it felt like I’d suffered the mother of all heart attacks.
 
   The room was dark, but Glenda hovered and even patted my hand in a reassuring manner. She brushed the hair off my forehead and wiped it with a wet towel. Since when was Glenda so caring?
 
   “That was brave, Phineas.”
 
   “Just kill me now.”
 
   “I warned you that this would happen.”
 
   “You didn’t warn me strongly enough. Next time employ a stick.”
 
   I managed to roll over and find the pan she had prepared. Bile and blood poured out of my mouth and I gagged on the taste, the smell, the feeling of lumps like curdled milk. This triggered my gag reflex -- again -- and I couldn’t breathe. She used the towel to wipe my mouth.
 
   “I have something that will settle your stomach.”
 
   “If it’s a new line of work, I’m ready.”
 
   She dumped something down my throat when I tried to ask her a question. I gagged back the noxious stuff.
 
   “Enough!” I protested, but I did feel better. What was that crap? Moonshine?
 
   “So tell me the end of the story. Was it a happy one after you knocked me out?” I did not cover the hostility in my voice.
 
   “Balkir was sucked into the wards.”
 
   “What was he after? He wanted something only Salazar’s death could unlock. So what was it? They’ve known each other longer than some civilizations have been in existence.”
 
   “Good question. We’re still trying to put the pieces together. Do you have any idea if Salazar left you something? Some message? Some hint?”
 
   “Nothing comes to mind.”
 
   The void called again but I ignored it. Having Glenda in the room was comforting. But that was the extent of the relationship I desired. She could play nurse as long as she wanted to, as long as we didn’t try to go back to the way things had been. How had things been? Well, a disaster. I could think of few lovers less suited for each other. Opposites attract – until they want to kill each other. To say our break up had been epic would be like saying the iceberg had been a damn shame when the Titanic happened upon it.
 
   “Ow, my head. Why do I get the feeling you had a hand in this? Something to get me back up here and into your clutches.”
 
   “Why you shallow, albino skinned … charlatan! If you think I had anything to do with that mess, you can just go chase another demon without me.” Then she slapped the shit out of me, so I leaned over and puked.
 
   After taking a moment to recover, I looked at her and wished I had something nice to say.
 
   “Really? Balkir? How much of that demon Viagra did it take? He must be close to two millennia …”
 
   “Do you want me to hit you again?”
 
   I need a new line of work.
 
    
 
   **
 
    
 
   Sleep was my companion, but not before Glenda managed to pour some other wretched elixir down my throat. I fought her, though I was as weak as a kitten and she was able to pinch my nose between her fingers. I gagged on it, sputtered, tried to tell her to go to the hells, but the words never came out because warmth suffused my body. It pushed me close to the void, but instead of the all-consuming blackness I found myself floating somewhere soft and comforting. 
 
   I tried to hold onto reality, though it was pulled away and I slept. Before I passed out, I remembered the words that had been burned into my mind not so long ago. Break the staff. That was it. Salazar had managed to get a message to me, but I was too weak to do anything about it.
 
   Then I didn’t know anything at all for a long time.
 
    
 
   **
 
    
 
   Two nights in a row I’d managed to get my ass handed to me. Two nights in a row I barely escaped with my life. I was ready to go back to the old way, where nothing crazy ever happened except the occasional spilled potion component, or waking to Bilbo’s beady-eyed stare, or old kindly old ladies stopped by and asked me to do a job. Wait. Scratch that last wish.
 
   I tossed and turned and thought long and hard about getting up, but the part of my brain that told my body what to do was having issues. Move leg! Went my command. Leg responded with a close approximation of the middle finger.
 
   It was the second day since the fight and no one would leave me alone. I asked Glenda to put a sock on the doorknob and she giggled. Then I asked for a do not disturb hex and that made her mad. “Do your own damn parlor tricks!” 
 
   I considered asking one of the younger guild members to do it, but none would stop by my room long enough. When I did sleep, I usually woke to fresh water, food, and on occasion – flowers. Now who in the world would be so sweet? Glenda said it wasn’t her, said I must have a secret admirer. It certainly wasn’t Ashley. If anything, she would likely send me a pile of dead roses. She was probably too busy looking for a job anyway, since I’d managed to put her out of business.
 
   I closed my eyes and let my mind drift into that region that isn’t quite sleep. My brain wandered until I thought I heard someone come in the room.
 
   “Get up, you idiot of a warlock.” Glenda kicked the bed.
 
   So much for peaceful dreams.
 
   They’d put me in one of the recovery wards and that made me nervous. The name ‘ward’ reminded me too much of the hells below, and in one of them a very angry demon was probably torturing Salazar. Being in the wards was bad enough, but someone who had once commanded demons and bent them to his will wouldn’t have been a welcome guest. 
 
   I looked over my room. It was sparse, much like a hospital room, except for the artwork. Dark inks had been used to paint warlocks dashing across a starry sky. In one mural a guy with a flowing beard offered a sword to a young man. Merlin. I bet that guy was a warlock that didn’t get his ass kicked every day.
 
   The other feature in the room was Glenda.
 
   Her jet black hair hung in her typical bob. The ends caressed the bottom of her chin like soft daggers. She wore a skintight red leather suit that would probably be right at home in a dominatrix’s wardrobe.
 
   “You teach like that?” I asked. 
 
   I glanced down to find that the thin sheet had fallen halfway down my chest, revealing the partially healed wounds from my chest piece. The scars were so old and worked over they looked like raised scabs that never quite healed. I shifted around and determined that I was buck naked.
 
   “I wear a robe,” she said, rolling her eyes.
 
   “Lucky robe,” I muttered.
 
   “Pardon?”
 
   “Do me a favor.”
 
   “If it involves dumping a pitcher of water on your head, I’m all ears.”
 
   “Nothing so dramatic. All I did was get a little confused with your lips.” 
 
   It was an honest mistake. She had been tucking me in and my half conscious brain had simply mistaken her intentions. I was confused, and when I saw her leaning over me I assumed she wanted to get frisky, which is how my lips ended up on hers.
 
   “I’m seeing someone.” 
 
   “What? So soon?”
 
   “Don’t look so scandalized. It’s been over a year, Phineas. Did you think I was going to sit around drinking willow tea while pining after you?”
 
   “You’re more of a bourbon girl.”
 
   “I drink red wine, Phineas, and I always have. Once. We had bourbon once and now it’s my drink?”
 
   “I have a head injury!” I exclaimed.
 
   “Should have left you in Sal’s body,” she muttered.
 
   “Where are my clothes?”
 
   “Being burned. I saved your chest piece. Why you wear that archaic device is beyond the realm of stupidity. Did Salazar know you had it?”
 
   “He gave it to me. I never really asked where he’d acquired it. That device has saved my ass on more than one occasion.”
 
   “But the pain must be horrendous.”
 
   “Better than being dead.”
 
   The door banged open and in walked a familiar face.
 
   “I’m sorry to interrupt, but the council would like to speak with you, Cavanaugh.” 
 
   Speak with me? He should have just said interrogate.
 
   Collin looked trim in the robes of his office. Security was the official title, but he had been an inquisitor at one time. I’d known Collin for a few years though we weren’t all that close. Still, he had been nothing but professional, and had even defended me when the battle went down with Balkir.
 
   Collin had started life working for the arcanist guild. The group that studied books and wrote spells. Actually wrote them on paper or parchment. I believe they preferred the latter because it was more ‘legit.’
 
   Collin was a large man that looked a little doughy around the edges. Not that he had a ponderous gut. He was simply built like a wrestler from the eighties. Today he was dressed in the dark robes of his office and not a flashy spandex suit complete with wrestler mask. The thought sent me into a fit of giggles.
 
   He shaved his head like Balkir but didn’t have any tattoos on his pate. He wore a thick set of glasses and didn’t appear all that dangerous. If he showed up at my house as a guard, I would show him to the library and tell him which books to keep an eye on.
 
   The funny thing was that I had seen Collin on the guild’s jogging track more than once. I had no doubt that the man could get his hands on some potions capable of making him lighter or less connected to the earth, so to speak. But I knew Collin and he wouldn’t do such a thing. As far as I was concerned he was above reproach.
 
   He also had no sense of humor.
 
   “How they hanging, Collin?”
 
   “Much tighter now that you’re here,” he said and strode to my bedside. Collin didn’t smile, but I was tempted to give him a ‘zing’ for effort. He carried something wrapped in brown paper that was tied together with a dark piece of sting. He tossed the package on the bed.
 
   “I didn’t ask to come here and I didn’t ask to be stuck in this bed. Call off your watch-leopard,” I said, glancing at Glenda.
 
   “There has been a lot of talk. A lot of talk. The demonologists want you expunged. Some have even called for your head.”
 
   “Screw those pansies,” I said with bravado I didn’t really feel. “There’re just mad because I kicked Balkir’s ass.”
 
   Glenda cleared her throat.
 
   “Okay. We kicked his ass.”
 
   “Lukan has the loudest voice and the largest pull. He’s demanding that you be handed over to them.”
 
   “Handed over? What is this? The dark ages again?”
 
   “No, but they are claiming an old writ. In the event of a guild leader’s death, they can ask for a trial against the accused.”
 
   “So I stand accused?” I tried not to let my voice shake but couldn’t judge how good my acting was. It was a long shot that I would be ‘turned over,’ though it was likely that the council would keep me here. In ’93 it was determined that our lands were to be left alone and our laws also left to us. At the time it was a brilliant move by the league. They promised to help the US government when they asked for it and we got to keep our autonomy. 
 
   “No they haven’t accused you yet, but I wouldn’t be surprised.”
 
   “It’s almost unprecedented,” Glenda interjected.
 
   “Is it?” I asked.
 
   “Hasn’t happened in at least four centuries. I checked the books.”
 
   I scratched my head. We had books about that kind of stuff? 
 
   “Doesn’t matter. It happened once, so there is precedence. There is precedence, so they can ask for it and possibly get it. Of course, your guild will defend you … for the most part.”
 
   “What the hells do you mean, ‘for the most part?’”
 
   “I mean you’ve been away for a long time. Broke ties, left in a huff. Got your warlock panties in a knot. They remember that,” Glenda said.
 
   “The television stunt,” Collin muttered.
 
   I wanted to defend myself, but every word they spoke was true.
 
   I should’ve just run. Traveled north until I reached the necropolis and stayed there for a few weeks. See what Doc West was up to. He was about as old a necromancer as I’d ever met. He had a thing for zombies and AC/DC, the latter being the weird part since he was about nine hundred years old.
 
   A thought hit me. The necropolis. Why didn’t I think of that before?
 
   “Collin, buddy, look at me. Do I really look like a threat?”
 
   “As a trusted member of the guild no harm will come to you. You’ve done much good and I witnessed your actions. Still, there are old souls here who would see you stripped of rank and tossed on the other side of the cusp.”
 
   I gulped.
 
   “They wouldn’t really,” Glenda chimed in with my exact thoughts.
 
   “Can I at least defend myself?” I may have been injured and weak, but my temper was rising along with my blood pressure. I could force myself to be heard, call upon old friends to defend me.
 
   “It would go easier if you could find a reason for being summoned in the first place. We have many that can read the dead. As much as you have done for us over the years, your powers aren’t all that special.”
 
   “Gee, thanks, Collin. You’re all heart.”
 
   “I’m no different. Neither is Glenda. There’s no shame in recognizing our limits.”
 
   Glenda’s eyes flared to life. If there was no shame, it sure didn’t show on her face. She looked like she was about to take out a wand and roast Collin’s skin. I coughed to cover a laugh.
 
   “You’re just full of cheer today,” I said.
 
   “Yes, Collin. You are certainly full of something.” She jabbed him in the side with a finger.
 
   His only reaction was to crack that poker face and give Glenda a half smirk. She shook her head and crossed her arms under her breasts. The leather creaked as she rubbed the material together. Leather looked good but it was ungodly hot and noisy. Not something you wanted to wear on a job. I’d tried it once but regretted it the minute I left the house. Somehow I didn’t think Glenda had any issues wearing the material, or turning heads everywhere she walked. 
 
   He leaned over and whispered something to her. She shook her head lightly then smiled.
 
   “Really?” I looked between the two of them.
 
   “Don’t look so scandalized,” Glenda said and intertwined one arm with his.
 
   Collin didn’t answer my accusation, but his silence might as well have been a giant flashing green neon light that said “Guilty!”
 
   “You have about six hours. I suggest you get dressed and go to Balkir’s room. Find out why he wanted you so badly. Find answers, and be quick about it.”
 
   “With all the suspicion, am I supposed to just walk through the hallways with my head held high?”
 
   “I suggest keeping your face hidden.” Collin pointed at the package he had tossed on the bed. 
 
   “And try not to destroy any more of the building while you investigate,” Glenda quipped.
 
   “Thank you, Glenda. I’ll do my best. Now shouldn’t you get back to teasing--I mean teaching?”
 
   She wasn’t impressed with my last shot and left.
 
    “She likes peonies. Blood red, if you can find them.”
 
   “I’m not having this conversation with you,” Collin said.
 
   “Eye of newt is a favorite as well. Makes her – well, you know.”
 
   “Phineas!”
 
   “It’s true. Evens her out after the Sabbath.”
 
   Collin turned and left.
 
   Can I clear a room or what?
 
   After he stormed out, I unwrapped the brown paper. 
 
   “Collin, you’re smarter than you look.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Ten
 
    
 
   I moved, unaccosted, through the hallways. The hood was indeed up and covered most of my face. What was visible was recessed in shadow. Men moved aside as I tried to remember which floor I was on. I was busy studying a door, thinking it looked somewhat familiar, when a voice asked if I needed help. I turned but it was just a novice. I didn’t say a word. Didn’t have to. I gestured and he moved away with a loud gulp.
 
   Inquisitors were interested in the truth, and to that end their methods hadn’t always been a matter of simply asking questions. I won’t say that the Spanish Inquisition wasn’t a spin off, but I haven’t read up on the subject. I had asked Salazar at one time, but the look he had given me was enough to stop that query. However one thing had not changed: where the inquisitor strode, doors opened, and people did not ask questions.
 
   I wore such a robe now. It was white with red bands worked into the front to form a square. Flowery symbols surrounded the stripes, but if one looked close enough, as I had, those delicate flowers had very sharp thorns. 
 
   The arms were long enough to hide my hands and the cowl deep enough to conceal my face. I’d left the chest piece in my room because I didn’t want anyone detecting it under my clothing.
 
   “Lost, sir?” another voice asked. 
 
   I spun to find a familiar face, albeit one I hadn’t seen for some time. I had even forgotten the man’s name, though he was a demonologist, of that much I was certain. If he recognized me I was screwed six ways from the Sabbath.
 
   “Do I truly look lost?” I deepened my voice and threw a hint of menace in for good measure.
 
   “No, er, sir. I just thought …” 
 
   I did my best to burn a hole into his head with my hidden eyes.
 
   “Name?”
 
   “Rigel, sir.”
 
   “Uh huh. And Rigel, to whom do you report?”
 
   “Balkir. Or I did, sir. Until that outcast Phineas killed him.”
 
   I nearly sputtered.
 
   “Be gone, Rigel. I have matters to attend to.” I added about as much menace as I could before I started to sound like a bad guy in a blockbuster action movie.
 
   Rigel didn’t say a word. He spun on his heel and walked in the opposite direction. His nervous steps continued until they found a corner and disappeared.
 
   I could get used to this.
 
    
 
   **
 
    
 
   I found the right floor after a few minutes of wandering. An elevator finally appeared, and when I entered the two warlocks on board looked at timepieces and left for whatever destination they had clearly forgotten about.
 
   Balkir’s door was closed and guarded. It looked like it was going to be a showdown. Me, my robe, and my wits against his guardliness. But as I walked with purposeful strides, he moved aside while performing a quick head bob. 
 
   I closed the door behind me and turned the lock as slowly as I could in the hope that it didn’t emit an audible click. It did. At least the guard didn’t freak out and start banging on the wood.
 
   Balkir’s room was organized into sections. His living quarters were through an opulent door of ivory. It opened on perfectly balanced hinges with just a touch. His bed was a mess, and the reek of saltpeter was so cloying I forced myself to breath through my mouth.
 
   An ornate chest coated in gold and gems lay at the foot of his bed. I avoided the obvious trap with disdain.
 
   I wasn’t looking for something hidden. I could spend all day here with a fortune in spell components and maybe learn that he kept a secret stash of fetish gear. Or maybe he dressed like a woman on the weekends. If that was the case, I didn’t think the council would care too much when I based my defense on garters and a flowery dress.
 
   I was looking for something else. Some hint. Maybe Balkir left a book lying around titled “Evil Plans to Fuck Over Phineas”.
 
   I looked under his massive four-poster bed but it was bare of all besides dust bunnies. The duvet looked like a summoning pentagram complete with tiny demons leaping out from the edges. I touched it and found down filling that deflated and quickly filled in again once I withdrew my hand. Demons were stitched into the bedspread.
 
   Bonus points for creepy.
 
   I didn’t touch the old man’s potion kit. Most of his vials weren’t even labeled. Was that what being that old was about? Remembering your spell components by sight? I was afraid I’d get a dose of Habius Cornette mixed with some komodo dragon pus and cause a rip in the space time continuum from which even Doctor Who would never be able to save the universe.
 
   I looked in drawers, peered under desks. I poked his computer keys a few times but it was locked, and no matter how good of a warlock I was there was still no spell for hacking past a PC’s password. I shifted tapestries, looked for hidden doors. I rifled through books that were stacked to the ceiling, felt along marble posts that held up the stacks of books. Felt along carpet edges, and even lifted the aquarium where he kept some kind of green and blue speckled egg that vibrated.
 
   After an hour of this, I grew weary and took a seat on his very comfortable couch. It was new and it wasn’t from Ikea. The massive leather sectional could comfortably seat at least six.
 
   I felt the cushions, running my hand across the surface. I poked, prodded, and pushed down on them until I found the one I had been looking for. It rode farther down than the other cushions, so I took a seat on this place Balkir was likely to have spent the most time. 
 
   I stared, and that’s when it clicked.
 
   Most have something they look at during down times. I had a crappy TV with giant push buttons, and at one time it may have had a remote that probably relied on a click. 
 
   What did Balkir do for fun? Did he play Parcheesi? Knit shawls? Surf Warlocks Anonymous?
 
   No. He sat in this seat for a reason.
 
   Balkir had chosen a tapestry as his object of affection. I sat in his seat and studied the giant black piece of art. An old man with a flowing white beard, who I had initially assumed was Balkir, fought a dragon with a long staff. It was the kind of thing you saw on a fantasy book cover. A single wizard against a nearly unstoppable force.
 
   I wasn’t interested in any of that, though. What I was interested in was what the man carried. 
 
   A large, thick, white wooden staff. Then it clicked. The voice that had invaded my dreams while I lay in a daze. It had been my old friend Salazar. He had been trying to tell me something, or maybe it was just my subconscious. Either way I knew I had found my answer.
 
    
 
   **
 
    
 
   Salazar’s room was untouched, except that his body was gone. I hoped they treated it gently. I cursed Balkir, the old demonologist who had slayed him, once again. I wished he were here for some more friendly persuasion with my fists. Not the most elegant tool, but it had gone a long way towards making me feel better.
 
   I only had one run in on my way to Salazar’s room, and it nearly blew my cover. As I entered an elevator, I came face to robe with Lukan, who was muttering to himself. He had a large book in hand. So large in fact that he could barely hold it. He didn’t even bother to look up as I entered the elevator and took the corner opposite.
 
   He mumbled as the elevator sped down. Apparently I couldn’t read the arrows and had picked the wrong direction. 
 
   “Inquisitor, I apologize. I was absorbed in writ.”
 
   “No bother.” I deepened my voice again. Slowed down my speech pattern.
 
   “You are here for the investigation, I presume? That man, that charlatan, he needs to be brought to us. To the demonologists. He must answer.”
 
   “I am considering all options.”
 
   Lukan tried to peer into my robe. His eyes narrowed at my words, but he didn’t dare challenge me.
 
   “Not much to consider? Fact: Phineas was the last one in the room with the head of my order. Fact: he summoned the demon that killed Salazar. Fact: he probably planned to kill the old man all along, and then Balkir, so he could take over.”
 
   “This Phineas sounds like a very powerful warlock. Summoning demons? Killing grand masters? My advice is that you steer clear of someone of his,” I paused and looked him up and down, “caliber.”
 
   Lukan was completely silent as I left the elevator.
 
    
 
   **
 
    
 
   The men outside Salazar’s room bowed but didn’t say a word. They wore the dark clothing of security and both had a full set of powerful glyphs wards etched into their robes. I wouldn’t want to take on one of them, let alone two. Thankfully, they moved aside and let me pass without question or demand for identification. Probably Collin’s doing. He might be getting into Glenda’s leathers, something I found myself oddly jealous of, but I had to thank him later for making this operation so smooth. I’d never really liked Collin, but my opinion of him was changing rapidly.
 
   They’d brought in plywood to cover the huge hole in the side of the building, and taped it shut, but air still managed to whistle in, making a forlorn sound like an animal in pain. 
 
   I looked over the room, hoping to find something of the old man’s. I found his belongings where they should have been. His drawers were closed, his tomes on shelves, and I found his robes in order. Points to the old man for that. I hadn’t managed to keep one robe clean, let alone a closet full of them.
 
   I inspected the reclining chair I’d often found Salazar occupying late at night, and I paid close attention to the base. It seemed to be unmoved, so I proceeded on.
 
   As I walked around the room, hands behind my back, the same hint of dizziness come over me. I wandered near the summoning station and that’s when it struck with full force. While I stared at the metal runnels that lined the ivory insets and studied the lines of summoning, the wooziness came back.
 
   As I stared and stared, I felt myself sinking into the circle that made up the middle of the pentagram. It was getting closer, or maybe I was leaning over. Then it hit me. Something so strong it made the hair on the back of my neck stand up. I gagged as my breath was stolen away. I had to plant my hand on the metal rail to keep from falling over. I stayed this way, in a daze, for what seemed an hour.
 
   Then the floor shifted and I was falling. Fire rushed up to meet me. A massive conflagration of forces, a maelstrom of wind and flame. I screamed, but nothing came out because it was too hot to even breathe. 
 
   Then I saw it. The cusp. It stood like a ring of foreboding. The thing that I touched every day was right in front of me. Closer than I had ever felt it before. I had visited the underrealm and even rode close to the cusp, but this was not the same. 
 
   I wanted to reach out and scoop some of it out, and when I tried to open myself to it I nearly burned the soul out of my body.
 
   Power like I had never experienced rushed under my skin. I was on fire then I was freezing. A mix of emotions hit me, elation, fear, and anger. I wanted to strike out at those that had caused Salazar to fall but Balkir was already in the pit, cast down, and experiencing the joy of the wards.
 
   I was here, alive, touching something new, and I was fine with never touching it again as long as I lived. Then it was like an electric shock rode my body. I burned with power as pulse after pulse suffused my being and strained to be let free. I knew that if I let it go, even for a second, it would consume me, and probably the entire building.
 
   I fought it, wrestled it down. How in the world was I touching this much of the cusp?
 
   My eyes watered as I battled. I strained to push it back where it belonged -- not in me. My eyes were stretched open just like my mouth, but no sound came out. I followed the curve of the cusp into the horizon and realized why it was so different.
 
   It was the curve. I was seeing it from the wrong side.
 
   I was somehow touching the cusp from the wrong side! I was in the wards!
 
   I pulled back with a howl and my soul snapped up and found my body once again. Then I was picked up, as if by a giant hand, and flung across the room.
 
   I landed on a sofa, but it was nothing like the one Balkir had planted his ass on while studying his talisman. Salazar had been a hard man in life and lived in only moderate comfort, so hitting his couch was only slightly softer than landing on wooden planks.
 
   I patted at my body, expecting the robe to be in flames. I was surprised to see nothing in the way of smoke. I sat back and tried to catch my breath.
 
   A pounding at the door brought me around.
 
   “Are you okay, sir?” one of the guards called.
 
   “Fine!” I yelled, and jumped up, expecting the door to burst open. 
 
   I pictured the two outside the door, whispering, “Should we go in? No he’s an inquisitor!”
 
   I approached the pedestal again. As I got near, I felt the calling, so I backed away. I didn’t want another trip down that rabbit hole. It had been one of the scariest experiences of my life.
 
   I scanned the rest of the room and located the object. It had been placed upright in a corner. None would know it had been in Salazar’s possession and probably assumed it belonged in the room with all the other relics.  
 
   I picked up the old ash staff and felt it thump in my hand. The wood felt like it pulsed as I studied it. It was old and it looked almost petrified. The heft was much greater than I had anticipated, and I wondered how it had come to be in such a state. If I had wiki loaded on a little smartphone, I would have been able to look up the petrification process in a heartbeat. Too bad my cell phone was older than my fashion sense.
 
   The staff, Salazar had said to look to the staff, but now that I had it in hand I wasn’t all that impressed. Was I supposed to do something with it? Unleash some mythical energy that would grant me the powers of a grand master? I scoffed at the thought. If I had that much energy at my command I would surely use it for ill, like changing into a giant condor so I could scare the shit out of Frank. Literally. 
 
   I ran my hands over the warm surface but didn’t detect anything. I took a seat on the old bench and appraised the length of wood, intent on coming up with something. But I didn’t have a lot to go on. Fact number one: staffs are dumb. Warlocks hate them because they become a crutch for handling the power from the cusp. No self-respecting member of the guild would be caught wielding one.
 
   So why had Salazar possessed it?
 
   Fact number two: this wasn’t even wood. It was like a long chunk of stone that had been carved to look like ash, which was a special wood to warlocks. We used it in spells, extracted its essence for potions, and even imbued it from time to time as a power reserve. Warlock battery running dry? Grab your stash of ash and get right back in the game.
 
   Fact number three: the staff wasn’t really long enough to be a staff. If I tried to use it while walking, I would have to hunch over like an old man. It also wasn’t a wand because it was far too thick and heavy.
 
   This couldn’t be what Salazar had been talking about.
 
   I looked around the room, though I didn’t see any more staffs. I did, however, find an interesting space on a bookshelf. It was up high and bare of anything. The space was surrounded by tools, fetishes, books, and at least one small crystal ball with a claw gripping it from below.
 
   I studied the blank space and touched it. Now why had he left this area empty and the rest filled with relics from another age? I tapped the wood experimentally and was greeted with a hollow thump.
 
   I ran my hands over the space, but didn’t find an indent or a trigger. What I did find was the slightest of whorls that formed a tight little glyph. I traced it, muttered words. I tested the wood from underneath and even called it a few bad names, but nothing worked.
 
   Finally I took the short staff and laid it on the space. This was going to be it. The big reveal. A little genie was about to pop out of the wood and grant me three wishes.
 
   Nothing happened.
 
   Shit!
 
   I hit the shelf, which caused the things around it to shift around. A voodoo doll that was obviously a joke fell off its seat and hit the ground, causing me to gasp. Not at the doll but at the perch it had left behind.
 
   I slid the seat over to the space and then pawed through the other things. The crystal ball I’d eyed earlier turned out to be the second one. When I removed the useless sphere and dropped it near the voodoo doll, I knew I had the second part.
 
   I turned it over and found a familiar pattern. Sliding it around the wood surface, it finally clicked into place where I’d found the whorl.
 
   It took a bit of fiddling to figure out what the first part had been for. Nothing. When I balanced the staff on the wood, it held firm, like magic Velcro. I jumped off the steps and moved as far from the location as I could without leaving the room.
 
   I raised my arm to shield my eyes and waited for the detonation, or for swans to fly out of the wood. After a few moments, I lowered my arm and peered at the device. Had I somehow missed a trigger?
 
   I went back up the couple of stairs and studied the staff. One section sat lower than the other. I flipped the staff over, lined it up, and was already scrambling off the step when I dropped it in place.
 
   I was across the room with my hand raised again. This time I even hunkered down behind, if I wasn’t mistaken, the same desk I had hid behind the other night, when the demon was let loose. I was on my haunches for a couple of minutes before I gave up, stood, and walked back across the room.
 
   The staff was level and it was clearly meant for the space, but it was anything but volatile. I had expected chunks to fly in every direction, or for it to levitate and point the way. Maybe blast through the door and lead me to a hidden location. Perhaps it was a new element, for use in a hot rod pitchfork. 
 
   But it just sat there and ignored me.
 
   Stupid staff.
 
   I took it down and immediately picked up on the pulsing once again. As I stepped down, my robe caught the upright hand and I yanked the stand off the top shelf. Already off balance, I peddled my legs but ended up on my ass anyway. Some inquisitor I was turning out to be.
 
   Slivers had broken off the false piece in the fall. Not just small pieces either but chunks.
 
   I picked it up, along with my pride, and limped to the workbench in Salazar’s office. There were tools, but I didn’t need them. In the corner of the room was a small anvil I’d used many times over the years. Warlocking wasn’t all spells and potions; sometimes we had to assemble items or components. This was not one of those times.
 
   I lifted the staff over my head and brought it down, full force, on the anvil. In the back of my mind I was concerned that the staff would rebound and nothing would really happen, except that I would have stinging palms and possibly a concussion when that pain in the ass, physics, made the force of my blow reverse, thereby (rightly) smacking me in the face.
 
   Now that I knew the stick was just a cover, I wasn’t all that worried about an explosion.
 
   Pieces flew in every direction as it broke apart. I got my arm up in time to prevent a fresh set of scars and possibly a lost eye. A few tiny chunks got in my mouth, but that was the only reward for my wanton destruction of a fake staff.
 
   At least I felt better now that I’d smashed the stupid thing. Nothing to see here folks. Time to call it a night and go home.
 
   Or was there? 
 
   Under the desk, a small object glimmered. I dropped to my knees and picked it up with the sleeve of my robe in case it had cooties.
 
    “What in the world?” I wondered out loud. 
 
   I’d seen some crazy things in my many years. A dozen warlocks trying to summon a demigod. That didn’t end well for anyone, especially the demigod who was brought shrieking into the world. The force of being ripped out of his reality was so strong that it shredded his being like he’d been drawn across a cheese grater. I’d seen an emerald the size of a fist that was once used as a focus to level a city. I’d seen Balkir take a vial of water, supposedly purchased from Ponce DeLeon, and pour the liquid down the drain rather than mess with something like immortality.
 
   As far as mythical objects went, this was kind of a let down.
 
   The object was a sheer prism about the size of the end of my pinky finger, and it glowed in the center.
 
   The door opened behind me. I spun around, palming the object, and sought a pocket that didn’t exist. Note to the inquisitors, you need pockets. Where do you carry your potions, accruements, and sack lunch?
 
   I was relieved to see Glenda. 
 
   “Find anything?”
 
   “Yeah, a big neon sign that said ‘clue’ over in the corner. How did you guys miss it?”
 
   “Smart ass.”
 
   “Everyone likes a little ass,” I replied.
 
   She looked like she wanted to turn me into a frog, but I withstood the glare and tried not to shuffle my feet. Ah, what the hell, the chance of Glenda being on the wrong side was pretty silly. She was one of the few women I’d ever kissed and felt like it meant something special. If there was one person I could trust, besides Frank, it was her.
 
   “So nothing,” she deadpanned, and went to inspect the plywood over the hole in the side of the building. She ran her hands over it and I ran my eyes over the tight leather that covered her butt and molded to her legs. Thank you, leather.
 
   “I may have found something.”
 
   “Do you always make a mess like this during investigations?” She eyed the shards on the ground. 
 
   I moved them around with my foot, shifting the pieces like I was making a weird puzzle. One of the larger chunks had an indent where the odd device had been sealed away.
 
   “Come take a look at this,” I said.
 
   “You’ve used that line on me before and I wasn’t impressed.” 
 
   “That’s not what you said back then.”
 
   “I’ve had Lasik.”
 
   I extended my hand and held out the device. It pulsed ever so lightly to the beat of my heart. I didn’t catch on before but there was something about Glenda that always seemed to increase my pulse, and pretty much every other male’s whenever she entered a room.
 
   She took it and the light dimmed considerably.
 
   I picked up the largest of the chunks and inspected it. As I ran my finger over an edge, it flaked and crumbled. What happened to the nearly indestructible staff I had held a moment ago? Then I noticed the shape carved into the space. It was a glyph that explained a lot. The shape was an old and powerful one. I could spend a day perfecting the shape and it still might not work. The glyph was designed to change the properties of a shape. In this case, the inscriber, which had to be Salazar, had imbued the glyph and shaded the true nature of the rod.
 
   “It’s a key.” Glenda handed it back to me. “And unless I miss my guess, it opens something meant for you and only you.” 
 
   “Why do you say that?” 
 
   “Because it flashes when it’s near you. When I took it the device went cold.”
 
   “Maybe you should get into the investigation game.”
 
   She smirked but didn’t answer.
 
   It was starting to make sense. If Balkir had killed my mentor to get a hold of this key, he would have needed me to open whatever it was meant for.
 
   “But he wanted the demon to kill me.”
 
   “Did he?”
 
   “Kill him!” I tried to sound angry and menacing, like Salazar did when the demon was in the room. “That’s what the man said.”
 
   “He probably just wanted your body.”
 
   “Kinky.”
 
   “Idiot.” She shook her head. “That demon was low caste. He could have possessed you and excreted your blood to claim the key without batting a flaming eyelid.”
 
   “It still doesn’t make any sense. I don’t even know what it’s for. The last time Salazar and I talked I was doing my walk of shame out of the school. The only times I’ve heard from him since were a few letters, but they were the ‘how are ya, give me a call sometime’ variety. Nothing about secret keys and another master wanting to kill him.”
 
   “Are you sure he didn’t leave some kind of hint? Anything in here look different, like a new painting or tapestry?”
 
   I looked around the sparsely covered walls. With the exception of a few non-descript paintings and one old tapestry, all of which had been in his possession for centuries, there was nothing new. 
 
   “Nope. The only weird thing is the summoning station. It’s old but it’s had a make over and makes me feel funny when I get next to it.”
 
   Glenda moved to the tiled area and dropped to one knee with a creak of leather.
 
   “Look right here.” She pointed at a triangular impression.
 
   I moved closer but didn’t touch anything out of fear. The next time I hallucinated my way into hell, I hoped it was due to some really great pot. The whole falling into a pit of despair thing was overrated, based my experience a few minutes ago.
 
   “It looks like part of a rune,” I said.
 
   “Give me the key,” she said.
 
   I put it in her hand and waited, half fearful that when she figured out what it did a portal would open, unleashing armies of demons to devour us, the guild, and then the city. Or at least devour me. Both seemed very counter–productive to the state I enjoyed. 
 
   Being alive.
 
   “I don’t think that’s it. It’s just a rune.”
 
   “You’re just a rune,” she muttered.
 
   I waited while she fiddled with the device. She pressed each end to the shapes, slid it along the edge, pressed, tapped, and finally she tried to slam it into the ground.
 
   “Let me try,” I said.
 
   Once the key was back in hand, it pulsed again. I studied it, turning it over and over, trying to figure out the power source. There was no glyph I could see, no etchings, and I didn’t feel the emanations of spells.
 
   It pulled at me, but gently, like a breeze. I let it guide me until my hand hovered over the triangle.
 
   I was jerked down and the key slid in. Not really slid. It was like the prism became liquid that could soak into stone.
 
   I shivered as something passed through me. A feeling of dread and then anger. I felt like I was falling. But this time I didn’t find myself descending toward a lake of fire. Nope, this time I actually fell down a set of stairs.
 
   When I reached the bottom, I felt like every limb had impacted with every single stair. Twice. 
 
   I turned to curse them with a few choice words.
 
   Glenda made her way down the stairs like a fashion model. When she reached the bottom on both feet, she offered me a hand.
 
   A weird light suffused the area, but it glowed like it should be emanating from a set of fluorescents.
 
   “This isn’t here,” she said.
 
   “You’re not here.” Hah, take that.
 
   “Funny. No. This room. It’s not in the building. I’ve been in the labs below Salazar’s room and this is most definitely not here.” She looked around.
 
   “So this is a magic portal?” I scoffed.
 
   “Pretty much.”
 
   “Oh.”
 
   “Lets do some exploring.”
 
   We didn’t have to go far. 
 
   The hallway was dry, which was unexpected. If you found a dark dungeon, you normally found water on the walls or running along the floor, pooling up and getting the hem of any long robes soaking wet before you’d gone more than a few feet.
 
   This was nothing like that.
 
   “This is so strange,” Glenda said as she ran her hands along the walls. 
 
   “Yeah. What self-respecting dungeoneer allows a place to be this clean? There aren’t even any cobwebs.”
 
   I touched one too and found it warm, almost hot to the touch, but the hallway itself was cold. If I didn’t have the massive inquisitor robe on, I would probably be freezing.
 
   There was a single room straight ahead. When we reached the source of the brighter light, I could only stand in the entryway with my mouth gaping.
 
   “Don’t touch anything,” Glenda said as I preceded her into the room. 
 
   “I wouldn’t even know where to start.” 
 
   “By putting your hands on stuff. Don’t do that.”
 
   “You didn’t use to complain about where I put my hands.”
 
   “Smart ass.” 
 
   “Everyone likes a little …” 
 
   “You already used that line once today. I swear you have brain damage after the transference.”
 
   “I hope you didn’t leave any of me behind!” I protested.
 
   “I didn’t have time to be that selective.”
 
   The room was a treasure trove of things I had wanted to see for most of my life. I stood in the doorway and stared at the artifacts in complete awe.
 
   “There’s so much here.”
 
   “We should go,” I said, but didn’t mean it.
 
   Glenda turned to regard me, and her upturned nose looked cute when she raised an eyebrow. All of a sudden all I could think about was her with Collin.
 
   “You look hot. If you are decent under that robe you could always take it off.”
 
   “Define decent,” I said, and took a bold step into the room. “I rock this robe commando-warlock style.”
 
   There was no way I was taking off the robe. If I had any sense, and luck, I would soon be departing the school with it.
 
   She didn’t answer but followed me in.
 
   “Seeing anyone?”
 
   “How could anyone live up to you?” I asked.
 
   “I’ll take that as a no.” She smirked. Again. I hated that smirk and had always found a way to kiss it away.
 
   “Okay, I did meet someone, but she probably doesn’t want to see me again.”
 
   “Do you like her?”
 
   That was a good question. I had thought of Ashley more than a few times over the last couple of days. She was different than most of the non-arts dabbling women I had dated. She was smart, mature, had an easy sense of humor. It didn’t hurt that she was gorgeous.
 
   We moved around the room, not daring to touch anything.
 
   “I guess,” I said.
 
   “You sound absolutely thrilled about this girl. Send me a wedding announcement.”
 
   “Okay. She’s very pretty and she laughs at my jokes.”
 
   “Sounds like you’ve won half of the battle.”
 
   “But I don’t think she’ll see me again.”
 
   “Come on, Phin. Have a little confidence. Just chase her down, cast a glamour, and then wait until she really falls for you.”
 
   “Very funny.”
 
   “Don’t give up so easily. Girls like to be chased,” she said with the hint of a smile. The image of her and Collin once again came to mind and I had to look away for a few seconds. 
 
   “It’s not that simple. I doubt she will see me again because I destroyed the place where she works.”
 
   “Interesting. In our day, you just gave me flowers and asked if I wanted to go to the lake. Remember that? You were terribly handsome back then. Now look at you. Dressed like an inquisitor and you need a haircut. Are you trying out for a goth band?”
 
   I ground my teeth together.
 
   Beakers, jewels, figurines, crystals, chests, small and large cups, goblets, and books lay everywhere. Some items were organized by size, but others made no sense. There was a statuette of a man next to a woman, like they should be holding hands, but the woman was far too tall, almost towering over the little guy so that her hand was on the same level as his head.
 
   A box of gems lay on a shelf, and when I looked right at them I got a splitting headache until I looked away. A golden cup lay among the mess, but I didn’t want to go near that thing. A vial hung from the wall with clear liquid in it. A splash of red, like blood, moved, almost languidly, around the confines of the container.
 
   There was an ancient desk with an ornate chair pushed under it, like the occupant has been here recently and left it ready for the next person.
 
   “You may want to lead with flowers this time as well. How in the world did you destroy her place of work?”
 
   “I was chasing down a rogue changer.”
 
   “Still at the detective game, eh? How’s that working out for you?”
 
   “Not as well as I’d like.”
 
   There was so much here, and I didn’t see any warning signs.
 
   The room was large. In fact it almost felt bigger now that we were inside it. I strode around, counting my steps, which reached twenty-eight. When I did the same circuit the opposite way, I reached thirty-five. 
 
   Glenda moved slower than I as she took in everything. She went to a desk at roughly the middle of the space and leaned over, hands crossed behind her back, to stare at something. I watched her for a moment.
 
   “Collin!” I said out loud.
 
   “What? Where?” She spun around.
 
   “Sorry. Just thinking out loud,” I said lamely.
 
   “Not jealous, I hope.”
 
   “What if I am?”
 
   “You aren’t. You made it pretty clear when we split last year that you were, let me see if I remember the words, ‘Sick of my shit.’ Yep, those were the exact words. Sick of my shit.”
 
   “I said I was sorry. I was under a lot of pressure then.”
 
   “You’re always under a lot of pressure because you won’t come back to the life you should be living. Instead you choose to hide out among regular people, helping them. So noble of you, Phineas. Remember how they helped my sisters to the bonfires?”
 
   “Okay, okay, but Collin? Does he read before he goes to sleep every night?”
 
   
  
 

“Stop it.” She put her hands on her hips. Oh no. That was the female equivalent of a stop sign just before a semi rolled past.
 
   “Fine. Here’s a brilliant idea. Let’s just get out of here.”
 
   “Not yet. You have to read this first.”
 
   “I don’t really want to read anything in here until I have some rest, some absinthe, and maybe a full dose of Rockin’ Witch.”
 
   “You have to read it, Phin. It’s a note to you from Salazar.”
 
   I gulped and went to her side.
 
   His name made my stomach do a flip. I thought about him dying in that room, killed by a demon. His heart was ripped out. He’d been silenced, probably unable to utter a spell. He would have fought and used every trick he’d learned over his considerable years. But it wouldn’t have been enough. Even a master wasn’t invincible.
 
   And I missed him. I had missed him for the last few years and meant to write, call, swing by and have a drink, but I always put it off. Now I would never have the chance.
 
   If he had left me something, some hint to why he had been killed, or instructions on what to do if he fell, well, it might just help assuage my anger and regret.
 
   I went to the desk and pulled the old chair out. It creaked as it rasped across the stone floor. A layer of dust lay on the seat so I leaned over and brushed most of it off, but my aim wasn’t that great because I only had eyes for the note.
 
   The folded piece of parchment had a single word embossed on the outside, my name. It didn’t even look like it was written by a human hand because it was so perfect.
 
   I rubbed the ink on my robe and cursed. That wasn’t too bright.
 
   “Just read it, Phin.” Glenda stared at me.
 
   “Right.”
 
   I picked up the note and unfolded it.
 
    
 
   Phineas,
 
   There were many things we were to speak of, but I didn’t have time to bring you here. Time. That is something I always thought I would have enough of. Alas, some follies of youth have stuck with even this old man.
 
   You know the drill, my son. If you are reading this … in the event of my untimely demise … and so forth. So I am gone, probably dead, and that is a shame. I was entrusted with a gift millennia ago and I have been a steadfast guardian ever since. Now it’s all yours. All of this. You must be smart, though, and never use the items here. Never. They are far too dangerous and that’s why they were locked away from the world. 
 
   Other caches exist such as this, but none so powerful. It should go without saying that you must never speak of this to anyone, ever. Not anyone. Not even Glenda.
 
    
 
   I coughed and stared with rounded eyes at the rest of the note.
 
    
 
   Others will seek the devices here. Never let them fall into another’s hands. Should I fall, trust no one, especially not Balkir. I fear he has dabbled in blood magic and if I am correct then he is a very dangerous man.
 
   Now. There is something you need to know and it is contained in a book, but I do not possess it. You should seek the necromancers at the necropolis. Use this spell to show them the truth and they will gladly hand over the infernal tome.
 
    
 
   Written in his perfect scripts were words that I could pronounce, but the root of the spell escaped me. There was also a glyph that I would need to commit to memory. It was complex and had several layers passing over each other.
 
    
 
   I have always loved you like a son and it pained me to keep this from you. You can think of it any way you like. That I was jealous of your innate abilities, that I feared for your life, that I didn’t think you were ready.
 
   Phineas, I beg you, please be smart about the artifacts. If you start using them you will find it hard to stop and that is very dangerous. First, learn to master the gift I have passed onto you. Please. Then learn to fear the things in this room.
 
   Farewell my son, my friend, and child of the cusp.
 
    
 
   There was no signature. Just a symbol I had never seen before. I studied the shape with the twisted stars, the unreadable runes, and tried to make sense of it. Every time I got my head around one of the figures, another caught my sight and my eyes were drawn to it. It was like three crescent moons chased each other across a starry sky. No, they were whales in a pod. That wasn’t it either. Planets shooting around a sun, or was it people chanting in a circle? I stared at the glyph and felt it unraveling. The layers came apart first and then the symbols around them. The letters left the page and floated before my eyes. This sort of mysticism was mind blowing.
 
   Then it was gone completely except for one thing. I could still see them floating in front of my eyes. I reached up to touch it.
 
   Glenda slapped me.
 
   I’ll never know why she couldn’t just poke me with a finger, ruffle my hair, pinch my nose, put a salamander on my tongue. She always went for the extreme response. I suppose I could appreciate it if I was into that kind of thing, but I wasn’t and I was sick of it.
 
   “What!”
 
   “You were staring at the page. Staring --for several minutes. You didn’t blink and you didn’t answer when I called your name.”
 
   “So you hit me?”
 
   “Yeah, and you’re welcome.” She nodded and turned to look at the items on the desk. “What happened anyway?”
 
   Glenda had her back to me so I slapped her leather-clad ass, hard. She spun around, eyes on fire, and I thought she was going to utter a spell.
 
   “Now, stop slapping me!” 
 
   “Fine,” she said, hand rubbing her bottom. 
 
   I stared at her and she stared back. Then her lips quirked up and she smiled.
 
   “Jerk.”
 
   “Bitch.” 
 
   “That’s witch, you idiot.” 
 
   “That’s what I meant.”
 
   She picked up a book and studied the spine. I followed her lead and studied the books on the shelf above the desk. The spines had titles, but they seemed to be written in a language I didn’t know. I had studied Latin, Spanish, and of course bad English. But this was almost a runic language, like something from Old Norse. I touched the spines, ran my hands over them, and even cracked one open. Luckily, Thor did not appear and crush my head with his hammer.
 
   “Can you read this?” She handed me a book.
 
   I took it and flipped to the first page. The symbols were different, similar to what I had just read, but they were a bit rougher. The letters had a vicious edge to them, like they were written in pain or to cause pain. They didn’t mean anything to me, but when I flipped through the book and got to the back I discovered a symbol like the one that had been on Salazar’s letter. The room swam again, but the writing also came into view.
 
   I went back to the first page and found that it was a list of some kind. I flipped to random pages and found a drawing and description of something. It was like a set of antlers used to make a crown. I glanced around the room and spotted the artifact on the wall, mounted like a trophy.
 
   “Don’t mess with those,” I muttered. In the wrong hands they could be devastating, since they granted the power of a mad Djini.
 
   “How do you know what’s what?” Glenda asked.
 
   I shook my head. “We need to go.”
 
   “We need to start cataloging this stuff,” she shot back.
 
   “Glenda, listen to me.” I drew her close. We stood nearly eye to eye, thanks to the set of stilettos she had chosen to slink around in. “You can’t tell anyone about this. Not anyone. Do you understand?”
 
   “Don’t talk to me like I’m a child.” 
 
   “I’m not. Just trust me on this one, okay?”
 
   “On what one?”
 
   “The portal, the note, all of this …” I spun around, pointing at the artifacts. “All of this stuff. No one can know. It’s dangerous and it’s the reason Salazar was killed. It’s also the reason I was almost killed. Balkir must have wanted in here, and the only way was through Salazar. When he died something passed to me and that’s why I was brought here.”
 
   “This is crazy, Phineas. Why would a demonologist care about you and your relationship with Salazar?”
 
   “Think about it. There’s nothing special about me. They could have called down to the necropolis and had a necro with ten times my power in a day. Why me? Because Balkir knew I was the only one that could unlock the door. I was the only one that could break the staff. I was the only one that could unlock the portal, because it was left for me. All of this was to pass to me when Salazar chose, but his hand was forced. He knew there would be treachery.”
 
   “But the demon tried to kill you.” She crossed her hands under her breasts again, pushing them up and exposing a lot of creamy cleavage. I did the smart thing and looked away. I regretted it right away because my eyes fell on a jar that contained some kind of tiny creature that was almost manlike. It had gills, and every once in a while an air bubble escaped from puckered lips that looked like a slit in its flesh. No eyes, but it did have a huge nose that took up most of its face. It seemed to be beckoning to me like, it needed help.
 
   Glenda turned to tip books so she could read the spines.
 
   “So why you? If you died, they never would have found the key.”
 
   “That’s just it, though. I used blood to call upon the spirit of Salazar. I did it to myself, blood magic. I made an offering.”
 
   I took the jar down, which was really no larger than a thimble. The creature smiled at me. I put the tiny vial back.
 
   I didn’t want anything to do with the guild. I didn’t want anything to do with the research, and I most certainly did not want anything to do with the artifacts I had been ‘entrusted’ with. I just wanted to go home and sleep for a few days.
 
   “I still don’t know what to think, Phin! What’s going to happen to all of this stuff?”
 
   “I told you. No one, and I mean no one, can know about it!” I grabbed her arm and escorted her out of the room. I kept the journal at my side, wishing I had a pocket.
 
   “Easy!” she hissed, but I marched her along the dank corridor again, right up to the stairs. She went, looking over her shoulder the whole time. But she wasn’t concentrating on me. She was looking at the room like a thirsty man lost in the desert.
 
   The hole in the floor lay wide open until I leaned over and touched the key. It slid out, so I palmed it. The hole was there one second and then gone the next. There was no fade in this time. The floor simply slid shut.
 
   We stared at it for a few moments before Glenda broke the silence.
 
   “Do you know what you are?”
 
   “Tired, hungry, sore, and I need a shot of something that will erase the past week.”
 
   “Guardian. You’re a god’s cursed guardian.” She looked at me with something approaching awe. A look I hadn’t seen – well, a look I don’t think I had ever seen on her face.
 
   “That’s … that’s just silly. “
 
   Guardians were long rumored but also long dispelled. Think about any myth you want. Think about the rumors and names surrounding it. Like Ponce De Leon, a man that supposedly found the fountain of youth and partook of it. Where was he now? He sure wasn’t living in Florida soaking up the sun. If someone announced that they could live forever it was almost guaranteed that there would be at least a hundred people that would try to kill him. 
 
   But the truth was there. The room below, the key that I seemed to be able to control, not to mention a note that was the next best thing to a big neon sign that said, “You, sir, are a guardian.”
 
   Guardians were like that. Myths. They supposedly had rooms of powerful object hidden away from the world and it was their job to ‘guard’ the items. But they were also said to be immensely powerful. Salazar I could at least believe would have been a guardian, but I was far from the type. I wasn’t that great at magic. In fact I relied on prepared spells, glyphs, and potions for all my heavy work. If faced with a direct threat, say a pissed off werewolf, I was almost more danger to those around me, as I had learned with Ashley. 
 
   Salazar would have turned the beast into a ball of floating fur. Even Glenda was stronger than me, and she said she didn’t really have to try that hard, although she was pretty good at bragging.
 
   “I should be a guardian, not you,” she said.
 
   As I was saying …
 
   “Guardian’s aren’t even real.” I scoffed. Then I looked at the portal again and almost ran.
 
   “Right. So why was Balkir so interested in you? I know he never liked you, but there were better ways to go after you than summoning a demon in the middle of our fair guild.”
 
   “And the changer the other night.”
 
   “The what?”
 
   I told her the brief version of my battle with the changer the night before while I walked around the room.
 
   “I think that just about does it. Anyone else trying to kill you?” 
 
   “Just a minor demon Wednesday night, but I got him under control.”
 
   “Really? You got a demon under control.”
 
   “He was small. It was tough but I came through. I have a few tricks up my sleeves.”
 
   “I’ve seen your tricks, you ill-bred charlatan.” 
 
   “Words hurt, Glenda.” I smirked. See, I can quirk my lips up with sarcasm too.
 
   She drew back to slap me again, then shook her head almost imperceptibly and lowered it. 
 
   “So you killed a changer, tamed a demon, and managed to trick one of the most powerful demonologist in the world into becoming demon-bait. Yep, sounds like the greatest lucky streak in the world.”
 
   “I agree. It was all luck.” 
 
   The door cracked open, so I spun around and whipped the hood up over my head. Glenda also spun and put her hands behind her back, even though she didn’t have anything to hide except the fact that we were guilty of some late night skulking. It wasn’t like Collin was around to suspect anything.
 
   Wouldn’t you know it, Mr. Chase-away-sunshine appeared in the doorway.
 
   “Glad it’s you,” I said and lowered the hood.
 
   “I guess I can rule out an affair, if the sentiment is genuine. I detect no untruth in your words.”
 
   “And I detect a hint of humanity in yours,” I said. Why did he always have to sound like a robot? If he was getting laid by Glenda he should be a happy robot, not Mr. Depressed.
 
   “I don’t understand,” he said.
 
   “You wouldn’t, Marvin,” I muttered. I still had the stupid key in my hand, so I reached inside the robe and felt around but didn’t turn up any inner pockets. How the hell did these guys carry around little tattle tale notebooks?
 
   “What are you doing?”
 
   “Looking for a pocket,” I said to Glenda. She nodded and pulled a small pouch out of – well, I’m not really sure where. If her leathers were any tighter they would start cutting off circulation to her brain. 
 
   “Use this for your taxi money.” She handed it to me after dumping a few cards and notes into her hand. I took it and tied it to my belt then turned around as if to consider the room while I slipped the key inside it. When I tugged the drawstrings tight, the flashing blue was cut off. The first thing I would have to do was get a case made and then hang the key around my neck. It was the only way I could think of to keep it safe.
 
   “Did you find what you were looking for?” Collin asked.
 
   “Not a clue. I know that Balkir was up to some bad ju-ju but I still don’t know the reason.”
 
   “Perhaps there is something hidden in Salazar’s room? Did you thoroughly search it?” He did a circuit around the quarters.
 
   I did my best not to look in the direction of the portal.
 
   “Nope. Whatever secrets my old teacher had he took them to the grave.”
 
   Collin looked at me with something like disappointment, but I wasn’t about to start jumping up and down pointing out Salazar’s secrets.
 
   “Just as well. I came to warn you, Phineas. They’re looking everywhere for you. Searching the floors. I suggest you get out of here before it’s too late.”
 
   “Never heard a better piece of advice in my entire life.” I went to check out the potion station. Ingredients were well labeled and laid out. I took out a few, an empty vial, and then whipped out a mortar and pedestal. 
 
   “Is this really a good time to make a love potion?” Glenda smirked for what seemed the hundredth time today. I suddenly remembered how much that churlish, upturned, know-it-all-grin used to irk the shit out of me.
 
   “Why don’t you look in the hallway and see if they’re near?” I nodded toward the door. She didn’t move. Collin took the lead and stuck his head out.
 
   I tossed in a few liquids, going by memory. Then I ground up a dried bulb of garlic, some fennel, and a root from the Paceus plant that was a bitch to locate. These also went into the noxious mix.
 
   “We need to talk.”
 
   “Not now, Glenda, and don’t mention you know what,” I hissed the last few words. “No one can know. You weren’t even supposed to be allowed down there.”
 
   “Fine,” she whispered back with a tight frown.
 
   I rummaged around a small wooden box, found what I thought was a crow’s feather, and drew it out.
 
   “No you don’t.” She shook her head.
 
   “Oh yes I do.” 
 
   As voices filtered in from the doorway, Collin rose to stop them, but he seemed to be in a losing battle.
 
   “Phineas!” Glenda said, like she was scolding a child.
 
   “Why don’t you just run out in the hallway and yell ‘he’s in there!’” I shook the potion, relatively sure that I hadn’t missed anything. “Shit.” I moved bottles aside.
 
   There was a banging at the door and Collin shouted to be heard, but the people on the other side ignored him. He had one large foot pressed against the door. I got a glance at what must have been a size thirteen shoe and a light bulb went off.
 
   “Really?” I said, nodding toward his shoe.
 
   Glenda raised her hands and shrugged, either unsure what I was implying or she was going for actress of the year.
 
   “Mercury,” I said and pushed the bottle aside. 
 
   More banging at the door. Then loud shouting as the unmistakable voice of Lukan joined in.
 
   I knocked over a bottle of lavender and then pushed aside clove oil. Why wasn’t it here? Wait. There it was! Oh, very funny. Mercury was next to lead and lead was next to dried worms. Like you ever knew how to fish, Salazar.
 
   “It’s been real fun.” I said, as I moved toward the plywood duct-taped to the side of the building. I ripped a piece away and that left me with the perfect suicide door.
 
   “You better not! Phin!” Glenda whispered as loud as she dared.
 
   I wondered if that was about to be the last sound I heard out of her.
 
   I stepped into space and plummeted into the night sky. The potion was already at my lips, but I jostled the bottle as I fell and got a mouthful, which was entirely too much.
 
   I shot straight up at what felt like forty miles an hour. Wind whistled through my hair as I rose. I had the other bottle in hand and managed to drop the flight potion, hoping to the hells I dropped it and not the other vial. If the lead fell out of my hand, I was in for a quick trip that would end with my frozen corpse exploring the expanses of space.
 
   I bit off a tiny chunk of lead and muttered a spell over the wind. At least it stopped my descent from a near drop to something approaching a parachute-assisted fall. I would have needed a half an hour to properly measure all of the ingredients. Even then the lighter than a feather potion was volatile at best. I fell out of the clouds and the buildings came into view. So I steered toward the warlock headquarters and threw a splash of power into my landing, hoping that no one was in the way.
 
   I dug out my pitchfork and fled into the night. The next stop, after I ran an errand or two, was the necropolis. I liked my brethren well enough, but it was hard to get over the smell.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Eleven
 
    
 
   “Your dog is possessed,” the woman behind the counter said. Her glasses emphasized a lot about her face. Mainly her eyes, because the glass was so thick that her pupils bugged out. Speaking of possessed, her eyes were possessed. Her nametag read Sheila.
 
   “He’s not really my dog.”
 
   “She.”
 
   “Oh.” I tried to look apologetic.
 
   “That’ll be two hundred and fourteen dollars.” She smiled.
 
   I waited for my mouth to close. This place was called The Lucky Dog. I wasn’t feeling the sentiment.
 
   “That seems pretty high.”
 
   “You said one night and left her for four. If you hadn’t shown by tomorrow we were going to call animal control. Lots of people abandon dogs, and frankly,” she leaned forward, “that dog is weird and evil. I get it.”
 
   “She’s very sweet.” I smiled in what I hoped was a winning manner. She wasn’t impressed.
 
   “Yeah. All she does is eat, growl, and glare. We haven’t been able to walk her. When she craps in her cage we draw straws to see who will clean it up. What was she eating before she got here?”
 
   “Steak and potatoes.”  
 
   What had Clara been feeding the dog? If it even belonged to the grandmotherly woman. I still held out hope that she had been somehow tricked into sending me to the park late last week to find her husband’s killer. 
 
   “Smells like she’s been eating road kill to me.” She ran my debit card and I waited to see if I even had enough funds to cover the charge. I thought about glamouring the room, grabbing the dog, and making a get away if I was short of funds. A quick glance told me that would be a bad idea, since they had at least one security camera.
 
   “She smells that bad?”
 
   “Her – you know -- poop.”
 
   “Oh.” This time I gave up on trying to look apologetic. 
 
   “You’ll have to come get Peaches. She won’t let any of us touch her.”
 
   “Peaches?”
 
   “Your dog. Her name was on the tag, or did you forget?” 
 
    “I thought you said no one would touch her.”
 
   “No one in their right mind. Carlos isn’t afraid of anything, but he came out of the kennel mumbling about El Diablo.”
 
    “Like I said, she’s not my dog. I’m just keeping an eye on her for a few days.”
 
   “I’d keep an eye, a chain, and at least a muzzle.” Sheila turned to lead me into the kennel.
 
   The room was silent when we walked in. Dogs lay curled up, nose to tail, except for a couple of Chihuahuas that shivered next to each other. Their bulbous eyes reminded me of the lady that led me to Peaches.
 
   Steel cages lined the walkway with dogs of all sizes, conditions, and ages inside. I would have expected them to be howling as we went into the space, but they all regarded me with accusing eyes. Oh leave off, dogs. I’m not even in my warlock clothing today. Besides, what did I ever do to dogs except kill a large one the other night?
 
   At the end of the cages I found Peaches. She was laying on her back with all four legs pointed straight up. Oh dear, I was going to be unhappy about paying kennel space for a dead dog.
 
   But she rolled over and rumbled to her feet as I approached. She didn’t really move that quickly. More like she was ponderous instead of the rolly-polly bounciness of a Pomeranian. I smiled, but she didn’t smile back. She didn’t even blink.
 
   “That dog is strange,” the woman said. She snapped the end of a leash, handed it to me, and walked back the way we had come. 
 
   Peaches didn’t move. 
 
   “Come on, girl,” I said. 
 
   The dog lifted one leg and farted long and loudly. I shook my head while the animal regarded me like it was just waiting for me to say something. I didn’t. In fact I turned, eyes wide, because I could have sworn I’d smelled something besides doggy gas. I thought, for a few seconds, that I’d smelled brimstone.
 
   I tugged at the leash again and led her out.
 
    
 
   **
 
    
 
   We had to dash for my truck because the rain was starting up again. The plan was to pick the dog up and then run. Instead I staggered when I got her into both of my arms, because she seemed to weight about sixty-five pounds instead of fifteen. 
 
   It wasn’t all that cold, and some humidity hung around like it was bored. Typical grey late September day. The sun might be up there or it might be on vacation until June. 
 
   I pounded over puddles and was thankful that I’d left my robes at home this time. Not that I had a clean one anywhere in the house. I was going to have to place an order ASAP if I were to do any more warlocking.
 
   I tossed the dog in the side door and ran around to the driver’s side. Sliding in, I shook my long black hair to get some of the water off. She looked at me for a few seconds and then returned the favor.
 
   “Wet dog smell. Great,” I muttered.
 
   I slid the key in and started the truck. It rumbled to life like a bad day and sat puttering. Then I shifted the heat around so I could get some on the rapidly fogging front window, some on my wet hair, and some on the dog.
 
   She stood on all fours glaring at me. I glared back, but she didn’t blink.
 
   “What’s your problem, dog?”
 
   “From dawn’s repast, yea the light doth filter in and greet me,” it replied in a voice that sounded like a pair of boulders being ground together by an angry god, while a classroom of special needs children sang the national anthem at the top of their lungs, in falsetto.
 
   A spell leapt into my mouth, but I didn’t utter it when the dog lifted one leg and bowed its head slightly. I stared at it and it stared back. Beady little eyes had a hint of intelligence. Dogs didn’t talk unless they were changers, and they couldn’t speak well because their vocal chords changed with their bodies. 
 
   “You’re not a changer.” I tried not to jump out of my skin.
 
   “Tis true. Fear not, mortal. I no longer wish to kill you.”
 
   “You must work for Balkir with all that ‘mortal’ crap. Say, can Pomeranian’s wring their paws together?” 
 
   It’s called bravado, and it was all I had at the moment. I was stuck in a truck without even a backseat and there was a demon inside a Pomeranian.
 
   “Ah, very good. I commend your humor. Alas, I have no wish to harm you.” 
 
   I don’t know what was freaking me out more. The fact that the damned thing was talking or the fact that her mouth didn’t move. Was I supposed to pet her? Give her a cookie? Toss her back to a ward?
 
   “Mind telling me how you got in there?”
 
   “We fought. You won. Now I reside here.” It paused dramatically.
 
   “Who and what resides here?
 
    
 
   “And thus I clothe my naked villainy
 
   With old odd ends, stol'n forth of holy writ;
 
   And seem a saint, when most I play the devil.”
 
    
 
   So that happened.
 
   “Is my name so important? There is great power in the knowing of such things. My essence, you placed it in a bottle, and this vessel grew curious. Perhaps it was because I called in that special voice of the animals. I would share, but such things are wasted on mortals.”
 
   “This vessel? Oh I get it. The dog.”
 
   “Thusly.”
 
   “Thusly? That doesn’t even make sense.”
 
   “From dawn’s repast …”
 
   “Here we go again.” I sighed dramatically.
 
   “Apologies. Such a prickly one.”
 
   “I get it,” I said, and put the vehicle in reverse. “You’re not just a demon. You’re a cultured demon. How did you do it anyway? I’ve had the bottle with me the entire time.”
 
   “It has a leak. Thus my essence was slow to escape and now I am whole.”
 
   “So that vial is empty now?”
 
   “Mostly.”
 
   “Mostly? Does some part of you remain?”
 
   “Thusly.”
 
   I sighed and put both hands on the wheel to stop from punching something.
 
   I had already come to the decision that I should hit the freeway, get up to speed, and then toss the dog out the window. There were a couple of things holding me back. My conscience, and lack of upper body strength. Besides, it wasn’t like the dog had done anything wrong. It didn’t deserve to be mushed into gooey Pomeranian bits. Take away the demon and I was sure the mutt would be its normal canine self.
 
   “You are correct, sir. Long have I lived and many lives have I consumed. But I weary of the wards and wish to stay a time on Earth. Can we strike some sort of bargain?”
 
   I hit a side road and roared toward the freeway. I was thinking about how much I didn’t want anything like this in my life. A demon could not be trusted. At the first opportunity it would shred my soul. Rip my body to pieces. I might be laying in bed, late at night and BAM! I would be warlock bits ready for the stew pot.
 
   “Uh huh. Live on Earth, sing Kumbaya, hang with some mortals, maybe take in a nice doggy park?”
 
   “And I shall be a great help in your own studies. I sense your power but it is weak. I can also sense something else, something buried. I may be able to assist in bringing it forth.”
 
   “Uh huh. Lots of power, praise his unholy name and shit.” I nodded and hit the freeway, already accelerating past the speed limit. I had to get this beast home and into some kind of containment device. I would need time and a place to work. That meant I needed a distraction for my new companion.
 
   I had a book of demons somewhere at home. Nothing you’d find in the possession of a true demonologist, but it had its uses since it listed major and minor inhabitants of the wards. It covered how to deal with them and how to hang on to your soul in the event you were actually confronted. I might as well just write down my plans in olde English and set them in front of the dog’s snout.
 
   “You don’t trust me or my intentions. Canst say I blame you.”
 
   “Uh huh, intentions.”
 
   “Bezophelondia Elus Dothraniumtortaskinum,” the demon said. My hair stood on end.
 
   I slammed on the brakes and slid onto the shoulder. Cars shot by as I came to a screeching halt. The dog was thrown to the floor, along with all the old newspapers, maps, Google direction print offs, and at least three empty coffee cups.
 
   “What did you say?” I stared at the Pomeranian that was buried in all the crap that had been on my front seat.
 
   “My name. Do you feel safer?” 
 
   I did, actually. Having the demon’s name meant I had power over it. I could control it if I so desired, to an extent, but not as well as a true demonologist. With a name, they could make this demon dance, juggle, and sing show tunes. I was already burning a glyph in my mind that represented him. If I needed too I could bring forth the symbol at any time, and with it the demon.
 
   “I felt safe before, demon,” I quipped, trying to regain some of my bravado. 
 
   “I was foolish before, unplanned. I should have waited, but the blood lust was so very strong. Were we to go again, I have no doubt I would come out the victor. Your soul would have been the spoils.”
 
   “Wouldn’t that upset your master, Balkir?” I checked my blind spot and roared back onto the freeway. I took it roughly to see if the little beast could stay on four paws. He did all right, but he staggered a little.
 
   “Balkir is strong. Very strong. Do well to remember that if you ever face him.”
 
   “I did face him, and sent him howling to the wards. Still so sure about that next bout?” 
 
   “You sent him to the wards?” Then the demon did something that chilled me to the bone. It laughed. The sound, like a million pissed off bees, was suddenly coughed out of a giant mouth. 
 
   “Are you done yet?” I asked in indignation.
 
   “Tis a fine game being played. A fine game.”
 
   “So it was Balkir that called you to destroy me?”
 
   “No. Not he. Another whom I am forbidden to speak of.”
 
   “What if I offer you unlimited doggie biscuits?” I patted her head.
 
   Peaches howled with laughter as I roared toward home.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Twelve
 
    
 
   My house was like a long lost friend. I walked in and wanted to hug every room. Bilbo left her hiding spot to greet me, but bolted across her gigantic web at the sight of my dog. Great. Now I had rival pets to deal with.
 
   “Don’t eat my spider.”
 
   “I would not dream of such a thing.”
 
   “Hmm.”
 
   The Pomeranian, I had decided to call her Peaches instead of her demonic name, studied the space the spider had occupied. Why Peaches? Because a possessed Pomeranian named Peaches had a great ring to it.
 
   Peaches didn’t growl, just looked. The stand off continued, but now the shoe was on the other furry foot.
 
   I tossed my junk mail on the counter and hoped there weren’t too many late payment notifications buried in the mess. If I got really bored I might sort them into recycling bins. Otherwise I planned to lay them down for Peaches to piss on. Did I have a fire extinguisher?
 
   I popped on the television and let the local news drone on. No more gory murders in Seattle, which reminded me about my payment. So I dug through the mail, but a check from the Seattle Police Department did not magically appear. I might have to resort to selling potions on craigslist if I didn’t get an actual paying job soon.
 
   I should’ve called Carlisle and gotten Thora’s number. Maybe I could dump Peaches in her lap “Here’s your puppy, good luck!” and run.
 
   I didn’t feel like cooking, so I tossed a couple pieces of non-suspicious bread in the toaster and set it for almost black. Not that a little green was bad for you.
 
   My ratty couch had seen better days a decade ago, and when Peaches the wonder demon decided to hop up on the cushion next to me I didn’t say a word. I should’ve called Glenda to remind her to keep her mouth shut about the secret room, but I knew it was just an excuse to hear her voice.
 
   Then I thought about calling Ashley and asking her forgiveness for setting her business on fire, but came to the same conclusion.
 
   I wolfed down the bread. It had the barest of butter spread between the two slices because the tub of lard was down to a few side scraping. My stomach rumbled, so I popped open a local microbrew.
 
   The vial was still on the counter. I took it back to my seat and showed it to Peaches.
 
   “Who’s a good doggy? Who’s a good doggy?”
 
   Peaches did not look impressed.
 
   I popped open the vial and let the rest out. Her essence was a grey mist that swirled out in a languid cloud. It formed a spiral then Peaches leaned in and snorted it like meth smoke.
 
   “I am complete.”
 
   “Wonderful.”
 
   “I like beer,” Peaches said from the seat next to me. She perched with one leg tucked under her chest, back leg extended. When she looked at me, her eyes glowed an unholy red, like someone popped a pair of Christmas lights in the back of her skull then attached glass eyes. It was downright creepy and I live for this kind of stuff.
 
   “So go buy some. How did the dog find you anyway?”
 
   “Nay. You left me mixed amongst the contents of your pocket, which consisted of a half-eaten piece of minty gum, a small ivory knife, keys, and a very tiny vial, all of which were placed on your dining table.”
 
   “Oh shit.”
 
   “It was the gum that drew her. She was hungry. I just whispered a few words.”
 
   “So she ate the vial?”
 
   “First she played with it, and that was quite humiliating.”
 
   “There, there,” I said and patted her head.
 
   “She rolled on me and the lid was loosened.”
 
   “Tricky demon.” I wiped my hand on my pant leg.
 
   The doorbell chimed the opening bars of Ozzy Osbourne’s Mr. Crowley.
 
   “Company, at this hour?” Peaches said.
 
   “It’s not even six.”
 
   “I was joking. Perhaps it’s Balkir come to finish the job. Should I hide?”
 
   “I told you, he’s dead.” I got up from the couch, sadly, because it had my butt imprint and my warmth.
 
    
 
   “And the poor beetle that we tread upon,
 
   In corporeal sufferance feels a pang as great
 
   As when a giant dies.”
 
    
 
   “Put a sock in it.”
 
   “You are wrong about that one. He would not go to the abyss so easily.”
 
   “He did. I saw him screaming as his soul was sucked out of a giant second ward demon.”
 
   I was too tired to do anything like call up a spell of warding or ready a glyph of sleep. I stared at the door until the buzzer rang again and then opened it.
 
   If I had expected to see Detective Andrews, or the old woman here to finish the job, I was disappointed. What did bring a smile to my face was the person standing under my porch, hood held forward in one small hand, rain jacket dripping water.
 
   “Hello Ashley.” I smiled.
 
   “I asked the detective for your contact info. She said she couldn’t hand it out but to try Google. So I did Google, and do you know what Google had to say?”
 
   “Nothing, because Google is a web search engine that can’t talk?”
 
   Her eyes darkened.
 
   “It said I was a warlock.”
 
   “Yeah. It said you were a warlock. You told me that but I didn’t really believe it. But everything I read indicated that you could make potions and cast spells. The only thing missing from your online profile is a pointy hat with stars and a moon on it.”
 
   “I think wizards wear those.”
 
   “Then one with ‘dunce’ written on it.”
 
   “Ashley. Not that I’m not thrilled to see you, but what are you doing here?” I asked as I moved to a closet in the hallway and retrieved a towel. I handed it to her as she lowered her hood and unzipped her jacket. She was wearing a sweater and jeans. Damn, no penthouse letter writing tonight.
 
   “You’re thrilled to see me?” She looked up at me.
 
   “Well yeah. I wasn’t exactly at my best the other night.”
 
   “I don’t know about that. After I got over the shock of seeing the shop destroyed, I realized you did everything you could to save it … and me.”
 
   “I have to admit that it was one of the most terrifying moments of my life. That changer was insane, and I don’t mean that in a sarcastic way. He was, quite literally out of his head.” If I were lucky, she wouldn’t catch on that he’d been after me.
 
   “So what happened to you?” Her eyebrows dropped a millimeter. “You went missing for a few days. You had me worried when you didn’t answer my calls. Is your voice mail broken?”
 
   “If by broken you mean non-existent, then yes.” She was worried about me?
 
   “No cell phone?”
 
   “I have one somewhere around here. It was top of the line a few years ago.”
 
   “iPhone or one of those android things?” she asked.
 
   “More like flip down mouthpiece with a lovely amber display.”
 
   “Do electronics not work well around you?”
 
   “Why in the world would they have trouble?”
 
   “I thought maybe it was the magic …”
 
   “Magic? I don’t do magic tricks, if that’s what you think.” Only a half lie. Give me a break.
 
   After a few seconds she closed her mouth. I had the urge to move into her, fold her in my arms and plant my lips on hers, but I didn’t want to get slapped. I’d had enough of that from Glenda over the past couple of days.
 
   “Coffee? I’d love some. Or tea,” she said
 
   “I don’t have a big fancy machine.”
 
   “Not much of a brain, either.” She smiled sweetly.
 
   “I didn’t mean it like that. I just have some crappy coffee in a bag. I don’t even remember where I bought it. The kitchen is this way.” Peaches watched us walk by but didn’t say a word.
 
   “What a cute dog. I never would have guessed.”
 
   “Be careful. It’s possessed.”
 
   “He is a Pomeranian. What’s his name?”
 
   “Peaches.”
 
   “Kind of girly if you ask me.”
 
   “I agree. And she is a girl.” I grinned at the pooch.
 
   Peaches sat up and panted in something that looked like a weird smile. I hoped the demon didn’t make some kind of appearance. I didn’t need eight sets of eyes ogling my new friend as she made a beeline for my front door.
 
   “What does a warlock do exactly? Do they go around casting spells on people?”
 
   “Ashley, I don’t understand why you’re here. The last time I saw you, you were pretty pissed about the whole ‘blowing up your place of employment’ thing.”
 
   “I was, but Detective Andrews told me how she dragged you along and didn’t listen when you told her to wait for you. Although you shouldn’t tell the police what to do. So I decided to look you up and give you a chance to apologize.”
 
   She breezed past me into the kitchen and looked over at the coffee machine. It was a relic from the nineties. She glanced around the space and almost laughed at the refrigerator, which was old enough to have a pull handle.
 
   Detective Andrews has her own way of doing things. Besides, she is the one that hired me. Hired me on behalf of the police force that is.”
 
   “I think she might like you. Be careful of that one.”
 
   “Is there something I should know?”
 
   “I thought I just said that.”
 
   I shook my head.
 
   “You live like a bachelor.” She wrinkled her cute nose.
 
   “We could go and grab a bite to eat rather than risk the contents of my fridge,” I said. “As you noticed, I’ve been out of it for the last few days.”
 
   “Yeah. You were going to tell me about that.”
 
   “I had to go back to my guild because my oldest friend was killed. It’s a long story. What have you been up to?” I said to cover the sudden lump in my throat.
 
   “I’m so sorry, Phineas,” She offered me a hug, which caused another lump in my throat for different reasons.
 
   “Thank you. He was a teacher and a friend and I miss him a great deal.”
 
   “My father died when I was in high school. I was lost for a long time.”
 
   She moved around my kitchen, eyes studying the weird assortment of utensils, pots, and pans that I never used. 
 
   “So tell me about warlocking.” 
 
   Ashley took down a jar labeled tea. My eyes were glued to the container in the hope that dust didn’t fly out when she cracked it open.
 
   “Not much to tell. I make potions. I can cast spells, of a sort. Oh, and I get impressions from the dead.”
 
   “Weird.” She took down a cast iron pot with a metal ring around the handle. She popped the lid and inspected it, then moved to the sink which was, thankfully, clear of dishes. 
 
   I navigated toward her, avoiding the island in the middle of the room. I’d had it installed with the intent of working on potions in here, but it proved problematic when I nearly set the house on fire.
 
   “Let me.” I turned on the water, then reached into the cabinet to the left and found a couple of coffee cups that weren’t anything like a matched set. One had a huge orchid on the side. The other had a logo for a gas station that was long gone.
 
   “I don’t mind. Besides, my hands are frozen.” She took one of my hands in her ice-cold grip.
 
   I did the gentlemanly thing by rubbing mine over hers to create a little friction. She looked at me with a genuine glimmer in her eye.
 
   “You were telling me about warlocking?” 
 
   “Oh right,” I said, but didn’t dare let go. “I used to work at the guild in Everett, but they went corporate and I wanted to do freelance work so I left a few years ago.”
 
   “Corporate?” she asked as steam rose from the sink, and from us.
 
   “Yeah, you know, started making a business out of it. I didn’t care for the new direction so I left. They used to just train warlocks, but then they trained them to do research and development. Next thing you knew the government was stepping in, wanting governance over them.”
 
   “Oh.” She continued to look up at me. I wanted her to stay there all night, just like that. I wanted to just look and look and hold her hands. 
 
   “Water’s warm.”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   We didn’t speak for a second, so I went for it. 
 
   In my long life I have had few moments as lucid as this one. Ashley didn’t pull away, didn’t draw back to deck me, didn’t hiss at me to keep my dirty warlock lips away from her. Whether from pity or genuine attraction, she let me kiss her. When I pulled away, a little smile quirked the corner of her lips and her cheeks, fair as a summer morning, had hints of pink at the corners.
 
   “Uh,” I said dramatically.
 
   She turned and tested the water, color rising on her cheeks, tsked at the heat, and adjusted the cold until it was reasonable. Then she ran the pot under it along with her cold hands. I was suddenly jealous of the stream.
 
   The evening cut in through a window over the sink, and I felt like someone was watching me. My eyes were drawn to a tree that lined the green belt. Even with the clouds in, I knew Frank was up there. I flipped him the bird when Ashley wasn’t looking.
 
   She filled the pot and set it on the counter.
 
   “I’m sorry again about the store. What have you been doing?”
 
   “It’s not that bad. They have insurance, and if there’s one thing that the main office doesn’t want in Seattle it’s a non-functioning store. So I took some shifts at a different location.”
 
   “I’m glad to hear that.”
 
   “It was good to get a break. I need time to study for classes. I’m hoping to take the bar exam in a few weeks.”
 
   “After you become a lawyer, will I have to watch what I say around you?”
 
   “Only if you are worried about incriminating yourself.”
 
   “I should be so lucky,” I muttered as I turned up the heat on the stovetop.
 
   She smiled again and that made my faux pas worth it.
 
   “Lived here long?” she said to fill the silence.
 
   “Quite a while.” 
 
   “No wife and kids?”
 
   “I was with someone for a while but we drifted apart.”
 
   “Sorry to hear that.” And I wondered if she was.
 
   “I still see her. She helped me with a problem the other night as a matter of fact.”
 
   “Oh.”
 
   Oops.
 
   “Work related. I would tell you about it but I barely believe it myself.” I stared down at her.
 
   Whatever moment we were about to have was gone. It’s never a good idea to bring up an old flame. I should write that down and staple it to my forehead.
 
   Ashley continued to shift from foot to foot. She bit her lower lip, which was just as cute as it sounds. She looked at me and then back around the room. After what seemed forever, she finally said something.
 
   “Is all that warlock stuff real or just bullshit? I saw you throwing stuff, so is it just a bunch of chemicals?”
 
   “Both.” 
 
   “Both? That doesn’t help. I wanted to ask you the other night, but you were gone so quickly.”
 
   “You can ask me now. And I was being somewhat facetious. Warlocks are full of tricks and surprises. We can perform spells, mix potions, participate in or start rituals. Some of us can even draw and visualize a glyph, use it for protection or as a weapon.”
 
   “But it’s not real. Magic isn’t real,” she said.
 
   “For most, it’s not. For some, it is a very real reality. People have long feared what we can do, and it’s led to some very dark times in my people’s past.”
 
   “Show me something.” She crossed her arms over her chest.
 
   “Like what?”
 
   “Just something.”
 
   I thought for a minute.“Okay. I’m going to make a lion appear.” I raised my arms theatrically.
 
   “Wait!” She stopped me. “Will it be dangerous?”
 
   “It’s a lion. Of course it will.” I grinned. “Next I’ll call forth a tiger, and then a bear.”
 
   “Jerk.” She relaxed.
 
   “Listen. Magic, power, spells--whatever you want to call it--that’s stuff’s all innate. I could use it before I was six years old, even though I didn’t understand what I was doing. I didn’t ask for it. I didn’t go out of my way to learn dark magic. I didn’t study under a charlatan. I just woke up one morning and the world was different.”
 
   She listened. I noticed something different in her eyes, a lack of judgment. Usually people had some preconceived notion about me and it always showed. Ashley had none of that.
 
   “But is it real?”
 
   “Are you here because you need something?” It suddenly dawned on me that she was probably here for any reason BUT interest in me. Idiot, I cursed myself.
 
   “Don’t be an idiot,” she said. 
 
   “Sorry?”
 
   “Listen, Phineas. I’m not here for any reason other than to check on my rescuer. Now do the smart thing and ask me on a date before I leave in disgust. Don’t you know anything about girls?” 
 
   “Of course I do.” I grinned. “I know all the parts by name and touch.”
 
   “That’s a relief. I was about to order a paint by numbers book, along with a new book of pick up lines.”
 
   “I’m sure I could come up with better stuff if you gave me a few days. Ever have someone say something you don’t like and later think of a good comeback? Well, that’s how I am with pick up lines.”
 
   “Does that mean you’re going to ask me out in a few days?”
 
   “Ashley, would you be so kind as to do me the great honor of accompanying me on a date?”
 
   She giggled, which was like music to my ears. “Okay. How old are you anyway?”
 
   “Okay, as in okay let’s go on a date? Or okay, can you do a better bow?”
 
   “Don’t dodge the questions, mister.”
 
   “Thirty-two,” I lied by a few centuries.
 
   “I’ll be thirty in about six months,” she said. “I probably don’t look it, but that’s just good genes.”
 
   She grinned again and relaxed. The water came to a boil and she broke away from my gaze, which was unfortunate because I had the urge to lean over and kiss her again. I settled for watching her walk across the room. 
 
   “I get it.” I smacked my forehead with an open palm. “Great jeans.”
 
    
 
   **
 
    
 
   The tea was forgotten. We sat on my once finely crafted Italian leather couch and just talked. Peaches lay on her side, legs sticking straight out. Ashley asked if the dog was okay several times. I nodded and pet my little possessed pooch’s head.
 
   At one point Bilbo poked her head out, got a look at Ashley, and scurried back to her hiding spot.
 
   “Was that a …”
 
   “Best not to ask,” I replied.
 
   “I thought you were a sofa repairman. What happened to this?” She patted the back cushion.
 
   “It is pretty pathetic, I guess. I’ve had this thing for years, just like most of the crap here. I don’t exactly make a fortune at my profession, so if you’re after me for my money you are going to be sorely disappointed.”
 
   “Slow down there, mister. Who said I was into you?”
 
   “We warlocks can know things.” I tried to sound mysterious.
 
   “I see. So it takes a properly trained warlock to understand why a girl comes to his house, at night, to thank him for saving her life?”
 
   “That’s what I like about you, Ashley. You’re pragmatic.”
 
   We talked, and as we talked we moved closer together. As we moved closer together, we touched. Hands at first, and then I ran my long fingers around her neck, which turned into a short impromptu massage. She turned and leaned back into me. I moved onto her shoulders after a few minutes.
 
   Her sighs told me enough to continue. I leaned in, having pulled her shirt down to expose a bit of pale shoulder, and kissed her neck gently.
 
   She moved into me and that was all the encouragement I needed. We kissed and moved together before I took her hand, tugged her up from the couch, and to the stairs.
 
   We fell on my mess of a bed then spent many hours getting thoroughly acquainted.
 
    
 
   **
 
    
 
   “Do you ever wonder about your parents?” Ashley asked.
 
   We lay together in a pile of sheets. One rode her hips, but it was the only scrap she had on. I marveled at her smooth skin and ran my fingers over her legs while we chatted.
 
   “Not really. It’s been so long and there’s really no way to track them down.”
 
   “It’s the internet age. You can find anyone. What were their last names?”
 
   “It’s not important, Ashley, truly. They’re long dead.” I hoped she would just drop it. I knew our age difference was going to come out at some point, and I already felt guilty about keeping this secret.
 
   “Sorry to hear that.”
 
   “What about your parents?”
 
   “Oh. Dad is in technology and mom stays at home and keeps everything in order.”
 
   “What kind of technology?”
 
   “You know. Computers and stuff like that. What happened to your dog? Did she stay downstairs?”
 
   “I hope so. Miserable mutt.”
 
   “She’s so cute and fierce. Those little teddy bear eyes …”
 
   She trailed off because I put my fingers to good use. A few moments later the rest of my body got into it. Afterwards I fell into what should have been a peaceful sleep, though it was anything but.
 
    
 
   **
 
    
 
   I stood upon a shelf of fire, and fought demons by the dozen. They came at me from above and below. I hurled ice, lightening, and even a form of witch’s fire I’d seen Glenda wield. I dodged, ducked, and jumped, but there were just too many of them. My fork was nowhere to be found and all the power that had been stored in my shield had been long expended.
 
   The room had a dome far above, but it was so high I barely got a sense of it as the haze of the cusp tried to obscure it. 
 
   Then two came at me, but I was unprepared. They had long hooked beaks and dirty feathers. Their body was a patchwork of leather and skin. I tried to get a spell off but they snatched me by my robe and sped into the air. Wings stretched meters in each direction and beat at the hot air relentlessly, leaving me gasping for breath. I was tossed between the two while I fought for words, but the horror of being taken by these foul smelling beasts, like a pair of cats with a play toy, ate at my willpower. 
 
   Then a third came straight at me and there was nothing I could do. I screamed as its beak pierced my robe, armor, skin, and then my heart.
 
   I woke to the sound of my own howling, sat up, and found Ashley staring at me with huge eyes. I folded her into an embrace and assured her it had been a bad dream. That was all. She settled against me and, like that, we spent the night together.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter Thirteen
 
    
 
   The next morning was anything but doom and gloom. Ashley woke in a pile of auburn curls that were just as cute as they sound. She stared at me then at the clock, uttered a few choice words, and flew out of bed and into her clothes so fast it nearly made my head spin.
 
   “Class. This was great. Talk later.” She kissed me and was down the stairs like her pants were on fire.
 
   I tossed on an old robe. One that was hidden so far back in my closet I’d forgotten the thread bare thing even existed. It was covered in old runes that would glow if I’d spent a few seconds channeling into them. 
 
   When I went downstairs, I caught her sliding into knee high black boots. “Was it something I said?”
 
   “No way. I liked the things you said, and especially the things you did.”
 
   “That makes two of us.” I kissed her when she popped to her feet.
 
   “Call you later. I have class, and then work, and I’m late. Oh god, why didn’t I set an alarm?”
 
   I walked her to the door, thinking of her scent and touch. I wished she could stay but understood, of course. When I opened the door for Ashley, I gulped back a curse.
 
   Detective Andrews had her hand once again raised to knock. She had a cardboard container with a pair of coffees and a brown bag. There was a large brown envelope between her teeth. She took that out and stared between Ashley and I.
 
   “Detective!” I said and suddenly felt my face flush. Not two nights ago we’d flirted, and here I was with Ashley.
 
   “Oh,” she said.
 
   “Hi, Detective,” Ashley said. Her eyes were dark under her bangs. She turned to regard me, nodded cordially, and when I made to lean over for a kiss she shook her head and stormed off the porch.
 
   “Ash, wait.”
 
   “I brought copies of your signed reports, Phineas.”
 
   I moved past the detective and followed Ashley as she went to her car.
 
   “Wait, please.”
 
   “Is this how it is, Phin? Got ’em lined up at the door? This was so stupid. I mean, what was I thinking?”
 
   I took her by the arms and spun her around to face me.
 
   “Ashley, it’s not like that at all, I swear. I had no idea she was stopping by and there is nothing between us. It’s work, I assure you. Only work.”
 
   “You better not break my heart, you idiot warlock.” She my hand shook loose and got in her little Toyota. 
 
   She was gone a few seconds later and I was left to deal with the detective. I wished I had a handy portal to the abyss to hop in.
 
   Detective Andrews had put the coffee and bag on the porch and was also moving down the stairs.
 
   “Detective, wait.”
 
   “I just stopped by to drop off this crap, Phineas. Have a nice day.” She brushed past me.
 
   A few seconds later, all I saw were her departing taillights. “Two women in one morning. How much worse could my day get?”
 
   Turned out – a lot worse.
 
    
 
   **
 
    
 
   I nursed a headache with the coffee the detective had left. In the bag were a half dozen bagels and a couple of cream cheese smears. I ate a bagel and sipped lukewarm caffeine while staring into space. I should call Ashley, except for one small problem. I hadn’t managed to get her phone number.
 
   Someone banged against the back door.
 
   “Jesus, Frank,” I muttered after peering through the blinds.
 
   I opened up and threw a towel his way. He stared at it for a few seconds, gave me that flat look, and wrapped the towel around his waist. 
 
   “You should invest in clothing,” I said.
 
   “You white men and your fear of--”
 
   “Stow it, Frank. I have a favor to ask, so why don’t you wrap that towel around your waist and come in?”
 
   “Do you have beer?”
 
   “Only the best.” I led him to the kitchen.
 
   Ashley. She had been here not so very long ago and I thought I could still smell her scent. Clean, with hints of cloves or vanilla. Now I had a demonic dog and a naked Native American.
 
   “That girl was pretty hot. What was she doing with you?”
 
   “She likes me and stayed the night.”
 
   “I meant the other one. You need better curtains upstairs.”
 
   I shook my head and took a local microbrew out and tossed it at Frank. He caught it in front of his face then used his hand to twist the pop-off cap. Show off.
 
   “It’s always nice to see you in the middle of the day, Frank. What brings you around?”
 
   “Bored. I like the other girl too. She’s the one from the coffee shop, right?”
 
   “Yeah. I saved her and she stopped by to thank me.”
 
   “Some thank you. I was there too, you know.”
 
   “You were, and thank you. I mean that.” I slapped his bare shoulder.
 
   “Girl must be hard up, dating a pasty skinned warlock like you. Does she know what you do for a living?”
 
   “A gentleman doesn’t talk.”
 
   “I don’t see any gentlemen in the room,” he deadpanned.
 
   “I have a favor to ask, Frank.” 
 
   “I suppose.” He leaned forward as I spoke.
 
   Peaches wandered into the room and looked at a bowl of water I had left on the floor. She looked at me, then at Frank. What did she want? A glass? The dog/demon didn’t even have digits, and I was not about to hold a glass to its lips.
 
   “Didn’t know you had a dog.”
 
   “She’s possessed by a demon.”
 
   “You picked a Pomeranian. What do you expect?” Frank belched and drained the beer.
 
   Peaches stared at the bowl of water then leaned over and stuck her whole face in. 
 
   “Did you pick up one of those special needs dogs? No three legged beasts available?”
 
   “Very funny.”
 
    “Want anything to eat, you mongrel pooch?”
 
   “The body requires sustenance, but I do not. I suppose meat, lightly cooked. Keep it bloody.”
 
   Frank jumped off the chair, nearly knocking over his beer bottle. 
 
   “Your dog is talking.”
 
   “Okay, birdman. Is that really the strangest thing you’ve ever seen? I told you she was possessed.”
 
   “What’s her name?”
 
   She made a series of noises that made me want to take up the cooling teapot and bash in my teeth to stop them from buzzing. 
 
   “Don’t do that.” I clenched my teeth. “Peaches, her name is Peaches, and if she doesn’t behave I’ll rip her spirit out, pack it in this teapot, and drop it over the Marianas Trench.
 
    
 
   “Nothing can we call our own but death
 
   And that small model of the barren earth
 
   Which serves as paste and cover to our bones”
 
    
 
   “Oh yeah. She likes Shakespeare.”
 
   “Sounds more like a he, but that’s a good trick.” Frank moved away from his chair and steered clear of the demon. “You should get on one of those talent shows and make a million dollars.”
 
   I moved aside packages of frozen goods in the freezer until I came across a small box buried in the back. Pulling a pack out, I ripped the plastic open and extracted a frozen hamburger. I followed the directions and microwaved it to perfection. It wasn’t fillet mignon but it would have to do.
 
   “We have a deal. The demon stays put and I don’t send it back to the wards. I’m pretty sure she just wants to wait until my guard is down and then try to kill me again. Is that right, Peaches?”
 
   “We have a deal.” Peaches sniffed.
 
   “Oh, so I offend your sensibilities?”
 
   “Mortal, you would call our deal a sham? Unlike the race of little men, demon’s keep their words.”
 
   “Right. I saw The Exorcist. Never bargain and you don’t get a face full of split pea soup,” Frank said.
 
   I tossed the half cooked burger into a bowl and deposited it in front of the little Pomeranian. She sniffed at it then looked at me with beady black-eyed intelligence. A chill race down my back.
 
   “Yummy,” Peaches said.
 
   The meat was in the bowl one moment and gone the next, along with part of the ceramic. The demon belched a puff of steam and went to find a place to lie down. She paused at the entrance to the kitchen and lifted a leg and shot a stream of pee all over the doorframe.
 
   “Hey!” I cried.
 
   “The body is of a female, but I am closer to a male. Remember that.”
 
   “Christ. I have a possessed Pomeranian with gender issues.”
 
   Frank sat back down and laughed until tears streamed down his cheeks.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Fourteen
 
    
 
   Leaving the realm of men is easy, if you know the trick.
 
   I went hours before nightfall, because I didn’t want to waste the day. I’d sat on the couch thinking of the night before. Ashley. Her smile, pert little nose, auburn curls, and cuteness piled on top of cuteness. The way she stood and shifted her feet. How she was confident at times and then unsure at others, the hints of which always quirked the corners of her mouth.  I thought of the way she had folded into my arms, her chin near my chest, breath on my neck. I thought of our love making and considered calling off the entire trip to the underworld.
 
   Later, the little demon dog wandered in and found a spot right in the middle of the floor, rolled onto her back, and stuck her legs straight up in the air. A few hours after, she hadn’t moved. When I stepped over her to visit the bathroom, she jumped up and followed me in. I held it a minute longer and took her into the backyard. 
 
   Peaches looked around for a few moments then found a nice rhododendron and pissed all over it. The plant immediately wilted.
 
   I should’ve really gone back to the guild and gotten my chest piece, but that would be dangerous, not to mention stupid. I also pondered calling Glenda to meet me somewhere with it, but I didn’t want her to know my plans. The key was no longer at the school, so no one could get into the secret room, and I wanted to keep it that way. I’d had enough of demon’s trying to kill me.
 
   I flew to the east and scanned the skies. The clouds were an unholy bitch but there were always cracks and slivers, and that’s all I needed. At last, I spotted a break and headed toward it.
 
   It’s easier at night. When a star’s light hits the atmosphere, it’s easy to pick out because the glimmer becomes diffused. There are a lot of ways to find the right size shimmer, but I’d picked up a few tricks over the years. Daylight made the trip harder, so I took the device out of my pocket and blew on the lens to clear away any specks of dust. I had to hold it by the ends for a few minutes so the brass and glass could cool to the outside temperature.
 
   Fog gathered on the first lens, but I wiped it away on the inquisitor’s robe. Then I held the device, which looked like a pair of optometrist lenses, up to my eyes until I found a ray of starlight that was pure. What is a pure beam, you ask? I couldn’t explain it if you put a gun to my head. All I knew was that when one fell into my view all I had to do was veer right through it – and that’s just what I did.
 
   One moment in this world, then with a soul sucking pop I was accelerated into the next. I was near the cusp. But making the crossing was never easy and there was a price. I’d glyphed myself against the tug, but it wasn’t enough and nearly all of my power was drawn from my body. It was more a rending, like someone had taken me out of my skin (something I was intimately familiar with thanks to the battle with Balkir a few days ago), bashed me against the side of a building, then poured my remains back inside the sack that had been me.
 
   I had to hold the link with my fork as I made the jump. Had to hold on, even though every fiber of my being begged me to let go and surrender even that trickle.
 
   Something rushed into me. A feeling of dread and then elation. Then there was an expanding consciousness, a link to the ground below. It bloomed, and for a few seconds I filled with power. So much power that I could do anything. I could raise or destroy a mountain. I could summon a third or forth ward demon and maintain control. I could fly an entire skyscraper around the planet.
 
   Then it was gone, and I was left feeling like I’d woken from a three day drunk.
 
    
 
   **
 
    
 
   You’ve probably seen pictures, artist’s interpretations, of the place, but I assure you it needs to be experienced. The cusp was designed to keep the hells separated from the real world. Over time the cusp grew and the wards were drawn farther and farther apart. What was once a nearly imaginary line in the sand had become miles of barren land.
 
   But you just don’t have a big-ass place like the cusp without some enterprising men and women to commercialize it. It’s also where the first major guilds sprouted.
 
   This wasn’t hell but it was the next best thing. Most of the time it was hot, but like the seasons above it tended to change based on some immeasurable timetable. At the time of this visit, it was closer to Seattle cold than Sahara hot.
 
   There were endless trees below but they looked like skeletons. A road traversed the ground and even branched off on occasion to lead to a home or shop of some kind. I could spend a week graphing the place then come back in a year and it would have changed, stretched, become a whole new world. Maybe a river of lava would have escaped from the other side and turned huge rafts of desert into a giant parking lot, or a new mountain may have sprung up where once a pit existed.
 
   I sped across the blasted landscape, marking South of Heaven as I passed, and made a mental note of its current location in case I wanted to stop on my way out and get that drink.
 
   There was a shimmer to the east, but it was miles away. That was the curtain that hung over the hells and kept it separate. Who or what built it? I couldn’t say. Salazar once told me he knew how it had been created, but I was half convinced he was full of crap. 
 
   I swept toward the ground, but not in an involuntary manner. Trees even older and more decrepit than something out of a Grimm’s fairy tale stood at attention, looking like burned kindling. A hill rose but it looked uprooted, like an asteroid had tried to burst through from the other side. The crest was covered in soot, while the other side was slimed like a giant Godzilla sneezed there. 
 
   I steered clear of the mess. There was no telling what bizarre creature might burst out. Not that it wouldn’t make a dramatic end to this story: ‘Warlock devoured near the cusp. Film at eleven.’
 
    
 
   **
 
    
 
   The necropolis rose bitter and decrepit. The squat structure sat like a knuckled fist, surrounded on all sides by hoary towers. Decay and rot hung from those, emphasizing just how badly the place had fallen into disrepair. It was said that the home of the necromancers had once been a beacon near the cusp, a place of great men that made an art of death. Now it looked like it belonged in some lost village in Eastern Europe. 
 
   It was truly the epitome of bad taste.
 
   I would like to say that it was great to be back home, but it wasn’t.
 
   There was a moat, but it wasn’t the kind with shallow water and spikes in the mud. When I studied here it had been a nightmare of discarded corpses, body parts, internal organs, and countless empty heads. Not to be confused with a self-absorbed teenage boy, we are talking brainless craniums unattached to bodies.
 
   I didn’t have enough energy to do a controlled landing, so I swept low then circled a few times in a spiral until I was about ten feet off the ground. I tore away my concentration and severed the thread connecting me to my fork, then took the rest like a paratrooper, feet pumping as I made contact with the gravelly surface. I hit a half exposed branch and went flying, tucking my chin as I did my best to somersault in a mildly professional roll. I puffed as dust rose around me. Then I tried to cover my mouth, but still managed to get a throatful of soot. I didn’t even want to consider what it was comprised of.
 
   I dusted my robe and was surprised to see dirt and detritus fall away, leaving the silky material just like they day Collin presented it. The inquisitors got all the cool toys.
 
   It was a hell of a lot warmer than Seattle, pun intended of course.
 
   The sun was there, but its light was wan as it did its best to break through a miasma of half finished clouds and rising condensation. The water hung around as it tried to decide if it wanted to be a fog or just evaporate. A curious effect of the cusp. Did the lamentations of the newly dead depress the atmosphere around purgatory?
 
   I crunched over rock, some exposed but dry dirt. Over white chips that looked like old wood, but were more than likely crushed and broken bone. There was always the soot because they ran a crematory on the other side of the old towers. 
 
   A series of bone white trees stood along the path, with massive branches hanging over the walkway. I half expected to see corpses dangling from them, but to my relief the only hangers-on were scrawny ravens that dropped like birds of war as I strode the path. Some called out and others just fled, but at least none of them used me as target practice. Something that Frank seemed to relish.
 
   The underbrush was every variation of dead or dying you could imagine. The ground here looked parched, like it hadn’t seen a hint of moisture in decades. And that’s about how long it’d been since I was last here. I thought I saw a hand creep out, fingers tentative as they scratched at the ground, then, as if it sensed me, the hand sped back under the bushes.
 
   A figure stood before the door. It was dressed in a tattered robe that looked like something I might have worn over the last few days. The ends of the robe swirled as if a wind had suddenly picked up, but I didn’t think that was the case. His face lay in shadow, but so did mine.
 
   I shifted the fork onto my other shoulder, annoyed at how the groove along the wood dug into my skin. I started to work out the warlock version of a pillow spell then decided it would be easier to just bring a shoulder pad.
 
   The dirt pathway gave way to crushed brambles and desiccated branches. These gave way to white chunks that crunched when I stepped on them. Then it was all ash as I made my way to the ancient wooden bridge leading to the front door.
 
   The necropolis was old, older than just about anything this close to the cusp, and it certainly did have a history of manipulating the dead, but we weren’t really into the whole undead thing. That’s just plain gross.
 
   I did know one necro that enjoyed getting his hands dirty, er, so to speak. His name was Doctor West and he was about as close to being dead himself as any man I knew. Some said he had been here since the place was built. Others claimed he had worked with corpses for so long that the dead had rubbed off on him.
 
   I moved across the rampart and approached the front door. The figure still stood to the side of the entrance, eyes fixed on me. His robe was torn to strips along the bottom and the warlock was using some kind of spell to make the ends swirl, as if a breeze were constantly blowing under him. 
 
   “Chet?” I asked as I grew closer.
 
   “Eh.”
 
   Stupid robe. I lowered my hood.
 
   “Phineas? An inquisitor? Fuck me six ways from Sunday. Look, man, I didn’t have anything to do with that vial of narcosis. That shit wasn’t even mine.”
 
   Chet was at least fifty. He looked closer to eighteen and talked like he was still in the nineteen sixties. If there was a Tommy Chong of the necropolis, this was him. He shifted his feet side to side and the spell stopped blowing the ends of his robe.
 
   “I’m in disguise,” I said and put my fingers to my lips.
 
   “Ohhhhh.” He let the word hang in the air then gazed toward the cusp.
 
   “Still hitting the juice?”
 
   “Nah, man. The juice just hit me,” he said and wandered down the stairs.
 
   “Where’re you going?”
 
   “Just going to wander a little. If anyone comes along, I’ll hustle back and look scary.” Chet grinned.
 
   The entry way was much as I remembered it. Hundreds of candles dripped wax on the floor, sending clouds of black smoke up to cover the ceiling with soot. It was arched low and might have provided a decent series of murder holes if this was indeed a fortification. 
 
   The gothic interior was all high ceilings and arched supports. Mostly stone, some of it had been replaced by concrete and rebar in the 80s, thanks to the ever shifting cusps effect on the millennia’s old architecture. 
 
   My time with Salazar had occupied a great deal of my early life, but when I showed a propensity for the dead (not that kind, perverts) he sent me to study with the best. They accepted me, after locking me in a room with half a dozen corpses.
 
   Later that night they came with sledgehammers, preparing to kill whatever kind of zombies I might have created, because no one, and I mean NO ONE, wants those idiots around. It wasn’t hard to start a zombie outbreak, but it was a pain in the ass to put one down.
 
   After they found out I had been creating the noise, accompanied by throwing a couple of severed arms at the door for realistic crunchy sound effects, they decided I was all right and let me study with them.
 
   Weirdest. Initiation. Ever.
 
   I left my hood down and moved through passages as quickly as I could. No point in hanging out and doing the whole “how are you brother. Any news from the dead?” routine.
 
   I made straight for the morgue.
 
   Don’t laugh. Even a house of the dead needs a morgue. 
 
   A few brothers took the time to move out of my way, keeping their own heads down and hoods up. Bring an inquisitor into a house and suddenly everyone had a secret identity. 
 
   I found the doctor’s office but he wasn’t in.
 
   I went to wait in his laboratory.
 
   A pair of bodies lay on a cold slab. A man and a woman with white sheets covering them to their necks. Experiments? Incoming or outgoing. They both looked to be in the prime of health and youth, except for being dead. She had a wound to her cheek that looked like an entry point. I didn’t want to see the back of her neck. I suspected that it, like my fashion sense, was gone.
 
   The man didn’t show any signs of trauma. As I watched, I noticed something moving. Perhaps a rat under the cover looking for a morsel? But as I stared, it became obvious that the movement was some kind of rhythm, as if his fingers were tapping.
 
   There were a couple of posters on the walls and at least one of them was of a blonde in a bikini circa 1970-holy-hell-that’s-old. The rest were diagrams of bodies and body parts. One pictured an opened skull with several words scribbled around it. 
 
   “I can’t read the writing anymore, but that drawing was used to note the entry points for Zaladas Tarl. Do you know the story?”
 
   I turned and lowered my hood as Doc West came into the room. A light chill proceeded him, but I attributed it to the door and not his presence. Yeah, that was it. When I was taken to the necropolis in my youth, Doc West already looked like an old man at a retirement community who’d been dropped there and then forgotten for many decades.
 
   He hadn’t changed one bit.
 
   “Sure.” I said. “He thought he could know the dead if he joined them, so he drilled holes in his body and attached all kinds of weird devices. He used a battery of some sort to power his limbs with magic, but it didn’t work. About five minutes into his bloody experiment the battery discharged completely.”
 
   “Yes. Yes. But why was the experiment of such importance?”
 
   “Because he exploded, which probably made a hell of a mess.”
 
   “That he did, but before the goo flew he spoke to us from beyond the gate. He existed in both places for several minutes. His words. Do you remember his words?”
 
   West limped to the table with the boy laying on the cool metal surface.
 
   “Wake up you, rapscallion,” he said in his gravelly voice, and yanked headphones out of the boy’s ears.
 
    “Shit, it’s the fuzz,” I said, in answer to Doc’s question.
 
   “No such thing,” Doc West said.
 
   “No, what did he say?”
 
   “He said ‘ow.’”
 
   I burst into laughter.
 
   He wandered to the dead girl and probed her scalp with age worn fingers. They were stiff, white, and I bet if he left them in a pool for an hour he wouldn’t have a single wrinkle that wasn’t already there. “A charlatan perhaps, but he is no authority figure.”
 
   “Hey,” I said as I lowered the hood. “Maybe I joined up late in life.”
 
   “The only thing you joined late in life was a YMCA, Phineas Cavanaugh.” West uttered a spell and the woman’s head jerked up. Her eyes peeled open and she gazed at the ceiling. He laid his spindly fingers over her face and kept her steady as her body shook. I breathed for her because the spell that West had cast had no such function.
 
   West moved his hand until it perched, like a claw, over her face. She responded as he lifted his hand, then he pressed down and she dropped to the slab.
 
   “What have we learned, Alexander?” West kept his voice low and didn’t look up at his apprentice.
 
   “That chicks can fall for dark magic if they’re dead?” the kid said.
 
   “Succinct, unlike you, and lacking detail, also, much like you.”
 
   “I get the basic stuff, Doc. When do I get to learn about skeletal armies, zombies, all the gnarly stuff they don’t teach in 101?” 
 
   “Was I this crazy?” I asked, but I didn’t think he heard me.
 
   “Do you remember the time you thought to speak with spirits to inquire about your mother? It was a long time ago, but perhaps you could share a bit of knowledge concerning the folly of youth.” Doc said, eyes on me.
 
   “Great, a history lesson,” the kid echoed my thoughts.
 
   “Come on, Doc.” I crossed my arms.
 
   “The inquisitor speaks.” Doc said. “As I was saying. Your apprentice boiled the sample. Then he baked it to a crisp, ground it up, and sprinkled it on a sandwich if I recall.”
 
   “I used to beg the kitchen to spare some scraps of meat. Usually it was fatty, but I was always hungry back then. Didn’t have a sponsor or rich dad, so I had to make due with odd jobs,” I muttered the last part.
 
   “Your memory seems to work well enough.”
 
   “Remember that time you thought that Oldger Fellem was already dead and--”
 
   “Shush, now.” West stopped me. 
 
   I gave up and flopped back in the chair. 
 
   “I thought that was a bad idea, to taste the dead like that,” the kid said.
 
   “It’s a terrible idea. Terrible. It reminds us of centuries past when humans had no qualms about eating their brethren. A practice that is abominable. And yet our order requires its members to rely on just such a practice from time to time. And why do we require it?”
 
   “Because it’s gnarly,” the kid said.
 
   “He has a point,” I said. “Actually, we know now that there’s stuff like DNA. Back then it was the dark ages compared to today.”
 
   “It was no dark age, I can assure you,” Doc said.
 
   “It was dark to me,” I said.
 
   “The spirit arrived and immediately attempted to take over Phineas’ body. He screamed and howled, but it was little use. The spirit was enraged and wanted a new host. I entered the room and spotted it hovering over Phineas as he cast spell after spell. Fire, water, ice, even lightening. Can you tell me what this effect had on the spirit?” Doc looked at the kid.
 
   “Not a damn thing.”
 
   “Right. Can you imagine what effect it had on my lab?”
 
   “Dude.” The kid looked at me. “Is that why the back room is still scorched in some places?”
 
   I sighed and shuffled my feet, looking anywhere but at these two.
 
    “Precisely. I did capture the soul and set it free, but not before I let it scare my charge into pissing his pants,” West continued.
 
   “What an asshat.” The kid laughed until his cheeks were red. Laugh it up, because someday you’ll be the one on the receiving end.
 
   “What has brought the mighty Phineas Cavanaugh to our halls?” Doc looked me up and down. The skin above his head and on his neck hung slack, like it would be at home on a turkey. Translucent and veined, he was the second oldest man I had ever known. Which brought me to the reason for my visit.
 
   “Not so mighty, my old friend. I’ve had my ass kicked several times over the past few days.”
 
   “You look none the worse for wear.” 
 
   “I wish I could say the same for my mentor.” I produced the reason for my visit, palming the vial that contained the piece of blood stained cloth that had adorned Salazar’s body. It was a pitiful scrap, and a sad remnant of one of the greatest men I had ever known.
 
   Doc West took the vial and held it to the light. He lowered his glasses down his long nose and stared at the chunk of cloth. He popped the vial open and removed the piece with a gentle touch, almost reverent, like he knew whom he held.
 
   His apprentice stopped staring at his shoes long enough to wander over and check out the offering. He looked between us then shuffled back to his chair. 
 
   “Old people,” he mumbled. I thought about tossing him around the room.
 
   West touched the scrap to his tongue and tasted it, then he put it back in the vial, sealed it, and handed it to me. He closed his eyes and his lips moved but I couldn’t make out the words. My own power in this part of the arts was limited, but it was still very strong in the mortal world. West, on the other hand, was a natural. While this bordered on blood magic, something strictly forbidden, it was the necromantic way. There would be no harm from this inflicted on anyone.
 
   “Nothing.” His eyes popped open.
 
   “Pardon?”
 
   “Nothing. Means he’s probably not dead.”
 
   “He’s dead. I saw his corpse with his chest ripped open.”
 
   “He’s still around. Trust me.” 
 
   “Doc. I saw him lying in a pool of blood. He had no heart and I don’t mean that as a knock. He literally had no heart in his chest cavity.”
 
   “Maybe so but he’s still among us.”
 
   I wanted to believe him but I had seen the proof with my own eyes. Salazar had been dead, and there was no coming back from the kind of wounds he had sustained. There was no magic in the world, or hospital in existence, that could have healed him.
 
   “That’s disconcerting.” I said.
 
   “Tell me the other reason you are here,” Doc said, like he was a psychic.
 
   “How do you know there’s another reason?”
 
   “Because you don’t look completely defeated. I know something else is bothering you.”
 
   “Here,” I said and handed over the page that Salazar had left for me.
 
   Doc slipped on a pair of reading glasses and studied the words. His eyes darted back and forth and then started at the top again. 
 
   “It doesn’t exist,” Doc said after a few seconds of silence.
 
   “What!” 
 
   “No such thing. Infernal tomes, ancient magics. It’s all bullshit.”
 
   “But he told me to come here and find the tome so I could tap into the other side of the cusp,” I protested.
 
   “Listen, son. I’ve been around for a long time. Longer than either of those two and, trust me, there is no such thing as a tome of infernal knowledge.”
 
   “Damn,” Alexander whispered.
 
   “There is a book, a copy of a book, that may help. It’s a guide to the cusp by the very man I mentioned a moment ago. One of his experiments was to map the other side of the cusp. It’s said he went and came back, but no one knows more of our mysterious Zaladas Larl.”
 
   “I always thought that was one of those wild tales. Like trying to power yourself with a magic storing battery. So is the book here?” I asked, excited for the first time since I’d arrived.
 
   “Nope.”
 
   Shit! I was now three for three and feeling like my visit to the necropolis had been a complete waste.
 
   “But I think I know where you can get a copy. South of Heaven.”
 
   “The casino?” I asked, indignant that he would even suggest such a place.
 
   “Ask the bartender, Mike. He deals in the weird. Don’t ask for it by name. He’ll likely go in the back and bring you back a book of fairy tales and sell it to you for a couple grand. Ask for Larl’s Guide to the Cusp.”
 
   I walked away and thought about banging my head into something hard. The kid that was apprenticed to Doc watched me do a circuit of the room.
 
   “Just go and see if they have a copy. If they don’t, we can try another source.” Doc grinned from beneath his bushy white beard.
 
   “I feel like this is some kind of joke,” I muttered.
 
   “It’s no joke and the book does exist. Just go and check. It won’t take long.”
 
   Fine.
 
   “Anything you need while I’m there?”
 
   “See if they have any dragon molars.”
 
   I choked back a laugh. “Dragon molars.”
 
   “You’re the one that came here for help. The least you can do is ask. Dragon molars make wonderful armor accelerants.”
 
   I was glad to see that nothing much had changed in Doc’s office. We sat down and told tales for an hour or two. His desk was still stacked with papers and scrolls. Bottles of body parts, mostly human, lined the shelves that ran along the wall. The smell was clean, like disinfectant.
 
   I recounted my story to Doc about Balkir and his treachery. Doc looked suitably impressed by my recounting of the demonic battle, but also appeared as if he wanted to smack me for exchanging bodies.
 
   He told me about some of his latest experiments to reanimate arms in an attempt to create the perfect yard cleaner. Armies of hands to drag leaves into a large pile. I told him that one of these had greeted me outside.
 
    “I should go, Doc.”
 
   “Going like an inquisitor? Got a badge?”
 
   “They aren’t cops,” I said.
 
   “True, but a uniform isn’t the only thing you’ll need to pull off your charade down here. Just a moment.” Doc West left the room. I gritted my teeth because I hated the word charade. It was too close to charlatan.
 
   The kid hovered around the doorway while Doc and I talked. He produced a bag from his robe, extracted something that looked like jerky, and chewed on it while I waited. After a few moments of shifting from foot to foot, I found a seat and pulled it lose from a tangle of old clothes, worn robes, and at least one set of strips that looked more than a little bit like dried intestines. I shoved these to the side.
 
   “No thanks,” I said and nodded at the baggie.
 
   “I didn’t offer.”
 
   “Oh, right.” 
 
   He looked at the bag and then back at me. He half offered it, but I didn’t want to sample whatever horror might be in there. For all I knew he was a subsumer and that was zombie flesh. He’s already mentioned raising skeletons which, and you can trust me on this one, sounds like an awesome trick. But no one wants to be around for that. It smells like – well, like death times a hundred. Not to mention all the dirt and detritus that gets stuck in the rib bones, only to fall out and litter the floor.
 
   “So what do you do now?” the kid asked.
 
   “Hunt down changers.”
 
   “Whoa.”
 
   “Just kidding. I make potions and find killers. I’m good at reading violent deaths.”
 
   “Heavy, dude.”
 
   “Indeed,” I said and wished I had a pair of headphones to jam in my ears.
 
   “Have you worked on any big serial killer cases?”
 
   “Ever heard of the Green River killer?” I raised my eyebrows.
 
   “Yeah, man. That guy’s an asshole.”
 
   I chuckled at that one.
 
   “I worked that case a few years before they caught the killer.”
 
   “Not too good, huh?”
 
   I shut up before I uttered a spell that would lift him off the ground and toss him around like a rag doll. I had the glyphs for it and I was much recovered from my exploits reaching the cusp.
 
   “Found it,” Doc West said. He had a small black bag in one hand and a scalpel in the other.
 
   “I hope you aren’t planning to implant something in me,” I said with genuine trepidation. 
 
   “Nah. I found my favorite blade while I was in the back room.” He brandished the gleaming knife.
 
   I let out a breath.
 
   “Where did you get such a piece?” I asked as I studied the device he’d handed me. It was a heavy pentacle shape with a large red ruby in the center. It rotated like the arm of a watch, but counterclockwise. There were no markings that I could see, and when I filtered a wisp of power into it the device threw it back in my face. I’d heard of these but never seen one up close.
 
   “Came in on a corpse a couple of decades ago. I don’t know who the guy was but I tucked that away for a rainy day. Don’t lose it!”
 
   I dropped the amulet in my jean pocket.
 
   Doc followed me to the door and leaned close.
 
   “Son, you get in trouble, you come back here. You’re not the best necromancer, but you are one of us, and that counts. If you need help remember your home.”
 
   “You’re all heart, Doc.”
 
   I gave the old man a hug and made for the sky on my fork.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Fifteen
 
    
 
   Once upon a time there was a little bar called South of Heaven where a guy could get a drink, meet a girl, and probably end up in a duel. It was an old school warlock hangout until something called progress caught up with it. Ramshackle and ill kempt, the joint had grown over the years from something resembling a tiny one-room tavern, to a much larger and proper dive. Over the last twenty years, a land developer stepped in and tried to buy the place. He was killed and tossed across the cusp, but the owner got the message. It was time to change.
 
   So the casino was born and so was the logo “You can’t take it with! Blow it here!”
 
   South of Heaven was the last stop on the way to the cusp. The proper entrance to hell was on this side but no one was really sure where it lay. I’m sure one of the arch demons could point it out, Belial, Azrael or even the big bad wolf himself, but to mere mortals the location was a mystery. A cabal of warlocks once tried to drill a hole to the other side by combining their power with a huge diamond tipped industrial drill. The seven were sucked to the other side, their wards and glyphs smashed aside like J-ello pops.
 
   Idiots.
 
   It had become a grand joke for the suicidal or drunk. Or both.
 
    “Where ya heading?” 
 
   “The cusp.”
 
   The casino wasn’t my real stop, but I had to go through the place to reach my goal.
 
   Glamoured to the gills, hexes resplendent on my body, robe, and hood, I walked in with long purposeful strides. 
 
   The entrance was a gaping maw shaped like a demon’s mouth. Neon teeth hung over the doorway. I was greeted by a pair of men with giant arms crossed over chests big enough to stop a rhino. The pair wore black and didn’t bother to conceal dual pieces under their arms. Their guns looked like polycarbonate, which gave the appearance of Glocks, but I had no doubt they were seriously enhanced to stop anything that might threaten the safety of the paying customers.
 
   The stairs weren’t so peachy. Furrows were worn in the red plush, and at least one stain that was probably blood.
 
   The apes nodded at me but didn’t look all that intimidated. I thought everyone ducked and scrapped when inquisitors hit the scene. 
 
   “Where you goin’, cus?” one of the guys asked. His voice sounded like gravel in a rotating drum.
 
   “In here to bet my life savings. Now, get out of the way. Inquisitor business.”
 
   “Got da badge?” the other asked. He had one foot cocked behind his other leg, the heel resting against the wall. His shirt rippled open around a few poor buttons, revealing mahogany wood etched with more glyphs than I had ever seen in one place. This guy was a tank.
 
   I made a show of fishing around in my deep inner pockets. Checked one side, then the other. Then I produced the piece Doc West had given me, said a silent prayer to whatever gods might have their attention turned in my direction, and held it up. The ruby in the center continued its rotation round and round, like a really fast second hand.
 
   The first brute stared at it long and hard then nodded once.
 
   “Sure, inquisitor. Sorry for the bother.” He gestured with one tree trunk of an arm.
 
   I didn’t say anything else. Just raised my hood and entered South of Heaven. As I walked through the door, I had the urge to spin around because I felt both sets of eyes burrowing into the back of my head. After a few strides I gave in and looked over my shoulder. One of them was speaking into his palm, probably into one of those devices TV secret agents have in their shirt cuffs. Calling ahead for little ole me? Cool.
 
   But how was it that an inquisitor, the more or less epitome of badassery, was treated like a common street urchin at the entrance to the casino? What did these guys know? A real inquisitor didn’t answer questions. In fact they pretty much didn’t answer to anyone. Where they went, rulers shook in their Birkenstocks. 
 
   The doors slid closed like a whisper. 
 
   If it had been bright through the closed doors, it was an inferno on the inside.
 
   I strode through the main area and headed for the bar in the back. The casino proper wasn’t as large as a casino you would find in the mortal world, and the games weren’t quite the same. 
 
   There were games of chance a plenty. The regulars were here, like roulette, but it was a version that relied on symbols, not numbers and colors. There was a salamander on the rim, and if it got ornery it would jump into the bowl and snatch out the marble as it spun round and round, voiding the game in progress.
 
   A couple played blackjack for blood. I paused to watch as one of them, the apparent loser of the round, held out their wrist for the dealer to prick with a very sharp dagger. If anyone got carried away, their bodies were always welcome at the necropolis. 
 
   A game of cards was in full swing, but the crowd was pretty nasty. A guy in a duster had a serious piece of hardware over his shoulder. Probably a bounty hunter headed to the cusp to try and bring back something before it could enter. The others at the table looked fae to me, so I kept the hells away from them. Bad enough being born a warlock. Get one of those fairy bastards talking and before you knew it they had misplaced two or three months of your time.
 
   The slots were packed. The sound was immense as bells and coins clinked. Boos, hisses, cheers, and jeers drifted from that section of the room. It was populated with a rabble of folks, most human, some not so much.
 
   I moved past slots and the hair on the back of my neck rustled as if a cool breeze had caressed it. I turned and found a drink server eyeing me as well as one of the card dealers. He was also talking into his sleeve.
 
   Were they hiding something? Some torture-porn room in the back?
 
   I kept going, trying to ignore the attention.
 
   I strode in the dimly lit bar. This was the original South of Heaven, a hovel really, but they made their own whiskey that was quite popular. It was also good for getting spilled paint out of just about anything.
 
    “Can I get you something, inquisitor?” the bartender asked. She was at least half demon and had an impish smile. Her teeth were the whitest of white, two large ones rose from her lower jaw and curved over her lips like tusks. This gave her a slight lisp. Her lips were full and lighter than her skin color. I wondered how in the hell you made out with someone like that. 
 
   She wore a tiny white top that was unbuttoned almost to her navel. To compliment the shirt, such that it was, she sported a plaid schoolgirl skirt that flipped up and down in the back, thanks to her tail. This revealed a set of blood red fishnet stockings. Her legs looked perfectly human. Heavy on the perfect part.
 
   “Where’s Mike?”
 
   “His day off.  So, inquisitor, is it true that you guys are enhanced? I find regular guys aren’t really up to my standards. I could use a challenge, if you know what I mean.” Her finger drew a line between her full scaly breasts. 
 
   “Demon, I have no use for your kind. Do you see the color of my robe?” I put as much conviction into my voice as I could. The truth was that she was etched with enough glamour glyphs to make the Pope take notice.
 
   “Such a temper. Oh no, Mr. Inquisitor. Don’t tie me to a bed and make me answer your questions.” She purred and crossed her wrists on the bar and offered a terrific pout.
 
   “Er, can I leave a message?”
 
   “Have a drink, inquisitor. It’s a specialty.” She tossed in a mint leaf and ground it up with ice. A couple of doses of liquor went in. “I’ll tell you all about Mike.”
 
   She set the drink in front of me with a smile. Then she pulled up a seat right across from me and leaned over so I got a flawless view down her shirt.
 
   I took a sip and let the drink burn a hole in my throat. I gasped for breath and then did it again. The drink was sweet, but it was also about eighty proof.
 
   “Do you always give out free drinks?”
 
   “Nah. Just for guys that strike my fancy.”
 
   “What’s with the scales?”
 
   “These old things?” She ran her hands down her chest and over her short top. 
 
   “Er. Yeah.”
 
   “Daddy was a demon. Back in the seventies these kids used to be into devil worship. So one day Daddy got summoned by a band, and after he devoured them he knocked up the singer’s girlfriend. She was a real beauty queen, but Mom died young.”
 
   “Sorry to hear that.”
 
   “Thanks, Phineas. You’re a real sweetheart.”
 
   “How did you know my name?”
 
   “We told her. That’s how.” The muscle from the front of the building had entered the noisy bar while I was distracted by the demon in red.
 
   “Can I buy you guys a drink?”
 
   “Nah. I think you had enough for all of us.” The clown that was twice my size said, but the words were strange, slowed down and hollow.
 
   I stumbled away and fumbled for wormwood. The piece came out, but before I could smear it with blood the bruiser came at me.
 
   I picked up a barstool and threw it as I took a few steps backward. A word accelerated the seat into the tank’s face, where it promptly exploded. This only made Mr. Grumpy look even more pissed.
 
   I tried to babble my demon’s name but barely got the first part out. I’d jammed the end of the wood into my finger until I drew blood. The sting was worth it as I smeared it up and down my new weapon.
 
   A glyph formed as I stumbled and nearly went down. I was backed into a wall, so I concentrated on the form and it leapt into view.
 
   I sent the sizzling weapon homing in on the big one. It stuck and set him on fire. The other one patted his pal down until he was out.
 
   I didn’t have squat for weapons and took another shot at the demon’s name, then something heavy smashed into the back of my head and I felt like I was falling over the cusp.
 
    
 
   **
 
    
 
   I woke to nothing good. Voices, but they were far away.
 
   “This one?” She sounded familiar, but not in a way I was about to write home to mom about.
 
   “That’s him. Excellent work.”
 
   My head ached like someone had taken three or four ballpeen hammers and used my skull to practice bongo drums. I wanted to roll over, but a lassitude held me in thrall. I might as well have been tied to a flatbed truck and driven off a cliff for all I cared. The pounding didn’t let up, and after a while I realized it was my heart trying to beat out of my chest. I wanted to get up, see the world, talk about life, but I couldn’t even open one eye.
 
   A voice spoke, but it was in the background and the words were too hard to make out. They had a droning cadence--like Morse code--that thumped at my already throbbing head.
 
   Open eyes! I ordered, but they didn’t obey, bastards. Too bad I didn’t have a spell that could force my body to do my own bidding, which was usually reserved for simple things like nerve impulses. I tried to open my mouth, and even that didn’t respond.
 
   I was left with one other sense, that of smell, and I wished to hell it didn’t work because the scents swirling around me meant one thing.
 
   Demons.
 
   Brimstone burns. Imagine you have a jalapeno and you pop it in half. Now scrape out the insides and jam them up your nose. Inhale. If you survive this, you will have an inkling as to what brimstone smells like. When you think of brimstone I’m sure one thing goes through your mind, and that is the other element that’s normally found in close proximity. Fire.
 
   Brimstone is just code for sulfur, at least up above. But it was also the bedrock that the cusp was supposedly made of, so that could only mean one thing. I had made the one-way trip.
 
   I wanted to howl in fury then scream in fear.
 
   My left eye finally obeyed and became a slit, but I snapped it shut because all I got for my effort was the rest of the chili pepper, in my eye.
 
   “Gah!” I managed. No one made a witty comeback so that meant I was probably alone. Great, I would be able to recover, maybe with a few push-ups, a couple of woven together spells, or through constructing enough glyphs to get me out of my this predicament.
 
   If my head didn’t hurt so much, I would have laughed out loud at the thought.
 
   I got both eyes open after what seemed an eternity. After another endless round of constant eye blinks, I managed to keep them open for a few seconds. Just long enough to take in pillars. Huge ones, reaching to a ceiling that was so high it faded into mist. Black and red pentagrams and giant glyphs covered the walls. I choked back a gasp of wonder before sinking back to the blessed confines of sleep. My last thought as I drifted away was that my captor’s had lovely taste.
 
   I couldn’t wait to kill them.
 
    
 
   **
 
    
 
   I woke again and my situation hadn’t improved very much. At least my head was no longer pounding. Now it was an ache that started at my forehead and wrapped around to my neck. My eyes opened and were burned again, thanks to the sulfuric gas that made up what appeared to be the air in the room. My lungs woke up next with a tremendous round of coughing that would have doubled me over, had I been standing. I was instead secured, on my back, and unable to move any limbs.
 
   The view of a massive cathedral with a domed ceiling was clear and judging by the scale of the room, I was an ant in a valley.
 
   I tried to make sense of some of the glyphs that danced up columns of obsidian, but they didn’t resonate with me in the slightest. Some were so twisted and cruel I wondered at the insane mind that had come up with them. 
 
   The last thing I remembered was asking for Mike before being assaulted by a pair of apes at South of Heaven. I wondered which one had hit me. When I got back I wanted to take my time with him.
 
   I didn’t have much, so self-bravado would have to do.
 
   Something shuffled across the ground somewhere near the direction of my feet. It was big, and when it moved so did the ground under me. I tried to look but all I saw was my chest. I moved my head to the side, finding only a black and slick floor.
 
   Fire rolled over an open section just a hundred feet from my location, sending chunks of black rock tumbling down. Flares answered the obsidian and made me wish for a fire hose attached to an ocean.
 
   If I wasn’t already sure of it, I now knew that I was indeed beyond the cusp and possibly in the first ward, and that meant that I was a dead man.
 
   My arms were secured across my chest and my legs were equally immobile. I tried to move my feet and at least they flexed at the ankles. I still had on my dark robe and it did, in fact, look worse for wear. I wiggled around to test my bonds, but I also wanted to check on the contents of my hidden pockets. I was disappointed to learn that there didn’t seem to be anything there.
 
   “Look who is awake,” an all too familiar voice said. It echoed around the large chamber, and though it was distorted by the acoustics I recognized the inflection.
 
   “You’re not real.” I managed to gasp between parched lips. My tongue felt like a dry sponge. I had been on benders that didn’t leave me this parched the next day.
 
   “Real enough. My theatrics were very entertaining. Tell me differently,” said Balkir.
 
   “Your theatrics sucked. How are the hand wringing lessons going?”
 
   A blow across my gut made me regret my words. Fire leapt across my mid-section and then continued to burn until I felt like someone was cutting into my stomach to view its contents. I gasped then let out a half-howl that was really pathetic considering how dry my mouth was.
 
   “Care for some water?”
 
   “Yes,” I replied, much more contrite.
 
   Something warm trickled from above. It hit my mouth and had, surprise, a sulfuric flavor. Could have been warm piss for all I cared. My mouth dropped open and my parched tongue met what might have been the best drink of my entire life. 
 
   “Let me tell you a story.”
 
   “I hate stories,” I said before I could think about it, so I got another lash across the gut. This one crisscrossed the first and left me howling in agony. 
 
   “It’s an excellent story.”
 
   I learned my lesson that time, although every fiber of my being wanted to whip out some of my self serving bravado and tell Balkir to go screw himself.
 
   “Two warlocks of equal skill were once left in charge of the guild. They were friends but had much different callings. The two got on wonderfully at the beginning, as is true of any friendship that goes bad. Have you ever lost a friend?”
 
   “The one you killed. Asshole,” I muttered the last word but he let it go. Well bully for me.
 
   “You might not understand anyway. There are friendships that last days, some weeks. This one lasted centuries. One of the friends was entrusted with a great secret and even made a guardian. Well, that simply did not sit well with the other friend. Oh it was fine for a while, but the one that was snubbed dwelt on it. His annoyance became anger and one night, months after the honor had passed to the other, he confronted his friend. Both had far too much to drink and they said things they would both regret, but the damage was done.
 
   “We fought, with words at the first, then with power. We tested each other and it had an almost friendly feel, but as we lashed at each other it became clear that we were no longer interested in being friends. I heard a phrase once, from one of my younger students.” He motioned upwards.
 
   “He called you a pussy?”
 
   “There’s that sense of humor again. Hold onto to that, please. I look forward to many more quips before this exceptionally long day is over. Do you know how long a day in the wards lasts?”
 
   Balkir finally came into view. I wished very bad things upon him but he looked no worse for wear. In fact, as far as maniacal warlocks with a wish for world domination went, he couldn’t have appeared nicer. For now.
 
   “Nope.”
 
   “An eternity. Night’s relief simply does not touch the realm of demons.”
 
   Ah shit.
 
   “As I was saying. The word I learned was ‘friendemy.’ A curious mixture of two words that quite succinctly equaled our relationship. For once we began to fight, all of our petty disagreements over the years came to a head. It grew more and more brutal as the hours wore on. The testing became outright power, and when it was all said and done, well, Salazar reminded me of why he was chosen and I was not. He was simply more powerful. But I learned a valuable lesson that day.”
 
   “Don’t fuck with the necromancers?”
 
   “Yes, yes! That’s the attitude.” He grinned from ear to ear as he loomed over me. “I learned that I had a long way to go in my studies and I took the lesson to heart. If we were to ever confront each other again, I would be the victor, and so it went. You see me now and Salazar is dust. Worse than dust. A demon roasts his soul.”
 
   I wanted to rip his head off and toss his body into one of the convenient pools of lava. All this … this bullshit was out of jealousy?
 
   “You’re a real piece of shit, know that? You’re a spoiled child that couldn’t get his way so you dedicated your life to bringing down a great man. For what? This? You get to hang out in the wards? That’s really brilliant, Balkir.” I didn’t bother to mention the multitude of ironies that went through my head. He’d sought demons and a way to control them. Well, this one-way trip was worth it to me. At least this asshole wasn’t ever returning to the other side.
 
   “Do you approve of my raiment?” He swept his arms wide. 
 
   Blakir’s robe was white as a virgin’s thighs and shown brightly against the very dark room. Complicated blue patterns were worked into the hem and collar. I looked and looked, drawn to the patterns, until I understood what I was looking at. Glyphs, and a lot of them. They were so dense that they looked like nothing more than fancy trim, but I could almost feel the power pulsing from him. I had the strangest desire to reach out and seize it but magic didn’t work that way.
 
   “It’s pretty.”
 
   Balkir cocked his head to the side, bald pate with the pentagram like shape reflecting the heat from the lava pools. He looked down at his robe and fingered the embroidery. I half expected another blow but it didn’t come.
 
   “I had not considered the robe of a warlock to be pretty. Perhaps I can decorate it with your blood by the end of the night?”
 
   “Works for me. That way I can haunt your ass for the rest of eternity.” 
 
   “You think very highly of yourself, of your powers, but you have very little. You know that, right? The lines are weak. Nothing like they were in the old days.”
 
   “Great. Another ‘when I was young’ speech.”
 
   “Hah. I also hated speeches along those lines when I was young. That was a long time ago. My father was a demon you know.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Oh no. Not one of the demonic. He was a demon to alcohol. Mead mostly, but he was fond of striking me. The first time I summoned a real demon, unaware of what I was actually doing, it resulted in his death. It was violent, bloody, and foul. And I laughed. I howled just as he howled. I knew then that I was destined for greatness.”
 
   Blah blah blah. All this mad doctor shit was getting on my last nerve.
 
   “Do you now why you are here?” he said after a moment of silence. I suppose he was waiting for his life story to move me in some way. All I really wanted to do was take a piss. 
 
   Feeling more awake than I had in the last few hours, I managed to struggle a bit against my bonds. I lifted my head and looked around the room. I found Balkir to my right side. He had his hands clasped behind his back, head tilted up. He was muttering words, but I couldn’t make them out.
 
   “Virgin sacrifice?” I wondered.
 
   “You can do better than that.” He gestured.
 
   A head appeared from a pool of molten lava. A single horn broke the surface, then half of another as the head came into view. Red skin marred by black scars crossed its scalp. Slits where eyes should’ve been, and nothing where a nose might exist on a person. It was vaguely man shaped, if not exactly proportionate. The body was long, with the torso elongated and heavily muscled. It had a tiny waist then four legs, but one missing a foot, so it stood like a weird tripod. The demon’s flesh rippled and fumes rose from its skin. Its ponderous steps were labored as it brought itself near Balkir.
 
   The old warlock stepped to one side as the last drops of molten rock splattered on the obsidian surface. I don’t know how hard the rock was but it was scarred by the drippings. I didn’t stand a chance if one of them landed on me. 
 
   Smaller demons joined the first. They moved like liquid silver on many segmented legs. Skittering around the room, they came in dozens, then by the hundreds. 
 
   I hoped when they tore me to pieces it would be quick.
 
   Balkir gestured and my bonds fell away. I wondered what fresh madness this was but didn’t wait to find out. I rolled off my hard bed and almost managed to get my numb hands underneath as I crashed to the hard floor.
 
   “Ow.” I managed to mutter as hundreds of the little demons ran past. 
 
   What? I thought they were planning to devour me. Maybe a lucky break. Maybe, just maybe, I could whip out a spell of shielding, or better yet an illusion to hide behind. I tried to grasp at the cusp but it simply wasn’t there.
 
   “Strange, isn’t it?” Balkir said next to me in a lecturer’s tone. “We spend our lives learning how to reach through the curtain that separates us. How to go deeper and deeper beyond the cusp. But when you are on the other side it doesn’t make sense. How was it we grasped for this power, yet when we are here the power … is not.”
 
   I struggled to my feet and almost got my hand up before Balkir’s fist crashed into my head. 
 
   I spun and went down again. My head buzzed and went numb. My eye would have a dandy of a bruise.
 
   “I could come up with a thousand tortures for your meddling, but sometimes the classics are the most satisfying.” He kicked me in the stomach.
 
   I was tossed onto my back, but had to roll onto my side and curl up. I couldn’t get anything into my lungs. The kick had been precise, catching me right in the solar plexus. I gagged, sucked in a tiny bit of air, and saw stars.
 
   More blows, and I wasn’t sure how long the beating went on. I drifted between pain and a surcease that tried it’s best to carry me away. Consciousness, though, would not depart no matter how much I wished it. 
 
   At one point, I was sure he was using some kind of stick or staff on me. My legs, arms, and back were covered in welts. 
 
   I cried out, promising things that made me feel nothing but shame. 
 
   After something approaching forever, the blows let off and I was allowed to float in a world that was blessedly free from pain. There was an ache between my eyes, but I figured that was just from one of Salazar’s strikes. Blood dripped from my nose and mouth. I took in a breath, and it passed into lungs covered with cracked ribs. I had pissed myself at one point, but blessedly had managed to keep control of my sphincter. 
 
   “Phin,” A familiar voice said.
 
   “Piss off,” my unfamiliar voice replied. It was scratchy and I knew it was from screaming.
 
   “Listen. I haven’t much time.”
 
   One eye fluttered open and I wished I hadn’t bothered to open it. The ground was still there but it was out of focus. My left eye refused to budge. Fine, screw you then.
 
   The obsidian floor was slick. Now who had spilled a glass of water in the room? Then I realized it was my blood. The thought of water almost drove me insane. At this point I would have sold my soul for a glass.
 
   “Phin!” The voice again. 
 
   “You aren’t real, Salazar.”
 
   “I’m as real as you, idiot son.” I looked up to see my old mentor huddled beside me.
 
   “Is this your Obi-Wan moment? He struck you down but you are more powerful in death and all that shit.”
 
   “Nothing of the sort. I fled when the demon eviscerated me. The portal was open so I took it straight to this realm.”
 
   “So you’re in hell too?”
 
   “Yes. First ward, but I have little power here, Phineas. I am only essence and have no substance. If Balkir sees me, he may be able to hold me in thrall. Listen to me and listen well.”
 
   “I hurt everywhere.” I tried to roll away from the trick my mind was playing.
 
   
  
 

“Stop whining and listen!” 
 
   I tried to sigh, but it came out a rasp.
 
   Skittering shapes rushed around the room. Where had the huge demon gone? His form, so human like, had scared the shit out of me. I might have been a powerful warlock on the other side, but here I wouldn’t last two seconds against the demonic monstrosity.
 
   “You’ve been gelded, but not for good,” Salazar whispered in my other ear. I closed my eyes and tried to ignore the mind fuck. “Think of the image on the letter I left you. Hold it in your mind and remember sinking into it. Do you have it?”
 
   I didn’t but I tried. I concentrated on my trip to the secret room. Glenda had been with me and it was her, as my anchor, that allowed me to focus enough to imagine the letter in my mind. The hand drawn glyph swam into view and I felt, once again, the sinking sensation.
 
   Something lashed out and struck me, but not a physical blow. My brain sang as something smacked at the core of my being and passed through my physical body and into my essence.
 
   “You must focus.”
 
   “Christ, leave me alone!” I tried to scream, but the words were barely a hiss of consternation. “Wait, gelded?”
 
   I did my best to reach for my balls, but moving, even an inch, was pure agony.
 
   “Not there, here!” And a finger poked me between the eyes.
 
   “Aches there.”
 
   “Of course it does. You are a child of the cusp and he knows that. You have so much power here, so very much, but he has suppressed it. You must break the bond. You must!”
 
   “What bond?”
 
   “Listen, just listen. The room. You found it?”
 
   “Yeah,” I said, thinking of the biggest secret at the school and how I was forbidden from touching or sharing any of the artifacts.
 
   “I warned you to never use the tools there. But things have changed.”
 
   “Yeah things have changed. I just got my ass kicked six ways from Sunday.” I said and spit out a mouthful of blood.
 
   “Ignore the letter. Do you hear me? Open the way, go back, gather tools from the room. Then you must return and destroy Balkir. I don’t mean defeat him. I mean rend him and grind his corpse to nothingness. You must survive and win. Do you hear me?”
 
   “Yeah, right. Go get help and come back and kick his ass. Sure, right after I die.” I tried to pass out again.
 
   “Do not let him have the key! It’s part of you and will not work unless you release it. That’s what this is about. Do you understand?”
 
   Words muttered somewhere in the distance reassured me that Balkir was still in the room. Great. What fresh hell was I in for? I tried to laugh at my own pun but failed miserably.
 
   The Salazar ghost was going on about some fate of the earth bullshit but I didn’t care. What I did care about was how much I hurt and how many ways I wanted to do harm to Balkir. I didn’t just want to hurt him. I wanted to, as the fake Salazar apparition said, rend him. I wanted to tear off his skin and leave him to sizzle in the ward.
 
   “Idiot son,” Salazar muttered again. 
 
   The shape in my mind still hovered on the periphery, like it was just out of reach. I focused on it and centered it in my mind. Something stuck me, but this time it was an icicle between the eyes. It slid into my skull and rooted around.
 
   Being beat up by Balkir had been horrible. I was left almost a cripple and every inch of my body hurt. By contrast, having my old teacher, Salazar, in my head was the single most painful experience of my life. Razor blades bit at my eyes, head, and skull. My spine went cold and the pride I had felt a few moments ago at my ability not to shit myself evaporated.
 
   “YOU!” Balkir howled. I opened my good eye one more time to see the form of the old demonologist raising his staff. Before me knelt Salazar, but he had true substance this time. Dirt and grime marred his features but his hooknose, always a source of pride, was even red with blood. I wasn’t sure which of us was in worse shape, even with him being dead.
 
   “Phineas!” Salazar screamed and something gave way behind my eyes. There was a barrier in the distance and I was drawn toward it. My head spun as I rushed across the ruthless expanse of my mind. Closer and closer. I tried to stop but it was no use. The glyph rose before me, massive, mighty, pulsing with life. It detached itself and came for me. I tried to throw my arms out but they were useless.
 
   The shape tore into me, shredding my limbs and mind. I tried to howl but nothing came out.
 
   I succumbed to the darkness that had been clawing for me. However, not before I saw Salazar rising into the air and fleeing as fireballs swept after him.
 
   “Happy trails,” I muttered and passed out.
 
    
 
   **
 
    
 
   Glenda and Ashley stood before me. Glenda had on the same red leather she was so fond of. It was form fitting and she certainly had the form for it. Ashley wore a simple dress that caressed the tops of her knees. It was bright red and suited her. I felt like I was seeing her sunny personality and not really her clothing. Even my dreams were filled with metaphors today.
 
   I wanted nothing more than to go to Ashley and fold her in my arms, tell her that detective Andrews was nothing. That she was all I desired, but she kept shrinking away from me as if I were climbing a mountain that had no end.
 
   Glenda leapt into view and her smile turned to horror. Her lungs filled and then she screamed words that I couldn’t make out. Ashley gestured at something behind me but I couldn’t turn my head to look. Then an ocean of flame rolled across the landscape behind them. It consumed trees, clouds, and the very earth itself. It rolled over them and turned them to ash as I screamed in horror. Then it was on me and I was on fire. I howled, but it was no use because I was nothing.
 
   The void was everything.
 
   Hints of light opened up at the corners. I was in a box, a massive one that must have been my new prison. Then the corners unfolded and elliptical lines of blue fluttered and spread out until they met. I covered my eyes with my hand but not before the light was there. It was, more so than the fire of my dream a moment ago, even more encompassing. What could I do with it? My body was broken. I had been defeated and had nothing left. I had no spells, no components. Some of my fingers were even smashed, so drawing the simplest of glyphs would be a slow and painful experience.
 
   But the light was still there.
 
   “What?” a voice from far far away asked. 
 
   “What?” I asked back, but the words didn’t come out right. Was I missing teeth? 
 
   “The key, the key the key …” a tiny voice whispered over and over. I tried to chime in with the pedantic tone. “The key the key the key.”
 
   The key. But Balkir was stuck here just like I was. Or was he? Did he have some way to return to the other realm?
 
   Something pulsed underneath me, then a massive weight picked up my already shattered body and slammed it into the ground. I screamed long and hard at that one and was glad for it, because at least I had found my voice.
 
   That wasn’t the only thing I had found.
 
   It came to me like a literal bulb that blazed as bright as the sun. I had found the light and it was mine to command. But even as I did I had only one thought. The key.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Sixteen
 
    
 
   There was a moment of breath taking beauty when all I wanted to do was inhale the flames that surrounded me. I wanted to meet immolation just as Glenda and Ashley had a moment ago. I wanted the light to become physical and consume me; take away my pain and end, forever, my suffering.
 
   Then I thought of an even better use for it.
 
   My eyes slammed open like a doorway. I was able to see everything. I don’t mean that as another lame metaphor. I was literally able to see every pulse, breath, whisper, person, soul, demon, and otherwise that resided in this hell. I had no doubt that if I so desired I could look outside this room and see the rest of the ward.
 
   With a word, I asked one of the skittering demons to assist me. It came to my call but instead of one it was legion. Things moved in the bubbling pools of lava. Heads shuffled and broke through the surface. Eyes, black as the obsidian floor, turned to regard me. Voices begged me to tell them what to do. 
 
   “Rend!” I howled as I came off the ground.
 
   Balkir was at least fifty feet away when he heard my voice. He turned, whipping his staff around, and cast a ball of flame the size of a subcompact in my direction.
 
   I should have dove for it or ran until I reached tomorrow, but things were different now. I saw the glyph for what it was. I saw the thread that connected it to the cusp.
 
   So I snipped it. 
 
   The ball of flame ran out of steam and faded to nothingness before it had rushed even half the distance.
 
   “No!” he howled and tried again.
 
   “Rend!” I said, because nothing else made sense.
 
   The power was there and it was real. It was all consuming, and I thought that I could obliterate this ward with it. 
 
   “Careful!” the apparition of Salazar yelled as it dropped from somewhere high above. “Do not use too much.”
 
   “What is too much?” I laughed and cast a howling banshee of flame back at Balkir. The whirlwind rose from the black ground and tore chunks of stone as it moved. They swirled in a hazy miasma that ripped apart everything it touched. Demons large and small tried to get out of its path but couldn’t move fast enough.
 
   Balkir rose into the air encased in some kind of opaque ball and avoided the path of the whirlwind, so I simply told it to pursue. The force swept up and followed.
 
   He landed some ways to my right, so I walked toward him. I pulsed with power and let it bleed forth as I stalked him. Wisps of lambent energy surrounded my form, flickering in and out of existence. I wanted him to know fear. I wanted him to piss in his robe and beg for mercy. He would get none, but I wanted to hear the words anyway.
 
   A force of winged demons rose from the lava pool and intercepted my banshee. They went down screaming, but took the force out of my flaming tornado.
 
   “This changes nothing!” Balkir screamed and gestured. His hand, covered in a glyph of some sort, blurred. His form was close behind and became corporeal. Oh no, he wasn’t getting away that easily.
 
   I also gestured, a call to the pool nearest Balkir. Lava responded by rising into the air and coating the area where he’d stood. A new shape appeared where Balkir had been. The monstrous demon with the broken horn and missing ear. Balkir slid into him as if slipping behind a curtain. If that wasn’t the ultimate charlatan trick then I didn’t know what was.
 
   “Rend!” I howled again and cast another banshee at the shape. It was so effortless, like the simplest of spells made real. There was no struggling with components or words. I simply drew on whatever Salazar had let loose in my head and the power responded.
 
   I waited for the demon to be immolated, but it shrugged through the onslaught and strode for the pool.
 
   I gestured again, knowing the motion of my hand had no effect on the powers I was wielding, but like any warlock worth his salt I was also a showman. The pool rose at my command and became a wall of lava. I told it to solidify but quickly realized my mistake. I had no other elements to call upon. No water or ice to hasten its cooling. The air was there but the two weren’t generally friends. I could accelerate it to hasten cooling but it would take a long time.
 
   The demon stepped into the wall and sank. I howled in fury as its head turned to regard me. Eyes darker than the floor bore a calculating look into me as they joined the flame and slid below the surface.
 
   I ran to the edge of the pool, determined to somehow pursue.
 
   “Stop!” Salazar called. I turned to see where he was and found him kneeling, one hand on the floor, the other gesturing for me. 
 
   “Salazar!” I yelled and rushed to his side only to learn that he wasn’t really there. I reached for him but his form had no substance.
 
   “How is this possible?” I asked.
 
   “My body is gone but I remain in a weakened state. We understand so little about this place and you must learn it or it will also consume you.”
 
   “But I’m so powerful here. I can help you come back.”
 
   “Do not! If you try I fear it will truly end me. I have only the barest of links to the world of men and would be nothing if dragged to the other side.”
 
   Even as I considered ways to return my teacher to the other side, I gasped as the pressure in my head popped. Power had been everywhere. I had been consumed with it, reveled in it, but now it was fading. I lashed out and grabbed at more but it was useless. Like trying to grasp a waterfall with only my hands.
 
   “Go!” he yelled. “You must return and do as I have asked. You are not ready for this, but it was either awaken you or watch you die. You have no inkling of the true nature of what it means to be a child of the cusp, so you must return and learn all you can. There are books in the room, but they will be of only moderate use.”
 
   “I can go after him!”
 
   “You cannot. That one has learned a very dangerous trick and there is little you can do to stop him. He has learned the art of possession, but not as we understand it. He can take over a demon and control it. That was how he killed me and how he plans to destroy the league. Return, gather an army, and then learn how to destroy him.”
 
   “I don’t even know how to get out of here.” I sat by Salazar’s form and watched the lava pools recede, as if pulled from far below. The air still blistered with their heat, but I was beyond such things. For now.
 
   “The cusp, go to it. You are born of it and can feel its calling. We are close now. You cannot go far in the ward, not in human form, and that is what makes Balkir so dangerous. He has reached the second ward but he may plan to go even farther. He must be stopped.”
 
   “Why, Salazar? Why has Balkir done this? He was always power hungry, always wanted to be in control of the league, but I find it hard to believe he would wish to usher in its destruction no good reason other than for the thrill of the kill.”
 
   “He has long lusted for control, but he was so quiet and secretive. I would tell you more but the league can do that. Ask them. Go now. Go!”
 
   “Will you be all right?”
 
   “Yes, now go before I drill another hole in your head.”
 
   More of the power bled away and my body become heavier.
 
   “One way. That’s how it works, right?” I said, gesturing in the direction of the cusp.
 
   “For most. Not for you. It will obey, but you must go before the lassitude sets in. Go, my friend.” He faded. “Return to the room. Visualize the portal and go to it. Visualize it with all your being!” 
 
   Come back Obi-Wan, I wanted to howl, but the apparition was gone. If being a master necromancer meant I would be able to one day escape the confines of my body and drift, like a ghost, like so many of the dead I had hunted down through the years, I wanted to find a new following.
 
   I clenched my fists and let out a keening howl as Salazar faded from sight. His form was there one moment, the next he vanished and the obsidian he had knelt upon held no trace of my former teacher. 
 
   “Please,” I begged, but I wasn’t even sure what I was asking for.
 
   I collapsed as energy continued to be leached out of my body by my environment.
 
   I sat and thought of Salazar’s room, focusing on its dimension and shape. I thought of the summoning stone and the runes that surrounded it. I focused on them and opened myself to the glyph that had unlocked my mind. Slowly, ever so slowly, the ancient rune manifested itself and I fell into it.
 
   Then I hit the stairs to the room I was supposed to guard, and once again tumbled down every single one.
 
    
 
   **
 
    
 
   I would like to say that the next day was roses and puppy dogs. That I was rescued, taken to a hospital, and given top-notch care. 
 
   It was not.
 
   I was shivering in the dark, dressed in the remnants of my inquisitor robes, and wished I could simply die. I reached for the cusp and managed a trickle. That was enough to ask the air for a little bit of help, so it obliged by warming up around me. I dozed for a few hours then roused myself and staggered down the hallway.
 
   I managed to make it to the room I was to guard and pulled myself up into the chair that Salazar used to sit at. I gazed over the stacks of books and shifted a few around. My eye fell on one in particular and I picked up the slim tome.
 
   The title had long faded, but as I flipped through its pages I found that there was a great secret contained within. Something that I would be able to use. I slipped the tome inside my robe. 
 
   The little fish man I’d seen earlier stared back at me and smiled again. I waved and he shimmered in the water and did a little back flip. They he raced around the vial like he was trying to tell me something. This time I slipped him into my robe next to the book.
 
   The next five minutes were agony as I dragged myself up the stairs and managed to open the gateway.
 
   I hid in Salazar’s old room for the day and mixed every curative I could think of and tossed them back with a grimace. I found a salve on a shelf and hoped it had been created in the last century. After moping around, feeling sorry for myself, and generally buzzed on the shit I’d swallowed, I mixed up a proper flight potion.
 
   Flying was much easier this time. Without my fork I had little hope of making it home, so when I was a few miles from the guild I dropped to the city and hailed a taxi. The driver looked me over but didn’t kick my sorry ass out.
 
   “You okay, man?”
 
   “My wife hates my cooking.” I mumbled, gave him my home address, and slept all the way home.
 
   When I finally opened my front door, it was to the sound of my phone ringing.
 
   “One beat warlock incorporated. I can’t help you today.”
 
   “Phineas?” It was Ashley.
 
   I stared at the phone for a few seconds and tried to organize my thoughts.
 
   “Uh hey ya.” I said. One of my wittier lines, if I do say so myself.
 
   “I’ve been trying to reach you for days.”
 
   “Ashley,” I said. Brilliant.
 
   “If you’re trying to brush me off, that’s fine. I just wanted to apologize for acting so weird the other day. Okay then, I’ll leave you alone.”
 
   “Wait, Ash. I’ve had a rough couple of days. Really rough. I’m happy …” then the phone cut out.
 
   “Hello, Phineas. Do you know who this is?”
 
   “You are such a pain in the ass, Balkir. Didn’t I kick your ass enough last night?” His voice sounded hollow, like he was in a giant room yelling into a phone. How was he doing this?
 
   “A minor setback, I assure you. As to the woman you were speaking with, I think I will pay her a visit.”
 
   “Balkir, I think you’ve been smoking too much brimstone. We both know you are trapped in the wards and I’m the only key out. The problem is that I am free and on this side of the cusp. So listen, buddy. Why don’t you go find a nice tall demon named Sally and let him butt fu--”
 
   “This is not over. Not over by a long shot.”
 
   “You got that right because I’m about to do something you’d never expect.”
 
   “Die quickly?”
 
   “Does this sound like a phone hanging up?”
 
   I tried to *69 Ashley but got a bunch of clicks and buzzes and assumed it was the phone company actually trying to call back into the hells. If he’d called me he must have had some kind of agent on this side. It was the only thing that made sense.
 
   I dug through my things, looking for the number Ashley had given me a few nights ago. I found it in one of the robes I’d marked for incineration and gave a little hoot of joy.
 
   Curatives swirled around my gut and balms did their best to stitch me together, but I was a mess. I really needed to sleep for about thirty six hours then go finish kicking Balkir’s ass. 
 
   I touched the cusp again and found a pool of power to draw on. I breathed it in and reveled in the flow.
 
   Then the doorbell rang. Not now. I needed to call my girl and apologize profusely then figure out how to get her some flower at the very least.
 
   I trudged to the front of the house. 
 
   My feet felt like they were on fire and my legs were bruised from Balkir’s kicks. I was sure at least one rib was cracked and my breathing was shallow on the right side. 
 
   I opened the door and held onto the door frame with every fiber of my being, hoping it wasn’t a demon come to fight.
 
   It wasn’t, but it was close.
 
   “Idiot warlock. Where in the hells have you been!”
 
   “Hi Glenda.” 
 
   She was dressed in skin tight black leathers this time. I wanted to feel my pulse quicken, but it was too beat up to bother. She whipped out a cell phone and punched in a quick message then slid the tiny device into a pocket at her side.
 
   “How does that even fit in there?”
 
   “In. Get in there and let me look at you. Gods, Phin. You look like you were tossed down a flight of stairs and then soundly beaten to a pulp, and where have you been for the past few days? Not a word. Not a single word. The last I heard you were going to visit the necropolis and then bam, you are off the grid. If you think that it’s like the old days, when you could just come and go as you--”
 
   “Glenda, if you don’t hurry up and get to some kind of point I am going to collapse right here.”
 
   “You first. What happened?”
 
   “It’s pretty cliché. Blakir’s returned from the grave.”
 
   “You really are delusional, you idiotic charlatan of a warlock.”
 
   Glenda pushed me toward the couch until the back of my legs hit and I was forced to sit down with an ‘umph.’ She slung a bag around her shoulder and unzipped it. I caught a hand scrawled title ‘Death Box’ on the lid. The inside was filled with more vials than I had ever seen in my life. Each had a tiny symbol etched in the top that made little sense to me.
 
   “Why is it called ‘death bag.’”
 
   “Because it is. Now shut up.”
 
   “I’m not delusional about Balkir. He really did just call me, and yesterday he tried to beat me to death in the first ward.”
 
   The back door banged in its frame. I guessed that would be Frank, because why shouldn’t my home be a congregation center for all of my weird friends. I stared toward the door but it didn’t magically open.
 
   “Just change into a dodo bird and fly in, Frank,” I yelled.
 
   Glenda tsked, put a drop of something on my lips before I could protest, and left me to my own devices for a moment. Frank sounded concerned but he played it cool by Glenda, even though I saw him glance into the room a couple of times, worry clouding his features.
 
   “I’m fine, thank you,” I said and then my body grew very warm and the world swam out of focus. “What the hell did you give me? Glenda!”
 
   I swam for a while.
 
    
 
   **
 
    
 
   I didn’t sleep exactly. Whatever crap Glenda had put on my lips made me drift on a warm cloud. I was aware of my surroundings as well as the familiar faces that wafted across my line of sight. I’d love to get the recipe, but witches were notoriously secretive about their formulas, even more so than we warlocks.
 
   I was also irritated beyond belief. I had to snap out of this spell and call Ashley. I needed to make plans to take down Balkir. I had to warn the guild about his plans, and I had to clear up the matter of Salazar’s death, plus find out how to get his soul out of the wards, provided it was still intact. I ached to stomp my foot and scream at Glenda to let me go. Instead I floated in a half stoned, half lobotomized state.
 
   I’d like to say that I came out of it feeling refreshed, after I had drifted for what seemed like days.
 
   Something moved in the room with me.
 
   I flew out off the couch on a wave of pure sorcery. It ripped at the air and pulled at my skin, hair, eyes, and mouth. At least one throw pillow burst into flame and a lost soul screamed as it fled the room. It had been watching me, curious, and in a form I’d never experienced before. Clothed and humanoid, not a mist. I somehow regained control before the room immolated.
 
   “I’ve got the power!” was the only thing I could think to yell. The band ‘SNAP’ did not magically appear.
 
   “What is wrong with you?” Glenda exclaimed. Hands on hips, she regarded me from across the room like a mother scolding a child. I thought about setting her leathers on fire to teach her a lesson.
 
   “You can’t just drug me like that, Glenda. Do you understand half of what’s going on out there?”
 
   “I don’t, Phineas Cavanaugh, but I do understand half of what was going on with you. You had a broken blood vessel in one eye, you had a concussion, and I’m pretty sure one of your rib bones was in danger of puncturing your lungs. So before you go lecturing me, lecture yourself about taking better care. Got it? I didn’t want to explain to Doc how we lost Salazar and his protégé in one week, especially when you have the you-know-what to the you-know-where.” She fumed.
 
   I finally looked around and found Frank, Doc, and Collin all seated in my living room eating cheese, crackers, little cookies, and sipping tea like it was Sunday fucking afternoon on Downton Abbey. 
 
   Peaches even had one eyes on me. She was curled up near Doc, with her rear legs scissored at a weird angle.
 
   They’d dragged my crappy television into the living room and adjusted the rabbit ears to pick up a baseball game. The Seattle Mariners were losing to the Yankees ten to two.
 
   “So you’ve all been sitting around while I was wasted on the couch?”
 
   “Not the first time,” Doc quipped.
 
   “You snore really loud, chief,” Frank said and popped a naked Oreo half into his mouth. He held his finger down and Peaches rolled over and licked white filling.
 
   “Phineas, can I ask you a favor?” Collin asked. He had one leg crossed over the other and looked relaxed, while also appearing as uptight as a priest at a strip club.
 
   “Sure, Collin, seeing as how I’m in my own house and your girlfriend just drugged me out of my mind.”
 
   “Whatever. Can you please go take a shower? You smell like demon spoor.”
 
   “I told her I was in the wards.” I shoved my thumb in Glenda’s direction. “I don’t think her elevator goes all the way to the top, if you know what I mean.”
 
   “I am going to drug you into next week,” Glenda threatened.
 
    “This is why nobody likes you, Glenda. Tell me one thing, friends,” I said. “Did a girl named Ashley call?”
 
   “She did, but she sounded angry when I answered,” Glenda said. “New squeeze?”
 
   “Probably not anymore.” I groaned.
 
   “Just call her back and tell her what you told us.”
 
   “What? That I went to hell and didn’t even get a cool t-shirt? Or how about the fact that I was going to call her days ago and apologize for … Well, for something personal. Or maybe I should tell her that my idiot ex is here and has me drugged, or that I was stuck in the first ward and beaten to a pulp by a dead man? Which part should I tell her exactly, Glenda?”
 
   “This is what I’m talking about. No gratitude.” Glenda sniffed and took a seat.
 
   Peaches winked at me and wandered over to be pet by Glenda.
 
   “Demon, eat one of her legs.”
 
   “Repast, you say? Tis not my feeding time,” Peaches replied in his screeching voice. “But if you so command.”
 
   “I was kidding,” I said, wondering if I was.
 
   My talking demonic Pomeranian certainly got the room’s attention.
 
   “I told you so!” I pointed at Peaches and then stormed upstairs to take a shower.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Seventeen
 
    
 
   I was more or less happy to see that Peaches hadn’t eaten everyone in the room.
 
   Later I calmed down and explained to the others what had happened on the other side. Collin stared at me like I was nuts while Glenda sat, legs and arms crossed, like she was listening to the weather.
 
   As we discussed the implications of Balkir’s new found life as a possessor of demons, we came to the agreement that we needed to at least try to confront him. To be clear I said it was a very very bad idea, but Collin was unimpressed. If he wanted to take this case to the guild to gain full authority, he needed to see it firsthand. I suspected he still thought I was full of shit and just wanted proof so he could have me committed.
 
   I had the little book I’d removed from the room and was studying it intently between trying to listen and trying to make points.
 
   While the argument raged, Doc took out an old ivory pipe and went outside to smoke.
 
   I finally gave up on the ‘I’m going alone bravado’ after ten minutes.
 
   “Fine. If you guys want your souls roasting next to mine for eternity, don’t say I didn’t warn you.”
 
   Glenda rolled her eyes. Again.
 
   “Are you sure you actually went over the cusp. Maybe you were smoking something and all of your injuries are from falling off your fork?”
 
   “You got me. So stick around while I go back. All of you. This is insane.”
 
   She sniffed and crossed her arms again.
 
   “What do you speak of?” Doc returned. He was stooped and leaned on a staff, but his eyes were bright and more alive than I felt. He would look a little bit like Gandalf if he had a long white beard and hadn’t been wearing an AC/DC shirt. 
 
   “Kicking ass in the wards,” I said.
 
   “I’ll get my fork.” He left the room.
 
   “You shouldn’t be going anywhere.” Glenda had her motherly face on, but with her clothing it was about as believable as a stripper channeling Shakespeare. 
 
   “Glenda, enough mothering for one day.”
 
   “I’m not mothering. I’m just worried. I don’t know what really happened, but you clearly aren’t in your right mind.”
 
   “I’ve never been right in the head.” I moaned and covered my aching skull with one arm.
 
   Collin shot me a look that I couldn’t read. He looped an arm around Glenda’s shoulders and they moved a few feet away and whispered together. After a minute, they came back but Glenda didn’t look too happy.
 
   “And I suppose you figured out how to actually get us into the ward?”
 
   “As a matter of fact, I believe I have found a way,” I said and slipped the book back inside my pocket.
 
   “When can you be ready?” Collin asked.
 
   “Might as well go now. Assuming I can stand.”
 
   Glenda and Collin both frowned at my words, so I shot them a confident smile that was sheer bluster.  “This should be fun. A gathering of the callings. Two necromancers, a changer, a witch, and Mr. Grumpy Pants.”
 
   Collin frowned.
 
   “Let’s see how you do getting off the couch. This is such a bad idea. Look at you, Phin. You’re bruised and battered.” Glenda ignored my shot at her beau.
 
   “Some guys pay a lot of money to feel like this,” I said and tried to get to my feet.
 
   Glenda was not amused. I watched her carefully, convinced she was going to kick me regardless of me ending up on my ass or on my feet. 
 
   “Hand me a robe,” I said to Glenda with a winning smile.
 
   “What do I look like? Suzy-goddamn-homemaker? It’s in the laundry room. Get it yourself. If you’re so ready to run off and fight demons, you can start by making it that far.” 
 
   “You did my laundry? That’s so sweet.”
 
   “I did.” Doc grinned.
 
   “I hope you went easy on the starch.”
 
   “Come on, Glenda, give me a break here.”
 
   She just stared. 
 
   “Always gotta do stuff the hard way,” I said and tried to get to my feet, thirsty, dizzy, floor spinning, stomach tossing, and throat clenching. Seconds later, I had made it up onto one knee. My head pounded so hard I was afraid it would give in to the pressure in my blood vessels and just explode.
 
   I stuck my hand out for support, but even Frank backed away when Glenda cast her smoldering gaze on him. 
 
   “Fine, have it your way,” I muttered and used the couch arm to help me stand. I experienced a moment of vertigo before I took one stiff robot step and used the momentum to get my other leg moving. Walking, something I’d done for a good long while now, suddenly wasn’t so easy.
 
   Glenda shook her head and left the room. I’ve never been so happy to see her depart.
 
   “She still cares for you, but not in that way, you know,” Collin said.
 
   “I can handle Glenda,” I said.
 
   “Really? Because it’s a bad idea to get on her bad side.”
 
   “Thanks, Captain Obvious. I know what she’s like.” 
 
   We both looked away for one uncomfortable moment.
 
   “What did you say to her a minute ago?”
 
   “I told her that I believed you. It’s crazy, but I know something happened at the school. I know Salazar’s death wasn’t a spell gone wrong. I admit that Balkir’s involvement was a shock, but I knew about the blood magic. I’ve known for a while and I looked away.”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “I mean I sensed it but I didn’t pursue the matter. I assumed that if someone like Balkir was dabbling in blood magic then I needed to be blind to it. He’s just so old and has so much history. I’m barely one hundred and forty. He could burn me to a crisp without batting an eye, and that’s the truth of the matter.”
 
   “You were scared?” I didn’t bother to mention my own brush with blood magic a few days ago.
 
   “Not scared, respectful. What would you do if you found out that Salazar was holding midnight communes with a third ward demon?”
 
   “Honestly? I’d probably give him a medal. Third’s a tough bunch.”
 
   “Don’t be such a smartass.” He frowned.
 
   “I get your point, but what you did was a mistake. If you’d said something, launched a formal investigation, maybe my mentor would be alive now.”
 
   He looked away.
 
   I didn’t poke him in the chest but I wanted to. Inside I felt rage, but this was not the time to get into it with Collin. The fact was that he’d messed up and now people were dead. Some head of security he had been. When all of this was over I planned to launch a formal inquiry. If I survived the next few days and wasn’t laughed out of the guild.
 
   “We’ll talk about it later,” I said and got as far as the door into the laundry room before I reached out for a handle that wasn’t there. Luckily a hand took mine and I found myself looking at Doc. He had a firm grip, and despite his age his arms were like iron bars where they held me up.
 
   “You look like shit.”
 
   “Thanks, Doc.”
 
   “I made coffee.”
 
   “I’ll take a gallon.” 
 
   “Son, can you really do all that malarkey you were talking about?”
 
   “I don’t know, Doc. I can do some wild things, and now that I understand the cusp a little better I think I can get us in.” I didn’t bother telling him that I’d read how to get in less than thirty minutes ago.
 
   He nodded.
 
   “Should I whip up a few zombies?”
 
   “It would take too long for them to traipse toward the cusp.”
 
   Doc nodded and looked around the room.
 
   “Guess I’ll have to settle for a classic,” he said and pulled out a revolver that was modern a hundred and fifty years ago.
 
   “That’ll do, Doc. That’ll do.”
 
   “Keep that up and I’ll pistol whip you into tomorrow.” He smiled.
 
   “I’m a child of the cusp. I think it’s time you all started respecting that.”
 
   Peaches belched brimstone and rolled on her back, legs sticking straight up in the air.
 
    
 
   **
 
    
 
   We were about to magically zap inside the ward, to a summoning portal that probably hadn’t been touched in centuries. There, we’d confront the most powerful demonologist ever, on his own territory. I had no doubt that we were about to get our collective asses beaten. With that in mind, I wanted to talk to one other person and ask her a favor.
 
   I came up with a plan and then made a quick call.
 
   Collin had been nice enough to return my chest piece from the guild. I strapped on the cold metal. The pain was immediate as the cruel metal bit into my flesh. 
 
   I spun around to find Peaches sitting in the doorway watching me get dressed. That wasn’t creepy at all.
 
   “Thou dost seek to quest, yes? To where, might I ask, do you proceed this night?”
 
   “Going back to the wards to stop a guy that can possess demons.”
 
   “Thou speakest truly?” His grating voice was incredulous.
 
   “It’s a long story. See, I’m this child of the cusp. Balkir’s turned into a complete dick. He’s now a megalomaniac demonologist in charge of a building-sized demon. When he’s done ripping the door off the cusp, he intends to wipe out the guild, to take over. Same thing I guess.”
 
    
 
   “Blow, blow, thou winter wind
 
   Thou art not so unkind,
 
   As man's ingratitude.”
 
    
 
   “Right. So that’s how my life has been over the last few days. You stayed here and ate all of my frozen hamburger then threw up and crapped all over my bedroom. Why does your shit still smell like brimstone? Never mind, I don’t want to know.”
 
   “I will accompany thee.”
 
   “And I suppose that as soon as you are on the other side of the cusp you’ll just hang out in dog form and not try to kill me.”
 
    “I can be of use. Trust me. I pledged, and demons do not break their vows.”
 
   “That has not always been my experience, Peaches.”
 
    
 
   “I pray thee cease thy counsel,
 
   Which falls into mine ears as profitless
 
   as water in a sieve.”
 
    
 
   “Fine! Just stop with the quotes,” I pleaded.
 
   The demon panted in an almost doglike manner, except its tongue didn’t move and neither did her sides. Weirdo.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Eighteen
 
    
 
   I headed for the backyard and grabbed my fork on the way. Doc had been kind enough to send an apprentice to pick it up by South of Heaven the night before. 
 
   Peaches groaned when I picked her up for the ride.
 
   “Thou aren’t serious?” she croaked.
 
   “How else did you plan to get there?”
 
   “I shall meet you there.” And then the damn beast veered into a shadow and was gone. 
 
   I stuck around long enough to close my mouth.
 
   I snuck into my shed and dug out an old can of Rockin’ Witch. If Glenda saw me drinking the stuff she’d never stop giving me crap. It helped restore some energy, but like an energy drink it would wear off soon and probably leave me feeling shaky. Making the running start while buzzed was a hell of a lot more fun than gimping over my backyard.
 
   Houses were murky thanks to a low fog. Luckily I was used to flying in less than ideal conditions and found the freeway a few minutes later. Then it was just a rush to reach the city.
 
   Here I was, a child of the cusp, about to do battle with a demon in one of the wards and I was traipsing off to meet a woman that seemed to have me wrapped around her little finger. 
 
   But I had two very good reasons: One, I needed something from her. And two, I was, indeed, wrapped around her finger.
 
   I hit Pioneer Square and then it was almost straight down until I made a running stop a half a block from the Starbucks that Ashley worked at. I tucked my fork into the corner of a building and drew a quick glyph to hide its presence. With potions splashing and spell components clinking in little bottles, I moved toward the coffee shop.
 
   “This is not the cusp,” Peaches said, making a reappearance.
 
   “Stop talking. You’ll freak people out.”
 
    
 
   “Conversation should be pleasant without scurrility, 
 
   witty without affectation, free without indecency, l
 
   earned without conceitedness, novel without falsehood.”
 
    
 
   “Seriously?”
 
   “Why are we here?”
 
   “I need to see someone. Now be quiet or I’ll leave you. Maybe you’ll meet a nice Rottweiler named Spike.”
 
   “Rottweiler sounds a delightful meal.”
 
   I moved across a street that was coated in a light sheen of water. Oil reflected off the surface in rainbow patterns under the wan light. I avoided a broken beer bottle and then stepped onto the curb in front of Starbucks. There was a bar next to it and a party was in full swing, complete with pulsing lights and pounding music. I had the crazy urge to just go inside and drink the night away. To hell with this hero bullshit.
 
   The store was being put back in order. A piece of plywood had been placed over two of the shattered windows, but one was still intact. Over the entryway was a huge sign that read “Open during construction.”
 
   My stomach sank when I thought of the changer I’d chased in here and then killed. Balkir had been at work in a complex plot to kill me. Or get my blood. Or get my blood and body parts. I was still a little foggy on how deep his treachery ran.
 
   But all of that faded to the back of my mind when I saw her.
 
   Ashley sat, still dressed in her work clothing, with an apron draped on the table in front of her. She had a textbook open but she wasn’t paying attention to it. Instead she had her eye on the door before glancing down at her watch. It was then that I made a decision to just turn and leave. It wouldn’t be right to drag her into my plans. I could just go ahead and fly to the cusp, and if I didn’t survive then she would never have to worry about me.
 
   Yeah. This hero bullshit had truly run its course.
 
   “The woman you wish to lay with resides here. Is that the plan? To mate with her and then attack the demon that is below?”
 
   “I’m not mating with her tonight, and if I don’t play it cool I’ll never mate with her again.”
 
   But it was too late. Ashley picked that moment to look outside and meet my eyes. Then she frowned and I almost left.
 
   Before I could make a run for it, my feet decided to start moving toward the front door. 
 
   The store was back in one piece, more or less. Huge chunks of ceiling were still covered in plastic and some wires hung down in bundles. Most of the chairs had been replaced just as the tables had.
 
   I had a moment of vertigo when I remembered the face of the man that had died by my hand. The changer that had gone rogue and tried to kill me in the Seattle underground. I wondered what Andrews was up to since I’d gone missing. Since we’d closed the door on the mystery of the dead tourists, I hadn’t heard a word from her. That included a distinct lack of medals or payment of any sort. Then again I hadn’t exactly checked my mail in the last few days.
 
   A barista stood behind the counter, but she didn’t pay us any attention. She had a magazine open in front of her and earphones jammed into her ears. Her head bobbed. At least Mr. Scruffy wasn’t here to scowl at me.
 
   The coffee shop was working on getting the smell right. The scent of burned beans didn’t have much of a chance of overpowering the undercurrent of flames that had tried to devour the building a week ago, but it was a start.
 
   “Oh my god.” Ashley came to her feet and took a step toward me.
 
   “Yep. I made it, just as promised.”
 
   “Phineas, what happened to you?”
 
   She stood a foot away and her hand came up to brush the hair out of my face. She touched a cheek and poked my forehead. Each one hurt from the bruises, but I didn’t mind so much.
 
   Ashley was beautiful. I thought of our night together, of our bodies intertwined, and wondered how in the hell I’d gotten so lucky. If I wanted anything like that to happen again I better watch my step.
 
   “I went to hell, got my ass kicked. But that’s not why I’m here. I wanted to apologize, Ashley, for a few things. Please just let me.”
 
   “Is hell a metaphor for hanging out with that detective?”
 
   “It was just one job, and that job was the only relationship we had. Look, Ashley, I’m sorry I didn’t get back to you but I was really kind of tied up. Actually I was tied to a sacrificial table.”
 
   That earned me a stony look.
 
   “Why are you here, Phineas? You got what you wanted from me. Now leave me alone.”
 
   “Ashley, it was nothing like that, and I’m sorry you got that impression. I loved our night together and want to spend more with you, or at least days. Just give me a chance.”
 
   “A chance. Let’s see. I’m free for lunch tomorrow.”
 
   “Tomorrow might not be good for me. I may be gone for a few days.”
 
   Another stony look.
 
   I decided to take a more direct route and probably get smacked upside the head. I took Ashley, who somehow still smelled like raspberries with a strong undercurrent of coffee, and folded her into an embrace.
 
   “If you think you’re going to march in here and smile, offer me a hug, and flowers … Wait, where are the flowers?”
 
   “I forgot.” I smiled. “The detective, she’s nothing. Really. We just worked together the one time and I think she is a nice enough person, but she carries a gun and she’s not really my type. You’re my type, Ash. You’re strong and beautiful and you study law. You’re more level headed than any woman I’ve met in years and I just want to be with you. Okay? I just want you.” I shot for the outfield.
 
   “Phineas Cavanaugh.” She said my name and stepped back.
 
   Oh great. I’d come on too heavy.
 
   “I don’t think this is going to work. You have too many issues and too many attachments. I’m just a normal girl that wants a normal boyfriend. I can’t deal with someone who disappears for days on end, doesn’t call, works with the cops, and plays with magic.”
 
   “Just let me explain, Ashley.”
 
   She sighed heavily and stood.
 
   “That’s what I’m talking about right there.”
 
   I was at a loss for words.
 
   “I’m sorry. I swear that if I could stay I would, but there is something I have to do. Something important. Something huge.”
 
   “Just go do whatever you have to do, Phineas.”
 
   I took the key out of my robe and pressed it into her hand.
 
   “One last thing. Hide this. Keep it safe. If I’m not back in a few weeks, take it on a ferry trip over the Puget Sound and drop it.”
 
   “What is it?”
 
   “Just please do this for me? I promise I’ll be in touch soon.”
 
   I leaned over and kissed her forehead, but I didn’t give her a chance to say no. I walked out the door and went to find my fork without a word to Peaches. She followed in my wake and wisely shut up for a change.
 
   It wasn’t until I was on my way back to my place that I realized I had probably put Ashley in great danger. I considered going back for the key but we did not have time.
 
    
 
   **
 
    
 
   They were already in the room when I arrived.
 
   My summoning stone was old and small compared to the one back in Salazar’s room. I’d dragged the heavy rock here about fifty years ago and buried it. I left the top chunk flush with the ground and then set about salting it.
 
   I was no demonologist, but it was convenient to call on things from the netherworlds when the job called for it. The ley line wasn’t the strongest, but it was better than most in the county so I stuck around. The glyphs had to be hand carved then there was the matter of precious stones to provide a catalyst. I didn’t expect to do any crazy feats with the stone so I stuck to the classics, rubies and sapphires.
 
   It didn’t get a lot of use nowadays, but I was fairly certain that I could send Peaches back to at least the first ward if the butthead pissed me off.
 
   I envisioned the glyph that Salazar had taught me and then let it do its things. Razor blades slashed through my mind and then there was a great pop, as if I were flying at ten thousand feet.
 
   I appeared in what I hoped was a puff of smoke.
 
   Three shocked faces greeted mine.
 
   “Hiya!” I said and hopped off the stone in Salazar’s room.
 
   “Fuck me,” Glenda said.
 
   “So that was easier than I thought it would be. We’re going to use the same method to head to the ward. Sound good?”
 
   “No!” three voices echoed.
 
   “It’s safe. I’ve done it a few times already and I’m still in one piece. Although the first time my robe was inside out when I arrived.” I lied.
 
   Collin sniffed and looked at his own freshly pressed robe.
 
   “What the hells? I’m game.” Doc grinned through his bushy mustache.
 
   “He does possess the skill of travel,” Peaches said with something approaching respect in her voice. “The wards are not as safe a journey, but I suspect I shall survive the trip. Thou three before us may be turned inside out.”
 
   Glenda fumed and Collin shifted from foot to foot.
 
   “Oh come on ya bunch of pansies,” I said and went to study the stone.
 
   Salazar’s room had been repaired. The busted window was replaced and most of the broken furniture, crushed desk, and spilled spell components had been disposed of. I didn’t risk a glance toward the shelf where his knick knacks had lain. Not that I was singling out my companions. I didn’t trust anyone.
 
   We had a shifter, a witch, an arcanist, and a demonically possessed Pomeranian. As far as armies went, it was only slightly on the pathetic side. I gestured for them to join me and they did, but only Doc looked excited. Peaches soaked up a nervous pat from Glenda.
 
   I was so tired I could barely stand, but I fought against my aching joints and throbbing head. If I wavered it was all over, and Glenda would have me back in bed before I got my first argument in.
 
   “As soon as we get across, I’ll start trying to pick up a trace of Salazar.” I said.
 
   “A trace?” Collin looked skeptical.
 
   “It’s what I do. You keep the peace and I follow the dead.”
 
   “Will it work? In the cusp, I mean?” Glenda asked.
 
   “Sure it will.” I tried to put as much conviction as I could into my voice. “What do you think us necromancers are up too all night?”
 
   “Playing with dead things,” Glenda said.
 
   “Oh shush, you.” 
 
   “I wish we had a better plan than marching in there, but I can’t think of anything. Is this the part where I say yippy-ki-yay?” Collin said.
 
   “If it makes you feel any better. Maybe you can sniff out some of that blood magic you talked about a few days ago?” I said with more than a hint of bitterness in my voice.
 
   I closed my eyes and focused on the glyph that Salazar had passed on to me then reached out and ripped at the curtain that covered the cusp. It was like reaching into a bowl of water that was randomly taking in blasts of electric current. I was fine at first, and then when the veil came into focus I was hit by the first wave. I concentrated as I stood transfixed, my body assaulted by the wave of energy that made my hair once again stand on end.
 
   I clenched my teeth in pain and adjusted my focus. When I had a portal established, I finally remembered to breathe.
 
   “See?” I gasped. “Piece of cake.”
 
   Collin stared at the curtain that shimmered before us and didn’t answer. He had a pair of daggers in hand and was caressing one of them while whispering. Imbued weapons? That was good. I wondered if we would get close enough to use them. 
 
   Collin tugged his robe open and secured the blades in a sheath that stretched across his chest.
 
   “Here’s to our health,” I said and popped the top on one of the vials I’d brought from my private stash.
 
   The black flecks swirled in circles as air hit the mixture. I tried to ignore the gritty taste and just tossed the entire thing back like a shot of shitty whiskey. Time had done nothing to make the dreadful mixture taste better.
 
   Like a combination of bleach, Kool-Aid, and sweaty socks, the potion made me want to do two things. 
 
   One, go back and start my day over, this time with a truncheon upside the head. 
 
   Two, puke until the only thing left in my stomach was ash.
 
   My gag reflex shuddered so violently that I must have looked like I had the grand daddy of hiccups building, but I managed not to make a fool of myself in front of my friends.
 
   A dead silence came over me like I’d suddenly had my ears filled with cotton. It didn’t last long and was replaced by a roar that made me want to walk into the cusp, build a house, talk non-stop for a few hours, and then do it all over again.
 
   In other words, it was some good shit.
 
   My heart threatened to beat out of my chest, so I put my hand there and found it wasn’t nearly as strong as I thought. Glenda still looked concerned but she didn’t say a word. Not even “idiot warlock.”
 
   “Well howdy do!” I exclaimed.
 
   “Time to go?” Doc asked. 
 
   He pulled out his revolver and inspected the load. Then he snapped the chamber closed and stuffed it in a holster somewhere inside his robe.
 
   “Not quite.” I attempted the part of my plan that I hadn’t really thought out. I grabbed at the portal and twisted it. My mind focused on the sacrificial stone I’d been tied to earlier, the one anchor in the ward that had my blood.
 
   The view shifted and I was falling. Collin called out and Glenda forked her fingers and chanted.
 
   Then we really were falling into the cusp.
 
   As my view of the room faded, I caught sight of Frank worming his way into the room thanks to a partially completed window, but before he could join us we hit the ground. Hard.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Nineteen
 
    
 
   Crossing the cusp was that easy. In our world one moment, in the hells the next.
 
   I slammed to my feet and went over in a heap. A thought later, my shield powered to life, sticking barbs into my chest. The brunt of my forward momentum was soaked up, but there was still enough to flip me on the ground
 
   Something was not right!
 
   Glenda managed to roll out of the fall and Collin grumbled as he floated to the hard ground on a wave of sorcery. Well well, look at Mr. Bookish with a few spells up his sleeve.
 
   Doc was saved from cracked knees by rolling to the side. He was old as dirt but also pretty spry. He stood and dusted off his dark robe.
 
   “You gotta work on that landing, boy.”
 
   The air had the same burned nature to it, like brimstone mixed with smoking wood. Hard basalt met my feet, and when I looked up I saw nothing but blood. The horizon was red as far as I could see. No clouds, just the hue of crimson.
 
   “What the hells?” I muttered as I looked around.
 
   Not good. There was no domed ceiling, no lake of fire. No sacrificial stone, no tiny demons, no smoke, and worst of all no Salazar! 
 
   We were on a stretch of sandy ground that crunched like crushed bone under my shoes. The sky wasn’t there. It was just an infinite stretch of nothingness. Not grey, not black, it just wasn’t there. The land had no features, no mountains, and nothing in the way of trees.
 
   “Is this the place?” Doc asked.
 
   “No.” I started to gesture toward what I thought might be the direction of the cusp, but even that wasn’t right because I couldn’t sense it.
 
   I looked up again and considered taking flight, but I’d been stubborn and insisted we leave our forks.
 
   I had to dive to the right or I would have been struck by a chunk of molten lava. It hit the curtain, sizzled, and then slid to the ground, leaving a sooty residue on the cusp.
 
   Glenda and Collin stared up and then joined hands and also dove out of the way of another flaming ball. Doc tugged his gun out and pointed it all around, but there was no target.
 
   Collin was the quickest and whipped out a scroll. He raised it high and uttered words that seemed to roll off my head. Arcanists, I’d never understood their art but now I was glad for it.
 
   An opaque dome appeared over us and stopped first one then three more molten chunks of fire. They rained down, struck like a giant hammer hitting the earth, and sent us cowering.
 
   As this fire fell, I realized that we were in fact surrounded by massive pillars that stretched into the skies, but they were so colorless that with little light they were all but invisible.
 
   “What now?” Glenda yelled.
 
   “I don’t know. This isn’t the right place.”
 
   “Then get us the hells to the right place!”
 
   Great idea. I concentrated on the stone, thought of the glyph, and then of the chamber. We flashed again but this time appeared near the cusp itself. I staggered to the ground and then jumped to my feet followed by Glenda, Collin, and Doc. I didn’t know where we were now either, but the shimmering curtain of the cusp was a few hundred feet away. Again fire rained down.
 
   “There!” I yelled, spotting what looked like a domed building a few hundred yards away.
 
   Glenda looked back for him and tried to stop Collin, but he dragged her along by the hand because Doc motioned them on. He had a couple of chunks of white material in hand. His lips moved over them then he tossed them on either side.
 
   I staggered to my feet as another blast ripped across the sky.
 
   The surface of the cusp offered little in the way of cover. No rocks or conveniently placed bunkers to hide behind.
 
   Thanks to Doc’s spell, a figure flowed out of the ground ahead, and then another right behind it. Dressed in rotted clothing, and showing open wounds and lacerated limbs that didn’t bleed, the two creatures swung in the direction of the chunks of lava and moved toward them. 
 
   The entrance to the demesne shouldn’t have been that far away, but things on the other side were different.
 
   “This way,” I yelled and hoped like hell the others followed.
 
   There was nothing of the mountain I had left behind. In its place stood a new structure. Like a giant hand had reached into the cusp and ripped up chunks of stone, a castle front was forming. A tower had already been carved into the mountainside with a second one taking shape next to it. As the invisible hand moved, flaming boulders the size of Volkswagens fell.  
 
   Shades of darkness swirled around us. A rotted wisp of fog hung low to the ground and ate at the desiccated landscape. Where the sand had been now lay a layer of dark glass. It was then I realized what was happening.
 
   A slab of rock fell from the sky and blasted the area we had been in a few seconds ago. The concussive blast bowled us over, but I rolled to my back in an attempt to see if another rock was about to crush us.
 
   Doc’s liches ranged ahead, but one fell to a slab of burning rock before it could raise a desiccated hand. The other chanted as it stalked toward the dome, but his words were lost in the roar. A pile of burning hate exploded before it could impact with one of us, showering the area with enough fiery objects to make me feel like we were in a World War II movie. I was just about ready to start digging a foxhole, even if I had to use my possessed dog to do so.
 
   Peaches ran ahead on four legs. I was surprised because the only thing I’d seen the demon accomplish was lying around, eating, or creeping out my friends. The fact that the possessed pooch could haul anything, including ass, was news to me.
 
   A couple more minutes of dodging death and we reached the side of the mountain nee castle. Glenda nearly ran into me and Collin into her. Our three stooges moment was brought short by the second lich blasting a few boulders from the air, then getting burned to a crisp when he tried to stop a ball of fire with his face.
 
   “I hope those didn’t cost too much, Doc,” I yelled, but the old man was still meandering across the open space. His lips moved, though I couldn’t make out what he was mumbling.
 
   I broke away and went back for Doc. He might have been as crazy as a loon, but he was still one of my oldest friends and a mentor. 
 
   “We need to haul ass,” I said as I came even with him.
 
   “I am hauling ass, son.” He puffed. His cheeks were ruddy and his breath came hard.
 
   “Don’t make me put you on my back.” 
 
   Doc scoffed, but he did pick up the pace.
 
   “Damn shame about those lichs. I thought we were under attack,” he said and looked up as another ball of flame rushed overhead. This one was so large and moving so quickly it actually gave off a whooshing noise.
 
   “We are under attack, from a really big mountain that is trying to turn into a castle … or volcano!” I shouted over the noise. It was so loud it rattled my teeth.
 
   “As we get closer, it gets less dangerous.” He grinned. 
 
   Son of a bitch. He was loving this.
 
   We reached the mountainside without getting smashed to a pulp. Doc had been right. The closer we got the less likely we were to be set on fire, and that went a long way towards improving my mood.
 
   “In the history of bad ideas this has to be the worst ever,” Glenda said between deep breaths.
 
   “I didn’t say I knew what I was doing,” I replied. 
 
   My heart pounded in my ears thanks to my potion. I had enough energy to give to the group but no way to share it. That was cool, though. I could just hang onto it and let it power me through the rest of the week. 
 
   Great. I was the coke-head version of a warlock.
 
   “What now?” a head popped out of a tunnel a few hundred feet away and croaked. Peaches had either found the way in or she had set a trap and we were about to walk right into it. We didn’t have much choice, except walking the perimeter.
 
   “There!” I pointed and broke into a trot.
 
   The mountain was as black as obsidian but not as shiny. The top rumbled and shook as we skirted the side. Rocks ranged in size from a fist to holy shit that’s a Greyhound bus! These cascaded down the mountain, forcing us to dash around to avoid them. 
 
   I had my hand on my jingling bandolier as we reached the cave entrance, only to find Peaches standing off to the side. Her black eyes regarded me with nothing like malice.
 
   “As I spoke, no betrayal. Are you not pleased?” the Pomeranian asked.
 
   “Couldn’t be happier!” I rubbed her head.
 
   “The path extends a ways, but it’s not far to a chamber. I smell your blood on the walls and ground.”
 
   “Does it look familiar?” Glenda asked me.
 
   “Not really, but I don’t remember how I arrived.”
 
   “It’s not raining down fireballs in there. Let’s find out,” Collin said and strode inside. He lifted his hand and a ball of blue light crept upward to precede him.
 
   We followed with Doc bringing up the rear. He sang a song under his breath as we moved along the passageway. Something about bawdy women and a sorceress named Bella Rue. I didn’t know the tune but I was glad for it just the same. I was also glad for the heat that suffused my body, thanks to the potion that was still threatening to make my head explode like something out of a David Cronenberg movie.
 
   “Yeah, this is it,” I said as we left the confines of the cave.
 
   It was larger than I remembered, and rose over us higher than any football stadium I had ever seen.
 
   “It’s huge,” Glenda whispered. 
 
   “I honestly don’t remember it being this big. Something weird is happening in the ward.”
 
   “In the ward. I can’t believe I let you drag me here.”
 
   “You came willingly if I recall.”
 
   “I came to keep your butt from getting smooshed like a bug.” Glenda went to stand by Collin’s side.
 
   We stayed near the wall, but I picked out huge chunks of rock that we would be able to sneak toward as we sought Salazar. 
 
   “Peaches, attack!” I said.
 
   The Pomeranian stared at me with something approaching contempt, and that was no easy task for a fuzzy faced teddy bear of a dog to pull off.
 
    
 
   “Cowards die many times before their deaths;
 
   The valiant never taste of death but once.”
 
    
 
   “You and that dog need to join a talent show when this is over,” Glenda said.
 
   “Where’s the enemy?” Doc joined us.
 
   “The last time I saw him he was in that giant pool over there, or maybe it was that giant pool. It’s kind of hazy. There was a giant pool of lava, that’s for sure.”
 
   “Do I need to point out the obvious? That we don’t possess the ability to pursue?” Doc said.
 
   “Yeah, that’s why we’re going to call him back.” I said.
 
   “So you do have a plan.” Glenda smiled.
 
   I skirted the edge of the domed room for a minute before I spotted the altar I’d been strapped too. Walking in the open left me exposed, but I was sure that whatever power Balkir had at his command was no longer in this realm, just like him. If he had a presence here, I was sure we would have been attacked by now.
 
   The altar was as I remembered it and covered in glyphs and my blood. Son of a bitch, trying to sell my soul to a demon. I wanted one good punch to knock Balkir on his ass.
 
   I took a potion from my bandolier and popped the cork. Then I poured some of the liquid on the surface and reached for the cusp. I didn’t have to go far because the power that had flooded me before was already here. It rushed into my body and then it was a battle to keep from self-immolating. Here, in this demonic realm, I had so much power I couldn’t even fathom how to expend it. The downside was that I had to rely on the realm’s elements, and those were fire and rock, so the potion became my catalyst. 
 
   The altar froze as the liquid spread. I called to the rock and it answered by opening millions of pores and taking the ice to its center. Soon I had an ice cube the size of a really big refrigerator.
 
   “That’s great. Now if you had a big enough glass you could make a drink large enough for a third ward demon to consume.” Glenda smirked. She had a tiny wand in hand that she was putting to use by etching glyphs in the air.
 
   Collin waited. I wondered what he would bring to the party once it started. Maybe he had the warlock version of a surface to air missile tucked away somewhere just waiting to unleash its power.
 
   I added a couple of vials to the surface and then broke them. The liquids sat inches apart as a layer of ice formed over the top. I scratched off a tiny chunk and put it in the palm of my hand. Then I coaxed it before it could melt, and blew on my components. A solid slab of ice hardened, with rock forming a dome over it.
 
   “That is a very fine trick, Phineas,” Doc said as he watched me work.
 
   “All right, everyone. Let’s get this into the lava pool over there,” I said and pushed. It didn’t move and may have actually pushed back. My hasty plan seemed to have an awfully large flaw.
 
   “Really?” Glenda asked, but my army gathered and we pushed for all we were worth. The altar, now a giant ice cube, at least did us the favor of moving a few feet before we stopped out of sheer exhaustion.
 
   “Well, shit.”
 
   “I got it,” I said, and ripped a wave of sorcery from the cusp. 
 
   The power lashed but I tempered it with a little air. The force of the blow stressed the ice, if all the cracking was any indication. I lifted one arm and coaxed the chunk to follow my lead. It was propelled hundreds of feet into the air then dropped as I severed the link. It struck with a splash of lava that splattered the edge of the pool, some of it covering Peaches. I gasped but she seemed to revel in the heat. She shook some of it off like it was water.
 
   I just knew I’d be dealing with burned dog hair when she insisted on coming. 
 
   “Now. We should run!” I said, and did just that.
 
   I looked back to make sure the others were following. Doc did his best, while Collin looked very annoyed. It was better than the alternative, which arrived in less than thirty seconds.
 
   A WHUMP sounded under the foundation as the potions combined. I’d used a high grade accelerant of moonwater combined with a liquefied version of saltpeter. When they met, in a marriage that lasted all of three or four seconds, a geyser of molten lava burst forth and reached almost to the ceiling. 
 
   I called to the elements and they responded by doing battle with the fire for dominance. The two coalesced and formed a giant rock sculpture, but not before lava rained down. We hid in the cavern and I leaped back more than a few times to get out of the way of falling fire.
 
   My work of art started to sink almost immediately and I didn’t even have a camera phone to get a shot.
 
   It didn’t take long for my calling card to get attention. No one likes a pest in their house, and I’d counted on Balkir to be the prickly one here.
 
   He rose from the giant pool of lava, took one look at my shitty artwork, and smashed it with one giant fire encased hand. Demons, small and large, came with him. They rode his shoulders and arms, dropped from his waist.
 
   I ripped a vial of blood from my bandolier and tossed it on the ground. The glyph was already on my lips but my tongue was dry, my mouth parched. I’d need a gallon of iced tea to slake my thirst. The vial was from the blood-mire I’d visited a few days ago and it was being returned to its realm. That’s right, Balkir, you dick. I brought it just for you.
 
   Regardless, I let the words fly and juggled the glyph, splitting it into two as it flew. It continued to divide as it struck the splash of blood.
 
   A howl sounded as souls raced to my command. Bodies, some desiccated and missing parts, others fully formed but sporting wounds, rose to do my bidding. They came from every direction to form in hundreds. More howls rose as the dead answered, set sights on the demons, and went to give battle.
 
   I might not have been a great necromancer, but I knew the basics. My newfound power simply multiplied my ability. See, no one wants a bunch of skeletons or zombies wandering around after a fight. One of those things gets loose in a city and it’s damned hard to find and put them all back down. In the cusp, surrounded by nothing but fire, they wouldn’t last long.
 
   “Give ’em hell!” Doc called from his corner. 
 
   One horn rose, curved, and pointed while the other remained a jagged stub. Glowing yellow eyes, one brighter than the other and surrounded by deep gouges, sought me out. His skin was red but black cracks shone through with malevolence.
 
   “That’s the guy. I’ll, er, distract him, you guys spank him,” I said and strode forth, stupidly, to meet the demon.
 
   Our opposing armies clashed, and sure mine didn’t exactly have the fire and fury of the demons, but there were an awful lot in my camp, thousands to meet his hundreds. Screams and howls filtered through the room as they engaged in battle.
 
   I had more than a trickle flowing into my shield, certainly enough to deflect anything light weight. The potion thrummed in my head still, making my skull feel like it was vibrating. I poured more power into my chest piece until I was sure it would soon glow.
 
   “That you, Balkir?”
 
   The demon’s massive head turned to regard me. I was still half a football field away, but he could easily clear that if he just took a few steps. 
 
   Up to his waist in molten lava, steam rose from his body. His form moved back and forth, making the pool sway with tiny waves. It took me a half a minute to realize he was laughing. 
 
   Demons poured out in tens, then there were at least fifty. Within a few seconds there were hundreds of them. The little monsters each had eight segmented legs that ended in stiletto sharp feet. These points skittered over the ground as they came at us.
 
   I lashed out with a blast of power and uttered my new favorite word, “Rend!”
 
   The hideous little spiders were swept into the air and ripped in two as I called stone to turn obsidian sharp edges upon their carapaces.
 
   From the ceiling, I ripped a chunk of stone the size of a small building and dropped it right on the demon’s head.
 
   My army met the rest of the larger demons. It wasn’t much of a battle. Flesh and bone was a poor weapon against fire and brimstone. Still, there were a lot of my guys so they got a few. A pair of skeletons the size of NBA basketball players picked up a four armed demon and ripped its legs off.
 
   A group of skeletons stomped tiny demonoids, but often came up with stiletto appendages stuck in bone.
 
   “Welcome back.” The demon growled in a voice loud enough to get the attention of an entire football stadium. Then the stone struck, and Balkir was crushed under the blow and sank beneath the lava.
 
   He wasn’t gone for long.
 
   Glenda and Collin came to stand by my side. She looked at me from the corner of her eye and raised an eyebrow. 
 
   “Like that one? I’m here all night,” I said, then swept up another batch of the creatures and ripped them to pieces before throwing them back at Balkir.
 
   The giant form moved toward us, parting the molten lava as it came. 
 
   “This is not good. How do you expect us to fight that thing, Phin?”
 
   “I do remember saying that we were going to battle a building sized demon. No one took me seriously.”
 
   “I thought you were exaggerating,” she said.
 
   “Hey, look, a giant fucking building sized demon.”
 
   I called to the elements I’d sent into the pool and some responded. I strained to push as much power as I could into my broken artwork in the middle of the lake. It responded by exploding. Giant chunks of blackened rock lashed out to strike the demon in the back, but none were large enough to impale the bastard.
 
   I risked a glance back toward the pillar Doc had picked to hide behind. He had a vial of blood and was liberally splashing it around a giant glyph he’d drawn on the ground. I couldn’t help but gasp because I’d never seen anything like it in my life. It was cruel and complex, meant to summon and imprison. If I spent another fifteen years with Doc I might be able to understand the complexities that went into it but wouldn’t be able to duplicate it.
 
   He reached for us. 
 
   When a Volkswagen sized ham hand comes at you, all covered in fire and shit, you move out of the way. Glenda and Collin went one way while I dove another. 
 
   A rumble of laughter filled the chamber.
 
   A couple of my summoned pals grabbed onto the arm and went for a ride. They howled as they attacked, but that ended as soon as Balkir shook them off over the lava.
 
   Collin had a book in hand and was etching with what looked like a pen in the air. He leaned over and whispered to Glenda, who nodded. The next thing I knew a massive blast of lighting shot from her outstretched hand and arched toward the ceiling. Well that was just great. My allies were terrible shots.
 
   I glanced at Doc’s pentagram and an idea formed in my head.
 
   Before I could act on it, a rumbling that I felt in my chest started. It built, and within seconds the pool was being pelted by boulders. Stalagmites the size of small buildings also fell. I smiled at Glenda and Collin’s ingenuity. The rocks, like the one I’d dropped earlier, might not kill him but they would most certainly distract him.
 
   I called on raw power and lashed out. A wave of sorcery ripped across the ground, made a wake as it rushed over the lava pool, and then erupted when it struck the demon. 
 
   He was pitched to the side and roared with anger, or pain. Hopefully pain. Reassured that he could be hurt, I pulled more power in and repeated the process, this time with a flourish of the hand. Leave it to a warlock facing certain death to still try to gain points for style.
 
   This time my aim wasn’t so great, but the wave hit the pool at an angle and when it struck it nearly knocked the demon over. 
 
   “Phineas!” A voice that was something like Balkir’s crossed with a giant demon issued forth and rattled my head.
 
   So I hit him again. 
 
   I could do this all day, I thought, as the potion thrummed against my chest.
 
   “Can I use that?” I asked Doc. He glanced down at his pentagram and mouthed why?
 
   “I think I can capture Balkir. That’s how I snagged Peaches.”
 
   “Go ahead and take all the glory. Kids these days,” he muttered.
 
   He scooted to the side and broke out a fresh vial of blood.
 
   This had worked a week ago. Could I do it again but on a larger scale?
 
   I leaked power into the figure until it glowed. Then I lifted it from the obsidian floor and made it rise into the air. More power flowed as I expanded it. The pentagram was littered with cruel barbs, and I thought Doc had been in the process of bringing forth some kind of undead giant to fight for us. I reversed the barbs and then the main glyph. I had to do all of this while walking toward the pool of lava and hopefully not fall in.
 
   Glenda must have gotten the idea because she broke out a wand and started whipping bolts of frost at the possessed demon.
 
   A rock the size of a baseball hit the ground, bounced, and smacked Collin’s head. He went down like a sack of potatoes and suddenly Glenda’s witches fire died as she dropped to his side.
 
   The heat built as I got closer, but there was nothing to do for it now. The spell was consuming all of my attention. What happened next might have been prevented, but to this day I don’t know how.
 
   I wanted to rush to Glenda’s side and make sure Collin was all right, however that would mean losing my concentration on the pentagram.
 
   The shape grew and grew until it was the size of a crop circle. I lashed out with it and snagged Balkir around the head. Next I forced it to grow larger until it could slide down his body like the world’s biggest lasso. I unleashed the barbs and they bit into flesh.
 
   He roared again and fought me, but Salazar had shown me that I had almost unlimited power on this side of the cusp. Except for his size, I was probably an equal match for this bastard, unless he crushed me with a giant fist.
 
   The effect was immediate. The monstrous demon roared in fury as I fed more and more power into the shape and reversed the barbs yet again. Flesh ripped and blood flowed, only to sizzle and evaporate as it hit the pool. Red on red then black. There was enough demonic ichor to fund fifty years of research.
 
   “Out you come, Balkir, you son of a bitch!” I yelled and ripped at his soul.
 
   He fought me, but I finally had the upper hand. The demon moved through the pool as he came at me.
 
   Glenda and Collin’s form were in the path, so she stood and wove a shimmering shield as a wave of molten rock came their way. Like a kid in a pool, the giant demon swept up lava, intent on immolating me where I stood. Thank you, Glenda, I thought as I ripped at him again. This time I actually gave a tug with both hands, drawing them toward me so I felt like I was using more than just my mind.
 
   I had him! I pulled and pulled and felt him giving way. The demon fell back, thrashing as he fought his hold. In a few seconds I would have him free and in my grasp. His soul would be mine and, if Doc had his way, Balkir would soon be possessing a Barbie doll instead of a sky scraper sized demon. 
 
   I could actually see his form now. It coalesced in a shape that was human but without features. His hands grasped at the demon as he was pulled forth. Then fingers became apparent as they scrambled to get back inside their host.
 
   Balkir said something that made my head hurt. Words hurled with such force I thought I felt them burrow under my skin. His soul was being ripped out of a demon, but he was not done fighting. I almost lost my concentration but held on to the link, though it had become tenuous at best.
 
   “No!” Doc said from his hiding spot. “It’s forbidden!”
 
   A fresh batch of tiny demons ripped free of his flesh, skittered to the ground, and ran straight at Glenda. She was down beside Collin again and didn’t see them. I reached for a fresh dose of power to fry them to ash, but they were right on her. No, they were on Collin.
 
   One leapt and I slashed at it. I narrowed the blast, but aimed too high for fear of frying Glenda’s head and missed. The little figure slammed into Collin and ripped into his chest. Glenda screamed and reached for the creature but couldn’t get a grip. I dashed toward them.
 
   Collin jerked and then screamed as the demon went to work. I ran toward them and swept my hand out to brush more of the things back. Standing a few feet from them made my task easier. My anger and fear about Glenda drove me to unleash enough power to not only burn them to a crisp but to also leave a massive furrow in the obsidian.
 
   Another demon came toward us, though it was barely the size of a large spider. I leapt over Collin’s prone and bleeding corpse and used one of the oldest weapons in the world to stop the arachnid. My boot.
 
   Collin howled and then went still. I turned, wiping demon goo off my sole, to see his eyes open just as wide as his mouth. He convulsed and Glenda reached for his head. She tried to stabilize him as he thrashed but it was too late. I knew it but she didn’t.
 
   I wanted to stay, though Balkir demanded my attention. The tenuous hold I had on the pentagram felt like a lasso that I had to fight, so I tightened my grip. The demon howled, louder than Collin had, and that gave me some relief. 
 
   Balkir’s soul was mine again. I tugged even harder until I could once more see his form. He scrambled with mist-like fingers to grasp at his host, but it was no use.
 
   Victory was ours, though it had come at a cost. I looked to Collin, who should have been lying in a pile of blood. Instead he was on his feet and mobile. What had Glenda done? Had she somehow yanked the demon out?
 
   That’s when Collin stabbed Glenda.
 
   I saw it out of the corner of my eye. He reached into his robe, took one of his black daggers, and stabbed her in the chest. She stared down at the hilt then at Collin. He backed away a step, eyes on the wound. His face was a mess as something tried to bubble out of his forehead. A glyph raised itself, rotated, and then sank back into his skull. Collin shook and screamed and a fresh geyser of blood erupted from his chest as the demon burrowed around in there. He looked at Glenda’s horrified face and tears filled his eyes. He backed away from her, hands outstretched, but it was too late. His strike had been true.
 
   Glenda reached up for the hilt and a bubble of blood came out of her mouth. Any hold I had on the cusp was severed, as I screamed “NO!”
 
   But it was too late. She looked at me, eyes pleading as she fell to her knees, then curled up in a ball around the blade.
 
   Collin howled and clenched his hands under his chin. His eyes were still wide as he looked at what he had done. He bit his lower lip until it bled. The keening noise he let loose was the most mournful sound I had ever heard.
 
   Demonoids rushed from the pool and came at us. I wanted to go to Glenda and take her body but they were too close.
 
   Collin advanced, hand reaching into his robe to extract another dagger. He uttered words that seared the air, and before I could do anything remotely heroic he lashed out at me.
 
   “No!” Doc howled. “He must not, he must not!”
 
   I managed to snatch the cusp and channel it into my shield before I was picked up and tossed across the room. His spell was probably meant to encase, like a spider web, to hold me still while he cut my throat or killed me the way he had Glenda.
 
   I hit the far wall and even with the shield’s protection my breath was knocked out of my chest. I gasped as I hit the floor, banging knees and hands against hard stone. A cry of pain escaped me before I was picked up again and slammed into the same place. This time I managed to get a little more power into the shield, but I was acting on instinct instead of some clever plan.
 
   Collin advanced on me.
 
   The elixir had just about run its course and the weariness I had pushed away came down like a curtain. It obscured my view of the world as well as my link to the cusp. Collin was only a few feet away so I used what little power I had left to weave a fresh shield. The metal against my chest grew cold as I poured all I had into it, relying on the glyphs etched there to save me. 
 
   They wouldn’t last forever.
 
   “I didn’t think you had it in you, Phineas. I didn’t think you’d be an actual threat to me,” Collin said, but it wasn’t his own voice. It was deeper, malevolent, and chilling.
 
    “Fuck you and fuck your master!” I reached for the cusp, but it was a long ways off.
 
   “Don’t worry, Phineas. We need you alive but only for a short time. Just long enough to reveal the cache. Then we will take the key and your use will be over,” Balkir spoke.
 
   Ashley had the key and that was very bad. Unless I could somehow piss Balkir off enough to kill me here, he would learn the secret. I’d like to think I was strong enough to withstand whatever torture he had in mind, but memories of our last encounter left no doubt in my mind that he would learn any secret he desired.
 
   Balkir must not get the key. I looked around for Doc. If nothing else I could beg him to finish me with that giant gun.
 
   The demon knelt on the edge of the pool as Balkir revealed himself. His form slipped from the monstrous beast before coalescing into a more or less man shaped figure. I had wanted to witness this moment since we arrived in this realm, but not while I was as useless as a baby with a binky for a weapon.
 
   “Remove his shield. I can feel it pulsing from here. So crude.” Balkir’s voice was almost a hiss, and sounded as if it came from another part of the room. 
 
   Collin smacked my arm away and lifted me to my feet by the front of my robe. I grabbed his wrist with one hand and the fold of my robe with the other. He showed me the dagger, a razor sharp black edged blade that made me take a deep swallow. 
 
   “Open,” he commanded.
 
   I did as asked and palmed a flask.
 
   “Don’t even think about it.” He eyed my hand as I tried to get the little glass container ready.
 
   I smiled back and said “Sure, Collin. Whatever you say,” and dropped it.
 
   The tiny bottle clattered to the stones, lid already loose from my deft fingers. Water spilled out and became steam as it evaporated.
 
   Collin laughed in Balkir’s voice then drew back and hit me with his fist. The pommel of the dagger caught my chin and, for a moment, I thought it was broken. I fell to the ground and saw stars. A few agonizing seconds later my vision cleared enough to make out the tiny friend I had brought with me.
 
   He struggled to his feet and regarded me. He was barely half an inch tall and his bulbous eyes blinked with nictitating membranes like a fast camera shutter. His face was like that of a tiny fish. He had huge luminous eyes and a deep-set nose. Scales covered his limbs and a strange fish tail. When he’d been in the water, he had looked just like a sleeping prawn mixed with a guppy. Now he was almost manlike. One eye winked at me before he turned away.
 
   Doc popped around the corner of his hidey hole and fired his revolver. The big gun spoke like a fire cracker. He didn’t bother aiming for Balkir, but aimed for the demon. He fired five more times and then scrambled back around the column.
 
   The effect blew holes in the giant demon. Jesus, what the hell was in that hand cannon? I hoped he was reloading, but it seemed like it was too little too late. The giant demon had stopped his advance to stare down at the holes in its chest. Then an unholy howl came forth and the demon fell back in pain and confusion.
 
   Doc came out of the shadows with his gun raised. He pointed it at Collin and fired, but the former arcanist was not longer there. He flowed into a shadow near a pillar then reappeared, knocking the gun form Doc’s hand.
 
   From my prone position on the floor, I uttered an oath as the gun sailed toward me. If it misfired and blew my head off, I was going to haunt Doc until the end of days. If I was able to grab it, I’d hug him until the end of my days.
 
   The tiny elemental limped away as I crawled toward the gun. Was it just a few days ago that I’d lamented the use of such weapons?
 
   Doc knocked Collin to the ground with an underhand blow that I felt from ten feet away. He gestured and Collin was attacked by ghastly hands that rose to the old man’s command. They wove themselves free of the hard obsidian, fingers spread, and slithered like desiccated snakes as they strove to pull him into the ground.
 
   The enormous demon struggled from the pool of lava and moved with ponderous steps that rained fire. Now that he was revealed, the demon really was the size of a skyscraper. His black skin bore deep scars that glowed red, as if magma pumped through its veins. The ground moved and my nose was once again assaulted by brimstone so strongly I wanted to stuff a clump of wasabi up each nostril.
 
   It took two ponderous steps toward its master, Balkir, who waited. His ethereal form pulled at some invisible rope as I concentrated on the link to the glyph Doc had formed and I had borrowed. It became visible. The thinnest of tendrils, but it was there.
 
   I reached again for the cusp but Collin, perhaps sensing I was recovering, sprung to his feet and slashed at Doc with a knife.
 
   I grabbed the cusp and managed a trickle then used it to pull Collin’s robe. He staggered back and missed. Doc moved out of the way of the flashing arc and nearly went down.
 
   The elemental was still marching out to meet the demon.
 
   I reached the gun and pulled it to my chest and managed to sit up. Power bled from the device, so I borrowed a bit of it to patch up my shield, braced myself, and fired. The gun was so powerful that the recoil forced the barrel up, almost smacking me in the forehead. I lowered it again, sighted along the barrel, and fired.
 
   Balkir was punched back as the bullets ripped through him. Where they passed they left ethereal damage. Wounds the size of baseballs opened up and then tried to close. Balkir howled in pain as I lined up for another shot.
 
   The demon was reaching for him when I shot it. I hadn’t ever practiced with a hand cannon and my shot was wide. The next one struck the creature’s wrist, tearing a chunk of skin the size of a small cow free.
 
   I staggered to my feet and reached for the pentagram. The gossamer weave was so thin it was like trying to capture a piece of silk with chopsticks. I managed to get a piece of it, but it fluttered away.
 
   I finally touched it and channeled as much power as I could muster into the new shape Doc had created.
 
   Doc’s pentagram was ripped free of the rock surface. It hovered for a split second and then flew across the room to ensnare Balkir. 
 
    “That’s pretty fucking funny,” I gasped.
 
   “You!” Balkir screamed.
 
    “Rend!” Doc screamed and the demon rose to its full towering height.
 
   The little elemental still moved forward to meet the demon.
 
   Collin rose to his feet, looking every bit a zombie. His chest was ripped open and the demon that had become his heart peeked out from the damage.
 
   “You’re a dead man, Phineas.” Collin smirked.
 
   Peaches, my erstwhile companion, trotted up to me. She was on all fours and had a tiny demon in her mouth. She crunched on its body, dropping limbs as she presented herself. Then she tore across the floor on all four fluffy feet.
 
   “Bad dog. Don’t eat demons. They give you indigestion.” I fell to the floor and thought about never getting up again.
 
   She reached my side and licked my face with her ichor covered tongue. Her breath smelled like shit. Some rescue.
 
   “Oh this is rich. Your demon pup is here to save you.” Collin grinned and stabbed Peaches.
 
   She didn’t take too kindly to that.
 
   Her form shook and shimmered as she unlimbered her true shape.
 
   “Holy fu …” was all Collin got out before Peaches mouth distended and snapped shut over most of his head and one shoulder. Then she closed her nightmare of teeth, snapping Collin in half. His body fell to the side. Peaches chewed with glee as all eight eyes shifted to me, as if looking for approval.
 
   If I’d had the energy, I would have thrown up.
 
   Then the demon leaned over to stare at me with at least four of his eight eyes. I guess that meant one thing. I was next. 
 
   But Peaches surprised me by belching out Collin’s mangled head and spitting it on the ground. He still had one eyeball in his crushed head, but the other socket just oozed white puss and blood.
 
   Doc threw everything he had at the demon, trying to distract it while I suppose I was supposed to come up with a new plan.
 
   I managed to snag the line to the pentagram again and tighten it around the demon, but that made him look even angrier than before. Balkir was already slumping into the demonic form so that only his head protruded. The pentagram must have been causing issues because he was fighting something unseen.
 
   Then Salazar rose from the stone and stood among us. He was stooped as if in pain, and so transparent I was sure a strong sneeze would evaporate him, but it was him.
 
   “Good. Good,” Salazar said, and eyed the little fish man that still flopped on the ground. “I hoped it was you, but will you help us?
 
   “Go,” the little creature said.
 
   “What will you do?”
 
   “I will give this entrance to the wards something to think about for a very long time.” He then turned and opened his mouth.
 
   “We must leave!” Doc and Salazar said at the same time.
 
   A furious roar rose behind me as we moved. It was so loud it threatened to burst my eardrums. Like I was in a straight up take off at Mach five, my head compressed from the rushing air. I got my hands over my ears and pressed with what little strength I had.
 
   The tiny elemental expanded until he was the shape of a volleyball, then a car tire. He grew and grew, and as he got larger a gout of water rushed from his mouth. He grew larger still, until he was now the size of a Ferris wheel, and as he grew so did the water.
 
   “Glenda!” I yelled. I couldn’t just leave her here to walk the ward forever.
 
   Peaches nodded at me and rushed across the ground. He grabbed her body before it could be swept away and folded it, almost tenderly, to his breast. He came back on those disjointed legs as fast as they could carry Glenda. Then a hooked hand reached down and snagged my robe by the collar and dragged me toward the entrance to the cavern.
 
   “Doc!” I yelled, but he was right behind us and he had a special package in hand. Balkir, now a white ball of mist, was held fast by Doc’s pentagram.
 
   “You got him?”
 
   “You did all the hard work!” He exclaimed and we ran.
 
   The water came faster and faster, until it reached torrential levels as the elemental continued to grow into a tsunami.
 
   The demon, free of Balkir’s grasp, fought to escape the rush of water, but it was no match for the broken dam. The water was so loud it sucked my hearing away. I wanted to push us faster because the ground was shaking. I was worried about being cooked alive.
 
   Salazar joined us, floating a few feet from my face as Peaches dragged me to the exit. I struggled to my feet but was tugged, unceremoniously, onto my ass once again.
 
   “You did it,” he said.
 
   “Let me up!” I grabbed Peaches hook-hand and tugged. The demon stopped so I could at least stagger to my feet. I draped one arm over him and together we entered the cave. Behind me the little water elemental screamed a mournful tune.
 
   Doc helped me stagger out, but I mainly leaned on Peaches. The tunnel rumbled around us as we fled and I expected, at any moment, to be buried alive or swept away by the flood.
 
   As we moved, Salazar hovered over Glenda. He touched her forehead, and then the weapon that was still buried in her chest.
 
   Glenda!
 
   It hit me then that she was gone. Truly gone. We had floated around each other in an unspoken bond, an understanding that we might well fine each other again one day.  But there had never been time.
 
   The worse thing was that we were on the other side of the cusp and there was every possibility that her soul was now adrift. With the water laying waste to the entrance to the ward, I may never be able to track down the exact spot she had died and free her essence.
 
   We broke into the wan daylight and started the trek to the cusp. The walk, this time, was much less exciting since the flaming balls of fire had died down. Instead of an erupting mountain, steam rose and became a mist before dissipating. It was much later that the water trickled down the side of the half formed castle.
 
   My feet moved mechanically but I had nothing left. If not for Peaches, in hideous demon form, I wouldn’t have made it. 
 
   We reached the cusp and stopped for a merciless moment of rest. 
 
   Peaches set Glenda down while Salazar continued to hover over her.
 
   “Glenda. I’m so sorry,” I whispered.
 
   “It’s not your fault.” Salazar said near my ear, even though he was a few feet away.
 
   “What do we do with him now?” I asked, motioning toward the ball of coalescing rage that Doc carried.
 
   “Now? Now we save Glenda,” he replied.
 
   “How?” I whispered, then looked pointedly at Doc.
 
   “Which will it be?” Doc asked.
 
   “Me. Use me. I’ve got almost nothing left, and Balkir must stand for his crimes,” Salazar said.
 
   “He’ll never make the crossing. Not like that,” Doc replied.
 
   “What are you talking about?” I asked.
 
   “Phineas, you chose the necromantic arts, but you aren’t much of a necromancer.”
 
   “Pfft.”
 
   “Just listen. You’re too strong and your skills are too varied. When I learned you were a child of the cusp, I decided to sit back and watch, and you have not let me down,” he paused. “Except for that stunt on TV. Even though it was bound to happen sooner or later. If we don’t do this now, Glenda’s never coming back. She will start to decay and then her soul can never be returned to her body. What we are about to do is something they don’t teach any more.”
 
   “Not ever … officially,” Doc said.
 
   “There is a lot to learn, a lot to know, but the answers you seek are in the school. Go back and read. Recover, learn all you can of our arts. Master them and become a worthy leader and teacher.”
 
   “Salazar, you were the greatest teacher and my greatest friend. I’ll never be like you. I’m just not worthy.”
 
   “Enough of that, Phin. You’re like a son to me, and I will think about you every day I am allowed to remain in whatever world exists after this one, but never sell yourself short. You must return and make Balkir’s crimes known. Such as he must never be allowed to control the treasures I have protected for centuries. That jobs falls to you, so don’t screw it up.”
 
   Salazar was fading, but he attempted to put his arms around me while I stood dumbly, tears leaking form my eyes.
 
   “I love you like a father.”
 
   “And I you as a son.”
 
   “I guess I have Doc to look after me now and send me on stupid hunts.”
 
   “Stupid hunts? See here.”
 
   “You sent me to find a non-existent book and I bought it hook, line, and sinker. Demonic book of secrets my ass.”
 
   “Oh don’t be such a baby,” Doc chided. “I really needed those dragon molars and I knew that a lot of people had been asking about you over here. I thought it might be good for you to show your face, stir things up.”
 
   “So you sent me to South of Heaven on a wild goose chase.” I used my irritation as a distraction so I could wipe away tears.
 
   “Book chase.”
 
   “Whatever, old man. You sent me to a dead end. In fact, I almost ended up dead.”
 
   “Someone must be looking out for you.” Doc looked up, as if seeking the heavens.
 
   I sputtered. “You haven’t been to a church in your entire life.”
 
   “The spirits, boy. Sometimes they whisper to me.”
 
   I couldn’t wait to get better so I could chase Doc around with some weapon from the cache.
 
   “What about Glenda?”
 
   “Just get us back to the necropolis,” Doc said and reached over to pat my shoulder.
 
   “I don’t understand.” I said, and I didn’t. My mind had stopped processing, so I was forced to watch as they sacrificed what was left of Salazar, my teacher, and the best friend I had ever had, to save the woman I cared about.
 
   “It’s for the best. I have nothing left. I’m barely able to manifest as it is. Before a week’s time is up, I would be like one of the lost souls you are so good at tracking.”
 
   “I can help. The guild, they’ll know what to do. I’ll go to them right now and beg for help.”
 
   “There are some things that simply cannot be fixed, Phineas.”
 
   I choked back a sob and stared at the ground until it started.
 
   After the ritual, after Salazar gave himself up and was channeled into Glenda, Doc drew on her head with her own blood and chanted a spell that almost sounded familiar, but had odd inflections I couldn’t quite make out. Smoke gathered around the symbol, but just like that was gone again.
 
   Doc helped me open a link to the cusp, and with it I got us out. This time without the immense pain of the first crossing. 
 
   We stood near the jeep for a long time, just looking at the shimmering curtain. On the other side, Doc had fashioned a trap with the dagger that had slain Glenda, dug a hole in the ground, and then tucked Balkir’s struggling form inside. He drew a glyph and uttered words that ripped at my eyes and stole the sounds from my ears. Doc drove the dagger into the ground so hard that it sank to the hilt, then he pushed until it smoked and went in as deep as the ball that adorned the tip. We both pushed dirt over the spot.
 
   “Remember this spot,” he said, and taught me the glyph he’d drawn. With any luck, I would be able to sniff if out if I ever had to. For now, if I understood the spell well enough, Balkir had been embedded in the rock of the cusp and would never see daylight again. He could never leave and he could never be a threat. But his essence would live on until retrieved and dealt with. 
 
   I couldn’t wait for that day.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Twenty
 
    
 
   “Where too?” I asked Doc.
 
   “The necropolis. Can you manage?”
 
   Behind us, the castle was crumbling as the water elemental continued pulling water from its realm.
 
   They gave me a few minutes to recover and then I sucked in as much of the cusp as I could manage and zapped us back to Salazar’s old room once again. This time I had a sense of how this new method of travel worked to deposit us on the floor, instead of on the other side where all of those stairs waited. The cusp became a smear of grey, and then we were in the void for a split second of absolute silence before being deposited around the summoning stone.
 
   I sat for a time just staring at my companions. Peaches had thankfully returned to her original form. Doc stood and ran his hands over his body. Reassured he was in one piece, he left the room and called for help.
 
   I stared at Glenda’s shape while she lay still and cold. I touched her forehead and felt for life and was gratified to get the barest whisper. It was her and she was scared, but I had no way to reassure her that everything would be okay. Even if it was a lie, she deserved at least that much from me.
 
   A pair of novices burst through the door, and behind them came Lukan. His eyes were furious when they fell on me, furious and confused.
 
   Was he the other? Since this whole mess had begun, I was convinced that at least one other individual in the school was helping Balkir.
 
   “Where’s Collin?” Lukan demanded.
 
   “My dog ate him in the first ward, and if you don’t stop shouting I’m going to have her eat you,” I said.
 
   Doc stifled a laugh.
 
   The room filled with novices, and as more people arrived and saw that Doc was in the room the necromancers quietly shuffled the other guilds out. Lukan was stubborn and I pondered asking Peaches to do one of her changing acts just to get him out of my sight. 
 
   Lukan stormed toward me, ignoring the hands that tried to tug at his arms.
 
   Doc issued orders like a commanding general. He asked for a sarcophagus and six or seven left to retrieve it. He asked for tools and others went for those. Meanwhile Lukan stood over me and fumed.
 
   “What did you do to Balkir, you charlatan! I will not have this school and guild sullied by you. I’ll have you stripped of rank at the very least. Once I get to the bottom of whatever it is you have been up to, Phineas Cavanaugh, I’ll see you tossed to the wards.”
 
   This went on for a full several minutes while I watched over Glenda. The novices arrived and wheeled in the sarcophagus. It was ancient and covered in glyphs and archaic Egyptian symbols. It might have contained a mummy at one time. I helped ease Glena into it while Doc set up a table and prepared the rites.
 
   When she was resting comfortably, I brushed her hair off her forehead and leaned over to kiss her cold cheek.
 
   “We’re coming for you,” I whispered.
 
   Lukan droned on and threatened, more than once, to go and drag the ruling council in if I wouldn’t go peacefully. When I was sure that Glenda was comfortable I rounded on him.
 
   “Shut up, Lukan. Just shut the hells up,” I yelled. “I have had it with half-witted demon summoning assholes for the day. I’ve been to hell, been beat up, faced a giant demon, and seen two of my best friends die, and I don’t have proof but I suspect you are somehow mixed up in all it.”
 
   “See here …” 
 
   I didn’t give him a chance. Even in my exhausted state, I still had full access to all of the cusp. I ripped at the veil between worlds and was flooded with power. My urge to pick up Lukan and throw him through a fresh pane of glass was overwhelming.
 
   I rose a foot off the ground and energy pulsed along my frame, until the air was filled with the smell of cracking ions. Sparks leapt from my fingers and fell to the earth to be grounded out. I called up a glyph of rending. Something I’d had to draw just a few days ago, but now came at my command. It grew several feet in diameter, and then for good measure I duplicated it so they hovered in the air before me. 
 
   As I called up enough forces to fry Lukan to a crisp, get me kicked out for good, and probably start an inter-guild riot and war, I decided that he really wasn’t worth it. He may have been a traitor, something I would need to look into, but he may have also been a man defending his former master, just as I would have defended mine.
 
   Lukan stumbled backward uttering oaths. I tried to look fierce, but I had just used every single bit of energy I possessed on the little show.
 
   “Hear me now, Lukan. I am a guardian and a child of the cusp. I was so named by Salazar, and acknowledged by Balkir himself when he tried to use my body as a punching bag. He wanted the key that would allow him access to the things I have been tasked with protecting, and he is no more. If you think you are worthy of challenging me then do so now, in a duel, so I can get back to more important things. The necros in the room can fight over your smoking corpse.” 
 
   I was pissed. I was also bluffing. Every bit of power that remained was being channeled into the illusion.
 
   Lukan fumed. He stared and stared until I thought his head was going to explode.
 
   “Lies, all lies. You have no dominance over my domain nor any other besides your pathetic calling.”
 
   There were three or four other necromancers in the room and none of them looked too happy with Lukan’s observation. I thought it was going to escalate when a funny thing happened.
 
   Peaches left her spot near the pedestal I used to access the cache of other worldly devices and trotted over to smell Lukan’s robe. She panted and looked up at the fuming demonologist with her cute teddy bear eyes.
 
   I nearly dropped my spells when Peaches lifted her leg and shot a stream of smoking piss all over Lukan’s feet. Thadeus, a novice that had been in the role for at least three years too many, was the first to crack. He raised his sleeved hand and covered his nose then left the room as the smell of brimstone filled it. 
 
   “Is this your guardian?”
 
   Peaches changed into his real form.
 
   “Doth my image offend thee, oh mortal? Petty demonologist, I am in thrall to this warlock and would do his bidding. Shall we duel, and if thoust should be the victor I will watch from the wards while he finishes you off?” 
 
   That was enough for Lukan. He left in a huff to the cheers of my fellow necromancers. Doc clapped me on the shoulder and told me to go rest while they worked.
 
   That was a fine idea, so I found a comfortable section of couch and plopped down on it. Peaches transformed then joined me and put her head on my leg. I scratched her between the ears and promptly dozed off.
 
   I slept for two days.
 
    
 
   **
 
    
 
   “Take this and don’t you even think about arguing with me.” I held out a flask of crap I’d mixed up that would probably turn Glenda’s skin a light shade of violet for a few days.
 
   “Phineas Cavanaugh, am I naked under these sheets?”
 
   “Last time I looked you were. Should I check again?”
 
   “You idiotic, charlatan of a necromancer. I’m going to give you a tail for starters, and then cloven hoofs.”
 
   “I’m so glad you’re back, Glenda.” I leaned over and kissed her forehead.
 
   She went back to berating me, and I went back to holding back my tears.
 
    
 
   **
 
    
 
   When I tracked Ashley to her apartment, I found a surprise. Ash had told me she was a student and worked to pay for her books. I thought that was a clever way of saying that she paid for a tiny studio apartment or lived with a couple of roommates.
 
   I drove up to her place and asked Peaches if she wanted to stay. My demonic pooch seemed content to sit in the truck and stick her head out the window. 
 
   “If someone offers you a dog biscuit, please don’t eat them. To be clear. Don’t eat the person.”
 
   “As you wish.” She croaked and went back to trying to catch errant rain drops on her tongue.
 
   We were parked on a busy thoroughfare in Seattle. From the looks of the place, the apartments either had a view of the Cascade Mountain range, Mt. Rainier, or the ocean, and that meant it was not cheap. 
 
   I’d guarded my delivery from Peaches since we left the store. There was a short set of stairs that were surrounded by lush, well taken care of plants. I took the few steps, only to find a door locked and an intercom as the greeter. I supposed I could’ve stood outside and pushed buttons until someone took pity and opened the door, but I suspected this only worked in poorly scripted movies.
 
   I took out the address and double-checked her apartment number then hit the button.
 
   “Yep.”
 
   “It’s me.”
 
   “Me?”
 
   “Phineas,” I said, and looked down at my rather plain clothes. Jeans and a faded Nirvana shirt were the only clean things I could find. To add style, I wore a slicker that was bright yellow and probably manufactured in the nineties.
 
   “My sofa is fine.”
 
   “You can’t be sure about these things. You should let me take a look.”
 
   “Where have you been?”
 
   “Here and there, but mostly down under. Would you please let me in?”
 
   There was a pause, and I wondered if I was going to walk back to the vehicle with my package in hand and feed it to Peaches the wonder demon.
 
   Bzzzt went the intercom.
 
   I took a very plush elevator to an equally plush floor covered in real wood, not laminate. I know because I stopped and tapped on it. There were only ten or so condos on this floor, because it was high enough up to be considered posh. If I ever tried to move into somewhere like this they’d run me out of the city.
 
   I found her door and didn’t get a chance to knock on it.
 
   “Hello, Phineas, we were just talking about you,” she said as she opened up.
 
   I pulled out the bouquet of flowers with a giant orchid in the center.
 
   “Tada. Wait, we?”
 
   Ashley was dressed to kill in a tight skirt that caressed her knees and a shirt that was a button shy of showing cleavage. I stared at her for a few seconds and had the urge to steal her away from whatever hell I was about to step into. Was it a family get together? Husband? French lovers newly arrived?
 
   It was worse.
 
   Detective Andrews sat at the dinner table with a folder under her hand. Her other gripped a cup of coffee. 
 
   “Uh. Hi,” I said brightly.
 
   “You owe me my files, Phineas. I have your check, by the way. I’ve been carrying the thing around for almost a week. You know that if you were home I could actually pay you, right?”
 
   “Eh. Thanks …”
 
   “Which reminds me, I have Ashley’s final statement here and was wondering if you’d be so kind as to stop by later and sign yours. It’s been sitting on my desk long enough to collect dust, and I hate disorder on my desk, Mr. Cavanaugh.”
 
   Then I noticed that her hand shook around the coffee cup. Her skin was sallow and her eyes looked heavy with a shade of purple under them that was not normal. I brushed past Ashley and went to her. 
 
   “You just remember to stop by today, okay?” she said.
 
   I lifted her chin and she stared back at me fiercely. Blood shot eyes meant she hadn’t slept much, but I also picked up something else. Her aura was brighter than I’d ever seen it.
 
   “Certainly, detective. I uh, I thought I saw something in your eye but you look fine now. You look better than fine.”
 
   She looked down and fought back a smile.
 
   “I should go.” The detective rose and organized her folders before turning to go.
 
   “Hey detective, do you have a first name?”
 
   “You just said it.”
 
   “Come on.”
 
   “Fine. It’s Rebecca.” She smiled and trudged toward the door, overcoat shuffling against the floor. 
 
   “You don’t have to go,” Ashley said.
 
   “Yeah I do. Work work work. There’s a body down on … well you don’t want to know.”
 
   I coughed.
 
   “Not yet. Give us a chance to do some police work. By the way, I tracked down Thora Whitfield, but you can’t talk to her.”
 
   “Witness protection?”
 
   “No, she’s been dead for a couple of years.”
 
   “Detective, let me tell you about my line of work.”
 
   “Oh just can it, you lousy warlock. She’s dead, but I have her next of kin around here. Hold on.” She dug around in her pocket and found a slip of folded paper and handed it over.
 
   I opened the sheet and stared at the supposed next of kin, along with a last known address. When I looked closely at the picture it suddenly made sense.
 
   “Hmm. Well that’s not her.” I handed the paper back.
 
   Only it was Thora.
 
   The detective lingered and alternated between looking perplexed and confused, then said her goodbyes and left Ashley and I alone.
 
   “Nice flowers.”
 
   “You like them?”
 
   “I guess. Phineas, I don’t know if this is going to work. You’re strange, and I don’t mean like collect Star Trek action figures strange.”
 
   “True, but I do have an amazing collection of old voodoo dolls in a chest. You have to keep those things in dirt. Come to think of it, I probably need to do some maintenance.”
 
   “See, I don’t know if you’re serious or not.” She dug out a crystal vase and put the flowers in and added a little water.
 
   “Listen, Ashley. I’m serious about one thing right now and that’s you. You’re all I’ve thought about for the last few days. You and our night together. I thought we connected, and I agree that I haven’t been the best boyfriend, but things sort of spiraled out of control. Just give this a chance to work. You have to admit we’ve only known each other for a couple of weeks and I haven’t been at my best.”
 
   “I just don’t know,” she said.
 
   One thing about Ashley: she was attracted to me and I could sense it in her body language. She shifted from foot to foot and never really invited me to sit, but as we chatted I drew closer, until we were inches apart.
 
   “What do you know about this?” I said, and swung for the fences with a kiss.
 
   We stood together for a few moments, mouths hungry for each other. She was the first to pull away. She coughed softly, face bright red, and covered it by moving into her palatial living room.
 
   “What about the detective? You two were so cozy when you got here.”
 
   “That’s nothing. I knew from the moment I met her that she was addicted to something, probably pain pills, but I could tell right away, today, that she kicked them. I offered to help but she got mad at me.”
 
   “That was very nice of you,” she said, eyes losing some of their tightness.
 
   “And what about you? For a college student, you live pretty well,” I said, looking around the room. I took her cool hand in mine and tugged her to a sofa that might have been made of silk. It was majestic, with bright silver fabric decorated in small flowers that somehow wasn’t gaudy. 
 
   She had a couple of paintings on the wall, and as I stared I realized they were probably originals. Her place had a number of antique pieces as well, and if I didn’t miss my mark most were French.
 
   “I am a student, but my family has a little money. Dad has a tech company.”
 
   “A tech company?”
 
   “Yeah.” She didn’t elaborate.
 
   “Does he own Microsoft?”
 
   “No, silly.” She sat there looking cute.
 
   She reached over the side of the couch, allowing me a glimpse of her smooth legs as her skirt rode up. She deposited a purse between us and dug out the prismatic key I’d given her for safekeeping. I immediately felt guilty because I had left such a dangerous device with her and she’d been unprotected. I thought about assigning Peaches to watch over her, but Ashley and I were already on rocky ground.
 
   “Thank you for watching this for me. Sorry I had to leave in such a hurry.”
 
   “You look good, Phineas. Like you finally got some rest. Don’t tell me you disappeared to take a vacation.”
 
   “This was definitely not a vacation. I’d tell you everything, but I don’t think you would believe half of it.”
 
   “Give me the abbreviated version.”
 
   So I did, and I tried to sound heroic, but I got choked up when I talked about Collin’s unintentional betrayal, and my teacher sacrificing the last of his essence to save Glenda. She seemed to understand and moved close to me and put her arm around my shoulder.
 
   “But you know something? Even as the battle raged on and I fought to save us, all I saw was your face.”
 
   “Phineas Cavanaugh, that is now the sweetest thing you have ever said to me. I don’t know what to believe because all of this stuff about the wards, possession, and demons is crazy, but I do believe that last part.” 
 
   It was enough. I’d show her some magic tricks later. For now all I wanted was to show her some stuff in her bed, and that’s just where I ended up for the night.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Epilogue
 
    
 
   I stared at the house for a few minutes. A shape moved behind the curtains, but they wouldn’t be able to make me out because I was using an illusion that made me appear to be a bored handyman on lunch break. There wasn’t much to it. I just twisted the air and told it to make me look older, lighter haired, and bored. Actually the last part was easy to pull off.
 
   It was early in the morning and I’d told Ashley I would be back after I’d run a few errands. She’d already agreed to call in sick and spend the rest of the day with me, so my weekend was definitely looking up.
 
   First I had to solve one final piece of the puzzle.
 
   “Bitch,” Peaches grumbled.
 
   “What?”
 
   “The lady contained within the abode. Bitch. She called to me, bound me, and tortured me. She sent me to consume you.”
 
   “No shit. Well who is she?”
 
   “Balkir’s friend. Perhaps she had a relationship with the old man. Humans are so prickly concerning the other sex. In the wards, we fuck with wild abandon.”
 
   “I could have gone a lifetime without that image.”
 
   “She is the one. I hate her.”
 
   “Are you sure she did the summoning?”
 
   “Truly I have no idea, but she was the one that bound me.”
 
   “I bet Balkir arranged the whole thing,” I muttered. “So he really did have his sights set on me from day one, even before he tried to have me killed in the wards. Where did you come from? The host, I mean?”
 
   “She hired a man to act the part of her husband, but I ate him on the second night we were sent to the park.”
 
   “Jesus.”
 
   “Thusly.”
 
   “Don’t start that.” I chewed on my bottom lip for a moment. “Say, Peaches, want to go for a walk?”
 
   “As you wish.” She croaked.
 
   I knocked on the door a few minutes later. I wore a ball cap and kept my head down. I carried my dog to her door. She answered on the third ring.
 
   “Can I help you?”
 
   I looked up.  The woman who had tried to have me killed a week ago did not look particularly pleased to see me.
 
   “Hi Thora. I just wanted to let you know that I wasn’t able to track down your husband’s killer.  But look, I found your dog.”
 
   “I don’t know what you are talking about.” She tried to close the door.
 
   “Have fun, buddy!” I said and tossed the Pomeranian in the entrance. No easy task considering how heavy she is.
 
   I pushed Thora inside, followed her, and then slammed the door shut.
 
   She yelled a number of very ungrandmotherly obscenities.
 
    
 
   Tarry a little, there is something else.
 
   This bond doth give thee here no jot of blood;
 
   The words expressly are "a pound of flesh."
 
    
 
   “That’s deep.” I said.
 
   “Remember me?” Peaches growled before the transformation took hold.
 
   “Sic em, boy, er … Girl!” I grinned from ear to ear.
 
    
 
    
 
   The End
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