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Part One: Sondra

New York, NY, 3rd February
2017.

The sun had set not long ago and the
canyons of New York City were swimming in the last of the light.
Sondra pulled the collar of her coat up and walked down
1st Avenue past the Starbucks on the corner of East
13th Street and then across to the small supermarket
which took up the ground floor of her apartment block.

‘Hey, Georgie,’ she called out
as she walked in.

Behind the counter, George
Wickerman smiled and gave Sondra a wave. ‘Sondra. Hi.’ He was a
small man with grey in his hair, and he was dressed in the blue
apron he always seemed to wear. Sondra had entertained the notion
that he slept in the thing. ‘How’s the weather?’

‘It’s colder than a witch’s tit
out there.’

‘Ha! You’d know.’

Walking behind a display to get
to the racks of vegetables, Sondra shuddered as the warmer air of
the shop began to soak into her. ‘Yeah, I need a thicker coat.’
Picking up a cabbage, she pressed it lightly with her fingers. ‘Or
a warming charm.’

‘Got some with the other
weather–’

Sondra frowned as Wickerman’s
voice cut off. In the silence she could just hear heavy footfalls
on the linoleum floor over the rush-hour traffic noise. Her
shoulders sagged as a sinking feeling began to seep in. The sound
of a voice from the counter area just confirmed what she had
suspected.

‘Stupid tikuguk, open the till
or we fold him in half.’ The voice was not only thick and brutish,
but the vowels were murdered by the pair of tusks sticking out of
the mouth that formed them. Orcs were not actually stupid, but they
sounded as though they were. Well, orcs were no more stupid
than your average human, but there were always exceptions.

Stepping around a shelving unit
laden with tinned goods, Sondra put a smile on her face and checked
out the scene. Two orcs, one over seven feet in height, the other a
few inches shorter, were standing in front of the counter and a
cowering Wickerman. Both had greenish skin – orcs ranged from grey
to dull green – and their tusks suggested they were likely late
teens, not quite at full length. The colours they were wearing
suggested they were from the Red Skulls, one of the newer gangs out
of Orctown. They were big, heavily muscled, and thuggish.

Sondra absently tossed the
cabbage she was holding into the air and caught it. ‘You boys have
got to be kidding.’ Spreading her legs a little, she cocked
her hip and rested her free hand on it, once again tossing and
catching the cabbage. ‘Do you have even the smallest notion
of how much trouble you’re in?’

The orcs turned and glared at
her. The taller one looked pleased with what he was seeing, but the
shorter one developed a look of horror and switched to the guttural
sounds of Orcish. ‘Leo, that’s Sondra Blake. We should–’

‘We’re never going to get
anywhere in the gang if we can’t even rob a market!’ the taller one
replied. ‘KonTash doesn’t want a couple of konChakVa with him. Who
the snUf is Sondra Blake?’

‘NYPD,’ Sondra said. ‘Arcane
Crimes Unit. I have plans for tonight, boys. Please don’t make me
do the paperwork.’

‘We’re not using magic,’ the
taller one said.

‘The operative part was “NYPD.”
If you’re going to try to rob a store right in front of any
cop… Well, you’re just living up to stereotypes and we don’t want
that, do we?’

‘Back off, tikuguk, or–’ He cut
off as Sondra threw the cabbage at his head. The vegetable hit
home, snapping the orc’s head back before bouncing away. A shred of
cabbage leaf was left stuck on the man’s left tusk and blood began
to leak out of his nose.

There was a brief instant where
the bigger orc seemed to be having trouble figuring out what had
just happened. Then he let out a roar of anger and stepped toward
Sondra, but she had not expected thrown produce to do more than
surprise him and she was ready. His swung punch whisked over her
head as she pulled something from her pocket and crushed it against
his chest. He let out a strangled squawk of a noise and Sondra had
to dodge out of the way as his weight carried him forward to land
in the aisle beside the tinned goods.

Sondra looked around at the
second orc. ‘Don’t,’ she began, and he bolted for the door.
Sondra’s shoulders sagged. ‘Run,’ she finished and, giving a weary
look to Wickerman, she jogged out onto the street to see the orc
rushing north up 1st, stupidly trying to run toward
home. He was smashing people aside as he ran and causing no end of
disruption.

Sighing, Sondra pulled her
revolver from under her coat, cracked it open, and pulled one of
the bullets out, dropping it into a pocket. Another bullet was
drawn from an inside pocket and slotted in place. ‘Police!’ she
yelled as she took aim. ‘Stop, or I shoot.’ He was still running
and she squeezed the trigger, the bullet clipping his side and
probably doing no real damage given his thick skin. That did not
matter, however, as the bullet delivered the same spell she had
used on his friend. He twisted as the paralysis charm took hold,
slamming into the sidewalk with his right shoulder and then just
lying there, unmoving.

‘Stupid orcs,’ she muttered
under her breath and then ducked back into the shop. ‘Call the
precinct, Georgie. Tell them I’m here. I need to go take care of
the other one.’

‘What about…’ Wickerman waved at
the fallen body in the aisles.

‘Oh, he’ll be lying there for
another thirty minutes or so. Plenty of time.’ She turned to walk
down the street and watch over the second orc, muttering as she did
so. ‘Damn waste of a Friday night this is going to be.’

~~~

It was nine by the time she got all the
paperwork wrapped with the 9th Precinct team who came to
pick up the orcs. Sondra could have gone home again immediately,
but she knew she would have to see her boss about the arrests at
some point and, if he was still in, it might as well be now.

So, she walked out of the
precinct building, turning left and then walking in through the
doors of the Arcane Crimes Unit. Spell detection charms set over
the doors shone red, but they were ignored as the sergeant at the
reception desk saw who it was. Everyone in Arcane knew Sondra.

‘Dickerson still here?’ she
asked.

‘In his office.’

‘Thanks, Moynihan.’ Sondra
walked through as he buzzed the door open for her, and then turned
right to the elevator. Captain Clement Dickerson’s office was up on
the top floor and she did not feel like walking. As she rode up,
she pulled a new cherry-flavoured lollipop from her coat pocket,
unwrapped it, and popped it into her mouth. The doors opened and
she marched out, turning right toward Dickerson’s office.

Thankfully, there was no sign of
Dickerson’s secretary in the outer office; the woman seemed to have
a solid dislike of Sondra for reasons the detective preferred never
to discover. The lights were off, but there was a pool of
illumination coming out under the inner door. Walking across to it,
Sondra knocked twice.

‘Come in, Sondra,’ came through
the door and she stepped inside. Dickerson had a voice to go with
his build: solid. He was a barrel-chested man in his late forties
with a few grey hairs showing amid the brown, regulation cut. His
jaw was solid and his skin still tight except where the worry lines
showed across his brow and around his eyes. He rode a desk these
days, but he had been a good cop before his promotion. His grey
eyes lifted to look at her and then back to the paperwork he was
going over.

‘You heard about the orcs?’ she
asked, coming to a stop in front of his desk in a sort of
lackadaisical parade rest.

‘Got a call from next door about
thirty minutes ago. You just happened to be there? It’s not an
Arcane case.’

‘They decided to rob the store
at the bottom of my building,’ Sondra said, letting her
exasperation colour her tone on purpose. ‘While I was in it. Two
Red Skulls newbies trying to prove themselves. Neither of them was
very bright, but still.’

Dickerson gave a grunt. It was
hard to tell if it was acknowledgement of stupidity or displeasure
at something. ‘The orc gangs are getting overconfident. We may be
dragged into some operation to beat them down if this
continues.’

‘That’s not what Arcane was
created for. We’re not equipped to–’ She cut herself off. She was
preaching to the converted. ‘Sorry, sir. Shit like that annoys
me.’

‘Welcome to my life.’ His gaze
lifted and he scanned his eyes up her body. ‘You might as well go
home and try to get whatever you can out of your Friday night.’

Sondra worked her lollipop over
to the other side of her mouth. ‘You should do the same.
You’ve got a wife to go home to.’

‘Madelaine knows how it is,’
Dickerson said on a sigh. ‘I promised her she’d get me tomorrow.
All day. No interruptions.’ He pointed his pen at the detective.
‘So, don’t uncover anything I have to be interrupted for.’

‘Me? I’m going to spend all day
in bed.’

4th February.

She did not, in fact, spend the day in
bed. Having got a good night’s sleep – not a sure thing when you
were a cop – under her belt, Sondra had decided to check her charms
and potions, and had then spent most of the day in her workroom
making things she thought she was getting short on.

Her apartment was not huge, but
it had a lounge, small kitchen, moderate bathroom, and two
bedrooms. She had converted the smaller bedroom into her workroom
not long after moving into the place in November of 1975. It hummed
with the magic worked in it for four decades, which made it easier
to work more magic in it. The whole of the East Village was attuned
to magic now, having become the hub of magical life in Manhattan in
the sixties, but the workroom was her space, attuned to
her energy. She felt comfortable working there.

Emerging after finishing up her
enchantments, she discovered that the sun was setting and she had
missed lunch. Her stomach announced that, now that she was no
longer focused on the routine intricacies of common magic, it
wanted to be fed, so she set to work in the kitchen.

She had basically missed the
entire day, but that did not bother her. She enjoyed the
work. Her job was often paperwork intermixed with sudden moments of
danger, but making charms was something routine which constantly
tested her skills, and required precise action and concentration.
When policework was not chasing down orcs or capturing rogue
magicians, it tended to be mind-numbingly boring. And she had
managed to get around to making a warming charm. Still, she had
spent the entire day in one room. Tonight, she would go out.

She washed the dishes before
leaving the kitchen. Sondra was not the best of cooks; she had
learned through experimentation to make potions that did not taste
of old socks and ashes, but she had never managed to turn the
ability into especially palatable food. She had made mac and cheese
tonight, and she always produced something edible and even pleasing
when she did, but she also always ended up with burnt cheese sauce
on the pan. It took a little effort to get it off, but there were
some things she refused to use magic for.

With that done, she headed back
to her bedroom, past the workroom and bathroom, to decide on her
outfit for the night. The T-shirt and worn jeans she had been
wearing all day were discarded before she began leafing through her
wardrobe for something which was sexy, but not overly so; she was
going out to a pub she liked, not a dance club. Something that
would work for her if she needed it to: you never knew who you
might meet on a night out.

Objectively, Sondra had plenty
to work with. She was quite tall at five-feet-eleven, but then her
father had been a giant of a man and her mother had been far from
short. Her skin was the colour of dark mahogany, smooth as silk,
and stretched over a firmly muscled, fit, curvy body. She had
inherited her mother’s smoothly curved, pointed, double-D breasts,
though not her long, delicate fingers, which had vaguely annoyed
the younger Sondra. Her face was sort of a heart shape with high
cheekbones and a pointed chin. Her nose was quite broad, but it was
also quite petite and rather cute, and she had full lips with a
vague tendency toward pouting. High, arched brows sat over eyes
which were more amber than hazel. She kept her hair short in a sort
of pixy cut which was longer on the right, covering her ear and
straying over her eyes when not controlled. She was beautiful –
people who had not been trying to ingratiate themselves to
her had said so – and she knew she was, but she only allowed it to
really show when she was off-duty.

Selecting a bronze shift-dress
which complemented her skin well and showed off her long legs, she
stripped off her bra and put it on. There were some matching
high-heeled sandals which would make her legs longer and push her
to over six feet. It was not exactly the most appropriate of
outfits for the weather, but she had her new warming charm waiting.
With that on she would be comfortable at well below freezing, even
without a coat.

Fully dressed and with makeup
applied, she checked herself out in the full-length mirror on the
back of the bedroom door and nodded to herself. Good enough.
Stopping off in her workroom to invoke and put on the warming charm
– attached to a charm bracelet she habitually wore – and knock back
the strawberry-flavoured contraceptive potion she had brewed,
Sondra set out for a night on the town.

~~~

Heady Brew was not exactly a family-run
pub. The interior theme was dark woods and booths with bench seats
packed in tightly, but there was also a long, saloon-style bar
which was where Sondra preferred to sit when she was drinking
alone. The rear of the place was a microbrewery and, in keeping
with the area, it made a number of different beers with names based
around witches or magic.

Walking in, Sondra felt the heat
of the place soak into her and considered taking off her charm, but
the coat would go first. Unbuttoning it, she slipped it off her
shoulders and wrapped it over her arm. Then she set off for the
bar, hips swinging, and her eyes pointedly not going anywhere near
the appreciative looks she got from various other patrons. There
was laughter coming from the back somewhere, but she ignored that
too.

Behind the polished bar, Walt
Simons looked up and then followed her motion toward him, a slight
smile on his face. Walt owned the place, but he worked behind the
bar most nights. He was a little shorter than Sondra, with dark
hair and brown eyes, and a comfortably handsome sort of face. He
was a witch, and Sondra had a suspicion that some of his ‘special’
brews were made with special ingredients and the odd ritual, but
there was nothing illegal about that so long as it was kept within
bounds. He also had a habit of hiring blonde, leggy wait staff, but
after a couple of years of coming to the place, Sondra had decided
he was not even aware that he did it.

‘Aren’t you cold?’ Walt asked as
Sondra lifted herself onto a stool.

She jangled the charm on her
wrist. ‘Made it this afternoon. It’ll keep me toasty all week.
Maybe things’ll be a little warmer by then.’

‘Some chance. Usual?’ Sondra
nodded a reply, opening her clutch purse for cash, and Walt reached
for a glass. A second later he was drawing out a pint of wheat beer
from a pump with a little sign on the front that had a sexy witch
in a red dress and red pointy hat on it. The beer was called Cherry
Witch. It sort of made sense. ‘Heard about the orcs yesterday,’
Walt said as he put her drink down in front of her.

‘Huh. I’d have been here last
night if they hadn’t butted in.’

‘You should thank them. They did
your liver a favour.’

‘Har de har har. I hate
paperwork.’

‘Probably shouldn’t have become
a cop then.’

Sondra just gave a grunt of a
reply and her attention turned to a tall man who was walking up to
stand at the bar not far from her. He was big, thickly muscled, and
broad in the chest. The tight red T-shirt he was wearing looked
like he had needed a shoehorn to get into it. His head was bald,
but that looked good on him, and his dark skin shone in the
overhead lights. His eyes flicked to her and a smile shifted over
his face before he remembered why he was there and turned to
Walt.

‘Can we get another two
pitchers?’ the man asked, holding out a handful of bills.

‘Coming right up,’ Walt replied,
turning to fill the order.

The man turned back to Sondra,
his smile returning. ‘Hi.’

‘Hello to you,’ Sondra replied,
returning his smile.

‘Uh, I’m Grant. Grant
Henderson.’

‘Sondra.’ She held out a hand
and he took it. Her fingers seemed to vanish into his as he shook
with a gentleness she thought was probably forced. He was strong,
powerful, and used to people wincing when he gripped their hand too
hard.

His eyes narrowed and his lips
quirked as his smile turned quizzical. ‘Sondra Blake?’

‘That’s me.’

‘Oh, man. That’s amazing. You
have got to come over and meet the others. I mean, all the
notes I’ve read on you and ACU.’

Sondra frowned. ‘Notes?’

‘We’re here doing a movie. Uh,
the new Dillan Archer movie. He’s playing an ACU detective hunting
down a coven of demon summoners. I just do stunts, but they needed
a few more extras in the bullpen scenes, so I got to read the
briefing notes.’

‘Right.’ Sondra recalled reading
something about a film crew working street scenes in various
locations for the next few weeks. ‘Yeah, I read something about
that. But the first thing you should know is that we don’t call it
ACU. It’s the Arcane Crimes Unit, or just Arcane.’

Grant’s face fell a little. ‘Oh.
That wasn’t in the notes.’

Sondra grinned at him. ‘Don’t
think your average action movie audience member is going to
care.’

‘Maybe not. The others would
love to meet you.’

There was an eagerness there
which Sondra saw as something other than a desire to have his
friends meet her. ‘Give me a few minutes. I’ll pop over. You’ll
still be around, right?’

‘Oh sure. Day off tomorrow. Make
hay while the sun shines and all that.’ He thought she was about as
likely to join them later as he was to win the lottery, but he
nodded as he took the two pitchers of beer. ‘See you later.’

‘Later.’

Walt looked at her as she sucked
down some of her own beer. It was brewed with cherry pulp and was
quite a heady brew – appropriate for the setting and Sondra liked
it. ‘You actually going to go talk to them?’

‘Is Dillan Archer over there
with them?’

‘Huh. No. They’re all
technicians and that kind of thing. We don’t see the stars down
here. They’re all on the Upper East Side in penthouse suites. I
don’t think he’s even in the city yet. Hasn’t been in the
news.’

‘In that case, yeah, I’ll go
over in a bit.’

Walt’s grin was positively
lascivious. ‘Grant made an impression?’

Sondra smirked, looking up at
Walt over the rim of her glass and through long lashes. ‘It might
be worth seeing what sort of stunts we can get up to.’

5th February.

‘It’s not all action and tossing
spells,’ Sondra said as she sat in her lounge with a glass of wine
and Grant sitting beside her. Well, her legs were in his lap and
his fingers were absently stroking her toes. They had finally
managed to get out of bed around four p.m., but he was showing no
inclination to leave and Sondra figured she would get another night
out of him. ‘Like all policework, most of what we do is
paperwork.’

Grant nodded. ‘I figured that
might be the case. Of course, they’re hamming the exciting stuff up
in the movie.’

‘Movies and TV are all the same.
A world where everything is solved by analysis of a blood stain,
every villain leaves physical evidence, and every detective is
either a plodding idiot or a genius.’

‘You saying you’re not a
genius? Plus, when you told that story about the orcs in the store
downstairs, it sounded like something off a police drama. You threw
a cabbage at an orc’s face!’

‘He had just called me a useless
rat.’

‘Huh?’

‘You’ve got orcs in your film?’
He nodded. ‘And they’re in with the bad guys, so they spout typical
orcish insults. Like tikuguk.’

‘Huh, yeah, they do. Never knew
what that meant.’

‘Small or meaningless rodent is
the closest to English.’

Grant smiled. ‘And you speak
Orcish.’

Sondra smiled back. ‘Orcish,
Spanish, and a smattering of Italian. My Orcish isn’t great. It’s
tough to speak it when you don’t have tusks.’

‘When do you find the time to
learn all this stuff? I mean, all those books…’

It was true: Sondra had quite a
few books. There were shelves around a lot of her lounge walls.
Some of them held her favoured DVDs, but mostly the shelves were
filled with books. Fiction and non-fiction, and there were more of
the latter in her workroom for easy access.

‘I’m older than I look,’ Sondra
said. ‘I’ve had plenty of time to pick up what I need to know.’

His brow furrowed a little.
‘There were some things in the AC– Uh, there were things in the
notes on Arcane that kind of didn’t make sense. I mean, you
look to be about… twenty-five? But the notes said you were
there when they started Arcane in eighty-five.’

‘I was twenty-six when the
Collapse happened,’ Sondra said, watching his face. ‘I don’t think
I’ve aged since.’ She watched as he did some rapid calculations in
his head. Everyone knew the date of the Collapse, though Sondra did
not remember much of the cataclysmic event which shaped the modern
world.

‘Wow. I hope I look as good as
you when I’m eighty.’

There was no hint of alarm or
disquiet and Sondra relaxed. ‘Thank you. I don’t consider myself
vain, but it’s nice to hear compliments.’

Grant barked a laugh. ‘You can
tell you’re not from Orlando. Everyone in the film business
is at least a little vain.’

‘Even you?’

‘Oh, Hell, yeah. You don’t think
you get this much muscle definition without the vanity to want it,
do you?’ It was a point. ‘Anyway… Man, eighty years. You actually
saw the Collapse.’

‘Not really.’ He gave her a
quizzical frown. ‘I don’t really like talking about it.’

‘Oh, uh, sorry.’ He looked a
little like a kicked puppy. A huge, black-skinned, bald, muscular,
beautiful, kicked puppy.

Sondra sighed. ‘You’ve read the
history books and seen the horror movies. The Cataclysm happened
and a lot of weird stuff fell out of it.’

Grant nodded. ‘Orc citadels in
California, Oregon, Poland, and Siberia. The horror stuff tends to
focus on the sudden coming of magic and spirits. Possessions.
People exploding.’

‘People with the right genes
could suddenly do magic. Some of them couldn’t control it.
Spontaneous combustion is not a nice way to go, but that’s not
usual. These days, we can tell when someone has the talent pretty
early and start training them to control it, or to avoid using it.
Then… The night it happened, I was at home. Day off. I was a cop.
My father was one and I’d been determined to follow him, but I had
the day off and I was home. There were some reports about weird
stuff happening in Europe, but we weren’t paying much attention.
The sun went down on Halloween night and I went crazy. They took me
to hospital, but there wasn’t anything they could do. I was
committed. I was in an insane asylum for nine years while phantom
voices screamed in my head.’

‘Shit!’

‘Exactly. But eventually the
voices left me and I came out of it able to work magic.’

‘And not aging.’

She gave him a bleak smile.
‘Didn’t figure that out for a while. I finally admitted it on my
fifty-eighth birthday. There’s aging gracefully and there’s “this
is not natural.”’

‘If you could figure out what
caused it and bottle it, you could make a fortune.’

Sondra gave a shrug. ‘I’ve got
money enough and, let’s face it, I can make really long
investments. Eventually I’m going to be rich just due to compound
interest.’


Part Two: The Newbie

New York, NY, 10th February
2017.

‘Captain needs you in his office,
Sondra.’

Sondra glanced at the desk
sergeant and raised an eyebrow. ‘And good morning to you,
Lisa.’

Lisa raised her own brows. ‘Good
morning. Captain needs to see you in his office.’

Sondra’s lips quirked. She liked
Lisa Brigham and they had a good relationship, even after ‘the
night after the Christmas party which is never to be
mentioned.’ ‘Am I going to hate this?’

‘That depends on…’ Lisa gave a
shrug and hit the door release. ‘No, you’re not going to like
it.’

‘Why do these things always
happen on a Friday,’ Sondra grumbled, heading for the elevator.

Alison Doran was in the outer
office at eight in the morning and Sondra expected a fight. Alison
was an excellent secretary. She was somehow able to keep Captain
Dickerson’s office running smoothly and his schedule to time. Part
of how she achieved this was ruthless control over who was allowed
to see her boss and when. She was a small woman with long, blonde
hair which Sondra had never seen out of a bun, and green eyes which
sparked with intelligence and the malign quality you might see in a
rabid Rottweiler. Sondra both hated her and respected her.

‘Captain Dickerson is expecting
you,’ Alison said without preamble and went back to whatever she
was doing on her computer.

Blinking in surprise, Sondra
walked through to the inner door, knocked twice, and then walked
in. She knew exactly what the meeting was about as soon as she saw
the blonde man sitting in front of Dickerson’s desk getting to his
feet. And Dickerson saw her rapidly quashed expression of
displeasure before she managed to tamp it down.

‘Captain,’ she said, ignoring
the blonde for now.

‘Detective,’ Dickerson
acknowledged. ‘Take a seat.’

‘I’ll stand.’ The chairs
sucked. They had been known to numb buttocks in under ten
seconds.

‘As you wish.’ Dickerson knew
the chairs sucked; he liked that they sucked. ‘Detective
Sondra Blake, meet Detective Clarke Delacroix.’

The blonde stepped forward,
offering his hand, and Sondra took it. He had a firm grip, but then
he was a fit-looking man with signs of muscle in the slope of his
shoulders and the slight stretching of his slacks around the
thighs. He was a detective in the NYPD and he was wearing a
tailored, three-piece suit? He was young – Sondra put him in his
mid-twenties – and pale-skinned. The pallor was accentuated by
fine, blonde hair cut short and parted on the left, and eyes which
were a sharp blue-green. His eyebrows were thick but pale and he
had eyelashes thick enough that an observer might have suspected
mascara. He was attractive, not especially so, but he had high
cheekbones and a strong jawline with a noticeable cleft to his
chin.

‘I’m really pleased to
meet you, Detective Blake,’ he said, smiling. ‘It’s an honour.’

‘Uh, thank you.’ Sondra looked
at Dickerson, the question not needing to be asked.

‘He’s your new partner,’
Dickerson said, confirming what Sondra had suspected since seeing
the man. Dickerson had been threatening her with a new partner for
months.

‘Of course,’ Sondra said,
turning back to Clarke. ‘In which case, you can call me Sondra when
we’re not being formal.’

‘Clarke,’ he said in reply, and
finally let go of her hand.

‘Okay. Do you want to say
anything else, captain? Or can I show him our office?’

‘Go,’ Dickerson said, waving
them toward the door. ‘Try not to break him before the end of
shift.’

The expected question came as
Sondra led the way down a flight of stairs to the floor where she
had her office. ‘Uh, what did he mean by “break him?”’

‘I don’t have a great record
with partners,’ Sondra replied. ‘But he was mostly just
trying to wind you up.’ Another thing the film Grant was working on
had got wrong was the bullpen. Mostly, the error was in thinking
there was one. Every officer in Arcane had their own office, or one
they shared with a partner. Sondra’s was one of three at the front
of the building on that floor and she stepped into it almost
straight from the narrow staircase which was opposite the
elevator.

‘Uh, this is nice,’ Clarke said
as he walked in behind her.

Sondra smirked. Her office was a
study in ordered chaos. At least, that was what she told herself.
There were three desks in it: one under the window and facing into
the room, two against the side walls. A pair of three-drawer filing
cabinets sat on either side of the left-hand desk, and the desk
itself was piled with a few books and a lot of file folders. There
was a chair beside the desk, but it was a straight-backed,
uncomfortable-looking thing facing into the room. The other side
desk had a rolling chair in front of it and a computer screen on
top, but that was almost obscured by another pile of file folders.
The desk under the window, Sondra’s desk, had trays and a computer,
and was a little better organised with space to actually work on
it, but the out-tray was still filled with case files.

‘That’s your desk,’ Sondra said,
pointing to the right. ‘Your first job is going to be getting the
files off it and into whatever place they should be in. I haven’t
had a partner in a while and I’ve been getting behind on the
filing.’

‘No kidding. How do you find
anything in all this?’

‘Photographic memory. I know
where everything is so long as I put it there.’ Sondra sat down in
the straight-backed chair, her elbows on her knees and her fingers
steepled as she leaned forward. As was usual for work, she was
dressed in a pantsuit and low-heeled pumps. ‘Tell me about
yourself.’

‘Uh, okay.’ Clarke sat opposite
her, seeming unsure about how he should position himself. He
settled for crossing his legs and resting his linked hands on his
knee. ‘I was born and raised in Boston. My parents knew I was going
to have some talent for magic and they–’

Sondra held up a hand to stop
him. ‘You’re Anthony Delacroix’s son?’

‘I, uh, yeah. He doesn’t like
you very much.’

Rolling her eyes, Sondra sighed.
‘It’s been a decade. You’d think he’d have given that up by
now.’

‘You arrested him for
obstruction. He hated that.’ Clarke held up a hand to forestall any
rebuke. ‘I think he was probably guilty. He’s stubborn and
arrogant, and those are some of his best qualities. He doesn’t like
what I’m doing with my life and he’s going to hate that I’m
working with you. I’ve already decided to volunteer for duty at
Thanksgiving and Christmas. Family meals are going to be Hell for a
while.’

Sondra smiled; okay, maybe this
was not going to be too bad… ‘Okay, so if you’re out of the
Delacroix stable, you’ve been taught from when you could string
words together. Then… Harvard School of Magic?’

‘Uh-huh. Theoretical and Applied
Magic, Masters in Elemental Magic, and a two-year course in
analytical magic techniques at NYUM.’ He pronounced the acronym
‘ni-um,’ which was characteristic of ex-students and locals; the
New York University of Magic was the oldest school of magic in the
country and it was not far from Sondra’s apartment on the western
edge of the East Village.

Doing some quick addition and
factoring in the age she had estimated… Sondra leaned back in her
chair. ‘And then you joined the NYPD and they fast-tracked you into
Arcane.’

His grimace said a lot. Yes,
they had. Yes, he knew what that meant to a seasoned cop. Yes, he
knew what it meant to the seasoned cop saddled with a newbie. ‘You
know what they say,’ he said with forced humour. ‘Hire students as
early as possible while they still know everything.’

‘And do you know
everything?’

‘No. That’s why I was happy when
the captain assigned me to you.’

‘Okay. Good. So, you did the
obligatory time on the street, but you were always aiming for
Arcane. What do you know about what we really do?’

‘Uh, well, there’s permit checks
for registered magical businesses. School visits to educate kids on
magical safety.’

‘They don’t let me do those any
more. Not since the fainting incidents in eighty-six.’

‘Fainting incidents?’

Sondra smirked. ‘Some kid was
mouthing off about how learning magic from demons was perfectly
safe if you knew what you were doing, so I explained exactly what
happened when a demonologist got in over his head. Six of the class
keeled over.’

‘Oh.’

‘And then we arrested the kid’s
father for trafficking with demons. Did him a favour. He was almost
lost. I figured another year before he was walking around killing
his family. Go on.’

Clarke paused, remembering where
he had got to. ‘There’s a load of other mundane policework where
magic is involved. Uh, Arcane gets called in for things like fake
mediums and cons where the perpetrator is faking magical talent.
Then there’s the big stuff. Demonic cults, magical serial killers,
large-scale magical events. The stuff that gets in the papers and
ends up with a movie deal.’

‘You heard about the new Dillan
Archer thing?’ She got a nod in reply. ‘Yeah. That’s going to be
inaccurate, but probably good fun. Most of our work is in the East
Village, which is why we’re stationed here. How much do you know
about the area?’

‘I know Manhattan fairly well.
I’m, uh, better acquainted with the Upper East Side.’ At Sondra’s
questioning look he added, ‘My family insisted that if I was going
to slum it at NYUM, I should have a reasonable place to stay. They
bought me an apartment on Third Avenue. It’s not bad. Close to two
subway stations. Not far from the park.’

‘Must be nice. Ever been up into
Orctown? That’s the other big region for magic.’

Clarke nodded. ‘I know, and I’ve
been there once.’

‘If we get some free time, I’ll
take you up there and we’ll have a tour. The orc gangs are getting…
restive. I’m not saying there will be trouble, but it’d be
best if you knew something about the place. Just in case.’

‘Right…’

‘Starting to wonder what you’ve
let yourself in for?’

He shook his head, determined.
‘Exactly what I’ve been trying to do for the last five years.’

~~~

‘You should call your father and let him
know about your new partner,’ Sondra said. She picked up stringy
fries with her fingers and pushed them into her mouth, and also
noted that Clarke was watching her doing it. Fries were not
sexy food, but he was probably just getting used to her. It had
taken most of her partners a few days to stop looking at her as if
she was a supermodel.

Clarke shook himself and
considered how best to attack his burger. Sondra was showing him
the key spots in the Village and had decided to start off with
lunch at Heady Brew. She figured he deserved a treat after a
morning spent filing. ‘I’ll call my mother tonight. She’ll want to
know how my first day went, and she doesn’t hate your guts. She can
tell Pops.’

‘Coward.’ She flashed a grin to
show she was joking.

‘Damn right,’ he replied anyway.
‘When it comes to Pops, discretion is the better part of
valour.’

‘Somehow, I can’t see Anthony
Delacroix liking being called “Pops.”’

‘He doesn’t. Small victories
where I can get them. Mom says it’s petty, but she stifles giggles
whenever he complains about it.’

‘You don’t get on well with
him?’

‘He thinks I’m wasting my life.
He… pushes. He wants me to be all I can be and pushes me to
succeed.’

‘But he wants you to succeed at
what he thinks is a good idea,’ Sondra said, nodding. ‘My
father didn’t want me to be a cop, but he didn’t gripe about it
when I joined the NYPD. He was a cop in Elizabeth. Elizabeth, New
Jersey. I was born there.’

‘In nineteen thirty-six. I know.
I read about you when you locked Pops in a holding cell. I figured
I’d meet you when I requested Arcane, but I didn’t think I’d be
working with you. I mean, you’re kind of a legend.’

‘Oh God, I have a fan,’ Sondra
deadpanned.

‘It’s not like that! I just…’ He
trailed off on seeing the sparkle in her eyes, and her lips turned
up at the corners as she reached for more fries. ‘I bet you
do have fans.’

‘I do, actually. The post room
collects all the letters together and files them, just in case. The
emails are filtered before they get to my inbox. About half of them
are proposals of marriage. You get on better with your mother, I
take it?’

‘More easy-going. She doesn’t
really want me doing this either, but it’s more to do with
worry.’

‘And you have a sister,
right?’

‘Yeah, Emily. Emily Charters.
She’s married. We get on okay, but I get to see much of her since
she got married. Her husband doesn’t like me much. Never figured
out why. Uh, you don’t have any family, do you?’

Sondra shook her head. ‘Poppa
died a while back. Momma died in nineteen ninety. They never had
another kid, so it’s just me. Your burger is going to get
cold.’

Giving up on trying to get the
huge thing into his mouth, Clarke picked up his knife to cut it in
half. ‘There is no shame in admitting defeat to a superior foe,’ he
said, rather eruditely.

‘Sure,’ Sondra said, ‘so long as
the foe isn’t going to shoot you in the head.’

~~~

The club was loud and hot. Lucy loved
it. Decked out in her shortest, reddest dress and her highest
heels, she was as much using the bodies pressed against her to stay
upright as for the physical sensation of being touched. She was a
fit, attractive woman, and she was being touched. And she loved it
because it was so not her on the other six days of any given
week.

As the music shifted from one
throbbing dance track to another, she slid out of the scrum on the
dance floor and headed for the restrooms to freshen up. Yes, all
this was crazy fun, but the place was almost boiling her in
her skin. The restroom was, of course, teeming and it took her ten
minutes just to get to a mirror to check her makeup. She retouched
her lip gloss and used a damp paper towel to take the sheen of
sweat out of her cleavage and off her brow. She tightened her
blonde plait. Then she left the sinks and headed out into the
clamour.

That was when she saw
him. He was watching her, or watching for her. His eyes slid
over her body without the slightest hint of embarrassment, and Lucy
felt like the room’s temperature spiked. God, he was gorgeous! His
eyes rose to meet hers and her heart skipped a beat. He was
really gorgeous and, as his eyes drew her toward him, she
thought she recognised him, but there was no way that
he could be here and interested in someone like Lucy
Carpenter.

‘Hi,’ he said as she got close
enough to hear him.

‘Hi,’ she said back. ‘Uh, I’m
Lucy.’

‘Call me Dillan,’ he said. ‘Can
I buy you a drink, Lucy? I feel like a little company.’

Lucy’s heart leapt into her
throat, but she managed to force it down to say, ‘Of course,
Mister– Uh, Dillan. I’d love a glass of wine.’

He held out an arm, and she
slipped hers into it. ‘Let’s go find somewhere to chat and drink,’
he suggested.

‘Sure.’ Frankly, Lucy would have
followed him into Hell if he’d asked. Her brain was still
struggling to catch up with what was happening. This was turning
out to be a really amazing night.

11th February.

Mary Jane pressed the buzzer for
apartment three again, holding the button down this time. After
several seconds of listening to the hum, she let go and waited, but
still there was no response from Lucy. She began to dig in her
purse for her keys.

‘If you’re lying there in an
unconscious stupor, I am going to stuff you in the shower on cold,’
she muttered as she located the key Lucy had given her ‘for
emergencies.’ Well, not turning up for their Saturday morning
shopping trip was an emergency. Opening the outer door, she
slipped inside and headed for the stairs. Up three floors and then
along the corridor to the apartment door.

She banged on it a couple of
times. ‘Lucy? Lucy! I swear if you’re in there with a man and
didn’t tell me, I’ll… I’ll…’ Unsure what she would do, but sure it
would be dramatic, Mary Jane put the key in the door and turned
it.

Something was wrong. She had no
idea what made her think that, but she did, and she edged into the
apartment slowly, silent now. It was not a huge place, but it was
comfortable. She had always liked Lucy’s apartment, so why did it
make her feel uneasy now? The lounge was tidy, but two glasses sat
on the coffee table beside the sofa. One of them was half full: red
wine, which Lucy only drank when she was with a man. Mary Jane had
never understood it, but Lucy said red wine was more sensual.

There was a scent. No, there was
a smell. Thick, not entirely pleasant, but maybe the smell of sex
on the air. But… But maybe not. ‘Lucy?’ Mary Jane called out as she
edged toward the corridor at the back of the lounge which led to
the bathroom and the bedroom.

Something lay in the doorway of
the bedroom. It looked like a pair of legs, but maybe not. Legs did
not have the lumps that whatever it was had. As she got closer, she
could see that those lumps decorated what was definitely a pair of
legs. The desire to turn and run was strong, but what if Lucy was
in trouble. She edged closer and managed to get a good look around
the corner at the body attached to the legs – a small part of her
mind was briefly thankful for that. The first thing she made out
was a translucent, red wrap that she had given to Lucy for
Christmas. Then she saw the face and Mary Jane began to scream.

~~~

The sun was shining brightly, even if it
was a little low in the sky and thus left the street in shadow.
There was a crisp bite of cold to the air outside the apartment
block and Sondra was glad of her warming amulet, but it was a very
pleasant February day. Not the sort of day you really wanted to be
looking at dead bodies.

Looking up West 11th
Street toward Greenwich Avenue, Sondra spotted Clarke doing a
run-walk-jog shuffle as he hurried toward her. She could not really
fault him on time: she had made the call not to use a car and he
had further to come. Technically, it was a free day for them, but
Sondra had got a call to attend a suspected magical homicide and
they were on call.

‘Sorry,’ Clarke said as he
rushed up to her. ‘Getting through Times Square was a pain.’

Sondra shrugged. ‘Body’s not
going anywhere and the forensics people will have been through the
place by now. You ever attended a homicide before?’

‘Uh, no.’

‘Got any evidence bags on
you?’

‘Uh, no.’

‘Pick one up when we get inside.
If you’re going to throw up, use the bag.’

A patrol officer opened and held
the door for them and Sondra gave the woman a nod; not one she had
met before, but then she did not get out to this part of town that
often. Clearly, the police woman knew who Sondra was. A lot
of cops knew who she was for one reason or another. Another
officer, this one male, asked for their identification at the door
of the apartment, but it was pretty clear that he knew who she was
too.

And then they were walking into
the contained chaos of the crime scene. Crime Scene Unit
technicians were busy packing equipment away. There was a coffee
table in a pleasantly decorated lounge which had been coated with
fingerprint dust. A tall, brown-haired man with sharp eyes looked
up from his examination of a clipboard as the two Arcane cops
walked in, and Sondra nodded to him: Detective Andrew Potter,
9th Precinct. She had worked with him before.

‘Sondra,’ Potter said, nodding
in turn. ‘New partner?’

‘Detective Andy Potter, this is
Detective Clarke Delacroix. He just started with Arcane yesterday,
Andy, so cut him some slack. What do you have?’

Potter gave Clarke an evaluating
look and then nodded. Potter was a little older than Clarke was and
had been a cop longer, and here was the new guy popped into the
elite unit. Potter had never met Clarke before, so he was guessing
that Clarke had been fast-tracked. That kind of thing could cause
resentment. ‘Body was reported at eleven hundred and sixteen, after
the witness calmed down enough to call nine-one-one. She, uh… She
had to be sedated and taken to hospital.’

‘Bellevue?’ Sondra asked.

‘Yeah. There’s an officer with
her. She tentatively identified the deceased as Lucille Carpenter
of this address. Mostly from the negligee the body’s dressed in. A
Christmas present, apparently.’

‘What was the witness to Miss
Carpenter?’ Clarke asked, a wary edge in his voice.

‘Friend. Mary Jane Morrisey.
They were supposed to be going shopping today and Carpenter didn’t
show up, so she came in and…’

‘And her best means of
identifying her friend was the clothes?’

‘Yeah, well, you haven’t seen
the body yet. CSU got two wine glasses from the coffee table. One
still had wine in it, neither had fingerprints. The table hasn’t
given us anything either. Considering the mode of dress of the
victim, I’m assuming she was aiming to take the killer to bed, but
the sheets are undisturbed. We’ve got next to nothing.’

‘Aside from a body,’ Sondra
said. ‘Bad one?’

‘I’ve never seen anything like
it,’ Carpenter said, frowning. ‘The ME’s instruments say there’s
some form of magical residue on the body and… Like I said, I’ve
never seen anything like it.’

‘So you called us. Fine. Let’s
see it.’

All three of them walked down
the hallway to the bedroom, Potter leading. He stepped over
something Clarke could not quite see, Sondra followed him, and
Clarke got a look at the misshapen limbs, but it was not until he
got to the doorway and looked around the frame that he went stark
white, his eyes bulging as he took in what had happened to Lucille
Carpenter.

The swollen, cankerous lumps
which marred her legs covered her body and her head. She lay on the
dark-red carpet in a twisted posture, as though her bones had been
distorted. Her mouth was open in a silent scream of pain, and she
lay on her right cheek, which gave you a good view of her swollen
nose which seemed to have been eaten away from the inside. Her skin
was grey and slack, her hair thin and grey, and the red wrap she
was wearing seemed somehow obscene for being on what looked like a
corpse long in the ground.

‘Got an evidence bag?’ Sondra
asked Potter.

Clarke shook himself and reached
up to wipe a trickle of sweat from his brow. ‘No. I’m okay. I mean,
I won’t need the bag. It’s just…’

‘Yeah, it certainly is just. I’m
going to assume she didn’t usually look like that.’

Potter shook his head. ‘I got an
ID photo. Pretty girl. Twenty-one years old.’

‘Shit!’ Clarke said. ‘Uh,
there’s blood on the carpet.’

‘ME found a wound he thinks was
from a knife of some kind, but he’s not ruling on cause of death
until after the autopsy.’

‘I can understand why,’ Sondra
replied. She lifted her eyes from the body. ‘You up to doing a
magical analysis, Detective Delacroix?’

The use of his title snapped
Clarke to something like parade-ground attention. ‘Yes, of course.’
When Sondra backed further into the room, Clarke stepped over the
corpse’s legs, reaching into his jacket for a small, blue notebook.
Leafing through the pages, he found what he was looking for – a
fairly simple collection of glyphs on one page – and began staring
at it.

Potter leaned toward Sondra. ‘He
needs a book to do that?’ His voice was low, but Sondra figured
that Clarke had heard.

‘Detective Delacroix is
following the letter of the lore,’ Sondra said, not bothering to
lower her voice. ‘This is the first time I’ve seen him work magic,
so he’s making sure he doesn’t fluff it by using a pre-drawn set of
Sarnic glyphs to impress the required patterns into his mind. It’s
not necessary, but it’s safer and more sure if you’re not in a
hurry. We aren’t.’

‘Oh,’ Potter said, his eyebrows
lifting. ‘So, those weird things magicians draw out sometimes–’

‘Are physical representations of
the effect they wish to work. You can’t always do them ahead of
time. Sometimes the spell calls for them to encircle the subject,
or you need to adapt them to the specific casting.’

Clarke raised his hand over
Lucille Carpenter’s mangled body, closed his eyes, and
concentrated. His lips moved as he worked through the spell in his
mind, and then he lowered his arm, turning toward Sondra. ‘There’s
something there, but it’s weird. It’s like nothing I’ve ever read
before.’

Raising an eyebrow, Sondra
looked down at the body lying at their feet, focusing her will and
collecting the pattern of the spell in her head. She filled it with
energy from her core and released it. Symbols filled her mind and
she scanned over them, interpreting. ‘I’m glad you’ve never seen
anything like that before, Clarke,’ Sondra said, anger on the edge
of her voice. ‘It’s demonic. It looks like we could have a demon
running around.’

~~~

Clarke looked uncomfortable as he stood
in the antiseptic atmosphere of the morgue. Antiseptic, yes, but
there was always the underlying scent of human destruction. The
coppery hint of blood, the sickly-sweet scent of decay, and the
combined odours of urine and faeces warred for attention. Sondra
watched the young detective as he battled to keep his lunch down,
but he had been through the worst of it and survived.

‘It would be easier to tell you
what did not kill her.’

Sondra returned her attention to
Doctor Maureen Tavish. The woman had Scottish descent to go with
the Scottish-sounding name: her hair was a vibrant red, cut into a
tight bob, and her eyes were bright and green. She was edging very
gracefully into her late forties. In the last decade, she had taken
to wearing shorter skirts and blouses with lower necklines in an
attempt to look younger. Thankfully, she could pull the look off,
but Sondra did not see the point; Maureen was an attractive woman
and Sondra did not see that changing any time soon.

‘So what didn’t kill her?’
Sondra asked.

‘She was stabbed in the back,’
Maureen replied, reaching a gloved hand toward the corpse’s side.
The remains of Lucille Carpenter lay on a metal autopsy table,
brightly illuminated and now with a sewn-up Y-section wound. ‘The
blade nicked her right kidney, but there was insufficient damage to
result in death.’ Maureen looked up. ‘Not immediately anyway. The
wound was survivable with medical attention.’

‘Okay.’ There was an unspoken
question in the word.

Maureen drew in a long breath
through her nose. ‘So, these growths you see on her body are
chronic gummas. She has them on skin and bone, and on her liver.
They’re characteristic of tertiary syphilis which typically takes
from three to fifteen years to develop after infection. I also
found evidence of the disease affecting her heart which takes at
least ten years. I’m waiting for the analysis to come back, but she
shows symptoms of chlamydia, herpes, gonorrhoea, and hepatitis B
and C. Her liver, even ignoring the gummas, looks like that of an
aging drunk. Her kidneys are almost entirely degraded. The decay in
her nasal cavity suggests long-term cocaine use.’

‘She was only twenty-one,’
Clarke said, joining the conversation.

‘Precisely, detective. Unless
she was an extremely promiscuous ten-year-old, these symptoms are
not possible. Then we add in the marked aging of the skin and the
greying of her hair. Other organs are showing signs of unusual
aging, but it’s her hair and skin which are worst.’ Maureen shook
her head. ‘I’ve never seen anything like it. I agree with your
analysis. Demonic magic of some kind. Again, nothing I’ve ever seen
before.’

‘Can you give us anything on the
knife?’ Sondra asked.

‘Strange,’ Maureen replied, and
then she flashed a grin. ‘Ritual and not especially useful in
combat. Approximately three inches in length and three across at
the base. Triangular. It’s quite sharp, but also quite thick.
Bruising around the wound suggests no crosspiece.’

‘Distinctive. It’s something.
Let us know when the chemical analysis comes back.’

‘Of course.’

Sondra turned on her heel and
started for the double doors. ‘Come on, Clarke. We have a witness
to interview.’

~~~

Another antiseptic room, but this time
everyone in it was alive. The scent of flowers permeated, but
Sondra suspected that was simply down to the air fresheners. In
some ways, the hospital room was worse than the morgue: blander,
more institutionalised. But the occupant was sitting up in bed with
a box of tissues clutched in her hands like a lifeline. The
cardboard was split in a couple of places where her fingers had
torn through as she gripped it. Mary Jane Morrisey was a pretty
woman – blonde and blue-eyed, with a curvaceous figure – but her
tear-streaked face was not exactly selling her looks right now.

‘I c-can’t believe it,’ she
said. ‘I can’t believe it was L-Lucy. I mean, it was her wrap, but
that wasn’t her.’

‘We’re still waiting on
confirmation, Miss Morrisey,’ Sondra said, her voice calm and
calming, ‘but the initial indications suggest that it is her.’

‘But all those growths…. Wait,
you said you were with Arcane? Magic did that? Lucy was always
f-fit. She ran, when she could. She kept herself fit.’

Sondra nodded. ‘I’m sorry to ask
this, but did she have any history of STDs? Or any other medical
condition?’

‘No! Why would you–’ Mary Jane
cut herself off. ‘You wouldn’t ask without a reason. I’ve seen you.
On the news.’ Sondra gave a slight smile. ‘But no. She was always
very careful. She liked… men. She was beautiful and she
could get them easily when she wanted to, but she was always very
careful. She always had a box of condoms in her bedside cabinet.
A-and she’s never mentioned any other problems.’

‘Do you think she could have
been entertaining last night?’ Clarke asked.

‘Friday night? Yes. About one
week in three she takes someone home with her, or goes to their
place.’

‘Anyone steady?’

‘Not recently. Not since the
summer. She liked going out to a club in Hell’s Kitchen. In Sense.
Two words. It’s too loud for me, but she liked it. It’s kind of an
underground thing.’

Clarke was making notes as she
talked. ‘And she would have been there last night?’

‘If she wasn’t, I don’t know
where she would have been. God, she picked someone up and he killed
her, didn’t he?’

‘That’s one line of enquiry
we’ll be looking into,’ Sondra replied, smiling. ‘I promise we’ll
do everything in our power to find the person responsible, Miss
Morrisey.’

‘Yes,’ Mary Jane said bleakly.
‘I know you will. But it won’t bring Lucy back, will it?’

‘No. No, it won’t and I’m
sorry.’

‘Okay,’ Clarke said when they
were out of the room, ‘what’s next?’

Sondra looked up at a clock
mounted on the wall over the duty nurse’s counter. ‘It’s almost six
thirty. Go home, eat, and get some rest. Then get your glad rags
on.’

‘Huh?’

‘You’ll stick out like a sore
thumb at a club and tonight we’re going clubbing.’

~~~

Sondra’s heels clicked on the sidewalk
as she made her way down West 50th Street. She was a
little late, but she figured that just meant less time waiting in
the cold. Not that she was cold, but it was the thought that
counted.

Clarke was waiting in the
cold; standing outside a building which was trying to look more
like an industrial building than a club, he was rubbing his hands
together. He looked good, she decided. The three-piece suit had
been replaced by slim-fit black jeans, probably a T-shirt, and a
leather jacket which looked way too expensive for a cop’s salary.
Maybe a Christmas present from his family who were, as far as
Sondra knew, loaded. Then again, from the suits the man wore, he
was subsisting on more than just his basic salary. Investments
maybe. Clarke seemed like the kind of man who would take spare
money and invest it rather than spending it on fripperies.

He spotted her and waved, and
she smiled and closed the distance. ‘Bouncers are turning people
away,’ he said when she was close enough.

‘Full?’

‘Don’t think so. They’re being
picky.’

Sondra got a closer look at
Clarke’s jacket. It had that supple quality of really good
leather and she bet it felt fantastic under your fingers. ‘Yeah,
well, that jacket should get you in if they know money.’ Swapping
her clutch purse between hands, she slipped out of her dark coat
and hung it over her arm. ‘And I think I’m covered.’ Out of the
corner of her eye, she saw him turn to look and heard the slightly
strangled noise he made. She smirked and started for the door.
‘Come on.’

There were two bouncers on the
door. Orcs looked really stupid in suits, but this one, a big one
with grey skin, pulled it off fairly well. His companion was human
and almost as big as the orc, and he seemed to be the one making
the decisions. He flicked his eyes over Clarke and then took a
little longer on Sondra as she waited with her hip cocked. Sondra
had selected a short, red dress for the evening. It had a crossed
halterneck and a deep plunge, and the front and back were rucked,
lifting the hemline in a V which threatened to show far more than
it did. He nodded and waved them through.

‘You, uh, look amazing,’ Clarke
said as Sondra checked her coat.

‘Thank you.’ Sondra could hear
the music throbbing through the inner door already and figured
there would be little conversation inside. She turned to him. Her
heels gave her an inch or so on his six-foot frame, but they were
even enough that she could look him right in the eyes. ‘Okay, the
first stop is the bar. If we’re lucky, it’s the same bar staff as
last night and they remember our victim. Then I want to take a look
around. See if anyone looks wrong.’

Clarke raised one of his barely
visible eyebrows. ‘Saturday night in a club with music like
that?’

‘More wrong.’ Turning,
she headed for the interior door.

The music hit like a physical
force. Sondra winced and looked around. The place was set up like a
rave warehouse. A large, open floor was filled with people under a
double-height ceiling which probably helped the temperature stay
within human tolerances. The decorative scheme was ‘early
industrial brickwork.’ There were lower ceilings further in and she
guessed the bar was in that direction along with the restrooms and
maybe some tables. There was no way your average person could stay
on that dance floor for too long without dying of heat prostration.
She shifted direction and moved along the side of the floor, Clarke
behind her, and together they negotiated their way around the
dancers and headed back.

The bar was more modern. Long
and dark, it was backed up by bottles and optics, and there were
three people working it. Sondra paused, scanning over the area.
There were a few tables in this part of the club, mostly occupied
by larger groups, laughing and talking too loud. The music was a
little more subdued here than on the main floor, however. At least
you could think straight.

‘Something wrong?’ Clarke
asked.

‘No. Just watching the staff.’
She came to a decision and headed for the furthest end of the bar
where the woman behind it was looking less harried and more
seasoned. ‘That’s the one to ask.’

The woman behind the bar flicked
her eyes over them, finished serving a customer, and then closed
the distance. ‘Cops?’ She had rings in her lip and her right
nostril, several rings in each ear, and her top was fishnet over a
translucent bra. She looked like the kind of person who could spot
a cop easily, even if that was a stereotype.

Sondra just nodded, opening her
clutch purse. ‘How did you know?’ Clarke asked.

‘Either that or someone lost a
bet.’ Her look suggested that the loser had been Sondra and
Clarke’s cheeks flamed.

Dropping an ID photograph of
Lucille Carpenter on the counter, Sondra tapped it. ‘We think she
was in here last night.’

The woman stared at the picture
for a second. ‘Yeah. Yeah, she’s in here most Fridays, and she was
in last night. Didn’t serve her, but I saw her.’

‘Was she with anyone?’

There was a nod. ‘Late on she
was. Kind of weird. Guy looked like Dillan Archer. Can’t have been
him. What would a guy like that be doing in a dump like this, but
it sure did look like him.’

‘The film star?’ Clarke
asked.

‘Yeah. He’s in town now, right?
But the guy probably just looked like him. No way he was
here.’

Sondra shrugged. ‘Thanks for
your time. Uh, I’ll have a glass of white wine. Clarke?’

‘Club soda,’ Clarke replied, a
little sullenly.

Smiling, Sondra dropped a bill
on the counter. ‘And keep the change.’

The woman smiled as she snatched
up the money. ‘Don’t mind if I do and coming right up.’

‘Tomorrow, check with the taxi
companies for anyone going from here to Carpenter’s apartment last
night,’ Sondra said. ‘If you find one, see if you can contact the
driver.’

‘Okay. It’ll be Sunday.’

‘I know, but we’re on a
homicide. You’ll get the time off back. Arcane believes it should
have rested detectives dealing with demon summoners. And the cab
companies don’t even sleep.’

Clarke frowned at her. ‘You
don’t think this is going to be the last murder.’

‘If it’s a demon, it won’t be.
If it’s something else… No. I think there will be more whatever
killed her. So, the sooner we figure this out, the sooner we put a
stop to it.’

~~~

Sondra watched the crowd as she sat with
Clarke at one of the tables, but she also watched Clarke. She had
been handed a raw recruit, or close to it, and she was expected to
work with him. She had had a chance to look over his file and, for
want of a better word, he was edging into genius territory. High
aptitude scores for magic and the associated skills. Tended to work
well with others. Perceptive. Dedicated, with a strong desire to
help others. Aside from him having no experience outside of an
academic environment, it was all good stuff.

On the other hand, he seemed out
of place in In Sense. His cheeks flushed red when he spotted a
woman in a skimpy outfit, which meant he was blushing most of the
time. Some of the activities on the dance floor were turning him
crimson. And he almost seemed to be avoiding looking in Sondra’s
direction.

‘Not your scene?’ Sondra
asked.

‘Sorry?’ Clarke turned, his ears
reddening as his gaze flashed over her cleavage and then quickly up
to her eyes.

‘You don’t frequent underground
clubs much.’

‘Oh, uh, no. I don’t frequent
any sort of club. Much. Occasionally, you know?’ He got a nod in
reply. ‘You like this kind of thing? The club? The music?’

Sondra gave a slight shrug.
‘Depends on my mood. But this isn’t my kind of music.’

‘What is?’

‘Jazz. Cool jazz, mostly. Ella
Fitzgerald. Louis Armstrong. Gerry Mulligan. Bix Beiderbecke. And I
still have a thing for swing.’

‘Really?’ His eyes widened; he
was surprised.

‘I grew up with this stuff.
There are a few modern tracks I like, but they tend to vary with
the decade. I can always go back to “Summertime” or “Mack the
Knife,” or some big band track. My mother used to play Glen Miller
and Artie Shaw when I was home from school.’

‘After the war?’

‘Yeah.’ Sondra shook her head to
get rid of the nostalgia seeping into her. ‘I thought students were
supposed to be all “party all night, sleep all day.”’

Clarke’s cheeks got brighter.
‘I’m, uh, more of a nerd. I was always too busy studying to go to
the parties.’

‘Oh, well, you’ll have to come
over to my place sometime.’ If his cheeks got any redder they were
going to spontaneously combust. ‘You might like some of my books.
Eighty years has given me a lot of time to collect magic
books.’

‘Oh, right. Yeah, I’d love to
take a look. Mine are mostly modern textbooks. I have a few rare
books, but those are mostly fiction. First editions I’ve
collected.’

‘No parties and first edition
fiction,’ Sondra said, smiling. ‘No, this isn’t your scene at
all.’

12th February.

Sondra sat at her desk, feet up on one
corner of it, with the toxicology report on Lucille Carpenter and a
lollipop in her mouth. She was back in a pantsuit, and Clarke was
at his desk in another three-piece suit, on the phone.

The report indicated that
Maureen had been right about the drugs. There were indications of
long-term cocaine and heroin use. The litany of viral and microbial
infections was ridiculous. Carpenter was showing signs of
everything from the common cold to HIV. Her immune system was
almost gone, but there was still no way that she could have had
all of those things wrong with her at the same time
and have spent a night at a club. Something had given
her those conditions and then accelerated them, and that was pretty
powerful magic.

And what was with the stab
wound? Sondra looked up from the report, frowning. The stab wound
had to be part of it. The knife was unusual, even for a ritual
blade. Maybe they were not dealing with a demon. Maybe this was
some sort of artefact.

‘Okay,’ Clarke said into his
phone. ‘Thanks. You’ve been very helpful.’

Sondra looked around as the
phone went down. ‘You have something?’

‘I found the cab and the driver.
He recognised the description of Miss Carpenter and said he thought
the guy with her looked like Dillan Archer. He drove Miss Carpenter
to her apartment.’

‘Just her?’

‘That’s the thing. They dropped
Archer, or whoever it was, at Forty-Ninth Street subway station.
Archer dropped him a fifty to get Miss Carpenter home safely, and
then he left for the subway.’

Sondra pursed her lips.
‘Time?’

‘The pickup was at zero
thirty-eight. Saturday morning.’

‘He could have doubled back on
the subway. It wouldn’t be that hard to get to Carpenter’s place.’
Sondra gave a sigh and reached for her phone. ‘I guess we have to
talk to Dillan Archer.’

13th February.

The film company kept Sondra on the run
for most of Monday morning as well as Sunday afternoon, but
eventually gave up and agreed to allow Archer some time for an
interview in the afternoon. That had taken Sondra suggesting what
it would look like if Arcane requested a warrant to search Archer’s
hotel suite.

They were filming at the Central
Park Zoo. Sondra wondered what the snow leopards thought about all
the goings on as the crew set up for a shot in front of their
enclosure. From the looks of it, the snow leopards did not think
very much. The setup time gave Archer a chance to talk to the
police. Sondra considered the time they had probably spent in other
areas doing exactly the same in the morning. It was annoying, but
the company was just trying to protect their star, she
supposed.

Sondra and Clarke waited outside
the ring of barricades set up to keep people out of the filming
area, and they heard Archer coming before they saw him. He was late
for the time they had been given, but only by five minutes or so.
Something had him in good humour as his laughter could be heard
over the general noise of the zoo and the film crew. His voice was
one of his best features: rich and resonant, with a hint of velvet
in it.

The owner of the voice was a big
man. Six-foot-two and a hundred and eighty pounds, and a lot of
that mass seemed to be muscle. He was wearing a T-shirt in black
and blue, with ‘NEW YORK CITY’ printed down the front, and black
jeans. All of his clothes seemed to hug his frame, muscles bunching
beneath as he walked toward them. Black hair fell around a
handsome, rugged face, the strong jawline emphasised by a thin
beard. There was a moustache over full lips, and sharp,
upward-slanted brows sat over bright, blue-green eyes. His entire
demeanour spoke of strength, poise, power, and some indefinable
quality that drew the eye.

His own eyes were drawn toward
Sondra as he closed the distance between them. She watched him
taking in what he saw, and liking it from the way his mouth shifted
and his eyes began to sparkle. Well, the man was known as something
of a womaniser. Sondra smiled indulgently and waited.

‘Please tell me you’re
the cop I’m supposed to talk to,’ Archer said, basically ignoring
Clarke.

‘Detective Blake,’ Sondra said,
‘and this is my partner, Detective Delacroix.’

‘Sondra Blake? The most senior
detective in Arcane?’

‘That’s right.’ At least they
were getting the name right now. ‘I was wondering if you could tell
us where you were on Friday night, Mister Archer.’

His eyebrows rose. ‘Friday…
Friday… A club. Slipped my guard dogs and went out to a club. Uh,
Incense? Or, no, two words. In Sense. In Hell’s Kitchen, I
think.’

Sondra nodded and looked at
Clarke, who took a photograph from his pocket and held it out to
Archer. ‘Do you recognise this woman, Mister Archer?’ he asked.
There was tension around Clarke’s eyes; Sondra could tell that he
did not like being ignored by the film star.

Archer took the photograph and
stared at it for a few seconds. It had been taken from Lucille
Carpenter’s driving licence, but she had not changed much in the
time between getting that and dying. ‘That’s… I think… She was
wearing a lot more makeup, but I think that’s Lucy. I’m sorry, I
didn’t get a last name. We met, had a few drinks, talked…’

‘And that’s all?’

‘I didn’t want to be up too
late. I admit that she seemed like she would be worth losing some
sleep over, but… Our director is a slave driver. We shared a cab as
far as the subway and I tipped the driver to take her home. What’s
this about?’ Archer handed the photograph back to Clarke, but he
looked to Sondra for an answer.

‘Miss Carpenter was murdered in
her home in the early hours of Saturday morning,’ Sondra said.

‘Oh!’ The surprise on Archer’s
face seemed genuine. ‘Oh my God. She was such a sweet girl. Damn! I
mean… I mean, if I’d actually gone home with her–’

‘You’d likely be dead too. Do
you know any magic?’

‘I have a basic talent,’ Archer
replied. ‘I know a little elemental magic. It’s useful occasionally
for special effects, or lighting a lady’s cigarette. Do you smoke,
Detective Blake?’

‘No. If I did, I could light my
own. Thank you, Mister Archer. That’s all we need for now.’

‘Really?’

‘Your statement fits with what
we already know. We’ll be in touch if we need more, but for now…
Good luck with the filming.’

‘Thanks. I’ll need it.’ Sondra
stepped back and Archer, reluctantly, left them. He crossed the
barrier line and headed for the snow leopards where the crew seemed
to have finished doing whatever they were doing.

‘I don’t like him,’ Clarke
commented. ‘He could’ve backtracked to her house.’

Sondra shrugged slightly. ‘He’s
a fairly typical male, but I don’t like him for this. He’s too
high-profile. But, just in case, check with the hotel and see when
he got back in.’

‘That I can do.’

~~~

Clarke dropped the phone into its cradle
a little too hard and turned to Sondra. ‘According to the hotel’s
records, Archer didn’t leave the hotel on Friday night.’

‘He did say he slipped his
security,’ Sondra replied. ‘No one saw him enter or leave?’

‘They don’t know. He’s staying
at the Grand Park Empire. It’s not far from my apartment. I’ll drop
in on my way home and ask around. Better face-to-face.’

Sondra nodded. ‘I don’t think
you’ll find anyone, but I don’t think Archer is our man. He’s too
public a figure to get away with something like this.’

‘He seems to have figured out
how to get out of his hotel, past his security.’

‘Yes. It’s a valid point. Keep
looking.’

Clarke frowned. ‘Something
bothering you? I mean, I don’t know you that well, but you seem…
pensive.’

‘Huh. Good word. I just have
this feeling that we don’t have too long to find our man. I don’t
think he’s going to wait too long before he strikes again. Hell of
a case for you to start your time here on.’

‘I could’ve hoped for something
a little less…’

‘Lethal?’

‘Something that didn’t have
people’s lives hanging in the balance quite so much.’

Sondra smiled. ‘Everything
Arcane does is about saving lives. Even the licence and safety
checks. This is a little more immediate than those. Let’s
just hope I’m wrong about him hitting again.’


Part Three: Spotlight

New York, NY, 14th February
2017.

Roger Prentice was running late as he
hurried to the elevator in his apartment block. He had things to
do. He had, as they said, people to see. He also had to make
reservations for tonight or his love life was going to take an
enormous downturn.

The elevator took far too
long to get to his floor and was far too slow going down. The doors
seemed to take an age to open and he pushed out through them before
they had finished sliding back. Hurrying across the lobby, his
briefcase in one hand and his umbrella in the other, he prayed that
it was still dry. The forecast had said it would rain, but so far
it was just a dark, overcast day. Undoing the latch on the front
door, he rushed out under the building’s portico and stopped.

There was no doorman on the
building to move vagrants along, but generally the police spotted
them and got them away from the buildings along East
71st Street. This one had apparently escaped their
notice, half-hidden under a black plastic bag. Roger considered his
options. He could walk away. He could move the woman… He paused
again when his mind caught up with the high-heeled pumps the
‘vagrant’ was wearing. Did vagrants wear four-inch heels? Did
vagrants wear designer four-inch heels?

Edging closer, Roger gingerly
grabbed a corner of the bag and pulled it aside. He almost dropped
it at the stench, but he kept going, lifting the plastic cover away
to reveal the body beneath. For a little over seven seconds, he
just stared at what he saw. For several more seconds, he
contemplated the idea of covering her back up and leaving for work.
But the lobby had a camera in it and the police would ask
questions. And Roger was a lawyer, so he knew what questions they
would ask and how guilty he would look if he did not report the
body.

Anger rising, Roger pulled out
his smartphone and dialled 911.

~~~

Sondra pulled the Chevrolet Impala she
used when she absolutely had to use a car to a stop in front of the
fairly nondescript apartment block on East 71st Street,
cutting the siren before opening the door and sliding out. There
was already a police cruiser – a Ford Fusion Hybrid – at the kerb,
its lights flashing, and Clarke was waiting for her beside the
building’s portico with a man in his late thirties dressed in an
expensive suit, and holding a briefcase and umbrella. The
businessman looked annoyed to say the least.

‘Detective Delacroix,’ Sondra
said as she stepped across the sidewalk.

Clarke gave her a look which
said he was glad to see her. ‘Detective Blake, this is Mister
Prentice. He found the body.’

‘And I’ve been standing here
since,’ Prentice said, scowling. ‘Do you have any idea–’

‘Thank you for your time, Mister
Prentice,’ Sondra said, giving him a smile. ‘The NYPD appreciates
it when citizens do their duty, despite the inconvenience. I
appreciate it.’

Prentice’s anger fizzled. ‘Yes,
well… As I said to your colleague, I came down this morning and saw
this woman lying there. It was her shoes. Vagrants don’t wear shoes
like that.’

Sondra looked behind him to
where the body lay, now once again partially covered by black
plastic. The shoes were red, high-heeled, and looked expensive.
‘No. Not generally.’

‘I moved the plastic and, well,
it was obvious that she was dead. Strange to see such an old woman
in a skirt that short. I can’t imagine why she would be wearing an
outfit like that.’

Sondra nodded. The aging again.
That was why the patrol officers had called in Arcane. ‘Do we have
Mister Prentice’s details, Detective Delacroix?’

‘Yes, ma’am,’ Clarke replied.
‘I’ve taken a basic statement.’

‘Good. We may need to talk to
you again, Mister Prentice, but for now you can get on with your
day. Have a good one.’

She watched Prentice hurry off,
muttering thanks, and then looked up at the sky, judging the
weather. Thick, grey cloud hung above the city like a shroud. Not
inappropriate, considering. ‘Ma’am?’

‘Seemed appropriate,’ Clarke
replied.

‘Makes me feel eighty.’ She
turned toward the body as Clarke covered a laugh with a cough. ‘Do
we have ID?’

‘Alice Toliver. We have her
driving licence. She was nineteen, lived in Brooklyn. Might have
been killed there, because I think the body was moved.’

‘Oh?’ Stepping closer, Sondra
pulled back the plastic and looked down at the body. Alice Toliver
was lying on her side, curled into a foetal position. She looked as
though she had aged fifty or sixty years overnight, but there was
only one of the bulbous growths visible on her face. On the other
hand, her limbs appeared oddly twisted. She was dressed in red, a
camisole top and a skirt which barely covered her behind, but you
could still see blood soaked into her top around an incision. ‘Ah,
no blood on the ground.’

‘Uh-huh. And the morbidity’s
wrong. He stabbed her somewhere else, let whatever does this take
effect, and then dumped her here. He wanted her found, but not
where he took her.’

‘Run her background. Usual
checks. We’ll go check out her home later. She’s not the same as
the last one. Different effect.’

Clarke nodded. ‘Except that I
did an analysis and the magic used is the same. Some sort of
demonic transformation effect.’

Sondra glanced at him. ‘You did
some reading.’

‘I still have a lot of
textbooks.’

‘Okay.’ Sondra turned to the two
patrol officers standing nearby. ‘Get this area taped off. We’ll
have the media here soon enough. I’m surprised they aren’t here
already. No one gets near this body until the medical examiner sees
it. Oh, and get something bigger to cover it up. It’ll rain
soon.’

‘Yes, ma’am,’ one of them said,
starting for their cruiser.

‘Again with the ma’am. There is
one thing you haven’t considered, Clarke.’

‘There is?’ Clarke asked,
frowning.

‘The body was moved so that it
would be found quickly. I agree with that, but there’s something
else. How far away from here is your apartment?’

Clarke turned automatically,
pointing in the general direction of Central Park. ‘It’s about half
a block– Oh!’

‘Uh-huh. He knows we’re on his
case.’ Sondra scowled as she spotted a crime scene van heading
toward them, followed by a news van. ‘The spotlight’s going to be
on us from here on in and the killer’s decided to make it
personal.’

~~~

Along with the engine, Louis Armstrong
singing ‘Mack the Knife’ cut out as Sondra killed the ignition. She
looked up at the apartment block on Green Street, her lips pursed.
‘Not the home of someone who owns designer shoes,’ she said.

‘Not really,’ Clarke replied,
opening his door to get out. There were apartment blocks at this
end of the street, but a lot of industrial, or ex-industrial,
buildings were further west. The apartments were a haphazard
collection. Some were brick, others had a facia of wood, one looked
newer, perhaps replacing an old, demolished building. Clarke pulled
an evidence bag from his pocket and retrieved the keyring inside
it. ‘Shall we?’

Nodding, Sondra headed for the
door, letting Clarke unlock it. She had a strong suspicion of what
they would find in Alice Toliver’s apartment. It was not going to
be pleasant.

Two floors up, Clarke knocked on
the door of apartment five and waited. ‘NYPD, open up,’ he called
after a couple of seconds of silence.

‘Open it,’ Sondra said, taking
her pistol from under her jacket.

Clarke frowned. ‘Revolver?’

‘Thirty-Eight Special. I never
changed to the automatic. I have my reasons.’

‘Okay.’ He unlocked the door and
Sondra pushed through, raising her pistol as she scanned the room
with it. Clarke stepped behind her as she dropped the muzzle back
down and relaxed. ‘Definitely not the abode of a woman who wears
designer shoes.’

It was a bedsit. The ‘lounge’
area was largely taken up by a queen-sized bed. There was an easy
chair which had seen better days and a TV which looked several
years old. Off to one side was a kitchenette, clean and tidy with
no dishes out. In fact, while shabby, the entire apartment was
clean.

Holstering her revolver, Sondra
walked over to a wardrobe beside the bed and opened it up. Bending,
she picked up another high-heeled shoe, looking it over. ‘Fake,’
she said. ‘Good imitation, but it’s a knock-off.’ She looked over
the clothes, all of them carefully arranged on hangers. ‘I am going
to say that Miss Toliver will come up with a criminal record.’

‘Prostitution,’ Clarke said
sourly.

‘Or related charges, but…’ Her
gaze swept around the room again. ‘But she was fairly new on the
street and she was managing to take care of herself. We aren’t
going to find drugs. There are some worn running shoes in the
wardrobe. She kept herself fit.’

‘And we’ll never find out who
picked her up to kill her, because she probably thought it was just
another job.’

‘That too.’ Sondra sighed.
‘Okay, let’s go through the place anyway. She wasn’t killed here,
but check for any signs of blood. Contact books. Anything. We need
to find this bastard. Soon.’

~~~

‘Interesting,’ Sondra said as she
disconnected her call. They had found nothing of note in the
apartment and had decided to move on.

‘What?’ Clarke asked. She had
been calling to find out where Dillan Archer was working and, while
Sondra did not like Archer for the murders, Clarke was still
hopeful.

‘They’re filming in Brooklyn
today.’

‘Where in Brooklyn?’

She pointed west, toward the
river. ‘End of the street. They’re about to have lunch and they
said Archer would be available then.’ She pursed her lips. ‘You
take the car back to HQ. Start running the usual checks. I’ll go
talk to him. Make sure you check with his hotel, but if he got out
once without them noticing, he could do it again.’

Clarke’s lips curved. ‘I thought
you said he wasn’t our man.’

‘I still don’t think he is, but
we need to do due diligence.’ Turning, she opened her car door and
slid out. ‘I’ll meet you at the morgue at two thirty. There should
be some results by then.’

Slipping out of the car to walk
around, Clarke called after her as she started down the street. ‘Be
careful of that guy. I don’t trust him.’

‘I trust him about as much as I
trust anyone with gonads,’ she called back over her shoulder and
kept on walking.

At the end of Green Street, the
buildings were more industrial but there was a large, open lot
between West Street and the river. An old chain-link fence edged
the sidewalk, but someone had erected a tall barrier of some sort
inside it to block the view. There was a large gate for trucks, a
smaller one for people, and a guard post set beside both. Flashing
her badge got her in through the gate, and directions to where
lunch was being served.

There were trailers set up close
to the gate and one of those had a tent strung up in front of it
with long tables beneath. Archer had a private trailer on-site, but
he was eating with the rest of the crew. Sondra heard his voice
raised in laughter as she approached the tent, narrowing in on him.
He was sitting amid a crowd of people in the middle of the eating
area. The centre of attention even as he ate with the technicians,
camera operators, stuntmen, and others who were probably viewed as
far below the star of the film. She spotted Grant sitting on the
table behind Archer, his large frame and dark skin obvious. There
were others there, several of them orcs and all of them looking
firmly muscled or wiry; stuntmen like Grant, she figured.

‘Detective!’ Archer’s rich voice
came as much in exultation as greeting. ‘They said it was my lucky
day today. Have you eaten? I can recommend the Cajun chicken.’

Sondra’s eyes flicked to Grant,
seeing him looking her way with widening eyes, but she headed for
Archer. ‘I haven’t, but I’m fine. I’ll get a coffee, if that’s
okay, and then I’ve a couple of quick questions.’

‘Certainly, certainly. Alec,
you’ve wolfed your food down as usual. Would you get the lady a
coffee? How do you take it?’

‘Just black. I–’ She had been
about to tell Alec to stay where he was, but a thin man with an
empty plate in front of him was already on his feet and heading for
the van with the kitchen in it. ‘Thanks,’ she said and, as people
shunted along the benches to make room, she slipped into place
beside Archer. ‘Do you always eat with the crew? I don’t see any of
the other stars here.’

‘When we’re on location,’ Archer
replied jovially. ‘You see, I started out doing stunts, so I
know it’s not the big names that make a movie.’ He lifted
his hand, circling a finger to indicate those sitting with him and
around him. ‘This lot are responsible for making me look like an
action hero. I do most of my own stunts, yes, but they’re still
stunts. It’s a good idea to be nice to the guys planning
them, otherwise they make the harness too tight in the crotch and I
end up singing soprano.’

There was a burst of laughter
from those around him and a few mildly lewd comments from the table
behind. Sondra glanced around to see a smirk on several faces,
including Grant’s, but he also looked a little concerned and she
was not sure why.

‘The camera crew can make me
look ugly. Makeup can make me look jaundiced. Everyone here
has to work to make a film something more than a lot of fake
explosions and flight charms.’ He lowered his voice to a sort of
conspiratorial level. ‘Did you know that they used to use
wires to make people fly through the air before we had the
magic to do it?’

Sondra smirked. ‘I did, yes. You
could usually see them in the special effects scenes, but we used
to ignore them unless they were really obvious.’

Archer gave her a blank look for
a second. Then he slapped the table and almost bellowed a laugh.
‘Damn! Yes, of course. It’s too easy to look at you and see a young
woman. You were around before we got a lot of the tricks we use
today.’

‘Oh, when I was young, seeing a
film made in colour was rare. It wasn’t until television really
kicked off in the early fifties that they started making colour
films in earnest.’

‘And these days it’s mostly
digital, and three-D.’

‘It’s all change…’ Alec put a
paper cup of coffee in front of Sondra. She flashed the man a
smile, and then drew a photograph from her jacket. ‘Mister Archer,
have you ever seen this woman before?’

‘Another one?’ Archer took the
photograph and peered at it, frowning. ‘No. I don’t think I’ve ever
seen her before.’

Sondra nodded and took a sip of
her coffee. ‘Had to check. She lived about two blocks west of
here.’

‘Oh. Oh! I haven’t been down
here before today. The crew have been getting things ready
for…’

‘A week,’ someone supplied from
one of the tables.

Sondra nodded again. Of course,
it was easy enough to say he had not been to the area… ‘It’s
possible, just a possibility mind you, that someone is targeting
your production. I’ll talk to your management team about increasing
security. It’s all circumstantial at the moment. The body was
dumped in Manhattan, so it’s not a certainty.’ Except that the body
dump had been not far from Archer’s hotel as well as Clarke’s
apartment. ‘Got any enemies, Mister Archer?’

‘Me?’ Archer replied.
‘Probably.’ But his grin suggested that he was not being especially
serious. ‘Could I… Maybe we could discuss the list over
dinner.’

Sondra gave him a smile. ‘I’m
afraid I’ll probably be working late tonight. I’m flattered, but
no.’

‘Can’t blame a guy for
trying.’

Standing and then stepping over
the bench, Sondra decided that she could, but would not this time.
‘Hopefully, there won’t be a need to see you again. Thank you for
your time, and the coffee.’

‘Oh, my pleasure. I’m hoping you
do, preferably under better circumstances.’

‘I try to avoid having hopes. In
my line of work, they have an annoying habit of dying on the
vine.’

~~~

Having managed to find the film’s
director and one of the producers discussing some of the scenes
they planned to do on the lot and impress on them the need to raise
the matter with the company’s security team, Sondra headed out of
the gates under a sky which threatened rain. The sight of a lithe
man in a tailored suit leaning against a car across the street did
not lift her mood. She crossed, since she had to go that way
anyway.

‘Detective Sondra Blake, as I
live and breathe,’ the man said, smirking. ‘What brings you out to
Brooklyn?’

‘I just love the smell of the
river at this time of year, Brightman.’ Devon Brightman, ace
investigative reporter for WNSN and royal pain in the ass when he
got something he thought was going to make a good news story. It
always started off nice. He was a reasonably charming man, handsome
with dusty-blonde hair cut stylishly short and blue eyes holding a
roguish gleam. But then he would get blocked, or just suspect he
was being blocked, or get a hint of something he should steer clear
of, and then he turned into an aggressive, bullying ass who would
not give up until he knew the truth. In some ways it was an
admirable trait in a reporter. Just not in very many ways.

‘Yeah, sure, Sondra. I heard you
have two bodies in four days and you’re looking at Dillan Archer
for it. You were at the zoo yesterday and here today.’

‘Actually, I’m dating a
stuntman.’ She started away from him, heading down West Street.
There was a subway station not that far away.

‘Come on, Sondra. Give me
something or I’m going to air with what I do have.’

‘You do that, Brightman. I look
forward to hearing about the slander suit.’

There was a muttered expletive
and then, ‘So, you have no comment on the deaths of two young women
and the investigation by Arcane. You’re getting nowhere.’

‘You’re right,’ she called over
her shoulder. ‘Until such time as I am instructed otherwise, I have
no comment.’

~~~

Clarke’s fingers shifted over his
keyboard with practised ease. He was not exactly a touch-typist,
but he could manage over fifty words per minute without breaking a
sweat, and right now all he was doing was narrowing search
terms.

He had called the hotel and, as
expected, discovered that they had no record of Archer leaving his
room during the night. He had run the usual searches for Alice
Toliver and had, as expected, discovered that she had one arrest
for soliciting on her records. She had been cautioned and released,
and that had been a year ago. Eighteen and selling her body on the
street; that had put Clarke in a foul mood. Or a fouler mood,
considering that Sondra had ditched him to go chat to the movie
star. Okay, so it was a good use of resources. Sort of.

So, feeling left out and
figuring he should make good use of his time, Clarke had started a
search for like crimes. Maybe the killer had struck before. Maybe
Clarke could find a pattern that fitted Archer, solve the case, and
look really good to Sondra and the captain. They had two
bodies and some clear similarities: the knife wound and the
premature aging. Maybe it was not much to go on, but he could
try.

When he got back twenty-eight
results, he frowned. That seemed like too many and yet not as many
as he had expected. Knives and aging. He had been reasonably
specific about the knife, assuming the same blade would be used in
all the murders without confirmation from the ME. He opened the
first case file in the list, the murder of a kindergarten teacher
in Orlando, Florida in nineteen eighty-nine, and began to read.

~~~

‘Your hair’s wet,’ Clarke commented as
he walked beside Sondra to the autopsy room.

‘It’s raining, and I don’t have
an umbrella,’ Sondra replied.

‘Couldn’t you use a spell
to–’

‘A little rain never hurt anyone
and I don’t use magic for trivial reasons.’ She pushed on the door
in front of her with barely a pause in her step and continued into
the sterile room. ‘It’s a good way to end up in a loony bin, and
I’ve done my time in one of those.’

‘We don’t call them loony bins
any more,’ Maureen commented from her position beside the sewn-up
corpse of Alice Toliver.

‘I’m old school. What do you
have for us, Maureen?’

Maureen sighed and turned to the
body. ‘Miss Toliver probably died from a combination of factors
including atrophied kidneys, liver disease, and extreme age. She
has few of the disease symptoms evident in Miss Carpenter; however,
there are a couple of gummas. She also has a list of broken bones
which you can read if you wish, but it comes down to “almost
everything.” No spinal injuries likely to result in disability or
death, but there are a couple of damaged vertebrae. Almost
everything else has one or more breaks. There’s even a skull
fracture. If I were just looking at the skeleton, I might have
considered the possibility that she was an extreme sport veteran
who had tried sky diving without a parachute.’

‘The knife wound?’ Clarke
asked.

‘Is identical to the first,
except for position. It missed all the organs this time.’

‘Definitely the same blade?’

Maureen narrowed her eyes and
peered at Clarke. ‘Obviously, I can’t be sure that the same
blade was used, but one with the same shape, certainly. What have
you discovered, young man?’

Sondra turned to look at him as
well and, for some reason, Clarke felt anxious. ‘I ran a
like-crimes search, assuming the same blade. I didn’t want to say
anything before Doctor Tavish confirmed it. I’ve, uh, got
twenty-eight unsolved cases with the same primary characteristics.
The wound and the aging. Seven victims in each run, seven years
apart. The last was in February twenty ten.’

‘This is why we hire academics,’
Sondra said to Maureen. Then she turned back to Clarke. ‘Since I
don’t remember any such case, this didn’t happen in New York, did
it?’

‘Uh, no. Three runs in Florida,
one in England.’

‘England? Well… damn. We’re
going to have the FBI and Interpol sticking their noses
in.’

Clarke nodded, wondering whether
his discovery was really such a good thing. ‘The search went
through the Interpol database to get the one in England. Will the
FBI want to take over the case?’

‘They’ll probably take an
interest, but Arcane has a pretty good relationship with them. I
think I can keep it with us for now.’

‘Okay. Maybe we could use their
help. This guy’s killed twenty-eight people, mostly women over
almost three decades, and no one’s caught him.’

‘Ah,’ Maureen said, smiling,
‘but he’s never done it where Sondra has had a shot at him, has
he?’

Sondra heaved a sigh. ‘No
pressure or anything.’

~~~

Sondra turned over a sheet of printout
and began reading about the death of an eighteen-year-old waitress
from London, England. Maureen had volunteered to look over the
autopsy reports on the previous victims, but Sondra had already
come to some conclusions.

There was a progression of
insults to the bodies of the victims. The first seven had been
stabbed and aged. There were a few indications of excessive alcohol
consumption and cocaine, but nothing as extreme as the modern ones.
That had changed for the next seven: the drug-induced damage was
more obvious, and there were broken limbs and signs of untreated
STDs. And so it had gone on, with each iteration worse than the
last.

To Sondra, it said that this was
not some form of demon possession. There was an artefact involved.
She sighed and put the papers down, looking up at the ceiling of
her lounge. The Collapse had changed a lot of things; the
appearance of magic on Earth was just one of them. Artefacts had
started turning up while Sondra was still in the asylum, and they
always meant trouble.

No one seemed to know exactly
what had happened on the night of Halloween in nineteen sixty-two.
Or anyone who did was not talking. What was known for sure was that
a world in a parallel dimension called Lornaron had been destroyed,
collapsing through the dimensions to partially merge with Earth.
The native humans of Lornaron had been wiped out in the
catastrophe, but some things had survived, even some of the
geography. Four citadels containing creatures now known as orcs had
appeared in four locations around the world. The humans and orcs
had been at war prior to the Collapse. The orcs had been winning,
and the best theory anyone had right now was that some magical
weapon intended to destroy the orcs had backfired really
badly.

More than the orcs had survived.
Random bits of land had been changed, wholly or partially merging
with the corresponding part of Lornaron geography. Some buildings
had crossed over, often in ruins. A few other species had survived,
including the fairies which now made a pest of themselves in
Central Park. And there were the artefacts.

An artefact could take more or
less any shape and do almost anything. Many of them were ancient,
made by demons so long ago that the reasons for their making were
unknown. Their true nature was usually impossible to know before
someone tried to use them. They could do wonderful things, but even
when they seemed to be beneficial, there was almost always a
downside. It was unlikely that being able to kill people in a
progressively more disgusting and depraved manner was the true
purpose of this artefact. The seven years pattern of seven
deaths seemed like a requirement. That was how you made the thing
function: you sacrificed other people to gain… What?

Whatever it was, the artefact
had to be found and whoever was using it had to be stopped. Two
people were dead and five more would follow them unless the killer
was stopped. Sondra picked up the reports again and began reading.
She needed to find something, anything, to point her in the right
direction.

15th February.

‘I’ve got nothing,’ Clarke said. ‘I
mean, nothing useful. It’s never taken him more than twenty-eight
days to get all seven victims. The time between attacks tends to
increase between victims, except for the first time when there’s a
lag between the first and second.’

‘The first kill was a shock,’
Sondra said, sitting behind her desk with a frown on her face. ‘He
had to rally himself before trying the second. Then he realised he
liked it.’

‘Right. You noticed how the
injuries on the victims get worse each time?’

‘Yes. That was interesting, but
I’m not sure what it means. I’m sure this is an artefact we’re
dealing with.’

‘Well, it could be a demon with
some requirement to kill seven people every seven years…’

Sondra nodded. ‘I suppose it
could. I just don’t feel it. I’ve never heard of a demon like that,
have you?’

‘No.’

‘And there’s the consistency of
the knife wounds. If it has to kill people, in this manner, why the
special knife? It can’t have brought the thing from Lornaron.’

Clarke sighed. ‘I don’t know
that much about artefacts, but you’re probably right. How do we
find an artefact?’

‘Luck, usually. Luck and good
old-fashioned detective work.’

‘I’ll check the FBI database of
known artefacts for daggers.’

Sondra winced. ‘Good luck with
that. It’s going to be a much bigger list than the one of
previous victims.’

~~~

The trill of Sondra’s phone was
annoying. It was designed to be since that stopped her ignoring it.
Picking it up, she noted the caller ID and swiped the accept icon
on the screen. ‘This had better be important, Clarke.’

‘Are you watching the news?
WNSN?’ Clarke’s voice sounded more angry than anything.

‘I’m watching the little
weasel.’

On her screen, Devon Brightman
was his usual suave, sophisticated self. When he was presenting,
none of his baser nature showed. He was the calm, fact-reporting
journalist. ‘Detective Sondra Blake of the Arcane Crimes Unit is
leading the investigation into the two deaths, aided by her new
partner. Detective Clarke Delacroix, son of millionaire Anthony
Delacroix, is new to the NYPD, but comes with an excellent
background in analytical magic.’

‘He just said I was useless,’
Clarke said.

‘Learn to take hits from the
press,’ Sondra replied.

‘Detective Blake is, of course,
well known as one of the most senior detectives in Arcane,’
Brightman went on.

‘For, example, that was him
calling me old.’

‘Her assignment to the case
shows that the NYPD is taking these deaths seriously, but my
sources indicate that they have no leads likely to stop this
killing spree.’

‘And that was him saying I’m
incompetent.’ Sondra killed the sound and turned her attention to
Clarke. ‘Listen. So far, Brightman has tried getting a quote out of
me and failed. If I read he’s got one from you, I’ll put my boot up
your ass. He’ll try you next. He’ll figure you know nothing about
handling the press.’

‘More fool him. As he said, I’m
Anthony Delacroix’s son. I’ve been dealing with the press since I
was sixteen. Anyway, you don’t wear boots.’

‘I do sometimes, and they have
stiletto heels.’ There was something like a wince from the other
end of the line, but it was almost drowned out by an insistent
beep. Sondra turned her phone so she could see the screen, and then
back. ‘Captain’s calling. I’ll see you tomorrow. Stay away from
Brightman.’ She cut him off before he could answer, switching to
the second call. ‘Yes, Clem, I’ve seen it.’

‘Where does that man get his
information?’ Dickerson said, his voice a growl of annoyance.

‘I don’t know, and I’m not
Internal Affairs. He has “sources.”’

‘He’s got cops he can
bribe.’

‘Probably with doughnuts.’

‘Huh.’ That was about as close
as the captain of Arcane was going to get to a laugh about now.
‘You’re sure Delacroix–’

‘Clarke just called me. He was
surprised. I wasn’t because Brightman and I butted heads yesterday.
He knows about the link to Archer. He knows there are two bodies
and he’s got some of the details from somewhere.’

‘He didn’t link Archer into this
in that piece.’

‘No, because he doesn’t have
enough evidence to mention him without attracting some nasty
attention. I’m reasonably certain that Archer isn’t involved
anyway.’

Dickerson gave another grunt.
‘How is the case going? Any leads?’

‘Clarke found twenty-eight
previous cases. Seven deaths, seven years apart. Most of them have
been in Florida, so we’ll have the FBI taking a look soon enough.
I’m pretty sure this is an artefact, but exactly what it does and
who has it… No, we have no workable leads. However, I think the
place the second body was dumped indicates that the killer is
trying to get our attention. Mine and Clarke’s. The dump site was
just about on Clarke’s stoop.’

‘That’s not necessarily a good
thing.’

‘No, but I think we’re looking
at someone arrogant enough to challenge us. Arrogance leads to
mistakes. He’s looking for five more victims. He’s going to slip up
on one of them.’

‘Has he ever slipped up
before?’

Sondra sighed; not according to
the files she had read. ‘If he did, no one picked up on it. But he
has to make a mistake sometime. When he does, I’m going to nail his
ass to a wall.’

16th February.

‘Okay, Lisa. Thanks.’ Sondra put her
desk phone down and looked across at Clarke. ‘FBI. Mind your
manners.’

‘Right.’ Clarke straightened his
tie, though it did not need it.

Sondra smirked. ‘You’ll probably
be better dressed than they are. And it’s the Feds, not the
president.’

‘Right,’ Clarke said again. He
looked nervous, but there was nothing much more Sondra could do
about that.

At a knock on the door, Sondra
called out, ‘Come in.’ Then she got to her feet as the two federal
agents entered.

The first through the door was a
woman. Maybe five-foot-seven, but taller in her two-inch heels. Her
skirt was a little shorter than Sondra might have expected, showing
several inches of thigh, but the overall look with the blazer and
blouse beneath was professional. She was pretty, blue-eyed and
blonde-haired, with quite sharp, angular features. Her makeup was
carefully applied to look a little too much while remaining close
to the professional limits. Sondra decided that this was a woman
who worked hard to be underestimated.

Behind her was a large man,
taller than Clarke by an inch or so, broad-shouldered and thick in
the neck. He was also blonde and blue-eyed, but he looked more like
his speciality was police brutality than investigation. Still, his
blue suit and tie were professional and well-tailored; the
tailoring was probably required to fit his frame.

‘Detective Blake,’ the woman
said. ‘I’m so pleased to meet you. I’m Special Agent Issacs,
and this is Special Agent Hall.’ She put a very slight emphasis on
the ‘special’ each time. She also affected a slight southern accent
which Sondra thought was put on.

‘And you’re here to talk about
the recent magical murders,’ Sondra said. ‘This is Detective
Delacroix, my partner.’

Clarke got to his feet and
turned his chair toward Issacs. ‘Pleased to meet you. Have my seat,
we’re short on them.’

Issacs smiled brightly. ‘Why
thank you, detective. That’s most kind.’ She sat, crossing her legs
primly, and turned back to Sondra. ‘We are here about the murders,
yes. You may not know this, but there have been previous,
similar–’

‘Detective Delacroix found the
other twenty-eight deaths, including the seven in England. Are you
claiming jurisdiction?’

Issacs smiled again. She was
really trying to win hearts. ‘Offering assistance. We would like to
keep an eye on the case. Find out what you know so far. Perhaps we
have something you haven’t discovered yet. The New York office is
aware of your reputation, Detective Blake, but we do have resources
the NYPD does not have.’

Sondra smiled back. ‘The NYPD
has the Arcane Crimes Unit which was the first specialist unit
dealing with magic employed in criminal activities. The FBI still
maintains a policy of not centralising its magical investigators,
which I think is appropriate given the national scope of
operations, but we have more expertise in this building than you
have in your office.’ Issacs opened her mouth to speak, maybe to
protest, but Sondra held up her hand. ‘I know the statistics,
Special Agent. I’ve been doing this job since Arcane was put
together. I have no problem with working with you. I’ll see to it
that you get copies of the case files. If there’s anything you can
add, I’d appreciate it.’

‘Perhaps we could go through
them now.’ There was a bright, easy quality to Issacs’ voice, but
Sondra could see the slight tightening around the eyes; the agent
was not especially pleased that Sondra was not welcoming her with
open arms.

‘Sure. Clarke, would you call
down and see if there’s a room free where we can all sit down?
We’ll get comfortable and have the coffee shipped in by the
bucket.’

Special Agent Hall rumbled;
probably a laugh and the first sound he had made since entering.
Issacs glanced at him. ‘That sounds like a wonderful idea,’ she
said, but Sondra was not buying any of it.

~~~

‘She seemed nice enough,’ Clarke
commented as he walked into the office after seeing the two FBI
agents off. ‘Hall… was quiet.’

Sondra looked around from her
computer screen. ‘Men. Always thinking with their genitals.’

‘Huh?’

‘You really fell for that
girl-next-door act? She’s looking for a way to take over the case.’
Sondra tapped her screen. ‘She’s been with the New York field
office for two months. Moved from Mobile. She wants to make a name
for herself and she sees this case as the one that’s going to do
it.’

‘I… didn’t notice that,’ Clarke
replied sheepishly.

‘No, because you were too busy
watching her legs to pay attention to her eyes.’

‘Do you think she’ll be a
problem?’ He was trying for professional, but the colour of his
cheeks was not helping.

‘She’ll stick her nose in more
than “keeping an eye on the case” warrants. She’ll be looking for
any weakness in our investigation. So, don’t show her
any.’

Clarke nodded, looking down at
his desk and not seeing what was there. ‘Maybe, uh, you’d be better
off with another–’

‘No, I wouldn’t. You don’t have
much field experience, Clarke, but you’ve shown your value in
research and you have yet to mess up a crime scene. Maybe this
isn’t the best case for you to cut your teeth on, but you’re
not screwing it up, and I’m not kicking you off it just
because the FBI are interested.’

He looked around, a thin smile
on his face. ‘Thanks.’

‘My pleasure. Get back to
work.’

His smile broadened. ‘Yes,
ma’am.’

‘And don’t call me ma’am!’

17th February.

Sondra stood beside Clarke under the
large, black umbrella he was holding. It was not quite eight in the
morning and they were looking at another body. This one was dressed
in clubbing clothes – tight shorts and a cropped top to show off
once impressive breasts which were now withered by age – and had
been dumped right outside the gates of the lot the movie company
were using. The knife wound was in her stomach, two inches left of
her navel.

‘Did we get an ID?’ Sondra
asked.

Clarke flipped open his notepad.
‘Jill Grace Stewart, age twenty-two. Resident of Brooklyn. Uh, that
address is in Vinegar Hill.’

Sondra nodded, scanning the
prone form before them. ‘Her skin looks discoloured. More than just
the aging, I mean.’

‘Bruising? Seems like we’re
working through a sequence of life-threatening conditions.’

‘See what Maureen says about
them.’ Sondra gave a sigh. ‘And this afternoon we’re going to call
an expert.’

Clarke frowned. ‘There’s an
expert in this stuff? I figured you were the expert.’

‘I suppose I am, but I know
someone with… deeper knowledge. You’ll see.’ She lifted her eyes to
the gates of the lot. ‘Another connection to this movie. Why?’

‘Detectives.’ The voice came
from behind them and Clarke flinched, turning to look. ‘I’d say
“good morning,” but clearly that’s not appropriate,’ Issacs said.
Hall was beside her holding an umbrella over them both.

Sondra seemed to have been
expecting the FBI agents. ‘Special Agent Issacs, I was just
thinking about you.’

Clarke saw Issacs’ eyes widen
fractionally. She moved up to stand beside Sondra, grimacing as
Hall did not follow fast enough with the umbrella. ‘You were?’

‘Uh-huh. You’ll probably have
less trouble accessing records for the film crew, management,
etcetera, than I would. We’d be looking for criminal records,
especially a history with demons or artefacts, any arrests for
illegal magic use, and any reason someone here might be attracting
bad attention.’

Issacs smiled. ‘Of course I can
do that for you. I’ll pass along anything we find. Do you think the
killer is one of the crew?’

‘Honestly? No. The first two
bodies weren’t really tied to the film. The connection to Archer
with the first seems like chance. I think Devon Brightman’s story
on the news has fed the killer’s need for recognition and he’s
using the film to up the stakes. On the other hand, I could be
wrong and you’re going to find our man. Work needs to be done, and
you’re going to get it done faster.’

‘Will you be questioning Dillan
Archer again today?’

‘They’re expecting him here at
nine,’ Clarke supplied.

‘We’ll ask about this,’ Sondra
added, ‘but I know what he’s going to say.’

‘He was in his suite,’ Clarke
said, ‘alone, but the hotel security records will back him up. You
know, for a guy with a reputation as a womaniser, he spends a lot
of his nights alone.’ Hall gave one of his rumbles of mirth – kind
of like listening to a rockfall in slow motion – but this time even
Issacs giggled, covering her mouth quickly.

Sondra just smiled. ‘I wish he’d
start living up to his reputation, personally. If he could give us
one unequivocal alibi, we could cross him off the list and get on
with finding out who’s doing this.’

‘You’re sure it’s not him?’
Issacs asked.

‘No. He’s never given us an
entirely solid alibi. But it doesn’t feel right. It feels
more like someone is pointing a finger his way. I mean,
this…’ Sondra pointed vaguely at the body and the gate. ‘If
it was Archer, why would he dump a body all the way out here when
he probably killed her in Vinegar Hill?’

‘And how did he get her here
anyway?’ Clarke asked, frowning. ‘Archer doesn’t have a car in New
York. He can’t have carried her from Vinegar Hill and even the most
jaded cabbie is going to think twice about picking up a guy lugging
a corpse.’

Issacs sighed. ‘Yes. Yes, Archer
seems unlikely. So, who gains from this film being linked to a lot
of murders?’

‘Good question,’ Sondra replied.
‘I have a few ideas…’

~~~

‘You have to admit, Mister Bergen, that
this is going to drive publicity for the movie,’ Sondra said, her
eyes on the overweight man in the trailer with her. Bergen was one
of the producers. He had a hands-on approach and had been there
every day so far. It had been him Sondra had talked to about
security, and he had apparently ignored her warning. He was dressed
in a three-piece suit, tailored to fit his rather blobby figure.
His nose was oversized and a little red, but his brown eyes were
sharp and calculating. The only thing missing from his image of
stereotypical producer was a huge cigar: Bergen did not smoke.

‘The idea that all publicity is
good publicity is overplayed,’ Bergen replied. ‘Our hero is a
member of the ACU. If the public thinks he’s played by a murderer,
even if there’s no real evidence, that won’t translate into
ticket sales. Our sponsors will back out. These days, scandal is
bad for business. That doesn’t even consider the costs.’

‘Costs?’

‘We’re losing time while you
people block the gate and–’

‘Take care of the body of a
twenty-two-year-old woman who was murdered using demonic
magic.’

Bergen’s cheeks coloured, though
Sondra thought it was anger rather than embarrassment. ‘I
understand the delicacy of the situation, but you need to
understand that time is money.’

‘If you like, I can arrange to
bill you for the fifty-plus years Miss Stewart isn’t going to
get.’

‘We’re already behind and
over-budget because of the orcs,’ Bergen continued as if she had
not spoken.

‘Orcs?’

‘We were supposed to be filming
in Orctown, but our security people gave us some bullshit about it
not being safe at the moment. We’re having to find new locations or
build sets. Delay and cost, Miss Blake.’

‘Detective,’ Sondra said
automatically. ‘And the Arcane Crimes Unit is shortened to Arcane,
not ACU. Can you think of any reason why someone would want
to target your production, Mister Bergen?’

‘No! You asked me that before
and–’

‘You ignored my suggestion that
they could be. Now you have a body almost dropped in your night
security’s lap. And they didn’t notice for several hours.’

‘There was no evidence of a real
threat. Obviously, we’ll be reviewing our security in the
light of this… incident.’

‘Good idea. That’ll be all for
now, Mister Bergen. We’ll have the body moved out shortly and you
can get back to your filming.’

‘About–’ He seemed to recognise
he was being insensitive and cut himself off. ‘Thank you, Detective
Blake. We would appreciate that.’

Sondra turned to the door of the
trailer before rolling her eyes. It would have been nice if
Bergen was killing women to bump up the movie’s Rotten Tomato
score, but it seemed unlikely.

Stepping outside, she spotted
Clarke talking to Dillan Archer. The action star was looking
relaxed, but there was a hint of irritation in the way his eyes
were narrowed at the detective. Sondra moved closer and the
conversation became audible.

‘No, it’s not much of an alibi,
I suppose,’ Archer said. ‘I have demonstrated an ability to
leave my suite undetected, but I was not in Brooklyn last
night, never mind here killing someone.’

Clarke gave an easy smile. ‘I
thought you were the kind of guy with a girl in your bed every
night. You’re destroying my image of the Orlando film scene.’

‘Huh. My reputation is largely
undeserved, detective. I admit that I’m prone to some… wild antics,
if you like, when I’m not working, but I have to be a professional
when I am. More so because of that reputation. Early nights and not
so much drinking. Uh, though I am getting a night out tomorrow.
Charity event for inner-city kids.’ Archer’s gaze flicked around as
Sondra closed the distance to stand beside her partner. His smile
shifted up a notch and his eyes lost their tightness. ‘Detective
Blake. I don’t suppose I could persuade you to represent your unit
at a charity event, could I? I’ve a plus-one and no one to add, so
to speak.’ He really was trying pretty hard.

‘Uh, I shouldn’t.’

‘Did I mention the charity?
Impoverished children. A focus on improvements in education in the
orc communities in our cities. Outreach programmes in the
Territories…’

‘Uh, when and where?’

Archer’s smile broadened. ‘Nine,
at the Met. If you come over to my hotel around eight thirty, I’ll
have a car ready to take us over there.’

‘Okay. I’ll see you then.’ She
turned and started away and Clarke hurried to catch up with
her.

‘Are you crazy?’ he asked.

‘I have a certificate to say I’m
not, actually.’

‘He’s a suspect in–’

‘He’s not, even if you want him
to be. But if he is a way better actor than I think he is,
then he’ll let something slip with a few glasses of bubbly in him,
and I may get more out of him about possible enemies if I talk to
him without a badge on.’

Clarke’s eyes widened. ‘You’re
playing him to get information?’

Sondra flashed him a grin.
‘Well, that and the chance to drink free champagne and hobnob with
celebrities.’

~~~

‘Your expert is a spirit!’
Clarke’s look was incredulous. Sondra could not really blame
him.

‘Uh-huh. Alby. Uh, don’t call
him that. He hates it. Albrechus Kint, high sorcerer. He was a
magical bigwig on Lornaron. Died in the Collapse and now he’s a
spirit. He’s, um, my spirit, sort of. He was the one who got me out
of the nightmare my life was after the Collapse. The psychiatrists
will tell you it was their therapy, but Alby was the voice I heard
when I could finally hear one voice and not thousands.’

Clarke’s gaze wandered around
Sondra’s workroom, pausing at the books. ‘It, uh, must’ve been
bad.’

‘Bad’s a word for it. Help me
move the table.’ She gripped one end of the heavy workbench which
took up the centre of the room and waited for Clarke to take the
other. Together they lifted it and shifted it to one side,
revealing a circle of glyphs carefully painted onto the wooden
tiles on the floor. They were in a circle and Clarke did not
recognise them immediately. ‘You’ve not much experience with spirit
summonings, have you?’ Sondra asked, seeing the look on his
face.

‘Uh, no. I mean, I know the
basic theory…’

‘It’s better not to get involved
if you haven’t trained in it. Uh, do you mind if I borrow some
power from you if I need it?’

‘Sure. Just tell me when you
need it.’

Sondra smiled at him. Not every
magician was willing to lend power to another’s ritual. It required
trust. ‘I’m going to take this slow and easy anyway, so I might be
okay. You might as well grab a seat. This is going to take… quite a
while.’

‘I’ll be right here,’ he replied
as he pulled a stool forward and sat down on it while Sondra
settled onto the floor beside her circle of glyphs.

She began by renewing her
connection to the glyphs in the circle, much as Clarke had done
with his notebook the first time he had cast a spell in front of
her. Here, the glyph sequence describing the spell was repeated,
over and over, to form the ring, and she really only needed to read
them once, but she went around all of them to be sure. Then,
focusing her will, she began to collect the energy she needed.

The first part was trivial:
every magician carried a core of energy pulled from the spirit
world which they stored within their being, and it was quick to
access and easy to use. Clarke had drawn the energy for his
analysis spell from his own store; now Sondra drained hers and
readied herself for the next phase.

Her lips began to move in a
slow, steady chant and her mind reached out across the dimensions
to draw in energy from a world which was part of Earth, but also
beyond it. No one had a real explanation for exactly what
the world the spirits and demons occupied was. Physicists muttered
things about quantum states, membranes, and congruent dimensions.
No one who had ever attempted to enter the other reality had ever
survived the experience. Magicians did not especially care what the
place was. They just knew it was possible to draw energy from it to
alter reality. Sondra did just that, drawing in the power and
sliding it carefully into the shape of the spell she was holding in
her mind.

It took her thirty minutes to
gather it all together. Her mind was humming with the suppressed
energy ready to burst forth and she got to her feet, brow furrowed
in concentration. ‘Albrechus Kint, I summon you,’ she called out.
The words meant nothing except to trigger the release of the shaped
energy she had collected. It rushed from her, spreading in an
invisible wave, out from Sondra and on for a mile in every
direction.

There was a pause just long
enough for Clarke to open his mouth to ask if it had worked, and
then a resonant voice sounded through the workroom. ‘Sondra Blake,
I swear you’ll summon me out of the bath one day.’

Clarke blinked. Where there had
been no one standing in the circle of glyphs, now there was a man.
Not very tall, maybe five-foot-six, he was of average looks and
average build, and yet he seemed to have a presence which made him
stand out more than his appearance would suggest. He had a thin,
pointed nose and eyes like black pits, thin lips, and a scowl on
his face. His hair was thinning, but still a strong, dark brown. He
was dressed like he had just stepped out of an office on Wall
Street, though most businessmen eschewed a silver-topped walking
cane. He spoke English with an accent, just not any accent Clarke
had ever heard before.

‘You don’t take baths,
Albrechus,’ Sondra said. ‘And if you wanted to be left alone, you
could just move up the island a mile.’ Sondra looked around at
Clarke. ‘He hardly ever strays far from the Village.’ Looking back
she added, ‘This is my new partner, Clarke Delacroix.’

‘As in that dullard… What was
his name?’

‘Anthony,’ Clarke said. ‘He’s my
father.’

‘However,’ Sondra said, ‘the son
is a lot easier to work with. I need some information,
Albrechus.’

The spirit sighed and said
something in a language Clarke had never heard before. Sondra,
however, frowned. ‘You can’t drink tea, you old fool. You’re a
spirit. Stick to English. Clarke doesn’t understand… that.’

‘What is it you want to know?’
Albrechus said.

‘We’ve got someone killing
people, young women, in an unusual manner. They’re stabbed by a
short dagger, but that doesn’t kill them. They seem to have been
rapidly aged and they exhibit the symptoms of multiple diseases,
alcoholism, drug use… one had broken bones.’ She stopped when the
colour drained from the spirit’s face.

‘Have you established a pattern?
Previous victims?’

‘Seven victims,’ Clarke said.
‘Each group of seven, seven years apart.’

‘All within thirty-two days of
the first.’

‘The longest run was
twenty-eight days.’

‘It was the length of a lunar
cycle on Lornaron. Thirty-two days. It may stand here, or it may
have changed to the new timing.’

‘What, Albrechus?’ Sondra asked.
‘It’s an artefact, right?’

Albrechus nodded. ‘The Chest of
Gartrain. Gartrain the Butcher, we called him. His followers knew
him as Gartrain the Great. He was an orc warlord who did deals with
demons to gain power. His victories brought with them legends of
his invincibility. His followers would do anything for him, and he
had thousands of followers. Every seven years, Gartrain
would gather seven humans captured in raids and sacrifice them with
a dagger which would only be brought out for that purpose.’

‘So, the sacrifices powered this
chest?’

‘In a way. As the years went by
and Gartrain did not age, his army grew with the belief that he was
some sort of demigod. Orcs and humans alike tried to kill him, but
nothing worked. He survived an arrow through the heart, a sword
driven clean through him, poison, any number of assassins.
Eventually, orcs and humans joined together to attack him during
his Festival of Renewal. He was captured. Killing him had not
seemed to work, so he was chained up in a dungeon while his army
tried to break in to get to him. The siege ended thirty-two days
after he had killed his first sacrifice that year. That was when
Gartrain died, though what was left was hardly recognisable.’

‘Huh,’ Clarke said, grinning.
‘Let me guess. All the wounds, diseases, and poisons that had never
worked on him, suddenly did. And his age. I assume he’d lived long
past his years, and it all came back at once.’

Albrechus raised a thin eyebrow.
‘Yes, precisely. There wasn’t much left but putrescent soup and a
pile of broken bones. Was that deduction or–’

‘The Picture of Dorian
Gray.’

‘I’m sorry?’

‘It’s a novel,’ Sondra
explained. ‘A young man wishes that a portrait of himself ages
instead of him since he’s a narcissistic bastard. It works, and the
portrait ages and changes as he tries every vice known to man.
Whatever he does, the picture pays for it instead of him.’

‘The only novel Oscar Wilde ever
wrote,’ Clarke said enthusiastically. ‘Have you read it?’

‘No, but it’s a rather
well-known book. Unless you’re from another world, of course.’

‘There does not seem to be the
element of sacrifice,’ Albrechus commented.

‘No,’ Clarke agreed, ‘but when
Gray tries to destroy the picture by slashing it with a knife,
there’s a scream, and they find a twisted old man, stabbed in the
heart, lying beside a beautiful portrait of Dorian Gray. Which is
why I guessed the cause of death. What happened to the chest after
Gartrain died?’

‘It was found in his stronghold,
the dagger inside it. We placed it in the cellar of the castle,
sealed it into a wall, and fused the stones together. However, when
Lornaron was destroyed…’

‘It could easily have ended up
anywhere,’ Sondra finished for him.

‘Gartrain’s citadel was not one
of those which ended up here intact,’ Albrechus agreed. ‘It’s a
miracle that the chest survived.’

‘Far too many of your artefacts
ended up in this world. Why didn’t you destroy the thing when you
found it?’

‘Destroying such things can be
dangerous.’ The reply was a little too quick and Sondra narrowed
her eyes at him.

‘You mean you were scared to try
and some of you thought it was better to keep it around so they
could use it later.’

‘We… were unable to come to a
definitive decision regarding its disposal. Yes.’

‘The same is going to happen
here,’ Clarke said.

‘Yeah,’ Sondra agreed, scowling.
‘I’d imagine it is.’

18th February.

Sondra felt a little like a trophy as
she walked into the entrance hall of the Metropolitan Museum of Art
on Archer’s arm. There had been the flashes of cameras outside –
the local news and gossip media was out in force tonight – but
inside it was worse. The charity was pushing their cause hard and
had a lot of celebrities attending. A sort of reception line
had been set up at the back of the hall where the press could get
their pictures and questions could be asked before the guests
slipped away to the upper floors where the real event was
happening.

Smiling, Sondra approached the
coat check. The smile was partially because Archer had not seen
what was under the coat yet. He was probably going to blow a fuse
and that would be worth seeing. She unbuttoned her coat, allowed
Archer the chivalrous act of taking it from her shoulders, and her
smile got broader as he paused before handing her coat to the woman
at the desk. She had gone for a fairly simple dress in red with
matching sandals which almost made up the height difference
between them. The shimmering silk dress was simple, and also brief.
Both front and back plunged deeply, and the flouncy skirt was above
mid-thigh. The skirt was fully opaque, but the bodice had a
meshwork pattern in it which hid her breasts but gave a strong
suggestion of what it hid. There was a heart-shaped pendant around
her neck and a bracelet on her wrist, both in red gold. She turned
to give Archer the full effect.

He shook himself, like a man
coming out of a trance. ‘You are trouble.’

‘I am?’

‘Yes. You’re going to upstage me
really badly. And yet, I somehow feel it’s worth it.’

‘Why thank you, Mister Archer,’
Sondra replied, adding a hint of sultry to her soft tones.

He winced. ‘Let’s go with
Dillan. You are supposed to be my date for the evening.’

‘Dillan then. Shall we go run
the gauntlet?’

‘We’re going to have to face the
cameras,’ he said, grimacing a little.

‘I know. No comments on the
case, please.’

He took her arm and started for
the line. ‘I’d rather avoid any mention of it.’

Sondra figured there was little
chance of that with her standing beside him in front of a bland
screen backdrop while cameras flashed. She was half-blinded, but
she posed, one foot carefully placed before the other and her body
slightly angled to give a better view of her cleavage to the
onlooking photographers. They seemed rather pleased with what they
were getting.

‘You’ve done this before,’
Archer said, his lips barely moving as he smiled for the
cameras.

‘This isn’t my first press
call,’ Sondra agreed, though she was more often being pictured in a
suit in front of police HQ or city hall. There was too little space
in front of Arcane’s building, for which she was thankful. And then
they were moving on, even though the photographers wanted more.
Sondra was a little puzzled since Archer was there primarily for
the publicity.

Coming in behind them, Sondra
noticed Bergen with a woman on his arm. They were not in a
relationship, aside from a professional one; Sondra could see the
markers in the way the woman was pleasant to the producer, but not
standing too close to him. Her dress was designer: a short cocktail
dress in red to complement her colouring. She was a redhead and
very attractive, and her pale skin had a creamy quality to it that
spoke of Irish ancestry. Her green eyes flicked toward Sondra and
hardened; for whatever reason, the woman did not like her.

‘Who’s the redhead with Bergen?’
Sondra asked.

‘Melinda,’ Archer replied.
‘Melinda Kozlowski. She’s my love interest. Uh, in the movie.’

‘Uh-huh.’ Anything else which
might have been said was stopped by the questions from the
reporters waiting with raised microphones and portable recording
devices of various kinds.

‘Dillan! Dillan! Introduce us to
your lovely companion.’ That had to be someone from out of town.
Probably part of the media crowd from Florida.

‘Mister Archer, how is the
filming going?’

‘Is there any truth to the
rumour that the recent murders are linked to your film?’

Archer raised a hand. ‘Barry,
you’re showing you’re from out of town. This is Detective Sondra
Blake from the NYPD Arcane Crimes Unit. Filming is going fine.
We’ve had delays, but so does every production. I… Both of us are
here to support projects seeking to get children out of poverty.
That’s what we need to be promoting.’

‘Is there any truth to
the rumour that the murderer is targeting the production, Detective
Blake?’

Sondra’s eyes narrowed as she
searched Brightman out among the reporters. The creep was wearing a
tux; he probably had a ticket. Damn! She smiled at him. ‘Do I
really look like a cop tonight, Mister Brightman?’

Brightman smiled. ‘No. No, you
don’t.’

‘Right. Off-duty and planning to
enjoy myself.’

‘Even with a magician killing
young women?’ someone called out.

‘You know it’s a magician? I
don’t. I may be off-duty, but I’m always working.’

‘But hopefully not too much,’
Archer said. ‘If you’ll excuse us, we have a party to attend.’ He
led Sondra away, his hand on the small of her back. She noticed the
tension in his arm and said nothing as he almost pushed her away
toward the interior of the museum. Something was bothering him, but
she was not entirely sure what.

‘Are you always working?’ he
asked as they climbed toward the upper floors.

‘Occupational hazard for cops.
Even when I’m sleeping, the case is working around in my head.
Anything might trigger something that solves a case. Some random
comment forges a link between two unrelated facts and suddenly it’s
all obvious.’

‘Ah.’ He seemed to relax at her
explanation. Maybe he had just been annoyed that she considered
this work, which she did not. ‘I suppose I’m the same. I can’t go
to the corner store without signing autographs.’

‘Huh. I think Brightman has a
ticket.’

‘Brightman?’

‘He’s a reporter for WNSN. Likes
to think of himself as an investigator, but he’s mostly just an
annoyance. He’ll probably try to corner you. And me.’

Archer smiled. ‘Handling
reporters is part of both our jobs. I think we can handle him.’

‘Probably. Oh, and just so we’re
clear… If another body shows up, I’ll have to do a Cinderella
act.’

He chuckled softly. ‘Your shoes
aren’t glass. Anyway, I’m feeling lucky tonight. I don’t think
anyone’s going to interrupt us.’

‘From your lips to God’s ear,’
Sondra said, and they walked into the sedate chaos of the party in
the Patron’s Lounge.

~~~

‘Aren’t you cold?’ Archer held out a
glass to Sondra as he spoke; it was her second glass of wine while
he was on his third or fourth whiskey and showing no signs of it
affecting him.

Sondra raised her left wrist and
shook the rose gold chain with its array of charms. ‘Warming charm.
No fashionable young lady, or old one, goes out in winter without
one. Especially when wearing a cocktail dress.’ They were up on the
roof of the museum where a band was playing and drinks were being
served. Sondra suspected that Archer was avoiding Kozlowski, though
Sondra suspected that the woman’s necklace served the same purpose
as her own bracelet and the roof was not safe.

‘I have to make do with a
sweater.’ His suit was grey with an undertone of blue and there was
a pale-blue polo-necked sweater beneath it which he looked good in.
Sophisticated, yet not overly formal. The night air was brisk,
almost cutting when the breeze swept in, but Sondra’s charm was
making it comfortable.

‘It looks good on you.’

He smiled. ‘Perhaps, but
you look stunning. I’m the envy of every man here.’

Sondra considered the statement
while she sipped her wine. It was clearly a compliment, but he had
twisted it into something about him. She lifted her gaze to his
face and found him looking at her, smiling still.

‘Your eyes…’

‘Used to be brown,’ she said,
making him frown.

‘Sorry?’

‘Before the Collapse, my eyes
were brown. Quite a dark brown. I can’t remember when I realised
they’d changed, but my mother told me they were amber when she
first saw me after… things changed.’

‘I’m sure they were beautiful,
but now they’re beautiful and… a little strange. The way they catch
the light…’ He shook his head as though breaking out of a
trance.

‘I’m told that magicians on
Lornaron always had pale eyes. There’s no linkage between talent
and eye colour here, but something must’ve carried over. My eyes
changed.’

‘And you remain forever
young.’

‘Apparently.’ She shrugged.
‘Immortality isn’t all it’s cracked up to be.’

‘You’re talking to the wrong
class of person there, I’m afraid.’ Sondra gave him a curious look
and he grinned. ‘Looks are everything in the movie business. It’s
still worse for women. Once you’re over thirty, you get given
“character roles.” If you’re lucky. It’s still important for the
men, though.’

‘Well, you’re aging pretty
gracefully. You’re still very active and you still have your
looks. No grey in your hair.’

‘Good genes. I know I’m
fortunate. I’m sure I still have a few good years in me yet.’

Sondra giggled. ‘One or two,
yeah. How old is Miss Kozlowski?’ The redhead had just come up the
stairs and onto the roof.

‘Uh, twenty-two? Twenty-two, I
think. This is her first big role. She’s hoping to make a name with
it and… Well, she’d like us to be more than an on-screen couple.
The studio has tried to push an off-screen romance, but I prefer to
select my own companions.’

Kozlowski spotted Sondra
standing beside Archer, and flashed an unpleasant look. It seemed
to be directed at Sondra more than Archer and Sondra made a mental
note to check out the actress’s background. It seemed unlikely that
she would sabotage her own film, but it might be worth checking.
Then again, the murders went back to before Kozlowski was even
born…

‘She’s a vain woman,’ Archer
added. ‘Though, if I’m honest, that’s an occupational hazard.
Orlando is full of people trying to look good, thinking they look
good, and worrying that they don’t. Hollywood was the same, of
course. The culture just slid across the continent.’

There had been little choice in
the move: between the fallout from the nuclear weapons used in the
Orc Wars, and the orcs and goblins needing somewhere to live when
the conflict was over, much of the west coast had become either
uninhabitable or a place humans preferred not to stay. A lot of
Californians had ended up in Florida, shifting the political
balance of the state and bringing the film industry and some of the
technology sector with them.

‘I visited Orlando in nineteen
eighty-two,’ Sondra said. ‘Just a few days’ holiday in the summer.
Nice enough place, but I prefer New York. Too much open space down
there, I think.’

‘Hello, Dillan.’ Sondra’s eyes
flicked to Kozlowski as the actress stepped up beside them. ‘And
you must be Sondra Blake. So pleased to meet you.’

Sondra took the offered hand and
shook it. ‘My pleasure, Miss Kozlowski.’

‘Call me Melinda.’ There was a
hint of narrowed eyes; Kozlowski was annoyed that Sondra knew who
she was, which seemed weird for an actress.

‘Melinda then. How is the film
working out for you? Enjoying the production?’

‘Oh, well, there’s a lot of
boredom, of course. Dillan has most of the exciting stuff.’

‘That will change when we shoot
the later sequences,’ Archer said. ‘There’ll be plenty of running,
jumping, and dodging fake explosions.’

‘Half of which my stunt double
will be handling. I’m not the action hero Dillan is. I still don’t
know why you risk half the things you do, Dillan.’

‘It’s more realistic when I’m
actually in there.’ Archer glanced at Sondra, a wry grin on his
face. ‘Of course, the studio won’t let me do some of the
stunts. I’m good, but I don’t have the training for things like car
rolls or high falls.’

‘At least my double won’t be
doing the love scene,’ Kozlowski said. There was a sort of unvoiced
boast in there: she would be getting to do a sex scene with Archer.
‘We’re filming that this week, aren’t we?’ Archer nodded, his
expression unreadable. ‘That should be fun.’

Sondra decided that Kozlowski
was jealous, not a potential killer. Though, jealousy could be a
motive… ‘I spent three days making sure a porn company had all the
right certificates and safety measures in place once,’ Sondra said.
‘Porn jumped on magic faster than the people down in Orlando did,
and Arcane was a new unit with too few staff members. I learned one
thing during those three days. Sex in front of a camera is a
lot less exciting than it is in private.’

‘True,’ Archer agreed with a sad
sort of nod. His smile returned. ‘Of course, that usually means I
enjoy the real thing more. It’s so nice to be able to just
do something instead of worrying over line delivery and
camera angles.’

‘I suppose,’ Kozlowski said. ‘I
should mingle. Good luck with the case, Sondra.’

Sondra nodded her thanks. ‘Good
luck with the love scene.’

~~~

Sondra’s opinion of Brightman went both
up and down as she discovered him waiting for her outside the
restrooms. On the one hand, it was an excellent strategy. On the
other hand, he was being extra creepy tonight.

‘A night at some charity
schmoozathon with the most eligible bachelor in Orlando when you
should be out catching a killer? Any comment, Detective Blake?’ He
was looking self-satisfied.

‘Yes,’ Sondra replied. ‘I really
hope you didn’t pay too much for that tux.’

‘Come on, Sondra. You’re on a
date with the prime suspect–’

‘Your “sources” appear to be
giving you false information. I hope you didn’t pay them too
much either.’ Sondra had been planning to just walk past the
obnoxious man, but she stopped and looked him in the eyes. ‘Ever
considered the possibility that someone wants the press to
hype the connection between the murders and the film? Good
publicity, if you ask me. I think you’re getting played, Brightman.
Think on that.’

‘It’s three down and four to go,
Sondra,’ Brightman hissed. ‘Yeah, I know about the pattern.’

‘Good for you.’

‘Four more deaths and this guy’s
in the wind for seven years. Are you going to stop him?’

Sondra raised an eyebrow.
‘First, what makes you think it’s a guy? Second, if I tell you I’m
doing everything possible to put an end to this string of murders,
you know it’s just the party line, right?’

Brightman’s nose wrinkled and he
looked away. ‘From most cops it is,’ he said, his tone grumbling.
He was a creepy, annoying, overeager, callous prick, but he was
also a good investigative reporter. ‘Look. If you get anything you
can give me…’

‘If,’ Sondra replied, walking
away. ‘But only if you quit digging that hole you’re standing
in.’

19th February.

Neither Bergen nor Kozlowski had looked
especially pleased when Sondra had left in the car which had come
for Archer. Sondra couldn’t have cared less. Archer had offered her
‘a nightcap,’ and she had decided to take him up on the offer.

Archer’s suite on the top floor
of the Grand Park Empire was impressive. Two large bedrooms, each
with ensuite bathroom, were set off a lounge with a TV screen
almost large enough to host cinema screenings. There was a small
kitchen and a third bathroom. The carpets were thick, the
decoration tasteful, and the lighting was on a dimmer which Archer
set on low when he turned on the lights. There was no view of the
park from the large window which took up one wall of the lounge, a
broad balcony/terrace outside it with tables and chairs for eating
at when the weather was warmer.

Opening up a drinks cabinet,
Archer turned to see Sondra taking off her coat and laying it over
a chair. ‘What can I get you?’

‘Do you have a decent brandy in
there?’ Sondra started for the window to look out at the night.

‘I think so, and not a bad
idea.’

‘I’m amazed you’re still
drinking.’ He had put away far more alcohol than she had, but he
seemed fine.

‘Alcohol never bothers me,’ he
replied. ‘I never get badly drunk and I don’t get hangovers. You
don’t seem impaired.’

Sondra looked out at the
sparkling blackness through the glass. ‘I have a pretty high
alcohol tolerance. I do get hangovers sometimes.’

‘Not tomorrow, I hope.’ He was
right behind her and he held her glass out beside her. She took it
and his arm lowered to snake around her waist.

She might have complained, but
did not. ‘Not tomorrow, no.’ She sipped, and the brandy burned its
way down her throat, warming her. The warmth kept going down to
settle comfortably between her legs and her lips curled a little.
‘You’re being a little forward, Mister Archer,’ she said with
humour in her tone.

‘Should I step back?’

‘No.’

Almost casually, he used a
couple of fingers of the hand with his glass in to brush the straps
of her dress off her right shoulder. The simple garment fell until
the straps caught on her forearm and she gasped as her breast was
revealed to whoever might be watching. There was almost certainly
no one out there, but the thrill of exhibitionism caught her breath
in a gasp. His arm lifted from her waist and he cupped her breast
in his hand, fingers stroking over her skin. The warmth between her
legs grew and she let out a soft moan.

‘Your skin is amazing,’ he said
softly. ‘Smooth, soft. So dark.’

‘I take after my mother,’ she
replied, her voice breathy.

‘I want you.’

She giggled. ‘I’d guessed.’ She
heard the sound of his fly unzipping and her eyes widened.
‘Here?’

‘Now.’ He pressed himself
against her behind through her dress. She was wearing a thong under
it, but that was going to be little hindrance. There was the
clatter of his glass falling to the floor and then he was hitching
her skirt up around her waist. She felt him slide against bare
flesh and pushed up onto her toes, pressing her chest to the glass.
His fingers found the lace covering her mound and pushed it aside,
and then he was in her, sliding in a couple of inches before
pulling back and then thrusting again. She gasped as he buried
himself deep inside her. He was a well-endowed man and she felt
full, stretched.

Sondra moaned as he stayed
inside her, as deep as he could go in that position. ‘Do it,’ she
said, her breath steaming the window. ‘Do it.’

He pulled back and drove in. His
hands gripped her waist, almost lifting her to let him drive her
down as he pushed up. His pace quickened until she was gasping for
breath and her own glass fell from her fingers as she pressed her
hands to the window and braced herself. He was lost in the lust of
it; his breathing became a sequence of grunts as his basest
instincts took over. The drive for pleasure. The need for release.
Sondra focused on the sensations welling up from between her thighs
and mewled as he took her closer to the edge. She felt him stiffen,
felt his shaft swelling within her, and thought for a second that
he was not going to take her with him. Then the added pressure held
her at the edge of the precipice, and when he came, flooding her,
she fell, gasping for breath as her climax took her.

~~~

Silently, Sondra slipped from Archer’s
bed and began searching for her clothes. Her thong was on the floor
and she stepped into it, settling it into place as she spotted one
of her shoes. The other was still on her left foot; he had enjoyed
her being his height and seemed to like the idea of sex with a
woman in heels. Sitting down on the edge of the bed, she slipped
her toes into the shoe and reached down to close the ankle
strap.

‘You have to go?’

She looked around and gave the
man in the bed a smile. ‘I didn’t want to wake you. Sorry.’

He gave a vague shrug. ‘You
could stay for breakfast.’

‘I need to get home and I’m not
going to be seen leaving the hotel in the morning. I don’t mind the
spotlight, but I do like my private life private. I’m not
going to be one of your conquests.’

‘They’ll suggest it anyway.
It’ll be in the gossip columns tomorrow.’

‘Probably. I’d rather not give
them ammunition.’ She stood, a tall, feminine figure in a red thong
and high-heels. Her dress had never made it to the bedroom. ‘Stay
in bed. Get some sleep. I’ll let myself out.’

He gave her a rather boyish
grin. ‘You stand there like that and expect me to let you
leave?’

‘Uh-huh.’

‘You’re a goddess.’

She chuckled, a warm, throaty
sound. ‘Maybe, but this goddess is walking out of here. Thanks for
tonight. I enjoyed it.’

‘My pleasure. Literally.’

She gave him a wave and strutted
out of the room. It had been hers too, but boy had she had to work
for it. Shaking her head as she thought of all the selfish lovers
she had had before, Sondra located her dress and got ready to
leave. No, that had not really been worth being in the spotlight
for, but at least she could now say she had had sex with a movie
star.


Part Four: Fairies and Orcs and Demons,
Oh My!

New York, NY, 19th February
2017.

Clarke’s eyes snapped open and he
frowned up at the ceiling of his bedroom, barely visible in the
dark. He looked at his bedside table where the clock told him it
was three o’clock. Why was he awake at three in the morning? He had
been dreaming… He had been dreaming about Sondra, which was
embarrassing. She had been dancing with Dillan Archer. A waltz.
Clarke had watched them dancing and had found himself hating the
actor with a passion, but then someone in the band had dropped his
instrument and the noise had broken the dream. That was stupid.
Turning over, Clarke closed his eyes.

A sound, a sort of scraping
noise, jerked his eyes open again. Had he really heard that, or had
he drifted off? He listened, straining to hear anything else, and
then decided that it would be safer to check. Sliding from under
the sheets, he opened the drawer on his bedside table as quietly as
possible and took out his pistol. His Glock 17 was in a safe in the
hall, but he kept his off-duty piece, a Glock 26, beside the bed
when he slept. As quietly as possible, he worked the slide to
chamber a round and then moved to the door on bare feet.

Cracking the door open, he
slipped out of the bedroom and into the lounge. There was no sign
of anyone there, and no sounds to draw him one way or the other. He
edged to the middle of the room and closed his eyes, listening… And
something scraped over something else in the kitchen. If they were
burglars, they were strange ones. It sounded almost as though they
were doing the dishes.

Moving quickly but quietly,
Clarke headed for the open kitchen door. Nothing was visible
through it, so he moved closer. Another sound, and this time he was
sure it was the sound of cutlery scraping over ceramics. He had
left his dishes from his evening meal on the counter, so it was
probably that, but what was moving the knife and fork? Only one way
to find out. In one, quick movement, Clarke stepped forward,
snapped on the kitchen light, and swung his weapon around to cover
whatever was in there. He froze.

Standing on the counter, gravy
coating her pale skin, was a woman no more than five inches in
height. She had a cap of blonde hair, and purple-blue
butterfly-like wings protruded from her back. Aside from her
coating of gravy, she was stark naked and frozen like a deer in the
headlights as she stared back at Clarke. A fairy. There was a fairy
in his kitchen.

Quite suddenly, the tiny woman
lurched upward, and he thought she was going to run. Instead, she
bent double, her face contorted, and then retched up whatever she
had managed to scrape off his leftovers.

‘Shit,’ Clarke muttered. He knew
little about fairies, but he knew they were carnivores. They could
give you a nasty bite if you got too close and they had about the
same intelligence as a house cat. Maybe the cooked meats and gravy
did not sit well on their stomachs. Maybe. He frowned as the fairy
continued to retch; she looked thin and, now he could see her wings
properly, one of them looked torn.

Realising he still had his
pistol pointed at her, Clarke lowered it and raised a hand in
placation. ‘Uh, just… Just stay there, okay?’

The fairy hissed at him, but she
remained where she was as he slowly opened the refrigerator. He had
some steak in there he had planned to cook tomorrow night. Well,
tonight. Taking that out, he stepped to the counter as far from the
fairy as he could get, and took a knife from the block. That got
another hiss and a shuffle backward. She crouched, her hands raised
and spread like a wrestler. Fairies had claws too. Clarke cut a
couple of short strips of meat from his steak and then threw them
down the counter toward the fairy. They landed closer than either
of them might have liked, but the fairy sniffed, hissed, and then
edged forward. Clarke stood stock-still, not wanting to spook the
little creature.

There was a rapid grab, another
sniff, and then the fairy took off for the edge of the counter. She
dropped, spreading her wings and managing to control the fall. Her
left wing was definitely torn; Clarke could see some of the panels
flapping loose from the golden framework which held them stiff on
her back. It was doubtful that she could fly, but she could manage
a sort of glide. She landed badly, but got quickly to her feet and
dashed past Clarke to the fridge. There was a squirming slide, and
she was gone, hidden behind the big appliance.

‘Okay,’ Clarke said to the room
more than the fairy. ‘I have a fairy behind my fridge. What am I
supposed to do about that?’

~~~

When Sondra’s phone began to ring, she
turned her head to glower at it. Okay, so she was awake, but it was
Sunday and she had been nesting under her duvet. Reaching out, she
grabbed the phone, manoeuvring it so the charging cable would not
snag, and switched it to speaker mode.

‘Clarke? Is there another
body?’

‘No,’ Clarke replied, and then
seemed to change his mind. ‘Yes, but it’s a live one.’

‘Clarke, it’s Sunday and my
duvet is warm.’

‘There’s a fairy in my kitchen.’
Sondra stared at the phone in silence for long enough that Clarke
felt he had to say something else. ‘I got woken up at three by
noises in the kitchen and there was a fairy trying to eat my
leftovers. I gave her some steak and she’s been hiding behind my
fridge ever since. She looks half-starved and her wing’s hurt. What
do I do?’

Sondra frowned: the fairy was
probably not going to be a problem, but it might be and fairies
were ill-suited to living in an apartment. ‘Give me thirty minutes
or so. I’ll come over and we’ll see whether we can figure out what
she’s doing there.’

‘How are we–’ He was cut off as
Sondra disconnected the call and, reluctantly, pulled aside the
duvet.

~~~

‘Nice place,’ Sondra said as she walked
into Clarke’s lounge.

‘Thanks,’ Clarke replied,
watching as she unbuttoned her coat. ‘It’s only one bedroom, but it
does for me.’

‘Well, I’ve just got one
bedroom. The other became a workroom, and if I have someone staying
over, they’re usually in my bed.’ The place was a bachelor pad,
without the pad. More of a single man’s apartment with furniture
which had seen some use, various professional magazines left where
they came to rest, and a mismatched coffee table which looked like
it had come from a garage sale. There was nothing feminine about it
and you could sort of tell that Clarke liked his home, but did not
really care about keeping things tidy or especially clean.

Clarke’s cheeks coloured. ‘Have
a good time last night?’

‘Wasn’t too bad.’ She tossed her
coat over a chair. Beneath it she was wearing a short, cap-sleeved
T-shirt with a pair of lips printed on the front, a short,
black-and-red-plaid skirt, and some scruffy-looking knee-high boots
with a couple of inches of heel. There was a bra under that shirt;
Clarke could tell, because her chest was always a source of
distraction, but it was not normally quite so… pushed up. ‘Rich
people having a good time and pretending it was for a good cause,
and that they could stand each other. Oh, Dillan’s co-star, Melinda
Kozlowski, do a check on her tomorrow. There’s a jealousy angle,
but I don’t think it’s her. Too young.’

‘Uh, too young?’

‘Whoever’s doing this isn’t
young. The cases you found could be from more than one killer.
There’s the shift to London we haven’t explained. So, we might not
be dealing with one perpetrator, but whoever it is, they have to
have had time to learn they’re mortal. Really learn that
they’re going to age and die.’

‘I guess that makes sense. So,
you enjoyed yourself, but you were still working.’

Sondra flashed him a grin. ‘That
about covers it. Until I went back to Dillan’s suite. The sex was
passable.’

‘Uh…’

‘Typical guy,’ Sondra went on,
either oblivious to Clarke’s discomfort or, possibly, enjoying it.
‘Brains in his dick once he sees a naked woman. Selfish, you
know?’

‘Uh, speaking as a typical guy,
I prefer some equality in the bedroom.’

‘Then you’re not a typical guy.
Where’s this fairy?’

Glad of the change of subject,
Clarke pointed to the kitchen door. ‘She’s behind the refrigerator.
I coaxed her out with a little more steak just before I called you,
but she went back as soon as she had her claws on it.’

‘Okay. Do you have a pen and
paper, or a chalkboard? Something I can use for spell
symbology.’

Walking into the kitchen, Clarke
pulled a magnetic whiteboard about the size of a large pad of paper
from the fridge. There was a dry-wipe marker pen attached to it by
a clip. ‘I usually use this when I’m making up something I’ve never
done before. What are you planning?’

Taking the board, Sondra
unclipped the pen and tapped it against her lip. ‘Going to try to
talk to her. So… Well, the base is going to be erimnor.’ She marked
a glyph on the board and Clarke recognised it as the symbol used in
all magic dealing with the mind and thoughts. ‘Then we want her to
understand and be understood.’ More symbols went down and Clarke
followed the pattern of the spell as she wove the string of glyphs.
It was not easy.

‘Your, uh, style seems a little…
odd,’ he said as she finished drawing out the pattern of
glyphs.

‘Oh, uh, it’s… You know that the
symbols we use in magic come from a language called Sarnica,
right?’

Clarke nodded. ‘It’s a dead
language. It’s like Ancient Egyptian or something. We’ve got the
symbols, but we don’t really know what they’re supposed to sound
like and we’re not even sure of the grammar.’

‘Yes, and no. The Lornaron
spirits and demons speak it. Well, quite a few of the spirits and
all the demons. Alby says it was originally a demonic language,
though that sounds… wrong. I can speak and read it. Alby says my
accent is terrible. There were several humans who knew it after the
Collapse, but most of them have died since and there haven’t been
that many people learning it. If you know the language, it’s easier
to formulate spells on the fly. You can write the descriptions with
more surety and specificity.’

Clarke’s eyes were wide. ‘So,
that was the language Alby kept using and you kept telling him to
use English.’

‘Uh-huh. Now…’ She turned her
attention to the pictographic symbols on the board and drew energy
up from her core as she fixed the spell into her mind. The pattern
filled, energy flowed, and she sighed as the spell fixed itself
into her mind. Turning to the big, silver-metal refrigerator, she
called out, ‘Hey, fairy. Come on out. We’re not going to hurt
you.’

There was an odd echo of the
words in Clarke’s mind, as though the spell were translating
English into English and replaying the sounds. Nothing happened for
a second or two and then a small, pale face appeared in the gap
between the appliance and the kitchen units.

‘That’s it,’ Sondra said,
dropping to one knee. ‘You’re safe. We just want to know why you’re
here?’

‘And what her name is,’ Clarke
said.

‘She doesn’t have one.’ The
fairy began making sounds as she crawled out onto the linoleum.
Once she was standing, her arms began moving as well. ‘Uh, slow
down a little, please. I can’t process the images.’ What the fairy
was saying did come as images, flashing through Sondra’s mind in
rapid succession. The creature had no real language, but it had a
mind, and senses of self, other, time… It was concepts and memories
flowing out of her as she chattered nonsense.

‘What’s she–’ Clarke began, but
Sondra waved him to silence until the fairy stopped her noises on a
long, keening moan.

‘She’s been here about nine or
ten days. She’s killed every spider in your apartment. She says
it’s a poor hunting ground. She was starting to starve, so she
tried the “messy, sticky stuff” you ate. Is that why she still has
gravy stains on her boobs?’

Clarke grimaced. ‘Uh, yeah. She
threw that up, but she’d obviously tried a fair amount before her
stomach rebelled.’

‘Uh-huh. Then you gave her the
steak. She’s still hungry.’

‘I can cut some more, but I need
to get into the fridge.’

Sondra pointed at the
refrigerator. ‘He’ll get you some more meat, but he needs to get in
there.’

The fairy’s head turned to look
over her shoulder, snapped around to look at Clarke, and then she
darted forward, jumping up to grab the handle of a drawer, and then
clambering lithely up the stack to the counter. ‘That’s how she got
up there without flying,’ Clarke said, opening the fridge door.

‘Her wing was damaged getting
away from some others. Uh, I think the concept is “not family,” so
another tribe or clan. Her family was small, theirs was much
bigger. She’s really not good with numbers. The bigger clan
attacked at night, but she… she knew something was coming and she
ran. She had to squeeze through a gap to escape, and her wing tore.
She can’t fly and her family is dead. She’s not an adult yet.’

‘She’s not?’ Clarke cut another
strip of meat from the steak and tossed it over to where the fairy
was crouched, listening as Sondra spoke. ‘She looks pretty
mature.’

‘Fairies are fully mature at
around two. She hasn’t seen her second spring. Anyway, her family’s
gone and she’s crippled until her wing heals. She’s got nowhere to
go. They can’t take cold. That’s why they tend to hide out in
houses and offices over winter, and why they’re more common in the
southern states. If she leaves, she’ll be dead in a day. Two at the
most.’

‘Well, I don’t mind her staying.
It’s just… I have no idea what to do with her.’

‘Think of her as… a house pet
which isn’t quite socialised yet,’ Sondra said. ‘She’ll catch and
kill any insect stupid enough to venture in here. She needs fresh
meat and she obviously likes steak.’ They both looked at the fairy
who had meat juices running down her chin and breasts as she tore
at the thin strip of steak Clarke had cut for her. ‘I’ll try to get
her to understand a few rules before I go. You can probably work
the spell to speak to her too, so that’s covered. Uh, and I
wouldn’t mind a coffee.’

Reddening, Clarke turned to the
expensive-looking coffee machine on the counter. ‘Strong and black,
right?’

Sondra grinned. ‘Just like
me.’

~~~

Sondra saw Grant before he spotted her.
He was standing outside the street door to her apartment block, his
big arms crossed over his chest and a look of irritation on his
face. And she had no idea what he was doing there. He looked
up suddenly as she closed the distance toward him and his
expression turned to anger.

‘Damn! You did it, didn’t you?’
He was loud, angry, but there was concern behind it. ‘You spent the
night with that–’

‘Shut up,’ Sondra snapped.

‘I won’t. It’s ten in the
morning and I’ve been here since nine, and you’re just now coming
back from–’

‘Clarke’s place,’ Sondra
interrupted again. ‘He called me this morning, at seven, about a
fairy problem. Now shut the Hell up.’

‘But I saw the reports on the
news channel last night. You went to that charity shindig with
him.’ So he was talking about Archer. ‘You didn’t sleep with
him?’

Sondra waved a dismissive hand.
‘Of course I did. Not that it’s any of your business. But, since
you’ve brought it up, you were better than him. Now–’

‘Damn, Sondra. Do you know what
that bastard does to women? He makes them feel like a million
dollars and then he just throws them aside like–’

‘Grant!’ She waited for him to
look at her, surprise at her harsh tone in his eyes. ‘I had sex
with the man. I’m not expecting an emotional attachment. I don’t
expect that from anyone I have sex with. He can’t “cast me aside,”
because I would be perfectly happy to never see him again.’ She
jabbed a finger into his chest and he flinched. ‘You I would’ve
entertained again, but not now that you think you need to protect
me. Go home. Forget about Archer.’

‘But–’

 

‘No buts. Go. Not every woman
wants a white knight to come riding up on his warhorse to save her
from the dragon. Most princesses don’t live in fairy tales.’ She
turned and unlocked the door, stepping inside before adding,
‘Goodbye, Grant.’ Then she let the door swing closed.

20th February.

There was one room in the Arcane Crime
Unit’s building where, with a bit of squeezing, they could get all
the detectives in for a briefing. Mostly, it was used as the core
area for the Christmas party, but occasionally Dickerson would
gather everyone together for some important announcement.

Sondra got one of the chairs at
the conference table which took up a chunk of the room. Clarke
stood at her back, and Dickerson waited at the head of the table
while everyone filed in. There was an air of disquiet; people had
heard things and suspected they knew what was coming.

Finally, Dickerson got to his
feet and the muttered conversations, which had not been loud
anyway, became silent. ‘At approximately three p.m. today, a patrol
vehicle was attacked by a group of orcs on West One Twenty-Ninth
Street.’ There were murmurs from various places around the room:
the rumours had just been confirmed. ‘No one was seriously injured,
but the gang had automatic weapons and there is reason to believe
that more of the same is out there. No arrests were made. The gang
scattered when fire was returned. As of now, the NYPD is on alert
for more concerted action. Anyone with contacts among the orc
shamanic community, we need to know whether the gangs have
backing.’

Sondra glanced around. She knew
a couple of shamans in Orctown, but there were others who dealt
more in happenings up there.

‘Currently,’ Dickerson went on,
‘there are no other plans to use Arcane resources. Patrols will be
increased in Orctown, but so long as things quieten down, we won’t
be needed beyond intelligence gathering. If things get ugly… Well,
some of you were around in ninety-nine and you know what happened
then. Only Detective Blake was here for the riot in
eighty-eight.’

He nodded to Sondra and she
sighed before explaining. ‘A lot is going to depend on whether this
is just the gangs, or the gangs backed up by one or more shamans.
In eighty-eight, I had to go in and counter two shamans who had
incited a sort of holy war. In ninety-nine, it was so bad we had
most of the unit on the streets countering spells, easing things
with the uninvolved shamans, and dropping wide-area spells to
disable crowds. If anything sets them off, things could turn bad
really quickly, and anything could set them off. Make
sure all your protection charms are up to date and get as much
sleep as you can tonight.’

‘Good advice,’ Dickerson said.
‘After the violence in ninety-nine, a lot of gangs were disbanded.
We thought this kind of thing was done with. It’s been almost
twenty years since the last time. Maybe that just means they’ve had
longer to prepare. That’s everything. Any questions?’

There were none, and Dickerson
dismissed them. Sondra waited for the room to empty before she got
to her feet and started out for her office. Clarke was quiet until
they were opening the door. ‘Do you, uh, think it’ll end up with
another riot?’

‘Yes.’

The flat answer surprised him.
‘You seem sure.’

‘It feels like it did in
ninety-nine.’

‘Oh. I was, uh, eight when that
happened.’

Sondra flopped into her chair
and put her feet up on her desk. ‘Damn. Way to make a woman feel
old. I was sixty-three.’

‘Yeah, but you still look
twenty-five.’

‘Twenty-six, but I won’t
quibble. Just do what I said. Make sure you’ve got protection
charms on you. Get plenty of sleep. If things kick off, there’ll be
precious little of the latter for anyone.’

~~~

Grant Henderson felt a lot like he had
been kicked in the stomach. In a way, he had been, but he suspected
that the majority of the sensation was stemming from the copious
amounts of alcohol he had drunk through the afternoon and well into
the night. Since he was now unemployed and probably had limited job
prospects, all that booze had probably been a bad fiscal move, but
the emotional pain had needed dulling.

It had started, he knew, when
Sondra had laid into him for trying to protect her. Part of it had
been jealousy; some small part of him was willing to admit that
seeing her on the arm of that bastard Archer had triggered a burst
of jealousy in Grant which had been hard to ignore. But Archer was
a bastard and Sondra had needed to be warned about him. Or Grant
had thought she did. Maybe she had really known what she was doing
with… No, Grant had seen it before. He had lost someone to Archer
before.

Anger welled in Grant once again
as he made his unsteady way back toward his hotel, a fairly modest
one on the edge of the East Village. Yeah, Archer got the penthouse
suite and everyone else had to make do with less. But the anger did
not stem from the inequity. Archer was a parasite. He would take
anything he wanted, anyone he wanted, and make it worthless
just by touching it. He had touched Sondra, and before Sondra there
had been Cathy. Cathy had fallen for Archer and his lifestyle, and
she had ended up dead of an overdose, though Archer had been long
gone by the time that had happened.

Anger had welled when Grant had
spotted Archer that morning. He had warned the actor off Sondra and
Archer had just smiled. And that had been when Grant really lost
it. The feeling of his knuckles crushing Archer’s nose had been
almost worth getting fired for. The bastard had actually tried to
stop Bergen from letting Grant go. He had been magnanimous. He had
said the punch had done no real damage and that he admired
Grant for standing up to him. The star’s pleas had stopped the
police from being called, but Grant had been kicked out anyway. All
Grant had really wanted was the chance to punch Archer in the face
again.

Stumbling onward and wishing he
had not had that last shot, Grant walked past an alley on his left.
There was a sound of a shoe turning on dirt, and then there was a
shadow in Grant’s peripheral vision and a sharp pain in his side.
He turned, swinging out at the shape, but the alcohol was dulling
his reactions. He hit nothing and then, pain stabbing up through
his right leg, he fell as his ankle snapped. He struggled to his
hands and knees, but a sudden weakness stole the power from his
muscles. His throat closed up and he choked, and then his face
smashed into the sidewalk as his arms gave way. He felt so weak, so
tired. All he wanted to do was sleep.

The last thing he saw was a pair
of shoes. His killer was standing beside him, waiting. Grant’s
vision dimmed and the last thought he had was of Sondra; he really
hoped she would nail the bastard who had killed him.

21st February.

Sondra stood in the rain, looking down
at another withered body, but this time she knew who it was before
the ID was verified. Grant had the aged, withered look of the other
bodies, but there was little sign of the kind of disease and injury
which had marred the other victims. Maybe the chest was running out
of things to inflict upon its victims. The expected knife wound was
in Grant’s left side, just under the ribs.

‘He was fired this morning.’
Sondra looked up at Walter Cooper, the security guard who had
discovered the body.

‘Oh?’

‘He hit Mister Archer. Punched
him right in the nose. Mister Archer said it was nothing and
refused to allow them to call the cops, but he couldn’t stop them
from firing him. I heard it was over a woman.’

Guilt rose up and was pushed
aside. ‘So, you think he came back to get even?’ She pointed
vaguely at the pair of wire cutters lying beside the body. They had
been used to cut a few of the wires in the fence.

‘And then this freak that’s been
killing women and dumping them here got him. Yeah.’

‘Thanks, Mister Cooper. If we
need anything else, we’ll be in touch.’ Sondra turned her head to
look at Clarke. ‘Thoughts?’

Clarke gave a grimace. ‘I’m not
sure I buy it.’

‘Well, that was a thought.’

‘The wound’s in the wrong place.
If you’re cutting wires, you aren’t blind. Someone comes at you
from the left, and it would have to be right up against the fence,
you’d notice. If he was attacked from behind, the wound should be
in his back, or his right side. And there’s no blood. He was
attacked somewhere else and dumped here.’

Sondra smiled bleakly. ‘Those
were good thoughts. I don’t see the motivation anyway. If the
killer has been trying to disrupt the production, why kill someone
trying to disrupt the production?’ She flicked a glance at Grant’s
hands. ‘Make sure those cutters are dusted for prints. Grant’s not
wearing gloves. His prints should be on them.’

Clarke frowned. ‘Did you know
this guy?’

‘I met him in Heady Brew, before
this all started.’ She sighed. ‘I’m the woman he was arguing
with Dillan about. He was at my place when I got back from dealing
with your fairy problem. He warned me that Dillan just wanted me
for the sex and that he would ruin my life. Uh, run a check. See if
you can find a connection between Dillan Archer and Grant
Henderson. Probably through a woman. Try searching for gossip
entries on the internet.’

‘Okay. What did you say to
Henderson?’

‘I told him I didn’t need
someone to fight my battles for me. Apparently, he didn’t listen.’
Sondra frowned and then shook her head. ‘I’m not sure there’s a
direct connection. Maybe the killer decided to hit Grant
after he was fired. Maybe, but it doesn’t seem to make sense.’

‘What doesn’t make sense,
Detective Blake?’ Clarke startled at the sound of Special Agent
Issacs’ voice, but Sondra just looked around, seeing the pair of
FBI agents, Hall holding an umbrella over his partner.

‘All of it,’ Sondra said in
answer to the question. ‘The entire scene doesn’t make sense.’

‘Do you mind if we examine the
scene?’

Sondra started past them toward
the gates of the lot. ‘Be my guest. There’s nothing there to tell
you anything. It’s all staged. A setup.’

~~~

‘Henderson was involved in an
altercation with Dillan Archer yesterday morning, and was fired
from his job on the stunt team for the movie.’

Sondra sat on her sofa, legs
curled under her, and watched as Brightman made his report on the
latest death. The little maggot was looking far too pleased with
himself. The picture the news channel had managed to find of Grant
hung over Brightman’s right shoulder and was suddenly joined by a
publicity image of Archer.

‘While the studio has been
tight-lipped regarding the cause of the argument, during which
Henderson punched Archer in the face, my investigations suggest
that Grant was unhappy with Archer’s date with Detective Sondra
Blake of the Arcane Crimes Unit.’

Sondra hissed as the two images
were replaced with one. It was a shot taken outside the museum as
Archer escorted Sondra back to his car.

‘Further, Detective Blake was
seen with Henderson at an East Village bar earlier this month.
Detective Blake was unavailable for comment this afternoon.’ Lying
bastard had not tried to contact her. ‘However, it seems that she
has a more intimate connection to the case she is currently
investigating than it might first appear. Meanwhile, a killer
continues to stalk our streets and it seems that the NYPD is unable
to stop him. Now, over to Anita for the rest of the news.’

The camera switched over to an
attractive woman in a business-like cream blouse, her dark hair
arranged in a semi-casual bun with a few stray wisps framing her
face. ‘Thank you, Devon. Tensions continue to rise in Orctown
tonight…’

Yes, tensions continued to rise.
There were patrols all over Orctown, and Sondra was not entirely
convinced that that was the best of ideas. Of course, there was
little else to be done about it: the public were demanding action
and diplomacy would not cut it. The diplomacy was happening, but
the latest reports suggested it was failing. There was no direct
evidence of a mind behind what was going on, but there was some
circumstantial evidence in the fact that the NYPD’s public
relations specialists were getting nowhere in their efforts to calm
things down. Someone was pushing back.

Her thoughts drifted over her
recent interactions with orcs. The last one of consequence had been
downstairs in the market. Two gang members had been looking to move
up in the ranks. Sondra frowned, re-examining her memory of the
events.

‘KonTash doesn’t want a couple
of konChakVa with him.’ That was what the bigger orc had said. A
konChakVa was a weakling or a coward; the meaning varied depending
on the exact context and the subject of the sentence. Sondra
suspected that this time it had meant a coward. Someone called
KonTash – definitely an orcish name – would not tolerate cowards on
his team. But who was KonTash?

~~~

Once upon a time, not that long ago
really, Orctown had been known as Harlem. In fact, the renaming was
sort of unofficial and there were plenty of people who still called
it by its old name though the city had begun to use the new one
around nineteen eighty-seven. By then, the immigration of orcs into
the area, partially or wholly displacing its old residents, had
been going on for almost a decade. It had mostly been the younger
generation, seeking out the bright lights of the big city and
ending up propping up an area which had been largely abandoned by
anyone with the money to move out.

The rename had brought with it
federal funds to try to ‘normalise’ the orcs and drag them into the
twentieth century. Some of the older immigrants had taken grants to
start businesses in the area, and things had seemed to improve.
Prejudice against the orcs had never been quite as bad on the east
coast, a continent away from the area they had controlled during
the Orc Wars, but it was still there. If you were human and you
lived in Orctown, you were teetering on the edge of that last step
before a cardboard box under an overpass. Human residents in
Orctown tended to be picked upon, because everyone else practised
the quiet discrimination they had perfected on the African American
population for over a century and a half; the orcs felt oppressed,
so they oppressed whoever they could in turn.

In typical fashion, someone
looking to cut budgets had declared the orcs fully integrated into
society in nineteen ninety-eight, and the funds had been cut. New
York City had continued to fund a few programmes through into the
next century, but Orctown’s development had faltered and then
failed. The place had become a ghetto, and the police now
patrolling it considered assignment to one of the precincts serving
the area as almost a punishment detail. Right now, they were
patrolling in packs.

Franklin Castillo was from the
third generation of his family to have lived in America, but he
still suffered from the visible and invisible discrimination of
WASP culture. Rightly or wrongly, he considered it a factor in his
slow promotions and in his being posted to the 28th
Precinct on a ‘temporary’ basis. Right now, he was riding shotgun
in the lead vehicle of a pair as they toured Orctown, looking for
trouble. He also had a shotgun in his lap, because they were
looking for trouble; Frank was hoping they would not find it, but
things had been getting more and more dicey since the light had
gone from the sky. Patrolling in convoys was, maybe, safer for the
cops, but it did nothing to foster good feelings from the
residents.

‘You see anything?’ Wilcock
asked. He was sounding on edge, which was fair: everyone was on
edge tonight. There was a definite feeling that things were going
to happen – bad things – if someone so much as farted at the wrong
time.

‘Not a damn thing,’ Frank
replied. ‘There’s hardly anyone on the streets. They all know being
out is asking for trouble.’

‘Huh. Orcs are smarter than us
then.’

‘Got that right.’

Anything else he might have said
was lost as there was a sound like rain on a tin roof and the
left-front tyre of their patrol car exploded with a loud thump.
Suddenly, Wilcock was fighting to control the car as it slewed into
the middle of the street.

‘Was that–’ Frank began.

‘Someone shot at us!’

Grabbing the car’s radio, Frank
thumbed the key. ‘Dispatch, this is Special Patrol thirteen.’ He
had known getting that designation was a bad sign. ‘We are under
attack. Repeat, we are under attack.’

‘Special Patrol thirteen,’ the
dispatcher said over the car’s speaker, ‘state your location.’

But Frank was already scrambling
out of the door as Wilcock did the same on the other side. ‘Where
are they?’ Frank yelled, just before another stream of bullets
pinged into the car. He felt the kick of a bullet hitting his vest
and a sharp, hot pain on the left side of his neck. His finger
convulsed on the trigger of his Mossberg and there was the loud
retort of the shotgun firing wildly.

‘Frank!’ Wilcock yelled as Frank
slipped to the tarmac, one hand pressed hard against his neck.

Then there was the noise of
gunfire, the clamour of battle. Somewhere, sirens shrieked in the
night, but Frank was slipping into unconsciousness, entirely
unaware of the damage his one wild shot in the dark had done.

~~~

Sondra watched the late news with the
sound low and her ear to her cell phone. ‘Yeah, this’ll start it,’
she said.

‘Shit,’ Clarke said from the
other end.

‘Yeah, I’d suggest making sure
your building security is up to par. It probably won’t spill
over into your area, but…’

‘Sure, right. This was just bad
luck, wasn’t it?’

It certainly seemed like it.
From what the media was reporting, exactly one shot had hit anyone
among the orcs who had fired on the cruiser. The boy was thirteen,
but they had found a handgun beside his body. Someone else had been
using a submachine gun and that had been what had put Patrol
Officer Castillo in intensive care. Unfortunately, the unnamed boy
had not been so lucky; his chest had been almost ripped open by the
shotgun slug which had hit it. Both would have been dead if
Castillo had not been wearing body armour.

‘From the reports, they didn’t
really see the gang,’ Sondra said. ‘So, yes, it was bad luck that
the kid was killed. They were firing at shadows. They
panicked.’

‘I don’t think I blame
them.’

‘It’s a human reaction to a life
or death situation. It takes a lot of training or experience
to act differently.’

‘Well, it’s pushed the murders
off the top spot. Brightman won’t like that.’

‘I’m having trouble seeing that
as much of a silver lining. How’s your fairy?’

‘Jasmine,’ Clarke replied after
a pause to switch mental gears.

‘Huh?’

‘I decided to call her Jasmine.
My mother had a cat called Jasmine when I was a kid. A familiar,
actually. I tried that spell of yours. Had to rework the symbols
until I could understand them, but I tried it. Then I explained
that I’d be calling her Jasmine. She seems to have got the idea. I
told her it was preferable to calling her “fairy” all the
time.’

‘Okay, how’s Jasmine?’ Sondra
asked, grinning for the first time all evening.

‘She’s doing fine. Filling out a
little. No sign of her wing getting better yet, so I’ve put some
climbing ropes in to–’

‘I’m sorry? Climbing ropes?’

Even over the phone, Clarke was
starting to sound embarrassed. ‘Yeah. Well, string. I’ve fixed bits
of string in a few strategic locations so she can climb up onto
tables and stuff. And I got her a litter tray. She got the hang of
that pretty quickly. I think she’s been doing it behind the kitchen
cabinets until now.’

Sondra scrunched up her nose,
but it was pretty much the same as having any other small animal in
the house. When Jasmine reached her full strength, she might even
be able to take on mice, which were a lot less hygienic than
fairies. ‘That’s… cute.’

‘Yeah, thanks,’ Clarke replied,
sarcasm dripping. He sobered suddenly. ‘When are they going to call
us in to handle Orctown?’

‘Probably not tomorrow. Not
until they’ve figured out how much magical support the gangs have,
and SWAT can deal with some of that. Tomorrow, we push as hard as
we can on the murder investigation, because we might have to drop
it on Thursday. Many lives are going to take precedence over
seven.’

22nd February.

Sondra stood in Dickerson’s office, her
face impassive as she listened to Issacs spouting crap. Inside, she
was seething, but she had already spotted the flow of the politics
and there was nothing she could do that would fix this.

Clarke looked like he was about
to explode, but he was taking his lead from Sondra’s impassivity.
His eyes were on Hall, forever silent and standing behind Issacs’
seat. Sondra wondered whether her partner would go for the man if
Sondra twitched.

The FBI were taking the case and
they had a good, operational reason for doing so. Even if it was
bullshit.

‘The commissioner agrees with
the FBI,’ Issacs said. Again. Unnecessarily. ‘Detective Blake’s
relationship with Dillan Archer and Grant Henderson is a conflict
of interest. She cannot maintain her objectivity under those
circumstances.’

Dickerson turned his gaze to
Sondra and she gave such a slight shrug that it was barely
perceptible. Her boss perceived it fine and turned back to the FBI
agent. ‘Let me make this clear, Special Agent, my detectives can
all maintain their objectivity at all times. Detective Blake
has more experience and is more capable than anyone else in my
unit.’ Issacs opened her mouth but he just kept talking over her.
‘I don’t need to hear any more of your political bullcrap. You’ve
already persuaded the commissioner to fall for your arguments, so
my hands are tied. It’s your case. If you screw it up and come back
here trying to blame Arcane for your failure, you’ll discover that
the commissioner isn’t your friend.’

Issacs started to say something
and then apparently thought better of it. She got to her feet.
‘Thank you for your cooperation, Captain Dickerson.’

Dickerson waited for the door to
close behind her and Hall before speaking again. ‘Sleeping with
them was not your best move, Sondra.’

‘Sleeping with Archer was not my
best move, sir. He wasn’t that good a lay. Sleeping with Henderson
was just bad luck. No one had been killed when I did, and you know
this is all an excuse anyway. Issacs has wanted the case from the
start, and the commissioner is just worried about Orctown.’

Dickerson frowned and looked
down at his desk. ‘Yes, well, he has a point there. We’re expecting
street protests today. Intelligence says several are being
organised. We could shut them down, but–’

‘That would be really
stupid.’

‘Exactly. But letting them run
will probably embolden the gangs anyway. It’s a no-win situation.
We’re just waiting for the fireworks now.’

‘But Henderson was the fourth,’
Clarke said. ‘Sorry, sir, but this guy’s killed four. The FBI won’t
catch him before he chalks up three more and then he’s gone
for seven years.’

Dickerson paused, looking up at
Clarke for a second. ‘Son, can you tell me that you and Sondra
will catch him before he finishes? Will. Not can or
might.’

Clarke opened his mouth to say
the first thing that came to mind, stopped, and lowered his eyes.
‘No, sir.’

‘Right. It’s out of your hands.
Don’t give them any excuse to point accusing fingers when they
fail. You’re going to have plenty to do in the next few days. Stick
with your partner and learn. Sondra’s been through this before. She
knows what she’s doing.’

~~~

‘Can I ask a personal question?’ Clarke
asked.

It was mid-morning and Sondra
had been waiting for him to ask whatever was on his mind for a
couple of hours. ‘Shoot.’

‘Why? I mean, why the one-night
stands? A woman who looks like you could–’

‘Would you be asking a guy the
same question, detective?’

‘Uh, no.’ Sondra was about to
end it there when he added, ‘If you were a guy, I’d assume you were
being a dick and leave it at that.’

‘Okay. It’s not what I look
like, it’s what I am.’

‘I… don’t get it.’

‘I don’t age. I watch everyone
else age, but I stay the same.’ She paused a second to see whether
he would get it now, but he still looked puzzled. ‘Dickerson.’

Clarke’s eyes widened. ‘You
slept with–’

‘No.’ Sondra waved the question
away before he could finish it. ‘He was engaged to Madelaine when I
first met him. I don’t poach. But Clem was twenty and still a
patrol officer when I first met him.’ She smiled. ‘Maddy didn’t
like me much when we first met. She said I was too pretty for any
woman to feel her husband was safe around me. That was years later
when Clem was made head of Arcane. He was thirty-seven and I looked
exactly the same as I did when he was a street cop. I’ve watched
him get older, while I stay as I am.’

She paused, looking across the
desk to where Clarke was clearly starting to see where she was
going. ‘So, say I find the man of my dreams and settle down. And
there I am, forever twenty-six, while he gets older, and older, and
I eventually have to bury him. And before then, he starts feeling
guilty about taking up my time while he can’t be what he was to me.
And maybe I start to resent him. Maybe I start sleeping around to
get what he can’t give me.’

‘That sounds like a lot of
rationalisation,’ Clarke said.

‘Maybe. Maybe I just have
commitment issues. I’ve never been in a relationship longer than
three months. Uh, plus I don’t like to limit the field to just men
I like. I mean, if Clem hadn’t found her first… Maddy’s a stunning
woman.’

‘Uh, oh.’ Clarke’s cheeks
coloured.

‘You asked.’

‘Yes. Yes, I did. Uh, so the
protests have started.’

‘Uh-huh. And they’re about what
I expected. A teenager was killed. Doesn’t matter that he was
armed, because he didn’t fire his gun and he didn’t shoot Officer
Castillo. He’s an innocent.’

‘I guess in his mother’s eyes,
he was.’

Sondra nodded slowly and a
little sadly. ‘It’s a valid point. I wonder if his mother will be
happy with all the death and injury that comes out of her son’s
actions and everyone else using his death as an excuse.’

~~~

Sondra heaved a sigh as she stepped out
of Arcane’s front door to see Brightman waiting on the sidewalk.
Moynihan, working the front desk, had warned her he might be there.
The desk sergeant could kick him out of the foyer, but not off the
street. Well, not without making up some charges anyway.

‘Want me to get rid of him?’
Clarke asked, coming out behind Sondra.

‘No. You get home to Jasmine.
I’ll take care of Brightman.’

‘Okay. Uh, don’t do anything
permanent to him.’

‘Wouldn’t dream of it.’ Which
was a lie. Sondra had entertained daydreams of frog transformations
on a number of occasions. She raised her voice. ‘Devon Brightman,
as I live and breathe. What are you doing here? As if I didn’t
know.’

Brightman grinned. He really
was a charming sort of man when he wanted to be. ‘I’d like
your comments on the FBI taking over the case you’ve been working
on, of course.’

‘How about my comments on you
letting the FBI take over the case?’

His grin vanished into a
perplexed expression, eyes widening a little. He had not even known
what he was doing when he decided to broadcast his editorial, which
was about par for the course with Brightman. ‘What?’

‘You brought up me knowing Grant
Henderson, on screen. You gave them a conflict of interest they
could use to apply leverage on the commissioner. And you lied about
asking me for a comment. I hope you’re happy. I’ll give you your
headline. “WNSN’s star reporter ensures serial killer’s reign of
terror continues.” How’s that? Too long?’

Rallying, Brightman managed a
half-smile. ‘So, you have no confidence in the FBI team?’

Sondra knew he was recording.
Somewhere on his person was a microphone, or a charm of some sort.
She sighed. ‘You’re an asshole, Brightman. I don’t know Special
Agents Issacs and Hall well enough to either have or lack
confidence in them, but neither of them have any magical talent and
this is a case involving some very dark magic. I do know
that switching the entire investigative team is not a good
way to catch the perpetrator.’

‘It’s fresh eyes.’

‘It’s running to play catch-up,
and they don’t have long to do it. On the bright side, I get to go
home on time so I can watch the evening news. I don’t think you
need to rush back to the studio. Your lead story is going to be
pushed way down the schedule.’

‘Sure, Sondra. I’ve got an
entire report lined up.’

‘Better make it a short one,’
Sondra replied, starting down the street and away from him. ‘The
evening news starts after sundown.’

~~~

‘And now, we go over to Devon Brightman
for more on the announcement from the FBI and NYPD today.’

‘Thank you, Anita.’

Brightman was looking smug.
Sondra decided that his expression was smug. He was trying for
professional, but he was coming over like the cat who not only got
the cream, but also got away with it without being noticed. He was
sitting at the news desk on WNSN’s main newsroom stage, giving out
‘serious reporter’ vibes, and Sondra had a strong feeling that he
only had a few minutes to capitalise on that.

‘In a surprise move today,’
Brightman went on, ‘the FBI and NYPD announced that FBI Special
Agents Issacs and Hall would be taking over the hunt for the serial
murderer leaving magically transformed corpses all over Manhattan
and Brooklyn.’

Sondra shook her head. ‘All
over’ was an exaggeration, and it had hardly been a surprise. The
fact that Brightman had not seen it coming was a surprise
all right, but his perspective did tend to go once he thought he
had a good story to chew on.

‘Detective Sondra Blake, who we
reported on yesterday regarding her relationship with the latest
victim, Grant Henderson, was unavailable for comment today.’ At
least he had actually asked for one this time. ‘Special Agent
Issacs was more forthcoming.’

The screen shifted to a close-up
of Issacs standing in Federal Plaza. ‘The FBI is confident that it
is only a matter of time before this heinous criminal is brought to
justice,’ she said, her face set into a grim expression of
determination which she probably practised in front of the mirror.
‘I, and my partner, together with all the resources of the New York
field office will be devoted to the task of bringing him in.’

‘The FBI was involved in similar
murders seven years ago in Florida,’ Brightman’s voice said from
off-camera. ‘No one was caught then. What makes you think that
things will be different this time?’

‘Seven years is a long time in
the science of crime, Mister Brightman. Our methods have come a
long way.’

‘But you still have no
specialists in magical crimes such as this, Special Agent.
You have no experience in investigating magical crimes.’ At
least he had thought of that angle before Sondra had mentioned
it.

‘Crime is crime,’ Issacs began,
and then the screen cut back to Anita Bellman, the news anchor.

‘I’m sorry, Devon,’ she said,
looking more shocked than sorry. ‘We are going over live to our
camera crews in Orctown. Uh…’

Once again, the image switched
and Sondra let out a slow sigh. The video feed was showing a
shopfront with flames streaking out of the broken window. The view
shifted slightly and the orcs became visible. There were more than
a dozen of them, all in jeans and jackets. The jackets showed gang
signs, but Sondra frowned as she recognised more than one gang
among the group.

‘Oh, this isn’t good,’ Sondra
muttered. A memory flicked forward in her mind and she got to her
feet, heading for the bedroom to change.

Behind her, Anita Bellman was
sounding as though going off-script was not something she had ever
done before. ‘Uh, as you can see, we have, uh, orcs on the streets
and using Molotov cocktails… Uh, I’m informed that some are using
what appear to be fireball charms. A number of fires have broken
out…’

Sondra grabbed a fresh suit from
her wardrobe and tossed it onto her bed. KonTash. All the crap with
Issacs and the case had pushed the name from her mind. There was
not much she could do about the murderer, so it was time to start
concentrating on the war.

~~~

The trouble with orcs using only a
single name was that, well, they used one name, qualifying it with
a lineage when necessary. The standard databases had been modified
to handle it, but when you just had the name and no lineage, one
KonTash was much the same as any other. There were, in fact,
twenty-five orcs named KonTash listed in the NYPD’s records. Even
more had a social security number, but no criminal record. Sondra
was having to prioritise and work her way through manually.

She had rejected eight from the
police database when the office door opened and Clarke walked in.
He was in jeans, a T-shirt, and a windbreaker rather than his usual
suit and tie. The shirt was tight enough to show some fairly
impressive abs; worth some appreciation, but Sondra did not have
the time to give them true justice right now.

‘You didn’t have to come in,’
she said.

‘You’re here. You’ve got
something?’ He closed the door and took off his jacket, dropping it
over his chair.

‘I’ve got a name. KonTash. I can
drop you some of the pile I haven’t worked through if you want to
help search for one KonTash who might be the
KonTash.’

‘Sure. What am I looking
for?’

Sondra frowned. She was not
really sure what she was looking for, but there were a couple of
criteria she could immediately think of. ‘He’s either someone with
a history of gang involvement, probably the Red Skulls, or he’s a
shaman. I’m betting he had a record. Otherwise we’ll have to try
some alternate means of hunting him down.’

‘Okay.’ Clarke sat down at his
desk and booted his computer. ‘Drop me the list and we’ll see where
we get.’

Ten minutes later, they were
still working through the list. ‘Uh, if this guy is a shaman, what
are we expecting?’ Clarke asked. ‘I don’t know that much about
shamanistic magic.’

Sondra took a second to drop her
current KonTash into the reject pile. He had been arrested for
public urination and so was either a master criminal or the
sixteen-year-old he seemed to be. ‘Shamans work magic through
spirit rituals,’ she said. ‘They know how to ask certain kinds of
animistic spirits to work magic for them, in essence. The rituals
are usually longer than our spells and there’s often more
rigmarole. They make more use of sacrifices, whether blood or
material. But it comes out more or less the same. They still have
to gather the energy for the spell and pass it on to the spirit, or
spirits, to make it work.’

‘Don’t they get in soul debt to
the spirits that way?’

‘The reputable ones don’t. The
ritual is a kind of transaction. Power for an effect. Asking for
more from the spirits is a temptation, of course, and some of them
fall into it. Seeking direct help from a spirit or demon is a quick
way to power. It’s not like magicians haven’t fallen into the same
trap.’

‘No, true. There was a guy in–’
He cut off and Sondra looked up from her search. ‘Uh, this guy
looks interesting.’

Sondra got up from her seat and
walked over to lean on Clarke’s desk, her other hand on his
shoulder. ‘Twenty-two, six-eleven, two hundred and five pounds.
Arrested for vandalism, three times, and aggravated sexual
assault.’

‘The aggravated came from use of
a lust spell. There’s a note saying his master kicked him out
following the arrest. He was in training to become a shaman. He got
off lightly as far as the courts were concerned because he was
underage.’

Sondra gave a grimace. ‘Fourteen
at the time of arrest. Member of the GashdaGa Thon. So, he’s got
some shamanistic training and he’s a member of a gang which prides
itself on being all “old orcish values” and such. Good find. Print
him out and we’ll go through the rest. Is there an address
listed?’

Clarke turned from the screen as
he hit print and discovered that his face was far too close to
Sondra’s cheek. The scent of her filled his nostrils: tropical
fruit from her shampoo, tea tree oil from her soap, the musk of
general humanity and… There was a spicy, almost sharp scent behind
it all, something too subtle to identify, but there and driving
straight for Clarke’s hindbrain where it was not sure whether to
run for the hills or beg for the chance to worship at her feet.
Maybe not her feet. Maybe another part of her anatomy.

Sondra leaned away from him as
she turned her head to look at him. ‘Address?’

‘Uh, lives with his mother. No
listed father.’ Clarke looked back to the screen. ‘But that was
when he was arrested. He may not be living in the same place.’

‘Huh, no. In fact, if he’s the
one we’re looking for, I doubt it. I don’t think leaders of the
orcish revolution live with their mothers.’

23rd February.

‘Mister Archer! Mister Archer, could I
have a moment of your time?’

Dillan made the mistake of
actually looking at the speaker and he was pretty much caught by
the time he recognised Devon Brightman. ‘Mister Brightman,’ he
said, fixing a smile on his face. ‘Always happy to talk to a
distinguished reporter.’ The man had managed to catch Dillan in the
lobby of the hotel! What were security doing? Scratching their
butts in the break room?

Brightman was not that gullible,
but he was also not going to let Dillan’s animosity thwart him.
‘Mister Archer, another body found mutilated, and this time it was
dropped outside the back door of your hotel. Any comment?’

‘I deplore murder… Any form of
violence off the screen, really. There is clearly a very clever
killer behind this string of murders, and I doubt getting the lead
detective thrown off the case is going to help when it comes to
stopping him.’ Dillan had been dragged out of bed at seven a.m. by
the FBI. They had spent almost an hour interviewing him to
absolutely no effect; they just went over things which had already
been handled by Sondra. He was quite sure that the two agents he
had spoken to were never going to arrest anyone. Saying that
the FBI had no hope would not have been good publicity,
however.

‘You had a personal relationship
with Detective Sondra Blake, Mister Brightman. You dated a woman
who accused you of–’

‘Sondra never accused me
of anything. You should get your facts straight. I’m one of the
victims here, Brightman. For whatever reason, some sicko is
murdering people and trying to tie those murders to my film.’ His
gaze flicked up and down Brightman dismissively. ‘Perhaps if you
spent less time in the gutter, digging up mud to sling, the best
person for the job would still be looking for that sicko. Excuse
me.’ Dillan pushed forward, his shoulder bumping into Brightman’s
and forcing the reporter aside.

There were no other questions as
Dillan marched toward the doors at the front of the building and
his waiting car. He smiled; he always liked it when he got the last
word.

~~~

SetaGan, KonTash’s mother, lived in a
large apartment block just off West 129th Street. She
was up on the thirteenth floor and the elevators were out. Orcs,
being naturally pretty healthy creatures, did not care much about
elevators, but Clarke would have been happier to have ridden
up.

‘You need to work on your
stamina,’ Sondra commented as they walked out of the stairwell on
the thirteenth floor. She did not seem even vaguely out of
breath.

‘I’m an academic,’ Clarke
countered, trying not to sound too winded.

‘No, you’re a cop. Take up
running. You live near Central Park for God’s sake. This place is
clean. No graffiti.’

‘Yeah. I just wish they cared
about more mechanical building maintenance.’ It was true that the
block, for all its aging, somewhat dilapidated appearance, was
clean and tidy. There were gang tags on the brickwork outside, but
none near the doors and none inside the building.

‘Suck it up. You look more like
a jock than a nerd, so start acting like one.’

Clarke blinked. ‘I do?’

Rolling her eyes, Sondra reached
out to a door and knocked twice. Someone called something out from
beyond the door and the light flashed in the spy hole. Then the
door opened as far as the chain would let it and Sondra looked up
to where an eye was peering at them from the gap.

‘You’re police?’ The voice was
feminine, but it carried the distinctive slur of coming through a
tusked mouth and it had a rough quality to it.

Sondra held up her ID.
‘Detective Blake, Arcane Crimes Unit. This is Detective Delacroix.
You are SetaGan? Mother of one KonTash?’

There was a heavy sigh – orcs
were really good at heavy sighs – and the door was pushed
to, then opened fully. ‘You had better come in,’ SetaGan said, her
eyes downcast and her shoulders slumped. She was an impressive
woman, maybe even attractive if you were another orc. She was
around six-foot-five with an hourglass figure, sort of. Her hips
were broad and her waist narrow. She had substantial breasts hidden
under a pink sweater, and the way the garment fitted her, it
suggested thick muscles around her ribs and over her arms. The
muscles were more obvious on her thighs and calves since she was
wearing cut-off, grey denim shorts. Her legs were long and shapely,
and it looked like she could crush a man’s skull between her thighs
without a thought. There was something exotically beautiful about
her face. Her skin was a pale grey with a hint of a green shimmer
to it and her hair was brown with a hint of red – an unusual colour
for an orc. Her brow was heavy, but sharply defined and came over
as attractive rather than brutish. She had broad, quite high
cheekbones and a wide mouth from which a pair of short tusks
protruded up over her upper lip. Her nose was small, flat, and had
broad, upward-angled nostrils, and her slanted, brown eyes fitted
her face perfectly. Even her large, pointed ears worked with the
look and held back the twin braids she wore her hair in.

‘What has KonTash done now?’
SetaGan asked as she folded herself into a large armchair. The room
was small and the oversized furniture – a sofa and the one armchair
– filled most of it. There was an old TV sitting in front of what
should have been an electric fire; orcs were highly cold-tolerant
and SetaGan was obviously saving on electricity by getting rid of
the extra heating. The room was comfortable, but not especially
warm.

‘Nothing that we know of,’
Sondra said, settling onto the sofa. ‘We’ve heard his name
mentioned in connection to some of the gangs and we’re trying to
eliminate him from our enquiries.’

SetaGan gave a guttural laugh.
‘That is police talk. You think he’s done something or you wouldn’t
be here.’ Weirdly, there was a New York accent behind the guttural,
slightly slurred speech. ‘He hasn’t been home in over a month,
maybe two. I’ve barely seen him in the last half-year.’

‘And before that?’

Sadness clouded her eyes and she
looked away. ‘If you think he’s done something bad, he probably
has. He… changed. It was around the last Collapse Day I noticed it,
but he had been getting worse for months before. He grew callous.
He was always foolish. He chased the girls too much. Got himself
beaten more than once for coming on to someone else’s girlfriend.
Then there was the…’ She trailed off, her face hardening.

‘We know about his criminal
record,’ Clarke said. ‘He seems to have made some, uh, bad
decisions.’

Anger flashed in SetaGan’s eyes
as she looked up at Clarke; anger and some shame. ‘I worked so hard
to get him a place with menTaNin TinshoKa. He threw it aside with
one foolish action!’

Sondra’s eyes widened. ‘He was
taught by menTaNin TinshoKa?’ SetaGan nodded and Sondra turned to
Clarke. ‘Know him?’

‘Uh, I think I’ve heard the
name…’

‘MenTaNin means… master, or
leader. It’s a title granted to the most venerable of shamans. Uh,
taNinYa, correctly. TinshoKa helped defuse the riots in
eighty-eight and ninety-nine. He’s always been a strongly moderate
voice, with emphasis on the strong part.’ Sondra’s gaze shifted
back to the orc woman. ‘And you managed to persuade him to teach
KonTash. That’s… impressive. You are peKnava, SetaGan.’

SetaGan’s chin lifted a little.
‘Thank you. I was. Bringing up a son who won’t listen has taken
some of it from me. KonTash learned, but he was arrogant,
impatient. He wanted the world and the path of the taNinYa is not a
quick way to power. I think he began to study bethNin after the
menTaNin cast him out.’

Sondra’s eyes tightened. ‘Black
magic. That’s… not always as bad as it sounds. Orcs call anything
other than their own magic bethNin.’

The orc’s lips curled into a
half-smile, amused. ‘And rightly,’ she said.

‘Of course,’ Sondra replied. ‘I
like to sacrifice live babies to the dark gods on a Monday myself.’
SetaGan gave a guttural laugh in response. ‘Two questions, SetaGan.
Where might he be staying if he’s not here? And can we take a look
at his room?’

‘He has friends. I can write you
a list while you look. He took little with him.’ SetaGan pointed
left toward a narrow corridor with a bead curtain over it. ‘The
room at the end.’

The corridor had several doors
off it. There was a small kitchen and an even smaller bathroom. How
a woman the size of SetaGan managed in the shower was a question
Clarke felt would plague him for days, and if she managed to cook
anything reasonable in the kitchen, she had to be an amazing cook.
There was a door on the left which opened onto a bedroom with an
elongated double bed and a wardrobe in it. There was also a pile of
notepads stacked up beside the bed, which seemed a little odd.

At the end of the corridor was a
room a little larger than the one KonTash’s mother apparently used.
Maybe it was just that the bed was a single; a long single, but
just a single. There was a wardrobe here too, but also a desk and
chair, and a bookshelf. There were not that many books on it, but
Sondra crouched down to examine them first.

‘Why don’t you run a magical
analysis on the room,’ she said as Clarke walked in behind her.

‘If he hasn’t been here in a
month…’

‘We probably won’t get anything,
no. But it’s worth a try and sometimes procedure actually
pays off.’ She scanned the books and then pulled one of them out.
‘Basic level magical studies textbook. Huh, yeah. Stolen from the
university. Looks like he was studying magic on his own, but he
left this here. And the others.’

‘So he didn’t need them any
more. There’s something here. It’s weak, but I don’t like the
resonances. I think bef-nin, or whatever it was is right.’

Sondra flashed him a grin.
‘BethNin. The emphasis is on the first N sound. When someone with
your background says he was doing black magic, my mind goes to
demons.’

‘I’m not sure. It’s too weak. He
hasn’t been working here for a long time, but it feels like
spirit magic. I mean, magic to affect spirits, or demons.’

‘Great. We’ll see where his
mother’s list gets us.’

~~~

The answer, as midday approached, was
‘nowhere.’ Sondra was quite sure the list of people and addresses
SetaGan had provided was not some ruse to throw them off the trail,
but between the riots and the nature of the people they were
looking for, they had found no one who knew anything about KonTash.
Or no one who was willing to talk anyway.

The streets were quiet,
abnormally so. People who had to be out walked quickly and kept
their heads down. There were cars patrolling in pairs, but that was
more of a formality and they would probably be pulled out as soon
as more trouble started. There were several burnt-out wrecks of
patrol vehicles to indicate how useful they were when people were
throwing Molotov cocktails at them.

The gangs and looters had
retreated to their strongholds around dawn. Everyone was hoping
that that would be the end of it. Hoping, but not really expecting.
There was a tension in the air which could be pushed aside, but not
entirely and not for long. Sondra and Clarke were on foot, because
taking a car into the area seemed like a stupid risk, and they were
about the only humans walking the streets. They were stopped once
by a patrol car, but when it was apparent that the two officers in
the car were more interested in checking Sondra’s ID than Clarke’s,
it was Clarke who seemed the most irritated.

‘They stopped us because you’re,
um…’

‘Black? Yes. Don’t sweat it.’
Sondra’s nonchalance just made Clarke more irritated.

‘That kind of thing isn’t
supposed to happen. How can you be so… happy about it?’

‘Practice. Look, I’m not happy,
but it’s not like I can do anything about it. I have no
command authority over those men, neither do you. Going to their
sergeant is going to achieve nothing. Either he’s as bigoted as
them, or he’ll file a complaint and then I come over as a whiner.
Either I live with it and be an example they can learn from, or I
spend my entire life grinding my teeth.’

Clarke fumed for a second or two
and then added, ‘It shouldn’t be like that.’

‘It’s not as bad as it was. The
assholes have orcs to piss on these days. Back in the day, I
refused to use a company car because I’d get pulled over nine times
out of ten. It’s easy to be angry about this stuff when it doesn’t
affect you, Clarke. Put your white bread attitudes away and let’s
do the job.’

About to say something else,
Clarke stopped as they came in sight of their next stop. It was a
small garage catering to orcs with the money for a car and a place
to park it in the city. It was open, or one of the two bigger
shutters at the front of it was up, though there was no sign of any
cars in the workshop beyond. There were several orcs, all male, all
in casual clothes and showing gang markings. ‘Uh, that doesn’t look
like a good place to be,’ Clarke said, instead of continuing the
argument.

‘Probably a valid assessment,
but we’re going to take a look anyway. Just stay calm. They can
smell fear.’

‘They can?’

‘No,’ Sondra scoffed. ‘They’re
not sharks or something.’ She set off across the street toward the
garage with a swing in her step, all confidence.

‘Could’ve fooled me,’ Clarke
muttered, but he set off after her, trying to get some of his
righteous anger back to bolster his nerve.

Ignoring the men standing around
near the open shutter, Sondra almost sauntered into the workshop,
calm, cool, and collected. The place had a couple of lifts for
cars, neither of them occupied, and a screen wall with a window and
two doors in it. One door probably led to a waiting room for
customers, the other – beside the window – to an office. Sondra
walked through the open door of the office and smiled at the
heavily built orc behind the desk. ‘Morning,’ she said
brightly.

The big orc lifted an eyebrow.
‘Cops.’ He almost spat the word. ‘You got some nerve coming in
here.’

‘Yes I have,’ Sondra agreed,
flashing her ID. ‘You’re perceptive. I like that. Detectives Blake
and Delacroix from the Arcane Crimes Unit.’ A facial twitch
suggested the orc knew Sondra’s name, even if he had not recognised
her. ‘We’re looking for information on an orc shaman-wannabe named
KonTash.’

‘Never heard of him.’

‘That was a lie. From what I’ve
heard, quite a lot of people have at least heard of him.’
Sondra flicked a hand out, vaguely indicating the orc’s arm. ‘That
patch says you’re GashdaGa Thon, and we know he was a
member.’

‘GashdaGa Thon’s got a lot of
members,’ the orc replied with a malicious grin.

‘Not so many today as they did
yesterday, but we’ll ignore that. He has talent for magic. He was
training with menTaNin TinshoKa until he got kicked out for being
an asshole.’

Clarke winced. She was trying to
antagonise the man into an admission, which was probably a valid
tactic under normal circumstances. Right now, it seemed like a bad
idea. ‘We have information saying he hangs out here,’ Clarke said
smoothly. ‘There’s no point in lying about it.’ He saw Sondra’s
shoulders tighten and wondered what he had done wrong.

The orc got to his feet. He was
a big one: easily over seven feet in height, broad
shoulders, and arms that looked like tree trunks. He was in a
once-white vest which showed off all that muscle, and oil-stained
jeans. His fists clenched. ‘You leave now, or you don’t leave
ever.’ There was movement outside the window and Clarke spotted the
gang members outside picking up tools.

Sondra glanced around at Clarke,
pushing her hands casually into the pockets of her coat. ‘I think
we’ve found the right person to tell us all about KonTash, don’t
you, Detective Delacroix?’

‘Yeah, sure,’ Clarke replied,
though he was mostly concerned with getting out of the garage.

‘You were warned,’ the orc said.
He took a step to the side to round the desk.

‘I am duly warned,’ Sondra said,
turning as she did so. She pulled her hands from her pockets,
flicking one of them toward the orc. A charm sailed through the
air, hitting him in the chest. His eyes widened briefly, and then
he collapsed bonelessly to the concrete floor.

There was a roar from outside as
Clarke went for his gun. Holding off… He had counted six of them
and he was not sure an angry orc was going to worry much about a
nine-mil bullet or two while beating a cop to pulp.

But Sondra was still moving,
taking a step toward the door and then tossing something about the
size of a ping-pong ball out into the workshop. It hit the concrete
and exploded. Well, exploded was not quite right. A sphere of
bright orange light expanded from where the object had landed,
reaching a radius of nine or ten feet before collapsing back in on
itself. In its wake, it left six burned orcs, only one of them
still standing. All of them had burning clothes they were trying to
beat out, except for that last one. His shirt was on fire, but he
was ignoring it and starting to run for the office door.

‘Stop or I shoot!’ Clarke
yelled, to absolutely no avail. He fired, three rapid rounds
slamming into the orc’s chest, and this time the man fell, sliding
the last couple of yards across the concrete and putting out the
flames as he went. ‘Shit!’

Sondra was pulling her phone
from her coat. ‘Never mind the shit. Check him and keep an eye on
the others.’

Crouching, Clarke pressed his
fingers to the fallen orc’s neck. ‘There’s a heartbeat. Weak, but
it’s there.’

‘Right. Ambulances and a car.
We’ve got someone to question.’

~~~

‘The orc Delacroix shot is going to
survive,’ Dickerson said, his voice soft in deference to the
setting: they were watching Clarke and the leader of the group from
the garage through a one-way mirror. ‘The ones you downed with that
heat blast are in the burns unit, but they’ll be fine.’

‘Orcs even like battle scars,’
Sondra commented. ‘Clarke will be happy about the one he shot. I’ll
tell him later.’

Dickerson gave a soft grunt.
‘What about this one? Is he talking?’

‘The problem is getting him to
shut up.’ As Sondra spoke, the orc was shouting out various things
in Orcish. Even if you could not understand them, they sounded more
like slogans than anything substantive and Clarke was leaning back
in his chair, looking disgusted and letting the man shout himself
out. ‘I’d better get back in there.’

‘You’re convinced this KonTash
is behind the riots?’ Dickerson asked.

‘The more this idiot talks, the
more I am.’

‘And I assume you heard there
was another body found this morning?’

‘Outside Dillan Archer’s hotel.
Yes, I heard. It’s not my case.’

Dickerson gave a slow nod. ‘No…
No, it’s not.’

Sondra headed for the door.
‘It’s down to Special Agent Issacs to screw up.’

Clarke looked relieved as Sondra
returned to the interview room. ‘Detective Blake returning to
interview,’ he said for the record.

‘And Detective Blake says,’
Sondra began and then she raised her voice and shouted out a stream
of Orcish which cut off the rant from the orc.

‘What did you say to him?’
Clarke asked. ‘Because I could do with learning that.’

‘I suggested that his mother
should have exposed him on a mountain at birth for having clearly
inferior genitalia.’ She peered at the orc as she sat down. ‘I
think he’s more shocked that I knew the phrase than anything. It’s
a fairly common insult and he must have had it used on him
before.’ The orc said something in Orcish, leering as he did so.
‘Impossible,’ Sondra replied in English. ‘There’s a well-known
inverse relationship between the amount you boast about it and the
size. Yours must be just about sufficient to grace a goblin from
the way you talk. Now, speak English. The tape gets transcribed by
a translator anyway.’

‘You’ve met KonTash, ValsaKa,’
Clarke said to the orc. ‘He’s not that old, but you seem to think
he’s a really powerful magician. He was kicked out of–’

‘KonTash doesn’t get kicked out
of anywhere or anything,’ ValsaKa said, his voice rising again.
‘TinshoKa was teaching him nothing and he walked. He’s more
powerful than that old pulshiTe will ever be.’

Clarke looked at Sondra. ‘A
pulshiTe was a herd animal roughly equivalent to a goat. These
days, the word is used as we would call someone an old goat.’

‘That’s not terribly insulting,’
Clarke commented.

‘Ah, well. Veneration of the
shamans is kind of slapped into orcs from birth. That’s probably
about as rebellious as ValsaKa can get about a menTaNin.’ Sondra’s
attention turned back to the orc. ‘I’ve met menTaNin TinshoKa. He’s
a good teacher and a strong leader. His magic is peKnava. KonTash
is a pretender.’

‘He is a great shaman!’
ValsaKa shouted; shouting always sounded more impressive from a
barrel-chested orc. ‘He channels the spirits of his ancestors!’

Sondra’s eyes narrowed. ‘He said
that? He said he was channelling his ancestral spirits?’

‘His ancestors are great and
they mean to see the orcs great once again. Here we are slaves
to–’

‘Shut up,’ Sondra snapped. ‘You
aren’t slaves. Orcs have never been slaves.’

‘You’re human. You know nothing.
You push us down with every breath you take.’

‘I’m black, asshole. I know more
about “being put down by The Man” than any orc ever will, but
that’s not the point. Orcs were never slaves. Your ancestral
spirits have no concept of slavery, and most of a shaman’s training
goes into avoiding things like channelling spirits. Did
KonTash change suddenly? He was always one of the gang, right? But
a few months ago, he suddenly started working more magic and
spouting rhetoric about fighting for your rights?’

‘When his ancestors spoke to
him. But his magic was great even before then.’

‘He got more violent. Callous.
He stopped caring who was hurt, and he started hurting people. He
pushed people to take greater risks to prove themselves.’

Beside Sondra, Clarke had gone
paler than usual. ‘Maybe he was great at magic, but now he was
really great at magic. He didn’t need all the rituals the
shamans used. KonTash just did things.’

ValsaKa looked between the two
of them and his expression shifted. He was looking less confident
as the two cops listed KonTash’s changes in behaviour far too well.
‘He’s a great man,’ ValsaKa said, not sounding quite so certain.
‘Even you have heard of his power.’

‘No,’ Clarke said, ‘but I’ve
heard all about the classic symptoms of demon possession. Damn. I
should’ve got that sooner.’

‘This is why I get paid the big
bucks,’ Sondra replied. ‘Well, mostly it’s because I’ve got several
decades of experience on you.’

‘His ancestors–’ ValsaKa
began.

‘Would be turning in their
graves if their graves still existed,’ Sondra said. ‘He sold his
soul for power, ValsaKa. He is a slave, and the thing that
bought him is riding around in his body with only one purpose. It’s
going to cause as much trouble as it can.’

‘No!’

‘Here’s one. I bet KonTash has
been encouraging any talented kids he can find to talk to
their ancestral spirits, hasn’t he?’ The look on the orc’s
face suggested KonTash had been recruiting. ‘He even helps.
He summons the “spirits” for them. And then those kids start
learning faster than you’d expect, right?’

‘Troops… Troops for our
army.’

‘Kids on crack, ValsaKa. They’re
giving their souls to demons a bit at a time. With KonTash’s
encouragement, they’ll be puppets themselves in a few months. Or
weeks. He can even grant power to orcs with no talent, can’t
he? How many has he recruited with that promise?’

‘ValPaNa… My younger
brother…’

‘It’s not too late for them,
ValsaKa,’ Clarke said. ‘It may be too late for KonTash, but the
others can be saved. Your brother can be treated before the demons
have him. But we need to find them. We need to find KonTash.’

‘You can’t. He moves around all
the time. He’s with a different gang each day. I don’t know where
he is. I haven’t seen him since he took ValPaNa to the
ceremony.’

Sondra leaned back in her chair
and sighed. ‘Right. Of course.’ She turned to Clarke. ‘Get him
locked up. If we let him go, someone will think he’s talked and
he’ll be dead before sundown. Then go home and try to get some
sleep.’

‘Sleep?’ Clarke asked,
frowning.

‘I’ll talk to Dickerson. The
only way we’re going to catch KonTash is to go out there tonight
and track him by where the destruction is worst.’

~~~

Sondra jerked awake, struggling to sit
upright before clutching at her chest. Her heart was hammering, her
hair was matted with sweat, and her breathing came in ragged gasps.
Another nightmare.

It had taken a spell, the
Blessing of Hypnos, to put her to sleep after an hour of lying
awake with the light coming through the curtains as her only
company. Once asleep, she had been fine until the familiar dream
began to play out in her head. It was never exactly the
same, but there was the same theme: war.

The nightmares did not come
often, but they came, and they were always perplexing. When she had
left the asylum, Sondra had always thought she would have
nightmares about the place: being dragged back there and strapped
to her bed to thrash uselessly and scream that she was sane. But
those dreams had never come and instead she had nightmares of the
war with the orcs. Battlefields, men in armour, orcs brandishing
huge weapons, and wildly destructive spells filled her mind with a
level of detail she found difficult to believe. Tonight was one of
the worst ones, one she had been through before, more than once,
and it had left her quaking every time.

It always began with a siege.
She was in a castle, high up on the side of a mountain. Below, the
orcs were laying siege. Siege engines combined with magic as the
orcs attempted to smash their way in. In her dream guise, Sondra
was on the front lines. She threw spell after spell from the
battlements, never knowing who she killed, if anyone. Then the
world itself seemed to shudder and collapse in on itself. There was
pain, so much pain, and a sound like the roaring of dragons. And
then she would wake up feeling like the world had just ended.

She had come to the conclusion
that those dreams were about the Collapse itself. She was dreaming
of being there when it happened. She had been, but this was from
the point of view of someone on Lornaron, and that was impossible.
In two ways, actually, since no human on that world had survived
the event and there was no way Sondra herself could actually know
what it had felt like. The pain faded quickly on waking, but the
memory of it was still strong in her mind as she pulled aside her
covers and started for the bathroom.

Outside, night had fallen and
the orcs would be out on the streets again. She needed a shower,
and then she needed to be out there, looking for an orc with a
demon at the helm. There was no time for dreams and she had another
nightmare to walk into.

~~~

‘Get any sleep?’ Sondra asked. She was
waiting with Clarke for something to show up in the reports coming
back from the field. The command post vehicle was warmer than
outside, and it had coffee, but if anyone had asked, they were
there since it was the local hub for coordinating police efforts
against the riot.

‘An hour or so,’ Clarke replied.
He gave a shrug. ‘I’m an academic. Late nights cramming for tests
is part of the lifestyle. I should be fine until tomorrow. Tomorrow
could be bad.’

‘Luckily, the mob has to sleep
sometime too.’

‘Yeah, but there’s more of them
than us. They could work shifts.’

Sondra smirked. ‘First, so can
the NYPD. They’ve pulled in auxiliaries to help with patrols in the
other precincts. We’ve got the manpower. More or less. Second, that
assumes a level of organisation I don’t think we’re seeing. If
we’re right and there’s a demon pushing the buttons in the
background, it’s doing so for the chaos. Micromanagement isn’t
their style, so it’s up to the gangs themselves how they
wreck things. Most of them will prefer the night. It’s colder, and
they know they have an advantage there, and there’s the relative
anonymity of darkness.’

Clarke shuddered. ‘Can’t fault
the logic. It’s certainly cold out there. You know they’re
predicting snow tonight? Maybe that’ll calm things down a
little.’

‘Doubt it. Orcs are comfortable
well below freezing and they’ve got this moronic “mountain warrior”
thing going. They thought Braveheart was the best movie
anyone ever made about a human.’

‘Huh. Is that’s what’s up
with–’

‘All the face paint, yeah. City
orc habit. They picked it up from the movie, and watching World Cup
soccer on TV.’ Sondra’s mind drifted back to her dreams. ‘They
didn’t do that before they came here.’

Clarke frowned. ‘Something
wrong? You look a little…’

‘Just a dream.’

‘Ma’am.’ The call came from one
of the communications workstations and Sondra ignored it; she was
not the only woman in the long van.

‘I get… nightmares sometimes,’
Sondra went on. ‘If I’m looking like I haven’t slept well… Well,
just ignore it.’

‘Ma’am?’

‘I think he means you,’ Clarke
said, pointing toward the young officer at the comms desk.

Sondra turned around and looked.
‘I am so not a ma’am. What’s up?’

‘Uh, there’s something going on
in Marcus Garvey Park, Detective Blake,’ the officer replied.
‘Reports of smoke coming from nowhere and some sort of rally.’

‘That’s right on the edge of
Orctown,’ Clarke commented.

‘And not far away,’ Sondra
added, nodding. ‘How’s the cordon in that area?’

‘They’re moving reinforcements
to the edge of the park now, m–, uh, Detective Blake.’ The comms
officer’s cheeks went pink, which Sondra thought was kind of
cute.

‘Check with command and make
sure they have plenty of people with anti-magic gear. We’ll head
out there now. And don’t worry.’ The van was two blocks south of
the park on Madison Avenue, and the officer’s face said he
was worried. ‘They won’t get past us.’

~~~

Marcus Garvey Park was twenty acres of
greenery and a lot of rock, which had endeared it to the orcs who
lived nearby. At one point, they had suggested renaming it after an
ancient orc warlord, but the city council had said one name change
per century was quite enough. Still, it was FelGar Park to a lot of
Orctown residents.

Right now, as Sondra stood on
the edge of the wall of black smoke circling the central region of
the park, it was hosting a substantial gathering of orcs. You could
not see them – the smoke was too thick – but you could hear them
and there sounded like a lot of them.

‘We’re not sure we can hold them
all if they decide to move out,’ the sergeant standing beside
Sondra and Clarke said. He sounded nervous. ‘We’re not even sure
how many are in there. Spotters saw at least five different gang
colours or insignia moving in, but we didn’t get eyes on the place
fast enough to make a good estimate on absolute numbers.’

A roar welled up from beyond the
smoke and Sondra frowned. ‘He’s in there. I’m sure of it. He’s
getting them worked up for something. Even if they aren’t
going to head out of Orctown, we don’t want them on the streets in
that state. He’ll have some of them going berserk soon by the sound
of it.’

Clarke had taken some solace
after his recent shooting since Sondra had been sure the wounded
orc had gone berserk. It was not that common, but orcs could go
into a battle rage akin to the old Norse legends. Generally, it was
caused by injury, but sometimes it was just plain anger, and some
of them could force themselves into it if they got worked up
enough. Once they did, you just about had to kill them to stop
them. ‘Can we disperse them?’ Clarke asked.

‘Crowd control with orcs is a
pain in the ass,’ Sondra replied.

‘They’re resistant to CS,’ the
sergeant said. ‘They’re tough enough to brazen it out, and they’ve
got this second eyelid thing that helps keep their eyes clear. It’s
almost like they’ve got built-in gas masks. We’ve got a couple of
water cannons, but that’s not as useful against orcs as you’d
think. They’ve got mass on their side and even soaking wet it’s not
cold enough to slow them down.’

Sondra nodded. ‘You’re from the
twenty-eighth, sergeant?’

‘Yes, ma’am. I was on the street
when we had the last riot here.’

‘Do I really look like a
ma’am? Never mind. Clarke, I think I saw Morris and Hendricks here.
See if you can find them and meet me at the edge of the park at
Madison and East One Twenty-Second. I’ll put in a call to Parry and
Ortega. They should be close. We’ll show the sergeant why Arcane is
here for things like this.’

‘On it,’ Clarke said. He turned,
heading for where he was sure he had last seen the two Arcane
detectives.

‘Sergeant,’ Sondra went on, ‘I’m
going to need you to get a sweeper team together ready to walk in
and arrest people. A lot of people. There may be some resistance,
but mostly it’ll be cuffing orcs who are lying on the ground. Can
you do that?’

The sergeant’s face shifted into
a slow grin. ‘Like the hospital last time?’

‘Exactly like that, but
bigger.’

~~~

The shouting from within the smoke was
getting louder as Clarke arrived at the junction Sondra had
indicated with Morris and Hendricks behind him. Sondra was standing
just outside the park itself, right beside the railings. Her hands
were in the pockets of her black coat and she was watching the
smoke wall in silence. Beside her, Ortega and Parry were in
conversation about something; maybe about whatever it was that
Sondra had got them together for.

‘Found them,’ Clarke said as he
closed the distance. ‘That lot are getting loud.’

‘And if you understood Orcish,
you’d be more worried than you are,’ Sondra replied, turning
around.

‘Sondra,’ Morris said, nodding.
‘What do you need us for?’ Morris was the senior of the two with
eight years in Arcane. He was a solid five-foot-ten of muscle
hidden under a classic detective’s mackintosh. His brown hair was
showing signs of turning grey, though Clarke knew he was only in
his early thirties. He was not the smartest detective in the unit,
but he had experience and a strong generalist’s knowledge of
magic.

‘We’re going to drop a Blessing
of Hypnos spell over the park.’

Hendricks’s eyes widened. ‘The
whole park?’ Hendricks was only a little older than Clarke
and the junior partner of the pair. She was about five-foot-seven
and slim, with a pretty face and a bob of blonde hair. Right now,
she also had a red nose: the cold was getting to her.

‘The whole park,’ Sondra
replied. ‘You’ve formed a coven before, right?’

‘Uh, yeah. Never for something
like this.’

‘Just keep your head and work
through the ritual. Clarke, have you ever done this?’

‘Sure. In a lab.’

‘Exactly the same. Just try to
ignore the horde of screaming orcs.’ Sondra turned to face the
park. ‘Give me thirty seconds. Whatever you can pull together in
that time, pass it on and I’ll make up the rest. We’re on a clock,
people.’

The others formed a rough and
ready circle behind Sondra, joining hands. Clarke and Hendricks
were at the ends of the loop, and they placed their hands on
Sondra’s shoulders to form the connection. ‘Let’s do this,’ Sondra
said and everyone bowed their heads, focusing their minds on
gathering the power Sondra would need to put the park to sleep.

It was only thirty seconds of
effort, but they were pushing their manipulation skills to the
limit. As the time to release the power to Sondra drew near, most
of them were starting to sweat and the cold was freezing the liquid
to their faces. Sondra had formed the pattern of the spell in her
mind and begun to fill it with power, and now she reached out
through the chain of her temporary coven, drawing the power from
each in turn and funnelling it into her spell. She raised her arms,
because it felt like the right thing to do, made sure the spell was
fully formed and charged, and set it free. There was a pause, a
moment when they were unsure what would happen, and then the voices
beyond the smoke stopped.

A second later there were shouts
to replace the roar of the crowd, but they were a lot
thinner than before. The smoke began to thin and, almost
immediately, patrol officers in riot gear began marching in through
the park gates to arrest anyone they could find.

‘We did it!’ Hendricks exulted.
‘Hot damn! I have never been involved in casting something
that big before.’

Morris patted his partner on the
shoulder and grinned at Sondra. ‘She’s young.’

‘Aww, don’t knock the wonder out
of her too fast, Daniel,’ Sondra said. ‘Not everyone in
Arcane needs to be bitter and twisted.’

‘I’m amazed it worked too,’
Clarke said. ‘We put a park full of orcs to
sleep.’

‘Not all of them,’ Sondra
replied, ‘but enough. Now we’re going to go in there and see
whether one of them happens to be KonTash.’

‘We should be so lucky.’

‘More or less my feelings, but
we need to go look.’

~~~

‘Maybe I should learn Orcish,’ Clarke
commented as he watched a steadily massing crowd of orcs. There was
a shield wall of riot-equipped cops between him and the crowd, but
the crowd was growing bigger, and the shouted presumably-insults
were getting louder and more frequent. ‘Do you think I should learn
Orcish?’

Sondra turned her head from her
contemplation of the same crowd. ‘Well, education is always a good
thing, but we have got a translator, and you’re usually with
me.’ She paused, looking back toward the crowd, and then added,
‘Well, we have a translator for another month or so.’

‘Oh?’

‘She’s leaving to have her first
child. She’s actually Ortega’s wife. I’ve been pushing to try to
get an orc in as a replacement, but it’s hard to find one with the
necessary skills and who wants to work for the police. And
that crowd is going to break any second.’

Clarke returned his full
attention to the orcs. The shouting was louder and there were
obvious signs of gestures. The gestures were not especially nice.
‘What are they yelling?’

‘Gang names. Your standard
orcish insults. There are a few shouts about equal rights, but I
think it’s mostly psyching up for a fight.’

‘Standard orcish insults? There
are standard orcish insults?’

‘Uh-huh. Mostly suggesting that
our mothers slept with goblins and that none of us are brave enough
to fight a… Well, it was a thing a bit like a rabbit. Orcs usually
insult you by suggesting you’re a rubbish fighter.’ Sondra frowned.
‘There are at least five different gangs out there. He’s managed to
get a fairly large number of the area’s street gangs to work
together over this.’

‘It’s not like they’re wrong
about the equal rights thing. Orctown’s been getting worse ever
since it was renamed. The city doesn’t invest. The schools are
crap. Hence not being able to find a translator, right?’

‘Yeah. Pretty much.’

‘So, uh, what do we do when they
do charge.’

Sondra gave a sigh. ‘Mostly, we
stand back here and let the regular cops handle it.’

They were facing off the crowd
on 7th Avenue, just north of West 121st
Street. As yet, the riots had not got much south of there and the
police were trying to make sure it stayed that way. The southern
part of Orctown, between Morningside Park and 5th
Avenue, was a sort of buffer zone. More humans lived there,
alongside the orcs, and there were businesses in that area which
catered more to both species. If anywhere was, that area was an
indication that orcs and humans could get along if they
needed to, or wanted to. Keeping that area relatively safe was a
priority.

‘Isn’t there something… Well,
something more proactive we could do?’ Clarke asked.

‘Yes, but we’d need a lot of
power and we’re spread too thin. We’re the backup in case something
bad happens.’

Light flared from the horde of
orcs as the first Molotov cocktail flew. It was joined by three
more before it hit the ground. The shield wall shifted, each man in
it slamming his shield down onto the tarmac and locking it against
his neighbours’. The four bottles hit home, flashed into flame, and
then died in an instant.

‘Of course,’ Sondra said, ‘we’ve
been planning for this for over a decade and we’ve had time to make
some of our backup kind of proactive.’

‘Like fire control spells on the
shields?’

‘Like fire control spells on the
shields,’ Sondra replied, grinning.

~~~

Sondra dropped into the shadow of a
BearCat one of the SWAT teams had deployed to a situation on West
127th Street. It had taken several hours, but the riots
had been pushed back that far. More or less: there were still
running battles being fought through most of Orctown. It was still
a matter of containment and damage reduction, except here.

Bullets rattled against the big
armoured transport’s hull as Clarke stepped into cover as well.
‘Are we safe here?’ he asked. ‘That sounds like a machine gun.’

‘A light one,’ the SWAT
lieutenant they had come to meet replied. ‘It’s an M-sixty or
something. That’s not getting through the armour on this thing.
Now, if they’ve got an anti-tank rocket or something…’

‘I think they’d have used it
when you turned up,’ Sondra said. ‘What’s the situation? Aside from
being pinned down by a machine gun, obviously.’

‘We’ve got up to a dozen orcs
with some heavy weaponry holed up in a pizzeria. It’s not a big
place and they’re in the back. The angles are lousy for sniping and
they’ve got our main point of entry covered with that LMG.’

‘Rear entrance?’

‘Is accessible, but we know
they’ve got plenty of assault rifles and a guard on the door. We go
that way, they’re going to know we’re coming and we’ll lose people.
We’re ready to do it if there’s no choice, but we didn’t get into
this job to run suicide missions.’

Sondra nodded. ‘Quite right too.
Do we have a time constraint?’

‘Not as such, but we’re needed
just about everywhere and this could tie us up all night.’

‘Okay.’ Sondra took her revolver
out from under her coat and flipped the cylinder out.

‘You still use a Model
Thirty-six?’

‘That’s pretty much what I
said,’ Clarke commented.

‘I do,’ Sondra replied, ‘and now
you’ll find out why, Clarke.’ She pulled one of the rounds out of
its chamber and tucked it away in a pocket before producing a
different one and slotting it into place. ‘I mean, you could sort
of do this with an automatic, but it’s a lot easier with a
revolver. Lieutenant, get ready to storm the place. Tell me when
you’re ready.’

‘That one bullet’s going to make
a difference?’ the lieutenant asked.

‘Uh-huh. At the very least, it’s
going to disorient them enough for you to have an advantage.’
Stepping around Clarke, Sondra stepped up to the rear of the
BearCat and risked a quick look at the pizzeria. The frontage was
largely gone and they had placed the machine gun on the counter.
She could see the heavyset orc manning it through the shattered
glass, illuminated by a neon sign which proclaimed ‘P ZZ’ in
glowing red letters. ‘Okay, I can make that shot. Probably.’ Not
that it really mattered if she hit the guy. She ducked back and
looked around at the lieutenant.

There was a pause while the man
pressed his finger to his ear and listened, then he looked toward
Sondra and nodded. Sondra nodded back and then moved around the
rear of the BearCat, raising her pistol into a braced firing
position. The gunner at the counter took a second to spot her, and
had only begun to move his gun around to aim at her when she fired.
The bullet crossed the distance between them before he had time to
realise he had been shot, burying itself in his upper chest. Then…
It was not exactly an explosion, but the sudden detonation
of crushing pressure erupting from the triggered charm had the same
sort of effect as one. The orc it had hit was torn apart: his right
arm was entirely blown off and his ribcage opened up like a melon
hit with a high-velocity rifle bullet. The counter was converted
into shrapnel and blown out of the front of the shop along the
ground, and the shockwave blasted outward, slamming into Sondra
with relatively little force, but echoing around the interior of
the shop to beat at the orcs left alive in the kitchen at the
back.

‘Shit!’ came from the
lieutenant, followed quickly by, ‘Go, go, go!’

Sondra turned to find Clarke
standing beside her. ‘You okay?’ he asked.

She put a hand over her chest.
‘I’ll have a few bruises tomorrow, but nothing that won’t
heal.’

‘So, concussion spell on the
bullet?’

There were shouts from inside
the pizzeria as the SWAT officers rounded up any of the orcs who
were still standing. Sondra looked their way and nodded. ‘Half the
NYPD think of us as magic geeks, and half of them think of us as
heavy artillery for when the shit really hits the fan.
Honestly, we’re both, but I’m not sure which is better.’

‘I… have a hard time thinking of
you as any kind of geek. I am, sure, but not you.’

Sondra flashed Clarke a grin and
slapped him on the shoulder. ‘Flatterer. Let’s go find out what’s
next.’

24th February.

Clarke knocked lightly on the apartment
door, just in case its occupant was asleep. Apparently she was not
since the door opened a second or two later, stopping against the
chain. A brown eye peered through the gap, then the door was pushed
to, there was a clatter, and the door opened fully.

‘Detective Delacroix, right?’
SetaGan said. ‘KonTash hasn’t come back.’ It was two in the
morning, or just after, and she was wearing jeans and a T-shirt;
she had not been to bed and Clarke could not really blame her.
Leaning forward, she glanced up and down the corridor. ‘Uh, you’d
better come in,’ she added.

‘I just– Okay. This won’t take
long anyway.’ He stepped through into her lounge as she stepped
back. The door closed behind him. ‘We figured he hadn’t been back,
but we thought we should check. Uh, I thought we should check on
you. No problems? Your son hasn’t tried to contact you?’

SetaGan walked past him and
settled back into her chair. ‘Everyone’s too busy with the riot to
worry over me. KonTash is probably out there, right in the middle
of it. Idiot. He doesn’t care about me, and he won’t be
back.’

‘He, uh. He’s kind of leading
the riot, Miss SetaGan.’

The orc’s lips drew back in a
disbelieving smile. ‘KonTash? KonTash is no kind of leader. Your
information must be wrong.’

‘We’ve got fairly strong
evidence that he’s been trafficking with a demon. He’s not your son
any more, Miss–’

‘It’s just SetaGan,’ SetaGan
snapped. ‘A demon? You think he…’ She trailed off and Clarke could
almost see the thought processes work through as a man’s mother
began to believe he might have done something really bad.
‘He’s been possessed?’

‘That’s what we think.’

Her brow furrowed, or furrowed
more deeply: orcs had something of a permanent frown thanks to
their heavier brows, and SetaGan’s sharp features added to the
effect. ‘Stupid…’ She looked up at Clarke. ‘Are you going to have
to kill him?’

Clarke’s eyes widened. He had
not really considered what they were going to do about KonTash.
‘Uh, well… Um, there are ways of forcing a demon out of someone, if
we can catch it while it’s still in someone. Detective Blake
is very experienced and I’m sure she knows how to trap a
demon.’

‘Yes, she probably can. If you
have to kill him, it might be better. When it gets out, he’ll never
be trusted again. I will never trust him again. Not that I
do now.’

‘Uh, well, we’ll see. He may
give us no choice. You aren’t sleeping? We’ve pushed most of the
fighting up past West One Thirty-Second. You’re high up so the
noise is minimal.’

She managed a half-hearted grin.
‘I work nights. Normally. I’m a, uh, dancer. Work’s closed so I’m
catching up on my…’ Her grin became more pensive. ‘My writing.’ She
picked up one of her many notepads and then dropped it back onto
the arm of her chair. ‘I want to be a writer.’

‘I hope you do well with that. I
should get back to Detective Blake.’

‘You do that,’ SetaGan replied,
her expression suggesting that she recognised ‘I don’t know what to
say about an orc author’ platitude when she heard it. ‘Why didn’t
she come up with you?’

‘She’s working on something on
the third floor. I’m a little surprised we haven’t heard the
explosions by now.’

~~~

The situation was not exactly a great
one. An orc who looked like he was barely eighteen had taken his
ex-girlfriend hostage. The girl was living with her parents and the
mother had managed to get a call through to the police after the
boy had stabbed her husband with a fairly large knife. The husband
was not going to die because orcs were tough bastards, but the
girlfriend was probably not going to survive having her throat cut,
which was what was going to happen if someone did not calm the boy
down.

‘GeKanrin?’ Sondra called
through the bedroom door. Boy and girl were inside. He had been
bright enough to close the door, which stopped Sondra from aiming a
spell at him, though she could have dropped something on the whole
room. He probably had not thought of that, but he might have and
arranged something to prevent it. ‘GeKanrin, this is Detective
Sondra Blake. I’m here to talk to you.’

‘Leave us alone!’ A voice,
presumably GeKanrin’s, yelled back. ‘We’re in love! Leave us
alone!’ The statement was followed by a barely heard whimper in a
higher pitch; the girlfriend, NishNara, did not seem to agree but
was not saying it aloud.

‘I can’t do that, GeKanrin.
You’ve hurt someone. You’re holding NishNara against her will.’

‘I have a grenade! The pin’s
out. You try to stop me–’

‘You’ll blow yourself and
your girlfriend to fragments. Is that what you want? Is that what
you really want, GeKanrin?’

There was a long pause and then,
‘Just leave us alone.’

‘Like I said, I can’t do that.
Do you love NishNara?’

‘I said I did! You’re not
listening to me.’

‘I am,’ Sondra said quickly. ‘I
heard you. But then you say you want to blow her up. You know what
that means in the afterlife, GeKanrin. If she’s lucky, she
might be judged as having died a good death, but I doubt it. Either
way, you’ll be a suicide. You won’t be seeing her in the Halls of
VashTa Veron. It’ll be the Morass for you. Maybe both of you. Do
you want that, GeKanrin?’ All she got was silence, which was maybe
better than more yelling, but she needed to keep him talking. ‘Is
that what you want, GeKanrin?’

‘KonTash says we should
take what we want. I want NishNara.’

‘Think about that. Let go of
that grenade, and you won’t ever get her. Anyway, you don’t
want to listen to KonTash. He’s… not quite himself, and he doesn’t
have your best interests at heart.’

‘He’s leading us to victory.’
The words were a little more muffled than GeKanrin’s previous
statements; the boy was not so sure now.

‘We’ve got eighty-three of your
brothers in lock-up. We got them when I put them all to sleep in
the park. We’ve hauled in far more during the night. Does that
sound like victory to you? Does anything he’s said or done really
make you think he wants you to win? KonTash is no warlord,
and he’s no kind of shaman either. You know it, don’t you,
GeKanrin? You’re smart enough to realise this whole situation is
messed up, and it’s KonTash’s fault.’

‘Shit! This is so messed
up.’

‘Right. Why don’t you let me
come in and we’ll take care of that grenade, and then we can work
from there.’

‘I-is RockVarK okay?’

Sondra rolled her eyes. ‘It
takes more than a knife in the guts to stop an orc. You know that,
GeKanrin. He’s angry, but he’ll live.’

‘Okay. Uh, you better come in.
I’m not sure where the pin is.’

With a soft sigh, Sondra turned
the handle and pushed the door open. You had to wonder what someone
was thinking when they yanked the pin from a grenade as a threat
and then didn’t check where it had gone, but… ‘Don’t worry,’ she
said to the scared-looking teenager sitting on the bed, ‘we’ll find
it.’

~~~

The sky was a cool blue though the sun
was barely visible through the canyons of New York City. The gangs
had taken longer to leave the streets to the cops this morning and
there were still sporadic reports of violence coming into the
command centre, but the primary riot was over for another
night.

‘You look tired,’ Clarke
commented as he handed Sondra a plastic cup with a brown liquid in
it. He refused to call the stuff coffee: it was coffee in the same
sense that vinegar was a form of wine.

‘I resemble that remark,’ Sondra
replied. ‘Though the pot doesn’t have much to talk to the kettle
about.’

‘Yeah, I’m replacing adrenaline
with caffeine and hoping it’ll keep me on my feet until they call
it for the night.’

‘Shouldn’t be long. There hasn’t
been anything major through for almost an hour.’

As if prompted by the statement,
the comms officer lifted his head. ‘We’re standing down. Day shift
will be here in ten minutes.’

‘Right,’ Sondra said. ‘Time for
us to pack up and leave. Get a full eight hours and a good
breakfast. Or dinner maybe by that time. Whatever, meet me in the
office when you’re fit to be there.’

Clarke more or less grunted his
reply. He felt like he had been wearing the same suit for a week.
‘Huh. See you next week then.’

~~~

There was an orc in a business suit
sitting in the foyer at Arcane’s HQ when Sondra walked in. He got
to his feet when he saw her, and her heart sank a little as she
recognised him: TinshoKa, master shaman and KonTash’s
ex-mentor.

For an orc, he was not
especially tall, but that still put him a foot taller than Sondra
when he held himself straight as now. Unlike many of his kind,
TinshoKa had not gone prematurely bald – it seemed to be a thing
with orc males – but he shaved his dark hair back aside from the
braided tail he grew from the back of his head. It was probably a
statement or a tradition thing since it was normal for orc women to
braid their hair, but not for men. His eyes were a dark, dark
green, which matched his skin. He was not as bulky as some orcs,
but he was still an orc, and a proud one at that.

‘MenTaNin TinshoKa,’ Sondra
said, mustering a smile. ‘It’s an honour to meet you again.’

‘Detective Blake,’ the orc
replied, bowing his head. ‘I understand that you believe one of my
ex-students has fallen prey to a demon.’

‘We’ve yet to run into him in
person so we can check, but the evidence–’

‘Impossible.’ His tone was flat,
but there was an arrogance in his expression which spoke volumes.
TinshoKa was generally quite a humble man, but not when it came to
his beliefs, and one of those beliefs was that his students were
taught well.

‘We’ve spoken to a number of
people who knew him recently.’ The emphasis was there to
point out that the shaman had not seen KonTash in the last several
months, probably years. ‘The signs are there, if you’re willing to
see them.’

‘SetaGan came to me with the
same ridiculous theory and justification this morning. I told her
what I’m telling you: no student of mine would fall prey to a
demon.’

‘Not even one you kicked out for
attempted rape?’

‘KonTash is a fool, but he knows
better than to make deals with demons.’ He went on before Sondra
could respond, steamrollering any further discussion. ‘I’ve spoken
to your commissioner. I’ll be going out with you and your partner
tonight. We’ll find KonTash and speak with him. We’ll settle this
matter and put an end to these riots in one move, assuming that, as
you say, KonTash is leading the gangs.’

The commissioner was getting to
be a real pain in the ass. This was clutching at straws, and it was
dangerous, but she knew that TinshoKa was a stubborn man. One of
the reasons he was well respected in the orc community was that he
refused to back down on his ideas and ideals, even when he was
patently wrong. ‘I’m going to put it on record that I consider this
a bad idea.’

‘That will simply make you
appear foolish when I’m proven right.’

Sondra gave a shrug. There was
no point in trying to stop the man, but she was not feeling
especially diplomatic in the face of too little sleep and a
stubborn old man. ‘In this case, I’d rather be seen as foolish than
proven right, but I think the best I can hope for is that we all
survive your ego. I’ll check when we’re being deployed and let you
know where to meet us. If you’ll excuse me, I need to make sure we
can keep you safe.’ She started for the inner door before he could
respond, annoyance building as she walked. Tonight was going to be
bad. Really bad.

~~~

No one in the command vehicle was
comfortable with TinshoKa being there. He loomed over the
operations officers, listening to the radio traffic and glaring at
the displays. Things had kicked off early; there had been more
disturbances through the day than there had been the day before,
and the first crowds had begun to appear around five thirty, ten
minutes before sunset, and the battle lines had been drawn
then.

There had been sporadic reports
of an orc using magic since then, but nothing to draw Sondra’s
attention to any specific place. TinshoKa was more determined and
less ready to wait for something definite.

‘There!’ TinshoKa said, his tone
demanding. ‘Someone cast a fire spell into the police ranks on West
One Hundred and Thirty-Third Street.’

‘Probably a charm,’ Sondra
replied. ‘He’s got orcs throwing charms around in various areas.
He’s trying to draw us out.’

‘Then we should–’

‘He’s trying to draw us out
without revealing himself. We almost had him yesterday in
Marcus Garvey Park. He doesn’t want to repeat that error. He wants
to draw us into an area he has strong control over, and then hit us
with a large force without showing his face. We are not
going to jump at ghosts, menTaNin. He’ll get impatient and try to
flush us out soon enough.’

‘We are wasting time,’ the orc
said, his voice a growl, and orcs could growl really
impressively.

The thing was that TinshoKa was
in his mid-sixties and revered for his magic and wisdom, but Sondra
had over a decade on him. It was a fact he had forgotten. Neither
his wisdom nor his magic meant much to her when they were coupled
with his arrogance. ‘One of the things you learn from policework,
and war, is the value of patience, menTaNin. Sit down and wait. It
won’t be long.’

~~~

It had been fifteen minutes. Then the
call had come in that a crowd was gathering on Malcolm X Boulevard,
just north of the junction with West 128th Street.
KonTash had been seen among the assembled orcs, calling them to
stand and fight, and TinshoKa had insisted on going there. This
time, Sondra had agreed.

Now they were standing behind a
line of police officers with riot shields, watching as the growing
horde of orcs built themselves toward charging the police lines. It
was probably going to go just as well as the last several times,
even with KonTash egging them on and maybe providing magical
support. Sondra was betting his primary goal was to attract her out
where he could try to nail her; the demon had probably figured out
who his biggest threat was. That was not going to happen
either.

‘We’re going to need to
coordinate this,’ Sondra said. She was there with Clarke, as well
as Parry and Ortega, and a SWAT lieutenant. ‘We need to break in
there, grab KonTash, and make sure that the demon can’t
escape when we do. Then we need to extract so we can banish the
thing while it’s still locked up. It’ll be much harder if we have
to start employing KonTash’s link with the demon to work the
magic.’

‘It’s going to be hard enough to
grab him,’ the lieutenant said. ‘He’s surrounded by a small
army.’

‘That will change when they
attack. Look, I’m not saying this is going to be easy, but we need
to try. You’ve got four magicians ready to help. It’s a grab and
snag raid. We just–’

‘Where’s TinshoKa?’ Clarke asked
suddenly, frowning as he looked around. ‘I’d have thought he’d want
to be in on this.’

Sondra glanced at him, annoyed
at the interruption, but then the thought that the orc was
not part of the discussion hit her as more alarming. ‘I
haven’t seen him for a few minutes. Where is he?’

‘Shit!’ Ortega exclaimed. ‘He’s
there.’

Everyone looked in the direction
he was pointing in time to see the shaman walking out to stand in
front of the police cordon. He marched out until he was maybe
thirty feet in front of the cops, fifty from the orc war party
building down the road.

‘Who the Hell let him out
there?’ Sondra said, not exactly expecting an answer. ‘We need to
get him back here. Lieutenant–’

‘KonTash!’ TinshoKa roared. He
had a strong voice, useful for beating down youthfully exuberant
students.

‘Too late,’ Clarke said. ‘What
do we do now?’

‘Damn it,’ Sondra muttered. ‘We
wait and see whether he does know KonTash better than his
mother.’

‘KonTash, I wish to speak with
you.’ TinshoKa raised his arms to encompass the gathering. They had
grown silent, ready to listen, which seemed like a good thing. ‘To
all of you. We are all orcs. We all know the injustice
visited upon us by the society we find ourselves in. But
this… This is not the way. This will not see our rights
enforced and our lives bettered. This will make our plight worse.
We need to talk. We need to make the humans realise that we are
not what they think we are.’

Ortega glanced at Sondra and
gave a shrug. ‘Talk’s never done us that much good.’

‘No,’ Sondra replied, ‘but
neither has violence.’

‘Our time will come,’ TinshoKa
continued, and that was when KonTash chose to cut in.

‘Our time is now, old
man. You’ve forgotten what it means to be an orc. You stand
there in a suit! A suit and tie. Just like the tikuguk you believe
will give us what we need. Your time is past. We will listen to
your useless words no more.’ KonTash was visible toward the
front of the crowd now and he raised a hand as he said the last
words, pointing a finger toward TinshoKa. ‘No more, pulshiTe.’

With a gasp, TinshoKa fell to
his knees and then doubled over in pain. The orcs roared as though
they had just won a war and a few rocks were thrown, bouncing
harmlessly off the shield wall, but keeping the cops back from the
shaman.

‘What?’ Clarke asked. ‘What just
happened?’ He started toward the shield wall, wondering what he
could do.

‘He hit him with a spell,’
Sondra said, sounding a little exasperated. She focused her mind
and pulled together a spell she knew so well it was almost part of
her. Her mind flowed out and over the fallen shaman, and she
gasped. ‘Fuck!’

The use of that one word brought
Clarke to a standstill: he had never heard Sondra drop an
f-bomb before. ‘What?’

‘It’s the Curse of Burning
Death. He’s burning from the inside.’

‘Can’t we counter it?’

‘It can be countered, but in
time to stop it killing him? Not with just four of us. He
might be able to throw it off before he dies. We need to get
out there and cover him. He’s going to need treatment if he
survives. Lieutenant?’

The lieutenant pushed forward
toward the row of shields, and they were moving forward against the
stones flying toward them within a few seconds. The orcs began to
advance as the shields did, shouting hard enough to almost drown
out the screams coming from TinshoKa as he tried to crawl back to
relative safety. Sondra and Clarke moved forward in the hopes of
getting to the shaman and helping somehow, though Sondra knew that
there was almost nothing she could do to help.

It took just over a minute to
push the line forward to cover TinshoKa, but by then his cries had
died out and he was unmoving. Clarke darted in to check his pulse,
jerking his hand back. ‘Shit, he’s hot!’

‘He’s still burning,’ Sondra
said, casting a spell just to check that there was no life left in
the shaman to save. ‘He’s gone.’ She turned her head to look back
at the orcs. ‘So’s KonTash. We’re going to need a minor miracle to
find him now.’

25th February.

The miracle looked a lot like an orc.
Specifically, it looked like SetaGan standing outside the command
truck with two armed patrol officers keeping an eye on her. She
did look impatient, which tended to come out as annoyed with
an orc’s brow.

‘She’s demanding to see you,’
one of the officers said to Clarke.

‘Both of you,’ SetaGan said
quickly.

The officer looked at her. ‘You
said–’

‘I have information about
KonTash,’ SetaGan interrupted. ‘I know where he is.’

Sondra raised an eyebrow and
waved the two officers away. ‘Thanks. We’ll take it from here?’

Clarke took a look at SetaGan,
dressed in denim shorts and a cropped T-shirt, her feet in running
shoes. ‘Do you want to go inside?’ he asked. ‘It’s, uh, warmer in
the van.’

SetaGan looked at the van and
shrugged. ‘The cold doesn’t bother me, and I couldn’t stand up
straight in there.’ The cold was bothering Clarke,
indirectly; SetaGan might not be cold, but her nipples were tenting
the fabric of her shirt quite obviously.

‘You said you know where KonTash
is,’ Sondra prompted.

‘Yes.’

‘And you’re willing to tell us
where your son is hiding because?’

‘He’s not my son. My son
is a fool, but not a murderer.’

Sondra nodded. ‘We haven’t
managed to locate his HQ.’

‘You aren’t an orc.’ SetaGan
scowled, glaring around her at the various cops. ‘Face it, this has
been coming for a while. If there were more orcs in the police,
maybe we would see more equal treatment.’

Sondra shrugged. ‘I kind of
doubt it. I get pulled over if I’m not driving a cop car.
Where do we find him, SetaGan?’

‘He’s taken over the YMCA on
West One Thirty-Fifth. He’s running everything from there now. It’s
guarded well, but you might be able to get in through the
back.’

‘Okay. We’ll check it out. It
may be the only place we can take him safely.’

SetaGan gave a nod and turned to
leave, pausing but not looking back before she had taken two steps.
‘Try to… take him alive.’

‘That’s the plan,’ Clarke
said.

‘Plans fail.’

‘Yes,’ Sondra said, ‘but he’s
far less use to us dead, so this time, failure is an option we’d
much rather avoid.’

~~~

There was a school behind the YMCA,
which meant that the cops could get keys and make access through
there with relatively little disturbance. Then an alley separated
them from the YMCA building. It was guarded, but Morris and
Hendricks handled that problem with sleep spells, and the guards
were dragged into the school building by SWAT officers.

‘Are we clear on what we need to
do?’ Sondra asked as she strapped on an armoured vest. She
preferred to rely on her magic, but the SWAT guys had insisted on
the added armour.

‘It would be easier if we knew
where the target was,’ the SWAT lieutenant in charge, Lieutenant
Rickard, replied.

‘Yes, but we don’t. We don’t
have anything useful to run a sympathetic magic spell to search for
him. It’s not unlikely that the demon has shielded him from
something like that anyway. We have to do this the hard way.’

‘Right. Well, you stay with your
team. They’ll get you in while the rest of us handle the orcs.’

‘Of course. Not my first breach,
lieutenant. What ammo are you using?’

‘Orc rounds,’ Rickard replied
matter-of-factly. ‘Light-armour piercing. We’ve got stun grenades
by the bucketful. Not our first action against an orc gang
either.’

‘This is different. This appears
to be all the orc gangs. I’ll say this for the demon, he
seems to be good at bringing people together.’

‘Maybe we should get him on the
city council,’ Clarke suggested. He was slotting a new magazine
into his pistol, one supplied by the SWAT team with the same kind
of bullets they were using.

‘Couldn’t hurt much,’ Sondra
replied. ‘Be a little careful of those rounds. They’ll penetrate
orc skin better but do less damage than your hollow points. They
can also over-penetrate. Make sure there’s no one behind
your target you don’t want to hurt.’

‘I’ve fired them before.’

‘In anger?’

Clarke’s cheeks coloured. ‘Well,
no. I’d never even fired my pistol in the field until I had to
shoot that orc in the garage.’

‘Just keep cool. Let the SWAT
guys do the shooting unless you have to defend yourself.’

Rickard slapped Clarke on the
shoulder. ‘You’ve actually shot someone. Half the guys in my squad
can’t say that. The shooting was good?’

‘Oh,’ Sondra replied. ‘That orc
would have been dismantling Clarke limb by limb if he hadn’t taken
three rounds in the chest. Let’s get on with this.’

Because of the guards in the
alley, the rear doors of the YMCA were unlocked. Working a standard
cross-entry pattern, one of the three SWAT squads Rickard was
commanding infiltrated the kitchen, checked the room, and secured
it. They had no idea where KonTash was, but they did have plans of
the building. They could make educated guesses, and those guesses
suggested he would likely have taken one or more of the third-floor
rooms, which were largely offices, though there were also bedrooms
for on-site staff. On the ground floor, the space was largely
composed of a gym, laid out as a basketball court. The second floor
was the dormitory and that was likely to be relatively empty now
with the orcs out causing trouble on the streets.

‘We hold here until we’ve
scouted the ground level,’ Rickard said.

Sondra nodded, accepting the
delay as necessary. Clarke knew it was necessary, but he was
feeling the adrenaline now and he wanted to move. But there
was work to be done and the SWAT officers fanned out through the
building to check out who was there and what they were doing. They
were all back within ten minutes, each one of which had felt like
thirty to Clarke.

‘All right,’ Rickard said after
conversing with the squad leaders. ‘We have a dozen orcs in the
gym. They’re armed. We’re going to need the bulk of the force to
hold them. No one could hear anything on the middle floor or the
upper one, but the target was not identified among the crowd
in the gym.’

‘I still suspect he’ll be at the
top,’ Sondra said. ‘Sweep the middle and then move up? Hit the ones
in the gym when we’ve located KonTash?’

Rickard gave a nod, his lips
curling a little. ‘More or less what I was thinking.’

‘Good. Then let’s get moving. I
assume you’ll want to leave two squads down here, so we’ll be
searching with one.’

‘Not sure why I’m here.’

‘Huh. You’re not getting
me commanding this lot. Far too much paperwork.’

They spent twenty long minutes
working their way through the middle floor, assisted by the fact
that hardly anyone had bothered closing their bedroom door upon
leaving. No one was there; they were either down in the gym or out
on the streets. They did find one body, presumably one of the YMCA
staff; he was human and he looked as though he had been beaten to
death. That would need to be dealt with later, but for now, they
had bigger fish to capture and banish.

‘You know,’ Clarke said as they
headed back to the staircase and the upper floor, ‘our killer could
easily have got two more victims up here and we might never
find out about it.’

‘Not our killer,’ Sondra
replied. ‘He’s the FBI’s problem. Anyway, this guy has been
dropping his kills right in our laps. He’s not interested in hiding
what he’s doing.’

‘Yeah, true. I still don’t get
the connection to the movie either.’

‘Neither do I. If we did, we’d
probably have nailed the SOB before now.’

They fell silent as they reached
the staircase and climbed between two units of SWAT officers. The
upper-floor corridor was checked again through the wired glass in
the door, and then they were moving in. Rickard held up a fist for
everyone to stop almost immediately and the sound of chanting could
be heard from down the corridor. Rickard glanced at Sondra,
frowning in question.

Sondra listened for a second.
‘He’s making charms. Fire charms.’

‘So he doesn’t know we’re here
and he’s working up something nasty?’

‘If he’s already made a few,
that could be an issue. We need to rush him, stop him doing
anything foolish, but I need to trap him as we do it. So, on
my go, okay?’ Rickard nodded, and they made their way down the
corridor to the door where the chanting was loudest.

Sondra’s lips began to move
silently as she drew in the energy she needed for her spell,
setting the imagery in her mind and focusing on the words in
Sarnica as she did so. She raised her hand, fingers spread as the
power flowed through her and filled the pattern she had made for
it, and then clenched her fist, bringing it down. One of the SWAT
team was watching for her signal and he turned the handle and
pushed through with a shoulder barge, turning quickly to the right
to cover the room.

KonTash was in the middle of an
office which had had all the furniture pushed to the walls to clear
a space for him to work in. He was an orc, big, somewhat brutish
with skin a greener shade of his mother’s grey. He had no hair to
speak of, but as the door burst open, he turned sharply, surprise
on his face and a hint of fire in his brown eyes.

Rickard called out ‘Go! Go!’
into his radio to signal the team downstairs.

Sondra’s fisted hand opened,
pointing toward KonTash as she let her spell fly and KonTash let
out a roar of rage. ‘Hold him!’ Sondra yelled. ‘Hold him down.’

Four men more or less leapt onto
KonTash, grabbing arms and legs, and pushing him back as hard as
they could toward an old desk pressed against the wall. KonTash
thrashed and yelled something arcane-sounding, but there was no
magic here; the demon was venting in its native language.

‘Got that wrong,’ Sondra told
it, in English. ‘We can hold you here plenty long enough to stop
you coming back. Give me half a minute.’ The last bit was said to
Rickard and he gave a nod, waving two more men to hold the orc
while the others guarded the corridor.

Sondra focused her will on a
spell she had used far too many times in the past and began to draw
in the power to fuel it. She heard more insults in Sarnica from the
demon, Clarke asked how it was going below them, and Rickard
replied that the gym was under control. She ignored it all and drew
in the power she needed for her spell. Standard practice for
banishment was a year; the demon would be barred from possessing
anyone for one year, which gave Arcane the time to discover and
treat anyone it might have been able to control. Sondra had never
believed in half-measures, and this demon had caused far
more trouble, to far more people, than most. He was getting
banished old school. With the spell ready and held in her mind,
Sondra raised her head and her arms. The theatrics were
unnecessary, but she felt it more appropriate when working this
kind of magic. ‘Demon, hear me,’ she called out. ‘I hereby banish
thee from this world for the space of ninety-nine years. Cause no
more harm in this world.’ And she let her spell loose.

KonTash thrashed under the six
men holding him for another moment, and then he sagged, shaking his
head as though coming out of a stupor. He said nothing, but when
his eyes focused on the cops hanging onto his arms, there seemed to
be no anger, or confusion, or anything.

‘You can let go now,’ Sondra
said, a sad note in her voice. ‘You are just going to stay here
until the officers want to take you away, aren’t you, KonTash?’

‘Yes,’ KonTash replied. He
seemed to be remarkably happy just to be told what to do.

‘Are you sure about this?’
Rickard asked. ‘He was raving a second ago.’

‘That was the demon,’ Clarke
said. ‘I’ve never actually seen someone who… Damn. It really is as
pathetic as the books said. The demon corrupts– No, the demon
corrodes their souls, their wills, to the point where they
can barely function without the demon there to guide them.’

Sondra nodded, sighing. ‘He
hasn’t got the basic self-awareness to get a glass of water if he’s
thirsty unless he really tries hard. I’ve seen them starve
to death because they couldn’t get it together to eat. They’ll take
orders from anyone. They need orders. He won’t give you any
trouble, lieutenant.’

‘Well… shit,’ Rickard said.
‘They always said dealing with demons was stupid. Take a look,
boys. This is why it’s stupid.’

‘Damn right it’s stupid,’ Sondra
replied. ‘And this time it’s cost us half of Orctown and most of
whatever goodwill we’ve built up here. Get the vans in to take him
out.’ She pulled her phone from her pocket and moved over to one
side of the room.

‘You’re calling Dickerson?’
Clarke asked.

Sondra shook her head. ‘Press
office. I want cameras in place to film this guy trotting meekly
into police HQ. When the others see him, all this will fall apart
really fast. It’ll be a couple of hours before everyone finds out
they were being taken for a ride by a demon, but these riots will
end tonight.’

‘I could use a good night’s
sleep. What then?’

‘Paperwork,’ Sondra said on a
sigh. ‘The paperwork on all this is going to be monumental.’


Part Five: Vanity

New York, NY, 25th February
2017.

The NYPD’s 94th Precinct
building was not especially large, but it did look pretty good from
the outside. Carved stonework decorated the ground floor and the
brickwork above that was clean. The ornate stone casing around the
upper-floor windows was a little dirtier, but this was Brooklyn;
air pollution was a factor.

Inside it was, well, a police
precinct. People generally arrived in the lobby for three reasons:
they were a cop, they were being brought in by a cop, or they
wanted to complain about something, usually about a cop. People who
wanted real help generally dialled 911 – even when that involved
opening a pickle jar – so when someone walked into the precinct, it
was not because they wanted assistance from the police: it was
because they wanted to complain about something. Complaining was
always best done face-to-face.

This was why Sergeant Alec Pride
liked the night shift. Yes, you still got the odd person walking in
to complain that their neighbour’s dog was crapping on their lawn,
but the numbers were heavily reduced. You got to do real
police paperwork instead of public relations. Booking drunks was
not exactly fighting serious crime, but cops had been doing it
since the first bobby had walked the streets of London. Plus,
Alec’s idea of crisis management was having a mop and bucket behind
the desk for the inevitable point when someone vomited on the lobby
floor; crime in Brooklyn was down – no matter what the politicians
said – and that made for a relatively easy time of it.

That meant that, when a woman
struggled in through the panelled doors, Alec was momentarily at a
loss for what to do. The woman looked young and was dressed either
for a party or for picking up clients on a street corner, but her
clothes were soaked with blood. She might have been pretty, but it
was difficult to tell, because she was bleeding from so many wounds
that Alec was amazed that she had made it to the precinct.

‘Help me,’ she croaked, and then
she collapsed onto the tiled floor.

Alec grabbed his phone to call
for an ambulance; this looked like something first aid was not
going to help with. As he waited for the connection to go through,
watching blood pool on the tiles around the fallen woman, he had
the thought that his mop and bucket were going to see more than
vomit tonight.

~~~

It was six a.m. before the last of the
die-hard rioters realised they had been conned by a demon, and the
NYPD decided that Orctown was settling back into normality. There
would be extra patrols for a few weeks, and there was going to be a
lot of clean-up to do, but the Arcane Crimes Unit was not
going to be involved in any of that.

It was eight a.m. before Sondra
got back to her apartment and flicked on the TV to relax before she
went to bed. The bloody woman walking into the 94th
Precinct building was low on the running order, pushed down by the
events of the previous night. The arrest of KonTash was being
heavily covered, which was what Sondra had wanted, and the
reporters were finally getting to go out and cover the aftermath
safely, so there were a lot of scenes of devastation on the
screen.

So the death of a woman who had,
according to the fairly meagre reports, been violently attacked by
a number of people in Brooklyn before managing to walk into a
police station was not really major news, but it did have a
suitable horror factor. She had been dead before the ambulance
arrived and no amount of effort at the precinct building had been
able to save her.

There was no connection given to
the recent string of murders, but Sondra watched the report with a
sinking feeling. Maybe the real cause of death had been obscured
and the autopsy would indicate that this was part of the pattern.
Maybe she was just being paranoid. But she had a strong feeling
that this was number six. That left one person to die and the
killer would vanish again. Until he was killing more in seven years
anyway.

~~~

Maureen Tavish had decided that she did
not like Special Agent Issacs. Part of it, she admitted, might be
that the FBI agent had stolen Sondra’s case. Sondra was good at
what she did, and even if she did allow her personal life to get in
the way sometimes, she was more likely to catch the killer. Maureen
was not fond of political cops. Sondra was as apolitical as you
could get, but Issacs and the commissioner… Shifting the case to
the FBI had been pure politics.

Which brought up the other
reason Maureen did not like Issacs: the agent was arrogant and
determined to make her name nailing a serial killer who had been
operating for decades. Maureen did not really get Hall – the man
followed Issacs around like a Rottweiler puppy – but Issacs was
aiming for director someday, and this was the next step up.
When she failed, the woman would scapegoat the NYPD – Sondra
in particular – without a second thought.

Still, Maureen had a job to do.
‘Cause of death was systemic organ failure, not
exsanguination. The aging is less severe on the surface, but this
woman has the organs of someone aged ninety or more. It’s a toss-up
as to whether her heart gave out before her lungs stopped
functioning. There is significant brain damage suggesting loss of
oxygen, but heart or lungs would give the same result. It’s likely
both failed at more or less the same time.’

‘And this wasn’t spotted
immediately because?’

Maureen supressed a sigh.
‘Because the exterior signs of aging were not as apparent. Her skin
was decorated with between ninety and one hundred and twenty
individual wounds. It’s not easy to give an exact figure since
several of them overlap.’

‘I see,’ Issacs replied. Her
tone suggested that she thought Maureen should be able to do
better.

‘One other thing.’ Maureen
indicated a liver bowl on one of the trolleys with an evidence bag
sticking out of it. ‘When I removed her top, I found that wedged
into her cleavage.’

Frowning, Issacs nodded to the
bowl and Hall retrieved the bag, peering at the bloodstained
contents for a second before handing it to Issacs without a word,
or a change of expression. Issacs began to smile as soon as she saw
what she had. ‘Stuffed into her blouse, you say?’

‘I said top. It was a spandex
tube, not a blouse.’

Issacs shrugged the correction
away. ‘I think we might have a break in this case. Don’t you,
Special Agent Hall?’

Hall, as seemed to be the way
with him, gave no answer at all.

~~~

Devon Brightman was just a little
perplexed. Two FBI agents had turned up at the WNSN offices to take
him to his apartment. They had had a warrant to search his
apartment, and a lot of staff to handle the search, and the
warrant had said that it was to do with the murders Special Agent
Issacs was now investigating.

Right now, Devon was sitting in
an interview room in the FBI field office after Issacs had arrested
him and had him transported there. A less confident, perhaps a more
self-aware, man might have considered the possibility that running
the story on Sondra which had handed the case to Issacs had turned
out to be a bad idea. Devon was not that kind of man.

Issacs and her bulldog, Hall,
walked into the interview room after… Well, Devon was not sure
exactly how long he had been sitting there. That was a standard
tactic on cop shows: keep the suspect waiting. Devon decided to
play it as though it had affected him, ignoring the fact that it
had. ‘About time! I’ve been waiting for hours.’ There was the thump
of a large file landing on the table. It had an evidence bag
on top of it, but Devon could not see the contents yet. The big
file thing was also a standard tactic; Devon ignored it, but the
evidence bag was interesting. Maybe he could get something
useful out of this.

‘I apologise, Mister Brightman,’
Issacs said, settling onto her seat with a smile. The smile was
beneficent, calming, and it had shark’s teeth behind it. She
recited the necessary formalities for the in-room recorder and then
she asked the dumbest question anyone ever asked someone in an
interview room. ‘Do you know why you’re here, Mister
Brightman?’

‘I read the warrant. You’re
looking for something about the murders. You think I’ve got
evidence I haven’t given to the police?’

‘You must have seen the reports
of the latest victim.’

‘The woman who crawled into the
ninety-fourth? Yes, I saw them.’

Issacs picked up the evidence
bag, holding it up for Devon to see. Devon’s blood ran cold as he
saw his own, bloodstained press pass. ‘Would you care to explain
how your press identification was found caught in her clothes?’

‘I lost that,’ Devon said. ‘You
can check with the station. I lost it sometime on Thursday and
reported it missing the same day. I haven’t had a replacement
through yet.’

Issacs smiled. ‘We are going to
check that, yes. Where were you between one and three a.m. this
morning, Mister Brightman?’

‘In bed.’ Devon sagged a little.
‘Alone. If I’d known I was going to be accused of murder, I’d have
hired a hooker.’

The FBI agent’s smile was
becoming far too smug. ‘We’ll go through a few more dates and
times. Perhaps you’ll discover one where you did hire a sex
worker.’

~~~

Ortega poked his head through the door
of Sondra’s office. She was behind her desk, working on paperwork.
‘Did you see the evening news?’

Sondra indicated her computer.
‘I’ve been busy boring myself to the point of aneurism, so no.’

‘The feds’ve made an arrest.
You’re going to love this one.’

‘See, Jorge, the fact that you
say it like that means I’m not. Who did they arrest?’

‘Devon Brightman.’

‘Ha!’

‘Told you.’ Ortega said,
smirking.

‘Okay, so setting aside that I’d
love to see Brightman locked up for being an insufferable
ass, how is Issacs getting around the dates? Brightman would have
been… one at the most when the first murders in the sequence
happened.’

‘Oh, I heard she’s got that
worked out. She’s got Brightman in lock-up while she checks his
records for indications they’ve been faked. She thinks he’s older
and he took on a new ID to keep his not aging from being noticed.
They searched his place and got nothing. No murder weapon. No
evidence at all in his apartment, but he supposedly left something
on the body.’

‘This guy has never left
anything on a victim before.’

Ortega gave a shrug. ‘They all
make mistakes eventually.’

~~~

Of course, ‘they all make mistakes
eventually’ was true because the ones who got caught did.
There were many more missing persons than convicted serial
murderers, and there were plenty of unsolved murder cases on the
books. Not every victim received the benefit of justice for their
murder.

Sondra’s thoughts were turning
dark as she let herself into her apartment, and the probability
that her killer would get away with it was high on the list.
Again. He would get away with it again.

Unless Brightman really
had done it. No, that was the dumbest idea ever. The man was
an ass who would do almost anything to get a good story, but it was
the ‘almost’ that was important. He was vain, yes, but he was not
vain enough for these crimes.

Sondra nodded to herself as she
headed for the kitchen. Vanity. This was about vanity. Someone
wanted to keep their looks so much that they were willing to kill
for it. The orc warlord who had first owned the chest, Gartrain,
had used it to stay alive through wars and assassination attempts,
but that was not its current owner’s reason for killing. They
wanted a rock-and-roll, extravagant lifestyle which they did not
have to pay for. They wanted to stay young forever. Just like the
fictional Dorian Gray.

Brightman did not fit that
picture. Even assuming that Issacs’ idea that Brightman was using a
fake ID was true, the man simply did not have the lifestyle.
Clubbing was not his style and he had an abhorrence of drugs which
was too severe to fake. No, Brightman was being framed. But
why?

As she made herself something to
eat – pasta; it was easy – she went over the recent deaths. The
first had been random. The killer had selected a target and acted.
The discovery of the body so soon after death had been, largely, a
matter of luck. The second… The second had broken a pattern going
back years. The killer had dumped the body where it would be found
relatively quickly, and the site had been close to both Clarke’s
apartment and Archer’s hotel, and the fifth corpse had been found
right outside that hotel. Two of the bodies, including Grant’s, had
been outside the lot Archer was filming on. It was assumed that the
killer had been hoping to disrupt the film’s production, but maybe
he or she had just been keeping the focus of the investigation on
the film, or Archer in particular.

Right up until that focus had
been shifted by some evidence left on a body. Why frame Brightman?
Sondra frowned. Was it because Brightman had got Sondra pushed off
the case? The killer had been trying to keep Sondra focused
on the film and its crew, and Brightman’s report had handed the
case to the FBI.

She shook her head and checked
the pasta – another minute or two. No, that was a ridiculously
egotistical view of the evidence. Why would the killer fixate on
her? Then again, why not? She was a relatively famous
detective, a relatively famous woman for that matter, and maybe the
killer wanted a fitting adversary. Unless she had met the guy and
he just had a crush on her. Sondra was self-aware enough to
recognise her own vanity, but she was an attractive woman
and people, men in particular, fell for her. Maybe, just maybe, the
killer had turned his latest spree into a twisted love note to the
lead investigator on the case. And now that that lead had
changed…

Sondra took her pan of pasta off
the heat and dumped its contents into a colander to drain. Okay, so
if the killer was trying to keep Sondra involved, why frame
Brightman? The obvious answer was punishment. Brightman had shifted
the investigation over to the FBI and was being punished for his
part in that. But there was one more murder to commit, so Brightman
was not going to stay behind bars. Who would be the last victim? If
the killer wanted to attract Sondra’s attention, who would he go
for next?

~~~

Clarke was dreaming of rats. They
skittered in the darkness around him as he lay there as still as he
could, hoping none of them would find him, but one of them did. He
felt the creature climb up onto his chest, chittering in the manner
rats tended to do in movies. Horror movies, obviously. And then it
reared up onto its hind legs and began to jump up and down on
Clarke’s chest…

And that was when Clarke woke up
to find Jasmine jumping up and down on his chest while making the
little chittering noises and squeals which seemed to mean something
if you were another fairy.

‘Jasmine? What? What the Hell
are you doing?’ The jumping stopped, but the urgent noises
continued. Obviously there was something up. Still half asleep, but
starting to function, Clarke pulled together the spell he needed to
understand what Jasmine was trying to tell him, and the fairy
relaxed more, but continued her urgent chittering. Clarke listened,
feeling a little like those kids who used to figure out what Lassie
was saying from the dog’s barking. ‘Someone’s trying to break in?’
Clarke reached for his nightstand and his gun, but that was not
quite right. ‘Someone’s going to break in. How do you
know–’

He cut off at a sound, Jasmine
snapping around to face the bedroom door. The fairy chittered
something which meant ‘He’s here.’ It had sounded like a
window breaking. Jasmine bounced away from Clarke as he slid
swiftly out from under his covers.

‘Stay here,’ Clarke snapped as
he moved quickly to the door, listening again. He could hear
nothing now, but there were limited locations the sound could have
come from. Opening the door, he rushed out, quite aware that
Jasmine had darted out around his feet. ‘Armed police officer,’
Clarke called out as he began sweeping the lounge for any signs of
an intruder. He could feel cold air on his skin: the window
had been broken. The one and only window in his flat, damn
it. ‘I ought to shoot you for breaking my window! Remain where you
are and prepare to be arrested.’

There was a sound from the
general area of the window. Jasmine hissed, bouncing up onto the
sofa back and baring claws and teeth even before Clarke had swung
his pistol toward the sound. But there was another sound and Clarke
figured out what it was this time: he was hearing someone running
down the fire escape. He rushed over, finding the window to be open
behind the curtains, and leaned out to look, but all he could see
was a fire escape and then, a minute or so later, a figure running
away under the street lights.

‘Damn,’ he muttered and then
pulled the curtain back across the window. ‘You’d better go hide
out in my bedroom,’ he said to Jasmine. ‘It’s going to get cold in
here.’ He was going to have to wait to see whether anyone wanted to
fingerprint the window frame. It would be a waste of time, he knew
it, but someone might want to.

Sighing, he walked over to his
phone. He had two calls to make: the local precinct first, but
Sondra after that. Somehow, Clarke had a feeling that this had not
been a bungled burglary.

26th February.

Sondra stalked into Clarke’s apartment
with a scowl on her face, scanned over the crime scene officer at
the window, and then immediately turned toward Clarke. ‘Are you
alright?’

‘I’m fine,’ Clarke replied. ‘I
can’t shut the window yet and it’s getting cold in here. Jasmine’s
resorted to hiding in my bed.’ Clarke was actually a little
embarrassed about having a tiny woman in his bed, and about having
his partner turn up while he was wearing scruffy sweats and a
T-shirt, even though he had had to resort to putting a jacket on
over them for the warmth. Still, he could actually see Sondra’s
legs poking out from under her coat, so she was not in one of her
suits either. ‘Uh, it was Jasmine that alerted me. She seemed to
know something was up before the guy broke the window.’

Sondra’s scowl shifted more
toward curious frown. ‘She did say something about knowing her
family was going to be attacked just before it happened.’ She shook
her head. ‘Getting her to explain it is not going to go well. Be
thankful you had an early warning. Any idea who tried to get
in?’

‘Burglary seems the most obvious
idea, but I’m not sure I buy it. Pretty sure he was human.’

‘You’re pretty sure it was a he
too.’

‘I saw him running away. I mean,
it’s not much to go on. Male. Tall. Six feet, maybe more. Maybe a
hundred and eighty pounds. He was all in black, with a ski mask,
and I saw him from behind, so the rest is conjecture. Looked well
built. He was holding something in his right hand. Maybe a lever or
something for the window. Wasn’t long.’

The frown shifted to a smirk.
‘Not much to go on at all. Something in his hand. Not long. Like,
maybe, a short knife?’

Clarke sat up straighter,
frowning deeply. ‘You think it was the killer? Why? I mean, why
come after me? I don’t fit his usual targets.’

‘Neither did Grant Henderson,
but this guy has taken… Let’s call them “targets of opportunity,”
shall we? He’s killed people who don’t fit the usual mould,
presumably because they fitted some other criteria. You’re linked
to the case.’

‘So are you.’

‘Yes. Yes, I am.’ But Clarke
fitted the idea that the killer was trying to impress Sondra, or
clearing away obstacles to her. Was Clarke an obstacle?

‘I’m getting nothing here,’ the
crime tech said. ‘Sorry, detective.’

‘I didn’t really think you
would,’ Clarke replied. ‘Pretty sure I saw gloves. If it’s who
Detective Blake thinks it was, he’s pretty much never left anything
behind but a body.’

Which was true. Except for the
one time he had wanted someone else taken out of the picture.
Sondra considered her list of suspects and the description Clarke
had given, and there was one person who fitted. Dillan Archer, even
if he seemed the most unlikely of suspects, was well built and over
six feet in height. And he had shown a lot of interest in
Sondra.

‘You’re quiet,’ Clarke said.

‘Just thinking.’

‘Well, do you think I should
report this to the feds?’

‘Up to you,’ Sondra replied. She
was not going to mention her suspicions to anyone; there was no
proof and only circumstantial evidence. ‘I don’t really think
Issacs will believe it was the killer anyway.’

~~~

There was a knock on the office door and
Philip Jefferson poked his head in, a grin on his face. Jefferson
had been the most junior detective in Arcane until Clarke had
joined, and he seemed to have the kind of face that was constantly
grinning. Blonde, attractive, and fit, he had an active sex life,
so maybe that was the reason for the smiles. Today, however, his
smile seemed brighter than usual.

‘Jefferson,’ Sondra said,
looking up from the search she was doing, ‘why are you
smirking?’

‘I’m not smirking. I’m smiling
warmly.’

‘Says you.’

‘A few of us are going out to a
club tonight,’ Jefferson explained. ‘More the merrier.’ There was
an implicit question in the statement.

Sondra came to a sudden
decision, not entirely based on the memory of the last time
Jefferson had invited her out with ‘the boys.’ ‘Can’t. I have a
date, but you should go, Clarke. You haven’t really had a chance to
bond with the rest of the unit. Between a serial killer and the
riots, there hasn’t been the time, but now there is.’

‘Uh,’ Clarke began.

‘Go.’

Clarke looked at Jefferson. ‘I
guess I’m in.’

‘Great,’ Jefferson said, his
grin brightening to toothpaste-commercial levels. ‘I’ll let you
know where we’re meeting up. This is kind of a “the riot’s over”
thing anyway. Sure you can’t come, Sondra?’

‘Quite sure. I’ll be celebrating
my own way, I assure you.’

‘Right.’ Jefferson gave her a
smirk which suggested he knew exactly what she meant. ‘Enjoy
yourself.’

Clarke looked around as soon as
the door was closed. ‘You never mentioned a date. On a Sunday?’

‘Last-minute thing,’ Sondra
replied, getting up from her seat. ‘Look, there’s not much going on
and I used a lot of charms in the riot. Big ones that take time to
make. I’m going to go home and make a start. I’ll have my cell with
me.’

‘Uh, okay. I guess I’ll see you
tomorrow.’

‘Uh-huh.’ She paused in the
doorway. ‘Don’t let Jefferson get you too slammed tonight.’

‘Don’t worry. I know my
limits.’

‘Yes, but Jefferson
doesn’t.’

~~~

The group of cops from Arcane had met up
in a sports bar on Tito Puente Way, just off Park Avenue. It was
not far from the 110th Street subway station, easy
enough for Clarke to get to. It was not an entirely male gathering
– Hendricks had decided to tag along – which had Clarke wondering
when he found out where they were going after a round at the
bar.

Hendricks, however, showed no
signs of caring as the group walked into the Green Woman Club about
two thirds of the way up West 116th Street. It was,
technically, part of Orctown, though the riots had never got down
that far. The whole area had been closed down for the last few
days, the club reopening the night before. Clarke was not exactly
sure that a bunch of cops should be going there this soon after the
riots, but no one batted an eyelid at them as they walked in to
find a table.

The Green Woman was a strip club
catering to an overlapping pair of select audiences. The clientele
consisted of humans and some better-off orcs. The dancers were
either orcs or humans with a lot of muscle development. Despite its
eclectic nature, the place was relatively well known, and
relatively busy, even on a Sunday night. The decoration was dark
green: the walls were dark green, the leather on the seats was dark
green, and the bar was dark green and made of plastic. The pole on
the central runway stage was the traditional chrome, but the
half-naked woman currently spinning around it was dark green.

‘This is… different,’ Clarke
said, barely audible over the loud, throbbing music.

‘Never been?’ Hendricks
asked.

‘Uh, no. You have?’

‘Couple of times.’ Hendricks
developed a contemplative look. ‘Not sure I’d go to bed with an orc
woman, I like kissing too much, but this lot sure can dance.’

The statement sort of made sense
of Hendricks coming along, and the comments Clarke had heard that
Jefferson had never tried it on with the woman. ‘I’ve, uh, never
actually been to a strip club before.’

‘God! Don’t let Jefferson hear
you say that. He’ll–’

‘Too late,’ Jefferson called
out. ‘Let’s get the drinks in and we can worry over that
later.’

Clarke grimaced. What had
he let himself in for? No, thinking about it: what had
Sondra let him in for?

~~~

The door opened and Archer paused,
surprised, when he found Sondra standing outside it. ‘Uh, Sondra, I
wasn’t expecting you.’

‘Surprise,’ Sondra said,
widening her eyes a little and smiling. ‘I didn’t catch you with a
starlet or something, did I?’

‘No… No, just me. Come in.’

He stepped aside and Sondra
walked through into the suite’s lounge, unbuttoning her coat as she
went. ‘It’s been kind of a bad week. I needed a little stress
relief, and I thought of you.’

‘Really? Well, a man likes to be
appreciated. Would you–’

He cut off as Sondra sloughed
her coat and dropped it onto a chair. Beneath she was wearing a red
latex tank dress. She turned to show off the low cut of the bodice.
The rubber was semi-transparent and not hiding much – certainly not
that there was nothing under it. Red, high-heeled pumps completed
the outfit. It had taken her a good thirty minutes to carefully
roll the dress on and then shine it up, but the effect was worth
it. ‘I’d love a drink,’ she said, because she was sure that was
what he had been about to ask.

‘That’s quite an outfit. Wine
okay?’

‘Fine. Mind if I freshen up a
little while you pour?’

‘Be my guest.’

Flashing a smile, Sondra headed
for the bathroom off the lounge. Closing the door, she gave a sigh
and focused herself on a spell. It was a relatively simple one with
very modest energy requirements, but she drew the power in from
around her rather than using her own reserve; she was not sure what
she was going to need to do after she had cast this spell.
If she was right, the night was likely to get complicated. If she
was wrong, well, then Archer was going to deserve what she gave
him, even if she had never voiced her suspicion outside her own
head.

Because it seemed more and more
likely that Archer was the killer, the man with the chest.
He just fitted the profile too well. Physically, he was about right
for the man Clarke had seen. He was handsome and charming, and so
would have had no trouble luring young women to their deaths. His
lifestyle was wild and he showed no sign of suffering for it, even
at almost sixty. Of course, Sondra was older and still looked
twenty-six, but no one had ever suggested that Archer was immortal.
He had a reputation for walking away from accidents on set which
should have left him in a hospital bed for months. And he was into
Sondra.

There were some issues. There
was the car issue, for example. How could Archer have moved the
bodies without a car? It would have been really hard… Unless
Archer had been the person who had stolen a car in Brooklyn the
night Alice Toliver was killed. The car had been found in the East
River yesterday, and the dump site was not that far from Archer’s
hotel. Professionals would have kept it or stripped it, and
joyriders would have dumped it faster. Someone had wanted that car
for a purpose. It was circumstantial at best, but it tied a loose
end.

Almost dreading what she would
find, Sondra let her spell go. Almost immediately, it pinged and
she turned toward the source. Not far away. She was guessing a
little, but it looked to her like there was a source of demonic
magic at the far side of Archer’s bedroom. She had spent a while in
there and seen nothing, so he had it hidden, but it was there.

Sighing, she turned to the sink
and began to run water. She had no legal reason for searching
Archer’s suite, which meant she was going to have to do it
illegally. And the easiest way she could think of to do that was
going to be to give him what he was expecting and wait for him to
fall asleep afterward.

~~~

The music changed as one dancer – a
muscular, human woman with long, black hair – strutted off the
stage wearing just a smile. Clarke was not paying a lot of
attention; okay, so the point of a strip club was the strippers,
but he was not really the kind of man who found the idea
that wonderful. Hendricks was actually watching the floor
show with more appreciation than Clarke was.

And then the next act came on.
She strutted out in a red leather bikini and towering heels. The
club had more height in the ceiling than might be expected,
precisely because many of the dancers were very tall. She
had a lot more assurance in her step than Clarke had ever seen
before: SetaGan was really in her element here. Clarke was not. It
did not look like she had noticed either him or the group of
cops as a whole as she flashed a lascivious grin at the audience
and then swung up onto the pole.

‘You know her?’ Hendricks asked.
Damn woman was far too perceptive.

‘Uh, we met her when we were
looking for KonTash.’

‘Quite a woman. This place has
the best-looking orcs around.’

‘Yeah…’

Actually, Clarke thought SetaGan
looked better without the overdone makeup, but there was no denying
that she had some exotic good looks, and she could certainly dance.
She had said she was a dancer and it should have occurred to him
that there were not too many places for an orc to dance in New
York.

‘That’s settled then,’ Jefferson
said, and Clarke got a sinking feeling in his stomach.

~~~

Sondra lay in Archer’s bed, listening to
his breathing. He had started out with his usual, macho, ‘I’m on
top’ stuff, but tonight she had shifted it, taken control, and
worked him hard. He had seemed surprised, maybe a little irritated,
but she had given him little choice about going with it. Not giving
him any time to rest between bouts, it had still taken her an hour
to tire him out enough that ‘a short rest’ had drifted into
sleep.

Being more careful than the last
time, she slipped out of bed and looked around the room at the dim
light. The chest, assuming that was the source of the magic
she had detected, had to be in one of the cupboards at the side of
the room. There was a unit there with a couple of cupboards and two
stacks of drawers. The drawers, she figured, were out: the chest
was probably not that small.

Crouching beside the nearest
doors, she opened them smoothly, hoping that the hinges were not
going to squeak. The space within was empty aside from one of those
useless hairdryers hotels always seemed to have somewhere. Then
again, this was a VIP suite; maybe the dryer worked. She closed the
doors and moved to the next ones.

The Chest of Gartrain was a
fairly unassuming thing. Somehow, Sondra had expected something in
obsidian with carved, demonic faces decorating it. Instead, she
found herself looking at a simple, wooden box bound in thin strips
of iron. It had a curved top, like the old sea chests you saw in
pirate movies, though it was a lot smaller than one of those: maybe
a foot across and ten inches in height. There was nothing about it
which gave away what it did, exactly, but Sondra found herself
shivering as she looked at the thing. It looked like a
simple, wooden chest, but it felt like something
irredeemably evil. She reached for one of the charms on her
bracelet.

Pain lanced through her skull as
someone grabbed her hair and pulled, twisting her and tossing her
back, away from the cupboard and the chest. She bounced off the
corner of the bed and tumbled onto the floor, rolling once before
she got her arms into the right positions and vaulted to her feet
in a crouch. Archer was standing between her and the chest with an
odd expression on his face. Annoyance and regret warred with lust
across his features. Reaching behind his back, he opened a drawer
and took out an ornately carved knife with a short, triangular
blade.

‘I really thought I’d fooled
you,’ he said.

‘I’d say you’ve been fooling
everyone for several decades,’ Sondra replied.

‘I also really hoped that you
wouldn’t be the last victim.’

‘You were planning for Clarke to
be the last. He saw you. Not a good description, but it cemented
everything for me. That and the car. You should’ve dumped the car
further away.’

He gave her a slight smile. ‘Not
enough to get a warrant, however.’

‘Not enough for that, but enough
for me to check your rooms privately. This ends tonight,
Dillan.’

‘No… I’ll tag you with this.’ He
lifted the dagger. ‘Doesn’t take much more than a scratch and then
you’ll die. I’ll make sure they never find the body and the FBI
will pin it all on Brightman somehow.’

‘No murder weapon, and
Brightman’s no magician. They’ll never get a charge to stick. You
lifted his badge at an interview or something?’

‘He deserved it. He got you
kicked off my case. When that idiot woman, Issacs, turned up at my
hotel room, I was annoyed as Hell. She thought it was just because
I was fed up of being interviewed. Ha! I had set it up to be
interviewed. By you!’

Sondra shook her head. ‘So
you’ve been implicating the film all the time, linking all this to
you, because you’ve got a crush on me?’

‘Rather a dismissive term,’ he
replied, his tone sulking. ‘Anyway, I’m doing this because I
have to.’

‘You have to kill people
so you can party your life away into your sixties?’

‘You don’t understand what it’s
like in Orlando. I have a career because I can handle the job and
look good into my sixties. I can do my own stunts. I
can look good beside some twenty-five-year-old bimbo who
thinks she can act.’

‘Vanity,’ Sondra said flatly.
‘This is all about vanity. Do you know the history of that box? It
belonged to an orc warlord. At least he used it to keep
himself alive when half the world wanted him dead. You have
killed thirty-four innocent people so you don’t have to dye your
hair.’

‘Thirty-five,’ he said, stepping
forward. ‘You’ll make thirty-five.’

He jabbed at her with the blade
and she danced back away from it. She was not going to have that
much room to move in the confined space of the bedroom; she could
not back up indefinitely. But then his second thrust was off and
she saw her chance as he overextended. Grabbing his arm, she
twisted, pushed her hip into his, and tossed him into a wardrobe
door. Wood creaked and buckled, but Sondra was not really
interested in what the throw had done to Archer. She turned,
pulling a small, metal ball from the charm bracelet, and stepped
quickly over to the cupboard where the chest was waiting.

‘I’ll kill you for that,’ Archer
said as he struggled to his feet and lunged toward her.

‘Not if I kill you first.’
Sondra slapped the ball against the side of the chest, crushing it.
There was a brief pause as though nothing was going to happen, and
then the chest exploded into a shower of grey ash.

‘What?’ Archer said, stopping in
his tracks. ‘What did you–’ He cut off, doubling over in pain
before falling to his knees. He screamed as his legs buckled and
broke, bone spearing out through his skin, and he fell onto his
side, curled into a ball. Splintered bone erupted from his right
arm and large, misshapen lumps began to rise up all over his skin.
His nose rotted under the effects of years of cocaine use. His skin
darkened, reddening at first and then greying as it aged. His
fingers began to twist into arthritic claws and the screaming died
as he spat blood onto the expensive carpet. In just a few seconds,
Dillan Archer had gone from a fit, attractive man to a decrepit,
prematurely aged, disease-ridden monster.

Covered in ash, Sondra sagged
onto her butt and leaned back against the cupboard behind her.
Archer finally looked like he always had been under a skin of
beauty. It was over… bar the shouting anyway.


Part Six: CYA

New York, NY, 26th February
2017.

Clarke had never been so embarrassed at
being aroused. Oh, he had been embarrassed by his body before:
every teenage boy had, at one time or other, had an inappropriate
boner. This was different. This was a situation where the arousal
was appropriate and the object of his desire was appropriate, but
he had an audience and it just felt wrong to have SetaGan waving
her substantial breasts in his face.

Jefferson had decided that
Clarke should be treated to a lap dance, and that SetaGan was the
girl to give it. At face value, it was good, sort of. It was
clearly a sort of hazing ritual to welcome the new guy into the
unit, and it would have been embarrassing whoever the dancer was,
but it was SetaGan, and he knew her, and she was good. It
was all slow and rhythmic. She was in constant motion, her hips and
body rolling as she teased him. Her eyes never left his, though he
had a hard time keeping his eyes off her body which she
seemed rather pleased about.

When it was done, and she was
strutting away with a substantial tip, Clarke announced that he
needed to check out the restrooms – to Jefferson’s amusement – and
darted off to catch SetaGan before she could vanish into the back
or engage with another customer.

‘SetaGan.’ She stopped and
turned toward him as he hurried over, hoping he was out of sight of
the table the group was on. ‘I, uh, didn’t know you worked
here.’

The tall woman gave a shrug and
her breasts bounced a little in the tiny tube top she had pulled
back on. ‘It’s better than the orc-only places, and the stage fee
isn’t too high.’

‘Uh, okay.’ Clarke had no idea
what that actually meant, but she did not seem too excited
about her job.

‘It pays the bills, you
know?’

‘Yeah. Look, I’m sorry about
that. Jefferson’s kind of a tool at times. He’s not bad, but coming
here was his idea, and when he noticed me watching you on
stage…’

SetaGan’s brows shifted upward a
little; orcs were not good at that kind of expression. ‘You were
watching me?’

‘Well, sure…’

‘But you didn’t like your lap
dance.’ That was more of a statement than a question.

‘I… I did, it’s just–’

‘You were embarrassed.’

‘Well, yeah. I’ve never… Uh,
you’re really good at it and… I think maybe if I didn’t know
you, it would’ve been less embarrassing. I think that’s the idea
behind strip clubs, right? You don’t know the women, so you
can fantasise about them, objectify them.’

‘And you can’t fantasise about
me?’

Clarke tried really hard to keep
the grimace off his face; if he kept digging, real soon now he’d
have to learn Chinese. ‘I can fant– Uh, that’s not why I came over.
Look, Arcane is looking for a translator. Orcish to English. You
know the languages pretty well, as far as I can tell, and you
write.’

SetaGan frowned. ‘I am not a
professional translator.’

‘No, but Sondra’s been pushing
to try to get an orc into the position. She’d back you, so long as
you can do the job.’ Clarke pulled a card from his jacket pocket
and held it out. ‘It’s a regular job. Steady pay, I mean. There’s
nothing wrong with what you do now, obviously.’

Her frown shifted to more of a
grin. ‘You should stop digging while your head is above
ground.’

‘Yeah, I should. Will you call
about the job?’

‘Do I call you?’

‘The general number is on there.
They can put you through to the right person.’

SetaGan reached out and took the
card. ‘Okay, Mister Detective. I’ll call about the job.’

‘Great.’

‘What do you get out of
this arrangement?’

‘Me? Nothing. Maybe you helped
us and now I’m helping you.’

She nodded. ‘Okay,’ she said,
and then she turned, strutting away. Was there a little extra swing
in her hips now?

27th February.

Sondra sat on one of the sofas in
Archer’s hotel suite in her coat and heels; getting the dress back
on before the police and FBI arrived was never going to happen. It
was now one in the morning, ninety minutes after the first
responders had turned up, and Issacs was still holding her there
while the techs worked over the scene.

The FBI Special Agent had
arrived under one of those really towering thunder clouds which
threatened to not only blast you into atoms, but to really soak you
through before and after. She had told Sondra to ‘stay put’ and
then marched into the bedroom to survey the scene. As she walked
out of the bedroom now, an evidence bag in her hand, it was clear
that her temper had not been improved by what she saw.

‘So, you’re saying that Archer
was the murderer?’ Issacs snapped. Good opening.

‘Seems like it,’ Sondra replied.
‘He tried to stab me with that.’ She pointed at the evidence bag,
or at the dagger inside it. ‘That matches the weapon used on the
other victims.’

‘We’ll have that checked. We’ll
also be looking for fingerprints.’

‘I’m sure you will, but I
haven’t touched it, Special Agent.’

‘I didn’t say–’

Sondra gave her a quizzical
frown. ‘Oh, come on. You’ve been angling to stick me with this
since you walked in and found out I’d nailed the guy you’re
hunting. You stole my case, and now you want to cover your ass by
turning it around. That’s why you’ve made sure that’s handled by
enough people to mess up contagion magic. Or so you think. I’ve
never handled that weapon, and the detection spell would
still show that. And it’s just going to have Archer’s prints on
it.’

‘We’ll see. Prints can be wiped.
Fingers can be pressed–’

Sondra got to her feet. ‘Jesus,
lady! Are you serious? More importantly, are you arresting me?’

‘Not at this time,’ Issacs said
through gritted teeth.

‘Then I’m going. You’ve had my
statement. I’ll present a written one to you tomorrow. I’ve had a
crap night, and I’m going to be going now.’

‘Don’t leave town,’ Issacs
called after her as she reached the door.

‘Could you be any more of
a cliché?’ Sondra called back.

~~~

Dickerson was not very happy. You could
tell from the way the corner of his left eye was twitching. Sondra
figured he had spent most of the morning fielding calls and visits
from the FBI and the command structure of the NYPD. That would
likely have made her eye twitch too.

‘This is an unholy mess,’
Dickerson said. ‘You had to kill him?’

‘I didn’t. I destroyed the chest
and that killed him.’

‘But you knew it would.’

‘Actually, no. I
suspected it would. You’ve seen my report on what Albrechus
told me. The original owner died when he failed to make the
payments on time. The chest seems to store up the insults its owner
has taken, so it seemed likely that those would be returned if it
was destroyed, but I didn’t know it would.’

‘And you went to his place
looking for–’

‘You’ve seen my statement about
that too. I went there to have sex, and he decided I should be the
seventh victim.’ Which was sort of true. Sondra had decided that
she would leave out the illegal search. Her story worked, if Archer
was the killer, and he had been.

‘Huh,’ Dickerson grunted. He
clearly did not believe it, but there was no one to say Sondra was
lying. Everyone knew lie detection methods were relatively useless
against a good magician. No one had even suggested a polygraph.
‘I’m getting a lot of flak about you destroying that chest
too.’

‘It should have been
destroyed back when they found it on Lornaron. No one should
have that power. It just ends up killing a lot of innocent
people.’

‘Maybe, but–’

‘Do you want me to resign?’

Dickerson looked up sharply.
‘What?’

‘I can have my resignation
letter on your desk before the end of the day. I just need to put
in the right date.’

‘No. I do not want you to
resign. It’s just… This could’ve been handled a lot better,
Sondra.’

‘Sure it could. The commissioner
could have backed me when the FBI wanted to take over the case. The
FBI could have assigned less of a backstabbing, grade-A bitch to
the case. I could have taken a harder look at Archer when his name
first came up. Looking back, and hindsight being perfect, he fitted
the profile perfectly. I should have paid him more attention as
soon as I found out about the chest. But he’s dead, and it’s over.
It’s time to cut the CYA bullshit and move on. And you can tell the
commissioner I said that. I’ll be happy to tell him that,
but if I have to, it’ll be in my resignation letter, Clem. I’ve put
too much of my life into this unit to be treated like this by my
own people.’

Slowly, Dickerson nodded. ‘Yes…
Yes, you have. I’ll keep the commissioner off your back. There’s
less I can do about the FBI.’

‘I’m not worried about them. By
now, Issacs is discovering she has no evidence to keep coming at
me. If she does… I can play politics too.’

~~~

Clarke was not happy either, but it
looked more like he was sulking. ‘You sent me out on that boys’
night so you could go after Archer on your own,’ he accused.

‘Hendricks was there,’ Sondra
countered.

‘That is not the point.’

‘I had no evidence solid enough
to search his suite. The only way I was going to get in there was
alone, with him thinking I just wanted his body. Did you enjoy
yourself?’

‘Huh? Oh, uh, well…’

Sondra gave him a quizzical
frown. ‘That was… equivocal.’

‘We went to the Green Woman.
SetaGan works there.’

‘Oh really?’

‘Jefferson got her to do a lap
dance for me.’

‘That may actually constitute
sexual harassment. She’s a good-looking woman, if you can get past
the orcishness.’ She did not say it, but Sondra had already figured
out that Clarke could see past the less human aspects of her
features.

‘She’s a really good dancer too.
Uh, I suggested she tried out for the translator position here. She
writes. I mean, she has this ambition to be a writer. I figure she
knows the languages, and she knows how to write things down. She’s
not a professional, but…’

Sondra gave him a slow nod of
approval. ‘Good call, Clarke. Good call. If she applies, I’ll
support her.’

‘I, uh, said you would.’ He
frowned. ‘Next time you have to face a maniac with a magic knife, I
want in, okay?’

‘Fine. I’ll even let you wear
the latex dress.’

‘I’m not sure I’m willing to go
that far…’

3rd March.

Sondra took a long pull on her glass of
beer. The Heady Brew was not as busy as it was likely to get later
in the evening, but after the week they had had, she had figured a
drink before heading home would do both her and Clarke good.

‘So, Issacs has quit bugging
you?’ Clarke asked.

‘Yes, but she’s going to be an
issue going forward. She didn’t like me stealing her thunder.’

‘After she stole our case.’

‘I think that makes it worse.
She went to all that trouble to get a juicy serial murder case, and
then I wrap it up for her. I also got the impression that her
superiors wanted the chest taken into evidence rather than reduced
to ashes.’

‘I don’t think things like that
should exist. In anyone’s hands.’

‘Same here.’

‘But you were taking a risk,
weren’t you? Albrechus said it might take you out if it were
destroyed.’

‘Yeah, he said that.’ Sondra
frowned and took another drink. ‘I think they didn’t destroy it
because they all wanted it for themselves. Immortality, true
immortality, at a cost. You and I might not be willing to pay it,
but plenty of people would, especially back then. They made excuses
and hid it away, and maybe thought that they could come back later
when no one was paying attention. Hell, maybe someone did and they
were more circumspect about the murders than Gartrain was. The
commissioner’s office bitched about it, but Dickerson shut them
up.’

‘Oh?’

‘Told them he was looking
forward to them explaining how their pressure had resulted in their
most respected Arcane detective resigning, and all over the desire
to keep an artefact powered by murder.’

‘Ouch. Even if they
didn’t want it for themselves, trying to spin that one and
have people believe it would be next to impossible.’

Sondra grinned, rather
maliciously. ‘Exactly.’

‘Uh, have you heard anything
about KonTash? SetaGan was asking…’

‘He’s on North Brother Island.
They’ve got him isolated and they’re working with him. He’s going
to have to go cold turkey on the magic to get the influence of the
demon out of him. Could take months, maybe years, to clear it
completely. So, you’ve been talking to SetaGan, have you?’

‘Uh, well, she called to thank
me for the job thing.’ Sondra watched as Clarke’s cheeks coloured
while he spoke. ‘They’re going to interview her and she thinks
she’s got a chance. It’ll get her out of that club.’

‘Don’t worry. I’m sure she’d be
happy to give you a private lap dance if you asked nicely.’

‘Hey! I’d never– That is just
not– I’m not like that.’

‘Said the schoolgirl to the
bishop.’

‘This is sexual
harassment,’ Clarke said, stabbing a finger at the bar top.

‘Ha!’ Sondra replied, taking a
pull on her beer. ‘Men have been harassing women for centuries.
It’s about time we got our own back.’

Clarke took a drink from his own
glass and shook his head. ‘I feel so used,’ he said, trying not to
laugh.

‘You should be so lucky.’

 ###
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