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CHAPTER ONE

 

 

“You’re late.”

The lady bitching at me was a big-ass witch named Lakesha, and thanks to my father’s requirement that I report in to her a minimum of five days a week, I now stood in her bookstore a few blocks from the Strand. The place was called Something’s Brewing, which sounded more like a coffee shop.

I pulled out my phone. It was 1:30. “Only by thirty minutes,” I said. “That’s not bad.”

Lakesha slowly shook her head, sending her braided hair swinging back and forth. She wore a gold blouse and black slacks. Her hooped earrings jangled and bracelets danced around her wrists when she put her hands on her ample hips. “Don’t you go there, boy. You may think it’s not bad, but I’m telling you it’s unacceptable.”

I yawned.

“Am I boring you?” she asked. She spoke it like a challenge.

I held up my hands. “It’s cool,” I said.

“It’s not cool,” she said. “You think you can come in here on day one and disrespect me?”

“I wasn’t disrespecting you,” I said.

“You’re thirty minutes late. That means you don’t respect my time, and one thing I can’t abide is a pampered little rich boy who thinks the world waits on him.”

“You lost me at late,” I said.

“Get your lazy ass into the backroom. If a customer comes in, I don’t want the first thing they see to be your skinny little ass.”

“Nice place you’ve got here,” I said, trying to extend an olive branch.

Two rows of bookshelves filled the center of the room. The side walls had cabinets and shelves packed with knickknacks, candles, incense burners, and novelty items. My favorite was a tiny spray bottle labeled “Bitch-Be-Gone.” Behind the glass counter on the right-hand side of the store, a bank of labeled drawers held a variety of herbs and spices, though they weren’t for normal cooking, unless boiled “Tears of Job” were your thing.

A beaded curtain stretched across a doorway leading to a back room. Most of the beads were a rich blue, but the golden pattern of a pentagram graced the center. The aroma of sandalwood permeated the store.

“Move your ass,” she said.

I shrugged and walked toward her. As I moved past her, she sniffed the air.

“Do I smell ganja?”

“I might have had a toke before coming over,” I said.

“Not anymore you don’t. You’re done with that.”

I snorted.

“Don’t you get smart with me, boy.”

“You going to turn me into a toad?”

She reached out and pulled on my long hair.

“Hey,” I said, though it didn’t hurt, and leaned away.

She rubbed her fingers together. “You need to wash that mop, boy.”

“Stop calling me boy,” I said. “I’m a grown man.”

“Could have fooled me. Sit down at that table.” She pointed.

“Bossy old bitch, aren’t you?”

She smacked the back of my head.

“Witch,” she corrected.

The backroom held more bookshelves, and a small table with a deck of Tarot cards on top of a purple satin cloth. Two open-backed chairs stood at the table across from each other.

I moved to sit in the far chair.

She shook her head and pointed again. “That one,” she said. “I won’t have my back to the curtain.”

“Whatever,” I said and moved to sit down.

When I pulled out the chair, a black cat hissed at me.

“A witch with a black cat? How cliché.”

“Keep it up, boy.”

I smiled. “You know I will.”

The cat glared at me.

“Move it, cat,” I said and went to push it out of the chair.

The cat growled at me and slashed my hand. I pulled back and stared at the blood welling up from four thin red lines.

“Little shit,” I said.

“Her name is Isis.” Lakesha grinned.

“You named her after a terrorist group?”

“She’s named after an Egyptian goddess.”

“She behaves like a terrorist,” I said.

“Isis, hop down,” Lakesha said.

The cat looked at her, then at me. She hopped down, moved off to the corner and licked my blood off her claws.

“Got a bandage?”

“You’ve got magic. Heal the wound, fool.”

“I’m a guitarist, not a healer.”

“Too bad, so sad. The blood is already there to use and you’re wasting it.”

Time for a confession. “I don’t know how to heal.”

“Then don’t tease the cat. Sit your ass down.”

“I didn’t tease her.”

“That’s not how she sees it. Isn’t that right, Isis?”

The cat meowed.

“Now, I want you to focus on closing the scratches,” Lakesha said.

I was here to learn, and she was right, the blood was already there, so it couldn’t hurt to try. I focused on the wound, pictured it turning into normal unscratched skin. The blood danced on my hand and the scratches twisted, but did not close. I shook my head. “It’s not happening.”

I held my left hand over my right to try and stem the bleeding, as I sat down. Lakesha sat across from me and the chair creaked as she settled her weight on it. I knew better than to crack a joke about that, though. She stared at me for a long time then wrinkled her nose as if she’d caught whiff of a nasty fart.

“Has Sabrina started your training yet?” Lakesha asked.

I looked off to the side at a tapestry hanging on the wall. It depicted a flowing river winding through a forest, and from the corner of my eye, the water seemed to be moving, but when I looked directly at it, the water seemed stationary. I turned away and it moved again. Straight on, it stopped.

Lakesha snapped her fingers in front of my face.

I turned to look at her. “What? Oh, no, Sabrina got called out of town for a few days, so she told me to see you first.” Sabrina Tenn was my cousin. She was a mid-level wizard and a pain in the ass.

“When does she get back?”

“What’s today?”

“You don’t know what day it is?”

I shrugged. “Thursday?”

She shook her head. “Try again.”

“Friday?”

“One more try.”

“It can’t be Saturday.”

“Why not?”

“Because I was supposed to meet a friend at the bar Friday night.”

“Then you owe your friend an apology.”

I pulled out my phone and looked at it. Sure enough, it was Saturday. “What happened to Friday?”

“You can’t even keep track of the days of the week.” She shook her head. “I’m going to tell your father the price has gone up.”

“What? Why?”

“Because when he said you were special, I thought he meant gifted.”

“He said I was special?”

“You are special, boy. You rode in here on the short bus.”

I shrugged. “Whatever. Sabrina will be back by Monday.”

“Fine. Put your hand on the deck of cards.”

I reached out with my left hand.

She slapped it away.

“Hey!” I said.

“I don’t want your blood on my cards, boy.” She grinned. “More importantly, you don’t want your blood on my cards.”

“If your damn cat hadn’t attacked me I wouldn’t be bleeding.”

“If Isis judged you worthy, she wouldn’t have scratched you.”

I glared at the cat, but Isis ignored me and licked her ass.

Lakesha snapped her fingers again.

“What now?” I asked.

“You were thinking unkind thoughts about my cat.”

“So now you can read minds?”

“You’d best get to work on your poker face, boy.”

“My name is Brett.”

“I know your name, Brat.”

“Brett.”

“Same thing.”

I wiped my hands on my pants. With the blood gone, I was surprised to see the scratches were gone, too. “Hey,” I said with a smile. “The magic worked.”

“See? It’s not that difficult. Just a matter of focus. Shall I have Isis scratch you again?”

“Uh, no.”

Lakesha looked past me, her expression changing to puzzlement. She stood, but before she could move around the table, a kid pushed through the curtain of beads. Oddly, the beads didn’t move.

The boy looked to be around eight years old. He wore a yellow shirt, brown shorts, and flip flops, and his finger was digging for gold in his right nostril.

“That your son?” I asked.

“This is Demetrius, and he stays with his aunt, who happens to be a friend.”

Demetrius moved close to me, kept mining while looking from Lakesha to me. He looked to be the saddest kid I’d ever seen.

“What seems to be the problem, little man?” I asked, turning in my chair.

He shifted his sad eyes toward me, pulled his finger from his nose and wiped a booger on my shirt.

“What the hell, kid?” I stared at the slimy snot streaking my shoulder. “This is a Red Hot Chili Peppers tour T-shirt.”

“It still is,” Lakesha said. “Demetrius, how did you get here?”

“Walked,” he said. His voice sounded hollow. “Auntie is gone.”

Lakesha looked confused. “Where?” she asked. “How?”

“Three people busted into the house and took her. Can you bring her back? I’m scared.”

“A home invasion and abduction?” I asked. “Sounds like a job for the police.”

“The police can’t help,” Lakesha said.

“Of course they can. And if they can’t, they can call in the FBI or something.”

Lakesha rolled her eyes. “You’re half-baked, and you don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“I know cops can handle abductions.”

“Not this kind. Get up. Their house is a block over. We’re going to go check it out.”

“You want to mess up a crime scene?” I pulled out my phone again. “Let’s just call nine-one-one.”

She snatched the phone from my hand and tossed it on the floor behind her.

I gave her a confused look.

“No cops. Get up.”

“Do I look like law enforcement to you?” I asked as I walked over to retrieve my phone. Isis growled at me when I leaned down.

“You look like someone the cops busted for possession with intent. Let’s go. Demetrius needs our help.”

“What he needs is a bath, a change of clothes, and some manners. And I need some tissue to wipe the snot off my shirt.”

She sighed. “Demetrius, sweetie, what year were you born?”

“Nineteen seventy-two.”

I looked at the kid as I shoved my phone into the pocket of my jeans. “Oh, come on. He can’t be more than ten.”

“Take a closer look at him.”

“And get another booger wiped on me? I don’t think so.”

“Demetrius, sweetie, can you turn around for me?” Lakesha asked.

He nodded and turned. From the middle of his head down to his lower back was a massive gash. I’ll spare you the details, but I will say I’m glad I didn’t eat anything before going to Lakesha’s place.

“Holy shit,” I said, leaning away.

“His father sliced him open with a chainsaw, then killed his mama. Son of a bitch sliced off her head and took it with him. His Aunt Regina found the bodies. She killed herself a week later. Couldn’t live without her sister and nephew. Of course, her nephew was still there.”

“So the kid’s a ghost?”

“You’re a quick one, aren’t you?”.

“So I have a ghost booger on my shirt?”

“He’s frightened, so he’s manifesting.”

“That doesn’t make the booger any more attractive.”

“Your father put me in charge of you, Brett. He wants you to help people and it’s time you earned some of that money he sends you each month.”

“Wouldn’t it be better to help the living?”

“The dead need help, too, boy.”

“Wait a second. You said his aunt is dead too, right?”

Lakesha nodded.

“But you just said she was abducted.”

She nodded again.

“How do you abduct a ghost?”

“With powerful magic. Still think the cops are suited for this?”

“Maybe a ghost cop.”

“Do you know any ghost cops?”

“No.”

“Then that suggestion isn’t worth the paper it’s printed on.”

“I see what you did there. But I’m not a ghost hunter.”

“You are now,” she said and pointed to the snot on my shirt. “And you’ve got a head start on the job because you already got slimed.”

 

 

 

 

 

 


CHAPTER TWO

 

The house Regina and Demetrius haunted stood in the center of the next block. It looked abandoned. It also looked creepy as hell. The houses on either side had fresh paint, while Demetrius’s place looked battered with broken hurricane shutters hanging off the windows, cracked glass, peeling sideboards, and a bent gutter. It was a little too easy to see a face on the house with the windows as eyes, the gutter swooping down to add anger, and the door as an open mouth screaming for blood.

“They filmed a horror movie here once,” Demetrius said as he walked up the broken cement walkway leading to the building.

Somehow that didn’t surprise me.

I tried not to look at the gash in the kid’s back. He still looked solid, and as he jumped onto the porch, his flip flops slapped against the concrete. I tossed a look Lakesha’s way, but she gazed down the street at a couple of kids throwing a softball in the front yard a few houses down. An old woman sat in a rocking chair holding a glass of fresh lemonade.

“You go on inside, Brat,” she said. “I’m going to talk to the neighbors.”

“Brett,” I said.

“Go on,” she said and moved toward the street.

Demetrius waited for me on the porch. “Movie crew was here for a month,” he said.

“Anyone famous in it?” I asked.

He shrugged. “Ain’t seen a movie since I died, so I can’t say for sure.” He walked through the door into the house.

It was like watching a movie when he stepped right through the solid wood.

“You don’t see that every day,” I said and reached for the doorknob. It broke off in my hand. “Oops.” The doorjamb was splintered, so I pushed on it and the door swung open.

Sunlight drew a rectangle into the dark house. Demetrius stood in the front room. The inside stank of mold. The floor was covered in dust except for boot prints moving in and out of the house. I studied the prints, but I couldn’t tell how many people might have crossed the floor. I went with three. I based that on different-sized prints, and on the fact that Demetrius had said there were three people. He might be dead, but I figured he could still count.

I stepped into the house, expecting it to be hot, but the air inside felt so cold I got an immediate chill. The room felt like it was pressing in on me, and the thought that I’d just been swallowed by the house amplified the shiver.

An old dust-covered chair sat rotting in the corner. A broken table leaned on the floor, two legs missing. Shards of glass littered the center of the room. Squatters and meth-heads had probably spent some time inside, too. Graffiti covered the walls. Some clown painted a bunch of cuss words on one wall, and another featured a giant dick with a line of piss raining down on the floorboards. Classy. On another wall someone spray-painted in blue, Julie and David forever. But the forever was crossed out, and in black paint beneath it was scrawled: guess I was wrong.

A cardboard sign leaned in one corner. It read, Why lie? I need a beer! Dark spots stained the floor under the dust. They were rust colored, so they could have been blood. Then again, it could have been spray paint. I wasn’t a detective.

“Is this where you spend your time, Demetrius?” I asked.

He shook his head and pointed into the depths of the house. “I stay in my room. Want to see?”

Judging by the state of the front room, I wasn’t too keen on seeing a dead kid’s bedroom.

“Where was your aunt when the men broke in?” I asked.

“With me in my room, like always. I’ll race you,” he said and darted down the hallway to the bedrooms.

I walked over, glanced into the kitchen, which was beat to hell, and featured a grouping of butcher knives stabbed into one wall. I didn’t want to go in there, so I followed Demetrius down the hall. There were three bedrooms and a small bathroom. The first bedroom was closed off. I shoved the door open and peeked inside. A tree limb poked in through the broken window, spearing the wall. The room smelled like piss. With the mold and urine smells, I couldn’t decide whether to breathe through my nose or my mouth.

Smell it or taste it? Neither option was good.

“Come on, Brat!” Demetrius said, sticking his head through the door.

“Brett,” I said.

“That’s not what Auntie Lakesha said.”

“Is Lakesha your real aunt?” I asked.

He shrugged and disappeared.

I pushed his bedroom door open.

The ceiling had a massive hole in it, and a hangman’s noose hung from a rafter.

“Auntie Regina hanged herself right here.” He spoke the words the same way he might have said, sometimes I get chocolate chip cookies.

“Wouldn’t the cops have taken that down?”

“They did, but she does it again every night.” Sometimes I get a glass of milk to go with those cookies.

The rest of the room was crowded with pieces of wood, a cracked mirror, a rusted bed frame, and an open toy box with a painting of Marvel super heroes. I recognized some of them. The closet door stood open and ratty clothes still hung from wire hangers. A dried-up pile of crap sat on a few water-damaged comic books. I didn’t look closely enough at the pile to tell if it was human or animal. Truth be told, I didn’t want to know.

I reached out to touch the noose, but my hand passed through it. It looked solid, but it was ghostly.

“That’s Auntie Regina’s. You shouldn’t touch it.”

“You a comic book fan?” I asked.

He smiled and nodded.

“Who are your favorite heroes?”

He pointed at the toy box. “They’re right there. Spider-Man, Power Man, Iron Fist, Black Panther, and Brother Voodoo.”

“Between the movies and the TV shows, I know most of them, but who’s Brother Voodoo?”

“Jericho Drumm. He helped the Werewolf fight some bad guys. It was so cool. He had his brother Daniel’s ghost inside him and could send it out to possess people.”

“Sounds wild,” I said.

He nodded. “My uncle used to read his old comics to me. He was cool. He was married to my Auntie Lakesha.”

“Yeah? What was his name?”

“Uncle Paul.”

“I have an Uncle Paul too. What happened to your Uncle Paul?”

Demetrius shrugged.

“All right, can you tell me what happened when the folks came and took your Aunt Regina?”

He pointed at the noose. “Auntie was getting ready to hang herself again, but someone broke into the house. Normally nothing will stop her, but this time something pulled her backward through the walls into the parlor, and a man and woman held her with beams of light while another man pulled her inside him like Brother Voodoo would do with Daniel, only Auntie Regina didn’t come back out.”

“Did any of these people cut themselves?” I asked.

He gave me a confused look.

“Did any of them draw blood? It’s a way to work magic.”

“They caught her in beams from big flashlights and the other guy held up a thin black box and just pulled her inside. That’s it. No blood. Then they just walked out.”

“The guy pulled her into the phone or into himself?”

The kid tilted his head at me. “We ain’t got a phone here.”

“The thin black box,” I said.

He shrugged.

“They didn’t see you?” I asked.

“I don’t know.”

“Did they say anything?”

“One of them said, ‘There she is, get her,’ or something like that.”

Which meant they couldn’t see her at first? Did the flashlights have anything to do with that?

“Brat?” Lakesha called.

I didn’t answer.

“You in here? Demetrius?”

Demetrius walked through the wall.

“There you are,” Lakesha said.

“Brat’s in my room.”

I shook my head. If she had the damn ghost kid doing that, too, it was going to get on my last nerve.

Footsteps sounded down the hall and Lakesha stepped into the room. “Learn anything?” she asked.

“I learned that you’re a bad influence on ghost kids.”

“About Regina’s abduction.”

“You see this?” I asked pointing at the noose.

“Uh-huh.”

“Ghost chick hangs herself every night.”

“Ghosts often get stuck in a loop. What else?”

“She was your sister?” I asked.

“No.”

“Sister-in-law?”

“I don’t want to talk about that.” She turned to Demetrius. “Sweetie, can you tell me what you told Brat?”

“Brett,” I said through clenched teeth.

Demetrius told her about the men and woman.

When he was done, I said, “I saw one of those ghost hunter shows where they put a flashlight in the middle of a room and a ghost turned it on and off.”

She blew air out of her nose. “Don’t believe everything you see on TV.”

“So ghosts can’t do that?”

“Didn’t say they can’t,” she said. “But why would they bother?”

“So they could communicate?”

“You just spent ten minutes talking to Demetrius. You think ghosts would rather speak or do Morse code with a flashlight?”

“Well, if someone can’t talk to them…”

She shook her head. “They’d talk to someone who could.”

“Maybe they want to be on TV.”

“Doing what? Stupid Ghost Tricks?”

“Letterman is off the air,” I said.

“Will you save Auntie Regina?” Demetrius asked. “I don’t want to stay here alone.”

“Kid, you haunt this place,” I said. “What is there to be afraid of?”

He stared at me. “Evil spirits, shadow people, demons, diableros, and the men who took Auntie Regina.”

Lakesha raised an eyebrow. “Just because someone’s dead, doesn’t mean there’s nothing to fear.”

“I guess not. Can we get out of here?”

“Why? Are you creeped out?”

“I’m tired of breathing in the mold and piss fumes.”

“Probably not the healthiest thing we can do.”

“Exactly.”

“Demetrius?” Lakesha said. “Can you stay here and let me know if Auntie Regina comes back tonight at eleven?”

He nodded.

“Why eleven?” I asked.

“Because that’s what time she killed herself. Her spirit should be pulled back here at that hour.”

“And if it’s not?”

“Let’s just hope she shows up.”

“So she was taken last night? And the kid didn’t come to see you until this afternoon?”

“Time is sometimes off for ghosts. Of all people, you should understand that one.”

“That’s right, take your shots.”

“Come on, Brat, we have work to do between now and eleven.”

“Brett,” I said.

“That’s what I said.”

 

 

 

 

 

 


CHAPTER THREE

 

On the walk back to Something’s Brewing, Lakesha told me what little she’d learned from the neighbors. Two white guys and a girl pulled up in a beat-up car of some kind and went into the house. They left inside of ten minutes.

When we got back to the store, Isis was standing guard on the glass countertop. Lakesha flipped the window sign to Open and motioned for me to head to the backroom.

As I walked by Isis, the cat growled.

I started to turn toward the cat, but Lakesha shoved me forward. “Don’t tease the cat,” she said.

“I wasn’t. She growled at me.”

“She doesn’t like you.”

“What did I do?”

“You brought bad mojo into the store.”

“Really?” I said as I pushed through the beads.

“Your father pays me to deal with you. Isis doesn’t understand the concept of paying rent, so she’s not so forgiving.”

I sat at the table, while Lakesha pushed the tapestry aside to reveal a door. She went into a hidden room. A moment later, she returned with a bottle of Diet Coke. She twisted off the cap as she sat across from me.

“Not going to even offer me anything?”

“Hadn’t planned on it.”

“I’m thirsty. It’s hot outside.”

“It’s August. What do you expect?” She nodded toward the Tarot cards. “Cut the deck.”

The backs featured a Rosicrucian cross on a checkered background with a caduceus or dot inside each box. Aleister Crowley’s Thoth deck.

“You don’t want to talk about your sister-in-law?”

“Cut the deck.”

“So you were married to a guy named Paul?” I asked as I cut the deck. The card I picked showed a weird-ass plant with eight purple flowers representing the Eight of Disks.

Lakesha studied the card. “Prudence,” she said. “Intelligence in material matters.”

“Meaning?”

“Meaning it would be prudent not to ask me about my life.”

“Right.”

“Shuffle the deck.”

I did as she said.

“Cut,” she said. “This time, think of Regina.”

“I don’t know her.”

“You know of her.”

“All right.”

“Now cut.”

I did. Eight blue sticks crossed each other while two thick, metal rods pressed them down. The rods looked nasty – sharp spears with twisted Keebler Elf-looking dudes at the top. Ten of Wands.

“Oppression,” she said.

“Imagine that,” I said. “She’s been abducted, so now she’s being oppressed.”

“More concerning is the unyielding cruelty associated with the card. Think of the abductors as you shuffle and cut again.”

“Here goes nothing,” I said as I shuffled. I cut the deck.

The Magus.

“The Magician,” Lakesha said. “Power. These guys are skillful.”

“Guys and gal,” I said. 

“True. There was a woman.” Lakesha pointed to the deck. “Think about the woman and draw.”

I grinned. “I’m always thinking about hot chicks.” I drew a card. “Jackpot!” 

The card showed a naked woman riding a messed-up lion or something. She leaned back like she was really enjoying the ride, if you know what I mean. 

“Lust,” Lakesha said. “Why am I not surprised?”

“I told you.”

“It could be a reflection on your general state of mind. It can also mean a great love affair is headed your way.”

“I once dated a chick for two whole months. Even added her favorite song to the band’s rotation. Damn, she was a hot little thing.”

“What happened?”

I shrugged. “She wanted more, I didn’t. End of story.”

Lakesha shook her head. “Try again. This time, try to focus on the woman as a person, not an object.”

I drew a card. Another naked woman with a big, gorgeous ass. She had on a weird headdress as she flew through flames or fumes, it was hard to tell. A tiger wrapped its tail around her neck, and it was like she was pulling the thing with her though the air. The Princess of Wands. 

Lakesha smiled. “Now we’re getting somewhere. This is a woman who is passionate. See the fire burning next to her? That passion can turn to violence quickly. She has the tiger by the tail, so to speak, but that can change at any moment.”

“You think the tiger is significant?”

“Not sure. It can represent how she captured Regina, but Regina could also slip back.”

“We’ll see if Regina shows up tonight to hang herself.”

Lakesha nodded, deep in thought. “Did you feel the energy in the house?”

“What energy?”

“What did you feel?”

“Cold,” I said.

She nodded. “What’s the temperature outside right now?”

“How should I know? It’s hot.”

“Check the weather on your phone. What’s the temperature?”

I checked my phone. “Ninety-two degrees.”

“And inside the house?”

I shrugged. “No clue.”

“Sixties?”

“Sure, sounds about right.”

“Without air conditioning?”

“Ghosts leave cold spots, right?”

“Throughout the house?”

“I’m not really geared up for a test right now.”

“These are basic things you should know.”

“Well, I don’t, okay?”

“Then study.”

I laughed. “You know when the last time I studied was?”

“Never?”

“Got it in one,” I said.

“The house shouldn’t be that cold.”

“Well, yeah, but it was.”

She sighed. “We need to be proactive here. The spirit world is in flux, so we’d best make some plans. Think about what we might be able to do to influence the outcome of Regina’s plight.”

“That was a lot of words. I didn’t follow all of that. Six words or less, please.”

“How can we help Regina?”

I kept that question in mind as I shuffled and cut the deck.

Dark clouds over a dank ocean. Another weird-ass plant, growing cups this time. Water poured into two of the cups and overflowed into two more. Eight of Cups.

“Indolence,” Lakesha said, looking at the card.

“Which means?”

“Lazy. Somehow, I think that describes you.”

“Yeah, yeah, but what does the card mean?”

“It means you weren’t concentrating. It’s a card about moving on because things didn’t work out.”

“Maybe that means there’s nothing we can do, so we should just go take a nap or get a drink. Works for me.”

“Tells me you were thinking of a way to avoid having to do anything.”

“I play to my strengths. In fact, I’m about ready for a nap.”

“Oh no, honey, you’re here for the duration.”

“What do you mean?”

“Your father is paying me to help train you. Sabrina will teach you what she knows from the blood magic side of things, and I will teach you what I know from my side of things.”

“So I’m going to be a warlock wizard dude?”

“You’re going to concentrate on what we can do for Regina as you shuffle and draw another card.”

“I don’t want to play cards. I have cards at home.” My very own Tarot deck, bound to me with the full blood price already paid. They’d nearly gotten me killed the week before.

“I’m well aware of that. And why you aren’t using them is something I simply can’t understand.”

“What do you mean?”

“That deck was specifically designed for your family, so you can use them to help guide you.”

“Can they guide me to a bed so I can take a nap?”

My phone rang. I glanced at the name. Teddy. He played rhythm guitar for our band. 

“I have to take this,” I said.

“No, you don’t, but go ahead. I need a break from your sorry ass anyway.”

I got up, and stepped through the bead curtain as I answered the phone. “Hey, Teddy,” I said.

“You stood me up last night.”

“Sorry, dude, I forgot.”

“That makes me feel so much better.”

Isis still perched on the counter. She growled at me as I neared.

“I’ll make it up to you. I’ll buy you a drink tonight and I’ll help you get a chick’s phone number. How about that?”

Teddy sighed. “Nine o’clock at the Hideaway?”

“I’ll be there.” I held the phone between my cheek and shoulder so I could put both hands out. I moved my hands on either side of the cat, just out of striking range. Isis looked at one hand, then the other, and she thumped her tail on the counter. Thump thump thump.

“Before you go,” Teddy said, “when’s band practice?”

“Sabrina will be back by Monday, so maybe Thursday?” As Isis looked at my left hand, I darted in with my right to give her a quick pet. Her head spun toward my right hand and she slashed at it, but I was too fast for her.

“Thursday? It will have to be early. I have an overnight, so I have to be at work at ten.”

“Then why did you ask?”

“Because I figured you’d say Tuesday or Wednesday, in which case I’d be good to go since work wouldn’t interfere.”

“No worries. I’ll tell Michael to be there Thursday at six.”

“Good. We need to be ready for the gig on Saturday night.”

“The beach thing Chuck booked. Yeah.”

I waved my hands around Isis and she looked from one to the other, keeping one paw up, ready to strike as she growled low in her chest like a siren winding down. “What’s that noise?” Teddy asked.

“Nothing. Have you seen Michael?”

I darted in to pet Isis again, and successfully retreated as she swiped the air my hand had just vacated.

“I haven’t seen anyone since you screwed up our last gig. Chuck is meeting me for lunch tomorrow, though.”

“Cool. See you tonight, Teddy.”

“Don’t forget this time.”

“How can I forget? It’s tonight at ten.”

“Nine!”

“I know, Teddy, I’m just messing with you. See you at nine.”

I disconnected, slipped the phone in my pocket, and did a feint one way then shot in to pat Isis on the head.

She hissed at me, but again, I was too fast, and got away unscathed.

I laughed.

“Aren’t you a sweetheart, Isis?”

From the backroom, Lakesha said, “Don’t tease the cat!”

“I’m not.”

I returned to the backroom. The beads clacked as I passed through, then clacked again. I sat down across from Lakesha.

“Where were we?” I asked as I leaned back in the chair.

Sharp pain shot into my back and I jerked forward.

“Ow!” I yelled and spun around to see Isis race through the curtain to the main store. The damn cat followed me, waited until I leaned back, then scratched me through the open back of the chair. “Little shit,” I said.

Lakesha laughed. “Told you not to tease the cat.”

 

 

 

 

 

 


CHAPTER FOUR

 

The Hideaway was packed that night. A country band played on the small stage performing a Keith Urban song about falling in love in a cop car. After all, you meet the best people when you get arrested. I once dated a girl who had a thing for Keith Urban. She was hot, so we always worked one of Urban’s songs into our set during the two months I slept with her. For me, that was a long-term relationship.

Teddy sat at the bar and sipped a mug of beer. He nodded to me as I approached. I caught the bartender’s attention, pointed at Teddy’s beer, and held up two fingers. The bartender delivered our drinks and I tossed some cash on the counter.

Teddy and I didn’t speak because the music was too loud to carry on a conversation. Instead, we turned around on our bar stools and scanned the crowd, looking for a couple of women without any dudes. Teddy wasn’t particular, so if I spotted a pair of lovely ladies, I’d have first pick.

After a few more songs, the band took a break.

“How about those two?” I asked, pointing at a blonde and a brunette.

“I’d rather talk about Sabrina.”

“She’s hooking up with Michael.”

Teddy frowned. “You don’t think he’ll get tired of her?”

“Ask him.”

“I mean, he’s like you. He never settles on one chick. Sabrina deserves someone who’ll appreciate her.”

“You’ve got it bad for her, eh?”

“She’s smart, talented, and kind. What’s not to like?”

“She’s bossy, thinks she knows it all, and she eats kale.”

“Kale? What does that have to do with anything.”

“It’s a garnish. She cooks it up and eats it. That’s nasty.”

“It’s healthy. She takes care of herself.”

“Dude, you could just ask her out.”

“She’ll turn me down. She’ll be nice about it, but she won’t go out with someone like me.”

“A second ago you were all hopeful Michael would step aside, and now you’re convinced she’d shoot you down in flames?”

“Not in flames. But what do I have to offer a girl like her?”

“You could write poetry about her, give her your undying devotion, kiss the ground that she walks on, lay down in a puddle so she can trample you without getting her shoes wet.”

“What’s your secret with women?”

“The secret is confidence, Teddy. You’re a good guy. You’ve got a job, which puts you ahead of most of the clowns in here. You play guitar. You actually give a shit what chicks think.”

“Confidence. That’s what you use?”

I grinned. “I’m more of an asshole, but fortunately for me, drunk women can’t tell the difference. How about those redheads in the corner? They might be sisters.”

“They’re with those two cowboys.”

“All right. Here’s the plan. You distract the cowboys, and I’ll take the sisters back to my place.”

He stared at me. “Your cousin doesn’t even know I exist.”

“Sure she does.”

“Has she said anything about me?”

“No, but you’re in the band, so she does know you exist.”

He sighed. “I’m not into any of these women. Sabrina is magical.”

“In more ways than you know.”

He looked a question at me, but the band took the stage again, so I didn’t have to answer. Teddy might be my bandmate, but only Michael knew my family’s secret. That’s because Michael had a secret of his own. 

I ordered another beer and stopped checking out the crowd because I realized I wasn’t going to get laid tonight.

My phone buzzed at midnight with a text message.

I pulled it from my pocket. The text was from Lakesha, and it read, Regina a no show. Come to the store at ten am.

I texted her back with, I’m not in my body until noon.

Ten am or I tell your father you’re not cooperating.

Shit. Bitch, I sent.

Witch, she corrected.

 

 

 

 

 

 


CHAPTER FIVE

 

When I woke up at noon, I had a bunch of angry texts on my phone. I ignored them.

I got to the bookstore at a quarter past one.

Lakesha sat in a rocking chair outside the shop with Isis in her lap. She stroked the cat, and Isis purred.

“You’re late,” she said.

“Get over it.”

“You’re the one who’s going to pay for it.”

“How so?”

“Every day you’re late, your father docks your allowance by a hundred bucks and gives it to me, so I’m thinking we might have to start meeting at six in the morning.”

“I’m here on a Sunday. Doesn’t that count for anything?”

“Are you religious?”

“No.”

“Then it’s just another day to you, so zip those lips and let’s go back to Regina’s place.”

She rose and the cat jumped to the ground. She let Isis back into the shop, grabbed her purse off the counter, then came back outside where she closed and locked the door.

We headed back to the ghost house.

“No sign of Regina last night?”

“None.”

“So why are we going back there?”

“To get a lead on the folks who took her, of course.”

“You talked to the neighbors already.”

“Mmm hmm.”

“We already talked to Demetrius, and checked the house, so what else can we do?”

“Magic.”

“So you’re going to pull a rabbit out of your ass and follow it down the bunny trail to the ghost prison in the sky?”

“Have you been smoking that ganja again?”

“Not today.”

“Could have fooled me.”

We reached the house, and Demetrius waved to us from the porch. “Hi, Auntie Lakesha! Hi, Brat!”

Lakesha grinned.

“You taught him that,” I said.

“So what if I did?” She climbed the steps to the house. “How are you feeling today, Demetrius?”

“Scared and alone. Will Auntie Regina ever come home?”

The way he said it made my heart hurt. I’d spent a lot of time scared and alone as a kid, but Demetrius was dead and still felt that way.

“Hey there, little man,” I said as I hopped onto the porch.

“Will you read me a comic book later?”

“I don’t have any comic books.”

“Oh,” he said and stared at the ground.

“I’ll try to get over to the comic shop tomorrow,” I said.

He brightened. “Really?”

I nodded. “Really.”

We entered the house, and Lakesha set her purse on the window sill so she could open it and dig around inside. She pulled out what looked like two cardboard coasters.

“You bring us some drinks?” I asked.

She looked at me like I was an idiot. “What are you talking about, boy?”

Boy was better than brat, I guess.

“What’s with the coasters?”

“They’re not coasters,” she said with a grin. “I was up all night preparing these. Stand back and watch a master at work.”

She held one cardboard circle in each hand. There were symbols in the center and strange writing all around the edges. She waved them around, moving in a semicircle around the front entrance.

“They entered and exited through the door, so if I can rewind the impressions, maybe we can get a look at them.”

“You can do that?”

“Depends.”

“On?”

“The emotional state of the people and spirits involved, whether or not magic was employed, whether I got the spell right, how many people moved through the space, and other factors too esoteric to explain to you.”

“You lost me at spirits.”

“I’m not surprised.”

As she moved around, aiming the coasters at the door, I caught flashes of images, but it looked like blurred lights. She concentrated, and kept moving in an arc from one side of the door to the other.

More flashes of light.

Blurs.

“Gotta go further back,” she whispered and shook her head.

Flash.

Blur.

Flash.

Darkness, light flash as the door opened, only the door was still closed. An image of the door opening. Lights. A man in a sleeveless T-shirt with a heavyset woman, but their faces were impossible to make out because they were blurred out by what had to be a magic spell to hide their identities. Another man entered with them wearing a nice suite, and he was older because he had age spots on his hands. The two younger people had tattoos on their forearms.

“Chunky chick, old guy in a suit, dude in a wife beater,” I said. “Too bad you don’t see many of those types around.”

“Hush, child.”

She moved the coasters up and down, back and forth, trying to get the faces to focus. The image of a screaming black woman popped up, then blurred out and disappeared. There was no sound.

“Was that Regina?”

Demetrius nodded.

The guy in the wife beater stepped forward and raised his hands. His forearms were tattooed as well, but instead of triangles, his ink featured pentagrams, but they shifted to a snake eating its tail, then to a triangle with a circle inside it, but I couldn’t make out the symbols in the corners and the circle turned black and swirled before disappearing.

She tried moving through the image to get a view of the man’s face, but his features were blurred.

“Got a focus knob for the faces?” I asked.

“They muddied their appearances with magic.”

“Can you go back to their arms?”

Lakesha lowered her hands and the images stopped.

“Why?”

“They all have tats,” I said. I held up my right arm to show my tattoos. “Good thing nobody else has tattoos these days.”

“Funny.”

“Seriously, though, go back in and check their tattoos. We can’t see their faces, so the tats might be a way to ID them.”

“Good idea.”

“And you thought I wasted all my time getting stoned and watching Law and Order.”

She brought the coasters up again, waved them around, until she brought up the intruders. This time, she swept in to focus on their tattoos. Wife beater dude and the chubby chick both had the same triangle tats with the circle inside. The older guy had long sleeves, so we couldn’t tell about him.

“Yahtzee!” I said.

“Good call.” She leaned forward bracing her hands on her knees, bending the coasters a bit. She looked like a runner after a marathon.

Lakesha opened the door, stepped out onto the porch then sat down on the steps. She shook her head.

“You all right?” I asked, following her outside.

She waved me off. “Give me a minute.” She took a few deep breaths. “Purse,” she said.

I went inside to get her purse and brought it out to her. Damn thing weighed a ton. I set it on the porch beside her. “You carrying anvils in this thing?” I asked.

She opened the purse, dropped the coasters inside then pulled out a bottle of water. She twisted off the cap and drank the whole bottle in less time than it takes to tell you about it.

“Thirsty much?” I asked.

“Tough spell,” she said. “Takes a lot out of me. Useful, though.”

“Right. One dude shops at Men’s Warehouse, one shops at Walmart and has tattoos. The chick is a bit on the thick side. That really narrows things down.”

“The tattoos narrow things all the way down to one artist.”

“So I was right,” I said.

“Maybe. Did you note the symbols and how they shifted on the attacker?”

“Yeah. So?”

“Pentagram first. Symbol of protection.”

“I know that.”

“Ouroboros was next. You know what that means?”

“I don’t even think I can say it.”

“Renewal.”

“I can say that.”

“Then the Solomonic Triangles all the intruders shared.”

“The supersonic triangle? What’s that?”

“Solomonic. The triangle is the protected area around the magic circle, and the circle started off blank, then with the attacker, it went black, and briefly had Regina’s face inside it.”

“I didn’t see her face.”

“I did.”

“And your point is?”

“The Solomonic Triangle is used to summon entities and hold them. Regina is trapped inside the circle.”

“Which means?”

“Depends on how powerful the man’s magic is, but to pull a ghost inside would take some serious power. Was he enhanced by the people with him, or was it all his energy?”

“Find the guy with the tattoo and you can ask him.”

“Only one artist can do the shifting magical tattoos. Solomon King.”

“The triangle guy?”

She shook her head. “Certainly named after him. Didn’t you read the Bible?”

“Parts of it.”

“Solomon was one of the sons of David. He built the First Temple.”

“Solomon’s Temple,” I said. “I’ve heard of it.”

“In any case, he was a king of Israel, and he had wealth and power and was a prophet—”

“Time out. I didn’t sign up for Sunday school, and I don’t need a history lesson. Guy’s named after the Bible dude. That’s good enough for me.”

“A man who doesn’t know history is condemned to repeat it,” she said.

“What about the artist?” I asked.

“He has a shop called King Solomon’s Tattoos over on Seawall.”

“I’ve heard of it. Let me guess, you want me to go talk to Solomon Kane.”

“King.”

“King, Kane, same difference.”

Lakesha shook her head.

“Solomon is a cool name, though.”

“You should have him do a magic tattoo for you,” Lakesha said.

“I wouldn’t mind getting another tat.”

“Did you notice that I said magic?”

“Yes.”

“Wanted to be sure. It was more than six words.”

“Ha ha.”

“It will be expensive.”

“Then we’ll need my father’s approval.”

She took her phone out of her purse.

“You’re going to call him now?” I asked.

“Of course.” She scrolled through her contacts.

“I’ll wait inside. I don’t want to talk to him.”

She pushed herself to her feet as she pressed his name. “I’ve got this.”

I stepped back. I didn’t want her to hand the phone to me.

“Hello, Mr. Masters, it’s Lakesha in Galveston. That’s right. Oh, he’s a pain in my ass, but we’re currently helping a family with a magical problem. Yes, he’s actively working on it. I know. I will. Listen, the reason I called is because we need some information from a tattoo artist, and… Hang on. Let me put you on speaker.”

Before I could stop her, she tapped her phone.

“Is this some ploy to get me to pay for a tattoo?” my father asked. “I don’t approve of such things.”

“It will involve magic.”

“Son, are you there?” he asked.

I sighed. “Yes.”

“What’s this about a tattoo?”

“It’s Lakesha’s idea,” I said.

“That’s right,” Lakesha said. “Are you familiar with Solomon King?”

“Raven King’s son?”

“I believe so.”

“He’s designed special sigils for the Ordo Templi Orientis.”

“That’s right,” Lakesha said. “He did a rotating tattoo that shifts between at least three symbols.”

“That’s high magic.”

“Indeed.”

“Brett? You still there?”

“Yes, Dad.”

“You still have the Etteilla deck?”

“Yes, Dad.”

“Is it still tuned to you?”

“Yes, Dad.”

“Go to Solomon King’s shop, take the cards with you, and call me when you’re at your consultation meeting with him.”

“You’re open to paying for a tattoo?”

“If he can do what I want him to, yes. I’ll call him in the morning and set an appointment for you at one in the afternoon.”

“What if he’s booked up?”

My father laughed. “He’ll know who I am, so he’ll fit you in.”

He hung up without saying goodbye.

Typical.

“That was easier than I expected,” Lakesha said. “He even set the appointment at one so you’d actually have a chance of dragging your ass in on time.”

“That just means my father has ulterior motives,” I said. “As usual.”

 

 

 

 

 

 


CHAPTER SIX

 

Sabrina was levitating Mangani, my self-cleaning, carnivorous carpet, when I got home. A broom swept the floor on its own like something out of the movie Fantasia. Sabrina wore her typical black yoga pants with a red sports bra and moved her arms like a conductor guiding the broom. She’d changed her hair. It was still longer on one side than the other, but now the top half was jet black and the bottom half was crimson.

“Rude” by Magic! played from a speaker on the TV stand.

“Wouldn’t ‘Magic Carpet Ride’ by Steppenwolf be a better choice?” I asked as I closed the door.

Sabrina spun around and adjusted her glasses. “Oh! I didn’t expect you to come home this early.”

“And I didn’t expect you back until tomorrow,” I said.

She turned off the music and let Mangani settle back on the floor. “I was doing some cleaning,” she said.

“I can see that. You know it would be easier to just sweep normally, right?”

“What?”

“You’re using magic for something simple.”

“Why be a wizard if you don’t use magic?”

“Why bleed to make a broom move?”

“You just don’t understand.”

“You’re right.”

“Magic is its own reward.”

“How often do you bite the inside of your cheek?”

She rolled her eyes, and her glasses magnified the effect to a degree that I wondered if that’s why she wore them.

She changed the subject. “We need to begin your lessons tomorrow.”

I shook my head. “I’m getting a new tattoo tomorrow, so your lessons will have to wait.”

“That’s the best you can come up with?”

“My father’s orders,” I said.

“You do realize I can call him, right?”

“I do.”

“So your lie can be revealed in moments.”

I extended my hand. “I’ll bet you all housework for a month that my father is not only approving of the tattoo, but he’s actually calling to set the appointment.”

She hesitated and narrowed her eyes. I could practically see the gears turning in her head. Was this a grand bluff designed to get her to simply accept it without verification, or was I telling the truth, and my father, who had always said tattoos were not appropriate for anyone in the magical community, had changed his stance? His view was that if you have a tattoo, anyone with any competence in magic could catch you when your guard was down, and magically transform the ink into a binding sigil that would render you instantly helpless.

“There’s no way he would do that,” she said.

I kept my hand extended. “Prove me wrong,” I said. “Shake on it.”

She kept those narrowed eyes on me, and I focused on maintaining no emotion. Lakesha had seen right through me, so I needed to prove to myself that I had a good poker face. Sabrina started to reach for my hand, then stopped.

“What’s the matter?” I asked.

“I want to negotiate the terms.”

“I’m listening.”

“If you’re telling the truth, I’ll take care of the housework for the month, but if you’re lying, you’ll get up every morning at seven to make breakfast for me.”

“Deal,” I said.

She shook my hand.

“Call him,” I said.

“No need,” she said. “I know you’re telling the truth.”

“Did he already call you?”

She laughed. “No. You didn’t even hesitate after I said you’d have to get up early.”

“Which means you want to do the housework?” I asked, confused.

She grinned. “When’s the last time you did any housework?”

I rubbed my chin. “Give me a minute.”

“My guess is years,” she said.

“So you lost on purpose?”

Her grin widened. “I didn’t lose anything. Ask me why I’m cleaning.”

“Just tell me.”

“You have to ask.”

“I don’t give a shit.”

She laughed. “Humor me.”

“Doesn’t matter,” I said and started up the stairs.

“Fine. I’ll tell you. I’m cleaning so I won’t be embarrassed when the maid service starts tomorrow.”

“Which means you’re cheating on the bet. You’re supposed to do the housework.”

“Oh, it gets better. The maid service comes out of your monthly stipend.”

“What?”

“Your father didn’t like the state of the house when he visited last week, so he told me to set up a service, and you would pay for it.”

“That’s bullshit.”

“That, my dear cousin, is the truth.”

I pointed to the carpet. “Mangani, you have my permission to eat Sabrina for dinner.”

“She won’t do that. Mangani and I have an understanding.”

The carpet gave a ripple that amounted to a shrug.

“Oh,” Sabrina said. “One more thing. Michael is coming over in a bit. We’re going to watch a movie, so I’d appreciate it if you could make yourself scarce tonight.”

“Is Michael getting lucky tonight?”

She grinned. “I shaved my legs.”

Chick talk for yes.

 

 

 

 

 

 


CHAPTER SEVEN

 

King Solomon’s Tattoos was a ways down Seawall not too far from the Lone Star comic shop. In a that never happens turn of events, I was early. I know, don’t get used to it. I popped into the comic shop.

Long boxes filled with comics lined tables in the center and sides of the store. Bagged and boarded comic books adorned the walls. I didn’t want to spend time going through the boxes, so I went to the counter, where a bunch of superhero dolls stood in various poses. One nerdy-looking dude stood behind the counter talking to another nerdy-looking dude in front of it.

They were arguing about who would win a fight between Wolverine and Superman, and they stood resolute in their determination that one would destroy the other. I waited for an opening, but between talk of heat vision and adamantium claws, I wasn’t sure I’d get one.

The clerk suddenly stopped and turned to me. “What do you think, man?”

“I think that if either of you ever want to lose your virginity, you’ll need to find other topics of conversation.”

“We get plenty of girls,” the clerk said.

“I’m excited for you. Can you point me to any comics about a guy called Power Man?”

“Luke Cage rocks,” the customer said.

“I’m sure he does,” I said. “But I’m asking about Power Man.”

“Luke Cage is Power Man, dude.”

“Good for him. I just need a comic for a kid.”

“We happen to have a mint condition copy of the first issue of Luke Cage, Hero for Hire. It’ll set you back four bills.”

“Maybe you didn’t hear me. It’s for a kid. I don’t care about condition.”

“Latest issue is on the rack,” he said pointing to the new comics.

“They’re still making them?” I asked.

“You live under a rock, dude? The Netflix series brought him back to his own book, but he’s been a member of the New Avengers, and—”

“Not really my scene.” I went to the rack with new comics. It looked all fancy with slick paper. Maybe Demetrius would rather have one from when he was alive.

I went back to the counter and interrupted their argument again. “Got any of the older ones that aren’t expensive?”

“We’re sold out. They’re popular books now.”

“The kid likes another character. Black dude who does voodoo and shit.”

“Doctor Voodoo?”

“That sounds right. Fights a werewolf or something?”

“That would be back when he was Brother Voodoo. You want Werewolf by Night issues thirty-nine and forty.”

“You remember the numbers?”

“Of course. They fight Dr. Glitternight.”

“Wow, what a stupid name.”

The guy blinked at me.

“Do you have those issues?” I asked.

He sighed. “Let me check.” He opened a laptop, typed a bit. “Yeah, we have them both.” He pointed to one of the tables. “Probably in the penultimate box there.”

“The what?”

“The next to last box. Geez.”

What a wonderful way to start my day. Comic nerds looking down their noses at me. I found the comics, tossed them on the counter with a ten dollar bill.

“Little tip,” I said. “Should you ever talk to a girl, leave words like penultimate wrapped up in your wallet with your expired condom.”

He shook his head and gave me some change. “As it happens, pretty boy, I’m married, and my wife has a doctorate in chemical engineering.”

“Oh, burn!” said the customer.

As I walked out of the store, both guys in unison said, “Asshole.”

I hopped into my car—well, one of my father’s cars—and cruised over to the tattoo parlor.

***

King Solomon’s Tattoos was so clean you could eat off the floor. Art decorated the walls, of course, lots of skulls, flowers, barbed wire, angels, dragons, the usual. Notebooks filled with illustrations stood open on a counter for customers to flip through.

A lanky man in his late sixties sat in a black leather chair, eyes closed. He was rail-thin, wrinkled, and covered in tattoos. When he moved to look at me, the tattoos shifted around on his flesh.

“You’re late,” he said.

I guess I took longer than I thought at the comic store.

“Sorry, man. I got hung up.”

He scratched his beard. “Right. So you’re one of the Masters family.”

He didn’t look impressed.

“Guilty as charged,” I said.

A snake tattoo curled around his arm and shot up his sleeve. By that, I mean it was actually moving. A barbed wire tattoo crawled out of his collar and slid around his neck then shifted into a thick circle with a pentagram inside it before it slid back into his shirt. The tattoos were mesmerizing.

“Your old man wired a payment to my account. The size of the payment has me a bit wary, truth be told. He wouldn’t tell me jack or shit about what he wanted me to do, so what say you spill on the details so’s I can decide if it’s worth my time, effort, and talent.” As he spoke, a Mexican dancing girl sashayed out of his hair and swayed her way down his cracked face before twirling into his collar and out of sight. The art on his arms swirled constantly.

“My father wants me to call him.”

“Then make the call. Until I know I’m keeping the full payment, you’re not taking up any more of my valuable time.”

My father answered on the third ring. “Solomon Kane wants to talk to you,” I said.

“That’s King,” Solomon said.

“Huh?”

“Solomon Kane is a character created by Robert E. Howard. A Puritan who hunted evil wherever it chose to manifest. And while my mother, rest her soul, named me after the character, my surname is King.”

“Put me on speaker, Brett,” my father said.

I tapped a button on my phone. “Okay, Dad, you’re on speaker.”

“Mr. King, I appreciate you making time for my lazy, good-for-nothing son.”

“Your cash, your call, Mr. Masters.”

“Brett, did you bring the deck?”

“Yeah.”

“Show it to Mr. King.”

I pulled the Tarot deck from my pocket, and Solomon took it from me. He flipped through the cards.

“What happened to these?”

“They spent some time in the Gulf,” I said.

“Not the water damage. This is ancient blood.”

“Precisely,” my father said. “I want you to transfer the blood and images from the cards to my son’s arm.”

“That’s a lot of magic, and doesn’t require any artistic skill.”

“I want you to build a tattoo around the cards, and I want my son to be able to shake his arm to call on the cards to guide him.”

“That’s a new one on me,” Solomon said.

“Can you do it?”

“There are seventy-eight cards. You want them all in one spot?”

“I do.”

“That will take a lot of sessions.”

“I want you to do it in one session.”

Solomon shook his head. “Say what?”

“One session. The magic is simple. The blood debt is paid.”

“You have any idea how much pain that will cause?”

“I do.”

“Pain for me or you?” I asked. I knew magic could hurt.

He scratched his beard again. “The pain will be all yours, kid.”

“How much pain?”

“More than you’re going to want.”

“I don’t care what he wants,” my father said. “He should know how to ease the pain. He’s a full-blood wizard, and with family blood on the cards, he can handle it. Get it done.”

“Uh, I don’t know how to ease the pain, Dad.”

“Figure it out.”

Solomon frowned. “I’ll have to do a custom design around the images for each card as I transfer them. This should be done in seventy-eight sessions.”

“I think I paid you well enough to do it in one.”

“Oh, I can do it in one,” Solomon said. “But your son doesn’t know how to erase the pain. I just don’t think he can take it. No one could.”

“Don’t give me that. I’m paying a premium price, so do your job. When it’s finished, call me, and I’ll wire a tip of forty percent.”

My father hung up.

“Your old man must hate you, kid.”

“Any chance you know how to ease the pain?” I’d managed to heal simple scratches, so maybe I could stop the pain, too.

He shook his head. “My magic is in art and transference. With each card, as I do the transfer, you’ll feel the pain like knives carving the images into your flesh. Then I’ll have to tattoo a binding spell to each card as we go.”

“Can I call a friend to come erase the pain?”

“If I’m gonna transfer seventy-eight cards and do the binding spells, we’ll be here all day and all night. You’re definitely gonna want someone to ease the pain, but we’re gonna need to get started now. Get in the chair.”

 

 

 

 

 

 


CHAPTER EIGHT

 

Solomon King was a dick.

As soon as I sat in the chair, he took a card from the Etteilla deck, palmed it, and pressed it against the inside of my forearm.

It felt like he set my fucking arm on fire.

It hurt so bad I couldn’t even scream. My breath caught in my throat and first I stiffened, but then I tried to yank my arm away.

His hand held me like a vice. “Man up,” he said, keeping pressure on my burning arm.

When he finally released me, I let loose with a string of cuss words that would have gained me lifetime admission to the Sailor Hall of Profanity.

I bolted from the chair, still cussing. I kicked a cabinet, but that just hurt my foot. I noted the pain in my foot, but it didn’t distract me much from my arm. I looked down and saw that the card’s image covered my forearm.

“One down, seventy-seven to go,” he said with a grin.

“Like hell.”

“I need to do some normal needle work to ground a spell into place that will allow you to access the cards in your arm.”

“The card is in my arm?”

“The blood from the card is in your arm. The image is there, too, though it’s a transfer. I’ll give it the horizontal flip when I do the web lines.”

“I don’t know what that means,” I said, still cradling my arm. I was afraid to touch the image because it still burned like a son of a bitch.

“This next part won’t hurt as much,” he said. “Sit down.”

“I don’t trust you.”

He laughed. “I don’t care. You’re going to sit down so I can ink you up, or I’m going to kick your ass and strap you down so I can continue.”

I wasn’t a fighter. I didn’t like pain because it hurt. And I didn’t want to be here. I wanted to go home.

Solomon slowly rose from his seat and clenched a fist.

“Don’t get your panties in a wad,” I said. “I’m sitting down.”

“You might want to call your friend.”

“No shit.”

He took my arm with one hand, and started the tattoo gun with the other. The gun buzzed softly, and all was good until the needle stabbed my arm. I’ve had tattoos before. This was nothing like that. This felt like the gun was pushing magma into my skin. Again, I couldn’t speak and I stiffened up. He held me in place as he drew lines this way and that, curving around here and there.

I heard a weird high-pitched screeching noise, and soon realized it was coming from me. My throat let loose with a cry like a kid pulling the lip of a balloon to squeal in that unparalleled annoying fashion. But I couldn’t stop myself.

Solomon switched off the machine and set it on the counter.

“Fifteen minute break,” he said. “I need a cigarette, and you need to grow a pair. Wipe those little bitch tears from your eyes.”

I dabbed at my eyes with my left hand. I didn’t want to move my right arm because it hurt so much.

I fumbled for my phone, and called Sabrina. “Please pick up,” I whispered. “Please pick up.”

She answered on the third ring. “Hello?”

“Sabrina, it’s Brett. I need you to come down to King Solomon’s Tattoos. Please hurry. This guy is trying to kill me.”

“I’m busy.”

“Get un-busy,” I said. “I need you.”

“What do I get out of it?”

“You get to see me crying in pain.”

She laughed. “That’s almost worth it.”

“Sabrina, please. This motherfucker is going to start torturing me again. You need to come down here and work your magic to keep the pain away.”

“What if I want to see you suffer?”

“I’m begging you,” I said.

“Fine,” she said. “I’ll come ease your pain, but you owe me a favor to be named later.”

“Anything,” I said. “Just please get here fast. I can’t do this without you.”

“Maybe I should get three favors.”

“Fine. Just hurry.”

“Where is it?”

I gave her the address.

“That’s about twenty minutes from here.”

"What do you mean? It's only like a five minute drive!"

"I want to get a walk in today. And I need to grab a shower first."

“No you don’t!”

She laughed. “I’m just messing with you. I just need to put on my shoes. I’ll see you in a bit.”

“Thank you.”

I tried to get up, but my knees wobbled, so I dropped back into the chair. I didn’t want to look at my arm. I felt certain it would be a bloody pulp right now. But I had to see. I slowly turned my gaze to the tattoo.

My skin was red and inflamed around the rectangular image. As I’d just been in a comic book store, the webs Solomon had drawn across the image of the card looked like the lines on Spider-Man’s costume.

Solomon entered the shop and wandered back to me. He stank like cigarette smoke.

“Ready for round two?” he asked.

“No.”

“Let’s get this show on the road anyway.” He grabbed another card, slapped it against my arm and started the torture all over again.

I thought I was going to pass out.

Once the card was transferred and the image flipped, he started in on me with the tattoo gun. By the time he finished the second card, my legs were noodles and I had to dab away more tears. It was the worst pain I’d ever felt. It was like having a root canal done without Novocaine.

Where the hell was Sabrina?

“Time for another break,” Solomon said. He went into the backroom and returned with a bottle of water. “Drink this.”

“I can’t move my right arm.”

He rolled his eyes and opened the bottle for me. “Drink up, girly boy.”

“You’re actually getting him to drink water instead of vodka? Impressive.” Sabrina stood in the doorway, and not a moment too soon.

“Solomon, Sabrina. Sabrina, Solomon.” I didn’t have the strength for elaborate introductions. “Now get me out of pain.”

“No can do, cousin.”

I blinked at her. Okay, actually I blinked back tears. “What?”

“I can block any future pain,” she said, “but I can’t stop the agony you’re already in. I’m not that strong.”

“Can you pull magic from me to make yourself stronger?” I asked.

“I don’t know how to do that.”

“Add that to your list of things to learn as soon as possible.”

Sabrina tilted her head. “I wouldn’t mind being able to draw magic from other sources,” she said. “I’ll look into it.”

“Cool. Can you tell me how to stop the pain? Maybe I can learn it.”

“Focus on feeling normal.”

I focused on my arm, trying to remember what it was like to feel no pain. Go back to normal, I thought as I focused.

The webbing around the image of the card started to fade away.

“Stop that,” Solomon said. “Unless you want me to have to start over.”

I stopped. “Sorry.”

As long as the pain didn’t get worse, I could get through it. I didn’t have a choice. Sabrina kept up for a while. Then she had to have the occasional twenty minute breaks to recharge. Solomon didn’t bitch about it. 

“Now that you’re not being such a crybaby, it’s worth the delay,” he said. “Silence is golden.”

And eventually, Solomon finished transferring the entire deck into my arm. He had worked straight through the night, and with all the breaks, it was midday. I should have been sleeping by now.

Solomon cleaned my skin, spread an anti-bacterial ointment on his work then bandaged me up.

“You’ll want to remove the bandage in around four hours,” he said. “Now, let me explain the way the cards work on your arm.”

“Can you do it in six words or less?” I asked.

Sabrina shook her head. “You’ll have to forgive him. He never learned proper English.”

“What do you mean?” Solomon asked.

“It should be six words or fewer,” she said.

“Lady, no one likes a grammar Nazi.” He turned to me. “Six words or less,” he said and shot another glare at Sabrina. “Ask for guidance, shake your arm.”

“What?”

“The blood debt is paid.”

“Yeah?”

“Means you can ask questions.”

“I’m with you so far.”

“The cards will answer.”

“How?”

“I can’t explain it in six words, man.”

“Fine. I’ll try to focus.”

“Basically, the magic is there. I connected the cards with the web lines. All the buzzing?”

“Got it.”

“I did like your old man said. Problem is, you’re limited by my magic.”

“I don’t get it.”

“Takes twenty-four hours to recharge.”

Sabrina cut in. “He’s saying he set the cards up so you can ask for guidance. Shake your arm and ask the question. Your tattoo will shift to one card, and that card will be the answer to your inquiry.”

Solomon nodded. “That’s what I said. Ask for guidance, shake your arm.”

“So now my arm’s a fucking Magic Eight-Ball? But it’s the bullshit Tarot answers, right? Not yes or no stuff. I’ll have to interpret the meaning.”

“Of course. That’s how it works.”

“But I can only do it once per day?”

“Once every twenty-four hours,” he said. He handed the deck of cards to me. “These aren’t tuned to you anymore. That blood is all inside you now.”

“That sounds disgusting.”

“I think it’s cool.”

“I do too,” Sabrina said.

 “You do this sort of thing often?” I asked.

Solomon shrugged. “From time to time.”

“Ever do sigils that can change like my cards?”

“Why, kid? You want another session?”

“God, no! My arm feels like it’s been run through a meat grinder and thrown on the barbeque.”

“Okay then.”

“Just curious how often you do this sort of thing for people?”

“None of your business, kid.” He glared at me.

“Didn’t mean to piss in your cereal.”

“All right, get out of my shop. I want to close up and go home.”

“I’d thank you,” I said, “but I still want to punch you in the face.”

He grinned. “You won’t be able to throw a punch with your right arm for a few days.”

“Sabrina will be able to heal it up once she recharges.”

She shook her head. “It will have to be tomorrow,” she said. “Right now, all I want to do is sleep.”

“Me too,” Solomon said.

“Me three,” I said.

“You always want to sleep,” Sabrina said.

“What’s your point?”

Solomon shook his head. “Doesn’t matter what her point is. You two need to get out of my shop now.”

Sabrina had to help me get up. “Are you going to be able to drive?”

I took a deep breath. “Yeah, I think I can manage it.” I turned back to Solomon. “Anything special I need to do for the first week while this heals?”

“Don’t go swimming, keep it out of the sun.”

“Do I need lotion or anything?”

“Normally you would, but I took care of that with my magic. Just be aware that the colors may bleed into your sheets tonight, so you might want to put some old sheets on your bed. Other than that, you’re all set.”

“Cool.”

We stepped out into the sunlight, and I winced like Michael would have. Michael is a vampire, so sunlight messes with him. 

Sabrina walked with me to my car. “Give me the deck,” she said.

“Huh?” I asked, thinking about dropping into my nice, comfortable bed.

“The cards. I can send them back to my father.”

“Why? He stole them to begin with.”

“You don’t need them. The magic is in your arm now.”

She had a point. I handed the deck to her. “Good riddance,” I said.

My phone rang. It was Lakesha. What could she possibly want just after noon on a Monday? And why in the holy-assed hell would she be calling me at that ungodly hour?

I almost let it go to voicemail because I had a bad reputation to maintain, but it was easier to answer if only to tell her I wouldn’t be in at one.

“We’re sorry,” I said, “but Brett Masters is currently unavailable for conversations. Please call back at a reasonable hour.”

“Cut the shit,” Lakesha said. “This is important.”

“Right. What’s going on with your bad self?” I asked.

Sabrina rolled her eyes.

While I couldn’t see her, I was willing to bet Lakesha did the same.

“We have a problem, Brett.”

She didn’t call me Brat, so I knew it really was important. “Can you give it to me in six words or less?”

“Regina just killed a man.”

 

 

 

 

 

 


CHAPTER NINE

 

Sabrina and I entered Lakesha’s store twenty minutes later. Lakesha was ringing up a purchase for a customer. Herbs of some kind, not that I cared. Isis stood guard on the counter, glaring at me as Sabrina and I approached.

“Hi, Isis,” Sabrina said and scratched the cat under the chin.

Isis purred.

“Hey, cat,” I said and reached to scratch her chin as well, but she took a swipe at me with her claws. I jerked my hand back.

“Don’t tease the cat,” Lakesha said to me. She turned back to her customer. “Thanks, Norah. You have a blessed day.”

Norah, a middle-aged woman with tanned skin and almond-shaped eyes took her bag then rubbed Isis behind the ears. Isis leaned into the rubbing, purring up a storm. “See you soon, Isis,” Norah said. She gave me the stink-eye, and walked out.

“What did I do?” I asked nobody in particular.

“You exist,” Lakesha said. “That alone is a crime against humanity.”

“I love you too.”

Lakesha came around the counter and embraced Sabrina. “Good to see you, Bri. Did you have a good trip?”

“I did. Thanks.”

“You look like you haven’t slept in days, girl.”

“We were up all night getting Brett’s tattoo. I’ll work an alertness spell in a few minutes. Brett said someone died?”

“Did he fill you in?”

“No. We’re in separate cars.”

“Why don’t you go on home and get some rest. Brett and I can handle this.”

“And miss out on the excitement?”

“I don’t know how exciting it is, but we’ve got a drive ahead of us.”

“I’m not sure I can keep my eyes open,” I said. “I’m wiped out.”

Lakesha frowned at me. “Wait here.”

She moved through the bead curtain.

I started to lean back against the counter, but Isis growled at me.

“She doesn’t like you,” Sabrina said.

“What was your first clue?”

“I always knew Isis had good taste. Isn’t that right, Isis?” The cat purred as Sabrina stroked her back. Her ass went up in the air with each stroke.

“Don’t get the cat all hot and bothered,” I said.

Sabrina made a face. “Gross.”

“You’re the one getting her to raise her butt.”

“Don’t be a dumbass. Oh, yeah, you can’t help it.”

Lakesha returned with a ceramic cup. She handed it to me. “Drink this. It’ll wake you up.”

It smelled like coffee. “What’s in it?”

“Coffee.”

“You didn’t mix in some magical herbs or anything?”

“It’s regular coffee. Drink it while I gather a few things.”

“Did you spit in it?”

She glared at me. “Don’t get cute with me, boy.”

She disappeared into the backroom again.

I sipped the coffee. It was good. And sure enough, it perked me up a bit.

“Bring me up to speed,” Sabrina said. Then she grinned and added, “And do it in six words or fewer.”

I returned the grin. “An abducted ghost is killing people.”

“How does one abduct a ghost?”

“With a couple of flashlights and a smart phone. Evidently, there’s an app for that.”

Lakesha returned with a big purse over her shoulder. “I think I have everything I need. Let’s go.”

“Where are we going?” I asked.

“Houston.”

“Why?”

“Because that’s where the man was killed.”

“And how do you know Regina did it?”

“It was on the news.”

“Really?” I asked. “Breaking news, a ghost named Regina is killing people in Houston, Hashtag poltergeist. Hashtag Austin’s jealous.”

Lakesha shook her head. “Boy, I oughta slap you upside the head.”

“Wouldn’t be the first time.”

“Might knock some sense into you.”

“It’s a legitimate question. You want to drive an hour to Houston when all I want to do is go to bed.”

“He has a point,” Sabrina said. “What did you see on the news?”

“All right, look,” Lakesha said. “You’re right that they didn’t come right out and say it, but if you dip Occam’s Razor into a cauldron overflowing with magic, you can put two and two together and get seven. I had a feeling I should watch, so I did, and what I saw convinced me I was right.”

“You lost me at Occam’s Razor,” I said.

“Confession time,” Sabrina said. “You lost me, too.”

She sighed. “Neither of you watched the news?”

Sabrina and I shook our heads. “I was busy getting tortured,” I said.

“And I was busy enjoying it,” Sabrina said.

“Well I damn sure didn’t record it, so you’ll just have to trust me.”

“I could bring it up on my phone,” Sabrina said.

“That’s all right.” Lakesha said. “I’ll drive, and I’ll explain on the way.” She held up some keys and jangled them. Her key chain featured an odd looking slitted brown ball, and when she held it up, the lids opened to reveal a bloodshot eyeball.

Before I could ask about it, she shoved me toward the door. The Van Morrison song “Brown Eyed Girl” got lodged in my head.

She flipped the store sign to closed, then locked up, and led us around to the back alley. When she hit the key fob, her alarm chirped and the running lights flashed on a mid-seventies black Cadillac hearse.

“There better not be a corpse in there,” I said.

“You’ll be the corpse if you don’t get moving.”

Sabrina laughed as she and I went around to the passenger side. We all piled into the front of the hearse with Sabrina in the middle. I looked into the back. The original rollers with tables were still there, and curtains stretched across the side windows. There were curtains on the back window, too, but they were open. The interior smelled like a fresh Christmas tree, which made sense since there were two pine air fresheners dangling from the rearview mirror.

My right arm throbbed, and I didn’t want to use any muscles, so I reached across with my left hand to shut the door.

Lakesha fired up the car and we headed for Houston.

 “The news had a story about a man dying at a shopping mall and I got a feeling about it.”

“And that tells you Regina’s ghost killed the dude?” I asked.

“Witnesses said he had a confrontation with a security guard on the escalator. One witness said the guard rolled up his sleeves and moved toward the guy, and his victim staggered back as if struck even though they were five feet apart. The victim staggered off the escalator to the second floor, spun and tumbled over the rail, falling to his death. Broken neck. What do you think?”

I leaned my head against the window while she spoke, and when she finished, I gave her an exaggerated snore.

“Hit him for me,” Lakesha said to Sabrina.

“With pleasure.” Sabrina punched my shoulder.

“Ow.”

“Did you listen to what I said?”

“Part of it,” I said. “Still trying to figure out why we’re heading to Houston for this. They had to list it as an accident, right?”

“They did.”

“And you think it’s murder.”

“I do. I told you, I sensed it. They interviewed the guard in question, and in the middle of the interview he reached back to scratch his head, and I saw a tattoo on his forearm of a Solomonic Triangle.”

“Was Regina’s face in the circle inside that triangle?”

“No.”

“And there can’t be more than one guy in East Texas with a triangle tattoo on his forearm?”

“You forget that I’m psychic.”

“I thought you were a witch.”

“Hit him again for me,” Lakesha said.

“Gladly,” Sabrina said and punched my shoulder again.

“Stop it,” I said.

“She’s a powerful witch, Brett,” Sabrina said. “Of course she’s psychic.”

“So you had a feeling,” I said.

“That’s right.” Lakesha gripped the wheel tighter.

“I’ve got a feeling too,” I said. “My feeling tells me it’s nap time.”

“You’d best start believing my feelings, Brett. I’m never wrong.”

“Wake me up when we get wherever it is we’re going.”

“The mall.”

“So you can sense some more bullshit?”

“Show some respect,” Sabrina said.

“She’s not Aretha, so I don’t have to.”

I leaned against the door and went to sleep.

 

 

 

 

 

 


CHAPTER TEN

 

If you’ve seen one large shopping mall, you’ve seen them all. Lots of little shops selling a bunch of crap nobody needs. Gift shops, overpriced shoes, ladies lingerie. Okay, maybe the lingerie was necessary.

Lakesha parked by the movie theater entrance, and led the way into Westlake Mall. The place wasn’t very busy, but it was a school day before three, so other than a few gangbangers, there were old women, a few middle-aged men out buying jewelry to get out of the doghouse with their wives, and a few women with toddlers heading into a toy store.

“Can we start with the food court?” I asked. “I could sure go for some Panda Express. Maybe the panda witnessed the ghost slaying. And if not, at least I can get some Szechuan chicken.”

“Keep it up,” Lakesha said.

“I haven’t had anything to eat since yesterday.”

“I’m hungry, too,” Sabrina said.

“We’re going to the escalator first,” Lakesha said.

We stopped at the first escalator. Lakesha held her arms out and shook them while closing her eyes. She snapped to attention and started walking toward the other end of the mall.

“Your psychic powers couldn’t even put you on the right side of the building?”

“You’re cruising for a bruising, Brett.”

“I’m already bruised.”

We walked past sporting goods stores, kiosks with cellphones and sunglasses with cute girls trying to stay awake while a few potential customers moved by without stopping, a pretzel shop, where I really wanted to stop because a hot pretzel sounded good, a T-shirt shop, a game store with a couple of kids skipping class, and so many others until we finally reached the other escalator. Lakesha closed her eyes, jiggled her arms, and pointed to the escalator going up to the second level.

“This is it,” she said. She pointed to the floor near a fountain with pennies in the little pool. “He died right over there.”

She got on the escalator, and we followed her.

As we rode up the escalator, she held out her arms.

Three quarters of the way up, she doubled over and pulled her arms to her body as if she’d been punched in the gut.

“Oh!” she said.

“Ghost punchers?” I asked.

Sabrina didn’t wait for a prompt to punch my shoulder again. It hurt, and I knew I’d be sporting yet another bruise.

“She was here,” Lakesha said. “She didn’t want to do it.”

“Is she still here?” Sabrina asked.

“No.”

“Are you all right?” Sabrina laid her hand on Lakesha’s shoulder. 

“I’m fine, sweetie. The emotion was overwhelming for a moment there, but I’m good.”

“There’s a pizza by the slice place over there,” I said, pointing. “Let’s eat before we play Scooby Doo and find out that Mr. Jenkins was trying to sell the mall to a Russian oligarch and would have gotten away with it if not for us meddling wizards and witches.”

We stepped off the escalator and Lakesha went to the railing to look over. She turned in a slow circle. Then she pointed to the lower level. “Back down,” she said, and walked around to the down escalator.

“So, no pizza?” I said.

“We’ll eat later, Brett,” Sabrina said.

“You’re hungry, too, right?”

She nodded.

“You’re not buying into this whole charade, are you?”

“What do you mean?”

“I mean, is this another test?”

“Huh?”

“Are you guys testing me? Seeing if I’ll sniff out the bullshit, because I’m calling you on it right now.”

“She’s sincere,” Sabrina said. “It’s not a test. Or if it is, I’m not in on it.”

“Right.”

We rode to the lower level again, and I worried we might just walk around going up and down the escalators, but Lakesha made a beeline down a hallway toward the restrooms and mall offices.

She stopped at a door marked Security.

“Let’s see if he’s in here.” She tried to open the door, but it was locked.

“We can open it with magic,” Sabrina said.

“Or we can do it the easy way.” I reached past them and knocked on the door. 

A large man in uniform opened the door. When I say large, I mean he stood six foot four and could have played linebacker for the Texans.

“Can I help you?” he asked.

Lakesha looked him up and down. She nodded. “I’m Donna J. Cavendish from the corporate office. These are my associates, Dean and Loretta. We’re here about the unfortunate accident last night.”

“Corporate was here this morning.”

“And we’re here to follow up.”

“Nobody told me about that.”

“What is your name, young man?” she asked, digging in her purse for a pen and a memo pad. She looked at him and waited.

“Henry.”

She jotted his name in her pad. “Last name?”

“Benford.”

“How long have you worked here, Mr. Benford?”

“Three months.”

“If you want to make it to four months, you’ll step back and start cooperating.”

She oozed authority, and the chump fell right into line like a whipped dog. 

“Yes, ma’am.” He looked at Sabrina and me. My long hair, T-shirt, and shorts didn’t scream corporate man. Sabrina’s yoga pants and a blue blouse didn’t either, but he wasn’t about to call us on it while Lakesha held the reins.

The office featured a desk and a bank of monitors. We could watch shoppers wander through the mall from eyes in the ceilings.

He might have been watching as we went up the escalator. I wondered what he thought of Lakesha’s act when she doubled up. Maybe that he’d better not visit the food court that day.

“I need to see the accident report, and the security footage, and I need those right now, Mr. Benford.”

“Maybe I should call to get authorization.”

“I’m authorizing it right here, right now. Don’t make me write you up. Three written warnings and you’re history.” She stared at him. “You already have two verbals and two written, isn’t that right?”

“What? How could you—?”

“She was underage, Mr. Benford.” She glared up at him.

“She said she was eighteen. Look, I need this job.”

Okay, maybe she was psychic.

“Cooperate and you can keep it. Who was on duty last night?”

“Weston Hughes.”

“Show me the footage.”

He blinked a few times, but gave in and moved behind the counter. We all crowded around the large monitor on the desktop. He punched some keys on the computer.

The image was black and white and from a distance. The bird’s eye view showed a security guard move around a gaggle of teenage girls to catch up to an overweight man in a short sleeve button up shirt with a striped tie. The man wore thick glasses, and the security guard, Mr. Hughes, looked at him straight on even though he was several steps below.

Hughes rolled up his sleeves, and leaned forward. Hughes was a young man—early twenties—and looked like he spent his off hours working out. He had chiseled cheekbones, and short, dark hair. The man in the tie jerked backward as if punched. The escalator carried him to the second level and he staggered backward at the top, then turned and tried to catch himself, but tumbled over and fell out of sight of the camera.

“Back it up.”

He hit a few keys and the image danced backward so the tie man flipped over the railing and moved toward the escalator to go down. He jerked forward.

“Freeze it.”

He paused the image.

Lakesha leaned toward the screen. “Can this zoom in?”

“No.”

She tapped the screen pointing to a visible tattoo on Hughes’ forearm. It was a triangle, but the image was too small to make out a circle inside it.

“Does Mr. Hughes work tonight?” she asked.

“He’s due in at five.”

“Pull up the accident report.”

He tapped the keys and clicked the mouse a few times, then the screen was filled by a report. Lakesha quickly read it. “Thank you, Mr. Benford. I’ll make sure the higher-ups know you’re doing a good job. How late are you here?”

“Six.”

“Very well. We’ll be back to talk to Mr. Hughes at five.”

“He already talked to corporate security and the police.”

Lakesha gave the power reigns a sharp tug. “And he’ll talk to me as well.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

 

 

 

 

 

 


CHAPTER ELEVEN

 

As we left the office, Lakesha took a plastic bottle of hairspray out of her big bag. She sprayed a circle on the door with a symbol of some sort inside it. The circle was only visible from an angle, and when it dried, it would be invisible.

She repeated the circle and symbol a few times on walls, and support posts as we worked our way over to the food court.

“What are you doing?” I asked.

Sabrina sighed. “She’s setting warning sigils, of course.”

“Bingo,” Lakesha said.

We grabbed some pizza at the food court, and watched people shopping. The mall had a number of stores with their metal security grates down and For Lease signs in the windows.

Lakesha straightened in her seat, eyes wide. “They’re coming,” she said.

“Who?”

“One of my sigils was just triggered. Behind me, coming around the corner.”

A man in a security uniform came around the corner beside an attractive, thick woman in a smart business suit. The guard was definitely Weston Hughes, and based on the triangle tattoos on the woman’s arms, she was the big woman who’d helped abduct Regina.

“What do you want me to do?”

“Nothing right now. Don’t attract attention.”

“You’re going to confront him anyway in a few hours.”

“Not in public.”

“Your call,” I said.

When I looked back at the woman with Hughes, I was transfixed. She was a damn fine looking woman. She laughed at something Hughes said, and her smile reached her eyes. My first thought was that if I could ever make her laugh, I’d have done something worthy of note.

They walked past, and her perfume smelled like flowers after making love in a soft rain. A warm feeling washed over me. I wanted to go to her and win her heart. Without even speaking a word to her or hearing her voice, I got the impression that she was the woman I’d been searching for my entire life.

I started to push myself out of my chair.

Sabrina touched my arm. “What’s wrong with you?”

I snapped out of it. “Huh?”

“Oh, shit,” Lakesha said, staring over my shoulder.

I turned in time to see Hughes turn toward us. He strode up to our table.

“Who are you?” he asked, narrowing his gaze at Lakesha.

The woman walked over with him.

I stood and reached for her. “Hey there, beautiful,” I said.

“Bugger off, asshole. She’s mine.” Hughes shoved me, and I tripped over my chair, falling to the floor. A few people turned to watch, but no one moved closer.

Lakesha pushed her chair back and rose. “I know who you are, Weston Hughes.”

“I feel like I should know you,” Weston said.

I got to my feet, and tried to move toward the woman. “I’m Brett,” I said. “I’m in a band.”

“Good for you,” the woman said.

“What’s your name?” I asked.

Weston grabbed my shirt and pulled me close to him. “I told you to back off, asshole.”

“Technically, you told me to bugger off,” I said. I looked over his shoulder at the woman. She grinned and batted her eyes at me. “What’s your name, gorgeous?”

Weston cocked his arm back and clenched a fist, ready to punch me, but Sabrina made a quick motion with her hands and Weston’s pants dropped to his ankles.

“What the hell?”

He wore boxer briefs with the Batman symbol on the crotch. Guess what’s hiding in the bat cave?

“Dude. Batman?”

He let go of me so he could pull up his pants.

“You children can argue all you like,” the woman of my dreams said. “But I have to get to work.”

She walked away. Her ass was almost as big as Lakesha’s and I liked the way her black skirt hugged her curves. I sure wished I had a swing like that in my backyard. I started singing “Baby Got Back” by Sir Mix-A-Lot under my breath because I liked big butts, too.

“Brett, where are you going?” Sabrina asked.

I snapped out of it to some degree. I realized I’d moved around Weston to follow the woman. I watched her go into a store called Jacob’s Jewelry. Weston fastened his pants. He looked toward the woman, then back at Lakesha, confused. Should he stay and confront her, or should he go after his girlfriend?

“What’s her name, man?” I asked.

“Fuck you.”

“That’s not a very good name.”

A couple of Weston’s security guard buddies ambled our direction. I suspected this wouldn’t go our way.

“Is there a problem here?” one of the guards asked.

“No, guys,” Weston said, waving them off. “Just a misunderstanding.”

“You need us, we got your back.”

“Thanks.”

The guards walked to the railing overlooking the floor below, then stopped and turned, keeping an eye on us. Or more to the point, making sure we saw them. They weren’t going anywhere.

Weston gazed at Lakesha. “You seem awfully familiar.”

Lakesha and Sabrina could handle Weston. I moved off toward the jewelry store. I’d never forgive myself if I didn’t win the big girl’s love. She was like an earth mother, and something about her had speared my heart and soul.

“Brett?” Sabrina said.

Weston strode after me, grabbed my shoulder, and spun me around to face him.

“Careful,” I said, putting my hands up. “I bruise easily.” Moving my right arm hurt like hell.

“I’ll break your face if you go near my girl.”

Lakesha held up her hand to reveal some gray powder in her palm. She blew the powder into my face and said something that sounded like gibberish.

I blinked a few times.

“What’s going on?” I asked.

“Go sit down, Brett. Sabrina, can you handle the other guards?”

“On it.” Sabrina intercepted Weston’s buddies, who’d already started back across the court.

“I’m going to kick your ass,” Weston started to roll up his sleeve.

Lakesha was faster. She drew a circle in the air and ran her hand through it.

Weston stepped back and looked dazed. His arms dropped to his sides.

Lakesha held the invisible circle between her hands, pushing it together in the air. “Finish rolling up his sleeve, Brett.”

“I thought I was supposed to go sit down,” I said.

“Brett,” she said and it sounded like a warning.

“Don’t let him hit me.”

“I’ve got him for now.”

I looked over at the other security guards. Sabrina had them back at the railing, distracted. She leaned against the railing, smiling at them, and from the way they smiled, they probably thought they could get lucky.

I rolled up Weston’s right sleeve. Solomonic Triangle tattoo.

“Regina?” Lakesha said.

The black circle inside the triangle swirled and a woman’s tortured face rose out of the tattoo. She was a black woman in her early thirties. Regina. She mouthed some words, but there was no sound.

Weston broke free of the spell. He shook his head, and glared at Lakesha. “Witch!” he said.

She reached up and grabbed his ear. She yanked him down, and he cried out in pain.

The guards heard the cry. It broke them out of whatever spell Sabrina had them under. “Hey!” one of them shouted.

“You haven’t seen the last of me,” Lakesha said, then let go of him.

“You’re hereby banned from the mall,” one guard said.

Lakesha laughed and stepped close to the approaching guards, waving her hands. She whispered, “You can’t hold it any longer.”

The guards’ eyes went wide as they wet their pants.

“Oh no!” one said.

“Oops!” said the other.

“Wet clean up in the food court,” I said.

“Might want to go get changed,” Lakesha said and patted them on the shoulders.

“Where did Weston go?” Sabrina asked.

I turned, and realized he was gone. Not my problem, but I’d use him as an excuse to get where I really wanted to be.

“He probably went to the jewelry store,” I said. “I’ll check.” I started off toward the jewelry store at a fast trot.

“Wait,” Lakesha said. “We’ll go with you.”

“Why?”

“Because the woman is a witch, and she cast a spell on you.”

“What makes you think that?”

Lakesha rolled her eyes. “You can barely get outta bed, and now you’re practically sprinting through a mall.”

“Just trying to be helpful.”

“There’s a first.”

The jewelry store looked like your typical mall variety with a number of clear glass cases showing off a variety of necklaces, rings and earrings. An old man in a gray three-piece suit and a red power tie stood behind a counter displaying diamond rings. He looked to be in good physical condition, but his hair was silver and he wore a neatly trimmed beard and mustache.

“My name is Gene. How may I help you?” he asked.

“There was a hot chick here a minute ago,” I said. “I think she works here.”

“No, I’m the only one here,” Gene said. “Haven’t had a customer in fifteen minutes, either.”

I pointed to an open cabinet. It displayed a row of black headless mannequin necks with various necklaces: diamonds, rubies, sapphires. One of them was naked. “Is that supposed to be open?”

“Oh dear,” Gene said, putting his fingers to his lips. “We’ve been robbed!” He moved his hands out in an exaggerated gesture of surprise, palms toward me as if I was pointing a gun at him.

“They only took one item.”

“The Eye of the Tiger,” Gene said, lowering his hands as he approached the case.

And the old Survivor song got stuck in my head. Maybe the band could add it to our playlist.

“What’s the Eye of the Tiger?” Sabrina asked.

“It’s a black onyx necklace,” Gene said. “I am so fired.”

 

 

 

 

 

 


CHAPTER TWELVE

 

We didn’t hang around to see what happened with the robbery. While Gene called the police, we exited the mall. Lakesha led the way.

“They had to go out this way,” she said, pointing to an exit leading to a parking garage.

“How do you know?”

“Because they didn’t set off any of my wards the other way.”

“For all we know, Scotty beamed them up to the Enterprise,” I said.

“James Doohan is dead,” Lakesha said, “and Star Trek was a TV show.”

“Star Trek was a movie. Who’s James Doohan?”

“Scotty.”

“That’s Simon Pegg,” I said.

“I trust you’re kidding,” she said as we finally reached the exit.

I grinned. “A little. I didn’t know you were a Trekkie.”

“I grew up watching Star Trek. You have no idea what that show meant to me. It was the first time I saw someone who looked like me doing an important job on television. Nichelle Nichols is one of my personal heroes, and Uhura is my favorite fictional character.” Lakesha looked up and down the row of parked cars in front of us. No one was around. “Maybe we should split up and check the parking garage.”

“You can’t check it with magic?”

“I’m tapped out. It took a surprising amount of energy to hold Weston.”

“What about Sabrina?”

Sabrina shrugged. “I don’t know what kind of spell I can use.”

“A location spell would be nice,” I said. “Bite yourself and find them. Or can you only do housework?”

She pointed her finger and zapped me in the ass.

“Ow!”

“Don’t piss me off,” she said. “I’m tired and cranky.”

“Seems to me they had a getaway driver,” I said.

“Let’s split up and search anyway.”

“And if we find them?” Sabrina asked.

Lakesha hesitated. “I don’t know. Follow them?”

“Wow,” I said. “We make a great investigative team.”

“Shut up,” Lakesha and Sabrina said at the same time.

“I’m just saying.”

“Shut up!”

We split up. I checked the main level of the parking garage, but didn’t find anything unusual, and found no sign of the love of my life. I leaned against a concrete pillar for a moment, then slid to a sitting position. If they were on an upper level, they’d have to drive down. Made sense to me. If they were already gone, why should I waste time walking around?

As soon as I sat down, I realized I should have looked first. Something squished against my butt. I moved to get up and saw that I’d planted myself on a piece of bubble gum.

“Oh, man,” I said.

I tried pulling it off the seat of my pants. My fingers got sticky, and gum got caked under my fingernails.

This wasn’t working.

I took off my shorts. I wasn’t going commando or anything, so it wasn’t a big deal. I stood there in my boxer briefs and tried to get the gum off my shorts.

I was still working on it when Sabrina found me.

“What the hell are you doing?”

I held up my shorts. “Some jerk spit out their gum on the ground.”

“So you thought you’d sit down on the job?”

“I was watching for them.”

“You were planning to take a nap.”

“I was just going to rest. There’s a difference.”

Lakesha wandered over, out of breath. She stared at me for a moment. “This ain’t no strip show, boy. Put your clothes on.”

“No sign of them?” Sabrina asked.

“Nothing at all.”

“What are the odds Weston shows up to work?”

“Slim.”

“We should wait to see.”

“Cool,” I said. “I need to buy some new shorts.”

“You got that right,” Lakesha said. “You sure as hell aren’t planting your gum-covered ass on my car seat.”

I tried wiping gum off my fingers onto the concrete pillar. Some of it came off, but most of it didn’t. “I hate people,” I said.

“They hate you too,” Lakesha said.

I pulled on my gummy shorts and we went back into the mall. I bought a pair of shorts in a department store and changed in one of the restrooms.

As I walked out of the bathroom, I caught a whiff of the girl’s perfume.

“Oh, baby,” I said. Like Toucan Sam searching for Froot Loops, I let my nostrils lead the way to the women’s restroom.

I realized the restroom was for women only, but I figured what was in my pants was also for women only, so I pushed the door open and stepped inside.

“Hey, pretty lady,” I said. “Come on out. Let’s talk.”

There was a row of four stalls. Only one was occupied.

I knocked on the stall door.

“You about done?” I asked.

No answer, but I heard something dripping.

“Hello?”

She wasn’t peeing. The sound was a slow and steady drip, drip, drip. I pushed on the door, but it didn’t budge. “You asleep in there?” I asked. “Wake up so I can pledge my undying love to you.”

Still no reply.

I dropped to my knees to peek under the stall. Either this chick had gigantic feet or this wasn’t her. A dark puddle of blood spread out on the floor. I couldn’t fit underneath the door, so I entered the next stall over and stood on the toilet. I peered over.

Weston Hughes sat on the john and his head was cocked to the side. His throat had been slashed.

“Gross. That undying love thing?” I said. “I take it back.”

A few minutes later, I had Lakesha and Sabrina in the restroom. When they saw him, Lakesha shook her head and Sabrina blanched, putting a hand to her mouth.

Lakesha rolled up Weston’s sleeve and placed a hand on the Solomonic Triangle tattoo.

“Regina’s not in here.”

“Is that a good thing or a bad thing?”

“I don’t know. I think the witch wanted us to find the body, though.”

“Why’s that?” I asked.

“Because she drenched it in her perfume.”

I shrugged. “I can think of a few good things about it.”

“Really?” Sabrina asked, trying not to look at the body. “I can’t. It means the witch got away. And it means she’s a murderer.”

“True,” I said. “But it means some other things, too.”

“Such as?”

I smiled and raised a finger.

Lakesha shook her head. “I don’t even want to know,” she said.

“I’m going to tell you anyway.”

“I knew you would. Get it over with so I can smack you upside the head.”

“First of all, it means she wasn’t in love with Weston here.”

“I don’t care,” Sabrina said.

“Oh, but I do. It means she’s free to hook up with me when we find her.”

“She’s a killer,” Sabrina said.

“We don’t know that for sure. Maybe the other guy killed Weston and she poured her perfume on him to make sure he was found.”

Lakesha rolled her eyes. “Your pretzel logic is stupid.”

“Another good thing is that I smelled the perfume and felt the spellbinding effects, but when I saw dipshit here, I didn’t want to be with him.”

“Which proves, what? That you’re not gay?”

“That, plus it proves I’m not a necrophiliac.”

“That was in doubt?”

I shrugged. I didn’t care that Lakesha thought it was stupid. It distracted Sabrina enough that she didn’t hurl on the body. You take the positives where you can.

 

 

 

 

 

 


CHAPTER THIRTEEN

 

“I’m going to report the body,” Lakesha said. “There should be plenty of cops at the jewelry store. You two are going to track the witch.”

“How are we going to do that?” I asked.

“Sabrina will enhance your olfactory senses, and you’ll follow the trail of her perfume.”

“I think I can do that,” Sabrina said. “And I need to get out of here. My stomach is still doing flip flops.”

“There’s no puking at crime scenes,” I said. “Let’s talk about the magic. How enhanced? Can you focus it on the perfume?”

“You could if you’d ever bothered to learn any control.”

“So when you heighten my sense of smell, I’m going to have to smell a fart at a hundred yards?”

“You’re going to smell everything,” Sabrina said.

“I don’t want to do that.”

Lakesha shook her head. “Nobody asked what you want, Brat. I’m supposed to be teaching you how to use your own magic, but so far, you’re still leaning hard on your cousin.” And as she turned to leave, she shook her head in disgust. Didn’t she know I’d helped Sabrina deal with the body? I hated to admit that her headshake bothered me. Shades of my dear old dad’s disapproval.

Sabrina grabbed my nose. She didn’t even wince as she bit the inside of her cheek to draw blood. Then she dialed up my olfactory system.

She shoved me out of the women’s room. “As hot and bothered as you got for that witch, this should be easy for you.”

I took a whiff of the air.

Okay, if you ever get a heightened sense of smell, don’t use it near the restrooms. I wrinkled my nose.

“Focus on the perfume,” Sabrina said.

I moved farther down the hall and sniffed again. Still shitty, but now I could detect those flowers. Sabrina followed me down the hall into the main mall. I sniffed one way. Popcorn. Movie theater was that way. I sniffed the other way. Pizza, Chinese food, and the guy walking past us had a dime bag of weed in his back pocket. He also needed to wipe better.

Yeah, I needed better focus.

A mother pushed a stroller with a baby, and the baby needed changed. At least it was number one. I tried to hone in on the perfume. Too many other women wore perfume as well.

Too many men wore cologne.

The janitor needed to change the mop water.

I focused not only on the smell, but on the feeling. Sniff, sniff. Desire welled up a bit. I pointed. “She went this way.”

It’s not easy to ignore smells. As we moved through the mall, I cringed a few times. “Personal hygiene much?” I said more than once.

Sabrina slapped my arm. “Be nice.”

“They’re the ones stinking up the place. I want to hand out Altoids to most of these assholes, too.”

“That could be you,” Sabrina said.

“That lady needs to wash her hair,” I said, pointing.

Sabrina smacked my hand. “Stop it,” she said, but chuckled.

That was all the encouragement I needed. “That dude uses Irish Spring. That dude needs to.”

“Follow the perfume.”

“Oh, damn, that dude just let a nasty one rip. I think something crawled up his ass and died.”

The trail of perfume led to a shoe store.

“Smelly feet coming right up,” I said. “She went in here.”

The clerk was helping a mother with a boy and girl. The girl tugged at her mother’s shirt. “Billy’s touching me.”

“Don’t touch your sister.”

Billy shrugged and touched his sister.

We moved down the aisle. I stopped to admire a pair of tennis shoes. “Oh, I like those.”

“Keep going.”

“I could use some new shoes.”

“Another time.”

“But new shoes smell good.”

Then the perfume smell grew stronger. New shoes do smell good, but not as good as the promise of sex. I went through a door into the backroom. Shelves filled with shoeboxes lined the room, and a small office sat at the very back. The aroma intensified as I walked toward the open door. Then I saw her. She had her back to me, and she was talking on her cellphone.

“Yes, I’ve got her inside me,” she said.

I blocked the doorway so she wouldn’t be able to get away. “That sounds painful,” I said.

She spun around. “You?”

“I’m hot for you, baby, but you have more in common with a praying mantis than I’m comfortable with.”

“Hang on,” she said into the phone. “I have to deal with an asshole.”

She set the phone on the desk, but before she could make another motion, Sabrina stepped up and let loose with a powerful blast of energy.

The girl flew backward against a file cabinet and grunted in pain. Sabrina held her in place.

I grabbed her phone. “Hello?” I said. “Are you the ringleader of the circus?”

“Who are you?” A man’s voice.

“Good question.” I held the phone away from me. The screen showed a single name. “Quincy,” I said.

He laughed. “Put my associate on the line.”

“She’s not available at this time. What’s your deal, dude?”

“Let me go,” the hot chick said.

“Hang on, man.” I glared at the girl. “I’ll get to you in a minute. My … associate is way more powerful than you are, so be good or she’ll close off your carotid artery until you pass out.”

“You wouldn’t.”

“Not me. I’m still kinda hot for you, but my associate thinks you’re a bitch.”

“True that,” Sabrina said. “A bitch and a killer.”

“I didn’t kill anyone.”

“Sounds like you have your hands full, sir,” Quincy said, and the line went dead.

“Your boss hung up on me,” I said.

“Good,” the woman said.

“You slit your partner’s throat,” Sabrina said. “How can you not be bothered by that?”

“I told you, I didn’t kill anyone.”

I pressed a few icons on the phone to bring up recent calls. Then I pulled my phone from my pocket and added Quincy’s number to my contacts. I followed that by calling myself on her phone so I’d have her number too. I tossed the phone on the desk.

“You don’t mind if I call you later, do you? Once we get the whole ghost abduction and murder and theft thing sorted out, I’d like to take you to dinner. I know it’s kinda sudden, but I like to live on the edge.”

“How many times do I have to say it? I didn’t kill anyone. Jesus. You have no idea how far in over your head you are.”

“My name isn’t Jesus, but I fell for you in the food court,” I said. I stepped closer to her. I wasn’t sure how long Sabrina could hold her or what kind of movement she might be able to manage, but I really liked this woman whether or not she slit Weston’s throat. I knew it was because of the spell, but it was no less real.

“I’ll only rip out your heart, little boy,” she said. “If you two walk away now, I’ll see to it that the Dark Ones don’t hunt you down and kill you for interfering in Mr. Quincy’s operation.”

“So Quincy is his last name?” I asked. “Good to know. What’s your name?”

“We need to hurry this up,” Sabrina said. “She’s stronger than she looks, and I can feel her magic squirming free.”

I rested my elbow on the cabinet and my cheek on my hand so I could gaze at the girl. She had brown eyes that I could have stared into for hours. Her dark hair had touches of gray at the roots, so she wasn’t as young as she looked. Or maybe she was really a blonde. I couldn’t tell. I’m not a hairdresser. She had her bag hanging at her side, and when I glanced down, I saw her wallet.

“You’re a beautiful woman,” I said.

She batted her eyes at me. “And you’re a handsome man.”

“Flattery will get you everywhere with me, baby, but before we start planning a honeymoon, what say you let Regina’s ghost go?” I held her gaze, and let my right hand dip into her bag to grab her wallet. As I lifted it, I spotted a necklace with a big black jewel set into a almond-shaped opal. The black onyx. The Eye of the Tiger.

“You found us because of a ghost?”

“She’s sort of a friend of the family.”

“She was a suicide.”

“I really want to kiss you,” I said, putting her wallet in my back pocket. “Is that part of your spell?”

“I’ll bite your lip.”

“I don’t recommend that,” I said, gazing into her eyes to keep her attention while I reached back into the bag for the necklace. “I’m a powerful wizard, and if you draw blood, I’m likely to accidentally blow you to smithereens, wherever that is, and I’d really rather take you back to my place for some fun.”

“You’re not my type.”

“My name is Carlton, and I might grow on you.”

“Like a fungus,” Sabrina said. “She’s getting free.”

“It’s all right, Dana,” I said, so the girl wouldn’t know Sabrina’s real name. “I think she wants me something fierce. I know I want her.”

“You want every woman.”

“I don’t want you, Dana.” I gave the girl a smile as I casually slipped the necklace into my front pocket. “What say you tell me your name. You’d make my day.”

“I’m going to make you cry, Brett.”

It hit me that I’d already told her my name. “Brett is my last name,” I said. “Carlton Brett. Your big lummox of a boyfriend knocked me down before I could do my Bond, James Bond routine. I was trying to be cool.”

“Mr. Quincy is no doubt sending reinforcements, Carlton, Brett, or whatever. This is your last chance to walk away from this.”

“Turn Regina loose, beautiful.”

“I’m losing it,” Sabrina said. “She’s building power.”

I reached out with my forefinger and touched the tip of the woman’s nose. “Are you a good witch or a bad witch?”

“You want the ghost?”

“I do.”

“Here you go,” she said and broke free from Sabrina’s grip. Her arms straightened and the tattoos on her arms spun.

Regina shot out of the tattoo, and arced around behind me.

I leaned in and kissed the woman. I didn’t plan it. What can I say? It just happened. But she kissed me back, so I was golden.

The ghost slammed into me, but went right through me into the woman.

She slammed her palm against the filing cabinet, and pointed at Sabrina. A blast of energy shot forth. Sabrina dove to the side and the blast hit the shelf behind her. Orange boxes exploded, sending tennis shoes, white tissue paper, and silica packs flying every which way.

“You just killed me!” the woman yelled.

She punched me in the throat, grabbed her phone from where I’d dropped it on the desk, and raced from the room.

I dropped to the floor, choking.

Sabrina rushed to me. “Do you need help or should I go after her?”

I tried to speak, but my words came out choked. “Let her go.” I rubbed at my throat.

“Are you sure?”

I nodded and glanced at the sigil the woman had carved into the filing cabinet with her fingernail. “We need to get out of here.” My voice sounded better, but it hurt to swallow. At least I could breathe.

“We should stop her. What did she mean saying you killed her?”

“No clue.”

“That was weird.”

I climbed to my feet and pulled the necklace from my pocket. “On a more positive note, she’ll want to get in touch with us,” I said and grinned.

There was a back exit, so we took it, and burst into the sunlight. We hurried toward the parking lot where Lakesha’s hearse sat waiting. Sabrina called Lakesha and told her to meet us there, while I pulled the woman’s wallet from my back pocket. I flipped it open. Pennsylvania driver’s license with the name Abigail Annette Argent. Her parents must have hated her, but she could at least come first in the internet magic lists as AAA Witch Services.

“You stole her wallet?” Sabrina asked.

“She wouldn’t tell me her name.”

“And her necklace?”

“She stole that first. I just channeled your father.”

She shook her head and laughed. Her father was a kleptomaniac wizard who stole shit from everyone. For a few years when I was eleven and twelve, I wanted to be like him, and he taught me a few skills. My father was so pissed. I’ll never forget his admonishing finger waving in my face. “So you’ll apply yourself to thievery, but not to magic?”

But stealing shit was fun until you got caught, and I was never any good at the whole magic thing.

 

 

 

 

 

 


CHAPTER FOURTEEN

 

Lakesha met us at the hearse a few minutes later. She unlocked the vehicle and we piled inside with Sabrina in the center again.

“I trust everything went well with the cops?” I asked.

“I called them, but I didn’t stick around to see them.”

“You had to call them?”

Lakesha nodded as she wheeled around a curve to exit the shopping center parking lot. “Yeah,” she said. “I went back to the jewelry store, but it was closed. No cops. No crime scene tape or anything.”

“That’s weird,” I said. “But not as weird as the shit we dealt with.” I filled her in on the run-in with Abigail. We were on the highway headed home by the time I finished up and dangled the black onyx necklace in one hand, letting it swing back and forth like a pendulum.

“So you’re a thief as well as a slacker,” Lakesha said. “We should return the jewel. I’ll turn around at the next exit. If I can get over, that is.” She signaled to change lanes, but Houston traffic at rush hour is a parking lot, and with all the highways and byways swirling over and under one another, it’s a real pain in the ass to get where you want to go. The lane beside us was packed bumper to bumper. The guy in front of us hit the brakes, and Lakesha was still looking to see if she could get over.

“Brakes,” I said.

She hit the brakes hard enough to bark the tires. Fortunately, we weren’t going fast and managed to stop without a collision.

“You said the store was closed,” I said. “We’re never going to be able to get over, and we’re in the right lane to get back to forty-five. Let’s just hang on to the necklace for now. Besides, we may need it to deal with Abigail. She had to have stolen it for a reason.”

“Well, since the store is closed, and I don’t want to deal with rush hour traffic any longer than I have to, we’ll call it good for the day. But you need to promise to return it. I don’t want that old man to get fired.”

“I promise. Gene Gene the Dancing Machine will get to keep his shit job.”

“How do you know it’s a shit job?” Sabrina asked.

“Because it’s a job.”

She shrugged. “You have a point.”

“Not all jobs are bad,” Lakesha said.

“That’s true,” I said.

“You’ve never had a job,” Sabrina said.

“That’s not true. I had a blow job just last week.”

“Girl,” Lakesha said. “I can’t reach past you, so you need to slap him for me.”

So Sabrina slapped my left arm and shoulder multiple times. I suspect at least one of those was for Lakesha.

But I didn’t care. It was worth it.

When we got back to Galveston, I told Sabrina to head back to the house, told Lakesha I’d see her the next day after two, and hopped in my car without telling them where I was going.

I was tired, and I wanted to go home, but I felt I had a promise to make good on while there was still some light left.

Demetrius was in his room when I arrived at the haunted house. I knocked on the doorjamb to get his attention.

“Hi, Brat,” he said.

“Try that again, little man,” I said.

“Hi, Brett.”

“That’s better. It’s a bit dark in here. Come on out on the front porch.”

“What for?”

I held up the two comic books. “Blast from the past, buddy.”

His face lit up, and it was worth it to have comic geeks look down their noses at me. It’s not every day you can make a dead kid smile.

We went out on the porch, sat on the steps, and I read the comic books to him. He sat enraptured by the adventures of Brother Voodoo and a werewolf fighting some silly-assed bald dude in robes named Dr. Glitternight.

When I closed the second comic, he looked at me with a smile. “Thank you, Brett. That was so cool.”

It occurred to me that no one had done anything like that for Demetrius in more than thirty years.

“What did you do to your arm?” he asked.

“New tattoo,” I said. “I was supposed to take the bandage off already. Want to see how it turned out?”

“Yeah.”

I peeled off the bandage.

My tattoo didn’t look any different than it had the day before. Just a Chinese dragon on my upper arm with grass and flowers on my forearm. It still hurt.

“Hmm,” I said. “Let’s try something.”

I gave my arm a shake, thinking about what tomorrow might hold.

The grass flared out and a Tarot card appeared on my forearm.

Ten of Swords: Ruin.

A bunch of swords stabbing and splintering against one another, and into a heart. Yeah, not a lot of subtext there. I remembered the Rider-Waite deck with a dude lying on the ground with ten swords sticking out of his back, too.

I shook my arm again, but nothing happened. That’s right. One query per day. And now the damn card wouldn’t go away.

“Cool,” Demetrius said.

“Not so cool,” I said. “Maybe I should just stay in bed tomorrow.”

“Well, thanks for the comics.”

“You bet, little man. If I live through tomorrow, I’ll see about getting more.”

“That would be awesome!”

His excitement broke me out of my concern about the ruinous card displayed on my forearm. Maybe the ruin would be that the next comic book would have a tear on the cover. Somehow I didn’t think I’d be that lucky.

“And if you die, you can still come back here,” Demetrius said with just as much excitement.

Funny, but that didn’t improve my outlook.

 

 

 

 

 

 


CHAPTER FIFTEEN

 

Twenty minutes later, I stumbled into the house. As I climbed the stairs, ready to crash, I heard the thunk thunk thunk of a bed frame against a wall, along with grunts and moans of pleasure.

Michael was laying undead pipe in my cousin.

I hung the necklace on my doorknob, tossed Abigail’s wallet on my dresser then collapsed on my bed. I tried to go to sleep, but the noise kept me awake.

One thing I’ll say for the vampire, he sure had stamina. As I hugged my pillow, I kept thinking about Abigail. I knew it wasn’t a natural thing. Maybe I’d absorbed too much of her perfume into my system, but all I could think about was holding her. When I found myself kissing the pillow, I knew I had a problem.

I gave up on sleep and went downstairs to get a beer. Before I finished it, Michael came downstairs in a pink terrycloth robe. His long, dark hair flowed over his shoulders. When he spotted me, I raised my bottle.

“What’s up, stud muffin?” I said.

He gave me a sly smile. “Your cousin is … energetic.”

Michael was the only guy I knew who could rock a pink robe. He got himself a glass of water. Vampires could eat and drink like the rest of us, but they had to occasionally have some blood. Fortunately, wizard blood was bad for the undead.

“What do you know about witches?” I asked.

“I’ve been with a few,” he said.

“How do their love spells work?”

“Color me clueless,” he said. “I’ve never fallen for a witch.”

I frowned.

“Something wrong, Brett?” he asked.

I finished my beer and set the empty bottle on the counter. Sabrina wouldn’t like that, but she’d get over it. After all, we had a maid service coming in now. She didn’t have to clean up after me.

“Not sure anything’s actually wrong,” I said. “Oh, who am I kidding? I’m in a bad way, dude.”

Sabrina came downstairs, so I stopped talking. “Hey, Brett,” she said.

“Cuz,” I said giving her a nod.

She embraced Michael and kissed his neck. “You look hot in pink,” she said. “You coming back to bed?”

“I’ll be up in a few,” he said and kissed her.

“Okay,” she said. She pointed at the beer bottle. “Don’t leave that on the counter, Brett. Trash can is under the sink.”

“Feel free to pitch it,” I said.

She flipped me the bird, got a glass of water, kissed Michael once more, then went back upstairs.

“What’s the problem?” Michael asked.

I shook my head. “Don’t worry about it. You should go sleep with your food.”

He raised an eyebrow. “That’s not the way I eat her,” he said.

“TMI,” I said.

He drank his water, put the glass in the dishwasher and looked at me again. “You want to talk, I’m here for you.”

“Sabrina needs you more than I do. I’ve got this.”

“Your call,” he said and went back upstairs.

I wanted to go get my phone and call Abigail, but I didn’t know what I’d say to her. After all, she didn’t like me. Her damn spell just jacked me up, and I needed to get it out of my system.

If I worked out, or went for a run, that might help, but that was too much like exercise. The headboard started bumping the wall upstairs again, and built up to a steady rhythm, so I didn’t want to go back to my room. I stretched out on the couch. My usual method for handling things was to sleep it off. That should work for this too.

When I closed my eyes, I saw Abigail. I remembered the taste of her lips. The feeling of her kissing me back. The sound of her voice. The aroma of her perfume.

I sat up.

“Son of a bitch,” I said.

For the first time in as long as I could remember, I could not go to sleep.

This was unacceptable.

Napping was my goddamn superpower. How could a witch take that away from me? I never felt like I had to be with anyone. I liked thinking only of myself. It sure made life easier. There’s a certain freedom in not giving a shit what anyone thinks.

Now I wondered what she was doing. What was she thinking? Was she thinking of me?

I got up, went upstairs, ignoring the sounds of Michael and Sabrina damaging the drywall, and put on my shoes. I considered taking my phone, but it was charging, and I’d be too tempted to call her. Then I went downstairs, out the front door, and headed toward the beach.

The scent of salty air on the breeze coming off the Gulf invigorated me. A couple weeks back, I’d met a girl on the beach. Wouldn’t it be amazing if Abigail was out for a walk, too? That would be awesome. We could walk along the beach, waves crashing around our ankles as we talked and held hands. Then she could try to kill me again and all would be wrong with the world.

I broke into a jog.

My feet pounded on the sand as I trotted down the beach toward Pleasure Pier. It was summer, so the rides stayed lit all night, even though the amusement park closed at eleven. But maybe Abigail was there anyway.

Jesus. Clearly, the spell was messing with my head.

It needed to stop, and it needed to stop now.

I turned and ran back the way I’d come, then turned toward the seawall, and took the stairs to street level two at a time. I had to wait for traffic to clear out, then I jogged across the street at the light, and cruised toward Broadway.

A few more blocks and I was home.

I took a few minutes to catch my breath, then went inside. It was time to try and sleep again. Engage my superpower. I went up to my room, checked the time on my phone—almost eleven—and saw I had a new message.

It was from Abigail.

I’d missed her call. Damn. I should have taken the phone with me. She hadn’t left a message. Double damn with peanut butter.

And I don’t even like peanut butter.

I wanted to call her right then and there, but the trip to and from the beach had served me well, and my standards finally started to click into place. I say started because I had to actually think about it. I’d gotten Abigail’s number that very day. You have to turn in your man card if you call a girl before at least three days have passed. In fact, it’s best to wait a week so the girl thinks you’ve forgotten her. I could violate the rule because I was a musician, but that rarely happened. Normally the girl called me.

And Abigail had called.

Didn’t that mean I should call her back?

I checked the voicemail message.

Dead air.

Dammit.

I weighed my options. Call her or get some sleep?

Sorry, Abigail, sleep will win that battle every time unless I’m guaranteed to get lucky.

 

 

 

 

 

 


CHAPTER SIXTEEN

 

When I rolled out of bed at a quarter past one in the afternoon, I had to piss like a Russian racehorse. I staggered into the restroom, let loose, and the ghost of Demetrius stepped through the wall. I jerked away and pissed on the wall for a second before adjusting the stream back to the toilet.

“Jesus, kid! What are you doing here?”

“The lady who helped take my Auntie Regina is at my house, and I’m scared. What if she wants to abduct me too?”

Abigail was at his house? “Just her or does she have helpers?”

“Just her, but she went right into my bedroom.”

I tucked the Beast away, then flushed the toilet. I looked at the wet wall. Would the maid service clean that? Would they even think to do so? I mean, how many people pee on their walls? Maybe I could leave them a note. Not saying I peed on the wall, but just saying to wash the walls. Would that seem weird? Did I care if it seemed weird? I could kick in an extra bill and they wouldn’t complain much.

That meant I’d have to remember to leave a note.

Demetrius stared at me and at the wet spot on the wall. “That might stain,” he said. “My momma would whoop my butt if I took a leak on the wall. Back when I could take a leak.”

It seemed like he missed it. “My mother told me it wards off piss demons,” I said.

“There are piss demons?”

“Not here,” I said. “They can’t get past the piss wards.”

“You’re making that up.”

“Yes, I am. Go wait in the other room. I’m going to take a shower.”

He walked through the wall into my bedroom. Before I’d even turned on the water, he poked his head back through the wall.

“Doesn’t your mama make you clean your room?”

“She gave up on that when I was your age, little man.”

“But I’m older than you. Auntie Lakesha told me I’ve been dead for more than thirty years, and I was nine when my daddy killed me, so…”

I shooed him back through the wall. “Whatever, kid. Move it.”

After a shower, shave, and a good tooth brushing, I felt almost human. I wrapped a towel around my waist and went into my bedroom to get dressed for the day’s adventure.

Demetrius sat on my bed and watched me choose clothes.

“You mind turning around?” I asked. “I want to get dressed.”

He turned around. “Hurry up,” he said. “I want my house back.”

I got dressed, and Demetrius followed me downstairs. Sabrina was kicked back on the sofa watching TV. She reached over to the table and pressed a button on her phone to check the time.

“You’re late to your meeting with Lakesha,” she said. “Who’s the ghost kid?”

“Demetrius, this is Sabrina.”

“Hi, Demetrius,” she said. “You can call me Bri.”

“Call her Cheese Whiz,” I said.

He looked up at me. “Why would I do that?” He waved to her. “Hi, are you Brat’s wife?”

She looked aghast. “Good God no,” she said. “You think I’d have to settle for a stoner slack-off like him? Sadly, he’s my cousin so I have to put up with him.”

“I’m sorry,” he said.

“Me too,” she said.

“Don’t go siding with her, Demetrius. I’m the one who can get you more comic books.”

He looked up at me, then looked over at Sabrina. “Sorry, Cheese Whiz,” he said. “I want more comics. Brat got me some cool comics.”

She laughed. “I can buy comic books for you, Demetrius. In fact, I can take you to the comic store so you can choose your own comics.”

“That would be awesome!”

“Don’t go one-upping me,” I said and walked through to the kitchen. “Do we have anything to eat?”

“I don’t know. Have you been to the store?”

“No.”

“Then I doubt you’ll find anything edible in there.”

I checked the refrigerator anyway. Condiments filled the door, but the shelves were bare except for a takeout box. I didn’t remember bringing home a takeout box. My stomach growled, so I took the box out and opened it. The contents looked like they could get up and walk away on their own. I leaned away from it in case it attacked. When I felt safe, I closed the box and put it back in the fridge. 

“Hey, Cheese Puff,” I said, moving back into the living room. “Want to come with us to face that witch from yesterday?”

“Shouldn’t you take a witch to face a witch?” Sabrina asked.

“Did I misread the manual again? I could have sworn it said to take a bitch to face a witch.”

“Don’t get cute,” she said. “You’ve never opened a manual.”

“That’s not true,” I said. “I opened one to use as a fan to get better air flow once. Are you going to come along for the ride or are you going to stay here and watch Family Feud all afternoon?”

She sighed. “I’m supposed to start your magic lessons today, but you slept in.”

“As you knew I would.”

She turned off the TV and tossed the remote on the table. “Your dad is going to want progress or I won’t get a raise next month.”

“He’s paying you to teach me?”

She nodded. “Of course.”

“And you get to stay here?”

She nodded. “He pays me extra to stay here because you’re living here too. He called it hazard pay.”

“Fuck you,” I said.

“Language,” she said. “There’s a kid present.”

“The kid is older than both of us.”

 

 

 

 

 

 


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

 

Sabrina drove us to Demetrius’s house in her new Kia Soul. On the ride over, Demetrius sat in the backseat gazing out the window, and I placed a call to Lakesha.

“You’re late,” she said.

“You always say that.”

“You’re always late.”

“Yeah, well, Abigail is at Regina’s house. Can you meet us over there?”

“I have a shop to run.”

“You’ve made, what, one sale in the hours I’ve spent in your store?”

“My clients mostly shop in the morning.”

“Right. You know what I think?”

“You think the braille on drive-through ATMs is for blind drivers.”

“Leave the humor to me,” I said.

“Fine. I don’t give a good goddamn what you think, Brat.”

“Are you going to meet us at Regina’s?”

“Who’s with you?”

“Demetrius and Sabrina.”

“I think Sabrina can handle any magic required.”

“But Abigail is a witch.”

“What’s your point?”

“Shouldn’t there be some witch on witch action? I mean magically speaking, not sexually speaking.”

“I’m so glad you clarified that. If I close the shop to go over there, it’s going on your father’s bill.”

“Fine. Charge him for a full day’s sales. That ought to be at least ten bucks.”

“You think you’re funny.”

“I think the only reason you agreed to teach me is because my father is paying you a shitload of money.”

“It hasn’t been enough so far.”

“Oh,” I said with a laugh. “It never will be.”

“Is that a prediction or a threat?”

“Both.”

“Just remember that’s a two-way street.”

“Challenge accepted,” I said. “See you at Regina’s.”

“Or not,” she said and hung up.

I frowned. Lakesha had been quick to close the shop to help Demetrius before. So what changed?

“She’s coming, right?” Sabrina asked.

“I don’t know.”

“You asshole. You probably pissed her off enough to make her stay home. Abigail is a powerful witch. We could use Lakesha’s help.”

“You call her and convince her.”

Sabrina turned onto the street where Regina’s old house sat. “Maybe we should just go pick up Lakesha.”

“We don’t need her.”

“Your call.”

Sabrina pulled up in front of the house and parked.

Demetrius stepped through the side of the car and raced to the house. He ran right through the front wall of the building and disappeared before I managed to get out of the car.

Sabrina and I entered the house.

“Demetrius?” I called. “Abigail?”

“In my room,” Demetrius said.

We walked down the hall to his bedroom. Abigail stood on a stool with her head in a noose. She gripped the rope and her feet seemed to be fighting to kick over and to steady the stool at the same time.

“What the hell?” I said.

“Help me,” Abigail said. “She’s trying to kill herself again.”

“Should have thought of that before you abducted her,” I said.

“Let my Auntie Regina go!” Demetrius said.

A light went on in Abigail’s eyes. Her gaze focused on me. “You’re right. I can try one more time.”

And she let go of the rope around her neck, aimed her forearms at me and spoke some words in a language I couldn’t identify,

Regina’s ghost shot from Abigail’s tattoos and plowed right into me with a blast of cold air.

I didn’t have time to dodge, and I instantly felt the urge to kill myself. It didn’t matter how, though hanging called out more than anything else.

“Sabrina,” I said. “You might want to knock me out so I don’t kill myself.”

“What?”

Abigail hopped off the stool. “Here you go, asshole,” she said.

I climbed onto the stool and took hold of the rope. I tried to fight it, but the urge was strong. I had an overpowering feeling that I’d failed and didn’t deserve to live. I pulled the rope over my head. It was time to end it all. Just kick the stool over and choke to death. My legs wobbled as my feet moved to try and tip the stool over. The stool tilted to one side, then the other, then back again.

And it finally fell over.

“Brett, no!” Sabrina yelled.

But she was too late. I dropped.

 

 

 

 

 

 


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

 

My feet hit the ground.

Regina, like Abigail, stood maybe five foot two in heels. I stood six feet tall. Where their legs would have dangled without touching the floor, I could stand flat-footed.

I laughed and took the rope off my neck. Regina tried to push me to slit my wrists or to find another way to kill myself. But with her initial effort over, I was back in control.

While I understood the pressure and stress Regina felt, my method of handling it was to not bother to try and live up to expectations. I didn’t feel guilty about it the way she did. Her efforts hadn’t been enough to save Demetrius or her sister. Those were powerful emotions, but they weren’t my emotions. I liked Demetrius. He was a good kid for a ghost. But I didn’t feel like his death had anything to do with me.

All of this rushed through my head as Sabrina grabbed my arm.

“Are you all right?”

“I’m good,” I said. I turned to Abigail. “You really didn’t kill your boyfriend.”

“Weston wasn’t my boyfriend.”

“So you’re saying there’s a chance for us.”

“I just threw a suicidal ghost into you.”

“I survived,” I said. “How do I get her out of me?”

“Without the Solomonic Triangle tattoo? Can’t be done.”

“Regina, get the hell out of me,” I said.

Nothing happened.

“Sorry about that, Brett,” Abigail said. “Your ass is going bye-bye now.”

“Not right now.”

“Soon. She’s going to keep trying to kill herself, which means you’re going to die. It’s going to grow into a compulsive need, and it can happen in mere hours. It’s worse at night, up until eleven. You can’t fight it for long.”

“Well, thanks for that,” I said.

“Anytime.”

“No offense, but you don’t look so good,” Sabrina said.

“I still think you’re hot,” I said.

Abigail ignored me. “Fighting that ghost took a lot out of me.”

“Good,” Sabrina said. “I don’t relish the thought of fighting you again.”

“I’m not going to fight,” Abigail said.

“I don’t trust you.”

“Nor should you, but I’m exhausted.”

“In that case,” I said, “what say you sit down and tell us what’s going on?”

Abigail sat down on the dusty floor. “Are you sure you want to hear this?”

I nodded. “I don’t think you’re a bad girl. Well not bad as in evil. I kinda hope you like to be a bad girl in certain situations.”

“Shut up, Brett,” Sabrina said.

She sat on the floor facing Abigail.

“Thanks,” Abigail said. “He was heading toward Inappropriate Avenue.”

“He owns a lot of property there,” Sabrina said.

“No, I just rent,” I said.

“Sit down, Brett,” Abigail said.

“Anything for you, Abigail.” I sat down and we formed a triangle of our own. Abigail, Sabrina, and myself. Demetrius hung back and seemed unsure what to do. Not that he could have done much. He was a ghost.

Abigail ran a hand through her hair and the smell of her perfume drifted into my nostrils again. I felt a pull toward her, and now that she wasn’t trying to kill me, I welcomed it. If I played my cards right, I might get lucky tonight.

But tonight was hours away, and I’d have to ditch Sabrina and the kid at some point to get some alone time with the lovely witch.

She idly ran her fingers through the dust on the floor. “I don’t know where to begin,” she said.

“The beginning is traditional,” I said.

She drew an A in the dust. “I was born Abigail Argent.”

“Any relation to Rod Argent?”

“Who?”

I broke into the chorus of the song, “Hold Your Head Up.” When I sang the word “high” I went falsetto and pointed to the ceiling.

She looked at me like I was crazy. Her finger scrawled a B into the dust.

“The band Argent,” I said. “Rod Argent was the keyboardist.” She still looked confused. “Come on, ‘Hold Your Head Up’ had the best organ solo in all of rock and roll.”

“I prefer classical music.” She scrawled a D into the dust then started drawing some geometric pattern.

“Your little spell thing won’t work,” I said.

“What do you mean?”

I pointed to the letters she’d written and the pattern she continued to work on. “A is for Abigail who looks adorable. B is for Brett who wants your bod.” I noted her frown, so I tried to recover. “Sorry, I should have come up with a different B word. And D is for Dana who doesn’t give a damn.”

She smiled at me. “Actually, the A is for abdricane. The B is for brodicle.”

I looked at Sabrina. “Does that mean anything to you?”

Sabrina shrugged. “I don’t speak witch.” I noticed a bit of blood in her teeth as she spoke, so I knew she was ready for action. I felt better knowing we had the upper hand.

Abigail leaned back, sweeping her finger through the dust in an arc around her. She reached back with her other hand and continued the arc around her, sweeping her arm around to complete the circle.

I laughed. “Regardless, the spell won’t work because her name isn’t Dana.”

Abigail gave me a smile. “You are kinda cute.”

“Thank you.”

“And if I didn’t have other obligations, and if you weren’t about to die, I might increase the love spell to draw you in.”

“You don’t need a love spell to hook up with me. There’s an earth mother vibe in you that makes me want to get close to nature. I think you’re hot and you don’t need the extra ingredients in the perfume to make me think that.”

“Thank you,” she said.

“Still, I think it’s time you told us what’s going on.”

She drew a few more shapes inside the circle. They looked like squiggly lines. Nothing important.

“I could tell you about my coven, the Dark Ones, ghosts, goblins, things that go bump in the night, but there’s something much more important to focus on.”

“Our growing attraction?”

“You stole something from me, Brett.”

“Your heart, I hope.”

She laughed. “Not quite, but if it’s any consolation, you’re a good kisser.” She looked at Sabrina. “Is there a problem?”

Sabrina didn’t answer. Blood trickled from between her lips and her eyes grew wide.

“You okay, Cheese Whiz?”

She started shaking like a dog trying to pass a peach pit.

Abigail smiled. “Don’t worry, Brett. I’m not a killer. But for future reference, if you see that a witch is drawing out a sigil, and she’s not on your team, you might think twice before allowing her to complete the spell.”

I wasn’t paying as much attention to her because Sabrina tipped over sideways and her fit increased. I crawled over to Sabrina, and tried to hold her still, but she vibrated faster. Blood dripped on the floor. I wanted to do something, but my magic would destroy the entire house before I could bring it under control.

“Sabrina?” I said. “Break free, girl. This needs to stop now.”

Abigail kept smiling. “So her name is Sabrina. Good to know.”

I pushed away from Sabrina and rushed at Abigail, but slammed into a force field.

“Protected circle, moron,” she said. “You have a few things of mine, and I want them back. One is my wallet. The other is the necklace.”

“Let Sabrina go.”

“I’ll call you to arrange a trade later. This time, answer your phone.”

“Let her go!”

“You did get one thing right,” Abigail said, her smile growing more irritating. “The D was for a name. Not Dana, though. It’s for Demetrius. Abdicane brodicle Demetrius!”

Smoke burst into the circle, obscuring my view of Abigail.

“No!” Demetrius yelled. He shot forward into the circle. It allowed him to pass through.

A flash damn near blinded me, and the smoke rolled out from the circle. I coughed and moved forward, no longer blocked because the power of the circle was gone.

But as the smoke cleared, I saw that both Abigail and Demetrius were gone too.

“What happened?” Sabrina asked, sitting up and wiping blood from her mouth.

“We got played.”

 

 

 

 

 

 


CHAPTER NINETEEN

 

“How could you be so goddamn stupid?” Lakesha asked.

We sat in her backroom around her small fortune telling table, though the cards weren’t in sight. By we I mean Sabrina, Lakesha, and me. And the damn cat, too. But the cat was off in a corner licking a paw and rubbing said paw over her face. She had more important things to do than watch Lakesha dress me down.

“It wasn’t just me,” I said. “Sabrina was there.”

“Right,” Sabrina said. “Throw me under the bus.”

“You’re the one who can control magic. If I’d done anything, I’d have destroyed a city block,” I said.

“Right. If you’d wake up at a reasonable hour, I could teach you to control your magic.”

“One in the afternoon is reasonable,” I said.

“Both of you shut up,” Lakesha said.

“I knew we should have made something up,” I said.

“Honesty is the best policy,” Sabrina said.

“Unless it gets your ass in trouble.”

“I said, shut up,” Lakesha said.

Sabrina and I did as she commanded.

“Thank you,” Lakesha said and rubbed her temples. “So Regina’s inside you now?”

I felt her trying to goad me into killing myself, so I nodded.

“And our current best guess is that they messed up and didn’t realize Regina was a suicide?”

Sabrina and I shrugged.

“What did she say?”

I moved my mouth as if I were speaking, but didn’t let any sound come out. She had told me to shut up, after all.

“Don’t get cute with me, boy. Speak.”

“She didn’t say much. She shoved the damn ghost inside me, and as that ghost is trying to get me to kill myself, I’d like to have Regina removed soon.”

“I don’t know if I can do anything about that.”

“Um, you kinda have to do something about that.”

“We’ll worry about that in a bit. What does Abigail want?”

“She wants the jewel and her wallet.”

Lakesha nodded. “Of course she wants her wallet.”

“I should charge up her credit cards. Serve her right for trying to kill me.”

“Let’s focus on the necklace. They stole it for a reason.”

“Because it’s worth a lot of money?”

“Abigail could have taken more jewelry. She took that one necklace in particular.”

“Why not just buy it?”

“The price tag was upwards of ten grand. Speaking of which, you should return it.”

“When this is over.”

Lakesha shook her head. She pushed herself to her feet, went through the tapestry, and returned with an iPad. She set it down, pressed the button, and signed in. A webpage lit up on the screen with a picture of a black jewel, only it wasn’t as nice as the one I’d taken.

“Black onyx,” she said.

“Our jewel looks like it has an eye in the center, though.”

“Hence the name, Eye of the Tiger.”

“Maybe the guy who owns the jewelry store is a big Rocky III fan.” I broke into my best Mr. T. “I pity the fool who takes my jewel. I’m gonna bust you up.”

“Pop quiz, Brat. What is black onyx?”

“A rock.”

Lakesha rolled her eyes. “What’s it used for?”

“Right now it’s hanging on my bedroom door, so it’s a decoration.”

“In magic, dumbass.”

Sabrina raised her hand.

“I know you know,” Lakesha said. “I want to know if Brat knows.”

I gave up on correcting her, hoping she’d get tired of mangling my name in a few years. “I’ll take the shortstop in Who’s on First? for a thousand, Alex.”

“You’re going to give a darn.”

“Just tell me in six words or less.”

“Protection against magic and curses.”

“See? That wasn’t so hard?”

“Also good to reduce sexual impulses.”

“Why would anyone want to do that?”

She smacked my arm. “They need the jewel for protection, obviously. But why abduct ghosts?”

“To kill people?”

“From what you said, they didn’t know Regina was a suicide. Taking her and throwing her into a normal man made him kill himself.”

“Looked like he fell to me,” I said.

Lakesha shook her head. “I watched the recording a few times. I think he intentionally went over the rail. Regina wanted to die, so anyone who tries to take her inside is going to want to die.”

I remembered how easy it was for me to slip a noose around my neck. “The initial impact is sure tough to fight if you don’t know it’s coming.”

“And it must grow if you’re not successful. How are you feeling now?”

“Like it’s nap time. Regular nap. Not dirt nap.”

“You don’t feel her trying to compel you to kill yourself?”

“Sure, but suicide takes effort. I’m far too lazy for that.”

“Keep me apprised of the situation. If she starts pushing harder, I need to know.”

“You do know a way to remove her, right?”

“Maybe.”

“So get her out.”

Lakesha shook her head. “Not yet.”

“Why not?”

“Because you’re a powerful wizard. You should be able to expel her yourself.”

“I told her to leave. She refused. Can you draw one of those triangles on my forearm to rid me of this pain-in-the-ass ghost?”

“It would take two of them. Tradition dictates it must be one on each forearm, but your right arm is already taken.”

I turned my forearm up. The pain had dropped to a dull ache. “Yeah, that was a brilliant idea. Suffer through all the pain to get the deck into my arm and the first card that comes up tells me I’m ruined.”

She looked at the Ten of Swords. “Maybe you should have stayed in bed today.”

“Thank you.”

“May I speak now?” Sabrina asked.

“Not unless you have a way to get the ghost out of me.”

“You could kill yourself,” Sabrina said.

“You’re a riot, Cheese Dip.”

“Seriously, can’t you just push her out with white light?”

“I don’t know how.”

“Guess you should have paid attention in magic class.”

“That’s so helpful. Thanks for that.”

“Focus inside yourself, picture a ball of white light, and expand it outward, commanding anything evil to leave.”

“I’ll give it the old college try.”

“You didn’t go to college.”

I flipped her off, then focused on imagining a ball of white light inside me. My thoughts turned to any intruder, Regina in particular, to get the hell out of me. I imagined the light growing and pushing everything out. My eyes were closed, but everything brightened.

“Stop!” Lakesha said.

Isis meowed and hissed.

I dropped my focus and opened my eyes.

Lakesha and Sabrina had their arms up, faces turned away, blocking a brightness that was no longer there.

“What happened?” I asked.

“The entire room lit up.”

Isis raced over, jumped onto my lap, and tried to scratch my face. I leaned backward, trying to avoid her claws, and the chair toppled over. I hit the floor hard and grunted. Isis leaped off me and darted through the beaded curtain into the store.

I rolled off the chair to my hands and knees and picked myself up off the floor. I righted the chair. “Damn cat,” I said.

“You scared her,” Lakesha said.

“Poor kitty,” Sabrina said. She blinked a few times. “I have spots of color floating in front of me. That was blinding.”

“So I’m a bright student after all,” I said and tried to rub my aching back. I couldn’t reach the spot that hurt where the chair dug into me.

“Is Regina gone?” Lakesha asked.

I frowned. “No. I can feel her pushing me to find a blade and slit my wrists.”

“Okay, you need to talk to her. Establish communication.”

“Hey, bitch, you in there?” I said.

“Establish rapport, dipshit. Don’t antagonize her.”

“She wants me to kill myself. That makes it hard to be nice to her.”

“Find a way. We’ll try to figure a spell to get her out.”

“Can’t we do the triangle thing somewhere else? Maybe on my upper arms? My legs? Something like that?”

“How about the hands?” Sabrina asked.

Lakesha shrugged. “Can’t hurt to try.”

“Do they have to be tattoos?” I asked.

“No. Temporary solutions are better for something like this. Wait here.”

She went back into her private room and returned with a black magic marker.

“Hold out your hands,” she said.

I obeyed. She popped the cap and drew a triangle on my right palm. She drew an identical triangle on my left palm. Then she drew circles inside each triangle and colored them in.

She hesitated, still holding one of my hands.

“Something wrong?” I asked.

“Trying to decide which language to use for the spell.”

“Latin?”

She shook her head.

“Enochian?” Sabrina asked.

“We’re not trying to invoke angels here,” Lakesha said. “Screw it, I’ll just go with Theban.”

“Is that particular to blasting ghosts or something?”

She shook her head and started drawing symbols. “It’s a standard witches’ alphabet. I use this in my own Book of Shadows and on talismans, and sigils. I also use it on street signs, buildings, roads, you name it.”

I’d seen her scribblings hidden in the infrastructural markings on sidewalks and roads around town. It gave her instant access to spells should she need them in areas she liked to frequent.

“How many alphabets do you know?” I asked.

“More than you.”

“Since I only know one, that’s not saying much.”

“You’ll learn.”

“Good luck with that,” I said.

She turned to stare into my eyes. “You’ll learn,” she said again, her voice all ominous.

I wiggled my fingers at her. “Oooh!” I said. “Just get this ghost out of me.”

She went to a cabinet, took out a bag of leaves. “This is agrimony,” she said. “It’s helpful in removing curses.”

“Do I roll it up and smoke it?” I asked.

She sighed. “Keep your hands out and open.”

I extended my hands and opened them, palms up. She sprinkled leaves on the black circles.

She spoke a few words in an odd language and pointed at my hands. The leaves burst into flame and I flinched, shaking my hands.

“Son of a bitch!” I said, standing up. My hands burned, and I blew on my palms. I rubbed them on my shirt, smearing ash. “That hurt.”

“Of course it did,” she said.

“You could have warned me.”

She grinned. “More fun not to.”

“Bitch,” I said.

She smacked me upside the head. “That’s witch,” she said. “Now, focus on the circles in your palms, and push Regina out through the pain.”

“That doesn’t make any sense.”

“Just focus and try it.”

I aimed my palms away from me. Sabrina stepped out of the potential line of fire. Lakesha stood beside me and chanted a few words I couldn’t have spelled or pronounced.

Focus. Regina begone. I pushed energy out through my palms, flexing invisible muscles I didn’t know I had. A blast of energy shot out of my palms and blew a hole in the wall.

“Oops.”

Lakesha smacked my head.

“Stop that,” I said. “You’re going to give me a concussion.”

“You’re going to fix that hole.”

“Whatever.”

“Is she out?”

The urge to put my palms to my head and blast my brains out surged strong.

Time to die!

I didn’t obey her command.

“Nope,” I said. “But she’s talking to me now.”

Die! Die! Die!

“Talk to her,” Lakesha said.

“Hi, Regina,” I said.

“You don’t have to say it out loud,” Lakesha said. “Think to her. She’s inside you. She’ll read your thoughts.”

“I sure hope not,” I said.

“Was that to me or her?” Lakesha asked.

“She can read my mind?” I asked.

“When you direct a thought to her, she’ll hear it. Other than that, she’d need to be inside you a long time to assimilate.”

“Okay. Here goes.”

Hi, Regina, I thought.

Die! Die! Die!

How’s death treating you?

Die! Die! Die!

Yeah, I get that. I don’t want to die, so you need to get out of me. You can go hang yourself at home if you like.

Die! Die! Die!

You sure like to stay on message.

Die! Die! Die!

Say something else or I’ll get “It’s a Small World” stuck in my head on auto repeat and then you’ll really want to die.

Regina went silent, then: Please don’t do that.

“I’ve got her number,” I said.

“Good,” Lakesha said. “Talk to her.”

I’m Brett, but you probably know that.

I do.

Can you please get out of me?

I don’t know how.

Then can you please stop with the suicidal tendencies? Unless of course, it’s the band. If there’s a “War Inside My Head,” I have to tell you that “Nobody Hears” and “You Can’t Bring Me Down.”

What?

Music, Regina. Good tunes. After your time, I guess, but “How Will I Laugh Tomorrow” if you kill me?

I want to kill me.

Hate to break it to you, but like Bruce Willis in that old movie, you’re already dead.

Then I deserve to die again.

Why?

Because I let my family down. I should have saved my sister and my nephew.

“What’s she saying?” Lakesha asked.

“She wants to die again. She has a one-track mind. You’d think that after spending so many years with her nephew, that she’d get over it.”

“Something you haven’t considered is that maybe she can’t see Demetrius,” Lakesha said. “Ghosts sometimes operate on separate frequencies from one another.”

“But he can see her.”

Lakesha paused. “There might be another reason why she can’t see him. Keep talking to her.”

Hey, Regina, when’s the last time you saw Demetrius?

The day he died.

You haven’t seen him since you died?

No, how could I?

Because he’s been sharing the house with you.

You’re lying to me. It’s time to die.

“You’re right, Lakesha. She hasn’t seen him.”

“Poor Demetrius.”

“You knew, didn’t you?”

“I only suspected. When a ghost is caught in a loop, sometimes all they can see are those moments inside the loop. Over and over.”

My heart broke for Demetrius. Poor little guy had shared a house with his aunt for more than thirty-five years, had watched her hang herself every night, and she’d never even spoken to him in all that time.

This needed to stop. And the only to do that was to face Abigail again. The sooner, the better.

 

 

 

 

 

 


CHAPTER TWENTY

 

Rather than wait for her to call me, I went ahead and called Abigail. I put my phone on speaker and listened to the ringing. I was stretched out on my bed, going through her wallet. She had some credit cards, a few business cards—one for a hair stylist, one for some corporate executive at some tech company in Houston—and sixty-two dollars in cash.

Abigail answered on the fourth ring. “This is Abigail,” she said. “What do you want, Brett?”

“You, of course. How’s life with a little comic book fan inside you?”

“He’ll do fine for us,” she said. “You were supposed to wait for my call.”

“I didn’t feel like waiting.”

“Patience is a virtue,” she said.

“I thought ‘Patience’ was a Guns N’ Roses song.” I held up her driver’s license. “What are you doing?” I asked.

“Getting ready to hang up on you.”

“The picture on your driver’s license makes you look like a criminal, but since you are a criminal, I guess that makes sense.”

“Nobody looks good in a driver’s license photo, Brett. Be patient, and I’ll call you soon about my wallet and the necklace.”

“I went on an online shopping spree with your credit cards.”

She laughed. “Nice try, asshole. If my cards weren’t maxed out, I’d have canceled them when I discovered you’d stolen my wallet. Smooth move on that, by the way.”

“I gots skills.”

“Gots? You need to learn how to talk like a grown-up.”

“I’ve got a great idea. Let’s get a hotel room over on Seawall, spend the night drinking wine, ordering room service, and having wild monkey sex. When the night is over, I’ll give you your wallet, you’ll let Demetrius go free, and you’ll help me get Regina out of my body.”

“What makes you think I’d sleep with you?”

“I’m a guitarist. And you said I was a good kisser.”

She laughed. “You’re an idiot. And if I did sleep with you, I’d want it to be just the two of us. Why would I want a couple of ghosts to go on a ride along?”

“Fine. Let them go first, then we can have some fun.”

“Tempting, but that’s not going to happen.”

“I don’t know about that. You haven’t hung up yet, so I can’t be doing too bad.”

Her tone of voice grew serious. “I want the necklace.”

“It doesn’t look good on me, so I’m cool with giving it back to you. Now, about that hotel room…”

“No.”

“I’ll bring my guitar. I can play some classical for you. I’m no Andrés Segovia, but my version of ‘Leyenda’ is guaranteed to impress.”

“I’m not buying that.”

“I’ll do you for free.” Why was I turning this into a creep-fest? She was no longer flirting.

 “That perfume was evidently too strong,” she said.

“Yeah, I can still smell it. I can’t get you off my mind. Whatever criminal enterprise you’re engaging in, if I can spend some time with you, I’ll help. And that’s not just the perfume talking”

She was silent for a moment, and when she spoke, her voice was full of regret. “Sorry, Brett. You won’t be alive to help.”

“Don’t count me out just yet, Gorgeous.”

“You may be cute, but unfortunately, you were never counted in. Goodbye, Brett. I’m sorry about Regina. I hope your death is painless.”

And she hung up on me.

 

 

 

 

 

 


CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

 

Die die die, Regina told me.

Sleep sleep sleep, I thought back.

Death calls to us. It’s time to die.

I didn’t want to talk to Regina, but she wouldn’t shut up, so I went downstairs to watch TV. Sabrina was out with Michael somewhere, so I had the place to myself.

The remote was on the coffee table, so I kicked back on the sofa and clicked on the TV. It was just after ten, and the Houston news was on. I hit the guide so I could see what was on the other channels, but the news kept playing as I searched for a movie or show.

“In other news,” the attractive anchor said, “more bad news for Westlake Mall, where a security guard was found dead in a women’s restroom yesterday afternoon, and an employee from Jacob’s Jewelry died from a suicidal fall the day before.” 

I hit escape on the remote so the news would go back to full screen.

“In yet another bizarre turn of events, workers entered the Jacob’s Jewelry store in Westlake Mall to find a co-worker hog-tied behind the counter. Mitchell Godfrey has more.”

A middle-aged man in a blue suit and tie talked to a reporter. “A man in his sixties came in here, claiming to be looking for a necklace to give his wife, and when I went around the counter to help him, he raised a hand and I passed out. I have no recollection of him hitting me or anything. I woke up in the dark with a gag in my mouth and my hands and feet tied up behind me.”

The shot cut to the reporter standing in front of the mall. “The store reports that a single necklace was stolen, and security tapes were wiped clean. Police have no leads on either case, and are asking for information from the public…”

Sabrina was over at Michael’s place, so I couldn’t talk to her about it.

I clicked off the TV and called Lakesha.

She answered her phone with, “Is Regina pushing harder for death?”

“You could start with, ‘Hello.’ But no, she’s not.”

“Then why are you calling me?”

“I wanted you to read me a bedtime story.”

Her sigh was audible.

“Kidding,” I said. “I know why the jewelry store was closed without any cops at the mall. Gene Gene the Dancing Machine was one of the warlock dudes who took Regina in the first place.”

“And what makes you think that?”

I told her about the news report. “What do you think?” I asked.

“I think you still need to return the necklace.”

“We should find out what Gene and Abigail are up to, put a stop to their dastardly plans, and rescue Demetrius.”

“Are you feeling all right?” Lakesha asked. “You normally want to get baked and sleep in.”

“Regina won’t let me sleep, and I’m hot for Abigail. Shouldn’t you be happy that I want to do something?”

“Not when it’s past my bedtime. But as it happens, I’ve been working on a locate spell to find Demetrius.”

“Are you also working on a spell to cast out Regina before she kills me?”

“I already figured that one out.”

“Then let’s get to it.”

“You said yourself that you’re too lazy to kill yourself. I know how to dislodge her, but you need to do it yourself.”

“How? I tried singing ’99 Bottles of Beer,’ but only made it to seventy-six before she started singing it repeating die over and over to the tune. Want me to sing it to you?”

“Want me to cast a spell to remove your mouth?”

“How about removing her ability to tell me to kill myself?”

“Cast her out, Brett. It’s simple magic.”

“So simple that you failed to help.”

“Your power level is far greater than mine. You can cast her out whenever you want.”

“I don’t have the control. Abigail’s an experienced witch. She couldn’t cast Regina out until she had someone to cast her into. That Weston guy was a warlock, and Regina killed his sorry ass on a toilet.”

“You’re from the Masters family.”

“So?”

“You’re a pure blood wizard, Brett. You’re from the original line. There’s no magic you can’t master if you put your mind to it.”

“Back to that crap? I heard that from my father when I was a kid. ’Son,’ he’d say in his deep booming voice, ‘back in the old days when the Earth was cold and we had to walk to and from school in eight feet of snow, twenty-six miles uphill both ways, people were named for their occupations. People named Baker were bakers. People named Smith were blacksmiths. And we were the Masters, so we are far greater than anyone who’s ever lived or ever will live. Except for you, you lazy little fuck.’”

“Your father didn’t say that.”

“Well, not in those actual words, but you know what I mean. Pretentious crap he thought would motivate me, but just made me want to try even less. My dad, in case you hadn’t noticed, is a complete prick.”

“He pays well, so I don’t share your opinion.”

“Just get this damn ghost out of me.”

“Sorry, Brett. You have to do it yourself.”

And it suddenly dawned on me, why she wouldn’t leave her shop to go to the house when I called, and why she wasn’t helping me now. 

“You called my father, and he told you not to help me.”

“I’m giving him regular progress reports. Or in your case, non-progress reports.”

“Thanks for that.”

“He told me how to expel Regina, but I’m not allowed to do it unless your life is in immediate danger.”

“Wow. And you’re going to go along with that?”

“I have bills to pay. Business is slow.”

“Fine. Tell me how to get rid of the ghost.”

“Your father said not to. He wants you to figure it out.”

“Thanks for nothing,” I said.

Die die die! Regina said.

Shut up, lady.

I could picture Lakesha rubbing her temples. “Be here at ten in the morning. I should have the location spell worked out by then. I’ll have Cynthia watch the shop while we go hunting witches.”

“Who’s Cynthia?”

“My part-time employee. You haven’t met her.”

“Is she cute?”

“She’s sixty years old.”

“Never mind.”

“Ten o’clock.”

“See you at one.”

“Ten.”

“Fine. See you at one-ten.”

“Why do you hate mornings?”

“I don’t hate mornings. I like to greet them from the other side. One, two, three. Those are good times. Still hanging at a party, drinking, getting laid, having fun. The later hours of the morning suck balls. People are at work, TV shows are all soap operas or stupid game shows, so I sleep through them. The one time I saw ten in the morning this week, I was getting tortured by an insane tattoo artist. My arm still hurts, by the way, thanks for asking.”

She didn’t respond.

“Lakesha?” I said.

I held the phone away from my ear. The call had been dropped. I hit the green circle to call her back.

“What now?” she asked.

“The call dropped. Where was I?”

“The call didn’t drop, Brett. I got bored and hung up on you.”

“How rude.”

“And guess what? I’m doing it again right now because it’s bedtime.”

And she hung up on me again.

“Witch,” I said.

Die die die, Regina said.

I started singing “Bored to Death” by blink-182.

Chalk up another win to yours truly because Regina stopped fighting and I fell asleep on the sofa.

 

 

 

 

 

 


CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

 

Sleeping on the sofa was a bad idea. I woke up with a crick in my neck, but worse than that, it was still morning. I checked my phone. Ten minutes to noon. I didn’t even like seeing noon. I had a couple of text messages from Lakesha bitching that I was late. She didn’t really expect me to be there at ten, did she?

I texted her back: Awake now. Too early. Going back to bed.

As I moved to the kitchen, I rubbed my aching neck. I opened the refrigerator, and saw a takeout box. I recognized it this time, so I closed the door. My stomach growled. I started opening cabinets. I found a box of Ritz crackers. That would have to do. I pulled a sleeve of crackers out, and started munching away while gazing out the kitchen window at the backyard.

My phone rang. Lakesha.

“Hello?” I said around a mouthful of crackers.

“Don’t you dare go back to bed, Brat. Shower, shave, dress, and come down to the shop. You need to be here inside of an hour. Got it?”

“That was a lot of words.”

“Clean up, come to store. Now.”

I munched a few more crackers. “I’m still half asleep.”

“Wake your ass up, boy. We have to save Demetrius.”

That perked me up faster than coffee. “Have you found him?”

“Yes.”

“Where is he?”

“On the move. Get over here. I can track him, but I’ll need you to amplify my spell.”

“I don’t know how to do that.”

“I do. Get a move on, Brat. The day’s a-wasting.”

I went upstairs to shower, and as I climbed the stairs, I called up to Sabrina. No answer. Wow, she must have stayed at Michael’s place the entire night. Maybe they were getting more serious than I realized because he never lets anyone stay at his place, for obvious reasons. There is the occasional girl who thinks coffins are kinky, but the majority, not so much. No big. It was time to get cleaned up, and since she wasn’t home, I could sing in the shower without her judging me for my song choices. Which was great, since I had The Psychedelic Furs song “The Ghost In You” stuck firmly in my head and I’ve never gotten Richard Butler’s voice right.

***

Thirty minutes later, I parked in front of Something’s Brewing. When I opened the front door, Isis shot outside before I could stop her. I watched her race across the street and disappear into some bushes. Good riddance.

I went inside. “Cat’s out,” I said.

Lakesha came through the beaded curtain. “What did you say?”

“Your cat. She got outside.”

“Oh no! We have to get her. She’s not supposed to go out.”

Lakesha hurried to the door, and took only a moment to glare at me before going out.

“Sorry,” I said, following her. “She was fast.”

“Don’t just stand there. Help me find her.”

I pointed. “She went across the street.”

“Come on. She’s tough to catch for an old woman like me.”

“I vote we let her have some outside time. Let her come back when she’s hungry.”

“She might get run over. People ‘round here speed up when there’s someone or something crossing the street.” Lakesha looked both ways, waited for a car to pass, then trotted across the street. “Isis! Come here, Isis Baby!”

I sighed. I thought we were hunting a ghost-napping witch, but instead we were hunting a runaway cruel cat. Isis hated me, so I can’t say I was all that excited to try to catch her. Cornering the cat would just get me scratched. I didn’t feel like losing any blood.

But I trotted across the street anyway.

“Isis,” I called. “Where are you, demon cat?”

“She’s not a demon,” Lakesha said.

“Could have fooled me.”

We went to the bushes. If the cat was under them, I wasn’t going to try to crawl in after her. I shook the top of the bush, hoping the little branches moving beneath it would drive Isis out.

“Come out, come out, wherever you are,” I said.

“Don’t shake the bush,” Lakesha said. “If she’s under there, you might smack her in the face with a branch.”

“You wouldn’t care if I got smacked in the face with a branch.”

“That’s true. Get down and look under there.”

“Forget that,” I said. “If she’s down there, she’ll scratch me.”

“Isis, baby, come out,” Lakesha said. She tried to get down to look, and I knew if she got down there, there was no way she’d be able to get back up on her own. I don’t know how much Lakesha weighed, but I didn’t want to have to try to pick her up.

“Fine,” I said. “I’ll look.”

“Thank you, Brett,” Lakesha said.

Offer to get scratched in the face and you get called by your actual name. I made a note.

Meanwhile, I got down on one knee, leaned over and peeked under the bush, ready to try to block an attack if necessary.

It wasn’t necessary.

Isis wasn’t under the bush.

I got up and walked to the back of the building, which led into an alley.

“Isis?” I called. “Here, shitty kitty.”

Lakesha hit me on the arm. “Be nice to her.”

“You never tell her to be nice to me.”

“She’s a cat.”

“Meaning she can’t be nice? She doesn’t listen? She ignores suggestions she doesn’t like?”

“Yes.”

“Which one?”

“Take your pick.”

“So, all of the above,” I said and headed down the alley.

The pavement was broken and cracked. Shards of glass littered the ground, along with dirt, smashed beer cans, crumpled pieces of paper, and other things I didn’t want to examine too closely. I didn’t need to know if the condom by the Dumpster was used or not. I just needed to avoid touching it.

“Check the Dumpster,” Lakesha said. “She might be after a snack. She tried to bury the can of cat food I opened for her this morning.”

“She was making a statement,” I said.

“She doesn’t like the same flavor two days in a row, but I haven’t been to the store.”

“Right.” I lifted the rubber lid of the Dumpster to be assaulted by a smell from the mouth of Hell.

I let the lid drop and waved a hand in front of my face.

“Is she in there?” Lakesha asked,

“I didn’t look. The Dumpster needs to be power-washed with Febreze.”

“I don’t care if it stinks. Look inside.”

“You think the cat can lift the lid?”

“You’d be amazed what she can do.”

“I’m not buying it.”

“Isis?” Lakesha said.

“No sound from the trash. I think we’re good.”

I continued down the alley. A stack of black plastic pallets leaned against a brick building. Behind the pallets, a homeless man curled up with a bottle. He wore dirty shorts, cracked flip flops, and a torn Hawaiian shirt with colorful rhododendrons, though some of those colors were not original to the pattern.

I kicked his foot.

“Dude,” I said. “You see a black cat come through here?”

He opened an eye and held out a grubby mitt. “Can you spare some change?”

“Did you see a cat or not?”

“I’ve been napping.”

“A man after my own heart,” I said. “I should be napping.”

He patted the pavement beside him. “There’s room here.”

“Pass,” I said. I dug a bill out of my pocket. It was a fiver, but I didn’t have anything smaller. I shrugged and handed it to him. “Thanks anyway.”

He accepted the bill, crumpled it, and shoved it in his shirt pocket. “No cats around here lately. No rats either. Just the old man who sits on the roof and watches everything. He’s up there now, unless I slept through him coming down, or unless he got down somewhere else.”

“Not sure I care about some old man. We’re trying to find the cat.”

“Cat won’t be up there. Animals run away from the old man.”

“Don’t pay him any mind,” Lakesha said.

“You don’t think there’s an old man?” I asked.

“Of course there is. The old man is a ghost from the Great Storm. He sits on the roof at night, hoping to catch people floating by in the water.”

“There’s no water up there.”

“He’s in a loop.”

“Maybe he saw the cat.”

“He sees the year 1900, Brat. I’ve seen him for as long as I’ve had a shop here. Let’s go.”

“Demetrius sees the present.”

“Regina doesn’t.”

“Don’t wake her up,” I said. “I don’t want her telling me to die over and over again. She’s been quiet so far today.”

Lakesha moved down the alley. “Isis!”

I put my hands over my ears because Lakesha’s yell could have carried over a Manowar concert.

I stopped halfway down the alley and pointed at a sigil painted on the building. “Your work?”

Lakesha glanced at it. “Of course. I have sigils all over Galveston Island.”

“Can’t you locate Isis using them?”

“I have a few location sigils, but none in this alley. I have wards around to signal me if anything evil passes by.”

“How often does that happen?”

“More often than you’d think.”

“If it happens once, it’s more often than I’d think.”

“You already know my magic works.”

“I just don’t buy into the whole notion of things being evil. I think we’re all a mix of good and bad.”

“There are evil things in the world, Brett. Evil people, too.”

“Then I’m glad it’s daytime, because at night, the way you said that might creep me out.”

“Evil can operate in broad daylight every bit as much as good can operate under cover of darkness.”

“That’s not very reassuring.”

“Good. You need to know that because as you start working on your magic, you’ll draw things to you that crave your power.”

“And that’s more incentive to not do anything at all. Far better to stay off the radar.”

“You can make a difference,” she said. “Hell, I make a difference. But with your power, you can make a big difference. Once you develop your skills, you can face down the darkest evils crawling in our dimension.”

“Time out,” I said. “I didn’t sign up for fighting evil. I just want to keep my money coming in.”

She nodded. “And you want to do as little as possible to manage that.”

“It’s the least I can do,” I said. “And I’m always interested in doing the least I can do.”

Lakesha crossed her arms. “That attitude can get you killed.”

“Not if I don’t get involved in any crazy schemes to fight evil.”

“You’re hunting Abigail.”

“She’s not evil. Besides, I just want to sleep with her. That damn spell boosted my already rampant sex drive. But once I tap that ass, I’ll probably get bored with her and move on. It’s a gift.”

“It’s a fear of intimacy and connection.”

We reached the end of the building and moved back toward the main street. No sign of the cat.

Over by the entrance to the shop, a man leaned against the building holding Isis. He stroked her back, and when I spotted him, he waved.

I recognized him instantly. It was Gene Gene the Dancing Machine. Not the Gong Show dude, but Abigail’s warlock guy. I had no idea whether or not the guy could dance, but Isis sure proved she has shitty taste in humans because when we walked up to Gene, the damn cat was purring.

He wore a white shirt, though, so maybe that had something to do with it. To a black cat, a white shirt is like catnip. I wanted to believe that, anyway. Mostly, I just thought the cat was stupid.

 

 

 

 

 

 


CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

 

“Well, if it isn’t the bad guy,” I said.

Lakesha slapped my arm and moved past me. She reached for the cat. “Oh, Isis, where did you go, baby?”

“She was sitting in front of your door,” Gene said.

“Thank you for holding her for me.”

“My pleasure,” he said. “I’m here so we can have a friendly discussion.”

“Nice try, Gene,” I said.

He looked at me funny. “My name isn’t Gene.”

“Get the door, Brett,” Lakesha said. She stroked Isis.

I opened the door. Lakesha carried Isis inside. Gene went next, and I followed him after looking up and down the street in case Abigail was waiting to make a sneak attack. I sniffed the air in two directions. No sign of the perfume.

I went inside.

Lakesha set Isis down on the counter. Gene, or whatever his name was, went over and scratched her under the chin. She rubbed up against him. Had to be the shirt.

I wore a black T-shirt, so when I reached over to try and pat her on the head, she took a swipe at me. I pulled back my hand just in time.

“You’re right, Lakesha. Some things are evil.”

“Hush, child.” She motioned for Gene to follow her through the beaded curtain.

I walked behind him, ready to try and block him should he try to avoid going back. That seemed silly since he’d come of his own volition, but if I was going to think words like volition, I had to be ready for anything.

Lakesha sat in one of the chairs around her omnipresent table. There I went, pitching out ten dollar words again. I was baffled by the damn cat. Why did Isis like a bad guy, but not me?

“Have a seat, sir,” Lakesha said.

Gene sat.

“I’m Lakesha,” she said, “and you’re…”

“Not.”

“Ol’ Gene doesn’t want to give his real name,” I said, spinning a chair around so the back faced the table. I straddled it and rested my arms on the back. “Doesn’t want us to have power over him, so we’ll have to detest him incognito.”

“That’s the first intelligent thing you’ve said all day,” Lakesha said.

“Why are you calling me Gene?”

“Because that’s what your name tag said in the jewelry store.”

The light went on over his head. Not literally, of course. I shouldn’t have to mention that, but with magic involved, it’s probably a good thing to make sure I’m clearer than I would be if I were talking to my bandmates, Chuck or Teddy.

“Ah, yes,” he said. “I borrowed the tag from the employee I tied up behind the counter. Just call me Mr. Black.”

I smiled. “Maybe I should call you Quincy.”

He looked surprised, but his mouth twitched into a telling grin as he nodded. “Abigail’s phone.”

“As I doubt that’s your name either, I’ll just keep calling you Gene,” I said.

“Suit yourself.”

“What can we do for you, Mr. Black?” Lakesha asked.

“We need one more witch for our ritual, and we need the black onyx your student stole from us.”

“Why didn’t Abigail come to get it?” I asked.

“She doesn’t like you, and she didn’t realize how susceptible you’d be to the perfume. It doesn’t make much sense. Most people like her because of it, but none of them get obsessed the way you seem to be.”

“She’s hot.”

“She’s attractive, but she doesn’t seem like your type. Looking at you with your concert T-shirt, long hair, and attitude, I’d say you prefer the pretty, but vacuous type.”

“Other women can see through his bullshit,” Lakesha said. “Just ignore him. You came to see me.”

“I sensed your energy in the mall. I noted your sigils and wards there, and then followed the energy signal back here. You have wards all over town.”

“And they didn’t signal to me that you were here.”

He shrugged. “I like to keep my energy off the grid as it were.”

“Interesting. And Abigail?”

“She has, shall we say, different strategies for applying her magic spells. You, on the other hand, like to prepare in advance. You have sigils and wards for protection, location, energy storage, and observation all over.”

“My brother was a Boy Scout.”

“I didn’t know you had a brother,” I said. “Your husband Paul was Regina’s brother, right?”

Lakesha glared at me, then softened her expression when she looked at Gene.

He smiled. “This one does like to spill the information, doesn’t he?”

“That he does.”

He nodded. “I was wondering why anyone would track down a forgotten ghost. She was your sister-in-law.”

“Why did you abduct her?” Lakesha asked.

“Ritual requirements. I’d be happy to explain it all should you choose to join us.”

“Why should we join you, Gene?” I asked.

“The invitation does not extend to you, sir,” Gene said.

I looked behind me. Nobody there. So he actually called me “sir.” How odd.

“I’d like Brett to remain at the table,” Lakesha said. “This could be a teachable moment.”

“In that case, I’ll wait outside,” I said.

“Stay here,” she said.

“Learning hurts my brain.”

“Then this won’t hurt at all,” Gene said. “I seriously doubt you have the intellect to understand or retain the information Lakesha and I are about to discuss.”

“That was a lot of words there,” I said.

Lakesha slapped my hand.

“Ow.”

“Behave,” she said.

“What’s a have and how do I be one?”

“Silence is a good start.”

I mimed zipping my lips, locking a lock, tossing the key away, slipping a padlock into place and closing it, then wrapping tape around my head, but by then they weren’t paying attention so I stopped.

“You’ll need to be forthcoming with me,” Lakesha said. “I need to know a few things before I make any decision one way or the other.”

“You know I’m not a bad man,” he said.

“If you are, you’re very good at hiding it from my wards.”

“I’m part of a coven in Houston. None of us have any money, and we haven’t been able to do anything about the Dark Ones.”

“Dark Ones?” I asked. Abigail had mentioned them.

“Hush,” Lakesha said. “Let him speak.”

I sighed. I’d heard of the Dark Ones before Abigail mentioned them, of course. Wizard parents use them to scare little wizard kids. Work your magic or the Dark Ones will come. But I never thought they were real.

But why did I care?

I was the classic underachiever.

“We needed black onyx to complete a ritual,” Gene said. “And based on the spell, it needed to be a particular size and weight. We located one in the jewelry store in the mall, but it was rather expensive, and we couldn’t afford it.”

“So you stole it,” Lakesha said.

“We needed it. Our first plan was to combine magic to send a ghost in to possess the employee, so he could carry the stone out to us. Weston spotted the employee on the escalator and made his move, but we couldn’t control the ghost. We knew she’d killed herself—she was stuck in a loop—but we didn’t know the measure of her grief. Ghosts in a loop are normally easier to control because they don’t see beyond their lives.”

“Not without certain impulses,” Lakesha said.

“Maybe she sensed Demetrius there, but couldn’t see him,” I said.

“Of course she sensed him,” Lakesha said. “Let our guest speak.”

“That would explain why her grief was so strong. Why she really wants to off herself, and now me with her.”

Lakesha turned to stare at me. “You’re more insightful than normal today.” Then she stared at Gene. She grinned. “That’s very subtle,” she said. “I’m impressed. Now that I’m aware of it, I can feel the waves coming off you, but they’re very well disguised. Nicely done.”

“What are you talking about?” I asked.

“I meant no offense,” Gene said. “I’ll stop. We’re just out of options here. The Dark Ones have devoured most of the ghosts in Houston. Some of the ghosts fled, of course. The Dark Ones may be coming to Galveston next, and the ghosts here can’t escape because very few can cross bodies of water on their own.”

I looked from Gene to Lakesha and back. “Wait a second,” I said. “Are you influencing me with magic?”

“It was aimed at Lakesha, but you picked up on it.”

“Phew,” I said and brushed my forehead with the back of my hand. “For a second there, I actually cared about your bullshit problems.”

“At least we now know you have the capacity to care,” Lakesha said.

“Huh?”

Gene sighed. “The spell amplified the caring and desire to help and to be a part of things,” he said. “But it has to have something to work with.”

“You’re saying I care?”

“Only a little, so relax,” Lakesha said and patted my hand. She focused on Gene. “Now let’s try this again without the magic.”

“I’ve been honest with you. We’re short a coven member, and we can’t work the ritual with eleven of us.”

“I thought there were only two of you,” I said.

“His lack of intelligence and insight is back to normal,” Lakesha said. “Please continue.”

“Wait. There were three. Oh,” I said, finally getting it. “You have other members in your coven we haven’t seen.”

“I don’t mind enhancing his insight and thoughtfulness for the duration of our conversation,” Gene said.

“Dude, that was rude,” I said.

“Just ignore him. I’ll explain things to him in terms he’ll understand when you’re finished.”

“Very well.”

“And, Brett, stop interrupting,” Lakesha said.

I used my index fingers as drumsticks on the table, tapping out a rhythm.

“And stop drumming.”

“I could put him to sleep,” Gene said.

“Let me think about that,” Lakesha said.

“I don’t need help sleeping,” I said. “But since you want me to sleep, I’m going to be defiant and stay awake.”

“And?”

I rested my arms on the back of the chair again then placed my chin on my hands, giving her my sad puppy dog look. “And I’ll be quiet.”

Gene started to say something, then stopped and looked at me expectantly. I didn’t take the bait. So he focused on Lakesha. “As I said, we were forced to steal the onyx because we couldn’t control the ghost. Weston pulled her back in so she wouldn’t kill anyone else. I suppose we could have come here to grab another ghost, which is what Abigail eventually did, but we felt we were pressed for time.”

“Because?”

“The ghost was trying to get Weston to kill himself, and he was having a difficult time fighting it. Ultimately, he failed.”

“We saw the result,” Lakesha said.

He nodded. “Then your colleague here stole the necklace and we were back to square one anyway. Worse, because now we don’t have a full coven. We can’t complete the ritual to bind the Dark Ones. But if you’ll help us, we can do it. We just need to cast the ghost of the boy into a normal person, and have that person enter the lair of the Dark Ones. We can set off the spell, drive them out of the domain of the living, and trap them in the ether.”

My eyelids grew heavy, so I let them close. My head tilted to the side, and I gave an exaggerated snore.

“Brat,” Lakesha said.

I lifted my head as if I were just waking up. “Oh, sorry. Is he done yet?”

“Don’t be an asshole,” Lakesha said.

“But I’m good at it,” I said.

“Will you help us?” Gene asked.

“Tell me about the Dark Ones,” Lakesha said.

“When here, they are darker than the darkness.”

“Demons?”

He shook his head. “Interdimensional creatures that devour the souls of the living and the dead. Someone unleashed dozens of them more than a hundred years ago. They mostly stick to battlefields where they can feed on the fear and torment of men in war, but two of them were under the control of a powerful wizard. He brought them up through Mexico on his way to a battle here in Galveston a few weeks ago, and left them as backup players should he need them.”

“Joseph Sinclair?” I asked.

He nodded. “He was supposed to pay me to keep an eye on them, but the money vanished from my account. Then he disappeared, and the binding spell he used on the Dark Ones broke.”

I’d defeated Sinclair and his men a few weeks ago. I guess he had a couple of surprises in store should my father prove to be too much for him to handle. “Wait a second,” I said. “You were working for Sinclair?”

“I needed the money.”

“Whatever. Go on.”

“The Dark Ones are methodical,” Gene said. “They started on the west side of Houston, and they’ve been consuming all the ghosts, and feeding on fear, but they haven’t been focused on the living people, which means they’re on the move for a reason. There are more ghosts in Galveston than anywhere else in Texas.”

“When it comes to the United States, there are more ghosts here than just about anywhere other than Ellis Island,” Lakesha said.

“But there’s a more important reason for them to come here than the ghosts,” I said. “I stopped Sinclair, so they must be after me.”

 

 

 

 

 

 


CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

 

Lakesha laughed.

“What’s so funny?” I asked.

She kept laughing, and went so far as to pat her ample thighs with her hands.

I stared at her and waited.

Gene stared, too, because, like me, he was in the dark.

Tears streamed down Lakesha’s cheeks, and she wiped them away.

Isis pushed through the beaded curtains to see what was wrong with the witch she owned. Isis gave a questioning meow.

Lakesha took a moment to catch her breath. “Oh dear,” she said. “That’s one of the funniest things I’ve ever heard.” And she laughed again.

“What?” I asked, getting defensive. “I stopped Sinclair.”

“So the story goes,” she said, still chuckling. “But for you to think the Dark Ones would know or care about that and come hunting you is too damn funny.”

I scratched my head. “I don’t see the humor there.”

“Sinclair didn’t see you as a threat, so there’s no way he would have given the Dark Ones any kind of orders about that. You’re a third-rate slacker with delusions of grandeur.”

Gene pointed to the ceiling with his index finger. “One moment, please,” he said. “Am I to understand that you defeated Joseph Sinclair?”

“I didn’t stutter.”

“And yet I was able to manipulate you with a simple spell?”

Lakesha shook her head. “This one has power, but lacks knowledge, drive, demeanor, focus, and intelligence.”

“You make that sound like a bad thing,” I said.

“You say that with him sitting right here?” Gene asked.

“I’m being blunt,” she said, “but I’m also being nicer about it than his father.”

I couldn’t argue with that.

“I don’t care about magic,” I said.

“Who is his father?” Gene asked.

“Nathaniel Masters,” Lakesha said.

Gene looked at me. “No,” he said, stretching it out so doubt dripped from the word.

“Yes,” Lakesha said.

He looked like he was about to say no again, so I folded my arms, leaned back and glared at him. He had the grace not to continue down that path.

“Is he powerful enough to dispatch the Dark Ones?” Gene asked.

“Not without taking half a city block with them,” I said.

“We wouldn’t want that.”

Lakesha shrugged. “Depends on which block.”

“Can we draw from him?”

She nodded. “Blood magic is powerful, but if we lend our control, our own power is enhanced, which could be problematic. If we destroy the Dark Ones, that magic would come back at us three times.”

“If we spread it across the entire coven, we might be able to handle it.”

“I’m lost,” I said. “What’s this three times stuff?”

“When a witch uses magic, it comes back at her three times. If that magic is used in a positive manner, that means three good things will happen. If we use our magic in a negative manner, three bad things happen. As these things are relative, and Dark Ones would take an immense amount of energy to destroy, you can see the problem.”

“That was a lot of words there.”

She sighed. “Good or bad reflects three times.”

“But destroying a Dark One would be a good thing,” I said.

“Destroying things is not a positive use of power.”

“So when you use magic to zap my ass, you pay for it three times?” I asked.

She grinned. “In that case, it’s worth it.”

“Ha ha,” I said.

“What do you think?” Gene asked Lakesha. “If it’s spread out, can we survive?”

“No clue,” Lakesha said. “It’s still a lot of power coming at each of us. And it might be divided up based on the skill level of each individual witch or it might be divided equally. If it’s equal, any low level witches would certainly die.”

“You got anything to drink here?” I asked. “Beer? Whiskey?”

“Why?”

“Because I’m bored, and if I have to listen to more witch nonsense, it would go down easier with alcohol.”

“Being bored is a sign of low curiosity,” Gene said.

“Bingo,” I said. “Your problems don’t interest me. I should at least be able to get drunk.”

“I don’t keep alcohol here,” Lakesha said.

“With all these herbs, you must have something to make me happy and relaxed. Maybe some GSC?”

“What is that?” Gene asked.

“Ignore him,” Lakesha said. “He’s an idiot.”

“I want to know. What is GSC?” Gene asked again.

“Girl Scout Cookies,” I said.

“Oh, I love the Thin Mints,” Gene said. “I always buy three boxes when the neighborhood troop is camped out at the grocery store.”

“Me too, but I prefer the Samoas,” Lakesha said. She glared at me. “If I had any cookies here, I wouldn’t share.”

I sighed. They obviously didn’t get GSC, and I doubted they’d get Gorilla Glue Number Four, either. “Never mind.”

“Now I’m hungry,” Gene said. “Cookies sound good.”

“They do,” Lakesha said. “But we should discuss the problem with the Dark Ones.”

“I don’t care about any of this,” I said. “Wake me when you’re done.” I rested my arms on the table and put my head down so I could take a nap.

“Oh no you don’t,” Lakesha said and pounded on the table.

“Come on,” I said. “What’s wrong with you?”

Die die die, Regina said.

“Great, you woke the damn ghost,” I said.

Die die die!

Go back to sleep.

We need to die.

You’re already dead, I told her. Leave me out of it.

Time to die!

“She won’t shut up,” I said.

“You shouldn’t try to avoid your responsibilities,” Lakesha said.

Die die die!

You asked for it. I mentally sang “It’s a Small World.”

Die, you evil man, die!

The song got stuck in my head, and while Regina tried to fight it, her words couldn’t penetrate it. Some magic doesn’t require blood. Then again, I had to suffer through the song, too. I kinda regretted my decision.

“This is your fault,” I said, pointing at Lakesha. “My least favorite song in the entire world is stuck in my head now. Well, one of my least favorite songs. I think ‘Baby’ by Justin Bieber might take that bottom spot, but… oh no, now that’s getting stuck in my head.”

“Serves you right,” Lakesha said.

Make it stop! Regina screamed in my head.

I wish I could.

Stop! Regina disappeared in there somewhere.

I broke into the chorus of “All About That Bass” by Meghan Trainor.

Lakesha and Gene stared at me like I was crazy, but it worked and after a few runs through the chorus, I managed to knock Bieber out of my head.

“I think I’m good now,” I said.

“I don’t,” Gene said.

“Your father wants you to help people,” Lakesha said.

“That was not helpful,” Gene said.

“Whatever, dude.”

“No,” Lakesha said. “Your father wants you to assist people with their problems, and Mr. Black has a doozie that could affect the entire city. You have to learn to use your magic, and this is a perfect opportunity.”

“I don’t want to do it. I need my beauty rest.” I saw she wasn’t buying that one, so I tried again. “Who says there are any Dark Dudes, anyway?”

“I do,” Gene said.

“I don’t know you.”

“There are Dark Ones,” Lakesha said. “I know what he’s saying is true, and if you look deep, you’ll know it too.”

“Look deep? What kind of bullshit is that?”

“You’re just being lazy. It’s your job to help people in trouble now. That’s why your father is paying you a stipend.”

“I doubt my old man wants me to help thieves.”

“You’re a thief,” Gene said.

“As my father doesn’t want to help me, I rest my case.”

“He helps your uncle,” Lakesha said.

Uncle Paul loved stealing shit, and my father had helped him many times over the years, so my case didn’t get to rest for long.

“Well, shit,” I said. “He doesn’t want me to help witches?”

Lakesha gave me a slow blink.

“I know,” I said. “He doesn’t want me to help ghosts? I mean, who cares if these Dark Dudes eat up a few ghosts. Right?”

“You want them to destroy Demetrius?”

“No.”

“Then I rest my case.”

And her case stayed rested.

 

 

 

 

 

 


CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

 

“So how long have you been a warlock?” I asked.

Gene and I were alone in Lakesha’s backroom because she’d gone out to deal with a customer. I wasn’t sure what to say to the old man, so that seemed like an okay way to make small talk. He looked at me like I was retarded.

“I’m a witch,” he said. “Part of the coven.”

“Yeah, but male witches are called warlocks. Right?”

“I call myself a witch.”

“So you think of yourself as a chick?”

“Witch is a gender neutral term,” Gene said.

“I hear the word witch and I think chick. If I were you, I’d call myself a warlock because it sounds cool.”

“You, sir, are a moron.”

“It’s not my fault you chose an effeminate occupation,” I said.

“I don’t think of it as an occupation, I think of it as who I am at my core.”

“A chick?”

He sighed and shook his head.

“Go with warlock,” I said with a nod. “Unless you’re gay. Don’t get me wrong. I don’t care one way or the other. It’s cool if you blow dudes in your spare time, and if that’s the case, being a witch makes sense. But if you want a strong masculine job, you should definitely call yourself a warlock.”

“Shut up.”

“Just saying.”

Lakesha returned. “Are you two getting along?”

“No,” Gene said.

“Yes,” I said at the same time.

“I don’t want to know,” she said. 

“It seems to me that girly-boy Gene here might not be as honest as he claims,” I said.

Gene shot me that look that suggested I was mental again. “What the hell are you talking about?”

“You show up out of nowhere, expecting us to help you. Seems mighty convenient to me. Like the lobster dude in the Star Wars movies says, ‘It’s a trap.’”

Lakesha gave me the same look Gene did.

“Boy, did you smoke something while I was gone?”

“Yeah, you were gone so long, I rolled up some coriander and sage doobies,” I said. “Witchiepoo here didn’t want any, so I kept it all to myself and I feel so much better now.”

“He’s lying,” Gene said. “He didn’t smoke anything.”

“I know that,” Lakesha said.

“So why did he show up the way he did?” I asked.

“You don’t believe him when he says he needs a witch to fill the coven or are you still trying to get out of doing anything?”

“I don’t know,” I said. “I just don’t like trusting him when he’s known thief and ghost-napper spinning yarns about Dark Things coming to eat people.”

“The Dark Ones feed on souls,” Lakesha said. “They kill people, but they don’t eat them.”

“How do we know this isn’t a trap? Maybe they kidnapped Sabrina, and they have her at an underground bunker where they can do Shakespearian double, double toil and trouble shit to her. Abigail could be guarding her right now, fixing to chop her up and stir her into a cauldron of nasty boiling gunk.”

Lakesha rolled her eyes. “Why do you say that?”

“Have you seen Sabrina today?”

“No.”

“Neither have I. You know who else we haven’t seen? Abigail. And Abigail is a witch, so she could be torturing Sabrina while we’re sitting here with Gene.”

“For the last time, my name is not Gene.”

“You’ll always be Gene to me,” I said.

Lakesha rubbed her temples. “You’re giving me a headache, Brat. I’m a witch, and I don’t do the whole Macbeth routine. But, fine. Let’s set your mind at ease. You have a phone, right?”

“Yeah.”

“Call Sabrina.”

I hesitated because she had to bring logic into the situation. All this magical influence stuff was messing with my mind. Besides, how can you trust some dude who wants to be a witch instead of a warlock?

After taking a few breaths and staring at Lakesha longer than I should have, I pulled out my phone, scrolled through my “recents” and called Sabrina.

She answered on the second ring. “What’s up, Brett?”

“You okay?”

“Of course. Why?”

“You didn’t come home last night.”

“So?”

“So I’m here with a suicide ghost pecking the inside of my head, and a couple of witches telling me we have to stop the Dark Ones, and—”

“Stop talking,” Sabrina said. “You’re not making any sense.”

“Where did I lose you?”

“You haven’t expelled Regina yet?”

“So I lost you right from the start? I thought I was the one who needed things in six words or less.”

“Fewer,” she said. “Sorry, I can’t help correcting you.”

“Whatever. Can you come to Lakesha’s store?”

“I’m with Michael.”

“Bring him along.”

“Sunlight is not his friend.”

“Then leave his ass behind.”

“He drove.”

“Uber it.”

“Is there some emergency?” she asked.

I covered the microphone on the phone, and faced Lakesha. “When do we need Sabrina? Or do we need her at all?”

“She’s a mid-level wizard, so yes, it would be good to have her along when we face the Dark Ones. Your vampire friend would be welcome, too.”

I uncovered the phone. “When can you and Michael get here?”

“After the sun goes down, so eight thirty or nine?”

“That will have to do,” I said, but I knew from the previous night that Regina would get extra antsy as eleven o’clock rolled closer. I’d be ready to party, and she’d be ready to die. Stupid ghost was already dead. Still, I was handling her better than Abigail had. Unless Abigail had been faking it.

Yeah, I have trust issues.

I finished the call and gave Lakesha a shrug. “She’ll be here by nine or so.”

Lakesha nodded. “Where are the Dark Ones now?”

Gene hesitated. “They’re holed up at Alsup’s Auto Salvage in South Houston, but they’re difficult to track, so it’s possible they could have moved on by now.”

“That’s an hour away,” I said.

“So?”

“So I have a suicidal ghost in me, and she gets more motivated as her death time approaches.”

“The Dark Ones won’t leave their base until midnight unless there’s a mass murder or major accident to feed on.”

“Ghosts are more active after people go to sleep,” Lakesha said.

“The Dark Ones feed on ghosts because they’re easy marks,” Gene said. “The living tend to fight back, and when they kill people, it tends to attract wizards and paranormal warriors, so they prefer the low hanging fruit. But these two have been feeding, so they’re a lot stronger than you’d expect.”

Lakesha considered that for a moment, then pointed at me. “You, go home and get that black onyx necklace. We need to make preparations for your coming battle.”

“My coming battle?”

She grinned. “Picked up on that, did you?”

“Kinda hard to miss.”

“It was more than six words, so I thought I could slip it past you. Maybe you pay more attention than you claim.”

“What do you expect me to do?”

“Fight the Dark Ones. You’ll have help. Sabrina and Michael can assist you in the fight.”

“But you witches are going to sit it out?”

“If we attack something with magic, it comes back at us three times. That’s not a problem for wizards or vampires.”

“This is sounding less and less like something I want to be a part of,” I said.

“Too bad. Go get the necklace.”

“What about Regina? You going to help me get rid of her?”

“We’ll deal with that later.”

“So I’m going to have Dark Dudes trying to kill me from outside, and a ghost trying to kill me from inside?”

“You’re a member of the Masters family,” Lakesha said. “This should be child’s play for a wizard of your stature.”

“Seeing as how you haven’t taught me a damn thing about magic, and neither has Sabrina, I don’t think that’s a fair assessment.”

“I see,” Lakesha said. “And how many days have you been on time for your studies since we started?”

“What does that have to do with anything?”

“You don’t respect my time, so why should I go out of my way to help you? I’m available, as is Sabrina, but we get paid whether or not you accept our instruction. Things are slower in the mornings, but you can’t be bothered to show up until afternoon. I have more customers to deal with then.”

I laughed. “You’ve had one customer in the last two hours.”

“On normal days, I’d be packing online orders in the afternoons, but since you don’t show up until late, I’ve been doing that in the mornings.”

“So now you’re going to tell me that you do most of your business online?”

“Not anymore. Your father pays me quite well now.”

“So why not close down your stupid shop and adjust your schedule to mine?”

Isis growled from where she sat in the corner.

“Shut up, cat,” I said. I stared at Lakesha. “Answer me.”

“You won’t like it.”

“Answer me anyway.”

She took a deep breath. “Fine. The truth is that when your father approached me, he paid me what you might call a signing bonus so that no matter what happened, it would be worth my while.”

“Yeah, so?”

“Your father knew you wouldn’t apply yourself, Brett. I believed you would, but after spending a few days with you, I realized he was probably right.”

“He knows me better than you do.”

“This conversation is making me uncomfortable,” Gene said. He fidgeted in his seat.

“Get over it,” I said.

“Your father knows the way you were,” Lakesha said. “I see the man you can grow to be, but I worry you won’t have that opportunity. This is not what I wanted for you.”

“Psychic powers on the fritz? Figures.”

“Oh, I knew it was only a matter of time before something went wrong because my job is to find threats for you to handle. I wanted to start small, and I thought the ghost problem would be a lot simpler than it’s turned out to be, but that danger is always there when the supernatural is involved. There are dark forces out there.”

“You’re stalling and I’m about to fall asleep waiting for the so-called true answer you promised me.”

“Your father paid me up front for a year. That was my signing bonus. Mine to keep no matter what happens.”

“Good for you. And yet you haven’t adjusted your schedule.”

“I saw glimmers of hope, Brett. You were good with Demetrius.”

“What aren’t you telling me?”

“Something about your father.”

“Spill.”

She looked at the floor for a moment. “In six words or less?” She raised her head and met my gaze, held it, then said, “He doesn’t expect you to survive.”

“So you’ve been well compensated to find something that might kill me?”

“No. I don’t want you to die, Brett. I just haven’t seen enough desire from you to learn in our limited time together. You’d rather sleep than learn to protect yourself.”

“I like sleeping.”

“Yes, well, your father has a pool running right now. Whoever guesses which month you die wins a million dollars.”

“You’re in this pool?”

“Of course not!”

“So why even tell me about it?”

“Because your father chose August.”

So my old man didn’t expect me to make it through my first month of training. Good to know. I can’t say it surprised me much, but it was still a punch in the gut.

I nodded as the truth sank in. He thought so little of me even after I’d saved his ass, that he assumed I wouldn’t make it as a working wizard for one lousy month. Not only would I not make it, but I’d die on the job he was forcing me to take. Grow up or die.

“Say something.”

 “What is there to say?” I asked. “My father is an asshole. And clearly, there’s something to your feeling that I wasn’t worth changing your schedule to accommodate because you believe he’s right that I won’t make it a single month.”

“I’m hoping you prove me wrong.”

“Hope in one hand, shit in the other. You know which hand will fill up first.”

“Your father set the rules.”

“He always does,” I said. “I’ll go get that necklace now. Evidently, I have an appointment with death so my old man can win a million bucks. I’m glad you get to keep your pay.” I got up and left the store.

 

 

 

 

 

 


CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

 

My father and I used to watch Clint Eastwood movies. We both loved the westerns, of course. Beyond that, I always liked the funnier movies like Every Which Way But Loose with the orangutan, but my father always liked the Dirty Harry flicks. I suspected The Dead Pool was his inspiration for his own little dead pool because I doubted he’d seen the Marvel movie.

As I drove home to get the necklace, I thought about my childhood. Those hours spent on the sofa watching movies with my old man. That was our time. It was about the only time he and I shared alone, and the only time where he wasn’t constantly criticizing me. I didn’t have a lot of good memories from my childhood, but movie time with my father was right up there toward the top of that short list.

We didn’t just watch Clint Eastwood movies. We watched all kinds of movies, but Eastwood was my father’s favorite actor, so as a kid, Eastwood was my favorite, too. Eastwood as the Man with No Name was so damn cool. He’d walk into a town with confidence knowing he could outdraw and outshoot anyone. My father identified with that.

“Brett,” he said once, “that’s how I live my life. I walk in and I know I’m the most powerful wizard in any gathering. I stand alone at the apex of the mountain and in a face-off with any other wizard, I will always come out on top.”

One night, we watched the James Garner movie Support Your Local Sheriff. In the film, Garner played a guy who doesn’t seem like he’s any stronger or badder than anyone else. People constantly underestimated him, and he kept having to prove himself, but he outsmarted and outwitted everyone. When faced with a gunfighter, he chased the son of a bitch out of town by throwing rocks at him. When he accepted the job as sheriff, and the jail didn’t have any bars on the cells, he dripped red paint on the floor before arresting Bruce Dern’s character. He told Dern that the paint was blood from the last guy who tried to escape. I loved that movie.

“Dad,” I said when the movie was over, “that’s how I want to live my life. Someone points a gun at me, I’ll just stick my finger in the barrel.”

“Son, that movie is a comedy. Life doesn’t work like that. To live in this world, you need to be more like Clint Eastwood and less like James Garner.”

But I wasn’t like Clint Eastwood and I knew it.

I wasn’t up to James Garner level either, but at least I could identify with him. In The Rockford Files he got his ass kicked. I got my ass kicked a lot. And again, Rockford outsmarted everyone by running cons and being persistent. I lost the persistent side of things, of course, except when it came to procrastinating. I once considered trying to be the world’s greatest procrastinator, but it took too much effort.

When I pulled up to the house, it was just after six in the evening. A white van sat at the curb. I wheeled over behind the van and hopped out of my car.

Teddy and Chuck climbed out of the van.

“Hey, guys,” I said. “What are you doing here?”

“Band practice,” Chuck said, running a hand over his bald head. “Don’t tell me you forgot.”

“I forgot,” I said.

“I told you not to tell me that.”

“I’m sorry, guys, I have to cancel.”

“Is Sabrina here?” Teddy asked. He looked hopeful.

“No, dude, she’s with Michael.”

The way he flinched made me think maybe I should have just left it with a simple no.

He stubbed his shoe against the pavement and shoved his hands into his pockets. “Figures,” he mumbled. Then he looked me in the eyes. “You forgot to tell Michael about practice tonight, didn’t you?”

“Uh, yeah.”

“And you didn’t tell Sabrina either.”

“Right again. My bad.”

“You know we have a gig on Saturday, right?” Chuck asked.

“The beach thing,” I said.

“Yeah, the beach thing. It’s a paying gig, Brett. And it’s a chance for us to showcase our talent with Sabrina’s vocals and our new set list. But we haven’t had a single practice since you fucked up our last show at the Hideaway. They won’t book us again, by the way.”

“I figured.”

“If you don’t care about the band, why are you in it?”

“To hook up with chicks, of course.”

Chuck rolled his eyes. 

“We can reschedule practice for tomorrow. Cool?”

Teddy shook his head. “I have to work.”

“And my wife is having a dinner party,” Chuck said. “If I miss that, she’ll castrate me while I sleep.”

“Friday?” I asked.

“Dude,” Teddy said, “tomorrow is Friday.”

“Damn,” I said. “Days are just blending together.”

Chuck stared at my arm. “Is that a new tattoo?”

I glanced at the tat. It still showed the Ten of Swords. I guess that card would show until I asked another question and gave my arm a shake. “Yeah. Look, guys, I’m sorry about practice. Maybe we can sneak in a quick practice Saturday afternoon.”

“Michael can’t be there in the afternoon,” Teddy said. Then he said it again, only with a ray of sunshine in his voice. “Michael can’t be there in the afternoon. That means Sabrina won’t be distracted.”

“Guys, I hate to be a dick, but I have to grab something from the house and go. I have some serious shit going on right now.”

“Like what?” Teddy asked.

“Like serious shit.”

“Blonde or brunette?” Chuck asked.

“Not that kind of serious.”

“So tell us what’s going on.”

“You wouldn’t believe me.”

“Try us,” Teddy said.

“Okay, I have a ghost inside me that wants to make me kill myself and I have to get a necklace to go face beings known as the Dark Ones at a salvage yard in Houston or they’ll start eating souls.”

They stared at me.

I sighed. “Brunette,” I said.

“I hope she’s worth it,” Chuck said. “Come on, Teddy. We may need to start auditioning for a new lead guitarist.”

They climbed into the van and left.

Not much I could do about that, so I went inside, grabbed the necklace and Abigail’s wallet, then returned to my car. When I slid behind the wheel, I didn’t bother to start the car. I gripped the wheel and stared at myself in the rearview mirror. What the hell was I doing? Tossing aside my friends and my music to risk my life for people I didn’t even know? And these so-called Dark Ones had only fed on ghosts so far. For all I knew, they’d be happy feeding on spirits and wouldn’t even go for any living souls. Why was this my problem?

I looked at the tattoo of the Tarot card. Ruin. I needed a better answer. Maybe I needed a better question. What can I expect if I continue down this path? I thought.

Die die die! Regina said.

Not again.

Die die die!

I gave my arm a shake and looked at the card. It shifted to reveal one of the major arcana: The Moon.

The image featured a dog and a wolf facing off against each other. Yeah, this did not bode well.

Die die die Regina chanted.

I dug into my memory. What did the Moon card represent? Some kind of mystery, of course. Was the deck telling me it didn’t know what I should expect? And then it hit me. The Moon was about going into the dark of night to face yourself. To see the real you. The you that you hide from. The wild against the domestic. But as my teacher told me so many years ago, if you don’t move through the darkness, you’ll never find the light.

And why did I remember what she told me when I’d forgotten or not paid attention to most of what my other teachers said? If you guessed the teacher was hot, you scored a point. Miss Emily, oh how I crushed on her. I tried to answer the questions because I wanted to see her smile.

That fell apart, of course, because one night I walked into the big house in New Orleans, went to my father’s library on the ground level of the mansion to study, and found my father with Miss Emily. They were doing some studying of their own. She was mortified when I caught them, and ran from the library, tugging her dress on as she went past me.

But my father’s satisfied smile haunted me for years.

I think he wanted me to catch them because he knew I liked her a little too much. It was another way for him to show what kind of power he held.

My heart died that night.

The next morning, Miss Emily tried to act like nothing happened, and started the lesson like normal, but I said something awful. I called her a slut, right to her face.

Her cheeks reddened, tears welled in her eyes, and she said, “I never meant… I didn’t feel like I had a choice. Your father is a man of power.”

I rolled my eyes.

“Please don’t grow up to be like him,” she said.

“Why not? He gets women like you all the time.”

The tears spilled down her cheeks. She wiped them away, held her head up and was about to try starting the lesson again, but my father walked into the classroom.

He gave her the same slimy smile he’d given me. “I’d like to see you in the library again tonight, Emily,” he said.

“I can’t do this anymore,” she said. She walked up to him, and looked him right in the eyes. “Having great power does not make you a great man.”

“That’s not what you said last night.” He nodded to me. “Isn’t that right, son?”

I should have defended her, but at that point, I still thought I might be able to get my father’s approval someday. “That’s right, Dad,” I said.

She restarted the waterworks, walked out the door, and I never saw her again.

Die die die! Regina chanted.

Maybe you’re right, Regina, I thought. All I ever do is let people down. Maybe death is the best answer. I shook my head like maybe Regina would fly out an ear and be gone. With night coming, she was getting stronger. These thoughts were all hers, not mine.

Right?

 

 

 

 

 

 


CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

 

By the time we made it to Houston, it was dark, and the traffic had improved to the level of bad. You take what you can get. Regina kept urging me to kill myself, and I didn’t have any real arguments against it, but I still had shit to do, so I pushed her back.

Alsup’s Auto Salvage sat in a nonresidential section of Houston, which was just as well. Junked cars were stacked atop one another, gigantic piles of scrap metal stood like mountains, and heavy industrial cranes, forklifts, and other equipment were parked near a car crusher and a series of massive bins filled with engine parts. Some cars sat without wheels and with mangled front ends.

The gate to the yard stood open, and lights were on, though the place looked deserted. I stopped Lakesha’s hearse in the gateway. She had me drive because she hated driving at night. A small group of people had gathered at the gate. Abigail looked gorgeous sitting on the hood of a parked Honda Civic in the middle of the crowd, and a line of cars stretched out behind them.

“That’s our coven,” Gene said. “Would you like to meet them?”

“Not really,” I said.

Michael pulled up and parked in the dark shadows off to my right. He and Sabrina got out of his Dodge Charger and approached the hearse.

“Let’s make our introductions,” Lakesha said. She sat between me and Gene. “Get out of the car, Brett.”

I shut off the engine and climbed out. She followed me, while Gene got out on the other side.

We all gathered at Abigail’s Honda. I slipped past some women, and held out the wallet. Abigail wasn’t wearing any perfume. She snatched the wallet from my hand without even thanking me. Then she opened the damn thing and checked to make sure I hadn’t taken any of her cash or credit cards.

Like I needed her money.

“You need to release Demetrius,” I said.

“I don’t need to do anything for you,” she said with a grin. “Everyone, this is Brett. He thinks too much of himself, so don’t be impressed.”

I looked at the coven. The men and women looked to come from all walks of life. I don’t know what I expected, but these were just normal people. One guy still wore his postal uniform, so he’d come straight from his job delivering mail to be here. Another guy wore a nice suit. The women, like the men, came in all shapes and sizes. Some were slender, some were more average, but none of them would have stood out in a crowd.

Had I expected evil looking women with warts on their noses? Nope. Maybe I thought they’d be wearing robes. Instead, they wore blouses, jeans, slacks, boots, sandals, sneakers. Some had long hair, some had short hair, some even had styled hair. You’d run into these people at a supermarket and not even notice them.

“Hi, everyone,” I said.

A few of them waved, but most didn’t bother. They looked bored. I could relate.

“Is this going to take long?” a short woman asked. “I have to do laundry.”

“I have an early shift tomorrow,” an Asian woman said. “I told my husband I’d be home by ten.”

“Do you people even know why you’re here?” I asked.

“A power blessing,” the Asian woman said. “But I don’t know why we’re doing it way out in the boonies.”

Abigail shrugged. “We needed a full coven,” she said.

I grabbed her arm and pulled her off the car. “Come here,” I said and led her away from the group. She reluctantly went with me.

“What?” she said.

“These people belong at a PTA meeting, not at a battle with creatures from another dimension.”

“So Quincy told you about the Dark Ones.”

I still thought of him as Gene, so it took me a moment to get it, but I nodded. “Yeah.”

“He was only supposed to bring the witch.”

“She’s here, too.”

“I’m glad to see you’re still alive,” Abigail said.

“I live for you, my dear.”

“That spell should have worn off by now. I took a long shower and scrubbed away all traces of the perfume.”

I gave her a lopsided smile. “I still think you’re cute as a bug’s ear.”

She laughed and touched my arm. “What the hell is wrong with you? That may be the stupidest thing you’ve said yet. For future reference, assuming you survive the night, never ever compare a woman to a bug.”

Lakesha wandered over to us. “We have a problem,” she said.

“I know,” I said. “None of these people have any power.”

“That’s not what I meant. Listen.”

I cocked my head to the side. In the distance, I heard a soft moan on the wind. It sounded mournful, and it called to me.

Time to die, Regina told me.

Soon.

“The Dark Ones are awake,” Abigail said. “They know we’re here.”

Michael and Sabrina joined us. “Um, guys?” Sabrina said. “The witches here aren’t real witches.”

“Yes they are,” Abigail said. “They just haven’t been at it for long. They’ve read a few Scott Cunningham and Starhawk books, but we haven’t taught them any spells yet. We just need their numbers.”

“Where did you get them?”

“CraigsList.”

“It figures,” Sabrina said. “One of the men is telling the women they need to perform the ritual sky clad.”

“That’s Todd,” Abigail said. “He thinks all meetings should be done in the nude.”

“Nothing wrong with that,” Michael said.

I glanced over at the group. “Todd must be the one stripping down,” I said.

Abigail rolled her eyes. She looked over at them. “Todd! Keep your clothes on!”

“We have to be sky clad!” he yelled. “Clothing blocks the magic spells. Come on everyone. Let’s get undressed for success.”

He was down to his boxers before Gene reached him.

“What’s the plan?” I asked.

Lakesha pursed her lips, thinking. “Mr. Black, Abigail, and I will join with the others. There is power in numbers, and if I can draw some energy from you, I can set a protective spell around the salvage yard. Keep the Dark Ones from getting out.”

“So Sabrina, Brett, and I go in to face the Dark Ones?” Michael asked.

“Who are you and why are you here?” Abigail asked.

“My name is Michael,” he said and cocked a thumb toward his chest. “Vampire.”

“A real vampire?” she asked. “Show me your fangs.”

“I’m not here to do tricks for you, lady.”

“Then why are you here?”

“Vampires are like catnip to Dark Ones. We walk the line between life and death. We can give them the energy they get from ghosts along with the jolt of euphoria they get from souls.”

“Ghosts aren’t just lost souls? I can feel the boy within me, and he seems to be a soul.”

“Spirits without life can feed the Dark Ones, but souls are full when they’re in a physical body.”

“Quincy didn’t explain that. He just told us we needed a ghost to use as bait to draw them out.”

“And to steal shit,” I said.

“Speaking of that,” she said, “where is the black onyx necklace?”

I pulled it out of my pocket and dangled it in front of her. “Right here.”

She reached for it, but I pulled it back.

“You need to let Demetrius go before I give you the necklace.”

She looked confused. “Why? Aren’t we on the same aside?”

“I sure hope so, but there are only two Dark Ones. I have Regina inside me, so that will lure one of them out, and Michael can lure the other out, so we don’t need Demetrius. I want him safe.”

She furrowed her brow and frowned. Then turned toward the coven. “Quincy?”

Gene walked over to our group. “What is it, my child?”

“He wants me to let Demetrius go free. Can we afford to do that?”

“With a vampire and the ghost in Brett, we’ll be fine without the other ghost. That also means you get to stay outside the junkyard, Abigail. Turn the boy loose. We’re all friends here.”

She turned her arms out, and the triangles glowed. A moment later, Demetrius popped out of her.

“Where am I?” he asked.

“Houston,” I said.

“How do I get home?”

“Lakesha will take you home later, little man,” I said.

“Thanks, Brat,” Demetrius said. “I feel weird. Can I get some new comics?”

“Sabrina will take you to the comic store in a few days, m’man. No worries.”

“You can’t take me?”

“We’ll see,” I said.

“Hey Demetrius,” Sabrina said. “Go wait in the black sports car over by the fence.”

He nodded. “Cool car.”

“Don’t get any ectoplasm on the seats,” Michael said.

Demetrius moved off toward the Charger.

“The necklace?” Abigail said.

I handed it to her, and she passed it to Gene.

“Excellent,” Gene said. “I’ll pass out the protective amulets to the coven, and we can get started.”

“They’re in the backseat of the Honda,” Abigail said. “It’s not locked.”

“Lakesha, if you’ll accompany me, we can get things ready. We need wards and sigils. We have to make sure the Dark Ones can’t get out of the yard.”

The moans on the wind grew louder.

I checked my phone. It was ten minutes until midnight. Yeah, they were waking up all right. And Regina really wanted to go to them.

“Brett,” Sabrina said grabbing my arm. “Where are you going?”

“Huh?” I said then realized I’d started moving toward the gate. “We should take up our positions.”

“Lakesha needs to tell us what to do first. If we go in there unprepared, the Dark Ones will kill us.”

“Would that be so bad?”

“Dude, you’re not making any sense,” Michael said.

“Life doesn’t make any sense.”

“The ghost is winning,” Abigail said. “She’s going to get stronger now that she’s affecting his mind.”

Michael looked at Abigail. “When you went through it, how long did it take for her to get you to try and hang yourself?”

“Once she got to where Brett is now, it took five minutes. She guided me to the house without me realizing it, and I wasn’t thinking of the future, just focused on my past failings. He’s already lasted longer than I did.”

I couldn’t see any reason to delay any longer. I took a deep breath and started moving toward the gate.

 

 

 

 

 

 


CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

 

When I neared the gate, Regina’s excitement about dying reached a fever pitch. I wanted to die in that moment too. But if I was going to kick off, I wanted to take at least one of the Dark Ones with me. Lakesha’s hearse was parked in front of the gate. Straight ahead of it toward the back of the salvage yard, I saw the car crusher machine. The stacks of tireless cars stood on one side with piles of scrap metal and heavy equipment on the other side that left an open road right to the massive machine.

I wanted to get this over with—the battle, my life, everything.

Something dark came out of the crusher. It looked like the Scream guy in the old movies, except it wasn’t wearing a mask, but it was clad in dark robes and a hood as it stepped into the light. When it moved into the shadows, it was darker than the darkness surrounding it. Wes Craven would be proud because it looked freaky as hell.

The door to the hearse was open, and the keys were still in the ignition.

I could walk to my death, but it would be far better to drive, so I hopped into the hearse, started the engine, and turned on the headlights.

“What are you doing?” someone called. I still don’t know who yelled it, but it didn’t matter because I didn’t answer. Instead, I threw the hearse into Drive, and gunned the engine.

“Ramming speed!” I yelled and aimed for the Dark One.

Demetrius appeared in the headlights and I hit the brakes hard. I couldn’t stop in time so the car passed through him and stopped with his face a foot from mine. The steering wheel was inside his translucent chest.

Die die die, Regina told me as always.

See with my eyes, Regina. We should at least say goodbye to Demetrius first. He’s right here.

“Demetrius?” I said for Regina, who finally saw him.

“Auntie Regina?” Demetrius asked.

“Yes,” she said through me. “Oh, baby, I’m so sorry I failed you.”

“It wasn’t your fault, Auntie. It’s not Brat’s fault either.”

A wave of emotion swept through me, not mine, but Regina’s. “You can find it in your heart to forgive me?”

“There’s nothing to forgive, Auntie Regina. You were always good to me. I know you would have saved me if you could. And even when you couldn’t see me, at least I could see you, so I was never really alone.”

Through Demetrius, I saw one of the Dark Ones coming toward the hearse. “Hey, little man,” I said, “get in Michael’s car. Your aunt and I need to know you’re safe.”

Yes, safe, Regina said to me. We die for him.

I stomped on the gas and the hearse shot forward through Demetrius and toward the Dark One.

But before we struck the creature, one of the machines on the side of the crusher moved forward. It was a weird looking thing, like a cross between a tractor and a forklift, but had massive curved metal fangs above the forks. As I raced forward, that big machine slowly moved between me and the Dark One. Regina wouldn’t let me brake or turn the vehicle. The forks raised and tilted up and I ran right into the damn thing. I slammed forward, smacking my head on the windshield so hard the glass starred. I hit the steering wheel, but because of my reaction to straighten my legs, I didn’t break any bones. It did tell me to never sign up to be a crash test dummy.

The forks pressed down, crushing the fenders and holding the hearse in place. Then those massive metal fangs bit down near the windshield and pulled away, clawing the hood off. It yanked the engine block from the front of the hearse. The teeth raised up with an awful scrape of metal on metal and crashed down again, closer to me, ripping the front of the car apart.

It’s one thing to die, but it’s quite another to get ripped open by a huge machine. I opened the door and bailed out. When I hit the dirt, I rolled. The engine biter made quick work of the hearse.

I tried to focus my magic enough to hurl the machine out of the way, but Regina screaming at me to die die die was too much of a distraction.

Another Dark One came out of the car crusher.

Strong hands grabbed me and pulled me to my feet. I twisted and saw it was Michael. “Run!” he yelled, and practically threw me back the way I’d driven.

We have to die die die, Regina said, but I ran away instead.

We bolted toward the gate, but we didn’t make it that far.

Sabrina stood in our path, hands glowing with energy.

“Get down!” she yelled.

We dove to the ground as she let loose with everything she had.

Her blast of light and power smacked into one of the Dark Ones, driving it backward, arms windmilling. Its long-fingered hands ended in dark claws.

As soon as her blast ended, the Dark One moved toward us again.

“Let’s get the hell out of here,” Michael said.

Behind Sabrina, Gene shoved Lakesha into the salvage yard, then slammed the gate closed behind her.

We’d been betrayed.

“That lying sack of shit,” I said.

Lakesha drew a circle in the air, spun it around so it glowed and expanded.

“Get over here!” she yelled.

Sabrina, Michael, and I ran to her and she threw the circle on the ground, then dropped to her hands and knees, scrawling symbols in the dirt.

“That will keep them out,” she said.

“For now,” I said.

“Just remain inside the circle and all will be fine.”

Die die die, Regina said, more insistent.

I turned to step out of the circle, but Michael grabbed me.

“Regina wants me to die,” I said. “She’s right. It’s time.”

“Don’t give me that bullshit. You’re too lazy to die,” Michael said. “Channel your inner slacker.”

“She’s too loud.”

Lakesha started singing “It’s a Small World.”

“Stop that,” I said.

She kept singing. As she sang, she finished the symbols and hauled herself to her feet.

“Hold him in place, Michael,” she said, which thankfully ended the song, though it kept going in my damn head.

Outside the circle, the Dark Ones loomed, walking around us, staring in with their eyes so dark they were like staring into a black hole. A feeling of malevolence poured off them. They were the stuff of nightmares. Their mouths remained open chasms of deep darkness. Their robes flowed like torn bits of material in jerky, stop-motion jump cuts as if they were created by a movie special effects crew who left out some of the frames when they spliced the film back together. It was unnerving.

But I figured it would be a quick and easy death, and Regina wanted me to go to them, so I tried to break free from Michael’s grip. He held me in place. Dude was strong.

“Regina is winning her battle with him,” Michael said.

“Regina and Sabrina, hanging in a tree,” I said in a sing-song manner.

Sabrina slapped me. “Stop it!”

“Ow,” I said.

“I thought he could push her out,” Lakesha said. “I don’t care what Nathaniel Masters says. Our lives are all on the line now.” She pulled a magic marker out of one of her pockets and drew something on my forehead.

“That better not be a dick,” I said.

“Shut up, Brett,” she said and finished her drawing. She tapped the image and my skin went cold. Regina oozed out of my forehead and spilled into the circle with us as a separate entity.

I dropped to my knees. “Wow, man,” I said. “That felt wild.”

I didn’t have time to think about how she’d just defied my father, and maybe just cost him a million bucks in his dead pool. Then again, I didn’t need to think about it because I felt it deep in my soul. Lakesha chose me over my father. That was a first.

The Dark Ones kept moving around us, clawing at the edges of the circle. They screeched in a high pitched howl.

“We need a plan,” Sabrina said. “I hit one of them with everything I could pull up and it barely pushed it backward three steps.”

“Michael,” I said, “maybe you can lure them into the crusher. We can toss a couple of cars in there, smash the bastards into the cubes with a binding spell and call it a night.”

“What about me?” he asked.

“Turn into a bat and fly away.”

“I can’t do that.”

“Shift into a mist and drift away?”

“You’ve watched too many movies. I can’t do that kind of stuff.”

“Then what’s the benefit of being a vampire?”

“Extra strength, hypnotic suggestive powers, eight hour erections, practical immortality provided you don’t get staked in the heart, decapitated, or devoured by Dark Ones.”

“I want to punch Gene,” I said. “Double-crossing little bastard.”

“His name is Quincy Black and he didn’t double-cross us, Brett,” Lakesha said. “I told him to send me inside and to close the gate. I’m still connected to the coven by the pendant he gave me.” She held it up. It looked like costume jewelry, but it had a small black onyx stone in the center.

“What good does that do?”

“For one thing, it allows me to keep the circle even if we move.”

“So we can move and they can’t get in?”

“Exactly. And with eleven other members to draw from, plus the power in the larger black onyx from the necklace, we’re safe for a time, and the Dark Ones won’t leave us while we’re here.”

“Yeah, but we’re locked in here with them.”

“Or they’re locked in here with us,” she said. “Your idea about the car crusher is a good one.”

“Okay, but it’s empty.”

“It is right now, but we can load it up.”

“The Dark Ones can control the machines, though,” I said. “As Exhibit A, take a look at your hearse.”

“They can’t control anything inside the circle.”

“And the circle isn’t big enough to cover one of the machines.”

“I can expand it by drawing on your power.”

“I can drive the forklift,” Michael said.

“There isn’t room for all of us,” I said.

“I’ll hold Regina,” Lakesha said as she drew a triangle on her forearm. She grabbed the ghost. “Regina, I invite you.”

Regina darted into Lakesha.

“No, Regina, you didn’t fail me,” Lakesha said. “I failed you.”

“Oh shit,” I said and grabbed Lakesha to hold her in place. “Regina is in full suicide mode.”

Lakesha slapped my arm. “Let go of me, Brat. I’m not under her control. I welcomed her. If I don’t send her out and let her back in, she won’t be able to overpower me for at least twenty-four hours.”

“Oh.”

Abigail had released her and Regina dove back inside. Abigail struggled early because of that. I hadn’t struggled until the last few hours, but I hadn’t been able to expel her.

“Sabrina, can you draw from Brett to blast the Dark Ones away long enough for us to load the crusher?” Lakesha asked.

Sabrina nodded. “I can’t recharge fast enough, but Brett can. He just can’t control his power.”

“Maybe I can fling them into space,” I said.

Sabrina patted me on the shoulder. “Better if you let me handle the magic.”

“Your call,” I said.

She took a deep breath, grabbed me, and waited for an opening. The Dark Ones moved around the circle. “Now!” Sabrina yelled and pulled me.

We leaped from the circle. Sabrina just jumped, but I did a shoulder roll.

“Idiot, get close to me,” she said.

I raced over. One of the Dark Ones remained at the circle, but the other moved toward us. She blasted it and sent it flying into a stack of old cars.

Then she grabbed hold of me. “I need a power boost,” she said.

“Take it,” I said.

The Dark One stepped away from the cars and lumbered toward us. Sabrina threw her hands forward, but sparks only sputtered from her fingertips.

“Uh oh,” I said as the Dark One approached.

 

 

 

 

 

 


CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

 

“Bite the inside of your cheek,” Sabrina said.

Oops. Blood magic did require blood. I hadn’t done much of it, so I forgot. After all, I don’t like pain. I bit the inside of my cheek and tasted blood.

The Dark One reached for us.

Sabrina pulled the power from me and hurled it, blasting the Dark One across the junkyard.

“Wow,” Sabrina said. “That felt good.”

“My power is stronger than yours,” I said.

“Don’t be a douche,” she said. She pulled more power from me and blasted the other Dark One away from the circle.

Lakesha and Michael hurried to a forklift.

I kept biting the inside of my cheek to keep the blood flowing.

Sabrina blasted one Dark One with her left hand, and the other with her right hand.

“This is fun,” she said. “And it doesn’t even hurt.”

“Speak for yourself,” I said.

“I just did.” She blasted them over and over.

The forklift rumbled to life and Michael speared a car from one of the stacks. The lift beeped in a steady rhythm as he put it in reverse. He shifted to forward and the beeping stopped. He loaded the first car into the crusher.

It was a good sized machine, so it would hold four cars easily.

Sabrina blasted away at the Dark Ones.

Michael loaded another car into the crusher.

Rinse and repeat twice more and my cheek throbbed with pain while Sabrina laughed with exuberance as she took shots at the Dark Ones. Each time she hit them, they screeched like pterodactyls in heat, and sailed backward a good fifty feet. And each time they instantly came at us again.

The forklift beeped as Michael backed it away from the crusher. He shut it off, and hopped to the ground.

Lakesha climbed down a lot slower, but she joined him in front of the machine. Sabrina and I maneuvered our way over to them.

I kept biting my cheek, and Sabrina kept throwing energy blasts. “I could do this all night,” she said.

“Not a good plan,” I said.

“Shut up and bite yourself.”

Lakesha put a hand on Michael’s shoulder. “Are you sure you understand what to do?”

He nodded. “I do.”

Before I could ask what that was, Lakesha twisted her forearms forward. She’d drawn another triangle on her other arm. Regina shot from her arms and dove into Michael.

“You’re doing the right thing,” he said.

“It doesn’t feel like it,” Lakesha said.

“She’s been in a loop for more than thirty-five years. She’s ready for the pain to stop.”

“I know.”

“It’s what she wants,” Michael said.

“I know,” Lakesha said again. “And at least she got to say goodbye to Demetrius.”

“I’ve got this,” he said and gave her a hug.

She embraced him back. “I know you do.”

And I realized the hug and final exchange wasn’t between Lakesha and Michael, but between her and Regina.

Lakesha stepped away and pulled out her cellphone. She hit a button, waited, then said, “Open the gates.”

Michael pointed to the side of the machine. “Sabrina, Brett, get over there. And be ready to hit the green button to crush the cars.”

Sabrina took another shot at each of the Dark Ones as we moved to the side of the machine where the controls were located. There were two buttons. One green, one red. The red one was helpfully labeled Emergency Stop.

“Hey, you bastards, are you hungry?” Michael yelled.

Lakesha had drawn triangles on his forearms too, and he aimed them at the Dark Ones as they soared toward him.

Their high pitched screeches were worse than fingernails on a blackboard. Michael stood his ground until the last second, then fired Regina into the Dark Ones. They devoured her instantly, finally ending her pain.

Michael did a shoulder roll past the robed bastards.

“Copycat,” I said.

Sabrina raced over and blasted the Dark Ones into the crusher with the cars.

Lakesha drew symbols in the air, and those symbols glowed like fire in the night. Extra energy flowed into the symbols from eleven separate rivers of light. The rest of the coven walked through the gate and moved toward us hand in hand, pendants glowing.

I hit the green button.

The Dark Ones tried to come out, but Lakesha shoved the symbols forward, wrapping the two sons of bitches tightly.

“Damn girl, you’re a bad ass,” I said

She pushed them back into the crusher and we stood there listening to the satisfying crumpling of metal.

The crusher did its job then shut off.

Lakesha set another layer of glowing symbols over the crushed vehicles.

“There’s no way they’re getting out of that,” she said.

“Nicely done,” I said.

“You expected less?” she asked. “Please.”

The witches from the coven cautiously approached the crusher and stared. They looked exhausted.

“Is it over?” Abigail asked.

“Not quite,” I said.

“What do you mean?” Lakesha asked.

“My control of magic might not be as strong as it should be, but I’m loaded for bear when it comes to power,” I said.

“Don’t go there, Brett,” Lakesha said.

I ignored her. All I’d done was press a stupid button. I wanted to show off and impress Abigail. I’d tossed an excavator into the Gulf of Mexico a few weeks back, and I’d raised the ocean from its bed and let it drop back, stunning an army of shark dudes.

“Oh, I’m going there.” An excavator weighed more than thirty thousand pounds, while four cars probably weighed about half that. And I couldn’t even guess how much that water weighed, but a metric fuck-ton sounded about right. “I’m going to throw the Dark Ones and these crushed cars into space where they belong.”

“Don’t do it,” Sabrina said.

I ignored them. I raised my hands over my head, focused on the crushed cars, lowered my hands. I’d need to pull the cars out of the machine then fling them skyward.

I bit my cheek once more, tasted the coppery blood, felt the power surge inside me, and I motioned for the cars to fly into space, throwing my arms up in dramatic fashion.

“Hasta la vista, Dark Ones,” I said as I made the move.

The cube of crushed cars tilted forward about six inches, then rocked back into place inside the machine.

“Maybe Sabrina used more of my magic than I thought,” I said. “Let’s try this again.”

Sabrina walked up to me as I made my preparations. She put a hand on my shoulder and whispered in my ear.

“Brett, you didn’t throw the excavator on your own, and you didn’t lift the ocean on your own either.”

“What do you mean?”

“Your father did that to make it seem like you had more control over your untapped power. It was all a show for Sinclair.”

“But…”

She shook her head. “The power is all there. Buck up, you’ve got the potential to be a great wizard. It will take lots of practice for you to be able to call on that kind of magic on your own, though.”

“Why didn’t he tell me?” I asked, feeling like an idiot.

“He wanted you to try for a change.”

I felt demoralized.

“I don’t know if it helps,” Sabrina said, “but you sure pressed that green button like a champion.”

“That doesn’t help, but thanks anyway.”

She patted me on the shoulder, then moved off to talk to Michael. The coven broke off into smaller groups to chat, and some of them wandered off to go home to husbands, wives, kids, dogs, cats, you name it. Some of them had to work in the morning, and being a witch was just one facet of who they were.

Lakesha stood talking to Gene or Quincy or whatever his real name was, and I stared at the crushed cars in the machine.

Abigail walked up to stand beside me. “Hey there, big guy,” she said.

“Hey, hot stuff.”

“Sorry about the perfume spell. It’s not normally that effective on anyone. It will wear off soon. I hope.”

“That wore off a while ago, and I still think you’re hot.”

“Let’s not go there, Brett. In the end, you’re just not my type. I mean, you’re hot and all, but your personality leaves a lot to be desired.  But hey, thanks for helping with the Dark Ones.  There’s hope for you yet.”

I let out a heavy sigh.

She turned and walked away, stopping to thank Lakesha before moving toward the open gates to leave the salvage yard. Her cute ass swayed nicely as she walked out of my life.

“What are you staring at?” Lakesha asked, glancing over at me.

“A big-ass witch, of course.”

“Abigail or me?”

“She’s a big-ass witch, but you’re my big-ass witch.”

“You better not be staring at my ass, boy. I’ll slap you into next week.”

“Oh no, I don’t see you in a romantic way.”

“You better not. You couldn’t handle a woman like me. I’d crush you like those cars.”

“Cute.”

“Speaking of cars,” she said, “you owe me a hearse.”

“Bill it to my asshole father,” I said.

She nodded. “I just stopped him from getting a million dollars in his dead pool, but I guess it can’t hurt to send him an invoice.”

“August isn’t over yet,” I said.

“Good point,” she said. “Want me to scrounge up another dangerous job for you?”

“Can that wait until September? I’ve got a broken heart to nurse.”

She grinned. “I’ll see what I can do.”

A little later, we caught a ride back to Galveston with Michael, Sabrina, and the ghost of Demetrius. He was sad that his aunt was gone, but happy that she wasn’t stuck in her terrible loop anymore.

When we dropped Lakesha off at her store, she said, “See you at ten o’clock Monday morning, Brat.”

“More like three in the afternoon,” I said.

“Boy, don’t make me hurt you.”

“Sorry, Lakesha, I promised to take Demetrius to the comic shop.”

“Do that later today,” she said.

“I can’t. We have band practice. And we have a paying gig tonight. I can’t let my friends down again.”

Lakesha nodded and a smile spread across her face. “Maybe you’re growing, Brett,” she said with a measure of pride.

“Well,” I said, “I can’t let them down right now. Next week, maybe, but not today.”

She shook her head. “Get this fool out of my sight,” she said.

“I love you too,” I said.

“Don’t go saying stupid shit like that, boy. I oughta…”

I didn’t hear the rest because Michael wheeled away from the curb, leaving her to rant and rave. I’d pay for it on Monday, I knew, but after the last twenty-four hours, I was just glad to still be alive.

When we arrived at the haunted house where Demetrius stayed, I walked him up to the front porch while Michael and Sabrina waited in the Charger.

“How you holding up, little man?” I asked.

“Good. You?”

“Hanging in there, buddy.”

“Thanks, Brett.”

“You said my name. I’m so proud.”

“You made it so I could talk to my Auntie and she could talk to me for the first time since she died. That’s better than all the comic books in the world.”

“I don’t know if I’d go that far.”

He wrapped his ghostly arms around me, manifested enough to give me a hug. “I would.”

While he was still solid, I ruffled his hair. As a parting gift, he dug a slimy booger out of his nose and wiped it on my shirt.

“Dude!”

He laughed, gave me a wave, then walked through the wall into his house. I shook my head, turned and walked back to the Charger.

“What’s that on your shirt?” Michael asked as he let me climb into the backseat.

“You don’t want to know,” I said. “Let’s go home.”
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