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CHAPTER ONE

 

If I’d known they wanted to kill me, I would have stayed in bed. I wasn’t asleep when they rang the doorbell at the crack of noon, but I sure as hell wasn’t ready to face the world. Still, I rolled out of the sack and staggered down the stairs.

“Hold your horses,” I called. My long hair was a rat’s nest, and I wore only a pair of navy blue sweat pants with a silver stripe running down each leg. I ran my fingers through my hair, trying to straighten it, but only managed to pull it. “Ow.”

I opened the front door. Two large men glared at me from the porch. Maybe they didn’t like standing in the Texas sun in the middle of July. The humidity was so bad it would have been nice to have gills. I shielded my eyes and squinted. Maybe I shouldn’t have had that seventh glass of whiskey at the club last night.

“Mr. Brett Masters?” one of the men said.

“Who wants to know?” I asked, looking them up and down. They both had slicked-back dark hair and wore matching smartly tailored Brioni suits with red power ties, crisp white shirts and Salvatore Ferragamo Crocodile loafers. The shoes looked black to me, but these guys would turn up their noses and insist they were Nero.

“I’m Mr. Russo,” the larger man said. He didn’t have any trace of an accent.

“And I’m Mr. Toscano,” the other man said. He had a permanently furrowed brow and a tilt to his lips that made it look like he’d been sucking lemons all day.

“We’d like to come inside, Mr. Masters,” Russo said.

“Why?” I asked.

“Allow us entry and we’ll explain the situation.”

I rubbed sleep from my eyes. “Place is a mess,” I said. “It’s early, and I’m not ready for company.”

“In reference to your objections in order, Mr. Masters, we don’t care,” Russo said. “It’s after noon. And once more, we don’t care.”

Toscano opened his jacket a bit. At first I thought he was just hot, but his intent was to show me he had a gun in a shoulder holster.

“That a Beretta?”

“Bersa.”

“And you’re threatening to shoot me in broad daylight?”

Toscano nodded. “I’d be quite happy to shoot you, Mr. Masters. I’m not much for small talk.”

Russo smiled and for a moment, his teeth looked sharp, but when I looked at him again, the teeth went back to normal. “We would enjoy killing you, Mr. Masters, but our orders are simply to retrieve a package and we are to allow you to live as long as you cooperate.”

“Please don’t cooperate,” Toscano said, and for a moment, his teeth looked sharp too.

Shit. They were Mako Clansmen. These guys were known to shoot people in the kneecaps to prevent them from running, then they took turns taking bites out of their prey. They liked to keep their victims alive for hours, feasting on them. I’d never met any of them in person before. Yeah, I should have stayed in bed all right.

“I don’t have any packages here.”

“You have a UPS delivery due at two this afternoon,” Russo said and shoved me away from the door so he and his partner could enter the house.

“I didn’t say you could come inside.”

“We don’t care,” Russo said. He strolled to the right into the living room, looking at the tasteful decor.

The air conditioner kicked over and shot cool air into the foyer. Toscano pushed me to the left toward the stairs. He stepped into the house and closed the door. “Don’t want your parents to cool the great outdoors.”

It was a jab, of course. They wanted me to know that they knew I didn’t own the house. It was a family home, and a survivor of the Great Storm. I was crashing here in the East End Historical District of Galveston. My folks were in New Orleans. They owned a number of houses around the world,, including this beautiful old Victorian. You might say they were rich, but that would be an understatement. Someday I’d inherit a share of their wealth. Well, if the Mako Clansmen didn’t eat me today.

“So you know who my parents are,” I said.

“We do,” Russo said.

“Then you know they can have you killed.”

“Not in time to save you, Mr. Masters. You’ll die as a thirty year old failure to launch.”

“Whatever, dude. Can you at least tell me who hired you?”

“Joseph Carlisle Sinclair III.”

“Never heard of him,” I lied. He was a powerful wizard out of New York City, and had been after some of the artifacts my parents had collected for decades.

“Well he’s heard of you.”

“Does he want a signed CD?”

“He’s not a fan of the noise you make,” Toscano said as he followed his partner into the living room. “Nor are we. Perhaps you can pour us each a glass of wine while we wait for the delivery.”

“Guys, I told you, I’m not expecting anything.”

“It’s not addressed to you. It’s addressed to your father. A gift from your Uncle Paul. And it was not his to send.”

I laughed. “Uncle Paul always had a comprehensive view of the word ownership.”

“I’m delighted that you can find humor in your current predicament.”

I leaned against the wall, making sure my feet remained on the cool tiles and didn’t touch the carpet in the living room. “Dude, you already told me you won’t kill me if I cooperate, and I couldn’t give a shit less about family politics and all the stupid squabbles about magic and whatever nonsense goofy-assed cannibals like yourselves are into. Take the package when it gets here and go. Not my circus, not my monkeys.”

“And if we decide to make it your circus?” Toscano asked.

“Down, Mangani,” I said as I placed my hand on the light switch.

“Toscano.”

“Whatever.”

“You will show us some respect.”

“Blow me,” I said and flipped the switch to the on position.

The light came on and the Mako Clansmen grimaced, sharp teeth revealed in full. They fell backward to the floor as the carpet rolled up on them. Mangani’s slurping turned my stomach, and again, I regretted that final glass of whiskey, but when someone orders you a glass of Jameson, it’s rude not to accept.

The carpet unfurled. All that remained of the Clansmen were their polished white bones and a couple of Italian guns.

“Finish your meal, Mangani.”

The carpet twitched.

“I know you don’t like bones and metal,” I said. “But remember, there are carpets starving in China.”

Mangani hesitated, then folded over the bones and weapons. The crunching was louder than normal, but Mangani hadn’t had a fresh meal in at least a decade. Every so often, we had to feed her, but she was fine with slabs of steak. Self-cleaning rugs are tough to come by. The rest of the house had normal carpeting, of course. Security rugs like Mangani preferred main rooms where they might eat a burglar every now and then. Mangani was house-broken, so she wouldn’t eat company unless I told her it was okay with the light and the command. She would always recognize family members, but strangers were fair game if we weren’t with them.

I went upstairs, showered, shaved, dressed, and came back down before the UPS guy arrived.

I signed for the package, thanked him, and closed the door. I went into the downstairs study and opened the box. I pulled up the cardboard flaps to reveal an ornately carved four inch by six inch mahogany box with a gold clasp. I dumped the wooden box into my hand and set the cardboard container on the desk by the laptop. I unfastened the box and lifted the lid. The box was lined with crushed red velvet and held an ancient deck of Tarot cards. The backs were covered with geometric shapes and sigils I didn’t recognize. I could feel the blood magic when I touched the top card. I flipped it over.

Death.

Of course, the Death card meant change, not actual death, but I could feel the power in the deck. Just for grins, I turned over the next card. An upside-down Empress looked up at me. In Tarot, an upside-down card is reversed – it takes on the opposite meaning. Not that I remembered what that was – I slept through most of Tarot class as a kid.

The ink used to draw the pictures had family blood mixed into it. The magic was paid in full, and any wizard, even a clown like me, could use them and not have to pay the blood price.

No wonder Sinclair wanted it. But why would Uncle Paul send something like this here? He knew I was staying here. He also knew that of all the members of my family, I was the one least qualified to use magic. Then again, maybe that was exactly why he’d sent it here. But why didn’t he call me and tell me?

I flipped through the cards. Power emanated from them and I felt a vibration in my bones. I had no idea how old the cards were. I didn’t pay much attention to all the magical studies when I was a kid. Controlled magic required blood from the user unless the price had already been paid. That meant constantly stabbing yourself with a pin or cutting yourself with a ritual blade or biting the inside of your lip. Pain hurts. No thank you. In most situations, there was a mundane solution, and those were often easier.

I tried to keep up when I was a kid, but my siblings were all so much better at it that I stopped trying. When you’re held to a much higher standard, you either rise to the occasion or decide it’s not worth the effort. Magic wasn’t worth it. Not if it had to hurt.

I’ll stick with magic paid-in-full, thank you very much. Like my guitar pick. Or like this deck of Tarot cards. I counted the cards. All seventy-eight were there. Twenty-two Major Arcana and Fifty-six Minor Arcana. The card on the bottom was The Fool.

How appropriate.

 

 

 

 

 

 


CHAPTER TWO

 

The sound of the door closing caught my attention, and I set the cards back into the box, which I slid into the top desk drawer before leaving the study.

A tall, slender woman with dark hair cropped shorter on one side than the other set a suitcase down on the floor and looked over at me. She looked to be about my age, and wore thick-rimmed glasses, which were considered stylish. I hated thick-rimmed glasses. “Hello, Brett,” the woman said.

“Do I know you?”

“You don’t recognize me?”

I shook my head.

She rolled her eyes, which were magnified by the glasses. “After all the time we spent together studying magic as kids?  Hello? It’s your cousin, Sabrina. Call me Bri.”

“Like the cheese?” I asked, messing with her a bit.

“Ha ha,” she said. “I’ve never heard that one.”

“Then you should get out more because it seems kinda obvious to me. So what do you want, Cheese Whiz?”

“Don’t call me that. My father sent a package, and I was trying to get here in time but traffic on the causeway was backed up by an accident.  The tracking number shows the item was delivered. Where is the box?”

“There was nothing addressed to you,” I said. “How did you get in?”

She held up a keyring. “My father co-owns the house, and I’m going to be living here for a while.”

“Like hell you will. This is my place.”

“Family-owned, Brett. Means I have as much right to live here as you do.”

She was right, of course. The house was a shared inheritance by my father, her father, and my father’s sister, Cora. Aunt Cora had never even bothered to visit. She was shacked up with a ghost lover in Nebraska. And by ghost lover, I mean she was sleeping with the wraith of some dead guy named Rupert. Uncle Paul had spent a couple summers here right after they inherited the house. My father hated the place, but I liked it. And I sure as hell didn’t want to share it. Especially not with a fuddy-duddy librarian.

“You can stay for the weekend, but you won’t like it. I have band practice tonight.”

She laughed, and put her keys in her purse. “Like you’d practice.”

“I resemble that remark,” I said.

“What instrument do you play?” she asked as she placed her purse on the suitcase.

“Guitar.”

“Bullshit,” she said. “You can’t play the guitar. It would take years of practice and you’ve never applied yourself to anything in your life beyond where to score your next dime bag.”

I held up my left hand. “Really? Check out the calluses on my fingertips and tell me I can’t play.”

She shook her head. “You have the pick, don’t you?”

“I use a pick.”

“No, dipshit, you have the pick. Please tell me you’re not using the Hendrix guitar.”

“I’m not. It’s in the basement.”

“There’s a basement here? I thought most Texas homes didn’t have basements because they’re difficult to do correctly. Water tables, shifting clay foundations, and such. Unless it’s an above-ground basement like at Bishop’s Palace.”

I shrugged. “I don’t know about any of that shit. I just know there’s a basement.”

“Cool. I wonder if your parents cast a spell to prevent flooding, or if the builder—”

“Who gives a shit? There’s a basement. What difference does it make?”

“I like to know how and why things work.”

“You’re the librarian. Your sister was the cool one. Right?”

“My sister is a slut.”

I nodded. “I like easy women.”

“You don’t have a choice. Which room is mine?”

“Any of the rooms on the third floor,” I said.

“Will you carry my bag upstairs for me?”

“I’m not your servant.”

“Fine. Now, where did you say the package was?”

“I didn’t.”

“You opened it, didn’t you?” she asked as she crossed the floor toward me.

“What if I did?”

She moved past me and walked into the study. “You came out of here, so it’s probably in the desk drawer.” She tugged the drawer open and lifted the box out. “It wasn’t addressed to you either,” she said, glancing at the cardboard box by the computer.

I followed her into the room and reached for the box. “Give me that.”

She held it out of reach. “It’s not yours.”

“It’s not yours either,” I said, trying to grab it. Sabrina’s arms were too long. I poked her in the side and she flinched. I grabbed the box from her hand.

“Hey!” she said.

“I signed for this,” I said. “And I live here, so it’s mine.”

“Like hell!” She tried to snatch it back.

I held the box tightly. She tried to pry my fingers open. A feeling from the cards shot through the box, and I knew I could trust Sabrina. Blood magic doesn’t lie. That didn’t mean I’d let her take the cards, though. “They’re mine,” I said.

“That will be quite enough of that!” a voice said.

“Did you say that?” Sabrina asked.

“I said that,” the voice said.

“And who the fuck are you?” I asked.

“Your uncle.”

“Where are you?” I asked, looking around. There was nobody else here.

“Laptop.”

A MacBook Air sat open on the desk, and while the screen was dark, the light at the top glowed green.

“Privacy much?” I asked.

“You left the computer open, Brett. Anyone who knows what they’re doing can hack into the camera to see what’s going on. You two need to get along. Tap the trackpad.”

Sabrina reached over and tapped the pad. The screen lit up and revealed Uncle Paul on a webcam. He had thin gray hair and a neatly trimmed Van Dyke. His bifocals perched on the edge of his large nose.

“Hi, Dad,” Sabrina said.

“Hit command, shift, and hold down the P and M keys.”

“That doesn’t do anything,” Sabrina said.

“It does when it’s been programmed. Please do it.”

She did.

The screen went blank for a moment, then Uncle Paul’s face appeared again, but the window around his image glowed green.

“Privacy Mode engaged,” he said. “We have a good two minutes before anyone can hack in.”

“You think someone’s trying to hack in?”

“Sinclair already did. I booted him out, but he’ll try again.”

“He wants the cards,” Sabrina said.

“Desperately. He sold them to an unsavory client, but I took them off his hands before the client could arrange a pickup.”

“So you stole them,” Sabrina said.

“He stole them from us.”

“And you stole them from him originally, right?”

“Who can remember who stole what when? It doesn’t matter, Bri. You need to set wards, and close up the house for shielding before Sinclair’s goons get there.”

“Oh, Mr. Russo and Mr. Toscano won’t be eating anyone else,” I said.

“I don’t know them,” Paul said. “I was referring to—”

The screen went dead.

“Dad?” Sabrina said. “Dad?” She tapped the keys.

The green light was no longer lit and the screen shimmered and went back to the normal desktop view.

“Must have lost signal,” I said.

“Not in Privacy Mode,” Sabrina said. “We still had a minute.”

The screen shimmered again, and another window appeared. The green light glowed at the top once again, but now a tanned man with dark hair and bright blue eyes stared at us.

“Sabrina Tenn,” the man said. “And Brett Masters. I’m sending an agent over to retrieve the package. You would be wise to allow the agent to take it. I will not be held responsible for your safety should you decline.”

“Blow it out your ass, dickhead,” I said and closed the screen.

“Brett,” Sabrina said, “that was Joseph Sinclair.”

“I don’t care if it was Clint Eastwood. These cards are mine. They’re freaking cool.”

“Why would you care about… Oh shit, you handled them.”

“Well, yeah. So?”

“They’ve matched your temporal frequency and are currently vibrating in line with your chakras and sending tendrils of power through your bloodstream, which will radiate energy at a rate of—”

“I don’t know what the fuck you’re saying.”

“Didn’t your parents send you to class to study magic?”

“I was never big on school,” I said.

“This is basic Magic 101.”

“Cut to the chase, Cheese Puff. Give it to me in six words or less.”

“Fewer.”

“What?”

She sighed. “The cards are tuned to you.”

“What does that mean?”

“In six words or fewer?”

“Yeah.”

“How about two words? You’re fucked.”

“How so?”

“Sinclair wants those cards.”

“I got that.”

“They’re tuned to you.”

“I’m with you so far.”

“There’s only one way to get them untuned.”

“That’s eight words, but go ahead.”

“They have to kill you.”

 

 

 

 

 


CHAPTER THREE

 

“That’s not cool,” I said. “I don’t want to die.”

“What are we gonna do?” Sabrina asked.

I considered what I knew. It wasn’t much at this point. “Was that really Sinclair on the computer?”

Sabrina nodded.

“Okay,” I said. “Why is he sending an agent when he already sent two guys over here earlier?”

“What two guys?”

“Talk about me not paying attention. Russo and Toscano.”

“My dad didn’t know them, and neither do I.”

“They were Mako Clansmen.”

“Were?”

“They were going to shoot me and eat me and kill me in that order, so I got rid of them.”

“You killed two Mako Clansmen?”

“Not me personally. Let’s just say I facilitated their demise.”

“How did you do that?”

I grinned. “I fed them to Mangani.”

She rolled her eyes.

“What? You don’t think I should have disposed of them? They were going to kill me.”

“I don’t care about that. I just think your parents let you read too many Tarzan books when you were a kid. Mangani is a stupid name for a rug,”

“I happen to like it.”

“Same way you liked running around in a loin cloth?”

“I was five.”

“Yeah, but you probably still have a loin cloth.”

I refused to dignify that with a response. Especially since I did have one, but that was because I dated a girl named Jane for a while, and if you’re tapping a girl named Jane you kinda have to do the Tarzan thing. Am I right?

“Maybe you should go away for a few weeks until things settle down,” Sabrina said. “You could give the cards to me, and I’ll take care of them.”

“That doesn’t sound right.”

“What do you mean?”

“The whole card tuning thing. Shouldn’t I keep them close to me? Isn’t there something in magic about will and proximity or something?”

“If you’d bothered to pay attention in magic studies, you’d know that.”

“Explain it to me.”

“I can’t do it in six words or fewer.”

“If you understood it, you could.”

“Not where you could understand it. I do think you should relinquish the responsibility for the cards to me and go take a vacation or something.”

“I have band practice tonight and a gig at a club tomorrow night. I’m not backing out on the guys. Not gonna happen.”

“You can’t let those cards fall into the wrong hands.”

“Why? Because your dad stole them?”

“He might have taken them, but he wasn’t stupid enough to touch them.”

“Maybe I should hide them in the basement safe?”

“I don’t see how that would help.”

“But it wouldn’t hurt, right? I mean, if no one can find them, it’s all good.”

“Whatever. Lead the way,” she said. “Let’s get this done.”

“You’re not the boss of me.”

She held up her right index finger and grimaced. A flame sprouted from her fingertip.

“Did you really just bite the inside of your lip to turn your finger into a lighter?” I asked.

“I did,” she said with pride.

I pulled a lighter out of my pocket and flicked it to life. “Well, would you look at that,” I said. “Fire. No blood price required. Costs a buck at the gas station, and you can light it a couple hundred times.”

“My point is that I can work magic quickly and easily, so that makes me qualified to be your boss.”

“Think again. The way I see it is that your lip is going to hurt for a few hours just so you could do a stupid parlor trick. That makes you unqualified to lead anyone.”

“And if Sinclair’s agent shows up and can work powerful magic?”

I grinned. “One thing I’ve learned is that people who rely on magic leave themselves open for more mundane attacks. Pop them in the nose. They never expect that.”

“I’m above such violence.”

“Good for you,” I said. I left the room and went to a particular spot in the hallway. After knocking three times on the wall, a door appeared. I pushed it open and went down the stairs to the basement.

Sabrina followed me.

The basement was loaded with junk. Tons of old ceremonial robes hung on rolling hanger racks. Boxes filled with old books were piled up in rows and some of those rows were connected by spider webs. A sarcophagus stood against the far wall. When I was a kid, it graced the hallway of my parents’ New Orleans mansion. I always thought someone was hiding inside it and kept expecting the eyes to follow me the way they did in the old Scooby Doo cartoons.

Trunks were stacked atop each other along one wall, and a weapons rack filled with swords and daggers stood next to a cabinet filled with a variety of old spices and rare ingredients for spells. Most ceremonial magic didn’t require blood, but it was a real pain in the ass to get the tools, and do the rituals, and speak the proper words in the correct order, and it rarely had any real power. Much ado about nothing, even if you could remember all the words to the spells. Let’s face it, an iPhone is more impressive.

I stepped over a toolbox and bumped into one of the rolling hanger racks loaded with black robes. The rack rolled over and bumped into a stand that held a white Fender Stratocaster. The guitar shook and suddenly broke into “The Star Spangled Banner.”

“Shit,” I said.

“Is that the Hendrix guitar?” Sabrina asked, pushing past me.

“Yeah,” I said, raising my voice to be heard over the song.

“What’s the deal?”

“If you bump the damn thing, it plays ‘The Star Spangled Banner’ the same way Hendrix did at Woodstock. It’s like the memory is still in the instrument.”

“Wait a minute, this is the actual Woodstock guitar?” she asked, staring at the maple fingerboard.

“You’d know better than I would,” I said. “I think it’s the real deal. Check out the burn marks from where Hendrix stuck his cigarette under the sixth string there.” I pointed.

“Why would I know better than you?”

“Because the word on the street is that your father stole it from Mitch Mitchell back in the seventies. He swapped it out for a similar axe when he was visiting.”

“Who’s Mitch Mitchell?”

I rolled my eyes. “Drummer for Hendrix. Jesus.”

“I’m not much of a rock fan. How long does the damn thing play?”

“Three minutes and forty-six seconds.”

“Remind me not to bump it.”

I moved a stack of old blankets out of a plastic laundry basket that sat on a black sewing table. Pin cushions and stray bits of fabric were tucked away on the broken Singer machine. “I’ll put the cards here,” I said.

“That’s the safe?”

I nodded and reached into the basket, peeled the bottom up to reveal a gap of three inches from what appeared to be the bottom of the basket to the actual bottom of the basket. I set the cards inside, pushed the plastic back into place.

“I hate this part,” I said, and took one of the pins from a red cushion. I took a deep breath, jabbed the needle into my palm, and stuck it back into the cushion. I squeezed a drop of blood up on my hand and dabbed my index finger into the wound. Then I pressed my bloody finger against the plastic bottom of the container. The blood disappeared instantly and I set the blankets back into the basket.

Now, I was the only person who could open the safe. Well, unless someone got my blood and used it. But Sabrina and I were the only ones who knew, and thanks to the cards, I knew she wouldn’t betray me.

“Are you sure you want them to be that far away from you? If someone kills you, the tuning will fizzle out in moments and the cards will be up for grabs.”

“Other than you, no one knows I touched them.”

“What if they can sense it?”

“That’s stupid.”

The strains of “The Star Spangled Banner” finally ended and the basement was suddenly quiet.

“What if Sinclair was watching you over the computer?”

“They’re staying here and that’s that. Got it?”

“Your call. This place is dusty,” she said, “and it smells like something died in here.”

“Probably snakes,” I said, remembering that as a kid, she was afraid of all reptiles, especially slithery ones.

She gave an involuntary shudder. “Let’s get upstairs then.”

A yellow measuring tape sat coiled on the sewing table. I grabbed it and followed Sabrina through the maze toward the stairs. As she neared the staircase, I uncoiled the tape and tossed it on her shoulder.

She screamed and swatted at it, nearly falling down.

I laughed my ass off and picked up the measuring tape so I could show it to her.

“You’re an asshole,” she said.

I draped the measuring tape over the closest rolling rack. “I may be an asshole,” I said, “but that was funny.”

“To you.”

“That’s what counts.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


CHAPTER FOUR

 

Sabrina unpacked and made herself at home in her room on the third floor, which had its own half-bath and access to a private deck. We’d have to share the full bathroom on the second floor. Meanwhile, I kicked back on the lower level deck where I smoked a joint and tried to relax while waiting for the band to show up.

The joint was a terrible idea. I mean, it seemed like a great idea at the time, but those damned Tarot cards with family blood were on my mind, and ancient magic is a bad thing to blend with any mind-altering substance. Normally, a quick doobie is nice and relaxing, but thanks to the stupid magic in those cards, each toke made me tense up and I started wondering when Sinclair’s agent was going to arrive.

If he burst onto the scene, would he torture me? Would he kill me? Should I call the cops? They’d smell weed and I’d get arrested, so I took that off the table. Should I call my parents? Hell no. My father would tell me to lay off the Mary Jane. My mother would be worried, asking if my glaucoma was too bad because she actually believed the prescriptions were for real. Never mind that in Texas, medical marijuana was only approved for intractable epilepsy. She didn’t know that and wasn’t likely to ever look it up.

My cellphone rang. Delta Poe. He was the lead singer of our band, Delta Poe and the Magicians. His first name was Alexander, but everyone called him Poe. He claimed to be related to the actual Edgar Allan Poe, but quoth the raven, cough cough, bullshit.

I dropped the doobie into the ashtray, and answered.

“What’s up?” I said.

“Dude, I’m gonna be late to practice.”

“What’s her name?”

“Jennifer.”

“Is she hot?”

“Oh, dude, she’s a hammer.”

“And you’re going to nail her,” I said.

He laughed. He always laughed at that lame-ass joke. Poe wasn’t the brightest guy in town, but he had perfect pitch and amazing range, and he could jump around like David Lee Roth in his prime. “That never gets old,” Poe said.

“It’s been old since before either of us were born, Poe. What time will you be here?”

“Nine? Ten?”

“Michael made special arrangements to get here at seven because you wanted to start early.”

“Dude, this chick is an eleven.”

“Bring her over.”

“Fuck that shit,” Poe said. “I do that, Michael will do his eye thing on her and she’ll go to him. He ain’t hooking up with Jenny.”

I couldn’t resist, so I said, “The Jenny?”

“What do you mean, man?”

“Blonde who keeps herself fit and has legs that go all the way up to heaven?”

“Holy shit! You know her?”

“Hate to break it to you, Poe, but we’ve all had her. She wrote her number on the bathroom wall at Dixie’s.”

“I don’t know about that. I ain’t got her number yet.”

“867-5309,” I said.

“Damn, dude, you still remember her number? She must be a wildcat in the sack.”

I sang it to him and he finally recognized the song.

“Dickhead.”

I laughed. “Yep.”

“Then how did you know what she looks like?”

“Every girl you bang looks like that.”

He laughed. “I guess I do have a type.”

“You have fun, Poe. I’ll fill in for you until you get here.”

“Thanks, bro.”

Michael was not going to be happy. I considered calling him, but it was only four o’clock, so he’d be tucked away in his storage unit. Don’t ask.

I took another toke.

A man walked along the street with his golden retriever. The dog barked at him and he tossed a stick. The dog chased after it. The man looked over at the house and waved.

Was he just being friendly or was he Sinclair’s agent?

I lifted a hand and gave him a wave back.

He nodded, and walked after his dog, knelt when the animal rushed over to him. He ruffled the dog’s fur and laughed, then took the stick and threw it down the street a ways.

My mind drifted elsewhere. If Russo and Toscano weren’t working for Sinclair like they claimed, then who did they work for? Should I be worried about another player? What if they showed up tonight and set the house on fire?

Yeah, I was getting paranoid. I might have to give up the weed. God, I hate magic.

 

 

 

 

 

 


CHAPTER FIVE

 

Teddy and Chuck arrived before the shit went down. Teddy Andrews hated his given name of Theodore, and the only person who still called him that was his mother. He played rhythm guitar for the band, though he had the talent to play lead. He preferred to hang in the background.

Chuck Zee didn’t mind being called Charles, but other than a police officer who pulled us over last summer due to a broken tail light, I’ve never heard anyone call him anything other than Chuck. He was our drummer, and while he was no Neil Peart, he was solid, and without a solid drummer, a band is totally screwed.

“Teddy,” I said as I opened the door for them. “What did you do to your hair?”

He had it tied in a ponytail, but there was more color in it than usual. And when I say color, I don’t mean brown. I mean purple and orange. He looked ridiculous. “It’ll wash out,” he said as he entered the house and leaned his guitar case against the wall. “I let Emily and her friends play hairdresser this afternoon.”

Emily was his niece. Teddy’s sister was married to an architect in Houston, and their youngest daughter had a birthday party today. I was invited, but to get there would have entailed getting up before noon. Not gonna happen.

“You better hope it washes out,” I said.

Chuck would never have that problem. He was bald as a cue ball, and squat as a fire hydrant. He pointed to his van, parked in the street in front of the house. “Wanna help unload?”

“No,” I said, “but I’ll do it anyway.”

“Good man.”

While we unloaded the drum kit and set it up in the back of the house, Sabrina came downstairs. Teddy’s jaw about hit the floor.

“I’m going out to the grocery store,” Sabrina said. “Do you need anything?” She wore shorts and a sleeveless shirt that hugged the few curves she had.

“Beer,” Chuck said.

“I wasn’t talking to you,” Sabrina said. “I was talking to my cousin.”

“Beer,” I said. I introduced her to Teddy and Chuck. Chuck gave her a nod. Rumor had it that Chuck’s wife kept his dick in a jar on her nightstand, which explained why he barely noticed other women.

“You’re a hottie,” Teddy said.

“Um,” Sabrina said. “Thank you?”

“You’re not going to impress the chicks with your hair all fucked up like that,” I said.

“My niece did this to me,” he said.

“How thoughtful,” Sabrina said.

“You wanna hang out sometime?” Teddy asked. “I’ll wash my hair first, of course. We can go to dinner and then go back to my place and watch TV.”

“Dude, she’s not going to want to hang out in your mother’s basement watching Star Trek.”

“I’ll just leave that out there,” Teddy said.

“Good to know,” Sabrina said with about the same interest a cat pays to a scratching post, and turned to leave, but ran into Michael Pruitt, our bass player in the hall. “Oh, sorry.”

“Quite all right,” Michael said. His long dark hair flowed over his shoulders. His skin was pale and he always wore dark sunglasses and black pants. His shirts tended to be button ups in solid colors. Today, it was crimson. His fingernails were painted black.

“Michael,” I said, “the geeky girl is my cousin, Sabrina. She’s visiting for a few weeks, and I’d appreciate it if you didn’t sleep with her.”

“Like I’d sleep with your friends,” Sabrina said.

Michael lowered his sunglasses and gazed into her eyes. “I assure you that in my case, it would be worth it.”

“Oh,” she said and her knees went a little wobbly. Michael had that effect on women.

Michael put out a hand to steady her. “Are you all right?” he asked.

“Oh, um, yes, I think so. Oh my. I need to get going. Where was I going?”

“Grocery store,” I said.

She hurried down the hall and out the door.

Michael stepped into the family room and gave me a nod. “I may not be capable of resisting her charms, Brett.”

“She might not be capable of resisting yours, you mean.”

The corner of his mouth twitched into a lopsided grin.

“Let’s finish setting up,” I said. “Poe’s going to be late.”

Michael frowned. “How late?”

“Nine or ten.”

He sighed. “What’s the point of practice if he can’t be bothered to put in an appearance?”

“I’ll sing,” I said.

“Be still my heart,” he said.

“I can sing,” I said.

“Don’t take this the wrong way, Brett, but if you were our lead singer, we’d have never booked a gig.”

“There’s a right way to take that?” I asked.

We played for a bit, running through a few cover songs before tackling a few of our originals. When it came to our original songs, we could really let go, and I seemed to be an innovator when it came to solos and such, but I have to admit that Sabrina was right. It was my pick that made all the difference.

The pick was something my father carried with him for many years, and he eventually allowed me it to use on the condition that I let amazing guitarists use it too. My father used to book private shows with major bands and players. Or he’d arrange to have them over at parties and ask them to play a song or two. When they accepted, he would hand them the pick, and the pick would magically arrange to nick each guitarist enough to draw blood, which it absorbed.

So this particular pick had been used by Jimi Hendrix, Eric Clapton, Jimmy Page, Joe Satriani, Stevie Ray Vaughan, Eddie Van Halen, Chet Atkins, Mark Knopfler, Jeff Beck, B.B. King, Buddy Guy, Carlos Santana, Slash, Prince, and so many others. Due to the talent of the musicians who’d used it and bled on it, there wasn’t a song I couldn’t play, and because of the magic infused into the pick, I could create new music on the same level the masters did. The problem, of course, was that without the pick, all I really had was three chords and an attitude.

Why waste time learning something when legend had it that the pick was possessed by the spirit of Robert Johnson and had gained pieces of the spirits of each musician who used it?

When it came to CDs, Delta Poe and the Magicians had three of them so far, and while they sounded pretty good, the magic was lost in the recording. We could play amazing live shows, but if someone recorded the live show, it would only sound okay.

Magic, it seemed, could only take you so far. To really make it in music, you needed real talent or a gimmick.

I ran my fingers down the fretboard of my red Fender Stratocaster, and it made sounds that did not match up to where my fingertips hit, which was just as well because I couldn’t hit the right notes on an air guitar. But I could imagine how the notes should sound, and the pick sent that through the strings so they put out what I imagined I was playing. If only the rest of life could be so simple.

Sabrina burst into the room, two plastic bags in each hand. “Holy fuck!” she yelled. “Turn that down!”

I stopped playing. “Oh, hi,” I said. “I didn’t hear you come in.”

“The whole fucking island can hear you playing! I’m shocked the cops aren’t banging on the door right now. Actually, they probably did bang on the door and you didn’t hear them.”

“Calm down,” I said.

“We’re just practicing,” Chuck said. “We do this all the time.”

“Not anymore you don’t! I live here now, and I will not have that awful racket blasting me out of the neighborhood!”

I strummed the guitar and started playing like Willie Nelson, who also used the pick, by the way.

I sang to the tune of a classic Willie song, “On the rag again, Sabrina Tenn is on the rag again, like a screaming harpy she yells at my friends, that’s ‘cause Bri is on the rag again.”

Teddy laughed.

“Boys,” I said,” I think we have ourselves a hit there.”

“You’re gonna get hit,” Sabrina said as she set her bags on the kitchen counter. She strode across the floor and punched me in the arm hard enough to leave a bruise.

“Ow!”

“Serves your sorry ass right,” she said. “You guys need to pack up and get the hell out.”

A tall man dressed like a wild west gunslinger right down to the flowing duster stepped into the room. He held a pistol in one hand. “Oh, I don’t think anyone’s going anywhere just yet,” he said.

“Who the hell are you?” I asked, still rubbing my arm.

“Name’s Clyde Gentry.”

“Never heard of you,” I said. “Aren’t you burning up in that coat?”

“You, you, and you,” Clyde said pointing his gun at Teddy, Chuck, and Michael, “hunker down in the corner right there.”

Michael lowered his sunglasses and met Clyde’s gaze. “It’s time for you to put the gun away and go home now, Mr. Gentry.”

Clyde stared at him for a moment, went slack-jawed, then holstered his gun. “I reckon you’re right,” he said, and turned to go. He started down the hallway, but stopped at the door.

Michael followed him down the hall. “Keep going.”

Clyde lowered his head, then turned.

Michael walked toward him and pointed. “Go.”

“That ain’t what I wanna do.” Clyde stared at the floor, refusing to meet Michael’s gaze. His eyes cleared and he reached for his gun.

Sabrina pushed past Michael and I followed her. She blasted Clyde with a ball of controlled fire.

Clyde went up in flames. He staggered out the front door onto the lawn, ran around screaming, then dropped to the grass and rolled around.

The fire kept burning, lighting up the night. He struggled to get out of the duster, then rolled some more and got to his knees. His coat smoldered in the grass six feet from him, and smoke rose from his western shirt. He brushed himself off and moved to stand, but Michael towered over him.

“You are to leave and never return,” Michael said.

“I’ll leave,” Clyde said. “But you ain’t heard the last of me.”

Clyde tried to grab his coat, but burned his hand and jumped back, shaking it. He pulled his shirt sleeve down over his hand and grabbed the coat again. This time, he tossed it into the back of an old Chevy pickup. He threw an angry look at us, but Sabrina stood ready with flames dancing in her hands, and Michael had his sunglasses lowered so he could stare over them.

“And don’t come back!” I yelled after him, as if I’d had anything to do with running him off.

After Clyde drove away, Michael turned to Sabrina. “I’m impressed with your skills.”

“I’m impressed with yours,” she said.

“No sex on the front lawn, you two,” I said.

Sabrina shook her hands and the fire went out. “Very funny.” She brushed past me and returned to the house.

Michael grinned and used his index finger to slide his sunglasses back into place.

“I didn’t realize your eye thing worked on guys,” I said.

“It works on most people,” he said. “A gift and a curse.”

I nodded. “You really are a vampire.”

His grin widened. “I thought you knew that already.”

“Suspected. But at first, I just thought you were faking it to get laid.”

He sighed. “When your life is over, you play with what you have.”

 

 

 

 


CHAPTER SIX

 

Poe had flowing blond hair and a smile that cost a fortune. His gleaming white caps sparkled in the overhead light when he stepped into the practice room.

“Sorry I’m late,” he said. “My little head was in control of my whereabouts today.”

“Like most days,” I said. We were already packing up the gear because after the showdown with Clyde, we didn’t feel like practicing anymore. Teddy and Chuck thought Gentry was another jealous husband. Let’s just say it wouldn’t be the first time, and it was easier to let them believe that than to explain any wizard stuff to them.

Michael turned his sunglasses toward Joe. “You’d better be on time tomorrow. You and Brett might not need money, but the rest of us have bills to pay.”

“I wouldn’t miss it. Jenny is looking forward to the show, and we’re going to open with that Tommy Tutone song in her honor.”

“No we’re not,” Michael said. “We’re opening with Pink Floyd’s ‘Hey You,” and the only one hit wonder in our entire set is going to be ‘I Melt with You’ by Modern English. You don’t show up for practice, you sing what the fuck we tell you to sing or your ass is on the street and we’ll get a new singer. Got it?”

“Who pissed in your Post Toasties?”

“You did,” Michael said. “And just so you know, they don’t make Post Toasties anymore.”

“That’s not my fault.”

“Tell that to someone who gives a shit.”

Michael pushed past him and left without saying goodbye to anyone.

“Must be his time of the month,” Poe said.

“Go home, Poe,” I said. “And he’s right. You need to be on time tomorrow.”

“Well excuse the shit out of me.”

“We might beat the shit out of you,” Chuck said.

“Et tu, Brute?”

“This is the third practice in a row you’ve blown off.”

“Well, I was getting blown.”

“Do it on your own time.” Chuck turned to me. “Can you help carry this out to the van?”

I nodded.

“How about you, Teddy?” Poe said. “You pissed too?”

Teddy hated confrontations, but even he was sick of Poe’s shit. “You should have been here, Poe.”

“Well fuck you guys. I quit.” He turned and strode out of the house.

“Uh,” Teddy said. “Should we try and catch him?”

“No,” Chuck said. “Brett can do the singing tomorrow.”

Teddy frowned. “No offense, Brett, but you’re too pitchy.”

“Well, we don’t have time to find a new singer,” I said. “We’ll just crank the volume. People will be too drunk to notice.”

“What about your cousin?” Teddy asked. “Can she sing?”

“I haven’t a clue.”

“Ask her.”

I didn’t want to ask her. I didn’t want her to be here.

Sabrina, however, was on her way down the stairs and overheard part of it. “Ask me what?” she said, stepping into the practice room.

“Nothing,” I said.

Chuck shook his head. “Ignore him.”

“Always,” Sabrina said. “Ask me what?”

“Can you sing?”

“Sure. Why?”

“Our lead singer just quit.”

“Oh, wait a minute. I don’t want to join the band.”

“We don’t know that you can really sing,” I said.

She glared at me. “Singing is easy, and you know it.”

She meant using magic, of course. I wasn’t willing to pay the price, and even if I did, control was still an issue, but we won’t go there.

“Michael will be there,” Chuck said. “He’s always wanted us to have a female lead singer.”

“What songs?”

“You don’t know any of them,” I said.

“Try me.”

Teddy shrugged. “We can switch some stuff around. Maybe do some Joan Jett and some Lita Ford.”

“Katy Perry?” Sabrina asked. “Taylor Swift?”

“Maybe some Fleetwood Mac?”

“I want to sing ‘Royals’ by Lorde. And ‘Try’ by Pink. And ‘Girl on Fire’ by Alicia Keys.”

I sighed. “And we’ll change our name to Sabrina and the Poppettes.”

“Sabrina Tenn and the Magicians is fine,” Sabrina said.

“We do rock and roll and some blues.”

“Expand your horizons, Brett.”

“We’re in,” Teddy said. “I like Alicia Keys.”

“You couldn’t name an Alicia Keys song if your life depended on it,” I said.

“Really? ‘Try Sleeping with a Broken Heart’ and ‘If I Ain’t Got You’ and ‘My Boo’ and ‘Fallin,’” he said with a grin. “I can go on if you want. ‘Unbreakable,’ and ‘You Don’t Know My Name’ and—“

“Stop,” I said. “You can turn in your man card now.”

“Alicia is hot,” Teddy said.

“I have to agree,” Chuck said. “I’ve always liked Alicia Keys.”

I sighed. I didn’t want to admit that I liked her too, so I rolled my eyes. “Pussies,” I said.

“Should we call Michael and have him come back?” Teddy asked.

“I’ll text him,” Chuck said.

And before you can say, “Let’s all be pop singers,” Michael was back and we were changing up our set list. Say goodbye to Pink Floyd, and say hello to Shakira. Say goodbye to Linkin Park and say hello to Carrie Underwood.

We decided to kick off the set with Heart’s “Crazy on You” and we closed it out with “I Love Rock ’n’ Roll” by Joan Jett and the Blackhearts. While we did work in a lot of pop songs and even a few country tunes, we played around with the arrangements and I had to admit the sound was a lot cooler than I expected.

Unfortunately, the first thing the guys said when we broke down for the night was that Sabrina should be our permanent lead singer. I didn’t want that to happen. I wanted her to go home. I didn’t want to share the house. And that was before she started leaving yoga pants draped over the shower rod.

 

 

 

 

 


CHAPTER SEVEN

 

I rolled out of bed at two the next afternoon. Sabrina left a note saying she was out shopping, so I grabbed some toast and a glass of orange juice before taking a shower. Thirty minutes later, I walked out the front door wearing shorts, a T-shirt, and some old tennis shoes. I walked the eight blocks to the beach. I could have gone left and headed toward Porretto Beach, but instead I crossed Seawall Boulevard, descended the concrete steps and turned right toward one of the jetties. I kicked off my old shoes and placed them by a patch of grass toward the edge of the seawall.

Then I went for my morning … well … afternoon walk. I’d missed it yesterday, but most days I liked to take a nice leisurely stroll along the beach. I walked out to the water and waded in about knee-deep. Then I trudged along toward the jetty. Waves splashed around me and the water shifted from colder to warmer every few steps as the currents shifted.

I had to come out of the water to go around the jetty. Too many riptides for swimmers and waders to deal with there. So I walked over the little ridge built with railroad ties and covered with sand. The jetty itself had been built with big stones. People fished from the end.

No Swimming signs hung on white twine with orange pennants flapping in the soft breeze to mark off the dangerous area.

Beyond the markers, I moved back into the water and continued toward Pleasure Pier with the amusement park rides keeping tourists entertained. It was a ways off, and I rarely walked that far. My plan was to go to the next jetty then turn around and walk back. It was my time to think. I called it my hour of power.

Families combed the beach for seashells and other gifts from the Gulf. The real treasure hunters came in the early morning hours, but kids were happy with any shells or unearthing a hermit crab.

The water felt good as the sun beat down on my shoulders. The waves were gentle that afternoon, eternally rolling in and out to lap on the shore. A large Caterpillar excavator sat in the sand near the seawall.

As I trudged along, I noticed a lovely young woman heading toward me, also wading through the water. She stared down at the sea foam as she walked. Her long brown hair cascaded over her tanned shoulders. She wore shorts and a sleeveless blouse. A pair of sunglasses perched on top of her head, and she carried a pair of sandals in one hand.

She nearly ran into me, but I put out my hands and caught her shoulders so I could go around her.

“Oh, sorry,” she said.

“No worries,” I said, letting her go.

“I should watch where I’m going.”

I shrugged and moved to go on.

“Are you local?” she asked.

“I’ve been here a few months,” I said. “Not exactly local.”

“Well, that’s a few months more than me. I’m just visiting, though.”

“I hope you enjoy your stay.” I started to go.

She reached out and almost touched me. I turned to face her.

“Something I can do for you?” I asked.

“I’m sorry,” she said. “You look nice, and I don’t know anyone here. Can I walk with you?”

“It’s a free country.”

“Unless you’re an immigrant.”

I sighed. “If you want to talk politics, you can just keep walking.” I moved away.

“I’m sorry,” she said again, catching up. “I’m not very good at small talk. My father told me talking religion and politics is never a good idea, and yet I always seem to lead with one or the other. As you might have guessed, I’m a liberal feminist, and I’m a pagan. I’m also a writer, and I came here to finish my novel.”

“Then you should be in your hotel tapping the keys.”

“I’m staying at a lovely little Airbnb.”

“No offense, lady, but I don’t know you.”

She stuck out her hand. “My name is Olivia. Olivia Dartmoor.”

“I wasn’t really asking your name.”

“That’s all right,” she said. “I’m asking yours.”

I sighed. “Brett.”

“Brett what?”

“Masters.”

“And what have you mastered?”

“Clearly I haven’t mastered avoiding strange tourist girls.”

She laughed. I liked her laugh.

“I promise to spare you my political opinions. We don’t have to agree in order to be friendly as we walk along the beach. Right?”

“I’m fixing to turn around and head back the other way,” I said.

“Good. The home I’m staying at is back this way anyway.”

“Figures,” I said.

She moved around me to walk closer to the shore. “I want to stay in the shallows,” she said. “Sharks have been known to attack in knee-deep water.”

I laughed. “Shark attacks are rare, Olivia. There have been two people killed by sharks in Texas since 1911. Don’t go swimming in a school of fish and you’ll be fine.”

“Sharks bite people sometimes.”

“At a rate of maybe one a year? If that?”

“But I’m tasty,” Olivia said.

“I’ll bet you are.”

“You’re cute, but that wasn’t an invitation.”

“Tell that to the sharks.”

“You’ll protect me, though. Right?”

“You bet,” I said. “You’re safe while wading with me.”

She put her arm around my waist as we walked, and before I knew it, I slipped my arm around her, too. It felt right. As we wandered down the beach, she leaned closer and that felt even more right. And she didn’t bother with conversation, so we walked in silence and everything seemed right with the world.

When we walked by the excavator, she pointed. “What’s that thing doing out here?”

“Rusting,” I said.

She gave me a playful push. “Seriously.”

“Yeah, I guess the paint is too fresh for it to be rusting already.”

“You don’t know why it’s here, do you?”

I grinned. “As a matter of fact, I do know. Galveston is a barrier island, so erosion is a problem. To fight that, the park board does occasional beach expansion projects. We’re at the end of one now.”

“Beach expansion? You have sand trucked in?”

“They dredge it up from the ship channel on the other side of the island.”

“How odd.”

“Helps to protect the seawall from storm surges and such.”

“Why do you live in a place that’s prone to hurricanes?”

I gestured at the Gulf of Mexico so she could take in the beauty of the sea stretching out to the horizon.

She nodded. “Point taken,” she said.

“This is where I take your leave,” I said. “My shoes are over there.” I pointed toward the stairs.

“You could buy me a drink.”

“I didn’t bring any cash.”

“Then I could buy you a drink.”

“No politics.”

“Cross my heart,” she said. “Though you don’t strike me as a conservative.”

“I’m not political,” I said.

“In democrat and republican terms or does that include the job? Seems to me politics pervades everything.”

I thought about Poe leaving the band. Maybe she was right. “I try to steer clear,” I said. “Sometimes it’s not possible, but there you go.”

“I’m not really political either,” she said.

“Liar.”

She laughed. “All politicians lie.”

“I thought you were a writer.”

“All fiction writers lie too. Politicians just get bigger paychecks for it.”

I sat on the steps and put on my shoes. “There are some good places to grab a drink right across the street.”

We climbed the steps to Seawall Boulevard, and she pressed the button to get a walk signal. While we watched traffic go by, she leaned into me again.

The walk sign illuminated, so I pulled away from her. My head spun as I crossed the street, and I glanced at Olivia. She stared straight ahead as the numbers counted down the seconds until the light changed. She wasn’t movie star beautiful, but she was definitely an attractive girl-next-door type. She caught me staring and she blushed.

“What?” she said, pushing my arm.

“Nothing,” I said. But it was something.

We went to a small joint with picnic tables on the side, and she bought us a couple of drinks. When she set a lemonade in front of me, I frowned.

“Drinks should have alcohol,” I said.

“It’s three-thirty,” she said.

“So?”

“It’s too early for alcohol. Taste it.”

After a moment’s hesitation, I lifted the drink to my lips. The lemony refreshment stimulated my taste buds and I couldn’t help but smile.

“Needs Everclear,” I said. “But it will do.”

“Can I ask you some questions?”

“You just did.”

“That was one. I want to ask a series of them.”

“You have until I finish my lemonade. You may fire when ready.”

“What kind of woman do you find attractive?” she asked, and gestured toward herself.

“I like women who are hot, of course.”

“Am I hot?” she asked pointing to herself again.

“It’s ninety degrees out,” I said. “Everyone’s hot.”

“Cute,” she said pointing at me. Then she hooked a thumb toward herself. “Do you like smart women?”

“Of course.”

“Opinionated women?”

“Depends.”

“On whether or not you agree?”

“On whether or not they have an informed opinion or an emotional one.”

“Could be both.”

“True.”

“Do you like loyalty?” she asked gesturing toward herself again.

“Did you just get back from a Tony Robbins seminar?” I asked.

“What do you mean?”

“You keep mentioning good qualities and then pointing at yourself to anchor them. You say things like cute and point at me to suggest you find me attractive. I think you’re supposed to be more subtle about it.”

“I’ve been here a whole week,” she said. “Cooped up in a bedroom trying to write a novel and I’ve hardly spoken to another living soul. I just want a connection. Someone to talk to. Someone who might like me.”

“You’re trying too hard.”

“So you don’t like me?” Her face clouded, but she was clearly faking it.

“I don’t even know you, Olivia.”

She reached over and touched my arm. “Would you like to get to know me?”

“Are you inviting me to your room?”

She blushed again. “No!” she said a little too fast. Then she laughed. “I mean, no, as in not right now. I can’t say what the future will hold.”

“Why me?”

“Because you’re cute, and you seem nice, and you’re around my age, and I get a good feeling about you.”

Now she seemed open and honest. I found that attractive.

“So I’m only cute? That’s not really a writer’s description.”

“I didn’t say I was a good writer.”

“Tell me about your book,” I said.

She dismissed the thought with a wave. “You don’t want to hear about that.”

“Sure I do.”

She sighed. “It’s a romance. A paranormal romance.”

“Chicks sleeping with vampires? You know that vampires would see these chicks as food, right?”

“Not vampires.”

“What then?”

“You’re going to laugh.”

“I won’t laugh.”

“Yes, you will.”

“Just tell me.”

“It’s a werebear romance.”

“A what?”

“A shifter. A man who turns into a bear.”

I bit my lip to keep from laughing. “That’s a thing?”

“They’re very popular.”

“Chicks want to hook up with bears?”

“They hook up in human form. But when the moon is full, the man turns into a bear. Sometimes the woman does. Sometimes both.”

I couldn’t help it. I laughed. “Why bears?”

“Because they’re strong and powerful.”

“Alpha stuff.”

“You think it’s silly, don’t you?”

“Does a werebear shit in the woods?”

“I knew I shouldn’t have told you.”

“Are there polar werebears?”

“Yes.”

“Are they called werebrrrrs?” I asked rubbing my arms and shivering.

“Laugh it up, fur ball.”

“Women buy those?”

“I’ll have you know I earn a very good living writing them.”

“You write under your own name?”

“I use a pen name.”

“I should hope so. Does your boyfriend or husband know about your secret desire to mate with a bear?”

“I don’t have a boyfriend or a husband, and I don’t want to mate with a bear.”

“Good.”

“To which?”

“All of the above. I’m just curious about one thing.”

“What’s that?”

“Do you do your research at the zoo?”

“Keep it up.”

“You know I will.”

“And on that note, I should probably get back to it. I have to get my heroine out of a mess. She walked into the wrong biker bar and her bear hero has to go rescue her.”

“Billionaire Bears on Bikes,” I said. “Coming soon to a bookstore near you.”

“In spite of your ridicule, I’d like to see you again,” Olivia said. “What are you doing tonight?”

“Going to a show at The Hideaway. It’s in the Strand District.”

“I’ll find it,” she said.

She slurped the last of her drink then leaned across the table to plant a kiss on my cheek. Her lips were cool.

“See you tonight, Slugger,” she said.

Slugger? I managed a nod. I finished my drink as I watched her walk away. As soon as she was gone I found myself wanting to see her again. Her perfume lingered and I tried to not be too obvious as I sniffed the air to fill my lungs with her scent.

And no, I wasn’t going to say like a bear.

But maybe like a werebear.

 

 

 

 

 

 


CHAPTER EIGHT

 

You know that feeling you get when things are about to take a swan dive into hell? Maybe you can teach that to me then because the night at The Hideaway started great, but took that plunge off the high dive and I didn’t see it coming.

Our first set was terrific. Sabrina turned out to be a natural performer. Okay, natural is the wrong word. She used magic to make herself seem like a natural performer. Simple spell to handle nerves and to cast an appreciation net over the crowd to get going on the right foot. Poe entered the joint with his latest fling toward the end of the set. They took up a position at the end of the bar. We had people dancing, which was always nice, and lots of heads nodding and feet tapping to the beat.

The crowd at The Hideaway was mostly tourists. The bar’s location was perfect there on the Strand tucked in among gift shops and restaurants. The bar had a nice patio roped off to let the music flow into the night. As they served mixed drinks, customers had to stay inside the ropes. In Galveston, the gift shops sold beer and wine because customers could take those with them as they walked and shopped. But the beer and wine couldn’t come from a regular bar.

Between sets, I stepped outside for a breath of fresh air. The Strand was bustling with tourists. Traffic on the street wasn’t bad, but pedestrians sure made up for it. Across the street, I heard the sound of Michael Jackson’s “Thriller” as a man with long blond hair and a black trench coat led a group of forty people on a ghost tour. He had a headset microphone and when he spoke, it cut off the music so he could tell people about Civil War era ghosts who were often seen in the buildings.

I’d seen some of those ghosts myself, so I knew he wasn’t blowing smoke up their asses. I hadn’t seen the father and son who shot each other, though, and I found myself drawn into the story until someone tapped me on the shoulder.

I turned.

“How am I doing?” Sabrina asked before taking a sip of red wine.

“Not bad for a newbie,” I said.

Over her shoulder, I watched as Teddy moved to the bar and struck up a conversation with Poe, but I couldn’t hear them above the din of the tourists and the ghost tour guy weaving a web of supernatural storytelling over a crackling speaker.

“I know it’s not really your kind of music,” Sabrina said.

I shrugged and scanned the crowd as Olivia stepped into the bar.

“I hate it when people do that,” Sabrina said.

“Do what?” I asked.

“Stare past me looking for someone more interesting to talk to.”

“Then say something more interesting,” I said. “Excuse me.”

It was a dick move, but my dick was driving me toward Olivia.

“Asshole,” Sabrina said.

She’d forgive me. She was family so she had no choice.

Olivia looked around and her eyes lit up when she saw me. Her smile brightened the room.

“Brett!” she said.

I gave her a nod, trying to act cool. “Welcome to the music capital of Galveston,” I said.

“Your turn to buy me a drink,” she said.

“I would be honored,” I said and took her hand. I led her through the crowd to the bar, making sure we weren’t near enough to Poe that he’d try to talk to me. “Name your poison.”

“Open Up and Say Ahh!” she said.

“What?”

“My favorite Poison album.”

I grinned and managed to keep from rolling my eyes. This girl was trying way too hard. “Tell me what you want to drink and we’ll have nothing but a good time,” I said.

“Only if your mama don’t dance.”

“My mama is like you. She’s a fallen angel.”

“Is that why every rose has its thorn?”

“Could be,” I said. “Do you want some love on the rocks?”

She smiled. “You can look but you can’t touch. I’ll take a virgin margarita.”

I stopped and looked at her. “No alcohol?”

“It’s probably best I keep a clear head around you. At least for now.”

I ordered her drink, thankful she didn’t want to do more song play because otherwise I’d be tearing down the walls to get to her good love. You may have to be bad to be good, but they’ll send you back to the rocking horse if you’re not careful. I got myself another Jameson, and I hadn’t even found a place to sit when Michael caught my attention.

“Shit,” I said. “Sorry, Olivia, I have to part company with you for a bit, but I’ll remain in your eyes and ears the whole time I’m gone. Cool?”

She wrinkled her nose. “Huh?”

“Grab a seat. I’ll be back.”

I left her and hopped back on stage. I lifted my guitar, leaned toward the microphone and said, “Sabrina Tenn, please report to the stage.”

I started playing the opening to the Eagles’ “Hotel California” and the crowd went wild. Olivia smiled at me as she leaned against the wall at stage left. She raised her margarita to me and I gave her an air kiss.

Sabrina hopped onto the stage and grabbed the microphone to start singing.

Once we got to the guitar riffs at the end of the song, Clyde Gentry stepped into the bar. He gave me a salute then disappeared into the crowd.

Shit.

My playing remained professional as I moved around the stage trying to catch sight of him again. But he was nowhere to be seen. I finished up the song and we launched into a crazy version of “Girls Just Want to Have Fun” because Sabrina loved Cyndi Lauper. We’d only played it once at rehearsal, but it sounded great live. Sabrina danced all around the stage.

I kept trying to spot Clyde. What if he stepped out of the crowd at the front of the stage and shot me?

As I scanned the crowd, a man smiled and I saw sharp, jagged teeth in his mouth. I tried to focus on him and then he looked normal. Another Mako Clansman? It could have been my imagination. The man put his arm around a woman and wasn’t paying any attention to us. He leaned down to say something in her ear.

Sabrina danced around me, singing. I kept playing. Chuck kept the beat on the skins. Teddy had switched to a keyboard and had his guitar hanging on his back. A shadow went over the mood lights, and while I didn’t miss a note because the guitar pick’s magic wouldn’t allow such a thing, my heart pounded in my chest and I moved backward to look up. Something dark crawled across the ceiling.

I staggered back into the drum kit and fell down, knocking the cymbal stand over. I smacked my head on the floor tom and my guitar howled in crazy feedback.

“What the hell, man?” Chuck said.

Everyone stopped playing.

The crowd stared at us.

I looked up at the ceiling and it was normal. The ceiling was black, but there wasn’t anything crawling on it. The crowd looked befuddled. It clearly wasn’t part of the show.

“Gotta lay off the drugs, Brett!” Poe yelled from the far side of the bar.

I rubbed my head as Chuck righted the tom then picked up the cymbal stand and repositioned it.

“Sorry about that,” I said as I stood.

I moved to start playing again, but the guitar pick was gone.

Shit.

I looked around, but it was too dark to see the pick. It had to be on the stage somewhere.

“Can we get back to the show?” Chuck asked.

“Do you see my pick?” I moved the cymbal stand.

“Leave that alone,” Chuck said. “Jesus!”

Sabrina moved over to me and the crowd grew antsy. I was making one hell of an impression on Olivia. Stud to mud in three seconds flat. Might be a new world record. At least I didn’t shit my pants.

“What’s wrong?” Sabrina asked.

“I can’t find the pick.”

Teddy reached into his pocket and pulled out a fresh pick. “Use this one.”

“Uh, not a good plan.”

“Music!” someone up front shouted.

“Free Bird!”

“We need to start another song, dude,” Teddy said.

“I can’t play without that pick.”

“What do you mean?”

“I mean I know three decent songs without that pick.”

“What the fuck do you mean? A pick is a pick.”

“Not in my case.”

Chuck shook his head. “Then let’s do the three songs you know.”

“Teddy, you’ll need to play lead.”

He looked at me like I was a moron.

Sabrina saved me. “Did you hurt your left hand?”

“Yeah,” I said. “I think I can do some chords, but I can’t riff. My fingers are jacked.”

“What songs can you play?” Sabrina asked.

“The first one will be fine. I’ll sing it.”

“Be my guest.”

I moved to the microphone stand. “Uh, sorry about that,” I said. “This one goes out to Olivia.” And I strummed the opening chords to Poison’s “Every Rose Has Its Thorn.”

That went fine, so I led us into “A Horse with No Name” by America because it had only two chords. Finally, I closed us out with Deep Purple because if you drop a guitar on the stage it will automatically play “Smoke on the Water.”

So I went from being a master guitarist to a beginner.

“We need to do more songs for the set,” Teddy said.

“Unless you want to do ‘Row, Row, Row Your Boat,’ I’m done until we find that pick,” I said.

I set the guitar on its stand, and turned to look for Olivia. She wasn’t there.

I stepped off the stage and a guy with a ZZ Top beard shook his head. “You suck, man.”

“Titties and beer bottles,” I said as I moved past him.

“More like donkey dicks.”

I moved through the crowd searching for Olivia, but she was gone. I stepped outside onto the Strand, and Clyde Gentry smiled at me. “Hello, Brett,” he said as he drew his pistol.

 

 

 

 

 

 


CHAPTER NINE

 

When someone points a gun at me, the first thing I do is raise my hands.

“Put your hands down,” Gentry said.

“But you’re pointing a gun at me,” I said.

“Yeah, but I’m not robbing you.”

“Still, there’s the whole reach for the sky, varmint thing going on.”

“No, there’s not. Put your hands down or I’ll shoot you.”

“Busy place for a murder,” I said, but I did lower my hands because getting shot ranked high on my list of things never to try under any circumstances.

“I’m not gonna kill you.”

“You don’t know that. If you shoot me, you might hit something vital.”

“I’m a good shot.”

“I could still fall down and crack my head on the pavement.”

He rolled his eyes then gestured with the gun. “Walk.”

I walked in the direction indicated. In self-defense classes, they teach you to never go to what’s called a secondary location. That would be any private place where the bad guy controls the surroundings. It pretty much guarantees death. The standard refrain is to run away because even if you get shot, most people survive a gunshot wound.

That may be true, but I didn’t want to get shot.

I didn’t want to die either.

And I especially didn’t want to get tortured.

“You still pissed about last night?” I asked.

“Just walk.”

“I mean, it matters that I’m not the one who lit you up. Right? That’s a point in my favor.”

“Shut up.”

“I didn’t do anything to you,” I said.

The ghost tour group crossed the street in front of me, the sound of hard rock music leading the way. The guide’s speaker was all crackly, but it was a cool tune, so I didn’t want to dock him any points. Besides, his group was exactly what I needed.

I waited for the opportune moment, which was as soon as I reached the oncoming group. I darted between a fat guy and a teenage girl staring at her phone. I ducked low, darted to the right and slipped into a tourist shop. I did a baseball slide behind a rack of T-shirts with a steel top covered with crazy looking horny toad banks. The T-shirt closest to me read, “Keep Calm and Party On.”

Clyde Gentry pushed through the crowd of ghost hunters and looked around. I kept low.

He moved on.

“Excuse me,” a woman said behind me.

I looked up. The woman wore shorts and an oversized T-shirt. Her thick glasses made her eyes seem like mutant aliens and her curly hair looked like it had never met a hairbrush.

“I need to get through here,” she said. “You’re blocking the aisle.”

“You could go around,” I said.

“Kids playing with toys there.”

I stood and moved out of her way. She was a big woman, so I followed her out of the store. She grabbed a shot glass from a counter and dropped it into her purse without paying as she moved.

I shook my head. I would never have taken her as a thief. In any case, I followed her out, using her as cover. The ghost guy was talking about some woman who sometimes showed up in pictures at the top of the stairs inside the building they stood before, and I eased my way through his crowd to return to the bar.

Inside The Hideaway, I hurried over to Sabrina.

“Where the hell have you been? We were supposed to be on stage five minutes ago.”

“Trying to avoid being kidnapped.”

Sabrina rolled her eyes.

I started to tell her about Clyde, but she cut me off. “Chuck found this under the cymbal stand.” She handed me the guitar pick. “Let’s get this show on the road. I want to sing a Pretenders song.”

“We didn’t practice any Pretenders songs.”

“I don’t care. I want to sing ‘Back on the Chain Gang,’ so you get your ass up there and start playing.”

Fortunately, I knew the song.

I hopped on stage and we started playing. As my fingers danced along the fretboard, it seemed like the kidnapping attempt was a figment of my imagination.

And then Clyde Gentry walked back into the bar.

He pulled his gun, and I lost sight of him as he moved into the crowd. Dammit. Didn’t this guy ever give up?

Fortunately, the guitar pick handled the playing because without the magic, the song would have been a disaster. I kept scanning the crowd as I stepped close to Sabrina. I tried to nudge her, but she stepped away and kept singing.

Moving closer to her might not have been the smartest move because Gentry was after me, not Sabrina. My heart pounded like Chuck’s bass drum. Then it occurred to me that if I wasn’t on stage, Gentry wouldn’t have a clear target.

I had a wireless amp, so I didn’t have to worry about yanking a cord. I kept playing as I moved to the side of the stage. I stepped down, out of the spotlight, and bolted down the hallway, the amp still picking up my guitar. If Gentry saw me, he’d follow. If he didn’t see me, he’d keep looking. The men’s room was on the right. Would he check the restroom? Probably. The women’s room was across the hall on the left, but that was off limits. A line of women stood waiting to get in and applauded me as I scooted past them.

“Screw it,” I said and rushed down the hallway to push through the emergency exit. The sign on the door insisted that an alarm would sound, but that didn’t happen.

I stepped into the alley behind the bar, fingers still dancing on the frets. I’d be out of range soon, but for now the music continued.

The alley held a Dumpster and an old white van.

Could I hide in the Dumpster? That seemed like a bad idea. Could I just run? It wasn’t all that far to walk home. Was Gentry on my tail? Had he seen me?

I turned around, worried that he’d burst through the door.

Behind me, the van door slid open.

Hands grabbed me and yanked me backward into the vehicle. The door slid closed and I stopped playing the guitar.

Just like “American Pie,” the music died.

And I knew I was next.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


CHAPTER TEN

 

The van screeched out of the alley and made a series of turns I couldn’t keep up with because two Mako Clansmen held me down.

“It won’t do you any good to struggle, Mr. Masters,” one of the Clansmen said.

“You’re crushing my balls,” I said.

It was true. The idiot leaned over me and drove my guitar right into my scrotum. Tears leaked from my eyes. It wasn’t fear. It was the pain of having my nuts squished by a Stratocaster. Might have to rename it a Stratocastrator.

“Good,” the son of a bitch said. “Stop struggling.”

I stopped.

He eased up a bit and I managed to breathe. I wanted to curl up into a ball, but the other guy held me down. Any second now, I just knew one of them would try sampling my flesh.

“Don’t resist,” the guy holding me said. “Jensen will zip tie your hands and I’ll let go of you then. Or we can start eating you. Your choice.”

“Between the two, I’ll take the zip tie.”

“Good,” the Clansman said. “We just ate a ton of shrimp, so I’d rather not gorge on your flesh right now.”

I managed to tuck my guitar pick into my pocket when Jensen pulled the guitar over my head. He tossed the guitar behind him.

“Careful,” I said. “That’s an expensive musical instrument.”

“Maybe I’m Pete Townsend,” Jensen said.

“You look more like a cross between Arnold Schwarzenegger and Joe Pesci.”

He zip tied my wrists. “I’ll cop to that.”

“So who are you guys? You with Gentry?”

“Who?” Jensen asked.

“Clyde Gentry?”

“Never heard of him.”

“So you’re not working for Sinclair?”

“Of course not! No respectable Clansman would work for that bastard after the Tangawa Incident.”

I’d never heard of that incident, but there was more important question at hand. “There are respectable Clansmen?” I asked.

“Shut up and lay still.”

I was nervous and helpless and my mouth had a mind of its own. “Lay still or lie still?” I asked.

“What is this, grammar school?” Jensen asked.

“Lie still could mean you don’t want me to tell the truth.”

“I said lay still.”

“As long as it’s not a sex thing because I don’t swing that way. I’m not judging, but it’s just not my scene. Know what I mean?”

He glared at me.

“I don’t mean to offend you. If you and your friend love each other, it’s cool with me, but I don’t want to witness any public displays of affection.”

“You want me to punch his lights out?” the Clansman who held me asked.

“Not necessary. I think he’s just scared and has diarrhea of the mouth.”

“I’m not scared,” I said. “I don’t want to die, but I’m not scared. Just so we’re clear here.”

“Could you get him to shut up?” the driver asked. “He’s getting on my last nerve.”

“I’m not even touching him,” I said.

“Shut your cake hole.”

“There’s cake?” I asked. “Have you been holding out on me?”

The driver slammed on the brakes.

I rolled forward against the seats.

He turned and made a circular motion in the air then touched my forehead and everything went dark.

I wasn’t unconscious, but I couldn’t speak or see anything. I didn’t get the whole three wise monkeys treatment, though, because I could still hear.

“Nifty trick, Hank.” So Hank was the driver. I hadn’t seen his face, so I had no idea what he looked like.

“Blessed silence,” Hank said.

A cellphone rang. It was the default ring tone with the sing-song notes.

“Yeah, boss?” Jensen said. “Hang on. Raymond, he wants to talk to you.” Now I knew their first names.

I felt Jensen lean across me.

“Yes, sir?” Raymond said. “He’s frightened, but alive. Are you sure? We could take him back to his place and force him to give up the deck. You’re the boss. We’ll be there in five. Yes, sir.”

I felt Raymond’s weight on me as he leaned forward. I assumed he was giving the phone back.

“Head to the mansion,” Raymond said.

“Whatever,” Hank said.

The van turned and I slid a bit and bumped into Jensen.

Five minutes later, the van stopped. I had no clue where we were. The door slid open and I heard movement. Then hands grabbed me and yanked me out of the vehicle. The door slid closed a moment later. I stood on concrete.

“Step up,” Jensen said.

I did as he said and he pulled me up onto a curb.

“Walk, but pick up your feet. The sidewalk is uneven through here.”

I took exaggerated steps.

“Not that high.”

Hands shoved me. I stumbled forward, tripped over a section of sidewalk and fell to the ground, skinning my hands and elbows. It knocked my breath out of me, but I couldn’t even grunt.

I wanted to cuss, but that wasn’t happening.

Hands pulled me to my feet. I walked as fast as I could, stumbling here and there. A lot of the sidewalks in Galveston are uneven due to tree roots growing underneath the concrete. Road crews often paint them yellow to warn pedestrians, but I was blind so if these were colored, I couldn’t tell.

“Turn right.”

I did as he said, keeping my hands out in front of me in case he was guiding me into a palm tree.

“Stairs.”

I eased my foot forward, felt the step, slid my shoe up until there was no resistance and climbed each step carefully. I about lost my balance, but one of the men pushed my back and kept me from falling.

A door opened. I stumbled over the threshold and nearly pitched forward, but again, one of the men caught me. They led me into a carpeted room and shoved me into a chair.

The men whispered and I couldn’t make out what they were saying. A few minutes later, a deep voice with a slightly Spanish accent said, “This is him?”

“Yes, sir,” Raymond said.

“Shall I release him from the spell?” Hank asked.

“Spell?”

“Yes, sir, Mr. Delgado, sir. He’s a smart-ass and a babbler, so I did the mouth and eye spell on him.”

“Mouth and eye?” Mr. Delgado asked.

“I ain’t perfected it yet. I can do the ears solo or I can do all three, but when it comes to mouth and eyes, I can never remember the sigil, so I always do both. Plus, I didn’t think you’d want him to know where you live.”

“I also didn’t want him to know my name.”

“Sorry, sir.”

“Remove the spell, Hank.”

A moment later Hank touched my forehead and the blackness spun into swirls of color and light.

My mouth was dry and when I tried to talk all that came out was gibberish.

“Do not fear, Mr. Masters,” Delgado said. “The blindness and tongue trouble will pass in a few minutes.”

“Blah do dah,” I said. “Jan mo kendo onto cardio?”

“It’s almost worse when it’s just noise,” Hank said. “I’m going to get a beer.”

“You be quiet, Mr. Masters,” Delgado said. “I shall do the talking and you will do the listening. Nod your head if you understand.”

What else was I going to nod? I couldn’t say that, so I just nodded.

“I sent two men to see you yesterday, Mr. Masters. Nobody’s seen them since then.”

I shrugged and ran my tongue over the back of my teeth. My mouth felt like I’d been shot up with too much Novocaine.

“This would be better if he could speak,” Delgado said.

“Ado pun shill?” I said and mimed writing with a pen in the air.

“Pencil?” Raymond asked.

I nodded.

“There’s a notebook and a pen in the desk.”

My eyesight was starting to come back, but it was just blurry light and shadow with dashes of color here and there. I couldn’t make out faces or furniture or anything. I blinked a few times and tried rubbing my eyes one at a time. The zip tie on my wrists was so tight I worried I was losing circulation.

A notebook dropped in my lap. I held out my hands, opening my right and Raymond placed a pen in my palm. I gripped it and determined it was a click pen. I scooted my fingers down the shaft to make sure the pen was in working order, then shifted it to where I could use it to write. Next I lowered my hands to the notebook. Spiral, and open to a page I could write on.

“Ready?” Delgado asked.

I nodded.

“Where are my men?”

It was hard to write with my wrists bound, but I did my best. I scrawled some letters and turned the notebook.

Someone reached down and turned it back.

“Raymond is behind you,” Delgado said. “He will read over your shoulder.”

I nodded and moved my hands so he could see.

“I can’t make that out,” Raymond said.

I sighed, and tried again.

“Gone?” Raymond asked.

I nodded.

“Gone where?” Delgado asked.

I shrugged. It’s not like the carpet ever took a dump. Or maybe the dirt underneath it was its excrement. Hell if I know. But I wasn’t going to tell them anything about Mangani or what happened to his shark dudes.

“Did you receive a package yesterday?”

I nodded.

“Did my men take it?”

What the hell, I thought, and nodded again. It was worth a shot.

“Where did they go?”

Shrug.

Delgado sighed. “Why don’t I believe you?”

Shrug.

“Do you know what was in the package?”

I shook my head.

“An ancient deck of Tarot cards.”

I blinked a few times and now I could see blurry shapes. There was a light behind Delgado, and I could make out what could have been an entryway. Delgado was just a dark shadow. He was a short guy, but stout.

“I want those cards.”

Shrug.

“I don’t believe you gave the package to my men, Mr. Masters.”

“I dent,” I said. Focus. “Didn’t.”

Raymond leaned over and grabbed the pen and notebook from me.

“You don’t need these anymore, and I don’t want you thinking the pen could be a weapon.”

“I didn’t,” I said.

“I would have.”

“I am not you,” I said, my voice still sounding like my mouth was stuffed with cotton.

“I could kill a man with this notebook,” Raymond said.

“I’m impressed,” I said, sounding like I had a lisp. With every word, though, my speech improved. And my vision started to focus.

Delgado was an old man with deep wrinkles in his forehead. He had dark brown skin, blue eyes that didn’t look right with his complexion, and his hair was dyed an unnatural black. The house was well furnished and old, with ornate wooden carvings and arched doorways. For a rich guy, Delgado sure went cheap on the hair color. If it didn’t come out of a box, his hairdresser should be shot. He wore a colorful bathrobe and looked like a low-rent Spanish Hugh Hefner. I didn’t see any cute bunnies, though.

“What did you do to my men?” Delgado asked.

“I didn’t do anything to them,” I said, thankful that my voice was back to normal. I had to focus to enunciate, but that was better than the gobbledygook I’d been spouting. “I gotta tell you that Mr. Russo and Mr. Toscano were total douchebags, though.”

Delgado stared at me and blinked once like a lazy lizard. His expression didn’t change. He was not amused.

“I want those cards.”

“Dude, you can buy Tarot cards over at The Witchery.”

“I want those cards specifically, not mass produced novelty items.”

“Magic comes from within, Grasshopper,” I said.

Another slow lizard blink.

“You want us to eat him?” Jensen asked.

Hank stepped into the room with a bottle of Guinness. “I’d be happy to close off his windpipe and let him suffocate.”

“You are Nathaniel Masters’ youngest son,” Delgado said. “Correct?”

“Youngest legitimate son,” I said. “I think there are a few bastard sons in Europe. My dad got around a bit.”

“I’m well aware of your father’s indiscretions.”

“Nice way to put it.”

“Your uncle Paul is even worse.”

“So I’ve been told.”

“You will give me the Etteilla deck.”

“I thought you said Tarot.”

“Etteilla as in the French astrologer and fortune teller. He designed the deck back in 1789, and your uncle sent you the original, which he stole from one of my benefactors.”

“You lost me with the weird astrologer guy. Tell me about it in six words or less.”

“It’s priceless.”

“Cool. Two words. You’re pretty good at this. Only problem is that Uncle Paul didn’t send anything to me.”

“Very well, Mr. Masters. If you want to get literal, the package was addressed to your father.”

“You know what that means?” I asked. “It means it’s like one of my favorite Mexican foods.”

He looked at me, confused.

I grinned. “It’s nachos. As in you can’t have it because it’s nachos.”

Another slow blink. I don’t think Delgado liked me or appreciated my attempts at humor.

“Dude, you need to learn how to use eBay. It seems to me that you keep getting outbid when you try to win a sense of humor.”

Delgado fumed. He moved toward me and jabbed a finger into my chest as he opened his mouth to speak. But when his finger pushed against me, he jumped back as if shocked. He stepped back and composed himself. “Perhaps I should take a different tack here.”

“You want me to kill him, boss?” Jensen asked.

Delgado shook his head. “No.”

“I can’t just stand here and listen to him insult you, boss.”

“I think he’s playing us,” Delgado said. “His bloodline traces back to the original magicians, and when I touched him, I got his measure. I believe he killed Mr. Russo and Mr. Toscano at the same time. I felt their lives get extinguished.”

“Oh yeah? We captured him easy enough,” Jensen said.

“He let you capture him. This one has great magic. Can you not feel it?”

Jensen frowned and shook his head. “No.”

“I’m not buying it either, sir,” Hank said. “I cast a spell on him with no problem. If he was some powerful wizard, he could have easily broken it.”

“Raymond?” Delgado asked. “What is your take?”

“I think if he had any real magic, he’d easily break that zip tie.”

Delgado scratched his head. “He’s a true blood wizard, and I fear we may have overstepped our bounds.”

“What are you talking about, boss?” Jensen asked. “I could rip this little punk’s throat out in two seconds flat.”

“Raymond, please cut the tie to free his hands.”

Raymond hesitated, but then reached into his pocket and took out a pocket knife. He flipped it open. I held out my hands and he cut the plastic.

I wanted to rub my wrists, but that wouldn’t look cool, so I resisted the temptation. Instead, I stood up and made a circular sign in the air. I pointed at Hank and he stepped backward.

“Don’t worry, Hanky boy,” I said. “I don’t bother with magic for the most part, so I won’t blast you.”

“Let us speak as gentlemen,” Delgado said.

“I’m not that formal,” I said.

“The Etteilla deck doesn’t mean that much to you. Allow me to purchase it.”

“Dude, you already said it’s priceless.”

“You don’t need it, so for you I suspect it does have a price.”

“Yeah, well, you’re not the only interested party, and I’m not a big fan of being kidnapped.”

“Ten million dollars.”

I wasn’t sure I’d heard him correctly, so I laughed. The guy wanted to pay ten million bucks for a deck of cards?

“Twenty,” he said.

I shook my head.

“Fifty.”

Maybe there was more to the cards than I realized. Or maybe it was something else. I took a stab in the dark.

“You were responsible for keeping the deck safe.”

He hesitated, and the look in his eyes told me I was right.

I nodded. “As it happens, Mr. Delgado, I don’t have the Estrella deck.”

“Etteilla.”

“Whatever. I don’t have it, so I can’t help you. I didn’t kill your shark boys. They intercepted the UPS guy before he reached the door, and they ran off with your prized cards.”

“I don’t believe you. I felt their lives go out.”

“So let’s blast him, boss,” Jensen said.

Delgado motioned for him to stop. “I’ll have Hank drop you off wherever you like.” He pulled out a business card and handed it to me. It was a gold card with a phone number embossed in black. “I would like to buy or trade for that deck, Mr. Masters. I apologize for the way my men treated you.”

“Good help is hard to find,” I said. It was a stupid thing to say, but I didn’t have anything else.

“Please take the weekend to think about it, and call me on Monday morning with an answer.”

“I told you, I don’t have the deck,” I said, slipping the card into my wallet.

“You keep saying that, Mr. Masters. I can get you the Mirror of Ecstasy or the original Eye of the Serpent, believed lost centuries ago. Or perhaps you’d prefer the Runestone of Tanis.”

“You’d get farther with Jennifer Lawrence’s phone number,” I said. “She’s hot.”

He nodded. “I can provide that.”

He probably could. But what would I say to her? It’s not like I could call her up and get a date. She wouldn’t know me and that would just get my number blocked. I laughed it off. “Just joking.” I nodded to Hank. “Hey, numb nuts, how about a ride back to the club?”

Hank glared at me and clenched his fists.

“Hank would be delighted to give you a ride,” Delgado said.

Hank wasn’t exactly delighted, but fifteen minutes later, he dropped me off at The Hideaway. I grabbed my guitar from the back of the van. The thin number one E string was broken. Typical.

“Catch you later,” I said.

“Or I’ll catch you.”

The way he spoke sent a shiver through me and I hunched my shoulders. He laughed as I closed the door. Then he pulled away and left me standing all alone in the middle of a crowded sidewalk.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


CHAPTER ELEVEN

 

“Where the hell have you been?” Sabrina asked when I approached her at the bar.

“You wouldn’t believe me if I told you,” I said. I turned to the bartender. “Jameson on the rocks, please.” I leaned my guitar against the bar and climbed onto a stool.

“You abandoned the show. Again.”

“Gentry came back,” I said. I looked around the bar. It was dying down as the people thinned out. The band had already packed up, and I suspected they’d be pissed that I wasn’t there to help.

“Who?”

“The cowboy who tried to kill me yesterday.”

“The guy in the duster we got rid of?”

I nodded.

“I didn’t see him,” Sabrina said. “So, you left the stage, darted out the back and ran away? Did he chase you?”

The bartender slid my drink across the counter. I tossed a ten his way and took a sip. Jameson was one of my many weaknesses.

“I was kidnapped.”

Sabrina raised an eyebrow. It was a well-executed move, and if she were into science fiction, I’d have thought she was impersonating Mr. Spock.

“I know it sounds crazy,” I said. “Two guys grabbed me, threw me in the back of a van. Three guys if you count the driver.  They took me to see a guy named Delgado.”

“Mario Delgado?”

“We’re not on a first name basis.”

“Short old guy from Spain?”

“Is that where he was from? He might have had a Spanish accent. I almost expected him to claim to be the most interesting man in the world.”

“He’s more like a remora.”

“Except that he doesn’t ride sharks around, he orders them to do his bidding. The assholes who grabbed me were Mako Clansmen.”

“He’s still a remora,” Sabrina said. “He talks tough when he has his sharks with him, and he steers them where he wants to go, but only because they’re too stupid to know the difference.”

“I think it’s more like he leads them to food. I was damn near dinner.”

“And yet here you sit.”

I shrugged. “My magical prowess was too much for them.”

She laughed. “Your magical prowess couldn’t lift a feather.”

“I have no reason to lift a feather. It’s not like I’m filming Forrest Gump here.” I did my best Gump impression. “Life is like a box of Tarot cards, Jenny. You hope for fortune but you get the Tower.”

Sabrina rubbed her temples. “This is about the deck, right?”

I nodded. “I think Sinclair sent a bunch of people after it, and he’ll just pay whoever manages to get them.”

Sabrina shook her head. “No way. Sinclair wouldn’t work with a slime ball like Delgado.”

“He also has Gentry.”

Another head shake. “I can’t see him hiring a bumbling cowboy either.”

“He said he had an agent coming to get the cards.”

“What if he sent someone to the house while we were out?”

“Won’t do them any good. They can’t get to the cards. Hell, they can’t find them.”

“A simple locate spell would be nothing for Sinclair.”

“Well, he can’t get to them without me. They’re sealed with blood.” I rubbed my hand as I spoke. I followed that up with a drink of whiskey.

“What is Sinclair’s angle?” She drummed her fingers on the counter, and continued her slow head shaking.

“You’re going to slosh your brains,” I said.

“What?”

“You keep shaking your head.”

She rolled her eyes. Well, at least it wasn’t a head shake. “If Sinclair wants the deck, why doesn’t he come here himself?”

“He can’t,” I said. “My father put up a spell to keep him east of the Mississippi.”

“He could still get here.”

“Sure, if he wants to come up through Mexico. Easier to send an agent. He and my father have had a truce ever since I was born. They were both in love with my mother or something.”

“Wouldn’t it be funny if Sinclair was your real father?”

“My father did DNA tests to verify Sinclair wasn’t my old man. Sinclair’s still hung up on my mom, though. And he hates your dad.”

“Most people in the community hate my dad.”

“There is that.”

“Maybe we should learn more about the cards.”

“Knock yourself out,” I said. “I don’t give two shits about those cards. I just want to have a few drinks, go home, and crash. I’ll get the cards out of the safe and you can have the damn things.”

“They’re tuned to you, moron.”

“Tune them to yourself then.”

“Didn’t I tell you that the only way to get them tuned to anyone else is for you to die?”

“I forgot about that.”

“How could you forget something like that?”

“Because it sounded like bullshit, and I’ve slept since then.” Something tickled the back of my brain about willingly offering a tuned artifact, but I wasn’t sure it was from a class. Hell, it might have been from a movie.

“We need to learn about those cards,” Sabrina said. “Why do so many people want them?”

“They’re evidently priceless. That’s what Delgado said, anyway. He called them something.”

“What did he call them?”

“I don’t remember. Estrella or something?”

“Spanish for star? Did he just want the Star?”

I gave her a confused look.

“One of the Major Arcana.”

“I don’t know jack about Tarot cards,” I lied.

“You didn’t have a teacher?”

“I had better things to do than pay attention in those boring classes.”

“Like what?”

“Like sleeping. Napping is a superpower, you know.”

“The Star is an important card in the Tarot. When it’s upright, it’s about a spiritual journey. A transformation. It’s a card of hope and blessings from the Universe. But if it’s reversed, it’s a card of despair, filling you with negative thoughts.”

I blinked at her. “That was a lot of words, Sabrina. You know my rule. Six words or less.”

“Fewer.”

“That too.”

“Upright, card good. Reversed, card bad.”

“What are we talking about?”

“The Star card.”

“And why are we talking about that now?”

“Because Delgado said Estrella?”

“Well, it wasn’t Estrella exactly. It was something like that, though.”

“So he wasn’t talking about a card.”

“Not a singular card. He wants the whole deck.”

“But he said something like Estrella?”

“He’s got an accent. He’s hard to understand.”

“You weren’t paying attention, were you? The man had you kidnapped and you couldn’t be bothered to listen to him?”

“He offered to buy the cards. Fifty million dollars, and I think he’d go higher.”

“You offered to sell them?”

“No. I said I didn’t have them. He didn’t believe me. Look, I think he was supposed to keep them safe. I think he was the guy who was supposed to pick up the deck from Sinclair, but your father stole them first.”

“The unsavory client my father mentioned?”

“Have you talked to your dad since then?”

She shook her head. “I’ve left him messages, but he hasn’t returned my calls.”

“Is that normal?”

She laughed and nodded. “Chaos is normal for my father. He’ll surface at some point.”

“So Delgado was the unsavory client,” I said, weighing the thought in my head.

“I don’t think so. I think he was the courier who was supposed to pick up the cards to deliver them to the unsavory client.”

“Care to hazard a guess as to who that client might be?”

“Has to be a wizard, but that’s about all I can say.”

“Most wizards are unsavory,” I said. I kept my eyes on the entrance in case Gentry returned. He didn’t.

Sabrina changed the subject. “Your band mates are pissed.”

“They’ll get over it.”

“So,” she said, trying to sneak her next question in, “what can you tell me about Michael?”

“We’re not in junior high. You want to know about Michael, talk to him.”

“I started to, but one look in his eyes and I forgot what I was going to say.”

“You’d have given it up to him tonight.”

“Oh my God,” she said. “In a heartbeat. Something about him.”

“He drinks blood.”

“He can drink whatever he wants.”

“Why aren’t you in his arms right now?”

“He had to give Teddy a ride home, so he was gone before I got a chance to talk to him.”

I finished my drink. “He’s playing you.”

“He’s welcome to play with me. Any way he wants.”

“You want me to slip him a note in homeroom?”

She gave me a playful slap. Then her eyes lit up. “Could you?”

 

 

 

 

 

 


CHAPTER TWELVE

 

I rolled out of bed the next day at around 3:30 in the afternoon, and staggered down the stairs to the kitchen. I was getting better about sleeping in. It helps when shark dudes don’t show up to kill you.

Sabrina was bent over in the family room adjacent to the kitchen doing some twisty yoga move. I didn’t stare at her because we’re related, and that would just be weird. Instead, I fired up some coffee in the Keurig. I leaned against the counter to wait, rubbing the sleep from my eyes.

“You slept the day away,” Sabrina said.

“Only the bad part,” I said.

“You don’t like church?”

“If I walked into a church, I’d leave flaming footprints on the floor.”

“Of course you would.”

The mention of church registered a little deeper. “Is it Sunday?”

“All day.”

“Whatever.”

“Have you given any more thought to the cards?”

“The only thought I have right now is for coffee.”

The machine spit coffee into my cup. It was always too hot to drink, so I dropped in a couple of ice cubes to cool it down a tad. The cubes melted quickly and I took my first heavenly sip.

“Your phone has been buzzing all day,” Sabrina said.

My phone sat on the kitchen counter where I’d plugged it in to charge overnight.

“Anyone calling before four in the afternoon doesn’t know me.”

“You’re grumpy when you get up.”

I grumbled under my breath and checked my phone. Three calls from a 212 area code, and one call from my parents in New Orleans.

“Where is area code two one two?” I asked.

“New York City,” Sabrina said.

I don’t have any friends there.”

There were two voice mails. One was from the old homestead and one from the New York number. I sipped my coffee. Which should I listen to first? Unknown and probably a sales call, or known and probably my mom bitching about me not calling her?

I opted for the Big Apple. When I pressed play, I put the phone to my ear and heard a female voice. “Brett, this is Olivia Dartmoor. We didn’t get a chance to talk at the club last night, so I was hoping we could do lunch. Call me.” And she gave me her phone number.

How did she get my number? Had I given it to her?

She was a good looking woman and seemed smart. I like smart women. They can do my thinking for me and I don’t have to worry about things. Let them figure shit out and I can make easier decisions. Yeah, I’m lazy like that. Stupid women offer stupid suggestions or expect me to do all the thinking. Not my strong suit. Not that I can’t think. I just don’t like to waste much time in that department. I prefer a simple life.

I wasn’t awake enough to call Olivia, and I doubted she’d consider it lunch time now. Most people do lunch at noon or one. It was twenty to four now. Closing in on dinner time. I could ask her to dinner, but women can be weird about granting a dinner date at the last minute. Makes them seem like they have nothing else going on. But maybe Olivia would be the exception to that, or maybe she’d cancel dinner plans to see me instead.

Of course, she was visiting Galveston, so there was a good chance she didn’t actually have any plans.

I drank my coffee, wondering about that. The easy answer was to call her and ask.

But I figured I ought to get my parents’ call out of the way first. I gave it a listen. Yep. Mom was upset that I hadn’t called her. I was about to delete it, but I heard my father’s voice. I couldn’t make out the words, but then Mom said, “I’ll tell him. Brett, your father is going to be in Galveston on Tuesday. What was that, honey? Okay, I’ll tell him. Brett, he says he’s expecting a package. What was that, honey? Well, why don’t you tell him yourself. Here.”

My father’s voice came on and as soon as he spoke, I felt small. “Son, this is your dad,” he said, as if I wouldn’t know that. “Paul sent a package to me. You probably already have it. Put it in a safe place and I’ll pick it up on Tuesday. I hope this is within your limited skill set. And, son, don’t open it. The less you know about this, the better. See you soon.”

Dear old dad was late to the party. That was odd.

I finished my coffee, rinsed the cup, and stuck it in the dishwasher. Sabrina was getting all bendy on the floor in an amazing pair of yoga pants, but I pulled my eyes away. We weren’t kissing cousins, and I didn’t like the way my nether regions were reacting to the sight of her pose. Maybe I could get Olivia to try that.

After going upstairs to shower, shave, and brush my teeth, I returned her call. Not that she’d see or smell me over the phone, but I wanted to feel more human when I talked to her.

The phone rang, and rang, and went to voice mail.

Shit.

“You’ve reached Olivia. Beep beep, you know what to do.”

“Hello, Olivia, this is Brett. Just returning your call. Give me a holler when you have a chance. I’ll just be hanging. Maybe we can hang together later. Not by the neck, of course, but just hang out. You know? Okay. Bye.”

I threw the phone on the bed and stared at the ceiling. Of all the stupid things to say. “Not by the neck?” I said. “She’s going to think I’m a moron.”

And of course Sabrina was walking by my door as she went up to her room, so she poked her head in and said, “She already knows you’re a moron.”

“Fuck you very much.”

“No, and I’d appreciate it if you wouldn’t stare at my ass.”

“Then stop aiming it my way.” I really shouldn’t speak before five o’clock. I don’t think she heard me, which was just as well, because she was doing yoga, not trying to shoot farts in my general direction.

Great. Now every time I watched a girl bend over doing yoga, I’d wonder if she was farting at me. Well, as long as I was far enough away that I couldn’t smell it, and still close enough to appreciate the view. I gave my head a vigorous shake because I needed to erase that thought and focus elsewhere.

I wondered what Olivia was doing. Maybe she was writing. Then again, maybe she’d met Michael and he hypnotized her into sleeping with him. Well, not right now, of course, because he wouldn’t be awake yet. But last night? Or tonight? I made a note to tell him I had dibs on Olivia. He’d honor that.

There was no band practice today. I was a little hungry, but not enough to go back downstairs. I didn’t have any real plans for the day or night. It was Sunday. That’s a great day to be lazy. Okay, every day is a good day to be lazy. But Sunday is an especially good day for that.

So I went back to bed.

I engaged my superpower and drifted off to sleep in a matter of seconds, but alas, it was a short lived reprieve from the bittersweet tapestry of life itself because my damn phone rang, and it was on the dresser.

Let it go to voicemail?

I sighed and sat up. I answered on the fourth ring.

“Hmm?” Something like that. I was still in dreamland.

“Is this Brett?” Olivia asked.

“Oh, um, yeah.” I yawned and blinked a few times. “What’s up?”

“You sound like you just woke up.”

“I did.”

“You called me five minutes ago.”

“Did I? Okay.”

“Did you seriously go back to sleep in that short span of time?”

“It’s a gift.”

“You want me to call back later?”

“I’m good. What can I do for you?”

“You want to have lunch tomorrow?”

“What time?”

“Eleven?”

“I’m not in my body at eleven.”

“Noon?”

“Can we do dinner instead? I’m not much of a day person.”

“I have plans tomorrow night.”

“Later this week then?”

“I can rearrange a few things to get Tuesday open.”

Tuesday was when my father was coming to town. That wasn’t going to work. “Tuesday’s a no-go.”

“I’m leaving town on Wednesday, so I guess we’re in a no fly zone. You have a nice life.”

“Wait,” I said. “What about tonight?”

“I’m having dinner with a local resident. I’m interviewing her for my novel. If that ends early enough, maybe we can have a drink on the Strand. But I can’t make any promises.”

“I never say no to a drink,” I said. “And while it’s often too early for me, it’s never too late.”

“Don’t hold me to it. The interview might run long.”

“No worries,” I said. “I’ll see you when I see you.”

“You’re an odd duck, Brett.”

“Uh, thank you?”

She laughed. “Take care and sleep well.”

“Always,” I said and hung up. I dropped back into bed and was asleep when my head hit the pillow.

 

 

 

 

 

 


CHAPTER THIRTEEN

 

Olivia met me for drinks at Martone’s, a bar in the Strand District. She looked amazing in a little black dress, and when I saw her, I couldn’t help but smile. She sat on a stool at the counter, and had her purse saving me a seat next to her. When she saw me, she did not smile.

“Wow. Did you sleep in that shirt?” she asked, looking me up and down as I approached her at the bar.

I looked at my T-shirt. It was wrinkled, but at least it was plain white, and I’d given it the sniff test before putting it on.

“What’s wrong with it?”

She sighed. “You couldn’t have worn a clean shirt? Maybe one with a collar and buttons. Maybe even one that was ironed? Wear some slacks instead of shorts?”

“We’re just having drinks.”

“Way to impress the ladies,” she said. “Dressing like that will never get you laid.”

“I’m a musician,” I said. “I get laid all the time.”

The bartender pointed at me. “What can I get you?”

“Jameson,” I said. “Make it a double.” I looked at Olivia. “You want a fresh drink?”

She had a foo-foo drink with a little pink umbrella sticking out of it. I wondered if this one had alcohol in it, or if it was another virgin sacrifice. “I’m good.”

I got my drink and sat down next to her.

She hesitated before speaking, and I got the impression she was thinking about just leaving, but finally she grinned. “Speaking of musicians, you didn’t tell me you were in the band.”

“I wanted to surprise you.”

“You started out really good. What happened?”

“Uh, I hurt my hand.”

“Oh no,” she said and reached for my left hand. She turned it over. “It looks okay now.”

“I’ll live.”

The conversation was awkward, and she kept looking at the door and the time on her phone. “I’ll be right back,” she said. “I need to go to the little girls’ room.”

She was texting as she entered the restroom.

I finished my drink and ordered another before she came back.

“Sorry,” she said. She looked a little green around the gills.

“I was about to send out a search party,” I said. “Stomach trouble?”

Her mouth twitched. “Work trouble. My boss keeps texting me.”

“I thought you were a writer.”

“In my spare time. I’m also a … personal assistant, I guess. I solve problems, consult, take care of things, shop, travel, research, all sorts of stuff. Wealthy client.”

“Cool. So where do you live?”

“I’m based in California.”

“You have a New York number.”

“I lived in New York when I got the phone. I moved to Los Angeles two years ago.”

“Movie star client?”

“I wish.”

“What’s your boss do?”

“Can we talk about something else? I have to go back to work on Thursday, and it’s bad enough that she’s texting me stuff now.”

“She?”

“What’s the matter, Brett? Women can’t have personal assistants?”

“I didn’t say that.”

“So what took you to California?”

“The job.”

“Sorry, you wanted to talk about other stuff.”

“So tell me more about you,” she said.

“Not much to tell. I just do my thing.”

“Music?”

“Sometimes. Mostly, I just hang out.”

“You don’t have a job?”

“Oh God, no! I would hate to have to work for someone. That would suck balls.”

“You seem to have money, bad taste in clothing notwithstanding.”

“I get by.”

“Meaning you’re rich?”

“No.”

“So your parents are rich?”

“Yeah.”

“So you’re a trust fund baby.”

“Something like that. I get a monthly stipend. My father wanted to set it low enough that I’d be what he called incentivized to build a lucrative career. He’s not really in touch with how much things cost, so what he thought would be a low income was more than I need to have a good life. I can play my music, party all night, spend time at the beach, travel from time to time. I was at the family house in Miami a few years ago, then spent a winter skiing in Aspen, and then I came out here.”

“Family homes all over the world?”

“Yep. Makes for a pretty good life.”

“Want to trade?”

I laughed.

“So you have a nice house here?”

“It’s pretty nice. Victorian home in the East End built in 1888, same year Jack the Ripper was active.”

“Jack the Ripper was in London. Whitechapel.”

“Still the East End. Just a different East End.”

“I knew a girl in high school named Mary Ann Nichols.”

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

“Um, Jack the Ripper’s first victim?”

“Oh, I don’t really know jack about ol’ Jack.”

“I see. What do you know a lot about?”

I raised my glass. “Drinking? Partying?”

“Sex, drugs, and rock ’n’ roll,” she said.

“Guilty.”

“Which is your favorite?”

“Depends. Which are you offering?”

“None of the above,” she said.

“Damn.”

“Maybe if you’d worn a nicer outfit.”

“You’d sleep with me if I changed my shirt?”

“No, I’d listen to rock music.”

I rubbed my chin. “Not worth it. I can do that alone.”

“You can do any of them alone.”

“Well, sure, but sex is more fun with a partner.”

“So is music.”

“But not drugs?”

“I don’t touch drugs,” Olivia said. “I like to be in control.”

“I’ll let you control things. Not on the drug side. I’m not big into drugs. A joint now and then maybe, but that’s about it.”

“So I can control the music?”

“Or the sexual exploration of spirit.”

She laughed. “That has to be the stupidest come-on I’ve ever heard.”

“I can come up with a stupider one if you give me a minute.”

“Please don’t.”

“You want to get out of here?”

“You’re not doing that well, Brett.”

“I can give you a tour of my house.”

“Ending with the bedroom, no doubt.”

“Only if you want it to end there.”

“You’re a fine looking young man,” she said. “When I first saw you, I will admit to thinking you might be fun in bed.”

“Well, now you have to sleep with me.”

“Why?”

“So I can prove your first impression was right.”

Another laugh. “I’ll tell you what,” she said. “I’ll let you give me a tour of your house, but I’m going to stick with something my father always told me as a perfect way to avoid pregnancy.”

“I have condoms.”

“That’s not it. He said all I have to do is keep a quarter between my knees.”

“Your dad’s an idiot. You can place a quarter on the mattress between your knees and I’ll happily take you from behind.”

“If you saw my father, you wouldn’t think he was an idiot.”

“Oh, so if I were to have dated you when you were a teenager, he’d have been in the living room cleaning his rifle when I dropped by to pick you up?”

“He doesn’t like guns. He likes to use his hands.”

“Big guy?”

“Powerful.”

“Good thing you’re a grown woman and can make your own choices.”

“Grown women can make the choices for their men, too. We just let you guys believe things are your idea.”

“So it’s your idea to go to my place.”

“You’re not as dumb as you look.”

“Oh, I probably am, so you do my thinking for me. Cool?”

“For tonight.”

“Works for me.”

And we left the bar to head to the house. I could tell she wasn’t impressed with my car, but she didn’t complain when I opened the door for her. Yeah, it’s just a Mustang GT and it’s as old as I am.  My old man refused to buy me a car, so I saved up for it. I guess technically, he did end up buying it. If not for the oxidation on the hood, it would be pretty nice. It was a beautiful Burgundy when I bought it, but now it was filthy on the outside. A neighborhood kid had scrawled WASH ME on the passenger door.

But hey, it ran. Most of the time.

Fortunately, tonight it was happy to start and didn’t complain too much when I pulled into traffic. I put on some music. The radio cranked out “Let You Down” by Seether.

“Can you change the station?” she asked.

I hit scan. “Burning House” by Cam was on the country station.

“Let’s hope that’s not a portent,” I said.

“I love this song,” Olivia said.

“Then I’ll let it play, but if my house is on fire, it’s on you.”

As I drove, I thought maybe Sabrina could sing this song, and we could add it to our set list.

“You don’t like it?” Olivia asked.

“Huh?”

“The song.”

“I like it,” I said, looking over at her. “It’s a good song.”

“Look out!” she yelled, pointing.

A black SUV swerved into my lane. I slammed on the brakes and tried to swerve, but the vehicle plowed into us. My poor car crumpled, and the impact drove us sideways into the curb. The seat belts saved us from major injury. We came to a stop, and steam billowed out from under the buckled hood.

“Are you all right?” I asked.

She wasn’t moving.

I tried to unbuckle her belt, but I heard a motor rev. The SUV backed up, nearly colliding with another car, then shifted to drive and rammed us again, this time right into the driver’s door. Glass rained down on me, and I tried to shield myself.

My seat belt wouldn’t unfasten. I struggled with it as the SUV backed up for another run at us.

The tires barked and the truck smashed into us a third time. The impact crunched my car, and I felt like a rag doll. Olivia flopped helplessly, her head lolled to the side. Blood trickled from her forehead. I had to get her out of the car. The SUV jerked back, and part of my car hooked onto theirs, so they dragged us into the road a bit before the scraping of metal on metal stopped and they shot back.

Cars stopped, but nobody got out to help. The truck’s grill was scuffed and bent, and it raced toward us a fourth time. My seat belt finally released. I reached across Olivia for the door handle on the passenger side. The SUV plowed into us and drove us into the curb again. The jarring collision threw me on top of Olivia and my shoulder smacked into her while my head hit the door. A loud pop sounded and the car dropped at an angle as one of the tires blew. I tasted stale, rubber-flavored air.

I managed to get the door open, and tried to crawl over Olivia. I looked up and saw a large middle-aged Black woman draw a circle on the brick wall of a doughnut shop beside us with a can of spray paint. She seemed a bit old to be a tagger. She placed her hand against the wet paint, spoke some words I couldn’t hear over the screeching tires of the SUV aiming for us again. She raised her other hand toward my car and a bright light flashed before everything went dark.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


CHAPTER FOURTEEN

 

When I say everything went dark, I don’t mean I passed out or anything like that. I mean the streetlights and business lights and headlights of the cars in the vicinity all went out. I found myself in utter darkness, crawling over Olivia. I pulled her from the car onto the pavement and then hands were on me.

“It’s all right,” a woman’s voice said. “I’m here to help.”

“The SUV!”

“It’s not going anywhere. We have ten seconds. After that, it will come back on and hit your car again. Let’s get her to safety.”

As she spoke, she grabbed Olivia’s legs. I lifted Olivia from the armpits and we carried her over to the building. As we set her down, the lights came on again and the SUV crashed into my car again.

“Magic flows through your veins,” the woman said. “Can you access it?”

The SUV pulled back, then screeched away and tore off down the street as sirens wailed, growing louder. The police hurried our way.

“I think they’re gone.”

The woman nodded. “So it would seem.” She knelt beside Olivia and placed a hand on her shoulder. “She has a concussion, but nothing is broken.”

“What kind of magic did you just use?” I asked. “What’s your name?”

“You don’t need to know that yet,” she said and rose to her feet.

“Wait! You saved our lives.”

She shrugged. “It’s my job,” she said.

“You can at least give me your first name.”

She walked away, but before she ducked into the alley behind the doughnut shop, she gave me a smile and said, “Lakesha.”

A few people approached us now. “Are you all right? I called nine-one-one. I saw the whole thing. That guy was trying to kill you!”

“Cops are here now,” I said, nodding toward the street where a patrol car skidded to a stop, siren winding down, lights whirling. Another siren sounded in the distance.

A police officer rushed over to us. Before he could speak, I pointed to Olivia. “She needs a doctor.”

“Ambulance is on the way.”

I answered questions, going through what happened, while a few witnesses gave statements to another officer. The ambulance arrived, and the paramedics went right to work. They made sure she was stable, then put her on a gurney and slid her into the back of the ambulance. I rode with her to the hospital. One of the paramedics rode in the back with us to keep an eye on her vitals. The cops would have more questions. My car was totaled. The tow truck was on the way, but Olivia was more important than my demolished Mustang.

As I climbed into the ambulance, I took a quick look at the wet paint on the doughnut shop wall. It looked like normal graffiti. But the symbol was something I’d seen before in a book about magic. Who the hell was Lakesha?

The paramedic kept Olivia stable and when we reached the emergency room, doctors wheeled Olivia away. I tried to follow, but a nurse put a hand out to stop me.

“You can’t go back there. She’s in good hands.”

“Okay,” I said.

“You’re bleeding.”

“I am?”

“Come with me,” she said and led me to an examination room. “Good thing you’re here tonight instead of last night. Saturdays are always busy. Things are a bit slow tonight, thank goodness.”

She cleaned and patched my wounds then led me to the waiting room. “We’ll update you on your wife as soon as we know something. In the meantime, you have a lot of paperwork to fill out.” She handed me a clipboard and a pen.

I didn’t bother to correct her on the wife thing.

When I looked at the papers, I realized I had very little information about Olivia, so I set the clipboard on the table beside me and pulled out my phone. With my car destroyed, I’d need a ride home, so I figured I’d call Michael. But before I got the chance, two police officers walked in with a truckload of questions. I put my phone away. Fortunately, there were a few witnesses to what happened, so they took my statement, and used only an hour of my time going over what happened from various angles. I told them as much as I could, but I didn’t mention Lakesha stopping time. I didn’t have a mundane explanation, so it was easier to just say the SUV drove away.

The cops seemed fine with that explanation, which told me that the other witnesses hadn’t experienced Lakesha’s little magic trick. Who the hell was she?

After the cops finally left, a doctor stepped into the waiting room. He walked right up to me. “You’re waiting for news about Olivia Sinclair?”

“Sinclair?” I said, and thoughts exploded in my head.

He raised an eyebrow. “I apologize. I thought you were with the young woman from the traffic accident.”

“I am,” I said, trying to focus on the now. “Brown hair past her shoulders, cute, wearing a little black dress.”

“All right. She’s going to be fine. She’s waiting for a room. We’ll keep her overnight for observation, since she’s…wait. You’re not her husband or family, are you?”

“No. Can I still see her?”

He shook his head. “Visiting hours start at eight in the morning. You’ll have to come back then.”

“Thanks,” I said, and meant it because I needed time to process. I walked out of the hospital and called Michael for a ride.

Ten minutes later, he pulled up in a black Dodge Charger. He wore his usual black pants and dark sunglasses, and his shirt tonight looked black until I opened the door and the overhead light revealed it to be navy blue.

I climbed into the passenger seat.

“Cool car,” I said.

“Thanks.”

“Not sure I’ve ever seen you drive this one. You’re normally in the Buick.”

He shrugged. “I was with a young woman who likes to go fast.”

“How many cars do you have?”

“Enough.”

We drove to the scene of the attack. The streets were quiet. Michael pulled onto a side street and we walked back to the doughnut shop. We examined the wall.

Yellow spray paint in a strange symbol.

“Not your normal graffiti.”

“It’s a sigil,” Michael said. “Ceremonial magicians, witches, some demon hunters will use them.”

I told him about Lakesha. He nodded. “Probably a witch. Some city witches use graffiti on buildings, street signs, and especially infrastructural lines on pavement.”

“That would be the weird painting I see from construction crews on roads and sidewalks?”

“Utility workers mostly,” Michael said. “They tend to be color coded for easy reference so crews can instantly tell whether there are power or gas lines under the surface. Red is for power lines, conduit and lighting cables, that sort of thing. Yellow is for gas, oil, steam. Orange for communication lines.”

“You lost me at color coded. You worked construction?”

“Before I died, I was on a utility crew. Witches liked to put sigils beside or on top of our lines. People never notice them, but witches can use them to instantly cast spells or bring up generic magic they can manipulate.”

“Do you know a witch named Lakesha?”

He shook his head. “I dated a witch named Augusta once. That was an amazing three months.”

“I’d like to find this Lakesha woman.”

“She saved you, right?”

“And I want to thank her.”

“The fact that she saved you will be thanks enough,” Michael said. “Good deeds are returned three-fold according to Wicca. If she wanted anything more, she’d have told you. I think your more immediate concern is the SUV. Why were they trying to kill you?”

“What makes you think they were trying to kill me?”

“You’re right. Maybe they wanted to give you a full body massage with their tires and grill.”

“Maybe they were after Olivia.”

“Why?”

I sighed and stared at the handprint in the yellow sigil on the side of the doughnut shop. “Doesn’t matter,” I said.

“Why would they be after either of you?” Michael asked. “Does this have anything to do with that weird guy in the duster?”

“Probably.”

“What pile of shit have you stepped in, Brett? Maybe I can help.”

“These guys are dangerous, and there are more players involved than I know.”

“I’m already dead. They can’t do much to me that I can’t heal from.”

“True that.”

“You seem mighty laid back about me being a vampire.”

I shrugged. “It’s not my first undead rodeo.”

“Whatever’s going down here, I can help. And toward that end, I have a confession to make. Just so you know I’m on the level here.”

“You slept with Sabrina already?” I asked.

He chuckled. “No. I have no intention to sleep with her at the moment.”

“But that could change?”

“You’re more interested in whether or not I sleep with your cousin than what I have to confess to?”

“My head is still spinning from the wreck. I think I have a concussion. Mild, but I feel kinda whacked.”

“You seem like yourself to me,” Michael said. “A scattered slacker with potential you have no interest in realizing.”

“Now you sound like my father.”

A car drove by. Police.

I watched to make sure they didn’t turn around to come back to us. Two guys outside a doughnut shop at two in the morning.

Michael nodded toward his car. “I’ll take you home. We can talk on the way.”

Maybe he didn’t want to talk to the police either.

We got in the Charger, and Michael turned to stare at me. I wondered how good his night vision was. “Confession time,” he said. “I knew who your parents were when I auditioned for the band. I can feel untapped magic in you.”

“Powerful bloodline, blah, blah, blah,” I said. “Magic was never my scene.”

“But your father is one of the strongest wizards in the world.”

“Top five,” I said. “That’s why I’m such a colossal disappointment.”

“You don’t seem upset that I had ulterior motives for joining the band. I keep hoping your father will come to town and attend one of the shows.”

“He’s coming to town on Tuesday,” I said. “I’m going to get an earful. You going to start the car or are we just going to sit here? Your little magic eye thing won’t work on me, so if you think I’m going to cuddle, you’re way off base. And…you’re not even smiling. What’s the deal, Michael?”

He took off his sunglasses so I could see his eyes. “Is there any chance your father has the power to cure vampirism?”

“I don’t know,” I said. “I don’t know much about vampires, and I never paid much attention to all the magic shit either. Too much work for my ass.”

Michael stared at me. He wasn’t doing the hypnotic thing; he was just staring.

He wasn’t going to stop. “I’ll ask him,” I said.

“Thank you, Brett. I’m so tired of this curse.”

The sincerity of his gaze made me uncomfortable. “He might not be able to help, you know. Hell, he might be unwilling to help. He’s an asshole.”

“No offense, Brett, but every wizard I’ve ever heard tell about is an asshole.”

“I’m not really a wizard, though.”

“You may not be a good wizard, but you’re still kind of an asshole.” With that he slipped his sunglasses on, grinned, and punched my shoulder.

“Drive, bitch,” I said.

“Blow me first,” he said and lowered his sunglasses to focus his eyes on mine.

“Eyes on the road, dipshit.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


CHAPTER FIFTEEN

 

I knew something was wrong as soon as Michael pulled up in front of the house. The inside lights were all out, which made sense for the time, but the porch light illuminated a note taped to the front door. Wind rippled the page. Why would there be a note on the front door?

“Houston, we have a problem,” I said, as I slid out of the car.

Michael followed me to the door.

I pulled the note down. It read, Sorry about the mess.

The door wasn’t locked. I entered the house and flipped the light switch.

The living room was indeed a mess. Mangani, my rug, was partially rolled up, but some asshole had driven spikes through it, pinning it to the floor. The sofa was out of place, and a table and lamp had been knocked over.

“Sabrina?” I called. “You home?”

No answer.

“Mangani?”

The rug twitched.

Michael pointed to one of the spikes. Another note had been speared there.

I hurried to the spike with the paper.

We have your cousin. We’ll be in touch.

I handed the paper to Michael then yanked the spike from the floor. Mangani rolled up over the other spikes, devouring them, then unfurled to her normal position.

“Sorry, Mangani,” I said.

The rug waved a corner at me. She was fine.

But what about Sabrina?

“Wait here. I’ll check the house,” Michael said, and swept through the downstairs in no time. He shot up the stairs, calling her name.

A few minutes later, he came down. “Sabrina’s room is almost as messy as yours, but I suspect hers was from a struggle, while yours is in its natural state.”

“No more notes?”

He shook his head.

“One more place to check. If she knew they were coming, she might have gone down to the basement.”

“An underground basement in Galveston?”

“Magic,” I said.

“That would have to be some serious magic.”

I moved down the hall, knocked three times to reveal the door, then opened it. Michael and I descended into the basement. It looked exactly the same as the last time I’d been down here.

“Impressive. The magic is reinforcing the walls,” Michael said.

“You can feel that?” I asked.

“No,” he said and pointed to a sigil on the wall. “That’s some intricate and powerful magic. The sigil makes the walls adjust to the ground. The arrows up and to the sides with those symbols are drawn in wizard blood. This house will withstand some major hurricanes.”

“How do you know it’s wizard blood?”

“I can smell it.”

“Yeah, okay. Don’t go licking the walls.”

“Wizard blood would kill me,” Michael said. “I want a cure, not death.”

“Good to know.”

I moved around. The guitar was in place. The sewing table was fine, the laundry basket with the blankets were right there on top.

I flipped the basket over and let the blankets fall on the floor, but the basket felt lighter than it should have. I turned it back over and the bottom was no longer sealed. I could see the three inch gap because someone had managed to open it.

“Shit,” I said. I shook my head and stamped my feet. “Son of a bitch.”

The cards were gone.

 

 

 

 

 

 


CHAPTER SIXTEEN

 

The only other person on the entire planet who knew where I’d hidden the cards was Sabrina. The cards told me I could trust her. Barring that, how the hell did she open the basket safe? She’d need my blood.

And then it hit me.

The goddamn pin cushion. I’d stabbed myself with one of those stupid pins. If she was adept at magic—and she was—she’d only need a trace of my blood.

So the cards lied to me.

That didn’t make sense.

But there it was.

There was no other explanation. Well, there were other explanations, but those that occurred to me didn’t make a lick of sense, and I didn’t want to hurt my brain with actual thinking when it was easier to just be pissed-off.

“Is there a problem?” Michael asked.

“Cliff’s Notes version,” I said. “My uncle sent an old deck of Tarot cards to me and I hid them right here, but now they’re gone. That’s more than six words, but your attention span is longer than mine.”

“So you put the cards in the laundry basket,” he said.

“It sounds stupid when you say it like that.”

“Other than being old, what’s the significance of the cards?”

“Delgado said it was a certain deck. Sounds like Estrella, but that’s not right.”

“Etteilla?”

“That sounds right.”

“You held the original Etteilla deck in your hands?”

I nodded. “Yeah, I know, they’re tuned to me. Only way anyone else can use them is to kill me. I’ve got all that.”

“And someone tried to kill you a few hours ago.”

“Assault with an SUV.”

“But you still thought they might be trying to kill Olivia?”

“Sure. Because she might be related to Joseph Sinclair.”

He stared at me, incredulous. “As in Joseph Carlisle Sinclair III?”

“That’s right.”

Michael shook his head. “I knew your family was in the mix of things, but holy shit.”

“What’s the big deal?”

“Sinclair is right up there with your father in terms of power.”

“He’s below my father,” I said.

“You’re taking this whole thing in stride,” Michael said. “Are you high right now?”

“No. Mostly I’m just tired of all the community drama.”

“People tried to kill you tonight. I’m more freaked out about it than you are, and I’m already dead.”

“Calm down, dude. I’ve been dealing with shit like this my whole life. When I was a little baby, I was kidnapped. When I was five, a wizard put me in a coma. When I was fifteen, I had a bad experience with a succubus. And an incubus.”

“Say what?”

“Actually, let’s not go there.”

“You can’t bring up a succubus and an incubus and then not go there.”

“I shouldn’t have mentioned it.”

“But you did. Spill.”

“Look, it was a case of mistaken intentions. This succubus came on to me, and I was a nervous virgin, so I didn’t make a move. She thought I was batting for the other team, so she sent her brother, Edward. Can you say ‘inappropriate touching?’ I thought you could.”

He laughed. “Just as well you turned them both down. They feed on the souls of virgins.”

“He tried to drink my soul from my…” I pointed to my crotch.

“TMI.”

“Yeah, it was actually worse than that.”

“How could it be worse?”

“My mother heard me scream and she rushed into the room. She’s never treated me the same way. I mean, I don’t think she’d care if I was gay, but it was a fucking incubus.”

“Or a sucking incubus.”

“That too.”

“Sucks to be you.”

“You’re the one who sucks,” I said.

“At least I suck blood.”

“That’s what she said.”

“Your mom told on me?”

I stared at him.

“Too far?” he asked.

“Dude, the line you crossed was way back there.” I pointed for effect.

“I do that,” he said. “So back to your current dilemma. What happens now?”

“Hell if I know. They got Sabrina, so I guess I’m supposed to try and get her back. I should let them keep her. It would serve them right. She’ll go off on them about cleaning or how they need to dress better and they’ll let her go just to be rid of her.”

“Or they’ll kill her.”

“They won’t kill her,” I said. “They’re too afraid of what my father would do to them for breaking the covenant.”

“The what?”

“An agreement drawn up centuries ago between the main power families in the magical community. We’re not supposed to kill each other. We can kidnap each other. Threats are fine, of course, and some kinds of torture can be forgiven. Killing is a no-no.”

“But they’re trying to kill you.”

“Well, I’m what you might call an exception.”

“How so?”

I sighed. “Because when we turn eighteen, to be considered official we have to pass a magic competency test. If we don’t pass it, we’re fair game.”

“You failed the test?”

“I never took it. But Sabrina passed with flying colors. And I mean that in a literal sense.”

“Not sure I follow.”

“You know where the term flying colors comes from?”

“Not off the top of my head,” Michael said.

“Flags. In war, you fly the colors, or the flag. If someone comes through with flying colors, that means their flag is still waving, so they made it through the battle.”

“Why would you even know that?”

“Jeopardy! And if you take Sabrina’s Magic Test for a thousand, Alex will tell you the answer is primary colors dancing in the air, spinning and combining in shades of orange, purple, and green.”

“Which means she’s safe, but you’re not?”

“Wizards always talk about breaking the covenant, so I guess I have to pay lip service to the threat, but with me, they can kill me without having to worry about ancient truces and ramifications. It’s another reason I should just let them keep her.”

“But she’s a good singer.”

“And you want to bone her.”

“I want to bone most women,” Michael said. “Before I was a vampire, I did not have much luck with the ladies. I’m making up for lost time.”

“With your vampire roofie trick?”

“I’ve never used it that way.”

“I’ve seen you hypnotize women, Michael.”

“It’s not like that. We should focus on saving Sabrina. You can’t let them keep her.”

“They won’t want to.”

“What if your dad shows up and finds out she got kidnapped and you did nothing to get her back?”

“It’s not possible for him to think less of me,” I said.

“You sure you want to push that?”

I sighed. “Well, we can’t do anything until they call me.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

 

They called at eight in the morning.

They called again at nine.

And again at ten.

And eleven.

At noon, I came out of my sleepy fog enough to hear the phone ringing, but I pulled my pillow over my head. No way was I getting up that damn early.

Then I remembered Sabrina.

“Shit.”

I rolled over and sat up.

The phone stopped ringing.

Good. I flopped back onto the bed and started to go back to sleep. But that was a bad idea. I needed to be awake and alert when they called back. Michael had gone home before daybreak. He wouldn’t be able to help until sundown. My brain shifted to Olivia, and I thought I should call the hospital to check on her. And Sabrina needed help, too, but my thoughts collided then started to fade and I closed my eyes.

Wait.

This was important.

I needed to get up.

But I needed to rest my eyes for a moment.

The phone rang again at one, and I sat up. Oops.

I rolled out of bed and staggered to the dresser where my phone sat connected to the charger.

Caller Unknown.

Normally, I don’t answer those calls, but these were special circumstances. “Hello?” I said, groggy.

“We have your cousin.”

“Yeah? Who are you?”

“An interested party.”

“I like parties,” I said, rubbing my eyes. I stifled a yawn. “Is there beer?”

“You do not amuse me, Mr. Masters. We’ve been calling for hours.”

“Hey, man, I just woke up.”

“We have men stationed outside. You will deliver the cards to them, and we’ll release Ms. Tenn.”

“Put Sabrina on the line.” If they had Sabrina, why didn’t they have the cards? My brain was still trying to engage.

“She’s alive,” the man said.

“No shit,” I said. “I’m not asking for proof of life because you know my father will do terrible things to you with a fork if you harm her. Put her on the phone, you simpering asshole.”

“You are not in a position to request anything, and your father has nothing to do with this.”

“I’ll let you explain that to him when he gets here. You do know he’s on his way. Right?”

Silence.

“Do you know what kind of damage a fork can do to eyeballs? Especially when there’s magic involved to keep the eyes from just exploding?”

“That’s stupid.”

“My dad has a thing for forks, dude. Not my circus, not my silverware. Put her on the line or I’m hanging up.”

“You wouldn’t dare.”

I hung up.

He called back. I answered on the third ring. “Put her on the line,” I said without even a greeting.

“No. You’ll do as I tell you or—”

I hung up again.

On the third ring, I answered and said, “You’re not very good at this.”

“Hang on,” he said.

A moment later, Sabrina said, “These guys aren’t part of the community, Brett.”

“You’re not with Delgado?”

“No, they’re—”

“That’s enough, bitch,” the man said before I could ask her about the damn cards. He sighed and spoke to me again. “My men are going to knock on your door in a minute. You are going to hand them the cards. If you don’t, I will cut off Ms. Tenn’s fingers and have my men force-feed them to you one by one.”

“I was never much for finger food,” I said.

“Stop treating this as a joke, Mr. Masters.”

“Dude, you yourself might not be part of the community, but the guy you’re working for has to be or you wouldn’t know about the cards. If you do anything to Sabrina Tenn, you won’t live to see your payday. As such, I can tell you to suck elephant dicks, and you’ll just have to deal with it.”

This time, he hung up on me.

I guess he wasn’t a fan of elephant dicks.

There was a knock on the front door.

I went downstairs, peeked outside. Two large men. What could I do? I didn’t own a gun. But I had Mangani, so I opened the door.

“Come on in, guys,” I said.

They stepped inside. Both wore gray suits, black shoes, and black ties. They also wore matching gray fedoras. I didn’t sense anything supernatural about either of them. I did notice bulges in their jackets, and one of the men was kind enough to open said jacket to show me that yes, he did indeed have a gun.

“Cards. Now.”

“I’ll have to get them. You can wait in here,” I said, gesturing to the living room.

“We’re good right here.”

“You’ll be more comfortable on the sofa.”

“No.”

Damn. “Suit yourself,” I said. “I’ll be right back.”

“Mr. Granger, go with him,” the man on the left said.

Granger nodded and stepped forward. “Lead the way, Mr. Masters.”

Two guys. Both armed. Both dangerous. But neither one with any kind of magic.

My mind raced. I couldn’t wait for Michael. I was all alone. Sabrina was depending on me. I’d already pissed-off the asshole in charge of acquiring the cards. They weren’t part of the community, so my father wasn’t going to scare them, even though he’d kill them. The problem was that they would kill Sabrina before he could do that. And that would be on me.

She was a pain in the ass, but I didn’t want her blood on my hands.

I led Granger to the study. “I think they’re in here somewhere,” I said, trying to buy some time. I looked around the office, opening desk drawers, checking shelves. There was nothing here that could pass for ancient Tarot cards. No box that would work to fool them.

“Speed it up, Masters,” Granger said.

“I thought they were in here. What if I can’t find them?”

“Then we kill you, and we kill your cousin.”

He said it like it was going grocery shopping and stopping at the post office.

“Good to know,” I said. “So, are you working for Delgado or Sinclair?”

“Just get the damn cards, kid.”

“I’m not sure where they are. Is your boss paying you well? Because my father can pay you more.”

“You’re testing my patience.”

“Maybe they’re in the other room,” I said and moved past him into the hall. The other goon stared at me from down the hall. When his partner stepped out, he gave his buddy a shrug, and while he wasn’t looking, I knocked three times on the wall.

The door to the basement appeared. I darted inside and closed the door.

Sneaky little bastard, ain’t I?

I figured they wouldn’t be able to see the door, and there had to be some magical wards set up, so I was safe for the time being. I could find something useful down here, or I could call the cops.

The magical wards?

Yeah. They didn’t exist.

My folks must have figured that having a hidden basement was good enough.

The door might not be visible, but that didn’t stop the goon from kicking through the wall. “There’s a hidden room,” he told his pal.

I raced down the stairs, thinking I needed to hide.

I ducked behind a rack of robes. The yellow measuring tape hung over the top. I grinned, and grabbed it. Once the goon moved past, I’d wrap it around his throat and choke him out.

He must have seen the tape move.

He shoved the rack into me.

I fell back, knocked over the goddamn Hendrix guitar, and it started wailing “The Star Spangled Banner.”

The goon pushed the rack aside and aimed his gun at me.

I looked up at him from my prone position on the cement floor, and raised my hands.

“Turn that off!” he yelled over the music.

“I can’t!”

“Then get the damn cards!”

His partner stepped into view. “A basement in Galveston?” he said.

He might have said something else, truth be told. I couldn’t hear him over the music.

I looked past them and saw a shelf with boxes on it. One of the boxes was labeled “Tarot.”

Would they know what the deck was supposed to look like?

I slowly climbed to my feet. Granger kept the gun leveled at me. I pointed to the shelf. “Cards are there,” I said, raising my voice. “I’ll get them.”

He let me pass, but kept the gun on me.

“Make that noise stop!”

“It has to go through the whole song,” I said. “Sorry.”

I pulled the box off the shelf and opened it. Inside was a collection of various Tarot decks. I didn’t think a Rider-Waite would work. The Thoth deck was cool, but looked too new. The Aquarian deck was still sealed. One box was labeled Lombardy. I opened it and slid the cards into my hand. It was a reproduction of an older deck. It would have to do.

“Found them,” I said and held up the deck.

“Hand them over,” Granger said.

“I’ll give them to your boss,” I said.

“Move it,” he said gesturing toward the stairs.

I led them out of the basement. The guitar still wailed.

“That guitar is too freaking loud,” Granger said.

“People actually say ‘freaking?’” I asked.

“My wife has a plastic fish that plays ‘Take Me to the River,’” Granger’s partner said.

“You must be the life of the party.”

“Let’s go, kid,” Granger said.

“Can I at least brush my teeth and put on some shoes?”

“No.”

“You’re the one who’s going to be alone in a car with me,” I said and turned to breathe on him.

He waved a hand in front of his face, but kept the gun on me. “Jesus, kid. Fine, go brush your freaking teeth.”

“Go with him, Granger,” his partner said.

Granger sighed and followed me up the stairs to the bathroom.

I brushed my teeth, and nodded to the toilet. “Do I have time for my morning constitutional?”

“It’s afternoon.”

“Whatever.”

“No. You’ll have to hold it.”

“Fine,” I said. I moved into my bedroom and grabbed my shoes.

“Put them on in the car.”

“Keys,” I said, pointing to the dresser. “Gotta lock the house. Don’t want burglars to come in.”

He rolled his eyes, but didn’t stop me from grabbing the keys.

We went downstairs. I couldn’t think of a pretense to get them into the living room. I thought a game of seventy-eight card pickup would be a bad idea. So we went outside. I locked the door behind us, and they led me to their car, a blue Chevy Malibu.

“Nice rental,” I said. “Where you boys from again?”

“None of your business,” Granger said. “Get in.”

I climbed into the backseat. “You guys also rent a black SUV?”

“No.”

“Someone in your entourage, perhaps?”

“Shut up or I’ll shoot you.”

I decided not to press the issue. Who says I can’t learn new tricks?

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

 

Their boss had a beach house out past Jamaica Beach. It was a thirty minute ride. We were in the high season, meaning prices were hiked for the summer, and it also meant that to get a beach house rental would be unlikely. That meant either a local or these guys managed to find a vacant house on short notice.

In the low season, there are plenty of vacant homes. And in town, there are some year-round vacancies. Lots of folks left Galveston after hurricane Ike and never came back.

Granger parked the Malibu in a carport next to a silver BMW with Michigan plates. I reassessed the situation because now I figured the bad guy here was normally a snowbird. I mean, who in their right mind would want to suffer through a Michigan winter? So he must be out here in July because of the damn Tarot cards.

A tall, slender man in a suit stepped out the front door. His gaunt features reminded me of H.P. Lovecraft, only this guy had puffy white hair.

“Dickson, Granger, you brought a guest,” the man said as we got out of the car.

He had a pipe in one hand and a lighter in the other. He lit something in the pipe, but it wasn’t tobacco. It also wasn’t marijuana. He puffed it and blew out a smoke ring. The aroma was sandalwood.

“You’re smoking incense?” I asked.

“Are you Brett Masters?”

“Yeah,” I said. “What’s the deal with the sandalwood?”

“It’s a magical blend concocted by a psychic in Grand Rapids. She said it would calm my nerves, and she was right. I’d like the deck now.”

“Where’s Sabrina?”

“She’s inside.”

“Bring her out here. I want to make sure she’s all right.”

“First, I want the deck.”

“I’ve got the deck in my pocket. Get Sabrina out here, and I’ll hand the cards over to you.”

“Granger,” the man said. “Fetch the bitch.”

“Yes, sir.”

Granger entered the house.

“I didn’t catch your name,” I said.

“I didn’t offer it.”

“I need to call you something. Einstein seems too generous.”

The man grinned and puffed his incense. Magical blend, my ass. I was willing to bet the psychic bought the cheapest shit she could find then marked it up and called it a special magic blend. It smelled like typical cheap sandalwood to me. My older sister used to burn that shit all the damn time.

“You may call me Mr. Vesuvius.”

“Because you go off like a volcano?”

The grin didn’t waver. “You don’t want to be my Pompeii, Mr. Masters. Respect would be wise.”

“Yeah, well, respect is in short supply right now. You’re a common kidnapper and a thug.”

“There’s nothing common about me. While we wait for Mr. Granger to bring Ms. Tenn out here, what do you know about the Tarot?”

“You’re not going to lecture me, are you?”

“What do you know of the origin of the cards?”

“Playing cards for rich folks in the middle ages.”

“Did you know that many gypsies used cards for storytelling purposes? A spread can tell a fortune, of course, but it can also spin a wonderfully complex yarn.”

“It’s too early for a bedtime story,” I said.

“It wasn’t until Etteilla created his deck that the cards were used for divination.”

“Oh, Jesus, is there going to be a test?”

“Are you not a student of the occult?”

“I’m a student of napping.”

Granger returned with Sabrina in tow. Her hands were bound behind her, and she wore a blindfold. A gag had been stuffed into her mouth as well.

“Remove the gag and blindfold,” I said.

Volcano dude shook his head. “Not a chance,” he said. “She’s too powerful. She set Mr. Dickson on fire before we subdued her. Now, hand over the deck.”

I pulled the deck from my pocket and held it up. “It’s right here.”

“Very good. Granger?”

“Yes, sir?”

“Should we shoot them both or let them go?”

“Shoot them.”

“Oh, come on,” I said. “We’re not worth the cost of the bullets. You can have the deck. There’s no reason for violence.”

“There’s always a reason for violence,” Granger said.

“Mmmm,” Sabrina said. “Mmmm hmmm mmmm.”

“Such language,” Volcano dude said. “What do you think, Mr. Dickson? Should we kill them and dump them in the sea?”

“Your call, sir.”

He puffed his incense. “Would you like to beg for your life, Mr. Masters?”

“Not especially. Would you like me to set fire to the deck?”

“Madame X has need of that deck, Mr. Masters.”

His psychic called herself Madame X? I managed not to roll my eyes. “And I’m still addicted to breathing, so let’s just make the swap. What do you say?”

“You’re lucky the sandalwood has a calming effect on me. I’m in a generous mood. Granger, remove her blindfold, but nothing else.”

Granger frowned, but did as he was told. Her right eye was swollen and already growing discolored.

Sabrina stared at me, and at the deck in my hand. She met my gaze, but gave away nothing. She was good.

“The cards,” Volcano dude said holding out his hand.

I stepped forward and placed the deck on his palm.

“Thank you,” he said. He flipped through the cards. “These don’t feel ancient.”

“Magic has a way of preserving the cards,” I said.

He shrugged. “Madame X will be very grateful.”

“Give her my best,” I said.

Volcano dude turned to Sabrina. “You’re free to go.” Then he turned to me. “Don’t free her hands or mouth until you’re at least a mile away.”

I nodded and opened the back door of the Malibu, gesturing for Sabrina to get in.

“What are you doing?” Volcano dude asked.

“Getting into the car.”

He shook his head. “Oh no you’re not. You two can walk back to town.”

“That’s fifteen miles,” I said.

“At least.”

“That’ll take like five hours,” I said.

“Then you’d best start walking.”

There wasn’t another choice at hand, so Sabrina and I started walking.

I pulled the gag from her mouth as soon as we were away from the beach house. She worked her jaw and jerked her head toward her shoulder while wiggling her hands.

“I don’t have a pocket knife,” I said.

“He’s going to find out he has the wrong Tarot deck.”

“Yeah, he will.”

“What did you give him?”

“Something that looked old. Where are the cards, Sabrina?”

She grinned. “You don’t know, do you?”

I shook my head.

She stopped, and spread her hands. Ropes dropped to the ground. She turned and headed back toward the beach house.

“Where do you think you’re going?” I asked.

“I’m not walking back to town.”

“I have my phone. I’ll call Teddy.”

“I’m also not willing to let Mr. Franklin get away with kidnapping me.”

“I thought his name was Vesum… uh, Volcano dude.”

She rolled her eyes. “Are you going to help?”

“You going to set them on fire?”

“I would have defeated them if that Granger asshole hadn’t punched me.”

“Yeah, you’re going to have quite the shiner tomorrow.”

“I’ll heal it later. But first, it’s time to get even.” Her hands glowed and lightning danced on her fingertips.

I sighed and followed.

We walked right up to the house. She was about to blast the door when I held up a finger. I reached past her and turned the knob. It wasn’t locked. I pushed the door open.

She went in first.

Franklin or Volcano dude or whatever looked up from where he sat on the sofa just in time to see Sabrina blast the shit out of him.

He flopped forward, smacked his face on the coffee table, and rolled off to the floor where he didn’t move.

Granger heard the blast and ran through the kitchen into the adjoining dining room, but he didn’t get to punch Sabrina this time. She let a powerful blast go. Granger flew into a backward somersault over the glass table in the dining room, knocked over two chairs then crashed through the window.

Dickson charged down the stairs, but Sabrina motioned with one hand and the stairs disappeared. Dickson fell headlong to the floor, and slid into the wall beside the front door. A framed painting of a seascape fell on his head. Glass shattered and rained around him.

“Are they dead?”

Sabrina grinned. “No, but they’ll wish they were. They’ll be out for a while. It’s playtime.”

Playtime in Sabrina’s head was just wrong. She stripped them all naked, and tied two of them together so they were face to crotch in a sixty-nine position, and tied the boss up so his nose was lodged firmly in his minion’s ass crack. Then she made her final adjustments and, well, let’s just say the big guys were going to wake up with their mouths full.

She dug through their clothes to find their phones. With each phone, she snapped explicit compromising pictures and uploaded them to their social media pages.

“I think you’re enjoying this,” I said.

She smiled and nodded, then held up a set of car keys. “Shall we go home?”

“Yeah,” I said. “Remind me not to piss you off.”

 

 

 

 

 

 


CHAPTER NINETEEN

 

“Why did you take the cards?” I asked as I drove us back to the house. We were in the Malibu. The Beamer was tempting, but I didn’t want to be a complete asshole, and the rental company could send someone to pick up the Chevy.

“Your hiding place sucked,” Sabrina said.

“So where are the cards?”

“You don’t know, do you?”

“That’s kinda why I asked.”

“They weren’t sent to you.”

“They weren’t sent to you either.”

“But my father is the one who acquired them.”

“Stole them.”

“I like acquired better,” she said.

“Of course you do. But stole is more accurate.”

“Look, Brett, there are some seriously bad people after that deck. I’m just keeping it safe until I can personally present it to your father. He’ll be here tomorrow.”

“I know that. But how did you know?”

“He called me. He’s flying in to Scholes early in the morning. Well, early for you.”

“If it’s morning and the sun is up, it’s early for me.”

“He didn’t ask me to meet him there, though. Is that unusual?”

“He’s got a hangar there. He’ll store his plane, and drive one of his many cars over.”

“I didn’t know he was a pilot.”

“He’s not,” I said. “He has a pilot on staff. How long has it been since you’ve seen my father?”

She shrugged. “Just over ten years. He was at my mother’s funeral.”

“That’s right,” I said. “She had a pink casket.”

“She originally wanted to be buried in a pink Cadillac.”

“Springsteen fan?”

“I don’t know. I remember your father speaking at the service. He exuded a quiet power. I was so impressed. As a little girl, I never picked up on it, but then we were always sent away so the grownups could talk. I spoke at my sister’s funeral, so I’m doubly impressed with how measured and controlled he was.”

Her mother, my Aunt Kristin, was my father’s sister. Paul was from a separate magical line, and while my father had always been nice to him, Dad sure complained to my mother about him. I didn’t tell Sabrina any of that, of course.

“The only other thing I remember from the funeral was that they poured concrete into the grave,” I said.

“You were so high, I’m amazed you remember that.”

“Was it that obvious?”

She laughed. “My father was pissed about that. It was disrespectful, he said. You reeked of reefer when you shook his hand, and when you hugged me. My father stole your bag of weed when you offered your condolences.”

“I wondered what happened to that.”

“Now you know.”

“I gotta ask, what was the deal with the concrete?”

“You haven’t seen that before? The graveyards here in Galveston have a lot of plots filled or covered with concrete.”

“I’ve driven past the cemeteries here, but I haven’t gone in. Too many ghosts.”

“There are ghosts all over Galveston,” Sabrina said. “After the Great Storm, a lot of the bodies were just buried where they were found. This whole town is a graveyard.”

“I’ve heard that. You didn’t answer my question.”

“The concrete is to prevent necromancers from raising the dead to do their bidding.”

“Necromancers creep me out.”

“As well they should. Can you stop at a restaurant up here somewhere? I’m starved.”

“You just went through a kidnapping ordeal.”

She laughed. “Those losers? Give me a break. I could have escaped from them whenever I wanted.”

“So why didn’t you?”

“I wanted to see if you’d show up. Oh, stop at Shrimp N Stuff. Left turn there.” She pointed.

I made the turn, and pulled into the small gravel parking lot. The place was packed, but that was always the case. They had damn good food, and it didn’t cost an arm and a leg. Before we went into the restaurant, I turned to look at Sabrina. “You were testing me?”

“I needed to know what you’d do.”

“That was stupid. They could have killed you.”

She rolled her eyes. “They caught me off guard, but I let them take me. There’s some serious shit about to go down. I know you’re a slacker, but I needed to know if that extended to letting people get hurt.”

“This was my father’s idea, wasn’t it?”

“Nope. All mine. Let’s eat. You came to get me, so it will be my treat.”

“You go in,” I said. “I need to make a phone call.”

“What do you want?”

“Whatever you’re getting is fine with me.”

She nodded and got out of the car.

I pulled out my phone. I actually had two calls to make. The first was to Michael to let him know everything was cool. The second call was to Olivia.

She answered on the second ring. “Good afternoon, Mr. Masters,” she said.

“It’s after five, so I think it’s evening.”

“Whatever.”

“I’m sorry I wasn’t at the hospital when you woke up. And I’m sorry it took so long to call you. It’s been a crazy day.”

“I’m sure.”

“You’re pissed. I understand that.”

“At least you took me to a hospital.”

“Concussion?”

“Mild.”

“When did they release you?”

“Early this morning.”

I sighed. She wasn’t going to make this easy. “I should be pissed at you, but I’m not.”

“Why should you be upset with me?”

“Because your last name is Sinclair.”

“My last name is Dartmoor.”

“Not according to the hospital.”

“What difference does that make?”

“Joseph Carlisle Sinclair III.”

“Never heard of him.”

“You’ve never heard of your father?”

“My father is Eric Dartmoor,” she said.

“Oh, come on,” I said. “Your father sent you here. You’re his agent.”

“You’ve got it wrong,” she said. “I’ll admit, I was married to Joseph Sinclair IV, but I divorced him after four months. That was ten years ago.”

“Fine, so your father-in-law sent you as his agent.”

“Not true. Look, I got a call from him this morning, but he told me not to tell anyone.”

“So you’re coming clean now and I’m supposed to believe anything you say?”

“I thought you liked me.”

“I did.”

“I liked you too.”

“Right,” I said. “You tried to play me. Everyone’s trying to play me or test me or kill me. It’s been a shitty week.”

“You should know that my ex-father-in-law is coming to Galveston tomorrow. He’s not happy with me, and he wants some set of Tarot cards you stole from him.”

“I didn’t steal anything,” I said. “Wait, your father is coming here tomorrow?”

“He’s not my father, but yes, that’s what he said.”

“He can’t.”

“Tell that to him.” She hesitated a moment. “Don’t tell him I told you. He really wants those cards, Brett. He’ll kill to get them back.”

“Is Gentry with you?”

“Who?”

“Clyde Gentry.”

“I don’t know who that is.”

“How about Delgado?”

“I’ve heard of Delgado, but I’ve never met him.”

“Well, thanks for coming semi-clean.”

“Before you go, let me just warn you that my ex father-in-law won’t take no for an answer. I’m going to leave town tomorrow morning.”

“Wait. Any idea who tried to kill us?”

“Probably Delgado. He has a reputation. Hey, when my father-in-law confronts you, it would be best if you give him what he wants. He doesn’t have much patience.”

“I’m running out of patience myself,” I said.

“You don’t want to face Joseph Sinclair.”

“You got that right,” I said. “Have a nice life.”

I hung up, and went into the restaurant. It was crowded, and the tables were tiny. Sabrina had a spot at the back. She’d finished eating already. As I maneuvered through the maze of tables to reach her, she looked over at me. “Your food is cold.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


CHAPTER TWENTY

 

Michael was waiting at the house when Sabrina and I walked up. I’d parked the Malibu in a no parking zone on Seawall Boulevard, and with a little luck, the cops would have it towed by morning.

“Are you all right?” Michael asked.

“I’m fine,” I said.

“I wasn’t talking to you,” Michael said.

Sabrina smiled. “I’ll live,” she said.

“I was worried. I wanted to help, but I can’t go out in the daytime. Skin condition.”

“I know you’re a vampire, Michael,” she said.

“You do?”

“I’m a wizard. I can sense the undead.”

“Your cousin took forever to figure it out.”

“He doesn’t pay attention.”

He put a hand up and touched her cheek. “Your eye.”

She self-consciously touched the shiner. “It’s nothing.”

“I can fix that,” he said.

“You want to feed on my bruise?”

“It’s broken capillaries,” he said. “Blood stuck beneath the surface of your skin. I can clean that out for you, and it won’t leave a mark.”

“You’re going to kiss her boo boo?” I asked.

“And make it all better,” he said.

“All right,” she said. She took him by the hand, and led him inside. I watched them go up the stairs.

“You sly dog,” I said under my breath. Then I shook my head. “What is it with chicks and vampires?”

I went to my room, turned on some music so I wouldn’t hear Michael and Sabrina, then climbed into bed.

Sleep is usually my friend. Most of the time, I can just stretch out on the bed or a sofa or a floor and drift right off into dreamland.

That night, I tossed and turned.

So not only was it a crappy week, but now I couldn’t sleep.

Napping was like a superpower for me, so this should not have been happening. It was just wrong.

But no, I had to go over everything in my head.

I dreaded my father showing up.

I hoped Olivia was going to be all right.

I was pissed at Sabrina because she refused to give up the damn cards. I was envious of Michael because he was getting laid. Not that I wanted to sleep with my cousin. That would be wrong on too many levels. My thoughts went back to the cards.

And I don’t even know why I wanted them. Those cards were nothing but trouble. Sinclair and Delgado were willing to kill for them. Ditto with Gentry. And for all I knew, Madame X, whoever the hell she was. I grinned at the thought of her flunkies waking up in such a terrible position.

Why did I care about the cards?

Was it the tuning?

It made sense.

Was Sabrina right that the only way to break that tuning was for me to die? That seemed ridiculous. Magic was about will, so couldn’t I just will the damn things away? I sighed.

What about Michael? Would my father cure him?

I just wanted out.

None of this should be my problem.

And why the hell couldn’t I sleep?

My brain drifted back to the cards. Think it through.

I’d handled them.

They were tuned to me.

Sabrina hid them.

But if they were tuned to me, shouldn’t I be able to find them?

Probably. Definitely if I’d paid attention in magic class.

I hated magic.

I hated not being able to sleep.

I gave up on rest after a few hours. I tugged on my sneakers and left the house to go for a walk.

Galveston is dead in the wee hours of the morning. The wind blew in from the Gulf, and the lights of distant freighters were visible on the horizon. I walked along the beach toward the jetty. The Caterpillar excavator still sat in the sand.

I climbed up into the cab and sat in the driver’s seat, avoiding the joysticks on either side. I leaned back, and breathed in the night air. Waves lapped on the shore.

I gazed out to sea.

This was the calm before the storm.

So far, I’d managed to slip this way and that through the crazy obstacle course created by those stupid cards. I’d managed to avoid most of the direct confrontations. Michael and Sabrina had handled things effectively. Now they were handling each other.

But I was cool with that.

I’d be more cool with it if I was getting some action tonight, too.

Maybe I should have gone to see Olivia at the hospital.

The waves rolled in and out, and I wished they could take me with them. The lights of the freighters on the horizon caught my attention again. What if I could be out there? Life would sure be different then. No bullshit magic to deal with. No creeps trying to kill me. No…

A thud sounded not too far away. Then another.

I leaned forward and gazed toward the seawall.

Someone jumped from the wall to the shrub-covered ground fifteen feet below. Then another.

Why didn’t they use the stairs?

Four men in suits walked out of the scrub grass carrying square bundles of something wrapped in plastic. They each leaned forward and placed their bundles on the ground.

Then they walked toward the ocean in a line, removing their jackets, ties, shirts, and shoes as they went. The moonlight traced them in a soft glow as they moved. They discarded their clothing behind them.

The men waded naked into the water, and kept walking. Eventually, they disappeared beneath the waves.

Was this some kind of suicide pact?

I stared at the spot where they’d disappeared.

A few minutes ticked by.

Then a head broke the surface. And another. And another. And a fourth.

The men walked out of the ocean. They stopped and turned back toward the sea. The waves rolled in, splashed around their bare feet.

Four more heads rose up out of the water, and these men walked naked out of the sea to join their brothers. Their hands looked like fins for a moment, but then they splayed their fingers.

Shit. They were Mako Clansmen.

The first four gathered up their clothing, donning it as they went.

The other four followed them toward the seawall. The naked guys stopped, peeled the plastic from the bundles and took something from each of the four piles. Pants, shirt, tie, jacket. Suits. They got dressed, and walked toward the seawall.

Instead of using the stairs, they jumped up fifteen feet to land on the top of the sloped wall. It was one thing to jump out and down, but to jump up didn’t seem possible.

All eight men jumped up.

I hopped off the tractor and ran to the stairs, climbing them as quietly as I could.

The eight men stood on the sidewalk waiting for the light to change. Their suits were wet in spots, and four of them were still barefoot.

They didn’t look over, but I still made sure to stick to the shadows.

The light changed.

The Mako Clansmen crossed the street, and walked down Seawall Boulevard toward the closest hotel. They could have been doing a scene from a Tarantino movie called Reservoir Sharks. They crossed the parking lot, and I lost sight of them.

I looked back at the open bundles on the beach.

The torn plastic flapped in the wind, and I could tell there were more clothes in each package.

More heads and torsos appeared in the water, and four more Mako Clansmen exited the ocean, grabbed suits, and dressed before walking to the seawall and making the leap to the top.

The stairs would have been so much easier. I guess the shark dudes weren’t that bright.

Four more rose up from the sea.

And four more after them.

I watched them exit the water, get dressed, make the jump to the top of the seawall, and cross the street to the closest hotel.

Why were there so many of them? They kept coming out of the Gulf in fours.

Why were they going to that hotel in particular?

And then I realized. It was a whole army of shark men. And they were going to that hotel because it was the closest one to my house.

 

 

 

 

 

 


CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

 

The shark dudes kinda freaked me out. I watched them file into a hotel, but none of them came out, so I figured they were gearing up for war because my father was coming to town.

I knew he was going to arrive in the morning. That meant I needed to run an errand.

It was after midnight, so I had to make a trip to Houston because Walmart was closed, and Walgreens didn’t stock nursery monitors in their stores. Houston had a twenty-four hour Walmart, and that was just what the doctor ordered.

I bought three battery-powered monitors and a bunch of batteries, then cruised back to Galveston.

Call me a chickenshit if you want. I don’t care.

I hid monitors in the vents of the living room, family room and study downstairs.

Wizards are incredibly powerful, but when they’re dealing with other people in the wizarding community, they focus on magic, so they tend to notice wards and spells and sigils. They protect themselves from such things. They’ll block a scrying mirror out of habit even though I doubt anyone’s used one in more than a century.

What they tend to forget is technology.

More than one wizard has had to go to a police station to get close enough to cast a spell to erase a video recording from a computer. These days, a lot of recordings are stored in the cloud, so some wizards have hackers on retainer to delete sensitive information so it can’t air on CNN. Sometimes something gets on Infowars, but when they do stories on aliens or magic, people don’t take them seriously. Even Alex Jones sometimes gets things right. He caught politicians and other members of government who are part of a weird secret society where they burn a giant owl in effigy at a place called Bohemian Grove. Yeah, those are our elected officials on their weekend retreats. 

And you thought wizards were weird.

Where was I? Oh yeah, I set up the monitors, and I put the receivers in my bedroom beside my pillow so I could get the lay of the land.

Low tech. Fools wizards all the damn time.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

 

My father can melt people with a look.

Oh, yeah, I mean that in the literal sense as well as the figurative. He carries himself with a quiet resolute confidence, and nothing fazes him. He’s stared down demons, defeated powerful sorcerers, created his own brand of blood magic, and commanded the respect of world leaders.

He’s saved the world on multiple occasions, and his demeanor is such that nobody can ever get him to lose control and raise his voice.

Well, no one but me.

I’m his weak spot in most senses of the word. I’m the weakest in the family when it comes to ability to work simple magic. I’m the weakest when it comes to handling confrontations. I would rather sleep than work. I’m the one person in the family he’s had to help out of bad situations. I’m the only one of his flesh and blood who doesn’t work for the family business.

My mother says my father loves me, but in a private meeting with him when I was eighteen, he told me that not only does he not love me, but he doesn’t even like me. He offered me a stipend to stay the hell away from him. He lets me come home for special family gatherings, but that’s just for my mother. In front of her, he pretends to care. When we’re alone, there are no pretenses.

He once asked my mother if she’d ever been unfaithful to him because he couldn’t believe I was the fruit of his loins. How could one of his sperm have produced someone like me? Had his semen turned? That didn’t make sense to him, so he wondered about the mailman. He hoped for the plumber or one of his drivers or the pool boy or the gardener.

When he walked into the house, Sabrina was awake to greet him. I pretended to be asleep, but I had the nursery monitor receivers in the bed under the sheets. I kept the volume low, and had a fan blowing to mask any noise that might drift out.

“Report?” my father said as he closed the door.

No, hello, how are you? from him. Just, “Report.” What a dick.

“He’s sleeping, of course.”

“It’s almost eleven o’clock.”

“He didn’t get home until after three, and didn’t go to bed until five. He won’t be up until at least one.”

“He continues to waste his life away. Are the others here yet?”

Others?

“No, sir. They’ll be here in fifteen minutes. I told them eleven.”

“Very good. Fill me in.”

“He hasn’t noticed.”

“Typical.” The disappointment dripped from the word even through the monitor.

There’s nothing like knowing how much you disappoint your father. Even now, the feeling made me want to curl up into a fetal position. I was never good enough. At least now I had the excuse that I’d stopped trying. It still hurt, though.

Wait a second. What hadn’t I noticed?

“I put them where you told me.”

Them? What was she talking about? The cards?

“I fear this may have been a waste of our time.”

“He did try to rescue me.”

“I know, but he was so inept they had to give him a ride. By the way, the men complained about the way you tied them up.”

“Granger hit me.”

“He does get overzealous. He was going for realism.”

“Brett wouldn’t have noticed or cared.”

“I don’t see any bruises.”

“I got it healed.”

“And Gentry?”

“With the first contact, Brett’s friend, Michael, was more than Clyde bargained for, so I helped to get rid of him so he wouldn’t get killed. Michael’s a good guy. He’s a vampire, but still a good guy.”

“Yes, I can smell traces of this undead person.”

“He was here last night.”

“I don’t understand your vampire fixation, Sabrina.”

“I’m a victim of circumstance.”

“Your weakness for the undead is not appealing.”

“That’s not your concern, Uncle. I’m not your daughter.”

“Fair enough.”

Wow, she scored a point off my old man. I was impressed. If I ever tried to talk back to him, I’d get smacked in the head with an invisible fist.

“Clyde told me about his second attempt,” my father said. “My so-called son ran away from him like a coward. Despicable. What were you able to learn about his supposed kidnapping?”

“According to my sources, Mario Delgado is in Spain.”

“So he lied.”

“He claimed to have taken out a couple of Mako Clansmen before I got here.”

My father snorted. “Right.”

“Well, he said the rug ate them.”

“Have you seen any sign of Mako Clansmen?”

“Uh, no sir. Can I get you something to drink?”

“No.”

“Would you like to sit down?”

“No.”

A faint knocking sound.

“They’re here.”

The sound of the door opening and closing.

“Hi, Olivia,” Sabrina said.

Olivia? Jesus! Was everyone in on it?

“Hi, Bri. Hello, Mr. Masters, sir.”

“Where’s the witch?”

“She’ll be calling right about now.”

As if on cue, my father’s cellphone rang. His ringtone was “The Wizard” by Uriah Heep. He thinks he’s amusing.

“This is Nathaniel Masters; you may speak now.”

Pretentious prick.

“Why aren’t you here?” he asked. “I wouldn’t do that.”

Whatever it was, he probably would do it.

“Very well,” he said. “Report. I see. Very good. Thank you. The rest of your payment will be wired this afternoon.”

“All good?” Sabrina asked.

“I don’t understand why witches are so hesitant to speak to me in person.”

“Maybe because you crushed Wanda Bronstead’s skull back in oh-five?”

“She betrayed the community.”

“Some people say she was innocent.”

“The term some people say is weak and simply means the speaker doesn’t have the courage of their convictions.”

“Or it means you have a history of killing witches,” Sabrina said.

“Only when they deserve it.”

“That’s not how some people see it,” Sabrina said. “And for the record, I am one of those people.”

“Whatever. Olivia?”

“I met your son, sir. He has potential, but he doesn’t apply himself.”

“The omnipresent description from his schoolmaster and everyone who’s ever had the misfortune of dealing with him.”

“Have you tried talking to him about what’s going on?”

“Just finish your report.”

“He’s not as stupid as you think. He picked up on the Sinclair surname. He didn’t try to see me in the hospital, but he did call later. He wasn’t happy about the deception.”

“I don’t care if he’s happy.”

“Maybe that’s part of the problem,” Olivia said.

“Don’t presume that you can speak to me that way.”

“That’s a two-way street, Mr. Masters.”

She was brave. He’s killed people for lesser offenses.

“I don’t need parenting advice from a failed writer.”

“It’s too late for parenting advice, Mr. Masters. You, sir, are a lost cause. You want more information, I’ll email you a report. Good day, sir.”

The door opened and closed.

Wow.

“Bitch,” my father said. “She’s lucky I don’t give her a miscarriage.”

“Don’t you dare,” Sabrina said.

“Aren’t you a feisty one,” my father said.

“She and her husband have been trying to conceive for three years.”

“And if not for my magic, they’d still be trying and failing. She has no right to be rude to me. I am the greatest living wizard, and I will have my respect.”

That was enough. I rolled out of bed, and trotted down the stairs.

“Look what crawled out of the sewer,” my father said. “You need a haircut.”

“And you need some manners,” I said. I stopped in front of the rug and glanced at the light switch.

My father laughed. “Go ahead, son, sic your carpet on me. I can draw the magic out of it before the first fiber touches me.”

I didn’t flip the switch. Instead, I walked up to my father and punched him in the nose.

 

 

 

 

 

 


CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

 

My father froze for an instant, and I reared back to punch him again, but he recovered and made a simple hand gesture.

I flipped up and slammed into the ceiling. He pointed at me and I rose into the plaster and wood. The support beams softened enough for me to pass into them, then solidified inside me.

It hurt so bad I couldn’t even scream.

Sabrina motioned toward me and a haze of golden light flowed through me, stopping the agony.

“He should suffer some pain,” my father said. “He’s lived on Easy Street his entire life.”

“No one should suffer that kind of pain.”

“Go ahead, Dad,” I said. “Inflict more pain on me. Show me what a great man you are.”

The physical pain was nothing compared to the psychological pain I’d endured my whole life. Nothing I did was good enough. I was never allowed to try and fail at something the way other kids in the family did. They were given a chance to learn, but I was supposed to be perfect the first time out. No mistakes allowed. No learning curve.

I had two choices. I could be perfect, which was never going to happen. Or I could stop trying.

That was something I could master.

My father gazed up at me with utter contempt. “You are my greatest disappointment.”

With that, he turned and walked to the door.

“You don’t mean that,” Sabrina said.

As his hand closed over the doorknob, he turned to look at her. “Sabrina, the house and everything in it is yours to use.” He looked over at me. “Brett, you have until tonight to get your belongings out of my house. You are cut off, and no longer part of this family.”

And he walked out of my life.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

 

It’s hard to breathe when a wooden beam is solidified inside your lungs. It wasn’t as bad as I made it out to be, but it also wasn’t pleasant. And staring down at the floor while being lodged in the ceiling made my head spin.

“Give me a minute,” Sabrina said. “I need to time the magic right so I can change the vibration of the support beams and—”

“Six words or less,” I said.

“Fewer.”

“Whatever.”

“Okay, I’m going to try to free your legs first. If there’s too much pressure on your chest, let me know. I want you to have some control over your drop because I’m not good enough to lower you slowly.”

“No worries,” I said.

She extended her hands and as they glowed, the ceiling around me softened. I fell face-first toward the floor.

I hit hard, and while Mangani was soft, it was also thin. I managed to protect my face, but the impact drove the air from my lungs. I didn’t want to move because everything hurt.

Sabrina rushed to me. “Sorry,” she said.

I managed a nod.

Before too long, I struggled against the pain to push myself up. I stood, then collapsed onto the sofa. I rubbed my chest and arms. My legs felt like they were made of rubber.

“Are you all right?” she asked.

“Not yet,” I said.

As I massaged my legs, Sabrina went to the kitchen and got me a glass of water. She set it on the end table beside me.

“You should drink something. It will help align your system after the magical shock.”

“I’d rather have whiskey.”

She shook her head. “You need water. Drink up.”

I obeyed her because I knew she was right. My system needed to know it was back to normal and water helped to flush any residual magic. I might not have paid much attention in class, but I’d suffered invasive magical attacks before.

“Great,” I said. “Now I need to piss.”

She put out a hand to help me up.

“I think I can do it,” I said and got to my feet. I started to fall backward, but she caught me.

“Maybe I should help you get to the bathroom.”

She put an arm around me and we moved through the kitchen to the family room and the downstairs bathroom.

“Can you handle it from here?” she asked.

“I think I can manage.”

“Good.” She exited the room and closed the door.

I took care of business then stared at myself in the mirror as I washed my hands. My hair was a mess. I had dark circles under my eyes, but a nap would take care of that.

When I exited the restroom, Sabrina leaned against the sink in the kitchen. I leaned against the counter across from her and yawned.

“So you were sent to fuck with me,” I said.

“I was sent to test you. It wasn’t just me.”

“Your dad, that big-ass witch, Olivia, Gentry, the goons, the shark guys, everyone.”

“You mentioned the Mako Clansmen before, but I figured you were pulling my chain. Trying to look good.”

“So you and my old man didn’t set up an army of shark guys at the hotel eight blocks away?”

She looked confused. “What are you talking about?”

“Tons of Mako Clansmen came out of the Gulf last night and they’re shacked up at a hotel off Seawall.”

“You’re making this up, right?”

I shook my head.

“Why would a bunch of Mako Clansmen gather at a hotel?”

“Maybe they’re having a convention.”

“Funny.”

“Or maybe Delgado summoned them.”

“He’s near Barcelona.”

“Not as of a few days ago.”

“We have people keeping tabs on him.”

“Fine,” I said. “Don’t believe me.”

“It’s not that I don’t believe you, Brett. It’s just that he hasn’t moved from his villa in Sitges in months.”

“Old guy, about yay high,” I held my hand up to show his height. “Way too much black hair color.”

She shook her head. “Mr. Delgado is short, has a full beard, and loves to play with daggers. He’s a dangerous man, but he can’t summon an army of Clansmen.”

“So who did I meet?”

“I have no idea. How are you feeling now?”

“Better.”

“I hate to do this, but…”

“I know. I need to make other living arrangements.”

“When he goes back to New Orleans, you can move back in. Just don’t tell him.”

“It’s all good,” I said. “The house is yours now. Maybe I’ll head out to L.A.” I started to leave the kitchen, but stopped and turned around. “Out of curiosity, where are the cards?”

“You’re tuned to them,” she said. “You shouldn’t have any trouble finding them. That was one of the most important parts of the test.”

“My father knew I’d open them.”

She nodded. “You were supposed to open them. The spell was aimed at you to compel you to handle them. You’re the only member of the extended family over the age of twenty-one who hasn’t pursued magic. It makes your father look bad.”

“He looks bad all on his own. I don’t want to do magic.”

“Seems to me the only things you want to do are party and sleep.”

“What’s wrong with that?”

“You have to make your own way in the world, Brett.”

“My parents are rich as fuck. They can give me money. They won’t miss it.”

“No one else in your family has that attitude.”

“They want to suck up to dear old dad.”

She shook her head. “You were third.”

I rolled my eyes. “Not that bullshit again.”

In the magical community, the third born child is special. They make a big deal out of the number three. Religions do it, too, of course. The holy trinity and all that. Third time’s the charm. Wiccans with the thought that everything comes back to them three times. Third time lucky. Three is the first real number, and the first to be able to form a geometric shape. I didn’t care about triangles. Or numerology. Or any of that crap.

“It’s important,” Sabrina said. “Your father sent three of us to test you and help you.”

“Give me a break.”

“He felt the cards would make a difference. Do you know what the third card is?”

“I don’t give a shit.”

“The Empress.”

“So now you’re saying I’m a chick?”

“No, dumbass. Think about the meaning of the card.”

“I didn’t pay attention in Tarot class.”

She sighed. “The Empress is a card of creation and growth. In the deck you received, it was reversed because you’ve been dependent on your father your entire life. He wants you to take action and grow. You have more potential than any of us, and you don’t even try. Flip that card right-side up.”

“There were too many words there for me to follow.”

“Close your eyes, Brett.”

“Fuck you,” I said and walked away. “I’ll get some stuff and go get a room somewhere. Not on Seawall, though. I don’t want to be near those stupid shark guys.”

“If you saw someone, it wasn’t Delgado,” she said, following me down the hall.

I reached the stairs and turned to glare at her. “You don’t believe me.”

“If you’d seen Delgado or any Mako Clansmen, they’d have killed you.”

“Delgado said I was more powerful than he realized, and tried to offer to buy the cards for ten million dollars. No, wait, fifty million.”

“You just made that up.”

“See? You don’t buy into that third child bullshit either.”

“Potential isn’t the same as actual power, Brett. You have to work it. You have to develop it. You didn’t even sense the damn cards.”

“I don’t care about them.”

“Close your eyes.”

“No.”

“Close them. Try and sense the cards.”

“Sense this,” I said and flipped her the bird.

“Real mature.”

I went up to my room. Well, my ex-room. I grabbed a gym bag from the closet, tossed some clothes into it, grabbed my toothbrush, toothpaste, and such, and jammed it all into the bag, too.

That would be fine for now. I could come back and get the rest of my stuff later.

I looked around the room. I’d only lived there a few months, so it didn’t really feel like home to me.

On a whim, I closed my eyes.

Did I sense anything?

Nope.

Fuck magic.

Wait.

No, that was just an itch.

I opened my eyes and reached for my bag.

But I stopped.

I dropped to all fours and looked under the bed.

A guitar magazine, and a pair of dirty socks. Except the bed frame had a wooden box attached to it like a magnet. Magic, of course, because when I pulled it off, it came easily and didn’t have bubble gum or anything else to hold it in place.

I opened the box revealing the Tarot deck. Deep breath. I dumped the cards into my hand, flipped through them until I found The Empress. Sure enough, it was reversed. I flipped it around and stuck it back into the deck.

“What does the future hold?” I whispered.

I cut the deck and flipped over the top card.

The Tower.

Not good. The Tower meant disaster.

I stuck the card back into the deck and shuffled.

“What does the future hold?” I whispered again.

Cut. Flip.

The Tower.

The odds were one in seventy-eight, of course. The odds would remain that no matter how many times I repeated the draw.

Shuffle.

Question.

Cut.

Flip.

Tower.

Shit.

I put the cards back into the box and packed them away in the gym bag.

Sabrina waited by the door.

“Catch you on the flip side,” I said and left the house.

She followed me outside, and tried to talk to me, but I ignored her. My car had been totaled, so I walked. And since those Mako Clansmen were at a hotel on Seawall, I went the opposite direction and walked toward Harborside. There were hotels there because so many cruise lines left from the bay.

I needed to find a reasonably cheap place to stay.

Then I could look forward to disaster.

Somehow, I knew that meant those goddamn shark men were going to be coming after me.

Maybe I should have left the cards behind.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

 

“I’m sorry, sir,” the hotel clerk said. “Your card was declined.”

“That’s impossible,” I said. “Can you please run it again?”

“I ran it twice.”

“Third time’s the charm.”

It wasn’t.

“Try this one,” I said and gave her another card.

Declined.

My father had already canceled my cards. What a sweet man.

The clerk handed my card back to me, and I stuck it into my billfold. I had my debit card, but I didn’t have much money in my account and I suspected I’d need it later.

“I’ll be back,” I said.

The clerk thanked me.

Could I stay with Teddy or Chuck?

It was only one in the afternoon.

Chuck would be a better roommate, so I called him first.

“Sorry, dude, my wife’s sister is visiting this week.”

Teddy was better than staying under a bridge.

He didn’t answer because he was at work. Would I have to get a job? I didn’t have any skills. Who in their right mind would hire me? We barely made any money playing gigs. I’d never had a real job before. I didn’t want to have a real job. Someone would tell me when and where to be someplace. They’d tell me what to do, and I’d have to do it or I wouldn’t get paid.

That totally sucked.

How did people deal with having jobs?

“Screw it,” I said and went back to the clerk. “Go with this one,” I said and handed her my debit card.

“Very good, sir,” she said, resigned. A moment later, she brightened. “This one cleared.”

“You don’t have to act so surprised,” I said.

“I wasn’t surprised, sir,” she lied. “I was being enthusiastic.”

Ten minutes later, I was in my room on the third floor. It was a small room with a queen-size bed hogging most of the space. I tossed my bag on the bed then pulled out my phone and hopped online. I did a search for jobs in Galveston.

There was a site called Indeed.

Did I need a job?

Indeed I did, so I clicked in.

After narrowing my search to Galveston, I saw there were more than six hundred jobs available. There had to be something for me. At the top was an option to upload a resume so employers could find me. No resume meant they’d find me unworthy.

But people get a first job all the time. Right?

The first job listed was a server/host for a restaurant. They were looking for bright, energetic, outgoing, enthusiastic people. Someone like the desk clerk. I could hum a few bars and fake it every bit as good as she did. Must be available on holidays and weekends. Screw you. Requires at least one year of restaurant experience. Well, hell, I’d been eating at restaurants all my life.

Somehow I didn’t think that’s what they meant.

On the left, I saw “Salary Estimate.”

Might as well shoot for the top. I clicked on $40,000+.

Assistant Director at a medical center paid okay, but didn’t interest me. An Elite Sales Manager paid $150,000 to $230,000 per year. Why would anyone accept $150,000 when they were willing to offer $230,000? Long list of duties I didn’t bother to read and required four years of experience. So much for that idea.

I kept checking positions and discovered that anything that paid enough to live on required experience, and in many cases, a college degree.

I couldn’t accept less than $70,000 a year if I wanted to live in a decent place and feed myself. Maybe I could get a roommate.

A little more searching left me disgusted. This was just stupid. A crap job paying $11.50 an hour and they wanted experience?

What about a hotel desk clerk? That couldn’t be too hard. Sure enough, there was a position available. $13.50 an hour. That sucked. Valid driver’s license, check. Background check. Shouldn’t be a problem. Drug screening.

Moving right along.

I must have wasted thirty minutes looking at jobs. I wasn’t qualified for any of them. I could have done some of them. I mean, how hard can it be to mop a floor? But the lack of experience wasn’t helpful. And things with no experience required didn’t pay enough to cover rent for a studio apartment.

How did people without rich parents make it in the world?

I tossed my phone on the nightstand, stretched out on the bed, and went to sleep.

When all else fails, take a nap. That was my motto.

And when it came to taking naps, I had loads of experience.

Too bad nobody would pay me to sleep.

My eyes snapped open. Sleep studies!

A quick web search told me that people often paid to be subjects because they were trying to fix sleep disorders. I didn’t have a sleep disorder. I could sleep just fine. But they wouldn’t pay me for that. Bastards.

Back to sleep.

My phone rang.

I sat up. Teddy.

“Now you call,” I said.

“No hello?” he asked. “What’s up?”

“You called me, dude.”

“You called me first, Brett. I’m just returning your call. Did practice get changed again?”

“Actually, I’m looking for a place to live.”

“What happened?”

“My old man cut me off.”

“Sorry, man.”

“Any chance you could use a roommate?”

“I’m in a one bedroom. If your cousin wanted to stay with me, she would be welcome, but I don’t have room for another dude to crash here.”

“Oh well,” I said.

“What did you do to piss-off your old man?”

“Disappointed him as usual.”

“Maybe you can un-disappoint him.”

“Un-disappoint isn’t even a word.”

“It should be,” he said. “My point is that you had to have done something or more likely in your case, not done something that upset your dad. Can’t you make it up to him somehow? Get back on his good side?”

“I don’t think so, Teddy.”

“You had a sweet deal for a while. You’ll land on your feet. Guys like you always do.”

“Guys like me?”

“I don’t mean anything by it,” he said. “It’s just…”

“It’s just what?”

“Look, man, I came from a poor family. I’ve had to bust my ass for everything I ever got, and I can never get ahead because just paying the bills takes all my money. Guys like you, and by that I mean guys from rich families, don’t have to work as hard because you’re starting on third base. With what it takes for me to just get to first base lands you a home run.”

“Is that how you see it?”

“That’s how it is, Brett. It’s what we call a universal truth.”

“That’s stupid.”

“Really? You want real-world examples? Have you ever gone hungry because you couldn’t afford to buy groceries?”

“No.”

“I have.”

“I didn’t know that.”

“You’re a good guy, Brett, but you’ve always lived on Easy Street.”

“I just got evicted from Easy Street.”

“Guys like you always have a way back, though. Guys like me will never get there to begin with. Life ain’t fair, my brother. The Constitution may declare that all men were created equal, but some are more equal than others.”

“I don’t think Thomas Jefferson would have seen it that way,” I said.

“His slaves would have,” Teddy said. “Look, I’d love to philosophize, but I’m only on break. Just so you know, a break is something working folks get so they can catch their breath between many hours of hard work. Later, tater.”

And he hung up.

In order to survive, I’d need money. And it occurred to me that I had something of value in my bag. Delgado had offered me millions of dollars for the Tarot cards. His card was still in my wallet.

Maybe Teddy was right. Guys like me do land on their feet.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

 

Delgado answered on the fourth ring. “Delgado,” he said.

“How’s it going, Mario?” I said.

“You have the wrong number.” The accent was gone.

“Don’t hang up,” I said. “This is Brett Masters.”

“Oh. I told you to call me yesterday morning.”

“Better late than never,” I said. “Your name isn’t Mario?”

“Mario is my brother. He lives in Spain.”

“So what’s your name?”

“Mr. Delgado.”

Playing it close to the vest. It made sense, of course. I was from a powerful family of wizards, and names can be used in spells and magic. “You still want the cards?” I asked.

“You know that I do.”

“Still willing to pay for them?”

“That depends.”

“On?”

“The terms.”

“You offered me fifty million dollars. That works for me.”

He laughed. “That offer has expired.”

My phone beeped with an incoming call. I glanced at the screen and saw it was Sabrina. “Hang on, I have a call coming in right now,” I said.

“Perhaps you should take it and call me back.”

“It’s just my cousin. It will go to voicemail in a second.”

“Very well.”

The beeping stopped.

“Where were we?” I asked. “Oh yeah, you were going to make me a fresh offer.”

“Very well. Are you listening?”

“Of course.”

“Your attention span seemed awfully short the other day.”

“Dude, make me an offer already.”

The beeping started again. Sabrina trying to call back.

“Let me lay this out for you,” he said.

“Hang on, dude,” I said. “My cousin is being persistent.”

“You will give the cards to me,” he said, “and I will—”

“I can’t hear you over the beeping.”

“Decline the call so we can speak.”

“I tried. Okay, there, she hung up. Let’s try this again. You were saying?”

“I was saying that you will give the cards to me, and—”

“Goddamn it,” I said as Sabrina called back a third time. “She just won’t stop.”

Delgado sighed. “I don’t believe this,” he said.

“Sorry, man. I don’t believe it either. Let me put you on hold and I’ll get rid of her.”

I didn’t wait for a response. I tapped the screen to hold and answer.

“What do you want, Sabrina?”

“It’s still me,” Delgado said.

“Oh, sorry.” I tapped the screen again, this time making sure it took the connection. “Hello?”

“They have your father, and they’re coming for me,” Sabrina said. Her voice was filled with panic.

“Slow down,” I said. “What are you talking about?”

“Mako Clansmen! I’m out of power, Brett. They’re going to—”

A crash sounded and the line went dead.

“Hello?” I said.

“Welcome back, Mr. Masters,” Delgado said.

“Yeah, dude, I’m going to have to call you back. Something came up.”

“I did,” he said.

“Not sure what you mean,” I said. “But I have a family emergency. I’ll call you when I can.”

“I am your emergency!”

“Dude,” I said taking the phone away from my ear. “No need to yell. I know you want the cards. I’m happy to sell them, but we’ll have to work out the details tomorrow. Cheers,” I said and hung up.

I grabbed my hotel keycard, and stuck it into my wallet with Delgado’s card as I headed toward the door. Before my hand touched the handle, my phone rang.

It was Delgado’s number.

I answered. “Dude, I don’t mean to be rude here, but I have something to deal with right now. I said I’ll call you back.”

“If you hang up, I will kill your father,” he said.

It finally registered. “Oh,” I said. “You were saying you were my emergency, as in you have my father.”

“And I will kill him if you don’t give me the cards.”

“The son of a bitch cut me off, so go ahead and kill him,” I said.

“What?”

“You heard me. You’ll be doing me a favor. I don’t know how you managed to get him.”

“My agents captured him.”

“Raymond and Jensen?”

“That’s correct.”

“This I gotta hear,” I said.

“My men were already parked in front of the house when your father pulled up behind them. They followed him up to the house, and while he was fumbling with his house keys, they smacked him upside the head with a baseball bat.”

“Wizards are never ready for the mundane shit,” I said.

“They have your cousin, too.”

“Yeah, I know.”

“They called after you hung up. Simple home invasion. She tried to go on the offensive, but it was too late. Then she tried to run upstairs. Foolish girl. I had plenty of men. They swarmed after her.”

“Congratulations,” I said. “I don’t know if anyone’s ever gotten the best of my father. Good work.”

“Here’s how this will work,” he said. “You will bring me the cards, and I will free your father and cousin.”

“I’ll pass on that deal.”

“What? I’ll kill them!”

I paced the hotel room. “Dude, this is a negotiation. I have something you want, and you have something I want. We just need to agree on the terms.”

“My terms are the cards for your family members.”

“Those aren’t acceptable terms. You offered me fifty million dollars for the cards. You’re going to have to pony up some cash for this deal to go through.”

“I will kill them.”

“And I’ll still have the cards.”

“You don’t even want the cards.”

“And you don’t want my father or my cousin.”

“So we trade or I kill them.”

“You’re missing the point here. You have to offer me something I want. I don’t want my father. I want money. I don’t really want my cousin either, but I’ll come down on my price a bit if you spare her. I want twenty million dollars.”

“Ten million.”

“I can probably get by for a few years on ten million dollars,” I said, “but at that bargain basement price, you have to agree to let Sabrina go, and you have to promise to kill my father. But I want to watch him die. Got it?”

“You want to watch him die?”

“He ruined my life,” I said.

“You must really hate him.”

“You have no idea.”

“Deal,” he said.

“Cool,” I said. “Go ahead and wire the ten million to my account. Do you have a pen? I’ll give you the account number.”

“My bank is in Barcelona. It’s just after five o’clock in the evening here, so it’s,” he hesitated because math is hard, “just after midnight there.”

“Banks open at eight, right?”

“Correct. So you will bring the cards to the jetty on the beach between 16th and 17th Street in just under eight hours. Call it one o’clock in the morning.”

“Sounds good. I’ll have my driver bring me out. See you in a few hours.”

“You are a strange man.”

“Like most guys my age, I blame my father for my problems. I’m just willing to take it all the way, as long as I don’t have to lift a finger, of course. Oh, word to the wise? Keep him sedated or he’ll kill us all.”

“I know how to handle powerful wizards. Remember that when you come to make the trade.”

“I’ve never had much luck with magic, Mr. Delgado. You would do well to remember that.”

And I hung up.

Now, I’m not an idiot. I knew he never had any intention of letting my father go. My father was far too powerful to catch and release. He’s not a fish. He’s one of the most powerful wizards in the world with an ego to match. Delgado knew my father would hunt him down and kill him, so my father was doomed from the start.

When it came to Sabrina, it could go either way. She had magical powers, of course, and she was good at using them, but she relied on them too much. She wouldn’t pose much of a threat if he let her live, but guys like Delgado would probably opt for killing her on the better safe than sorry excuse.

And that left poor little young me. If Delgado wanted to use those Tarot cards, he’d run into a slight problem because they were tuned to me. He wasn’t an idiot. He had to know they were tuned to me. That meant for him to use the cards, I would have to be swimming with the fishes.

Or, more likely, eaten by the sharks.

 

 

 

 

 

 


CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

 

The call went like this.

“Hey, Michael.”

“Hey, Brett.”

“I need a ride to the beach to face off against a powerful wizard and an army of Mako Clansmen.”

“Cool. When?”

“Gotta be there at one.”

“Cool. Want to grab a few drinks?”

“I’m not drinking blood.”

“I’m not sharing blood.”

I gave him the address for the hotel.

“Why are you over there?”

“Tell you over drinks.”

“You buying?”

“The drinks were your idea.”

“Fine,” he said. “I’ll buy.”

Odds were I wouldn’t live to see tomorrow, so I figured I should get a few free drinks before getting eaten alive by shark men. And hey, the Mako guys might appreciate it because if I drank enough, maybe I could get them drunk too.

Probably not. There wouldn’t be enough of me to go around.

Some of those shark guys were going to have to go hungry.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

 

The bar was dead.

Michael chose a neighborhood place on the way to the Seawall. It was a little dive bar. Jukebox cranking out old songs by Johnny Cash, Conway Twitty, and Loretta Lynn. A beat-up pool table with a few balls scattered on top and a pool cue lying there from the end of the last game. Two old guys at the bar trading lies about the good old days, and a drunk woman wishing she could get the attention of one of the old guys.

The bartender was a woman in her early sixties who had seen the worst the world had to offer and wasn’t impressed.

We bellied up to the bar, and Michael pointed to the counter in front of us. “Couple of whiskeys,” he said.

The bartender nodded, and slid two glasses across the counter. “You want a tab or pay as you go?”

He handed her two crisp hundred dollar bills. “Keep them coming until we hit a hundred bucks. The other bill is yours.”

She nodded, tossed one bill on the register, and stuffed the other in her pocket. She wandered off, still not impressed.

Michael pushed one glass toward me. He pulled a silver flask from his pocket and poured some blood into his whiskey.

I patted the pocket of my cargo shorts. The Tarot cards were zipped up and safe, but the weight of them wasn’t reassuring. Stupid cards were going to cost me my life. Not cool.

After a few drinks, I asked, “Am I an asshole?”

Michael nodded. “Yeah, but we like you anyway.”

“Teddy thinks I’m more equal than slaves or some shit.”

“Teddy is right,” Michael said.

We’d gone over this a couple of times already, but I couldn’t remember what all I’d said so far. The drinks didn’t have any effect on Michael. Being dead meant he kept a clear head. After five or six whiskeys, I was spiraling downward, but thought I was profound and had the secrets of the universe ready to spill from my lips.

“Teddy is a slave,” I said. “But in my own way, I’m a slave too, you know.”

“If you say so, Brett.”

“No, I am. The difference is that I get to live in the big house and he has to work the fields.”

“That’s all well and good, but what are you going to do about the wizard and the army of shark men you’ll be facing in an hour?”

“That soon?”

He nodded.

I gave an exaggerated shrug. “I guess I’ll just die.”

“Can you give me some numbers. How many shark men?”

“Hell if I know. And no, that’s not a cross between an elephant and a rhino.”

“Just guess how many of the Mako guys there are.”

“The sharks came marching four by four, hurrah. Shit, man, they’re going to eat me. And I mean that literally.”

“You want to leave Galveston in the rear view, you just say the word, brother.”

“You mean it? That sounds like a really good idea. But Delgado will kill Sabrina.”

“Delgado?” Michael asked.

“That’s his name.”

“Mario Delgado?”

“No, man. That’s like his brother or something. Mario is in Spain.”

“Mario Delgado doesn’t have a brother.”

“Jesus, does everyone know this Delgado guy?”

“Delgado is on par with your father when it comes to magic. He has no siblings.”

“So what are you saying? Delgado lied?”

“Whoever you’re facing lied.”

“Can’t even trust the bad guys these days, man.”

“And I think you’ve had enough.”

“Is the money gone?”

“Yes,” he said. “The money is gone.”

“How come you know so much about magic and wizards and shit?”

“I told you, Brett. I want a cure for vampirism. My only shot is to get a powerful wizard to help me. So yes, I’ve done the research so I know quite a bit about the top wizards in the world and the lines they’ve drawn as borders between them.”

“You lost me after cure, but it’s all good,” I said.

“That depends on who’s using the name Delgado.”

“Only one guy it can be,” I said. “It’s that fucker, Sinclair. You know it, and I know it. He got through the block my father built. Not sure how.”

“Joseph Sinclair is rumored to have killed other wizards.”

“And I’m next on his list. Well, my dad first. Maybe Sabrina second. But the order doesn’t change anything for me. I’m still gonna die. Maybe I should get laid one more time.” I looked at the bartender. Even in my current state, I knew that wasn’t an option. I swiveled on my stool and put a hand on Michael’s shoulder to balance myself.

The old woman at the table looked right at me.

I gave her a smile and a wink.

She smiled. She was missing her front teeth.

I did a slow blink to try and focus. Why was I looking at her again?

Michael looked around and saw me staring at the old woman.

“No you don’t.”

“Well, I’m not gonna hook up with you.”

“You’re not going to hook up with anyone, Brett. You have an appointment, and your father and cousin are counting on you.”

I started laughing. “They’re fucked.”

“Be serious.”

“I am being serious. They are so fucked. We’re all gonna die.”

“Way to stay positive,” Michael said.

“You said it yourself. Sinclair kills other wizards.”

“That’s the word on the street.”

“Screw it. Let’s get this over with,” I said. I stood up and raised my hand, pointing to the ceiling. The room spun, and I wobbled, but I didn’t fall down. Another slow blink. “I think I’m gonna throw up.”

“Bathroom is down the hall on the right,” Michael said.

“Maybe I’ll piss,” I said. “Throw up and piss. In that order. Then we can go get ourselves killed.”

Michael shrugged. “Well, at least we have a plan.”

I staggered down the hall, and laughed. “At least I won’t die sober.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

 

Michael drove us to the beach. He got a great parking spot. Not that there were any cars fighting for a spot at that hour.

“This is permit parking only,” I said.

“It’s almost one in the morning, Brett.”

“Yeah, but it’s permit only.”

“Maybe I should have cut off the whiskey a little sooner.”

I pointed at him and watched my finger wave in the air a moment, almost fascinated by it. Then I remembered my point. “Do you have a permit?”

He sighed. “Yes, Brett. I have a permit. Let’s go.”

“Good,” I said. “Because if you got a ticket, you’d have to pay it.”

“Of course.”

“You know why you’d have to pay it?”

“Why?”

“Because you can’t go to court to fight it. They’re only open in the daytime, so you’d burn up all bright and fancy like a bonfire in the middle of the street.”

“It’s not like that, Brett.”

“You’d burst into flame and turn to dust?”

“Sunlight is uncomfortable, and I’d get a sunburn in minutes. It hurts like crazy, but it’s not like they show in the movies. Get out of the car, Brett.”

I fumbled for the door handle. The door opened and I fell out of the car.

“Michael?” I asked.

He walked around the car and shook his head as he stared at me. “What?”

“I think I’m just gonna go to sleep now.”

“Get up.”

“I can’t even walk.”

“Get up,” he said again.

“But my feet won’t move right.”

“They’re hung up between the door and—”

“Just leave me here. You should go before you get a ticket.”

“Get up, Brett.”

“I don’t want to be responsible for you getting a sunburn.”

“I’m not going to get a ticket or a sunburn.”

“You have sunscreen?”

“Definitely should have cut you off sooner.”

He bent and grabbed me under my arms. He dragged me away from the car and up onto the sidewalk. Then he kicked the door closed. The car chirped as he set the alarm. Finally, he pulled me up to my feet. I leaned against him.

“You need to stand on your own now, Brett,” he said and propped me up.

I wavered, but stepped to the side to keep from falling.

“This way,” he said and took me by the arm. He pulled me toward the stairs leading down the seawall to the beach.

“I’m coming,” I said.

I staggered down the stairs, nearly falling, but I caught my balance. We descended the stairs. Waves rolled in and the salty air invigorated me, bringing back some of my senses. I was off to face my death, and I smiled because it just seemed so ridiculous.

“What are you smiling about?” Michael asked.

“I feel like Yellowbeard.”

“What?”

“The pirate in the movie. You know,” I said and went into a demonstration. “Stagger, stagger.” I fell to the ground and crawled. “Crawl.” I did a shoulder roll in the packed sand. “Roll.” And then I pushed myself to my feet. “Stagger, stagger.”

“I think you mean Jack Sparrow.”

“No! Yellowbeard. Graham Chapman.”

“I wish you could be more like Jean Lifitte right now.”

I gave him an exaggerated shrug. “Wish away, young vampire, wish away.” I did a little spin, and damn near ran into the back of the big yellow excavator. Putting out my hands, I caught myself on the track.

A flashlight illuminated at the end of the jetty. “So glad you could join us!” Sinclair disguised as Delgado said. Two Mako Clansmen stood on the beach at the edge of the jetty. They wore suits, but no shoes.

Michael came up beside me. “I’ll follow your lead,” he whispered.

“My lead? Dude, if I wasn’t so drunk, I’d be running away right now.”

He patted me on the back. “Hence the drinks before the war.”

We walked over some sand covered railroad ties to get to the jetty. The jetty itself was made of big flat rocks.

“Good to see you again, Hank,” I said to one of the Clansmen.

He shook his head. “I’m Raymond,” he said then pointed to the Mako guy across from him. “He’s Jensen.”

I looked at Jensen. “Pesci Schwarzenegger,” I said. “Got it. Where’s Hank?”

“He’s the driver,” Jensen said.

“Yeah, but where is he?”

“Ready to drive.”

“You’re not very helpful.”

“They don’t pay me to be helpful. They pay me to kill people.”

“You planning to kill me?” I asked.

“If the boss lets me.”

“Until then,” Michael said ushering me forward.

The rocks on the jetty were a bit uneven, but had I been sober it would have been easy enough to walk. I damn near twisted my ankle as we headed toward Sinclair. Sabrina knelt at Sinclair’s feet. She didn’t appear to be bound or gagged, but she wasn’t moving.

My father was nowhere in sight.

“Come on out here,” Sinclair said, and motioned. 

We walked past a metal and glass box hanging on a post. Inside the box was a foam ring buoy. I dodged around it, moving too close to the edge of the jetty where the rocks sloped down into the water. Riptides there could be deadly. I windmilled my arms until I steadied myself.

“Please don’t fall in and drown before you give me the cards,” Sinclair said.

I moved back to the middle of the jetty and staggered right up to Sinclair. I considered just shoving him. He might fall into the water. But he was a powerful wizard and getting him wet would only serve to piss him off. It seemed counterproductive. That said, he might kill me faster.

I patted him on the chest. “How’s it going, Joe?”

“Delgado,” he said and caught my wrists. He pushed me back a few steps.

“Joseph Carlisle Sinclair III,” I said. “You need to hire a better makeup artist.”

Sabrina remained motionless, but her eyes followed me.

“I see you made my cousin into a statue,” I said. I crouched before her. “Looks like I can talk shit to you and you can’t talk back.”

Her eyes focused on me, but she wasn’t angry. She was scared and confused.

“You’re a pain in my ass, String Cheese, but I’m here to save your life anyway. You won’t get to thank me because I think this Lon Chaney wizard dude is gonna kill me. Enjoy the house. Take care of the guitar. Feed Mangani when you get a chance.”

She looked especially confused.

“She can’t hear you,” Sinclair said.

“Huh?”

“Her hearing is turned off while she’s frozen in place. I allowed her to see and to breathe, but everything else is currently out of commission.”

“Can you lose the disguise?” I asked. “You look silly.”

He made a hand gesture and his countenance changed. He grew several inches and stood straighter. It was too dark to tell whether his skin tone and hair color changed, but I’ll go out on a limb and say they did.

“How did you know? Was it the eyes?”

“Eyes?”

“Spanish people don’t have blue eyes.”

“Then why didn’t you change the color?”

“Because I like my eyes.”

“Or maybe it affects your magic.”

“And you say you never paid attention in class.”

“It was a guess.” I held up two fingers. “I have two questions for you. No, three questions. First, did you transfer the money?”

“Did you bring the cards?”

“Dude, it’s my turn to ask questions. Hang on.” I turned and leaned toward Michael. In a stage whisper I said, “This is the part where you carry Sabrina to safety.”

“I can hear you,” Sinclair said.

I turned back to him. “I’m not talking to you yet.”

Sinclair shook his head. “You’re inebriated.”

“Damn right, and I could use another drink right about now.” I turned to Michael who still hadn’t moved. “Dude, get her out of here.” Back to Sinclair. “I’ll get to you in a sec.”

“Your vampire friend can’t move right now, Mr. Masters.”

“Why not?”

“Because I froze him in place.”

“How’d you know he was a vampire?”

“Just give me the cards, kid.”

“Why didn’t you freeze me and take them?”

“Honor.”

I laughed. “Honor? From you? Oh, shit. It’s the cards, isn’t it?”

“You agreed to hand them over.”

I shook my finger in his face. “You said—”

He slapped my hand away.

“Hey!” I said.

He held out his hand. “Cards.”

“Don’t get your panties all twisted up. They’re in my pocket.”

His face twitched. He took a deep breath. “Kindly remove the deck from your pocket and place it in my hand.” He held out a hand, palm up. There was a reason he didn’t just grab them, and I knew what it was. He didn’t know I knew, and I was too drunk to put it all together exactly, so maybe I just sensed it. I had to willingly hand them over. Will and magic entwined. No, that wasn’t quite right.

“You didn’t answer my questions.”

Sigh. “What questions?”

My eyes scanned the sea. Even in my drunken state, I knew there was an army of Mako Clansmen hidden in the area, and the only place they could truly remain out of sight was in the water.

I unzipped my pocket and dug inside to pull out the deck of Tarot cards.

Sinclair’s eyes lit up and he smiled. He relaxed now that he had them in sight. He knew it was just a matter of time. All I had to do was set them in his palm and they would be his.

“Where’s my dad?”

He pointed toward the beach. I turned to look where he was pointing. A man climbed into the excavator.

“That’s not my dad.”

“The man in the seat is Hank. You remember him.”

“Driver.”

“Very good. Do you see the bucket?” He pointed to the excavator, up the boom to the bucket hanging high in the air.

“Yeah.”

“Your father is there just as incapacitated as your friend and cousin. Do you have any idea how much magic it takes to hold still a powerful wizard, a medium wizard, and a vampire all at the same time?”

“You lost me at incapassi-whatsit,” I said. “You want to talk magic, do it in six words or less.”

“I’m powerful, you’re not, cards please.”

The excavator started up.

I turned to look at it. Hank put it in gear, lowered the bucket a bit. My father leaned against the forks like a spoon in a glass. Hank aimed the excavator at the jetty.

“What’s he doing?”

“I’m tired of waiting, Mr. Masters.” He started to reach for the cards, but pulled back.

“What’s wrong?”

“Place the deck in my hand.”

I was right. He couldn’t just take them. But he could have done so earlier. No. Now I wished I’d paid attention in class.

The excavator bumped up onto the jetty.

“No really, what’s he doing?”

“Driving. Cards, please, Mr. Masters. I won’t ask you again.”

“Good, because it’s getting annoying. Before I give them to you… Is he planning to drive that thing right off the edge into the water?”

The excavator crashed into the post holding the life ring buoy. The post fell over and the excavator crawled closer. Top speed on those bad boys is like three miles per hour, so it wasn’t like I needed to be worried about it. I could walk around the damn thing if necessary. The jetty was wide enough that I could get by.

“Yes.”

“You want to drown my dad?”

“Yes.”

“Why not just toss him in the water like a regular criminal?”

“Because I have a flair for the dramatic.”

And then it finally dawned on me. The cards were tuned to me. If he tried to take them against my will, they would still be tuned to me and would be useless to him even if he killed me. The magic would die with me. If I’d died without being near the cards, the tuning would be ended and the next wizard to touch the cards could use them. So basically, right now, he couldn’t do jack shit to me because the cards were mine and if I didn’t give them to him willingly, they’d be forever denied him.

“Why was I afraid of you again?”

“Because I can kill you.”

“Five words. Not bad. I have six for you.”

“I can hardly wait.”

“I can kill you first.”

“That’s five words.”

I ran the words over in my head. Then I counted them off on my hand as I spoke them. “I can kill you first, asshole.”

He smiled. “And how do you propose to do that?”

“It’s time for your big reveal, right?”

“Big reveal?”

“Army of shark guys in the water.” I gestured around the jetty.

As if on cue, the Mako Clansmen rose up out of the water. Hundreds of them all around the jetty. They smiled, baring their sharp teeth.

Sinclair shook his head.

“Sorry to ruin your surprise,” I said. “Will they still be on your side now that you’re not in disguise?”

“What do you mean?”

“The Tanaka or Tangerine Incident. Whatever the shark guys called it?”

He laughed. “Oh, the Tangawa Incident.”

“That’s the one.”

He grinned. “We just made that up to throw you off.”

“You had them lie to me? I’m kinda disappointed in you, man.”

“That’s quite all right. I just have six words for you now, Mr. Masters.”

“Here we go,” I said, and motioned for him to speak.

“Give me the fucking cards, asshole!”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


CHAPTER THIRTY

 

So there I stood, army of shark men in the water around the jetty, bad wizard dude standing in front of me with his hand out, cousin and friend frozen, excavator rumbling slowly toward me.

“Send your shark men away, let Sabrina and Michael go, stop that construction machine bulldozer thing.”

“It’s an excavator.”

“I knew that, I just couldn’t come up with the word.”

“Of course. But I’m not going to do any of those things.”

“You want the cards? You can’t have them,” I said and I threw the deck out toward the ocean. The wind caught some of them as they spread apart.

His eyes went wide and he looked ready to jump into the water after them. I used that moment of distraction to bring my knee up as hard as I could.

Knee, meet wizard balls.

Sinclair stood still for a moment, then crumpled.

I elbowed him in the face then kicked him over the side. He fell backward, bounced off the rocks into the waves and disappeared.

Most of the shark dudes went after Sinclair.

Michael and Sabrina were still frozen.

Damn.

Some of the shark men swam toward the jetty.

Double damn.

The excavator rumbled ever closer.

Machinery first. I walked toward the excavator. Standing in front of it like that guy in front of the tanks at Tiananmen Square wasn’t going to work. I gazed into the cab.

It was empty.

What the hell? Where had Hank gone?

I rushed over to the excavator, climbed up into the cab and saw the track controls shoved all the way forward. Hank must have used magic to keep them there. I tried to pull them back, but they wouldn’t budge.

Have I mentioned how much I hate magic?

Mako Clansmen climbed out of the water onto the jetty. They moved toward the excavator.

“Wanna play?” I asked as I took a seat.

There were two joysticks—one on either side of the driver’s seat. I figured one controlled the boom and the other controlled the swing. I pushed forward on one joystick and the boom lowered. I moved it to the side and the bucket tilted. I stopped that because I didn’t want my father to fall out.

Moving the other lever moved the stick, but if I went side to side, it operated the swing and the machine turned. Fortunately, the tracks remained forward. I moved the left joystick to swing the machine, but it didn’t move. There was an emergency bar. I set that to free the machine then swung to the left and knocked a few shark men off the jetty. A couple of them tried to hold onto the boom, but lost their grip. Then I swung the machine to the right to repeat the process.

One of the shark men jumped onto the cab and tried to grab me.

I punched him in the throat.

Lucky shot. If I’d missed and hit his teeth, my hand would have been ripped to shreds. Instead, the guy fell from the cab, bounced off the track, hit the rocks and took a few Mako dudes into the riptide with him.

I jumped to the rocks and let the machine go past me. There were too many shark dudes in front. I went behind the machine, crawled underneath it to get to the bucket. The machine rumbled slowly along. A Mako Clansman tried to block my access to the bucket. He took a swing at me.

I dropped flat and was under the excavator again.

I grabbed the frame underneath and let the machine pull me along. My heels bounced on the edges of the rocks. This wasn’t going to work. I let go and stretched out flat. The machine passed over me. Shark dudes smiled down as the machine crawled out of the way.

Two shark men grabbed me. One of them moved to bite me.

“No!” Sinclair yelled.

The shark man turned, confused.

Sinclair was in the water and a shark man was dragging him toward shore. “I need him alive! Gather the cards!”

The shark men threw me to the ground and leaped into the water.

I pushed myself to my feet, and hurried to the bucket. It was just low enough that I could reach into it. I grabbed my father and pulled him out. I left him on the side of the jetty out of the way of the tracks of the excavator.

Then I ran over to Michael and pulled him to safety. Finally, I went back for Sabrina, and pulled her out of harm’s way as the excavator rumbled forward. It bounced over the edge, down the rocks and into the water.

I could now lay claim to the title slow motion hero.

Sinclair strode dripping wet down the jetty toward me. Hank, Raymond, and Jensen walked behind him.

All the excitement had driven away my buzz.

“Once those cards are gathered, you’ll pass them to me willingly.”

“Hang on,” I said and held up a hand. He stopped and so did the shark men and driver. I didn’t really expect that, so I grinned.

“Something funny?” Hank asked.

“You owe the city of Galveston a fortune for that excavator.”

He flipped me off.

I dug in my pocket for my phone. “Let’s see if that transfer came through.”

“I didn’t send any money,” Sinclair said.

“Well, hop to it.”

“Why? I’m only going to have you killed after I get the cards.”

A bunch of shark men waded out of the water, each holding a few cards.

“You kill me before I willingly give you control of the cards, they’ll never work for you. The magic will die with me. The blood price has been paid, but it’s tuned to me.”

“You’re not as stupid as you pretend to be.”

“I’m lazy, not stupid.”

“And you’ll never reach your potential. You forget, I can have Hank drive you a few miles away, then he can kill you and the tuning will be broken.”

“Then why don’t you?”

He grinned. “Because I want to look into your eyes while you hand those cards over to me and admit you’re a worthless failure.”

“Your guys tried to kill me when I was with Olivia.”

He nodded.

“You owe me a car.”

“Good luck collecting.”

“You win,” I said. “My father was right about me. I’m a worthless failure. Have your shark men give me the cards. Let’s see if they’re all there.”

“Men, you heard him,” Sinclair said.

Each shark man moved up the rocks and handed me cards. Once they released them, they dove into the water again. They weren’t worried about riptides.

The final six men stood behind me after passing the last of the Tarot to me. I made a big production of counting the cards.

They were soggy, but the magic was still strong.

Unfortunately, it wasn’t a magic I could do anything with beyond gain insight. The cards weren’t good for anything beyond showing potential paths to choose. If I do this, what is the likely result? That kind of thing. And the cards spoke through symbolism, not concrete determinations. So it’s more like, if I do this, it will lead to good things or bad things. I couldn’t understand why Sinclair cared so much about them. Was it just that they’d been stolen and he wanted them back? Was it because it was a way to defeat my family? Or was there more to the cards than I knew? No, there couldn’t be. Otherwise, he wouldn’t have waited thirty years to come after them. There was magic, all right, but it was simple divination. For Sinclair, this was just his chance to finally win one.

All seventy-eight cards were there. But what good would they do me? They wouldn’t enhance my power, and they wouldn’t help focus it. But they could answer questions.

“I got seventy-six,” I said. “There should be two more cards out there.”

“I got seventy-eight,” Sinclair said. “I counted them with you.”

“Dick.”

“What did you say?”

I sighed. “Do we really have to do this?” I cut the deck and flipped a card, didn’t like the answer. Put it back. Repeated the action.

He smiled. “You’re hopelessly outclassed. I have magic. You have mere potential. I have two hundred Mako Clansmen, you have nothing. You’re defeated, kid. Give me the cards and I promise your death will be quick. Don’t make me have my men start eating you. It’s unpleasant to watch.”

“I’ll bet it’s more unpleasant to be eaten.” I kept silently asking if this action would produce the right result before cutting and flipping. Nope. How about that action? Then cutting the deck and flipping the card.

He held out his hand.

I flipped a card, stared at it a moment, thought the symbolism worked in my favor, then put the deck back into my pocket, and looked up at him. “Okay,” I said. “Eat me.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE

 

Sinclair shook his head. “You heard the man. Eat him.”

I sure hoped the Six of Wands meant triumph after battle like I thought it did. If not, this would be over real quick.

I bit my lip until it bled. Tasted my blood. Then raised my hands high, letting loose with my magic and trying like hell to focus as I turned. Sinclair, his driver, and his shark dudes shot up into the air and flew toward the Gulf as I spun.

“But you only have potential!” Sinclair shouted.

I flipped him off. “Say goodbye, douchebag.”

I kept my right hand out, and swept my left quickly across the jetty, aiming high enough to take the shark men, while not hurting my father, cousin, and friend who were incapacitated in the distance. The Mako Clansmen flew into each other and off the jetty. I motioned them up into the air.

My control sucked balls. I needed to take the other shark dudes too, but I didn’t know how to grab them, so I just lifted everything from the seabed up. Water and fish shot into the sky, rolling back like a reverse tsunami a good three hundred yards into the Gulf.

I slammed them down.

Water, fish, men crashed to the seabed. I shot my hands skyward, sending everything back into the air a good fifty feet, then drove them downward again as hard as I could. I did it again and again.

Water splashed and rained everywhere. I tried to keep it away from the jetty.

Finally, I dropped to my knees and everything dropped. Splashdown.

My hands twitched and cartoon pink butterflies shot out of my fingertips. They fluttered in the air, exploded in fireworks to fluffy rainbow bunnies and hopped on silly flowers that spun out of my shirt.

The bunnies did the Bunny Dance on the flowers and started singing in high-pitched voices like Alvin and the goddamn chipmunks to the tune of “Follow the Yellow Brick Road.”

Dancing upon the flowers

Dancing upon the flowers

Dancing, dancing, dancing, dancing

Dancing upon the flowers.

If ever a wonderful dance there was

The Bunny Dance is the one because

Because because because because because

Because of the whiskey he caught a buzz

La la la la la la la

The cartoon bunnies farted rainbows then all dropped into the ocean and the waves rolled them into the shore in a swirl of flying colors.


 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO

 

My father recovered first.

He sat up and looked around. Bodies of Mako Clansmen floated in the sea. Waves brought a few bodies to shore. Some of them swept in then went back out as the water receded.

Sabrina came to next. She saw Michael lying on the jetty beside her and rushed to him. He slowly put his arms around her.

My father climbed to his feet. He looked at himself. His clothes were soaking wet. I tried to keep as much water off the jetty as I could, but splashing is tough to control. Hell, all of it is tough to control. That’s why I’d just let loose.

Dad looked at me.

I looked up at him.

He turned to look at the bodies strewn on the beach.

“Sinclair?” he asked.

I shrugged. “He’s out there somewhere.”

My father walked down the beach, stepping over bodies. He held out his hands toward the ocean and motioned upward.

A body rose out of the water.

Sinclair.

And that, my friends, is called control.

He levitated the body over to shore.

Sabrina and Michael walked off the jetty toward me. They looked over at my father, who strolled back with the body floating behind him.

Light flared up and encircled Sinclair with glowing handcuffs and shackles.

I looked a question at my father.

“He’s alive,” he said.

“And the shark dudes?”

Some of them moved on the beach. I couldn’t tell if it was waves doing it or if they were moving on their own accord.

“Most of them seem to be alive,” he said.

I wondered how many were dead.

My father picked up on that instantly.

He stood at the edge of the beach, and held out his hands. “May the dead rise,” he said.

A bunch Mako Clansmen shot out of the water and some stood up on the beach.

“May the dead live,” my father said.

He spoke the words for my benefit because the magic didn’t require vocalization.

The shark men stumbled forward on the beach and dropped to their knees. Those over the water struggled, then dropped back into the sea.

“Begone,” my father said.

The men on the beach got up and walked into the ocean.

“I thought you said you were going to die,” Michael said as he sat down in the sand beside me.

“Some other time, I guess.”

Sabrina moved behind me and massaged my shoulders. “Thank you for saving me,” she said. “What were you saying when you crouched to talk to me?”

“Nothing,” I said.

My father strolled over and looked down at me.

“Get up, son.”

“I’m kinda tired, Dad.”

“Get your ass up anyway.”

I sighed and pushed myself to my feet.

He put a hand on my shoulder. “You can stay in the house. But I’m not sending you free money anymore.”

“I’m not cut out for working a regular job.”

“None of us are.”

“So what will I do for money?”

“You’ll earn it. You want to get paid, here’s what you’re going to do. You’re going to work on your magic. You have to learn to control it.”

“You think?” Sabrina said.

“And,” my father continued, “you’re going to help people. Your mother and I are getting old. My magic is fading. This latest experience confirms it. I can’t keep the bad things at bay anymore. I just wanted to test you, but Sinclair took advantage of my weakness. When Paul and Sabrina both told me he’d hacked into your computer, I should have taken it more seriously, but I didn’t believe he could get here through my wards.”

“Maybe Uncle Paul should have stolen something from someone else.”

“He stole those cards thirty years ago. I had no idea Sinclair was that patient. He must have had a dormant spell that activated when the cards left the state.”

“I can’t believe you risked my life for a stupid deck of Tarot cards.”

“The cards weren’t the point, Brett. And it wasn’t supposed to ever include real danger. Gentry wasn’t going to kill you. Sabrina made an imaginary creature crawl on the ceiling. Those are harmless.”

“So what was the fucking point?”

“You’ve done nothing with your life. You’ve never taken any action for anyone else. We pushed you to see if you ever would. That was the point. I was afraid you were you a complete waste of flesh and magic. But you came through in the end, so I feel much better about things.”

“I wish I could say the same, but you’re an asshole and a half.”

“I’ve been called worse.”

I glanced at Michael. “Dad, before you head back to New Orleans, can you heal Michael of his vampirism?”

My father shook his head. “Magic can’t cure vampirism.”

Michael nodded. “I was worried that might be the case. Is there a cure?”

“I’ve never researched it.”

“Thanks anyway.”

“We’ll find a way,” I said. “And if not, at least you can keep seducing the ladies.”

“What do you want me to do, Uncle Nathaniel?” Sabrina asked.

“You get the thankless task of training Brett. You’re his teacher and his keeper.”

“But not my boss,” I said.

“She’s responsible,” my father said. “You’re a bum.”

“A bum who saved your ass.”

“Right. Be that as it may, you will have another boss. She’ll be in touch. And Brett?”

“Yeah, Dad?”

“You’d best obey her because she’s not as forgiving as I am. And she already saved you once.”

“What?”

“She’s a local witch known as Lakesha. I’ll call her in the morning and tell her she’s got the job. Sad thing is that when she met you, she called me and demanded a raise.”

Sinclair opened his eyes. He looked dazed as he floated there incapacitated.

“Look who decided to join us,” my father said. “You’re going before the Council, Joseph.”

He twisted around to look at me. “But you failed the test. The reports said you couldn’t use magic.”

“Dude, I never took the test. It wasn’t that I couldn’t use magic. It’s that I wouldn’t use it.”

“Because you never applied yourself to anything,” my father said.

“You don’t really expect that to change, do you?” I asked.

“You’ll be Lakesha’s problem, not mine.” He walked off and took Sinclair with him.

I looked at Sabrina. “Remember that substitute teacher we had that one summer you spent with us in New Orleans?”

She nodded. “You made her cry on the first day. She didn’t make it through the week.”

“Have you ever seen a witch cry?”

“No.”

I grinned. “You will.”
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