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It wasn’t like Ray had any idea about the assassin, the Thrall, the Child Eater, or the rest of it—he just had a funny feeling as he drove by the bus depot, shortly before dawn. A feeling so vague he almost ignored it. But he was just aimlessly driving, burning off steam and burning up gas. He might as well check it out.

He really expected it to be nothing. Ned could talk his bald head blue about Ray’s birthright, about how psychically sensitive his long-dead parents had been, about how he had some big destiny to fulfill and one day would take his place in the shadowy struggle against the Dark Forces. But whatever. Ray Takeshi had just about decided that was all a load of bullcrap.

The bus depot gleamed in the glow of the halogen lamps, here on the outskirts of town. It was peaceful and deserted, most notably of buses. Sixteen years old and an aspiring cynic, Ray took a sour, superior pleasure in all evidence of corruption and vice. The new bus depot was a nice example of it. The mayor had gotten elected partly on the promise of revamping the public transportation system. But in a city as small as this one, car dealerships held a lot of clout. So to keep the progressives happy, the municipal government had set aside a few million in the budget for the bus system; to keep the construction companies happy, they’d blown it all on this shiny modernist oasis out among the cow pies; and to keep the dealerships happy, they’d made it harder than ever to actually ride the bus. If you were too poor to own a car, then screw you. If you wanted to take a bus, say, three miles to your job, then you had to walk at least fifteen minutes to the bus stop; wait maybe an hour for the bus; take it all the way outside the city limits to this deserted depot; and wait God knew how long for a so-called “connecting” bus to leave the depot and take you back to the general vicinity of your job.

Not even Ray was too poor for a car, even if his was only a third-hand one that he’d dubbed FrankenHonda, because its blue passenger door didn’t match the dark red of the rest of the vehicle.... Except, he reminded himself as he eased FrankenHonda into the empty parking lot, he was too poor. It was Ned who’d bought the car, for his birthday almost six months ago. Because he was still mad at Ned (he usually was, these days), it made him burn with shame to owe him any gratitude.

Getting out of the car, locking it behind him, he started to fantasize about how cool it would be if he really did find something amiss, and took care of it himself. Once again he heard replaying in his mind Ned’s reproaches from an hour ago: “You’ve got to concentrate harder on your studies,” he’d said. “Why can’t you levitate? You ought to be able to do that by now.”

“Come on, Ned. Leave me alone.”

“You’ve got to start acting like a man.” Ray found it excruciating to have his masculinity questioned by Ned. With his weak chin, narrow shoulders, slight paunch, thinning hair, and reedy voice that turned almost into a whine when exasperated, Ray’s guardian was not exactly an action-hero prototype. Sometimes Ray fantasized that his biological father, who had died alongside Ray’s mother in sorcerous battle shortly after Ray’s birth, had been a mix of Arnold Schwarzenegger’s brawn, James Bond’s seductive charm, and Toshihiro Mifune’s proud courage. This, despite the fact that Ray had seen plenty of photos of his parents and knew that his dad had been an ordinary-looking Japanese guy in glasses, slightly shorter than Ray’s blonde, sad-eyed mother.

“The Fates are preparing a test for you,” Ned had said. “That’s the age you’re at. Soon you’ll be sent this test, to determine whether you’ll be a warrior for the Light, or an agent of Darkness, or just plain dead.”

“Dude, what bullshit,” had spat Ray. “‘The Fates’? Gimme a break. What year do you think this is?”

Ned’s face had gotten that sad, tight, creased look that infuriated Ray. “Your parents would be ashamed to hear you talk that way,” he’d said. And Ray had stalked out.

The bus depot was like a mall with no stores, customers, or workers. A few soda and candy machines were all that lent color to the silver, gray, and off-white interior. No one sat on the gleaming black plastic benches. The lighting was neutral; not really bright, but not actually dim either. But there were patches of deep shadow, as if the lighting had been poorly planned.

When Ray entered the depot, he was still brooding. Soon, though, he grew distracted. It hadn’t been his imagination. Medium-sized sorcery had been wielded here, and recently. Super-recently. Ray couldn’t yet discern the nature of the spell, but he could tell where the power had been directed. When he stepped upon a certain section of the well-swept and polished floor, it was as if he met some resistance, as if his feet were sticking momentarily to some invisible gummy residue, like the metaphysical equivalent of a filthy bathroom floor.

He stood still, concentrating. Checked to see if anyone else was in the depot—he didn’t see anyone. Clumsily reached out with his second sight. He couldn’t spot anyone that way, either, but he had to admit he hadn’t been practicing enough, and any moderately powerful mage should be able to cloak himself or herself from him. Trying not to think about how silly he looked, Ray held his hands out over the floor, palms down, closed his eyes, and quivered with concentration. Maybe he could at least sense what sort of spell had been cast here.

With a gasp, he broke off. No luck. He considered calling Ned and asking him to come check it out ... but to hell with that! He’d rather leave it a mystery forever.

Ray swept his gaze around the room; perhaps his mundane senses would detect some clue. And as a matter of fact he did glimpse a dull yellow something about ten yards away, almost hidden at the edge of a bench’s shadow.

He walked over and picked it up. It was ... a coin? A big coin. A medallion, he supposed. The thing was yellow. Though dull, he thought it might possibly be gold.

But he felt no excitement at having maybe found a hunk of gold. Because no matter what its earthly material might be, he could feel it quivering with something that was not quite life. A great heat smoldered within it; he was only able to handle it without getting burned thanks to all the layers of reality between this mundane world where the thing physically existed, and the immaterial dimension where it had its true home. Its heat was menacing yet seductive. An odor arose from it and tickled at the back of Ray’s mind, something pleasant but with a discomfiting twist. Like the charred flesh of a creature it might or might not be advisable to eat.

The feeling Ray got from the heat and the smell took him a second to identify: hate.

He turned the disc over, then over again. On one side was stamped a multi-headed beast whose image he could not quite fix in his mind. On the other side were a series of ideograms, like none he’d ever seen before.

Whatever it was, the medallion had to do with the Dark Forces. Ray didn’t need to be a full-fledged mage to know that. Which meant that whatever magical event had left that thaumaturgical residue on the floor and wall probably had to do with the Dark Forces, too. Ray was in over his head; he should take the medallion to Ned (handling it carefully), and see what he thought.

Yet he couldn’t help but think again about how cool it would be to solve this mystery on his own. Ned was always bugging him to take responsibility for stuff, right?

Half-forgetting the dangerous thing he held, Ray was already getting lost in a daydream of saving the day, when something moved in the corner of his eye. Startled, he looked up to find that he wasn’t alone, after all.
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Less than half an hour earlier, Melania von Fleiden had swept into this bus depot, here on the outskirts of this podunk suburban Missouri town. She was cutting it fine, but that was all right. The courier would arrive at its appointed moment. These types of mystical transactions had no wiggle room. Things happened exactly when they were supposed to happen or they didn’t happen at all.

Her Thrall was nearby, of course, tugging at her mind. Poor thing. Von Fleiden felt no remorse on behalf of her Thrall. He had sought out this state, and been well-compensated with pleasures—more importantly, remorse would have been beneath her. But she did feel a certain responsibility for his well-being, the way one would for a stray animal one had taken in.

The reason he was trying to get her psychic attention was that he craved violence, and hoped she might turn over this assignment to him. If he did not get to unleash a bit of mayhem now and then, he grew sore as a cow left long unmilked.

Regardless of whether von Fleiden felt a certain sympathy for him, giving him this job was out of the question. Firmly she let him know it; he fell silent, telepathically speaking, with the shadow of a whine that he did not quite dare voice. Taking care of one’s pets was well and good, but Melania was working for a special client tonight, and she wouldn’t risk letting her Thrall botch things.

She glided across the linoleum with something more than mere grace. The locks and curls of her big, red, wavy hair seemed to sway and float, like the fronds of a crimson undersea plant, or like flames licking in slow motion.

Her skin was pink ivory, her eyes sapphire-blue. Everything she wore was black. A black velvet top held in shape by real whalebone stays, which revealed a bounteous expanse of cleavage and cinched her waist in, exaggerating the voluptuous curves of her hips. A floor-length skirt of something like satin, black. And a black cape with a high collar, thrown over her shoulders, attached by a black chain.

All she needed to do was wait. Her instincts had not failed her—strange, silent vibrations filled the air, out at the very edges of perception. This place might be a shitty bus depot, in everyday terms, but the site was a locus for interdimensional transits. Probably why the developers had been drawn to it as the location for the bus depot, whether they’d realized it or not.

One of those transits was happening now. Von Fleiden held herself still. The courier had come into existence around the corner, and would have to traverse the bus depot before jumping through a hole in reality and onto the next leg of her journey. It was a ritual thing. She’d have to pass by von Fleiden.

As soon as the courier had manifested on this plane, even before she was in sight, von Fleiden’s nose twitched: the unmistakable smell of a Child Eater. Von Fleiden hated Child Eaters, with their filthy sanctimony. Looked like this job would be performed for both fun and profit.

The Child Eater stink was plain right away. The courier’s other scents took a moment to distinguish themselves from the antiseptic, floral miasma of the bus depot’s daily cleaning (the bus system might not provide many buses, but it had given employment to a few janitors): stale cigarettes, ammonia, cheap coffee, hairspray.

Then the courier came slapping around the corner in her beige flats. She looked exactly like she smelled, minus the Child Eater part.

Her corporeal form was fiftyish. Her graying blonde hair looked like she’d cut it herself and hadn’t combed it since. Too-big eyeglasses whose thick lenses distorted her eyes. A beige flannel calf-length skirt and a matching jacket, with one side of the collar absent-mindedly up. Her white blouse was only half-tucked, and her pearls were fake. You could see her veins through her stockings, and both legs of them had runs.

Under her left arm she clutched a beat-up maroon satchel against her side. No need to ask what was in there. Von Fleiden could feel the medallions’ essence radiating. It turned her on.

The courier slowed upon seeing von Fleiden, then stopped.

Von Fleiden tensed herself, ready for the courier to put up a fight. No hint of that, though. Maybe she didn’t think she could take von Fleiden. Maybe she just didn’t give a damn.

In any case, she didn’t grovel. One corner of her mouth turned up in a sneer, and she said, “At the very least I hoped I wouldn’t be done in by someone dressed as a whore.”

Von Fleiden responded with a sneer of her own. “This was never going to be hard,” she said. “But thanks for making it even easier.”

A blast of ruby heat from her suddenly outstretched hands slammed the courier into the far wall. She left a smear of hot blood and cooked flesh along the floor, and a charred splatter on the wall. So much for the courier’s physical form. On the immaterial plane von Fleiden’s attack was yet more savage, and the Child Eater’s spirit vanished from all dimensions, like fog on a planet whose sun has just gone nova.

The medallions were unharmed. The maroon satchel had been vaporized, but the coins fell to the floor directly beneath where they had been held by the courier. The shock wave that had propelled the female body across the room had not budged them. Von Fleiden had calibrated her attack so as to insure the medallions came to no harm.

She had her own satchel, a black bag of whatever size and shape she required it to be. She whipped it out of an interior pocket of her cloak and began scooping the medallions into it. None of the corpse’s filth had stuck to them, so von Fleiden had no dainty qualms about handling her prize. But the smell of what she’d wrought made her gag: barbecue, burnt hair, melted plastic, a hint of sulphur. She couldn’t leave this cooked smeared corpse here—not that she had anything to fear from the police, but a crime scene like this might attract the wrong sort of attention. Really, she ought to summon her Thrall and put him to work cleaning the mess. No buses were scheduled to arrive till well after dawn, so he would have time to do a passable job. And it was safer to use quotidian means, like good old water and a mop. Every time one used sorcery, one risked attracting attention from a passing mage, or simply a Gifted. Or some other entity. Magic had been necessary for eliminating the courier, but the responsible thing now would be to refrain from it as much as possible—at least until she’d delivered the medallions. Who knew what might be keeping an eye peeled for her?

But cleaning the mundane way would take hours, and it stank now. Besides, she felt bad for her Thrall. He liked making messes, but hated cleaning them, and he wasn’t very good at it. Making him sit out the fun part and then do the grunt work would make her feel like a bad momma.

Anyway, she already had her juices flowing. It was fun to just make shit suddenly happen. With the flash of a hand gesture, she got rid of the mess; it blinked out, all the cooked blood and matted hair and flesh and fabric that had been roasted together. The floor and wall were as pristine as ever.

But as von Fleiden took satisfaction in the immaculate scene, an alarm rang in her mind. Casting about, she realized that exactly the thing she’d thought so unlikely had come to pass. Despite being out here in the middle of nowhere, outside the city limits of a town that was very far from being a thaumaturgical hot spot, someone had nevertheless noticed her little trick.

She focussed in on whoever it was ... a male, she thought. Yes, almost certainly. In a car, judging by his speed. Not only had he noticed her, he was approaching.

Try as she might, von Fleiden could not detect much of anything specific about his power, or Gift. Was it hidden, muffled? That might indicate a certain level of skill, and someone with something to hide. Or was it simply raw, unfocused, untrained?

The Thrall was clamoring again in her mind, begging to be given this meat to chew, after having missed the last meal. Von Fleiden reprimanded him silently but sternly. If it seemed that the Thrall would be able to handle whoever or whatever this visitor was, she would be happy to let him do so. But first she would need a closer look, to make sure he wasn’t more than the Thrall could take.

And she’d better hide the medallions too, on the off-chance that he was someone or something strong enough to worry about. He might even have been hired by a different party to go after the same prize as her. Quickly she shoved the sack into the shadows under a black row of plastic benches, and slapped a Cloaking Spell over it. No one would be able to see the sack with mortal, mundane eyesight. A mage or sorcerer or someone like that would sense there was something there, but probably wouldn’t be able to tell what. If they were strong enough to break von Fleiden’s Cloaking Spell, then they’d also be strong enough to give her all sorts of other trouble, too.

In her haste she didn’t notice one of the medallions fall from her sack and roll along the floor away from her. Melania von Fleiden had many qualities to recommend her to employers. Scrupulous attention to detail was not among them.

As the newcomer came closer, von Fleiden realized that he was nothing but a boy. That tempted her to hand him over to her Thrall right away, as a treat. But she made herself hold off until she could be sure he was no more than he seemed.

Shouldn’t take long to decide. He was entering the depot now, sniffing around the site of the courier’s annihilation.
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Ray jumped when the figure stepped out of the dark corner, as if from nowhere. Getting a good look at her did nothing to relax him. She was a big buxom redhead in a fucking cape and, like, a black velvet bustier or something, which made it almost impossible not to stare into her chest. He felt like his own heart and lungs were being squeezed even more tightly than her incredible hips were, by that sheer black skirt.

“Why, hello,” said the strange woman. Her voice was not deep or husky—in fact, it was almost thin and scratchy. But in Ray’s ear it sounded like the sexiest voice of all time. It was true that this was a beautiful woman, but any unbiased outside observer would have figured she was positively belching pheromones out of every pore—no one was beautiful enough to provoke Ray’s level of sweaty nervousness. But Melania was a succubus and a sex-magic adept. She knew how to attract and hold interest.... Plus, she was emitting an unnatural amount of pheromones.

Ray cleared his throat; unsuccessfully, since when he spoke his voice came out clogged, dry, and squeaky: “Uh, hello. Hi.”

“I didn’t know there was anyone else here. I thought I was all alone.”

“Uh, yeah, well I was just.... I mean, I didn’t mean to disturb you.... Uh....”

“Oh, no,” she said. Somehow she made it seem like she was batting her eyes up at him. But actually she and Ray were about the same height. “I’m happy to see you. It was getting lonely here. I was a little nervous.”

“Oh, well, I uh....” Whatever jumble of words had been about to tumble from Ray’s mouth jerked to a halt. All the weird phenomena he’d been investigating had been wiped from his mind by the sight of the woman, but now he remembered that she might actually have seen something that could have made her legitimately nervous. “Why? Did something happen to scare you?” He tried to use his manliest tone, as if she needn’t be scared any longer, now that he was here.
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