
    
      
        
          
        
      

    



    
        
          A Charmed City

        

        
        
          Worlds Beside, Volume 1

        

        
        
          J E Cammon

        

        
          Published by J E Cammon, 2019.

        

    



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      A CHARMED CITY

    

    
      First edition. July 6, 2019.

      Copyright © 2019 J E Cammon.

    

    
    
      ISBN: 978-1393307570

    

    
    
      Written by J E Cammon.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  


Prologue

Bodies dropped in a peculiar way about the Butchers Hill Barrow. The part of town where 911 calls weren’t answered had a barrier that seemed to expel the still-cooling corpses, almost as if it could take life just fine, but refused to tolerate what came after. 

Locals could almost feel where the line was, crossing over East Madson or Orleans, or North Washington or Highland. The kinds of tourists that lived to tell about it could see it, the way the number of closed or lease signs went up and how all the buildings started sagging down. Businesses took on trends. Liquor store, pawn shop, check cashing. Closed down liquor store, defunct pawn shop, a hollowed out building with all its definitive character wiped clean, weeds growing through cracks in the parking lots, rusted chains hung around door handles. 

The Barrow was of the dead, they said, but not for the dead.

So just along that periphery of the neighborhood, that’s where they were always spotted, like offerings. Or warnings. Yet another homicide in the seaside city with bleak streets, the per capita murder capital: Charm City. 

Detective Victoria Ferrara was shaken awake by her cell phone rumbling against the surface of her nightstand. For a short bit of buzzing, she’d lie awake, consciously willing her breathing to return back to normal as she shrugged off a reoccurring night terror’s residual dread. Her mind was still racing, but some conversations with the department psychologist had helped her to understand that she shouldn’t try to repress the memories. Rather, by accepting that they were all in her mind would help them go away.

“Let’s go over what you remember,” he said that first time.

Her partner, ex-partner, not being there made it all seem like some sort of trap, but as far as the paperwork was concerned, she hadn’t done anything wrong. 

A dark and stormy night and a reporting of suspicious behavior. She hadn’t been driving, so she was better equipped to recall what they had been told about responding to calls. Everyone had gone to training about how to approach and interact with suspects. They hadn’t quite gone the body-cam route, but if there too many more difficult-to-explain shootings the mayor would have no choice.

Victoria remembered how the car felt when it began slowing to a stop, then jerking forward when her partner, ex-partner, fully slammed on the brakes. 

“Did you see that?” he had asked. 

She still wasn’t sure if he’d wanted her to confirm his fears or deny his worries. She didn’t know what she had seen, so it was easy enough to hope it was nothing.

When they finally arrived, procedure dictated that they search the area. She was rigorous in the order of events when talking to the shrink, and repeated them over and over to herself before the hearing. First, they notified dispatch of their position. Then they exited the vehicle and proceeded on foot to the location the caller mentioned. Their guns weren’t drawn, but they had their flashlights exposed, and live. They did not separate. Visibility was bad.

Victoria couldn’t honestly remember if it was a sight, another of those flashes of nothing, or a smell, a strange rot the rain couldn’t wash away, or just a feeling, like the one that sometimes shook her awake at night. All she could remember hearing was the rain. Regardless, something made her turn, and as her light tracked in response, so did her ex-partner’s. Their beams caught a figure, and it was just like in those other stories, the ones that ended in news reports, angry mothers, and suspensions. In calmer moments, it was ridiculous to think something like that could happen, but it did. He was so close, and so massive. But he had his back mostly turned, and his shoulders were even a bit slumped, like the sheets of rain cascading down from the roofs could make a difference to that giant. 

The first thing to do in such a situation was to ascertain the person’s identity, what he was doing there, why, and with whom. But then he turned his eye on them. It was just a look, not accompanied by a scowl or even a sneer, no shout or roar, no rage at all in any of his movements. But something in that one eye, dread or terror or hunger, pulled their weapons from their holsters out of instinct. 

“Instinct,” the psychologist had repeated.

There had been an entire seminar of lectures about “turning the shield back into a badge,” and altering the perceptions of officers in the eye of the public. She and her partner had both emptied their magazines into the darkness of that rainy alley, and the only reason it wasn’t more is because the person was gone. Not dead. Gone.

Really, there was nothing to report, except there was paperwork for whenever a weapon was discharged. And whenever a weapon was discharged, the next question was “into what,” or, more pertinent to recent times, “into who.” As partners then, they had a decision to make. He had wanted, needed it almost seemed like, to tell the truth. What tended to keep Victoria awake some nights is that she didn’t know what the truth even was.

After four appointments with the shrink, she had been cleared for duty, and people used the word miraculous a year later when she made detective. She suspected a lot of that had to do with her partner having washed out of the force, moved out of the city never to be heard from again. She was of the mind that wherever he was, he wasn’t being haunted by nightmares. 

When the phone vibrated again, she was calm, awake and accustomed to the routine of an early, early morning body drop.  

Homicide was a populous department, staffed mostly by old addicts and younger veterans, as if witnessing the many and varied ways a person could die eroded the soul. Victoria didn’t smoke and didn’t drink an amount that impaired her judgment. At least, she didn’t have a bottle in her desk. Yet. She understood the urges, though. The thing that made this particular body on this particular day a special echelon of bad wasn’t due to any particular gruesomeness, but because it was overly common.

“Another strangulation,” the tech told her. The man was sitting on his trunk, his organized case of tools, his legs stretched out like he was relaxing. The scene that had everyone out in the fog was less than three feet distant. “Been dead for half a day, maybe.”

“Maybe?” but that was a reflex. She didn’t really want to get into it. Her coffee was still too hot to drink.

“The victim was killed last night, in a window between 11pm and midnight, detective,” and there wasn’t an ounce of snide. He knew what she knew. They’d been standing and squatting over corpses like this one for years. Once, out of sheer lunacy, Victoria had looked back into older records, just to see.

The strangulation style was face to face, based on the thumb prints, such that the victim was choked to death while staring directly into the face of their killer. There was always evidence of struggle, particulates found beneath bloodied and broken finger nails and stress and bruising on the feet and legs. The victim always flailed, the perpetrator always let them, and it had never made a bit of difference, so far as Victoria could tell. That same psychologist had told her that it was a particularly malicious method, watching the other person go, squeezing the life from them a heartbeat at a time. 

“We got any ID?” it was almost like she had just realized how much time she spent talking to therapists.

“Absolutely,” the tech said, lifting a wallet between gloved fingers. “The victim is an out of towner, from DC it looks like. I think I’ve actually heard of him.”

Victoria cocked her head to the side and took a step, turning the victim’s frozen face right-side up in her vision. She tried to imagine his objective for coming north, and his last thoughts. “Drugs?”

“Yup,” the tech said. “Evidence tells me it’s another one of those. Doesn’t make much sense to me,” he added after a moment.

“Which part?” that she honestly wanted to know.

The tech shrugged. “I guess if I was a made man, really in the game, and I was coming into Charm City for business, I’d ask around or something, you know? It’s almost like they don’t believe the stories.”

There was a senselessness to it, Victoria had to admit. The reason for the power vacuum in the region was plain. There was a rite of succession taking place, with the head of an old regime falling to the wayside. It made sense that people seeking to take advantage would swoop into town, try to secure a slice. Right up until that point, everything had a kind of sound logic. A step beyond that was a pit of madness, the same one that sometimes woke Victoria up at night. The same one that kept the tech’s trunk closed. They still hadn’t solved the last case like that one, and all the others previous had long gone cold. Sometimes people died, it was true, and sometimes the authorities failed to bring the perpetrator to justice. But not like this. Vets on the force were convinced that it wasn’t the same person. It couldn’t be. It couldn’t be, because the alternative would keep them up at night, the sheer impossibility of it. It would drag them from their dreams to the doorstep of horror.

Victoria drank from her cup. Still too hot. 

“I want a full report. Be thorough.”

“You got it.”

Victoria faced the rising sun, not for any particular reason. It was just always nice to confirm, to watch the shadows grow long, then gradually fade away.

Chapter One

What to do with forever? It might be too cumbersome, too unwieldy for the average mind to accept and for the average spirit to shoulder. The smart man would probably spend all the days trying to learn everything that could be learned. The same for the strong man, he would try to master every strength. David considered Jarvis’ broad back and upraised head. He secretly wondered at the vampire’s age and why he seemed to spend all his free moments stargazing.

Charm City wasn’t a New York by any means; the buildings might have aspired once to great heights, but something came along and repressed the might-have-been skyscrapers, yielding a mediocre skyline to a major U.S. eastern seaport. Even still, a restless soul would be amazed at how many raised perches existed—perfect for looking up. Except for the occasional air conditioning or venting unit, the roofs of Charm City were mostly empty beneath a high ceiling of stars.

David adjusted the backpack straps at his shoulders, holding in a sigh. It had been a long day, but they had scheduled the meeting a while back. Plus, he was curious about what Jarvis considered to be a fun time, and he ended up being a little disappointed to discover the vampire’s idea of fun was to go to a rooftop and stare into the heavens. It only really served to show how restless David was, how in need of action, movement, and direction. Jarvis just stood there, his neck crooked upwards, like he didn’t feel fatigue or boredom. David, on the other hand, had walked the perimeter of the roof at least half a dozen times.

“We can go,” Jarvis said, in that hollow baritone of his.

David shook his head. “No, it’s fine. I just didn’t realize it’d be this...” he fished around for a nicer word, but couldn’t find one, “... boring. You really just stand around looking at the stars? I mean, really?” 

Jarvis moved closer. He didn’t answer, which was an answer in itself. 

“Right. Well, I should be getting home, it’s late.” David looked at his watch for confirmation. “Christ, it’s only ten?”

He wiped his face with both hands in a way he hoped looked apologetic. Through his fingers, he saw a flash in the sky. He froze as the streak of a falling star passed across the sky. Jarvis always resembled a statue. David pointed. 

“Okay, now that was cool. How often does that happen?” he asked, looking out over the sea of uneven roofs as if he could still see it.

“Not often.” Jarvis moved towards the stairs.

“I didn’t mean it was super boring, just sort of boring...like not really so much boring as...slow.” All things considered, David felt pretty bad. He pondered on how difficult it was to insult the dead.

“I have other things to do, regardless,” Jarvis said, opening the door for David, even though they were fifteen feet apart. Jarvis was a coffin of odd gestures.

“Other things?” David paused after he got close enough to study the expression on Jarvis’ face. It was barely noticeable.

Jarvis’ flesh did not animate unless he willed it to, and in death he seemed to have forgotten how to use the hundred different tiny muscles of his face to convey emotions. With enough concentration, one could still detect a slightly quirked eyebrow or the lip twitch of a smirk. 

“Oh. Right,” David said. “That.”

“It would be best to put it out of your mind,” Jarvis said, stalking behind through the doorway.

“Yeah.” David felt the hard edges of the stairs under his feet.

Other violent images occurred to him as the apprehension built and threatened to transform into something else. The strangeness in his stomach and in his nostrils had never gone away, even after he learned of Jarvis’ generally benign intent. They were the same, and yet not the same.

“Never mind.” He suddenly decided to drop it. “I’ll catch you tomorrow night.” With some anxiety, David sped down the stairs. He could almost feel the smiling eyes. The creepy bastard.

David met Jarvis just over three years previous, and he couldn’t figure out if all vampires made his hackles rise and his stomach twist or if it was just his only friend. He was the only one he had ever met; they seemed not to cloister together like popular culture and the movies David was fond of watching suggested. He once spoke to his father about it. His father had told him to run, should he ever meet one, and wouldn’t say why. They were dangerous to be sure, but the superstition in the man’s voice alluded to there being some mysterious, uninvestigated reason to stay away from them. The man mumbled for a whole day afterwards about the ‘estranguladores.’ 

David had discovered there were more similarities than differences, though; people still screamed the same whenever they found out, and ran just as fast. It was a big reason why the two of them became friends. To him, the superstition didn’t make a whole lot of sense, but there wasn’t a library or anything a person could reference. Once David got past Jarvis’ dead exterior, the vampire proved to be a nice person, just extremely old; it suffocated his overall mood and dulled his personality. He’d make a good straight man in a comedy duo.

David took a direct route home at a brisk jog. Standing around in one place for so long, he felt confined, restrained. He needed a good sweat. He set a pace where he could hear his own heartbeat drumming in his ears. The alleys were empty, and although with somewhat of a dearth of very tall buildings, Charm City did have lots of alleyways to cut through. A left here, two rights there, and David forgot about that direct route home. He skidded to a stop, trying to force the smile off his face. His arms and legs felt active and strong, and his breath even and full. He took a moment to calm down. He wanted little else but to cut loose and scream but that wouldn’t have ended well. He took in deep, slow breaths. 

That was when he heard the footsteps. No, not really footsteps—the person was sprinting. David looked around and realized he didn’t know where he was. He walked slowly around the intersection he found himself in. If he smelled the air he could ascertain where he had come from, but that was about it. With concentration, from a block away, he found which direction the person was going and moved that way. He didn’t know of anyone else crazy enough to run through Charm City alleys at night. Besides, this  person sounded like they were unused to it. There was pain in the haggard breathing, and some moaning.

As he got closer, David smelled the fear, and once he got close enough that he was on the next street over, he heard the steps of the pursuer. Whatever it was, it plodded on two legs, sometimes four. It smelled like... it smelled like nothing, like it footsteps were imaginary and its quarry’s terror was an illusion. But it was gaining. 

David was faster than both pursued and pursuer, which placed him helpfully in front of the prey, who was faltering. David heard the man smack painfully into a garbage can and stumble. He grabbed the stranger on his third step and spun him around a corner, out of sight. He clamped a hand over the man’s mouth and pinned his arms so he wouldn’t make any noise flailing.

David whispered to him to be quiet, and thankfully, the man thought that was a fine idea. David couldn’t help himself and peeked around the corner to get an eye on whatever was chasing the guy. As he hoped, it moved into the intersection. David saw horns animated like snakes, a face with shifting, wavering features, and red eyes. Claws sprouted from the ends of darkness-shrouded members, and thick, powerful legs ending in hooves. Shadows followed and cloaked the creature as it moved as if its body was smoke, or maybe the night itself. For all its strangeness, however, the creature possessed human-shaped ears. It peered around for a moment and then lumbered off. David leaned back and removed his hand from the stranger’s mouth.

“Who are—” the man rasped, and David quickly covered his mouth again.

David spied around the corner again and waited. He shook his head and removed the hand.

“You must want to be eaten,” David whispered, standing back and helping the man up. The stranger stood awkwardly, groaning.

“What was that? Who are you?”

“You...I...” the man stammered, exhausted. He paused and visibly gathered himself. “You saved my life. Thank you. I, uh, have to go.” He stepped around his rescuer and backwards up the alley.

David watched him go, more than a little surprised. “Suit yourself,” he replied, and walked away. He was smirking to himself a moment later when the stranger began following him, but tried to look exasperated when he turned around. 

“Yes?” he asked.

“What?” the man replied. “I’m headed this way, too.”

David guessed that was valid, shrugged again and strode on. He felt less confident when he remembered he was still lost. 

“So,” David said, “those sorts of things usually chase you around dark alleys?”

“No,” the stranger replied. “I’m not at liberty to discuss it, but no.”

David nodded thoughtfully. “Are you some sort of government guy?” he asked, walking by a suspiciously familiar looking refuse bin. He sniffed at the air, like he was developing a cold.

“What?” the stranger sounded shocked. “No, I...I’m a doctoral candidate.”

David frowned in the darkness at that thought. To give himself a moment to think, he stopped and inhaled strongly—and again. He discovered that he had gone up and down most of these alleys and considered the ones left would probably result in an exit. He confidently turned right and checked his watch.

“Man, it’s getting late,” he grumbled.

“So what were you doing out here?” the stranger asked.

David smiled in the darkness; he had explained himself away to a thousand different people in a thousand different situations. Lying became easy when one did it over breakfast.

“Was walking home, cut through the wrong alley.” It was actually sort of the truth, which he discovered was the key to convincing deception.

“You weren’t afraid just now?” The other man stepped closer to him.

“My family’s really big on self-defense,” David replied, turning left and picking up his pace. Eventually, they got to a main thoroughfare; from there, David determined he wasn’t but a few blocks from his apartment building. He turned around to face the stranger, finally able to study him in decent light. He certainly looked like the post-secondary type, an educated man in his late twenties, probably with low income. His appearance implied that whatever money he had, he didn’t spend on clothes; he wore a wrinkled button up and off brand wind breaker, worn jeans and sensible shoes, but unsuited for athletic activity.

“Well, nice to have saved you. Good luck with whatever that was,” David said, and began walking across the street. He had crossed two lanes of the four before the stranger called out to him.

It wasn’t anything beyond the ordinary, given the immediate context, but overall, it felt like a significant decision for David to turn around and acknowledge the fact that the man was in trouble and needed help, yet was too proud to ask. David might’ve preferred to have been too tired, or in too much of a hurry, or anything, to help, but he wasn’t. On the contrary, he was itching for something to happen. He didn’t have forever, after all. Standing on a double yellow line, David Cruz turned to face what might be.

Chapter Two

David unlocked his apartment and pushed the door open. Nick—the man’s name was Nick—walked in slowly, his head swiveling around like he was not only inspecting everything but also wanted to make that fact as obvious as possible. David stepped in after him and pushed the door closed.

“Take it easy, Columbo,” David jabbed. “No demons here.”

He tossed his bag on the couch and stepped around his visitor, headed for the kitchen.

Nick watched him go. “Demons? What makes you think... er... So, do you go by Dave, or Davey, or..?”  Nick took a step backwards at David’s expression.

“David is fine,” David said, then continued his search for liquid refreshment. He snarled, exasperated. “Crap.”

“What is it?” Nick said with just a bit too much urgency.

“Nothing to drink,” David replied, standing up. “Or eat.” Then he blinked. “Wait, this is not a social call.” He flashed a look at Nick and pointed at the couch. “Sit down. You need to tell me what’s going on.”

Nick complied, though silently. When David got to the love seat, he could see his visitor was looking conflicted. “Look, you want my help, this is how it has to be. You know, trust and whatnot.”

Nick nodded slowly. “I am... a diviner.”

David blinked in disbelief. “I’m sorry?”

“I’m an anthropologist, uh... a librarian entrusted with certain mystical secrets and metaphysical understanding. My concentration I guess you could call it is... divining.” Nick paused, passing a hand through his hair. “I was a history major in undergrad, and my focus in grad school was ancient cultures and religious philosophy, but...” He trailed off, conflicted again.

“You found a magic tablet or a green ring with a funky symbol?” David asked, trying not to laugh. He waved a hand dismissively.

“Not me personally, not yet. There was a special program. Candidates were chosen and approached individually; one could not apply. It’s government funded. There was no interview. It was all very clandestine,” Nick explained, looking down at his hands in his lap. “We got to learn a lot of really interesting things and study very ancient relics. And the libraries...”

David felt a yawn coming on and checked his watch. “Okay, I’m sorry,” he said, making a time-out signal. “I didn’t know this was going to be a life story sort of thing, but I guess I should’ve expected. Can you fast forward to the part where you have to sprint cross country through alleys for your life, or should this wait until tomorrow?”

The man’s eyes widened. “Tomorrow?”

“Uh, yeah. One of us has a day job.” David surrendered to the yawn, neglecting to cover his mouth. “Plus, I’m beat. So yeah, tomorrow.”

“It could be hurting people right now. It could be anywhere. I don’t think you fully comprehend the danger.” Nick stood up suddenly.

David, still seated, noticed how much taller than him Nick was—then again, most people were. He rolled his eyes. “Look, people die all the time. I’m sure once it figures out there are police officers and gangs and...” he paused, suddenly tight lipped, “...other things, it’ll lay low. Especially during the night.”

“What? How could you possibly know that?”

“I’ll admit, I’m mostly assuming. You can have the couch. Don’t drink my milk. The tap water has a safe amount of lead. Safeish. Glasses are in the cabinet,” David said. “You think you’ll need a blanket?” Nick’s mouth dropped open. David stepped forward and put his hand on the man’s shoulder. It seemed to helped in the movies. “Don’t worry, man. I’m sure after you finish all your coursework you’ll be able  to clean up a mess like this all by your lonesome, no problem. Crawl before you walk and all that.” He turned on his heels, not wanting to hear any argument, and threw a wave over his shoulder. Surprisingly, it worked. At least, the strange visitor didn’t follow him. When David finally slept, he dreamt of a starry night sky above him, spinning like a huge, inverted cosmic drain. Stars shot down like bright arrows, compelled by some huge, thirsty maw. Then, in the midst of it all, he turned into a horrible monster and ate everyone he greeted that day, helped or hindered; the last of them was his new acquaintance Nick, a bloodied, bloodless face still wearing its final, horrified expression. David didn’t concentrate too much on whether that felt good or not when he finally woke up, but his sheets were damp from sweat.

Nick was asleep when David went into the kitchen after showering. He had breakfast, staring at the man’s exposed shoulder over the back of the couch. He had heard the man pacing and babbling to himself the night before. The milk was probably a day before stale, which was good, and the news didn’t report any horrible demonic massacres or devil rites, so the world was still turning.

“Yo, Gandalf,” David said. Nick roused slowly, then all of a sudden gave a jerky spasm. “I’m headed out, don’t you have class or something?”

Nick blinked, slowly remembering. “Oh God.”

David put a hand up. “I checked the news; no blood baths. We’re still good. Are you going to have another episode? I’m running late.”

Nick sat up. “David. You’re still going to help, right?” At the door, David nodded, patting his pockets. “Yup. I even know someone who might want to also help. I’ll make a call. You want us to meet you somewhere tonight?” He tried some non-verbal communication to get his guest up and dressed and headed to the door. He didn’t have anything to steal but Nick didn’t need to know that.

Nick eventually got the gist and started putting on his shoes and socks. “Uh, there’s a twenty-four-hour diner near here,” he started.

“I know the place. We’ll be there,” David said, starting to help him up and towards the door.

“Can I have some water?” Nick asked, smacking his dry lips. David stepped to the kitchen and filled a glass, then handed it to him. “Take your time. Keep it. See you tonight.” David closed and locked the door, then watched as Nick slowly came to understand that he was on the hallway side of the door too, inexplicably.

David grinned and stepped towards the elevator. He got down to the transit stop just in time to step directly onto the bus. He imagined Nick standing around, contemplating the glass of water for a while before drinking it and walking back to wherever he lived. David pondered. Nick knew about the diner, so maybe he lived on this side of town. He also hadn’t mentioned which school he went to, though.

The bus slowly lurched with its passengers toward their various destinations. David mentally compiled a list of important questions he’d forgotten to ask. The list got longer as he got to work and hunkered down into the rhythm of a repetitious everyday. He wondered if Jarvis would hang the phone up in his face.

In their years knowing other, they hadn’t really talked much about the things they had in common, all of which fell into the category of the supernatural. Knowing that they qualified themselves was enough. Instead, they talked about...David pondered. They didn’t really talk about anything. It wasn’t like Jarvis was some source of great wisdom; he was old, sure, but he didn’t know about anything that David wanted to know about.

That day work was mundane in a way it never was before. Patient files and preferences blurred together with appointment reservations and cancellations. He’d never once noted how bland a word manila was.  The people in the waiting room slowed and became black and white; the world outside became brighter with sparkling quality. David realized he was looking forward more than ever to evening. He tried not to think about it, though, hoping the hands on the clock would spin faster when he wasn’t looking.

After work, after dusk, he rang Jarvis. Rang, instead of called, was Jarvis’ language. David didn’t know if the vampire thought it was funny or dignified or what, but he thought a real friend may have demanded he get out more.

“It’s David.”

“I know,” came the reply in dead-deep baritone. “You’re the only person that calls this phone. I’m the only one who answers.”

This surprised David. It was a public call box, but other people had to use it, right? Otherwise, wouldn’t they turn it off? David realized he had no idea how public pay phones worked.

“So,” he decided it would be easier to just say it, “I met this guy who I think maybe is being hunted by a demon or a devil or something...it’s related in some fashion. Anyway, I was thinking maybe you’d be up for...” He wasn’t sure how to complete the sentence.

“You cannot be serious.” Jarvis of course was of little help.

“Meet me at that diner near my apartment,” was all David said, and awkwardly, slowly hung up the phone. He wasn’t sure if it counted as an ultimatum. In any event, Nick was going to be there sooner or later, he hoped, and Jarvis would either show up or he would not.

For his part, David went grocery shopping. In the check out line, as the clerk scanned his steaks, it occurred to him that he could maybe even die, and how stupid it would look for him to have bought groceries right before putting his life in danger. Once he got home, however, he took pleasure from having soda and milk and juice and beans and meats and other things.

He threw his scrubs in the laundry and put a change of clothes in the backpack. He realized he was premeditating, which always took him outside of himself. Numbly, he put on the bag and locked the door behind him. He went up the hall, took the elevator down, and walked up the street, noting night had fallen during all his shopping and musing. After David sat waiting in the diner for some time, Nick finally showed up, looking more introspective than David felt. He slid into the opposite side of the booth, smiling briefly.

“You came,” he said, fumbling with a menu.

“Told you I’d see you later. I see you weren’t eaten,” David replied. He aimed for nonchalance.

“I did some reading and—”

David held a hand up. “It isn’t that I don’t want to hear it, I just don’t want to hear it twice. A... guy I know might be coming, and if he does, it would be good for him to hear your story too. So let’s just wait. Have you eaten?”

Nick looked thoughtful. “You’re hungry?”

“I find that I usually am, yeah. The chicken chili here is pretty good. Has a nice kick without being oppressive.” David flipped the menu over. It wasn’t lengthy, just two sides of medium sized print; a couple pictures, a slogan, a guarantee, and some quotes from the founder. For a reasonable price, given foreknowledge of what to order and what to avoid, it was some of the best cuisine in the zip code. “The steak not so much.”

Nick looked at the menu with fresh eyes. David inspected his face. If Nick came to the restaurant before, he didn’t do it very often.

“Which steak?” Nick asked.

“Oh, none of them,” David replied, looking out of their window. “Just ignore the steak section entirely.”

“They only have two steaks, though,” the other man argued.

“No, I mean anything with the word steak in it, or on it, or prepared in the same vicinity of.” David glanced at his watch. He took a moment to rifle though his feelings and found disappointment.

Two hours went by. They ordered and ate. The waiting staff carted away the leftovers and dirty plates. Nick settled on a simple omelet and dry wheat toast. David ate chili and a baked potato with extra bacon. He redoubled his detective efforts and acquired the name of Nick’s school, along with information on how exactly whatever last night’s creature was had gotten into that alley.

There were invocations, Nick said, which brought things forth, usually information in the form of hallucinations and nightmares, but the translations were, well, translations. David had read more than one misunderstood English retelling of a favorite story from his native tongue to understand how that could go wrong. Nick claimed in this instance, the invocation was to summon an apparition of the entity that was to hold the information, so as to avoid the gnarly visions, but instead it invited the entity as a whole.

That was the short version without SAT words. David didn’t ask why it worked the way it did, or why Nick did it, but it seemed the man had broken half a dozen or so different rules. David was afraid it might be for something stupid like lottery numbers.
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