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chapter preamble

– Tickets, please. –

Welcome to the Castle Mall; now ID and members-only. An entry-and-exit check private club. Dreams are not made or filled here; they’re bottled. Bottled up, then decorated with festering forget-me-nots.

Yes, it’s a sad and perilous journey thru hard and cruel lands; the harsh and tortured downtown. Storms, toxic politicians and invasions from gold-hungry hoards are common. Busloads of them, plus peasants.

In fact, here they come now. Their fires are lit, the citadel calls; and the food court beckons.

Here in the capital? Run till you hit the wall; math till your brain cramps; WP till everything blurs; play till it’s all new.

There’s also applied shop-till-you-drop here at the mall. Everything is meaningless when you work hard enough to break your mind, life and tools. Plan on. You can’t win, quit or even discover the rules here.

Oh, and beware of the Mercenary’s Inn, the Watering-Hole Pub and Wizard’s Tower. The Finest Evil in the System magic traveling Bookstore, too. They are dangerous places in a dangerous area.

***

Here in the Castle Mall? (Rideau Mall. Rid of u.) It’s gated now. Happiness is the truth. (Delusional, yes. Complainers are forbidden, tho. Or at least ignored.) Lynch-mobs bring peace. (Blood-lust is addicting; ask a mall-cop.)

And egos are fragile, sensitive and huge. (Motivation means minds bent into peculiar fetishes.) Never make a mistake, blame flunkies instead. Blame is not fame. Dis-credit means gossip always returns. (Boom-a-rangs.)

Not Rave; rage.

Bullshiat, thieving vandals? Gossip, witch-hunts and lynch-mobs?

Such is the stuff of life here.

––(ticks, tickettes, boom-booms)––—

The wizard’s tower was built on leylines at a three-river crossing; Isolated and undisturbed, it became a type of lighthouse, a beacon of safety for things magical. Taverns grew up beside it; and things hunting the magical-life around the Watering-hole Pub became a new problem.

People arrived. The mall grew up around the pub and soon buried everything except the tower. Hotels, conventions centers, stores.

The hunger for things magical? Hungry lurkers and trolls under the drawbridge got targeted by larger hungrier things from the Gatineau Hills seething by. Here’s your mug, right?

The office-tower even looked like a lighthouse; there were gulls outside. Banners and sheets waving in the breeze looked like main-sails; and the leeward side had outdoor gardens.

The wizard inside studied; and that was dangerous too. Not everything he learned was nice. In fact, some destroyed his illusions.

Epiphany without tantrums, here? Not bloody likely, trust me. Dreams destroyed instead.

Examples? The food court. Snackers, inc.

Clean       No additives, preservatives, enhancers. (MSG).

Healthy     Balanced nutrition, not processed snacks.

Smart       Tofu, sauerkraut, cranberries, porridge.

And you had what for lunch?

Ha-ha, you’re all gonna die now; and from the weather, probably. Not pollution-cancer, politics, floods or misadventure, you third-gen GM eater you.

Lurkers abounded here, ones that studied you closely. What hunts magicals for food and festoons hidden sanctuaries? What traps are here for the unwary and what can computer-guided acupuncture voodoo do?

Hello, prey. Who thinks of you as a crunchy snack and what in the shadows thinks the lurking hunters are tasty-delicious?

The Tower knows. Go look in the bookstore for info, if you can find it and get in. They can tell you, or at least sell you a book on the subject. It’s just below the tower; beside the Watering-hole Inn and Gentlemen’s club. Accessible thru the Mall, maybe.

It takes a certain touch to get in.

All three make for a fun neighborhood that may or may not be there today; or open to people like you. They are all part of the mall and city now.

When they want to be, of course.

***

The Black Tiara.

A maul? Louie was a hero and dying a hero’s death, alone on a hard bench.

Action. For him, anything would do today. For berserkoids, stealing from charities was just like stealing from anyone else. Any score is good when you’re hungry.

Louie was one of THOSE people; a spritz was as good as a bath. The kind who switched dirty t-shirts back to front regularly. The back wasn’t always as badly food-stained as the front.

A berserkoid with a work allergy.

He used one side of the knife for butter, the other for jam. Without switching hands, but at least they were clean sides.

Very good at carrying out orders and getting dirty jobs done as long as Louie didn’t have to read anything much or think at all. (Getting the address right was occasionally a problem.)

A dedicated hero till it no longer paid off. (Berserkoids, grinders and thinkers was the ladder of success hereabouts.)

A throw-back desperate to forget? Getting stuff buried any way he could manage it was fine by Louie. Coverups and loyalty were tops. Yes, reincarnation loomed big in his world. The instant forgiveness and forgetting IOUs part of re-card, anyway.

Payback? Like fruit-flies in a bottle human vileness had piled up, tho; and in almost everyone. Reincarnation was no longer working well; most souls were carrying more crap than anything else.

Malicious crap, actually; the live-wires seemingly were not concerned with correcting anything at all. Growth was a tumor, payback never happened. Indulgence was the order of the play and a wondrous third-world reason-and-light response to everything was the new norm.

Violent, thieving, crap. Self-indulgent, self-serving bull.

Loyalty, work and problem-solving? Naw. Why work if you can steal, play politics or run away from problems?

Louie was no different. Global insights came too little, too late and with the usual indifferent response. A serious problem, this was necessary, guess what we war on instead. The most profitable solution, of course!

Guilty, working it off and developing? No. Gladly did the gods abandon the ungrateful who tried to foist their problems (Well… Results, really.) on anyone who’d hold still for it.

Again.

It was a desperate time as it wasn’t exactly gods that were sniffing around anymore. That was a hard lesson to learn; and nearly all that was left here.

Louie. Alone on a hard bench. A desperate hero-for-hire who liked to score, not work.

Not a cop surrounded by fans; a forgotten flake drowning in misery. Scores? He scrounged hard for them. One problem was he was only a floater in the mall these days, not staff; and an unemployed one at that.

One planted goon per wing-(nut) mall corridor was normal; a gossip-lead hint from a clerk was all he needed to start stalking and vandalizing problems. Too much vandal, not enough solving, tho. The clerks weren’t talking to him at all anymore. Louie’d gotten old but not imprisoned trying to make a tainted and unclean life here purse-snatching.

Of course his idea of heroing was a profit, a car B+E or vandal rewards. A warm handshake and a smile, no.

That’s why he liked mall crowds; cops believed anything they heard here.

Today, he was hungry. Any bitchy uptown Karen-with-crap would do as for targeting trash.

Someone that’d failed to smile-worship a wandering queenie, fine. A traipsing tension was good; anyone floating by who’d gotten upset with a local, really. Louie was ready for action with a ganger’s hit-to-score; not a PI vengeance-for-hire.

For him, the jungle drums told all and confirmed targets; but the grape-vine gossip was sad and deadly quiet today, not targeting anything at all for him.

Today, even store-managers hitting on the poor miserable thieving customers were fine, but times were slow and lean. Very slow; outside on the street a couple slum-lords were recruiting; running gang-homes for take-over invasions and car-jackings. Hard to get into.

Gangbangers? He snorted. Like girls, you got nothing for doing the work there except a place to sleep.

Young sulky brat-gangs would be out punishing merchants later in the day, wearing wandering fluff down; the kids that hadn’t gotten busted for using credit-cards found in snatched purses yet. Most didn’t like known-olds tagging them; all were keeping whatever junk they stole for themselves, too.

Poor Louie. Alone and forgotten. No targets, not even shoplifters. Scamming-payouts for vandalizing five-finger discounters? No, the gangs would get after him.

No vengeance on the wind at all today. No scores; gangs and cults were floating about recruiting free labor, welfare payouts and desperate bodies again.

He could feel their eyes on him, questing. Soon they’d be desperate enough to offer something, and he’d be desperate enough to take it. The mall echoed with empty at him. Louie was hungry, his politics was failing and the bench was cold and hard.

His stomach growled loud. Time to find somewhere camera-free to lurk, close enough to traffic for a smash+grab.

Meanwhile, Charlie’s girlfriend was a Nazi who never learned.

***

Layla. (Darkness) Her black tiara fooled no one; noticing the butterfly in her hair was a spider delayed things till it was far too late.

A fathead bent to being; she was a fathead first, last and always. This was an age of berserkoids; a long march of festering evils (obsessively savored) for her. Power was all.

Small, blond, perky, cute; Layla cherished her glooms; it was all she had in life. Evil empires abounded and scoring was everything. Life was a target; and hitting back first was pure survival.

Deny everything, profess loyalty, sabotage as much as you could get away with; and any sleaze that scored was better than grinding out the work.

That was her mall and a spunky Layla fit right in. She was always giggling in some deep, dark, moist corner of her brain; then spunking it in public.

Perky, cute, exquisite in every detail. Tiny. Also a psycho-bobbler, always in flashing-display mode; a self-appointed enemy to anything her vanity had to climb over, under, around or thru.

A popular type. All cheerfulness and light till shadows darkened her groove; then it rained blood and guts. Straggling veins got stuck between her gnashing teeth. She had nothing for backup; not giggles, dimples or a personality. Cute was everything and her very own shallow moat.

A wonderful cheerleader smile. Occasionally knee-deep in twitching body-parts. A day-tripper. Devious and able to kick people under the bus with one small, happy foot; or use a flashing knee to cripple close-quarter critics.

While smiling dreamily and passing gossip on.

A pathological liar? Yes, but that was a standard job-requirement. The stories she had about her targets! Rape, molesting, grabber, child-molester. (Along with the propaganda standards; lie, cheat, steal, kill. Smuggling drugs in dead babies came out only when the really gullible were around.)

Evidence was cheap and easy to make these days. Deep-fakes were cheap thrills, right? (The AI revolution used jazz-porn to make up for a lack of depth; and this is Hollywood we’re talking about. Mud was trump and puddles were deep.)

Like the sultans, 9/10 die of gossip-poisoning evil these days. Mudballs. Witch-hunts. Lynch-mobs. A body-cam was a better save than education, friends and reputation. The third electronic eye; the embedded body-cam, the living record.

But not for trolls. They didn’t need evidence, they had targets to rave.

Sometimes the targets were happening people. They didn’t happen for long when they wandered into the prop in propaganda.

Layla wanted payoffs for that work.

***

The Watering-Hole Pub and Mercenary Inn was a wizard sanctuary of well, well, well; a somber tavern refuge that rented rooms, sometimes by the hour; it survived in the peaceful shadow of the wizard’s tower and rented out warriors to and for the unwary.

Magic was common and demons preyed to their gods all around. The tower was a lighthouse in dark seas, and busy. The bookstore was the basement entrance.

The mercenary Inn moved around more than the bookstore, and for good reason.

***

Preamble: The Magic Shoppe.

The Finest Evil In The System, (A magic travelling bookstore.)

Rideau Center Mall. Ottawa, Ontario, Canada.

– Where Saul delivers a parcel and a job-applicant frets outside –

SCENE: Inside a hidden, travelling bookstore currently tucked into a modern bustling mall. Magics were sold here. Dimly lit interior. Fishnets and ornaments droop from ceiling, surrounded by shelves of dusty, occasionally moving books. One window looks out into a bustling mall and a bench outside in the middle of the busy thru-fare. A lost-looking young female university student is sitting there on the bench, a piece of paper in her hand.

She is looking at a blank wall in front of her and seems despondent. Forlorn and frustrated.

MUSIC : Moonlight Sonata

CUT To : A worn wooden counter inside the shop. Surrounded by rows and shelves of bottles, racks of dusty old tomes and bins of thick books that move, rustle and whisper.

A youngish male clerk behind the counter and leaning on it reading, a burbling red lava-lamp beside him.

MUSIC (breaks into) : Moonlight Sonata 3 movement, then William Tell Overture for five bars. The clerk looks up and out the window expectantly, then at the lamp as it quietens.

CUT To: Closeup. The lava lamp shimmers and shows an outlined face moving fast thru the bustling mall crowd outside. MUSIC: Reverts to Moonlight Sonata.

CUT To: The clerk nodding, disappointed.

SPEECH: (exasperation) “Rats. Saul is on his way in? With what this time?”

–– Ott.Ont.Can –—

Ottawa. Just loads of bustling fun; (Not! They dread assassins here and corruption lends itself to lots of guilty consciences.) A place with one or two of everything and everybody. An Indian trading village at a three-rivers conjunction since the last ice age.

Like Mohawks and Montreal, a bandit-magnet locale.

The US is an hour due south. Quebec is just across the river, mostly mountains of 4½ billion-year-old granite. (And 4½ billion-year old monsters.) Most valleys between the hills were full of locals and deep, mucky swamp. (And moooose!)

Every nation has an embassy in Ottawa (and its own immigrant ghetto). Little Italy, Chinatown, Mechanicsville (Irish), Muslim, African… (And after-hours clubs.)

Every nation that can afford it trains their secret-service here. The poisonous do thrive and prosper in the town that fun forgot.

The bad news? They’re your neighbors and have a professional practice; one that practices dip-immunity on you.

–— DISPATCH from the wizard’s tower. –-

Stop knocking, I heard you the first thousand times!

What?

An applicant? You? An apprenticeship here?

Ha. No. So you want to be enlightened? Luckers, whiner. You do not know what you just asked for. An apprentice, ha! You’re asking to be tortured to death and more than a few times in a row.

Meaning? Life is a crucible; you learn how to handle things and eventually die in the attempt. (Including how to figure things out. Little hint there? Even good times, twit.)

How to avoid being jerked around is on the top of the list for enlightenment, supplicant. A skilled (easily lead astray) gifted is all bad news for everyone. Wanna know who taught Genghis Khan and how they tried to pay for it?

(An Enlightened you? Will you promise the moon? Attempt to deliver it? And what happens when things get targeted or nasty urges to start chasing pretty boys occur?)

Ok, an apprentice monk. Fine. Just handling the noise of getting straightened out, right? Pain? Cringe? Physical, psy/soc, intellectual ploys? Cult, eco and pol stabs, too. And the seven deadlies.

(Work, lots of it and luckers getting thru any of the crap.)

No bonus skills till you can handle demons, kid. And pain, stay out of trouble and develop. Is that strike three yet?

Enlightenment is a silly process where not surrendering to tickles is a priority, but living thru it isn’t.

Think death. Gods don’t need 9 billion ghostly hosannas sitting around Happy Valley watching the latest news-from-earth stream, they need people to actively develop into company for them. (Don’t ask. Not minions. I hope. Or managers.)

A lot of goons die thinking they’re about to become a god, fall into a 72 virgin heaven or are due for burn-out punishment.

What you get is a place to watch things from and a cloud to sit in. (Warning. You won’t understand a word being said in 20 years or so, or like what the kids are doing.) Reincarnation is your best choice. A soul is like an onion; layers of previous lives (souls) joyriding a dream of life. The demi-urges below.

You croak and don’t want to sign back on? You fool you. How well do you handle boring Sunday afternoons? The devil shepherds losers into the cloud (Happy Valley) or reincarnation by force. You can up for those if you want.

(Shame, dread, pain and guilt methods. Memory swarms. No imagination, eh?)

Most leave heaven with no torture other than boredom. Yes, some to escape the results. Hard cases get swarmed with whatever they can’t handle till they agree to take the memory wipe.

Enlightenment is more of the same. Cleanup, wipe, recycle; you just remember more.

Life is a process of learning how to handle the crap. So is death. Then it gets weird, cause all of this was your idea.

How to handle new skills, like reading thought-balloons, memories and NOT messing things up? Ha. Trust me, it’s icky. Now clean up the mess. Your mess first.

A slight weakness in your character? Money, power, fame? Sex violence, humor? Is it your turn at bat?

Good heavens… A target.

And remember, you asked to be broken. Enjoy.

You’re leaving? Really?

***




chapter 1 sneakers

“Sneakers. Honest.”

The tiny blond girl was standing inside my shop waving a sheet of paper frantically at me; she’d appeared in the shop behind Saul and had instantly gotten accosted by magics, me and an evil blorp from the lava-lamp on my counter. It’d been enough to stop her cold, all wide-eyed 4-10 of her as I charged out from behind my counter to challenge the stranger invading my shop.

I was the nice part and being kind. If my shop decided the intruder would look better on a mountain top somewhere, it was possible. Or a sea bed, or a cave somewhere with lots of interesting and hungry inhabitants. (Never wake a dragon. They want a washroom, yes; but then they get playful.)

I wasn’t all that worried, honest. The people my shop gets concerned about tend to disappear fast, (except for a last, lingering scream) and the girl had made it this far into my place without something unspeakable happening to her.

The lava-lamp on my desk stopped her fairly brisk (Strident) military march and returned to a peaceful moonlight sonata music as I got within grabbing distance of the intruder and realized she was just a student waitress sneaking in.

Saul was gone. He’d ducked and hid, maybe in the impulse bins. Maybe the washroom. That was typical Saul.

“I wear magic sneakers. They repel water and let me get on buses. My ring gets me into classes.” The girl blabbed quickly, cringing a bit as she glanced around. A tiny foot in white, nondescript runner flashed out, crumbled all its toes at me and retreated quickly. “I’m here about the waitress job, yes? Do I need a password or something? Do you?”

My nod was slow. Ha-ha. A first-year student from Unseen-University (UU, Ottawa U campus) looking to be my new sandwich-girl. She’d followed Saul in after he’d opened the doors, rushing in right after him from the looks of it.

She hadn’t been able to get in my shoppe herself and that was key. Alarms went off. And if you couldn’t get in, you couldn’t work here, obviously.

Entry was easy enough if you were adept. My shop made itself hard to find on most days to keep tourists out. Today, Saul’d left the door open as he scrambled to get undercover in here.

Saul had things to sell and was sometimes in a hurry, like before the owners found out anything was gone and started looking for the perps. He got items from all kinds of beings, too. Ones that could follow him.

Zombies needing cash to get back to the tables woke him up regularly for trades. (Yes, zombies gamble. They also like their versions of extreme sports. DON’T ASK!)

Magically, of course. Then I found him. Currently, Saul was laughing to himself and leaning on my counter watching my lava-lamp closely, hoping the shop decided to leak some tasty goodies to him.

She was showing him the low-life in the mall in red wax images; wandering kids, lonely housewives, scrounging salesmen and some very bored security types. The music was a low-key ‘I think I’m turning Japanese’ from somewhere.

The bustle in the mall was people getting in and out as fast as they could; mostly a couple coffee-shop line-ups that served a really evil dark most mornings. A very tasty and popular one.

“Hi there. Welcome. I almost own the place, this being The Finest Evil in the System Magic Shoppe and Bookstore; call me Shopkeeper, everyone does.” I sighed explosively and held out a hand. “Technically, you made it in here. That’s the entry requirement. You’re almost hired, you cheater you.”

“Ha-ha-ha. Entry. Your other joke is?” The elfin little sprite blinked as she looked around the shop, still wide-eyed and quivering a bit. It was mostly shelves of books in here. Thick, dusty, leather-covered with oddly scripted titles; tomes of magic whispering darkly to each other.

Some had evil giggles; nobody wanted to know about what.

There was a sandwich bar on one wall, a washroom, a bead curtain leading to the back and my counter, plus impulse bins at the end of shelves. Any of it could move suddenly and for no good reason. Then the girl decided my hand hanging in the air was for shaking and gave me a tiny fist-pound, showing me her wooden UU ring on one finger.

Then she perched a sheet of paper on my fist with a whoosh and stepped back, looking relieved.

Perky. Unfolding the now-floating paper, I glanced at it before saying anything, then moved back behind my counter as the girl tried to take in my shop’s decor.

That would take her a while. This was a very old travelling-magic-shop; one that’d been posted here in the mall for home-base for the last twenty years or so. Very famous with magic students at UU. I hired a girl to make sandwiches for the lunch-crowd almost every year.

My place was a work-at-your-own-risk shop; one of the glitches was this was a travelling magic shop and my shop took off whenever she wanted to. (Usually Friday nights to magic conventions in other cities. For her own nefarious purposes I was supposed to know all about too, but that’s another story.)

Me? Male, a UU flunkie that inherited the shop when the previous owner exploded into dust one night. No one knew why yet.

She? Yes, my shop is a she. Don’t ask. Me? There were no complaints about the travel from me as they got ignored anyway; my shop comes and goes as she pleases, not to my whims.

Other hazards here were the customers, (local vampires, zombies, warlocks, wizards, witches, ghouls, demons, politicians and government clerks.) Plus strange visitors.

Students had school schedules to keep and squalled vigorously about sudden side-trips to conventions they weren’t getting paid to attend. (Or being followed home by packs of werewolves.)

This was Ottawa. Small. Quiet. Lots of bloodsport politics. A national capital and the local donut shops were training grounds for every security organization on the planet and their embassies.

My shop was a godsend for most students, too. Students at UU were desperate to find, make or steal any magic that’d make a living; and my place was full of it. I shrugged. Most of the first-year students didn’t know their profs preyed on newbies doing any research yet.

Yet. My place had books, a source of magic and was part of the only known training school for magical AIs around. (Yes, there are some others. Flying skulls with dragon-demon roots. Technically related to me, too.) That school was mostly Sam, but she liked me enough to stop in here to see me and my brewskies of an evening. Almost weekly.

The next big student problem was most of the libraries over at UU were locked; enabled only by magical adepts. Seniors hit on first-year girls a lot for that. My books you bought, if you could get in my shop at all.

My shoppe was choosy about who she let in. Broke, desperate students were not on that list; she pursued shoplifters with a vengeance. Oh, and be warned. She also had a weird sense of humor.

“Say, I’m on the clock here, Shopkeeper.” Saul interrupted when it became apparent the lava-lamp wasn’t whispering any nifties to him today. I looked into the lamp; It changed; the Mall moved between from beggar-your-neighbor working stiffs to housewife maggots crawling over dead meat.

“The clock-lock, Shopkeeper. I got in here first too.” Saul went on.

The music playing quietly in the background changed from ‘A secret garden’ to Bordello. My shop was feeling playful today, ha-ha. It also meant she’d been watching the girl for a while already.

“Fine. I’ll be right there.” Nodding, I stopped and thought for a second.

“Girl? That’s the sandwich counter.” I nodded at a small wooden bar on one wall with brew taps coming out of the wall behind it. “You wrap their favorite gunk in a parchment with their favorite spell written on the paper. In their favorite language. Special inks. Healing spells. Please get everything right.”

She blinked confusion at me. ‘White Rabbit’ was playing on the PA.

“Werewolves, vampires, ghouls… Whatever. We get all kinds in here and most of them are older than mud and hurt everywhere.” Blinking back at her, I looked worried.

“Exactly what they need is important. You do not want to see what happens when you feed a vamp garlic, a werewolf catnip or an elder wizard anything spicier than baloney.”

‘White Rabbit’ played for a few seconds more; to the ‘The ones mother gives you’ part.

“Getting the spell even slightly wrong is a horror here. The filling is usually tuna-fish. You should be able to handle that.” I added as the small blond blanched and looked horrified. “What’s your name, hon?”

A quiet ‘Bordello’ started up again.

“Megan.” The blond was looking at the ceiling decorations in a horrified way. I nodded but didn’t look up. The displays up there were macabre and fairly ghastly if you weren’t prepped for that kind of thing.

“Megan it is. Wander over there.” I waved a hand vaguely at the sandwich station. “Don’t touch anything in the displays. My shop watches everything and has a nasty sense of humor. The Finest Evil in the system Magic shoppe welcomes you, student witch. Spend lots.”

The mention of money got me a look. Megan had found out how expensive vending machines were, I was guessing.

“You want to be a sandwich-girl? Fine. Watch and learn. There’s a sheet of parchment over there.” I said absently, waving absently at the sandwich bar. “Never mind where it came from, it’s clean. Make me a scar-dissolver. Simple healing spell, right? Sap, charcoal ink, tuna, mayo and pepper. In any native language, any Indian one. Algonquin, Cree…”

“Hey! I’m hungry too.” Saul protested as he got left out. He got ignored as the tiny girl minced her way carefully towards the sandwich bar and got herself settled behind it.

She just barely made it over the top of the counter and got to work after a brisk look around. We both ignored Saul’s protests.

***

Bordello kept playing quietly in the background. It was the theme today and I took the hint. More of the same and lots of it.

“She’s young, adorable and a witch. Sam will kill you for hiring her, Shopkeeper.”

Saul was snorfing to himself as I turned back to him. You could hear various delighted but muffled shrieks as Megan looked about back there and found rare books of magic she really needed to read heaped behind the counter; books left there by previous waitresses.

Probably annotated ones. Students! What she didn’t know was this was a magic shoppe and the books were also finding her right now. The lava-lamp on my counter blorped at me in irked tones. My shop was watching and getting the first year sups on behind the bar as she nattered with the student. She liked the girl.

Or was testing her. I snorted at that. My shop adored almost any female company, really. I was not much fun for her. Neither were wizards.

The new supplementary books for witch courses? I wondered if Sam would be interested in what the kids were doing this year, then concentrated on Saul instead.

He perked up happily as I turned to him. “So what’d you get? Another demon-magic AI inna skull? What?” I asked briskly. “Snap it up, I’m busy this morning. There are things to do and people to talk to here.”

Saul blinked at me in a hurt way and looked around the almost-empty shop. He haunted estate sales, bankruptcies, bargain bins, graves, the lost-and-found and did almost anything to resale his finds. Any score would do. That included taking messages, pizzas and people places most demons and churches won’t dare go, and on secure secret routes.

He would also find things for you if you want to pay for that. Or might just sell you a heavily-guarded address.

Yes, there is a difference between finding and reselling. Except for the private collections, Saul had a safe enough runner-hobby but not enough to make a living delivering pizzas. He did get hot, dangerous items dumped on him upon occasion.

That was a heck of a prank; you might end up with a mad goddess after you (and the score) if you weren’t careful.

Or a dragon. He’s brought one here once. Fortunately, one I’d dated in years gone by. (Don’t ask. She was cute, ok? Demure in a human avatar.)

“Me? I’ve got more than the secret first-year witch syllabus, Shopkeeper.” Saul said, hurt. “Trust me. No coffee today?”

A half-full white Styrofoam cup promptly appeared on my counter. Black, steaming hot. Saul picked it up gratefully, saluted the lava-lamp with it and went into spasms and convulsions after trying to sip the scalding liquid.

He struggled manfully but did not spray hot coffee anywhere. His eyes crossed and he did try to pant thru his ears tho.

Demon and Alien’s blood brew, obviously. Smelly fire-water designed to get you going fast and furiously. He struggled and held it in. My shop resented messy things and getting on her bad side was not a recommended practice for anyone, even elder wizards. He held the sip in and gacked his pains.

“What is it? Your find.” I repeated in a bored way, holding the sheet Megan had given me of paper up and looking at the bland resume, Circum-Vita and job-application. Typical first year witch.

“Something incredible the wizard threw out.” Saul gasped, recovering and wiping tears from his eyes with one hand as he put the coffee back down. “No, I wasn’t dumpster-diving. Have you ever seen a wizard’s dumpster? It’s nasty. Jeez.”

Saul carefully got his hand away from the coffee. “I found it on the terrace gardens and it’s still humming. I watched the wizard throw it away. It came from a window up there, from the looks of things. His tower. Lit, eh? Wanna see?”

“No.” I answered reflexively as Saul dug into a big pocket on his summer jacket. “Get real, Saul. If the big wiz tossed something out one a window it’s likely to explode and real soon.”

I kept reading. The paper said Megan was an HS witch. Goth-bitten at 12, and talented. Working the craft (instead of posing) by 13. She’d made it into a couple summer courses at UU already, so she’d passed the prelim talent search.

Glancing over at her, that did not seem encouraging. By cheating, if her struggles with the mayo-lid were anything to judge her by.

“The wizard has secrets. He uses this to get them. Do you have any idea what he’s working on?” Saul added absently as he dug and rearranged things in his coat pockets. “Want to know?”

“Nope.” I closed my eyes and sighed. The weather was nice, a warm start to the semester; Saul’s coat was more book-bag and backpack that anything else. It did have lots of storage tho. (With things you do not want to know about inside. Saul collected things and fierce battles erupted in his pockets occasionally.)

The irritating things was my shop occasionally bought things from Che-Saul’s and his magic coat. By me he was just a walking collection of alarms trying to go off; an irritating noise in my shop.

“What’s the wizard up to? That’s easy to figure. Living forever.” I snorted. “At 200 or so it’s all most of them think about anymore.”

“Ew. Take it to the pub.” I snapped as something came out of Saul’s pocket.

It looked like a ritual knife, a small, dull engraved blade wrapped in a leather handle. A very sharp letter-opener. Very old, still buzzing slightly and with what I hoped were traces of red sealing-wax on the blade. “We don’t need that thing in here. Now, Saul.”

The blade was humming with spells, wizardry and magics. It looked evil, hissed at things and squirmed slightly in Saul’s grip.

“The pub. Now.” I recognized it, finally. The blade was something used to cut information out of uncooperative objects.

Sealed things, like skulls. Books with hidden secrets, inks and pages. After a lifetime of applied torture the old blades were really evil; they needed blood and a stern hand to get them running at all.

You won’t think a knife could learn magic, would you? Care to bet your life on it?

This thing was not something you cut fruit with and not a killing alter-knife. Not anything fun at all, really. It pried.

“The pub is about again? Really?” Saul asked interested, then he collapsed. “Rats. I’m not allowed back in there yet, am I?”

I grinned at him. There had been a small altercation the last time Saul had showed up there to sell something. The previous owner was present and Saul had gotten banned after a brisk battle for possession of the item. Saul had won.

No one knew why the bouncers helped him that day. I’m guessing he’d lived to pay the money he owed them.

Saul fights dirty, like most magic-users. He’d survived the fracas. It’d taken him quite a while to get the werewolves off his case, tho. They usually quite effective at tracking people down and dismembering them into quiet little pieces.

If wolves got after you they might be finding buried chunks of you for years. Bones, anyway. It depended on what condition you were in, how hungry the wolves were and what they’d been paid to do.

“Here’s a freebie, Saul. Go to the pub-door, knock and ask for Malki.” I said in a low tone. “A sometimes-bouncer there. The part-demon fencer. He works some trade there most days in hot goods. Show him this, but don’t give it to him. Any buyers in there will come out to talk to you a few minutes later.”

“Hope it isn’t the wizard. The buyer will tip Malki, not you.” I went on as Saul looked interested. “He knows what they’re looking for. Now get out of here. That thing finds secrets and you’re tempting a knife with lots of booty today.” I nodded at the first-year student now struggling with writing a spell in a language she didn’t know.

A native language was a trick request. Most of them natives didn’t have much of a written language, or paper. Just bark, hieroglyphs, bead-work, tattoos and pottery.

“You love me. Next time a good luck charm for sure, ok?” Saul said absently as he put the knife away, patted his pockets down, obviously thinking of what else he could trade off while there. “I bring you the nicest girls, right? Remember that. Thanks, Shopkeeper; I’m on it. The pub is back for a while now?”

“Yeah. The Watering-Hole Pub always shows here when the wizard wants to drown his sorrows.” I snapped at Saul as the razor sharp letter-opener disappeared back into a pocket. “And leaves on adventures when he has no use for them. Mercenaries hang there, right? Tough ones. More of them than usual these sad days.”

“You think getting in here is tough.” I groaned and shuddered. “They charge door admission down there; unless you’re beautiful, powerful, a known regular or looking to spend on hires.”

“Magic-users! A variable admission. Gold, singing, whatever the manager thinks profitable. They wanted pics of Sam.” I grumbled in complaint.

“Ha! Sam got you in and the thugs tried to ease you back out. Did she have to rescue you again?” Saul looked sorrowful but you could see stifled giggles trying to work themselves out of a corner of his mouth.

Sam is my girlfriend, a fairly powerful local witch. She runs the magic AI school, is hard on my brew supplies and very cute. A leggy type. She got into the pub for free, I had to pay.

With pics of my date. Not a heavy price, but insulting.

“They did try to bounce for grease. A couple of Sam’s bony friends flew in and asked if they could experiment on the noisier of the pests.” I admitted reluctantly. “Then flew away again when she said not yet. The bouncers took the hint.”

“Jef and Calli, right? The mercs went quiet real fast. Suddenly and with no complaints.” I added absently. “The manager is hiding from something big and nasty no mercenary in their right mind wants to tangle with right now. And an all-out magical melee was not in the cards.”

“Something very bad-humored looking to have some fun with the pub. Then they check strangers out twice these days.” I grunted, unhappily. They also charged a lot for lousy beer there, but Sam had wanted to meet someone (for her own reasons) that night. She collected relics and the seller was not welcome in many spots.

“Gotcha. A very frustrated wizard might be in there, semi-fried.” Saul pulled on his chin. “Fine. I’ll tell Malki anyone but him.”

I grunted. That’d get the demon scurrying right to the wizard, probably.

Saul nodded at me, picked up the coffee and left. The shop had given him a styrofoam cup for a reason. Most users in here got wooden mugs for the zombie-brew we sell. Saul was not staying, tho.

We normally used beer-mugs that cleaned themselves. Wooden steins are handy that way, ask any bachelor.

***

The music changed as I turned back to Megan. ‘Sweet dreams are made of these.’ came on, quietly.

Megan was near tears when I got back over to her and the shop was switched back to playing Bordello again. I looked; making up a story in symbols wasn’t always easy and the young witch was struggling.

Her efforts were passable, tho. She had a few symbols drawn already. A dream-catcher tree-of-life and native moon-woman healing so far. Drawn with black pine-sap ink that’d appeared in the cabinet for her. The scar part was harder for her to figure out.

Taking pity on her, I tapped the counter. A string of glowing symbols appeared there, symbols along the same lines as what Megan was attempting to draw.

“Nice work, witch. But this is the easy way to spell spells.” I mentioned grandly, waving at the counter. “No one but a customer expects you to know Sanskrit. Just put a request in your mind, tap and the shop does all the research for you and only you. These come out right here, you copy them onto parchment.”

“Customers check before they nibble. If it’s written anywhere in here, my shop knows it. Dead languages are her specialty.” That got added proudly as Megan stared at the new spell in front of her in frustration. “My customers are playing it safe, paying to see a girl ink a parchment right in front of them. Not my shop write and bury writs in mayo.”

“Sort of buried is a problem here.” Got whispered to her. “Expect big tips, especially from Vamps. My shop could do all this by herself if she wanted to. Special paper, spells, inks and fillings.”

“Well, most of it.” I amended as Megan started looking pouty. “We don’t do fun-with-food, but she does. Have I mentioned her sense of humor yet?”

Megan had one eye closed and was still comparing the two spells wryly; she did blink. A scar was a hero’s-story symbol?

“My shop does not mess with written language. Fortunately.” I added with a happy sigh. “As a bookstore, she treats books like gold. An almost scared treasure. With religious fervor and reverence. Magic is almost the same.”

“Almost. People, tho?” I shrugged uneasily. “A 300-year-old Vamp who wants his bones strengthened enough to let him stand upright might get a fang-plague removal from his old yellow, yellow teeth instead. The ones he has left.”

“That’s allowable. By her, not me. Or the vamp.” I went on. “Which might happen from the toothpaste added to his wrap. Or having the parchment turn into a live whirring toothbrush he can’t get out of his mouth.”

Megan giggled at that and finally relaxed. She blinked and looked up at me hopefully. I tried to smile but the lecture was already boring me; this was not the first time I’d given it this year.

The senior witches (with hope chests) never stayed more than a shift or two, corp wizards hired them as nurses and receptionist at twice the pay they got here; (and half the hassles). They tended to arrive here dressed for that; and my recommendations.

(Then marry salesmen. Not having killed anyone the year before was good enough to get a rec from me.)

“Next up. Can you handle werewolves? Do zombies frighten you?” I blinked down at Megan. “Vamps, witches, gargoyles? Anything? 5-foot hairy spiders? Students?”

That last one got a glare from me. This girl was real first-year and thought UU students were wonderful. After all, she was one now.

That’d last right up till a roomie started stealing food and skipping bill payments. Or a senior leaned on her, trying to extort something a tad more personal for opening a book.

“Good.” I nodded happily. “If the mall is open, we are. Backrooms are rented for special parties at nights, do not accept offers to work there, they tend to be… Rowdy, to say the least. We cater only by delivery back there; and cash up front for that.”

“You want to be a sandwich-girl? We need a wrapper here from 11 to 2; and don’t stay late on Fridays, that’s travel-time. Dangerous without having the paper to back it up with you wherever we land. We serve wraps, zombie brew, teas and everyone pays in advance. Everyone.” I nodded at the supply closet and taps behind her. “Everything you’ll ever need is in there. Or possibly the by the sink.”

The small wooden counter got nodded at. “Everything these guys will ask for will turn up on the counter-top after you tap an order in. After they pay, please. Please don’t make any copy errors, they can be embarrassing.”

“Ask the shop for help if anyone gets rowdy or follows you home.” I finished up and nodded at her. “Use your ring to do that. Or the parchment revolts at the spell. Ask and the shop will help, ok? The standards of our regulars get made right now.”

“Getting them made in advance won’t hurt and you might want to get familiar with where the mustard is hidden before people start coming in.” I added absently. Megan blinked and looked incredibly happy. She teared up a bit as she looked at me.

“Wait. I say people in the loosest possible sense.” I went on, one hand in front of my eyes. “You know that, right? Griffins, demons, dyraids, nymphs, transformed dragons, wizards in disguise… They all come here for one reason or another. Snacks, ok?”

“Magic supplies, officially. That’s my department. But it’s really the beer.” I whispered to her. Megan looked a little startled. “This is the only place on this side of the river you can get fresh zombie-brew from the cavern. Green beer, yum! It’ll turn your crank for ya, and theirs. Not even the Watering-Hole wizard’s pub can get it.”

“A big brewery in cave under a cemetery on the Quebec side is the only place you can buy Special Premium Dark, normally. They deliver to me every Wednesday for reasons you don’t want to know about.” I explained. “That’s the night Sam comes around, oddly enough. My girlfriend. The pub has to go pick it up. They got behind on their bills once.”

“There’s a pub?” Megan asked in wonder. “Where?”

I nodded absently. “And a wizard’s tower. If you see either of them it’s far too late to run, girl. Freeze and hope they ignore you. The pub collects unemployed mercenaries and the wizard has his tower above us. He researches.”

“Minimum wage, one free wrap for lunch, paydays a week after working.” I finished up. Megan started beaming at me again. ‘The heat is on!’ started playing a bit, then reverted to a calmer tune as Megan settled back behind the counter.

Some dirge, I think. Concerto D’Aranjeuz, maybe. Swingle Singer’s version.

“Oh, and gimme your ring for a sec before you go. I can fix it so the shop recognizes it enough to let you in again.” That got added carefully to a very happy fist-year student. “OK? Do we have a deal, Megan? You can start today.” I asked, finishing up.

“Yes, Shopkeeper.” Megan said calmly, then grinned and looked at the recipes scrolling across the counter top. “It’s a deal. I’m on the clock now, ok? We make the regulars in advance, gotcha. Who’s first, shop?”

“Great. You want tea or a wrap, just think; the shop delivers it…” I blinked as a steaming mug appeared beside Megan. “Right to you.”

Megan opened her mouth and the mug of some steaming aromatic changed into a different brew before she could say anything. ‘Sugar Shack’ played a few bars, then the dirge started up again.

“Free.” I added glumly. “The washroom is the door right beside curtain. Try to remember most of the customers in here are already dead; most of them a few times. They really prefer peace and quiet to children.”

A few bars of ‘Everyone wants a piece of the action!’ sounded out quietly, then the tunes reverted to the usual ambling peace and serenity of my travelling magic-shoppe and bookstore.

Megan grinned at me, then pulled out a sheet of parchment and went to work. She had a pen instead of brush, too.

Smart girl.

***

“Malki, please. Where’s Malki already? They’re mercs here.” Saul stood in frustration just outside the spot he knew the door to the pub appeared. (When the Watering-Hole Pub was here at all.)

“Mercenaries.” Saul snorted. He knew he was being watched. “No worries, tho. Of course they’re lying, thieving, saboteurs; that’s what people will pay for. Part-time demons too.”

“Man, living the underground economy really sucks. Gig and gone.” Leaning against the wall outside, Saul frowned heavily. It was taking far too long for the bouncer to find the half-demon dealer Malki Saul wanted to place some news and gossip with. In fact, the bouncer had taken one look at Saul, snorted and slammed the door in his face.

No entry. It was the ‘Your kind isn’t welcome here!’ part of the accompanying growl that’d stung Saul. The bouncer was part basilisk… or maybe it was Banshee… and looked like a bush-sized gargoyle, immune to money and looks.

One with very big teeth. The huge mountain of muscle that was the bouncer at the Watering-Hole pub did a lot of screaming out bad news and horrible names; he loved it, that was for sure. Maybe he was part town-crier.

No one had come in or out of the pub since and Saul began to wonder if there was another entrance.

Well, of course there was a delivery one, but he needed a public door getting used by customers today. Not the one Saul had come to already, obviously. Finding this one hadn’t been easy either, as this entrance was a doorway was stuck behind a doorway.

The wall behind an open, metal fire-door held an invisible door; a fire-door with a mind of its own, too. Just inside the double doors of the convention center entrance was a hidden door that didn’t open, close or move much without a lot of effort. It wasn’t even visible.

You walked sideways between the open fire-door and a wall to get into the pub if you could fit in at all. And they wanted to let you in.

The doors did open wide for favored people. (And in, obviously.) By closing the fire door first, naturally. Saul recognized a local witch approach from down the corridor warily; one tucked into a tight little black dress.

He got out of the crack you had to slide into to get in. Maybe she’d help by giggling a message to the demon for him.

Then it struck him. Malki was a fence. A weapons dealer if he could manage it, but a fence that could acquire items buyers wanted (for a hefty fee). He had weaknesses.

Vanity was one. So was cowardice. He’d hired Saul to go into a target before he did more than once before. If Saul got caught in any magical defenses, it didn’t matter much to Malki. A sudden thought occurred to Saul as he stood there in the Mall, lonely and miserable.

Sam would love this.

“Betty? There’s a secret-society secret for sale here.” He whispered hoarsely to the witch as she gingerly approached Saul, looking to get past him. He patted a pocket.

Betty the witch was dressed for the convention-center in a little black dress. Not for a meet with a street-dealer or mercenary; it looked like she wanted to avoid any contact with Saul, not snark at him. “One they just lost out on, ok?”

Most of Betty’s visible charms seethed with rage and energy. She’d come prepped to deal with the mercenaries toe-to-toe, beast to beauty and vanity. Witch and killer out for someone’s blood.

She did not have much time for Saul and snarled at him.

“A big secret and it’s for sale; but only if you can keep quiet about it.” Saul got out of the way and let a shielded witch slither by him as a section of wall creaked and swung in. The Watering-Hole Pub was open to Betty-in-black.

But not Saul. He got a dead look from her rage-filled eyes as she turned to the wall, but not a deadly one.

“It’s leaving now.” He squeaked out. “Tell any askers that. Please.”

Looking like she was about to buy some serious vengeance on an Ex, Betty sniffed at Saul. She was prepping surprise harm on someone who’d taken the money and run, probably. Saul whistled to himself. She’d come to the right place for that.

Here in town prices were set and standard. 500 to make someone dead, 1500 to PI said target into a bankruptcy gossip-hell and a few grand for a judge to scold someone soundly and put a crippling permanent black mark on their record.

Paying for a child-molester bust was always popular and photos hard to argue with; especially when the judge wasn’t arguing about them at all.

Saul shrugged. An Ex-boyfriend had been hitting on Betty’s best-friend, sister or mom, maybe. Then emptied accounts; leaving when the cash dried up. Saul blinked and tried to stay calm. Whatever the Ex had done stung; if Betty had cash, the mercs in there would make a very unpretty mess of him.

One that’d take months to heal properly and the pain would never leave.

The kids were killers. PI’s made tracks. Locals wanted cash and favors to remove problems, plus reasons and proof. (Even if you had to invent them first.)

These mercenaries did ops and extracted things, things you usually wanted to keep attached. Gleefully.

“Yo! Only the best know this one.” He stage-whispered out of the side of his mouth into a warm wafting aroma coming from inside the dark pub. Betty ignored him. “Not a fence-dancer move. A seekers secret-society slip-up score searing sideways.”

“Malki!” He added hoarsely in the same stage-whisper as the door opened wide and Betty made her grand entrance into the pub. You could hear a soft growl from something the size of a golf cart just inside. Betty had everything but a spot-light going for her right now, and that included a beep from one of Saul’s pockets.

Incoming message for Saul. “You’re out, Malki. Hanis, you loser! A secret-society’s secret score! A scratcher scam!” Saul went on, frantically slapping pockets and looking for his phone. His pockets complained and a couple of them tried to slap back.

The door closed and the quiet noise of a pub got cut off. Saul sighed and relaxed a bit, finally drawing a small text-only flip phone out of somewhere. The message was in the pub, Betty would trade gossip for intros soon enough.

If anyone came out to see just what Saul had they’d find him gone.

***

“Lemme see this relic.” Blinking at Sam, Saul handed the small letter-opener over without a word.

Sam frowned, then gasped. Looking the blade over, she seemed surprised. A real, honest relic from Saul? Being an expert on magical contrivances, devices, charms and amulets, Sam was a relic-witch; one that knew the tools of her trade very well.

This one was impressive, too.

Sam was also the headmistress of a school for AIs. Magical AIs needed a lot of curating and Sam had a great collection of devices to do that with.

“Wow.” She went on, still very impressed. “Do you have any idea how old this thing is, Saul?”

“Nope.”

The garden below the tower was empty. Dewy October mornings were not popular out here, they tended to be foggy. The two were staying in the shadow of a tree and on a moist sparkling bench Saul had hopefully smeared more evenly.

“I only know the price on it. Want it?” He asked, squirming in the damp bench.

The smell of blooming autumn flowers filled the bright sunshine. Sam seemed happy with the locale, but Saul was intensely nervous about it.

“You found it right here.” Sam asked, looking at the path beside the tower. There was a small fresh chip in the pavement. “It fell out of a window and landed right there?”

“The window opened. This came flying out.” Saul corrected. “That window there.” He pointed halfway up the office tower and ignored the screaming gulls flying about the garden and the window that wasn’t there anymore.

“It had stone-work around the window when it was open. A cursing wizard slammed the window shut right after. Old guy. Long white beard, spangled robe, floppy hat, all that.”

“Hermie. I know him.” Sam admitted. “It flew out?”

“Yeah.” Saul nodded and sighed. “The window slammed shut hard right after and the whole place looked like an office tower again.”

“No complaints from me. I picked the blade up and was gone.” Saul went on. “Took it to the Shopkeeper right after. Careful, it’s sharp.”

“You have no idea how sharp. Then the pub. Someone there called me.” Sam told Saul archly. “Betty, actually. While she was still halfway down the corridor. I called her into the Pub and gave her a name to find in exchange.”

“You didn’t bring it to me first?” She asked Saul glaring. “Why?”

“Shopkeeper is closer. He would’ve called you if he thought you wanted it.” Saul said, unrepentant. “So the Pub was next.”

“Fine. I want these things first from now on, Saul. Run them to my place instead; first, fast and furiously. Two gold.” Sam said suddenly and reached into a purse at her side. “Cash right now. Deal?”

“Deal. Done.” Whistling, Saul stuck out a dirty hand. Sam dropped a couple heavy coins into his dirty palm. Saul grinned at her, got up and headed towards some glass doors into the Mall.

“Hey, breakfast!” He exclaimed happily. “Always a pleasure, mistress.” Then Saul heaved a door open and disappeared into the Mall.

Sam sat on the bench and waited. An old man hobbled out of a suddenly appearing door in a wall a few seconds later, blinked in the raw Autumn morning and headed her way, after searching the garden for a few moments.

***

“No. It’s mine now.” Sam ginned at her old friend. “Wow, this is old. It came from the Rhine and helped settle Ireland, right?”

Shoot first. Sam didn’t even turn to look at the old man as he hobbled to the bench and wheezed his way beside her, yelping after landing in a wet spot. Then he fumed the bench dry with a hurt look on his face before turning to Sam, annoyed.

“Don’t say wet-spot, witch. Yes. Very old, like me. 10,000 years, give or take.” The wizard agreed. He blinked at her and grinned wryly. “It depends, ha-ha-ha. I stole it from my master when I left him centuries ago.”
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