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Chapter One: A Little Tinkering

 


A bright blue flash lit up the eerily dark,
gray sky, followed shortly thereafter by the sharp crack and steady
roll of deep rumbling thunder. The lightning strike was so violent
in nature that windows rattled and car alarms were tripped, filling
the streets with their incessant blaring and whining. The skies
opened up mere moments later and let loose a hard and heavy torrent
of bitterly cold rain that quickly drenched the crowded city
streets and anyone unlucky enough to be walking them. Completing
the stormy trifecta was a strong relentless wind that sent
half-empty tin garbage cans tumbling and rolling out of several
alleyways, loose pieces of trash spilling forth and flying through
the air to wherever the strong gusts wished to take them.

The storm had come on so quickly and with
such ferocity that few were properly prepared for it. The
atmosphere was almost apocalyptic in nature, with panicked
pedestrians fleeing towards the nearest subway entrances and
beneath the closest shopfront awnings in an attempt to escape the
unexpected torrential downpour. Shopkeepers rushed to move their
sidewalk displays indoors, while food venders frantically pushed
their carts to safety. A few brave souls toughed it out, either due
to their tight schedules, stubborn determination, or simply sheer
stupidity, some using nothing more than a soggy newspaper as an
impromptu umbrella as they hurried along to wherever it was they
were heading. Those who were lucky enough to have actual umbrellas
found themselves caught in a constant struggle with the fierce
wind, many of them losing their battles as their umbrellas were
either blown inside out or torn from their grip entirely.

It was a truly miserable late Friday
afternoon, one that Thomas would have much rather spent warm and
cozy in the academy library, safe from the nasty weather while
sitting in front of a stack of musty old books filled with all
manner of spells and incantations long forgotten and waiting for
someone like him to discover and master. Instead, he was fighting
the strong wind as he slowly but surely made his way towards his
destination, almost every step he took feeling like an uphill
climb. He covered his face with his forearm as best he could in a
feeble attempt to keep the slanting deluge of rain from saturating
his glasses. The weather forecast hadn't called for anything even
remotely close to the violent storm that was now raging throughout
the city, so he hadn't thought to bring an umbrella or arrange for
a taxi. There was honestly no point in either now. After only a few
minutes of walking in the downpour, he was already thoroughly
soaked.

“Why does this shit always happen to
me?” he thought dejectedly as he kept slogging along, most
everyone else around him fleeing for cover.

Not a moment after this thought crossed his
mind, a soggy newspaper page slapped him square in the face and
stuck there thanks to the strong wind. He struggled for a moment to
pull it away and then angrily tossed it aside before continuing on
his miserable journey.

Ever since the council had sent him down
into that accursed tomb to awaken Lucius from his forced slumber,
Thomas' luck had taken a turn for the worse. It almost felt as if
the universe were punishing him for setting loose such a man on the
unsuspecting world. It wasn't like he had a choice in the matter.
It was the council's direct decree and it was never wise to disobey
the council, as so many had told him. Nevertheless, it felt as if
his entire life had been turned completely upside down since the
day he'd met the notorious warlock Lucius Manweather. His social
life was almost non-existent these days due to the many secrets he
was forced to keep. Most of his friends had grown tired of his
penchant for constantly canceling plans at the last minute and,
perhaps worse yet, his magical training was severely suffering of
late.

It wasn't entirely Lucius' fault, nor was it
necessarily any sort of karmic punishment for his recent actions.
Most of Thomas' problems stemmed solely from his own growing
infatuation with one of the tenants of Lucius' booming gentleman's
club. That tenant, of course, being Cinderella. Ever since he had
first tasted that forbidden fruit, much encouraged by Lucius at the
time, Thomas had become increasingly obsessed with her. Their
initial tryst had been, simply put, magical, like an erotic fantasy
come to life. He had never experienced anything quite like it. It
certainly made all of his previous sexual encounters seem
pathetically mundane in comparison. One could say she had left
quite a lasting impression, one that made it increasingly difficult
for him to concentrate on anything but thoughts of their time spent
together.

He swore after that first unplanned
dalliance with Cinderella that he would never give in to temptation
again, convincing himself that it was only a one time occurrence,
nothing more than a temporary moment of weakness, but on his very
next visit to Fairy Tales only few weeks later, he had succumbed to
his deepest desires once again. He just couldn't help it. She was
simply irresistible. Pretty soon he was frequenting the club
several times a week with the sole purpose of spending time with
the beautiful and quite erotically enhanced Cinderella, but no
matter how many times he visited her, he never stopped feeling
embarrassed and ashamed. He was trying desperately to quit her, but
it was proving as difficult as kicking a serious tobacco
addiction.

Perhaps on some unconscious level that was
why he was so determined to make his way through the wind and rain
instead of turning back and waiting out the storm, even though he
wasn't going to Fairy Tales on this particular occasion
specifically to see her again. In fact, he was determined to avoid
another romp with her if at all possible. The purpose of this visit
was much more banal in nature. He had to make his mandatory
biweekly collection for the council.

On several occasions he had asked the
council if they could find someone else to do the collections,
anyone else, thinking if he could simply avoid Fairy Tales
altogether it would be much easier to overcome his growing
infatuation with Cinderella, but they had promptly refused his
requests. Though they hadn't specified why, and he was in no
position to question their decisions, he assumed it was because
they wanted to keep Lucius' activities as hush-hush as possible,
which meant bringing someone else into the fold was strictly out of
the question.

So, much to his chagrin, Thomas was stuck as
the council's errand boy for the time being, destined to visit
Fairy Tales at least every other week to collect whatever earnings
Lucius had taken in during that time. As if that weren't bad
enough, it was also becoming increasingly difficult to manufacture
different excuses to hide his frequent trips to Fairy Tales from
his fellow students at the academy, especially Lindsey, who was
becoming more and more suspicious, constantly badgering him about
his whereabouts and activities whenever he left the mansion. He
wasn't sure what she thought he was up to, but it seemed she was
quite determined to find out. He was seriously worried what might
happen if she ever discovered the embarrassing truth. The last
thing he needed were people finding out about his involvement with
Lucius and, even more so, about his sordid relationship with
Cinderella, who to most would appear to be no more than a slutty,
oversexed bimbo.

Thomas was relieved when he finally reached
Chinatown, which signaled the near end of his miserable journey
through the rain. He continued on a few more blocks until he came
to a short narrow street lined with small shops, most of the signs
bearing Chinese characters that he didn't understand. The
cobblestone street, if it could even be called such, was only
really suitable for foot traffic or perhaps a scooter, as it was
too narrow to fit much else. It wasn't very picturesque, quite the
opposite actually, nor was it the safest of neighborhoods to his
understanding, but it was relatively out of sight, there were no
security cameras and no one ever asked any questions. In other
words, it was discreet and discretion was what was of most concern
to many of those who frequented Lucius' establishment.

As Thomas made his way down the center of
the narrow cobblestone street, glad that it provided a respite from
the strong gusts of wind, he couldn't help but feel as if he were
being watched. Several of the shop owners eyed him through their
doors or windows as he passed, regarding him with what appeared to
be suspicion. He gave them a friendly smile, but, as per usual,
they didn't return the gesture. He always got the distinct feeling
that they somehow knew the exact nature of his visit to their seedy
little neighborhood. That was highly unlikely, but he found they're
stares unsettling nonetheless.

Thomas finally arrived at his destination.
Tucked between a rundown old noodle shop and a cheap fortune teller
was a nondescript red wooden door, it's paint slightly chipped and
it's simple brass doorknob somewhat rusted. One would never think
such a beat-up old door led to anything in the least bit
interesting, but it's wholly unexceptional qualities belied it's
true nature. The door bore no markings or signs or any indication
whatsoever as to where it led and it's close proximity to the two
shops that flanked it made it seem as if it couldn't possibly open
to anything even remotely expansive. Perhaps to a narrow staircase
that led to the second floor of the building or to a small
maintenance closet, but certainly not to anything larger than that.
How could it? There simply wasn't enough space.

Thomas grabbed the rusty doorknob and turned
it. The door was never locked, no matter the time of day. He had on
a few occasions expressed concerns about the fact that literally
anyone could open it and discover the shocking secret that lay
within, but Lucius had repeatedly assured him that that wasn't
something he should be concerned about. This, of course, had led
Thomas to believe that, much like many other aspects of Fairy
Tales, the door was likely magically enchanted. He had read about
enchanted doorways that led per-approved entrants to one
destination, while undesirables were led to another, making it seem
to the unwelcome guest that the door led into no more than a simple
utility closet, while those who were welcome were transported to a
place beyond imagination and mortal explanation. No matter how much
he learned about the vast possibilities of magic, such things never
ceased to amaze Thomas.

He, of course, was very much welcome at
Fairy Tales, so the door had only ever led him into the
establishment. This time was no exception. As he stepped inside the
warm classy interior, he was immediately greeted by the sound of
clinking bar glasses, boisterous laughter, jolly conversation, and
classic jazz music playing on the piano, quite the stark contrast
to the gloomy, stormy atmosphere just outside. The place was
jam-packed, but that was no surprise. Ever since Lucius had opened
Fairy Tales, the number of patrons only seemed to grow with each
passing day, so much so that Lucius had expanded the lounge on two
separate occasions. Thomas still wasn't sure how Lucius built his
clientele or how he even decided who was worthy of entering in the
first place. Lucius wasn't exactly forthcoming about his business
practices. Almost everything he did was shrouded in mystery.

Like a wet dog, Thomas shook his head back
and forth to rid some of the water from his soaked hair. After
wiping his glasses so he could see a bit better, he was surprised
to find that Lucius had expanded the lounge yet again since his
last visit. There was room for at least six or seven more tables
and, most notably, a small stage had been erected at the far end of
the room. Thomas suspected there were no construction workers
involved in the sudden expansion, especially since it had occurred
in such a short period of time. He wouldn't be surprised if it had
actually happened overnight.

The pleasant music he had heard when he had
entered was actually coming from a tuxedo-clad gentleman playing a
slow tune on a glossy black grand piano. Sitting quite
provocatively on it's ledge with her long slender legs crossed was
a gorgeous young woman with wild, curly raven-black hair and silky
smooth dark mocha skin. She was clad in, appropriately enough, a
dress that seemed fit for a fairy tale princess. It sparkled
brilliantly in the bright stage lights. Smiling seductively out at
the crowd, she raised a microphone to her glossy red lips. Her
voice was simply enchanting as she began to sing along to the slow
jazzy melody. Many of the men sitting at the tables sipping their
drinks or puffing on their cigars seemed completely enraptured by
her sultry performance and quite mesmerizing voice.

Even Thomas was having a difficult time
pulling his eyes away from the enchanting woman. He actually had to
remind himself that he wasn't there for the entertainment. There
was pressing business he needed to attend to and the sooner he got
to it, the better off he would be. He quickly scanned the room for
Lucius, who was known to often mingle with the guests in order to
make sure they were satisfied with their service.

While scanning the crowd, Thomas' eyes
inevitably fell upon the large red double doors located on the
other side of the room. He knew all-too-well the secret that lay
behind those doors, the very secret that drew all of these men to
Fairy Tales again and again. Beyond those doors was a long hallway
lined with various magical doors, one of which was made of ornate
glass. Thomas could so vividly see that glass door in his mind's
eye. He had entered it quite a few times now and he was feeling the
familiar growing desire to do so yet again.

“Get it together, Thomas,” he told
himself while slightly tapping on his forehead with his palm.
“You're not here for that!”

He quickly went back to scouring the room
for Lucius, trying his best to put any thought of Cinderella out of
his mind. Thankfully, he quickly spotted Lucius sitting at the very
end of the bar. It was never very difficult to pick out Lucius,
even in a large crowd. His manner of dress wasn't exactly what one
would call contemporary, what with his black top hat, glossy black
cane with it's gaudy pink gem affixed to the top, and his
long-tailed black dress coat.

Lucius looked lost in thought, so much so
that he hadn't even seemed to have noticed Thomas' arrival. That
was extremely unusual for Lucius, who never seemed to miss even the
smallest of details, especially when it came to the happenings
within Fairy Tales. Unlike the rest of the patrons in the lounge,
it didn't appear that he was watching the enchanting woman singing
up on stage, but rather, it looked as if he were quite intently
studying something or perhaps someone in particular among the many
people milling about. There was a glass of what appeared to be
scotch sitting on the bar next to him, but it looked as if it
hadn't even been touched. Whatever Lucius was watching so intently,
it certainly seemed to have his undivided attention.

Thomas made his way over to the bar, his
soggy shoes squeaking on the polished hardwood floor while his
soaked clothes left a drip-trail of water behind him. “Can you
believe this storm?” he said as he approached Lucius. “It's like
the end of the world out there!”

Typically Lucius greeted him with a hearty
handshake and a toothy grin, always seeming to be in the best of
moods, but he didn't even glance in Thomas' direction this time and
replied with nothing more than a simple hum of acknowledgment.

Thomas followed Lucius' line of sight out
into the crowd, but didn't spot anything that he thought was worthy
of such an intense stare. He wasn't even sure Lucius had heard what
he had said, so he reiterated, “It's raining cats and dogs out
there.”

Lucius finally gave him a brief glance
before replying, “That's why I decided yesterday that I'd spend the
day inside.”

Thomas furrowed his brow. “Yesterday? How
did you know about the storm yesterday? The weather report didn't
say anything about a thunderstorm or even rain.”

“Couldn't you sense it in the air?” Lucius
answered as he went back to staring at whatever it was that he
found so fascinating.

“What do you mean? Wait, is that a thing?”
Thomas said, wondering if Lucius was alluding to some sort of
magical ability.

Lucius shook his head and chuckled softly.
“You've still got a ways to go with your training it seems.” He
gave Thomas another quick glance, noting his dripping wet clothes.
“You know, there's a trick to staying dry in weather like
this.”

Thinking Lucius was about to share some kind
of spell, Thomas excitedly replied, “Really? What?”

Lucius answered with a jovial smirk, “I
believe it's commonly referred to as a raincoat.”

Thomas didn't much appreciate the joke. He
rolled his eyes before changing the subject, “So, uh, do you want
to head into the back to get the payment or...”

“In a minute,” Lucius uttered quickly,
raising his hand as he continued to stare intently into the crowd
of people.

Thomas took a second glance in the direction
Lucius was staring, trying to locate whatever it was that was
distracting the typically much more focused Lucius. He eventually
caught sight of a surprisingly familiar face. “Is that Senator
Hicks?”

“Indeed it is,” Lucius confirmed. “He has a,
shall we say, particular proclivity for women with exceptionally
long hair. You can probably deduce who's company he most enjoys
here at Fairy Tales.”

Thomas nodded. He knew Lucius' clientele was
pretty eclectic, ranging from businessmen to blue collar workers,
but he never imagined he'd see someone as notable or high class as
a state senator.

“Any other observations you'd like to make?”
Lucius queried.

Thomas gave the crowd another quick scan,
but didn't spot anyone else of note. “No. Why, should I be noticing
something?”

“What about her?” Lucius said, raising his
thin finger to point at the waitress that was currently serving
Senator Hicks a glass of brandy.

Thomas adjusted his glasses as he assessed
her. There didn't seem to be anything special about her. The girl
looked perhaps in her early twenties, with long, silky brown hair
that stretched down to the small of her back and a rather cute,
inviting smile. She was dressed just the same as all of the other
waiters, in black slacks, a white blouse and a black vest.

“What about her?” Thomas said with a slight
shoulder-shrug.

“Do you notice anything at all odd about
her?”

Thomas looked the young woman over for a
short moment, but didn't find a single thing about her that
appeared out of the ordinary. “Uh, not really. She's kind of cute,
I guess.”

“Look deeper,” Lucius instructed him.

Thomas gave Lucius an uncertain look,
wondering what had gotten into him. For some reason, Lucius seemed
to be strangely fixated on this young woman. Thinking there had to
be a good reason for that, after all, Lucius rarely gave
unimportant things his attention, Thomas gave the girl yet another
looking over, but still couldn't detect a single thing about her
that would warrant as much attention as Lucius was giving her. “She
seems pretty normal to me,” he said. “Why? Who is she?”

“One of the new waiters,” Lucius replied as
he continued to fix his gaze on the seemingly innocuous young
woman. “We hired her last week.”

“So, what is she not doing a good job or
something?”

“Quite the contrary. She's quite exceptional
at her job. She doesn't mind putting up with some of the more
handsy customers here either,” Lucius remarked as he watched the
cute young waitress smile and laugh while the senator openly
flirted with her.

“So, what's the problem then?”

“There's just something about her,” Lucius
said. “Something I don't quite like.”

“What, are her boobs not big enough for
you?” Thomas joked.

Lucius either didn't find the joke funny or
didn't realize Thomas was even joking. “It's not her appearance
that concerns me.”

“Then what is it?” Thomas asked as he gave
the girl yet another look.

“A feeling,” was the cryptic answer Lucius
gave him.

“A feeling?”

“Yes. There's more to people than just
appearances, my boy. A lot more. You must look beyond that if you
wish to see a person's true nature. Normally, I'm quite adept at
reading people, at judging their character and intentions, but not
her. Since the moment she first started working here, I haven't
been able to get a good read on her. It's almost as if there's
something blocking me, clouding my senses when it comes to her in
particular, some kind of barrier or...”

Thomas raised a brow as he watched Lucius
lean forward on his stool and narrow his eyes as if straining to
see the girl. “Sounds to me like you're being paranoid.”

“Perhaps,” Lucius conceded. “But I'm rarely
wrong when it comes to matters like these.”

Thomas replied sarcastically, “Well, as much
as I'd love to stand here and help you stare at her all night, I
came here for a reason.”

“Right, right,” Lucius said, finally pulling
his eyes away from the girl. “Can't keep the council waiting, now
can we?”

Lucius took a quick sip of his scotch before
grabbing his cane and walking with Thomas towards the large red
double doors that led into the back of Fairy Tales.

Thomas, fearing he once again wouldn't be
able to resist temptation, was really hoping he could avoid going
anywhere near the elegant glass door that led to Cinderella's
chambers. “Um, maybe it would be better if I just waited out here,”
he suggested as Lucius stood there holding the door open for
him.

“I don't conduct business in the front,”
Lucius stated. “It's unprofessional. Is there some reason you don't
wish to go into the back?”

Thomas wasn't about to confess his
embarrassing weakness for Cinderella, though he was fairly sure
Lucius knew already. Very little ever got past the old warlock,
after all. Nevertheless, he played coy. “No. It's fine with me. I
just thought you'd want some privacy is all.”

“How thoughtful of you,” Lucius said as he
gave Thomas a knowing smirk that all but confirmed he knew the true
reason. “So, you have no issues with conducting our business in the
back as usual?”

Thomas swallowed the lump in his throat
before replying, “No.”

“Then, after you,” Lucius said as he
gestured towards the open door with a wave of his hand.

Thomas took a deep breath as they headed
down the familiar long hallway, which seemed to stretch on forever.
They passed the large iron castle door that led into Rapunzel's
chambers, and then the large metal hatch that led into The Little
Mermaid's tank.

“You can do this,” Thomas told
himself as he attempted to quell the burning desire growing deep
within him.

It only got stronger the closer they got to
Lucius' office and to the familiar ornate glass door just beyond
it. As Lucius fished through his pockets for his keys, Thomas stood
behind him and attempted to simply ignore the glass door that was
just a short walk down the hall. He closed his eyes and took a few
deep breaths to calm himself. It didn't work. His heart began to
race and, much to his embarrassment, he felt the familiar twinge in
his pants of an oncoming erection. If he didn't get it together
quickly, he'd end up right back in Cinderella's chambers just like
every other time he'd visited Fairy Tales.

Lucius, having finally pulled his keys out
of his pocket, glanced back and noticed Thomas' antsy behavior. “Is
something the matter, my boy?”

“No, I'm fine,” Thomas claimed as he
discretely adjusted his pants to try to hide the ever-growing
bulge.

“Are you sure?”

“Yeah,” Thomas quickly assured him. “Can we
just hurry this up? I have plans tonight.”

Lucius smirked. He knew full well what was
bothering Thomas. “I'm afraid she's otherwise occupied at the
moment.”

“I didn't ask,” Thomas barked, his
frustration sneaking through despite his best attempt to remain
calm and composed.

“Do I detect a hint of jealousy?” Lucius
teased him.

Thomas quickly got defensive. “No. Why would
I be jealous?”

“I've told you time and again, if you ever
want to spend time with her, all you need to do is make an
appointment.”

“I'm fine.”

“I might be able to squeeze you in later if
you're willing to wait...”

“I said, I'm fine!” a cranky Thomas strongly
asserted.

“Suit yourself. You know, there's no shame
in enjoying the temporary company of a beautiful woman. And this is
the last place you'll be judged for doing so. What do you think all
of those gentlemen out there are here for?”

“I'm not like them,” Thomas said.

“You fancy yourself better than them? The
only difference between you and them, my boy, is that they're
honest about their desires. They accept them and embrace them. You
might want to consider doing the same. You'll be happier for it, I
assure you.”

The longer Thomas stood out in the hallway
near that glass door, the more antsy and irritable he was becoming.
He felt like a bomb about to explode. “Look, I didn't come here for
a lecture,” he said. “Can we just get this over with so I can
go?”

“Sure,” Lucius agreed. “But first things
first. I won't have you dripping water all over my carpet.”

“I don't have any spare clothes or
anything,” Thomas began to explain as he glanced down at his soaked
attire.

“No need,” Lucius said as he raised his
cane.

“Wait, what are you going to---” Thomas
wasn't even able to finish his sentence before a strong, warm blast
of air suddenly hit him, practically knocking him off his feet. He
stumbled back several steps as he tried to steady his balance. With
a stunned expression, he shouted at Lucius, “What the hell was
that?!”

“A simple thank you would suffice,” Lucius
replied with a toothy grin.

It wasn't until Thomas looked down that he
noticed his clothes were now completely dry. He pawed at his shirt,
stunned that the water that once soaked it had completely vanished.
It felt almost as if it had just been taken straight out of the
dryer. Even the mustard stain from the hotdog he had eaten for
lunch was gone. The rest of his clothing was similarly dry, as well
as his shoes and socks. “H-How did you do that?”

Lucius smirked. “How do you think? Magic, my
dear boy. Perhaps one day I'll teach you the spell. It's not
particularly difficult as far as spells go. Given your current
inability to sense storms, it would likely come in handy.”

Thomas straightened out his disheveled hair,
which the spell had also dried, and waited for Lucius to open the
door to his office. He took Lucius' previous comment about “ruining
his carpet” to mean that he was actually going to allow him inside
for once, which he couldn't help but be greatly relieved about.
Typically Lucius made him wait out in the hallway, leaving him to
his own devices, which never boded well with Cinderella's door in
such close proximity. He could barely control himself with Lucius
standing there with him, let alone when he was alone. The farther
he was away from that alluring door, the better. He actually let
out a soft sigh of relief when Lucius finally found the right key
and began opening the door.

Eager to get inside and as far away from
that glass door as possible, Thomas stepped towards the now open
door, but before he could even step foot across the archway, Lucius
quickly placed his hand across Thomas' chest, preventing him from
entering.

“Hold on a moment,” Lucius said. “I didn't
invite you in.”

Thomas felt a twinge of panic. He
desperately wanted to avoid being left alone in the hallway again.
He was certain that would only end in him succumbing to his desires
for the umpteenth time.

Thankfully, Lucius wasn't actually denying
him entrance. He only seemed to want to adhere to some sort of
old-fashioned code of conduct. “Would you like to come into my
office?” he offered with a polite smile.

“Uh, yeah,” Thomas answered. “If you don't
mind.”

“Not at all,” Lucius said, then gestured
towards the entrance. “Come on in, my boy.”

“Thanks,” Thomas said as he took a step
forward into the office, feeling quite relieved to be out of the
hallway and out of sight of that tantalizing glass door. He felt
even more relieved when Lucius closed the door behind them, like a
heavy weight had just been lifted off his shoulders.

Lucius' office was pretty much exactly what
Thomas had always envisioned, like an old English study. Almost
every wall of the office was lined with bookshelves that stretched
from floor to ceiling, each shelf filled to the brim with either
rows of old books of all shapes and sizes or various trinkets and
baubles, many of which Thomas assumed were ancient magical
artifacts or, at the very least, magically enchanted gadgets. The
one wood-paneled wall that wasn't lined with bookshelves, which was
directly opposite the door, housed two exquisitely beautiful
paintings. Thomas was fairly certain that one of them was a Monet.
He wasn't sure whether it was authentic, but knowing Lucius, it
very likely was the real deal.

Situated in front of one of the walls of
bookcases was Lucius' rather large, ornately carved mahogany desk,
a comfy-looking leather chair behind it. Thomas noticed an old
dusty book was open atop the desk, it's thick parchment pages
yellowed with age. He recognized some of the symbols inked on one
of the pages. They looked very reminiscent of runes he knew were
used to cast spells on surfaces or entrances, usually for the
purpose of protection against potential intruders. As for the words
written on the page, he couldn't decipher them. It seemed to be
some sort of strange ancient language, which wasn't uncommon for
very old spell books.

Next to Lucius' desk was a small golden bird
cage standing atop a thin pole, sans any bird.

“Do you have a pet bird?” Thomas
inquired.

“I did, once upon a time,” Lucius divulged.
“It died, I'm afraid. Old age.”

Thomas immediately regretted asking. “Oh.
Sorry.”

“Those kinds of things tend to happen when
you're locked in a sarcophagus for fifteen years,” Lucius
remarked.

“Yeah, I guess.”

“So, I suppose we should get down to
business,” Lucius said as he walked over to the wood-paneled wall
that was home to the two large paintings. With a simple wave of his
cane between those two paintings, the metal door of a small safe
suddenly appeared on the wall.

Thomas was in awe of how Lucius used magic
with such incredible ease. It barely seemed like he expended much
effort at all whenever he cast a spell. Conversely, it took Thomas
a few minutes just to cast a simple lighting spell. “I've always
meant to ask you,” he said as Lucius began punching a code into the
digital lock of the safe. “Where did you learn magic? I mean, did
you attend an academy?”

“It's a long story,” Lucius answered as he
opened the safe and began rifling through it's varied contents. “As
for an academy, no, I didn't attend any sort of traditional school
or institution. I was never one for conventional learning and
neither were my teachers.”

“So, you did learn magic from someone,”
Thomas commented with interest. He didn't know very much about
Lucius' past apart from what he had read in old books and they
never provided much in terms of details, especially about Lucius'
mysterious youth.

“Of course,” Lucius said. “No one is born
with infinite knowledge in magic. Some are inherently gifted, but
even they need guidance and years of training and practice to
master whatever school of magic they so please.”

Thomas was about to inquire further, but his
train of thought was suddenly interrupted when he thought he heard
the faint sound of the office door slowly creaking open behind
them. He turned, thinking he had to be mistaken. He wasn't. The
door was indeed now wide open and standing right in front of it was
none other than the cute young waitress that Lucius had been so
strangely interested in earlier. However, unlike back in the lounge
when she had been delivering drinks to tables with a pleasant
smile, the expression on her face was anything but warm and
friendly. The look she displayed now could only be described as an
angry snarl.

“Uh, Lucius?” Thomas said, gently tugging on
the back of Lucius' coat to get his attention.

Thomas' eyes slowly widened as the girl took
a few steps further into the room, curling her lip as she reached
beneath her black vest. Her predatory movements, seeming almost
reminiscent of a hungry wolf about to pounce on it's unsuspecting
prey, made it more than clear to Thomas that her intentions were
sinister in nature. That became even more apparent, when, from
beneath her vest, she pulled out what appeared to be a short black
wand.

Thomas had seen a few magical wands before,
safely locked away in thick glass cabinets at the academy mansion,
but never one quite like this. It was gnarly and twisted, baring
the look of something that had been crafted by someone or something
altogether evil, it's upper half covered in sharp black thorns. He
could practically feel the dark magic pulsating from it even from
all the way across the room.

“Uh, Lucius?” he said a second time but with
much more alarm than the first.

“Just a moment,” Lucius replied, not yet
seeming to sense the presence of someone else in the room. “I need
to count this for my records.”

Thomas' eyes widened even further when the
girl lifted the wand and pointed it directly at both he and Lucius.
It didn't take a genius to realize what she was about to do.
“Lucius!” he cried loudly.

Lucius turned just in time to see the wand
begin to vibrate, which could only mean one thing. Without uttering
a single word, he quickly shoved Thomas out of the way.

It was a good thing he did, for mere seconds
later a thick pulsing beam of dark red energy burst forth from tip
of the wand. The potent magical beam was so overwhelmingly powerful
that the girl, who looked quite startled, had quite a bit of
trouble controlling it. She quickly grabbed the wand with her other
hand, but it still proved all but impossible to control the
direction of the beam as it zigzagged across the wall, leaving a
thick smoldering black scar in it's wake.

The beam carved a path across one of the
paintings as it proceeded to travel directly towards a truly
terrified Thomas. He yelped and quickly ducked down, covering his
head with his hands as the searing hot energy beam slowly passed
across the wall mere inches above him before it continued on it's
destructive path onto the wall directly beside him, shattering
several of the wooden shelves and causing any book that laid in
it's wake to violently explode. Tattered pages, some of them
aflame, flew through the air, joined by sparks, glowing embers and
splintered wood.

The panicked look on the girl's face made it
abundantly clear that she was struggling to wrangle the beam.
Whoever this girl was, it was obvious to Lucius that she wasn't
nearly skilled enough to handle such a dangerous weapon. Even the
most experienced of warlocks would likely have trouble controlling
something so incredibly powerful. Given how startled she had looked
when she had first fired it, he surmised it was unlikely she had
ever even used it before. She clearly had no comprehension of the
true nature of what she was wielding with such reckless
abandon.

After wreaking a path of destruction across
half of the bookshelf, the beam finally weakened and faded, leaving
the girl looking extremely relieved.

Lucius surveyed the damage, shaking his head
as he assessed the ruined painting. “You know, I rather liked that
painting,” he said, seeming surprisingly calm given the situation.
He turned his attention to the young woman, who was now beginning
to look a bit panicked after her initial attack had failed. “I
don't believe we've been properly introduced, my dear.”

“Shut up!” the mysterious girl snarled at
him before lifting the wand with a trembling hand. She looked
frightened. Not of Lucius, but of the dark wand that she now
realized was far more dangerous than she had originally
thought.

“I really don't think you want to do that,”
Lucius warned her.

“Shut up!” she repeated, grabbing the wand
with her other hand and holding it as steady as possible as she
took aim at him. She stared down the length of the wand as if
staring down the barrel of a gun. “I'm here to end you, old
man!”

“I assumed as much,” Lucius replied rather
coolly.
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