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THE HALF-ASSED WIZARD

 

by Gary Jonas 


CHAPTER ONE

 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Why?” I asked.

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

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

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

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

“That a Beretta?”

“Bersa.”

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

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

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

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

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

“I don’t have any packages here.”

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

“I didn’t say you could come inside.”

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

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

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

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

“We do,” Russo said.

“Then you know they can have you killed.”

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

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

“Joseph Carlisle Sinclair III.”

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

“Well he’s heard of you.”

“Does he want a signed CD?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Toscano.”

“Whatever.”

“You will show us some respect.”

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

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

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

“Finish your meal, Mangani.”

The carpet twitched.

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

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

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

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

Death.

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

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

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

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

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

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

How appropriate.


CHAPTER TWO

 

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

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

“Do I know you?”

“You don’t recognize me?”

I shook my head.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“I resemble that remark,” I said.

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

“Guitar.”

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

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

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

“I use a pick.”

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

“I’m not. It’s in the basement.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

“My sister is a slut.”

I nodded. “I like easy women.”

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

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

“Will you carry my bag upstairs for me?”

“I’m not your servant.”

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

“I didn’t.”

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

“What if I did?”

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

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

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

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

“Hey!” she said.

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

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

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

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

“Did you say that?” Sabrina asked.

“I said that,” the voice said.

“And who the fuck are you?” I asked.

“Your uncle.”

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

“Laptop.”

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

“Privacy much?” I asked.

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

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

“Hi, Dad,” Sabrina said.

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

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

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

She did.

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

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

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

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

“He wants the cards,” Sabrina said.

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

“So you stole them,” Sabrina said.

“He stole them from us.”

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

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

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

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

The screen went dead.

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

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

“Must have lost signal,” I said.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Well, yeah. So?”

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

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

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

“I was never big on school,” I said.

“This is basic Magic 101.”

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

“Fewer.”

“What?”

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

“What does that mean?”

“In six words or fewer?”

“Yeah.”

“How about two words? You’re fucked.”

“How so?”

“Sinclair wants those cards.”

“I got that.”

“They’re tuned to you.”

“I’m with you so far.”

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

“That’s eight words, but go ahead.”

“They have to kill you.”


CHAPTER THREE

 

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

“What are we gonna do?” Sabrina asked.

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

Sabrina nodded.

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

“What two guys?”

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

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

“They were Mako Clansmen.”

“Were?”

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

“You killed two Mako Clansmen?”

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

“How did you do that?”

I grinned. “I fed them to Mangani.”

She rolled her eyes.

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

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

“I happen to like it.”

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

“I was five.”

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

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

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

“That doesn’t sound right.”

“What do you mean?”

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

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

“Explain it to me.”

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

“If you understood it, you could.”

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

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

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

“Why? Because your dad stole them?”

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

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

“I don’t see how that would help.”

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

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

“You’re not the boss of me.”

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

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

“I did,” she said with pride.

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

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

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

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

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

“I’m above such violence.”

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

Sabrina followed me.

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

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

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

“Shit,” I said.

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

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

“What’s the deal?”

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

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

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

“Why would I know better than you?”

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

“Who’s Mitch Mitchell?”

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

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

“Three minutes and forty-six seconds.”

“Remind me not to bump it.”

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

“That’s the safe?”

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

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

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

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

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

“What if they can sense it?”

“That’s stupid.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

She screamed and swatted at it, nearly falling down.

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

“You’re an asshole,” she said.

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

“To you.”

“That’s what counts.”


CHAPTER FOUR

 

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

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

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

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

I dropped the doobie into the ashtray, and answered.

“What’s up?” I said.

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

“What’s her name?”

“Jennifer.”

“Is she hot?”

“Oh, dude, she’s a hammer.”

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

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

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

“Nine? Ten?”

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

“Dude, this chick is an eleven.”

“Bring her over.”

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

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

“What do you mean, man?”

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

“Holy shit! You know her?”

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

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

“867-5309,” I said.

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

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

“Dickhead.”

I laughed. “Yep.”

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

“Every girl you bang looks like that.”

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

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

“Thanks, bro.”

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

I took another toke.

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

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

I lifted a hand and gave him a wave back.

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

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

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


CHAPTER FIVE

 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Good man.”

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

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

“Beer,” Chuck said.

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

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

“You’re a hottie,” Teddy said.

“Um,” Sabrina said. “Thank you?”

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

“My niece did this to me,” he said.

“How thoughtful,” Sabrina said.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Grocery store,” I said.

She hurried down the hall and out the door.

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

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

The corner of his mouth twitched into a lopsided grin.

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

Michael frowned. “How late?”

“Nine or ten.”

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

“I’ll sing,” I said.

“Be still my heart,” he said.

“I can sing,” I said.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Calm down,” I said.

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

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

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

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

Teddy laughed.

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

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

“Ow!”

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

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

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

“Name’s Clyde Gentry.”

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

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

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

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

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

Clyde lowered his head, then turned.

Michael walked toward him and pointed. “Go.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“I’m impressed with yours,” she said.

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

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

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

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

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

I nodded. “You really are a vampire.”

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

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

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


CHAPTER SIX

 

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Who pissed in your Post Toasties?”

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

“That’s not my fault.”

“Tell that to someone who gives a shit.”

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

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

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

“Well excuse the shit out of me.”

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

“Et tu, Brute?”

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

“Well, I was getting blown.”

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

I nodded.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“I haven’t a clue.”

“Ask her.”

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

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

“Nothing,” I said.

Chuck shook his head. “Ignore him.”

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

“Can you sing?”

“Sure. Why?”

“Our lead singer just quit.”

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

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

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

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

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

“What songs?”

“You don’t know any of them,” I said.

“Try me.”

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

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

“Maybe some Fleetwood Mac?”

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

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

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

“We do rock and roll and some blues.”

“Expand your horizons, Brett.”

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

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

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

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

“Alicia is hot,” Teddy said.

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

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

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

“I’ll text him,” Chuck said.

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

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

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


CHAPTER SEVEN

 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Oh, sorry,” she said.

“No worries,” I said, letting her go.

“I should watch where I’m going.”

I shrugged and moved to go on.

“Are you local?” she asked.

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

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

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

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

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

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

“It’s a free country.”

“Unless you’re an immigrant.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

“I wasn’t really asking your name.”

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

I sighed. “Brett.”

“Brett what?”

“Masters.”

“And what have you mastered?”

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

She laughed. I liked her laugh.

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

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

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

“Figures,” I said.

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

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

“Sharks bite people sometimes.”

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

“But I’m tasty,” Olivia said.

“I’ll bet you are.”

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

“Tell that to the sharks.”

“You’ll protect me, though. Right?”

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

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

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

“Rusting,” I said.

She gave me a playful push. “Seriously.”

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

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

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

“Beach expansion? You have sand trucked in?”

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

“How odd.”

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

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

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

She nodded. “Point taken,” she said.

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

“You could buy me a drink.”

“I didn’t bring any cash.”

“Then I could buy you a drink.”

“No politics.”

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

“I’m not political,” I said.

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

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

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

“Liar.”

She laughed. “All politicians lie.”

“I thought you were a writer.”

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

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

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

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

“What?” she said, pushing my arm.

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

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

“Drinks should have alcohol,” I said.

“It’s three-thirty,” she said.

“So?”

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

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

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

“Can I ask you some questions?”

“You just did.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Of course.”

“Opinionated women?”

“Depends.”

“On whether or not you agree?”

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

“Could be both.”

“True.”

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

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

“What do you mean?”

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

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

“You’re trying too hard.”

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

“I don’t even know you, Olivia.”

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

“Are you inviting me to your room?”

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

“Why me?”

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

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

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

“I didn’t say I was a good writer.”

“Tell me about your book,” I said.

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

“Sure I do.”

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

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

“Not vampires.”

“What then?”

“You’re going to laugh.”

“I won’t laugh.”

“Yes, you will.”

“Just tell me.”

“It’s a werebear romance.”

“A what?”

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

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

“They’re very popular.”

“Chicks want to hook up with bears?”

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

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

“Because they’re strong and powerful.”

“Alpha stuff.”

“You think it’s silly, don’t you?”

“Does a werebear shit in the woods?”

“I knew I shouldn’t have told you.”

“Are there polar werebears?”

“Yes.”

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

“Laugh it up, fur ball.”

“Women buy those?”

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

“You write under your own name?”

“I use a pen name.”

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

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

“Good.”

“To which?”

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

“What’s that?”

“Do you do your research at the zoo?”

“Keep it up.”

“You know I will.”

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

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

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

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

“I’ll find it,” she said.

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

“See you tonight, Slugger,” she said.

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

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

But maybe like a werebear.


CHAPTER EIGHT

 

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

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

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

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

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

I turned.

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

“Not bad for a newbie,” I said.

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

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

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

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

“Do what?” I asked.

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

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

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

“Asshole,” Sabrina said.

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

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

“Brett!” she said.

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

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

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

“Open Up and Say Ahh!” she said.

“What?”

“My favorite Poison album.”

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

“Only if your mama don’t dance.”

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

“Is that why every rose has its thorn?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

She wrinkled her nose. “Huh?”

“Grab a seat. I’ll be back.”

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

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

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

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

Shit.

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

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

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

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

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

“What the hell, man?” Chuck said.

Everyone stopped playing.

The crowd stared at us.

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

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

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

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

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

Shit.

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

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

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

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

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

“What’s wrong?” Sabrina asked.

“I can’t find the pick.”

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

“Uh, not a good plan.”

“Music!” someone up front shouted.

“Free Bird!”

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

“I can’t play without that pick.”

“What do you mean?”

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

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

“Not in my case.”

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

“Teddy, you’ll need to play lead.”

He looked at me like I was a moron.

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

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

“What songs can you play?” Sabrina asked.

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

“Be my guest.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“More like donkey dicks.”

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


CHAPTER NINE

 

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

“Put your hands down,” Gentry said.

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

“Yeah, but I’m not robbing you.”

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

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

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

“I’m not gonna kill you.”

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

“I’m a good shot.”

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

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

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

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

I didn’t want to die either.

And I especially didn’t want to get tortured.

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

“Just walk.”

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

“Shut up.”

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

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

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

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

He moved on.

“Excuse me,” a woman said behind me.

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

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

“You could go around,” I said.

“Kids playing with toys there.”

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

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

Inside The Hideaway, I hurried over to Sabrina.

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

“Trying to avoid being kidnapped.”

Sabrina rolled her eyes.

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

“We didn’t practice any Pretenders songs.”

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

Fortunately, I knew the song.

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

And then Clyde Gentry walked back into the bar.

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

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

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

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

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

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

The alley held a Dumpster and an old white van.

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

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

Behind me, the van door slid open.

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

Just like “American Pie,” the music died.

And I knew I was next.


CHAPTER TEN

 

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

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

“You’re crushing my balls,” I said.

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

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

I stopped.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Who?” Jensen asked.

“Clyde Gentry?”

“Never heard of him.”

“So you’re not working for Sinclair?”

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

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

“Shut up and lay still.”

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

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

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

“I said lay still.”

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

He glared at me.

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

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

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

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

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

“I’m not even touching him,” I said.

“Shut your cake hole.”

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

The driver slammed on the brakes.

I rolled forward against the seats.

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

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

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

“Blessed silence,” Hank said.

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

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

I felt Jensen lean across me.

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

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

“Head to the mansion,” Raymond said.

“Whatever,” Hank said.

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

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

“Step up,” Jensen said.

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

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

I took exaggerated steps.

“Not that high.”

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

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

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

“Turn right.”

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

“Stairs.”

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

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

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

“Yes, sir,” Raymond said.

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

“Spell?”

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

“Mouth and eye?” Mr. Delgado asked.

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

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

“Sorry, sir.”

“Remove the spell, Hank.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Pencil?” Raymond asked.

I nodded.

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

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

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

“Ready?” Delgado asked.

I nodded.

“Where are my men?”

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

Someone reached down and turned it back.

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

I nodded and moved my hands so he could see.

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

I sighed, and tried again.

“Gone?” Raymond asked.

I nodded.

“Gone where?” Delgado asked.

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

“Did you receive a package yesterday?”

I nodded.

“Did my men take it?”

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

“Where did they go?”

Shrug.

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

Shrug.

“Do you know what was in the package?”

I shook my head.

“An ancient deck of Tarot cards.”

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

“I want those cards.”

Shrug.

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

“I dent,” I said. Focus. “Didn’t.”

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

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

“I didn’t,” I said.

“I would have.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“I want those cards.”

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

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

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

Another slow lizard blink.

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

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

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

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

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

“Nice way to put it.”

“Your uncle Paul is even worse.”

“So I’ve been told.”

“You will give me the Etteilla deck.”

“I thought you said Tarot.”

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

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

“It’s priceless.”

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

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

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

He looked at me, confused.

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

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

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

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

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

Delgado shook his head. “No.”

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

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

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

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

Jensen frowned and shook his head. “No.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Let us speak as gentlemen,” Delgado said.

“I’m not that formal,” I said.

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

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

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

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

“Ten million dollars.”

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

“Twenty,” he said.

I shook my head.

“Fifty.”

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

“You were responsible for keeping the deck safe.”

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

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

“Etteilla.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

He nodded. “I can provide that.”

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

Hank glared at me and clenched his fists.

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

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

“Catch you later,” I said.

“Or I’ll catch you.”

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


CHAPTER ELEVEN

 

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

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

“You abandoned the show. Again.”

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

“Who?”

“The cowboy who tried to kill me yesterday.”

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

I nodded.

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

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

“I was kidnapped.”

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

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

“Mario Delgado?”

“We’re not on a first name basis.”

“Short old guy from Spain?”

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

“He’s more like a remora.”

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

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

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

“And yet here you sit.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

“He also has Gentry.”

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

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

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

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

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