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Books weren’t better than people, as a general rule. But some days, it was close.

Jayson Raleigh gazed at the thick, ancient, leather-bound volume lying on his desk. The book gave him a sense of pride and of exasperation, in pretty equal parts. He’d gone through hell to acquire this moldering old thing. And in the end, it was just a pile of decaying paper strung together so that the pages could be read again and again, by generations of people who might want to peruse it.

Books were data storage and delivery systems, purely analog. Old-school computers, in a way. Humankind had been putting down its thoughts and feelings in word form for ages past. Some of those words were worth preserving, the wisdom and wonder of history. Some were just the written mutterings of long-forgotten figures, who’d had nothing to say but had said it anyway.

Jayson didn’t know which of these this particular book contained. But that wasn’t the point of acquiring the thing. The book was a commodity, and he was in the business of buying and selling valuable old books.

It was a profession that had a certain mercenary quality to it. But it was what he did, and there seemed no getting away from that. He tugged on his archival gloves. The temperature and humidity here in his home were always carefully controlled. The older paper got, the more vulnerable it became. There was a scene in an old science fiction movie where a guy traveled to the future, and found books, and they were so old they crumbled in his hands.

It had freaked him out as a kid. Maybe because even as a precocious little snot he was already a voracious reader. Or maybe it was because his father was in the rare book business, and had conveyed to his boy that some books were worth a hell of a lot of money.

In fact, with the old man that was all books were good for, whereas Jayson had always had a genuine love for them. Books were magic portals to places that felt more real than the real world. He still loved to read…but he was content with a used paperback purchased at a funky bookstore.

With the professional delicacy of a curator handling a Ming vase, he opened the big book on his desk. He needed to thoroughly assess it.

The pages were stiff and brittle, but they didn’t stick together. The carbon ink held strong. It was probably soot, with gum arabic for a binding agent. He noted the condition of the spine. There were no obvious gaps, which meant that all the pages were still here.

It was quite old. He wasn’t ready to estimate a date, but the American Civil War probably hadn’t yet been fought when this was printed.

The scent of the book’s slow-walk decay filled his nasal cavities.

As yet, he hadn’t read a word on its pages. He was in full dealer mode, as coldhearted about this item as his dad would have been. There was no doubt that he’d gotten into this business because of his father. His mother had left when he was a baby, and growing up, it was just Jayson and the old man. Dad had to constantly hustle books. It was all he knew. He needed to do something to keep food on the table and a roof over their heads.

There had been no money for college, and Jayson hadn’t had any obvious skills or vocational aspirations. Like a little sponge, he just soaked up the trade.

Now, of course, Dad was gone too. And it was just Jayson and the books.

Fingers in the whisper-soft material of the archival gloves, he turned back to the first page of the volume. Plainly, this was a valuable piece. He had deliberately sought out this book. Word of it had gotten into the wind, in the strange subculture of rare book dealers. Suddenly, everybody in the business was scrambling after it.

But Jayson had understood even as a boy that you had to be part sleuthhound in this trade if you wanted to find the good stuff. And so he’d tracked through the clues, until he found out where the book was. He had made a reasonable offer for it, and now it was his.

Soon he would turn around and sell it. As there was a whole category of people who acquired old books for a living, there was a much bigger slew of folks who collected. They were their own brand of weirdos. But Jayson was confident he could find someone who would pony up serious money for this thing.

Just like Dad, he needed to keep himself afloat.

But books still had an allure for him, despite that he sometimes felt like a literary cannibal. The magic remained. And so he wanted to see what magic this book held.

He gazed at the words.

…And the world began to slip away.




• • •




When he came back into himself, some time had passed. It was still night at the double-pane windows of his apartment. He was still standing over his desk, and the book remained open on it. He had evidently turned several of its pages, though he didn’t remember doing that.

And he had read. But he could barely remember that.

The words. The words…

He felt shaky. But not weak. In fact, he felt the opposite. He felt—powerful.

It was a strange feeling, though. Like a strength that snaked all through his system, caressing his brain, and sending tingles of power down his limbs. It was almost like some mystic state.

Slowly, he raised his hand. He tugged off the soft glove, and beheld the fingers and knuckles in inexplicable wonder. He felt the nameless strength in his hand.

His eyes fell back to the open book, and zeroed in on a single word which seemed to call to him from the old, brittle paper. It was a word he didn’t know. It didn’t look like a foreign language, didn’t look like any kind of language, actually, which made absolutely no sense. Yet the letters filled his vision, until he could see nothing but them, and his tongue unlocked and mouth opened, and his voice—

He spoke the word. Somehow. The impossible word, on the page of the book.

And as he did, a crackle of blue flame burst from his still outstretched hand. Just for a second, like a camera flash. It didn’t burn his hand, but the afterimage lingered in his eyes.

That could not have just happened.

Some instinct moved him. He closed the book. He backed away. He moved toward the door of his apartment, and went out, into the night. The reinforced door locked like a vault behind him.
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His mind was still reeling when he went into the bar. He had walked directionless for many blocks, stopping only when he saw he’d reached the river that ran through the city. Its cool gurgle beyond the chain-link fence was like an alien voice.

Which only reminded him of the single strange word he had said out loud. That impossible word from the book. He looked at his hand—no blue fire sprouting from it—and shuddered anyway. Then he’d walked until he saw the bar.

It was a snazzy joint, right on the edge of upscale. Luckily, Jayson Raleigh was still in his business clothes. It helped in this trade to wear a suit jacket and tie. He had no idea what kind of expression, if any, was on his face, but the bartender didn’t blink when he ordered a drink.

Even sitting still, sipping a gin and tonic, it felt like part of him was going over a waterfall in a barrel. What the hell had happened back there—

Someone slid onto the adjacent stool, though there were other seats at the bar. Jazz played on the sound system, and the lighting was even and low.

“I dreamed you last night.” The woman who had sat next to him had ordered her own drink, and now spoke with her gaze pointed nowhere. “Seriously. A man in a tie, hair tastefully disheveled, your build. It was even in a bar. Isn’t that fabulous?”

Jayson turned. He looked. The woman’s hair was full and shiny—no, lustrous. The planes of her face were easy and pleasing. The eyes, still looking at nothing, had nice depths. She wore a black skirt—and wore it well—and a black top and white coat, shrugged off her shoulders.

“Fabulous in every sense,” he said. “As in, out of a fable.”

“Which wicked stepsister do you suppose I am?”

“I always thought if they hadn’t been mean to Cinderella, they might be sympathetic characters.”

She was looking at him now, with either mockery or flirtatiousness. Whatever else, it served to focus his attention, and push the disturbing thoughts out of his head, at least for now.

“I wasn’t going to ask your name,” she said, “but I will now.” She spoke in smooth, almost sensual tones.

“Jayson.” Because why not answer?

She did a little pursed-lip thing, which was quite flattering to her already good looks. “Let me guess the spelling. It’s not Jason like with the Argonauts. It’s…J-A-Y-S-O-N. Isn’t it?”

He blinked several times, and smiled. “Wow.”

“Don’t you want to ask my name?”

“I was rather enjoying being the center of attention. I mean, you know how to spell my name, you dream about me. I feel like I’ve got it all.”

“Then perhaps it’s time you give something back.”

“Fair enough. May I ask what your name is?”

She smiled now, and it was a dazzler. She looked mid-twenties, assured, probably successful. She wore black stockings and heels, and he was aware of a rising desire in him.

She said, “Leni.”

“That,” he said, “is a pretty name.”

It moved on easily from there, a fine adult flow of conversation. The flirty undercurrent was nice, but Jayson wasn’t banking on anything happening. She was lovely to look at, though.

“What do you do?” Leni asked.

They were each nearly done with their cocktails. “I’m a rare book dealer.”

“Really?”

“You sound a little shocked.”

“It just sounds like something somebody older would be into. You’re—what?—twenty-eight?”

“She knows how my name is spelled, knows my age…” He shook his head, grinning.

“I almost used that hackneyed line on you when I sat down. ‘Have you read any good books lately?’ Maybe I should have.”

It jolted him some, bringing the incident with the book back into his head. He had to force himself not to look at his hand again.

“Jayson. Hey. Would you…like to get out of here?” Suddenly, the casual bantering was gone from her voice. She watched him expectantly, softly biting her lower lip, as though his answer meant everything in this moment.

And, really, there was no mistaking what her question meant.
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Leni had a car. It was white, sporty, and of a make he didn’t recognize. He’d set out tonight on foot, leaving his own vehicle at home. That was where Leni was taking them. She handled her machine well. Jayson felt excitement stirring more hotly in him. It wasn’t that things like this never happened to him. Women had picked him up before, and he’d done some picking up of his own. But such things didn’t happen to him every night.

His apartment was on the third story of his building, which had started life as some rambling manor house.

She watched the elaborate measures he had to take to unlock his front door. “This doesn’t seem like a burglary type of neighborhood,” she said. It wasn’t, really, though this area was hardly the ritzy hill district of the city.

“I’ve got to protect the goods,” he said, and finally ushered her inside.

She’d left her coat in the car, and he saw how tight her black top was. Her breasts were high and firm, her body taut. Her high heels tap-tapped in a seductive cadence as she crossed his main room.

His apartment wasn’t immaculate, but he was no slob. His bookshelves were a bit disorderly, but that was because they were overflowing with books. Not the books he bought and later sold, but his recreational reading, accumulated over years. Mass market and trade paperbacks, mostly. Some he’d purchased new, others used. He had never gotten rid of a book, and he still had titles he’d gotten in high school.

The door to his bedroom stood open, but even now he was making no assumptions. Tonight had been enjoyable so far. Leni was fun to talk with. She was intelligent and witty. That she was also on the smokin’ hot side was great, but she might change her mind about where she wanted this to head.

Jayson would just take it as it came.

“Bathroom?” she asked, after turning in a pretty little circle to survey his abode.

He pointed. As she closed the door behind her, he saw that the old leather-bound book was still on his desk. Well, of course it was. It might have some inexplicable properties he couldn’t rationally explain, but it wasn’t going to sprout legs and walk on out of here.

He should probably move it into his safe, though.

But this thought was interrupted. Heels tap-tapped on his floor once more. He turned.

Leni still wore the black high heels and the black sheer stockings. But apparently every other item of her apparel had been deemed unnecessary.

She stood there, gloriously nude. Every promise made by the tight fabrics she’d worn earlier was backed up, and then some, by the sculptural wonder of her bare body. She radiated health and tone. Her skin was the flawless cream of airbrushed fantasies.

Jayson’s jaw wanted to drop, so he just let it. If ever there was a time for some honest gaping, this was it.

“Bedroom?” she asked, in the same voice she’d innocuously asked “Bathroom?” but this time she didn’t wait. She walked through the open door, and Jayson beheld the splendor of her backside.

Arousal swarmed up over him. He followed her hastily.

The bedroom light had a dimmer switch, and he dialed them some soft lighting. Leni climbed onto his bed, which was queen size and currently spread with a tasteful maroon comforter. She still wore her heels and stockings, and he hoped she would continue to do so for the duration. The effect was highly erotic.

“You should undress,” she said, voice a purr now, and he realized he had stood and stared a beat too long. But her words served nicely as consent. He got out of his business wear swiftly. He tossed his briefs onto a chair in the corner. And now she was staring, as he stood, eager, excited, prominent.

He got onto the bed, and they lay down, facing each other. He tried to remember if he had ever shared a first kiss in the nude, but that was how this was happening. They hadn’t kissed outside the bar or in her car. So their mouths came together now for the first time. It was a smooth, luscious kiss, slow to start but then hurrying. Lips parted. Tongues met. It was fantastic.

The desire was a fever in him now. Leni boldly reached down and grasped his prominence. He gasped sharply, as pleasure rippled over his flesh. He trailed fingers down her breast, brushing the tight pink tip of her nipple. Their mouths continued to mash together. She seemed to be trying to lick his tonsils, and that was all right by him.

When the kiss finally broke, they were both panting. His skin was hot. His vision swam a little. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d been this excited by a woman. There was some crazy spark in Leni, and it evidently lit him in all the right places.

“Lay back,” he said hoarsely.

White teeth flashed in her grin. He kissed her throat as she lay on her back. He flicked his tongue across her nipples, gratified to hear her excited intake of breath. He moved further down her succulent body. Her legs were open, and he moved between them, still shifting downward.

He dotted wet kisses on her smooth left inner thigh, above the stocking top, then turned and did the right. She was squirming atop the comforter in anticipation. He breathed in her aroused scent, which was heavenly, and further exacerbated his own excitement.

He put his head in place, and put his mouth to her cleft.

Her whole body bucked at the contact. He didn’t hurry the act. His tongue moved busily but purposefully. She tasted like nectar to him. Her thighs clamped his shoulders. The sheer stocking material felt good brushing his skin. A hand reached down and wound into his hair. She pulled, pulled harder, grinding herself unabashedly onto his face.

He worked her love bud. Lips and tongue, even letting his carefully grazing teeth play a role.

Leni cried out. Her body stiffened, toes to scalp, then relaxed in jerking stages, as she made smaller, satisfied sounds.

Some women didn’t want to kiss after their partner had performed such a feat. Leni wasn’t one of those women. When he wriggled back up beside her, she seized his face in both hands and gave him a slathering kiss. She growled, “You’ve got one magic tongue, Jayson.”

He actually blushed at the compliment. But she didn’t stay around to see it. Evidently, she was a happy practitioner of reciprocity. Now it was his turn to lie back, while she hunkered betwixt his legs, and lifted and dropped her head, filling her mouth with him over and over.

Ecstasy swam through his being. It wasn’t just that she was so very skilled at the deed—she was—but it was the ease with which all this was occurring. No hassles. No misgivings. Nobody playing head games. They’d wanted each other, and now they were having one another, as adults, without any harsh undertones.

He gently put a hand to her flattened cheek, and she looked up at him in the low light, lips still in their cinching circle. It was an insanely beautiful sight to him. But she came up when he tugged on her, and climbed onto him, and he had a condom out of his nightstand drawer and scrolled on in a flash, and she, primed and shivering with readiness, lowered herself onto his engorged inches. Her black heels dug into his flanks. He liked that.

The pleasure raged through him. He speared up into her, as she slammed down on him. He palmed her firm breasts. Her head whipped side to side, glossy hair flying in streamers. She rocked up and down on his shaft with an increasing frenzy.

He could see the energy of her second climax gathering over her, like static electricity. The image of his hand spitting flame tried to intrude again, but the sexual fury was too great. He reached around to cup the lush hemispheres of her buttocks, jamming himself hard up into her streaming furrow.

Leni let out a howl, tightening around him like a slick fist. It was too much for him.

The mutual crescendo of carnal joy was exquisite. Jayson’s seed pumped into the condom, and Leni made a few more gyrating motions before the sweet afterglow stole over both of them.

The lethargy was like a loving caress for Jayson. Dazed, he gazed up through half-lidded eyes at the woman still atop him. She really was quite beautiful. She smiled tenderly down at him.

Then she put a hand in the middle of his chest, and she uttered a string of unintelligible syllables. When she did, a yellow crackling fire blazed down her arm, and struck him at the dead center of his being.

It was the same frequency of power he had experienced earlier—only this time it was directed at him. His body froze, splayed there on the bed, helpless on his back. He couldn’t move. Terror tried to seize his mind, but he held it back, desperately clinging to sanity.

Leni swung off him, her movements casual. She was still smiling sweetly. She ran fingers through her hair, stretched luxuriously, like a cat, and went out of his bedroom.

He could only move his eyes, but he could just see that she disappeared for a moment into the bathroom. She emerged in her clothes and tap-tapped once more across the hardwood floor of his apartment’s main room. She vanished from his sight a second time, going toward his desk.

The next time he saw her, she was sashaying away without a backward glance, the old leather-bound book tucked under her arm. She went out his apartment door, and he lay paralyzed on the rumpled comforter of his empty bed.
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The paralysis didn’t fade. It ended all at once, like a switch was thrown. And that was almost—but not quite—as disturbing as his having been frozen in the first place.

Immediately, Jayson leaped off his bed. Pausing only to peel off the condom, he raced out to the main room. But there was nothing he could do. The book was gone. The woman was gone. He’d seen that. She had left him no note, no token. But, of course, why the hell would she?

Leni—if that really was her name—must have planned this all along. He remembered her surprise when he’d told her he was a rare book dealer. She’d faked that. She wanted access to his apartment, and she had led him on like a schoolboy.

Her coming into that bar was no accident. She must have been tailing him in that white sportscar—

The car! But…no. He could more or less describe it, but he didn’t know the make or model. And if he’d even glanced at the license plate, not a single letter or digit had stuck. At the time he’d had other things on his mind. Like getting the sexy Leni into his bed.

“Damn,” he muttered, standing there like a naked fool. The empty spot on his desk piqued him. He had made a substantial outlay to acquire that book. That was how the business worked. You had to spend money to make money, and now he had nothing to show for it.

He couldn’t afford a hit like this. You didn’t get rich in this trade, not unless you made some crazy score with a super-rare volume. He had done okay over the years, slightly better than his father, maybe. But this was his worst loss yet.

With a grunt, he went and put some clothes on. There wasn’t much he could do about his situation tonight. His paralysis had lasted about fifteen terrifying minutes. Leni, or whoever she was, was long gone with his goods. Calling the police wasn’t his first impulse. The rare book trade was a dicey kind of profession. It wasn’t outright illegal, of course. But almost inevitably, you dealt with stolen goods, or at least ones of dubious origin.

Old books, like old gemstones, often had a sordid history. Family members swiped rare books from older relatives on their deathbeds. Servants robbed estates. It surprised Jayson that there wasn’t some British TV show devoted to the whole thing. Then again, maybe there was and he’d just never seen it. Ye Olde Bookshoppe Murders or something.

He chuckled grimly, but the joke made him feel a little better.

The other factor that made him hesitant about bringing the cops in was the bizarre elements to this. The word he’d read in the book that had caused the blue flame. The syllables Leni had uttered and the yellow fire she’d shot into his chest. He couldn’t imagine telling some overworked detective any of that. Hell, he halfway still didn’t believe it.

He had acquired the leather-bound book through questionable channels, following one clue to the next, before winding up at a decaying mansion in a once-fashionable part of the city. The person he’d made his purchase from was a batty old lady who chain-smoked and guzzled gin. That was where he was going to have to start his search.
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After a fitful night’s sleep, it finally occurred to Jayson to wonder why Leni had come into his bed with him.

Certainly, sex was the original lure, the means she used to get access to his apartment, where she must have known the book was. But once there, why have sex with him?

Not that he wasn’t a physically attractive male specimen. He knew this without even bringing vanity into it. At twenty-eight, he was trim and leanly muscled. He had very decent features, though no one was going to mistake him for a model. And Leni had definitely seemed to enjoy herself with him. If she’d faked those orgasms, she did an outstanding acting job.

But…surely she could have spoken those—words? incantations?—those syllables at any time. She wouldn’t have to be naked on top of him, in a haze of postcoital bliss, in order to speak that spell and send fire down her arm to paralyze him. She could have said that thing the moment they were past his front door, leaving him frozen where he stood, and she’d only need to take the book off his desk and leave.

It meant she had wanted to go to bed with him. As far as that went, it was flattering. Of course, in order for him to feel flattered, he would have to ignore the fact that the bitch had also incapacitated and robbed him.

Still, he wondered when she had made the decision to take the scenario all the way. Well beforehand? When she was, presumably, tailing him in her car? At the bar? Or maybe the desire had just overwhelmed her when they got to his place, and she decided she wanted a piece of Jayson Raleigh cake.

For the second time, he found a way to gruffy laugh at this very fraught situation.

He had coffee, showered, and headed out, driving across town to the old lady’s house, where he had just acquired the leather-bound book after a great hopscotching effort. Other dealers had been after the volume. He knew that the way a spider knew when something stepped in its web.

Maybe Leni was a dealer, someone he’d never heard of, or ever had described to him. But she didn’t vibe like one of his kind. And no other dealers he knew could shoot fire from their hand.

Then again, nobody he knew could do that. Or should even be able to do that. It was supposed to be beyond human possibility. He couldn’t even begin to guess how many laws of physics what she’d done to him defied.

Except…he had done it too. Sort of. Spoken one weird word, and his own hand lit up, and he was filled with a blinding sense of power.

He pulled up in front of the rotting old house. The street was run-down. In the 1970s, this area had been hip and swanky. In the ‘80s, it boomed with corporate cash and cocaine. But the bubble had burst, as bubbles tended to do, and the money had gone elsewhere.

Now, the most elegant district of the city was the hills. Jayson reflexively looked northward, and saw the mounded land, strung with winding streets and graceful homes with extensive grounds. The hills were old money, and that neighborhood had maintained itself while this one foundered.

He walked past the open gate and up the weedy walkway, and already he knew something was wrong. The house was still a crumbling dump, but now, he saw, it was also empty. He stopped and stared. No way. He had been here yesterday. But now the curtainless windows showed him a vacant interior, with just scraps and debris left on the floors. Yesterday—yesterday—it had been a big, ramshackle house fairly stuffed with furniture and furnishings and a hoarder’s supply of useless crap.

A realty sign was spiked in the unkempt yard, and he automatically snapped a picture of it with his phone.

The old lady—Berta Gersch was her name—had seemed dug in here, swanning about the cluttered rooms with her cigarette holder and cut crystal cocktail glass, half the time babbling nonsense about people and times he knew next to nothing about.

She certainly hadn’t looked like she was going anywhere, though. What an absolutely massive effort it must have been to evacuate this entire house overnight. He supposed it could be done; in that it was within the bounds of feasible human undertaking. But why had she gone? And where the hell was she now?

She had told him nothing very coherent about the book. Something in her family for years. A keepsake she no longer needed. Only when he had flashed the cash he’d used to pay her with had she focused. Her eyes had danced in her gray-haired head. He was glad to get out of there with his prize, away from the woman’s cigarette smoke.

Heading back down the broken walkway stones, he saw a vehicle pass along the street. It was a black SUV with smoked windows. It looked out of place. It cruised slowly, and Jayson’s hackles went up. He felt eyes on him. When the vehicle passed his parked car and the front of the house, the SUV sped up, and glided swiftly out of sight.
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