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“Freak House”


A Strays Short Story


Kelly Meding


“How exactly does one acquire their very own djinn?” I ask the dour, mustached man in front of me. He doesn’t take offense at the probing question because I inject it with just the right amounts of wide-eyed amazement and breathless wonder to make it sound like I’m gushing over his incredible cleverness.


Which I’m really not. He’s the bad guy, and I’m not a gusher, even when gushing is warranted.


Still, the bad guy today is pretty blessed clever, this Stefan Balthazar fellow. He managed to capture and contain a djinn, after all, so I am factually curious about this feat. Not an easy thing for anyone to do, much less a mortal magic user (or, more likely in his case, magic abuser).


Balthazar runs a traveling carnival exhibit, but instead of pickled pig fetuses and the shrunken heads of pygmies, he displays the abilities of six different imprisoned Paras (that’s Paranormal Citizens, to you). Luck bought me an invitation to tonight’s show in the outskirts of Denver, Colorado, and what a show it’s been so far—you’ve never seen beauty until you’ve seen a pixie cloud dance—and now it’s mingling time. The two dozen of us who coughed up twenty-five grand a head to enjoy the show get an hour to gawk and chat with our host over plates of crab puffs and glasses of expensive champagne.


I hate seafood, and champagne doesn’t do anything except tickle my nose (a benefit of being only half-human), but gulping back the bubbly helps me keep my cover. Wealthy men who are desperate to hold on to their tenuous power and position, like Balthazar, love playing to an audience. Especially if that audience is a pretty, flirty, empty-headed bimbo of a woman, like me. (Or who I’m pretending to be—and managing an Oscar-worthy performance, I must say.)


Balthazar laughs at my question about capturing the djinn. He gives the four other men in our intimate conversational circle a knowing look. A look that clearly asks Isn’t she precious?


“A magician never reveals his secrets,” he says with a chiding tone I want to stuff right back down his throat.


Instead of bristling or retorting like instinct demands, I lean a little more heavily onto Julius, my fellow infiltrator and date for the evening. He’s got at least twenty-five years on me, which gives us an oddball May-December look and cements my position as a rich businessman’s idiot eye candy.


I tilt my head and twist a strand of my blond wig around my pinkie finger, then give Balthazar a winsome smile. “I didn’t know genies really exist,” I reply with a pout. “How come no one knows that?”


“Because they’re very difficult to summon, my dear.”


No kidding. I have more knowledge of the djinn in my little toe than he’ll ever hope to learn in his lifetime. I just can’t toss that back in his smug face.


Yet.


Very, very few people in the world can summon a djinn, much less bind one to the Rules of Wishing. Problem one: you have to know djinn exist. Even though vampires, werewolves, and certain types of fey are out to humans, the vast majority of Paras remain hidden while wandering around on Earth. It’s much safer this way, for everyone. Problem two: you have to know the binding words for the Rules, which djinn can’t speak out loud and which are impossible to write down. Problem three: three wishes are all you get (cliché, but true), and even those wishes are bound to the Rules. And yet Balthazar has somehow turned his djinn prisoner into a dancing monkey, bidden to perform magic on command, and it pisses me off.


Balthazar is no amateur magician, but his experience doesn’t worry me as much as it probably should. I didn’t travel halfway across the country to Denver just to see the magic show and drink champagne. My entire reason for existing is stuck behind a plate-glass wall, hunched over on a stool in the corner of his tiny cell, as miserable as I’ve ever seen him. He isn’t just any powerful, eight-hundred-year-old djinn over there in that cage.


He is Gaius Oakenjinn. My father.


—


I SHOULD PROBABLY back up a little bit and explain.


Paras first came out to the public at large when werewolves helped us win World War II in 1944, seven weeks after American forces jumped into France. Vampires followed a few decades later, as did a handful of fey. After a while, though, their celebrity status began to wear off, and humans remembered why they ought to fear what’s different. Werewolves now live in state-regulated Packs, while most vampires stick close to their Line Master and avoid human interaction. There’s still the occasional violent flare-up, but we’re all mostly peaceful. Segregated, but peaceful. Oddly enough, it’s usually the human magic abusers who screw things up and incite violence among the Paras.


Kind of like right now.


For most people, an Earth djinn disappearing off the face of the planet isn’t going to ding their bell. Djinn live on another plane entirely and they tend to shun human interaction unless summoned and bound to the Rules of Wishing. Likewise, the disappearance of a Pack-less werewolf, a skin-walker, a leprechaun, a pixie cloud, and a harpy won’t ding any serious bells, either. Especially not with the human police.


It dinged my bell good and hard last week when my dad didn’t show up for my birthday.


I hate birthdays, and my gypsy mother knows better than to try anything except a card that sings (because she can’t) and a loaf of homemade zucchini bread (her specialty). But this year, birthday number twenty-two, actually did something useful—it clued me in to Dad’s new, unofficial status as a missing non-person. As a frustrated college graduate with no real career plans in mind, I decided to make finding him my official business.


Five days later, my snooping led me to a coffee shop in downtown Denver in the dead of winter, freezing my ass off when I’d rather have been soaking up the sun in Florida.


Admittedly, I’ve always been a bit of a wuss about cold weather—something I inherited from my father’s side of the gene pool. All Mom’s mix of gypsy and warlock genes gave me is dark hair and a heart-shaped face.


The coffee shop seemed like an innocuous enough place for a clandestine meeting with a dhampir named Peyton. Dhampirs (not to be confused with upyrs) are the offspring of vampire fathers and human mothers. Upyrs are the other way around and way more rare because of the difficulty of keeping a vampire pregnant with a human child alive. Once the fetus reaches a certain age and the mother recognizes it as a potential food source . . . well, it’s not important. Or pretty.


Still following me?


Peyton supposedly had information on my father’s disappearance, and considering vampires and djinn are immortal enemies, I was taking said information with a barrel of salt. Maybe she was helping me out of some kind of half-breed solidarity thing? Maybe not.
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